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          About Pets in Space

        

      

    
    
      Even an alien needs a pet...

      Join the adventure as nine pet loving sci-fi romance authors take you out of this world and pull you into their action-packed stories filled with suspense, laughter, and romance. The alien pets have an agenda that will capture the hearts of those they touch. Follow along as they stop a genetically-engineered creature from destroying the Earth or find a lost dragon; life is never the same after their pets decide to get involved. Can the animals win the day or will the stars shine just a little less brightly?

      New York Times, USA TODAY, Award Winning, and Best selling authors have eight original, never-released stories and one expanded story giving readers nine amazing adventures that will capture your imagination and help a worthy charity. Come join us as we take you on nine amazing adventures that will change the way you look at your pet!
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* * *

    

  


  
    
      The Authors of Pets in Space would like to make a special dedication of this book to our friend and cover model Vikkas Bhardwaj, in memory of his beloved dog Simba, who passed away while we were collaborating on this anthology. Vikkas had shared many wonderful photos and stories of Simba with us and his other followers on social media, and described “discovering the love” of pet ownership with Simba. He viewed his canine companion as “the most loyal and most compassionate…” of dogs. To this day Vikkas speaks movingly of his late, much missed companion Simba and we’re happy to take this opportunity to acknowledge the special bond of a man and his dog.
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          About A Mate for Matrix

        

      

    
    
      A human woman, an alien male, and a determined cyborg wolf hybrid who wants a family can only lead to one thing… A Mate for Matrix.

      

      Jana Dixon loves her job as a vet assistant. Her life might not be the most adventurous, even with the three kittens she adopted, but it is hers. However, when a trucker brings in what he thinks is a wolf, Jana’s life gets more exciting than she could have ever dreamed!

      Matrix Roma and his partner, K-Nine, are elite agents in the Cyborg Protection Unit, a shadow warrior division of the Zion military. Their current mission becomes critical when K-Nine disappears while on the hunt for a deadly genetically-engineered creature known as a Crawler.

      Matrix soon discovers that his hands are full and his life is in chaos. He might be a match for the deadliest creatures in the solar system, but can he handle one curvaceous human and her three mischievous kittens? He’s about to find out the hard way.
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      “Matrix,” a deep, familiar voice called out, pulling his attention away from the blood-splattered interior walls of the freighter.

      Matrix rose and turned, his face grim. “General Roma,” he greeted politely, waiting when several warriors turned the corner and paused when they saw the General.

      The men saluted and waited for permission to pass. Terrex Roma nodded to the warriors and motioned for them to continue before returning his attention to Matrix. Drawing in a deep breath, Matrix was about to speak when he saw another familiar figure walking down the bloodstained corridor.

      “Mother!” Matrix hissed, glaring at his father. “She shouldn’t see this.”

      His father released a long sigh. “You try stopping her. I gave up years ago,” he retorted in a dry tone. “Sennara, what have you discovered?”

      His mother was pale, but poised. She wore a dark gray protective suit and long gloves. A warm smile curved her lips, but the frailty in her gaze worried Matrix.

      “Some very disturbing information, I’m afraid. I’ll explain what I’ve found in the briefing. Matrix, I would hug you, but I think it best to refrain at the moment,” Sennara greeted. “I heard about your new promotion. Congratulations.”

      Matrix glanced at his father who gave a brief nod and small, genuine smile. Matrix returned his mother’s smile with a slight bowing of his head.

      “Thank you,” he responded, leaning forward and brushing a kiss against her cheek. “You don’t have any blood there.”

      Sennara released a strained laugh before the humor faded from her eyes to be replaced by concern. Matrix could feel her wavering between seeing him as her son and as a Zion officer. Eventually, she drew in a deep breath.

      “There is a briefing in a few minutes in the lower storage bay. It is the only room not… covered in blood,” she explained. “Matrix, I can tell you that this is like no other species we have ever encountered. I don’t know where the Triterian found the genetic markers for the Crawlers, but they aren’t from any star system controlled by the Zion forces.”

      “General, the other teams have arrived,” another officer informed him, halting several feet away.

      “We’ll be there shortly,” Terrax responded.

      The officer nodded, saluted, and left for the lower storage bay.

      Terrax returned his attention to his son as they moved at a slower pace back through the freighter to the lift. “The Triterians have agreed to assist us on this mission, despite the recent decimation of their numbers. Volunteering to work with others is a very unusual overture on their part, and the Confederation Council has asked that we try to maintain a diplomatic peace with them,” Terrax said in a clipped tone.

      “What do you plan to do?” Matrix asked, glancing at his father as they moved back through the freighter to the lift.

      “Pacify them, then send them in the opposite direction,” Terrax retorted. “The last thing we want is for them to decide one of these creatures needs to be studied. You’ll learn more in the briefing. I’ve given specific orders that none of the information on these creatures is to be withheld from the CPU teams. My briefing with the head of the Triterian will be slightly less... informative.”

      Matrix couldn’t keep the grin from his face when his mother released a soft, delicate snort. Less informative meant the Triterian would only receive the information the Triterian already knew, nothing else.

      Within minutes, they stepped into a large area filled with metal containers. In the far corner, Matrix could see the other five CPU teams; each team consisted of both a warrior and their cyborg animal partner.

      Matrix stepped closer to where his own partner sat waiting. Cyborg Protection Unit K, Production Unit Nine, or K-Nine as Matrix called him, glanced at Matrix with a look of inquiry before turning his head back toward several senior officers standing in front of a large, empty tube. The group parted as Matrix’s father and mother stepped forward, and began their opening statements.

      “Where have you been?” K-Nine asked Matrix in a low undertone.

      “I heard my father was on board,” Matrix replied with a shrug. “I became distracted by a mark left by one of the creatures.”

      “What kind of mark?” K-Nine asked.

      “I’ll send it to you once we are on our way,” Matrix answered quietly.

      K-Nine nodded almost imperceptibly. “I’ve downloaded the vidcoms from the lab on the asteroid.”

      “How did you download them? I thought the asteroid had been destroyed,” Matrix muttered, ignoring the raised eyebrow from another team member.

      K-Nine shrugged and scratched at his side. “The scientists who escaped the asteroid left the transmission open when they contacted the crew on board the freighter to warn them. I imagine the creatures on the freighter broke free and attacked shortly after the transmission began, since the attack from both were recorded. I’ve notified our superiors and the other team members of my findings.”

      “This is a top secret mission,” Terrax informed the assembled CPU teams. “The creatures you are hunting are very dangerous. They are also unlike anything you have ever encountered before. We have just received additional information. First Officer Manacore will brief you on what we now know.”

      The Chief Science Officer nodded and stepped forward. “There were six emergency pods on board the freighter. The vidcom footage indicates these were no ordinary escape pods. The data is still being reviewed, but we know these emergency pods were specifically designed for long-range voyages. Each contains a unique power and environmental system and is capable of traveling at speeds equivalent to those of the CPU Starfighters,” Manacore explained in a grim voice.

      Matrix wasn’t the only one to emit a soft curse. Their starships were among some of the most advanced. If the pods were designed with those same capabilities, it could only mean one thing… they had been manufactured at the same space facility. This would generate some very serious repercussions.

      “We discovered that two of the scientists from the lab had previously worked in the Zion Command Laboratory and Research Center. Investigators have been dispatched to ZCLR to look for additional evidence of espionage. This is the least of our concerns for the moment, however. Our primary mission is to eliminate the creatures that were created,” he continued.

      “What are they?” One of the team members asked.

      Matrix’s gaze locked on his mother’s face as she stepped forward when the CSO turned to her. She still looked unusually pale. A worried frown creased his brow.

      “Their designers called them Crawlers,” Sennara Roma began. "Their genetic origins are unknown at this time. What we do know is that these creatures are not natural, they were created in the lab. A group of scientists, led by Elaine Brim, used the remote location and the Triterian government’s funding to enable their own covert experimentations.”

      “I’ve heard that name before,” one of the men muttered under his breath.

      “She was a member of the Zion Science Council until she was removed because some of her experiments violated ethical guidelines,” Sennara replied in a soft voice.

      “She was the one that started the Cyborg Protection Unit, long before it was called that,” one female member stated. “It was her research that lead to the enhancement of the animals in our program.”

      “Which is yet another reason why this needs to remain classified,” Terrax interrupted. “Please continue.”

      The CSO stepped forward again and touched a portable projection device to the side of the metal container. Matrix watched the vidcom of the Triterian attacks on the asteroid and the freighter’s vidcom of the crew’s death. The creatures were huge. Each had a dozen limbs and six eyes. Matrix grimaced when he saw one creature spew what appeared to be acid on a crew member. The flesh of the male melted away.

      “The crew was killed in a variety of ways. The creatures have the ability to travel underground if given a chance. They used the maintenance shafts on the freighter to access the different levels. This will make it difficult for you to follow them. As you saw, a Crawler is capable of ejecting an acidic substance which is deadly. Fortunately, it needs time to regenerate that substance. A hard, outer shell protects most of its body. The limbs are vulnerable, but if they are removed, the limbs will regrow if given enough time to do so. It detects movement through a sensor in its frontal lobe, and it is programmed to detect and destroy a distress signal,” the CSO continued.

      “They are very intelligent,” Sennara stated, stepping forward when the CSO turned to her again. “The creatures killed six Triterian military units before the order was given by their government to cleanse the asteroid. They are programmed to observe, learn, and adapt.”

      “I’m sure you’re getting an idea of how hard it is to kill these creatures. The Triterians are not part of the council, but this is a threat to us all, and the Confederation council has requested the help of the Zion military. The Cyborg Protection Unit will assist because these things have programming similar to your cyborg partners. From what Brim told us, the six Crawlers on board the freighter were mature females, ready to reproduce.” Sennara drew in a deep breath before she continued. “It could mean the deaths of millions if you don’t eliminate them before that happens. There’s a very good possibility that many of you may not survive the encounter. I’ve had my team working on some new equipment which, hopefully, will give you a slight advantage.”

      Matrix listened carefully as the CSO, his mother, and his father concluded the briefing. There were very few questions; the briefing had been clear and concise.
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* * *

      “Matrix.”

      He turned, hearing his mother’s soft voice as she broke away from the group. She quickly caught up with him. His father was talking with the CSO.

      “Yes,” he responded, softening his tone when he saw the fear in her eyes.

      “Please, be careful,” she whispered. “I wish….”

      Matrix lifted his hand and brushed back a stray strand of hair from her cheek. His thumb caressed the faint wrinkles next to her eye. She leaned her face against his palm.

      “I know what to do,” he promised. “Besides, I have a Despairing Wolfhound as my partner. Nothing gets by him.”

      “No, not a thing,” K-Nine agreed.

      “I know,” Sennara replied, clearing her throat and stepping back. “But, as your mother, I ask that you be careful and return.”

      “I will,” Matrix promised, locking eyes with his mother, then glancing over his mother’s head to nod at his father who had noticed Sennara’s distress.

      “I’ll even find him a life mate and bring her back,” K-Nine promised. “And a pack for me.” He added.

      Matrix scowled when he heard his mother’s chuckle. “I already told you to forget it! I don’t need a life mate,” he growled. “And where would we put a pack for you? We barely have enough room for the two of us on the transport!”

      “I’ll find myself a small one,” K-Nine retorted. “The starship is larger than the transport. They can always sleep in either ship when we’re not on a mission.”
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* * *

      Sennara watched as her only child walked away. She didn’t hide the grin curving her lips. Elaine Brim had done many horrific things, but the Cyborg program had not been one of them.

      The Cyborg program did bring about the friendship between Matrix and the unusual Despairing Wolfhound, but it was the program’s state of the art technology that Sennara was thankful for. It had saved Matrix’s life after he was severely wounded during a mission. Elaine Brim might be a criminal, but Sennara owed the woman a debt that only a parent could understand.

      “How are you doing?” Terrex asked, coming to a stop beside her.

      Sennara glanced up and smiled. “Better,” she promised with a sigh. “K-Nine said he is going to find Matrix a life mate.”

      “Have you been sending K-Nine images of eligible females again?” Terrex asked.

      Sennara turned, wishing she could lean into her life mate for strength when a wave of weakness washed through her. She drew in a deep breath and forced her failing body to remain strong. Releasing the breath, she smiled up at her mate.

      “Maybe just a few. I would love to see my grandchild before…,” she whispered, her voice fading when Terrex gently laid his fingers against her lips.

      “You will,” he vowed. “You will.”
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* * *

      “This is CPU-07051, requesting permission for departure,” Matrix stated into the mic.

      “CPU-07051, clearance is granted,” the voice from the large warship replied.

      Matrix eased their assigned starship out of the massive Zion warship. K-Nine was linked to the warship’s computer system. His dark gray eyes glowed as he collected and processed the information.

      “I have a particle signature for the pod we were assigned to intercept,” K-Nine stated.

      “Lock onto coordinates,” Matrix ordered, reaching forward and setting the computer guidance system.

      “It leads to an abandoned jump gate,” K-Nine responded, tilting his head.

      “I guess we’ll be seeing where it goes,” Matrix replied grimly. “I’m diverting energy to the front shields. Prepare for the jump.”

      This gate had been abandoned after it had proven to be unreliable. New technology and more advanced jump gates were now being used. On their return trip, they would need to lock on to these coordinates as they went through if they ever hoped to return to their own star system.

      Everything appeared to slow down around them as they entered the jump gate. Suddenly they were being propelled forward. Matrix’s teeth clenched as the starship shuddered. This was going to be one mission he wasn’t ever likely to forget.
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      Matrix checked the charges in his weapon before he stepped cautiously out of the woods and looked both ways along the hard, dark surface of the alien road that curved at opposite ends of the long narrow stretch. As part of a new, elite section of the Zion military, they were often called the Shadow Warriors. They worked under the radar of the Confederation council to resolve problems no one else wanted to deal with. In this case, the problem was the mess Elaine Brim and her team of scientists had created. Their directive was to remain invisible to the local inhabitants, if at all possible.

      Thanks to K-Nine’s advanced cybernetic programming, they were able to track the particle field emitted by the pod’s unusual design. That trail had veered away from any of the known planets and lead to a distant star system.

      It had not taken them long to locate the Crawler’s abandoned pod when they’d arrived on the planet. They would retrieve the pod after they killed the creature. Their main focus was finding and eliminating the Crawler as soon as possible.

      Now, Matrix stepped forward, studying the ground intently as he searched for evidence of what could have happened to his partner. He stopped and knelt next to the road. A dark frown creased his brow. After several minutes, he rose back to his feet. His gaze followed the long dark marks on the hard surface.

      His mind raced as he tried to piece together what could have happened. He had not been too concerned at first when K-Nine and he had separated. The Crawler they were hunting was a crafty one and it had been necessary to split up in order to cover more ground. They had been on its trail, moving to box it in when Matrix had lost communication with K-Nine. That had been three days ago. Since then, he had focused on locating K-Nine’s last known whereabouts.
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* * *

      Matrix glanced down at the scanner in his hand and drew in a deep breath as he pulled his thoughts back to the present. He seriously doubted there was an issue with K-Nine’s cybernetics. They had been in regular contact via the special communicator designed specifically for their team.

      At first, he had thought the unusually long silence was due to K-Nine’s intense focus. It wouldn’t have been the first time that K-Nine had wandered beyond the range of their communication devices, but it had never been for this long before. After several failures to check in, Matrix knew it was something more serious must have happened. The coordinates of K-Nine’s location during his last check-in had turned out to be a wooded area not far from a road. It had taken perseverance, but he had finally discovered a tuft of K-Nine’s blue fur along the edge of the road.

      “Initiate transport pickup. Lock on location.” Matrix growled into the communication device attached to his ear.

      A few minutes later, a sleek vessel appeared over the tall trees bordering the west side of the road. It landed a short distance away, and Matrix strode over to it and climbed in. He didn’t bother waiting for the automatic straps to engage before he took the controls and the vessel surged forward.

      “K-Nine, location,” Matrix demanded. His frown deepened when there was no response. “Cyborg Unit K, Production Nine, report.”

      Again, no response. Matrix couldn’t put it off any longer. There was no alternative. He entered the command to activate the emergency locator embedded in K-Nine. It took several long minutes for the tracking device to lock onto K-Nine’s location. It was as he had feared when Matrix had seen the dark marks on the road’s hard surface. K-Nine had been captured, possibly moments after his last transmission.

      Matrix immediately dismissed the idea that the Crawler was responsible for K-Nine’s disappearance. If K-Nine had encountered the creature and lost, there would have been bloody body parts lying on the ground, not just a tuft of fur. No, his friend and partner must have been captured by a local inhabitant. While their directive was to remain invisible to the local inhabitants if at all possible, Matrix’s main concern was that K-Nine was in trouble. He would do everything he could to free him regardless of what it took.

      “This is turning out to be a more complicated mission than expected,” Matrix muttered, locking the location of the signal into the computer. “Stealth mode. Analyze the track residue and calculate possible routes.”

      “Natural and synthetic rubber, carbon elements, metal fibers, each composed of elements…,” the computer began.

      Matrix scowled as he listened to the long list of materials before the computer finally informed him that the width and the number of marks made it probable they’d been created by a large transport. The computer had also picked up traces of K-Nine’s fur, concluding K-Nine and the transport must have collided.

      “How long until we reach the emergency beacon’s location?” Matrix demanded.

      “One planetary hour,” the computer responded.

      Matrix grunted and reached into a compartment between the seat and the hull of the vessel. Pulling out a fresh energy cartridge, he inserted it into his weapon. He was about to close the small compartment when a second signal appeared on the screen in front of him. It was heading toward K-Nine too. A soft curse escaped him and he shook his head. It hadn’t taken the creature long to intercept the signal from the emergency beacon in K-Nine.

      “Damn Crawler,” he muttered, pulling out two more energy cartridges. “This could get very messy.”
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* * *

      Three days earlier:

      

      Jana Dixon jumped back from the door of the vet’s office in surprise when the large truck driver pushed past her. In his arms, he held an animal wrapped in a blanket. From the sweat glistening on the man’s brow and red coloring his cheeks, the dog, at least that was what she assumed from the paw sticking out from under the blanket, must have been pretty heavy. For the second time in as many minutes, she regretted answering the impatient banging on the door to the vet’s office where she worked.

      “I hit a wolf with my rig. I don’t want no trouble from the animal rights people or local government,” the man told her in a gruff voice. “With the release of those wolves back into the area, I can just see it splattered all over the news. My bosses would fire me if it got out that I just left it lying in the road. Where can I put it down?”

      “I… In the back, but…,” Jana replied in frustration, impatiently pushing back a lock of dark brown hair that fell along her cheek as the man headed toward the back. “You can’t leave it here. The Doc isn’t in. The office is closed for the next two months!”

      “Not my problem anymore,” the man replied, practically dropping the blanket-covered creature on the exam table. “That damn thing weighs a ton. Good luck.”

      “But… You can’t just leave! What am I supposed to do with it? The only animals here are mine. You need to take it to a different vet. Doc Wilson left this morning for his vacation and we’re closed!” Jana growled in exasperation, following the man as he quickly headed back the way he’d come. “You’ll have to take it to Fairview.”

      “Like I said, not my problem anymore,” the man replied with a wave of his hand. “I’m behind schedule as it is and Fairview is in the opposite direction.”

      “Argh!” Jana snarled as the man hurried out the door without a backwards glance. “Jerk! If it dies, how am I supposed to take care of it? If you can barely carry the poor thing, how am I supposed to be able to lift it?”

      With a deep sigh, Jana returned to the exam room. She paused in the doorway and stared at the still figure. It always broke her heart when an animal got hit. With a sigh, Jana walked over to the table and pulled back the blanket. She tenderly stroked the thick fur of the dog. A confused frown creased her brow as she studied it.

      “You know, for something that has been run over by an eighteen wheeler, you sure look like you’re in pretty good shape to me,” Jana murmured with a shake of her head. “I’m sure the doc would’ve ordered some x-rays though, just to make sure you don’t have any broken bones. I’m really amazed that you aren’t covered in blood.”

      Jana rested her hand on the side of the poor animal. The dog did resemble a wolf, but must be mixed with another breed because its coloring differed from a wolf’s. The fur seemed almost blue instead of black and the muzzle had silver in it.

      “I guess I could call Doc Evans to come out and pick you up,” she murmured, still stroking the soft fur. “I wish there was more I could do. Except for the kittens, it’s just me here. Old Doc Wilson won’t be back for a while.”

      A startled squeak escaped Jana when the dog’s eyes suddenly opened and it lifted its head to stare directly into Jana’s eyes. Unsure of whether it would attack her or not, Jana slowly pulled her hand away from its side. When the dog’s head turned, following her movements, she froze. From the intense look in the dog’s eyes, she decided it wouldn’t matter if she could pick it up or not, because it might be her bloody corpse the doc found when he returned.

      “Bad thoughts, Jana. Bad, bad thoughts. Uh, not you. You aren’t bad. Good boy, or girl, or whatever you are,” she whispered, stepping backwards. Her hand fumbled for the pocket door to the room. Another soft groan escaped her when she realized that this was the room with the sticky door. “I won’t hurt you. I…,” she continued to whisper as she fumbled for the small latch. “Darn it!” She snapped under her breath when it refused to move.

      Jana froze again when the dog slowly pushed up to a sitting position. Her head began shaking back and forth in denial. This was not good, not good at all. Jana didn’t think the situation could get any worse until a flash of fur swept past her.

      “Meow… Meow….”

      A choked cry of horror escaped Jana when she heard the soft meows of the three mischievous kittens. She’d forgotten she had let them out to play earlier. Her head turned at the same time as the wolf-dog’s massive head did. They both stared at the tiny golden body that rubbed along the door frame leading to the hallway where the lab station, surgical unit, and the empty kennels were located. Less than a second later, another tumbling ball of gray fur bounced into the room, oblivious to the danger.

      The kittens were Jana’s pride and joy. She had syringe-fed them after they were abandoned in a pillowcase on the doorstep of the office when they were barely a day old. That had been over six weeks ago. Originally, there had been seven kittens, but four of them hadn’t made it. These three were Jana’s babies.

      “No!” Jana cried out when the massive canine stood up and jumped off the table.

      She scrambled forward, trying to catch the two kittens. Honeybun and Biscuit immediately took off in opposite directions inside the room. Jana lost her balance when she tried to grab them and ended up doing a faceplant on the slippery floor.

      She muttered a curse and her head jerked up just in time to come nose to nose with Butter. The blue-eyed, cream-colored kitten stared at her for a moment before raising one tiny paw and swiping at the stubborn lock of Jana’s hair that kept coming loose.

      At the sound of nails on the tile, Jana frantically glanced over her shoulder. Her eyes widened when she saw that the massive dog was now standing just a foot from where she was lying. The wolf-dog watched her with intense, gray eyes filled with curiosity. Rolling over and sitting up, she scooped Butter into her arms and scooted back along the shiny floor. She stopped when she felt her back hit the door frame behind her. Her gaze remained focused on the unusual dark gray eyes of the dog.

      “Good… Good boy,” Jana whispered. She’d leaned just far enough to the side to confirm the sex of the dog before straightening. “Please… Please don’t eat us.”

      Jana jumped when the dog sneezed and shook his head. He glanced over his shoulder toward the cabinet. Her gaze followed his and she released a silent prayer for Honeybun and Biscuit to remain under it. That thought died when the dog – wolf – whatever it was, turned his attention back to her. Jana smothered a cry when he stepped closer and pressed his nose to her cheek.

      “Please… Good boy,” she choked out in a trembling voice, her eyes closing as she turned her head away. “Don’t eat us. We would taste really, really bad.”

      “Meow,” Butter agreed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      K-Nine studied the creatures sitting against the wall. He sneezed and shook his head in an effort to test his communications system. The impact with the strange metal transport must have damaged it. There had been some difficulty rebooting his system at first, but his internal repair bots were now working to correct the damage.

      He quickly scanned the two life forms sitting in front of him. Neither form activated his internal warning system. Leaning forward, he stretched so he could touch his nose to the soft skin of the female. Data poured into his system, but he was unable to process all of it at the moment.

      Taking a step back, he sat down and drew in a deep breath. This time, he accessed his natural sense of smell instead of his enhanced processors. Massive amounts of information flooded him. The scents in the room struck his senses. The smells of antiseptic cleansers, the faint traces of a variety of different species, and the heavy smell of the male who had carried him in swept through him.

      K-Nine tilted his head and studied the figures in front of him once again. His ears twitched, following sounds from the other two life forms now hidden under the cabinet. They posed no threat to him. His gaze moved over to the small ball of fur struggling to get free from the larger life form. Curious, he lowered his head and pushed his nose toward it. The small life form stretched forward and pressed a miniscule nose to his, then ran a tiny, sandpaper tongue across the sensor embedded in the tip. K-Nine released a surprised sneeze.

      Jerking back, he blinked at the ball of fur before transferring his attention to the other life form. A surprising feeling of warmth coursed through him. The only other times K-Nine felt this sense of comfort were with his partner, Matrix.

      “You… You’re not going to hurt us, are you? You’re such a beautiful dog,” the creature murmured in a soothing voice.

      K-Nine’s gaze followed the female when she carefully lowered the bundle in her arms. His head turned to follow the tiny form when it took off at a clumsy run before disappearing under the cabinet with the other two. The low hissing from the creatures as they played made him want to see what they were doing. He was about to rise when pleasure swept through him. The female was stroking his side.

      His head turned back and a pleased rumble escaped him. When she started scratching under his right shoulder, his body melted down to the floor and he rolled onto his side, lifting his front paw. The low rumble of pleasure escaped him again, and his back leg started twitching when she scratched a little harder.

      Pure bliss engulfed him and his eyes closed. Good, yes, more, he thought blissfully. I will keep this creature. It will make a good pet.

      K-Nine didn’t pay much attention to the vague thought that this was against his programming. It was likely a minor defect due to his injuries. His communications system was still down, but Matrix would find him soon enough. Matrix would probably be mad at him for chasing that small, gray creature with the long fluffy tail. He would have caught it too, if it hadn’t taken to the trees – and if he hadn’t been hit by the large transport when he’d darted across the road. The collision had definitely taken him by surprise.

      “You’re just a big baby, aren’t you, boy?” The female crooned in a husky voice that caused K-Nine’s ears to twitch in pleasure.

      Another low groan escaped him. His eyes started to close again until he felt something crawling on him – correction... several somethings. Forcing his head up, he blinked sleepily at the gray body struggling to climb up onto his side. The fingers scratching him moved to scratch behind his ear.

      “That’s Biscuit. The golden one is Honeybun, and the cream-colored one is Butter. I’m Jana,” the female explained with a slight grimace. “That’s what happens when I’m hungry. I name things after food. They are my babies, so you have to be nice and not eat them.”

      K-Nine watched as the golden one sniffed at him, jerking back several times before tentatively stretching forward again. His gaze focused on the third one. Butter was swiping at his tail. Curious, he moved the tip. The small kitten jumped backwards, staring at it. Moving it again, he waited to see what would happen. Almost immediately, the cream-colored furball pounced on it with a low hiss. A soft snort escaped him. K-Nine watched in fascination when the kitten sneezed and shook its head. He wondered if the tiny creature was trying to process the information it was receiving.

      “Honeybun, no baby! That’s not a nipple,” the woman exclaimed with a reproving laugh when the kitten tried to push under his back leg.

      K-Nine quickly shifted his leg and released a soft, startled woof. Honeybun ignored him and simply tried to climb up onto his side to join her brother. Allowing his head to fall back, K-Nine decided that if he had to be out of commission for a while, this was as good a place as any.

      Matrix will find me, K-Nine thought with a contented grunt and twitched his ear when Biscuit nipped at it. Eventually.
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      Two hours later, Jana sighed as she looped the flimsy leash around Linguine’s neck and attached the clip to the leash because there wasn’t a collar to clip onto. She had searched for a collar for him, but none in the office fit. It was a good thing the office did have a few leashes for owners who’d forgotten to bring one when collecting their pets.

      “Now, don’t go taking off or anything without giving me some advance warning, you understand? These things aren’t made all that great and I’m going to have my hands full. One jerk from you and I’ll be lucky if I don’t end up with a broken wrist or doing a faceplant, not to mention that you might strangle yourself if the leash does hold up. Oh, and before I forget, I’ll need to stop at the gas station or we’ll be walking home, so no barking at everyone,” Jana instructed before she released a laugh when Linguine sneezed and looked at the thin cord with distaste. “I promise to take it off the minute we get home. I live in the middle of nowhere, so you’ll have plenty of room to roam.”

      Jana stood up. With a grin, she picked up the small travel carrier with the meowing kittens inside. She had concluded that unless she wanted to drive with kittens climbing all over her, she had better get them used to being in the carrier.

      “Okay, office is clean, kittens are confined, dog food is in the trunk, and you are on a leash. Everything’s good to go, so I say we make like a tree and leave,” she announced with a bright smile.

      Jana giggled as Linguine walked calmly beside her. If this was a wild wolf, she was Tinkerbell. There was no way a wild wolf would behave like this. Heck, she didn’t know many domesticated dogs that were this good on a leash. He had to have been trained, maybe as a service dog or something. She would take a picture of him and print out posters to display around town this weekend. Surely if someone had lost him, they would be eager to have him returned.

      Jana opened the back door, placed the carrier on the back seat, and secured the seat belt to the handle. Walking around to the other side, Jana opened it for Linguine. Her mouth dropped open when he jumped in without her having to say anything, and circled before sitting down. Her eyebrow rose when he sneezed again.

      “You’ve definitely done this before,” she murmured with a shake of her head. “Okay, gas station, here we come.”

      Jana shut the back passenger door and walked around to the driver’s side. She opened the door, slid in, and paused in surprise when she saw that Linguine was now sitting in the front passenger seat beside her. She frowned and glanced at him, then the back seat, before returning her gaze to his dark gray eyes.

      “Okay, you’re a front seat kind of dog,” she murmured, reaching out to shut the door with a shake of her head. “I’m good with that as long as you stay on your side of the console.”

      Jana fastened her seatbelt and started the car. She immediately rolled down the windows. The air conditioning had died last summer and she didn’t have the money to fix it. She didn’t need it all that often anyway. She slowly pulled away from the vet’s office and onto the main highway. There was a convenience-gas station a half mile down the road.

      Turning up the radio, she reached over and absently scratched Linguine’s back as he stuck his head out the window. She sang along with the song playing and tried to think about what she was going to do with the next two months off.

      “We could go to the lake,” she murmured between songs. “Or, I’ve been wanting to put in a new flower bed in the backyard, near the tree with the swing. I could do that, too. I was thinking of going up to Canada, but that’s kind-of hard to do with four animals. It will be nice to save some money, anyway.”

      Doc Wilson had been very generous. He had paid her for the two months in exchange for her keeping an eye on the office. It wasn’t like that would take too much time. She had cleaned it yesterday and had been finishing up this morning when the truck driver appeared. She’d go in once a week to make sure everything was okay. Other than that, there wasn’t anything else to do, but enjoy her own mini vacation.

      “Remember, no barking at anyone,” Jana warned in a soft voice as she pulled into the gas station and up to one of the pumps.

      “Woof,” Linguine replied with a low rumble.

      “I’m taking that as a ‘yes, ma’am’,” Jana replied dryly.

      Placing the car in Park, she turned off the ignition and unbuckled her seatbelt. She quickly wound the thin cord of the leash around the headrest before she opened the door and slid out. It wouldn’t be much of a hindrance if the huge wolf wanted to get out, but it was better than nothing.

      “Stay and be good,” Jana ordered again before she grabbed her wallet and headed inside to pay for the gas.

      [image: ]
* * *

      K-Nine turned his head to check on the kittens since he didn’t hear them making any noise. Through the small openings, he could see them piled up on each other, sound asleep. Turning his head back toward the front, he curiously watched the activity around him.

      There was a wide variety of shapes, sizes, and conditions of transports either pulling into the refueling stop or passing by. His ears flickered back and forth, trying to pick up and process everything. The sensors embedded in his nose were collecting data. Being unable to process it at the moment was very frustrating.

      His head turned when a dark gray transport pulled up beside Jana’s car. Seconds later, a male stepped out of the transport and closed the door. K-Nine’s head tilted as he studied the tall, slender male for a moment before his attention was caught by a window sliding downward.

      “Daddy, can you get me a water and a bag of chips?” A small female with dancing green eyes asked.

      “Sure, what kind?” The male asked.

      “Can I go get them?” Another girl asked, leaning forward to peer out the window.

      “Go with your mom, Violet,” the male finally said. “Gracie, do you want to help me pump the gas?”

      “Sure!”

      K-Nine watched as the little girl pushed the door open and slid out. Her eyes widened when she saw him. For a moment, she wavered between coming toward him and following the male. He saw her cast a longing look at him before she disappeared around the back of the transport.

      K-Nine understood that this was a family unit for this planet. It didn’t differ much from Zion. He listened as the male explained what needed to be done. It was obvious the male cared about the little female. A few minutes later, the sound of the fuel pumping slowed before it cut off.

      His head turned when he saw Jana hurrying back toward her transport. She had a drink and a bag in her hand. She walked around the front of her transport, opened the door and placed the items inside, before beginning to fuel it. She was almost done when he heard the little girl’s voice again.

      “May I pet your dog?” The girl asked Jana.

      Jana paused before she nodded. “Sure, just be careful and let him sniff your hand first,” she said.

      K-Nine stuck his head out of the window when Jana and the girl called Gracie walked around the back of the transport. He tilted his head and closely studied the little girl. She had curly blonde hair that flew out around her head, a small nose, and rounded cheeks, but it was her eyes that captured and held his attention. They were a vivid green and danced with innocence and intelligence.

      “My name is Gracie Jones. We’re from New York,” Gracie said with a smile. “Where are you from?”

      “Here, I’m afraid,” Jana laughed. “What are you doing in Glennis?”

      “We’re on our way home. My mom and dad had a convention to attend. It was fun. People were talking all different kinds of languages and didn’t know that Violet and I could understand them,” Gracie said with a grin. “What kind of dog is this? I’ve never seen one with blue fur before. Did you color it?”

      Jana shook her head. “No, he was brought into the vet’s office this morning where I work. A trucker had hit him. Initially I thought he was a wild wolf, but he’s way too friendly for that,” she explained.

      “I’ll have to do some research and see if I can find out what species he is,” Gracie murmured, holding out her hand toward K-Nine.

      “How old are you?” Jana asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Seven, but I’ll be eight soon,” Gracie replied with a giggle. “He’s so beautiful.”

      “Yes, he is,” Jana replied, watching as Linguine lowered his head and ran his tongue carefully over the back of Gracie’s hand.

      K-Nine felt a surge of longing flow through him. He wanted a pack of his own. He rubbed his head against Gracie’s hand when she started scratching him behind his ear. He wondered if he could take this little girl with them. She really knew how to scratch.

      “Gracie, time to go,” Violet called out. “I got you some candy, too.”

      “I have to go. Thank you for letting me pet your dog,” Gracie said, turning and running back to her transport.

      “Bye! It was nice meeting you,” Jana called out, taking over scratching his head. “I think you are a charmer.”

      K-Nine grinned and pulled his head back inside Jana’s transport. He released a surprised ‘woof’ when the little girl rolled down her window and blew him a kiss as they pulled away. Yes, he decided, it was time for a pack of his own.

      He couldn’t resist sticking his head out the window when Jana pulled out of the refueling station. His eyes narrowed and his tongue hung out as the transport picked up speed. He was really beginning to like this world.
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      Present Day:

      

      Jana giggled while watching the newest member of her family struggle to walk. It wasn’t easy when you had three kittens attacking you all at once. She knew that from experience. In the last three days, she had discovered that Linguine was a total sweetheart. He was patient, and almost as curious as the kittens.

      She hadn’t known what to do with him that first day. Once she’d finally reassured herself that he wasn’t going to eat the kittens or her, Jana had given him a quick exam and found no injuries. The only thing she could think of was that maybe the truck had just grazed him and knocked him a bit silly. Hoping his natural instincts would guide him home, she’d opened the back door to the office. Instead of taking off into the woods as she’d expected, he had sat down and stared up at her with wide, curious gray eyes. Unsure of what she should do, she had loaded him and the kittens into the back seat of her ten-year-old, dark green Toyota Camry, made a quick stop at the gas station and the grocery store, and then headed home.

      “Butter, you’re going to end up with another mouthful of fur,” Jana warned as she lifted the forty pound bag of dog food out of the trunk of her car. She’d brought it home from the office several days earlier, but at the time, she had only wanted to bring in the smaller bag of dog food she’d brought home. “Ugh! This is heavy,” she groaned. “Honeybun, keep up, sweetheart.”

      Jana paused and watched in shock as Linguine turned and gently picked up the smallest kitten by the nape of her neck. Biscuit immediately lurched forward, trying to grab his sister’s tail when she meowed. Shaking her head, Jana turned back around and toed open the back screen door which was slightly ajar.

      “This should last longer than the five pound bag,” Jana said cheerfully as she dropped it in the pantry. “Though, if you keep eating the way you have been, I’ll need to make another run to the office soon enough. I swear, between you and the kittens, I’ll need to take on a second job.”

      Jana knelt down and gently extricated Honeybun, who was staring back at her with a sleepy look, from Linguine’s hold. She cuddled the kitten against her chest and reached her left hand out to scratch behind Linguine’s ear. Once again, a look of pure bliss came into his eyes. She was about to stand up when a soft red glow at the tip of his right ear captured her attention.

      “What’s this?” Jana whispered, her eyes glued to the light.

      Linguine’s ear twitched and he sat frozen, his gaze on the door. Jana carefully lowered Honeybun to the floor and reached up to touch the light. She was surprised when she felt the small bump. Realization dawned on her and she released a groan.

      “You have a tracking device on you, don’t you?” She asked, twisting to sit on the floor. “Of course, you do! You were probably raised in captivity, which is why you are so good around people, before you were released back into the wild. They are probably tracking you to see how you are doing. They are so not going to be happy to find that I’ve adopted you,” Jana groaned in despair before she looked at Linguine with a twinkle in her eyes. “Oh, well. We’ll just tell them that this is Jana’s Resort for Wayward Animals. It will be our little secret, okay?”

      Jana leaned forward and brushed a kiss across Linguine’s forehead before she cuddled the three kittens who were demanding their usual dose of attention. She pushed up off the floor and wiped her hands on the back of her jeans. With a shake of her head, she scratched the wolf’s head once more before she turned her attention to her daily chores.

      “Okay, guys. Momma’s got to finish cleaning up the mess you made yesterday before I prepare some breakfast for all of us,” Jana informed them with a grin. “Who wants to help fold clothes?”

      Almost immediately, the three kittens took off for the living room as if they’d understood what she’d said. Jana paused in the doorway and looked back at Linguine, who continued to stare intently at the door. A slight frown creased her brow and she gave him a sad smile.

      “Do you want to go out?” Jana asked in a slightly uneven voice. Her eyes widened and her breath caught when Linguine turned to look at her and shook his head. “Well, how about you keep the kittens occupied while I fold clothes? Mr. Marker, the landlord, came by for the rent last week and the cheeky little furballs had taken my panties out of the basket just as I opened the door. I was mortified that he saw them playing tug-of-war with them! You know what that dirty old man said? He said he wouldn’t mind playing with my panties as long as I was wearing them! He’s got to be, like, in his, I don’t know, sixties? I was, like, take the money and go already.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      K-Nine’s eyes danced with amusement at Jana’s rambling commentary. He had learned over the last three days that she liked to talk… a lot. She talked to him, she talked to the kittens, she talked to the box on the kitchen wall, she talked to the smaller unit she held in her hand, and she talked to herself. He’d never encountered anyone so entertaining in his life. Even Matrix didn’t talk this much.

      He also liked the fact that she was very affectionate. She was always cuddling him and the other three creatures. His gaze turned to the fluffy balls of fur. Kittens, she called them kittens. He had discovered that they liked to attack his paws, tail, and ears whenever he lay down. Actually, they attacked just about anything that moved and were surprisingly pretty good at the stalking part. They just needed instruction on their execution.

      K-Nine settled down near the long, brightly patterned piece of furnishing where Jana sat. She was lifting clothing items out of the pre-formed material used to house them. The kittens were trying to pull a piece of her clothing through one of the small holes in the side until they saw him. The moment he lay down, he saw them coming. A soft bark had two of the kittens darting under the low wooden table while the third, Honeybun, plopped down in front of him and looked up.

      A long sigh escaped him and he lowered his head. Once again, a tiny, sandpaper tongue swept over the sensor embedded in the tip of his nose. Honeybun, the golden one. The information flashed through his sensors and into the database in his brain. Within seconds, he could feel one of the other kittens trying to climb on him. Biscuit, the climber. The little gray kitten enjoyed climbing on everything and was much better at it than his siblings. K-Nine’s head jerked around when he felt a tug on his tail. Butter, the cream-colored one. She had grown very attached to his tail and even slept with it tucked around her little body. K-Nine was amazed at the distinct personalities of the three creatures.

      They were as fascinating to observe as Jana was, K-Nine thought with a wince when Biscuit dug his sharp claws into his side. A moment later, Biscuit was passed out, sprawled across him. K-Nine lifted his tail, Butter still attached to it, and carefully lowered her next to her brother. Honeybun had pushed up under his front leg and was softly purring as she settled down to sleep. It wouldn’t last long, but it would give Jana time to finish her chores and perhaps feed herself.

      With a sigh, K-Nine lowered his head beside Honeybun and listened as Jana talked about the vet she worked for. His eyelids drooped as her soothing voice washed over him. He absently tried to connect with Matrix. He could feel the emergency locator beacon pulsing in the tip of his ear. He had a vague, nagging feeling that he should be concerned. He knew he was here on Earth with Matrix. They’d been searching for something, but he couldn’t remember what. His memory files were still partially offline while the repair bots continued working on the damage to his communications system and memory storage, but K-Nine knew there was something important that he needed to remember.

      K-Nine moved his chin when the kitten stretched, pushing closer to him. The soft purr came again, warming him. This was a different feeling than he had ever had with Matrix. This felt – good.

      “You guys are all the family that I’ve got,” Jana whispered, reaching over and carefully lowering the two kittens sprawled on his side so that they were next to Honeybun. “It’s nice.”

      K-Nine released a soft rumble of satisfaction. Yes, it is nice, he thought as he lowered his head. He decided right then and there that Jana and the furballs were now his family – along with Matrix. There was room on their ship for them all. He would inform Matrix of his decision when he arrived. Until then, he would heal and watch over the newest members of his family.
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      Matrix narrowed his gaze on the small building below. A scan showed the area was still clear of the Crawler, but it might have gone underground. He leaned forward and switched to the infrared scanner. On the screen, he picked up five heat signatures. Three of them were so small that he had almost overlooked them. They appeared to be clustered around a fourth signature. He tapped out a command to zoom in on the emergency beacon. The three small dots were positioned almost on top of K-Nine. He turned his attention to the last heat signature. It was in a separate room, which could work in his favor.

      Turning the transport away from the building, his lips tightened into a grim line. Whatever had captured K-Nine must be very advanced, otherwise K-Nine would have taken them out. He lowered the transport to the ground a short distance from the structure. He would go in, eliminate the threat to his partner, and finish their original mission – destroy the Crawler before she had time to lay her eggs.

      Matrix shut down the transport system and waited until the automatic seat harness retracted. Checking the charges he’d loaded, he twisted and stood up. He rolled his shoulders to release the tension that was fatiguing him. He would have plenty of time to rest and relax once they were headed back to base. Until then, he needed to stay alert.

      He grabbed the harness containing the razor sharp blades. He thought back to the briefing and to the vidcom of the battle between the Crawlers and the Triterian forces. His superiors and the scientists involved had deduced that there were only two ways to kill a Crawler – blow them up with an energy charge or cut off their heads. The first was the easiest, but anything within a fifty klick radius would be destroyed as well. That didn’t bode well for the warrior and his partner if they didn’t move fast enough.

      Not only that, the Crawlers were not known for sticking around in one spot for very long once they knew they were being hunted. Elaine Brim’s interrogators hadn’t been able to get much information out of her, but once the other scientists on her team had been detained, they had readily supplied information in exchange for leniency. They had even provided the notes and vidcoms kept off site from Brim’s destroyed lab. The scientists had warned them that fighting one of these creatures one-on-one wasn’t advised. They had also warned that if a Crawler suspected there was an injured or separated CPU pair, it was programmed to hunt them down immediately. His mother had been right, the Crawlers learned and quickly adapted to their environment.

      Matrix shook his head in resignation. The second way was only slightly safer, as long as the two of them didn’t get too close to the creature, which was decidedly difficult when you needed to cut off its head. Either way, being around the genetically altered Crawler was going to be a nasty encounter. Matrix was glad the insane scientists, particularly Brim, were safely locked away. There was no telling what else the deranged female would have come up with if she had remained unchecked.

      Matrix strode down the narrow aisle to the door of the transport. Leaning forward, he pressed his palm to the scanner. He quickly exited the vessel and programmed it to hover just above the trees. It could remain invisible on the ground, but that didn’t mean someone couldn’t touch the transport.

      “At least the structure is located in an isolated area,” he muttered.

      It was several kilometers to the closest buildings. He wondered if that was why the inhabitant had chosen this location. Whatever the reason, it worked in Matrix’s favor. He frowned as he speculated about the type of restraints the captor might be using on K-Nine. There had to be some kind of disruptor involved, something that could take K-Nine’s systems offline and prevent him from communicating and escaping. There were also those three small heat signatures in close proximity that needed to be taken out.

      “They have to be armed explosive packs,” Matrix concluded softly as he moved among the trees lining the long unpaved road. “Whoever is holding him must have set the explosive packs to detonate if K-Nine moves.”

      A grim smile curved Matrix’s lips. It looked like this mission was about to become a little more exciting. He would break into the building, free K-Nine, and then the two of them would demonstrate what happened when one of the best tracking teams in the Zion star system was attacked.

      He weaved his way through the trees, pausing every ten steps to look down at the scanner. There was still no trace of the Crawler. He had lost contact with it, but wasn’t worried. He knew it would head in their direction now and he knew why – she would have picked up the locator’s signal and recognized it as a distress communication.

      “I should have activated the signal earlier,” Matrix muttered as he stepped over a decaying log. “It would have saved valuable time.”

      The problem with using the emergency signal was the fact that a Crawler was a quick study. They would only get one shot at killing it once they made contact. Shortly after K-Nine and Matrix had first arrived, they had considered activating the signal to lure the Crawler to them, but a Crawler could smell a trap a planet away, and the Crawler would most likely only get enough to watch them, waiting, and only approaching when it was certain they were unprepared – which they would be if Matrix didn’t rescue his partner quickly.

      Matrix paused when the small wooden structure came into view through the trees. There wasn’t much to it. The structure was slightly longer than it was wide. It was constructed of wood, painted white, and had a small covered porch across the front.

      He stared at it, puzzled. The front porch was full of color, with brightly painted pots filled with equally bright vegetation. He had yet to encounter a hostile that loved to grow things – well, at least not things that didn’t try to eat you or poison you.

      There was a door with several panes of frosted glass in it and long, narrow windows on each side of the door frame. From what he could tell, neither provided very much protection from attack. He surveyed the area for a few seconds longer, noting the place needed some extensive repairs in certain areas, if the sagging porch and mismatched colored tiles on the roof were any indication.

      Matrix moved silently around the structure, noting additional windows. There were only two ways into the structure from what he could tell, if he eliminated going through a window. There was another small enclosed porch that ran along the back, with a door that led inside. Out back, an old green transport sat on the gravel drive.

      Matrix glanced down at the scanner. The three small dots had moved. They were now appearing on different parts of K-Nine. He cursed softly. The larger life form walked through K-Nine’s section once again before disappearing into yet another smaller section of the structure. Deciding that now was the time to strike, Matrix pulled an electromagnetic disruptor from his belt and tossed it toward the house. He slowly counted to ten, waiting for the flash.

      Satisfied that any surveillance equipment would be disabled by the short, powerful burst, he ran toward the building. Twisting, he braced his back against the wall. Drawing in a deep breath, he checked the clip on his weapon. Matrix grimaced, remembering he had originally loaded the gun with the intention of killing the Crawler.

      He suspected those charges would be overkill against whatever he would find here. He quickly exchanged the two energy charges with a nine round low impact energy magazine. It would still kill the creatures inside, it just wouldn’t blow up everything around them.

      He peered through the window, but was unable to see anything due to the cloth and furniture. Bypassing the stairs, he grabbed the banister and jumped up onto the edge of the porch. His eyes widened when the sudden force of his weight caused the end of the long plank where he’d landed to sink down under his foot with a crunch, while the other end of the plank suddenly rose. Off balance, he reached out to grab the banister with his free hand while trying to retain a grip on his gun.

      The sound of the wooden banister cracking under his hand and the wobble of one of the colorful pots had him rethinking his plan too late. In the brief second it took him to realize his mistake, Matrix was already bracing himself for his impending impact with the ground. His hands rose instinctively to catch the brightly painted pot that was coming straight for his head. A low grunt escaped Matrix when he awkwardly caught it. The grunt turned to a silent groan when the pot struck the gun in his hand and a long crack appeared before it burst open, dumping a large amount of moist, black soil all over his face.

      Matrix grimaced, tightly clamping his eyes and lips closed to prevent the nasty soil from getting into them. Rolling to the side, he spit out the small amount that had found its way between his lips. Sitting up, he pulled a large clump of the dark soil off his face and tossed it to the side. A shudder ran through him when he felt something cold wiggling against his neck. Reaching up, he carefully removed a long, thin creature as long as his finger. With a flick of his fingers, he tossed it aside.

      His gaze narrowed on the porch. Obviously the place was designed to look innocuous when in reality it was booby-trapped. Matrix and K-Nine had visited places like this before. They usually harbored the worst criminals in the star systems.

      It would appear they were dealing with more than just the Crawler on this mission. There must also be a hidden base of criminals on this planet. They were probably using the planet’s primitive status as a cover. It would explain why the Crawler had picked this region of the galaxy for its destination. It had probably been drawn here by some signal they were transmitting. He would need to proceed with extreme caution.

      Matrix wiped the scanner screen on his wrist against his pants. He only had another twenty seconds to get into the building before the effects of the electromagnetic pulse wore off.

      Rising off the ground, Matrix decided he would have to try going in through the back section of the house. The door had been left ajar with only a thin screen to impede him. Turning, he ran toward the back of the structure.

      Taking all the back steps in one stride, he quickly scanned the enclosed area. A feeling of unease rose in him when he saw a machine that looked like it was made for torture. There was a padded seat, places for the victim's feet, and also hand grips that hung from overhead. Behind it, several long metal plates were wired into it. He stored the alien words attached to it – Bowflex PR3000 – for further research once the mission was over.

      Returning his focus to the door, Matrix reached out and tapped the door handle with a finger before carefully pulling on the screen door. He was surprised when it opened easily. Stepping inside, he glanced around the room. It was a kitchen. A grin curved his lips. This might turn out to be easier than he’d thought at first. He quickly exchanged the gun in his hand for a small stunner. It might be better to keep his target alive. Any information about what was going on would be invaluable, after all.

      Matrix quietly stepped into the short, narrow hallway. One glance told him that the alien was still in the small room. From the sound of water flowing, the room must be a cleansing unit. His first priority was to free K-Nine. The second would be to deal with his friend’s captor.

      Crossing the worn wooden floor, Matrix stepped into the room and froze. K-Nine was on the floor, eyes closed and lips twitching. A quick glance told Matrix that the three small heat signatures had changed their positions once again.

      His eyes widened when he detected movement in his peripheral vision. “K-Nine, to your right!” Matrix called out in warning, just as another movement caught his attention to the left. “What the…?!”

      Matrix twisted when a small honey-colored creature jumped from the bottom of a narrow wooden table. It attached itself to his pant leg at the same time as two fur-coated creatures, one cream and one gray moved in on K-Nine. The wolf exploded to his feet in a blur of blue fur, sending the two creatures scurrying for cover.

      The one attached to his pant leg looked up at him with wide, confused eyes. Matrix started to say something when he heard a shriek from behind him. He swiveled on his heel and raised the stunner. His mouth dropped open when he saw the figure of a female staring back at him in horror.

      “What the…? Who the hell are you?” The female demanded, her eyes wide with shock before they turned to the small device in his hand.

      Her eyes moved back and forth between the stunner he was holding and him. Matrix’s gaze moved appreciatively down over the rich, dark-wood color of her wet hair. The tiny droplets of water moved down her body like a meandering stream. His gaze locked on the fascinating trail of drops and he found himself hypnotized by their downward movement.

      In a few brief seconds, his mind processed everything that was in front of him. The female came mid-chest to his own six-foot-two frame. His gaze lingered a fraction of a second longer than necessary on the swell of her breasts peeking out from the top of the towel that inadequately covered her wet figure. The fingers of her right hand tightened while his eyes roved over her. His gaze continued to move downward, following the long gap beneath the joined corners of the towel. Heat began to build inside him the lower his gaze went.

      Matrix licked his lips when he saw the creamy flesh of her thigh exposed by the gaping towel. If it moved just a little to the…. His eyes widened for a moment when her hand suddenly struck out.

      He blinked as the world grew hazy while his eyes slowly rolled back in his head. Matrix could feel his body starting to collapse to the floor. Three things flashed through his mind before everything went blank; first, he was thankful the creature on his leg had released him, second, the female was pretty, and, third, he should have checked both of her hands.
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      Jana hummed under her breath as she washed her hair. After she cleaned the house, she’d decided to shower while she could. The chores had taken longer than she expected, so breakfast was going to become brunch today.

      She sighed in pure enjoyment. There was nothing better in the world than a nice hot shower and she could easily live in it. She rinsed the last of the conditioner out of her hair and turned to shut off the water. Her hand froze on the handle when she heard a slight thump on the other side of the wall.

      Pulling back, she bit her lip. The kitchen’s screen door always caught before closing all the way and when it did close, it made that slight thumping noise which could be heard throughout the house. She turned off the water and reached for the towel hanging on the towel rack.

      Holding onto the wall for support, Jana carefully stepped out of the old bathtub. She quickly wrapped the towel around her, at least as far as it would go. An aggravated sigh escaped her. She should have just spent the extra dollar and bought the larger size towel, instead of thinking she would lose enough weight to fit into the cheaper, smaller one.

      Her foot paused, feeling the loose board that ran down the hall move under it. This wasn’t caused by Linguine or the kittens. This was caused by something much larger. Her lips tightened in fury. If Mr. Marker thought he could just waltz into the house anytime he liked, Jana was about to set him straight.

      She picked up the long wooden body brush that her best friend, Christel, had told her would be useful to improve her skin by stimulating the circulation in her arms and legs. The brush would be useful alright – when she used it to smack that dirty old man right upside his head!

      Jana cursed as she tucked the towel between her breasts. When she took her clothes off earlier, she had left them and her clean clothes in the bedroom down the hall. Gripping the handle of the brush, she carefully opened the door. Sure enough, she could see the shadow of someone in her living room.

      She ignored the water dripping down her body. A shiver ran through her as she walked along the hallway close to the wall so that she wouldn’t make any noise. She was almost to the end when she heard a deep, husky voice shout something in a language she didn’t understand. Her eyes widened in shock when she saw the huge man with thick black hair, broad shoulders, and… Honeybun attached to his pant leg.

      “What the…? Who the hell are you?” Jana demanded, forgetting for a moment that she was vastly underdressed for company.

      She flushed, fear rising inside her as the danger of the situation sank in. She was alone, with a strange man, in the middle of the woods, and he was holding....

      Jana didn’t stop to think. The moment his gaze locked on her bare legs, her survival instinct kicked in. The hand holding the wooden scrub brush shot out and struck the man with surprising force. She winced when it connected with his temple. The impact reverberated down her arm and she vaguely registered the sound of the wooden handle breaking.

      Jana stumbled backwards, afraid when his eyes widened for a moment before they rolled back and he collapsed on the floor. Only when he didn’t move did she release the breath she was holding. Her hand trembled as she pointed the broken scrub brush at him in triumph.

      “Oh, yeah! Break into my house and see what happens! Who's your momma now, Punk? No one messes with Jana Dixon!” She exclaimed, bouncing on her feet like a prizefighter before having to grip the towel when it started to loosen. “Oh, shit! Okay, Jana, call the police and get dressed. Call first, dress second. Where’s my phone? Where’s my phone?” She muttered desperately, trying to remember where she had left it.

      “It is in the kitchen,” a gruff voice responded. “There is no need to notify your Earth security officers. Matrix is an agent with the CPU.”

      The broken brush in Jana’s hand made a dull thud as it hit the floor next to the man’s unconscious body. Her throat moved up and down as she tried to speak. Her eyes remained locked on Linguine. She could have sworn the voice came from him, but that was impossible.

      “I… I beg your pardon?” Jana whispered, staring at Linguine. “Did you… Did you just… talk?”

      K-Nine rose to his feet and stretched. He shook his massive frame before taking a step closer to the man on the floor. Jana watched as the wolf-dog bent and touched his nose to the growing lump on the man’s temple.

      “That is going to hurt when he wakes up,” Linguine muttered before releasing a deep sigh and sitting down. “This is Matrix. I am K-Nine. We are agents with the Cyborg Protection Unit.”

      “You can talk,” Jana mumbled, staring in confusion at Linguine – K-Nine. “You… Dogs can’t talk. I mean, not like people talk….” Her voice faded and she reached up to grip the towel again with both hands.

      “I am a genetically enhanced member of the Protection Unit. All members of the units are cybernetically enhanced to some degree to work with a partner. We hunt down and apprehend or eliminate dangers to all worlds under our protection. The governing forces of Zion created the CPU within their military ranks. They believe that such teams are necessary until the Confederation Council is stable. In our team, I am the one who was enhanced the most,” K-Nine explained.

      “Oh,” Jana mumbled, staring stupidly at him before glancing down at the man on the floor again. “You can talk,” she repeated inanely.

      “Matrix finds you very attractive,” K-Nine responded with what sounded suspiciously like laughter in his voice. “You should dress before he wakes.”

      Jana nodded and took a step backwards. She started to turn before she paused, her worried gaze quickly scanning the living room. As if they could sense her distress, the three kittens suddenly appeared and darted down the hallway toward her bedroom. Jana glanced at K-Nine again with an expression of uncertainty.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said hoarsely, lifting her hand and extending her index finger to direct him to stay put.

      “We will be here,” K-Nine promised, lying down next to Matrix. “I do not believe he will wake before you return.”

      “Probably not. I did hit him pretty hard. I’ll… I’ll be right back,” Jana repeated with a distracted nod before turning and hurrying down the hallway to her bedroom.

      [image: ]
* * *

      K-Nine watched in amusement as Jana disappeared. He turned his head to gaze down at Matrix’s still form again. His systems were finally back online. With a flick of his ear, he turned off the embedded beacon.

      “Yes, you hit him pretty hard, in more ways than one,” K-Nine chuckled in delight as he noted the crusted forms of black soil coating Matrix’s face and neck.

      K-Nine’s systems had rebooted just when Matrix had appeared. There had been an instant of disorientation before everything clicked. Still, K-Nine had not missed the increased respiration or the scent of Matrix’s reaction to Jana. A grin pulled at the corner of his mouth, revealing his sharp teeth. K-Nine would have the family he had always dreamed of and knew that Matrix secretly wanted. Plus, he had promised Sennara that he would find a life mate for Matrix and he would not break his promise to her. Matrix and he had only discussed family units once. It was shortly after they’d started working together. Matrix had bluntly explained why he thought it was best for CPU agents not to have families.

      “The situation was different for my parents, since my mother could serve with my father on the same ship. This is too dangerous,” Matrix had declared with a wave of his hand. “No female wants a life mate who is always gone, or who might never return from a mission. Besides, having a life mate could make us weak. There are those out there that would use a life mate against us. No, my friend, we are destined to be alone, except between assignments when we visit the Spaceports.”

      K-Nine was tired of the Spaceports. There was no pleasure nor satisfaction in visiting them anymore. Even Matrix had been less than inclined to visit the last few times they had been in the vicinity of one.

      No, it’s time, K-Nine thought.

      There were others in the CPU that had a life mate, contrary to what Matrix had said. Matrix would have to accept Jana and the kittens, because as far as K-Nine was concerned, they were already his family.
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      Jana cursed when she dropped her third pair of panties on the floor and Biscuit took off with them. She snatched another pair out of her dresser with a grumble. At the moment, she was three for three. Butter and Honeybun had already appropriated the other two pairs.

      “You guys are not helping, you know!” Jana growled as she stepped into a pair of peach-colored lace panties and pulled them up. “I have a… a… whatever in the hell he is, in my living room with a talking dog! Did any of you ever think you’d see the day a dog could talk? That’s right up there with flying elephants and imaginary dragons!”

      Jana shook her head at her musings and quickly snapped her bra on before she pulled out a pair of jeans and a soft, pink, cotton T-shirt with tiny rhinestones from the closet. She stepped into her jeans and pulled them up, jumping up and down a few times to get them high enough to button. She had lost ten pounds and could finally fit, with just a little bounce, into a pair of size sixteen jeans. It had taken her six months to lose the weight, but she had done it.

      Pulling the T-shirt over her head, she grimaced when it caught on her breasts. Unfortunately, those hadn’t shrunk at all. With another tug, she pulled it down the rest of the way. She yanked open the top dresser drawer and grabbed a pair of socks before closing it and reaching for her shoes. She sat down and hurriedly slid them on her feet.

      Jana drew in a deep breath before she walked over to the door and carefully opened it. She peeked out, looking both ways before she opened it far enough to step out.

      “Stay behind…,” the rest of her words died when the three kittens bolted down the hall toward the living room. “So much for protecting you guys!” She grumbled under her breath.

      Jana hurried down the hall behind the kittens. She stopped just long enough to check that the man was still lying on the floor. Deciding it would be wiser to have her phone with her, she darted into the kitchen. She looked around frantically, trying to remember where she put it. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw it on the counter next to the pantry door.

      “Now I remember,” she muttered as she wrapped her fingers around it. “I put it down to move the dog food into the pantry.”

      Jana turned and emitted a loud shriek when she realized that she was no longer alone. The man leaning against the doorway winced, and Jana’s hand flew to cover her mouth. Her gaze followed his hand as it rose to touch the large, colorful bump at his temple.

      “You… I’m sorry,” she whispered, slowly lowering her hand. “I thought you were an intruder. I mean, you are, but I thought you were a bad intruder. Actually, I thought you were old man Marker.”

      She clamped her lips together when the man shot her a pain-filled glare. The longer he stared at her, the darker the scowl on her face grew until she folded her arms and glared right back at him. When he raised an eyebrow at her, Jana couldn’t resist raising her own eyebrow back at him.

      “You, female, do not have any sense of survival,” the man finally growled.

      “My name is Jana Dixon, not female,” Jana retorted before her eyes widened in surprise and she placed her hands on her hips. “Hey, wait a minute! If you are some alien agent or whatever, how come you can speak English?” She snapped, ignoring him this time when he winced at her tone.

      “Translator,” he muttered, tapping his uninjured temple and pushing away from the wall before turning back toward the living room. “K-Nine uploaded the information while I was unconscious.”

      “Translator?” Jana repeated, confused. “Hey, where are you going?”

      “To lie down,” the man snapped. “My head is killing me.”

      “Oh,” Jana replied, feeling a twinge of remorse.

      Biting her lip as she deliberated, she finally released a soft groan and quickly pulled open one of the kitchen drawers. She grabbed a plastic quart size bag and a dish towel. Turning, she hurried over to the refrigerator. She opened the freezer and pulled out some of the ice cubes from the tray she had filled last night. She dropped a dozen pieces into the plastic bag before she wrapped the dish towel around it and shut the freezer door with her elbow. She paused by the sink long enough to grab and dampen a couple of paper towels, as well, for his face. It looked like he’d had a close encounter with a compost pile.

      “He better not hurt me after this,” she muttered under her breath as she walked back into the living room. She walked over to the long couch where the man was lying. “Here,” she said, holding the towel wrapped bundle out to him. “There’s ice in it – for your head. The paper towels are for your face. You have… dirt all over it.”

      The man didn’t say anything, just took the bright, red-striped towel and the wad of dripping paper towels from her. He grunted and muttered what sounded like a curse under his breath when he pressed the chilled cloth against the bump. He used the other hand to wipe futilely at the dirt on his face and neck. Jana decided it might be safer to put a little distance between them. She quickly stepped back and sat down in the matching chair across the room.

      Her gaze wandered over the man. His hair wasn’t overly long, but it looked like he could use a haircut. His features were dark and slightly foreign from what she could tell beneath the dirt. His eyes were a chocolate brown with flecks of silver in them. At least, that was what it had looked like while they had their staring contest in the kitchen. His eyes were closed now. He was at least a foot taller than she was. If she had to guess, she would put him around six-foot-two or three.

      Jana sat on the edge of the chair and nervously folded her hands in her lap. Rocking back and forth, she glanced down at K-Nine, who was watching her with an amused expression. She pursed her lips and shook her head.

      “So, could you talk this whole time?” Jana asked curiously.

      “No. My system was damaged when the large transport struck me. My internal repair bots have been working on the damage to my communications system,” K-Nine replied, lifting his head when Biscuit pawed at his nose.

      “Are you a dog or a wolf?” Jana asked, tilting her head to the side to study him. “You look like a mix.”

      “He is a Despairing Wolfhound,” the man replied, not opening his eyes.

      “A what?” Jana asked in confusion.

      “My genetic base is primarily from the Despairing Wolf. The wolves originated from the Dramoline system. However, it was necessary to balance the aggressive traits of the Despairing Wolf with a species that depends on cooporation for survival. The origin of the Hound is unknown, but the species is common on many worlds and the inclusion of the Hound in my genetic makeup makes it much less likely that I would harm my partner.”

      “Harm your partner?” Jana repeated, glancing over at the man lying on the couch.

      “Yes,” the man said, turning his head to glare at her. “Despairing Wolves tend to rip out the throats of any creature that is stupid enough to get too close to them. That is why they are called Despairing. There is no hope if they catch you.”

      “Oh!”

      Jana didn’t know what to say. At the moment, her brain seemed to be stuck. She could feel her face flush when a puzzled expression came into the man’s eyes. Glancing down at her hands, she bit her lip to keep from blurting out something stupid – like telling him he was pretty cute considering he was supposed to be an alien.

      “So, what are you two doing here?” Jana asked, glancing back up at the man. “Where are you from? The nearest habitable planet is supposed to be like super far from us. How can you be here and not be all old and stuff? Wouldn’t everybody you knew be dead where you’re from?”

      She sat back when the man muttered something to Linguine – K-Nine – in that other language she’d heard him speaking earlier. She folded her arms and waited for him to finish before she glared back at him. He simply turned his head so that he was facing the ceiling again, replaced the ice pack against his temple, and closed his eyes.

      “What was all that about?” Jana demanded, staring at K-Nine.

      “He said you ask too many questions and he should have just killed you,” K-Nine replied with a sigh. “He will be nicer when he is no longer in pain. He does not handle it well.”

      “I do, too,” Matrix snapped before he released a loud sigh. “I am tired. I have been tracking the Crawler while you have been breaking every protocol in the manual. I thought you were being held captive.”

      “I was damaged when I was struck by the transport,” K-Nine replied, lifting a paw and placing it on Honeybun’s tail to stop the kitten from climbing up his back. “I did not see it when I was chasing the small gray creature with the long, fluffy tail.”

      “You got hit while chasing a squirrel?” Jana asked with a grin. “That is so… stereotypical dog behavior.”

      “I will blame the desire on my genetic programming, then,” K-Nine stated, releasing Honeybun when Biscuit pounced on the honey-colored kitten. “Why does Butter have a fascination with my tail?” He asked curiously, turning to look at Butter lying on her back with his tail caught between all her paws.

      “The kittens were separated from their mother far too early,” Jana explained with a soft sigh. “They were barely a day old when they were dumped on the doorstep of the vet clinic. There were originally seven of them, but only these three survived. I think she has adopted you.”

      “I need to see to the transport,” Matrix suddenly growled, sitting up quickly before emitting a groan and sinking back down to the decorative pillow. “Galactic Balls! What did you hit me with?”

      Jana’s lips turned down. “My body brush. It broke when I hit your head. I just got it, too,” she said with a rueful twist of her lips. “At least it wasn’t really expensive.”

      Matrix turned his head and scowled at her again. “Might I remind you it was my head you broke it on? You could show a little sympathy for that,” he retorted with a raised eyebrow.

      “I did. I gave you a bag of ice,” Jana replied with a slight grin before it faded. “You’re wrong, you know. I do have a sense of survival. I live alone, in the woods, and you came in while I was in the shower. What else did you expect me to do? It also looked like you had some kind of a weapon in your hand.”

      “And she wasn’t wearing any clothing,” K-Nine added with a grin.

      “I’m well aware she wasn’t wearing any clothing,” Matrix growled before he flushed. “That is what distracted me.”

      Jana rolled her eyes and rose to her feet. “I was going to fix something to eat after my shower. Are you hungry? Do you even eat?” She asked, moving from foot to foot as she tried to pull her mind away from the fact that this hunk of an alien was distracted by her lack of clothing – in a good way. “I can make enough for the two of us – unless you are leaving.”

      Jana’s gaze locked with the silver flecked dark brown eyes of the man lying on her couch. For a moment, everything seemed to fade away and it was just the two of them. Jana’s eyes widened and she could feel the heat rise to her cheeks when his eyelids suddenly drooped a little and a hot flame of desire flared.

      “Yes… I do eat,” Matrix drawled in a low husky tone.

      “Oh!” Jana whispered. She wiped her suddenly trembling palms down along her thighs. Another flush turned her body to the consistency of melted chocolate when his eyes followed the movement. “I’ll just, you know, go fix something,” she forced out, waving her hand toward the kitchen. “Now. Right now.”

      Jana turned and briefly closed her eyes as she called herself every word for stupid she could think of. She was acting like a horny twit! Sure, it had been a while since she’d been in a relationship. Well, okay, she’d never really been in a relationship, but she had imagined enough of them to know what it must be like. She had more book boyfriends than most girls would ever dream of having! She had dated every single one of them – in her dreams.

      “That’s what I get for living in a little town,” she muttered. “My hot romances come from books and movies.”

      Jana glanced at the clock on the stove. It was almost lunchtime. She decided she might as well make a nice lunch since she hadn’t had any breakfast yet.

      She mumbled under her breath as she pulled the chicken thighs that she had bought earlier out of the refrigerator and placed them on the counter next to the sink. She would bake the chicken and serve it with fresh pasta and veggies. With a sigh, she remembered the size of the man in the other room. If he really had traveled across the solar system, he would probably appreciate a home-cooked meal.

      “They say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach,” she reasoned as she pulled out more items. “It isn’t like this is ever likely to happen again! I mean, how many women can say they’ve had a hunky alien barge into their house and give them a look hot enough to sizzle their panties?”

      “You know you are talking to yourself, don’t you?” Matrix commented.

      Jana squeaked and jumped. Her lips parted when Matrix moved so quickly that she barely saw him. He straightened, holding the head of lettuce that slipped from her fingers when he’d startled her. He lifted his other hand and placed it gently under her chin to close her mouth. Her eyelids fluttered when he leaned closer.

      “I’ve never had a female tell me that I can make her panties sizzle before,” he muttered in a gruff voice before he pressed a hot kiss to her lips and stepped away. “I need to check on our transport and scout the area.”

      “Okay,” Jana whispered, watching as he placed the lettuce on the counter before pushing open the screen door and stepping out.

      “He likes you,” K-Nine commented as he stepped into the kitchen.

      Jana turned and scowled down at the wolfhound. “Where are the kittens?” She asked, deciding to ignore the question glimmering in K-Nine’s eyes.

      “Sleeping in their bed in the living room,” he replied. “Do you find Matrix attractive?”

      Jana paused as she set the items she was holding down on the counter. She stared at the picture hanging above the sink, Follow your heart and you’ll always be at home. She swallowed and nodded.

      “Might I remind you that we just met less than an hour ago?” She retorted before her gaze softened on the back door and she continued. “Still, he’s different. It isn’t like anything will come of it,” she went on, clearing her throat. “I’m just an ordinary girl from the backwoods of Michigan. How could someone like him be interested in me?” Her lips twisted and she glanced back down at K-Nine. “Besides, we are literally worlds apart. I don’t think a long distance relationship would work.”

      K-Nine released a soft sneeze and walked over to the door. He pushed it open with his head before holding it in place with a broad shoulder. Turning his head, he looked back at her.

      “You are perfect the way you are, Jana,” K-Nine replied. “You are also the first female ever to knock out Matrix. That is almost unheard of for a Zion warrior. I can’t wait to share that with the rest of the unit.”

      “Go help your friend,” Jana scolded, turning away. She glanced over her shoulder at the huge wolfhound, who was anything but normal. “And don’t you dare tell anyone about me knocking him out. Something tells me that he might not appreciate that very much.”

      Jana ignored K-Nine’s gruff chuckle. Instead, she turned back to the task at hand. She gently ran her tongue over her lips, remembering the feel of Matrix’s firm lips against hers. A grin curved her mouth as she began preparing their meal.

      He could make more than my panties sizzle. He could melt them right off, she thought as she began to hum under her breath.
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      The Crawler moved underground, snarling in frustration when she became entangled in the roots of another large tree. Snapping and clawing through them, she worked her way toward the surface. She had felt the pulse of the beacon the moment it had been activated. It had pulled her away from her intended course – toward the many life forms a short distance away.

      She had fought against the pull, but she had been programmed to seek out and destroy the beacon. It meant danger – the seekers were here. She could not feed until they were eliminated. Pushing upward through the mixture of dirt, roots, and rocks, she broke through to the surface.

      Using the dozen enormous legs attached to her underbelly, she pulled herself out of the hole and shook. Her six large eyes scanned the area and documented the terrain. The hard, interconnecting plates that made up her back rolled together.

      Turning her head, she scanned slowly from side to side. Her head froze when the signal from the beacon pinged against the sensitive receiver embedded in her skull. She barely had time to lock onto the signal before it disappeared. No matter, she knew the direction now. It would take her at least a day to navigate under the thick growth of the forest.

      She would need to be cautious. The seekers always traveled in pairs, her internal memory informed her. The emergency signal meant the seekers had become separated and were unable to communicate. The signal usually indicated that one of them was injured. It was her chance to terminate it before she began feeding. Once she had eaten enough food to sustain her, she would lay her eggs.

      The guards had also traveled in pairs when she had been confined on the asteroid, never traveling alone and always having a way to signal each other. She had learned that when she had killed one of the guards escorting her. Others had quickly come and they had drugged her. At the place with the dark rock, she could not dig to escape because the ground there was impenetrable, but here, she would have the advantage.

      Twisting around, she crawled toward the hole she had created. She closed thin, translucent inner eyelids over her eyes to protect them. Back in the hole, she began digging and ripping through the ground again. Soon... soon her species would populate this world.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Admit it, you are attracted to her,” K-Nine said, following Matrix as he moved to the back of the transport.

      “It’s been awhile since I’ve been with a female,” Matrix grunted, pulling open one of the cabinets.

      “She’s different from any of the other females you have bedded. I could feel your instant attraction to her. Zion males instinctively know when they meet their life mate,” K-Nine insisted. “Jana has a heart. She took in the kittens and she took care of me.”

      Matrix threw K-Nine a heated glare. “You could have taken care of yourself. And for your information, it isn’t scientifically proven that Zion warriors immediately recognize their life mate. As with any other species, if we see something pleasing, we are bound to be attracted to it,” he retorted, gripping the medical kit in one hand and slamming the cabinet door with the other. “I can’t believe you were distracted by a… what did she call it?”

      “A squirrel,” K-Nine said with a tilt of his head. “It was small, fast, and had been teasing me for quite some time. I would have caught it if that transport hadn’t come around the curve when it did.”

      “You are lucky you have a reinforced frame and the repair bots could fix the internal damage,” Matrix pointed out.

      “You are trying to change the subject,” K-Nine grunted.

      Matrix ignored his partner. Instead, he walked to the small galley. Small was an understatement. The transport was designed to house a team for a few days to a few weeks during missions. It was their base of operations while they were on another planet.

      He opened the kit, drew out a small cartridge and inserted it into the injector. The medicine in the cartridge contained enhanced healing bots. He leaned forward and looked into the mirror above the sink. A soft curse exploded from his lips when he saw the black muck still clinging to him. He looked like he had rolled in Crawler dung!

      He looked at the area where he had attempted to clean some of the dirt off with the damp towel. It didn’t look much better. There was a significant amount of swelling and he could see that he had the beginnings of a black eye.

      “Jana really hit you hard,” K-Nine observed, jumping up onto the bench against the back wall.

      “You think?” Matrix growled. He pressed the injector against the bruised skin and injected the healing bots. “She came close to taking my head off. If I hadn’t been distracted….”

      Matrix’s voice faded as his mind thought back to the creamy flesh displayed by gaping towel. K-Nine was right – Jana was different from any other female he had ever met. The Wolfhound was also correct about life mates – a warrior knew when he met his future life mate. There was an instant awareness that was missing with other females.

      Zion warriors became very aggressive when confronted with their life mates. The need to possess and protect their females was a part of their genetics from the days when they would invade other worlds, capture the females and take them back to their home world. It looked like he was about to live up to his ancestors' primitive tradition, he thought with a sardonic shake of his head.

      Jana had luscious curves that he could actually hold onto and wrap his arms around without fear of breaking her in half. Her hair was the color of rich wood and the glow in her eyes… Another soft curse escaped him when he felt his body harden.

      “You like her,” K-Nine said, sniffing the air.

      Matrix replaced the injector and closed the medical kit before turning around and leaning back against the sink. He folded his arms and glared back at K-Nine. He vaguely wondered how much heat he would get from their commanding officer if he requested a new partner when they got back.

      “Forget it. General Ajax said we are stuck with each other,” K-Nine interjected before Matrix could voice his thoughts. “No one else wants either one of us.”

      “I only thought about it for a moment,” Matrix muttered before he lifted both hands and ran them through his hair. “I just met her.”

      “That has never stopped a Zion warrior from claiming his life mate,” K-Nine pointed out.

      “She isn’t familiar with our ways. She is different,” Matrix growled, throwing his hands up in the air. “You said that yourself. What am I supposed to do? Bed her and kidnap her? Something tells me she isn’t the type of female who is used to that type of treatment. Galactic balls! Up until a couple of hours ago, I thought she was a criminal! We should finish the mission and get out of here before it becomes more complicated.”

      “I have imprinted on her,” K-Nine stated quietly. “She is family.”

      Matrix’s arms froze in the air as he stared at the wolfhound in disbelief. Imprinted… That meant that K-Nine wouldn’t leave Jana and the kittens behind – no matter what he told the wolfhound. Once a wolfhound imprinted, it was until death.

      That was what had happened between the two of them. Matrix had walked onto the training field where K-Nine was finishing up. One of the trainers had decided that he needed to beat the wolf out of K-Nine. Matrix had taken one look at the trainer beating a chained K-Nine, then walked over and knocked the man out. By the end of the week they had been matched as a team because K-Nine refused to work with anyone else.

      “No,” Matrix growled and shook his head as he tried to fight against the inevitable. “I told you that it was too dangerous to have a family! You know what our life is like. We are continually on the move. We live in a small spaceship. We are constantly in danger. This would endanger our life mate as well.”

      “Jana knocked you out – with a small wooden brush. She is fierce and loyal and has the heart of a wolf. I have chosen her as your life mate,” K-Nine stated, jumping down off the bench. “I will scan the area. You need to wash before dinner. You have dirt in your ear.”

      Matrix’s mouth snapped shut as he watched K-Nine disappear through the narrow opening. Since when did he let anyone – much less a cyborg wolfhound – choose his life mate? Turning, he gripped the sink before emitting a loud, frustrated growl. He stared at his reflection in the mirror. A grimace of distaste flashed across his face.

      “I kissed her looking like this?” He asked himself in disgust before he bowed his head. “I should have left his mangy hide to the trainer. Everyone warned me to stay away from K-Nine. But no, I had to see what a Despairing Wolf hybrid looked like. When will I ever learn?”

      Matrix looked at his dirty face in the mirror one more time before he pushed back and turned on his heel. He started stripping off his filthy clothes as he headed toward the rear of the transport, which housed the small sleeping and bathing areas. He would take things one step at a time. They needed to find and destroy the Crawler. Then he would figure out what to do about the situation with Jana.

      A soft groan filled the air as he stepped into the cleansing unit and waved his hand over the control panel to turn it on. He closed his eyes as he thought of Jana. A reluctant smile curved his lips and his right hand moved down over his stomach to his suddenly stiff cock. He wasn’t surprised when he felt the taut bands swollen with need. He braced his left hand against the wall as he began moving his right hand up and down.

      K-Nine was right. Jana was fierce. A strangled hiss escaped him as he came. His head fell forward and he breathed deeply as the heavy mist surrounded him. He held his pulsing cock and shuddered.

      “I am in deep trouble,” Matrix muttered, slowly opening his eyes. “Deep, deep trouble!”
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      Matrix paused just outside of the screen door and watched as Jana moved around the kitchen. A smile tugged at his lips when he heard her quietly singing slightly off-key. He didn’t know what she was preparing for their meal, but it made his mouth water. He drew in a deep appreciative breath.

      He reached down and pulled the door open. Jana turned the moment she heard him. Her lips parted and her eyes widened. He wasn’t sure if it was because she was seeing him for the first time without dirt all over his face or because she was surprised that he had actually showed up again.

      “Do you need help?” He asked in a slightly gruff voice.

      “What? Oh… Um, not really,” she replied with a bemused smile. “The kitchen isn’t all that big and more than one person makes it hard to maneuver. It’s perfect for just the kittens and me. You can have a seat at the table. I just have to pour our drinks. I don’t have much to choose from, I’m afraid.”

      Matrix curled his fingers into the palms of his hands when her voice grew muffled as she bent to look in the box set against the wall. His gaze remained fixed on her rounded ass. Swallowing, he fought the urge to groan and step up behind her.

      “I don’t require anything,” he finally said.

      “Oh, I have a beer! Christel brought some over the last time she came to visit so we could make some bratwurst. They taste even better if you cook them in beer. We didn’t use it all. I… Would you like it? I don’t drink. Cheap drunk, you know. One beer and I would do a faceplant into my plate.”

      Matrix’s lips twitched at the hopeful, yet uncertain expression in Jana’s eyes. He nodded. Her expression changed almost immediately to joy. The second thing about Jana Dixon – she wore her heart on her sleeve.

      “I will remember that in the future,” Matrix stated, almost biting his tongue when the words slipped out. “I’m hungry.”

      “Have a seat,” Jana said, waving her hand at the table. “I’ll just open this for you. Where is Linguine – I mean K-Nine? It will take me a couple of days to get his name down. I already started thinking of him as Linguine. I still can’t get over him being able to talk! I mean, how cool is that? What’s it like to travel in space? I’ve watched the Discovery Channel. They have programs about space on it all the time.” She paused as she slipped onto the chair across from him. She placed a clear glass with the golden liquid in front of him before sitting back. “I talk too much, especially when I’m nervous,” she admitted in a quiet voice.

      “You have no reason to be nervous. We are not here for you,” Matrix replied, almost wincing when he realized that statement wasn’t quite true anymore. “What is this name – Linguine?”

      Jana began filling her plate after offering him some of the chicken and pasta dish. “I love to eat and have a tendency to name things after the foods I like the most,” she explained with a grin, handing Matrix the fresh steamed broccoli. “I was having the worst craving for biscuits with butter and hot honey buns fresh from the bakery downtown the morning I found the kittens. It broke my heart to know that someone had ripped them away from their mother like that. They had tied them up in a pillowcase and left them on the steps of Doc Wilson’s office where I work. Only my three survived. No one wanted them and the nearest humane society is over an hour away. I had room and the experience to care for them, so I adopted them.”

      Matrix spooned a small portion of the green plant onto his plate. He picked it up and sniffed it before he bit into the soft texture. His eyes widened with at the taste and he quickly added more to his plate.

      “K-Nine is securing the area,” Matrix said between mouthfuls of the delicious food. “Sometimes it is very annoying that he can talk, but it is necessary. All Cyborg Protection Unit team members have that capability. We need to be able to communicate with each other. Their advanced systems give us valuable data. It was more cost effective to combine the natural talents of the animals with the technology of cybernetics. To answer your other question, I have not thought much about traveling through space. It has always been a part of my life. It can become very cool if the environmental system is not functioning correctly.”

      Jana laughed and shook her head. “I didn’t mean cool as in being cold. It is a slang term for being neat, awesome, different, fun,” she explained. “You really are an alien, aren’t you?” She asked in a somber tone.

      The fork in Matrix’s hand paused near his mouth. He slowly lowered it to his plate and stared at Jana. Once again, he could feel the pull of his attraction for her. There was something about her that affected him at a primitive level.

      “Yes, Jana Dixon, I am an alien,” Matrix replied, studying her face carefully for her reaction.

      “That’s pretty cool,” she murmured, flushing and lowering her head. “I’m glad you didn’t kill me.”

      Matrix chuckled softly and picked up his fork again. “I am, too. I have never eaten anything that tastes this delicious before,” he replied, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “I would have hated to miss it.”

      Jana’s head snapped up and she raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, well wait until you try the dessert I made,” she retorted with a grin of her own.

      “I look forward to trying it,” Matrix stated, eyeing her as if she was the dessert.

      “Oh!” Jana murmured, her eyes widening.
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* * *

      Jana wiped down the last of the counter in the kitchen before drying her hands on the dish towel hanging from the handle of the oven. Tucking her hair behind her ear, she walked through the living room and opened the front door. She stepped out onto the porch. Her gaze ran lovingly over the assortment of colorful pots she had painted and filled with a wide variety of annuals.

      She frowned when she saw that the one on the far end was missing. Walking over to the end of the covered porch, she glanced over the edge. She sighed when she saw the remains of the pot and the flowers lying on the ground. It took a minute before the pieces of the puzzle came together.

      “Oh, my,” Jana whispered. “That’s why you were covered in potting soil.”

      “Yes. I thought you had purposely constructed this hazard,” Matrix stated, walking up the front steps.

      Jana turned quickly and stared up at him when he stepped closer. She started to lift her hand and push her hair away from her eyes when the breeze blew it, but Matrix was already doing it for her. Her breath hiccuped as she stared up at him.

      “This is…,” Matrix started to say when he stopped.

      “Just like in my books,” Jana finished in a barely audible whisper. “I thought it was all made up.”

      “What was made up?” Matrix asked in a deep voice, running his fingers down along her cheek.

      Jana’s lips twitched. “… The heat was pooling down low between her legs and her pulse raced as he stepped closer. That she would want him to kiss her, even though they had just met,” she murmured, thinking of some of the lines from the books she’d read.

      “I think I can make it come true,” he muttered, taking a step closer and threading his fingers through her shoulder-length hair. “I will have to do more than just kiss you to relieve the heat that is pooling low between your legs, though.”

      “Holy…,” Jana’s shocked exclamation was cut off when he pulled her forward and covered her lips with his.

      Fireworks exploded in her brain and she clung to his broad shoulders when he deepened the kiss. The books she’d read might have talked about this, but it was nothing compared to what it felt like. Her body was on fire!

      Jana’s lips parted and she eagerly wrapped her arms around Matrix’s neck. A sense of excitement burst through her when he released a soft moan and ran his hands down her side and over her hips. A responding whimper escaped her and she pressed against him. There were some things a guy couldn’t fake and Matrix was definitely not immune to her either, going by the state of this cock pressed against her.

      She gasped when his hands slid a little lower and he cupped the rounded curve of her ass. For a moment, all of her self-consciousness flooded her. Would he think her fat? Was he one of those stupid guys that didn’t appreciate a woman with some curves? Her fear rose when he broke their kiss.

      “I swear, Jana, I could never get enough of holding you,” Matrix muttered as he brushed a line of kisses along the curve of her jaw before returning to capture her lips again.

      Joy and a sense of triumph coursed through Jana. Finally, a guy who understood that a woman with some extra curves was a good thing. Her fingers tangled in his hair and she deepened the kiss that he had started.

      This is way better than any book boyfriend dream, she thought as she lost herself to the heat.
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      Matrix’s hands had a mind of their own. Jana’s soft form was nothing like the hard, unforgiving muscles of the women he had been with before. He ran his hands down over her hips, pulling her closer to his aching body before bending just enough to gently squeeze her lush, rounded buttocks.

      His body appeared to have forgotten his recent release, since he was as hard as a rock again. He muttered a curse when he felt Jana’s hand slip down from his neck to run along his chest before moving lower. If they didn’t stop now, he would be taking her on the front porch.

      His body stiffened when his hearing picked up an unusual sound approaching them. Breaking the kiss, he pulled back and stared down the road. He turned his head when K-Nine suddenly appeared on the steps.

      “A transport approaches,” K-Nine warned.

      “A transport? Oh, you mean a car?” Jana asked, trying to get her mind working again. “You guys better hide in the house.”

      Matrix looked down at her and scowled. “Zion warriors do not hide,” he bit out.

      Jana smiled nervously up at him. “Yeah, well, since you aren’t from around here, it might be better if you weren’t seen. You know, less questions.”

      “She is correct, Matrix,” K-Nine responded. “I need to check the woods. The Crawler started tracking the emergency beacon as soon as it was activated. Since we do not know how far out it still might be, it would be best to establish a perimeter warning system.”

      “I’ll help you,” Matrix reluctantly agreed. “We will be close enough to hear you if you need assistance.”

      “I’ll be fine, Matrix,” Jana assured him softly before stepping back. “Go on. I can hear the car now.”

      Matrix grunted before reluctantly following K-Nine down the steps, across the yard and into the nearby trees. He paused at the edge of the woods. Waiting in the shadows, he watched as a large, black transport slowly pulled up in front of the house and stopped. A moment later, the engine shut off and the door opened.

      His gaze flickered from the old man who rose from the transport to Jana. Once again, her expressive face displayed her thoughts. From her pursed lips and raised eyebrow, she wasn’t impressed with the man. Satisfied that she could handle this situation on her own, Matrix turned back to K-Nine where he sat with an evil grin of delight on his furry face.

      “Don’t say a word!” Matrix warned under his breath.

      “You have it bad,” K-Nine replied, ignoring Matrix’s sharp words. “You have imprinted on her.”

      “Enough already with the imprinting,” Matrix growled. “In case you’ve forgotten, we have a Crawler to kill. Must I remind you that we are just as likely to end up dead? You saw what they did to the Triterian forces.”

      “We can’t. If we do, this planet, which includes Jana and the kittens would perish,” K-Nine stated. “We will kill it and take Jana and my kittens home with us.”

      “‘My kittens’? Did you just say ‘my kittens’?” Matrix asked in disbelief.

      K-Nine stood up and shook. “Every Despairing Wolfhound needs a pack. I have mine now,” he retorted.

      Matrix watched as K-Nine trotted away. He shook his head in disbelief. The cyborg mutt had lost the few brain cells that were not replaced during his cloning. Since when had his life become this confusing? he wondered. He shook his head as he took off after his partner. They would both be lucky to get out of this mission in one piece. The thought of what would happen to Jana if they weren’t successful was enough to put a little more urgency in his step.
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* * *

      “Hello, Jana,” Herman Marker greeted as he stepped away from his car.

      “Mr. Marker,” Jana replied. “What can I do for you?”

      Herman glanced over at Jana with an easy grin. He had been thinking more and more about her since his wife, Mary, had died almost three months ago. He found that life was lonely without a woman in it.

      Unfortunately, there weren’t a lot of eligible women in Glennis, at least none that he hadn’t known for forty years. He reached up and straightened his tie. He was looking for someone new, someone fresh, and preferably someone young enough to care for him. He knew from listening to Mary that Jana was a sweet young woman who had old fashioned values.

      “I was just stopping by to see if you needed anything,” Herman replied, sniffing the air. “It smells like you might be preparing dinner,” he added with a hopeful smile.

      “Lunch – and we just finished,” Jana replied, leaning against the post holding up the roof.

      “Oh,” Herman replied with a downward droop to his lips before he frowned. “We? You have company?”

      Jana straightened and pushed her hands into her pockets. Herman couldn’t help but admire the way it pulled her thin, cotton shirt tighter across her bosom. He might be old, but he wasn’t dead. During the last three years of Mary’s life, she had been too frail to want any type of physical comfort. Herman had missed that. There was nothing like holding a woman in your arms and having a little fun.

      “The kittens,” she said.

      “Oh, yes, pets. I remember you asking if you could have them here,” Herman replied with a look of distaste, pulling out a handkerchief from the front pocket of his button-up dress shirt. He wiped away the sweat on his brow before replacing it. “Would you have a nice glass of tea or water…?”

      He watched the uncertainty flash across her face before it was followed by a sigh. A smile lit his face when she turned and waved her hand for him to follow her. He climbed the steps with a renewed bounce.

      “I don’t have any tea, but I have some iced lemon water,” Jana said, opening the front door and stepping inside. “Be mindful of the kittens, they like to pounce on you when you least expect it.”

      “Thank you for the warning,” Herman replied, looking warily around the room. “How many do you have?”

      “Three,” Jana replied with a grin. “Biscuit is the gray one, Honeybun is the golden one, and Butter is the cream-colored.”

      “You named them after food?” Herman asked with a puzzled expression as he stepped into the kitchen. Almost immediately, his eyes lit on the apple dump cake. “That looks good.”

      The grin on his face grew when she motioned for him to have a seat at the table. Now, he would turn on the charm. If she played her cards right, she might not have to pay rent for a while, he thought appreciatively as she reached up for a plate and glass, his gaze locked on her full breasts.
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* * *

      Jana sighed heavily and motioned for her irritating guest to sit down. She opened the cabinet and pulled a small plate and glass out before walking over to the refrigerator to get the pitcher of chilled lemon water. She calmly poured a glass of the refreshing water and scooped a generous serving of the apple dump cake onto the plate. Placing both in front of him, she moved around the table and sat down.

      A few seconds later, the first kitten appeared in the doorway. It didn’t take long for the other two to follow. Jana leaned over and scratched Honeybun between her ears as the kitten rubbed against her leg.

      “Those look just like the kittens I found under the shed out behind my house,” Herman commented, taking a bite of the still warm cake. “This is very good. You know how to cook?”

      Jana warily picked up Honeybun, keeping an eye on the other two kittens as they played with one of the cat toys she’d bought for them. She cuddled Honeybun against her and stared at Herman Marker with a frown. Could the guy get any fuglier? she wondered.

      “I do alright,” she muttered. “Is there a reason for your visit? I paid the rent last week and haven’t been late.”

      Herman scraped the plate and licked his fork clean before setting it on the table. He picked up the glass and drank almost half of the water before he finally set it down. Jana was about to scream when he picked up his napkin and wiped his mouth. She wondered if he would need to use the bathroom and take a nap before he answered her.

      “I was thinking…,” he finally began.

      Jana’s mind immediately went into overdrive. Those three words had warning bells ringing like the church bells on Sunday morning. She warily sat back and stroked Honeybun while she waited for him to continue.

      “About…?” She grudgingly asked.

      Herman sat forward and placed his elbows on the table. Jana wished she could push her chair further back, but this one was up against the wall so she was stuck. Instead, she continued to stroke the kitten and hoped this didn’t get as bad as she thought it would.

      “My wife has been dead three months and I find that I miss the company of having a woman around. I’m still a relatively young man. I just turned sixty-six. I think we would be a good fit,” Herman stated.

      “A good fit? I’m twenty-four,” Jana said with a wrinkled nose. “Don’t you think you should look for someone closer to your own age?”

      “No, no. Think about it, Jana. I have a little money saved up, and my kids are grown. Hell, my youngest is older than you!” He laughed for a moment before he drew in a deep breath and leaned back. “This could be a good chance for you. You’d have a place to live rent free. I could come over a few nights a week. You could fix me some of this fine food and we can enjoy each other’s company.”

      Jana knew her mouth was hanging open. It had to be. For a second, she was speechless as her mind replayed what he’d just said. The disbelief soon turned into outrage. He thought she would just jump on his offer of free rent for this crappy place that was falling apart in exchange for feeding him and….

      “Are you saying what I think you are saying?” She asked, placing Honeybun on the floor and rising to her feet. “You think I would be interested in feeding you and… and… and….” Her voice faded.

      “A man has needs, Jana,” Herman stated, rising to his feet as well. “Mary always used to say if you lost a few pounds, you could find a man who would be interested in you. I’m willing to ignore the fact that you are overweight. You obviously have an eating disorder if you name your pets after food.”

      Jana’s mouth snapped shut and she slowly counted to ten, curling each of her fingers until two tight fists formed. Only when she felt some measure of self-restraint did she speak again. The low, hissing breath she took should have been his first warning that she was royally pissed off.

      “Get out,” Jana ordered in a barely audible voice.

      Herman grimaced, but didn’t move. “It’s the truth. I’m sorry if you don’t like it, but someone should have told you a long time ago. I’m willing to ignore it. Think of how much you would save each month on rent. I’ll even throw in Mary’s car. It is in better shape than that thing you drive.”

      “GET OUT OF MY HOUSE!” Jana yelled, pointing to the front door. “I would sleep in my old car before I’d ever sleep with a slime bag like you. According to the law, this is my house until next month’s rent is due. I won’t tell you again.”

      Herman’s eyes flashed with anger. “You can consider this your eviction notice then,” he said, turning on his heel. He stumbled when one of the kittens ran in front of him. “I swear that looks like one of those damn kittens I put in a pillowcase and tossed in the trash.”

      “Wait a minute! It was you? You’re the one who took those poor kittens away from their mother and put them in a pillowcase?” Jana demanded in a harsh whisper.

      Herman grunted as he turned to frown down at her. “Of course. They were a nuisance. I poisoned the mother, but she had already had the seven damn kittens. I put them in one of our old pillowcases and placed it in the trashcan. One of the garbage men must have found it and dropped it off at Wilson’s office!” he snapped in irritation. “I hate animals.”

      Jana had never been so angry in her life. She turned, reaching for the fly swatter hanging from the hook by the back door. Gripping it, she turned back to Herman and waved it at him menacingly.

      “Get out of my house,” she hissed. “Don’t you ever, EVER, talk to me again. If you do, I swear I will tell every old biddy within a thousand mile radius what a horrible, horrible ass you are, do you understand me?”

      Herman’s lips tightened and he took a step toward her. Jana didn’t stop to think. She didn’t want to. She wanted to beat the crap out of Herman Marker, then pick him up, and do it all over again. Instead, she started smacking him with the fly swatter.

      “Ouch! That hurt!” Herman exclaimed, stepping backwards in surprise. “Stop that!”

      “Never!” Jana growled, hitting him again. “Out! Out! Out!”

      Jana followed Herman, smacking him anywhere she could reach until he was forced through the front door. They were almost to the edge of the porch when Herman turned and grabbed the fly swatter out of her hand. He raised it to strike her. A flash of blue fur sent him careening backwards off the porch and onto his back on the hard ground.

      “What… What the hell is that?!” He choked out, terrified.

      “This is my newest pet, Linguine!” Jana growled, rubbing in her use of food names. “He’s named after one of my favorite foods. He’s big. He’s mean….”

      “And he loves to rip out the throats of those he does not like,” Matrix added, stopping next to Herman where he lay on the ground.

      “Who… Who are you?” Herman demanded in a barely audible voice.

      “He’s my boyfriend,” Jana boasted, glancing at Matrix with a pleading look of entreaty.

      “I am more than her boyfriend,” Matrix stated in a quiet voice filled with conviction. “I am her life mate. Do you want us to kill him, Jana? No one will ever find his body.”

      Jana’s eyes lit with amusement when she saw the teasing twinkle in Matrix’s gaze. She fought to keep her lips from twitching. Her gaze dropped to Herman as he turned and started crawling frantically across the ground.

      “No, just throw him out with the trash,” she instructed.

      “Thank you,” K-Nine muttered. “I hate dealing with garbage.”

      Herman jerked around and stared at K-Nine in disbelief. Jana couldn’t help the grin that curved her lips. She tilted her head and looked at Matrix.

      He reached down, grabbed Herman by the arm and jerked him to a standing position. When Herman took a swing at him, Matrix caught the other man’s fist in his left hand and squeezed it. Jana bit her bottom lip when she saw Herman pale.

      “Did she also happen to mention that we are aliens from another world?” Matrix asked in a soft, menacing voice.

      “Oh, shit!” Herman choked.

      “He’s peed his pants, Matrix,” K-Nine drawled.

      “I can smell it. Get out of here before I change my mind and kill you,” Matrix ordered, pushing the man toward his transport. “If you say a word to anyone, we’ll hunt you down.”

      “I might add that I always find what I’m hunting,” K-Nine called out as Herman wrenched opened the car door and fell inside.

      Jana walked down the steps to stand next to Matrix. Warmth flooded her when Matrix slid his arm protectively around her waist and pulled her close. She didn’t resist. There was something that just felt so right about the way he was holding her that she didn’t want to question it. There was always time for a reality check later. At the moment, she just wanted to enjoy this amazing, incredible, and totally unpredictable day.

      They both watched as Herman started his car and put it into drive. Loose gravel flew out from behind the vehicle as he sped down the long driveway. Jana wrapped her arm around Matrix and casually scratched K-Nine behind his ear when he came to sit down next to them.

      “That was absolutely the coolest thing that has ever happened in my life,” Jana whispered before bursting into uncontrollable laughter that quickly turned into tears. “He was the one who put the kittens in the pillowcase,” she sniffed, turning into Matrix’s arms when he gently wrapped them around her so that she was facing him.

      “I should have ripped his throat out,” K-Nine muttered under his breath.

      “You and me both, partner,” Matrix agreed in a grim voice as he tenderly stroked Jana’s trembling form.
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      Matrix turned when he saw Jana step out of the house again. She had gone back inside to wash her face after her tears had finally subsided. Once again, he wished that he had just killed the human male.

      “How do you feel?” He asked when she walked toward him.

      “Okay, I guess,” she replied with a sigh as she came to a stop and looked around. “What are you and K-Nine doing?”

      Matrix drew in a deep breath and looked over to where K-Nine was slowly moving around the perimeter, pausing every few feet to check the sensors they had set out. He silently debated how much he should tell her before deciding it would be safer if she knew what could happen. If they survived this, it would be just the beginning of a new life for her. He had been thinking about his conversation with K-Nine. There was no way now that he could leave Jana behind.

      Turning toward her, he rested his hands on her hips and drew her close. One thing he was fast learning, he loved the feel of her in his arms. Pulling her even closer, he silently held her.

      “He is checking the sensors,” Matrix finally murmured.

      Jana pulled back and looked up at him with a puzzled frown. “Is this about that thing you’ve been talking about?” She asked in a husky voice.

      “Yes,” Matrix responded, releasing her and taking several steps away. “The Crawler is very dangerous, Jana. If we don’t kill it, it could mean the end of the world for your people.”

      Jana swallowed. Her eyes were wide, but she stared up at him with complete faith. His sense of pride and astonishment at her inner strength continued to grow. A slight smile curved his lips when he heard her quiet response.

      “You’ll kick that thing’s ass,” she whispered with unwavering conviction.

      “Yes, we will,” Matrix replied, stepping back toward her. “Jana, when we leave….”

      Jana’s hand rose and she pressed her fingers against his lips, shaking her head. She blinked rapidly several times before she released a soft, strained laugh. His gaze remained locked on her expressive face, watching a wide variety of emotions cross it.

      “This has been a magical day,” she said in a husky voice. “I knocked out a gorgeous alien, found out my new pet can talk, had the pleasure of beating up my landlord with a fly swatter before said alien and talking dog scared the piss right out of him, and….”

      “And?” He asked against her fingers, his eyebrow rose at her long-winded recitation.

      “And I got to kiss a gorgeous hunk of an alien,” she finished, lowering her hand to his chest. “I’d like to do it again if he doesn’t mind.”

      “Jana,” Matrix muttered, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her roughly to him. “I swear when you knocked me out, you did something to my heart as well.”

      “That has got to be the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard,” she laughed, rising up on her toes. “Now, kiss me.”

      “Bossy, little thing,” Matrix softly retorted before he captured her lips.

      Once again, the rush of warmth struck him as both strange, yet natural. A wave of protectiveness rose up. In the course of a single day, he was discovering that life had a way of making things happen when you least expected it. He vaguely remembered his mother warning him about that when he was a young boy.
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* * *

      Later that evening, Jana nervously straightened the kitchen and living room again before heading toward her bedroom to get ready for bed. It was almost midnight and instead of being exhausted, she was full of energy. Matrix and K-Nine were doing another perimeter check.

      It was hard to believe that she had only met Matrix this morning. So much had happened, that her mind was running around in circles trying to process it all. Moaning softly, she buried her head in her hands. She didn’t understand any of this. Yes, she had dreamed of love at first sight, but she hadn’t really believed it was real – until now.

      “What if it’s just lust?” She whispered, as she watched the kittens fighting over which one was going to sleep on top. “What if it is just my imagination and I don’t really feel what I’m feeling – I just want to feel it. Argh! That doesn’t even make sense to me!” She groaned, falling back on the bed and staring up at the ceiling. “I could be making the biggest mistake of my life or the best decision ever.”

      “My vote is for the best decision ever,” K-Nine offered from the door.

      Jana sat up and stared at the wolfhound. “How can you know that it is the best decision ever?” She asked, scooting back and pulling her legs up onto the bed.

      K-Nine took a step into the room and sat down in front of her. “I have never seen him behave this way. He wants you, but does not want to hurt you. He has never thought about a female like that in the past. You make him feel things he has never felt before in his life.”

      Jana released a long sigh and shook her head. “Yeah, but how do you know? I mean, it could be just shock and awe, because I’m as alien to him as he is to me,” she argued in frustration.

      “Jana, a Zion warrior recognizes his life mate when he finds her. When you look at Matrix, do you see him as an alien or as a man?” K-Nine asked, tilting his head to the side.

      “As a man,” Jana admitted without any hesitation before she buried her head in her knees. “I can’t believe I’m talking to a dog about my personal life.”

      She raised her head when she felt his nose nudge her arm. She stared down into the dark gray eyes. It took a minute before the humor of the situation sank in and she shook her head again, this time in self-derision.

      “I am more than a dog, Jana. I am your friend. Trust in your instincts,” K-Nine counseled before standing and padding to the door.

      Jana glanced up as another shadow appeared. This time it was Matrix. He stood staring at her, waiting. Jana drew in a deep breath and released it while she stretched out her hand to Matrix.

      Hell, all those romance books have to have some kind of facts behind them to make them so believable, she thought as he stepped forward.
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* * *

      Matrix paused outside and stared up at the stars. He and K-Nine had completed their check of the area. Earlier, they had scattered sensors around the perimeter. These sensors were linked to K-Nine’s internal computer system and he would monitor them for any changes. If the Crawler made an appearance, they would know.

      Fear twisted Matrix’s stomach. It was a new and disturbing feeling. He knew he would have to become accustomed to it. The fear wasn’t for K-Nine or himself, it was for Jana. His first instinct was to load her and the kittens onto the transport and send her to their spaceship on the far side of the moon.

      He watched as a meteorite flashed across the sky. Tomorrow – he would send them tomorrow. Then, he wouldn’t be distracted and could focus on their mission. Turning, he glanced back at the house. There was a faint light shining on the far side. He knew it was where Jana’s bedroom was located.

      Walking over to the broken flower pot, he bent and picked up the pieces. A rueful smile curved his lips. The broken pieces were another reminder that things could change at a moment’s notice.

      It didn’t take him long to clean up the fragments and replant the drooping plant in a nearby pot. He tossed the broken pieces into the trash can next to the house and entered through the back door. He washed his hands in the kitchen sink before securing both the porch door and the back door. Next, he walked through the living room and checked the front door and windows.

      Matrix had just stepped into the hallway again when he heard Jana’s soft voice as she talked to K-Nine. Unable to resist eavesdropping, he leaned against the wall. His lips curved when the sound of his partner’s gruff voice changed. K-Nine really did care about Jana.

      “Jana, a Zion warrior recognizes his life mate when he finds her. When you look at Matrix, do you see him as an alien or as a man?” K-Nine was asking.

      “As a man…. I can’t believe I’m talking to a dog about my personal life,” Jana answered.

      The curve on Matrix’s lips grew into a huge smile. His body hummed with excitement and he knew that tonight his life would change forever. Well, technically, that had already happened, but tonight he was going to claim his life mate. A slight chuckle escaped him. He honestly couldn’t believe how hard and how fast the certainty had come to him. Still, he knew himself well enough to realize that this wasn’t just a passing fancy or a one night stand – this was forever.

      Straightening, he quietly walked down the hallway, staying to the side so he didn’t step on the loose board. He knew K-Nine was aware that he standing outside. The sounds of K-Nine’s nails against the wood floor alerted him that his friend was giving him his opening.

      He stepped through the door and paused, leaving enough room for K-Nine to slip by him. His gaze remained locked on Jana. The tender smile on his lips grew when she held out her hand to him. He didn’t hesitate to grasp the slender thread of hope for their future.

      Matrix’s hand tightened on Jana’s when he felt the slight tremble in it. A soft groan escaped him when he saw the uncertainty in her eyes. If he was any type of a gentleman, he would tuck her into bed and return to the couch in the living room. He had never been one and never would be worried about that title. Instead, he closed the distance between them, capturing her lips with his in a fierce kiss guaranteed to erase any doubts about his desire for her.

      “Lights,” Jana whispered as she frantically pulled at his shirt.

      “Yes, they are on,” Matrix murmured, pressing a line of hot kisses along her jaw as his hands pulled at the tie of her robe.

      “I mean, shouldn’t they be off?” Jana asked in concern.

      “Why?” Matrix asked. “I want to see you,” he said, pulling back to look down at her. “Is it a custom of yours that you can only mate in the dark?”

      Jana blushed and shook her head. “No, it’s just, I can’t remember if the man and the woman make love with the lights on or with them off. I’ve never really paid any attention to whether the authors said you should or shouldn’t.”

      Matrix frowned down at her. It took several long seconds for him to process what she was saying. He carefully brushed her hair back from her face before holding it still.

      “Jana, how many men have you been with before?” He asked in a quiet voice.

      “Lots… Well, in my dreams,” she murmured, looking up at him with an uneasy smile. “You’ll be the first real one.”

      “I’ll be…,” Matrix groaned and bowed his head. He pressed a kiss to her exposed shoulder. This changed everything. This was not going to be a hot and heavy flash of fire. Tonight was going to be a slow and very painful lesson in self-restraint... for him. Lifting his head, he once again stared down at her. “Will you trust me?”

      Jana’s eyes softened and she shyly nodded. “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Then, the lights stay on,” he murmured, leaning down to take her lips in a hard, possessive kiss.

      His mind raced as he thought of all the ways he could make this memorable for her. He drew his fingers down along the smooth skin of her collarbone, tracing it. Goosebumps rose under his touch and her breathing increased. He took his time releasing her robe and pushing it open.

      He was thankful they were in her large bed instead of the narrow bunk aboard the transport. Rising, he pulled his shirt off and unbuckled the belt around his waist. He had removed his boots earlier when he had entered the back porch area. Sliding off the bed, he pushed off his pants and kicked them aside.

      “You aren’t wearing any underwear!” Jana squeaked, her eyes glued to his throbbing cock.

      He released a soft, husky chuckle. He swore when he felt the blood rush to his cock. The first of the four thick bands was already beginning to swell and pulse with need. He drew in a deep breath and held it for several seconds before he released it.

      “No, I’m not,” he stated, pulling her up so he could slip the robe off of her. “Clothes are highly overrated, especially right now.”

      “I have to agree with that,” Jana whispered, lifting her arms so he could pull her short, cotton nightgown over her head.

      “Oh, yes, definitely overrated,” Matrix muttered, lifting Jana’s full breasts in his hands. “I am going to enjoy these.”

      Jana’s loud cry echoed through the house when Matrix clamped down on one swollen nipple with his mouth and began to suck on it. She slowly melted back against the pillows, pulling him down with her. Her legs parted when he nudged them with his knee.

      He continued kneading and sucking on each nipple, taking turns until they were both a rosy red. His hands moved down along her side, pausing when he touched her soft silk panties.

      “Lift up,” he ordered hoarsely against her left breast.

      Jana complied with his demand, sending a wave of desire coursing through him. He was looking forward to seeing just how far she would let him push her. He quickly changed position so that he could pull the delicate peach-colored fabric off. He tossed it to the side and resumed his position between her legs. With this being her first time, he needed to have her begging for release to make it as pleasurable as possible for her.

      Bending forward, he nipped at the tender skin on the inside of her right thigh. He was rewarded with another loud cry and the warm scent of her arousal. His hand ran along her leg until he could tangle his fingers in the moist, dark brown curls covering her mound. Her hips rocked, pushing impatiently against his palm.

      He gently tugged on the soft curls while his gaze remained locked on her large breasts and rosy nipples. They would need to go shopping once they reached one of the Spaceports. He knew exactly what he wanted to attach to those plump peaks. He groaned softly at the thought and he felt the remaining bands along his cock swell.

      His gaze dropped down to the small patch of glistening curls. This was the first time he had ever been with a female that had hair between her legs. He realized that he liked it.

      His fingers caressed the soft, swollen folds hidden within the curls. She was wet. Matrix slid his left hand under Jana’s buttocks, lifting them as he inserted first, one, and then a second finger into her hot vaginal channel. Her legs fell further apart and her panting breaths caused her breasts to sway back and forth.

      “Do you like this?” Matrix whispered, allowing his hot breath to brush over her soft curls while his fingers created a rhythm that was driving her insane.

      “Yes, but… but… I want… more,” she groaned, shifting wildly against the covers. “Matrix.”

      Matrix understood the driving ache that pushed him to claim her. It was tearing at him. He wanted – needed – Jana in a way that was as primitive as time. Pulling free, he slid up her body.

      “Wrap your legs around me, Jana,” Matrix ordered in a hoarse voice.

      Matrix gritted his teeth when he felt Jana’s silky flesh slide against his. His entire body was on fire. He held himself up with his right arm while he reached for his cock with his left hand.

      “Let me,” Jana whispered, breaking through his feverish thoughts.

      Matrix’s gaze locked with Jana’s and he nodded. She gently wrapped her hand around his cock. He covered her hand with his and squeezed it. Her eyes widened and she nodded, squeezing him as she began moving her hand up and down along the thick ridges.

      “Guide me…,” he pleaded in a thick voice. “I need you.”

      He saw her swallow and carefully guide him to her slick entrance. Her lips parted and a soft breath escaped her as he slowly sank into her. He paused when he felt a thin barrier. Balancing his heavier weight on his elbows, he wrapped his arms around her and covered her mouth with his at the same time as he rocked his hips forward, breaking the barrier and joining them as one.

      A shudder ran through Jana, but she didn’t push him away. Instead, she dug her heels into his buttocks and began to rock. They both groaned softly when the first band on his cock pulsed against her sensitive channel. He swore he could feel every sweet inch of her caressing him. The more he moved, the more the other three bands swelled as well, until he knew he would not be able to pull out of her until he was completely spent.

      “Yessss,” he hissed, tightening his arms around her and beginning to move with more force.

      Jana’s hot tongue swept across the heated skin of his neck. Her small bites and hot kisses pushed him over the edge. He slid his left hand down and squeezed her ass. She erupted under him, stiffening, before a long cry escaped her. Her body held his in a tight grip, squeezing him as she came. The extra pressure proved to be his undoing, and he felt his cock pulse inside her, releasing the pent up desire in wave after wave of endless pleasure as the second and third bands released with his climax. The waves of his pleasure sent Jana’s own pleasure spiraling upward while her orgasm consumed her.

      “Matrix!” Jana cried out again gripping him tightly to her as he came deep inside her.

      “My Jana,” Matrix muttered, bowing his head and pressing his lips against her damp skin. He moved his hips, feeling the last band stoke the fire inside her once again. “I claim you as my life mate, Jana Dixon. You are mine.”
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      “Matrix, wake up,” K-Nine ordered, coming into the room.

      Matrix woke immediately and sat up. Jana groaned and tried to snuggle closer to him. He glanced down at her flushed face and tangled hair. He tenderly brushed the silky strands back before he turned to look at K-Nine.

      “What is it?” He asked.

      “The sensor on the far side of the house behind Jana’s transport has detected movement heading this way,” K-Nine stated, picking up Matrix’s clothes with his mouth and tossing them on the bed. “It’s the Crawler. I can feel it.”

      “Galactic Balls!” Matrix hissed. Turning, he gently shook Jana. “Jana, wake up.”

      Jana rolled over and sat up. She looked wildly around the room before emitting a low squeak and pulled up the covers when she saw K-Nine was staring at her. Matrix shot a heated glare at the wolfhound.

      “We’ll meet you in the living room,” Matrix stated. “How far?”

      “One, maybe two klicks from here,” K-Nine replied, turning to leave the room. “I will see if I can get a fix on it.”

      “Don’t go outside yet,” Matrix ordered.

      “What is going on?” Jana asked, scooting off the bed and grabbing her clothes.

      “The Crawler is nearby,” Matrix replied in a grim tone.

      “The Crawler? How far?” Jana asked, hurriedly pulling her hair back and twisting it up into a ponytail. She grabbed a hairband off the dresser, quickly wrapping it around her hair to hold it. “What do we do?”

      “We... don’t do anything,” Matrix stated. “K-Nine and I will lure it into the open and kill it.”

      “What happens if you don’t?” Jana asked, hopping on one foot as she pulled on her shoes.

      Matrix paused in the doorway. “We don’t have a choice,” he said. “K-Nine, I need my blades and the energy cartridges.”

      “On the kitchen table,” K-Nine stated. “Your boots are next to it.”

      “Thanks!” Matrix growled.

      “What am I supposed to do?” Jana asked with a worried frown.

      Matrix turned and cupped her cheeks between his large palms. He stared down into her eyes before he bent to brush a tender kiss across her lips. There wasn’t enough time to get her to the transport. He had sent it to hover above the tree line. They would have to kill the Crawler before it got to the house.

      “Stay inside,” he ordered in a soft voice. “K-Nine and I are experienced in dealing with situations like this. I need to remain focused and I need you to stay inside. We’ll keep it from getting to the house.”
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* * *

      Jana swallowed and nodded. She watched as Matrix finished dressing and slipped into the harness with the two long blades. Her gaze narrowed on the cartridges he was loading into a weapon that looked like a cross between a large gun and a small cannon.

      Several minutes later, they left the house. Jana debated whether to turn on the lights or to keep them off. She finally decided that having them on might make her feel safer, but it could also make it easier for the creature to see Matrix and K-Nine. In the end, she retrieved her cell phone, a small flashlight, and the biggest damn knife she could find in her kitchen.

      “Meow,” a tiny whisper of sound came from the hallway. “Meow.”

      “Come here, darling. Biscuit, Honeybun, Butter, come here,” Jana whispered, calling to the three kittens. “Come to Momma.”

      Jana opened the door to the pantry and poured a small amount of food into their glass food bowl. The sound of the dry pieces was loud as they struck the glass. She slid to the floor and pulled one of her large cloth shopping bags close to her. After the kittens were finished with their early morning snack, she picked them up and placed them in the bag.

      “Hush now,” Jana whispered, laying her hand in the bag and letting the kittens play with it. “Please, keep them both safe. I don’t think I could handle losing either one of them now. Please, oh, please.”
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* * *

      Matrix nodded to K-Nine. Three of the scanners to the southwest were going off. A fourth one suddenly lit up. The Crawler was half a klick away. K-Nine stood near the back of the house while Matrix had taken up a position just inside the tree line. He squatted on a low branch to minimize the chances of being detected.

      “It’s coming,” K-Nine muttered through the communicator in Matrix’s ear.

      “The fifth sensor just activated. It must be still traveling underground,” Matrix warned.

      They didn’t have to guess. Seconds later, the ground roiled, then erupted as the Crawler emerged. Matrix cursed as he counted the legs – an even dozen. His mother had been right as always, this one was a fully mature female; an egg-laying, eating machine. If the other information was correct, and he feared it was, the Crawler could lay over a thousand eggs. Every one of those eggs was capable of laying another thousand when they matured at the end of a solar year. Within two years, the planet would be infested with the Crawlers and the planet’s inhabitants would become the Crawler’s food source.

      K-Nine emitted a loud, high pitched howl sending the creature into paroxysms of pain. The high pitch, unheard by most creatures, pinged the sonar built into the Crawler’s frontal lobe. Matrix jumped to the ground and charged while the creature was temporarily debilitated. He was almost upon it when it whipped around and spit out a stream of acid.

      Matrix lunged to the side, rolling before he regained his footing. K-Nine darted forward, attacking one of the exposed legs. He clamped down on the third limb on the right side. The force and speed of his attack allowed him to grab the leg and wrench it off.

      The Crawler turned with a howl and struck at K-Nine as he jerked the twitching limb away from the creature. The force of the blow threw K-Nine up into the air. He landed almost a dozen feet away, the twitching leg still hanging from his jaws.

      “You will not kill me, warriors,” the Crawler hissed in a guttural voice. “Thissss will be my world!”

      “Not as long as we still are breathing,” Matrix swore as he circled the creature. His finger stroked one of the cement charges. “Why don’t you do us all a favor and just hold still so we can kill you?”

      “Not likely, warrior,” the Crawler snapped as it turned, intending to dive back into the hole gaping behind it.

      “I don’t think so,” Matrix growled, surging forward and tossing the cement charge into the massive hole.

      Matrix felt the impact of the Crawler’s back legs striking against his chest. The blow tossed him through the air. K-Nine, seeing the blow, raced across the yard just as the charge exploded.

      The force of the explosion in the hole threw K-Nine and the Crawler backwards. The hole caved in, filling with the rapidly expanding cement material that quickly hardened into stone. The Crawler struggled for a moment before she curled into a ball, her interconnecting plates creating a protective shield around herself.

      Matrix’s expression hardened when he saw what the creature had done. He knew from the vidcom of the creatures on the asteroid that she expected him to use the standard laser charge against her. Her protective shell repelled those types of energy bursts, making them useless against the Crawler and the ricochets dangerous to anyone nearby. He and K-Nine had trained for this possibility from what they had learned in the briefings and the vidcoms.

      Pulling out his blades, Matrix circled the Crawler. Blade raised, he swung it, striking at one of the hard, armored plates. Brilliant sparks lit the air and his arm shuddered with the force of the blow, but the blade didn’t penetrate the plating.

      “Matrix, something is wrong, I can feel her moving,” K-Nine said, pressing his nose against the ground.

      “I covered the hole,” Matrix snapped, striking the plating again.

      “She’s not in there,” K-Nine insisted, taking several steps before he stopped and looked up. “She’s shed her outer casing and is heading for the house.”

      A curse erupted from Matrix and his arm froze even as his head turned toward the dark building. Fear gripped his heart, and for a brief second he forgot how to breathe. He glanced at the hollow shell of the creature, then back at the house. There had been nothing in the briefing about the Crawler being able to shed her outer casing. Pulling out an energy charge, he pointed it at the empty shell of the Crawler.

      “Run,” he ordered, pulling the trigger.
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* * *

      Jana hugged her knees as close to her chest as she could. The kittens had finally fallen back to sleep. She absently fingered the knife lying on the floor next to her. Every time she heard a shout or a thump from outside, she would grab it. If she had thought the noise was scary, it was nothing compared to the silence.

      Her heart jumped into her throat when she heard a creak and felt the faint movement of the support beams under the house. Her gaze went to the back door. It and the screen door were securely locked. Her eyes widened when she saw the kitchen floor rise up before settling back down.

      Her fingers slowly closed around the knife as she gripped the bag with the kittens in it. The portions of the floor rising up and down appeared to be heading away from her. Whatever was causing it was moving beneath the hall toward the other side of the house.

      A strangled scream escaped Jana when the house suddenly rose up off of its foundation, then crashed down. She slid forward out of the narrow pantry just as the horrific sound of wood creaking and splintering echoed loudly through the air. The kittens, awakened by the sudden movement and noise, began to emit a series of pitiful meows.

      Jana struggled to get her footing when the house shifted under her again. She lost her grip on the bag with the three little kittens inside. Horror and fear choked Jana when she saw first one, then the other two, dart out of the bag and disappear through the doorway.

      “No!” She cried, struggling to her feet.

      In the distance, she heard the sound of an explosion. She was almost to the doorway leading to the hall when a powerful, concussive wave came at her from behind and threw her forward to the floor. The kitchen windows and doors had burst open. She wasn’t sure what had happened; all she could do was cover her head and hope to protect herself from the glass which blew inward. The deadly shards pierced the walls of the kitchen, just a few feet above her trembling form.

      Dazed, Jana lifted her head. Her gaze caught a slight movement in the filtering light just beginning to shine through the eastern facing windows. Butter’s creamy fur disappeared under the couch.

      “Butter, come to Momma,” Jana cried out, scrambling to her feet.

      She had taken only a couple of steps when another movement, this time from near her bedroom door, drew her attention. The scream that started to escape froze in her throat as the massive arms of an enormous creature gripped the door frame and pushed outward. The wood crumpled like paper under the force.

      Jana stumbled backwards into the small hall table. The creature’s head turned and stared at her with half a dozen eyes that seemed to be looking in six directions at once – until they all locked on her. Her fingers tightened on the knife she was holding.

      “Jana, don’t move,” K-Nine said in a calm voice from the living room.

      “I… I can’t… my… legs… won’t listen to me,” she whispered back. “What… what is that thing?”

      “It’s a Crawler,” Matrix said, stepping into the hallway.

      “You have mated with this warrior,” the Crawler snarled, pushing against the walls of the narrow hallway. “I will eat you first.”

      “That’s just… wrong,” Jana retorted in a trembling voice.

      “K-Nine, get Jana out of here,” Matrix ordered, turning to face the Crawler. “This is between the two of us, Crawler.”

      “No, it will be between the female and me,” the Crawler hissed.

      “The kittens,” Jana whimpered, pressing back when the creature struggled to move closer. “They’re under the couch.”

      “Kick the bag to me,” K-Nine ordered.

      Matrix released a snarling curse, but kicked the bag that Jana had dropped toward K-Nine. The wolfhound uttered a series of low calls. Instantly, the kittens raced out from under the couch toward him.

      “Use the other charge,” K-Nine shouted as he hurriedly scooped up the kittens in his mouth and dropped them into the bag.

      Jana watched in shock as K-Nine gripped the handles of the bag in his mouth and took off at a run out the front door. Jana turned in time to see Matrix point the weapon at the creature that was hissing and snarling so loudly that her head hurt.

      “Trust me,” Matrix ordered, wrapping his left arm around her waist.

      “Always,” Jana replied in a trembling voice.

      Everything seemed to happen in slow motion then. Jana saw Matrix shoot a bright red bullet of some type at the Crawler. At the same time, her feet left the floor. Matrix slung her over his shoulder and raced toward the back doorway. She saw the walls bulge again as the creature tried to get out of the narrow confines of the hallway an instant before everything started to turn red. She felt her body twisting as Matrix pulled her off of his shoulder and into his arms as he continued to charge across her backyard. They were almost to the woods when a bright red flash lit up her house and an explosive wave of energy knocked Matrix off his feet.

      The force of the wave was so powerful that Jana could have sworn that it sucked the oxygen out of the immediate area. She watched over Matrix’s shoulder as the red light faded, leaving nothing behind. The next moment, they hit the ground and everything went black.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Several hours later, Jana sat on the wooden swing that was hanging from one of the trees near the woods. She stared at the empty spot where her house had once stood. There was nothing left of it but a large burned area.

      She actually felt much better than when she had first awakened after the blast. The headache was gone thanks to whatever Matrix had pressed against her skin. She also wasn’t having issues with the red dots still dancing across her vision. Finally, she was thankful that she wasn’t blubbering like a baby – well, anymore at least. Granted, she had cried hysterically at first, but that was because thought Matrix was dead. It had taken several minutes before K-Nine could reassure her Matrix just needed time to recover from the blast.

      “He’s been enhanced as well,” K-Nine had explained. “It just takes a little longer for him to heal than it does for me.”

      “Enhanced? How?” Jana had asked in shock, staring at Matrix’s peaceful face.

      “Didn’t you notice the bands?” K-Nine asked with a flick of his ear.

      “That is not part of the enhancement,” Matrix had growled, still pale and not opening his eyes.

      That was when she had become a blubbering mess. Now, she was calm, but she was definitely still in shock.

      “Are you ready to go?” Matrix asked quietly as he walked up to her.

      She blinked, trying to focus her mind back on the present. Her dazed eyes collided with Matrix’s worried ones. She licked her suddenly dry lips and tried to remember what he had just asked her.

      “Go?” She repeated when his words finally worked through the haze surrounding her brain. “Where are we going?”

      “I thought you might like to see where I live,” Matrix said, squatting down to look at her. “After all, a life mate generally does accompany her mate.”

      “A life mate?” Jana whispered, her eyes sparkling with anticipation before his response hit her and she glanced up at the sky in wonder. “You mean, up there?”

      “Yes, up there,” Matrix replied, reaching out and caressing her cheek.

      Jana looked back at him. “But, what about the kittens?” She asked, biting her lip and looking around.

      “They are already on board the transport with K-Nine,” Matrix assured her, standing up and holding out his hand. “Do you trust me?”

      Jana glanced over to the area where she knew the transport sat, the outer hull invisible in stealth mode. In the open doorway, she could see K-Nine and the three kittens staring back at her. Her gaze returned to Matrix’s outstretched hand. It was hard to believe she’d just met this guy twenty-four hours ago. Her gaze moved to the empty spot where her house had been. There was nothing left; no home and no family, just nothing.

      She’d been orphaned at seventeen and had been on her own ever since; now, she had a chance to have a family of her own. It was just going to be in an unexpected place. Turning her face toward Matrix, she slowly extended her hand and rose off the swing.

      “Do you think that the Cyborg Protection Unit could use a highly qualified vet assistant?” She murmured as they walked toward the transport where K-Nine waited with the three kittens.

      “Oh, yes,” Matrix chuckled. “They have some new recruits.”

      “You’d better not be thinking of using my kittens,” Jana growled in warning, stepping on board the transport.

      “I’ll let you argue that point with K-Nine,” Matrix teased, shutting the door and turning Jana to face him. “I’m falling hard for you, Jana Dixon.” He slid his hand up along her cheek and stared into her eyes. “My world is not that much different from your own in many ways. There will be danger, but I swear I will do everything in my power to protect you.”

      “I know things are going to be different. Life here can be pretty risky, too, you know. Not with things like the Crawler, but there are other things that are just as dangerous. All I know is something inside tells me that I would be crazy to let you go so I guess you’re stuck with me and the kittens,” Jana whispered, raising her arms to wrap them around his neck before she captured his lips with hers.

      K-Nine grinned as he placed a paw on Biscuit’s tail to keep him from trying to climb on him again. It had been worth chasing that irritating little gray squirrel to find Jana. It might have taken a little time, but he finally had his family – and Matrix had a life mate. Now, he and Matrix just needed to get them all home.

      

      To be continued: Jana and Matrix’s journey is just beginning. There is more to the story as Jana tries to find a place for herself in an alien world whilst Matrix’s fears that there are criminals who would use his life mate as a weapon against him come true.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Note from the Author:

      For those who have read this story, let me answer a question you might have… Yes, this prequel novella connects with the Zion Warrior series and yes, there will be more to the story. I’ve already had my editors beg me to write the full novel for it. This story occurs in the present time, and is set a few years before the invasion of the Alluthans. It is a prequel to Gracie’s Touch: Zion Warriors Book 1. The events here are the catalyst that will guide the Alluthans to Earth.

      This series will eventually consist of six books. The Zion Warriors series will have two parts to it: the prequel – the story of the remaining members of the Freedom Five, who Gracie left behind; and, the post – the continuing stories of Gracie, her new friends and family who find themselves fighting against the Alluthan forces again in the future.

      I hope you enjoyed the story and will be patient as the world continues to grow.
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* * *

      Recipe for Dump Cake:

      1 can pie filling – any flavor

      1 box Jiffy Golden Yellow Cake mix

      ½ cup of butter

      

      Melt butter; pour pie filling in bottom of a 13 inch cake dish. Pour dry cake mix on top of pie filling. Pour melted butter on top of dry cake mix. Bake at 350 degrees until a golden brown. Do not mix ingredients; just dump them in the order above. Serve warm with ice cream for the ultimate enjoyment.
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      Interplanetary Marine Lt. Lukas Frank has a lot in common with a street dog named Bang-Bang; they both started off as scrappy orphans fighting to survive—and beat the odds. Things change when Bang-Bang leads Lukas to starpilot Capt. Carlynn Riga. The tough war hero learns what it means to surrender—his heart. Lukas’s struggles with PTSD threaten to tear the three of them apart, but nothing threatens them more than when Carlynn goes missing on a mission. Now the scarred Marine and his canine partner must find Carlynn and bring her home, or risk losing everything he has finally found worth fighting for.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Welcome to the worlds of the Star Series and the Star World Frontier series of books, which feature characters from both Earth and the Vash Trade Federation, a benevolent, galaxy-spanning civilization. All the Star stories are standalone with happy endings. Stray is the first “Star World Glimmer”. These shorter tales offer a glimpse into a couple’s life at a point in their relationship rather than a telling of their entire story. I look forward to bringing readers more Star World Glimmers to give peeks into the lives of people who live, work, play, and love amongst the stars.
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      Running…always running…

      He ran to evade the kicks or sharp sticks of the Tall Ones, or to follow the dizzying scent of food. If he ran fast enough, he could sometimes devour a precious morsel or two before Others moved in, snarling, snapping, willing to kill to win what was left. He had been running for as long as he could remember, ever since his mother chased him away from her milk teats for good.

      The aches of hunger and loneliness were constant. Sometimes, miserable and alone and afraid in the night, he would feel a howl rise up from deep inside. Then the howls of Others would join him, and for a time the chorus made him feel part of a pack—surrounded by companionship and security. But shouts and a barrage of inedible objects thrown by the Tall Ones almost always silenced the howling too quickly. Curling up in the shadows, he would rest until light when the need to survive compelled him to abandon a temporary shelter. Weariness and waning strength were soon forgotten in the urgency to find something to eat.

      After finding no food for almost two days, he returned to a Tall One that fed him a few times in the past. Impelled by hunger and hope, he approached daringly close.

      “Git,” the Tall One said, waving hands that quivered.

      Nonetheless, he dropped to a submissive, ingratiating crouch, wagging his tail as he crept ever forward. The technique had worked before with this Tall One, who was a weaker, slower version of its kind.

      “Have ya lost your craggin’ hearing? Git, I said! Go on! You’re too big now, too scrawny. Your pretty eyes saved ya before, they did; but I should’ve wrung your neck while ya were still tender enough to eat.”

      Numerous Others padded around, drawn by the heady aromas and the understanding that this Tall One sometimes offered nourishment. But the Tall One ignored them, waving a piece of food at a soft fat pup that still smelled like mother’s milk, and lured it away from the rest of the group. When it was close enough, The Tall One lifted it off the ground. The pup wriggled its legs and tried to lick the Tall One’s nose. “But you’ll do nicely though.” The Tall One pushed it into a wire box, where it gobbled down a bowl of food.

      A full bowl! Trembling with longing, he watched the sight, strands of drool hanging from his mouth.

      “I told ya to git!” The Tall One shoved him away with a sudden kick. Pain burst along his side. He staggered sideways, skittering out of the way of another kick. “Don’t come back. I won’t have nothin’ for ya.”

      He backed up and ran, slowing to limp along twisting alleyways, tracking scents, keeping close to the walls and out of the way of the Tall Ones. Some of the scent trails he followed were days or even weeks old but an alluring new aroma led to a reeking pile of fresh trash. Others were already there. They protected their find with teeth bared and hackles raised.

      He stifled a high-pitched whine. He would die if he did not eat soon. Darting forward into the snarling mass of Others, he pushed his muzzle between furry legs, far enough to snatch a prize. With a paw-sized chunk of rotted meat clamped in his teeth, he ran.

      And ran. The teeth of pursuers tore at his tail and hindquarters. One tried to pull the meat from his mouth. But he was faster. More desperate. The alley opened unexpectedly into a large expanse of blinding light packed with more of the Tall Ones in one place than he had ever seen before.

      He dove under one of the Tall One’s parked boxes-that-moved. The temporary hiding place provided enough shelter to gobble down the piece of meat, uninterrupted. Then, he realized he was not alone.

      The whimper of a pup caught his attention mid-chew. She was tiny, and wobbly on her feet—too young to be separated from her mother. Yet, she was. With ribs protruding like wings, she was not the sort of pup the Tall One with the quivering hands would have taken to feed in the wire boxes, either. As she inched closer, her thin legs trembled, her whipping tail tucked between her hindquarters.

      Recognizing a desperation so like his own, he did not bare his teeth or chase away the starving pup. The pup was too weak and her milk teeth too small to eat more than a crumb or two, anyway. Besides, he was so weary of being alone. With his nose, he pushed a small morsel toward the pup—

      BANG BANG! Two loud, ear-splitting booms shook the shelter under which he and the pup cowered. They each darted out from underneath it, fear driving them in separate directions.

      In an instant, he was lost in a maze of Tall Ones’ legs. Which way to safety? He had never been around so many Tall Ones at once. Foul, acrid odors from the liquids they consumed filled his nose. Their many voices were rowdy and loud, sending him running one way, then the other. No direction led to escape. Fear chilled him. Run! Run! His stomach felt ready to lurch and spill the contents of the precious meal. Then he saw a pair of Tall One hands lowered to eye level, palms up. Here.

      He aimed for those hands with the sense that this was where he needed to go.

      He barreled into the Tall One, then whirled around, his eyes back on the crowd. He nosed the air for threats and competition as he pressed the side of his body hard against the legs, expecting his pursuers to steal this safe haven, too.

      The Tall One kneeled down. “Hey, hey…”

      He sensed power in that huge frame. Kindness in those hands.

      “Easy now. What are you? Boy or girl? Ah—a boy. You’re a good boy… Good boy.”

      He trembled harder. Maybe because he was so weak. Or because the memory of the Others who chased him for the piece of food was so fresh.

      “He can’t be more than three or four months old,” said the Tall One.

      “Hard to say, Sir,” came another Tall One’s voice. “They’re nothing but sacks of fur and bones. They eat them down here, you know. Puppies. That’s pretty sick.”

      “Or desperate, yeah. Either way, sad state of affairs.” The hands scratched behind his ears now. He almost fell over sideways the pleasure was so overwhelming. “But Earth’s in charge of the colony now. We’re here on Barésh to fix things. Right, boy?”

      He dared a glance up at the Tall One, the source of this unexpected bliss, and their eyes met. He shrank back, expecting the worst. Making eye contact with another was most often dangerous; he had spent his life avoiding it. But the Tall One leaned closer, almost face-to-face, strengthening their connection. “Hey. I get it. I know what it’s like to run scared in the street. I know what it’s like to be all alone, to be so hungry it hurts. You won’t have to worry about that anymore. You’ve got me now.”

      He thrust his muzzle upward and licked the Tall One on the nose, who then reacted with a sound he knew at once was a happy one.

      “There’ll be no getting rid of him now, Sir. You’re gonna have to name him. How about Kabob? We can call him Bobby.”

      “Kabob? What the f—?” The Tall One sounded unhappy.

      He cowered all over again, tucking his tail.

      “Because the Baréshtis like to eat street dogs—”

      “That’ll be all, Staff Sergeant.” The Tall One turned back to study him. “A backfire sent you running—straight to me. I could call you Backfire…” Then he shook his head. “Nope. Doesn’t fit. It was more like a double bang. A bang, bang.” A hand ruffled his fur. “That’s it. Bang-Bang. A good name. Come on, boy. You’ve just been recruited to be an Interplanetary Marine. Bezos Station could use a few good dogs.” The Tall One hoisted Bang-Bang high off the ground into his arms. “But first, dinner and a bath. Definitely a bath.”

      Bang-Bang let his chin bounce on his Tall One’s shoulder as he was carried away. A deep, shuddering sigh escaped him, and soon his eyes drooped closed. For the first time since he found himself alone, he fell asleep without feeling afraid to wake up.
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      Personal Log, Lieutenant Lukas Frank

      First thing they do when you come back from combat is make you visit the shrink. Since talking to the over-educated dweeb won’t change anything, he insisted I tell someone, even if that someone is only me…and managed to convince my CO of its importance in my “healing process”. Fine. He thinks this log will help. I think he’s full of shit.

      Hell. Everyone has their own concept of what it might look like. Me? I saw hell up close and personal on a space station called Glenn-Musk…

      When I think of it, I always hear it first. Alarms wailing. People screaming. Me, bellowing evacuation instructions to keep personnel focused and streaming into shuttles. The main blast had taken out the command center of the station. The brains. The CO and his staff. An unknown number of people were dead. Others were gravely wounded. Severe burns. I got them off first. I directed my two surviving Marines to search for stragglers while I funneled hundreds of civilians into shuttles. By then, the station’s rotation had slowed. Gravity was almost nil. We all felt the onset of space sickness or maybe the effects of toxins. It stank of smoke. Visible particles hung in the air. But an impassable corridor blocked me from where I could get my hands on an emergency pressure suit. Like everyone else around me, I had to go without.

      “Go! Go!” I grabbed the arms of anyone close enough to shove forward, to keep them moving. Fire on a space station is about as dire of a scenario as you can get. With only one useable shuttle bay, I kept my focus narrowed to getting as many personnel evacuated as I could. “Inside! Grab a seat.” When there were no seats left, I’d tell them, “Sit anywhere. And hold on.” They piled in. Then the starpilot radioed that they were over max weight.

      Way past. All of us knew it. No one wanted to be the one to say, “No more.”

      “There’s only fifty or so left,” I said. I felt the crush of their bodies behind me, jostling and stinking of fear. I heard their demands to board the shuttle. They wanted on, whether or not it was crammed to capacity.

      “That’s too many,” the pilot said.

      “A few are kids,” I told them.

      After a few beats they gave in. “Roger. The kids only.”

      But that generated unholy screeches as the kids refused to be torn from their mothers’ arms, and the adults acted helpless about it. I put them all at risk if I wasted time arguing. “That’s a negative, shuttle. Go ahead and depart. We’ll get them on the next one.”

      I manually rotated the hatch closed. I was now crammed into a sardine can of a compartment packed with a lot of desperate people. Barely controlled chaos. “Listen up,” I said and pointed outside the porthole. “See that? That’s your shuttle. It’ll dock as soon as this one departs.” The sight of the shuttle floating in the reassuring glow of planet Earth calmed them some. “Go back to the waiting area. I’ll signal when it’s safe to board. Form a line, families with kids at the front.”

      They obeyed me without question and half floated, half walked back to the shuttle transport waiting area. I was the voice of reason, of authority. I wore the gray-and-black uniform of the ESF Marines. I was big and I was armed. Their protector. They listened.

      As soon as they were safely out of the way, I felt a vibration in my boots. The sound that followed was nothing like I’d ever heard. The stuff of nightmares. It turns out that the fracturing of the metal bones of a space station has a particular, terrible sound. Almost like moaning. Then it all went to shit.

      An explosive roar and hurricane-force winds engulfed me. An icy white mist. I felt a lancing pain inside my ears. Everything went cottony quiet. The wind stopped blowing. I couldn’t hear my own heartbeat.

      Inches from me a pressure door had automatically slammed closed. I had no awareness of it happening. It blocked my compartment from the waiting area. A safety measure designed to protect passengers from a shuttle bay decompression. But in this case, it was the transport waiting area that lost its structural integrity, not Shuttle Bay Three. The pressure door protected me, not them. Through a slab of frosty glass, I watched the people I sent to the waiting area sail out through a gaping hole where an airlock used to be. Backpacks spilling their loads. Shoes that had been torn from their owners’ feet. Hoodies and other articles of clothing. Phones. A doll.

      And that little girl, one arm reaching for her dropped doll, flailing once, twice, in slow motion before she stopped moving. The doll, the child, now still as they drifted apart, floating away with the rest of the bodies and all their possessions into empty space.

      A comet tail of humanity.

      Then I was alone on Glenn-Musk in absolute silence. Eyelashes crusted with ice. The comm in my chest pocket buzzing over and over as the incoming shuttle tried to reach me…

      I’ve read the accounts of those who survived decompression accidents. In all of history, only a few lived to tell about the experience. Those people I had wait for the shuttle? They all died. But here’s what I know. Awareness lasts for ten to fifteen seconds in the vacuum of space. Fifteen seconds of knifing cold, the agony of bodily fluids coming to a boil. Fifteen seconds knowing they’re going to die. Fifteen seconds of seeing me, their supposed rescuer, observing them from safely behind a pressure door…

      Yeah. That’s how I know so much about hell.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Personal Log, Lieutenant Lukas Frank

      After being shown hell, I never expected I’d find heaven. But I did—in the form of a starpilot named Captain Carlynn Riga.

      It started with Bang-Bang, the dog I adopted, tugging on the lead. That wasn’t like him. Months of military K-9 training administered jointly by me and also the ESF Air Force K-9 unit on board the station had made Bang-Bang as much of a disciplined warrior as any of us. But Bang-Bang stood with his ears pricked and his eyes laser-sharp on something across the street. We were on patrol in a district of the colony popular with off-worlders. Some of the bars had set up tables outside. Every last seat was filled with tradesmen, galactic wanderers, and those who were permanently posted on Bezos station. Other than drunks (usually the locals or Federation cargo hauler types) or petty thievery like pickpockets (always the locals) not much in this part of town usually required direct intervention by me or my people.

      Bang-Bang swung around to look up at me, making that grumbling noise he does that makes it sound like he’s trying to speak. Apparently telling him to “heel” wasn’t the reaction he wanted. He took my pants leg in his teeth and tugged. Come on, he seemed to say. I jerked on the lead to get him to cut it out, although I always feel a little guilty about applying Earth-based K-9 training techniques to a creature as bright as Bang-Bang. And still he pulled on the lead, clearly intent on dragging me through a throng of partiers toward the nearest drinking hole! Then my platoon sergeant, Staff Sergeant Vu, spoke up. “Those starpilots. Sweet.” He pointed across the street, and Bang-Bang wagged his tail hard, like he’d been waiting for one of us to figure it out.

      I wouldn’t have thought of using the word “sweet” and “starpilot” in the same sentence. But sure enough two very attractive female starpilots dressed in smart blue-and-silver uniforms sat at one of the tables. Sipping drinks, they were having a good time. One was tall and athletic-looking with light brown hair and coltish limbs, but I zeroed in on the shorter, curvier, darker-haired one. It was hard not to notice her. It wasn’t only the way her ponytail gleamed in the fake sunlight generated by the dome covering the colony, or how her entire body participated when she spoke—from her hands to her shapely ass, even her ponytail, which swished side to side as she reacted to something her friend said. It was the way she went all-in when she laughed, throwing her head back and holding her stomach when her friend told her what must have been a funny story. A stream of people dropped by their table to chat, seeming to be just as drawn to her as I was. I didn’t know yet how many friends she had or how well-liked she was on Bezos Station. She would touch them when she conversed, accentuating her words with a pat or a push; even a hug when one of the male pilots from the Bezos shuttle squadron leaned close to say hello before moving on.

      I couldn’t pull my eyes away from her. I was that enchanted. I’m not the kind of guy who gets enchanted. Until that moment, the word wasn’t even in my vocabulary.

      My next thought was that she was a good girl, not the kind who goes around with a man like me. Crazy that before I even had the chance to say a single word to her, I assumed she would see me as the guy from the wrong side of town. Which, of course, I am. I learned early on that the good girls did not take up with the troublemakers, the ones that ran wild in the streets like I used to do as an angry, rebellious teen. Girls like her had parents, chores, homework, and ate dinner together at the table. They had the same family from beginning to end, not families swapped out every few years or, sometimes, every few months. Good girls went on to college; they had the wits and smarts and the right tools to get into flight school and, ultimately, to end up right where this woman was now—an elite starpilot serving on Earth’s largest space station.

      “Sir…”

      I blinked at Sergeant Vu’s voice, as if coming out of a deep trance.

      “Where the hell did you go, Lieutenant?” He was laughing as he said it.

      Shit. Nowhere I should’ve been. Then that good girl swiveled around to look in my direction. Our eyes connected across a crowded street on an alien planet forty-three light-years from home, and nothing has ever again been the same.
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* * *

      Personal Log, Captain Carlynn Riga

      I always thought love at first sight was a ridiculous concept…until it happened to me yesterday…

      My best friend Trysh and I sat at an outdoor table at a bar on the surface of Barésh. She said I needed to check out a couple of cute soldiers on patrol. So I took a gander. Super-short haircuts, square jaws, killer bodies wrapped in Interplanetary Marine uniforms, with a K-9 in tow. Their black-and-gray camouflaged ESF uniforms made it hard to tell what rank they wore, but my immediate assumption was that they were enlisted men. Forbidden fruit. We could look all we wanted but we couldn’t touch, since fraternization between officers and enlisted personnel is frowned upon. But, the dog wasn’t off limits. It looked like a yipwag, but was groomed and well fed. Not like the poor scrawny strays you see darting everywhere in this impoverished colony. It seemed to smile at me, its tongue hanging out, its eyes shining. I smiled back, winked, and it tipped its head to the side. “Aw. I want it,” I told Trysh.

      “Before you get too attached, it’s a K-9. Trained to kill,” she said.

      Death by cuteness, then. It was tethered to the taller of the two men, the one with dark blond hair who was built like a truck and had biceps thicker than my thighs. But he didn’t swagger. He carried himself with a quiet, intense watchfulness. A protector doing his job. What a nice change to see a great-looking man with an air of humbleness about him rather than acting as if he were the center of his universe.

      It got even better when he lifted one of his hands to rub the back of his neck and his rolled-up sleeve revealed a tantalizing peek at some nice body art. I immediately regretted being too far away to make out the details. All his details.

      I sighed as I turned back to Trysh. “I have to say, Blondie is pretty easy on the eyes.”

      We giggled about it. Then Trysh stopped in the middle of sipping her drink. “Don’t look now but Blondie’s locked on. He’s looking at you, girl. Hard.”

      So of course I turned around to peek—and swapped gazes with the Marine. His eyes were a steal-your-breath, butterflies-inducing shade of blue that was ice cold and blazing hot at the same time. Rebellious and wild, and yet mournful, too, like those of a lone wolf. He didn’t glance away, which might have been the mannerly thing to do. Instead, he stood there, looking at me, his eyes totally unguarded, allowing rapid-fire glimpses into his soul the way a dealer shuffles cards, flashing their suits.

      Then his dog jerked him forward and practically dragged him across the street with his partner in tow. Blondie stopped right in front of me, standing there as if wondering how he ended up at our table.

      The strangest feeling swept through me, of having waited my entire life to meet him. My insides cartwheeled. “Well, hello,” I said to break the silence.

      “Good evening, Ma’am.” His eyes were hooded now. He reminded me of a poker player who realized he may have accidentally revealed his cards.

      Then his K-9 plopped down in front of me, a furry chin landing in my hands after a few affectionate licks on my wrists. There were no secrets caged in those adoring yellow eyes. “What’s your name, cutie pie?” Its wagging tail generated a breeze.

      “That’s Bang-Bang.” Blondie sounded frustrated. “I don’t get it. He’s never done this before.”

      “Never?” I asked the dog as I scrubbed its coarse fur with my fingers. “I thought you were a big, bad military police K-9, but you’re not. You’re adorable, and sweet.” Bang-Bang and I bonded a bit before I collected myself enough to zoom in on the small gold metal bars pinned on the Marine’s collar tabs. “And you’re…a lieutenant.” Ugh. Could I have uttered anything more awkward?

      “Yes, Ma’am, he is,” said his sergeant proudly. “That’s Lieutenant Frank. The Lieutenant Frank. He’s the one who—”

      “Lukas,” Blondie interrupted, quelling his partner’s outburst with a sideways move of those wolf eyes. “Lukas Frank.”

      Lukas Frank. I knew it sounded familiar. But I also knew I definitely would have remembered if I’d met him before. Introductions went around. “You’re a little old for a lieutenant, Lukas. You must be prior enlisted.”

      “Yes, Ma’am. I was. Master sergeant, in fact. Now I’m a thirty-one-year-old second lieutenant. That makes me the oldest butter bar on the station.”

      “Maybe in the entire ESF Corps.”

      He laughed at my joke. “No doubt, Ma’am.”

      It felt strange having such a normal conversation after what I saw in his eyes. I told him since I was only twenty-six there would be no more ma’am-ing. Even though as a captain I outrank him, technically. But that wasn’t a deal breaker. He was outside my direct chain of command. No wedding band circled his finger. And he seemed interested. I saw no barriers preventing me from getting to know him better.

      “I guess I have just one more question, Lukas,” I said, using a flirtatious tone to cover up how much he had unsettled me. “What are you doing after you get off work?”

      His wolf eyes glinted. “Buying you a drink.”

      A few hours later, at the end of Lukas’s shift, we boarded the shuttle to return to the station. Bang-Bang leaned against my leg. I loved the way his eyes drooped half closed and his tongue dangled as I scratched behind his big, pointed ears. By then, Trysh and I were a wee bit tipsy, while Lukas was, of course, stone-cold sober. Sitting in the seat across from me, he observed me with an expression of contented wonder, as if I were some new exotic species he’d discovered. It charmed me beyond belief. But when the shuttle’s engines rumbled and it lifted away from the dock, he went pale, his focus turning to his fists in his lap.

      “You don’t like flying,” I said.

      He shook his head, this big strong Marine, and answered with a lopsided, sheepish smile. “Hate it.”

      I loosened my shoulder harness and leaned across the space between us, sliding one hand over his. No words, just that simple contact. Warm skin. My small hand confident and protective as it rested over his two roughened, much larger ones. The sharp wildness in his gaze had subsided, but my touch reignited faint traces of it. I had awakened the wolf.

      We spent the rest of the shuttle ride that way, my hand over his. When we commenced docking with Bezos Station a short while later, he placed my hand between his palms, capturing me with gentle pressure. I want you to be mine, his touch told me loud and clear. A shiver coursed through me, and I breathed a little faster. I wanted to be his, too.

      Later, after he bought me a glass of wine in Nimbus, the station’s bar, he walked me back to my quarters, and never left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Two

        

      

    
    
      Bezos Station, ten months later…

      

      “We have classified Captain Carlynn Riga and the research team on board the Starling as missing, pending further information.” The commander of the space station delivered the news to Lt. Lukas Frank with honest compassion. “I’m sorry, Lieutenant.”

      Missing. A former homeless street kid and now an Earth System Frontier Marine, Lukas was an expert at keeping shock from appearing on his face. “Aye, aye, Sir.” What more could he say? It was bad news. The worst news. The kind that kicked you square in the gut. As a combat vet, he was no stranger to death and destruction. Experience taught him that the status of “missing” often functioned as a bookmark until a body was recovered. But this time it was different.

      This time it was personal.

      Maintaining perfect military bearing, he listened as Colonel Duarte briefed him and other station staff on the facts of a mission gone wrong. “These are the last images transmitted from Vuushon,” Duarte said. “They show the Starling sitting on the surface with six of the eight team members working off-ship, but within the confines of the perimeter fence. Ops normal. Currently, cloud cover occludes further visuals. But we continue to receive their Emergency Locator Beacon signal via the orbital probe.”

      Lukas already knew the punch line. Except for the ELB, there had been no additional communication. No radioed “mayday” calls from the ship. No responses to any of the urgent attempts at contact. Nothing. Now all eight crew members were unaccounted for. One of them was Captain Carlynn Riga, the mission’s command pilot.

      His fiancée.

      Lukas doubled-down on his effort to appear composed.

      Views of a remote, uninhabited planet filled the screen. Herds of grass-eating beasts trundled across a parched savannah, headed north to where the crew of the Starling had touched down to study the effects of seasonal rains on migrations. Flocks of bulky, stork-like birds followed the herds. It looked like an effing nature show. Then the view cut back to an earlier drone-fed image of Carlynn’s ship sitting on the surface.

      Colonel Duarte returned to his desk and sat down. He wore a waist-to-ankles bot-brace while the broken back he suffered in a jet crash healed, an injury that would have otherwise left him a paraplegic. Standing was painful for him, but he never showed it, never complained. Sitting down when he might have preferred to stand was his only capitulation. Although he had started out in the Air Force, he would have made a good Marine. “The entire team could very well be safe and sheltering in place, and that’s my hope. In the meantime, Dr. Vir and his team will work on restoring communication.”

      “Indeed,” replied Marrkam Vir, a civilian science officer and one of several Vash serving on exchange duty from the Trade Federation. The extraterrestrial spoke English as a courtesy. Basic was the official language on board Bezos Station, one of the requirements when the Federation handed over the keys to it to help Earth supervise its neighborhood (on a light-year scale). Gifts like space stations, cures for diseases like cancer, and the ability to reverse paralysis caused by spinal cord injuries like Colonel Duarte’s had solidified a shaky start to their almost nine-year-old alliance. “Several factors may be inhibiting access. Atmospheric interference due to heavy weather, power interruption on the ship, damage to the ship, or, at worst case, destruction of the ship—” The science officer cleared his throat, his gaze swinging to Lukas in apologetic acknowledgement of his close personal connection to Carlynn. “But certainly a more benign explanation may be the case.”

      “We’ll continue to hope and pray for the best possible outcome,” Commander Duarte broke in. “Until we have more information, this will be a rescue mission and not a recovery mission.”

      Recovery mission. The words seemed to come from far away, words that could not possibly relate to Carlynn…

      Duarte’s dark eyes studied him. “If you need anything, Lukas, let me know.” He nodded at the chaplain. “The padre is here for you, as am I—”

      “Not necessary. But thank you, Sir.” Lukas braced at attention. “Request permission to be dismissed. We’ve got a tight window.”

      Lukas’s company commander, Captain Lindscomb, spoke in undertones out the side of his mouth. “Are you sure you want to do this? With the potential of distraction and loss of objectivity because of your personal relationship to Carlynn…”

      “The mission comes first, Sir. There’s no question of me staying behind.”

      “No. I suppose not. I realize we’re talking about Lukas Frank here—”

      “I’m just a Marine, Sir. A Marine like anyone else.”

      Lindscomb pushed out a quick, incredulous laugh, a reaction shared by Duarte and the others in the office, who joined him in shaking their heads at Lukas’s self-effacing comment. “If only we were all like you, Lieutenant. But, all that aside, be aware of your own limitations.”

      The colonel had no idea just how recently Lukas had collided head-on with his own limitations. Please let it not be too late. Squaring his shoulders, he redoubled his efforts not to reveal any of what churned inside him. With a searching, concerned look, Duarte seemed to poke at the barrier Lukas had erected around himself. Then he exhaled, nodding, as if understanding the futility of any attempt to breach the wall. “All right, Lieutenant. Dismissed.”

      With one neat, crisp step backward, Lukas saluted. “Aye, aye, Sir.” He nodded at the rest of the sober assembled group. Pivoting away, he strode out of the office.

      Bang-Bang waited for him by the doors, holding a sitting position where Lukas had left him during the briefing. The white tip of his tail batted against the floor, slowing as his yellowish, old-soul eyes zeroed in on the turmoil inside Lukas that the station’s staff could not see.

      Lukas halted, his breath stuttering. The only other living thing capable of breaching his defenses and rendering him so transparent was Carlynn. Her eyes, the color of black coffee, had brought him to his knees more than once, turned him inside out, and showed him what love looked like when viewed in someone’s gaze.

      He bent down on one knee, and Bang-Bang’s paw hooked over his forearm. “She’s missing.” He managed to get the words out. Inconceivable words. It seemed surreal that he might never see Carlynn again. Might never hold her…

      The softest of sorrowful, high-pitched whines exited Bang-Bang’s throat, and Lukas almost lost it. He pressed his cheek to Bang-Bang’s. Kindred spirits. Their bond had been there from the moment they crashed into each other on the streets of Barésh, the filthy, overpopulated domed mining world around which Bezos Station orbited.

      BANG BANG—two loud booms diverted his attention that night on patrol about a year ago. He had swung his weapon around, sweeping for threats, his heart racing way too fast, before he backed off and let out a shaky breath. Not Glenn-Musk. Not the attack. Not dozens of bodies tumbling into the vacuum of space, Lukas helpless to save them. No, the double bang was only a backfire from one of the rattletrap mining vehicles the Baréshtis drove. Then a street dog flew out from under a parked vehicle, headed right for him, two freakishly intelligent eyes broadcasting sheer terror. Lukas opened his hands like a pair of catcher’s mitts and caught him. The way the dog pressed close, trusting that Lukas would protect him even as his skinny body shivered and revealed his panic, got to Lukas. Yeah, got to him good. A brush of coarse whiskers, a wet nose, and that was that. They were a team from then on.

      Bang-Bang was not really a dog, but an extraterrestrial species that only resembled dogs. Called “yipwags” in the local dialect, they had wagging tails and wet noses, but also a downright unnerving ability to sense and react appropriately to human emotions. Like the herding dogs of Earth, they also possessed the ability to reason, but it was supercharged, especially in Bang-Bang. Now, Bang-Bang and other rescued strays were being used for a variety of functions on board the station, from contraband detection to protection to plain old good company. Hundreds of them still ran loose all over the colony, like the village dogs he saw while pulling duty in a few third-world Earth countries. No matter where a street dog was found—on alien worlds or on Earth—their lives were guaranteed to be harsh and short.

      Lukas knew that his life was supposed to have been harsh and short, too. But he and Bang-Bang got lucky; two scrappy orphans fighting to survive on the streets ended up beating the odds.

      He once teased Carlynn, “You must like collecting strays or something since you ended up with both of us.”

      They were lying in bed. She had pushed up over him, her tone tender but firm, her eyes fierce. “You won the ESF Medal of Valor. Everyone knows you, knows what you did, who you saved. You’re no stray, Luke. You’re a hero. You’re my hero…”

      Some hero. She was missing and he was safe.

      No. Not going to happen. “We gotta fix this, Bang-Bang.” Lukas shoved back to his feet and took off, striding down the narrow passageway. His combat boots made hollow clangs against the surface of the metal bridge linking the command core of Bezos Station and the ACQ—assigned crew quarters. Carlynn might have her doubts about a future with him, but she was not going to drop out of his life this way. “Just like her to want the last word. Right, boy?”

      Bang-Bang aimed a withering look up at him as he trotted alongside. “Don’t blame Carlynn,” his whitish face seemed to say.

      “Yeah. I know. This one’s on me.” Lukas was the reason Carlynn volunteered to fly the doomed joint Vash and Earth exploratory mission to Vuushon in the first place.

      “The adrenaline rush of being with you isn’t a good enough trade-off anymore, Lukas.”

      He winced as the painful words he and Carlynn exchanged the day she left flooded back into his head…
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* * *

      “Trade-off? Trade-off for what?”

      “For shutting me out.” She flattened a hand on his chest, her fingers spread over his uniform, and his thudding heart. “For keeping me at arm’s length emotionally when you’re hurting.”

      “Cut the psychobabble, Carlynn,” he grumbled, taking hold of her wrist to move her hand away, then releasing her like a hot iron when her warm skin seemed to sear him. If he wasn’t careful, his mouth would be on hers next and they would be getting hot and heavy when they had a conversation to finish.

      “Whether or not you like the choice of words, it’s the truth. I want to help. I want to be there for you. But you won’t let me inside.”

      “I let you in,” he protested.

      “Only when you’re inside me. I want all of you—in bed and out of it.”

      He blinked, not aware she felt close to him only when he made love to her. “Car, you know I love you…”

      “Look, you’re hurting. We both know it. The Glenn-Musk attack left you with—”

      “You don’t know about Glenn-Musk. You weren’t there.” Thank God.

      “—post-traumatic stress disorder. I hear it really helps to talk about it. If not with me, then someone.”

      “Talk,” he grumbled derisively. He did not want to talk about Glenn-Musk Station. He did not want to talk about it, write about it, see it, hear it, or feel it. He was done with it. All he wanted was to get on with his life.

      “Yes,” she said, expectantly. “Talk.”

      He dragged a hand over his face. He was a career Interplanetary Marine. He started out in the US Marine Corps on Earth, saw combat, saved lives. Took lives when necessary. He was strong, he could stand on his own two feet; he wasn’t some touchy-feely guy who got off on talking about his feelings to head docs. Why couldn’t Carlynn see that? “I told you—I got this.”

      Carlynn walked to her closet, pulling down a duffel bag. “I’m accepting that temporary duty gig. The Fringe Worlds research project.”

      “That’s a two-month remote assignment.”

      “Only two months. I think some time apart will be good.”

      How in hell could that be a true statement? He tried to pretend he didn’t feel his gut twisting as she folded her belongings into the duffel. Bang-Bang had crept away during their exchange to sit behind a table, a pair of perceptive yellow eyes flicking between them and absorbing every anguished word.

      “Aw, jeez. Look at him.” Carlynn crouched in front of Bang-Bang. “Hey. This has nothing to do with you. You’re a good dog.” She buried her hands in his furry nape, bending forward until her nose touched his. “But I gotta go away for a while.” Her eyes squeezed shut as she whispered something private in Bang-Bang’s ear. They held a lingering gaze before she nodded and ruffled his ears. Bang-Bang answered with a few frantic licks on her cheek. “Thanks,” she whispered. “That’s a good boy. I’ll miss you.”

      Shouldering her duffle, she walked to Lukas next, coming up on the toes of her boots to kiss him on the mouth, almost chastely. “I’ll miss you, too.” Then she headed for the door.

      Bang-Bang slumped to the floor, a visible deflating, his chin landing on outstretched front legs. His darkened gaze veered to Lukas: Do something.

      “Carlynn—wait,” Lukas said as the door glided open.

      She paused in the doorway, her questioning eyes on him, her lips parted. The silver piping on her blue starpilot uniform and the silver wings she wore over her right breast gleamed in the overhead light. Her thick dark brown hair was slicked back into a knot at the nape of her neck. She was five foot four if she was an inch, with plump, cupid’s bow lips and expressive brown eyes rimmed with long, thick lashes. But you did not underestimate Carlynn Riga if you knew what was good for you. When she made up her mind, you had to fight to change it—and you had better have a good reason for trying. She was a fighter. But had saving him from himself become her greatest battle?

      Babe, don’t go. You’re everything to me. I’ll do what it takes to keep you here. Those were the right words for that moment. The words he wanted to say. But fear and pride kept them balled up in his throat and him rooted to the spot. “Be safe,” he grumbled.

      “You, too. I’ll message you,” she promised.

      “Yep.” Lukas stood with his arms hanging at his sides, his heart aching. She seemed to hesitate, her face a study in worry, anger, and love. For a second or two he thought she would reverse course.

      Then, very softly, she said, “Hey, Blondie. I love you. Don’t ever forget it,” and walked out of the room.
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* * *

      Lukas snapped back to the present as he pushed through bustling passageways on the way to his quarters. People cleared a path for him. No one tried to stop him to chat, or even to pet Bang-Bang. He doubted he would have been too polite if they tried. His mind was full of thoughts of Carlynn and what could have happened to her.

      Reaching his quarters, he punched the entry access code onto the door keypad as if hammering in nails with his bare finger. Inside, he shoved gear into his tactical bag and sealed it, listening to Bang-Bang drink loudly from his water bowl. The accommodations were snug, even with the upgrade that came with his promotion. But his room looked little different from the day he opened the door last year. The windowless walls were pale gray and bare. Only essentials sat on the tables and shelves. He never really moved in. Never bothered. By the time he was reassigned to this room on the officer side of the ACQ he was already with Carlynn. From their first date onward, they shared a bed—hers. His own room was nothing more than four walls defining a place to sleep, nothing but a bookmark stuck in a chapter of his life he had assumed was shelved for good. Until Carlynn left and he found himself back here. It had been one month and two days since his sentence began. One month and two days of double shifts followed up with gym, chow hall, writing to Carlynn, then a few hours of sleep if he was lucky to get any, all without a moment of down time in-between. Down time was not his friend. Down time invited wandering thoughts, and he disliked the places they led him. So, he steered clear of it. A full schedule was the answer.

      Pulling open his desk drawer, Lukas removed the two items he took with him on every mission for good luck. The first was his oldest possession—and, for most of his childhood, his only one—a gold St. Christopher medal that he was told had belonged to his mother, the woman who gave him life then gave him up. Next, he dug out his old Marine Corps dog tags. The tags were no longer part of the uniform after his ESF unit was permanently deployed into space. These days everyone got ID chips implanted under their skin instead. But his dog tags still came along on every one of his missions. Then he retrieved a third and final good luck charm. The newest one.

      The photo of him and Carlynn was a duplicate of the one hanging on the wall in her quarters, the first place he had ever considered a real home. Numerous times she would take his hand and lead him along that wall of photos, introducing him to a boggling array of relatives, including her beloved Italian-born grandmother, Nonna Emelia, who was the only one who did not act worried after learning of their sudden engagement. “So what if he didn’t ask her father for permission first?” the woman had said, allegedly defending him to her parents after that blunder—for which he did apologize. “She said yes! If my bella, Carlynn, said yes, then this young man of hers is already family to me.” Family. Carlynn made a point of reinforcing that, knowing his past. “You’ll be part of our crazy brood—for better or for worse, Lukas,” she would joke. “I told you to be careful what you wish for!”

      He had wished for all of it. He wished, but never really believed it would happen. Having Carlynn in his life and looking forward to being part of a real family as soon as they married—and someday in the future, starting a family of their own—he felt luckier than any man of his kind deserved to be.

      As he strode out of the room, Lukas slid the photo deep into his left chest pocket, over his heart for good luck. In his years serving in the military, he had seen his share of godforsaken places, but nothing like Barésh. When he first set foot on the surface and breathed the stinking air under that dome, listened to the noise, the nonstop chaos, he wondered if he had lost his mind volunteering to come here when as a so-called hero he could have requested to be posted anywhere else. But more good ended up coming out of this tour of duty than he ever expected or maybe deserved. He had earned the loyalty of a good dog and won the heart of a good woman.

      Then what did he go and do? He let her go. Now she was missing.

      Missing.

      The prospect that the tense words they exchanged the day she left might be the last words they ever said to each other was a very real possibility. No. He set his jaw. That’s not the way this ends. Gruffly, he told Bang-Bang, “Come on, boy. Let’s find our Carlynn and bring her home.”
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      Planet Vuushon, one day earlier…

      

      Nothing happened very fast on Vuushon, Carlynn thought as she waited for coffee to finish brewing in the galley on the research vessel Starling. It was high noon on the planet, but the rain clouds were so low, so swollen—and the color of bruises—that sunlight fought a losing battle trying to reach the surface. Gravity was heavier here compared to Earth or Bezos Station, weighing down on everyone and adding a sense of sluggishness to the smallest movements. Now that it had turned cloudy, the duskiness only exacerbated the feeling.

      Perfect weather for hibernating under the covers with Lukas.

      Carlynn paused, squeezed her eyes shut a moment, and cleared her mind of the distracting images that thought had conjured. There. Poof! He was gone from her thoughts.

      If it was perfect weather for anything, it was coffee. She filled two mugs—one with a good dark Italian roast for her, and the other with tock for her mission teammate, Vash meteorologist Wenn Lesok. A member of one of the eight royal Vash Nadah clans, he was a nobleman who was wealthy beyond belief. Yet, like her bestie Trysh’s new Vash husband, he chose to contribute to the wider galaxy when he could have been lounging in a palace. Good man! Wenn’s eloquent brogue made his weather reporting something she could listen to all day. Which was all she had been doing, pretty much. But it kept her focused. Hanging around while five scientists and an Exo-Geographic Magazine photographer documenting their efforts studied how seasonal rains affected migration was not exactly stimulating duty, but in the quiet periods, she tended to think about Lukas.

      She did not want to think about Lukas.

      With a steaming mug in each hand, she left the galley to return to the Starling’s flight deck, wrinkling her nose at the way the licorice-scented tock clashed with the aroma of freshly ground dark-roasted coffee. Tock was the official drink of the galaxy-spanning Trade Federation. Trillions drank it daily. It wasn’t bad. It tasted a little like minty-spicy-licorice-flavored Chai tea, but with a stronger caffeinated kick. Tock would never gain her as a convert, though; she was a coffee girl at heart. Dark oily beans, ground fine—she got lightheaded thinking about the aroma. “It tastes like the burnt scrapings from the bottom of a fry pan,” a Vash friend told her once after gamely trying a cup of joe. Actually, it was a cup of French-press brewed, small-batch roasted espresso made from her dwindling supply of precious beans. Ah, well. One of life’s finest pleasures, lost on an unappreciative audience.

      Lukas on the other hand loved the coffee she made. He loved her cooking, too…
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* * *

      “Babe…” His fingers slid along the side of her neck. “You’re so sexy when you make us dinner.”

      He had her pinned playfully between his rock-hard thighs and the counter that in most people’s quarters served as a resting place for a small microwave and coffee maker. Hers was a miniature well-stocked gourmet station with an array of off-the-legal-record appliances that station leadership could confiscate (and be well within their rights to do so) but no one dared. It would mean the end of mouthwatering treats for whoever stopped by, and no one wanted that. She was the daughter and granddaughter of great cooks. Making meals with and for others was who she was. When she volunteered for space duty, she had no intention of giving that up. Most of her allotted weight for her move had been used up by kitchen items.

      She dragged her fingertip through the depression of a wooden spoon resting on the counter and let him suck some thick, sweet balsamic reduction off her finger. The feel of his mouth tempted her to forget all about dinner. “I’m sexy only when I cook for you?”

      “Hell, no.” He pulled her into his body, and she inhaled the warm, indescribably delicious scent that was Lukas. “It doesn’t really matter what you do…” He pressed her even closer, his hand cupping her butt to keep her there. His sandpaper jaw prickled her ear. “It all makes me hungry…”
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* * *

      Carlynn jolted out of her thoughts as a surge of sweet heat slowed her steps. Nope, nope, nope. Not going there. Not thinking of Lukas. Expunging her fiancé from her mind, or, at least trying to, she handed a mug to Wenn then settled into her pilot chair in front of a panoramic view of the mission’s scientists outside. The parched landscape resembled a sheet of burlap with a few black rocky hills poking out here and there. But that would soon change with a massive shift in the weather pattern.

      It had not rained hard in the equivalent of two Earth years. Now storms boiled up at long last. Already herds of rugged, six-legged buffalo-like creatures and other stocky, slow-moving beasts neared the region in anticipation of water holes filling. With the increasing humidity, the atmosphere had thickened and gravity seemed to sit on her chest. The air outside smelled like old socks, but with a passable balance of nitrogen and oxygen, it was breathable without masks. Nonetheless, everyone had taken nano-blockers to protect against possibly harmful microbes. Now there was nothing left to do but watch the desiccated landscape transform.

      That was the best part of this mission. In the last few hours alone, after only a few brief periods of drizzle, flowers the size of small cars had burst into bloom. Rosalie, the botanist, had nearly passed out with joy. What would happen with the promised deluge?

      No one expected flooding to be a problem. The landing site had been carefully selected; the ship was on high ground. Stout, trillidium-reinforced truncheons acted like stilts, raising the ship a good ten feet off the surface. Carlynn kept an eye on the readings from e-stakes placed around the work area to warn of flash flooding. A drone watched over the landing site as well. Even without those precautions, the Starling was built to withstand the radiation of space, light-speed travel, and rigorous wormhole jumps across boggling distances. What was a little rainstorm?

      A big, fat raindrop splattered on the forward view-shield, then another, activating the wipers. “Here it comes. I hope they are ready to be soaked,” Carlynn said in Basic, the official language of joint missions.

      “Indeed.” Wenn narrowed his golden eyes at the monitors as he switched between local and planetary views on the radar. “The precipitation will continue to increase in intensity over the next few hours. Then we will see a nice sunny break until the next storm hits.”

      That pretty much summed up her relationship with Lukas. The best ten wondrous and wrenching months of her life. She made a face and watched the rain fall. It came down harder now, great plunking balls of water. “It sounds like ping-pong balls hitting the fuselage,” she said.

      “Ping…?” Wenn cocked a coppery brow at her.

      “Ping-pong.” She smiled at the confused look on his face. “It’s an Earth game. You hit a little white ball with a paddle, back and forth, bouncing it on a table with a small net in the middle.” Her efforts to mime the game and her not-quite fluent Basic left Wenn even more baffled. Then their attention swerved to the sound of a shriek from outside.

      A shriek of laughter. Rosalie, the botanist, and Seth, the soils specialist, had slipped and fallen. The layer of hard-packed dirt was quickly turning into slippery mud. Thoroughly drenched, McCloskey, their medic and geneticist, inserted samples into tubes. The zoologist, Jenkins, was out near the perimeter, almost invisible in the downpour. Morgan, the biologist and mission commander was out of view under the ship, while Tyrese, the photographer from Exo-Geographic, here to chronicle the “Great Migrations of the Galaxy”, recorded it all.

      Rain sheeted down the flight-deck window, the wipers making geometrically perfect trapezoids where they swept the water away. Wenn lifted his mug to curved lips. “At such times I am glad to be the meteorologist watching the weather and not laboring in it, wearing rain gear to ward off ping-pong balls of precipitation.”

      “At such times,” she said, mimicking his eloquent phrasing, “I, too, am glad not to be working outside. Here’s to being the mission’s meteorologist and pilot.” They clinked their mugs together in front of the bank of monitors. The bright screens ignited an answering flicker on the ring she wore on her left hand.

      It was a wide platinum band with a hefty hunk of a diamond. It cost much more than Lukas should ever have spent when he purchased it at the CX store on Bezos Station. But when he glowed with such boyish excitement, watching her open the gift box, his blue eyes vivid with emotion, she knew she could not argue his choice. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime ring, babe,” he had explained. “No way am I going to penny-pinch over something this important.”

      She could still feel the hot, dry brush of his fingers as he slid the ring on her hand. The memory of his touch ignited another kind of heat in her. They had been explosive together from the first moment they met. He proposed a month later, and she accepted without hesitation. All of it was completely out of character for both of them. Neither had made such a serious commitment to anyone else before. But all their friends, even the most jaded amongst them, agreed they were meant for each other.

      Well, she and Lukas were on their way to proving that wrong, weren’t they?

      She gave the ring a turn. It wasn’t like she went into their relationship expecting it to be uncomplicated. Lukas Frank was not an uncomplicated man. But that coupled with the wildness in his soul were what caused her to fall in love with him in the first place. His affectionate, heart-melting tenderness when it was just the two of them alone kept her there. As a combat vet, he was sure to have lingering issues; they all did to some degree. At first, Lukas’s flashbacks and nightmares seemed manageable. But the deeper they fell in love, the worse and more frequent the episodes became.

      She had tremendous compassion for what he had been through, understood that it was a bumpy road to recovery for some. A few visits to a psychologist had given her some coping tools so she could better support and encourage Lukas. She tried her best to be a good warrior’s partner, being there when he needed her, not complaining when he retreated from her. Trying hard to laugh, to be normal. Since she had been gone, Lukas wrote her every day about normal life. While she enjoyed his notes, they also made her chest clench with an achy, desolate feeling. Love, L, he always signed off. Love. It should be enough, knowing this man loved her. This hero. Someone who had survived such hardship and rose above it all. It should be all she needed, simply loving and being loved by him. Why wasn’t it?

      Because we both deserve more.

      He made no mention about their last conversation on Bezos. Nothing about her leaving. Or his letting her go. His messages told her all was well, when all was not well with them as a couple.

      Not even close to being well.

      It was no way to live. The alternative was living without him. Giving back the ring, going their separate ways. The idea of him with other women made her heart hurt and stoked her jealousy. Even if she chose to fly only off-world cargo gigs to minimize time spent on Bezos, thanks to gossip channeled via her social circle, she would no doubt hear about who Lukas took to his bed. Once you were in Lukas Frank’s bed, you didn’t want out. She could vouch for that. But she could no more envision herself moving on to other men. Once upon a time she actually enjoyed being single. “La varietà dà sapore alla vita!” according to her Italian grandmother, Nonna Emelia. Variety was the spice of life. Apparently, her nonna was a wild, hard-to-get beauty in Naples before she fell for Carlynn’s American grandfather, moved with him to the USA and settled down. She used to run her own restaurant and told Carlynn that men were like an array of delicious appetizers—it was good for a girl to sample widely until she found the one she could not live without. Carlynn incorporated that philosophy into her dating life and it had served her well. Then Lukas Frank showed up and took her off the shelf so fast she never looked back.

      “You miss your promised one,” Wenn said.

      She glanced up from contemplating the ring, her lips quirking into a smile. Promised one. The Vash were so adorably old-fashioned. One was “promised” in their culture—for the highborn, anyway—not “engaged to be married”. Wenn was happily married. Despite having submitted to an arranged union, he seemed over-the-moon in love with his wife, also a scientist. “Yeah, I do,” she said. Despite everything. I miss his protectiveness, his kindness, his intellect, his body. I miss the sheer adrenaline rush of being in his company. He makes me feel alive like no one else ever has.

      Or ever would. Of that she was certain.

      “We’ve never been apart before,” she said.

      “The first time is always the hardest.”

      Wenn had no idea. She wished she could tell him more. It would be a blessing to have someone to confide in. To unload. But she would not do that to Lukas. She hadn’t even told her best friend Trysh about Lukas’s struggles. Lukas was so intensely private; he would hate anyone to know that the Hero of Glenn-Musk Station bore the kind of invisible wounds no one wanted to talk about. He was an ESF Marine—an “interplanetary” as they called themselves, an exclusive group of warriors. Group-think was that they were larger than life, almost like comic book superheroes. And if you were anything less, if you displayed any frailty whatsoever, you were weak. Which was, of course, bull.

      Lukas stayed behind to save almost seven hundred people as the space station literally came apart at the seams around them. Putting his life in jeopardy countless times, he refused to leave until he was sure everyone who could possibly be rescued was. It was a miracle anyone got out alive. No one expected a terror attack on Earth’s first homebuilt space station, especially not from a domestic source. Glenn-Musk was a fraction of the size of Bezos, but it was not a Federation gift. It was constructed with Vash technology, yes, but built with Earth’s financing, blood, sweat, and tears. Dually named after the first astronaut to orbit the Earth and the man who made reusable rockets commonplace, Glenn-Musk would be a launching point for an exciting new future of trade and expansion in space. But somehow the assumed-defunct Earth First movement got a bomb on board Glenn-Musk where Lukas was posted at the time.

      What details she knew of his crucial role in the evacuation came from watching a vid of the ceremony where the President of the United States and Queen Jasmine Hamilton-B’kah jointly presented Lukas with the Trade Federation Medal of Valor, the Vash equivalent of the Congressional Medal of Honor (for which he was also currently under consideration). But it was not until the day after she met him, and after they had already spent the night together, that she learned her Lukas was that Lukas. No wonder his name sounded familiar when they were first introduced. But he gave no hint why. She found out from a friend of hers after gushing about “the amazing guy I met last night”.

      Sergeant Vu had been right—he was the Lukas Frank. ESF Master Sergeant Frank, the hero. Lukas’s quick thinking was the reason so many survived. He was almost sucked out into the void himself. Ears bleeding, he managed to keep an exit open long enough to load hundreds of people onto escape shuttles with only a few helpers. But about fifty civilians awaiting rescue were killed when an airlock burst. “They suffered,” Lukas sometimes ground out during his nightmares, and she suspected he meant those people. While still dazed with sleep, he would mumble into her hair as she held him close, “I saw their faces. I watched them die.”

      “Oh, baby. How horrific,” she would murmur back. “That’s something no one should have to witness. But it wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t. Those Earth First bastards killed them, not you.”

      But when he was awake, he refused to talk about it. Flat-out refused. Instead, he wore his survivor’s guilt like a favorite old coat in the heat of summer, refusing to shed it even as it weighed him down, making him evermore distant, irritable, sleep deprived.

      “I’m a Marine, Carlynn. We don’t whine about the job. I’ve got this.”

      She removed her tablet computer from the cubby to write Lukas. She felt bad about not answering his message from the day before, but every time she read his usual round up of news, it reminded her of what he did not say.

      What he would not say.

      She loved that damned stubborn fool, loved him with all she had. It was why it hurt so bad to see him struggle. They had been apart now for only a little over a month, and already she wanted to go home—to him. But if she caved in and returned to her normal duty on Bezos early, nothing would change. It left her feeling as if she had used herself as collateral in his inner battle, forcing the man she loved to fend for himself because she was too soft to witness his suffering any longer. Appearing to abandon a man who had already endured a childhood where the people who should have been there for him weren’t.

      She opened her mail app. I miss you, Blondie. I miss us. I miss what we were. She deleted the lines she had typed and started over. Joining the Fringe Worlds Project was my Hail Mary pass. A single last act of desperation with a really big payoff if it worked. But it hasn’t. She deleted that, too. The routine of writing her confessions and fears was like running intervals in physical fitness training, but this was an emotional marathon, where there were no winners, only losers.

      Again, her fingertips touched the keyboard. She wished it was Lukas’s warm skin, the bristle of his jaw, the soft heat of his lower lip against her thumb…as she guided him to her mouth…

      Oh, Lukas. She resumed typing. It leaves me with a choice to make—staying in our relationship and settling for bits and pieces of you, or leaving and losing all of you. It’s not all or nothing, because apparently having all of you is not an option. She deleted the paragraph, began again. I love you. I miss you. I miss us. Whatever is ripping you apart inside is stealing you away from me. I feel like I’m in competition with it, and I’m losing. I know, because you let me walk away. You didn’t fight to keep me there with you. Maybe that’s the crux of the matter. The thing that breaks my heart. What it is about pain that you need so badly that in the end you chose it over me?

      Her finger hovered over the DELETE button. Coward. Where had mincing words gotten her so far? Good God, she was as stubborn as Lukas, acting as if revealing her deepest fears revealed weakness. Two peas in a pod, they were.

      A chime alerted her to an incoming message, catching her so off-guard that she jumped. It was a note from Lukas. Same old news, probably. Same old side-stepping the reasons they were apart. Well, it was time one of them broke that mold. If he wouldn’t do it, she would.

      Carlynn tapped SEND, her angst-ridden questions no longer held captive in her mind but now destined for Lukas’s inbox. She waited for a sense of guilt to overtake her. It didn’t. Only relief. She sensed Nonna Emilia would have thrown her hands in the air and asked what took her so long.

      A shout from outside drew her attention. “They’re having way too much fun out there, Wenn. Maybe we ought to go out and join them and play in the mud.” Then a tremor rattled the ship, putting her on instant alert.

      She closed her message app without reading Lukas’s new message and shoved the tablet in a cubby. A sweep of her experienced scan across the instrument panel showed nothing amiss. “All right, what was that? A quake?”

      “Indeed. The sensors confirm shallow seismic activity— Great Mother.” Hands gripping his armrests, Wenn half lifted up out of his seat. “Look at that…”

      Her pulse kicked up a notch at the tightness in his voice. She followed his stare. Near the inside edge of the security perimeter, in a muddy patch of ground, the surface heaved like a lake in the wind.

      She hit the comm transmit button with the heel of her palm, sending her voice directly to the headsets worn by all six people outside. “Morgan—call in your team! The perimeter has been breached.” As she spoke, she tapped a series of prompts on the control panel, calling up a launch checklist on the main screen to get ready for an emergency departure—just in case.

      “Already doing it,” the major radioed back. “Prepare for emergency departure if we have to make a quick exit.”

      “Already doing it,” she answered. The biologist doubled as the mission commander. He called the shots.

      “Drop the equipment!” she heard him order the others outside. “No! Drop it. Leave it and return to base—now!” Except for a flashlight in his hand, he was barely visible in the downpour. Carlynn reached for the console overhead and turned on the floodlights. It turned the falling rain into slashes of light and obscured the scene outside, but the forms of the six outside showed up on the infrared display.

      The sporadic rattling increased. Liquid sloshed in their mugs. Carlynn snatched them off the console and emptied the contents in the trash.

      “It’s spreading,” Wenn said in his measured brogue. A monitor displayed a swarm of pulsing red concentric circles popping up all around the ship. Meanwhile, Morgan worked on rounding everyone up and moving toward the gangway. They slogged and stumbled, trying to find their footing on shifting, muddy ground.

      Wenn motored open the hatch. Squinting into the rain, he was soaked to the bone almost instantly, water running down his face. As the team labored closer, the ship jerked as the surface rippled, nearer the ship. Wenn lurched forward and almost fell out.

      “Wenn! Damn it! Hold on to the grab bar. No performing high-dives into the mud.”

      “You Earth-dwellers have no sense of adventure,” he returned smoothly. Nonetheless, he wrapped his fingers around a handle on the inside of the fuselage. Morgan and the team were almost to the gangway when the ground behind them rose up like a cresting wave of dark brown glistening mud, waving glistening tentacle-like limbs.

      “Behind you!” Wenn shouted, drawing his weapon.

      From her station, Carlynn swung the floodlight around and aimed it at what she could only perceive as a twenty-foot-tall creature that looked like a cross between a starfish and a salamander. No face, no eyes. Coated in mud.

      Mud monster, she thought. Her weapon was already in her hand; drawing it was so instinctive it was automatic. But the small pistol seemed a paltry defense against this thing…this mud monster. But it was all they had. This was no battleship with massive ion or plasma cannons. There was no complement of Marines along. It was a scientific vessel on a low-hazard research mission. There was no good way to defend against a larger threat. But there were not supposed to be any large predators on this world. Prior observation had borne that out.

      The observation was wrong.
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      Carlynn and Wenn fired off a few bursts of energy at the huge, writhing wall of mud. “Careful, do not hit anyone,” he cautioned her as much as he did himself. Her eyelid twitched as she waited for opportunities to fire. Flashes of bright white-green illuminated where they struck the thing, but it kept advancing as the frantic team splashed their way up the gangway.

      Rosalie fell behind, viscous mud sucking at her boots. “Wait!”

      Gripping his weapon in the downpour, Morgan wheeled around to help her as the other four team members, including the photographer, pounded up the ramp and through the hatch, bringing the mud and stink with them. Rosalie struggled toward Morgan but she was still ten yards away, at least. Then the huge glittering form caught up to her, and fell with her down into the mud, where the ground seemed to swallow them up.

      “Rosalie!” Morgan bellowed. His cry resounded with gut-wrenching anguish and disbelief that ricocheted inside Carlynn. With gravity and mud weighing him down, he took a couple of slogging steps to the spot where she disappeared. A rumble shook the ship, the strongest one yet. A creature dwarfing the one that took Rosalie loomed up over him, a shadowy horrific vision in the floodlights and torrential rain. It clamped its limbs around Morgan, swinging him off his feet. His mouth wide open. A gush of bright red. Then Morgan was gone, too.

      A loud yell jolted Carlynn out of her horrified disbelief. Seth, their soils specialist, had launched himself toward the open hatch. Wenn snatched him by his mud-splattered uniform before he could reach the weaving gangway. They wrestled a few seconds then Seth relented with a strangled curse. “There is nothing we can do for them,” Wenn said. “We have to save the rest of us.”

      Rendered mute by the horror of watching two teammates get cut down, Carlynn realized that was her cue. She turned back to the controls. Her heart kicking in her chest, blood howling in her ears, her senses hyper-focused, she pulled on her headset and pushed the mic to her lips. “Mayday, mayday, mayday. This is the Starling—”

      With a tremendous thud, a mud monster slapped itself broadside against the fuselage, the open hatch, shaking the ship and splattering mud everywhere. Everything not tied down flew, including people. The screeching of metal came next as the gangway crumpled like a piece of cooking foil. Rain gusted through the closing hatch, spraying the side of her face.

      “Get that goddamned hatch closed!” Seth yelled at Wenn. But before the exit had motored fully shut, a blunt appendage squeezed inside and blocked the hatch from closing.

      The thick limb was smooth on top, bumpy underneath, slapping and sliding across the floor like a wet mop. Rubbery and viscous, like a giant slug, the skin dimpled where streams of bright green energy fired by their weapons hit it, wounds illuminated by the camera aimed by the photographer who somehow had the wherewithal to capture images while all this was going down. The stench of burning monster turned Carlynn’s stomach and made her eyes water.

      “Carlynn— Get us the hell out of here,” Seth shouted at her as he fired at the intruder. Unspoken was the realization that he was the new mission commander, having been number two to Morgan.

      She shoved the start levers forward. Nothing happened. A red light flashing in her face warned her she could not fire up the engines with an open hatch. She would first have to override the open-hatch warning and disable the alarm, nothing she had ever learned in flight school.

      “We can’t fly like this,” Jenkins, the zoologist, argued. “We can’t pressurize.”

      Dragging a monster hanging from an open hatch, no one wanted to vocalize.

      “Not into space—uh, no,” Carlynn said. “But if we can get airborne and shake this thing loose, reposition someplace, land temporarily and get her buttoned up, we can get out of here.”

      Everyone eyeballed her with desperate but skeptical hope. The whirling limb hooked around Jenkins’s leg, throwing him to the floor. “Shit!” He tried to grab hold of anything as he was dragged past.

      She grasped for him. Frantic hands tangled. She caught one muddied arm, and he yanked her off the seat. She went down hard on her stomach. It knocked the wind from her. His hand slid down her forearm to her wrist. His eyes bulged. Help me. Someone else had her by the leg. Distantly she wondered if both she and Jenkins were headed out the hatch together. Then the monster jerked hard and she lost her grip. Jenkins’s terrified face disappeared outside into the dusk and rain.

      “No!” The hatch motored shut and sealed. She sprawled there for a count of three, then pushed up on shaking arms. Wenn helped her to her feet. He bled from a cut on his forehead, his right arm held close to his body. Gulping in air, she squeezed her eyes shut for a few seconds, but it did not erase Jenkins’s disbelieving, panicked gaze on her as he was swept to his death. It was seared into her mind.

      “It was impossible to stop it,” Wenn said, knowing where her thoughts were. He gripped her shoulders. “It was not your fault, Carlynn.”

      “It wasn’t your fault…” For an instant Carlynn was back in bed with Lukas, her arms wrapped around him. He was in the throes of a nightmare, his skin wet, and burning hot…

      “Carlynn. Hey. Come on. We need to get out of here.” Seth was at her side now, repeating Wenn’s assurances, trying to get her attention, to snap her out of her daze. She could tell he did not want her falling apart when she was the only qualified pilot aboard.

      “We need to get out of here,” she repeated, almost robotically, and made her way back to her pilot station. Numbly, she reached for the start levers. Her hands were still muddy from Jenkins’s uniform. Don’t go there. Don’t. She had to hold it together. “Mayday, mayday, mayday. This is the Starling. Do you read? Do you read, Control?” The radio sounded dead. “We have encountered hostile life forms. I say again—hostile life forms.” She did not want anyone else coming here without knowing what they were up against. Like Lukas. Because she knew he would come.

      But no one answered their transmissions. “I think those things damaged the transmitter. We’re not communicating with the orbital probe.” Which prevented them from communicating with anyone. She lifted a guard covering an illuminated button and depressed it with her thumb. Silent to them, the ELB would initiate an impossible-to-ignore screeching tone on all communication frequencies light years around, telling all that they were in need of urgent help.

      A loud whoomph came from outside the hatch they had just closed. Whoomph. Whoomph.

      “What the hell was that?” Tyrese, the photographer asked. But they all knew.

      Someone was at the door.

      Dread and gravity weighing on her, Carlynn slowly turned to look in the direction of the thumping. Whoomph. Whoomph. Then the hatch dented inward, ending all hope of departing the planet.

      Seth, Wenn, and McCloskey aimed streams of plasma at the expanding sliver of daylight showing around the busted hatch. Whoomph. Whoomph. Whoomph. The Starling jolted with each impact up and down its length. The monsters were dead set on shaking them loose from the ship like clingers in the bottom of a can of beans.

      She drew her weapon and joined the men firing at the hatch and at the thick wet limb prying it apart. Mud and ooze spilled through the widening gap. Then a fat tentacle pushed inside, whipping around and spraying mud everywhere.

      Everyone scattered like startled birds. Wenn flattened against the sidewall as the limb narrowly missed him. Carlynn and Tyrese dove toward the galley. Seth and McCloskey scrambled after them. Wenn waited for the tentacle to sweep past then he followed.

      They crowded into the galley. Whoomph. Whoomph. The noise, the stench, their sweat. Her pounding heart. No one said a word as they clustered together, listening to the collective roar of their breaths and the horrible squish-squash of the mud monster’s limb. It sounded like a giant wet towel slapping the inside of the ship.

      There was room for only two of them to fire at a time. Carlynn’s hands trembled as she gripped her firearm, pointed down, waiting her turn. Did Lukas ever shake with nerves? Did combat Marines like him ever feel fear? She shook. She felt fear. Lukas…Lukas. She held the thought of him in her mind, in her heart, to be able to think, think, think. To keep her wits about her so she could get out of here alive.

      Her death would destroy Lukas.

      Whoomph. A muddy limp whacked against the cockpit window. Another firm hit and it cracked open.

      God, Lukas. Don’t come here.

      But she knew he would. She wasn’t sure what terrified her more, the idea of him getting injured or killed by one of these monsters, or finding her body.

      Her chest squeezed. It’s not your fault. Whatever happens, I don’t blame you. I don’t.

      Whoomph. Whoomph. Her choking fear shifted to anger. This was not the way it was supposed to end. Not with everything unfinished. Not with me and you unfinished, Lukas.

      “No! No! No!” She jammed her weapon through a gap between the men and unloaded into the creature. Gritting her teeth, her mucky hair stuck to her cheeks, she spilled her fury and a hellish amount of plasma into that alien thing.

      Seth’s hand landed on her shoulder. She stepped back, and he took her place. She collapsed against the galley wall. It was growing lighter outside, she noted distantly. The rain was slowing. Then, with one last juicy swipe, the mud monster withdrew its pockmarked limb.

      They were all alone. The rumbling had subsided. It was no longer raining.

      Stealthily, she and the men picked their way past debris—broken equipment, shattered glass, twisted metal—and returned to the bow of the ship. Fetid air flowed in through broken windows. “There they go,” McCloskey said hoarsely. They paused to watch the monsters settle back into the muddy ground, flattening to camouflage themselves the way the starfish they resembled used sand to disappear in tidal pools.

      Sunlight pierced the clouds and once more reached the savannah. But more dark clouds billowed in all quadrants. “How long until the next wave of precipitation, Wenn?” Seth asked.

      “Many hours.”

      “How many? Be precise.”

      Wenn’s glance shifted to his shattered scopes and useless computer. “Three to five. Or so. That is the best I can do.”

      “That’s good enough. We’re getting out. We’re evacuating.” Seth’s green eyes were vivid in his muddied face. “Everyone, grab gear. Food, water, radios, whatever you can find that’s not busted.”

      “Are you fucking out of your mind?” Tyrese said, speaking up for the first time in what seemed like hours. “Jesus.”

      “You want to stay here, Tyrese?” Seth said as he unlocked the locker with their survival gear. “Be my guest. You can welcome back our slimy, five-fingered friends after they wake from their nap. Take a few more pictures. Maybe a selfie or two. Me? Those hills over yonder are looking pretty nice right now.”

      “The creatures revive in the rain,” Carlynn said, making eye contact with the frightened photographer. “We’re going to make a run for it before it rains again.” The hills looked terribly far away. Lukas, I’m scared. How do you do it? How do you feel brave in situations like this? She swallowed against a dry throat and used her pilot’s command voice to reassure Tyrese. “It’s okay. Just stick close to me.”

      “How do we know they won’t attack when we run past them?” Tyrese asked.

      “We don’t,” she said.

      “Let’s go! Move, move!” Seth gave them precious few seconds to collect what gear they could carry. They needed to use the dry period between storms to get to a safe place. If there were any safe places on Vuushon.

      He unfurled an emergency rope ladder to descend from the Starling to the ground. The gangway lay crumpled below. They climbed down one by one.

      The area around the ship looked like a battlefield in a mud war. Rounded humps stuck out here and there. The mud monsters. One shifted position. They froze. It shifted again then settled down like a drowsy bat in its cave easing into a more comfortable position.

      Long seconds ticked by. “I think it went back to sleep,” Carlynn whispered. She took a cautious step backward, her weapon squeezed firmly in her hand. Something squished under her boot. She looked down, puzzled by the crimson striations in the rapidly drying mud, and then the piece of fabric fluttering where it stuck out of a small swell in the ground. Fabric matching the pale blue color of a scientist’s uniform.

      She kept turning, slowly, taking in all in, the stained mud, and finally it came to her. All around her was blood. A lot of blood. A sea of bright red blood.

      “Carlynn. Carlynn!”

      But Wenn’s shouts were lost in the roaring in her ears.
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      “Sit,” Bang-Bang’s Lukas said.

      Sharing his Tall One’s urgency to go find their Carlynn, he shifted restlessly in a “sit” position as his Lukas collected objects from a room with many other similar objects. Other Tall Ones did the same. But Bang-Bang had eyes only for his Lukas. His Tall One had wounds, old wounds, that were on the inside, where Bang-Bang was not able to lick them. But he could protect his Lukas, and look out for him, which he did every waking moment of every day since they first found each other.

      Losing their Carlynn was the worst wound of all. His Lukas had been so miserable without her here. Even when he played with Bang-Bang, his eyes were unhappy. Yet, now that the chance to retrieve their Carlynn had come, his Lukas acted afraid, hiding it from the other Tall Ones, but not Bang-Bang. Bang-Bang knew when Lukas’s wounds pained him, when he would close his eyes and hold his head, going away not in body but in spirit, inside him, to a place Bang-Bang could not follow. All Bang-Bang could do during those times was to stay close, making sure his Lukas felt him there.

      Like now. Bang-Bang broke the command and went to his Lukas, licking his hand and pressing himself against his leg as his Tall One pulled a fire-stick down from the wall.

      “Goddamn it, Bang-Bang. What is with you? I told you to stay.”

      I know you think I am a bad boy, a bad dog, Bang-Bang told him with a pointed stare. He placed his paw in his Tall One’s hand. But know that I am with you. That I will not leave you.

      His Lukas had told him the same thing with his actions the night he carried him to this place, his new den. Next door to where they stood now was the “K-9 center”, where his sleeping crate was, his friends the Others who had also found their forever homes, and where his Lukas came for him every morning. It was where they stayed together all through that first long and sometimes frightening first night. Where his Lukas had washed him, and fed him, and tenderly held him so that he would not be afraid. It was where his new life began. Now it was his turn to be with Lukas, so his Lukas could once more be with their Carlynn. From the moment Bang-Bang first smelled Carlynn, listened to her happy voice, felt the kindness in her hands, saw her appreciation for his Lukas, Bang-Bang knew they needed her to be complete. He had risked being a bad boy/bad dog to make sure Lukas saw it, too. Risked his Tall One’s displeasure to make sure he did not let their Carlynn get away, because sometimes his Lukas did not see what he should see. But when his Lukas discovered their Carlynn, he, too, knew she was the one. From that moment forward, their real happiness began. Then Bang-Bang’s Tall Ones lost each other.

      We will find our Carlynn, Bang-Bang assured him.

      His Lukas rubbed him on the neck, his eyes kind but still worried. Still hurting on the inside. “It’s okay, boy. Just be sure to listen when we’re on Vuushon. This is real. Your first Marine mission. Ready? Let’s go.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lukas watched Bang-Bang race away to the exit, where the dog waited, his tail wagging low and with clear impatience as he waited for him to catch up. The whole paw in the hand thing—it was intentional, the dog’s gaze penetrating, as if he could see everything inside him. Like Carlynn could.

      Lukas shouldered his ruck and his weapon, and headed out. Portholes lined the tube where the Marines walked in brisk, efficient silence. Outside the dwarf planet Barésh whirled in and out of view with the rotation of the space station. Bright lights of the colony then stars, then bright lights again. He reminded himself not to look. Within the hour they sped away from Bezos Station on the ESF assault troopship Maelstrom, nearing the first of a sequence of worm-hole jumps to reach Vuushon. Horizontal troop seats allowed Bang-Bang to slump crosswise with his head in Lukas’s lap. Lukas hated jumps. Whether they were quick worm bubbles or longer worm holes, they were all the same. Bad.

      FTL, faster than light, speed travel didn’t affect everyone the same way. Most had no symptoms, like Carlynn. But Lukas had no such luck. The jumps made him nauseated as hell. His head would squeeze and then his stomach followed suit. Only meds kept him from losing his lunch.

      He never liked flying anyway.

      “We can get hitched here on Bezos if you’d rather not fly anywhere,” Carlynn had offered playfully, knowing how much he dreaded the journey back to Earth. “Colonel Duarte would love it. I’ll sell it to my family as a destination wedding.”

      “That’s a negative. We’re getting married at your parents’ house, like we planned,” he had insisted, firmly. “On the beach. Long Island here we come.”

      Now Lukas hoped there was a wedding. They had not talked about it in a while. Carlynn, I deserve an ass-kicking.

      “Check that those seat harnesses are fastened nice and tight,” the pilot alerted everyone over the comm. Rornn B’Elenne, who was now married to Carlynn’s best friend Trysh, had volunteered for the mission. He was an outstanding fighter pilot and a genuine Vash prince, but on Bezos, you forgot that he was royalty and one of the richest men in the galaxy. He acted no different than anyone else. “FTL entry imminent.”

      A jump. One of five. Lukas squinted outside at the expanse of cold, crisp space dusted with trillions of stars. Some would say it was a breathtaking sight. Him? He dreaded seeing the stars elongate when the ship jumped to FTL speed. Yet, most of the Marines had long since settled in to read, nap, or pass the time playing cards on a table set between their seats like it was nothing. His company commander, Captain Lindscomb, alternated between working on paperwork and studying maps of Vuushon that Lukas had already committed to memory, knowing he would feel like crap once they started jumping.

      “You having fun yet, L.T.?”

      Lukas grunted at Sergeant Jones. “Yeah. A laugh a minute.” Then the ship vibrated, and they were in the wormhole. His brain felt like a rubber band stretching. The stars transformed into filaments of light.

      “Like fairy floss,” Carlynn would tell him, but he never found the description funny or reassuring. He squeezed his eyes shut and braced himself for the ride, his thoughts on the woman he loved.

      The message he sent her last night, mere hours ago, came back to haunt him. It probably never made it to her. He tipped his head back against the meager padding on the troop seat, his fingers buried in Bang-Bang’s fur, his gut pulling taut like the stars did outside.

      Every night it was the same—he would sit at his workstation in his quarters to write her a note. If he veered at all from that routine, if he poured one scotch too many, if he puttered too long with administrative paperwork, the next thing he knew, Bang-Bang would be sitting by his thigh, his ears at full attention as he stared at Lukas.

      “What? I’m going to write to her,” Lukas always told him.

      Bang-Bang would chuff a satisfied gust of air out his nose and settle down to nap not by Lukas’s feet but on them, as if to make sure he would keep to his word. “Damn slave driver,” Lukas would mutter. “I never forget to write.”

      But as the month went on, Carlynn’s replies had become shorter, sounding less like her. In recent days he had sensed something was “off”. She was light years distant physically and, now, emotionally, as well. But Lukas avoided making mention of any of that in his daily messages to her. He made a point of keeping it light, pretending all was well. He wrote about Bang-Bang’s latest antics or new training accomplishments—He now knows eight hundred unique words!—or the crazy trouble station personnel wound up in down on the surface. Normal daily life. The kind of things he and Carlynn used to talk about when they cuddled together in bed at the end of their day.

      Then last night happened.

      Goddamn. Lukas exhaled when, with a shudder, the Maelstrom dropped out of FTL and back to normal flight. “Standby for FTL reentry in ten minutes and thirty-six seconds,” the pilot said over the speaker.

      Two of five.

      He stifled a groan and tried to get comfortable on the troop seat for the short reprieve. No dice. All too soon they launched into another wormhole. As the Maelstrom hurtled through the folds of space, all he could think of was last night’s note. The note he sent to Carlynn. It had all started with him pouring a double scotch then emptying half a glass of that strictly self-rationed, expensive, hard-to-come-by scotch whiskey with one swallow. It was an excellent single malt, peaty and smooth, but it served as a weak antidote for his bad feeling that something irreversible had happened with him and Carlynn. Pushing that out of his mind, he had written instead about the colony’s obsession with bajha—a form of martial arts using long, blunt energized shock batons. It was the Trade Federation’s number-one sport. But the Baréshtis played a gritty street version ramped up with feverish betting. It’s like jousting while wearing blindfolds, he had messaged. Crazy to watch. The fight clubs are a kick. You’ll love it. How about we go when you come home?

      Home…

      He had paused to stare at the word—home—one small word that had come to symbolize so much, everything he had once lacked in his life and what he had ultimately found—with Carlynn.

      It’s not home without you, he had almost typed next. I need you here with me for that.

      I just need you. He had never come out and told her that. Not once. She must know. She had to know. He communicated it with his actions, and the way he made love to her. Or did he?

      “I want all of you, Lukas, in bed and out of it.”

      Shit. He had ended up closing out his message with his usual, Love L and pushed away from the computer…

      The Maelstrom jolted, catapulting Lukas out of his thoughts of the night before. It catapulted Lukas out of his thoughts of the night before. Then, with a mild rumble, the troopship dropped back to sub-light speed. Lukas opened his eyes. The stars looked like stars again and his accordion body contracted back to normal. He dragged a hand over his face, exhaling a relieved breath. Already he dreaded the next jump. “Hey, Bang-Bang. You want something to be able to sleep through this?”

      The dog’s tail twitched, but he made a growly grumble at the question.

      “Yeah, didn’t think so. Me either. We’ll take it like Marines.” He glanced over at the people who were enviably out cold thanks to sleeping meds. No thanks. He would rather be up, his thoughts with Carlynn—how she was everything to him; how if he had not let her walk out of their quarters that day, had he not closed himself off to her and had just once stopped to consider another viewpoint besides his own, his own damn pride, she would not be in harm’s way now.

      Or worse.

      Dread sat in a hard ball of ice in his gut. But allowing it to distract him was why Colonel Duarte and Captain Lindscomb expressed reservations about allowing him to participate in the rescue of his own fiancée. Lukas assured them he would not let himself be distracted. He had to keep his word and stay the course. For his commanding officers, for himself. For Carlynn.

      Yeah. For you, babe.

      Lukas pushed out of the seat. He served himself a small paper cup of water from the aux galley dispenser, drank it down while avoiding looking out the porthole. He poured another for Bang-Bang, who knew the routine of using the K-9 pads on board if need be. T-minus twelve minutes until the next jump. What if she wants out? He crushed the cup in his hand. Not for two months, but for good? Those questions had consumed him last night while he sat at his workstation, guzzling his best scotch like it were lemonade while staring at the computer screen. Pretending everything was A-OK when it was not.

      He could not even touch the possibility of losing her. Couldn’t go there. Life before Carlynn was a distant memory, and nothing he could fathom resuming. He had changed. On a fundamental level he was a new man. Before Carlynn, there was his quest for excellence in his profession, keeping in shape for missions, twice-weekly basketball with the guys and beers afterward. There was no shortage of interested females for a quick, mindless fuck, the only kind of encounter he sought out “B.C.”—Before Carlynn—but the idea repulsed him now. Carlynn had spoiled him for anyone else. She was the first person he had loved as an adult, and she was the first to love him back. As a boy and young teen he had cast out wildly and futilely for love in the foster care system, craving reciprocation that never came. But thanks to Carlynn, he knew what love was now—how to love and how to be loved.

      Did he?

      “I want all of you, Lukas…”

      He threw the crumbled cup into the trash and returned to his seat to wait out the impending jump to FTL. Last night, after he had drained his glass of scotch, he found his way back to the cursor on the screen like a lost ship homing in on a lighthouse beacon in bad weather. Love, L, he had typed at the end of his unsent message. He had added another line. I miss you, babe. I miss you something fierce. He had stopped there, the cursor waiting like a held breath. His fingertips rested on the keyboard, the same fingertips that once glided over Carlynn’s skin, that smoothed back her hair, that touched her lips and felt the tickle of air when she whispered, “I love you, Blondie,” before she fell asleep.

      Something clenched in his chest, and he had typed, I’m not ready to give up on us yet. Are you?

      He ended up deleting the line and starting over. You said you thought time apart would be good for us. Maybe you really meant for me. That PTSD crap. Screw that, Carlynn. Yeah, I get flashbacks. Bad dreams. Who doesn’t? Life’s no fairy tale. I can tell you that firsthand. Thousands, even millions of people deal with bad memories. Every day!! And they function just fine. I handle a demanding job, a platoon of forty-one people. I can deal with the leftovers of Glenn-Musk. I have been dealing with it. Maybe it’s you who can’t. You said so yourself, if you recall. I do. You said you can’t stand seeing me suffer. Well, let me tell you, whatever you think I’m doing, it’s not suffering, babe. Not even close.

      “At least they didn’t suffer…”

      Sitting in the Maelstrom’s unforgiving troop seat, Lukas stiffened as a bad memory crashed into his consciousness like an armored vehicle through tempered glass. “At least they didn’t suffer.” Those were the trigger words, every time. The medic corpsman in sickbay only wanted to make him feel better after what happened on Glenn-Musk, but Lukas had lost it, shoving off the exam table, barely holding back from punching the guy, before medical staff wrestled him back down.

      “They suffered,” he had snarled, struggling as they got him sedated. “They fucking suffered!”

      Lukas shut his eyes against the memory. A cold wet nose pushed against the fist he had pressed to his thigh. I’m here, Bang-Bang seemed to say, sensing what was coming. Burying his hand in Bang-Bang’s coat like an anchor, Lukas squeezed his eyes shut as the nearly constant shrill sound in his ears soared, a medical condition called tinnitus that he had put up with ever since rupturing his eardrums on Glenn-Musk Station during the explosive decompression. Despite Treatment, it persisted. The increase in volume of the whistling almost always accompanied his flashbacks, when his heart would race and he would start sweating like a pig. Then he would see the airlock blowing, the bodies being sucked out. Families. Kids. That little girl. She suffered. They all suffered.

      Lukas hunched over, planting his elbows on his thighs and braced his head between his fists, waiting for the episode to subside. “I’ve got this,” he had insisted to Carlynn so many times.

      Maybe I don’t.

      Last night, with his heart still running double-time from yet another episode triggered by the word “suffer”, he had peered at the keyboard and read the sentences where he had lashed out at her. Jesus. He ended up hitting the BACK button and erased everything to, I miss you, babe, then added, I’ve been thinking lately, maybe I should try to figure out what’s going on with me. Let’s talk. Love, L, and sent it.

      That was when he had noticed a buzzing coming from his chest pocket—not a bad memory this time, but the real thing. The dreaded pre-dawn call. “Lukas, report to my office,” Colonel Duarte had said. “It’s…urgent.”

      Carlynn. Lukas knew right away the call was about her and that it was bad. With his gut as cold as ice, his mouth papery dry, his boots feeling like they were filled with lead, he had walked into the commander’s office expecting the worst, and got it. “I’m sorry, Lieutenant…”

      Now here he was, on the Maelstrom with two platoons of space Marines, destined for the remote planet that had taken his Carlynn. I’m going to find you, babe. I’m going to get you back. No matter what.

      “Worm hole entry in T-minus thirty seconds.”

      The third jump.

      Bang-Bang hopped up on the seat and slid a roughened paw over Lukas’s arm. The stomach-lurching, head-pulling sensations returned. Lukas fumbled for his chest pocket and found the photo of him and Carlynn. Looking down at their photo, he felt the grim line of his lips soften. They looked so happy—him laughing while holding her in his lap, his hand curved around her thigh. Her arms were slung around his neck, her eyes sparkling as the photo caught her mid-laugh. He was happy, spinning in a haze of nearly constant arousal and love. Yeah, love, after only one week with her. It had happened that fast. Crazy. The photo was taken in Nimbus, the station’s bar. Carlynn had printed a copy for each of them to keep. “The prerequisite couple photo,” she explained. “It makes us official.”

      Us…

      He laid the picture facedown on the center of his chest, his hand covering it, protecting it, the way he fell asleep every night protecting her, holding her close. Me and you, babe.

      Yeah, us…

      Lukas flattened his hand on the photo. He had never been an “us” before. The moment he laid eyes on Carlynn changed all that. Bang-Bang deserved all the credit; he had noticed her first. Ten months ago, Lukas was too busy getting used to his new position as platoon commander of Forward Operating Base Barésh to even think of hooking up with someone, let alone starting a relationship. His unit was the face of Earth on an alien world, placed in a position to write history every day they were there. There had never been an FOB on Barésh—or on any planet other than Earth. They were the first. Lukas, his commanders, and the entirety of Bezos Station were forced to learn on the fly, at times making up the rules because no one had written any yet for their situation.

      He had his hands full. It didn’t help any that he also found himself adjusting to life as a newly minted second lieutenant after a dozen years as an enlisted man. The promotion came with his Medal of Valor but winding up as a junior commissioned officer after so long as a very senior non-comm felt like starting over. Of course, all this was far from the mind of a kid whose likely choices after high school were ending up in jail or dead. If not for a deep craving for purpose in his life that sent him into a Marine Corps recruiting office when he was only seventeen, one or the other, or both, would have done him in. The Corps became the family he never had. When the Marines expanded their responsibilities out to the stars a few years after he enlisted, he was among the first to volunteer. When they changed names to the Earth System and Frontier Interplanetary Marines eighteen months ago, he was there. Space. He loved it. Unimaginably vast, it was big enough to swallow him, and far enough away to start fresh.

      Until the sucker punch of Glenn-Musk swung around and knocked the wind out of him.

      But on that Friday evening ten months ago, Lukas had little reason to expect that getting out of the office to accompany his platoon sergeant on patrol would be anything other than routine. And then he met Carlynn…
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* * *

      Squish. Squish.

      Slouched in his seat, Lukas blinked awake to the feel of a wet tongue swiping his jaw and ear. He must have slept—and hard. His head and stomach felt disconnected from his body. How many jumps did he sleep through? The last two? A freaking miracle. “Hey, quit it,” he grumbled at Bang-Bang. “I’m not in the mood. Go lie down.”

      Bang-Bang made a familiar whine-growl that demanded attention. Lukas peeled open bleary eyes to see the K-9’s yellow orbs fixed on him. Must take action, they said.

      Lukas groaned. “All right. What?” Then Bang-Bang used his nose to push a box containing an MRE toward him. Eat, those intense eyes urged.

      Lucas did need to eat. He needed the energy for what lay ahead. Hopefully he could keep it down. He unwrapped some K-9 food for Bang-Bang, made a sandwich for himself with dry slices of bread and flimsy processed meat from the MRE, then grabbed a cup of coffee, loaded it up with cream and sugar, and walked into the cockpit. “How close are we?”

      “A little less than two hours,” the command pilot, Rornn, said. The co-pilot was engrossed in entering data on a tablet computer.

      Lindscomb handed Lukas a stack of images. “We got a temporary break in the weather. We’re in communication with the orbital probe. These are the latest visuals from Vuushon—the landing site.”

      Jesus. Lukas swallowed hard. “It looks like they had a mud fight.” And the Starling had lost.
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* * *

      The Maelstrom set down near the damaged Starling after one last scan for threats. Two ramps crashed open, and Captain Lindscomb led Lukas and two heavily armed Marine platoons down to the surface, spreading out as briefed.

      “Go,” Lukas said, sending his corporal and their fire team onward to the crippled Starling. At his direction, the rest of his platoon fanned out to look for clues left by the missing crew. The Maelstrom dispensed several all-terrain vehicles driven by the corpsmen before lifting back up to observe from above.

      Lukas assessed the condition of the Starling as he loped toward it to set a perimeter. Inconceivably, the main entry hatch looked crumpled inward, as if something, something big, had kicked it open. A drone lay on its side in the dirt nearby, one fin in the air, like roadkill on a Texas highway. Lukas noted it all with a steely grip on his emotions. If he let in one particle of worry for Carlynn, it would blow his rigid self-control to hell. In this moment, he was a Marine. Not a lover, not a fiancé. A Marine.

      Bang-Bang woofed softly in alarm, then nosed the ground, trotting all around the outline of a vaguely star-shaped hump of dried mud. Supple green grasses rippled in all directions as far as the eye could see, broken up by clumps of large flowers and more brownish humps and knolls no more than a few feet in height at their highest centers. Approximately one klick away, a blackish ridge cut through the grass like a fish spine. No animals to be seen, but he knew from the aerial sweep of the area that herds were on the way. It was clouding up quickly. The muggy air sat heavy, and it stank like something damp and rotted, reminding him of bad cheese. It was even worse than Barésh with all its pollution crammed under a dome.

      “Delta two/three to Delta six. Nothing,” radioed the corporal leading the fire team inside the Starling. “It’s clean. No bodies.”

      No Carlynn. A shudder of relief came with the news. He had been granted a reprieve.

      “But, Skipper, it looks like a murder scene in here, except with streaks and splatters of mud, not blood.” The corporal’s voice rang in all their earpieces through the shared frequency. “There’s gear missing, though—their weapons, the survival kit, tools. A med kit. But the portable radio transmitter’s still here. Wouldn’t have done them any good—it’s busted.”

      “I believe it, seeing what happened to the front door,” Sergeant Jones said at Lukas’s side, a shoulder-mounted flux-grenade launcher weighing him down.

      “They’ve taken up shelter somewhere,” Lukas said and scanned the landscape around him. Whatever had damaged the ship had been deemed enough of an ongoing threat to warrant risking a hasty escape into uncharted territory.

      What the hell would have compelled them to do that?

      Carlynn, where are you, babe?

      Bang-Bang growled low in his throat and darted to the right. Lukas followed, watching the dog trace the contours of yet another one of the brown knolls. Rocks, maybe, under a coating of cracked, drying mud. Lukas kicked at one. Flakes of dirt cracked off, revealing more dirt. Bang-Bang sniffed where Lukas had kicked, then blew a gust out of his nose.

      “Come on,” Lukas urged him. “Let’s keep moving.” There was a lot of ground to cover, and rain was on the way.

      Bang-Bang growled, low and deep, then made a small whine. He half jumped, half skipped sideways away from the knoll, as if something unseen had surprised him—something unseen to Lukas, that was. The hair on the back of Lukas’s neck prickled. “What’s got you riled up, boy?”

      Bang-Bang let out a sharp, distressed yip as Lukas hooked him back on his lead. Something definitely had him bothered.

      “Omega Actual to Delta Six, we found something,” Lindscomb radioed to Lukas.

      Lukas’s insides turned to ice. He wheeled around to see part of the company gathered around a small mound. “Not her, Lukas,” Lindscomb quickly reassured him via the comm. “But you’ll want to come take a look.”

      Bang-Bang was busy nosing around a different area of dried mud. Lukas had to jerk him away from his obsession with the knoll. But the dog found others to worry about as they joined Lindscomb. The sky grew darker.

      Lukas saw the bodies, or what was left of them, right away. They were in bad shape. A lot of dried blood. He did his best to look calm, detached, as Lindscomb’s piercing eyes found his. “It looks like some kind of climate event happened,” Lindscomb said. “Mudslide, possibly. But nothing to explain the condition of the deceased.”

      “They appear…partially digested,” a medic corpsman said.

      A couple of Marines took samples of the deceased, the blood, and soil while another rolled open a couple of body bags. Others took off in search of more casualties.

      What am I not seeing? Lukas narrowed his eyes at the alien landscape and went over what he knew so far. The ship’s exit door was kicked open, and the cockpit windows were shattered. No one was inside. There was a lot of dried mud in there, but no blood. The crew had abandoned the ship in a big hurry, leaving behind some of their own but leaving no hints as to what had happened to them.

      It was one big goddamned mystery. Carlynn was gone, as was her firearm. She was as accurate and skilled a markswoman as she was a starship pilot. If she was armed, there was still a chance she was alive.

      He held to that thought with staggering intensity. Lifting his face to the raindrops just beginning to fall, he said a prayer before he set out to find her. He needed all the help he could get.
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      The aroma of spaghetti sauce filtered in Carlynn’s awareness...
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* * *

      “Holy shit. That smells amazing. Are you cooking something?”

      For her third date with Lukas, Carlynn had decided to cook him dinner as a surprise. She grinned at him from where she stood at the tiny counter in what passed for a kitchen in her quarters, her hands coated in flour. Lukas had walked through the door to stop dead in his tracks. He was dressed in baggy camo pants, combat boots, and a snug black tee that followed every bulge of muscle. Now that she knew what existed under his clothes, she could vouch that he sported more handholds on that chest and those abs than the rock-climbing wall in the station’s gym. “There’ll be no cussing in my kitchen, soldier.”

      “Marine,” he corrected with a spark in his gaze that promised immediate and thorough corrective measures.

      “Take your boots off and come on in. And yes, of course I’m cooking something—”

      He stalked across the room and pulled her to his chest. His hot mouth landed on hers, setting off fireworks everywhere, while his belt buckle rubbed against her thin cotton apron, along with other hard things that reminded her of the incredible past two nights of making love with him. His confident hands smoothed everywhere over her body, making it clear that he was eager to reacquaint himself with territory he was hungry to explore all over again. It had been eleven hours, give or take, since he had reluctantly left her bed. She could not wait to get him back in it.

      “Marine,” she finally conceded, a bit breathlessly. Okay, a lot breathlessly.

      He pulled away to smile down at her. She held her flour-covered hands out to the sides so she didn’t dust his black tee. “It does smell amazing in here,” he said.

      “It’ll taste amazing, too. Where’s your better half tonight? I saved some cheese rind for him.” A sliver cut from her treasured hunk of parmigiano reggiano from home, from which she had grated bits for the meal.

      “Bang-Bang’s enjoying great rations and an evening with his buddies at the K-9 center. But not as great as this. What are you making us?” He wore an eager, boyish grin.

      “Puttanesca!”

      “Puttan…?”

      “Put-tan-esca. It’s a very fragrant, very tasty sauce made with tomatoes, garlic, olives, onions, capers, and anchovies—do you like anchovies?”

      “I like everything.” His wolf eyes darkened and made her insides contract with anticipation of later.

      “I can use ingredients that are canned or rehydrated, so it’s my favorite special dish for space station cooking.” She gave the simmering sauce a stir.

      He eyed her small electric skillet. “I didn’t know we could cook on board.”

      “Shush. I’m careful. Nothing I use draws more juice than our coffee makers and microwaves.” She let him taste some of the sauce clinging to a wooden spoon.

      “Jesus. That’s good. What’s it called again? Putter… Pattah…”

      “Puttanesca. Puttana is Italian for whore, so puttanesca is ‘in the style of the whore’.” That got him laughing. She handed him glass of wine and turned her attention back to the floured board of dough. “Legend says the intense aroma of this sauce was like a siren’s call to the men who visited such ‘ladies of pleasure’. Others think the prostitutes made it for themselves to minimize the interruption of their business. They were busy working girls, after all. They needed to be able to whip up a good meal quickly with ingredients from the pantry.”

      As Lukas watched her roll out pasta dough, his thumb traced the sliver of skin exposed where her apron tie pushed her T-shirt higher. She shivered. “Another theory is that housewives would see the ladies of the evening walking by and they’d throw sauce made of leftovers at them from the balconies of their homes, screaming “Puttana, puttana! But, my Nonna Emelia, my grandmother, thinks Italians are way too frugal to have thrown away food. The real story, I think, is that you can use what you already have in the pantry to make this amazing sauce. Like I did.”

      Lukas’s fingers traced distracting paths over her back as she formed little disks with the dough. “It’s cavatelli. Orecchie di prete. Priest’s ears. They look just like little ears, don’t they?”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten fresh-made pasta. I’ve never seen it made, either. And I definitely never had anyone make it for me.”

      She smiled over her shoulder. “I spoil my men.”

      His expression melted into one of intense warmth and wonder. It reminded her of the first night he came to her quarters, the night they met, when he had walked past her walls of photos.

      “Family?” he had asked her, his steps slowing.

      “Yes. Big and Italian. Lots of brothers, lots of sisters. Almost everyone still lives on Long Island. What about yours?”

      “My last foster family lived in Denver. We aren’t in contact.”

      A beat of silence had ticked by, his wolf eyes sliding to the side.

      “I’ve heard a lot of Marines say the Corps is like family.”

      “Yeah. That’s pretty much it.”

      That trace of vulnerability behind his guarded toughness did her in. If she had to choose the moment she fell in love with Lukas—crazy as it was, having just met him that night—that was it. She moved close, coming up to her toes, her stomach touching his. “Consider yourself at home here.” He had kissed her then, hard, and that kiss turned into a thousand other things…

      Three days later, he stood in her kitchen, huge and muscular, observing her drop the last pieces of pasta into boiling water. She couldn’t recall any man being that interested in the process. The last date she cooked a meal for deposited himself at the table, guzzled two glasses of her good wine, and talked about himself. “We’ll remove the pasta just before it’s done so we can finish cooking it in the sauce,” she said. “That’s called al dente. Then we’ll finish the dish with oregano, parsley, and the cheese. Oregano is one of the few herbs that isn’t too bad in dried form. But dried parsley? Ugh. Awful. I’m forced to use it here, but it’s such a lifeless and mediocre alternative to fresh.”

      Lukas looped his arm around her waist from behind. “Dried parsley sounds an awful lot like the women I’ve been with. All of them were lifeless and mediocre alternatives compared to you, Carlynn.”

      “Yeah?”

      He turned her to face him. “Yeah.” His deep voice rumbled in his chest like an idling muscle car, but the way he stroked her hair behind her ear, tucking the strands back to brush his knuckles across her cheekbone was pure tenderness.

      “I could say the same thing about the guys I’ve met,” she confessed.

      His eyes blazed. “At least neither of us want to pretend that this is something else.”
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* * *

      Carlynn’s dream faded, and once more the aroma of spaghetti sauce invaded her nostrils. But not good spaghetti sauce. Not her recipe. She wrinkled her nose and cracked her eyes open. “What is that smell?”

      Rosalie’s bruised face hovered over her. “I heated up emergency rations. I knew the smell of pasta would bring you around.” When Carlynn first saw Rosalie rising up from the mud near the horrifically mangled bodies of Morgan and Jenkins, she thought that the botanist was yet another mud monster. But she was so petite and athletic that she managed to wriggle free before the creature could tear her apart with its beaked mouth. She was now stitched up and bandaged in several places, and filled with painkillers, but she would live.

      Carlynn groaned, sitting upright on the rocky ground, flexing sore limbs. They had taken shelter as high up as they could. Rocks formed a narrow canyon and looked like pointy teeth overhead, giving the feeling of being inside a mouth.

      Something she did not care to think about.

      The ground was littered with discarded MREs. One bubbled over a porta-autoheater. The aroma she had smelled. Little rings of pasta and meatballs in red sauce. Bright red blood. A sea of it. All around her boots…

      Her stomach lurched violently.

      “It’s not your drool-worthy homemade,” Rosalie persisted. “But, it’s food and you need to eat something.”

      “I can’t, Rosalie.” Carlynn loved tomato sauce, but she could not even look at it. The slightly metallic smell did not help. It made her think of blood, of people torn apart.

      “I haven’t touched mine yet, Carlynn. How about we trade?”

      Carlynn jerked her gaze up to see Tyrese offering her his meal. His gaze was both knowing and compassionate. “My beef tips and egg noodles for your Spaghetti Zeroes,” he said.

      “Sure. Thank you.” Carlynn took the towel-wrapped MRE into her lap, blew on the spoon, and shoveled it in. She was starving. “I can’t believe I fell asleep.” And the aroma of MREs heating had made her dream of cooking for Lukas. Lukas! Her heart skipped a few panicky beats. Good God. He was going to come here. He and his Marines.

      “Shock,” McCloskey explained. “That’s why you slept so hard. It drains you.”

      But she hardly heard him. She was too intent on keeping the appearance of calm, of keeping it together. She wiped her hands and joined Wenn, who stood watch at the edge of their high perch in the craggy black peaks. Seth was there, too. He lowered a pair of binoculars when he heard her join them. From this altitude, it was easy to make out scattered groups of the now familiar round humps on the rapidly greening landscape. Over the horizon somewhere, countless animals massed. Those six-legged buffalos. They were the preferred food source for the mud monsters, but the creatures had been in hibernation for a very long time. They were hungry enough to eat anything. It’s not the creatures’ fault, Jenkins, the animal-loving zoologist, likely would have insisted. We are the intruders, the aliens, on this world. The memory of his face, his helpless terror, as he was swept away burst in her mind in snapshot images. She clenched her teeth before other images, those of his brutalized body, roared through her next. “We have to find a way to warn the rescue team when they get here,” she said, stiffly, giving no hint of her turmoil. She had to hold it together—for Lukas. She had this planet figured out. He didn’t.

      “We’ve got flares,” Seth said. “We’ll fire them off as soon as they land.”

      “And if it’s raining? If they see the flares and follow them here?” She would not lure Lukas across the plain to these hills, only to watch him viciously killed. Think, think. “A mayday call—it’s always done in threes. We can fire off three flares, one after the other. They’ll know something is up.”

      But would they figure it out in time?

      “It will be a race against the rain,” Wenn stated in an uneasy tone that confirmed her suspicions that all three of them were on the same page, fighting the same fears. As soon as it rained, the mud monsters would reanimate with moisture to feed. The arrival of rescuers in the midst of it all would mean only one thing to them—fresh meat.
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* * *

      Soon after daylight, the sonic boom of a ship entering the atmosphere woke them up. Carlynn scrambled awake. She was upright before her eyes had fully opened. “They’re here. They’re here!”

      They bolted to the overlook. The clouds were so low after a night of intermittent rain that the ship was not visible until it had almost touched down. “Ready the flares,” Seth said, and Carlynn peeled off the cap on the first one. The other two were arranged neatly next to the toes of her boots. With hope and worry etched on his face, a reflection of her own expression, Carlynn was certain, Seth waited until the ship landed and the Marines had spilled out before having her fire off the flare.

      They watched it climb into the sky, its red-orange glow.

      “The second one now,” Seth said.

      She peeled off the cap, held it over her head, ready to fire it off. Clouds had knitted together and thickened with terrible speed, blotting out a lot of the daylight. She smelled the rain coming, the dirty-sock-stinking rain. When the first raindrop glanced off her cheek, Carlynn felt her chest cinch tight with dread. Not again. The mud monsters would wake up to feed, and there was nothing more they could do to warn the people who had come to rescue them, except to hope their triple flares made sense.
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      A distant boom echoed off the hills. Lukas wheeled around. The sound of whoops accompanied the sight of a bright reddish-orange light soaring into the sky. A flare.

      He almost sank to his knees at the beautiful sight. Carlynn! His hope that she was amongst the survivors blazed as fiercely as that light. Then his emotions zinged in the opposite direction. What if she was badly hurt? What if—?

      “Did they really have to go all the way up there?” Jones wondered out loud. “I’m wearing a seventy-pound ruck.”

      “Seeking higher ground probably. Could have been worried about flash flooding. Let’s go bring ’em down, Sergeant.” How calm he sounded. How cool. He felt anything but. With Bang-Bang leashed at his side, Lukas jogged in the direction of the command ATV, Jones trailing close behind. A drop of rain plinked on his helmet. Then a couple of more drops on his rifle and pack. One of the knolls crackled under his boots. Bang-Bang growled at the dirt, the hair rising in a ridge along his spine. He blocked Lukas from going any farther, his teeth bared. He stomped with his front paws, almost frothing at the mouth.

      A second flare rose into the sky. A double. They’re trying to get our attention.

      So was Bang-Bang, who ran in widening circles, sounding an alarm.

      Hold on, babe. I’m coming. Hang on.

      The rain started to come down hard as Lukas reached the ATV. He waited for his K-9. “Get in, Bang-Bang! Up—now!”

      Then a third flare soared skyward. Three in total now—a distress signal. As he formed the thought, the ground shook. Lukas spread his boots to keep his footing. “Quake!” someone shouted.

      Bang-Bang acted crazed, his eyes urgent. Telling me something. Lukas ensured his weapon safety was off as he scanned the area, trying to connect the dots, listening to his gut that said something was wrong. “What’s he saying?” Lindscomb asked, facing the opposite direction as he also scoured the area for threats. “What’s he seeing?”

      Shouts drew their eyes to one of the Marines jogging toward them, and then to something emerging from the shaking ground to surge up behind him. “Omega company, engage at will—Fire!” Lindscomb shouted. Every Marine in range dropped to one knee and opened fire.

      It was huge, a hulking twenty—no, thirty feet wide and tall, five-pointed, and seemingly unaffected by the relentless bursts of energy. “It looks like a frikken starfish on steroids,” Smittie yelled. The lance corporal, the only female on the team, gave the creature a few long blasts of plasma with an ATV-mounted weapon before they all realized they needed more.

      “Sergeant Jones. One grenade, maximum yield,” Captain Lindscomb yelled, rain spraying off his helmet. “Now.” Jones launched one plasma flux grenade. It hit with a hellish glare, reducing the thing to a smoldering pile of goo. But more “starfish on steroids” rumbled up from their hiding places in the mud.

      Lindscomb’s cool gray eyes met Lukas’s. “Lieutenant, hail the ship. Tell them to strafe any remaining bogeys in the area.”

      “Aye, aye, Sir,” Lukas’s equally even tone was not at all reflective of his desire to light up every last mud-crusted motherfucker on this planet. He stepped away to call in air support from the Maelstrom, at the same time motioning to Bang-Bang with a downward swipe of his hand. The dog hit the ground obediently, his ears going flat. The Maelstrom roared overhead, just under the clouds, guns blazing. Vivid streaks of plasma lit up the gray sky, destroying any creatures that approached too close to the Marines, or that threatened their pathway to the hills where the Starling’s crew sheltered.

      Again and again, the Maelstrom strafed the area. Lukas hunkered down with Bang-Bang, his eyes on the hills beyond, aching to be there. To find out if Carlynn was okay. Then, at last, it was quiet but for his harsh breaths and the drumming rain. He straightened. The smoke and acrid odor permeating the air was quickly extinguished by the downpour. He gripped his weapon and exchanged a pointed look with Lindscomb. “Sir,” he said, wearing his fraying patience like a too-tight suit.

      “Yes, Lieutenant. Go. Go get your girl.”

      Lukas ordered Bang-Bang into an ATV with him, taking a swift moment to reward him with a hug and a vigorous rub behind his ears. “You did good, boy, warning us. Real good.”

      With a knowing tip of his head, Bang-Bang wagged his tail. You’re my humans, he seemed to say. My pack.

      Then Lukas’s smile faded. He narrowed his eyes, his gut taut, his focus on the hills from where the flares originated. Be there, babe. Please. Be there. With the burning hope they would find her waiting safe and sound, he and Bang-Bang sped off toward the black peaks.
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* * *

      From their perch above the savannah, the crew of the Starling cheered when the ship roared back skyward after blasting apart the last of the mud monsters between the Marines and them, allowing the ESF forces to do what they came here to do in the first place—get them the hell home. Wenn gave Carlynn’s shoulder a squeeze. “Now that was some fine flying. Kudos to the ESF Air Force.”

      “You know what they say—When you absolutely, positively need it destroyed overnight, call in airpower.” She lifted a pair of binoculars to her eyes. Then her chest swelled to bursting with love and relief as the first of the ATVs approached, screaming across the soggy grasslands, and she recognized Lukas and Bang-Bang riding in it. Thank you. Thank you. She might be proud as heck to be in the ESF Air Force, but her heart belonged to a Marine.
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      The closer Lukas drove to the hills, the greater his terror. Was Carlynn safe? Was she gravely injured? Dead? He now understood the full extent of the threat she had faced. Those monsters. It had taken the full firepower of an assault ship to beat them back. Worry clawed at him. He was sick with it.

      But the goddamned ATV could only go so fast. He had to steer around charred craters and still smoldering monsters, skirting pools of mud, tall green grass whipping the sides of the vehicle, until, finally, he reached the base of the hills.

      He yanked on the parking brake so hard he nearly pulled it from the vehicle. In the pouring rain, Bang-Bang close on his heels, he stumbled up the steep rocky incline, weighed down by all his equipment and what felt like twice normal gravity.

      “Lukas!” He jerked his head up at the sound of Carlynn’s voice.

      “Baby. Aw, sweetheart,” he gasped as he ran closer. Those were not the words a Marine typically used on missions, but to hell with protocol. The love of his life was fifty feet away up the hill, slipping and stumbling down to meet him, looking just as drenched and filthy and overjoyed as he was. They slammed together, his arms cinching around her, her mouth honing in on the one sliver of his skin not covered by armor, canvas, or weapons. His lips slanted over hers, crushing her close. “Carlynn,” he said, as Bang-Bang ran in circles around them. “Oh, my girl.” They held each other for many long minutes, no further words needed, him soaking in the feel of her in his arms, trying not to crush her small frame, half lifting her off her feet.

      Then, shaking with adrenaline and relief, he moved her back a few inches, gripping her sweet, upturned face between his gloves. “I could have lost you,” he said roughly, scraping his gloves over her dripping-wet hair to push it off her forehead, unable to get enough of seeing her, of feeling her, alive and safe in his arms.

      “You didn’t. I’m here, Luke. I’m okay—”

      “Thank God for that.”

      Her coffee-colored eyes glowed as she gazed up at him. His Carlynn. His future wife, if he could manage a second chance with her. “I love you,” he said. “I need you. I never should have let you go.” She reacted with a soft cry, kissing his words away. “I thought I was past it—Glenn-Musk—but falling for you, I fought it all over again. I’m not past it. Accepting that was tougher than any of the battles I’ve faced. If anything had happened to you, and I wasn’t able to tell you that, I’d have spent my entire life—”

      She pressed her finger to his lips, water streaming down her wrist and his chin. “Your life is gonna be spent with me. A long and happy life.”

      A surge of intense relief flooded him with those words. Life rarely gave do-overs, but he had gotten one with Carlynn. The chance to be an “us” again. Then she kneeled down in front of Bang-Bang, laughing as he exploded into doggy ecstasy, kissing her exuberantly. “Oh my goodness.” She threw her arms around him to hold him still, but a pink tongue flicked over her ear, and that whip of a tail spanked the ground, splashing in a puddle. “Yes, yes, I missed you, too. You were such a good and patient boy, letting me say hello to Lukas first.” She hooked Bang-Bang’s collar and managed to keep him still. The look on the dog’s face was pure joy. “Thank you. Thank you for keeping our promise, making sure Lukas and I found our way back to each other. You’re the best dog that ever was.”

      The ground rumbled, and Lukas felt it in his chest. The clouds lit up from within, then the huge, gleaming Maelstrom appeared out of the mist and descended with the falling rain. It touched down at the base of the hills with a spritely grace totally at odds with its hulking form.

      “Our ride home,” he told Carlynn, pulling her to her feet. He hardly cared about the torturous journey ahead. He would jump a thousand times, a million, knowing she was safe and sound and back with him.

      They picked their way back down the slope as a group, Bang-Bang scampering alongside. Rosalie refused a stretcher but gladly took hold of Sergeant Jones’s arm. The group radiated relief with a somber undertone. Despite Lukas’s bulky armor, he still managed to curl his arm over Carlynn’s shoulders. She acted so brave. Stoic even. Maybe a little too quiet. “We’ll work on things,” he said. “I give you my word. It won’t always be easy. You opened me up, babe. You opened my heart. But it’s opened up other things…”

      “I know, Lukas. I know, and I love you. I watched someone die yesterday. You experienced that times fifty. I respect you so much more. I understand so much more. I saw some horrible things, Lukas. Things I never want to think about again. Or see again.”

      He immediately stopped, steering her off the path. As the others tromped past them, headed toward the Maelstrom’s gangways, Lukas steadied Carlynn with his hands resting on her shoulders, his focus on her and only her, letting her know he had heard her loud and clear. “It’s still fresh. It’s still right there in your mind. It won’t always be.”

      “But what if…I can’t stop seeing it?” she asked, her voice breaking. “Ever.”

      Seeing her so cut up inside from the ordeal she had experienced tore his heart. You couldn’t “un-see” horror. He knew that firsthand. But everyone reacted differently to trauma. Her journey to get her life back would be different from his. But it would not be traveled alone. “We’ll get help. I’ll help you. Whatever you need. Whatever feels right. I’ll be there with you every step of the way. It’s no easy fight, Car, I can tell you that. You might lose a few battles here and there, but we’ll win the war. Me and you. We’ll figure this out.” Lukas knew this time they would.

      She shuddered and leaned into him, her body relaxing, finally. He slid his arms around her. He knew then that he had said the right words. The words in his heart. “Consider this our hard reboot, babe. We’re back together. Forever this time.”

      Tears freely flowing, she tipped her head back and smiled up at him. “Forever. And another forever.”

      Bang-Bang jumped up and planted two muddy paws on Carlynn’s hip. She laughed through her tears, kneeling down to hug him. Lukas gazed down at the two beings in the world that had made all the difference in his life. Yeah, forever and another forever was right. And another forever on top of that.
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      Bang-Bang raced along the beach at full speed as a shadow chased him. The shadow grew closer and closer, bigger and bigger. At exactly the right moment Bang-Bang leaped high off the sand, pivoting in midair to catch the disk his Tall Ones had named Frisbee.

      “Woo hoo! Good boy!” his Lukas yelled, before the voice drowned out in the cheers of other Tall Ones. There were so many of them here today for the gathering. By now he had learned all their smells, and which ones were the most reliable for giving treats—the miniature Tall Ones. Many of them surrounded his Lukas now. They were the Tall Ones’ pups.

      Bang-Bang had always loved puppies. Their happy noises rang in his ears as he raced back to the group with Frisbee.

      “He’s tired, let him rest a moment,” His Lukas said as Bang-Bang leaned against his leg, panting to cool off, his mouth sandy and salty. His Tall One scrubbed him behind his ears. Both his Lukas and his Carlynn looked different today. His Carlynn wore a fluffy white covering that hid all of her legs and partially her hair. It sparkled like the beads of water on the sides of his drinking bowl. Earlier, his Lukas acted so happy seeing her dressed that way that moisture came out of his eyes—and then hers. His Lukas wore what Bang-Bang recognized as a rarely used covering he had seen stored in their faraway den, one decorated with many shiny objects that his Lukas seemed to value very much. But now the top half of that covering had come off, and his Lukas wore his sleeves rolled up, and the bottoms of his leg coverings, too.

      Even Bang-Bang sported a new item for this special day. “You’re the most handsome dog in the galaxy, Mr. BB,” his Carlynn told him when she fastened the new collar around his neck called a “doggie bow tie”. He wore it proudly, prancing to show it off. It was soaked now from the salty water, but his Tall Ones did not seem to care.

      Showered by patting, petting, persistent small hands, Bang-Bang followed his Lukas back to the dry area, and to tables piled high with more food. Bang-Bang decided that he liked this new place named Earth.

      He nosed the air, detected the flowery scent his Carlynn had used to disguise her own much better smell, then trotted over to her. Her loving hands brushed sand off his fur then she turned to his Lukas—her Lukas now, too—and started to brush sand off him. But his Lukas caught her fingers, and Bang-Bang knew what would happen next. It had happened even more today than usual, the kissing, one time even causing the many Tall Ones gathered here to cheer and clap. “They’re married,” one of them told Bang-Bang. “What do you think of that?”

      Bang-Bang thought a lot of anything that made his Tall Ones this happy. Still panting from the exercise, he sat down and watched as his Tall Ones came together, again, their mouths touching for many long minutes.

      “I love you,” they told each other. Then they turned to him. “And you, too, Bang-Bang,” they said, beckoning to him. He threw back his head and let out a spontaneous exultant howl that made them laugh in surprise.

      Once, Bang-Bang was all alone; he was small, afraid, and hungry. Once, his Lukas was, too. But now that they had each other and their Carlynn, there was warmth, joy, love, and, best of all, hope. He could not wait to see what adventures came next.
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* * *

      Don’t miss The Puppy and The Prince, the companion novella to Stray, featuring Trysh Milton, Vash Nadah Prince Rornn B’lenne, and the starving little street puppy that hid with Bang-Bang under the car. Coming soon to online bookstores everywhere.

      

      Want more frontier space adventure on Barésh and Bezos station? Readers love The Champion of Barésh, a full-length stand-alone novel, available now!
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* * *
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      PUTTANESCA SAUCE (from the kitchen of Cris McKone)

      

      Ingredients

      1 pound spaghetti or the pasta of your choice

      1 medium onion, finely chopped

      1 (2 oz.) can of anchovies, minced

      Generous pinch of hot pepper flakes, (more or less to taste)

      Salt and pepper to taste

      Olive oil as needed

      6 cloves garlic, chopped

      1 (28 oz.) can of Italian plum tomatoes (preferably San Marzano), hand crushed, including the juice.

      2 tablespoons tomato paste

      2 tablespoons capers

      1 cup pitted, chopped Kalamata olives

      1 teaspoon dried oregano

      Fresh Italian flat-leaf parsley, chopped, to taste

      Grated Parmesan cheese to taste

      

      Directions

      Boil the pasta while making the sauce but try to time it that the sauce is done first. Better the sauce simmer for a few extra minutes waiting for the pasta than the reverse. Remove the pasta just a little before it is done so you can finish cooking it in the sauce. Sweat the onion, anchovies, hot pepper, salt and pepper in a generous amount of olive oil until the onions soften and the anchovies disintegrate somewhat. Go easy on the salt since many of the ingredients are already salty. Add the garlic and cook one minute more.

      

      Next, add the tomatoes and their juices, stirring with a wooden spoon as you bring them to a boil. Add the tomato paste, capers and olives, reduce the heat and simmer uncovered for 8-10 minutes. Add the almost done pasta and cook until the pasta is al dente. Check for additional salt and pepper. Finish with the oregano, fresh parsley and cheese and serve.
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          About Spark of Attraction

        

      

    
    
      Memory: intact. Cognitive function: enhanced. Emotion: erased. After becoming a cyborg, Captain Dante Stone didn’t think he’d ever feel again, until a traumatized young woman and a ball of synthetic fur helped him to love.
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      “What’s the status on the colonists?” Dante asked Lieutenant Commander Lucille Brack when she strode onto the bridge.

      “Eleven hundred and fifty-nine perished in the Tyranian attack,” his first officer replied. “Two hundred twelve were rescued from the planet’s surface.”

      “We’re sure that’s all of them?”

      “Yes, a bio scan has identified all humans, both alive and deceased.”

      “How are the survivors doing? What kind of shape are they in?

      “Some are handling it well, but others—” Brack shook her head. “Medical is doing their best. The colonists’ problems aren’t physical, but psychological. They’re traumatized, sir.”

      “They never should have been on Verde Omega to start with. What were they thinking?”

      “Probably that the inhabitable planet offered great potential.”

      “But it’s too close to Tyrania.” Dante sighed in frustration. Did people have no common sense?

      Verde Omega, while technically in Alliance territory, orbited on its far-flung edge, bordering Tyranian space. Everyone knew to avoid it, but the idealistic, live-and-let-live New Utopians were too naïve for their own good. Pacifism provided no defense against an enemy intent upon decimating an entire population.

      This wasn’t the first time the military had had to swoop in and rescue the New Utopians. The colonists seeking to establish a homeland on Verde Omega hadn’t caused the invasion, but they could have predicted it. In choosing to establish a settlement, they’d ignored Alliance advisories. They should have known it was only a matter of time before the Tyranians would arrive.

      Arrive they did. New Utopia had sent out a distress call, but solar storms had prevented the signal from reaching Alliance Command for nearly a month. The closest ship, the Crimson Hawk, had responded immediately, but it took two weeks to reach them. By then, most of the settlers had been annihilated.

      “Keep them comfortable until we can deliver them to Space Station Outpost Fifteen,” Dante said. “SSO15 will have trained personnel who can facilitate psychological healing.” If possible. The aliens had been vicious; killing hadn’t sufficed—they’d tortured the colonists. Recovery would be long and hard for the survivors.

      An anomalous, oppressive feeling, almost like guilt, weighed on his shoulders. He wished he could do more, but a warship wasn’t equipped to deal with traumatized civilians. “Take the helm. I’m going to pay them a visit to do what I can to reassure them.”

      “Don’t do that,” Brack said sharply.

      “Excuse me?” Dante arched his eyebrows. He’d known the lieutenant commander since they were academy cadets, and he’d hand-picked her to be his first officer on the Crimson Hawk. In private, rank relaxed, and they spoke freely to one another. But not on duty while on the bridge.

      “I mean, sir, the New Utopian liaison and I have everything under control. There may still be Tyranians in Alliance territory. You have more important matters to deal with. I can handle a few colonists.”

      Ah. Now he understood. “I’m not suggesting you’re not up to the task, commander. I have confidence in your abilities. That’s why I put you in charge of the rescue effort.”

      Brack had taken a personal interest in the colonists’ well-being, and had asked to be assigned to oversee their care on the ship, which he’d readily granted. She was correct: other duties required Dante’s attention. The captain of the Crimson Hawk wasn’t the best person to manage the day-to-day care of shell-shocked refugees. Besides, he knew his strengths and weaknesses.

      His cyborg brain excelled at military strategy, logic, and analysis. Hand-holding and hugs? Not so much. He’d never been a touchy-feely people person, and after his transformation to cyborg following a critical injury early in his military career, the emotions he did have had calcified. Cybermed doctors had assured him the microchip brain implant and the robotic nanocyte infusion wouldn’t change him, but they had. He’d awakened from surgery with memories intact, cognitive function enhanced, but emotions all but erased.

      He’d become like his name: Dante Stone.

      Focused. Driven. Single-minded in execution of duty.

      What friends and civilians perceived as a lack, his military superiors viewed as an asset. He’d quickly risen through the ranks, promoted over those with greater seniority, and now commanded the most powerful warship in the military fleet, with one thousand personnel serving under him.

      Normally, after delegating, he wouldn’t get involved hands-on, but this situation was different. The Tyranians were savage killers. The New Utopians had suffered horribly. Even “Cold Stone”—as it was whispered behind his back—couldn’t fail to be moved by their plight. So at least one visit seemed to be in order. Despite his first officer’s recommendation, he would do what he could reassure them they were safe.

      “Where did you put the colonists?” he asked.

      “They are isolated in crew quarters starboard side over the aft engine bay. Guards are posted to ensure they don’t venture beyond their cabins, the observation deck, or the mess hall.”

      “Good choice,” he said. The Crimson Hawk carried the most advanced weaponry in the fleet. Civilians couldn’t be allowed to wander into areas that might be dangerous to themselves or to the crew.
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* * *

      Woof. Woof.

      Dante approached the passage where the New Utopians were located and cocked his head. Did he hear barking? Canine barking? Someone had sneaked a dog on board? Good galaxy! Animals, even domesticated ones like dogs, were known carriers of disease. They could easily be infected with alien microbes that could sweep through and decimate a contained population like the crew of a warship. The Crimson Hawk had no animal quarantine facility. Given that Verde Omega had been invaded by Tyranians who carried who-knew-what, this was a serious situation.

      He hurried toward the source of the sound.

      A half dozen New Utopians congregated outside the observation deck. In the center of the group stood a young woman with a dog. It jumped around, wagging its stubby tail in a fast, perfect rhythm.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded, forgetting his good intentions to inquire into their welfare. “Who brought this dog on board? Explain yourself!”

      The small group fell away, leaving the woman standing with the canine. “It’s the captain!” someone whispered, but his cyborg ears heard as if they’d shouted it. “Cold Stone,” someone else hissed.

      “Sparky, sit!” the woman commanded, and the dog settled on its haunches. She looked like she was in her early twenties. The clean civvies the crew had rustled up hung sacklike on her scrawny frame. Stringy, dull brown hair drooped around a face sunken from malnutrition, but he rocked back on his heels as if he’d been sucker punched. His chest constricted, and his stomach flip-flopped. A heat totally inappropriate for the situation surged through him.

      What was wrong with him? Though he called upon his nanos to calm his racing pulse, his heart continued to pound.

      “What is your name?” he asked the woman.

      “M-Miranda Lowell. I’m the archivist for New Utopia.”

      “This dog belongs to you?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Where is the liaison?” He directed his attention away from her, away from his disconcerting physical reaction.

      “Here.” A man stepped out of the crowd. “I’m Warren Ochoa.”

      “Remove the canine from this ship. Animals are not allowed.”

      Miranda Lowell recoiled.

      “Captain, we’re a parsec away from the nearest life-sustaining planet,” Ochoa said. “The only way to remove him would be to…airlock him.”

      “No! You can’t do that!” The woman rounded on him, horror flickering in eyes too large for her gaunt face. She couldn’t have had much to eat while running from the aliens. Surviving colonists had fled the invading horde with only the clothing on their backs.

      Her mongrel appeared in much better shape, healthy and well-fed, its short coat groomed and shiny. Good universe—she hadn’t been giving her limited sustenance to the dog, had she?

      Her eyes beseeched. “Please, don’t send Sparky away.”

      Her plea shot into him with a sharp stab. Rules were rules, and while he might have been inclined to bend them—especially for her—he had to protect the health of his crew and two-hundred-plus refugees. The latter, physically compromised and half-starved, were in no condition to fight off an alien contagion. Who knew what they might have already been exposed to?

      “I wasn’t suggesting airlocking,” he said. “The animal could be placed on a pod and sent on ahead to SSO15.”

      She lifted her chin. “No! He stays with me.”

      Everyone was watching, taking note. If he allowed even a small insubordination, it would spread. A ship’s captain had to maintain order and control. He looked at the liaison. “Get with Lieutenant Commander Brack and remove the animal. That’s an order.”

      Now he had something else to feel guilty about. But what could he do? So much for the ‘let me know if there’s anything I can do to help you’ speech he’d planned. His first officer had been right. He should have let her handle this. Dante turned to leave.

      The woman blocked his passage. “I’m keeping my dog with me. You try to take him, and you’ll see what happens!” Anger animated her entire face, giving him a glimpse of what she looked like when she was healthy.

      That inappropriate sexual heat flared low in his abdomen. “Do not threaten me.” Dante leveled a stare that caused those under his command to quake in their boots. “My order stands. Now, move out of the way.”

      “No.” She planted her feet wide apart.

      Gently, he grasped her arms to shift her out of his path.

      Behind him, the dog growled.

      “Sparky’s not even a real animal! He’s a K9-500 bot!” She wrenched away, the force of the jerk causing her to lose her balance. She started to topple, and he lunged to catch her before she fell.

      The mongrel snarled, charged, and latched its teeth onto his ankle.
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      “Sparky, no!” Miranda grabbed her robotic dog and tried to pull him off the captain. This was awful. Stone would airlock him for sure. “Release, Sparky, release!” she cried, but the companion-model robot hung on. “Let go!”

      The captain bent, and gripping the dog’s upper and lower jaws, began to pry its mouth open with his bare hands.

      “Don’t hurt Sparky!” He was all she had left, and the captain could break him, dislocate his jaw.

      “Hurt him?” He peered up at her. “Might I remind you its teeth are imbedded in my leg?”

      She reached under the collar for the power switch on the dog’s nape. He jerked, released the captain’s ankle, and fell over. Still. Silent. “I’m so sorry,” she apologized, wringing her hands. “He’s programmed to protect me, and he perceived you as a threat.” Maybe if she’d explained at the start her dog was a canine artificial intelligence model, all of this could have been avoided—but at the captain’s edict, she had panicked.

      She scooped him up and clutched him protectively to her chest, stroking his soft synthetic fur. He looked and acted so lifelike, sometimes she forgot he was a robot. They’d have to eject her from the ship before she’d allow them to remove him. If they put him on a pod, how could she be sure she’d get him back?

      He hadn’t been bothering anything.

      Well, not until he bit the captain.

      If Stone’s eyes had been cold before, they were positively flinty now. She’d never seen such a dark scowl.

      Blood stained his pants leg, and he pulled it up to reveal a lacerated ankle. For all its small size, the K9-500 had a jaw like a vise and sharp metal teeth. If the bot had attacked a human, the damage could have been severe. Rumor had it Dante Stone was a cyborg, a computer-enhanced human with biomimetic parts. She’d heard cyborgs were immune to pain and practically indestructible.

      “I’m sorry,” she repeated. “It doesn’t hurt much, though, right?”

      “Of course, it hurts!” he snapped. “Why would you think it doesn’t?”

      “Don’t you have those nano thingees?”

      Her fellow colonists were staring, watching the interchange, waiting to see what would happen. Would the captain toss her into the brig? Airlock poor Sparky?

      “All of you, disperse!” He waved at the gawkers. They shuffled away, heading for their shared cabins where space was tight, but safe. Anything beat being hunted by aliens.

      She tried to sneak away, but he stopped her. “Not so fast. I’m not done with you yet.” Captain Stone regarded her from his immense height, muscles bunched and corded under his uniform, his stern, masculine features as hard as his name suggested.

      Her anger had faded, and without fury to give her courage, her knees shook. Staring eyeball to eyeball with him was almost as bad as facing down the Tyranian in the greenhouse. No—no one was that bad. The alien had been hideous. Its red eyes had glowed with malice. And it stank.

      Sparky had saved her. The K9-500 had leaped into the air and attached itself to the creature’s scaly arm. As the Tyranian had attempted to shake off the bot, she’d decapitated the alien with a scythe. Then, she’d grabbed her dog and fled. She’d been on the run for a month, scavenging for whatever native flora she recognized as edible, which wasn’t much, and hid wherever she could, until the Crimson Hawk had arrived, fought off the aliens and rescued the survivors.

      She shuddered as remembered terror clogged her throat.

      A muscle twitched in the captain’s cheek.

      “I did not realize the canine wasn’t a real animal,” he said, and if she hadn’t known better, she would have sworn he sounded apologetic. “But I can’t allow a bot to run amok and attack people.”

      “You’re the only one he bit.” Other than the alien who didn’t count. She hugged the robot tighter.

      “You’ve only been on the ship since yesterday afternoon.” He raked a hand through hair as black as space and buzzed military short. “If you’ll agree to keep the bot deactivated, I’ll allow you to keep it.”

      “I will. I promise,” she said.

      “You should have it reprogrammed when we reach SSO15.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” She would do no such thing. The aliens had destroyed everything else she owned. The K9-500 had been a gift from her father, who died when she was a teenager, and it was all she had to remember him by. She wouldn’t change so much as one synthetic hair on his little fuzzy doggie body. Forget it. Sparky wouldn’t be Sparky if he was reprogrammed.

      She fidgeted and shifted him in her arms. Due to his mechanical and computer innards, the bot was heavier than he looked. She’d never had a real dog, never had seen one other than in vids, but imagined they were just like him, except for his electrically charged metal teeth. He’d probably given the captain a jolt.

      “You can set the bot down.” Stone’s mouth twitched. “It’s safe from me.” His token amusement vanished when he asked, “Have you eaten? You’re too thin.”

      She blinked at the about-face. “I, um, had breakfast this morning.” After six weeks on the run with little sustenance but a few roots and sour, unripe fruit, she’d lost nearly two stone. Food had been one of the first items the crew had offered the survivors, but she’d been in no condition to eat. The horrors of Verde Omega had left her wary of everyone, even her fellow colonists. She huddled in her quarters for half the night until a restless sleep had claimed her. But in the morning, she’d ventured out and binged until her stomach pooched out, and she couldn’t force down another morsel.

      Growing braver, she’d taken Sparky for a walk. And encountered the captain.

      “Good. If you require anything else, contact Mr. Ochoa or Lieutenant Commander Brack, my first officer. You’ll see her around the unit. She’s here to make your transition easier.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be fine,” she said, feeling an unusual and inappropriate pang of disappointment. No one would expect a warship captain to fetch and carry for a ragtag group of refugees. Besides, why would she want to see him again? She would do better to have a fresh start with someone Sparky hadn’t bitten.

      “By your leave, then. Remember, the bot is to remain off for the remainder of the journey.” Captain Stone limped away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Three

        

      

    
    
      Curled up next to Miranda’s feet, Sparky shot off the bunk. Yip, yip, yip, yip! The K9-500’s shrill bark pierced her ears—and probably the corridor, too.

      “Quiet!” she commanded.

      He continued barking—and snarling, pawing at the door.

      “What is wrong with you? Why are you acting this way? Stop it, immediately!” She pulled on the harness and yanked him away from the door. “Somebody will hear you!” She’d made a promise to the captain—the larger-than-life, muscular captain with chiseled features and a gaze that managed to be both stern and brooding. Were all cyborgs as powerfully built as he? As imposing? His mouth had twitched with amusement at one point, but what would he look like if he gave a real smile?

      In the week since the altercation, he’d insinuated himself into her consciousness, and though she tried, she couldn’t scrub his image from her mind. She found herself watching for him in case he paid the New Utopian area another visit, but he never had.

      Just as well. The last thing she desired was another confrontation. He might not be so forgiving this time. She’d intended to obey his order, but after the trauma of the Verde Omega tragedy and the austerity of the Crimson Hawk, she longed for familiar company. Everyone she’d known well had been killed. Having her doggie bot activated helped to fulfill her need for companionship and comfort—especially since the New Utopian woman with whom she’d shared a cabin had disappeared two days ago and hadn’t returned.

      Damn her luck. Now when she needed Sparky quiet, his barking, which had been a rarity before they boarded the ship, had begun to increase. As soon as they arrived on SSO15, she would have a full diagnostic run. Several times now in the week since he’d bitten the captain, he’d run to the door snapping and snarling for no apparent reason. The only people who moved among these corridors were the New Utopians. He’d never acted this way until the Tyranians had arrived. The attack had triggered some programming, a bad line of code that made him hypersensitive to stimuli.

      “Silence. That’s an order,” she commanded. “Return to your pad.” She pointed to the recharging unit where she kept him when he wasn’t in use. “Sit!” He had no sooner settled on his docking station, when a communication hail sounded. Growling and barking, he charged at the door again.

      Her heart thudded. Who would be hailing her? Had somebody heard the noise?

      She doubted her fellow New Utopians would turn her in. Now that they’d begun to relax and feel safe, they’d also started to complain. They’d been restricted to three areas: their quarters, the mess hall, and the observation deck. Armed guards barred them from other areas. “We’re like prisoners!” they grumbled. Most likely they’d applaud flouting the captain’s edict as a way to “put one over” on the Crimson Hawk crew.

      However, the lieutenant commander who met frequently with the New Utopian liaison would report the violation. Miranda had watched the schedule, and when Brack was due for a visit, she’d switched off the dog.

      The hail sounded again. What if the lieutenant commander had dropped in unexpectedly, passed by, and heard barking? Quickly she shut off the bot and plunked him onto his pad before running to the intercom. “Y-yes? Who is it?”

      “Althea.”

      She sighed in relief that her secret was safe—and that her roommate had returned. She’d begun to worry. Where could she have been for two days? Miranda flung open the door. “What happened? Where did you go?” she said, and then her jaw dropped as she took in the woman’s appearance.

      Althea’s eyes were bloodshot, her hair was mussed, and she wore mismatched, rumpled clothing—a man’s shirt with her leggings.

      Ah. The walk of shame. No judgments. Stress increased the human need for comfort. That’s why she had activated Sparky against orders. If Althea could find solace in someone’s arms, more power to her.

      “I must speak to you. May I come in?” Althea focused on the deactivated bot.

      “Of course.” Miranda snorted. “It’s your cabin, too!” She and the other woman had been acquaintances rather than friends on Verde Omega, but after sharing a cabin for five days, they had grown closer. Althea had gotten a kick out of the robotic dog.

      Her roommate glanced furtively behind her.

      “What’s wrong?” Miranda peered into the vacant corridor. “Who are you looking for?”

      “You.” Althea slipped inside, the door slid shut, and she leaned against the wall.

      “I’m glad you’re back. I was starting to get concerned,” she said. The other woman didn’t owe her any answers. What she did was her own business, but it would have been nice if she’d given her some clue she’d intended to disappear.

      Althea pushed off from the wall and moved toward her, her gaze oddly vacant, yet assessing.

      Uncomfortable, Miranda grappled for something to say. “I think something is wrong with Sparky. He’s been acting strangely.” She pressed his power switch.

      With a snap and snarl, he hurled himself at Althea.

      “Sparky! No!” Miranda caught the leash.

      Her roommate scrambled for the door.

      As if short-circuiting, the bot shuddered and snapped its jaws, fighting the leash.

      Quickly she deactivated him and dashed after Althea. “I’m sorry! Come back. It’s okay! He’s off!” But the corridor was vacant.

      Returning inside, she picked up the rigid, silent bot. His teeth were bared in a frozen snarl. She petted his synthetic fur. “Oh, Sparky. What happened to you?” With a heavy heart, she stowed him in a storage locker, where he would have to stay until she could get him to an AI repair shop. She couldn’t risk activating him anymore. Barking was one thing; attacking people was something else. He’d bitten the captain, and if she hadn’t caught the leash in time, he would have seriously injured Althea. He’d gone for the throat!

      She should have obeyed the captain’s order. Thank the universe, Althea hadn’t been hurt. She’d have to find her and apologize.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Beneath Dante’s feet, the Crimson Hawk hummed as it hurtled through space. Arms clasped behind his back, he stared through the observation window at the stars dotting the black. He took a deep breath and exhaled. They were midway to their destination. Two weeks had passed since they’d rescued the colonists. In another fortnight, everything would return to normal. They’d dock at SSO15, the New Utopians would get off the ship, including one particular member, and regular business could resume.

      Miranda had intruded into his thoughts with increasing, rather than decreasing, frequency. How was she doing? Was everything okay? Was she comfortable? Did she need anything? He pictured her gaunt but lovely face, her eyes snapping with ire, her too-slender frame. Why had she of all people awakened his interest, his emotions? The more he thought about her, the more he began to feel. Confusing, conflicting longing for her knotted his stomach and caused his heart to race. Why her? Why now? Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t eject her from his mind, and finally he conceded defeat and asked his first officer about her.

      Not her specifically, of course—he didn’t dare single her out. Rather, he’d inquired in a general way. “How are the New Utopians faring?”

      “Fine.” The lieutenant commander had shrugged.

      “No problems to report?”

      “None.” That his first officer seemed a bit taciturn was unlike her, but Dante couldn’t probe for more information without arousing curiosity. His preoccupation with Miranda Lowell was better kept to himself.

      Memories of their encounter stuck in his mind: her slenderness, her flashing eyes, her scowl, and her obvious affection for, and defense of, the canine robot. She treated it like it was a live dog, a pet. He had to admit it certainly looked real. It had him fooled until she had told him it was a robot seconds before it sank its titanium teeth into his ankle. Since his legs were titanium also, no permanent harm had been done, but it had hurt plenty.

      In his mind’s eye, he pictured Miranda healthy and glowing, her curves filled out, her face serene and unpinched, and an ache filled him. It wouldn’t be totally inappropriate if he paid her a personal visit to check on her, would it?

      Almost as if his longing conjured her presence, her reflection appeared in the window. Dante spun around. His heart took up an unusual pounding. Heat rushed to his face. He feared he might be blushing, and called up his nanos to tamp down the unusual reaction.

      “I’m sorry for disturbing you,” she said. “May I speak to you?”

      People would talk. Rumors could spread like the Aurelian plague. He swept his gaze over the room. Other than the mess hall, the observation deck was the only place on ship where crew and refugees could mingle. Not that they did. They remained apart, sitting among their respective groups.

      He’d never noticed her here before. At the end of his day, he’d come to unwind, to stare into the black. To hope.

      “What is it?” he growled, his heart skipping a beat. Two weeks had filled out the hollows in her cheeks and erased the dark smudges from beneath her eyes. She was still far too slender, but looked much healthier.

      “Um…some of the New Utopians are missing.”

      Of course she hadn’t sought him out because she wanted to see him. Why in the galaxy would she? He straightened. “What do you mean?”

      “They’re gone. I haven’t seen them in days.”

      “There are two hundred twelve of you. If would be easy to overlook someone.”

      She shook her head and lifted up a tablet in her hand. “I thought so, too, at first. But I got a manifest, and went through and checked off everyone’s name. If I had trouble finding someone, I asked people they were close to, so I’m sure I’ve accounted for everyone.”

      “And you did this, why?”

      “Well, I started out looking for my roommate, Althea Withers. We shared a cabin together the first few nights aboard the Crimson Hawk. Then she disappeared. A couple of days later, she returned briefly, but now she’s been gone again for more than a week.” She bit her lip, and a worried frown creased her forehead.

      Dante gestured to a seating area. “Why don’t we sit down?” he said, intending to reassure her. No one could get on or off the ship. The New Utopians had to be here. Either Miranda had miscounted—or they’d ventured into a restricted area. If the latter proved to be the case, then action needed to be taken. Civilians couldn’t be allowed to wander around a warbird.

      Once seated he said, “If your roommate disappeared once before, she’ll come back.”

      “No.” Brown curls bounced with a vehement shake. “Althea is gone. The first time she’d left for only for two days.” A faint blush tinted cheeks. “I assumed she had met someone. Then when she came back, she…um…got scared and, uh, left again. She hasn’t been seen since. She’s vanished.”

      “What scared her?”

      She inhaled and released a long sigh. “I switched Sparky on again, and he malfunctioned. He…uh…tried to attack her.”

      He’d told her to keep the bot in hibernation! Dante compressed his lips.

      “I know, I know. I’m sorry. He’s off now. But don’t you see? Something strange is going on. People are disappearing. It’s not just Althea.”

      “I must insist you keep the bot powered down,” he rebuked, but without censure in his tone because she was upset. “So the unit scared your roommate, and she disappeared. Did you report it to the liaison?”

      “He’s one of the ones missing!”

      “What?” No one could vanish, but this qualified as dereliction of duty. If the liaison had made himself so scarce no one could locate him, he wasn’t performing his job. Another representative needed to be appointed. “Are you certain?”

      “He hasn’t been seen in days. He hasn’t been to his quarters or the mess hall. That was when I called up the manifest we were given and went through it, matching names to bodies.” She tapped her tablet’s screen before sliding the device across the table. “Here are the names. Nine New Utopians have disappeared.”

      Nine? He scanned the list. With the exception of the liaison and the roommate whose name he’d just learned, he didn’t recognize anyone, but nine?

      “What about Lieutenant Commander Brack?” he asked. “Did you report it to her?”

      Miranda nodded. “She said I was mistaken. I’m an archivist. My job is to maintain accurate records and chronicle events. I wouldn’t report people as missing unless I was absolutely sure they were.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t believe you.”

      “But you don’t. I can see it on your face.”

      Dante chose his words carefully. “You have done your research, and your conclusion is logical, but I assure you it’s highly unlikely a passenger could get off the Crimson Hawk. If by some infinitesimal chance they accomplished it, it wouldn’t be without anyone noticing or leaving a computer signature. If your friends are not in the area reserved for the New Utopians, then they have sneaked off to a part of the ship where they are not supposed to be.”

      “How did they get past the guards?”

      How indeed. Apparently, it wasn’t only the colonists’ liaison who’d shirked his duty. The brig was going to be full. “I’d like the answer to that myself,” he replied and tapped his commlink.

      “Yes, captain?” his first officer responded.

      “Please do a headcount of New Utopians. Verify that they’re where they’re supposed to be.”

      “There are two hundred twelve, sir. I’m sure they are in their quarters.”

      “Check again. I have cause to believe several of them may have strayed. You can start by locating the liaison, Warren Ochoa, also Althea Withers, Carolinda Haverson, Benjamin Yves…” He read from Miranda’s list.

      “Anything else, sir?”

      “When did you meet with Mr. Ochoa last?”

      “This morning.”

      Miranda was shaking her head.

      Dante didn’t know what to believe. Well, actually he did: Miranda was wrong. His officers had enough to do without conducting a needless roll call. He eyed the woman across the table. She’d sneaked aboard a robot with a dangerous malfunction, and after promising to keep it in powered down, switched it back on, allowing it to attack a colonist. Why should he listen to her? Because he was attracted to her? If anything, his inexplicable interest offered reason not to follow up. His personal feelings should not sway his decision.

      But, it was possible the colonists had gone exploring where they shouldn’t. They could have gotten locked in somewhere. Or if someone were curious, bored, or mischievous, they might try to hack into the Crimson Hawk’s computer system. What if they accidentally released one of the weapons? Lowered the shields? Disabled a critical function? In addition, if his crewmembers had permitted the New Utopians to stray, Dante needed to know.

      “Do a complete head count and report back to me ASAP,” he said to Brack.

      “Very well, captain.”

      The commlink closed.

      “When I hear something, I’ll let you know.” He handed the tablet back to Miranda. When the lieutenant commander verified everyone was present and accounted for, she would have to accept the facts.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      They stared at each other across the table. An odd expectancy hummed through him. Blood rushed in his ears, and he imagined he heard her heart racing. Impossible. His cyborg hearing was sharp, but not that sharp.

      She dropped her gaze. “Well, I’d…uh…I’d better let you get back to running the ship.” She scooted back her chair.

      Don’t let her go yet.

      “You’re looking much improved,” he said in a rush, and then winced, realizing he’d implied she hadn’t looked all right before. Unlike his metal-reinforced bones, which would never oxidize, his conversational skills with the opposite sex had rusted from lack of use.

      “The food on the ship is very good,” she said. Her lips curved with a small smile. “And I’ve been eating a lot of it. Besides hunting down the colonists, the Tyranians destroyed our food stores to ensure any surviving stragglers would die of starvation.”

      She’d endured a harrowing experience. It had taken six weeks from the invasion until the Crimson Hawk had received the distress call and had been able to get there. If the ship had been any farther away, every single colonist would have perished. If Miranda had become a little anxious, well, it was understandable.

      “How’s your leg?” she asked.

      “Good as new.”

      “I’m so sorry about what happened.”

      “Don’t worry about it. With my nanos, the bite wound had healed by the next morning, and all traces had disappeared the day after. Just give me your word you’ll keep the bot powered down.” A cyborg, he’d healed fast, but if the K9-500 bit a human, the outcome wouldn’t be so good.

      She crossed her heart. “I learned my lesson. I had assumed when you grabbed me to keep me from falling, it triggered a protective response in Sparky, but he hasn’t been performing to spec lately.”

      “You need to get that checked out.”

      “I intend to when I get to the space station. He’s the only thing I have left. My father gave him to me before he died.”

      “On Verde Omega—”

      “No, no,” she added quickly. “He died when I was teenager. I’ve had Sparky ever since, and he saved me from the Tyranians. He bit one of them, too.”

      Thank goodness she had had the bot. “Maybe I could examine him?” Dante offered.

      What was he thinking? He needed to break off all association with this woman—not find ways to spend time with her. A relationship between the captain and a refugee passenger would be inappropriate—not to mention short-termed. Once the ship docked, they would go their separate ways, as they should. And if he already ached at the idea of never seeing her again, how much worse would it be if he got to know her better?

      “I don’t understand.” She frowned.

      “We have an android lab. I’m no coding expert, but as a cyborg, I run diagnostics on my own programming regularly. I can examine…uh…Sparky for anomalies, red flags.”

      Was he crazy? He couldn’t fraternize with a passenger! Tell her never mind. Forget what I said.

      “You’d do that?” Her face lit up with a beautiful, glowing smile. For the second time since he’d met her, he felt as if he’d been punched in the chest. If she ever smiled at him like that...well, she was, but only because he’d offered to run a diagnostic on her robot.

      “Let me see when I have the time,” he backpedaled. Before he extended any more stupid offers, he excused himself. “I’ll let you know what Lieutenant Commander Brack finds out,” he said, and rose to his feet. “I must return to the bridge.” He fled the observation deck.
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      “Captain!” Miranda did a double take.

      The last person she expected to see outside her quarters was Dante Stone. She’d gotten the impression he’d regretted offering to help her with Sparky and figured he’d send someone else to let her know what happened to the missing passengers. But here he was, the narrowness of the corridor making him appear even larger than she remembered. He stood straight as a soldier at attention, the seriousness of his expression adding to the hardness of his chiseled features. Her heart fluttered for reasons that went beyond what he might tell her. She had yet to see a real smile from him, and no one would describe him as approachable, but something about him stirred her interest.

      “I have an update,” he said.

      “W-would you like to come in?” She stepped aside.

      Dante hesitated for a moment, then entered her cabin. His gaze went right to Sparky, frozen on the charging dock. She hadn’t powered him up since he’d attacked Althea, but she had removed him from the locker. Even if she couldn’t interact with him, his visible presence made her feel a little less lonely.

      Miranda rubbed her hands together. “What did you find out?”

      “All two hundred twelve New Utopians have been accounted for and are in the unit.”

      “Are you sure?” She could almost swear more colonists had disappeared.

      “Lieutenant Commander Brack conducted a complete roll call.”

      Roll call, yes. Complete, she wasn’t so sure.

      That morning the colonists had lined up outside their quarters while the commander marched through their wing with a personnel recorder. Her gaze had been hard when it landed on Miranda, leaving no doubt the officer considered the task a nuisance. There were several rows within the east bay of the ship. Just because she had been counted, didn’t mean everyone had been standing outside his or her quarters.

      Dante’s closed expression indicated he considered the matter settled. How could he not? His first officer had conducted an official audit. That the results contradicted her count and the growing unease in her stomach didn’t matter. She didn’t dare ask him to investigate again.

      “All right. Thank you for checking.” Though she wasn’t satisfied with the result, she was grateful he had done what he had.

      Sometime last night, perhaps when they’d talked on the observation deck, she’d begun thinking of him as Dante and not “the captain.” She’d gotten the sense he also felt the energy buzzing between them, but was certain he wouldn’t act on it. In a mere two weeks, the Crimson Hawk would dock at the space station, she’d disembark, and they’d never see each other again.

      “I have some free time,” he said. “Why don’t we bring Sparky to the robotics lab? I’ll hook him up to the computer, and we’ll review his programming.”

      She grinned. Whether he realized it or not, he’d referred to Sparky by name rather than the unit or the K9-500. “Sounds good.”

      Her stomach fluttered at the prospect of spending more time with Dante. He cut an imposing figure, to be sure. At least six and a half feet tall with massive shoulders that scarcely cleared the doorway. Dark eyes, sometimes cold and flinty, but enigmatic too. What danger had this man seen? What danger had he overcome? He commanded a warship now, but she didn’t doubt he’d fought in a more personal way—hand-to-hand combat. Everything about him shouted warrior.

      She’d been a lifelong pacifist until the Tyranian encounter had adjusted her attitude. With pleasure, she would see every last one of them blasted into oblivion. Even though the ship provided a safe haven, she was jumpy during the day and restless at night. Nightmares haunted her—when she did manage to fall asleep.

      It made sense a cyborg warrior captain would make her feel safe. But what drew her was the caring, softer side she sensed. He’d counted the New Utopians to reassure her when he could have told her no. He’d let her keep Sparky after being bitten. Now he offered to examine him and try to repair his malfunction.

      He wasn’t a man who said sweet things; he was a man who did sweet things.

      She picked up the dog, and whispered in his ear, “We’re going to figure out what’s wrong and fix you.” She looked up to find a bemused Dante watching her. “You think I’m crazy for treating him like a real dog, don’t you?”

      “Not anymore,” he said.

      Meaning, once he had. Anyone else would have fibbed and said no. “Are you always so honest?”

      “I’m a cyborg. I see black and white. Facts and lies. Right and wrong. Good and bad. I command a warship that frequently goes into battle. Life-and-death decisions have to be made in a split second. There is no time to equivocate, to philosophize or moralize. I do what needs to be done, and I don’t look back.” A muscle twitched in his jaw.

      She wasn’t fooled. Beneath his hard surface, a man existed. A man with the same needs and longings as any other, maybe more. In his eyes, across the table of the observation deck, she’d seen flashes of naked wanting, of the emotion he kept locked inside.

      And he was here with her. What was that if not a sign of caring and concern? A start of something?

      “Let’s go,” he said in a slightly hoarse voice.

      He ushered her down the corridor. The colonists who roamed the halls glanced her way and shot her sympathetic glances. Word of Dante’s edict to keep the dog deactivated had spread—and after hearing Sparky bark afterwards, they probably assumed she was delivering the K9-500 to his doom.

      The colonists had been placed in the wing nearest the observation deck and mess hall so they would have some freedom to move about, but the robotics lab was located in another part of the ship. Dante marched her by guards stationed to ensure the colonists didn’t venture beyond their area. Of course the guards didn’t question the captain. She looked around as they strode down unfamiliar corridors. A lot of dull, gray, imposing metal. Function superseded comfort or aesthetics on a warship.

      He led her into a vacant robotics station. “The lab isn’t used much,” he explained.

      “You don’t have androids on the Crimson Hawk?”

      “Some—in case we encounter biological weapons or need a bomb diffused. Haz mat bots undergo regular, routine servicing so we’ve never had one malfunction.”

      Guilt skittered through her. She hadn’t considered a K9-500 might need servicing. No wonder he’d gone haywire. “Sparky has never been in for maintenance,” she said in a small voice.

      “How long have you had him?”

      “Ten years.”

      “A K9-500 is much less complex than a military haz mat android. The simpler the robot, the less likely it will malfunction. He should have been okay.”

      The K9-500’s programming differed from a haz mat bot’s, but she wouldn’t call him simple. She tamped down a flash of irritation. Dante hadn’t meant to insult Sparky, and he was trying to help.

      “Here let me have him.” He took him from her arms. “His fur is quite soft. Very realistic,” he said, and placed him on work bench. “His bark sounded lifelike, too.”

      Because he wasn’t simple! Let it go.

      Dante switched on an overhead screen, wheeled over a cart of equipment, and withdrew a cord from a drawer. “First, I’ll run a scan while he’s inactive,” he said.

      “His access panel is on his left side.” She felt around his fur for the release button and depressed it. A panel popped open to reveal his computer innards.

      He flipped a switch. A machine hummed, and the screen flickered with lines. When it glowed an even green, he plugged one end of the cord into the diagnostic scanner and the other into the dog’s port. “Let’s see what we have.” He adjusted a couple of dials.

      Numbers and symbols streamed across the screen. Dante folded his arms and squinted at the readout. “Hmm…”

      Was that a good hmm or a bad hmm? “What do you see?” Coding meant nothing to her. Computer programming was not her forte.

      “Nothing.” He lifted a shoulder. “He appears to be fine. No broken code. No malware. He is more complex than I thought, though.”

      She could have told him that without a scan.

      He punched a button on the machine, and the scrolling numbers froze. He reversed it, then halted the stream. “See this coding here—” he pointed to a line of characters. “That’s his voice recognition app. He’s programmed to respond to your vocal frequency and obey your commands.” He fast forwarded and stopped it at another group of numbers. “This is the protection application. Rather sophisticated. If something triggers it, and if his microprocessor analyzes the incoming data—visuals, sounds, words—as a threat against you, he’s programmed to override your voice commands.” He glanced at her. “Basically, he can’t be ordered to not protect you.”

      “Althea wasn’t a threat, though.” Her roommate hadn’t done anything. Sparky couldn’t go around randomly attacking innocent people. “Can you do anything? Alter his programming?”

      “I can if I have the right equipment. What I need isn’t on the cart. It might be in the lockers, though. Let’s get him running first and see how he reacts to me this time. I’d like to know what program gets executed. Hang onto his leash, okay? If he tries to bite, switch him off.”

      “Okay.” Amanda wrapped the leash around her hand.

      “Boot him up.”

      She pressed the activation button.

      Sparky’s eyes popped open. Woof. Woof. He gave a quiet, friendly little bark.

      “Nice doggie,” Dante said, then glanced at Amanda. “Hang onto him.”

      She tightened her grip on the leash.

      He reached out a hand and stroked him from head to rump. Sparky’s tail thumped the table.

      “I guess he doesn’t perceive you as a threat,” Miranda said.

      “Not so far.” He stroked his fur and watched the screen.

      A long, pink silicone tongue slurped out to lick his hand. It was such a contrast from the way the little robot had been functioning. He was acting normal again. “Maybe the problem fixed itself?” she asked hopefully. “Maybe being powered off did something.”

      “Often it does fix the problem. It returns an operating system to a previous time when everything worked correctly. But without an idea of what caused the malfunction, we can’t risk him going berserk. SSO15 can do a more comprehensive diagnostic to find the corrupted code—if there is some—but for now you have two options. We can keep him off until you get him looked at—or I can try to remove the override so he’ll respond to your voice command no matter what.”

      “So if he lunged at somebody, and I said, ‘stop,’ he’d stop?”

      “Correct.”

      “It won’t change his personality, will it?” People said robots didn’t have personalities – or they were programmed to mimic a temperament, but Sparky was different. No matter what science said, he had a personality.

      “He’ll still be the same. We’ll test him afterward. If he’s different, I’ll restore the deleted code, he’ll revert to the way he is now, and you keep him inactive until you get to the space station.”

      “All right. Let’s do it.” She missed Sparky tagging along beside her. She peered up at Dante, her heart fluttering. What a different man he’d turned out to be. He hadn’t made a good first impression, but he’d redeemed himself. He didn’t need to do this. It was practically unheard of for a captain to adopt this much interest in a passenger’s problem. A man in his position had more important duties than reprogramming a canine bot. “Thank you,” she said huskily.

      His eyes seemed to smolder with some suppressed emotion. “Don’t mention it.” His Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed. “Why don’t you switch him off, and we’ll proceed. The equipment has to be here.” He did an abrupt pivot toward the lockers.

      Provided the crew and passengers were safe, Dante probably didn’t care how a K9-500 unit functioned. He was doing this for her—because she cared about Sparky.

      Surely that meant he felt something for her? But even if the chemistry was mutual, he probably wouldn’t abuse his position as captain and make the first move. If anything was going to grow from this spark of attraction, she would have to take the lead.

      But, did she want to start something with this man? What if they had a fling and when they docked she never saw him again? What if her heart got broken?

      Better than never trying. She was lucky to be alive—she could risk heartache for a chance at love. Life gave you no guarantees, only opportunities. Shouldn’t she grab happiness when she could?

      He might reject her advance. Maybe she misread his emotions, and the attraction wasn’t mutual. She’d be humiliated if she put herself out there, and he rejected her.

      Same answer as before. She’s survived a Tyranian attack when most others had died. A little embarrassment hardly mattered by comparison.

      Now or never. Her mouth dried as she rounded the table. “Dante—” She touched his sleeve. He turned, and the fire flashing in his eyes caused her heart to jitter with hope. “Dante?”

      He shifted his gaze from her face to his sleeve where her hand rested. Butterflies tumbled in her stomach, but she tightened her grip on his muscled forearm. His corded strength imprinted on her brain. Her knees shook. If you don’t do something, you’ll never know.

      “Miranda…” Her name was both a growl and a sigh.

      “Thank you for taking care of Sparky.” Before she lost her nerve, she rose up on tiptoes and brushed a kiss on his mouth. He went rigid—well, more rigid. He was already constructed of hard-packed muscle without give or concession. His heady masculine scent infused her senses. Even if he pushed her away, she would have this moment to remember.

      His hands cupped her shoulders, and she braced for the gentle shove.

      Instead, his arms came around her, and he crushed her against his chest as he plundered her mouth, kissing her with a need seeming to equal her own. The way his heart slammed against his ribs sent hers to pounding.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. Squealed as her feet left the ground. His growl could have been a laugh. Their tongues explored. Teeth gnashed, but it didn’t matter, it was still perfect. Wild, crazy, perfection.

      When her feet touched the floor, he leaned his forehead against hers, and kept his eyes closed. His chest moved, his breath mingling with hers before he stepped back. He picked up her wrist and kissed her palm, but still said nothing. Then he sighed.

      She recognized regret when she heard it. “Don’t say anything…bad,” she begged.

      “What would you consider bad?”

      “Like we shouldn’t have done that.” Leave me with an untainted memory of one perfect kiss.

      “We shouldn’t have.”

      She winced. Well, she’d guessed what his reaction might be.

      “But I don’t regret it.” Dante pulled her into his arms and kissed her again, pulling her tight against his hard body, letting her feel his erection. Doubts receded. He did want her. Physically, at least. Her stomach fluttered with awareness and her need, and she clutched his uniform shirt, kissing him back with everything she had.

      This type of intimacy was crazy, and he was probably right—they shouldn’t be doing this. He was the captain, she was just a passenger, and when she left, their paths would never cross again. But if there was even a slim chance that something meaningful or lasting could flower, wasn’t it worth taking a chance? She knew better than anyone the precariousness of life.

      Something about this man touched her. His stoicism perhaps. He’d earned the moniker of “Cold Stone,” yet that seemed to make him more vulnerable somehow. To everyone else, he might be an emotionless cyborg military officer, but she sensed he was more than that.

      She shivered when he shifted to her ear, her throat, her shoulder. His lips were soft, his jaw slightly raspy, and he ignited tingles with every graze, every stroke, every kiss. Her head fell back, and he took immediate advantage, burying his face against the crook of her neck. Tongue and teeth grazed her skin.

      She ran her fingers through his hair, the strands crisp but smooth, then kneaded the hard muscle of his chest. Dante growled, a low, hungry sound that seemed to echo her coursing need. Beneath her palms, through his uniform shirt, his skin burned with fever.

      His hands did not remain still. He caressed her, touching with a reverent urgency, as if he had to know her. Shoulders, arms, spine, the curve of her waist, her derriere, and back up again. He hesitated only a fraction before slipping a hand around to her front and covering a breast. She arched into his palm as he thrummed the hardening nipple. She gasped. “I guess you don’t regret it.”

      He stared into her eyes, his breath warming her cheek. “Why would I regret it when you’re all I’ve been thinking about?”

      Her breath caught in her throat. He’d thought about her? A surge of joy skipped along nerves.

      “I’m older than you,” he said.

      “So?”

      “I’m a cyborg.”

      “So?”

      “Some people consider cyborgs more machine than human.”

      “I don’t.” She shook her head. How could he think that?

      “You make me feel…alive in a way I haven’t felt in a long time,” Dante said, and her heart soared.

      A flush darkened his cheekbones, and his eyes blazed. He lowered his head and claimed another plundering kiss that rendered her breathless. Her stomach fluttered at her boldness, but she slipped a hand between their bodies to cup him, relishing the thick length. He let her stroke him for a moment, then, with a groan, stilled her hand.

      He pressed a quick, hard kiss to her mouth and he set her away from him.

      The laboratory tilted as if the ship rocked from side to side, but the Crimson Hawk glided through space perfectly level. She was off-kilter.

      This man with the brooding eyes and stony features smiled so gently, she about melted into a puddle at his feet. He stroked a finger down her cheek. “You tempt me, which is why we need to stop before matters get out of hand.” His mouth quirked with a rueful twist. “You deserve better than a quick fu—tryst in an artificial intelligence lab. Let’s finish up with Sparky, and we’ll go someplace and talk, okay?”

      Sparky! She’d forgotten all about him.

      “Okay. I’d like that.” Her lips throbbed. She hoped “talk” was a euphemism. While she straightened her clothing, Dante did the same, and with his fingers, combed a semblance of smoothness into his hair.

      Then he strode to the lockers and pulled open the nearest one. It made a rude sucking noise as it popped open. “Airtight seal,” he explained with an amused grin, but then frowned. Crammed to capacity with equipment and supplies with no apparent organization, it appeared as if someone had shoved as much stuff inside as he or she could.

      “This is unacceptable,” he growled, and she agreed. Military vessels and installations were supposed to neat and tidy; everything had a place, and everything was in its place. The second cabinet, equally packed and in disarray, also failed to produce the needed equipment. The door of the third stuck—not surprisingly, considering the state of the lockers.

      He scowled.

      Somebody’s going to find himself or herself on KP duty. She covered a grin.

      “Something is caught inside.” He grimaced and yanked on the handle.

      The locker sprang open, and Althea’s body tumbled out.
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      The body hit the floor, and Miranda screamed. “Althea! Oh Universe, that’s Althea!”

      Dante tucked Miranda’s face against his chest, turning her away from the gruesome sight of the decomposing corpse. “Don’t look,” he said.

      A sickening sweet odor of decay floated off the remains.

      She squeezed his waist, but then pushed him away. “I can handle it. I need to see.” She’d probably witnessed a whole lot worse on Verde Omega during the invasion. Reluctantly, he released her.

      “You said the last time you saw her was about four days after you boarded the Crimson Hawk?” he asked, recalling she’d reported several disappearances, which Lieutenant Commander Brack had rebutted.

      “Yes—when Sparky scared her.” She glanced at the K9-500. It was sitting on the table, its access panel open, still connected via cable to the code reader.

      He tapped his commlink.

      “Yes, captain?” his chief medical officer responded.

      “We have a ninety-four in the robotics lab.”

      “A crew member is dead?”

      “No, a colonist.”

      “Accident?”

      “Homicide.” How the hell had this happened on his ship? Insects did not exist in space, but when a person died, his or her own bacteria and enzymes broke down the body. Judging from the progression of decay, Althea had been dead for a while—but for how long? Had she been alive or dead at the last roll call?

      “Homicide?” Shock reverberated through his medical officer’s voice.

      “The body appears to have been partially disemboweled,” Dante said grimly. “I want a full postmortem. Get me much information as you can, as quickly as possible.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      Next, he notified security, ordered a full investigation, placed the Crimson Hawk on yellow alert, and had additional guards placed in the New Utopian area. Then he contacted Lieutenant Commander Brack. “Get Mr. Ochoa and meet me in my consult room, stat.”

      “Is there a problem, captain?”

      “A New Utopian has been murdered.”

      “Which one?” the first officer asked calmly.

      “Althea Withers.”

      After he disconnected, he hugged Miranda. “I’m so sorry. I’ll get to the bottom of this, I promise.”

      He couldn’t fathom that a crewmember could be involved. More likely, the victim had had a run-in with another New Utopian. He and his crew knew next to nothing about any of the colonists. They’d conducted a bio scan to verify species and check for communicable contaminants, but there hadn’t been time to vet their backgrounds. They were refugees, survivors of a massacre. Just because the New Utopians were pacifists didn’t mean their group didn’t have a few sociopaths. Perhaps the killer had been imprisoned and got released during the invasion.

      Dante knelt beside the body. Intestines spilled out of the abdominal cavity. He was no doctor, no anatomist, but it appeared organs were missing. Althea had no other marks. No photon blaster burns, no cuts across the throat, no bashing to the skull. He hoped he was wrong, but he had a horrible hunch the horrific wounds had been inflicted premortem. The killer had chosen a little-used laboratory area, cleaned out a storage locker, and stuffed the body inside.

      That’s why the first two lockers had been jam-packed.

      If he hadn’t tried to work on the K9-500, there was no telling how much time would have passed before anyone discovered the body. Lockers were sealed airtight, so odor wouldn’t have permeated the lab.

      Miranda had reported multiple colonists as missing. A bad premonition settled in his stomach as he eyed the other cabinets. Dante rose to his feet. “You may not want to see this,” he said to her.

      The handle of the fourth unit turned easily enough, but as soon as he cracked the door, the decay hit his nose. He froze.

      “Another body?” Miranda pulled her tunic up and over her nose and mouth.

      “It appears so.” He eased open the door and let the gassy corpse slump to the floor. The final cabinet yielded another body. Not nearly as bloated, it appeared fresher. A more recent death.

      Dante compressed his lips. “You said nine colonists had disappeared?”

      “At the time I reported it, yes. I haven’t counted, but think there are more now.”

      He’d brought the New Utopians on board to save their lives, and now it appeared a serial killer had targeted them. The perpetrator was probably one of them, but he’d failed to deliver the safety he’d promised.

      He turned to Miranda. “I would like you to be there when I meet with Lieutenant Commander Brack and the liaison to review and update your missing-person list. We need to begin a search and a roll call.”

      “Of course.” She moved to the table where the K9-500 sat quietly. She disconnected the cable, closed its access panel, and reached for the on/off switch. “I’ll shut him down.”

      “No, don’t,” he said. “Leave him activated.”

      “He might react—”

      “Keep him with you at all times.” He hated to scare her, but in truth, he would feel better if she had a little extra protection. He didn’t know if the killer had chosen his victims for a reason or if he had taken advantage of whatever opportunity had come his way. If he’d caught Miranda alone, she could have ended up a body in the locker. The robot’s protective programming may have saved her life.

      Miranda set him on the floor. Metal nails clicking, the bot padded to Althea’s body, tilted his head back and howled. A chill traveled up Dante’s spine. It was almost as if Sparky knew Althea was dead—and cared. A bot’s programming allowed it to differentiate between organic and AI, between living and dead, but it didn’t develop feelings.

      “Althea used to play with him,” she said. “He always reacted positively to her—until he tried to bite her.” She motioned to the bot. “Come here.” The dog trotted to her side and sat.

      The medical officer and two security team members rushed into the lab. Miranda tightened the leash around her hand.

      “Good galaxy!” the doctor gasped. “I thought there was only one body.”

      Sparky’s ears shot up, and he eyed the medical officer, but he remained at Miranda’s side, quiet and still.

      “At the time I notified you—I did too,” Dante replied. “Unfortunately, I suspect there are more victims. To begin with, I want to know time of death and the weapon used. Don’t wait for a full report to update me.”

      He addressed the security chief. “Up the warning status from yellow to orange. Run a ship-wide bio scan. Get an exact headcount—and search the ship for bodies. Check every duct, every conduit, every locker, every nook and cranny.”

      “Aye, captain,” the security chief replied.

      “I’ll be in my consult room with Lieutenant Commander Brack and the liaison. Keep me informed.”

      He beckoned to Miranda. He cupped her elbow, and with her leading the K9-500 bot, they left the lab.
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      Miranda waited off to the side as Dante drummed his fingers. She had a hunch Brack couldn’t locate Ochoa because he was dead. She’d told them were people were missing!

      She didn’t blame Dante, though. He hadn’t believed her—but he had given her the benefit of the doubt by ordering his first officer to check on it. If she knew one thing about the captain, he didn’t abide sloppy, haphazard work. If he considered Brack first officer material, then she was. So how had she missed so many people?

      Three dead. Probably more. The viciousness of the murders would be etched on her brain forever, along with the tortures perpetuated on Verde Omega. Malevolence existed everywhere, it seemed. She hoped her roommate at least had died quickly—but feared the opposite.

      Don’t think about that.

      She rocked and hugged Sparky’s fuzzy, still body. Upon arriving in the consult room, he’d acted like a typical dog, running around the room sniffing everything and wanting to play. She was glad he seemed to be restored to his previous state, but this was a serious situation. Dante didn’t need the distractions of a K9-500 bot poking his realistically wet nose into his crotch while trying to conduct a murder investigation. So she switched Sparky to off for the duration of the meeting.

      Which had yet to occur.

      With each passing minute, Dante’s impatience rose, as evidenced by his darkening scowl.

      “Captain?” The medical officer’s voice wafted through the commlink. “I have some preliminary test results.”

      “Proceed.”

      “The earliest death, Althea Withers’s, occurred more than two weeks ago. Another one last week, and the third, three days ago.”

      All before the roll call. They couldn’t have been counted!

      Dante’s expression turned fierce. “Go on.”

      “A scan has revealed traces of an unusual protein in the wounds of all three victims.”

      “What kind of protein?” he asked.

      Miranda hugged Sparky and rocked. Poor Althea. She’d been dead two weeks—

      How could that be? She’d seen her a week ago when she’d come to the cabin…

      “I’m running the protein through the analyzer for verification, but I believe it is nonhuman.”

      She stopped rocking.

      Dante snapped his head back. “You’re saying, alien?”

      “I believe so. The victims’ livers are missing,” the doctor said. “And there’s something else. The nature of the wounds suggests they were not inflicted with a bladed object, but by claws.”

      Claw marks. Missing livers. Alien protein. The blood drained from Miranda’s face.

      Dante swore and leaped to his feet. With the commlink to the medical officer still live, he opened a channel to security. “Threat level red! There’s a Tyranian on board.”

      “Great Jupiter!” the security officer gasped through the mic.

      “Find the alien!” Dante said.

      A second later a siren blasted through the ship. “Threat level red. Threat level red,” the ship’s computer announced.

      Rusty fear closed her throat. Not again. Please, not again.

      Lieutenant Commander Brack burst into the consult room. “Captain, what’s going on?”

      “There’s a Tyranian on the Crimson Hawk. It must have sneaked aboard when we picked up the New Utopians,” Dante said.

      Events of the massacre flooded Miranda in a wave. The huge alien ship hovering in the sky. An armada of pods floating to the planet’s surface. The attack. The screams. The bodies. So many bodies. The alien confronting her in the greenhouse. Its nauseating odor—even worse than the smell of decay from its victims.

      The remembered stench was so real, she could smell traces now.

      “Impossible, sir.” Brack shook her head. “I led the ground crew performing the rescue. I ran the bio scan myself, screening every single passenger before he or she boarded the ship.”

      “You also reported all were accounted for after a second scan. At least three were dead at the time. How do you explain that?”

      “I don’t know, sir.”

      “Where is the liaison?” Dante asked.

      “I was unable to locate him.”

      Because he was dead. Miranda was certain.

      Dante raked a hand through his hair. “There could be more than one Tyranian!”

      Oh universe, it was happening all over again. Here in this room she was as safe as she could possibly be, but once they left, she wouldn’t be able to trust Dante was Dante.

      “How could something like this happen?” He paced.

      “Perhaps the scanners are malfunctioning,” Brack suggested.

      Fear constricted her throat, and her mouth dried. The captain and the lieutenant commander didn’t know. Nobody had until the invasion had occurred, and they’d seen it with their own eyes. “T-they shift,” she croaked.

      Dante whipped around. “What did you say?”

      “They shift.” She slid her fingers under the dog’s collar. Her hand shook so much, she couldn’t find the on/off switch. Sparky had saved her on Verde Omega. With aliens on board, she wanted him active. “The aliens can transform themselves and assume the shape of other species.”

      “Absurd.” Brack shook her head.

      After the invasion had begun, the colonists had learned they couldn’t even trust each other—because their neighbor, their friend, their spouse might not be human. Unable to trust anyone, you were on your own. Divide and conquer became the alien’s strategy to defeat the colonists who’d survived the initial onslaught.

      She’d hidden in the greenhouse on Omega Verde with a fellow colonist she’d known well—only to watch in horror as he shifted into a Tyranian.

      “No.” The commander shook her head vehemently. “We have no data to support your claim.”

      “I’ve seen it!” Miranda finally found the on/off switch and depressed it.

      With a little jerk, the dog animated, his eyes popping open.

      A snarl erupted from his throat, and he launched himself at Brack, clamping onto her forearm as she threw up her hands.

      “No! Sparky stop!” Miranda sprang up as Dante charged from across the room.

      Bam! Bam! Bam! Brack bashed the K9-500 against the wall, but the bot hung on, growling ferociously.

      A spreading green stain darkened the lieutenant commander’s sleeve. Miranda’s gaze flew upwards to meet rheumy red eyes. She screamed.

      Dante thumped his commlink. “Security! Code 14! Consult! Stat!”

      It all happened so fast. Too fast.

      Lucille Brack’s forehead and cheeks undulated as if something crawled beneath her skin. Then her flesh peeled away to reveal a scaly, fanged Tyranian.

      It hissed and slammed the dog against the wall so hard it dented the mental and dislodged the bot. Legs crumpled, Sparky fell to the floor where he continued to snap even though he couldn’t walk.

      The alien lunged. Dante shoved Miranda out of the way. She landed next to a disabled, snarling Sparky. A red streak slashed across Dante’s chest as he took the blow intended for her. The alien whirled, swiping with its talons, growling and gnashing its teeth.

      “Run! Get out!” Dante dodged, but a long barb raked across his shoulder. He landed a powerful kick in the alien’s abdomen, throwing it backwards into the door.

      Exit blocked. She wasn’t going to get out that way.

      The alien sprang at Dante. Two more swipes shredded his shirt and the flesh underneath. He aimed a punch at the creature’s throat, but it jerked out of the way, and the blow grazed off its skin. It roared and sank its razored teeth into Dante’s left shoulder while clawing at him.

      He beat at the alien’s scull. It reared its head back, but before it could bite again, he drove his fist into its eye. The orb exploded, spraying green mucous. The Tyranian shrieked.

      Sparky snarled, jerking his body, trying to rise on crumpled legs folded up like accordions.

      Enraged, the alien struck out with a powerful blow that caught Dante in the chest. He reeled, crashed into the wall and slumped. Oh universe, had the alien killed him?

      The Tyranian advanced on Miranda. Green fluid seeped from the busted eye socket. The other eye glowed red. Disgusting breath fouled the air.

      She screamed. So did the alien as the dog snapped his jaws around its sticklike ankle. She scrambled backwards, but the alien advanced, dragging the bot.

      She backed into the wall. Tears streamed down her face. “Please, don’t. Please.”

      Reaching out, it burned a gash down her cheek with one talon. It jabbered, then drew back its clawed hand for the killing blow.

      A uniformed forearm hooked around the Tyranian’s throat. The good eye bulged, and then its neck popped as Dante snapped it. He threw the body to the floor.

      Blood covered his torso, and his uniform hung in tatters, revealing angry, gaping wounds, but he gathered Miranda’s shuddering body in his arms and rocked her.

      “It’s okay, now. It’s okay.” He rubbed her back.

      She buried her face against his wet, sticky shirt and cried. “I th-thought you were d-d-dead.”

      He stroked her hair. “I’m a cyborg. I’m too stubborn to die.”

      “You’re hurt bad,” she said.

      “Not so bad,” he denied.

      Keeping his good arm around her, he reached for the commlink with his injured one. She felt him wince. He tapped it. “Security! Where the hell—”

      “Here, captain!” A petty officer bounded into the room with a security team.

      Medical appeared next, swarming over her and Dante, who issued orders and shook off the doctor’s attentions.

      His furry muzzle stained green, Sparky continued to gnaw on the alien’s ankle. They had to deactivate him to get him to let go so they could remove the body.

      “Take her to sick bay.” Dante handed Miranda off to the medical officer. “Put two bodyguards on her until we’re certain the ship is safe.” He looked at Sparky. “The K9-500 was damaged in the attack. Get an AI repair tech on it.”

      “What about you?” Miranda asked. “You’re hurt too!” The doctor pressed a soothing compress to her burning cheek. Blood ran down her neck and chest.

      “I don’t have time for treatment. I have a ship to secure. My nanos will heal me.”

      “You should let me take a look at you,” the doctor said.

      “Not now. And that’s an order.”

      They started to lead her away. She hated to go, didn’t want to leave him, but she had to. He had to see to the safety of the crew, passengers, and the ship, and she would only get in the way.

      “Miranda?”

      She met his gaze, dark and serious.

      “We’ll talk later. I promise,” he said.
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      “Who is it?” Miranda’s hesitant voice inquired.

      “It’s me,” Dante said outside her quarters. His heart thudded. He couldn’t wait to see her. To hold her. To present his proposition. Would she agree? It would be a big step.

      Woof, added the repaired K9-500, held in his arms.

      The door opened.

      “Sparky! I missed you so much!” She reached for her dog.

      He handed him to her.

      Woof. Woof, the bot barked as she kissed it.

      “Captain.” She nodded at him.

      She’d called him Dante before. Kissed him heatedly. Cried in his arms. Now she called him captain and gave him a nod. Uncertainty skittered through him. Had he waited too long to approach her? A week had passed since the attack. They’d dock at SSO15 tomorrow afternoon. He’d been tied up in meetings with the admiral and had personally overseen the sweep for aliens and the identification of every crew member and New Utopian. Though Miranda had been ever-present on his mind, he hadn’t had a spare moment to go her, and what he wanted to say required more than a moment.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I wanted to come sooner, but I had duties…”

      “I understand.” She hugged Sparky tight, and jealousy stabbed at him. Over a bot! “Would you like to come in?” she asked politely.

      Not the warm welcome he’d expected, but he’d take it. “Thank you,” he said.

      “How have you been?” she asked.

      “Fine,” he replied. “You?”

      “Fine.”

      The distance in their conversation knotted his stomach. They sounded like two strangers. Had he put too much emphasis on the kisses they’d shared? Had she decided he was too old, too cold, too machine-like to love? That she obviously loved Sparky, who was a canine robot, had given him hope that maybe she could love him, too. He scrutinized her face for signs she was glad to see him. She looked guarded.

      “Your face is healing well,” he commented, relieved the slash the alien had inflicted was on the mend.

      “Medical worked wonders,” she said. “You’re completely healed. You’d never guess you were injured.”

      “A benefit of being a cyborg.” One of the few. Other times being part human, part machine was a curse.

      She set down Sparky and pointed to his pad. “Sit,” she ordered. He trotted over and docked himself. “What can I do for you, captain?”

      Captain again. He jettisoned what’d he’d been about to say. What was the point? The kiss had seemed so promising. Whether mutual attraction could have developed into a deeper, lasting connection was an open question, but it had been worth pursuing. Except the opportunity appeared to have passed. In the interim she’d probably realized how badly he’d failed her. She’d insisted people were missing, and he hadn’t given her concerns his full attention. As a result, she’d been attacked again, and Tyranians had killed more colonists. If she blamed him for what happened, it was no less than he deserved. His spirits sagged.

      “I thought you’d want an update on what we discovered,” he said. The information wouldn’t improve her opinion of him.

      “Have a seat.” She gestured to a bunk and then sat opposite him.

      “We found the bodies of twenty New Utopians—including the liaison—and four crew members besides Lieutenant Commander Brack.”

      “Good galaxy!” She clapped a hand over her mouth.

      “And, we captured and destroyed four Tyranians.”

      “Four?” she gasped. “Are you—are you sure you got them all?”

      “Yes. Every individual’s identity has been confirmed.”

      “How did they get on board? We were scanned!”

      “I believe when the Crimson Hawk arrived on Verde Omega and the aliens retreated, they abandoned a few comrades who ultimately killed Lieutenant Commander Brack and three colonists and assumed their forms. With one of them posing as my second-in-command, they were able to walk on. If a bio scan occurred at all, it was rigged.”

      Once aboard, the aliens had gone on a killing spree, assuming identities as needed. “We learned how they shift,” he said. “Humans have a liver enzyme which gives the aliens the ability to take their form. Eating the liver enables them to shift. That’s why they’d disemboweled some victims.”

      Her face froze with horror. “Althea had been disemboweled. You’re saying she was an alien when she came to my cabin?”

      He nodded.

      She pressed a hand to her throat.

      “We got them all.” He wanted to hold her, reassure her she would never be threatened again.

      “How can you be sure? We thought we were safe before! Can the bio scanners detect a shifted Tyranian? How certain are you of the accuracy?”

      “The scanners are about ninety percent, depending on how much of the enzyme the alien ingested. It’s the enzyme that turns out a false positive.”

      She waved her arms. “Ninety percent isn’t good enough!”

      He pointed at Sparky. “He’s 100 percent.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That’s one reason why we kept him so long. We discovered your K9-500 bot is dead-on accurate in determining human from alien. He found a Tyranian our scanners had missed. So we ran him by every single person on board. I don’t know who programmed him—”

      “My father,” Miranda said. “He was a geneticist as well as an AI engineer. Sparky was actually a prototype he wanted to manufacture.”

      “We would like to further study his coding, and adopt it for our bio scanners.”

      “If it will help, of course! But we’re leaving tomorrow. We’re arriving at the space station, right?”

      Dante nodded. “The other New Utopians will be disembarking. I would like you to remain on board. I can offer you a civilian position as an archivist on the Crimson Hawk.”

      “So you can study Sparky?”

      “That’s not the only reason.” He glanced at his boots before lifting his gaze to hers. He inhaled. “I had hoped the feeling between us was still mutual, and you’d stay—to spend time with me.”

      “You mean you still care? I waited and waited. And when you didn’t come, I thought you’d started to regret…”

      “I’m sorry. I wanted to see you so much, but duty intervened. And when we discovered the bio scanners weren’t completely accurate, we had to run the whole process over again with Sparky—and thank goodness we did—then—”

      “Yes! I’ll stay!” Miranda flung herself into his arms, and they toppled over onto the bunk.

      He kissed her with all the longing he’d had to suppress in the past week. When he released her, she was breathless. He couldn’t stop grinning. He brushed the hair from her face and stared into her eyes.

      “I didn’t think permanent non-military personnel were allowed on warships,” she said.

      “We have civilian contractors on board, and exceptions are sometimes made for others if there’s a significant need.”

      “Like with Sparky.”

      “Like with Sparky. You to need to be aware what you’re getting into. We could be in space for months between furloughs and space-station stops. Duty will demand my time—”

      “Dante?”

      He arched his eyebrows.

      “I want to stay.” She thumped his chest. “Stop wasting time and kiss me.”

      Heat flared within him, and his heart swelled as if it would burst. He claimed her mouth in a long, deep kiss. He didn’t know what the future would hold, but with Miranda at his side, he couldn’t wait to find out.
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      Picking a pet for Pets in Space…

      I knew Spark of Attraction would be a cyborg romance. What I couldn’t decide was what kind of pet to feature. My natural inclination was to go with a cat. But since the story is a science fiction romance, I wondered if it should be a robot cat. Or was that still too conventional? Should I create entirely new alien pet? Argh! I didn’t know what to pick! My husband suggested a dog (he’s more of a dog person than a cat person). I wasn’t too keen on the idea at first, until the idea of a robot dog named “Sparky” came to me. To me, Sparky conjures bundles of spunky cuteness. Even a cyborg can’t help but love a little robotic dog named Sparky.
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      Cargo Master Owen Embersson is shocked when the Nebula Zephyr’s ship’s cat and her alien sidekick, Midorri, alert him to the presence of a stowaway. He has no idea of the dangerous complications to come – nor does he anticipate falling hard for the woman whose life he now holds in his hands. Life aboard the Nebula Zephyr has just become more interesting – and deadly.

      [image: ]
* * *

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          One

        

      

    
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      This was the time of day he enjoyed most, when all his crew had gone off duty and the Nebula Zephyr’s top cargo deck was quiet. Sure, more work remained tomorrow to get the cargo squared away properly and ready for the next stop, but there was no rush, being several weeks out. Cargo Master Owen Embersson surveyed his desk in the tiny office on Deck 18. Time to leave the place to the ship’s AI, go have his dinner in his cabin and then resume work on the scale model of a long-vanished temple he was building. This one was incredibly intricate, and he’d charge the customer triple the usual price.

      Stepping onto the echoing deck, he called for Moby. She spent most of her evenings hunting vermin lurking among the monstrous crates and containers, but she usually passed the first part of the evening in his cabin, eating the incredibly expensive cat food he had the ship’s AI keep in stock. Not much else to spend his salary on. “Come on, cat, I want my dinner even if you don’t,” he said to the elegant vision in white fur who trotted from the murky recesses of the deck. How she stayed clean when she spent her days prowling the cargo deck, he’d never know.

      Purring, she came to his steel-tipped work shoes but evaded his effort to pick her up, moving just out of range the way felines did, as if cats could teleport. Moby scampered toward the towering stacks of cargo then turned. Seeing he’d failed to chase her, she sat, tail twitching, head tilted, eyeing him.

      “What’s the matter with you? I’m not in the mood to throw cat toys and retrieve them right now.” Embersson headed toward the gravlift. Moby regarded the entire ship as her territory and could find his cabin for her dinner when she was hungry.

      In the next minute, he nearly tripped as she rubbed his ankles, nipping at one in passing. Swearing, he caught himself with a hand to the bulkhead. “What in the seven hells is wrong with you tonight? Giving me a concussion won’t get you fed.”

      Moby yowled at him and ran toward the stacked cargo again.

      Figuring she wanted to show him a recent kill, which he’d then have to dispose of, he followed.

      Moby moved faster now that she’d gotten him with the program.

      He followed her around the corner of the pallet the ship had taken on earlier in the day and found Midorri, the Zephyr’s other pet, crouched beside a free trader container. “What mischief have the two of you gotten into now?” he asked Moby. Midorri came aboard the Zephyr originally as the pampered pet of a princess, but after the whole outbreak incident, Sector authorities refused to let the lady disembark on Sector Hub with the undocumented animal, so the ship had kept the odd green fluffball. Dr. Shane was her official owner of record, but the entire crew liked the slightly clumsy but always amusing creature.

      Midorri sneezed, as she was often wont to do, allergic to humans perhaps, and flicked her plush prehensile tail before lowering her head and extending her long green tongue to lap at something on the deck.

      “Freaking flares, do not tell me we’ve got leaking cargo. Damn free traders and their beat-up equipment.” He hoped Moby hadn’t sampled whatever Midorri was drinking. The alien animal could probably handle anything up to and including nuclear fuel, who knew, but Moby was definitely a terrestrial cat, with a more delicate stomach. He tried to shoo Midorri away from the slowly growing puddle of green goo, dripping from a dented corner of the container. Musta gotten banged when the shuttle crew offloaded the final pallet too fast and had to straighten everything in a rush.  Funny, he’d never have picked this box—well constructed, made from high-quality materials—to be a problem. “I better see what’s in there,” he said to the interested animals.

      Moby yowled, startling him as her voice echoed, and Midorri emitted a high-pitched chirping that grated on his ears like a physical assault.

      Spurred on by the animals’ distress, which confirmed his own suspicion he faced a genuine problem, Embersson used his cargo master key, which was supposed to open any container on his ship. Nothing happened. Swearing, he tried again. “This free trader’s never shipping anything with us again, idiot forgot to set the damn code for my access. Maeve, can you open this?”

      “Of course,” the ship’s AI said. “I haven’t forgotten all my military skills just because I run a cruise ship nowadays.”

      “Wait a second.” He stepped aside, encouraging the animals to do so as well. He imagined a gush of whatever was leaking when Maeve did her hacking thing and overrode the container controls.

      Midorri tried to climb over his boot to return to the growing puddle.

      A loud click echoed in the cargo bay and the seams on the crate glowed yellow, unsealing in a smooth progression along the rim. Sure enough a deluge of liquid followed, but Embersson froze for a moment as he saw what had been inside the crate. Then he was on his knees beside the now-open container, heedless of the green cryo fluid soaking his pants, as he tried to extricate the woman who’d been illegally stored inside. She was tightly curled in the midst of the cryo tubes, and he swore again as he realized chains bound her ankles.

      Carefully he disentangled her from the nonfunctioning equipment. She opened her eyes for a moment, staring straight at him with beautiful green and gold eyes before convulsing, knocking Embersson off balance. He broke the fall for both of them, holding her securely.

      Midorri scrabbled across his body, gently poking the woman with her head, making mewling sounds.

      Shoving the beast away with his elbow as he got to his feet, he observed the woman wasn’t breathing. “Tell Dr. Shane I need her down here now, with a crash cart,” he yelled to the AI as he laid the stowaway on the deck and checked for a clear airway. Ear to her chest, he detected no heartbeat. “And get Jake too. We’ve got a real mess on our hands.” Not knowing what else to try, he placed his hands on her chest and performed old-fashioned CPR. The deck’s rudimentary first aid kit held nothing for restarting a heart.

      “I’ll alert the captain as well,” Maeve said on the private link she maintained with all senior officers, including him.

      “Fine, good idea.” He puffed breath into the woman’s mouth and resumed compressions. “Come on, come on, breathe for me, lady. Where the hell is Dr. Shane?”

      “She’ll be arriving in one minute,” Maeve said, ever calm. “The patient is an unknown type of sentient, not previously recorded in the Sectors, by the way.”

      Embersson continued his efforts—counting, compressing, breathing—hoping he wasn’t breaking the woman’s delicate ribs with his efforts.  “Helpful as always, Maeve.”

      “Your sarcasm is unnecessary, Cargo Master.”

      He heard the cargo deck gravlift door cycle open. “Over here,” he yelled, “Behind the first set of pallets.”

      Emily Shane, Ship’s Physician, sprinted toward him, an antigrav medcart and litter in her wake. Jake Dilon, Security Chief, ran right behind her. Taking a quick look, the doctor grabbed a couple of injects. “Bad cryo cooler fluid?” Grabbing a portable scanner from the cart, she focused on the woman’s chest area and assessed the physiology. “Lungs, heart, the basics.”

      “Maeve says an unknown race.”

      “Figures. Humanoid enough. Move aside, and I’ll restart the heart, clear the lungs now.” Emily used all three injects and then attached a probe. “Can you gentlemen transfer her to the litter?”

      Owen took the stowaway’s shoulders, and Jake took her legs. Fingering the shackles on the patient’s ankles, he asked, “What have we got here?”

      “Not an ordinary stowaway situation, that’s for sure. We can remove those cuffs, but check out the collar. I didn’t like the looks of it, not ordinary jewelry, I’m thinking.”

      Frowning, the ship’s Security Chief bent over the woman’s neck. “Emily, be careful – this is an explosive device.”

      “I’ll watch it. Presumably whoever put it there didn’t want her dead, more of a deterrent.” Dr. Shane didn’t pause for an instant, administering treatment. Owen knew she’d seen more things on the front lines of the Sectors’ war with the alien Mawreg and their allies than most people experienced in their entire lives. “You gentlemen can go talk a few feet away and take the animals – you’re all in my way.”

      Vicente, the nurse who’d been a military medic, rushed onto the cargo deck and jumped right in on assisting Emily.

      Owen held onto Midorri, balancing on his shoulder with her ringed tail looped around his neck.  “Grab Moby for me, would you, Jake?” He edged toward the door, reluctant to leave the unconscious woman’s side. The single glance he’d had from her on the cargo deck hit him like a knife, as if he was her only hope and she was drowning.

      He heard a choking gasp, and the patient coughed, retching up more cryo fluid. Instinctively he stepped forward to help, he had no idea how, but Vicente blocked his path.

      Jake took his elbow. “A good sign, but we need to let them work – the professionals have got her now.  Come over here and tell me what happened.”

      He let himself be drawn away but glanced over his shoulder to find the mystery woman staring at him as she sank back on the litter. “Is she out of danger?”

      “Probably, can’t be sure. We’re moving her to sickbay now so I can get her hooked into monitors, start the proper therapy for cryo problems. Her heart is showing a tendency toward fibrillation which concerns me.” Emily frowned as she checked her readouts. “I want these shackles off her.”

      “I’ll have two of my men meet you at sickbay, and Clint can take care of the cuffs for you,” Jake said. “But you’ll have to keep her in restraints until we know more.” He raised a hand as the doctor opened her mouth to protest the order. “We can’t simply assume she’s an innocent victim – I’ve got the safety of the ship and everyone aboard to consider. So until we know more, we’ll keep her immobilized in a more humane fashion than chains. Can you activate the privacy screen while you’re transporting her? It’s late at night, thank goodness, but you may run into passengers in the A Deck corridor. I want as little attention on this incident as possible.”

      “Of course.” Emily seemed surprised by his request but acquiesced readily enough. “What should I do about the collar?”

      “Red and I’ll come examine it as soon as I’m done here. He did demolition work when we were in the Special Forces, so he may have an idea how to defuse the device. Give it a wide berth for now.”

      Drawn by the woman’s gaze, which she kept locked on him in an almost pleading fashion, Owen stepped closer to the litter. She reached out one hand and without thinking, he clasped her fingers in his, feeling how chilled she was from her violent trembling. “You’ll be fine now,” he said, leaning closer, while Emily and Vicente prepared the litter for transport. “Dr. Shane will take care of you, I promise.”

      She squeezed his hand tighter and then arched into another convulsion.

      Moby screeched her disapproval and scooted behind the nearest cargo crates while Midorri scrambled down Owen’s back and leapt to a perch on a nearby loader, chittering and whining with ear splitting volume the whole time.

      “Sickbay now,” Emily said. She and Vicente moved the antigrav litter and associated equipment to the gravlift entrance.

      Captain Fleming walked onto the cargo deck. He stepped aside to let them pass, Moby and Midorri hustling in their wake.

      “I’ll be up to check on her later,” Owen said, raising his voice.

      “What the seven hells is going on here?” Fleming asked. “Hardly the usual stowaway case, from what Maeve told me.”

      Owen briefed the captain while the three men examined the open freight container without touching any part of it. One of Maeve’s small cleaning robos bustled over the deck, absorbing the puddle of cryo cooler fluid.

      “Save the liquid for evidence,” Jake directed the AI. “Never know what may be a clue.”

      “Who shipped this?” Fleming asked.

      Owen checked the info on his handheld. “InterPlanet Novelties. Never heard of them, undoubtedly a false front company. These two pallets came aboard late – we weren’t the primary choice of shipper, but the original vessel suffered an unexpected delay making port. I picked up the load for them since we had space. I owed the freight forwarder a favor or two.”

      Jake gave him a sympathetic grin. “Sorry now?”

      Owen grunted, a vision of the woman’s face flashing through his mind. “The container’s scheduled to be offloaded two stops from now, on Devir Six.”

      “The cryo unit was well shielded,” Jake said. “It’s a clever design, self contained, small but an efficient power source.”

      “I scan all cargo as it comes aboard,” Maeve said from thin air. “Nothing about this item raised any suspicion.”

      “Lucky for the woman that the crew who offloaded the pallets was so incompetent and damaged the mechanism with rough handling,” Embersson said. “More good fortune when the animals drew my attention to the leak. She’d have died.”

      “You said the collar’s explosive?” Fleming looked to Jake.

      He nodded.  “We saw something very similar used by insurgents in Sector Forty-Three when we were deployed there. As soon as Emily tells me the woman is stabilized, I’ll do an assessment, with Red – he used to deactivate booby traps in our Special Forces days.”

      Fleming frowned. “So this sentient female could be a kidnap victim, or someone who tried to rip off the wrong people or worse. I want this kept as quiet as possible. I’ll break out of hyperspace long enough to transmit to the authorities, see if the Sectors Criminal Investigation Agency wants to board us to take her and the mystery off our hands, or meet us at the next port.”

      “Care to share what you’re thinking, sir?” Jake asked.

      “Probably the same as you – this has the hallmarks of a Combine operation. I don’t want the Zephyr mixed up in an organized crime problem, not if we can help it.” Fleming glared at the container as if the box offended him. “All right. Unless there’s anything to add, I’ll stop engines and transmit a report to the authorities. Plays hell with the schedule, but I’m going to wait for instructions. If the Combine is involved, we can’t go it alone. I’m not taking on the Amarotu gang with a ship full of passengers to protect. ” He turned to Jake. “Come sit in on the conversation. I want the girl under constant guard, assuming she survives. And Owen, the same goes for the crate. I don’t want it touched till the SCIA arrives. Can you shut down all activity on this deck until we know more?”

      Surprised at the request, he nodded. “Of course. I’ll have to shift cargo in a day or two, though, to offload what’s due at our next stop. You want my guys standing guard duty?”

      Fleming gave him a level stare. “Jake’s force is stretched pretty thin, so yes, but only the men and women you’d trust with your life. No one else gets access to this deck.”

      Owen considered. “Got a few of those, folks I served with. Went through the siege of Driscoll Nine together. I’ll put together a schedule. We’ll also check all the containers on the two pallets, just in case.”

      Raising an eyebrow, Fleming looked in the direction of the nearest ganglion. “Maeve?”

      “All arrangements duly noted,” the AI said.

      “I want to be there if you mess with the explosive collar,” Owen said, snagging Jake by the elbow as he followed the captain toward the gravlift.

      “Why?”

      Doggedly he insisted, despite his friend’s astonishment. “I found her in my cargo hold, I saved her life. She’s got no one on her side right now.”

      “If you think Emily would let anyone harm a patient in her care—”

      “I didn’t mean to insult the doc, expressed myself badly. The girl needs a friend, ok? She’s obviously in the middle of big trouble, one way or the other.”

      Jake studied him for a moment before nodding. “All right. I’ll give the order you can see her.” He held up one hand. “Unless the captain or the SCIA issues a countermanding order.”

      “Thanks.”
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      Frustration ate at Owen over not being able to go topside and check on his stowaway sooner, but he had guard duty to organize and a work roster to rearrange. Once those tasks were done, he went into his office and called Dr. Shane. “How is she? Can I come see her?”

      “She’s resting right now, and I don’t want her disturbed. Her heart fibrillates too easily – the cryo setup wasn’t properly adjusted for her physiology versus a human’s.” Emily studied his face in the vid and relented a bit. “You can visit her first thing in the morning, when she’s awake and stabilized.”

      “Do we know her name?”

      “Not yet. She really hasn’t been talking to any of us, understandably. Poor thing, I feel sorry for her. Did you need anything else?”

      “No, see you in the morning.” Owen signed off and sat at his desk for a moment, drumming his fingers. He walked out onto the cargo floor and pulled his deputy chief aside. “I’m gonna be late tomorrow.”

      Sonya did a double take. “You? You’re never late.”

      “Well, first time for everything.” Breaking his perfect attendance record was the least of his concerns today. “Have you seen Moby? I never fed her, with all the excitement.”

      “She hasn’t been underfoot, which is unusual for her. No Midorri either.”  Sonya patted his arm. “You go ahead, boss, you need your beauty sleep. I’ll keep an eye out for the furry brats. And yes, we’ll call you if we find anything else in those other crates.”

      Owen nodded and headed for the gravlift. Beauty sleep, yeah right.  What had the mystery lady thought when she saw his face as he pulled her free? Probably nothing, being close to dying on the cold deck. He was a pretty ordinary guy, nothing special. Nose broken once in a barroom fight, a scar or two from close calls in combat. Drifting upward in the silvery stream of antigrav, he let himself indulge in a mental picture of her face – heart-shaped, sweet, pale green skin like finest jade – and panic stricken. And those eyes – huge pools of mesmerizing green and gold. How did a beauty like her become a prisoner of the Combine? Was it a kidnap and ransom job?

      As he exited on the crew deck where his quarters were located, he made a silent vow to help her return to wherever she belonged, safe with her own people.
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      Voices nearby penetrated the fog in her head, and she tried to concentrate. It was dangerous not to have all her wits about her, but this wasn’t like any experience she’d had before when emerging from cryosleep. By the time she could open her eyes, the owners of the voices had left the room, and Tyrelle examined her surroundings anxiously.  She was in some kind of medical facility, that much was obvious from the equipment and beeping monitors. If she moved too much, dizziness made her nauseous, and her chest ached. Tyrelle tried to raise one hand to her forehead to soothe the raging headache, panicking when she was prevented from doing so. Squirming to look at her arm, she realized with relief the heavy chains at her ankles were gone, but she was restrained at the wrists by soft but unbreakable ties holding her. Still a prisoner, nothing’s really changed. Closing her eyes, she allowed her head to fall against the pillow.

      And the collar still circled her neck, the threat ever present.

      But where was she? Breathing in and holding the breath for the count of five then breathing out and repeating, she got control over her panic. The ring master didn’t want her dead or injured – Tyrelle knew she hadn’t done anything against orders on the last assignment. Well, maybe allowing the second victim to escape wasn’t smart, but her handler had no way to know Tyrelle cut off her attack early. Any life she could save from the predators who forced her to do their bidding was a tiny balancing of the scales.

      She sensed a small, curious but friendly mind nearby, and a moment later, there was an impact on the bed as the creature jumped from below. A cat, curious as all of her kind. Tyrelle took comfort from the way the visitor purred and curled against her legs.

      “I see you’ve made a friend.” The woman standing in the doorway had an inviting smile. “I’m Dr. Shane. You probably don’t remember, but I’ve been treating you since we found you earlier in the evening.”

      “Where am I?” Tyrelle pulled against the restraints in an instinctive reaction, trying to sit up.

      Brow furrowed, the doctor checked her medical sensors. “Don’t struggle too much, your heart is still skipping beats a little too often. I’m sorry about the restraints, but our security officer insisted, considering the way we found you. You’re on board the cruise ship Nebula Zephyr.”

      “Found me?”

      “Chained up in a cryo sleep chamber hidden in a cargo container. You don’t remember?” The doctor adjusted the medication infuser.

      Tyrelle closed her eyes. She remembered being put into the chamber, terrified as always by the small space, which her handler found amusing. She had fragmented memories of being lifted out by someone else, a strong man with the kindest eyes she’d ever seen, a person she’d instinctively wanted to cling to and beg for help. In her confused state, she’d thought he was a legendary Champion of Thuun, sent by the god to save her, but of course now she saw how ridiculous the idea was. If her harsh life in the Sectors had taught her anything, it was that Thuun had no sway here, no ability to answer prayers, not even the most desperate.

      The cat butted her head against Tyrelle’s pinioned hand, and she scratched behind the ears awkwardly. She got an impression the cat approved of the man she saw in her own jumbled memories, but Tyrelle was too exhausted to attempt mind-to-mind communication with the creature to learn more.

      “Try to sleep now,” the doctor advised. “Nothing bad will happen to you in my sickbay or on our ship, I give you my word.

      “Be careful of the collar,” she said, “It’s a bomb.”

      Dr. Shane patted her hand. “Thank you for telling me, but we were already aware. Tomorrow we’ll see what can be done about removing it.”

      Tyrelle was having increasing trouble staying awake. Guessing the doctor had given her a sedative, she stopped fighting the drowsiness and lethargy and closed her eyes.  Being free of the Combine was a blessing by itself. And maybe these people would be willing to help her.

      

      In the morning, as the Zephyr observed Sectors standard time, Owen realized they were underway again. Captain Fleming had dropped out of lightspeed for a surprisingly extended period of time the night before. Speculating what instructions he’d received from the authorities, and what the next steps were, Owen dressed. After breakfast he slammed the portal to his cabin and took the gravlift to A Deck, where sickbay was located.

      As he walked through the public corridor, not enjoying the close encounter with the throng of passengers he usually avoided, he passed the florist shop and hesitated. You take flowers when someone’s sick, right? Squaring his shoulders, he stepped inside the small shop and picked the most colorful bouquet the clerk had to offer, dismayed at the limited selection available. He vaguely remembered a discussion at senior staff not too long ago, and the Purser saying the ornamental hydroponics trade should be bringing in a lot more credits but was languishing. No wonder. Critically, he surveyed the flowers he’d bought, some of which were missing a few petals and already browning at the edges. He’d have an opinion if the topic came up again.

      Holding the flowers clutched like a wrench at his side, he entered the sickbay, ignoring nurse Relba’s widening eyes as she focused on what he carried. “I’m here to see the lady, the one brought in last night,” he said, feeling like an idiot, not knowing her name.

      “Sorry, sir, the patient’s not allowed to have visitors—”

      “I’m the exception,” he said, interrupting ruthlessly. “Dr. Shane agreed. What room is she in?”

      Relba pointed to the corridor on the right. “Room 2. If you can get past the guard.”

      He proceeded in the direction she indicated and had no trouble persuading Clint Miltan to admit him to the stowaway’s room, confirming Jake and Emily had kept their word and left orders he was allowed to see the patient.

      He knocked and entered as the portal slid aside.

      Dressed in a plain blue sickbay gown, she reclined against a stack of pillows, with Midorri curled in her lap, making the humming sound he regarded as an alien version of purring.

      Suddenly overcome by the awkwardness of the moment, Owen stopped as the door shut behind him. He extended the flowers. “I’m Owen Embersson, the ship’s cargo master. I’m the one who found you last night. I just – I came to see how you’re doing.” With a flash of anger at whoever had imprisoned her originally, he noticed the explosive collar was still around her neck.

      She held out her hand, inviting him closer. “The animals said you were one to be trusted. Thank you for saving my life.”

      He took her hand, gripping the bouquet in the other.

      “I’m Tyrelle,” she said. “Are those for me?”

      He handed over the flowers and went to grab the visitor’s chair. As he carried it to the bedside, he watched her hold the flowers to her face, inhaling the fragrance.  The flowers were glowing, richly colored spots of light and as he watched, each bloom expanded, the tired petals plumping, taking on a satin sheen, all the brown spots disappearing. The perfume wafted to his nose, intoxicating him. “Wow, how did you do that?”

      “The ability is one of my gifts. It’s been so long since I beheld flowers, or anything green,” she said. “You brought me a rare luxury.”

      “And you improved upon my pitiful posies a thousand percent.” He grabbed the water pitcher, and she placed the bouquet carefully into the vessel. “I’ll set this here, where you can see it,” he said, placing the arrangement, glowing and gorgeous, on the narrow bedside tray.

      “Please, sit, be comfortable,” Tyrelle said, indicating the chair. “I’m grateful for the company, although the animals have been good companions, taking turns amusing me today, telling me about the ship and the people.”

      Psychic then, able to talk mind-to-mind with the animals? “I’m probably not allowed to ask you any questions about what’s going on, but I want you to know you can count on me. As a friend, anything you need while you’re with us.” Unable to stop himself, he added, “I’d like to kill whoever mistreated you.” He bit his lip.

      “You’re an honorable warrior.” She petted Midorri, smoothing the green fur with her graceful hand.

      “Your Basic is very good.”

      “I had to learn.” She shot him a glance. “For the past few years, none of my choices have been my own to make.”

      “Are you feeling better? I had to do CPR, because your heart stopped and you weren’t breathing. I was afraid I’d break your ribs.” He held up his big hands.

      She laughed, a musical trill which enchanted him and made him crave hearing her laugh again. “I wondered why my chest ached today, but I’m grateful. I was prepared to blame the doctor. She did say my heart had settled into the proper rhythm again, so I assume all is well.”

      Silence fell between them.

      Midorri chirruped and slithered to the floor, going to the portal, where she scratched at the door with two of her six feet.

      Owen rose to let her out.

      Moby promptly entered, jumping to the bed and rubbing Tyrelle’s face, arching her spine and purring loudly.

      “When one leaves, the other arrives. You’re the keeper of the animals?” she asked.

      “Moby’s mine. I rescued her from kids in a rough port town as a kitten a few years ago and brought her with me to the Zephyr. Midorri belongs to the entire ship, but she spends a lot of time in the cargo bay, with Moby, hunting vermin.” He sat, trapped in the small chair. “The Zephyr’s not  infested or anything, we run a tight ship, but there’s always a few space rats.” I can’t believe I’m talking to this beautiful woman about rats.

      She laughed, scratching under Moby’s chin for a moment and staring into the cat’s green eyes. “Yes, this one likes you very much and the name you gifted her. Midorri is not the other one’s name, you know, but she told me she doesn’t mind answering to it.”

      “I vaguely remember my grandmother telling me a story or a poem from old Earth, something about cats having three names,” he said, the memory surfacing full blown. Thoughts of his grandmother hadn’t crossed his mind in decades, but now he could picture her, smell the cookies she baked, hear her voice. “The one people called them, the one the cats called themselves and a secret name no one ever uses.”

      “I like the idea.” Her cheeks displayed charming dimples as she smiled. “Even I don’t know Midorri’s secret name.”

      “You speak to animals, and you revive flowers—” He felt as if he’d fallen into a fairy tale, except for the ugly collar around her neck, all too high tech and ready to kill her. Anger pulsed in his head again.

      “On my own world, I’m one who nurtures,” she said. “One who works with nature for the good of all.” Tyrelle closed her eyes for a moment.

      He realized she was trying not to cry. He remembered how confidently Maeve had said her race was unknown. How will we ever get her home if we don’t even know where the planet is?

      Wiping her eyes, she said, “What I’ve been doing…to - to survive is as far as one can get from my calling as a priestess of Thuun.”

      “Hey.”Again he took her hand, a wave of sorrow at her distress washing through him. What is it with me today – all these emotions?  “I’m sure you did what you had to do to survive, just like anyone would.”

      “You’re kind. Some died rather than submit.” Her voice was bleak, lost for a moment in unhappy memories perhaps. “But I-I wanted to live, to hope. Maybe I made a foolish choice.”

      “I was a soldier and saw a lot of combat,” he said. “I understand about hard choices, about not giving up or giving in. You’re safe now, with us.”

      “Am I?” She rubbed her neck as if trying to soothe an ache.

      “Has anyone taken a look at that collar yet?”

      “Yes, a Mr. Thomsill?”

      “And?”

      “He said to me he could get it off quickly, no problem. He went to get his equipment and then didn’t return.”

      “If Red said he could get it off, then no worries.”

      “Yes, he seemed competent, another warrior like you.” She gazed around the small sickbay room. “Is this a war vessel? From what the doctor said, and Moby and Midorri shared, I didn’t think so, but all this talk of soldiers—”

      Owen laughed. “No, we’re a luxury cruise ship. Just so happens a lot of the crew are veterans.”

      “I was grateful to have the shackles cut off.” She extended one shapely leg out from under the blue blanket.

      He winced at the red lacerations on her ankle.

      Observing his reaction, Tyrelle said, “Dr. Shane treated the skin with a luxurious ointment earlier. She said it will heal nicely. Last night I was restrained, but today they gave me a monitor instead.” Pointing at the band on her right wrist, Tyrelle added, “A much more humane solution.”

      He didn’t think he could have stood to see her tied down in the bed by his own people without losing his temper. He couldn’t force himself to think of her as a threat to them. “What does it do?”

      “I am authorized to monitor the detainee at all times,” Maeve the AI said from thin air. “If she strays from the parameters I was given by Captain Fleming, I administer a stun pulse which will do no harm, only immobilize. Officers Dilon and Thomsill adapted the device for this purpose.”

      Anger rose slowly in his heart. “How is that humane?”

      “This is so much better than what my handler does to me, and being restrained was causing my heart to beat erratically.” She gave him a tiny smile. “Or so the doctor said. I think she took pity on me, and she was trying to persuade the captain to let me out of bed.”

      A discreet knock on the door sounded, and Clint poked his head in. “Sorry, Dr. Shane’s orders, short visits only. Don’t want to tire the patient out.”

      “Thank you for the flowers.”

      He rose from the chair and hesitated. “I’ll be back, if you’d like me to visit again.”

      “Oh yes.” Face radiant, she plucked one glowing red flower from the rejuvenated bouquet and handed it to him, their hands brushing against each other. “I’d be so pleased.”
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      As soon as he left sickbay, he called Red while stuffing the velvet rose carefully into a pocket on his utilities. “What’s the deal with Tyrelle’s collar?”

      “Tyrelle? Is that her name? Pretty sound to it. Seems like a nice girl. Yeah, I could get it off, no problem. It’s a standard detonation model, modified for the collar configuration but not a challenge. Take me a minute. Saw it used all the time by the insurgents on Fodor Three. We got good at popping them.”

      “What’s stopping you?”

      “Talk to Jake. The decision’s above my pay grade.”

      Owen broke the link. “Maeve, where’s Jake?”

      “Meeting with Captain Fleming in his office.”

      “Tell them I’m on the way.”

      “You weren’t invited—”

      “I am now.” He stepped into the gravlift and headed to the Bridge Deck. Rapping on the door of the captain’s wardroom, he tried to tamp down his angry suspicions.

      “Enter.” Fleming was behind the desk, Jake sitting to the side, both obviously expecting him.  Maeve must have given the alert on her private channel. “Coffee?”

      “No, thank you, sir.  Why hasn’t the collar been taken off Tyrelle yet?”

      “Sit down, Owen.” Fleming waved him to a chair. “Removing an explosive device on board a civilian ship isn’t so simple.”

      “Red told me he could do it, no problem.” Owen pointed his index finger at Jake. “You believe him, don’t you? She wants it off, she needs it off. Have him do it in an airlock if you’re worried about an explosion on board the ship.”

      “The SCIA requested us to wait,” Fleming said. “A top agent and her team are meeting us at the next stop to take jurisdiction of the case.”

      Clenching his fists on his thighs, Owen said, “Tyrelle is a person, not a case. She’s the victim here.”

      “Tyrelle? You’re suddenly on a first name basis with the lady? I think the SCIA request is reasonable enough.“ Fleming sipped his coffee. “Red assures me the device won’t go off on its own, and whoever has the controller isn’t likely to be on board the Zephyr since the freight was switched to us at the last moment.”

      “I think the SCIA wants to use it to pressure her,” Owen said. “The poor girl has been through enough, with whatever the Combine did to her.”

      “What did she tell you?” Jake leaned closer. “No one was supposed to question her.”

      “Yeah, I got the memo,” Owen said with heavy sarcasm. “But she volunteered a few details, nothing substantive. We all know the SCIA has been trying to get a handle on the Combine for years now. I’m guessing the Agency doesn’t want us removing the fucking collar because they want to use it as leverage, to force Tyrelle to co-operate if she wants it off. Probably wish we’d left her in those barbaric ankle irons too. Your wrist bracelet stunner is a distinct improvement,” he said in an aside to Jake. “The SCIA doesn’t care about Tyrelle – she’s a tool for them to use, never mind the hell she’s been through. The end justifies the means to the Agency.”

      Fleming swiveled. “Jake?”

      “I hate to say it, but I tend to agree with Owen. SCIA plays rough all right. They have to, going against the Combine.” He glanced at Owen. “I’d prefer to let Red remove the collar.”

      Owen reached a decision. Clearing his throat, he stiffened his spine and said, “Captain, I’ve been researching the law regarding stowaways. Regs state such a person is entitled to have an advocate appointed while on board the subject vessel, to ensure their well-being. I respectfully request to be made Miss Tyrelle’s advocate. Clearly she needs one.”

      “Interstellar Commerce Commission Regulation 2005, subparagraph 100, clause EE3, paragraph A,” Maeve said.

      Fleming cocked an eyebrow at Owen. “I guess you mean the AI’s been researching it for you.  You’re not a lawyer.”

      “The shipboard advocate doesn’t have to be but must be an officer. I believe I meet the requirement, unless you want to bust me to crew member today.”

      “Don’t try my patience.” Sipping his coffee, the captain considered. “Are you attracted to this girl?” He held up a hand to forestall Owen’s protest. “Your recent actions are out of character, leaving the cargo hold and arguing with us about how we’re treating a stowaway.”

      “I told Jake last night, she’s in trouble and she needs someone on her side. I’m not saying you aren’t, but the ship and the passengers are your first priority, as they should be. I found her, it’s kind of my responsibility.”

      “Like Moby,” Jake said.

      “A woman burdened with an explosive collar is hardly the same as an abused kitten,” Owen said with dignity.

      “You have the urge to protect and defend is all I meant.”

      Fleming pointed at Jake. “Opinion?”

      He shrugged. “I think it’s a good idea. We don’t know this Tyrelle’s story yet, but the SCIA is tough to deal with under the best of circumstances. So yeah, she could probably use the help.”

      “All right, I agree. And the first order of business is getting the damn collar off. Have Mr. Thomsill take care of it since he volunteered. I expect to be kept apprised of any changes in Miss Tyrelle’s status, and I’ll keep you both in the loop on any communications from the SCIA. We enter orbit in four days, so keep her presence aboard as low key as you can in the meantime. I don’t want the passengers alarmed, and the SCIA doesn’t want news about her to leak. Dismissed.”

      Jake and Owen left the office and took the gravlift to A Deck. “I need to talk to her,” Owen said. “Explain this advocate business, make sure she’s ok with it. Then I want the collar off.”

      “I’ll talk to Red while you’re with Tyrelle, see where he wants to do the disarm operation.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Owen made his way to the sickbay, merely nodding at Relba as he proceeded to Tyrelle’s room.

      Jayna, another member of Jake’s staff, was on duty now, and she knocked and opened the door for him. “Good for you,” she whispered. “This lady needs the help.”

      “Back so soon?” Moby was curled on Tyrelle’s lap and, other than lazily opening one eye, proceeded to ignore him. The stowaway’s smile faded a bit as he strode purposefully to the chair and sat. Brow furrowed, studying him, she asked, “Am I in new trouble?”

      “I’ve taken a liberty and if you’re not comfortable with it, I can step away. You can ask for another person to be involved other than me.”

      Tilting her head, she eyed him for a moment, before reaching to place her hand on his arm. “I’m sure whatever you’ve done is well meant. Tell me.”

      “Per the law, you’re entitled to have an advocate on this ship, someone to stand up for you, see you’re taken care of. I’ve talked the captain into appointing me.”

      “You don’t trust your shipmates not to hurt me?”

      “I do trust them, Captain Fleming is a “by the book” guy, but when I heard Red wasn’t going to remove the collar, and why, I got mad.”

      She touched the glittering metal gingerly. “Your captain intends to leave it? Why? Did your friend Red decide it was unsafe for him to do after all?”

      “Have you heard of the Sectors Criminal Investigation Agency? The SCIA?”

      Eyes narrowed, shoulders slightly hunched as if expecting a physical blow, Tyrelle nodded.

      “Agents are coming to pick you up when we reach our next port. They want the collar left on, flinging a buncha bullshit at the captain about safety. I’m guessing the agent in charge wants to threaten you into helping the SCIA catch the bad guys. The SCIA wouldn’t be able to put a thing like that on you themselves but could sure stall on removing it.”

      “I see.” She bit her lip.

      “So are you okay with this, me being your advocate?”

      Eyes closed, head averted, voice so low he could hardly hear it, she said, “I belong to you now?”

      “No!” He was horrified. Hurling himself from the chair, he paced in the small room. “You’ve got it all wrong. I’m trying to be your friend, help you out. You don’t belong to anyone but yourself. You should be a free woman right this minute but with the SCIA involved—” Swallowing hard, he said, “It’s a the arrangement is called protective custody.”

      “Since the moment I was taken from my planet, it’s been made starkly clear to me I belong to whoever holds the key to my chains, or this.” She gestured at the collar.

      “Not any longer, I swear.”

      “I believe you. You have honor, Owen Embersson.” She smiled. “It’s good to have a friend after so long alone. I feel fortunate.”

      “Red is coming to disarm the collar,” Maeve said. “He declared he can do the removal in sickbay.”

      “We’re ready.” Owen squeezed her hand. “Right?”

      “Will you be in trouble with the SCIA?”

      He shook his head. “Captain Fleming is in charge on this ship and what he says goes.”

      “You deserve to know I’ve done terrible things,” she said, covering her eyes with her hand. “I can’t accept your help under false pretenses. I can’t ever go home, even if I knew how to get there. I’ve dishonored my vows and taken lives. I believe the ones who died were evil people for the most part, akin to the sentients who own me, but nonetheless, it wasn’t my place to decide their days were done. I served Thuun as a priestess of life, a woman of honor and yet here in the Sectors, I inflicted wrongful death.”

      Her words gave him pause for a moment, but he appreciated her honesty. Seven hells, he’d committed some pretty awful acts himself while under orders during his military service. If she wanted to harm him, she could have done so already. If she was trying to play him, then he’d just have to keep his wits sharp. He’d meant his words to the captain and Jake – she did need an advocate, and he’d made his decision to jump in with both feet.

      While he’d been hesitating, Tyrelle swiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. “I’m sorry, I can’t stop weeping today. Your poor cat’s fur has been wet with my tears.”

      Owen moved to the edge of the bed and held her. “I think all the terrible events you’ve endured are hitting you now you’re safe here with us.” He’d never comforted anyone in such emotional distress, but he wrapped her slender form in his powerful arms and patted her back.

      Moby rubbed her head on Tyrelle’s arm, making little cries of distress.

      The portal opened, and Red and Jake walked in, with Dr. Shane at their heels. The trio stopped just inside the small room. Frowning, reaching for her scanner, Emily came forward.

      But Owen shook his head. “She’s fine but a bit overwhelmed today, right?”

      Tyrelle sniffled and hiccupped, nodding against his chest.

      Emily handed her a packet of tissues and stepped away.

      “Ready to get this collar off, miss?” Red said. He held up a sleek piece of high-tech military hardware. “I can deactivate and remove it with this. Done it a hundred times in the combat zone.”

      Sitting up straight, she kept her hold on Owen’s hand. “You’re sure it’s safe for all of you?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Go ahead then.”

      Red fiddled with the collar’s fastening for less than a minute.

      Owen heard a click, and his friend stepped away from the bed, holding the now-open collar.

      Jake came forward with a special lockbox for Red to place the device in and hastily sealed it. “Done.”

      “How can I ever thank you?” She rubbed the bruised and scarred skin at her neck.

      “Let me apply more lotion on the abrasion for you.” With a gloved hand, Emily daubed a generous amount of a pale cream onto Tyrelle’s skin, smoothing the sweet-smelling ointment over the red marks. “I’ll leave you the container, and you can apply more if the skin becomes itchy.”

      Owen squared his shoulders and proceeded to his next concern. “When will you clear her to leave sickbay?”

      Emily and Jake exchanged surprised glances before Emily spoke. “I assumed she’d stay here until we’re in orbit and SCIA comes aboard.”

      “But she’s not sick?”

      “Well, no.”

      “Then I want her issued real clothing and assigned a crew cabin, on my residence level.  She has her monitor and Maeve will scan constantly. You can guard her just as well in a cabin, right?”

      Jake nodded. “Easier, in fact. Passengers aren’t allowed on the crew decks so we’ll attract less attention.”

      “I’ve had a few questions today why guards are present,” Emily said. “There’s a lingering unease about the outbreak incident even though the entire ship was decontaminated. Anything out of the ordinary attracts attention.”

      “Crew cabins aren’t luxurious like the passenger suites,” he said to Tyrelle, who was listening to the conversation wide eyed. “But contain better amenities than being in here.”  Knowing he needed Jake on his side for this idea to work, he made an offer. “I’ll be happy to escort her to the cabin, with your guard, to make it look as innocent as possible to anyone we meet along the way.”

      “I give you my word as a priestess of Thuun, I won’t make any trouble and will adhere to whatever Owen tells me I must do.” Tyrelle made a face, pursing her lips and scrunching her eyes shut as if tasting something bitter. “Although I’m also compelled to tell you my honor has been ravaged by the acts I’ve committed at the command of those who kept me prisoner before.”

      Jake shook his head. “No need to share any details with us, save the story for the SCIA.”

      “We’ll try to make your time with us pleasant,” Emily said. “I’ll go see about the clothing. Give us an hour, gentlemen, and then you can take her to her new quarters.”
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      If circumstances had been different, Owen would have enjoyed strolling through the Nebula Zephyr with Tyrelle on his arm. Emily had gotten her an attractive outfit which he thought fitted her curves yet flowed gracefully, and Jayna the Security Officer didn’t object to acting as if the three of them were on a friendly tour of the ship together.

      As she passed the florist shop, Tyrelle’s steps slowed. She carried the bouquet he’d given her.

      He had her small package of medications, a second change of clothing and personal supplies Emily had also provided.

      “The flowers and plants are lacking,” she said.

      “No argument there.” Owen remembered his depressing visit to the shop.

      “I-I wish I could help. It’s been so long since I saw green living things, other than these beautiful flowers you gave me,” she said with a special tilt of her head and happy smile for him.

      Jayne made a sound, but when Owen glared at her, she was straight faced. “No side trips, sorry. Orders are to proceed straight to the cabin you’ve been assigned on Deck 14.”

      “It’s fine, I understand.” Tyrelle walked a bit more rapidly. “I’m so grateful to be enjoying even this amount of freedom.” She gasped and clung to him when Owen escorted her into the crew gravlift.

      He put his arm around her as they descended and maintained a steady stream of conversation. Midorri shot out of a vent and floated beside them for the last portion of the trip, tail wrapped loosely at Tyrelle’s ankle. “Not used to this?” he said.

      “I’ve never traveled in this fashion, no. Usually my captors forced me into cryo sleep, the way I arrived on your ship.”

      Jayna insisted on entering the cabin with them to do a rapid security check and verify with Maeve the small rooms were secure. “I’ll be right outside until my shift ends, and then it’s Clint, who you met before,” she told Tyrelle. “If you need anything, knock on the door or ask the AI to contact us.”

      Having placed the bouquet into a container with water and set it on the table beside the bed, Owen remained as Jayna left. His AI chimed, and he answered absently. “Embersson here.”

      “Hey, boss, just checking in.”

      “Something wrong? Did you find anything in the other crates?”

      “All clean, nothing but normal cargo. One small stash of joysmoke grass, but we confiscated the bag and turned it over to Officer Dilon. I wondered if you were ok?” His deputy’s voice conveyed her puzzlement. “I don’t remember you ever being late to work. Hell, you practically live here in the cargo bay.”

      “I’m occupied with other concerns right now. See you soon.” He clicked off, standing by the door and watching Tyrelle explore the cramped cabin, her face set in a delighted expression. “Do the new quarters please you? Will you be comfortable here? Is there anything you need me to fix or explain?”

      She sat on the end of the bed, and Midorri jumped up beside her. “Thank you so much for getting me moved to this cozy place. It’s lovely.”

      “The least we could do. Now there are four days left before we get to our next port. Try to relax and rest. I heard Dr. Shane say she’d visit you once a day. Your meals will be served here, the ship’s library function has all kinds of trideos you can watch on the entertainment channels, Maeve can supply reading materials or games—”

      Tracing the subtle pattern in the bed cover with one finger, eyes downcast, she said, “Will I see you again, my advocate?”

      “Absolutely, if that’s what you want. I also plan to be with you when SCIA comes on board, for as long as the agents let me stay.” He grinned. “I’m a big guy, hard to dislodge.”

      “I overheard the conversation with your staff; I know you have work to do.”

      “The cargo bay can run itself for a few hours. I’ve got a good crew.” Hand on the door, he hesitated, tempted to stay, but said, “Listen, I need to take care of a few things, but if you need me, hail Maeve and she can call me direct. If you address the AI ganglion here in the cabin, she activates.”

      Tyrelle nodded. “How can I ever thank you for this oasis of kindness in the desert of misery my life has become?”

      “No thanks required.” He shifted uncomfortably. “I wish we’d met under better circumstances.”

      She strained to lift Midorri onto her lap. “As do I.”

      

      Owen emerged into the corridor, exchanged a few words with Jayna and then headed for the gravlift. He descended past the cargo decks without a second glance and got off at the bottom, the Engineering Deck. Once inside the corridors he’d never visited before, he asked a startled crew member for directions to the Chief Engineer’s office. She escorted him there personally, probably to observe Chief Takkei’s reaction so she could tell her fellow engineering crewmates about it later.

      The usually imperturbable Chief did a double take, eyebrows rising, jaw dropping. “Did you get lost, Cargo Master?”

      “I’m here to ask a favor.” Embersson shut the door firmly and embarked on one of the most difficult negotiations he’d ever undertaken.

      

      He did have to log a few hours on the cargo deck, since major readjustments were needed as a result of leaving the suspected Combine cargo container untouched in a most inconvenient location. The Zephyr had cargo to offload at the next stop, and missed deadlines meant penalties, which the CLC Line abhorred. Although he had a top-notch, handpicked crew, his presence was required. Owen chafed at the delay in returning to Tyrelle, his attention not entirely on the job at hand. As soon he’d signed off on the completed work, he called his deputy over. “I’m off for the rest of the day. Call me if there’s an emergency.”

      Jaw dropping, she blinked a few times, opening and closing her mouth without uttering a sound.

      “The decks are all yours,” he said, not waiting for her to find her voice. Flushed with happy anticipation, he hastened to the residence deck then stopped at his cabin to shower and changed into a fresh uniform. He placed the gorgeous red rose she’d given him in a mug of water and touched one petal as if it were her own soft cheek.  Sauntering into the corridor, he realized he was whistling as he approached Tyrelle’s cabin, where this afternoon another of Jake’s security staff was stationed.

      He knocked and entered to find Tyrelle in bed and the lights dim. Pausing on the threshold, he said, “Are you all right?”

      “Tired. Dr. Shane visited earlier, and she said I might experience intermittent fatigue and dizziness. Apparently I’m a bad candidate for cryo sleep, not that my captors cared.” She pushed her hair off her face as she sat up and grimaced. “She gave me an inject and said I’ll be fine. Is there a task I need to do? Or an obligation I need to be made aware of?”

      “No, merely checking in. I’ll leave you in peace then.” Disappointed, he retreated. “I have something to show you, tomorrow I guess, if you’re up to it.”

      “I’m happy to see you. Stay and chat for a few minutes, if you have time.”

      Already uncomfortable at disturbing her, he paused at the door, tempted to spend at least a little bit of time in her presence, but Tyrelle’s gaunt cheeks and the shadows under her eyes convinced him not to linger. “You need your rest. Don’t want to get Dr. Shane upset. Tomorrow will do.”

      Nodding, she reclined and pulled the covers to her chin. “All right, see you then.”

      He went to his cabin with his formerly good mood deflated. Putting on his sweat pants and an old T shirt, he ate a quick dinner, fed Moby and got out his tools to work on his current model . “Not feeling it tonight, cat,” he said after half an hour of fiddling with minor details and stops and starts. “I was looking forward to talking with her. I’m jealous you and Midorri can keep her company whenever you want.”

      Moby yowled.

      “Yeah, I know, she’s only on board for three more days. Don’t remind me.” Scratching the cat’s head, he leaned back in his chair. “Whatever this is, I’ve never had it before. I’ve got it bad and that ain’t good.”
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      After confirming with Tyrelle the next afternoon she was feeling well enough for a small expedition, Owen called Jake and met him at the lady’s cabin.

      “Take a break, go take a stroll through the casino and make sure everything’s quiet there,” Jake said to Jayna, who had the duty. “I’ll be escorting the Cargo Master and Miss Tyrelle for the next couple of hours.”

      Owen knocked and entered, Jake on his heels, to find Tyrelle dressed in one of her two new outfits, sitting on the end of the bed as eager as a kid waiting for a fun field trip.

      She rose, coming to give him a hug before nodding to Jake. “It’s kind of you both to arrange whatever this is for my benefit.”

      “I want to show you a special area of the ship, which I thought you’d like. It’s usually off limits,” Owen said, “But Jake was obliging enough to agree to go with us.”

      “My pleasure,” the security chief said with a half bow.

      Together the trio strolled through the corridor to the gravlift and then rose to Level 9.

      Tyrelle gasped as she entered the ship’s vast hydroponic gardens, hastening into the greenery with a glad cry. “It’s been so long since I was surrounded by so many plants, so many varieties.” She checked with Owen for permission and then darted down a side aisle to where flowers bloomed. The men caught up to her as she reverently cupped a fragrant peach-colored rose to better savor the perfume. “No soil?” she asked, touching the surface of the nutrients, where the bush’s pale roots twined.

      “On board a ship, hydroponic fluid is the way to go,” Jake answered. “Although I admit the flowers don’t flourish.”

      “Flowers require extra care and understanding,” she said, walking along the container, stopping here and there to examine a bloom more closely. In her wake, the flowers glowed, the way the original bouquet had done in sickbay.

      Jake gave Owen a puzzled glance but he shook his head.

      Humming, Tyrelle moved dreamily out of the floral section to the fruits and there too her presence invigorated the small trees, with peaches and apples taking on a new sheen.

      Owen fancied the fruit to be ripening as she passed.

      She came to a section where the trays held struggling plants, many brown. “Tragedy has surely struck here. What did you intend to grow?” Tyrelle asked.

      “I believe we were trying new vegetables, spices maybe?” Jake made a guess, checking with Owen, who shrugged.

      Details of departments other than his own didn’t stay in his mind for long. He had enough to do on the cargo decks. “We lost our Chief Hydro Officer after the outbreak. She retired, said she’d had enough of flying in space and wanted to go back to farming in the real dirt,” Owen said.

      “If you would permit, I can encourage the plants,” she said. “It would be a pleasure to use my power for the proper purpose and repay a small portion of the hospitality debt.”

      Jake looked startled, but Owen nodded. “We’d be honored. Just don’t tire yourself out, or Dr. Shane will get mad at me. And I have another area to show you.”

      “All right, this section only then.” She closed her eyes and held her hands in front of her, palms up.  She sang a song, her voice low and sultry.

      Owen felt the hair on his arms stand up, as if electricity in the air heralded a coming storm. Golden motes of light floated from Tyrelle’s fingers, drifting over the plants as if a breeze carried them. The nutrient solution rippled in the tanks. The motes drifted, touching a leaf here and a stem there, finally winking out as if their energy had been exhausted. The wizened, sickly green stems straightened, new leaves burst forth, and by the time she ceased her song a few moments later, the patch was the most vibrant spot in the entire hydroponic garden.

      Owen stepped closer, supporting her as she staggered, one hand going to her temple. “You overdid it,” he said, trying not to sound too harsh.

      Leaning against him, she nodded. “But I’m not sorry, and I’ll face Dr. Shane’s wrath if I must. Doing what I was born to do gave me so much pleasure, rather than being forced—” Biting her lip, she stopped. “The lack of the earth’s energy was a hindrance,” she said as Owen guided her toward the main aisle. “I’m not used to pulling from fluid."

      They arrived at the end of the hydroponics section, facing the ship’s hull.  Head tilted, Tyrelle regarded the wall then glanced at her companions. “I don’t understand?”

      Jake set his hand on a section of the bulkhead indistinguishable from any other. A panel appeared, and he entered a code before stepping aside. A hidden portal slid open, wide enough for one person to pass through. “Be my guests,” he said. “Take your time. I’ve set aside the entire afternoon and can multitask from here, with my personal AI and Maeve’s links.”

      Owen offered his hand. “I owe you.”

      The two men shook hands. “Happy to help,” Jake said, “Once the captain and Mr. Takkei agreed.”

      Chittering, Midorri scampered down the aisle and put one paw on the threshold between the hydroponics bay and whatever lay beyond. She batted her golden eyes at Jake.

      “Yeah, you know you’re not allowed in there,” he said affectionately, hunkering down to scratch the animal’s head. “But I’ll pretend I didn’t see you, this one time.”

      Midorri took off like a shot, running ahead into the secret compartment.

      “I hope she behaves herself, or I’ll never hear the end of it from Takkei. Be sure you bring the furry little nuisance out with you when you’re done.” Jake rose and walked to a nearby console, yanking the chair away from the desk. “You two have fun.”

      Owen turned to the puzzled Tyrelle. “Close your eyes? I promise not to let you trip or fall.”

      Smiling, she placed both hands over her eyes like a mask.

      He tugged one hand free and led her across the threshold, as the panel slid into place behind them. “You can look now.” Her reaction exceeded his hopes.

      Eyes widening, jaw dropping as she took in her surroundings, Tyrelle gasped. She stood on the edge of a real garden crammed with well-tended plants of all types, from many worlds.

      Riotously colored flowers bloomed on all sides, filling the air with scent. Tiny insects flitted through the foliage, filling the air with a soothing hum as they sipped from the flowers. Thick green grass stretched like a carpet and a stunning holo overhead projected blue sky dotted with a few wispy white clouds. Owen heard the music of a small brook running along the path.

      “Are we on your ship?” Her voice was a hushed whisper. “Did we go through a magic portal?”

      “The blue sky and clouds are holograms, as is the view to the horizon, but we’re still on the ship. This is my first time in this chamber as well. Do you like it?”

      “I want to see it all.” She smiled shyly at him, extending her hand. “With you.”

      Together they walked along the path through the carefully designed garden, which even boasted a few small trees. The path ended at a fountain and a stone bench, adjacent to a circular space of gleaming white sand, with a few non-faceted semiprecious stones the size of Owen’s fist punctuating neatly raked lines.

      Clearly too delicate for his massive frame, the bench wasn’t inviting, so Owen sat with his back against one of the trees. “Real dirt underfoot,” he said, running his hand over the emerald grass. “Of course the irrigation system is elaborate and manmade, like the stream but as close as we can get to a genuine garden.”

      Tyrelle bent to remove her shoes then checked with him. “May I? I don’t want to be disrespectful.”

      “Please, feel free. This is what’s known as a Tadochi contemplation garden, constructed by a master priest from their religion’s main temple,” Owen said, gesturing at their surroundings. “Our Chief Engineer comes from a high-ranking family on the planet with strong ties to the priesthood, but the area’s not meant to be a religious shrine. More of a place to sit and think, and seek calm, is the way it’s been explained to me.”

      Standing on her bare feet, digging her toes into the grass and soil below, Tyrelle extended her arms toward the holo sky and burst into song, much more powerfully than she had in the hydroponic enclosure. The shy birds which lived in the garden and all the insects came to fly around her, while Midorri crept close and curled at her ankles.  Even the ornamental koi in the pond at the end of the stream drew closer to the bank.

      Transfixed, Owen gawked at her, wishing he had a way to capture the sheer beauty of her happiness and the glorious power of her voice.  As he watched, her hair became more lustrous green and the scars and abrasions on her neck faded and vanished, as did the angry red marks on her ankles. She appeared revived, refreshed, happy. Swiveling his head, he observed the plants in the garden appeared even more vivid.

      He applauded softly when she finished the song, startling the birds and other creatures, who flew or swam away.

      Midorri blinked at him but ambled to the bench and curled in a furry green ball beside it, tail hiding her eyes.

      “Amazing. I saw the entire thing, and I can hardly believe what you accomplished.”

      “A song of rejoicing and renewal, a blessing for the ship and all who travel on her,” she said, sitting next to him on the grass and leaning her head on his shoulder.  “Although I’m a disgraced priestess, the power came to me in this place. How can I ever thank you?”

      Sliding his arm around her and holding her close felt like the most natural thing in the world. “No need to thank me. I just had to talk a few people into letting us have access.”

      “This place abounds with peace, but I sense remnants of darker emotions here and there, as if bad memories have been examined and banished.”

      “Most of our core crew is ex-military, and some of them went through really bad things on their various deployments, to the point where they suffer from after effects.”

      “But not you? I see you as a warrior through and through, but I don’t sense the horrors you speak of. Not to the extent I feel the memories radiating from Jake or Dr. Shane.” She gestured. “I can tell both have been here in this garden, but not you.”

      “I did my time, was caught in a few battles and actions. I earned my retirement,” he said. “But I’m not Special Forces, never served at the tip of the spear, like Jake, or dealing with the horrors, like Emily. I pretty much did what I do here—logistics, cargo, shipping—making sure everyone has what they need when they need it. Front lines but not in battle usually.”

      “I think you underestimate what you did and the price you paid,” she said, placing one hand over his heart.

      He captured her fingers and brushed a kiss on her palm, surprised at his own daring. “Sure I have an occasional nightmare, who doesn’t? My depot got overrun by the Chimmer once and – well, we’re not here to talk about my experiences. But I don’t have flashbacks nearly as bad as a lot of people. I have ways to cope.” He could lose himself for hours in model building, not thinking about anything but getting the tiny details just so. “This garden is only for people who really need it. No one else on board knows it exists.  Even Maeve, the ship’s AI, doesn’t have ganglions in here. I’m aware of the garden because as the Cargo Master, I keep tabs on all items, large or small, brought on board through my holds. Dirt, trees, koi – the deliveries caught my attention, and I asked enough questions to be in the know.”

      “How did you get permission for us to come today?”

      “I had a long talk with Chief Engineer Takkei. An extended chat.” He’d also promised the Chief one of his custom-made models, with Takkei to select his choice of monument or ship later, but Tyrelle didn’t need to know the negotiation details. “After then I persuaded Captain Fleming to okay it. He wasn’t too happy, frankly. This is a very special part of the ship, and you’ve only been with us a few days.  Trust comes hard to him.”

      Yeah, the captain had been extremely reluctant. If Tyrelle did anything to harm the garden or the ship, then Owen would be cashiered at the next port, but he was willing to take the risk. He couldn’t explain his feelings articulately, but he knew to the bottom of his heart she’d be a safe guest to the garden. “I got Jake to escort us, let us use his access code and wait outside. I thought you needed exposure to nature, or as much as I could provide on a starship.”

      “I’ve craved it since I was taken from my home. So many people on this ship have been kind to me,” she said. “I’m encouraged to know there’s kindness to balance the evil among your worlds.”

      “I’m sorrier than I can say that you’ve suffered so much.”

      She rested her palm on his cheek for a moment as if offering comfort. “It’s not your fault. The blame must rest with those who kidnapped me and my people from our own world. And then further blame must descend on those who bought us, held us as slaves and used our skills for evil.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Sighing, she curled closer to him, as if chilled, even though the temperature on this deck was maintained at a comfortable level. “We didn’t even know we lived on a planet in the middle of the stars until the day the giant ships descended through our sky.  My people are few in number to begin with, and we’re spread out across the land, but the enemy came on a festival day. Quite a few escaped nonetheless, for which I’ve been grateful to Thuun many times over.”

      “Was it humans who attacked?”

      “No, giant clawed aliens, taller than you. Fast-moving, able to find us even when we hid in the caves. Once on their ship, we were stripped, scanned and separated, the priests and priestesses held to the side while the others were led away. After a long time and many deaths, we were sold in a marketplace to humans who knew we had abilities.”

      “The Shemdylann probably detected your psychic abilities during their initial examination. The pirates may have even studied your world for a while before making the raid. They’re highly sophisticated slavers. Unfortunately. ”

      “Our new owners are the ones who fastened the explosive collars on our necks and demonstrated how they worked.” She closed her eyes, tears leaking out from under her eyelashes. “I lost one dear to me that day. The woman in charge – the ring master, she calls herself - picked him at random as an example to the rest of us and told us his fate would be ours if we disobeyed any order or tried to escape.”

      Heart aching for her, he said, “You don’t have to tell me any more unless you want to. I didn’t bring you here to get you to talk – I only hoped to bring you comfort.”

      “And you have.” She wiped away the tears and gave him a small smile. “It’s a relief to be able to speak of these things. My – my owners have used me in many places, to influence or kill others. Each time I do, my own soul blackens.”

      He took her by the shoulders and forced her to meet his gaze. “You were kidnapped, coerced, you didn’t do any of it by your own choice. Surely your god realizes—”

      “I want to kill them,” she said, her voice low and venomous. “But the Combine made it so clear to me if I try to use my powers on the masters, they’ll  kill my people in revenge, and force me to watch my few remaining friends die.”

      “But your power is good, brings life to growing things. I don’t understand.”

      “My ability, like any gift from the gods, has two sides. I encourage the plants, the animals and people who are in need, but I can also reach inside, find their vulnerability and play upon it, enhance it, bring down a storm of the dark, and in the end, the plant – or person— kills themselves.” She reached out and drew a single stem of cherry-red flowers closer, bending the branch. Making a sign in the air above the tendrils, she hummed a discordant tune.

      Terror clawed at his nerves, making him want to get up and run. Clenching his fists, ignoring his pounding heart and surging adrenaline, he kept his gaze on her. The garden darkened, which was impossible. As he watched, the flowers shriveled, blackened and fell from the stem, which also began to dry out, cracking as it grew brittle.

      Midorri ran to Tyrelle’s side, whining, long green tongue licking her arm.

      Owen gave her a gentle shake. “Hey, enough demonstration. I get it.”

      Blinking, she swallowed hard and rubbed her throat. “Let me restore that which I have ruined, for I can undo the damage with a plant. People are broken forever.”

      A moment later the branch glowed green, supple like a new shoot, with fresh flowers breaking out of their buds.

      “Seven hells, lady, you’re powerful,” he said, staring at the branch in awe. It’s a good thing no one else was here to see the scary demonstration or she’d be in lockdown till the SCIA took her. “Are you okay?”

      “You aren’t scared of me?” Her voice was a whisper.

      “You don’t intend me any harm.”

      She nodded. “Truly you’re a warrior.  The first few times the ring master sent me out with my handler, my job was to influence a person to agree to certain actions the masters wanted without being aware of my effect on their will. They beat and starved me until I gave in. I sat in a room next to the one where the meeting was occurring, working my influence, and brought my owners the victory they sought. Such actions were only the beginning once they figured out I could kill. I prayed many times for Thuun to let me die, rather than continue to be used, but my prayers remained unanswered until the day I opened my eyes and beheld you.” She glanced away for a moment. “At first in my confusion, I thought Thuun had sent me a legendary warrior.”

      He gathered her close, hugging her as if he’d never let her go. “I’m just an ordinary guy, but I’ll do my best to protect you, I swear. I’m not sure what I can do against the SCIA.”

      She patted his hand, as if to comfort him. “We won’t speak of these matters any more today. We should enjoy the gift you intended to give me, of the garden’s peace.”
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      “SCIA has boarded the ship,” Maeve said on the senior officer link. “On their way to the wardroom.”

      The special agent in charge wasn‘t the stern bureaucrat with a badge and a blaster Owen had expected, but a drop-dead gorgeous woman in a well-fitted suit, with a mane of curling red hair and a sultry deep voice. She threw him off for a moment, which he realized was probably one of her most effective tactics.

      “I’m Special Agent Anjali Paterson, these are my associates Ben Fredricks, Al Vorson and Emund Osto.” Having introduced herself and her team, Anjali honed in on Tyrelle, sitting between Owen and Jake. “You must be the stowaway?”

      “I’m Captain Fleming, and Miss Tyrelle is an inadvertent passenger,” Fleming said, his voice firm. “The CLC Line has no complaint against her.”

      “Should she have a lawyer present?” Owen asked.

      “And you are?” Anjali’s voice was cold as she eyed him.

      “Cargo Master Owen Embersson, Miss Tyrelle’s advocate on this ship under ICC regulations.” He made his voice just as icy. She didn’t scare him, except of course when the issue was her authority over Tyrelle.

      The agent closed her eyes for a moment and rubbed her forehead. “I sense we’re getting off on the wrong foot here. Miss Tyrelle isn’t being charged with anything. She’s not under arrest, and she doesn’t even have to talk to me…although, of course, I hope she will. She’s free to go if you choose to shuttle her to the surface, Captain.”

      Tyrelle clutched Owen’s arm. “Where would I go? What would I do? I have no credits, no papers. They – they’d find me again—”

      He was given no chance to reassure her.

      “Exactly. And none of us want such an outcome, do we?” A pleased, almost secretive expression on her expertly made-up face, Anjali seated herself in the central chair across the table from Captain Fleming. “Let’s start over again. Can you please introduce yourselves?”

      The group went around the table, providing names and ranks, with Maeve chiming in at the end.

      “All right, I can understand the Ship’s Security Officer being involved, and I’m willing to accept the advocate’s presence, rather than waste time arguing. Let me tell you what I’m here for.” She took charge of the meeting smoothly. “For a long time the SCIA has been trying to penetrate the Amarotu Combine operations in this arm of the Sectors. Finding this stowaway represents our first major break in the case. I’m prepared to offer Miss Tyrelle a deal, a substantial deal, in return for her assistance.” Speaking directly to her, Anjali said, “We’d give you a new identity, more than enough credits to begin a new life and relocation to a frontier Sector world far from here where your nonTerrestial origins would draw less attention. I can offer you several choices of new home.”

      “After I help you.”

      “Well, yes. First I want to hear your story.” Anjali held up one elegant, well-manicured hand. “After which I’ll tell you what we know and what we want.”

      Tyrelle told her story much as she’d recited it to Owen in the secret garden a few days prior.

      Owen was glad she’d been through it once with him already, because she sounded calmer and more controlled today.

      Tapping her fingers on the Zulairian mahogany conference table, Anjali nodded. “Yes, we’ve known for some time now the Combine has a standing order with the Shemdylann for slaves with psychic powers or any other unusual attributes. They pay an extra bounty for such sentients. Your world, your people and abilities are previously unknown to us, Miss Tyrelle, so your home solar system is probably deep in enemy Mawreg territory.”

      “Mawreg?” Eyebrows raised, she sought enlightenment from Owen.

      “I’ll tell you later,” he said, remembering she didn’t even know about the Shemdylann pirates who’d originally captured her.

      “The Sectors government is concerned about the increasing link between the pirates and the Combine,” Anjali explained. “We’re not sure if the connection represents a new strategy for creating chaos in the Sectors on the part of the Mawreg overlords, or if the Shemdylann are becoming more independent. Those are among the facts we’re hoping to glean during this investigation. We also have a Mellurean Mind attached to this task force as a consultant, at their request, due to the Combine’s concentration on sentients with special abilities.”

      Owen liked the sound of the Mellurean involvement, which might benefit Tyrelle, if the all-powerful ancient race took an interest. The aliens kept themselves apart but anytime Sectors Command could persuade them to assist was counted as a victory. The Mellureans had unparalleled mental powers so might be extra sympathetic to a woman with similar abilities.

      “Our understanding is the Combine has several teams of exotics working as assassins, influencers, what have you under the control of what they not-so-humorously call ring masters,” Anjali said, waving one hand in a circle. “Like old-fashioned circuses?”

      “Tyrelle is a person, not an ‘exotic’.” Owen didn’t let the term pass. Anything making her appear less than equal was a danger. “The term is insulting, suitable for a zoo animal.”

      “Apologies.” Anjali nodded to acknowledge the point. “Sometimes we agents get too used to our own shorthand. At any rate, the ringmasters send out their captives under the close eye of a subordinate handler, who usually travels on the same ship with the assassin concealed in an illicit cryo sleep container such as the one you found. The handler has the tech to activate the explosive collar if needed.”

      “Yes.” Tyrelle nodded, agreeing with the agent’s assessment. “You understand the system well.”

      “Thank you for the confirmation. The Combine provides services on a contract basis to others and also uses these unfortunate prisoners for executions and coercive actions serving the Combine’s purposes. We believe Miss Tyrelle was separated from her handler due to the freight forwarding situation you encountered two stops ago. He or she—”

      Tyrelle shivered in her chair. “He. Cosimil.”

      Owen could feel her fear, and he took a deep breath to subdue his anger. He had to concentrate on the agent’s discussion.

      “He’ll try to reacquire her when you arrive at Devir Six in a few days. Since you kept the incident so quiet, for which I congratulate and thank you, Captain Fleming, we believe the Combine has no idea she’s been exposed. We want to preserve our advantage.” Focusing directly on Tyrelle, she said, “We want you to go undercover as our operative.”

      

      Since the meeting began, Tyrelle had been expecting and dreading the woman’s offer. She’d caught anticipation mixed with supreme confidence as soon as Agent Paterson entered the chamber. The Agent’s  threat to have Captain Fleming send her alone and unprotected to the planet below had been terrifying, meant to soften her up for the ultimate negotiation, and Tyrelle had to admit it worked. She might have lived in the Sectors for four years but only as a closely held prisoner. She’d have no idea how to function in a busy portside city with no credits and no papers—easy prey for others as bad as the Combine or worse.

      Beside her, Owen shoved his chair back with a curse. “You want her to give herself up to those bastards? To become their slave again?”

      “To become our deep cover informant.” His outburst left Anjali unshaken. “We’d equip her with certain mental implants for collecting data to be used as evidence, undetectable to Combine scanners—”

      “You hope.” Owen sank into his chair.

      Tyrelle could read his disappointment that she hadn’t shown more of a reaction to the outrageous idea. But this could be my way to make amends for my deeds, as well as to rescue the others. Thuun doesn’t always grant prayers the way we hope. Maybe this precious time on the Zephyr—among those she felt were at least friendly, and with Owen who could be so much more to her—had merely been a respite, a chance to gather strength for the task now at hand.

      “She’d be as safe as we could make her. We’d implant a tracker and, at the first sign of danger, we’d pull her out.”

      “The first sign could be the last sign,” Jake said.

      Warmed by his statement, Tyrelle believed he too found the plan objectionable.

      Jake had more to say. “She’s hardly a trained agent. Your people couldn’t get too close or risk tipping the Combine off. Do you expect her to continue doing wet work on their behalf while you collect your evidence?”

      “If necessary, yes. We’d try to step in and avert civilian casualties if possible. No criminal charges would be involved for her.”

      “How long?” She broke into the debate, using her trained voice to cut through the babble. The Zephyr crew meant well and she appreciated their concern for her, but this was her challenge, not theirs. Everything about this proposal terrified her, but Thuun wouldn’t ask her to take on work she couldn’t accomplish. Balancing the scales of her misdeeds would require something of this awful magnitude. She understood.

      Anjali shrugged. “Hard to say. Until we had enough evidence to convict, or links to enough other Combine operations. Certainly not more than a standard year.”

      Slamming his hand on the table, Owen objected immediately. “You seriously expect Tyrelle to go through another year of hell to earn her freedom?”

      Before the Agent could answer him, Tyrelle verified the item that meant the most to her, above all else, much as she wanted the ring master, the controller and everyone in the Combine to suffer. “You’ll free the other captives like me? Give them the same deal you’ve offered me?”

      “Basically, yes. I can’t be as generous – the others won’t have been working for me. But I can authorize new identities and relocation.” Anjali leaned back in her chair. “You could all be placed in one locale if you wish, although I wouldn’t advise it.”  She shrugged, plainly not worried about the fate of those who were pawns in this situation, but willing to make a concession.

      Tyrelle laid her hand on Owen’s arm. “Don’t be angry with me. I understand the dangers, but I must try to save my people.”

      He covered her hand with his own but glared at the agent across the table. “Why can’t you assemble  a big enough task force, go in and rescue the captives yourself? Now? Surely the raid would give you enough evidence.”

      She gave him a bland stare. “We don’t know the exact location of the Combine facility. Tracking Miss Tyrelle will accomplish this as our first objective. If I go in blasters blazing too soon, to the wrong place, they’ll all die, and the Combine will simply start over with new prisoners.”

      “She’s right,” Tyrelle said. “We were told once of such a situation resulting in the deaths of all the slaves. A few of my companions were taken away to replenish the other team.” Biting her lip, she studied Anjali while she tested the emotions the agent was broadcasting. “And when the year is up, I’m free to go? Free to choose my own path, with your help?”

      “After you testify. I give you my word.”

      “In writing,” Fleming said. “Witnessed by us. I’ll keep a notarized copy here on the ship.”

      She was surprised, but grateful, the captain came down so firmly on her side. “I agree to the deal.”

      “Excellent.” Anjali extended her hand and received an AI from one of her three minions. “Here are the SCIA terms for the arrangement. Your ship’s AI can store the copy you requested, Captain.”

      “Read it for me?” Tyrelle asked Owen.

      He radiated anger and frustration, none of it directed at her, but he nodded.

      Sorrow that she couldn’t do what he’d hoped, and stay with him, weighed her down as the captain, Jake and Owen pored over the terms, reading them to her, insisting on a few changes, but basically the deal was as the agent had outlined. Tyrelle signed with her thumbprint DNA.

      A moment later, the three male agents surrounded her chair.

      Despite having steeled herself for this moment and whatever treatment they might give her, she shrank against the seat.

      “Wait a minute,” Owen said, shouldering one of the men aside roughly. “What are you doing?”

      “You no longer have any standing here, Mr. Embersson. Miss Tyrelle is my responsibility.”

      Anjali’s voice was flat, but Tyrelle sensed the barely leashed triumph in her.  The Agent saw personal gain in this deal, not merely the professional satisfaction of gaining evidence against the vicious Combine. Advancement for her perhaps? The knowledge gave Tyrelle pause, but it was too late – she’d signed the agreement and given her own freedom away.

      Anjali rose. “Captain, my men and I’ll be traveling with you to Devir Six.  We have certain preparations to make. I’ll require a suite large enough to accommodate all of us and Miss Tyrelle. I’ll also need the services of your Ship’s doctor and all the evidence which has been obtained so far. Unfettered access to the cargo container.”

      “Granted.” Fleming held up one hand. “But first, Miss Tyrelle and Mr. Embersson get a private moment alone in the conference room so she can thank him for his service as advocate.”

      Tyrelle couldn’t believe her ears as the Zephyr’s captain insisted on the one concession she wanted above all else at this moment. He was probably doing it for Owen’s benefit more than hers, but the reasons didn’t matter. A private moment to say good bye was priceless.

      The agent clearly didn’t like the captain’s interference with her immediate custody of Tyrelle, but this was Fleming’s ship and he briskly swept them all out of the room, turning on the threshold. “I can’t hold her off long, Owen, so say what you have to say fast.”

      The portal slid shut behind him.

      

      Say what I have to say? I couldn’t do that if I had a lifetime. Owen’s throat and vocal cords were frozen. He was icy cold, in shock. Never in his worst nightmares had he expected this outcome. He’d been shockingly naïve about the SCIA’s singlemindedness and Tyrelle’s vulnerability to their pressure.

      “The agreement’s only for a year,” Tyrelle said. “I’ve done several in the Combine’s hell already. Will you…would you mind if I ask to get in touch with you then?”

      He gathered her in and kissed her. She molded her body to his with a passion matching the emotions raging in his heart. He tasted her tears on his lips. “You’re the bravest woman I ever met, and I will find you, I swear it. I’m not losing you, not now, not ever,” he whispered in her ear.

      “I never expected to have even a moment of happiness again, but Thuun saw fit to bless me, to give me hope, by sending me to you,” she said. “I draw strength from you to accomplish the rescue of the others.”

      A sharp knock on the door heralded the end of their time.

      Owen tightened his arms around her. “Don’t go, don’t risk yourself. We’ll find another way. I have resources. We can get off the ship, disappear where neither Anjali or the Combine can find us—”

      “I must carry out the tasks I’ve agreed to accomplish. I’ll never be free to come to you otherwise.” She stood on tiptoes to brush another kiss on his lips, silencing his protest. “You and I are people of honor – we couldn’t be happy if we fled. This service will atone for my sins. Be safe, Owen Embersson. I can’t ask you to wait for me, but if it’s Thuun’s will I survive my task, I’ll get a message to you somehow.”

      “I’ll wait as long as it takes. Be safe.” He heard the portal opening as Tyrelle stepped away. He had to lean on the table for support as she left the room, head high, no backward glances. Pride and admiration for her mixed with anger and frustration over his inability to help her. He wanted to hurl the chair across the room, break the mugs and decanters, shatter the vid screens….

      “You okay?” Jake stood just out of arm’s reach.

      Owen took a deep breath, then another. The next steps began to coalesce in his mind. Planning. Logistics. Yeah, he knew what he had to do.
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      The hop to Devir Six took a week. Owen lived on the cargo deck as usual, arriving early and staying long after his crew had ended their shifts. His scale models gathered dust in his cabin, as he’d no energy or desire to work on them.  He forced himself to eat. Jake passed him word Emily had seen Tyrelle, prepping her for cryo sleep, and that she was understandably emotionally subdued but physically fine.

      Two of the three male SCIA agents were technical geniuses, who spent time on the cargo deck while the third man stood guard, repairing the damaged Combine crate and presumably making their own secret enhancements.

      Owen gave them a wide berth, staying in his office until the agents completed their tasks and left. On the third night, he sprawled across his bed in his cabin, reviewing his decisions and plans.

      Midorri finished eating the leftovers of Moby’s dinner and hopped up on the bed next to him, making crooning sounds.

      “You miss her too, don’t you?” he asked, scratching the animal’s head above the eyes for a moment before rising and going to the mug where the single red rose still bloomed as if fresh cut. He bent to smell the fragrance.

      Midorri jumped onto the table.

      More on a whim than for any other reason, he separated a single petal from the flower and offered it to the pet.

      Midorri took it in her two top paws and rubbed her nose on the velvety surface.

      “I wish you could take it to her, girl, let her know I’m thinking about her.”

      Rising to sit on her haunches, Midorri tucked the petal into a marsupial-style pouch Owen wasn’t previously aware she had, and scampered off the table, scratching at the door.

      “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?” Owen let her out and watched her head toward the gravlift in her surprisingly effective but ungainly trot. Scarcely daring to get his hopes up, he said as he closed the door, “Maeve, if Midorri’s going where I think she’s going, can you help her?”

      “The animal is my pet too, Owen, and has access to all areas except the captain’s cabin, the bridge and the meditation garden. I won’t put any obstacles in her path.”

      He had to be content with the AI’s statement.

      

      Next morning Moby and Midorri were waiting on the cargo deck when he arrived. The animals followed him into his office and sat expectantly next to each other on the edge of his desk.

      Grumbling a bit, he opened the jar of cat treats, which Midorri relished as much as Moby did, and threw them each two or three.

      When Midorri had gobbled hers down, she chirruped to get his attention and then assumed an awkward sitting position, top paws going to the tiny pouch.

      Holding his breath, afraid to hope, he waited while the animal worked a small item free and offered it to him.

      Losing interest in him, the two pets started a mutual bathing session. Midorri’s long green tongue combed Moby’s fur efficiently while the cat used her pink tongue to delicately groom the other’s flanks.

      He held a lock of Tyrelle’s hair in his palm. Raising the beautiful green, fernlike curl to his face, he caught a whiff of her unique, delicately floral scent. “I’m getting you out of this mess,” he whispered. Stowing the precious lock of hair in the pocket of his shirt over his heart, he called up the cargo offloading plan for Devir Six and immersed himself in the details.

      The comlink pinged. He keyed it open, and Captain Fleming stared outward. “Agent Paterson has requested you not be on the cargo deck while Tyrelle is placed into the cryo chamber and the crate is sealed. I told her this is my ship, but you command the cargo deck and only a stupid captain pisses off the guy in charge of his livelihood. Passengers are the gravy, but cargo is the bread and butter, I informed her.” Seeming surprised Owen hadn’t said anything, he cleared his throat. “I figured you’d rather be there.”

      “Yes, I would. Thank you, Captain. When are they coming down here?”

      “In an hour. Jake’ll be there too, but your people are banned from the deck during the operation.  Get them gone now. Then when SCIA is done and has left the area, your crew can configure the crate with the other cargo to be offloaded at Devir Six. No special handling. All routine.”

      “Got it. “

      “I went out on a limb for you, don’t blow it. Paterson made it clear she’ll arrest you and press charges if you interfere with her or try to talk to Tyrelle. Fleming out.”

      The link closed with a click.

      Maintaining his calm with an effort, Owen left the office and reassigned his staff to work on the lower deck for a few hours. As the crew members exited via the gravlift, Jake emerged from the transport tube.

      “Fleming send you to make sure I behave?” Owen said, leading the way to his office.

      “As ship’s security chief, I’m here to ensure everything goes off smoothly. And yeah, maybe a bit to keep you from getting in trouble with the SCIA.” Jake poured himself a mug of coffee and sat. “I don’t like this any more than you do, or the captain does, but Tyrelle’s an adult, and she agreed to do this. We were all witnesses.”

      Owen heard the gravlift door open. “They’re early.” He walked to the door of his office and watched as Agent Paterson led a small parade, including Dr. Shane, across the deck toward the open Combine container.

      One of the SCIA men carried Tyrelle.

      “Fucking seven hells, I can’t believe Agent Paterson put that thing back on her!”

      Jake had his arm in an iron grip and maneuvered himself in front of Owen, blocking his view. “SCIA had to make her wear the shackles and the necklace. Think, man, if the Combine picks her up and those have been removed, the ring master’ll know she’s been found out and kill her.” He was right up in Owen’s face. “She agreed to this, remember? She knew what she was getting into.”

      Through clenched teeth, he said, “Just tell me the necklace is still disarmed.”

      “It is. None of us would ever agree to hanging an explosive device ‘round her neck. The Combine won’t know the difference and has no reason to check.”

      Owen stared at his friend. “Give me your word as a soldier.”

      “Red went up to the SCIA suite, inspected the contents and locked it himself. She’s all right. Soldier’s oath.” Eyes narrowed, maintaining his grip on Owen, Jake assessed him critically. “Can I let go now? You calm?”

      He jerked his arm free. “Yeah, let me get a last glimpse.”

      Agent Vorson was coming his way, juggling an upset Moby in one arm and an equally complaining Midorri in the other. “Can you gentlemen please take charge of the animals?”

      Owen reached for his cat, secretly pleased Moby had left claw marks on the man’s arm. A tiny payback for Tyrelle.

      Jake took Midorri, who purred and licked his hand.

      Without another word, the man pivoted on his heel and stalked to the shipping container. Fredricks met him, and the agents exchanged heated words for a moment, turning to glare at Owen and Jake. The newcomer beckoned to Owen.  “Agent Paterson wants you.”

      “I’d better come too.” Jake thrust Midorri into the office and shut the door as Owen dropped Moby inside.

      The two animals scratched at the portal, voicing their complaints.

      Owen took a deep breath as he approached the cargo container, Jake at his heels.

      Tyrelle stood beside Agent Patersson, with Emily by her side.

      The male agents grudgingly retreated a few feet.

      “Are you all right?” he said, as if none of the other people were present.

      She nodded.

      No one got in his way, which was a good thing. He took her in his arms, not caring what anyone thought, ignoring Agent Paterson’s exclamation of annoyance.  Having her safe against his heart felt so good, so right, even if for only a moment. “What do you need from me, sweetheart?”

      “You were the one who saved me and got me out of this container. Will you be the last friendly face I see?” she asked, voice husky with unshed tears. “Please? leaving you is…harder than I expected.”

      He picked her up tenderly, dropping a kiss on her forehead. “I’d do anything you asked of me, even this.”

      “You place her in the pod, and I’ll administer the cryo solution, make sure it’s functioning properly,” Emily said, her voice tense and unhappy. “I want to reiterate I’m doing this under protest and disagree with the entire procedure.”

      “Duly noted, doctor, for the tenth time. When you’ve finished, my men will take over and seal the container.” Anjali tapped the toe of her elegant shoe impatiently.

      With infinite care, he lowered Tyrelle into the cramped space, helping her find the most comfortable position possible and then held her hand as Dr. Shane hooked up the cryo system. Owen and the doctor waited until Tyrelle’s eyes drifted shut and her grip on his fingers slackened. He forced himself to let go and step away.

      Emily walked to Jake’s side, taking his hand as if in need of support or comfort, and together the couple drew Owen toward the office.

      “There’s nothing more you can do now,” she whispered.

      Behind him he heard the bang as the container was sealed, the sound like a knife to his heart, but he kept walking, refusing to succumb to his urgent desire to have one more glance. These people have no idea what I can do.
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      A major shipping hub in this Sector, although not a governmental center, Devir Six hosted a Cargo Master Guild Hall so there was nothing odd or unusual about Owen taking one of the Nebula Zephyr’s personal flitters to the surface, ostensibly to conduct business. The ship would to be in orbit for a few days, while the passengers sampled the planet’s many beautiful amenities. As he moved among the crowds at the spaceport, he didn’t attract much notice—just another spacer in nondescript utilities—with his unusual pet perched on his shoulder. A number of men and women in the crowd sported their odd alien furred and feathered companions, as if to proclaim the fact of their extensive journeys among the stars.

      He reached up to pet Midorri. They both knew her leash was for show only and wouldn’t stop her for a second if she wanted to bolt. He’d come to realize she was a lot smarter than anyone had been giving her credit for, and he hoped she might come in handy during the next few days. He booked a nondescript hotel room under a false name, showing the desk clerk Midorri’s phony registration disk. After all his years dealing with permits and government forms, he was good at creating them. Bare bones, the room was exactly like the other thousand cubicles in the hotel, good for crashing in between flights. The anonymity of the place gave him cover for the next phase of his plan. He opened the bag of fast food he’d bought from a street vendor, gave Midorri half the mystery meat and activated his personal AI, checking for the signal from the  tiny tracking device he’d planted on Tyrelle’s shipping container two days before the SCIA did all their techno wizardry. Right after the appalling meeting where Tyrelle had agreed to this insane plan, in fact.

      So far she remained at the spaceport, somewhere in the millions of containers moving into, through and out of the distribution system.  He set the AI to alert him when the crate changed location and sat back to wait.

      Sure enough, midmorning the next day, the dot representing the container traveled out of the spaceport at a steady rate, probably loaded onto a cargo hauler, taken into the low hills surrounding the city and settled about a hundred miles away. After the dot had been stationary for two hours, he tapped the screen and said to an interested Midorri, “Found the place.”

      He had a few more preparations to make, drawing on a credit balance in a New Switzerland banking institution that would amaze his fellow crew members. His one-of-a-kind scale models were extremely popular with collectors throughout the Sectors. He charged accordingly and up till now he’d had very few things he wanted to spend his funds on. He’d gladly empty the entire account if the balance would bring Tyrelle to safety and freedom.

      

      Having purchased a sturdy, used utility groundcar with credits on the table and no questions asked, he and Midorri drove away from the city, taking to the hills soon after leaving the fringes of civilization. Owen assumed the Combine selected Devir Six for a hideout in the first place because of the convenient access to a major spaceport and a big, uncaring city on the go all hours of the day and night, with plenty of rough terrain close by for concealing clandestine activities. The location worked for him. He found a safe spot to leave the groundcar, camouflaging it thoroughly and setting the disruptor shield to block scans from above, before he and Midorri set out cross country toward the Combine’s compound.

      Once he’d identified his target, he’d had Maeve scan the area and send him detailed reports. She remained a military AI at her core, after all. He wondered if anyone other than himself realized the kind of subtle modifications she’d gradually made to the Nebula Zephyr, to recapture certain capabilities she was used to wielding. Jake, maybe. Fleming knew, he was sure. Owen had given Maeve strict orders not to divulge what he was doing on the planet’s surface to anyone unless the captain asked her directly. The AI’s undivided loyalty belonged to Fleming and she’d never lie to him, nor would Owen expect her to. But she didn’t mind engaging in artful omission, and she’d relied on Owen to procure unusual cargo for her use on occasion. Besides their shared history of mild deception, she liked Tyrelle and didn’t much like the SCIA agents.

      Once he reached a hill overlooking the compound, he took up a position and studied the buildings, identifying vulnerable points and watching the guards. Quite a few groundcars and flitters were parked at the rear of the complex. Some kind of meeting or party maybe. He grinned. Good day to blow the place up. The guards sure weren’t up to military standard. One was asleep, two were playing cards and none of the others was actively standing their post. He supposed the Combine had grown used to being untouchable, which meant overconfident.

      Midorri made her questioning noise, resting a tentative paw on his knee.

      Time to move.

      He might not be Special Forces like Jake and Red, but he’d had advanced training and he hadn’t spent his entire time on active duty running logistics depots, as these Combine bastards would soon learn. After checking his pack full of small but highly effective explosives, he opened the shirt pocket over his heart and withdrew the lock of Tyrelle’s hair, glowing even more vividly in this stark landscape.

      Midorri tilted her head and flicked his wrist with her long tongue, purring loudly.

      “Find her for me,” he said to the pet. “And don’t get caught.”

      Midorri scampered away from him, heading toward the compound.

      A moment later, Owen blinked as he realized he could hardly see her, the vivid green of her fur fading as she converted her pelt into a color closely resembling the sandy color of the rocks she crossed. Pondering what other abilities the creature was gifted with, he put the precious lock of hair safely in his pocket and moved out himself, heading toward the first of many spots he’d selected for planting his bombs. He lacked enough ordnance to blow up the entire place but figured he could create an effective diversion and kill more than a few bad guys. Keep them occupied while I sneak Tyrelle out.

      He skulked through the Combine installation, setting charges in inconspicuous spots, sabotaging vehicles as he proceeded, ignoring bouts of laughter and yelling alike from the room in the main building where the raucous meeting was occurring, but taking care to plant three of his shape charges in the structure’s vulnerable points. He easily avoided the guards at shift change, hunkering in a drainage ditch and remaining motionless while the men and women moved to and fro, all of them clearly anxious to get out of the heat.

      Midorri found him there, sliding into the depression in the ground with a miniature avalanche of dirt and pebbles, butting his hip as she reverted to her natural green hue.

      “We have to wait,” he said, petting her soft fur with his gloved hand.

      Shift change finally ended. He gave it another half hour to allow the new guards to lose their fresh edge and sink into boredom, although the thought of being so close to Tyrelle honed his own level of alertness to a knife edge. Finally he lifted Midorri’s head to gaze into her golden eyes. “I hope you know what you’re doing, my friend, or she and I are both in trouble here. Where’s Tyrelle?”

      Assuming her sandy camouflage, the animal crawled from the ditch and slunk across the open space. As covertly as possible, moving an inch at a time, hoping his secondhand shielding was as effective as Midorri’s natural deception, he followed. Rising to his feet in the cover of an outbuilding, he hastened to follow her through an alley to yet another structure. Hopefully, he surveyed the long, low, one-story building, with a series of blank doors.

      Midorri trotted unhesitatingly to the third door from the end and scratched, at it as if hoping to dig a hole through the portal.

      Nerves on edge at having to be in the open, he joined her, examining the setup, which featured a coded lock, and a small, closed panel, for passing through food trays, he guessed. This looked as much like a prison as anything he’d ever seen. Pulling out a device he’d acquired from Red, no questions asked, he placed it over the lock. Breathing a prayer to the Lords of Space, he activated the control and a moment later was gratified to hear a sharp buzz as the door swung ajar, releasing a puff of slightly cooler air.

      Blaster at the ready, he stepped inside.

      Nearly tripping him in her haste, Midorri wound through his legs and launched herself at the room’s occupant.

      Gaunt and bruised, Tyrelle stared at him, clutching the excited, wriggling pet and staggering backward to the narrow cot under Midorri’s weight. “Owen?”

      He crossed the space between them in two strides and brought her to her feet with his free arm, hugging her as Midorri slithered free. “Are you all right?”

      Tears in her eyes, she clung to him, the alien pet dancing and chirruping at their ankles. “I feared I’d never see you again.”

      “I’m getting you out of here today.”

      “But I gave my word—”

      “Sweetheart, there’s no way in seven hells you’ll survive another year in this black hole. And I have a feeling the SCIA already has a lot of evidence against these guys, judging by how much they knew about Combine operating procedure. The Agency wants to make their case stronger, more dramatic, by having you inside. I’m not letting you sacrifice yourself to help Agent Bitch get a promotion or a bonus.” He was working to get the collar off. The restraint wasn’t explosive any more but Red had told him the SCIA hid their recording devices inside, since Tyrelle’s physiology made accepting the usual implants impossible. Her body expelled them. Tucking the collar in his pack, to send to the SCIA later, he straightened and checked her from head to toe. Gently he touched her cheekbone, where a purple bruise spread. “Whoever did this is a dead man walking.”

      She leaned her head on his chest. “Being the SCIA informant is my chance to redeem my honor, to come to you with my head high.”

      “Don’t you know by now I love you so much I want you any way we can be together?” He gave her a little shake. “Nothing is wrong with your honor. Listen, you signed an agreement to stay here as a spy for the SCIA for up to a year, at this facility, right?”

      “Yes. But the ring master is planning to ship me off again next week, to commit another murder.”

      “Well, I didn’t sign any agreements, and I’ve wired this place to blow sky high in about a half an hour, so we’ve got to get moving. If this complex is nothing but abandoned rubble, and the people who imprisoned you are dead or scattered, there’s no reason for you to stay. Your job for the SCIA is done.”

      “But where will we go? How can we—”

      “I have plenty of credits. We can buy a two-person spaceship. I know places we can go far away from here, lie low and live happily together for the rest of our lives.”

      “You’d give up your ship? Your career? For me?”

      “You’re everything to me, and yes, I’d leave all the rest of it behind to save you. Now, what about your fellow prisoners? Are the others in this building?”

      “None of them are here. I learned several died in an attempt to escape while I was gone, and the other three were sent out on jobs.” She swallowed hard. “My sister among them.”

      Acknowledging her grief, he hugged her again. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I wish we could’ve rescued her today. You ready?”

      She nodded.

      He glanced at her feet. Thin-soled sandals, better than barefoot.  At least the chains were gone. “Stay behind me.” He headed toward the door.

      Midorri barred his way, growling.

      “Damn, someone’s coming. Quick!” Stepping past the pet, he led Tyrelle out the portal and ran along the alley between the two buildings, away from the sound of the approaching guard.

      Angry shouts rose behind them.

      He heard shots fired and zigzagged to the left, Tyrelle right behind him and Midorri scampering at her side. They skidded around the corner and came to a sudden stop as four armed guards faced them in the next alley. Owen shot immediately, blaster set on auto mode, and was savagely satisfied as the enemy fell while he and Tyrelle ran forward.

      More guards sprinted into view in front of him, and shots came from behind as well.

      Grabbing Tyrelle by the elbow, he dragged her into the small vestibule of a building appearing to be a warehouse.

      “We’re trapped,” she said, doing a double take as she looked closely at him. “You’re wounded!”

      “Bastard got off a lucky shot, nothing more than a graze. Keep an eye out while I try to break this lock so we can escape through the building.”

      “You can’t go anywhere,” said a cheerful male voice from the end of the alley. “We have men stationed on all sides of your location. Might as well surrender to our tender mercy. Give up now, and I won’t beat you too much.”

      Tyrelle touched the bruise on her cheek. “Cosimil.”

      “Yeah?” Owen leaned out, shot in the direction of the voice, ducking back in the next breath. “Bastard won’t be touching you ever again.”

      “I want them alive,” said a new voice, female, cold, clearly in command. “We need to know who he is, where she met him and how the system broke down. She’ll doubtless be compliant once she sees him suffering. Empathy is her core skill after all.”

      “Fuck that.” He got the door open, grabbed Tyrelle and thrust her inside. The warehouse lights were already on. Hearing noises ahead, he ran to the left, pushing Tyrelle to cover behind a stack of large shipping containers. The edge of a blaster beam caught him as he followed her, and he crashed to the floor, crawling the last foot on sheer willpower, his left leg useless.  “The explosions commence in five minutes,” he said, checking his wrist chrono. “I planted charges along the perimeter of this building too. You have to go – get outside and head for the hills. Midorri can guide you to the groundcar – she’s a lot smarter than we gave her credit for, and you can read her mind besides. You can engage the autopilot – it’s labelled.  I’ll cover you to distract them.” He pulled her close for one last kiss, then fumbled in his pocket for his personal AI. “Take this. The activation code is your name. It’s got all my banking information, contacts who can help you—”

      “I’m not leaving you.”  Wide eyed, she interrupted him.

      Shots crashed into the containers shielding them, and they both ducked.

      Midorri whined and curled as close as she could get to Owen’s side.

      “I love you,” he said to Tyrelle. “And the only thing I want right now is for you to survive.”

      “Which is all I want for you.” Before he could stop her, she stood, raising her hands and walking into the aisle. “Let him live, let him go and I surrender.”

      “Good girl,” said the female voice. “But I’m afraid we can’t very well let your boyfriend walk. He obviously knows too much.”

      Swearing because Tyrelle stood between him and the enemy, blocking his aim, Owen strove to remain conscious.

      Midorri suddenly swarmed up his body as if he was a tree, putting her paws on his ears, curling her tail around his head like a furry blindfold.

      He tried to shake her off even as he dimly heard Tyrelle’s voice, chanting. The acoustics of the warehouse served to echo and amplify her song. Her death song, he realized, as chills ran through his body. Midorri chirped and purred continuously as if to block the effect of Tyrelle’s music for him.  The Combine ring master, her companions and guards staggered, collapsing to the floor like rag dolls, next to the body of the man he’d shot earlier.

      This was going on too long. The enemy was dead or dying, and Tyrelle still sang, voice wavering a bit, volume reduced. Caught in her own rage. She’s going to kill herself too at this rate. Maybe that’s what she’s trying to do. He shook Midorri off and fought his way to his feet, leaning on the cargo container. He took one step. “Tyrelle!”

      Spinning, she stopped in mid-syllable, rushing to catch him as he collapsed, although the best she could do was to break his fall, because he was so much bigger than she.

      He heard weapons fire outside, coming closer. “Now what?”

      Jake and Red burst through the door, blaster rifles at the ready.

      “I don’t know what the seven hells you guys are doing here, but this place is about to go sky high and us with it,” Owen said.

      “Forgot to invite us to your private war?” The two men came forward to grab him by the shoulders and retreat. “What happened to the bad guys?” Jake said as he and Red raised him from the floor.

      “Tyrelle used her power on them.”

      “No shit.” Red glanced over his shoulder at the massed bodies. “I’m glad she never had cause to use it on us.”

      “I wouldn’t,” she said. “You’re my friends, you helped me.”

      As the small group cleared the door, Clint and Jayna moved in from the sides, weapons ready.

      “Time?” Jake said.

      “None left. Forget about me, get her to safety.” Owen said through gritted teeth.

      “Not happening. We don’t leave people behind. Captain Fleming and I see eye-to-eye on the primary mission objective.” Jake steered them to the left.

      Owen heard the hum of a shuttle overhead. The craft set down in a clear spot just ahead, and the ramp opened as the first explosions sounded on the opposite side of the compounds. “Timers a bit off,” he said, lightheaded from loss of blood.

      “Sirens in the distance,” Red said. “We gotta go, boss. If the SCIA gets boots on the ground while we’re still in the field, the situation gets ugly.”

      “More complicated anyway,” Jake agreed with a tight grin.

      The team from the Zephyr hustled to the flitter, Jake and Red partially supporting, mostly dragging Owen, while Jayna made sure Tyrelle was protected and moving. Midorri scampered at her side. Weapons hot, Clint brought up the rear, covering their six.

      Blaster in hand, Emily stuck her head out the door of the ship. “Quinn says hurry – we have incoming.” She retreated as the squad burst into the flitter. “Bring him to the rear. I got my medkit out in case. This crazy op sounded like one where casualties might happen.”

      Owen heard Tyrelle asking, “Will he be all right?”

      “He’s got the best battle field doctor in the Sectors, right here,” Jake said as the craft lifted off and went vertical.

      “I’ve seen worse.” Emily’s voice carried the professionally cheerful reassurance. “Giving you something for the pain, Owen.”

      Despite his growing weakness, he tried to push her hand away. “Can’t let the SCIA have Tyrelle.”

      “We’ll take care of it, you have my word,” Jake said, leaning over Emily’s shoulder. “Let the doc do her work. Your lady will be right there when you wake up, I promise.”
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      Three days later, Owen sat in his cabin on the Nebula Zephyr, contentedly watching Tyrelle dish up the last course of the dinner Chef Stephanie had sent especially for them. He shifted, trying to find a comfortable position for his leg, which Emily had done her best to salvage. For now he had a few cyborg parts, but Emily swore the next time the Zephyr arrived in port near a Sectors battleship, she and Owen were going over so she could call in favors and run him through a military rejuve resonator. Right now, he didn’t care. Having Tyrelle safe with him made the sacrifice of his leg a small thing.

      Smiling, she brought him his plate and a glass of wine. “How’s the pain?”

      “No problem.” He moved aside the model he’d been working on to make room for the dinner.

      Head tilted, she studied him. “I hear a small echo of a lie there. After dinner, I’ll give you another healing energy treatment.”

      “You can’t spend all your energy on me,” he said.

      “Chief Takkei gave me my own access to the meditation garden – I can replenish myself.”

      Moby hopped on the table, sniffing Tyrelle’s plate hopefully.

      Owen firmly shooed her off. “You already had dinner, greedy cat. Scoot.”

      Greatly offended, Moby sat down to bathe her tail, her back to him. Midorri pounced on her from a hiding place under the chair, and the battle commenced as the two rolled across the deck, kicking and biting with mock ferocity and sheathed claws.

      Tyrelle leaned over to watch, smiling at the antics. Then she studied his face. “What’s wrong?”

      “I hate not knowing what’s going to happen, what the SCIA is going to do.” He reached for her hand. “I wish I hadn’t gotten shot like a bonehead recruit on his first deployment. I wish we could have escaped, gotten away from this planet entirely and lost ourselves too deep to find in the outer Sectors.”

      “You’re too hard on yourself, my love. And I don’t think you really want a life on the run, one of hiding.”

      “I want to protect you.”

      Before she could answer, the door chimed. “Captain Fleming is here to see you,” Maeve announced.

      Owen and Tyrelle exchanged startled glances. “Let him in.”

      Captain Fleming never called on crew members in their quarters, not even his officers. He maintained a clear separation between himself and everyone else. You went to him, he didn’t come to you. This could be bad. Owen braced himself for whatever might happen. He wouldn’t allow himself to be separated from Tyrelle again.

      The captain crossed the threshold, unsmiling and serious as always. “Please don’t get up on my account.”

      “Would you like something to eat?” Tyrelle asked.  “Or a glass of wine?”

      “Nothing for me thanks, I ate earlier and I’m on duty. Coffee if you have it would be great.”

      She loved the drink as much as he did, so Owen had taught her to brew coffee their first day together in his quarters. She nodded and walked to the kitchen space to make a cup.

      Fleming drew another chair to the table and sat. “Given your injuries, Owen, I figured I should hold my final briefing on this incident here in your cabin.”

      “Before you say anything else, sir, please don’t blame Jake and his team for what I did, or Dr. Shane. Their coming to rescue us was a literal lifesaver, and I’ll take responsibility for putting them in harm’s way by my own actions. I don’t want SCIA repercussions against them.”

      Fleming took the mug of hot coffee from Tyrelle with a murmured, “Thank you,” and politely half rose as she sat down. She pulled Midorri into her lap as if to calm her nerves. “I always had Special Forces Teams as key elements of my strategy when I commanded a battleship,” he said as he sat and stirred cinna spice into his drink. “When I agreed to join the CLC Line, I saw no reason not to have a similar capacity on board. As we’ve seen in recent years with the rise in space piracy and other challenges, even a civilian vessel may need a core of well-trained operators at some juncture. Jake Dilon is one of the finest Special Forces officers I ever met, and I back his decisions. Anything he and his team did for you was under my authority. I’m the man in command, and the responsibility is mine.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Fleming turned his attention to the other occupant of the cabin. “Miss Tyrelle, while your decision to work for the SCIA as an informant was admirable and courageous, I had serious concerns with the way Agent Paterson coerced you, a mere three days after we’d rescued you, to sign her agreement. I conveyed my concerns directly to certain interested parties in the Mellurean hierarchy.”

      “You – you went above Agent Paterson’s head to the Mellureans?” Incredulous for a moment, Owen recalled all the rumors about Fleming’s connection with the mysterious, powerful alien race, leverage responsible in part for Maeve escaping termination when her original military ship host was decommissioned, and becoming the AI for a cruise liner commanded by Fleming.

      “Agent Paterson told us herself the Mellureans had an interest in the case.” Fleming sipped his coffee and shrugged.

      Although Owen thought he detected a gleam of amusement in the captain’s dark eyes.

      “I merely sent messages through my own channels. As I anticipated, the Mellurean Council wasn’t pleased to hear how Tyrelle, a priestess among her own people, and a woman with serious psychic powers, had been treated by the SCIA. The evidence you already provided, the evidence on the sensors you took into Devir Six and the evidence found in the ruins of the Combine installation is more than enough and generating significant new leads.”  His eyes crinkled as if privately amused, which he explained a moment later. “I’ve been given to understand Agent Paterson has been removed from the case and reassigned to duty in an outer Sector.”  He unzipped the pocket of his utilities and extracted a shiny new personal AI, which he slid across the table to Tyrelle.

      She stared blankly at the black rectangle.

      “May I?” Owen took the device and activated it for her.

      “Tyrelle Zephyr, Sectors citizen, Mellurean affiliation noted,” said the AI’s voice. It recited her citizen ID number, followed by banking details, with Tyrelle apparently being the recipient of a substantial reward for her part in bringing down the Devir Six Combine operation. “Footnote,” said the AI’s voice efficiently, “Cleared to travel to the moons of Mellure at any time, passage guaranteed, one companion allowed.”

      “Access to Mellure is a rare visa,” he said, raising his eyebrows and looking at the captain.

      “They’d like to talk to her. The Council promised to try to determine where your home world may be, but I’m afraid we all think that’s a remote possibility during the ongoing combat with the Mawreg. They also promised to forward me any intel recovered as to the whereabouts of your sister or any other prisoners from your planet.”

      “I’m grateful, and I understand we’ll probably never hear anything but just to know someone is watching for her, for them, is a comfort. Tyrelle Zephyr?” she asked, staring at her ID.

      “Bureaucracy requires a last name,” Fleming said, with a shrug. “Seemed appropriate. You can change it if you want a different surname.”

      “Oh, I like the name,” she said. “I’m honored. But where will I go now? What happens to me?”

      “Which brings me to the final reason I’m here this evening,” the captain said. “Owen, you’re the finest Cargo Master I’ve ever met, and I’m intent on keeping you on the ship’s roster, working for me.  I’m not a fool, I know wherever Miss Zephyr goes, you’ll go.”

      “Damn straight.”

      “CLC isn’t running this ship as a charity. I can’t take on nonpaying, noncontributing sentients on a long-term basis. Fortunately, I happen to have several openings in the hydroponics section, and I’d like to offer you a job, Miss Zephyr, as a senior specialist on my direct staff. I’d like you to concentrate on the ornamentals, seeing if you can improve our profit margin there by upgrading the product. The new chief of Hydroponics will report to you and to me, once we hire someone.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Chief Takkei and I would also take it as a personal favor if you’d be willing to assist with the meditation garden.”

      Eyes glowing, she said, “Yes! I accept with pleasure. The solution is wonderful!”

      “Welcome to the crew.” Fleming extended his hand across the table, and Tyrelle awkwardly shook on the deal. “The Purser will get in touch with you about salary and benefits. The position comes with a private cabin—”

      Owen cleared his throat.

      “But since the Cargo Master here has one of the largest officer’s cabins on board, other than mine, I’m assuming you won’t need separate quarters. Tell the Purser if you do.” He drained the last of the coffee, set the mug aside and rose. “And by the way, the Mellureans assure me the Combine won’t ever bother you again, nor will the SCIA attempt to contact you. I have a personal guarantee from the highest levels of Mellure.” He smiled. “You’re safe, Tyrelle. Maybe we can’t get you home again – yet -”

      “This is my home now, with Owen. How can we ever thank you, Captain?”

      He shook his head. “No thanks required. My job is to take care of my ship, my crew and my passengers, even the inadvertent ones. Thanks for the coffee, can’t remember when I’ve had a better brew. Good night.” He was out the portal and gone.

      Tyrelle threw herself at Owen, sitting on his lap with arms around his neck. “Free and clear is what your people say, yes? Both of us. Your captain accomplished much on our behalf.”

      He kissed her. “Fleming’s one of a kind all right. I’m proud to serve with him. I’m proud to serve with you – welcome to the crew. I didn’t see that coming, but I like it.”

      “Truly Thuun must have heard my prayers and diverted my cargo container to this ship, so you and I might meet. He showed me the way to regain my honor, to be able to stand next to you, my warrior, and take down the evil ones together.”  She gave the table a cursory glance. “Are you hungry? Or would you like to skip dinner and let me sing the blessing for your leg? I’m too excited to eat now.”

      He kissed her neck, scattering little caresses on her soft skin until he reached her lips. “I could go for dessert first, finishing dinner later,” he whispered in her ear, one hand rising to cup her breast.

      Blushing, she rose and took his hand. “Energy treatment first, and then we’ll see.”

      As they walked to the bedroom together, Owen heard the dishes clatter as Moby and Midorri jumped onto the table to investigate the remnants of the abandoned meal. They were welcome to it – after all, the pets were the ones who found Tyrelle for him, that day in the cargo bay.

      Enjoy the treat, you earned it!
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      Emma Standish didn’t think her day could get any worse. Her dad is marrying his boss, her dragon suddenly came back talking and typing, and it’s her fault the Earth, or at least ten square miles of Texas, is going to be destroyed. That’s what happens when you forget something very, very important. Luckily for her, she’s got the love of her life that she can’t remember and her dragon by her side. Who needs to worry when you’re having a day like this?
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      My dragon came back the day my dad told me he was getting married again.

      I found him—my dragon, not my dad—sitting on my desk with his front legs on my computer keyboard.

      Typing.

      Of course he’s not typing. Just because it sounded like he was typing, didn’t mean he was typing. His head turned my direction and he blinked. I closed the door behind me and saw what seemed like recognition in his deep, dragon gaze.

      He lifted a front leg—usually a sign of submission in a bearded dragon—and waved his claw at me, or possibly at the computer screen. “I hope you don’t mind?”

      I stepped over to the bed and sank down just before my knees gave out. Peddrenth shifted so he could still see me, his beard flaring black for several seconds, like I’d annoyed him. Bearded dragons make great pets, but male bearded dragons like to dominate, and, despite the submissive paw waving, he’d ruled our shared roost long before he disappeared. I shook my head, closed my dropped jaw and said, “I don’t…mind.”

      Minding wasn’t even on the list of what I felt. Beyond the shock, the disbelief, the awe, and freaked out, I realized the one thing that didn’t surprise me. How he sounded. Kind of gravely, with a slight lisp. Like, well, a dragon.

      He turned back to my computer and symbols began to flash on the screen. My dragon was typing.

      Gobsmacked, I stared at the screen without seeing it at first, but then I realized some of the stuff he was putting on there looked vaguely familiar, if I had time to think about it. Which I didn’t. I had all these questions bouncing around inside my head. I needed to herd them into an orderly queue before something exploded in there. I set my purse down on one side, my brief case on the other, and eased off my shoes. This familiar, post-work day ritual helped. A little. Okay, not that much. But at least my feet were happy.

      I rubbed my temple, then the bridge of my nose. I pinched myself. I seemed to be awake. If I was dreaming, I wanted to wake up. Except for having Peddrenth back. I wouldn’t mind if that was real—with or without the typing and talking. I’d missed him. He’d been my companion, my best friend for ten years, until—

      The typing stopped and Peddrenth slithered around. His paw waved, like giving me permission to speak. So I did.

      “Where have you been for the last eight years?” I sounded more curious than freaked out, which surprised me, because I was pretty freaked out.

      He shouldn’t even be alive. A bearded dragon had a max life span of twelve years. I got him for my eighth birthday and I would be twenty-six in a couple of days. You do the math. On the other hand, he wasn’t supposed to be typing or talking so the life span thing felt moot.

      “Away,” he said significantly.

      “For eight years.” He’d disappeared the same night as the accident. My fingers curled into my palms. I didn’t remember much about that night, except that when the dust settled, Peddrenth and my mom were both gone. Losing them had changed my life almost beyond recognition, but whatever. I’d moved on. Without actually moving on, since I still lived at home with my dad.

      “It is true that eight of your years have passed…” His paw waved again.

      Maybe he was trying to use the Force on me. It had that vibe. Which might explain why I only just noticed his mouth wasn’t moving when he talked. Just in case things weren’t weird enough.

      Was I having a breakdown? In which case I was hallucinating because…oh, wow, it feels lame to think I might be that upset over my dad remarrying. I considered it and decided it wasn’t the marrying part. It was the who part. My dad was the stereotype of the absentminded inventor slash scientist. And he was about to marry Iris. Of all the women who’d tried to get his attention since my mom died, he picks his dragon-lady boss?

      My dad was marrying his boss.

      And mine.

      Just because I found her more personally annoying than just about anyone else in my life, I needed to not lose sight of the fact that if this happened, I stood a good chance of getting my life back—after eight years of being Peddrenthless when I needed my pet dragon the most. “Where have you been?!”

      “You are conversant with faster than light travel.”

      Ice trickled down the center of my back. “How could you know that?” No one knew about my dad’s super-secret, faster-than-light project.

      “For one thing, you have geek plastered all over your Facebook and Instagram profiles.”

      I opened my mouth to ask how he knew that, then noticed the tabs on my browser. My dragon had checked out my social media.

      “And it has long been your dream to travel in space.”

      This was true, but how—oh right. I’d told him everything before he disappeared. “I…didn’t know you understood me.”

      He might have looked aggrieved. “You told me I was the only one who did.”

      “Yes. And I meant it.” For a teenager, “you understand me” is the same as saying “you let me talk all I want and never tell me I’m wrong,” but this didn’t seem like the time to tell him that. That I knew this gave me hope I’d matured, even if I did live at home. Then I wondered why I was talking out loud when my dragon wasn’t. Can you hear me?

      No response from my dragon.

      “How come I can hear you inside my head but you can’t hear me?”

      I felt a d’oh from him.

      “You lack the implant that gives me a telepathic voice.”

      Implant. My dragon had an implant that made him telepathic. Okay. And where—it was starting to sink in that my dragon had been…I couldn’t think it. Not yet. I was a geek. I should be excited, not—

      “So you took,” I sort of managed another dry swallow, “a…a…space trip?”

      I had a sudden flash of memory. Like a movie still frame. The bright light stabbing out of the dark that put us at the center of a spotlight—but that was just a weird dream. A weird, reoccurring dream. It had to be, because if it wasn’t then…then…

      “You observed my departure.”

      I looked away. “I don’t remember much about that night.” I rubbed my face with both hands, leaving them over my eyes. Now I saw the flash of headlights. This time not in still frame. They moved erratically, the glow bouncing off the dense trees that lined the road. The squeal of tires—and then nothing. Just this vast blank ocean inside my head that was awash with guilt.

      My dad had been devastated about losing mom, but it had been eight years. In the Old Testament, even Jacob had only served seven for Rachel, unless you counted the seven extra years he got tricked into serving, but I didn’t want to count those. Eight was bad enough. And I hadn’t even got a date out of my eight years, let alone a spouse or two.

      You don’t have to leave, my dad had  told me today  after dropping his bombshell, Iris and I want you to stay, to keep working with us.

      Yeah, sure, I’d love to play third wheel to my dad and his wife. I didn’t tell him I’d rather poke out my own eye. I didn’t have to. He was clueless but not that clueless. He’d almost seemed startled by his words, then he’d smiled at me, tempered with a bit of wry and something almost…puzzled. I’d hugged and congratulated him and came upstairs to…a typing, talking dragon. I lowered my hands.

      I had to know. “Were you…abducted by…aliens?”

      “I wasn’t abducted.” His beard flared black again. “It was an accident.”

      My next thought was totally inappropriate, but one can’t always help that.

      Why didn’t they accidentally take me, too?
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      “So, you’re not dating Ted?” Peddrenth broke into what had turned into a long silence.

      It wasn’t that I’d run out of questions. I think I had maxed out my ability to process his answers. Here I sat in my bedroom, dealing with the fact that my dad was getting married again, my dragon had taken an accidental trip to space and back, and all I had were book boyfriends. I glanced around. And a bedroom that hadn’t been updated since that night. And who was Ted?

      I started to ask, but then I remembered. The me before the accident had thought Ted might ask me to the senior prom. He hadn’t, of course. I’d been in the hospital with a concussion. And our “dating” had been as imaginary as my book boyfriends.

      “No…I’m not dating Ted.”

      “That is well.”

      Why? I directed a penetrating look his direction, but he had a tough hide. I was curious he was curious about Ted, no question, but it didn’t seem like the main point, which was…

      “Why did you come back?” I hesitated. “Are you really back?” I’d need to restart his bug order. It had really impressed my friends that I bought bugs and had a dragon for a pet, I recalled a bit vaguely. Was this what shock felt like? Cold and fuzzy around the edges? I grabbed the lap quilt at the foot of my bed and wrapped it around my shoulders.

      “Mazan would like to talk to you.”

      “Mazan?”

      My dragon studied me with a peculiar intensity. “You truly do not remember?” I shook my head. “That perhaps would explain—”

      “Explain what?” I felt a strange dread, as memory tried to pierce the thick fog hiding whatever happened that night eight years ago.

      “There is a problem with the launch.”

      There was nothing in my nondisclosure agreement about talking to a dragon, but it still felt disloyal. “Launch?” I tried to look clueless. Which should have been easy since I pretty much was.

      Peddrenth couldn’t raise his brows, but it felt like he did.

      “Okay, so there might be a launch—which you didn’t hear from me—what of it?”

      “There is a leak.”

      “A leak?” I jerked upright in alarm. “In the fuel tanks? On the team?” Exploding space vehicles and corporate sabotage were both a real worry. “What?”

      “You. You are leaking.”
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      It shouldn’t be that hard to wrap my brain around making first contact with an alien. It’s what all of us geeks dreamed of and hoped for. Perhaps we didn’t hope for first contact by dragon, but still, I should have been ready.

      I didn’t feel ready.

      The almost full moon was up, but mostly hidden by puffy clouds left over from an afternoon storm.

      With Peddrenth riding on my shoulders, we took the path through the woods just like we used to do. It didn’t feel like it had been been eight years since I’d taken Peddrenth into the clearing to hunt for free range bugs…why had we come this far, I wondered now? There were bugs closer to the house, further from—

      My heart began to thump like it wanted to jump out of my chest as this path wound ever closer until the one place road and path crossed.

      The spot where my mom had died.

      On that night I can’t remember.

      She died instantly, they said. It wouldn’t have helped if the other driver had stayed. The shrink told me my need for closure, for justice, was what kept me from remembering. I guess I believed him, since my degree wasn’t in psychology. Oh wait, I didn’t have a degree. I gave it up to help my dad. That probably sounds bitter and I’m not. Mostly I’m bewildered. And I didn’t understand why dread coiled in my chest like a snake. Or why my throat felt closed, and the humid air felt thicker than usual. Why did I taste metal on my tongue?

      Why was I afraid?

      It wasn’t the place. Dad and I passed the spot every day on our way to work. Some days I didn’t even think about it. I certainly didn’t have a panic attack, which was good since I drove. But now I wanted to turn tail and run home.

      I didn’t. I couldn’t run. I couldn’t hide. I couldn’t flinch from thinking about that night. Not anymore.

      I needed to know what happened. I needed to remember.

      I might not be a genius like my dad, and no, I didn’t have that college education, but I’m not stupid. It had to be more than a lack of closure fueling this choking dread. There was something I didn’t want to face, something buried deep inside my head. Only it wasn’t buried, maybe it never had been. It had ridden on my shoulders for eight years, it was riding there now, with Peddrenth.

      I glanced his way, found him watching me. He almost looked worried. Or I was projecting.

      I swallowed to wet my dry throat and asked, “Is he, you know, humanoid?”

      “Mazan? Of course.”

      What was “of course” about it? This alien had accidentally collected the dragon, not the human.

      “Does he look like…I mean, is he purple or something?” I had a feeling if Peddrenth could have rolled his eyes, he would have.

      “You…” he stopped, as if reconsidering what he’d meant to say. “You all look similar to me.”

      If I could have chuckled, I would have. I did manage a smile that felt wry, but it didn’t last. “The implant, they didn’t hurt you, did they?”

      He actually shook his head, well, his head swept left, then right.

      “The implant was a gift, so we could communicate.”

      “They wanted to talk…to you?” And not me. Was I jealous of my dragon?

      There was another pause. “The Draze are like that.”

      The Draze. I didn’t know anything about the Draze, did I? And yet…there was something almost familiar about both words. Mazan. Draze. My panic eased. “Did I meet him that night? The night you left.”

      Peddrenth hesitated, then said, “Put me down here, please.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him I usually waited until we crossed the—

      The road. Until we crossed the road. It was just a road.

      I crouched and he left his perch. I straightened as he crawled out of sight, his tail twitching from side to side. I clenched my hands into fists and followed my dragon.

      And there it was.

      The road.

      Right where it was supposed to be, looking like it always had. At least, it looked like it had a couple of hours ago when we drove home. Still, it felt different looking at it from here. It changed my point of view. Standing, not speeding by, I could see the spot—though brush had grown back where her car hit the tree. The skid marks were long gone, too, of course. Time was supposed to heal everything, wasn’t it?

      I didn’t feel healed. I felt…not healed. To my core.

      All was quiet, peaceful even in the low light from the nearly full moon. I looked both ways, even though ours was the only house this far down the road, and I would have heard a car coming from quite a ways off—I tensed but the twitch of fear didn’t produce an image to go with it—so I crossed. I was relieved to get to the other side. I felt a chicken joke wanting to happen inside my head and quickly followed the path into the woods to escape it. The trees and bushes closed in fast, narrowing the trail so sharply, I couldn’t see that far ahead.

      Instead of dread, now I felt eager, excited, like a good geek should.

      I pushed a particularly large branch aside and there it was.

      My jaw dropped and in my amazement the horizon spun around the ship, but not in a bad way. More like a flourish. I moved forward, because it was too cool to fear. Straight out of a bigger budget scifi movie, its sleek, aerodynamic lines made my geek heart go pit-a-pat with happy. Big enough to fill the clearing almost from edge to edge, it was thickest at the center. It was so much what I’d expected it was almost a cliche, except it wasn’t because it was there. It was real. And it glowed the shade of green most associated with alien encounters. Seriously, it was like that green had been matched to this ship. I drew close, my hand lifting because I just had to touch it, but a crack appeared in the side closest to me, a crack that rapidly turned into a lowering ramp. I froze with one hand half lifted. Just visible at the top of the ramp, I saw booted feet. Brown boots. A bit buccaneer-ish. Sassy. I would buy those boots.

      I thought that before. For the first time, I believed I had been here, that I’d felt this, seen this. But then the boots started moving toward me…

      This wasn’t a movie. This was real. I backed up as the horizon began to spin around me again—and this time not in a good way—with the ship at the center, as if it needed to keep pace with my suddenly racing heart. I wasn’t worried, not about meeting Mr. Boots. There was something else, some other worry that made panic build…

      The horizon spun faster, blurring it into an impressionist painting. Then it tilted to one side as my suddenly weak knees hit the dirt. Oddly enough I was more worried about landing in a fire ant bed than the alien wearing the boots a few inches from my nose. I tried to put a hand out to touch them, but my hand didn’t move. The spin of the horizon narrowed to a pinpoint. And then went dark.
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      A pinpoint of light pierced the black and grew slowly bigger. Memories played pinball wizard inside my head, all disconnected and weird as the smothering fog hiding that long ago night began to shred, letting bits and pieces of the past escape.

      I opened my eyes and there he was.

      A familiar stranger.

      Someone I knew, but didn’t.

      His worried eyes were the color of a stormy sea, with streaks of purple and turquoise in the gray. And his lashes, do not get me started on his lashes. So not fair that a guy got those lashes. He had a narrow face, with tufted brown brows and hair with a mind of its own. Kind of Harry Potter without the glasses. His body was long and narrow, too. He wasn’t handsome, at least not in a movie hero way. I knew, without knowing, that he was clever, that I used to love his smile—which was nowhere to be seen. That I used to love—I shut that thought off. I couldn’t finish it, not now with memories playing bumper car inside my head and refusing to connect properly. When I backed off, the pain eased, as if to reward me for being good…

      “Are you feeling more satisfactory?”

      His voice wasn’t deep, or especially low or high, but still managed to be very distinct. I knew it, I knew his voice. He had a slight exotic accent that made my toes want to curl. Had always made my toes curl…

      “Mazan?” I made it a question, though it was more of a mental confirmation as at least one piece slotted into place. I knew the name, knew it belonged to him. Why he had mattered, why he did matter to me, was less clear.

      His lips curved up, but it wasn’t a full smile. He thought I was leaking something, I remembered. But what?

      Moving slowly, carefully, his fingers wrapped my wrist, his fingers settling on my pulse. I looked down, startled at the sight of his hand, his skin against mine. And yet…not surprised either. His fingers felt cool, but not like he was cold. More like that was his normal temperature. There was an “otherness” about him. No sparkles and no sign of prominent incisors between his lips. I know it was silly to even think it, but he was seriously pale.

      I flexed my fingers, trying to connect this present with the pieces drifting in and out of view inside my head. To figure out this mystery, wrapped in the past and happening…inside an alien space ship.

      “Will I,” I had to clear my throat to finish it, “live?”

      His smile widened and his hand dropped away, leaving my skin feeling suddenly cold. “I believe so, my friend, Emma.”

      His friend? My heart hurt a little, like there’d been more between us.

      Mazan looked away and his shoulders rose and fell in what looked like a sigh. He turned to face me again, sadness and yes, disappointment in his gaze. That hurt as much or more than being called his friend. I struggled to a sitting position, letting my legs hang off the edge of what I realized now was some kind of bunk bed affixed to the wall. It was just high enough that my toes barely brushed the metal floor.

      I pushed my limp, damp hair off my face. “What?”

      “Why did you do it?”

      “Do what?” I didn’t have to try to look bewildered.

      “She does not remember,” Peddrenth said, a bit too patiently, like they’d covered this ground already. His beard flared black for several seconds.

      Mazan’s gaze probed mine for what felt a long time. My eyeballs dried. I wanted to blink, but I didn’t dare. If I blinked, he’d think I was lying and I would never lie to him—

      “How—” he stopped. He pushed his hands through his hair, which probably explained its charming disorder. And that’s when I saw something new enter his gaze.

      Hurt. I’d hurt him.

      “I was in a car accident eight years ago. My mom—” I had to look away then. It took two tries for me to get it out. “My mom died. I hit my head.” Those first words felt like rocks coming out, but the rest came easier, faster. “The shrink says I have hysterical amnesia which is kind of funny because I haven’t been able to cry. Not once in eight years. Don’t you think that crying is a prerequisite for hysteria?” I rubbed my face fiercely. I had to…I had to…what? It was as if there was this voice in my head telling me I couldn’t. Couldn’t what? I didn’t know what I wasn’t supposed to do or say, but if I did or said it, something bad would happen. I almost laughed at that last thought. What could be worse than this half life of guilt and fear? This sudden realization that I’d lost more than my memories of that night?

      I lowered my hands and looked at him, met his gaze with my chin lifted a little. He could believe me or not. Didn’t know why I wanted him to believe me, except that I seemed to be in trouble. And I did want him to believe me. A frown pulled his crazy brows together. Made him look just a touch mad scientist. My heart did this little flutter. Apparently I liked mad scientists.

      “This news is…well, my friend, Emma, it is heart-breaking. It is—”

      At least we were still friends. But that didn’t explain why he was heart-broken. It’s not like he knew my mom.

      “She is lost, gone, and we did not know.” He turned away, causing more disorder in his hair with frantic hands. He paced away, then back.

      “Are you talking about my mom?”

      He looked surprised then. “Of course. She was a great hero to our people.”

      “Hero?” I croaked. To his people? “My mom?”

      “Yes, she was the Deliverer.”

      I felt my jaw go slack and couldn’t do a thing about it.
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* * *

      So I was back to gobsmacked.

      Neither Mazan nor Peddrenth appeared to notice. Mazan had adopted a tragic pose over by the door, like he needed something to hold him up. Peddrenth, well, he sat there staring at Mazan with his tail twitching back and forth, looking very wise and remote.

      She was the Deliverer.

      My mom. The Deliverer. A hero to his people? She’d driven car pool and made cookies and bandaged my knees and bought me Peddrenth and nagged me to take care of him. She delivered mom-ness, not hero-ness. There had to be some kind of mistake. Only…somehow, don’t ask me why, I knew it wasn’t a mistake. I didn’t believe it…but I did. It was there, I decided, buried somewhere in my missing night with all the other stuff I couldn’t remember. Or…was I afraid to remember?

      I sat there because I didn’t know what else to do, other than finally get hysterical, and honestly, I didn’t have the energy. Looking at Mazan was unsettling. More than memories started to stir inside my head. For the first time, I was also starting to realize how little I’d felt for the last eight years. As if all of me had been wrapped in some kind of emotion-damping fog. Seeing him made my heart hurt. Like a limb coming back to painful, tingling life—I looked away, studying my surroundings instead. It was more of the familiar unfamiliar. Like I was on the other side of a movie, watching me, seeing this without being part of it.

      The small cabin was very ship-like and also very space ship-like, because it had that curved edge on what was probably the outside wall, and there were space-stuff fixtures. The bunk where I sat had been tucked into that curve, which saved the straight wall for a small desk area, some shelves, and a sink. There were two doors. One stood open giving me a glimpse of the corridor and the other, I suspected, was for a commode. No, I knew it was. Why could I remember peeing here but not being here?

      Bits of memory drifted just out of reach, taunting me, daring me to look. Was it the whole Deliverer of her people thing? But why would I freak out and get amnesia over that? If she really had been a Deliverer of an alien people, well, logically, that could have played out in a lot of different ways. But it wasn’t logic that made me know how it was. Okay, more weirdness to realize my mom was an alien. I made myself repeat it. Mom was an alien.

      That would actually be more cool than having a dragon for a pet, particularly at the cons.

      Oh my freaking heck. If my mom was an alien, then I was one, too. At least half a one.

      Still not enough for amnesia.

      Okay. Even the doctor admitted that something traumatic had happened that night. He believed it was the driver of the other car that I was afraid to remember. I knew he wasn’t wrong, but he also wasn’t completely right. There was more. Something huge and ugly lurked just out of sight inside my head like a bad dragon, the mythic kind that hides in storm clouds over the ocean and dives out to eat sailors. My dad—

      My brain twitched with a sudden stab of pain. I mentally jerked back, wanting—no, needing to go fetal and forget again. But I wasn’t seventeen. I was twenty-freaking-five about to turn twenty-freaking-six. It was time to woman up. And that meant facing the dragon in my head. No matter what—or who—it was.

      Okay, it was unthinkable that my dad would, so just think it, I told myself. Because if it was unthinkable, then it wasn’t true. My dad couldn’t have been in that other car. He wouldn’t have left us there. Unbidden came the memory of my dad’s haunted eyes, his strained gray face. Okay, what if he had?

      There. I’d thought it.

      And the world hadn’t stopped turning.

      My brain hadn’t exploded. Or given up the Big Secret.

      It was still there, just out of reach and fighting me. It was weird to feel detached from me but to also feel this rising panic. My heart pounded and my breathing came in shallow pants. I forced myself to hold in a breath, then another, to slow it down. The little stars circling my vision faded. I flexed my tingling fingers, then looked at Mazan. He’d turned back to face me, looking sober, sad, but calmer.

      “This is sad news for our people, my friend, Emma, but—”

      My eyelid twitched. Oh right. “Our people?” If my mom was alien, then I was half alien. So that made his people half my people. My other eyelid joined the twitch-fest.

      His brows arched. “But you know this, my friend—”

      “I don’t remember.” It was the truth. I didn’t remember. I’d just connected some really obvious dots.

      “Just that night. You said you do not remember that night,” he protested.

      I shook my head and he stopped talking, his head tipping to one side. I knew that pose, that look. He was…seeking to understand.

      “You can call me just Emma, you know,” I murmured, as little bits and pieces, small Mazan moments drifted in and out of view. “We know each other.”

      “Of course, just Emma—”

      “I mean, we knew each other before that night,” I interrupted, pushing back at the pain and resistance building inside my head. “We met…when…” my gaze shifted to Peddrenth. “…when I got you.”

      “Yes.” Mazan nodded, his expression lightened some, but also puzzled. “Peddrenth is a Draze Dragon, genetically engineered to look exactly like a species native to your world, your bearded dragon. He is your Companion.” The way he said it the word had a capital C.

      I looked at my dragon. My Companion? Who had accidentally left me behind? I opened my mouth to ask or accuse, but the look in his eyes stopped the words. He looked like I felt. Betrayed.

      “You know this—”

      “But I didn’t, I don’t, I mean, that’s part of what I forgot.” I looked at him, fighting to keep my breathing even again. “Why would I forget you? This?” And remember Peddrenth? But not the part about Peddrenth being a Companion, and now it was coming back to me in bits and bites how he’d always been able to talk to me like the best invisible talking friend a young girl ever had. “What happened that night? Why did you take Peddrenth and leave—” …me behind, is what I wanted to ask. We were young, but we meant something to each other. I didn’t know a lot of things, but I felt this to my toes. All the way through my heart. I touched my chest. It felt like I could see the cracks in it. He left me. For eight long, miserable years. I hadn’t known it, but I’d known it.

      “You told me to leave, just Emma.”

      “Emma,” I corrected, absently. Like the crack in his ship as the ramp lowered, a breach appeared in the wall inside my head. And it was a wall. I’d thought it was an ocean covered in fog, but it was a wall. High and solid, scary to approach and painful to touch, to try to breech. “Why would I tell you to leave?”

      “Someone came. A car. We could see the headlights on the road. There was a risk The Entireer might be seen. It was protocol. You told me I must not risk discovery. I cloaked the ship and launched.”

      Regret was in his eyes, in the tone of his voice. There had been a cost to him, too.

      “But…they told me I was in the car with her.” It was like trying to fit together pieces from two different puzzles. If the car we’d seen was my mom’s, the pieces might fit—but if she’d picked me up where the path met the road, she wouldn’t, she couldn’t have been going fast enough to hit that tree with lethal force, even with a nudge from another car. I didn’t remember another car. And that meant…I don’t know what it meant. I looked at Mazan. I needed to move, to get ahead of the flight instinct trying to send me back out into the forest, back to hiding from the past. I backed away from the wall, just a little. Maybe if I focused on something else… “Let’s walk while you tell me what it is that I’m leaking.”
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      It took three circuits of the inner corridor for Mazan to explain, and one more for me to process it. He spoke the truth. I knew it in my heart, but my brain, well, there was that ugly wall of resistance. What lurked behind the wall shouldn’t be life threatening, but it felt like I would die if I remembered. Took the fun out of walking around in an alien spaceship—which you’ve already done, I reminded myself. Focus. It was a strange feeling, having the old and new kicking around there.

      As we did one more circuit, the ship got more and more familiar. This corridor circled the central core where the FTL drive was housed. Everything else required was located in the outer dish, except the bridge which was up top and the cargo hold in the lower belly of the ship.

      Mazan stopped at the galley. “Do you require something to drink, Emma?” He stumbled a bit over the single name, which was interesting. Had he been calling me “my friend, Emma” for all those years? All those years. It had been years if I met him when I got Peddrenth. But why—The Entireer had been my…school. I came here to learn, but no one had told me it was because I was half alien. I thought I’d been picked because I was special. Pause to be grateful I was no longer quite that needy and clueless. Chagrined, possibly, but not needy and clueless.

      “Thanks.” I didn’t really want something to drink, but the circuits were making me a bit dizzy. Or the memories swirling in my head were doing it. I followed him into galley. It was more functional than cool, but still cute in a Tiny House kind of way. Peddrenth hadn’t joined us. He’d gone to hydroponics, I thought absently, and then was surprised by the thought. He had a friend or friends there…

      All of the sudden I found it hard to look at Mazan and had to resist the urge to curl my hair around my finger or do some other flirty thing. This was a Serious Thing, not a boy-girl moment. I stole a look at him when he handed me a cup of water, his alien scent drifting close enough to tease my senses, comparing this Mazan to the bits of memory still forming inside my head. He hadn’t changed as much as I had, I decided. This ship hadn’t just been my school. Mazan had been my teacher, then my friend, and then my more-than-friend—at least for me. He shifted from one foot to the other and tugged at the neck of his space suit. Not as indifferent as he appeared? I hid a totally inappropriate-to-circumstances smile. Apparently I could face the dangerous deep and still go shallow. Great.

      I wrapped my hands around the cup and propped a hip against a counter, took a sip and said, “So I’m half alien, my mom is some kind of war hero that you thought was dead until she hacked a NASA satellite and sent you a message.” The words emerged from my mouth a lot calmer than they felt inside my head. In there they were all in caps and accompanied by lots of “oh, my hecks!”

      “But by the time you answered her message, she’d married my dad.” I had to pause here to try process the fact that my dad had married an alien. “…and she had me. So instead of going home, she asked you all to educate me so that I could choose where I wanted to live when I got old enough. You’ve been coming every year—” I broke off the frown. “Except for the last eight years? What happened?”

      “Your mother would send a safe signal, my—Emma. We did not receive this signal.”

      “Okay.” That made sense, but… “…there was no signal this year.” Since my mom was gone. “Why did you come back now?”

      Once again he shifted from one foot to the other, but this was different shifting. The guilty conscience kind.

      It took me a minute, which was kind of embarrassing, but I got there finally. “The leak.” I went back out into the main corridor and looked around. TFTL’s ship wasn’t the same, but there were signs of my leaking. Their ship was like a distant echo of this one. I looked at Mazan. “But…that’s my dad’s research. I’m just his assistant.”

      He shook his head. “It is not possible for your father to know the things he knows, to do the things he’s done.”

      “My mom—”

      He shook his head again. “He did not know.”

      “He didn’t know he’d married an alien?” My voice rose a bit on the end.

      Mazan half smiled. “He knew. He did not know about this.” He gestured around him. “And the Deliverer would never have given him our technology. It would not have been safe to give it to him.”

      “Why not safe?”

      He looked at me through those ridiculous lashes. “There are…those who closely monitor the development of technology in backwater star systems. It is illegal to accelerate technological advancement. There are severe penalties.”

      I let the “backwater star systems” slide past. It was not relevant to the moment. Even if it stung a little. Instead I considered my dad. Would he have been able to resist the temptation to use what he’d learned? Or even have remembered he wasn’t supposed to use it? Probably not, I had to concede. “But I did know?”

      He nodded. “It was part of your education.”

      “You gave advanced technology to a teenager.”

      “You understood the boundaries and each level of knowledge came after you proved you could keep it to yourself—”

      “—until I got knocked on the head and forgot.” My head hurt like I’d whacked it again. I rubbed my temple. “But if I didn’t remember, then how did I leak it?”

      Mazan looked troubled. “Perhaps it was a subconscious thing. You did not realize you were helping.”

      It was possible, I supposed. What—the stab of pain felt like a needle in my eye. What the heck? When it subsided some, I tried again. What did I know— oh yeah, that question was like some kind of mental trigger. I backed off and relaxed, letting my mind drift and something emerged from the fog.

      “The Kruvox,” I said. “That’s who my mom fought, right?”

      Mazan looked pleased. “Yes. They are evil.”

      “Did they have technology or something to manipulate memory—” I yelped when this pain hit, like a punch inside my head.

      “What is wrong, Emma?”

      I gritted the word out past the pushback. “Kruvox?”

      “There were rumors of such things, but—” He frowned. “But the Kruvox are not here. Your mother destroyed their fleet.”

      My mom, the driver of carpools and bake sales, had destroyed a fleet. A Kruvox fleet.

      “By taking out their leader, you said?”

      “The Opposer, yes.”

      I glanced around. My mom had done that and set this up. She’d always known—I thought it was my special secret, one shared only with Peddrenth. Wow, shone a whole new light on my teen years. But not on the big, black hole inside my head. Not yet. If she could do what she did, then her daughter could face the past and get over herself. I gritted out. “How did she do it?”

      “She was not just a great warrior, Emma,” he looked at me with glistening eyes, “she was a great scientist as well. She used her knowledge to create an explosion—”

      “—that didn’t destroy her ship,” I felt compelled to point out. It was the crash here on Earth that did that. I felt a little miffed at his hero worship. Of my mom. My mom the hero of the Draze.

      “We learned later that the explosion created a chain reaction that opened a wormhole. It pulled both ships in. Her ship was damaged. The Opposer’s ship did not survive transit.”

      My brain gave a kick, sharp and painful, like a memory trying to kick through that wall. “You sure he didn’t make it?”

      “He?” Mazan looked surprised. “The Opposer was also female.”

      There is no way I can explain the chill that went through me. The pushback inside my head was almost more than I could stand. There was both pain and the sensation of an iron hand closed around my throat, trying to choke off my words. I reached up a hand but there was nothing there.

      “Do you have a picture, an image of this Opposer?” I croaked.

      Mazan looked surprised, but went to the wall and touched something. A computer-looking thing swung out and he tapped. Then tapped some more. The screen filled with bits of color that slowly resolved themselves into a face.

      Huge cracks appeared in the wall, but I didn’t need to see the other side of the wall to know.

      Tomorrow evening, my dad was going to marry the evil Kruvox Opposer.

      At least now I knew why I didn’t like her.
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* * *

      Mazan now looked as shell-shocked as I felt. “We must warn him.”

      “He won’t believe me.” I blew out a sigh, one hand gripping the armrest of the pilot’s position. It was everything I’d ever hoped for in an alien ship’s bridge. And I couldn’t enjoy it. All the flashy lights, the cool looking switches, the shiny were no help at all in solving the problem of Iris. No wonder my prospective evil step-mom didn’t want me to move out. And knowing my dad, he hadn’t told her that would never happen, that I would never live in the same house with that woman. He wouldn’t know how much keeping me around mattered to her. How could he know I was her ticket to ride home? Which I would be if we couldn’t figure out how to stop her.

      “You are his daughter. Of course he will believe you.”

      I bit back a sigh. How could he understand? I wanted to pat his hand, say, “There, there,” and kiss him on the mouth—I yanked my gaze away. Focus, Emma.

      “I had to see a shrink, a doctor, about my memory loss. The shrink told him I was mentally fragile.” I hadn’t been meant to hear that. It stung then, still did, I admitted grudgingly. I’d known I wasn’t hysterical or fragile. I’d known something was wrong, but I wasn’t old enough back then to fight their belief. All I could do was try to prove I wasn’t fragile. It hadn’t worked. Dad hadn’t noticed because of his whole absentminded professor deal. And he didn’t know my mom, his alien wife had done the equivalent of the Kobayashi Maru. She’d saved her people and Iris was using me to get back there, maybe to even undo what my mom had done. If she escaped on a ship I helped build, however unconsciously… “We have to stop her. I have to stop her.”

      He took my hand again and this time his smile was different. More personal. More grownup to grownup. I hoped it wasn’t hopeful thinking, but whatever. If I was going to take on evil, I needed hope.

      “So, the wedding is tomorrow and the launch is the day after.” Only my scientist dad would think that was romantic. And logical. “Somehow we have to stop the wedding and, what, sabotage the launch?”

      Mazan suddenly avoided looking at me.

      “What?” I asked suspiciously.

      “I have already taken care of the launch.”

      I arched my brows.

      “I was ordered to stop the launch.”

      “Show me.” I gave the order, but was surprised when he did. It’s not like I was in charge.

      He swiveled his chair to face the control console and moved things. Tapped things. Like before, it started as little bits that gradually formed into something I understood. It was not unlike the language Peddrenth had used on my computer. I was about to ask what it meant, when I realized that I knew.

      “Mazan, this won’t just stop the launch. It will leave a ten-mile crater in Texas! You’ll take out the whole facility and then some!”

      I stared at him as his gaze slowly returned to meet mine.

      “That’s the plan?” I shoved my hands through my hair. “You’re going to blow up my dad.” My eyes got wider. “You were going to blow up me.”

      He didn’t look away this time. It was the look of a man who knew exactly what he’d done. Or had planned to do. The stern line of his lips and jaw, the steady seriousness in his gaze, well, it was kind of sexy. Despite this, or because of it, I glared at him, but I had to concede, “You didn’t know I hadn’t betrayed you.”

      I still felt hurt. He should have known. Even if there was no way he could have known. I looked at him, my eyes wide and dry, my heart, well, my heart wasn’t happy. “You were my friend.”

      His lips twisted a bit wryly, as if I’d hurt him. “Yes, I was, I am your friend. But you…you are my love, Emma.”

      I felt my eyes widen.

      “And still I would have done it.”

      He’d just used the l-word. It kind of helped. I felt older. I tipped my head and asked, my tone different. “Why?”

      “It was you and your ten miles of Texas, or your whole world.”

      That sobered me really fast. “Okay.” Those monitor aliens, I guessed. I looked away, then back at him. “You love me? Do you know what that means here?”

      He took my hands again. I’m not sure how a guy with his core temperature managed to warm me up, but he did. He didn’t pull me closer or kiss me, which was a bummer. But since I was all grown up, or getting there fast, I sucked it up.

      “I know what it means. I will be there with you.”

      “With me?”

      “When the ten miles goes away.”

      I didn’t jerk my hands away, but I did give his a shake. “We’re not blowing up.” Not now that I knew he loved me. “We’re going to figure this out.” I adjusted my grip so I could squeeze his hands. “And then…”

      “Then?” His lips twitched.

      “Then we’ll figure this out. Us, I mean.” Just because my brain was an on-steroids video game with most of my memory offline didn’t mean we couldn’t.

      It just meant it would be a little challenging.
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      “So if Iris thinks she’s got a ticket off this planet using my leaking, why is she marrying my dad?”

      Now we were in a little version of a boardroom. There was even a board, well, a screen for me to write on with this nifty pen looking thing. Sadly, it was still blank. I faced that board, because looking at Mazan, not to mention hearing the clock inside my head ticking down to us blowing up, made it hard to focus.

      “You have not reached your maturity age as yet.”

      I swung around. “I blew past that five years minus two days ago.” I’d thought it was cool my dad’s company had scheduled the launch on my birthday. Now…well, I still thought it was kind of cool.

      “On Draze the age of maturity is equivalent to twenty-six of your Earth years.”

      “So?” I shrugged.

      “Draze is a matriarchal society.”

      “Really?” I needed to think about that. But not now. “Why does that matter?” Because it clearly did.

      “As long as you are under age, as your father’s wife, she would be the head of your family.”

      “For one day,” I pointed out, though I will admit I started to feel uneasy.

      “If she marries your dad and you died before you reached your maturity, she would control your inheritance.”

      “I…don’t have an inheritance.” He gave me a look, but didn’t speak. I lifted my hands. “I do not want to know.”

      I turned back to the blank screen, my disordered thoughts spinning in un-pretty patterns. Okay, we had suspicions, but what did we know? I wrote “Dad” in the air, and then “Iris.” With a mini flourish, both names appeared on the screen.

      “The company hired my dad within a few months of the accident.” I added the date under my dad’s name. “They were a new start-up, but well funded.” I looked at Mazan over my shoulder. “I never heard their pitch.” I frowned. “Dad told me I could work for him for a while if I wanted to.” I bit my lip. “I thought it meant he needed me to be there to help him. I mean, I knew he was worried about me, but he was so devastated by mom’s death, he got kind of clingy.” In his absentminded way. I shook my head. “It all felt so normal. Even when my friends asked questions about why I wasn’t going to college after all, but even then it felt normal. Right.”

      “Was The Opposer there?”

      I shook my head. “She didn’t pop out of the woodwork for two years.” I wrote that date on the screen, more for something to do, than because it was relevant or helpful. My hand trembled a bit, skewing the words. I felt closer to knowing something, but the pushback in there was painful. Someone or some thing didn’t want me to remember. Was the someone me? Or her?

      “It was not long after that my dad had his first breakthrough.” How did she do it? How did she pick my brains? How did she make my dad believe he did it? “But they came very slowly.”

      “If she is The Opposer, then she knows the intergalactic laws for this star system. She had to be careful. The penalties are severe, not just for her and this planet, but for the Kruvox.”

      I swung around to face him. “But she wasn’t careful enough. What happened?”

      “I did not know this when I was pulled out, but they left monitoring in place.” I must have looked annoyed, because he added, “With what you knew, it was necessary.”

      And a good thing, I conceded. If they hadn’t, what would Iris have done? Could she have talked my dad into taking a ride to the stars? Maybe she already had. He was a geek, too. Would I have agreed to go with them? That was harder to answer. It was one thing to dream about it, something entirely different to just up and go—particularly when it was my dad’s honeymoon trip to the stars. Ugh. So she’d have had a plan that didn’t require my consent, or could force my consent without my knowledge. And before the end of my birthday, I’d have had an accident. I shivered but shook it off and focused on Iris.

      This plan had been a long time in the making. She’d had years to figure out what she wanted and how she was going to get it. And we had hours to figure how to stop her. Okay. At first, she’d have focused on surviving, figuring out how things worked. Dad and I weren’t on her menu then. She’d have had to find out about my mom in some way—

      The mental fist hit so hard, I gripped the edge of the table to stay on my feet. I had to push the words out past the block. “She was here.”

      He frowned and shook his head. “Here?”

      “That night. She—what she did—it’s the reason I can’t remember. I didn’t just lose a night. I lost everything related to you.” I waved my arms. “I lost this. She did that. Somehow she did that.” I licked my lips as a far off echo of “Run, Emma!” slipped through the cracks in my memory wall. “She…must have killed my mom. She would have killed me, too, but somehow she realized I could help her. So she took my memory instead.”

      And now my dad was about to marry that evil, murdering inheritance-stealing dragon lady.
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* * *

      “My dad has already married one alien.”

      We’d been bouncing around ideas for what felt like hours. My screen was a mess, filled with notes, some crossed out. I don’t know why I didn’t erase them. But I didn’t. Since the wedding was first, we’d focused on that.

      “He’s not going to dump his boss without proof.” And what if she’d done something inside his head, too? He couldn’t be…complicit. Not my dad…could he?

      We didn’t have proof. Okay, we had this ship and the records on its databases but, if she’d messed with his head—or his loyalty was at all divided—that might open this ship up to her, too. And, I glanced at Mazan out of the corner of my eyes, attraction was a powerful force. Just looking at him made it hard to focus on not getting blown up. I didn’t know how badly my dad wanted to marry Iris. It made my stomach queasy to even think about that. But he was a guy. She was a gal. I hated her, but she’d kept herself up pretty well. She’d made sure I wasn’t around her a lot, but when she did swan by, heads turned, even young guy heads. She had “it” despite her dragonlady, fist-of-iron deal.

      “And he might actually, you know, like her.” No matter how grownup I’d suddenly become, I couldn’t use the word “hots” and “my dad” in the same sentence. Okay, I did it inside my head and it made my eyes twitch again.

      Mazan’s lips twitched. “You mean in the way we like each other?”

      I looked at him then and kind of lost the plot for a few minutes, because even when things are about to blow up and evil is about to triumph over good, love still makes the world go round. As first kisses went, this one was epic. The truth was, I’d pretended to have a crush on high school Ted so I wouldn’t accidentally slip and tell my friends I was in love with an alien. Like my father before me.

      If the shrink had only known how truly messed up I was…

      The longer we kissed—it was as if sensation, feeling returned to my world. And color. I was on a basically gray ship but it was an awesome gray. A vibrant gray. The best gray ever. My toes curled and possibly some other body parts. If the world ended now I’d be—if the world ended it would be my fault.

      I eased back and inch or two and smiled at him, then sighed. As delightful as the kissing was, we were steaming up his view screen. And we had a world to save.

      I had learned something, though. If my dad’s brains were this scrambled, an appeal to reason wasn’t going to work. Would we have to blow him up? That assumed I managed to survive his wedding night. Oh wow, wish my brain hadn't gone there.

      At least it cleared my head. I stared at our screen and for some reason, this time I began to see a pattern in the chaos.

      “You don’t need your plan to take out the company,” I muttered, rubbing both my temples. “She’s already got a plan in place.”

      “To blow it all up? But—”

      “Not blow it up, but she doesn’t want us to have that tech. It’s all for her. And you said she knows the risks of accelerating our tech. She’s not taking any chances.” There wasn’t as much pushback inside my head, because this was new knowledge, not old, or so I postulated. “Want to bet she also got the cloaking technology from me?”

      “It does not appear on the ship’s specifications,” Mazan pointed out, though thoughtfully rather than in a tone of denial.

      “The ship will appear to blow up, so there won’t be extra scrutiny from whoever does that. I’ll bet she’s even got some debris ready to scatter around. And what the team knows—it won’t be complete. It isn’t complete. The whole project is compartmentalized to cut down the risk of corporate espionage. We’ll have a launch. There’ll be a big boom and everyone will think it’s just another private industry failure.” There’d even be some reason all of us were on board. Or were killed by falling debris…

      Mazan nodded as comprehension broke over his face. “Of course. That is the best way for her to avoid an investigation into the launch. But the ship—”

      Which meant… “All we need to do is stop the wedding. And make sure the launch fails to happen.” Could we manage to modify the ship just enough to make it look like it wasn’t quite there yet? Remove the unearned tech and leave the ship? Though the thought of blowing up Iris…I sighed and let it go. We had to make sure Iris never left this planet.

      I explained my idea and he nodded again.

      “I can manage that part, but not until after the wedding. If we fail—“

      He didn’t have to spell it out.

      “At the wedding, though—she would recognize me as Draze. I can’t assist you very much other than to be there with my personal cloak.” He looked adorably worried.

      “We’ll have to make it work,” I said, rubbing a spot on my temple as the something inside me fought this old knowledge question. “How did she get it out of my brain?”

      “It?” Mazan shook his head as puzzled took over his expression at the sudden shift in topic.

      It was so cute I almost lost the plot again. “The illegal knowledge? We know she must have got it from me, but how?” Had she implanted something in my head? In my dad’s head? This wedding was so far out of character—

      Suddenly all signs of daze left Mazan. His expression turned grim and older. “We need to run a scan of your brain.”

      The one thing you loved to hear the man you loved say.
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      There are things you should never know about your parents. It makes it really hard to face them across the breakfast table. And it is especially hard when that breakfast is on your dad’s wedding day. The wedding I needed to stop so that Mazan didn’t have to blow up ten square miles of Texas. Or they didn’t give those galactic monitors an excuse to take out Earth.

      “So,” I stirred my cold cereal around in the bowl, “your big day. You nervous?” I know I was.

      He met my gaze for a couple of seconds, then nodded. “The wedding. Of course.”

      Had he forgotten for a moment it was his wedding day? Words wanted to flood out my mouth, words like, “Don’t do this,” and “Are you freaking crazy?” I managed to hold them back. My discomfort was not helped by the knowledge I had a Kruvox implant in my brain. The analysis of it had delivered complicated and inconclusive results. One thing Mazan was sure about, it was a patched together affair with a somewhat unstable power source. Yay.

      Mazan was reluctantly impressed by the jury-rigged device. And was unsure of the level of penetration Iris had achieved inside my head. If she could have seen through my eyes, she’d have already shown up at The Entireer. This made us cautiously optimistic she couldn’t completely read my thoughts. The implant seemed to “encourage” me to avoid certain thoughts by causing me pain and rewarded me for doing what it wanted with endorphins. Which explained a lot and creeped me out. Without removing and examining it, there was no way to know if it depressed my memories or if there was some kind of subliminal hypnotism, also messing with my head. And Mazan didn’t want to remove it until he found a way to stabilize the power source.

      I would like to say I was getting used to the killer headache, but I’m a terrible liar. With a headache.

      I know the smile I directed at my dad was over-bright because my face hurt. “I was thinking I’d pop out and buy a dress for the, um, ceremony tonight.”

      His eyes widened a bit and then he nodded slowly. “Perhaps Iris—”

      There must have been something in my expression that breached even his level of absent-minded. “I know this is happening very fast, Emma.”

      Sometimes you just have to rip that bandaid off, is what I wanted to say, but I managed not to. I looked away. “It’s…she’s my boss, so yeah, it feels a little weird.” I hesitated, then met his gaze. “I want you to be happy, dad.” And for neither of us to die, possibly horribly at the hands of the Opposer. “Are you…happy? Do you love her?” Amazing how much push back I got from those questions. Did I see a struggle in his eyes? Or just the discomfort of a dad who was about to remarry?

      He cleared his throat a couple more times. “There are…different kinds of…affection, Emma.”

      So that was a no, then.

      “I’m…surprised you’re doing it before the launch.” I opened my mouth but couldn’t say honeymoon without gagging.

      His gaze slid away from mine. Did that make him embarrassed or did he know he was planning to honeymoon in outer space? How could I know the answer to that question? He was my dad. I knew daughter things about him, not…guy things.

      “Iris was, well, she liked—” his words trailed off, as if he didn’t know why they were getting married today.

      I nodded. “Do you want me to drop you at work or are you taking today off?” He just looked surprised, so I pushed my chair back. “I’ll drop you off then.”

      “Iris will—I’ll see you at the chapel then.” A look of anxiety crossed his face. “You won’t be late?”

      I shook my head. “No, I won’t be late.”
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      I reached up to adjust my dad’s bow tie, not able to meet his gaze. It was cool in the vestry, but that’s not what made me shiver.

      Mazan and I had a plan. Not a good one—since most of it hinged on me—but it was a plan. Okay, it was the outline of a plan. Hopefully it would achieve plan-ness before my dad said, “I do.”

      Peddrenth didn’t seem worried. Not that I expected him to be worried, but—the truth was, I didn’t know what I expected, other than a horrible death. Mazan was clearly not worried. They’d been over the ship and knew how to stop the launch, but I had to stop the wedding first. Otherwise the ten square miles were going to blow. For now, all they had to do at the wedding was to boost my morale.

      Up off the floor.

      I took a deep breath to steady my nerves and ran the plan over again inside my head. I had to engage in battle with the Opposer inside my head without tipping off the wedding guests that there were aliens among them. Iris had had eight years to learn how to dig around inside my head and I hadn’t even tried to get inside hers for fear of tipping her off. It had seemed easy on Mazan’s ship, gazing into Mazan’s eyes, and dreaming of a future with the alien who loved me.

      Now I faced the reality of playing happy daughter, slash, employee, while mentally gas-lighting the evil Opposer of the Draze. All the while hoping she didn’t get annoyed enough to blow up my brain with that implant. Which would actually be better than ending up on a dissection table at Area 51 if the word got out that I was half alien.

      I was excited about getting my own little Kobayashi Maru moment. Who didn’t want to be an un-sung hero of her own world? Or a dead—

      If I fail, Mazan…

      She does not wish to involve the galactic monitors either, Mazan reminded me. She will have to take care in how she responds to you.

      That was the lone bright spot. Mazan had figured out how to tap into my implant, and link it to Peddrenth’s, so that he could hear and talk to me, too. It was like getting mental hugs—hugs I badly needed.

      I repositioned my dad’s buttonhole, moved his tie a millimeter left, then back to where it had been, gave it a pat.

      “You look good.” I stepped back. In his sober black suit, with the white carnation, he could get married and buried—

      He grinned. “For an old dude?”

      I managed not to wince at hearing my dad say “dude.” He patted my hand.

      “You look lovely, Emma.”

      “Thanks, dad.” It all felt so natural, I figured Iris was sending me endorphins as a reward for being obedient.

      Our minister, the painfully named Reverend Wolverscamptonwood, who had presided over my mom’s funeral, poked his head in. “We’re ready for you, Dr. Standish.” His gaze flicked to mine, equal parts compassion and worry in there. “You look well, Emma.”

      I cranked up the edges of my mouth. “Thanks, Reverend Wolverscamptonwood. I am…well.” Getting his name out without a stumble gave me the confidence to gesture to my dad. “After you.”

      Dad hesitated a minute, then followed the Reverend out into the main part of the chapel, with me trotting obediently in their wake. Dad moved into the groom spot, then glanced around like he wasn’t sure why he was there. Neither of us liked the limelight, I reminded myself, even though I hoped it was a sign his brain had been messed with. There was a minor rustle from the guests—about fifteen coworkers who looked a bit lost—and then the soft murmur of voices faded away as the organ began pumping out the familiar march. Iris popped into the door at the back, inappropriately eager to get on with the wedding and the killing.

      Dad tugged at his tie as she beelined his direction, just a bit ahead of the tempo.

      I tensed, even as a heightened sense of calm flooded through me. A false calm for sure.

      Be strong, Emma. Peddrenth’s voice inside my head was comforting.

      We will be victorious, Mazan added. He was in the upper gallery that overlooked the chapel, hidden by his personal cloak. I wished I was with him. I saw a flicker of reptile tail near the last pew, then a snout poked out from behind the wooden base. I looked away as Iris closed on us. What was Peddrenth doing? Wasn’t he supposed to be cloaked with Mazan?

      Iris reached my dad and gave him a coy smile as she grabbed his arm and almost yanked him around to face the minister.

      It was a good thing I hadn’t expected to enjoy my dad’s wedding.
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* * *

      With a last, somewhat discordant, wheeze, the music stopped. In the silence between that and the minister clearing his throat, I felt the wrongness of what we planned to do. Though the chapel was small, it was a sacred space, with a majesty that wasn’t just about the religious fittings and soaring ceiling. Light shone through the stained glass windows, painting their patterns on stone and wood. I remembered feeling comforted by the sight of them at my mom’s funeral—

      When do you wish to begin?

      The sound of Peddrenth’s voice in my head jerked me out of the past. This was not the time to lose the plot. And surely this was a place where it was right to try to save my life, my dad’s, some Texas acreage, and, possibly all of Earth.

      The slow, solemn words of the wedding ceremony filtered softly into the serious silence. I glanced at my dad. Beads of sweat stood out on his forehead. He glanced at me and his lips moved soundlessly. Was it my imagination that he mouthed the word, “Help?” Or did I just want to believe that?

      Let’s do this. I think the words were more for me than for them.

      As if on cue, I heard the minister say, “Should there be anyone who has just cause why this couple should not be united in marriage, they must speak now or forever hold their peace.”

      I opened my mouth, felt my throat close, and my thoughts slowed and thickened. She was stopping me—

      I have just cause.

      I almost let my surprise show at the sound of Peddrenth’s voice in my head.

      Iris jerked violently. “What did you say?”

      The Reverend looked confused.  “Um, should anyone have just cause—”

      “I heard that.” Iris snapped. “You don’t have to repeat it.”

      My dad cleared his throat nervously. “Is there a problem my, er, dear?”

      Iris looked around, saw everyone was staring at her in confusion, and gave a fake smile very much at odds with the fire bolts shooting out of her eyes. And possibly some smoke out her nose. “Bridal nerves.” Her titter sounded like chalk on a blackboard. With a last, suspicious glance at me, she said, “Please continue, Reverend.”

      He opened his mouth to continue, but before he could speak, one of the guests gave a small shriek that rapidly grew in volume, swelling into quite the echo, thanks to the vaulted ceiling.

      We all spun around. The offending lady encountered a look from Iris and stammered out, “I’m so sorry, I thought I felt…something…cold…brush against my leg…” Her voice trailed off, she looked down, then up again. “I’m so sorry…”

      Another woman gave a gasp. “I felt it, too!”

      The guests were shifting, stirring, looking down. Pretty sure I knew who was doing the brushing. I hoped the shadowy spaces under the pews would give him enough cover. Did I imagine the faint click of claws against the stone floor?

      “I thought I saw—” This time it was a guy, one of the engineers who spoke.

      “What do you think you saw?” Iris asked in a deadly tone through gritted teeth. It was weird, because she seemed to swell and her shadow against the wall was kind of dragon-like…

      “Eyes…” The word echoed around the room and a flush stained his face. “Nothing. I didn’t see anything.”

      I did. Eyes peered out of the shadow beneath the front pew. His snout hovered between a secretary’s nylon-covered legs, so close I wondered why she didn’t feel his breath on her ankles.

      Iris’s gaze swerved toward me. I swallowed. “Maybe you have a mouse, Reverend.”

      He opened his mouth make some kind of answer to me, but Iris impaled him with her steely gaze. His mouth moved several times, liked a landed fish, but no words came out.

      “We came here to get married, not—” Her mouth worked, as if she held back a slew of expletives with an effort. “Could you continue?” Her harsh tone bounced around, building briefly before fading. She managed something sort of smile-like. “Please?”

      “Of…of course.” He glanced down at his book. “Dearly beloved—”

      “We’ve done that part.” The gritting of her teeth sharpened all the lines of her face, erasing her man-bait “it” factor like it had never been.

      My dad looked at her in some alarm.

      “You are right, of course. We were objecting, I mean, we were asking for objections, I mean—”

      “What exactly do you mean, Reverend?”

      Her deadly tone drained the ruddy color from his pendulous cheeks.

      He is objecting to this marriage. Everyone objects to this marriage. Peddrenth sounded firm, very dragon-like. There was something symbolic about my dragon taking on the dragon lady.

      “This is not funny.” Iris’s eyes kind of bugged out.

      It was funny, but I managed to hold back the giggle, because her looks might actually kill.

      Iris stared at my dad. “Surely you heard that!”

      “Um, what did you hear, um,” the Reverend glanced down at the sheet with their names on it, “Miss Smith?”

      She stared around the room. “You can’t stop this wedding. There is no impediment.” She spat the word out.

      “Im—uh—pediment?” the Reverend asked, his eyes going side-to-side in that way people do in the presence of crazy.

      Her fingers curled into talons. I think she snarled. Or growled. No actual words. Just bared teeth.

      I felt a need to look around because her expression was scary. I think I managed to look puzzled despite the bubble of laughter and yes, fear, trying to crawl up and out my throat.

      “There’s no, um, impediment, is there?” My dad sounded kind of hopeful.

      “That’s what I said!” Even Iris seemed startled when her words echoed back on her from all corners of the chapel. Her mouth worked for several very long seconds, then twisted up in this half snarl, half smile. “Let’s just—”

      In almost slow motion, the secretary in the front pew glanced down and saw Peddrenth’s snout sticking out between her ankles. Her shriek rose, traveling up and up, increasing in intensity and coming back in waves as echo met echo. She jumped up and then up onto the pew. I couldn’t see Peddrenth anymore, but I could track his movement as person after person leapt up on the pews.

      One guy, a physicist, added fuel to the panic by yelling, “That’s not a mouse! It’s too big and scaly!”

      I had to give the Reverend chops for not running and jumping up on something. He did cast a longing look at his closest up point—the pulpit. My dad just blinked. Iris looked incredulous. Her gaze swept the room as Peddrenth kept the panic going. And then I think she snapped.

      The temper tantrum was impressive and sucked all the angst out of the room, leaving only her frustration and rage. When she finally stopped, and the echoes finally faded, the silence was not a happy one. I think even my heart quit beating.

      She pointed her red laser gaze at each guest in turn. One by one, they sank down, though no one put their feet on the floor.

      Iris’s face was so red, her eyes so bugged out, she looked like she’d escaped from a graphic novel. And I’d swear her nose tried to extend into a snout.

      My breathing stopped when her crazed gaze settled on me. Her chest rose and fell. Her lips pulled back in a snarl.

      “You,” she said. “You did this.”

      I felt my jaw drop, because yes, I planned to do something, but I hadn’t actually done anything yet.

      “Iris?” There was a sternness to my dad’s tone that I remembered from my younger days.

      With a decided twitch, her gaze flicked at my dad. “This is between Emma and I, isn’t it, dear?”

      It took all my self-control to not let even an eyelash flicker on my outside.

      Why yes, it is between us, you Kruvox bitch.

      I didn’t know she’d heard me until her arm lifted back and swung toward me. My dad caught it two inches from my face.

      “Iris?” Not just stern, but shocked now.

      She shook him off, her gaze never leaving mine.

      “Don’t play games me with me, little girl.”

      I’m not a little girl anymore.

      “I’ll crush you like the little bug you are.” Her lips stretched back, revealing sharp canines. There was an echo of Smaug-ness about her and I felt a fellow sympathy with Bilbo, who had also awakened the sleeping dragon. I felt, distantly, the unease that rippled through the benched congregation—did they see or just sense what was happening? I didn’t dare look away to find out.

      Bug? You’re the cockroach inside my head and you call me a bug?

      “It’s…it’s not the done thing, to…to…”

      I had to give the Reverend chops for trying. Iris ignored him and another protest from my dad.

      Her fingers flexed, then curled into an upturned fist, almost cutting off my oxygen supply. Somehow I managed to keep my arms at my side. I stared at her, then mentally reared back and slugged her. It felt like a real hit, sounded like one, too, though only inside my head.

      She reeled back with a shocked look. The hold on my throat eased.

      “Excuse…me?” Maybe it was the lack of oxygen making me lightheaded. Or an adrenalin rush. Or maybe I just liked hitting Iris. Inside my head, I took up a mental boxing stance, watching her closely. She swung at me, the physical blow not even close. I mentally ducked and hit back. Then hit her again.

      I don’t know why she took physical shots at me. I just know it was both comical and scary watching her punching the air and staggering around from my hits.

      My dad backed away, though protectively toward me, which gave me a warm fuzzy. The Reverend was less gallant, but I couldn’t blame him. This was a lot of crazy to process.

      She took a couple more swings. I dodged all but the last one. Managed to not rock back on my heels, though it hurt like a son-of-a-gun. I had a feeling I was going to have a real black eye.

      “Do you think you’re strong enough to take me on?”

      My mom kicked your ass and I will, too.

      She kicked off her shoes and took her version of a boxing stance, dancing to one side, then the other.

      “Your mother was weak. I killed her and I should have killed you, too,” she snapped.

      The words echoed and re-echoed around the chapel. She froze. A look of panic twisted her face. It seemed like it took longer for the echo of the damning words to fade away.

      She looked left, then right. She had no friends left in this room. Malice replaced panic. “I’ll take you down with me you little mongrel spawn of—”

      I mentally punched her in the mouth and her head jerked back, a trickle of blood tracking from the side of her mouth. She wiped it away. In the fraught silence, I heard the distant sound of approaching sirens. Someone must have called the cops.

      Her head jerked to the side, tilted to listen. I could almost see her trying to figure a way out. Her gaze tracked to my dad. “Did you tell them about her? That she was from another plan—”

      I didn’t have to think about this hit. My mental fist connected so solidly, the shock of it shuddered through me. Her eyes rolled back in her head and she dropped.

      I liked the thump her head made when it hit the stone floor.
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      I stood next to my dad and watched them wheel his former fiancé out the double doors to the waiting ambulance. My headache was gone and my memories were back, the good and the bad. The EMT’s thought she’d had a stroke. I knew better and wondered what would happen when she woke up.

      We will deal with that later, Mazan told me. He’d gotten Peddrenth under his cloak and had slipped outside in the confusion. They were going to disable the ship and then—well, I wasn’t sure what happened next.

      I was glad to feel whole as my dad and I finally escaped the church, both divided and united by our secrets. Overhead, the now full moon—which brought out the crazies, according to one of the cops—both taunted and beckoned with what might have been.

      I realized my dad was staring up at it, too.

      “What’s going to happen to the launch?”

      He sighed “It will be cancelled.”

      I glanced at him, but the night hid his expression from me. “I’m sorry,” I said, shifting from one foot to the other.

      He looked at me then. “Are you?”

      I wasn’t. But I was. It had taken eight years to get him to this point. “Are you?” It was a question I could ask in the dark.

      He didn’t speak for several seconds. “I should be.” He sighed again. “There is no fool like an old fool.”

      His words gave me an out. We could slide past this. Get back to—yeah. Neither one of us could go back to that shadowy status quo. It was weird to realize now that I hadn’t known, but I had. I’d felt it and just buried my head in the work. I’d let the days slide by, not living my life. So much time lost. Was I really prepared to lose even more? Or not live the days we had left?

      I faced him. “No, dad. You aren’t, you never were a fool.” I glanced around. We were alone, but I lowered my voice anyway. “She…Iris…did something to you.” And to me, but I wasn’t sure he could handle that right now.

      He turned to stare at me, the moon’s light now full on his face. His gaze met mine and I saw the person, not just the dad. He’d been young once, had lived, had loved an alien—if we lived through this I really wanted to hear that story—lost her and…gone on. He’d put one foot in front of the other day after day after day. He’d stood between me and Iris, or thought he had. He loved me and I loved him.

      Relief broke the shadows in his eyes. We stood there smiling at each other and I realized that even if Iris tried again, we’d won. She’d lost. Dead or alive, she wasn’t going home. No one would believe anything she said after her little breakdown in the church. At least my mom hadn’t died for nothing.

      “Your mom would be proud,” he said, almost as if he caught my thought. He went silent again and I could almost feel the wheels turning inside his head. Finally he sighed. “If she did something—then it’s not over, is it?”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s not over yet.”

      I don’t know what he saw in my eyes—or if he could see anything—but he was a genius. He nodded slowly, his shoulders straightening just a bit. Then he looked up at the round, gold moon. “I would have liked to take a ride around the moon.”

      I looked up, too, started to agree. Stopped. “Maybe we can.”

      Dad looked at me, his brows arched. I grinned.

      “Well, I am my mother’s daughter, too.”
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* * *

      You would think that someone who had married one alien, had almost married another alien, and had spent the last eight years building a space ship, would be a little less shocked by Mazan’s space ship. Of course, he’d had a more than few shocks in the last twenty-four hours.

      “You…wish to fly around your moon?” Mazan had that “seeking to understand” look as his gaze tracked between me and my dazed dad.

      Dad looked from the cool tech to Mazan to me. I think he wanted to say something, but instead he indicated the command seat and lifted his brows as if to ask if he could sit down. After a brief hesitation, Mazan nodded.

      I stepped up to Mazan, my hand on his arm, our faces close together.

      All my memories of him were back, too. I couldn’t believe I had forgotten him. No wonder he’d looked so hurt. My heart ached at the thought of our lost eight years. He was my other half. No wonder I’d been a travesty of myself, a lost ghost-like creature drifting through a monochrome life. If I’d fought back sooner—no, now was not the time to look back. But wow, what a difference a day makes. Not just color, but Technicolor had returned, full and vibrant, but also bittersweet because I didn’t know how much time we had left. No one was going to call us when Iris woke up. I’d probably know before they did anyway. So I smiled at Mazan and said out loud, “Yes, we really would like to fly around our moon.” Inside my head, I told him, I’m so very sorry. Can you forgive me?

      He blinked, his hands coming up to cover mine, his touch both cool and comforting.

      When you look at me like that, I can forgive you anything. But what—

      For letting her steal my memories of you. I smiled, totally forgetting my dad was watching. I love you. I inhaled his closeness, his familiar alien scent, trying to take it as deep as I could, to live as much as I could in this moment.

      His hand tightened on mine. The implant that might kill me linked us together with an intensity that brought tears to my eyes. I felt his love, the loss he’d felt, his joy we were back together, his fear it wouldn’t last.

      We stared at each because we needed to see each other for as long as we could. The moment was perfect except for lack of kissing, but with my dad a few feet away…

      He smiled, taking my breath away. It was the smile I’d missed a few days ago during our second first contact. “I will take you to the moon. To Mars. To the next galaxy. To where ever you wish to go, I will take you there.”

      And then he kissed me even though my dad was there and I didn’t care because wow. As second kisses go, it was a whopper. I felt connected to him in every way two people could be connected, all of it heightened by that crazy implant.

      Such a pity that dragon-lady Iris chose that moment to wake up.
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* * *

      I don’t know if we actually staggered. It felt like we did as fire burned into us, a howling hurricane of rage that rode the implant from me to Mazan and back again. It hurt that she attacked him through me. It helped that she had to fight us both. We drew strength from each other. But…

      She had nothing left to lose.

      I felt it to my aching toenails. She would rather die than be stuck on Earth in a mental institution or jail. And she planned to take us with her. I couldn’t look at my dad, couldn’t see him, couldn’t tell if she was after him, too. It took all my focus to hold my ground.

      And it wasn’t enough.

      Cell by cell fire burned deeper and deeper into our minds.

      It was too bad we really did use all our brains. If I’d only had to protect ten percent—

      I think I felt an arm come around my waist. Not Mazan. He still gripped my hands. My dad? Had he joined us in the link—or he been there all along? I didn’t have time or focus to be embarrassed by what he might have overheard.

      He stopped Iris’s progress, but even with dad’s help, we weren’t regaining lost ground.

      Iris was pretty pissed. Her rage gave her power.

      Or it helped her maximize the link.

      I didn’t know. Didn’t really care. I wanted to win. I wanted to beat her.

      I wanted to believe we could because love should conquer all.

      Our love has conquered, Mazan told me. She has lost.

      He’d come here expecting to die with me, I remembered now. He’d been prepared. I was behind that curve. I felt her find knowledge of his ship in our heads. She could still take out Earth if she exposed it to those monitors…

      Did I feel an actual shudder under my feet? Had she somehow managed to take control? No, if she had the ship, she wouldn’t be so mad. Her rage built as she felt the ship lifting off.

      Who’s…flying… I managed the question, barely. It felt like the edges of my mind were starting to disintegrate in the heat of her dragon fire.

      We tumbled to the floor as the ship accelerated, the nose pointed toward the stars. I felt air rush out of Mazan and my dad as they tried to cushion my fall.

      We were flying.

      And dying.

      Anger gave me the strength to push back. It surprised her for a few seconds, but she’d had a long time to be mad.

      She was both old and evil. I felt her jerk at the word “old” and took pleasure it throwing it at her again and again.

      Might have been bad move, since she came back with lots of pissed.

      Die….die…die…

      We were going to die. All three of us. I tried to protect my dad and felt, I don’t know, as if he shifted me aside and stood in front of us…

      A hero, like my mom…

      I am so sorry, Emma…

      Not your fault…

      This darkness closing in was not an escape to a merciful release. It was thick and oily and malignant and so hot—it surged and sucked and licked at us, looking for and finding our weak spots. It raced around, digging in here and there and rising to break over us in a fiery wave. We cowered, clinging to each other and bracing for the end…

      I love you.

      I don’t know who said it, me, Mazan, or my dad. Maybe it came from all of us.

      In an odd counterpoint to the black slime, I thought I heard Dean Martin singing Fly Me to the Moon. That had to be my dad. Huge Dean fan. He always hummed that song when he was really focused…

      As one, we faced her. She could kill us, but she couldn’t break us—

      And then, from behind her, I thought I saw a wave of light. Charged like lightning, but crackling around bright points, rather than the more typical stabbing, jagged lines. It rushed at her, at us.

      This is going to be bad.

      No one disagreed with me.

      Not that anyone could.

      I closed my eyes. Didn’t matter.

      Light met dark.

      Even with my eyes closed, I saw it. Light shooting up like a brilliant wall. Dark rising to meet it.

      The impact was kind of like touching metal after crossing carpet.

      If I’d walked about a thousand miles of carpet, then touched a thousand metal bars.

      I flew backwards.

      Hit something.

      Pretty sure I died.
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* * *

      I did not know it could hurt this much when you’re dead.

      For some reason, I’d expected better from the afterlife. That didn’t mean I wasn’t curious to see what it looked like so I opened my eyes. Big mistake. Who knew eyelids could hurt that bad? Made me want to cry, but my tear ducts were, like, no way. That will hurt even more.

      I winced involuntarily and it felt like all my cells cried out in protest and then were suddenly not silenced.

      A gray expanse, like the bulkhead of a spaceship, met my sore gaze. The unforgiving metal underneath my cringing back cells felt like a space ship, too. I blinked. That hurt bad enough to make me gasp—

      Wait a minute. I inhaled. Exhaled. That felt like breathing. The dead didn’t breathe, did they?

      Maybe I’m not dead. Maybe this is Mazan’s spaceship and not the afterlife.

      I considered this possibility, while studying as much as I could without moving more than my eyeballs—which didn’t like moving any more than the rest of me—and was forced to conclude that I was probably not dead. Was reserving judgment on whether that was the good news or the bad.

      My pained gaze found Peddrenth perched in the command chair. Peddrenth…looked like he was flying the ship. My dragon was flying the ship? That was some sassy implant they’d give him. Or Draze dragons were a species smart enough to fly a spaceship.

      It seemed kind of right. Dragons should fly, shouldn’t they? Well, good dragons. Iris, there at the end, it was almost as if she turned into a very bad dragon—

      Out the front screen of the ship, a planet hung in space. The moon? It was. Not the distant moon, seen from Earth. This was the moon up close and personal. A little bit of Earth was visible against one curve. Earthrise on the Moon.

      I opened my mouth to ask or say something, but all that came out was, “Ow.”

      Someone groaned next to me. No, not someone. My dad. In painful inches I turned my head his direction. He looked pretty hammered, and I think I saw little wisps of smoke coming off his head. I couldn’t be sure, but his eyebrows looked a bit crispy on the ends.

      The sight of the moon appeared to revive him. He struggled into a sitting position, managed to pull himself into the co-pilot’s chair. With a hand that visibly shook, he reached out, as if he needed to touch the moon to believe it. That he couldn’t was another indication we weren’t dead.

      “Hello,” Mazan said, his mouth close to my aching ear.

      I looked his way, not sure I believed what my ear was telling me. It hurt to smile, but I did it anyway. And touched his cheek with my own very unsteady hand. He grinned, then winced.

      “I do not believe there is a nerve in my body that does not hurt.”

      Despite this he managed to scramble up, then reached down to help me. I needed the help. Oh, yeah, everything hurt. Even the ends of my hair, which seemed to be smoking, too. I sank into an auxiliary station seat and blinked.

      Was it over or was this just a reprieve? Before I expended energy on rejoicing a possible happy ending or did any kissing, I wanted to know.

      Mazan kept hold of my hand as he sank into the seat next to mine. That hand was pretty much my only happy body part. My head felt oddly empty. Had Iris fried my brain?

      “Your father is very fond of the moon,” Mazan said, looking puzzled by this.

      “He’s been trying to get here for a long time,” I explained.

      Peddrenth turned, leaving one claw on the helm. I hope you do not mind?

      It seemed Peddrenth was of the “seek forgiveness rather than permission” type of dragon. Which was fine with me. I’d wanted to get to the moon, too.

      The edges of Mazan’s mouth twitched. “No. I do not mind.”

      My dad turned and looked at Mazan, then at Peddrenth, then at me. He looked like he wanted to ask, but couldn’t manage it.

      I remembered that feeling from…was it just yesterday? No—I looked at my watch—it was the day before yesterday. Today was my birthday. The birthday girl had lived. For now.

      I made a little gesture, which I quickly wished I hadn’t. “This is Peddrenth, dad.”

      Peddrenth moved his head and waved a paw. Pretty sure it wasn’t an act of submission since his beard flared black.

      “Didn’t you used to have—”

      “—a bearded dragon? Yes, I did. He left and then he came back.” But I wasn’t bitter.

      Yes, you are.

      Okay, yeah, I was. “Sorry. It’s not your fault.”

      My dad blinked. “Is he…talking?”

      “My dragon?” Dad kind of nodded. “He’s thinking. Telepathically. He has an implant.” I turned to Mazan. “Speaking of, what about the implants in our heads?”

      Mazan shifted around to his station and started tapping things. He stopped and spun slowly around to look at us. “According to the latest scans, both of your implants appear to be non-active.”

      I leaned over and took a look. “The circuitry has been fried.” I thought about the wave of light I’d seen. Or thought I’d seen. “What did it?”

      I could almost see the wheels turning inside my dad’s head.

      “The full moon,” he said and looked out the view screen. “If we passed through the Earth’s magnetotail…” He paused, considering.

      The magnetotail  extends beyond the orbit of the moon, Peddrenth’s tone was musing. It can cause electrostatic discharges, particularly strong ones when the moon is full.

      I blinked. “Electrostatic discharge?” I asked. I looked at my dad, who shrugged, so I turned to Mazan. “Would that do it?”

      “They were constructed out of inferior materials, unlike Peddrenth’s,” Mazan said. “That is why I was reluctant to attempt removal when the power source was active and unstable.”

      “Did you think that an electrostatic discharge might destroy our implants?” I asked Peddrenth.

      Peddrenth regarded me with much solemnity. Your parental unit told me to fly you to the moon.

      I opened my mouth to press the issue, then decided not to. Whether he knew what he was doing or not, we’d been saved from the dragon by my dragon. Very cool.

      “We should be able to safely remove them from your brains now,” Mazan said.

      He sounded awfully cheerful for someone talking about digging around in my head. My dad looked as dubious as I felt.

      “Can you, um, beam them out?” I asked, tacking on a hopeful smile. I tried to remember if my years of Draze schooling had covered implant removal.

      Mazan tried not to smile. “It will only hurt a little.”

      I opened my mouth to protest and realized he was teasing me. Mazan was teasing me. The edges of my mouth curled up and a small chuckle slipped out. An actual laugh would hurt too much. But there was a nice lightness born of relief bubbling in the air around us.

      “It’s over.” My gaze connected with his. “Isn’t it?”

      We’d stopped the wedding. Kept Earth from blowing up. Defeated the Kruvox Opposer. Ridden to the moon. We had not died.

      Happy birthday to me.

      Mazan smiled. Peddrenth’s beard flared black, but in a happy way. He turned back to the controls.

      I recall a promise to take you to Mars…

      His claw wrapped around the helm control and moved it.  I stole a look at Mazan. Caught him looking at me. His brows arched and he indicated the hatch. I looked at my dad. He was staring at the view screen, his jaw just a bit dropped, as the moon started to dwindle. I grinned and nodded.

      Mazan pulled me upright and yes it hurt, but this looked a lot like a happy ending and a happy beginning. There was still stuff to sort out, but for now…

      Mazan’s arms closed around me, his head bent, his lips finding mine…

      Third time was the charm, I thought a bit hazily, especially when it came to kisses…
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      The starship Aeon was huge, its interior intricate, and Ten Jaxdown had never been to the Ship's Meetingspace before. He memorized how to get there and found it unerringly.

      The Meetingspace was full of people all paying close attention to a small, blonde, animated person in their midst. She was saying in a clear, ringing voice, “—the most important mission you'll ever support. There are people to rescue.” A few murmurs rose. She cut them off. “They aren't human but they're people and they're in mortal danger. They saved human lives in Starcloud—mine being one—and they’re counting on us to come back for them. So they’re counting on all of you to design and build and test everything the mission needs to succeed!”

      Ten realized that she was Anastasia Steed, the youngest and bravest of the heroes of Starcloud.

      “There are too many problems delaying the mission and it's taking too damn many detours to solve those problems and that has to change!” She put her hands on her hips. “I want an end to excuses and I want it now!”

      Ever since he came out of cryostasis—cold suspended animation during the Ship’s long journey across the stars—he had felt numb inside. It was like being stuffed with gray cotton. Anastasia Steed’s vivid anger seemed to burn some of the cotton out. He watched, fascinated.

      “Systems integration—keep doing what you're doing, but don't fall off schedule again, and for God's own sake, run a full set of requirements matches at every stage. Get back to work!”

      A tight-knit group fled from the Meetingspace. They were all Ship people. Those who remained were divided between Ship people—of all skin colors and heights, wearing assorted flight suits or shorts and t-shirts—and Gotayelans, who were all brown-skinned, stocky, and dressed in color-coded coveralls. Anastasia Steed fairhandedly raked Gotayelan and Ship groups over the coals with the same amount of fiery heat. She dismissed them with exactly the same abruptness. She also dismissed an individual who was in charge of Timeline Synchronization with the pointed reminder to actually synchronize said timeline.

      The ceiling was high and laced with air ducts and electrical chases, leaving deep shadowed niches. Ten suddenly noticed some strange sparks of light in the shadowiest of the niches up there. He wondered what it could be. Something electrical, he guessed, but not a kind of electricity he recognized. Strangest of all, the sparks moved every time Anastasia Steed said something particularly emphatic. It was as though the sparks were cheering her on. He blinked.

      She said, “Assemblers. You've got quality control problems. What do you have to say about that, Tira?”

      A brown-haired woman in a green coverall answered.  “The Assembler’s Guild does good work! The quality of our work is not a problem!”

      “Then find out what IS the problem, damn it all!”

      The sparks swirled.

      Anastasia Steed continued, “If any of the three Lodestar-class ships you're building don't hold together in Starcloud, some of us could be stranded in the armpit of space and eaten by the monsters that live there!”

      The sparks shivered.

      Tira protested, “Our welds and our glues never fail!”

      “They've never been subjected to the g-forces in this mission plan either! You’ve got to troubleshoot your work and your materials, Tira. That's an order from Captain Zilka!”

      Tira’s Gotayelan accent became more pronounced. “It will take time not in schedule to shoot trouble like that!”

      “I know. I am going to comb the ranks of the Ship’s Risers for a technical consultant for you. If you refuse that help, and there’s a subsequent problem you could have prevented, the cost of all material eventually lost will be levied against your Guild! Go poll your Guild members, or however else you get a collective decision, read throws of dice on a table if that’s how you do it—but decide if you’re cooperating in a quality investigation or no!”

      The sparks swirled energetically.

      Tira and her group departed in a huff. Ten was left standing in the Hall by himself. That was when Anastasia Steed saw him. “And you are still here why?” she said dangerously.

      “I work in the Devices Lab. I was asked to hand-deliver something for you to give to Captain Zilka.”

      Taking the envelope from him, she calmed quickly. “OK. Who are you?”

      His spine stiffened with scarred old pride. “Ten Jaxdown.”

      She tilted her head to one side. “Did you take the name of where you lived on Earth for your new name on this side of the stars?”

      He nodded.

      “What was Jaxdown?”
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* * *

      She didn’t know what Jaxdown had been.

      As far as he could tell, nobody in this unexpected future knew. It hadn't bothered him before now. He'd been too stuffed-with-cotton numb, not feeling anything. The doctors said emotional blunting was a side effect of the cryostasis. They also said it would wear off. Since his intellect was unimpaired, they recommended wait and see, or better yet, work and see. He'd done that. It hadn't made the cotton go away.

      But she—that small, animated, young blonde woman, Anastasia Steed, with the ringing voice and the bright anger, improbably cheered on by the swirling sparks in the ceiling of the Meetingspace—she made some of the cotton go away.

      That she didn't know the meaning of his name bothered him like an iron filing under his skin.

      He scanned the programming change he'd just made. Then he submitted a simulation request to the Ship's Intelligence. And then he waited. The Intelligence was enormous, but enormously busy. His sims were Impending-Mission priority, but so were countless other demands on the processing power of the Intelligence.

      To the Intelligence, he was “Jaxdown1.” There wasn't another Jaxdown in the ranks of its users. He might even be the only Jaxdown in the whole Ship, even counting the colonists still in cryostasis until such time as they were revived and rose to the surprise of their lives at learning the Starship’s fate to date.

      His given name was Ten, it-isn't-a-nickname Ten, because he'd had ten fingers and his grandmother took that as a good sign. His old family name didn't matter—nobody else from his poor and broken family was here. But Jaxdown mattered to him.

      Jaxdown had been an undercity, with rundown buildings on steamy polluted streets in the shadow of the superskyscraper where the rich lived. Like in every other undercity on Earth, children in Jaxdown were born with odd numbers of fingers or collapsed brains or shattered families. He'd had an intact body and brain and a grandmother who loved him and who was a teacher. She made sure he got an education. She died of a ferocious tropical disease that raged through Jaxdown while he was away at the university he'd gotten into by scholarship. That was when he applied to go with the Ship to a new world on the other side of the stars.

      He'd had to learn, and been tested on, extensive information about the Ship's mission plan. He'd passed that test with a perfect score. But the Ship's journey hadn't gone according to plan. Something about the first destination lacking a moon for life-giving, world-stabilizing tides so the Ship had gone on and finally found a mild world called Green with an ocean moon called Blue. The colonists built a city and had children. But far behind the Ship in space and time, a fast kind of starflight was invented, humanity radiated out to many worlds, and a religious war swept across the stars. That war engulfed the Green colony without warning. The Green colonists fended the war off long enough to send the Ship on again. After yet another centuries-long journey it reached the already colonized world called Gotayel. With Gotayel being far away from the interstellar religious war, the Ship was finally safe. Gotayel was near a star-going city-state called Avendis: the apex of interstellar civilization. But between Gotayel and Avendis lay a nebula called Starcloud, where it turned out monsters dwelt—that discovery having been made in the form of a disastrous misstep in a diplomatic mission from Aeon to Avendis. The mission had taken a colossal detour on the way to Avendis and been missing for months until Captain Zilka commanded a rescue ship that went into Starcloud and came out in triumph with the lost parties found and stunning revelations about the dark heart of Starcloud. To the great alarm of Gotayel and Avendis alike, there were things in Starcloud that took the notion of interstellar bad neighbors to unimagined extremes. Now an Impending Mission was being readied go back there to rescue endangered alien allies and probe Starcloud’s secrets—hopefully before something in Starcloud took the initiative and attacked first.

      All of that news upset most Risers whenever they were revived from stasis—some had been so incredulous that they needed psychiatric care—but not Ten. He had all of that cotton inside. The Starship’s ragged history, which happened while he was in cryostasis and insensible anyway, didn’t matter to him.

      Anastasia Steed mattered for some reason. It mattered how angry and beautiful she was in the Meetingspace with that mysterious electrical echo in the shadowy ceiling above her. He'd always been attracted to intelligent blonde women, though to no avail—he was a total failure at talking to anyone like that. He always sounded slow and stupid to them.

      Jaxdown1 flashed. His sim was about to start.

      He watched the data from the sim flow through the screen.

      It went better than the last sim. But it was hardly a success. He really should have been tagged by the Intelligence as “Jaxdown0,” he thought bitterly. He wasn't getting enough done fast enough. His contribution to the Impending Mission might amount to zero.

      In that flashing information, he saw where the logic was weak. He could fix that before the available next sim window. He started re-programming and doggedly kept at it, losing track of time.
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* * *

      His workspace was crammed in a corner near the back door of the Devices Lab. He barely registered the door opening. After a short silence he heard someone's throat being cleared. “How's it coming with your robot swarm?”

      It was her voice.

      He nearly fell off the spindly plastic stool under him on as he turned around. “They aren't ready to demo.” He braced himself for a tirade like she'd given everyone earlier.

      She looked at his crammed corner and its clutter, including the wrappers from four meal packets and the blanket on the floor he'd been sleeping in. “Not for lack of trying. Your robot swarm was mentioned in the Captain’s Council just now. Let me see if I can help.”

      “You?” he blurted.

      “I'm Anastasia Steed.”

      Embarrassment heated his face. “I know. You're the Starcloud hero.”

      She gave him a crooked smile. “A hero is just somebody who does what they have to do because they’re the only one who can do it.”

      An objection welled up so strongly that he had to bite it back. The Starcloud heroes had fallen into a strange and terrible place, made good use of every resource they had, stayed alive, been rescued, completed their diplomatic mission, and cemented the starfaring alliance between the Ship and Gotayel. Meanwhile he was nothing like that. He was just it-isn’t-a-nickname-Ten, nobody-knows-what-it-was-Jaxdown. He was not a hero and not even the roboticist that the Impending Mission needed now.

      “I personally saw the places in Starcloud where we may need your botswarm and my technical training includes electrical engineering and material science. So I may be able to help you match your robots to the challenges they'll face. Just as important, I may be able to help you limit the problem because I know what you don't need to prepare for.” She helped herself to the upturned crate his rare visitors used as a chair substitute. “Tell me about your botswarm.”

      He'd explained it so often—though never to someone who mattered so strangely much—that it came easily to him. “Earlier robot swarms explored the Martian caverns and found the signatures of life. This is a more sophisticated swarm than those. The units are highly differentiated and semi-autonomous.” He pulled a visualization of the swarm up on the screen of his workstation, so he could look at it instead of her. That was easier for him no matter who his interlocutor was. “The functions are duplicated—secondary functions back up the primary functions. The swarm could sustain loss of half of the units and still produce detailed results.” The idea made his stomach clench, though. The songbird-sized robots weren't 3D printed: they had been made by hand, by his hands, with exactitude surpassing anything a 3D printer could do. He was their maker and perfecter. He loved his robots. “They're designed for little or no gravity, to explore caverns or crevasses in the interior of comets or small moons, at a distance of kilometers from an astronaut using the controller, with frequent losses of signal, so they have to be able to make their own decisions. Flocking birds and bird bots on Earth could see each other and feel the currents in the air to coordinate and fly together without colliding, but control, autonomy, and coordination of this many units are hard to all achieve in space with weightless locomotion and highly constricted spaces. Their small size tightly limits the circuitry and the capability that can be included in them. But I solved those problems. My botswarm worked in a trial on orbit.”

      “And won the Han-Chee Young Inventors’ Prize. So what's the problem now?” She managed to look relaxed on her perch on the crate.

      “I'm asked to make the swarm able to recognize and respond to active and intelligent threats. So they need a new functionality that I didn't design into them from the start. They're meant to explore dark, constricted space places, but not to be spies or assassins. The military had swarms like that, with tight control. My control is loose and resilient to losses of signal. Mine don’t spy or assassinate. They explore for the unknown. It's called open swarm, open mind.”

      “From what I've read about old Earth militaries, yeah, they would keep a botswarm on a tight leash.” She was nodding. “But yours could definitely be a big help in Starcloud! Let's go through your work bot by bot and your programming bit by bit, so I really understand.”

      He took a deep breath in relief. She sounded practical. He could work with people like that. “To start with would you like to see each unit, Commander Steed?”

      “Yeah, but call me Stasia.”

      Telling him her special name made more of the cotton inside him burn away in a flare of pleasure. Feeling strangely alive, he unlidded the canister in which the botswarm was packed.  “The lid of the canister is the controller. It’s miniaturized too.”  He took out the bot that rested in top in their particular packing order. “This is Sampler One. It takes tiny samples of encountered substances and stores them in an onboard depository to bring back to large and sensitive analytical machinery at home. The Ship has analytical machines like that. Sampler One does remote sensing as a secondary function.  Sampler Two, here, has in situ analysis as a secondary function.

      “Analysis One and Two do in situ analysis of material as the primary function. That's not as informative as actually bringing a sample back, but often it may be more doable. They both do sampling as a secondary function.

      “And these are Cam-com One and Two. They primarily have high-resolution cameras and send the images back by telemetry. They both have telecommunication as a secondary function.”

      She looked at each bot with interest that didn't dim when she turned her direct gaze to him. She had blue eyes. More cotton burned out under her bright blue gaze. She said, “Compared to what either the military or resource exploitation companies had in the Solar System, this is an extraordinary botswarm.”

      Feeling encouraged to the point of happy, which was a feeling he'd almost forgotten, Ten showed her the next three. “These are the Explorers. They’re the smallest, to fit into the tightest spaces. They each have a rudimentary camera and a very rudimentary sensors and a tiny little sample collector.” With pride, Ten lined them up on the table. “Explorby One, Two, and Three.”

      “Explorby?”

      He hadn’t meant to say that. He never used his own word for one of his robots when explaining them to strangers.  He stammered, “I, ah, actually, to myself, I don’t call them a botswarm. They have wings. See?” He demonstrated with an Explorby, having it unfurl its two filmy solar panels. “The panels can flex like wings in an environment with air but no gravity and help the bot reposition itself. A long time ago—on Earth—another student said I was making botflies. I didn’t like that. So I call them flutterbys.”

      “Got it. A flutter-by swarm.”

      “I call it a kaleidoscope which is the word for a group of butterflies,” he blurted.

      Her eyes widened. He held his breath. Then she said, “That is excellent.”

      His heart tripped faster. For some reason, it mattered incredibly that she liked his own words for his creations. He carefully took out the last flutterby. “This is the unique one that does command and control for the swarm because a human operator may be a hundred klicks away. Com-con sounds too much like Cam-com, so I call it Intellby.”

      She laughed. It sounded like laughing for him, not at him. She had a nice, rippling laugh that made other people working in the Device Lab look up and smile. “Show me what makes your flutterbys tick.”

      He eagerly turned back to his workstation. “Here are the design specs. . . .”
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* * *

      Anastasia Steed found that she was enjoying this. Enjoyment was not a feeling she'd had much of in a long time. After all that had happened in Starcloud she'd felt like a snail out of its shell. To be more exact, she felt like an unshelled snail in a universe full of salt. Too often, she remembered the Green City that had been new and full of hope until the interstellar war that nobody on Green asked for or even knew about came along. The Green City had been destroyed and with it, her family—mother, father, little brother, all gone. A red armor of rage had shielded her ever since, until the terrible adventure in Starcloud. There, she saw what she had become—a rageful and violent creature—and she hadn't liked it. She'd left the rage behind in Starcloud. On the whole it felt better not to be angry all the time. But too many things reminded her of her lost family and their lost world. Not being angry left her feeling vulnerable and almost always sad.

      Learning about Ten's robots was unexpected fun. The kaleidoscope was a botswarm with very sophisticated design and programming. Ten was a brilliant young man who knew how to work hard. And when he had anything to say, he said it with precision and no more words than necessary: he had a high signal-to-noise ratio. She liked that.

      Even more to her surprise, she discovered that they spoke the same languages—electrical and mechanical engineering and references from ancient books. Ten demonstrated the range of movement of the sample claw of an Explorby. “It moves precisely, like a Swiss watch.”

      “I know what that is because I’ve read a lot of Twentieth-century books. It’s reading knowledge.”

      He seemed more comfortable not making eye contact while he conversed, but now he did, briefly. “Me too. The library in my neighborhood only had old stuff out of copyright. I like old books.”

      “Me, too.”

      He smiled at that. The effect was like the end of an eclipse. She suddenly realized that he was damned cute. He was compact and dark-haired, with medium brown skin and a sketch of mustache and beard that gave his features added definition without blurring the edges. Under thick black eyebrows, his eyes were the warm brown of milk chocolate. In short, he was as nice to look at as he was agreeable to work with. And he had an excellent smile.

      Telling her mind to get back to work, she pointed to a few lines in the programming densely written on the screen of his workstation. “I think you ought to vary that. You can do an A-B-C trial, comparing simulations that use three different values.”

      The smile went away. “I don't have much of the Intelligence's time to work with.”

      She grinned. “You do now. I have an authority key to get the Intelligence's attention.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Stasia—he treasured her nickname—was very busy planning the Impending Mission, but she came to his tiny cluttered corner the next three mornings to work with him. He looked forward to her arrival more each day. He made sure to get up out of his blanket in time to wash his face and brush his hair and teeth before she arrived.

      On the fourth day, she was late. That made him unhappy. He didn't want to lose any minutes with Stasia or miss any bright blue glances from her.

      When she did come through the lab’s back door, she looked harried. “Pack up the flutterbys and bring 'em to Council.”

      He stared at her. “They aren't ready for the demo.”

      “It's not for the demo.” She looked grim.

      He caught up with what she'd said. “Do you mean the Captain's Council for the Impending Mission—with the Captain and her officers all there?”

      “Yes.”

      His mouth went dry.

      Hurrying with her down  hallways where he'd never been before, and carrying the kaleidoscope canister in his arms—and memorizing the turns because he hated getting lost—he found himself entering a conference room. There were seven important strangers already in there—which was seven more than Ten felt comfortable coming to the attention of.

      Captain Zilka was tall, slim, and decisive even though she was only about twenty-five Earth years old. She was also well-informed. When Stasia introduced him, Zilka said, “Your name is Jaxdown as in the Florida Undercity—Jacksonville Down?”

      Captain Zilka knew what Jaxdown was? “Yes, Ma’am.”

      She nodded. “Downers are smart, tough people. I'm lucky you're up and on our side, Mr. Jaxdown.” While Ten was still floored by her unexpected words, she turned to the rest of the people in the room. They were the officers who had served for her on the brave ship Guardian Angel, built in the Shipyard of Gotayel and crewed by a mixture of Starship and Gotayelan people expressly to rescue the wayward diplomatic mission from Starcloud. It had been a breathtakingly dangerous venture that succeeded beyond well enough. In Captain Zilka’s Council, the Ship people and the Gotayelans were seated among each other, their origins mattering less than their bonding as a proven team.

      Captain Zilka told them all, “Here is the unwelcome situation. You, Commander Steed, nettled the Assemblers enough that they took a hard look at their work with the help of a Riser who was a technical accident investigator on Earth. What he found looks like sabotage. Somebody doesn't want this mission to go.”

      There was stunned silence, then raised voices, one of which was Stasia: “The hell you say!”

      Zilka stilled the room with a wave of her hand. “Saboteurs would know our mission is rushed and therefore vulnerable. The attempted sabotage is in the external assembly done in space in the Shipyard of Gotayel. It turns out that the Assemblers’ Guild had to go past their verified and vetted full members and add honorary members. Background checks were done by arcane Guild rules.”

      “Their rules have loopholes?” an officer asked harshly.

      “Not exactly. The Shipyard of Gotayel is a web of intrigue, clique, class, and mixed motives. The Yardmaster is a good ally of ours and tells me that the rules have many checks and balances that work well enough in their way. Unfortunately, it is a slow way. Our mission is happening too fast for the ways of the Shipyard to keep up.”

      Two or three officers grunted skeptically. Stasia radiated disapproval.

      “So I'd like to send over investigators of a kind that nobody expects. Mr. Jaxdown, can you describe your botswarm?”

      Astounded but trusting his face not to show that, Ten took the kaleidoscope from the canister and methodically explained them, just as he had done with Stasia.

      Stasia's approving nods steadied his nerves. She said, “If we paint blue chevrons on them, they'll look like they belong to the Technicians' Guild and not out of place in the Back Yard.” Ten quickly asked, “Temporary paint in non-critical places?”

      “Of course.”

      “OK.”

      Captain Zilka looked at Ten thoughtfully. “The Back Yard is the part of the Shipyard where ship hull assembly is done. Per the Yardmaster, it is less under his complete command and control than any other quarter of the Yard. And the web of mixed motives and vested interests lies particularly thick there. We'd already asked you to adapt the programming of your botswarm for active, sentient threats. Can you make them recognize and avoid humans in space suits and the kind of machines or equipment that might be found in the Back Yard?”

      Ten felt off balance. He remembered Stasia's words. A hero is somebody who does what they have to do because they’re the only one who can do it. “Yes.”

      “I appreciate your willingness. This unexpected assignment is important—and chancy. You might lose any or even all of your robots, which as I understand are hand-made and priceless. Are you willing to take that risk?”

      Tears pricked the corners of his eyes. But he whispered, “Yes.”
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* * *

      Stumbling a couple of times because he was anxious and distracted, Ten followed Stasia to the Devices Lab. They quickly altered the kaleidoscope's programming. When they thought they’d gotten it right, they skipped simulating it with the Intelligence in favor of something more tangible: giving the flutterbys a workout in the Ship's zero-gravity Core. With the Ship rotating around it to create spingravity, the Core had large vacant spaces, big enough for weightless volleyball games, but that wasn't the testing ground Stasis had in mind. She showed him the junk depot where broken equipment, compromised parts, and a few entire but malfunctioning machines had been stored, strapped down so none of it could float loose. Ten commanded the flutterbys to explore the junk depot.

      Their wings stayed folded. It wasn't worth damaging the solar-paneled wings for a short test in a place crowded with hard things. On battery power, the flutterbys jetted around with little puffs of gas from their thrusters. They deftly maneuvered around the junk, photographing and analyzing it and peering into narrow crevices. They noted the fact that some of the junk was flexing and moving with respect to other pieces: there were cracks and crannies that changed in size. None of the flutterbys got caught by such a trap.

      Ten was happy about the flutterbys’ performance—but only until Stasia played cat to the flutterbys' mice.

      She caught four of them easily. Their recognition of threat was weak and so was the coordination of the response. Ten visualized the kaleidoscope falling into the hands of sinister saboteurs. It made him feel sick to his stomach.

      Stasia announced, “We've got to give the controller some functionality more like those military swarms—where a human operator can intervene. With the kind of close distances in the Yard that could be a help.”

      Knowing what kind of parts he didn't have in his corner, and how hard it could be to requisition circuitry in the Ship, his shoulders sagged. “I don't have what I need.”

      “I do.” She led him into the crew-residential section of the Ship. To his surprise, Ten found himself being let into Stasia's personal workroom. He hadn't been there before. He had the impression that not a lot of people had.

      He saw numerous drawers with electrical parts. That looked hopeful. The drawer labels were hard to read in the workroom's low light levels, though. He had to peer closely.

      “Sorry, I keep it dark in here.” She paused. He got the impression that what she said next didn’t really follow from what she'd already said. “Saves energy.”

      “I don’t mind.” The Undercity, shadowed by the superskyscraper and powered by an ancient and unreliable electricity grid, had definitely not been well lighted. He was used to that kind of thing. He disliked too-bright lights.

      She turned on a task light on her workbench. They bent over the bench with their heads close together. In this enclosed space, he became aware how nice she smelled.

      When they were finished, the controller’s touchscreen showed many more details: readouts of each bot's exact location, orientation and position were accompanied by arrows that could redirect each bot with a touch.

      They checked the communication links with the flutterbys. The flutterbys’ status lights blinked as they interpreted the signals. The flutterbys responded with the correct motions two-thirds of the time. “Good but still not great,” Stasia decided. “They still can’t deal with a human-intelligent threat.”

      She gave him a searching blue gaze.
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* * *

      An increasingly insistent thought occupied Anastasia Steed’s mind. I've got one more bright idea, but Blue only knows how well it'll go over.

      A scatter of sparks swirled across the bench.

      Hah. It's about time you showed up.

      She reflexively clenched her hands, though there was nothing to fight. This was a different sort of challenge. She was about to show Ten something that people could react very differently to. Some people—Ship people especially—asked a lot of questions and were incredulous at her answers or insistently asked unanswerable questions. Other people—particularly Gotayelans, who tended to be superstitious—got spooked and went away.

      She dimmed the lighting down even further, so Ten could see how the sparks were nodes in a complex web of faint lines of light in a patch of faintly glowing air. Ten had the same stare he gave circuits or machines when he wanted to figure something out. She told him, “Meet the only telfer in the Ship. 'Telfer' is short for St. Elmo's Fire, which was an electrical display that appeared on points of the the masts of sailing ships in the olden days and of the escape towers of rockets in the almost-as-old days on Earth. St. Elmo's fire was harmless and taken to be some kind of a holy sign by ancient sailors. The telfers are creatures of deep space and consist of plasma and highly complex magnetic fields. This particular telfer is one I found in Starcloud and it came home with me. If they ever turn up in the Shipyard, they are  considered pests, but this one is a pet. Its name is Spike.”

      Ten blinked. “I'm glad to meet you, Spike.”.

      “Extend a finger to it.”

      “It tingles. It's reacting to me—some of its light changed color. What an excellent pet.”

      For once in a blazing blue moon here is someone who accepts Spike for what Spike is. “It's very smart. Either it’s a genius among telfers, or telfers are smarter than we can explain. It can understand electric circuits and electronic devices by seeping into them. It doesn't damage anything. Watch.” She deliberately pointed at the telfer then at the controller. Spike followed her gesture. Ten went rigid, but didn’t protest. The metal skin of the controller sparkled as Spike swirled across it. Spike looked interested, insofar as a faint, sparkling patch of plasma could look interested. “Check the readouts.”

      “There's some electrical noise—some of the circuits had transient spikes!—but nothing is out of spec.”

      “Now I think it understands the purpose of the controller, and probably of the flutterbys too. So. . . .”

      He blinked three times as he digested that. “So. . .?”

      “We invite Spike into the kaleidoscope. I think Spike can help the kaleidoscope outwit the saboteurs.”

      She saw Ten’s throat muscles work as he swallowed hard. Finally he said, “But remember what Captain Zilka said. It may go wrong. The saboteurs may try to destroy the flutterbys.”

      “She's right. I've got a bad feeling myself.”

      “Would that hurt Spike?”

      That question caught her by surprise, and she was touched. Ten was thinking about Spike's safety and her own feelings, as much as he was thinking about the welfare of his beloved flutterbys. She admitted, “I'm scared of that. But more scared of saboteurs ending this mission before it begins, delaying it, or worst of all planting the seeds of failure with the result that some of us get killed.”

      Ten thought for a long while. Then he nodded.

      Stasia pointed at each bot in turn, this time not just with her index finger but with that and her middle finger. Spike followed her gestures. Each flutterby sparkled as Spike investigated the little machines one by one.

      Intellby, the brain of the kaleidoscope, sparkled most of all.

      “Looks like Spike finds that one the most interesting,” she said. “Figures.”

      And then Spike faded.

      “Where is it?”

      “It decided to go for a ride in Intellby.”

      His eyes widened, but he didn't object.

      They took the kaleidoscope back to the core. Now it was the middle of the Ship's night. No one else was around. They were alone.

      Ten launched the flutterbys at a part of the junk depot was new to them. They industriously studied the junk, photographing, mapping, and analyzing various objects.

      Then Stasia went after them.

      They eluded her better than the last time.

      She floated away behind the junk, sneaked to a different vantage point, and waited. When Analyby2 jetted in her direction, settled on a piece of metal, and busily analyzed it with laser reflectometry, she gave it time to start running its analysis program. Then she sprang out making a grab at it.

      Ten used the controller: he had Analyby2 jet up and rotate, so it zipped away from Stasia. The controller registered the Analyby’s unhappy report of aborted analysis. Stasia did a supple ricochet and came back after Analyby2.

      Then one of the little Explorbys flew at her face fanning its solar arrays.

      “Gaah!” She reflexively ducked, missed a handhold she’d aimed for, and drifted until she collided with the volleyball net. Extricating herself from the net, she asked, “Was that little action your command?”

      “No!”

      “Then Spike did it—sent one of the more expendable ones at me.”

      The Explorby spun on its axis with its solar panels vibrating.

      “Spike thinks it’s a game!”

      Ten looked at his robot with an unreadable expression.

      “Good enough. We need to talk.”

      “Talk?”

      “Talk.” She towed him to a kind of chimney—a gap in the junk, just wide enough for the two of them to remain shoulder to shoulder and not drift apart or rotate to odd angles relative to each other. “Sad that it's not your robots controlling themselves? Is that too much for you to take?”

      He shrugged.

      “Think it through. There are no wrong answers.”

      He said slowly, “They were already doing better than just a few days ago. We did good work.”

      She nodded.

      “With Spike—it’s different. It’s not what I ever intended.” He scowled.

      Damn, he was cute when he scowled.

      She needed—and wanted—his complete cooperation. Unfortunately, persuasion was not her specialty. Honesty was. That would have to do. “Starcloud will be worse than possible saboteurs in the Shipyard.”

      He blinked. “I was just trying to get the flutterbys up to the requirements for the demo. I haven’t imagined what would happen in Starcloud.”

      “Nobody imagined Starcloud until we accidentally fell in. We found the Starbirds—birds, but people like us, scientists even, shipwrecked in Starcloud—taking refuge in a marooned Avendisan science ship. We think the Avendisan crew left the ship in a lifeboat. They may still be alive if we can find them, yet another reason for the Impending Mission, although a long shot. The Starbirds are very much alive and very much in danger and we promised to go back for them. They’re hiding in that Avendisan ship and doing all they can to not be conspicuous. Hiding is a way of life and death in Starcloud. We hid out for a while in a hexatom shell. A hexatom is a protoplasmic creature that makes crystal shells, floats around in space, and photosynthesizes from stellar radiation. The shells are huge. Big enough, when empty, to hide a chunky spaceship in! That's one place we need your flutterbys—to explore hextaom shells and see what's in there, besides telfers. That was where we got Spike. There were dozens of telfers inside it.

      “When we needed water for reaction mass, we went to an ice moon, and we found weird creatures like living stacks of ice. They damned near wrecked our ship, the Lodestar. Only a quick getaway saved us. We realized that the ice sliders came from a vast rift system in the moon. That's another place we need the flutterbys to explore. And above else, there are the monsters. The monsters have built orbiting rings of wrecked spaceships and only a fraction of those wrecks were human-built. The monsters live in wrecked spaceships like armor. If we’re ever going to defeat them, it may be because your robots go in and see the monsters as they really are without their shells. If we’re going to begin to explore the wrecks of a hundred or a thousand alien civilizations’ starships, we’ll want your flutterbys to go in first. Starcloud is all of that. And probably more we didn't notice because we were busy staying alive.”

      Ten bunched himself up. “That is—a stranger place that I ever imagined sending the kaleidoscope into.”

      Intellby jetted into the chimney. It viewed both of them. Then it settled on Ten’s shoulder, gripping his shirt with its flexfeet. Ten’s eyes widened.

      “In Starcloud, we are going to need all the help we can get.”

      Ten said in a small, vulnerable voice, “I’m glad Spike may be able to help.”

      She put an arm around his shoulder. “If I'm a hero, so are you. With my help and Spike’s you’ve made it work.”

      His dark eyes reflected a distant security light like a star.

      They talked, then, about other things, finally his past and hers. He told her about the Earth she’d never known from a perspective she’d known nothing about, and she admired him for who he’d turned out to be. Telling him about her family on Green somehow didn’t hurt. It felt more like healing, especially when his arm found its way around her and stayed there.

      He was a perfect size. Not awkwardly taller than she in spingravity, not inconveniently longer than she in weightlessness. She wondered about that blanket of his in the Devices Lab. Surely he had a bunkroom of his own to sleep in—even with many new Risers up, he wouldn't be expected to sleep on the floor under his workbench! Of course there might be a roommate who snored, or two or three sharing a bunk in shifts. She, on the other hand, had a perfectly good bunk, sized for one average person. She and Ten would fit just fine together there.

      He sighed. “Are we going to tell the Captain the kaleidoscope works?”

      “Well, we can tune it even more.” She checked the smartwatch on her wrist and jumped. “Great Blue day, no we can’t. We’re out of time!”

      They hurried to find Captain Zilka in the Ship’s dining hall.  With her meal almost untouched on the table, she stood looking out one of the tall narrow windows.

      “Ma’am, the botswarm is ready!” Ten announced breathlessly.

      The Captain’s eyebrow lifted. That may have had less to do with their news than with the fact that they had rushed into the Captain's presence holding hands. Stasia let go of Ten’s hand, giving it a little squeeze as she did.

      Captain Zilka said slowly, “I have an idea.”

      Just one? Stasia thought interestedly.  Captain Zilka specialized in dramatic ideas.

      Zilka pointed at the window. As the Ship rotated, a bright tangle of metallic pieces joined together by white threads—manrated tunnels and chases, but they looked threadlike from here—slid up the window. “Behold the Shipyard in all its conspiracy-ridden glory. Would you like to see it from the inside, Mr. Jaxdown?”

      “What? Wait a blazing Blue minute,” Stasia protested. “If anybody's gonna go in and fight the saboteurs it’ll be me!”

      “A fighter isn't what I need. Stand down, little sister, and let me explain.”

      Stasia reminded herself that Zilka was her Captain, and her friend as well, and listened to Zilka’s plan.
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* * *

      “Tira Morr-Gann, meet Ten Jaxdown,” said Captain Zilka.

      Tira gave Ten a firm handshake. She could probably feel the nervous sweat on his palm, he thought.

      They were in the conference room again but this time without Zilka’s officers. She told Tira, “A lot of Ship people are white, yellow, black—different races as they existed on Old Earth and conspicuous among Gotayelans. Ten, however, is a racial mix. I think that makes him best able to pass for Gotayelan. Also, he's not too tall, which further helps the resemblance to Gotayelans when someone like me stands out like a tall poppy.”

      Tira was in on the plan, seething with indignation that saboteurs had compromised the honor of her Guild. Her English had veered well toward the Gotayelan dialect. “You're right, Ma'am, you are, you are. I can say he my cousin from Downside Northtown, new member of the Techs Guild, that explains why just a little bit clumsy in spingravity.” She put her hand on Ten’s shoulder. “Happens so that ‘Ten’ is a Gotayelan name, even. Always good somebody can recognize own name called out in warning if trouble brews up.”

      Stasia gave an alarmed squeak. “How often does trouble brew in the Shipyard?”

      “Not never,” Tira said complacently. She gave Ten an appraising look. “Size five coverall, blue for Techs, I go get.” She left to do so. Stasia went to give the flutterbys their deceptive paint jobs.

      Ten watched her leave.

      Part of his talent was to observe how things moved and to know what kind of connectivity let them move like that. So his robots’ wings, legs, sample claws, and other moving parts worked better than the same parts on other inventors’ robots. He’d never looked at people that way before. He did now. Spingravity—odd facsimile of gravity that it was—made human movements unexpectedly revealing. Maybe that was because humans had evolved in the full gravity of Earth, and spingravity imitated it imperfectly.

      Stasia was very coordinated, her bones and muscles perfectly matched to her size. In Ten’s eyes that made her more beautiful than ever. He could imagine moving with her—in ways that startled him.

      Captain Zilka said, “You only had an hour with my workstation to study the map of the Shipyard. It was the Yardmaster's map, with full detail. Do you really believe you can find your way?”

      “Yes.”

      She smiled slightly. “I heard that Earth’s wealthy and sheltered Uptown dwellers always had to use their electronic navigators, but Downers knew how to find their way through the urban jungle. Any questions?”

      Ten wanted this to be a bad dream. Except he didn’t. Stasia was in it, so he wanted it to be real. He could imagine a future with her. He could also imagine a future without himself, which felt more probable, since he was going into the strange and maybe even dangerous Shipyard. Captain Zilka asking him for his questions struck him like something he'd read about in the old books—how a condemned person would be asked what they wanted for their last meal before being executed. He went with it. “Ma'am, I understood that you were born at the Green colony, like Stasia. How do you know about Downtowns?”

      “My father told me. He was an unusual man.”

      Ten had heard about Zilka’s father. The greatest biotechnical genius of the Twenty-First Century, who made some of the worst enemies on Earth and took to the Ship to get away from them was what Ten had heard. That didn't explain him knowing about Downtowns.

      “He made genetic inventions that had far-reaching consequences, one of which was that he became famous, but even so he never fit into Uptown society. He was so intelligent as to be unique, and it made him lonely. And he was a restless soul. He liked to walk in Undercities at night. He was tall, strong and knew how to street-fight. He fit in better with the robust dregs of society, in his words.”

      Ten had never thought of himself as a robust dreg. Coming from her, it did not strike him as an insult. “Thank you.”

      She smiled. “I’m glad you’re working with Stasia.”

      “I’ve needed her to help me with the robots,” Ten said honestly.

      “In confidence, Ten—she needs you, too.”
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* * *

      Stasia was in a grim, unsettled, edgy mood.  Finally she could stand it no longer and went looking for Captain Zilka.

      When aboard Aeon, rather than on the starship she herself commanded, Zilka’s favorite haunt was in front of that tall window in the dining room, drinking strong coffee and looking out at the cosmos.  Stasia had known her for Stasia’s whole life, but wasn’t sure what in the cosmos fascinated Zilka so much.  Was it the arcane science of fast starflight, which meant that a ship could skip across the stars in hours and not centuries—except many stars could not be reached that way, some stars could be reached only some of the time, and sometimes it could only be a one-way trip?

      Or was Zilka reflecting on distant Earth, the rich and seething home world she had never seen?

      Or maybe it was that double planet, Green and Blue, only a few stars away—yet at a distance that could feel like an infinite rip in the fabric of the cosmos, so lost was that place to those who remembered it.

      Wrapped in reverie she might be, Zilka was a hard person to sneak up on.  She turned around. “I thought you were with Ten tonight.”

      “The robots are ready as they can be. But what you’re sending him into could be more dangerous than you expect,” Stasia said bluntly.

      “That’s why I expected you and he to be together—in bed, to be exact—exploring each other and distracting each other just in case you might not get another chance.”  Zilka took a long sip of coffee. “In your place, that’s what I’d be doing.”

      That was all the prompting it took for Stasia’s imagination to race in that direction.  What she could imagine, if she let herself, made her dizzy.  She would like to explore Ten, all right! To her surprise she found that she was eager to talk about him.  “Are we that obvious?”

      “Yes.”

      Since Zilka herself was the unexpected result of a single night’s liaison in the Blue moonlight on Green, and insulting her origin was not something Stasia intended to do, she carefully said, “For me, it happens to be against my religion to have sex without marriage first. I’m Old Catholic, like my p-p-parents.”

      Zilka gave Stasia a long look. “Old Catholicism is a religion that was already ancient when the Ship left Earth behind almost two thousand years ago.  Are you staying that way for yourself, or as a memorial to them?”

      “For me.  But I miss them.” Stasia started to cry.  She hadn’t cried since the day she’d heard they were all gone. Now she cried on Zilka’s shoulder.  When the tears ebbed, Zilka whispered, “I miss mine too. We are all orphans.”

      Stasia hiccupped, “Ten too.  His grandmother was his real parent and she died not long before the Ship left Earth.”

      Zilka unexpectedly asked, “Does Ten match your love type—the looks and temperament you’re most inclined to fall in love with?”

      “I don’t have one and he matches it perfectly!” Stasia couldn’t ever remember confiding romantic thoughts to anyone.  But it came as a huge relief.  “But his parents were so not married that he never knew who his father was. I don’t know if he’d want to marry and be together forever.”  The thought of loving Ten but losing him to other loves gave Stasis cold shakes.

      “He would,” Zilka said.

      “How can you tell?”

      “By how he looks at you.”  Zilka gave her a wry smile.  “I know scientists and engineers.  Some of them find their heart’s desire and it never changes.  You are his dream come true.  As long as he has you, he’ll need no other.”

      Stasia’s heart beat faster.

      She didn’t feel like an unshelled snail in a salty world any more.  She felt more like an ice moon orbiting a huge world of possibility that warmed and enlivened her:  the ice shell was cracked, the sea beneath it warming up, feelings flowing freely after a long freeze.  It made her feel so intensely alive that it was uncomfortable, but it was good.  “Is there a perfect type for you?”

      One of Zilka’s shoulders tilted up in a kind of shrug. “My fantasies run toward tall and black-haired.”

      “Like your father.”

      She stared into her coffee cup. “I miss being able to talk to someone about anything as fast as I think, without having to step it down to a simpler and slower tempo for them to understand what I’m saying.  Maybe that sounds arrogant.”

      “It doesn’t.  I knew him too,” Stasia pointed out.  “He was a genius and you are too.”

      “He was a broad-spectrum genius with several kinds of high intelligence.  I am surrounded by brilliant people, but many of them, especially male scientists and engineers, have intelligence as narrow as a laser beam,” Zilka said drily.  “And outside of that they are remarkably stupid.  Meanwhile Gotayel has many remarkable people but they run short in height.  My erotic fantasy life does not include looking down into the part in a lover’s hair.  Back to business.  My plan for Ten shouldn’t put him in undue danger, according to what I know—but I don’t know everything, as much as my pride would convince me that I do.  Will you come too, but be diplomatic as may be necessary?”

      “Hot damn, yes!” Stasia exulted.

      Both of Zilka’s eyebrows went up.  “And for Blue’s sake, refrain from cursing. It offends people.”

      “Understood, Ma’am, roger and wilco!”  Stasia left the dining hall as happily hopeful as she had been grimly unhappy when she came here.

      Between one step and the next, she had a dramatic idea of her own.  There was a certain tall, black-haired, and extraordinarily intelligent accident investigator who needed to be personally introduced to Captain Zilka, when this escapade was over.

      Stasia whistled as she went on her way.
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* * *

      A small loop-shuttle took them to the Shipyard of Gotayel. With the canister in his arms, Ten watched as the shuttle pulled away from one of the Ship’s personnel locks. As the shuttle accelerated away, Ten could see more and more of the Ship: a huge sphere with deeply scarred skin. It had made a long, long journey through space.

      The shuttle rotated away and a very different starship came in to view: Captain Zilka’s command, the Guardian Angel, a long double spindle with a shining silver skin. The Angel had been built in the Shipyard just a few months ago for the first Starcloud rescue mission. Now she orbited near the Ship and her officers and crew were running simulations for what they might meet when they returned to Starcloud. But the Guardian couldn’t accomplish the Impending Mission unaided. Smaller, specially designed scout ships were needed, too. The three new Lodestar-class ships were what the Shipyard was building around the clock, and what saboteurs had chosen to attack.

      The Shipyard started sliding into view. It was enormous. Parts of it rotated for spingravity. The spinning parts were spherical, cylindrical, or toroidal. Other parts were spinless—huge blocks. Everything was laced together with light-colored tubes and dark girders.

      Stasia leaned over his shoulder. “That Shipyard looks randomly assembled out of giant play parts with the approximate skill of a three year old child,” she observed.

      Ten swallowed hard. He had agreed to go there on a secret mission. With the kaleidoscope. He intensely wanted not to go, not to risk anything happening to the flutterbys. Or to go and come back to Stasia in some kind of improbable victory. He couldn’t feel a bit of numbing cotton inside, instead sharp edges of anxiety, hope, and fear. Wonderful.

      “Thinking hard, Ten?” Captain Zilka asked. “You can still back out, you know. I am proposing to throw you into a strange, twisted, and possibly dangerous place.”

      The planet Gotayel loomed beyond the Shipyard. It was a vast sea-blue and desert-tan sphere. Green splotches on the lands showed where terraforming was ongoing.

      Something clicked in Ten’s mind. “The Shipyard is up above the planet. But there’s something about it that’s Down, like the Downtowns.”

      “I think so,” Zilka said. “On the planet, in the green areas, there are landed aristocracies and government officials, tribal chieftains and rich merchants. The Shipyard is where the poor but resourceful have long ended up. Our Ship is changing the balance, though. Our diplomacy with Avendis has already opened the avenue of fast starflight for Gotayel. That’s a big boost for our Shipyard friends, and a gain for the planet, most would say. But it could be a loss for some of the Downside factions that are on top now. It could be a loss that they are unwilling to take.”

      That told him who Zilka expected the saboteurs were. He clutched the flutterby canister tighter.

      The shuttle docked in the center of a spinning cylinder marked with a green octagon.

      “Assembler’s Guild Hall,” said Stasia, who along with Ten had been studying up on the color and shape codes of the Guilds.

      They floated into the structure and found Tira there to meet them. A stocky man was with her. He had clothing of real woven fabric—not just papercloth—and an air of command and control. He was Somebody, Ten thought.

      The man turned out to be the Yardmaster. “Glad to meet you, I am,” he told Ten, as though Ten were a Somebody too.

      Tira carried a blue coverall. With Stasia’s help, Ten got into it. Stasia used fasteners to secure the coverall cuffs over his Ship-issue boots. “Can’t even tell your boots aren’t exactly typical for around here,” she said with satisfaction, and dusted her hands.

      Ten handed Tira the flutterbys one by one—including Spike, invisibly tucked into Intellby.  He hoped Spike would stay invisible and not cause any trouble.  He found it hard to trust a packet of plasma, however sentient.

      Tira tucked the flutterbys into the pockets of her own, Assembler-green coveralls. “Plan still good as far as I know. It’s the late of night here, since Shipyard keeps Downside Northtown time. No alarms and emergencies tonight.”

      The Yardmaster wore glasses. He looked away into a dim corner and Ten could see images playing across his lenses. It was a display of the Yard’s status, Ten guessed. The Yardmaster nodded. “None.”

      Patting a flutterby bulge on a pocket, Tira told Ten, “I go release them from the front door of the Back Yard.” She gave him the empty canister back. “Ten minutes from now, you start to Deck 14 Sideway 32 Material Lock M-8. Got it?”

      He nodded.

      She gave him a grin. “You are a sharp knife. If you need a job I get you in Tech Guild for real.”

      Tira left. She had a jaunty way in weightlessness—less of the physical coordination that Stasia had but a kind of exuberant flair.

      “That young woman is on her way to a high future,” the Yardmaster commented. “She may be Yardmaster in another twenty years. She deals well with you Earthship people and that makes a vital difference.”

      Zilka and the Yardmaster talked in low voices about some of the finer points of Ship and Yard relations. The coverall made the back of Ten’s neck itch. He scratched under his collar.

      Stasia tucked his collar in. “Are you sure you're OK with this?” she whispered.

      “I can’t sit in the Ship while the flutterbys are in danger,” he whispered back.

      “Then be careful, you hear me?” Her smartwatch buzzed. “It’s time.”
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* * *

      The Yard was even more of a three-dimensional maze than Jaxdown. But it had directional signs and color-coded tubes. And Ten had a good memory for directions. Not getting lost had more than once saved him from embarrassment and even danger, in Jaxdown. It would do the same here, he told himself.

      As Tira had promised, his blue coveralls made him almost invisible—an ordinary lowlevel Tech who looked like everybody else. Floating around one sharp corner, he almost collided with a man in maroon coveralls—Shipyard staff. “Excuse the please,” Ten said, using Tira's Gotayelan kind of English.

      “No foul,” the other person said affably and went on without another glance at Ten.

      He found his way to Yard Main—the oldest and largest component of the Yard. A ladder took him down into spingravity. He located the material lock he was looking for, in an out-of-the-way pocket of passageway dustier and more deserted than most of the Main. The material lock was only thirty centimeters across—too small to be used by humans. It was just for passing out tools and such. Or—Ten hoped with all his heart—admitting flutterbys.

      There was a porthole beside the lock. Ten was grateful for a view out, though annoyed that because of Yard Main’s spin, the view constantly rotated.

      The authority key Tira had given him opened a local electronics panel beside the lock. Just as Tira had promised, there was a space in the panel just big enough for him to lightly fasten the controller in there. Tira evidently had good connections in other Guilds.

      With his just-a-Tech-blue coveralls, he looked as though he was doing some utterly ordinary repair or systems check in the middle of the night. He reminded himself to act like it too. Standing as casually as he could in front of the box, he quickly powered up the controller and read it. The screen showed icons for the flutterbys. All ten of them were accounted for—already flying in a loose formation. He peered anxiously through the porthole. He had to wait for the local spin to show him the Back Yard. There he saw the rounded hulls of the three new Lodestar-class ships under construction. Assemblers in space suits worked on them. The work was brightly lit where Gotayel’s sun shone through the Shipyard. Where tubes and habitation units blocked the sunlight, the shadows were inky black.

      The controller’s icons for the flutterbys had dense little bundles of code that told him each robot’s velocity and activity. His heart tripped. They were working perfectly. With their Tech-blue markings, they should be taken for low-level function bots. The kaleidoscope was dispersed so any Assembler out there, or anyone who might glance out a porthole while they were working, as Ten was pretending to do, might see one or at most two flutterbys going in different directions. It was better not to have an unusual-looking robot swarm be conspicuous by its presence.

      He impatiently waited through a rotation to look again. This time he saw one of the flutterbys in the same general direction as a couple of spacesuited Assemblers working on a joint between two large hull sections. The flutterby was just a glint of light to his eye until it vanished into a shadow. The controller gave him much more information about it. From crossing that part of the Back Yard high and at an upward angle, as soon as it entered the shadow the little machine jetted straight down—closer to the Assembling action but almost invisible. It watched what was going on with a camera eye.

      Ten fell into a pattern. Each time his porthole started rotating toward the Yard, before staring outside again, he glanced behind him, checking the pocket passageway he was in and the larger corridor that it T-intersected with. Not many people went by in the corridor. Just two in fifteen long minutes. One of those passers-by, though, struck him as odd.

      The odd passerby immediately went along his way, but something about the way the man—wearing a baggy green coverall, so he was an Assembler—moved made the skin on Ten's arms gooseflesh. Parts of the man might be artificial, except artificial limbs moved smoothly in natural curves. Maybe spingravity made a subtle difference. Or—was it possible?—the odd man was not built like humans are supposed to be? Shipyard workers tended to wear their coveralls closely tailored and even looking svelte. This man’s baggy coveralls made Ten wonder if he was hiding a deformity—or perhaps contraband?

      Ten shook the speculation out of his mind and went back to his vigil.

      With their new programming for surreptition, the flutterbys skulked high and low. One of the camera bots—Camby2—took an interest in a lone Assembler. It peeked at the Assembler from the cover of a bundle of girders. Camby2 focused on what the Assembler was doing—he was supervising a welding bot as it slowly crawled crawled along a fresh seam. Ten asked for vid from the Camby2. He squinted at the vid while the porthole rotated away from the action. The fresh weld looked perfectly straight and sound to Ten, not that Ten knew much about space welding.

      The spacesuited Assembler maneuvered behind the robot to inspect the freshest part of its weld. Ten realized that the Assembler was odd in the same way as the man in the corridor had been. There was something deformed about him too, something wrong about the way he moved. It was slight but to Ten’s eyes conspicuous.

      The porthole rotated back toward the Back Yard. Ten glued his eyes to it just as the Assembler looked up. Camby2 had jetted closer for a better view—defaulting to its original programming to investigate anomalies. The weld-supervising Assembler noticed Camby2—and lunged that way.  The long tether that anchored him to the worksite gave him more than enough leeway to reach Camby2.

      The porthole rotated away. With a gulp, Ten turned to the controller. It told him that Camby2 dodged away from the Assembler—and that with the Assembler distracted, a Sampleby glided in to land on the fresh weld.

      Yard Main turned. Ten sweated. By design, it didn't take long for the Sampleby to extend its proboscis and scrape up enough atoms to stow and bring back. It felt like forever. Ten pressed his face to the porthole to get the first possible look at whatever was going on out there. He forgot about pretending to be an ordinary, bored tech. He had to see out.

      The first thing he saw was the Assembler reaching for Sampleby1. Before Ten could command the flutterby to break off the sampling and elude the Assembler, all three Explorbys converged on the scene. The Assembler batted at them with his gloved hands.  They dodged and darted. The light of Gotayel's sun glanced off the solar panels of one of the Explorbys and into the Assembler's eyes. The last thing Ten saw in the Yard was two more Assemblers floating onto the scene, pointing.

      With a gasp, Ten stabbed the Scatter command on the controller.

      The controller told him that the flutterbys spread out in all directions. They would be taking advantage of obstacles to hide behind. They would also get between the sun and the Yard—a tactic Stasia had suggested programming in. He checked readouts on the controller. Camby2 and the Explorby had sent vids. Analyby1 had sent the results results on an infrared scan. The weld, rapidly cooling, still glowed in infrared.  It looked mottled. Ten wondered if it should look that way. Sampleby1 reported a significant sample in its depository. Sweating, Ten yanked his coverall collar down to cool off. Was it good enough to call them in now? He didn't know.

      Hoping no passers-by had seen him get tense and sweaty and gape at the view outside, he straightened his collar and pretended to take readouts from different locations of the control panel while reading the controller. There were nine active flutterby readouts. An Explorby was missing. The Assembler must have caught and smashed it. The Explorby would have transmitted its location if it had just been stuffed in a toolbag.

      Ten gritted his teeth. Leaving them outside any longer exposed them to attrition that wasn't worth it. He flicked his finger across the Return command.

      The material lock was now in the shadow of the Yard Main. Soon arriving one by one, the flutterbys formed up around the lock, stationkeeping with random small motions that made them look less like a formation and more like a clot of random debris. Unfortunately that put them in danger of the automated debris-sweepers that patrolled the Yard. Ten didn't plan to make them wait outside long but he wanted to get all of them back at once. Two hadn't made it yet.

      Ten looked outside through the porthole.

      Intellby was just outside. It hovered and pointed its sensor lenses back at Ten. There were telfer-sparkles in those mechanical eyes. The impression of otherworldly intelligence made the hair on the back of Ten's neck stand up.

      The controller pinged. It was a vid from a Camby. The vid showed a debris-sweeper, approaching on a track on the sunlit skin of Yard Main.

      Ten gulped and started the lock cycle. The outer door opened and the flutterbys streamed in. One, two more, three all at once, one—and the last two hurried in. The outer door closed just ahead of the metallic maw of the debris sweeper. While air cycled into the lock, Ten peered through the lock’s little window. He counted nine flutterbys in the lock, crouching on their jointed legs in the spingravity.

      Ten opened the lock with a whoosh as air pressures in the lock and in the passageway equalized. The flutterbys scurried into canister and tucked themselves into their right configuration faster than he could have placed them himself. He tore the controller out of the control panel and lidded the canister with it.

      A slight scuff in the hallway made him whirl.

      The odd man in the green coveralls stood there. He thinner than Ten and twice as tall. And he was reaching for the canister.

      Ten darted past the thin man, squirming away from grasping hands, and ran into the long corridor.
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* * *

      In the weightless Control Tower, the Yardmaster managed to remind Stasia of an old-fashioned sea captain standing on the bridge of his ship at sea. He had his hands contentedly crossed behind his back, and his shoes anchored under the foot clip on a platform perpendicular to a pillar centrally located in the Tower, which made for a good facsimile of standing. As nautically commanderly as he looked, his realm, the Shipyard of Gotayel, went nowhere, only orbiting the planet. On the other hand, starships from other worlds and people and communications from the planet below brought waves of news that flowed through the Shipyard.

      This late at night the Tower was half-staffed. No one was surprised to see Captain Zilka and Anastasia Steed at visitors’ handholds, since Ship people visited here often enough. Zilka and the Yardmaster quietly conversed.

      Stasia felt anxious and hated feeling that way. She would have felt better fighting, scheming, studying, or troubleshooting—anything but waiting. She wondered how Ten and Spike were faring, and if Spike really understood the situation.  It was hard to predict Spike’s intelligence, except that as a rule, to date her predictions had always turned out to be on the low side. She fingered the strap of her backpack. In it was a zerog wrench. Weapons were tightly controlled in the Shipyard, and by implication, non-weapons were not supposed to be used that way. But if it came to trouble, she intended to fight first and ask forgiveness later.

      Her hearing was acute. She heard the sibilance of her own name spoken by the Yardmaster, and tuned in. He was saying “—with that look of her, like a little angelic one.”

      “An angel with a fierce heart and a salty tongue,” Captain Zilka said softly and drily.

      I promised not to curse, Stasia thought righteously.

      “Meanwhile he looks quite the dark-edged little devil, but his heart is solid gold.”

      Gold is soft stuff. His heart will break if he loses any of those robots. Stasia fiddled with the backpack strap some more. She felt like tapping the zerog wrench in the palm of her hand, but didn’t dare—not under the Yardmaster’s nose.

      The Yardmaster looked in different directions for his glasses to display different streams of information. Tilting his head toward the back wall of the control tower, he evidently saw the readout from the locator beacon tucked under Ten’s clothes. “He’s still at that lock, so I’m thinking the plan is unfolding as it should.”

      Stasia looked at her smartwatch yet again.

      The tides of time and night flowing through the Yard suddenly brought a flotsam of bad news to the Tower. The Yardmaster was looking out at the stars with readouts flashing across those glasses of his. He went rigid. “My agents hear a rumor that says Children of Bane are moving around in my Yard this night!”

      Stasia yelped. “That's bad!”

      Captain Zilka turned to her with a sharp frown. “Explain!”

      “The Avendisan Ambassador told us about them in Starcloud. When our Ship went to its first destination—the planet without a moon—and went on, nobody knew that smaller spaceships had launched from Earth following us hoping to reach the world we were supposed to terraform. Because we changed direction they were lost in space, except some of them were found by aliens, but only after cryostasis had wrecked their bodies and their genomes. The aliens revived and repaired the ones who were still alive then but didn’t know what humans are supposed to be like so they got it wrong. Bane is their name for the planet that didn’t have a moon and where we weren’t there. The Children of Bane hate us!”

      Zilka’s frown deepened. The Yardmaster held himself very still. “They are a nasty, untrustworthy race. If these are found to be your saboteurs it will rile the Yard and half the world below. I would be amazed at the temerity of them, though, to do such a thing just for hatred of your people.”

      “There may be more to it,” Stasia said quickly. “In Starcloud we realized that anybody who still understands real space—which we do, the Avendisans don’t, and you Gotayelans do incompletely—could use that knowledge for smuggling and treasure-hunting in Starcloud. Our Impending Mission could throw light on lucrative activities that somebody would rather stay dark. And that somebody could be the Children of Bane and any traitors they’re in with.”

      The Yardmaster glanced sharply toward the back wall. His eyebrows drew down in to a hard dark line. “Your boy is running. He’s in trouble.”

      “What can you do?” Captain Zilka demanded of the Yardmaster.

      “Clear his way.” The Yardmaster propelled himself to a wall of the control room with a flick of his fingers. He keyed in a command sequence. “If Banes are out in the open your boy may be in great danger. Not many rightful people in the Shipyard would dare to oppose them.”

      Stasia and Zilka looked at each other. They inadvertently chorused, “We will!”
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* * *

      A strip of small corridor lights flashed green and white. He’d been told to watch for that.  The lights led Ten into a revolving door. As soon as he ran into the cylindrical space behind the door, it cycled, practically in the face of Ten’s pursuer. The revolving door opened onto two narrow corridors. With his heart hammering, he let the door go past them.  The third exit showed him a strip of flashing green and white lights. Ten ran out of the revolving door. He stopped to catch his breath and closed his eyes to visualize where he was and where he needed to go—left or right—to get from here to safety.

      Behind Ten, the door cycled again. He turned right and ran.

      This was a narrow utility chase. It twisted around protuberances and unpredictably tilted up and down. And it echoed. Ten couldn’t tell if the echoes were just from his running feet or something else. Looking back over his shoulder told him nothing. He gritted his teeth and kept running. Were the echoes getting louder—pursuit getting closer?

      Finally—green and white flashing lights! The lights pulsed toward the door of a lift.

      He needed to go five levels down from here. He pressed the down arrow five times. Under his feet the floor of the lift dropped. He skidded to the lift wall, then slid back down to the descending floor. Spingravity was odd! Waiting to reach his floor gave him time to think. Tira and the Yardmaster had both told him that even if the saboteurs somehow realized that he and his bots were spying on them, the worst thing that could happen to him was that they would kidnap him for ransom which would be duly paid and he would be returned to his friends. That sounded bad enough. But the crawling skin between his shoulder blades meant his Jaxdown instincts sensed danger. There had been something distinctively deadly about the insane drug addicts and violent street criminals in Jaxdown. His pursuer was the same kind of dangerous.

      The lift opened into a straight corridor with purple plaid walls—garish but exactly what Ten expected on this part of the right level. But the corridor began at the lift. There was only one way to go.

      The lift closed behind him.

      Several cautious steps into the corridor, he suddenly found a woman stepping out of a narrow and unmarked door ahead of him. She had one hand cocked at an odd angle in the pocket of her green coverall. Ten’s Jaxdown instincts twitched in alarm. She’s got a weapon.

      She blocked his way. She was as thickly stocky as Ten’s pursuer had been tall and thin. There was no way he could dart around her.

      He heard the lift going up behind him—back up to where the thin man waited for it.

      He crouched against the wall, hugging the canister.

      The thick woman started toward him. “Give me that,” she said, reaching out with one hand. She had rings on every finger. The other hand stayed in her coverall pocket. Something hard and slender was in the pocket with her hand. Ten drew himself up into an even tighter, tenser ball, with his heart hammering. She kept coming. There was something odd about the way she moved her legs. They weren’t articulated right.

      Ten threw himself at the thick woman, rolling on the corridor floor. He hit her legs as hard as he could. She fell down over him, with the flash of a knife in the hand that came out of her pocket. She landed heavily on the floor behind him.

      Ten scrambled up and ran for his life. Green and white flashes in the light strip directed him into the widest corridor he’d seen today, with carpet on the floor. He knew where he was. The corridor gently curved.

      Around the curve Stasia came running toward him.

      “They’re after me!” he gasped.

      She took his elbow. “It’s not far!”

      They skidded through a wide, arched door into the Shipyard’s Chapel.

      Ten panted.  Except for a shaft of sunlight reflected down on a single apple tree in a generous pot on the altar, the Chapel was dark. Ten felt instant relief at not having bright artificial lights in his eyes. The Chapel was supposed to be a safe place—a port in any storm of Shipyard trouble. But he heard rapid—slightly irregular—footfalls coming nearer in the corridor outside.

      Captain Zilka stood just inside the arched door. She stepped into the door and blocked it by putting her hands on both sides of the door’s frame. She said in a firm voice, “You will not enter. This place is a recognized sanctuary. You may not enter until the Chaplain has interviewed both of you and both of those whose have taken refuge in here. That is the rule of the Shipyard.”

      Stasia hissed in Ten’s ear, “But those people may be infidels!” Scanning the space, she saw a balcony above the door. Her eyes narrowed. “Stay down, there!” She shoved Ten behind the altar with its apple tree, then lightly ran up the stairs to the balcony.

      The altar wasn’t solid. It had six wooden legs. Ten peered through the legs at the door. To his horror, it was both of his enemies, the thin man and the thick woman, facing Captain Zilka. The thin man said, “We know who you are, officer from the Earthship that bypassed Bane—“

      “Die!” The knife flashed in the thick woman’s hand.

      Somehow Zilka twisted away from the knife and thrust her elbow into the thick woman’s solar plexus. The woman staggered and doubled over. The thin man dove after her, reaching for the knife as though to take it and finish what she’d started. From the balcony above, Stasia landed on his shoulders. He went down with Stasia tumbling off of him and swinging a wrench at his shin. He yelled in pain.

      The thick woman went at Zilka again, this time low and fast. Zilka kicked at her wrist. The knife fell to the floor. The thick woman struck Zilka’s face with a fist full of rings. Ten flinched at how that had to hurt. Stasia tried another blow at the thin man. But with snakelike speed, he grasped her wrench. They grappled over it with Stasia’s feet leaving the floor.

      In the corridor the light strips started flaring with red and yellow lights. A siren thinly shrieked out of the lights.

      The thin man threw Stasia down, wrench and all.  The man and woman turned and fled out into the corridor.

      Zilka leaned against a wall with one hand on her face. Stasia lay on the floor. Ten ran to Stasia. “Are you OK?”

      She replied with an incendiary curse which Ten interpreted as OK enough. He pulled her into his arms and they clung together. She whispered a string of mostly curse words, the gist of which was that she wished she’d detached a more vital part of her opponent than this—she held a scrap of green papercloth.

      Ten took the green scrap from her to feel the texture of it.

      The Yardmaster arrived with two Station Police on his heels. Not seeing any criminals in here, the Police ran back out. There was a receding clamor out in the corridor with lights still flashing. The Yardmaster counted heads. He looked glad to find three, all more intact than not. “What just happened?” he demanded.

      Captain Zilka looked shocked. “I don’t know.”

      “It was an assassination attempt. They recognized you,” Ten told her.

      “Assassination!” The Yardmaster swelled with his indignation. “Then it WAS that nasty, wicked race of Banes—only they would dare such an outrage in this holy place!”

      “You foiled it, Captain!” said Stasia. Her eyes shone with admiration. “Where’d you learn to fight like that?”

      “From my father. He knew how to street fight in Downtowns on Earth. It was just a game. We never thought I’d have to use it.” Zilka wiped away tears with the back of her hand.

      Ten fished his canister out from under the altar. Sitting on a low step in front of the altar, he opened the canister and quickly scanned the controller readout. Stasia peered into the canister with a worried frown, looked around, then pointed over her shoulder toward a deeply shadowed niche in the wall. “Spike’s accounted for,” she whispered.

      “I’m glad.”

      “I’m sorry you lost the Explorby. It was an excellent little machine.”

      Tira ran into the Chapel. “They disappeared! Yardmaster, there are uncharted chases! They went into one such and set off an explosion that blocked the chase behind them!”

      Anger clouded the Yardmaster’s face like a storm.

      “And they had green coveralls—my Guild is disgraced!” The last words came out in a near sob of dismay from Tira.

      “No.” Ten held up the scrap of green papercloth. “This doesn’t feel like regular coverall material like mine. It’s a cheaper papercloth that’s thicker but easier to tear. They were impostors pretending to be Assemblers, but they wouldn’t pass close inspection.”

      “May the Eye of Fate glare at them!” Tira said furiously.

      Ten put the canister in Captain Zilka's hands, not staring at the bloody bruise on her face. “We have evidence of a welding compound being compromised. An analysis bot sent results that are inconclusive but suggestive. A sampling bot actually brought back a sample of the suspect compound. And three bots recorded vids of an Assembler supervising the compromised weld, including the identification codes on his spacesuit.”

      “By God,” said the Yardmaster, “I’m glad you folk came here. You’ve brought to light a poison spiders’ web in my Yard!”

      Stasia exulted. “We spiked it!” Then she grabbed Ten’s shoulders and kissed him.

      He kissed her back. The last traces of cotton inside him burned out in a blaze of wonder. Behind Stasia, in the dark niche in the wall, Spike swirled like light dancing. Ten held both of Stasia’s hands, looked into her bright blue eyes, and thought he had never felt so happy or so hopeful. “Captain, may I go on the Impending Mission too?”

      “I was hoping you’d volunteer for it.” Zilka was recovering her aplomb. She glanced around the chapel—the altar with its apple tree; the rows of low seats; the shadowy niches in the walls. Her glance paused, briefly, at the niche in which Spike inconspicuously sparkled. “You know, once underway on the mission, in my capacity as Captain I have the authority to marry people who wish it.” Her elegant eyebrow lifted, but she was smiling.
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      “Freeze.”

      When Captain Dava Jordon used that bone-chilling tone, no one asked questions.

      Taro Shall, ship’s navigator, didn’t even blink as she stalked toward his navcon, weapon drawn and eyes locked on her target. Thankfully, whatever that target was, it wasn’t him. She was aiming toward the deck in the general vicinity of his feet.

      She squeezed off two blasts of her pulse pistol, shouting, “Get back.”

      Taro bolted as the searing heat penetrated right through his deck boots.

      Just below his station, something long, tan, and patterned in singe marks writhed on the floor. “What the Hades is that, Skipper?”

      Captain Jordon took two cautious steps forward and leaned down to examine the victim, sweeping back her long black hair with one hand. “Take a look for yourself.”

      Taro gripped the armrest of his flight couch and knelt, craning his neck to get a better look at the thing on the floor. When he finally registered the shape and scales, he sucked in his breath. “Snake?”

      “Sand viper.” The captain screwed up her face in disgust. “We must’ve picked it up back on Dartis.”

      “Viper?” Taro questioned.

      “Yes. A very deadly one. If one of these little terrors sinks his fangs in you, you’ll drop before you can spit out a curse.”

      Taro swallowed the ball of ice rising in his throat. “Guess I’m damn lucky you saw it.”

      “Sensed it,” she clarified. “I was plugged into Calypso.” She nodded to the black drive helmet now perched on a cradle at her command console.

      Taro exhaled, his pulse still in the process of deceleration. “Glad you never miss.”

      “Well, it’s not the end of our problems.” She straightened, holstering her weapon. “That’s a hatchling. Maybe a couple days old. It’s been five days since we left Dartis. That means there’s a mother and several dozen siblings slithering around Calypso.”

      “We’ve got trouble.”

      “Exactly.” Captain Jordon scrubbed a hand over her face. “Looks like we’re grounded. Before Doc Embortyr gets word of our little issue, we need to find an exterminator. A good one.” She pinned him with a look. “We, of course, means you. Best get to it. We’re losing daylight.”

      Taro snagged his jacket from the back of his flight couch. “Aye, Boss, I’m on it.” With one last glance at the charbroiled snake carcass, he strode to the lift.

      “Better watch where you step on your way out,” the captain called after him.

      Taro gave her a casual salute as the lift rotated to descend from Calypso’s upper flight deck to the main level below. He scanned the corridor warily before venturing off.

      The wall com clicked on as he headed down the curved passage toward the airlock. Captain Jordan’s voice filled the corridor. “If you see Pareen out there, tell him to stay away from Calypso until I shoot him an all-clear on his recall. I’m not going to drop the quarantine flags. Don’t want to scare off our client.”

      “You got it, Skipper,” Taro answered as he reached Calypso’s main airlock and activated the controls to extend the ramp.

      “And watch out for Palies. I want no trouble with the Ithians.”

      “No messing with the Alliance. Check that.”

      Outside the ship, Carduwa’s warm, herbal-scented air ruffled Taro’s hair and danced along the pavement in gentle eddies. A friendly sun lit the heavy greenery of tall trees and dense shrubbery just beyond the spaceport grounds. This planet was nothing like the bone-dry dustbowl of Dartis. Thank the Island Spirits for that much.

      Taro made his way to the nearest street just off the spaceport exit and glanced down an endless row of brightly-colored vendor tents. Where to start?

      He ducked his head into the entrance of the first two pavilions with a questioning, “Exterminator?” The answer on both counts was a brisk shake of a keeper’s head. Somewhere around vendor twelve, he got a lead.

      “No exterminator, but you wanna see Dini Kemm. Red and yellow striper. Tiharra Lane. Three streets west.”

      Taro plucked a citrus drink tube from the vendor’s laboring chiller, tossing the elderly man five replas. “Many thanks.”

      A couple of streetgirls gave him the eye as he reached an intersection and made his way west.

      “You wanna give it a go, Tectolie?” the taller of the two women purred as he passed their corner.

      Taro gave the woman a crooked smile and a friendly “I’ll pass” wave of his hand. Nav work was a lonely occupation, but he’d never been keen on paying for female companionship by the hour. Besides, Cap Jordan would have his hide if he got waylaid from his mission.

      “Pity that,” the second woman teased. “We give a nice discount to pretty nav-boys.”

      Taro threw a grin over his shoulder and lengthened his stride. They had his origins and occupation nailed—probably not a surprise considering they worked a spaceport and saw hundreds of crewmen daily. His Tectolian subspecies had a penchant for navigating the stars, and women in their line of work could probably zero in on a lonely crewie in a nanosecond. It’d been a long time since he and Lyra had called it quits, and he needed to put some quick distance between himself and the twin sirens before he got all weak-minded and hard-bodied.

      Tucking those thoughts away, Taro paused as he hit the intersection with Tiharra Lane and glanced in both directions, looking for a red and yellow tent. It wasn’t easy to pick out in the colorful riot of chevroned, crested, and flowered vendor stalls, but his gaze soon settled on a larger pavilion with broad stripes in the correct colors half a square to his right. He nodded to himself and headed in that direction.

      The tent was sheltered from the Carduwan sun by a graceful, long-limbed Tiharra Angel Willow, probably the very tree that gave the street its name. When Taro was just a few strides away, the vendor appeared in the entrance, reaching up to unroll the tent’s flap. She was tall, trim, and her shining black-chestnut hair caught the sunlight like a Purmian oil ruby.

      “Hang on,” Taro called out. “I was hoping to do some business.”

      She turned to him with a soft smile, and his breath locked in his throat when he was met by intelligent, aquamarine eyes.

      “You said the magic words.” She laughed. “I’ll extend my hours today, just for you.” She gave him a friendly wink and pushed the tent flap back into its keep.

      Taro took a hesitant step forward. “Are you…Dini Kemm?”

      “Adini. Yes.” Her eyes veiled with caution. “Who’s asking?”

      Taro held out his hand. “Nav Taro Shall with the Calypso. Another vendor sent me your way.”

      “Really? What is it you’re looking for?”

      “I’m on the hunt for an exterminator. Did I come to the right place?”

      Her bright smile returned. “Oh, you did indeed.”

      In her elegant, white poet blouse, navy long vest, and split skirt, she looked more like a Miss Carduwa candidate than an exterminator to him, but who was he to judge? “What are your rates?”

      “I don’t charge by the job.” There was that beautiful smile again. “I charge by the exterminator.”

      Taro shifted his weight, puzzled by her answer. “Don’t quite get your meaning.”

      “Right this way.” She motioned with her head as she set off for the back of the tent and ducked around the counter. When she straightened again, she was holding a small black-and-tan animal cradled in her hands. “Meet Katrina. Best exterminator on the planet.”

      “She’s a…?”

      “StarDog.” Adini brushed a hand over the animal’s short ears, lightly maned neck, and long back. “Recombinant canine, feline, weasel, and mongoose DNA, designed especially to rid spacecraft of vermin.”

      “We don’t have rats, we have vipers,” Taro blurted, before glancing around sheepishly and lowering his voice. “Deadly ones.”

      “Then you definitely need a StarDog. Snakes are a specialty. It’s the mongoose genes.”

      “This, uh, this isn’t exactly what I had in mind,” Taro muttered, pushing a hand through his jet black hair as he studied the soft-eyed little beastie. “Don’t think Cap would go for having a live animal on board. She’s particular about her ship. Pretty sure she had the two-legged professional variety in mind when she sent me looking.”

      “Maybe she just needs a demonstration,” Adini suggested with a sly grin. “How about if we accompany you back to your ship?”

      “Now?” Taro’s doubt collided with her confidence when she raised those sparkling Veros-ocean eyes to his.

      “Well, if you’ve got vipers onboard, I think we’d better make it quick.” Her white teeth flashed in another ample smile. “But it’s your call…Taro.”

      He hesitated. Captain Jordan’s wrath was never something he cared to provoke, and he was fairly certain she’d scoff at a biological fix to their predicament. But what if this sleek, furry little handful could do everything the charming vendor claimed she could?

      “My captain can be pretty tenacious. I can’t guarantee she’s going to welcome you or your animal aboard.”

      Adini hefted Katrina up onto one shoulder and gave Taro another heart-stopping smile. “Duly noted, but I can be pretty tenacious myself. Your ship has a big problem. I have a solid solution. It’s as simple as that.”

      Taro gave a low laugh. “Things are never that simple with Captain Jordan.”

      “Just trust me. And my StarDog.” She swung up a satchel, anchoring the strap over her free shoulder. “Ready?”

      He sighed. “Right. Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “I’d never say that.” Adini fastened the tent flap and called to the neighboring vendor lounging outside his stand. “Be back in less than a hara, Saliim. Could you watch my booth?”

      “Sure thing, Dini.”

      She turned back to Taro with a confident sweep of her hand. “Lead the way.”
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      Dini fell into step beside him as he retraced his route back to Calypso’s hangar. He hadn’t traveled twenty steps when the little StarDog hopped from Adini’s shoulders to his, and made herself at home by coiling her thick tail around his neck.

      “Whoa, there. Did I invite you aboard?” Taro laughed, sliding his fingers over the dense, silky fur on her back. The little animal thrust her cool nose against his hand and tried to burrow beneath it.

      “She wants you to pet her. StarDogs are friendly by nature. And loyal, being part canine.”

      “She’s very cute,” Taro admitted begrudgingly.

      Adini threw him a lopsided grin. “She thinks you are, too.”

      “Well, that’s not going to hold much sway with Captain Jordan. ‘Cute’ isn’t something she looks for in a resumé.”

      “You sure about that?” Adini questioned with a subtle side-eye.

      Taro pressed his lips together and dropped his gaze. Was she flirting, or was it only his imagination wishing it so?

      “How long have you been selling StarDogs?” he asked, channeling the conversation back to business. Good thing his Tectolian complexion hid the evidence of the flush warming his face.

      “Since my daddy invented them. He’s a bit of a biohack. LaGuardians seem to have a knack for it.”

      “You’re LaGuardian?” Taro cast a questioning glance at Adini’s dark locks.

      He enjoyed the sound of her laughter. “Clearly only half. My mother was Purmian.” She tilted her head, smiling at his startled look. “I know. I’m very tall for a Purmian.”

      “Tallest Purmie I’ve ever met,” Taro teased.

      “Well, I got mom’s hair and eyes, but dad’s stature. I kind of like how things turned out.”

      A fleeting smile crossed Taro’s lips when their gazes touched. “So do I.” A little return volley on the flirting seemed like fair play.

      It only took a glimpse of the towering men ahead to kill their conversation and good spirits. Taro’s face set in a hard frown, and he slowed his stride. “Palies,” he muttered to Adini.

      “I see them,” she responded.

      A pair of Ithian officers stood at the entrance to the spaceport hangars, their over-tall, lanky frames and pallid faces an arresting contrast to the blue Carduwan sky. They looked to be engaged in casual conversation except for the sharp, penetrating sweep of their eyes over the surrounding area. They were clearly on the lookout for something. Or someone.

      The older of the two cast an assessing look their way, sizing them up. His gaze lingered on Adini a moment before moving on to other pedestrians in the street behind them.

      “They’re scouting,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, but not for us. Let’s keep moving.”

      Moments later, he and Adini passed through the gate and beyond the Ithians, heading for the alley that split the hangs. Taro eased out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

      “They’re into everyone’s business these days. And the tributes they demand…” Taro clenched both fists.

      “No fan of the Alliance either, I take it,” Adini whispered.

      “Let’s just say we try not to attract their attention.”

      “We?”

      “Me. My captain. The ship.”

      Adini pursed her lips before replying, “My father and I do the same. The Alliance is just...not good for business.”

      “Not good for anything, except death and mayhem,” Taro added with a quiet growl. The StarDog gave a soft mewl and nuzzled his cheek, as if she agreed.

      “Tectol is a tribute planet,” Adini acknowledged in a quiet voice.

      “Yes,” Taro confirmed. “Our government opted to send only females.” He couldn’t keep the harshness from his words. Three hundred thousand young Tectolian women sent to Ithis every calendar, never to be seen again. His patriarchal society valued its able-bodied young men, but the short-sighted decision had been catastrophic for his world.

      “I’m sorry,” Adini whispered. “It must be very hard to accept.”

      “I wouldn’t say we accept it. Just bear it.”

      Like so many men his age, his chance of finding a mate on his home planet was slight to none, but what truly chilled his blood was imagining the horrors faced by those who were surrendered.

      Adini reached out to grip his hand. The connection lasted only an instant, but communicated her heartfelt empathy. “It has to stop.”

      “If only it were that easy.” Taro set his jaw.

      Ithis had been in power for two centuries, and its fist had only tightened with every passing calendar. Beneath the façade of a wealthy and cultured society, Ithian customs were barbaric. They considered the tributes nothing more than cattle—to be bred or devoured as they chose. Everyone knew the fate of those who were sent, but any attempt to intervene brought crushing retaliation from the Alliance. The horrific slaughter of Purmia’s ruling duke and duchess five calendars before was just one terrifying example.

      Adini made a quick glance over her shoulder. “How much farther to your ship?”

      “Almost there.”

      Taro led her down the alley between the long row of steelonate hangs and into Calypso’s shady berth. “Here we are.” The StarDog’s tiny ears perked, and she scooted forward to brace her front paws on Taro’s chest, almost as if she understood that this was their destination.

      Adini stopped short. “Black ship?”

      “Black as the void.” Taro eyed the softly contoured lines of the dark ship with a swelling pride. He’d worked nav on a number of other ships, and none could compare to his Calypso. But he really couldn’t talk about that.

      “Independent?” Adini asked with a soft edge to her question.

      Her gaze had settled on the red diamond insignia on Calypso’s hull. The vessel was registered in the Azures, as were half the illicit ships in the known galaxy.

      “Don’t worry,” Taro assured her with a crooked smile. “We’re not pirates.” That was true, though ‘discreet privateers’ wasn’t far off that mark.

      Taro ascended the ramp, glancing back at his companion around the StarDog camped out on his shoulder. “You’ll have to scan and disinfect. Cap’s stringent on that.”

      “Not a problem.”

      He motioned her into the airlock beside him, sealed the outer hatch and flipped several switches on the console. Being trapped in the tight confines didn’t seem to phase Adini. He couldn’t say the same for himself. The gentle floral scent wafting from her hair had his full attention and made his hands twitch at his sides, as if they were being drawn by some invisible force to comb through that dark, shining cascade.

      It’s been way too long, Flyboy. Don’t embarrass yourself.

      The StarDog gave a startled squeak as scan beams cut through the thick cloud of disinfectant mist, running a brilliant blue beam over their bodies from head to boot. Adini reached up to his shoulder to stroke Katrina in reassurance, the accidental brush of her hand against his cheek taking him to a whole new level of awareness. The light went dark, and a pleasing tone emitted from the com speaker. “Cleared to board.”

      Taro shook off his distraction, depressing the call button on the console. “Captain Jordan, requesting permission to bring a visitor onboard.”

      “And our visitor would be a competent exterminator?” the skipper queried through the ship’s speaker.

      “Born and bred,” Taro replied with a here goes nothing shrug to Adini.

      Captain Jordan met them in the corridor when she exited the lift. She stopped in her tracks, parking her hands on her hips. “You’re the exterminator?”

      “Not me,” Adini piped up, with an affirming nod at Taro’s shoulder. “She is. Genetically designed to clean your ship of any and all vermin.”

      The skipper’s disapproving gaze settled on Taro. “This wasn’t the plan.”

      “I know, Cap.” Taro reached up to stroke the StarDog’s thick mane. “Just hear her out.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Shall.” Adini took a decisive step forward, curbing the chance of an immediate rejection by the skipper. “Captain Jordan, a human exterminator may spend a few hours on your ship attempting to eradicate vipers, but there’s no guarantee all will be eliminated. In fact, the odds are against it. From what your navigator tells me, you have a nest. That’s a big problem. A snake can go into some very small places a standard exterminator can’t reach. I’m sure you don’t fancy going to space with an odd sand viper or two…or ten…still crawling about and invading your quarters while you sleep, so you need an exterminator who can go where they hide.”

      Adini gestured to the StarDog. “Meet Katrina, the perfect solution. She can do the exact job you require. And she’ll keep doing it until the job’s complete. No more vipers. Ever. And no rats or mice or Parolian lizards. Having Katrina onboard means you’ll always have a clean ship.”

      “That sounds like a permanent arrangement. I don’t have facilities for an animal on this vessel.”

      “She’s very easy care, Captain. Granule trained. It’s instinctive. She’s part feline. I have everything you need for her, right here.” She eased the satchel off her shoulder. “Granule box. Food. Bed. Harness. Leash.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss….”

      “Kemm.”

      “…this sounds like more trouble than I’m willing to take on.”

      “Then let me put her to work. Free demonstration.” Adini met Captain Jordan’s critical gaze with a confident smile. “What do you have to lose? Except a few deadly sand vipers.”

      Taro dropped his face toward the deck to hide his grin. Oh, she was good.

      “All right. You have five tempas. The chronometer’s running,” the captain said, striking a stubborn stance.

      Adini turned to Taro and plucked the little StarDog off his shoulder to place her on the deck. “Katrina…find snakes.”

      She released the animal, which scurried across the deck with a very weasel-like gait and entered an air duct, wriggling through a gap in the grate that looked impossibly small.

      “Venom resistant?” Jordan queried.

      “Completely immune,” Adini assured her.

      In moments, Katrina came scampering back, dragging a small sand viper in her teeth like a limp rope. She dropped the dead snake at Adini’s feet. Arms crossed and feet firmly planted, the captain didn’t look impressed.

      “Go seek!” Adini commanded, and Katrina was off again, this time following the curving corridor wall out of sight. She was back in fifteen sectas with another small viper.

      “Drop.”

      The little StarDog placed the dead viper a stride from Adini’s shoes. When the snake began to slowly coil in reflex, Katrina pounced, severing the snake’s spine just behind the head.

      “Good girl. Seek!” Adini repeated, and the StarDog was off again, this time scaling the bulkhead to squeeze into an overhead conduit. Her third kill was a full grown viper, no doubt the mother of the brood.

      “Drop,” Adini instructed, pointing to the captain. The StarDog dropped her catch at the skipper’s feet.

      Captain Jordan nudged the big, dead viper with the toe of her deck boot and planted her hands on her hips. “You call her Katrina?”

      “After a legendary queen.”

      “She was no legend,” the captain murmured, turning a sharp eye on Adini. “Though the Ithians have done their best to bury LaGuardian history.”

      “My father has studied the old books. He’s LaGuardian.”

      The violet depths of the skipper’s eyes warmed a degree, and she studied Adini as if really seeing her for the first time. “He bestowed this little StarDog with a name of great honor. She’s welcome on my ship.”

      Adini traded glances with Taro. “Then…we have a deal?”

      “I’ll take her on trial. We’ll be back to settle up, if she works out.”

      Adini looked the captain square in the eye. “What assurances do I have that you’ll be back at all?”

      “You have my word,” the skipper answered in a low, certain voice.

      “Her word is good,” Taro added quietly, when Adini’s attention shifted to him.

      “All right.” She gave a guarded nod and fixed her gaze on Taro. “I don’t usually do business this way, but for you, I’ll make an exception. I can see you’re already attached.”

      Taro gave her a roguish smile. “Can you?”

      “We’ll return from Cunari Nebula in four days,” Captain Jordan said.

      Adini raised her chin and her eyes clouded with doubt. “Captain, Cunari Nebula is several thousand light years away. Won’t that take you at least a moon?”

      Taro stepped in, careful with his words. “We, uh…we know a shortcut.”

      Adini locked gazes with him, her luminous aqua eyes seeming to look right through him. “Really?”

      “Really,” Taro affirmed, not breaking eye contact.

      After several long moments, Adini faced the captain. “All right. I think we have a deal.” She returned her attention to Taro. “But I wonder if I might speak to you for a moment, Mr. Shall?”

      Taro got an approving wave from Captain Jordan and ushered Adini back to the airlock. Outside the Calypso, she turned to face him. “What you claim about your return ETA? You aren’t mocking me?”

      “I wouldn’t do that, Adini.”

      “Four days?”

      “Four days.”

      “Well, then…when you return—in four days—and after the captain and I settle up, how about I show you around Carduwa City?”

      Taro blinked. Was she asking him out? Or only sealing the deal? A sly grin came to his lips. “Just part of your customer service?”

      Adini gave a little laugh. “This isn’t business. This is me asking you if you’d like to see my town. There’s a lot more to it than hangars and vendor tents.”

      Taro leaned back, drawing in a long breath as he deliberated. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been asked out on a date. He’d been asked for sex, yes, but this was a different breed of invitation entirely. Adini seemed interested in him, as a person. Not just in what he could do for her in bed. He gave her his honest reply. “I’m intrigued.”

      Her eyes sparkled like a tropical sea warmed by the sun. “Good.”

      Taro broke eye contact when Pareen—the ship’s Com—sidled up from the alley. “Got yerself a friend, Shally-boy?”

      With a conspiratorial glance at Adini, Taro replied, “Believe I do.”

      She gave him a subtle wink.

      “Best tear yerself away. Cap buzzed my recall. Think she’s itchin’ to fly.”

      “Then I’ll be on my way,” Adini said, offering her hand to Taro. “Navigator Shall, it’s been a pleasure. I’ll look forward to our next meeting.”

      Taro ended their strictly professional shake with a subtle squeeze. “So will I.”

      Adini added a side of grin to her parting wave and turned for the alley. Taro watched until she’d moved out of sight, blew out the breath that had stalled in his chest, and pivoted to follow Pareen through the scan/dis into the ship.

      Captain Jordan eyed him when they entered the Flight Deck a few tempas later. “Watch your step,” she warned.

      Taro came to a halt, startled by the mound of dead sand vipers at the center of the deck.

      Pareen danced on his toes. “What the—?”

      “We’re in the midst of an eradication. Our little StarDog has terminated a half dozen vermin so far.” Captain Jordan looked over Katrina’s handiwork with an arch of her eyebrows. “Little thing is thorough.”

      “As promised,” Taro remarked with a told-ya-so smirk.

      “Your find, your responsibility, Nav. You get Katrina’s quarters set up somewhere out of the way then get prepped for launch. Dr. Embortyr is en route with his instruments. We’ll be floating before sundown.”

      “I’m on it, Skip.”

      Pareen gave him a cagey sneer from his Communications chair. “What did ya go and get yerself roped into by that sweet thing, Navvie?”

      “Pareen?” Captain Jordan cut in. “You best get to cleaning up our StarDog’s handiwork. We’ve got a flight schedule to keep.”

      “Aye.” Pareen curled one corner of his lip and squinted in distaste as he rose to dispose of the pile of dead vipers.

      Ten tempas later, Taro had finished setting up Katrina’s feeder, bed, and box in a maintenance closet off the main corridor. Straightening, he punched the control to lock the sliding seal into the open position. “Katrina! Here, girl.” He whistled for their little mascot as the captain approached in the corridor.

      The StarDog came skittering down the curved passageway, another viper in her teeth.

      “Drop,” Taro said, mimicking Dini’s tone. Katrina dropped the snake at his feet and looked up expectantly. “Good girl.” He lifted her and deposited her inside her quarters. The nimble creature sniffed around her box and bed then began crunching happily on food pellets.

      “You best take good care of our little StarDog for your girlfriend.” The captain bent to gingerly lift the limp snake with her thumb and forefinger and turned toward the disposal chute in the corridor wall.

      “She’s not my girlfriend, Cap.”

      The skipper paused to throw him a look over her shoulder. “Right.” Was that a knowing twinkle in her dark eyes?

      The skipper dropped the dead snake into the disposal and hit the purge button. Number seven and counting.
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      “I’m back.”

      Adini looked up from her counter. Taro! Her Flight Authority contact had let her know that Calypso had berthed just fifteen tempas ago. It was hardly the first time a crewie had come looking for her as soon as his ship had set down, but it was the most welcome reappearance she could remember.

      “Navigator Shall,” she said, giving him a big smile. “Four days almost to the secta. And you’ve really been to Cunari Nebula and back? How did you do it?”

      Taro, who’d shifted forward at her warm greeting, now backed off a half-step. “Sorry. Trade secret.”

      “Uh huh,” Adini muttered slyly.

      She’d done a bit of research on Calypso in his absence, not that her efforts had turned up much. The ship didn’t seem to have a history prior to the last six moons. Odd. And then there was her unusual name. She’d found vague references in several ancient and now-illegal texts alluding to a stylized form of island music, a legendary marine research vessel, and something about a sea nymph who captured a great hero of mythology. But what had really piqued Adini’s interest was when she plugged ‘Calypso’ into her universal translator and requested a definition. The translator returned: She who hides.

      And She Who Hides was a mysterious vessel that could inexplicably travel ten thousand light years—round trip—in only four days. Noteworthy. Even…suspicious. Yet she hadn’t reported these findings to her father. No sense in it. Calypso may be remarkable, but she couldn’t see how the ship posed a threat to her father’s cause.

      “Well, I’m very happy to see you back right on schedule.” She noted the absence of a StarDog wrapped around Taro’s oh-so-masculine shoulders and gestured to the empty spot with an open palm. “Good sign or bad that you haven’t brought Katrina back with you?”

      “Not to worry. That little girl will be joining the crew. Captain Jordan is completely sold. And I’m here to pay up.”

      “Ah.” Adini’s heart sank a bit. This was the point in a transaction where she usually relished setting the hook. But Taro was more than just a customer, and what she normally enjoyed she was dreading when it came to this particular transaction. And this particular navigator. “We need to talk about her price.”

      Taro drew himself up, his boyish grin disappearing. “That doesn’t sound like it’s going to be good news.”

      “Please understand, Taro, StarDogs aren’t cheap to produce. I’m going to quote you a fair amount, but it may not be…popular…with your captain.”

      “Right. Well, name it.”

      Adini drew in a deep breath. “Twenty thousand replas.”

      Taro coughed and staggered back another step. “Whoa!”

      “Hold on.” She raised her hand as if making a pledge. “That’s with my best discount. I know it’s a lot for a private courier to pay. But it’s equivalent to the price of only ten professional exterminations, and you’ll never need to contract another again. So it’s really a bargain.”

      “It’s still a lot, Adini. I don’t know if Captain Jordan will pay that much. She only sent me with fifteen thousand replas, and that’s supposed to cover a long list of supplies.”

      “I can work out payments,” Adini offered. “Katrina seems to be a good fit with your ship, and I’m confident Captain Jordan would honor the terms. I don’t want to lose this sale, and now that you’ve seen what Katrina can do, I’m sure you don’t want to lose your StarDog.”

      Taro dropped his head and tugged at the cuff of his flightsuit. “It’s not a question of wanting. It’s a question of feasibility.”

      She angled her body around the counter to eliminate the barrier between them. “Tell you what. I promised to show you around Carduwa City. Why don’t we set aside our negotiations until morning?”

      Taro quirked a questioning eyebrow. “Morning?”

      “Yeah.” Adini gave him a wary smile. “Maybe just enjoy the fun night on the town I promised you?”

      He set his teeth into his bottom lip. She loved the soft questions that played in his deep cinnamon eyes, the half-smile that always seemed at home on his lips. It wasn’t just the way the man filled out his uniform, or the exotic shade of his sun-blessed Tectolian skin. Yeah, okay. He was gorgeous. But working vendor row for three calendars, she’d seen her fair share of lust-worthy crewies and side-tracked countless enthusiastic advances.

      Taro Shall wasn’t wheedling or cajoling her for playtime. He didn’t appear to be looking for a quick hit of sex, but seemed to genuinely enjoy her company. That in itself was endearing—and refreshing—but something about the Tectolian spoke to her at a deeper level. Something she saw behind his eyes and sensed in his spirit.

      Humor. Honesty. Humility.

      Adini dropped her eyes when she realized she was staring. And that he hadn’t answered her invitation. Maybe he wasn’t feeling it. Maybe he didn’t—

      “I think I like that option,” he finally replied.

      “Good.” Their gazes locked and loaded.

      “Right. Well.” Taro’s attention seemed to snap back to the here and now. “Let me go place our supply orders and meet you later.” He grazed a hand over his hair. “Where should we meet?”

      “Here is good. How about an hour before sundown?”

      “That’ll work.”

      “Then I’ll see you soon.” She wiggled her fingers in a parting wave before turning her attention to an older man who’d just entered her pavilion.
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* * *

      Midnight found Taro holding Dini’s hand on a transparent vu platform above the Jaden River. The lazy waters flowed beneath their feet in the gentle moonlight. A savory meal of simboli dumplings and Carduwa’s finest magenta wine warmed his belly. Dini’s marine blue eyes warmed the rest of him.

      When he’d first caught sight of her in the flowing pastel top, silky skirt, and woven sandals, he’d forgotten to breathe. He’d gone casual too, ditching his uniform for a crisp white linen shirt and tan trousers. From the look of his date’s appreciative once-over, she was equally impressed by his transformation.

      Together, they’d strolled the streets of Carduwa City until nightfall, where Adini pointed out some of the sights: the stately river rock dorms of the Carduwa Military Academy, the sleek, rocket-shaped towers of the capital complex, and the lush hanging gardens of Mainstay Park. They’d talked and laughed and joked, their conversation settling into an easy, relaxed cadence. She’d had him sample the native treats—the nutty melt of freshly shaved callo gourds and the tart blast of pulled sugar ribbons—exotic flavors compared to his standard mess rations on Calypso.

      After sharing a sumptuous dinner on the cool patio of a famous Carduwan bistro, they’d decided on dancing at The Rim, the city’s newest hotspot. Hours later, after they’d both collapsed into their pub chairs exhausted and laughing, Dini suggested they grab a nightcap and take a stroll by the moonlit river.

      So…

      Moment of truth.

      Get involved? Don’t get involved? It always came to this. Though his four days—and very long nights—away from Adini had been filled with thoughts of her amazing eyes and generous smile, the truth was they’d only been acquainted for a few hours. And even though they seemed to be clicking on all levels, getting in any deeper than he already had just felt…reckless.

      “So, we should talk,” Adini said quietly.

      “We should.”

      She reached down and picked up a small pebble, tossing it into the stream below. Then she turned to face him, lightly brushing her fingertip over the wing-and-planet emblem on his shirt. “As a rule, I don’t get involved with navs. No future in it. They’re always leaving.”

      “And as a rule, I don’t get involved with planet dwellers. No point in it. Because I’m always leaving.”

      “Seems we both have our principles.”

      He ran his hand along his jaw. “Seems we do.”

      “But I really like you, Taro.”

      “Back at you.” Taro straightened to his full height, drawing a deep breath. “But it’s like the situation with Katrina. It’s not just a matter of wanting. It’s a matter of feasibility. I’ve never been the love ’em and leave ’em sort. And being a starship navigator doesn’t leave room for much else.”

      “I hear you.” She raised her eyes to the stars with a wistful smile. “Even if I feel tempted to throw better judgment to the winds…just this once.”

      Light from the twin Carduwan moons bathed her face in soft silver, and before Taro could check himself, before he could ask himself what in Empora’s Hades he thought he was doing, he bent to brush his mouth softly over hers.

      After the barest touch, Dini shifted closer. She settled her hands on his forearms before skimming them up to his shoulders, sliding one higher to cup the back of his neck. The kiss deepened, and they pressed closer, mouths melding and hands seeking. As soft and sensual and unexpected as this shared moment was, Taro felt the sharp pang of remorse. This couldn’t work, and no amount of wishing would change that reality. This could never be a relationship, and one night with her wasn’t going to fix what was broken inside him.

      She eased out of the kiss to rest her head on his shoulder, whispering, “I guess we shouldn’t keep testing our principles.”

      “Not to the breaking point.”

      He held her close for a long while, breathing in her scent, listening to the water flow below and watching the stars shimmer above. Temptation made a meal of him, plucking at his heartstrings and unraveling his fortitude. His body became all too eager to overthrow the caution in his head and heart. Though he knew it couldn’t end well, one more kiss like the last and his self-control was going to implode like an uncontained reactor.

      “Walk me home, Flyboy?”

      Her request was like a good splash of ice water—unpleasant but necessary to thoroughly douse the rising flames.

      “I think I’d better,” Taro conceded, slipping his arm around her back.

      This was the smart course of action. Every minute he spent with her just sucked him in deeper. Island Lords knew when he’d be back on Carduwa again. It was better he leave Adini behind with a reflective smile than a longing heart.

      They left the transparent bridge and walked, unhurried, down the quiet lanes beneath the full and quarter moons that peered through gently rustling leaves. A warm breeze lifted Dini’s black cherry hair and ruffled her flowing skirt.

      “When does Calypso leave again?” she asked.

      He cleared the lump in his throat before answering. “Tomorrow. Mid-morning.”

      “So soon.” They shuffled a few more steps before she said, “Where are you off to this time?”

      “A quick stop on Parol, then on to Banna.”

      “Ah, Banna. Lovely planet.”

      “We do a lot of business there. The one planet Ithis won’t meddle with.”

      “A safe port in a rising storm.”

      “Poetically put.”

      She slipped her arm around him and tilted her head into his shoulder, the feel of her palm warm and welcome against his ribs. “You love being a nav, don’t you?”

      “Not sure love is a factor, it’s more like an ongoing infatuation.” He grimaced. Once he had loved his job…and a woman. Lyra. He closed his eyes, fighting the kneejerk reaction of his heart. His profession had cost him dearly.

      Maybe it was still costing him.

      “You said a lot more than words, just then,” she said quietly.

      All this and perceptive, too. Taro hesitated, unsure how to form a reply.

      “Dini!” A figure rushed toward them from the shadows.

      Taro stepped forward, putting himself between her and the approaching intruder. “You know him?”

      “Yes. It’s all right. He’s one of my father’s men,” Adini whispered. “Brellan, what—”

      “It’s your papa, Dini. The Ithians…they took him.” The man stumbled to a stop, nearly collapsing, his words coming on ragged, gasping breaths. “They’ve invaded your home, seized your property. I slipped them. This is all I could save. I’m sorry.” He thrust a rectangular container into Dini’s hand. “The others scattered. You…you need to hide. They’re looking for you!”

      “How much do they know?”

      “Enough.” The man’s gaze flickered to Taro.

      “Tell me, Brellan,” Adini urged.

      “They know you’re using the StarDogs as spies.”

      Taro stiffened. Spies?

      “Where’s my dad?” Dini questioned, clutching the box tightly in both hands before securing it in a deep pocket of her skirt.

      “They took him to a transport,” Brellan whispered hoarsely, with a wild gesture toward the spaceport. “Might be off planet by now.” He reached out to take her shoulders in a desperate clutch. “The streets are crawling with patrols. Looking for the others. Looking for you. Go now! Find shelter. Good luck to you.”

      Brellan dashed off into the darkness. Taro eased closer as she stood mute, watching the man flee. Not half a block away, he was intercepted by five towering men.

      “Quick. In here.” Adini darted to the right, diving into the concealment of a double hedge.

      Taro landed on his knees beside her. Taking her shoulder, he spun her to face him. “Is it true? You’re using the StarDogs to spy on ships?”

      “Only on Ithian ships. Katrina’s no spy dog. She’s not surveilling Calypso, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Her whispered words were harsh with hurt and anger, but Taro pressed on. “You’re telling me the truth?”

      She wrenched out of his grasp. “I would never lie to you, Taro.”

      He blinked, swallowing hard. Somewhere inside him a voice shouted to believe her. “What in Haley’s Crest are you doing spying on Ithis?”

      “My father. Not me.”

      The sound of heavy footfalls thumped past the double hedge. The two of them went silent, ducking low until the noise faded.

      “This way.” Adini tugged at his sleeve, and, using the hedges for cover, they slipped between several residences to reach the next street.

      “Why is your father spying on Ithian ships?” Taro persisted.

      She stopped to face him. “Ever heard of the Network?”

      “No.”

      “Well, you will. Trust me.” Adini started off again. Taro followed. After traveling in silence for half a block, she said, “I need to get to Banna. There’s someone there who can help. A friend of my father’s. Calypso is a for-hire ship, yes? Would your captain fly me? I’ll pay.”

      “She’s going to ask a lot of questions first.” Taro followed as she rounded a corner and continued down a dark lane. “And I may have a few of my own.”

      She cast a sharp look his way. “Ask away. We’re on the same side, Taro.”

      “That’s just it. We’re not on a side, Dini. We can’t afford to be.”

      She turned to face him in the dark. “Then you’re going to have to make a choice.”

      Taro couldn’t see her features in the gloom. He could only rely on his instincts, and they told him she was being truthful. In the distance, he heard angry shouts and the sharp crackle of a stunpulse discharging.

      He took her hand. “We’ll sort this out on Calypso. What’s the quickest way to the ship?”

      “Are you sure about this, Taro? I need you to be sure.”

      “Where else can you go?  I’m not about to leave you to the wolves.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut tight for a moment then motioned to the right. “Down this street.”

      They moved off at a brisk pace, fast enough to cover ground but not so rushed that it would draw attention.

      Am I out of my mind? Taking a woman sought by the Ithian Alliance to Calypso? Captain Jordan might skin him alive for this stunt. And despite what his gut was telling him, he feared he should’ve been running hard in the opposite direction.

      Adini shot out an arm to stop him and gestured to a commotion ahead at the next intersection. “This way,” she whispered, pushing on his shoulder as she ducked toward an unlit alley. “We’re almost to the spaceport.”

      Taro set his jaw. This might’ve been an act of pure insanity on his part, but no way could he abandon Adini when she needed him. His conscience wouldn’t let him do that. Idiotic as this decision might be.
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      Captain Dava Jordan planted her feet and set her jaw. “I’m not set up to fly passengers, and sure as Bradley’s Rift, I don’t need any trouble with the Alliance.” She shot a withering look at Taro.

      “I’ll pay you well,” Adini declared. “The StarDog’s price is twenty thousand replas. That’s my down payment, and I’ll match it when we get to Banna.”

      “Katrina plus twenty thousand replas?” The skipper tilted her head. “Your assets have been seized. Just where do you intend to get the balance?”

      “We have a credit account on Banna. My father isn’t stupid. The planet is the only place our assets are protected from seizure by the Ithians.”

      “How do I know that account even exists?”

      Adini pulled her hand from her skirt pocket and raised it, showing an access card. A hologram of the Bannan Exchange glimmered across its surface.

      “Not good enough to risk tangling with the Ithians. Nav, escort her off my ship.” Captain Jordan turned to stride toward the lift.

      “Captain! The streets are crawling with Alliance soldiers. She won’t have a chance!”

      “Not my concern.” The skipper kept walking.

      “She’s involved with something called the Network,” Taro shouted after her.

      Adini jerked her head his way, her eyes wide and mouth open.

      His captain stopped dead in her tracks. She cursed under her breath then turned in a slow-motion pirouette to face them. Her violet eyes glinted with so many spiking emotions Taro couldn’t begin to guess her thoughts. When she spoke again, her voice was low, fierce, and grating. “All right. I’ll transport you to Banna. But only because this is about the gigadam Ithians and my nav seems to think you’re in genuine danger.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Taro and Adini gasped in unison.

      “Don’t thank me yet. You can bet the Alliance is working to shut down the spaceport for a ship-to-ship search. We need to be gone. Prep for immediate launch. We’ll sort this out in orbit.” The skipper cast a pointed look at Taro. “If this goes wrong, it’s on you, Nav. Secure her in the forward vu and report to your station.”

      “Aye.” Taro’s throat went as dry as Dartis dust. Damn, his gut had better be right.
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* * *

      After showing Adini to a flight couch at the main deck forward vu, Taro stopped by his quarters to strip off his civvies and don his flightsuit.

      He walked off the lift on the upper deck to Pareen’s report. “Launch Tower has cleared us. We’re in queue. Tugs engaged.”

      Taro glanced at Captain Jordan, seated in the elevated command station to his left, her drive helmet in place, enclosing her entire head in a gleaming black cocoon. He didn’t understand how it worked—he didn’t need to know to navigate the ship—but she could control all Calypso’s systems via the device without ever touching an interface. In a pinch, she could even take over the navigation and communication consoles. From her throne, Captain Jordan lorded over the flight deck like some alien techno-queen. The StarDog was a new addition, huddled on her right shoulder, its long black tail twitching like a nervous fur stole.

      The captain’s voice emitted not from the helmet but the wall speaks. “Nav, lock in a course for intermediate orbit.”

      “Aye, that.”

      Taro felt the bump as the tugs disconnected from the ship. “Launch coordinates input.”

      “Acknowledged. Fifteen sectas to jump. Assume launch positions.”

      Taro and Pareen hit the controls to swivel and lock their flight couches at 90 degree angles to face Calypso’s bow, readying for the extreme G-forces that would mold them to their seatbacks during ascent.

      Pareen’s hand clamped over his right earphone. “Captain! Tower is ordering Calypso to abort launch,” he snapped.

      “Eat Hades,” Captain Jordan hissed. “Shields engaged. We’re at three…two…one...”

      The ship’s rear atmospheric drive kicked into full power, and Calypso lifted lightly from the surface, building velocity as she rose at a sharp angle over Carduwa City. Taro struggled for breath as the Gs pressed him into his seat. His midsection ached with the pressure, but at least there was no answering ache in his heart. At least Adini was aboard Calypso this time and he wasn’t leaving her in his wake.

      But at what price?

      The ship shimmied hard to port and the rear drive screamed to compensate.

      “Paracannons! We’ve been fired on, Cap!” Pareen cried.

      “They won’t breach our shields. Nav, scan for intercepting ships.”

      Taro turned his head to his scope. “All clear, Cap.”

      “But you can bet they’ll be coming,” Pareen muttered.

      “Not soon enough,” the captain countered. “Abandon orbit. Recalibrate new trajectory for a direct path to flashpoint.”

      “Ha! Yes!” Pareen yelled. “Those Palies can eat our spacedust.”

      Taro snapped his mouth closed on a smug smile, his brief glimmer of concern for Adini snuffed out by the captain’s command. No ship was going to intercept where they were going. Only a captain like Dava Jordan and a ship like Calypso had the prowess to defy the Alliance.

      The ship had…capabilities.

      Taro and Pareen had been sworn to secrecy upon recruitment, and well before the cap had ever allowed their butts to grace a flight couch on her vessel. They knew things about the courier ship that would shock and awe, but her captain was no less of an enigma.

      Dava Jordan’s fathomless violet eyes, obsidian hair, and olive skin didn’t align her with any particular subspecies. Rumblings Taro had overheard in the hangtown pubs offered many theories. Some claimed her command presence and dominating glower suggested she carried the ancient warrior blood of Rathskia. But the Rathskians were one-half of the Alliance, and she clearly had no love for it. The only true fact he knew was that she and her remarkable ship had made their first appearance in a spaceport only six moons ago, shortly before she’d recruited him. Captain Jordan’s origins were anyone’s guess, and both he and Pareen knew it wasn’t a subject to be broached.

      Right now, he was just damn glad she could do what she did.

      On Taro’s monitor, the stars began to light the darkness not dominated by Carduwa’s larger moon. The G-forces squeezing his chest eased and his body went weightless against the crash harness. When the AG kicked on, the generated gravity pushed him back into his flight couch. He hit the power controls to rotate back to his station.

      Taro studied his scope as the navigational retros fired. “Scope is still clear, and we’re locked in to flashpoint at three haras, seven tempas, fifteen sectas.”

      “Time for a chat, then.” Captain Jordan eased off her control helmet to place it on its cradle. Katrina jumped from her shoulder to her lap to the deck and scurried into a duct on viper patrol. “Nav, muster in the galley with our guest in five tempas.”

      Taro drew in and eased out a deep breath. “Aye, Skip.”
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* * *

      When Taro approached Adini at the forward vu on Calypso’s main deck, she turned wide, aquamarine eyes on him. “That was some launch.”

      Taro gritted his teeth. Adini didn’t realize the danger they’d just skirted, and she sure didn’t know what else she was in for. She’d picked one hell of a ship for her escape vehicle.

      “We’re not in orbit,” Taro said. “Cap wants us to report to the galley.”

      “What goes?” Adini pressed her lips tight and rose from her seat, following as he led the way.

      He’d always been straight with her. No time to stop now. “We were ordered to abort launch by the tower. Captain Jordan defied those orders. We were fired upon. We scrapped orbit to go straight to Banna.”

      “She...” Adini pulled in a deep breath. “Wow.”

      Katrina joined them as they passed her closet, dropping another dead sand viper on the deck before scratching at Adini’s leg. Taro disposed of the snake while Adini swept the StarDog up in one hand.

      “Good girl,” she whispered into the creature’s ear.

      Taro gave Adini a tense smile. “Damn glad to have her onboard.”

      “All-in-all, she’s glad to be here.”

      Captain Jordan waited in the galley, her back to the bulkhead and arms locked in front of her. She motioned Adini to one of the chairs at the small galley table. Katrina scampered to the deck as Adini took her seat then scaled Captain Jordan’s flightsuit to settle on the woman’s shoulder.

      “Who is this man?” the skipper began without preamble. “The one who can help your father?”

      Adini straightened in her seat and cast a questioning look at Taro, who nodded for her to answer. “His name is Jaeo Gant.”

      Captain Jordan stiffened, thrusting out her chin. “Did you say Jaeo…?”

      “Gant,” Dini repeated, rushing to add, “He’s with the Network.”

      “Yes.” She spat out the word with clear contempt. “He’s no one I care to cross paths with.”

      “He’s a good man, Captain Jordan.”

      “No.” The skipper’s jaw muscles flared and her eyes went cold and distant. “He gets people killed.”

      Dini shot Taro a worried look. Sensitive to the captain’s ire, Katrina made a jump to her former owner’s shoulder.

      “Captain, I have nowhere else to turn. No one else would go head-to-head with the Alliance. He may be my only chance to save my father.”

      The captain scuffed the heel of her boot against the deck, as if mentally regrouping. “I said I’d take you to Banna, and I always stand by my obligations. But I’m doing it on one condition. I don’t need this man meddling in my life. So the deal is that you never disclose how you got to Banna. Not a word. Me—my ship—we don’t exist. Do I have your promise?”

      “You have it, Captain Jordan.”

      The skipper’s gaze cut to Taro, and her eyes flashed like pulsebeams. “Her word had better be good, for both your sakes.”

      The bite of unease hit Taro in the sternum. Was this a mistake? His instincts had let him down before, and the last thing he wanted was to draw the wrath of Dava Jordan or jeopardize his gig on Calypso. Being navigator of this exceptional ship meant a lot to him.

      The captain pushed off the bulkhead. “I’ll handle flashpoint.” She indicated Adini with a jerk of her chin. “You’d best stow our passenger in your quarters and prep her, Nav.”

      “Aye, Skip.” Well, this was going to be awkward.

      Captain Jordan pulled a readi-meal from the chiller and stalked out of the galley.

      “Prep me?” Dini questioned. “For what?”

      “Flashpoint,” Taro answered gruffly.

      From her perch on Adini’s shoulder, Katrina gave two soft barks.

      “She doesn’t like the sound of that,” Adini said.

      You’re not going to like the sound of it either.

      “You sure about this? Us…sharing a cabin? I mean…Banna is two weeks away.”

      Taro managed a pensive grin. “Not on this ship.”
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* * *

      Fear wasn’t an emotion Taro liked seeing in Dini’s eyes. Katrina picked up on her disquiet and coiled protectively around her shoulders. “So you’re telling me this flashpoint thing...it’s painful?”

      He’d waited until they’d finished their meal and cleaned up the small table in his quarters before filling her in. They sat side-by-side on the bench seat under the portal. Outside Calypso, a sea of stars floated in the silent void. “Yes,” Taro confirmed. “Painful. Unpleasant. Completely disorienting.”

      “Painful…how?” Dread darkened her eyes to steel gray.

      “It’s different for everyone. However you perceive it, it’s going to feel like Fifth Hell. The good news is it doesn’t last long.”

      She averted her eyes with a nervous tick of her mouth. “If it’s so bad, why do you do it? Why go through this…flashpoint thing?”

      Her throat worked, and he took her hand, noting how it trembled. “Because it lets us get to places like Cunari Nebula in a hurry.” He slid his free hand over their clasped hands in attempt to calm her shaking. “Calypso can deploy scientific instruments in locations where astronomical events are occurring in real time. That’s our gig. Contractors pay handsomely for that kind of service, and it keeps us funded.”

      “So it’s legitimate work.”

      “You sound surprised.”

      “Your captain is pretty secretive.”

      Taro frowned. “I guess she has her reasons.”

      Adini gave him a measuring look, but didn’t press her luck. “So this flashpoint, it’s like a wormhole of some sort?”

      “No. Wormholes only connect two points in space. Flashpoint allows the ship to pass through another plane of space that’s more dynamic than normal space. Where huge distances can be spanned in a very short time. We can go just about anywhere.”

      She reached up to stroke Katrina’s head. “How is that possible?”

      “I don’t know exactly how it works,” Taro replied, cupping his hands around his knee. “It’s new technology.”

      “Is Calypso the only ship that can do this?”

      “Cap says there are a couple of others, but they’re very covert. No one wants the Alliance getting wind of these capabilities.”

      “No. Neither would I,” Dini agreed. “How did she come by Calypso? I mean, a ship like this—”

      “That’s the Cap’s business,” he quickly interjected. “I don’t ask questions. You shouldn’t either.”

      “Right. Well, anyway…” Adini lowered her head. “Thank you for helping me. For being here.” She raised her face again, and her expression radiated a kaleidoscope of emotions—appreciation, apprehension, and affection all vying for facetime. “I guess I was wrong.”

      “About what?”

      She reached out to cradle Taro’s face in her hands, her touch sending heat spiking through his blood like a stiff shot of Tectolian whiskey. “I guess navs aren’t always leaving.”

      His throat worked before he gave a hoarse reply. “Not this time.”

      He covered the back of her hand where it rested on his cheek. Feelings for a woman had not come easily since Lyra ended their relationship. She’d demanded he make a choice—her or his position on Calypso. Taro had been on the verge of giving Captain Jordan his very reluctant resignation when Lyra informed him she’d found someone else—a dock worker on Banna. Someone who isn’t always leaving, she’d said, her words as sharp as Rathskian daggers. In the time it had taken for Calypso to deploy a sensor in orbit around a distant dying sun—less than a week—she’d met the man, dated him, and taken to his bed, utterly destroying Taro’s once unwavering trust in her.

      And now—for reasons he couldn’t explain or understand—his heart seemed ready to trust again. And just like before, it was now on the line.

      Katrina whimpered and glided from Adini’s lap to his, planting her paws on his chest to look up at him with her soft, brown eyes.

      “You’re upset,” Adini said quietly. “She can sense it. What’s wrong, Taro?”

      He leaned back until his spine hit the bulkhead. This isn’t the time or the place. “It can wait,” he answered.
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* * *

      Desire and confusion, want and fear, caution and desperation all mingled in Taro’s gaze, a look that was at once strong, vulnerable, and seductive. Adini couldn’t fight the draw. As if some powerful electromagnet controlled her, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his. The warm, lingering kiss soon became something more—more potent, more passionate. More everything.

      She thrust her fingers into Taro’s thick hair and drank him in deeper, giving and taking with her lips and tongue. He answered every unspoken question without words, moving closer, splaying his hand on her back to ease her prone onto the bench seat. When his mouth shifted downward to nip and kiss and tease the sensitive flesh of her neck, her heart raced and her skin heated. She reached to open the catch of his flightsuit, peeling it back to thrust her hands inside and trail her fingers down his solid chest.

      A sound came from deep in Taro’s throat, half-growl, half-groan. Then he rocked back, rising quickly to his feet.

      “You don’t have to turn away, Taro. Not this time.”

      He angled back, looking down into her eyes a moment before slipping his leanly muscled arms beneath her shoulders and under her knees. Pulling her up tight to his chest, he carried her the few steps to his bunk.

      “Are we going to…?”

      “Get some sleep?” he finished. “Yes. You should rest before flashpoint. It helps.” He eased her legs back down to the deck.

      “You’ll stay with me?” she asked.

      “I’ll be right here.” He reached out to smooth the hair back from her face. “Flashpoint is nothing you want to experience alone for the first time.”

      “What was it like for you…your first time?”

      “Captain Jordan was with me,” he replied.

      Adini physically shrank away. He’d been with the captain? She struggled to fight down the protest that welled up in her belly. Of course, why wouldn’t he have been with her? All those nights in space together. Dava Jordan was a beautiful, intelligent, desirable woman, and she must certainly find Taro more than attractive. How could she not?

      “It’s not what you think,” Taro said. “I was strapped down to a flight couch and she was standing by ready to administer tranquilizers. She took care of me. She’s a good skipper. But our relationship is strictly professional.”

      “So you and Captain Jordan have never—”

      “No.” He gave his head a definitive shake. “Never. She’s my commanding officer…and I’m not that kind of navigator.” He gave her a crooked smile and reached out to brush his knuckles gently over her cheek. “I need to have certain feelings for a woman before I…”

      She nodded to his unfinished sentence, whispering, “What if I told you I think I’m having those certain feelings myself.”

      “Didn’t we both decide this wasn’t a good idea?”

      “When you were leaving,” Dini answered softly.

      Taro averted his eyes. “I’m still a nav, Dini. Leaving is what I do, even if it isn’t right now.”

      Adini slid her hands behind his neck and looked him square in the eye. “I know. But at the moment, I don’t seem to care.”

      Taro groaned. “Have mercy. I’m trying to be a gentleman, here.”

      “You’re not trying.” She tilted her head. “You are a gentleman, Taro.”

      “I think I’m going to need some help with that.” He dropped his gaze with a self-deprecating smile and reached down to lift the covers for her. “Sleep.” She slid between the smooth sheets and pulled the thermal blanket up to her shoulders. Katrina curled up beside her with a rough purr and licked Taro’s hand.

      “She really likes you a lot.”

      “Ditto,” Taro answered.

      “She wants you to stay right here.”

      “Maybe it would be better if I sleep on the bench.”

      Adini rolled her head on the pillow. “She doesn’t want you that far away.”

      Taro closed his eyes for a moment before conceding, easing down at Adini’s side on top of the covers. Katrina turned three slow circles in the space between them, scratching at the blanket before settling down to bury her nose in the fluff of her tail, ears perked and eyes bright.

      “She’s protecting us,” Adini whispered to him.

      “From vipers maybe.” He slid one arm beneath her shoulders. “Let’s get some sleep while we can.”

      “Ouch.” Adini grimaced when a hard object pressed into her hip and shifted to her side, pulling it from her skirt pocket to turn it over gingerly in her hands. The box Brellan had given her.

      “What is that?” Taro asked.

      “What’s left of my possessions on Carduwa,” she said, fighting a tear that welled in her eye. At least he’d salvaged something from the cursed Ithians.

      The Ithians had left her with so little. Just a metal container with contents that would fit in one hand and a desperate need to save her father.

      “I’m sorry, Dini,” Taro said. Compassion filled his eyes. Concern hardened the lines of his face.

      She laid the object gently on the deck beside his rack and tucked her head under Taro’s chin. She was soon lulled to slumber by the rise and fall of his chest and the sound of his heart beating against her ear.
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* * *

      It began as something heavy and uncomfortable in the pit of her stomach. Then the throbbing spread through her body like a raging onslaught of razors and needles. “Taro!” she gasped, jolted from sleep. Katrina chittered in distress and launched herself toward the nearest air duct. “Katrina!”

      “She’ll be okay. She’s been through this.” He rose up on his elbows over her, taking her face in his hands to soothe her, his words threading through the wall of her panic. “Relax, Dini. It’s starting. You’re feeling the effects. It’s going to be okay. You’re safe. Let the sensations flow through you and out of you. Just let it flow.”

      “It hurts!”

      “It’s pain with no basis. There’s nothing wrong with your body. It’ll pass.”

      “No!” she protested, trying to make him understand. It wasn’t okay. It was complete agony. She wrapped her hands around his wrists and clung tight, squeezing.

      “I’m with you,” he whispered. “I’m here.”

      She threw her arms around his neck, fear making her cling tightly. He was her only anchor to sanity. In the chaos of blades slicing through her body, his words became tangible. Mouth-watering. She could savor his voice on her tongue, taste those beefy words that dampened the seething agony. A yearning flared up inside her midsection like a karro bush bursting into fiery blossom.

      Want. Craving. Uncontrollable desire.

      “I need you,” she choked out.

      He sucked in a breath. “It’s flashpoint. You don’t—”

      “I do!”

      Taro pulled her close. “It’s only the hallucination,” he muttered into her hair. “It’ll pass. Ride it out.”

      Had he spoken aloud or had she heard his thoughts? She couldn’t tell in this twisted chaos that shredded her perception. Her head, and heart, and body cried out for the only thing that could save her from this purgatory.

      Taro.

      Adini’s focus narrowed until she saw nothing but his eyes—dark, troubled, filled with concern. She smoothed her hands down his chest and invaded the opening of his uniform to stroke and caress his fever-hot skin.

      “Dini, this isn’t—”

      “It is.” Her hands glided over a virile landscape—the hard planes of his chest, the rolling hills of his corded abs, and the tight plain of his stomach, and then caravanned lower…

      “Dini…” A long, low groan escaped from deep in his lungs when she began to touch and stroke him. “Oh, Hades.”

      She hitched in a quick breath when Taro relented, sliding his hands beneath her flowing top to explore the rises and valleys of her breasts, before closing over her nipples to deftly rub and tease. Ripples of pleasure surged through her body, pooling in a charged tingle between her thighs. A choked cry burst from her throat when he traded his fingers for his mouth.

      The cutting scythes of flashpoint faded, drowned in the fever of need. Adini gave his uniform a frantic tug—wanting, needing nothing between her hands and his naked skin—sending both this flightsuit and the hipskins beneath to tangle around his knees. He swept the silky top over her head, and their bodies crashed together like the sea plundering the shore.

      Taro lifted her chin with his fingers and kissed her, hot, and hard, and long, working his free hand on the catch of her skirt until it released and the fabric fell away.

      “We made the wrong decision on that bridge,” she panted. “We need to make it right, right now.”

      His eyes blazed like embers, and his heated breath caressed her cheek. “Dini.”

      “Please, Taro. Now,” she repeated, sliding her hands down to mold them to his hips. Taro bowed his head to her shoulder, pressing forward until their bodies were merged in a slow, deep thrust. She rose to meet him, joining in the exquisite dance of charge and retreat. Reveling in the rhythm of him moving inside her, battering back the sting of flashpoint and smothering agony with ecstasy.

      “Oh, Hades, yes, Taro!”

      He surged forward, driving faster and harder. Moving his mouth against hers, stroking her body with hands in perfect cadence with his thrusts.

      Pulses of pleasure swelled and crested, building at her core until Adini could no longer contain her release, her breath escaping in a low keen while she clutched his shoulders. His guttural groan answered her in the darkened cabin, and his body went rigid above her, transformed to steel until the tension ebbed and his rigid muscles eased.

      “Taro,” she breathed against his neck. “Don’t ever leave me.”

      He swept a tangle of hair from her face. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      All sensation—pleasure and pain—mellowed then faded away. They clung together, the need for closeness sapping all that was left of their strength.

      A gust of wind wailed through the cabin, whistling around corners and edges. Adini gasped. Hull breach? The air was escaping?

      She thrashed to disentangle herself from Taro and the blankets.

      He held her in place. “It’s all right. It’s only the atmosphere shifting. It’s normal. We’re punching through.”

      “It’s over?” Clarity seemed to rush back with a tangible pop. Adini blinked, staring up at Taro in confusion.

      He shifted his weight to one arm, reaching with his free hand to ease her clawing hand from his shoulder. “Easy.”

      “Fifth Hell,” Adini breathed, staring at his bare torso. “Haley’s Crest, did we just…?”

      “We did,” Taro panted, adding, “Sorry. I never expected…”

      She pressed her fingers to his lips. “No. No sorries. It just…I just…”

      “Yeah,” he whispered. “Me too.”

      Adini pulled Taro down to her, seeking sanity in his calm, and muttered a low curse.
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      Adini watched from the forward port as Calypso approached the giant spaceport in Calos, forcing her thoughts away from the impulsive act in Taro’s bed and back to the view below.

      Banna’s neutrality meant the planet was a trade haven, and this city was its beating heart, busiest spaceport in the know galaxy. Traffic filled the skies above the impressive expanse of hang rows she spied in the distance.

      Even from this height, Calos was beautiful—manicured, warm, and welcoming. If only she’d come here on better terms. If only her father wasn’t in the hands of the Ithians.

      She prayed Jaeo Gant would honor his obligations. Lords knew he owed Carbin Kemm more than a few favors. Just last month, her father had secured a Network shipment brought in by Captain Jagger, a hotshot Carduwan officer who’d run afoul of Ithian intelligence. When Jaeo Gant arrived to procure the booty and smuggle it off-planet, he’d been lavish with his praise to her father.

      Her dad had always been steadfastly devoted to the cause. Now Adini would find out if the Network would be equally loyal in return.

      Calypso’s air jets blasted, bringing the ship to hover just above the well-maintained landing pad. Three ground tugs scuttled over to ferry the ship to her assigned bay, which turned out to be at the extreme outer fringes of the spaceport. Clearly, the captain was attempting to slip her remarkable vessel into a quiet berth, unnoticed.

      At least Banna was a safe haven from Ithian interference. No Ithian tactical squad would be storming the hangar to arrest Captain Jordan for the non-authorized launch back on Carduwa.

      But that stunt might well catch up with her one day…

      With the rear atmospheric drive still winding down, Captain Jordan and Taro appeared in the portal room. Adini’s heart fluttered at the sight of him, looking so handsome and capable in the fresh black uniform. His gaze touched hers briefly before dropping to his deck boots. She regretted the shadow of unease she saw in his deep russet eyes.

      Katrina chattered a happy greeting, now returned to her familiar spot, balancing on Adini’s left shoulder.

      “Package delivered,” the skipper said. “Time to settle up so we can be on our way.”

      Captain Jordan seemed more than eager to depart, and nothing about Taro’s expression said he would do anything other than leave with Calypso. And why shouldn’t he? What they’d shared together had been crazy-impetuous, not binding. During the awkward moments when they’d dressed, he’d muttered something about it only being the flashpoint talking.

      Was he right? She didn’t believe that, but she’d been too bewildered by his withdrawal to argue the point.

      Adini spoke with a confidence she didn’t feel. “I’ll need to find an electro-teller.”

      “Nav Shall will steer you to the nearest. He knows this spaceport well. Katrina stays on the ship until we conclude our business.”

      Dini’s attention shifted to Taro, whose expression grew even more solemn. So Captain Jordan thought she might default on her obligation and was sending her nav as escort? Did Taro doubt her, too? Even now? Didn’t he at least know her well enough to realize she’d never renege on her word?

      Adini clicked her fingers at the StarDog and gestured to Captain Jordan. Katrina obediently hopped from her shoulder to the captain’s. “You stay here, girl. I’ll be back.”

      Taro escorted her to the airlock without a word. He lowered the gangway, and they descended together.

      “Sorry,” Taro said once they were headed away from the ship. “She’s a cautious sort.”

      “I’m not going to default.”

      “I don’t think that’s her main worry.”

      Adini turned her head sharply to look at Taro when she caught his meaning. “She’s afraid I’d go directly to Jaeo Gant and report her and her ship?”

      “She’s very edgy about Gant.” Before Adini could form a question, Taro added, “I don’t know why. It’s not my place to ask.”

      “How do you feel about Gant?” she queried.

      “The way I see it, the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

      “Maybe I should be the one who’s worried. What if Captain Jordan reports me to the Alliance? I’m sure by now they’ve posted a bounty.”

      “Betraying someone she’s doing business with isn’t in her DNA. And besides, she may not love this Network you speak of, but you can bet she hates the Alliance.”

      “There may come a time she’ll be forced to declare her loyalty—one way or the other.”

      Taro gave her a meaningful glance. “I think she’ll cross that void when she reaches it.”

      They continued to walk the lengthy complex of alleys, Taro motioning to turn right then left, left again, and then to take a right-hand fork at a three-way split. Crew carts buzzed by, filled with deckhands from a dozen worlds. In spite of their terse conversation, Adini was grateful for Taro’s company. The complicated maze of Calos Spaceport wasn’t a place she’d care to venture alone.

      Ahead, Adini spied an electra-teller in a shady alcove. She approached the unit while Taro waited a few paces out, keeping a watchful eye on the surroundings. After pulling the access card from her skirt pocket, Adini allowed the eye to scan it. She held her breath until the inquiry screen requested her default code then punched it in. The machine accepted it without delay, displayed a withdrawal interface and promptly surrendered the credits to her wristchip. No fuss, no muss, no piercing alarms. With the mounting tensions, at least Banna’s status as a safe haven had proven to be intact.

      Adini returned to Taro. “Got it.”

      “Great. Let’s get back to the ship.”
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* * *

      “Twenty thousand replas, Captain. Complete with a bill of sale for Katrina.” Adini transferred the data from her wristchip to the captain’s receiver.

      “Pleasure doing business, Miss Kemm,” the skipper replied. “Good luck to you.” Captain Jordan nodded toward the airlock.

      “Captain,” Taro interjected. “I’m going with her. I want to be sure she finds this Gant fellow.”

      Adini sucked in a silent breath. This she hadn’t expected.

      The captain quirked an eyebrow and studied him a full tempa before she looked away and answered, “That’s your call to make, Nav.”

      “I’ll be back as soon as I know she’s in good hands.”

      Adini eased out her breath when Captain Jordan gave her wave of dismissal. She glanced at Taro, but he’d already turned back toward the airlock.

      The StarDog came scampering down the corridor with several high-pitched barks.

      Adini bent to scoop the little scolder into her arms. “I wasn’t going to leave without saying goodbye, girl. Yes, I’ll miss you too.” She slowly stroked the animal’s long back and maned neck. “You take good care of this ship and crew.” She planted a kiss on the soft fur of the StarDog’s head then placed her back on the deck. Katrina sat up, balancing on her two hind legs to weave back and forth and wave her little paws.

      The captain plucked her off the deck. “Don’t worry. She’ll be well taken care of.”

      “I know,” Adini answered. “You wouldn’t have her, otherwise.” She reached out to give Katrina a parting stroke. “Be good.” Then she offered the skipper her hand. “Thank you, Captain Jordan.” The woman gave her a firm but wordless handshake.

      “Ready?” Taro asked quietly.

      They may not have much time. She was sure the cap was itching to take wing and leave Banna in her wake.

      Adini nodded. “Ready.” With one last look at Katrina, tears welling in her eyes, she joined him as he started for the airlock.
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      Two haras later, after checking in at Flight Authority, Taro helped Adini locate the ship captained by Gant, slotted in bay 1552 South.

      After making a mostly wordless trek across the expansive spaceport, they found the vessel in her assigned hangar—an immaculate silver craft with a flame-in-pyramid symbol emblazoned on her hull that identified her LaGuardian registry. She might’ve passed as an upper-end passenger liner if not for the fact that she bristled with an array of weaponry.

      “Expensive looking craft,” Taro muttered.

      “Mennelsohn design,” Adini responded under her breath.

      Taro gave a low whistle. Vessels blueprinted by Zaviar Mennelsohn weren’t easy to come by. Gant had to be quite wealthy. And that sort of wealth wasn’t always gained via legitimate means.

      Three uniformed personnel engaged in quiet conversation at the bottom of the boarding ramp all turned to stare as they approached. Two eased their hands closer to the weapons strapped on their hips, while the third, a tall, mature, fair-haired man with keen eyes, stepped forward to intercept them.

      “Help you?” His offer of assistance was more challenge than greeting, but then his eyes fixed on Adini and widened. “Aren’t you Carbin Kemm’s daughter?”

      “Adini, yes, Captain Gant,” she answered, the relief evident in her voice. “And my father is the reason I’m here. I need your help.” Her gaze flicked nervously to the other crewmen, unsure how much she should say in their presence.

      Jaeo Gant stiffened and his full attention came to bear on Adini. “What’s happened?”

      “The Ithians seized him, sir. They raided our home on Carduwa.”

      The older man’s eyes hardened like gleaming jade. “What? When? Why?”

      “Yesterday.” Her eyes flickered to the men behind him again before she added, “Because…because of the StarDogs.”

      Gant’s expression morphed from alarm to wariness in an instant. He turned his calculating green eyes on Taro. “And you are?”

      “A friend,” Taro answered.

      Adini affirmed his response with a quick bob of her head. “He’s with me.”

      “Let’s talk inside,” Gant rumbled, moving his hand to a device on his belt before motioning them toward the boarding ramp. The two crewmen accompanying him suddenly multiplied into six when they reached the airlock scan/dis. Taro read the signs. Gant’s offer to board wasn’t an invitation. It was an order.

      He gave Adini an anxious glance as Gant ushered them into the airlock. Her confidence in the man did nothing to assuage Taro’s feeling that he was walking straight into the mouth of a monster.
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* * *

      Wisdom’s interior was even more intimidating than her outward appearance. She was a larger vessel than Calypso, with four decks of cleanly gridded corridors and cabins, a contrast to the rounded Manta configuration of Captain Jordan’s ship. Every aspect was polished and orderly. All of Gant’s crew were professionally outfitted in crisp black and gray uniforms and branded service hats.

      Wisdom had the look and feel of a military flagship. Except LaGuardia wasn’t supposed to have a military. The planet had been stripped of its fleet two centuries ago, along with its Universal Peacekeeper status, when the Ithians had come to power. Whoever and whatever Jaeo Gant was, the man seemed to wield an unnerving level of authority. Taro began to see why his skipper might want to steer clear of such a man. Right about now, he was wishing he could do the same. The truth was, he wasn’t about to leave Adini in Gant’s care without first getting some assurances from the man.

      Raising his hand, Gant brought the party to a halt in the corridor. The seal to a cabin door slid open with a soft hum.

      “Inside, please,” Gant said, gesturing for Dini and Taro to enter. They stepped forward in unison, and were immediately hit by a weapons scanner embedded into the seal jamb.

      Taro turned to Gant. “What—”

      “No weapons, sir,” one of Gant’s burly men reported.

      “Be seated.” Gant’s command left no room to argue.

      Adini slid into one of the bodyform chairs at a transparent plexi-table. Taro was slower to take his seat beside her. He’d seen this setup before. The transparent table was standard issue in military inquiry rooms. It gave the interrogator the advantage of watching the accused’s hands and feet.

      Two of Gant’s men stationed themselves on either side of the seal as it closed with a pronounced click. Locks engaged. The disquiet in Taro’s gut ramped up several notches.

      “If we’re going to save my father, we need to act quickly,” Adini protested.

      “My men are already working that angle,” Gant replied. “But we’ll proceed with caution.”

      Taro caught the ominous undercurrent in his words, but Adini seemed too focused on her father’s welfare to take note.

      “But sir, they’ve already had him for over a day!”

      Gant’s measuring gaze lifted to her face. “So you’ve said.”

      “I thought you were my father’s friend.”

      “I am his friend. But I’m not yours. In fact, we’ve only met briefly. I don’t know much about you. I can’t even be sure you really are Adini Kemm, or merely an imposter who looks very much like her.” He turned to Taro. “And I know nothing about you.”

      “The name’s Taro Shall.” He shifted in his seat under the man’s intense scrutiny.

      Gant looked over his shoulder at one of his men. The officer raised and aimed a small black device. Taro shouted and recoiled, but instead of the expected stunpulse ray, a thin blue beam scanned his face and then his hands when he raised them in a defensive reflex against the piercing light.

      “Taro Shall,” Gant’s man confirmed, reading from the screen. “Citizen of Tectol. Graduated Tectolian Academy as a certified Navigator, ID 7456392. Registered as a nav for the Clearsky, Baddinger, Blue Darley, and Tahanna, all registered out of Tectol, the Viebold out of Parol. A half-calendar gap in service after that.”

      Gant’s green eyes narrowed with a suspicious glint. “What have you been doing that last half calendar, Taro Shall?”

      “Please! You’re wasting time,” Adini cried. “You know what the Ithians do to p—” She snapped her mouth shut, and Taro sensed her dread. Yes, they all knew what the Ithians did to people. He reached out to close his hand over hers.

      Gant took it all in, seeming oddly relieved by Adini’s distress. Bastard. When he spoke, his voice carried less of an edge. “I need to sort out a few inconsistencies in your story, but trust me, steps are being taken to locate Carbin Kemm as I speak.”

      The blue beam hit Adini, and Taro uttered an expletive. She didn’t flinch, allowing the beam to complete its scan, even raising her hand to voluntarily offer her palm.

      “Adini Kemm,” Gant’s man confirmed. “Civilian. Licensed vendor at Carduwa City Spaceport, Carduwa. Registered Network supporter. She’s cleared, sir.”

      Gant’s rigid posture eased. “Very well. Welcome aboard, Adini. Consider yourself in my protective custody. One of my men will escort you to quarters.”

      “What about Taro?”

      “Mr. Shall stays here.”

      “No,” Adini declared. “We stick together.”

      Gant opened his mouth to respond when a loud chime emitted from a comm device carried by one of his men. Gant turned to his subordinate. “What’s the report, Garr?”

      The man scanned his comm. “We have a track on the Ithian transport, sir.”

      Adini braced her hands on the table. “The one carrying my father?”

      “On screen,” Gant said.

      Garr walked five paces to his right and tapped his comm to the wall. A large animated star chart appeared, with various systems and vessels tagged. Taro squinted, studying the 3D space map. Calypso had similar technology—a 360-degree view field called a panascreen, which Captain Jordan seldom deployed due to the enormous energy-drain it required.

      “The vessel is transponding as Fidelity, specialized Conmara patrol ship. She’s on course for Ithis. ETA, six days. Beyond our range to intercept before she reaches her destination, sir.”

      “No,” Adini whispered.

      Taro bit the inside of his lip. While they were flying to Banna, the transport had been carrying her father in the other direction, increasing the distance between them.

      Gant didn’t acknowledge Adini’s cry, studying the chart with a tilt of his head. “That flight path will take Fidelity in close proximity to the Purmian system, am I right?”

      “Correct, sir,” Garr answered.

      “What’s the current location of Specter?”

      Garr consulted his comm before announcing, “On Purmia, sir.”

      “Current status?”

      Garr’s fingers tapped at his comm device. “Awaiting delivery of a shipment, sir, classified as Priority One.”

      “Override it, Priority Double Star,” Gant said. “Assign her to intercept. We’ve got a friend in harm’s way.”

      “What is Specter?” Taro questioned.

      “Mr. Shall, you’re here by virtue of Ms. Kemm’s good graces and in no position to ask questions.” Gant brought his attention to bear on Taro. “Before you leave this ship, I’ll require you to be fully cleared.”

      Taro choked back a protest. Fully cleared implied fully interrogated. How in Hades would he avoid keeping Captain Jordan and Calypso out of the conversation?

      “The Specter’s first mate is demanding verification of your orders, sir.”

      Gant’s mouth quirked. “Inform Commander Shenna to standby for encrypted transmission with Specter in fifteen tempas and secure immediate departure from Calos Spaceport Authority.”

      “Wait just a secta!” Taro shouted. “I’m not going with you. I need to get back to my ship.”

      “And what ship would that be, Mr. Shall? You’re not currently registered as a navigator on any vessel.”

      Island Gods, how was he going to get out of this? He couldn’t embark on an indeterminate voyage with these people. Calypso wouldn’t wait!

      “Please let him go, sir,” Adini pleaded. “He’s no threat to the Network. You have my word on that.”

      “I’m sorry, Adini.” Gant angled toward Taro with a frown. “Mr. Shall is going to have to prove that to us.”

      “Abduction of a free citizen is still a crime on this world, is it not?” Taro challenged.

      “For now, Mr. Shall, consider yourself my guest. Lieutenant Garr will see you both to quarters. Trust that we’ll be speaking again…very soon.”
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* * *

      For all his heavy-handedness, at least Gant honored Adini’s wishes and didn’t have them separated. They sat together on one of several bunks in a guest cabin where they’d been since the ship launched. Their inner berth had no ports, just four solid walls and a locked door.

      “I don’t think I like your friend,” Taro growled.

      “He’s my father’s friend. And I’m not so sure I like him either.” She drew up one leg to rest her chin on her knee. “I know he only means to protect his interests, but the Network is supposed to be a champion of personal rights and freedoms. Not this.”

      “How do you know what they really stand for? Maybe they aren’t the good guys at all.”

      “Compared to whom?” Adini forced the breath from her lungs. “I’m sorry, Taro.”

      “For what?”

      “For dragging you into this.” She raked her fingers through her hair, pulling back the dark locks. “If you hadn’t accepted my invitation to show you my town, you wouldn’t even be in this mess right now.”

      Taro turned to study her. “I also wouldn’t be here with you.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      “Yeah.” Taro gave a soft snort. “For better or worse.”

      “For worse, it seems,” Adini muttered. She lowered her forehead to her raised knee.

      “This isn’t your fault. I’d be cursing a pregnant sand viper if I needed to place blame. Or the gigadam Ithians. You didn’t come looking for me. It was the other way around.”

      “Bet you’re sorry about that now.” She traced random patterns on the bunk with her fingertip.

      Taro reached out to still her hand. “I’ll never be sorry.”

      She raised her head slowly to meet his eyes. “I got the feeling you were angry with me. Because of what happened between us.”

      Taro’s gut knotted. “No. Never with you. With myself. I knew the score, and I let you down.”

      Her mouth fell open at his admission. “How can you believe that? What you did is so many lightyears in the opposite direction, Taro. Yes, I was frightened, confused, and in misery, but I cried out to you, and you answered. What we shared together was beautiful, and sensual, and genuine. And it wasn’t just because of flashpoint. I tried to tell you how I felt even before that.”

      “I didn’t want you to think you owed me anything for helping you.”

      “Taro. I think we both know that wasn’t the reason.” She moved her head slowly from side to side, her eyes muting to dark teal. When she spoke again, her voice was soft but knowing. “Who hurt you?”

      “What?” He reeled at the punch of her unanticipated question. “What makes you think…”

      “It’s written in your eyes…and sometimes between your words.”

      Taro buried the sharp kick of remorse and gave a despondent shrug. “I was engaged to a merchant’s daughter. Lyra. I’m a nav. She got tired of waiting.”

      “I’m sorry.” Adini eased closer, sliding her hand up to rub the tight muscles in his shoulder. “Being apart is a burden two lovers share. Separation doesn’t end relationships. People do. Knowing what I know of you, my guess is you were the faithful one.”

      Taro closed his eyes. Not answering was his answer.

      A loud knock preceded the seal sweeping back to reveal two frowning crewmen. Taro and Adini rose to their feet together.

      “The commodore wants you relocated to the forward cabin,” the older of the men stated.

      “Commodore?” Adini questioned, trading glances with Taro.

      “Captain Gant,” the man corrected. “This way.”

      The forward cabin turned out to be an observation deck much like the one on Calypso, but smaller and squarer.

      “Why are we here?” Taro asked.

      “For Ms. Kemm’s benefit.” The man indicated the view of empty space ahead. “Specter is on approach. We’ll be conducting a passenger transfer shortly.”

      Adini stiffened. “My father?”

      “Has been safely secured by Network assets,” Jaeo Gant’s voice sounded from the entrance.

      Adini spun to face him as the men stepped aside to let Gant pass. “How is that possible? The Purmian system is more than a week distant.”

      Jaeo Gant gave her a rare smile. “Not for some.”

      Taro exchanged a surprised look with Adini as they turned to peer out the port. There, a single point of light moved against the distant starfield like a tailless comet.

      “We’ll be reuniting you with your father as soon as he’s debriefed. Please remain here until I send your escort.”

      Adini uttered a breathless, “Thank you.”

      “The Network takes care of its own,” Gant responded, and left as quickly as he’d come.

      Adini stood with Taro at the port, watching the light grow brighter before dividing into several distinct points—the running lights of an approaching vessel.

      “So this Specter…” Taro stopped midsentence, catching Adini’s eye and glancing pointedly at the surveillance equipment mounted to the cabin wall. “…must be a very fast ship.”

      “Very,” Adini agreed, her aquamarine eyes fixed on the lights.

      Captain Jordan had said there were one or two other vessels in existence with Calypso’s technology. To engage the Ithian vessel, safely secure Adini’s father, and make the trip to the Bannan system in record time, the approaching vessel had to be one of them. Was this why his skipper wanted nothing to do with the Network? Did she fear Calypso would also be commandeered for her capabilities?

      “Oh look, she’s white,” Adini whispered, her hands pressing against the port surface.

      The illuminated craft loomed nearer, until her shape became discernible in the void.

      Taro’s breath left his chest in a rush. “Dini…”

      “I see.”

      Taro clamped his mouth shut and shot her a look. Don’t say another word.

      She nodded her silent agreement.
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* * *

      While Adini and her father shared their reunion in another part of the ship, Taro was escorted back to the detainment room where Jaeo Gant waited.

      “We’re here to discuss a few details, Mr. Shall,” Gant informed him. “You told me Adini’s father was taken yesterday.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “From his home on Carduwa.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then tell me…how is it you were on Banna today? It’s a two-week voyage, Mr. Shall.”

      Taro’s jaw muscles clenched. Gant had latched onto that one damning blunder with all his teeth.

      Gant straightened to his full, imposing height. “It’s not possible. You were already on Banna when Carbin was taken, weren’t you? You and Adini. You both lied to me.”

      “She didn’t lie,” Taro snapped. “And neither did I.”

      “Then explain how it’s possible.”

      Taro felt the crushing weight of the rock and the hard place he was wedged between. What could he say to appease the man’s suspicions without mentioning Calypso? Yet he had to tell him something. “We came to Banna on a ship—a special express transport.”

      “Express transport?” Gant’s eyes narrowed. “There is no express transport that can cover the distance from Carduwa to Banna in a day. Try again.”

      Taro remained mute. He’d already dug himself a hole. He didn’t want to see Captain Jordan and her craft pulled down into the pit with him.

      “Answer me, Mr. Shall, or I’ll have no choice but to call in my interrogator,” Gant warned. “Believe me when I tell you, you want to avoid that.”

      “Why does it matter to you how she got here?”

      “What matters is the truth. What have you been doing the last few moons, Taro Shall? Because there’s no record of you working as a navigator. There’s no record of you at all. Who are you mixed up with and what plot are you hatching?”

      “There is no plot,” Taro said flatly.

      “Then why don’t you just tell me the truth?”

      Taro’s hands tightened into fists. “Because it’s none of your business.”

      Gant stiffened, moving to stand over Taro. “Believe me, it is my business. I know your story is a lie. Because there are only two ships in the whole gigadamn galaxy that can—” Jaeo Gant’s eyes widened like he’d been hit with a stunpulse. His mouth dropped open and his lips trembled before a single word exploded from his throat. “Daea!” He lurched forward until his face was inches from Taro’s. “This express transport…was it the Phantom?”

      “No.”

      Gant locked his hands over Taro’s shoulders like he was ready to shake him senseless. “Black ship, cruiser class. Manta design. Yes? Like Specter? She’s configured exactly like Specter.”

      Taro blinked, his jaw muscles locking. Calypso and Specter. He and Adini had recognized the similarities when the Specter had been on approach. Like yin and yang, like negative images of the same design, but yes, nearly identical.

      “Your captain is female,” Gant pressed. “LaGuardian. Blond hair. Green eyes. Her name is Daea.”

      “No,” Taro barked. “No on all counts.”

      Gant’s eyes went diamond hard. “Describe her.”

      Taro swallowed around the lump in his throat. “Violet eyes. Black hair.”

      “Black…” Gant whispered, his expression dazed, his fingers tightening like clamps on Taro’s shoulders.

      Taro rumbled a warning. “Take your hands off me.”

      Gant withdrew. Dropping his clenched fists, he loomed over Taro. “She uses a drive helmet to pilot the vessel.”

      Taro froze, stifling a sharp intake of breath.

      “Yes. Yes, she does.” The man planted a hand on the table and brought his eyes level with Taro’s. “Where is she? Where is the ship?”

      Every muscle in Taro’s body tensed, but he remained mute.

      “Haley’s Crest!” Gant stared at him, eyes blazing. From his throat came a harsh bellow, “You’re Daea’s gigadam navigator!”

      “I don’t know what the Hades you’re talking about,” Taro snapped. “That’s not my captain’s name.”

      Gant drew a deep breath and eased back. “No. Not anymore,” he breathed. “Just like her ship isn’t called Phantom any longer.”

      A mystery ship that had suddenly appeared six moons ago. A captain with no prior history.

      “What are you after?” Taro growled. “What do you want?” Keeping his silence now was pointless. This man knew.

      “Nothing,” Jaeo said. “And everything.”

      “It’s the ship,” Taro spat. “That’s it, isn’t it? You want it for your damned Network.”

      “Her ship?” Gant gave a derisive snort. “Son, I gave her that ship. Phantom was mine, my legacy from my late brother Zaviar.”

      Zaviar? Taro mouthed. Zaviar Mennelsohn? The ship designer?

      “Something happened,” Gant said, swiping his hand across his eyes. “Something terrible. And I was responsible. She needed to be away from me, so I gave her my ship. She took it and just…disappeared. That was six moons ago.”

      Six moons…

      Jaeo Gant—or was it Mennelsohn?—stopped before the star chart, his gaze fixed on the image of planet LaGuardia. “Your captain’s real name is Daea Mennelsohn.” Jaeo Gant turned his head, and his sullen green eyes drilled into Taro. “I’m not after her, and I’m not after her ship. I want nothing from her but her forgiveness.”

      Taro stared back, trying to digest the man’s words.

      “You’re her nav.” The look on Gant’s face was haunting. Pleading. Desperate. Hopelessly hopeful. “Please…take me to her.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Seven

        

      

    
    
      Calypso was gone. Her hangar sat empty. No departure had been filed with Flight Authority. Not a trace remained to say that ship or captain had ever been there at all. Gant looked as stricken as Taro felt.

      “Thank you for bringing me,” Gant said, shaking Taro’s hand before scrubbing a hand over his mouth. “When she disappeared, I feared the worse. At least now I know she’s still out there and she’s all right. Maybe fate just has another time and place in mind for us.”

      Taro didn’t think that was likely, but there was no point in killing the man’s hope. “Maybe so.” He was relieved Gant hadn’t asked any further questions about Captain Jordan or Calypso, hadn’t pressed him for information about the alter-egos of either. It was as if the knowledge that she was alive and well was enough for the man. It was as if he didn’t want to know more.

      “Maybe I’ll see you again, Taro,” Jaeo said. “Maybe soon. Now that you’ve been vetted by the Network, when things start to get worse with the Alliance—and they will—you know where you can turn.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, sir.”

      Gant stopped to talk to Adini briefly before heading back to his ship, leaving Taro to contemplate the empty berth.

      Calypso was gone. The best ship he’d ever navigated had disappeared into thin air like the phantom for which she’d originally been named. Whatever had transpired between his captain and Jaeo Gant, it was clear that reconciliation wasn’t in her flight plan.

      At least Taro didn’t have to face the niggling sense of guilt that he was betraying her by leading Gant here. His captain had always had uncanny intuition. She’d probably anticipated how this would unfold when he’d left with Adini. She’d marooned him here, but she’d been more than fair about it. Captain Jordan—Mennelsohn—had sent full back wages and a healthy severance package to his credit account before she’d gone missing. He wouldn’t starve. At least, not for quite a while. But yeah. This had still cost him.

      “I’m going to miss Calypso,” Taro said, his shoulders slumping. “And I’m going to miss Katrina, too.”

      Adini stepped up to take his hand. “I know.”

      He couldn’t tell her a black hole had materialized in his chest and neither Calypso nor Katrina was the cause. Their mission was complete and that meant his time with Adini was over. It seemed the bitter regret he’d been trying to avoid back on Carduwa had found him anyway.

      “So. Guess I’m planet bound.” He braced his free hand on the hang wall. “I suppose you’re headed back home to Carduwa with Gant and your father?”

      “We’re not going back to Carduwa.”

      He cast a sideways glance her way. “No?”

      “It seems we’re fresh out of StarDogs, and the Network needs my father’s talents…elsewhere.”

      He shifted his weight and his frown deepened. “So where does that leave you?”

      “Well. Actually.” She released his hand to hook a thumb in her skirt pocket. “It seems there’s an employment opportunity on Wisdom. Jaeo asked me if I’d like to train with his crew.”

      “Don’t ever leave me, Taro.” That’s what she’d said. But this time he wasn’t the one who was leaving.

      Taro looked away. So this was it. She’d go off to become an apprentice on a Network ship and he’d be left behind on Banna to scrounge for work. “Sounds dangerous. Being recruited by an enemy of the Ithian Alliance.”

      Adini edged closer and settled her hand lightly on his shoulder. “It could be. But I think it’s where the future lies.”

      “Huh,” Taro huffed, shaking his head. “Didn’t see this coming.”

      “The Alliance has to be stopped, Taro. It may take calendars, or decades, or lifetimes, but someday, someone is going to end their tyranny.”

      “And you think this Network can do that?”

      “I know it can.” She turned aside, scuffing the toe of her boot along the hangar floor. “I also put in a good word for you.”

      Taro pushed off the wall, turning to face her. Had he heard that right? “You did what?”

      “Jaeo mentioned he could use a good relief navigator. And I thought…if you were to take the position, we could at least face the danger…together?” She tipped her face down to gaze at him over the top of her sunshield.

      “Is that what you thought?”

      “I did. I do. But the decision…is totally up to you.”

      Taro crossed his arms and canted his head. “So you think you have it all figured out.”

      “I guess that depends on your answer.”

      “The man interrogated me, Adini.”

      “Put yourself in his shoes.” She pushed the sunshield up into her hair. “Your story didn’t make sense to him. No ship except those under Network control could make the flight from Carduwa to Banna in a day. He couldn’t know you were flying with someone he’d loved and lost. Someone he feared was dead. And besides, you and Jaeo are on good terms now. Right?”

      Taro heaved a conceding sigh. “Right.”

      Adini reached out to him, sliding her hand over his shoulder in a light hold, her eyes soft in the shadow of the hang. “Come with us, Taro. Come with me. I don’t want to lose you to the galaxy the way Jaeo lost Daea. Never knowing where you are, if you’re all right, if you’re alive or dead.” She raised her free hand to cup his face. “It took me all my life to find you. I don’t want to walk away. Not now. Not when we have a chance to be together.”

      Taro’s heart neared escape velocity in his chest, but he managed to keep his voice level. “That sounds like a pretty serious declaration.”

      She dropped her hands and raised her chin, her eyes going defensive. “Take it however you like.”

      Taro exhaled through a smile he could no longer suppress. “Like I said, you have it all figured out.” He gazed up at the bright Bannan sky. “You knew I couldn’t let you fly off and leave me in your thrust wash, didn’t you?”

      “I’d hoped.” She reached out to grip his hands with a cautious smile. “So is that a yes?”

      “Sounds like it is.”

      He pulled her into a tight embrace, but it was only a moment before Adini broke away. “There is something else I have to tell you, Taro. There’s this little secret I’ve been hiding.” Adini dropped her gaze as she reached into her pocket.

      Uh oh. Taro’s heart froze in his chest. Had he been wrong about Adini after all? Had his heart betrayed him again? “What secret?”

      She pulled an object from her pocket. “This.”

      She placed the item in his palm—the box Brellan had given her back on Carduwa—and pressed a button. The top slid open to reveal an incubator, and a tiny black head popped out to sniff Taro’s hand.

      “Wha—”

      “Say hello to StarPup. We duplicated the DNA pattern, so in essence she’s Katrina’s clone. She’s the only thing Brellan was able to salvage from our StarDog program when the Ithians raided our lab. I was saving her for someone…really special.”

      “And I qualify?”

      “With flying colors.” Adini gave him a cockeyed grin, and her aquamarine eyes twinkled.

      “Hmm. I don’t know. Keeping secrets from me. That could be a deal-breaker.” Taro propped a hand on his hip, smiling down at Katrina’s little mini-twin. “Even if it is the cutest little secret I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

      “I wanted her to be a surprise.” Adini gave him a hesitant smile. “Think you can find it in your heart to forgive me for this one tiny little nondisclosure?”

      Taro grinned, placing StarPup-in-a-box back in her hands before reaching out to cup her face and kiss her senseless. “I think we can find a way to make that work.”
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* * *

      You can buy Farewell Andromeda and Inherit the Stars or find out more here.
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* * *

      About StarDog

       They had me at Pets+Space! I'd been musing on the idea of a ship mascot for a future novel with Captain Dava Jordan as one of the central characters when the opportunity arose to participate in the Pets in Space anthology. The plot soon took shape not only as a conflicted romance between a ship navigator and a spaceport vendor, but also as an origin story of how a mysterious captain and the cutest little dog/cat/weasel/mongoose in the galaxy first met. 

      For readers of my full-length novel, Inherit the Stars, I promise a couple of eye-opening surprises. For those not familiar with my work, I hope StarDog will be the perfect companion to introduce you to the Inherited Stars universe.
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* * *
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      Graig Roble is a Senior Commander of security for the Guardian Fleet. His specialty as a weapons specialist and combat master is his world, what he was born to do - or so he thought until he finds his resolve and focus inexplicably wavering. His new position aboard the Atlantis can't even save him; if anything, it has left him questioning his own motives. He never thought that could happen until he met Simone Campbell.

      Simone's focus is on her home world - Earth. She thought her life was full with her research as a botanist. After all, she always believed that helping the people of her world become self-sufficient should take all of her concentration - except it doesn't. There is one man that keeps pulling her attention, and her heart, away from her job.

      Graig's gift of a puppy to keep her company does more than that, it keeps him in her dreams. How can such a simple gift bring her comfort and make her long for more? Graig and Simone are about to find out that sometimes love can blossom from the smallest, furriest ties.
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* * *
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      I don’t want to die. Not here. Not lying on the hot, crumbly ground under a bush with no water and no food. But, I’m the runt, and I couldn’t keep up with Mama. She left me. My sisters and brother left me. I’m alone, scared, and wish they were still here. I miss them. Maybe they’ll come back.

      No. The dark time will be here soon. They aren’t coming back. I’m so tired of fighting to live all the time. When the bright light in the sky goes away, the yippers will come. They look like dogs, but they aren’t. Mama says they’re tricksters who like to call dogs away from safety then attack them. She said they eat puppies too and I believe her. I heard their horrible, high-pitched barking once. All of us hid behind Mama, and I couldn’t stop shaking.

      My body is shaking again now, like it’s cold, even though this light-time has been hot—too hot. Even panting isn’t making me cooler. My mouth is as dry as the dirt and sharp pains poke my belly. The little black buzzing things keep landing on me too. Do they know I’m dying?

      Crunch. Crunch.

      What is that sound? It sounds like the footsteps of something big. I tip my ear up to hear better. No, not one thing…two? They make more noise than yippers. Don’t they care who hears them? Aren’t they afraid of being eaten? I hope they don’t eat me.

      A pair of feet stop next to my bush. “This would be a good place.”

      A two-legger, not a yipper. I saw some of them once. They were far away from us. Mama stayed away from them. I wish I knew why. This two-legger’s voice isn’t scary. It’s soft, and so pretty.

      “Indeed.” The other voice is lower, rumbly. Are they trying to find me? I wish I understood what they are saying. “Only a minor amount of leveling will be required.”

      “This is so exciting, Graig,” Pretty Voice is talking again. “It’ll be more than my first green house. It’s the first step to help my people become self-sustaining.”

      “Matir will provide what your people need for however long it takes, Simone.”

      Pretty Voice moves away, gravelly dirt crunching under the heavy coverings around its feet. “I know, but to raise our own food and not have to be dependent on your people…it’s important, you know.”

      Sharp pain claws at the inside of my belly. I can’t make a sound or they will hear me. A soft whimper warbles in my throat anyway. Do they hear me? I hope not. I don’t know what they will do if they find me. My heart beats so hard my whole body shakes harder than before. One of them lies on the ground and peeks under the bush. His eyes are light and his face blue. He has seen me for sure.

      “Graig?” Pretty Voice stepped closer. “What are you doing?”

      Rumbly Voice’s mouth pulls up at the corners and he bares his teeth, but doesn’t growl. If he is about to eat me, shouldn’t he be growling, or drooling? “Hello, little one.”

      He sounds friendly but it could be a trick. Not that it matters. I can’t stop him from doing anything, he’s too big and I’m just a little puppy. His paw reaches toward me then stops by my nose. He smells like…food. Not a lot, but it’s there. Maybe something he held in his paws a while ago. My mouth is suddenly wet and my belly hurts again. Maybe he’ll give me some food.

      Pretty Voice gets down on the ground and looks at me too. Her face and eyes are darker than Rumbly Voice. “A puppy! She’s adorable, Graig. She looks just like my next door neighbor’s dog when I was growing up. Even the ridge on her back looks the same. We can’t leave her here. The coyotes will kill her.”

      She bares her teeth too. Why do they do this? Their voices don’t sound like they want to eat me. Maybe they will help me?

      “It’s terrified,” Rumbly Voice says. “I’m going to try to get it out without it biting me.”

      “It’s a girl, and she’s not going to bite you, are you baby?” Whatever Pretty Voice said sounded so nice my tail moved. “There, you see? She wagged her tail.”

      Rumbly Voice’s paw grasps my scruff and lifts me the way Mama does. Suddenly, I am hanging in the air, even with his eyes. His other paw cups my tail end as he looks at me. “There we are. And you are a girl.”

      “Her fur is as red as your hair,” Pretty Voice says.

      Rumbly Voice grunts. “She will make a good protector for you.”

      “Just what I need, another bossy body-guard.”

      Rumbly Voice turns me one way, then the other. “What are these bugs attached to her.” I wish I understood his words. He sounds worried.

      “Ticks. They suck blood and carry disease.”

      “I will carry her then.” He holds me against him, his paw petting my head. I like it here, and I don’t think they’re going to eat me. “Dante can heal her.”

      “Dante’s not a vet, and I can carry her.”

      Rumbly Voice bares his teeth again. What does that mean? Is he angry? He doesn’t sound angry, but I don’t know anything about two-leggers. “He can handle it. She is meant for you, though. Here.”

      “Oh, come to Mommy,” Pretty Voice says taking me and holding me against her the way Rumbly Voice had. “Hello, baby. Mommy has you now, and I’m going to take the best care of you.”

      “What are you going to name her, Simone?”

      “I think I’ll call her, Ranger.”
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      Graig propped his arms against the single section of split-rail fence on the hillside, his hands clasped and shoulders hunched. The moment he’d dreaded since the Fleet Admiralty had announced the dismantling of the Guardian Fleet and the creation of the Matiran and Terrian Unified Fleet was almost here.

      He would miss this place, this small valley homestead where he and Simone had lived for the past month. Even after the Anferthians’ hasty retreat, the repercussions of their invasion and whole-scale massacre of the Terrians continued to ripple through the affected worlds. Change was necessary to promote healing.

      His gaze was riveted on the three buildings occupying a small portion of the valley floor at the base of the hill. A sense of pride filled him at how quickly the Matiran government had responded in the aftermath of the devastating Anferthian invasion by gifting modular housing cubes to the approximately two million plus destitute and homeless Earthlings—or Terrians in his language. The one closest to the hill was small, just large enough for him and Simone, but it held so many more memories than he’d have thought could fit into a short Terrian month. A larger cube sat nearly a hundred forty metras—or, as Simone liked to say, one and a half football fields—away and would serve as an education and training facility for Simone to impart her knowledge of botany to the next generation of botanists, farmers, and so on. Mother above, that woman was passionate about her work, and didn’t that just make this day even harder?

      The barn behind the living cube housed Simone’s horse, Buck, and another horse on loan to him from the stable in town. The puppy they’d found under the manzanita bush two weeks ago would also sleep there, eventually. Ranger was already bonding with Simone, and that bond would soon bring out a protective instinct in the pup, as long as Simone didn’t spoil her by allowing her to sleep inside the cube all the time. Which seemed likely. He gave his head a shake. Still, Simone would be safe enough here, alone. By all the hells, she’d better remember everything he’d taught her about staying safe and defending herself.

      “Is something wrong, Graig?” Simone walked up the incline toward him, Ranger snuggled in her arms. Her eyes shone with concern and that compassionate spirit which had drawn him to her in the first place. But, there was uncertainty in her body language, a sure sign she sensed something was off.

      She nuzzled the pup’s head. Two weeks of healthy eating and nonstop love had transformed the furry, half-dead rag into a bright-eyed, tongue-licking bundle of curiosity. And she brought Simone happiness, more happiness than he could give her.

      He took in her petite frame as she approached, the full curves of her hips swaying from side to side below her narrow waist. The hot afternoon sun shimmered off her close-cropped cap of tight black curls. Soft and springy, that’s how those curls felt each time he had cradled her head in his hands, and her warm brown skin like silk as his fingertips had glided over her shoulders and down her back. Even now the feminine essence of her unique scent challenged him to follow through on what he knew must be done.

      Touching her now would be his undoing. He set his jaw. It was, as Terrians often said, now or never. “I’m going back, Simone.”

      Confusion, followed almost immediately by comprehension flashed in her deep brown eyes. He didn’t need to explain that back meant back to the Atlantis, and space. She was an intelligent woman, and any misunderstandings between them had been because he’d failed to communicate clearly.

      Sadness clouded her face. “You have to go where your heart calls you. My heart calls me to stay and help my people rebuild.”

      She’d made that clear from the beginning and he respected her choice, then and now. Her people needed the expertise of specialists like her in order to recover from the blow they’d received at the hands of the Anferthians. But he was a Guardian, and a damn good one. Since childhood, this was what he’d wanted to do with his life, what he had trained for, his dream fulfilled.

      A dream that had gone sour when a fellow Matiran allied with the Anferthian Arruch, the political party currently in power on Anferthia. Only a fraction of Simone’s people had survived that massacre. A stalwart fraction that had united with the remaining Guardians and taken back their planet. Meeting Simone in those early and desperate days following the attack had been balm to his raging soul. He thanked the Mother daily for allowing him to be there for her when she had needed him the most too.

      Now this beautiful and determined woman was a respected pillar of her new, recovering community. She had her job, and he had his. Both their roles were necessary if Terr was to become a self-sufficient and self-sustaining planet again. And he’d never try to take this healing work away from her.

      He stepped around the fence rail, stopping a few feet from her. The look in her eyes was resolute as she gazed up at him. Like tempered Talliese pure-steel, her will was unbendable, and he would miss that strength. If he took the time, he could make up a pages-long list of all the other qualities he would miss about her too, but that exercise made no practical sense since his destiny lay elsewhere.

      Simone blinked, then seemed to shake off all traces of her previous vulnerability. The urge to take her into his arms consumed him, but that would be a mistake. It was best to finish this quickly, for both their sakes. “The next transport to the Atlantis will be leaving from the port tarmac in New Damon Beach soon.”

      “Then you better get back to town so you don’t miss it,” she replied in a cool voice. Already she seemed to be putting distance between them. A normal defense mechanism.

      His hand twitched as though it wanted to shun the logic of his mind and touch her one last time. Foolishness, pure and simple. There was only one thing left to say before he took his borrowed horse and rode back to town, and his future. “Take care of yourself, dele.” Darling.

      Less than two minutes later he was guiding the horse up the trail toward town and his future. The faint sound of a puppy whimper reached his ear just as he crested the hilltop.
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* * *

      Graig stepped out of the New Damon Beach community stable, his gear bag slung over one shoulder. The bright Terrian sunshine warmed his blue skin, but did nothing to ease the film of ice coating his heart. He rubbed his hand over his chest, but the action failed to ease the discomfort. Leaving Simone had been more difficult than he’d expected.

      He set out in the direction of the port tarmac and Atlantis’s transport ship which would return him to his assignment as the senior security commander of the Guardian Fleet. This was his calling, his duty, no matter his personal feelings for Simone. Gryf needed his help to complete the fleet transition within the one Galactic Standard year allotted. And his duty was to stand by his commanding officer and childhood friend until the job was done and they were reassigned.

      Alex needed him too, though she’d deny it. Sweet Mother above, who knew what kind of trouble his best friend’s wife could attract. As the first ever Terrian Ambassador to Matir, the list was long. He’d already saved her life from one assassination attempt, and all the heavens knew there were others in the galaxy that would benefit from the death of the Profeta. The peace she and Gryf had so recently established between Terr, Matir, and Anferthia was as fragile as spun glass.

      The air cooled slightly as he ducked under the belly of the waiting shuttle. If the Holy Mother was merciful, he’d be able to slip into the craft before Gryf and Alex arrived. Simone and Alex were close, too close to even entertain the illusion that Alex remained ignorant of what had transpired. Since he was here and Simone was not, the very perceptive Profeta would figure it out in any case.

      “Hello, Graig.”

      He froze. Apparently the Holy Mother was not feeling very merciful today. He turned, his gaze locking with that of the Terrian woman he called sora, ‘sister’. Hurt and accusation flitted in Alex’s brown and gold eyes. Wonderful. As if he wasn’t feeling like a big enough piece of shit already.

      “Hello, sora.”

      A very unambassador-like snort came out of her. “You are such a dumbass, Roble.”

      Not that he’d asked for her opinion. Simone might be her best friend, but that didn’t give her the right to meddle. Of course, only a dumbass would have walked away from a woman like Simone Campbell.

      He squashed the little contradictory voice in his head. “If I decide I need someone to run my personal life, Bock, you will be the first person I’ll consider for the post.”

      Her eyes narrowed, but he gave his attention and a sharp salute to the Matiran man standing next to her. “Senior Security Commander Roble reporting for duty, sir.”

      His words hung in the hot autumn air as he waited for acknowledgement from the Senior Captain of the fleet. Gryf’s brilliant blue eyes seemed to study him, then he returned his salute. “Welcome aboard, Senior Commander. Stow your gear, our transport departs in ten minutes.”

      “Yes, sir.” He turned away from two of the people he loved most in the universe and stalked toward the transport ship.

      A girlish shriek came from the open hatch of the shuttle followed by the clanging of three sets of feet running down the ramp toward him. “Uncle Graig! Uncle Graig!”

      Four-year-old Maggie launched herself off the side of the ramp and he dropped his gear bag just in time to catch her. Mother have mercy, the child either had no fear or no sense. At least the older two had kept their feet on the ground until the end of the ramp. Juan and Flora plowed into his legs a half a breath later. Gryf and Alex’s adopted Terrian children, orphans of the invasion. Three bright spots of joy in his otherwise not so great day. He managed to hang onto Maggie with one arm and give the other two children an awkward hug with the other.

      “I’m glad you’re coming with us,” Maggie chirped next to his ear. “Uncle Dante has been dissist so he can stay here and help Uncle Nick turn into a healer.”

      “It’s ‘dismissed’, Maggie,” Juan corrected. “I thought all the Guardians had to go help reorganize the fleet, Uncle Graig.”

      “Healers are not bound by the same vows as the rest of us.” Graig shifted Maggie onto his hip. “They must go where they are most needed. That’s why Dante was released from his Guardian obligation. Training new healers is the best way he can serve.”

      “I wish Aunt Simone was coming with us.” Flora’s words twisted in his gut like shards of ice.

      “Flora,” Juan hissed. “Mama said not to talk about it.”

      Of course she did. Not at all unexpected.

      “And I meant it,” Alex said from behind him, displeasure at her daughter evident in her tone.

      Flora crossed her arms over her chest and scowled.

      “Everyone aboard,” Gryf ordered. “Time to strap in.”

      “Will you double check my seatbelt, Uncle Graig, please?” Maggie smile sweetly.

      “Of course, little bird.”

      Juan grasped the handle of his gear bag. “I’ll stow your bag, Uncle Graig.” The six-year-old bounded up the ramp and disappeared into the craft.

      There wasn’t much in the bag, just a couple of changes of civilian clothes he’d taken from the stores of Camp One. Everything he’d owned had been left behind aboard the Atlantis when the Anferthians had boarded the ship.

      Alex brushed passed him, shooting him a meaningful glance. Yes, this would be a long year.
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      Guardian Fleet Cruiser Atlantis

      Two months later

      Bam!

      Graig staggered back under the force of the blow to his well-padded chin, the weighted palo stick slipped in his grip. Ska! Gryf hadn’t hit him that hard since their cadet days.

      Bam!

      Gryf’s stick caught him alongside his head this time. If not for the protective head gear, he’d be on the arena floor, most likely in a debilitating state of unconsciousness. His friend spun and lunged, going in for the “kill”. The bulbous end of the stick drove the breath from Graig’s lungs with an explosive “woof”.

      “Death blow,” the automated voice announced. “Match over.”

      How in the hells had that happened? He splayed his hand against the wall of the practice arena, doubled over as he sucked in deep breaths.

      Gryf lowered his palo stick to his side. “What troubles you, ades?” Brother.

      “Nothing.” Except that there didn’t seem to be enough oxygen in the room to fill his lungs. “Just an off day.”

      Gryf unstrapped and removed his helmet, his eyes seemed to study him as though peeling away layers to get to the heart of the matter. “Unusual, for you to go down so quickly.”

      Why had he ever thought it would be a good idea to serve under the leadership of a man who knew him so well? He forced himself upright. “I will recover.”

      “Hmm.” The noncommittal sound was laced with concern. And concern would lead to more questions, questions he didn’t need. Primarily because he had no answers. “Graig—”

      “I’m fine, Gryf.” He reached up, gripped the back of his helmet and jerked it over his head.

      Furrows appeared between his best friend’s brows, and all the questions he didn’t want to answer hovered in those vivid blue eyes. The odds of getting out of here without an interrogation were rapidly approaching zero.

      Gryf nodded once. “Very well. Get some rest, Commander. I will see you on the bridge in the morning. Good eve.” He turned on his heel and exited the arena.

      That was an unexpected reprieve. The switch from friendship to impersonal professionalism sat like a cold hunk of metal in his belly. In all fairness, he deserved it. Shutting out Gryf was the last thing he’d meant to do, but what else could he say? There was no excuse for his deteriorating ability to concentrate over the past two months.

      “Good eve, sir.” It seemed appropriate to at least murmur the standard response, even though Gryf probably hadn’t heard him.

      Get rest, indeed. He released a long gust of air and stowed his combat gear before heading to his quarters.

      The silence of his cabin pressed against his eardrums. Even after two months, he still missed the sounds of the cube he’d shared with Simone on Terr. Comfortable sounds, like the low hum of the generator, the tiny clicks the oven made when heating, the soft snick of their bedroom door. The husky allure of her voice. An odd tugging sensation pulled at his heart.

      Ska. This pining for what was past was beyond absurd. He loosened the seals of his uniform and yanked the shirt over his head. He had a job to do, and dwelling on what he could never have back served no purpose.

      At least, that’s what his brain kept telling him. His heart seemed to be the instigator of poorly thought out ideas—like the telum he’d purchased the last time he’d escorted Alex to Matir. The weapon had seemed to whisper to him from the case in the shop. Too small for his hand, yet just right for Simone’s. Even its weight was ideal and wouldn’t tire her arm. Ranger was still a puppy and would be little protection against coyotes for a while. Simone would benefit from such a weapon.

      Not that she would accept any gift from him. That was why he’d asked Alex to ship it to her with specific instructions not to mention his name.

      Mother above, he was pathetic. He lowered himself into a stiff-backed chair. Between Alex’s worried glances and Gryf’s unsolicited performance assessments in the practice arena, it was clear something needed to change or he could be relieved of duty. If he didn’t refocus himself, who knew what he could miss. The security of so many depended on him. Giving anything less than his best was unacceptable.
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* * *

      The following afternoon Graig stomped along the corridor toward the ship’s atrium. Others he passed acknowledged him with a nod or salute, but few seemed eager to make eye contact as if they feared being on the receiving end of his attention. That was fine, as long as they left him alone. The only one he wanted to interact with at this moment was that insolent Terrian woman, Alex Bock. She’d been hounding him since they’d departed her home-world two months ago, and now she’d gone too far. By the Fires of Ata, she would drive him to throw himself down a conveyor shaft to escape her meddling.

      Or wring her scrawny neck. That option was tempting, but Gryf would likely object since she was his wife. Ska.

      He slammed his hand against the ID reader for the atrium door. It swooshed open and he stepped into the airlock, waiting until the second door opened. Warm, humid air rolled over him laden with the heavy scent of tropical flowers. His gaze took in the lush plant life growing in this section of Atlantis’s atrium. Simone loved tropical plants, especially hibiscus.

      Focus. This wasn’t about Simone, it was about Alex and what she had done. Most likely, she would be in the farming section, which was beyond the section housing the tropical plants. He moved along the paths between the plants that provided either fresh food or medicines for the crew. Right now, they served as a means for Alex to hide from him. But not for long. He continued to stomp along the path—because stomping was justified—and through another set of doors.

      The farming section was much less humid, but still warm and bright with artificial sunlight. He could call out to her and she’d probably hear, but why give her any advantage?

      A few turns later his quarry came into view. Alex Bock, his best friend’s wife, the esteemed Profeta, savior of Terr and Matir, first Terrian ambassador to Matir, and all-around pain in the ass was kneeling in the dirt picking little red berries.

      “Alex.” Her name rolled from him like a threat.

      She startled, looked up at him, and smiled. Smiled! Damn her.

      “Hi, Graig.”

      Her cheery words grated on his nerves like the high-pitched whine of one of those blood-sucking mosquitoes from her home-world. “Is that all you have to say? ‘Hi, Graig’?”

      She tipped her head to one side with a puzzled expression, as if she had any reason to be puzzled. “Would you rather I said, ‘What’s up, dick wad’?”

      He tamped down the growl of frustration building inside. “I’d rather you explain why the hell you submitted my name to Healer Tostra for psychological evaluation.”

      Why was he even asking? Her various official titles alone gave her almost as much power aboard the Atlantis as her husband, the Senior Captain. It was her flag-ship after all, thanks to the UDF brass and the Matiran government. She could make such requests.

      “Graig, you’re a basket case,” she said, then held up a shallow, rectangular harvesting flat as if showing him her new-born baby. “Look, my first harvest. The strawberry plants Simone gave me have become rather prolific. I think they like outer space.”

      A sharp twinge jabbed at his heart at the mention of Simone’s name. He pushed it aside. “I don’t give a rat’s ass about your harvest. Why the fuck did you do it?”

      Her smile faded into a glower in the space of an eye blink. “You have no reason to speak to me like that.” She set the flat on the ground and climbed to her feet. Creases between her brows marred her otherwise smooth forehead.

      “You have no reason to set me up like this, either. Do you realize I’ve been relieved of duty until an evaluation is rendered?”

      She folded her arms in front of her. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do.”

      He curled his hands into fists and stepped forward, invading her oh-so-precious Terrian personal space. “Then, why. The fuck. Did you. Do it?”

      “Because, you’re an asshole.”

      A howl beat at his throat, seeking escape. His hands reached for her, closing around her upper arms to make sure she didn’t back away before he had a chance to voice his opinion of her unwelcomed intervention.

      An exploding super-nova of pain in his crotch stole air from his lungs in a wheezing gasp. He sank to his knees as bile rose up from his stomach. What the hells had just happened?

      Strawberry leaves tickled his nose. He was on the ground curled in the fetal position covering his injured manhood with his hands—too little too late, apparently. How did he not anticipate this?

      Alex bent over him. “I don’t care if you don’t like my opinion, Commander Roble. I also don’t care if you don’t agree with my actions. I do care if you lay your hands on me for them, though. If you have an issue with me, either talk to me or invite me to the practice arena to work it out. But, don’t you ever touch me like you just did again.”

      What the hells had possessed him to lay his hands on her? Could there be something to her theory? He squeezed his eyes shut. No, he was in control. He was always in control. He blinked several times in rapid succession to clear the fog of pain from his head. Alex and her flat of strawberries seemed to be gone. Had she really left without resolving this issue?

      “Not so fast, Alex.” His whispered words sounded strangled to his ears, but damn if this was over.

      He willed his body to move, rolling to his knees, then he vomited the meager contents of his stomach on her precious prolific strawberries. A moment later he staggered toward the exit. Hopefully she’d gone in this direction. By the time he reached the airlock his stomach had settled and he’d compartmentalized the pain from his groin. He burst through the final doorway and into the corridor.

      A young, fresh-faced Matiran ensign gaped at him, his hand stopped half-way into a salute and the desire to flee in his eyes. No sense in giving the young man a chance to recover his senses. “Did you see which way Ambassador Bock went?”

      “Th-that way, sir.” The ensign pointed.

      Graig gave him a rough nod and sprinted down the corridor. With any luck, she was heading to her quarters. Two right turns later he spied her. “Alex!”

      She whipped around to face him, her eyes going wide as he stalked toward her. Good, she understood this was not over. He dipped down and scooped her onto his shoulder, her indignant yelp reaching his ears as strawberries bounced on the deck around him.

      “Cripes, Graig, put me down!”

      He allowed one side of his mouth to curl upward. “Consider this your invitation, your honor.”

      “Oh, my effing god! You are an asshole.”

      “Tell me something I haven’t heard before.”
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* * *

      Senior Captain Gryf Helyg shifted in his seat, trying not to count the moments until he was off duty. It wouldn’t be much longer; Ora had arrived a short while ago to take over command of the bridge for the night. He inhaled deeply and released his breath through his nose. It’d been a tedious day. Fortunate, it was, that the Guardian Fleet conversion was ahead of schedule and he was determined it remain so, mostly for the sakes of his wife and their three children.

      His family. Mother above, he loved them all more than his own life. But it wouldn’t be too much longer before the excitement of living in space would wear off, then Flora, Juan, and Maggie would start prowling the corridors in search of anything to occupy their curious minds when not with their tutors. Even the short trips to visit his parents on Matir might not be enough to satisfy their need for fresh air and open space.

      “Anxious, Gryf?” Ora asked in a low voice.

      Gryf cast an amused glance at his second-in-command. “I am just tired and ready to be with my family for the evening.”

      Her face transformed as she smiled. “You are a blessed man, sobin.” Cousin.

      “A greater truth I cannot conceive.”

      Crewman Alta Imifa turned in her seat. “Captain Helyg, there seems to be a disturbance on delta deck.” She paused. “It seems…um, no…oh, Holy Mother. This must be wrong.”

      Gryf jerked his body upright. “Report, Crewman.”

      Concern flashed in Alta’s blue eyes. “Sir, multiple reports are coming from crewmembers who have witnessed Commander Roble carrying the Profeta over his shoulder. He is reportedly livid, sir.”

      What in the hells? Gryf extended his soul-mate link with Alexandra. Despite their mutual agreement to keep their link “disengaged” while he was on duty, the current situation deemed immediate contact essential. It took less than half a heartbeat to reestablish their connection.

      What is happening, Alexandra?

      I’m fine, Gryf.

      If you are truly over Graig’s shoulder, then you are not, as you say, fine.

      Well, I may have pissed him off a teensy bit. Her memory of filing a report leading to an order of a psychological evaluation for Graig filtered into his thoughts.

      Gryf pinched the bridge of his nose. Alexandra and Graig had been hurtling toward a confrontation like this since the Atlantis’s departure from Terr. Now, it seemed to have reached its zenith. Mother willing, their friendship would be strong enough to survive this confrontation.

      “Captain Solaris, you have the bridge for the night. I shall defuse the situation below, after which I plan to be officially off-duty until morning.”

      Ora gaped at him. “You will not leave me here to miss this. Commander Zola, you have the bridge until I return.”

      Karise Zola nodded. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      Mother above, this was all he needed. A soul-mate with a vendetta, a best friend who had taken leave of his senses, and a cousin who couldn’t take one simple order if it meant missing the impending showdown.

      Gryf pushed out of the command chair. “Fine. Let’s go.”
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      Graig danced backward, dodging Alex’s foot by a hairsbreadth. Close. Too close.

      “C’mon, Graig,” she goaded. “Let’s see some offense.”

      There was no response he could give to that. He had been on the defensive since they’d started—right after Gryf and Ora had appeared behind the transparent observation shield. This had colossal disaster looming over it like a storm cloud.

      Something struck him in the solar plexus, doubling him over. How had she managed to get that kick in without him seeing it? Her knee took him in the head and he staggered backward. The room seemed to rotate around him, then he blinked up at the ceiling of the practice arena, his head vibrating from Alex’s vicious attack.

      Damned hells, she was right. He had lost his edge, and that was a very serious problem for the person in charge of fleet security.

      “Get up and fight, old man,” Alex snarled.

      Did she have to call him that? Old man? It may fit him at the moment but it didn’t mean he liked it. The worst part was how she stood over him like an avenging priestess of the Mother’s temple. Ska. “I’m done.”

      “Like hell. We haven’t been going more than four minutes, I’m barely warmed up. Get up.”

      He gave her a hard glare. “Chatapi.”

      “You’ll have to kiss my lily-white ass before I’ll accept your forfeit.”

      Holy hells, please don’t let her mean that literally. It was hard to tell sometimes with Alex. He ground his teeth together and squeezed his eyes closed. Patience, that’s what he needed to get her to back off. The only way he’d persevere was to stifle his own damn pride and admit she was right.

      Galling. Just galling.

      He opened his eyes and met her steady gaze. “Sora, dimmi. Forgive me. I am sorry. You’re right, I am, as you so eloquently put it, a basket case.”

      Alex’s right eyebrow arched up, but she obviously was not convinced. This would require more than a simple admission of wrong doing. “May I sit up?”

      Her expression turned suspicious.

      “I’ve already forfeited, and you know I don’t use trickery in combat.” He’d never needed to resort to such ploys. His wits and well-thought-out tactics gleaned from years of experience had never failed him. Until now.

      She nodded and stepped back. He levered himself into a sitting position, his arms resting on his raised knees as he focused on regulating his breathing. It was probably too much to hope she’d sit down for this. “Deception is not my intent when I say you’re right. I don’t know what is wrong with me, but it is clear now—even to me—that I’m unfit for duty.”

      There it was, the softening in her stance he’d hoped for. One fist unclenched, then the other. She sighed and sat cross-legged on the ground in front of him. “Go on.”

      Go on? With what? There was nothing more he could say. Well, almost nothing. There was one more thing, and that’s probably what she was waiting to hear. He let his shoulders sag. “Please forgive me, sora. I should never have allowed myself to take this so far.”

      “You’re right about that.” She shook her head. “Graig, Simone is my best friend, but so are you. We have my soul-mate connection with Gryf to thank for that, otherwise I don’t think I’d love you as much as I do. You’re just a difficult person to get along with, you know.”

      Laughter danced in her eyes, and he allowed himself the luxury of a grin. Yes, he did know the latter was true. The former, on the other hand, he didn’t believe. Even without anim tros between her and Gryf, the two of them undoubtedly would still be close. She was truly a sister to him, and so much like his younger biological sister, Sophia. She was even of age with Sophia, had his sister survived childhood. Which, she had not. He had failed Sophia, and it seemed he was poised to fail Alex as well if he didn’t make some dire changes.

      The door to the arena whooshed open. “Senior Commander.”

      Graig pushed to his feet and turned to face Gryf. “Sir.”

      “If you two are quite finished here, you will report to my office in five minutes.” His gaze shifted to Alex. “You too, Ambassador.”

      The use of Alex’s title left little doubt that the meeting would be an official one, on the record. At least she had the decency to look chagrined. Hopefully his expression was less obvious than hers, but he couldn’t be sure of that, not after his epiphany moments ago.
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* * *

      “You have no idea how difficult this is for me.”

      Graig stifled the urge to blink at Gryf’s bald statement. There was no reason to drop his “at attention” stance either as he faced Gryf from across the black-topped desk. It was just the two of them in the office now. Alex had already received her verbal ass-chewing for her part in the confrontation, and been dismissed. Things in the senior captain’s family quarters would probably be a little tense this evening. “With all due respect, sir, I have a very good idea.”

      “Do you?” Gryf steepled his fingers. “Then you know that Alexandra did the right thing, and that she was well within her rights to report this issue to a healer without consulting me.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I can’t undo a healer’s orders.”

      “I’m not asking you to.”

      His friend’s gaze seemed to study his face as though searching for something. “Please sit.”

      “I’d rather stand.”

      “That wasn’t a request, Graig.”

      All right, he’d do it the senior captain’s way. Sometimes it just wasn’t worth the hassle to push a situation too far. By using his first name, Gryf was clearly striving to achieve a more relaxed atmosphere. One shared by old friends. Capitulation now would be in his best interest. He lowered himself into the closest chair and gave Gryf an expectant look.

      “We have been nearly inseparable since childhood, ades. You are not the same man you were before we left Terr. Your pain is my pain. Please tell me what hurts inside you so much that would cause you to lose your edge.” Gryf’s soft-spoken request opened the door for honest dialogue. But where could he begin?

      “It’s…it’s as though my heart has been torn in half since we left Terr.” The verbal acknowledgement of the pain he’d done his best to bury and ignore for two months brought an almost physical relief.

      “After you broke with Simone?”

      “Yes.” An uncomfortable admission, but true. “It makes no sense, Gryf. I have ended more than one relationship in the past without such an adverse effect.” Even relationships he thought had been going well until the woman involved had ended them had never left him with a hollow ache inside this deep.

      Gryf nodded, his expression turning speculative. “I have observed parallels between your situation and Ora’s.”

      “Ora?” What did she have to do with any of this?

      “The loss of Bodie has affected her similarly,” Gryf explained leaning forward. “We Matirans seem to have a natural inclination to protect the Terrians, possibly a genetic predisposition. It is my opinion that romantic relations between our races magnify that inclination.” He waved his hand. “This is purely speculation on my part. I intend to discuss it in-depth with Dante once we return to Terr.”

      All he could do was gape at his friend. “That’s crazy, Gryf.”

      “Is it?” Gryf countered. “Consider how well our peoples have integrated. I like to believe that Matirans are generally easy to get along with, but even so can you name one other race from any planet with which we’ve experienced such a seamless transition?”

      He frowned. Not a single instance came to mind. “But, there are problems between us.”

      “Indeed, however, they are minor in nature. None that will ever lead us to war.”

      True. But, this was something out of the realm of his experience, and probably the experience of every other Matiran and Terrian in the galaxy. The springing of hope in his heart said yes, even as his mind questioned the possibility. “If you’re right, then what can be done?”

      “Here is the difficult part I mentioned, and this part is off the record.” Gryf appeared to brace himself, and a flicker of unease fluttered in his stomach. “What do you think should be done?”

      Nothing. Nothing should be done. Serving as a Guardian was his life. He’d served in the fleet for fifteen years. Even as a child, there was nothing else he had ever desired to do. He couldn’t just walk away.

      Gryf sighed. “I have watched you struggle for two months, ades. Your situation is not improving, it’s getting worse. You are a liability to the crew, and to yourself. Eventually you will make a mistake that could lead to dishonorable discharge and a court martial. Is that what you wish?”

      The truth of Gryf’s words hit him in the gut with the same force as Alex’s kick earlier. The dream of his childhood was slipping through his fingers, and he was helpless to stop it. His shoulders slumped with the weight of defeat. He was like a ship without a nav system or gravity, listing to starboard and floating aimlessly through space.

      “No.” Why did his heart just flutter? A sense of purpose welled in his chest. As much as he resisted the idea of leaving the fleet, there was an appeal to it. To return to Terr. To Simone. How could this be? Perhaps Gryf was onto something with his theory.

      Or perhaps you’re stupid in love.

      His body jerked. That was something Simone would say, and she’d be one-hundred percent right. As always. “I think I need to seek an early discharge, Gryf.” He met his friend’s steady gaze. “You are correct. The longer I stay here the more likely something will go wrong. I am no longer fit to serve.”

      Gryf stood and walked around the desk to stop in front of him. “My brother-in-arms, you have been my closest friend since childhood, and my right hand in service. It tears my heart to not have you at my side, but your calling has changed, just as Dante’s did. It would be wrong for me to keep you here, especially if it will eventually destroy you.”

      “Would you arrange a medical discharge?”

      “If this is what you wish.” Gryf’s sympathetic smile touched his heart.

      He stood to face his friend and commanding officer. “It is.” He extended his right arm and clasped his hand around the other man’s elbow as Gryf’s hand closed over his, the Matiran version of a Terrian handshake.

      “Just be warned,” Gryf said. “The Admiralty does not move at light speed when reviewing these cases. They are very thorough before they release their officers, especially one with an exemplary record such as yours.”

      “Understood, sir.” He was counting on a delay. It would give him time to formulate a plan to win Simone’s trust back.
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      Terrian atmosphere

      Five months later

      Gravity pulled Graig down in his seat as the transport came out of the Terrian Gravity Transition Zone. Thank the Mother he wasn’t susceptible to GTZ sickness the way Alex was. They’d traveled to Matir several times as part of her ambassador’s duties, and every time she’d puked her guts out when entering and leaving atmospheres. Every time. He definitely would not miss those moments.

      It was what lay ahead that had him gripping the arm rests of his seat. After five months of waiting, he was less than an hour from landing under the cover of darkness in New Damon Beach. Only Dante expected him, and probably Nick, but Alex’s brother was always game for subterfuge. Other than the two healers, he preferred to keep his return covert, hence his decision to land at night. The fewer people knew of his return, the less likely it would be that Simone would find out.

      One week, that’s all he needed to set the stage. One long week. This week would seem like months, but hadn’t he already survived months without her? What was one more week?

      Through the portal the Terrian sun reflected off the deep blue Pacific Ocean before slipping behind the rim of the planet. In all his travels, Terr was one of the most beautiful planets he had ever seen. Blue and green with white puffs swirling over its surface.

      Somewhere on that surface was one gorgeous woman who was more likely to shoot him on sight than welcome him with open arms. Simone was the only variable in his plan.
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* * *

      Simone swiped the back of her hand over the bit of moisture rolling down her cheek. Dante had given her a clean bill of health, so why had this ache hunkered down all cozy-like in her chest? “What the hell’s wrong with me, Ranger?”

      It was a rhetorical question of course, the same one she’d asked every night, either to herself or to her dog. But seriously, what was she doing out here sitting on this goddamn fence rail waiting for the sun to set so she could stare up at the goddamn stars?

      Fuckity, fuck, fuck, fuck. Her mind seemed to be on auto replay of that day. That horrible, terrible, rotten, no good day she’d fallen in love with that big, blue asshole. Which led to the other horrible, terrible, rotten, no good day when he’d left her.

      If that piece of shit bastard, Vyn Kotas, hadn’t dragged Alex from the slave cell, then Graig wouldn’t have had a reason to come over and comfort her.

      Oh, but the first time he’d said her name—really said her name—the timbre of his voice had flowed into her with the warmth of good whiskey, deep and rough, with a hint of uncertainty. So damn sexy. And his red hair that contrasted with his blue skin. She’d always been a sucker for redheads. But it was his stormy grey eyes, the kind of eyes that seemed to see through all her defenses and into her soul, that had sealed the deal.

      Then he’d extended his strong, square hand in invitation. The choice had been hers, he hadn’t cajoled, or demanded. It wasn’t the Matiran way. In his culture, women were respected, not objectified. He’d never forced her to do anything she didn’t want to do.

      She’d placed her hand in his and he’d led her away from the others. Next thing she knew, she was curled in his lap, his muscular arms around her, shielding her from all the evil in the universe while she’d soaked his uniform shirt with her tears.

      What made no sense was after eight months, why was she still drifting into memories of the time they’d spent together? She should be living, maybe even with another guy.

      She gave herself a shake and gazed at her hands. Mud was embedded under uneven nails and caked into her cuticles. God, she had ugly hands. Work roughened from years as a field botanist, her squared fingernails always trimmed short so they’d be easier to clean. They’d been ugly even when she was a child. Mama had never hesitated to point out her shortcomings up until the day the poor woman had ODed on heroin.

      Talk about shortcomings. Mama had been a master at deflecting attention from her own by avidly pointing out everyone else’s. Even those of her then six-year-old daughter. Landing in Mildred and Samuel Campbell’s home as a foster child had been a turning point in Simone’s life. Self-esteem was something she’d had very little of, and the Campbell’s had done everything they could to restore her confidence in herself and the world. They’d even adopted her and given her a stable, loving home.

      If not for them, she probably wouldn’t have graduated magnum-cum-laude for both high school and college. Nor would she have become a leader in her profession before the invasion. Still, there were moments when she wavered. Like now. What had Graig seen in her? Maybe she hadn’t been anything more than a “good time” to him. But, it had seemed like so much more. To her, at least.

      Dammit. She really should be prepping her lesson plan for her students tomorrow.

      Something warm, soft, and wet swiped across the back of her hand, and her gaze shifted to where Ranger stood by her feet. Everything in her softened at the sight of those earnest liquid-brown eyes looking back at her. This was what it was like to be the center of someone else’s world. Gotta love that dog. Ranger was the best gift Graig had ever given her, and her last connection to him. How could she be so angry at that big, blue asshole yet love this furry…not so little anymore…bundle of happiness so much?

      Yet another rhetorical question.

      She gave Ranger’s ears a scratch. “Just a little while longer, okay, girl? I’m not ready to leave yet.”

      The thing was, even when she did leave, she still wouldn’t be ready. It made no sense, not that a lot of things in life made sense anymore. Either God was messing with her head or His angels were playing a practical joke.
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* * *

      Graig crouched at the base of a large tanoak tree, binoculars to his eyes. The early morning sun warmed his back as he watched for Simone to exit her cube. Once she was ensconced in the education building with her students, he’d have the rest of the day to fix her ID reader and set up in her kitchen.

      He brushed his fingers over the data device in his pocket. A Terrian musical piece called Desperado had been saved into its memory—the first song he and Simone had ever danced to, and one she loved. It had taken Nick four damn days to make the audio recording. As frustrating as that had been, the young man was a talented musician who demanded the best of himself. Nothing but the best was acceptable, and since this was for Simone, he had to agree.

      The door of the living cube opened and Simone stepped out and glanced up at the cloudless sky before continuing toward the education building. Her students had arrived five minutes earlier and were already inside.

      There had been no deviation in her routine all week. Like clockwork; that was the Terrian term. The predictability of her schedule was concerning, and disappointing. Were her actions deliberate on a subconscious level? Her passive-aggressive way of spiting him by doing the exact opposite of what he’d taught her, even though there was no way she could know he had been watching her for almost a week?

      Simone disappeared into the education building and he lowered the binoculars. He was as prepared as he could be. It was time to put his plan into motion. He flipped open the flap of his pack and peered into its depths. If the tools Nick had bought for him in town could talk, they’d certainly have plenty to say about how such a small, unassuming woman could have possibly broken her ID reader. He’d have to ask her about that, provided she didn’t shoot first and ask questions never. He placed the binoculars into their protective pocket and brushed his fingers over the cool-box at the bottom of the bag. Dinner seemed to be undisturbed. He closed the pack and reached for the hibiscus, Simone’s favorite flowers. They were worth yesterday’s trip to the tropical island once known as Hawai’i.

      As nice as all these things were, they wouldn’t be what convinced her. That had to come from him, and Mother help him, he had never been a man of many words.

      A low growl came from behind him and he whirled to face whatever wild Terrian beast had snuck up on him. A dog crouched in the long grass behind him, young and lanky, but no less dangerous than one fully matured. A strip of short, red fur stood upright along its spine, and its lips curled back in a fierce snarl, exposing threatening sharp white teeth. Teeth that could no doubt rip him apart in moments.

      He squinted, then frowned. There was something familiar about the animal. “Ranger?”

      The growling stopped, but the teeth and fur didn’t return to their normal position. “It’s me, Ranger. Graig. Remember?”

      There, the lips relaxed their snarling and she cocked her head, nose twitching. Dear Mother, please let her recognize him. Her long tail made a cautious sweep one way, then the other.

      “That’s it, girl. You do remember me, don’t—”

      The dog lunged, her tongue lolling out of one side of her mouth as she closed the gap between them. There was nothing to do but brace for impact. Ranger’s gangly legs seemed to entwine and she went down in an awkward tangle of limbs an arm’s length from him. She was up again seconds later, her warm, furry body hitting him full in the chest. She wiggled in an unbridled dance of joy, licking any part of him she could reach and whining as he scratched her all over.

      “Atta girl. I missed you.” She’d damn well missed him too, judging by her determination to insinuate herself under his skin. If only Simone would be this happy to see him.
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      Graig balanced himself on the top rail of the fence and flexed his gloved hands to better grip its worn surface. The Terrian sun rested on the horizon, turning the clouds every shade from coral to deep red in the evening sky. He had managed to accomplish the tasks he’d set for himself today before Simone’s students left in a surface hopper to return to their cubes in New Damon Beach for the night. At some point a barracks should be built to house them here instead. Making the trip to and from town every day seemed like a colossal waste of time. Their focus was to restore Terr to a self-sustaining planet, and that could be done more efficiently if everyone was on site.

      The door of the education building opened and Simone stepped out into the evening sunlight. Faster than a kagi shot from the barrel of a telum, Ranger took off across the wide field toward her, and Buck galloped in from where he’d been grazing. Good, the animals would keep her distracted for a few more moments while he tried to collect his wits and slow his racing heartbeat.

      She patted Buck’s neck and said something to the horse that he couldn’t make out over the distance. Then she started across the field toward him. This was it; there was no turning back now. He reached down to snag a length of wild grass and set to shredding it with practiced and methodical deliberation. Using the brim of his cowboy hat to shield his face had been a stellar idea, as had been wearing jeans and the long-sleeved plaid shirt. If she figured out too soon who it was sitting on her fence, she’d probably make an abrupt direction change and return to her cube without giving him a chance to speak.

      Ranger barked, and the swish of Simone’s footsteps in through the grass slowed. She must see him now, a trespassing stranger. Why hadn’t he heard the soft shoosh of her telum being removed from its holster?

      The gangly young canine tore around the fence twice before taking off back down the hill. Now Simone was alone, without even the protection of her dog. And still she hadn’t armed herself. Enough was enough. “You should have your telum out by now.”

      “Say what?” She sounded bewildered by his suggestion.

      He set his face in a glower and pushed the brim of his hat up with one finger to meet her wide gaze. “A woman alone approaching a strange man in the wilderness of this planet should have her gun trained on him.”

      A split-second later, he stared at the business end of her weapon. He had goaded her, and now could easily end up with a kagi in his gut. But at least she was finally looking out for herself. “I didn’t get that weapon for you to wear as a decoration, Simone.”

      “Son of a bitch.”

      The kagi punctured a hole through the rusted can nailed to the post next to him. She had chosen not to use him as a target, thank the Mother. Keeping his face a passive mask was at odds with the relief surging through him. “That’s my girl.”

      “That could have been your head, dumbass, and I am not your girl.”

      Well, that much was certainly true. Keeping his mouth shut until the weapon was safely stowed seemed like an incredibly practical idea at the moment.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” she all but snarled the words. Aggression was her defense mechanism to hide her vulnerability. She was hurting because of him, which meant that on some level she still cared. If only this was as simple as reaching for her, cradling her in his arms to erase her pain.

      His gaze followed her telum until it was holstered, then he spread his hands and allowed his grin to widen, just a little. “I was in the solar system and thought I’d stop in to see an old friend.”

      “And maybe get a little whoopee while you’re here, I bet?”

      He gave his shoulders a casual shrug.

      “Go to hell.” She turned and stalked down the hill in the direction of her cube.

      Damn. But she wasn’t getting away that easily. Terrians had a saying, when in Rome, do as the Romans do. It actually had very little to do with Rome, and everything to do with adjusting to the foreign land you were in. He’d managed to make that adjustment once before, and he would do so again. Especially since he planned to live the rest of his life in Simone’s “Rome”, if all went well.

      He jumped off the fence rail to follow, matching her pace and keeping the distance between them respectful but consistent. This was not going the way he’d imagined at all, but he wasn’t giving up.

      She whirled around to face him, her lip curled. “I thought Matiran men weren’t allowed to pursue women.”

      A sarcastic laugh threatened to ruin any chance he had with her, so he pushed it back down into the darkest depths of himself. Hopefully it would stay there. “Since when did we ever observe Matiran protocol, Simone?” That wasn’t much better than just outright laughing. He was blowing it, big time.

      Her lips parted, and her eyes took on a far-away look of recollection. Which encounter was she recalling? The time in the network of caves behind the horses stable at Camp One, or the day he’d dispatched the Anferthian patrol who were taking her back to the slave ship?

      Those sexy dark eyes blinked, and she straightened. The moment lost in a memory was over. A harrumph sound accompanied the nasty scowl she gave him, then she continued her march toward her door. Good thing he had done that work on the ID reader. With the lock engaged, it would slow her down enough that maybe he’d have time to come up with something convincing to say. Or something witty. No, probably not. There was that little problem of him not being a conversationalist.

      Her hand reached out, her fingers curling around the door handle. It didn’t succumb to the pressure she exerted. She wiggled it again.

      Time to fess up. “Your ID reader works again.”

      Narrowed eyes shot unspoken accusations at him. “How did you know it was broken?” The same eyes widened with comprehension. Things were about get worse. “You’ve been stalking me?”

      “Surveilling is a much nicer word.” And more appropriate. However, judging by the flush rising on her cheeks, that was nowhere near the right thing to say.

      “How long?” she asked through her barred teeth.

      Ska. It could be that not coming directly to her door when he’d arrived had been a miscalculation. She would kill him for this. “Long enough to learn your routine.” Did she really just growl?

      “I don’t have enough food for the both of us.”

      That was better than her describing how she intended to gut him and feed his entrails to the coyotes. “I’d be happy if you would just lock your door while you’re out.”

      “Yeah, against whom, exactly?” She swung her arms out as if he had failed to notice the lack of humanity living nearby. The absence had both relieved and grated on him all week, not that she would know. And maybe it wasn’t others she needed to worry about.

      Simone’s eyes widened at whatever expression had just crossed his face, then she turned away and smacked the ID reader. Holy Mother, she was abusive of that little piece of technology.

      She disappeared inside the cube, but didn’t close the door. Interesting. That was as good as an invitation, and besides, he wanted to see her face when she walked into her kitchen. He removed the hat and stepped in behind her.

      “Where’d you get those? Hawai’i?” She pointed at the hibiscus flowers on the tiny kitchen table.

      “Yes.”

      The look on her face was priceless. She wore incredulous well. He held her gaze as he hung his hat on a hook, then swung the door shut.

      Uncertainty, and something softer, flashed in her deep brown eyes. “You’re impossible.”

      That was an undebatable statement of fact. Almost a compliment. “So are you. Sit down.”

      “I need to feed Buck and Ranger.”

      “The animals have been cared for.” If that had been her last-ditch escape effort, she hadn’t put much heart into it. If she really wanted him gone, she’d be kicking his sorry blue ass back outside already. “Sit. Your dinner’s ready.”

      He shoved his hands into the thermo-gloves and opened the oven door. The peppery aroma of the meaty meal enveloped him, and he inhaled deep through his nose. Behind him, a chair scraped across the floor. Good, she was hungry enough not to argue. He moved the cooking pot to the table. “This is a Matiran dish, and yes, I did bring it all the way from Matir.” Dipping a spoon into the stew-like dish, he gave it a stir. A fresh tantalizing wave of spicy deliciousness wafted up on the steam, much like Terrian beef, but richer. “The meat is from a native animal you’ve never heard of, and bears no resemblance or relationship to koalas. It’s not even remotely cute.”

      Trox maximus were downright ugly and damn vicious, especially if their dens were disturbed. Trox-in-a-pot was the only civil way to encounter the beasts. He lowered himself into the remaining chair. Simone raised the morsel on her fork to her mouth and slipped it between her full lips—lips he had missed kissing for far too long because of his stupidity.

      “This is good, Graig. Really good,” she said, a touch of wonder in her voice.

      Another small victory. He gave her a smile, and turned his focus to his own meal. A peaceful silence descended over them, comfortable and familiar. This was how he’d imagined spending his life, right here, with this woman at his side. But small talk and one well-made meal weren’t going to be enough to convince her.

      She set her fork on her plate. “Why did you come here, Graig? Honestly.”

      And there it was, the question he had longed for and feared all at once. Honesty. That’s what she wanted to hear, so that’s what he’d give her. To do less would be insulting. He leaned forward and met her gaze.

      “All my life, every time I’ve done anything, it’s been well thought out. Something I am good at, and something that makes me happy, or at least satisfied. After leaving you out there at the fence, it took me two months, and a sound thrashing from Alex, to figure out that I was no longer happy. It took five months more to secure my early discharge from the Guardians.”

      The corners of her mouth pulled down in a frown. “That’s seven months, space cowboy. You’ve been gone for eight.”

      His heart stuttered. She’d used the nickname she’d given him while they were still back in Camp One. That must be a good sign, right? Time to drop the stoic mask he usually presented to the world and allow her to see the regret he had hidden all these months, and the love for her that he still carried in his heart. “I spent most of the last month on Matir with my family. I was there to say good-bye.” And to hunt down a wild trox maximus for this dinner.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t plan to go back.” Especially since it would likely mean leaving her behind. She’d made it abundantly clear her place was here helping her people recover. “I made a poorly-thought-out choice eight months ago because it seemed like the right thing to do. I enjoyed being a Guardian and in charge of security, and was damn good at it. There was no reason why I shouldn’t continue on that path. It’s the most miserable I’ve been.

      “Simone, never in my life have I been happier than when we were together. Everything I have ever had or done pales compared to the time I spent with you. I don’t expect that you’ll take me back, certainly not easily, but I had to at least let you know how it’s been for me. And how sorry I am for tearing us apart.” He took in a deep breath and held her gaze. “I love you, and that will never change. However, if you want me to go, I’ll go.” It would kill him, but there was nothing in this universe he wouldn’t do for her, even to his own detriment.

      She didn’t move except to blink. The old Terr clock on the wall ticked off the seconds. For the first time ever, he couldn’t decipher what she might be thinking.

      Finally, she stood, stacked their dishes and carried them to the sink. “You know, I’ve never heard you say that much at once, ever.” She kept her back to him as she spoke, a sign she wasn’t receptive to his words. This didn’t bode well.

      “Do you need time to think?” It was a weak attempt on his part to extend what appeared to be their final moments.

      She nodded, still not turning to meet his gaze. “Meet me at the fence in one hour.”

      If that’s what she needed, then so be it. He rose from the chair, gathered his belongings then stepped out into the last vestiges of twilight.
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* * *

      The Terrian moon wasn’t quite as full as it had been three nights ago, but there was a stark beauty to its clear white glow. Strange in an alien sort of way, compared to Matir’s two moons, one of which gave off a golden shimmer and the other a pink. Even so, this was a view he’d give anything to have for life.

      He glanced at Simone’s cube. One Terr hour was almost passed and the light from the kitchen window still spilled onto the flower bed below. What if she didn’t come out? What if she decided to lock her door and crawl into her bed alone?

      Another Terr minute passed. A deep aching pit opened in the vicinity of his heart. How long after the allotted hour should he give her? Fifteen minutes? Thirty? Another hour? Or maybe he should just walk now?

      The glorious sound of her cube door opening reached his ears. His heart rate ramped up. She was coming, but what would she say? What was her decision? He tried to swallow, but his mouth seemed unusually dry. The moonlight shone on her white blouse, and he could just make out the sway of her jean-clad hips.

      She stopped a short distance away, her hands shoved into the pockets of her jacket. If only he could see her eyes.

      “It gets pretty dull around here. If you stayed, what would you do?” she asked, softly.

      Thank the Mother, this was a question he’d anticipated and was prepared to answer. Her asking questions must be a good sign, but there were no guarantees. “You still need green-houses for your work. As I recall, you wanted to make your home self-sustaining by planting and raising your own food. I can make that happen.” That, and so much more, like the student dorm, a chicken coop, and maybe even a pen for some of those mildly annoying yet extremely useful Terrian creatures called goats. But, once built, he would need other things to do. Long-term commitments. “I’ve also been told I’m a fairly decent self-defense magister. It would be a good way to give back to the people who have given me so much.” Add a training cube to the mental list of projects.

      She stood silent and unmoving, possibly considering his words. But the moment stretched and his palms prickled. The urge to wipe them against his jeans was nearly overwhelming his common sense.

      “You love me?” Her question was so soft he almost missed it.

      “With every fiber of my being, Simone.”

      “What if you discover you’ve made another mistake?”

      It was a fair question, and his answer must convince her to trust him, believe in him. “Mistakes can get a man killed. This one’s been killing me for eight months. I am not making another mistake.”

      “For life?”

      His breath hitched in his chest. Could it be? “For life.”

      “We’re doing it right this time, you know.”

      “Anything less would be unacceptable.” He was going all in and never looking back.

      Her right hand came out of her jacket pocket and she raised it, palm toward him. The Promise of Faith, a Matiran tradition of pressing palms to seal a pledge between a couple to work together toward making their relationship a life commitment. This was what he’d hoped and prayed for, and what he would nurture and grow until the day he died. He mirrored her action with his left hand as she came toward him until her palm pressed against his.

      He allowed his Gift to flow through him until the light of it encompassed his hand. By its glow he could see hope in her eyes…and love. Mother knew he had never stopped loving this woman, even though he’d been too blind to see it for a while.

      “I love you too, Graig.” The huskiness of her whisper touched his heart. Then she was on her toes, offering him the lips he’d longed to kiss earlier. He lifted her up against him, tucking his hands under her bottom as she wrapped her legs around his waist. This woman, this beautiful, sensuous woman, had once again done the unexpected. She’d taken him back, and he’d never give her a reason to regret that decision. She was his life, now and forever.
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      I am the dog, the guardian of this place, and I survey my domain as I lay here in my yard, warming myself in a spot of sunshine. I really love the cold-damp season the best because it rains, and rain is glorious. It makes puddles, and those are my favorite things. Although, it hasn’t rained for almost a week and now all the puddles are gone. Most disappointing. Now I have to figure out what to do for the rest of the day. Buck is always up for a gallop around the field, and racing him is so much fun.

      The sound of the cube door opening catches my attention and I lift my head.

      “Up, Ranger. We have things to do today.”

      Graig! I bound to my feet and dance in light-footed circles around him. I love Graig. We have the most fun days together while Mommy is with the others. And it looks like our first stop today is to check on the feather-balls in the new coop.

      “Looks like the new shock barrier kept the coyotes out of the chicken coop last night.” Graig looks at me and bares his teeth—a smile. His happy look. Sometimes he gives me a treat when I smile back, so I’m good at that now. “Where were you, by the way? Inside being spoiled by Simone, again?”

      I swing my tail from side to side. Silly two-legger. The feather-balls were safe because the yippers didn’t come last night. He has no idea I chased down one of them yesterday just before sundown. Its body is at the farthest edge of the field as a warning to the rest of its pack. Stay away.

      Graig chuckles. “Whatever, girl. C’mon, let’s go for a run, then you can help me survey the area where I plan to build a training cube.”

      Run. I love to run. If we are out in the field I can show him the yipper. Graig turns and jogs toward the trees beyond the hill with the fence he likes to sit on. Bummer. Looks like we’re taking a run through the forest today. I’ll have to show him my first kill later.

      After our run, Graig goes to the barn and gets some short, pointed sticks. He puts one in the ground and walks a little ways in a straight line. Then he pushes another pointed stick in the ground. He does this a few more times, then starts doing some other things that I don’t understand. So, I trot a short distance away and lie down to keep watch. While he does whatever he’s doing, I will guard him because he is the Mommy’s mate, and Mommy is the Alpha.

      When the sun is high above, Graig whistles and we go back to the cube. I wait outside until he comes out again with food and sits on the bench under the tree. We always wait for Mommy to come and eat with us. But, sometimes, if I put my head in his lap and look at him long enough, he gives me my lunch early.

      He scratches just behind my ears with his fingers. “Nice try, Ranger, but we’ll wait for Simone.”

      I had to try. I sigh, close my eyes, and swish my tail over the dirt. This man is good, and a perfect chin rest.

      “Here she comes, Ranger,” Graig murmurs.

      My eyes open. Mommy has just left the big building. I thump my tail on the ground.

      “Do you know how lucky we are she took us both in?” Graig is watching Mommy with a look that matches how I felt inside. Warm and happy. We are happy together, all three of us. Four, if I count Buck. My pack.

      “Do you know the Terrian saying ‘good things come in small packages’, Ranger?”

      He sounds happy. I thump my tail a little harder, but I keep watching Mommy.

      “Hey, you two,” Mommy calls. I jump up and run to greet her. “Hey, baby.”

      Mommy scratches my ears real good, then hugs Graig. They do that weird thing where they pressed their mouths together. It is a special greeting only the Alpha and her mate do. I’m not allowed to do that with them. Trust me, I’ve tried. But that is okay.

      “What’s for lunch?” Mommy asks.

      “Colf sandwiches.” Graig hands her a packet.

      “Sounds exotic.”

      “Matiran ham. Here’s the colf bone for you, Ranger.” He tosses something in the air and I jump up to grab it before it hits the ground.

      Oh, boy! A bone! I love bones. I take it over to gnaw on in front of the cube door. This is the best place to see the entire yard.

      “There are turkey buzzards circling something in the north field, near the edge of the trees,” Mommy says.

      “I’ll check it out this afternoon.”

      They continue talking, but I shut them out, focusing on the delicious colf bone. Good, so good.

      Quiet seems to come suddenly. I lift my head up, looking for danger. But there is none. Mommy is straddling Graig’s lap though, their mouths pressed together again. Then Graig stands up and Mommy wraps her legs around him. She makes a happy sound—a laugh.

      He strides toward me. “Stay, Ranger.” Those words I understand completely, even though they were mumbled against Mommy’s mouth. I duck my head when he steps over me, then turn to watch my two-leggers go inside.

      It’ll probably be a while before they come out again. It usually is. In the meantime—I cast a glance toward the bench. What a stroke of luck. They left their half-eaten sandwiches…
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      Teegan’s job as a hunter is to track down the Talented, those driven insane by their gifts. She and Ember, her psychically gifted fox, have tracked dozens of people for Cole, the man who works to rehabilitate and recover these troubled souls. When one of Cole’s most dangerous patients escapes, Teegan and Ember are on a hunt that could prove fatal if she doesn’t keep her focus on her mission. Unfortunately, Cole is proving one distraction that might make this her last hunt if she can’t do that.

      Can Teegan keep her heart and mind in the game long enough to save an entire planet’s population, or will her distraction lead to heartache – and possibly death for everyone?
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      When humanity stretched its wings and colonized planets far beyond the reaches of their own galaxy, new vistas were discovered. New science. Breakthroughs in not only space travel, terraforming, and colonization, but in the human body itself. Ways to enhance it. Humanity wanted men and women capable of settling harsh planets and surviving to thrive.

      Colonies grew into independent worlds with politics of their own. Empires rose and fell. Wars broke out between systems. Humans enhanced to be more were drafted as soldiers. Some empires turned to cloning to boost their numbers. Others relied on biotech that made people more than human. And the Talented were created: humans biologically enhanced with powerful psychic abilities that made them gods on the battlefield. Men and women designed to kill with a thought, to hunt specific targets, and find them anywhere in the universe.

      But eventually, all wars end.

      The newly established Commonwealth of Sovereign Planets brokered a hard-won peace. Territories became sovereign systems. And those who once created the Talented, who wielded them in battle with the precision of a surgeon’s laser, realized they had no more use for gods who might challenge the power of the new monarchy. They betrayed their loyal soldiers, sentencing them to death.

      The Talented did not go easily. Some disappeared into the populace, pretending to be merely human. Others fled to the fringes of occupied space, stealing ships and creating a fleet that even the Commonwealth Navy feared to challenge. They turned pirate, stealing what they needed to survive. Telepaths, hunters, and assassins, they established their own colonies outside of the Commonwealth. And down through the generations, their gifts bred true.
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      It was the wrong season.

      A thin layer of snow blanketed the ground, covering the sway of silver grasses and sticking to the pealing redbark trees lining Teegan’s property. The colorful slab of dorite flecked with flashes of bright gold and deep blue that normally formed the centerpiece to her garden was hidden beneath a frost of white. More flakes fell from a winter-gray sky, slowly gathering in the peculiar silence that blanketed the world at first snowfall.

      Except this was summer.

      Teegan stared at the snow, brow furrowed. A flash of silver and copper caught her eye as something streaked across the ground. The figure vanished a moment later, but paw prints formed a trail moving toward her. Teegan relaxed and stepped off her back porch, sandaled feet crunching through the thin crust of ice.

      It wasn’t cold. That was her first thought. Wearing only a thin silk robe and an old pair of sandals, she should have been freezing. But looking down at her bare toes, her smooth black skin stark against the white, she felt perfectly comfortable. No fog of breath misted the air in front of her face, and no goose bumps shivered across her body.

      Soft fur brushed beneath her hand. A moment later the air shimmered, and Ember appeared beside her, sitting demurely with her elegant, thick tail wrapped around her feet. She resembled pictures Teegan had seen of ancient animals called foxes, but Ember was kith-vos, a species native to this world, Tarsiss Prime. And Ember was no simple animal. The kith were every bit as intelligent as their human bond-mates. Perhaps more so. They held mysteries, Teegan was sure, that remained unknown to the humans who colonized their world three centuries ago.

      And they shared the psychic abilities of the Talented.

      It’s snowing, Ember said. Her mental voice was clear and melodic. She tilted her head in an expression of confusion that looked almost human.

      “I know.”

      Ember looked up at Teegan with a glint in her blue eyes. Her fur rippled in the wind. She was almost entirely a silver color that disappeared against the brightness of snow, but tufts of red circled her eyes like a mask, and tipped the end of her tail and each paw, as though they’d been dipped in the color. It is high summer. It does not snow in high summer, Teegan. There was a distinct tone of disapproval to the kith’s mental voice. As if she couldn’t abide the sky spitting snow in the wrong season.

      But she was right. Teegan cast her gaze back over her garden. Flowers that should have been blooming – that had been, only the day before – lay dormant. The redbark trees stood like silent sentries, stark limbs stretched toward the sky with none of the brilliant green leaves that should have been waving in the breeze.

      During high summer, Tarssis Prime’s orbit carried the planet along its closest pass around the system’s star as it made its oblong journey. Temperatures soared, and there was no possibility of snow, even on the coldest day.

      Teegan turned abruptly and walked back into her house. Silently, Ember followed her, ears flicked back as she picked up on her bond-mate’s mood.

      Wrong season. No chill in the air. There was only one explanation that was plausible: this wasn’t real. She was in a psychic landscape, one she hadn’t created. In reality, she was probably still asleep in her bed, Ember a warm presence curled up beside her.

      Only the most powerful telepaths could pull off something like this. Teegan could count the number she knew personally on one hand. She lived on a planet of Hunters, a people with the primary Talent of tracking and finding anyone, anywhere. Many of them also possessed telepathy, but it rarely manifested as more than a basic Talent among her people.

      Getting past her shields would take someone she trusted.

      She folded her arms stiffly, anger tightening her jaw. She took a deep breath, closing her eyes and mentally counting to ten in a futile attempt at holding on to her temper. “Cole.” She hadn’t spoken his name in years, but it had to be him. The only time he’d ever been to Tarssis had been during winter. He’d seen the snow sticking to the redbark trees.

      “You wouldn’t open my messages.” The sound of his voice, low with a hint of gravel, shivered through her. It had been so long since they’d spoken, she’d forgotten the effect it had. Teegan opened her eyes.

      He was standing in her house. He looked exactly the same. Cole Madras was a big man, tall and broad, with the muscular look of a soldier. His hair was dark and long enough to brush his shoulders. A few strands of gray threaded through it, catching the light. Cole wasn’t the sort to use nanites or dye to hide the changing color. His face was more arresting than handsome, strong and square with a few lines around his expressive mouth, and at the corners of his eyes. Hazel, his eyes had always reminded Teegan of the forest. Green and brown and full of secrets. His skin was lighter than her own, browned by the sun.

      Emotions too complicated to untangle closed her throat and held her frozen for an endless moment. Funny, how the mind created physical responses in a completely mental environment.

      “I didn’t want to hear them. I didn’t want to see you.” Liar. It had taken all of her self-control to ignore those messages.

      “That much was obvious.” Nothing showed on his face, no hint of emotion to tell her how he felt about it. Not that she couldn’t guess. Cole had never completely understood her choice to walk away.

      The moment filled with tension as they looked at one another, the past hanging unspoken between them. Teegan was caught between memorizing every line of his face, and desperately wishing she could wake up and forget this ever happened. Her gut churned with the roil of emotion.

      Cole! Teegan, you did not tell me that Cole sent us messages. Ember’s voice was reproving as she bounced across the space between them to dance around Cole’s feet. It broke the tension. Cole leaned down and drew a hand over Ember’s head and down her back, stroking the kith. Ember preened, licking his hand when he drew it back. We have missed you, Cole.

      “Speak for yourself.” Teegan couldn’t stop the words, and she studiously ignored the look her bond-mate gave her.

      But you did miss him, Teegan. Ember’s thought was sent on a private mental thread. Cole would not hear it unless the kith wished him to.

      You know I can’t tell him that, Ember.

      You can, Teegan. You don’t wish to. Those are two different things. Sometimes the kith’s literal way of looking at the world made certain things hard to explain. Like why Teegan had cut Cole from her life seven years ago and never looked back. Had it really been seven years? Time certainly moved quickly. Seeing him, it felt like yesterday.

      She cleared her throat. “Who gave you docking permission?” Outsiders didn’t come to Tarssis without the express permission of one of the eleven ruling families. The Hunters preferred to remain largely separate from their pirate brethren. And there was no possibility that Cole could have concocted this elaborate telepathic landscape if he wasn’t on planet. He was powerful with uniquely specialized gifts, but reaching across space to do something like this just wasn’t possible.

      “House Khallin.”

      Teegan felt something painful stab through her, even though she’d half expected it. Thanks, Mom. To her credit, her mother probably thought she was doing Teegan a favor. She’d been complaining for years that Teegan spent too much time isolated from others. But, damn it, she was thirty-eight years old. She didn’t need her mother interfering in her choices, however well-intentioned it might be.

      “Well, you can go ahead and depart back to your rock. I’m not interested in whatever you have to say.” She deliberately made her tone flippant and mocking.

      Cole’s mouth thinned. He lived on an asteroid that had barely managed the terraforming necessary to be livable. But he took an absurd pride in what he’d accomplished there, and Teegan knew it. Black Rock would never be luxurious, but Cole had made something of the place, building inside the asteroid, so to the outward eye it looked uninhabited and unworthy of further inspection. But inside, Cole and his team used caves, tunnels and solar reflectors to redirect energy from the system’s star to inside the asteroid. He’d built not only living facilities, but vast gardens to grow fresh fruit and vegetables. The asteroid had pockets of water and underground rivers and lakes that Cole had harnessed for both energy and life. It was beautiful, in a harsh and wild way. But Teegan made it sound like just another piece of floating space junk.

      “I’m not here to talk.” Cole pushed aside her insult, almost visibly shrugging it off. “I’m here for your help.”

      Teegan arched an eyebrow. “That’s too bad. We don’t have a contract anymore. Find someone else.”

      “I need you.”

      She waved a hand toward the door. “You’re on a planet full of Hunters, Cole. You don’t need me.”

      “You’re wrong.” The look in his eyes said he was talking about a lot more than whatever job he had for her. Teegan looked away, unable to hold that gaze for long.

      “I can’t help you.” The words came out softer than she intended. Still sitting beside Cole, Ember whined quietly. With the psychic bond they shared, her bond-mate could feel Teegan’s emotions.

      Letting the personal go for the moment, he switched tactics. “I need a Hunter, Tey.” She flinched hearing that nickname again. Cole was the only one who ever used it.

      “I told you. You’re on a planet full of them.”

      “No one else has a firsthand imprint of this mind.”

      Teegan froze. A Hunter tracked people through a psychic impression of their thoughts. Everyone’s mind was a unique mix of their own personality, memories, emotions, and experiences. It was more unique than a fingerprint, as individual as DNA. Once a Hunter felt the imprint of someone’s mind, they never forgot it.

      Hunters sometimes gained these signatures secondhand. An impression from a mental connection the individual shared with someone else. Teegan had once tracked a small boy lost in the wilderness by pulling his mental imprint from his mother’s thoughts. It was imperfect, like a smudged picture, but it could work. A firsthand imprint was a thousand times better.

      She stared at Cole. She’d helped him hunt down a number of Talented in the past. People who had, for one reason or another, tried to escape being sent to Black Rock. “Who?”

      She knew before he said it. She could see it on his face, and her lungs were already starting to constrict before he spoke the name.

      “Deacon Harlow.”

      She could hear the sorrow in his voice, the heaviness that lay beneath the stark grimness of that name. But she wasn’t looking at Cole anymore. She stared at nothing, and struggled to keep her breathing even. She didn’t technically need air here, in this construct. But her sleeping body did. And she had no doubt she was having a physical reaction in the real world.

      A warm weight pressed against her side, Ember whining low in her throat as she rubbed her cheek against Teegan in an attempt to comfort.

      “How?” She heard herself ask the question, but it was distant, like she was listening to someone else. Cole’s asteroid was a prison, of sorts. Talented who were mentally damaged, too dangerous to allow among a regular population, were sent to Black Rock, where Cole and his team of specialists tried to help and heal them. And in the meantime, keep them from hurting themselves or anyone else. It had extremely thorough security features, and Cole himself monitored the most dangerous guests. Deacon definitely counted among them.

      “The new queen. You felt the claiming?” he asked.

      “Everyone did.”

      When the Talented were created, the men who made them were clever. They added a safety feature, a woman with the Talent to influence them and bend them to her will. So that soldiers made for killing and war would always have an off switch if it became necessary. The women born with this Talent were called queens. It was the rarest of all gifts, but recently a new queen had been found. And she’d bonded the Talented to her, an effect that would be felt for years to come. There were some among the pirates, like Cole, who theorized that the connection to a queen was necessary. That some Talented who went mad did so because they lacked the feedback of that connection. Others argued that a queen was just another master, a yoke they had no desire to serve.

      It remained to be seen which was true. But for better or worse, the new queen had claimed many of the remaining Talented. Teegan had felt it. It brought her to her knees, the shockwave nearly causing her to black out.

      Her eyes flicked back to Cole. “The shockwave,” she said.

      He nodded. “I lost my grip on his mind. Only for a few moments, but…”

      “That’s all he would need.”

      She started to move past the shock. Deacon was free. Memories pushed at her, but she shoved them away, refusing to deal with them now. Not here. Not with Cole.

      “Six days.” Anger built within her as she counted back to the claiming in her mind. “He has a six-day head start.”

      Cole looked back without flinching. His expression remained neutral. “You wouldn’t take my messages.”

      She wanted to scream at him, to rage, to release her pent up emotions at a handy target. But he was right. She spun away from him, threading fingers through the heavy curls of her long black hair.

      She couldn’t use her Talent here. Bond-mates were unique. Somehow their link allowed the kith to speak telepathically, even in a mental construct like this. But Teegan’s other Talents were useless as long as she was in this dream that was quickly becoming a nightmare.

      “You have to let me wake up,” she said.

      “Teegan—”

      “I can’t track him here!”

      Cole paused, considering her. “So, you’ll come with me?”

      She closed her eyes. She could feel her heart pounding too fast, but couldn’t tell which emotion was driving it. Her dread of Deacon and what he might do, or her fear of what the next days with Cole would mean.

      “Yes,” she said. “I’ll come with you.”

      “My ship is fueled and ready to go.” Cole’s voice reflected his relief.  “I’ll be waiting at your family’s landing platform.”

      She nodded, not even turning around. She stared outside at the snow still falling. Cole’s presence faded first, and a moment later so did the snow. Then her house dissolved in a blur, and Teegan found herself sitting bolt upright in bed, her blankets tangled around her. Ember had already woken and jumped down to the floor. A flash of silver and red as the kith disappeared around the corner, her nose to the ground. Checking the house and grounds for an intrusion.

      Teegan let her go. Ember would feel better once it was done, and truthfully, so would she. The chances of Deacon coming here were so remote as to be laughable. No one landed on Tarssis without permission, and he had no way of knowing where she was.

      Unless he read it in Cole’s mind.

      The thought sent a shiver through her.

      No. Now was not the time to give in to paranoia. She scrambled from the bed and hurriedly dressed. She took no time to care for her appearance, barely delayed long enough to pack and grab a nutritional bar.

      She hadn’t been on a hunt in seven years. Not since the last time she’d seen Cole. And Deacon. Not since losing her brother, her first consort, and two best friends.

      She’d been on the verge of choosing Cole as her second consort when everything went to hell. Instead of gaining a life, a family, she lost it all. Multiple partner relationships had become more common in recent years, among both the pirates and Hunters. No one had been more surprised than Teegan when she realized her feelings for Cole were just as strong as what she felt for her first consort, Jarus. It had taken more than a year of working closely together before she felt ready to make that choice, until she was sure Jarus and Cole were as ready as she was. And then it was too late.

      Her hands shook as she buckled a disruptor to her thigh. She was about to hunt the man who stole everything from her. She stopped in the doorway, leaning over with her hands propped on her knees, struggling to breath. For a few awful seconds she thought she might vomit, but Ember brushed against her and the feeling faded.

      Teegan? Her bond-mate sounded worried.

      “I’ll be all right.”

      Perhaps someone else should take this hunt.

      “No one else would find him.”

      Ember padded silently beside her as they stepped outside into the summer sun. It was already warming into a hot day, and it was barely morning. Sweat trickled down Teegan’s back beneath the long sleeved, armored shirt she wore. It was flexible and light, as armor went, but still heavier than regular clothing.

      Maybe we shouldn’t, either, the kith said as Teegan sealed her house.

      “I’m not leaving that man to roam the universe unchecked.”

      Then I’m glad Cole will be with us.

      Teegan hesitated, but then shrugged. Ember was right. Doing this alone would be impossible. “Me too.”

      Good. Ember licked her hand, a gesture of love and approval. It’s a start.

      But a start to what? Teegan wasn’t so sure she wanted to know.
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      Teegan held herself with so much tension she looked tight enough to snap as she took the co-pilot’s chair. It hurt to watch, so Cole focused on the pre-flight check instead. He swore to himself, wishing for the thousandth time that any other circumstance could have been the catalyst to bringing them back together.

      Of course, nothing else would have been dire enough. Mother knew he’d tried over the last seven years, but Tey had stubbornly ignored his every attempt to reach out. It didn’t matter that he’d given her the space she so clearly needed, or that he’d tried to offer unconditional support in the wake of her losses. It didn’t matter that his specialty was healing the mind.

      It didn’t matter that he loved her. Sometimes, he thought that was the most damning thing of all. The thing she couldn’t abide. And after what had happened, could he blame her?

      All of his frustration drained away. He snuck another look at her, and noticed Ember curled up on the bench behind them. Back in the same place she’d occupied on their last space voyage together, nearly a decade ago. He nodded toward the kith-vos in greeting, and she closed one blue eye slowly and opened it again in what he could only describe as a deliberate wink.

      Well, maybe he had at least one ally.

      He cleared his throat, giving Teegan his full attention. “So, where are we headed?”

      She frowned, her hands clasped tightly together in her lap. He didn’t think she was aware of it, or of how her knuckles shown pale through her dark skin as her fingers gripped together. Hunting wasn’t an exact science, a fact he knew well from their previous trips. So much depended on the strength of the Hunter’s mental imprint of the target, on the distance between them, on the force of Talent involved. Teegan was gifted, but she was working alone now. She had no pack to draw upon.

      It was certainly not a factor he planned to bring up anytime soon.

      “I’m having trouble getting a sense,” she admitted after a moment.

      “You need to relax. You’re too tense.”

      The glare she shot his direction could have melted metal. He shrugged in response, unperturbed. Teegan being angry with him was nothing new, after all.

      He is right. It was unusual for Ember’s thoughts to be spoken so openly that he, too, could hear them. The kith was choosing to share them with Cole. He didn’t look in her direction, didn’t dare bring Teegan’s attention to her bond-mate’s inclusion of him. Hunters could get pretty protective of their kith, and the last thing he needed was another thing to fight with her about.

      Still, he took Ember’s attention as a good sign. If Teegan had truly hated him, that emotion would likely be mirrored by her companion.

      “All right.” Teegan blew out a breath, rolling her shoulders as she tried to release tension.

      Cole had the urge to help, but knew any effort from him would likely result in the opposite reaction. For a moment, he indulged in the memory of a time when that hadn’t been true. When he could’ve brushed her mind with a light mental touch and helped quiet her worries and fears. When he might have moved aside the heavy braid of dark hair falling down her back and massaged her shoulders and neck. When she would have welcomed either action from him.

      Then he pushed it aside. That was a long time ago.

      Teegan’s eyes were closed, allowing him the opportunity to study her and note any changes. There were a few. She’d lost weight, her curves a little less curvy. He frowned, not liking that. It made him wonder how unhappy she’d been. If she talked to anyone or just isolated herself. He got the impression from things her mother had carefully not said that the latter might be true. Her hair was longer, and just as unruly. Already it fought to free itself from the braid she’d tamed it into, curls springing free to frame her face. There were a few new lines, especially around the eyes, but otherwise her deep coffee skin was as smooth and luminous as he remembered. Her full lips were pressed tightly together, and he could see her angular jaw flex as she worked. She looked tired and afraid, but determined.

      His jaw clenched. He hated seeing her afraid. But he had no doubt she’d do her part. Teegan never backed away from anything. Except you. The traitorous voice in his head was his own. Ruthlessly, he silenced it.

      “I need a star chart.” Teegan’s voice interrupted his thoughts, and he quickly called one up for her. The image was three dimensional and filled the cockpit with a faint glow, systems lit with blue light, and planets showing yellow or red based on whether or not they were occupied. A few green space stations and colonized asteroids dotted here and there.

      Teegan glanced at him as she opened her eyes, a quick flash of amber eyes. “Thank you.”

      He nodded, saying nothing.

      She studied the chart for a moment, rotating the view. “Here,” she said at last, pinpointing a location. He stared.

      “Haven? Deacon went to Haven?” Horror made his words sound harsher than intended. Haven was a space station under pirate control, right on the edge of Commonwealth space. They moved a lot of black market goods through there.

      But that wasn’t the part that concerned him. The place was huge, home to at least thirty thousand people. Families.

      “I won’t know until we get closer, but that’s the general direction.” Teegan hesitated. “He might have bypassed it altogether. Or just stopped to change ships.”

      True. Deacon had stolen one of the two corvettes permanently docked at Black Rock. Cole and Teegan were sitting in the other. Haven would be an ideal place to dump the stolen ship and obtain a new, less traceable craft. In addition to the pirates who ran the place, it was popular with smugglers and mercenaries from the Commonwealth looking to find or offload difficult cargo.

      Cole swore. If Deacon had gone to Haven, he could only hope that nothing triggered him while he was there. He was an extremely unstable personality. A telekinetic, he’d spent a great deal of his life focused on the human body. Not a biokinetic, the rarest of the kinetic gifts, which naturally applied itself to cell manipulation and healing. But Deacon had been a surgeon, one who honed his telekinesis as a tool to aid in his profession. Once, he’d had the reputation for doing the impossible.

      Until a bioweapon killed his wife and daughter, and he’d been powerless to save them. A lot of Talented women died when Matera-D was unleashed on the pirate population, the virus killing indiscriminately as it targeted the unique genetics of Talented women. Many people grieved.

      Deacon broke.

      Cole had seen exactly what the man was capable of. Not just in application, but in every twisted memory in Deacon’s mind. Before Teegan and her team tracked him down, he’d been on a path to revenge, and he blamed the Commonwealth for the death of his family. The things he’d inflicted on those he’d targeted were raw and horrific. The work of someone in deep psychological pain determined for others to feel it as well. Cole didn’t want to imagine what would happen if he unleashed that pain on the station.

      “If he kills in such a populated place, he’ll bring station security down on him. He has a mission, a goal. And he’s always been very controlled.” Teegan didn’t look at him as she spoke. “I’m sure he won’t do anything to jeopardize that.”

      “Was I thinking so loud?” Cole hadn’t meant to project his worries so she would pick up on them. Surely she had plenty of her own. She flashed him a smile that squeezed his heart, it was so like how she used to look at him.

      “No. But I know you, Cole. I know how to read you without looking into your thoughts.”

      He held her gaze for long enough that the moment grew uncomfortable. She looked away, tucking a curl behind her ear. It was just going to spring back free a few seconds later.

      He grinned when it happened. Some things, at least, hadn’t changed.

      “What are you smiling about?”

      “Nothing.” He focused back on the astrogation panel, and entered the coordinates to plot the jump to Haven. “We’re three jumps out.” It would take several hours to complete them, to move through otherspace, the place that existed outside of time during space jumps. Normal propulsion would have taken years, decades to reach Haven. But a handful of jumps through otherspace made those light-years go by in a blink. “You should get some rest while we’re in transit, if you can. There may not be much chance to sleep after this.”

      She shivered, a whole body shudder that had Cole frowning in worry.

      “I can handle it,” she said stiffly.

      It pissed him off. “I didn’t say you couldn’t. I’ve never thought of you as weak or incapable, Tey. You know that. But Deacon’s no joke, and honestly, I’m a little worried that you’re going to have trouble leaving the personal out of this.”

      Her amber eyes spit fire when she looked at him. Here we go. Teegan yelling at him was at least an expression of emotion. Anything was better than that cold silence she’d spent the last seven years treating him to.

      “I said I’ve got it. You don’t need to worry about me. You don’t need to think about me.”

      “It’s about nine years too late for that.”

      She flinched, but he didn’t wish the words unsaid. Pretending their history had never happened wasn’t going to be good for either one of them. And damn it, he was tired of not talking to her, of never having the chance to say any of it.

      “That part of my life is long dead.”

      “That is such bullshit, Tey.”

      Furious, she leaned toward him. And all he could think about was how good she looked, how alive, with her eyes snapping fire, and a dark flush of anger darkening her cheeks.

      “You don’t get to decide.” She bit the words off, she was so mad.

      “Yeah? Neither do you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. You think because you want it to, the past just disappears? Trust me, Tey. I know better than anyone that you can’t outrun the past. It’s forever a part of you, whether you want it to be or not. Especially the big stuff. Family. Death. Love. You’re trying to forget all three. How’s that working out for you?”

      She stared at him mutely as the seconds ticked by. Then she shoved out of her chair and stalked back to the rear cabin, where passengers or extra crew usually strapped in.

      “I’m going to sleep,” she said, like it was her idea in the first place. “Wake me when we get there. And don’t talk to me before.”

      “Fine.” He glared at her retreating back. Ember jumped down from her spot on the bench, giving him a reproachful look.

      It’s better of she gets this out of her system now, he sent on a tight telepathic thread, just for the kith.

      She stopped in the entryway of the hatch leading out of the cockpit, surveying him with those blue eyes that seemed at once guileless and ageless. Maybe. The word sounded cautious. She hurts, Cole. Don’t hurt her more.

      Then she turned with a flick of her tail and was gone. He stared after her.

      “I’m trying not to,” he muttered to no one at all. “But sometimes old wounds have to bleed again to be cleansed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Three

        

      

    
    
      Teegan’s dreams were full of memories. First it was Joras, and even asleep her heart broke a little to see him again. Lean and athletic, her consort had been classically handsome, with sharp, angular features that somehow managed to be masculine and beautiful at the same time. Sometimes when she was awake, she tried to remember his face and couldn’t picture it clearly. In dreams, he was as flawless as if he stood next to her. Some part of her recognized that it wasn’t real, and maybe that’s why joy turned to sorrow, and sorrow turned to nightmare.

      When the dream turned, Joras was joined by the others. Her brother, Lorn. Her friends, Micah and Nathan. Her pack. They’d run together for six years. Twenty-seven successful hunts. And one failure.

      Technically, even that hunt succeeded. After all, Deacon was captured. He was taken, sent to Black Rock, held by Cole. But Teegan could never look at it as anything but a terrible mistake. A failure that cost her team their lives.

      By the time Cole shook her awake, she was cradling Joras in her arms, begging him not to go. Blood soaked her shirt, covered her hands. And Joras was already gone, his mental imprint fading from her mind.

      She sat up, blinking away the images, struggling through the grief and loss clogging her throat. Fortunately, Cole was already moving back into the cockpit.

      “Coming out of the last jump,” he said over his shoulder.

      Teegan took a deep breath and let it out. “Great.”

      She spent the next few minutes strapping in to the seat, and making sure Ember was secure in the sling beside her. She smiled faintly, fingering it. Cole must have put it up. But then, this was hardly the first time he’d traveled with kith. Ember was nestled safely within the pouch, which was secured to the seat beside Teegan with several safety straps. She peered up through the opening in the top.

      You slept poorly.

      I slept about as well as I expected, given everything that’s happening.

      You haven’t had the dreams in a long time.

      No. Teegan glanced at Cole’s back as the ship came out of the jump. I haven’t. Her stomach did a flip as they came out of otherspace, time seeming to stretch for a small eternity as it always did.

      Maybe this is good, Ember said. It surprised Teegan into looking down at her again. I’ve told you many times, holding on to the dead hurts you.

      Teegan looked away, saying nothing. She didn’t know how to let them go.

      Cole could help you.

      I don’t want Cole’s help.

      Ember huffed out a sigh, but dropped the subject.

      “Well?” Cole looked over his shoulder at her, and Teegan remembered what she was supposed to be doing.

      “Right. Give me a second.” She closed her eyes, thinking of the imprint of Deacon’s mind. The unique shape to him that was all his own. It glowed with a warm, red and gold light. Faint before, it tugged strongly at her now, pulling her in the direction of the station. Her heart pounded. “He’s here.”

      Cole swore. Teegan understood his frustration immediately. It was good they’d found him so quickly, but bad it was in so populated a place, one which could not be easily maneuvered through or quietly evacuated. What she’d told Cole earlier was true. Deacon had a mission, and he wouldn’t jeopardize it easily. But when he was cornered, he would do anything to preserve it. Teegan knew that first hand. And there were a lot of potential hostages on Haven.

      “I’ll coordinate with station security.” Cole sounded grim. “We need to keep this as quiet as possible. We don’t want to start a panic.” A few moments passed. “Jack’s arranged a private docking port for us. He’ll meet us at the airlock.”

      “Jack?”

      “He leads Haven. We grew up together.”

      Cole was born on Ardon, the largest colony world in pirate space, and the first one they’d settled three hundred years ago. Teegan knew he still missed it, still thought of it as home. Or he had, seven years ago. She supposed she didn’t know that anymore. Seven years was a long time. A lot could have changed. But not how he feels about you. She frowned at the whispered thought. Her own. She pushed it aside. It didn’t matter anymore.

      Docking was always a tricky business, but Cole was a competent pilot. They connected with the airlock seal with hardly a bump. She and Ember could have remained unsecured and been fine, but it was always best to be cautious. Teegan had been through her share of rough landings.

      The man who waited for them on the other side of the airlock had a serious look to him. He was not quite as tall or broad as Cole, but then Cole was a large man. Jack’s dark hair and beard were both cut short and neatly trimmed. His blue eyes missed nothing, taking in her, Ember and Cole in a quick, thorough glance. He nodded to each of them in turn, even Ember.

      Clearly, he’d spent time with Hunters before.

      I like him, Ember said, and Teegan glanced at her in surprise. The kith rarely formed such quick judgments of people, but evidently Jack made a good impression.

      Beside her, Cole and Jack exchanged a hand clasp in greeting. Teegan got the feeling it would have been a lot more jovial under different circumstances.

      “Tell me about this fugitive.” Jack wasted no time.

      “Deacon Harlow. Former surgeon. Powerful telekinetic, and extremely skilled at applying that Talent to the human body. He used to perform lifesaving surgeries without ever picking up a laser scalpel, because using Talent allowed him to be more precise, to feel with his mind instead of just looking with his eyes.”

      Jack rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Yeah, I’ve read about his technique. My chief doctor here actually studied with one of Deacon Harlow’s students. She doesn’t rely completely on her Talent, but she’s done some amazing things with it.” He frowned. “Rumor has it Deacon went a little mad after his wife and daughter died.”

      “Rumor would be correct, in this case. He blames the Commonwealth, the nulls.” Cole was referring to humans with no Talent, the head blind that populated the Commonwealth.

      “Well, we all did right after it happened. But the Commonwealth is a big place. Lots of systems, lots of planets, and a hell of a lot of people.”

      “Yes. Deacon’s not so particular on which of them he takes his revenge on. He’s dangerous, Jack. The last time we went after him, he killed an entire pack of Hunters.”

      Jack’s eyes flicked to Teegan. “So, this time you only brought one?”

      Teegan didn’t flinch from the skepticism in his eyes. “I’m the only one who can track him. The only Hunter with an imprint. And I work alone.”

      “Unusual.”

      She didn’t bother replying to his unspoken question. “He’s here on your station, and we need to hunt him quietly. If he feels cornered, there’s no predicting what he might do.”

      “We have a lot of families here. And…” Jack hesitated. “We also have a lot of nulls. More than you might expect. Sitting on the fringes of Commonwealth territory, dealing in the goods we do, we get a lot of black market dealers coming through. Smugglers, thieves, mercenaries. That sort of thing. Some of them travel with their families, too.” He looked worried. “Just how concerned do we have to be that he’ll attack someone here?”

      Teegan and Cole exchanged a look.

      “The quieter we can keep things,” said Cole firmly, “the better off we’ll be. Haven isn’t his endgame. I’ve spent a lot of time in Deacon’s mind. He’s headed into Commonwealth space, and this is the perfect place to do it. Probably just stopped here to refuel or change ships, get supplies. The corvette he stole had limited stock. He’ll sell what he can to buy what he needs, and then he’ll be gone.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      “Keep your people back and out of the way, but be ready to move. Once we locate Deacon, things could get ugly real fast. Using other people as shields is something he specializes in, and his telekinesis is powerful. He honed it for small, precise work, but I’ve seen him move an entire capital ship out of orbit.”

      “So, he could rip apart this station.” Jack sounded angry now. “Why the fuck is this guy still alive? You caught him once, why not kill him?”

      Teegan answered before Cole could. She couldn’t hide the bitterness in her voice. “Because certain members of the Core wanted to see what could be learned from him. He trained a handful of people in his methods, but none of them were as good as he is. Biokinesis is so rare, they wanted to see if they could duplicate what he did.” She didn’t look at Cole, but she could feel him watching her.

      Jack swore. The Core was a ruling body made up of the most powerful pirates. Since he commanded such an important hub in Haven, Teegan would be surprised if he himself wasn’t a member. But not all decisions were voted on by the entire group, and if the pirate king had been among those who decided, or a majority already ruled in favor of keeping Deacon alive, Jack might never have been consulted.

      “That’s just great.” Jack’s tone made it clear it was anything but. “I am really tempted to kick you both off my station and just let this guy leave. You can chase him into the Commonwealth, away from me and mine.”

      “But you won’t.” Cole sounded very certain.

      “No, damn it. I won’t. As I said, we have a lot of nulls here. I can’t take the chance that he targets them. So we’ll do this your way.” He lifted a finger, jabbing it in Cole’s direction. “But I’m telling you right now, if killing this guy is the best way to take him, to keep everyone safe, that is what you do. I don’t give a fuck what the rest of the Core or even the Mother-damned Queen says.”

      “Understood.”

      Teegan was surprised Cole didn’t argue. She’d wanted to kill Deacon seven years ago, and he hadn’t let her. It was just one of the reasons she’d walked away. He must have felt the weight of her surprised stare, because he glanced at her.

      I’m not making the same mistake twice, Tey. I’ve had seven years to work with him, to try and heal what’s broken in his mind and understand what he did and how. I’m done trying.

      She held his gaze for a long moment, then nodded. Something within her relaxed. She’d been dreading having to fight Cole on this again, she realized. It meant a lot that he was stepping aside no matter what the Core said, and finally supporting her.

      He did not argue before because of the Core, Ember said unexpectedly.

      What? Of course he did.

      No. He argued to protect you.

      That makes no sense. Deacon killed my first consort. My brother. My team. If Cole wanted to protect me, he should have let me kill him!

      The kith gave a small, violent shake of her head. Not a denial, but more a physical response to confusion. Teegan had seen her do it before whenever humans did something especially baffling.

      Cole sees inside the minds of broken people. He did not want you to become one of them. Killing sometimes does this. I do not understand. Killing an enemy is natural. But it is why Cole fought you.

      Teegan processed this. Why did you never tell me before?

      You did not ask. The simple answer was at once infuriating and typical of the kith. He was not yet one of your mates. Ember’s ears twitched as she looked up at Teegan, and she knew that for the kith, that explained everything.

      They rarely interfered in their bond-mates personal lives, unless it was something that deeply affected their family unit. The first time she and Cole clashed over Deacon, it had been in the wake of Joras’ death. Ember would have felt Teegan’s grief over losing her mate above all else, and ignored the extra hurt of Cole’s betrayal as less important. It didn’t matter that Teegan had been on the verge of choosing Cole as her second consort and making him part of that family unit. She hadn’t actually done so yet, so Cole was just a friend. Someone Ember liked, but nowhere near as important to her bond-mate’s future as Joras had been.

      It’s okay. It wouldn’t have changed anything. In fact, Teegan was pretty sure it would have made her more furious. She was still in the throes of loss and grief when Cole refused to let her kill Deacon. She’d raged at him, even when she thought he was defying her on orders from the Core. How much worse would she have reacted if she’d realized he was choosing it for himself, to protect her?

      The past was the past. Maybe it was time she started letting some of it go. She was here now, today, hunting Deacon again. And this time, he would not escape justice for the things he had done.
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      Being on Haven was an odd sensation for Cole. He’d spent so much of the past decade isolated with his team at Black Rock, being around so many minds again gave him a headache. He tightened his shields, trying to stay focused. His telepathy was easy to keep leashed, but his gift for mind healing was always on, always connected. He had to ignore the faint traces of mental and emotional pain in the people around him, and that was much harder.

      Worst of all was Teegan’s mind. So close, he couldn’t help but feel the dark threads splicing through her thoughts, trying to dig into her consciousness and tear her down. It would be so easy to reach in and grapple each one until it released and vanished. It would also be an unforgiveable violation of trust. She’d made it very clear she wanted nothing from him, however bitter a pill that was to swallow.

      Ember bumped his leg as she moved between them, and he glanced down. The kith  flicked her tail at him, a gesture he knew wasn’t accidental.

      I know, he sent, irritated. It wasn’t like he was going to follow through on his thoughts. It just hurt to be this close to her and held at such a distance.

      Give her time. He almost jolted when Ember spoke to him, though it was happening enough now, he should be getting used to it.

      Should I take that as encouragement?

      She turned her head and nipped lightly at his heel as he stepped forward, so fast no one else caught it. But he sure as hell felt the warning in the snap of her teeth. My loyalty is to Teegan. Don’t forget.

      As if he could.

      But… Worry clouded the kith’s voice. She has spent too long alone. She needs more than only me.

      He found that encouragement enough, for now. But Ember wasn’t done.

      She still loves you.

      He almost tripped over his own feet.

      Ember gave him a reproachful look. But she needs time to remember. You will give her this time.

      “Sure. Yeah.” He didn’t realize he’d spoken aloud until Teegan looked at him oddly. He forced a smile. “Talking to myself.”

      He wasn’t sure she believed him, but after a moment, she shrugged and let it go.

      They were moving into the largest area of the station, the central hub. The pirates had turned it into a market with shops, restaurants, and vendors set up all around it. It was also the most populated section, with not only station residents eating or shopping, meeting friends or making deals, but also many of the stations’ transient population doing the same things. Those visiting to pick up cargo or refuel.

      Teegan stopped, and Cole bit back a curse. This is where he is?

      She nodded.

      Well, wasn’t that just the worst case scenario. He watched as a couple of kids ran by, one chasing the other as they played some kind of game. Lot of possible targets here.

      Too many, she agreed. We need to get him away from here.

      He raised an eyebrow. Any suggestions?

      She hesitated. “Yes. One.”

      She knelt down next to Ember, lightly touching the back of the kith’s head with one hand. They were obviously having some kind of mental conversation. But this time it excluded him. He tried not to feel left out.

      A moment late Ember gave a soft yip and vanished. Cole blinked. He never got used to that, though it was a common Talent among all of the kith races. He wasn’t sure if it was some kind of camouflage or just a way of mentally redirecting everyone’s thoughts away from them, but effectively they could disappear. Become invisible.

      “Care to fill me in?” he asked.

      “Deacon knows what kith are. More, he’ll remember one as distinctive as Ember. He doesn’t want to be found or stopped. I think if he catches a glimpse of her, he’ll run.”

      “You’re using Ember to drive him back toward his ship.”

      “Yes.”

      “Hell of a risk.”

      “Maybe.”

      He could tell by the tightness around her eyes that she was worried, so he didn’t press it. She knew better than anyone just what Deacon was capable of. She was trusting Ember to lead him away without exposing herself to his Talent. And it had to be damn hard.

      “She’s smart,” he said. “Fast. She’ll be fine.”

      Teegan nodded. “I know.” But she flashed him a small, grateful smile, and he drank it in, savoring the moment.

      Maybe Ember was right, and he just needed to be patient.

      Teegan took a breath. “I think I need to disappear, too. If he sees me, who knows what he might do.” Before he could respond, she shimmered out of view. Hunters could often access their bond-mates Talents, and vice versa.

      Which left him the odd man out. It was not a good feeling.

      Move around the left side. Slowly. I’ll keep you updated. You should be outside his line of sight.

      That didn’t make him feel particularly better.

      He wove through the crowd, trying hard to look like he belonged while scanning constantly for a glimpse of Deacon. He didn’t expect to see him, since apparently Teegan had sent him in the opposite damn direction, but he hated knowing she was probably right in harm’s way. Invisibility was one thing, but Deacon had decent telepathy. If he sensed her mind, all bets were off.

      He did spot Jack’s security. Rough looking men stationed at various points of the hub, keeping watch over the crowd. Jack assured him this was no more than normal station security. There was always one idiot who thought stealing from pirates was a good idea. It would look odd to pull them, so Jack was leaving them in place, ready and waiting, to protect the crowd if everything went to hell.

      He felt the change before Teegan spoke in his mind again. An electric charge to the air that sent cold sweat skating down his spine and set his teeth on edge. He probably wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t been so familiar with Deacon’s mind, but he’d spent years connected, keeping the dangerous man’s Talent locked down while his team treated him. He zeroed in on Deacon’s thoughts the instant the man saw Ember.

      …silver and red, a flash of fur…it can’t be. Here? After all these years? Who else would Cole get to track me down, if not her…

      He’s seen Ember. Teegan’s update flashed through his thoughts.

      I know, damn it. He knows you’re here.

      That was the whole point.

      I thought you said seeing you was a bad idea?

      Until he actually sees me, all he has is a suspicion. Ember was careful. She only showed him the briefest glimpse of her flank. He won’t be sure what he saw.

      Cole set his jaw grimly. He’s sure enough, he told her, already cutting through the crowd in the direction he knew Deacon would be.

      How do you know?

      Just trust me. I know.

      Cole, don’t screw this up.

      He didn’t dignify that with an answer.

      He’s moving toward one of the exits.

      Good. Teegan, do not follow him until I get there.

      She didn’t answer him and he instantly knew she wasn’t listening. Damn it. For the first time, he regretted not letting her kill Deacon years ago. Or not killing him personally. He was not going to lose her now that she was finally speaking to him again.

      Reluctant, but with no other choice, he connected lightly with Deacon’s thoughts again. Hoping long familiarity would allow his presence to go undetected.

      …don’t see her. Damn it! No choice but to leave. Can’t risk getting caught now.

      Relief flooded him as he realized Deacon didn’t have a fix on either Ember or Teegan. Not yet. Then he saw a blur of movement by one of the exits and knew it was Teegan going after him.

      Don’t you do anything to screw this up!

      I’m not letting him get away again.

      Cole put on a burst of speed, determined to catch up with her. One of Jack’s security tried to get in his way, seeing a man of his size barreling through people to get to the exit. Jack, call off your dog.

      The man hesitated, then backed off with a nod as Cole moved past him and shot down the corridor.

      I’ve cleared everyone I can out of docking area C. Jack’s mental voice sounded pissed. Not that Cole blamed him. Everything except his ship is locked down, but I won’t take away his only escape route. I can’t risk what he might do to the station.

      I understand. I appreciate what you’ve done.

      I’m still taking a huge risk, Cole. You owe me.

      Yeah, I know.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ember! Teegan reached out for her bond-mate as she skidded around the corner into the docking area.

      He is here, Ember responded.

      She was right. There he was, getting ready to board a corvette just like the one she and Cole had flown. Seven years on Black Rock hadn’t done him any favors. But, she’d never forget that face. Once, he might have passed for a business man on any number of worlds. He was handsome, with pale skin that was ageless and smooth. He wore his hair carefully groomed with just a touch of distinguished gray at each temple. Clean shaven and dressed in expensive tailored clothing made from real cotton and silk, treated with nanites to show no smudge of dirt, no wrinkle, he’d seemed every inch the important surgeon going about his business. Except for the hint of something off in the depths of his intelligent eyes.

      Now, his hair was untrimmed, and he wore standard synth-cotton clothing. He was leaner, too, not quite as fit as he’d once been. Her eyes might have skipped over him in a crowd if she were anyone else, but her Talent made sure his mind shown like a beacon. She would never mistake him, even if he were to don a disguise, undergo facial sculpting and change his appearance completely.

      The hatch of the ship stood open, and he moved to board it.

      “Oh no, you don't. Deacon.” She pitched her voice to carry across the empty port. It echoed eerily in a space designed to hold huge ships and lots of people. She dropped Ember’s illusion at the same time, allowing herself to become visible.

      He turned and saw her. “You. I knew it was you.” Those intelligent eyes narrowed. “It was a mistake to leave you alive, before.”

      “You’re damn right it was.” Teegan’s telekinesis wasn’t her most powerful Talent, but it was enough to shove the hatch closed on the ship. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      He smiled, looking calm and pleasant, though she knew he was anything but. “You could still let me go. I imagine you have a family. You may have lost someone to the virus, as I did. A sister, a mother? You may have those who will miss you when you’re gone. A father or brother? A husband or consort? Let me leave.” His voice was gentle and persuasive. “It’s only nulls. They deserve to die. They stole so much from us.”

      Pain stabbed at her. “The only one who stole anything from me is you. You killed my brother, my friends. You killed my consort.”

      His smile faded. “I see. Well, then.”

      It was all the warning she got before he sliced the air with one hand. She felt the telekinesis go off, felt it ripple toward her like a wave, one with sharp edges.

      Teegan!

      Ember, no!

      Her kith flung herself between Teegan and that wave of force. Time seemed to slow. Teegan cast a telekinetic shield, but she knew it was too weak to stop Deacon’s Talent. Then Cole was there. His huge body shielded Teegan and shoved Ember to the side. Her kith hit the ground and slid, a yip of pain escaping her with the force of her landing. Then the wave hit and blood spattered the deck.

      Cole fell.

      No. It couldn’t be happening again. It couldn’t.

      No, no, no! Cole. Teegan dropped to her knees beside him. He was cut diagonally across the chest, from shoulder to hip. It looked precise and deep. Blood welled and flowed freely, soaking his shirt and pooling on the deck. She pressed her hands to the wound, but it was too long and they were too small. She couldn’t put enough pressure to stop the bleeding.

      Use telekinesis, idiot. The voice was her own. Of course. Carefully, she used her Talent to place pressure on the length of the wound. Don’t leave me, Cole. Please, please, don’t leave.

      She remembered begging Jarus in exactly the same way. It hadn’t stopped him from dying.

      Ember crawled over on her belly, ears pressed back flat against her skull, whine low in her throat. Teegan could feel she was bruised, but otherwise fine. Just worried, like Teegan was, about Cole.

      A presence brushed against her shields. Familiar enough that she allowed the contact.

      I’m sending help. Don’t let him die. This time the voice was Jack’s.

      I’m trying.

      “Deacon.”

      “What?” She stared down at Cole, uncomprehending.

      “Deacon. Leaving.”

      She looked up and saw that indeed, he had used the moment to board his ship and he was disconnecting from the space station.

      “We can still stop him.” Cole’s voice was low. He seemed to be having trouble breathing.

      “We’ll find him again. Right now I’m worried about you.”

      “No. We can stop him here. Thought about it when I was running after you.”

      “How? He’s already leaving.”

      “Pull him into a telepathic landscape before he jumps. I know his mind. I can do it.”

      She hesitated. It would at least stop him from jumping away. But would using his Talent be too much of an exertion for Cole? And what would happen if he passed out before Jack could get people aboard the vessel?

      “No. It’s too risky.”

      “Worth it.”

      “No—” She didn’t get a chance to complete the sentence.

      In the next moment, she was back standing in her house, staring outside at falling snow. “—are clearly an idiot.” She clenched a fist in frustration and found it sticky with blood. The landscape was reflecting the reality of the physical world. That meant he was spending as little energy as possible building it.

      Ember was beside her. And lying on the floor at her feet, still bleeding everywhere, was Cole. Tears filled her eyes as she looked down at him. “Damn you. If you die, I will never forgive you.”

      “Then I guess you better hurry.”

      Deacon was standing outside in the snow, looking around with a perplexed expression. It gave her a moment of disconnect, seeing that man standing in her garden. She marched out the door that stood open, heedless of the falling snow.

      He saw her and his eyes widened. He made another of those motions toward her with his hand, slicing the air. This time, no wave of telekinesis followed.

      She smiled.

      “Talent doesn’t work here, Deacon.” She stopped a few feet away. “Well, most Talent.”

      Ember had followed her out, padding along beside her. Now, the kith stopped and crouched at her feet, baring her teeth.

      What do you think? Teegan was surprised at how calm she sounded, with Cole dying behind her.

      Ember growled, low and fierce. We protect our own. She leapt, a silver and copper blur through the air. Deacon threw his hands up as though to ward her away. She landed, all four paws striking his chest, jaws clamping onto his throat. Teegan could feel the pressure of telekinesis in the bite, a crushing weight.

      Deacon fell, went still. Ember gave him a final shake, whipping her head to make certain he was finished. When she let go and backed away, his throat was a ravaged mess. Blood covered her muzzle, and dotted red against the snow. His eyes stared unseeing up at the sky.

      Teegan felt nothing. A surprising emptiness, quickly filled with fear as the snowfall faded, and her house blurred back into the space station.

      People were moving into the room. Someone pushed her aside and began looking over Cole and his wound with clinical efficiency. She stared until she saw his chest rise and fall and knew he was still breathing.

      Don’t die, damn you. Don’t leave me now.

      Silence answered her. She wished suddenly that she hadn’t been so stubborn. That she’d allowed herself to see him years ago, to let go of the past. Instead, she’d wasted all of that time afraid to love again. Afraid to lose.

      The imprint is gone. It hit her suddenly that she could no longer feel Deacon’s mind. Nothing tugged at her to follow him.

      Of course it is, Ember said matter-of-factly. He is dead. She sat with her tail curled around her, watching as they applied a sealant to Cole’s wound.

      Teegan scrubbed a hand at her cheeks as Jack came to stand beside her, rubbing away her tears.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “He’s too damn stubborn to die.” He paused. “I’ve got people towing that ship back into dock. It’s unresponsive to hails.”

      “He’s dead.” Her eyes didn’t leave Cole. They were lifting him onto a stretcher.

      “You’re welcome to stay with him while they treat him.” Jack studied her face. “If that’s what you want.”

      “It is.” She folded her arms around herself. “He’s my consort. Or he will be, when he wakes up.”
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      High summer on Tarssis Prime was uncomfortably hot. Unless you happened to have a soaking pool with the water set to the perfect cooling temperature.

      Teegan’s was situated in her garden, beneath the swaying branches of redbark trees providing perfect shade. It was fed by a waterfall that spilled over stone steps and down the dorite slab she used as a centerpiece. The gold and blue flash of the stone seemed to glow from within. The water circulated constantly, filtering out any debris that fell into the pool. Nanites cleansed foreign material too small for the filters to manage, as well as regulating the temperature. The pool remained clean and cool throughout the long, hot days. Perfect for relaxing.

      “You know,” Teegan said, her voice drowsy as they floated on the water. “We have to get out sometime.”

      “Says who?” Cole loved the water. The underground springs and lakes at Black Rock were some of his favorite features, though many were unsuitable for swimming.

      Teegan laughed, the sound so happy it was infectious. He smiled, cracking one eye open to look over at her. She was gorgeous. Her hair was braided back from her face. She’d put some weight back on, no longer looking so gaunt. A white swimming skirt floated around her thighs in the water, a matching top cupping her breasts and setting off the dark smoothness of her skin. He lost himself for a few moments admiring her curves.

      Until water suddenly splashed into his eyes, disrupting both his admiration and his lazy floating.

      “Hey.”

      That’s what you get.

      If you want water wars, honey, I’m happy to oblige. He was tall enough to stand easily, the water coming up to his chest. Teegan would have to stand on her toes to touch the bottom.

      A wave of his arm sent a small tsunami crashing toward her. She tried to move, but wasn’t fast enough and came up sputtering seconds later.

      He was too busy laughing to notice the huge swathe of water floating above his head until it splashed down over him. Then it was on. Between telekinesis, hands and feet, the pool turned into a frenzy of moving water. They might have kept it up all afternoon, if he hadn’t stretched too far to escape another dunking and pulled at the wound across his chest. He winced involuntarily, and instantly the water in the pool quieted.

      “What’s wrong? Did the wound reopen?”

      “No. Just pulled it a little. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Let me see.” She swam over to him and wouldn’t leave it alone until she’d examined the puckering scar carefully. Not that Teegan putting her hands on him was a bad thing. He could just think of several things he’d rather have her doing with them.

      “It looks all right.”

      “I told you.” He was smiling down at her when she looked up.

      “I’m sorry I’m a little paranoid.”

      He lifted a hand and brushed one of her curls back behind her ear. It was wet enough to actually stay temporarily. “I like that you worry about me.”

      Her hands looped over his shoulders. “Don’t let it go to your head. Your ego’s big enough.”

      “So I hear.” He dipped his head and kissed her, relishing in the feel of her pressed against him, in the heat of her lips and her tongue stroking his. The fact that he could do this whenever he wanted was still a revelation to him. He’d spent so many years thinking Teegan would never be his.

      The kiss deepened, and his hands went to her waist, pulling her tighter against him. The sun was warm on their skin, quickly drying the parts of them not in the water.

      Which is why it was such a shock when a cold spray suddenly showered them both. They broke apart, Teegan laughing while Cole glared at Ember. The kith was unrepentant as she sat next to the pool, her fur poofed from having just shaken it free of excess water.

      That’s what you get for disrupting my bath, she sent to them with great dignity. Honestly, in the heat of battle Cole had forgotten all about Ember paddling around the other end of the pool.

      “We should get out anyway. You haven’t eaten yet today, and the body burns a lot of fuel healing.”

      He caught her around the waist before she could move away. “Food can wait.”

      Cole, you need to eat—

      He slipped his hand underneath her suit and cupped one of her breasts, rolling the nipple between his fingers. Her resistance melted as she relaxed against him.

      —but food can wait a little longer.

      Ember huffed out a yipping laugh as she sauntered away. It amused her how often he and Teegan engaged in what she called human play.

      Living here with her was like a beautiful dream. One he never wanted to wake from. His work at Black Rock was important, but he’d done it long enough to earn a respite. He’d already requested the position be filled by someone else, effectively turning in his resignation. What use was there being a pirate if you followed the rules all of the time?

      He hadn’t told Teegan yet. She thought this was just an extended vacation, while he recovered from his wounds. He planned to surprise her with the news soon. He’d spent too many years missing her, wishing she was in his life. He wasn’t about to let go now that she’d finally invited him back in.

      He lifted her up to wrap her legs around his waist, pulling her suit aside to free her breasts for his mouth. One thought whispered through his mind, the voice he’d never truly silenced in the last seven years. I love you, Teegan Khallin.

      He thought he kept it private, something just for him. He would tell her when he was sure she was ready to hear it. But a moment later he heard her voice whisper back.

      I know.
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