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      Pets in Space Books publishes the bestselling Pets in Space® science fiction romance anthologies.

      

      The series was first conceived and launched by authors Pauline Baird Jones and Veronica Scott in 2015. Their twin goals were to engage with pet-loving readers of science fiction romance and to raise money for a pet-related charity. They selected Hero Dogs (Hero-Dogs.org), a charity that raises, trains, and places support dogs with U.S. veterans and first-responders. They published five annual limited-edition anthologies through 2020, and donated more than $15,000 to Hero Dogs. The anthology made the USA TODAY bestseller list several times and was selected for Library Journal awards.

      

      Carol Van Natta took over Pets in Space in 2021, and has contributed stories to several of the previous anthologies. Her mission is to provide readers with high quality science fiction romance stories with pets as an integral part of the action.
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      Welcome aboard Pets in Space 7!

      We are thirteen bestselling and award-winning authors who love science fiction romance stories, especially when they involve pets. Pets in Space® authors are proud supporters of Hero-Dogs.org, a charity that trains and places support dogs with disabled veterans and first-responders. 10% of the first month’s sales go to this fabulous organization.

      Thank you for choosing Pets in Space. If you’re feeling frisky, please post a review of our anthology at your favorite bookseller. Just a few sentences about the stories you liked best would really help.

      
        
        — Carol Van Natta, October 2022
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Series: Rings of Power

        

      

    

    
      About the Rings of Power series…

      

      When a doorway between worlds opens and unites two lives, anything is possible…

       Since she was a child, Wynter Stormhold’s curious nature has taken her to far-off worlds. In one world, she touches the life of a young human boy. In another, she finds her most trusted friend, a stone dragon she calls Pow-pow. Hiding her growing powers from her mage family started out as a childish prank, but now she uses them to go on secret adventures.

       Sheikh Khalid el Amid’s life changes forever when he encounters a beautiful but alien girl. Wynter brings unexpected miracles during his darkest hour and he vows to always protect her—but then she disappears through a portal.

       When grown-up Wynter suddenly reappears years later, Khalid falls in love. All too soon, however, she is ripped from him again. As Wynter and Pow-pow fight for their lives against a mage who would use Wynter and her father’s Rings of Power to control the vast worlds across space, Khalid fights for his people and his rightful place on Earth.

       Can an alien princess and her dragon find their way back to her beloved sheikh, or will their responsibilities keep them apart forever?
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      Arastan Stormhold cradled the newborn girl in his arms. Dread weighed on his heart as he looked at the alien world through the fiery, gold ring. The balcony doors of the bedroom were open, giving a view of an alien hoard overrunning the defenses of the castle.

      An attacker burst into the room and the newborn’s mother surged up from her bed and met the threat with a gesture that crackled with magic. When the mother collapsed back onto the bed, her features pale, Arastan watched with growing horror as the life drained from her stunning green eyes.

      “Protect her.”

      The haunting plea washed over Arastan before he quickly closed the connection between the two worlds. No one but the baby would be coming through to Zelos.

      The gold ring that used to be the portal fell to the ground, smaller than his palm once more. He partially turned when Lydia, his beautiful wife, hesitated in the doorway to his lab. Her astonished eyes were locked on the infant in his arms.

      “Arastan? Where? What? Oh, my love, she is beautiful,” Lyia whispered, walking forward to tenderly caress the baby’s soft, platinum blonde hair that was streaked with brilliant blue strands.

      Lyia glanced back at where the fiery portal had been only seconds ago, her face conveying her awe and trepidation. “How is this possible?”

      The Rings of Power had never been used this way. Arastan hadn’t known it was possible to make a traversable portal with the rings. This was not the intended result of his experiment, not at all.

      He looked at the newborn in his arms, mesmerized by her brilliant green eyes. She stared up at him with a curious, trusting expression. Arastan smiled when she yawned and closed her eyes.

      “I’m not sure how this is possible, Lyia, but it happened,” Arastan finally replied.

      “Let me take her,” Lyia said.

      Arastan tenderly handed the infant to his beloved wife. She beamed at the baby and stroked her cheek lovingly. Lydia had always loved children. Their unusually large family was mostly her idea. He would give her anything, and she had given him so much in return—a love and a life that he had not known could bring so much happiness.

      A realization made him suddenly go cold. If the Mage Council discovered the unexpected consequences of his experiments, they could shut down his life’s work. The rings were designed to allow observation, not act as a method of travel.

      “No one must know about this, Lyia,” Arastan warned, cupping his wife’s cheek in his large palm.

      Lyia nodded. “What shall we tell the others?”

      “That she is our daughter. Luckily, you and the children have only recently returned from Isotope and everyone knows your love of taking in strays. They will not question it.”

      The sleeping infant did look Glacian enough that they could pretend she was a native of the ice world. Her skin did not have the iconic bluish tint, but not all Glacians had that coloring.

      Lyia nodded before looking at him with concern. “Her family?”

      Arastan shook his head. “Gone. Her mother begged me to protect her, and we will,” he vowed.

      “Wynter,” Lyia said as she carefully made her way to the exit. “We will call her Wynter.”

      Arastan looked ruefully at the thick frost that coated his entire lab and smiled at how well the name fit. Ice crystals covered the surface of his workbench and the vast array of tomes that lined his walls. Icicles hung from the shelves.

      He picked up the glowing ring and pulled the magical energy back into his body. The dull yellow gold reflected the stone interior of his workroom again.

      He had created these rings so he could unobtrusively observe other worlds without having to travel to them. The research base they resided in was also inconspicuous. It had extremely modern conveniences, but it looked like a medieval castle. All Enyoan bases were built to blend in with the local environment. The Mage-line demanded that they observe and, if necessary, provide only the smallest amount of guidance to the worlds they visit.

      The purpose of the Mage-line was to pursue knowledge and evolve, not to gain power or wealth. There were enough species in the universe who desired such things; the Mage-line would not contribute to those travesties. Mages who abused their powers were stripped of their magic and cast into a place where they were sure to die without it.

      For the last ten years, he, Lyia, and their four children, Castor, Harmonia, and twins, Ladon and Electra had made a home here. The locals had accepted them, and the Mage Council had left him alone, seemingly forgetting that he and Lyia existed. The family seldom left the research base. Lyia’s trip to Isotope to visit her sister was one of the rare times they were separated.

      Arastan walked over to his workbench, sat down, and placed the ring next to the tome he was working on. He picked up a quill pen, dipped it into an enchanted inkwell, and began to work with a feverish intensity. Page after page filled with the scenes he had witnessed, down to the smallest detail. His ink-stained fingers trembled as he completed the final stroke. It took hours to complete, but at last he was done.

      Arastan studied the finished illustrations. Confident the ink was dry, he placed the gold Ring of Power on the page. He felt determination and grief as he studied the still features of the mysterious young woman who would never again see her newborn daughter.

      This world I have just discovered is too dangerous to access again. This story is best left alone, he sadly thought, closing the book and sealing the ring inside.
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      “Wynter! Where are you, love?”

      Four-year-old Wynter giggled and scooted under the long table in her father’s lab. She loved to play hide-and-seek with her mother. Arastan, sitting at his desk along the wall, chuckled and shook his head in amusement.

      “Shh!” Wynter pleaded, her eyes widening at the telltale sound of her mother’s boots on the stone floor.

      “Arastan, have you seen your mischievous little Movian bear cub? It is time for her bath, and she seems to have escaped again.”

      Wynter covered her mouth with both of her hands to smother her fit of giggles. She pulled her legs up, trying to make herself smaller. Through the legs of her father’s favorite stool, she saw the hem of her mother’s silver tunic.

      “No, love, I haven’t seen any Movian bear cubs in here,” her father replied.

      “Well, if you do, will you please let her know that I have a new story for her tonight?” her mother said with an exaggerated sigh.

      “Give her ten more minutes. I’m sure she will magically appear,” her father promised. He wrapped an arm around his wife, she leaned down just as he tilted his head back, and they kissed.

      Wynter wiggled her nose and giggled some more. They did that a lot. They liked to kiss her and her siblings, too. As she looked down, she noticed one of her father’s special gold rings on the floor. With glee, she put it in her pocket. She waited for her mother’s footsteps to fade away, but a moment later, her mother crouched down and peered at her.

      “Found you!” her mother proclaimed.

      Wynter squealed and scrambled out from under the table. She ran to her father, throwing herself into his arms. Her mother’s delighted laughter filled the room. Arastan rose from his chair and lifted her into the air.

      “Fear not, my little Movian bear cub, I will save you from the evil bath witch!” her father declared.

      With a flick of his wrist, a wooden sword appeared in his free hand. Wynter’s mother put her hands on her hips and shook her head. Wynter buried her face against her dad’s neck and vigorously nodded.

      “You are not helping, Arastan,” Lyia teased. “Come, love, you really need a bath. You’ve got twigs and bits of dried flowers stuck in your hair.”

      “No, stay. Pretty circles,” Wynter pleaded, tears filling her eyes.

      “I’ll bathe her tonight,” Arastan promised.

      Lyia sighed, stepped closer, and kissed them both. “Don’t be late for dinner again.”

      “We won’t, will we, poppet?” her father said.

      Wynter shook her head. “Not poppet, Movian bear cub,” she impishly growled, curling her fingers as if they were claws.

      Her mother blew them both a kiss. Wynter grinned over her father’s shoulder and returned the kiss, loving how her mother’s eyes softened with affection.

      Wynter’s ten-year-old brother, Ladon, peered through the doorframe and stuck his tongue out at her. She made a face at him.

      “How about being a good girl while I finish taking these notes?”

      Wynter nodded and her father sat her down on the stool. She studied the series of large golden orbs. They each showed a different world. Some planets swirled with deadly gases while others brimmed with life. She loved the worlds with life the most.

      “Pretty,” she said, pointing to one orb off to the side.

      “Yes, it is beautiful. There are some interesting creatures that live there. Look at this one.”

      Wynter looked at the creature her father had drawn in his notebook. She ran her fingers across the image. Smooth stone scales heated her fingertips. While the stone the drawing depicted should be cold, it wasn’t. The dark gray animal looked like a pile of rocks had been stacked to create a fierce beast that would have been very scary if Wynter wasn’t distracted by the love the creature felt for the smaller one barely visible behind her front leg.

      “These are stone dragons. As they age, their scales lose their roughness and become more polished. This is how we know when they are ready to breed. The little ones are chubby, and their bodies have a rougher surface. They seem to be loving, loyal, and nearly indestructible.”

      “Pet?” she asked, looking up at him with wide eyes.

      Arastan chuckled and shook his head. “No, love. You can’t pet them. We just watch over them.”

      Wynter stroked the illustration. Somewhere out of sight of her father’s magic orb, Wynter sensed the mother stone dragon swinging her head from side to side, searching for the unexpected connection she felt through her scales. Her child looked up and sniffed the air. Wynter sent a wave of love to the dragon and her infant son. The stone dragon tilted her head and snorted with bewilderment.

      I pet you, Wynter soothed. We keep you safe.

      “Father, I need some help with Astra again. She’s escaped her pen,” Wynter’s sixteen-year-old brother, Castor, said from the doorway.

      “Give me a minute,” Arastan grumbled. “Wynter, time to go find Harmonia. Ask her to give you a bath for me. This may take a while. Off you go, now.”

      Wynter nodded and held her arms up. Her father lowered her to the floor and fluffed her hair fondly. She walked to the door, but looked back in time to see her father wave his hand in a wide arc. Dozens of gold rings fell to the floor. He picked them up and dropped them into a woven basket on his workbench.

      “Go to your sister, Wynter,” he gently repeated.

      Wynter hurried out of the room ahead of her father. She rounded the corner and paused, biting her lower lip. The sound of her father and brother’s voices faded as they left the lab.

      She peeked around the corner, waiting until they were outside. A smile lit up her face as she reached into the pocket of her dress and pulled out the gold ring she had discovered earlier. She liked to collect the pretty rings.

      After looking down the corridor, she ran to the workbench and climbed onto the chair. She pulled the basket of discarded rings closer to her and rummaged through them until she found the ring she was looking for. With a grin, she climbed back down and hurried out of the room.

      Several minutes later, she pulled a wooden box out from under her bed and placed the two gold rings inside with great care. She closed the lid of the box and wiggled her fingers over it. The box faded from sight.

      “Wynter, bath time!” her mother called.

      “Coming, mama!” she replied.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Wynter’s mother was telling her that it was bed time.

      “I’ll take her,” twelve-year-old Harmonia volunteered.

      “Thank you, love,” Lyia replied.

      “I’ll help,” ten-year-old Electra said.

      Wynter kissed her mother and father goodnight. Anyone who saw them would notice the stark physical differences between Wynter and the rest of her family. Where her parents and siblings had brown hair ranging from light to dark and eyes of similar variations, Wynter’s curls were the color of a lightning bolt and her eyes were like emeralds. Sometimes the blue strands in her snow-white hair glowed almost as brilliantly as her eyes.

      Wynter wrapped her arms around Harmonia’s neck when her oldest sister picked her up and carried her. As they went to her room, she listened to her sisters chatting about the spells they were working on. She absorbed everything they were saying.

      “Here you go. Do you want to see the stars?” Harmonia asked, tucking her into her bed.

      Wynter eagerly nodded. Electra muttered and clapped her hands. Above, millions of tiny lights glowed. Wynter squealed with delight before snuggling down under the covers. Harmonia leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      “Goodnight, Wynter. Sweet dreams.”

      “Goodnight, Wynter,” Electra said, tickling her sides before blowing a raspberry kiss on her cheek.

      “Love you, Ele,” Wynter giggled.

      Harmonia and Electra walked out of her bedroom. They didn’t shut the door all the way behind them and their quiet conversation echoed in the cavernous hallway. She sat up, listening.

      “Do you think she will ever find her powers?” Electra asked.

      “I don’t know. Father and Mother say it may not be something that her kind can ever do,” Harmonia replied.

      “Well, we’ll just have to protect her if she doesn’t,” Electra declared.

      Wynter looked up at the stars glowing on her ceiling and wiggled her fingers. Planets, moons, and comets appeared. She smiled. She liked the game she was playing with her family. No one knew she could do so much more than they could—even her mother and father. She didn’t want to hurt their feelings. Besides, it was more fun watching what they could create.

      Sliding out of her bed, she wiggled her fingers again. The magical box that she kept hidden under her bed floated into her hands. She opened the box and worried her bottom lip. Which ring… which ring…

      She had collected almost a dozen of the rings so far. Most of the rings were ones that had fallen to the floor or her father had discarded. A few were ones that she had especially liked and had taken to add to her collection. Every once in a while, she would exchange them. The basket in her father’s office was always full of the rings.

      She finally picked the one with the pretty garden. She liked it. There were all kinds of colorful flowers there. There was also water to splash in and a woman like her mama who sang in a strange language.

      Wynter closed her bedroom door, then placed the ring in the center of the rug while threading a second ring on a magical chain around her neck. She concentrated on the words her father said to make the rings into windows. It was a pretty spell that he said protected the rings from being used by anyone else.

      ”Edr-portal.”

      The ring floated off the rug and expanded. With excitement, she peered at the beautiful garden on the other side. This was just one of the many places on the strange, new planet that her father had observed. It was in a place surrounded by sand but was also surprisingly lush.

      It was nighttime there, but the single moon was bright. Within the garden, a long, narrow pool glowed with the moon’s light. Stars similar to those Electra had created filled the sky and the pool’s reflective surface, broken only by the ripples of the creatures within. Wynter clapped her hands. She liked the fishes in the water. They were fun to watch.

      She slid her hands through the surface of the portal. One moment she was in her bedroom and the next she was falling to her knees on a stone path. She pushed up off the ground and wiped the front of her royal blue nightgown.

      Scents of jasmine, sandalwood, and roses filled her nose. Wynter held her hand open out of habit and whispered a soft incantation. The golden portal closed and the ring fell into her hand. She touched the ring to the magical chain around her neck, and the chain was suddenly through the ring without her needing to unclasp it. Now she wouldn’t lose her only way home.

      Soft sobs caught her attention, and she looked around for the source. She followed the path around the reflection pool until she came to a set of marble steps.

      A teenage boy who was maybe the same age as her brother Castor sat on the middle step. His thin shoulders shook as he cried. His head was bowed and his dark hair hung like a curtain around his face.

      He was wearing white linen trousers and a thin blue shirt the same color as her nightgown. His feet were bare, just like hers. He had the same olive complexion she did. Next to him was a destroyed bouquet of flowers. Yellow rose petals lay scattered. The stems were split and twisted.

      Wynter silently crawled up the lower steps like a jungle cat and playfully tickled his toes. The boy jumped and gasped. He frantically wiped at his face.

      Wynter tickled the toes of his left foot again and giggled hopefully. Tickles always cheered her up when she felt bad. He pulled his foot away.

      “Man—” he began hoarsely. He cleared his throat. “Man 'ant?” the boy demanded.

      Wynter tilted her head. His language sounded the same as the singing lady’s, but Wynter hadn’t learned what any of the words meant yet. She held onto his knee as she climbed a step to settle next to him. She gently captured one of his tears and placed it on the end of her tongue.

      Images flashed through her mind. The pretty woman who sang was lying on a bed. She was pale. Beads of sweat glistened on her brow, but she was shivering with cold. There were a lot of grown-ups around her, and they were all speaking in quiet voices. The boy had snuck in to see the woman, and she had reached for him. She had been in so much pain.

      “Your mama?” she asked.

      The boy frowned at her. He wiped his cheeks with the sleeves of his tunic and nodded. Wynter looked at the building behind him, then back at him.

      “Min 'ayn 'atayt?” the boy asked.

      Wynter frowned and studied the boy’s face. She liked his eyes. They were a dark brown with long, black lashes. They were sad eyes. She didn’t like that. She wanted to see him laugh, like her sisters and brothers. They were always laughing.

      “She’s there?” she asked, pointing to the building.

      “Hi marida,” he said.

      Wynter huffed with frustration. She wanted to see the woman. She wanted to make the boy happy. Pushing on his knee, she pointed to the building again.

      “We’ll go help your mama.”

      The boy shook his head in confusion. “'Ayn 'umuk?” he asked with exasperation.

      Wynter touched the boy’s cheek, guiding him to look at the shattered bundle of flowers. He grimaced and a flush of color darkened his high cheekbones. Fresh tears made his eyes look glossy.

      “Mama,” she said slowly, waving her hands over the flowers and letting her magic flow.
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      Khalid el Amid ripped apart the bouquet he had picked for his mother, and he collapsed onto the garden steps, sobbing his heart out. Just because he was fourteen years old, nobody thought he could recognize that his mother was dying? He would be shocked if she made it through the night. And he wouldn’t be there with her.

      The doctor had said it would be best if Khalid left the room. He had fiercely protested, wanting to give her the flowers that he had picked, but his father had ordered him to leave in a harsh voice filled with grief.

      Over the last few months, his mother’s health had been rapidly declining, and no one knew why. She had lost weight and none of the tests the doctors performed explained why. Tonight, her breathing had grown more erratic, and her pallor had a tinge of grey.

      A featherlight touch tickled his bare toes. His first thought was that it was a snake who would put him out of his misery, but a giggle alerted him to the little girl’s presence on the step below him.

      Shocking white hair framed her bright green eyes and her dimples. He pulled back when she tickled his toes a second time. Wiping at the tears on his face, he scanned the garden for her mother or father. He had never seen her before, but that meant nothing. The palace was filled with staff.

      “Who—” he began hoarsely in Arabic. He cleared his throat. “Who are you?” he demanded.

      The little girl tilted her head as if she were trying to understand what he was saying. She used his knee to steady herself as she climbed another step.

      He gaped at her when she reached up, stole one of his tears, and then licked it from her finger. Her eyes glowed softly in the darkness, swirling through the endless variations of green.

      She asked a very brief question, and her word for mother was familiar enough to guess what she was asking. Your mother?

      He nodded.

      She pointed at the building behind him. He glanced back to see what she was looking at, and she asked another short question that contained her word for mother.

      “She’s sick,” he answered.

      She roughly pushed on his knee and pointed behind him again with a determined expression. She said a short statement this time, something about his mother, though he had no idea what it was.

      Frustrated, he scanned the garden again. He didn’t want to deal with the little girl. He wanted to be alone in his grief. His father would be furious if he knew his son, the next King of Aethon, was crying.

      “Where is your mother?” he demanded.

      Instead of answering him, she touched his cheek. Khalid wanted to push her hand away, but the look in her eyes held him entranced. She applied enough pressure that he turned his head to look down at the crushed flowers. Tears burned the backs of his eyes. The flowers reminded him of his mother—broken and dying.

      “Mama,” the little girl said, waving her hands over the flowers.

      The tattered bouquet glowed. Khalid scrambled back and stared with disbelief as the scattered petals swirled and connected, healing and opening, until they were in full bloom. The girl’s eyes glowed with happiness.

      He swallowed when she picked up the now beautiful bouquet with both hands and held it out to him.

      “Mama,” she said.

      Khalid reached out and took the bundle. He was afraid to touch her, yet, he wanted to know if she was real. His mother used to tell him tales of the ‘amirat khurafiat alsahra, mystical women who once rode across the sky on mighty stone dragons. It was said that the breath of the dragon could be seen in the sky at dawn and dusk. Aethon’s desert sands supposedly came from the dragon’s scales, worn down by time and wind until they were an ocean that his people could sail on.

      “Mama,” the little girl repeated, this time with a stomp of her bare foot and a jerky wave at the building.

      Hope bloomed as he stared at the restored flowers. He took a deep breath and nodded. “Come, I will take you to her,” he said, standing.

      She slipped her hand into his and smiled. His chest expanded, and he stood a little taller. No one had ever looked at him like this before. This was the way people looked at his father when they came before him. This was the way his mother looked at his father.

      “We must be quiet,” he instructed, lifting the hand holding the flowers to his lips.

      She giggled, then pressed her hand over her mouth and nodded. Together, they climbed the last steps and entered the palace. Their bare feet didn’t make a sound as they wended their way to the Queen’s chambers.

      Khalid hoped they would get there in time—and he hoped she was alone. It was after midnight. Normally, only a single nurse sat with his mother. That was before she took a turn for the worse, though.

      He heard the doctor and his uncle speaking, the low murmur of their voices getting louder as they got closer, and he pulled the little girl into an open doorway. They waited until the two men disappeared around the corner, then stepped out of the doorway and hurried along the corridor.

      A guard stood leaning against the wall. The man’s eyes were closed, and his arms were crossed as if he’d fallen asleep standing up. Khalid tiptoed past the man, glancing down at the little girl clutching his hand as they passed. She was staring at the guard with a curious expression.

      He opened the door to his mother’s quarters, gently pushed the little girl inside, and closed it quietly behind him. A lamp lit the living room with a soft glow. He crossed the room, motioning for the little girl to follow him.

      He peeked into the room next to his mother’s. The night nurse sat with her back to the door. She was wearing a pair of headphones and staring at her phone. He could see a movie playing on the screen. He closed the door.

      They moved to the next door. A bedside light cast shadows in the room. Medical equipment beeped. The waves on the monitor were not as big as they had been the day before. The wires attached to his mother made his heart ache.

      Khalid couldn’t speak. Shortly after the doctor had ordered him away, Khalid had come back to see her, but his father, drowning in grief, had given in to Uncle Inarus’s insistence that Khalid should not see his mother in this condition.

      Resentment burned deep inside. His uncle’s influence had grown over the last few months as the Queen grew sicker and the King became more distracted. Inarus seemed almost happy about it. It was there in tiny upticks at the corners of his mouth or the way his tone was just slightly insincere. Khalid hated him.

      Stewing in rage and sorrow, he slowly walked over to the bed. His throat closed as grief choked him from the inside out.

      Faiza opened her eyes. She looked tired, drained of life. Her beautiful spark was missing, the twinkle of love and laughter extinguished.

      “Khalid,” his mother whispered.

      Her lips curved at the corners, but even that small gesture seemed to exhaust her. She moved her hand a fraction of an inch. He stepped closer and gently cupped her thin, frail fingers in his. Her hands were like ice. Her skin was like tissue paper.

      “I brought you some flowers… from your garden,” he replied.

      He held the flowers up so she could see them. She tried to lift her hand, but didn’t have the strength. He helped her touch one of the velvety petals.

      When the bed jostled, she managed her turn her head just enough to see the little girl crawling across it to kneel next to her. She looked back at Khalid with a confused expression.

      “I found her… in your garden. She… She is an ‘amirat khurafiat alsahra,” he said.

      “Oh, Khalid. I… love you,” Faiza said, her eyes filled with tears.

      “Don’t cry, mama. She—”

      Faiza’s hand went slack in his and she closed her eyes, the tears spilling onto her cheeks. Khalid looked at the heart monitor. Her heartbeat was slowing down. He dropped the flowers onto the bed to grasp his mother’s cold hand between his, willing her to get better.

      The little girl said a short reassuring statement that had her word for mother in it, and she placed her hands on his mother’s cheeks. The little girl’s hair glowed with an inner light. Khalid tightened his grip around his mother’s hand. There were bright blue strands in the ‘amirat khurafiat alsahra's hair.

      White light began to flow through his mother’s veins. He noticed it first in her face before it moved downward. The little girl spoke softly in her alien tongue.

      Faiza’s hair became more vibrant, healthier. The color of her cheeks turned richer and the planes of her face less shrunken. Khalid stared at the hand he was holding. It was no longer icy cold. His mother gripped his hand with a surprising strength. The beeping of the heart monitor grew stronger and steadier and the numbers rose before leveling out.

      His mother gasped and opened her eyes. Her spark was back and she was more beautiful than ever.
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      Faiza touched the platinum curls of the little girl snuggled up against her side. She had woken after months of feeling ill with a startling new awareness. Shifting until she could sit up, she stared with disbelief at her son before she turned and studied the little girl who was yawning.

      “Khalid?” Faiza asked, her voice filled with confusion, fear, and wonder.

      “I’m here, mama. It’s ok. Everything is ok now. You’ll be ok.”

      He hugged her, managing it without jostling the sleeping child or letting go of his mother’s hand. As she reached around the child to clasp her son’s shoulder and stroke his cheek, Khalid’s words came back to her.

      I found her in your garden. She is an 'amirat khurafiat alsahra.

      If she hadn’t experienced the miracle herself, she would have dismissed her son’s words as a flight of fancy. Instead, she began planning how she would protect the child.

      “If she is found out, Khalid, she will not be ok. You must take her to Dhat-Badan. She must be taken away from here and hidden well. No one can know about her. If they find out what she can do, they will destroy her. You must protect her and keep her secret. No one, not even your father, must ever find out about her.”

      Khalid nodded, his eyes wide. “I’ll take her away.”

      “Tell Dhat-Badan that this is a child of the desert and by the Queen’s orders she must be protected at all costs. Do not tell her anything more,” she instructed.

      “I will, mama,” he said. “I will protect her, too, I swear.”

      Faiza gently shook the girl’s shoulder. “You must wake, child. Go with Khalid.”

      The little girl sat up and rubbed her eyes, then the 'amirat khurafiat alsahra smiled joyfully and held her hand. Faiza’s heart tightened with warmth and fear.

      The child looked around the room with a frown, then slid off the bed and walked over to a tray that had been left on a small table. It was the soup she had been too weak to eat earlier.

      The girl picked the bowl up and sniffed at it, then turned her face away with an expression of distaste. She brought the bowl over to her and Khalid, looking at them with surprisingly angry eyes.

      She placed the bowl on the nightstand and wiggled her fingers over it. A noxious green gas rose from the bowl. The little girl scowled and said something in an unfamiliar language.

      Faiza stared at the bowl of soup with growing horror, the pieces of the puzzle falling into place. This was why she had grown weaker and weaker for months. She slid her hand over her stomach as nausea churned.

      “Go now, Khalid,” she whispered, looking at her son with haunted eyes. “Keep her safe.”
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        * * *

      

      Khalid urged his mare into a face pace across the sands. After leaving his mother’s bedroom, he had snuck the little girl back to his rooms, collected some supplies, and pulled one of his long-sleeve tunics over the girl’s head to help keep her warm on their journey. His shirt was a dress on her, and she had giggled again.

      Keeping her quiet as they crept to the kitchen had proved difficult, but soon he was gathering crackers, cheese, fruits, and a dozen bottles of water. The sacks were heavy by the time he was done.

      Within fifteen minutes, he had saddled his beautiful Arabian mare, tied their supplies to the back of the saddle, and was lifting the little girl up.

      “Thank you,” he had said, staring up at her. “Thank you for saving my mama.”

      She had leaned over and touched his head. That was all it took for him to know that she understood him well enough in that moment and she was responding with her version of ‘you’re welcome’. He mounted behind her, and they set off through the palace gates that bordered the desert.

      After an hour of riding, he slowed the mare to a trot. Killing his horse would not save the little girl. She yawned again. He was tired, too, but they had a long way to go.

      She mumbled in a sleepy voice.

      “What?” he asked, leaning forward, forgetting for a moment that he wouldn’t understand her even if she spoke clearly.

      She pulled on the reins, and the mare slowed to a stop. He frowned when she pointed to the ground. Shaking his head, he pointed ahead of them.

      “We go that way,” he said.

      She repeated what she’d said, looking up at him with pleading eyes.

      Khalid shook his head. “I don’t understand. We have to keep going. I’ll protect you. I swear on my life.”

      Her bottom lip trembled, and she rubbed her nose. She looked like she was about to cry before she finally relaxed and leaned back against him. Khalid breathed a sigh of relief. He clucked his tongue and the mare began walking again.

      It was nearly dawn when he crested the last dune and stared down at Deion. Exhaustion nearly pulled him out of the saddle.

      A group of riders approached as he descended the dune. His mare stumbled and slid on a patch of loose sand near the bottom. He regretted the exhausting pace he had forced the gentle beast to maintain.

      “Soon, siddiqui,” he promised, leaning forward enough to rub the mare’s neck.

      “Prince el Amid,” one of the riders greeted.

      Khalid looked at the woman and spoke with the same commanding tone he had heard his father use a million times. “Ayesha, I must speak with Dhat-Badan. I have an urgent message from the Queen.”

      “I will let her know at once, Your Highness.”

      With a whoop, she turned and kicked her mare into a gallop. Another rider fell into step with Khalid.

      “The child is very unusual. I have never seen hair that color before,” the middle-aged man commented.

      “She is under my protection,” Khalid said. His thin arms tightened around her.

      Zaki bowed his head and smiled reassuringly.

      The little girl woke as they neared the outer walls of the city. Her emerald eyes widened as she looked around. She lifted her arms above her head as she stretched, and then grinned excitedly at Wahida, a rider in her twenties. The woman laughed.

      They passed through the arched stone entrance. The city was surrounded by a tall, thick stone wall. Built over a thousand years ago, the city had withstood sandstorms, invasions, drought, and famine.

      They arrived, and Khalid reluctantly handed the girl to Imad, Dhat-Badan’s son and Wahida’s husband. He stiffly climbed off the mare, handing the reins to Wahida.

      “I will take good care of your mare,” Wahida promised.

      “Thank you,” Khalid replied.

      The little girl asked something, and Khalid smiled at her when she reached for his hand. He wished he could understand her. He picked her up. His arms felt like lead, but he didn’t want her walking across the ground barefoot.

      “Do you wish for me to carry her, Your Highness?” Imad inquired.

      “No, she is my responsibility,” Khalid replied with a shake of his head. He noticed the group’s curious stares, and his arms tightened protectively around the girl’s slender body.

      He followed Imad and Zaki. They led him to the doorway of a courtyard, and he released his hold on the little girl. She slid down his body until her feet hit the tiled floor. Off to the side, a round table with chairs occupied the space beneath lush palms. A woman in her fifties rose to her feet with a serene smile.

      “Your Highness, Ayesha says the Queen has need of me,” Dhat-Badan greeted with a low bow.

      Khalid had met Dhat-Badan several times. She had been his mother’s nanny when Faiza was a little girl. Most knew her as the Wise Woman of Deion.

      “What I have to say must be said to you alone,” he announced.

      Dhat-Badan’s eyes widened with surprise. Her eyes fell on the little girl holding his hand. She murmured to the group who had entered with them. In seconds, they were alone with Dhat-Badan. He released the little girl’s hand and stepped forward.

      “The girl is a child of the desert. By the Queen’s orders, she must be protected at all costs,” he recited.

      Dhat-Badan reached out and touched the little girl’s hair, instantly yanking her hand back and rubbing her fingers as if she had been shocked. Khalid wrapped his arm around the little girl’s shoulders.

      “Where did she come from?” Dhat-Badan inquired.

      “Khalid….” the little girl interrupted, tugging on his hand.

      Khalid crouched in front of her. She placed her hand on his cheek. Her eyes looked huge and glowed with that unique brilliant green color. He could see himself in their reflection.

      “Khalid… Wynter glenn- bar hi,” she spoke slowly, enunciating each word carefully. He realized she had said the word Wynter before… several times.

      “Wynter,” he repeated, touching her chest.

      The little girl’s face lit up, and she nodded. “Wynter glenn- bar hi,” she repeated.

      He still didn’t understand the other words she spoke. He was about to ask her when Imad entered with a tray of refreshments. Khalid’s stomach grumbled at the sight of the pastries.

      “You and the child must be hungry,” Imad said, placing the tray on the table before quietly retreating.

      “Yes, very. Wynter, eat,” Khalid offered, mimicking eating.

      Wynter shook her head and turned away, walking to the center of the courtyard. A moment later, she placed something on the ground, then stood and stepped back.

      “What is she doing?” Dhat-Badan asked.

      Khalid lifted his shoulders. “I don’t know.”

      Wynter smiled at them. “Wynter glenn- bar hi,” she said again with a wave of her hand. “Edr- portal.”

      A swirling circle opened in front of her. Dhat-Badan released a startled cry and retreated behind the table while Khalid stood rooted to the spot. The portal reminded him of the story Through the Looking Glass.

      On the other side of the round doorway was an alien world. A large volcano spewed a vast cloud of smoke in the far distance. Thick ferns in shades of red leaves rose nearly ten feet high on navy blue stems. Mounds dotted the bare ground between the ferns, reminding him of pictures in a dinosaur book that he still had at home.

      Wynter stepped through the portal and in a blink of an eye, it was gone, and so was she.

      Khalid’s heart was pounding, and his mouth was dry. He startled when Dhat-Badan placed her trembling hand on his shoulder. He shrugged off her hand and walked to the spot where Wynter had disappeared. He turned in a slow circle as he searched the ground. When he finally stopped, he was swaying with fatigue and shock.

      The last twelve hours of his life had changed him. He blinked, his eyes burning at the thought of never seeing Wynter again. Dhat-Badan walked over to him.

      “She truly is a child of the desert,” the woman murmured with awe.
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      Wynter glanced around her. She was in a barren section of ground surrounded by fern-like trees. She had used the wrong ring. She hadn’t gone home, she was in the world with the stone dragons. Rubbing her eyes, she sat down on the ground. She sniffed and wiped away a tear.

      “Mama… Papa,” she mewed.

      A noise from behind caused her to turn. A small oval-shaped stone moved back and forth, then stilled. Curiosity overrode her exhaustion, and she climbed back to her feet and walked over to the rock. It was hard to get to because it was in a wide hole with dirt mounded high around it.

      She squatted down next to the rock. When it didn’t move, she pushed on it with her finger. She gaped in delight when the rock rolled away from her before stopping. She stood up and walked over to it. Squatting again, she touched the rock with her finger a second time.

      Wynter giggled when the rock rolled in a circle around her and stopped again. She turned and touched the rock over and over until she was dizzy. Falling down in a heap of laughter, she stared at the rock as it slowly uncurled. Brilliant emerald eyes the same color as hers stared back at her with curiosity. Slowly, the creature unfurled its body, and Wynter saw that it was a tiny stone dragon.

      “Pet!” she demanded, wiggling her fingers with delight.

      The stone dragon took an unsteady step toward her before its legs gave out. Wynter reached out and caressed its head. The dragon released a low purr and wound around her, nudging her. She gently scratched its chin.

      The ground shook, and she jumped. The little dragon grinned, lifted its club-like tail, and struck the ground again with a resounding thump.

      “Pow-pow!” Wynter exclaimed with delight.

      She wrapped her arms around the dragon’s neck. The dragon wagged its tail again, shaking the ground so much that Wynter’s bottom bounced. She laughed and petted the dragon.

      A loud, terrifying screech shattered the peaceful quiet, and they both froze. The little dragon whimpered and snuggled closer to her.

      “We go home,” she said in a low voice.

      She scrambled to her feet, clawing her way out of the hole, and searched the ground until she saw the shimmer of gold where she had dropped one of the rings. She hurried over and picked it up just as the trees cracked and parted. The head of a massive serpent appeared through the opening, its long, forked tongue tasting the air. Vivid yellow eyes locked on the dragon before turning to focus on her.

      Wynter tossed the ring into the air and thought of her nice, safe bedroom. With one hand she reached for the ring, with the other she reached for Pow-pow. The little dragon mewed in terror, caught between the serpent and the threads of blue light that were pulling it toward the portal.

      In a split second, the dragon decided that the room with the colorful blankets and pretty lights was much more comforting. Tucking in its legs and head, the dragon fashioned itself into a round rock and let the blue strands pull it through the portal. Wynter scrambled through the portal, too, and closed it a split second before the serpent struck.

      Tired but safely back in her bedroom, Wynter picked up the heavy baby rock dragon and pushed it up onto her bed. She pulled off the filthy tunic Khalid had given her and kicked it under her bed before she climbed up beside Pow-pow and fell onto her back. She would find Pow-pow’s mother tomorrow. Touching her father’s drawing would give Wynter a sense of where the older dragon was.

      When Harmonia checked on her early the next morning, Wynter was sound asleep, sprawled out with her arms over her head, her platinum curls wild and tangled, and her feet very dirty. Harmonia bit her lip and studied the rock her baby sister was snuggling with. She waved her hand over Wynter, whispering a cleansing spell, and straightened the covers.

      It was a good thing Harmonia didn’t turn around as she exited the room. If she had, she would have seen a pair of curious eyes, almost the exact color of Wynter’s, staring after her.
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        * * *

      

      Time passed and Pow-pow became the newest member of the Stormhold family. It had taken a while for her parents to agree that Wynter could keep the rock dragon, but it was inevitable. All of Pow-pow’s family was dead—a victim of the serpent. They couldn’t leave the little dragon all alone.

      Fortunately for Wynter, her father had been determined to discover how the dragon was able to traverse through the Ring of Power. Wynter had replaced the ring in the basket the following morning, and because of her age, none of her family suspected that she had been the one responsible. Her father was convinced he must have somehow caused the dragon’s appearance in their home, and he spent months trying to replicate the conditions that would create a portal instead of a window.

      Wynter’s mother, on the other hand, was simply fascinated with Pow-pow. Their isolation made raising a dragon possible, and the obvious bond between Wynter and the creature had made it virtually impossible to say no.

      Of course, that didn’t mean that life was always rosy. Raising a growing rock dragon inside a medieval castle/Mage-line research facility was bound to have its trials. The upside was that they had no problems any longer with the large-eared rodents that used to sneak into the kitchen, or with starting a bonfire outdoors in even the dreariest weather, or with breaking through the thick exterior walls when her oldest brother discovered a sealed passage in the ruins.

      The downside was—well, having a growing rock dragon with a tail that could smash through thick stone walls living indoors. Electra and Ladon’s daily chore was to repair all of the damage done when Pow-pow chased the odd kangaroo mouse through the corridors or decided to wag his tail.

      Then there were his wings. They sprouted when he turned eight. They were growing larger, and when he forgot to tuck them next to his body, he could split a building in half. Everyone loved the feisty dragon though.

      “Come on, take me for a ride!” eighteen-year-old Wynter hollered, racing across the meadow as Pow-pow bounded after her.

      Pow-pow lowered his head, catching her under her rump, and tossed her into the air as if she were a bale of hay. She came down on Pow-pow’s back just in front of his wings and held onto the ridge of his spine plates as he did a few experimental jumps before unfurling his wings and lifting off.

      A heady excitement filled her as the ground moved farther and farther away beneath them. Pow-pow’s flight skills were incredible. She stroked a patch of rough scales.

      As he grew older, he began shedding his scales. The new ones under them were smooth. The combination of rough and smooth gave him a textured appearance.

      How fast can you go? she asked through their mental connection.

      Pow-pow’s mischievous, rumbling chuckle was the only warning she got before he shot upward with a breath-stealing burst. A rumble of thunder sounded a few seconds behind them, and Wynter realized that it was caused by Pow-pow breaking the sound barrier.

      No wonder I feel like I have one of your scales crushing my chest! she shared.

      I would go faster, but it hurt you, Pow-pow replied.

      Thank you, she said with an affectionate pat.

      Far below them, Wynter studied the swiftly moving landscape. It was half-a-day’s shuttle ride to the nearest town. At the speed Pow-pow was flying, they could probably make it in half the time.

      Rolling meadows surrounded the research center. Farther out was a thick forest where a variety of wild, dangerous, and beautiful creatures lived.

      Wynter’s mother specialized in the flora and fauna of different alien worlds and the medicinal properties of various found substances. Pow-pow was a bit of a mystery since he ate dirt and rocks instead of plants and animals. Clay was like dessert to him. He loved to dig into the riverbed. The problem was that it made him tipsy if he ate too much, which invariably led to more household damage.

      In the last month, it was decided that Pow-pow would be happier and their home would be safer if he lived in his own special house. That house was a quickly constructed barn made of material that he wouldn’t eat.

      Let’s fly over the ocean, Wynter requested.

      Pow-pow turned to the right, over the sheer cliff walls, and floated higher on a current of wind. Wynter breathed in the fresh salty air, holding it in her lungs for as long as she could before she released it. Her long plait of platinum hair lifted on a gust of wind.

      With a thought, a long coat appeared around her. Her thin white blouse and brown vest were not enough to keep out the chill from the air currents coming off the ocean.

      Stretching out a hand, she formed a series of circles using water vaper. Pow-pow weaved in and out of them, enjoying the game.

      Why you still no tell your family about your magic? Pow-pow asked.

      Why don’t you talk to them like you do me? she countered.

      Pow-pow snorted and changed direction. They were heading back toward the cliffs. She sighed when Pow-pow glided in to a smooth landing, trotting several yards before he stopped. She slid off his back, walked over to the grass, and sat down.

      He shook himself before neatly folding his wings against his sides. She lifted her arm and waited for him, knowing that he would trot over to her and she would put her arm over his neck. She wouldn’t be able to do that much longer with the way he was growing.

      Wynter looked out over the ocean. Her mind fluttered from one thought to the next. Pow-pow’s words about sharing her magic ability with her parents weighed heavily on her heart. What had started out as a game when she was a baby had morphed into a habit.

      Hands down, she was more powerful than her parents and siblings. She didn’t understand how or why, but she knew she could do things they couldn’t. That, and the fact that she looked so different from all of them…. She didn’t like thinking about it. It made her uneasy. She played with the end of her long plait.

      “What we doing tonight?” Pow-pow asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe explore the woods again,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders.

      Dusk was settling around them. She and Pow-pow liked to slip out after everyone went to sleep. Sometimes they flew for miles and miles along the coast or explored the woods. Other times, she would pilfer a few of the power rings from her dad’s lab and they would explore exotic worlds.

      She had to be very careful when they did that. More than once, she had forgotten to invoke a glamour spell, and they were seen. In worlds that had never seen a mage riding a stone dragon, that could cause havoc. It was one of the things her father had been very vocal about over the years. The creed of the Mage-line was to observe—not interfere.

      Pow-pow groaned, rolled over onto his side, and hung his tongue out of his mouth as if he were dying. Wynter laughed and pounced him, tickling his belly until he was rolling back and forth and pounding the ground with his tail. She sighed and leaned back against him, staring up at the sky.

      “Life is boring now that Harmonia and the others have left,” she said.

      “You could visit them,” Pow-pow suggested.

      She caressed his nose. “Not without you. You and I… we’re a team. You are safe here and so am I,” she said.

      I love you, Wynter. Pow-pow silently sent the thought to her.

      “I love you, too,” she said.
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      “Wynter, your mother and I need to visit the Mage Council for a few days,” Arastan said at dinner that night.

      “I thought you were still avoiding them.”

      Her mother smiled. “It’s different now that Harmonia is working for the Council. Your father doesn’t think they’re idiots anymore,” she said with amusement.

      Wynter laughed and her father scoffed.

      “The only smart thing they have done is give Harmonia a position,” he retorted.

      “I’ve made some meals for you. Will you be alright for a few days on your own?” her mother asked.

      “Of course! And I won’t be on my own. I’ll have Pow-pow.”

      “We’ll check in,” her father replied, peering at her across the table.

      Wynter rolled her eyes. “There is plenty to keep me busy. I’ve started organizing the library. That will keep me busy for a month!” she said.

      Her dad shook his head. “You and your obsession with my library,” he teased.

      “I love every one of the worlds that you’ve cataloged. It is a priceless collection,” Wynter said.

      “Well, that should keep you out of trouble for a little while,” Arastan agreed.

      Two hours later, with a lot of encouragement, reassurances that she would be fine, and a little nudge, her parents departed for Wall, the closest city, to catch the red-eye shuttle to Enyo. Wynter was practically dancing by the time they left and could barely contain her excitement any longer. Pow-pow bounded out of his shelter, twirling in circles and hopping up and down.

      “Where we go? Where we go?” Pow-pow impatiently demanded.

      Wynter bit her lip and thought for a moment. “I don’t know. Why don’t I grab a couple of rings and we’ll choose one at random?” she suggested.

      “Not serpent place,” Pow-pow warily responded.

      Wynter stroked Pow-pow’s nose and shook her head. “No. No serpent place. Wait here, I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Wynter hurried back into the castle, running through the corridors until she reached her bedroom. Falling to her knees, she summoned her treasure box. It had grown over the years.

      She carefully lifted the clean tunic from the box. Unconsciously, she touched the ring of power tucked between her breasts on a gold necklace. She stroked the soft material of the tunic and thought about her dreams and her memories of not just that night but the years she had watched the boy named Khalid through the portal.

      Her fascination with the boy from that distant world had grown to the point of obsession. To protect herself from heartache, she had eventually forced herself to stop watching him, but she was unable to completely cut ties with him. Wearing the ring had been a compromise. It had been years since she had seen him through the portal.

      In her treasure box lay the dozens of other power rings she had secretly collected over the years. She grabbed a handful and stuffed them into a small leather pouch before pulling tight the string at the top. She replaced the shirt in the box and touched the ring she wore on a necklace again. Sighing, she resealed the box and put it away.

      Glancing around her room, she collected her long dark brown coat and the largest bag that she could wear draped across her chest. She exited her room and hurried down the hallway to her father’s lab.

      With a swift scan of the room, she found her power staff. The device was very deceptive, like all of their creations. It appeared to be only six inches long, but she could extend it by one or both ends with a thought. She pulled her coat back far enough to secure the staff at her waist.

      As she turned away, her elbow caught a tome she had left on the corner of her father’s workbench. She cursed when it fell to the floor. A gold power ring fell out of the book and rolled across the floor. Wynter picked the book up and placed it back on the workbench.

      “Wynter, hurry!” Pow-pow grumbled.

      “I’m coming,” she called.

      She scooped up the ring that had fallen out of the book and exited the lab. Sliding the ring into her pocket, she broke into a jog. If she didn’t hurry, Pow-pow would come inside, and she would spend the next few days repairing the damage instead of having fun.

      Pow-pow backed out of the doorway and wiggled his nose when he saw her. He blew a puff of hot air around her, she coughed pointedly.

      “You really need to brush your teeth. Your breath smells like brimstone.”

      “Later. I want to have fun.”

      “Well, we have all the places we’ve been before….” she said with a cheeky expression.

      Pow-pow groaned and sat down with a huff. “Or…?”

      She pulled the ring out of her pocket and wiggled it between her fingers. “I found a new one. I have no idea where it goes or if we can even go there. It fell out of one of dad’s tomes. How do you feel about an adventure?”

      Pow-pow pranced around in a circle. Wynter would have gone flying if she hadn’t leaped over his tail as it swept by her. Luckily, she was used to her friend’s exuberant behavior. She laughed loudly, practically dancing herself, and then she made herself take a breath and be responsible for a second.

      “Remember, no going through until we know it is safe. The last thing we want to do is walk onto a gas planet or into a star.”

      This time it was Pow-pow who rolled his eyes. “I know, I know.”

      Wynter tossed the power ring into the air and opened it with a wave of her hand. She no longer had to whisper a spell to open them. Over the years, as she became more powerful, she learned that she didn’t need to say a spell out loud to make many things work. As long as she clearly imagined what she wanted, she could control the flow of power to make it happen.

      The ring expanded and their reflection shimmered before the world on the other side became clear. Slowly, the excitement drained from her, leaving her feeling hollow. Pow-pow stopped bouncing and stepped closer to her.

      “Wynter, I don’t like this place.” His voice had dropped to a deeper tone, almost a growl.

      On the other side of the ring was a dark and desolate world. The open balcony doors showed ash as far as she could see. Scorched protective walls were manned by blackened bodies frozen on their feet. The walls of the room the portal had opened into were also marred by scorch marks. The furniture was broken and the room was covered in cobwebs.

      A woman lay on the bed. Her features were sculpted from a fine powder. Her right arm lay out to the side as if she were reaching out to someone. She had the same long platinum blonde hair that Wynter did. It lay spread out across the dusty pillows. Her purple robe was adorned with colorful flower embroidery. Beneath the robe was a silver nightgown. While the room looked as if it had been ransacked, the woman’s body remained intact.

      Wynter took a step forward, and threads of white and blue energy spiked outward from the portal and wrapped around her. She screamed as the powerful bands dragged her through the magical doorway. Ancient memories shattered her mind.

      “Wynter!” Pow-pow hurled himself after her a second before the portal closed.
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        * * *

      

      Earth: Palace of Aethon

      

      Khalid silently moved along the outer wall of the palace with his group of men. At twenty-eight years of age, he was the leader his father had trained him to be, and tonight, justice would finally prevail.

      Life had been difficult since his mother’s poisoning. His parents had become suspicious of everyone except the person they should have suspected. The truth came to light during the parade celebrating Aethon’s National Day of Freedom when he was eighteen. Khalid’s parents had died in a car bomb.

      His uncle’s plan to rule Aethon would have succeeded if his father hadn’t insisted at the last minute that Khalid ride in a separate vehicle. The small force loyal to his uncle Inarus had opened fire on the procession, but Khalid’s guards had whisked him away to safety.

      The assassination of the beloved King and Queen had left the country in shock. Inarus had used that to take over the country—declaring himself King within hours of the murders. By law, Khalid could not assume the throne until his twenty-eighth birthday, which had passed two weeks ago.

      The plan was for Khalid’s largest force to enter through the main gates while he and his team entered through the rear gardens. Tonight, he and those still loyal to his parents would regain control of the country. It had been almost a decade since his parents died. The years had been long and bitter.

      Khalid followed the wall to the recessed iron gate, and one of his people quietly cut the thick lock with a pair of bolt cutters. The gate creaked from disuse as he pulled it open. He winced at the sound. Stepping through the arched doorway, he scanned the overgrown foliage, angrily pushing down memories of his mother walking in the garden. She would have been singing sweetly as she trimmed her beloved roses.

      He motioned for the team to move forward and sent a quick gesture to General Adham Husam to take the right fork with his team while Khalid led the other team to the left. He held his rifle firmly against his shoulder and searched the area in front of him for resistance.

      They reached the steps leading up into the palace. Adham’s team arrived too, and Khalid nodded to him. It was fitting that they led this charge together. Adham had been his private guard since he was a boy, and he became a close friend after Khalid’s parents died.

      Moving forward, Khalid stepped on something and lifted his foot, noticing the crumpled dried remains of a rose. It pulled up a memory from fourteen years ago—one he would never forget but sometimes wondered if he had imagined. The little girl with white hair who had performed a miracle. A child whose touch could heal and create a magical doorway.

      His mother had never mentioned her again. If not for Faiza’s miraculous recovery, Khalid would never have believed the girl truly existed.

      He looked over his shoulder to see the garden, searching as he always did when he came here. After that fateful night, he could have sworn he had felt her presence here for years.

      “Your Highness, is everything alright?” Adham murmured.

      Khalid gave a sharp nod. Now was not the time for memories.

      “Take the east wing. I’ll take the left,” he murmured.

      Gunfire erupted, shattering the silence and chasing everything but the fight for survival from his mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Through the Ring of Power: Nysus

      

      “Wynter, wake up,” Pow-pow urged, nudging her with the tip of his nose.

      Wynter didn’t want to wake up. Her whole body vibrated as if she were about to explode. Power unlike anything she had ever felt before was flowing through her veins. Her hair was practically standing straight up from her head. The strands of blue pulsed.

      Forcing one eyelid open, then the other, she saw straight up Pow-pow’s nostril. She made a face and rolled over onto her side. The room spun.

      “Wha—what happened?” she asked.

      Pow-pow was curled protectively around her. As he looked around the room, she followed her dragon’s gaze and noticed the absence of the white and blue lightning that had brought her here.

      She stared at the bed and trembled as memories flooded through her. Holding onto Pow-pow, she pulled herself to her feet.

      “I… know this place. I… remember, but I don’t know how,” she croaked.

      Her heart hammered against her chest at the sight of a fragile woman lying on the bed. She kept one hand pressed against Pow-pow until she felt steady enough to take a step.

      Next to the bed was a cradle. Dried flowers turned to dust when she touched them. Wynter watched the dust swirl, growing denser. The room changed.

      Ghostly apparitions moved as if she and Pow-pow weren’t there. White blossoms on a leafy-green vine adorned the cradle. An infant girl, only a few minutes old, lay sleeping in the cradle. She had an olive complexion and platinum hair. An old woman was cleaning blood from her tiny body while another tended to a woman who bore a striking resemblance to the baby. Her green eyes were identical to the child’s, her complexion was only a few shades darker, and her hair was as white as snow. She lay exhausted on the bed, her face flushed, her hair soaked with sweat, and the lower half of her nightgown covered in blood.

      “Larenta!”

      Wynter turned as a tall man with pale skin burst through the doorway. Blood stained his clothing and dripped from his temple. He carried a long staff. Each end glowed a brilliant gold. Wynter instinctively reached for the staff at her waist. They were identical.

      “Everes, you’ve returned! What is it? What’s happened? You’re hurt!” Larenta gasped, struggling to sit up.

      Larenta waved her attendant away and slid from the bed. She pulled on the purple dressing gown. The man rushed toward the bed, passing right through Wynter as she attempted to stagger out of the way. Larenta swayed and would have collapsed but Everes caught her.

      “You’ve given birth.” Everes’ eyes closed as if he were in pain. When he opened them, his eyes were teary before he blinked the moisture away. “The castle will be under attack soon. I must get you and our child to safety.”

      Larenta shook her head as if to clear it. “What are you saying? How can it be under attack? By whom? Who would dare?”

      Everes cupped her cheek. “The cities of Strom and Fairs have fallen. So have the lands to the south and east. There are creatures unlike any we have seen.”

      Larenta stared at him in confusion. “Our magic—”

      Everes shook his head. “There are too many. My heart, you must take our daughter and seek shelter to the north.”

      Screams rent the air, and Wynter jumped. She walked over to the doors leading to a balcony and stepped out. Inhabitants not fast enough to reach the stone walls surrounding the castle fell under a black hoard of advancing forces. Wynter lifted her fist to her mouth when she saw a red beam of light turning people to ash.

      She turned when Larenta stepped out beside her. Anguish twisted the woman’s beautiful features. She swayed again and the man wrapped his arm around her waist.

      “I must stop them. I must protect our people.”

      “No, my love, you are weak from giving birth, and there are too many. It would destroy you!”

      Tears coursed down Larenta’s cheeks. “They cannot breach the walls, Everes. You know that. If they take Erindale Castle, there is no distance we can run and be safe. We are the stronghold. Erindale is the birthplace of our magic. I must… do what I can. You must call the protectors to the walls.”

      Everes stiffened and paled. Finally, he whispered, “I will love you for all eternity, my beautiful Queen.” He caressed Larenta’s cheek before tenderly kissing her.

      Everes walked over to the cradle. When he brushed his knuckles tenderly along the babe’s cheek, Wynter touched her own cheek, gasping when she felt the King’s caress.

      “My beautiful daughter. You will one day return and free our people.”

      This time a tear did escape and course down his cheek. He kissed the infant’s cheek before he turned with a tortured expression. As he exited the room, he gave a low order to the Queen’s attendants to follow him. Wynter kept her fingers pressed to her cheek, sure that she had felt the touch of warm lips against her skin.

      She returned to the balcony. The swarm of invaders were almost to the wall surrounding the castle and interior city. A few minutes later, she could see Everes and eleven other men climbing to a series of platforms on the high wall.

      Larenta drew a sobbing breath and murmured, “I love you, my King.”

      The group on the wall raised their staffs. Everes turned and looked up at Larenta before he slammed his staff down with both hands.

      Larenta began to speak in a language that washed through Wynter. It was the language she spoke in her head when she used her powers. The ancient power coursing through her grew in strength and she understood perfectly what her mother chanted.

      “I command the powers of the ancients to give me their strength. Light of my light. Blood of my blood. I command the power of the stars, the planets, and the spirits of my people. I will defend you to my last breath. Protect my land. Protect my people. Banish the creatures to the bowels of the earth. Set the protectors upon these walls and let none breach their defenses. I so command it!” Larenta lifted her arms and spread her hands.

      White lightning and blue streaks flashed from Larenta’s body. The blue bolts hit Everes first before arcing horizontally and connecting with each of the men standing on the platforms. White and blue light rolled down the face of the ramparts.

      The flow of energy looked like a tsunami, growing larger until it crashed down on the dark, horrific creatures. The ground under the creatures’ feet heaved and split, ripping open a crevice that spread as far as the eye could see. Hoards of the creatures fell into the widening gap. Yet even as she watched, others used their peers as stepping stones to make it out of the crevice.

      A low moaning cry slipped from Larenta and her knees buckled. Wynter wrapped her arms around her mother. Shock held her immobile when their bodies connected and she held her mother upright. Her energy flowed into her mother, surging until it crashed down on the creatures. More creatures came however, those that survived the magic defenses still pouring forward, undeterred.

      “I can do no more,” Larenta whispered in a drained voice.

      “You must lie down,” Wynter urged, guiding Larenta back into the bedroom.

      Tears blinded her as her mother paused by the cradle to lift her newborn babe into her arms. Larenta climbed onto the bed, rocking the babe and cooing softly to her. Tortured sobs filled the room as Larenta rocked back and forth, her body shaking.

      “Pow-pow, we have to do something,” Wynter cried.

      Pow-pow shook his head. “These are memories, Wynter. What has happened cannot be changed.”

      Tears coursed down Wynter’s cheeks as the creatures’ thunderous rampage overwhelmed the last of their magic defenses and they breached the walls. In that moment of despair, Wynter turned and saw Arastan through the window of the Ring of Power. Larenta twisted toward the glowing circle. Wynter’s breath caught in her throat as Larenta begged the man who would become her father to take and protect her child. When Arastan nodded, she sent Wynter through the doorway between their worlds—magic to magic, one loving, devoted parent to another.

      The door to the bedchamber burst open and one of the alien creatures stepped in. Pow-pow drew Wynter close and Larenta released the last of her magic just as the creature fired its weapon at her. The two powers combined in an explosive force that rippled through the kingdom, turning the alien creatures to ash and Larenta’s people to stone.

      Wynter pushed on Pow-pow’s front legs until he released her. She walked over to the bed. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she lifted her hands and whispered an ancient spell.

      “Sleep i uireb sleep -o mín núr. Glenn- bar na i galad where mín came a rad- sídh, nin rís. Nin naneth.” Sleep the eternal sleep of our people. Go home to the light from whence we came and find peace, my Queen... my mother.

      The soft, powdery flakes that made up Larenta’s body transformed into brilliant prisms of tiny lights that rose from the bed. Wynter followed them when they floated out of the balcony’s French doors. They rose higher and higher until she couldn’t see them anymore.

      “Pow-pow, take me for a ride. I want to see my parents’ home,” she quietly requested.

      “It would be my honor, Princess Wynter of Erindale,” Pow-pow said with a sad smile as he bowed his head.
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      Pow-pow flew over the sun-drenched land. The castle seemed frozen in time. Stone residents remained forever captured in their last moment. Twelve protectors stood as sentinels over the kingdom. White energy and royal blue lightning crackled between them.

      Outside the castle walls, a long ravine stretched for nearly a mile in each direction. The gap was so deep that at one time molten rock from the planet’s core had flowed within it, leaving a hard crust as evidence. On the other side of the ravine was a blackened forest. Ghostly trunks of dead trees populated the landscape for hundreds of yards into the once lush forest.

      Past the dead trees, life thrived. Wynter saw a frightened herd of deer running through a meadow and a pack of wolves that sought cover in the thick forest as Pow-pow’s shadow passed over them. A lone bear ambled along the riverbank, undisturbed by the dragon flying overhead.

      Wynter tucked her head close to Pow-pow’s scales as she thought of her biological parents. It was painful to think about their lives being cut short by the strange creatures. It also hurt to think about her adoptive parents. Why had they kept the truth from her? Why did her father hide this ring? Did he plan to tell her about her birthplace someday or would he have kept it a secret forever?

      A spiral of smoke rose through the trees nearly fifty miles from the castle. Wynter’s breath caught when she saw a young girl of about eight carrying a basket to a quaint hut surrounded by six outbuildings and several pens filled with livestock. The girl looked up and froze.

      At Wynter’s silent request, Pow-pow circled overhead. She knew her parents’ creed. She should never interfere and she should never allow knowledge or suspicion of the Mage-line—but how could such a thing be wrong when she belonged here?

      The girl dropped her woven basket and ran for the hut, screaming. The door swung open and a woman in her mid-thirties caught and held the girl against her body, searching the area nearby before looking up and noticing their presence with alarm. The woman pulled the girl inside and slammed the door.

      “Land, Pow-pow,” she requested.

      The powerful stone dragon circled around again before landing lightly on the uneven, grassy turf. Wynter swung her leg over Pow-pow’s broad shoulders and slid off, her boots sinking into the soft soil. She picked up the contents of the girl’s basket from the ground and placed them back inside. When a man of similar age to the woman stepped out of the hut, his sword braced for an attack, she straightened. The woman stood in the doorway behind him, the young girl peeking out from behind her.

      “Hello,” Wynter hesitantly called. “Your… daughter dropped her basket. I’m sorry we startled her.”

      She stepped forward, holding out the basket. The couple stared at her with wide eyes. She took another step forward.

      Pale and tense, the man looked from her face, to Pow-pow, to the basket, and back again. He tentatively approached her, and the longer he looked at her face, the more he seemed to be having trouble catching his breath.

      “Can you… can you understand me?” she asked, biting her lip.

      “Yes, Your Highness. I am Tomas,” the man said, his voice barely above a whisper.

      Wynter tried to smile. She waved to Pow-pow and forced out a laugh.

      “That’s Pow-pow. He’s harmless.” She ignored Pow-pow’s humph of disagreement. “My name is Wynter.”

      “Yes, Your Highness,” Tomas choked out, lowering to his knee and bowing his head.

      “You… you know who I am?” she asked, glancing at the woman who was curtsying deeply.

      “You are the lost Princess of Erindale, thought murdered with your parents when the creatures attacked,” Tomas said.

      His voice trembled, and he glanced up at her before bowing his head again. Wynter placed the basket on the ground next to him and reached for his hand. Tomas shuddered when she touched him.

      “Please… can you tell me what happened?”

      Tomas nodded and together they stood. The woman gave her a tentative smile before stepping back. The little girl ran over and collected the basket.

      “I’m Desiree,” the little girl introduced with a curtsy.

      “I’m Wynter and this is Pow-pow. He’s a stone dragon.”

      “Welcome to our home. I’m LaNie, Your Highness,” the woman introduced with another deep curtsy.

      Wynter paused in the doorway and looked back at Pow-pow. He was lying in the yard, gnawing on a rock, while half a dozen chickens pecked around him. He motioned with his head for her to go.

      I will be here if you need me, he promised.

      She gave a slight nod before taking a deep breath. She was nervous and sad, but she was also exhilarated. This was finally a chance to find out who she really was and where she belonged in this vast, crazy universe.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Wynter emerged from the house, pale but composed. She knew Pow-pow’s sharp hearing had easily followed along with the conversation, so there wasn’t any point in her repeating what was said.

      Tomas and LaNie didn’t know where the creatures came from. They only knew of the massive destruction left behind. The creatures were too fast to out-run, but Tomas and LaNie specialized in magic that hid them from threats.

      They had lived in a village far to the south of Erindale when the first attacks began, and they traveled farther and farther north to find land that had recovered from the blight the invaders brought. Erindale was situated above a strong source of magic, and so it was here, just outside the blast zone of the castle, that the land first began to flourish.

      “Go home now?” Pow-pow asked, rising to his feet and stretching.

      Wynter shook her head. “No, I’m… not ready. Not yet. I… need someplace where I can think,” she quietly replied, petting his neck.

      “Pick a place,” he suggested.

      Wynter’s fingers went to the ring she always wore around her neck.

      “There is a place I would like to visit again,” she said, looking up at Pow-pow.

      “Does it have rocks?” Pow-pow asked.

      “Yes, and lots and lots of sand,” she laughingly replied with a rueful shake of her head.
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        * * *

      

      Earth:

      

      Khalid nodded to the guards in the corridor. Adham grimly approached from the opposite direction.

      “You haven’t found my uncle?” Khalid asked.

      Adham shook his head. “No. I’ve ordered a second search of every room in the palace.”

      Khalid sighed. “He may try to escape over the border. Notify the other commanders.”

      “Already done.”

      “Good. Sooner or later, he will be found.”

      “You should let one of the medics check you out. That wound in your side—”

      Khalid waved a hand in dismissal. “It is just a graze. I’ll be fine.”

      Khalid moved to pass him and Adham touched his arm. He shot the older man an impatient glare. The compassion in Adham’s eyes made him look away.

      “I’m fine, Adham. I… need a moment alone.”

      “Be careful. You can’t let your guard down until your uncle is caught and we have contained the resistance.”

      “You’ve trained me well, Adham. I will be attentive,” he promised. Even so, he knew there would be two guards hovering just out of sight in case there was trouble. That was protocol, and so was informing a separate guard of his intended location. “I will be in my mother’s garden,” he said.

      Adham dipped his head. “May you find peace, my King.”

      Khalid shuddered as Adham walked away but quickly shook off the reaction to his father’s title and turned the corner. The corridor ended at a set of massive wooden doors. He pushed them open.

      As he slowly walked through his mother’s private library, he noted that the beautiful room had not changed very much.

      At least my uncle did one thing right, he thought.

      There were rumors that his uncle Inarus had a jealous, possessive love for his mother. Poisoning her had been her punishment for not returning his affection. When she got well, Inarus often stated it was destiny keeping her alive, so he instead focused on killing the King and his heir.

      On the day of their demise, Queen Faiza wasn’t supposed to be in the same car as the King. Khalid and his father were supposed to travel together while his mother waited at their destination.

      The death of Faiza had sent Inarus spiraling into full-blown insanity, and the people of Aethon had paid dearly for it—especially when they refused to turn over the young prince. Khalid cursed, wanting to keep all the memories locked in the dark recesses of his mind.

      He exited through the double doors, pausing on the patio to look at the neglected garden in the moonlight. Sinking down onto the steps, he took deep breaths, bowed his head, and closed his eyes. His pounding heart set a frantic pace for the memories crowding his mind; memories of his parents, the citizens who had rallied against a tyrant, and the dead who would never see their triumph.

      He was so lost in the past that he dismissed the first soft caress against his cheek as the wind. It wasn’t until he felt the brush of softness again, this time on his right cheek, that he lashed out and gripped the soft petals of a rose in a tight hold.

      Surprise held him immobile when the soft curves of a woman suddenly materialized in front of him like an apparition coming to life. A long, dark brown overcoat partially covered her matching vest. Her royal blue shirt revealed a shadow of cleavage. Dark brown tweed pants and knee-high riding boots encased her coltish legs. She knelt, and he found himself staring into the same vivid, emerald eyes that had haunted him for more than half his life.

      “Khalid.”

      The lilting voice from his past had matured. Her mane of platinum hair was pulled back from her face, contained in a long plait down her back. He mentally calculated her age and bit back a groan. She would be around seventeen or eighteen. He was a man of twenty-eight and should absolutely not be feeling what he was feeling.

      His two guards gave harsh cries of warning and moved to protect their king from the intruder that had suddenly appeared in front of him. Khalid raised his hand, his fist tight, to let them know he was safe.

      “Leave us,” he ordered without looking around.

      Khalid looked at the rose in Wynter’s hand. The damage he had done to it was repairing before his eyes. Wynter smiled and brushed his cheek with it again before offering it to him. He absently accepted the uncrushed bloom.

      “Wynter,” he murmured.

      Concern darkened her eyes. She touched his temple where exploding glass had cut it. He stiffened, and warmth spread through him, taking his breath away.

      “Ancient energui tul- na nin a on- nin i rod plural rodyn na heal hin wounds,” she chanted.

      The words were like music that calmed and healed. He wanted to touch her but was afraid to move. The warmth was spreading down his body, and he swore he could feel his torn flesh mending.

      Seconds lengthened to a minute, then two, before she sat back with a satisfied expression. The numerous small wounds all over his body no longer caused him discomfort.

      A long strand of her hair had come loose from her plait. When he tucked it behind her ear, electricity sizzled against his fingertips. It wasn’t unpleasant, but there was definitely a charge.

      “Where have you been? Where did you go? Why are you here?” he asked, his frustration growing with each question.

      She tilted her head, a questioning expression on her face, and covered his hand with hers, shaking her head. Then she rose and looked into the garden as if something had drawn her attention. Khalid rose as well but he didn’t see or hear anything. He captured her wrist and she startled. He had to force himself to loosen his grip so he didn’t bruise her.

      The top of her head almost reached his chin. She turned to him and lifted her free hand to his temple, pressing two fingers against his skin as if she were trying to read his mind. She closed her eyes, and her lips moved silently.

      When she opened her eyes to meet his, she said, “I came here searching for… peace.”

      Khalid stepped back in surprise, releasing her wrist. She had spoken in perfect Arabic! The newfound way to connect with her made him ache to connect in other ways. He wanted to wrap her hair around his fist and pull her against him. He wanted…. With a shake of his head to clear it, he focused on her words.

      “Your mother… sang in this garden, and… it was magic that was not magic. It made me feel.”

      It had been such a long time since Khalid had heard his mother sing. He had so many memories associated with her beautiful voice.

      “Is she not well?” Wynter asked with concern.

      “She’s… dead. I couldn’t keep her safe,” he said, his voice thick with emotion.

      “I… am so sorry. My mother… also,” she replied with a haunted expression.

      Her eyes filled with tears, and she tipped her head forward, burying her face against his chest. She wrapped her arms around his waist, and he held her as she sniffled.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” he murmured. “My mother— She died a long time ago.”

      Her breath came out as a hiccup, and she nodded. He caressed her back, his mind reeling from her return and his body heating from having her in his arms. He had so many questions.

      “Why did you return? Where… who are you and where did you go? How can you speak my language now?”

      She pulled away from him, and panic seized him she would suddenly disappear again. He held onto her hand, preventing her from moving too far. She squeezed his fingers and sank down onto the step, pulling him gently down beside her.

      “It is forbidden to interfere with worlds who do not know about us,” she said, glancing at him before looking at the overgrown garden. She seemed to have become fully fluent in his language in just seconds! And what she was saying… it was incredible.

      “Who are you?” he repeated.

      She lifted a slender shoulder. “I… don’t know anymore. I was raised among the Mages of Enyo. My mother and father are researchers. My father developed the Rings of Power. They open windows to other worlds, facilitating observation without interference. My mother studies the fauna and flora of the different worlds. She has discovered new medicines that have helped many worlds. We live on Zelos. The natives know about mages and other off-worlders.”

      “Wait…. Are you saying— Are you saying… aliens exist?” he choked out, releasing her hand and shifting slightly away.

      She smiled slightly. “Of course. Do you really think there are all those universes out there,” she said with a wave toward the stars, “but no species can exist anywhere but here?”

      Khalid’s gaze automatically followed her hand. Brilliant stars glittered above them despite the full moon. The power grid was still down. A team would be working on repairing the damage left by his uncle’s retreating forces.

      “Where is Enyo?” he asked, searching the sky.

      Wynter’s delighted laughter and mischievous expression made him smile. He needed to touch her again, and he casually moved his hand toward where hers rested on the step. “You cannot see it from here. It is—”

      He touched her hand, stroking her soft skin.

      “…a very long way away,” she said, her voice softening.

      “Mages… are witches,” he said with a frown.

      “Of sorts. Mages use technology along with magic,” she said.

      “So, you are a mage?”

      She nodded. “Yes, and… more. What happened to you? You were hurt.”

      “After you disappeared, things became better for a while, but there were still attacks.” He explained as briefly as he could about his uncle before finishing with what had happened in the last few weeks. “There has been a ground-swell of rebellion against my uncle. My supporters and I rooted him out of the palace tonight, but he is not in our custody. He got away.”

      She threaded her fingers through his and gently squeezed them. “War is never good, but sometimes it is necessary. I wish I could have protected your parents.”

      A desire to hold her and never let her go surged through him, as ancient and primitive as time. Deep down, he knew she belonged to him—and that he belonged to her. He didn’t understand it and didn’t even bother trying. Her very existence was just as incredible as his certainty of the love they would share, and it didn’t matter how strange any of this was. She was here, and he felt what he felt.

      A low growl, unearthly and dangerous reached his ears. The hair on the back of his neck rose, and he pulled Wynter behind him as he reached for his weapon. His two guards appeared from the shadows again, their weapons drawn.

      The menacing rumble came again, and the men nervously closed ranks when the ground vibrated under their feet. Khalid’s gaze scanned the area, searching for the danger.

      “Third-floor balcony on your right. There is a man there with a weapon,” Wynter warned.

      Wynter stepped in front of him and lifted her arms just as a massive black shadow exploded from the garden toward the upper-level balcony and gunfire erupted. In seconds, the only sound was a terrified scream and crunching bones.

      Khalid and his guards opened fire on the creature that was eating the attacker on the third balcony.

      “Do not use your weapons!” Wynter cried.

      “Follow her orders,” Khalid hoarsely relayed to his men, reluctantly forcing himself to move his own finger away from the trigger of his gun.

      The ‘amirat khurafiat alsahra must know what she’s doing, he thought with extreme apprehension.

      The creature turned glowing green eyes toward them and spit the man out. The body landed with a heavy thud in the garden.

      Farid and Mousa were praying in low, terrified voices, their eyes wide. More soldiers entered the garden, drawn by the sound of the gunfire.

      “Do not fire!” Khalid ordered the newcomers, breathing deeply as he continued to trust Wynter’s judgement in the face of a giant man-eater unlike any he had ever seen. Khalid distantly felt Wynter pushing his weapon down so he was no longer aiming at the creature.

      The monster released a heated snort before climbing the wall to the roof. In a burst of speed that almost knocked everyone over, the creature unfurled massive wings and took off into the night sky.

      “Was that…. Was that a dragon?” he faintly inquired.

      Wynter’s eyes widened as the once quiet garden filled with men. She took a stumbling step down the steps, her heart pounding as the weight of what she had done dawned on her.
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      Khalid stared at the mangled remains of his uncle. There were deep slashes the size of dinner plates in the body. His head had been found several feet away. His automatic rifle was bent in half.

      Where the creature had climbed, there were deep gouges in the marble wall. Mousa and Farid stood with Wynter between them, their eyes nervously moving from her to the rooftop and back again. She was watching him with a haunted expression.

      “Adham, please dispose of Inarus’s remains,” he requested.

      “What happened, Khalid? This… what could do this?” Adham demanded, his voice tense with nervousness.

      Khalid couldn’t keep his eyes off Wynter. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he replied.

      Adham reached toward Khalid, studying his face. “Your wounds are healed.”

      “Yes,” Khalid said, not expanding on the subject.

      Adham’s gaze moved to Wynter. “The woman… who is she?”

      “No one you should be concerned about,” Khalid answered.

      “I would like to speak with her,” Adham stated.

      “No!” The denial burst out of Khalid with such vehemence that it surprised the men standing around him.

      Adham looked thoughtfully between Wynter and his king. He could see the wariness in his friend’s eyes. Khalid rested his hand on Adham’s arm.

      “She is not a threat to me, Adham. She… is an old friend.”

      “Where did she come from? What was she doing in the palace? Khalid, you don’t know if she supported your uncle. Even though he is dead now, that doesn’t mean she might not have an agenda of her own.”

      Khalid smiled and shook his head. “She has nothing to do with my uncle. You’ll have to trust me on this, Adham. I… promised her long ago that I would always protect her. She means me no harm.”

      Adham didn’t look convinced, but he bowed his head. With a sharp order, Adham instructed two men carrying body bags to remove Inarus’s remains.

      Wynter closed her eyes and turned her head away from the gruesome scene. Khalid walked over and gently cupped her elbow.

      “Come, let’s go inside,” he said.

      She nodded, a shudder running through her as the men performed the grisly task. Khalid didn’t miss the way she glanced up at the sky before they entered the palace. He looked up as well but saw nothing.

      “Where is it?” he asked.

      She bit her lip as they climbed the steps. “He’s flying overhead, keeping an eye on me.”

      He guided her to a seat in his mother’s library. She looked pale in the dim light the emergency generators provided.

      “Would you like something to drink?” he asked.

      She shook her head. Her eyes moved to the gardens outside the French doors. She looked sad and worried, but most of all, she looked fragile.

      “I should leave as soon as the garden is clear of people,” she murmured. “It was wrong of me to come here.”

      “No! You left once. I won’t let you go again,” he growled.

      “You have no choice. I don’t belong here,” she quietly responded.
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        * * *

      

      Wynter’s stomach churned with stress. She had broken the most crucial rule of the Mage-line order. Worse, she had betrayed her parents’ trust.

      Khalid had reacted to Pow-pow with horror and intense fear. This world was not at all like Erindale, a place that was probably not used to dragons but had already been visited by aliens, already used magic, and was… sort-of a home for Wynter. She was born there, and in some ways, she belonged there—and Pow-pow belonged wherever she belonged. Khalid’s world, however, was not accustomed to creatures such as herself and Pow-pow.

      Fear for her friend poured through her. Pow-pow assured her that the humans’ weapons could not hurt him. The worst thing that could happen to him was being forced to chomp down on more humans.

      They squishy and taste terrible, Pow-pow said, trying to spit out the horrid, metallic flavor.

      Wynter returned her attention to Khalid, who was pacing in agitation. He kept glancing at the garden in nervous apprehension until he abruptly twisted around and faced her.

      “You do belong here—with me.” Khalid declared.

      He looked wild, confused, and fierce. His expression reminded her so much of when they were younger.

      She rose from her seat and walked over to him. He had become a strikingly handsome man with strong features. She touched his neatly trimmed beard. The coarse black hair was surprisingly pleasant under her fingertips. His jaw was clenched, and his lips pressed together. His defiant eyes had darkened until they appeared almost as black as his hair.

      She stroked the long silky strands of hair near his ear that his headdress didn’t hide. Time seemed to slow as she studied him.

      Why did she feel such a connection to him? Her young heart beat heavily at the idea of leaving him, but what choice did she have? She and Pow-pow could not remain on this world. She knew from her father’s notes and illustrations that she and Pow-pow would be in danger themselves, but they would also imperil anyone who associated with them.

      Memories of the world she was born in flashed through her mind. The devastation left by the hoard of aliens still affected the survivors nearly two decades later. While she and Pow-pow would never intentionally harm another, there could still be long-term damaging effects if they stayed here.

      “Don’t leave me.” Khalid slid his hand against her nape and tugged her closer. She gasped when he captured her lips.

      Wynter had never been kissed before. The sensation startled and intrigued her. Her lips parted under the pressure of his, and he swept his tongue inside. Her eyes fluttered closed as a pulsing need spread through her.

      This is right, she thought.

      Her heart hammered against her chest, and her hands pressed over his pounding heart. Blood swooshed in her ears. All she could hear or feel was him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her body closer to his in utter abandon.

      Two hearts, one heartbeat. As if two halves of a soul have found each other across the universe… and become one.
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon, Khalid strode down the corridor that led to his living quarters. They were his rooms when he originally lived here. Already, work was underway to repair the palace and the country. It would take years, but resources, manpower, and hope were powerful driving forces.

      Hope, he thought.

      His thoughts should have been on his early morning meeting with Adham and his other military advisors. He should have been thinking about the many meetings that would fill the next few weeks as the new government was established and his place as Ruler of Aethon was sealed. There were a million and one things to think about that didn’t involve a platinum-blonde woman from another world.

      Don’t forget her dragon! he reminded himself with a slight shudder.

      Khalid shook his head at the thought. After he kissed her last night….

      I don’t care if she has a hundred dragons, trolls, fairies, or other mythical creatures. She is mine.

      That knowledge gave him hope. He believed their destinies were written years ago when Wynter first appeared, and their intense chemistry yesterday was yet another sign that they were meant for each other. If Adham hadn’t interrupted them, he suspected she would have fully belonged to him.

      “Your Highness.”

      Khalid groaned when he heard Colonel Giaffar Gindibuh call out to him. He wanted to ignore his friend. He was exhausted and more than a little impatient to see Wynter. Breathing deeply, he slowed his pace, allowing Giaffar to catch up with him.

      “What is it, Giaf?” he wearily inquired.

      Giaffar was the same age as he was. The son of a Boeheim sheikh, they were childhood friends. Giaf had planned and fought beside him every step of the way over the last ten years.

      “Is it true? About the girl,” Giaf asked.

      “Is it true there is a woman here in the palace, in my quarters, then yes,” he replied in a short tone.

      Giaf eyed him with a steady stare that made his cheeks darken. Thanks to the events in his life, romantic relationships had been limited to a few awkward kisses and a lot of wishful thinking. Giaf had a slightly more expansive experience but not by much.

      “Who is she? Adham is tightlipped. Some guards have been saying—”

      Khalid stopped and faced his friend with a scowl. “What have the guards been saying?” he demanded.

      This time it was Giaf who flushed. Giaf’s face was tense and his shoulders stiff. Uncertainty flashed through his eyes.

      “I saw the marks in the wall and read the report of Inarus’s death. Farid and Mousa swear they saw a… dragon. Doctor Baqir’s medical report states Inarus suffered multiple lacerations that went completely through his body, and that his head was ripped off, his skull crushed,” Giaf warily replied.

      Khalid stood frozen for a moment before briefly closing his eyes.

      “I want all reports of what happened to my uncle contained,” he ordered.

      Giaf uttered a low curse and gripped his arm. “Are you telling me what Farid and Mousa reported was true? That there was a dragon… and the girl speaks to it?”

      Khalid pursed his lips and looked over Giaf’s shoulder to where his other two personal guards, Hagar and Habanamru, stood in silence. He knew now that Farid and Mousa would probably have already briefed them about what they saw in the courtyard.

      “Who else knows about this?” he asked as he wearily rubbed the back of his neck.

      Giaf paled when he didn’t deny the claim. “Adham, me, your guards, and I think Doctor Baqir suspects. There are others that were in the courtyard and saw the gouges in the wall,” he answered.

      “I… will brief you, Adham, Doctor Baqir, and my guards in one hour in the conference room. Until then, I ask that you make sure that nothing else is said.”

      Giaf nodded in agreement. “I’ll let the others know.” He glanced down the corridor. “And the girl… woman? What about her?”

      Khalid gazed at the double doors at the end of the corridor. Behind those doors was the most precious thing in his life. He would do whatever he must to protect her.

      “She is mine, Giaf. That is all you need to know,” he said before turning and walking away.

      At the end of the corridor, he opened the door to his living quarters with a murmur to Habanamru and Hagar to remain outside. Both guards cast a wary look at each other and then at him before reluctantly nodding. He stepped through the door, closing it quietly behind him.

      He froze, taking in the sight of Wynter’s bemused face as she listened to Dhat-Badan. He had requested the Wise Woman’s presence. He knew she would want to see Wynter again, and the moment she discovered that the strange child had returned, she had eagerly agreed to come.

      “Pow-pow only eats dirt, rocks, and such? How can he live on such things?” Dhat-Badan was asking.

      “He’s a rock dragon. Why would he want to eat anything else?”

      “Are there other types of dragons?” Dhat-Badan asked.

      “Oh, yes. There are many others,” Wynter replied.

      Dhat-Badan finished braiding Wynter’s hair before looking up and smiling at Khalid. Wynter turned, her eyes widening at the sight of him, and a faint pink color rushed to her cheeks. Her eyes skimmed his face before settling on his lips. Khalid’s body immediately reacted to the darkening green in her eyes.

      “It is wonderful to see you, Dhat-Badan. We would be pleased to have your company again tomorrow,” he said.

      “It has been a pleasure, Your Highness,” Dhat-Badan acknowledged with a bow of her head.

      Khalid stepped away from the door as Dhat-Badan passed him and exited the room. He stood still, drinking in the glow of Wynter’s beauty and the fact that she was real.

      “You’re still here,” he said.

      He cleared his throat when the words came out with a slight croak. She laughed and stood up. The movement was graceful, like a ballerina. She was dressed in one of Aethon’s traditional robes.

      “Yes. Dhat-Badan has been telling me about the major events of the past few years,” she said.

      He met her halfway across the room, enveloping her in his arms and capturing her upturned lips. It had been practically impossible for him to think of anything but holding and kissing her again. She returned his kiss, opening for him like a desert blossom receiving its first rainfall.

      Heart pounding, his body aroused in a way he had never experienced before, he wanted to touch her all over. He slid his hands up her body and captured her face, tilting her head so he could kiss her deeper. She slid her hands down his arms to his wrists and broke their kiss to gaze up at him with a look of wonder and confusion.

      “What is it, Khalid?” she asked, tenderly caressing his brow as he breathed heavily.

      He rested his forehead against hers and sighed. “Nothing is wrong. I just missed you,” he said.

      Her expression softened, and she leaned forward, kissing him again. This kiss was soft… gentle. She chanted words he didn’t understand, and the tension headache that had been throbbing with a dull ache faded.

      “You need time to clean up, eat, and rest,” she gently reproached.

      “I need you,” he replied.
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      Wynter’s heart melted at the slightly vulnerable note in Khalid’s voice. Warmth filled her and a powerful emotion surged inside her. She was falling in love with Khalid.

      His touch awakened the power inside her, touching her on a level she had never experienced before. Tiny charges of electricity swept through her when they touched, and his unique scent—sandalwood, spice, and the fragrance of the desert—made her want to crawl all over him.

      Even tired and disheveled, she wanted him. She entwined her fingers with his and guided him toward his bedroom.

      She could have used a spell to remove his clothing, but there was a unique intimacy in undressing him. She kept her eyes on his face as she began unwrapping his robe. It fell to the floor and revealed a long-sleeved linen shirt that buttoned down the front.

      His breathing increased as she undid each button, kissing his heated flesh as it was exposed. She dropped the shirt onto his discarded robe. Her lips parted in wonder as she lightly caressed his shoulders and ribcage.

      She brushed the light matting of hair on his chest with her lips and stopped at his taut nipple. Unable to resist, she flicked it with her tongue.

      “By the sands of the desert, Wynter, you don’t know what you are doing to me,” he groaned, his head falling forward and his face stiff with need.

      “I do, because you do the same thing to me,” she murmured.

      She undid the button of his trousers, and they fell to the floor around his ankles. With a wave of her hand, his clothing disappeared along with hers. They reappeared on a nearby chair. She was growing impatient for him.

      The sound of Khalid’s groan filled the room. He could no longer hold himself back. He had to touch her. Wynter reveled in the sensation of his rough hands against her soft skin. She grasped his hand and pulled him into the bathroom.

      The water in the shower automatically turned on as they stepped into it. Cold water turned warm as she wrapped one hand around Khalid’s neck, pulling his head down to her, and gripping his throbbing cock with the other.

      “I need you, too, Khalid,” she whispered against his lips.

      Wynter had never been so sure of anything in her life. She caressed Khalid’s wet flesh, memorizing every inch of him.

      She didn’t know how long they could be together. If she had her way, it would be forever—yet, she also knew that would be impossible.

      “Wynter,” Khalid groaned.

      He cupped her breasts and locked onto one of her taut nipples with his lips while pinching the other between his index finger and thumb. Her hips jerked forward in response, her breath coming in pants as the fire of need ripped through her body and settled like molten lava between her legs.

      She rocked her hips in an instinctive dance, desperation flooding her body. His hand slid between her legs, and she shifted her grip to his shoulders as he caressed her.

      “Please, Khalid,” she moaned.

      Khalid cursed and straightened. He quickly soaped down his body before rinsing. Turning off the shower, he grabbed two of the towels. Wynter shook her head and whispered a chant.

      Water droplets rose from their bodies, swirling together until they formed a tiny waterspout and splashed down the drain. Khalid’s eyes widened, but he didn’t say a thing. He stepped out of the shower, scooped her up into his arms, and strode to his bedroom.

      He laid her down on the covers before falling over her with a deluge of hungry, passionate kisses that left her trembling with need. She could feel his thick cock pressing against the inside of her leg. She scored his back with her nails, needing him to fill her.

      “I have to… I need your… pleasure… first,” he gritted out.

      She cupped his cheeks, looking up at him with glowing emerald eyes filled with love. His desire for her and his need to ensure her pleasure were gifts that she would always hold dear to her heart. Sliding her hand down between them, she guided his shaft to her ready channel.

      “Together, Khalid. We will find our pleasure together,” she breathed.

      She pulled his head down, kissing him, and wound her legs around his waist, opening her body to him. When he filled her, the exquisite sensation of him filling her—stretching her—sent her over the precipice.

      She arched backward, lifting her hips and driving him through the barrier of her virginity, squeezing him as she came. Gasping for breath, she held him as he rocked into her. The flash of pain turned to intense pleasure as Khalid moved.

      “Oh, Khalid, I love you,” Wynter cried out.

      Her body was shattering around her as an intense orgasm washed through her in waves. Khalid held her tighter, and his strokes became harder, deeper, and more frenzied. She watched his face in a haze of passion, his eyes closed, his expression tensing, and his lips parted for a moment before he cried out.

      Wynter felt his cock pulsing inside of her, and she tightened her arms around him to keep him locked to her. Her heart swelled when he collapsed, holding her to him as if he would never let her go.

      “You must never leave me. I love you, habibi,” he said in a hoarse voice.
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        * * *

      

      An hour and a half later, Khalid shut the door behind him, breathing deeply to keep control of his raging emotions. He was late for the meeting he had scheduled with Giaf, Adham, and his guards. He rested his hand on the door, remembering how beautiful Wynter looked lying in his bed.

      “Is everything alright, Your Highness?” Hagar inquired.

      Khalid nodded. “Yes, I want to have a meeting with you both,” he said.

      He turned and strode away from his quarters. His mind whirled while his body hummed with contentment. He could still taste Wynter on his lips. He remembered the sensation of her body wrapped around his, and silently cursed when heat pooled and his cock responded.

      Several minutes later, he entered the conference room, followed by Hagar and Habanamru. The other men were already there, seated at a large conference table. He gave them a brief nod before rounding the table and waving Hagar and Habanamru to their seats.

      “I know there are questions, and I will answer them the best I can. What is shared in this room will go no further,” he stated in a hard voice.

      Doctor Baqir peered over his glasses. He was a short, round man dressed in traditional robes. His bald head was covered by a kaffiyeh. Baqir had been his father’s physician and was close to seventy years old.

      “I suspect this has something to do with your uncle’s death,” Doctor Baqir responded curiously.

      Khalid nodded, turning his attention to Farid and Mousa, who were sitting in silence. Both men were hesitant to meet his eyes.

      “Farid, Mousa, would you like to respond?” he asked.

      Mousa glanced at him before shaking his head and staring straight ahead. Farid swallowed. Khalid took pity on the man.

      “Say it, Farid,” he quietly encouraged.

      “Was it really a dragon?” Farid asked.

      “Yes.”

      Khalid breathed a sigh of relief. It was finally out. In a way, this cemented Wynter’s presence in his life, and it made the fantastical elements seem more real now that more people had seen them.

      Talk erupted around the table. When Khalid was finally able to get a word in edgewise, he told them the whole story, including how Wynter cured the Queen, disappeared into a portal, and recently told him about alien life in many worlds.

      Talk exploded around the table again. Khalid gritted his teeth. The words ‘monsters’ and ‘invasion’ filtered through.

      “It is not an invasion! It is one person,” he growled.

      “And a dragon,” Habanamru grumbled.

      Khalid shot the huge, normally silent guard a heated glare. “And a dragon,” he conceded.

      “What happened in the courtyard?” Giaf asked.

      “My uncle opened fire on us. Wynter protected us from the bullets and the dragon climbed the wall and took care of Inarus,” he replied.

      “A dragon would explain the wounds to your uncle’s body,” Doctor Baqir murmured with a satisfied expression.

      Giaf shook his head. “So, what… how… do we handle an alien woman and her pet dragon?” he asked.

      Silence fell around the table. It was the first time any of them had really thought about the logistics of dealing with such an extraordinary situation. This was far different from overthrowing a tyrant. The rest of the world could look the other way when it came to toppling an abusive regime. Aliens and dragons were going to be a little more difficult to explain.

      Eventually, Khalid looked at each man with a resolute expression and replied, “Keep her… them… safe. We are going to keep them safe.”
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      The sun was setting on the horizon by the time he dragged himself away. There had been one minor crisis after another. It hadn’t helped that his mind had been on Wynter.

      He rushed into his living quarters, scanning the area for her with a small amount of desperation. Dhat-Badan looked up from where she was setting a glass of water in the sink with an amused expression. She gave a slight jerk of her head toward the hallway.

      “If it helps, she has missed you, too, Your Highness. I will retire for the night now,” Dhat-Badan said.

      “Yes… thank you. I wish you a good night, Wise Woman.”

      He didn’t hear Dhat-Badan leave. His focus was on Wynter. He entered his bedroom and glanced around. A breeze fluttered the curtains, and he saw her standing on the balcony overlooking the private courtyard.

      He joined her. She turned her head and smiled at him. Without thinking, he opened his arms to her, and she flowed into them. Peace flooded him the moment she was in his arms.

      This feels right, he thought.

      He bowed his head and captured her lips. She urgently buried her hands in his hair. His groan mixed with hers. He wanted her to do that magic-thing she did to make all their clothes disappear.

      “I want you,” he said, peppering her jaw with kisses.

      Her breathless laugh drove him wild. He fumbled with her robes, trying to remove them. Her own hands were busy working on his clothes.

      “One of these days we will take it slow, I promise,” he said.

      She laughed again. The sound of her happiness warmed his soul as he scooped her up and carried her to his bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, replete from lovemaking, stomach full from their meal, and wrapped comfortably in each other’s arms, they stood on the balcony once more. The stars were brilliant in the night sky. Power was still intermittent in the city. Khalid wondered if perhaps a change in the lighting might be wise, so his people could see the stars that had guided their ancestors for centuries. They had guided him.

      “What about there? Is there any life in that part of the sky?” he asked pointing toward the west.

      Wynter tilted her head and thought before she nodded. “Yes, Isotope. The Glacians live there. It is a frozen world, but it thrives with life. The people there can control ice. Technically, I shouldn’t be telling you this. Worlds that have not mastered space travel should not be… visited. But, I know for a fact that they have violated their own rules.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Wynter shook her head. “Perhaps I can tell you one day. I think it best to not tell you too much yet. I wish you could talk to Father. He knows all about each of the worlds and how the multiverse works.”

      “Multiverse?” he repeated.

      “Worlds are layered within each other. Think of it as an onion. You have one onion with many separate layers, but they are still part of that one onion. In this case, it is your world but layered so that it has many levels that exist on their own, yet are still connected. The concept can be… quite headache-inducing,” she confessed.

      Khalid shook his head. Humans really aren’t ready for these concepts, he realized.

      A shadow passed overhead, and he looked up at the sky. The only way he knew something was there was because of the blackness blocking the stars. He followed the movement and realized that it was Wynter’s dragon.

      “Will you trust me?” she asked, turning to him with a smile.

      He frowned and nodded. “Of course I’ll trust you.”

      She pulled out of his arms, grasped his hand, and pulled him closer to the railing. His eyes widened when she lifted the hem of her robe, climbed up onto the railing, and stood on its narrow surface.

      “Follow me,” she said.

      “Anywhere.”

      He climbed up beside her, and held onto her waist as they stood on the edge. His breath caught when she twisted and jumped off, pulling him with her. Their plunge to the ground nearly twenty feet below never happened. Instead, they fell only a couple of feet before landing on something hard and smooth.

      “Hang on to me,” she instructed with a laugh.

      Fly, Pow-pow!

      “Can I talk in front of him, or am I supposed to keep my thoughts to myself?” Pow-pow dryly inquired.

      Khalid stiffened with shock. “It can talk?”

      Wynter laughed again. “Yes, he can talk. Sometimes he never shuts up,” she teased.

      “Ha-ha,” Pow-pow replied sardonically. “Your planet has lots of yummy rocks and sand—lots and lots of sand,” Pow-pow rumbled with pleasure.

      “I am glad to hear you are enjoying our beloved… planet.” Khalid smiled. He had begun his reply automatically, noticing as he did that he was using the standard reply his parents would give visiting dignitaries. He was amused at the unusual circumstance he was using it in now.

      “How can something made of rock fly?” he asked.

      Pow-pow’s deep, rumbling laughter filled the air. “Magic.”

      Khalid laughed along with Wynter. He shook his head in wonder as he looked down at the city. Sporadic lights twinkled below. He could see fires burning and almost make out people standing and sitting around them. Pride filled him at the knowledge that despite the hardships, his people were happier than they had been in years.

      Pow-pow flew toward the desert. At one point, the dragon flew so high that Khalid couldn’t resist the urge to raise his hand and try to touch the stars. Wynter said something, her words lost on the wind. When she pointed downward, he saw the Aethon River.

      He wrapped his arms tightly around her waist and clenched his legs around Pow-pow when the dragon tucked his wings and dived. A moment before they hit the water, Pow-pow opened his wings and leveled out. The dragon extended his back legs, trailing them along the surface of the water before he swished his clubbed tail back and forth, sending a wave of water outward.

      Wynter gestured behind her. A split second later, horses made of water ran beside them. Enchanted, Khalid extended his arm and touched one of them. His fingers skimmed through the cool liquid before the horse surged forward.

      “This is… magical,” he breathed.
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        * * *

      

      It was well past midnight when Wynter rolled onto her side and absently stroked Khalid’s chest. His robes formed their pallet while hers acted as their blanket. Their body heat and the fire that Pow-pow had created for them kept away the chill of the night.

      She caressed his face while he stared up at the stars. There was a slight furrow between his eyes. She rubbed it with her index finger.

      “What are you thinking about?” she asked.

      He pulled her closer, caressing her bare hip. She leaned up on an elbow, forcing him to look at her. Lifting an eyebrow, she waited for his response.

      “Nothing… everything… you… Pow-pow… how to hide a dragon… what the future will hold,” he murmured.

      “Mm, I can’t answer the nothing or the everything. I know that I love you, Khalid. I want to be with you. Pow-pow is happy here and can hide very well when he needs to. As to the future, only the mage visionaries can see it, and they will be the first to tell you that nothing is set in stone.”

      “Except stone dragons,” Pow-pow’s muttered retort from the darkness made them both smile.

      Khalid rolled her onto her back and covered her body with his. Love flooded him, taking his breath away as he gazed down at her. She was so beautiful.

      “I love you, Wynter.”

      She met his kiss. He knew she could taste his desperation, but he didn’t care. Whatever the future held, he knew he would fight tooth and nail to keep them together.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Khalid was climbing back onto Pow-pow’s back. He tightened his hold on Wynter’s waist as the huge stone dragon thundered across the ground and lifted off. Cool air rushed against his face. Pow-pow heated his scales, and the warmth wrapped around them.

      “This is like having powered seat warmers,” he joked.

      Wynter grinned. “Dragons are amazing creatures. Their only natural enemies are giant serpents. I found Pow-pow right after I was here the first time. His egg was the only one left in the nest.”

      “I don’t even want to think how large the serpents must be!” he replied.

      The dragon shuddered under them. “Serpents very big. Some larger than a full-grown dragon,” Pow-pow said.

      Khalid was silent. It still amazed him that a dragon could talk—and he could understand him. The thought of such a powerful beast being afraid of something even bigger and badder was humbling.

      “We’re almost there,” Wynter said.

      Khalid could see the silhouette of the city ahead. Soon Pow-pow was gliding through the maze of buildings, sweeping over the palace walls, and landing in the private courtyard. Khalid slid off first before reaching up to help Wynter down.

      “Thank you, Pow-pow,” he said.

      The dragon turned his head and nodded. “It was my pleasure, Your Highness.”

      Wynter stroked Pow-pow’s nose. “Conceal yourself, my friend.”

      Pow-pow snorted and faded from sight. Khalid would have thought the dragon had just vanished if not for the fact he could still feel heat radiating from him. Khalid reached out a tentative hand. His fingers brushed against the mixture of rough and smooth stone scales.

      “Amazing,” he murmured with a shake of his head.

      “Come, you need sleep. You don’t get enough.”

      Khalid held her hand and followed her inside. As tired as he was, he didn’t want to sleep. When he slept, the nightmares came—nightmares of losing his parents, losing the men who had fought beside him, and most frightening of all, the nightmare where Wynter disappeared.
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      Life settled into a pattern over the next week. Wynter often spent the days overseeing the rebuilding of Aethon’s infrastructure with Khalid. When he was in meetings, she explored the city or worked on restoring Queen Faiza’s favorite courtyard to its former glory. It was Wynter’s favorite courtyard, too, since it was where she and Khalid had met. The garden was just a little neglected—and now there were claw marks in the wall, so… restoring it was a gift for Khalid, but also, it was really her responsibility. Pow-pow thought the gouges made the courtyard more interesting, so he wasn’t going to be in charge of fixing it.

      The nights were her favorite. They flew over the desert on Pow-pow, discovering beautiful oases and ancient ruins hidden deep in the desert that even Khalid wasn’t aware of.

      Wynter trailed her fingers along the railing leading down to the main floor. Time was running out. She would have to go home in the next few days. It was possible that even now her parents suspected something was wrong. If they had tried to contact her and received no answer, would they return from their trip early?

      She was so lost in thought that she didn’t see Giaf until she ran into him as she rounded the corner. She stumbled backward, blinking up at him when he grabbed her arms to steady her. He jerked back from her as if he had been burned, and then he blushed.

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t paying attention,” she apologized.

      “I….” He stared at her, his cheeks pink.

      She tilted her head and studied him. “You are Giaf, yes?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he replied with a nod.

      With amusement, she said, “I don’t bite.” She laughed. “I’m Wynter.”

      He stared down at her outstretched hand as if it were a serpent. She held it for a few seconds, wondering if she was doing something wrong. She had seen many people in the city doing this. He finally reached out and shook her hand before quickly dropping it.

      “Where’s your dragon?” he asked, glancing at the corridor behind her.

      Wynter looked back to see what he was looking at before understanding dawned. She laughed again, the sound echoing against the tall ceiling.

      “He’s in Queen Faiza’s courtyard. Would you like to meet him?”

      Giaf’s expression wavered between terror and awe. She had to remind herself that this was all new to Khalid’s confidants. She looped her arm through Giaf’s and changed his direction toward the courtyard.

      “Come, he would love to meet someone new. He really enjoys sharing our adventures.”

      She had to practically drag Giaf the last few feet out of the doors and down the steps.

      She paused when Giaf stopped and glanced around the garden with a frown. He paled as he scanned the deep gouges along the wall, and she guessed that he was remembering what Pow-pow had done to Khalid’s uncle.

      “Pow-pow does not like to eat humans,” she assured him.

      He looked even more horrified, and she grimaced.

      Poor human is shaking, Pow-pow observed.

      “Pow-pow, I would like you to meet Giaf. He is a friend of Khalid’s,” she said.

      Pow-pow materialized and Giaf stumbled back, tripping on the bottom step. The dragon caught Giaf around the waist with his wing, steadying the man before he could suffer a nasty fall. Wynter tutted when she noticed that Giaf stood stiffly.

      “Steady now, human,” Pow-pow cautioned.

      Giaf blinked and his mouth fell open. He stared into Pow-pow’s brilliant green eyes. Wynter decided it might be best to leave the two of them alone to become acquainted without her.

      She focused on healing the plants. In the background, she could hear Giaf and Pow-pow talking. Pride, love, and satisfaction swept through her when they laughed.

      “You’ve worked another miracle, I see,” Khalid said.

      Wynter rose to her feet and twirled when she heard Khalid speak behind her. Before she could say anything, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. She groaned, wanting to bury her hands in his hair, but refraining when she remembered they were dirty.

      “You don’t fight fair,” she moaned when he gave her a chance to breathe.

      “Never, especially when it comes to you,” he teased, kissing the tip of her nose. “How did you get him to relax with a dragon?”

      She studied Giaf. He was sitting on the steps, nodding his head to something Pow-pow was telling him. For her, it seemed perfectly natural for the two to be having a conversation. Yet, even back home, such a scene would be unusual. The thought of her home brought a fresh wave of grief.

      “I thought you were in meetings until late tonight,” she said.

      “I stayed for the ones I had to and delegated the others to Adham and Giaf… if he can pull himself away from Pow-pow.”

      Silence settled between them as they watched Giaf and Pow-pow. Wynter sighed when Khalid slid his arms around her waist and pulled her against him. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears.

      “Why does life have to be so complicated?” she wondered aloud.

      Khalid kissed her temple, and she released a shuddering breath. The warmth of his lips was soothing. He hugged her tighter.

      “What’s wrong?” he demanded, turning her to face him.

      Biting her lip, she tilted her face away from him. He lifted her chin, forcing her to look at him. She blinked back the tears clouding her vision.

      “I’ve been gone too long. If I don’t return soon, my parents are bound to know that something has happened. They will search for me.”

      Denial flared in his eyes. “You belong here, Wynter, with me.”

      She closed her eyes and nodded. She needed to go back, to tell her parents what had happened, but what if they tried to stop her from returning to Khalid?

      “I have a few more days,” she said, opening her eyes and hoping they didn’t reveal her lie.

      Khalid cupped her cheeks. “We’ll have a lifetime together,” he vowed.
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        * * *

      

      They spent the afternoon together. Khalid remained by her side, as if afraid to let her out of his sight. They ate dinner out in the garden with Ayesha and Giaf. Pow-pow was taking advantage of the new moon to help clean up some of the rubble in the city. Giaf had commented that the residents—and the engineers—had been amazed at how quickly the debris was cleared.

      There’s nothing like having a rock-eating dragon when you need to clean up rock, she mused.

      As the sun set, they settled in Faiza’s library. Wynter understood why the Queen had loved this room. There was something magical in the décor, like her father Arastan’s tomes at home.

      On one wall, a row of windows and doors overlooked the garden. Her mother Lyia’s garden was much more exotic, the plants from many different worlds, yet, there was the same peacefulness of nature.

      “If… you returned to your world, how long would you be gone?” Khalid asked, his voice husky with emotion.

      He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. They were always touching when they were together. Her parents were the same. It was like there was a magnetic force pulling them together. She leaned her head back against his shoulder while she gazed out at the garden.

      “Hopefully only a few days. I have a lot of explaining to do to my parents. They…. They aren’t aware that I have the powers that I do. When I was little, it was fun having them and my sisters and brothers doing everything. It was like a game. As I grew older, I realized that I was different… not in a bad way, but that I could do more than they could. My game became more of a secret,” she said, feeling the weight of her deceit.

      “What if I came with you? Is that possible?” he asked.

      Her eyes widened. She had never thought about taking Khalid back with her, but that made sense. After all, if she was going to be with him, she would still want to see her family.

      “I… don’t see why not. Would it be safe for you to leave so soon after everything that has happened?”

      Khalid shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Adham would oversee things while I’m gone, and my uncle is no longer a threat. I love you, Wynter. All of this… will mean more to me with you by my side. I want to know more about you and your world,” he said.

      Hope and love soared through her at his declaration. She turned in his arms, rose up, and captured his lips with hers. She wound her arms around his neck as his lips parted and he took control of the kiss. Familiar heat exploded deep in her belly, drawing a moan from her. Their breathing grew louder, more desperate, fed by their fear of being separated.

      “We’ll make this work,” she promised.

      With a determined expression in his eyes, Khalid captured her lips in another breath-stealing kiss. Wynter’s body melded to his. Sliding her hands down his back, she let the powerful wave of need take over.

      This is where the true magic is.

      The thought no sooner flashed through her mind than she sensed a shift in power—the familiar power of a mage.

      She broke away from Khalid and glanced wildly around as the distinctive essence of a magical wave swept over the palace, freezing those caught within the spell. In order to protect Khalid, she needed to know who was creating the spell. She focused. There was no malice in the spell. In fact, she sensed her mother’s essence in it.

      “Wynter—” Khalid said, his eyes widening as he felt the paralyzing effects of the spell sweeping over him.

      Her heart pounded as grief threatened to overwhelm her. Pulling a knife from her boot, she cut a strand of her hair that had come loose and braided it into a bracelet. She tied it around Khalid’s wrist, pressing a kiss to the knot to seal it.

      “I will return to you… I promise,” she said, trying not to cry.

      He reached out for her as she stepped away. His hand froze in midair. She turned, following the pull of the magic. It led her back into the garden.

      Your father, mother, and a Mage Council Member, Pow-pow warned.

      The stone dragon landed in front of her, turning with a growl in the direction of an open portal. This one was different from the portals the Rings of Power created. This portal belonged to Enyo’s ancient mages, and it was an incredibly rare sight that very few could manage.

      “Wynter,” Lyia cried with relief.

      Wynter stepped around Pow-pow and looked at her parents and the Mage Council Leader, Eirene. The gray-haired woman dressed in red velvet robes stared back, her eyes widening when she took in Wynter’s unusual appearance.

      Wynter lifted her chin, regal in her defiance, her power swirling around her. Her body glowed. Her hair lifted and flowed around her as if caught in an underwater current. Power danced between Wynter, Arastan, Lyia, and Eirene, the intensity of which would have terrified this world’s humans and most mages.

      “So, it is true. The young Princess of Erindale lives,” Eirene said, her voice ringing with striking clarity and strength.
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      Khalid stumbled forward as the paralysis holding him disappeared. His eyes were wild with confusion and fear when he realized he was alone in the library. He twisted around, frantically searching for Wynter.

      He froze when he saw the open French doors. Striding over to them, he stepped out onto the patio and scrutinized the garden. He noted the dazed expressions on Farid and Hagar’s faces. They looked as if they were waking from a deep sleep. A moment later, Adham burst through the doorway behind him with an alarmed expression.

      Adham frowned, his hand on his sidearm, and turned in a tight circle, searching the garden before facing him again. The older man’s eyes held a mixture of fear, caution, and confusion.

      “Khalid?”

      Khalid shook his head. He had no answers—except that Wynter had disappeared. A muscle pulsed in his jaw. Tension stiffened the muscles in his neck and shoulders. His eyes moved to the gouges in the wall. He paled, feeling a brief flash of rage and then… he just felt hollow.

      “She’s gone,” he said, his voice not quite steady.

      “Gone? Where?” Adham replied.

      His eyes locked with the other man’s, and he clenched his fists as helplessness and hopelessness weighed on his soul. Not since his parents’ deaths had he felt this overwhelming sense of despair—as if a void had opened up and swallowed his heart.

      “I… don’t know,” he choked out.

      He looked up at the stars. His eyes burned, and his vision blurred. Drawing in a shaky breath, he thought of their kiss, of Wynter’s body entangled with his, and he knew that he would never want to taste another woman.

      “Come back to me, Wynter,” he whispered to the glittering stars. “Come back to me, janiat alsahra' aljamila.”
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        * * *

      

      Council Chambers for the Order of Enyo

      

      Wynter closed her eyes as she sat between her parents. Her hands were folded in her lap, and while she tried to keep a serene expression on her face, it was hard. A crushing grief was threatening to drag her into a black void. Too much had happened in the past twenty-four hours, and her mind and body felt fragile.

      She tearfully looked up at her father when he cupped her hand and squeezed it. His eyes were shadowed with worry and curiosity. She felt so much remorse for hiding her abilities from them.

      They all stiffened when the door to the Council room opened. Harmonia stepped out and sent a reassuring smile to their parents. She looked at Wynter, and her smile wavered with uncertainty.

      “The Council will see you now,” Harmonia said.

      “Harmonia,” her mother began.

      Harmonia touched Lyia’s arm. “It will be alright.”

      Wynter wished she felt confident of that. She pressed a hand to her churning stomach. She really wanted to go home, to Zelos, and crawl into her bed.

      No, what I really want to do is go back to Khalid, she thought.

      She touched the shorter strand of hair near her temple. A vision of him gazing up at the stars formed in her mind, and she swore she could hear his husky voice telling her to come back to him. Tears blurred her vision, and she would have stumbled if not for her father’s supportive arm.

      “Princess Wynter of Erindale, welcome to the Order of Enyo,” Eirene greeted with a bow of her head.

      Wynter’s eyes moved from council member to council member as they rose from a curved table and bowed their heads to her—all save for one who studied her with a calculating gaze.

      At the far end of the platform behind the table was a woman wearing a cyan robe. Her hair was in long dreadlocks and she appeared to be in her mid-fifties, though age was irrelevant among mages. The woman could be two-hundred years old. Power swirled around her. Her expression was neutral, and her stare was unrelenting.

      “How do you know… you know about Erindale? How do you know about me?” Wynter demanded in an unsteady voice.

      “We’ve known about you since the day Arastan and Lyia took you in,” Eirene said. “The danger was too great to not know. What we aren’t sure of is what powers you have—and whether those powers may be a threat to Enyo.”

      “A threat?” Wynter breathed, staring back at the council members before a sense of deep hurt filled her as she looked at her parents. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Silence, child!” The order came from the mage at the table who had refused to bow to her.

      “You have broken the rules of the Order of Enyo. Do you deny it?” the woman on the platform asked.

      “Ceto,” Eirene began.

      Ceto lifted her hand in dismissal. “She is too dangerous to set free. Until she submits to a full assessment of her powers, I recommend that she be detained.”

      “Detained? What do you mean detained?” Lyia sputtered with outrage.

      “Arastan’s research on that world is clear: their mages could rival our own. She is a threat to Enyo,” Faunus agreed.

      “She also has a rock dragon willing to fight for her,” Kyon added.

      “Wynter is no threat to anyone,” Arastan argued.

      “The rock dragon has never harmed a soul and lives peacefully on Zelos,” Lyia protested. “I’ve studied Pow-pow extensively over the past fourteen years, and he is a peaceful beast.”

      “You’ve also observed this child for the past eighteen years and were unaware of her powers,” Ceto replied.

      “Council members, Wynter and her pet have never shown any aggression,” Eirene interjected in a calming voice.

      “How many times has she threatened the Mage-line by using these illegal Rings of Power as a portal? How many worlds has she corrupted or destroyed through her carelessness?” Ceto demanded.

      Wynter was shaking her head. “Please, I didn’t mean any harm.”

      “I vote that Wynter Stormhold be arrested and the stone dragon destroyed. Who agrees?” Ceto asked.

      “NO!” Wynter cried with horror.

      “Ceto! There is no need—” Eirene gasped.

      “Please, Your Graces. Wynter is harmless,” Arastan protested in alarm.

      “You can’t do this! Pow-pow never harmed anyone. How can you kill him? At least send him back to his world,” Wynter objected, fighting against the guards who came closer to detain her.

      “The creature knows too much of mages and the worlds that you have traveled to. You are the one who has condemned him,” Ceto declared.

      Eirene turned to her peers. “This has not been voted on, Ceto. I strongly object and vote nay on both orders.”

      Ceto turned to the other three members of the council, her eyes flashing. Two members voted in agreement with Ceto. Only one, Phaunos, shook his head and said nay.

      “Three-to-two in favor. Take her away,” Ceto ordered.

      Wynter was horrified, and her family was stunned. Harmonia was shaking her head and holding onto their parents’ arms, begging them to be calm. Fear for them burst through Wynter along with the need to protect Pow-pow.

      “Move it along,” the guard said, cuffing her wrists in magic-restraining cuffs and pushing against her lower back.

      Wynter stumbled as they exited the council room. Fear almost paralyzed her. Behind her, she could hear her parents pleading and Eirene demanding to know what right Ceto had to make such outlandish claims. She peered under her eyelashes. She was surrounded by guards.

      Pow-pow, hide, she warned.

      Break free. We fly away, Pow-pow growled.

      I can’t until I know my family is safe. Don’t let them catch you. I… will come as soon as I can, she replied.

      They no catch me.

      She sniffed and lifted her shoulder to wipe away the tear rolling down her cheek. The guard ahead of her opened a door that led to a set of dark, spiraling stone steps. Her heart beating wildly, Wynter stepped through the doorway and began her terrifying descent.
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        * * *

      

      The faint clicks of heels on stone woke Wynter three days later. She sat up and tiredly rubbed her eyes. Rising from the rickety cot, she walked over to the door and gripped the bars. Her eyes widened when she saw her sister’s worried face.

      “Harmonia, what are you doing here?” she hissed.

      “I wanted to tell you that Father and Mother have returned to Zelos. Ceto has banished them and ordered that all of Father’s Rings of Power be confiscated.”

      “What is going on? Why is Ceto— Why would she….?”

      Harmonia glanced over her shoulder before leaning closer. “Ceto has always resented Eirene’s influence. She’s tired of fighting diplomatically with other mages. She wants the Rings of Power, and she needs you to show her how to turn them into a portal. No one else can do that. With you and the rings, she can take control of an infinite number of more primitive worlds where no one will challenge her.”

      “How did she know I was from Erindale?” Wynter muttered.

      “I don’t know. All I know is that Ceto has ordered the guards to bring you to the tower at midnight,” Harmonia whispered.

      “What’s in the tower?” Wynter whispered back.

      “The Mind Mirror,” Eirene answered. “Whatever happens, it must not be used on Wynter.”

      Harmonia bit back a cry of dismay when Eirene stepped out of the shadows behind her. Wynter wanted to reach out and grip her sister’s hand. Instead, she warily waited for whatever Eirene would do.

      Eirene surprised both of them when she waved her hand over the locking mechanism. The door Wynter had been holding disappeared, and she stumbled forward. Harmonia held her steady.

      “We must leave quickly before the guards realize that you have escaped,” Eirene said.

      “I… what about you and Harmonia? Will you get in trouble for helping me?” Wynter asked.

      Eirene’s lips curled into an almost cruel smile. “Ceto would never dare accuse me of such a devious thing and Harmonia is currently being seen upstairs enjoying dinner.”

      “Oh,” Wynter muttered.

      “Come along. We don’t have much time,” Eirene ordered.

      Wynter followed Eirene and Harmonia took up the rear. Eirene led them to the end of the corridor, then reached up and ran her hands along the rough stone. An opening appeared revealing a spiral stairwell.

      The steps seemed to go on forever. When they reached the upper parapet, Eirene held up her hand, then motioned for them to follow her.

      “You will need to hide far away until I’ve dealt with Ceto. You cannot go back to Zelos. I need you to take these and protect them,” Eirene said, holding out a medium-size sack.

      “What is it?” Wynter asked, taking the bag.

      “Your father’s Rings of Power,” Eirene replied with a smirk.

      “Where should I go?” she asked, looking into the bag.

      “Move around, often. Pow-pow will join you.”

      Wynter looked up at Eirene. “How will I know when it is safe to come home?”

      Eirene’s eyes softened with compassion. “Give me your hand.”

      Wynter offered her hand. Eirene held it between her two hands, closed her eyes and whispered an incantation. Wynter gasped when she felt a pain burn through her palm in a concentrated spear. Eirene’s grasp tightened when Wynter tried to pull away. Only when the pain subsided did Eirene release her. Wynter blinked away her tears and studied her palm.

      “A mark will appear when it is safe. It may take time, Wynter. Ceto’s deceit has woven deeper than I first realized. Go quickly. Be careful, and at the first hint of danger, travel to another world. Harmonia, signal Pow-pow,” Eirene said.

      Wynter nodded and Harmonia casted an elegant signal with her hands. Seconds later, Wynter heard the familiar swish of Pow-pow’s wings. Eirene gave her a fierce hug.

      “Be safe, child. I know not how long it may be until we meet again,” Eirene whispered.

      Harmonia sniffed and hugged her quickly. “I’ll watch over mom and dad,” she promised.

      Wynter nodded. “I love you, Harmonia,” she said.

      Pow-pow landed on the parapet. Wynter hurried over and climbed onto his back. Alarms sounded.

      “Go, Pow-pow,” Wynter instructed.

      She clutched the bag of rings in one hand and Pow-pow’s spinal plate in the other. Pow-pow lifted off with a mighty burst. The upper tower guards began a fiery attack. Reaching into the bag, she grabbed a ring and hoped the other side was a habitable place. She tossed the ring in front of them and willed it open. Her breath caught when she saw a lush world with giant mushrooms.

      Pow-pow dove for the portal as a group of guards in flying machines advanced. Wynter reached out behind her, palm extended, and commanded the ring into her hand, closing the portal a split second before a volley of powerful blasts struck.
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      Six months later:

      

      Wynter cursed under her breath, gripped Pow-pow tightly with her legs, and held onto his spinal plate as they plunged through a thick forest in yet another world. Behind them, Ceto’s mercenary guards pursued her. Pow-pow released a powerful burst of stone spikes from his mouth. The spikes shattered the trunk of a massive tree. The stone dragon passed under the tree as it fell. A loud explosion behind them told Wynter that one of the mercenaries had been stopped.

      Two more to go, Pow-pow said, swerving when a blast swept too close for comfort.

      They broke through the edge of the forest over a steep cliff. This world was filled with reptiles twice the size of Pow-pow. Some were herbivores, but some were absolutely omnivores or carnivores. Being out in the open was dangerous.

      Pow-pow, on your left! Wynter warned.

      A large flying carnivore had spotted them. She pressed herself closer to Pow-pow’s neck.

      A blast struck the dragon’s side, sending him into a steep spiral. The scent of scorched rock wafted around them.

      The two mercenaries were gaining on them. Wynter glanced back and forth. On one side was the bird of prey, its colorful twenty-foot wingspan, three-foot talons, and serrated beak swerving toward them. On the other, a mercenary with a magical shield and a plasma rifle.

      Wynter locked her knees against Pow-pow’s hard plates and held out her arms, sending a stream of electrical current in both directions. The bird of prey veered away from the electrifying stream. The mercenary didn’t move quite fast enough. A bolt hit the fuselage of his flying machine and it exploded. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the man fall.

      “If the explosion or fall doesn’t kill him, the creatures on this world will,” she muttered with no sympathy.

      She had lost all feelings of sympathy five-and-a-half months ago. Now she wanted all of them to crash and burn. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the other mercenary gaining on Pow-pow. Bursts of laser fire peppered the air around them as Pow-pow dodged then pulled up and swung his tail. The hard rock club on the end of his tail connected with the flying machine, shattering it.

      The rider activated his flying pack. Pieces of the flaming machine rained down to the forest below, and a shadow passed overhead. The bird of prey soared in their direction, and Pow-pow veered to the left. She shuddered when the gigantic bird caught the mercenary between its beak and broke the man in half.

      “Oh, gross,” she exclaimed, turning her head.

      “Better him than us,” Pow-pow replied.

      “True. We’d better take cover. It will be dark soon and there will only be more birds out.”

      Pow-pow grunted in agreement. Wynter held on tightly as Pow-pow dived. There were dangers in the forest below, but at least they had places they could hide. Pow-pow weaved through the forest before landing on a thick branch thirty feet above the ground.

      “We need to move to a new world,” Wynter sighed.

      Pow-pow helped her slide off his back and stand on the branch. He kept his wing partially folded around her as she picked her way to the trunk of the tree. She was exhausted.

      “I don’t like this world,” he muttered.

      She slid down until she was sitting and stretched her legs out. Pow-pow rested his head next to her, and she gently caressed his jaw. Leaning her head back, she stared up at the stars through a break in the canopy. Night-time fell fast on this world.

      “I wonder if he is happy,” she murmured.

      Pow-pow lifted his head. “We could go there next.”

      Tears burned her eyes. “You know we can’t do that. Ceto has found us in every world we’ve traveled to. I don’t dare lead her to Khalid.”

      Pow-pow grunted in disagreement. “You miss him.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      The next morning, she pulled a ring out that she had only visited once before—the ring to Erindale. There was no one there that Ceto could hurt—at least not in the castle. If she could not go to Khalid, then at least she could go home. Dare she risk returning to Erindale?

      It was time to make a stand. She was done with running and hiding.

      “Are you ready? I smell a predator nearby.” Pow-pow mumbled, warily turning his head.

      “Yes, let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Wynter stood outside of Tomas and LaNie’s barn two weeks later. She hadn’t planned on coming to the couple she had met years ago. If it hadn’t been for Desiree, she wouldn’t have. The young girl had discovered her and Pow-pow near the river.

      “Good morning, Your Highness,” Desiree greeted with a curtsy.

      Wynter laughed and shook her head. “Will you ever call me just Wynter?”

      “No. How is Master Pow-pow this fine morning?”

      Pow-pow smacked his lips, yawned, and stretched. His tail knocked into a small rock wall near the barn, causing it to tumble. He grimaced and started placing the fallen rocks back into a pile.

      “I’m doing well, Mistress Desiree,” Pow-pow cheerfully responded. “It is nice to wake in a place where everything isn’t trying to eat us.”

      Desiree nodded. “I was going down to the river to check the fish traps. Would you like to see if you can find some clay this morning?”

      Pow-pow’s bright green eyes twinkled with delight, and he looked at Wynter.

      “Go have fun. We can travel to the castle when you return,” she said.

      Pow-pow turned a mischievous grin to Desiree. “Would you like a ride to the river?”

      Desiree’s lips parted in awe, and she vigorously nodded. “Oh, that would be wonderful!”

      Wynter laughed. “He’s only offering because he’s hungry.”

      Desiree reached out and stroked Pow-pow’s neck. “I know where there is a big clay deposit,” she loudly whispered.

      Wynter stood back as the dragon and the very excited young mage on his back bounded off. She waited until they were out of sight before she walked over to the cottage. The door opened a split second before she arrived.

      “Good morning, Your Highness,” Tomas greeted.

      “Good morning, Tomas. I was wondering if I could talk with you and LaNie.”

      “It would be an honor,” Tomas answered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tomas and LaNie told Wynter that her mother, Queen Larenta, was considered the most powerful mage on the planet. They explained that Erindale was their capital, and smaller kingdoms were scattered throughout the lands.

      Each kingdom was led by a small group of mages. LaNie and Tomas had been part of the council for one of these kingdoms. Wynter’s mother had come from a line of mages known as the Illumini who were said to have come to this world thousands of years ago.

      “The first Illumini helped bring peace to our planet. They shared their skills, and their blood. Over time, the people of this world and the Illumini became one. Prophecies tell of a child born with hair the color of lightning threaded with pure energy. She will be the most powerful of all and rule as protector,” LaNie explained.

      Tomas nodded. “You have the power to bring back those turned to stone and restore the capital of Nysus.”

      Wynter stared at the couple. “How?”

      ”You will know what to do when the time is right.” LaNie placed her hand over Wynter’s heart. “It’s within you. It’s your birthright.”

      “Take care, though,” Tomas warned. “Everyone who enters Erindale turns to stone.”

      When Wynter told them that she and Pow-pow had already entered the city and they were just fine, LaNie replied that it must be because she was the rightful heir to the throne.

      “Spells can be funny that way,” LaNie said. “We tend to think that friendship and alliances are separate from magic, but magic has a way of grouping together people who share love and understanding. Your ancient blood clearly protected you from the stone curse—and your companion was included in that protection, or perhaps Pow-pow refraining from turning to stone is not that complicated.” She laughed. “He is already made of a type of stone, is he not?”

      A short while later, Wynter and Pow-pow left for the castle, and during the flight, she fidgeted with the end of her braid as she mulled over her conversation with LaNie and Tomas.

      You will know what to do when the time is right.

      LaNie’s words reminded her so much of Khalid. He had known when it was the right time to take back his rightful place, and he had fought for it. She touched the ring around her neck and felt mental anguish so intense, it took her breath away.

      We should go to him, Pow-pow insisted, feeling her strong emotions.

      When it is safe. I will not endanger him.

      Pow-pow snorted and shook his head. Wynter breathed a sigh of relief when the castle came into view. Pow-pow raced along the outer rampart. The air sizzled with the magic protecting the kingdom.

      The statues of the men standing on the wall’s platforms caught her attention—especially the one standing at the center. She recognized him as her biological father, both from the vision she had years ago and the way she felt drawn to him.

      “Take me to the balcony,” she requested.

      Pow-pow turned and glided higher. They crossed over the wall. Wynter felt a change in the air when they passed through the magic. A surge of power went through her, and she stiffened as her skin radiated light and her hair swirled as if it had a life of its own. She felt… energized.

      “What is it?” Pow-pow asked.

      Knowledge flowed through her mind, an ancient knowledge that had been passed down to each generation of Illumini. She saw visions and heard words spoken in a language older than the Mage-line of Enyo.

      “Awake, my people, for I have returned. Peace be with us once again.”

      The words flowed from her mouth as Pow-pow circled over the palace. As she spoke, her power mingled with the energy held in place by the twelve silent sentinels.

      The magic rolled backwards, sweeping over the frozen residents of Erindale. Rock turned to ash, leaving dazed and confused residents stumbling.

      By the time Pow-pow landed on the balcony that had once belonged to her parent’s living quarters, the kingdom had awakened. The residents of the kingdom turned as one and looked up at the princess with snow-white hair sitting atop a stone dragon. She glowed with power and her gaze promised protection and love.

      A burning in her palm drew her attention to her hand. She stared at the magical mark with eyes filled with tears. Ceto’s reign of terror had ended. Wynter could go home. Looking out over the kingdom, her gaze paused on her father, and she knew that this was where she belonged.
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        * * *

      

      Earth: Deion

      

      Khalid reined in his powerful stallion and instinctively touched the braided bracelet on his wrist. It was glowing again. Each time it did, he hoped it was a signal of Wynter’s return.

      And each time, she never does.

      No matter how often he scolded himself for wishing, he continued to believe that she would come back. He closed his eyes. It had been six months. The emptiness made it feel like years.

      “You felt her again,” Giaf asked, reining in his horse beside Khalid’s.

      He nodded, removing his hand. Wynter’s hair glowed in the darkness. He could feel her emotions—fear, fatigue, hope, sadness, and most suffocating of all, loneliness. For a while, he wondered if the emotions were a magnification of his own.

      “What do you sense this time?” Giaf asked.

      “Peace.” He tilted his head to stare up at the stars.

      Giaf frowned. “Do you think she is alright?”

      “Yes.” He looked at the bracelet again. “If something had happened to her, the light would have faded.”

      Over the past six months, he had dreamed almost nightly of Wynter. He had often woken drenched in sweat and trembling with fear, his heart pounding so hard that he was surprised it didn’t burst through his chest.

      The dreams had been filled with terrifying creatures and the constant threat of danger. He recognized that she was trying to shield him as best she could, but he was connected to Wynter. He knew in his soul that she would have returned to him if she could, but she would never do so if it would endanger him or this world.

      And so he waited.

      “We’d best be getting back before Dhat-Badan sends a search party out for us,” Giaf said, pulling him back to the present.

      “Yes.”

      They rode back to Deion in silence. The past six months, Khalid had turned his focus on rebuilding his country. Most of the external scars left from his uncle’s rule had been repaired, but there were still the internal ones that would take longer. There were still people who distrusted him because of his blood connection to Inarus.

      A meeting between the tribal leaders throughout his country had been organized by Dhat-Badan in the ancient city of Deion. She was well respected by everyone, and he had agreed with her counsel that he needed to meet—and listen—to the concerns in a neutral place of trust.

      They had gathered here three days ago. After endless rounds of meetings, he needed to escape into the quietness of the desert. It was here that he could let down his guard and remember the nights he had spent with Wynter, making love to her under the brilliant blanket of stars.

      Come back to me, janiat alsahra' aljamila, he silently pleaded, stroking the ribbon of hair tied around his wrist. He hoped she heard him.
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      Present Day: Erindale

      

      Wynter stood on her balcony watching the chaos of merchants and pedestrians going about their daily lives. A cool breeze lifted the wisps of hair around her face. She brushed her hair back and closed her eyes. A faint plea swept through her mind.

      Oh, Khalid, she thought.

      A noise behind her broke the connection. She startled and opened her eyes.

      “Your morning tea, Your Highness. Would you like anything else?” Desiree asked.

      Wynter returned the young teen’s infectious smile. Fourteen-year-old Desiree was going to be a heartbreaker, and her talents were growing under the tutelage of Wynter’s sister, Electra.

      “No, thank you, Desiree. How are your studies coming along?” she inquired, crossing the room to pour herself a cup of tea.

      “Wonderful. We are working on Botanical Magic. It is my favorite,” Desiree replied.

      “That will be all, Desiree,” Eirene stated placidly. “Electra was asking for you in the nursery.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Desiree said with a curtsy. She rolled her eyes before she exited the room.

      Wynter’s lips twitched with mirth. She lifted her cup to her lips to conceal her expression, though she seriously doubted that Eirene had missed the teen’s reaction.

      Eirene rolled her own eyes and poured herself a cup of tea. Wynter laughed, and together, they walked onto the balcony. Neither spoke as they watched the miracle below them. So much had changed overnight for Erindale.

      Pow-pow had been extremely helpful in cleaning away the destruction—calling it snack time as he gobbled away at the fallen stone. Wynter’s smile faded as she thought about the last few months and how much her life had changed.

      “How are your parents?” Eirene inquired.

      “Good. Father has found several new worlds to observe. Mother has been working with Electra in the new botanical magic classes. Both Father and mother enjoy living here. I was surprised when Electra decided to join us as well. She and Mother are really enjoying teaching. They all say the power contained here is much stronger than any other world they have visited.”

      Eirene nodded. “How is your relationship with your biological father?”

      Wynter hesitated before she answered. “It has been… difficult, but things are getting better. I can feel his sadness. He misses my mother.”

      “I can imagine. You bring great joy to his life, though. He loves you,” Eirene said.

      Wynter nodded. “I know. I have so many memories that aren’t mine. It is overwhelming. I still can’t believe he and the others are alive. If only….”

      Her voice faded as she thought of her birth mother, Queen Larenta. Wynter looked so much like her that it was difficult for Everes to look at her.

      She gazed out over the kingdom. It would take years of intense study to come into her full magical abilities and learn how to control them. The memories of the ancients crowded her mind. Until she learned to categorize them, much like her father did with the tomes he created, it would be difficult for her to focus on what to learn first.

      Ultimately, breaking the spell cast by her mother had turned out to be the easy part. LaNie had been right, the knowledge had come to her. The return of the king without his queen had been heartbreaking. The meeting of his daughter was both joyous and crushingly sad.

      Wynter wasn’t sure she would have survived if it hadn’t been for her adoptive parents and Eirene. Ceto had almost destroyed the Order of Enyo with an attempted assassination of the other members of the council. Eirene was the one who stopped her, entombing Ceto in the dark realm, an isolated prison for mages, where she could do no more harm.

      Only then had Eirene activated the spell on Wynter’s hand to let her know that it was safe to return.

      “If only…?” Eirene gently inquired.

      Wynter lifted a delicate shoulder and shook her head. She missed Khalid. Their connection was something she treasured, and her heart would always belong to him, but she knew her place was here. Her duty was to her people. She understood how he felt now.

      Eirene studied her with a sympathetic expression and waved her hand towards the kingdom below. “Your mother’s sacrifice allowed them to live, but it is more than the loss of your mother that causes you pain.”

      Wynter winced. The mage saw too much. Wynter turned away from Eirene.

      “Wynter—” Everes said as he stepped onto the balcony. “My apologies for the interruption, Mage Eirene,” he greeted.

      “Your Majesty. It is always a pleasure to see you. Wynter, I need to return to Enyo. If you need anything, send for me,” Eirene said with a compassionate smile.

      “I know. Thank you for everything, Eirene.”

      Everes was silent until Eirene left. Wynter studied her biological father’s face. Grief had etched deep lines around his mouth and shadowed his eyes. As he studied her, the lines eased and love replaced the shadows.

      “You’ve done wonders,” she said with a nod of her head toward the city.

      “None of this could have happened without you,” he replied.

      Wynter had been debating for a while about how much she should tell him about her vision. They had avoided this conversation. Actually, they had avoided any personal discussion at all. Their emotions had been too raw. They had needed time to come to terms with everything that had happened and what the future might hold.

      She thought it might be time now, and the hesitant yet determined expression on Everes’s face could mean that he felt the same way. The question was which of them would take the first step.

      She gripped the stone railing and bit her lip.

      Maybe knowing might ease some of his grief, she thought.

      You should tell him.

      Pow-pow’s encouraging words made her smile. She looked up and saw him on one of the turrets, sealing some stones with molten dragon spit. He peered over his shoulder at her and winked. She smiled, and took a deep breath.

      “I saw her…. I saw mother… when I came here the first time,” she confessed.

      Her father stiffened. “How?”

      “I’m not sure. It was a vision, but I connected with her in some tangible way, as if a part of her was really here… or a part of me—the adult version of me, not just the baby me—was really there…. Anyway… I saw you and her together… before—” She shook her head, her hair loosening from the bun she had it in. “She gave the last of her power to save you, this world… and me. When my father…. Arastan was watching what happened. Mother could sense that the Rings of Power could make a portal, not just a window. Dad had never tried to go through one before. She got him to promise that he would protect me, and she sent me through.”

      “I’m glad,” he said, meeting her eyes. “If not, I would have lost you as well.”

      They smiled. Silence stretched for a few moments.

      “I loved your mother very much,” he sighed, the weariness of grief evident in his whole demeanor. “Having you here at least gives me a wonderful part of her.”

      He covered her hand with his own. Tears burned Wynter’s eyes, and she bit her lip again to keep from crying. Her vision blurred.

      “I love someone,” she confessed.

      She looked up at him, her eyes filled with confusion. He brushed the loose strands of her hair away from her face.

      “But you aren’t happy. There is a problem?” he asked.

      ”I need to be here and he’s not here and we’ve been apart for so long and it hurts so much,” she said in a rush.

      “Oh, Wynter. I am the King of Erindale. Since you brought me back, you are the princess. What is a princess if she is not happy? What kind of king would I be if I could not grant my daughter the same happiness I once shared with your mother?” he questioned with a gentle smile.

      Hope and uncertainty filled her. Was it that simple? But… Khalid’s world—could she ever fit in there? Would he accept hers?

      “Go to him. Life is too fleeting to not fight for something so precious,” he encouraged.

      She gave Everes a watery smile and threw her arms around his neck. He swept her close, burying his face against her hair and hugging her back. A shudder ran through both of them. This was the first time they had hugged each other. A low sob slipped from her, and she buried her face against his chest.

      “I love you, daughter. I look forward to meeting the man who has captured your heart. Erindale… and I will be here for you when you return,” Everes vowed, rubbing her back.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice tight with emotion. “I… love you, daddy.” she said in the old language.

      “I love you, my daughter.”

      Wynter pulled away from her father. Pow-pow, with his keen hearing and awareness of her emotions, launched himself from the turret and soared over to the balcony. Wynter sat on the edge of the railing and swung her legs over. The moment Pow-pow was underneath, she pushed off.

      She landed on his back, gripping the dragon’s scales. They were becoming smoother every day. Her father leaned over the railing, his eyes shining with love. A trembling smile curved her lips when he bowed his head.

      “Go, Wynter. I want to hold my grandchild soon,” he chuckled.

      Wynter flushed and grinned. She pulled the ring from around her neck, and Pow-pow wiggled with excitement.

      “Hang on,” Pow-pow instructed.

      “Fly like the wind, Pow-pow,” she laughed, bending over his neck.

      With a burst of speed that drew gasps from the people below, the stone dragon shot forward, a rumble of thunder following in his wake. Workmen cursed the dragon when tiles crumbled and fell in the shockwave.

      Once they were past the walls of the castle, Wynter tossed the ring and opened the portal. Hope and excitement filled her. They would be together, and nothing, absolutely nothing would stop them.
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      Earth: Present Day

      

      “How do we know he can be trusted!” an angry voice shouted above the crowd.

      “He is rebuilding the country,” Giaf retorted.

      “My people starve while he lives in a palace. I don’t see how the rebuilding has helped us,” another sheikh snapped.

      “I heard he has taken the daughters of prominent businessmen and plans to keep them for himself!” someone yelled.

      Khalid and Adham shared a commiserating look. More than a hundred people were gathered around nomadic tribe leaders. Mixed among them were his cabinet members, the prominent businessmen whose daughters he had supposedly absconded with, and trusted foreign associates who were willing to invest in Aethon.

      “I think some of the old ways should be reconsidered. Can we just go back to killing idiots who make stupid comments?” Adham muttered.

      Khalid pursed his lips to keep from laughing. If anyone heard him agreeing with Adham’s joke, they might take it seriously and add it to the long list of other sins he had supposedly committed. Instead of responding, he breathed deeply and counted.

      Sheikh Qavus-Malka, leader of the Taniyn Mountain tribe stepped forward. The man was in his early fifties, he was taller than Khalid by several inches and outweighed him by a good forty pounds—and it was all muscle. He carried a staff topped with a long, curved claw, said to have come from a dragon that once protected Aethon.

      In reality, it was the claw of a velociraptor or some other type of dinosaur that once roamed the Earth. Now that Khalid had seen a real dragon, he knew there was no comparison. He took a deep breath and held onto the memory of Wynter, lifting his eyes to the stars above until the hollow feeling in his chest disappeared.

      “There can only be one true ruler of Aethon,” Qavus-Malka declared.

      Everyone went silent.

      “And who makes that decision, Qavus? You?” Sheikh R’ad Saifullah demanded.

      Qavus glared across the fire at the other sheikh. “Why not? I hold the power of the dragon. According to ancient law, the one who holds the dragon can challenge for the throne.”

      “That is not true, Qavus,” Dhat-Badan said, rising from her seat. “The ancient law states that the king must find a bride by his twenty-nineth year. If he does not, then the one who holds the dragon’s claw may select his bride for him.”

      Qavus’s eyes narrowed. “His twenty-nineth birthday approaches, and he has no bride.”

      “What does it matter that his birthday is approaching? That isn’t even a dragon’s claw!” Giaf snapped. “It is from a dinosaur.”

      Qavus’s eyes flashed, and he slammed the end of his staff into the ground. “You wouldn’t know a dragon’s claw from a hole in the ground even if it bit you in the butt. This is a dragon’s claw,” he growled.

      Giaf scoffed and folded his arms across his chest. “No, it is not. That is a child’s toenail compared to a real dragon’s claw.”

      “How would you know? It isn’t like you’ve ever seen a real dragon,” the man next to Qavus mockingly retorted.

      “Oh, I’ve seen a real dragon. That little thing is not a dragon’s claw!”

      “What type of king surrounds himself with liars? One who would cheat and steal from his people like his uncle did!” Qavus sneered.

      “Actually, Giaf is correct. That is not a dragon’s claw,” a smooth, husky voice remarked.

      Khalid stiffened. His heart hammered against his chest. Almost afraid to believe his ears, he slowly swiveled on his heel.

      The crowd parted as if pushed by invisible hands. Through the gap, an ethereal figure with shimmering white hair walked toward him. Her eyes were locked on his face, her lips curved in a trembling smile.

      He swallowed past the lump in his throat. She was just as beautiful as he remembered. Afraid to truly believe that she was there, he tentatively stretched out his hand, and she matched him, her fingers sliding along his palm. He grabbed her hand hard and pulled her closer until she stood touching him. They stared at each other, oblivious to everyone watching.

      “I have missed you so much,” she murmured as she caressed his cheek.

      His breath rushed out of him, leaving him dizzy. His fingers trembled as he caressed her cheek and slid his hand into her hair. They moved forward at the same time, kissing passionately.

      It wasn’t until Adham cleared his throat that he reluctantly released her. Even then, he continued to gaze into her shimmering emerald eyes. She touched the braided bracelet wrapped around his wrist.

      “You came back to me,” he breathed in an unsteady voice.

      “Always,” she replied.

      “Who is this woman?” Qavus demanded.

      Khalid didn’t look at the man as he replied. “She is my betrothed,” he declared.

      His announcement created an uproar that rippled through the crowd. The only ones who remained silent were the few who knew the truth about Wynter.

      “You would soil the bloodlines of Aethon with a commoner? A foreigner who will weaken the royal house?” Qavus demanded.

      “Sheikh Qavus-Malka is right. You must marry a princess,” Sheikh R’ad Saifullah said.

      The murmur of agreement in the crowd finally pulled Khalid’s attention from Wynter. He tightened his grip on her hand as he faced the crowd. Anger surged inside him. He had lost his parents to this country. He had fought to bring it back from the edge of despair. He had bled, sweated, and given everything to his people. The one thing he would not give up was Wynter.

      “I am a princess,” Wynter said, smiling at the men who wanted to tear her away from the man she loved.

      “You are no princess,” Qavus scoffed, eyeing her long dark brown coat, white shirt, trousers, and boots with disdain.

      “She is a child of the desert. She is ‘amirat khurafiat alsahra,” Dhat-Badan stated.

      Wynter smiled. “Hello, my friend,” she greeted.

      “It is good that you have returned. You can open these idiots’ eyes and prevent them from making the biggest mistake of their lives,” Dhat-Badan said.

      Of course, the ‘idiots’ were outraged by Dhat-Badan’s comments. Wynter chuckled and turned mischievous eyes to the men who were turning red in the face. She tilted her head, her eyes on the claw at the end of the staff.

      “Would you like to see what a real dragon’s claw looks like?” she asked.

      The crowd quieted, staring at her as if she had lost her mind. Behind her, Khalid chuckled while Giaf and Adham snickered.

      “Wynter…,” Khalid cautioned.

      She lifted her hand and looked at him over her shoulder. “Trust me. If all else fails, my father is excited to meet you.”

      He waved his hand in a motion for her to continue. Perhaps a little shock value would go a long way in silencing the critics challenging his every decision.

      A growl came from beyond the ring of people gathered around the fire. The rumble caused the desert sands under their feet to vibrate and shift. Several in the group looked toward the protective wall of the city, debating if they could escape behind the massive walls. Others glanced nervously out into the darkness of the sands. The few who stood in defiance scowled with unease.

      “What kind of trick is this?” Qavus demanded, glancing back and forth between Wynter and Khalid.

      “Pow-pow, would you be so kind as to show Sheikh Qavus what a real dragon’s claw looks like?”

      A rumbling chuckle drew gasps and cries from the crowd. People shoved each other as they scooted away from the sound, their eyes round with fear as they scanned the darkness in the direction of the amused laugh.

      “With pleasure, Your Highness,” the invisible dragon replied.

      The ground shook as Pow-pow stepped forward through the gap in the crowd that had been left when Wynter arrived. Khalid smiled. He knew from experience that the dragon could walk lightly enough to barely leave a trace in the sand. The stomp had to be for effect.

      Qavus’s eyes narrowed with suspicion as he gazed across the fire at them. Heat radiated off the dragon’s body, and Khalid knew if he were to stretch his hand out, he would touch Pow-pow’s hard scales.

      Giaf and Adham must have felt the unusual warmth as well, because they did reach out, their palms laying flat against Pow-pow before they jerked their hands away and scooted several steps to the side.

      “You think to make a fool of me?” Qavus accused Wynter.

      “I think you are doing a good enough job on your own,” Pow-pow responded. He materialized less than a foot in front of Qavus. In the midst of the cries of horror, screams of terror, and a lot of praying, Pow-pow said, “By the way, this is what a real dragon’s claw looks like.” He lifted his front right foot and extended his long claws.

      Given Qavus’s expression, Khalid was surprised the man’s eyes didn’t fall out. Pow-pow’s lips curved into a mischievous smile, displaying a very impressive row of foot-long, razor-sharp teeth. When the rest of the dragon’s body solidified, Khalid noticed that Pow-pow had grown—a lot—since he had last seen him.

      More than a dozen people fainted, and Khalid noticed a few ‘accidents’.

      “May I introduce you to my friend, Pow-pow. He is a stone dragon,” Wynter said.

      Khalid was impressed that his people didn’t run into the desert in an all-out panic. He stepped forward, running his hand along Pow-pow’s side.

      Qavus’s eyes rolled back in his head as he fainted, the staff with the dinosaur’s claw falling to the ground beside him. Pow-pow leaned down and sniffed Qavus. He shook his head.

      “He’s going to need some clean underwear when he wakes up,” Pow-pow commented with distaste.

      Dhat-Badan stepped forward and bowed low to Pow-pow. The dragon returned her bow with a graceful dip of his head, his emerald eyes glittering with mirth.

      “The rakib altiniyn has returned!” she proclaimed, turning and lifting her hands into the air.

      Her proclamation that the Dragon Rider had returned was greeted with silence for several seconds before Ayesha, Wahida, Imad, and Zaki began whooping loudly in a joyful cheer. Giaf and Adham joined in. Soon, those that had not fainted or run to their tents joined in, too.

      Pow-pow, caught up in the excitement, lifted his head and released a loud roar before banging his tail enthusiastically on the ground. The vibration and noise startled the horses, camels, and other animals. Khalid heard Wynter whisper a word and lift her hands. In seconds, the animals calmed. Pow-pow shot him a sheepish look and winked.

      “I like your people,” Pow-pow said with a rumble of laughter.
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      Wynter leaned back against Khalid and watched the people surrounding Pow-pow. The stone dragon was eating up all the attention. He was currently answering Qavus’s endless round of questions. Children were crawling all over him while teenagers tried to lift his tail in a contest to see who was the strongest.

      “I have to admit, my people handled this much better than I expected. Of course, they don’t know what you can do yet,” Khalid mused.

      Wynter giggled and nodded. “Me, too. I think we’ll wait awhile before we tell them I’m an alien.”

      She tilted her head back, needing to feel Khalid’s lips against hers again. He cradled her in his arms. He was happy to prove that neither of them was dreaming. She sighed with contentment.

      Khalid ran his fingers along her cheek, and she captured his hand, holding his strong fingers against her flushed skin.

      “What happened?” he finally asked.

      The tremor of vulnerability and uncertainty in his voice made her heart hurt. She outlined his lips with the tip of her index finger. Remembered loneliness threatened to choke her.

      “So much… too much,” she confessed, her eyes moving from his face to the stars above. She told him everything about her capture and her escape, and then came the hard part of the story. She tried to describe it as briefly as possible.

      “Ceto discovered that she could find me using my father’s tomes. I didn’t realize that each Ring of Power is spellbound to the tome that describes it. Pow-pow and I were forced to flee from world to world to world. Ceto’s mercenaries always found us. I couldn’t bring them here, so I stayed away.”

      A tear slid down her cheek. Khalid caught it on the tip of his finger and placed it on his tongue.

      He jerked back in surprise, his eyes dilating as her memories flashed through his mind in vivid detail. She held his hand to her chest while he panted and then took slow, deep breaths as the scenes faded.

      Wynter bit her lip and captured his pale face between her palms. He blinked several times before he took in one last shuddering breath and focused on her face.

      “Your world… your mother….” He fought to process everything that had happened to her.

      She nodded, stroking his face gently as his pulse slowed. He glanced at Pow-pow who was watching them with a calm expression.

      Wynter opened her mouth to ask Khalid if he was alright, but the words never formed because he captured her lips, kissing her with a desperate passion that left her aching with need. Wild thoughts flashed through her mind, and she wondered if they could sneak away.

      “I have a tent set up. Do you think Pow-pow can handle this on his own?” Khalid asked, his voice husky with need.

      Wynter glanced over her shoulder. Pow-pow was the hit of the night. She seriously doubted anyone would miss them.

      “I think he can keep everyone entertained for as long as we need.”

      Khalid stood up, pulling Wynter to her feet alongside him before he swept her into his arms. She wound her arms around his neck with a giggle of delight.

      “Good. We may be busy for a long, long time,” he retorted.

      Wynter smiled and rested her head against Khalid’s shoulder. She would ask him to meet her family tomorrow. They would have many more tomorrows—in both their worlds.
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            DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      What should have been an easy salvage operation sours for fox hybrid Viva and her furry partner, Pandora. While plenty experienced with live cargo, she has two important rules: no names, and no attachments.

       Her first mistake is rescuing a handsome stranger and dubbing him Delta. Her second is to care about his fate and clearing his name of a crime he hadn't committed. With danger lurking around every corner and a bounty out for her living head, finding the truth will test her skills, her sanity, her limits, and her heart.

       Revealing the truth will challenge everything she knows about life and send her on a crash course with a new and unexpected future.

       Life-Debt is a strangers-to-lovers romantic space adventure.
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I went beyond foolhardy straight into the insane category.

        

      

    

    
      When in the farthest reaches of space, the sane and wise stuck near the shiftgem gates, prayed to whatever entity they believed in, and traveled the most direct route to their destination. The rest risked death straying off the beaten path to venture into the void between the planets, stars, and space stations littering the universe.

      I fit in the second category, and I cursed my foolhardy ways while cramming my tail into my spacesuit in preparation for a walk outside my ship. No, I went beyond foolhardy straight into the insane category. Only someone insane headed into the darkest, coldest reaches of space alone.

      Well, sort of alone.

      Where I went, Pandora followed, all ten, fluffy pounds of her. The red fox, Earth-bred with minor genetic manipulation to increase her intelligence and lengthen her lifespan, made for the ideal companion on long, lonely journeys. Sure, she couldn’t speak the primary languages spoken in the explored universe, but she made up for her linguistic failings through being adorable, trainable, and willing to go through hell and back with me for profit.

      She preferred her pay in the form of treats, toys, and brushing. I took mine in a variety of currencies, with a preference for galactic standard tokens.

      To earn our keep, we tangoed with a derelict that had drifted away from the nearest gate, likely the victim of technical failure. According to my scanners, a few of the derelict’s systems worked, and I failed to detect any signs of life aboard the ship. I’d already done the basics for the dead, using the tiny shrine I kept in my cargo bay.

      The last thing I needed were ghosts haunting me because I hadn’t offered up a prayer for the lost.

      With no life to worry about, I could blitz through, grab anything of use or value, and check if their engine still had intact shiftgem crystals. A single pair of crystals, which came in a myriad of colors and qualities, would pay my keep for years. If the freighter boasted a pair of black crystals, I’d be set for life, assuming neither had been damaged.

      Without shiftgems, ships couldn’t make use of gates, which warped space, time, and distance to allow quick travel between various galaxies without requiring stasis or generational ships. Some still traveled via generational ship, although they were typically reserved for experiments requiring no access to the rest of the universe.

      My ancestors, descendants from Earth, had once traveled on a generational ship. Over a thousand years after the start of their journey, I’d been born, a product of their determination to survive. My mother sometimes told me about life on the ship, but she always stated she was glad I’d been born on a tiny, habitable planet in Andromeda. I still questioned how the generational ship had traveled almost three million light years from Earth in only a thousand years.

      My mother had shrugged, but she’d given me my first shiftgem shard that day, set in a pendant I still wore.

      Until that day, I hadn’t realized Earth had been eradicated by the very stones we used to travel between the stars. I questioned how close to human I was, as I shared certain genes with Pandora. My mother claimed I came as close as it got, as I’d been conceived on the generational ship and born shortly after they’d made landfall. Something about her tone, a little sharper, warned me about digging into the little things separating me from my parents.

      Neither of them had my ears or tail, a match for my Pandora’s. I appreciated having them, however. My ears offered heightened hearing, excellent for planetary exploration. My tail worked wonders for aiding my balance in sketchy situations.

      A rather annoying genetic modification involved a tendency to grow a full coat of fur if I stayed in cold temperatures for too long, which shed out after exposure to heat for more than a week. Little sucked more than having to deal with shedding fur on a spaceship.

      I supposed my parents, upon being granted permission to have me, had assumed I would need genetic modification for when they made their home on their new world. In reality, the modifications hindered as much as helped.

      Inevitably, I lost hours upon hours cleaning filters and vacuuming to make certain I didn’t shut down a mandatory system, thanks to unwanted fur floating around when I had gravity turned off in my ship. Fortunately for me, I rarely needed to turn off gravity, as I’d earned a matched set of tri-color shiftgem crystals early in my career as a salvager. They granted me access to any gate without issue or high risk, powered most of my ship’s functions without even a hint of resonance humming, and made me a shiny target for other pirates and treasure seekers.

      Well, it would make me a shiny target if anyone knew I had them. As I possessed some common sense and the ability to fix my own engines and gate drive, I had a backup system using a pair of common white shiftgem crystals, which could use a decent number of gates and were often found in exploratory vessels. Anyone without a lot of know-how on the operation of ships like mine would believe the secondary drive operated the entire ship rather than serve as my backup. The white crystals couldn’t be used to jump often or far without running the risk of resonance or overloading, but their engines tended to zip along at an admirable place.

      They could manage faster-than-light travel when set up by someone who knew what they were doing.

      As I valued my life, mine could. If my main engine died on me—or my precious tri-color crystals shattered—I could be back online in a matter of hours. In a pinch, I could also move the second engine to another ship.

      Like the derelict I meant to board.

      Hmm. I’d never tried to haul a dead ship through a shiftgem gate before, but I had a tow assembly, and if I could rig my engine to work with their systems, the large white crystals could handle the extra load.

      I finished stuffing my tail into my suit and began the tedious process of checking every seam. A leaking seam led to death, and while my suit had come with enough failsafes to please most, life in space had no room for error.

      Rather than trust the failsafes, I did a manual check before running my suit through a base diagnostic scan looking for issues. The oxygen tank, equipped with a tiny green shiftgem crystal, would keep me topped up on oxygen for a period of three hours before I needed to return to the ship to recharge the crystal.

      One day, I might understand how a stone could work with technology to circumvent basic science. I struggled enough with the whole idea I could enter the equivalent of an oversized doorway and get yanked across the universe at a rather ridiculous speed.

      Chiding myself for allowing my attention to wander to something other than my work, I triple checked the seams before activating the suit’s HUD, reading over the diagnostic report. It reported no issues detected. I activated vitals monitoring and crouched beside Pandora, tapping the panel on her suit. While I’d done checks and ensured her oxygen tank worked before gearing up, I pulled up her suit statistics along with her vitals and reviewed them.

      She checked out.

      “All right, Pandora. Ready to go earn some treats?”

      According to her excited squeaking and wiggling of her butt, she was ready to take over the entire universe as long as it earned her a treat.

      I grabbed her leash, clipped one end to my belt and the other to her suit. Once on board, I’d activate her magnets, which would allow her to move around on her own, assuming the ship had no gravity. I hoped for gravity. Gravity made my life a great deal easier when plundering a derelict.

      “Time to hit the airlock.” I waited for the fox to bound forward, the metal pads on her suit clanging against the floor, before following in her wake. As I’d taught her, she stopped in the middle of the square room and sat, waiting for me to close the inner door, flush the oxygen back into the ship, and then open the exterior hatch. The process took less than five minutes, and Pandora waited with admirable patience.

      “There’s your first treat.” I grabbed the ship’s main tether, clipped it to my suit, and opened the hatch leading into space. The vast emptiness of the void never failed to amaze me, but rather than gawk at the endless stars, I ran to the edge of the gravity boundary, which ended at my ship’s hull, and leapt out, angling towards the derelict.

      Yipping her excitement, Pandora followed me.

      Upon exiting my ship, I drifted in the direction of the derelict, used a voice command to activate my boot thrusters at their lowest setting, and angled towards the freighter’s airlock hatch. I deactivated the thrusters once on the correct trajectory, gave Pandora’s leash a gentle tug so she’d alter her direction and join me, and activated my boot magnets, preparing for impact. I collided with the ship, feeling the clang that the vacuum of space otherwise devoured.

      Had anyone been alive within the ship, they would’ve heard me coming long before I could break into their airlock. I twisted, watched for Pandora, and caught the fox. She made two short yips and a bark, activating her magnets, special made to release and activate in set intervals so she could patter around as she wanted. Sometimes, the fox forgot how to use her magnets in her excitement, requiring me to do the work for her. Once I had her secured to the hull, I pressed my glove to the hatch and tested it.

      It spun in my hand.

      Under normal circumstances, captains locked the hatches. In an emergency, the wise ones made certain help could get to them without having to break through the airlock. Within a minute, I had the hatch opened, and I clucked my tongue at Pandora. “Bark if there are bodies,” I requested.

      The fox waited for her magnets to release before beginning her journey to the opening into the ship, careful to pull herself along. After a lengthy stop-and-go journey, she disappeared inside. Moments later, she yipped, her method of communicating there was nothing of interest. I released my magnets and followed her inside, nodding my approval over the pristine state of the airlock. Closing the hatch, I worked to determine if the airlock system remained online.

      The lights over the interior hatch activated, and once I pressed the button to gain access to the ship, gravity took hold.

      While we’d remain suited for the entirety of our exploration of the derelict, gravity made my job much simpler until it was time to move cargo to my ship—unless I claimed the entire ship as my cargo.

      Pandora repeated her double yips and a bark to disable her magnets, went to the interior hatch, and sat to wait for me to give us access. Smiling, I said, “And that’s two treats for my best little girl.”

      Pandora stayed put, although she thumped her tail in general excitement.

      Like the exterior hatch, the interior one opened with ease, and some form of gas hissed as it entered the airlock. “Scan atmospheric conditions,” I ordered my suit. A moment later, I heard a beep, and the HUD informed me it ran the requested analysis. After a few moments, the report came back with lethal levels of carbon dioxide and other gasses with oxygen levels below the minimum required for life, implying the ship had lost its main oxygenation system somehow.

      I wished asphyxiation on nobody, and I murmured another prayer for the dead I’d locate somewhere within the derelict. With luck, they’d be either suited or had already decayed to bone.

      The close calls, the ones where if only I’d been a few days earlier, tended to haunt me.

      I waited for the hissing to stop before stepping through the hatch and gesturing for Pandora to follow. As I’d taught her, she heeled, and she would continue to do so until I unclipped her leash. Until I got a better feel for the ship, I’d keep her close. After I checked for dangers, I’d turn her loose and give her a chance to shine.

      Pandora couldn’t use her nose in a derelict environment, but she had an uncanny knack for finding interesting things in odd places.

      Once inside the ship, I closed the interior hatch and checked the panel near the airlock, which included a screen display and a full keyboard. Many ships required link access, and while I had the implants installed behind each of my ears, keyboard access implied the designer of the ship had gone the redundant route. Links could fail. Links and keyboards were unlikely to both fail except during a catastrophic system shutdown, giving those on board the highest chance of survival.

      It amused me that the more expensive systems included older, reliable tech.

      I tapped the system access key, and the screen turned on, informing me that the ship’s manual override had been activated by the captain. The timestamp indicated the ship had died six weeks ago, and that all members of the crew had gone into their suits to allow for potential recovery of the ship and cargo. Then, in what I counted as a plea I couldn’t ignore, he’d left the ship’s destination.

      Had the ship lasted a few more days, they would have passed through the gate and arrived alive.

      In what I viewed as admirable bravery, the captain had given a play-by-play of the ship’s final moments, beginning with the breakdown of the main oxygen circulation systems. They had been unable to bring the system back online with no mention of why it refused to work.

      To worsen their situation, the communication systems had gone dead during the same event, preventing them from sending word via their crystals, which connected to their destination planet, Cremora Delta 005-26. I recognized the naming convention as something from early human explorers who’d gotten lucky and escaped Earth on faster ships, leaving the generational humans to fend for themselves.

      The Cremorans had taken roughly five hundred thousand humans away from Earth, establishing them on a variety of planets named after the Greek alphabet. The relevance of the numbers remained a mystery to me.

      I could fix the communication problem readily enough through taking the crystals to my ship and plugging them into my system, reading the origin etchings to retrieve the needed comm code.

      “It looks like we’re a proper salvage crew today, Pandora. Whatever cargo they have is important enough the captain bothered with setting the ship up to be easy to take. Now, why would he do that?”

      Pandora regarded me with her bright eyes and waited with admirable patience, likely hoping for another treat. Ah, hell. Those eyes got me every time. “And yes, you get a third treat for being so damned cute.”

      She squeaked at me.

      I read through the message from the captain again, tapped on the keyboard to check if their short-distance relay system was online and discovered it worked. I accessed my ship’s system and began getting a full dump of the logs to review everything from the comfort of my chair without having to wear a suit.

      Then, to hopefully keep the ghosts at bay, I offered yet another prayer along with an apology I hadn’t arrived in time to do them any good.

      Once the data transmitted to my ship, I accessed the ship’s manuals, learning the layout of the place. My eyes widened as I read the labels of the primary rooms, including a stasis chamber. While a foundational piece of generational ships, stasis chambers cost more tokens than I cared to think about, typically required three people to successfully activate, and could turn people into cargo, which explained a great deal about the situation.

      My ship lacked a stasis chamber, but I’d invested in a revival system should I happen across any unfortunate soul abandoned in stasis on a derelict. Authorities across the galaxy paid a fortune for the successful retrieval of those locked in stasis, with a bonus for reviving them and aiding with their recovery.

      The derelict’s chamber was located not far from the airlock, and after a little work, I managed to send a copy of the blueprints to my suit for reference along with the crew and passenger list. A dead captain did me no good, but if someone had been locked in stasis, the nature of my work would change yet again.

      I found the chamber, cracked open the door, and discovered three bodies at their posts, with a man of human descent lying on the stasis slab in the middle of the room, the clear dome still in place over him. His pale skin implied a great deal of time flying throughout the universe with little time on planets.

      I made a point of going planetside for a month or two at a time to keep from turning into a living ghost, one of the more annoying nicknames land dwellers gave to those of us who spent more time on ships than with our feet on the ground.

      The white shirt contrasted enough with his skin I suspected he came from some planet dwelling stock. I’d gotten a decent hit of melanin pigmentation from genetic manipulation.

      My parents defined what it meant to be living ghosts.

      I needed to return to their new planet sooner than later to visit, perhaps after I got paid for delivering the freighter and its cargo, living and otherwise. If all went well, the journey wouldn’t take long.

      If all went well.

      “Display crew list,” I ordered.

      The HUD display informed me there had been four members of the crew.

      “Display passenger list.”

      To my relief, there were no names.

      All right. From what I could tell from the situation, the crew had loaded one of their own, who likely would need treatment for oxygen deprivation upon revival. Their presence at the monitoring stations implied they’d stood vigil until they’d passed away, one by one. Two of the bodies had slumped over away from the controls, and I took care not to peek inside their suits.

      I would not appreciate beholding multiple weeks of decomposition.

      The other had slumped to the floor, requiring me to step around him to access the display. In their haste to put their companion into stasis, they hadn’t input any of his relevant information into the system. I tapped on the keyboard, reviewing the stasis chamber’s log.

      In normal circumstances, the process of putting someone into stasis took up to an hour. They’d done the work in under forty minutes, which warned me I might have trouble on my hands reviving him. In good news, the system reported decent general vitals when he’d been put into stasis, which led me to believe he’d been put in before showing symptoms of asphyxiation, an unfortunately long process on a spaceship with some functioning systems.

      I questioned if he’d been conscious when he’d been put into stasis, sedated first, or how they’d determined who’d lived and died.

      Their system required three people to operate the stasis chamber.

      I checked through every file searching for the man’s identity before giving up and debating what to do. He’d been put into the case wearing a long, white shirt and nothing else, a standard procedure.

      No matter. It didn’t matter who the man was. The captain’s final message made it clear where he would be going—and I’d do my best to get the ship and the three deceased crew back to their origin planet as well.

      The gentleman on the slab would be a problem. First, I’d have to wrangle him into a suit. Stasis worked wonders on keeping people alive, but if I dragged him out of the ship into the vacuum of space, I’d lower his overall chances of survival by at least twenty-five percent. As such, I would need to stuff him into a space-proof body bag or a proper suit.

      I eyed his body, which had been in good physical shape at the time he’d been put into stasis.

      Bringing up the ship’s blueprint on my HUD, I examined the ship’s layout, identifying several utility closets and the crew quarters, which might have something useful for protecting him from exposure to the harshness of space.

      I unclipped Pandora’s leash from her collar and said, “Guard.” To make it clear who I wanted her to defend, I patted the shell of the stasis chamber. With an excited yip, she took a position between the man and the room’s sole doorway.

      If anything changed, she would bark until I came.

      After coiling her leash into a tight loop and securing it to my utility belt, I began my tour, heading for the utility closets to discover what I had to work with. The first few closets contained a mess of spare parts and tools, and someone had scattered everything, likely fighting to fix the ship without a scrap of good fortune. In one of the proper supply rooms, I found several spare suits and bags meant for the injured or those in stasis, allowing for an all-important oxygen tank and the mandatory heaters required to keep the chill of space at bay: both required to preserve life. I checked the oxygen tanks first, determining that the crew had made use of several but reserved two when it became apparent they wouldn’t be surviving their voyage. Each tank would last for twenty minutes each, sufficient to get my new guest aboard my ship. I grabbed one and the bag in the best condition and hauled them back to the stasis chamber.

      Pandora maintained her post, and I promised her yet another treat for doing as told without reminders.

      While smart, especially for a fox, she remained an animal running dog hardware and cat software, which tended to create chaos. Some commands she handled better than others. Once I set her loose to find interesting things, I’d have to leash her to put an end to her desire to explore every single nook and cranny in the derelict.

      In good news for the man locked in stasis, the derelict’s heaters hadn’t completely failed, nor had the vacuum of space yet infiltrated the hull, which would simplify my job. In a way, I longed for the removal of gravity, which would make stuffing him into the bag easier. Unfortunately, it would make checking the bag and the seals harder, along with complicating the process of working with the oxygen tank. I unlocked the shell protecting his body, opened it, and opted for putting him in the bag feet first. He weighed a lot for his size, and I suspected he exercised to escape the monotony of space travel when off duty.

      I exercised to maintain my health, and I forced myself to do thirty minutes a day.

      It took a lot of muscle and endurance to plunder dead ships of their treasures.

      Within five minutes, I had my strangest bit of cargo packed away with the oxygen turned on. Making use of the unlocked console near the airlock, I deactivated the ship’s gravity. I checked the display, waiting for any warning lights informing me I would be stuck, but the gravity wells appeared to be in good working order.

      Excellent.

      I returned to the stasis chamber, snagged the bag by a handle, and began the tedious process of floating him to the airlock, making use of the magnets and thrusters in my suit in equal measure, careful not to damage my living cargo.

      “Heel, Pandora.”

      My fox yipped and barked to activate her magnets and followed me.

      As reversing stasis would take more time than I wanted to spend, I terminated gravity in the airlock sector of my ship, yanked the bag off my guest, and left him in the hall, careful to restore gravity when he was on the floor and wouldn’t have far to fall.

      With one problem out of the way, I headed back to the derelict to explore and discover what other treasures the ship hid.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWO

          

          

      

    

    






While I prided myself on my general ethics, I wasn’t dead.

        

      

    

    
      The derelict’s cargo bay contained a fortune of shiftgems. Each container listed the type, grade, and number of crystals, if they were part of a set, their order identification number, planet of origin, certification number, and color. I beheld an entire planet’s ransom, and I’d already given my word to fulfill the captain’s final wish.

      Damn.

      The second cargo bay also contained even more shiftgems, but it also contained a few engine cores, comm systems, and spare parts so someone could make good use of the wealth of stones ripe for the pickings.

      Damn, damn, damn.

      With an entire ship full of shiftgems, I might even be able to bring the freighter back online, given the right tools and parts. If I could restore the engine to idle with the gate drive functional, I could limp it to the nearest allied spaceport and turn it in along with the man I’d revive just so I ensured I received some form of payment.

      I’d enjoy the process more than I should, but while I prided myself on my general ethics, I wasn’t dead, he was handsome, and I’d enjoy the view required to bring him back out of stasis alive.

      The idea of checking over his chest and stomach appealed.

      I made a mental note to find a half-decent partner in the next spaceport I stopped at for more than a few hours.

      With a better idea of what the ship held, why the captain would want his precious cargo returned, and a modified risk factor involving every pirate in space wanting a piece of my pie, I decided to skip straight to the chaos portion of my day. “Pandora, search.”

      The fox yipped her excitement and began poking through the crates. She vanished into the cargo bay, leaving me to do my own investigating. I grabbed a top-grade box of black shiftgems, which had several sets crystals meant for engine use but would operate just about any system assuming the stones fit the brackets.

      At a minimum, I needed to restore the primary engine. If I could get the ship to operate at idle thrust or minimal thrust, I could tow the damned thing to the gate, join the ships together, and jump both simultaneously. With black crystals operating the freighter’s engine, it could easily drag my ship along for the ride.

      I needed that sort of luck if I wanted to get the freighter back to where it belonged without falling prey to pirates. While my ship could outrun just about anything flying, I lacked much in the way of firepower. I kept some weaponry on board, but it existed to redirect or destroy space debris to make passage safer, not fend off someone out for my head.

      The next few days wouldn’t be good for my blood pressure.

      In the engine room, I discovered a mess of shattered shiftgem crystals. At least three sets littered the floor, and I pegged the blue stone fragments as the one responsible for the loss of the life support system. The brown engine core would cause some issues, as it implied the ship had been a long-distance speed hauler.

      The black stones might fit—but they might burn out the engine if the designers had done a shit job with the temperature controls and throttling. I wrinkled my nose, wondering who had thought using brown shiftgems had been a good idea.

      Brown stones were meant for farm equipment and construction engines, big, powerful, and lumbering things meant to handle huge loads. Brown in space meant trouble, especially when used on a smaller ship.

      Some fucking moron had killed three men for pride and the illusion of better hauling capacity.

      I set my box down, headed for the life support system, and eyed the mounting bracket. Whatever had shattered the stones hadn’t done any obvious damage to the device. I tested the bracket’s movability, the pads for the crystal, and the sensors.

      All passed visual inspection.

      How odd.

      What could have shattered the gems without damaging the brackets?

      I accessed the ship’s systems and scanned for the list of installed shiftgems. After a few frustrating minutes, I located the life support system, recorded the crystal size, and checked the box.

      Luck remained with me, and I plucked out the appropriate stone, slid it into the bracket, and adjusted the mounting so the stone would be held in place even when the main engine thrummed to life.

      Using the engine room’s console, I began a diagnostic scan on the life support system. While it churned through the test, I investigated the other downed systems. I determined the green stone shards had belonged to the water purification system, which could remain offline. The security system, including cameras, sound, and motion detection, were also down and would remain so until someone else fixed it. I set the brackets to the proper empty and locked position, cleaned out a few stray fragments, and moved onto the main problem of my day: the engine.

      My first challenge would be finding a set of crystals the correct size. None of the blacks in the box fit, so I hauled them back to the cargo bay and began the tedious process of finding compatible stones. After an hour, I got lucky with a tri-color set in the right size for the engine. I’d have a quirky engine when I finished getting it operational, but quirky beat prone to catastrophic failure.

      If it weren’t for the brackets being in pristine condition, I would have assumed the brown crystals had exploded, taking out the nearby machines. The lack of actual damage to the parts implied something gentler had happened—like someone taking a hammer to each of the stones and scattering the fragmented ruins across the engine room floor.

      The stones might not have even been in the mounts when broken.

      That left me with more questions. Who would break the engine and life support systems? Why?

      Why lock one man in stasis as a last act of heroism? On most ships, the saboteur would have been given a quick death to spare dwindling resources, a last-ditch survival effort. The man on my ship had held value to the remaining crew.

      Nothing added up.

      After cleaning the mounts of shards and crystal dust, I tested the bracket, installed the tri-colored shiftgems, and returned to the console. To my delight, the life support system checked out, and a cheerful green button offered a restart of the system. I tapped it.

      One by one, the red warning lights associated with the machine flicked to yellow. As the system churned through its various safety checks, those lights changed to green. Switching to the ship’s overview, I navigated to the monitoring systems to check the oxygen levels.

      Sure enough, the system began to function again, and the levels of oxygen began to climb to survivable levels while the other toxic fumes decreased.

      What the hell was going on? It had only taken plundering the cargo to restore the system. With no evidence of a repair attempt, I came to one conclusion: somebody had blocked access to the engine room while the crew perished, and the saboteur had unlocked the systems in his final moments.

      My thoughts skirted into conspiracy-theory territory, but as it was the only idea I had that matched what I worked with, I decided to stick with it. A mass malfunction and mysterious restoration of the system made zero sense.

      Someone had meddled, and their meddling had cost three men their lives. If I worked hard, did everything right, and took care with my unexpected guest, it still might cost him his life, too. I would do my best to save him, but I acknowledged my best might not be good enough.

      Time, experience, and improved technology decreased the odds of death to one in ten thousand. As long as I reminded myself I had brought hundreds of people out of stasis without losing anybody, I could limit my worrying while waiting for my unexpected guest to resume breathing.

      Perhaps he held the answers to my questions.

      I began the tedious process of confirming the shiftgem installations before running a diagnostic scan on the engine. Unlike the life support system, the engine began throwing errors left and right, indicating I might have a big repair on my hands. After a few minutes and checking the manual, I determined the problem involved some loose nuts and bolts holding the gem coupling unit to the main drive. One trip to my ship for my toolbox later, I removed the screws to access the main drive core, did some tightening, and reduced the diagnostic errors to one, which involved the shiftgem mounts. Muttering curses, I raided the cargo bay for extra supplies, dug out an entire new mounting assembly, and unseated the gems, returning them to their case for safe keeping until I dismantled the entire engine, replaced the brackets, and put the whole thing together again.

      Two hours and much cursing later, I had a functional engine for low thrust with jump drive capabilities.

      Excellent.

      In the time I’d spent playing mechanic, Pandora had explored, but to my astonishment, she found nothing we considered to be of interest beyond the cargo bays loaded with wealth, not even a single ounce of some recreational drug many space crews stashed in their bunks.

      While I typically paid the fox in treats for the number of illicit goods she found, I promised her an extra treat for being patient. She bounced around my feet in her little suit, the metallic pads clinking against the ship’s floor.

      For my final trick, I investigated the ship’s broken comm to discover yet another set of broken shiftgems. Another search through the cargo bays resulted in a set of yellow crystals, which would be suitable to open communication lines with the ship’s originating planet.

      I expected a great deal of fun when I activated the system. Linking my suit to the ship’s comm, I pressed the activate button, scrolled through the menu of saved contacts, and picked the originating planet’s comm officer as the most likely one to get me to someone who could give me coordinates for where to take the derelict. Bracing for a scolding and accusations, I tapped the connect button.

      The comm crystals hummed to life, and the machine buzzed. A dark panel on the screen glowed, and I sucked in a breath.

      Most spaceships didn’t come equipped with voice and video communication systems. The crystals and base machine cost too much. Only species who relied on physical modes of communications tended to dish out for them. While the screen remained illuminated but black, a time-delay indication popped up, indicating we’d have a half second delay hampering us. In reality, we’d have to take turns doing full relays, although the lag wouldn’t bother most.

      We might run into some trouble if we both attempted to talk at the same time.

      After a short wait, the screen flashed and pending connection dialog appeared.

      “Pandora, heel,” I ordered.

      Without being aware of what was visible on their end, I would play it safe and keep my companion close to my side.

      An older version of the man I’d left lying in the hallway of my ship stepped into the camera view, and his expression went from hopeful to neutral in the blink of an eye. I wondered how long he’d been waiting for the ship to make contact.

      Upon consideration, I opted to speak in the most common trade dialects used across the known universe, as most people were taught rudimentary proficiency from an early age. “My name is Viva, and I found this derelict near a shiftgem gate. I would like to return the crew and cargo to its home planet, Cremora Delta 005-26 according to the ship records. Three members of the crew are deceased, and my ship lacks the equipment required to put the bodies into stasis. Their remains are contained in their suits. One member of the crew survived, but he was put into stasis. I do have the appropriate training, certifications, and equipment required to restore the individual, although I have not done so yet. I’ve only just restored this ship to questionable operational status, but I believe I can transport it within range of Cremora Delta 005-26.”

      “Do you have the identification of the living member of the crew?” the man replied, using the same form of trade.

      Phew. Good. One problem solved. With the worry of communicating out of the way, I settled in for the important work of negotiating with the stranger. “Unfortunately not. The ship’s logs had a record of four people. I assume the captain is deceased, judging from the messages left. The bodies are in fairly advanced stages of decomposition, and I don’t dare break the seals on their suits. As it is, the ship will need to be quarantined. It suffered a life support system failure along with the breakdown of several other systems. I was able to get most systems back online, but it may a while to get the ship to its destination. I will begin the process of decontaminating the member of the crew on board my ship, but we’ll need to be in isolation for a minimum period of ten days.”

      I wrinkled my nose at the thought of sharing close quarters with a handsome man for ten days—one I couldn’t put my hands all over due to his classification as cargo.

      “An escort will be provided,” the man replied. “Was there any cargo on board?”

      I nodded. “I required the use of several of your shiftgem crystals to bring the ship back online, but I assumed you would rather lose some crystals and have the rest of the load returned. There are limited shiftgems that are compatible with the engine and other systems. I can’t promise they will remain in good condition, although I did my best to match crystals to the drives. This ship used a brown shiftgem core drive, which is the likely culprit. Brown shiftgems are not typically suitable for use in vessels of this size.”

      I’d leave the whole idea of sabotage out of the discussion, especially if my cargo’s father had been loitering in some comm station hoping for word, weeks after hope should have been lost.

      “I will make a note to report that. Can you send your coordinates?”

      “I can, but please understand that I will begin hauling the derelict to the nearest shiftgem gate as soon as it’s possible to travel. This area is not safe. The gems I selected for use in the drive core can handle the jump, and the ship almost made it to its destination.”

      “Do you have the identification of the shiftgem gate in question?”

      I held up my hand to indicate I needed a moment, went to the nearby console, and began tapping at the keys until I was able to pull down the coordinates, which I relayed. “Does this connection allow for data transfer outside of video?”

      “It does.”

      Well, I had nothing to hide for a change, as my ship had been cleaned top to bottom of anything illegal. I hadn’t registered my unnamed guest yet, and I wouldn’t until I began the process of reviving him from stasis. With no bounties on my head, valid permits for a year, a new captain’s license, and a paid-off ship, I could give them all the data they could hope for, including the scans from my ship. “Please open the communication line from your end. I will send over a copy of the scans from my ship before I boarded along with this vessel’s logs. This system is a little different from mine,” I admitted. “If you initiate the connection, however, I can handle the rest of the transmission.”

      “Ah, yes. Of course. It’s a newer linking system. Are you alone?”

      I gestured to Pandora, who remained sitting where I’d asked her. “It’s just me and Pandora.”

      “What species is your companion?”

      “She is a vulpes vulpes. A red fox. She’s an Earth species, with some minor genetic manipulations for survivability and intellect.”

      His interest piqued, and he continued to stare at my fox. “And she is not modified to a new species designation?”

      “She is a certified vulpes vulpes.”

      “Might I ask how you acquired one?”

      “I’m homo sapiens,” I replied, sighing as the ritual of species identifications began. “I was conceived on a generational ship, modified prior to birth for survivability, and born on a planet in Andromeda. Pandora’s mother and father belong to my parents, and they gave her to me when she was a kit. She is modified to have an extended lifespan and higher-than-normal intellect. She’s a little larger than standard vulpes vulpes.”

      “And you were modified to have ears?”

      “And a tail. They were not certain what dangers would be on the new planet, so I was modified to have an extra pair of ears, heightened hearing and sense of smell, and a lengthened lifespan. The tail was an unexpected consequence of the enhanced genetics for my ears, although it helps with balance. I still qualify as homo sapiens, however.”

      “Impressive. And you said you’re originally from Andromeda?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Ah, I see. Yours was the final Earth generational ship to reach its destination planet. You’re the last generation of Earth-born homo sapiens, then.”

      It annoyed me that conception on a ship equated to being Earth-born. In a way, I understood the logic, but it meant nothing in the grand scheme.

      Earth remained uninhabitable, and it likely would for thousands of years. One day, the catastrophe that had brought the planet to its knees might settle, but I had my doubts. The activated shiftgems once locked in the planet’s core had taken over. One day, some enterprising planet buster would head to Earth, blast it to smithereens, and gather the precious crystals to be used elsewhere.

      For now, Earth endured as the lost home of humanity, preserved by other species for when it reverted to its blue-green splendor. I admired those who’d welcomed humanity with enthusiasm and warmth.

      The first humans to travel the stars had been prejudiced due to ignorance, although change had come, measured in hours rather than years. Do or die had applied, and most had chosen survival over unfounded hatred.

      The rest had died with Earth.

      Being an endangered species sucked, especially when idiots got it into their heads to issue bounties in an attempt to gain fresh homo sapiens genetics into their bloodlines. “Yes, sir.”

      “Klerano,” he replied. “You should be receiving a link request momentarily.”

      Sure enough, a prompt appeared requesting permission to establish the link. I accepted, and once the ship had the data connection open, I began transferring the ship’s log over along with a copy of my scan results from my ship. “The transmission is in progress.”

      “Excellent. What can you tell me about the damage to the ship?”

      I appreciated the transition to a different subject, and I began a detailed description of how I’d found the broken shiftgems and the steps needed to repair the various systems. I mentioned I’d left the water systems offline to minimize the number of crystals in operation in the engine room, recommending a better buffering system be installed, as it was impossible to tell if some form of resonance had shattered the installed gems. I went on to detail how the packing of the stones in the cargo bay would have prevented any potential damage to the cargo if resonance had occurred.

      I made no mention of my suspicions of sabotage, nor did he ask for my opinion regarding the derelict’s state upon my arrival.

      “You mentioned having the ability to revive people from stasis,” Klerano prompted.

      “Yes.” I tapped at the console and added a copy of my medical training and stasis certifications, along with my flawless record of emergency stasis revival. “While I can’t put anyone into stasis on my ship, I have the appropriate equipment and training to revive most species from stasis. The process itself takes a few hours, during which I will be closely monitoring the patient. I have everything on board to treat most stasis conditions. Considering the circumstances, it’s best to do it on my ship. I don’t know what his health was when he was put into stasis, and he may have been suffering from oxygen deprivation when he was put into the machine due to the ship’s system failures.”

      “I take it the ship is still uninhabitable?”

      “Diagnostic: life-support system,” I ordered my suit, which began a scan of the atmospheric conditions. Within two minutes, I marveled at the system’s ability to recover. “The ship is now capable of supporting life, but I’ll remain suited for safety reasons. That said, I was able to restore oxygen generation, and the air quality is now survivable. I don’t know if the repairs I made will last, and as such, the surviving member of the crew will stay aboard my ship in quarantine.”

      “You assume he will survive.”

      “Well, I certainly didn’t invest in a half mil token system to lose people reviving them from stasis,” I countered.

      “Your system was that expensive?”

      “Yes, sir. I bought new with every feature I could get my hands on. I enjoy rescue missions, as they pay well with minimal risks to my ship and myself. I’m paid by surviving recoveries. I’m trained in some systems on how to put someone into stasis, but that is a last, desperate measure—likely what had happened among the crew in their final hours. It appears the crew’s last act was to monitor the man who was put into stasis, as I found their bodies in the chamber at the mandatory stations.” I hesitated, but then I added, “They now sell a one-man operated stasis chamber, although it’s out of my general budget. Also, the shiftgem operating my system was in addition to the revival system itself.”

      “Would you install one on your ship if you could?”

      The number of lives I could have saved, if only I had a stasis chamber, staggered me. “I would sacrifice more than a little cargo space for a stasis chamber, sir. In space, we are all brothers and sisters, and while there are pirates, living bodies are worth more than most corpses. And once in stasis, assuming the victim isn’t jettisoned from an air lock for taking up space, they can endure for hundreds or thousands of years. Only space scum settle for murder if stasis is an option. Personally, had I been able to afford one of the new stasis chambers, I would have been able to save far more lives.”

      I also would have been able to freeze the decaying corpses in their suits to make the lives of those dealing with the deceased a little easier. I forced my expression to remain neutral. But, as he’d asked, I sent along the victim count I’d registered as potentially survivable with appropriate medical care.

      “What is your profession?”

      “I locate and recover derelicts and their crew,” I answered, grateful I could support my claim through additional documentation, which I sent over at the press of a few buttons. “Most would call me a treasure seeker, but if I can return the cargo and crew for a finder’s fee, I prefer that over making use of a recovery market. In this case, it’s a planetary supply of shiftgems. Morally speaking, my only choice is to return the ship and her crew to your world, even if there isn’t a finder’s fee.”

      “You weren’t aware?”

      “Of what, sir?”

      “Klerano is fine, truly. You have earned the familiarity with your acts, both brave and humble.”

      “Klerano,” I replied, wondering what sort of custom I missed, as sir was the universally accepted custom, something non-human species had picked up in some strange homage to Earth in her final days. Gender had managed to get lost in translation along the way, with everyone sharing the same address. In a way, I liked it.

      Everyone stood equal. Everyone.

      It made navigating the universe and its many species much easier.

      “Anyway, there will be compensation for your retrieval of ship, cargo, and crew. There has been an active search for the ship for several weeks now.”

      Well, considering the value and expense of the cargo, I was unsurprised. “I am sorry I plundered crystals to bring the drives and systems back online.”

      “That is no matter. The ship is also valuable, and you will be compensated for having done the repairs to make her functional again. Would you have an issue consulting with us regarding the drive core?”

      “Brown shiftgem drives are better used for farm equipment. They provide too much thrust and general power for a ship of this size. I replaced the drive core with a tri-color shiftgem set, so given some time to properly tune and recalibrate the engine, it might be a viable permanent set. I’ll test the engine on the way to your world.” I thought about hiding the true nature of my engine, but I opted for honesty, especially as it would back my abilities to handle their freighter. “I have tri-colored shiftgems aboard my ship, and I have a very versatile system. I can access all shiftgem gates, even the higher-level ones most use black gems to traverse.” As I had a special set of blueprints just for my custom tri-color engine, I added that to the tally of things sent over to Klerano. “There. That setup is excellent for small sized freighters, too. Any mechanic worth their salt can convert the drive core to function all other systems as well.”

      “Your cooperation is appreciated,” Klerano replied. “Pardon my ignorance, but it is my first time speaking to someone of your profession. Do you have a title of any sort?”

      I shook my head. “Just call me Viva. When I left Andromeda, it was before they ranked the first generation of people born on the planet, so I’m registered as breeding stock verified as acceptable for generational ship programs.”

      “That’s significant, Viva.”

      “It’s considered the second lowest tier among the generational homo sapiens,” I informed him. “I don’t have authorization for serving as crew or anything like that on a generational ship.”

      “It’s quite obvious you’re qualified. Your success rating for stasis revivals alone qualifies you. Your ability to restore a derelict ship to operational status also qualifies you. If you would like to undergo a proper evaluation upon arrival to Delta, I would be pleased to submit your application on your behalf and pay the fees.”

      My eyes widened at the thought of having a full certification and evaluation. At last check, the cost had rivaled that of my entire ship, when new with no used parts.

      I’d bought her used and had enjoyed the lengthy process of customizing her from nose to tail.

      “That’s quite the expense, Klerano. I’ve looked into the general application fees for the full testing for generational projects.”

      “You would get all relevant testing, including psionic aptitude, manipulation compatibility, DNA analysis, and general space aptitudes. It’s obvious you’re suited for space, as you’re venturing alone quite successfully. If your ship registration number on these documents you sent is correct, you have quite the history of solo space travel, including the successful apprehension of pirates and bounty hunters—some of which were out for unwed homo sapiens such as yourself. And at your age, you’re remarkably decorated.”

      Ugh. Decorations. Every time I brought someone out of stasis, I got a new decoration. I got some form of decoration or another for every ship brought in and towed from the darkest reaches of space, preserving the open travel ways from dangerous debris. “That’s truly generous, Klerano. I don’t pay much mind to those decorations. I’ve never actually been to any of the facilities to receive them. I wouldn’t have anywhere to put them.”

      He chuckled. “I will use our data link to show you your collection, then. It’s truly impressive. So, back to business. What do you need from us?”

      “Very little,” I admitted, although one thing came to mind. “If you wanted to make sure space near the shiftgem gate is clear of pirates and other opportunists, that would make my job a great deal easier. With so many of this ship’s systems down, getting her through the gate will be challenging enough. I will have to enforce the ten day quarantine period for the survivor on board my ship, but to streamline matters for you, I will bring the purification system online and set her up for remote control, so she will be clean for boarding. I can’t do anything for the bodies, but they took care.”

      “They left their bodies sealed in their suits. Your destination has a purification system, but your efforts would be appreciated to prevent any additional problems.”

      “Yes, they are still in their suits, likely with shiftgem crystals installed to mitigate the pressure from decomposition. Their suits were in good condition and there is no evidence of leaking at this stage. I would put them in stasis, but this ship requires three crew to operate.”

      “We can remotely enable the stasis chamber if you can bring it online. We have the staff on hand.”

      I nodded. “Then I will do my part here, if you can handle remote control of the stasis chamber.” I’d heard of such systems, which made the deaths even more tragic.

      Had the comm systems remained intact, then all but one member of the crew might have survived.

      What a pity.

      “I will begin the process of setting up the stasis chamber. The room will have a comm link by one of the consoles. It will be requesting a connection when you arrive. You can leave this communication channel open in case there is a problem with the other console.”

      “Pandora, heel,” I ordered. “Expect five minutes. I will need to deactivate gravity to move the bodies between stasis sessions. Where would you like me to place them during transit?”

      “The crew bunks have straps in case someone passes, and there should be body bags large enough to fit the suits. We use the suits for containment and the bags as secondary protection should the suit leak. The stasis system is capable of handling the suit without additional preparation.”

      I nodded, and without another word, I headed off to handle the unpleasant work of securing the bodies for their long flight home for burial.
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“I look forward to your arrival.”

        

      

    

    
      I sent Pandora off to explore the ship and attempt to locate anything interesting while I turned off gravity and began the tedious work of putting the corpses into stasis. Without any worries of survivability, the process took less than ten minutes per corpse, and I took care not to get a glimpse at the remains.

      I’d seen enough corpses in my lifetime without adding three more to the tally.

      Once frozen, I bagged them and hauled them to the crew quarters, strapping them onto the beds for their journey back to their home world. With decomposition so advanced, the bodies would be taken out of stasis while in the suit, and they would be buried as is.

      It simplified cleanup.

      With the grisly work finished, I reactivated gravity and returned to the main communication room, where Klerano waited with admirable patience. “It is finished.”

      “Thank you for your service, Viva. It is appreciated. It is unfortunate the decomposition is too far advanced to identify them.”

      No wonder. As hope could be a dangerous weapon in the wrong hands, I maintained my silence. If my patient died during revival, I would be able to deliver the news to someone expecting the worst rather than hoping for the best.

      Time would tell.

      “You’re welcome. I will begin the process of towing your ship to Cremora Delta 005-26. I will have defensive systems online, so please have any escort ships initiate contact before coming into close proximity.”

      “I will make certain that the ships properly identify themselves. You will have a full escort until you reach our spaceport, where you can be docked for quarantine. It’s close to our world. We have an excellent quarantining system, so you will be able to receive goods while you wait. It is a day’s travel from the shiftgem gate.”

      I pricked my ears forward at the thought of landing at a spaceport rather than having to go planetside. “Is the spaceport capable of receiving the bodies?”

      “When locked in stasis, yes. They have the appropriate equipment. You will be able to unload the freighter in the quarantine bay, which is being prepared for your arrival.”

      I’d get to make use of an entire quarantine bay? My wallet would cry at the cost of docking my ship and paying the general quarantine fees. “Please send an estimate of the quarantine and docking fees,” I requested.

      “Paid in full as part of your compensation. You wouldn’t need to quarantine if you had not taken it upon yourself to recover the living member of the crew. I will send over the complete compensation report, including the standard taxes and fees, which will be managed on your behalf and certified.”

      I smiled at that. “Thank you, Klerano. I expect, if all goes well with the towing operation, to reach the spaceport within two days at most.”

      “I look forward to your arrival.”

      I disconnected the communication link, heaved a sigh, and ordered my suit to run a new diagnostic scan, which informed me the ship had fully restored its life support system. I called for Pandora, and the fox bounded over, yipping her excitement.

      Ah. She must have found something. Excellent. “Show me,” I ordered before praising her for her good work and promising a treat for her effort. She bounded off in the direction of the cargo bays, diving into the smaller bay and wiggling through the boxes, some of which had been shifted due to the removal of gravity. She stood on her hind paws, hopped, and yipped several times, indicating someone had stashed something of interest higher up the stacks.

      Clever fox, having taken advantage of the removal of gravity to investigate out-of-reach places. I disabled gravity again and used my thrusters to get above the cargo. Pandora joined me and used the boxes to propel herself across the bay. Once near a wall, she activated her magnets, pointed her nose at a box, and yipped to catch my attention.

      One day, I might understand how the fox found interesting things when she couldn’t smell anything outside of her suit, but she rarely failed me. Sometimes, her failures were the correct identification of boxes containing delicious, tasty treats she loved. I praised her for those finds, as I had told her to find treasures.

      Sometimes, she interpreted that as a demand for increased pay.

      I patted boxes until she stopped yipping, her cue that I’d found what she’d wanted me to investigate. I checked the sides of the box, discovering a strip of tape wrapped around it, which set it apart from the rest of the crates.

      How fascinating.

      I grabbed the box, tucked it under an arm, and made use of my thrusters to return to the floor. Once Pandora joined me, I set her discovery on the floor and restored gravity. A few minutes later, after some cursing and elbow grease, I popped the lid off.

      The familiar and unwanted sight of a shipment receipt issued from one of the nastier black markets rested on top, and someone had made notations on who was to receive the contents, which consisted of a selection of shiftgem pendants and other stones. The receivers, judging from the method of listing them, were not associated with legal channels. If the crystals had been mined the regular way, they wouldn’t have been on the black market, instead selling for a premium at jewelers.

      The black market inventory declared the stones to be core shiftgems from pirate-operated planet busting, coming in a full range of colors. Unlike the traditionally mined stones, the pendants could also amplify latent psionic abilities, and in the wrong hands, power the same sort of weapon that had resulted in the acquisition of the cursed crystals.

      If anyone found out the ship contained core shiftgems, it would become a nice, juicy target worth more than I cared to think about.

      “Good work, Pandora.” I repacked the box, including the inventory slip, and did the only thing I could: I took it with me.

      Perhaps I might be able to learn the secrets of the cargo on my ship—and why three men had died over it. More importantly, I needed to identify if the man in stasis was friend, foe, or unfortunate victim of greed, the one trait uniting all species.
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      After returning to my ship, stripping off my gear, and detoxing in the fumigation chamber along with Pandora, I went to work preparing to haul the derelict and its cargo to the spaceport, where I could wash my hands of it. A good smuggler created hiding places difficult to access and harder to spot. Aware the core shiftgems would be the target of government officials and pirates alike, I spent the five hours required to dismantle part of the engine, lift up the floor, hide the pendants, and restore everything. While I did the work, I checked over each and every piece of my engines, triple-checked my shiftgems in their mountings, and reported my activities in the log.

      In a twist of good luck, I needed to replace three common pieces, which had shown signs of wear and tear.

      I made a note in the file that the derelict’s engine failure had prompted a safety check, something nobody would think twice about. Anyone with a single grain of sense in their head would’ve done the same. Once accomplished, I headed for my medical room, which held my revival equipment. After an hour of preparation, I temporarily deactivated gravity so I could move the man into place without breaking my back.

      With gravity restored, I checked to make sure nothing had been broken or damaged, put an oxygen mask over his mouth and nose to assist with potential oxygen deprivation, prepared the IV with the appropriate medications to improve his chances of revival, and picked up my prized revival unit, which contained a clear shiftgem. While it wasn’t technically a core crystal, mine came close, from one of the deepest mines in the universe.

      In reality, most classified it as a core shiftem, as it had come from the appropriate layer in the planet to possess some unusual properties.

      In my hands, it increased the survival rating of revival patients.

      I’d received it as a gift for one of my rescues, worth far more than the token fee I otherwise would have received for the unexpected rescue of a diplomat. It remained one of my true treasures, and one of the reasons I held such a good revival success rating.

      I sent out a prayer to any benevolent deity that might be listening that the man would revive without complications.

      I placed the device over his heart, connected the unit to the chest pads, and pressed the green button, which would begin the process to reverse stasis. The device, as bodily functions resumed, mimicked the pattern of a regular heartbeat. I observed the machine monitoring his vitals, and ten minutes into the process, the computer reported his heart resumed beating and he drew breath.

      I sighed my relief at the evidence he would survive stage one. With blood flow restored and his heart beating, I inserted the IV and began phase two, which involved giving him a dose of a medicinal cocktail designed to prevent a series of complications, including stroke, heart attack, and seizures.

      The entire time, I kept an eye on his vitals, which reported an acceptable blood oxygen level and stable heartbeat matched with the revival unit.

      The moment of truth would be with the removal of the unit, which would allow his heart to beat without intervention. An hour after beginning the process, I turned off the device, tensing while waiting for the monitor to show me the changes in his heartbeat. After several erratic beats, his heart worked on its own, leaving me with the final stage of the process, which involved reversing the sedative used with stasis.

      Those who entered stasis unconscious enjoyed a higher chance of revival.

      As I had no idea how much of the sedative the crew had used, I began with minimum dosage, administered it, and waited the prescribed ten minutes for a reaction before administering the next incremental dose. After six doses, I began to worry.

      The seventh bore fruit in the form of stirring, beginning with eye movement and subtle shifting of his body on the table. I settled in to observe, keeping an eye on his vitals. All remained steady.

      Three hours later, my living cargo blinked, revealing rich brown eyes, which would need at least another hour to focus properly. If all went well, coherency would return within twenty minutes, although he’d twitch for the next twelve hours as his nerves misfired and the remnant side-effects of stasis eased.

      “Try not talk yet. You’re at risk of biting your tongue right now,” I stated in my most authoritative voice. “I recovered you from your ship, and you’ve survived revival from stasis. In twenty minutes, I’ll give you some water and see how that goes. For now, you need to keep still. You were given a high dose of the stasis sedative, and the reversal drug needs time to eliminate it all. I used minimal dosage to prevent long-term consequences of revival.”

      While he struggled to move, he managed to lift his right hand in an acknowledgement of my words.

      “My name is Viva, and I’ll be taking you to a spaceport near Cremora Delta 005-26. I don’t particularly care what your name is. As far as I’m concerned, you’re living, breathing cargo I need to transport along with your ship, so I’m going to call you Delta. I am regretful to inform you the rest of the crew perished. I was several weeks late in locating your vessel, which had suffered through catastrophic shiftgem failure, likely due to the brown crystal drive core. I have since done repairs to the ship, but it is uninhabitable until detoxified. We’ll also be required to undergo a minimum of ten days of quarantine. The quarantine period has already begun, and I have been assured we will have a quarantine bay upon arrival at the nearest spaceport, approximately fifty hours and a single jump from here. I’m certain you will have questions, and once you pass your basic health checks, I’m happy to answer them for you. In the meantime, try to relax as much as you can.”

      With my speech out of the way, I began removing the excess pads from his chest for the revival unit. Applying the alcohol-based rub to remove the glue residue tested me more than I liked, especially as the revival twitching confirmed he spent a great deal of time maintaining his physical fitness.

      In any other situation, where he wasn’t the equivalent of cargo and a patient, he would have tested me in more ways than one. I would regret the circumstances of our meeting for quite a while, however.

      It took work to find a compatible male to have an energetic dalliance with when traveling the great empty reaches of space.

      Twenty minutes later, he passed his health checks, and I helped him sit up so he could drink. “I’ll leave the IV in for another twenty minutes in case you have an adverse reaction, but at this stage, you should be fine. If you try to talk, do so with care. Your tongue might still be stiff or twitchy, and I don’t have a supply of blood should you injure yourself, Delta. Try not to be too offended. I don’t do the names thing much.”

      “Yet you told me your name is Viva,” he replied in a raspy voice.

      “She who drives the ship can do what she wants,” I countered.

      Rather than become annoyed, as most tended to do when I made it clear I had boundaries while on my ship, he chuckled. “You dodge attachments with your cargo, I see. Delta’s fine. Your ship, your rules, and that’s not an unreasonable rule.”

      That simplified matters. “Precisely. What do you remember before you were put into stasis?”

      “Very little. The ship had a life-support system failure, which we weren’t able to repair. None of us had any knowledge or training in repairing shiftgem systems, and the ship lacked tech manuals on how to replace the crystals.”

      What in all that was holy and pure was a four-man crew doing venturing through the far reaches of space without a competent shiftgem mechanic? “And your stasis system requires three people to use.”

      “The captain had us draw lots so one of us might get out alive. I drew first, but I got lucky, so I went into stasis. The ship’s life support system had an hour left on the clock when I went in. Our suits run on a two-hour tank, but we only had one each of those. The spare tanks are twenty minute tanks. We tried everything we could to bring the alternative systems online, but without knowing how to install and calibrate the shiftgems, we were stuck. If the comm system hadn’t failed, things would be different.”

      That explained a few things; once in the stasis chamber and the first twenty to thirty minutes of the process was completed, the rest of the procedure required little monitoring. The patient would either live or die. The crew had spent their final moments observing and waiting for their oxygen to run out, likely sending out some unheard prayer for salvation that would come weeks too late. “Still, I’m sorry. You were the sole survivor.”

      “Surviving was more than I expected, truth be told. We only had rudimentary training using the stasis machine. Enough to turn it on and use it, but that’s it.” Delta’s eyes focused on my ears. “May I inquire about your species designation?”

      “Homo sapiens. I’m modified, but not enough to count as a different species. Yourself?”

      “Homo sapiens Cremora-Delta. My home world was settled by the earlier groups of homo sapiens to leave Earth, and we generally keep to ourselves. We’re still biologically similar to standard homo sapiens, but we have sufficient genetic differences to have our own designation now. We had a batch of three generational ships, and we were accompanied by the Cremorans. We still have close relations with the Cremorans, although we aren’t a compatible species. We have interbred with the Veloc, although genetically, any humans who enter a relationship with a Veloc have children with Veloc genetics. Sometimes they have Cremora-Delta children, but it’s uncommon.” Delta rolled his shoulders, wincing. “Is this soreness normal?”

      While certain species had tried to intermingle on a romantic level with homo-sapiens, when a species took in a non-compatible species, it was assumed they either wanted to earn a better reputation or gain a new labor force. The various universal labor groups did a decent job of containing the worst of the labor issues.

      Slavery happened, but those enslaved had been given a choice: death for their crimes or a life of forced servitude. When planets indulged in enslavement beyond those terms, several of the labor federations tended to strike swiftly and with great prejudice.

      Homo sapiens were a common target of slavers.

      Rather than dwell more on the bleaker realities of society, I focused on my more immediate problem: my cargo, who already showed discomforting signs of being a decent conversationalist to go along with his severe case of handsome. “Yes. Being sore is normal. You’ve been in the same position for several weeks, and while stasis prevents death, it doesn’t change that your muscles haven’t been used for an extended period of time. What is your originating planet?”

      Mostly, I asked to confirm what I already knew, but he wouldn’t find that out from me.

      “Cremora Delta. You?”

      “I was conceived on a generational ship, although I was born in Andromeda. My ears are a survivability trait.”

      Pandora, who had taken a guard position by the door, yipped. I gave the fox my attention, and she let loose a series of yips, indicating she would like to go use her bathroom. Chuckling, I reached over, grabbed one of her treats, and tossed it for her. “You’re off-duty.”

      She snatched up her treat and ran off to use her litter box and play, likely destroying one of her newer toys or indulging in some extended cuddle time with her favorite cuddle-buddy, which was shaped like a Veloc. Most days of the week, the race reminded me of feathered dinosaurs with big teeth and even bigger claws. I had no idea how a human and a Veloc could reproduce, but after the first few times of trying to figure it out, I decided it involved one hell of a brave person and a patient and gentle predator.

      Adult Veloc tended to be an average of eight to nine feet tall, excluding their crest feathers.

      I also wondered why humanity had gone with a generic name when everyone else had wisely named their race after their originating planet, thus joining the universal trend of species names being capitalized while humanity waddled along at the back of the group.

      Then again, most races had an edge on the average human in size, base intellect, and strength, and most branches of humanity went out of the way to master the art of bioengineering to survive among the more cunning races.

      Like the predatory Veloc.

      Delta grimaced again, shifted his weight on the table, and began the long and painful process of getting his body to cooperate. I waited, as I’d learned any commentary tended to agitate those struggling to recover from stasis revival. After what felt like an eternity but was closer to ten minutes, he gestured towards where my fox had stood guard. “What sort of animal was that?”

      “She’s a vulpes vulpes, commonly known as the red fox. She’s slightly modified for a longer lifespan and higher intellect. She’s my partner. Her name is Pandora. My generational ship received the fox as our companion animal, as we were the last generational ship to depart and the other ships had first crack at animals.” Other ships had gotten dogs, horses, cats, or other companion species, but we’d gotten the one of six wild animal species determined to be suitable for the rigors of space. They’d thrived, and a careful breeding program had kept them close to their Earth equivalent.

      Unlike Earth’s foxes, Pandora might live to be fifty to sixty years old—maybe longer if I invested extra money for genetic rehabilitation as she aged. Knowing me, I’d invest every token I could to keep her with me until the day I died. From there, I could only hope someone would take over my role as her caretaker and companion.

      “Her tail and ears are much like yours.”

      I nodded. “Our generational ship only had the vulpes vulpes as our extra animal. We had mice and rabbits and similar animals in the conservatory, some of which were bred to be prey for our foxes. I suppose my ancestors spent their time working on viable genetic manipulation to improve the fox, and then took the good traits, like their hearing, and manipulated the final generation conceived on board.”

      “Like you.”

      Bobbing my head, I went through one last round of checking the equipment before freeing him from the remaining cables and sensors. “You’re going to feel unpleasant for another day or two. It’s completely normal. You’ll require light physical therapy, which I’ll guide you through during our mandatory quarantine period.”

      “Why are we quarantining?”

      “There’s no way of knowing if your ship was contaminated with three corpses on board. It’s standard protocol, especially with mixed species. As you aren’t my same species and we may not share equivalent vaccinations, we’ll have to undergo treatments if we infect each other with passive viruses.”

      Delta’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t realized that was a possibility.”

      “Usually, mixed species aren’t quarantined, but as there were corpses on board your vessel in advanced stages of decay, we have to follow the rules for those with compromised immune systems. As you are suffering from stasis revival, your immune system is compromised and will be for the next three to five days. In both good and bad news for you, I’m qualified to administer base post-stasis vaccinations, which I will give to you tomorrow.”

      “Stasis impairs vaccinations?”

      “It disrupts some vaccinations, yes. The immune system has a tendency to wipe the vaccination out during the revival process, and some of the revival medications are known to impair the longevity of certain vaccines. In any case, the vaccinations I carry are suitable for all branches of homo sapiens, so it will be no issue.”

      “Are you a doctor?”

      I shook my head. “I’m nothing so special. I just prefer to save lives than take them, and the certifications for stasis revival match well with derelict investigations. Your crew, may they rest in peace, did as a good crew does in the face of such disasters. They save who they can.”

      “If only it had been a one-man system,” Delta murmured.

      If only. “I suspect the ship will be overhauled to have such a system in the future. And, perhaps they will finally crack a system allowing the stasis process to be completed by the person in the chamber. That would be complicated, though.”

      “Because of the sedation.”

      I nodded. “I am concerned you were given a higher dose of sedative than typically prescribed, but I will monitor you for the next twelve hours.”

      “Without equipment?”

      “Without equipment. It’s better to observe you directly. Now, let’s try to get you moving around. I can’t promise more than a standard jumper, but I have clothing you can wear. I always keep a range of apparel in case of live recoveries. Once you are through the full process, I will open my communication system to your home world.”

      Delta’s eyes widened, “You have a long-distance comm?”

      I grinned. “Would you like to see my system?”

      “I’d love to. I’ve always been interested in the drives and shiftgem setups, but I never qualified to become a mechanic.”

      Pft. In space, qualifications made no difference. Knowledge won the battles and wars against the void. “Well, that will make the next ten days pleasant enough for you. On my ship, you need no qualifications to learn beyond respect for my equipment and a willingness to be taught. So next time, when disaster strikes, you might be the difference between life and death.”

      “How long do you think it will take to repair my ship?”

      “I’ve already repaired your ship. Once I had the stones from the cargo bay and fitted them, it didn’t take long. It was more of a matter of knowing how to do the work without breaking the system. Some of the equipment needed actual repairs, but it was mostly a shiftgem issue.”

      “The crystals all shattered at once, with a great, thundering roar that reverberated through the ship,” Delta said, his expression distant and his eyes unfocused. “And none of us knew if we could just take out the old gems and put new ones in, and we didn’t know how to find the right gems for the job.”

      “You couldn’t just take out the old gems and put in new ones. You had to match size and type—or understand which types could stand in. It won’t change the past, but perhaps what you learn will change the future.”

      It wasn’t much, but it was all I could offer the man who faced the grief of having been the one left behind to survive.
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“The next stage is unpleasant.”

        

      

    

    
      Delta needed my help to walk, and I admired how he handled going from fit and healthy to reliant on some strange woman with ears and a tail to reach our destination, which was my spare cabin he’d use for the duration of his stay. He heaved a sigh at the realization he needed my help to wipe his skin clean of the stasis residue, most of which he’d sweated out during the twitching phase of revival.

      I took care of most of the work, and I chuckled and turned around so he could address the more delicate matters on his own, making use of one of the several solution-soaked cloths I’d provided for the task. Once he’d cleaned to his satisfaction, I assisted with the dressing process, dressing him in one of my spare jumpers. While not ideal, it fit, it would keep him warm, and he could change into something better later.

      “The next stage is unpleasant,” I informed him once he was dressed and able to stand on his own.

      “I wish I had paid more attention to the revival process for stasis,” Delta admitted in a rueful tone. “It’s worse than I imagined. How can this possibly become more unpleasant?”

      “You have to stand and walk around for at least an hour before trying to eat. While your bodily fluids are thawed now, you need to move around. Once you’ve moved around, I’ll try you on something bland to see if you’re ready to eat. Depending on your symptoms, I may have to hook you to an IV, but that’s uncommon. To provide a distraction, I’ll teach you how good shiftgem systems work. Would you like to learn about the life support system, the engine, or one of the other systems first?”

      “Can we start with the revival system? I’ve never seen one, and I mistakenly failed to pay attention to the classes before departure.”

      In his situation, with a three-man system and low odds of being the one to go in, I couldn’t blame him. “We absolutely can. Most are only given a short briefing on what to expect if revived from stasis, so I doubt your education was all that expansive. I didn’t check to see if your ship had a revival unit. Mine does, but I don’t have a stasis chamber. That will likely be my next acquisition, assuming I can get the funding required. The revival unit was expensive enough.”

      Until he could walk without swaying, which would take another few hours, I would keep a firm grip on his arm. While I could deactivate gravity with the link implants, I preferred to keep my ship’s secrets close to my chest and nestled up my sleeve in case of a true emergency. We made it back to where I’d revived him, which wasn’t much more than a utility closet filled with medical supplies. The revival unit itself counted as tiny but fierce, with the clear shiftgem crystal having cost a whopping quarter of a million tokens.

      Its status as a gift was the only reason I had it.

      I set the unit on the table, and as I checked the device over after every use anyway, I decided to begin his education with a top-level shiftgem. “This is an upper-level revival unit, meant for portable usage. Most larger ships and ports have full-body cells, similar to what is on your ship. However, those have certain downsides. While cheaper to install, they don’t allow the operators to take a hands-on approach with their patients. When I revived you, I had full access to your body in case of emergency.”

      “That seems important.”

      “It’s part of why I have a perfect record of reviving stasis patients in space. At this stage, if you were to prematurely expire on me, it would not be due to revival itself; some underlying health condition would be the primary culprit. If you have an underlying health condition, now would be the time to tell me.”

      “I have allergies to certain insects on my home world, but that’s it.”

      “Then you’ll probably be fine. So, this unit uses a clear shiftgem crystal. The replacement cost is a quarter of a million standard tokens, so I strongly recommend against breaking it.”

      At my encouragement, he sat on the table, and once positioned, he raised his hands. “I will look and not touch for the moment.”

      That worked for me. I placed the unit beside him, opened the protective casing, and exposed the shiftgem and its mounting brackets. “Most shiftgems use a quartet of mounting brackets, although drive cores may use up to twenty depending on the size of the crystal. Each gem would have an equal number of mounting brackets. When the crystals are paired, the stones are cut to be the exact same shape and size, allowing for less than a millimeter of variance. In most systems, the sets can handle up to two millimeter differences, but when you are in space, you can’t afford problems. Mismatched sets tend to explode under certain circumstances.”

      “The captain knew about that, and the stones were in sets. He had no idea what the thresholds were.”

      “He did the smart thing, then, because a mismatched set can completely destroy your engine.” I eased the brackets away from the clear stone and removed it, holding it up for him to admire. “Clear stones of this quality are exceptionally rare, and they’re typically core stones taken from active shiftgem planets. Treasure seekers go to the planet when it is at its most volatile and make exploratory trips to capture shiftgem ejecta from volcanoes. Revival unit stones, like this one, are sold at a fraction of the price.”

      “Is that a core shiftgem?”

      I nodded, and I replaced the stone into the brackets, explaining how to secure the gem and test it was mounted correctly. Once done, I returned the unit to its shelf, pulled out the locked metal case carrying its certification paperwork, and opened it. I held out the crystal’s identification. “This is a legal stone, taken as a salvage op from an intact planet. I do not condone core shiftgems from busted planets.”

      “Nobody with a scrap of sense or morality does,” Delta replied, reading over my certificate. “This is an Earth core shiftgem?”

      I shrugged. “Homo sapiens from the generational ships get first crack at them, and I’d done a chain of successful revivals on inferior equipment, so I was offered the stone.”

      In reality, the gem had been recovered from the final flight from Earth, having been mistaken to be a simple quartz crystal taken from a deep mine. It had ventured for over a thousand years in space before being evaluated as a shiftgem crystal of unusual clarity and unmatched color—or lack of color, as the case was.

      “This is worth far more than a quarter million tokens.”

      “It was onboard my parents’ generational ship, and nobody knew what it was. And anyway, it made its way back to me as a gift following a rescue. I couldn’t afford a stone of this caliber.”

      “That’s your heritage and birthright, then. How many others from your generational ship venture into space?”

      “Very few.” To be specific, there was one: me. Everyone else had stayed happily nestled on their new home world. I’d left for training in space at the age of twelve.

      By the time I’d turned five, everyone had realized I longed for the stars. I’d been the last to figure it out but the first to embrace the reality of the situation.

      I’d been born to fly.

      “Earth is quite the valuable shiftgem planet,” Delta stated, and he handed the card back. “That crystal alone would make you a prime target among pirates. The entire planet is essentially one giant mass of shiftgem material. It’s the planet’s primary mineral.”

      “Is it?”

      “It is. The last resource scan puts Earth at having a thirty-five percent composition of shiftgem minerals, with high-grade material estimated to be up to fifteen percent. It’s under constant surveillance and protection from planet busters wanting to profit from Earth’s destruction. It’s estimated at least five percent would be usable core shiftgem material.”

      I grimaced at the thought of Earth being blown to smithereens to induce the conditions necessary to melt the mineral and allow it to reform into viable shiftgem crystals, which could be cut into the appropriate shape and sizes.

      Mine had come in its natural crystalline structure, a double-pointed spear. “I see you’re interested in the manufacture of shiftgem crystals.”

      “I was onboard to negotiate for our cargo, handle base inspections, and check the certifications of all the gems to make certain they’re legal. I inspected all the crates upon entry, and I registered them into the ship’s log.”

      Interesting. His statement implied he had no idea about the additions to his cargo bay. Hidden at the top would make the most sense if a smuggler hoped to sneak the box off the ship upon arrival.

      It had been of small enough size to tuck into a bag of personal items without drawing attention.

      “Well, I’ll apologize for making a mess of your inventory, then. I used a few of the crystals to bring your ship back into general operation. I already notified your home world of their usage, and they approved it.”

      “I would have approved the usage as well, so that’s not a problem.”

      “May I inquire what sort of gems are on board? I will be bringing your ship’s engine back to life after you’re better recovered from revival so we can head to the gate.”

      “It’s just a shipment of standard shiftgems, nothing nearly as impressive as your core crystal,” he replied. “I’ve never actually seen a core crystal up close.”

      I grinned at his wistful tone, retrieved the revival unit, and freed the gem from its brackets. “I don’t really consider it to be a core crystal, although it is registered as one. It came from a deep mine, though. Hold your hands out. This one has no history of waking latent talents, but it’s something to behold, isn’t it? I’ll support your hands. You won’t drop or damage it.”

      Delta’s eyes widened and he cupped his hands together and held them out. I placed the shiftgem into his hand and closed his fingers around it. “There. Now you can say you’ve held a core shiftgem. The core gems work best in revival units. My theory is they are the core of life of a planet, so they work best in machinery meant to restore life.”

      “That’s one of the better theories I’ve heard,” he admitted. “Thank you for letting me hold it.”

      Once he opened his fingers, I reclaimed the gem. Then, as he wanted to learn and I doubted he could do much damage to anything in his current condition, I had him replace the stone in its mount, secure the brackets, and test that the device worked. “There you go. You’ve now done your first shiftgem installation.”

      “It was so easy,” he murmured.

      I expected that reality would hurt him for a long time—assuming, of course, he had any sense of morality. “It took me a lot of work to repair the engine and life support system. It wasn’t just a matter of popping in new stones. I had to get replacement parts out of your cargo bay, install and test them, and then install the gems and bring the systems back online. If no one on board knew how to do a proper bracket replacement, you never would have been able to get those systems operational.”

      “Nobody knew.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. But while I can’t erase your guilt, I can teach you how to do the repairs once we’re in quarantine at the spaceport. We’ll have around eight days and a whole lot of nothing to do, so there’s no reason I shouldn’t dismantle my auxiliary systems and do a very thorough parts check. I just did some work on the engine in a moment of paranoia after returning from your ship and replaced some worn parts. I bet I can find others that could use repair. You can earn your keep while learning how to make certain there isn’t a next time.”

      “I appreciate that. I truly do.”

      “You might not when I’m finished with you,” I warned.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two hours into torturing Delta with a tour of the ship and showing him the various systems, Pandora bounded over with her favorite ball in her mouth. Her tail whipped side to side, and she writhed in her general excitement.

      I hadn’t even agreed to play with her, but the amount of energy she expended on the hope I would throw the ball secured her place as the ruler of my life. As usual. Laughing, I crouched and held out my hand. She gave me the ball and bolted for the hallway.

      I flung it down and against the wall so it would bounce every which way, providing her with maximum entertainment.

      “She has trained you well, I see.”

      “She’s earned it. She did a great job on your ship, and while I already paid her in treats, she knows she gets the ball afterwards as well. I also trained her to be careful during revivals, so she won’t ask for her ball until I am no longer heading into the revival room often.”

      “Quite intelligent, too.”

      Pandora bounced back, but rather than carry the ball in her mouth, she batted it along the floor, much like an excitable cat. I intercepted her toy and flung it down the hallway again.

      “She’s very smart. That can be a double-edged sword, but given twenty minutes with the ball, she’ll be tired out and be ready for her grooming, her dinner, and some sleep. You can play with her if you’d like. It’s good exercise for you.”

      Delta grinned. “You don’t mind?”

      “I don’t mind at all. Pandora, bring your ball.”

      The command got her to carry it in her mouth and sit in front of me as I’d taught her. “Delta, hold your hand out for the ball and ask her to give it to you, please.”

      He obeyed, moving better than most did at his stage of revival. Still grinning, he said, “Please give me the ball, Pandora.”

      While not the way I phrased it, the fox obeyed, and her bushy tail swished in her general eagerness to resume playing. Rising to his feet, Delta bounced the ball against the floor, resulting in chaos and a happy fox. “Oh, that bounced more than I expected.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Just about everything is secured for when I shut down gravity, and she won’t chase balls into the engine room or other delicate system rooms. Play with her however much you like. In the meantime, I’ll start preparing the ships for transit. You’re out of the danger zone, although I won’t depart until I feed you and you’re lying flat in your cabin. After playing with Pandora, I expect you’ll be exhausted.”

      “I already am.”

      I waited for Pandora to bring Delta her ball and him launching it as far as he could to say, “You’ll be all right, but if you have any problems, I’ll turn off gravity to make traveling to your bunk easier.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      With fox and man occupied, I began with a system check of my engine before heading into my control room to interface with the other ship. Remote controlling a freighter took work, but I’d done it enough times the process bored me, requiring several checks before I was willing to engage the system and test the engine I’d repaired.

      I brought up the video surveillance of the ship on the screen, and almost an hour after leaving Delta with Pandora, I checked on the pair to discover them sitting on the hallway floor engaging in a game of catch the hands and paws.

      Typical Pandora, charming every sentient foolish enough to fall into her clutches.

      “I’m about to bring your ship back online and start the engines if you’d like to observe. I don’t know if you have any rituals you do for your dead before moving the ship. I did say prayers for them, but that is all.”

      “We say the equivalent of a prayer. I would like to do that if it’s all right.”

      “It absolutely is. I’ll feed you afterwards, then you can observe the engine being brought back online and the tow process.”

      “Thank you. You’re kind.”

      I supposed I was. Other captains would have put him into isolation as a potential threat. For better or worse, I believed his story about the cargo and trusted in his general reaction to seeing a core shiftgem.

      Once I delivered him to his world along with his legal cargo, I would do him one more favor: I would identify where the hell those core shiftgems had come from, who in his crew had betrayed him, and why he’d been put into stasis.

      The black market held many secrets, and with the right questions, enough money, and some well-placed threats regarding where they got the gems, I might get the answers I needed. In exchange, I would need to get my hands dirty, but it would be worth my while.

      Dead men couldn’t be punished, and I suspected Delta had ended up in stasis to hide the sins of the other men in his crew. Betrayal happened often in the empty reaches of space.

      I would not rest easy until I learned the truth and did something about it. And, should I find which planet the core shiftgems had come from, I would return them to their survivors of the dead world—assuming any existed.

      Planet busters cared nothing for the lives lost in their quest for wealth.
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Only larger ships boasted such features.

        

      

    

    
      Five hours after reviving Delta from stasis, I determined he had escaped without issue. After showing him the process of restoring his ship to life and feeding him, I put him to bed and towed the freighter to the shiftgem gate. While I had needed to change some settings on the freighter, requiring a brief journey to the ship, I’d gotten its engine started and capped it at low throttle, just enough I could dock and tow it along without risk to my engine.

      Linking the ships together tested my patience, but four hours after putting Delta to bed, I had both responding to my navigational commands simultaneously. I would hold my breath when it came time to use the shiftgem gate, but I expected we’d make it through without incident.

      With the awareness of the cargo I carried, living and dead plus legal and illegal, looming over me, I monitored the space around me, tension cramping my muscles from the general expectation of pirates waiting to ambush me. If word spread from the black market that the ship had an illegal shipment of core shiftgem crystals, they’d chase me across the known universe to get their hands on it.

      Once I started poking around to figure out who had acquired it and why, I’d also become a target. However, the knowledge that three men were dead, likely to hide the core shiftgems or transfer blame to Delta, ensured I would do what I could to learn the truth.

      Twelve hours after beginning the journey, I reached the shiftgem gate, relieved to be the only vessel present.

      The gate itself, an archway embedded with countless glowing shiftgem crystals, offered a light in the darkness, a hope for travelers wanting to find their way home. One moment, the gate would glow white before transitioning to blue then green and every other color imaginable. The first time I’d seen the shiftgem gate, I’d understood how the crystals had gotten their common name.

      Scientists called it evolvulite, as the crystal could change its shape and composition in the right conditions, evolving into something else. In the hands of a psionic or pyschic, those who defied science with their power of the mind or their ability to reshape reality, the gems could become anything. Some could transform them into metals. Others could reduce them to chip components capable of operating computers.

      On Earth, they’d called the compound silica—quartz when it came in one of its crystalline structures.

      The inhabitants of Earth hadn’t discovered silica’s true potential. No, they hadn’t even realized their home held lethal secrets, which had ended life on the planet. The cores of shiftgem planets renewed themselves, destroying all life on the surface while redistributing its silica and other precious minerals. Like many planets of its type, volcanoes delivered the payload.

      Unlike many other planets of its type, the ocean had played its part as well, evaporating and covering the planet in thick clouds while undergoing its latest evolution. One day, the clouds would fade, the oceans would cool, and life would emerge once more from the planet’s shattered ruins.

      When it did, homo sapiens from the known universe would converge, accept a simpler life, and begin the cycle anew while everyone else stayed away and safeguarded the planet’s treasures and life.

      I loved the stars too much to be one of those who would let go of everything I’d known to explore a world being reborn in the wake of disaster.

      With a renewed quarantine period ahead thanks to my trip to Delta’s vessel to get the engines working right, I’d have plenty of time to think about the mysteries of the universe later—after I got us to Cremora Delta’s spaceport. The typical anxiety of making a jump settled in, and I brought up my checklist.

      Checklists made spaceships fly safely, and the last thing I wanted was to end our lives with a crunch or bang—not that the vacuum of space allowed for the gut-wrenching sound of a crunch or bang.

      Once I activated the drive cores, three fates awaited us. The engines would work as normal, the shiftgem gate would act like a doorway, and we’d cross the threshold and emerge on the other side alive, well, and slightly nauseated, the most common symptom homo sapiens and similar species endured after passage. If the engines failed to work, we’d float through the gateway without reaching our intended destination.

      The final option worried everyone. Failed jumps typically involved spaceships being ripped into pieces, exposing those within to the lethal rigors of space. Some ships were segmented in case of jump failures, designed to create life-saving capsules.

      Only larger ships boasted such features.

      Sometimes, I dreamed about running one of the larger ships, but then I realized I would need more crew. Life with just Pandora appealed, with brief interludes where I met with other people and told tales of the sketchier adventures out among the stars. Before beginning the process of utilizing the shiftgem gate, I made use of my security system and checked in on Delta to discover my fox had decided to use his feet as her bed. The man still slept, which worked well for me. If something did go wrong, he wouldn’t feel a thing. If everything went right, he’d get a rude awakening along with my canine companion.

      They’d forgive me eventually.

      Drawing a deep breath, I held it and began phase one of initiating a jump. I activated my communication system, matched the frequency to the shiftgem gate, and sent a ping to warn other ships someone was about to make the journey across space in the blink of an eye. I initiated a two-minute countdown warning, issued in a series of pings, which would give other ships plenty of time to move out of the landing zone.

      My system detected no attempts to communicate or warning pings, which either meant the space on the other end of the gate was empty, my signals were being ignored, or everyone had gotten out of the way.

      At the one minute mark, I initiated the shiftgem engines. My ship vibrated as the crystals thrummed to life. I doubted I’d ever understand how science worked with a splash of the unexplainable, and for the most part, I’d given up trying. The sense of wonder remained. The gate began shifting colors to match the tri-colored cores in both engines, an excellent sign we might make it through in one piece.

      At the ten second mark, I exhaled, engaged both engines, and committed to the jump.

      Some captains preferred to hit the gate zone at top speed, but I opted for an increasing momentum, allowing the ships to accelerate as they exited the gate on the other side. Once over, I’d kill the engines and allow the vessels to drift while I began system checks to make sure nothing had been damaged during the jump.

      The ships hit fifty percent throttle when the nose of the freighter hit the boundary. The stomach-churning lurch of entering the shiftgem gate struck hard, and in the time it took me to yelp and spew a few curses, we were through.

      While everyone had cleared the exit point, I had a rather large audience of escort and weapon ships on the other side, and some of the bastards had blocked the deceleration zone. Spitting more curses, I ditched my initial plan of checking the engines, slammed my hand on the warning comm to not-so-politely tell the fuckers to get the hell out of the jump gate exit zone, and reverse throttled both engines, careful to account for the freighter’s larger mass.

      In good news, the idiot in the deceleration lane understood one of the three curse-ladened languages and got the hell out of the way, although I’d managed to bring my ship and the freighter to a halt before any potential collisions. I deactivated the emergency comm and kept grumbling curses, reset the engines to neutral, and began the checklists for both ships.

      I had several warnings from the freighter, but I determined they were from shifted cargo and would be an easy fix for somebody else.

      A communication request pinged, and reining in my cussing, I flipped the switch and read off my ship’s identification code. The identification response informed me I’d been surrounded by a ridiculous number of Cremoran ships on behalf of Cremora Delta 005-26.

      As I wasn’t about to let the idiot who’d almost triggered a collision off the hook, once introductions were complete, I said, “Please refresh your assembly regarding the deceleration lane, especially if you’re expecting a damaged freighter. Shiftgem gate jumps have a variable speed transition of up to twenty-five percent over ship-base maximum speeds. Collisions at such speeds are not easy to avoid.”

      “Roger,” the man on the other end replied. “What is your current casualty count?”

      I accepted the confirmation at face value, reached over, and checked the security cameras to discover a rather annoyed Delta trying to get dressed while Pandora squeaked and did her best to convince him to play with her. Muting the comm system, I activated the intercom and said, “Take your time, Delta. We have successfully navigated the shiftgem gate, and we have been met by a Cremoran fleet for escort. Raise your hand if you can handle playing with Pandora on your own for a while.”

      His expression changed to amused, and he raised his hand and waved. Then, abandoning the hassle of dealing with the jumpsuit, settled into pet and play with my fox. I flipped off the security cameras, cut off the intercom, and reactivated the ship to ship comm. “There are three bodies in stasis on the freighter and no casualties on board my vessel. Our ten day quarantine period, unfortunately, was reset to starting prior to our jump, as I had to transfer to the freighter to perform some engine repairs. If you were waiting longer than expected, my apologies. The engine was not capable of jumping prior to the fixes I needed to make. The reverse thrust has shifted cargo on board the freighter, but everything was packed fine and shouldn’t have been damaged. We just cannot do any tricky flying until the cargo is secured.”

      “Excellent. And your patient’s state following revival?”

      “He emerged from stasis with minimal side-effects, although he has been in recovery. His digestive system is fully functional, although he was fatigued prior to entry into stasis. These issues should be resolved by the time we reach the spaceport. Both ships will require quarantining for the minimal ten day period.”

      “We have prepared a quarantine bay for you, so you will be able to be off ship during the quarantine process. We also have an evaluation clinic in the spaceport in case of illness. Was there any evidence of illness when you boarded the vessel?”

      “I simply don’t know. The evidence shows asphyxiation due to a failed life support system, but there is no way to know if there were any diseases prior. Cleanup will be minimal. The crew, may they rest in peace, opted to face their deaths in their suits. They were aware they had run out of time and options. According to my patient, they had drawn lots to determine who would be put into stasis.”

      “Can your ship receive visual data?”

      I reached over and activated the display. “Affirmative.”

      “Can you identify your patient from one of these images?”

      Sure enough, Delta’s picture appeared along with the images of three other men. None were named, but Delta had been assigned number three. “Number three is the gentleman I revived from stasis. I’ve dubbed him Delta, as I don’t name my cargo, which he doesn’t mind. He’ll have to remain in quarantine for the whole period, as I will not violate my licensing for captaining my ship. His health is stable, and he did not suffer any impairments as a result of going into stasis. There was one minor complication, likely due to inexperience on the crew’s part. He was dosed with a rather high amount of the stasis sedative, but I was able to reverse his sedation without issue. It was a borderline high dosage.”

      “Thank you for identifying the survivor,” my Cremoran contact replied. “What is your xenodiversity rating?”

      I rolled my eyes at the question. “If you put me in the same room with a Veloc, sir, I will be inclined to ask if I can touch. I am rated as diverse and minimally xenophobic. If a Veloc opens its mouth in front of me and hisses, I may end up halfway across the galaxy before my flight instinct turns off. I have a high tolerance to non homo sapiens species. I have not spent much time with Cremorans, but I have no issues with various tentacles as long as those tentacles do not touch me in inappropriate fashions.”

      Some women appreciated Cremorans, the lack of pregnancy risk, and their tentacles, which they had in addition to fingers, arms, and their legs.

      The Cremoran chuckled. “Excellent. Delta, as you call him, is descended from a line including Veloc, and one of his kin is on board. A cousin. The families branched fairly far back, but their associated generations still consider each other cousins. Bluntly spoken, the Veloc in question is happy to join you for quarantine, but he is very concerned regarding his cousin.”

      My eyes widened. “I have a vulpes vulpes on board.”

      “A red fox. We were shown pictures of the fox with her rather charming suit. Mystoran, the Veloc, will be careful to befriend your vulpes vulpes, so please do not worry. He brings a gift of live prey for your companion, and he will go on a hunt to teach her if she is unaccustomed to live prey.”

      I pricked my ears forward at that. “She’s hunted mice and rabbit before, but it’s not something we can do often.”

      “We shall make certain your companion is entertained for the duration of your quarantine period. How long will it be to get your ships operational? We noticed you had entered neutral for an engine check.”

      “It’s protocol for an engine fresh out of repairs,” I assured him. “If you have a proper tug, the engines don’t even need to be functional beyond idle thrust, which is in working order.”

      “We brought a tug with us.”

      “Be gentle with the docking, as your cargo is loose in the bay. A lot of the shiftgem systems were damaged, and the tethers were non-operational when I boarded the ship. As the shiftgems are well-packed, this isn’t an issue, but the system is throwing warnings, and the engines will not go above minimal thrust until those warnings are addressed. I will begin the process of disengaging from the freighter.”

      “Thank you, sir,” he replied.

      “Viva, please. Captain Viva if you enjoy being formal.”

      “I am Pollwin as said by most homo sapiens.”

      Considering Cremorans had tentacles just about everywhere, including their mouths, his name likely involved squishes, whistles, and trumpets, something my species couldn’t readily duplicate. However, I’d learned that most species appreciated effort. “I would be honored with the teaching of your proper name.”

      Pollwin chuckled. “You must have scored exceptionally well during your xenodiversity licensing.”

      “The squishes are hard to duplicate, but I’ve mastered quite a few Veloc trills, some of the hoots, and I can even do a reasonable throat-grumble. As long as you don’t do the low-tone thrum as part of your name, I can improvise.”

      Pollwin made a short trill followed with three short hoots and an amusing squish, one a human tongue could replicate. I giggled, and as I had bothered to learn some of the basic greetings in other languages, I greeted him in his tongue with his name.

      “That goes far beyond improvisation, Captain Viva. Well learned, well done. How much Veloci do you speak?”

      “Enough for conversation, although I am book taught; chances to speak directly to a Veloc are few and far between. I’m a generational homo sapiens, so the instructors tried to keep a certain amount of separation. This annoyed me, so I opted to take extended xenodiversity courses. I travel. That means I will meet other species.”

      “And you’re considered unusual for homo sapiens, so you are a target for trafficking systems. Having a good xenodiversity rating protects you.”

      That it did. “It helps when you have extra registrations. So far, my registrations and licensing have done a tolerable job of keeping trouble at bay.”

      “Before we begin towing, can you inform us on the condition of the cargo?”

      “I rummaged through the cargo in search of appropriate crystals and parts to repair the engine, so it’s a mess. I have no way of knowing if anything is amiss. There is also no way of knowing if anything was tampered with after the various systems went down.”

      “Corruption is always a possibility, and knowing which member of the crew went into stasis is very helpful. Once the ship has been fumigated and quarantined, we will do an investigation.”

      “I will begin the detachment process now, and I will move my ship clear of the freighter’s space. I have a link and can operate the ship’s engines remotely. Any linker can handle the work, although I’m familiar with the drive’s current setup. I had to change crystal colors to bring the ship back into an operational state. Do impress upon the Cremora Deltans that brown shiftgem drives are not suitable for space travel of this nature. I recommend you use the crystal set I installed in a better engine or do a parts change to better work with the new set.”

      Pollwin hooted a laugh. “Spoken like a true traveler of the stars. I will make certain they are aware that your opinions are sound and should be listened to with upmost respect. It takes quite some skill to replace the colors of the drive. What color did you install in the freighter?”

      “Tri-color,” I admitted. “It was the most versatile of the shiftgem crystals available compatible with the gate.”

      “And your engine’s core?”

      “I also use tri-color for the same reason, although affordability was a factor. Tri-color has more versatility than even blacks, and I haven’t met a shiftgem gate I haven’t been able to handle yet. I would use a rainbow black set if I could get my hands on one, but the waitlist is as long as the price is high.”

      “It takes a skilled captain to make use of a rainbow black set.”

      That it did, as the gems were innately flawed and the prismatic nature of the stones meant versatility and volatility. “I’ve been flying solo for a while now. And I keep a spare set of low-grade crystals on board in case of trouble.” Every smart captain did. “Do your ships come with test engines for training purposes?”

      “We have training simulators and test sets. Why?”

      “My patient would like to learn how to work with crystal installations, and while I taught him the basics on my equipment, I have the feeling he would like the training to be able to prevent another disaster in the future. If you don’t cut the quarantine period short, I’m capable of teaching him enough to restore life support and comm systems at a minimum on the basic types. It will not erase the trauma he’s endured, but it will do a great deal of good at preventing certain symptoms from manifesting.”

      For a long moment, Pollwin remained silent. His sigh emerged as a low, almost mournful whistle. “I will make arrangements during the transit to our spaceport. It is only a few hours from here at moderate speed, which we can handle towing with ease. What is the speed capacity of your craft?”

      “She’s a decent little racer,” I announced with pride in my voice. “I haven’t actually tested her maximum, but I’m sure I can keep up with your escort with no issues.”

      “Please detach and stay nearby. We will arrange an escort specifically for your craft unless you would prefer to be towed to spare your engine?”

      “My engine is in good condition, and I’ll take advantage of the quarantine period to do a full evaluation of her parts. I’ll teach Delta how to handle ship repairs at the same time. He’s interested, although I suspect part of that interest is a trauma response.”

      “He’ll undergo appropriate therapy,” Pollwin promised. “I will make sure his family is aware of his interest and the potential for trauma. Do you have any allergies?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Excellent. The spaceport has an excellent quarantining system, so you will be able to enjoy fresh meals without having to use your galley or prefab meals. Your transit history shows very limited stays in ports or on planets. Is there a reason why?”

      “Why walk when I can fly?” I replied with a smile.

      “I understand that. Disengage from the freighter, and I will have your escort come into position and send you the coordinates for our flight path.”

      “Roger.” I broke off the communication and went to work undocking from the freighter, giving the ship and its sad cargo a salute before easing my ship away to rendezvous with my assigned escort.

      Soon enough, the whole business would be behind me, and I would be able to look towards the future—and dig into who had smuggled core shiftgems on the ship and why.
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Good men—of any species—were hard to find.

        

      

    

    
      Delta took my invitation to play with Pandora seriously, and the pair romped until it was time to dock at the spaceport. The man exhausted himself to the point I needed to escort him back to bed, and my traitor of a fox wanted to snuggle with her new pet human. Once the quarantine period ended, I’d have to console her.

      Hell, I’d have to console myself, too.

      Good men—of any species—were hard to find.

      However much he made excellent company and loved animals, we’d have to move on. He had a family to return to, and we had more stars to explore and other unfortunate souls to rescue. Getting attached would do neither of us any good.

      Despite knowing that, I hesitated to interrupt Pandora’s fun.

      She loved people of all shapes and sizes, and I didn’t want to destroy that.

      Bracing for the inevitable heartache to come within the next ten days, I took my station in my chair. I followed my escort ship, which would guide me directly to the quarantine bay we’d get to use. The freighter would be taken to the neighboring bay. Corpses and an empty ship took less time to decontaminate. They could use the harsh chemicals with no fear of issues. Living, breathing people needed to use the slower methods, and if one of us became ill, we’d go into isolation in the med bay until we recovered.

      Delta would have to cope with learning how to fix engines on the overhaul I’d do on mine and the test engines the Cremorans provided.

      At the quarantine bay, I activated my communication system, identified my ship, listed all living passengers, registered I was not carrying any commercial cargo, hadn’t been on an active job, and went through the twenty-minute process of registering myself for the spaceport. They informed me my patient was already registered, and that they would issue a collar and tags for Pandora, customized with her name, her species, my name, her authorization code for being in the spaceport, a no-leash authorization, and a little bell. While I questioned the presence of the bell, I acknowledged she needed to wear it while in the spaceport. While they offered no-leash permissions, I’d still leash her in unfamiliar territory, assuming we left the quarantine bay.

      An excited fox caused trouble at her whim, and an entire spaceport was nothing but temptation for her.

      Before I fled back to the questionable safety of space, I’d do some serious damage to my accounts, spending tokens in one of the few places luxuries could be found off a planet. I expected a haul of digital reading material, educational modules, and a cache of replacement parts.

      By the time I finished overhauling my engine and checking for anything that might put me in the same shoes as Delta’s deceased crew, I would be limping from paycheck to paycheck.

      Well, I might dodge limping from paycheck to paycheck depending on what compensation Delta Cremora 005-26 offered as recovery compensation. Considering the value of the cargo, I expected they would give me enough to make it for a while before I needed to take some necessary risks for my next influx of tokens.

      Once approved to enter the bay, I landed my ship on the platform, shut the engine down, and waited for the bay doors to close. I activated the external atmospheric sensors and gravity monitors. Gravity kicked in first, and I shut down my ship’s gravity system to give us a chance to adjust to their settings. According to my console, they kept gravity on the lighter side, which would result in a bouncier step than I preferred, although it wouldn’t require magnets to get around. Ten minutes after landing, the ship’s sensors registered safe levels for homo sapiens, and I began the process of equalizing the pressure between the ship and the quarantine bay.

      While the systems worked, I pressed the intercom button and said, “We’ve landed, and equalization should be completed within ten minutes. As we’re in quarantine, we’ll be permitted to be in the bay but nowhere else until we pass our health checks. Anyone coming into the bay will need to be wearing a hazmat suit or be staying for the entirety of the quarantine period. Expect ten days starting now. We’re apparently receiving a Veloc guest to keep us company. I’ll be over in a few minutes. I will be leaving the life support system on my ship operational in case of a breach in the bay.”

      While rare, breaches could happen, and a smart captain maintained a safe haven even when in port. I released the intercom’s button and went through my post landing checklist, deactivating everything but the lighting, security, and life support systems.

      Once everything checked out, I headed to where I’d left Delta and Pandora. My fox engaged with the man in a vicious game of tug of war with one of her favorite rope toys. Judging from its frayed state, I’d be making her a new one while in the spaceport. “We can disembark now. It seems the Veloc is one of your cousins?”

      Delta grinned. “Way back when, one of my great-great-great aunts, with a few extra greats attached, fell in love with a Veloc. When a homo sapiens of any sort mates with a Veloc, the result is almost always a Veloc. Their genetics tend to override the genetics of other contributing species. And they have an adaptable reproductive system. The males can reproduce with almost anything. The females aren’t quite as adaptable, but homo sapiens are genetically compatible with Veloc of either gender. Why? Who knows. But they are, and that’s all the Veloc care about. In Veloc society, the homo sapiens branch of the family is kept close. So, I have a lot of Veloc cousins as a result, despite the number of generations separating my ancestral aunt having wed a Veloc.”

      “I was asked about my xenodiversity rating, probably because of your cousin. I only have one rule when it comes to big things with teeth—eat something other than me. I’m not on the menu.”

      That got Delta laughing. “My family introduces us to our Veloc kin fairly young. It prevents the running and the screaming part of things. Veloc toddlers are soft, fluffy, and have their claws capped. They have teeth, but they’re taught not to bite before being introduced to other races. They’re more likely to nuzzle you into submission as a result.”

      Soft and fluffy sounded fun, especially as a child. “I probably insulted them by stating Pandora is not a snack for a Veloc.”

      “Probably not. It depends on who you were speaking to.”

      “A Cremoran.”

      “Then definitely not. They have turned asking Veloc not to eat their family and pets into an art.”

      “One day, I will find out how us homo sapiens lost out on the name game. Everyone else gets dignified species names. Us? Not so much.”

      “Ah, that’s easy enough to explain. Several hundred years ago, humanity opted against being dubbed Earthlings or some other variant of naming with Earth in it. As such, we go by our species designation rather than our home world. So Cremorans and Veloc—and all associated names of races—are proper names and not just a generic species name. I’m of the opinion humanity enjoys making things more difficult than necessary.”

      That I could agree with. “Are your people Deltans then?”

      “We’re called that sometimes, yes. If formal, we’re Cremora Deltans, which distinguishes us as the adoptees of the Cremorans without being Cremorans.”

      Damn. “Do the Andromeda homo sapiens have something like that yet?”

      “Not yet. There are a few species currently bickering to get to claim the planet. Your people will eventually be adopted like mine were. And if you end up picking a different planet, you’ll get to claim their name, too.”

      “It’s times like this I have some regrets about skipping straight to space before learning more about what would be waiting for me in space,” I confessed, and I gestured in the direction of the cargo bay. Since I was in quarantine anyway, I’d take the time to sort everything, resupply, and prepare for my next adventure. “Pandora, heel.”

      My fox yipped and heeled as ordered, wiggling her butt in general excitement. I giggled at her antics and rewarded her with a petting. “Once we go greet the Veloc, I’ll have treats just for you,” I promised. “Play nice with the Veloc. You know those big, mean, nasty predators get sad when they see a fluffy sweetheart like you become afraid. If you’re lucky, you’ll get more pets.”

      As Pandora lived for being pet, she whipped her whole hindquarters in her general excitement. I thanked my lucky stars she wasn’t one of the vulpes vulpes who peed upon reaching maximum excitement capacity. Pandora tended to squeak, and I gave her thirty seconds before she could no longer contain herself.

      “I’ve never wanted an animal more in my life,” Delta confessed. “I was concerned about how you handled space alone, but she’s smart, she’s engaging, and she’s soft. I noticed she also enjoys sharing sleeping accommodations with others.”

      “She’s a lot of work, especially when she sheds. I actually keep her fur and sell it to weavers, as it’s long, plush, and suitable for spinning. But when she sheds, it’s a marvel to behold. I have to be really careful to monitor when she sheds, as it can make a mess of the various systems on board.” I headed for the cargo bay, opened the doorway, and sighed at the clutter of lashed down storage boxes, most empty, and the limited remaining supplies waiting for my use. I went to the gangway, pressed the button, and waited for it to lower.

      Waiting outside of the danger zone stood a Veloc with cyan blue feathers and a green crest. Perhaps once upon a time, the Veloc could fly, but they’d exchanged wings for lethal, curved claws on their fingers and toes. One such curved claw tapped at the bay floor. Delta grinned, waited for the gangway to lower, and hopped down to greet the Veloc, who towered over him. “Mystoran!”

      “Little Cousin,” the Veloc replied, lowering his head to brush his muzzle against Delta’s cheek. “You had us worried. How do you feel being the potential source of plague, doom, and destruction?”

      I chuckled, as I held an equal responsibility in our quarantine situation. I set the ship to lock the gangway into the open position and joined Delta on the ground. I bowed to the Veloc and greeted him in the low trill of his people.

      The Veloc’s crest snapped open, and he cooed a reply, welcoming me to the spaceport before issuing a series of hoots, trills, and clicks, inquiring on where I’d learned even some of his language.

      As I couldn’t make the same clicks he could due to the lack of the appropriate tongue and teeth, I improvised with my fingers. Then, aware Delta might not understand Veloc, I translated, “I spend a lot of time alone, so I try to learn other languages so I can navigate dangerous space. I’ve found most sentients take me more seriously if I can speak a little of their language.”

      “An accurate translation, and an excellent method of mimicking our sounds. Well done,” Mystoran praised. “You’ve fallen in with someone unusual, Little Cousin.”

      “Is his name Little Cousin to you?” I asked, tilting my head to the side.

      “It’s an honor-title we use for homo sapiens of our same generation. I am his elder by a year, so I get to tease him with his age.” The Veloc’s bright golden eyes, slitted like a cat’s focused on Pandora. “And who is this delightful creature?”

      With the slow and deliberate care of a predator attempting to mask his nature, the Veloc lowered himself to the floor, resting his claws against the metal to provide the illusion of being less of a threat, bringing his head down to Pandora’s level.

      I crouched beside Mystoran and patted the floor in front of his muzzle. “Pandora, come meet Mystoran.”

      Either her excitement of being off ship or my presence beside the Veloc did the trick, but my fox’s hold on her general behavior snapped and she yipped and squeaked, wiggled forward, and plowed into the feathered predator, doing her best to snuggle without understanding how to make friends with someone completely covered in down and feathers.

      In a way, I envied her and could understand how a human might be enamored with a Veloc.

      Mystoran cooed his delight, and when Pandora didn’t flinch from him, he splayed his tail, revealing a fortune in glittering jewels hanging from his feathers’ shafts. He lifted his clawed hand and pet my fox on the back, careful not to cut her with the sharp tips. I blinked, realizing the tips were covered with caps to blunt them. I peeked at his feet to discover he wore the same caps on his toes as well.

      How curious.

      “While I’d been informed your new friend was xenodiverse, I had been warned of her pet. It seems the pet is just as xenodiverse as her owner.” Mystoran cooed again and nuzzled Pandora. “We will hunt well soon enough, my little friend. Mice and rabbits are plentiful, and we will set up little obstacles throughout the quarantine bay to entertain us while your owner does the busy things captains do when at a spaceport after a long journey.”

      In Veloc, I informed him I would be most appreciative if he could keep her company, and that the resupply process tested Pandora’s patience, which was little on a good day.

      He hooted a laugh. “Little Cousin, she has offered her blessing for me to entertain her little fox, so you must keep her company and learn more about space so you do not encounter such trouble in the future.”

      With a rueful expression, Delta replied, “I’ve had my fill of such trouble for a few years. That’ll be how long it’ll take me to have any competence at all.”

      “Nonsense,” I replied, rising to my feet and patting Delta’s shoulder. “You’ll get the hang of it soon enough. You’re ahead of most. You can follow instructions. The hard part will be learning how to read the manual. Once you master that, you’ll be all right. Mystoran, what is the process at this spaceport for resupplying post quarantine?”

      “You will have docking rights for this bay for the duration of your stay. If you do not want to fuss with going into the spaceport for specific parts and supplies, I can speak with my kin and have the things acquired for you using your token account. A small repayment for bringing him back to us alive and well. It has been at least five generations since anyone in his family line has undergone stasis, and we had no knowledge of his suitability for it.”

      One day, the truth might bother me less. “It was a last ditch measure on his crew’s part. They could try to save one, so they did. Drawn lots, as fair as it gets. They’ll likely need me to work on the freighter to explain the adjustments I made, or do additional work on the engine.”

      “Oh, yes. These bays connect, so you will have full access to the freighter once the bodies are removed. They are doing that now. They will spray the ship down with disinfectant, but it will be safe for humans within three or four hours. I volunteered to help, as engine parts can be heavy and Veloc are strong.”

      I bet. “I appreciate that. Thank you.”

      “It is my pleasure. We owe you his life-debt, and that is something we take seriously. You found him in dangerous space, which sees few travelers.”

      I understood. While it had only taken a few hours to reach the shiftgem gate, luck and luck alone had guided me to Delta and the derelict freighter. Family often appreciated my willingness to scout through space few traveled without good reason.

      Once upon a time, the space beyond the shiftgem gate had been bustling, but the spaceport had moved on. People still used the gate to the spaceport’s new location, three hops away, but most took a more direct route with fewer jumps.

      The shiftgem gate remained, in case someone discovered something more of use or a new spaceport set up operations. I gave it a few years before some enterprising merchant set up another installation, especially if someone wanted to venture off into the uncharted space a few light years away.

      Sometimes, I thought about pushing my ship’s limits and charting new space. Even a light year worth of additional charting brought in a pretty penny. More died in the attempt than collected pay, although I’d bagged a few tokens from having recovered charting derelicts and their crew.

      I’d even gotten credit for the charting, as I’d been the first to reach the uncharted space and return with a map despite the map having been made by someone else.

      It helped I’d seen a destination I could verify on their map with only a month’s extra travel. I’d one-upped the original mappers, identifying a new planet and its three moons. As was the right of the discoverer, I’d named the planet Pandora-001, and I’d named the moons Vixen, Fox, and Vulpes in honor of my fluffy companion. I wouldn’t be the first to take naming things too far. Other planets named Pandora existed, but I’d been the first to use a number to distinguish mine, which meant when the naming authorities swept through the new maps, my Pandora would keep its name and the others would be forced to adopt subsequent numbering.

      The moons would likewise be protected thanks to my careful numbering of my discovery.

      Long after we passed on, my fox would live as a label on a map. She might be more remembered for her crazy owner, but she would be remembered.

      Realizing I’d become rather lost in thought, I sighed. “There’s no debt owed. Anyone decent in my shoes with my equipment would have done the same. I recover derelicts. That’s how I pay for this token guzzler of a ship.”

      “What is your ship’s name?” Delta asked.

      “I haven’t given her one. I just address her by her identification number in port. Every derelict I’ve come across were all named. I figure if I break the mold, maybe I won’t have that sort of luck. Don’t get me wrong. I love my ship, and I worked hard for her—but no names. And not because I don’t want to make an attachment, but rather due to the nature of my work.”

      Mystoran trilled, a sound I interpreted to be amusement. “You have found yourself in company with a most sensible homo sapiens. Whatever will you do, Little Cousin?”

      “Learn how to fix engines,” Delta announced.

      I chuckled at his enthusiasm. “Then let’s begin. Your first job will be to dismantle my engines and put them back together again. We will evaluate every part, replace those in need of repair, and make certain my ship does not add to the clutter littering space.”
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Pandora would ultimately decide.

        

      

    

    
      For seven days, we overhauled my engines, and I taught Delta the name of every part, the importance of every bolt, and how the shiftgem crystals interacted with everything to create energy capable of hurtling my ship through space. To test his work, I used the comm system to request hover authorization in the quarantine bay, which had plenty of space for the three feet I wanted in every direction to test the system.

      They gave me flight authorization for outside of the bay, promised a tug if the engine didn’t check out, and recommended I fly around Cremora Delta 005-23, which was a half-hour flight from the spaceport. I accepted the offer with delight, requested thirty minutes for flight preparations, checks of the other systems, and boarding the excitable Veloc and my vulpes vulpes, who hunted through a maze of cargo crates together.

      I feared I would need to leave my precious fox with her new friend, who handled her energy and quirks with grace.

      Pandora would ultimately decide, as the vigor of space often wore the animal down. I did my best, but sometimes, my best wasn’t enough—not when the feathered predator might be able to offer my fox a better future.

      Rather than worry about it, I whistled for the pair, who came running over, both on all fours, continuing their elaborate game of chase. The Veloc won, although I doubted Pandora understood she’d been beaten by someone many times her size. “Delta’s done his first engine overhaul, and the spaceport has granted permission to do a flyby of Cremora Delta 005-23 to do a full system check in a live environment. You can come if you would like.”

      “I would,” Mystoran replied, rising to his feet and scooping up Pandora before she could run off and lose us precious time. “Might I inquire where you received such a fine beast?”

      “My parents bred her from their vulpes vulpes. I’m sure you could inquire with the Andromeda homo sapiens for one. The kits don’t go cheaply to outsiders, but I’ll vouch for you if you would like a pair of foxes. They usually are sold in unrelated pairs to allow them to breed. There are rules about the kits born, though. They have to be sterilized or sent to unrelated owners in a trade. If you breed, you can inquire with other owners for trading kits to establish a healthy population on your world if they’re determined to be a viable introduction to the environment. If not, you’ll have to verify the location and state of all vulpes vulpes on the planet.”

      “Tedious but reasonable. I will inquire. She is a remarkable creature. I am amused she often checks on you in the lulls between our hunts and games.”

      She’d been checking on me? I smiled and rewarded my fox with a petting. “You are such a good girl.”

      Once I had the gangway closed, I ordered Pandora to go to her bed for launch. The instant Mystoran set her down, the fox ran for her launch station. “She has a special padded nest she hides in for launches. Foxes aren’t built well for seat harnesses, and with a fresh engine overhaul, things could get bumpy. Usually, we only do this for planetary launches. Getting a ship of this model in and out of orbit is rough. She’s rated for it, but she much prefers spaceport docking.” I gestured to the quarantine bay. “This is just luxury.”

      “Most of the docks here are enclosed with gravity. It’s an expensive spaceport, but it is favored by long distance travelers. Your docking fees are covered by the spaceport itself, as its owned and operated by Cremora.”

      I guided the pair to my main navigation room, grateful I’d opted to have seating enough for five sentients. “I’ll apologize in advance for the discomfort, Mystoran. I was informed most Veloc would become quite unreasonable about my ship and would rather risk life and limb in a blackhole than venture out on a death trap like this.”

      Mystoran hooted his amusement. “My tail shall be fine, no worries. We are masters of lounging in chairs meant for smaller sentients. I would replace a seat were I to fly long term, but that would be my expense rather than yours, for I am vain and my tail is beautiful.”

      That it was. “I’d say buckle up, but uncap those claws and dig your toes in if something goes wrong. The belts aren’t rated for your weight and would rip right out anyway.”

      The Veloc chuckled, picked one of the seats, and made himself as comfortable as he could.

      “I have to do a walk around the ship, which basically involves making sure there’s nothing loose that can cause problems, shut all the doors, raise the gangway, and so on. It’ll take about ten minutes. Gossip while I’m gone, but don’t touch any buttons. You won’t get to fly this go around, Delta, but I might let you get a taste for it after quarantine is over and I can submit paperwork for you to do a test flight.”

      “A generous offer,” the Veloc murmured.

      “You don’t mind?”

      “I don’t mind at all. Consider it some temptation to get you back into space again. If you can fix it and you can fly it, you’re a lot safer in the vast unknown. Make your own security.” That way, no one would be able to take his peace of mind away from him, even in the middle of a disaster.

      He might not get lucky twice, but he wouldn’t die with the crushing weight of helplessness closing in.

      He would die trying.

      “I’d go back. It would be reluctantly, but I’d go back if needed,” Delta replied.

      I pointed at the co-captain’s chair, which was near mine. “You can sit in that chair, and you can watch and learn.”

      Delta obeyed, and I went on my walk around my ship, fetched a few treats and a new bone for Pandora, and took to her launch nest and gave them to her. I checked the nest’s ties, buttoned the entry so she could escape with some work but not as a result of a rough takeoff or landing, and checked over the rest of the ship, which I’d kept flight ready. Satisfied, I closed and locked the gangway, input the security codes into the system to lock the ship down, and returned to my seat. Pleased, I buckled in, coached Delta on how to secure his belt, and began my checklists for launch.

      I opened the comm link, identified my ship, and requested flight authorization from the quarantine bay to do a complete system check, establishing my planned route to Cremora Delta 005-23 and back to the same bay. The traffic controller approved, notified me I would be performing a gravity based takeoff, and began the process of preparing the quarantine bay for access to open space.

      “Gravity based takeoff?” Delta asked. “Why is that significant?”

      “Essentially, when gravity is on when I take off, I will have takeoff velocity propelling me out of the spaceport. This can result in a rather hasty departure from the spaceport. As we’re at a quarantine bay, most ships are on the other side of the spaceport, so we can zip in and out at a much higher velocity. We’ll come in at a crawl, and it wouldn’t surprise me if the spaceport staff disinfects the quarantine bay while we’re gone and leaves supplies—and possibly dinner—as we won’t be under foot to infect them.”

      Mystoran chuckled. “They know we’re not infected with anything at this stage. They have viral scanners in the quarantine bay. They’re just testing your ethics.”

      I snorted, as most spaceports pulled that trick at least once or twice in a captain’s career. “It was unlikely we were infected, but corpses in space can cause trouble in a hurry. It’s better safe than everyone sorry.”

      “Precisely,” the Veloc agreed.

      “Captain Viva, you are approved for takeoff at your leisure. Space is clear around your bay. Have a safe flight. We have full comm reach with Cremora Delta 005-23, and there is a tug available should you encounter any system difficulties.”

      “Roger.” I changed the frequency to general spaceport monitoring to listen in on other flights coming in and out in case someone decided to venture off their authorized path while beginning my support system startup. I confirmed the life support system first, nodded at no warnings, and started the engine.

      The ship purred with a hint of a thrum, and I smiled at the sound. “And that is what a good engine sounds like. Well done, Delta. Let’s see how she handles, shall we?”

      The quarantine bay doors opened, revealing empty space and a blanket of stars, and I engaged the hover thrusters. My ship wobbled before stabilizing. One day, I would get around to identifying the source of the wobble and fix it, but as I expected the wobble, and she maintained her position three feet above the bay floor, I considered it to be Delta’s victory.

      “Hover thrusters are all functioning normally,” I announced, before easing the throttle forward. My ship glided towards the bay doors. “Ready to see what tri-color crystals can do?”

      “Absolutely,” Delta replied.

      “You’re biting off more than you can chew, Little Cousin,” the Veloc warned. To my amusement, the feathered predator braced.

      Smart.

      I activated both my forward and rear thrusters to maintain position, throttled the engine to seventy-five percent power, and with a wicked grin, killed the forward thrusters. With a thrum I felt more than heard, my ship zipped into space, left the spaceport’s gravity, and bolted in the general direction of Cremora Delta 005-23. Using my link, I brought up the space chart for the area, established the correct trajectory to slingshot around the planet, and increased throttle to ninety percent.

      At long last, due to persistence, new parts, and careful calibration, I’d gotten my baby to hit close to max engine capacity without a bone-rattling vibration. Delta would carry some of the credit, although I’d gone over every piece of his work, checked it to my satisfaction, and if it hadn’t been to my satisfaction, I’d made him dismantle the part in question and start over until he did it right.

      In the seven days the project had taken, I’d come to appreciate his patience, his attention to detail, his willingness to learn, and his somewhat twisted sense of humor, especially when we’d gotten a face full of oil thanks to one of his errors.

      It had taken him three hours to clean up that mess to my satisfaction, and I’d laughed the entire time.

      I hadn’t been much different the first time I’d taken oil to the face.

      Once I confirmed the engine wouldn’t break apart on me near max capacity, I lowered the throttle and eased the ship to a saner traveling speed. In my co-captain’s seat, Delta clutched the armrests. Mystoran had restrained himself, thus leaving my ship without any new holes, but his feathers stood on end.

      “Problem?” I asked, careful to keep my amusement out of my voice.

      “I don’t think that was legal,” the Veloc whispered.

      “It was legal. The traffic controller knew I wanted to do a full engine test, which is why she cleared space near the quarantine bay and had a tug nearby. If there was something wrong with the engine, I would have stalled leaving the bay and would have needed the tug. By testing the hover and throttle, I gave the engine a workout in a safe environment. Shiftgem drives don’t typically explode—not in the way a combustion engine does. As such, the only thing to be damaged would be my engine room if something went wrong. Seventy-five percent thrust is the maximum I can depart a spaceport in this specific ship.”

      “Are you sure it was legal?” the predator asked in a wavering tone.

      I giggled and nodded my head. “Had it not been legal, you would have heard the traffic controller verbally tear me to pieces for the entire spaceport to hear. You all right, Delta?”

      “Do I have to be insane to pilot a spaceship?”

      “Not insane, but a little crazy helps. That was a fairly standard maneuver. You need to master it to gain sufficient acceleration to break free of a planet’s gravitation pull. Exit velocity varies by planet, and no one planet has the same exact exit velocity. Some planets are harder to escape than others. Spaceports are a good way to learn how to handle controlling a ship when transitioning from gravity to no gravity. Spaceports are different in that they have set zones. The bay had gravity right until the doors, after which there was only the natural gravitational pulls of nearby planets and stars. You’ll learn to love and hate gravity.” I confirmed my trajectory would send us directly to Cremora Delta 005-23 before unbuckling and relaxing in my seat. Pressing the intercom button, I said, “Pandora, you’re free to roam.”

      “That was standard?” Delta blurted.

      I laughed. “If you decide you want a piloting license, you’ll be pulling a lot nicer stunts than that one. I was just stress testing the engine in a safe place. If that test had failed, the tug would have retrieved us, pushed us back in the bay after they cut gravity, put us in position, and restored gravity, where I’d be spending the next few weeks repairing her to be flightworthy. That was a successful stress test. I wouldn’t be surprised if the traffic controller assigned us an escort to make sure we didn’t have engine troubles since they’re aware I just did an overhaul with a baby mechanic. That’s you.”

      “Well, you proved I knew nothing, but now all I have rattling around in my head are part names, bolt sizes, and a memory of what oil tastes like. I’m making it my mission to never taste that again.”

      “That’s a good goal to have. It only takes once. So, piloting for beginners.” I pointed at the star chart I’d brought up, giving me a view of the space in front of the ship. “Ships come with autopilot, so I set a trajectory using that. The ship then changes directions unless I’m manually piloting. Right now, I’m running the autopilot, as I want to make certain all my systems are working properly.” I directed my finger out the front window. “Space is full of debris. This section will be relatively clean, as they hire ships to destroy space trash and monitor for rocks and so on. But debris can happen at any time.” I pressed a button to bring up the information panel on my ship’s weaponry. I gestured to the activated weaponry system. “That is our first and last defense against small space debris. If it’s too small to vaporize, I dodge it, which is when I override autopilot. My detection systems can pick up space debris two minutes out if it’s a dangerous size, which will trigger various alarms. Autopilot is smart enough to dodge—usually. But if an alarm goes off, I take over and make certain we avoid a collision. For me, usually isn’t good enough, and I stopped counting the number of derelicts I’ve salvaged because they gambled on the usually and lost.”

      “And my ship?” Delta asked, his tone quiet.

      “Bad luck. Just infernally bad luck.” And someone with something to hide and the realization there was no other way out. For all I knew, it could have been a situation where they’d intended the ship to be picked up by someone else and the cargo stolen, with Delta as an additional prize.

      Until I hit up one of the black markets, I wouldn’t know, not for certain. But soon enough, I’d go to the distant parts of space where the smart survived, the cunning cheated everyone else of their hard-earned tokens, and I might be able to review the black market logs through calling in a favor from an operator I’d bailed out from trouble in the deepest reaches of space.

      What I learned would dictate my future choices.

      I pushed the thought aside and began the tedious process of teaching Delta how my ship worked, how to control her, and gave him a taste of what it meant to be wild and free, slingshotting the vessel around the desert world of Cremora Delta 005-23 and back to the spaceport.
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He could read the manual and listen.

        

      

    

    
      



  




CHAPTER 8

      As promised, I filed an application for Delta to have a legal lesson in captaining my ship. The spaceport authorized a three-hour cruise. The flight path amused me, as it would take us on a tour around the spaceport. Traffic control asked me nicely to avoid slingshotting around Cremora Delta 005-23, as there would be other ships in orbit who would appreciate not having heart attacks.

      I laughed and confirmed I would not have a beginner attempt to slingshot any planet, star, or other stellar object.

      To my delight, the spaceport authorized him flying my ship out of the quarantine bay, something most disallowed due to the higher risk of a novice pilot making a critical error. Delta sat in my seat, and the poor man sweat.

      Mystoran did a better job of hiding his discomfort, but the Veloc’s crest lay flat to his skull, and he clutched the armrest with his capped claws.

      As I intended to make Delta take it slow and easy, I allowed Pandora to sit in the co-captain’s chair in her harness, which was clipped to the seat. I pet my fox, pleased she’d slept with me the entire quarantine period rather than snuggling up with her feathery friend.

      Once we returned from his maiden flight, Delta would leave quarantine and go home with Mystoran, and I would resupply my ship with some help from Mystoran’s kin. Within five hours of our return, I would be on my way to the black market to find out the truth of the core shiftgem crystals hiding beneath my engine.

      “All right, Delta.” I pointed at the comm button. “Press that button and tell the traffic controller my ship identification number, your status as a temporarily licensed training captain, and that you wish to depart from our quarantine bay to head to the first set of coordinates on our flight path.” I took the time to tell him precisely how to phrase the entire thing and had him repeat it back to me before setting him loose.

      He did as told, and the traffic controller approved our departure, informing us he would have all space cleared for an additional ten minutes to account for novice piloting education.

      At my prompting, Delta confirmed reception of the transmission.

      “All right. We’re not going to do a stress test of the engine, but I’m going to teach you how to do the same maneuver but at a lower speed.” I reached over, pressed the communication button, and said, “Instructor Captain Viva here; we will be practicing the orbital escape launch at a quarter speed. Approval requested.”

      “Approval granted up to thirty percent speed,” the traffic controller replied.

      “Roger.” I directed Delta on how to change to the correct frequency for the next stage of launch. “Checklists are a way of life, but as you are not a linker, you can’t make use of my specific checklists, so I will relay the checklist to you. Do as you’re told, and you’ll learn.”

      “Roger,” he said, and he swallowed.

      Step by step, I coached him through the basic system checks, which took a little longer than my normal, but he managed with admirable speed for someone handling the complicated instructions for the first time. Once he made it through the safety checklists, I had him start the engine.

      As everything felt and sounded normal, I directed him on the first phase of launch, which involved hovering the ship three feet over the quarantine bay floor and directing the ship’s flight path to the correct angle to safely leave the spaceport. The quarantine bay doors opened. A single tug waited off to the side, a protocol that would be present until my departure.

      They took engine overhauls seriously, and a quick tug could prevent disaster—and bring us safely to a halt if the engine failed partway through leaving the area.

      “Initiate forward and rear thrusters to twenty-five percent,” I instructed, gesturing to the correct controls on the seat. He obeyed, and he took care to initiate thrust at the same rate. Given time and good coaching, I suspected he’d make a damned good captain.

      He could read the manual and listen.

      I’d miss having intelligent company capable of speaking the same language when I ventured to the black market.

      Once he had my ship purring and ready to go, I said, “Forward thrusters to zero percent.”

      Without the forward thrusters holding the ship back, she zipped out of the quarantine bay and hit the vacuum of space at the appropriate speed. “Maintain speed,” I ordered, and informed him how to lock the thrusters into position. Then I guided him through establishing a flight path to our first set of coordinates, before having him send a communication to the control tower we had cleared the spaceport and were on route to our destination.

      I unclipped Pandora’s leash and gave her permission to roam, and to my amusement, she went to the Veloc and began squeaking at him in her version of reassurance.

      “I can’t tell if she’s telling me off or what,” Mystoran admitted.

      “She’s trying to comfort you. She thinks you’re scared.”

      “Oh, I am scared. Little Cousin is flying a spaceship, and we haven’t died yet.”

      “We won’t be dying today. This is an easy flight. I’ll spare your nerves and handle the landing portion, as that requires a license he is not qualified to hold yet. The only reason he got away with an orbital escape launch is because I hold a higher license and am qualified to teach it. It’s also fairly basic and easy on this ship and in the conditions at the spaceport, which also help. I have enough hours in space as a captain to hold the top-level license.” I took over the co-captain’s seat and made myself comfortable. “Now you just get to adjust our flight path as we reach coordinate points and see where the spaceport is sending us out on our cruise. If they’re assholes, they’ll send us into an asteroid belt.”

      “There are no asteroid belts close enough to reach in the time we’re allowed. Fortunately,” the Veloc reported. “But we’ll fly by his home world. It’s the farthest point in the flight path. I may have requested that on purpose.”

      I chuckled. “It’s pretty close to the spaceport, then.”

      “There’s a shiftgem gate.”

      Damn it. I laughed at the ruthlessness of the control tower and the spaceport operators. “It’s your lucky day, Delta. You get to learn how to jump my ship. Oh, this will be fun.”

      “Fun for you, maybe,” Delta muttered.

      I laughed and nodded. “Fun for me. Don’t worry. You might have some fun, too. I’ll get you back to the spaceport safe and sound.”
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        * * *

      

      Delta handled most of the flight, but when we reached his home world, I shooed him out of my seat and had him gawk at his planet. After a brief discussion with one of the planetary traffic controllers, I received authorization to enter the atmosphere for a better tour of the world. The green and blue planet with a smattering of deserts and mountains seemed like the perfect place for humanity to live. I spotted several cities, staying far from their territory and at the appropriate altitude to appease the traffic controllers.

      When we flew around a city nestled on a plain a short distance from a mountain and an ocean, Delta pointed at it. “That’s where I live.”

      The place had a fixation on skyscrapers, and I spotted at least one launchpad for spaceships. “Nice place. Prettier mountains.” I contacted traffic control and requested permission to reenter space from our coordinates, which was granted. I accelerated, pleased with my engine’s purr and light thrum even when I pushed her to ninety-five percent. We broke through the atmosphere into space, and I charted our next coordinate on the flight path and gave the controls back to Delta. “You’ll be back home by the end of the day probably, if it’s that close. Hell, I could have just tossed you out the back if I’d wanted to deal with imports. I’m impressed they didn’t give me more of a fuss about doing a tour.”

      “You’re on the authorized list from the spaceport,” Mystoran informed me. “The spaceport would have filed a flight authorization for you to orbit the planet, and it’s not unusual for curious tourists to want to enter the atmosphere. As you went through the proper entry protocols and wasn’t landing, it was approved. Normally, Cremora Delta 005-26 bars unexpected entries unless in an emergency. The inhabitants of this planet are not as xenodiverse as some might appreciate. They’re xenodiverse with Cremorans and Veloc, but other races tend to create issues. You’re probably quite the novelty, really.”

      “Was it the ears or the tail?”

      “Both, really. And that they’re attached to a homo sapiens is even more remarkable.”

      “Genetic manipulation for survival. Mostly, it makes me exceptionally adorable and difficult to dress.” I laughed at my own joke. “There are a few races who see my ears and lose their shit over it. I’m the cutest damned thing they’ve ever seen, and then they see my tail, and I sometimes need to dig out fainting salts to help them get over it.”

      “I wish I could claim that was an exaggeration, but we Veloc are not immune to the allure of ears and tail. The first time someone modded a human for your adaptations, an entire planet of my kin went mental wanting to romance the entire species. We take our romancing quite seriously.”

      “What was the planet’s success rate on romancing?” I asked, and I didn’t bother to hide my amusement.

      “Two genetically modified human women opted to move to Veloci Minor. Every now and then, a Veloc will be born with unusual ears or a different style of tail, reminding us we carry diverse genetics. Those Veloc are disgustingly alluring, if I do say so myself. Once one is born, every unrelated clan attempts matchmaking. The scheming starts early, but the young hopefuls don’t start competing until they’re in their early twenties. That’s the equivalent of our late adolescence, when my species becomes quite interested in romancing. The ears and tail are wretchedly alluring.”

      I chuckled at Mystoran’s complaint. “I was designed so the tails and ears would be a dominant trait. They weren’t sure how planetary adaption should work out, but my genetics were completely overwritten to be full dominance for my ear and tail characteristics. After a few generations, it might become a recessive trait, but I’m not sure. I was notified the trait was aggressively dominant.”

      “It is much like Veloc genetics. Aggressive dominance will overwrite the recessive genetic traits of your offspring and ensure the survival trait survives. In humans like yourself, the aggression may degrade after ten or so generations, but were you to wed a Veloc, your children would all have ears and tail, no matter what the remainder of the genetics would be. A desired trait among my people—and most, really. Outside of the necessary care, your hearing is likely exceptional. Do your other ears function?”

      “Both sets of ears function,” I confirmed. “And yes, I have superior hearing even compared to the vulpes vulpes the genetics were derived from.”

      “Ah, once word spreads, expect to be romanced most seriously. When I go home and tell my clan about Little Cousin’s adventures, you will become a target of Veloc and human alike.”

      I rolled my eyes over the absurdity of the situation, although a treacherous part of me hoped someone like Delta would be in the hunting party. “Oh, no. I’m being threatened with interstellar romance. Whatever shall I do?”

      “Run. It’s more fun that way,” the Veloc replied.
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        * * *

      

      I landed my ship in the quarantine bay, waited for the doors to close and the life support systems to make the space habitable, and escorted my two guests off to the rest of their lives. The grapevine had done its work, and Delta’s family had come to meet him. I opted to bypass the tearful family reunion, called for Pandora, and gave her the choice to decide if she wanted to keep Mystoran company while I went back into space or stay with the crazy chick.

      She chittered a rebuke at me, and to make it clear she would not be leaving, went into her nest and chittered at me some more. I apologized to her, bribed my way back into her good graces with a fresh bone and some treats, and promised we’d be lifting off within the next four to six hours to go on our next adventure.

      I waited for the family gathering to disperse, and they took Delta off for his journey home. The rare happy ending, where someone lost managed to come home, reminded me why I took the risks.

      The ship would be quiet for a while, and I’d miss his relentless stream of questions, his determination to learn, and his fledgling desire to see more of the stars. I’d even miss the Veloc, although I doubted I’d ever get used to the vast distance he could pounce upon prey. Pandora would miss a hunting companion, but I’d make sure she would be able to hunt the next time we landed, even if I had to find mice to buy for her.

      With the guests gone, I went to work resupplying, checking over the list I’d asked Mystoran’s Veloc kin to provide. I’d tried to pay them for everything, but they’d taken the whole life-debt issue seriously, refusing to accept my trade account details.

      They had accepted the information for my primary token account, which they’d use to send compensation for the recovered cargo. Due to trade and recovery rules, it would be three weeks until the tokens showed up, which would be dispersed into several other currencies associated with my account and a base token supply.

      Everywhere accepted tokens, but the value of a token sometimes decreased, so I tried to keep an available stash of the top six currencies used throughout the universe.

      It simplified my life.

      But in a pinch, I’d have tokens enough to get me through the next while without complication.

      I wondered how much the Cremora Deltans thought their cargo was worth. As I hadn’t set a rate, compensation ranged from a single token to hundreds of thousands. I’d been on single token jobs before. I’d learned strange things happened in space on that job. Before I’d gotten offended, I’d been smart enough to check my ship over carefully, discovering a fortune of supplies and parts in my cargo bay, all of which had been registered as taxes paid, signed off to me as the sole owner.

      They’d loaded my ship while I’d been dealing with other paperwork.

      The requested supplies, already loaded into my preferred storage crates, waited at near the doors, and a pair of dark-colored Veloc skulked in the shadows, betrayed by their emerald crests.

      Sometime after my heart rate returned to something sane, I said, “You get full points for your camouflage techniques. Did Mystoran sacrifice you to be muscle?”

      The shorter of the two lowered his head and bobbed, his crest feathers rising. “We are being taught why to respect our elders. We must help load your ship without damaging anything.” He displayed his capped claws. “We have our caps on, and we will be careful.”

      I realized I dealt with the equivalent of troublesome teens, and I chuckled at the realization I’d been given a pair of baby Veloc to work with. “Come along then, kiddos. Ever been aboard a ship like this before?”

      Both of them shook their heads, and their crests napped into upright position, showing off their bright feathers. After watching Mystoran, I’d learned the crest communicated interest and curiosity as much as the Veloc used them to express other emotions.

      I assumed I had excitable children to teach, which worked for me.

      They weren’t much taller than me, and they had a lot of growing left to do, judging from Mystoran.

      I showed them how to pick up one of the storage containers without damaging them and brought them on board, checking the digital labels to determine their basic contents and setting them up. “These lock into place using magnets so they won’t shift during flight. The type of storage container varies. Some are freezers powered with shiftgem crystals, others are for dry storage, and some are for parts. I blew through a lot of parts doing my engine check,” I admitted, gesturing to the empty space I’d once used for my ship supplies. “If we get this loaded up in a hurry, I’ll show you the engine room and my revival equipment.”

      The offering worked, and with the energy only children possessed, the Veloc turned the loading process into a race. They kept score on the number of crates I secured into place, and they only counted the tally when their box was nestled in its proper spot. I appreciated that, and I resisted chuckling while they were present.

      In record time, I had everything loaded up, and everything seemed to be present. I had a few new storage containers, all a newer model of the ones I liked, which claimed to contained stasis-frozen fruits, vegetables, and meats. Mystoran must have tattled regarding the capacity of my galley, which went beyond the standard setups for most small ships. I could, when I wanted, actually cook. I could also make use of nutrient cubes, which I could make on the fly with anything edible.

      I refused to question the containers of stasis-frozen food, as I would appreciate them given a week. Once finished, I took the Veloc on the promised tour, introduced them to Pandora, and lost thirty minutes letting them play with my fox, careful to make sure nobody got too rough.

      I expected their families would be out for my head, and not for romantic purposes, when the kids declared they wanted pet foxes of their own.

      At the four and a half hour mark, I did my walk around, put Pandora in her nest with a treat, and prepared to leave the spaceport. I made use of the data link to transmit the inventory the Veloc had put together along with the notifying the spaceport I had not been the one to stock the ship and that the goods had been checked by spaceport authorities prior to being loaded.

      If something did happen, I’d be covered.

      Ten minutes later, the traffic controller gave me authorization to leave, wished me well on my journey, and briefed me on current space conditions on route to the nearest shiftgem gate.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what the future would hold—and how far of a head start the Veloc and their romance-crazed kin would give me.
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One of them was the prized rainbow black.

        

      

    

    
      Three days into my journey, I drifted off course, killed my engine, and accessed the storage spot for the core shiftgems, which had gone without detection in the quarantine bay. I would make use of other nooks and crannies for the crystals, which would be difficult to access without requiring me to tear apart my engine to make it happen. I regretted undoing a lot of Delta’s work, erasing all evidence he’d been around and about in the process.

      I did a top to bottom search of the cargo container, discovering several more caches of core shiftgems in a range of sizes from twenty centimeters down to half a centimeter. Several had already been turned into necklaces, the chains simplistic and styled to hide the origin of the stone. At first glance, nobody would know the difference between a standard shiftgem and the illegal treasures I’d pilfered.

      One of them was the prized rainbow black, and it warmed in my hand as though resonating with my skin. It had been wrapped in silver wire to capture the stone’s rich color. At a little over four centimeters long, it fell into the tiny but fierce category.

      I slipped it over my head and tucked it beneath my clothes, and if anyone asked, I would claim I’d picked it up as a bauble at some spaceport market. Smaller stones often went up for sale for a pittance, unsuited for more important tasks. Rainbow blacks showed up often enough at standard mines, and few wanted them.

      They were too difficult to work with on a good day.

      I evaluated each stone with a magnifier and scanner, and while they registered as core shiftgems for crystal type, none of them had been marked with a serial number, confirming they were either stolen from a mine or had come from a planet busting operation.

      The mines tended to have excellent security, and few stones emerged without being imbued with their serial number.

      Without serial numbers or evidence of psychic imprint, I’d have to venture off to a black market and hit up a contact who’d be happy to pay back a debt he owed me.

      While he’d started life as a homo sapiens, Carthello had undergone so many genetic modifications he no longer classified as even remotely human. He’d borrowed from the Veloc, boasting a rainbow crest and sharp talons on his fingers. He’d also stolen genetic material from one of the stranger denizens of space, a blend between a giant bird, a lizard, and a cat. He’d gotten a bit of everything with that modification, although his beady, lizard eyes never failed to creep me out—especially as he’d gotten ten of them for reasons I failed to understand. Add in a few tentacles from the Cremorans, and he’d qualify for his own species designation if he ever bothered to fill out the form.

      I questioned his tail, which had characteristics of the Cremoran tentacles and a lizard’s with a light coating of fur jutting up between the scaled hide. I questioned the scales, as they reminded me of some fish. The presence of gills on his neck implied he had acquired aquatic DNA from somewhere.

      I’d given up guessing.

      To reach the black market, I needed to do a series of fifteen shiftgem jumps, which tested my nerves, my engine, and my shiftgem crystals more than I liked. I stuck to batches of three jumps a day before checking my systems over with a fine-toothed comb and repeating the process. To add to the complexity, I cruised at least a day from the gates in a direction few ventured to make myself less of a target during the journey.

      A month and a half after leaving the spaceport, I arrived at my destination, an old, battered station that might have become a spaceport if the operators had opted to keep their hands clean. As no black market op bothered with traffic control, I eased my ship around until I found an available docking station, claimed it as mine, tethered my ship, and got suited up, opting to bring Pandora with me and on a close leash.

      She would turn my ship into a target if I left her on board. Then, because I was an asshole, I locked the ship up tight, engaged the warning system that promised sonic hell among other things for those who messed with my ship, and began the tedious journey to the station’s interior.

      The Veloc had done more than just add new cargo containers to my bay; they’d given me advanced units, the kind I cried over upon their discovery from joy one was finally mine.

      The case I carried might draw unwanted attention, but then again, any attention in the black market counted as unwanted. The wise would honor the rules.

      I wouldn’t mess with them, they wouldn’t mess with me.

      Once inside the station, gravity kicked in, although my suit informed me they no longer had a functional life support system. I chuckled at the signs the market would be moving on. Knowing Carthello, he would be the first to know it was time to leave but the last to actually do so.

      I headed for his regular haunts, and the smuggler and operator did not disappoint, slithering in my direction with a new set of snake coils to go along with the rest of his modifications. He flashed a series of numbers at me with his fingers, and I connected to the frequency.

      “I’m surprised you’re here,” Carthello stated, and his voice had picked up a rather bubbly quality since the last time we’d spoken. “News on the wire is hot for you. You have captured the attention of a Veloc clan.”

      “Emerald crests?” I replied, chuckling. “I was told to run to make it interesting.”

      “Ah. You are aware they find you interesting, then?”

      “They’re no problem. They get along with Pandora, and they’re not bad for huge predators. How dare me for impressing their younglings and teaching them the glories of space. I’m a terrible influence. I might run a high risk of being romanced by some Cremora Deltans or their Veloc cousins. I recovered the cousin of a Veloc from a derelict. He survived to tell the tale. I tried to impart I had zero interest in life-debts, but Veloc do not listen when they’ve decided something, I’ve noticed. It’s no matter. I do have an important matter to discuss in private.”

      “Follow,” he ordered, and he guided me deep into the belly of the dying beast. “You’re lucky. We’re leaving in a month. I’ll give you the coordinates for the new spaceport. We’re trying something new.”

      I laughed at the whole idea of black market ops trying something they considered to be new. “What, you’re going legal?”

      “In part.”

      Nice. “You can sign me up for your legal operations—for a price.”

      “That is actually why I’m rather glad you made an appearance. I would like you for our legal operations. You’ve the cleanest record we’ve seen.”

      “Not so clean right now.”

      “Ah. Trouble?”

      “In plenty. It’s not something I did, but I would like to clear a Cremora Deltan of a crime his crew likely did.”

      “What kind of crime?”

      “In private.”

      He waved a few tentacles, which I translated to mean the frequency should be private but he couldn’t guarantee it. We descended into the former engine room of the station, and my suit informed me atmospheric conditions were suitable for life.

      Carthello removed his clear, domed helmet first, and I followed his example. “No secrets will leave this room.”

      “I want to call in your debt to find out who bought a shipment of core shiftgems from planet busters. I have a lot of stones I found in the derelict that were being smuggled; the Deltan I want to clear had no idea they were on board. I suspect they were snuck in, the smuggler realized he couldn’t get them out or he was scheduled to have the ship robbed, and things didn’t work out. The Deltan I’m clearing was put into stasis, and I found the core crystals in the cargo bay, disguised among the cargo—on top.”

      “Loaded last, after the inventory manager had finished work and was closing up.”

      “Yes. The Deltan is the inventory manager from what I understand. He is utterly unsuited for your line of work. He spent our quarantine period desperately learning how to fix engines.”

      Carthello made a gesture to respect the dead, and I mimicked him. “His first bad run, then.”

      “Almost his last. They were inexperienced with stasis and overdosed him with the sedative. I was able to revive him with no harm done, but it was a little testy.”

      “For you to say it is testy, it was a worry indeed. You became attached to this Deltan.”

      “I even gave him an idiotic name based on his planet so he wouldn’t become a real person. It turns out I have made mistakes, but at least I can clear my conscience—and his home world—of wrongdoing. Assuming, of course, you can help me track the sale of the shipment.” I set the crate down, opened it, and pulled out the invoice slip. “Amateurs.”

      Making use of one of his tentacles, Carthello claimed the sheet. He whistled, followed up with some hoots. “Yes, this is a trackable shipment. I can give you everything. Who. What. Where. When. And yes, the why. You are correct, these were from a planet busted shipment. The paper is imprinted. You cannot read it, but I can. They were to be used to sabotage the sovereignty of a planet.”

      “Cremora Delta 005-26?”

      “The same. The black market operator was displeased with what he learned, why the buyer wanted the stones, and the acquisition method of the stones. The buyer requested the dirtiest stones possible. Planet busted from an inhabited world. The whole story is here on this sheet of paper, and the buyer was not aware.” Carthello offered the sheet back. “That sheet and a psionic reader is all you need to prove his innocence. I suspect the man you protect is mentioned in there. One was innocent. Three were not. One had a conscience. The others didn’t.”

      “Conscience enough to break the shiftgem crystals throughout the ship without being able to repair them?”

      “And to put the one innocent into stasis so only they would pay for the millions of lives lost.”

      Fucking planet busters. “How much would it cost for you to transmit this data to Cremora Delta 005-26 along with the relevant information? They know I was on board the ship, and I’m prepared to take the credit for having apprehended the core crystals.”

      “You can be cleared readily enough. You have salvaged core shiftgems before. You are licensed to carry them on board. You verified their source, and I will draw up the documentation for you. This was not condoned by our market, and we will honor this—and make certain the planet busters responsible fall. But you will become a target.”

      I sighed. “When am I not a target?”

      “Moreso than you already are. The planet busters will steer clear of you. You’re being targeted by Veloc. But the Veloc? The instant they find you would fling yourself on a sacrificial altar to recover core shiftgems and see them properly handled? They will not rest until you fall into their clawed clutches.”

      I snorted a laugh. “I’d rather be romanced by one of their cousins, but being romanced is not a bad thing, Carthello. Venturing through space can be lonely. I’d even bring him back from time to time.”

      I doubted Delta would leave his city, not with how much relief I’d seen on his face when he’d beheld his home after his harrowing adventure on the freighter. I wouldn’t want to leave home after that for a while, either. Unfortunately for me, my ship was my only home.

      “Women,” Carthello complained. “Always wanting romance.”

      “No, that’s the Veloc. I just understand there are benefits to the whole romance idea.”

      Some of the benefits were more enjoyable than others, but I’d learned long ago to control my hormonal impulses. Space and hormones rarely mixed well. I would need to take a cold walk through space to restore my senses—after I handled the core shiftgem issue.

      Carthello chuckled. “You were always a strange one. You are wearing one of the stones, I see. No, I hear. I hear the stone singing its joy.”

      With my helmet off, I could dig my hand inside my suit, fish for the chain, and pull out the stone I’d put on. “Rainbow black. I wanted an accessible stone to show you.”

      “You will have to register that as yours. It sings, and it will not accept another owner. No matter. These stones are psycho-activated, so it is to be expected there might be a mishap. I will simply inform the authorities the stone is wiser than most and understood your intent when you secured them.”

      “I was going to return them to their planet of origin if that was an option. Or their people.”

      Carthello shook his head. “There are none left to return the stones to. I’m sorry. But I hear the truth of your words, and they will know you had good intentions. They will mark that stone as your compensation, I’m sure. And perhaps another for a system on your ship. A stasis chamber, perhaps? I have a single-person model in stock and ready for install. You could have one ready in an hour.”

      I grimaced. “The price?”

      “Your agreement to help with legal missions would be a sufficient price for the unit. In truth, you have rescued many of our smugglers from bad situations, and like the Veloc, we take such life-debts seriously. This would clear all debts owed to you for the lives saved, and you will be able to save more with the chamber and the stones required to operate it. You will, of course, have to set aside your pride and acknowledge the debts we owe.” Carthello snickered and waggled his tentacles at me.

      Bastard. “Very well. I acknowledge I have less sense than any sentient should have, resulting in me risking my life more than I should for a bunch of life-debt obsessed species. Debts owed are no longer owed for the stasis chamber, which I’ll inevitably use to accumulate even more life-debts I don’t wish burdening my shoulders.”

      “Wise, wise, wise.” He held up his tentacles, and his beady lizard eyes paled to a silvery hue.

      Psionic abilities came as varied as the stars, but I hadn’t seen someone’s eyes change color using such an ability before. One day, I might be brave enough to ask him what else he’d done on his quest to transform himself into the perfect being.

      Then again, maybe I was better off not knowing.

      “They will begin installation work on the stasis chamber as soon as we are finished here. They are taking it to your dock now. I have warned them your security system is impressive, and they will wait patiently for us to finish our business. They will, as they value their lives as much as they do their hearing.”

      I grinned, as I’d deafened a few assholes who’d thought they could mess with me and my ship. “Did they finally irritate the wrong sentient?”

      “Veloc got them both after they tried to steal a hatchling.”

      I winced. “Having seen those claws and their teeth, I suppose they probably hadn’t lasted long.”

      “They get annoyed when their meal kicks and screams, so no. They hadn’t. They ate them both and broke the bones down to fragments as a reminder of why Veloc hatchlings are not to be stolen and smuggled.”

      “Noted. Do not steal adorably cute Veloc hatchings. I’ve seen the adolescents. They’re gangly fluffs. Two had gotten into trouble and had been assigned as mules to stock my ship.”

      Carthello snickered. “You have earned much trust for them to allow a pair of their young to work for you. You could have easily lured them off.”

      “Oh, I charmed them with my engine room. Those two will be flying one day, you mark my words.”

      “You are a terrible influence.”

      “Sell me something I can actually pay for, Carthello. I feel dirty right now.”

      “How about a protectorate for a stolen Veloc hatchling we received? We tossed the culprit into stasis, and you can deliver the youngling back to their parents. We already promised transport.”

      “I’m paying for that?”

      The operator once again laughed. “Well, you’ll be paying by capturing the attention of even more Veloc. Very well. How about a spare set of tri-color shiftgem crystals suitable for your engine? We have new stones in. They’re legal and can be registered for your engine. They’re even cheap, as you are one of the few who can actually use them well.”

      “Sold, assuming my token account can cover the expense.”

      “I checked it. It can more than cover the expense. You have not checked your accounts lately, I see. Your compensation was paid from Cremora Delta. Post tax, as the note says in the public record.”

      “I had convinced myself they’d go the single token but restocked me route,” I admitted. “I have a fortune of stasis-frozen food on board. I’ve been eating like a queen, as has Pandora. They switched up my labels and replaced most of my cargo containers, too.”

      “How inconsiderate of them, making you use your revival system for such things.”

      I allowed myself an overdramatic sniffle. “The cargo containers come with unfreezing units for their goods.”

      “Ah. That explains why you assumed they only sent a token. Those are not cheap units. But nice.”

      “I just put the food under the scanner on the side, and it removes them from stasis. I haven’t figured out how it works yet, but it’s pretty incredible. You can even put leftovers into stasis with the one crate.”

      “Your frugal heart must have wept tears of joy upon learning of that function.”

      “I sobbed,” I announced with zero shame. “I sobbed real tears.”

      “I bet you did. You have plenty of funds for the crystals for your engine, and I will give you them at a ten percent markup from our full expenses for their acquisition.”

      “That’s more than fair. I was going to ask about rainbow blacks.”

      Carthello’s many eyes focused on me. “We have some. Those are dangerous shiftgems, Viva. They can kill as easily as they can save.”

      “I know. I might one day use them for my engine, but they’re compatible with just about everything, so I’d like a set for emergency repairs.”

      “I would not normally sell these. We consider them black hole acquisitions. The authorities ask for us to make sure they disappear. But we keep them in case the right owner comes around. They know this. We know this. In your hands, for your purposes, perhaps it is the best I sell them to you. I will get the authorization first. To do so, I will send them your history, and they will decide the price for the stones.”

      “You’re really going legal.”

      “For some things. We will be the market the authorities know exist and will be able to operate openly. There are some lines we will not cross, like planet busting, but they will ignore other operations. We have an agreement. The spaceport will be neutral territory. Our operation will handle imports, and the legal workers will go through the main exporting section. There will be certain hours when the authorities will ignore the ships that enter via the import and do not leave through the export section of the port.”

      “Anything else I should know before I let a bunch of folks on my ship to install this stasis chamber?”

      “There’s a bounty for your pristine and living head, but as you’re aware of the Veloc chasing you, it’s no concern. The Veloc are excessive when it comes to these matters. Expect to be chased—but don’t worry about your ship. That is covered by the bounty as well. You and your ship are to come to no harm. I hope you like the idea of being romanced, because you’re courting trouble.”

      “Do I get a free pass out of the station?”

      “You do, but only because there is a bounty for information on your whereabouts. I recommend you head to Veloci Minor. Humans like yourself amuse them, and all you would have to do is tell one you’re playing hard to catch. A clan would surely act as your host and entertain you until it was time for you to be appropriately hunted. Or romanced, as the case is.”

      “No is always an answer if I don’t like the romancing, no matter how persistent Veloc think they are—or their little cousins.”

      “Ah, you underestimate the Veloc, Viva.”

      “No, they underestimate me.”

      Carthello cackled. “For that alone, I will find you a treasure among my wares you will adore so much you must buy it for the sake of your sanity. But first, let us attend the matter of the little Veloc. She is young, she is frightened, and she would very much like to go home.”
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“Guard her.”

        

      

    

    
      While Carthello and his fellow operators installed the stasis chamber in my cargo bay, taking over the corner nearest the entry to the rest of the ship, I introduced myself to the Veloc. She barely came up to my knee, and some asshole had caged her. She whistled, the cry of distress hurting my heart. Someone had made an effort to feed her, although she wore half of her food rather than eating it.

      First, I needed to get the gunk out of her downy feathers, then I needed to apply the oil to keep moisture away from her skin. The work would take me hours, but I’d manage.

      They would need hours to install the stasis chamber and calibrate it.

      I trilled at her to catch her attention, then I introduced myself and promised I would be taking her home to her parents. Her crest snapped up, and she whistled and trilled, the equivalent of baby babble with a few words smattered in. I recognized the two important ones: pleas for her mother and father. I cooed to her and used a mix of whistles, trills, and clicks to confirm I would be taking her home to her mother and father. She waved her taloned hands at me, the claws already sharp despite her age.

      While I needed to calm her several times, I managed to install the caps so she wouldn’t hurt me or herself in her excitement, then I released her from the cage and eased her onto my lap. Using a damp cloth, I removed the spilled food from her feathers before taking a clean cloth and the feather oils and applying them from head to tail to help prevent her from becoming ill. Once done, I fed her properly, wearing a thick pair of leather gloves and following a pictorial guide on how to get most of the food down her gullet rather than onto her chest. She also got milk, which she drank from a bottle. I grinned at her effort to hold the metal cylinder containing her meal. I adjusted the angle so she could rest her hands on it.

      She went through three before she had her fill and decided I made a safe haven, snuggling on my lap. I whistled for Pandora, who came over and sniffed at our new companion.

      “Guard her,” I ordered the fox.

      Pandora flicked an ear, sniffed the hatchling, and assumed a position by the door. A moment later, she chittered a warning.

      “Your chamber is finished. I will leave your new treasure in the hall here. I’m charging you two hundred tokens for it. I’ll leave you to get your ship ready. We’ll make certain we close the inner hatch before letting ourselves out.”

      “Take your tracker with you when you go. Fly safe.”

      He told me the coordinates for the new spaceport and left. I heard the interior door to the cargo bay close. A few minutes later, the gangway opened. The daredevils would hop to the dock, the sensible would retrieve the ones who misjudged their trajectory, and I’d laugh at the thought of black market operators indulging in more childish tendencies.

      Ten minutes later, I transferred the hatchling to my co-captain’s chair and retrieved a blanket to make a nest for her. Once done, and with Pandora standing guard, I investigated the trouble Carthello and his crew had left for me. In the hallway, I discovered a cage with a vulpes vulpes kit in it, and the kit cowered, staring at me with wide brown eyes. Knowing Carthello, he’d given me a boy, and he would have come from a different line than my Pandora.

      I went to the nearest console near the bay, tapped in Carthello’s frequency, and said, “Two hundred tokens? You’re taking a loss there, sir!”

      The black market operator laughed. “You’re saving me a fortune in care costs, and you have a vulpes vulpes. Yes, I know your rules, yes, they’re genetically diverse, and yes, he’s a legal acquisition. He is two hundred tokens because that is what I invested to get him here. I was waiting for you to show up, and I had figured you would be due. Of course, I thought you’d show up in two or three months, but he can grow with you rather than with me. He is a life-debt gift, so you cannot refuse him.”

      “How the hell did I get so many life-debts?”

      “That is simple. You live to save, so you do. That one remembered your lonely vulpes vulpes and wished to acquire companionship for her.”

      “Well, please pass my gratitude and whatever wishy-washy bullshit is appropriate to say to the life-debt species I tangoed with that time.”

      “Any other problems, Viva?”

      “I wouldn’t call it a problem, but I have to check after everything you did and find the trackers you inevitably hid.”

      “I took them with me since you asked so kindly. And anyway, it’s more fun when you aren’t tracked. Open a communication line with me in twenty minutes. I’ll send you the safest flight path to Veloci Minor. She should be returned to her family as soon as possible.”

      “I can do three jumps without an engine check.”

      “It’s two and a doozy to get there, so you’ll be fine. Your rainbow blacks are in three new storage containers. The fee for the containers are included with their price. I didn’t ask if you approved of the cost before charging you. You can afford it.”

      “For the sake of my curiosity, how much?”

      “One token per, three hundred per container.”

      I choked on my own spit. “What the hell?”

      “The authorities deemed it would be unethical to sell them when you’ll be using them for derelict rescues. And the three hundred for the containers is the minimum they can sell the containers for due to trade rules.”

      Huh. When I thought about it, it made sense. Rainbow blacks tended to create more disasters than they averted. “Please thank them for me.”

      “I shall, but you will ultimately be the one deserving of thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      True to his word, Carthello had taken all of his trackers with him, although he’d left a few gifts in the form of information regarding the crystals I had taken from Delta’s ship, supplies for the kit, enough food for the Veloc hatchling to last her through a siege, stored in nice cargo container I wouldn’t be giving back. A few presents, gift wrapped with my name on them, made me roll my eyes. The insanity of black market operatives giving presents amused me, and I opened their offerings to discover a variety of lingerie in my sizes.

      Bastards. I’d keep the lingerie, as it was expensive on a good day, but the taunt over the bounty would never end. I would never live down the day a bunch of idiot black market operators had gone lingerie shopping for me.

      I gave it even odds that they’d send a receipt to the Veloc to add to the chaos.

      The last present included a necklace, bracelet, and earrings fashioned from rainbow black shiftgem crystals, unsuitable for anything other than baubles. That would have been something Carthello would have acquired, knowing my fascination with the stone.

      I would appreciate the set, aware the days of debt were over, setting us both free from the weight of obligation.

      I put the jewelry box in my personal safe in my cabin before hauling my new fox kit to my navigation room, where the hatchling still slept and Pandora stood guard. I crouched, whistled for Pandora, and opened the cage. “Meet your new friend, Pandora. Carthello got him for you.”

      Pandora’s eyes widened, and she sniffed in the cage. After a few more sniffs, she wagged her tail so hard I worried she might fall over. The kit made a soft whining noise, but he emerged from his cage and crowded Pandora, seeking shelter against her.

      I couldn’t blame him. The poor baby likely missed his mother, barely old enough to be weaned. I’d supplement his meat diet with milk just in case he’d been taken too early.

      “You need to comfort him in your nest, okay? If he makes a mess, I’ll clean your nest. We’ll teach him to use the box, but for the next while, things might be a little rough.”

      It always amazed me how much Pandora understood. She spent a moment grooming the kit before picking him up by the scruff and carrying him to her nest in our shared cabin. She eased him inside, and I buttoned the entry hole in case of a rough takeoff. I made a point of petting them both.

      The kit sniffed me, and while he whined, he accepted my touch without overt signs of fear.

      Carthello must have worked with him already.

      I returned to my captain’s chair, opened a communication link with Carthello, and said, “Thank you. Pandora has her new friend in her nest for takeoff, and the little one is adapting much better than expected.”

      “We’ve had him for a week, and we’ve been passing him around. He’s great outside of his cage, and I already box trained him, so you won’t have many problems on that front. The cage scares him, but we needed to transport him safely, and it has a shield, gravity, and life support. In case of emergency, toss your foxes in there, activate everything, and you’ll buy them three weeks of air on the setup. I know you have a suit for Pandora, but it takes time to have those made. And you can use the cage for other species.”

      “Bill me for that cage and put in an order for three others like it. I’ll make a wall in my cargo bay for animals. I’ve the space, even with the stasis chamber.”

      “I’ll bill you at cost for the cages but not a penny more.”

      “Deal. The rainbow black jewelry set is beautiful. Thank you.”

      “You deserved something beautiful and impractical, and we’d already heard about the cargo you’d rescued that captured the attention of the Veloc. It takes one hell of a stalwart soul to pass up an opportunity to make off with that load. We valued it out of curiosity.”

      “How much?”

      “A billion for all the crystals on board—and not the core shiftgems. I did some research.”

      “Are we on a secure connection?”

      “We’re secure.”

      “How did a planet of evolved homo sapiens get a billion tokens for that many shiftgems? Why? That’s ridiculous. I thought perhaps the low hundred millions.”

      “The tri-color set you installed in the engine is worth fifty million on its own.”

      I slumped in my seat. “I ruined a fifty million dollar install?”

      “You didn’t ruin the shiftgems. You installed them, and the ship is working great. Your work just turned that freighter into a dream ship. Word on the wire is they want you to tune the engine more. They’re in love with your install.”

      “I paid nowhere near as much for my set.”

      “Your set was paid for in part by a life-debt, Viva. They footed the majority of the bill and you paid what you could afford.”

      Damn it. “Again?”

      “That’s what you get for saving everybody. Hell, almost everyone in this station has had their asses pulled out of the fire because of you. I had a bunch of fretting operators here trying to find suitable presents. I had to agree to send a ship to Veloci Minor to send additional gifts. It’s chaos.”

      “It’s not necessary.”

      “Viva, you’re transporting a Veloc hatchling. You just saved our asses. Again. Every last one of us owes you a life-debt for taking that hatchling off our hands. You’re going to be swarmed by angry Veloc, and you can speak to them, unlike us. And the baby already trusts you.”

      “She wants her mommy and daddy.”

      “Yeah, we’d guessed as much. The poor thing is traumatized. We’ve already notified Veloci Minor about your ship. We told them about the bounty, and we specified it would be more entertaining if you were escorted to return the hatchling and set loose on the planet for the other Veloc to hunt.” Carthello snickered. “We’re worried about the kidnappers.”

      “You don’t know if there are more of them.”

      “Or why they targeted a female hatchling.”

      “Fuckers.”

      “Agreed, agreed. Still, keep on your toes, and if a bunch of angry Veloc want to board, just hold the hatchling and get her cooing, and they’ll be dancing to your tune in no time.”

      I could handle that. “What’s the recovery cut?”

      “They’ll handle it, but it’ll be fair.”

      “And your cut for giving her to me.”

      “We’ll get our payment from the Veloc clan, no fretting there. You have the dangerous job. We just beat the shit out of the fucker and put him in stasis.”

      “Load him,” I ordered.

      “Pardon?”

      “Get someone to load him into the cargo bay. I’ll take him to Veloci Minor and revive him myself. And observe when he gets exactly what he deserves,” I stated through clenched teeth.

      “And I’ll just get someone to send him over. Open your gangway. We’ll tether him to something, so he doesn’t go flying out into space.”

      “I can turn on gravity in the cargo bay, too.”

      “We’re planning on beating him on the way to the ship. He’ll be alive. Just don’t expect to keep your revival statistic intact.”

      “Nobody kills my patients until the revival process is complete. No injuring him further. He’s mine, and I will feed him to the Veloc properly. After he gets a trial. Make sure they know the fucker gets a psionic trial.”

      “You play dirty. You want a psionic trial, you’ll get it. We should put you in for diplomatic training. The Veloc are going to be conquered if they give you an inch.”

      “I’ll beat the Veloc if they make the hatchling cry being scary and angry. She’s scared enough. You can pass that around. And bring me a weapon I can use on crabby Velocs.”

      “I’ll leave a stun baton in your cargo bay with the corpse in the making,” he promised.

      “I’ll even pay for it.”

      “I’ll add it to the bill.”

      “My bill, Carthello. If the Veloc want to give me new self-defense toys, they can. I deserve to pay for the damned thing for not having gotten one sooner.”

      “All right. I’ll bill you for it. Give us ten minutes, and we’ll board the corpse.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Ten minutes sounds good. I need to check on the baby.”

      “Keep an eye on your security cameras, and don’t lower your gangway unless you see me.”

      “Roger.”

      Shaking my head over the insanity, I got out of my seat, crouched beside my co-captain’s chair, and stroked the baby Veloc’s head until she woke. I cooed to her. She cooed back, reaching out with her capped claws. Having seen how Veloc snuggled with each other before, I lowered my head and presented my cheek, the closest I could do to mimic how they comforted each other.

      She nuzzled me and chirped.

      “I’m going to be taking you home soon, sweet baby. My friends are adding a few extra pieces of cargo, then we’re leaving. I expect we will be met by your kin. You will need to coo and chirp and be a happy baby for them, all right? They’ll be angry because you were stolen.”

      While I struggled to make the correct sounds, she cooed an acknowledgment, and she began to purr, an indication she understood my request. Cradling her to my chest, I made my way to the cargo bay entry, activating the display near the door to monitor for Carthello and his companion. Eight minutes after cutting off communications, he arrived with three other operators, who hauled a corpse and another container.

      Idiots. Sighing, I lowered the gangway, wondering what the container contained. I decided against asking, instead keeping an eye on them. They tethered the corpse to one of the brackets and stacked the container with others. Carthtello placed a sheet on top, waved at one of my cameras, and bounced to the end of the gangway before jumping for the space station.

      Once they were all clear, I closed the gangway and returned to my seat. I activated the comm and said, “You have some serious problems with basic math, Carthello.”

      He laughed at me. “Have a safe flight. You’re clear to go, and we’ve already gotten a confirmation from the Veloc they will escort you, and you won’t need your new baton, which is in the container with a few other things you’ll like on the self-defense front.”

      “Thanks. Stay safe. I expect to see you at the spaceport, so don’t get yourself killed being stupid.”

      “I’ll see you soon enough, I’m sure. Assuming you’re not romanced, of course.”

      “And what use would I have for romance if he isn’t interested in exploring the stars with me? Get with the program, Carthello. I’m not giving up space for any mere man.”

      He bellowed his laughter. “Off you go, Viva. And should you be successfully romanced, I will come visit to gloat over your defeat. But to soften the blow, I’ll bring you more presents.”

      Wicked man. Well, former man. “Fly safe.”

      I cut the communication off before we made fools of ourselves. I returned the baby to her nest, cooed to reassure her, and eased my ship away from the dock. The thrum of the engine startled the hatchling, how flattened her crest and cowered on the seat.

      “It’s okay, baby,” I told her in a mix of trills, coos, and whistles. I accelerated slower than normal, keeping an eye on my precious cargo. Once I got the ship up to fifty percent throttle, I stabilized the speed, set a course for Veloci Minor, and relaxed. Using the intercom, I gave Pandora permission to roam.

      Then, I scooped the hatchling up, put her on my lap, and played with her, while looking through my front window for any of the common hazards of space, trusting in my ship’s systems to alert me of trouble.

    

  







            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

          

      

    

    






“It won’t be comfortable, but I can hold three.”

        

      

    

    
      Five days after leaving the space station, my ship squealed a warning of incoming ships. Pandora chittered a warning, and she snatched the kit by the back of his neck and fled for the safety of her nest as I’d taught her. The main display indicated I’d been located by an entire fleet of Veloc. One angry adult Veloc worried me. Ten ships worth of angry Veloc left me with few options. The communication system activated with a request to communicate. As I valued my life, I sat in my captain’s chair, scooped up the baby, and settled her on my lap, sacrificing my fingers to her sharp little teeth so they would see her happy and cooing rather than distressed.

      I accepted the communication, approving video communication.

      A Veloc with a crimson crest, a similar shade to the hatchling’s, appeared on the screen. His bright green eyes focused on my lap.

      “She’s fine,” I announced in his language. “She was scared when she was first recovered, and those who claimed her from the kidnapper weren’t sure how to care for her, so I needed to clean and oil her feathers, but she doesn’t seem to have come to any harm. They provided plenty of food for her in a mix of meat and milk. She’s been digesting it fine, so I assume they were able to get suitable fare for her.”

      The male’s crest snapped upwards. “You’re fluent in our language.”

      “I have a great deal of time in space, so I thought it wise to learn languages. Veloci is the most challenging of the languages I’ve learned, but it’s coming in useful.”

      “You use the formal form, but you are understandable. Thank you for bringing her. Do you have a safe way to be boarded or to bring her to us?”

      “I don’t have a suit viable for her. I can’t guarantee her safety. We might be able to rig a docking. If you have suits, I can open the gangway. I can board two Veloc, maybe three in a pinch.” I switched to trade, hoping the hatchling hadn’t been taught other languages yet. “She wants her parents, and while she accepts food and care from me, she knows I am a transporter.”

      “Her parents are here, and we can get them into suits. Your gangway is safe? Can you temporarily welcome a third Veloc on board?”

      “It won’t be comfortable, but I can hold three. The seats for landings are not precisely comfortable for your species.”

      “This is fine. Her parents and a guardian would be preferred. He will not be a problem, I assure you.”

      I nodded. “I will open the gangway. There is a man in stasis in the cargo bay. Upon revival, he will be put on trial, and upon confirmation of guilt, he will be given to you for discipline. Or as lunch. I have no pity for those who kidnap a hatchling.”

      The Veloc showed me all his teeth. “Lunch sounds delightful.”

      I bet. “I ask that no one interrupts the revival process. I take pride in getting people through stasis revival alive, and he should stand trial for his crimes. And well, if he gets eaten by a Veloc, he earned it for stealing a hatchling.”

      “Precisely. We will be ready to board within twenty minutes. Her parents have never been off Veloci Minor until this flight, so they are understandably frightened.”

      “Please cap their claws. I’d like a ship once this is over. I did cap the hatchling’s claws. I hope this is not a problem.”

      “It is not a problem at all. A safety issue. Has she bitten you?”

      “Nothing more than play nips, and I have been careful to educate her when she becomes too rough. I have a few toys for my vulpes vulpes we’ve been playing with. Please be aware I have two vulpes vulpes, and one is a kit. I will introduce you once her parents have calmed.”

      “Your understanding is appreciated. We will bring supplies for the flight, as we eat a great deal. We will check the supplies you have brought for her and evaluate if it is suitable.”

      I nodded. “I will kill my engines. The easiest way is to have the experienced spacewalker attach a line and shove them over along the rope. If you need assistance, I can suit up.”

      The Veloc’s crest lowered. “Help would be appreciated. We have suits, but we are not adept at traveling through space in these suits.”

      “No shame,” I told him, smiling. “I’ll get suited up. Let me get her settled back into her nest. I’ve taught her to stay in her nest when I’m busy, so she’ll be safe enough. I’ll leave the communication line open so you can watch and talk with her.” I cradled her while making the transition to her nest, making sure none of her feathers were bent. I took the time to coo to her and reassure her, and when she reached for me, I went through our routine so she could nuzzle me. Then I left her to stay in her nest while her kin kept a careful watch.
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        * * *

      

      The Veloc needed remedial lessons in space travel, and while their inability to handle a spacewalk without issue annoyed me, I couldn’t complain about their ships. I terrified the lot of them just bouncing out of my ship. I laughed at the panicked chatter before engaging my thrusters and heading for the nearest of the ships. I let myself in through their airlock, waiting for them to restore life support and gravity. I was met by three Veloc wearing spacesuits. I identified the mother by her smaller size.

      “You’ll see your daughter soon,” I told them, gesturing for them to join me in the airlock. “Please allow me to check your suits.”

      All three Veloc bobbed their heads in consent, and I checked all the seams, adjusting them until satisfied. Then I ran diagnostics on all suits, confirmed their life support systems would hold for the journey to my ship, and then said, “We’re good. Please seal the interior door.”

      “Sealed,” a deep voice replied. “You are clear to open the exterior airlock.”

      “I will make three trips, so please leave the airlock as is until I finish. I will take the mother over first.”

      The mother’s crest, shorter than the males, although just as colorful, flattened against her head. I understood.

      My first spacewalk had terrified me, and her suit lacked thrusters. It would get her to my ship safely, and that was it.

      “You will be safe,” I promised, holding out my hand. “Just hold onto me, and I will get you to my ship, okay?” Once I had a hold on her, I coaxed her to the exterior airlock seal, opened it, and pointed at my open gangway. “We will jump for there, and I will guide us there. Just step out and aim for there. I will take care of the rest.”

      The Veloc wasted no time diving out into the open reaches of space, and I laughed at her enthusiasm. She had good aim, and I needed to do minimal adjustments with my suit to land on the gangway. I activated my magnets and held her in place. “Well done. Now we will go to the door, and you will hold onto a handle. Do not disturb the body. You will have your chance with him after his trial. The black market operators send their regards, but we request he receives a psionic trial. His guilt will be confirmed. Then you can enjoy your lunch.”

      “You understand how we punish those who take our children?” she asked, speaking in her native language.

      “It isn’t how I would do it, but it is deserved, and your laws are clear.” The Veloc took their children seriously—and I wished more races did as well. “I will return with your mate next. Hold on there, and don’t worry. You’ll be with your daughter soon.”

      The Veloc made a whimpery coo, and I realized the mother cried.

      I patted her shoulder and launched myself back into space to retrieve her mate.

      The transfer went well, although the guardian froze at the airlock and required a few extra minutes of coaxing to step out into space. I closed the exterior hatch and secured it before shoving off the ship and directing us to the gangway.

      The Veloc treated me rather like an oversized stuffed animal to be hugged for comfort until I got us into the cargo bay. Once down and attached to the metal with my magnets, I eased his hold and guided him to the other Veloc. Closing the gangway took an extra five minutes, as the three Veloc were fascinated with the process.

      I expected it would be a long flight filled with curious predators causing me trouble.

      I restored the life support system before activating gravity, and once everything was set up to my liking, I removed my spacesuit, set it near the stasis chamber, and went to work helping them out of theirs.

      “Welcome aboard.” I pointed at the body. “You’ll get your turn with him, but that’s the one who stole your hatchling. I offered to transport him for trial upon hearing he’d been put into stasis.”

      The guardian bowed to me. “You have our gratitude and life-debt.”

      Fucking life-debts. “I am honored. Before I take you to her, let me show you the basics and make certain she’s being fed the appropriate food. She’s due for her next feeding soon, so I would like to make adjustments if needed.” I guided them to the appropriate storage container, pulled out one of the filled canisters, and showed it to the hatchling’s mother. She tapped on the canister, her eyes slitting to a thin line. “This is good milk. From our home world, from an animal we often use to supplement our hatchlings once they are older than six weeks. Their teeth come in by then, and we must use special…” She gestured to the canister’s nipple.

      “Nipple,” I said in the trade tongue, as I wasn’t aware of the word in her language.

      “Yes. And the meat?”

      I pulled out one of the containers I’d already been working through, which was stasis-frozen until used. I used the container’s device to thaw the food and offered it to her.

      She sniffed a piece before popping it in her mouth. “This is good meat. Also from our world. Small animal, good for young to hunt as they learn. Slow. Tasty. How much you feed?”

      “Would you like me to feed her while you watch?”

      The parents exchanged glances, and the father nodded. “Perhaps it is for the best?”

      I couldn’t blame them for their uncertainty. How were they supposed to move forward with life when everything had been changed on them—and on their hatchling? “If you want to take over feeding, just tell me.”

      I gathered enough to feed her, tucked it under my arm, and opened the door to discover Pandora and her kit waiting. The instant the foxes caught sight of the Veloc, they both squeaked their excitement and wagged their little tails. I had no idea why the kit was excited, but Pandora yipped and bounced, her gaze locked on the Veloc.

      “She loves Veloc. We kept company with one named Mystoran during quarantine, so she associates you with hunting and playing.”

      The mother’s crest snapped up, and she cooed, bending over to meet Pandora. “Precious!”

      “Her name is Pandora, and I haven’t named the kit yet,” I admitted. “I want to see his personality a little more. You are welcome to play with them during the journey.”

      “Thank you,” the mother whispered.

      I adjusted my hold on the hatchling’s lunch and patted her arm. “You’re welcome. Come along. Let’s go see your daughter and make sure she’s fed and happy.”
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        * * *

      

      The hatchling spotted her mother and father, squealed, and waved her little arms in a demand to be picked up. I obeyed, kissed the side of her muzzle, and carried her over, delivering her to her mother, who let out a piercing keen, went to her knees, and held her hatchling close.

      The father made a similar sound, although he stood tall, a position I recognized as defensive and ready to guard his mate and child.

      “All safe and sound, and I did my best to keep her healthy,” I said in the trade tongue, hoping the hatchling couldn’t understand me. “She was scared when I first got her, but she warmed to me quickly. She needed to be cleaned, and I did my best.”

      The Veloc father lowered his head, nuzzled his mate, and reached down to inspect the wiggling baby, ruffling her feathers and checking her little limbs. “She is well, and she grows. Her feathers are sound.”

      “I used an oil we had for feathers.”

      He nodded, leaned towards me, and pressed his muzzle to my cheek. “You have our thanks and life-debt, more than you can ever know.”

      I reached up and patted the side of his face, aware they appreciated touch. “It was my pleasure to escort her home. I’ll leave the food here if she becomes ready for it, but I will get this fleet moving in the right direction while you comfort each other. Pandora?”

      My fox arrived, carrying the kit in her mouth.

      “Go to your nest with your kit, please. We’ll be departing, but it will be a gentle takeoff, so you don’t need the buttons.”

      She flicked her tail at me and trotted off to do as I asked.

      “She is trained,” the guardian praised, his crest rising in interest. “We have vulpes vulpes on Veloci Minor, but not so obedient. They are wild. Sometimes prey. They control small animal populations, things too small for us to want to hunt, and we do not allow many other predators in our territory. But the vulpes vulpes are an exception. Beautiful. Swift. Cunning. Scavenger and hunter.”

      “Her parents were born on the generational ship I was conceived on.”

      “You are homo sapiens?”

      “From Andromeda.”

      “The last ship. Remarkable. Modified. Survivability?”

      I nodded. “They didn’t know what I would need on the planet, and they tried to adapt all conceived before landing for survivability. But the planet wasn’t hostile, and the modifications weren’t needed. That’s a good thing. My parents gave me Pandora when I registered to venture through space.”

      “We could catch vulpes vulpes and teach them like your Pandora?”

      “I’m sure you could—or catch a breeding pair and domesticate them and their kits. Pandora is genetically modified for a longer lifespan and heightened intellect. I will have to get the kit tested, but it’s probable he’s modified, too.”

      “How interesting.”

      I gestured for the guardian to follow me, sitting on my chair, waving to the Veloc who’d waited through the entire process of reuniting parents and child. “All is well. I have a route that I was told is the most direct. Can you verify this for me?” I pressed a few buttons on my chair’s console and then utilized my link to transmit the data to the Veloc. “I would like to get them back to your world as quickly as possible, obviously.”

      “Yes, this route is good, but the last jump gate is troublesome. We will take a five gate route. Our ships cannot handle the last gate.”

      Interesting. “What’s wrong with the gate?”

      “It has opinions. No one dies, but you may not go where you meant to. You may not even emerge at another gate. That gate will take you where you need to go. It is sentient.”

      My brows shot up. “The shiftgem gate is sentient?”

      “That is what we believe. All who venture there are wise to treat it with respect. But we received word you are one with the stars. If that is the route you wish to take, we will meet you at Veloci Minor. You are in our space now, and we have many ships, and they are all hunting for those who would hunt for our hatchlings. They will not succeed in their hunts. Not now.”

      Interesting. “I’ll take the gate. It is better for them to return to their home as quickly as possible.”

      “You understand.”

      I did. “My ship is rated for planet entry, and I’m qualified to do entry and exits, as long as you can secure me authorization to venture onto the planet.”

      “Consider permission to be granted. I will notify Veloci Minor of your ship’s details. Fly safely, fly swiftly, and hunt well.” The screen went dark, and aware of the precious cargo I carried, I eased away from the escort and began the last stage of their journey home.

      Then I would put the issue of the core shiftgems to rest and go off in search of my next adventure.
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They called her Miracle Star.

        

      

    

    
      I understood what the Veloc had meant by the shiftgem gate possessing sentience upon arrival. While gates typically glowed, the gate leading to Veloci Minor—or elsewhere—shifted in odd patterns, patterns I determined had meaning.

      “Wow,” I whispered, sitting back in my seat and admiring the play of colors over the gate. The rainbow black crystal around my neck warmed, something it hadn’t done since leaving the space station. I questioned the change, but I couldn’t afford to worry about it.

      “Aren’t you something else?” I said, smiling at the latest marvel of space. “This is something you probably won’t see again unless you’re brave, stupid, or both.”

      The Veloc regarded me with flattened crests, with the exception of the hatchling, who sat on the floor and tried to chew on her father’s capped claw. I learned Veloc named themselves upon reaching adulthood, and her baby name was Miracle of a Lost Crimson Star, as she’d broken free of her egg the same day the light of a dying red dwarf star had reached their world.

      They called her Miracle Star as a nickname, and I loved everything about the hatchling. One day, I hoped she flew, although I suspected she’d stay safe and sound on the ground.

      Her parents struggled to adapt to space, but I admired their bravery.

      They would do anything to be with their hatchling and see her safely home.

      I took the time to explain how shiftgem gates typically worked, and then showcased the difference. Once done, I gestured to the pulsating patterns of light. “Those are all from shiftgem crystals, and the gate is activating the various colors of gems. What the pattern means? I can’t tell you. But I can tell you the gate is active.” And it listened. That much I could tell from how the colors changed in reaction to my words. “We’re here, so I can get you home and get your baby nestled into her bed tonight. So, like we did with the other gates, sit tight in your chair. Hold your hatchling.”

      Once the Veloc obeyed, I used the intercom to warn Pandora we were making a jump.

      Unlike the times before, I lifted the rainbow black core shiftgem from under my shirt, lifted it up on its chain, and pressed it to my lips, hoping it might somehow communicate the importance of my cargo to the gate. I let it fall, and the stone’s warmth strengthened, spreading rather than growing hotter.

      How strange.

      Without knowing what the gate would do, I activated all thrusters, which would enable me to hover in any environment—even if the gate shot me directly into Veloci Minor’s atmosphere. Then, I increased the rear thrusters to enter the gate and activated the shiftgem crystals to initiate the jump.

      The gate’s colors shifted to mimic that of the rainbow black, and the stomach-lurching sensation of jumping took hold. The next minute, I appreciated my foresight.

      The gate hadn’t sent us through space, but into the mid-atmosphere of a planet. Alarms squealed on my ship, and I slammed buttons and adjusted thrusters to restore forward motion. One by one, the warnings quieted, and my ship registered the atmospheric conditions and adjusted to them.

      “And the next time someone tells me the gate has a mind of its own, I will absolutely believe them,” I announced. I flipped a switch, scanned for communication lines, and identified a traffic controller frequency, which I tuned into. Rather sheepishly, I identified my ship, informed traffic control of a jump gone rather wrong, and requested direction.

      A rather amused traffic controller welcomed me to Veloci Minor, informed me they had already been notified we were attempting to use their cantankerous gate, and gave me permission to land at the nearest landport located a five minute flight at minimal throttle. They gave me a new frequency and ordered me to queue in for landing, but to expect preferential treatment due to the nature of my arrival.

      Three minutes later, the traffic controller at the landport scrambled to get a free runway open, but after a brief conversation, I assured them I could use any pad large enough for my vessel. While doubtful, the Veloc instructed me to a cargo copter pad, and I eased the ship over, engaged the hover functionality, and dropped her down in the center of the pad. I killed the engine, slumped in my seat, and groaned. “That was a nightmare scenario.”

      In my true fashion, I’d refused to accept names of my living cargo with the exception of the hatchling, as Miracle Star needed to hear her name and enjoy affection. Her mother trilled a laugh. “It was interesting.”

      Damned Veloc. The instant they’d gotten beyond their fear, they had thrown themselves into the whole flying experience with enthusiasm. If they asked me to go through my ship one more time, I would lose my mind.

      I pointed my hand in the general direction of the doors. “Please go home but leave the body so I can revive him. You’re welcome, I am honored to have enjoyed your company, and I appreciate your life-debt.”

      The father chuckled, as did the guardian. To my amusement, they did leave, and I opened the gangway from my seat, flipping on the security cameras to monitor the Veloc. They eyed the kidnapper, but beyond some hissing, they left his body alone.

      It would do. Weary from the travel and on edge from the untraditional planetary visit, I pressed the intercom and said, “Pandora, stay in your nest, please. It is not safe yet.”

      I trusted her to stay and keep her new friend close. Rising to my feet, I followed in the Veloc’s wake to discover what new forms of trouble waited for me.
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        * * *

      

      If the Veloc gave me one more gift, I would lose my mind. It had started with the mother’s sister, who’d keened, flung herself at me, and worshipped the ground I stood upon, wrapping herself around my legs while she wailed. At a loss, I bent over and stroked the Veloc’s crest, reassuring her in her tongue and thanking her for her gratitude.

      When she finally rose, she removed a gem from her crest and pressed it into my hand, begging me to accept it, and that she would adjust the setting so it could be a bauble suitable for my crest.

      I recognized a shiftgem crystal when I saw one, and she’d given me a beauty of a pitch black stone. At a loss of why she would give me something so precious, I thanked her.

      Her tenuous hold on her emotions frayed, and she keened more, although another Veloc intervened before she could trap me again. With the crystal in hand, I realized the entire clan had been waiting at the landport with a prayer in their hearts and a plea for some miracle on their breath.

      Somehow, the shiftgem gate had understood the true need, of the family waiting for word and not knowing if or when we would arrive.

      The gate had understood the true meaning of mercy, doing what it could to help those who suffered. I would need many hours to think through the ramifications of its compassion.

      More Veloc approached and swarmed the parents and hatchling, and with some help from the self-assigned guardian, I dodged the more aggressive displays of affection. More shiftgem crystals made their way into my hands, my pockets, and my hair, clipped into place by several older females, who said nothing but offered nuzzles to go with their gift.

      Once the procession eased, I asked the guardian, “What’s going on?”

      “You are a sister of our clan now, and they welcome you with a crystal each—a bauble we wear. It is a life-debt they cannot repay in this moment, so they do what they can. We had lost hope for her return.”

      “He took her a long way from home and chose poorly where to sell her. He picked the wrong black market, and he will pay for his choice. And if you’re wise and make sure he doesn’t come to harm until his trial, you may be able to hunt any accomplices.”

      “That will make it easier to control the clan.”

      “Are you prepared to imprison him?”

      “We’re prepared.”

      “Then I’ll begin the revival process. If you have a doctor capable of treating humanoids, it would be useful. My medical knowledge is limited, and let’s just say the operators gave him a beating. I’d like him to stay alive.”

      The guardian turned, and trilled, chirped, hooted, and clicked a request for the appropriate doctor and a holding cell. When he finished, I retreated to the ship, and he accompanied me.

      Without me asking, the Veloc snagged the man and removed the cable tethering him to my cargo hold. “Will this be painful?”

      I chuckled. “Considering I won’t be giving him any painkillers for his injuries, yes. And there will be quite some time while he thaws and his nerves are firing where I simply won’t give a damn. I usually try not to be cruel, but this is deserved. But I won’t have him killed without a trial.”

      “That is because you are just and fair, excellent traits more people could use. But vicious enough to do unpleasant but necessary things.”

      “Let’s just get him revived before the clan of angry predators realizes they’re angry. A corpse can’t stand trial.”
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        * * *

      

      The revival process went better than expected. The black market operators had opted to use minimal sedatives for the procedure. When he realized he was surrounded by Veloc ready to eat him alive, he confessed his every sin. As I possessed common sense, I’d begun recording the activity in the revival room, beginning the moment I started the revival.

      He went into my book as yet another survivor. The Veloc carted him off to stand trial. His confessions might save his life, although he would never spend another moment free. Veloc law made it clear: death or enslavement were the prices paid for kidnapping a defenseless hatchling.

      She hadn’t had her teeth yet when she’d been stolen from her nest, and she’d lacked the strength to use her sharp claws.

      I opted to stay around for the trial, as I found it difficult to refuse the clan’s requests to meet every member of their family. Had I known the clans took kin seriously, and that half the fucking planet had some form of relationship or life-debt to members of Miracle Star’s clan, I would have run away.

      As the newest member of said clan, with the threat of a thousand wailing Veloc to pay if I refused the honor, I learned the entire species had a serious problem with hair and feathers. I went from a homo sapiens to a humanoid peacock. As I lacked feathers of my own, Miracle Star’s parents plucked some of theirs and had them woven into my hair. A fortune of shiftgem crystals joined the feathers, tinkling whenever I moved my head. As the Veloc understood I needed to wash my hair, they put most of the gems into a headpiece I could take off at my whim. After the first day, I accepted the reality of life until I escaped Veloci Minor: unless in the home they’d assigned me or on my ship, I would be wearing the jewels.

      Or on a hunt. Apparently, the Veloc understood wearing a bazillion pounds of crystals while running around a jungle failed to result in anything other than my humiliation.

      At least they didn’t make me actually run through the jungle. They provided a rather predatory mount, which reminded me of a giant lizard with nasty claws, a nastier temperament, and a healthy fear of the Veloc. As such, it tolerated the saddle and me riding it, and it mostly behaved.

      A month after reviving the bastard, he got a trial—a remarkably fair one with four different psionic practitioners and a psychic. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized there were lines separating psionicists and psychics, instead thinking they were just different terms for the same thing.

      It had something to do with how they manipulated the mind and physical state of those around them, but beyond that, I failed to understand the differences. Maybe one day I would wrap my head around it. For the sake of my sanity, I hoped not.

      The last thing I needed in my life was a crystal clear view of the universe’s many evils.

      At first, the man had tried to talk his way out of the kidnapping, but all five of those with mental powers called him out on it. When the truth became murkier, the psychic tended to identify the lies the easiest while the psionicists were able to eventually locate the truth itself.

      At first, he claimed he had found her on her own and rescued her.

      It was well enough Miracle of a Lost Crimson Star couldn’t reach the bastard. She hissed and swiped her capped claws at him in protest of his claim. In a way, I wished the trial lacked translators.

      The hatchling learned a lot of the evils of the universe. The illusion of safety her parents had attempted to create continued to shatter. I had faith in Miracle Star, however.

      The next time someone crossed her, I suspected she’d be leaving a lot of blood in her wake. When she’d been taken, her teeth hadn’t grown in sufficiently to defend herself, and her claws hadn’t been large enough to do much damage. Time had worked its magic, and she’d grown into her status as a predator.

      That, plus her parents worked to teach her how best to kill any who tried to take her from their nest again.

      The trial took three days, after which he received the choice of being the target of a hunt or enslavement in service to the Veloc he had crossed. The choice had come at the price of outing his accomplices, who would all stand trial and face death or enslavement as well when caught.

      He chose the hunt, which put me in the uncomfortable position of being his transport, as everyone believed I would treat the bastard fairly if he did reach my ship. I’d accepted the verdict and offered my cooperation with a sigh and a condition: one of the other Veloc clans would guard my ship while I participated in the hunt.

      Winning even more adoration from the Veloc hadn’t been part of my plan, but I accepted it with yet another sigh.

      The bastard deserved a fate worse than death, but at least if I caught him, he’d receive a merciful end. The trial ensured the Veloc no longer understood the concept of mercy.

      They desired his screams as much as his blood.
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        * * *

      

      I could, when the mood struck me, be an irredeemable asshole. As part of my scheme to join the hunt but offer my ship should he escape, I escorted the bastard to my vessel and showed him what point he needed to reach if he wanted to leave Veloci Minor alive. I used a piece of tape on the open gangway to mark his goal.

      Then, borrowing from Carthello and making use of one of the presents he’d given me, I slipped a tracker into his clothes and used my link to activate it.

      The ten minute head start wouldn’t save him, not from me—or the jerk of a mount I’d be using.

      In a game of predators, only the cunning and wise emerged the victor. I meant to prove I could be both, and I’d only cheat a little in the process. Armed with a rather nasty rifle, one I’d used several times eliminating pirates from the derelicts they’d created, I joined the Veloc, who’d decided to treat the hunt as a family affair.

      Miracle of a Lost Crimson Star wore her first gem, a bright red one the match of my tail, as a memento of her first clan hunt.

      As the weakest link of the lot, the Veloc thought it would be amusing to give me a two minute head start. I admired their confidence. Of course, a Veloc could run at least twice as fast as a human, and if he took the most direct route, he had a thirty minute jog to reach my ship. The bastard of a mount, assuming he did as I told him, would catch up in less than five minutes, as it could outrun even a Veloc.

      I’d either get kicked out of the clan for being a bastard or worshipped for my prowess, cunning, and willingness to cheat when it came to preventing a torturous death.

      The fool should have chosen enslavement. He would have been given to another clan, treated well enough, and died of old age or some illness rather than suffering through hours of agony and terror. And when enslaved, had he cleaned up his act, he might not have even remembered he belonged to the Veloc, who took their honor seriously.

      There was no honor in abusing the enslaved for them.

      At the two minute mark, with my rifle ready to go, I sent my beast off with a tap of my heels. The scaled bastard had a name, but I didn’t use it, as I refused to become attached to the grouchy lizard with a hatred of all living things. I opted to pretend I wasn’t going to cry when I had to leave the planet behind. No, the real damned fool was me.

      Even trying to dodge names, my heart refused to obey the rules I’d set. No names, no attachments.

      It turned out my traitorous heart didn’t give a shit about names. Delta had cracked through that barrier first, making room for an entire clan of murderous feathered freaks who wanted to eat a human for having kidnapped one of their hatchlings. I couldn’t blame them for that.

      I kept reminding myself the Veloc would not show him a scrap of mercy, and it might take them days to decide to stop playing with their prey. The bastard wouldn’t reach my ship alive, and everyone except him knew it.

      The kidnapper still believed he could outsmart an entire planet of predators—predators who would gang together in a united front when it came to their hatchlings.

      I could already hear the Veloc from other clans moving through the thick trees, watching and waiting.

      If Miracle of a Lost Crimson Star’s clan didn’t catch him, they would. Nothing in their rules or agreements barred other clans from interfering. I’d been among them long enough to understand the truth. The one Veloc guarding my ship would, assuming their prey made it to my ship, preserve the law.

      But every other Veloc on the planet sought out justice with zero care of mercy.

      Making use of my link, I fixed on my target, which informed me my prey hadn’t made it all that far. I directed the mount over, around and through thick groves of trees, pushing aside moss-laden vines as needed or flattening myself to the lizard’s spiny back. It took me three minutes to locate him, and in that time, I’d gained several feathered shadows.

      A few hooted calls, meant to mimic birds, informed me they tracked me as much as my prey. I almost chuckled at the realization they forgot I could speak their language.

      They worried I might get lost in the jungle.

      They’d be getting a rather nasty surprise.

      At some point in his flight, the bastard had decided climbing a tree might save him. I suspected he’d given up attempting to run or hoped to catch his breath. When I treated him like one of the pirates who murdered crews for cargo, I found it simple enough to set my rifle in place on my shoulder, take aim, set it to silent mode so I wouldn’t disturb the wildlife or hurt the ears of the nearby Veloc. I made use of a laser sighting to get a bead on his head before finishing the job with a single armor-penetrating round.

      The bastard hadn’t even realized he’d been found before he fell from the tree and hit the ground. As I had no interest in examining a human’s brain matter, I turned the beast so it wouldn’t get some rounds, lowered my rifle, lifted the barrel, and blew off imaginary smoke. “Point to me,” I announced. “Rules are rules—and my rules say we don’t eat the corpse of a humanoid I shot, so one of you can tie the body to my saddle. I’ll pay for it, but he’ll be returned to his planet of origin for a proper burial, along with a copy of the verdict and that he had a clean, quick end.”

      In other courts, the bastard would have rotted in prison for years before facing execution for the crime.

      Mercy had won, and I wouldn’t blemish my track record despite disappointing a bunch of predators.

      An emerald crested Veloc emerged from the underbrush and eyed the body before regarding me with interest.

      Bugger. The bounty clan. As all the Veloc I’d met spoke trade, I said, “I’m not available for recovery right now. You’re part of Mystoran’s clan, right?” I gestured in the direction of his crest. “You’re the same color. Sort of?”

      “Yes, we are. We arrived before the trial, and as we do not interfere in such things, we have bided our time.” The Veloc went to the body, turned, and gave it a single, hard kick, careful not to use his claws. “You are a strange creature. Disturbingly ethical.”

      “I’ve been around you Veloc long enough to know you play with your food when angry, and there are a lot of angry Veloc around right now. I didn’t want to try to sleep knowing he’d spend days screaming before being put out of his misery. It doesn’t fix anything.”

      “It does not. In that, you are right.” The Veloc snagged the body by the leg and dragged it over to my beast. Rather than tie it to the saddle, he whistled a command, and the lizard wrapped the body in its tail. “No rope required. I will provide escort. You will want to put this into stasis before he rots.”

      I activated my link to get a direction for my ship, and I pointed the correct way. “My ship is there.”

      “Then we shall go there. Your clan will catch up soon.”

      Sure enough, within three minutes, I had a rather unamused audience of Veloc, although most of their ire was focused on the emerald crested visitors.

      Rather than engage with them over the situation, I kept urging the lizard from hell along, doing my best to keep from twisting around to stare at the body. Almost forty minutes later, mostly due to a bunch of Veloc insisting they posture and show off their feathers, we made it back to my ship.

      “There are body bags in the utility closet in the hallway. Can you get one for me? I’d rather not have this asshole leak all over my ship.”

      The guarding Veloc hooted a laugh, went into my ship, and brought one of the leak-proof bags I kept for when things went bad on a salvage. I got off the lizard, and as I didn’t trust him not to go running off at his whim rather than mine, I gave the reins to the nearest Veloc. With a little help from two of the calmer Veloc, I got the bastard stuffed into a bag and went to play with my new stasis chamber.

      As I didn’t have a living body to worry about, I got to skip an hour of setup, got some help from the Veloc to shove him, bag and all, into the chamber, sealed it up, and froze him in stasis for the journey to his home world.

      Pandora and her kit waited at the door into the cargo bay, and they wagged their tails. Smiling, I went to give them treats and praised them for being good. Then, as I wanted to see how long it would take me to ditch the corpse on his own world, I went to my navigation room to discover I had a rather handsome guest lounging in my chair, and he wore a pair of jeans and a rather smug smile.

      “Okay, you can tell me your name now.” I took my time enjoying the view. “As this is my ship, anything that boards without my permission becomes mine.” As I’d made up a lot of rules since joining the Veloc clan, I said, “It’s a new rule. I just made it up, but I’ll have it registered onto my list of rules guests must abide by.”

      Delta grinned. “And here I thought I’d have to rescue you.”

      I blinked. “Why do I need to be rescued?”

      “You have been on Veloci Minor for a month, Viva.”

      “Well, yes.” I eyed my hands, which had gotten a rather displeasing amount of blood on them. “I foolishly decided to stay for the trial, and the Veloc are utterly convinced the world will end if they can’t shower me with general appreciation. I just had to mercy kill some idiot who thought it was a good idea to kidnap a Veloc hatchling.”

      “Yes, there are videos of you cuddling with the hatchling, which is making the rounds through every Veloc clan in the universe. It’s become insanity. If it hadn’t been for the hatchling’s clan having first rights to claim you for their clan, there would be a planet-wide brawl to have you right now.”

      “They take their hatchlings seriously. I’m just pissed off I’d just gotten to unload most of my damned life-debts to end up with an entire fucking planet worth of them. It’s completely unfair.”

      Delta chuckled. “My name is Lucas, but I’ve found myself growing rather fond of you calling me Delta.”

      I foresaw myself becoming rather confused on what to call the man in the future. “Lucas? That’s it? It’s just Lucas?”

      “I have a family name, and I have two middle names because my parents couldn’t decide which collection of bland Earth names to give me. It’s a tradition. Lucas Alexander William Davenport is my complete name. My family likes trying to keep some Earth traditions alive, mostly through how they name us. Lucas came from a list of common Earth names before the generational ships departed the planet. Alexander and William are the names of world leaders from Earth. Davenport is our original family name. As I have a life-debt owed to you, my family kicked me out, along with my cousins, so we’re here to pick a fight with your clan.”

      I foresaw a great deal of posturing. As I’d accepted the Veloc lived to posture, I heaved a sigh. “Wait here, charm my foxes, and let me get cleaned up. I’m inappropriately dressed—and I’m wearing the blood of an asshole kidnapper, which isn’t a good look on anyone. For the moment, I’m still calling you Delta. You just don’t feel like a Lucas to me right now.”

      “Call me anything you’d like. Also, that blood is an excellent look on you. He deserved his fate. And frankly, you gave him a lot more mercy than he deserved.”

      “Perhaps so, but I would rather be merciful than cruel, and I know just how many angry Veloc all wanted a pound of flesh. He wouldn’t have had enough flesh to go around, so they would have gone the paper cut before dismemberment route, I’m sure. Wait here unless one of the other clans asks you nicely to go to the visitor center, in which case, go to the visitor center. They’ll provide one of those bastard mounts to get you there unless they really hate you, in which case, good luck. It’s a long walk.”
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Their life-debt claim trumped everything else.

        

      

    

    
      I should have known I would become a doll for the amusement of my clan. As one of the nosy Veloc with overly good hearing had heard me claim Delta as my property, they’d decided there was one acceptable resolution: the clans would wage war over who got to keep him, and my clan would encourage the fireworks.

      My clan refused to give up ownership of my person, and their life-debt claim trumped everything else. Delta, on the other hand, classified as loose property, free to be captured and dressed up by the victorious clan. As a general rule, Veloc engaged in rather rough battles over loose property while the source of their interest observed. In Delta’s case, he basked in the attention while Veloc parents attempted to charm him into their clan through the ruthless use of wretchedly adorable hatchlings.

      As I’d called property rights first, I got a dose of the hatchling love, too. For the most part, Miracle of a Lost Crimson Star owned my lap, although she’d permit other hatchlings to join her for a nap. Her favorite young suitor, a yellow crested male, pitched a fit whenever his parents tried to separate them.

      According to his mother, he’d been inconsolable when she’d disappeared, and everyone expected they would become a pair upon reaching adulthood, although knowing both hatchlings, they’d draw out the chase to annoy everyone around them.

      “So, how is your no-name policy working out for you?” Delta asked.

      “Miserably, apparently.” I scratched Miracle Star along her stubby crest, and she melted into a purring puddle. “I tried not to name you, but then I named you something utterly stupid, and you’re fine with it. Now you’re named, and you’re not going away anytime soon, are you?”

      “I’m not, and I’ll admit I’m relieved you realized this. I was brought up from a young age to understand romancing is serious business. Of course, no one bothered to stop and explain how the hell to actually go about it, so I’m taking it a day at a time. So far, it’s been seven days, the Veloc are still fighting over property rights, and Mystoran’s father called my father because it’s looking like they’re going to turn this nonsense into a planet-wide festival. What did you do?”

      “Why are you blaming me?”

      “Well, they’re fighting over me so they get to claim relations with you. Every damned Veloc on this planet has claimed they owe you a life-debt at this point.”

      “All I did was play transport, Delta. That’s it. A black market operator told me they had a Veloc hatchling who needed to go home, and I volunteered. I speak Veloci, and speaking Veloci is really important when you don’t want the Veloc to eat you alive for having their hatchling.”

      “First, most Veloc understand they tend to eat those who take their hatchlings. Not only did you willingly agree to transport their hatchling, you fixed her feathers, fed her properly, and comforted her. She’s not terrified of space travel unlike most Veloc. It takes them twice as long to adapt to space compared to homo sapiens.”

      “Like her parents. They were terrified. Their guardian took a lot of coaxing to get to make the short trip between ships. Some species just don’t adapt well.”

      “Yeah. To complicate matters, frightened Veloc tend to become violent, so you’re considered to be either the bravest human to ever explore space or the dumbest. After how you tricked the Veloc out of their kill, they’re going with brave and ridiculously clever. You shocked them.”

      “I cheated.” The tracker had become common knowledge after a few hours, as I’d gotten tired of the posturing and told them I hated to lose and how else was I supposed to beat a bunch of living, breathing murder machines? “Calling them living, breathing murder machines hadn’t been my best moment.”

      “But accurate. Hilarious, too. You’d gotten so flustered. You don’t handle praise well.” Delta reached over and moved one of the many crystals away from my eyes so I wouldn’t bat at it and get yet another scrape on my knuckles fighting with my jewelry. “At least Mystandor’s clan canceled the bounty after learning what was going on here. It’d become a literal bloodbath if they were fighting over the bounty on top of my property rights. Worse, my father will probably bring my mother and my birth certificate and tell them to take me. I’m a rather large source of stress for them right now. I’m supposed to be training to help govern the planet, and I’m off on Veloci Minor, being told I need to start making attempts to romance you. Frankly, they’re fighting because they understand I’m the definition of hopeless.”

      My eyes widened. “You’re your planet’s heir?”

      “Yes and no. Cremora Delta worlds are run through a type of planetary congress. A quarter of the congress is hereditary, with one of the hereditary members leading the congress. My father is the current planetary leader by vote. I’d been sent on the freighter to secure our shiftgem crystals. We’re getting a spaceport of our own rather than relying on the Cremorans to handle our imports and exports. They love the idea because they have to help the Veloc. Let’s just say they’re not ideal at interplanetary trade. Having us become more independent is a good thing.”

      Piece by piece, things began to make sense.

      How better to prevent change than create a catastrophe for the congress, resulting in the expansion project? I could readily understand how and why those on board the ship would betray Delta—and want to preserve his life. If Delta took the blame, his father fell, too.

      I reached into my shirt and retrieved the rainbow black core shiftgem I’d taken from the stash. “Did they tell you what this is?”

      “They did. The ship’s mechanic, not that he was good at his job, had smuggled core shiftgems from a planet busting operation. They discovered everything had been a ruse. The straw lots where I drew first? Planned.”

      I could guess. “The lots were all marked the same?”

      “They were.”

      “Why save you? So your dad could take the fall?”

      Delta shrugged. “I don’t know. Remorse, maybe? I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m notorious about being a stickler for the rules. Maybe they realized nobody would believe I would smuggle core shiftgems? My father received a comprehensive report from your associates. The authorities overseeing shiftgem production are opting to give the gems to our world, as there were no survivors from the original operation. We have no idea what to do with them, which I think played a part in their decision to give them for us. We have a vault, and they’re going there for now.”

      “Stasis revival units and stasis chambers,” I replied. “Medical equipment. Core shiftgems are all about the formation of life. They work best when in those types of machines. You could become a leader in medical instrument research with access to those shiftgems. They’re in so many sizes.”

      “And colors. It’s a thought, and I’ll talk to my father about it.”

      “What will you talk to me about?”

      I recognized Klearno’s voice, and I turned to regard the man, struggling to keep from grinning at his exasperated tone.

      “The core shiftgems. Viva recommends we put them to use in medical equipment.”

      “I’ll add that to the agenda. Why is it I got a call informing me you were being abducted by a Veloc clan?”

      Delta pointed at me. “It’s her fault. She made a statement regarding unattended property on her ship belonging to her, and it turned into a planet-wide brawl over property rights. She’s been adopted by the crimson crests, and the other clans are all wanting a piece of me because they can claim kin relations that way. They have decided we’re a pair, and I’ve been instructed to get busy with the romancing, Dad.”

      Delta’s father snickered. “And you have no idea what you’re doing because your first love was a book. About butterflies, to be specific. Thank you for bringing Miracle of a Lost Crimson Star home. We were prepared to get involved with her recovery, but we have little in the way of offense. We’re set on the defense, especially with the help of the Veloc and Cremorans. We’ve got a long way to go in everything else. Please forgive my son for his lack of romancing skills, bringing much shame to our Veloc cousins. We figured he was a lost cause. He’s always preferred books and learning over women.”

      I understood Delta well enough, then. “I learned to speak Veloci from education models. I share his condition. It’s non-lethal, but it interferes with normal relationships with sentients.”

      “Thus your reluctance to learn names of those you have to share close quarters with?”

      I sighed and bowed my head. “It just turns out I renamed him to be Delta, and he seems to like it.”

      “He never liked being called Lucas anyway. He bitched and moaned it always sounded like someone was calling him an ass. Nicknames are used on our world, and I’m sure most will start calling him Delta soon enough, especially as he seems to like it. We’ll save calling him an ass for when he’s being one. So, Lucas.”

      I snickered at the emphasis on the second syllable of his name. “You’ve done something to upset your family, Delta.”

      “I didn’t write, I didn’t call, I ran off with the first ship willing to take me and a few Veloc friends here, and I may have walked out of a meeting when word came down the wire I needed to get to the landport. Oh, that reminds me. Do you know someone named Carthello?”

      “I do. Why?”

      “He sent the ship when we inquired on transport to Veloci Minor. He had a message?”

      Oh, boy. “He’s calling in another damned life-debt again, isn’t he?”

      Delta’s shoulders shook from his effort to keep from laughing. “You saved him from being eaten by a clan of angry Veloc, as he was supposed to transport Miracle Star home.”

      That explained a lot. Carthello had his defenses, but he would not have appreciated tangoing with an enraged Veloc clan. “But I’d just gotten rid of the last one!”

      “You’ll live. That’s what he told me to tell you when you said something like that. He’s rather… unique. I was afraid to ask.”

      My eyes widened. “Carthello escorted you here personally?”

      “He said he was on his way to his new spaceport and wanted to make sure you, the hopeless female that you are, had at least some chance of securing a male who might be trained to enjoy going into space as much as you do. I’m at the stage where I am coming to terms with spending most of my time in space rather than safely on a planet where my father can yell at me for skipping out on meetings.”

      Delta’s father sighed. “We’d already discussed this, boy. The planet needs representatives who are actually willing to go off without bribes, threats, and extensive amounts of cajoling involved. We sent you to get the shiftgem crystals because I caught you sneaking around the landport trying to get a closer look at the ships. You can go adventure in space as long as you do so safely. Anyway, you have brothers. If you get lost—again, mind you—I’ll just sacrifice one of them to the planetary council.”

      “Ouch, Dad. I’m hurt.”

      According to Klearno’s snort, he didn’t believe his son to be capable of being hurt by something as minor as parental displays of displeasure. “No, you’re going to be hurt when the Andromedan delegation arrives, as I informed them one of their pristine homo sapiens adventuring women had been adopted by a Veloc clan and was being courted by my son.”

      Miracle of a Lost Crimson Star cooed her amusement and settled in on my lap to take a nap with her best friend, who’d dosed off at least an hour ago. “Are you courting me, Delta?”

      “Apparently?”

      “Is this what romancing is, then? We get to sit around, be fed delicacies by a bunch of bickering feathered murder machines, and listen to your dad lament about his latest life issues?”

      Delta narrowed his eyes. “If this is romancing, it’s not bad. I prefer learning how to take your engine apart and put it back together again, honestly. That was a challenge. This is enjoyable, but it’s not at all challenging.”

      “We’re being spoiled,” I informed him. “There is plenty of time to take engines apart and put them back together. We have to take the spoiling very seriously, as there’s little room for such luxuries in space.” I thought about my new collection of storage containers. “Well, before Mystoran’s clan and Carthello got a hold of my cargo bay, there wasn’t a lot of room for luxuries in space, but they spoiled me. Maybe I should give you the kit so you can have a vulpes vulpes of your own. Then Pandora can own you and your kit. And me. And everything she sees.” I pointed in the general direction of the latest group of Veloc to have claimed responsibility for my foxes. In reality, my foxes had taken over yet another clan with their furry charms. “They’re going to learn a lot of bad habits, but we’ll have time in space to teach them how not to destroy everything. And they’re smart. They train quickly. We’ll have to get the kit his own nest, though. The nest is important for his safety during takeoffs and landings—or when things get sketchy on the ship. And before we can leave, we need to get his adult spacesuit made and several suits for while he’s growing. We’ll also have the cage Carthello gave me for emergencies, although we’ll be stocking a few of those for odd rescues.”

      “Is romancing spoiling, then?”

      I considered his question. “I don’t know. If I spoil you and you spoil me, is that romancing?”

      Delta’s father heaved a sigh. “Veloc tend to view romancing like that, with the general expectation that after the first stage of romancing is complete, the pair will become a permanent couple. Then the nature of the romancing changes, in that they’ll still spoil each other, but they’re spoiling each other with additional benefits. Those benefits can result in infants of the appropriate species. You two are currently serving as the bed of the product of various successful romancing attempts. While I can’t speak for Viva’s parents due to their status as generational ship inhabitants, you are the first product of a successful romancing attempt. Your mother made me spend two years romancing her before she took pity on me. I had to recruit help from the clan for tips and tricks on how to stop screwing everything up. It didn’t work to plan, but your mother took pity on me after a while. She thought it was sweet I’d put in the effort and tried.”

      “It’s good to know where I got my inability to handle romance from. Thanks, Dad.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      As I wanted to hear more about the man’s failed romancing attempts, I hooted and whistled for Mystoran, who trilled a call back and loped over from one of the numerous groups of bickering Veloc. “Hey. How bad was Delta’s dad at dating his mother?”

      “They dated?” the Veloc replied in a disgusted tone. “It was shameful. A shame on our clan, a scourge upon his family! Only luck saved him from losing. Delta’s mother? A patient soul. So patient. Please do us all the honor and favor of sparing us from such nonsense. As we heard the disheartening questions for clarification, allow me to illuminate you. Romancing is whatever you want it to be. If you wish to build engines together and use this to cement your family, then build engines. Explore space. Enjoy the spoiling as you can. The point is to build a family together, not to adhere to the standards of any one other couple. Delta is not his father, and we thank the stars that you are not his mother. You are cut from an entirely different cloth than these weak little Deltans who just learned there are wonders to behold among the stars.”

      “Says the Veloc, from a species notoriously bad at adapting to space travel,” I replied.

      “Ah, we may be bad at it, but we understand the worth of such adventures—and we go as needed. The Cremora Deltans? Oh, they have far to go. You should teach them. Then you can fly often and do what you do best, rescuing novice space travelers from themselves and disaster.”

      Damn. The Veloc had me dead to rights. “But will they whine when I take him with me?”

      “Only if you don’t bring him back at agreed upon intervals. They will annoy you from time to time, but you will accept the price you must pay to keep both of your clans from whining severely or attempting to follow you.”

      I foresaw a great deal of trouble and stowaway hatchlings hungering for exploration. I would need to keep spacesuits suitable for Velocs—and get at least two chairs compatible with both species. “How often do you need to return to your home world?”

      “Once every five or six years should suffice,” he replied.

      Delta’s father cleared his throat.

      “I don’t think he agrees with you. Five or six years does give ample time for exploration, but my ship doesn’t stock that long in supplies. You can get across most of space, with the assistance of the gates, in six to eight months. Perhaps you should tentatively offer every six months for a period of two months. There’s something to be said about being on a planet for a while. But after two months, you’ll long for a good outing.”

      “Okay. Six months with two month visitations before I leave again, Dad.”

      “That’s a little more reasonable. Why don’t we try for three times a year with one of those visits being during one of our major holidays?”

      It amused me that Delta’s father had already come to terms with his son going out into space. I would need to come to terms with Delta wanting to venture out into space with me. Then, I realized I had a major problem on my hands. I stared at Mystoran with wide eyes. “I think I’m going to need a bigger ship.”

      “Or an interior overhaul,” the Veloc agreed. “I’m sure we can come up with something. Little Cousin, might I make a suggestion?”

      “Sure.”

      “Challenge the Veloc to design the best ship possible for you and your lady to venture into the unknown in search of the lost. May the best design win. Then she can transform her ship into one you will both be pleased with. You will surely have a nest here and on our world, but your true nest will voyage between the stars.”

      Huh. Mystoran had good ideas. “You should do that. The Veloc might not be great at traveling, but their ships seem to be good.”

      “We are great designers. We are not so good at flying the things we design. It is one of our few flaws.”

      “The only thing flawed was your hunting tactics,” I replied.

      Mystoran bowed his head, flattened his crest, and whistled his despair. “You have chosen a cruel female, Little Cousin.”

      “I like her just as she is.”

    

  







            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

          

      

    

    






They adored each other to the point of death.

        

      

    

    
      One year, three months, and twenty days after landing on Veloci Minor, I said goodbye to my old life and welcomed in the new. I’d been warned the Veloc took romancing to extremes, but nobody had told me they viewed weddings as the most important ceremony in one’s life. In the tradition of the Veloc, I started my day with a head-to-tail grooming, where they decked me out in a ridiculous number of jewels and a white dress. Typically, they dressed in the color of the clans, but despite over a year of bickering, Delta had dodged being claimed. I expected he’d lose that battle soon enough, and his clan of cousins would win that war.

      They adored each other to the point of death, something the Veloc respected.

      Sometime during the preparations, I’d learned white had been a tradition sourced from Earth, although nobody quite understood the purity angle. Keeping my dress white for the ceremony would test the patience of the Veloc. The latest batch of hatchlings adored me, tended to follow me in flocks, and had a dress-destroying habit of spitting up fur, feather, and bone while they grew used to eating live prey.

      At least they no longer needed milk, which presented a whole different spit up problem.

      Miracle of a Lost Crimson Star had been one of the easier hatchlings to raise, and I’d done well not overfeeding her, thus avoiding most of the problems. The hatchling had grown into a fledgling, and she’d won the right to carry rings and flowers in another human tradition. As nobody really understood the point of the flowers, we’d ended up dressing the waist tall Veloc in a dress covered with them.

      She would steal hearts with her adorable attire.

      “Humans are strange,” I informed Delta’s mother, a woman who preferred to be called Mom and refused to give me her actual name. I’d given up the battle and gone with it. My actual mother, who also wanted to be called Mom, snickered at my commentary.

      It amazed me that my parents had made the journey all the way from Andromeda to witness me wed a man I’d plucked out of space.

      “That’s really not how flower girls are supposed to work, but frankly, this is so much cuter, this is how the tradition should have been,” my mother announced. “Flower girls, on Earth, threw flowers. That’s all. A little boy tended to be the ring bearer. I’m guessing you just saw flower girl and ring bearer in the listing?”

      We had, and rather than try to cover up our amusing mistake, I nodded. “Well, we tried.”

      “This is so much better, but if you want to mimic a human ceremony, bring that little boy this girl likes and have them just walk together down the aisle. It’ll be trivial to deck him out in flowers.”

      Delta’s father took the hint and went off to secure our impromptu ring bearer.

      “Anything else we’ve gotten woefully wrong, Mom?”

      “Everything, but I love it and think this is perfect. Well, perfect for you. You never liked doing anything the easy or sensible way. When we’d been asked if we’d wanted to modify you, I’d thought your father had been out of his mind to request survival adaptations. But as I wanted you to live a long and happy life, I figured he’d been right. Now you’re living among…”

      “Feathered murder machines,” I provided.

      Mystoran, who’d been assigned as Delta’s right hand Veloc for the wedding, hooted his laughter. “And you are our prized furred murder machine.” And without missing a beat, he regaled my mother about how I’d slapped a tracker onto a bastard of a hatchling kidnapper and shot him out of a tree.

      Miracle of a Lost Crimson Star pressed her head against my stomach, and I smiled at her, stroking my hand over her crest, careful to avoid her new decorations. “Still Water Under a Bridge will be with you, so you don’t have to worry about how long it is until you can see him. The ceremony won’t be that long, but you two will need to be quiet like we discussed.”

      She pressed closer to me and cooed.

      Delta’s father returned with Miracle Star’s favorite friend, and the pair cooed at each other, nuzzled, and settled into their routine of greeting each other, preening their feathers, and otherwise drawing attention to themselves. “My son is growing rather impatient, as he seems convinced you’re going to run straight for your ship and flee the planet rather than get married.”

      I gestured to my head, which sported a fortune in shiftgem crystals. “Part of my life support system is decorating my hair. I can’t fly without a life support system.” In reality, my life support system had been torn apart by an overenthusiastic Delta, who owed me a new one and had dealt with several hours of me crying over its destruction, however accidental. And by accidental, I suspected he’d been clumsy on purpose to make sure I couldn’t flee the planet. “And part of my life support system is decorating my hair because he broke it.”

      “And he’s helping you fix it, just after the wedding. I don’t know why he’s so convinced you’re going to run so he has to chase you.”

      I shrugged. “It’s probably because I kept threatening to run off and take the impressionable hatchlings with me, training them to venture among the stars rather than stay on land. I even promised to bring the impressionable hatchlings back and get their parents’ permission to take them off on short flights. I think he broke my life support system, so I wouldn’t actually do it.”

      “If he thinks that’s going to stop you, he’s crazier than I thought,” his father muttered. “We need to get in our positions. Remember, no inciting the clans to battle each other until later.”

      “Should I be concerned?” my mother asked.

      “Only if you don’t like watching feathered murder machines posture,” I replied. “It’s fun. They’ll feed us while they posture, and if you’re unlucky, you’ll be adopted. If you’re really unlucky, several clans will fight for the right to adopt you. They are not clear on how adoption actually works. Honestly, you’re going to be adopted. You haven’t run away screaming yet. You should have seen the technicians who came trying to rig up a new ship for the Cremora Deltans.”

      “It helped they sent the hatchlings out to greet us at the landport,” my mother admitted. “We hadn’t learned even the hatchlings are predators.”

      “They’re adorable, and that gets them close enough to take no prisoners. It’s too late for us all.” I looked around the reception room that had been transformed into the pre-ceremony bridal suite. “Someone ran off with our foxes again.”

      “They’re with Delta, and they’re decked out in a ridiculous number of jewels. I’d been meaning to ask. Where did you get the male? He’s an excellent specimen.”

      “I don’t know where Carthello got him.”

      “The tentacle man with scales and claws?” my mother asked.

      Right. Carthello had come for the wedding, citing the life-debt and a refusal to miss out on a day I was forced to accept gifts. “Yes, him. He’s a good sort. He helped me acquire my stasis machine.”

      “We are rolling in kits, so I’ll speak to him. They need good homes.”

      Oh, boy. My mother would end up becoming a black market supplier if given a chance—and she would specialize in having vulpes vulpes take over the universe. “Just don’t forget the survivability mods. They need them in space.”

      “Yes, yes. We’ve been working on it. Ah, that reminds me. We’d like to tweak Pandora and her beau a little. We brought the machine, and we can test if they’re compatible. I believe they are.”

      “What tweaks?” I demanded, narrowing my eyes.

      “We’ve figured out how to reset their aging markers in their DNA, so we can extend their lives to be roughly sixty Earth years. That’s the longest we can manage without damaging quality of life. The older test subjects, who are from the generational ship, stay in the prime of life until dying of natural causes, typically heart attacks. We can’t stop elements of aging in them, but we’ve unlocked the key we’ve wanted. To keep them for our lives, and that they won’t suffer from old age like we will.”

      “It stops arthritis?”

      “None of them we’ve modded have suffered arthritis.”

      “After the ceremony,” I said, kissing my mother’s cheek. “But thank you. Pandora means the world to me.”

      “We know. We’ve known since the moment you laid eyes on her and realized she was yours. From that moment, we knew you would do anything for her, and she’s a smart fox. She knows it, too. Now, prepare yourself. I’ve been warned there will be a great deal of keening from the Veloc, who simply live for but cannot handle weddings. It will be chaos.”
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        * * *

      

      My mother’s prediction proved to be true, and I understood why there hadn’t been any music for the wedding. Why bother with music with the keening, trilling, and cooing of the Veloc in the audience? Miracle of a Lost Crimson Star and Still Water Under a Bridge led the procession, and the pair bobbed their flower-decorated heads, adding to the cacophony with their hooted laughs.

      At least they found the situation funny. I wanted to roll my eyes at the drama, but I focused on a rather nervous Delta who seemed ready to take flight without the help of a spaceship.

      Thanks to the oddity of Veloc ways, I had a collection of six fathers accompanying me, including Delta’s, adding to the insanity. As I wasn’t telling a Veloc he couldn’t play father to a clan adoptee, I went along with it, and I’d even managed to arrange it so everyone got an equal share of attention.

      The mothers had congregated near Delta, and I had no idea what their purpose in the ceremony was beyond to keep the men in line. Everyone paired up as planned, and I joined Delta in front of the crowd, which mostly consisted of the Veloc clans, black market operators, and a handful of other sentients who’d traveled across the universe to witness me wed one of my rescues.

      It took about three minutes to realize the vows and sermon were formalities, not that anyone could hear them over the Veloc determined to notify the entire planet of a wedding. I only understood when I was to give my vow to Delta and accept his vow in return when the leader of the wedding, a rather old Veloc with gray feathers, claimed the rings from Miracle of a Lost Crimson Star and handed them over and clipped our marriage crystals, rainbow black shiftgem crystals, into our hair in the Veloc tradition.

      The Veloc roared their approval, and I expected to suffer from ringing ears for a few days.

      As the Veloc didn’t kiss, not in the way humans did, we’d agreed we’d save more intimate displays of affection for a later time, opting to press our foreheads together, much like the Veloc did when showing another respect. We lacked crests, but it got the point across.

      My husband chuckled at the insanity of it all, and once we’d held the position for the appropriate time, he leaned forward to say, “Now you can run away if you’d like.”

      “Not without a spaceship I can’t,” I complained. “You broke my life support system.”

      He laughed, turned to the crowd, and offered his arm to me, which I took. “So I did. Now we have to survive a gauntlet of keening Veloc. We now get to venture to my favorite part of the day.”

      “The presents?” I guessed.

      “The presents,” he confirmed in his most serious tone. “I have been promised many presents, and there’s only one thing better than a present, and that’s two presents.”

      Well, at least Delta made it easy to know what he liked. “I have a present for you you’ll really like later.”

      “Oh?”

      “Me naked in our bed.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Somehow, we survived through an entire afternoon of presents. No matter what I said, the Veloc took the idea of life-debts seriously, which meant I needed to accept something from every single one of them who believed they owed me. To my dismay, the entire planet felt the same way.

      “Why?” I wailed in one of the lulls of gift giving.

      Mystoran, who’d taken on the role of registering every gift given, laughed at my misfortune. “You performed a miracle, that’s why. Sure, the black market operators claimed her back, but you were the one who returned her. Of all the hatchlings stolen, she is the first to have made it home as a hatchling. The others? If they survive, they are several decades older, living enslaved until fighting for their freedom. Several clans have suffered from the loss of a hatchling this way. Some of the gifts you were given are from stolen hatchlings who didn’t have someone to save them. You were but one piece of the working that brought Miracle Star home, but you were the most important part. Without you, she may not have made it home at all.”

      “Carthello would have done his best.”

      “He is toxic for our kind, and he would have killed her trying. That is why he wears unique clothes. A safety modification. You were her only hope. No one else at that spacestation could have cared for her. They were all adapted. It was good fortune. We learned of why she was in her condition from him. She’d been trying to feed herself because they couldn’t feed her. They would have poisoned her trying. And she would have starved to death because she is too young—and the space station itself was dying,” Mystoran explained.

      “And things become clearer,” I whispered, staring at the ridiculous number of gifts, many still wrapped, we would need to contend with before we could leave the planet. “I had no idea.”

      “If it appeases you a little, they appreciate how much you fight the life-debt. They understand you would have done it for any other hatchling without care for a reward. And we heard you didn’t even bother checking your compensation for pulling your husband out of the fire.”

      I snorted and pointed at Delta. “He is my compensation. The tokens were paid out in advance to cover his feeding bill.”

      My husband laughed. “I can live with that. I have a present for you. As it seems the zealous Veloc have given us a break, shall we go see your present? It’s a short trip, but we’ll have a hover to get us there. We cannot risk your dress. That dress is a work of art, and we aren’t allowed to destroy it until this evening. Then it’s to be reduced to scraps. I’m not sure why, but when a Veloc tells me I have to shred your dress getting you out of it, I’m not going to argue.”

      I pointed at Mystoran’s capped claws. “I’m guessing the Veloc wear dresses or some form of covering for their weddings, and they delight in shredding them while freeing their brides.”

      “It’s a good guess. It’s also true,” Mystoran confirmed.

      Well, I wouldn’t miss the dress, and there would be plenty of pictures of me in it if I wanted to revisit the past. “Let’s go see this present. Your present is forgiveness for trashing my life support system to make certain I wouldn’t flee the planet before the wedding.”

      “That’s a pretty good present,” he admitted, getting to his feet and holding his hand out to me. “I’m just glad I didn’t damage the crystals. I’m not sure why you’re wearing your life support crystals, but I figure you’re not going to lose them that way.”

      “One of the Veloc saw me with them and stole them, promising I’d have them back later. Maybe they thought they were one of the bazillion shiftgem crystals I now own? I’m going to need a nest on two planets to hold my entire collection.”

      “That you will. Now, close your eyes. I’ll guide you, but I really want this to be a surprise.”

      As he hadn’t asked much of me beyond forgiveness for breaking my life support system, I went along with his request and closed my eyes. “I’ll miss you if you ruin my dress and get eaten by angry Veloc.”

      Mystoran hooted his amusement. “Just this once, I’ll protect him.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay. You can open your eyes.”

      I obeyed, and the visitor landport of Veloci Minor surrounded us. “I see we have traveled quite a far distance of perhaps a kilometer to reach our destination.”

      “There was no way in hell I was asking you to walk that far in those shoes.”

      “And just like that, you reminded me why I decided it was a good idea to marry you. So deliciously practical.”

      Delta laughed, and he pointed at a nearby flight pad with a mid-ranged, long-distance interceptor with an extended body, likely a cargo bay. “I took your advice and challenged the Veloc clans to design the perfect spaceship for your needs. Now is the time where I will confess I was under strict orders by several Veloc that I would damage your life support system so they could replace it and add some special modifications to your ship.”

      Okay. In his shoes, I would have broken my life support system, too. “I still forgive you.” I blinked at the ship, which was twice the size of mine. “You got me an entire ship?”

      “Honestly, the Veloc are giving you the ship. I’m just claiming credit. I fed them intel every time we browsed the newest toys on the market. Breaking the life support system meant they could overhaul it while I kept you busy with the wedding. I do have some bad news for you, though.”

      There was bad news? They’d gotten me an entire new ship. I spluttered and pointed and the sleek beauty begging me to put her through her paces. “How can anything about this be bad?”

      “Your life support system, your communication system, your engine, and your spare engine were overhauled. The overhaul is in pieces in your original ship, which is parked on the other side of your new ship. If you want to whisk me away to explore space, you’re going to have to put it all back together again. Oh, and the bunks in your ship were completely redesigned, as I refuse to sleep on some tiny cot when I could have luxury accommodations with my wife.”

      Ah. I understood. Someone had given himself a wedding present. “I suppose I’ll survive through the horribly tedious process of helping my husband put my spaceship together. One of us is going to like this more than the other.”

      “I’m the one who is going to like this more than the other.”

      “Like hell you are!” I shot him a glare and planted my hands on my hips. “That’s my ship, Delta. Mine.”

      His smile caught me off guard, and I blinked at him. He reached over and pressed his finger to my lips to keep me quiet. I cooperated, as I’d learned he had something truly important to say if he went to such lengths.

      “I love everything about you. You shine when you’re working with your ship, and you glow when you’re gliding through the stars. No matter where we go or what we do, I know you will find happiness in those little things needed to keep a spaceship floating safely through space. That’s your ship, but you’re my future, and nothing brings me more joy than wondering where you’ll take us next. Where you go, I will follow, until death do we part.”

      I kissed his finger. “Until death do we part, then.”
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      The Interstellar Brides® Program matches human brides to worthy alien warriors in the Coalition Fleet. A centuries old war with a deadly enemy threatens Earth. These honorable males vow to protect our planet. Their price? Females to claim as mates.

      

      Rebecca Amber knows what it’s like to lose all hope. That’s why she volunteers to help struggling teens, always taking along her giant, two-hundred pound lap-dog named Lilah. The Bull Mastiff loves the kids almost as much as Rebecca does. When an eerie stranger shows up on the streets with a new drug called Qwell, Rebecca will have none of it. Little does she know that interfering with this drug dealer means taking on alien criminals far worse than anything she’s faced before—and they will not hesitate to eliminate her—and her pet.

       Elite Hunter Stark is on Earth to stop a vicious alien gangster from setting up shop on the unsuspecting, primitive planet. Stark has a job to do and the last thing he needs is a mysterious woman haunting his dreams. She is more dangerous to his peace of mind than the outlaws he hunts. She keeps company with a clumsy, oversized, hairy creature she claims is a beloved pet. Worse, she refuses to back down from an enemy determined to kill her.

       How will he defeat his enemies when he is consumed with the need protect her, touch her, and claim his MARKED MATE?
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        Elite Hunter Stark, Earth Landing Site,

        Cleveland, Ohio

      

      

      
        
        Not now.

        Not again.

      

      

      A wave of dizziness forced me to plant my palm against the wall of my ship for balance. For the last few hours, as I’d scouted this planet for the criminals I hunted, something had been assaulting my senses. Something I’d never felt before. Intense. Confusing. Without source or reason. I would have suspected a pathogen on the planet if the illness hadn’t begun while I had been in orbit.

      I had no explanation or theory behind what might be wrong with me. I’d used my ReGen wand to run a full health assessment as soon as I’d landed. According to the annoyingly bright, little blue-green lights, I was in perfect health—

      “Fu—” Pain exploded inside my skull with the force of a dagger’s strike. Heat raced over my skin in a wave. My palm burned. My stomach heaved. My cock grew hard and achy, desperate to find release. Desperate to find…her?

      What. The. Fuck?

      The ReGen wand had to be malfunctioning. I’d go to medical as soon as I completed this mission.

      “Get it together, Stark.” I used a severe tone when I issued the command to myself. I couldn’t afford weakness. Some of the most vile, evil criminals ever born had escaped the Everian prison ship—with the help of their fellow Siren Legion operatives from Rogue 5. My fellow Hunters had been tasked with finding the accomplices. I’d been sent here to hunt the Siren scum who had set up shop on this primitive, backward planet.

      The people of Earth were, according to my research, the newest members of the Interstellar Coalition of Planets. Earth was well known for its lack of...a lot of things. The humans here still fought wars over resources and territory. They allowed their own people to starve and were trapped in a monetary system designed to ensure the wealthy remained so while the majority of their people struggled daily to obtain basic necessities.  The Coalition protected the people of Earth, but did not trust them. Not yet. Perhaps in a couple hundred years.

      In fact, I hadn’t understood why Earth had been allowed into the Coalition until I saw a bride from Earth at the Touchstone.  My friend, Zee, had claimed a human female for his mate. More, she was his marked mate, a perfect match, their souls capable of a connection both rare and revered by all people from Everis. I harbored no belief that such a female existed for me. That was for the best as I had no time for a mate. There was always evil to hunt.

      I rubbed my brow as the pain lessened and adjusted my painfully engorged cock in my armor. Was this a psychic attack? There was no other explanation. I had trained for years to perfect my mental defenses. Had the criminals from Rogue 5 managed to modify the tech in a Prillons’ mating collars to create a new telepathic weapon?

      I walked down the ramp and activated the security system. The ship’s cloaking tech responded to a flick of my wrist. The ship silently floated up to hover above the building’s fourth story roof. Once it was in place, the sleek black vessel disappeared before my eyes.

      The onboard sensors would adjust the altitude to keep the ship out of reach, should any humans stumble their way onto the roof. I wouldn’t be long. I’d tracked my prey to this city. I was an Elite Hunter. One of the best.

      Finding the three Siren operatives and bringing them to justice would be simple. I would be on my way back to Everis in a matter of hours.

      Hot, muggy air settled on me like a damp blanket. Another flood of heat swamped my system and my cock throbbed, my vision blurred. With renewed ferocity, something or someone battered the walls I’d built around my mind with a psychic hammer.

      Gritting my teeth, I forced my surroundings into tight focus and sent my instincts out, looking for a direction, a hint of movement, for the enemy presence here.

      There. Siren scum. I had what I needed.

      A target.
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        * * *

      

      Rebecca, Miami, Florida, Earth

      This was stupid. Insane. Was I really this eager to get myself killed the day before I was supposed to start my new life?

      I didn’t turn around and hurry home at the thought, so, yes. Guess I was. Because I had to help those kids and it was now or never. In twenty-four hours this town wouldn’t be my home anymore. I was leaving tomorrow. Moving truck would arrive first thing in the morning. Then I had some paperwork to drop off at the youth center. I’d already spent the last six months training my replacements. I’d been accepted to the college program that was first on my list. Class started in less than two weeks. Everything was arranged. I was going to get my degree so I could make more of a difference. Recruit sponsors. Expand the center. Offer therapy and some basic health care to kids for whom the youth center was their second home.

      I’d been stuck in this rut long enough.

      Stopping to carefully peek into the next dark alley, I sighed as the darkness hovered on the edges of the space, barely held at bay by dirty, yellowed street lights and the reflection of the full moon in water puddles that dotted the cracked stretch of pavement. The raging headache I’d had for the last few hours hadn’t improved my mood. Nothing would. Nothing but stopping the jerks who had hurt Andreas. He was only fifteen. Too young for this bullshit.

      His home life had finally begun to improve. He had a new foster family who adored him. He was doing better in school. I’d actually seen him smile the last couple weeks.

      And now this?

      Squatting next to my Bull Mastiff, Lilah, I laid my arm over her back and listened for voices coming from the alley. Footsteps. Anything that would indicate a person was near.

      Nothing. The dark stretch of shadows between buildings smelled like dirty car oil, burned tires and urine—that last courtesy of the bar patrons inside the brick building  next to me.

      Lilah snorted and tried to lick my face with her enormous tongue. Not my nose or cheek, my entire face. She weighed almost two hundred pounds, had silky golden fur, a black face and the saddest eyes I’d ever seen. I didn’t know how such a huge creature could throw such pathetic puppy eyes at me when she wanted something, but she did. And I gave in. Every time.

      “Let’s go, girl.” I slipped around the corner with Lilah right behind me, the perfect amount of slack in her leash. I’d worked with her since she was a puppy, making sure that when she grew up, she knew how to behave. I loved big dogs but I also knew they could be a lot to handle if you didn’t start training them young.

      She padded along at my side as I carefully placed each step, determined not to make a sound. I had always been able to move quietly, scaring friends and family on multiple occasions; a talent I appreciated now.  My plan was to locate where these bastards had set up their operation, and turn them in to the police. If they saw me, I had the perfect excuse to be outside. I was just a simple girl from the neighborhood out walking her dog. I would find them. The police would round them up, and my kids would be safe. Well, not safe—no one was ever completely safe in this part of town—but safer.

      My cell phone buzzed in my back pocket and I pulled it out to check the text. It was from one of my co-workers at the youth center.

      

      Andreas is ok. Doc sending him home.

      My hand shook as I responded with a simple thank you and put my phone away. The birthmark on my palm itched. Again. The darn thing had been driving me crazy all day. I rubbed my hand along the seam of my jeans to ease the burn and kept walking. I was close. I could feel it.

      I knew the men I sought were pure evil. They had to be. No one else could distribute that kind of drug to kids.

      To my kids. Teens who came to me for safety and shelter, who told me about the hellish lives they led at home or about how often they went hungry. I loved these kids. Watched over them. I was like a savage older sister with an unforgiving attitude. No one messed with my kids. These alien assholes had put one of them in the hospital this afternoon with their new, designer drug. They called it ‘Quell’. No one had ever heard of it before a few weeks ago. Not my contact at the police station or the kids I knew who kept dangerous—gangster—company. No one had heard of this particular gang before either. They had appeared out of nowhere, started selling the drug and killing any other gangs or drug dealers who stood in their way.

      They were efficient, I’d give them that. The police had their hands full processing dead bodies. I’d read on a local news feed the FBI and DEA had been called in to help stop the violence. Our city was being destroyed by a ‘gang war’.

      True, my city wasn’t Beverly Hills, but it was home and now it was turning into a freaking disaster. No one could get close to the new dealers. It was like they could read minds or something. They never got caught; always got away.

      But Andreas had whispered something to me before he collapsed, slipping unconscious as the paramedics loaded him into the back of their ambulance.

      Aliens.

      I’d asked who sold him the Quell, where he got his hands on it, and that was the only word he’d spoken. Aliens. God damn, freaking aliens.

      And then he’d pressed his hoodie into my hands with a terrified look on his face. He took my hand and wrapped it around something about the size of my fist that he had hidden in the pocket and said, ‘Its theirs. I stole it. I’m sorry. They’ll come for it. I’m so sorry.’

      He’d sobbed like a three year old. I’d asked what it was and why he’d taken it. How this had happened. Who had given him the drug. I spoke so quickly the words slurred together. No that it mattered. He’d had one more word for me – aliens—then he’d passed out while I rambled. The first responders lifted him into their van, slammed the doors in my face and drove away.

      A few years ago I would have laughed at the idea of aliens like everyone else. But one of my best friends, Katie, had volunteered to be an Interstellar Bride. She’d walked into that processing center and never come back out. The aliens had some kind of transporter, Beam-me-up-Scotty, technology in that building. I’d received the money she’d been awarded for volunteering and a note telling me she was tired of Earth and all the crazy. She wanted a fresh start.

      Her parents both being drug addicts as well as dealers, I didn’t blame her one bit. I’d used the money to improve the center and to pay Lilah’s rescue fee. She’d been the best birthday present I’d ever given myself. A puppy. A clumsy, adorable puppy with the biggest feet I’d ever seen.

      And now I was out at night in a scary part of town, lurking in dark alleys. Did I have a gun? A knife?  Even pepper spray? How about a Jedi Knight to protect me with his bright blue light saber? Big NOPE to all of those.  I had a dog. A great big, lick my face every chance she got, two hundred pound lap dog. She made me feel safer. Right now, that was all that mattered.

      Ten minutes and two turns later I stood across the street from a run-down strip mall. Once upon a time this had been a bright and shiny shopping center. Now the bricks crumbled on every corner, several windows were boarded up where the glass had broken and no one cared enough to fix it, and the parking lot was more potholes than pavement.

      There was a light on inside the defunct business on the end. The retail space was not huge, but it had a drive up window where, right now, a dark SUV pulled up and rolled down the driver’s side window.

      A low rumble came from Lilah. A growl. A warning.

      “Shhh, girl.” I took out my cell phone so I could take a picture of the license plate. I zoomed in and out, trying to bring the numbers and letters into focus. “Got it.” I hit the button to take the picture.

      Bright light flashed from my phone. The SUV’s reverse lights came on and it backed up toward me as a couple of huge men came out the front door of the business.

      The SUV skidded to a halt. I saw a flash. Heard a loud crack.

      “Shit.”

      I looked down to see a dark stain blossoming on my side, soaking my favorite yellow blouse.

      The SUV sped away. The two huge men were menacing shadows now, quickly closing in on me.

      Lilah stepped between us and bared her teeth, a deep warning growl directed at the two shadows. They stopped about ten paces from me, wary but not scared.

      “What are you doing here, female?” The voice was harsh. Unforgiving.

      “Walking---my dog.” I pressed my palm to my side, felt the warm blood and then lifted my fingers in front of my face to confirm what I suspected. Dark red stained my fingers and palm. The ground started to spin. Instinctively, I put my hand on Lilah’s back to steady myself.

      The second shadow spoke, his voice more of a growl. Deeper. Cruel. “We don’t have time for this. We need to find the key.” He stared at me, his smile cruel.

      Shit. Did he have fangs?

      “Let her bleed out. Kill the animal. We will dump the bodies later.”

      The first man followed orders. He lifted his arm in my direction, pointing his gun at Lilah. Not a normal gun. A strange, silver space gun.

      These were the definitely the aliens. I’d found them.

      Hysterical laughter bubbled up inside me; I knew I was dying. But these assholes were not going to kill my dog. “No!”

      I threw myself in front of Lilah as a bolt of light came from the end of his weapon. Fiery pain exploded in my hip as my opposite shoulder slammed into concrete. My skull hit next, the pain causing black spots at the edges of my vision, quickly forming a tunnel as I tried to stay conscious.

      “Don’t hurt her.” I lifted my hand, palm out in an appeal. “Don’t. Please.”

      A shadow appeared behind the two assailants. Darker. Silent. Like Death himself coming for me.

      Scalding heat exploded though my hand, a welcome distraction from the pain.

      Except, I didn’t hurt anymore. I didn’t feel anything…

      The dark shadow moved closer, coming up behind the two aliens. The faint light of a distant streetlamp illuminated his features. Chiseled jaw. Dark eyes. Black hair. Lips that were pure sin. He was beautiful. So very beautiful. Death was supposed to be an angel, too? Wasn’t he?

      If that was the angel of Death, he could take me. Hopefully more than once.

      Lilah barked, pulling at her leash. I didn’t have the strength to hold her back. I thought I heard shouts over her loud growling, but the sounds were far away.  The hard concrete pressed painfully into my bones. My head throbbed. Cold. I was cold now. So cold. Everywhere except my hand. That was warm. So nice. So warm.

      So tired.

      I closed my eyes and imagined my angel of Death holding me, telling me everything was going to be all right. I held onto the fantasy as long as I could, until there was nothing at all.
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      Stark

      

      What was the human doing here? No sane female would seek out these bastards.

      Until she appeared, everything had been going to plan. Humans in a black vehicle had arrived to pick up some Quell at the odd window on the side of the building. I’d marked their vehicle so I could track them once I was done here.

      Then? Chaos. Human weapons firing. The female was injured, severely.

      The Siren operatives didn’t know I was here. Not yet. But I would take pleasure in ending their lives. Males of worth did not harm females of any species.

      “Let her bleed out. Kill the animal. We can dump the bodies later.”

      I moved closer without making a sound.

      “No!” The female’s voice rang out.

      I watched the Rogue 5 hybrid lift his ion blaster and point it toward the animal. I could not afford to intervene. Rokor, their leader, was dangerous. Deadly. I could not lose foc—

      I felt the blast to my hip as if I were the one shot. The barrier in my mind shattered like broken glass and suddenly I was seeing through two sets of eyes.

      She held up her small, blood-stained hand and begged for her pet’s life. “Don’t hurt her. Don’t. Please.”

      I saw myself through her eyes, a shadow moving closer, Death himself. She was not afraid of dying, nor of me. She wanted—Fuck. My cock twitched. Hard. Hot. My hand burned. She wanted to be in my arms. She ached for me.

      She was mine.

      The connection faded yet I clung to the fleeting warmth in my mind, desperate to feel it again. It had only been a few seconds, but I was out of time.

      Her beast must have sensed the danger as well. The golden animal charged the male who held the ion blaster. The smell of burning flesh filled the air as the beast was shot, but it did not stop. It leaped, its weight making the male stagger and fall. Her pet rushed in for the kill, its huge black maw on the male’s neck.

      I was there instantly, my blaster at the male’s temple. I ended his struggle and rose to take care of their leader.

      Rokor turned to assist his partner, found me instead. He raised his hands above his head. He didn’t run, he dropped his chin in a mockery of a bow.

      I wanted him to run. I wanted to chase him down before I killed him. He was responsible for gravely injuring my female. Had ordered her death with no emotion nor remorse. His smirk held no remorse. No fear. He glanced down at the insignia on my uniform, just below my shoulder.

      “An Elite Hunter? I wasn’t aware that I was of such interest to the Coalition Fleet.”

      Disgust bubbled within me, but I did not linger on the feeling. My mate needed me. I did not have time to argue with this evil bastard. “Dead or alive. Your choice.”

      “Alive.”

      “When will your third be back?” Three of them had escaped the prison. They were all here, on Earth. I could feel them. Two here. One…not far. An easy hunt.

      He smiled at me. Fucking smiled. Then he turned his hand enough for me to see the transport beacon he held.

      I fired. Too late. He was gone.

      A jolt of heat flashed through my palm, shocking me back to the present. To her.

      I ran to her and knelt at her side, my pulse racing, not from the short fight but from being close to her. The scent of her skin wrapped around me, some kind of flower, no doubt. One I did not recognize, though it managed to seduce me all the same. I reached for her head where I saw blood matting her dark hair. I did not get close before her beast growled a warning.

      “I’m not going to hurt her. I promise.”

      The animal sniffed at me with a cold, wet nose, her black face and dark eyes focused on me with a surprising amount of intelligence. I took that for permission to continue and immediately returned my attention to the unconscious female.  My female.

      Using what medical supplies I had with me, I managed to stop the bleeding. But the items I carried were minimal, sufficient for emergencies only. They would help someone injured survive long enough to get back to their ship or a doctor. My mate needed more than this. She needed a ReGen pod. Blood. Days to heal. Most importantly, she needed to refrain from placing herself in danger, from chasing treacherous criminals.

      She needed me.

      Moving quickly I settled her back to the ground, her furry protector laying along her other side, watchful but calm.  I took a DNA sample from the corpse of the dead criminal to confirm my kill. Stripping him of his weapons took mere seconds. I placed a bioflare on the corpse and activated it. Within minutes the body would be gone, burned to dust and ash. The human authorities did not need an alien body, potentially filled with illegal Hive tech, to dissect.

      I returned to my mate and nearly forgot to breathe. She was uncommonly beautiful with warm, brown skin, softer than any I had ever touched. Black hair, wild with curls, surrounded her face, and her lips were full and ripe for kissing. I shuddered as I imagined tasting those lips. Having them wrapped around my hard length.

      With professional efficiency, I checked for any additional wounds, placing a pressure bandage over the angry hole just below her ribs.. Her body was neither small nor frail. Full hips. Large breasts. Soft thighs. I would melt into her softness. She would feel like home. Like peace.

      I turned her hand, palm up and my heart staggered when I saw the mark there. This was not a trick of my mind. Somehow, she was truly mine. My marked mate.

      She was magnificent.

      Turning to her beast, I reached for the patch of burned hair and flesh on the creature’s shoulder. Another soft growl of warning and I decided to leave the wound, for now. The animal did not seem to be in pain. More importantly, it clearly did not wish to be touched. At least, not by me. I had done what I could for my mate’s pet. Clearly the creature meant a lot to her. Enough to throw her body in front of an ion blast.

      “Damn female. You are not to do that again.” My attempt to scold her failed completely, my reprimand much softer than it should have been.

      I lifted her into my arms and reveled in her softness pressed to me. As I carried her back to my ship, her beast walked next to me. I wasn’t sure whether the creature’s intention was to watch over my mate or to keep me in line.

      Protective. I approved.

      The hunt would have to wait. I had more important things to do. Heal her. Claim her. Bring her pleasure.

      I had not imagined myself with a marked mate, yet now that I held her I knew I could never let her go. I would do whatever was necessary to woo her, to make her truly mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rebecca, Medical Station, Stark’s Ship

      

      Warmth rose from a soft, comfortable surface beneath me. Lying on my back I stretched just a bit, pointed my toes and inhaled deeply. The air smelled odd. In fact, it didn’t smell like anything. No gasoline fumes, pizza ovens or trash.

      Where the hell was I?

      I opened my eyes.

      Shit. I was in a coffin. A glass coffin like freaking Snow White in the woods. Except no handsome prince was coming to kiss me and make everything better.

      Was I dead? Was this a dream?

      I looked down at my body and discovered I was naked. Totally. Completely. Bare-ass naked.

      I had to be dead. What happened to me? Recent events struggled through the fog in my head. Andreas. He’d given me his jacket with the strange, glowing thing. I’d gone to the youth center, put it in my fire-proof safe and grabbed Lilah’s leash to take a walk. I’d found the drug dealers who—

      “Oh, shit.” Aliens. Where were those two huge aliens that shot me?

      And the guys in that black SUV? They’d shot me first, with a very human bullet. Then the space laser. They were going to kill my dog. And me. And ‘dump the bodies’.

      “Lilah.” Had she escaped? Run away? Had that jerk with freaking fangs killed her after I lost consciousness? I hoped she had run back to the youth center. There was almost always someone around, and they all knew my great big snuggle-bug of a dog. Lilah was probably with the kids right now, head resting in one of their laps, basking in all the attention.

      I ran my hand over my abdomen and hip, searching for the wounds I knew were there. Nothing but smooth skin. No blood. No pain.

      Well fine.  Definitely dead then.

      Highly disappointing; I wasn’t done living yet.

      I wiped the tears from my eyes and studied the translucent shell covering me from head to toe. Dead or not, I wasn’t staying inside a glass coffin. And I was going to find some clothes.

      Palms out, I pushed up. Tried to lift the damn thing.

      “Good God.” The heavy lid didn’t budge. Didn’t vibrate. Nothing.

      Good thing I liked leg press on the rare occasion I went to the gym. I didn’t have little nothing, skinny girl thighs. Not me. They were big and round. Might be soft on the outside, but inside? Pure power. I pulled my knees up toward my chest until I could get the bottoms of my feet flat against the glass and pushed. Hard.

      “Giiirl poweeeer.” Inhale. Pause. Exhale, push harder.

      A distinct pop encouraged me to continue. It was breaking.

      A crack appeared under my heel.

      “Yes!” Two cracks. Splinters of shattering glass appeared and spread down the sides. I closed my eyes and wrapped my arms around my head to protect my face. This coffin was going to blow and I didn’t need a thousand cuts or glass in my eyes. The rest of me? I’d deal with that once I was out of this freaking coffin.

      “Stop! What are you doing?” A deep male voice shouted the words but he sounded like he was yelling at me underwater in a swimming pool. Muffled. Distant.

      My right foot thrust forward as the glass gave way under my heel. Searing pain burned through me as the jagged edges of the cover shredded my ankle and lower leg.

      Wincing, I pulled my foot back inside and chose a new placement right next to the hole I had created.

      I didn’t care how many times I had to shove my leg through, how many cuts I would have. I was going to make a hole big enough to crawl out no matter what it cost me.

      Being buried alive in a glass coffin was not okay. Nowhere near okay. I had mild claustrophobia. Most of the time it didn’t bother me.

      Right now? Right now, I was willing to do whatever I had to do to get the hell out of this tiny box.

      Crossing my arms over my face once more, I pushed with my legs again.

      Splinters. Cracks. The distinct popping and crackling noises encouraged me to—

      The glass was gone and my feet were sticking up, free in mid-air. What the--?

      “By the gods, female! What are you doing? Trying to kill yourself?  I just managed to make you healthy again!”

      Rolling my head in the direction the voice came from, I lowered my arms to cover my bare breasts and blinked to clear the fog from my vision. I felt the hot blood rolling down my leg like rain sliding down a windowpane, but I didn’t dare look. I lowered my feet so they were flat on the pad I was lying on and stared.

      Holy shit. I had to be dead. No one was that gorgeous. That ripped. And he wasn’t wearing much more than I was, his glorious muscles on display everywhere but the pair of tight shorts that barely reached the top of his thigh. And his—-

      O.M.G. That could not be real.

      As I stared, it grew longer and wider as if reaching for me through the thin material.

      Ummm, yeah. That was real. And I wanted it inside me now. Right freaking now.

      He groaned. “What am I going to do with you, mate?”

      “What?” Beyond bizarre. I did not respond to men like this. Especially not when I was bleeding, naked, in a strange place that looked like a—I took in what I could see of the small room—a tiny hospital room. My hand burned and itched like I’d dipped it in a barrel of hungry red ants. Rubbing my palm on the opposite elbow to preserve what little dignity I had left, I glared at my hallucination. He definitely had to be a figment of my imagination. Right? This all had to be some cruel joke God was playing on me because I’d stopped going to church when I was nineteen. No loving God I knew would leave so many kids in abusive homes or completely homeless, left to fend for themselves.

      Basically, the almighty had pissed me off. Now the joke was on me.

      Mister sex-on-a-stick moved forward, glanced at my bleeding ankle and shook his head.

      “I’m dead, right? So, where am I? What is this place?” And how did I rate such a sexy angel?

      Turning to me with a small device in his hand, he walked up to the coffin and reached to place the odd, magic wand looking thing next to my foot before turning it on. A blueish-green light blinked on around one end and he held it above the throbbing slices on my leg. Instantly the pain lessened, then faded completely. I sat up, arms still crossed over my breasts, and watched in fascination as the cuts magically closed. Within a few minutes the skin knit itself back together until it was smooth, as if nothing had been there at all.

      Except the blood;  it covered me from mid-calf down to my toes.

      He turned to look at me and our faces were mere inches apart. “Are you hurt anywhere else?”

      His gaze slammed into me and my nipples hardened to painful peaks. I pressed my thighs together as closely as I could to hide the wetness that gathered between my legs.

      What was wrong with me?

      He lifted a hand to cup my cheek, moving slowly like I was a skittish colt that might bolt at any moment. His thumb moved back and forth over my cheekbone in a caress that threatened to melt me into a puddle. “Answer me. Are you hurt anywhere else?”

      I shook my head slightly, not enough to dislodge his hand, or the thumb now running back and forth over my lower lip.

      Was he going to kiss me?

      His lips looked soft and full and so close. His bare chest begging me to touch. To taste. I wanted to run my tongue across his chiseled muscles, see if he tasted as good as he smelled. All I had to do was lower my arms and lean.

      Stop it! Had he drugged me or something?

      “Who are you? And where am I?”

      “Don’t be afraid. You are safe now.  You have been healing and resting in a ReGen pod. My name is Stark. The evil scum who tried to kill you will never get close to you again. I vow this to you mate, on my honor.”

      Mate? Honor? As to the two men who’d shot me, they weren’t men at all. They were—

      I leaned back, breaking contact. My lip tingled where he’d touched me. Ignoring the sensation, I looked around again. Odd designs were etched into walls that looked like they could be ceramic, or colored glass. The coffin I was still sitting in had strange figures on its side complete with bright, flashing lights and something that looked almost exactly like the readout on one of those hospital machines that beeped all the time and kept track of a patient’s heartbeat.

      I raised one hand to my neck and found my pulse. My frantic, threatening to jump out of my body, pulse. Once I found the bump and rhythm under my skin, I watched the blips on the screen.

      Perfect match.

      “Is this a hospital?”

      “No.”

      “Where’s Lilah?”

      “Who?”

      “My dog. Where is she? If you hurt her, I swear to God, I’ll—”

      Stark held his hands toward me, palms out. “Your pet is fine. She was shot and injured as well, but did not require the ReGen pod. Her injuries were not as severe as yours.”

      “I should be dead.” That was a fact. I knew the moment I was shot that I was going to bleed out right there, my blood soaking into the dirt, the gravel digging into my face like tiny daggers.

      “Indeed. I thank the gods you are not.”

      His lips were moving, but they didn’t match what I was hearing. “Are you speaking English?”

      “No. I am speaking Everian.”

      “Then how can I understand you?”

      He lifted a hand and pointed to a spot just behind his ear. “Neural Processing Unit. The NPU links to the language centers in your brain, a kind of universal translator. I took the liberty of making sure you had one when I placed you in the healing pod.”

      I lifted my own hand, my fingertips locating the bump under my skin. Not there before. Definitely not. “That’s what this thing is? A healing pod? Like in Stargate? When the bad Pharoah-bird guy lowers himself into the coffin and is totally healed?”

      “I do not know to what you refer, but yes. The ReGen pod can heal most wounds.”

      I looked down at the pad I sat on with new respect and caught a glimpse of the partially shattered cover he had apparently tossed onto the floor when he opened it. I looked at the damage, then to him. “Sorry about that. I thought I was in a glass coffin. Buried alive, you know?”

      “Rebecca, no. Who would do such a thing?”

      I scoffed. How did he know my name? “You’d be surprised. Haven’t you ever seen a vampire movie?” At his blank look I tried again. “How about a mafia movie?” I swung my legs over the side, careful to keep my feet together. I was naked. That was bad enough. He wasn’t about to get a pussy peep show, too.

      “No.” His voice was gruff, lower. He stood as if frozen in place. Paralyzed.

      My gaze landed on what was left of my clothing—it was in shreds with large burn marks and bloodstains all over it. Wouldn’t be wearing that again. Next to the clothing was my purse, wallet on top and open. So that’s how he knew who I was. I had to assume he also knew where I lived. My date of birth. Shit. My passport was in there, too. Although I wasn’t sure why, since I never went anywhere. Somehow, carrying it around made the dream of traveling the world seem possible.

      “May I please have some clothes?”

      My request jolted him into action. “Of course.” He left me alone for several minutes. When he returned he was completely dressed. Damn it. He carried an oversized black shirt draped over his shoulder, which he handed to me. “This is the only thing I have. My apologies. I did not expect to find you, and I have not installed an S-Gen machine capable of producing clothing on my ship.”

      I pulled the soft material on over my head and inhaled deeply. It smelled like him. Warm and spicy and irresistible. I wanted to bury my nose in it and just breathe. And I wanted him to take off his clothes again. I missed the view.

      Once the shirt covered all the important parts, the hem of the much too large top resting in a pool around my hips, he held out his hand. “May I?”

      Well, I sure didn’t want to stay in the tiny coffin room. I placed my hand in his and stepped down, off the healing bed, onto the floor.
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      Rebecca

      

      My bare feet had never felt anything so smooth and—“It’s warm.”

      “Yes, mate. I heated the floor for your comfort.”

      “You what?”

      “If you prefer, I am happy to carry you again.”

      “Again?”

      “When you were injured, I carried you here, to my ship.” His hand settled at the curve of my back, low enough to make me want to press my body to his and see what happened. “You are very small. It is no burden to hold you in my arms.”

      Was that eagerness in his voice? Me? Small? Was he on drugs? I was well above average in every department. Height. Weight. Backside and cup size. Yet he towered over me, the top of my head not quite reaching his shoulder. I felt small. Feminine. I believed him when he said he could carry me.

      Damn, that was hot.

      “No, thank you. I can walk.” Walk where, I had no idea. And why did he keep calling me his mate? I didn’t volunteer for the Interstellar Brides Program. “Are you going to show me the rest of your spaceship?”

      He led the way. I had seen the entire ship in a matter of minutes. A small cockpit with two seats and barely enough room to turn around. The medical bay we’d left, which was about the size of my mother’s walk-in closet. He explained that the small S-Gen machine along the long stretch of hall would produce a variety of pre-programmed food. He then promised to get a larger ship with a proper S-Gen machine as soon as possible.

      I had no idea what the hell he was talking about, so I nodded.

      Two chairs and a tiny table could expand and retract into the wall in this same corridor. Out for eating, hidden away when not in use. His sleeping area held a long bed that would accommodate his height but was obviously designed for one person, not two.

      Shut-up, horny. One look at his chest and all you can think about is riding his…

      “Woof!” Lilah crawled out from under the bed and made her way to me.

      “Lilah!” I rubbed her behind her ears, scratched her neck, reached around and hugged her, stroking her belly the way she liked.

      She whimpered and I pulled back. “Oh no! I’m sorry baby. Are you hurt?”

      Lilah pushed her nose into my palm for comfort and I looked her over. A large area on her side was bright pink skin with no hair. It looked fresh. And sore.

      “What happened?”

      “After you tried to kill yourself throwing your body in front of an ion blast, your pet attacked the male who injured you and was shot as well.”

      “What?” I looked down at my doe-eyed, two hundred pound baby. “You wouldn’t hurt a fly, would you girl?”

      Lilah wagged her tale and stared at me with all the love in her huge heart.

      “She went for his throat, mate.”

      I sucked in a breath. Lilah? No way.

      “She is very protective of you. I approve.” He leaned in and patted Lilah on her neck. She allowed it, clearly familiar with his touch. I watched his large hand glide over her soft fur and clenched my teeth. This was the first time in my life I’d ever been jealous of a dog.

      What else had happened while I was in that pod?

      “Do not worry. I took his life. The other male escaped, but you were dying. I had to tend to you first. I carried you here and placed you in the ReGen pod. Lilah had to make do with the ReGen wand.” He looked at Lilah, a sloppy grin on his face that I knew meant my girl had already worked her adorable magic on him. “Didn’t you, big girl?”

      Her tail wagged but I could tell she was tired. Using the familiar commands we had trained with, I whispered in her soft, floppy ear :“Go lay down, Lilah. Go to bed. I’ll be back.”

      She turned around and shimmied her way back to the space between the small bed and the floor, her new den. She had a kennel at home that she loved. It was her safe space, dark and cozy and private. I made a point not to bother her when she chose to go into her kennel. It was her way of saying she needed some quiet time, and I totally understood that.

      Satisfied when I heard Lilah’s soft snoring, we continued our tour.

      “This is the containment area.” He opened the door to a room with four cells, each barely large enough to hold one, maybe two people. If they were as big as he was? One. Definitely.

      “Containment? Looks like a prison to me.”

      “I am an Elite Hunter. I track criminals and eliminate threats to the Coalition. My orders sometimes require bringing the subject back alive.”

      An Elite Hunter? Holy shit. When my friend Katie had volunteered, I’d read the brochures. I knew about the different alien types. “You’re from Everis?” It finally registered that he had told me he was speaking Everian when I first came out of the pod. I guess my brain was still not fully awake, unlike my very turned-on body.

      “Yes. You know of my planet?” He looked genuinely pleased, his smile making dangerous things inside me simmer. A vision of his bare chest flashed through my mind.

      Again.

      Like every five seconds.

      “I’ve read about it.” Why did I feel all warm and fuzzy inside just because I’d pleased him? I did my own thing, made my own way and paid my way through life. I did not bend over backwards to please a man, no matter how much I wanted to nibble on his chest.

      Heaven help me, I was losing it.

      He closed the door to the prison area and leaned into me until my back was pressed to the corridor’s wall. “You know about Everis. Do you know about this?”

      His fingers trailed softly from my upper arm, past my elbow, down to my wrist. He wrapped his fingers around my much smaller hand and lifted it so that my palm was held face up between us. My birthmark was there, an angry, irritated red from all the scratching and rubbing I’d subjected it to. Why hadn’t that healing pod taken care of this, too?

      “My birthmark?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about it? I’ve had it forever.”

      Not letting go of my hand, he lifted his opposite hand into position mirroring mine. I gasped at the identical mark on his palm. “What? How is that possible?”

      He leaned in closer, gently pressed his forehead to mine. Our breaths mingled. His heat, his scent, surrounded me. So hot. This was insane. I wanted him. I didn’t know him. At all.

      My body didn’t care.

      My birthmark throbbed, burned as if being so close to him was causing it to overheat. Those small bursts of fire traveled in a direct line to my core until I crossed my thighs and squeezed them together to try to find some relief. My breathing shaky, I stared in awe as the two birthmarks appeared to become darker and pulse in time with one another.

      “What?” I lifted my face to his. Mistake. His lips were right there.

      “These marks are sacred to all Everians. I do not know how it is possible, but you are mine and I am yours, Rebecca. We are marked mates. These marks prove it.”

      “Bullshit.” I whispered the word but there was no venom in it. How could there be when I couldn’t tear my gaze from his lips?

      “I want to touch you.” Stark moved so that his check pressed to mine, his voice a heated whisper against my ear. “I want to taste you.” His hand moved to the outer edge of my thigh and moved slowly up, lifting the shirt with it.

      My entire being shuddered with pure, raw lust. A momentary flash of sanity reminded me how thankful I was for my IUD. I could take what I wanted from him without worrying about—

      “I want to fuck you, Rebecca. Bury my cock deep. Swallow your cries of pleasure with my kiss.” Stark’s hot palm slipped beneath the shirt to stroke the curve of my ass. My knees nearly gave out.

      “I will make you come over and over. I will fuck you and I will not stop until you beg.”

      As if the word was some kind of signal, Stark stopped moving. He froze in place like a warm blanket, taunting me with his masculine scent and the hot touch of his palm on my ass.

      He was waiting for me to decide. Yes or no. Take what he was offering or shy away from such intimacy until another time. Another day.

      Who was I kidding? Another life.

      I’d never felt like this. Not with the awkward boyfriends I’d had in high school. Not with the slightly less awkward men I’d dated since. And the smooth-talking players? Forget it. I could see those fools coming from a mile away. One night stands were not my style. Or at least they hadn’t been. But that was before I’d thought I was going to die, before I’d been shot by aliens, before I’d met him.

      I didn’t make a habit of lying to myself and I wasn’t about to start now. I wanted him. I wanted all that. The kissing and the fucking and the begging. I wanted to touch him everywhere. Taste his skin. Let him do pretty much whatever he wanted to me because that purr in his voice promised he’d be good. Really good. And I believed him.

      “Rebecca?” My name was a husky whisper against my ear.

      “Yes. To all of it.” I turned my head to claim his lips in a kiss as a shudder passed through him. That was my shudder. I’d done that to the sexiest man I’d ever laid eyes on. Me.

      Mouths locked together, I felt as if we were in a race with no finish line. The only thing I wanted to do was keep going. Our tongues dueled and wrapped around one another. He lifted me, carrying me down the small corridor as I wrapped my legs around his hips. His cock rubbed along the wet heat of me as he walked, a sweet torture that made me groan.

      True to his word, he swallowed down the sound with his kisses.

      He stopped outside the door to his sleeping room but I shook my head. “No. Lilah’s in there. She’ll watch. Or want to wedge her body between us.”

      He chuckled but walked to the eating area and pressed the controls that brought the small table out of its hiding place in the wall.

      “What are you doing?” The pseudo-kitchen table? Really?

      He laid me down on my back, shoved the shirt I wore up to my neck and then dropped to his knees between my legs. He lifted my thighs over his shoulders. His dark gaze burned into mine. “I’m hungry.”

      Stark lowered his head, gaze holding mine as he locked his lips over my core. Plunged his tongue deep. Sucked my clit into his mouth. Played with it, with me. Two fingers slid deep as he worked me with his mouth.

      I reached for him, for his shoulder. His hair. Anything I could grab hold of to anchor myself to reality. Our palms touched.

      Something burned. Flared. Was I dying? Losing my mind? Nothing could feel like this.

      I stopped breathing, the air locked in my throat as the taste of my pussy exploded inside my mind. I shared his primitive need to taste me, to hear me cry out in pleasure. I felt the actual pain of those needs. In his heart. His chest. His cock. His focus was absolute. Complete. There was nothing in his world but me. My body. My pleasure.

      Mate.

      Never had I been as beautiful, as perfect, as I appeared to him. My dark skin glowed with health, the softness seductive. My heavy breasts called to him to suckle, tease, conquer. The taste of my kiss mingled with my core in the perfect love potion. He was addicted. Couldn’t get enough. Would never get enough.

      The overload of sensation—his and mine—pushed me into orgasm. His tongue worked my clit as my inner muscles spasmed. There was no relief, no cool down. He pushed me over again. My back arched up off the table. A shocked cry left my throat.

      He stood, pulled his cock free from his black pants. I had barely registered that fact before I was reaching for him. Begging him to fill me up. Take me. Make me his.

      Feet digging into his hips, I tried to make him move faster. Deeper. Harder.

      He refused, the blunt tip of him barely there. Inside me but not inside me.

      “Stark.” His name was a whimper.

      Suddenly he was there, in my mind the way I’d been in his, as he thrust deep, filled me up to the edge of pain. He was huge. Hard. So good. God, so good.

      “Give me your hand.” It was nothing less than a command. I didn’t even think to deny him. He pressed the back of my hand to the table and covered my palm with his. Our marks touched. Flared. Heated once more. His fingers tangled with mine and we both held on as he moved faster and faster, pumping into me like a machine.

      My orgasm roared through me out of nowhere. No warning. No build-up. Just there, making me shatter in his arms, break into a thousand tiny pieces, our locked hands the only thing holding me together.

      He followed me this time, his cock jumping inside my swollen core, filling me with his seed. And then it was over. Cock still inside me, he leaned over and took my lips in a series of kisses so soft, so reverent, tears gathered in my eyes. A strong rhythmic pulse flowed through our birthmarks, gently now, quiet as if they, too, were temporarily sated.

      A heavy ache settled in the center of my chest, a wound, long ignored, now ripped open and bleeding. Bare. Exposed.

      The way Stark touched me, the way he kissed me, the way his hands moved over my body—as if I was precious and perfect? It hurt. Hurt like hell because I realized no one had ever really loved me before. Not like this. Marked Mates. Rare. Destined to be together. Perfect for one another.

      I’d thought he was spouting nonsense. I’d been wrong. So freaking wrong.

      Worse, he was an alien. I had a dog and a new house waiting for me. A new life. New town. College classes. A future I’d fought hard for.

      How was it possible that in just a few hours and I didn’t want to stay here, move, go to classes, exist…without him. Insane. This was completely crazy. I didn’t even know him.

      A loud, desolate howl filled the ship. Lilah.

      She howled again, made it sound like she was dying of loneliness. She knew I couldn’t resist that forlorn, desperate sound.

      That dog was too smart for her own good.

      Her third howl would have made an unsuspecting human worry that she was being tortured. I burst out laughing, the movement reminding me of exactly what Stark and I had been doing, and that he was still deep inside me.

      His gaze locked on mine and he grinned. “I suppose you love that creature and will not entertain the idea of giving your pet to another?”

      “Yes. I do love her. And no, I’m never giving her up.”

      Suddenly serious, he leaned close and kissed me one more time. “How did she manage that?”

      “She loved me first. Dogs aren’t like people. They don’t lie or hold grudges. They just love you.”

      He pressed his cheek to mine, his lips brushing my ear, his cock still buried deep as if he never wanted to leave. “I can love you like that. If you’ll let me.”

      I didn’t know what to think or say. I was in over my head. Way over my freaking head.

      He stepped back, separating us and I held back a groan. I didn’t want this to be over. Not yet.

      A gentle hand lifted my ankle and he frowned. “I should have taken care of you first.”

      “What?”

      “The blood, mate. I do not like the sight of it on your perfect skin.”

      Before I could protest he disappeared. He came back a few moments later with a warm cloth and held my ankle as he wiped away the dried blood with soft strokes. He produced a second and stroked his seed from my thighs. I was grateful for his thoughtfulness. I didn’t have clothes here and I had no idea where the bathroom was.

      Wait.

      “Where is the bathroom?”

      “If you would like to cleanse yourself, I have a cleansing pod.”

      “Pods. What is it with all the pods?”

      “There is not a lot of room on a spaceship.” His dark eyes were full of humor and suddenly I desperately wanted to see him laughing. Head thrown back, from the belly, pure joyous laughter.

      I really didn’t want to have to state the obvious, but there was no help for it. “No, I mean, where is the toilet?”

      “One is not required. We eliminated the need for such a mess centuries ago.”

      “What?”

      His smile was pure sin as one hand slid up my thigh. “If you need release, mate, I am happy to provide.”

      Oh my god, he was terrible. And I loved it. “I usually go to the toilet after…you know.”

      He grew serious. “Do you feel the need? That should not be happening.” He helped me from the table and wrapped me in his arms. I settled against his chest like he’d hugged me this way a thousand times. “I will take you back to my medical station and run scans at once.”

      “What?” Confused, I held myself still for a moment and took stock of my body. I didn’t feel…anything.

      “Coalition transport technology automatically empties and recycles all of our biological waste. I programmed the ReGen pod to make sure you had the proper micro-implants for space travel.”

      “What?”

      “If you feel the need to empty your body of waste, the implants are not working properly.”

      “What!” My confused voice was half-muddled by his hard, hot, wide chest.

      Stark loosened his hold and placed his hands on each of my shoulders so he could look directly into my eyes. “You say that word a lot, mate. I’m not sure you know what it means.”

      I placed a hand flat on his chest, ground my teeth to prevent myself from stroking him, and spoke through my clenched jaw. “Stark?”

      “Yes, love?”

      Deep breathe. This was insane. All of it. “Are you telling me I have some kind of microscopic alien technology inside my body that magically zaps all of my body’s natural waste and sends it to some kind of alien recycling plant?” That just sounded…gross. Who wanted recycled poo?

      Then again, as a woman who needed to empty my bladder far too many times a day, the idea of not having to pee was a bit too appealing.

      “Exactly. Are you hungry?”

      “You can’t magically zap food into my stomach?”

      He smiled. “The technology is available, but most prefer to indulge in tasting their food and drink.”

      “That was supposed to be a joke.”

      “As that was not amusing in the slightest, I must assume my NPU is malfunctioning and I do not understand the use of that word.”

      My jaw dropped. “Are you for real right now?” Alien. Alien. Alien. How could he be so sexy and irresistible and so…weird?

      Right. He was a freaking alien.

      In response to my question, he took one of my hands and held my palm over the place I assumed his heart would be. If he was human. Or human-ish? “I am very real. And I am yours.”

      The moment I touched him our gazes locked. My mind went blank. All I wanted to do was melt into him again. Kiss him. Touch him. Beg him to put me back on that table, spread my legs wide open and—

      A forlorn howl filled the ship, breaking the spell.

      “You are lethal,” I whispered. Absolute truth.

      “Very. I hunt. Sometimes, to protect our people, I am forced to kill.” His gaze darkened and I felt something like fear flash through our strange bond. He squeezed my hand, pressed it more firmly to his chest. “To protect you, mate, I would destroy worlds.”

      What the actual hell was I supposed to say to that? My usual go-to in tense situations was to crack a joke. But when an alien was threatening to blow up planets, being a wise-ass didn’t feel appropriate. He was serious. His sincerity throbbed in my blood in time to the pulsing of the marks on our palms.

      “How about you finish the hunt for your bad guys and leave the destruction of planets for another day?” I lifted my free hand to the base of his neck and ran my fingers through his dark hair. My touch seemed to help. He lowered his head until our foreheads touched, a pose I was rapidly becoming addicted to.

      “First I must take care of you. Are you hungry?”

      Another long howl filled the air.

      I smiled. “A little. But I think Lilah is. I fed her this morning but she doesn’t like to skip meals. And I don’t know the last time she was outside.” I walked the short distance to Stark’s bedroom and opened the door. Lilah bounded out and into my legs like a tank, nearly tipping me over. Big lug. I bent down and wrapped my arms around her in a calming hug. First she needed to take a trip outside to relieve herself. Unless she had the weird recycling going on, too? But food. My poor baby needed food and water and she did not like to skip meals.

      “Your pet has been taken care of. I give you my word.”

      I smiled a thank you at my big space boyfriend and stood. A step and a half and I had my hand on the panel next to what he’d told me was basically the front door of his ship.

      “No!”

      Stark reached for me but it was too late. The door slid open and I stood, uncomprehending.

      Blackness.

      Pinpoints of light.

      And…nothing.

      No. This couldn’t be. It had to be my imagination. I was in a dream. That’s what this was. A dream.

      Lilah came to me and sat at my side, as she’d done thousands of times. She whimpered, her huge head nudging me for attention. That felt real. Too real.

      No, no, no, no, no.
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      Stark

      

      I should have told her the moment she woke. But she’d already been panicked, breaking the ReGen pod and injuring her leg.

      I’d touched her then. Gods help me, I hadn’t been able to resist taking her. Claiming her. Making sure she could never escape our bond, even after she discovered the truth. I was an Elite Hunter. I had a duty to my people and several more years on my enlistment. I had a duty to the Coalition, to the billions we protected on hundreds of member planets. I could not remain on Earth with her. And I could not live without her. Be alone. Not now that I knew she existed.

      She would need to leave her home, her world and everyone she loved to be with me. I’d been a coward, terrified of her choice.

      “Are we…are we in space?” Rebecca turned to me, her dark eyes wide with shock. Lilah nudged her, offering comfort. My mate did not respond to her beloved pet. That alone told me I’d made a mistake.

      A huge fucking mistake.

      “Rebecca, let me explain.”

      “You took me into outer space?” She clenched her hands into fists at her sides as she stared out at a sight all to familiar to me. Blackest night sprinkled with stars. Planets that twinkled light years away. Emptiness. Loneliness. Cold, black nothing.

      “You carried me to your little spaceship, stuck me in that pod and took me into outer freaking space?” Her voice grew louder and higher pitched with each word.

      “The criminals from Siren legion remain on Earth. I could not protect you and hunt them at the same time. I am taking you home. Once you are safe, I will resume my hunt.”

      “What?”

      “There is that word again.” I truly must check in with the NPU techs once back on Everis.

      “Taking me home?” She pointed outside the ship to what lay beyond the energy shield protecting us. “Does that look like home to you?”

      It did. I’d spent years out here hunting. Tracking. Killing. I’d never truly felt alone until I met her. Now that emptiness made a mockery of the expanse outside this ship. Inside me, a yawning pit grew in my gut, twisting and pinching my insides until I fought to breathe.

      I stared at her long legs, the tops of her thighs barely covered by my shirt. I loved seeing her wearing nothing else, covered in my scent, her hair in total disarray from the wildness of her passion. Her breasts were full and round and tempted me to lift the garment, kneel before her and take them into my mouth. To rouse her passion so that this conversation could be forgotten and begun anew.

      “Well?” She put her hands on her hips, an oddly adorable huff passing her lips. “What were you thinking?”

      I had only one answer. “You are my home now. I cannot lose you, and I could not protect you on Earth, not the way I should.”

      “So where are you taking me?”

      “Home, to Everis.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” She stared out into deep space for another few moments before lifting her hand to the sensor and closing the door. “You, Elite Hunter Stark, are going to take me home. To Earth. To my house. Right now.”

      “I explained this to you. I cannot protect you there.”

      She turned to face me, hands still on her hips. She tilted her head to the side and glared at me through a fall of dark curls. “And I can’t protect my kids from up here.”

      “Kids? You have children? A mate?” A dagger-like pain stabbed through my chest but I kept my face calm, expressionless.

      “Oh, no.” She shook her head and my heart began to beat again. “I take care of the neighborhood kids down at the youth center. Well, I did. Yesterday was my last day.”

      “Yesterday?”

      “Yes. Before the whole aliens almost killing me incident?”

      Dread chilled my blood to a sluggish crawl in my veins.  I stepped close enough to reach her but did not pull her into my arms as I wished. “Mate, your injuries were extensive. You were in the ReGen pod for more than one day.”

      “How long?” She wrapped her arms around herself as if she needed someone to hold her. I reached out but she stepped out of reach and Lilah growled a warning.

      Protective beast. I no longer approved of her behavior. My mate’s pet would need to be taught that I was never a threat—

      “Stark. How. Long?”

      I stopped glaring at her pet and looked my mate in the eyes. She deserved the truth. “Five days have passed on Earth since you were injured.” Five days of hell as I waited, worried that my mate would die, would disappear from my life before I’d had a chance to know her. I could not hunt and leave her unprotected on my ship. An even greater weakness I now must confront? I did not wish to leave her side, not even to hunt.

      “Five days?” Rebecca twisted her hands in front of her and muttered to herself as she paced back and forth in the small corridor. “This can’t be right. Five days? Shit. I need to call the cops.” She stopped pacing and looked up at me. “Do you have a phone on this thing?”

      “If you are referring to a communication device capable of contacting humans through your primitive technology, then yes. However, I was not on Earth to speak to humans. I was sent to hunt.”

      “Well, I need to call the cops and turn those guys in. They are still out there selling that awful drug to my kids.” She looked around the corridor as if something new might appear in the barren space. “Where’s my purse? I need my cell phone.” She looked up at me. “Can I use my cell phone? Will it work with your ship’s…whatever?”

      “No. And I cannot allow you to involve the humans. They are no match for what they will face. Every human you send after those responsible will die.”

      “Five days.” She lifted her hands to cover her face. “Oh, god. The movers. I was supposed to meet them.”

      “Movers?”

      “All my stuff. The landlord told me he had new tenants all lined up. Shit. What if they just took all my stuff? Where would they take it? Some auction place?”

      “We will take it back.” No one was going to steal anything from my mate.

      “The safe! Stark. Shit. The safe! It has that alien thing in it.”

      “What thing?” Every instinct I had went on high alert.

      “I don’t know. Andreas said he stole it from them. I didn’t know what to do with it so I locked it up at the center.” She passed by me again, increased the pace of her steps. This time I grabbed her upper arm when she made the turn and pulled her close.

      “Rebecca?”

      “What are we going to do if they go to center to get it back? What if they break in? Or hurt the kids? I don’t even know what it is. I don’t think Andreas did either. He’s a curious kid. That’s probably why he stole it.”

      “What did he steal?” My shoulders stiffened and I made an effort to keep my voice soft. “Tell me what he took from them.”

      “We need to go talk to him. He should be home. I got a text. They were sending him home that night. He should still be there, right? He wouldn’t be dumb enough to try to go back, would he? Or take any more of that stupid Quell?”

      “Rebecca!” I used my command voice and my mate jumped.

      “What?”

      “Look at me.”

      Slowly, she lifted her face, our gazes locked. “We have to go back. Now. Right now.”

      Her dark brown eyes were deep enough to drown in. Her soft body pressed to mine and my cock grew hard once more. I wanted her again. I would always want her. Would never get enough of her taste, her scent, her voice. She was courageous and loyal as well, throwing her body in front of the ion blast meant for her pet.  Protecting ‘her kids’ with a savageness only mothers possess.

      What would she be willing to sacrifice to protect a mate she loved? Or our children?

      I knew the answer. Everything. Which meant I could never leave her alone again. She would not hesitate to step in harm’s way, or to risk her life to protect someone she cared about. That was not acceptable.

      “Describe the item in your safe to me.”

      “I don’t know. It’s a weird shape, like in that Superman movie where he finds his father’s ship and puts the long thing into the thing and it activates the hologram.” She ranted and tried to pull away in the direction of the piloting controls.

      “What language are you speaking?” She made no sense. Perhaps I needed to run a complete update on my NPU.

      “English.” She stepped back. This time I let her go. She returned to pacing, her path shorter, her hands moving through her hair over and over as if she were trying to comfort herself.

      Watching her move was hypnotic. Seductive. Focusing on the conversation was an effort. She had bewitched me. How was I going to hunt when the only thinking organ in my body was my cock?

      “I need to get dressed. I can’t go home like this.” Her pet moved at last, the lazy beast stepping between me and my female in an obvious warning. She rubbed Lilah on her giant head and they both disappeared inside my small bedchamber. I heard slamming as my mate opened and closed the mostly empty storage compartments. “Don’t you have any clothes on this ship?” she yelled.

      I leaned against the doorframe and watched her stretch to reach the higher compartments. Nice view. Very nice. “None that would fit you.”

      “Stark! Stop staring at my boobs, this is serious.”

      “No. And yes.”

      “What?”

      “No, I very much enjoy looking at you mate. I will not stop. And yes, this is serious. Yet you have told me nothing that makes sense.”

      She threw her hands over her head and made a loud groaning sound. “Men! I swear to god, you are all the same. Doesn’t matter what planet you are from.”

      Calling upon my Elite Hunter speed, I moved past her pet and had her in my arms before she finished speaking. The squeak that came from her throat pushed my predator’s instincts to the limit. I’d caught her. Time to claim my reward.

      Burying one fist in her hair, I tilted her head and claimed her mouth. Shoved my tongue deep, mimicked what I wanted to do to her body with my cock. She stiffened in my arms, a deep cry coming from her throat. The sound immediately melted into a whimper and she melted into me, locked her arms around me and kissed me back.

      Bad idea, Stark.

      My body disagreed.

      It had already been five days. What was a few more minutes when my cock throbbed, my heart ached and I could not think when she kissed me like this.

      Demanding. Eager. Desperate.

      Maybe that was me.

      Breaking the kiss, I lifted her so that she was on her hands and knees on top of my bed, her hair a cascade down her back, her round ass on perfect display. And the glistening, pink center of her broke my will.

      I filled her in one deep stroke. Her soft cry urged me on. Faster. Harder. I wanted to be so deeply a part of her that she would never doubt, never fear losing me, never want another.

      “Stark, we can’t…”

      “We can.” I had no choice. I pushed my shirt high on her shoulders so I could stroke her skin. She had awakened a part of me that did not listen to reason. The Hunter. The wild thing inside me normally came alive only to track. Pursue. Find people who did not wish to be found and bring them to justice.

      This…I ran my palms over my mate’s soft back. Her bottom. Her thighs. This was better.

      “But—”

      “I need you, mate. I need you like this.”

      She gave in to the pleasure I offered, dropping her chest low. She rested on bent elbows as I pumped into her body like an animal. I wouldn’t last long, she was too hot. Too wet. Her scent was making my head explode with primitive images of all the ways I would take her, now that she was mine.

      She slid her arm out from under her torso, moved her hand lower to stroke the sensitive nub between her legs.

      The sight of her giving herself pleasure drove me to madness. My mate. Mine.

      I held on until she cried out, until the swollen walls of her core pulsed and spasmed around my hard length. Grabbing her hips, I lifted her off the bed and pulled her ass tightly to me. Buried deep, I came, my shout a shock of sound I’d never made before.

      When it was over, I leaned down to rest my forehead against her curved back. Gods, she was beautiful.

      “You are dangerous, female.”

      She chuckled and the movement in her core made me groan. “I didn’t start that.”

      “You did.”

      “How?”

      “By being too beautiful to resist.”

      The compliment appeared to leave her speechless. I placed a soft kiss on her dark skin. Drawn to her like a magnet, I lingered. Breathed her in. Moved a bit. Kissed her again.

      “If you don’t stop, we will never get out of this room.” Her voice was soft and accepting. Sexy. I could listen to her sound like that for the rest of my life.

      “You would tempt me with paradise?”

      A distinctly non-human whimper filled the small space. I looked over to see her giant pet staring at us, her dark eyes assessing me with a look I had never seen before.

      Was that animal glaring at me.

      “Oh my god! I forgot she was in here!” Rebecca groaned. “Look at her. She knows. She knows what we were doing! Get off of me. This is embarrassing.”

      “Your pet will get used to seeing us thus.” Reluctant to leave the warmth of her body, I pulled my cock free and looked at the animal whose head was perched at an odd angle, titled to one side as she stared at us with those huge, brown eyes, unblinking.

      “And we were doing it doggie-style! Oh, god. That’s even worse.”

      “What are you upset about?” I truly did not understand her reference. “What is ‘doing it’? Are you referring to our mating? And what is ‘doggie-style’?”

      She burst out laughing. My mate rolled over onto her side and propped herself up on one arm to look at me. Her dark hair framed her face perfectly. “What am I supposed to do with you, huh?”

      Fully clothed once more, I sat next to her on the small bed and gently pushed a stray piece of hair from her face. “Keep me. Allow me to stay at your side.”

      Rebecca flopped onto her back and stared up at me, her heart in her eyes. “No wonder I can’t seem to stay mad at you.”

      Did she know what her gaze told me? Was she beginning to love me? Did I dare hope? I could not lose that fragile beginning within her. I needed her too badly. “We will return to Earth.”

      She gasped and reached for me, her palm tender against my cheek. “Thank you.”

      I sighed. When she looked at me like that I could deny her nothing. Already I was hers in ways she could not comprehend. The pull of a Marked Mate was no small thing. A miracle. Rare. True and strong and impossible to deny. I would give her anything. Follow her anywhere. Kill for her. Die for her. Never get enough of her voice. Her touch. Her scent. Her smile.

      I wanted more. I wanted her heart.

      “We return. Not for the hunt. Not for the Coalition. We go back because I know your heart would break if we did not.”

      Tears gathered in her eyes and I cursed myself a fool. What the fuck had I done wrong now? I had killed the one who attacked her. Saved her life and that of her beloved animal. I had healed them both. Cared for them. Stated my intention and claimed her body, giving her pleasure. I had melded our hearts into one with the binding of our marks as I filled her with my cock. What more could I have done in such a short time?

      Nothing. I had done all I could do. It was not enough.

      Despair threatened to break me at the great sorrow I saw gathering in her eyes.

      A single tear slid down her cheek. Two. I could not bear it. “Please, do not.” I wiped the tears away with my thumb. “Do not cry. I will fix this. Whatever is breaking your heart, I will fix it.”

      She smiled. “I don’t think so, Stark.” She turned her head and placed a kiss in the palm of my hand, my skin wet with the tears I’d wiped away. “I think this might be what love feels like. I just didn’t expect it to hurt.”

      “I do not know. I have never been in love before.” Before her.

      She sniffled and wiped the remainder of her tears away. She sat up, a new energy singing in every line of her body. She pulled my shirt down to cover herself and slapped the bed. “Okay. You, go set the autopilot, or whatever you guys call it, to take us back to Earth.”

      “The journey will take five days.” I did not want to disappoint her with the news, but she needed to know. “We are nearly home.”

      “To Everis?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. It is what it is. Get us turned around and then come find me.”

      “The ship is not large enough for you to hide from me.”

      “I know. I’ll even tell you where to look.”

      Confused, I felt my own head tilt to the side, just as her pet’s did. “Where?”

      “In the shower. Thanks to you, I need one. Badly.”

      The assault on my senses began at once as I imagined water gliding over her curves. Droplets on her lips. Moving my hands over every part of her. Relishing the soft glide of cleansing oils on her smooth skin.

      My cock pulsed. I swore at the shameless beast. The vision would not leave me. The curse of a vivid imagination.

      “Perhaps that is not a good idea.” I turned my face away. The only way to regain control of myself was to stop looking. I could not think with her spread out on my bed like an offering to a god. To me.

      “I don’t know. I’d like to try out those oils.”

      “What?” My head snapped to attention. I turned to look at her over my shoulder. She was grinning, a sexy, feminine grin full of pure seduction.

      “I don’t know what you did to us when you put our birthmarks together, but I can’t seem to get you completely out of my head. And sometimes, I see things.” She shrugged. “I assume they are coming from you. Some kind of alien sex side effect. If not, I’ve got a serious problem on my hands.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Rebecca, Five Days Later, Earth

      

      The spaceship settled in an empty section of a large open area inside the Interstellar Bride’s Processing center’s compound. He turned on the monitors so I could see the small army of giants moving to surround us.

      Us. Our ship. When had that happened?

      Sure, it was small, but it felt like home now. Even Lilah had settled in. I didn’t mind the small bed because Stark held me all night long. When I complained of being too hot, he made sure the room was cool enough for my comfort. He looked after me constantly, asking if I was hungry or thirsty or tired. Making love to me multiple times a day. Even using that funny magic wand to heal my lady parts when they got sore from all the unusual activity.

      Hah. I smiled. The last 10 days had been filled with pounding and grinding and so many orgasms I’d literally lost count. Which was completely crazy when I realized I could count on one hand the number of orgasms I’d had in bed with a man in the last five years.

      “Are you sure about this?” Stark asked.

      “Yes. Trust me. She is famous. Seems like a really cool chick.”

      “She is a child from one of the bird races?”

      “No. What? There are bird people?”

      “Of course.”

      “Why aren’t they in the brochures?” Bird people? Holy shit. What else was out there?

      “They are not part of the Coalition of Planets. Their home worlds are in a distant galaxy and they had no desire to become involved in our war with the Hive.”

      Bird people. Wow.

      I moved to stand next to the pilot’s seat and rested one hand on his shoulder, the hand with the birthmark, the one that had made Stark mine. I’d hated the odd mark my entire life. Now I was grateful to have it. Happy.

      Stark lifted one hand to cover mine, his touch both familiar and comforting. “How many Prillon and Atlan guards does one woman need?”

      I looked at the monitors again and had to agree. Walking toward us, head held high, was the woman I recognized from the brochures my friend Katie had shown me before she volunteered to be a bride. The woman was Warden Egara, a human in charge of processing all the volunteer brides in North America. She was based in Miami, which wasn’t exactly Cleveland. I was still far from home, but Stark had a plan and I had convinced him these people—or aliens—would help.

      Stark settled the ship and went outside to speak to her. I stayed in the cockpit, as agreed, not because I was afraid to go outside, but because I still didn’t have anything to wear and I was not flashing my ass to every alien in the joint.

      Stark spoke briefly to Warden Egara. I watched her pass a bag to him. He was back in minutes. Eagerly, I pulled the ordered clothing from the bag and put everything on. It all fit perfectly, even the bra and panties.

      “I like you better naked, mate.”

      I smiled at my man. My alien man. “Don’t worry, as soon as we’re alone again I’ll switch back to my normal clothing.”

      “You mean one of my shirts with nothing beneath?”

      “Of course.”

      His smile made my heart melt a little more than it should. I was already in love with him. I knew it. But every time I thought I was in as deep as I could go, he did or said something that made me want him more. I hadn’t thought about college or the cheap items I’d packed up to move since the day I woke in the glass coffin. There was one box of personal items I cared about, photos and little things I’d managed to keep after my parents died. I did want that.  The rest?  Nothing but random stuff of my random life before him.

      Hopefully Warden Egara had sent the message ahead to Cleveland for me and one of my friends from the center had been able to pick it up. Wherever it was.

      I smoothed the ivory blouse and rust colored pants over my curves and felt normal again. Well, as normal as I could with an alien staring at me and Lilah flopped down in the corridor of a spaceship like a huge dog carpet.

      I slipped my feet into an extremely comfortable pair of sandals and smiled up at Stark. “These are perfect.”

      “Of course. I was very specific when I sent your measurements.”

      “But you didn’t measure me.”

      He smiled and pulled me in for a kiss. “Of course I did, mate. Every single part of you is branded inside me.”

      See? How the hell was I supposed to resist a guy who said that kind of ridiculous thing and actually meant it.

      He got a kiss for his trouble.

      “Okay. Let’s go talk to her.” I placed my hand in Stark’s and allowed him to lead me to the exit. “What did she say? Were they able to find it?”

      “No.”

      “No? I told them exactly where it was.”

      “Apparently, when the safe was opened, it was empty.”

      “What?”

      He chuckled. “If you continue to use that word so frequently I shall start charging a fee.”

      “Like a cuss jar?”

      “I do not know of what you speak.”

      “Never mind.” We were walking down the ramp of a spaceship just like in a movie. There was practically an army of gigantic, armed aliens waiting for us, and one small woman. Pretty. Dark hair. Gray eyes. Maybe a year or two older than me. I was nervous and needed a distraction. “What’s the fee?”

      He didn’t hesitate. Apparently he’d been thinking about this for a while. “A kiss.”

      I chuckled. “Why would you ask for that when you can already have as many as you want.”

      He stopped dead in his tracks at the bottom of the ramp and turned me to face him. “Can I?”

      I saw something in his eyes I hadn’t seen before, vulnerability. “Yes.”

      “And tomorrow? Once your drug dealers are dead?”

      My heart sank. I wanted to be with him, but moving to outer space? God, moving across the country had seemed nearly impossible a few days ago. Another planet was next level scary.

      “Excuse me for interrupting but we don’t have a lot of time.” We both turned to find Warden Egara had approached, two massive Prillon guards on either side of her. Four guards? Just for Stark?

      I held out my hand. “Hi. I’m Rebecca. This is Stark.”

      The warden accepted my proffered hand and shook it briefly before turning to Stark. “Elite Hunter Stark. Welcome. I have been in contact with Prillon Prime and confirmed your assignment.”

      Next to me, Stark stiffened. “I do not lie, warden.”

      She watched Stark with narrowed eyes, completely unfazed by his stern tone. “We have had a large amount of unexpected activity here on Earth the last few months, including dealings with the legions on Rogue 5. Forgive me for being thorough.”

      When Stark stared back, I stepped between them and smiled. “It’s okay. Don’t mind him. He’s just trying to protect me and kill the jerks selling Quell.”

      Warden Egara’s gray eyes locked on me. “Of course. And you are his marked mate?”

      I held up my hand, palm out to show her my birthmark as Stark wrapped an arm around me and pulled me to his side.

      “She is mine.”

      Warden Egara laughed, her entire demeanor completely changed from stern to gorgeous. “I can see that. Excellent.” She looked at me with a much softer, much kinder smile. “I am very protective of my brides, Rebecca. I had to make sure you were all right.”

      “I’m not an Interstellar Bride.”

      “Are you not?” She looked from me to Stark and raised her eyebrows. I didn’t feel like arguing.

      “I’m fine. Stark has taken very good care of me.”

      From behind, Lilah nudged my thigh with her head before moving to place herself between me and the nearest pair of Prillon guards. I had to admit, they were intimidating. Even taller than Stark with sharp features and oddly colored skin. Some of them looked almost human with dark brown skin, or light beige that could have been fair skin with a good tan. But the others? Copper. Golden. Strange colored eyes to match. And the Atlans behind them? Well, they looked more human, but they had to be seven feet tall. At least. A couple of them looked closer to eight.

      And they transformed into something even bigger?

      Lord help the girl who got herself mated to one of them. Then again, that’s why they were called beasts.

      “And is this the big girl who got herself shot by those terrible, mean aliens?” Warden Egara had her hands all over Lilah, scratching her behind the ears—and Lilah was eating it up.

      Traitor.

      Some attack dog.

      Warden Egara—still bent over to pet my traitorous dog—grinned up at me. Let’s go inside. It’s too hot out here.” She glanced at Stark. “We have taken your concerns into account, Elite Hunter. We have more than enough manpower here to help you catch your criminals and protect your mate.”

      I looked around at the aliens standing guard out here under the bright sunshine. There had to be even more alien warrior guys inside. It was a large facility. I glanced up at Stark to find his lips not quite as thin and his shoulders more relaxed. He really had been worried about protecting me while he hunted.

      He was adorable. In a totally scary way that made me want to rip his clothes off and make him chase me. Stark had warned me never to run from him unless I wanted to be caught and fucked into extreme bliss. Running would activate his Elite Hunter instincts. I’d seen him move too fast to track with the naked eye. I didn’t know what else he could do, but these aliens all seemed to show Stark a high level of respect. And Stark? No fear. None. Which was saying something, because these aliens were huge, scary and built like tanks.

      Every single one of them made sure to keep a significant distance from my man.

      Ouch. Stark was hot. Lethal. And mine.

      We followed Warden Egara inside and I ignored the fact that my brand new panties were already more than a little wet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Stark

      

      My small ship had never carried this many. Warden Egara had offered to keep Rebecca safe in Miami. My stubborn mate, however, had adamantly refused to be left behind.

      So here we were, crammed inside my ship with six Atlan Warlords, each one competing for Lilah’s attention. They were going to fatten our pet twice her already monstrous size if they didn’t stop using my S-Gen machine to make her favorite dog treats. Rebecca had taught them all of her pet’s commands and they were jostling one another aside like children to watch the drooling creature sit. Stand. Lay down. Back up. Roll over.

      Play dead. That one was their favorite. I had to admit, the sight of Lilah lying on her back with her tongue hanging limply from the side of her mouth was highly amusing.

      And Rebecca? She watched their foolish antics and laughed. Eyes sparkling, head thrown back. She was more beautiful than ever and I could not bring myself to ruin her fun.

      The Atlans? I would have tossed them in the containment cells in the back if Rebecca would allow it. I’d seen more than one admiring my mate. She was stunning. I couldn’t blame them for their appreciation, but I didn’t have to like it.

      “We’re nearly there. Get on mission.”

      Lilah, dead on the floor, twisted her body just enough to look at me upside-down. Rebecca sat back down in the co-pilot’s seat and buckled in, the smile on her face mellowing to a grin. Then worry.

      The Atlans responded to their training, accepting the command and leaving Lilah alone to check their weapons and armor one more time.

      Apparently nervous, Rebecca bit her bottom lip and leaned closer to the vid screens as the youth center came into view. “It looks so small from up here.”

      “We will be there in just a couple of minutes. Review for us, one more time, the exact location of the safe.”

      Rebecca recited the same information to all of us as she’d done at least a dozen times when we’d still been in Florida with the warden. “As long as it’s after ten, there shouldn’t be anyone there.”

      I scanned the human communication frequencies and located the local time. “It is eleven fourteen.”

      “Good.” Rebecca visibly relaxed, leaning back in her seat. “What does the AI thing do again?”

      Velik’s tone was kind when he answered my mate. Which was good, otherwise I would have to break his knees so he could kneel before her and beg forgiveness. “The engram holds the core components for their ship’s artificial intelligence system. The AI runs the ship, makes all the calculations required for space travel and controls the ship’s systems. Without it, their craft won’t operate.”

      “And that AI is actually smart enough to know it’s trapped in my safe and send out a distress signal?”

      “Indeed.”

      “That is Terminator level scary.” She glanced back at one of the Atlans who had insisted on carrying an extremely large ion rifle. The biggest one I’d ever seen.

      He grinned. “We are the only terminators here, my lady.”

      I shook my head.

      Rebecca chuckled. “Terminator is a movie about a robot that travels back in time to kill the leader of a human revolution.”

      The Atlan shifted his rifle to his opposite side. “I do not travel through time, but I am very skilled at killing.”

      Rebecca paused, stared at the huge grin on the Atlan’s face. “Good to know.”

      No doubt she believed the Atlan jested. I knew the opposite to be true. And if the Siren scum were here to retrieve the AI engram for their ship—a fact we’d figured out in Florida as well—we might need that ridiculous rifle. And all six Atlans.

      Fuck. Why had I agreed to allow Rebecca to come with us. This was too dangerous.

      Because she insisted and I couldn’t tell her no.

      The leader of the Atlans, an exceptionally oversized monster named Velik moved to stand in the small space separating the two pilot seats. He blocked my view of Rebecca and I nearly growled at him.

      Who was the beast now?

      “Have you tracked down the signal?”

      “No.” I checked the scanners again. “I am picking up a weak, short-range distress signal breaking through, but the frequency varies moment to moment. The signal is not consistent. Nor can I pin down an exact location.”

      The Atlan grunted. “The AI must be testing frequencies, trying to reach its ship.” He looked down over his shoulder at my mate. “Did you place the device in a shielded location?”

      “I—no. I mean, it put it in the fireproof box that’s inside the safe.”

      “What is this safe made of?”

      “I have no idea. Steel, maybe?”

      “With thermal insulation?”

      “It’s supposed to be fireproof, and so is the box inside the safe. So, yes? Steel box inside a steel safe, lined with something so it won’t burn if the center were to catch on fire.”

      Velik grunted. “Stroke of luck. The AI signal wouldn’t be strong enough to break through. It would need to test frequencies, search for one able to penetrate your mate’s safe.”

      “So, it’s still there?” Rebecca asked.

      “I believe so.” Velik slapped the back of my seat. “Get us down there, Hunter. We’ll take care of this. You remain here and keep your mate safe.” He turned away and moved into the tiny corridor now bursting with Atlans. And weapons.

      If I didn’t know the Atlan beasts were giants in every possible way, I would look at those rifles and wonder what they were compensating for. In this case, no compensation was needed. These warlords simply loved to blow shit up.

      Cloaking device still on, I landed the ship in the parking lot of Rebecca’s youth center. The sky was dark, but this was a city. The stars were obscured by the glow of millions of artificial lights. Streetlamps illuminated most of the center’s front entrance. Shadows lingered around the trees and bushes, here and there, near a doorway.

      I didn’t like it.

      Of course, I didn’t like even the idea of my mate being here.

      The shudder of touchdown rocked the ship and the Atlans had the door open and were outside before I’d had a chance to turn off the propulsion system.

      Next to me, Rebecca unbuckled and scooted closer to the images on the screen in front of her. The Atlans moved like liquid, flowing toward the entrance. Seconds later they had disappeared inside. Her knee bobbed up and down in a rapid movement that distracted me from my ongoing scans.

      “I hope they remember the combination. He didn’t write it down. Why didn’t he write it down?” Rebecca’s leg moved even faster. She added rocking her torso forward and back to her repertoire, one hand rubbing the spot on her lower ribs where she’d been shot, as if the site pained her. I doubted she was even aware of the action.

      “Rebecca, be calm. Atlans are very good fighters. I doubt there is an army on this planet that could defeat those warlords.” I reached over and placed my hand on her bouncing knee. The movement stopped at once. Thank the gods. She was going to make me nervous with her explosion of energy.

      I wanted to be inside the building. I wanted to be out there, hunting the Siren scum who had nearly killed my mate.

      Even more, I needed to be next to her, keeping her safe.

      “Okay.” She leaned back into the seat and closed her eyes. “Okay. But I can’t watch this screen. I just can’t.” She rose from her seat and moved toward the now empty corridor. “I’ll go get Lilah some food.” She glanced down at her pet, love shining in her eyes as she leaned low and rested her forehead against the dog’s. “You’re probably thirsty, too. Aren’t you girl?”

      Lilah panted happily and followed my mate into the corridor. Moments later I heard Rebecca cooing to that dog. Praise. Affection. Sweetness. Love words.

      Fuck me. I was jealous of a dog. Again.

      Irritated at myself for the thought, I returned my attention to the scanners tracking the AI’s frequency bursts. I turned on the comms, listening to the Atlans talk to one another as they moved through the building. Found the safe. Opened it.

      They had it. The AI Engram was in their possession. There was no possible way for Rokor or his accomplice to leave this planet without it. Their ship would be useless.

      Excellent. I would take Rebecca back to Warden Egara, where I knew she would be safely guarded by a complex full of Atlan warlords and Prillion warriors, ensure her comfort and finally resume my hunt.

      “Lilah!” Rebecca’s scream hadn’t fully registered before I was out of my seat, moving toward the sound.

      The dog lay in a heap in the corridor, an ion blast in her side. She was breathing, but she was badly wounded.

      I was to the ramp, registering Rebecca’s protests.

      “Stop it! Put me down. Asshole!”

      There was no response. There didn’t need to be. I knew who had her.

      “Rokor! Let her go!”

      “Come and get her, Hunter.” Cruel laughter followed the challenge, then a whimper of pain.

      “No!” Rebecca screamed but I did not hear fear in her voice. I heard rage.

      My brave, reckless mate. Did she not realize her life was in danger? That Rokor would as soon cut her throat as listen to her cries?

      I stepped into view at the top of the ship’s ramp. As expected, Rokor was staring up at me, an evil snarl on his face. He held Rebecca by her neck, nearly dangling her in the air. Only the tips of her toes touched the ground. Even that was a relief. Rokor was from Rogue 5, a Hyperion hybrid. He could rip out her throat with a flick of his wrist…or one bite from his fangs.

      “What do you want, Rokor?”

      “I want my AI engram.”

      “I don’t have it.”

      “Lies.” He shook Rebecca enough to make her feet swing in mid-air. Her fingers were curled around his grip like claws. “Come now, Hunter. Stop hiding in your ship. We picked up the AI’s frequency coming from here. Give me what I want, and I’ll give you what you want.”

      “Stark! No! There are two more. It’s a trap!”

      Of course it was a trap. It was always a trap. “Where is your friend, Rokor? Or did you kill him, too?”

      “He was useless.”

      “And you didn’t want to share.” There were too many humans on this planet Rokor could sell his drugs to. Weak. Small. Rokor could have been a king on Earth. A god.

      I’d been sent by the Coalition to bring him to justice. I would have done my job. But now he’d dared touch my mate. Hurt her. Nearly killed her.

      For that alone he would die.

      I was an Elite Hunter. Rebecca had never seen me track my prey. Never seen me kill. I had no desire to show her that side of myself, but I had no choice.

      Calling upon my ancient bloodline, I allowed my cells to fill with power. Intention. Stillness.

      One moment I stood at the top of the ship’s ramp. The next I sliced Rokor’s arm from his body, the detached limb still attached to Rebecca’s neck.

      Turning, I shoved a blade into Rokor’s heart with one hand and pulled Rebecca into place behind me with the other. I now stood between Rebecca and the other attackers.

      Pity. They were human.

      Rebecca shouted as she pulled the hand from her neck and threw Rokor’s limb as far away as she could manage. “Ugh! Gross. Oh my god! You cut off his arm.”

      I did not have time to comfort her. The human males were armed as well. Their weapons made of metal and stinking of oil. I knew they were ancient projectile firearms. Not a threat to me, but to Rebecca? Lethal.

      Moving faster than I ever had in my life, my vision blurred as I sliced each man’s throat in turn. Rebecca wobbled from the loss of my arm around her, but I was back at her side before she could fall.

      “What?” Her eyes grew round with shock as she watched the human men reach for their throats one by one. Blood spurted from their necks. Confusion clouded their gazes. They both crumpled to the ground to bleed out.

      I scanned our surroundings for further threats and found none. Pulling her into my arms, I held her close. Stroked her back as she shuddered. “There’s that word again, mate.”

      A faint laugh from her allowed me to breathe again. “You saved my life. Again.”

      Relief made my knees weak, relief that she did not pull away from me, did not fear me. I had killed in front of her and still she clung to me. “Are you afraid of me?”

      “What?”

      Gods be damned, I was going to ban that word from her vocabulary.

      Slowly, I placed my hands on either side of her face and tilted her head up so I could look into her eyes. “Are you afraid of me?”

      She looked confused. “Why would I be afraid of you?”

      “I did what I had to do to protect you. I wish you had not been forced to see me like that.”

      She lifted her hands and placed them over mine, locking my palms to her soft cheeks. “They were evil, Stark. Pure evil. I’m glad you killed them.” Tears gathered in her eyes and an ache built inside my chest. “I’m sorry you have to do that. Kill, I mean, to protect other people. It must be horrible for you.”

      I had sliced open three men’s throats in front of her and she was worried about me?

      I kissed her. There was nothing else I could do. She made no sense, my female. None.

      Thank the gods.

      I heard the Atlans exit the building. Velik whistled slowly as he inspected the scene, the others fanning out behind him. “Didn’t leave anything for the rest of us, eh?”

      “No.”

      He nodded. “Didn’t know what they were dealing with, did they?”

      “No.”

      “Scary fuckers.” He tilted his head at his fellow warlords. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Two are human, but that one is from Rogue 5.”

      “Got it.” With a slight nod from Velik, two of his men moved to pick up Rokor’s corpse.

      Holding onto my mate with one hand, I dug in my uniform pocket with the other and tossed the DNA scanner as well as a bioflare to one of the Atlans. He caught it in midair and grinned.

      “Always wanted to use one of these things.”

      “Well, get on with it.” I lifted Rebecca and cradled her in my arms. This time she was not gravely injured. This time she wrapped her arms around my neck and rested her head on my shoulder.

      She sniffled. Shuddered.

      “What is wrong? Are you in pain?”

      “He killed Lilah.” Her words were broken.

      “No, love. Your golden beast is alive. Injured, but alive. I promise you.”

      The news seemed to break the tight control she had on her emotions. She trembled as I carried her to the safety of my ship. Together we knelt beside Lilah. The valiant dog managed to lift her head and offer her mistress a kiss in the form of a swipe of her enormous tongue on Rebecca’s wrist.

      She would live.

      I paid no attention to the Atlans, looking away from my mate only when one of them appeared at my side with a ReGen wand. I lifted the device to Rebecca’s neck. She tried to shove my hands away.

      “Lilah needs it more than I do.”

      I grabbed both of her hands in one of mine and waited for her to look at me. Our gazes locked. “You will always come first, Rebecca. Always.”

      She lowered her eyelids for long seconds. I expected an argument.

      When her eyes opened I saw something there I had never seen before. I didn’t dare hope.

      Then she said the words.

      “I love you, Stark. Thank you for taking care of me.”

      “I love you, Rebecca. If you will have me, I’d like to take care of you for the rest of our lives.”

      “Forever?”

      “Yes.”

      “On Everis?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can Lilah come?”

      “Of course.”

      The Atlans moved around us, taking care of the ship and their weapons. Rokor’s body had been incinerated. The ship lifted from the ground and still I did not move. One of them handed the DNA tracer back to me and I shoved it in my pocket without looking. I couldn’t take my eyes from Rebecca. Needed her answer.

      “Yes. I want to be with you.” She leaned back and exposed her neck, trusting me to heal her, to take care of her.

      To love her.

      Always.

      “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      I hope you enjoyed the adventures of Stark, Rebecca, and Lilah. I was honored to be asked to participate with all of these amazing authors and give back to Hero-Dogs.org and the heroes who serve. Please take a look at their great program matching veterans with service animals.

      The Interstellar Brides® Program universe has over fifty books in four fun, adventurous, sexy and romantic stories.

      
        
        To find out more about the USA Today Bestselling series visit Grace at her website. GraceGoodwin.com
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            DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Series: The Intergalactic Guide to Humans series is a humorous take on alien abductions, probing, and other shenanigans.

      

      Unicorns are just as real as aliens.

       Despite achieving fame and fortune as a renowned unicorn tamer, Bruin has never found the one thing he craves: love. When a horrific accident puts him deep in debt, Bruin's only chance of returning to his old life is aiding his scientist father. Sent to find out why the people on a primitive planet called Earth don't believe in unicorns, all Bruin has to do is abduct a human. But he never expected that human to be his fated mate...

       All Tara's ever wanted is to leave her small Scottish town and explore the world. Being kidnapped by a crazy guy with a fake unicorn wasn't what she had in mind. Especially when the unicorn turns out to be real, and the crazily hot guy turns out to be an alien. 

      Her abductor is offering a chance to explore the galaxy with his charming unicorn in tow. But to see the stars, she'd have to give up everything, including the walls around her heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A Note on Unicorns by Tholin, son of Thalin

      

      

      It is a well-known fact across the universe that unicorns are real. They have many names, ranging from the simple (onehorn, horn-beast, solohorn) to the comical (stabhorn, glitter-pain).

      Only on a few backwater planets do people doubt their existence. One of those planets is Peritus, known by locals as Earth, Erde, земля́, Terre and other names in their copious languages.1

      It is not established why Peritans refuse to believe in unicorns. This will need further research.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 For some reason, Peritans have not adopted the intergalactic standard name for their planet yet.
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How to Tame a Unicorn

        

      

    

    
      Bruin

      The sharp horn narrowly missed my throat, but one of the hooves found its mark. I repressed a scream as pain shot through my shin and up my leg. Only years of experience kept me from making the fatal mistake of crying out. Loud noise would only upset the stabhorn further.

      “Easy, girl,” I muttered soothingly while staying out of reach of the deadly horn. My voice was tense with pain, but I hoped she wouldn’t notice. “Calm down.”

      The mare didn’t listen. She reared up again, her hooves coming perilously close to crushing my skull. An’tia was huge for her age and gender. I barely reached up to the lowest point of her back. With a furious whinny, she landed on all fours again. Golden mist rose from her nostrils, a sign of her anger and fear.

      “Take it easy. I’m not here to hurt you.”

      An’tia didn’t care. She glared at me with her azure blue eyes, her disdain and wrath evident. She was going to be a handful. Every new arrival at the sanctuary was scared, dangerous and unpredictable, but her size set her aside from the other stabhorns. I wasn’t a small male, not in the slightest, but next to her, I felt tiny.

      Her hooves scraped across the ground as she got ready to attack again. The golden mist coming from her nostrils surrounded her like a cloud, shimmering in the evening light of the Second Sun. Maybe it was time to give her some space and try again tomorrow.

      An’tia pointed her horn at my heart, the tip dark with dried blood. The blood was green, probably from one of the Quurkat traders who’d transported her on their ship. I hoped they’d sought medical attention. An’tia was a venom-tipped stabhorn, a rare breed whose horns were coated in a slow-acting poison. If the injured traders didn’t take the antidote, they’d be paralysed within three intergalactic hours.

      With a snort, An’tia shook her mane, her horn still pointing at my chest. It was time to retreat and give her some space.

      Very slowly, I backed away. My injured leg hurt when I put weight on it, but I managed to keep from wincing in pain. I’d head to the nearest medpod as soon as I’d written a report on this first encounter.

      An’tia whinnied, but stayed in place as she watched my withdrawal. I kept eye contact with her to show the stabhorn that I wasn’t prey. I wasn’t giving up, I was just taking a break. I’d be back and return again and again until she was ready to trust me.

      And then everything happened at once. Someone shouted from behind me. I stumbled. And An’tia charged.

      Blinding pain exploded in my chest. Blue eyes met mine. An’tia’s triumphant gaze was the last thing I saw before darkness and pain overwhelmed me.
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        * * *

      

      I floated on a river of golden hair. It swept around me, enveloping me in a soothing embrace that washed away all memory of pain. I let the river take me, too weak to resist the steady current. Above me, a blue sky was dappled with fluffy white clouds unlike I’d never seen before. The blue reminded me of something, but the thought was carried away by the river before I could grasp it.

      I didn’t know how long I drifted. A deep feeling of harmony and peace filled me. I was content simply to float and let the river carry me. The destination didn’t matter.

      Over time, the clouds above me became larger until they drowned out almost all the blue. Even after they'd hidden the sky, they continued to grow, expanding downwards. When the closest one was only an arm's length away from me, I tried to swim away from it, but my limbs got tangled in the hair. I was trapped. Helpless, I could do nothing but watch as the clouds grew. A strange scent reached my nose, spicy and exotic. Was that what clouds smelled like? And then a voice echoed through the whiteness, a female, speaking in a melodic language I couldn't understand. But then the cloud touching me solidified, pressing against my face-

      

      "Stop struggling."

      A familiar voice made me stop immediately. I was used to following his orders. My sire. 

      I opened my eyes. As always, it was as if looking into a mirror. A mirror that showed me what I would look like forty rotations from now. My sire had the same angular face, the same piercing purple eyes, the same curved ears that seemed too large for my head. He had a few wrinkles around his eyes that I lacked, but otherwise, we were identical. Not surprising considering I was his clone. 

      "You barely made it," he said with a sigh. Disappointment swung in his words. Not because I'd almost died. Because I almost destroyed his legacy. He'd paid a small fortune to have me created, yet I'd not given him what he'd expected in return. It didn't matter that I'd become the best stabhorn tamer on the planet. It didn't matter that I was happy with my life. No, to my sire, I was a constant source of disappointment. 

      "How bad is it?" I asked, then coughed. My throat was dry, but my sire didn't offer me a drink. He simply stared down at me with an unreadable expression. 

      "They had to give you an organ transplant or you wouldn't have survived."

      Wow. I'd really come close then. I'd been wounded by stabhorns before, it was almost part of the job description, but I'd never been hurt this badly. 

      "I gave permission to have the credits deducted from your account," my sire continued. "But since you've clearly not handled your money well, you're now in debt."

      I wasn't surprised he'd not offered to pay for my operation with his own credits. He'd always told me that creating me had been expensive enough. I'd had to work for my living from the moment I was old enough. 

      Debt. Great. I wondered how long it would take me to pay back the credits. Being a stabhorn tamer came with a lot of prestige, but the salary was way below what my sire earned in his job as a Professor at the Intergalactic University. 

      "Where's my Commband?" I asked weakly. 

      He handed it to me and waited while I pulled up my bank balance. I cursed when I saw the amount, then closed my eyes in denial. It would take decades. 

      My sire clicked his tongue in disapproval. "You know you shouldn't use such language. It doesn't befit your status."

      "Status?" I laughed humourlessly. "I'm bankrupt. How am I even going to pay for my food? Or my electricity?”

      “It was your decision to play with dangerous animals. You shouldn’t be surprised that you got hurt. It’s been a long time coming, if you ask me.”

      “I’m not asking you,” I snapped. I tried to sit up, but a wave of dizziness crashed over me. I let myself drop back onto the medpod’s soft mattress.

      “There is one way you could make up for it,” my sire said, a twisted smirk around his lips. Oh no. I wasn’t going to like this. “You could come work for me.”

      I couldn’t repress a laugh. “Work for you? I’d rather be gouged by a stabhorn again.”

      “That could be arranged,” he said coldly. “I will send you the details later. Once they evict you, I’m sure you will reconsider.”

      He left before I could say another word. I was seething, desperate to punch something. How had my life suddenly become a nightmare? Yesterday, I’d been the darling of the stabhorn scene. Today, I was injured, poor and miserable.
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        * * *

      

      After two rotations in the medical centre, I was discharged home. My landlord didn’t know yet that I was bankrupt, so I was able to stay here for a bit longer. Only when I couldn’t pay the next rent would she discover the truth. I’d spent the past two rotations trying to get a loan to carry me over, but my medical data hat already updated and nobody would lend money to someone who’d almost died and had only just been released from the medical centre. They said I could try again in twenty rotations, but by then, I’d starved.

      I opened the cool locker and wrinkled my nose at the rotten smell emanating from it. Most of my food had gone off while I’d been away. I’d been in an induced coma for eight rotations while I recovered from the transplant. This was one of the moments that I wished I had a mate. Someone to look after me while I was sick. Someone to replenish the cool locker. Someone to hug me and heal the hurt my sire’s behaviour had caused. Not that I would ever admit that to anyone. My public image was that of a playboy who had no intentions of ever settling down. In reality, I craved the stability a mate could provide. The females I occasionally took home only fulfilled my physical urges. They didn’t block the loneliness.

      The main console blinked, signalling unread messages. I dropped into my favourite massage pod and told the AI to read me my messages. With a groan, I relaxed as dozens of hands seemed to massage my tired body. I’d missed my pod.

      The first two messages were from friends asking how I was. How nice. Not that they were actual friends. They were friends with my money and fame. Now that one of those was gone, would they stick around? I doubted it.

      The third message was from my sire. I was tempted to delete it before listening, but as always, I felt a tiny glimmer of hope that my sire might say something nice to me.

      For the first time in his life.

      “…spoken to the Dean. She’s agreed to fund a research project involving Peritans.”

      I rolled my eyes. They were my sire’s favourite alien species. Peritans lived on some backwater planet and hadn’t even travelled further than their own moon, but they’d grown to fame across the universe in the past decade. The Intergalactic University was mostly to blame for that. My sire had been one of the first researchers to look into Peritan culture, a contrast to most of his colleagues who were more interested in their biology and intellect. For some strange reason, Peritans were sexually compatible with most sentient species. It made them extremely valuable, even though they likely weren’t aware of it. That’s why a blockade had been put around their planet and the IGU was the only institution with abduction rights.

      My sire loved Peritans more than his own offspring, that much had been clear to me for years. Him mentioning that at the beginning of his message was yet more evidence of that painful fact.

      “…you and a stabhorn.”

      I sat up straight. What? Lost in thought, I’d missed part of the message, so I had the AI rewind.

      “…can find stabhorns all over Peritan mythology, but they have stopped believing in their existence. I want to find out why. That’s why I got funding to send you and a stabhorn. You’ll abduct some natives and confront them with the stabhorn to study their reaction. For legal reasons, it will be best to bring them here rather than do the research on their planet.”

      My sire had gone crazy. He wanted me to take a stabhorn to Peritus? I had better things to do. Besides, stabhorn hated space travel. They needed fresh air and solid ground beneath their hooves.

      “Your salary will cover your medical debts and then some,” the message continued. “You’ll be able to resume your lavish lifestyle after your return.”

      Despite the AI’s monotonous voice, I could almost hear my sire’s disapproving tone. He saw my life as a stabhorn tamer as wasted potential.

      “Let me know your decision within the next cycle. I have already spoken to your employers and they’ve agreed to lend me a stabhorn named An’tia.”

      I snorted. I bet they didn’t tell him that An’tia was the stabhorn who’d almost killed me. She was the worst possible choice for a long space journey.

      I was tempted to tell my sire to klat off and stick his research into where the suns didn’t shine. But the thought of An’tia made me reconsider. She deserved to be accompanied by someone who knew her, not some stranger.

      The massage pod helped me make up my mind. I’d lose it if I didn’t do this. I’d lose everything. How bad could a trip to Peritus get?
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First Contact

        

      

    

    
      Tara

      “Why aren’t you wearing a kilt?” a lady asked me, disapproval radiating from her.

      “Only the men do.” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. I got this question almost every day.

      “But you’d look so much more Scottish with a kilt.”

      Tourists. I hated them so much. Yet it was my job to keep them happy.

      I forced a sweet smile. “I’ll pass your feedback on to my manager. Now, are there any other questions before we finish this tour?”

      The same woman raised her hand, a challenge blazing in her dark eyes. “Do you play the bagpipes? We were promised bagpipes.”

      My colleague Tim rescued me before I could resort to murder. He waved a stack of postcards at the group of mostly elderly well-to-dos. “Grab a postcard, everyone; there’s a discount code for the shop printed on the back. You’ll find some wonderful souvenirs in our shop, including kilts and bagpipes.”

      He winked at me, knowing my pain all too well. He’d been doing this job longer than me. With his red curls, green eyes and MacCallum kilt, he looked Scottish enough to satisfy the tourists, but as soon as he opened his mouth and revealed his Canadian accent, they looked at him as if he’d personally betrayed them.

      I half-heartedly waved goodbye at my group and headed back into the castle. Behind the shop was a crammed wee room for us tour guides to hang out. Someone had made a pot of tea and it was still lukewarm. I poured myself a cup and collapsed on an uncomfortable wooden chair that looked right at home in this medieval castle.

      My legs ached from walking and standing all day. Only one more tour, then I could head home.

      “Any coffee left?”

      Sharon poked her head into the room. She was the senior guide who’d trained me all those years ago. Back when I’d thought I’d only do this job for a season and then travel the world. Yeah, right.

      “Nope, but there’s lukewarm tea.”

      “Nah, thanks. I’ll make more coffee instead. I’ve got a planning meeting in twenty minutes and I bet it’s going to last at least two hours. I need proper caffeine.”

      I bit back a comment about how tea contained caffeine as well. I knew Sharon was teasing me. We’d had this discussion many times, the friendly argument between a tea and a coffee addict.

      “What’s the meeting about?” I asked while she busied herself with the coffee machine.

      “Unicorns. Yeah, you heard that right. Someone at Head Office had the brilliant idea to stick some horns on horses. They’ve been trialling it at Edinburgh Castle and the kids loved it, so now they want to send them here, too.”

      “Do they look halfway realistic?”

      “Maybe if you’re a four-year-old.” Sharon chuckled. “Two of the unicorns will be here tomorrow for a photo op. I think you did the social media posts for the Mary Queen of Scots exhibition, right? Want to do the same for the unicorns?”

      That sounded a whole lot better than leading entitled tourists through the castle all day. “Sounds good. I’ll bring my proper camera tomorrow.”

      Sharon plopped onto the chair next to me, exhaustion lining her face. “Maybe stick to your phone. That way, it might not be as obvious that the horns are made from cardboard.”
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        * * *

      

      I loved arriving at the castle at sunrise. The hills in the distance were painted a hundred shades of orange and red, while the castle walls themselves glinted golden. I imagined what people hundreds of years would have thought of that sight. A golden castle, proof that the royal line was indeed appointed by God.

      One of the security guards had unlocked the gates, but I was the first guide to arrive. I’d always been a morning person, so this wasn’t unusual. I enjoyed experiencing the castle during this quiet time. History seemed to seep from the walls, waiting to be acknowledged by anyone who would listen. Later, it would be too loud to really soak in the atmosphere. It was kind of sad that the tourists only got half the experience of visiting the castle. Being surrounded by others, hearing a dozen different languages and the sounds of modern life, distracted from the true essence of being in a historic place.

      I made a big pot of tea and poured myself the second cup of the day. It would be one of many more. A loud yawn announced Tim before he entered the guides’ room, looking as if he’d barely slept.

      “How do you look so awake?” he grumbled. “It’s not fair.”

      “Long night?”

      “Terry took me to the opera in Glasgow. We missed the last train, so we slept at the station. The first train was at 4am, so I’ve had about an hour’s actual sleep in my bed. Terry’s shift doesn’t start until noon, so the bastard gets to snooze while I have to work.”

      While he continued complaining, I handed him a mug. “You stay here and get some rest. I’ll put up the signs.”

      Tim shot me a grateful but tired look. “You sure?”

      “I owe you for saving me from that group yesterday.”

      He grinned. “That’s what colleagues are there for.”

      I gulped down a few sips of hot tea, burning my throat yet too impatient to wait for it to cool down, then collected the signs from the shop. They displayed the castle’s opening times and entry prices, although I doubted the point of them. Visitors would usually ask about both at the ticket office even though the signs were right in front of them.

      Heaving the heavy wooden signs to the front gates, I noticed a lone man standing next to a horse at the other end of the parking lot. Hadn’t Sharon mentioned two unicorns? Maybe one had lost its horn.

      With the sun behind him, their silhouettes were dark against the morning light, looking almost magical. I pulled out my phone and took a quick picture, then quickly set up the signs before I forgot.

      The guy stayed in place, waiting for me to approach. His horse was huge, towering above him. I knew nothing about horses, but this one seemed exceedingly tall. Maybe they’d chosen it especially for the unicorn gig, since that would make it even more imposing when surrounded by small children.

      Up close, the horse was even larger. I’d underestimated how tall the man next to it was. I wasn’t small, but next to him, I felt tiny. His shoulders were broad, his black t-shirt too tight for his muscular arms. He either had a job other than chaperoning fake unicorns or worked out every day. I blinked against the sun, trying to make out his features. He was bald; not a look I usually liked, but it only made him seem more attractive.

      I chastised myself for letting my thoughts stray that way. I was here in a professional capacity. Maybe I was about to get my period. That always messed with my hormones and turned me into a cat in heat.

      “Are you here for the photoshoot?” I asked. “Wait, don’t answer that. I don’t think we’re going to get any other unicorns visiting us today.”

      My mouth was running away from me. Think before you speak, Tara. But he was making me nervous. He was intimidating and attractive and looking at me way too intensely. His gaze swept over me from top to bottom, as if he was ingraining every detail into memory. I felt strangely naked under his gaze.

      I forced myself to focus on the horse. It was safer than to risk meeting his eyes and get drawn into their depths.

      “That horn looks really realistic,” I blurted. “I assumed it would be a cardboard roll or something silly like that, but this is beautiful. How do you make it shimmer that way?”

      The horse snorted, hot steam rising from its nostrils. Its fur was a silvery white all over, reflecting the morning sun. Its large eyes were a stunning turquoise framed with silver lashes. The mane looked freshly brushed and a few golden ribbons had been tied into it. I wondered if the guy had done that or someone else. He didn’t look the type to care much about ribbons.

      The horn was a curved spire of silver and gold. I couldn’t quite determine what material it was made from. Definitely not plastic. It reminded me of mother-of-pearl, but that couldn’t be right. How was it even attached? I couldn’t see any cords. Surely they hadn’t glued it on? That would be cruel.

      I wanted to reach out and touch the horn, but the huge horse was intimidating. It stared at me just like I’d stared at the fake unicorn. Its eyes sparked with intelligence. I’d never been around horses much, but I was starting to feel like this horse was special.

      “You can touch her,” the man answered my unspoken question. He had a slight accent, but it was barely noticeable.

      “Sure she won’t bite?”

      “She won’t bite you.”

      I faked a smile, not sure if he was making a joke.

      “Does she bite other people?”

      “Sometimes. She stabbed me once. I almost died.”

      Alright, he had to be joking. That horn was fake and couldn’t be hard enough to stab someone.

      I turned to look at him and realised his intense gaze was still fixed on me. “Are you making fun of me?”

      “Never.”

      He said it with such conviction that I didn’t doubt him in the slightest. Everything about him was intense. His huge body, his dark eyes that seemed almost black, every word that came from his perfectly shaped lips. Lips that looked very kissable indeed.

      I took a step back to get some distance between us. This situation was becoming ever stranger. I should take them into the castle and start taking some pictures. For some reason, I didn’t want to stay alone with him any longer. Not because he was making me uncomfortable. Because he was making me feel too comfortable.

      “Follow me,” I said and turned around before I could change my mind. “There’s a great spot in the Queen Anne Garden where you can see the castle looming up above. And after that, we can go into the inner courtyard for some pictures in front of the Royal Palace.”

      The horse’s hooves click-clacked over the cobblestone, but the man’s steps were silent. I was tempted to look over my shoulder to make sure he was following me.

      The security guard by the gate stared at us, his eyes wide. “That unicorn looks very real,” he muttered to me. “I didn’t know horses could be that big.”

      I shrugged and waited until he lifted the barrier that prevented cars from driving into the castle complex. Something warm touched my shoulder, followed by a burst of hot air against the side of my face.

      “Turn very slowly,” the stranger said, his voice calm. “No sudden movements.”

      I did as instructed, coming face to face with the unicorn. She kept her muzzle on my shoulder. Something akin to humour twinkled in her turquoise eyes, but I had to imagine that.

      “Reach up and stroke her cheek. She likes that.”

      I gingerly rubbed the soft fur beneath the horse’s eye. She snorted and pushed against my hand as if to ask for more.

      “I’ll take a picture,” the guard announced. “You two look adorable together.”

      I frowned. I didn’t want to be called that. The horse was adorable, yes, despite her intimidating size, but not me.

      Without warning, her tongue shot out and licked my ear. Yuck.

      “Can I step away from her now?” I asked the horse’s owner, realising at the same time that I didn’t even know his name. I’d forgotten all about polite introductions. That wasn’t professional at all. I was representing not just the castle team, but all of Historic Scotland, the charity looking after many of Scotland’s ancient sites. I had to get my act together and stop being so affected by the stranger’s presence.

      “Slowly, don’t startle her. She likes you.”

      Great. I stroked her warm cheek one last time, then stepped back. She inclined her head a little, then snorted happily. At least that’s how I interpreted it.

      “I’ll send you the pictures later,” the guard promised.

      I probably wouldn’t take him up on that. I hated seeing pictures of myself. I preferred to be behind the camera where I could indulge my insecurities.

      Now that the barrier was up, I led the stranger and the horse through the gate and up the uneven cobblestone path until we got to the gardens. The roses were in their final days of bloom and their sweet fragrance filled the air. It was one of my favourite parts of the castle complex.

      Ignoring the ‘don’t step on the grass’ signs, I headed to the wall looming high above us. When I stopped to make sure they’d followed me onto the grass, I wasn’t surprised to have the stranger stare at me intensely once again.

      “That beech tree over there is over two hundred years old,” I said, falling into my tour guide routine. “And did you know that Queen Anne, after whom this garden is named, never actually visited the castle?”

      “I did not know that,” the man said, an amused smirk twisting his lips. “And there’s something else I don’t know. Your name.”

      “Tara. Tara Crawford.”

      He touched two fingers to his forehead and gave me a short bow. “Bruin, son of Tholin.”

      Again, I felt like he was making fun of me, yet his expression was sincere. I couldn’t make head nor toe of this man.

      He stroked the horse’s mane, getting a soft whinny in response. “And this is An’tia. She is as pleased to meet you as I am.”

      The unicorn stared at me. Her turquoise eyes seemed to turn into swirling whirlpools, pulling me in. Unseen ropes wrapped around my chest, restricting my breathing. My knees buckled, yet I couldn’t look away from those gorgeous eyes. I was trapped, held in place by a force I had no words to describe. My body was frozen, yet my mind was free as I floated towards the unicorn, pulled into the depths of her soul.
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Introducing Yourself to Your Abductee

        

      

    

    
      Bruin

      As soon as my mate was unconscious, I picked her up and pressed her close against my chest. I’d been craving to touch her the moment I’d laid eyes on her, but I’d not want to scare her. Fumbling for my C-Band, I took a quick look around to make sure nobody was watching, then pressed the button. Bright light enveloped us. An’tia whinnied in annoyance, then her hooves hit the floor of my spaceship. She huffed, angry to be back in the confined space.

      We’d been on Peritus for five of their sun rotations. The trip here had been long and uneventful, but the moment we’d broken through the planet’s atmosphere, An’tia had begun to glitter. Her white coat had sparkled as if she’d been doused in pure starlight. I’d never seen anything more beautiful.

      What irony that the only reason I’d come to Peritus was because of my father. I bet he’d regret persuading me to do this once he found out that An’tia had found my mate. Not just any mate. My soulmate.

      While An’tia’s glittering fur was a clear sign that my mate was somewhere on the planet, there’d been no way of knowing where until we’d set foot on what the natives called Earth. At first, we’d landed on the wrong continent, but An’tia had guided me all the way to a small country the natives called Scotland. It was a beautiful place that reminded me a little of Allopo, my home planet. Although it would take me some time to get used to only having one sun light up the sky.

      On the way, I’d dutifully made notes of how the Peritans reacted to An’tia. Most smiled when they saw her or wanted to take something they called selfies. Others wanted to touch her horn and desired to find out what it was made of. An’tia didn’t let any of them touch her, but she was surprisingly docile and didn’t use her venom on anyone.

      We finally found my mate in front of an old structure that didn’t look fit to live in. Maybe it was her family’s estate, but she lacked the funds to repair it. I’d expected my mate to be confused by An’tia, but she’d looked at us as if she’d expected me to arrive with a stabhorn. My father assumed that Peritans didn’t believe in the existence of stabhorns, but there was a chance he was wrong. My mate certainly hadn’t looked at An’tia as if she was a mythical beast.

      A gong sounded, signalling that the beaming process had been completed and all our atoms had been reassembled in the correct order. I hurried over to the medpod and gently lay my mate inside. She was still unconscious, but her breathing was steady. Her golden hair spread around her head like a veil. It reminded me of something, a distant memory, but I couldn’t remember why her beautiful hair looked so familiar.

      I activated the medpod and started a full diagnostic sequence. I’d been told beaming was safe for Peritans, but I wanted to make sure. As much as the Intergalactic University had researched their species in the past decade or so, there was still a lot to learn about Peritans. I grinned when I realised I'd get an up-close introduction to their peculiar manners. My sire had told me stories of their habits, which seemed to involve a lot of shaking hands and speaking in riddles, but he'd only been to Peritus twice. Most of his research was based on going through their literature. He'd become fascinated by their fiction and written several papers on the surprising realism in a genre they called 'monster romance'. Now that I had a Peritan mate, I regretted that I didn't pay more attention to my sire's research. But I wouldn't give him the satisfaction by asking him for advice. No way.

      The medpod's screen filled with data. She had no translation implant fitted, so I instructed the pod to inject her with a basic one. Mine was more advanced, letting me speak alien languages as well as understand them, but it was a more invasive procedure. I didn’t want to subject her to that without her consent. For now, a simple synthetic ear slug implant that would translate whatever she heard would suffice.

      My female's iron levels were too low, but everything else seemed normal for her species. The medpod calculated that she was twenty-seven Peritus rotations young. That seemed barely old enough to be out of diapers. Had I abducted a youngling?!

      Cold fear gripped my heart. I'd be in so much trouble. And I'd have to wait for decades for her to grow up until she could truly become my mate. I wouldn’t survive that long.

      I changed the medpod’s unit setting to intergalactic standards. Ah, that made more sense. She was only two IG years younger than me. Thank the stars. I could mate with her. At the thought of being with her, becoming true soulmates by completing the sacred starlight ritual, my cocks hardened. 

      Wait. Both cocks. That was a strange new sensation. My mating cock had been dormant in its sleeve, but now that I’d found my mate, I supposed it was time for it to awaken. I reached for my crotch, then thought better of it. If Tara woke up now, I didn’t want me touching myself to be the first thing she saw.

      I distracted myself by scrolling through the data in front of me. Her left arm had been broken in the past and the bone had regrown at a slight angle. I instructed the medpod to heal it properly. Hopefully, my mate hadn't been in pain because of her species' primitive medicine. 

      One other notification confused me. There was a foreign body inside her uterus. I zoomed in, dreading what I was about to see. Did she have a parasite? Or worse, had someone conducted experiments on her? 

      The object resembled a small stick with two arms and a string hanging from the other end. How very peculiar. It didn't send out any signals and it looked simple enough to be of Peritan origin. Why would she have a stick in her uterus? Did she even know about it? I had the medpod remove it just in case. I didn't want my mate to suffer. I'd have to ask her later if she was aware of the device. 

      Satisfied that she was in good health otherwise, I ended the medpod sequence. It asked me if I wanted her to regain consciousness. For a moment, I hesitated. I enjoyed looking at her, taking in her alien beauty. Once she woke, she'd have questions. I'd have to explain why she was no longer on her planet. She'd been surprisingly calm when confronted with An'tia, so maybe I was worrying over nothing. She might be glad to be away from her planet. Glad to be with her soulmate. 

      An'tia whinnied from behind me. I sometimes worried that she could read my thoughts. She was too intelligent and intuitive for a stabhorn, even a venom-tipped one. At least she'd decided I was a friend. The first few days of our journey had been rough. She'd almost stabbed me a second time. It took all my experience and patience to get her to trust me. Stabhorns bonded for life, so now that she'd decided I was worth her company, she'd stay with me for as long as she lived. Or until she found her own mate. She was still young and it would be a few more IG years until she started to develop the urge to search for her mate. 

      I looked back at my own female. She was so perfect. Smaller than the females of my own kind, but there was an inner strength to her, even while she was sleeping.

      An'tia stepped closer, her hooves echoing on the hard metal floor. She was going to wake Tara with the same stabhorn magic that had made her unconscious. 

      "Wait," I told her quickly. "Let's get her into more comfortable surroundings first."

      I gently lifted Tara into my arms. She was so light, so small. I was strangely scared of holding her too tightly, of squeezing her to death. Her scent was spicy and alluring, reminding me of the laotus flower which only bloomed when both suns were at their strongest. I breathed in deep. Tara smelled familiar. Like home. We'd only just met, but I could already imagine us growing old together. We'd have a family. Many younglings, born naturally, not grown in a lab like myself. We'd have our own stabhorn park., far away from overeager fans. And-

      I bumped my head at the door leading to the relaxation quarter. Every. Single. Time. The ship belonged to the IGU and clearly wasn't made for a male of my size. I bet my sire had hired this one on purpose to make me uncomfortable. My forehead would have permanent dents by the time we got back home.

      Just like the rest of the ship, the relaxation room was small, well-used yet clean. As soon as we entered, a narrow bench descended from the walls and a table rose from the floor.

      “Andromeda, adjust the settings to two passengers,” I told the ship’s AI. A second bench was lowered from the wall. It would be comfortable for Tara, but for me, it was only wide enough for half my buttocks. Until now, I’d spent most of the time on the bridge, where the captain’s chair was more suitable for my stature, and in the cargo bay with An’tia. But since the relaxation quarter was the least intimidating-looking part of the ship, it seemed like a good idea to wake Tara in here.

      I carefully laid her on one of the benches before brushing her hair out of her face. Again, the golden hair reminded me of something. I’d figure it out eventually.

      She looked so peaceful. I shouldn’t wake her yet. But that was cowardice speaking. I’d have to face her questions eventually. I remembered the manual my sire had given me and which sat unread in my inbox. I activated the holo display on my C-Band and pulled up the book. The Intergalactic University’s Guide to Humans by Professor Katila. My sire had mentioned her. She’d been a catalyst in introducing Peritus to the IGU’s alien species department, but had eventually gone mad. During a breakdown, she’d threatened the lives of a Peritan female and her Kardarian mates. Three of them. I was glad I didn’t have to share my own mate. I just hoped I’d be enough to satisfy her. I’d heard Peritan females were voracious when it came to mating. I had a lot of experience, but only with my pleasure cock. With her, it would be the first time I released my mating cock from its sleeve. It wasn’t something I could practise. It would happen during the starlight ritual, when we formed our everlasting bond.

      Until today, I’d never thought much about my mating cock, but now that it had awoken, the sleeve around it felt tight and uncomfortable. I wanted relief, but I knew only my mate could release it from the sleeve. If I tried, it would hurt and might damage it forever. Not a risk I’d take. I’d just have to convince her to mate with me soon.

      To distract myself from the discomfort, I navigated to chapter 3, Introducing Yourself to Your Abductee.

      “Keep in mind that your Abductee has just been ripped from their native habitat. They will be scared and confused. At the time of writing, Peritus is not a member of the Galactic Council and most of its inhabitants are unaware of the presence of life beyond their planet. For them, you will be the alien, not them. Be patient and gentle. Avoid loud noises that might startle them.

      “If your physical form is very different from Peritans (they are a bipedal species but start their life as tetrapods), consider wearing a disguise during your First Contact Experience (FCE). Don’t overwhelm them with too much information at once, it might be more than their fragile minds can handle.

      “Start by introducing yourself. Don’t go into too much detail. Reassure them that you have no intentions to eat/kill/hurt/probe/… them. The recommended IGU strategy is to conduct the FCE in your space vehicle while still in orbit around Peritus. We have found it helps to show Abductees their planet in order to speed up their acceptance of their circumstances.

      “Once they feel comfortable in your presence, remove your disguise. Remember to take it slow. Overwhelmed Peritans have been known to scream hysterically, rock back and forth, whimper and even leak from their eyes. Try and avoid this at any cost. You may be tempted to sedate your Abductee to make it easier for yourself. Don’t. It will lengthen the FCE and could risk your future Abductor-Abductee-relationship.”

      I swallowed hard. This sounded more difficult that I’d imagined. I should have read the book before now.

      “Andromeda, create a virtual viewscreen and display our external view of Peritus.”

      A digital window appeared on the wall opposite the benches. The blue-and-green planet filled it almost entirely. I’d seen prettier planets, but it wasn’t one of the ugliest. In fact, the little moon was adorable. One sun, one moon. I liked the symmetry of it.

      But I was stalling.

      It was time to wake my mate.
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Anger Management for Abductees

        

      

    

    
      Tara

      I dreamed that I was riding a unicorn. I knew it was a dream from the start, but that didn’t stop me from enjoying the experience. We were flying high above the clouds, rainbows shimmering all around us. I gripped the unicorn’s silver mane, but I knew I was safe on her broad back even without a saddle. She wouldn’t let me fall.

      From up here, I had the most spectacular view of the world below. The clouds were semi-translucent, giving me a glimpse of the land we were flying over. The colours seemed strange to me, even for a dream. Instead of green grass or blue water, everything was held in golden and orange hues. Even the ocean was a deep ochre.

      We flew higher and higher until the clouds were only small flecks of silver fluff. The unicorn whinnied, pure joy reverberating in the ethereal sound. I laughed and hugged her neck. She whinnied again, this time louder, so loud that it rang in my ears and-

      I opened my eyes, suddenly wide awake as if I’d really heard that neigh. It only took me a fraction of a second to recall what had happened. I’d stared into the horse’s eyes and that was the last thing I remembered. I must have fainted.

      I was inside now, but before I could see more of my surroundings, Bruin leaned over me, his dark eyes filled with concern.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine, I think. What happened?” My throat was dry. How long had I been asleep?

      “An’tia thought this was the kindest way. I apologise on her behalf.”

      His words made no sense. An’tia was the unicorn, right? Was he making fun of me? I rubbed my forehead. A slight headache was starting to pound behind my temples.

      “Do you have any water?” I asked, ignoring his strange answer for now.

      “Of course.”

      He turned to the wall to my left. “Andromeda, one hydrogen-oxygen fluid, please.”

      A hole appeared in the previously flawless white wall and a floating tumbler appeared in the gap. I stared at it, not believing my eyes. I had to be dreaming still. A dream within a dream.

      Bruin took the container and the wall became solid once more. If he wasn’t holding a glass of water in his hand, I would have thought I’d imagined it all. Or maybe I was.

      I pinched my arm. Ouch.

      “What are you doing?” Bruin asked, aghast, staring at me with worry. “Why are you hurting yourself?”

      “To see if I’m dreaming.”

      “You are not.” He handed me the tumbler. It was made from heavy but paper-thin plastic. I sniffed the liquid. It didn’t smell like anything, but I wasn’t sure if that was reassuring or not.

      I pushed myself up into a sitting position. Bruin looked like he wanted to help, but I was glad he didn’t attempt to. The room swam before my eyes and I quickly focused on the tumbler in my hand. I took a small sip, relieved when it tasted like water should, like nothing.

      “It is the same H2O you have on Peritus,” Bruin said. “I made sure the formula has been programmed into the system.”

      Again, his words made no sense.

      “Peritus?”

      “Earth. Your planet.”

      “Your planet?” I parroted. “Mine, not yours?”

      “Please look at the viewscreen. It will make things clearer.”

      He pointed at the window on the other side of the room. My vision was clearing, revealing a hexagonal room, empty except for a small round table in the centre, the bed I was lying on and a bench to my right. No, I wasn’t on a bed, I was on a second bench. Two identical doors on opposite walls and between them the window I’d refused to look at because what lay beyond couldn’t be real…

      “Very funny,” I said without taking my eyes off the spacescape. It wasn’t a window; in fact, Bruin had even called it a viewscreen. That made a lot more sense than thinking that we were in space. I must have bumped my head when fainting. I shouldn’t have even considered that option.

      “I am not called that very often. Attractive, charming, talented, yes. Funny, not so much. But I am pleased you find me amusing.”

      I tore my gaze away from the screen to look at Bruin. He was smiling, which softened the sharp features of his angular face. He was right. He was most definitely attractive. Not that it mattered right now.

      “Where am I?” I demanded.

      “On the Xylope, my ship. Well, the IGU’s ship, but it’s mine for this mission. You are an alien and I have abducted you.”

      His smile didn’t waver. He seemed pleased with himself, until his eyebrows shot up and he fumbled with the strange wristwatch he wore. “Klat, that was the wrong way round. From your perspective, I’m the alien. Apologies. This is my first abduction.”

      “Abduction?” I echoed, my voice shrill. “You’ve abducted me?”

      “It is permitted for scientific purposes as well as for star-bound mates. I have not done anything illegal.”

      I gaped at him. “You can’t be serious. This is a joke, a prank. Did Sharon put you up to this? Or Tim?”

      “I know neither a Sharon nor a Tim,” he said calmly. “Technically, my sire instructed me to come to your planet, but it was I who chose to abduct you rather than one of the other natives. You are my – no, let’s leave that for later. The manual said not to overwhelm you. Are you feeling overwhelmed?”

      I opened my mouth, then closed it again. I had no words. Was I overwhelmed? Most definitely. Incredulous, angry, frustrated. I felt like I was at the butt end of a joke, yet nobody bothered to tell me the punch line.

      “I forgot to inform you that I don’t plan to eat you. Does that make it better?” Bruin looked mighty pleased with himself. I was starting to think he was crazy. I should have known. He’d been too perfect. Good-looking guys always turned out to be either in a relationship, crazy, arrogant dicks or idiots.

      I glared at him, gathering all my anger and turning it into confidence. “Let me go or I will call the police.”

      “Police? Is that another one of your strange Peritan acronyms?”

      He had to be pretending, yet I didn’t spot a lie and I was good at reading people.

      “Law enforcement. Clearer now?”

      “Ah, yes, I understand. There’s no need for that. You’re safe with me.”

      He smiled again, as if that would make everything better.

      “You must be fucking kidding me,” I hissed. The time for politeness was over. This guy had kidnapped me. Probably. “You say you’ve abducted me, but I’m safe? Do you see that that’s a big fat oxymoron?”

      “I can see why it might seem that way, but trust me-“

      “Trust you?! Do the people you abduct usually trust you? No, don’t answer that. I’m leaving.”

      I stumbled to my feet, fighting a bout of dizziness. He didn’t stop me. In fact, he stepped aside to open the way to the door. I somehow made it to the other end of the room, swaying as if drunk. The door slid open without a sound. A windowless corridor led to another door, but this one didn’t open.

      “Andromeda, give bridge access to Tara,” I heard Bruin say from behind me.

      As soon as he’d spoken, the door slid upwards into the ceiling, revealing a circular room with a glass dome roof. No, not glass, screens again, showing Earth and the darkness of space all around. In the centre sat a large chair that wouldn’t have looked out of place on the set of Star Trek. Several smaller workstations were arranged in a circle around the central chair, but none were occupied.

      “Do you believe me now?” Bruin asked softly, following me into the room.

      “I had to admit, it’s a very elaborate and expensive hoax, but no way are we really in space.”

      He looked a little disappointed, but then grinned. “I know how to prove it. Andromeda, disengage artificial gravity on the bridge.”

      The strangest ever feeling took hold of my body, like floating in water without getting wet. And I was floating, actually floating! My feet hovered above the ground and even my arms were no longer pulled towards the floor. I’d never realised just how much I relied on gravity to stay upright. With it gone, I was a ship with neither anchor nor rudder.

      “And now?” Bruin asked, grinning triumphantly. He looked a lot more at home in zero gravity, elegantly manoeuvring himself until he hovered above the centre chair.

      I looked up at the dome – except that up was no longer up, it could have been any direction. The lack of gravity was making me more scared than Bruin’s revelation of having abducted me had.

      “Could you turn it back on?” I asked, hating to sound weak.

      “Of course. Be ready, you’ll feel very heavy in a click. Andromeda, engage artificial gravity.”

      He hadn’t been lying. I was sucked towards the floor and almost fell to my knees. Bruin, on the other hand, landed elegantly in his chair. Bastard.

      “It’s time to say goodbye to Peritus,” he said and waved cheerfully at the planet above us. My planet. Earth.

      “Goodbye?” I croaked. “We’re really in space?”

      “We are.”

      “And… you’re an alien?” I felt silly even voicing that question. This wasn’t a film or a book, this was reality. Stuff like this didn’t happen. Normal people didn’t meet aliens.

      “I am,” he confirmed. “In a way, we’re both aliens to one another. But since we’re still in orbit of your planet, I suppose I’m more of an alien than you are.”

      “But you don’t look like an alien. You look human.”

      “That’s because I’m wearing a C-shield,” he said, patting his wristwatch. “It tricks your eyes into seeing me as one of your own kind. Do you want me to turn it off?”

      I nodded.

      Without taking his eyes off me, he pressed his watch. The air around him shimmered and sparkled, before he turned purple.

      Bruin was bright purple. His physical shape barely changed, he got even more muscular around the chest and arms, and his skull lengthened slightly. Way more noticeable was that his hair had disappeared. He was now completely bald, even his eyebrows were gone. He looked at me with a worried frown, as if he was concerned about what I might think now that I could see him for who he really was. I stared into his eyes, the same dark eyes that had captivated me back at the castle. There was no sign of menace or deceit. He was still the same.

      “You’re an alien,” I whispered. “I’ve been abducted by an alien.”
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      Bruin

      I wasn't sure how I'd expected her to react. In my five days on Peritus, I'd noticed a lot of humans had prejudice against those with a different skin colour. Of course, my mate wasn't one of them, but I wouldn't have been surprised if she'd been a bit shocked at my change. After a cursory glance over my body, she'd looked me in the eyes, nodded to herself, then stared back at the observatory above us. 

      "I was kind of expecting several arms, tentacles and horns," she said. Her tense tone betrayed her easy-going words, but I didn't comment on it. She was handling it all remarkably well. I'd not planned to reveal myself this quickly, but there was no way I could refuse her wish. She was my mate. I was made to protect and serve her. 

      "On my planet, Allopo, there are three intelligent species, all quite similar at first glance but different nonetheless. Fervens have horns and are generally known to be quite aggressive and territorial. Bervens also have horns, but they grow wide rather than tall, and they're physically incapable of lying, making them favoured diplomats across the galaxy. And then there are us Xervens, without horns, but we make up with other features. Increased intelligence, for once. Our brains are bigger. And..."

      I decided not to tell her about my dual cocks. I couldn't remember if Peritan males had one or several dicks, so it might not be all that special to Tara. 

      "And?" she asked.

      "We're taller," I said quickly. Not a lie. The difference wasn't big, but in a crowd on Allopo, Xervens usually stood out. 

      "Wow. Is it normal for there to be three sentient species on the same planet? I guess on Earth we had the Neanderthals, but not anymore..." As her voice trailed off, she suddenly straightened and her curious gaze became a glare. "Don't bother. I don't care. You might think you have the right to abduct me just because you're an alien, but you don't. I demand that you return me to my home."

      "Actually, I do have the right-"

      That was the wrong thing to say. She screamed and launched herself at me. With no time to wonder where that sudden aggression had suddenly come from, I protectively crossed my arms in front of my face. 

      But she didn't aim at my face. She aimed at my crotch.

      I winced when her fist crashed into my sacred rods. My knees felt weak as pain similar to being gored by a stabhorn ripped through me. I grit my teeth, unwilling to give her the satisfaction of hearing me scream. But Tara had already swirled around and run out of the room. I let her run. There was nowhere for her to go. She wouldn't know how to use the shuttle, nor had she the necessary clearance. She could explore the Xylope to her heart's content, but that was all she could do. There was no way back to the planet. 

      Perhaps it was better to remove the temptation. I set course for Allopo, letting the autopilot chart the best route. The Xylope was fully automated and had no need for a crew. The bridge was outfitted to accommodate a small team, but that was just for emergencies. 

      The journey would take twenty-two IG days, which was just over two IG weeks. Days on Allopo were slightly shorter, more like Peritan days, but since I spent most days with intergalactic visitors and colleagues, I was used to calculating in IG units. Something my sire had ingrained in me from the very beginning, back when he'd still hoped I'd follow in his footsteps and work for the IGU. 

      I pulled up a surveillance feed and asked Andromeda to search for Tara. My mate had made it to the cargo bay, where An'tia was waiting impatiently for her dinner. I hadn't even brushed her after beaming back onto the Xylope. I hoped she'd forgive me. An'tia was as arrogant as stabhorns came and very particular about her beauty routine. A day without at least two brushing sessions was a wasted day for her. I smiled when I realised just how much she'd wrapped me around her hooves already. And now Tara would soon do the same. I'd have two demanding females in my life, yet I didn't mind.

      A new transmission was announced by a beep. I wasn't surprised to se my sire's name flick across the screen. The IGU had installed their own satellites around Peritus a few years ago, making real-time communication possible. I was tempted to reject his call, but then I'd just sit here and watch my mate like a stalker. Maybe this was just the distraction I needed. 

      With a sigh, I took the call and waited until my sire appeared as a hologram in front of me. His stern gaze triggered familiar feelings of inadequacy. 

      "Have you succeeded in your abduction yet? I have received your preliminary research reports. I'm surprised by their quality."

      I wanted to roll my eyes like Peritans did, but I was physically unable to. Of course, he was surprised by my abilities. He'd never taken the time to focus on what I could do, instead always highlighting my many faults and failures. 

      "I have successfully abducted a female," I replied, keeping my voice neutral. "She's acclimatising to her new surroundings just now. I found the IGU guide very helpful."

      I added the last bit to appeal to my sire's pride. It might distract him from asking questions about how I'd chosen the female. 

      "Good," he said. "Once she's accepted her situation, you can begin to study her interactions with the stabhorn. Why did you only abduct the one specimen?"

      Internally, I cringed at his choice of words, but I knew him well enough to know that he was goading me. 

      "The stabhorn reacted positively towards her. I thought that would be an interesting aspect to study further, and adding more research subjects might spoil the results."

      My sire looked at me with something like appreciation. Not pride, never, but it wasn't the disappointment I usually had to endure. "I agree, that is an unusual and fascinating behaviour. For now, study the Peritan as closely as possible. Record every interaction between her and the stabhorn. In the meantime, I will continue going over your existing reports and put together a list of what needs to be improved. Your style isn't academic enough, but if I have the time, I will rewrite some of them to give you an example of how they should be done in future."

      I didn't tell him that there would be no future. I was doing this to pay off my debts, not to become a permanent researcher at the IGU. Once my mate had got used to living on Allopo, I'd go back to being a stabhorn tamer. Minus the groupies. From now on, no other female would ever get to see, taste or feel my cock again. Only my mate. The days of playing around were over. 

      "Based on your experiences on Peritus," my sire continued, "do you agree with my hypothesis that a kind of stabhorn was once present on the planet, but has since become extinct? It would be the perfect explanation for the stabhorns in their mythology."

      "Maybe," I hedged. "Wouldn't there be fossil records if that was true?"

      "Not necessarily. And we'd have to trust their archaeologists to find all the right fossils. They're lacking the experience and technology to build a complete fossil record."

      "Then you might be right. I saw stabhorns in all sorts of places on Peritus, even on crockery and in younglings' books. They're everywhere. And in one country, Scotland, their version of the stabhorn is recognised as a national animal."

      "I know, fascinating." My sire smiled, enthusiasm softening his stern features. I burned the image into my memory. My sire, smiling. That happened once every few rotations at most. Something to tell the grand-younglings. 

      "I better go. I don't want to leave my abductee alone for too long," I said and ended the call. Pulling up the surveillance screen again, I watched with amusement as Tara was gently brushing An'tia. That devious stabhorn had already found a new servant. I didn't know how she'd done it, but I'd find out once I watched the recordings later. For now, I wanted to be back with my mate. I'd given her some time. Ten IG minutes should be enough to calm down, right?
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      Tara

      The spaceship wasn't as big as I'd expected. I found several unused bedrooms, some with bunk beds like on an actual ship, until I walked down some steps and into a large hangar. I assumed this would be used for storage, but right now, it was almost empty. The only occupant was the unicorn, lying on a huge red rug in the centre of the hangar. An empty trough stood on one side, while an assortment of brushes and other instruments was laid out on a small table. For a second, I wondered where the unicorn went to the toilet, then quickly pushed that thought from my mind. Unicorns were magical and I didn't want to spoil that by thinking about practicalities. 

      An'tia whinnied softly when I approached. Now that I knew she was an actual unicorn and not just a horse with a stuck-on horn, I had even more respect for her. 

      "Did he abduct you, too?" I asked and looked up into her big, turquoise eyes. Then I remembered how I'd been sucked in the last time and quickly focused on her mane. "Or did you come willingly? And are you an actual unicorn or just an alien animal that coincidentally looks like one?"

      An'tia didn't respond. Not that I'd expected her to. But for some strange reason, I thought she understood what I was saying. 

      With a snort, she picked up one of the brushes with her perfectly white teeth and held it out to me.

      "You want me to brush you?"

      She snorted again, as if to say, 'obviously'. 

      I was still intimidated by her size - and by her being an alien animal, not just a bog-standard horse - but I didn't feel like she meant me any harm. I'd just have to stay clear of her hooves and her tail. And her horn, obviously. 

      I took the brush and held it out in front of me, letting An'tia decide where she wanted to be groomed. She pressed her neck against the brush, so I started with her mane. The hair was silky smooth and the brush glid over it easily. 

      "I wish my hair was as soft as yours," I muttered. "If you were human, I'd ask what kind of product you use. Does Bruin groom you every day? Does he wash your mane or is that unnecessary?"

      An'tia huffed impatiently. I clearly wasn't working fast enough for her. I was too small to reach the top of her head, but she lowered herself onto her knees before I could even ask. Clever unicorn. When I brushed her between her ears, she whinnied happily. 

      "You like that, huh? Do you want me to keep the ribbons in or remove them?"

      "Keep them," a voice said from behind me. 

      I whirled around, holding the brush like a weapon. Bruin had entered the hangar without me noticing. He slowly held up his hands, as if motioning to a frightened animal. 

      "I come in peace. Thanks for grooming An'tia. I haven't had time yet for her second brushing session."

      "Second?"

      "Aye, I already groomed her for over an IG hour this morning before we continued our search for you."

      He stopped, an uncomfortable expression replacing his easy smile. He'd said something he'd not intended to voice.

      "Search for me? Me specifically?" The anger that had only just abated returned with full force. "You didn't just abduct me, you also stalked me?!"

      "It's not like that," he started, but I cut him off.

      "I don't know what I'm even doing here. Grooming a unicorn while I should be trying to get home. Are you going to bring me back to Earth?"

      An'tia nudged the small of my back, but I ignored her. I didn't want to lose my fury again. Her peaceful presence had made me forget for just a moment that I was a captive here. That I'd been taken against my will. I wouldn't let her distract me from my righteous anger. 

      “No,” he said softly. Was that regret swinging in his melodic voice, or did I imagine that? “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      The bastard actually looked apologetic, which only made me angrier.

      “Why not?" I snarled. Anger was burning in my veins and I felt like hitting something. Or someone, if a certain alien got in my way.

      “Because I can’t. You are… I need you.”

      “Need me? For some experiment? Are you going to probe me?!” I sounded hysterical, but I didn’t care. I had a right to be furious.

      “Nothing like that,” he said, still calm as a purple cucumber. “I have to study how you react to An’tia and if you start believing in her existence.”

      I turned to look at the unicorn, then back at Bruin. Confusion warred with anger. “Are you saying An’tia isn’t real? Am I hallucinating? Oh fuck, are we not in space at all? Is this some kind of drug-induced trip?”

      “No, you got it all wrong.” Bruin sounded just as confused as I felt. “She’s real, as real as you and I. If I promise to explain everything, will you calm down?”

      “I will calm down if you promise to take me home,” I snapped.

      “I can’t make that promise. But you might change your mind once you know the truth. Calm down, please?”

      His soulful dark eyes were begging me to listen to him. Fuck that man. I couldn’t just give in. Although would it really hurt to postpone my next angry outburst and find out what was really going on?

      “You have five minutes,” I said coldly.

      “Do you mind if I join you in grooming An’tia? Her horn needs polishing.”

      I was very tempted to say no, but I also didn’t want to go anywhere near the unicorn’s sharp horn.

      “Go ahead, but don’t you dare touch me.”

      He smiled and took a cloth from the table. I kept some safe distance between us and started brushing An’tia’s hind quarters. Grooming her gave me something to focus on that wasn’t related to Bruin.

      He stayed silent for a minute while he gently ran the cloth over her horn. An’tia seemed to enjoy it. Could a unicorn like someone who was evil? All the legends said that they were attracted to innocent virgins, but it was possible the myths got it wrong. Maybe space unicorns liked rogues and rebels instead of virgins.

      “My sire is a professor at the Intergalactic University,” Bruin began slowly. He didn’t look at me, instead preferring to focus on An’tia. “He researches Peritans - humans, that is. I am a stabhorn tamer. A rather successful one, actually. Not long ago-”

      “Stabhorn?” I interrupted. “Is that what you call An’tia?”

      “Yes, she’s a venom-tipped stabhorn, very rare. And she almost killed me. Stabbed me in the belly. The wound on its own wouldn’t have been fatal, but in combination with the poison… let’s just say I’m lucky to be alive.”

      I was tempted to step away from An’tia, now that she’d been revealed as a deadly animal, but that would have been admitting fear. I didn’t want Bruin to think me weak.

      “My medical treatment was expensive,” he continued. “It got me into debt. Big debt. I would have lost everything, but then my sire offered me a way out. He read about the animals you call unicorns in your Peritan literature and was intrigued. Since I know all about stabhorns, he sent An’tia and me to Peritus. Our mission is to study Peritans’ reaction to her and whether they believe that she’s a unicorn or not. My sire thinks that will lead to other critical conclusions about Peritan behaviour and thought processes. While we travelled your world, I took notes and did some recordings that my sire can analyse. But he also asked me to abduct one or more Peritans to do a more in-depth study with.”

      “Me,” I gasped. “You said you weren’t going to probe me.”

      “I have no intentions of probing you. Unless you so desire.” He gave me a cheeky grin that caused a totally inappropriate flutter in my belly. “I have heard it can be very pleasurable.”

      I ignored that comment. “So your father wants to see how I react to An’tia. Well, here I am, brushing her. Is that enough? Can I go home now?”

      “No. He will want a lot more data. I will have to monitor your vitals while you interact with An’tia. He’s also given me a list of questions to ask you. And he might have other tests for you once we arrive on Allopo.”

      “What happens after? Once you’ve done all your tests? Will you return me to Earth?”

      “No.” His refusal was absolute.

      “Why not?”

      He finally met my gaze. His eyes were smouldering flecks of coal. “Because you’re my mate.”
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      Bruin

      I wasn't sure what I'd expected her reaction to be. Not quite an instant declaration of love, but maybe pleasant surprise. A moment of shock, then overwhelming happiness. Instead, she started laughing. She threw her head back, her hair rippling like a golden wave, and laughed. It was a strangled sort of laugh, too high and without any humour. 

      I stared at her, not knowing what to do. Was this normal Peritan behaviour? Did laughter mean something else in their culture? No, I would have noticed that on the five days I'd spent travelling their planet. Laughter was almost universal across the galaxy. With a few rare exceptions, every species had a sense of humour. Granted, sometimes it varied so vastly from that of another species that wars had been fought over misunderstood jokes, but in general, you could assume that every alien you came across either could laugh or at least understood the concept.

      Tara didn't stop. When she started wheezing and gasping for breath, I took a step towards her. If she needed medical attention, I wanted to be close. Maybe I should get her into the medpod. All this laughter couldn't be good for her. Tara's cheeks had become bright red. The colour suited her, although I would have preferred purple over red. 

      "What's wrong?" I asked cautiously. "Why are you laughing?"

      She wiped fluid from her eyes. "Just... this isn't happening."

      Another giggle broke from her throat. 

      I was starting to get really worried. "How do I make it stop?" 

      She made a choking sound. That was the signal to get her the medical care she clearly needed. Ignoring her protest, I bundled her into my arms and raced to the medpod at the other end of the hangar. A feeling of cold dread was spreading through my innards. My mate wasn't well and it was all my fault.

      "What are you... hick... doing? Let me... hick... go!"

      Now she couldn't even speak properly. Something was seriously wrong with her. She struggled against my hold, but I was stronger. I pressed her arms against her sides so that she wouldn't hurt herself. She was too weak to do much against it, which only worried me further. My mate was so defenceless. How did her species survive? Xervens didn't have the horns of the other two sentient species on my planet, but we were bigger and more intelligent, adding to our chances of survival. In my opinion, we were the dominant species on Allopo, but of course, Fervens and Bervens would disagree. 

      "Stop struggling. I'm only trying to help you," I told her as calmly as I could. 

      The medpod slid open when we approached and I lowered her into the gel.

      "Ewwww... hick... that's disgusting!" she exclaimed, followed by another bout of laughter. 

      I closed the lid above her and ordered the pod to run a full diagnostic sequence once for the second time today. I waited impatiently as the data rolled over the screen. Her oxygen levels were low, but the pod had already automatically flooded with the gas to help return them to normal. All the other values were fine. Physically, my mate was healthy, but that didn't reassure me. What if I'd broken her mind? Telling her that she was my mate had been a bad decision. She'd only just discovered that I was an alien and that unicorns were real. I'd forgotten how sheltered Peritans were. And now it was my fault if I'd fractured her mind forever. 

      For a fraction of a click, I considered returning her to her planet. But no, now that we'd met the mating bond would make any separation painful for both of us. I could live with pain, but not with the knowledge that my mate was suffering. She had to stay by my side. Once we'd completed the starlight ritual, we'd be able to be apart once more, although it would never feel comfortable. At least that's what I'd been told. The soulmate bond was rare and therefore almost mystical. Not many people found their soulmates. Many more never found theirs, while others spent half their lives searching. It was a miracle that I had found mine on the planet I just happened to be visiting. Maybe this was fate making up for me almost dying. 

      As soon as the medpod had returned Tara's oxygen levels to normal, the lid opened with a hiss. She climbed out and crossed her arms in front of her chest, glaring at me. But at least her laughter had stopped. 

      "How are you feeling?" I asked cautiously. 

      She didn't reply, but her glare seemed to get even more intense. If she'd been a Kravuton rather than a harmless Peritan, I would have expected fire to burst from her mouth and nostrils. Although not quite harmless. She'd already ripped a hole in my heart. Time would tell if she would heal or break it. 

      "Are you hungry?" I tried, realising I'd not fed her since arriving on the Xylope. How often did Peritans need to be fed and watered? I would have to check the guide. Something told me that my mate would not be happy if she didn't get food at regular intervals. 

      "No."

      She spat out the word. It hurt to see her this cold.

      "Do you want to sleep?"

      "No."

      "Do you want to groom An'tia some more?"

      "No."

      I hated myself for forcing her to stay with me. If only she could see that it was for her own good. Would it help if I told her? Probably not, but it was worth a try.

      "If I take you home now, you'd be in pain. You are my soulmate and touching you has started the bonding process. It will have to be completed, or we will both suffer the consequences."

      She didn't respond. 

      "Soulmates are special," I tried again. "It's very rare. It means we're destined to be together by fate itself. You are the most perfect mate for me in the entire universe. And the other way round, although it would be arrogant to suggest that I am perfect."

      "It would be," she muttered. 

      "I know this will all seem very strange to you, but I promise, once we get to know each other, you will see that we are meant to be. The stars have brought us together for a reason."

      "Let me guess, to have lots and lots of babies?" Her voice was emotionless. It hurt to hear her talk like that.

      "We can have younglings, and I would very much wish to be a sire one day, but only if you want to. I know you don't think much of me just now, but I will never force you to do anything you don't want to do. I am sorry I can't take you home, but as I said, it would hurt. The bond will keep driving us together by force. I've heard it's unpleasant to try and go against it."

      "So I don't have a choice? How is that not forced? It might not be you, but this supposed bond is just as bad. I don't want to be mated to you. I don't want to be your soulmate."

      Her words cut deeper than any blade ever could. She was rejecting me. She didn't know that it was possible to reject a soulmate bond, but it took a great deal of strength. I doubted she'd be strong enough. She wouldn't survive the process, so I kept quiet and didn't tell her about it. I'd rather she hate me than risk her life.

      "I have dreamed of you," I said instead, surprising myself. Suddenly it all made sense. "When I was close to death, I dreamed of you. Your golden hair. Your voice. I heard you in my dream, although I couldn't understand what you were saying. I didn't remember until now, but my memory is crystal clear all of a sudden. You held me. Protected me. Maybe you even stopped me from floating into the Eternal River of Souls to join my ancestors."

      "In any other situation, I'd say that's almost romantic," she scoffed. "But it doesn't change anything."

      Still, her voice wasn't quite as cold anymore. Her glare had lessened in intensity, going from scorching to a flickering flame. 

      She needed time. Time to process, time to come to understand that we were made for each other. She'd get to know me and realise that I was a good person. And then, we could conduct the starlight ritual and cement our mating bond. 

      "I will show you your room," I said, forcing myself to turn away from her. "And then I will bring you some Xerven delicacies. You must be hungry by now."

      She didn't move to follow me. "Are you going to lock me up?"

      I stopped in my tracks, aghast. "Of course not! You are free to move around the Xylope as much as you want. I just thought you might want some time to yourself. Sleep a little. Get some rest."

      "That's...thoughtful of you."

      I counted that as a victory. When I started walking again, she followed. I led her to one of the empty bedrooms, two doors down from my own. As much as I wanted her close to me, I realised she needed space. She didn't need to know that I'd keep an eye on her to make sure she was alright. The laughing thing had scared me. I would not lose my mate, no matter what I'd have to do.
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Sulking Studies

        

      

    

    
      Tara

      I avoided him for the next three days, ghosting through the spaceship, hurrying in the opposite direction every time I heard him approach. Every few hours, a meal would automatically appear on the table in my little room. The AI learned what I liked with every dish and repeated only the ones I'd enjoyed. All of the meals were alien and I never quite knew what I was eating. Sometimes I wasn't even sure if it was meat or vegetables. 

      My room was small, with every inch of space used efficiently. The bed disappeared into the wall every morning and instead, a table and a comfy chair rose from the floor. I never figured out how that technology worked. When the bed was there, the floor was seamless, yet the other furniture had to come from somewhere. In one corner, a toilet magically grew out of the wall whenever I told the ship that I needed the loo. It had taken me a way to get used to peeing in a plastic beaker attached to a pipe that started to suck as soon as I held it to... certain body parts. I supposed it would also work if we lost the artificial gravity, but it was still weird. Instead of washing my hands in a sink, I pressed them on a blue spot on the wall and turquoise mist would envelop them, leaving my skin refreshed and smelling of violets. Still, I didn't like that my bedroom was also my bathroom. Efficient, yes, but not how I wanted to live long-term. I would have liked to ask Bruin how long we'd travel on the Xylope, but that would have meant talking to him. No, thanks. I preferred to be on my own. 

      Another thing I didn't like was that the bed didn't have a duvet or even a blanket. The mattress was warm, the perfect temperature actually, but I missed having something to wrap around me for comfort. I slept in my tour guide uniform the first night, but when I woke up in the morning - or at least I assumed it was morning, it was hard to tell without daylight - a stack of clothes was waiting for me on the end of my bed. I wasn't sure if Bruin or the ship's AI had provided them. After finding some very lacy lingerie among the stack, I hoped it was the AI. 

      After three days, I started to smell, so I asked the ship to show me to a shower. Light strips appeared on the floor, guiding me to a door at the end of the corridor. I could swear it hadn't existed before. I'd explored the entire ship and snooped into every room. This one was completely empty save for three narrow shelves attached to one wall. No, they were part of the wall and I bet they could be sucked in like the other furniture. The door slid closed behind me. The ceiling glowed dimly, making it feel like a cosy cave. 

      Assuming that water would somehow spurt from the ceiling without the need for a shower head or faucet, I took off my clothes and placed them on the shelves. I stood in the centre of the room and waited, but nothing happened. Stretching out my arms, I waved, just in case there was a motion sensor. Nothing.

      “Andromeda, start the shower.”

      Still no water. I was about to get dressed again when a thick white fog streamed from unseen holes in the walls, covering the floor in an instant. When it reached my feet, I jumped, surprised by how warm and wet the fog felt. That had to be the alternative to a shower – unless Bruin had programmed the room to suffocate me. Unlikely. Despite everything, I’d come to believe that his heart was in the right place. If he even had a heart. I shouldn’t assume that his anatomy matched mine.

      The fog rose quickly, but stopped when it wavered around my shoulders. I rubbed my hands over my skin, although that was probably unnecessary. I squeezed my eyes shut and bent down to get my hair fully immersed in the warm fog. My hair turned wet instantly, sticking to my skin. I ran a hand through it. So smooth. The fog had no scent, but there had to be some kind of soap contained within.

      After a minute or two, just when I wondered what I was supposed to do next, the fog slowly dissipated. For a fraction of a second, the air turned hot, but then the temperature returned to normal. My hair no longer felt as heavy. I held up a strand. Dry and shiny. Perfect. Fastest hair dryer ever. I could get used to that.

      In the following days, I had a shower every morning, then went to say hello to An’tia. The unicorn got less intimidating with each visit. I even polished her horn when she begged for it. She pointed at whatever brush or cloth she wanted me to use, then left me to figure out where she liked it the most. I quickly discovered her favourite spot to scratch was between her ears and along her belly.

      And still, I avoided Bruin. I assumed he was keeping an eye on me electronically, even though I’d been unable to spot any cameras. He gave me the space I needed, but at the same time, I felt like this was only the calm before the storm. Eventually, I’d have to talk to him again. And find a way to persuade him that I had to return to Earth.

      After about a week, I decided that I’d sulked long enough. I needed to face my fears – or in this case, Bruin.
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        * * *

      

      I found him on the bridge, lost in thought. He didn’t notice me enter. The darkness of space loomed outside. I’d avoided looking at space until now. I didn’t want to be reminded how far from home I was. Besides, the emptiness outside the ship was frightening. I couldn’t wrap my mind around how we were floating through empty space, the only lifeforms in this part of the universe.

      “What’s the nearest planet?” I asked, startling Bruin.

      He jumped off his chair and swirled around to face me. “VX9821, but it’s an uninhabited gas giant. The closest inhabited planet is Quendrin, about two lightyears away. It’s on the Galactic Council’s banned list of planets, however, so it cannot be visited until the local sentient species is more evolved.” He gave me a cautious smile, as if worried how I’d react. “Your planet was on the same list until recently. Even now, only research ships are allowed to breach the atmosphere.”

      I swallowed a harsh remark that even research ships shouldn’t be allowed to abduct humans. I’d come here intending to stay civil and get some answers. A week’s worth of questions was waiting to be asked.

      I flopped down in one of the smaller chairs. Bruin visibly relaxed when he saw that I wasn’t going to scream at him again.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked after a while. “Any more strange laughing episodes?”

      “You would have seen them.”

      He didn’t deny it, confirming that he’d indeed watched me.

      I sighed. “Well, besides being abducted from my home, I’m okay. But how do you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      I pointed at the dome above us. “Look at space. It’s so…lonely.”

      “The first time I left my planet, I found it frightening, too,” he admitted. “My sire didn’t understand. He told me to suck it up and be strong. So I pretended to be alright with it, but inside, I continued to be scared.”

      “When did it change?”

      He looked me right in the eyes. “The moment you joined me on board the Xylope. Until then, I’d felt alone every time I travelled through space. Even when surrounded by other travellers or my sire, the loneliness didn’t go away. I think it’s the absence of light out there. It feels like you’re the only person in-“

      “All of space,” I finished the sentence for him.

      “Exactly. But with you, it’s different. Now I can look out into space and enjoy the view. I know I’m no longer alone.”

      His words both touched me and made me uncomfortable at the same time. He didn’t even know me. We were strangers, no matter what he’d said about soulmates.

      Bruin sat down again and we stayed quiet for a while. It was a comfortable silence as we both looked at the stars sparkling in the darkness. Tiny spots of hope in a sea of despair. That’s how they’d seemed to me yesterday. And now? I wasn’t so sure anymore.

      “How much further is it to your planet?” I asked eventually.

      “Sixteen IG days. That’s eighteen Peritan days, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “How long is an IG day?”

      “Twenty-seven of your hours. You’re one of the lucky planets where the difference isn’t all that big. The conversion is a lot more complicated for other alien species.”

      He did something with his wristwatch and a star map appeared on one of the screens. A dot flickered in a particularly empty spot.

      “That’s us,” Bruin explained. “And this is our route.”

      A dashed line materialised on the map.

      “Why isn’t it a straight line?” I asked. “This doesn’t look like the fastest route.”

      “There are planets in the way. Because of their gravitational fields, we have to circle around them. And there will be asteroid fields, space debris and other obstacles. The AI has selected the best route for us and it’s rarely wrong.”

      “Rarely?”

      “Never.”

      “Then why did you say rarely?”

      He shot me a sheepish look. “My sire’s bad influence. He believes there’s an exception to everything. And he sees me as living proof for that.”

      His smile disappeared as a shadow crossed his face.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I suppose you need to know. I was not born in the conventional way. My sire doesn’t have a mate, but he desired to have an heir, so he had me created. I’m his clone.”

      It took a few seconds for his words to sink in. A clone. He didn’t have a mother. Instead of shock, all I felt for him was pity.

      “I’m sorry,” I said and meant it. “It can’t have been easy to grow up without a mum.”

      He looked at me in surprise. “You’re not repulsed? Do you understand what I am? I was created in a lab. It has become more commonplace now, but it’s still not fully accepted on Allopo. There are some Ferven cultists who believe clones don’t have a soul.”

      “Do you think you have one?”

      Bruin didn’t hesitate. “Yes. Sometimes I think I have more of a soul than my sire. He’s a brilliant male when it comes to his work, but he wasn’t a good sire. Nor is he particularly nice to his colleagues. Come to think of it, I doubt there’s anyone he likes.”

      “He doesn’t sound very pleasant,” I said.

      “He isn’t. I hope you won’t think badly of me when you meet him. I might be his clone, but I’m nothing like my sire. It’s why he thinks I’m a failed clone. I should be his identical copy, but somewhere along the line, I got my own personality. I look like him, though.”

      I supposed seeing his father would be like looking into Bruin’s future. How did Xervens age? He didn’t have any hair that could go grey and I couldn’t imagine wrinkles or liver spots on his smooth purple skin.

      “Speaking of my father,” Bruin continued, “I need to ask you the questions he sent me. He’s been reminding me every day, but I wanted to give you some time.”

      I was grateful, even though that didn’t mean I’d forgiven him for abducting me. Nor had I given up on finding a way home. For now, it was no use fighting Bruin. He’d made it clear that he wouldn’t change the ship’s course. But maybe once he realised that we weren’t actually mates, he’d let me go. And if he didn’t realise that on his own, I’d have to force him.
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      Bruin

      It had taken her longer than expected to come to her senses. I’d kept a constant eye on her, fascinated by how she explored the ship and interacted with An’tia. The situation would have been a lot worse without the stabhorn. She was the intermediary between the two of us. An’tia connected us even though we’d not been in the same room for the entire week.

      Whenever Tara had left the stabhorn to do other things, I’d taken her place. Because of that, An’tia had turned into the most spoilt stabhorn in the universe. Two people to groom and dote on her. She took full advantage of it, demanding me to brush her even when I knew Tara had just done the same.

      When I wasn’t with An’tia, I worked on the reports for my sire. He’d sent me his notes on the preliminary observations and I’d made the requested changes. He’d demanded surprisingly few corrections. Maybe he’d finally realised that I wasn’t as useless as he thought.

      I’d written some notes on how Tara interacted with An’tia, but I wasn’t ready to share those yet. I’d have to make sure there was no subtext that would suggest I was mated to the Peritan. He’d find out eventually, but I wanted to choose the right moment to tell him.

      My plan had been to ask Tara tomorrow if she was ready to go through the questionnaire with me. I was glad she’d come to me instead. Maybe she’d finally accepted that I was her mate. I didn’t want to talk about the topic yet, too worried that it might result in another medical emergency.

      Realising I’d been quiet for a while, I pulled up the questions on my Commband’s holo screen.

      “I will record you, is that alright?” I asked.

      “What will happen with the recording?”

      “It will be automatically transcribed. My sire might take a look at it, but the IGU’s data protection guidelines are among the strictest in the galaxy. The recording won’t be shared with anyone else outside his research group.”

      “I guess that’s alright then.” She leaned back, reassuringly relaxed in my presence. “Shoot.”

      “What?”

      Tara smiled. The entire room seemed to brighten. “Don’t take that literally. It means I want you to start.”

      “Ah. Then I shall shoot.” I returned her smile, proud I was using a Peritanism. “Do you believe that An’tia is real?”

      Her forehead wrinkled. “Of course.”

      “Do you believe that there are other animals like An’tia?”

      “You said you tame stabhorns, so I have no reason to doubt that there are others.”

      I had a suspicion I’d tainted the results. My sire wouldn’t be happy. I ignored it for now and continued with the questions.

      “Back on Peritus, did you believe in stabhorns?”

      Tara shook her head. “Neither in stabhorns nor in unicorns. Although I always told the tourists that I believed in unicorns since it’s Scotland’s national animal. They liked that.”

      “Do you know any Peritans who believe in stab…unicorns?”

      “I don’t think so. Some of the other tour guides pretended to, but I’m pretty sure it was a joke. Some children I led around the castle definitely believed in unicorns, but they also believed in Santa and the Easter bunny. There’s something strange though that I’ve thought about a lot in the past few days. I once read this book, The Unicorn Herd. I can't remember the author's name, but now that I've met an actual unicorn, I have to admit it was strangely realistic. Do you think the author could have met an actual unicorn?"

      "Tape, Arizona," I said and watched with amusement as her eyes widened in surprise. "I've read it as part of my research. Much more realistic than Once Upon a Unicorn, in which the stabhorn is born without a horn. How preposterous. And don't get me started on The Little Llama Meets a Unicorn. The llama, which seems to be one of your Peritan land animals, actually becomes a stabhorn. Impossible."

      “We sold Once Upon a Unicorn at the castle gift shop!” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe we both read the same books even though you’re an alien. What are the chances?”

      “I am not surprised. You are my mate. It is only natural that we would have similar interests.”

      Her smile disappeared in an instant. Her eyes turned cold. “I am not your mate.”

      It hurt to hear her say that, but I didn’t try to convince her otherwise. She’d realise the truth at some point. Until then, I had to be patient. It wasn’t easy, with my mating cock swollen inside its sheath. I’d tried hard to distract myself from the urge to claim her with both my cocks, complete the starlight ritual, but it was getting more difficult with every day. Now I knew why some males went mad with mating lust.

      I returned my attention to the questionnaire. Some of the questions were too silly to ask. My sire would just have to go without answers to those.

      “Now that you’ve met An’tia, would you tell other Peritans about her? Would you try and convince them that unicorns are real?”

      She thought for a moment. “As much as I’d want to, they wouldn’t take me seriously. Nobody would believe me. They’d either assume I was joking or that I’ve gone crazy. So no, I don’t think I would.”

      “Last question. Would you tell other Peritans if there was a group of you?”

      “If we’d all met An’tia? Maybe. It’s more likely, but even so, I still don’t think we’d be taken seriously.” Tara’s smile returned. “Even if we brought proof with us, people would think it’s fabricated. Fake news, they call it nowadays. Maybe it’s better if nobody knows that stabhorns exist. I don’t think humans are ready for them yet.”

      I grinned. “Nobody will ever be ready for stabhorns. And I say that as someone who was almost killed by one.”

      My left hand automatically wandered to my stomach. No scar remained, but I didn’t need a physical mark to remember the trauma. At the same time, without that accident, I would never have met An’tia.

      I gasped at the realisation.

      “What is it?” Tara asked.

      “An’tia didn’t just find you on Peritus. She brought us together. I’ve been racking my brain about why she stabbed me. She was frightened, but not enough to charge me. I’m usually good with new arrivals. I have enough experience to know how far to push them. I might end up getting kicked or scratched with a horn, but not stabbed. I thought I was losing my touch, but that doesn’t match how much An’tia trusts me now. In fact, she stopped rebelling almost as soon as we were on the ship to Peritus. She must have known that injuring me would set me on the path to your planet.”

      Tara didn’t look convinced, but I was sure I’d figured it all out.

      “How would she have known that your sire would offer you the job?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. But it’s said that stabhorns have a unique connection to the universe. They know what will happen before it does. And, of course, they’re able to find soulmates. It must be part of that magical skill.”

      “Magic?” she repeated, sounding even more doubtful.

      “A token word for anything that cannot yet be explained by science.” I stopped when I noticed I sounded like my sire. He would say that when I was still a youngling and believed in the fairy tales the nanny told me.

      “It still seems far-fetched to me, but I’m not a stabhorn expert. Is there a way to ask her? I’ve been wondering how much she understands. How clever are stabhorns?”

      “They are more intelligent than most people assume,” I explained. “I have the suspicion that they purposely make us underestimate them. They’re not just mere beasts. They have a societal structure, they have learned behaviour that gets passed down through generations, they have a sort of language.”

      “Language?” Tara gasped. “Does that mean you can talk to them?”

      “No, so far, nobody has been able to add their language to our translation implants. But if someone ever figures it out, I will add it to your implant immediately.”

      I realised too late that I’d never told her about the implant. Klat.
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      Tara

      Just when I’d started to trust him again, he had to destroy everything.

      “Implant?” I snapped. “Are you saying you put an implant in me?!”

      He had the decency to look guilty.

      “I thought I’d mentioned it. When I first brought you on board, I gave you a full medical screening to make sure the beaming hadn’t harmed you. It seemed a good opportunity to fit you with a translation implant and to remove the foreign body from your uterus.”

      Foreign body… he hadn’t. Surely, he hadn’t.

      “You. Removed. My. IUD?!” I was screaming, but I didn’t care. “How dare you!”

      Bruin looked crestfallen. “IUD? Was it important? I thought it was harmful. I promise I wouldn’t have removed it otherwise. Are you alright without it? Will you survive?”

      Panic slurred his words.

      In any other situation, I would have found it adorable, amusing even. But he’d removed my contraception without asking me. That went too far. I felt violated. I’d thought I was in control of my body, yet he’d shown me that I wasn’t.

      “Please, tell me,” Bruin begged. “Are you in danger?”

      No, but he was. I was about ready to murder him. Except that would have taken my moral high ground.

      For a moment, I was tempted to let him believe I was dying. That would serve him right.

      “An IUD is a contraceptive implant,” I snapped. “It stops me from getting pregnant. I suppose you don’t have things like that. You kidnap women and breed them until they can’t pop out any more babies.”

      He stared at me in shock, but then fierce determination took over his features. “I would never do that,” he said sternly. “And we do have contraception, just not this… primitive.”

      Primitive. I wanted to strangle him. Then push the implant up his dick. That should hurt. If he even had one. My gaze wandered to his crotch before I could stop myself. There was a bulge pressing against his black trousers, but that could have been anything. He was an alien, as he’d just proved once more.

      “Put it back in,” I demanded.

      “Of course. I will see if the medpod can return your implant to where it was before. Alternatively, I can get you a Xerven implant. It is much smaller and won’t hurt at all.”

      I didn’t think I could trust that after all this.

      “I want my implant. My coil. Sterilised, obviously.”

      “The medpod will ensure it’s safe,” Bruin reassured me, still looking incredibly guilty. “How can I make it up to you?”

      “I don’t suppose you’d take me home?”

      His sad puppy eyes were answer enough.
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        * * *

      

      This time, I went into the medpod voluntarily. The gel-like substance was warm, wrapping itself around me. I felt it permeate my clothes, but it wasn’t the same sensation as wearing wet clothes. The gel was unlike anything I’d ever encountered. It likely had some fancy, complicated name.

      When the lid closed above me, I fought a wave of claustrophobia. Bruin waved at me through the translucent lid.

      “Try and stay still while the medpod attempts to reimplant your IDD.”

      “IUD,” I muttered, but did as instructed. I did not want the coil to end up in my ovaries.

      “All done,” he said a minute later. “I triple-checked that it works. Copper release is a strange method of contraception, but if that’s what you prefer, I fully support you. And if you ever want to switch to something more modern, it’s quick and easy. Any medpod can do it.”

      The lid opened. Bruin stretched out a hand to help me out, but I ignored him and climbed out myself. The gel stayed behind, leaving my clothes spotless.

      A loud whinny reminded me that the medpod was in An’tia’s domain. The unicorn stood on the other side of the hangar, watching curiously. She wasn’t quite interested enough to walk over – I’d quickly learned that An’tia was a lazy lady who didn’t move unless she absolutely had to.

      As soon as I reached her, she pointed her horn at the biggest brush on the table. I took it, but then reconsidered.

      “Before I start, I need to ask you a question. Did you stab Bruin on purpose? To make him leave his planet? To find me?”

      An’tia snorted and a cloud of golden dust exploded from her nostrils. Was that a yes? No?

      I had to know.

      “I think you understand me,” I told her. “If you think Bruin and I are mates, pick up the cloth.”

      The stabhorn looked at me as if I was stupid, then turned to the table and lifted the polishing cloth with her teeth. Since that could have been a coincidence, I tried again.

      “If you instigated all this, if you stabbed Bruin so that he would find me, kick the table.”

      She shot me an exasperated look before knocking over the table. Brushes and tools flew to the floor, while the stabhorn looked on with glee.

      “Why haven’t you communicated with me before?” I asked in wonder.

      I bet she would have rolled her eyes if she could have. Because I hadn’t asked the right questions. I’d treated her like a horse, assuming her intelligence matched an Earth animal. It was all on me.

      The stipulations of what I’d just discovered sent shockwaves through my mind. Bruin really was my soulmate. I didn’t believe it from his lips, but An’tia was different. She was a unicorn. I trusted her. She’d stabbed Bruin to get him to me, risked his death just to play matchmaker. If that was how far she went to instigate a meeting, I didn’t know what she’d do to ensure we stayed together.

      It was strange how my entire outlook had suddenly changed. I’d never believed in fate, but I did believe in unicorns now. If An’tia thought Bruin and I were supposed to be together, I was willing to try.

      I turned to Bruin, who’d stayed a few steps behind, watching us. Hurrying over to him, I looked into his smouldering eyes. “Is this real?”

      Instead of an answer, he put a hand on my shoulder. My skin felt hot where he touched me. Tingles ran down my spine.

      “Do you feel the connection?” he asked softly. “Are you ready to accept it?”

      Was I ready? I’d spent a week fighting it. The idea of having a predetermined soulmate went against all my principles of self-determination, but at the same time, I couldn’t deny that there was something between us.

      “Yes,” I admitted. “I feel it. I’m not sure I want to, but I do.”

      An’tia whinnied from behind us. Matchmaker and cheerleader. Our stabhorn was multi-talented.

      Bruin moved his hand to my cheek, but it was only the faintest touch, as if he was scared of my reaction. I leaned into his touch, revelling in how soft his palm felt against my cheek.

      “I would like to kiss you,” he whispered hoarsely.

      I looked him straight in the eyes. My mind was made up. “Then do it.”

      He moved faster than I could process. He wrapped one arm around my waist, pulling me close, then his lips crushed onto mine, hard yet supple. For a moment, I felt as if I was lifted out of my body. I floated above us, a golden tether connecting me to my body. And not just to mine. A second tether, a thin line of silver, led right into Bruin’s chest. Instinctively I knew that this strand would grow stronger over time until our bond was permanent. And to my surprise, I was looking forward to it. It felt right. I wanted to be connected to him. I recognised something familiar within him, something that had almost made me feel different from everybody else.

      His hand tangled my hair, steadying my head as our lips moved in sync. His earthy scent hit me and I was pulled back into my body. Our eyes met and I knew everything was going to be alright.
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Xerven Traditions 201

        

      

    

    
      Bruin

      She fit into my arms perfectly. Her lips, so soft and gentle, moulded against mine. I knew deep within my heart that this was meant to be. We’d been raised a galaxy apart, but we’d always been meant to be together. We were two halves of a whole and for the first time in my life, I felt complete. Pure joy filled my soul. I wanted to scream with happiness. Tara was mine, my mate, my female, my queen. Holding her in my arms was the best feeling in the universe.

      I deepened the kiss and she opened her lips willingly, letting me in. I playfully swiped my tongue against hers before claiming her mouth. I’d been holding back for so long, but now I was letting go. I gave myself to her. Poured all my pent-up emotions into our kiss. Showed her just how much she meant to me.

      I don’t know how long we stood like that, our breaths mingling, our bodies entwined. We were one. How it was supposed to be.

      Her hands roamed over my back, slipping under my tunic. Shivers ran down my skin and straight into my cocks. I was harder than ever before. My mating cock pulsed within its sleeve, begging to be released. Soon. I’d not explained the starlight ritual to her yet. Was she ready? I hoped she was.

      When we finally broke apart, we were both breathing hard. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips bright red, her pupils wide. I wanted to kiss her again right away. My mate was the prettiest female in the universe. And she was mine.

      An’tia snorted impatiently, as if to say, get a room. I smirked, amused by the stabhorn’s manipulation. She’d get extra treats after we’d completed the ritual. She was manipulating and arrogant, a true diva, but without her, I would never have found Tara.

      I returned my attention to my mate. A smile played around her swollen lips. She looked happier than I’d ever seen her. For a moment, I was sad that she’d been unable to be this happy for the first week of our journey. I should have handled it all differently. Maybe if I’d figured out An’tia’s manipulation earlier, it wouldn’t have been as hard for Tara. But it was too late to change the past. All I could do was ensure that she’d have the happiest future imaginable.

      “Thank you,” I said, my voice hoarse with emotion.

      “For what?”

      “For trusting me. For letting go of your doubts. For giving me the best kiss I’ve ever had.”

      She quirked an eyebrow. “The best, huh? I think we can top that.”

      She put her hands on my hips, pulling me closer. Amused, I leaned down and kissed her once again. Talks about the ritual could wait.

      

      An’tia’s impatient whinnies ended our kiss. She was hungry. Tara and I worked together to fill her trough and make sure she had enough water.

      “Let’s give her some time alone,” Tara said with a grin. I bet she wasn’t suggesting that just for the stabhorn’s sake. As tempted as I was to take her right into my bedroom and start the ritual, I didn’t want to rush her. Instead, we headed to the relaxation quarter. I ordered two kiki shakes from Andromeda and they appeared on the table a few clicks later. 

      "What's that?" Tara asked when I handed her a glass. 

      "Kiki shakes, a delicacy from planet Kardar. I don't know what they're made from, probably better not to know. But they're delicious. Try it."

      She gave the murky grey liquid a questioning look, but then took a cautious sip. I watched with pleasure as her eyes widened and her eyebrows shot up. Her face was so expressive. 

      "That's delicious," she moaned and drained the glass with a few large gulps. "Can I have another?"

      With a grin, I passed her demand on to Andromeda. I sipped my shake slowly, my attention fully focused on my mate. I loved seeing her this happy and relaxed. She finished her second shake before I emptied my glass. I made a mental note to provide her with daily shakes. They were full of essential vitamins and minerals. Essential for Xervens, but maybe for Peritans as well. I would have to look it up. Andromeda had strict instructions to only serve food and drinks suitable for Peritans, but I hadn't researched if the same things were healthy for the both of us. It would be strange if Xerven junk food turned out to be nutritious for Tara. 

      We sat down on one of the benches, our thighs touching. I didn't even mind that the bench was uncomfortable because it wasn't made for my tall frame. 

      "I would like to talk about the starlight ritual," I said and took her hand. She didn't pull away. On the contrary, she leaned against my side and rested her head on my shoulder. I had to crouch to let her do that, but I'd take the discomfort to make her happy.

      "What is it?" she asked. Her voice was so lovely when she wasn't screaming at me. 

      "The ritual will cement the mating bond between us. It will give you the same legal rights on Allopo that I have, but it will also... How do I put this without sounding crude?"

      "Just spit it out," she encouraged, using one of her strange expressions. I wasn't going to spit on her.

      "How many cocks do Peritan males have?" I blurted. I'd forgotten to check.

      Tara looked at me as if I'd grown Ferven horns. "One. What are you saying? You have more than one?"

      Her gaze flicked to my crotch, but she caught herself quickly and focused back on my face. I imagined how she was fighting the temptation to look back at my trousers, which felt way too tight by now.

      "I have two," I confirmed. "One is my pleasure cock, which has been active ever since I reached maturity. The other is my mating cock, trapped in a sleeve until my mate releases it during the starlight ritual. Only the mating cock can pass on my seed to a female. And my mate is the only one who will ever get to feel both my cocks inside of her."

      Tara sucked in a sharp breath. "Both? At the same time?"

      "Of course. I have been told it is even more pleasurable for the female than it is for the male."

      Again, she couldn't resist peeking at my crotch. "How does that work? I don't know what Xerven women look like down below, but I doubt there's space for two dicks inside me. Unless they're tiny. Wait, what size - no, never mind." Her cheeks reddened again. Adorable. 

      "They will fit," I reassured her. "My mating cock will change shape to match your physiology. It's why Xervens can find mates among other species. We're...flexible."

      Tara giggled. "You don't want to know what I'm thinking just now. But that means your, what did you call it, pleasure cock can't make a woman pregnant?"

      "It cannot. It is only there to help a male gather experience which will in turn help him pleasure his future mate properly. But nobody has ever seen or touched my mating cock, not even I. It is for you alone."

      "That's almost romantic, if a little weird." She laughed again. "So what does that ritual entail?"

      "Usually, the couple's family will attend, but I don't want my sire to be part of it and your family-"

      "I don't have one," she interrupted brusquely. 

      I'd noticed that she'd never mentioned wanting to return to her family during our fights, only her home. It had made me realise her family was either dead or estranged from her. One day, I'd ask her, but I didn't want to ruin the mood. Not now that we were so close to becoming permanent mates.

      "We will do the ritual together, just us," I continued. "Unless you want An'tia to watch."

      Tara's wide grin returned. "No way."

      "I agree. We will both cleanse ourselves, then present our naked bodies to each other. It signifies openness and trust. There are some old Xerven words we have to say, but you can simply follow my lead. Then you remove the sleeve of my mating cock and-"

      "Wait," she interrupted. "This is terribly unromantic. I don't want to hear all of it in advance. It might put me off going through with it. Right now, I'm crazy enough to do your ritual. I should probably wait and take off my rose-tinted glasses, but fuck it. If An'tia thinks we're to be together, then so be it. It's not like I have anything waiting for me on Earth. I always wanted to travel. And we won't have to stay on your planet all the time, right? We can visit my friends. Who probably believe I'm dead by now. Maybe not such a good idea. I should-"

      I put a finger on her lips, silencing her. "Yes. We can go wherever you want. Once my sire determines that I have completed the job, I will be paid and will have the resources to give you the life you deserve."

      "I will find some sort of job," Tara promised. "I don't want to be a lone little housewife. I don't know what I'll be able to do on your planet, but I definitely won't sit at home all day, waiting for you to come home."

      "I never expected you to stay at home," I said quickly. "You could start as my apprentice, working with stabhorns. You're so good with An'tia that I don't think it'll take long for you to learn how to care for other stabhorns. We could make a business out of it. Our own stabhorn park."

      Tara shot me one of her beautiful smiles. "I like that. As long as none of them try to matchmake again. I don't want to be stabbed."

      I laughed. "After the starlight ritual, even the most stubborn stabhorn will know that we're together. There will never be another female in my life. Never. You're the one, Tara Crawford. Are you ready for the ritual?"

      She bit her bottom lip. With every click that passed in silence, my heart grew heavier, until she finally nodded. "Yes. I'm ready."
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Advanced Mating Techniques

        

      

    

    
      Tara

      Alone in the shower room, doubts flooded in at the same time as the cleansing fog covered my body. Was I rushing into something? What if I never came to love Bruin? Right now, I liked him, a lot, despite all his mistakes and blunders, but it wasn't love. At least it couldn't be, not after a week. Right? That flutter in my belly when I thought of him was just nerves about the ritual. It wasn't more than that. Love was something that happened over time, not the moment you met. Instant love was reserved for books and films, not reality. But the thought of not being with him hurt. It was strange how quickly it had all changed. Yet it felt right. Natural. 

      I ran my hands over my body, once again wishing I had a sponge or cloth. I wanted to be squeaky clean for Bruin. I had no razor either, but I rarely bothered shaving back home. I wouldn't start with it now. I shouldn't want to change my habits for Bruin. He'd have to accept me with some fluff included.

      Once the fog in the shower room disappeared, I hesitated. It was only Bruin and me on the ship, but I also didn't want to walk around naked. 

      "Andromeda, I need a robe."

      A cupboard door appeared on one wall that had been smooth a second ago. I opened it to find a long purple robe made from a silky material. The purple was almost the shade of Bruin's skin. Just like all the clothes the ship had provided, it fit me perfectly. Feeling more confident with the robe covering my body, I stepped out of the shower room. The corridor was dimly lit like it always was at night, even though it was only late afternoon. Bright flecks of light on the floor led the way. 

      "Stars," I muttered to myself and followed the trail to Bruin's bedroom. I'd not been inside it before; the only room in the entire spaceship I hadn't explored. My heart was beating fast. This was the moment. I lifted a hand to knock, but the door slid open, revealing a large chamber four times as big as my own bedroom. The only furniture was a huge bed in the centre. A shiny indigo sheet covered the mattress. And in the centre of the bed stood Bruin, fully naked, his cock hard and erect, his arms outstretched. 

      Oh my, his dick was huge. That would never fit. I noticed a lack of balls, but then forced myself to look away. I focused on his chest instead. Chiselled abs, smooth skin, a nipple-less chest. Not a single hair anywhere, confirming my theory that Xervens - or at least Bruin - didn't have body hair. He had no belly button, but that only highlighted the tense muscles that looked as if carved from stone. He was gorgeous, perfect and slightly intimidating. What would he think of me? I was nothing like him. I had love handles, a belly that sometimes got in the way, and boobs that were droopier than I liked. The right was slightly bigger than the left, which meant no bra ever fit properly. And I had a large mole on my right collarbone that I'd always wanted to get removed. In short, I didn't look like a model. Not like Bruin. 

      "Take off your robe," he said hoarsely. "And join me."

      I realised he'd been checking me out just like I had been. Except that he'd been hindered by the robe. I hesitated for a moment, but then assembled my courage and let the robe drop to the floor. I locked eyes with him, pretending I was confident in my skin, and stepped onto the bed. The mattress hardened beneath my feet. Alien technology, no doubt. 

      Bruin kept my gaze trapped in his, never looking at my naked body. I was grateful. 

      When I reached him, he wrapped his strong arms around me, pulling me into a tight embrace. His hard cock pressed against my belly, while my boobs got squashed between us. My nipples were almost as hard as his cock by now. My core tingled with need. How long had it been since I'd last slept with a guy? I couldn't even remember. And it had meant nothing. Just a quick fuck to take care of my needs. This was different. This was my mate. 

      "You're beautiful," he whispered, his lips only a breath away from mine. His voice was husky, which turned me on immensely. He sounded like sex. 

      "So are you."

      He smiled, his eyes sparkling with joy. "I can't believe this is happening. I never thought I'd get to do the starlight ritual. Bind myself to my mate forever."

      Forever. A shiver ran down my back. That was a long time. But I wouldn't turn back now. 

      Bruin kissed me ever so softly, then stepped back. I instantly felt cold, bereft of his warmth. I wanted to be in his arms again. 

      "Speak after me. Your implant doesn't translate Old Xerven, so I am going to say the words in the modern dialect. They won't rhyme and won't sound as beautiful, but I want you to understand what you're repeating."

      I bowed my head in thanks. He was so thoughtful. 

      He went onto his knees, looking up at me with awe. I motioned to do the same, but he stopped me. For a moment, I thought he'd propose to me, then remembered he wouldn't know what that was. 

      "Tara Crawford, of Peritus, the stars have led me to you. From now on, they will guide us together, through light and dark. I pledge my light to you. I pledge my darkness to you. I will be your guiding star when you need it. I will follow your light when I'm in the dark. We will shine together forevermore."

      Shivers ran down my back and my eyes stung. His words were so beautiful and I knew he meant every single one. His eyes blazed with emotion as he held out his hands. I grasped them tightly, grateful to have something to hold onto. 

      "I, Bruin, son of Tholin, of Allopo, accept you as my mate."

      He didn't have to encourage me to speak.

      "I, Tara Crawford, of Peritus, accept you as my mate."

      He squeezed my hands in approval. "I will serve your light until the day it flickers out."

      I repeated his words solemnly, my voice shaking slightly. I felt like I was in a dream, yet at the same time, his touch kept me grounded in reality. 

      "I will protect, encourage and strengthen your light."

      I took a deep breath. "I will protect, encourage and strengthen your light."

      Bruin got back to his feet but kept my hands in his. "And now we shall bring our lights together to burn brighter than ever before."

      He pulled me into his arms. I clung to him, tears now freely streaming down my cheeks. Tears of joy. I'd never felt happier. For a second, I could see the tether between us, no longer just a thin silver band, but now a braid of silver and gold, glowing brightly. Then my vision cleared, but I didn't doubt what I had seen was real. There really was a bond between us. 

      I rose on my tiptoes and kissed him. It likely wasn't the right thing to do at this stage of the ritual, but I had to. I needed to feel his lips bruising mine. I'd thought the kiss in the hangar had been special. It was nothing compared to this. Our tongues danced, our breaths became one. I was dimly aware of his hardness, of my own arousal. I reached between us, took his cock into my hand. His skin was hot, much warmer than the rest of his body. 

      Bruin groaned, a sound that spurred me on. I broke the kiss with one last nibble on his bottom lip, then dropped to my knees. His cock stood proud right before me, but I was curious in the bulge underneath. Instead of balls, he had one large mound behind the base of his cock. I ran my fingers over it, eliciting a string of curses from Bruin. So he liked that. Good. I kissed the tip of his huge purple cock, then tried to take him into my mouth. I barely managed to get my lips wrapped around him. His breathing was loud and hard. Music to my ears. I loved having this effect on him. When I swiped my tongue against his engorged tip, he jerked in my mouth. 

      "How are you doing that?" Bruin groaned. "How can this feel so good?"

      I stroked the bulge again, careful not to scratch the sensitive skin. A strange tingle flashed through my wet pussy, as if I'd touched myself. I did it again, and once more it felt as if by stroking the bulge, I also flicked my own clit. Wow. Talk about a bond between mates. When I did it a third time, Bruin gripped my hair as if he needed something to hold on to. You and me both, dear. I was glad I was on my knees. 

      "You need to get my mating cock out before I explode," he huffed, breathing hard. 

      I leaned my head back and his cock flopped from my lips. "How?"

      "There's a slit underneath. Lick it."

      I felt for the slit. A thin line, like a scar, ran along the base of the bulge where it curved towards his arse. Without hesitation, I lowered myself between his legs and licked along the slit. 

      Bruin roared. That was all the warning I got. Suddenly his hands were clasped around my shoulders and then I was flung back onto the bed. It turned soft the moment my back hit the sheet, welcoming me into its warmth. Bruin towered above me, a mountain of a man, now with two cocks, one above the other. His mating dick was slightly smaller, but for human standards, he was still more than well endowed. I felt more confident about being able to take that one. He spread my legs, then kneeled between them, his cocks pointing right at my pussy. I was dripping wet and my core was throbbing with desire. I didn't want foreplay. I needed him to fuck me right now. 

      "Take me," I begged, but it turned into a moan. "Claim me."

      Fire burned in his dark eyes, a smouldering heat that signalled the things to come. I couldn't wait. He positioned his lower cock so his tip pressed against my entrance. The other cock pushed along my folds, rubbing against my clit. I wouldn't have needed the extra stimulation but wow, I could already see how amazing it would be to have one of his cocks inside me while the other provided extra stimulation. 

      "Are you ready?" he asked huskily.

      I sunk my fingers into the soft mattress, clinging to the sheet for support. "I'm ready."

      He needed no further encouragement. He pushed into me with one smooth motion. I gasped as he filled me to the brink, stretching me almost to the point it hurt. My pussy clenched around him. He gave me a moment to adjust to his girth, but he used it to cup my breasts, squeezing my nipples, making me moan with desire. His every touch sent fire through my body and into my core. I was burning for him and only he could douse the flames. 

      He pulled out, leaving me feeling bereft for a heartbeat, then he pushed in again, hard and fast. I welcomed him. This was what I needed. I craved to be fucked into oblivion, claimed as his mate. He set a rapid pace that no human would have been able to keep up for long. His pleasure cock rubbed over my clit, driving me crazy with every touch. Our moans became a chorus of ecstasy as he drove us higher and higher until there was no way back. I shattered, exploding into a million pieces, but his light held them together, gathered them up and reassembled them into a new person. I did the same for him, binding him to me as my alien mate. 

      We slowly floated back into reality, but only to rise once more, his stamina unchallenged, and a third time, until I was drenched in sweat and too exhausted to move. He held me in his arms, whispered sweet words of love, and I knew that I had finally found what I'd been looking for all my life.
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Happily Ever After

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two years later

      

      

      Bruin

      The stabhorn fowl rose on unsteady legs, its huge blue eyes searching for its mother. An'tia licked the newborn's wet forehead, her tongue circling the tiny stub that would once grow into a horn. Her mate, a proud stallion named Gwain, stood nearby, watching over his young family. He was Tara's favourite, the first stabhorn she'd tamed on her own. She was a natural when it came to caring for our herd. We had fifteen stabhorns now with An'tia as their matriarch. It had been a surprise to all of us when she'd fallen pregnant. She was young to be a mother, but she made up for it with maturity and confidence. 

      "She's gorgeous," Tara cooed. "Or is it a boy?"

      "It's a female," I confirmed and looked down at my mate. Her eyes were glowing with excitement. The second sun was about to set, my favourite time of the day. The pre-evening light turned Tara's blonde hair into molten gold, a reminder of the time I'd first dreamed of her. 

      An'tia snorted, telling us to back off. It was her time to be a mother. 

      I checked my scanner, making sure the fowl's vitals were normal, before taking my mate's hand and leading her away from the birthing paddock. 

      "She'll make a great mum," Tara said happily. "And Gwain will be a good father once he learns to be less self-obsessed."

      "Sirehood will be good for him," I agreed. "His arrogance is only bluster. I think deep inside, he's not as confident as he lets on."

      Like myself, before I'd met my mate. I'd been lost, drifting without a destination. She'd shown me the way to true happiness. Every day with her was a miracle. I still marvelled how I deserved her by my side. 

      Tara had quickly got used to life on Allopo. She'd started as my apprentice with both of us working for my old boss, but she'd learned fast. After half a rotation, we'd left and started our own stabhorn herd. My sire had not been happy until Tara had volunteered to send him regular updates on her relationship with An'tia. He'd published his research on Peritan beliefs and got some kind of award for it, which had placated him somewhat. He no longer tried to persuade me to work for the IGU. In his own way, he may have finally understood that I wasn't completely useless - not that he'd ever admit to that. But his jibes and taunts had become less since he'd met Tara. 

      "I don't think I'll ever get used to having two suns," Tara muttered.

      She leaned against my chest, watching the sunset like we did every evening. The second sun was dipping beneath the hills in the distance, while the first sun was racing across the sky to catch up with her sister. The sky was about to turn from a golden orange into a deep red. The temperature would drop rapidly, although now, in summer, it wouldn't get cold enough to need a coat. 

      I wrapped my arms around my mate, lending her some of my warmth.  She hated being cold, which was funny considering how often it rained in the country she'd grown up in. The bulge under her purple dress was starting to get noticeable. The little stabhorn wouldn't be the only fowl in our herd for long. I placed my hands on her stomach, imagining the life growing within. We'd created that life, together. We'd be a family soon. As so often since I'd found out we were expecting offspring, I imagined what they would look like. Would they have Tara's pink complexion or my own purple skin? Would they have hair? I hoped so. I loved running my fingers through Tara's golden locks, braiding them like I braided stabhorn manes. I imagined a herd of younglings, all with braided hair, and Tara and me in their centre. 

      "You're smiling," Tara said without turning around. "I love that I know that."

      The mating bond between us was growing stronger every day. Sometimes, I knew what Tara was about to say before she opened her mouth. We could sense each other's feelings, even at a distance. And now she could feel my smile.

      "Do you know what I'm doing now?" I asked and pursed my lips as if I was kissing her. I even wiggled my tongue for good measure. 

      "I can." She turned around with a soft laugh. "And I'm jealous of the air you just kissed."

      "The air has nothing on you, sweet mate." I lifted her into my arms, pressing her against my chest. Tara quickly wrapped her legs around my hips before our lips met in a passionate kiss. She tasted like starlight.

      In the distance, An'tia whinnied with joy. 

      I knew exactly how she felt.
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      About the Central Galactic Concordance series…

      

      She gave up interstellar trading to run a sanctuary for genetically-engineered griffins. He's a space pirate sent by a friend to handle trouble. To save the sanctuary, they'll have to risk everything.

       Former space trader and new property owner Lark Sutrio suspects incidents at her sanctuary for valuable genetically engineered griffins aren’t accidents. Not knowing who to trust, she asks old friends for help. Before it arrives, someone raids her shelter and shoots her flitter out of the sky, leaving her for dead.

       Space pirate Pim Okaansson is glad to do a favor for a childhood friend, even if he’s never actually lived on a planet surface before. He expects to have to hide his origins. He doesn’t expect a brazen theft, or be threatened by the woman and griffins he’s come to help.

       Lark gratefully accepts Pim’s assistance in repairing the shelter, but can’t imagine how the kind, sexy man can help find her stolen griffins, or wants to know she might be falling for him. Pim’s instincts say more trouble is looming for the intriguing, courageous Lark and her few remaining griffins. He wants to protect them, but he’ll have to reveal secrets that could get them both locked up for good. 

      When Lark and Pim become the prime suspects in a grand-scale larceny, will they risk their freedom—and their hearts—to prove their innocence and save the sanctuary?
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      Lark Sutrio had been meaning to visit the forest near her new home. Crashing her air flitter into it wasn’t what she’d had in mind.

      She’d been lucky to find a clearing for her unplanned descent. The tall, weather-hardened pines could have caught her flitter like an emergency airlock’s last-chance net. Climbing down trees wasn’t a skill she’d picked up while working on interstellar trader starships.

      A tickle in her nose made her sniffle and swear. Something had hit her face during the terrifying landing. Ever since, her nose had been bleeding intermittently, making her mouth taste metallic and irritating her already queasy stomach. Adrenaline after-effects sent erratic pulses to her jangled nerves.

      From the inside, the flitter looked repairable, as long as she ignored the giant burn hole in the right rear quarter. Personal utility flitters could take some rough use, but nothing she could afford would win a high-speed chase or had enough armor to withstand energy beamers.

      The bulk of her cargo now littered half a kilometer of formerly pristine forest. Most had been destined for the recycler, but she’d come back to clean up the mess when she could. Living on a planet had responsibilities she took seriously.

      She finished stacking the few crates she hadn’t lost, with the organic goods in the middle and the heavier stuff around it. She pulled the holdfast strap as tight as she could, ignoring her stiff neck and sore side muscles and possibly cracked rib. Maybe she could retrieve her groceries and feed before hungry animals discovered it.

      “Sure, Lark, and maybe you’ll grow wings.” Talking to herself made her feel like she had a friend, albeit a snarky one. Her laugh turned into a wheeze.

      Leaving the side entry open felt wrong, but it had been a struggle to pry the warped doors open to begin with.

      “Prrrr-eet-eet?” The griffin’s soft trill sounded like a question.

      Rilya sat on top of the backpack, watching Lark’s activities with interest. She looked like a large four-legged bird with an outsized head and long tail. She—or at least her ancestors—had been genetically engineered as a pet. The ostentatious crown of feathers and rounded golden yellow beak made her look adorable and slightly comical. Her splinted broken wing kept her grounded, but she wouldn’t have gone far, anyway. She didn’t care for the great outdoors.

      In moments like these, Lark was more grateful than she could say for her minder talent to connect with the minds of animals. It gave her an edge when handling the griffins, but it was a two-way link. She reached out with a thread of talent to reassure her companion. Though she’d tried not to share her fear and anger, some of it had probably leaked through anyway. Unlike the dozens of traditional breeds of griffins in the regular galactic pet trade, her amazing Nova Nine griffins were both highly communal and empathic, and most were telepathic. In range, they could sense what their flock mates were thinking and make group decisions.

      A sound like a sudden sharp breeze came from the second griffin behind her. A subtle wave of excitement pinged her senses.

      She couldn’t help but smile as she turned to face him. “I should have named you Noongar, for the famous space explorer.”

      The adult rock griffin named Flecken was intrigued. He’d stayed with her and Rilya, but impatiently. The forest outside the flitter beckoned with fresh sounds and scents. Unlike Rilya, he had a keen taste for adventure.

      It was only chance that she’d brought the two griffins. Rilya needed supervision while she convalesced, or she’d try to fly too soon. Flecken needed enrichment the way that cats needed sleep. Lark had thought they’d be safe in the flitter for their trip to the large southern city and back.

      And she had to admit she’d needed their emotional support. The upcoming medical appointment rekindled anxiety that her brain balancers were supposed to manage, but sometimes didn’t. She also had to admit she’d been relieved to learn while en route that the appointment had to be rescheduled. However, that had put her back at the farm hours early, in time to interrupt a home invasion, leading to her current predicament.

      She and her griffins were alive, but not safe. She wished she had time to drag a branch onto the flitter’s roof for visual camouflage. But the flitter’s emergency beacon should be pinging the planetary network and sharing the crash location with the appropriate response organizations. Meaning her attacker could likely find it, too.

      She squinted consideringly at the backpack where Rilya sat. So far, she’d added the flitter’s med kit, water emergency and meal packs, cargo hooks and cable reels, and a couple of low-power hand tools. Combat wasn’t her style, but she’d learned ambush tactics out of necessity.

      Nothing like the sudden lack of communications to remind her how far out in the wilderness she lived. The harsh landing had scraped the flitter’s comms hub right off. The percomp on her bruised wrist must have taken a hit, too, because it refused to ping anything–not the planetary net, not the orbiting satellites, not even the southern continent’s traffic control system. From copies in its memory, it begrudgingly displayed a recent geomarked topographical map and told her that yesterday’s weather forecast promised no rain.

      At least she was suitably dressed for an impromptu hike in an unfamiliar forest. Her rugged boots, durable pants, padded long-sleeve tunic, and hooded, multi-pocketed vest made her look like a working farmer, not the hobbyist her suppliers had initially assumed. They’d also assumed she was raising chickens, and she hadn’t corrected their impression. She’d even bought a small domestic flock as a cover. Until she secured officially registered certificates for all four breeds of her griffins, it was best not to mention them. The pet trade seemed to have an overabundance of the crazy, the unscrupulous, and the downright greedy.

      After one last look around the flitter, she slid the backpack onto her shoulders, then helped Rilya situate herself on top and sink the talons of all four legs into the fabric. The griffin and her wing splint only weighed three kilos, so the extra mass wouldn’t be a problem. Her long, flexible tail wrapped around Lark’s left shoulder and down across her chest like a feathered sash with a decorative fan at the end.

      At Lark’s mental invitation, Flecken launched like a rocket through the side doors. His ghost-gray feathers wouldn’t be good camouflage in daylight in a pine forest, but he was falcon-fast. Aerial predators would have a hard time catching him.

      Lark’s talent allowed her to sense all animals nearby if she worked at it, but she didn’t have the time or energy to concentrate. For whatever reason, the asshole who’d chased and shot her flitter hadn’t followed them down for the kill. She didn’t plan to stay around long enough to find out why not.

      Stepping out carefully, she checked her surroundings.

      Her stupid swollen nose still couldn’t smell anything but the pine sap she’d gotten on her gloves. Overhead, the evergreen trees swayed with noisy breezes. They reminded her of a clutch of rock griffins like Flecken, all wheezes and groans that echoed against the cave walls in their former home.

      She sent a thread of talent to Flecken, checking that he was still nearby. He was alarmed by the sound of running water to the east and wanted nothing to do with it. She asked him to scout to the southwest, away from the river. All her griffins had an instinctive ability to orient themselves in any three-dimensional environment that had magnetic fields. With practice, she’d learned to translate that knowledge to human compass directions.

      Even if her griffins weren’t terrified of open water, she wouldn’t have gone that way. Her wilderness skills were mostly theoretical. She knew nothing about crossing rivers. The topographical map said going southwest was longer but dry. Seven kilometers should put them at the perimeter of an animal ranch, where she hoped to ask for help.

      The ground was surprisingly hard and full of slippery pine needles and loose pebbles. She moved as fast as she dared, but the downward pitch made for unstable footing. After a kilometer or so, the terrain rose more steeply, making her thighs burn and her lungs wheeze with effort.

      At the top of the ridge, when she stopped to catch her breath and rub her sore rib muscles, she turned back to look for the flitter. Was it good or bad that she couldn’t see it?

      Worries about her sanctuary and the griffins tried to sneak past her walls. Survival mode meant she couldn’t let herself get distracted by her imagination.

      It was hard not to take it personally when the universe kept throwing challenges at her. But brutal experience had taught her that wailing about her fate was pointless, and often drew opportunistic predators like a limping gazelle drew hungry jackals.

      She ruthlessly buried all thoughts of things she couldn’t control and focused on the things she could. Check the compass. One foot in front of the other. Ignore the music of the forest and the acid pool in her stomach. Track the flying griffin. Follow the map. Listen with her ears and talent and stay alert.

      Flecken flashed into view overhead, a sleek gray jet with wings. He’d seen a flitter land on a high ridge. One human had emerged and begun walking east. Flecken wanted to meet the stranger.

      Lark didn’t. Emergency responders came in pairs or trios and brought all sorts of rescue gear. All a lone attacker doing witness cleanup needed was a weapon.

      Comparing Flecken’s memories to her topo map, she determined the new flitter was directly west. She had to assume they already knew she’d left the wreck and were therefore angling to intercept her.

      A lightheaded feeling snuck up on her, like she’d accidentally forgotten to breathe. Shiny glitter crept into her peripheral vision. The winds of a squall began to build in her mind, a warning of coming chaos. Her anomalous brain never picked a convenient time for a meltdown. Damnit. She couldn’t afford a misfiring brain-chemical bonfire while being hunted in the middle of a farkin’ wilderness.

      Slowing to a halt, she closed her eyes to activate the controller for her balancers.

      Actually, she was surprised her brain had stayed on course for as long as it had, considering her horrendous day. Maybe the new and improved implants really were retraining her neural pathways like the medics promised.

      The old balancers that she’d had for more than twenty years had worked on their own without input from her. Her updated ones could, too, but she was never again going to let them. The new controller meant she ran the show, not some newly-minted research medic or an over-averaged algorithm.

      The display showed charts as if traced on her eyelids. Luckily, she’d caught the storm in time, so she only needed to approve the mild routine that eased the sharp points and nudged the downward slumps. While she was at it, she zeroed her hearing protection implants, which she also now had control of. Keener senses might give her an edge.

      Ideally, she’d find a rock to rest on for a few minutes while her mental ship regained an even keel, but she didn’t have time.

      The lone stranger might have tracking tech, but she had recent knowledge of the terrain behind her and the tools in her pack.

      Plus, she had griffins.
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        * * *

      

      Hidden behind a small dam of forest debris caught in the triangle of a broken tree trunk, Lark took three slow breaths, in and out, imagining inhaling serenity and releasing distractions with each exhalation. Pine needles tried to poke her butt, and the smell of fresh pine sap made her eyes water. Fresh air was good. Waiting tanked.

      She reconnected with Flecken, who was clinging to a high vertical rock face. His gray feathers perfectly camouflaged his position. Through his spectacular distance vision, she watched the stranger make steady progress toward her location.

      The man wore a nondescript jacket, pants, and boots, and carried nothing in his gloved hands. He was pretty enough, with an imposing nose and a dark, close-cropped beard and mustache. Hard to say if he was experienced in the woods, since she didn’t know what that looked like. She’d guess his age at early forties, but all that meant was he could afford a decent bodyshop. He could actually be anywhere from seventeen to one hundred seventy.

      Her original instinct had been to kill the man immediately, but she’d firmly quashed the idea. Nova Nine thinking had kept her alive in a hellhole prison for nearly a year, but wasn’t appropriate for peaceful living on a settled planet. The civilized thing to do was talk to him first. And if she didn’t like his answers, Nova Nine thinking was still on the table.

      Watching through Flecken’s eyes, she willed the stranger to keep moving up the narrow ravine. Just three more steps…

      On cue, Flecken launched from the rock like a rocket with a piercing hiss and a flurry of wings. Startled into looking up, the man stopped watching his feet.

      Lark leaned back fast and jerked the branch in her hands. The web of mono cables snapped up and tight to wrap around the man’s ankles, sending him crashing to his knees.

      He swore when another cable web caught his arm over his jacket. He swore louder when pulling his arm back actually tightened the cables even more and cut through his sleeve.

      Lark switched her focus to seeing through Rilya’s eyes. The little griffin sat on a low pine branch, watching the man flail. It took concentration to juggle between the griffin’s keen senses and her own comparatively dull ones.

      Taking a deep breath, Lark called out. “Hello.”

      The man stilled. “Hallo.”

      “Are you lost?” She tried for a neutral tone.

      “Depends.” Through Rilya’s eyes, she saw him touch the cable around his trapped wrist. “Are you Galilea Sutrio? Because if you are, I’m here for you.”

      Cold flooded Lark’s chest. They knew her legal name. She and her sanctuary had been specifically targeted. “Who are you?”

      “Berendzoon Okaansson.” His fingers delicately traced the cable trapping his other arm. “My friends call me Pim. Friends like Julke and Zade.”

      She wanted to believe him. But a well-trained telepath could undetectably invade her mind to pull those names. The Volksstam Dutch accent was a clever touch, if it was real. On the other hand, why would rural ranch raiders hire an expensive high-level telepath to track down a lone woman in the middle of nowhere?

      Too late, she realized she’d shared her emotional turmoil with her griffins. Flecken hissed his anger as he dipped a wing to catch a fast air current. He knew how to deal with enemies.

      Lark scrambled to her feet. “Duck and cover your head!”

      She focused on Flecken’s mind. He was determined to protect her and Rilya. Sending soothing thoughts, she shared an image with him. Just a warning…

      Flecken moved so fast that she couldn’t tell if he got the message until the acidic contents of his stomach landed two meters away from where Okaansson huddled. The ground sizzled as a noxious cloud rose and drifted southward with the wind before dissipating. Thank the universe the man had listened and made himself a small target.

      Flecken slowed his flight. In his mind, she sensed doubt and lingering anger. Her fault for confusing him. She sent him a quick wave of pride and gratitude. His tension eased as he turned to ride an updraft.

      In the deadly environment of Nova Nine, the feral griffins had survived in part because they defended their flock mates. She wouldn’t change that behavior even if she could.

      Lark eased herself around the debris and circled to the primary pivot point for her trap. Okaansson stil huddled. “It’s safe now.”

      He unwrapped his free arm from around his knees and pulled back his hood. A low whistle sounded when he saw the chemical burn spot. “Julke told me how the rock griffins saved all the prisoners in Nova Nine, but I’ve never seen it in action.”

      That more than anything convinced her he was telling the truth. Not even a top telepath could have pieced that together out of her memories so quickly. And Zade and Julke had promised to send someone to help her, since they couldn’t yet come themselves. They wouldn’t have sent anyone they didn’t trust.

      What a fantastic first impression she’d made. Smart money said he was planning an emergency eject as soon as he got away from the brain-warped woman. Remorse was an iridium weight in her stomach. “I owe you an apology.”

      “No harm done.” He tugged at his still-trapped wrist and gave her a hopeful look. “Would you happen to have a knife? I didn’t think I’d need one.”

      “Yes.” She was glad her brown skin disguised her embarrassed flush as she turned to open her hidden backpack.

      With wire cutters in hand, she sliced through the snare’s three key nodes. “You can step away now.” After the mono cable dropped to the ground, she began collecting the pieces and looping them over her arm. “How did you find me?”

      “Your housecomp. I pinged you from the spaceport and left a message that I was on my way. Your perimeter didn’t respond, so I thought you’d left it open for me.” He kicked his feet free of the cables. “Do you need a medic? There’s blood on your face.”

      “Nope, I’m ace.” Her congested sinuses put lie to her breezy words by sending a rivulet of blood down her lip. She blotted it with the back of her sleeve. “Well, I will be.”

      He ducked his head. “I’m sorry to have to tell you, but your sanctuary compound is a shambles. The main house and the tall storage building were sliced and hauled in a hurry.”

      She made herself ask the question she’d been burying in a dark corner of her mind. “Did you see any griffins?”

      “Not ‘see,’ exactly.” He brushed gloved fingertips by his temple. “I can sense life signs, sort of like active sensors in space. I felt seven birds in a clump and six other animals spread out, but I can’t make them feel my good intentions. They’re probably terrified.”

      Her chest ached with dread. “Did you see any… casualties?”

      “No, sorry, I should have said. Nothing dead except a charred spot in your garden. The thieves were after valuables, not violence. They were just sloppy. Your housecomp was panicking and begged me to rescue you because your flitter’s accident emergency beacon was activated. I asked it to run a self-check to give it something to do besides fretting.”

      She snorted in amusement and instantly regretted it as blood sprayed out a splatter of blood. “Julke says your people don’t have laws against self-aware AIs, but here in the CGC, housecomps don’t panic or fret. They follow complex ordered protocol arrays.”

      One shoulder shrugged. “It gave me the correct coordinates, but your flitter was empty. I felt a human moving away and assumed it was you. I circled and found a place to land so I could intercept you.” He shook his head. “I didn’t think how it would look from your point of view.”

      “No harm done,” she said, echoing his words. She figured she owed him an explanation. “I came home much earlier than planned because my plans for the day fell through. The sanctuary’s security perimeter didn’t acknowledge my arrival, but I thought the griffins broke something again. When I got close enough, I saw three flitters and a ground transport, none of them invited. I veered off and hot-jetted north toward the Ground Division military base, but one of their flitters launched and shot mine down over the forest.” She paused to pick up the last strand of mono cable. “I thought you were coming in for the kill.” Pointing toward his torn sleeve, she added, “Sorry about that. If the raiders left my little printer, I can fix that for you.”

      Her collection of cut mono cables would never go back on the spin reel, but she could fashion a spool for them later. For now, she twisted the loops into one bigger coil and shoved it into her backpack.

      “Do you only have two griffins with you? That’s all I can sense nearby. One is moving.”

      She turned to see his attention focused on little Rilya, who was clinging to the branch and eyeing him warily.

      “Yes.” She cast a glance at the sky. “Flecken is riding a thermal. He’s a born explorer.” Reaching up to the branch, she invited Rilya to come down, sending wordless reassurance as she did so. The little griffin half dropped, half jumped into Lark’s open hands, then climbed onto her shoulder and rested her prominent beak on Lark’s neck.

      She turned so Okaansson could see. “Rilya has a splint while her broken wing heals. The vast wilderness isn’t her favorite place to be.”

      “She’s charming. Her gold stripes look like little bolts of lightning.” His eyes swept the sky, then focused on her again. “I propose we take my shuttle to your compound and see what needs doing there first. Then we can figure out how to get your flitter back. And your griffins.”

      Pushing away the hope that he was actually staying, she reached for a business-like tone. “Proposal accepted.” She hoisted the backpack onto her shoulders, then helped Rilya get situated. “I’ll follow, since you know the path. And you probably have a percomp that isn’t malfing and will show you realtime maps.”

      “I do.” He glanced up to the north, toward where Flecken now played in the wind gusts, then turned and headed down the ravine.

      Even though she’d just met him, she was surprisingly comforted by him being there. Her imagination kept ambushing her with dark visions of what might have been done to or with her beloved griffins. His grounded, solid presence gave her new things to think about.

      His life-sign detection talent seemed very useful. She’d never heard of anything like it, so she didn’t know what else to call it.

      The galactic government’s Citizen Protection Service, the huge military agency that tested everyone in the Central Galactic Concordance for minder talents and employed vast legions of them, had a talent cataloging system, but it hadn’t been updated in decades. Her own animal-affinity talent was on the list, but she’d bet the Volksstam had a plethora of variants the CPS never imagined.

      She hadn’t spent much time among the Volksstam after the rescue from Nova Nine, but she remembered noticing how refreshingly open they were about discussing minder talents. The Central Galactic Concordance’s five-hundred-plus planets had an uneven history when it came to minders. Overt discrimination was now illegal, but plenty of planets had subtle ways to address the minder “problem.” Up until thirty-ish years ago, anyone who tested positive for talents had to maintain registration credentials. Some families still voluntarily registered any relation who embarrassed them by rudely manifesting minder talents, thereby casting doubt on the family’s genetic purity.

      The CGC’s relationship with the Volksstam was even more complicated. The military harbored a centuries-old grudge against them and derisively called them the pirate clan. The intentional insult might have been more effective if artists and media companies hadn’t latched onto the name and exploited fragments of the culture to thrill audiences across the galaxy. Interstellar jackers considered them the competition when it came to prowling shipping lanes for freighters full of valuable cargo. Independent traders were afraid of them.

      She’d grown up in a trading family, so she’d been afraid of them, too. Then she’d been kidnapped to work in an illegal asteroid mine, and learned truths that changed her life forever.

      Rilya vocalized low and soft in Lark’s ear. The little griffin’s trill was an offer of comfort. Lark murmured her thanks and sent a pulse of love back to her companion. Once again, Nova Nine griffins reminded her to stay in the moment and live. She couldn’t help the stolen griffins if she didn’t take care of herself first.

      The steady hike through the rolling terrain was a welcome distraction. Her farm-turned-sanctuary sat near the top of a terraced rocky ridge, so she hadn’t realized that strong gusts of wind made a roaring sound through the trees. The leaves of the lower-growing shrubs were turning interesting shades of red, orange, and yellow. If her stupid sinuses weren’t filled with plascrete, she might have been able to tell if the fall season had a smell to it. A griffin’s sense of smell didn’t translate at all well to what humans could identify.

      Okaansson didn’t seem to be a talker. Silence was alright with her, but she worried that he might be uncomfortable on the ground. In her experience, people who lived in starships sometimes found planet-based cities and open country to be disconcerting. She squelched an impulse to ask if he was okay. He was an adult. He could tell her if he needed something. And he certainly wasn’t there to entertain her or her griffins.

      Though she’d assured Rilya that Volksstamers didn’t eat griffins for dinner, it had taken about fifteen minutes of steady, quiet walking for the young griffin to relax.

      Flecken, still soaring above, was just beginning to tire twenty minutes later when Lark caught sight of Okaansson’s flitter.

      She was surprised to realize it was a standard short-term rental from the continental spaceport. For some reason, she’d been expecting an exotic Volksstam orbit shuttle. Which, on second thought, was a ridiculous notion. Considering how the CGC military felt about the Volksstam, flying one of those unique, colorful beauties would be the equivalent of wearing a glowing sign that said “detain my very fine pirate ass.” Not that she’d admit to admiring it, of course.

      Flecken glided down for a slow scouting pass, looking for somewhere to land. Lark quickly wrapped her left hand and forearm in her scarf and held it up high and steady.

      The gray griffin back-flapped his wings to slow his flight and landed perfectly on the perch of her arm.

      “Very well done!” She sent him a pulse of praise, then glanced at Okaansson.

      His short dark beard and mustache weren’t mainstream fashion, but they looked good with his light brown skin and curved blade of a nose. A small smile of wonderment played across his face. “Impressive.”

      Flecken raised his beak and hissed, basking in the admiration.

      Lark grinned at Okaansson. “He’s very proud of himself.”

      The man returned her grin, then turned to use his biometrics to open the flitter’s back door.

      Though she couldn’t usually sense humans, she felt an echo of his genuine delight. That unexpected moment of connection sent a welcome, gentle warmth through her. The last time she’d felt anything like it was… she couldn’t remember back that far.

      Rilya shared a more focused message than usual for a young griffin. “He likes us.” Hope suffused her thoughts. “Does he have food?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Pim brought the flitter in for as controlled a touchdown as he could manage. Not as precise as the rock griffin’s landing on Sutrio’s arm, but tolerable, considering the rental flitter had all the responsiveness of an automated garbage scow. And considering it had been three years since he’d flown in actual full atmosphere. Volksstam training sims were sophisticated, but not the same.

      He was dismayed to have forgotten so many little details about traveling. Like carrying water and weapons — or at least a knife — when walking in the wilderness. And something to eat. His stomach apparently couldn’t remember the two stuffed vegetable rolls he’d eaten earlier.

      So far, a simple favor was turning into an adventure saga. Julke and Zade had clearly left out some details when asking him to aid their friend with the griffin sanctuary.

      Stepped up military presence at the spaceport. A raid before he arrived. And to top it off, he’d stupidly walked into a ground trap, set by the very person he’d come to help. Who he should have pinged when he transited into the solar system, not waited until he was thirty minutes away from her home. Belatedly, he’d used his brain along with his talents to realize he’d nearly scared the life out of her. Definitely an inauspicious first meeting.

      It had taken him half the hike back to his flitter to stop noticing the wide sky and just walk while keeping his talent actively looking for life signs. And as much as Sutrio’s unique aura intrigued him, conversation would have to wait. Just because no one had found her yet didn’t mean they weren’t looking.

      He only allowed himself to relax when they finally got to the flat grassy area where he’d left the flitter.

      He turned back to Sutrio just in time to see her larger rock griffin land on her upstretched arm. Her delight transformed her face and put a sparkle in her brown eyes.

      Up until then, her aura had stayed very contained. When she shared her affection for her griffins, the colors effervesced into intriguing patterns that resonated in him like an evocative symphony. Now he wanted to make her relaxed and happy so he could feel it again.

      Unfortunately, that was beyond his ability. The damage to the sanctuary compound looked no better in the late afternoon sunlight than when he’d first seen it that morning.

      He cast a quick glance at Sutrio to see how she was taking it.

      From the side, her expression was as unreadable as her emotions, but her aura flared with sharp spikes as she and her griffins were staring intently at something in the compound. “The little chickens are huddled in their coop around the back of the house. Disset and Sorra are in the barn. So are the two cats and the dog. Tou Jiang is in the house near the autodoc, if the srake didn’t take it.” She deftly unhooked the safety web for the passenger seat and turned to him. “The security perimeter is still down. You’re welcome to come with us, or wait here, which might be safer. Your call.”

      He quickly touched the control to open the side doors wide and unhooked his own seat web. “I’m coming with you.”

      Flecken launched from his makeshift perch and flapped outside toward the tall building.

      Pim watched as Sutrio deftly scooped up her backpack and stepped out of the flitter, clearly accustomed to wearing a griffin across her shoulders.

      After setting the flitter’s security systems to alert him about any local traffic and communications, he slid a phaseknife into his pocket, then followed her to the single-level building.

      The outside seemed structurally sound, though the front entry was more of a charred hole than a doorway. The inside looked like the aftermath of a barroom brawl.

      Sutrio paused a few steps in and lowered her backpack to the floor. “Laranya, set all house lights to full.”

      The housecomp’s warm and soothing mid-tone voice answered. “Regrettably, I can’t do that. My scan reports that the gateway node is offline. I am operating in emergency mode.”

      “What else is offline?”

      “Regrettably, I can’t answer your question. I am operating in emergency mode.”

      Sutrio muttered darkly under her breath as she stepped around debris to a small chest on its side. She uprighted it, then opened the top left drawer and brought out two broad-beam handlights. After giving him one, she turned to lead the way down a wide hallway toward the back of the house.

      He turned on his light and followed.

      Her aura spiked as she stopped just inside the doorway of the dark, windowless room.

      “It’s safe, Tou Jiang.” Her low, soothing tone was almost a whisper.

      Remembering that some griffins were telepathic, he quieted his talents so as not to frighten the creature he could sense but not see.

      The beam from Sutrio’s handlight revealed a clutter of equipment that was hard to distinguish in the shadows.

      After a few seconds, movement caught his eye. Sutrio’s light dipped to the floor. A small, very slim, mottled gray griffin slid out from under a wheeled frame and rose to its feet.

      Sutrio’s aura flashed a more intense green with gold sparks. “Yes, it was scary. You were very smart to hide.” She quickly wrapped her scarf around her coat sleeve. “You’re safe with us.”

      Rilya made a warbling trill. Tou Jiang answered with a similar sound, then crouched and launched upward to fly to Sutrio’s outstretched forearm. Tou Jiang’s long, thick tail wrapped around Sutrio’s arm for stability and squawked in Sutrio’s ear.

      “Let’s go back where the windows are.” Sutrio’s voice sounded tired but amused. “I’m being told I’m too wiggly to be a griffin perch.”

      In the front room, he helped her lift what he’d thought was a stylized tree sculpture but turned out to be a multi-level tower for griffins. With a little coaxing from Sutrio, both Tou Jiang and Rilya settled onto it. The two griffins huddled together, with Rilya trilling softly, sounding almost like a cat purring. He’d never realized how wide a vocabulary griffins had.

      Sutrio stroked each one with a curled finger, then turned to him and tilted her head toward the door. “Let’s go to the barn and find the others.”

      “Sure, but first, do you have a working fresher I could use? If not, the flitter has one.”

      She blew out a gusty sigh. “Chaos, I didn’t even think about that.” Spinning on her heel, she waved a hand that invited him to follow. “Let’s check.”

      As she led the way through the cooking area, he took care to avoid stepping in the worst of the spills. Flour, oil, and half-empty containers littered the floor, and most cabinets gaped open.

      “Sorry about the mess. I think the griffins tried to hide in here when the srake came after them.” Her tone darkened. “Assholes.”

      No wonder the house was a shambles. The vacuum-for-brains thieves — or nest-raiders, as Sutrio had called them in Slavic — must have stupidly assumed that pets sold to the pampered rich wouldn’t put up a fight.

      The fresher was luckily intact and untouched, and lit by the sun through an overhead translucent panel. He relieved himself quickly and dipped his hands in the small basin. The stream of water startled him, as he’d been expecting a cleansing chemical mist. It felt like a luxury, even though he knew civilized planet dwellers didn’t need to conserve water like starships did.

      After an unsuccessful quest for a towel, he ended up drying his hands on the hem of his under-tunic as he exited the small room.

      “Oh, sorry.” She gave him an apologetic look as she pushed off from the wall where she’d waited for him. “I forgot to tell you about the hidden solardry. I only found it because Tou Jiang loves technology and accidentally triggered it one day. Now the little stinker sets it off on purpose and plays in the blast of air.” A smile belied her exasperated tone. “I finally had to install a big one in the barn because Tou Jiang taught his flock circle and a bunch of them kept sneaking in to use it in the middle of the night.”

      Instead of heading back to the front, she took him down the hall and two doorways. “Let’s see what else…” She trailed off as she stopped in between them, looking left and right. “Assholes didn’t miss a chance to make a mess. Sranje.”

      He couldn’t translate her last word without his ship’s help, but it was clearly a curse. Both rooms looked like their contents had tumbled in an anti-gravity freefall. Wrecking two rooms took extra time and energy. He shook his head. “Beschaafde liefhebbers.”

      Unexpectedly, she chuckled. “I’ve missed the Volksstamer outlook. ‘Civilized amateurs’ indeed.”

      Pim regretted saying that out loud. He eyed her warily. “You know that beschaafd —  ‘civilized’ — isn’t a compliment, right?”

      “Yes. The same way ‘pirate clan’ isn’t a compliment, either.” Her lips thinned for a moment, and she looked like she might continue.

      Then with a shake of her head, her expression smoothed as she pivoted away from the rooms. “Let’s go check the barn and the chickens.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Pim sat on the wide railing of the house’s front porch, letting the sunset saturate his senses. Volksstam cityships had full immersion media rooms that rivaled luxury interstellar passenger liners, but none of them could match the sheer expansiveness of a real sky. Or the depth of the ground beneath his feet. His people had lived exclusively on starships for several hundred years, but all spacefaring humans had descended from thousands of generations of planet dwellers, firmly anchored by gravity.

      The inside of the barn, which held a scaffolding grid that apparently served as griffin roosts, looked like a storage hold after a hull breach. According to what Sutrio could glean from the memories of the remaining griffins, two cats, and one three-legged dog, the thieves went straight for the griffins. They used guns with weighted and barbed nets to capture their prey. They’d even left part of one tangled around one of the scaffold supports.

      The griffins didn’t know how to evade them. Furthermore, rock griffin stomach acid couldn’t work fast enough to free them. Tou Jiang had hidden under the house’s autodoc. In the barn, Disset, a stealth griffin, had used her chameleon feathers to hide both herself and Sorra, the draco griffin who was her best friend. The intruders had walked right by them a dozen times.

      Pim marveled at her talent to connect with and comfort the animals. He was beginning to see how they were the source of strength for each other. Something distinctly lacking in his own life.

      He’d lately come to realize that despite his intentions, he’d allowed his dysfunctional family dynamic to narrow his choices and keep him in stasis. When the request to help Sutrio dropped in his lap and his familiestam matriarch had actually encouraged him to go, he took it as a sign. No matter that Tiele had likely approved the trip to ingratiate herself with the powerful Robyn familie. He intended to use it as the first step in changing his life.

      Sutrio stepped onto the porch behind him and crossed to lean against the vertical support. The scorched but now patched front door slowly slid closed behind her.

      He glanced at her profile, but her focus seemed to be on the far vista.

      The oversized autodoc unit in the house’s back room had done a fast and efficient job of repairing her injuries. The bruising under her eyes was almost gone, and she seemed to be moving and breathing easily. Another point in favor of the civilized part of the galaxy with its state-of-the-art medical technology. His people had autodocs, but they usually came from trades and salvage, not new from the manufacturer.

      He loosened his talent a little to let waves of her aura wash through him as they quietly watched the sun sink behind the horizon, leaving them in twilight. Subtle glow lights on the porch kept the encroaching darkness at bay.

      “Thank you for fixing the housecomp and getting the perimeter security online.” She sounded tired. “It’s an enviable skill set to have. I’d probably still be trying to get just enough basic comms working to call a professional.”

      “Glad to be of service.” Her praise warmed him, but honesty made him admit his limits. “If it had been a civilian model, I’d have been lost.”

      “Me, too. That’s why I chose a system designed for starships, because at least I’ve got some experience.” Annoyance crossed her face. “The former property owners had none at all. No housecomp, no comms, no security anywhere, and just a battery to power the lights and conveniences like cookers and warm water. They didn’t even have cleaning bots. I think they were wannabe Naturalists.”

      That confused him. “You mean people who work in the Dennee Nature Preserve just north of here? Why wouldn’t they have a housecomp or security?”

      She laughed. “No, the Nature Preserve people are fine. I do regular contract work for them. Naturalists believe technology is bad for us and we should all be living in harmony with nature. The more religionist-types usually live in isolated conclaves, but some people just buy property and let it grow wild.”

      That confused him even more. “How do Naturalists think humans migrated to the stars and colonized all the suitable planets? Or build houses to live in?”

      “No clue.” She shrugged. “I think there are as many sects of Naturalists as there are habitable planets in the galaxy.”

      It had been too long a day to dive into a philosophical wormhole. He retreated to a safer topic. “What did the Regional Command have to say?”

      “Nothing.” Her mouth twitched with irritation. “They’re not taking live comms. I left a message about my ‘issue or concern.’ They promise a pingback in the morning.”

      The Volksstam had a frustrating lack of predictable procedures, but they looked after each other in situations like this. Bureaucracy didn’t seem to be a very effective way to help people. On the other hand, no rules meant fairness could be hard to come by. No place in the universe was perfect.

      “Oh, frellin’ hell.” She lifted her wrist, then dropped it and blew out a frustrated breath. “I need to find my spare percomp. I’m supposed to help the Nature Preserve get a big shipment of animals to Retsal Spaceport tomorrow. I have to tell them what happened. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Or come in where it’s warm. At this altitude, the temperature drops fast after sunset.”

      After a few more minutes of sitting in the dark, he followed her inside. Cold didn’t bother him much, but the unceasing wind was beginning to remind him of an untuned spaceship flux drive.

      He listened to her voice-only conversation as he scooped up a dented cleaning bot to see if it was repairable with tools from Lark’s shop. The woman she spoke to had a posh Albion accent. He hadn’t heard one in years.

      “...really used your flitter for the big shipment. Will you be here at all?”

      “Yes, one way or the other. I’ll rent something in Kali’ilang, or at least ask my friend to drop me off. Launch is still noon, right?”

      “Yes, that’s the plan. Ping me personally if you can’t get a ride and I’ll send an autocab. You’re brilliant at keeping the animals calm and cooperative for loading.”

      “Okay, I should be there by ten hundred. See you tomorrow.”

      Lark ended the call, then turned to him.

      “That bot was already broken. A few of the larger griffins recently made a toy out of it. I brought it in here so I’d remember to fix it.” She sighed. “Now everything in the house needs fixing.”

      He set the bot down on the floor next to the wall. “Do you enjoy working for the Preserve?”

      “Yes and no. I like the mission and the people I work with. I’m not so fond of management. They like my experience, but not my talent. They told Kellyn — the woman I was just talking to — that it’s too ‘politically provocative’ to permanently hire a registered minder.”

      “What’s their mission?”

      “The CGC created them after the Central League nearly wiped out the terraform business with their meddling. They’re land set-asides to preserve and nurture critical habitats for all the terraformed planets. Dennee is one of the largest in the Concordance, and well regarded. They regularly trade flora and fauna with the other preserves to promote genetic diversity. Tomorrow’s shipment involves a lot of animals this time, some of them rare, so they called me in.”

      He’d have liked to hear more, but they’d both had a stressful day. “What do you want to do now? I could fly us to the nearest town with food and room rentals.”

      After a long moment, she shook her head. “I need to stay here. Hostels won’t accept pets, and I’m damn sure not leaving them. The chickens think feral hellhounds are after them, and the dog and cats are traumatized by the noise and violence. The griffins are so worried about their flock mates that they might try searching for them and get lost. I’m keeping them all with me tonight. Well, the chickens will stay in their coop, but everyone else is coming inside.”

      “Fair enough. What can I do to help?”

      For some reason, his question seemed to startle her. “You’re staying?”

      “Yes.” He hesitated. “Or would you prefer that I didn’t?”

      She looked away, then back to him. “Someone just ransacked my shelter. My missing griffins are chaos knows where and likely terrified. Someone tried to kill me.” She drew a long breath and let it out. “I’m not feeling very independent right now.”

      Her expression matched her matter-of-fact tone, but his talent sensed an undercurrent of despair and loneliness. He suspected that admission must have been hard to make. Her trust humbled him.

      “Then I’m staying. I can sleep in the flitter.” The rental agent at the spaceport had claimed it could fit eight. Pim thought three was a more realistic number, but it was plenty of room for just him.

      “Thank you. I want to bring in some clean pads and blankets from the barn, plus print some temporary panes for the north windows. You’re welcome to sleep here in the house, too. You might like it better. The thick walls block the sounds of the nightly winds. I’m thinking to make the bedroom into a giant nest. The office is too much of a mess. This front room is where the animals are supposed to stay, but you’ll probably have to share your pad with animals who don’t understand what humans mean by ‘personal space.’” She glanced at the glowing clock display above the housecomp control panel. “It’s too late to call my kids tonight to ask for help.” She shook her head. “Just as well. I’ll call Regional Command again in the morning, but I might have to visit in person to get any action.”

      “You have children? Julke said you didn’t have any family.”

      “I don’t. Well, I do, but I don’t. I’m odbachen. I don’t know if Volksstamers have a word for it. It’s trader-speak for something like ‘disavowed and terminated’ in Standard English.” Her hand waved as if to brush the topic aside. “Anyway, my severance payout from the family business was enough to buy this farm and modify it so I could care for the rescued griffins from Nova Nine. The kids are only mine because I hired them. When I first moved here, I asked around the nearby town for a part-time worker who is good with animals. A restaurant owner mentioned their niece. Turns out she has an animal-affinity minder talent like mine, though she’s just coming into it. We agreed not to mention that part to her ultra-conservative parents. She introduced me to her school cohort friend with an even stronger affinity talent and a tense family situation. That one led to others, and now I have five kids.” Her wry tone was laced with undercurrents of affection and protectiveness.

      He hid a lance of anger at a beschaafd civilization where minder talents were trouble instead of treasure. One of the myriad reasons the Volksstam deliberately stayed well outside their reach.

      “Does the town know about the griffins?” Pim asked. “Or does the Nature Preserve?”

      “No. They believe I breed keystone farm birds like the chickens. The Preserve abhors pet trade animals and would ban them from the whole planet if they could, so I wouldn’t have told them in any case. I don’t have visitors, either. Supplies come by autocab delivery. The kids keep the secret because the sanctuary is their safehouse.” She blew out a gusty breath. “I was hoping my security-by-obscurity would last a little longer.”

      “Have you had thefts in the past? Or recently?”

      “No. Just the opposite, actually. Useful items somehow find their way into the barn. I assume the kids bring them, but I don’t ask questions.” The corner of her mouth twitched upward. “Nova Nine griffins are top-level thieves.”

      “Julke and Zade said there are four breeds, but I’ve not seen them all.” Pim admired his friends and Sutrio for coming up with a novel business model that would preserve the griffins and ensure their future.

      “Yes. You’ve met each kind, actually.” She pointed toward the griffin tower, where Rilya sat in front of a saucer, playfully rolling wobbly grapes with her beak before biting them. “Rilya’s type looks like the original pet-trade griffin, except she’s smaller and sneakier. You already know about rock griffins like Flecken and their stomach-acid bombs. Tou Jiang and Sorra are stealth griffins. They can flatten themselves like pancakes and use their colormorph feathers to blend into any background. We call griffins like Disset ‘dracos’ because they look like a cross between griffins and miniature dragons. And yes, we need to come up with flashier breed names once I get the registrations and we’re ready to sell them.”

      “The few Zade offered to my people got claimed fast.”

      “Yeah, we trusted your people to treat them right. It helps that most of you are minders, since that’s all the griffins ever knew. The plan is to breed the original flock — my thirty-nine and Zade’s sixteen — and only market selected offspring. Those we can train to ask for food instead of stealing it. Or refrain from attacking well-meaning rescuers in the forest.”

      He smiled at her gentle teasing. “Yes, that would be desirable.”

      “But first I have to get them back.” Her humor drained away, leaving only sadness.

      “I know I said your perimeter and house were brute-forced, not keyed open.” He searched for diplomatic words. “But the raiders came prepared. Have you considered that one of your kids could be the info source for them?”

      Her aura spiked with asymmetrical turbulence as she drew in a breath, then let it out noisily. “Yes.” Her tone was bleak. “But I can’t think about that tonight. I need sleep or my brain will spin apart.”

      Guilt pricked him for bringing up the unpleasant possibility the moment it occurred to him. It could have waited until morning. “What is the Regional Command you mentioned?”

      “The CGC Military Ground Division base that patrols this part of the continent. They have a station in the nearby town. Ground Div took over a lot of policing duties about a year ago after some enormous scandal with the planetary law enforcement agency. Meanwhile, Air Div took over spaceport security and administration, too, and now it’s a nightmare.” She made a face. “From what I’ve seen, the military should stick to their own starlane.”

      “Won’t get any argument from me.” His identity and ship registration had gotten far more scrutiny than in years past. Good thing the Volksstam had developed a lucrative blackmarket business making credentials and infusing CGC systems with c supporting records that passed almost any security check. His ship was well hidden, and his orbital shuttle, now berthed at the spaceport, looked very like a ubiquitous model found throughout the civilized worlds.

      She pointed a thumb toward the kitchen. “The thieves left the kitchen appliances alone, so I’ve got frozen soups and stews I can heat if you’re hungry. We’ll have to share with the animals, though.”

      “With pleasure.” He tapped two fingers on his collarbone in salute. “My stomach thanks you.”

      It was only as he followed her into the kitchen that he realized he’d easily been sensing her emotional state without trying. Empathy was his weakest talent. Not that he had any strong ones, to the deep disappointment of his mother and resentment of his familiestam, but he usually tanked at guessing what people were feeling from just their words and body language.

      Among the Volksstam, talent compatibility was a promising sign for friendship and more. He had no idea what it meant in the civilized worlds of the CGC, where talents weren’t appreciated.

      Maybe if she invited him to stay longer, he could find out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Lark used to like the quaint town of Kali’ilang, but it was growing too fast, and not gracefully. Actually, the same could be said of the whole planet. Despite the galactic government trying to keep a lid on growing unrest, people were on the move. Sparsely populated, settlement-debt-free, and off-the-major-starlanes Tathara Irus apparently seemed like an attractive world to ride out the turbulence. That was what had attracted her, at any rate.

      When she first visited the town while inspecting the ranch property, maybe a thousand people called Kali’ilang home. The population had doubled in the last half year and showed no sign of stopping. A plethora of active construction cranes made the town almost unnavigable by air. A traffic control system and public transportation were still just line items on the town administration’s wishlist. For now, walking was the best way to get around. Unless she wanted to try riding a low-altitude glideboard for the first time in twenty years. In which case, she should just face-plant now and save herself the trouble.

      The early-morning temperature was unseasonably warm, enough to make her open the neck of her tunic. Unfortunately, the air smelled like melted road glass and construction adhesive. It was all the more noticeable compared to the fresh mountain air she regularly enjoyed at her farm. She made a mental note to add that to her still-too-short list of life’s little pleasures.

      At least the generously wide walkways were smooth and well maintained. The long-timer locals ambled along sedately and pretended not to notice the more plentiful and much faster newcomers who had very important business. The impatient noobs darted like hummingbirds past the clumps of slow-walkers and ignored the covert rude gestures.

      Ordinarily, Lark would have been an ambler, but worry lengthened her stride. She’d left Okaansson by himself in a strange town on a strange planet. He’d chosen to wait outside in Kali’ilang’s central greenspace over sitting in his flitter in the only available public parking lot at the edge of town.  They’d agreed that the local CGC military didn’t need to know about his presence.

      The night before, after they’d finished creating the makeshift nests for the animals and themselves, she’d invited him outside to share with him the awe-inspiring sight of the cloudless night sky. Starship viewports could only simulate the filter of a planet’s atmosphere. The trio of potato-shaped moons wouldn’t rise until later, so her house was a tiny island of soft light in a vast sea of darkness. Looking up at the horizontal bulge of the galaxy’s core reminded her how far humans had come, and how far they still could go. It had settled something nameless in her to share her porch with him.

      At dawn, after sleeping more heavily than she had in multiple ten-days, she’d awakened to both cats snuggled against her back, a dog warming her feet, and the ambrosia smell of actual fresh coffee. When she and the hungry dog made their way into the kitchen, she was treated to the sight of Okaansson holding a mock-serious conversation about breakfast options with the three griffins. For their part, the griffins were vastly entertained as he held up the various containers of food. Unlike their delicate-stomached cousins in the traditional pet trade, Nova Nine griffins could and would eat almost anything. But they loved the idea of abundance.

      She’d instinctively reached out with her talent to share Okaansson’s performance with the rest of the griffins. The empty black hole where they should have been hit her hard. If she had to, she’d make it her life’s work to find her griffins. And if she was blessed by the Elementals of Chaos, they’d allow her to introduce the thieves to Nova Nine-style justice.

      “Hey!” A startled glance and an exaggerated dodge by one of the fast-moving townspeople reminded her to pay better attention to her surroundings. And to save her anger for assholes who deserved it.

      The moment she stepped onto the winding walkway that meandered artfully through the densely green ground cover and islands of shrubs and tufted grasses, Okaansson rose from the bench and turned toward her. It felt unexpectedly reassuring to have someone waiting. She sped up to join him in the welcome shade of a tall conifer.

      “What did the Regional Command say?” A momentary flash of sunlight brought out the glints of silver in his beard.

      She grimaced as she took off her hat to smooth back her hair, which she now wished she’d washed instead of getting extra sleep. “They’ll check my downed flitter and investigate the theft of a few dozen chickens when they get around to it. I think they made me come in person so they’d have an excuse to verify my biometrics against their fugitives list.”

      His eyebrow raised. “Fugitives from what?”

      “When Julke and I were stuck in Nova Nine, the CGC High Council slashed the Citizen Protection Service’s budget. The CPS immediately announced a galaxy-wide consolidation of their Minder Corps divisions and bases. To the surprise of no one but CPS leadership, a sizable chunk of their employees and their families never showed up at their new posts. The CPS claims it’s a small percentage of disgruntled underperformers, but I heard it’s in the millions. Anyway, the CPS is technically a military branch, so they enlisted the regular military to help hunt their lost little lambs. Now, anyone who’s a known minder is automatically suspect.”

      “And you’re known because of the CPS talent testing?” His tone was mild, but she knew the Volksstam detested the CGC laws that required testing for minder talents of all children at ages twelve and seventeen. Most days, she did, too.

      “No, because when I tested positive, my former family added me to the CGC Minder Registry. It’s been optional for decades, but I think my parents hoped the CPS would offer me an Institute scholarship and whisk me away. Too bad for them the CPS wasn’t interested in my type of talent.”

      The double dose of rejection had hurt at the time, but she’d come to realize she’d dodged a killer meteor swarm with that turn of events. Growing up with a broken brain hadn’t been an easy-glide ride, but from all she’d seen, getting enmeshed with the CPS was far worse.

      Okaansson’s eyes widened in realization. “That explains the heavy military presence at the spaceport.”

      “Probably. The military’s Air Division jumped at the chance to take over all six of them on this planet after the scandal. If only they had the first clue about how to run a commercial operation.” She blew out a quick sigh. “The only good thing is that all outgoing shipments at Retsal are at least six days behind, and the larger northern hemisphere spaceports are even worse. Which means certain thieving klootzakken” — the Volksstam word for ‘assholes’ sounded more satisfyingly insulting — “might not be able to get thirty-four stolen griffins off the planet as fast as they’d hoped. Not that the military will be looking, but I sure as hell will.”

      His sharp smile and nod relieved her. It took her a moment to realize she’d subconsciously braced for an argument, or had expected him to scoff.

      She’d had no personal contact with her poisonous ex-family for years, but her recent formal proceedings with them had reactivated old patterns and defenses. She hoped she could live up to Okaansson’s confidence in her. And she couldn’t ask for better help to track down low-rent thieves than from a professional pirate with a lifetime’s expertise in assertive acquisition. The griffins deserved no less.

      “What’s next on your agenda?”

      “Flitter shop for the rental I booked. It’s within walking distance, if you’re up for it. The town is mostly flat, except near the river, so it’s not like yesterday’s hike. Even with the new warehouse district southeast, Kali’ilang is probably only about ten kilometers from end to end.”

      “Let’s walk.” From a large pocket of his mid-thigh-length, sleeveless vest, he unfolded the visor cap he’d borrowed from her that morning and pulled it on. “Planet living is exhilarating.”

      She laughed at his determinedly cheerful expression as she wordlessly invited him to walk with her. “Is this very different from where you live?”

      “Yes.” He seemed to have no trouble pacing her. “Size, for one. Even the longest deep-space freighters have hulls, and I know they’re there. This” — he made a sweeping gesture toward the horizon — “seems to go on forever.”

      “I know what you mean.” She glanced at him, but couldn’t read his expression from his profile. Too bad he wasn’t an animal she could check with her talent to make sure he was coping. “I even lived on a planet when I went to basic school, but it still took me a while to get used to it again after moving into the farm. I will say it’s a welcome change from the confines of a dangerous asteroid. And I sure as hell don’t miss living in a spacewalk exosuit.”

      “That had t0 tank.” His words sounded sympathetic, but she still didn’t know what he was feeling.

      Considering the three post-trauma therapists she’d tried hadn’t wanted to hear about her experiences, he likely didn’t, either. “So, what else is different?”

      “The culture.” A corner of his mouth tilted upward. “Our rules are more, er, minimalist.”

      She laughed. “I bet. Julke said your people take pride in being contrary, and she gave up trying to explain to the rest of us how your family businesses work. Which reminds me, what name should I introduce you as?”

      “Beren Saviarmensen. But you can call me Pim.”

      She tried not to read more into that than he meant. He’d said his friends called him that, and felt surprisingly touched by the simple offer. Her few friends were scattered across the galaxy. Having one so close would be a rare gift.

      “Thank you. Please call me Lark.” She made a wry face. “Only government entities and my ex-relatives call me Galilea. I took the surname ‘Sutrio’ when I formally distanced myself from my family a decade ago.”

      He nodded. “And while we’re on the subject, perhaps we should say I am a trade consultant for your operation, hired by your off-planet business partners.”

      It was good to have a friend who was thinking ahead, like she herself apparently wasn’t. “Very clever.” Especially because not even a top-level sifter, with a talent for detecting lies, could say it wasn’t true.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lark stood in the shade of the flitter repair shop’s awning, trying not to cast an exasperated glare at the business’s front door. It wasn’t the clerk’s fault their boss had rented the last flitter out from under her to a townie who’d probably added a generous “inconvenience fee” to get it. At least they’d been kind enough to secure another rental for her, even though she had to go to Retsal Spaceport to get it.

      She turned to Pim, who stood next to her in the shade. “Are you sure you want to go back to where grouchy military gunnin are looking for strangers to detain and restrain?”

      “Like you said, an autocab won’t get you there in time. I’ll be okay.” He brushed a finger by his temple. “I can be unmemorable if I put my mind to it.”

      She took his gesture to mean he’d use a Volksstam minder skill. Another interesting talent that wasn’t known to the CPS, but they were known idiots.

      “I appreciate your help. Let’s get breakfast here, though. Spaceport food vendors are hard to find and the prices are astronomical.”

      “That’s a fair trade.” He briefly stacked his hands in front of him, palms up, in the common interstellar trader gesture meaning they had a deal. “Walk or fly?”

      “Walk. We’re one hexblock from the best restaurant in town with takeaway service.” She gave him a teasing smile as they started on the walkway. “If she’s working today, I’ll introduce you to my first kid.”

      His mouth twitched with a smile of his own.

      It made her wonder if he had any children. Or a lover. That wasn’t usually something she thought about after just meeting someone. Admittedly, their initial woodland encounter had blown past ordinary social decorum. And equally admittedly, she found him both sexy and intriguing.

      Not that she planned to do anything about it. With her relationship luck, he probably had six bouncing toddlers and seven claimed partners waiting for him back in the Volksstam cityships. But in the privacy of her heart, she could dream a little, and wonder how his beard would feel if they kissed.

      When they rounded the corner, she slowed to a stop as she realized she’d made a tactical error and forgotten what time it was. Dozens of people clumped in groups on the sidewalk or sat on the benches along the restaurant’s wide facade.

      “Damn.” She sent an apologetic look at Pim and accessed her percomp. “I’ll check other-”

      “Lark! Over here!” On the restaurant’s brightly painted patio, three people were standing near a bench, and one was standing on the bench itself and waving.

      Lark waved back, then turned to Pim. “That’s Jova shouting, and the twins, Bekkyl and Sharri. Melyki is with them, too. Nessa is probably working inside. Are you up for meeting them all at once?”

      “Sure. I like kids.” He caught her gaze and held it. “Thank you for asking. It’s been a while since a friend looked out for me.”

      For a split second, she felt a flash ache of loneliness, except it came from him. She’d been around enough empaths to recognize when their emotions surged and leaked through their containment. Anger on his behalf welled in her chest. “You need new friends.”

      His expression and body language stilled. “Yes, I do.”

      Remorse sucked the heat out of her and sent a flush to her face. Her own friendship skills tanked. “Sorry, that was rude.”

      “But true.” His hand reached toward her elbow, but stopped before touching. “Introduce me to your kids and expand my horizons.”

      After they joined the group, Lark introduced him as a company consultant who was visiting for a few days. He told them to call him Beren. The twins eyed him with the assessing look of fourteen-year-old girls who’d just discovered boys. Melyki nodded in acknowledgement, then sat on the bench. The twins sat down next to him.

      Jova moved closer and gave Lark a solemn, sympathetic look. “We heard what happened at your place. Are you okay?”

      Lark blinked. “What did you hear?”

      “Everything. The flitter, the, uhm, big chickens... everything.” Jova fluttered her hand. “My cousin manages records for Regional Command. He recognized your name and slipped me a copy of the report. I shared it with the others. What can we do to help?”

      The kids all looked at her expectantly.

      “There’s a lot of cleanup. But right now, I have to go to Retsal Spaceport-”

      Jova interrupted. “It’s closed for the day.”

      “Closed?” Lark frowned. “What happened?” No planetary government closed a revenue-rich spaceport for more than a few hours if they could help it, and usually only after a catastrophe.

      Jova shrugged. “Dunno. Some security thing.”

      “Blows beamer ash,” said Sharra. “Bek and I were supposed to meet our great grandparents this morning.”

      “Now they’re stuck in orbit for another day,” Bekkyl added. “It’s going to be worse than the solstice holidays when the spaceport opens tomorrow.”

      Sharra snorted. “That’s if it–”

      “Excuse me,” interrupted Lark, “but I have to check with the Reserve.” She tapped her gauntlet-style percomp as she stepped several steps away. Activating her earwire let her subvocalize the conversation so as not to share her private business with everyone nearby.

      Kellyn answered in person, and confirmed that the spaceport was indeed closed. “I was just going to ping you. The spaceport is supposed to open at five hundred hours tomorrow morning, so we’ve pushed the shipment departure time back to fourteen hundred. Can you still help, and do you have a rental yet? We’d like you here at noon. The weather is supposed to be clear and sunny, and we’ve already corralled the animals, so we should be able to load in two hours.”

      “Yes, I’ll help. No flitter yet. Kali’ilang is zeroed out, but I have a reservation for one from the spaceport. I’ll ping them to confirm.”

      “Could I ask a big favor? Since you’re going to the spaceport, could you check with the shipper while you’re there to make sure everything is green-go? I’m not confident in their organizational skills.”

      Lark laughed. “You’re far too charitable.” She still remembered being called to the spaceport to use her minder talents to help track down a skytrain-sized crate full of three-hundred-kilo tapirs that had somehow been offloaded in the wrong dock. “Yes, I’ll stop by. But tell them I’m authorized, or they’ll ice me.”

      “Right. Keep me posted, and I’ll do the same.”

      Lark ended the comm, then rejoined Pim and the kids.

      Jova was bouncing high and waving. “Oy! Evgan! Come join us!”

      Lark turned just in time to see the tall and graceful young man lock onto their position and thread through the crowd toward them.

      Jova crossed her arms when Evgan approached. “You mad at us? You’re not answering pings. Happy birthday, by the way.”

      Evgan ducked his head. “Sorry. My percomp broke again. My parent won’t let me buy a new one when he can still fix the old one.” He gave Lark a hopeful sideways glance. “Want me to work this evening?”

      She had the impression that he enjoyed working for her in the evenings so he could use his strong animal-affinity minder talent. And maybe get away from an uncomfortable home situation. His parent apparently employed him at the spaceport during the day, but Evgan been very vague about what the work entailed.

      Sharri drew breath to speak, but Bekkyl shushed her with a meaningful look.

      Jova pulled Evgan’s arm down so she could whisper in his ear.

      Evgan’s jaw dropped as a stricken look stole over his face. He caught Lark’s eye. “All of the chickens?”

      “All but five.” Lark was grateful they were still doing their best to keep the shelter’s business private.

      Jova pulled him down to whisper again. From his sweeping glance from her head to her toes, Lark guessed he now knew she’d survived a flitter crash.

      Jova’s percomp necklace began blinking. She paused for a moment to subvocalize into the earwire adhered to the side of her jaw, then smiled. “Nessa says our order is ready.”

      “We’ll get it.” Sharri and Bekkyl spoke in unison, then giggled when they realized they’d done so.

      Sharri motioned to Melyki. “Come help us carry the drinks.”

      He stood and followed them inside. Their empty spot on the bench was quickly taken.

      By tacit agreement, Lark, Pim, Jova, and Evgan moved several steps away from the other waiting customers.

      Lark caught Evgan’s eye. “Did the spaceport shutdown affect your parent’s recycling and repair business? You’re not usually home until late afternoon.”

      “Yeah. The order covered anything on spaceport property, even leased warehouses like his. He’s really torqued. Says he’s going to sue them for adverse possession and theft of profit.” A troubled expression crossed Evgan’s face before he smoothed it away.

      Jova nudged him with her elbow. “Evgan Kedia, this is Beren Saviarmensen, Lark’s outside business consultant who’s staying with her for a few days. And nights.”

      As Pim and Evgan exchanged polite nods, Lark hid a smile. From Jova’s delivery, she’d apparently decided it was a cover story for Pim being on planet for a hot-connect holiday with Lark.

      Lark didn’t have a lot of experience with long-term lovers, but she knew a land-and-leave relationship would never work for her. She needed the steady presence of someone who would stay. And she mostly tanked at casual sex because she couldn’t trust herself to keep her heart out of it. Besides, finding the griffins had to come first.

      “Jova, how does your brother like his new job?” Lark had the impression that the family was larger than their budget.

      “He quit.” Jova’s disgust was plain. “They ‘disrespected his skillset’. Probably expected him to, you know, actually do work.” She made a frustrated sound. “I’m pushing him off the sky skimmer if he hits me up for another loan so he can party with his pack or bet on the next ‘sure thing.’” She snorted and tilted her chin toward Evgan. “You’re farkin’ lucky to be an only child.”

      Evgan looked away.

      Pim cleared his throat. “Do you both live in town? Perhaps you could recommend another restaurant for visitors.”

      Lark was grateful for his diplomatic intervention. Conflict tended to activate her fight-or-flight instinct, which wasn’t a terribly effective way to handle disagreements.

      “No need.” Jova touched her necklace percomp. “Nessa saw you arrive and doubled our order. We got the usual. Plus she added bonus treats for the cats and dog.”

      “That’s very kind of her.” Lark made a mental note to ping Nessa’s aunt about sending payment. Nessa always brought “scraps” for the griffins and the rest of the animals when she worked a shift at the shelter. Now that Lark had seen how wildly popular the restaurant was, she couldn’t believe it had that many incorrect, unclaimed, and unfinished meals.

      She made another mental note to check that Pim was willing to eat “the usual.” Most people seemed to care more about food than she did, so she’d gladly order an afternoon delivery of something else if he preferred. The least she could do was feed the man adequately.

      A minute later, Sharra, Bekkyl, and Melyki exited, each carrying multiple hot-dish stackers, plus two liquid cartons.

      Bekkyl stopped directly in front of Lark. “We all voted to work on your farm this afternoon.” She glanced at Evgan. “Well, most of us did. That’s if you want us. Nessa gets off at nine hundred, and Shar and I have to be home by sixteen hundred, so we’ll come up separately. Melyki can ride with Nessa on her airsled.”

      “Yes. I’d appreciate the help.” Lark gestured toward Pim. “We can take the food in his flitter so it stays at serving temperature.”

      “I’m in,” declared Evgan. “I’ll stay as long as you need me. My parent thinks working for you is a waste of time, but I’m seventeen today, and adults can do what they want. And I need the funds.” He hesitated, then frowned. “Except my glideboard is stuck at the spaceport.

      Pim turned to Lark. “We can fly him back this evening, if that’s okay with you.”

      “Of course, and thank you both. Thank you all.”  She smiled at her kids and then again at kind, considerate Pim, trying not to let her heart swell so much that it brought tears. “It’s wonderful to have friends.”
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      Before his familiestam stopped being able to afford trading expeditions to CGC planets, Pim had visited dozens of civilian space stations and planetary spaceports each year, some better, some worse. Retsal took the prize for cramming so many irritated passengers, jumbled luggage, and harried workers into such a small main terminal. Small squads of sky-blue-uniformed Air Div military gunnin moved throughout, but if they were trying to move things along, they were failing. It didn’t help that the plentiful spaceport autocarts, confused by so many moving obstacles, unpredictably stopped to wait for breaks in traffic that rarely came.

      He stood on the upper level walkway, glad not to be down in the maelstrom. The emotions and energy from so many people had him holding his mental shields high. Too bad they didn’t protect his ears from the periodic metallic screeches, or his nose from the smell of rotting fruit and sour sweat.

      Lark stepped up next to him, hands under her armpits. “There are absolute zero flitters in a fifty-kilometer radius.”

      Her confirmed and supposedly guaranteed flitter reservation had inexplicably vanished, so she’d been subvocalizing conversations with every transportation company at the spaceport.

      “I’ll be your on-call pilot.” It gave him another reason to stay close to Lark. The more time he spent with her and her griffins, the more he was enjoying it. Her kids would do anything for her because she offered them acceptance and respect. From what he gathered after spending the previous afternoon with them, their minder talents meant their beschaafd families rarely gave them the same courtesy.

      She was quiet for so long that he began to wonder if he’d offended her. He relaxed his shields a bit, but her aura and emotions were still as rigidly contained as they had been the moment she’d seen the crowds.

      “I accept your generous offer. Especially since your flitter will get me to the Preserve an hour faster than any autocab on this continent. But I feel it’s only fair that I reimburse you for the rental and cover your expenses.”

      “The flitter is prepaid. Julke and Zade felt bad about not being able to come themselves, so they took care of it. Flux for my ship, too.” That fact had undoubtedly made Tiele, his familiestam matriarch, even more inclined to authorize the trip.

      Lark smiled and shook her head. “I don’t have many close friends, but the ones I do have are ace.” She caught his gaze and held it. “That goes for you, too. You’ve been very patient and kind.”

      He lowered his shield even more to let the silent music of her aura surround him. “My pleasure.”

      A strong impulse rose to join hands and minds with her to deepen their connection. But this wasn’t the free Volksstam cityships where most people used minder talents to help foster relationships. This was a noisy, stinking spaceport on a civilized planet where minder talents brought fear and trouble.

      A tremendous crashing sound had him slapping his palms over his ears. Lark cast an irrigated glare toward the collision between two overloaded cargo grav carts and a military urban tank that barely fit in the wide, arching exterior door through which it had lumbered.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Please tell me the shipper you need to talk to is in another terminal.”

      “Sadly, no, but it’s at the far west end of this one, and there’s a half-wall to separate them.” She stepped back from the railing. “It’ll be faster if we move your flitter to the commercial area. Otherwise, we’d have to fight our way through that.” She tilted her chin toward the smashup below, then rolled her eyes. “I also want to check on the stowaways who just had to come for the ride.”

      Her good-humored exasperation made him smile. All five remaining griffins had not only snuck into his flitter when he and Lark had been packing up, but had managed to stay hidden for most of the trip to the spaceport. Lark had kicked herself for not checking one last time that they were still in the house eating their breakfast. He’d seen them work as a team when making off with an unattended sandwich, so he wouldn’t put it past them to have determined that they hadn’t wanted to be left alone again and had acted accordingly.

      Twelve minutes later, he set the flitter down in an available spot, pleased that his pinpoint landing skills were improving.

      When he swiveled in his seat to look at Lark, half hoping she’d noticed, he had to laugh. She was wrapped in a blanket of living feathers. Three griffins sat on her lap, little injured Rilya sat on her shoulders, and Flecken sprawled across her feet. She smiled and gave him a helpless shrug.

      “Question.” Pim cycled down the engine. “You said yesterday that the griffins have a shared telepathic connection, like a network. How strong is it, and how far can it reach?”

      She gently moved her legs and urged Tou Jiang, one of the lap griffins, onto the floor. “The strength varies by individual and breed. And the number of nearby griffins, now that I think about it. Kind of like they’re entangled at a quantum level. I haven’t tested the distance, but I’d guess several kilometers if conditions are right. Why?”

      “I’ve been thinking about how to find their flock mates. My baseline assumption is that the thieves are a local crew, not interstellar jackers or pet-trade thieves. Not enough profit for jackers to make it worth the fuel costs, and pet-trade thieves would have been better prepared. The crew had nets, so they wanted the griffins alive, but didn’t plan on having to chase them all over your compound.”

      “Or me coming home early.” She gently urged the second griffin off her lap. “Like you said, they were in a hurry and sloppy.”

      “Which makes me suspect they also hadn’t planned on needing a long-term stash space for thirty-four uncooperative griffins. They had to know the spaceport is the first place you or law enforcement would look, so they can’t stage them there while waiting for a new launch date. Plus, the amped-up military presence increases the chances of getting caught by a random check. The crew wouldn’t want to move the griffins again until they can take them directly to a ship’s live-cargo hold just before liftoff. Therefore, their stash space would have to be climate controlled and secure, but near people they trust to look after potentially dangerous live goods. If we can identify candidate locations, do you think these five could connect to their flock mates and act like ping tracers?”

      “That’s a brilliant idea. Let me ask.” Her gaze dropped to the floor. Flecken stood and rubbed his beak against her pant leg.

      Pim dropped his shields and activated his talents to see if he could sense anything of her communication with the griffins. To his astonishment, he actually could. Flashes of images came first, like a visual version of his ability to sense living creatures. Lark’s aura was a solar corona compared to the glowing griffins, but they were there. Waves of emotions colored a glittering net with six nodes.

      Suddenly, he had a griffin in his lap. Little Tou Jiang, mottled gray and amazingly slim, looked up into his eyes.

      Not sure of what to do, Pim pushed his low-level empath talent to send warm feelings as he cupped one hand delicately around the griffin’s back haunch. The griffin sent a pulse of surprised pleasure.

      “Are you doing that?” asked Lark. “Connecting with Tou Jiang?”

      “Feeling, maybe. I can sense the network between you all, but I don’t know how to join it. Or if that’s even possible. None of my talents are very strong.”

      “They feel plenty strong to me and Tou Jiang. He’s already welcomed you to the flock. I can’t sense humans at all, but I’m feeling your presence. Maybe because the griffins can?” Her eyes narrowed in thought. “If you have telepathy, you could try connecting to me to see what I see.”

      “I’m willing to try, but I’d have to touch you.” He didn’t know if he’d earned that much trust from someone she’d only met two days ago.

      To his gratified surprise, she promptly reached out her hand toward him. He curled his fingers around hers.

      Hello, Lark. The greeting was to allow her time to adjust. He wasn’t sure how much experience she had with mind-to-mind contact.

      Hello, Pim. Amusement threaded through her reply. I appreciate your concern, but I’ll be fine. Surviving Nova Nine was hell in hyperspace, but it taught me a lot. Here’s what the griffins feel like to me.

      An image opened before him. It was similar to the network he’d noticed, but the five griffin nodes were now unique energetic spheres of thoughts and feelings. It took him a moment to realize the sixth ghostly sphere was her talent’s view of him.

      Fascinating. This is what I sense. He shared his view of the griffin net, with aura, lifesign, and empathy aspects blended.

      It’s marvelous how your talents work so well together. Flecken and the others are welcoming you like you’re a new fledgeling. Amusement flavored her thoughts. If they bring you a dead insect, it’s meant as a gift, like they’d give a hatchling. Since this works, we should try distance. If you stay here, I can take Rilya with me. She looks the most like an ordinary pet. Assuming we stay connected, that will give us a data point on when we lose the network.

      I can’t maintain the telepathic part for more than a few centimeters. The remembered pain of his family matriarch’s oft-expressed disappointment tried to surface, but he deflected it. Not fast enough, apparently.

      Lark’s aura and emotion spiked with anger. I invite whoever told you your talents aren’t valuable to space themselves out the nearest airlock.

      Thank you. They’re old memories. I’ve made my peace. The strength of her fierce advocacy warmed him, and he let her see it instead of hiding it as he usually did. Let’s run the test.

      She spoke out loud. “If we set up a private comms link, we can keep in touch. I’ll subvocalize my progress.” She waved her wrist with her percomp. “I’ll set a ‘find where I parked’ ping tracer. That should give us fairly accurate distance data. And if this works, we should try your idea on the spaceport while we’re here.”

      The arrangements only took a few minutes. It would have gone faster if technology-obsessed Tou Jiang hadn’t kept trying to help. Pim couldn’t imagine how Lark got anything done at all with all thirty-nine griffins sticking their curious beaks and dextrous talons into everything.

      After one last admonishment to the griffins to be good and stay put, Lark stepped out of the flitter wearing a stylish lightning-patterned griffin on her shoulders.

      He tapped the control to close the door after her, then swiveled his seat forward again and told the flitter to broadcast her comms so the rest of the griffins could hear.

      A few minutes later, Lark’s voice came through the speaker. “We’re at the entrance, which my percomp says is about seventy meters from the flitter. By the way, I pinged the kids and asked them to think about where in town they’d stash griffins if they had to. We could go tonight if you’re willing.”

      “Good idea.” The faster they moved, the more likely they’d be to catch the thieves before they got away.

      “We’re inside. It’s busy, but not like the passenger terminal. It sounds like a near-riot over there. I’m not even trying, and I can sense a multitude of unhappy animals, too. What a nightmare.”

      “You said the big chickens readily connect with humans.” Since they were in a public setting, using the code phrase for the griffins seemed appropriate, though he doubted anyone was listening. “Does that go for non-minder humans?”

      “Not so far, but I learn new things about them every day. Rilya is still in contact with Flecken and the others. They’re unsettled, probably by the crowds. They’ve never been around so many people. Their connection to you is still strong, so I feel your presence through them. How about you?”

      “I’m still sensing the net of six, but it’s slippery. I’ll keep at it.” He’d learned that practicing with his low-level talents could sometimes make up for lack of strength.

      Since he had some time to wait, he researched the population centers besides Kali’ilang that were close to Lark’s property. Interestingly, there were none. Dennee Nature Preserve took up a mammoth portion of the land to the north. After Kali’ilang, the next closest town was the opposite direction of the spaceport and five hours away by flitter.

      That meant Kali’ilang was the best bet for searching for a flock of griffins. The list of suggestions from Lark’s kids would help narrow the search.

      “Okay. I’m at the shipper’s office, which is one-point-one kilometers from the flitter. I’ll talk to them and come back to you soon.”

      A cursory search of Kali’ilang structures was worthless. The town obviously hadn’t prioritized updating its public records. Or even its holomaps, for that matter.

      Another possible stash space might be a farm or ranch, but he had to admit Lark’s was the first one he’d ever visited. Did they all have barns big enough for a multitude of griffins, or was that just how landscape artists portrayed them?

      With more waiting in his future, Pim swiveled the passenger seat around so he could rest his legs on it. The movement startled the occupants, Disset and Sorra. They took off in a flurry of wings toward the rear of the flitter. That startled Tou Jiang, who flew up and landed on the center control console.

      Suddenly, the flitter doors opened. Flecken leapt out the door the moment it opened and quickly rose in the air.

      Pim swept Tou Jiang off the controls so he could shut and lock the doors, but the damage was done. He keyed the comms. “Lark, ping me now. Flecken got loose.”

      Dismay sank his stomach like a gravity well. She’d trusted him with her precious cargo, and he’d let her down.

      Except, now that he replayed the events in his mind to see where he’d failed, he suspected he’d been hoodwinked. He’d already seen the griffins work together like a smash-and-grab theft ring to achieve their goals.

      Lark’s voice filled the cabin. “I asked to use their fresher. What happened?”

      He described what he saw and his suspicion, hoping it didn’t sound like a child’s impromptu fable to avoid blame.

      “I think you’re right. Sounds like they wanted Flecken free. Give me a minute to find him and ask.”

      Gods of chaos, but it felt good to be trusted. Especially by someone as sharp as Lark.

      He turned to find the griffins were all watching him with rapt interest. “You, on the other hand, are too sharp for your own good.”

      “Flecken is in here. He thinks Evgan Kedia is in the passenger terminal and is in trouble. Flecken feels Evgan’s fear and rage and wants to attack whoever is threatening him. I can keep Flecken under control, but I can’t do that and find out what’s going on with Evgan.”

      Pim thought fast. “Can Flecken be a locator? If so, he can tell you where Evgan is and you can tell me where to go.”

      “Yes, I think we can do that. But I can’t hole up here in the shipping company’s fresher. Give me five minutes.”

      “Of course. I’ll head for the passenger terminal.” He scooped up his jacket to slip it on. “Can I carry a phaseknife and not get detained and restrained?”

      “Yes, if you don’t wave it around. Non-lethal weapons are legal, like stunners or needle guns. Come in the commercial doors and follow the signs. I convinced Flecken to land on the freestanding half-wall that separates the terminal sections.”

      After quickly delving into his backpack for useful items to stash in his pockets, he worked quickly to secure the flitter and transfer codes to his percomp. He also added extra passcodes to the console controls to stop a certain little griffin from causing even more havoc. Lastly, he paired his earwire with the private comms link, then hooked the tiny device in his left ear opening.

      At the flitter door, he turned to the griffins and tried to project his thoughts to the glowing griffin net. Hide yourselves. Protect each other. Stay here!

      They made no further escape attempts as he slipped outside and sealed the flitter, so maybe it had worked. He made a beeline for the entrance and told Lark he was on his way.

      Once inside, he slowed a moment to get his bearings. Using the griffin net, he located both Lark and Flecken, though he couldn’t yet see them. The presence of so many people felt like high winds against his talents, but he couldn’t both block them and keep his connection to the net.

      “I’m walking out of the shipping company. Flecken sees you, so I can, too. Look up and to your left for the glowing arrow that says ‘passenger’ in a dozen languages. The crossover doors are just below it.”

      He followed her instructions and walked purposefully through the big open area that reminded him of an old-time market square, with all the businesses at the perimeter. It would have been an extravagant waste of space on a starship, but land-based architectural design was evidently based on different considerations. Still, it was easier to navigate through the clumps of pedestrians and find the sets of wide automatic glass doors.

      The noise level increased by an order of magnitude the moment he stepped into the passenger terminal. So did the smells. Had no one in this terminal ever heard of showering?

      “You’re in a short corridor. Go right toward the big banks of storage lockers, then turn right again. Look for what I think is a sleep capsule area. From Flecken’s viewpoint, they look like freestanding rows with inner circles.”

      He was grateful for her voice in his earwire. Opening his talents instead of tightly shielding threatened to overwhelm his focus.

      Once in the larger terminal, he angled toward the flashing sign that promised safe, peaceful pods in which to nap while waiting for a flight. He couldn’t imagine a less-peaceful place to sleep than a building full of irate people trying to get home while herding luggage, children, and pets.

      Echoes of worry from the griffin net urged him to hurry, but the best he could do was take advantage of the breaks in the flow of grumbling passengers. He’d nearly reached the first row when a commotion began behind him.

      “Clear a path!”

      The booming bass voice made Pim wince as he quickly sidestepped right to let a triad of uniformed military march their way through the crowd. Their auras spiked sharp like predators on the prowl. He activated his negeren talent that deflected attention to anywhere but him. Fortunately, crowds made it easy to be overlooked.

      “The borsa said close. He can’t be this far.” The mid-range voice was pitched low enough that the trio’s leader probably couldn’t hear it.

      A growl erupted. A man pulled his leashed dog away with a jerk, casting a worried glance at the gunnin.

      The third gunnin scowled at the dog, then turned to his companion. “Subcommander says search everywhere. Brass is kickin’ her ass about the crime wave…” The rest of the conversation faded as the crowd filled in behind their wake.

      A flash of intuition said Evgan was their target. Every Volksstamer knew what it was like to be hunted.

      He pulled up his collar as he subvocalized to Lark. “I’m at the pods. Where to?”

      “I don’t… Shit. Flecken just took off while I was distracted.” After a long moment of silence, she came back online. “Look for a griffin on top of one of the center rows. Can’t tell you what that looks like from the ground.”

      It was his fault Flecken got out. “I’ll find him.” Remembering how much the kids meant to Lark, he added, “I’ll find them both.”
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      Lark sat at the end of one of the random public seating rows that were scattered throughout the terminal like they’d fallen off the back of a grav cart. She pulled the lapels of her padded work jacket closer and tried not to wince at tiny talons poking her tender belly through her tunic. Rilya had reached her limit on new experiences for the day and needed the comfort of warm darkness. Sealing her inside the jacket was the best Lark could manage.

      She pulled out her tablet and hunched over it, pretending to be absorbed. Hopefully, no one would bother her for a while.

      Reaching Flecken was harder than usual because he was so intent on tracking Evgan.

      Pim’s quiet voice sounded in her ear. “Can you and Flecken warn the boy that I’m coming for him? Otherwise, he’ll bolt.”

      “We’ll try.” She’d never done anything like that before, but there was a first time for everything.

      On impulse, she connected with the rest of griffins through Rilya. They were much better at sensing humans than she was, and they all knew and adored Evgan. She asked them all to help Flecken communicate Pim’s message.

      Concentrating on the griffin net, she found the familiar golden ghost blob that was Pim, and a new, even wispier blob that she assumed was Evgan. Narrowing her focus to Flecken, she pulled a brief view through the griffin’s vision center.

      She tapped her earwire. “I asked the chickens to tell the kid to trust you. Don’t know if he got the notice. The high flier is on top of one of the walls of a pod group. The kid is in the center, sitting on the floor, wearing a big coat. He looks scared.”

      Pim didn’t answer, likely because he was busy.

      Although she was risking a sinus attack from overusing her talent and a brain meltdown from stress, she opened her affinity talent to all the nearby animals she could sense. She couldn’t help Pim get Evgan out, but she could use the borrowed eyes and ears of the dogs, cats, and other pets nearby to watch their backs. It was like juggling burning embers, but experience with griffins gave her a lot of practice.

      Through a domestic fox’s sleepy eyes, she saw Pim disappear into the unexpectedly deserted sleep pod section. Maybe people wanted to be anywhere else besides the spaceport.

      And just as if the thought conjured it, trouble in the form of three Air Div gunnin, stopped at another entrance of the warren of pods. The big, muscular dog watching them from several meters away didn’t like the smell of them, and neither did Lark.

      She subvocalized a warning Pim. “Three blue ongedierte at the south end of your location.” The word she used for the military was mildly insulting Volksstam slang. They had a lot worse. “One is staying where she is. The other two are going in, one left, one right.”

      One of her eyes started itching, a warning she knew better than to ignore. Reluctantly, she reeled in her talent, letting her awareness of all the other animals fade until she only felt her griffins and the big dog.

      The standing gunnin wore a bored expression, but her flexed knees and scanning eyes said she was more alert than she pretended.

      Lark’s worry grew as silence stretched.

      Waiting tanked.

      Anxiety from Flecken flashed through the net. Lark quickly dropped the connection with the dog to focus on Flecken and keep him from attacking. Through his sharp eyes, she saw Pim and a now coatless Evgan walking down the row.

      Inexplicably, Pim suddenly crowded the boy into an indentation between pillars and stood in front of him, facing the corridor, keeping very still.

      The next moment, one of the gunnin rounded the corner.

      Astonishingly, the gunnin walked right past Pim and Evgan as if they weren’t there, and vanished around the end of the row.

      Holy hells, that was a fine talent to have.

      She shook off her wonder and asked Flecken to fly up for an overhead view of the pods. They weren’t out of the fire yet.

      She subvocalized to Pim what she’d learned. “The other gunnin is slow. You’re clear to the right if you walk fast. It’ll put you at the northeast end, which is the other side of the storage lockers. Go around the long side and you’ll be back at the crossover doors. No other gunnin squads we can see.”

      “On our way.” That brief, calm response from Pim relaxed some of Lark’s tension.

      Flecken reluctantly agreed to land on the wall between the commercial and passenger sections. He’d been there before and hated waiting. She knew the feeling, so she asked him to watch for Pim and Evgan to appear. In the meantime, she kept herself busy by surreptitiously looking around for an unattended grav cart.

      When Flecken alerted her, she saw Pim had his arm around the boy, who looked unsteady on his feet.

      Questions could wait. Right now, her job was to get them to safety.

      She pocketed her tablet, then urged sleepy Rilya back onto her shoulders. A promise of extra treats cajoled her into cooperating.

      As she rose, she subvocalized to Pim. “I can meet you at the crossover, or outside, but I have to hold the exit doors open long enough for Flecken to fly through. Can’t count on the same luck that let him sneak in.”

      “Meet us at the flitter. I locked it with my biometric to prevent another escape.”

      “Smart.” She was glad he’d thought of it. “See you there.”

      Visualizing her plan, she sent images to Rilya and Flecken to explain the timing and their part. Griffins usually thought of rules as challenges to overcome, but they understood teamwork.

      She looked at the giant display clock and realized they’d been at the spaceport longer than she thought. Good thing Pim’s flitter was fast. She sent a quick message to Kellyn at the Preserve to say she didn’t have a flitter to transport animals, but a friend would get her to the Preserve at the scheduled time.

      Luckily, no one else snagged her target grav cart before she got to it. She paid to rent it for fifteen minutes, then split her attention between Flecken’s view of Pim’s progress and familiarizing herself with the controls.

      A few shiny pinpoints of glitter sparked into her peripheral vision. Not now, she pleaded with her brain, knowing full well that it wouldn’t listen. At least she’d caught it early. Half-closing her eyes momentarily, she accessed her controller and smoothed the spikes. The glitter faded. Apparently, she needed a life with no time pressures.

      “Sure, Lark,” she muttered, “you can buy one right after you win the Nine Planets Lottery.”

      “What?”

      Pim’s question brought her back to the present.

      “Sorry, forgot my earwire was on. Just talking to myself.” She set her earwire to listen-only and ordered herself to focus.

      Antsy Flecken wanted off the wall, but she bribed him to stay and keep tracking. At this rate, she should be buying stock in bird treat companies.

      As Pim and Evgan passed by her position, she risked a quick glance at them. They looked like two men, gliding way too high on chems, determined to keep each other up as they stumbled through the commercial terminal toward the exit. It would have been funnier if she wasn’t so worried.

      Flecken was more willing to look for the tight groups of people wearing sky-blue uniforms and belts full of weapons. He’d already tagged them as the enemy. To be honest, so had she and the other griffins. The uniforms reminded them of the guards in Nova Nine who would hurt prisoners and griffins just for fun.

      At last, Pim and Evgan made it out the doors without her or Flecken needing to provide a distraction. Now it was her turn.

      Directing the grav cart was easy. Jamming on the threshold of the three-meter-tall cargo door took some finesse.

      Fortunately, Flecken was ready for the opportunity she’d made for him and was already airborne. To distract the curious, she swore loudly and kicked the grav cart to free it just as a gray streak arrowed through the opening just under the header plate.

      Rilya did her best imitation of a pissed-off chicken, flapping her one good wing. She only settled down once Lark muscled the cart outside.

      Lark praised clever Rilya for excellent squawking, then directed the now well-behaved cart to the return corral.

      Reaching for Flecken, she discovered he was already circling above.

      “We’re at the flitter.” Pim’s voice still sounded marvelously calm. “We’ll watch for you.”

      “I’ll walk fast.” Running would have been painful with an injured griffin sinking talons into her shoulders.

      Flecken had already landed on the flitter’s roof by the time she arrived. The griffin was miffed not to be let inside.

      “It’s your own fault for taking advantage of the nice man.” Lark told him as the door slid open. “Come on down.”

      The rock griffin hissed as he jumped to the ground, then jumped into the flitter with a disgruntled flutter of wings.

      She ducked inside and settled the griffins as Pim shut the doors. “Can we fly straight to Dennee?”

      Pim nodded and turned to prepare for takeoff.

      Evgan sat unmoving in the front passenger seat, his fine-boned face paler than usual, but as expressionless as a robot. If she hadn’t been connected to five empathic griffins, she’d never have guessed that he was feeling like he was being marched to his own execution.

      As she turned away to pull down a jump seat closest to the front, she subvocalized to Pim. “What’s going on with Evgan?”

      “The dizziness is blowback from overusing his talent. I have a suspicion about the trouble he’s in, but he trusts you more than me.”

      Great. Subtle social interrogation wasn’t her strong suit, and she’d always hated when her sisters and cousins tried it on her. Give her bluntness any day of the millennium. “Evgan, want to talk?”

      She took the ensuing silence to mean that he didn’t. Especially after he disconnected himself from the griffin net.

      Something she should do herself. If she was going to be of any use at all during the animal load-in and transfer for Dennee, she needed the flight time to rest.

      Except she’d forgotten something.

      She spoke aloud. “Can you circle the terminal and over the warehouses before you put us on autopilot to head north? We didn’t do the second half of the experiment.”

      Pim’s head nodded. “Sure.”

      In the reflection of the control display, she saw a twitch of interest on Evgan’s face before he smoothed it away. Curiosity was a powerful force.

      She wanted to trust him. “Evgan, is your trouble related to the theft of my griffins?”

      His jaw dropped in shock. “No!”

      The griffins believed him. Even skeptical Sorra, the orphaned draco griffin who only truly trusted her best friend Disset, thought he was telling the truth. That was good enough for Lark.

      She explained Pim’s idea about using the strength of the network to help the griffins locate their stolen friends.

      Evgan wanted to help, but had to admit he probably couldn’t sustain a connection before his talent gave out completely, or he passed out from blowback.

      “I’ll take care of that part,” Lark told him. “You know the spaceport better than most. Tell our patient pilot where to go.”

      She didn’t begrudge the extra ten minutes it took to make several low passes over likely areas, but both her eyes were itching by the time they left the spaceport’s perimeter, and they had nothing to show for it. Negative results were still valuable, but not rewarding.

      To keep herself from rubbing her eyes and making them worse, she pulled a water pouch from the flitter’s built-in cold box and held it across the upper half of her face. If she didn’t give her talent a rest, she’d end up with sinus congestion bruising that looked ten times worse than she had after the flitter crash.

      Just as she leaned her head back to get her makeshift compress to stay on its own, Evgan spoke. “My parent raised the rent.”

      Her frown made the pouch drop from her face. “Rent for what?”

      Evgan swiveled his seat to face her. “My bedroom. He’ll eject me and my rescues if I don’t pay. He’s starting a new business that’s costing more than he thought.” His tone was a mix of defiance and defeat.

      Realization dawned. “That’s why my farm now has two cats and a three-legged dog. You re-homed them.” No one she ever knew had a perfect family, but his sounded more malignant than most. The part about rent perplexed her, though. “I thought you worked for your parent’s salvage and repair at the spaceport.”

      “I work at the spaceport, but not for him, exactly.” He looked away, then met her gaze. “I steal things. He doesn’t ask where the goods come from. If they don’t sell well, I have to make up the difference. Before today, if I got caught, he couldn't be fined or forced to pay reparation. But I’m seventeen now, so I have to pull my weight, or he’ll rent my room to one of his new employees.”

      As the implications of what he said sank in, instant ire rose in her chest. “Some people should fucking never be allowed to have children.”

      Pim swiveled his seat all the way around to face her, but his words were for Evgan. “How many in your unit? Four?”

      She breathed deep and let it out slowly. Once again, the man came to her rescue before her fighting instinct took over. She gave him a grateful nod.

      “Three.” Evgan seemed to realize he’d answered without thinking. He glanced at Pim, then turned back to her with a searching look. “You don’t…” He trailed off in confusion. “You’re not going to turn me in? Or terminate me?”

      Lark shook her head. “Nope.” Who was she to judge? She’d done far worse things to survive, and would do so again if she had to. “I’d shop your parent to law enforcement in a heartbeat, though. He might not know about your minder talent, but I bet he’s figured out all he has to do is threaten your pets to coerce you to do anything he wants.” She imagined that had been going on for years.

      “They’d never believe you.” Evgan’s expression soured. “Even when they catch him with a hot pilfer, he somehow convinces them he’s the real victim. ‘Everyone’s always taking advantage of poor, silly Zeki Hamza.’ Next thing you know, they’re shooting stars together at the local pub.” The scorn in his voice could burn through an incalloy hull.

      “What happened today?” Pim’s inviting tone promised no judgment, only understanding. She couldn’t tell if that was yet another enviable Volksstam talent, or just his nature. If he used it on her, she’d tell him anything he wanted to know.

      For a moment, she was afraid Evgan might zero them out again, but he seemed to come to a decision. “We take turns at flash, dip, and bag. Uh, distraction, lifter, and…” He hesitated, apparently stuck for a word.

      “Holding bank?” asked Pim.

      “Yeah, something like that.” Evgan nodded. “We know the Air Div patrol schedule better than they do. Except the shutdown twisted everything, and they caught Rabiyo right after she passed off a fat, soft-s soft, fat case to Sazhik. He tossed it to me and flashed, making a ruckus. I ghosted away, lifted a coat, and went to a secure comms booth to slice the case and stash the goods in the coat like usual. Then I saw it had enough anonymous cashflow chips to buy the spaceport and I knew we were in real trouble.”

      Lark was too tired to think it through. “Sorry, pretend I’m a noob. Why is that bad?”

      Pim twitched a brief smile at her. “That much geld never travels without private security.”

      Evgan gave Pim a sidelong look, then continued. “What he said. The Air Div gunnin don’t know shit about loss prevention, but mercs do. I should have just abandoned everything in the booth, but it’s a great bolt hole and I didn’t want to lose it. The terminal is full of animals in carriers and on leashes, so I used my talent to get some nearby pets to scout an exit. Through them, I found out both Rabiyo and Sazhik were detained, and Rabiyo was shifting the blame to us as fast as she could talk. I panicked and ran.” He was obviously kicking himself for it.

      “It was a reasonable decision at the time.” Pim’s tone was gentle, but his focus seemed to turn inward. “Sometimes life has other plans.”

      Evgan closed his eyes and dropped his chin to his chest.

      After a long moment of silence, Evgan looked up again at Pim. “Why didn’t that gunnin see us when they walked by?”

      It was Lark’s turn to kick herself. She’d used Evgan’s curiosity to draw him out, but her plan was backfiring. The last thing she wanted was to put Pim’s unorthodox talents in the spotlight.

      “I’m easy to ignore when I put my mind to it.” He twitched a single eyebrow at her as he swiveled his seat around to the front to tap the flitter’s main console display. “Fifty-five minutes to Dennee.”

      If Pim had been trying to give her a subtle message with his look, it went right over her head. She’d have to ask him about it later. More immediately, she needed to think about how to help Evgan.

      To her way of thinking, she’d assumed some responsibility for all her kids when she’d hired them. Running her sanctuary would have been so much harder without them. And if she was honest with herself, more lonely, too.

      From conversations she’d overheard, Evgan had few memories of his mother and no other family. He’d finished basic schooling a year ago and worked for his parent instead of taking more classes. Ordinary enough, especially in family-run businesses. Except Hamza sounded like no one’s prize, and apparently didn’t like the word “father.” Plus, Evgan couldn’t very well put “pickpocket” on his resume if he wanted a job elsewhere.

      She leaned her head back so she could put the chilled water pouch over her puffy eyes again. Before she planned out the kid’s whole future, maybe she ought to ask him what he wanted.

      And while she was at it, she’d like to ask Pim what he wanted, too. The hint of sadness that sometimes crossed his face made Lark want to hug him and tell him everything would be alright. Then maybe he could do the same for her. It had only been three days, but he’d somehow seemed to ease past her defenses and into her life.

      Maybe she needed to keep a closer eye on her heart, in case it got ideas. One fraught situation at a time was enough for her.
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      Pim glanced at the interior monitor view that showed his dozing passengers. Evgan slumped bonelessly, making him look like a child instead of a seventeen-year-old. Lark had folded herself into a ball small enough to fit all her limbs under the jumpseat’s safety web. Pim couldn’t see how it was comfortable for five minutes, let alone for forty.

      He hated to wake them, but he’d hate being detained for trespassing even more. He swiveled his seat around to face her.

      “Lark?”

      She must be one of those people who woke like they had a power switch, because she looked up at him almost immediately. “Yes?”

      “Does the Nature Preserve have a perimeter challenge?”

      “Yes.” She gave him a code phrase as she twisted in her seat and freed herself from the web. “I should have thought to tell you.”

      As Pim entered the code, Evgan stirred in his seat, then snorted like an old dog as he woke and cast bleary eyes at his surroundings.

      The flitter’s console lit up.

      “Welcome to Dennee Nature Preserve,” said a mid-range synth voice via the flitter’s comms. “Please follow the designated flight altitude and path.”

      Pim turned front to take over from the autopilot. The holomap displayed by the console took them due west to a marked landing pad.

      Lark stood and stretched. “Evgan, where do you want to go right now?”

      “Can I stay at your place until you get back?” A hungry puppy would have given professional respect for Evgan’s pleading, hopeful look.

      “Yes, but we’ll need to talk. In the meantime, help me get the griffins locked in the below-deck storage compartment. If anyone at the Nature Preserve sees them, they’d try to confiscate them on the spot, and then I’d tell them to suck flux, and things would go downhill from there.”

      Pim concentrated on flying, but thanks to the griffin net, he knew how unhappy the griffins were about their imprisonment. He couldn’t say he felt terribly sorry for the five little troublemakers.

      The trees in this part of the terrain looked denser and more varied than from where he and Lark had first met. More clumped, and more wide and leafy, with hints of autumn color changes. Owing to a cloudless sky and the bright noonday soon, the flitter cast a dark, triangular shadow over the red-gray bare sections as they flew.

      By the time he was gently dropping the flitter onto the hard surface, Evgan was sitting cross-legged on top of the compartment door. Where crafty griffins were involved, the precaution was a wise choice.

      The parking pad was smaller than it looked on the map, and was demarcated by a ring of artistically placed boulders, some natural and some carved. His flitter was the only one on the pad, so they probably had flitter stackers and ground-transport storage somewhere else.

      Lark moved front to grab her backpack, which was in a holdfast right behind his pilot seat. “Once you clear the Preserve’s perimeter, you can let the griffins out. I’ll ping you if my schedule changes. Evgan can keep them from sneaking into your flitter again when it’s time to come get me.” She moved close enough that he could feel the heat of her body. Worry colored her tone and her aura as she quietly added. “If you can, ask him if he’s thought about his future.”

      “If I can.” The kid deserved better than being a sacrificial lamb for his larcenous father. Among the Volksstam, larceny might be an acceptable family business, but cruelty was not.

      Her hand dropped to his shoulder. “Thank you.”

      The momentary contact made him long for some alone time with her. He reluctantly triggered the flitter’s side doors to open.

      “You, in the flitter!” The sudden shout voice from outside made him flinch and Lark freeze in mid-stride. “Drop the bag and come out of the door slowly with your hands away from your body, or I’ll shoot you where you stand!”

      Lark did as ordered. Her aura and emotions went flatter with each careful step.

      Evgan looked stricken, like he was blaming himself. Pim caught his eye, then shook his head to signal him to stay put, while using his empathy talent to broadcast as much calm as he could muster. Thankfully, the kid complied.

      Lark stopped after her second step on the short ramp. “Baiying? What’s the problem?”

      “Sutrio.” From the hostility in his tone, Baiying wasn’t a friend. “Scanner says you have two more in there. Who are they?” The peremptory challenge in that question made Pim grit his teeth.

      Lark’s tone remained admirably reasonable. “My farm hand and my pilot.”

      “Prove it. Make them come out.”

      Lark stayed still and silent, but her aura flared with the sharp spikes that meant she was using her talent.

      Which is what he should have been doing. Not to mention, looking at the flitter’s external camera displays and proximity sensors.

      The camera showed Baiying to be an older man in a black mid-thigh tunic, standing by a tall boulder about eleven meters from the flitter, and holding a beamer. His talent told him a second human was approaching fast.

      “Baiying, where are all the animals?” Lark’s tone commanded attention.

      “Lark.” Pim pitched his voice for her ears only. “One incoming from behind him.”

      He hoped her tiny nod meant she’d heard him.

      “Baiying! What the hell are you doing?” The new and angry woman’s voice had a distinctive Albion accent. The cameras picked her up when she marched around a nearby rough-hewn boulder. Tall and lean, with mahogany brown skin, and a diagonal smear of something dark across her utility vest.

      “Keeping us safe!” Baiying’s grimace matched his snarl. “She probably came back for the ones they missed.”

      Without warning, the woman jumped up and snap-kicked the beamer out of the man’s hand, then pivoted to strike his jaw with the heel of her hand. The man staggered backward two steps, then rocked forward and fell to one knee.

      The woman scooped up the fallen beamer and put it in her pocket, while watching the man like a hawk.

      Baiying’s weight shifted toward his bent knee.

      “Stay down,” she warned, “or I’ll drop you like a stone.”

      The man slowly toppled sideways.

      Pim released the breath he’d been holding.

      “Kellyn, can I put my arms down?”

      The woman spun around. “Gods, yes, Lark. Sorry.” She walked purposefully toward the flitter. “Baiying doesn’t make good decisions under pressure. We were attacked.”

      “When?” Lark stepped forward off the ramp to stand on the pad. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine, but they took the animals.”

      Lark’s consternation was plain. “Which animals? And who is ‘they’?”

      “About six flitters of raiders and two giant air transports landed all at once about ninety minutes ago. They knew how many staff we had and where to lock us up while they took almost all the animals we’d readied for shipment. They couldn’t lift the spectacled bear, and three of the little squirrel monkeys evaded the nets. Anyway, they took off about fifteen minutes ago, headed north. We got out and called Regional Ground Div. They sent two squadrons after them to cut them off.”

      Pim’s intuition blazed.

      Lark seemed to have the same thought. “Nets?”

      “Yeah, they had guns that shot weighted and barbed nets.” Kellyn pointed to the fallen man behind her. “Baiying and some of the other ‘genius’ researchers decided that since you were the only one missing this morning, you must have set up the theft. When the perimeter system accepted and announced your access code, Bailing had your flitter redirected here. Sorry I didn’t catch him sooner.”

      “No harm done.” Lark frowned and looked back at the flitter, then down, a conflicted look on her face.

      He stood and crossed to the flitter’s threshold. “Hallo. I’m Beren Saviarson, Lark’s colleague and temporary pilot.” He mentally willed Evgan to stay quiet and not draw attention to either himself or the cargo hatch he was sitting on.

      Kellyn shaded her eyes from the sun as she looked up. “I’m Kellyn Kynankuva, Dennee’s Logistics Manager. Call me Kellyn.”

      Lark gave him a searching glance, as if checking that he was comfortable. He blinked his eyes slightly slower than usual to confirm that he was.

      Lark turned back to Kellyn. “Three days ago, my farm was raided and all but five of my animals were stolen. The thieves landed with multiple transports, and used weighted and barbed nets.”

      Kellyn’s eyes widened. “That can’t be coincidence. Did they wear gray jumpsuits and distortion hoods to obscure their faces?”

      Pim’s aura talent couldn’t pick up much from the woman. She was very contained. Not to mention very skilled at physical combat.

      “No, but they thought I wouldn’t be there. When I came home early, they sent an armed flitter after mine and shot me down.” Lark pointed a thumb. “Luckily, Beren was able to rescue me.”

      Pim stepped down the ramp to stand next to Lark. “How did they get past your security?”

      “Last month’s volunteer passcode.” Kellyn snorted derisively. “Maybe a grand theft worth more than the Nine Planets jackpot will finally make management generate new codes daily for all people and vehicles, not just contractors like Lark.”

      “At my place,” said Lark, “they had to brute-force my perimeter security and housecomp. They left my place in shambles.”

      Kellyn frowned. “I assume you reported the theft. What did Ground Div say when they investigated?”

      Lark’s mouth twisted with a sardonic smile. “I’ll let you know when they get around to it a few ten-days from now.”

      “I’ll mention it to the regional commander when he gets here in person to meet with Director D’Vonr. Helps to have clout.” From Kellyn’s peeved expression, Pim inferred the commander would get an earful. “Do they know your loss was griffins?”

      Beside him, Lark stilled. “No. How do you know about them?”

      “It’s part of my job to track the pet trade. I saw the registration applications. We have to tell the LEOs so they know your griffins are legit and valuable. If the arseholes who took them intermingled them with our lot, D’Vonr will use her influence to have your ‘pet trade exotics’ destroyed.”

      Lark’s serious but calm expression was hiding a volcano of anger that buffeted against Pim’s empathic senses. “I’m surprised she let you hire me at all.”

      “She’s brilliant at public relations, politics, and raising funds. Reading daily operations reports doesn’t fire her jets.” Kellyn shook her head. “But once she finds out about the griffins, she’ll find a way to term your contract, and the Preserve will lose the best live-cargo transport specialist we’ve had in years.”

      “I just want my griffins back. I’ll deal with the ash fall later.” Lark shoved her hands in her pockets. “Can you share visuals of the raiders from your security system? Might help getting insurers to pay faster.”

      “Yeah, I’ll slide them out to you. The raiders shut down the main compound cameras, but they didn’t know about the roving trackers.” Kellyn cast a disgusted look over her shoulder at the man still slumped on the ground. “Restitution for Baiying threatening to shoot you.”

      Pim spoke up. “You probably already canceled with the shipper, but you might tell them not to accept any new cargo without your personal authorization and a code you agree on. That way, the raiders can’t hijack your transport arrangements to get the goods off planet.”

      Kellyn looked at him with a speculative look. “Good point. Are you in the pet trade?”

      “No. But I have a trade and de-acquisition background.”

      Lark rocked back and forth on her heels once as she looked up at the taller woman. “Any reason we need to stay? ”

      “Can’t think of one.” She made shooing motions with her hands. “Go. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Okay.” Lark touched three fingers to her opposite collarbone in a respectful salute. “If I don’t see you again, it’s been an honor working with you. It’s people like you who make the nature preserves successful, not the politicians.”

      “Likewise. Get out of here so I can take out the trash.” Kellyn pointed a thumb behind her.

      Pim followed Lark up the ramp and moved quickly to the control console to shut the doors. “Ready?”

      “Chaos, yes. Let’s go home.” Lark slid into the front passenger seat. “Evgan, don’t open that hatch until we’re out of Preserve territory. I’m not taking any chances.”

      Pim webbed himself in and lifted off as smoothly as possible so as not to blow Lark’s friend off the pad with turbulence.

      Her unspoken agitation was infectious. He only relaxed once they reached cruising altitude above the trees.

      “I’m afraid that if the raid on my farm was just a practice run, they didn’t care what happened to my griffins.”

      He hadn’t bothered to raise his shields, so he couldn’t miss the despair coming off her.

      “Maybe,” Pim conceded. “But I’d think they’d at least practice getting the goods to their stash space. Which we now know was planned rather than a last-minute scramble, but has to be ten times bigger than we thought. They can’t just show up at the spaceport with two haulers full of live cargo and book the next interstellar freighter.” He nudged the flitter’s speed up to seventy percent. “Besides, your griffins may not be worth an entire keystone species shipment, but they’ll bring early profit to offset the operation’s up-front costs.”

      She was silent for a long time. “You’re right. We have to act on that assumption.”

      “Thank you for visiting Dennee Nature Preserve,” said a mid-range synth voice via the flitter’s comms. “We hope to welcome you again soon.”

      Lark made a ruse noise. “Not farkin’ likely.”

      Pim glanced at the interior monitor, expecting to see Evgan opening the cargo hatch to free the griffins. Instead, he just sat there, hugging himself and twitching like oxygen was suddenly in short supply. Pim focused his talents on the boy. Anguish and anger tangled with resignation and misery. He was practically choking himself trying not to cry.

      Hoping she’d forgive him, he reached out and grabbed Lark’s hand to make a telepathic connection. Can you take over flying? Evgan’s in trouble and I think I can help. He shared an impression of what his talents told him.

      Yes. Go. I’ll get us home.

      Blessing the universe for her strength and resilience, he transferred control of the flitter to her position and moved quickly to the back to kneel next to the boy. Letting intuition guide him, he spoke softly. “You know who the thieves are.”

      Evgan froze.

      Pim leaned closer. “I know it sucks flux to have to make a choice like this. Whichever path you take shuts off the other one forever.”

      Evgan’s voice was thin and thready. “They’ll kill me. And my parent.”

      “They won’t kill him. He’s the leader.”

      Evgan stared at Pim. “What? He’s not… He can’t be.”

      This was the hard part, because intuition was hard to prove until after the fact. “Here’s my scenario. Someone told him about Dennee’s periodic shipments and lax security procedures. He probably didn’t think it was worth the effort until he discovered gray market pet trade labs and black market pharma research will pay a fortune for good quality genetic lines from rare keystone species. When he heard about this shipment, he probably thought the universe meant it just for him.”

      That last was a guess based on how he treated his son, but Evgan’s downward glance confirmed it. Pim’s heart ached for him.

      “After investing in crew and equipment, he wanted some assurance that it would work, so he arranged a rehearsal.”

      “The griffins.” Evgan suddenly stiffened. “I swear I didn’t tell anyone about them.”

      “I believe you. But your parent has been in and out of your percomp on a regular basis while fixing it. If he found even one vid or image with a griffin in the background, he’d ferret out the rest. He already didn’t like how much time you spent at Lark’s. To be brutally honest, I think he’d consider it a bonus that the practice raid would also terminate your job.”

      Pim let the silence stretch. It was a lot to think about for a seventeen-year-old who was having to grow up in the space of a few minutes. Probably not the birthday gift he’d been hoping for.

      “I don’t have anyone else.” A tear fell, but he wiped it away.

      “Not from what I’ve seen. Jova and the rest of you who work for Lark all look out for each other, just like the griffins do. Wouldn’t surprise me if it was your idea to team up with the other thieves. You’ve made friends, despite your parent’s best efforts to isolate and control you. ”

      Evgan’s distress buffeted Pim’s senses. “I’m all he’s got. He loves me.”

      Pim knew he needed to tread carefully. “Thanks to your minder talent, you know what love feels like. I’ve seen how the three-legged dog worships you, but you’ve felt it. You’ve felt how the griffins love you and Lark.” He’d like to have given Evgan time, but there was none to spare. “Can you say the same about your parent?”

      Pim let the silence settle again. He had a long and checkered history with waiting.

      Several times, Evgan opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. Finally, his shoulders slumped. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Here Pim was on firmer ground. “Your binary-A choice is to stay with your parent and let him sell the griffins and the other animals on the galactic market. It’d be more fair if he gave you a cut, but then he’d have to tell you where he got the information about Lark’s farm. If you’re a good enough thief, you can probably take over his business some day, as long as you watch your back. The binary-B choice is to kill the sale. There you have options. Shop your parent to the LEOs, like Lark wanted to do, or find the cargo and return it, or hide it long enough for his deal to fall apart and then make your own. After that, you’ll need to be elsewhere in a hurry and stay there for a while. Make new friends. Learn to do something with your animal affinity talent so you don’t have to steal if you don’t want to.”

      He realized his analysis wasn’t remotely conventional, especially in the civilized galaxy. But the kid’s… young man’s life hadn’t been conventional, either.

      As to what Lark would think about all this, he couldn’t guess. It probably wouldn’t have changed what he said, but he would deeply regret alienating her. Each additional hour in her company had him wanting to follow her around like a three-legged dog.

      Evgan took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “I choose binary-B. And I bet I know where both cargos are.”

      “We’ll have to tell Lark everything.”

      The speaker on the flitter sidewall made an audible click. “No need. I monitored everything. So sue me. But first let the griffins out. They heard everything, too, and they want to help. Come up front and let’s make a plan”
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      The faintly glowing clock display said it was too damned early in the morning to be sitting in Pim’s rental flitter, watching the triple-height doors of a poorly lit new-construction warehouse in Kali’ilang. Well, watching the displays from the remote cameras, anyway. She and the flitter itself were safely ensconced under a freestanding shelter on the roof of the building across the street.

      As much waiting as Lark had done by this point in her life, she’d have thought she’d be used to it.

      Nope. It still tanked.

      Somehow, she’d been put in charge of Operation Binary-B. Not for the strategy part, but because she was the common denominator for all the players.

      The last two days had been filled with frantic, stressful planning, and calling in every favor she could. Plus draining her savings like they had an expiry date.

      Thank the universe for Pim. He worked his magic when tension had everyone snapping at each other and she was ready to rent a suborbital shuttle for the express purpose of shoving them out the airlock.

      Her farm had become command central. With various people in and out of her house at all hours, she’d invited Pim to move his bedding into the bedroom so he could get some sleep. His magic worked on her, too. She slept better whenever he was in the same room. Her body wanted her to find out what it would be like to sleep in the same bed, but she couldn’t let herself think about that now. Tantalizing hormones did absolute zero for her ability to think at all.

      A distinctive tone beeped in her earwire. “Mastodon is one hex block from Target 1.” Kellyn’s accent came through loud and clear, even though subvocalization usually flattened vocal tone and affect.

      The whole team was using a private secure network in a closed-loop system of comms devices, but they’d still chosen to use code words. Mastodon was a lumbering ground hauler big enough to carry the entire stolen shipment. It was only allowed to operate during non-traffic hours, and glaciers moved faster than it did, but it would get the job done.

      “Okay.” She probably should have used a more military term to make Kellyn and her squad happy, but she couldn’t remember what it was.

      Waiting gave her time to worry. Her kids had done excellent scouting, but they, lucky devils, were home in bed.

      Kellyn used her extensive Ground Div contacts to get military hardware and support. It helped that she’d served forty years as a full Commander and only retired a few years ago. It also helped that the Preserve’s field scientists and animal care crew respected the hell out of her and wanted their animals back enough to keep Director D’Vonr blissfully out of the loop on their recovery plan.

      Lark selfishly wanted Pim nearby so she’d know he was safe, but his role was critical in saving the griffins.

      Evgan had the hardest job of all: act like nothing had changed. Meaning he’d had to go back to stealing and giving the goods to his parent. Because of the close call in the passenger terminal, he’d spent the last three days pilfering small luxuries from commercial pallets and trading for things his parent could sell.

      Lark didn’t know how to make it any easier, so she just pinged him like usual to ask if he could come after work to do more cleanup at the farm. They had to assume Hamza monitored his son’s percomp and might notice the break in routine if she didn’t.

      The percomp on her wrist blinked and displayed a familiar ping ref. Lark tapped it. “Nessa, you’re supposed to be asleep.”

      “I can’t help it. Are you sure you don’t need me? I’m worried about the chickens.”

      Lark knew the feeling. “You’re the only one Evgan trusts with his pets. If you’re already up, you could give them an extra treat and tell them he loves them.”

      “Okay. But don’t keep us in the dark.”

      “Promise.” She ended the call.

      A subtle vibration came from her seat. The lights and front grille of the ground transport eased into view.

      In the passenger seat, Flecken craned his head and stretched his wings.

      “Yes, it’s adventure time.” She activated her talent and connected with his mind. He didn’t seem bothered by the tiny utility harness she’d designed and printed for him to wear.

      Through him and Rilya on her lap, she could feel the mass of their flock mates, and the complex patterns of their close and wider networks.

      When Evgan had told them about his parent’s inexplicable recent purchase of an empty warehouse in Kali’ilang instead of the spaceport, Lark had to talk herself out of immediately hijacking the flitter and going straight there. That night, Pim had taken pity on her and kindly flew her and the five griffins in lopsided circles over the area, as if they were on a simple night flight just to get out of the house.

      Mentally reuniting all the griffins had been one of the happiest moments of her life. They felt whole again. She cried, and didn’t care who saw her, either.

      Eight of the griffins had painful injuries, including one badly broken wing. Lark wished her animal affinity had come with healing talent, like some did. The best she could do was promise treatment and care once they were free.

      Since their traumatic kidnapping, the captive griffins had been kept in one administration-sized room in total darkness for five days. It had one locked human door and nothing but the floor for griffins to sit on. It was cold, boring, and crowded. And it stank of fear and griffin guano. Food and water arrived via a maintenance cleaning bot. They could see it because some of its parts glowed in the ultraviolet spectrum.

      Sometime between that first night’s flight and the next morning, the stolen animal shipping crates had appeared in the warehouse. Pim guessed the two flying transports had been going to ground often to avoid the military search.

      Nessa, who’d first discovered it, said most of the crated animals felt like they were drugged. The twins found an excuse to walk by and confirmed that, and said lighting came from two overhead skylights.

      Jova sweet-talked her records-department cousin into sending her the complete schematics for that warehouse and all the neighboring buildings.

      Pim and Kellyn hatched a plan and ran it by Evgan on his one visit. He suggested changes based on how his parent ran things. To Kellyn’s everlasting credit, she didn’t so much as twitch an eyebrow when Evgan or Pim demonstrated a comprehensive knowledge of larceny.

      Lark kept busy doing whatever she could, from cooking, to pinging every transport dealer on the continent, to answering questions about what animal affinity minders could and couldn’t do. Only the multiple visits to the warehouse district kept her from falling apart in a broken-brained mess.

      When she looked at the flitter’s display, she saw the transport had stopped in front of the warehouse’s triple-high doors. No one would be getting in or out of the warehouse at the ground-level until it moved.

      She tapped her earwire. “Mastodon set.”

      “Copy,” said Kellyn. “Dragon, go.”

      Lark opened the flitter doors. “That’s you, Flecken.”

      He hopped the floor, then used the momentum to leap into the air and flapped out.

      She kept a loose connection with him as she closed the doors again. With all the griffins in her life, it was no wonder she often had dreams of flying. She notified the team the moment he landed on the warehouse’s decorative roof ledge.

      “Disarm successful. Code sent.”

      Lark pulled a visual from Flecken’s mind. “Dragon confirms the skylight is opening. It’s fast. Maybe thirty more seconds. Still dark inside.”

      “Let’s take advantage of that, shall we?” Lark approved of the sharp edge to Kellyn’s words. “Gull 1, go.”

      She rubbed her itching eyes as she told Flecken to go find Tou Jiang.

      From Lark’s rooftop vantage point, she could see a state-of-the-art Ground Div troop transport lowered into the wide opening. Kellyn had sold it to her military buddies as a nighttime training mission in hostage extraction, just with crates of doped-up animals instead of people.

      Four transports miraculously made it in and out before the trouble began. The warehouse’s lights blazed on. Attention-grabbing sirens blared. Blast shades dropped down to protect windows and doors. Someone had discovered the foxes in their chicken coop and manually triggered the alarms.

      Lark checked in with Flecken, who didn’t like either the lights or the noise. But he and little Tou Jiang, who had been smuggled in several hours ago, had done exactly as they’d been trained and unlocked the doors to the griffin’s prison. They were already pouring out into the cavernous warehouse.

      “Three airspeeders inbound,” said a voice Lark didn’t recognize. “Security company logo.”

      “Flash them your Ground Div credentials and tell them to stand down,” ordered Kellyn. “Gull 5, go now. Hostiles won’t be far behind.”

      After two hours of stressful waiting in the dark, Lark’s attention was beginning to fray. She stopped listening to the chatter and focused on the griffins. It took a moment to locate Sorra and Disset, and encourage them to get the improvised sling to the rock griffin who was dragging his broken wing painfully as he walked.

      Just like we practiced, she told Sorra and Disset, then concentrated on sending Peffer images of what to do. The skeptical griffin only complied when Flecken swooped in and projected reassurance. He’d been Sorra and Disset’s pretend patient and lived to tell the tale.

      Damnit, her eyes felt gritty and her nose was running like a leaky faucet. Why couldn’t she ever remember to bring tissues for times like this?

      She took a full, deep breath, then deepened her connection to the widest griffin net.

      For a timeless moment, she was entangled in thirty-nine points of light, and two more soft shadows. She’d had a reason for diving into the net, but she couldn’t think what it was.

      A soft tone pattern sounded in her ear. “Lark.” Pim’s voice caressed her ear. “Evgan’s calling. Send them to us.”

      Oh, that.

      Hanging onto his words like they were a lifeline, she pushed her talent hard to broadcast a message and image to the griffins. Go find Evgan. He has treats.

      After confirming they knew where they were supposed to go, she loosened her grip on the net and felt them fly away.

      Pretty, shiny sparks floated into her peripheral vision. Rapidly rising winds whipped them into flames.

      Suddenly, she was back in Nova Nine, standing on a platform, calling out to griffins, and looking out at more starships than she’d ever seen at once. A hurricane was building in her head and there was nothing she could do about it.

      Except there was. She’d paid extra for it because she knew her brain couldn’t be trusted.

      It took endless, agonizing effort to lift her hand, then find and press the slightly soft spot embedded in her skull behind her right ear.

      The brain balancer display on her eyelids said she was fast approaching catastrophic meltdown. Only one solution.

      Dance with us, whispered the flames seductively. We’ve missed you. You know you love us.

      “No… I… fucking… don’t!” She gritted her teeth and triggered the emergency reset.

      The flames faded to black.

      So did everything else.
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        * * *

      

      Pim’s orbital shuttle was never going to be the same.

      Why he’d imagined nearly forty griffins would be willing to sit in neat rows entirely escaped him now. They’d eaten the fruit and nuts Evgan had brought, leaving crumbs everywhere. Now they were climbing and crawling into any crevice they could find, and using beaks and talons to investigate everything. “Just keep them away from the pilot console. It’s not griffin-proofed.”

      Evgan nodded. “I’ll try. They’re upset about someth…” His voice trailed off, then turned to Pim. “I think Lark is in trouble. Something to do with a fire, maybe?”

      “Can you reach Rilya from here?” He was farther from the warehouse than he’d liked, but nothing closer was big enough to hold his shuttle.

      “No, but they can.” Evgan waved toward the feathered horde. “That’s where I got the fire image. I’m not nearly as good as Lark at translating griffin-speak to the real world.”

      Kellyn’s voice sounded throughout the main cabin. “Brace for contact. The heavy hostiles have arrived.”

      The plan said Pim was supposed to take the first available clear exit and meet Lark at the farm. The plan could sit and spin. He wasn’t leaving Lark.

      He needed contingencies. “Can you fly a flitter?”

      Evgan frowned. “I don’t have a license. My parent won’t–”

      Pim interrupted. “Not what I asked. Can you fly one?”

      “Yes, but I tank at landing.” Evgan nudged a griffin off his lap and stood. Two griffins promptly jumped into his empty seat.

      “Good enough.” Pim considered his options. “Ever done vertical incursion jobs?”

      Evgan looked confused. “You mean second-story work? Some.”

      “No, I mean a line drop. My shuttle is too big to land on the roof where Lark is, but I can hover on a pinpoint and drop a six-meter cable from the bottom hold. You’d have to slide fast if the heavies want to make trouble.”

      “Jova and I did zip lines last year for fun. Can’t be that different.” He looked around the shuttle. “I’ll need a T-brake and something to protect my hands and knees.” Evgan looked pale, but Pim could sense his resolve.

      “We’ll have to improvise the brake. I’ve got the rest.” Pim decided that all of Lark’s kids were much more resilient than he’d been at that age.

      He couldn’t be at the pilot station and dig in the sports gear locker. He didn’t want to reveal any more secrets than he already had, but life was full of little challenges.

      With the speed of thought, he activated the biocontroller in his head to connect to the shuttle. Lytse, prepare for takeoff.

      The front console lit up and the power cycled on. Holodisplays appeared that showed system status and other useful information.

      Pim unceremoniously pushed a griffin off the locker and opened the cover.

      Evgan glanced back and forth between him and the console. “Are you a telekinetic? Are you doing that?”

      “No.” Pim pulled out gloves and kneepads and handed them to Evgan. “I asked the ship to do it.”

      Closing his eyes for a moment, he formed a question to ask Lytse for a solution to the T-brake problem. Otherwise, Evgan wouldn’t be able to control his descent.

      Lytse answered in the mid-range voice she preferred. “Thread the cable into the spare cargo pulley, then jam the number twelve screwdriver in it to create a wedge.”

      Damnit, he’d forgotten to tell her to reply privately instead of out loud.

      Evgan gave Pim a long, narrow-eyed look of speculation. “Are you pirate clan?”

      That stopped Pim in his tracks. He considered denying it, but the kid had been lied to way too much in his short life. “Yes. But we prefer to be called the ‘Volksstam.’”

      “What do the Volksstam want from Lark?”

      Pim appreciated Evgan’s strong sense of protectiveness. Loyalty like that would probably keep him in friends for the rest of his life.

      “The Volksstam don’t want anything from her.” He stepped up to the pilot station and checked the scanners. “I, on the other hand, want everything she’s willing to give me.”

      He hoped that would include her heart, seeing as he’d already given her his. He planned to tell her the first chance he got.

      But first he had to figure out what was threatening her, and how to get her out of a flimsy flitter stuck in the middle of a battle zone.
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        * * *

      

      Lark woke from dreams of flying to colorful fireworks on the flitter console’s display, and the sound of something tapping.

      The source of the latter turned out to be Rilya, awkwardly clinging to the slanted console with her talons and tapping the flitter’s door controls.

      “That won’t work.” Lords of chaos, but every muscle in her body hurt, even her tongue. “Clever Pim fixed it.”

      At least she remembered that she’d needed a brain reset, though she couldn’t remember what led up to it.

      Then suddenly, she did. “Shit!”

      She pulled herself up in the seat and tried to tap her earwire, but it wasn’t there.

      Rilya slid off the console with a squawk and onto Lark’s lap. She was clearly agitated.

      “Sorry, baby.” Lark reached for her talent, and was surprised to find she could feel it coming online. A glance at the clock display told her why. She’d been out for twelve minutes. A new personal best.

      Forcing herself to focus, she connected with Rilya. It took precious seconds to sort through the barrage of images and feelings from her, and thanks to the griffin net, the rest of the flock. It took more precious seconds to pat herself down to find where the earwire had gone and put it back in place.

      She tapped twice, hoping she wasn’t too late. “Pim, don’t you dare let Evgan slide down that cable in the dark!”

      “Lark! Are you hurt?” Pim’s preternatural calm seemed to have deserted him.

      “Sorry I scared you. My brain tried to fry itself, but I’m better now. Where are you?”

      “We had to abandon the cable idea. Hamza’s crew brought in high-low flitters armed with combat beamer arrays.” His voice had the flattened tone that suggested he was subvocalizing. “Right now, my shuttle is blending in at a construction site about a kilometer from you. The last troop transport is trapped inside the warehouse. The hostile high-lows are circling right over you and the neighboring buildings, trying for a shot at the transport. Kellyn’s Preserve patrol ships are harassing them while she waits for the reinforcements Air Div promised.”

      “I guess neither of us will be leaving anytime soon.” Just as well, considering she wouldn’t trust herself to fly yet. “How are you doing?”

      “Good, considering I have thirty-eight antsy griffins in my formerly clean and orderly shuttle. Evgan’s doing what he can, but he’s exhausted. I made him sit down before he fell over. By the way, he’s guessed about my family background.”

      “He’s good at those sideways leaps of intuition. Probably what makes him a successful thief. I’m sorry this trip has put you in danger.”

      “I’m not. It’s made me realize that keeping myself in stasis isn’t helping anyone. Certainly not my family. They don’t want me trading on my own because they’re too proud to admit they can't afford to operate the familiestam ships. But guarding past glory doesn’t pay the docking fees.”

      “I sync that. Waiting for the universe to provide is no way to live.”

      “Stasis isn’t helping me, either. They don’t value the things I’m good at. They still remember me as the null-talent kid whose outsider heritage shows by just looking at me. They see no reason to change anything, so I’ll have to be the one to do it.”

      His words resonated deep in her. A tide of emotions welled up. Anger at his family. A longing to be there with him, to make a physical connection with him. “I know I’m just a beschaafd outsider, but I still think your family sucks flux. They’re worse than mine, and that’s saying something. And just for the record, I appreciate your amazing talents and think you’re sexy as the night is long. But change like you’re talking about is never easy. Have you decided where you’re going to start?”

      “No, but I have some ideas.”

      She was so intent on their conversation that it took her a moment to realize the percomp on her wrist was vibrating, and had been for at least a minute. “Give me a sec. I need to check messages.”

      “Okay. I need to check griffins.”

      The darkness of the flitter, which had felt comforting when she first woke up, was beginning to annoy her. She preferred reading messages, but her cheap percomp’s holodisplay was impossible to see in the dark, and she didn’t dare turn on any lights. Not when there was an aerial war zone overhead.

      The percomp told her it had four messages starting five hours ago. She usually filtered out anything with an unfamiliar ping ref, but this was the same one each time. With more waiting looming on her horizon and nothing better to do, she played them.
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        * * *

      

      Pim decided that part of changing his life meant less waiting and more action. When he realized they hadn’t heard from Warleader Kellyn, as he’d privately dubbed her, he pinged her to ask for status.

      “Sorry, things have gotten complicated. Ground Div, Air Div, and Space Div are tangling over jurisdiction. Part of the warehouse collapsed with the fifth troop transport still inside. Someone told Director D’Vonr about our exercise, so she woke up every planetary government official she could find to get them to shut us down. The hostile high-lows are stolen, so we think they’re being flown by the theft crew. They’re shooting at anything that moves, so stay put. And tell Lark, if you talk to her. She dropped out of the secure net twenty minutes ago. I’ll keep you posted.” A tone signaled the end of the conversation.

      Evgan looked worried. “Is Lark still in trouble? The griffins feel her, and there’s no more flames.”

      “Sorry, I forgot to tell you she pinged me. She said something about her brain frying, but that she’s better now.”

      Relief relaxed Evgan’s features. “Probably needed to adjust her brain balancers. The griffins have a funny way of interpreting things.”

      “Brain balancers?”

      “Yeah, she said she was born with a broken brain, and that high stress can send her into sort of a fugue state. The implants help keep her on track. She wanted me and the others to know in case we thought she was chemmed or drunk or something.”

      His earwire sounded with Lark’s tone. This time, he remembered to route it to the shuttle’s speakers for Evgan’s benefit.

      “Bad news. Zeki Hamza has figured out that Evgan has betrayed him and is out for blood. He left me a series of messages. The first one politely asked to talk to Evgan since he carele forgot and his percomp at home. The last one from ten minutes ago is mostly incoherent screaming, but he knows we’re behind the warehouse raid. He wants Evgan back. He says he’ll burn down anything and everything if that doesn’t happen.”

      “He’ll kill me.” Evgan’s voice shook, and his light brown skin had an ashen cast.

      “Yeah, which is why he can’t have you.”

      Lark’s firm tone seemed to help Evgan gather his wits.

      “Pim, sorry to spring this on you, but what are Evgan’s chances for an extended visit to the Volksstam cityships?”

      “Strong, especially if I sponsor him.” It was an option he’d already been planning to offer. The current situation just moved up his timetable. “It’s one of those changes I mentioned.” He caught Evgan’s eye. “If you come with me now, it won’t mean you can’t come back, ever, but not for a while.”

      Evgan nodded, then ducked his head to wipe away a tear. When several griffins crowded around his legs, he crouched down and held out soft fists for them to brush against.

      “He says ‘yes,’” Pim reported.

      “Good. Second question. Can you take the griffins with you? I can’t keep them safe if Hamza isn’t just having a toddler tantrum because his deal got blown.”

      “He means it.” Evgan’s expression turned grim. “When he gets like this, anything you love or value is fair game, as long as it hurts you. He tells everyone my mother abandoned us when I was a baby, but I found out he blamed her when his first business failed, so he framed her for a government crime and got her sent off to the CGC restitution system.”

      That made up Pim’s mind. Yet another timetable item moving forward. “I’ll take the griffins as long as you come with us, too. You know the Volksstam will welcome you all with open arms.”

      Silence stretched.

      Gods of chaos, but he needed to be close enough to know how she was feeling. Or at least see her face.

      “Yes. And not just because of the griffins. I don’t want to lose you.”

      A tsunami of emotions crashed through him, but he’d save those for time alone with Lark.

      In the meantime, he suddenly had a seventeen-year-old ward and thirty-eight griffins to look after, and murderous thugs to evade.

      Nothing worth having came without a few rocks in the road.

      He’d come to Lark’s hoping for a new perspective. What he’d gotten was a new life, and he couldn’t be happier.
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      “And stop eating the upholstery!” Lark shook her finger at the guilty trio of griffins as she herded them down the corridor of Pim’s ship. “You’ve got plenty of food in your room.”

      This time she made sure the room’s door had fully closed before leaving.

      The recent whirlwind of challenges had left her reeling.

      Once the battle was over, she and Pim met at her farm like they’d originally planned. But they only had time for Evgan to corral the actual chickens into Pim’s already crowded shuttle, while she and Pim grabbed anything they wanted to keep and said goodbye to her little farm.

      Director D’Vonr at the Nature Preserve had somehow gotten a worldwide warrant issued for Lark’s detainment along with the rest of the raiders. She could have probably straightened that out in time, especially with Kellyn on her side, but vengeful Zeki Hamza was a glaring omission from the detain-and-restrain list. As long as he was free, neither Evgan or Lark would be safe anywhere on the planet.

      They paid the extra fee to the flitter rental company to leave it at the farm for the company to retrieve at their convenience.

      Evgan called his friends to tell them he was going on a trip to see the galaxy. Nessa promised to care for his pets until he came back again.

      In the meantime, Lark thanked Kellyn for helping save the griffins. Kellyn said it was a good thing that Lark was headed to greener pastures. She’d overheard D’Vonr scheming with a planetary government official to confiscate all the land up through Lark’s property and donate it to the Preserve. Kellyn hinted she was looking at greener pastures for herself, too. As a going-away present, she sent Lark a list of launch windows and vectors that would allow Pim’s shuttle to leave the planet without being noticed.

      The best bonus of all, though, was that by some miracle, a fat, soft-sided case full of anonymous cashflow chips had mysteriously appeared on Evgan’s bed. Meaning he would have his own resources in his new home, rather than depending on others.

      Lark looked up and down at the corridor and realized she’d gotten lost again. “Valk, please show me the way to Pim’s room.”

      “Certainly.” The ship’s AI voice sounded slightly amused.

      To her left, a bright arrow appeared on the wall.

      As she followed the glowing path, she marveled at Pim’s glorious ship. It was everything she’d ever imagined about the legendary Volksstam trader ships, and more. She looked forward to exploring it in the upcoming seven days of interstellar transit. But first, she and Pim desperately needed to talk.

      She hesitated at the threshold, taking in the sight of him. She’d seen him in various states of dress and undress, but this was the first time he looked relaxed. Comfortable in his loose caftan that accentuated his shoulders and caressed his hips. Comfortable in his element.

      “Permission to enter?”

      “Always.” He waved her in. “Griffin trouble averted?”

      “For now.” Unable to resist, she came closer. “I know I asked this before, but after everything that’s happened, is this the change you wanted?”

      He extended a hand to her, and she took it, reeling herself into him. The heat of him imprinted itself on her breasts, stomach, and thighs.

      “No.” He gently touched the side of her jaw with his finger tip. “It’s better than anything I could have imagined.” His arms surrounded her. “If I hadn’t come, I wouldn’t have seen the galaxy rise in the night sky. I wouldn’t have met the griffins. I wouldn’t have met you.” The weight of his words curled in through her ear and twined around her heart. “I love you.”

      His vulnerable honesty gave her the courage to reply. “I’ve never believed in love at first sight, but five days? That’s a different story.” Tears welled. “I know that’s true, because that’s how long it took me to fall in love with you.”

      Standing on her toes, she joined her lips with his. A kiss of tenderness. Of promise.

      They’d still have challenges ahead, but they’d be facing them together.

      She couldn’t wait.

      @@@
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      Ten years ago, Earth Government began turning wounded soldiers into cyborgs in order to terraform Mars. After a decade of hard, lonely work they are little more than the machines as which they are treated - until the arrival of female settlers awakens feelings they have almost forgotten...

      

      Dr. Sadie Tucker has spent her entire life in the pursuit of knowledge. That quest takes her to the wild Martian frontier, where her latest bioengineering project could revolutionize homesteading on the planet. She can’t afford any distractions - even though the big, silent cyborg ranger guarding her reminds her that she is a woman as well as a scientist.

       When the military sent Z-384 to Mars, he put his troubled past - and his humanity - behind him. He knows that nothing other than cold, isolation, and work lie ahead. But the intriguing little scientist he’s assigned to protect suddenly has him longing for a different kind of future.

       When Sadie and Zeb are trapped in a mysterious underground chamber, any kind of future seems impossible. With some unexpected help from Sadie’s bioengineered mole named Eglantine, can the two find a way to escape? And if they do, can a determined scientist and a lonely cyborg find happiness together?
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      Dr. Sadie Tucker turned on the video feed from the outside of the ship and watched in fascination as they began to descend through the Martian atmosphere.  The fact that Mars even had an atmosphere was something of a miracle, but after the deployment of the Green Magnetic Dipole Shield to protect the surface from solar winds and radiation, Earth Government had begun a successful attempt to terraform the planet. It was not yet complete, of course – that was why she was here – but an astonishing amount of progress had been made.

      “What do you think, Eggie?” she murmured to the small creature perched on her shoulder.

      Eggie chirped enthusiastically, and Sadie laughed.

      “Does that mean you’re ready to go to work?”

      Eglantine was a bioengineered mole, a prototype specifically designed to handle the conditions on Mars, including the low levels of oxygen and the sub–zero evening temperatures. Sadie was bringing her, along with hundreds of embryos, to Mars for the final stage of her project.

      As the ship settled on the surface, Eggie chirped again and hopped down onto the small desk, nudging the box containing her goggles towards Sadie.

      “Do you want your goggles?”

      She still wasn’t quite sure why Eggie was so fond of her goggles. Her eyesight was already far superior to that of the mole species who had provided the original biological material. The goggles could be used to issue simple commands, but their primary purpose was to record and transmit information back to a central receiving station so the resulting data could be collected and studied.

      Picking up the goggles, she fitted them gently over Eggie’s nose, locking them into the implants on either side of her face. Eggie chirped happily before climbing back up Sadie’s arm to her favorite perch on her shoulder, and Sadie smiled.

      “I guess that means you’re ready to go. I suppose I am too.”

      She picked up the small bag she had packed earlier that day and did a quick check of the cabin to make sure she hadn’t left anything behind. It didn’t take long. She had brought very little – she’d had very little to bring. She’d gone directly from a cramped college dorm to the only slightly larger rooms provided for the scientists working at the GenCon lab.

      Her salary had been large enough to afford her own place, even in Earth’s extremely competitive and expensive housing market, but since all of her waking hours were spent at the lab, she’d never seen the point. Her lack of material possessions wasn’t important. What was important was the small creature sitting on her shoulder and the thousands of embryos carefully stored in the cargo hold of the ship.

      “Let’s go make sure that your sisters have arrived safely.”

      Eggie chirped an agreement and they joined the flow of people leaving the ship. Although there were other scientists on board, the majority of passengers were homesteaders, eager to leave an overcrowded Earth behind and create a new life for themselves on Mars despite the risks. Most of them were male, but a surprising number of females were also on board. Some of them were with their husbands, but others were ready to take on the challenge by themselves.

      In addition, there were several mail order brides coming to meet their future husbands. Sadie couldn’t imagine traveling all this distance to marry a man she’d never met, but then again, she’d never had any desire to get married. As far as she could tell, marriage was only a source of pain. Her mother’s unhappy face flashed before her eyes. A small paw patted her neck as Eggie responded to Sadie’s sadness.

      She would have been so excited to know I was on Mars, she thought wistfully. Her mother had always been so proud of her accomplishments. But then if her mother had still been alive, she would never have considered leaving Earth.

      Shaking off the unhappy memory, she slung her bag over her shoulder and followed the other passengers down the landing ramp. The ship had settled inside a huge dome covered with orange dust and rather disappointingly, there was no view of the surface she’d seen during their descent. People were being directed towards various exit doors, but she ignored them and walked around the ship to where the contents of the cargo hold were being unloaded.

      “You shouldn’t be back here, missy.” The grizzled older man overseeing the unloading process frowned at her.

      “I’m Dr. Tucker. I was just checking on my shipment.”

      He consulted the tablet he was holding, then nodded and pointed at a stack of white containers. “Over there with the other scientific supplies. Says here to put it in the GenCon holding area,” he added doubtfully.

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      One of the largest corporations on Earth, GenCon had worked closely with Earth Government on the original terraforming and settlement of Mars, contributing both financial and scientific resources. Unfortunately, their motives had not been entirely honest. When their plans were revealed, the part of the company on Earth had been placed under strict government control. But thanks in no small part to Serena Gatling, the woman she was here to see, the Martian arm of the company had maintained a working relationship with the newly organized government of Mars.

      “I work for GenCon,” she said calmly, even though she knew many of the Martians still regarded the company with suspicion.

      The overseer looked even more doubtful but after studying her face, he nodded again. “I’ll make sure it’s delivered safely. You’ll have to go out through the hangar. Door B.”

      She hesitated, not quite willing to let the precious containers out of her sight, and Eggie chirped. The old man gave her a curious look and Eggie looked back, her head tilted to one side. He suddenly smiled, his face lightening.

      “And who’s this?”

      “This is Eglantine.”

      “Pleased to meet ya, Miss Eglantine. Name’s Cyrus.”

      Eggie chirped, and Sadie laughed. “I think she’s pleased to meet you too. Her sisters are in those containers.”

      “I promise I’ll take good care of your family, Miss Eglantine,” he said solemnly. “Now you go on, missy. I expect there’s someone waiting for you.”

      He was right. A very officious young man was holding up a card with her name when she followed the signs to Door B.

      “You’re Dr. Tucker?” he asked disbelievingly when she identified herself.

      She was used to the reaction – she knew she didn’t look like a scientist – but that didn’t make it any less annoying. Her genetics might have given her a gift for science, but they had also given her a youthful face and a short curvy body.

      “That’s correct,” she said coolly. “I believe I am supposed to meet with Serena Gatling.”

      As soon as she mentioned the woman’s name, the look of disbelief vanished as he tapped nervously at his tablet.

      “That’s right. And she doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

      “Then I suggest you take me to her immediately.”

      He led her to a small, two–person vehicle that looked rather like a golf cart with oversized wheels. When she climbed in next to him, he gave Eggie an appalled glance, but didn’t say anything. The vehicle trundled down a long tunnel carved out of rock before emerging at the back of a gleaming white metal building. It looked as if it should have been on Earth, rather than perched next to the wall of red rock that formed one side of the city.

      Before she had more than a quick glance around, he hurried her into the building and up a set of wide stairs to a reception area. There was no one sitting at the desk and he gave it a despairing glance before knocking tentatively on the inner doors.

      “Come in,” a low female voice responded.

      The young man’s hands actually shook as he pushed open the double doors to reveal a spacious, pristine office with an attractive blonde behind an enormous desk.

      “This is Dr. Tucker, Ms. Gatling. I’m sorry for the delay, but she was late getting off the ship.”

      Sadie frowned at him. “No, I wasn’t. I was checking on the shipment.”

      “As a reasonable person would expect.” Serena’s voice was cold and slightly mocking. “You may go now, Kevin.”

      The young man muttered something unintelligible and slipped gratefully out of the office, leaving the two women to study each other.
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      Sadie tried not to feel intimidated as she looked at the woman behind the big desk. She was wearing her usual coverall, neat and practical for working, but she suddenly felt like an unkempt school girl. Serena was the picture of icy perfection in a well–tailored navy pantsuit. Her silvery blonde hair was pulled back in stylish chignon, not a hair out of place. The only thing marring her perfection was a faint white smear on her left shoulder, but she ignored it so completely, Sadie didn’t have the courage to mention it.

      “You are the Managing Director for GenCon Martian Operations?” she asked tentatively.

      “I am. You will be reporting to me, Dr. Tucker.”

      Sadie waited for Serena to make some comment about her youthful appearance, but the other woman only gave her a cool smile.

      “I trust your journey was without incident?”

      “It seemed like a long trip,” she admitted. “But I used the time to study the planet as well as work on some additional protocols. I believe that if we increase the size of the grid –”

      Serena held up a hand. “Please spare me the details. I trust the people who work for me to know what they are doing – and to produce results.”

      Was there the hint of a threat in those last words? Sadie raised her chin.

      “I certainly hope to do so, but scientific studies do not come with a fixed time table, or a guarantee.”

      “Of course.” Serena inclined her head, looking amused rather than annoyed. “I –”

      Before she could continue, the door opened and a huge man walked in carrying a baby. Sadie couldn’t help gawking at the tiny infant cradled against the broad chest. He looked equally surprised to see Sadie and gave Serena an apologetic smile.

      “I’m sorry. Stanley wasn’t at his desk and I didn’t realize you weren’t alone.”

      Serena looked like a different woman as she smiled warmly at the big man. “That’s quite all right. This is Dr. Sadie Tucker. She is here to conduct those soil experiments I told you about. Sadie, this is my husband, John.”

      Husband? This huge intimidating man? No, not a man, she realized. A flicker of light beneath the skin of his arm revealed his true nature.

      “But he’s a cyborg.”

      “Why, yes. I had noticed.”

      Her cheeks flamed. “I’m sure you did. It’s just that on Earth…”

      Cyborgs were prohibited from marrying. Her words died out as she realized there was no tactful way to complete the sentence.

      Serena raised an eyebrow. “Earth Government has encouraged certain… prejudices. I hope you don’t share them?”

      “Oh, no. I wasn’t trying to be rude – I was just surprised.”

      Earth Government had realized in the early days of the terraforming project that they needed a physical presence on Mars, preferably unhampered by the need for environmental protection. Fatally wounded members of the military had been transformed into cyborgs and sent to Mars to perform the necessary tasks. As far as the government was concerned they were no longer men, but Sadie had never believed that – and her own experiments had given her no reason to change her mind.

      “I am glad to hear that,” Serena said coolly, turning back to her husband. “Did you need me, John?”

      “It’s not important. I just wanted to let you know that Ren is getting his first tooth.”

      “That’s wonderful.”

      Serena joined her husband, cooing softly at the baby, and Sadie felt an unexpected pang of jealousy. She had long ago decided that marriage and children were not for her, but the three seemed very happy.

      “I’ll join you in a few minutes,” Serena said, pressing a kiss to the baby’s head and giving her husband another smile.

      “We’ll be waiting.”

      He returned the smile and left, moving with remarkable silence for such a big man. Serena turned back to her, as composed as if there had been no interruption.

      “Do you wish to rest before traveling to the lab?”

      “No, thank you. I’m eager to get started.”

      “Good.” Serena activated a communication panel. “Please ask Z–384 to join us.”

      Another cyborg? Her confusion must have shown on her face because Serena explained.

      “He is one of the cyborg rangers. He will act as your escort to the lab.”

      “But…”

      Before she could finish her objection, the door opened again and another huge man entered.

      “Sadie, this is Zeb –”

      “Z–384,” he said.

      “Very well. Z–384. This is Dr. Sadie Tucker. You will be escorting her to the experimental lab on this high desert.”

      He turned and frowned at her as she stared at him in shock. He seemed even bigger than Serena’s husband, with wide shoulders and a massive chest. His arms were thick with muscle, as were his legs – no, leg. Only one leg was thick with muscle beneath his faded black pants. The lines of his other leg were different.

      “It’s a cybernetic leg,” he said, his voice a harsh growl that sent a shiver down her spine. Her eyes flew to his face. Not a handsome face – his angular features were far too harsh for that – but an oddly compelling one. Even his mouth was compressed into a thin line. He had gray eyes, striking against his tanned complexion and darkening now with some unknown emotion.

      “I’m sorry if it offends you,” he continued but he didn’t sound apologetic, he sounded angry.

      “Why would it offend me? Serena said you were a cyborg and I would expect you to have cybernetic parts. And Eggie uses cyber technology as well,” she added.

      His face grew even harsher.

      “You are comparing me to that… rodent?”

      “She’s not a rodent,” she said indignantly. “Well, I mean she is but she’s so much more than that. I’m sure you are too.”

      He continued to scowl at her – and it was a very forbidding scowl – but she refused to be intimidated. She lifted her chin and glared back. Neither one of them looked away until Serena broke the standoff.

      “Yes, I can see this is going to work out very well,” Serena said calmly.

      “Perhaps it would be best –”

      “I’m sure I don’t need –”

      Both of them spoke at the same time, but Serena ignored them both.

      “Yes, Dr. Tucker, you do need an escort. Your knowledge of Mars is only theoretical. And Z–384, you are quite capable of fulfilling this assignment.”

      “Of course I’m capable,” he growled. “But she is not suited for such a journey. She is so… small.”

      There was an odd hesitation before he said small, but she was too annoyed to pay any attention. How many times over the years had people, usually men, ignored or patronized her because of her size? She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him.

      “I may be small, but I’m perfectly capable.”

      His eyes flicked down towards her chest for the briefest instant. The expression on his face didn’t change, but she was sure he had noticed her annoyingly large breasts. Still, the fact that he didn’t stare was a point in his favor. Or maybe he wasn’t capable of being interested. His cybernetic leg had begun high on his thigh – was it the only part he had lost?

      Unable to help herself, she snuck another look. Oh my. There was definitely a bulge between his legs – a very large bulge.

      Serena cleared her throat, and Sadie snatched her eyes away from the evidence of Z–384’s manhood, sure that she was blushing. The other woman looked amused, and Sadie was quite sure she had noticed the direction of her gaze, but thankfully she didn’t say anything.

      “You’ll see Cyrus at the supply depot. And he will provide you with what you need for the trip.”

      “I don’t need anything.” Z–384’s voice sounded oddly defiant, and Serena sighed.

      “I doubt that’s true, but Dr. Tucker will require supplies. Unless you’re just going to carry her the entire way?”

      Despite the mockery in Serena’s voice, Sadie had a sudden vision of being cradled against that massive chest. To her dismay, her body actually responded to the idea.

      Don’t be ridiculous, she scolded herself. He’s a condescending jerk, just like all the others. But all the same, she knew she was blushing again. He growled an assent, then picked up her bag and opened the office door, gesturing impatiently for her to precede him. She couldn’t look at him as she moved past, but she was overwhelmingly conscious of the heat emanating from his body and a faint tantalizing scent of leather and spice.

      “I am sure you will find the journey most… interesting,” Serena said, her voice lightly mocking. “And I look forward to hearing your results.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she managed, still feeling off balance at the sudden rush of desire, but then she straightened her shoulders. She had a mission and no one was going to interfere with that mission – especially not an overly large, overly arrogant cyborg.
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      Z–384 swore to himself as he led the way to the supply depot. Why had he agreed to this assignment? Perhaps it wasn’t too late. Sadie – Dr. Tucker – clearly needed an escort, but there were other cyborgs in town. Surely one of them would be more suitable. But as he started running through the list of other rangers on duty, he found issues with each of them – G–721 was too young and F–438 too impulsive. T–269 was far too flirtatious. No, he would have to take care of her himself.

      “Can you slow down a little?”

      He looked down to find Sadie’s face pink with exertion from trying to keep up with him, and he was immediately filled with guilt. He had not taken her shorter legs into account. He scowled to cover his regret.

      “I said you are not suited for this environment.”

      She glared up at him, her face turning even pinker and her blue eyes sparkling with indignation. If she’d had fur, it would have fluffed out around her and he found his annoyance replaced by amusement – and desire. The same desire that had washed over him when he walked into Serena’s office and saw her for the first time. He’d known that he was to escort a scientist to a lab on the upper plain, but he had expected a male scientist. He hadn’t expected a tiny female with an innocent face, huge blue eyes, and a mop of short dark curls.

      Despite that innocent face, she had a body made for sin. The practical coverall she was wearing couldn’t disguise her lush breasts and generous hips. The fact that the top of her head barely reached his chest didn’t stop the unexpected bolt of lust that made his cock stir for the first time in years. The unwelcome sensation only added to his annoyance when Serena used his given name.

      “Zeb –”

      “Z–384,” he interrupted. He had no patience with the current trend for cyborgs to revert to their human names. He was no longer human and it would be foolish to pretend that he was.

      “Very well. Z–384.”

      Had that been mockery in Serena’s voice? No matter – her opinion meant nothing to him. Neither did that of the small woman glaring up at him as she crossed her arms over her chest. Didn’t she realize that doing so thrust her already generous breasts into even greater prominence? Once again, he tried to force his cock under control.

      “This has nothing to do with the Martian atmosphere,” she said. “I can’t help it if your legs are twice as long as mine.”

      “Are you saying I’m going to have to carry you after all?”

      He knew he was being provocative, but he couldn’t help himself. Her eyes widened before they dropped to his chest, and he caught the unmistakable sweetness of her arousal. Fuck. Determined to ignore her response as well as his own, he focused on the animal riding on her shoulder and scanning their surroundings.

      “Is the rodent coming too?”

      “I told you. She is not a rodent. Her name is Eglantine and she’s a very valuable prototype.”

      The little creature chirped at the sound of her name and Sadie laughed, her expression softening as she stroked her under her chin.

      He was suddenly, astonishingly jealous. How long had it been since anyone had touched him, let alone touched him in such an affectionate way? He wanted to snatch those soft little fingers away from the animal and place them on his own skin.

      “We need to get moving,” he snapped, annoyed at his reaction. He took two long strides before he remembered to slow his pace to accommodate her. They walked in silence for a few minutes and he could see her looking around as eagerly as her creature. He followed her gaze, trying to look at the city as if he were seeing it for the first time.

      New Arcadia had been built between the walls of a narrow canyon, then covered with an artificial dome to contain the atmosphere and help regulate the temperature. As the city expanded, additional domes had been added at each side. But despite the fact the city was continuing to grow, it still retained much of the original frontier appearance. Most of the buildings were cobbled together from a mixture of prefabricated panels, discarded parts, and blocks of the Martian regolith.

      Only a few buildings were formally designed – the GenCon headquarters, of course, and the new building for the independent Martian government. The rest of the city was a ragtag assortment of homes and shops and saloons. And people – far too many people. The city was much too crowded for his taste, but it had been his turn to return to the city for duty. He already longed to return to the open expanses of the Martian desert. At least this mission would get him out of the city.

      “How long will it take to get to the lab?” she asked.

      “I could do it in two days. It will undoubtedly take twice as long with you accompanying me.”

      She came to an abrupt halt.

      “Look, I’m not sure why you’re being a jerk, but you don’t have to come with me. I’m quite capable of following directions and finding the lab on my own.”

      This tiny female at the mercy of the harsh Martian environment, let alone the possibility of human predators? He barely suppressed a shudder.

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?”

      “No, you’re not going alone.”

      “Who’s going to stop me?”

      He bent down until his face was an inch away from hers. “I will. I was assigned to escort you and I never fail to carry out my assignments.”

      Her breath caught, and then a small tongue flicked out to moisten those perfect pink lips. Fuck. He immediately realized that he’d made a tactical mistake. He didn’t want to intimidate her – he wanted to kiss her.

      He could have sworn she started to lean towards him, but then her rodent chirped loudly and pressed her face next to Sadie’s. She jumped, then immediately stepped back, looking anywhere but at him.

      “Fine. You can come with me. But try being a little nicer.”

      “I’m not sure that’s possible.”

      He intended the words as a warning, but perhaps she recognized the truth in them because she gave him an unexpectedly sympathetic look.

      “Sure you can. I’m not that bad once you get to know me.”

      Since he was quite sure she didn’t mean exploring every inch of that delectable little body, he confined his response to an unconvinced grunt. She laughed and they set off again.

      “Why did you say it would only take you two days?” she asked a moment later.

      “My horse can maintain a high rate of speed for an extended period of time, and I do not need to stop.”

      Her face lit up. “You have one of the cybernetic horses? The work Dr. Abbott did with them inspired some of my own work.”

      “Your rodent is a cyborg?”

      “Would you stop calling her that?” The adorable scowl crossed her face again. “Her name is Eglantine.”

      “That’s a very large name for a very small animal. And you didn’t answer my question.”

      “No, she’s not a cyborg. She’s bioengineered, but her goggles use cybertechnology. Does it matter?”

      “I just wondered since you compared me to her – I mean, it.”

      He was deliberately provoking her, but this time she didn’t rise to the bait.

      “You know good and well I did no such thing. Are you always this sensitive?”

      “I am not sensitive,” he growled. His emotions had been lost along with his humanity.

      She gave him a clearly skeptical look but didn’t respond and for some reason, that only annoyed him even more.

      “Cyborgs do not have feelings.”

      “Of course they do. Eggie certainly does.”

      She slanted him a teasing look, her face full of mischief, and he actually found himself on the verge of smiling. Before he could make such a mistake, her attention was diverted by their arrival at the supply depot.

      “Oh, is that your horse? What’s his name?”

      “He doesn’t have a name. He’s a machine,” he said stubbornly, but he felt an unexpected pang of guilt.

      The horses were machines – robotic creations designed to withstand the harsh Martian environment and provide quick and versatile transportation. Yet, he had spent more time with his horse than he had with any other being. They had been together through raging sandstorms and frozen nights and there was a bond between them, even if he could not put a name to it.

      She gave him an exasperated look. “You really are the most annoying man –”

      “Cyborg,” he corrected, but she ignored him, already running her hands over the horse’s sleek metal sides and once again he found himself unreasonably jealous that she was touching another.

      “He’s beautiful,” she murmured. “How could you not give him a name? You’d like a name wouldn’t you, boy?”

      To his utter astonishment, his horse nudged Sadie’s shoulder with his head. She laughed with delight.

      “You see? Now what would be a good name… Maybe something to do with his color – Blackie or Midnight or –”

      “Soldier.” The name emerged from his mouth without a conscious decision on his part, but he immediately knew it was the right one.

      She looked up at him with those innocent blue eyes and nodded.

      “Yes, I think it suits him.”

      Fuck. What the hell was wrong with him? Naming a machine?

      “I still don’t think he needs a name,” he growled, and stalked off to find the supply master.
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      “What a grouch,” Sadie whispered to Soldier, her head pressed against his neck.

      “A grouch with exceptional hearing,” Z–384 said before he disappeared into the depot.

      Heat rushed to her cheeks but she refused to let him discourage her. At some point on their walk here, she had decided he was more bark than bite. Heck, who was she kidding? She knew exactly when her feelings had changed – when he bent down to lecture her. Their faces were only inches apart and she’d suddenly realized that she wanted to kiss him.

      Not that I’m going to do any such thing, she assured herself, but that moment of weakness had given her a new perspective. She didn’t think he was angry at her – he was angry at the world. Given the rumors she’d heard about what the cyborgs had gone through, she couldn’t blame him, but maybe she could help him remember that he was also human. Starting with his name.

      What had Serena called him? Zeb. Yes, she liked that much better than Z–384. She gave Soldier a final pat and followed Zeb into the supply depot.

      He was talking to an older man who she immediately recognized as the one overseeing the unloading of the ship. He peered at her from under bushy white brows.

      “Hello again, missy. Is Miss Eglantine worried about her family?”

      She heard Zeb grunt, but she ignored him, smiling at Cyrus.

      “She was quite sure they were safe with you, but it’s time to take them to their permanent home.”

      “Aye, that’s what this one was telling me.” He jerked a thumb at Zeb. “Understand you want a rover.”

      “I do?” She frowned at Zeb. “I thought we were taking Soldier.”

      “I will be riding Soldier,” he said stiffly. “You will be in a rover.”

      “But didn’t you say Soldier was faster?”

      “Yes, but he is not… suitable. A rover will provide oxygen and heat – and more room for your equipment.”

      The last argument convinced her. It wouldn’t be fair to expect the horse to carry everything. She sighed and nodded.

      “All right, Zeb.” She saw his face freeze, but she ignored him and turned to Cyrus. “Do you have a rover I can use?”

      The old man chuckled. “Sure do. Already fitted up with survival equipment.”

      Survival equipment? Even though she knew that Mars was still dangerous to human settlers, the term sounded rather daunting. Think of it as camping equipment, she told herself, then glanced over at Zeb. He was still staring at her, an expression she couldn’t read on his face, but the sight of that big, strong body reassured her. He might be a grouch, but he was a very capable grouch and she had no doubt that he would protect her.

      “That works out perfectly then. At least – we’re not taking it from anyone are we?”

      “Nah. GenCon keeps a stock of rovers for company use.”

      He led her over to the rover. About the size of a large pickup truck, it had an open storage area already loaded with supplies behind the enclosed cab.

      “Do I really need all that?” she asked doubtfully.

      He shrugged. “Probably not. Never hurts to be prepared. I’ll move some of this stuff around and put your equipment on the bottom since you won’t need it until you arrive.”

      “That sounds like a good idea. I’ll help you.”

      “You’ll do no such thing,” Zeb growled from behind her and she jumped. How could such a big man move so quietly? “Sit down and stay out of the way.”

      She didn’t appreciate the bossy tone, but when he effortlessly lifted one of her heavy containers, she had to admit that he was much better equipped than she was for the task. Only a few minutes passed before everything was rearranged. Once it was done, he looked at her and frowned again.

      “Do you know how to drive one of these?”

      “Isn’t it a little late to be asking that? If I say no, will you let me ride Soldier instead?”

      “No,” he said shortly, but she was sure she caught a flicker of amusement in his eyes.

      “Then you’re in luck. I do know how to drive one.”

      Theoretically. Her knowledge came from the virtual simulation on the ship. He didn’t appear convinced, but he retrieved one of the small breathing masks from the rover and handed it to her.

      “Put this on.”

      “But the cab is enclosed.”

      “Accidents happen,” he said grimly. “You should wear a mask anytime you’re outside a dome.”

      She sighed, but fitted it over her nose. The atmosphere had stabilized to the point where pressure suits were not required, but humans still needed supplemental oxygen. Unlike the cyborgs. Or Eggie.

      At least it was one of the small ones that left her mouth and eyes free.  Once the mask was in place, she went to the door of the rover and immediately realized she had a problem. Due to the oversized tires, the door was far too high for her to reach.

      “I thought you had experience,” Zeb grumbled as he came up beside her and pushed a button to lower a set of steps.

      “I do.” But I didn’t have to climb into the simulator.

      The bottom step was still a long way up and as she struggled to reach it, he sighed and lifted her effortlessly into the cab. His big hands spanned her waist and she could feel the heat of them even through her coverall. They lingered for just a moment and her mouth went dry. Even when he released her and stepped back, she could still feel them against her skin.

      “Thank you, Zeb,” she whispered, then closed the door to the cab.

      When he simply nodded and walked away, she counted it as a victory. She looked over to find Cyrus grinning at her. He gave her a surreptitious thumbs up before he turned to follow Zeb. They had a quick conversation and Zeb took the pack the older man handed him, despite his obvious reluctance. He disappeared through the big doors and returned a moment later astride Soldier.

      Oh my. The huge man dressed all in black atop the big, black horse took her breath away. Fantasies she hadn’t even known she had started spinning through her head. She was so distracted that it took her several seconds to realize he was gesturing for her to get moving.

      Taking a deep breath, she ran quickly through the safety check, then started the engine. To her delight, it worked exactly the same way it had in the simulation. The engine rumbled quietly as she put it in gear and she slowly followed Zeb towards the airlock. Cyrus grinned at her again as he closed the inner doors behind them. Then the outer doors opened and the surface of Mars was in front of her.

      She’d seen the images, of course, studied them both as part of her work and because of her personal curiosity, but they had not prepared her for the reality. A vast plain of orange and red sand stretched out towards the horizon, interrupted by oddly shaped rock formations. Craggy mountains stretched along each side like wrinkled claws.

      This close to the city they were surrounded by homesteads, but they looked small and insignificant beneath the infinite orange sky.

      “Mars. We finally made it, Eggie.”

      Eggie chirped, then climbed down off her shoulder and onto the dashboard, her nose pressed eagerly against the glass. She looked like a miniature version of the figurehead on one of the old sailing ships. Sadie smiled and stroked her thick, soft fur.

      “My little trailblazer. Now let’s go explore our new home.”

      She set the rover in gear and trundled towards Zeb. He’d been waiting with surprising patience but as soon as she came up behind him, he set Soldier in motion and led the way down into the valley.

      As they passed next to the homesteads, she gave them a quick, professional appraisal. The government had required that each settler plant lichen as the first step in building a new ecosystem, and it was clearly thriving. All of the homesteads had greenhouses, but she could also see the first signs of larger vegetation planted directly in the soil. If her experiments were successful, they would become even more prevalent.

      The claims quickly became more scattered and it wasn’t long until it seemed as if they were alone on Mars. The only sign of life was the big man on the black horse riding steadily across the plain in front of her, but that wasn’t the only reason her eyes kept going to him. He fascinated her, and not just because she’d had such a sudden and unexpected physical response to him. She wanted to know more about him – to know what had happened to make him lock himself away behind that fierce facade.

      “And now I have four days to find out,” she told Eggie, and smiled.
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      Z–384 rode across the plain, his ears tuned to the quiet rumble of the rover following him. He refused to turn around, refused to look at the beautiful – annoying – female driving it.

      “Why did I let her call me Zeb?” he muttered to Soldier. “For that matter, why did I let her give you a name?”

      One of the horse’s ears flicked back towards him but of course he didn’t answer.

      He sighed. And now he was talking to his horse. To be fair, it wasn’t the first time. They spent most of their time on patrol alone, just the two of them out on the high desert or climbing through the mountains, and occasionally a man – a cyborg – liked to hear the sound of his own voice.

      He’d been one of the first cyborgs sent to Mars to begin building the enormous power plants tapping into the polar ice caps. Long years of cold and dark that had finally ended when the first human settlers began to arrive and the cyborgs were given the opportunity to become rangers – the only law and order on the frontier planet. He had almost refused, but the part of him that had once hoped to improve the world by joining the military still lurked somewhere inside him. He had taken the job and Soldier had come with it.

      They were a good team, but that didn’t mean that the horse was anything other than a machine. Just as he had become a machine.

      “I’m not going to forget that,” he said defiantly and Soldier’s ears flicked again.

      The sooner they reached her lab, the better. He didn’t need – didn’t want – the feelings that Sadie was creating in him. He would take her to the lab and that would be the end of the matter. He’d probably never even see her again. His chest suddenly ached and he rubbed it absently. Were his nanites out of balance? That was probably her fault as well.

      He would just have to make sure and keep a distance between them. Determined to put her out of his mind, he tried to concentrate on the path ahead. Instead, his thoughts were filled with the memory of her soft flesh beneath his hands, the sound of her voice calling him Zeb, and the way her eyes sparkled with indignation. He was so busy trying not to think about her that the sun was beginning to set when he finally called a halt to their journey.

      He shouldn’t have let her travel for so long on her first day. Guilt swept over him as he dismounted and went to the rover. He expected to find her tired and drooping. Instead, she smiled at him, her face bright with enthusiasm.

      “This is so amazing. I can’t believe I’m finally here.”

      “You are not tired?”

      “Not at all. I’ve been trying to identify landmarks and tie them back to the images I studied. Do we really need to stop?”

      He almost smiled at her eagerness, but he managed to catch it in time.

      “The sun is setting and I need to set up camp.”

      “I suppose you’re right. I’ll help.” She started to climb out of the rover, then hesitated. “Will you help me down, Zeb?”

      No. His mind told him it was not a good idea, but his hands were already reaching for her. She leaned down and put her hands on his shoulders as he grasped her waist and swung her down to the ground. Fuck, she was soft. Her hands lingered on his shoulders for a moment even after her feet touched the ground and her sweet scent filled his head.

      She smiled up at him. “Sorry. Sometimes it’s a curse being so short. I wish I was taller.”

      “You’re just fine the way you are,” he said gruffly, then forced himself to let go of her waist and start unloading the supplies.

      Of course, she immediately came to join him, her rodent scampering along behind her.

      “What can I do to help?”

      “Nothing.”

      Her face fell and he instantly regretted his refusal.

      “There are ration bars in Soldier’s – in the horse’s saddlebags. You could feed him a few of them while I work on the dome.”

      “If you’re sure I can’t help you, I’d be happy to feed Soldier,” she said, emphasizing the horse’s name.

      “I’ve got this.”

      “All right, Zeb. If that’s what you want.”

      “And it’s Z–384,” he called after her.

      She waved a hand in his direction but he suspected it was acknowledgement rather than agreement. She’s more stubborn than I am, he thought, then turned his head so she wouldn’t see him smile.

      The entire time he worked on the camp – setting up the small habitat, starting the portable heater and the oxygen generator, and assembling the ingredients for a meal – he was aware of her petting Soldier. Once again her hands were on someone other than him and he found himself resenting his own horse. She was talking to him as well, but she kept her voice so low that even his enhanced hearing couldn’t make out most of the words, although he did catch his name.

      Perhaps as a result of his curiosity – or his jealousy – he had the camp set up in record time.

      “The dome is ready for you,” he said as he rejoined her. “I’ll prepare the food out here and bring it to you.”

      She and Soldier seemed to give him the same skeptical look.

      “You want me to go and sit in there by myself? I’d rather stay out here with you.”

      “It will get colder as the sun goes down,” he warned, trying to suppress the flare of pleasure at her words.

      “I have a thermal coat in my bag. I’ll be fine.”

      Before he could argue, she retrieved the coat, then sat down next to the stove as he started on the meal. Eggie climbed up on her lap and watched him.

      “Why is the rodent wearing goggles?”

      “Because Eglantine likes them, don’t you, sweetheart?” She looked up and laughed at his expression, her eyes sparkling. “I’m sure you’re about to tell me that she isn’t capable of expressing a preference, but she knows where they’re stored and she’ll push the box at me when she wants them.”

      “What are they for?”

      “Primarily to record information about the area beneath the surface, but I think she picks up on some of that additional input.”

      He added the dried rations to his pot and stirred them around.

      “You said she was a prototype?”

      “Exactly. You probably know that there are a number of problems with farming on Mars. The lack of water and the temperature swings are two of them, but both of those are fairly easy to solve. The soil density and the lack of nutrients are harder problems. Eggie is designed to travel through the soil, loosening it and leaving traces of organic material to enrich the soil. If it works, it will move up the timetable for producing directly from the soil by several years.”

      He looked around at the desert, shadowy and mysterious in the last rays of the sun.

      “I think I would miss this if Mars became a farm planet.”

      “I understand – it has its own kind of beauty, doesn’t it?” Her gaze followed his. “But don’t worry – that wouldn’t happen for multiple generations. My project is more about allowing the settlers to be self–sufficient and not dependent on Earth. You should never have to rely on others.”

      There was the faintest hint of bitterness in her voice, but before he could decide whether or not to ask her about it, she changed the subject.

      “What are you making for dinner?” She gave him a rueful smile. “I’m not much of a cook.”

      “I enjoy it,” he admitted, then immediately regretted the admission. He turned the subject back to her experiment.

      She was quite happy to talk about it and chatted cheerfully while they ate. He noticed that she never mentioned her life on Earth and he finally asked her about it.

      “Why did you decide to come to Mars?”

      “To oversee the final stage of the project.”

      “Even knowing that you could never return to Earth?”

      A shadow crossed her face. “There was nothing there for me. Why did you volunteer to become a cyborg?”

      He hesitated. “It is part of a standard military contract, in the event of a fatal injury.”

      “I’m so sorry, Zeb.”

      She put a sympathetic hand on his arm and for the first time he realized how close they were sitting. He wanted to demand that she leave her hand there, that she stroke him the way she stroked Soldier and Eggie. Instead, he rose and gathered their plates.

      “You should go into the dome before it gets any colder.”

      She shook her head. “I’ll wait for you.”

      He gripped the plate so tightly he felt the metal bend. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll wait until you’re ready for bed too.”

      She wanted to share her bed with him? Visions of those soft curves pressed against him danced through his head and all the blood in his body raced straight to his cock. No, he told himself. I have to keep my distance.

      “I do not plan on entering the dome,” he said stiffly.

      “Why ever not?”

      “It is for you. I do not need the protection.”

      “Don’t be silly. You may not need it, but you can’t tell me you’d rather sit out here in the cold and dark by yourself.”

      Fuck, no. He’d rather be in the dome with her warm little body tucked against his. But it wouldn’t last, and it would make it so much harder to go back to being alone.

      He managed to shrug. “I’m used to it.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t be.” She crossed her arms over her chest and gave him a defiant look. “And if you aren’t going to use the dome, neither am I.”

      Despite his best intentions, his eyes dropped to where her breasts swelled over her crossed arms. His cock was so hard it ached.

      “You cannot stay out here.”

      “Then you’d better come in the dome with me.” She leaned towards him. “Please, Zeb. I don’t want to be by myself.”

      “Very well,” he finally agreed. I’ll wait until she goes to sleep and then leave.

      Her smile lit up her face, radiantly beautiful in the flickering glow from the stove.

      “Thank you. You’ll see – it will be just fine.”

      He suspected it would be more like torture, but he nodded anyway.
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      Determined not to let Zeb back out of their agreement, Sadie waited while he scrubbed their plates with sand and put away the cooking equipment. She did her best not to shiver, even though it was growing colder by the moment, but she wasn’t entirely successful. He looked at her and growled.

      “Stop being foolish and get in the dome.”

      “Not without you,” she said, trying not to let her teeth chatter.

      “I said I would join you.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      She held out her hand to him. He stared at it and she was about to let it drop when he wrapped his much larger hand around hers, then swore.

      “Your hands are like ice. Inside. Now.”

      Since he was still holding her hand, she let him pull her up and tug her over to the dome. Eggie had fallen asleep on her lap and she squeaked a protest when Sadie picked her up.

      “You can go back to sleep in just a minute,” she promised as they entered the small airlock.

      The space was tiny enough that she was almost pressed against Zeb’s body and she breathed in his rich, masculine scent. Mmm. Her nipples tingled and the ache between her legs was back.

      Did he realize he was still holding her hand?

      The inner door opened and he finally released her as a welcome wave of warmth swept over them. She shrugged out of her thermal coat, folded it into a neat bundle and then gently placed Eggie on top. Eggie turned around a few times, then nestled into the coat with a contented chirp.

      The inside of the dome was extremely compact. The portable heater and oxygen generator were tucked into a niche next to the airlock, with a small sanitary facility on the other side. A single sleeping pad topped with a thermal blanket was the only furnishing. Not exactly what she had in mind when she’d asked Zeb to share the shelter.

      “I will rest on the ground,” he said gruffly, following her glance.

      “That won’t be very comfortable,” she protested.

      “Comfort does not matter.”

      His words made her chest ache. What had happened to him that he no longer seemed to feel as if he even deserved to be comfortable?

      “You’d rest better if you were comfortable.”

      He shrugged. “Cyborgs need little sleep.”

      She wanted to argue with him, but she suspected it wouldn’t do any good. Besides, she thought, looking at the narrow strip of floor between her sleeping pad and the wall of the dome, he’s not going to be very far away. She made herself shrug, then started pulling down the fastener on her coverall.

      “What are you doing?”

      He actually sounded alarmed, and she hid a smile as she pushed the garment down over her shoulders.

      “I’m not going to sleep in my clothes if I don’t have to, and it’s warm enough in here that I don’t need them.”

      It sounded as if he groaned, but she didn’t look in his direction as she let the coverall slip down over her hips, then bent over to unfasten her boots. After all, it wasn’t as if she was naked under the coverall – she was wearing a bra, covered by a thin tank, and a pair of boy–cut panties, all in her favorite shade of pale blue. They weren’t fancy, but they were soft and silky and felt good against her skin.

      His hands wouldn’t be soft and silky, she thought, sneaking a glance at him out of the corner of her eye, but she suspected they would feel even better if he touched her. She didn’t need to look down to know that her nipples had hardened beneath the thin cloth at the thought. Still ignoring him, she folded her clothes neatly, then sat down on the sleeping pad. He was still standing by the airlock entrance as if he had frozen in place and she gave him an encouraging smile as she patted the ground next to her pad.

      “Are you going to sit down? Or are you going to stand there looming over me all night?”

      “I should leave,” he said, his voice strained, and she sighed.

      “We already had this discussion. If you leave, I’m going to get dressed and follow you back out – but I’d really rather not. Please sit down. I promise I won’t bite,” she added.

      His gaze dropped her mouth, and for an instant a hungry look crossed his face. She supposed she should be nervous. She was alone in a small tent with a man who was probably twice her size, but she wasn’t the least bit afraid. She was quite sure that he would never touch her unless she asked him – and possibly not even then, she thought sadly.

      “Please, Zeb. Sit down. You may not need to rest, but I do.”

      She could see the tension in his muscles, but he finally lowered himself to the ground. As she’d suspected, he ended up right next to her even though he tried to keep some distance between them. His cybernetic leg extended at an odd angle and she gave it a curious glance.

      “Does your leg bother you?”

      “No.” He hesitated, then added, “I was one of the earliest models. At that point, Earth Government was deliberately making our cybernetic parts visible so no one would mistake us for human.” He shrugged. “It’s functional, and that’s all that matters.”

      “I suppose so.”

      She settled back on the sleeping pad and threw the blanket over her legs. He followed every move, his eyes traveling from the blanket up across her waist to her breasts, lingering there for longer than he had ever looked before and once again she hid a smile. She yawned and stretched, knowing that it emphasized her breasts. She’d always found them more of an annoyance than an asset before, but with Zeb’s eyes on her, she felt sexy and attractive.

      “Good night, Zeb. I hope you sleep – I mean rest – well.”

      She deliberately closed her eyes and then held her breath, waiting to see what he would do. She had a sneaking suspicion that he would try to make a run for it as soon as he thought she was asleep, but he didn’t move immediately. Even though her eyes were closed she could feel him watching her and it was somehow both exciting and comforting.

      She wanted to stay awake, to make sure that he didn’t try to leave, but the excitement of the day and the long trip had exhausted her more than she realized. Her mind started to drift into unconsciousness. She was half asleep when she heard him move, and she tensed, expecting him to leave. Instead, he lay down next to her. She could feel the heat emanating from his body and she smiled.

      “That’s nice,” she murmured and rolled a little closer. They were just barely touching, but she could feel the muscular strength of his body against hers and she smiled as she drifted off to sleep.

      

      I should leave, Z–384 thought. Sadie’s breathing had settled into the easy rhythm of sleep and she wouldn’t notice if he left. Or would she?

      Her body was touching his, leaving a trail of fire down his side, and if he tried to leave, he might awaken her. Or at least, that was what he chose to believe.

      How long had it been since he was this close to a woman? Certainly not since he became a cyborg, and even before that, they had been few and far between. Before he joined the military, he had been well aware that most of the women who seemed to be interested in him were actually more interested in his family’s wealth and position. And after he joined the military, he’d had little time to indulge.

      He tried to tell himself that the impact of her presence was only due to its rarity, but he couldn’t quite convince himself. It wasn’t because it was unusual – it was because it was Sadie. He’d felt the connection between them as soon as their eyes met in Serena’s office. He would never have let another female get this close to him.

      She sighed in her sleep and tried to move closer, on the verge of slipping off the edge of the sleeping pad. He bit back a sigh of his own and rolled over, using his body to prevent her from landing on the ground. She made a contented noise and snuggled against him, branding him with those luscious curves. He didn’t even try to stop himself from putting his arm around her and settling her into a more comfortable position against his chest.

      The lush mounds of her breasts pressed against him, and he could feel the stiff peaks of her nipples despite the thin layers of cloth between them. His cock throbbed and he was almost unbearably tempted to push that silky fabric lower and discover every delicious detail, but he would never betray her trust in such a manner. Instead, he ignored the throbbing ache of his cock and simply held her. And despite the fact that he was painfully aroused, he couldn’t remember the last time he had felt so content.

      He allowed himself to rest.

      Several hours passed before he heard her give a soft moan and his eyes flew open. Was something wrong? Even though she moved restlessly against him, her eyes were still closed and he realized she was still asleep. He also realized that over the past few hours she had moved even closer and was now sprawled on top of him. One hand was up around his neck, and her leg was thrown over his, her hot little cunt resting against his thigh. She moaned again and wiggled against his thigh. He almost reached for her ass to help her move, but he was sure she was still asleep.

      “Sadie,” he said gently. “Wake up.”

      Her eyelids fluttered open and big blue eyes looked up at him before she gave him a sleepy smile.

      “Zeb.”

      Despite the nanites controlling his system, he could have sworn his heart actually skipped a beat.

      “You were dreaming,” he said, trying to sound stern.

      “Was I?”

      She suddenly seemed to realize the position she was in and her face turned that delightful shade of pink again, but she didn’t move away.

      “I guess I got a little closer. You make a very good pillow even though you’re not very soft.”

      “I am not soft at all,” he growled

      Her leg flexed, brushing against the erection that refused to go away, and she grinned.

      “No, you’re definitely hard.”

      “Are you trying to torment me?”

      Her teasing smile vanished. “No, Zeb. I’m trying to get you to enjoy yourself. To remember that you’re still a man.”

      “I’m a cyborg,” he said stubbornly.

      She shrugged, her breasts moving tantalizingly against his chest.

      “I didn’t say you weren’t. But that doesn’t mean you’re not also a man with feelings and… desires.”

      Her leg moved again, and this time he was sure she deliberately rubbed it against the hard ridge of his cock. The brief contact sent a surge of desire through his system and he growled.

      “You are not playing fair.”

      Her eyes sparkled. “Maybe not. Is it working?”

      “Yes,” he admitted as he finally allowed his hand to close over the lush curve of her ass. Fuck, she felt good. From the increased scent of her arousal, she seemed to like it as well.

      “Maybe we should try something else,” she whispered.

      This is a bad idea, he told himself, but he couldn’t stop himself from asking.

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “Kiss me, Zeb. Please.”

      He didn’t know if it was the sound of his name or the hopeful look in her big eyes, but he couldn’t refuse her. He pulled her further up his chest, suppressing a groan as her leg dragged along his cock, and then he kissed her.

      Her mouth was as small and sweet and perfect as he had anticipated and he lost himself in the kiss. She responded just as eagerly, her tongue darting out to tease his as she squirmed against him. All those dark lonely years disappeared as hunger took over and he rolled her on her back. Both of her arms came up to circle his neck as she arched against him. He finally let himself do what he’d wanted to do since the first time she crossed her arms over her chest and slid his hand down to cover her breast, the soft mound almost overflowing even his big hand.

      She gasped encouragement into his mouth as he found the stiff peak of her nipple and tugged on it, quickly discovering what made her respond. She was squirming even more impatiently now, trying to rub that sweet little cunt against him and he couldn’t resist. His hand slipped lower, gliding beneath her silky panties to the even silkier skin beneath. Fuck, she was hot and wet. And small. A distant part of his mind blared a warning and he gentled his touch, running a single finger through those soaked folds. Even his finger seemed far too large but she didn’t protest. Instead she pushed against him, crying out when he found the hard little nub of her clit.

      “Oh God, yes.”

      She broke the kiss long enough to urge him on and he obeyed, circling the swollen bud until her whole body tensed, then pressing down on it. She shuddered, and he could feel her body pulsing against his finger as the climax swept over her

      He continued stroking her, prolonging her pleasure until she finally pushed limply at his hand.

      “Wow. I never knew it could be like that.”

      “You’ve never climaxed before?” A terrible thought struck him. “Are you a virgin?”

      She smiled and shook her head. “No, Richie Ballenger took care of that during our first year in college. But he never made me feel like that.”

      Satisfaction filled him. “I’m glad that I pleased you.”

      “You certainly did. Will you let me please you?”

      Her hand slid towards his cock, but he caught it just as those soft little fingers touched him. It took all of his willpower to pull her hand away, but he was afraid that if she touched him, he would never be able to let her go.

      “Don’t worry about me. Go back to sleep.”

      “Of course, I worry about you.”

      She gave an adorable pout, but her eyes were already drifting closed and a few minutes later she was asleep in his arms again.
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      Sadie woke up feeling wonderful, her body still humming with contentment. She reached for Zeb but he was no longer next to her. Instead, he was standing at the airlock, his hand poised on the control. He wasn’t looking at her and the muscles in his broad back were rigid. She had an uneasy feeling that he’d been standing there for a while, just waiting for her to wake up.

      “I’m going to prepare breakfast. You need to get dressed.”

      He disappeared into the airlock before she could respond.

      She sighed and picked up a sleepy Eggie when she climbed on to her knee, burying her face in the soft fur.

      “I guess he’s not a morning person.”

      Or he was regretting what they had done the previous night. From the tension in his body she suspected it was the latter, but she wasn’t really surprised. She would just have to convince him that it was okay to make her feel good – and for him to feel good as well.

      After using the sanitary facility for a quick cleanup, she put Eggie on her favorite perch on her shoulder and went to join him. To her surprise, he wasn’t bent over the stove. He was standing next to the dome, staring out across the desert.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Something about the sky feels wrong.”

      If he hadn’t looked so serious, she would have teased him about his feelings. And she knew what he meant. The sky had a strange, almost yellowish cast and it seemed to loom heavily over their heads, pushing down on them.

      “It doesn’t have the usual signs, but I’m afraid there’s a sandstorm coming. We’re too exposed here. I think we need to head for the mountains.” He looked over at the rover and shook his head. “That’s not going to have the necessary speed. We’ll have to leave it. You can ride with me.”

      “What about my equipment?”

      He looked at the two white containers, then shook his head.

      “If we take those, we won’t be able to bring the dome or any of the other supplies.”

      “I don’t care. They’re more important than a dome.”

      “The dome is for your protection.”

      “But it’s not necessary.” She folded her arms across her chest and glared at him. “My work is necessary.”

      In the end, they compromised. He left the dome and brought the survival pack Cyrus had given him, along with the minimal necessities. She stripped everything out of her containers except the communication equipment and the embryos. She could tell he still wasn’t happy, but he kept glancing at the sky and was obviously too worried about whatever was going to happen to continue arguing. He fastened the containers behind the saddle, then lifted her easily onto the horse’s back.

      She clutched the built–in saddle horn, looking nervously down at the ground. It seemed like a very long way down. But then Zeb mounted behind her and put his arms around her and she relaxed. She was quite sure he would never let her fall. She also noticed that in spite of the situation, he no longer seemed as tense as he had earlier. Taking action must have helped him put aside whatever had been bothering him.

      As soon as Zeb was in the saddle, Soldier started moving, settling into an easy lope as they headed for the mountains that flanked each side of the vast plain. Despite the circumstances, she found herself enjoying the experience. A cool breeze blew across her face, but Zeb’s big body kept her warm. She leaned back against him, enjoying the feel of all those firm, hard muscles against her back. His muscles weren’t the only things that were hard she realized as she adjusted her position and her bottom settled against his erection. It felt just as massive as it had the night before and she regretted that she hadn’t had a chance to explore him.

      Eggie had been perched on her usual place on her shoulder, but when Sadie settled back against Zeb, she climbed up to his shoulder instead.

      “Your rodent seems to think that I’m her personal throne,” he muttered, but she could hear the smile in his voice.

      “You do make a very comfortable throne,” she agreed, deliberately wiggling her ass against his erection, smiling when she felt his cock jerk. One of his hands left the saddle horn and came up to circle her waist, his thumb brushing teasingly at the underside of her breast.

      “You’re playing a dangerous game, Sadie.”

      The deep growl of his voice reverberated against her back and she shivered pleasantly.

      “Am I?” she asked innocently. “It can’t be too dangerous – it even has built–in seatbelts.”

      A little shocked at her own daring, she nudged his hand higher until it closed over her breast, his fingers automatically tightening on the soft mound as it had done the night before. Mmm. She shivered again as he stroked his thumb across her nipple.

      “Is this what you want, sweetheart?”

      “I thought I made that clear last night. You were the one who said no.”

      His hand stilled as his body tensed and she suspected he was about to release her. She quickly put her hand over his, keeping it cupped around her breast. She couldn’t have kept his hand there if he decided to move away, but he gave a muffled groan and his thumb stroked across her nipple again.

      “I am not human,” he said, his voice tortured.

      “You keep saying that but I don’t understand why. Being a cyborg doesn’t mean you’re not also human. But the term doesn’t matter. I don’t care what you call yourself – I like you anyway.”

      A lot. This proud, wounded man had already started to worm his way into her heart.

      “Sadie,” he groaned again, his hand tightening.

      She tilted her head back against his chest so she could look up at him – and a bolt of lightning split the sky open.

      Eggie squeaked and scrambled down off Zeb’s shoulder and dove into the specially designed pocket in the front of Sadie’s coverall. Zeb had already released her, leaning forwards with a grim look on his face.

      “Faster, Soldier,” he urged, and the horse took off.

      The easy lope was gone, replaced by a flying gallop that made her heart leap to her throat. She grabbed for the saddle horn again, even though Zeb still had his arm around her.

      “Don’t worry, Sadie. I won’t let you fall.”

      He gave her a comforting squeeze, even as he urged the horse to greater speed. More lightning flashed overhead, accompanied by the boom of thunder as they reached the base of the mountains. The steep terrain and rocky ground forced Soldier to slow down while Zeb scanned the slopes above them.

      “There. We’ll head for that cave.”

      The horse climbed nimbly up the slope but Sadie just closed her eyes and held on. She didn’t open them again until the echo of Soldier’s hooves let her know that they were inside the cave. It wasn’t huge, but even seated on the horse, Zeb’s head didn’t touch the roof. He swung down, then reached for her. Her knees threatened to collapse when she reached the ground and she clung to him until Eggie gave an indignant squeak and climbed back out of Sadie’s coverall. She hopped nimbly down to the ground and Sadie smiled as she watched her wander off to explore.

      “I guess the ride didn’t bother her.”

      “Did it bother you?” he asked, his face worried.

      “I enjoyed it until right at the end. Maybe we could do it again, when we’re not being chased by a storm?”

      “I’d like that.” Soldier butted his head against Zeb’s shoulder and he actually laughed. “I guess Soldier approves as well. What is it?”

      “I’ve never seen you laugh before,” she said slowly. It transformed his expression and he looked younger – almost carefree.

      “I haven’t laughed for a long time. I think you bring it out in me, sweetheart.”

      He bent his head and kissed her. This time there was none of the hesitation of that first kiss. He kissed her with a confident heat that left her breasts tingling and a low ache throbbing between her thighs. When he finally lifted his head, he started to say something, but another crack of lightning illuminated the cave. He gently set her aside to walk to the entrance and look out over the valley. Swirls of dust were rising from the desert below but of course there was no rain. As she went to join him, she didn’t even see the gathering clouds that threatened a sandstorm.

      “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know. I wish I did. But something about this just doesn’t feel right.”

      “How long do you think it will last?”

      “I don’t know that either, but I think we should plan on spending the day, and possibly the night, here.”

      “All right,” she said, but even she could hear the lack of enthusiasm in her voice.

      “You’re the one who insisted on bringing your equipment rather than our camping supplies,” he told her.

      “I know. And I’m sure sleeping rough never hurt anyone.”

      He smiled at her as he removed everything from Soldier’s back. “We’ll see if you feel the same way once the storm passes.”

      But despite his warning, he managed to make the cave, if not comfortable, much more livable than she had expected. He had brought the thermal blanket and he wrapped it around her while he set up the small portable heater at the back of the cave where the walls were closer and would reflect the heat. He heated some water to make tea, and they sat silently, chewing on a protein bar and sipping tea as the sky outside the cave grew thick with clouds. Soldier stood in the opening, silhouetted against the fading light, clearly on guard.

      “What is he watching for?” she asked softly.

      “I don’t know, but he frequently takes that position.” He shook his head. “We have been… companions all these years and I never thought to question why he did the things he did.”

      “There are rumors that Dr. Abbott, the scientist who originally created the horses, came to believe that they developed a type of sentience. But she never published anything to that effect.”

      “Is she still working with the horses?”

      She shook her head.

      “No, she resigned. But she lives here on Mars. I was hoping to meet her but she seems to have disappeared after she left GenCon.”

      “Ask Cyrus,” he suggested. “Almost all the supplies that land on Mars go through him. If anyone knows where she is it will be him.”

      “That’s a wonderful idea.”

      She gave him a surreptitious glance. He was sitting next to her, but only their arms were touching. She almost wished they were back on the horse so she was cradled in his arms again. Of course, there was always more than one possible solution to any problem….

      She gave an exaggerated stretch, making a face as she moved. He noticed immediately.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing. I’m just a little stiff. This rock isn’t very comfortable.”

      He hesitated a fraction of a second and then he sighed and lifted her onto his lap. Oh yes, this was much better. She grinned up at him, ridiculously proud of the success of her plan.

      “I do not believe that you ache at all, sweetheart,” he said severely.

      “But I do. Here.” She cupped her breast. “And here.” She let her other hand trail across her lap, delighted when his eyes heated.

      “You are an evil temptress.”

      “Really? That’s the nicest thing that anyone has ever said to me.”

      He laughed, his face relaxing. “I find it hard to believe that no one has ever called you a temptress.”

      “They really haven’t,” she said sadly. “I’ve spent most of my life surrounded by scholars and scientists.”

      On the whole, they had been far more inclined to dismiss her because of her appearance than to tell her she was attractive. The exceptions tended to be the kind of creeps she did her best to avoid.

      “Then they were fools,” he said firmly.

      “Now here we are, all alone in this cave. What can I tempt you to do?”

      His eyes heated again. “Almost anything, I suspect.”

      “Good. Then please kiss me.”

      He obeyed, his mouth devouring her as his hands caressed her body. She could feel his erection against her ass, and she pressed against him wanting more. A sudden wave of dizziness swept over her. At first she assumed it was due to her growing excitement, but then Zeb went rigid. Soldier neighed just as Eggie squeaked and scrambled up her leg before diving into the pocket in her coverall once more.

      “What was –”

      She didn’t have time to complete the question before the ground shuddered beneath them. With a loud crack, it split open and then they were half–sliding, half–falling down a long rocky slope into the darkness below. Zeb swore, wrapping his arms and legs around her and doing his best to protect her from the rocks falling all around them.

      She’d never been as scared in her entire life and a scream threatened to escape her lips, but she refused to let it. Instead she buried her face in Zeb’s neck and clung to him as she waited for the inevitable collision with the ground below. If she had to die, at least she wasn’t going to die alone.

      They seemed to fall forever before he slammed into something, the impact rippling through her despite his protective hold. She heard him cursing in a low, continuous stream as they finally came to a halt. He immediately moved, rolling them away from where they had landed, and she just had time to wonder why before a second wave of dirt and rocks fell behind them. She choked as dust filled the air and he pressed her face to his neck.

      “What happened?” she whispered as the air slowly cleared and silence descended, interrupted by only a few last falling rocks.

      “Earthquake,” he said grimly, his voice hoarse and filled with pain.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. Not entirely,” he admitted. “I have sustained some damage, but it will heal. I am more concerned about you.”

      She stretched cautiously, but although she felt bruised and shaken, nothing seemed to be broken.

      “I think I’m okay. You protected me. And Eggie,” she added as she felt the small body wiggle up out of her coverall.

      “It is, of course, most important that the rodent is safe.” His tone was ironic, but she felt him run a quick finger across Eggie’s head.

      “You know you love her,” she said, trying to sit up.

      He grunted, but he assisted her into a sitting position. Not that it made any difference to her ability to see – they were surrounded by pitch darkness. Her heart beat a painful tattoo against her chest as the full impact of their situation finally penetrated. They were trapped and alone, far beneath the surface of Mars.
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      Zeb tightened his arms around Sadie as he felt her tremble. She was a very intelligent woman and he suspected that she had just realized the seriousness of their situation. He had no idea how far they’d fallen, but he’d heard the rocks falling behind them and blocking their path.

      With the nanites in his system he could survive down here – not forever, but for an extended period of time – but Sadie could not. Once his leg healed, he might even be able to dig his way back up to the surface, but it would be far too late for her.

      No. He refused to accept that. There had to be a way out, and he would find it.

      “I wonder where we ended up,” she said, and despite her attempt to sound casual, he could hear her voice shaking.

      “In a cavern, I think.” If there had been even the slightest amount of light, he would have been able to see, but they were surrounded by total darkness. “Based on the echo from our voices, a good deal of space surrounds us.”

      “I don’t suppose you have a light, do you?” she asked, still trying to sound calm.

      “No, I… Wait a minute.” He searched the ground around him, trying to find the pack Cyrus had given him. It had been the only thing close enough to grab when the ground gave way. His fingers closed over the strap and he pulled it towards him. “I’m not sure what’s in here.”

      He fumbled through the bag before his hand closed around the familiar shape of a lantern and he pushed the switch. His eyes automatically adjusted to the soft glow, but Sadie flinched, covering her eyes for a moment before looking around.

      “You were right,” she whispered.

      They had ended up in a vast cavern, the far wall deep in shadow and the ceiling too high for the light to reach. He was more concerned about the long slope behind them filled with loose rocks and debris – and completely blocked. He suspected they must have slid down a lava tube, the slope angled enough to prevent them from simply falling to their deaths.

      Her face was pale and frightened, but she did her best to smile at him.

      “What else do you have in there?”

      He pulled out a thermal blanket, but they were far enough underground that the temperature was quite reasonable. Among other things, the pack contained a small supply of protein bars and a device intended to extract water from the air. It would be a lengthy process, but at least it would be something. It was all useful – but he didn’t think it would be enough to sustain her life long enough for them to escape the cavern.

      “We’ll have to tell Cyrus thank you. When we see him,” she said, her voice breaking.

      “We’ll do that,” he promised, hugging her to his chest.

      As he did, she shifted her weight and he couldn’t help wincing.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “I damaged my leg in the fall,” he admitted.

      “Oh my God. Why didn’t you tell me?” She scrambled off his lap, staring in appalled horror at the crooked angle of his leg.

      “I said I sustained some damage. It will heal.” He could already feel the heat as his nanites worked to repair the injury. “Although I do need to straighten it.”

      He tried but even though his back was against the cavern wall, he didn’t have enough leverage. He was starting to sweat with exertion when she made an exasperated noise.

      “Tell me what to do to help you.”

      He wanted to refuse, but he didn’t want his leg to heal crookedly.

      “All right,” he said reluctantly. “Just pull my ankle towards you.”

      Her face turned even paler, but she nodded and went to his ankle.

      “Hold on to it,” he warned, and twisted his leg. A surge of agony went through him as it popped back into place, but he did his best to hide it.

      “Did that work?”

      “Yes. Thank you, sweetheart.”

      “How long will it take you to heal?”

      “I should be mobile again in a few hours,” he assured her. Mobile, but a long way from his usual strength.

      She sat down on his uninjured side and he automatically put his arm around her as he tried desperately to come up with a solution. Once he could walk, he would explore the rest of the cavern, Perhaps there was another way out.

      “I think Soldier will go for help,” she said suddenly.

      He considered the idea, then nodded. “You may be right. I may not have chosen to acknowledge his personality, but I have always appreciated his intelligence.”

      “That’s good, right? He can lead someone here and they can rescue us?”

      He hesitated, hating to disturb the hopeful look on her face.

      “The truth, please, Zeb.”

      “I’m not sure if anyone would know that we’re down here. Even if Soldier brings them to the cave, what would they see? If the crack was filled with debris, they might not know to look below the surface.”

      “You mean we could be trapped down here.”

      “No,” he said immediately. “As soon as my leg heals, I’ll start digging a way back up to the surface.”

      He couldn’t bring himself to tell her that it might take weeks.

      “Dig,” she said thoughtfully. Eggie, who had been snuffling around the cavern looked up and chirped. “I wonder.”

      “Wonder what?”

      “Remember what I was telling you? It’s what she designed to do – to move through the Martian soil. If she can get back to the surface…”

      “It would let them know where we are,” he finished. “Do you really think she can do it?”

      “Like I said, it’s what she was designed to do,” she said slowly. A tear sparkled on her cheek as she looked up at the long rocky slope. “But it’s so far and she’s so small.”

      “We can wait and see how much progress I can make,” he offered, hating to see her so distressed.

      Her mouth trembled, but she shook her head.

      “No, by then they may have stopped looking for us.” She picked up Eggie and kissed her long nose. “Time for you to go to work, sweetheart.”

      She rose to her feet and carried Eggie over to the rock slide, placing her gently as far up as she could reach.

      “Go home, Eggie.” Eggie hesitated, and Sadie repeated the command. “Home, Eggie.”

      Eggie chirped, then dug at the dirt with her strong little paws and quickly disappeared. Sadie put her hand over her mouth and he saw her shoulder shake.

      “Come here, sweetheart,” he ordered, cursing his inability to go to her.

      To his relief, she obeyed and he held her as she sobbed against his chest. Her sobs finally died away and she gave him a tremulous smile.

      “I’m sorry for crying all over you.”

      “Don’t be. I am always happy to have you in my arms.”

      “Really?”

      He looked down at those wide, hopeful blue eyes and finally stopped fighting the truth.

      “I always want you in my arms. You’re mine, Sadie, do you understand?”

      “You’re sure you’re not just saying that because you think we’re going to die?”

      “No. You’ve been mine since the first moment I saw you in Serena’s office.”

      She smiled up at him. “It took you long enough to admit it.”

      “I was a fool.”

      “Yes,” she agreed, and then she smiled up at him. “And now that you’re not, will you kiss me again?”

      He was only too happy to obey. Ignoring her protest, he picked her up and put her back on his lap where she belonged.

      “But your leg…”

      “Is healing,” he said firmly.

      She put a tentative hand on his thigh, and her eyes widened.

      “It’s so hot.”

      “That’s part of the healing process. The nanites generate heat as they repair the damage.”

      “Does it hurt?”

      “Not exactly. It’s more like a burning itch beneath my skin – even though there’s no skin on my leg.”

      She gently stroked his thigh and his body began to respond. Her eyes widened as she saw his cock begin to swell.

      “How can you possibly be aroused now?”

      “How could I not be when you’re touching me?”

      She started to remove her hand, but he took it and placed it firmly over his cock instead, groaning with pleasure. She immediately tried to pull her hand away.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “Sweetheart, you are not hurting me. You’re making me feel better.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes,” he said firmly. “Now I believe you requested a kiss.”

      He didn’t wait for her to answer, but bent his head and kissed her, his hunger flaring at her eager response. Her hand was still on his cock and her small fingers tried to tighten around him. His hips automatically tried to rock against her hand and the pain in his leg flared, but he ignored it. Kissing her was far more important.

      “I want you, Sadie,” he growled when the kiss finally ended.

      Her cheeks turned pink but she didn’t hesitate. “I want you too. But we’ll have to wait until you’ve healed.”

      “No, we don’t.” He couldn’t stand to wait any longer. “Take off your clothes.”
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      Sadie froze at Zeb’s harsh command. Her body ached, more than ready to make love to him, but her conscience kept reminding her of his injuries.

      “But your leg…”

      “I told you it’s healing.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Please, Sadie.”

      “You’re sure I won’t hurt you?”

      A flash of humor crossed his face as he put his hand over hers where it still gripped his cock.

      “You’ll be relieving the ache.”

      Her heart was racing, but she managed to smile at him.

      “If anyone else said that, I’d think it was just a line to get me into bed.”

      She slipped off his lap and he let her go. His face closed down and she suddenly realized he expected her to reject him. She didn’t try to convince him with words. Instead, she began removing her coverall, just as she had the previous night. But this time she didn’t stop there. Her fingers shook as she lifted the tank over her head.

      “Fuck, you’re beautiful.”

      The growled words reassured her, and she reached behind her and unfastened her bra, then let it drop to the ground. His eyes traveled over her breasts, so heated that she felt as if he actually left a trail of warmth across her skin. She slipped her panties down over her hips and stood in front of him, naked, aroused, and more than a little nervous.

      “Come to me, Sadie.”

      This time it was a request, not a command, as he held out his hand. She gathered her courage and took it. He gently pulled her closer, then lifted her across his lap so that she was straddling him. The thick ridge of his erection, still covered by his pants, pressed against her damp folds and she shivered with excitement. Her nipples were so hard they ached. He covered her breasts with his big hands, tugging gently on the distended peaks, and she gasped, rocking against him.

      “So responsive,” he murmured as she arched her back, seeking more of that tantalizing touch.

      He continued working her nipples until she was quivering with excitement and on the verge of climaxing. Then he finally freed his erection and it sprang up between them – thick and hard and enormous.

      Oh my God. Another shiver worked its way down her spine. How could she take all of him? She tried to put her hand around him but her fingers didn’t meet.

      She gently stroked the silky skin and felt him pulse against her before he pulled her hand away.

      “If you keep touching me, I will disgrace myself.” He lifted her chin so he could look directly into her eyes. “Are you sure about this, Sadie?”

      “I’m very sure, but can we go slowly?”

      “Of course.”

      He obeyed her request, bending her back over his arm as he slowly, thoroughly worshiped her breasts with his mouth this time. He took his time, exploring every inch as he teased her nipples into swollen aching peaks. She rocked against his erection, her folds opening around his thick width as she grew hotter and slicker. She tried to move even closer, seeking relief from the building pressure, but he held her in place.

      “Maybe that’s a little too slow,” she panted, and he gave a hoarse laugh as he raised his head.

      “Are you ready for more?”

      “God, yes.”

      He put his hands on her hips and lifted her easily into the air.

      “Hold on to my shoulders,” he ordered as he lowered her down again, her pussy directly over the head of his cock.

      She obeyed, gripping the hard muscles as he pushed against her entrance. Her body resisted, overwhelmed by his size, then gradually began to open around him. God, he was big. And thick. Shivers skated across her skin as she was stretched wider and wider.

      “Relax, sweetheart,” he ordered, his voice strained, and stroked his thumb across her clit.

      A fiery streak of pleasure made her gasp and she opened a fraction more, enough that his cock finally slipped inside. Her nails dug into his shoulders as she tried to breathe. Even though she could see the tension in his muscles, he didn’t try to go any deeper, just held her suspended over the head of his cock as her body adjusted.

      She finally gave a tentative push and he lowered her a little further. The stretch wasn’t any easier, but then he teased her clit again and the pressure eased just a little. As it did, he let her sink further down over his cock.

      As he moved deeper inside her, his cock started to vibrate against the sensitive walls of her channel, until it felt as if he were stroking her clit from within as well as from the outside.

      “How are you doing that?” she gasped.

      “There are some advantages to being a cyborg.”

      She wanted to agree but fiery sparks of pleasure were shooting through her body. She pushed down again and that wide vibrating head scraped against her inner walls. Her climax rushed over her so hard and so fast that she jerked in his arms, his cock thrusting up another inch, two as she shuddered helplessly.

      His passage eased by her climax, he kept going, lowering her until she felt their bodies touch. She was totally, unbelievably full, her pussy still fluttering helplessly around his massive girth, but she’d done it. She’d taken all of him.

      Filled with triumph, she grinned up at him but his face was so taut it was almost frightening.

      “Zeb?” she whispered.

      “Control,” he growled, and she understood what he meant. He was doing his best to remain in control so that he wouldn’t hurt her.

      “I’m fine. More than fine. Wonderful.”

      “Yes,” he groaned, but he didn’t move.

      Maybe he needed a little more encouragement. She deliberately tightened around him as she leaned forward and licked his nipple.

      He roared and his restraint vanished, lifting her up, then thrusting her all the way back down over him. The sudden hard plunge sent another climax racing over her and this one never seemed to end, new ripples of pleasure shuddering through her each time he slammed her back down over that massive cock.

      One last hard plunge as he buried himself inside her, and then a hot rush of liquid filled her, hot enough that she could actually feel the heat inside her channel. His arms tightened almost painfully around her as he called out her name.

      She clung to him, their bodies locked together, as a series of smaller shocks washed over her until at last she was limp and boneless in his arms. He stroked her back, his big hand rough and soothing, and she felt him press a kiss to the top of her head.

      “Thank you,” he said quietly, and she smiled against his chest.

      “I’m the one who should be thanking you. That was amazing.”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “Because you’re the one who finally reached the man inside me.”

      A lump appeared in her throat.

      “Okay, now that’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me. But you should know that I’ve never felt like this before either.”

      She leaned back to look up at his face and the movement made his still embedded cock jerk inside her. It was almost too much for her over sensitive body and he must have seen her reaction because he carefully lifted her free.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m wonderful, but maybe a little overwhelmed,” she admitted. And the tiniest bit sore, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. “It’s been an eventful day.”

      “You – we – should rest. As soon as my nanites have healed my leg enough for me to maneuver, I’ll search the cavern. If there isn’t another way out, I’ll start on this end of the rock slide.”

      She cast a doubtful look at the long slope, thinking of poor Eggie tunneling her way through all that dirt, but she didn’t voice her doubts out loud. Instead she used one of the cleansing cloths to clean them both up. His cock was still half erect – and shockingly large even in its diminished state – and it jerked as she wiped the cloth over it.

      Despite her exhaustion she was tempted to explore further, but he tucked himself away before she could do anything. She pulled on her tank and panties, but didn’t bother with the rest of her clothes as she settled down next to him. The unforgiving stone floor made her think wistfully of the sleeping pad from the night before, but then he made an impatient noise and pulled her on top of him. He was infinitely more comfortable, but…

      “Are you sure I’m not hurting you?”

      “No,” he said firmly. “Now try and go to sleep.”

      

      Sadie settled down against him, but Zeb knew she wasn’t asleep. The feel of her soft little body against his distracted him from the burning ache of the nanites as they healed his leg, but it also kept him erect. He was more than ready to make love to her again, but he suspected she needed more time to recover.

      When she moved restlessly, he gave in to curiosity, eager to know everything about her.

      “You said you didn’t have any reason to remain on Earth. Didn’t you have a family?”

      Her body tensed almost imperceptibly and he was about to tell her to forget the question when she finally answered.

      “Not any more. My father died before I was born. He came from a very wealthy family. That was why my parents could afford the license for a child, but when he died unexpectedly, his family threw my mother out without anything. It was the same day he died.” Her fingers tapped restlessly against his chest. “She always worked two or three jobs to support us. When I showed a gift for learning, she worked even harder.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “She died.”

      The abrupt words echoed in the cavern and for a moment, he didn’t think she was going to say anything else. Then she sighed.

      “She didn’t even tell me she was sick because I was in the middle of writing my dissertation and she didn’t want to distract me. The day I graduated she was so proud. She put on her best clothes and dragged herself to the ceremony. I thought I’d finally be able to take care of her for a change, but she went into renal failure that night and died two days later.”

      “I’m very sorry.”

      “So am I.” She looked up at him with a shaky smile. “The only way I knew how to handle it was to work even harder. I chose GenCon because she used to tell me stories about Mars when I was little.”

      He stroked her back and she nestled against him.

      “What about your family?” she asked a moment later.

      “I have no family.”

      How could he tell her that his family had been just as rich, just as privileged as her grandparents? He’d grown up surrounded by every luxury and had joined the military in a fit of rebellion. Even then, his name was enough to allow him more privileges than the other recruits. But the one thing his family name couldn’t do was save his life when he was critically injured.

      Cybernetics had been the only answer – but it was not an answer his family was prepared to accept. He still remembered lying in the lab, fire raging through his body as the newly introduced nanites tried to heal his broken body, when his father appeared and stood looking down at him.

      Zeb tried to say something, but his body would not respond.

      “What have you done to him?” his father asked coldly. “He is no longer human.”

      Yes I am, he tried to protest, but the words would not emerge.

      “It was the only way to save his life,” the doctor said.

      “What life? He is a cyborg – a machine. He has no legal rights. He can’t even own property. As far as I’m concerned my son is dead.” The icy expression never changed. “Will he remember who he is?”

      The doctor coughed nervously. “We did not use the memory blocking procedure because we thought you would prefer that he retain his memories. Although it is still possible that he will not remember – his injuries were very extensive.”

      “I hope that is true, but if he does remember, tell him he is no longer a member of my family.”

      Then his father walked out. Zeb never saw him again.

      The doctors tried to wipe his memories after that visit. He wished they had succeeded, but the influence of the nanites in his system was already too powerful.

      He was renamed Z–384 and sent to Mars to work alone in the endless cold and dark. He shut off any memory of his humanity and did his best to become what his father had called him – a machine. He’d thought he’d succeeded, but perhaps the anger that had lingered for so many years had actually helped him to remain human. He suspected that Soldier might have helped as well, but it had taken Sadie to completely destroy the lie he’d been telling himself.

      He wasn’t a machine. He was still human.

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly, pulling him out of his memories.

      “Don’t be. Perhaps I was destined for Mars all along. For Mars, and for you.”
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      Sadie asked Zeb a few more questions, but so many of his memories seemed to be unhappy. No wonder he’d been so closed off. Her own life had been hard and the loss of her mother still ached, but there had been many small, happy moments along the way.

      Exhaustion gradually crept over her and eventually she fell asleep.

      Fell asleep and dreamed.

      In her dream she was someone else, someone not human who swooped and flew through the air with an exhilarating sense of freedom. Golden scales covered her skin, matching the wings that carried her aloft. Far below she could see the neat rows of the canals and the fields they serviced, but she was more interested in the male chasing her.

      He reached for her, his claws just grazing her ankle before she laughed and dove away from him. She heard him swear and laughed again as she started to climb.

      “You know I’m going to catch you, my love,” he called after her.

      She could hear the hunger in his voice and her body responded, the primal thrill of being chased heating her blood.

      “Are you sure?” She swooped close enough that her wings brushed his back, then danced away. “Only the finest hunter will catch me.”

      “I am the only one who will ever catch you,” he growled, and her breath caught at the dark promise in his voice.

      The desire to tease him disappeared and she flew higher, faster, feeling him growing closer and closer until his much larger body slammed into hers, pulling her against him.

      “Mine,” he swore, his eyes flickering briefly from emerald to grey.

      “Always,” she agreed, and then his fangs sank into her neck as they were locked in their mating spiral.

      Sadie started awake, the desire from the dream still heating her body. Zeb’s arms tightened around her and she looked up to find him watching her. For the briefest second his eyes seemed to reflect an emerald glow.

      “I had the strangest dream,” she murmured.

      “So did I.”

      “The dragons? Flying and… mating?”

      “Yes.” The look of hunger on his face matched the expression of the dragon’s mate.

      “That’s so odd.”

      “Yes,” he said absently, his hand probing between her thighs.

      He growled his approval when he found her wet and ready, then flipped her onto her back and raised her hips. He shoved her panties aside and buried his cock inside her in one long hard stroke. Despite the lingering excitement from the dream, she struggled to take him, her body resisting as he withdrew, then thrust again. The overwhelming stretch turned into a burning pleasure and she arched against him, urging him on as he fucked her with hard, demanding strokes. Her climax swept over her with sudden, shocking intensity but he didn’t slow down as she shuddered in his arms. Instead he moved even faster, plunging into her until all she could do was cling to him. As he finally exploded inside her, his mouth closed down over her shoulder and he bit her, the sharp sting sending her into another shuddering climax as he dropped down over her.

      “Mine,” he growled as he released her neck.

      “Always.”

      He hummed and licked the wound, and then his body tensed. When he raised his head, he looked appalled.

      “What the fuck did I do? I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I like it when you lose control like that.”

      If anything he looked even more horrified.

      “I never lose control.”

      “Then maybe it’s good for you.” She smiled up at him. “Maybe we should have dreams like that more often.”

      “Why do you think the dream had anything to do with it?”

      She debated telling him about the fact that his eyes had turned green but decided it would only upset him. Instead, she shrugged.

      “In my dream the male dragon bit the female.”

      “In mine as well,” he said slowly, his eyes going back to the mark on her neck. “It is a very primitive thing to do.”

      Despite his words, there was an unwilling satisfaction on his face.

      “I don’t mind getting primitive occasionally.”

      Her breath caught as his cock flexed inside her.

      “How occasionally?” he asked as he began to rock against her.

      “Maybe even frequently,” she whispered as she tugged his head down for a kiss.

      

      Zeb stared into the darkness long after Sadie fell back asleep. He’d turned off the light after checking the wound on her neck one more time. He still felt guilty about having bitten her, but there was a primitive part of him that loved seeing his mark on her skin.

      But as happy as he was to claim her, he couldn’t ignore the reality of their situation. They were still trapped below the surface, their chance of survival dependent on two artificially created animals. He found he had a surprising degree of faith in both of them, but so many things could go wrong.

      A distant scrabbling sound disturbed his thoughts, and he raised his head. Had Eggie given up and returned to them? He turned on the light in time to see her nose poke through the dirt between the fallen rocks, followed by her small body. His heart sank, but when she scurried over to them, he noticed a strap around her body with a long wire attached.

      “Sadie, wake up. Eggie’s back.”

      She blinked up at him, still half–asleep, then gave a choked sob when Eggie climbed eagerly up her leg. She picked her up and cuddled her close.

      “Oh thank goodness you’re all right. I was so worried –” She gave him a startled look as she discovered the strap. “What’s this?”

      “I think it’s hope. Let me see.”

      He carefully removed the strap and found a tightly rolled message on the other side.

      “They have a plan,” he said, relief filling him. “I need to reel in this wire – they’ve attached a type of stretcher to the other end and I can use the wire to pull it down through the debris. Then they can pull us back out on the stretcher.”

      He immediately began tugging on the wire. He could feel the resistance on the other end but gravity was on his side as he pulled. More rocks and dirt fell as he continued to reel it in and he sent Sadie to wait a safe distance away.

      “I can help.”

      “I appreciate the offer, but this is a job for a cyborg.”

      “But what about your leg?”

      “It’s fine,” he assured her.

      It had healed to the point where he could stand, and that was enough. He braced himself against the wall and kept working.

      

      Sadie pulled her clothes back on, then watched anxiously as Zeb pulled on the wire. She could tell his leg was still weak, but the powerful muscles in his arms were working just fine. She hated not being able to help, but she was smart enough to know that she didn’t have the strength. Instead she cuddled Eggie and prayed that this scheme was going to work.

      A sudden shower of rocks and dirt descended into the cave, followed by what must be the stretcher. Calling it that was somewhat of an overstatement. It consisted of a lightweight metal sheet with a curved end that would come down over their heads to protect them. It looked far too flimsy to support them both and she gave it a doubtful look.

      “Do you really think this will work?”

      “Yes,” he said firmly.

      She tucked Eggie into her pocket, and then they strapped themselves in place. He tugged on the rope, signaling that they were ready. The stretcher jerked, then began to move. As they climbed upwards, she realized that they’d left the light burning. I suppose it doesn’t matter now, she thought as the stretcher slid higher, looking back over the vast cavern. The light flickered, sending shadows across the walls so that they almost seemed to come to life…

      “Zeb!” She clutched his arm. “Look. Over there. Do you see it?”

      “See what?”

      “The dragon.” The more she looked, the more confident she was. A huge version of one of the dragons she had seen in her dreams, etched into the rock on the far wall.

      “That’s impossible.” But he was staring at the same place.

      “I don’t care – you see it, don’t you?”

      “I see something,” he admitted. “Perhaps a dragon.”

      They had reached the top of the cavern now, dirt showering down around the protective dome and the image disappeared from sight as they started to move up through the lava tube.

      “We should tell someone.”

      “Maybe not,” he said slowly. “None of the reports ever showed any signs of life on Mars.”

      “Which is why this is so important.”

      “This planet had kept their secret all this time – why reveal it now?”

      Maybe he had a point, she decided as they began the slow ascent. The darkness and the crushing weight of the surrounding dirt terrified her, but she buried her face in Zeb’s neck and tried not to think of all the things that could go wrong.

      It’s better than dying in that cavern. To distract herself, she tried to remember the details of the image, but it had only been a fleeting glimpse. Had she seen it at all, or was it merely the shadowy light and the lingering memory of the dream?

      The stretcher jerked to a stop and her heart skipped a beat. Were they stuck?

      “Zeb?” Her voice shook and he tightened his arm around her.

      “I’m sure it’s fine. They won’t give up.”

      After what seemed like an eternity but was probably only a few seconds, the stretcher began moving again. They stopped twice more and each time she had to fight down a wave of panic, but Zeb remained calm and reassuring.

      There was a last jerky pull and they broke through the surface into the cave, surrounded by daylight and the cool Martian air. The small space seemed to be full of rangers, all of them cheering as they pulled the stretcher the final few inches to solid stone. Only the rear of the cave had collapsed—the front part, including her precious containers, was still intact.

      Soldier pushed through the crowd, snuffling anxiously at their faces. Zeb gripped his neck and used the horse to pull himself to his feet, bringing her with him. He leaned his head against the horse’s neck.

      “Thank you,” he said, despite the presence of the others, and she echoed him.

      One of the rangers offered her a towel and she took it gratefully, doing her best to wipe away the dirt. Another ranger was talking to Zeb, and she gave the pair an anxious look. Zeb was still standing, but she could see he was using Soldier to help support him. An older cyborg appeared next to her. She didn’t know him but he had an air of authority.

      “He’s hurt,” she whispered. “His leg was injured in the fall because he was protecting me.”

      “I’m sure his nanites are already healing him,” the man said in a deep, reassuring voice. “But my wife will check on him.”

      “I’m fine, sweetheart.” Zeb limped over to join them, Soldier still at his side.

      She took his hand, but gave the other man a worried look. “Your wife? Can she help?”

      “Yes. Addie is an expert on nanite behavior.”

      Her eyes widened. “Addie Montgomery?”

      Expert was an understatement. The woman’s work had been instrumental in expanding the use of the nanite technology originally intended for the cyborgs.

      The man smiled proudly. “That’s her. We live close by and your horse came to us.”

      “Sadie, this is the Judge,” Zeb said. “He is the voice of the law in these parts.”

      “I’m retired now – call me Sam. Now let’s get both of you back to our habitat. Can you mount your horse?”

      Zeb started to nod, then sighed and shook his head. “I’m not sure.”

      “Then I will assist you.”

      Before Zeb could object, Sam boosted him into the saddle. Zeb reached down for her, but Sam ignored him and lifted her onto the horse. She heard Zeb growl, but she ignored it and smiled her thanks at the other man.

      “This is quite a horse you have here,” Sam said, stroking Soldier’s mane. “As soon as he realized he couldn’t reach you, he came for help.”

      She could see the marks on the rock where Soldier had pawed at the ground trying to reach them, and shuddered. Thank God he had.

      “We didn’t understand why he led us here, until your little friend appeared. Serena had told me about your mission.”

      Eggie chirped enthusiastically and Sam laughed.

      “My daughter Kami is going to be thrilled to meet her. Follow me and I’ll show you the way.”

      “That would be wonderful, but can we take my equipment as well?”

      Sam nodded, but insisted on loading the containers onto his big, black horse instead of Soldier.

      More horses waited outside the cave and after a brief exchange of thanks, the other rangers mounted and began to ride off. Sam climbed onto his horse and started to lead the way back down the mountainside.

      Zeb had his arms around her but he didn’t speak and she had a sudden attack of nerves. Was he regretting what had happened between them?

      “Are you sorry?” she whispered.

      “Sorry? Sorry for what?”

      “For saying that I was yours. I know we thought we were going to die and it’s okay if you changed your mind and –”

      “Is that why you didn’t object?” he asked, his voice stiff. “Because you thought you were going to die?”

      “Me? No, of course not. But I don’t want to pressure you and maybe you didn’t think it through.”

      “Sadie, I’ve been thinking about nothing but claiming you since the moment we met.”

      “Oh.” She knew she was blushing as she tilted her head to look up at him. “So you don’t regret it?”

      “No,” he growled. “You are still mine, Sadie.”

      “Good, and you’re mine.”

      His arms tightened as he dropped a kiss on the top of her head.

      “I can’t believe you were foolish enough to think otherwise,” he said.

      “It’s just that you were so quiet.”

      “I was wondering if it was too soon to ask the Judge to marry us.”

      Her eyes filled with unexpected tears. “Really?”

      “Yes. Will you marry me? I know it may be too fast and I will wait until you’re ready…”

      “I’m ready. I love you, Zeb.”

      He looked so shocked that her heart ached, but then his face relaxed and he gently cupped her cheek.

      “I love you too, Sadie. I promise I will make you happy.” Eggie chirped, and he grinned. “I’ll even make the rodent happy.”

      She laughed through her tears, and then he kissed her.
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      One year later…

      

      Zeb walked into the lab and found his wife staring pensively out across the experimental farm. My wife. The knowledge still filled him with immense satisfaction. The Judge had agreed to marry them as soon as they reached his home, and his wife and daughter had made sure it was a memorable occasion, no matter how rushed.

      After Addie had assured him that he was healing properly, he and Sadie had finally completed the trip to the lab. He hadn’t hesitated to resign from his ranger duties in order to stay there with her. He still wanted to improve the world, but he chose to do so by assisting Sadie. He believed in her work and what she was capable of accomplishing.

      “Feeling sad, sweetheart?” he asked, putting his arms around her.

      The experiments she’d run over the past year had been very successful – so successful that the first group of the bioengineered moles had been delivered to an assortment of homesteaders to begin work on their claims. But even though he knew she was thrilled by the progress they had made, he also knew that she hated to see the little creatures leave.

      “I suppose a little. But it will be nice to have some additional data as well.”

      “And you still have Eggie,” he said as the trap door in the floor opened and Eggie emerged. She had free run of both the lab and the surrounding farm but she never strayed far.

      He bent down and picked her up, stroking her head before handing her to Sadie. His wife cuddled Eggie closer, but she still seemed oddly distant and kept looking out at the farm.

      “What’s really troubling you? Are you tired of being out here alone?”

      The isolation of the lab and farm suited him just fine. He might have come to terms with his humanity, but he still preferred the quiet of the open desert. Sadie had seemed equally content, but perhaps she was beginning to long for company.

      They hadn’t been entirely alone, of course. Several other scientists had come for brief periods to discuss additional ways to speed up the development of actual farms. Cyrus had put her in contact with Dr. Abbott and the two of them communicated frequently, although they had yet to meet in person.

      Serena, John, and their son had also come to visit several times. Serena always seemed more relaxed when she was away from the city and she and Sadie had developed a genuine friendship.

      “Is that what you want?” he prompted when she didn’t respond. “To move back to New Arcadia?”

      “What? No, of course not. Unless you…”

      “Not at all,” he said firmly. “Now tell me what’s troubling you.”

      “I was wondering if I made a mistake making all of the moles female.”

      That was why she looked so troubled?

      “You told me it was to control the population, in case they began to damage the crops.”

      “It was, but now it seems unfair to deprive them of the chance to have children.”

      “Eggie doesn’t seem very deprived,” he said gently as the mole chirped happily under Sadie’s caresses.

      She smiled faintly. “No, I guess not. Maybe I’m projecting.”

      His heart skipped a beat despite his nanites.

      “Are you saying that you want children?”

      She turned and looked up at him, her blue eyes hopeful.

      “I think maybe I do – one at least. That is, if you –”

      He barely managed to remember to put Eggie safely aside before he lifted Sadie into his arms, kissing her frantically, thankfully.

      “Yes,” he finally managed to say. “Now?”

      “Are you sure?”

      He pulled her even closer, letting her feel the throbbing ridge of his erection.

      “I’m very sure. Now?”

      “All right,” she said, smiling up at him. “Let’s start a family.”

      A part of him thought he should take her to their bedroom, make love to her slowly and tenderly in order to celebrate the next step in their lives, but that part was drowned beneath a wave of urgency. He lifted her onto the counter, opening the coverall to reveal her beautiful breasts. Normally he would have lingered, given them the attention they deserved, but he couldn’t wait.

      He stripped off her clothes and freed his erection, then notched his cock at her entrance, breathing a sigh of relief when he found her wet and ready for him. Unable to wait, he plunged into her tight, welcome heat and shuddered, already on the verge of coming.

      He’d felt the slight resistance as her small body struggled to take him and he tried to force himself under control, but then her legs wrapped around his hips. She arched against him and he was lost, thrusting into her with fast, demanding strokes as she urged him on. He heard her cry out his name, felt her channel flutter around him, but he couldn’t stop, desperate to release his seed inside the body of the woman he loved so much.

      Fire streaked down his spine and he came so hard that his vision actually blurred. He could feel his nanites racing through his system, trying to calm his pounding heart and slow his frantic breathing as he collapsed over her, careful not to crush her. When he finally raised his head, concerned that he might have been too rough, she smiled up at him.

      “I guess you liked my idea.”

      “I love your idea. Just like I love you.” He ran his finger over the faint red line on her neck, the lingering trace of where he had bitten her. The sight of it always filled him with possessive pride and a tinge of regret. “My wife.”

      “My husband. I love you too.” Her eyes started to sparkle. “Do you realize I might already be pregnant?”

      He shuddered as another surge of blood raced to his cock. “It’s entirely possible. I allowed my seed to be fertile.”

      “Of course you realize that even a successful experiment has to be repeated in order to make sure that the results are correct.” Her face was alight with mischief.

      “Indeed. Are you suggesting that a repeat performance is in order?”

      Her channel tightened teasingly around his still hard cock.

      “Just to be sure.”

      He laughed and picked her up in his arms, smiling as he carried her out of the room and into the shining promise of the future.
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      About the Telepathic Space Pirates series…

      

      A Healer with a telekinetic Talent, Nayla Hikaru has spent the better part of a year helping a planet of telepathic killers overcome crippling emotional damage. Nothing has gone smoothly, and she fears she’s doing more harm than good. Now, with war engulfing the galaxy, she must set aside her research and answer an emergency summons for aid.

       Sevan Aros has spent his life as a highly gifted telepathic killer – a trained assassin, deadly even among his own kind, and lacking the empathy to form strong emotional bonds. Nayla has the potential to help him repair his damaged soul, but doing so makes his Talent unstable. He’s made the difficult choice to stay as far away from her as possible.

       But when both Nayla and Ari become embroiled in a plot that threatens Talented children, they’ll have to work together to save a generation of young pirates from an implacable enemy. They can’t do it alone, but with the help of a kith — a highly intelligent, telepathic cat — they stand a chance at not only saving the children, but healing their own hearts.
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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.

      



  




CHAPTER 1

      The hulking space station filled the viewport. One side of the hex-shaped hull looked pristine, showing not so much as a scratch from space debris. The other half was a twisted mess of metal and space junk, plasma scars scoring what remained of the starboard docking port and the structure that once occupied it, where merchants had peddled their wares to various cargo freighters, explorers, and deep space salvage crews.

      Nayla tried to think of this as exactly that: a salvage mission. Chimera Station was once one of the Commonwealth’s largest outposts on the fringes of the monarchy’s territory. The third largest space station ever built, it had been home to some fifty thousand people, with a transient population of another ten thousand at any given time.

      “I hope they were able to evacuate everyone.” She didn’t realize she’d spoken aloud until a hand touched her shoulder. She jumped; she hadn’t realized anyone was standing behind her.

      She knew without looking who it was. Only Sevan Aros of all of the Talented aboard this ship would touch her so casually, and very few would think to try.

      The psychically Talented Killers had been genetically altered and trained for generations not to feel empathy, an effort to make them more efficient soldiers, and one that had worked very well. Most of them didn’t often touch anyone, another factor that kept them socially removed from other Talented and made relationships difficult. Nayla was devoting the next several years of her professional life to helping them overcome that issue. She’d been working at it for six months, with very little to show for it.

      Ari stood at her back, a tall, broad presence that radiated warmth. His hand squeezed her shoulder in a way meant to convey comfort.

      “They had some warning,” he said. “Fareena’s forces hit Graton before this, and worked their way methodically down the jump lanes. Only a fool would have refused to evacuate.”

      Nayla was sure he meant the words to reassure her, but Nayla’s stomach dropped, listening to him recite the Alpha Queen’s latest assault on the Commonwealth. This attack had happened on the outskirts of pirate controlled space, the closest yet. It was only a matter of time before Fareena moved directly against them, and in the meantime, she was either taking control of Commonwealth resources, or destroying them.

      They could only hope that something remained of the station’s state-of-the-art med ward. They were far too late to help anyone who had been here during the attack itself, which had happened three galactic standard weeks ago. But if they could salvage some of the valuable equipment, it would provide the pirates with medical resources currently in short supply.

      “Time to suit up,” Ari said. With the station half destroyed, they couldn’t dock with it. They’d have to go in wearing space suits. Nayla hated wearing them; she always felt claustrophobic and somehow cut off from everyone.

      “Sure,” she said, forcing a smile. “Just let me check in with Sanah first.” Sanah had been the one to suggest this mission, having been to Chimera before and seen their facilities.

      Nayla had been asked to do this mission because she — and Ari and his brethren — were closest to Chimera, and she was one of the only people in pirate space who had actually trained on the rare and extremely expensive, fully automated surgical units they hoped to recover. Her adopted father, Hikaru Jiro, also known simply as ‘Doc’, was far too busy dealing with the actual war to come on a salvage mission. And besides, Doc didn’t completely trust the fully automated units for every task. He’d use them, of course, but he believed, and Nayla agreed with him, that a healer’s instincts still played a valuable role in medical treatment.

      Still, Chimera had been one of the last fully rated hospital facilities on this end of the jump lanes. The station sported two dozen of the fully automated units, as well as several other diagnostic tools that could make the difference between many people living, or dying in a battle situation, if — no, when Fareena brought the war to them.

      The pirates had a wide range of medical facilities throughout the colonies, but much of their equipment was woefully out of date, missing crucial components, or simply broken. Considering what they did have was largely stolen during raids on Commonwealth ships, that wasn’t all that surprising. Nayla doubted the average pirate thought about how valuable medical equipment was. They tended more toward luxury liners or merchant vessels when they took a ship.

      Nayla moved away from the viewport and pulled up her datapad. She sent a ping to her sister’s unit, and a moment later Sanah answered. A holo of Sanah’s smiling face, her riotous red curls pulled back in an attempt at a braid, popped into existence.

      “Finally!” Sanah said. “I expected to hear from you yesterday.”

      “We got a late start,” Nayla said. Some of her anxiety and tension eased, just seeing her sister. It had been too long since the two of them had enjoyed meeting in person, and Nayla missed her family.

      “How does it look?” Sanah asked, brushing a stray curl from her blue-green eyes.

      “Well, from the outside the medical ward looks intact. We won’t know more until we spacewalk across.” She swallowed heavily at the thought.

      “Spacewalk.” Sanah frowned. “That sounds dangerous.”

      Nayla sensed an argument coming. Sanah had a tendency to be over-protective, at least where Nayla was concerned.

      “I’ll be fine,” Nayla assured her. “I’m going in with an experienced team. They won’t let anything happen to me.”

      “I don’t—“ A high pitched shriek interrupted Sanah, and a familiar, small head popped into existence on the holo. Her dark curls adorably divided into two pigtails on either side of her head, Nayla’s niece, Tamari peered at her through the projection.

      “Hi, Auntie Nayla!”

      Warmth spread through her. “Hello, Tama.”

      The little girl was taller than the last time she’d seen her. Something glittered on the smooth, tawny skin of her cheeks, and a moment later the glitter glowed blue, then green, then orange. Tama clearly loved the cosmetic kit Nayla had sent a few weeks ago.

      “I love the colors!” Nayla said, clapping her hands together with a laugh.

      “Me too, Auntie. Wait…look now!” Nayla couldn’t see what Tama did, but the glitter changed to a deep purple.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      Sanah held up a hand, showing a similar purple glow in random spots across her own pale skin. “Yes, beautiful. And everywhere, Auntie.”

      “I mean, who doesn’t love color-changing, neon glow body glitter?” Nayla said, completely immune to the censure in her sister’s look.

      “Parents,” Sanah said dryly. “And kith.”

      Like her father, Tama was part Hunter, a type of Talented that bonded with telepathic animal counterparts known as kith. Rasa was a huge, spotted predatory cat, full name Rasalas, every bit as intelligent as a human. He would probably argue, more intelligent than most humans.

      Tamari giggled. “That’s not true, Mama! Rasa loves it.”

      An image of the cat, his white fur coated in bright orange and purple glitter popped into Nayla’s mind.

      Uh-oh. Normally she and Rasa had a friendly enough relationship, but she didn’t doubt the highly intelligent kith knew exactly who had sent Tama the cosmetic kit.

      “Rasa loves you, my little glitter fiend,” Sanah said, planting a kiss on the top of Tama’s head. Hopefully the big cat wouldn’t hold a grudge. Her eyes met Nayla’s as she looked up. “He doesn’t always have the same tolerance for others.”

      Oops. Fortunately, it would be a long time before she saw the kith again. Maybe he’d forget.

      “Rasa loves everyone I do, Mama,” Tamari said seriously.

      “He certainly cares for anyone who loves you,” Sanah murmured. Her daughter and the cat shared a powerful telepathic bond, so Rasalas would be naturally predisposed towards the people who loved Tamari and showed her affection, but he was still his own self. He had his likes and dislikes, and those didn’t always match up with those of a young child.

      At five years old going on ageless, Tama was the most precocious child Nayla had ever met. She also possessed a potent mix of Talents, from her mother’s empathy, to her father’s powerful telekinesis and teleportation abilities. It had made babysitting her an interesting experience, to say the least, but Nayla hadn’t realized until this moment how deeply she’d missed the little troublemaker. She rubbed at the sudden, painful ache in her chest.

      “Well, I love the new look, Tama,” she said, reaching forward like she could tweak Tamari’s nose through the holo screen the same way she did in real life. Tama giggled. “I didn’t know your Mom brought you with her to Tarsiss.”

      Sanah and her family normally lived aboard the pirates’ flagship, Nemesis, but right now she was planetside, visiting Tarsiss Prime, the colony world native to the Talented called Hunters and their kith. Something to do with war preparations, Nayla was sure. Everything seemed to be, these days.

      “Mama said fresh air an’ sun would be good for us,” Tama told her sagely. “Plus, Rasa gets to hunt. He’s teaching me.”

      Oh, boy. If he was teaching Tamari ‘how to hunt’, Nayla wasn’t sure what that meant. She pictured her tiny niece skulking through tall grass, stalking small birds or rodents native to Tarsiss Prime. She met Sanah’s eyes across the holo.

      “Ah…that sounds….interesting,” she said, not wanting to dampen her niece’s excitement.

      Sanah laughed, a hand on Tama’s shoulder. “Dem is keeping an eye on them,” she said, referring to her security chief husband. Dem was half Hunter, half Killer, and one of the most powerful telekinetics in the pirate fleet. He served as security chief aboard Nemesis, but in reality, he was much more than that. Nayla looked at him and saw an expert soldier and tactician, a General commanding on a battlefield. He was also probably the most dangerous person Nayla had ever met, and that was still true after spending the last several months on a planet of highly trained assassins.

      She was surprised he had joined his family on this trip to Tarsiss, however, figuring he would be needed aboard Nemesis, where the pirates’ rulers were strategizing the current war in the Commonwealth, and preparing for when it would spill over into pirate controlled space. Fareena might be targeting regular humans right now, but her ultimate goal was to take control of all of the Talented in the galaxy, and the pirates were the largest, most potent concentration.

      “That’s great he was able to get away,” she said. “You guys both work too much.”

      An abashed look came over Sanah’s face. Her sister was terrible at hiding what she felt.

      “You are on vacation, right?” Wasn’t that why Sanah hadn’t been available for this very salvage mission?

      “Mostly,” Sanah assured her. Nayla didn’t quite believe it.

      “Auntie, will you be coming to see us soon? Mama says you’re on a special operation right now, but we miss you.” Unable to hold still for long, Tamari was practically bouncing up and down in the holo. Nayla’s heart contracted as she realized how much more adult Tama’s speech sounded as she carefully phrased the words ‘special operation’. She was growing up, and Nayla wasn’t there to see it.

      “Soon,” she promised. She hoped she was being truthful.

      “Nayla.” Ari was standing with a crew of several others, all of them already suited up for the spacewalk. He held a suit out to Nayla, and she realized she’d stalled long enough.

      “I’ve got to go,” she told Sanah. “I’ll send you the details once we see what we have to work with.”

      “I look forward to it. Was that Ari?” Her sister craned her head as though if she looked just right, she could see beyond the holo’s range to whoever was behind her.

      “Yeah.” Nayla tried to ignore the heat that rose to her cheeks. She’d been pretty open with Sanah about her personal interest in Sevan, but now was certainly not the time or place she wanted it brought up.

      “Who’s Ari?” Tama asked.

      “A friend,” Nayla said. “He’s going to help me with the spacewalk.”

      “Oh, good,” Sanah said with a smirk. “So, he has a vested interest in making sure you’re safe.”

      Nayla rolled her eyes. “Bye, sis. Love you guys.”

      She signed off before the sparkle in her sister’s eyes could lead to her saying something Nayla would regret.

      She quickly stripped down to a thin base layer of underclothes, slipping into the space suit as Ari and the others waited. She tried to ignore the anxiety that was an uncomfortable knot in her stomach. What she wouldn’t give to have Tamari’s Talent right now, to be able to just teleport across the distance and inside the wreck of the space station. As rare and useful as her own biokinesis was, she’d give it all up in this moment to not have to venture out into the black, with nothing but a thin layer of nanograph and cloth between her and the cold death of space.

      Nayla tried not to be a fearful person. She’d spent much of her life feeling inadequate, thanks to the abusive way her older brother, Niall, had raised her after their parents’ deaths. To Niall, her rare Talent had been nothing but a tool he could use for his own political maneuverings. And Nayla hadn’t been a sister to him, but a vessel to be wielded. He’d kept her sheltered and cut off from the world, so that when she was finally exposed to it, many things had been overwhelming.

      Some still were. Niall hadn’t liked it when she’d reacted emotionally to the things he’d asked of her. His temper and contempt for normal teenage responses had trained Nayla to bury her emotions, instead of allowing them to be seen. She’d found that now, as an independent adult, she sometimes struggled with emotional regulation in stressful circumstances. Not ideal for a doctor.

      She hands shook a little as she struggled with the seal on the suit. Warm fingers closed over hers.

      “Nayla.” Ari’s voice had a rough edge to it she wasn’t used to hearing from him. She looked up, and inhaled sharply as she realized how close they were standing together. Somehow, she still hadn’t gotten used to him.

      Tall, with a powerful, fit body, and sharply masculine features that were arresting, Ari was distracting. His dark hair was shorter than when she’d first met him. It used to hang over his forehead, almost obscuring the cold, startling blue of his eyes — a hallmark of his particular type of Talent. But now it was short, and she felt it made his stare more penetrating, or maybe just more difficult to avoid.

      She’d felt an instant attraction to Sevan Aros, her first patient on this assignment. In the beginning, she’d ignored it. Mixing personal feelings with professional work was a bad idea, and at the time she’d been trying to divorce herself from the feelings she’d harbored for someone else. Despite his stated intention to court her, Nayla had found herself oddly reluctant to move forward. The two of them had been dancing around this attraction for months, and most of that was Nayla’s fault.

      Ari made his interest in her clear, and he knew the attraction was mutual. The Killers might struggle with empathy, but they were extremely observant, and when it came down to it, their Talent had some striking similarities to her own.

      Like biokinesis, they could sense physical changes in someone. That ability went beyond knowing when someone was wounded, or noticing a weak heart. Ari knew that her pulse sped up when he stood close to her like this, and he knew that her pupils dilated when she looked at him, and that when he touched her, her body temperature increased.

      He frowned as he touched her now, and she knew he was sensing the rapid beat of her heart, the shortness of her breath, and the trembling of her fingers. None of which had to do with attraction, and all of which had to do with her terror of what they were about to do.

      Nayla blamed her own emotional state for not noticing immediately that something was wrong. It wasn’t until Ari’s fingers tightened on hers that she looked more closely at him.

      “Ari?” she said, not sure what she was asking.

      His jaw worked. “You need to calm down,” he told her.

      I am calm. But she bit back the instantly defensive words. She wasn’t. Not really. There was no denying that the idea of the spacewalk had triggered a fear response, and her anxiety was elevated.

      Fear was something the Killers struggled to understand. Like empathy, their Talent and the genetic meddling of those who originally created it had made them practically fearless. Nayla had found in her time on the planet that there was no dangerous situation or task too great, that one of them wouldn’t plunge headlong into it if they felt it necessary. ‘Necessary’ could simply mean a better time on a particularly hazardous training course.

      To Ari and the others, a spacewalk was nothing. As simple as a walk across the street planetside, and about as harrowing.

      It was on the tip of her tongue to make some scathing comment about his contempt for her own emotions, when she noticed the lightness of his eyes. The bright blue had paled to icy and nearly colorless.

      Ari’s Talent was active. His Talent, the sole purpose of which was killing. Something was very wrong. She realized the others were all grouped on the other side of the large compartment, clustered together in a tense huddle that raised the hairs on the beck of her neck. There were twelve people on this operation, and all of them except Nayla were killers like Ari.

      Tension filled the room. For the first time since she’d come to Kraiht, Nayla felt truly, completely afraid, down to her bones. Were they affected by the same thing that was triggering Ari’s Talent? Or were they, people who didn’t naturally feel fear, afraid of him?

      Ari was considered special by his own people. Uniquely dangerous.

      His grip on her hands tightened even further.

      She trusted Ari. She knew he would never hurt her, not if he was in control. She was getting the distinct feeling that he wasn’t.

      Nayla. This time, he spoke to her telepathically. Even his mental voice was rough with tension and warning.

      She had to get her own emotions in line. For some reason, something about her fear was doing something to Ari, and maybe to all of the others. She might trust Ari, but she didn’t know everyone in this room. And she couldn’t take on this many highly skilled opponents if this exploded into violence.

      Trembling, Nayla took a deep breath and let it out. Then another. She swept her own Talent over her body, slowing her heart rate to normal and dissipating the adrenaline she’d been flooded with. She tweaked her neurotransmitters until she felt actual calm wash over her.

      Using her biokinesis to regulate herself was something she would never do under normal circumstances. It would be far too easy to develop a reliance on it, for one. A way to cheat her way around dealing with emotions. But this seemed like an extraordinary circumstance. The seconds seemed to tick by with excruciating slowness as she took each step to change her body’s responses, to dampen and control her fear.

      After what seemed like far too long an interval, she looked up at Ari. “Better?” she asked. Her voice came out nice and steady.

      He nodded. His fingers loosened their hold on her, but the color wasn’t yet coming back into his eyes. The tension in the room had eased, but it wasn’t gone.

      She risked a look at the group waiting to spacewalk. They were watching her and Ari with an unnatural intensity and stillness. It was creepy.

      Nayla forced her attention away from them. She couldn’t let herself get freaked out again. She had to stay in control.

      “What happened?” she asked. Her tone was sharper than she’d intended. This wasn’t just Nayla, Ari’s friend asking, but Nayla, the physician trying to help him to connect with himself and others.

      He shook his head “I don’t know.” He let go of her and stepped back. It felt like more than a physical distance between them. He started to say something, then stopped. “We need to get this done. It would be best if you stayed here. We can send you images of the equipment, and you can instruct us from here on what to take.”

      He turned away before she could frame a response. Stay here? After she’d come on this mission specifically to get an in-person look at the equipment?

      Ari. Nayla’s telepathy was not her strongest Talent, but she’d spent the past six months speaking this way with him, and slipping past his shields was usually second nature. She hit a hard, impenetrable mental barrier, and Ari kept walking.

      He signaled the others, and they started moving for the airlock that would take them outside.

      “Ari,” she said out loud. “We need to talk about this.”

      “Later,” he said. There was no room for argument, and with the others present, Nayla hesitated to push it. Many of them were still sending intent looks her way.

      Self-doubt crept in. Was whatever had just happened here her fault?

      Nayla felt that hint of nerves again, and ruthlessly controlled her body’s physiological responses until they vanished. Whatever had happened, she didn’t want a repeat of it.

      She watched them put on their helmets and disappear into the airlock, one by one. Forcing herself to pay attention to the salvage operation, she pulled up her datapad and connected to the comms in their suits. Not that they’d probably use them much. Telepaths tended to prefer that form of communication to technology, and it was likely more than half of what was said would be telepathic.

      The next several hours were some of the longest and most uncomfortable in Nayla’s life. She spent most of it pacing and waiting, listening to the occasional communications between the command crew on the ship and the salvage team. She only participated when Ari looped her in with a video feed to the intact medical ward.

      Normally, finding the expensive, top-of-the-line equipment intact would have been a celebratory score. A reason to get excited and thrilled with their luck. But all Nayla felt was a growing dread.

      She and Ari didn’t speak again as the team began the long, intense work of removing all of the equipment and tethering it to tow across to their ship. They spent three long days at Chimera Station, not just salvaging the medical equipment, but stripping the station of several other things the pirates could use and readily fit on the freighter they’d brought.

      Nayla tried each night to get Ari to talk to her, but he kept putting her off. She was so used to him being around every corner, everywhere she went, that it was a clear he was now avoiding her with purpose.

      He left every room as she entered, and ignored her when she called after him.

      For the first time since she’d met Ari, Nayla felt alone. She resolved that the moment they returned planetside and this mission was done, she was going to corner him and make him talk to her.

      She never got the chance. Hours after their return to Kraiht, she went looking for him, only to be told he’d been called away on another mission. He’d left without seeking her out, without saying good-bye.

      Ari was gone.
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CHAPTER 2

      
        
        Six months later

      

      

      Nayla probed her patient’s ribs, keeping her touch gentle. There was no flinch of pain, but she didn’t rely on physical tells, monitoring the area with her Talent. One couldn’t always trust patients to communicate what they felt, especially here, on this planet. Light blue eyes watched every move she made, and Nayla liked to think there was trust building behind the guarded distance of that gaze.

      Her own head was a little foggy this morning, owed to yet another night’s poor sleep. The two cups of coffee she’d already finished off weren’t helping. Her training sessions with Kesia were supposed to exhaust her enough to sleep well, but instead, she was just getting an impressive collection of bruises and sore muscles.

      Adding to her woes, winter was blanketing the city with cold temperatures, regular fog, and a near-constant drizzle of rain. Nayla hated being cold. In some ways, it was refreshing to experience the change in temperature and environmental vagaries of living planetside again, and in others, she missed the neutral consistency of shipboard life. There was an ease to living in the same regulated comfort every day. One that she couldn’t help but long for as she focused her Talent through the sleep-deprived muddle of her thoughts.

      Lightly, she moved her fingers from her patient’s ribs, up to the chest, and then down each forelimb. A faint, nearly imperceptible whine made her pause.

      Aha, there it was. Her Talent narrowed in on the hematoma and the swelling of tissue surrounding it. The bone was solid, though. No break.

      “It’s just a sprain,” she said to her stoic visitor, who nonetheless felt like an anxious observer to Nayla. She might not have her sister’s empathy, but she recognized hovering when she saw it.

      “Are you sure, Healer?” Rory watched as Nayla moved Allegra’s forelimb, gently bending it and then straightening it to test the dog’s level of movement. “She fell a great distance.”

      There was something more there; a subtle hesitation before Rory spoke. He was hiding something from her about the incident.

      “So you said.” Nayla had to bite her tongue to keep herself from asking exactly what kind of training Rory and Allegra had been up to. Whatever it was, she knew it would be something that seemed far too dangerous for a twelve-year-old boy and a dog that was barely out of puppy-hood. But that was daily life here. The people of Kraiht had an alarming tendency to shrug and ignore what many would consider risk to life and limb. To them, risk of death was good training, no matter the age.

      “She’ll be fine. She needs rest for a few days.” Nayla gave Rory a severe look. “That means no more training.”

      Rory’s face was more expressive than his adult counterparts. He frowned, his disappointment obvious. “But can’t you just…” He gestured, wiggling his fingers in a way that Nayla supposed referred to using her Talent, biokinesis. Or, as Nayla preferred to think of it, telekinetic healing.

      “No,” she said firmly. “If Allegra’s injury was severe, I would of course help her heal and recover. But Talent is not a shortcut to avoid consequences.” Nayla used to heal every injury to come her way. She loved helping people, and healing was her vocation. But eventually, one of the local elders had darkened her door. He explained in a flat monotone that by healing everyone, she was merely enabling even greater risks among the population. This inevitably led to more numerous and severe injuries, or even death.

      Reluctantly, Nayla could see the wisdom in that. She eyed Rory. “If I wasn’t here, what would you and Allegra do?”

      The boy scowled. “We would be removed from the training rolls and given classroom work.” By his tone, she could tell this was a fate worse than death.

      She hid a smile. “Is classroom work so arduous?”

      A shrug. “It’s boring. Allegra doesn’t like it.”

      Nayla looked down at the dog, so patiently lying on the examination table. She’d grown from a puppy into a dog, and the reddish color of her short fur had deepened to a dark mahogany. Her ears pricked forward as Nayla reached a hand out and pet the dog’s neck. The urge to heal her injury was strong, but Nayla knew by doing so, she wouldn’t be doing Rory or Allegra any favors. Both were young, and even more prone to taking chances because of it. Having to deal with Allegra’s injury would hopefully instill a little more wisdom to them both.

      “She doesn’t, does she? Hmm.” Nayla stretched out her arm to retrieve one of the treats she kept handy for her less human patients, wincing at the soreness along her triceps.

      “Healer Nayla? Are you injured?”

      Nayla felt a burst of surprise and happiness that Rory would express concern for her. Even among his age group, he was one of the more emotionally demonstrative Killers she’d met, but it still warmed her heart that he cared enough to ask a question most of his kind would ignore. But then his eyes bled from bright blue to nearly colorless.

      Nayla felt a brief, instinctive flinch. Ever since the incident with Ari, she’d been more sensitive the things like this. She calmed her racing heart and schooled her features not to show her discomfort; logically, she knew Rory’s actions were not meant as a threat.

      “Your body’s reserves are low, and you have several points of vulnerability that could be exploited,” the boy said, his tone radiating disapproval. “Why do you not heal yourself?”

      Nayla forced a smile. “I’m pleased you’re using your Talent to check on me, Rory.”

      A doctor should know something of what her patients endure. Doc’s words, spoken so often, floated through her head. Her mentor and adopted father, he often delivered words of wisdom in his blunt way. How can you understand what they suffer if you never experience a day of illness or pain yourself? As usual, he was correct. Going through the discomfort of a cold, or the slow healing of a sprained ankle, had helped Nayla to empathize with her patients. It helped her to be a better healer.

      “I could heal myself,” she said to Rory as she offered Allegra the treat. She noticed how the dog waited until Rory signaled it was all right, and then gently accepted the offering. She was well trained. “But then I’d never understand what my patients go through. I don’t usually heal myself unless I have to.” And had to actively prevent her Talent from taking care of every bruise she received.

      “That’s dumb.”

      “Rory!” Nayla barely kept herself from laughing, she was so surprised at his statement. It sounded so normal, like he could have been any boy standing in her infirmary, and not one with the Talent to kill with a thought.

      “Well, it is.”

      “Just because you don’t understand something does not mean it’s a bad idea.”

      “But it’s strategically unsound.”

      “Not if my goal is to be the best healer possible.”

      Rory opened his mouth to argue, she thought, but then closed it again. His brow furrowed. She could tell he was struggling to understand her reasoning. To him, any vulnerability could lead to death. His Talent saw these vulnerabilities in others, actively showing him the best way to end someone’s life. He saw everything through that lens, and it was why Nayla’s job here was so challenging.

      Killers just didn’t think and feel like everyone else. They thought like assassins.

      It was an attitude that drove Nayla crazy on a daily basis. At best, Killers thought of injury as a teaching tool to learn from mistakes. They thought of death as a natural consequence. If Rory had been the one to sustain an injury, he wouldn’t have bothered to visit her. Only the fact that his beloved pet had suffered a bad fall, and was clearly in pain, had brought him to her door this morning, and Nayla had to consider that progress. The pets were a way to teach children like Rory empathy, and Nayla had done everything possible in the past year to encourage that.

      Some days, her goal to help this subset of Talented reconnect with their ability to feel and empathize with others felt like an impossible battle she would never win. It was like beating her head against a plasteel wall. But on days like today, she could look at Rory’s concern for his pet, and she knew she’d made the right decision to stay and help them. So many among their number wanted more than the lives they led now. They wanted what her brother-in-law Dem had: family. Love. A connection to his wife and daughter that anyone with eyes could see.

      If only she could convince the elders here to let her bring in a few actual empaths, preferably some trained in therapy. But no. Just convincing them to let her stay had been a huge challenge. She bit back a sigh.

      Nayla focused back on Allegra. A pet was the first step to forming those connections with other humans, and she would do whatever she could to foster the relationship between Rory and his dog. Rather than continue their discussion, she drew Rory’s attention back to the issue at hand.

      “However boring it might be, I think classwork is exactly what Allegra needs for the next few days. I would keep her off that leg as much as possible, and then carefully monitor her as you increase her exercise levels. But no training until it’s fully healed.”

      “Yes, healer.” His disappointment obvious, Rory gave a subtle hand gesture, and Allegra pulled away from Nayla to hop down from the examination table.

      “Rory—“ Nayla bit back the admonition, realizing that the boy was using low grade telekinesis to support Allegra’s injured leg.

      “Yes, Healer Nayla?”

      She had tried and tried to get him to just call her Nayla, but Rory was as formal as his teachers had made him.

      She sighed. “Nothing. Come back if you notice the injury getting worse. Use your Talent; the information it tells you can be just as useful for diagnosis as for causing injury.” And death. But Nayla kept the last part to herself.

      “I will, Healer. Thank you, Healer.” A ghost of a smile, so faint she almost didn’t catch it before he’d turned and gestured Allegra to his side. The dog stood nearly to his waist. She’d grown into a rangy animal with long legs. Nayla had seen her run many times, and this was a dog built for endurance and speed. When she ran, she appeared to float above the ground, graceful in a way humans just couldn’t emulate.

      Nayla couldn’t help but wonder what future awaited the two. From what she’d seen, Rory was training Allegra to work with him, rather like a hunter would train a hunting dog. But Rory’s Talent was designed for hunting humans. Like the rest of his kind, he would grow up to be a soldier, but maybe with Nayla’s help, he could settle for that and avoid the life of an assassin. Maybe he could have real relationships.

      It was that hope that kept her working here, doing her best to help undo the damage that had been done to these people centuries ago by scientists trying to create the perfect living weapons. Unfortunately, that task was exactly as difficult as it sounded.

      Rory’s visit with Allegra had interrupted another morning spent studying brain scans and progress assessments that were, at best, inconclusive. With a sigh, Nayla pulled up the holo screen on her workstation and settled back in to continue her notes.

      She’d barely begun when the presence of another brushed across her mind, seconds before a man entered her lab with a perfunctory knock. Tall, middle aged, with a close cropped cap of golden hair and a military bearing, Lazarus was just about the last person she wanted to see. He represented the faction of his people who weren’t pleased with her work here, and didn’t think the change she was trying to foster was wise.

      She could tell by the slight frown he wore that yet again, something had happened to displease him.

      What now? Nayla barely kept the words from escaping her lips. Biting back a sigh, she stood to greet him.

      “Good morning, Lazarus.”

      He nodded, the movement stiff. “Healer.”

      She always expected a hint of sarcasm in his use of her title, and yet there never was. Just cool indifference. His pale blue gaze moved around the room, taking in the holo scans she had in front of her, the board along one wall blinking a reminder of her calendar for the week, and the small nook she’d set aside for meals, so she wouldn’t have to leave her work to find fuel. She saw a slight narrowing of his eyes as his gaze fell on one of the examination tables, and she was embarrassed to see the dusting of short mahogany fur left behind by Allegra. As the temperature of the season dropped, the dog was shedding.

      It annoyed her that she hadn’t seen it and cleaned it up. It annoyed her even more that he’d noticed.

      Yet another mark against her, she imagined. It shouldn’t matter what Lazarus or anyone else thought of her. They would never be friends. His opinion would hardly impact her day to day life. And yet, the idea that he thought her slovenly pushed her into crossing the room and running the table’s self-cleaning cycle. The gentle woosh as it ran, vacuuming up the dog fur and sanitizing the surface of the table, filled the uncomfortable silence between them.

      Well, for Nayla it was uncomfortable. She imagined Lazarus continued to feel indifferent.

      She took a deep breath, reminding herself that it cost her nothing to be polite.

      “What brings you here this morning?” she asked. “Are you feeling well?”

      Of course he was. No adult Killer would willingly darken her door for anything less than truly life threatening injuries.

      He looked her up and down. “I am fine,” he said. The emphasis made it clear that, like Rory, he could see her bruises and sore muscles. Unlike with the boy, from Lazarus the veiled observation felt vaguely derisive and even threatening. The arrogance and irony of people who would brave any injury for the sake of training, but who would turn around and disparage her for allowing herself to experience a few bruises, was not lost on Nayla.

      She pulled the light sweater she wore closer around her. “What do you want, Lazarus?” Maybe she didn’t have enough patience for politeness this morning. She was beginning to understand a bit of her father’s brusque attitude with anyone who darkened his infirmary door.

      “Just delivering a message.” He held out a data crystal. “It arrived a few minutes ago.”

      Odd. Nayla took it, noting the high priority seal. Data crystals were only used for the most secure messages, those meant for no eyes but the recipient’s. She’d never received one before.

      For just a moment, her heart squeezed in her chest. It had been months. Maybe…maybe Ari was finally responding to one of her messages.

      But just as quickly, the hope in that thought died. Why would Sevan Aros send her an encrypted data crystal? He’d had plenty of opportunity to reply to any one of her messages after he’d so abruptly left, without even a goodbye. She’d asked for an explanation, reprimanded him for what was surely a dangerous action, and finally, asked that he at least send her word of his well being. He’d sent nothing.

      For all she knew, Ari wasn’t even alive.

      She closed the data crystal in her fist. “Thank you,” she said.

      Lazarus didn’t move to leave, and Nayla quirked an eyebrow. “Was there something else?”

      For the first time in the entire year of their acquaintance, something close to a satisfied smile flickered across his face. “I may not know what message that crystal holds, but it is unlikely to be a coincidence that a ship was granted permission to jump in a short time ago. I imagine you’ll want to pack quickly.”

      No one came to this planet without express need and permission. Lazarus was very likely correct. Nayla’s gaze dropped to the crystal clutched in her fist. Leave? But she’s only just started making progress…

      “It’s for the best, Healer.”

      She looked back up at Lazarus. “I disagree.”

      A tightening of the fine lines around his eyes betrayed his tension. He took a small step closer, and Nayla had to suppress the urge to step back. On high alert, her Talent coiled within her, waiting for the moment when she’d need to take control of his body’s functions and drop him to the floor.

      But he made no aggressive moves beyond that step. “After what happened this morning, you’re still confident your path is the righteous one?”

      “What happened this morning?” she asked, dread already filling her. It seemed like every incident of anything going wrong on this planet had been laid at her feet since the moment she’d arrived. A mistake made by one of the pilots testing a newly installed drive core was chalked up to “emotional irregularity” and blamed on her efforts to help him. Increases in training injuries were due to her “meddling”. So was a recent spike in violent conflicts.

      Never mind that in Nayla’s research, she’d found far more examples of terrible violence she could link to the disassociation these people had from others, than the more recent, small incidents that may or may not be linked to them trying to overcome that disassociation.

      Even though the blue of Lazarus’ eyes was still bright, she felt a cold threat in the way he looked at her.

      “This morning, two adolescents did not like that Allegra and Rory’s score in the training exercise exceeded their own. They retaliated by sabotaging the next run.”

      Not a training accident, then. “You’re saying Allegra’s injury was deliberate.”

      “Had Rory’s reaction time been a hair later, the dog would be dead.” Lazarus said this flatly, but the way his gaze held hers so intently, he knew how important Allegra and the other animals like her were to Nayla and her work here.

      Still, this didn’t seem to be unusual behavior from what she knew of these people. “I thought competition was encouraged in these exercises,” she said.

      “Competition, yes. But attacks on fellow students are strictly prohibited without an instructor’s prior knowledge and approval.” He lifted a shoulder. “If we didn’t enforce strict rules, none of them would survive to adulthood. Every single one of us sees our Talent as the best solution for any problem.”

      Nayla lifted a hand. “So let me see if I have this right. You’re telling me this, because you want to blame the rebelliousness of your students on me?”

      “They clearly gave in to an emotional impulse. Isn’t that the kind of thing you’re encouraging?”

      “So, you’re saying incidents like this never happened before I came here?”

      His lips thinned in clear disapproval, but he said nothing. Nayla rubbed a hand to her forehead. She was so tired of having this argument.

      “I don’t know how many times I have to say this. Your people experience emotion all of the time. I’ve even seen several examples of relationships and moments of empathy among them. All of this was already happening before I came here, Lazarus. I’m just helping those who want more than their current experience, or want deeper connections that they are struggling to form, because generations ago, someone did illegal and unethical neurological experiments on their ancestors.”

      “If all you say is true, then your help is unnecessary. More, it is dangerous. Things should happen in their natural course, and your helping is no more ethical than the original experiments you hold in such contempt.”

      Mother take him, this man was so stubborn!

      “I’m not forcing my help on anyone. I was asked here.”

      “That, and the Queen’s approval are the only reasons your presence is allowed. A mistake that is surely about to be corrected.” He nodded to the data crystal she still held. “Clearly, you are being called away for a priority reason. Perhaps someone else needs your help more urgently than anyone here.” And perhaps you won’t return.

      He didn’t say the last part either out loud or telepathically, but he didn’t need to. Nayla heard it loud and clear.

      Arguing with Lazarus never went anywhere.

      “Thank you for delivering this,” she said through gritted teeth. “Now, if that’s all, I have work to do.”

      “And a ship no doubt waiting,” he said, a parting shot as he turned to go.

      Nayla resisted the urge to throw her empty coffee cup at his head. She crossed to the door after he left and keyed it to lock, with a privacy shield so she could avoid any further visitors temporarily. She really didn’t think she could deal with any further surprises this morning.

      She took the time to make herself some tea before taking a look at the data crystal. She preferred coffee, but her sister had always loved tea, and sometimes drinking it reminded her of home. A comfort drink.

      Finally, she sat down to see who had sent her a priority, encrypted message, and why. She was quite surprised when Dem’s familiar face appeared. As always, her brother-in-law looked perfectly put together, from the crisp lines of his charcoal suit, to his stoic bearing. His face was expressionless, his eyes a bright blue against his smooth, dark skin.

      “Nayla,” he said, his head dipping in greeting. “Your expertise is needed. Please come to these coordinates as soon as possible. I’m sending a ship, but this data crystal will arrive sooner and allow you to leave with all haste.” He hesitated a moment. “It is possible this task could be of benefit to your current goals.”

      That was it. Leave it to Dem to be cryptic and say as little as possible, but encrypt the message anyway. Sometimes he took his role as security chief a little too seriously.

      Nayla plugged the coordinates into her datapad, and frowned at the result. She reran them just to be sure.

      This wasn’t one of the pirate colonies. It wasn’t even within their territory. In fact, she’d never heard of this place.

      Where exactly was Dem sending her?
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CHAPTER 3

      Music thrummed against him with a staccato, hard rhythm the moment Ari entered the club. The place was crowded, people gyrating on the dance floor amid a pulsating beat of lights and holos that changed in time with the music, showing him flashes of faces and forms, but never enough to see the room clearly. A simulated low gravity level rose above the dance floor, separated by a sheet of clear plasteel. He saw occasional glimpses of forms moving, shapes cutting through dark water.  In the half light, they appeared mysterious and graceful, but he could feel them with his Talent, and the reality was something much less impressive. People performed assorted arial moves with varying degrees of skill and success, largely based on how drunk they were.

      Ari shook his head at the foolishness of humans.

      The lighting and effects the club employed, combined with the sheer crowd of people made the place difficult to search.

      But he didn’t need sight to find his quarry.

      He slid through the crowd, and the press of bodies moved around him, people automatically shifting to avoid touching him, without knowing or understanding why. This was a human place. They might be nulls with no Talent, but some part of their brains understood that he was not like them, and recognized him for the threat he was.

      He estimated roughly three hundred people crowded this small space. Most of them barely had any mental shields at all. Nothing to protect them should he decide to end their lives. He was a shark in a sea of fish, and none of them understood the danger.

      Worse for them, he wasn’t the only one.

      As he made his way across the room, Ari wondered why this place? It presented little challenge. None of these humans made a particularly important target. If he was going to pick a place to hold a training exercise, this den of alcohol induced, base pleasures wouldn’t come close.

      Settling himself into a spot against the bar, Ari ordered a drink to fit in, and then settled down to the task of his search. He had to be careful. Not because of the humans surrounding him, but because of the handful of others here. Those like him.

      He cracked open his shields just the smallest bit, careful to keep shrouding his mind. It was a technique he’d developed as a teen on one of his first assignments, on a planet not unlike this one. Small, outside the core of the Commonwealth, and human. He layered his shields with thoughts that mirrored those of the humans around him. Focused on the next drink, the next song, the next partner…things Ari himself would never think about. It was like donning a human disguise for his mind. He built into that layer a pseudo-shield, a ragged appearing barrier riddled with holes that appeared to let those fake thoughts escape.

      If a telepath took a close look, his shroud wouldn’t hold up to real scrutiny, but it had fooled many who didn’t bother to look closer before. Most Talented were arrogant around nulls. They saw them as so little threat, their thoughts often so loud and annoying, they were to be avoided and ignored.

      Ari capitalized on that, and it usually worked.

      He wouldn’t make a similar mistake if anyone was doing the same thing. Through the crack he’d opened, Ari sent his Talent through the crowd. Brushing against minds, tasting their thoughts, marking and eliminating them as possible targets. Methodically searching through every single person. His quarry was here. He just had to find them.

      A bartender moved down the bar toward him, and Ari pointed to the drink of the person beside him and raised a finger to indicate he wanted one. It didn’t matter what it was. He had no intention of actually drinking it.

      For a moment, his thoughts flashed to Nayla. To the time the two of them had gone out to dinner, and she’d coaxed him into trying a whole array of fancy beverages with improbable names and even stranger flavors. It was the first time he had ever allowed himself the vulnerability of drinking alcohol. She’d only convinced him by promising she’d cleanse the stuff from his system and keep him from getting drunk. He’d refused to have his reflexes and reaction time affected, especially in her presence, and he’d trusted her to keep her word.

      She had.

      That was a fun night.

      The memory of it, the warmth and laughter, washed through him. An unfamiliar feeling accompanied it. Something that pierced at him and closed his throat, making him wish he really could use the drink the bartender placed in front of him.

      He pretended to take a sip instead, and carefully placed it back on the bar. He missed Nayla. He acknowledged the emotion, and moved past it. Even if he wanted to think of her, now wasn’t the time.

      His Talent continued moving through the crowd. As he identified different minds, he shut them out, slowly eliminating the people in his awareness, so that the room felt less full the longer he continued.

      He almost missed his first target. Not because the mind was shrouding like him, but because so many thoughts clashed for attention. Like the humans in the room, this person had little focus and control. The shields around the mind were powerful, but ragged, as though something had beaten at them until holes appeared, and the mind behind those shields had never rebuilt them.

      Ari frowned into the drink he was pretending to swallow. Things were far worse than he’d realized. The mind he was now monitoring was volatile, and with the kind of Talent they wielded, Ari could think of nothing more dangerous.

      Mentally tagging the mind so he wouldn’t lose track, he continued his search. It was slow work, and he eventually had to move away from the bar, before someone noticed his drink remaining so full.  He tossed a couple of credits onto the bar and disappeared into the crowd. He kept to the edges of the room. There. Another with the same strong, but battered shields.

      This one was a girl. Young. Too young for this place, that was certain. He went back to the first mind he’d found and examined it more closely. A boy, also young, though at least on the cusp of young adulthood.

      The third one he found was the oldest of the three. And his thoughts radiated the cool calculation Ari was accustomed to sensing in their kind, but something else as well. An underlying distraction that seemed to suffuse his every breath. Ari was no empath to feel the emotions beyond the thoughts of this boy’s mind, but he recognized that distracting layer. He’d felt it often enough himself. Pain.

      Someone had beaten him, and recently. The wounds had not yet been treated.

      Ari marked him as well, and kept going.

      He eliminated everyone else in the club, and only then did he expand his Talent out past its walls. These three wouldn’t be here alone. This was a training foray. They were here with specific targets of their own, and whoever had ordered them would be nearby.

      He didn’t have long; soon, one or more would move to act. The girl was targeting a business owner on the low gravity floor. The younger boy a server, and the oldest the club’s owner back in his office. If Ari didn’t do something quickly, one or more would lose their lives, and if things went badly, everyone here would be at risk.

      His Talent was reaching the end of his range when he found what he was looking for. The last mind was barely a whisper, so faint he would have missed it had he not been searching so slowly and carefully. This Talented was using a shroud, like him, to blend in with the humans around it. A woman.

      Unike the others, she was an adult, and fully trained. She would have to be approached very carefully. He mentally reached out to contact his boss.

      Dem wasn’t far away.

      There are four. Three young. The fourth is a trainer. He allowed the other man inside his shields, and showed him the mental tags he’d created.

      Like the others. They’re training them in groups. Dem’s voice was cool, and some would have said unfeeling. Ari knew better. Dem was supremely, icily furious at what they had uncovered here.

      Looks like it, Ari agreed. This wasn’t the first group of young Talented they’d found hidden away on a world of humans.

      Extract the children.

      And the trainer?

      When Dem’s answer came, there was a heaviness to his mental voice. I will take care of her.

      There were a lot of rumors about Democles among the Talented known as Killers. He hadn’t been raised among them, like most of their kind. His father was only half Killer, and his mother had been a member of the pirates’ ruling class. Dem had grown up among the most powerful of the Talented pirates, at the feet of Queen Lillith herself, a figure both awe inspiring and terrifying to most Talented. He was one of the rarest of his kind, a teleporter, and the only one Ari had ever known with both the Talent to teleport, and the Talent to kill with his mind, a combination that made him a legend.

      Like Ari and his own unique gifts, Dem was something more, something to be regarded with great caution and never, ever underestimated.

      So, Ari didn’t question the division of labor. If Democles wanted to take on the trainer on his own, he had no doubt the other man would handle it. As for him, Ari’s greatest problem was going to be catching three abused children being trained as assassins, with the Talent to back that training up — before they committed murder, and hopefully without them trying to murder him.

      Easy as cookies. The phrase popped into his head in Nayla’s voice.

      She’d picked it up from her niece, he was pretty sure while the two of them actually made cookies together. He wasn’t positive, but he’d heard her say it once or twice since, and somehow it stuck with him.

      And now was really not the time to be thinking about the origins of that phrase, or about Nayla. He redirected his thoughts back to the matter at hand. Between one breath and the next, he triggered his Talent.

      It washed over him, cool and familiar. For some, using Talent cost effort. For Ari, it came automatically, so much a part of him, he couldn't imagine being any other way. Before, he’d been using only a small part of his gifts, a tendril questing through the club like a ghost, or an echo of the real thing, searching for something specific. Now he unleashed the full weight of his abilities.

      In a fraction of a second, he saw the hundreds of lives around him; he saw the next few moments of their existence. The choices they would make, the decisions, the mistakes, and consequences, both good and bad. 

      He saw a server dodge around a customer, spilling the drink she carried. In the ensuing mess and clean up, she’d forget to put in an order for a VIP table, and that would be the final strike against her. She’d lose her job tonight. 

      He saw a woman dancing with a man she worked with. Tonight would be a series of choices, that would eventually lead her down a life path of love and happiness…or of loneliness and regret. 

      He saw a boy choose to try the latest street drug. He would experience a bad reaction to it, and die at his table, slumped over and undiscovered until his friends went to leave hours later. 

      As the futures spread in ever-widening rings, like ripples from raindrops on the surface of still water, his gifts touched the Talented children. He saw seven more people die tonight, and the ripples from those deaths changed what he’d already seen.

      Not all Killers saw as he did. His Talent was unique. It made him special among his kind, viewed with caution by many, feared and even hated by a few. The truth was, Ari didn’t know many among his kind who could handle how his gift worked. The sheer number of futures he saw, and the way they could change from a thousand small moments; it was often overwhelming. He’d spent a long time learning to sort through what he saw, to narrow his focus to what he needed to understand in this moment, and to center on the outcome he desired, and how to get it.

      Ari took a moment to let his path settle. To be certain, out of all the possibilities, he was choosing the one that would give him what he wanted. Choice made, he looked up, examining the little-looked at corners of the club, searching until he found it: the alarm system.

      Equipped with a multitude of sensors in case of a number of dangerous possibilities, from fire to a violent attack, Ari was only concerned with the manual trigger most commonly used for testing and maintenance. It was barely a thought with his telekinesis to trigger it from where he was standing and send the alarm blaring through the club at maximum volume.

      The effect was immediate. The music turned off, the holos vanished, and the lights turned on full, removing the mystique and atmosphere of only a moment ago, and replacing it with the harsh reality of unforgiving brightness and uncomfortable noise. Confused, people began to shuffle towards the exit. Staff looked at one another, some talking on comms, trying to figure out if this was an accident, or if a staff member or situation had actually triggered the alarm.

      The futures Ari had been looking at rippled again, and changed completely.

      This club had two exits: the main entrance and a door out the back. He couldn't cover them both, but fortunately his gift had shown him that he wasn't alone here. He reached out to his unexpected companion and politely brushed his mind against the powerful shields that greeted him.

      He didn't know what to expect, having never met a kith before, but the voice that spoke into his mind sounded…normal.

      Yes, human?

      Ari thought it best to be polite. He’d heard kith could be prickly to deal with. My name is Sevan Aros.

      And mine is Rasalas. You may address me as Rasa, as my bondmate does.

      You’re Tamari’s kith, are you not?

      She is mine, and I am hers.

      I'm assuming you're here with Dem? He couldn’t imagine the tall security officer allowing his five-year-old daughter anywhere near this place. Her kith was a large, predatory cat equipped with claws, fangs, and psychic Talents Ari had heard went far beyond just telepathy. For instance, he was pretty sure the big beast was roaming around invisible to most humans. If he had to guess, he’d say the animal was using telepathy to fool people’s minds into not seeing him. But since Ari couldn’t see him, either, only sense his presence, how powerful did that make the kith?

      More than you know, human. You are correct. It is past my bondmate’s bedtime.

      Ari wasn't sure what to make of this conversation. Did the kith normally roam while Tamari slept? Did Rasa trail Dem or his wife Sanah on a regular basis? Or just randomly explore places?

      What do you want, Sevan Aros?

      There are children here at risk tonight. Children not unlike your bondmate. I need help, in order to help them.

      What felt like a long, contemplative silence followed. Very well. I will help you.

      Please cover the back exit and intercept the mind of this boy. He sent a mental image of the tagged mind he in question.

      The kith didn't respond, but Ari sensed his mind move in that direction.

      Good. Only one would go that way, the oldest. The other two were headed for the front entrance, where they would run as soon as they made it through, disappearing into the maze of streets surrounding the club.

      Be careful, Ari sent belatedly. That kid is dangerous. And we don't want to hurt him.

      He received a vague feeling of superiority and disgust back. It was an odd sensation, since Ari wasn't empathic, and was unused to receiving feelings rather than words from telepathic conversations.

      All right, then. Apparently, Rasa wasn't worried about it.

      It went down quickly. All Ari had to do was wait outside the door, his mind shrouded by his gift. These children were street smart and Talented, but they had no chance of evading somebody with his training. He didn't even have to physically touch them. He simply grabbed them in a telekinetic hold, and pulled them from the exiting crowd.

      They both tried to hit him with their Talent, but his shields were up to the task, and his own Talent eclipsed theirs.

      He pulled them away from the shuffle of people, making sure to direct the attention of the humans elsewhere. The girl was maybe ten, the boy a couple of years older. Both looked too thin, their faces showing the hollowed out look of children not receiving enough to eat. Old bruises marked one side of the boy’s face, a mottled green color that faded to yellow at the edges. They were dressed in worn, cheap clothes, the kind of serviceable synth-cloth that could be found anywhere for a few credits.

      Their outfits were identical, almost like a very forgettable and bland uniform.

      Rasa?

      I have the boy. He is very angry. A long pause. He does not know what I am. He thinks someone must be hiding nearby and I am merely a projection to distract him and make him afraid.

      He’s afraid of you? Ari was surprised; Killers, even children, rarely expressed fear.

      My claws are very sharp, and my fangs long.

      Ari resisted the urge to remind Rasa they wanted the boy unharmed. From everything he’d heard about kith, they cared for their young as much or more than the pirates did, and there was almost nothing pirates valued more than their children, precious and rare as they were.

      Let’s get them back to base, Ari said instead, referring to the building Dem and the rest of them had rented and were working out of during their stay here. Can you manage him? If kith had one disadvantage, it was a lack of hands and opposable thumbs. It was, Ari suspected, one of the reasons they were so fond of bonding with their Talented human counterparts, known as Hunters.

      You keep questioning my abilities, Sevan Aros, Rasa said. Perhaps you require a demonstration.

      I don’t mean to question them. I’ve simply never worked with one of your kind before.

      Unsurprising. We prefer intelligent bondmates.

      Ari looked down at the kids he was carrying with his telekinesis. “I’m pretty sure that cat just called me stupid,” he said.

      A frown puckered between the girl’s brows. Her eyes darted around the area, but of course Rasa was nowhere to be seen. She looked at Ari like she thought he was crazy. “What cat?”

      Well, at least one of them was talking to him. That was a start.

      “I’ll introduce you soon,” Ari promised her.
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CHAPTER 4

      Nayla hardly slept on the flight from Kraiht. She couldn’t begin to imagine why Dem, of all people had summoned her, and no matter how many times she played the holo he sent, she could detect no further clues.

      She thought about firing off a message to her sister, but if Dem had felt the need to send a data crystal instead of a regular message, asking about it over comms was probably not something he would approve of or appreciate.

      She’d been deep in the pirate colonies, so the trip took multiple jumps to reach Commonwealth territory. Especially since several jump lanes were now shut down due to the ongoing war that had devastated this section of the galaxy.

      She wondered if whatever cryptic thing Dem had summoned her for had to do with the war. When she was called in, it was always to use her biokinetic Talent for healing something more complex or time sensitive than technology alone would handle.

      Often, the situation was clearly an emergency. So, as she disembarked the drop ship that took her planetside, the last thing she expected was a small whirlwind to attach itself to her leg.

      “Auntie! You’re finally here!” Tamari was so excited, she was practically dancing. She wore her dark curls in two braids, and today’s outfit was a mismatched bright green shirt with a holo that blinked between the words “mischief” and “mayhem”, paired with purple pants and boots that swirled in patterns of pink.

      “Tama!” Nayla put a hand around her niece and squeezed her in a one-armed hug while she lifted her travel bag with the other. “What are you doing here?”

      “We came to get you, silly.”

      Then Sanah was there, giving her a real hug that enveloped her in the light scent of her sister’s lavender shampoo. “Hi, sis.” She pulled away, examining her with a critical eye. “You look tired.”

      Sanah, of course, looked great. Her blue-green eyes were bright and happy, her face practically glowing. Curls kept escaping the braid that tried to contain her long red hair, but they just gave her a pretty, tousled look. She was dressed professionally in a pants and blouse set in a classic, soft turquoise that complimented her coloring.

      Nayla felt self conscious next to her, but the feeling didn’t last. Tama was a lovely distraction. She took Nayla’s hand in hers and walked next to her as the three of them crossed the spaceport, keeping up a one sided conversation all on her own. Nayla tried to respond, but she couldn’t get a word in as Tama filled her in on all of her recent adventures.

      She’s gotten so big, Nayla sent to Sanah. She’d known, logically, that Tama would grow in the year she’d been gone, but it hadn’t really hit home how much until she saw her in person.

      Sanah looked amused. Tell me about it. Taller, more independent. She dressed herself this morning, by the way.

      Nayla laughed. Of course her always put together sister wouldn’t want her thinking she’d chosen that wild array of colors for Tamari.

      Sanah…what are you guys doing here? What am I doing here?

      Her sister wouldn’t meet her eyes. A sure sign she was hiding something. I should let Dem explain.

      Hmm. I thought I was being called in for my healing abilities, but you and Dem would never bring Tama into a war zone.

      It’s complicated, Sanah said evasively.

      Nayla let it go for now, mostly because Tama had shifted from telling her all about her adventures to asking Nayla questions.

      “Mama says you’re here for working, but you’re still going to play with me, right Auntie?”

      “Of course, whenever I can.”

      “And bake cookies?”

      “We have to make our signature cookies! Otherwise your Dad might ship me right back off this planet.”

      Tama giggled. “Nu-uh. Papa won’t do that. Rasa and I want cookies.”

      That’s right. Tamari was never far from her kith. “Where is Rasa?” She looked around, but figured the big cat was doing his disappearing trick here at a spaceport filled with nulls, who would be unused to seeing animals of his size and nature calmly walking with a family.

      “He’s helping Papa,” Tamari said. She was skipping now, having dropped Nayla’s hand and focusing her gaze on the floor as they went. Nayla realized she was trying to skip over the various cracks in the plascrete.

      She shot a look at Sanah. Rasalas is helping Dem with something?

      I told you it was complicated. That wasn’t really an evasion.

      So, he didn’t call me here with a mysterious and urgent data crystal message just to trick me into taking a family vacation? I was starting to wonder.

      Emotion flashed across Sanah’s face. Nayla was not the empath her sister was, but she knew sadness when she saw it. “No. I wish that were the case.”

      Her sister’s somber response effectively quieted Nayla’s questions. She turned her attention fully to Tama and played a looking game during the aircar ride to wherever it was they were going. She was starting to wish she really was here for a vacation. She’d missed her family so much. There were just a few people missing she’d dearly have loved to see as well. Her adoptive father, Doc. Haggerty, her best friend and the person she’d been closest to for a long time.

      And Ari. Who she’d only begun to develop feelings for before he’d up and vanished on her. Without a word. Without even a message to say he was alive. As always, a complicated mix of emotions welled up within her. Worry, irritation, disappointment, hurt…

      “Auntie, what’s wrong?” Tama’s little hand on her arm and the worried bright blue eyes turned up toward her reminded Nayla that her precocious little niece had some of Sanah’s Talent as well as Dem’s. Empathy.

      “Just stupid adult stuff,” she said, tweaking one of Tamari’s braids as she pushed the emotions aside. “Sorry, Tama.”

      “Mama, I didn’t peek,” Tama rushed to reassure her mother before Sanah could reprimand her. “Auntie’s ‘motions were really loud.”

      Great. And now she was projecting her hurt and confusion for everyone around her to feel. She really needed to move past this. Ari had clearly moved on, and she needed to as well.

      Who knew? Maybe Dem had brought her here to treat some devastatingly handsome young security officer with a terrible life threatening wound she could heal, and then the two of them could fall desperately in love and a certain uncommunicative assassin would never cross her mind again.

      Sure. That was exactly what would happen. She looked out the window as Sanah and Tamari talked about the ethics of being empaths and what that meant when people felt things loudly around them.

      The real question was, why had Ari walked away?

      She tried to push the question aside and focus instead on what she could see of this place. It could have been a city on a hundred different worlds. It was typical of the Commonwealth: all of the buildings pushed close together so that a crush of people all lived on top of one another. In the pirate colonies, they tended to build much more sprawling cities. When walls did nothing to give one privacy from a telepathic neighbor, space became a priority.

      Oddly, she couldn’t see any immediate impact of war. No damage. The people she glimpsed out walking or gliding along sky bridges didn’t appear downtrodden or afraid. They looked like normal people going about their daily business.

      She’d done a little research to fill the time on the trip here, and the most significant thing about this planet was its diversity of climates and terrain. It was over sixty percent water, with everything from frozen tundras to lush rainforests. It had been colonized late in the spread of human exploration because it was a comparatively small world and surrounded by several larger life bearing giants with richer resources.

      In fact, Vadovin had something of a colorful history, since the first to “colonize” it had been a smuggling group that set up their operations on this planet, successfully staying under the radar for several decades before the larger Ashir Empire spread to include Vadovin and start their own colony here.

      That had all been before the formation of the Commonwealth and the Council of Sovereign Planets. All of which had now been devastated by a telepathic Queen and her army of Talented soldiers.

      “We’re here,” Sanah said as the aircar slid to a smooth stop outside a multi-level building formed of beautiful old ceramic brick. It had to be two hundred years old, at least, and still in excellent condition.

      “This is lovely.”

      “Come on, Auntie! Come see my room. I wanted you to share with me, but Momma said you’d be working and need your own space.” Tamari scrambled out of the aircar and took off into the building.

      “Tama, no running please,” Sanah called.

      “‘K, Mama.” Tama barely slowed down.

      “And no teleporting!”

      Even looking at her from behind, Nayla could see the eye roll in the way Tama’s head tilted. “I know, Mama.”

      Nayla sent Sanah a grateful look. As much as she adored Tama, sharing a room with her and her kith would not have been restful.

      “You’re welcome,” Sanah said with laughter in her voice. “Come on, let’s get you settled, and I’ll give you the full tour.”

      “Tour?” Nayla had assumed this was some kind of hotel or lodging.

      “We have the whole building. You’ll see. This is a… large operation.”

      Sanah hadn’t been kidding. While Tama got pulled away for daily school attendance, Sanah gave her that promised tour. The building was a mix of apartments, office space, lab space, and a basement level that Sanah said they’d check out last. Far from being just her sister’s family here, there were at least two dozen other Talented. As they covered the various floors of the building, she saw several of Dem’s dogs, the elite team of pirate soldiers he’d personally trained and permanently assigned to him for security details and missions essential to the pirate Queen, Mercy.

      Hopeful, she started keeping her eye for out for a familiar figure, but Sanah caught her looking.

      “He’s not here,” her sister said gently. “Dem needed someone he trusted in charge of security while he was gone.”

      “Right.” Nayla tried to hide her disappointment. Haggerty was Dem’s second-in-command. Of course he’d be entrusted to lead in the security chief’s absence. They communicated every week, but she hadn’t seen him in person in nearly a year, and she missed him terribly.

      When she was only sixteen, Haggerty had died for a few moments while saving her life. She’d healed him with her biokinesis, had in fact brought him back from death, something no one had known her gifts were capable of until that moment. Most people still didn’t know. The healing had nearly killed Nayla as well, and Doc had wisely realized the knowledge of this ability should be known to only a trusted few.

      Despite the age gap between them — Dermont Haggerty was twelve years her senior — the two had developed a close bond, almost a telepathic and empathic link that had formed. Nayla, being the age she was, had fallen hard for him, but Haggerty wasn’t interested in a girl nearly half his age… or women at all, really. The closeness of the relationship had eventually become a detriment, preventing Nayla from forming an attachment to any young men her own age or interest level, and she had long suspected it interfered with Haggerty’s relationships as well. How many best friends routinely slept together — purely platonic though it was — and could feel each other’s emotions and thoughts without even trying? She always knew where Haggerty was on the ship when they’d both been stationed aboard Nemesis. She’d known when he was happy, angry, sad, tired… and her feelings for him never waned.

      It had taken her a long time to understand and accept that the deeply intimate level of their connection wasn’t always good for either of them, and it had certainly been one of the reasons she’d made the decision to stay on Kraiht. She’d known the physical separation would be difficult, but was also necessary. In the months since, she’d been proven right. With the physical distance, their relationship was developing better boundaries.

      They were still close. They would always be close. But she no longer pined for what couldn’t be. And she’d even begun to feel something for someone else.

      “Are you all right?” Sanah caught her hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “Yeah. I just miss him. Both of them.” She gave her sister a rueful smile. Sanah knew who she was referring to, but for once her sister didn’t tease her about Ari. “For different reasons, and in different ways.”

      “I know. If it helps, I think you made the right decision with Dermont, to be apart for awhile. You never got that chance after what happened years ago, and I think that was a mistake. Keeping the two of you in such close proximity — we didn’t understand the aftereffects of what had happened. What the long term side effects would be.”

      “How could we? It was no one’s fault, Sanah.” Nayla shrugged. “Life is messy. Relationships are messy. If Haggerty had never been hurt, if I’d never healed him, my crush would probably have passed like most do. But that wasn’t our story, and despite everything, neither of us have any regrets. We love each other. He will always be part of my family, and I will always be part of his.”

      Sanah searched her face, and finally smiled, letting go of her hand. “You sound so grown up.”

      Nayla laughed. “I’m twenty-two. Officially an adult for a few years now.”

      Her sister was older by a whole decade, and had at times felt like more of a mother to Nayla. Sanah gave her a wry smile. “You’ll always be a kid to me.”

      Nayla rolled her eyes as they stepped into a lift and her sister selected the basement level. “Finally going to show me what’s really going on here, huh?”

      The lift doors opened to show her brother-in-law waiting for them. Dem was an imposing figure, with a broad, tall frame in an impeccably tailored grey suit. His cold blue eyes were shockingly intent set against the smooth brown of his skin, and he kept his hair shaved so close to his skull, Nayla wasn’t sure why he didn’t just shave it off completely. Not even the hint of a smile cracked the stoic expression he habitually wore, but none of those things was as intimidating as the sheer presence he radiated. Confidence and power.

      Nayla ignored all of that and immediately stepped forward to give him a hug. “Dem. It’s so good to see you.”

      One of his big arms came around her shoulders, and he returned her hug with surprising warmth. For all the cold veneer he projected, she knew her brother-in-law was a man of deep emotion. She’d never doubted his love for Sanah and their daughter, Tama. Or his love for her. Nayla couldn’t have asked for a better brother.

      His voice was a rumble she felt reverberate through his chest as he held her. “Nayla. You got my message.”

      “And the ship you sent. Mr. Cryptic.” She stepped back, lightly hitting his arm.

      Dem shook his head. “There was a reason for my brevity. Please, come this way.”

      She saw him take Sanah’s hand as they followed him down the hall, and smiled. She loved their relationship. It was part of why she had such hope for the others like Dem. Some said the only reason he could form such attachments was his half-breed status. Most of his kind of Talented had children only with one another. Nayla suspected it was a practice begun centuries ago when they were still being used as soldiers in the Ascension Wars, to make sure the Talent bred true, and didn’t become diluted with other, less specialized forms of telepathy and telekinesis. But she didn’t believe that.

      One of the first things she’d done when she began her project on Kraiht was ask if Dem would consent to a brain scan. He had, and the similarities between his brain and the others were obvious. Dem, like the rest, had the same alterations that made empathy and fear difficult to feel, but somehow he’d overcome them and developed the connections to form real relationships with others.

      Nayla suspected some of that had to do with being raised by his mother, a telepath with no such issues, and outside the rigid training regime most Killers underwent. She’d seen firsthand his deep capacity for love, and she’d even seen him afraid before. Afraid of losing his tiny daughter, Tamari.

      The truth was, if Dem could love others and feel so deeply, so could the rest of them. Nayla had no doubts in that, just maybe doubts in her own ability to help foster that outcome.

      “I believe we can help one another,” Dem said. “The issue we are having has some crossover with your own goals and troubles.”

      “Crossover?”

      He stopped outside a door and submitted to a biometric scan. The door unlocked and he pushed it open, pausing on the threshold. “There is a dangerous part of this, Nayla. But since you chose to work beside my people ever day, I was certain you would be up to the task.”

      He continued into the room, and more curious than ever, she followed. It was appointed like a small apartment. A kitchen off to one side, other doorways that could lead to sleeping or bathing areas, a sitting room where three children sat with all too familiar, rigid postures, stiff, and to Nayla’s eye, sullen.

      They ranged in age from eight or nine to roughly fourteen. Two boys and a girl. All three had the trademark light blue eyes she had come to associate with the Talented like Dem, like Ari.

      A screen separated the apartment the children were in from the three of them. The oldest boy looked over as though he’d sensed them come in, but Nayla was fairly certain he couldn’t see them.

      “These are…” she stopped herself from saying it, glancing sideways at Sanah and Dem.

      “Yes,” Dem said simply. “They are like me. More so than you even know.”

      What did that mean?

      “What’s going on here?” she asked.

      “Someone has a breeding program on this world. It is old and well established from…” His voice dropped to a low growl over the next words, “…slave stock.” The Commonwealth, much to its shame, still had those who dealt in human lives as a commodity to be traded and used, but the practice had been more prevalent in the years following the Ascension Wars, when Talent was outlawed and to possess its gifts meant a death sentence. Some thought it wasteful to kill those with such powerful abilities, and they developed the technology to control them, instead.

      “They are not… purely Killer, as those you know on Kraiht are. They are a mix of gifts and Talents, and not all of them seem to possess to ability to see and exploit vulnerabilities as we do.”

      Nayla looked at the children. “Are you saying these kids have been trafficked?”

      He tilted his head. “In essence, yes. I think it more likely this is one of the old programs established by Fareena, and the children were born into it.”

      A bolt like lightning went through Nayla at the name. Fareena. The ancient Alpha Queen of the Talented. Old, insane, and bent on wreaking revenge upon humanity and controlling the entire galaxy.

      “One of?” she asked.

      “Where do you think she has gotten her armies?” Dem asked. “Generations ago, after the Ascension Wars ended and Talent was outlawed, most of our people either fled to form the pirate colonies, or went underground inside the Commonwealth. You know what became of them.”

      “Veritas.” The organization her parents, and Nayla herself had once been a part of. A hidden society of Talented within the Commonwealth, quietly influencing every political decision behind the monarchy and those in power.

      “So where, then, has Fareena found so many troops to field? She stole some of our people, it is true. And some from Veritas. She helped free others being trafficked, as you say, across the galaxy. But that is not all she has done.” He swept a hand toward the children. “We have found evidence of multiple programs like this one, hidden away on worlds throughout the Commonwealth, focused on breeding, training, and creating specialized Talented soldiers. They are not being controlled by control collars or run by human nulls. Instead, we find cells of fully trained, adult Talented in charge of these groups.”

      Horrified, Nayla looked from the three children to Dem, and back. “One of those groups is here. They’re from that group? A… cell?”

      “Yes.”

      Nayla felt an electric rush of adrenaline and fear. It took everything in her not to grab a handful of Dem’s perfectly pressed suit and try to shake him, even if he was a huge wall of muscle. She settled for practically yelling at him telepathically.

      And you brought Tama here? What were you thinking? Both of you! Her wild-eyed glare took in her sister, too. She is a teleporter, among other things, and it didn’t occur to either of you that a group like this would literally kill to get their hands on her?

      Please refrain from shouting, Dem sent back with infuriating calm. It did occur to me, of course. But Tamari is not so easy a target, and her particular skills are… necessary.

      Nayla goggled at him. Her ultra-paranoid brother-in-law had once practically jailed Tama to her room in an effort to keep her protected, and now here he was serenely explaining how safe she was in an actually dangerous situation.

      “I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” she said.

      “I told you she wouldn’t take it well.”

      That voice. Nayla knew that voice. The entire situation had taken on a surreal quality, and she wondered if she’d fallen asleep on the transport here and this was all some crazy dream. The world seemed to slow as she spun around.

      Ari stood in the doorway, his muscular arms folded across his chest, a training shirt clinging to his torso and outlining every muscle, as though he’d just run through a rainstorm. Loose pants hung from his hips, and he was barefoot. His short dark hair looked damp. Maybe he really had run through a rainstorm. His blue eyes were focused intently on her, but she didn’t fool herself into thinking it meant anything.

      She noticed all of this in a daze as a dozen emotions rushed through her. She couldn’t speak through them.

      She was dimly aware of her sister’s concern, of the rumble of Dem’s voice as he said something to Ari. The words washed over her without meaning. One emotion finally rose to dominate the others warring within her.

      Anger.

      “You asshole,” she said, and shoved past Ari to storm out of the room.
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CHAPTER 5

      Nayla half expected Ari to rush after her. Maybe part of her hoped he would. But the rest of her was shaking with the intensity of her emotions. The sense of betrayal, the anger at his months of silence, at her sister for not warning her, at Dem for… just for being a part of all of this.

      And mostly, she was angry at herself. For the instant thrill of happiness that had rushed through her the moment she saw him. The relief that he was alive, and… and had apparently just been ignoring her for six months.

      Angry tears filled her eyes, and she wiped them away furiously. She was not going to cry over this. So, Ari was here. Great. Good for him. Maybe this was some kind of promotion or special assignment, working directly for one of the most powerful men in the entire pirate hierarchy. Dem was part of the Core council that advised the Queen. You didn’t get much higher than that.

      But he’d left without a word to her, after telling her he wanted to court her, of all things. After acting like that’s what he’d wanted.

      It stung.

      She stomped onto the lift and tried to remember what floor her room was on. Three? No, four. Just as her finger jabbed the button, Ari slid onto the lift like a wraith, the doors whispering shut behind him.

      She couldn’t believe it. The sheer gall of the man. She lifted her chin and looked away, ignoring him. This would be the most uncomfortable lift ride in existence, and she was not going to give him the satisfaction of showing it. If he’d even care.

      “Nayla, I’m sorry.”

      Her heart pounded at the words. Nope, she was not going to have this conversation. She said nothing.

      “I know I hurt you. I know you’re angry.”

      You have no idea, she thought, but kept the words tightly inside her shields, so he wouldn’t hear them.

      “Nayla, please let me explain.”

      How long did it take to move four floors? This lift was moving at an agonizingly slow speed. Finally, the number ticked from three to four, and the lift slid to a stop. As the doors opened and she moved toward them, a muscular arm reached across the space and blocked her way.

      “Please,” he said again, the word nearly a whisper.

      He was too close. She could feel him, the warmth radiating from his skin, smell the clean water still clinging to him, and whatever soap he’d used in the shower. Her hands almost touched him to shove his arm out of the way, before she caught herself and realized both what a mistake and a futile effort that would be. If Ari didn’t want to move, there was no way she’d be able to move him. At least, not without resorting to using her Talent, and she didn’t trust herself to do that safely right now.

      He was looking at her so intently. A flush warmed her skin. She could feel his breath on her face, and they stood so close, if he dipped his head he could kiss her.

      Which was a stupid thing to even think about.

      She ducked under his arm and kept moving. If she could just get to her room, she could lock the door in his face. She couldn’t feel him following her, and when she heard the gentle woosh of the lift doors sliding shut she tried to ignore the ridiculous pang of bitter disappointment she felt. She’d wanted him to leave her alone, hadn’t she?

      Well, now he had. She’d gotten her wish.

      Blindly, she keyed open the door to her new quarters and practically ran inside. When the door closed, she leaned against it, a small sob escaping her, then slid down to the floor. She stayed there for a long while, letting out all of the emotion she’d been trying to hold inside since the moment she’d seen him.

      She didn’t understand why she cared so much. It wasn’t like they’d known each other that long. Sure, they’d been sort of, maybe dating for about six months. But between his schedule and hers, those times had been sporadic. And they’d both had issues to overcome. Nayla, with her lingering feelings for Haggerty getting in the way, and Ari, with his struggle to form real emotional attachments to people. Really, it was like they were two emotionally disabled people fumbling their way to… something that had never fully materialized.

      And then he’d left.

      So, why did it hurt so much?

      A knock on her door had her wiping ineffectually at her tear-stained face.

      “Nayla, can I come in?”

      Sanah. Of course, her empathic sister would be able to sense every awful thing Nayla had felt from the second Ari showed up. It was mortifying.

      “No.” Nayla felt petulant even saying the word, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to talk to Sanah right now. Her sister had known Ari was here, and never said anything. Not one word.

      “I know you’re upset. I’m so sorry for that. Please, just talk to me.”

      Anger rose up to eclipse the hurt once more. Nayla surged to her feet and keyed open the door. Sanah stood in the hallway, looking worried and contrite, her face pale and her hands clasped in front of her.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Nayla asked. Her voice breaking halfway through really ruined the hard, angry effect she was going for.

      Sanah sighed. “Look, I didn’t even know for a long time. About any of it. Dem kept the real reason we came here secret from me, and I swear I had no idea Ari was here at all until yesterday.”

      Some of Nayla’s sense of betrayal eased. Not all, but some.

      “What, investigating the cell was some kind of secret mission?”

      “Apparently.” Sanah’s mouth thinned as she pressed her lips together. “He would have had to really talk to convince me to bring Tama along had I known, believe me.”

      Nayla stepped back and let her sister in the room. A wisp of something soft brushed past her, the familiar feel of fur against her skin. What was Tamari’s kith doing here?

      My bondmate is napping, the kith said. So I am keeping her mother company.

      Huh. Nayla wasn’t sure what to say to that. Rasalas, fully visible for once, all four feet of him, jumped up onto one of the chairs, circled once, and lay down with his head on his paws. If he’d wanted to nap, why hadn’t he stayed with Tamari?

      “How did you find out?” she asked Sanah.

      “When he and Ari brought in those children you saw.” Sanah stepped into the room, and Nayla could see her sister’s agitation in the stilted way she moved. “Rasa was with them, and no one told the kith not to tell me.”

      “I bet you were mad.”

      Sanah laughed, but it wasn’t a happy sound. “Oh, I still am. Dem did all of this, and kept most of it from me. Oh, I knew we were here following a lead about the war, but I had no idea of the scope or details, or the danger to Talented kids in particular.”

      Her sister didn’t get mad often, but when she did, her temper burned hot. Dem was in trouble, and would be for awhile. But, Sanah still wasn’t completely without blame.

      “You could have warned me when we met at the spaceport.”

      “I should have. I’m sorry. Dem said he’d keep Ari busy and give me a chance to tell you once you’d settled in. I shouldn’t have waited, but it felt wrong to spring it on you the moment you arrived.” Sanah lifted a hand. “You know Tamari. She would have asked a billion questions you wouldn’t have been comfortable answering.”

      That was true.

      “Sanah, this was the worst possible way I could have found out. I felt completely blindsided.”

      “I know. I’m so sorry. If I could go back and do it over, I’d have blurted it out immediately. I guess… Ari knew you were here, and he didn’t listen when Dem told him to keep his distance.”

      Blaming Ari was comfortable territory. Nayla crossed her arms over her middle, fighting another wave of tears.

      “Oh, sweetie.” Sanah’s arms came around her. “Have you talked to him? Asked him why he left? Why he ignored your messages?”

      Nayla shook her head.

      “To be fair, communication from here into the colonies isn’t great. The Commonwealth never cared about actually talking with the pirates, so there isn’t an ansible this far out.” Sanah leaned back and brushed Nayla’s hair back from her face with her fingers. “Maybe he didn’t get your messages.”

      Nayla shrugged. “Even if that’s true, he could have sent one. He had to know I’d be worried. He just left, Sanah.”

      “I know. And I know how much that hurts. But you know how difficult social expectations are for people like Ari. You know how hard things could be for me with Dem sometimes. That’s one of the things you’re trying to fix, right? Maybe we can chalk this up to that.”

      “You’re just handing him excuses,” Nayla said. “I don’t want excuses, I want to know why I wasn’t important enough for him to make the effort.” Her voice choked up, and Sanah just held her.

      After a time, her sister said softly, “I think you’re very important to him. I know he has feelings for you, Nayla. Not only can I feel that loud and clear when the two of are together, but Dem had him all the way in the training hall. If you’ll remember, we never went there in your tour, but it’s actually in an adjacent building, connected by a sky bridge. From what I gather, Ari was showering when he somehow found out you were here. I don’t know if someone told him, or he just sensed it when you got close enough, but he didn’t even take the time to get properly dressed before he ran all of the way here. After Dem told him not to. And you know how scary my husband can be when his people disobey him.”

      Nayla sniffed and squeezed Sanah tight. “Thank you. I don’t know if it helps to hear that, or not.”

      “Just talk to him, Nayla, “ Sanah advised gently. “Maybe not now. But when you’re ready. Maybe it won’t fix anything between you, but at least you won’t be left wondering. I can tell you as an empath, from many years of unraveling gnarled feelings between people, a staggering number of problems can be resolved with simple communication.”

      “Speaking of which.” Nayla sat up. She’d wallowed long enough, and it was time to redirect her thoughts to somewhere more useful. “Tell me why in the Mother Dem brought you and Tama here with all of this going on?”

      She stood up and crossed to the small kitchenette in her room. “Is there any tea in this place?”

      “It should be stocked. I’ll take something herbal, please. And of course, I made sure you had your nasty coffee.” Her sister wrinkled her nose, but Nayla wasn’t in the mood for jokes.

      “Tell me, Sanah.”

      “Obviously, I had no idea one of these training cells might be hidden on this world. I’ve actually been traveling quite a bit recently, largely collecting supplies we’re going to need for what’s coming. Like the medical equipment you salvaged a few months back. If it’s safe, I take Tamari with me. And Dem won’t send me anywhere without a pack of dogs, you know that.” Dogs referred to the soldiers Dem personally trained, elite among the pirates and highly skilled in their Talent.

      “I do,” said Nayla, only a little mollified. She went about steeping the tea on autopilot, barely paying attention as she listened to her sister’s words. She felt fuzzy headed from crying.

      “I was surprised when he wanted to accompany me to Vadovin, but I didn’t think too much of it.  I’d sensed him growing more and more restless with how much we’ve been apart in recent months. It was a little odd how many dogs Dem brought, but I assumed he didn’t want to slow down their training because we’re going to need all of the trained soldiers we can get.” She shrugged as Nayla slid a cup across the counter to her. “When he was gone, not spending time with me or Tama, I assumed it was to train them.”

      “And why did you think you’d come to Vadovin?” Nayla asked. She didn’t dare sip her own tea yet. Steam rose from the top of her cup, assuring her it was hot.

      “There’s a smaller nanograph manufacturer here, not big enough to draw Fareena’s attention, we hope. And I still have Commonwealth credentials, so I can negotiate to buy a shipment.”

      Nanograph was used to build and repair just about every ship in the galaxy. The pirates could manufacture their own, but not as much as they would need if they were going to be in a full scale war.

      Sanah shrugged. “Vadovin is a nice planet. It has some stunning beaches, good hiking trails, lots of nature to visit and experience, which Rasalas likes since he’s stuck with us onboard ship most of the time, and I like it because I don’t want Tamari to grow up entirely a spacer kid. I’d like her to experience as much of planetside life as I can.” Her lips thinned. “But believe me, had Dem shared the fact that he suspected one of Fareena’s training cells to be here, I would never have chosen to come, or to bring my daughter.”

      “He needed you as cover for why he was here,” Nayla guessed. She blew on the surface of her tea. Trying to keep her voice casual, she asked, “And I suppose Ari has been working for Dem these past six months, doing Mother knows what all over the galaxy?”

      “I think so,” Sanah said. Her tone was cautious. “I think he and Dem have been hunting down these cells and rescuing these kids.”

      Nayla’s heart squeezed in her chest. Of course they’d been rescuing kids. At least Ari had been doing something wonderful and noble.

      Ugh. Why couldn’t she stop thinking about him?

      “I’m sorry, Nayla. Again. I wish this had all played out differently. I wish I’d known Ari was working for Dem, and what they were up to.”

      “I know. I’m just really…” Hurt. Disappointed. Sad that Ari hadn’t told her himself.

      “I know.”

      The two of them sipped tea quietly for a few moments. The slow slide of the warm liquid eased the ache in her throat, and Nayla began to feel a little more like herself.

      “So, why am I here?” she asked finally. The last piece of this puzzle; why had Dem sent for her?

      “That is a very good question,” Sanah said. “I think it has more than one answer.”

      “Something to do with those three kids?”

      “Dem sent for you before he and Ari retrieved them, but it’s possible. I’m sure they shadowed those kids for awhile before they made their move. And, you are our foremost expert on children with their particular Talent, and its drawbacks.”

      “Animals,” Nayla said automatically. “Pets. You know, like raising a puppy or something. That’s been the most impactful thing I’ve seen among them, and they were already doing that before I came along. I don’t know what Dem specifically wants from me, but if these kids have been abused, they have a lot of things stacked against them already.” Talking about her work brought out the frustration she’d been feeling. “Honestly, I’m not sure how much I can help them, or even if I am any kind of ‘expert’. They won’t let me bring in an empath or a neurologist, not even a therapist. It’s just me, working against something an entire team of scientists did centuries ago.”

      Sanah covered Nayla’s hand with hers. “Would a neurologist be able to tell more from a scan than your Talent tells you?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure. I’ve been consulting with Doc, of course, and I feel like I have a good understanding of why Ari and the others are the way they are. But any headway I’m making to actually help them feels like I’m stuck in a ship with its jump drive disabled, trying to cross half the galaxy.”

      “Progress takes time, especially in the sciences, as you well know.”

      “I know. I just feel like everyone is watching my every move, judging how I’m doing. And I have nothing to show for nearly a year’s worth of work.”

      “Sometimes I forget how young you are, Nayla. This is, essentially, your first real job.”

      “What does that have to do with it?”

      “When you told me this was what you wanted to devote yourself to, I supported you completely. But I knew you were looking at the next decade or more of your life.” Sanah took a sip of her tea. “Did you realize that at the time?”

      “Yes. I think so.”

      “Then why are you expecting so much of yourself? You’ve made a lot of progress in a year. You’re gathering your data right now. And from what I’ve seen of Ari, limited as it is, his emotional range is pretty significant. A lot greater than I would expect from someone who’s spent most of his life isolated with his own kind, and raised by their training methods.”

      Sanah speaks the truth, an unexpected voice put in from the chair where Rasa looked like he was sleeping. Clearly, that was a facade. My bondmate’s mother is wise. Sevan Aros feels more like Hunter-kin than those of his kind I have met before. Many of them are cold hunters. The cat stood up on the chair and stretched. Sevan Aros is calculated, as a good hunter should be, but not as cold as his brethren. He does not kill when other solutions work better.

      Sanah laughed. “Well, far be it from us to argue with a kith,” she said. “See? You are making headway.”

      “Maybe.” Nayla wasn’t convinced, but she did find Rasa’s comments interesting. Ari feels like Hunter-kin.

      The Hunters were the Talented who shared a world with the kith. Like Tamari and Rasa, the kith bonded telepathically with human counterparts on their world, making a life bonded pair who would each help strengthen each other’s weaknesses. Rasa served as a companion for Tama, but also as a guardian, as she was more vulnerable than he was, and Tama helped him with all of the things a kith would struggle to do. Nayla had seen her niece helping Rasa look things up before, or reading to him in her limited fashion, and as she grew older, those tasks would only grow in number.

      And, of course, all Hunters had a unique Talent to find things. Or more accurately, people.  Nayla didn’t know if this was a result of their bond with the kith, or if they’d already possessed the ability and the kith had merely amplified it. But packs of Hunters often worked as bounty hunters, or in finding those lost, missing, or taken. It was said that once they tasted a mental signature, they never forgot it, and they could chase it halfway across the galaxy.

      Was there a relationship between the two Talents? The Hunter’s ability to track, and Ari’s ability to kill? Dem was half of each, or his father had been. Maybe he’d let her scan his brain again.

      Excitement licked at Nayla. It was nice after the heavy emotions of before.

      “I know that look,” Sanah said. “You’ve thought of something.”

      Nayla didn’t want to get too excited. This could be nothing. “Just some possible data to collect.” She leaned across the counter toward Sanah. “Do you think Dem would let me scan him again? His brain, specifically?” He hadn’t exactly been thrilled the first time she’d done it.

      Sanah eyed her, a speculative light in her eyes. “Well, he did sort of bring you here and bushwhack you with Ari. Not to mention all that time he spent keeping me in the dark. Right now, he knows I’m pretty upset with him. I could probably mention that helping my sister out with her research would go a long way in making it up to me.” She sipped her tea serenely. “I’d say, chances are pretty good.”

      “You are the best sister.”

      “I know.”
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CHAPTER 6

      Nayla decided the best way to deal with Ari was to stay professional around him. That wasn’t going to be easy, especially when she knew her sister, at least, would know exactly how she really felt behind the image she was trying to project. But she knew Sanah would keep her secrets.

      So, she took the time to pull herself together. She took a shower, changed her clothes, and used her Talent to wipe away all traces of her crying episode. By the time she left her quarters, she was feeling confident that she looked the part, and if she’d taken a little more care with her hair and cosmetics than usual, well, it certainly wouldn’t hurt her ego at all if Ari thought she looked good. Maybe he’d have some regrets about his recent actions.

      The jerk.

      Rasalas paced the hallway beside her as she made her way back down to the basement. She wasn’t sure why the cat had stayed with her after Sanah left, but maybe he’d just wanted to hang out somewhere peaceful and out of the way.

      “Tama must be done with her nap,” she said conversationally, as the two of them walked onto the lift.

      The cat glanced up at her as he sat down, tail wrapped neatly around his feet. Tama is in her afternoon school session, he said. The teacher prefers I not always attend, since Tama is easily distracted when I am there.

      Nayla could easily believe that. Tamari was a bright, active child, always on the move. Getting her to focus was often challenging.

      She wondered if now was a good time to apologize for the glitter. As the lift moved between floors, she cleared her throat. “Ah, I know Tama really enjoyed that cosmetic package I sent,” she said. “The one with the body glitter.”

      The look Rasa sent her was clear. With his ears flattened to his head and his eyes slitted, he couldn’t have been more expressive of his feelings on the matter.

      A laugh tickled the back of her throat. Should she say it? An impish part of her couldn’t resist.

      “I’m sure you looked very pretty covered in neon green and orange.”

      It glowed. For weeks, I kept finding new particles in my fur. He licked at one paw with an indignant tilt of his head.

      “Don’t worry, most of us eventually outgrow the glitter phase.”

      The look Rasalas sent her as the lift doors opened was withering.

      For some reason, the exchange buoyed Nayla and lightened her mood. She hadn’t apologized, but then, she found she wasn’t all that sorry. And she had a sense that the cat’s indignation wasn’t altogether real. Rasalas had an endless supply of patience when it came to his young bondmate, and he enjoyed seeing Tama happy as much as she did.

      He just had an image to protect, much like Nayla right now. She paused outside the basement door and took a moment. Breathe in, breathe out. She schooled her expression into one of neutral serenity. Calm. Poised. In control.

      The biometric lock scanned her, and the door clicked open. Huh. She wondered when Dem had added her to the security feature.

      She walked into the room and deliberately swept her gaze over everyone: Sanah, Dem and Ari, not pausing on Ari any longer than anyone else. Her stupid heart seemed to beat harder when she looked at him, but she ignored it. He had changed clothes and wore shoes now, and his gaze settled on her and didn’t move.

      She found herself glancing at Sanah briefly, and at the slight, encouraging smile her sister gave her, focused on Dem.

      “You asked me to come here,” she said evenly. “I think it’s time you told me why.”

      He gestured for her to take a seat. “I think you know why. These children are volatile, a danger to others and themselves. I need to know if you can help them.”

      “All right. I can start with some basic scans. Have you spoken with them? What’s their emotional state?”

      Dem frowned, but it was Sanah who spoke.

      “They are, of course, frightened, though they would be unlikely to admit it or identify it as such. They would describe it as elevated anxiety due to unusual circumstances, but the fact is, they are afraid and unsure of what’s going to happen to them. I’ve spoken with them, supervised by Dem.” She nodded to her husband. “I’ve explained that they are safe here and no one will hurt them. We’ve fed them, as they are all malnourished, treated their wounds, and provided them with all of the comforts we could. Dem has placed inhibitors on them, so they can’t currently access their Talent.”

      That was probably for the best, but Nayla knew suddenly being without it would be like losing their sight or hearing; it would be extremely disorienting and add to their anxiety.

      She looked across at where the children were. Still sitting eerily still and silent. It made her sad. Even on Kraiht, children still acted like regular kids some of the time. She thought of Rory and Allegra.

      “I don’t suppose we have any puppies,” she said aloud.

      Dem frowned. “What?”

      “I just think interacting with a living ball of cuteness could help.”

      “She’s right,” Ari said. “Kids, even kids with my kind of Talent, are drawn to things their own age. The cuter, the better, honestly.”

      Nayla had to work to keep herself from bristling at his support. She made herself glance at him, because she would have looked if anyone else had spoken, and she wasn’t going to treat him any differently. Unfortunately, meeting his eyes was like being hit with a jolt of adrenaline. Her heart began to pound, and she could feel herself being drawn to him. She looked away and surreptitiously used her Talent to regulate her body.

      It was sneaky and underhanded, but she was not going to give him the satisfaction.

      “We could use Rasa,” Sanah suggested.

      Nayla considered it. “I don’t think he meets the ‘cute’ requirement we’re going for here,” she said finally. “He’s gorgeous, but he looks like what he is: a dangerous predator.”

      The cat in question slunk along the wall that separated them from the children, four feet tall at the shoulder, more than double that in length, he walked with the sure pace of a confident hunter. The luminescent white of his fur was broken up by coppery colored rosettes that covered him from head to tail, and dramatic black lines framed his face around his green-gold eyes and whiskers.

      “He helped take in one of the boys,” Ari said. “That one certainly won’t lower his guard around him.”

      Nayla didn’t look at him again, and hated herself for being a coward.

      Sanah sighed. “I’m sure there are plenty of pets available here. They have to have rescues and places that sell them. We could always go acquire a puppy.” She didn’t sound particularly enthusiastic, and Nayla couldn’t blame her. A puppy was a lot of work.

      There is another possible option. The unexpected input from Rasa had them all looking at the great cat. He sat down and looked back at them, tail twitching.

      This planet had a contingent of kith.

      Nayla’s mouth dropped open. “How is that possible?” she asked. The kith were native to, and unique to Tarsiss Prime as far as she knew.

      Many turns of the planet ago, humans harvested my people from the planet you call Tarsiss and brought some of them here. Not Talented, but regular head-blind humans, who did not know the animals they took were not mere beasts.

      Nayla thought of what she’d read of Vadovin’s history. “Smugglers trafficked animals from Tarsiss to here?”

      Rasa dipped his head. And of course, because my people were far superior to their human captors, they escaped them and left for the wilds of this planet.

      It was on the tip of her tongue to ask how they’d been captured to begin with, but she decided the cat probably wouldn’t appreciate the question.

      “How did they catch them in the first place?” Ari asked. Nayla shot him an annoyed look that he ignored.

      Rasa bared his fangs. They targeted the younglings. Many were taken from their parents. This was before we had bonded to Talented humans, and though some of these smugglers died in the process, the kith were unable to save all of their young.

      “Do you think they’d be willing to help us?” Sanah asked.

      Rasa gave a very human looking shrug. Perhaps. They do not have good opinions of humans, but I have made contact in our time here, and I could speak with them and ask.

      Having a highly intelligent, Talented kith interact with the children could be helpful, especially if it could draw them out of their shells and gain trust.

      Nayla glanced at Dem. “I think these aren’t the first children like this you’ve rescued. How did you handle the others?”

      “They aren’t the first Talented children, no. But they are the first with their particular Talents. The other children were… safer to deal with, and it was easy enough to take them in and provide them with highly capable foster parents. I think before we do that here, we need to deal with some of the more dangerous issues.”

      Nayla considered that. “Are there more here? Others who are part of this group?”

      It was Ari who answered her. “We’ve been doing recon for a while, and these are the only three we’ve been able to find. We believe they were the only ones to survive this long.” His voice was carefully neutral, but she knew him well. That flat tone hid anger and a bleak sadness for the lost.

      Nayla’s heart hurt as well. Null humans didn’t have a monopoly on using others. Something Nayla knew all too well from her own experience. There would always be those who saw others as mere commodities to be used for selfish ends. The fact that children were so often the ones exploited just made her angry and unspeakably sad.

      “Let me start by getting a general feel for each of them, and where they’re at both physically and mentally. That will give us a baseline to work from. Rasa, can you please talk to the colony of kith and see if we can get some volunteers who might be willing to help? We will, of course, compensate them for their time.”

      I will do this. They may not agree.

      “Still, thank you for the suggestion and the effort.”

      “I have to go collect Tama soon,” Sanah said. “Nayla, her empathy runs more to mental healing than mine. She could be helpful, if absolutely necessary.”

      “We’ll keep it as a last resort. I’d prefer Tama have as little contact with them as possible for now. Even mentally.”

      “Agreed.” Sanah stood up. She glanced at her husband. “Dem, could I speak with you for a moment?”

      After a brief hesitation, Dem followed his wife out into the hall. Rasa slunk out after them. Nayla felt a pang of annoyance. If all she’d wanted was a private conversation, Sanah could have just spoken with him telepathically. But her goal had clearly been to remove them both, so that Nayla and Ari had a few moments alone. Whose side was she on?

      She smoothed her hands over the skirt she was wearing, and then forced herself to stop, aware it betrayed her nervousness.

      Thanks a lot, sis, she sent.

      Remember, communication!

      Ugh.

      A silence heavy with unspoken things had settled over the room. Nayla didn’t look at Ari, but focused her gaze on the screen with the kids. Maybe if she focused on work, he’d do the same.

      “I should start scanning them,” she said aloud, unable to bear the silence any longer.

      “Of course. Don’t let me distract you.”

      She couldn’t tell if he was being ironic or not.

      Still all too aware of him, she stood up and approached the screen. With a deep breath, she lowered her shields and reached out to carefully scan each child. She started with the girl, and closed her eyes, so she could pretend she was back in her office on Kraiht. Or even better, in the medward on Nemesis, listening to Doc advise her on how to approach each patient.

      Never go in with assumptions. Each patient is a fresh experience, and may present multiple health issues. Don’t think just because you find one, that is the only risk to a patient’s health. People are complex creatures, and while there may be immediate concerns to address, there could still be underlying or hidden things that would be dangerous to ignore.

      Even the memory of Doc’s voice was soothing and helped her to focus her thoughts. With that in mind, Nayla tried to be thorough, taking her time to go slowly, layer by layer.

      As Sanah had said, the first thing she noticed was definite malnutrition. They were all older than her first estimation, and her heart hurt thinking about the cruelty of someone deliberately depriving them of food. She detected various healing injuries, from scars still forming, to pulled muscles and ligaments, to fractures that had recently been treated. So, they’d suffered physical abuse at many levels, not just indifference.

      The youngest boy had a respiratory issue as well. It looked like something chronic and ongoing. Asthma? That was so easily treatable from any reputable corner med store that she couldn’t believe it had been left for so long.

      The girl was the youngest of the three, and also the healthiest, to a point that Nayla suspected the other two had been slipping her part of whatever rations they received. That was an encouraging, if heartbreaking sign. If they had enough empathy to care for the weakest of them, that was already better than some of the children she’d been working with on Kraiht.

      The oldest had a knee that experienced chronic inflammation and a shoulder socket with a lot of scar tissue. Both looked like the result of older injuries that had never been treated properly. Was this cell just a bad example, or were all of these future “soldiers” treated so poorly? Nayla couldn’t see how that would lead to good soldiers down the line, but this could also have been the result of trusting their care to someone unable to feel basic empathy for them.

      “What happened to the leader of this cell?” she asked aloud, not taking her focus from the children, but aware that Ari was still in the room with her.

      “Dem killed her,” he said.

      Nayla couldn’t say she was sorry to hear it. “Are all of the children you’ve found in this condition?”

      “No. But it does appear that discipline is often harsh, and can involve either physical violence or deprivation of food. This is just the most extreme case of either that we’ve found.”

      She carefully swept her Talent over each child, cataloging injuries and speeding up the healing process. She spent time and effort on the older boy’s knee and shoulder, nudging those old injuries to a place of healing and rejuvenation, and cleared up the younger boy’s asthma. She also helped their bodies more efficiently process the food they’d been given most recently, so Sanah wouldn’t have to be quite so careful in feeding them slowly.

      By the time she finished, she was feeling lightheaded from the effort, angry at what they’d endured, and sad for all of it.

      Her balance wavered slightly as she turned away from the screen, and Ari was suddenly there, his hand under her arm.

      She jerked it free. “I’m fine.”

      He hesitated, but stepped back when she leveled a glare at him.

      “When did you last eat?” he asked.

      She started to tell him to mind his own business, but his words did make her look back and calculate. Other than the tea she’d had with Sanah, which hardly counted, she hadn’t eaten in about fourteen hours.

      No wonder her stomach felt like it wanted to gnaw its way free of her body.

      “I’ll go make myself something,” she told him.

      “Or, you could come with me. I have fresh fruit and vegetables I’ve stocked from the local market, smoked meat and cheeses. I’ll feed you, and if you want, we can talk.” He raised his hands. “Only if you want.”

      Nayla hesitated. She loved fresh fruit, and her mouth watered just thinking about it. The smoked meat and cheeses had her stomach growling as well. And, she’d be lying to herself if she didn’t admit, at least privately, that she wanted to hear something from him. A reason why he’d done what he had, something that would explain it and make it hurt less, or at least make it acceptable.

      “If you go feed yourself, you’ll just take whatever quick meal is programmed into the kitchen and work on the scans you just took. You should take some time to care for yourself, Healer.”

      “Fine,” she said, capitulating. If nothing else, they could have it out and get rid of this awkward sense of looming expectation between them.

      She could practically see the smug smile on her sister’s face already. Damn, she hated it when Sanah was right.
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CHAPTER 7

      Ari had resolved to be as patient as necessary, to wait for when Nayla was ready to talk to him. She hadn’t agreed to talk yet, just to eat, but he was hopeful that was a sign he was making headway. Earlier, in the elevator, she hadn’t been ready, and he hadn’t wanted to push.

      He’d known, of course, that she would be angry at him and hurt by his actions. But knowing it and seeing the look on her face when she’d first turned around and saw him standing there were two different things. He’d been unprepared for how hard that look hit him.

      She’d called him an asshole, and he’d deserved it.

      Maybe she’d still think of him that way when he was done talking.

      Dem had waved away his concerns. He had pissed off Sanah many times over the years, he said. And she’d always forgiven him. But Sanah was an empath. She could feel Dem’s sincerity, and the two of them were married with a child, and they worked hard to overcome things together. He wasn’t sure it would work the same way with him and Nayla.

      Had he handled this whole thing wrong? It had seemed like the right decision at the time. Frustrated and trying to control his impatience to get it all out in the open, he led Nayla to his quarters in silence, allowing her to dictate when they would begin.

      All of the apartments had the same basic layout, rather like a ship. Ari let her make herself comfortable in the spartan living area, while he went into the kitchenette and started building a platter of meat, cheese, fruit, and vegetables. He glanced at where she sat, looking small and pale after exerting herself with her Talent, and added both more meat and fruit to the platter.

      He remembered she enjoyed coffee, so he made some to go with the meal, but also filled a glass with water and brought it to her with the platter. She could start with that.

      Nayla’s eyes widened when he set down the platter on the side table beside her.

      “I thought you were making a plate,” she said. “Not enough to feed half the building.”

      He made a noise in his throat. “Please, that would barely feed me after a workout. You haven’t stopped to refuel since you got that message from Dem.” He eyed her keenly. “Probably before that, if you were working. Let’s see…” He did the time difference calculations from here to Kraiht. “It would have arrived in the morning. I bet you only had coffee.”

      She frowned, but didn’t dispute him.

      He didn’t want to loom over her, so he took a seat opposite her and only relaxed when she actually picked up a piece of cheese and started nibbling on it.

      After she’d eaten two pieces of cheese and a local stone fruit similar to an apricot, she cleared her throat. “Is that coffee I smell?”

      “It is. I’ll get it for you once you’ve consumed more of that.” He nodded to the platter.

      She rolled her eyes at him, but didn’t argue.

      He found he disliked this tension between them. It felt irritating and wrong, like an itch beneath his skin. And he couldn’t stop looking at her. He kept searching for changes in the months since he’d seen her, but so far, he’d only noticed her hair was a little longer, and she seemed thinner. Had she not been eating properly? Remembering her penchant for getting lost in her work and forgetting the time, probably.

      And he hadn’t been there to remind her to take care of herself.

      Nayla had managed to eat about a third of the platter when she finally sat back, her hands folded in her lap, and the tension in the room changed. He knew before she spoke that this conversation was going to determine important things about the future for both of them, and it took all of his will not to use his Talent and find the path that would get him the result he wanted.

      “Why did you leave like that?” she asked quietly. She was looking down at her hands, not at him.

      Ari let out a breath, considering how to begin. “Do you remember that moment at Chimera Station, when you were afraid of going out on the spacewalk?” he asked.

      “I do. I remember you seemed to lose control for a minute.”

      “Exactly. We’d been working together for months at that point, and I was starting to experience more erratic emotions.”

      She looked up at him finally, a frown on her lips. “We’d talked about that. You said it was surprising to you when you’d suddenly find yourself feeling something intensely, but we expected that to happen, when you’d spent most of your life training in how not to feel things.”

      “That wasn’t the first time it surprised me, but it was the first time my Talent reacted before I could control it. Your fear was some kind of trigger. In that moment, I was afraid, too. Afraid that the wrong move would trigger an even more aggressive response and hurt someone.” His voice dropped. “Hurt you.”

      “Ari, you would never hurt me. Not physically, at least.”

      He flinched. Clearly, he’d managed to hurt her emotionally, and he couldn’t blame anything but his own choices for that.

      “You don’t know that,” he said.

      “Yes, I do.” He could hear her getting angry. “Are you telling me you left because of some idiotic notion that you would somehow lose control of your Talent and hurt me?”

      He looked at her without saying anything, and Nayla stood up, gesturing wildly around her. “Are you kidding me? Ari, you reacted to my fear because you care about me, not because it made you want to hurt me! The most logical conclusion is that you sensed my fear, and your Talent activated in case you needed to protect me from whatever was threatening me. Since it was my own dumb anxiety about walking out into space, you couldn’t protect me from anything, but the response was still there.”

      She put a hand to her forehead, her eyes closed as she clearly tried to rein in her emotions. “If you’d just come and talked to me instead of leaving, we could have sorted this out.”

      “You would have tried to talk me out of going. I wanted to test my emotional responses away from you, and Dem agreed to keep a watch on me. If I lost control, he would intervene as necessary.”

      “For six months?”

      “For however long it took. I wasn’t going to risk hurting you.”

      “Mother give me strength.” Nayla visibly took a moment before making herself sit back down to continue the conversation. Ari couldn’t tell if this was going well, or poorly. “Ari, why didn’t you respond to a single message I sent? You had to know I was worried, especially if you read them.”

      He had. He’d read every single one. Multiple times. It was his only link to her, and being Nayla, she’d tried at first to keep things light and conversational, telling him about what was going on in her daily life, pretending everything was fine and he hadn’t shut her out and left, and closing with her questions about where he was and to please send a response. Eventually those messages had become shorter and more angry or sad, and he’d known then that he was risking losing her with his silence.

      “I knew you would want to talk me into coming back,” he said.

      “Of course I would! Because you should never have left in the first place. Ari, tell me you at least consider… considered us friends.”

      “Of course.”

      “People who care about each other, friends or family, talk to one another when they have conflict.  When something worries them, or they’re going to make some huge life decision that impacts them both, people talk.”

      “I know. You would have talked me into coming back,” he said quietly. “And I would have done it, because I knew it would make you happy.”

      “Ari,” she said, sounding lost.

      He leaned forward. “I know you’re angry with me, Nayla. But if me leaving and staying away kept you safe, I can’t regret it.”

      “I don’t know why I have to keep saying this. Ari, you would never hurt me.”

      She didn’t understand. “It’s happened before.”

      “What?”

      He stood up. He needed something to do. “Let me get you your coffee, and I’ll tell you.”

      She followed him to the alcove with the small kitchen area, but for once was quiet, simply watching him as he poured a cup of coffee for each of them, putting sugar and milk in hers.

      “Thank you,” she said, when he set the cup in front of her.

      He nodded, and then began. “My father killed my mother,” he said. “It happens sometimes, when one of us feels threatened. It’s like… like an instinct. When you fall, and put your hands out to catch yourself, you instinctively know you’re about to be hurt, and your hands reach out to stop or alleviate it. Except when one of us is threatened, sometimes our Talent kicks in and reacts automatically. It’s rare, because we spend every moment from the time we can start using our Talent learning control.”

      “How did it happen?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “I wasn’t there. You know my people rarely form permanent bonds, so my parents weren’t partners in that sense, but they worked well together, and often went on the same missions into the Commonwealth. We usually take on the more dangerous jobs. In this case, they were attacking a slave ship.”

      “Freeing Talented?” she asked him.

      “And others, yes. It was heavily guarded, but nothing they couldn’t handle. This didn’t happen until after.” He frowned down at his untouched coffee. “The people they rescued knew something of what my parents were. They were afraid of them. I’m not sure exactly what happened, but there was a confrontation, and things escalated. My mother was like me. She must have sensed the threat first, and acted. My father felt her Talent and thought she was attacking him. He reacted on instinct. By the time he realized his mistake, it was too late.”

      “Oh, Ari. I’m so sorry.” Nayla reached across and took his hand in hers. It was the first time she’d touched him in six months. It jolted through him like an electric shock, but he stood perfectly still. When she didn’t pull her hand away, he turned his over and gently grasped her fingers in his.

      “I’m sorry I hurt you, Nayla,” he said. He needed her to understand. “But I couldn’t risk it happening again. When I felt my Talent trigger without my intent to do so, I knew I was a danger to you.”

      “I understand now why you thought that, but Ari – it’s not the same situation at all.”

      “It is.”

      “No. Your father reacted to a threat he felt from your mother, a highly trained, highly skilled assassin and soldier. I’m a healer. You reacted to a threat I felt to me. There isn’t a doubt in my mind that if someone really tried to hurt me, you would kill them.”

      “Of course.”

      She clasped his hand tighter. “And please remember, I’m not without the ability to protect myself. If you’ll recall, one of your kind already tried to kill me. I disabled him. And if I had to, I could disable you, without hurting you.”

      He wasn’t so sure of that.

      “Perhaps with more training, you could,” he said doubtfully. “But as you pointed out Nayla, you are a healer. Your instinct is not to hurt anyone. And I would not make the same mistake Orrin did, and underestimate you. I’m trained, you are not. If I decided to kill you, you couldn’t stop me.”

      “So, what are you saying?” she asked. She was angry again.

      Why did he keep making her angry?

      “Am I being unclear?” he asked.

      She pulled her hand away, and he felt the loss immediately. “I don’t know what else I can say to convince you that you aren’t a threat to me. Ari, out of the entire planet full of your people I’ve been living on for the past year, you are the last person who would ever hurt me, instinct or not. Do you know why?”

      He shook his head.

      “I tried to convince myself it wasn’t true. That clearly, I’d read the situation completely wrong. We’d only known each other a few months, after all, and since you just took off and stopped talking to me, I must have been wrong. But if nothing else in this conversation has made sense, one thing has been absolutely, crystal clear.”

      He didn’t say anything, because every time he did, he seemed to make her more angry.

      She smiled at him. “You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?”

      Cautiously, he shook his head.

      “You care about me, you idiot. You’re always checking up on me, making sure I eat, that I don’t push myself too hard. You bring me little things you know I’ll enjoy, like this coffee, or that plate of fruit you knew I’d love.” She gestured to the platter behind her. “You turned your entire life upside down to keep me safe. You stopped talking to me because you knew if you did, you’d end up doing what I wanted, even though you foolishly believed it would put me at risk.” She leaned across the counter until her face was right in front of his, her blue-green eyes intent. “I’m not an empath, Ari, but I’d have to be blind not to see it.”

      See what? He couldn’t see what point she was trying to make.

      She leaned closer. He could feel the warmth of her breath on his skin. His Talent, though passive, picked up her heartbeat, and he could feel the steady ba-dump of its beat.

      “You love me,” Nayla said.
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CHAPTER 8

      Ari’s eyes widened. If he’d been anyone else, it would have been crushing to Nayla that the words came as such a shock to him. But he was Ari, and emotions were still something of a mystery to him. Especially his own.

      He stared at her. She opened her mouth, ready to make her next point, when he surprised her.

      “I do,” he said. “Do you love me?”

      Caught off guard, Nayla started to pull away. Ari reached out and grabbed her wrist. His grip was gentle, but she couldn’t easily break away. “Nayla?”

      She tried to keep it light. “Of course I do. If I didn’t, none of this would have hurt so much.” His hold briefly tightened, and then he let her go.

      She didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed. She cleared her throat. “That’s why all of this is so stupid,” she said. “You would never hurt me, Ari, because you care about me too much. Your instincts are to protect me. Because you love me.”

      The words were easier to say a second time. But now Ari was looking at her so intently, her heart started pounding. Her wrist where his fingers had held her burned with the memory of it. Her legs felt wobbly.

      She needed to end this conversation and get out of here, before she embarrassed herself.

      “I’m glad we had this talk,” she said, backing her way to the door. “We should both think about—“

      Ari vaulted over the kitchen counter and landed right in front of her. Nayla’s mouth snapped shut with a faint click of her teeth.

      “Why are you leaving?” he asked. “We just said we loved each other.” His head tilted. ”Are you running away?”

      Yes. “I think we both need time to process,” she hedged. She took another step toward the door, but Ari moved with her. Her heart pounded like it was going to beat right out of her chest.

      “Why?” Ari asked.

      It had seemed so obvious when she’d said the words to him, but now that they were out in the open, Nayla didn’t know what to do. It felt like everything had changed, and she wasn’t prepared for it.

      Her back hit the closed door, and she had nowhere else to go. Ari’s hands went to the wall on either side of her, caging her in.

      “I love you, Nayla.” He was staring into her eyes, inches away.

      “You said that,” she whispered.

      He leaned in, his lips brushing the skin beside her ear. “You love me.”

      “Yep.” Her voice was so low, even she barely heard it.

      Ari touched his forehead to hers. “Does that mean I’m forgiven?”

      “I—“

      He kissed her, and the world fell away. Somehow, her hands were on his chest, sliding up to his shoulders. He pressed her against the door, his mouth moving over hers, and there was nothing of the coldness of his Talent in him. Only heat, and a depth of feeling that left her shaking. Her mind spun. Nothing felt real except the solid warmth of him beneath her hands. He broke away, and when he looked down at her, his eyes were blue flame, so bright they shocked her.

      His head lowered to her neck, his lips hovering over her skin, his breath making her shiver. “Am I forgiven?” he asked, and placed a kiss on her throat.

      Her hands tightened on his shoulders. “I don’t know,” she said.

      He lifted his head, tracing her jawline with a finger. “What can I do to show you I’m sorry?”

      A thousand things tumbled through her mind that had absolutely nothing to do with an apology, and everything to do with the way he was touching her. No. It couldn’t just be this physical thing.

      “You hurt me,” she said, the words hard to say. She didn’t want to destroy the magic of this moment.

      “I know.”

      “Do you understand now? Do you understand why you should have come and talked to me? Why you would never hurt me?”

      “I understand,” he said gravely. “I promise, if anything like that ever happens again, I won’t just leave and refuse to talk to you.”

      She grinned up at him. “Baka datta yo.” It was one of Doc’s favorite phrases, in an ancient language so old, universal translators didn’t always translate it properly.

      Ari’s eyes narrowed.

      “It’s one of Doc’s sayings,” she told him. “It means, you were very stupid.”

      He was going to argue, she could see it.

      She stood up on her toes to seal her lips to his, and he made a low sound and gripped her hips, lifting her up to brace her against the door. She was above him now, her legs wrapped around his waist, her arms around his neck, her mouth fused to his like she would never breathe again if he stopped kissing her. Somehow, one of her hands ended up under his shirt, splayed against his abdomen, and one of his hands cupped her breast through her shirt. Her skirt was hiked up around her hips, and when he pressed against her, she moaned against his lips.

      The polite mental knock against Nayla’s shields started as a distant feeling that slowly grew louder.

      Go away.

      There was a long silence, and then Dem said, I apologize for the interruption, but Rasalas has returned with news.

      Mortification was a cold dowse of ice water that left her scrambling to separate herself from Ari. After the briefest hesitation, he let her go, and she slid down the wall and found the floor with unsteady footing. Oh, dear Mother that was Dem. Dem had caught her making out with Ari, like… like…

      Nayla? Rasalas is back.

      Right, yes, I heard you.

      She stared at Ari numbly as he looked at her in confusion. “Rasa is back,” she said aloud.

      He rubbed the back of his neck with a hand. His shirt was askew, his short hair mussed from her hands. “That was fast,” he said.

      The blood was still pounding in her ears, and she could feel how flushed her face was. She could not go out there like this. She gulped in air and waved her hands at her face.

      “What are you doing?” Ari asked, clearly amused.

      “Just… stay over there,” she said, stepping sideways to put some space between them. She took inventory of her own appearance, pulling her skirt straight and checking her shirt and hair.

      Who was she kidding? If Dem didn’t say something, Sanah would still know the second she saw them.

      “I am just going to die of embarrassment,” she muttered aloud.

      “I’m pretty sure your sister knows that people who love each other kiss sometimes, Nayla,” Ari said.

      “You are not helping.” She groped for the door. “Wait a few minutes before you join us. Do something about…” She gestured to all of him.

      He was still laughing at her when she stepped out into the hallway and pulled the door shut. She stood there, trying to pull together her scattered thoughts.

      Right. Kith. Kids. She had actual work to do, and she couldn’t afford to stand here all day daydreaming about what had just happened.

      Who knew Ari could kiss like that?

      Nayla stopped by her own quarters to take five minutes to splash her face with some cold water and get her racing heart under control. She cheated just a little with her Talent to touch up the slight bruising on her lips. How long had they kissed, anyway?

      Unfortunately, all of that meant that she and Ari ended up walking to the lift at the same time. She tried to get him to wait and let her go down first, but he was having none of it.

      He frowned at her. “Why are you so worried about this? I’m not ashamed of anything that happened. Are you?”

      She stared at him.

      “It was just a kiss, Nayla.”

      Ugh. He didn’t have siblings. He would never understand.

      Surrendering to her fate, she got onto the lift with him. Which turned out to be a massive mistake, because by the time they reached the basement, all of her hard work was undone, and she had to straighten her shirt again and pray no one noticed how mussed her hair was.

      “You are the worst,” she hissed at him.

      “But you love me, anyway.”

      There would be no living with him, now.

      She stomped off the lift and down the hall. Rasalas sat in the corridor outside the room, the door open, clearly waiting for them.

      You’re late, he told them coolly. He looked up at them with knowing cat eyes, and Nayla wanted the floor to open up and swallow her.

      With a swish of his tail, he sauntered past them into the room. Humans, he said, his contempt clear.

      “Now I’m being judged by a cat,” she muttered.

      You always make mating complicated.

      Nayla was choking on air when she walked into the room, leading to Sanah looking at her oddly, and then taking a second, closer look. A slow, delighted grin spread across her sister’s face.

      “Shut up,” Nayla told her.

      “I didn’t say a thing.”

      Some kind of silent communication passed between Dem and Ari. She couldn’t tell if they were talking telepathically, or just sharing unspoken man-speak.

      “What did the kith say?” she asked, hoping to get everyone focused on work.

      Rasalas took a regal seat front and center. They will help us with the children, in exchange for our help in return.

      “What do they want?” Ari asked.

      Passage off this world. For some of them, at least.

      Nayla looked at Dem. “How many?” he asked.

      Roughly a hundred kith of varying types. They are curious of my bond with Tamari, and of the others I have told them about. They understand that Talented are more like kith, and unlike regular humans. They wish to try this themselves.

      “So, they want to return to their homeworld?” Nayla asked. “Tarsiss Prime?

      Perhaps. Rasa’s eyes gleamed. Or perhaps this is an opportunity. You wish to help aid those like him. He gestured to Ari with a lift of his head. He is too old. But I think it may be possible for kith to bond with some of the younglings.

      Nayla stared at him. “I thought kith only bonded with Hunters.”

      Hunters were not always Hunters, Aunt of my bonded. Once they were Talented like any other. The bond changed them. Perhaps it can change your younglings, too.

      Whoa. Nayla didn’t say anything for a long time as she processed this. What it could mean for the future of Kraiht. For her work. For an entire people.

      “Nayla?” Sanah asked. “Is it possible?”

      She thought of Rory and Allegra. “Maybe. I wouldn’t want to rush into anything, but we can start by introducing them to these children.” She nodded to the screen, though none of the three they’d rescued were currently visible. Sleeping, perhaps, in their rooms.

      It is probable that these three could bond,  Rasalas said. A bondmate would be helpful to them, I think.

      “Will it change the nature of their Talent?”

      Over generations, perhaps. But I think it likely they will synergize to something that blends the strengths of both together.

      Lazarus would hate it. But, she supposed that wasn’t altogether a bad thing. There would always be a faction among the Killers who preferred their current existence. But for those who longed for something more, this could make all the difference.

      “Dem? Can we get a hundred kith off planet?”

      “Yes. We may have to bring in another ship. It will depend on their size.” He looked at Rasa. “Tell them, we can guarantee them Tarsiss Prime. And, if some of them are interested in this probability you’re suggesting, we can try it. Under Nayla’s supervision, and as she suggests we proceed.”

      Very well. I will relay the message.

      Nayla tried to quell her excitement. This could be the thing that changed everything. But as Sanah had reminded her, science often moved slowly. They would need to proceed with caution, to assure the safety of both the humans and the kith.

      She couldn’t wait to talk to Doc about this and get his input. He’d made a study of the different Talents for years, and his insight would be invaluable.

      The popping sound of displaced air startled Nayla, but it was only Tamari teleporting in. She appeared in mid-air, and then in a move that just about stopped Nayla’s heart, appeared to somersault across to her father. “Papa, catch me!”

      Of course, he did, easily snagging the little girl out of the air. “Aren’t you supposed to be with Paylin?” he asked.

      Tama giggled. “We’re playing hide and seek.”

      “Does Paylin know that?”

      “Of course, Papa! He promised not to look with his Talent.”

      Dem made a hmm sound and his eyes went distant with a telepathic conversation.

      With Tama present, talk turned to other things, and eventually they all went to dinner. Even though she’d eaten with Ari, Nayla found she had no trouble eating again. There was a lightness that suffused the table with all of them together, and a possible solution to their problems on the horizon.

      Mid-way through the meal, Sanah asked for her help putting together plates for the children. Nayla wasn’t fooled. Her sister just wanted to get her alone and grill her about Ari.

      “So? Communication worked out, I take it?” Sanah asked with barely suppressed glee.

      Nayla, her cheeks burning, said primly, “Yes, as you well know Ms. Empath.”

      Sanah hugged her. “I’m so glad.”

      Nayla relented and returned the hug. “Thanks, sis.”

      Going back to piling food onto trays, Sanah continued, “I supposed now I can tell you that Dem sent that message, mostly to try and get you and Ari here in the same place.”

      “What?”

      “He asked me what he could do, because Ari was getting more short tempered the longer time went on, and that’s unusual, not to mention dangerous for one of them. By then, I finally knew Ari was here, and I could feel the turmoil in him.” She shrugged. “All it took was mentioning your name in front of him to figure out that emotional mess was all about you. So, I told Dem we needed to get the two of you to talk to each other. Sending the message was his idea.”

      “He didn’t bring me here to help with those kids?”

      “Oh, he knew with your soft heart you’d be all over helping them, and he did want to consult you. But he could just as easily have brought them to you.” Sanah handed Nayla one of the trays, and picked up another. “But if he’d done that, Ari wouldn’t have gone. Bringing you here was the best solution.”

      “I can’t believe Dem was playing matchmaker,” Nayla said in disbelief.

      Sanah laughed. “And no one else ever will, either. But he’s really a romantic underneath that gruff exterior.”

      “I suppose,” Nayla said, still doubtful.

      “Tomorrow, we’ll make arrangements to move the children and as many kith as want go to Kraiht. You should have Doc meet you there.”

      “Oh, Sanah I’m going to need to run this past the elders on Kraiht.” Lazarus would be sure to fight her on it, too.

      “No.” Sanah shook her head. “Dem will talk to them. They won’t say no. He is one of the Core, and security chief to the Queen. If he says this is happening, it’s happening.” Sanah bumped the kitchen door open with her hip and backed out, holding her tray. “I guess Ari will finally be going home. The two of you are going to have to figure out where you stand.”
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EPILOGUE

      Nayla knew exactly how she wanted to figure out where things stood with Ari, and it involved inviting him back to her quarters that night. It seemed like everyone had a billion things to do before they could turn in, though.

      Sanah wanted her to check the kids again, to be sure everything was healing properly. It was. Tama wanted to bake cookies before her bedtime, so the two of them spent a fun hour with flour, sugar, and chocolate chips. The hardest part was making sure Tama only smuggled two freshly baked cookies off to bed with her.

      Dem wanted to talk about the arrangements to jump to Kraiht, and where they could house a hundred or so kith once they reached it. Sanah finally pulled him away with an amused look at Nayla. Of course, her sister could feel her own restlessness and eagerness to get Ari alone.

      Honestly, she loved Sanah so much, but she’d forgotten how annoying it was to have her sister know every single emotion she had.

      By the time she went to find Ari, it was late. She expected him to be in his quarters, but to her surprise, he was keeping Rasalas company. The two looked to be in deep conversation, with the cat stretched lazily across a desk in one of the offices, and Ari in a chair beside him.

      “I’m heading up to bed,” she said, poking her head into the room.

      I believe I, too, will turn in, Rasa said, jumping down from the desk with a graceful pounce. Tama is already asleep, covered in cookie crumbs.

      “Hey, I didn’t get any cookies,” Ari protested.

      “I may have saved you a couple.” Nayla held up a baggie. “But there’s a price for them.”

      “Oh?” Interest lit his eyes.

      Rasalas made a sound suspiciously like a snicker as he slunk past Nayla. She ignored him, dangling the bag of cookies out to Ari.

      “Yep. You’ll just have to come with me to find out what.”

      “I can probably do that.”

      Anticipation filled her as they took the lift upstairs. Rasa’s presence assured they behaved themselves, but that only made Nayla more impatient to get to her quarters. By the time the door closed behind them, she was already pulling Ari’s shirt up and over his head, backing away from him towards the sleeping area.

      He followed her, telekinesis tugging at the buttons on her shirt, nudging her skirt higher up on her legs. She slapped at him. “Stop that,” she said, laughing.

      In retaliation, he gave her a gentle shove, and she landed on the bed, breathless, heart pounding.

      Ari was looking at her with an odd expression.

      “What…?” she asked.

      Something tickled her nose, and she sneezed.

      Suddenly the room lit up with weird colors. Orange, green, purple. She lifted a hand that glowed with neon.

      “What is that?” Ari asked.

      Nayla’s gaze swept the bed. It was covered in sparkling, brilliant body glitter. And now, so was she.

      Rasalas!

      I’m sure you look very pretty covered in neon green and orange.
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      About the Kimura Sisters series: In the far future world of Orihimé, the Kimura sisters and their paired pets fix past mistakes, learn independence from their overbearing father, and find love along the way.

      

      She’s burdened by a lifetime of disappointment. He’s been her secret admirer for years. Will a roll of the dice lead to a cosmic courtship?

      Myra Kimura thinks she’s hit a dead end. Failing the entrance exams for the Interstellar Agency and feeling unattractive, the perpetually single twenty-something believes no one will ever want her. And the only two good things she has are her bestie and a genetically engineered skunk companion… until a handsome millionaire asks for her help.

      Casino tycoon Nosuké Maeda has almost everything. Patiently waiting to make a move on the one who’s always had his eye, he’s not happy when her mayor father threatens to shut down his plans for a new gambling house. But he’s quick to offer the beautiful, unassuming woman a deal: If she works with him to win over her dad, he’ll use his money for her heart’s desire.

      As Myra tries to keep her distance from the businessman who once dated her friend, her resolve crumbles under his charming attentions. And though Nosuké chips away at her walls, getting his way could be speeding them closer to an unhappily ever after ending.

      Will this mismatched couple beat the odds to find love in the stars?
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      The alarm blares and wakes me from the sleep of the dead.

      “Ugh. Is it six already?” I pull my left hand from under the pillow and wave it over the clock. The room falls into silence. Sigh. I was really enjoying that sleep, the kind where I’m three levels of dreams deep and my right arm lost sensation hours ago. That kind. That’s the kind of sleep I really need.

      “It’s past six. You’ve already snoozed at least three times,” Mochi says, rolling over and pushing his snout into the back of my shirt. Thankfully, his nose is warm from being under the covers with me for the last three hours.

      “You’re not making it easy to get up.” I yawn and push the eye mask up so I can see. The time projected on the wall is six thirty-five. Yep. I have snoozed too much, and as my mom would say, “You snooze, you lose.”

      “Aw crap. We’re going to be late.”

      The sun is setting on another glorious spring day, turning the sky red and purple. Too bad I spent it in bed.

      But I spend most afternoons in bed because working the evening shift at Izakaya Tanaka means I’m usually up until three in the morning. I often wander home as the sun rises and sleep past when most people go to work. It’s the way of things in the hospitality business.

      I close my eyes and sink into the bed. I would give anything for more than tonight off. Ever since the other line chef quit to work for the Interstellar Agency (lucky bastard), I’ve been working twice as many shifts. My boss pays well, but she needs to find someone new. Soon.

      Mochi’s nose touches mine, and I jerk back with a deep inhale. Now, the clock reads six fifty-five. Crap. Ruby is going to be here any minute!

      “I’m up!” I throw off the covers as Mochi dances to the side to circle and make his bed comfortable again. He curls into a tiny ball and lays his fluffy black-and-white striped tail over his snout. Who says skunks aren’t cute? He looks like a bowl of chocolate and vanilla swirl ice cream.

      Mmmm, chocolate. That’s a great idea. I open the stash drawer in my desk where I keep all my sweets, find a chocolate bar, and pop a square into my mouth while pulling my wavy hair back into a loose ponytail. Tilting my head and looking in the mirror, I decide to wash my face first. Dried drool on my chin does not make me any prettier.

      The doorbell rings, and I groan. Ruby is always on time. I’m always late.

      Her smiling face beams out through my tablet, so I buzz her in and open the door to my studio apartment.

      “Myra!” she calls up the stairs. “You better be ready when I walk in the door.”

      I wince as I glance at my pajamas. She will not be happy.

      “You’re not even dressed yet?” she asks, closing the door behind her. Her ferret, Nosh, chitters at me, an annoyed tone to his voice. But my animal translation chip only works with Mochi, so even though I’m sure he’s pissed at me, I don’t know the specifics. Thank the heavens. “Nosh says he wants to get to the festival early for chicken scraps.”

      “Sorry!” I lean into Nosh. “Sorry, buddy. I’ve been working my tail off, and I just wanted a few more minutes of sleep.”

      Nosh titters, and this time I’m sure it’s laughter.

      “You don’t have a tail.” Ruby glances at my backside.

      “Not anymore I don’t.”

      Nosh leaps from Ruby’s shoulder onto the bed and pounces on Mochi. They play snarl as they roll around in the sheets. I’m so glad they get along. Nosh has been with Ruby for three years, but Mochi has been with me for less than a year.

      At twenty-seven, I’m one of the last people I know to have paired with an animal. I should have known to seek out the nocturnal creatures since I am practically nocturnal myself, but skunks are not desirable pairings, for obvious reasons. My politician father doesn’t know about Mochi. He’s going to disown me when he finds out. Hopefully, Mom will keep the secret.

      I hurry in the bathroom as fast as I can, brushing my teeth, washing my face, and changing my clothes for the evening. Nothing fancy. Outside of work, I wear bright colors and ripped denim (our town is famous for it). Tonight, though, I’ll forgo the jeans for a skirt and a pair of flats. With my cheeks awash in soft pink, a flick of mascara, and a coat of lip gloss, I’m ready. I grimace at my figure in the mirror as I pull out a few wayward tendrils of hair. Don’t look, Myra.

      Ruby sighs when I emerge from the bathroom.

      “Yes, yes, I know.”

      She’s jealous of my wavy hair and height, whereas I adore her straight, midnight black hair and thin, petite figure.

      “You’re so lucky your mom is a Terran.”

      “We don’t call them that anymore,” I say with a laugh. “Terrans just want to be natives now. It’s been thirty years since landing on Orihimé and integrating with the native Japanese population here. Integration happened decades ago.”

      She shrugs. “You know how it is.”

      Do I ever. With a native father and a Terran mother, my childhood was difficult. My older brother and several sisters fared better than I did, but that’s not saying much. And with Dad now the mayor of Yamato, I get more attention than I care for. I hate being the center of attention.

      Ruby stops by my desk to shuffle through the papers there. I’ve been drawing in pencil for the last few months, mostly animals I’ve come across while working at the izakaya.

      “This is good, Myra!” Ruby lifts a piece of paper. “Is this Butch?”

      The head chef’s dog is a waif toy breed who looks mean enough to take off your ankle if you cross her. Yes, her name is Butch. My face heats with the compliment, but I brush it aside. She’s my best friend. Of course, she’s going to love it.

      “The very same. Come on, boys. Let’s go,” I call out to our furry monsters.

      Mochi’s head pops up. “Me? Dare I ask if I’m invited?”

      “He’s invited?” Ruby asks, not knowing that Mochi asked the same thing. She glances back and forth between us because she knows this is a sensitive topic. I’ve kept Mochi hidden from everyone but Ruby and my workmates at the restaurant.

      “Yes, my love. It’s time to go meet Mom.”
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        * * *

      

      Under the cover of blessed darkness, we make our way to the town square. Mochi and I are used to being out at night together. He’s a nighttime creature and spends the daytime in my bed or on my desk chair. At night, he keeps up behind me, in and out of the shadows, protecting himself from callous and unkind people. Because people are still biased against creatures like him, despite all we’ve learned about the animals on this world.

      Ruby inhales and hums. “Mmmm, smell that?”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Fried dough. I love fried dough.”

      Fried dough, elephant ears, funnel cake, doughnuts — yes. I want it all.

      But even the smell of sweet doughnuts can’t keep my stomach settled. Introducing your mom to your new love is never easy, and this one will be complicated. She’s never understood the bond between humans and their paired animals since she was too old to get the animal translation chip when her ship landed here. Mom would rather I bring home a boyfriend or girlfriend. Neither of which is a possibility for someone like me.

      I smile and nod at people who acknowledge me as we walk. Because of my father, many people in town know who I am, even if I don’t know them. Another thing I hate.

      “I wonder…” Ruby’s voice trails off as we reach the town square, packed with people and food and game booths. She rises to her toes, and her eyes scan the crowd before she grasps my arm. “He’s here.”

      The giddiness of her voice tells me everything. Ruby’s on the hunt tonight for Aki. She’s had a crush on him for over a year now, and I suspect he likes her too, but their schedules are never in a good place for dates. They’re both employed by the Interstellar Agency on the Hikoboshi mission, like my older sister, Suri. Aki and Ruby are both engineers, though they work on different systems. The Interstellar Agency is a life commitment and that makes finding time for romance almost impossible.

      “Aki’s been working on engines for the second wave,” Ruby whispers, her hand over her mouth.

      “They promoted him?” I whistle. “That’s impressive.”

      “It is!” She holds back the squeal. Nosh lifts to his hind legs and braces his upper body against her head to peer out over the crowd. “Nosh is smitten with Aki’s cat, Mirin.” After a moment, she tsks at Nosh. “You are so. Don’t deny your love.” She breaks down in laughter as Nosh buries his head in her collar. “He’s so embarrassed.”

      She rises to her tiptoes again to scan the crowd. “Ah, Nosuké is here, too.” She sighs as she settles back on her heels. “I suppose I should go say hi to him as well.”

      I settle my hand on her arm. “He’s your ex. You don’t have to.”

      She smiles. “We get along. It’s fine.”

      Nosuké is with a crowd of people, drinking and talking on the other corner of the square. He sees me and briefly touches the beer bottle to his forehead in a salute. I lift my hand in a half wave. He looks good tonight, happy and at ease. I hope I’ll get the chance to talk to him later. I have never regretted spending time with him over the years, first with him as Ruby’s boyfriend and then on and off when he’s been around our group of friends. He’s kind and funny, never a bore. An excellent conversationalist.

      But he’s also a busy and important man, and he doesn’t have a lot of time to socialize. I don’t see him as much as I used to.

      “And now he’s definitely seen me,” Ruby says with a chuckle. “Looks like I’ll be busy tonight.”

      A brush of fur calls my attention downward. Mochi looks up at me, his eyes pleading. He’s too polite to egg me onward, but he’s as excited as I am scared to move forward with this plan I’ve been avoiding now for months.

      Is this a mistake, introducing him to my family? I gaze down into his soft, pleading eyes. No. I’ve kept him a secret long enough.

      My nose is drawn to the sweet smell of chocolate cakes across the square.

      “Mmmm,” I hum, instinctively turning towards it. Mochi chitters and jumps in front of me.

      “No, Myra. Cakes later.”

      A woman walking by catches sight of Mochi’s tail and squeaks as she leaps to the side.

      “Ew, a skunk.” She hurries off before I can even open my mouth. My face heats with shame that I wasn’t quick enough to admonish her for her scorn.

      I sink down to a squat, and Mochi lifts up to put his paws on my knees. “Sorry, buddy. I know this is tough for you.” I stroke my hand down his soft back and rub my nose against his.

      “It’s fine,” he says, his voice as serene as always. “I’m used to it.”

      “That doesn’t make it right. Sorry. The cake distracted me. Come on,” I encourage him. He jumps to my lap, then up to my shoulder, facing backwards with his luxurious tail down my chest.

      Deep breaths, Myra. I need to calm my sense of embarrassment. I haven’t ever been out in public with Mochi like this, and it’s like revealing you’re dating someone that everyone disapproves of.

      “Is he okay?” Ruby asks, reaching her fingers out to scratch Mochi’s head.

      “You know skunks. Polite and deferential, as always.” I rest my cheek on Mochi’s body. “He’s doing just fine.”

      My nerves are on edge as we cross the square. I grew up in this small town, and I’ve lived nowhere else, so there are always embarrassing memories I have to navigate each time I’m in public. Breaths fly through my chest like angry butterflies. Standing next to the dog and cat statue, a raucous group is making a scene, and it’s filled with people I know but don’t want to talk to, of course. They’re the ‘popular’ kids… or they used to be. They gossip about me behind my back or pretend they don’t know me when I walk by.

      I flash back to about a decade ago… I asked this guy, Davide, to our senior formal dance, and he huffed and laughed when he turned me down. I’d had a crush on him forever, and we’d been friendly. But our friendship ended at that moment.

      My memory replays the rumors — how undesirable I was, how I was failing all of my Interstellar Agency entrance exams, how I was too chubby and fond of cookies and bread and chocolate. I remember the evening spent at home while everyone else had a great time at the dance.

      Davide looks away as I pass. Good. Just pretend he’s not there, Myra.

      Lucky Ruby gets to see all the people she wants to see. Me? Not so much.

      Blissfully unaware of my internal turmoil, she grasps my arm for a moment. “I’m going to go say hi to Aki and Nosuké. Be right back.”

      I reach out to her as she shuffles away. “Wait —” But she’s swallowed up by the crowd.

      Sigh.

      I guess I’ll do the family introductions all by myself.

      I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and walk across the square to my family crowded near the stage.

      Here goes nothing.
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      As I cross the square, I can feel the eyes of the crowd on me. Lonely, plain ol’ Myra, daughter of the mayor, unmarried at twenty-seven, not even a boyfriend in sight, survived one failure after another, riddled with regrets, her head in the clouds and her heart on her sleeve. There must be something wrong with her, they all think. Maybe if she laid off the sweets, she’d be a better catch. Ooooh, it’s a scandal to see her paired with a skunk, too! Oh, dear. She’s never going to find someone now…

      Negative thoughts swirl in my head, but I also remember the things my sisters and friends have said. I may have failed out of the I.A., but I found a different career. I look down at my body, and I’m okay with it now. I run and lift weights. Even if I still have a belly, I’m strong. I’m not the pudgy kid I was ten years ago. Remember that, Myra.

      Two women my age talk about me behind their hands, but I push forward into the crowd and approach the stage set up in the far northern corner of the square. That’s where my father will address the town before the local bands play. I weave through families and groups of people drinking beers as I wind closer to the stage. Ruby is off chatting with Nosuké, and they seem happy enough. I won’t bother her, though she said she would support me through this big moment. It’s okay. Everyone else’s problems and feelings usually come before my own. I’m used to it at this point.

      Deep breath. It’s time for a quick pep talk. Okay, Myra Kimura. You are an adult. You are capable. You are creative and kind. And you don’t need anyone else to accept you or give you worth.

      Now, if only I believed all of that.

      In a stroke of good luck, Mom, my older brother, and two of my five sisters are standing together eating doughnuts and drinking beer. They’re smiling, and they appear to be in positive moods. I can’t ask for a better time.

      With a sliding step, I insert myself into the family circle and surprise everyone.

      “Hey!”

      All the smiling, laughing faces turn to shouts. My sister, Suri, shrieks as she trips and falls backwards to the pavement right next to her dog, Finn.

      “Myra!” Mom points at Mochi, her voice hoarse with shock. “How… what?”

      “Surprise!” My smile falters as they stare. A few surrounding people turn to see what caused the commotion, but Mom steps in front of me to block their view. My other sister, Tilli, helps Suri up off the pavement.

      “Myra, darling…” Her voice is strained by her locked jaw. She grabs my forearm and turns me around to look Mochi in the face. “A skunk…” She closes her eyes and breathes out a long breath. “Everyone told me my children would be the death of me, and I should have stopped after one.”

      I press my lips together, and the smile fades away. “Yes, but then you went and had six girls after Ean.”

      “I did. It’s my own fault… Well, it’s mostly your father’s fault. Let’s be honest.” She holds her fingers up to Mochi, and Mochi gives them a sniff. Mom laughs. “A skunk,” she mumbles. “Of course, Myra.”

      “Sorry, Mom.” And I am. I am sorrowful for always being the odd kid out, choosing the path of most resistance, opting for the unusual.

      “Don’t be. Your father, though…” She shakes her head, her brunette curls shifting side to side.

      “She seems kind and sincere to me, Myra,” Mochi whispers before stroking his whiskers on her hand. “Listen to her.”

      Mom doesn’t know that she’s met with Mochi’s approval. She never got the animal translation chip, but she loves animals all the same. And there’s only one person on this entire planet who has the chip and can hear all the animals. She’s an anomaly, not the norm. The rest of us figure out in our own way which animals will speak to us, will pair with us. Some people never meet their pair. Others are lucky to find families of animals to pair with, even one or two from different species. Mochi was an accident for me, a happy one at that.

      Ean, my older brother, wrinkles his nose. “Doesn’t he stink up your apartment?”

      I roll my eyes. “He knows better than to spray inside. Give the guy some credit.”

      “I can’t believe you kept this from me!” Tilli, my next younger sister, pouts, pushing out her bottom lip. “You know we’ve been praying for you to pair for, like, five years now.”

      Mochi stands up and walks across my shoulders from my left to my right side. He places his front paws on my chest and sniffs at Tilli’s cat, Ivan, at her feet. They’ve been together for four years.

      “I’m not sure the cat likes me,” he says, backing up my shoulder.

      “He doesn’t like anyone but Tilli.”

      “Ivan?” Tilli asks, bringing her hand to her chest in mock seriousness before she laughs. “He’s an old crank, and everyone knows it.”

      “Well, I suppose there’s nothing to be done about this,” Mom says with a shrug. “You’re certain it’s for real?”

      I nod. “We’ve been together for a few months.”

      “A few months?” She inhales. She’s hurt, but she accepts it with a nod and a sigh. “It is what it is.”

      I hate that phrase, but today, I’ll take it.

      Relieved and relaxed, I soften into the family conversation about my aunt, Marianne, Mom’s younger sister, who also has a giant family of her own. Altogether we are a crowd of eleven cousins, the Kimuras and the Moritas. We would be even bigger if my dad had any brothers or sisters but he was an only child.

      Mom’s family is like many who came from Earth a generation ago. Under the domes of Nishikyō, the last city on Earth, families were restricted to one or two offspring at most, so it was just my mom and her sister. Here, we have a little land to spread out and plenty of resources to make up for the significant loss of humanity during the wars and the Exodus.

      Mom freezes as her eyes zero in on the crowd across the square.

      “Dad is coming.” She turns to me. “Do you want to introduce Mochi today?” Her stare is serious. “I would caution against it. You know how he feels about nocturnal animals, and he’s been in a state getting ready for this big speech.”

      “Let’s delay,” Mochi says, and I breathe a sigh of relief. It’s one thing for me to mention it, but this should be his decision. “I should go off and make my rounds. Do excuse me.”

      He shifts on my shoulder, and I crouch down to give him access to the ground. I smile as I watch him saunter off, his tail in the air and people diving to get out of his way. They would laugh to hear his deferential little, “Excuse me. No, excuse me,” mutterings.

      My face heats with a blush as he disappears into the shadows. Mom’s hand rests on my arm. “You look to be in love… with a skunk.” She throws back her head and laughs. “Any young men or women getting the same aspiring looks from you?”

      “Mom,” I drawl out, warning in my voice, “you know how much I hate that. And it’s men only. Never been interested in women. I have too many of them in my life.”

      “Your father would say the same,” she responds with a wink. “Even a good sum of animals in the house are female.”

      “Poor man.” I roll my eyes. “And no, there’s no one. You know men stay away from the Kimura Family. That’s why we’re almost all single.” I sweep my hand out at my sisters, only a few of which are present in this circle. We’re missing Winta, Rosa, and Demi, but they’re probably off enjoying the fair games and food. “Except Suri. Lucky girl.”

      She shrugs. “Erik says hi, but he’s working tonight, and I’m not in space for once.”

      She sighs and turns to survey the crowd. Her eyes follow a group of individuals behind us, so I turn to face the stage. Dad and his advisors are having a tense discussion about something. Several of his top people are frowning and shaking their heads. I wish I could read lips. I’m sure whatever he’s planning to do, it’s going to make our lives miserable.

      Rising to my tip-toes, I look out over the crowd and find Nosuké looking right back at me. His face is serious when usually it’s friendly. I frown for a moment, but then I catch sight of Mochi wrestling with a raccoon behind Nosuké. I laugh and then point when Nosuké’s expression changes. He huffs a laugh at the two rolling around. We both smile at each other. That’s better. My chest warms under his friendly attention. But two gorgeous women approach him, and they rip his attention away from mine. Typical.

      A murmur rustles through the crowd as the stage microphone turns on and spurts a brief amount of feedback before the deputy mayor, Dad’s right-hand woman, Mrs. Minna, steps up to the platform.

      Ruby breaks through the family circle and startles me. “Myra!” She pants and tries to catch her breath. “I… I just heard a terrible rumor,” she whispers, pulling me away from my family. “You need to stop him.”

      “What?” A slight smile flickers over my lips before dread replaces it. “Who…?”

      “Your father is about to make a huge mistake.”

      Chills rain down my back as his voice lifts over the crowd. My stomach clenches, and my upper lip breaks out in a sweat.

      Oh no. What’s he going to do now?
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      My dad is a very principled man. Growing up, my sisters and I had duties to do and guidelines to follow, and that was that. My older brother, Ean, the only male heir, was considered the ‘man of the house’ and in charge of us when Dad wasn’t around. It’s been a job he has both hated and taken very seriously. Ean’s going to make some poor woman lucky someday. I already feel bad for her.

      Though we could choose our own careers and paths in life, those paths had to be in line with Dad’s core tenets — succeed and obey the law. Whatever we chose to be, we had to be the best at it. He despises mediocrity. He’s also an obsessive rule follower, and if there are no rules, he always leans towards caution. No screw-ups allowed. Gods forbid we end up in the principal’s office for cheating or skipping school or in jail for drunken disorderly conduct. That would get us disowned… or at the very least, the silent treatment for a good, long time.

      Tilli’s favorite thing to say is that Dad is a ‘butt’ and a ‘total stick in the mud.’ I always thought he could be worse.

      Maybe today is that day.

      I look past Ruby to the stage. The deputy mayor steps to the front and clears her throat away from the microphone.

      “Thank you, everyone, for coming! We’re so pleased with this year’s turnout for the spring flower festival. Hopefully, you’re all enjoying the blooms around town and the gorgeous weather we’ve been blessed with.” The deputy mayor raises her hands in prayer position as the crowd cheers and whistles. Goodness, yes. The winter this year was way too long. Orihimé’s large ocean mass means it’s never freezing, but it did rain almost every day. I swear we didn’t see the sun for three months straight.

      “And without further delay, Mayor Kimura is here to open the festivities. Enjoy the band tonight, everyone!”

      She steps aside as people applaud Dad’s ascension to the stage. He’s dressed up this evening in a smart, dark indigo kimono, bought from a town artisan. He’s not the only one dressed in kimono here tonight, of any gender, but he still looks so formal to me. Maybe because I know what a buttoned-up man he is.

      I take a deep breath and hold it. Here we go. Praying hard, I hope that whatever he’s about to do doesn’t send the Kimuras into the doghouse.

      He starts with the general platitudes everyone seems to want from politicians — a statement about the winter’s hardship, the leadership of the parliament in the capital, Tengoku, and the town’s tax situation.

      My breath catches in my throat.

      Money. I hate talking about money. Money causes more problems than it solves. I exist just this side of comfortable, but many others are struggling and others have too much money. Why can’t we all live without it? I’m not sure. Earth tried to give up capitalism once, and it did not go well. Here we are, living out those mistakes on a new world.

      I train my eyes on Dad and ignore the surrounding people who keep glancing our way. Suri, Tilli, and Ruby move a little closer.

      “Within the next parliamentary calendar session, I will propose a small two percent increase on property and income taxes here in Yamato. This will help pay for more public gathering spaces, more bus routes, and an extension of the train system between here and Izumo.”

      The crowd meets this declaration with nods and murmurs, relatively positive.

      So, what has Ruby so freaked out?

      “We will also raise taxes on the local casinos, taxing casino winnings in a higher bracket, and we will be shutting down the bids to build another casino in North Yamato.”

      The crowd is deathly quiet. Oh no. Oh, Dad. What are you doing?

      The sound starts as a murmur before it becomes raised voices and shouting. Dad raises his hands and tries to quiet everyone, but no one is paying attention to him anymore. I press my fingers to my mouth and hold back a curse.

      The objections roll around me. The loss of jobs, the loss of winnings, the loss, the loss, the loss.

      Dad tries to raise his voice above the crowd. “We have the support of parliament in the capital! We’ve been losing valuable…” He trails off as people turn and leave the area.

      Shit. I turn to look at Nosuké, Nosuké Maeda, son of Noburu Maeda, head of Maeda Clan, and owner of the most popular casinos here in Yamato. He must be pissed. But he’s gone, as are all of his friends. Mochi sits on the statue, his eyes trained on me.

      The deputy mayor ushers the band onto the stage and prompts them to start playing, but it’s no use. The crowd is not in the mood. Very few people will stay to dance the night away.

      Dad descends the stage and approaches us. I breathe deep and try to keep my anger on a tight leash.

      “Oh, darling,” Mom says, bringing Dad into the group. “Denshi, do you think it’s worth it to anger Maeda? He’s been pushing for this casino for five years now.”

      My indignation bubbles over before I can stop it. “What the heck are you doing, Dad? Even the empress gambles at the Maeda casinos. She’s the biggest supporter of gambling. Why are you going against her?”

      Dad’s face heats to blinding red levels. “Because she’s wrong.” He slams his right hand as a fist into his left palm. “Gambling is ruining our society. People are in debt up to their eyeballs to bookies and loan sharks.” He takes a deep breath and calms down. I swallow a retort as I watch people slide by with their heads lowered. “We should be past this. I’m tired of people ending up in jail for gambling and drinking problems. The two go hand in hand.” He swipes his hands together, cleaning off imaginary dirt.

      “Everyone goes to the casino, Dad,” I stress. “Even me. They need a place to have fun and blow off steam. They just need to learn responsibility.”

      “And what happens if they don’t… or can’t,” he says. “My job as mayor is not to just look out for the people who can take care of themselves. It’s to look out for the people who can’t.”

      I glance sideways at Ruby. I know Dad’s right, on a basic level of fundamental kinship, but this is dangerous territory he’s entered into. Noburo Maeda is yakuza and has been since way back in his Earth days. Nosuké may run the business now, but his father is still there at his main casino every night, walking the floor, whispering in ears, influencing decisions.

      I’ve spent plenty of time at the casino myself because of Ruby’s past relationship with Nosuké. Their relationship lasted about a year, and we used to spend our evenings drinking at the casino bar, having fun at the roulette tables and slots, and eating in the restaurants. The casino restaurants were my favorite place to hang out. Ruby and I ate many breakfasts at the buffet. I only wish we had gone to Kisetsu once. The famous kaiseki restaurant was too rich for our blood and always completely booked.

      But then Ruby broke up with Nosuké when her job got demanding. Nosuké was cool about it. He had bowed out gracefully and gone back to work. That’s why they’re still friends.

      I’ve got nothing against him or his casinos. In fact, I can think of a half dozen times or more he’s asked me via messages to hang out, and he really has no reason to be my friend since he’s not dating Ruby anymore. But he’s a good guy, always looking out for people he’s associated with.

      Tilli makes eye contact with me. She understands the gravity of this situation.

      “This is asking for trouble,” Suri pipes up, and I have to hold back my surprise. Suri has kept her mouth shut around Dad since he interfered with her love life.

      He presses his lips together, glances around the circle of his angry family, turns on his heel, and stalks off.

      “That went well.” Tilli blows out a huge breath.

      “Sorry,” Ruby whispers.

      “Don’t be. But I think Dad just put a target on our backs.” I glance over my shoulder, and half the people in the square are gone now. Everyone else is enjoying the music and food. “Come on. Let’s get something to eat.”

      As we wander through the square, Nosh joins us and climbs up to Ruby’s shoulder.

      “Myra, I don’t think it’s anything you need to worry about. I mean, Maeda is the mob, but it’s not like his people have killed anyone in a really long time,” Ruby says, emphasizing the last three words.

      Really long time… Like, how long ago? A year, three years, ten? I sigh.

      “And Nosuké is not like that. His father didn’t want him following in those footsteps. They’ve been trying to make the family legit for years.”

      “I think we’ll be fine?” My statement comes out like a question. “Yeah. It’ll be fine. Maeda will just go to the empress and get it sorted out, and then Dad will be in a bad mood for the next five years.”

      I dismiss it because what else can I do? Everyone fears Maeda, but it’s not like he’s chopping off heads and posting them on sticks in front of his casino. He’s a businessman who has questionable methods for getting what he wants.

      Not that I know anything about that.

      I’m just a girl who wanted to fly through space and visit other worlds. But instead, I’m a low-level chef at a local izakaya who dreams of making it big someday. Maybe my own restaurant. Maybe teach others? What I wouldn’t give to be a five-star chef.

      My head turns as we exit the square and walk past the chocolate cakes at the last booth before the cherry blossom path. Or maybe I could open a pastry shop? Mmmm, yes. Cakes, cookies, and other sugary wonders.

      I pull out of my head and focus on the confections at the booth. Ah, it’s Mrs. Martin’s bakery. She smiles at me, and I slowly raise my hand to say hi.

      “I’ll go,” Ruby offers, crossing over and grabbing two slices of cake. I would go over there myself, but Mrs. Martin is one of my other failures. I don’t want to face her right now.

      Maybe I’m still on the wrong path in life. Doubt, doubt, doubt. It’s my major crutch, the thing that always holds me back.

      I pick up a chunk of cake with my fork and shove it into my mouth. My gods, this is amazing. My eyes roll back in my head. Damn her for being such a great pastry chef.

      “Everything okay?” Mochi gallops over to me.

      “Yeah. Fine.”

      “You’re not fine. I can tell.”

      I stuff more cake into my mouth. “It’s been a night. Let’s walk.”

      Mochi swirls around my legs for a moment before falling into step at my side. I lower my voice. “We’ll talk in private later.”

      “Okay, Myra.” I can hear the smile in his voice. He wants to be in on every conversation and doesn’t want to be ignored, much like me. We’re two peas in a pod.

      The corridor of lit cherry blossoms soothes my frazzled nerves and brings a smile back to my face. Ruby loops her arm in with mine as we amble along. People pull off to the side to take photos under the trees, and little kids up way past their bedtime run through the trunks and pluck petals from the ground. I eat the rest of the cake and place the plate and fork in a local recycling bin halfway down the path of blooming cherry trees.

      “Wouldn’t you rather be with Aki?” I ask Ruby.

      “Nah. He already went home for the evening. He has to be up at four to babysit an experiment in the lab. And he leaves in a few days to head up to orbit, too.” The disappointment in her voice is thick. “I should probably move on from him, right? It’s not like he’ll ever have time for me.”

      “Do what’s right for your heart.” We walk in silence for a few moments. “You could go back to Nosuké.”

      I try to imagine the two of them together again, and I can’t. I can hardly believe they dated the first time around. Ruby can be so forward, bright, and cheerful. Nosuké is kind but quiet and intense.

      “I don’t know,” she says, laughing. “Maybe yes? But he may not be my type anymore. What about you?” There’s hesitation in her voice. “What about what’s right for your heart?”

      “I don’t know what’s right…”

      A little boy runs up and comes to a screeching halt when he sees Mochi.

      “Ew! A skunk!”

      I smile and hold out a blocking hand. “It’s all right. He won’t hurt you.”

      “Mommy!” He kicks dirt at Mochi, and I see red, all of my good cheer gone. My body lights up with anger.

      “Hey! That’s not nice.” I step between the two. “Stop it.”

      Someone rushes up from the side and grabs the little boy by the arm. “Hey, kid. What are you doing? Don’t treat animals that way.”

      It’s Nosuké, and his anger on Mochi’s behalf pulls the air from my lungs.

      He lets the kid go. “Beat it, or I’m going to tell your parents you were harming a helpless animal. That could get you jailed, you know.”

      The little boy pales and runs off.

      We’re silent for a long moment before reality snaps back and reminds me of where we are.

      I press my hand to my chest and try to calm my racing heart. “Thank you,” I say, holding back tears. “I… I hate it when people treat Mochi like that.” I lean over and scoop him off the ground. Mochi nuzzles into my neck.

      “I’m okay,” he says, his whiskers at my ear. “It was just a stupid kid.”

      “He’s okay.” I sigh, and Nosuké nods.

      “Let’s keep walking.” Nosuké holds out his arm to usher us forward. “I wasn’t that far behind you.”

      I open my mouth to tell him it’s unnecessary. He could return to whatever he was doing before, but I catch Ruby raising her eyebrows behind his back. She wants to talk to him.

      We walk in silence for a while before Ruby picks up the conversation and eases us into polite talk about how things have been in the last few months. When asked how Ruby’s job is going, she tells him of the plan drafts she’s done for the Hikoboshi mission. I stay quiet and let my blood pressure come down to normal. They’re the old friends, and I’ve always been the third wheel.

      When the conversation comes to a lull again, Nosuké turns to me.

      “I didn’t see you at the Hikoboshi Farewell Ball, Myra. Your parents and Tilli were there, so I thought I would run into you.”

      “Oh, me?” I press my hand to my chest. “No. No, I wasn’t invited.” I was happy that no one asked me. I’m impressed with everyone going on the mission and the work the Interstellar Agency is doing, but seeing it all reminds me of my failures.

      “That’s too bad. I’m sure you would have looked stunning in a ball gown.”

      Was that a compliment? My cheeks rush with a blush, and I try to turn away from his smile. “No such luck. No one asked me.” I clear my throat and cool my nerves. He’s just being kind as usual. It’s nothing. “I’m sorry about my dad and the casino stuff. That must be stressful for you.”

      Ruby looks warily between us.

      “I knew it was coming. We’ve been talking to the town council for years. I was hoping things would change, but we’ve hit a wall.” He shrugs, a lot less angry than I thought he would be. More like disappointed. “Do you know what his issue is?”

      And though Dad just said why he’s so angry, I can’t spill it to Nosuké. My dad may annoy me, but he has the town’s best interests at heart.

      “I don’t know. I’m sure he has his reasons for doing what he’s doing.”

      Nosuké runs his hand through his hair, and I remember how he used to do that when he was unsure of himself, watching Ruby flirt with other men. “I really hope he stays safe.”

      My face flushes. “Is that something we should worry about?”

      “Myra,” Ruby assures me. “I’m sure it’s not.”

      Nosuké raises his hands, palms out. “Not from me. I’m a businessman, not a thug like some people in this town seem to think I am,” he grumbles. “I am genuinely concerned for his safety. You saw everyone in the square. It’s not me he’d have to worry about.”

      I shrug. “I hope my dad stays safe too, but I have no control over him.”

      “I see someone I know over there,” Ruby says, pointing to the distance. “I’ll be right back.”

      I almost lunge to grab her, but instead, I huff an annoyed breath.

      Nosuké settles his hands in his pockets as he walks next to Mochi and me. “I saw you came into the casino last month for drinks. Why didn’t you stop in and say hi?”

      “Uh, I was there with work friends. I didn’t want to bother you.” My face flushes, remembering all the other times I’ve been there. Nosuké has always stopped me to say hello or make conversation. Duh, Myra. He’s annoyed that I didn’t reciprocate. I swallow my pride. “I’m so sorry. It was dumb of me not to make an effort.”

      “It’s fine. I’m sure I was busy. Just remember that you always have an open invitation to come. I would love to see you more often.”

      “I… I, uh,” I stammer out and fall into silence. He wants to see me? I mean, he’s in my inbox every other week asking me to the casino to have drinks with him and his friends, people I somewhat know. But it’s always felt like it was an obligation. I know he invites Ruby, too.

      No, it’s nothing, Myra. Don’t make something out of nothing.

      I often make something out of nothing because my imagination runs away with my heart. I’ve been trying to rein in my impulsivity for years.

      “So,” Nosuké says, forcing a smile from his face, “how’s business at Izakaya Tanaka? You still work there, right?”

      “I do.” Mochi shifts on my shoulders. “Business is good. Mrs. Tanaka has no complaints. I’m working a lot because one of the line chefs quit. This is my first night off in a few weeks.”

      We pause walking as a shuttle takes off from the distant spaceport and zooms across the sky, heading to orbit.

      “I’ve always meant to ask you. Why didn’t you apply to the I.A.? I thought you would follow in Suri’s footsteps.”

      A jab to the heart. “I did. I… I failed the entrance exams. Twice.”

      “Ah.” He presses his lips together.

      “It’s okay. It was probably for the best. I’m not as smart as my other sisters, and I would have struggled even if I had passed. Not that I’m not struggling now or anything.” I clear my throat and look away. “Anyway, I figured I should become a chef since I love food so much.”

      Nosuké laughs, and his smile makes me smile. “Who doesn’t? You’ll have to show me one of your favorite recipes.”

      Maybe he is flirting with me? My smile fades quickly. No. It’s my imagination. Stop that, Myra.

      “I help develop the menu at Izakaya Tanaka. You can always come there.”

      “I might just do that.” He glances at his watch. “It’s getting late, and I have an early shift tomorrow. It was good to see you and Ruby. Let’s all get together sometime soon.”

      Coming from my left, Ruby reinserts herself in our conversation. It’s almost as if she was waiting for the cue. She flutters her long eyelashes at Nosuké.

      “Yeah, sure,” Ruby chirps, a broad smile on her face. “How about drinks this weekend?”

      Nosuké’s eyes skate over me from head to toe, and a smile forms. I’m too dumbstruck to say anything.

      “Great. I’ll ping you.” With a wave, he jaunts off, a raccoon joining him at his side from the trees.

      “What are you doing?” I smack Ruby on the arm.

      “Nothing.” She smirks and bumps her hip against mine. “Maybe I can get lucky again with him. He looks fantastic. I forgot how much I loved his hair… and that hot body.” She purrs and raises her eyebrows twice before sighing. “It’s not like I’m getting anywhere with Aki.”

      Well, that settles it. Even if he was flirting with me, which he was not, Ruby has her sights set on him again.

      “Nosuké likes you,” Mochi whispers and then snickers under my hair.

      “Shut up,” I whisper back.

      Ugh. Everyone needs to leave me the hell alone.
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      “Sorry, I’m late!” I call out as I breeze through the back door with Mochi on my heels. Mrs. Tanaka’s cat, Silky, takes one look at Mochi and high-tails it out of the kitchen. Good. I love Silky, and even though she belongs to Mrs. Tanaka, she’s not paired with anyone. She’s hard to reason with.

      I set my container of homemade brownies on the nearest counter and head to the employee locker room to dump my coat and bag. The kitchen is already in full swing with two assistants chopping vegetables, and our other line cook deep-frying shrimp while scooping rice out of the rice cooker. Five o’clock is a little early to be serving a lot of guests, especially on a Monday. I hope it hasn’t been too busy.

      When I return with my chef’s whites on, Bryan, the head chef, is already deep into his first stolen brownie. Chocolate crumbs dangle off the corner of his mouth, and he closes his eyes.

      “Damn, girl. What did you put in these? ‘Cake?’” He pulls away and looks at it. “I hope not. I have a full shift ahead.”

      ‘Cake’ is our local herb, grown here for recreational and medicinal use. Not cake like chocolate cake. I know that’s confusing. This plant is like a mild sedative. People smoke it or eat it. I do both. And quite frankly, you never know when you’re going to accidentally ingest some and end up napping when you should be working.

      “Maybe you should have asked before taking one without permission.” I swipe the box off the counter. “And no, they are cake-free.”

      “Good.” He pops the rest into his mouth and dusts off his hands. Butch trots up to sit beside him. “Oh, yeah?” he asks Butch. He nods at Butch’s growls and yips. “Boss is out in the dining room. She wants to see you.”

      I grab the box of brownies and head out into the dining room. I hope Mrs. Tanaka has good news for me, like hiring someone else so I can have a day off now and then? That would be nice. Yesterday was my first free night in a month.

      When I push through the kitchen doors to the bar area, I trip over the rubber mats in surprise.

      “Hello, Myra. It’s good to see you again.”

      The empress sits at the bar next to Mrs. Tanaka, eating rice crackers and drinking beer.

      I bow, and I’m sure to make it low and honorable without getting on the floor and touching my forehead to the sticky wooden planks. There’s only so much we can do to clean them.

      “Stop that now,” the empress chides me, her tone of voice good-natured and kind. “Come on, Myra. I’ve met you enough times for you to treat me as an equal.”

      I snort out a laugh. “My father would disown me if he found out I didn’t bow at the very least, Your Highness.”

      “Sanaa,” she insists, reminding me to call her by her first name. All I can do is smile politely and try to remember who I am and where I am. Sanaa Itami is right in front of me with her long straight hair braided over her shoulder, wearing a jade green shirt and not a hint of makeup. I hope I look half as good as her when I get older.

      Mrs. Tanaka leans forward over the top of the bar. “What do you have there?” Her eyes narrow in on my brownies.

      “Oh, just something I whipped up this afternoon. This is why I’m late. Sorry. I had to make sure they were cool before I could cut them.” I set the box on the bar, and they each take a brownie. From the humming and closed eyes, this one is a winner. “Yes,” I whisper, pumping my fist at my side. “I think this recipe is finally perfect.”

      I place the cover on and set them next to the snacks under the bar. “You can give them away to customers. But make sure they’re ‘special customers,’ you know?”

      Mrs. Tanaka laughs. “Only the best for the special ones. Thanks, Myra. Your baking is getting fantastic. Soon you’ll be leaving us to start your own patisserie.”

      “Nah.” I wave that idea away. “I’m nowhere near close to that.” I rearrange a few things under the bar and try to hide my embarrassment at the compliment.

      “Mmmm, delicious,” Sanaa says, sucking a brownie crumb from her thumb. “I agree with Miko. You have talent.”

      “Well, I don’t have French baked goods talent, but thank you.” I bow again and turn to leave. The kitchen is calling.

      “Myra,” Sanaa calls out. I stop and lift my head at the serious tone of her voice. “I was hoping to talk with you about your father.”

      Mrs. Tanaka glances at Sanaa from the side. “Sanaa, now is not the time.”

      “Now’s the perfect time.” Sanaa smiles at Mrs. Tanaka.

      Sighing, Mrs. Tanaka waves. “Go ahead then.”

      I clasp my hands in front of me and press tight around my knuckles. I wish I had come in even later and not been subjected to whatever’s about to happen.

      Dad. For crying out loud. Why must he make our lives so difficult?

      My upper lip sweats, yet my body is cold, cold as ice. I hate confrontation.

      “Myra, you know I consider Mr. Maeda to be a good friend.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” My voice is far, far away.

      “And he’s wondering if there’s anything he can do to persuade your father to change his stance on the casino legislation.”

      My throat is suddenly parched, and my heart is racing. I would give anything to have Mochi by my side, but he’s not allowed in the dining room.

      “I… Uh… I… I’m not sure?” I hope this noncommittal answer will be enough for her, but Sanaa’s quiet countenance leaves me breathless. I lower my eyes to the floor. Whenever I’m under pressure or asked uncomfortable questions, I freeze up. My mouth and brain cease to work. It’s the main reason I failed the I.A. entrance exams and just barely scraped by in culinary school. Performing under the watchful eye of a test proctor or the chef instructors caused me to forget everything I had ever learned.

      “Take a deep breath,” Mrs. Tanaka insists.

      I inhale through my nose and out through my mouth — once, twice, three times. When I lift my head, both women are watching me closely.

      Open your mouth and speak, Myra.

      “Hmmm,” Sanaa hums. “I had no idea my question was so significant. Does she always do this?” she asks Mrs. Tanaka.

      “What? Clam up under pressure?” Mrs. Tanaka rolls her eyes at Sanaa. “Yes. Don’t most people when confronted by the fucking empress?”

      I blow out slowly and drop my head, ready to run for the door. “I’m so sorry.” More long breaths, as I consider being honest. “It’s an, uh, embarrassing habit.”

      The stammering is also an awkward habit. I wish I could stop.

      “And my father is embarrassing, too.” I gasp, unable to believe I said that out loud. “Oh my gods, please don’t tell him I said that.” I press my fingers to my lips.

      “No worries,” Sanaa says with a small smile. “It’s tough living with overbearing parents.”

      She wouldn’t know. She was raised by her aunts.

      “Well, just Dad. Mom is fine. Better than fine. She accepted Mochi right away.”

      “Mochi?”

      Now, I’ve gone in the opposite direction, and I’m rambling.

      “My pair. He’s a skunk.”

      Sanaa’s smile widens. “A skunk! What fortune! They are the sweetest of the nocturnal animals.”

      The tension leaks from my shoulders.

      “Now, just tell me, in all honesty, what’s driving this campaign of your father’s?”

      I shrug. “He’s worried about people falling into debt and getting involved in criminal activity. You know how basic he is.” Sanaa nods. “He has the best of intentions. But there’s nothing I can do about him.” I raise my hands in surrender.

      “Hmmm. He’s pretty proud of all his kids, Myra. But this is a good start. Knowing his intentions can help me reach an amicable resolution for all parties involved.”

      I nod and try to ignore the sweat on my back. “Sorry. I wish I could help you more. I’ve been under a lot of stress lately.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Mrs. Tanaka reassures me.

      “Under a lot of stress?” Sanaa asks. “Maybe you need to work on hiring more staff, Miko. Sounds like the girl could use a break.”

      Mrs. Tanaka pulls her lips in tight. “Of course.”

      I ignore their statements and glance at Sanaa. “I’m sorry again.” I swallow hard. “It’s difficult for me when I’m on the spot, and you’re the empress,” I stress, and they both laugh.

      “You know,” Mrs. Tanaka says, “sometimes even we forget that.”

      Somehow I doubt that looking at the large men with swords seated near the front and guarding the door.

      “You can get back to work now. Tell Bryan we’re sorry we kept you so long.”

      When I turn to look at the kitchen, Bryan is peeking through the door’s window. Yeah, I need to get back to work.

      I say goodbye, bow, and hustle into the kitchen where I belong, leaving the sounds of their quiet conversation far behind me.
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        * * *

      

      My feet and back ache by the time my shift is over.

      “I’m taking out the trash. Night, Myra! See you tomorrow,” Bryan calls out, waving at the door. “Don’t forget to lock up.”

      “I never do,” I respond in a sing-song voice. I may be chronically late, but I’m not irresponsible. Just terrible with time.

      Bryan pulls the door shut behind him, and I stifle a yawn as I lean against the cold stainless steel counter and wipe it down with a hot rag and cleaning solution.

      It was a busy night. The orders kept coming and coming. I accidentally sliced my thumb around one in the morning and bled all over the prep area. But I had to bandage it and keep going. It wasn’t the first, and won’t be the last, time I bleed for my customers.

      After cleaning for another hour, I sigh as I chuck the rag into the nearest sink. Once again, I’m the last person here, even though I’m not the lowest employee in the ranks. But everyone else has families and significant others to go home to. Not me. I always offer to stay later.

      I glance at the clock on the wall as I untie my apron. Three-thirty. The other line chef left at two, and the dishwashers left after midnight. I’m going to be a wreck tomorrow, and I promised Ruby I’d bake cookies with her for her team at work.

      “Mochi, it’s time to go! I’m desperate for bed.”

      The kitchen stays quiet while I listen for his response. I hang up my apron in the employee break room, grab my bag, and turn out the light.

      “Mochi!” I go to the door between the kitchen and the restaurant, but everything in the main area is dark. When she left, Mrs. Tanaka pulled the shutters down on the front windows and doors. Mochi must be out back. He often runs around at night with friends while I’m working.

      My neck smarts, so I use my left hand to rub it while I shut the kitchen door to the alley. Using the palm scanner, I verify I have access to the kitchen security and lock the door.

      “Mochi! I’m heading home!” I call into the dark alley. Usually, the surrounding stores let off enough light to keep this area free of shadows, but three-thirty in the morning is way past their closing times.

      “Here, Myra! I’m coming,” Mochi responds, his little puffball form trotting down the alley from the opposite end.

      “Excuse me.” A shadow from beyond the trashcans steps out into the wan light of the paper lantern over the kitchen door. I don’t recognize the man, and with his face concealed by a dark beard, he looks menacing as hell.

      I swallow a shriek and jump backwards. My heart leaps from my chest and runs away, taking the strength in my legs with it. My knees wobble.

      “Myra! Myra!” Mochi’s voice is high-pitched and squeaking.

      “Oh, are you okay?” The man asks, reaching out and coming towards me.

      “What the… What do you want? Don’t hurt me.” I can only assume this guy is here to assault me. It’s three-thirty, in the middle of the night. Who skulks around dark alleys and approaches women at this hour?

      Criminals, that’s who.

      He raises his hands. “Sorry. Are you Myra Kimura?”

      What’s happening? I don’t know what’s happening.

      Something small blazes past my legs.

      “Oh! Oh, shit!” The man throws up his hands as Mochi lifts his tail and sprays the guy right on his torso. He turns, coughs, and vomits on the wet stone walkway.

      I retreat hastily as the smell of skunk spray permeates everything. Go Mochi! Except ew. It’s the worst thing I could ever cheer for.

      “Run, Myra!” Mochi leaps past me. I would pick him up, but I’m sure he’s covered in his own stink.

      I stumble and hit the ground, scraping my hands and knees on the stone walkway. Looking down at the gashes in my work trousers, blood appears and starts to drip. I let out a muffled sob and scramble to my feet behind Mochi.

      As we round the corner of the alley into the street, though, the sweet smell of cake is everywhere. A trio of men stand in front of the izakaya, smoking and talking in low voices. They whirl around, and when they see me, their eyes widen.

      “What’s that…?” One man covers his nose, the disgust plain on his face.

      I scream, but it’s no use. Hardly anyone lives around here. This is a business district.

      “Whoa, whoa!” Another man steps forward, his voice authoritative and strong. “Myra, no one is going to hurt you. Our boss… he just wants to talk.”

      “Your boss?” Finding my voice is the hardest thing I’ve ever done. It was scared away minutes ago.

      He gestures at the front shutters. “We didn’t expect you to close so late.”

      Mochi had run ahead, but he turns to rush back. “Myra, Myra. Shall I spray them too?”

      I look at them all, standing around, and most of the men aren’t threatening at all in this brighter street light. One of them is wearing a casino vest under his jacket.

      Oh great.

      “No,” I say to Mochi, holding out my hand. “Go. You follow at a distance, just in case.”

      The men watch Mochi dart off, too fast to be caught, and I doubt any of them want to when their other man steps out of the alley.

      “That didn’t go well,” he says, holding his own nose. His eyes are watering, and skunk spray covers the front of his clothes. “Why am I always the one that gets sent around back?”

      We all step away.

      “Go home and get cleaned up.” The lead man waves him away, then he turns to me. “You come with us.”
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      I would rather be at home, in bed and asleep, than walking into the casino. It’s now four in the morning, and people are in here gambling. Slot machines blink and click. The pachinko parlor is a mess of metal balls crashing into each other. The card tables are sparsely occupied, one or two dealers handling a few gamblers who are half awake with dark circles under their eyes.

      My father hates this place, but I have to admit that it doesn’t bother me. There are a million other things people could spend their money on that bother me more.

      Glancing behind me, I can’t spot Mochi. He must be a ways back. I hope he’s okay.

      Sigh. I know what’s coming next, and my gut churns, wondering how I’ll handle it.

      As we approach the back offices, I stifle a yawn. The man in charge of my capture glances at me. “Sorry. Long shift.”

      Then I roll my eyes at myself. If anyone knows anything about long shifts, it’s casino workers.

      The door to the office opens, and Nosuké smiles at me. He’s no longer wearing a suit jacket, and his shirt looks about three hours past its prime. He’s rolled his sleeves up, revealing muscular forearms. He always liked to work out.

      “Thank you, Tobito,” he says, gesturing to the man who brought me. “You can go home now.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Tobito bows, but before he leaves, Nosuké stops him.

      “Where are the others?”

      “Long story, boss.”

      I direct my eyes at the ground and push the smile from my lips. That guy is going to smell for days.

      “Come in, Myra.” Nosuké gestures to his office. I hesitate and peer in.

      The office seems innocuous enough. A desk occupies the center of the room, and monitors on the wall show the casino from several angles. A raccoon is curled on the sofa off to the side, snoozing away. I wish Mochi was here.

      I point to the raccoon as I enter. “Is this who Mochi was wrestling with yesterday?”

      Nosuké smiles as he shuts the door. “Yes, this is Ringo. Mochi’s yours? The skunk?”

      “Yeah,” I say, looking at my feet. “It’s a new thing. Less than a year.”

      “Congrats are in order, then.”

      He gestures to the table, so I sigh, dump my bag in a chair, and sink into the chair across from him. Two cups of steaming coffee sit on a tray next to a plate of buttery biscuits with a glass carafe of water and glasses.

      “I remember you weren’t paired when Ruby and I were dating.”

      “Neither were you.”

      “Yes, you’re right. Ringo and I met not long after. Coffee? I have several more hours of work before I rest.” He sits and dumps two spoonfuls of sugar and a generous helping of cream into a cup.

      “No thanks.” I lift my hand to stop a yawn. Nosuké’s eyebrows draw together. “Sorry. I’m exhausted. I should be in bed, but instead, I’m here.” My eyes water as I hold back another yawn. Once I start, I can’t stop. “And I can guess why I’m here, but I think you should tell me.”

      His lips twist, though his eyes are smiling.

      I try to clasp my hands, but pain shoots from my scraped palms. Reaching down, I pull my pant leg up to cover my busted knee. Nosuké glances down, but I shift my legs farther under the table.

      He nods as he pours me a glass of water. “Sorry about the late hour. I was ill-informed about your schedule. I was told you leave work around one.”

      I swallow and wonder where he’s getting his information about me... And why he’s getting it at all.

      “I used to. But now I work more hours.” I clear my throat. “I don’t mean to be rude —”

      “Then don’t be rude,” he says, a wry smile stretching across his face.

      I press my lips together and consider sprinting for the door.

      Nosuké laughs and sits back with his coffee. “I’m joking. Sorry. Please, be frank. Too many people are boot-licking sycophants. I’ve always admired your candor.”

      My mouth dries, looking at this powerful man across the table from me. I had always wondered how he and Ruby even met or got along. He was a gentleman to her — kind and thoughtful — and I never had any suspicion that there was something else at play with their relationship. They just seemed so ill-matched. Nosuké is wealthy, his father is fucking Noburo Maeda, one of the most powerful clan leaders on the planet, and Ruby is just a girl from the middle class.

      “This has something to do with my father?”

      I would love to hear that no, it does not, but he wants to see me, date me. That he was flirting with me at the festival, and he wants to continue. My imagination runs wild with scenarios for two-point-two seconds before he answers.

      “Yes, it does. I spoke with the empress earlier today.”

      I sigh and drop my head. Oh, how I wish I had called in sick today.

      “She said your father is worried about the people who end up in debt or become addicted to gambling. That he feels another casino is unnecessary.”

      I sit quietly for a moment while he looks at me over the lip of his cup... Waiting, waiting, waiting.

      “Do you have any thoughts about this?”

      “None whatsoever. You should ask my dad.”

      “I’ve tried. He won’t take my calls.”

      “So you waylay his daughter instead?”

      “There are so many of you to choose from,” he says, opening his arms wide. “Yet, I chose you to talk to.”

      ‘Why?’ is on the tip of my tongue, but I hold it back. I already know the answer.

      “You’re probably asking yourself why at this very moment, so I’ll let you in on my secret. Your sister, Suri, was a good bet, but her relationship with your father is strained. Tilli is too much of a free spirit to care about my predicament, even though your father adores her, and Winta is just eighteen. Too young to make a good argument with your father. The rest…?”

      “Also, too young,” I fill in, nodding. “My brother?”

      Nosuké is quiet. Shit. What does he have on my brother? I admit I know very little about what Ean does out of the home life.

      I plow on. “Look, I’m a lifelong screw-up. I am not a good choice for this. My relationship with my father is just barely fine. He thinks I’m a failure.”

      He frowns. “You’re not a failure.”

      I shrug. “I am to him. He’s embarrassed I failed the I.A. exams and that I’m a lowly cook at an izakaya. Hell, I paired with a skunk, and Dad hates nocturnals. I can’t even tell him. He doesn’t know that Mochi exists.”

      “Ah. I see.” He finishes his coffee and sets the cup down. “Well, when it comes down to it, I know you, Myra. I like you. And I think you’re the perfect person to help me with this.”

      Did he just say he likes me?

      I huff out a tired laugh, angry with myself for my delusional thoughts. “You know zero about me. You dated my friend, for what? Almost a year, a few years ago? That does not constitute ‘knowing’ me.”

      His eyes shift to the table and the blood spots there.

      “Shit.” I lift my hands and look at my bloody palms.

      He stands up quickly. “I thought I saw blood, but I wasn’t sure. Stay here.”

      He strides across the room to an ensuite bathroom.

      “I can go home and take care of this,” I call out, leaning over to see him in the bathroom, pulling a first aid kit from the cabinet.

      Scratching at the office door distracts me from watching Nosuké roll up his sleeves even further. Why am I not surprised to see the beginnings of a tattooed sleeve?

      Ringo’s head pops up, and he jumps from the couch, crosses the room, and opens the door. I laugh to see his little hands manipulate something meant for humans.

      “Myra!” Mochi’s voice is relieved. “You’re okay.”

      “I’m fine.” I reach out a hand to him, and he rubs his head under my fingers. “Just tired and ready to go home,” I stress as Nosuké lays the first aid kit on the table.

      “I would never let anyone leave my office in this state.” He holds out his hand for mine, so I sigh and give it up. He sets my hand on the table, palm up. “How did this happen?”

      “Your men scared the crap out of me behind Izakaya Tanaka. I fell running away from them.”

      He keeps his eyes on my hand as he adds antiseptic to a cotton square and dabs it on my cut. I flinch. “Sorry. And sorry about my guys. I told them not to startle you.”

      I blush as I look away. “You used to call me a scaredy-cat. Remember that?”

      Okay, perhaps my statement that he doesn’t know me is false. He does, and I just don’t like to admit it. We used to spend many nights sitting around drinking and talking.

      He rips open a bandage. “I do remember. Not my finest hour.” He places the bandage on my palm and looks up at me. “I often get a little too loose-lipped when I drink. Will you forgive me?”

      I sigh and say nothing. Why would he even want my forgiveness? And as for loose-lipped, he used to make out with Ruby when he got drunk. I wonder if he remembers that, too. I certainly do. It was always my cue to go home.

      “There.” He leans back from me, proud of his work. Then his eyes land on the ripped knee and blood on my jeans. “This too?” He points to it.

      “Yeah, same situation. Look…” I try to get to my feet, but he stops me with an upraised hand. “I’ll take care of it at home,” I insist.

      Mochi leaps up to the table. “Let him help you. We’ll get home soon.”

      “Fine.” I sink down into the chair and wave Nosuké’s hand away. “Let me do it.”

      He hands me the antiseptic and cotton square. I clean the cut myself and bandage it up. “There. All better.” I leave the first aid waste on the table and stand. “And no, I will not help you with my father. You’ll need to figure him out for yourself.”

      “I promise I’ll make it worth your while.” He stands up to face me, and though I’m not sure I trust him, I detect sincerity in his eyes.

      Okay, this intrigues me. It’s a very rare occasion when someone is willing to buy me off. I’ve always been the one hoping for favors when I couldn’t make the cut, but it never happened to me.

      “How?”

      “You’ll have to say ‘yes’ first.” His returning smile is devilish, and a chill runs up my back. “But there’s very little I can’t do for you.”

      I bet.

      His smile doesn’t quit. “Don’t say no yet.”

      “Fine. Can I go to bed first?”

      He laughs as he opens the door.

      “Don’t take too long with your decision.”
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      My alarm blares in my ear again. I hate that damned thing. I wave my hand in a giant circle and accidentally knock it off the nightstand. It crackles to silence, broken. Well, at least it’s quiet now.

      “Myra!” Ruby calls out. A sharp bang-bang-bang echoes through my tiny apartment. “Myra, you better be awake! I have bags of groceries sitting out here!”

      Oh no. What time is it? I push the sleep mask up, and my apartment is blinding with late morning sun. The light is a knife to my brain. I groan as I roll over and search for my alarm clock on the floor. Its case is busted, but it still tells the time, eleven thirty-four AM.

      So, I got about five hours of sleep? That’s it?

      Pulling myself from the bed, I open the door to a red-faced Ruby, three bags of groceries, and Nosh eating a carrot out of one of them. It’s a good thing I gave her the code to let herself into the building, though she hardly ever uses it. I must have slept through her initial calls.

      “Why don’t you ever remember when we’re supposed to be doing stuff together?” She huffs as she blows past me into the kitchen. “I got everything on your list for cookies.”

      Cookies. Right.

      I slide out of the way, plop my butt on the bed, and stare into space as Ruby unloads the bags. She has to move almost everything off my kitchen table to fit the two dozen eggs, flour, and chocolate chips. It’s like we’re living in different worlds right now. She’s going about her day, and I’m replaying my night in my head.

      “Myra, hello?”

      I snap out of it to see her hold up a half kilo of butter.

      “What’s wrong?” Finally, she’s figured out I’m not with it, that I’m not really here. She dumps the butter in my tiny fridge and crosses the room to me. “Dear gods, what happened to you?” She gestures to my hands and knees before she tips up my chin. “Your eyes are bloodshot. Did you go on a bender or something?”

      Nosh leaps from the bag and joins Mochi and me on the bed. He climbs into my lap, and I smile down at him. We can’t communicate, but I know he cares.

      I shake my head as I pat the bed and yawn. “Sit here and let me tell you about my evening.”

      I recount the entire tale, from my late shift to Mochi spraying the guy in the alley to Nosuké’s vague proposal.

      “Whoa. Sorry about getting pissy with you when I walked in. You should just go back to sleep.”

      “No, we’ll bake the cookies together, and when they’re done, I’ll eat and take another nap.” I pull the sleep mask from my head and toss it next to Mochi. “I’m going to brush my teeth and wash my face while you make coffee and tell me what to do. How do I fix this?”

      “Me?” she asks as I head to the bathroom. “This is way beyond me.”

      “Come on, Ruby. You dated the guy. Tell me how to make him go away.”

      I let her think about it and brew the coffee while I pull myself together. I should change out of my pajamas to bake, but these clothes should go in the wash, anyway.

      “Well, obviously, you have to date Nosuké,” she says, when I emerge from the bathroom. She hands me a steaming cup of coffee, and I spill it all over the floor with a hearty guffaw.

      “Oh shit.” I look down at the puddle with a sigh. I snag a towel from the kitchen and drop it on the spilled coffee. “I’m such a klutz. And a fuck-up. It’s hilarious that you think that. Me? Date Nosuké Maeda? You must be joking. He’s a better mate for you than me.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself.” She nods once. “And yes, I’m kidding. Maybe I will go out with him again, and that will get him off your case.” She raises her eyebrows, and my stomach sinks. I actually don’t want that to happen. Not again.

      I finish cleaning up and chuck the towel near the sink.

      “Let’s get back on track here. The issue is he wants me to go to bat for him against my father, and you know I can’t do that. But I also can’t pass up an opportunity for something good to happen to me… for once.”

      I pull my stand mixer out and set it on the table. It’s one of the few things I’ve splurged on, and I barely have space for it. “So, let’s really consider this business proposition from the yakuza boss, hmm? Crack these eggs for me.”

      She cracks eggs into a bowl while I measure flour. “He’s not a yakuza boss. He never was. He’s a casino owner. His father is a little on the dodgy side.”

      “Like father like son,” I murmur. “He’s a multi-billion-credit casino franchise owner who can command anything he wants.”

      “Except for your father.”

      “Right.” I finish prepping all the dry ingredients. “And that’s an impossible task. My father won’t listen to me. He never has. He hasn’t respected me or my life since I flunked the Interstellar Agency entrance exams.”

      I sigh and sit down, rubbing my face with my one clean hand.

      “I’m a failure to him and always will be. I flunked the exams twice. I barely graduated from culinary school. Remember what happened with Mrs. Martin? Embarrassing as hell. I’m a line cook, not even a chef. I can’t go against the grain anymore. Look at Suri. She’s almost a pariah now.”

      We work in silence for a bit. Ruby’s eyes are far off as she adds chocolate chips to her bowl.

      “You can say no.”

      “Something tells me I can’t say no.”

      She shakes her head. “Nosuké can take no for an answer. He always respected me when I said no.”

      I shrug. “Would your ‘no’ cost him millions?”

      Ruby is quiet for a moment. She knows I speak the truth.

      I chew on my lip as I consider the tug of war inside my head. I could say no, and maybe after saying it a few times, Nosuké will give up, and I will go on with my boring life. Or I could say yes, and something new and exciting could happen to me, plain ol’ Myra.

      “But if I say no, then I may be giving up a possible cool opportunity.”

      Ruby snaps out of her daze.

      “Okay, then.” She hands over the vanilla extract. “Drug them.”

      “My family?” I ask with a laugh. “Possibly illegal.”

      “Um, tell your father you’ll disown him and make a scandal out of it.”

      “Nah, Dad doesn’t succumb to that kind of negative pressure. It has to be positive.”

      We work quietly — folding, mixing, stirring — until the dough is ready enough for Ruby to do all the scooping. I set my tired butt down on the bed and sigh. My coffee went cold ages ago, but I drink it anyway. I’m going to either need food or a nap soon. Or both.

      “Myra, you need to ask yourself if it’ll be worth it,” Ruby says, sliding a cookie sheet into my oven. She’s baked here enough times to understand how to work everything.

      “What?” I ask, a little dazed with fatigue.

      “Getting involved.” She sets the oven mitt aside and starts a timer before sitting down at the table. “You’ve never once been interested in politics or negotiations or anything your father does.”

      She grabs the bowl and crosses the room to sit next to me. I swipe my finger into the leftover cookie dough and let it explode across my tongue. “Mmmm, my favorite. Look, how long have you known me?”

      “Since we were in diapers,” she says, resting her head back and peering at the ceiling.

      “Right. I wanted to be a scientist and go into space. The Interstellar Agency was the most popular place to be.”

      “That didn’t happen,” she fills in.

      “So I thought maybe I’d try volunteer work.”

      “Total disaster.”

      “And then I just traveled for a year.”

      “You came home with fleas.”

      Gods, yes, that was awful.

      “Then I got into culinary school.”

      She sits up and nods. “A much better choice for you, except for those few weird guys you dated.”

      “Yes, except for them.” I laugh because how could I not? “But was it the right choice for me? What if I was meant to be in space, and I blew it?”

      I’m currently in a dead-end job with no hope of advancement, and I’m not even sure if I’m good at what I do. I blew my chance at a real career. I know it.

      “Myra…” Ruby’s voice is soft and caring. “This is not the end for you. I promise. You have a great job and a promising future ahead of you. Don’t get sidetracked now by something shiny and new.”

      It’s like she can read my mind. She’s the positive one; I always see the dark side. My big mistake has always been giving up before I could get anywhere.

      “But I love shiny and new.” I try to lighten the mood with a smile, but she’s not buying it.

      “Shiny and new are the things that get you into trouble more times than not.”

      I throw my head back. “You’re right. Totally right. I should say ‘no’ to the wealthy and influential man who wants to give me something shiny and new for poking my nose where it doesn’t belong.”

      “That’s the spirit,” she says, snapping her fingers.

      My tablet jumps to life with an alert. Someone is at the apartment building’s door, asking for entry.

      “Whaaaaat?” I breathe out, leaning in to look at the screen closer. Is that…?

      I tap the speaker button. “Can I help you?”

      Ruby’s head snaps around to me, realizing that I’m talking to my tablet, not her.

      “Miss Kimura, it’s Tobito. I work with Mr. Maeda. I have a delivery for you.”

      “Uh, okay. I’ll buzz you in.”

      Yeah, I thought he looked familiar. I unlock the outer door for him downstairs and watch him climb the stairs before I hustle over to greet him. Oops. I belatedly realize that I’m a mess with slept-on hair in a chaotic bun, flour all over my old culinary school t-shirt, and ratty pajama pants. Too late. Can’t fix it now.

      I open the door, and Tobito smiles at me.

      “Hello again. These are for you.” He hands over a giant bouquet of cut flowers and a pastry box with an envelope on it. I take both of them.

      “Uh, thanks?”

      Tobito gives a jaunty salute and steps back. “Have a good day, miss.”

      I shut the door on him and turn around to a stunned Ruby.

      “Are those from…?” She circles her finger at the items in my arms.

      “Yeah. I think so.” I hide a smile away. I shouldn’t be giddy about getting presents from someone like Nosuké.

      But, hey… It’s been a long time since anyone gave me gifts or attention. Even if it’s for the wrong reason, I’ll take it.

      Ruby snaps the envelope off of the pastry box before I can set it down.

      “Let’s see here,” she sing-songs as I dive to grab it from her hand. She snatches it away.

      “Oh, come on. Let me have it,” I whine.

      “Nope.” She laughs as she leaps over my body and holds the envelope up in the air. Both Mochi and Nosh are awake now.

      “What? What’s going on?” Mochi asks, stretching and yawning.

      Before I can protest again, Ruby opens the envelope and pulls out a simple piece of white card stock. Her eyes coast over the writing, and her lips fall into a frown.

      “What?” I ask, insistent. My heartbeat soars, looking at her sad face.

      She hands it over. “Nosuké wants to have dinner with you tomorrow night at Kisetsu.”

      My forehead breaks out in a cold sweat as I read the card.

      “Miss Myra Kimura, I hope you got some rest. Please have dinner with me tomorrow night at Kisetsu, 7PM. We have much to talk about. Nosuké.”

      Tomorrow night at his kaiseki restaurant? The most famous restaurant in town? The one with a waiting list over a year long to get in?

      I suppose all the sweat on my forehead used to wet my tongue because my mouth is so dry I can’t swallow. This is a daring invitation.

      “What? What is it?” Mochi asks his front paws up on my leg. “Myra, you don’t look well.”

      Ruby folds her arms over her chest. “He never took me to Kisetsu. Or sent me flowers, for that matter.”

      Uh oh. Ruby’s pinched lips tell me she’s jealous. She has a thing for Aki, but they aren’t dating. At least not yet. Nosuké is a recent enough ex that she really may still have feelings for him, feelings she’s trying to deny.

      I glance at the invitation again and try to calm my racing heart. I won’t hurt Ruby, no matter what. So I only have one choice here. If Nosuké wants to talk to me about my dad, it’ll need to be all business. It can’t look romantic. At all. Flowers, fancy pastries, and dinner at Kisetsu look like a date. At least, to Ruby it does.

      Right. Anyway, this is not a date. This is no big deal. He’s only asking me so he can pump me for information about my dad.

      “He’s not taking me to Kisetsu either,” I say, flipping the notecard over. On the back is his personal mail address. I’ll write to him later and decline. “I have to work.”

      Which is true and very convenient right now.

      I take the flowers and the pastry box and dump them in the trash.

      “There. No big deal.”

      Ruby opens her mouth to protest, but I raise my hand.

      “No big deal,” I repeat.

      No one but my father has ever sent me flowers. But whatever, right?

      I don’t need this kind of drama in my life.

      Still, I tell the ache in my chest to go away. This is not genuine interest, Myra. This is some kind of emotional blackmail. He’s trying to woo me, to get me on his side against Dad, and then what? He’d probably dump me like a burned cake and move on.

      The sweet smell of chocolate chip cookies permeates the air, and we both inhale at the same time. My stomach is empty, but I’m too tired to do anything.

      “Keep an eye on those cookies. I’m going to take a nap.”

      “How can you nap when this smells so good?”

      I cross the room and climb into bed with Mochi and Nosh. “When you’ve had the kind of night I had, you can sleep just about anywhere.”
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      I didn’t sleep much before my shift, and now I’m paying the price for it. Chopping away at carrots, my lower back aches, and my eyesight swims with fatigue. I reach for my cup of coffee and down three tepid gulps. Hopefully, the caffeine gets me moving soon because the dining room is packed tonight.

      With the carrots prepped and handed off to Bryan, I sigh and step back from the counter. Shit. I just realized I’m wearing two different socks and my pants are inside out. That’s a great look, Myra. And I didn’t have time for a shower or makeup either because Ruby’s baking party took up my entire afternoon.

      “Myra!” Sheila, one of the waiters, calls out as she races into the kitchen. “Boss wants to see you out in the dining room.”

      I gulp down coffee. “Can it wait? We’re backed up, and Bryan can’t spare me.”

      “Can’t spare her!” Bryan shouts over a flaming wok.

      Sheila grabs a spare apron. “Mrs. Tanaka says it’s important. I’m going to cover you.” She jerks her chin at the vegetables in front of me. “I can handle these.”

      I hesitate before I wave her in. “Do you have knife skills?”

      Sheila picks up the knife and raises her eyebrows. “We’re about to find out.”

      I grimace and step away. “The first aid kit is on the wall.”

      I hurry into the office and grumble as I kick off my shoes, take off my pants, and turn them right-side out. Why am I always called out of the kitchen for some crazy-ass thing? I hope I didn’t screw up the last dish I sent out. Ugh. That’s it, right? My mind has been elsewhere, and I screwed up. “You’re such a fucking genius, Myra,” I mumble to myself as I hurry to the dining room.

      Halfway across the room, I halt in my tracks, and all the blood in my head disappears. The empress and her husband, Nosuké, his father Noburo, Mrs. Tanaka, and her eldest son occupy a table near the front. Mrs. Tanaka turns and sees me before I can make a run for it. I pick up my feet and walk towards them at her beckoning wave.

      My head is an empty echo chamber, my feelings detached from my body. I sent off my regrets to Nosuké an hour before my shift. I’m sure he’s already seen it. Thank the gods I turned my pants right-side out, or I would have burned with embarrassment.

      “Myra, come sit. Pull up a chair,” Mrs. Tanaka says, and my body fights for control over its temperature regulation. I’m cold with fear, and then I heat to blinding levels as Nosuké turns to watch me approach.

      Oh, fuck. I can feel it now. I am in a lot of trouble. I’ve had this feeling too many times in my life to not recognize it instantly. I am either about to be fired or reamed out or… I don’t know. Something awful, I’m sure. My dad will hear about this, and I’ll also get a mouthful from him.

      “I… I’m sorry, Mrs. Tanaka. I can’t sit down. We are swamped in the kitchen. Sorry,” I say again, bowing. I approach her and lean over to her ear. “Is everything okay? Did I mess up a dish? Do you need me to bring something else out?”

      “Myra,” she says, grasping my arm, “nothing’s the matter with the food.”

      “Then, um, why…?” I start, but she shakes her head.

      “You can guess,” she replies.

      “Myra, it’s good to see you again.” Empress Itami turns on a smile. I glance around and notice that this table is an island. Empty tables surround it with men and women on guard and facing either the restaurant’s front or the other customers. Of course, these wealthy and influential people have security.

      “You as well, Empress Itami.” I bow.

      She clears her throat as I right myself.

      “Oh, sorry. Uh, Sanaa.”

      “That’s better. This is my husband, Jiro.”

      He nods to me as he pours saké for his wife. His family has good genes. I’ve seen photos of him throughout the years, and I swear he never ages.

      “And my friend, Noburo, and his son, Nosuké…” She pauses as she watches Nosuké smile at me and my cheeks color. “Who you already know.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say, trying to keep myself cool.

      Noburo sits back from the table and looks me over from head to toe. “This is one of the Kimura girls?” He tilts his head to the side, and I’m waiting for the comment that I’m too homely, too overweight, too plain to be a ‘Kimura girl.’ All the rest of my sisters are stunners. I’m not sure how I ended up being so ordinary.

      “Yes, sir.” My voice is barely above a whisper.

      “I’m sorry to hear you can’t make it to Kisetsu tomorrow,” Nosuké says, picking up his beer. “I was sure you would accept my invitation to dinner. How little I know about you already.”

      Noburo raises his eyebrows. “She turned down dinner at Kisetsu?” He turns back to face the table and his meal. “Sounds like a headstrong girl. I wonder if I know of any other women like that.”

      Sanaa laughs, throwing her head back. “Girls in little black dresses who storm into your casino and demand your loyalty?”

      “That does sound familiar.” Noburo dips his shrimp in sauce and pops it into his mouth.

      “I, uhhhh,” I stammer out. Mrs. Tanaka’s hand grasps mine and squeezes, breathing life back into me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it was a good idea, and I have to work. I…” I swallow and glance at Mrs. Tanaka. “I don’t have any evenings free for at least three weeks. We’re a little short-staffed. I should get back, actually.”

      Nosuké throws up his hands, a sympathetic expression on his face. “Just a moment, please.” He clears his throat and pushes up his sleeves while everyone else eats around him. “It’s just dinner,” he assures me. “I thought you might appreciate the meal because of your culinary education, and we could talk with no interruptions. Please reconsider. Did you enjoy the wagashi I sent?”

      I close my eyes for a second. Damn it. That’s what was in the pastry box? I threw away the wagashi without even looking at them? The traditional Japanese confections that probably came from the shop outside the casino are as sought after as a table at Kisetsu, costing dozens of credits apiece.

      I am such an idiot.

      But at least I’m a loyal idiot.

      Just remember Ruby’s face, Myra.

      “They were beautiful,” I lie. “I didn’t have time to eat any.”

      Nosuké’s eyes drill down into my brain.

      I want to cry. I don’t do well with this kind of attention. I’ve regretted every moment since Dad became mayor because suddenly everyone wants to look at me, point at me, talk about me, criticize me. I failed several classes in culinary school because I couldn’t perform in front of my teacher and fellow students. I’m a good chef… well, passable at least. But once someone is watching me, it’s like my hands don’t work, and I forget everything I know.

      “I have an idea.” Nosuké sits back in his chair. “I have a few line cooks who aren’t getting enough hours at my restaurants. They’re complaining about being bored.” He rolls his eyes as he turns to Mrs. Tanaka. “How about I loan them out to you, Miko? Just for a few days, maybe a week or two, so that Myra and your other staff members can get a break.”

      Mrs. Tanaka’s face is unreadable. I wish I knew what was going through her head right now.

      “I’ll pay for them, of course.” He brings his hand to his chest, and Mrs. Tanaka nods.

      “That’s very generous. I appreciate the help,” she replies. My stomach sinks to my knees. I can see where this is going.

      “Great. I’ll have two employees over to relieve your staff tomorrow.” Nosuké turns to me. “I hope this means you will reconsider my invitation.”

      I breathe out slowly as I examine him. Most women on this planet would do anything to be noticed by Nosuké. He’s not flashy like some celebrities, but I’ve seen him on the gossip sites and heard that he demands the best of the best. Ruby was nearly shunned by so many, just because she was lucky enough to date him.

      Lucky enough? Myra, what is wrong with you?

      Well, I mean. Come on. He’s super handsome, and I know I’m not the only one who thinks that. He has unassuming good taste in clothes and food. His thick hair is always combed forward into a wave or a peak, and his dark eyes can capture anyone’s attention.  He obviously works out and takes care of himself. Who wouldn’t want to date him? I’m sure men and women would line up for the chance. Ruby talked about how good he was in bed, and it was enough to fuel my own fantasies for months. Just remembering the details makes my whole body heat to blinding levels under his stare.

      It’s not a date, though. It’s just a meeting, a way for him to pump me for information so he can sway my father.

      You know what? I could say ‘no’ for another few days, weeks, months, and he might still chase me, hoping for the information he needs to get his casinos through the review process. He’s a patient man, and he thinks long-term.

      So, if I want to end this annoyance, I need to do something about it. Now.

      “Fine. I’ll go,” I blurt out.

      Everyone’s head turns to look at me. Could I be any more awkward?

      “Fantastic.” Nosuké’s smile is brilliant, and my heart skips a beat. “Seven PM. I’ll see you there.”

      Mrs. Tanaka lets out a held breath and smiles, nodding at me. “You can go now.”

      I think accepting this invitation made her life easier, too.

      I turn on my heel to leave when I hear Noburo say to Nosuké, “Be ready for a big check with that one.”

      My feet falter, the statement a knife straight to my gut. My face bursts into flames, processing what he said. I know I’m not some skinny waif like all the women Nosuké has dated. Ruby fit the bill nicely. But come on. I am not that overweight.

      Maybe I should lay off the brownies…

      “Look who’s talking. It’s not like I have ever had a reasonable dinner tab when I take you out to eat,” Nosuké replies.

      I beat a hasty retreat to the sound of Noburo’s hearty guffaws.
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      I hope no one sees me here tonight because they’re going to blab to my father if they do. What I wouldn’t give for some anonymity as I pull open the door to the casino.

      I got dressed for this outing alone, with only Mochi to give me fashion advice. Let’s just say that skunks do not have the best taste in dresses, though I picked a black dress Mochi seemed to like a lot. It shouldn’t be a surprise. He is black and white, after all. Ruby is at work this evening, trying to get Aki to go out on a date with her. I’m glad because I couldn’t admit to her I was coming here tonight.

      “You look nice, Myra,” Mochi says, trotting by my side. I keep my chin up as people dodge away from Mochi.

      What I find funny is that other animals do not shun him. We walk past plenty of other creatures with their paired people and not one of them flinches or cares. Dogs, cats, foxes, squirrels, birds — no one pays Mochi any mind. And you would think the casino would be a mess with these animals, yet it’s not. Our paired animals are smart enough to do their business outside or in the bathrooms.

      “Thanks. I’m not sure if you’ll be allowed in the dining room.”

      “Of course. I plan to go find Ringo. He’ll know all the best places to hide.”

      Raccoons and skunks, creatures of the night. Well, at least Nosuké and I have that in common. I doubt there’s anything else he would have in common with a loser like me.

      I sigh as I approach Kisetsu. This place is not rich and flashy. It’s the picture of understated elegance. The dark wood slatted front is softly lit, and the name Kisetsu, meaning ‘season’ in Japanese, is stamped into a metal plate to the left of the door. Pretty much everyone in my graduating class at culinary school wanted to work here, and as far as I know, none of them passed muster with the head chef. It is the place to be, both as a guest and an employee.

      “Myra? Stop,” Mochi pleads, so I release the door handle before opening it. I squat down next to him. “Remember who you are tonight.” He lifts onto his back legs and puts his front paws on my knees. “You are Myra Kimura. You are kind and thoughtful. Dedicated and loyal.”

      My heart melts hearing this from my best pal. I place my hand on his head and stroke down his back. I love his fluffy tail and stripes.

      “Don’t listen to people who try to tell you to be someone you’re not.”

      “Thanks, Motch.” I clear my throat from the lump that’s formed there. “I won’t be too late. This will be over quickly.

      “Whatever happens, I’ll be here.”

      “I don’t deserve you.” My heart aches to think of my life before Mochi. He has brought me so much companionship and joy over the last year. I’m blessed to have met him. I wish others would give him a break.

      I stand up and watch him trot off, his tail held high, and people scrambling to get out of the way. He’s mine, everyone! Hands off.

      I adjust my dress and make sure everything is where it should be. My shoes are the only heels I own, in black, of course. When they’re your lone pair of heels, they have to match everything. And without a mirror, I can only hope and pray that my hair is behaving. Usually, it’s pulled up and away from my face for work because I don’t have straight hair, nor do I have curly hair. My hair lives in this no-man’s-land somewhere in between the two. Please, please, please, let it behave tonight.

      Walking in the door, I’m immediately recognized by the head waiter and whisked off to the restaurant's semi-private dining area at the back. Seems fitting to me. Nosuké is already sitting and sipping on a cocktail. He is devastatingly handsome, and I’m questioning my sanity again because I am inadequate trash compared to him. This is going to be an interesting evening.

      “Myra.” His smile is warm and inviting, and he stands up as I approach the table. “I hope you didn’t have any problems finding the place.”

      I bark a laugh and regret it as the nearest table’s occupants turn to stare at us. They are a good five meters away, but it’s not far enough. My awkward behavior has caught every eye in the place.

      “Sorry,” I say, bringing my hand to my mouth, “but everyone who is anyone knows where Kisetsu is.”

      “Of course.” His lips quirk in a small smile. He looks around my feet. “Where is your companion?”

      “Mochi?” I hesitate as the head waiter pulls out my chair for me. “I wasn’t sure if he’d be allowed in the dining room, so he’s out and about. It’s such a common problem for us. We’re used to it.” I sit down and set my purse on the empty chair to my right. Someone set the table beautifully with a small, thin glass vase containing a twig of sakura cherry tree flowers.

      Nosuké’s expression is cold and hard. Uh oh. We’re already off on the wrong foot. “He is always welcome here or anywhere in my businesses. Ringo?”

      Ringo appears at his feet. I lean over and see that the restaurant’s staff laid out a plate of food for him and another for Mochi behind Nosuké. My mouth is suddenly dry.

      “Go find Mochi and welcome him to come back here for dinner.”

      Ringo squeaks before heading off. I’m sure as the boss’s pair, he gets plenty of leeway. I can only hope Mochi is not too far away.

      “Sorry. I didn’t know,” I say, my voice hidden away.

      Nosuké sits down and crosses his legs as he picks up his drink. His face is still unhappy. “How could you not know? Did I ever turn away someone’s pair when Ruby and I were together? You came out with us on many occasions.”

      “I…” My face bursts with a blush, and my throat closes up. He’s correct. Never once was anyone’s pair ever turned away on the nights we all spent together. One woman always brought her horse. A horse! Nosuké gave the horse a place in his stables and fresh food every time.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just… He’s a skunk, you know. You saw the little boy the other day. That’s how we get treated everywhere.” Looking at his serious eyes, I sigh. “I didn’t want to ruin the evening, and somehow, I already have.” I close my eyes. “I’m such an idiot.” I lean forward to grab my purse. “I’ll go. I’m sorry for offending you.”

      “No, no.” He snaps out of his mood quickly. His hands jerk out and stop me in my tracks. “No, don’t go. I’m not angry with you. I’m angry with” — he waves his hand in the air — “society, life. We would get the same treatment if I weren’t one of the wealthiest people on the planet.”

      I slowly sit back down. “Well, aren’t you lucky then. Sorry. Again.”

      He cracks a smile. “Indeed I am. You’re here. Would you like a drink?”

      It’s hard to find my voice. “Sure. Whatever’s good.”

      He raises a hand, and a waitstaff member is at our table in a blink. He orders me something and a bottle of saké to go with the food. I fidget with my dress, my hair, and my feet before settling down.

      “Thank you for coming tonight. I know I didn’t give you much of a choice, asking you in front of your boss and the empress.” He smiles, but the admission to his own cunning invitation makes me boil with anger.

      “You did not, no.” I clasp my hands in my lap to stop from playing with my hair. “I had to say yes.” I lift my chin. “I’m hoping that we can get things settled tonight, so we don’t have to do this again. I hate putting my boss and friends in difficult positions.”

      “Boss and friends? Are you talking about Ruby?” He leans forward as my drink arrives at the table. I’m not sure what it is, but a quick sniff tells me it’s citrus-based, and that’s always fine with me. “You two have been best friends for ages.”

      I sip and set the glass aside, relaxing a little despite the conversation topic. “Yes, since we were kids. And also yes. She was with me when I received the flowers and wagashi. She, um…” I stall to a halt as I glance across the table at him. Ruby would not be happy to overhear this conversation, so I keep it brief. “She mentioned you had never sent her flowers, and it seemed to spark some regret in her. She barely talked to me after.”

      Nosuké frowns, but I clear my throat and move on.

      “But that’s okay because we’ll have dinner here, and you’ll get whatever information you need out of me, and we won’t see each other again after this.” I swallow more of my drink as Nosuké remains quiet on the other side of the table.

      We’re both silent for a long moment, him staring off into the space behind me. It was his idea to come here tonight, but he seems unhappy. I must be doing something wrong.

      Several people show up at the table and snap us out of our heads. Nosuké sits back so the staff can set our plates in front of us at the same time. My mouth waters as the dish’s acidic aroma wafts up to my nose. Mmmm, homemade pickled daikon, carrots, and seaweed. These will go great with the saké, the perfect starter.

      This is why people come to Kisetsu for the beautiful and delicious meals, served kaiseki style in many courses. It’s spring, which means there will be a lot of young vegetables and greenery on the table. The fish course is bound to be something abundant in the waters here at this time of year — seerfish, clams, or mackerel, possibly.

      What I wouldn’t give to cook this kind of food. I love all the tiny details.

      I pick up my chopsticks and pop a pickled daikon in my mouth as I turn the black and red lacquerware around, watching the mother-of-pearl inlays catch the light.

      “Mmmm, pretty,” I mumble around my mouthful before bringing my fingers to my lips to hide my mouth.

      “You like food.” Nosuké relaxes with a smile. He leans across the table to fill up my saké cup. I haven’t even finished my cocktail yet, and we’re onto the saké and the first course. Good. This will all go by quickly.

      “Yeah. I’m pretty sure that’s apparent to just about everyone.”

      Nosuké’s smile fades.

      “Here. Let me pour for you.” I beckon him to hand over the carafe. I fill up his cup, and we lift our cups to toast. I drain half of it in one mouthful.

      “I’m sorry about my father.” Nosuké sips his saké. “He’s gotten way too brash and, well, annoying in his old age.”

      I wave him off. “Please. It’s not as if I don’t hear that kind of thing all the time. Most people remark on my weight or looks within a few moments of meeting me, especially if they know my family.” I raise my eyebrows at him knowingly. Everyone knows the Kimura sisters with their accomplished school careers, bright smiles, and stunning good looks. Except for me. It’s like Mom slept with the gardener or something.

      Nosuké is quiet again, and it puzzles me. When he dated Ruby, he was always talkative and lively. He wasn’t the life of the party or anything, but he certainly knew what he wanted and how to get it. But then there were downtimes too. I remember sitting next to him at a bar in the casino. We talked about the local soccer teams and our favorite places to get pizza.

      “I don’t think I like hearing you talk about yourself this way,” he replies before popping a pickle in his mouth.

      I blink a few times and pull back. “I, uh… Hm.” How do I respond to that?

      “You were never disparaging to yourself before.”

      I shrug. “It’s been a few years, and things change.” I clear my throat as I concentrate on my plate. “Unfortunately, it only got worse once I paired with Mochi. Friends stopped calling, except Ruby. They didn’t invite me out for drinks anymore. I spent more time indoors, cooking and testing recipes.” I shrug again. “It’s the way of things.”

      “I see,” he says with a nod. “Still, I don’t think I like it very much. Maybe you should give yourself a break.”

      I huff a laugh. “Why do you care?”

      “I just do.” He makes eye contact with me, and a wash of tingles falls down my back. If Ruby saw him looking at me like this, she’d whip out a knife and stab me.

      I clear my throat as the first course is removed and replaced with a plate of seasonal sushi.

      “You don’t know this, but I’ve followed your career for a few years.”

      My chopsticks slip in my fingers. One shoots from my hand and rolls across the table to the floor. I’m sorry. What did he say?

      Someone immediately replaces my chopsticks.

      “I was glad to see you left that hole-in-the-wall egg shop for Izakaya Tanaka. Izakaya Tanaka is one of the better places to eat in the eastern part of town.” He pops his sushi in his mouth. I cannot eat. “Did you know it’s been there since planetfall?”

      I shake my head, unsure if I should open my mouth and break his train of thought.

      “Well, actually, the first Izakaya Tanaka burned down, but Miko has had that place ever since. I used to go there a lot with my father when I was younger. Anyway,” he says, dipping his sushi into soy sauce, “I was glad you were there. Miko is a fair boss. I have a question for you, though.”

      He pauses to see if I’m following along. I’m frozen, and all I can do is make a gesture with my hand for him to continue.

      “Why didn’t you go into pastries? I thought they were your first love.”

      Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out. Myra, do not have a panic attack.

      “I, uh, how…” I stop and look around, but the restaurant seems the same as when I entered. “Am I being pranked right now?”

      “No,” he says simply. “The bakeshop over on Third, run by Mrs. Martin?”

      My stomach sinks. “Yes. I, uh…” I pause and swallow. Maybe this night will zip by if I’m brutally honest with him. He’ll realize I’m a loser and the dinner will be over. “She put me through an audition process, and I blew it. I baked cakes and cookies for days, but nothing ever met with her approval.” She was so disappointed in me, and it was plain on her face with every bite she took.

      “I’ve owned that place for over ten years, but no one really knows that. I let Miranda run her store the way she wants to — hands-off — which is why I couldn’t advocate for you. I thought your baked good were superior, but Miranda was adamant. I was upset when she passed you up for the other girl. What was her name?”

      “Naomi.” I remember her well. She was so much better than me at everything. It was hard to ignore her and her talent. Mrs. Martin chose Naomi easily.

      “That’s it,” he says, pointing at me. He glances at my plate of uneaten food. “The mackerel is delicious. Don’t forget to eat.”

      I’m not sure I can because my esophagus is so tight that I’m bound to choke on it.

      “That was four years ago.” Fuck. I do the math in my head. Ruby and Nosuké dated almost two years ago for one year. That’s three years. And I thought when I met him then the first time that he didn’t know who I was.

      I chug down my saké and move on to the last of my cocktail before eating the two sushi pieces. Eat quicker, Myra. I need to get the hell out of here before the spell of this meal is broken, and I find out I’m being laughed at.

      A tray of food arrives, and this time, it’s not one little course, it’s several together. Simmered tofu with bamboo shoots, grilled eel and young carrots, broiled fish, a red miso soup with baby clams, a bowl of rice — my mouth waters looking at it all.

      But my mind is on the conversation. Suddenly, this meal is more than I expected. It’s not Nosuké asking me endless questions about my dad. He’s interested in me. He’s interested in me?

      Does not compute.

      “Wait,” I say, rewinding through my memories. “I was dating Daren then.”

      This stops Nosuké. “Yes, you were. In private, right?”

      “Yes.” I stare down at my meal to cover the embarrassment of being someone’s secret love affair. Well, it wasn’t anything torrid or anything. No. It was the opposite.

      Daren and I dated in secret because he was ashamed of me. I knew it, and I didn’t care. This was when I was much more overweight and unhappy, and Daren didn’t want to admit to dating someone like me, especially since I was a Kimura sister. He believed my father was ruthless to anyone who dated his daughters. That my father had connections that could ruin him. It was a familiar whispering among the boys at school. We were all way off-limits.

      “And you knew?”

      “Daren and I were friends for a while back then. We’re not anymore.”

      I think I understand the implications here, but…

      “Why?”

      “Because no one should ever hide you away, Myra.”

      The hair on my arms rises up.

      Wait. Nosuké didn’t ask me here to discuss my father. He has an ulterior motive, and I’m scared to admit that it may be me. The flowers and the wagashi — I thought they were just items to butter me up. No. Those gifts now have romantic undertones I didn’t see the first time. He was flirting with me the other night with the comments about how nice I would look in a ball gown and that my baking was bound to be delicious.

      I don’t believe it. Why me?

      Because no one has ever pursued me before. Ever.

      I glance across the table at him, his crisp shirt, cleanly shaven face, and perfect hair. Ruby will kill me if this is real. Is it real? Or am I reading everything wrong?

      His eyes are soft on me, and the set of his shoulders is confident. I don’t think I’m reading anything wrong here. I can’t even believe I’m thinking this, but Nosuké Maeda likes me. Mochi was right.

      “Myra?” he prompts, breaking into my thoughts. I shake my head and come back to the present. “Tell me all about your family. I have a feeling we’ll all be very close soon enough.”

      This dinner is not what I thought it was…

      It’s something even better.
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      I make the switch in my head immediately. This is not a business meeting or even a friendly dinner. This is a date. A date? I haven’t been on a date in literally forever. The last few men I met and slept with were not ‘dates.’ They were a few drinks at the bar and a one-night stand. After my pseudo-relationship with Daren, I didn’t have the heart to try again.

      And I haven’t dated anyone in at least a year, not since Mochi and I have been together.

      Speaking of which, he comes trotting up to our table with Ringo next to him and the head waiter following behind.

      “Is this all right, Mr. Maeda?” The head waiter wrings his hands for a moment until Mochi approaches me, and I scratch his head. “Ah. Okay.” He bows and leaves hastily, probably before Nosuké can fire him for questioning his better judgment.

      “Myra, you’re still here.” Mochi’s voice is filled with awe. “Is it going well?”

      “It is,” I whisper to him. “I think there’s food for you with Ringo.”

      “Ringo says that Nosuké is interested in you,” he stresses. “Not just about your father.”

      I laugh at him. He’s such a little meddler.

      “That may be true. Let me get back to my dinner, okay?”

      Mochi joins Ringo at their plates. Watching them sit side by side and eat is the cutest thing ever. I sink into my chair and breathe out a relieved sigh.

      “You’re more relaxed when he’s around. The sign of an excellent pairing,” Nosuké says, bringing my eyes to his.

      “He’s my best friend, next to Ruby.” I clear my throat and decide that I won’t mention her again for the rest of the evening. This whole thing feels like a betrayal, but maybe it’s not. I’ve always put my friends’ and family’s needs before mine. When do I get to come first? “So, you want to know about my family…”

      I make my way through the ranks, starting with my older brother, Ean, and working down to Rosa and Demi, the youngest of the Kimura sisters.

      “They’re both in high school now, and who knows what they’ll get up to. Though I’m pretty sure they’ll both test into the I.A. with no issues. If that’s what they want.”

      We’ve finished the dinner courses, and Nosuké has moved on to bourbon and water. I stopped drinking after the saké was gone. I tap my foot under the table and think about something sweet to go with this meal. Maybe cheesecake. Yeah, a fluffy soufflé style cheesecake.

      “Sorry. I’ve been talking too much. You have a sister, right?”

      “Half-sister.” He turns his glass around on the table. “Serena. My mother died when I was ten, and my father remarried.” His demeanor is neutral, so I decide to pry.

      “And do you like her? Your step-mom?”

      This elicits a smile. “I do. I love her. She’s a wonderful woman. Just the fact that she puts up with my father is another reason to make her a saint.” He sips his drink. “Do you get along with your mom?”

      “Yeah. Pretty much all the kids do. She’s caring and understanding. Maybe a little too pushy about us all finding ‘someone.’” I roll my eyes. “But she’s always been great.”

      “I have heard similar things about her. She seems like a lovely woman.”

      Silence.

      “You want to talk about my father?” I feel we’ve broken a rule somehow by coming back to him full circle.

      Nosuké sighs. “Not especially, but I suppose we have to.” He sets his glass down and looks off into the restaurant. We’ve been here for almost two hours now. “The weather is nice tonight. Do you want to go out for a walk on the beach?”

      Mochi runs to my side and bounces on his back legs. “Oh yes. Let’s go to the beach. I love the beach.”

      I halt a giggle as he bounces. He and Nosh often spend a lot of time on the beach. There’s a fair amount of sand in my bed at all times.

      “He likes the beach,” I tell Nosuké.

      Nosuké smiles as he pushes in his chair and reaches for my bag. “Ringo barely tolerates the sand. He’ll stick to the rocks.”

      Heads turn and eyes focus on us as we leave the restaurant together, and everyone bows or runs to get out of the way. When the door closes behind us, I look back at all the restaurant employees through the window.

      “Do you notice when people do that?”

      “What? Go out of their way to be deferential to me?”

      “Yeah, that.” I join him as he gestures to the casino floor.

      “I do. But I don’t call attention to it. If I want them to be casual with me, then they try even harder to be something I don’t want. So I’m just polite and calm, and I never tell them to do anything differently.”

      Hmmm, that’s interesting. Polite and calm. I can be polite, but calm is definitely something I need to work on.

      On the walk through the casino, I start to pull inward. Everyone acknowledges Nosuké and stares at me. I lag a half-step behind Nosuké after being stared down by a pair of women at the bar. It was easy to pretend we were on a date at Kisetsu. Now I’m just awkward and out of place.

      “Sorry. Am I walking too fast?” He looks down as he slows and places a hand on my lower back. “You’re wearing heels.”

      “I’m, uh…” I’m conscious of how close we are to each other, how his hand is on my back, and how the surrounding whispers intensify every second. “I think you might want to step away from me, or the wolves will tear me apart.”

      Nosuké knocks out of his own bubble and glances around at the people watching and listening as we make our way to the boardwalk doors. Our pairs are right behind us.

      I lean in and lower my voice. “I’m the mayor’s daughter, and not even the pretty one at that. Everyone is wondering what the hell you’re doing with me.” My cheeks heat, and it’s hard to swallow.

      “They can keep wondering,” he replies, moving closer and directing me away from the crowd.

      My knees wobble before they reach the door, and Mochi sprints in front of me. “Myra, you don’t look so good.”

      “I’m okay,” I whisper as the door opens and the fresh spring air hits us. For a moment, I close my eyes and breathe deep. “I’m okay,” I repeat.

      “You’re okay?” Nosuké asks, not knowing my conversation with Mochi.

      “Yeah, but we should cut this night short before the rumors start. I’m sure you don’t want to be associated with me.”

      He turns to face me as people stream around us on the boardwalk. It’s an unseasonably warm evening, and lots of people are out. Yamato doesn’t have an abundance of family-friendly attractions, but the boardwalk food stalls get a lot of business on a night like this.

      “You can’t be sure because you’re wrong. If I didn’t want to be associated with you, we would not be here, period. Now,” he says, his tone of voice final, “let’s get ice cream and walk on the beach.”

      I pop back a bit, unsure how to handle a man who talks to me like this. But I’m not angry. More confused because usually no one cares this much.

      A trace of despair sits like a rock in my chest. I hope I’m not being taken advantage of.

      We each get cones of ice cream and walk down the ramp to the beach. Mine is strawberry cheesecake (close enough), and Nosuké picked double fudge.

      We reach the bottom, and sand stretches out before us. “Hold on.” I try to carry my bag and the cone and slip off my heels at the same time, but I rock to the side and nearly topple over. Nosuké grabs my elbow and steadies me, taking my cone for me. “Thanks. Sorry. I’m not very graceful.”

      He watches with amusement as I get out of my heels and pick them up. With my ice cream back in my hand, we walk side by side to the water’s edge and make our way up the beach.

      “How’s the double fudge?” I ask, wiping my lips with a napkin. Any lipstick I had been wearing is now long gone.

      “My favorite. Yours?”

      “I like it,” I say, turning the cone around. “I think it would be better with chunks of actual cheesecake in it. Maybe a little more eggy, like a custard.”

      He huffs a laugh. “You missed your calling.”

      We both turn at the sound of a shuttle lifting off from the spaceport on the other side of town. I watch it cross the sky and disappear far above. My calling was supposed to be space. It was all I thought of as a kid.

      “Yeah, probably, though not as a pastry chef,” I say.

      “What’s that?” Nosuké continues us back on our path.

      “Oh, my big mistake. The reason I’m stuck here and not up there.” I point at the stars above us. “I gave up too quickly.” I eat another mouthful of ice cream. “Though I’m not sure what I would have done for the agency at this point.”

      “What did you want to do?”

      “Human resources. I wanted to manage projects and help everyone go into space if they wanted to. Then I wanted to transition to mission planning.” I sigh as I kick some sand, and it blows against my bare leg. Down the beach, Mochi is gallivanting in the sand, kicking it up, and rolling around in it. “But even the basic test for admin positions requires knowledge of physics and chemistry and on and on, and I just couldn’t remember all the terms. You know how the I.A. is. Only the best of the best. They even screen the janitors for aptitude.” I crunch into the cone. “I guess I’ll never make it into space now.”

      “Never say never,” Nosuké replies.

      We watch as Mochi plays with another animal about his size far down the beach. They chase each other around and chitter happily. Nosuké reaches out and takes my hand in his, and the contact is so electric that I pull away after only a few moments. I turn my eyes from his and curse myself for being hesitant. But how could I not? This is uncharted territory for me.

      “So, now the big question,” Nosuké starts, and my body tenses. This is the end of me thinking this was a date. “What does your father like to do?”

      I finish off my cone, wipe my hands, and chew in silence for a moment.

      “That’s not the question I thought you’d ask.”

      “Humor me.”

      I laugh. “I’ve been humoring you all night. Why not another fifteen minutes?”

      He frowns, disappointment crossing his face, so I continue.

      “What does my father like to do? Complain about his children, the town, the politics, all of it.”

      Nosuké shrugs. “Well, I know the man likes to complain. It’s all he ever does to me. But there must be something he actually enjoys doing.”

      I think back on all the times I saw him happy. “Festivals, pretty much. He loves to eat festival food, stand outdoors all day, play games, and talk to people until he’s so tired he’d fall down dead if you didn’t take him home.”

      “Festivals…” Nosuké looks out at the water.

      “Yeah, he loves them. He’d go to one every weekend if they were available.”

      Nosuké reaches out to touch my elbow and stop me. “Do you think… maybe…”

      “What’s that?” I ask, turning to face him.

      Whatever he was going to say disappears in a flash of his eyes. The breeze whips my hair into my face, and I lightly dislodge it from my cheeks and eyelashes.

      “Do you think, maybe, since this is a real date and not just a fact-finding mission, you’d allow a kiss?”

      This stops my heart dead in my chest. “This was a date?” He nods. “And you want to… kiss me?” I touch my hand to my chest. I could barely handle the handholding. What would a kiss do to me?

      His lips twist in a buried smile. “Yes, you.”

      What do I do? Don’t be stupid, Myra!

      He just said it. This is a date. This is the real thing. And I would actually love to see what a kiss does to me. I step a little closer.

      “I’ll allow it,” I tell him, matching my gaze to his.

      He slips his left hand around my waist and settles his body right up against mine. Breathing is difficult, but I inhale when his breath rushes over my lips and meet him halfway. The kiss is the searing heat of an oven left on for hours. It’s all-consuming, and it sends warmth through my whole body. I open up and let him in, circling my arms around his waist and squeezing him. Mmmm, he feels solid and real. Real. It’s really happening. If someone had told me this morning that I’d kiss Nosuké by the end of the day, I would have thought they were crazy.

      A burst of ocean breeze curls around us, relaxing me into his arms. I’ve never been kissed like this before, like the guy actually means it. Like Nosuké wanted this kiss from me, and he would do anything for it to last forever.

      I pull even closer and relish his hard chest and stomach against my softer body. I hum as he tilts my head to the side and dips me back.

      “Myra Kimura!” The shrill voice rings out over the beach, and I nearly jump out of my skin, my lips torn away from Nosuké in a rush.

      The world swims, but I spot Ruby stomping across the sand towards us, her arms pumping furiously.

      Oh. Oh no. Oh shit.

      I retreat from Nosuké and shiver away from his warmth. It’s a shock to my system, like dousing boiling vegetables in ice water. He’s dazed and staring into space, not able to talk. That kiss was just as good for him as it was for me. He’s struggling to catch his breath.

      Oh gods, Myra. I’m so dumb. I belatedly realize that Mochi was playing with Nosh in the sand. They’re both running back to us.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Ruby’s voice cracks as it reaches a new octave never before heard by any human being.

      “I… I… Uhhhh.” I swallow to keep from throwing up.

      Ruby’s face is bright red. She is light-years beyond pissed.

      “Spit it out,” she yells at me, and tears pool in my eyes. I’m fucked now. When Ruby gets angry, she’s mean.

      “Hey,” Nosuké says, stepping in front of me. “Calm down, Ruby.”

      “Calm down? Calm down? You’re kissing her? What is this? A date?”

      My mouth is sealed shut. Even if I open it, I’m sure nothing would come out. I press my fingers to my lips and wish I could have frozen time in the kiss.

      “Yes, it’s a date,” Nosuké says, and my head jerks up. I expected him to deny it now that he was on the spot. “I took Myra out for dinner, and I was just about to walk her home.”

      “A date.” Her voice is dead, empty of feeling. “What the actual fuck?” She throws her arms up. “When were you going to tell me, huh?” she asks me.

      “Tell you what?” I’m amazed I found my voice.

      “That you were going after Nosuké behind my back?” Her eyes fill with tears. Oh shit. “I thought we were friends. Best friends.”

      “We are,” I insist.

      Nosuké steps between us. “Myra didn’t know it was a date until she got there. I sprung it on her. It’s not her fault. It’s mine.”

      “You? Want to date Myra?” The disbelief in her voice knocks the wind out of my lungs. “I thought…” She pauses and presses her lips together. “I’m so stupid. You asked me questions about Myra at the festival because you wanted to date her, not me. I thought you were flirting with me again, trying to make small talk and warm me up for an invitation.”

      Ruby sniffs and wipes the tears from her cheeks.

      I sigh. “I thought Nosuké wanted to ask me about my dad, you know? I didn’t realize it was a date until it was a date.”

      “Why didn’t you leave?” She jabs her finger at me.

      “Because I haven’t been on a date in four years.” Tears roll down my cheeks, and Nosuké looks like he wishes he was anywhere else but here. “And I thought, well, one date wouldn’t hurt. Men never pay me any attention, and I’m sorry. I wanted it.” Her face falls. “I’m sorry,” I say again.

      She pivots on her heel, spins around, and stalks off. “Nosh! Let’s go!”

      Nosh and Mochi separate, and Mochi trots over to me, turning his leisurely jog into a run. “You’re so upset. We should go.”

      “Just a second.” I wipe away my tears with my entire hand. I gesture to both Nosuké and Mochi to stay. “Just… wait.”

      I run off after Ruby and catch up to her at the nearest beach exit.

      “Ruby. Ruby,” I plead. “Don’t be angry with me. I’m sorry. I… I never thought he would even want to date me. You said you wanted to date him again, but I didn’t think you were serious.”

      I still don’t understand it, but it happened. Despite how different we are, I had a good time and could see myself with Nosuké.

      “Leave me alone.” She dodges my hand as I reach out to touch her arm.

      A burst of anger rises to the surface through my fear of losing her. “Come on,” I bark out. “For fuck’s sake! You’re gorgeous and smart and kind. You have the body of a supermodel and the brain of a prize-winning scientist. I have none of that. None. You can have anyone you want. You have Aki and five other guys who are dying to date you. Why are you mad at me?”

      “There is no Aki,” she spits out. “He broke things off with me tonight.”

      “Oh no.” My anger fades quickly. “I’m sorry.”

      Ruby stops, sniffs up, and sighs. She looks small, defeated.

      “Stop being sorry. Date whoever you want. I don’t care anymore.”

      I watch her walk off into the darkness before turning around and finding Nosuké, Ringo, and Mochi waiting for me on the sand. Walking over to them, I kick the sand as I go. Stupid, stupid, stupid, Myra! How could I be so stupid?

      “Looks like I’m full of big mistakes.” I bark out a laugh and cringe because my tears fly everywhere. I’m a mess now. Not at all attractive.

      “I’m so sorry. I was worried that you wouldn’t give me a chance if you knew this was a date ahead of time. I didn’t tell Ruby…” He turns to look out at the waves. “I didn’t tell her because I was afraid it would scare you off.”

      “Funny.” I laugh and roll my eyes. “That’s what everyone says about dating a Kimura girl.”

      I turn to my Mochi, sitting patiently and waiting for me. He’s covered in sand, and I don’t care. I open my arms and squat down, allowing him to jump up and sit on my shoulders. He nuzzles my ear, and I sigh.

      “Let me walk you home,” Nosuké offers, but I wave him off.

      “I think we should leave things here. I’m going to go home, obliterate myself with cake, and hopefully pass out into a dreamless sleep.”

      He seems sad, but I know he’ll turn around, go back to the casino, and work all night. This is for the best. I doubt it would have worked out, anyway.

      “Let’s go home,” Mochi whispers in my ear.

      It’s hard to move my feet away from Nosuké, but I do. Halfway up the stairs, he calls out, “I’ll check on you tomorrow!”

      But in my heart, I know he won’t. No guy wants to get involved in this kind of drama. Ruby just sank my possibility for romance, probably forever.
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      Oh wow. Yeah, this one is definitely a winner. I gasp as I pull the cheesecake from the oven. It’s beautiful, a stunner. The top is golden brown and even, and when I tap the side of the pan, the cake jiggles just a bit. Perfection. Now I have to wait for it to cool.

      I push it back on the counter and sigh. I barely slept last night, so I’m up early to bake and then go for a run. I’ll try to return to bed this afternoon before I have to be at work later. We’ll see. It’s not like I haven’t shown up to work tired before. I’ll live.

      If Ruby doesn’t kill me.

      I cross the room to sit on my bed, lie back, and rest my head next to Mochi’s. Turning my face to his, I close my eyes as he kisses my cheeks.

      “I had no idea romance was so hard for humans.”

      “How is it for skunks?” I lie on my side and drag my fingers through his sandy fur. Oh well. He’s due for a bath, and I needed to change my sheets, anyway.

      He rolls over for belly scratches. I oblige.

      “Well, it’s mostly a ritual where I smell her, and she smells me, and then we decide if we want baby skunks together. It’s not something I’ve done, but that’s how I believe it happens.”

      “So, no romance.”

      “No. Only the insane skunks will pursue a mate who doesn’t want us. One guy I knew went after every female with four legs, even cats.” Mochi sighs as I stroke his belly. “He had issues.”

      “Sounds like it. I’m going to go out for a run. Want to come?”

      “No. I’ll stay and sleep, thank you.”

      With a groan, I pull myself up from the bed. “Fine. I don’t blame you. Don’t touch the cake while I’m gone.”

      “I never do,” he says, yawning and settling back into a ball.

      With my watch loaded up with music, I take the three-kilometer route around town. It’s a tough run, up and down hills, but I need it today. I can’t believe that I got sucked into a date that I didn’t even know was a date. Would I have said no if I knew it was a date? I’m not sure.

      Certainly, Ruby would have told me to say no, and with her insistence, I would have. She’s my best friend, forever and always. I should have told her immediately. The moment I knew something was up, I should have excused myself from the table and called her from the bathroom.

      But I cringe as I remember the disbelief in her voice when she learned that Nosuké wants to date me, not her. Is it because I’m not as pretty as she is? Or because I’m boring? Or overweight? Does she think of me like that?

      Does Nosuké think of me like that? He couldn’t have been serious. It was a joke when he said he wanted to take me out on a date. A way for him to get into my father’s and my good graces.

      Right?

      I huff and puff through the hills, and then I hit my stride as I cross town on the level streets. My legs are starting to look toned from pounding the pavement, though I am not a good runner by any definition. Still, I love the point in my run when I’m all warmed up, and running becomes a meditation. I zone out, and my body sings. It’s exhilarating, like I could run all day as long as the weather stays clear and I have music to listen to.

      I turn the music down as I approach the spaceport on the opposite end of town. This place is like a different world. Protestors crowd the sidewalks outside the entrance. Their signs call for the end of the space program and a focus on our planet, Orihimé. I frown as I slow down. Their intentions are noble, but it bothers me how short-sighted they all are. Eventually, we’ll run out of room, and this isn’t even our origin planet. Shriveled up and dead Earth is lesson enough. Sigh. I wish I could have been a part of this change. I know we need it, right in my heart. But I failed. Failure, failure, failure.

      Near the front entrance, I spot a dog I know. Finn, my sister Suri’s pair, a goofy golden retriever who’s loyal but often gets into scrapes, is waiting almost patiently. He shifts back and forth, his eyes following every person coming and going. His obedience and devotion make me smile.

      “Hey, Finn!” I call out as I cross the street over to him.

      Finn’s head whips around, and he runs to me. I laugh as he jumps up and tries to lick my sweaty face. “Aw, you’re a good boy.” I smooth back the fur on his face and plant a kiss between his eyes. “Is Suri coming back from space today?”

      He woofs and vocalizes at me, even though he knows I can’t understand him. But I can feel his anticipation. Yes, I’m sure Suri is nearby.

      “Myra!”

      In fact, she’s back right now.

      Suri approaches us, but Finn gets first dibs at her attention. She drops to her knees and allows him to lick her entire face before taking a deep breath and hugging him. “I missed you, too,” she says and laughs at his reply. “I missed Erik, too, of course.”

      “Is Erik here?” I ask, turning around to check. I don’t see him.

      “No. He’s working. We’ll see each other later.” She stands up and brushes herself off. “My shuttle just got in thirty minutes ago. I’m a little woozy. Gotta get home and sleep it off.”

      Of course. Returning from space is always hard on Suri. She’s so lucky.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks with a smile. “I wasn’t expecting the welcome wagon.”

      I wave my hand. “Oh, no. I was out for a run, and I happened to spot Finn. But hey, do you have a moment? I, uh… I could use some advice.”

      “Sure.” She peers up at the sunny sky. “It’s nice out. Let’s go across the street to the park and sit.”

      I like this park. We call it the Space Park because of its location close to the spaceport, the space-themed statues, and the walkways with star plaques. Families come here when the protestors aren’t too numerous. I frown at a group of them occupying several benches near the other entrance. These people need to find something better to do.

      “What’s up?” Suri grabs a bottle of water from her bag as we sit down. Finn lies in the sun at her feet.

      “I had a date last night,” I blurt out.

      “You did? I didn’t know you were dating.”

      “Neither did I.” I tell her the whole story, from my late-night-slash-early-morning meeting with Nosuké to the dinner at Kisetsu and then the run-in with Ruby.

      “You know how I feel about Ruby,” Suri says. I nod, not wanting to get into it. Ruby has always bugged the hell out of Suri because of Ruby’s outgoing personality. Suri is more reserved. “But she has a point. Dating her ex is a big deal, especially if she was thinking about getting back together with him.”

      I take a deep breath. “You’re right, of course. But what if he doesn’t want to date her?”

      “Do you know that for certain?”

      I shake my head and roll out my ankles.

      “Besides, Nosuké Maeda? Come on, Myra.” She widens her eyes.

      “What?” I demand. “You think he wouldn’t date someone like me?”

      She tilts her head to the side, her eyebrows drawing in. “Oh. No. That’s not what I meant. Just that he and Dad are, like, enemies. There has to be an ulterior motive here. Don’t you think?”

      I focus my attention on Finn, panting in the sun. I thought the same thing before I knew the date was a date. Then, I felt a change in Nosuké. His only ulterior motive was turning the dinner into a date, not using me to get to my father.

      I was hoping Suri would tell me something different. No one believes he would date me, so it must be true. Hell, I don’t believe it. Why would anyone else?

      “Yeah, you’re right. Of course.” I throw my head back. “Suri, what is wrong with me? I’m twenty-seven years old, and I’m acting like a teenager. Fighting with my best friend over a boy? What the hell?”

      She shrugs. “It could be worse.”

      She’s right about that. It could be worse, though I haven’t slept with anyone in over two years now.

      Suri reaches over and pats my hand. “Well, you got a nice dinner out of it. Speaking of, I need to get home and nap if I’m going to make it to family dinner tonight.” She stands up and grabs her bag. “You coming?”

      “Can’t,” I say, hopping up to stretch. “I’m going to finish my run, shower, nap, and go to work.”

      “Okay. Good to see you! I’ll drop by Izakaya Tanaka later this week. Maybe we can hang.”

      “Sure.” I wave to her as she heads off to the main road to catch the bus, Finn right on her heels.

      Looks like all the evidence points to Nosuké using me to get to my dad. I should have known. I shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up.

      With a heavy sigh, I turn up my music and return to my run. I’m forty minutes into my circuit when my stride wobbles at the entrance to the boardwalk. Everything here looks different in the light of day. Last night, the boardwalk was charming and energetic. Today, it’s subdued and quiet.

      I jog past a woman pushing a baby stroller with her paired dog at her side. Another runner passes me, and her cat is right at her heels. He meows up at her, and she grumbles, “I’m going as fast as I can.” I chuckle. It’s a weekend, so the crowd thickens as I near the more popular stalls and the casino.

      The casino.

      My feet slow down, and I shift into a walk as I approach the doors Nosuké and I exited last night. The ice cream stand isn’t open yet, but the casino is hopping at barely eleven in the morning. A door opens, and the clanging, beeping, jingling sounds cascade out for a brief moment. A family out for a walk turns their heads from the clamor and looks for a spot to get lunch.

      Pacing back and forth outside the doors, I debate with myself again. Maybe I should go in and talk to Nosuké. Yeah, he’s probably in there. I can sneak in. Not many people will recognize me in my running gear with my hair pulled back. What would I say to him, though? I don’t know. After the Ruby blow-up last night, I have no idea what to do about him.

      I think I’ll just hope he forgets about me. Most women hope that the guy they’re interested in will keep calling and showing up. Here I am, hoping that this handsome, rich, and influential man will go away and leave me in peace. Because I fear there’ll be no peace if this continues.

      I almost walk in, but I turn and get my legs moving again.

      The second half of my run is worse, but I keep going to the end of my block. This is where I usually walk to cool down. But I can already see that I won’t be cooling down.

      Nosuké is sitting on my front stoop.

      So much for him forgetting about me.
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      After a moment, he turns and spots me approaching. His smile is disarming, and my heart skips a beat. Or maybe that’s the last of my cardio for the day. Who can tell?

      When I round the bottom of the stairs, two bags and several drinks are on the stoop next to him. He’s brought lunch. Ringo waves at me while eating an apple, and I cover my mouth to stop a laugh. Nosuké looks down at Ringo chomping away, his little people-like hands picking off pieces of the apple and shoving them in his mouth.

      “I know. I know. People find it funny that he eats apples, but I named him after an old Earth musician, not the fruit.” Nosuké shrugs, and Ringo chatters at him. “I was just getting to that,” he whispers at the raccoon. “Um, so, I didn’t want to intrude, but I also wanted to make sure I saw you today. After what happened last night, I feel a little guilty about what I did. I brought salads and fresh-baked bread. Interested?”

      I grasp one of the balusters and pull my leg up to stretch my quad. Nosuké’s eyes coast over my legs, and my ability to cool down just got tricky.

      “I’m always interested in food, but I’m certain that eating with you is a bad idea. So far, it’s only gotten me into trouble.” I let my right leg go and stretch the left one.

      “I know, and I’m sorry. Really. I should have been straightforward with you from the beginning.”

      Leaning into the baluster, I stretch my calves. “Look, it’s fine. It wasn’t really a date, right? And you don’t owe me anything. I know you said you’d make this all worth my while if I helped you with Dad, but it’s forgotten, honestly. You should come clean now. You can tell Ruby that you only had dinner with me to get info on my dad, and we’ll be good. I promise not to hold it against you. ”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?” I ask, giving up all pretense of stretching. I throw my hands up and let them fall to my side.

      “Because it would be a lie.” He looks me dead in the eyes. “I never lie.”

      Chills cover my shoulders. Looking around, the street is quiet for a weekend morning, but it won’t be like that for long.

      I roll my eyes and stomp up the steps. “Liar, liar, pants on fire, Mr. Maeda. It wasn’t a date,” I insist.

      He grasps my hand as I walk by. “You’re sexy when you’re mad.”

      I burst into a laugh. “Oh my gods, what is wrong with you? You must be crazy.” I sigh. “Grab the food and come inside. Both of you.”

      When I open the door to my tiny apartment, I remember everything I left behind when I went for my run and didn’t know that a man was coming back with me. Including my underwear on the floor, a bra on my chair, my sketches out on the desk, the cheesecake cooling on the counter, and a very sandy Mochi curled up in a ball on my unmade bed. And it’s all on display because I live in a studio with only the barest amount of floor space.

      I lunge for my underwear first. “Mochi,” I hiss, “get up. We have company.”

      He lifts his sleepy head and blinks a few times. “Ruby?”

      “Nope.” I laugh nervously as I tuck the underwear in my bed and pull up the covers.

      Ringo chatters at Nosuké. “He’s asking if he can get on the bed.”

      “Yes,” I say to Ringo. “And that’s very polite.” I hold out my hand to him, and he puts his little paw in my fingers. Looking into his face as I hoist him onto the bed, his dark eyes and whiskers warm my heart. He and Mochi talk to each other. I only catch snippets like, “Really? He likes her?” and “Well, I’m sorry about the sand” because I’m furiously stuffing dirty clothes under the bed.

      “Is this all there is?” Nosuké asks, turning in a tight circle in the kitchen.

      “Bathroom’s in there.” I point to the door beyond the kitchen. “And yes, this is all there is for a single, not-wealthy woman in Yamato. I was on a waiting list for two years to get this place.”

      Our town has a shortage of land for housing. Well, the whole continent here on Orihimé has a lack of land, and we only have the one landmass. It’s the main reason the I.A. exists so we can go out and find new homes. The natives originally from Earth found this planet over three hundred years ago. When new settlers from Earth showed up a little over thirty years ago, things got crowded. I had to live at home until this place became available.

      Speaking of home, my mini-tablet on the table flashes with a message from my mom. “Dinner at home tonight, if you’re not working. Miss you!” I dismiss the message before Nosuké can see it.

      “Um, hah…” I breathe out a frustrated breath. “Make yourself at home.”

      I glance around my apartment, and even I don’t feel at home here right now. I’m a fish out of water since I’ve never had a guy over to my place.

      Nosuké sets the bags of food and drinks on the table before glancing at the counter. “Cheesecake? I love cheesecake.”

      “Well, good. You can have some because I shouldn’t eat it all myself.” I plop into a chair opposite him and try not to despair. This is not how I imagined seeing him again. I’m a sweaty mess, and my apartment is a disaster, and…

      Ringo squeals about something. I look over, and he’s obviously giving me an earful, though I can’t understand him. Nosuké chuckles.

      “He hates sand. He’s complaining about your bed. Ignore him.”

      Nosuké unloads the bag of food on the table, and he looks so uncomfortable that I lower my head to my arms and hide my face.

      “Ugh. I can’t believe this is happening.”

      “What?” I hear the chair scrape across the floor as he sits down.

      “You, here.” I lift my head. “I’m gross, and my apartment is a war zone, and I have a guy here for the very first time. It’s just wrong. Your place must be a palace compared to this.”

      I pick at the takeout container before opening it — a fresh salad topped with hard-boiled eggs and lots of vegetables. Nosuké sets the bag of bread on the table and rips the paper open so the slices are easy to grab.

      “You look really uncomfortable, too,” I say, dropping my voice.

      “I am, a little.” He rocks his head side to side as he dresses his salad. “Mostly because I have come to make peace. Hopefully, I can convince you to keep dating me after what happened last night.”

      “Keep dating you? It wasn’t a date.” I wave my hand around, and he shrugs.

      No. I was certain he was here to let me down easy.

      “I disagree. It was a date.”

      “You can’t keep saying it was a date when that’s not how the dinner was proposed to me.” I laugh and roll my eyes at him for being so obstinate.

      “I can and I will. It was a date. But I do feel terrible for putting you in that spot. It’s my fault you and Ruby fought. I should have been straight with you from the beginning. Look, I know she wants to date me again, but I don’t. Sorry. I only have eyes for one woman.”

      He wants to date me.

      Wants me.

      Myra, you are twenty-seven years old, and a successful and handsome man wants to date you. What are you doing?

      Maybe Suri was wrong.

      Maybe I’m wrong.

      I am wrong. All the evidence now points to the fact that I’m the object of this man’s desire. It would be insane to think anything different when he’s here and being honest with me.

      I am not going to fuck this up.

      No more big mistakes.

      “Ruby and I are best friends, but you heard her. I can date whomever I want.”

      He pauses in the motion of handing a drink across the table to me. I sip and hum at the sweet hibiscus iced tea with hints of sakura cherry blossoms. That’s nice. I sip again. Oh, that’s really nice.

      Nosuké smiles. “Did you know your face lights up when you eat?”

      I want to coast in with a sarcastic remark, but I sit and listen instead.

      “Remember last fall at the town festival? We had funnel cakes together before you ran off to be with your family.”

      I load my fork with salad. “Yeah. I remember that.”

      “The powdered sugar got everywhere,” he says, laughing. “But we kept eating.”

      We talked for almost an hour. At the time, I thought it was more of a friendly chat than anything. But hearing Nosuké talk of it now, maybe it was something more.

      “I started coming to Izakaya Tanaka more and more, but I never saw you in the dining room.”

      “Too busy in the kitchen.” I shove salad in my mouth so that I don’t ruin this moment by saying something stupid. Is he confessing to coming to my restaurant to see me?

      This keeps getting better and more mysterious every second.

      “I like that you like food. I like food,” he stresses. “It’s my favorite part of the casino, all the restaurants. If I could just do the restaurants, I would. Actually, if I could own something other than casinos, I would.” He sighs. “They’re such a hassle, and they lose their shiny appeal after a day or two.”

      I eat the salad and listen to him.

      “And being a casino owner makes everything else difficult. The last two women I went on dates with barely ate. They were trying to impress me with their looks instead of eating the amazing meal in front of them. They pushed the food around on the plate and drank wine all evening. But with you, I can eat funnel cakes with powdered sugar, and you will steal the last bite.”

      I laugh and remember how I popped it into my mouth before running off, and he yelled, “No fair!” at me.

      And then it hits me. Powdered sugar.

      “Oh, I forgot,” I say around a mouthful of food. I jump up from the table and cross through the kitchen to the cheesecake. I bring it to the table and leave it there to search for the cherry blossom cutouts I had done a few days ago. They’re under a stack of illustrations, of course. I set them on top of the cake while Nosuké watches me. With the powdered sugar in a fine-mesh sieve, the cake top gets a light dusting, like snow falling on a quiet morning. I pull away the cutouts to reveal perfect little cherry blossom designs in the negative space of sugar. “There. Now it’s perfect.”

      Nosuké is quiet again as he stares at my cheesecake. His eyes meet mine, and my breath runs away.

      Without a word, he stands up and comes around to my side of the table.

      I look up at him. “What?” My question is both nervous and giddy.

      “I can’t stop thinking about that kiss. I want more, for sure.”

      I lazily drape my arm over his shoulder. “I’d love more kissing, but I just went for a run, and I’m gross.”

      I’d love to sleep with him, have sex, and forget about this mess.

      But I don’t think he… I mean, I just ran around town, so…

      Wait.

      He leans in and lays his lips on my neck. “You taste like the sea,” he murmurs against my skin. Drawing his kisses down to my clavicle, he pushes aside my shirt to expose my shoulder. “And exercise.” His lips trail across my chest, and I bend back to give him access. “And sugar.”

      “Uhhh, oh.” I clear my throat and tap him on the head. He looks up with a raised eyebrow. “Are you serious?” I keep my tone as serious as this question. If he’s playing me, then I need to know.

      “One-hundred percent.”

      I coast my fingers down his face, from his forehead to his chin. “The pairs should go.”

      “What?” Mochi says, his head popping out of the covers. Ringo turns from looking out the window.

      “You heard the lady,” Nosuké says, pulling himself away from me. “Time for some privacy.” He opens the door and waves to the hallway.

      Ringo chatters at Mochi and jumps off the bed. Mochi follows.

      “Have fun, Myra!” Mochi chirps as he follows Ringo out the door.

      “Can they get out of the building?” Nosuké asks as he closes the door.

      It’s hard to find my voice. “There’s an exit button around knee height for paired animals.”

      “Myra, I know I’m rushing you…”

      “No! No, you’re not. I’m just…” I wave at my face. “I’m a little breathless.”

      This is all so new to me. No one has ever come in and swept me off my feet like this. Nosuké is right across the room, and I just don’t believe it. I’ve slipped into some alternate universe where I’m wanted, and I’m afraid it’ll all come to an abrupt end because I don’t deserve it. I’ve hurt Ruby, and I know my family will reject him, too.

      But he’s been asking about me, been following my career, been trying to connect with me.

      How did I not see it?

      “Breathless?” He crosses the room to me. “I can handle breathless.”

      Our lips connect, and it’s that same rush from the night before. The heat builds up in my body, unlike exercise or a hot shower. It’s the rush of lust, of want, of need. I haven’t let myself need a man in a long time. I always relied on myself, even for the release of an orgasm. When Ruby needed to get laid, we would go out to a bar or club, and she would identify someone quickly. I would go home alone at the end of the night every time.

      As his hands travel down the sides of my body and he hooks his thumbs in my running shorts, I have a moment of panic. It’s been a long time, and this is how I’m going to end the drought? Sex with someone new and exciting, right after a workout?

      “I… I… Uh…” I don’t know how to stop this or even if I want to, but shit, I should really take a shower or something.

      Nosuké, sensing my hesitation, pulls away. “Do you want me to stop or slow down?”

      The tightness in my belly releases to see that he’s not upset.

      “Well, no… It’s, uh…” I can’t look at him when I say this, so I turn away. “I haven’t slept with anyone in a long time, and I really didn’t expect my first time in a while to be after I went for a run.”

      He approaches me from behind and lays his lips on my neck, his hands on my upper arms. “I like you just the way you are,” he murmurs, reaching for the hem of my shirt. I lift my arms and let him pull it off of me.

      Turning around, I take in the lust in his eyes, and for once, I feel okay about a one-time fling. Because there’s no way this is ever happening again. It’s too good to be true. He means everything he’s saying now, but later? He’ll come to his senses. I’m sure whatever spell Nosuké is under, it’ll be lifted soon enough, and I’ll go back to being lonely.

      I should take what I can get while the getting’s good.

      Especially when he looks at me like that. Like I’m desirable.

      I want him so badly my body runs hot, hot enough for me to flush from head to toe.

      “I love that,” he murmurs, pulling down the strap of my sports bra and kissing along my collarbone.

      “My flush response? I wish I could get rid of it.” I pull at the hem of his shirt, desperate to lay my fingers on his bare skin. I’ve never seen him without his shirt on, though I’ve had plenty of opportunities to between the beach and co-ed trips to the bathhouses, all of which I declined because I didn’t want anyone to see me in a bathing suit.

      When I think of how many times I’ve rejected him or turned him down, I curse myself. Maybe we could have connected a year or two ago.

      “I’m glad you can’t. Um, do these windows…?” He gestures to my three windows, wide open and putting us on display for the entire street. I usually leave them clear for the light and so Mochi can stare out and watch the world. I prefer to sleep with a sleep mask instead of closing the windows off to the light.

      But I do now. I move away from him, access the room controls from my tablet, and black out the windows. He looks around in the semi-darkness, finds a candle on my bedside table, and lights it. My box of cake sits next to the lamp, and he lifts the lid briefly before closing it again.

      Crossing to the other side of the bed, I pull off my bra before he can get any ideas about leaving, and his eyes consume my body from head to toe. I hook my thumb into my shorts.

      “The running shorts will come off next if you get naked.”

      “You drive a hard bargain.”

      I peel back the sheets and watch as he gets undressed. I was right about his body. He’s trim and lean and absolutely beautiful. He also has almost full tattoo sleeves. They stretch down over his elbow to graze the tops of his forearms. Even with his sleeves rolled up, no one would know he had them. I like it. I like it a lot.

      I try to angle my body so he can’t see all of it, but it’s useless. His gaze is all over me, and his erection is plain through his underwear. I swallow hard, wondering if I’m living up to some preconceived idea of who I am. But when he strips off his underwear, all the doubts fly from my head. I drop my running shorts and underwear, close my eyes, and breathe out, “Oh my gods.” My heart is pounding, and my hearing rings. I’m not used to this kind of excitement.

      “Get in the bed before you fall over,” Nosuké says, lifting the sheets.

      My knees buckle as I slip into the bed. He slides in next to me and pushes up to settle his weight on me. My breathing rushes fast, too fast.

      “Shhh,” he says, and I slow down. I rest my hands on his body, down over his back to his ass. Pulling him to me, I sigh and he hisses. “See. This is better, much better.”

      “I can’t believe you’re here.” My lips touch his.

      “I can’t believe I’m finally here.” He lightly kisses my lips and moves down my neck. “You rejected my invites so many times, I thought you’d never say yes.”

      “Yes. I’m saying yes.”

      The sex is blazing hot. It’s a blur of lips and fingers and caresses. His lips on my breast and his hands on my hips, between my legs. I’m lost in the intimacy, the rhythm of our bodies together. This doesn’t feel like ‘just sex.’ It’s more, and I can’t help but smile and enjoy it. He smiles, too, and my heart leaps as he pulls me close. He grabs my hips and drives into me, and I tip over into bliss so quickly he takes it as a sign that I could go again. An excellent idea, this time at the edge of the bed. I hold his face as he finishes and look at what I’ve done to one of the most powerful men on the planet.

      It’s gotta be a dream. A really hot dream, but a dream nonetheless.

      I’m drunk on his touch, the way his hands coast over my back and down to my ass. He kisses my neck and holds me close before bringing me down to the bed again.

      I snuggle into his chest and enjoy the few moments left before the spell is broken and we go back to our normal lives.

      “There’s a lot of sand in this bed,” he mumbles. “There’s no sand in my bed.”

      “Well, aren’t you lucky?” I chuckle and lift onto my elbows.

      “We’ll have to do this again at my place, without the sand.” He wiggles, and I hear the sand scratching between his skin and the sheets.

      “We don’t have to, if you don’t want to,” I say, keeping my voice even.

      He cracks open an eye.

      “I’ll understand if this was a one-time thing.” That’s right. Be brave, Myra.

      I got laid. It can be enough.

      “Go out with me again tonight.” He’s so serious that I have to swallow hard to talk.

      “Can’t. I have to work.”

      “I’ll have it covered,” he counters.

      “Then if I’m not going to work, I have to go to the family dinner at my parents’ house.” Sad but true. If anyone in my family finds out I was out on a date instead of at home, I’ll get the silent treatment for weeks.

      His lips twist in disappointment.

      “Come with me,” I say, and immediately my chest buzzes with anxiety. This is either the best or the worst idea ever. Honestly, it could go either way.

      When he smiles, the anxiety in my chest lessens by a few degrees.

      “Myra Kimura, you have yourself a date.” He lifts up to kiss my neck. “Mmmm, is there any chance your shower fits two?”

      I can only laugh.
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      My decision haunts me all the way up the hill to the family house. I have made an extreme error in judgment. I know it. Between Mochi and Nosuké, I am ushering in an uncomfortable fight, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. I have dug my grave, and now I must lie in it.

      Nosuké swings open the squeaky gate and gestures for me to enter in front of him. Ringo is at his feet, and Mochi won’t leave my shoulders.

      “You look nervous,” Nosuké whispers.

      “That’s because I am.”

      I wish he weren’t so handsome. My sisters will fall all over him. They love it when men come for an unannounced visit. I close my eyes and let out a long breath. Clutching the cheesecake box to my chest, I approach the front deck. My mom beats me to the door.

      “Myra! Darling, it’s been ages since you came to a family dinner.” Her eyes widen as she looks over Nosuké from head to toe. Did I say my sisters would be falling all over him? Because I think I meant my mom. “This is Mr. Maeda’s son, no?” She stretches her hand out to shake his.

      “He’s also Mr. Maeda, Mom,” I say and clear my throat. “Nosuké, this is my mom, Lea Kimura.”

      “A pleasure to meet you in person, though I’ve heard many wonderful things about you.” Nosuké’s smile is charming, and it hits Mom right in the chest.

      She brings her hand to her breast and returns his smile. “How kind.” My mom never blushes, but she averts her eyes when she’s embarrassed or smitten. When her eyes leave Nosuké’s, I roll mine. “Oh, we have pairs here. Who is this?”

      “This is my Ringo. I hope he won’t be a bother.”

      “Not at all.” She reaches out for Mochi. “How’s my friend doing today?”

      “I’m so excited to be here,” he says, and I relay the statement.

      “Excellent. Mochi and Ringo should join Finn, Ivan, and the rest of the animals in the kitchen. Is this for us?” Mom reaches out for the pastry box, and I hand it over.

      “Dessert. It’s a cheesecake.”

      I grasp Nosuké’s hand and pull him along behind me into the house. We leave our shoes in the front entry.

      “You’re not the first boy any of us has brought home,” I whisper to him, “but you are the most unexpected. So I’ll do my best, but my dad often steamrolls over me. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” he says, squeezing my hand and letting go.

      “Follow me.” Head-to-toe tingles that usually precede an anxiety attack wash over me. Nope. No. No way. Not right now. I take a deep breath through my nose and plow forward, despite the feeling that I’m leading an animal to slaughter.

      My parents’ living room becomes a pre-dinner sitting room for my father and older brother on family dinner nights. If we’re going to cause a scene, it’s best to do it there, isolated from the rest of my sisters.

      My older brother, Ean, and Dad are in a deep conversation when we approach the living room, so they don’t notice us until I clear my throat.

      “Dad, Ean, I brought a guest to dinner tonight.” I edge to the side and encourage Nosuké to step forward. Ean’s eyebrows are ready to launch into space. Dad’s mouth is open and unresponsive. “Nosuké, you know my dad already. This is my brother, Ean.”

      Ean is the first to stand up. They shake hands. “We’ve met before,” Ean says. Oh really? Their demeanor is warm. That’s unexpected.

      Dad is still unresponsive.

      “Dad,” I urge him through clenched teeth. “Don’t be rude.”

      “I’m… I’m…” He rises to his feet and slowly shakes Nosuké’s hand. I have no idea what’s going through either of their heads. Dad looks stunned, and Nosuké has his polite mask on. “What are you doing in my home?”

      Embarrassment burns my scalp. I’m one billion degrees and in danger of bursting into flames.

      Nosuké chuckles. “Myra invited me to dinner, and I accepted. I was hoping I could get to know your family. Maybe have a drink later and discuss business matters.”

      “Myra… invited you?” Dad’s face is chalky white. Eek. That’s never a good sign. His eyes dart between Nosuké and me.

      “Nosuké and I are friends.” I start thinking of all the positive things I can say. “We’ve been friends for years now.” I wave my hand like this is not big news. “And he’s always been talkative and kind and… And we recently started spending more time together. So, you know, I… I, uh… I paired with a skunk, Dad.”

      Oh shit. Where did that come from? I close my eyes and curse myself from one end of the galaxy to the other. What the actual fuck is wrong with my brain?

      Dad’s skin tone reddens, and his jaw hardens. “You paired with a nocturnal?”

      I breathe out a thready laugh. Ean sets his drink down.

      But time comes to a stop as Nosuké turns to me and grasps my upper arms. “Can I speak to you for a moment?” He directs me out into the hall, away from the living room, without me answering. I press my fingers to my lips and try not to cry.

      “You are…” He sighs and shakes his head. “You are a brave woman.” He leans in and kisses me on the forehead. I close my eyes and concentrate on the spot, his lips on my skin. I’m afraid to admit that this is a romantic gesture because I’m sure it’ll be forgotten in a moment or two. The sex… oh, the mind-blowing and passionate sex already feels like a lifetime ago. “Take a deep breath. Come back to Mochi later. Let’s go back in there, and I’ll do the talking, okay?”

      I wave at my face to rid myself of my almost-tears and now a flush from the kiss. Nosuké leads me back into the room, and I lag behind, glancing at the kitchen to see Mom watching us.

      “Nosuké, would you like a drink?” Ean asks, crossing to the bar. Thank the gods for him. He’s sometimes the only sane one in this whole family.

      “Yes, please. Whatever you’re drinking.”

      I’m not surprised I’m not offered a drink. That’s probably for the best.

      Dad is sitting and staring into space. “You know,” he begins. I freeze in my spot. “I thought, after the fight with Suri, that things could not get any worse. I forgot about Myra.”

      “Mr. Kimura,” Nosuké says, taking the drink from Ean, “Myra is a talented and focused woman. I’m enamored with her openness and sense of humor. You are a lucky father.” He sits across from Dad. I hear a quick gasp and a giggle behind me, spin around, and the doorway is empty. That sounded like Winta.

      Dad blinks and pulls back. I don’t think anyone has ever, ever, complimented me in his presence. I love both my parents, but they have only ever tolerated me and my mistakes with a sigh, a hug, and a promise to always love me. Never pride. Never excitement. Never an encouraging word that I will do better with more practice. Just resignation.

      Thinking about it now, I didn’t realize how much it had held me back. Hearing Nosuké compliment me makes me want to return home and bake the most delicious cake ever. Something with chocolate… and nuts… ganache definitely. My stomach growls. I sit down in a chair next to Nosuké and press my lips together.

      “I was hoping that we could sit and talk tonight, away from the conference room tables, about your hopes and aspirations for this town.”

      “Certainly not gambling and debauchery at the likes of your casinos,” Dad growls. Ean shoots him a warning glance.

      Nosuké grins. “I am not my father, any more than Myra is not you or her mother. We don’t have to fight. We can figure out a better option.”

      Dad jumps to his feet. “You will not manipulate me in my own house.” He jabs his index finger at the floor.

      “Denshi,” my mom admonishes, gliding into the room, “let’s try not to send our guests away before feeding them.” She smiles down at Nosuké. “Everyone, please, let’s move to the table now. Dinner is served.”

      Saved by the mom.

      She escorts Nosuké away, and Ean follows them. Dad walks up next to me.

      “You brought the enemy into my home. You.”

      “Dad,” I say with a sigh, “you’re being ridiculous. Get to know him. Maybe you can find common ground.”

      He turns to me, and his eyes are crimson with anger. “I didn’t think you could disappoint me any more than you have. I was wrong.”

      My heart drops to my stomach as I follow him into the dining room.

      Everything is about to change.

      Everything.
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      I’m quiet throughout dinner, which surprises no one. I usually don’t talk. My sisters, especially the younger ones, can keep a conversation going without me. If you could bottle their energy, it would fly us to the next solar system. No one ever asks about my work, or how I’m doing at the izakaya, or what I’m drawing, or anything. I’m used to it.

      Nosuké talks with Suri about her job at the I.A. and her time in orbit. My mom is enraptured with his opinions on planting gardens for the summer. He answers Winta’s questions about Ringo and how they met. He talks with Rosa and Demi about football.

      Unfortunately, Dad keeps quiet except to remark on the spring festival from the previous week and how good the band was. He refuses to make eye contact with me. He’s angry beyond all sense, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I knew this was a bad idea on my way up the hill, but I did it anyway. Maybe it was supposed to happen.

      After dinner, I excuse myself to the back porch to sit with Mochi while Nosuké and Ean have a drink together. I should have stayed inside and helped clean up, but I do enough of that at the izakaya. I need the break.

      The night is chilly, but the porch is welcoming with lit candles, plush cushions, and heavy blankets. Mochi climbs into my lap, turns in a circle three times, and curls up into a ball, tucking his snout under his tail.

      “Did you eat?” I ask him, resting my hand on his back and absently smoothing his fur.

      “Oh yes. What a feast.” He yawns, and I smile at his little pink tongue. “Your mother treats the animals well.” He turns over so he can look up at me. “I had a conversation with Finn about Suri.”

      “You did?” This grabs my attention. “And what did you learn?”

      He sighs. “That your father will never change. He may attempt to be a better businessman, but for his own family, nothing but the best will do. He will never accept me.”

      My eyes fill with tears at the matter-of-fact tone. It shouldn’t be this way. Mochi is a treasure, a gift from the gods to me. He’s my heart, and hopefully, in the future, he’ll share that place with a man I love, too. But everything else will be hard — my family, my friends, my work — because of him.

      Still, he is never a mistake. Never.

      “Don’t cry,” he pleads, rubbing his nose against my hand. “Your mother, sisters, friends, and the other animals are welcoming. We can get by without him.”

      We can get by without him.

      Speaking of…

      The door slides open, and my father emerges from the house, a glass of water in his hand. He sets a cushion down across from me and sits.

      “Please ask your animal to leave so we can speak.”

      Mochi sighs, sits up, stretches leisurely, and saunters off.

      “He can understand you, Dad.” I roll my eyes, and it only enrages him.

      “Do all of my daughters have so little respect for me?”

      I pluck at the blanket and brush a leaf off. “Respect is earned, not bestowed.”

      My parents are some of the only people I can confront without panicking, but even this may be going too far. My heart races, and my chest tightens with the anticipation of a fight.

      “I can’t believe you brought him here tonight. What were you hoping to accomplish with this?” When I don’t answer, he leans forward. “Seriously, Myra. I’m not asking rhetorical questions for my own health.”

      I sigh. “Nosuké and I are…” I have to pause to decide: friends or more? “We’re dating, and I was hoping he could get to know my family. You and Mom have always talked about how happy you would be when we brought someone home.”

      It’s weird to say we’re dating but also comforting at the same time. But looking at Dad’s horrified expression, I shouldn’t get used to this feeling.

      “Not him,” Dad growls.

      “Well, I guess there have always been conditions on your love.” My statement is damning, but if I thought he was going to apologize, I was wrong.

      “Of course there are,” he replies, sitting up straight. “I do not give my love and attention to people who openly defy me. You are only doing this, dating him, to make me angry.”

      “That’s not true,” I state, but he shakes his head. “Fine. Don’t believe me. But I brought him here so you two could find some common ground on this whole casino blow-up.”

      Dad laughs. “That’s never going to happen.”

      “Isn’t it your job to listen to your citizens and come to decisions based on what’s right for them?” I went too far. His face tightens.

      “Don’t you dare tell me what my job is. I do not let children who fail their exams, barely pass out of that joke of a culinary school, and go on to be, what, a lowly line cook at an izakaya tell me how to be mayor.”

      My whole body has gone numb. It’s one thing to suspect my father has felt this way, and it’s another to hear it out loud.

      “You forgot that I’m ugly, overweight, and paired with a skunk.” If I have tears, they are frozen inside me because I am stone-cold angry now. “You pushed Suri away. She can barely speak to you anymore. Looking to do the same thing for all your daughters?”

      “Just the disobedient ones. You’ve never been disobedient until now. You’ve made mistakes, a lot of them, and I’m unhappy with the course of your career, for sure. But what you’re doing here is unacceptable. You cannot date a Maeda.” His eyes are wide. “They’re the mob. Is that what you want for your life?”

      I press my lips together and nod my head. “You are passing judgment on Nosuké based on how his father was on Earth a long, long time ago. Their family has changed since then.”

      “What do you even see in him?” he asks with a sneer.

      I take a deep breath, knowing these might be the last words I say to my father. “Nosuké is kind. He’s successful and aware of his position. He’s willing to make changes to do what’s best for him and this town. I…” I shrug. “I see a man who thinks I’m a catch. He likes to talk to me, share food with me, spend time with me. He likes me for who I am.”

      I look down at my lap. At least, I hope so. After tonight, that may not be the case.

      “Myra, you’re being naïve.”

      “I’m not naïve, and you’re being an ass.” I lift my chin, proud that I’m sticking up for myself.

      His jaw tightens. “I forbid you from seeing him. Do you hear me? You cannot date him or be seen with him or be anywhere near him. This directly interferes with my career and your family’s safety.”

      I forgot to breathe over a minute ago, and now there’s nothing left in my body. Nothing. No air. No light. No love for this man. How do I even share genes with him? Maybe my mom did sleep with the gardener. It would explain a lot.

      He stands up. “And get rid of the skunk. He’s not welcome in our family either.”

      I gasp and bring my hand to my chest. “How can you be so cruel? He’s my pair. My heart. You know how important that is. I got the chip when I was thirteen, and I waited another thirteen years for him to come into my life.”

      Dad’s paired with several cats in his lifetime, and they have all stood by him through everything.

      “You’ll find another pair.”

      “No. It took me forever to find Mochi,” I say, standing up and getting nose to nose with him. “And guess what? You don’t get to forbid me from doing anything. Mochi was right. We can get by without you.”

      This knocks him back a step.

      “Yes, that’s right. Go ahead and cut me off from my family. I have a job and my own place. I haven’t taken money from anyone in the family for at least five years now. The only thing you’ll be losing is your reputation as a family man.” I reach out and poke him in the chest. “Keep it up, Dad. Drive us all away, so you have no one left. Maybe you’ll learn a good lesson this way.”

      I turn to the garden. “Mochi, it’s time to go!”

      He comes bounding out of the bushes. “I’ll meet you out front.”

      I slide the door open, and Nosuké is standing right there, a frown on his face and two glasses of wine in his hands. He sighs, and his shoulders drop. Something tells me he’s been listening in. I take one glass, chug the contents, and slap it back into his hand.

      “Mom!” I call into the kitchen, stalking past Nosuké without stopping. “We’re leaving!” I grab our coats from the front hall and point Nosuké to his shoes. He sets the two glasses on a nearby table.

      “Myra, let’s stay and talk this out,” he insists, though he still grabs his shoes.

      “There’s nothing for me to talk about.”

      Mom appears at the door, my cheesecake on a dessert platter surrounded by fresh fruit. It looks amazing.

      “You’re not staying for dessert?” She frowns, looking down at the platter.

      “No,” I say, approaching her. I kiss her on the cheek. “Enjoy the cake. It’s my best one yet.”

      We walk out the door and meet Ringo and Mochi right out front.

      I have fucked up my life beyond all recognition, and now I have to live with the consequences. Mochi will have to live with it too, and I hate that I’ve done this to him as well.

      Fuck this nonsense. I just need to pull away. I’ll hole up at home until it goes away. All of it. My dad, my fight with Ruby, Nosuké — all of it must go.

      I’m quiet on the walk down the hill to the main road. This path will take us back to my neighborhood and the casinos farther on.

      “I’m sorry,” Nosuké says, interrupting a tirade of negative thoughts in my head. “This is my fault.”

      I stop him under a lit streetlamp. “It’s not your fault. It was a long time coming.” I sigh as I wrap my arms around myself. “My father has never respected me, never really cared for me. I’m the family fuck-up who can’t do anything right. So I’m sorry that you chose me for this, to get into my father’s good graces. You bet on black, and red came up instead. Now, I’ve fucked this up for you, too.” I let go of myself and reach out to squeeze his arm. “We don’t have to do this. You don’t need to pretend to like me or date me anymore. The sex…” I gasp and hang my head. “The sex was great, fucking amazing, the best I’ve ever had. But it can’t go on like this. I can’t keep believing you like me when there’s no way any man ever could with my life the way it is.”

      I let go and press my hand to my lips. “I’m sorry. I’ll do what I can for you regarding the casino. What you need to do is figure out how to make the plans more palatable to him and not mention me at all.” I shake my head and backtrack. “No. Actually, tell him that you never intended to date me. Yeah?”

      I look into his eyes, and I don’t know what I see there. His face has lost all expression.

      “That’ll score some points.” I squeeze his arm again and let go. “He’ll feel vindicated, like he won. I’m sure it will be good for you.” I take a step back. “Thank you for showing me some love and attention. It was magical.” I train my eyes on the stars, and they swim in my tears. I wish I was in space, yet I’ll probably never go there. “And thank you for dinner at Kisetsu. It was a once-in-a-lifetime meal. I’m glad I got to spend the evening with you.”

      I pop a brief smile as I turn to leave.

      “Come on, Mochi. Let’s go home.”

      My feet speed up as we make our way down the hill.

      “Myra! I wasn’t pretending!” he calls out.

      I’ve said all I need to say. I keep going.
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      “I’m sorry I’m late!” I yell into the kitchen as I cruise through the back door.

      Bryan looks up, startled. “What are you doing here?” He pauses chopping green onions.

      “I work here, remember?”

      “Not today, you don’t.” He jerks his head at the other prep station. Two men I don’t recognize are also chopping and doing prep work. “By the way, I had the night off last night, and it was glorious. Thank your new boyfriend for me when you get a chance.”

      I frown at the state of things in my life. Ruby is angry with me for dating Nosuké. I’m on the outs with my father and probably the whole family. And my coworkers are happy to have time off because of Nosuké’s generosity.

      “I don’t have a new boyfriend. What’s going on here?”

      The door to the kitchen opens, and Mrs. Tanaka peeks her head in. “Oh, good. I saw you punch in. Can you grab your things and come with me?”

      Uh oh. Again, I feel like something bad is about to happen to me, and I can’t stop it. “I thought I was on the schedule today.” I figure I should delay whatever’s coming.

      “We’re making some adjustments to the schedule. But you should come with me.” The note of her voice is final. “Grab your coat and bag.”

      I sigh and turn from her, hoping to keep my emotions in check. I spent all day at home baking, drawing, and ignoring my inbox. I don’t want to hear from anyone — not from Nosuké or Ruby or my mom or my dad or my sisters. I pulled the wool over my eyes and laid low. It was the only thing I could do that was less embarrassing than anything else.

      As I return through the kitchen with my coat and bag, I stop at Bryan’s station. “Mochi is out and about, and he thinks I’m here working. Can you let him know I left if he comes back?”

      “Sure thing.” He glances over at Butch sleeping in her bed near the staff room door.

      Keeping pace beside Mrs. Tanaka, we walk through the neighborhood to the other side, nearest the hill leading to the Rokkaku Estate. When the Terrans first landed on Orihimé, that was the house that our empress lived in until she was able to move to a more secluded spot. Now her distant relatives live there, and they hold tea ceremonies for tourists twice a year.

      “This is my place.” Mrs. Tanaka points to a little two-story home on the last street before the hill. I gaze up at the classic-style building, the cream walls and dark wooden shutters.

      “Just so you know, I’ve heard your suggestions to hire new staff, and I have brought on two of Maeda’s employees. They should lighten the load for you.”

      “Uh, it’s not contingent on me dating Nosuké, is it?”

      She raises her eyebrows.

      “Because it’s not going to work out, and I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up.”

      “It’s not,” she says, clearly disappointed.

      I hang my head and press the toe of my shoe into the ground. I hate this. I want to go back to bed.

      “Come with me.”

      We circle around to the side entrance, and I stop short at the large man standing outside.

      My blood cools, knowing who’s inside.

      Mrs. Tanaka opens the door, and I hesitate. I could say no. I could go home right now. But my life is not my own anymore, obviously.

      “I have dinner all set up,” she says with a smile. “I know you love salmon.”

      I sigh. “Fine. But I already got a lengthy and damning lecture at my parents’ place yesterday. Do I need another one?”

      “No lectures. I promise.” She holds up her hand before jerking her head at the door. I follow her inside.

      On my way through the entrance hall, I let my eyes settle on each of the photos hung on the wall. Mrs. Tanaka and her ex-husband with their two boys. Her again with an older woman. Mrs. Tanaka with Sanaa and her family. A photo of her younger with Sanaa and a blonde woman. But I stop and peer at the picture of Mrs. Tanaka standing outside Izakaya Tanaka on opening day. She’s smiling, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

      “Sanaa, Myra’s here.”

      Around the corner and into the house’s main room, Sanaa, our empress, is seated at a kotatsu, a low, heated table, reading from her tablet with glasses perched on her nose. She turns off the tablet and crosses the room to me. Her hair is long and straight, and it swishes around her shoulders as she leans in to kiss me on the cheek. I smile and try to act natural like it’s no big deal for this woman to know who I am.

      “Myra, I’m so glad you could join us for dinner tonight.”

      I clear my throat as Mrs. Tanaka sets out salads. “I was unaware we were having dinner together, or I would have dressed nicer.”

      I shoot a deathly glare at Mrs. Tanaka, and she chuckles.

      “Everyone seems to want to spring dates on me when I least expect it.” I sit between the two women and pick up the chopsticks left out for me.

      “I thought it would be better for us to talk in person about what’s going on, instead of through intermediaries.” Sanaa begins to eat, so I follow her lead. Mrs. Tanaka pours us glasses of water before she sits. “I’ve heard about your last few days, and I feel I must apologize for letting things get out of hand.”

      I move the lettuce around on my plate to pick up more of the carrot ginger dressing. “It’s fine,” I assure her. “It was a little misunderstanding, that’s all.”

      Sanaa dabs at her lips. “I spoke with Nosuké earlier this morning. This is not a misunderstanding. This is a tricky situation.”

      I sigh and push the salad plate away from me before I rub my eyes. “How so? Because really, I’d like to just return to work and live my stellar life.”

      Sanaa’s cheeks pull inward as she nods her head slowly. “I know the kind of position you’re in. I was once in the same situation, and it’s the worst.”

      “What kind of situation could I possibly be in that’s similar to yours?” I huff a laugh.

      “Don’t laugh,” she says, good-naturedly, though I don’t deserve it. “My husband and I, someone once forbid us from seeing each other. We weren’t allowed to look at each other, talk to each other, nothing. My mentor, who I loved with all my heart, tried to keep us apart for months.”

      I’m quiet as I watch Mrs. Tanaka stare out into space, probably looking into her past for those times she spent with Sanaa. They were good friends until the war here on Orihimé, and then they didn’t speak to each other again until ten years ago.

      “It was unfair on so many levels,” Sanaa continues. “I was overworked and lonely, and there he was, just waiting and wanting to be with me, but other people kept us apart. I hate seeing that happen to others. Forbidden romances are great in fiction, but they suck in real life.”

      I laugh, then grumble and run my fingers through my messy hair. “I think you’re both on the wrong crusade here. There is no forbidden romance. There is just me being mistaken about an uncomfortable situation. Nothing more.” I clear my throat and push away from the table. “I’m a grown woman, and I know when to move on.”

      “Don’t get up. You’re not leaving.” Mrs. Tanaka’s voice is cold, and I have to hide my surprise. “I will not let mistakes happen to people I care about, and I care about you, Myra.”

      I reverse course and put my butt back in the floor chair.

      “You know, like most people do, that Sanaa and I didn’t talk to each other for close to twenty years. I made a huge mistake. I… I let my ex-husband and mother-in-law poison me against her.”

      “Miko…” Sanaa tries to interrupt, but Mrs. Tanaka raises a hand.

      “They kept me away from her, told me she was evil and out to destroy our family. But Sanaa’s married to my brother-in-law, so you can imagine how that made life difficult. I ignored her in public for ages. I let other people be cruel to her without intervening. Yet, Sanaa never once said an impolite thing about me. Every year she sent me flowers on my birthday. Whenever I needed something, she found a way to get me it without me knowing. When my mother-in-law became sick, Sanaa was the first person at her bedside, even though the woman hated her.”

      Mrs. Tanaka lifts her chin. “I see the same selfless person in you. You’re always the first to cover a shift if someone needs to take time off. You stay late when others have gone home. You help your mother, father, and sisters without complaint. You have supported Ruby through every hardship, through every breakup. And I never see you get the same treatment in return.”

      I swallow, and the back of my throat aches.

      “It’s wrong, and you shouldn’t be living your life like this,” she stresses.

      “I can’t help what happened with Ruby,” I tell them both. “She thinks I betrayed her, and in a way, I did. I’m the one in the wrong here. Not the other way around.”

      “Then there’s Nosuké,” Sanaa says, stumbling over the words. Emotion catches in her throat, and a blush reddens her cheeks. “He came to me looking for advice because he knows he made a gigantic mistake. He, quite naïvely I might say, thought he could use this whole situation with your father and the casino as an excuse to get to know you and date you.” Sanaa shakes her head and looks at the ceiling. “I have no idea what goes through the minds of men on a daily basis, but it’s like they don’t have brains at all.”

      “Look, I’m going to stop you right there.” I raise my hand, and she smirks at my defiant interruption.

      It’s time to turn this conversation around with the story I’ll tell everyone. I’ve had all day to think about it, and this is what I’m going with. It’s all my fault, and no one else’s.  Mrs. Tanaka thinks I’m selfless? Well, here we go. I will make everyone look good, and no one but me will take the blame for any of it.

      “I’m at fault, one-hundred percent. I apologize now for Dad’s behavior and what it will do to the deal. But Nosuké is not dating me nor is he trying to. He just said that to make the situation more palatable, to take the blame off of me.”

      Sanaa raises her eyebrows.

      “Men are not interested in me, in general. First off, I’m a Kimura, and that alone is intimidating enough for most of them to steer clear. Second, I’m…” I inhale a deep breath before I dare to continue. “I’m not physically attractive, I failed the I.A. exams, and I have no prospects for a career. Sorry, Mrs. Tanaka,” I say as she sits up straighter. “I love working at Izakaya Tanaka, but it’s not a career. It’s just a job to make money so I can continue living on my own. And I need that now because my father will never let me back home again.” I lift my chin. “So I’m sure Nosuké regrets the whole situation. He’s a good guy, and I have always enjoyed spending time with him. He doesn’t want to see me suffer. But he’s Ruby’s ex, and she’s still interested in him, and he only needs me on his side because of my father. Whatever you’ve heard to the contrary is just not true.”

      The sex we had, the conversations, the date at Kisetsu, they feel like they happened to another person. He witnessed everything at my parents’ house, and I could tell from his rigid shoulders and quiet countenance on the way home that it was over. So over. He regrets the whole thing.

      “You’re denying it, but I know he cares for you,” Sanaa insists.

      “He may,” I admit to her. “There was a moment when I thought maybe…” I briefly close my eyes and remember how he held me in bed. It took my breath away to be treated so nicely. “But no, it’s nothing more than friendship now, I’m certain. So please tell him that everything is okay. I did what I had to do, and he shouldn’t feel at blame for any of it. And that if I think of anything to help him with my father, I will let him know as soon as possible. I have been thinking about it a lot, but nothing has occurred to me yet.”

      This time I stand up, and I won’t let them stop me.

      “My priorities right now are keeping my job and my friendship with Ruby. And since Nosuké and I won’t be dating, I’m sure we’ll be fine.” I bow to them both. “Mrs. Tanaka, thank you for the dinner invitation, but I need to get back to work. You should enjoy the meal with Sanaa.”

      Both women stare at me, but it’s Sanaa who snaps out of her head first. “Men are so damned stupid.”

      I chuckle as I back away. “All the more reason to stay away from them.”
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      It seems I only have two modes: at work and in bed. I was at work all night, and now I’m in bed, staring out the window at the cloudy sky. It’s warm today again, but the sun is hidden behind a blanket of clouds. Very close to my mood.

      Mochi is making snoring noises next to me, so I grab my tablet and cringe at the notifications. 100+ new mail messages. Sigh. Fine. I’ll deal with them.

      I ignore the many messages from Ruby and Nosuké first and handle the other bullshit that always ends up in my inbox. Alerts about open jobs and the apartment lottery go into the trash. I delete countless messages from my neighborhood groups, sales and offers from my favorite stores, and put my membership to the local pairing club on hold. I have Mochi now.

      Ruby comes first. I scroll through the dozen messages she’s sent me in the last two days. She starts out angry and upset, but she capitulates by the most recent message. “I realize it’s wrong of me to tell you who you can date. I just wanted it to work out with Nosuké. He was good to me when we were together. I honestly have no idea why we even broke up. I thought we would try again, but he’s told me absolutely not. He wasn’t happy with me when I saw him last night. I’m going to not date anyone for a while. I think I need a break. Anyway, I hope you’re not mad at me. I can’t lose you too.”

      Nosuké and Ruby were together last night?

      I respond, “You have every right to be angry with me. I’m sorry I fucked up. Everything is my fault. I’m not mad at you.”

      She responds right away. “If you want to date Nosuké, you should. I’m certain he’s into you.”

      “We’ll talk about this later. Xo.”

      I let the tablet fall to my chest and peer out the window again. I should just delete Nosuké’s messages and be done with it. But the curiosity is too strong to ignore.

      I sort by his name and scroll through my inbox. Before I open the most recent messages, my eye catches on a few from last month, last year, and the year before that, after he and Ruby were through. I roll onto my side, open them, and catch my breath.

      “Hey Myra, it’s been a long time, and I would love to see you. Any chance you can come to the casino for drinks sometime soon?”

      He had been thinking of me. I remember this now.

      I replied, “Oh, thanks for the invite! I would love to, but I’m working a lot. I’ll have to check my schedule.”

      And then I never replied again.

      Scrolling back, he had extended a similar invite to me at least a dozen other times in the years between his breakup with Ruby and now. Fuck. I sigh, close my eyes, and let the tablet rest on the bed. What does this even mean? At the time, I didn’t think twice about it. He was the guy who dated my best friend. We talked, remained friends, and that’s all I ever thought about it.

      Am I stupid or what?

      I pick up the tablet again, and his recent messages are more telling. One from last night reads, “I’m sorry I got you into trouble with your family, and I want to fix things. Won’t you please answer my calls or messages? Please. Allow me to help you. I was never pretending.”

      I was never pretending.

      My tablet jumps with an incoming alert from my front door. The video shows Ean standing on the stoop with two coffee cups in a carrier. I groan. Wonderful. Here comes another person who wants to interfere with my life. I buzz him into the building and unlock the door from my tablet. Then I pull the covers over my head.

      “Myra?” he calls into my apartment. “Where are you? This place is not big enough for hide and seek.”

      “I’m in bed, hiding from you.”

      The bed sinks, and Ean tears the covers from my head. “If you didn’t want to see me, you could have left me out on the stoop.” He hands over a cup of coffee and eyes Mochi sleeping next to me. Sniffing the air, he nods. “You were right. He doesn’t stink.”

      I sigh and sit up, cradling the coffee to my chest. “Of course, he doesn’t. You stink.”

      He cracks a smile. “Just like old times.” He lightly knocks his cup of coffee against mine, and we both laugh. “What’s next? You’ll tell me I’m ugly, and that you’re telling Dad I was mean to you?”

      “I’m not talking to Dad about anything, remember?”

      Ean sips his cup. “I’m proud of you for standing up to him. He’s been nothing but a bully lately. Looks like Tilli is next, but she’s his favorite, so we’ll see what happens there.” He sighs. “You’re probably wondering why I’m here.”

      I sip the coffee and glance at the cup. He picked it up from a little café a few blocks away. It’s stronger than I usually drink it. Just what I need. “Uh, yeah. You’ve been here, what? Like twice since I moved in?”

      “I don’t get out much. But I felt compelled to tell you about my conversation with Nosuké at dinner two nights ago.”

      I lean away. “Do you have to? I’ve already had a tough week.”

      “I know Nosuké through the non-profit. He’s an anonymous patron.”

      I raise my eyebrows.

      “Yes, anonymous to everyone but me… and now you. Dad doesn’t even know that he’s donated, and I have no idea what he would do if he knew the Maedas were giving us money to help house and feed people. Nosuké didn’t come to me until after Dad had handed over the business.” He sips again. “So you can imagine my surprise when he shows up with you, especially since the last time I saw him three months ago, he did nothing but ask questions about you.”

      My face flushes, and I press my hand to my forehead. Ean nods.

      “That’s what I thought.” He chuckles. “I should have seen then that he was interested in you as more than a friend. So the other night, we sat in my office for drinks without Dad, and he gushed over you. Said you were a baking genius, that everything you cooked was delicious, and you were so talented. He had all of this stuff to say about the kind of caring person you are. I was really stunned, actually. I know these things, but I’ve never heard anyone else say them. He also said it was a shame you had been passed over for new jobs and were being worked to death at Izakaya Tanaka.”

      I inhale through my nose and take a sip of coffee. “Yeah, I’ve been working a lot.”

      “How long have you two been dating if you’re working so much?”

      I shake my head. “We haven’t been dating. It was one date and then the family dinner.” I concentrate on the coffee cup. “Well, it was a little more than that, but yeah.”

      Ean frowns. “Then he’s been pining away for you for longer than you’ve ever expected.”

      Oh no. I’ve been such a fool. So naïve… but not naïve in the way my father suggested. Naïve to the signs that were right in front of me.

      My eyes fill with tears. Ean hands me a stack of napkins from the coffee carrier.

      “I’ve been so blind. I didn’t put two and two together. Not once. I just… I just didn’t think anyone like him could ever be interested in someone like me. I’m such a failure. And after Ruby, who’s this shining beauty, a total success, I figured he had a type, and that wasn’t me. My thoughts never even went beyond that. Not once.”

      “You are not a failure. And you may be my little sister, but you are a beautiful woman. Don’t let anyone tell you anything different. Sometimes it’s hard to see what’s right in front of us. Dad is acting that way now. He refuses to accept change. He’s not ready to see it yet. You’re ready to see it. Believe in yourself first and foremost. Always.”

      He pats my knee under the covers.

      “And don’t listen to what Dad says about the Maedas being criminals and in with the mob. I know for certain that Noboru Maeda gave that up after the war. He told the empress he wanted to change for the sake of the colonization and his future family. What happened to him in the war changed him. Nosuké has never been anything but a stand-up businessman who has excellent taste in tattoos.”

      He laughs as he leaves the bed.

      “And how would you know that?”

      “How do you think?” He grins as he chucks his empty cup into the trash in my kitchen and lets himself out. “See you around, sister.”
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        * * *

      

      I sigh as I sit on the bench across the plaza from the main Interstellar Agency building. There are several buildings on this campus and more throughout Yamato and our neighboring town to the north, Izumo. They’re hard to avoid, but I’ve done an excellent job of staying away from them the last few years. I’ve had to for my own mental health.

      But today, I will sit here, and I will not walk away. I’m waiting for Ruby.

      I tip my face up to stare at the large letters spanning the sweeping front entrance. This building is beautiful, a stunning architectural masterpiece. It’s too bad I never sat here before and admired it. I’ve always loved architecture, almost as much as food. I should spend more time outside and away from the kitchen.

      The doors open, and Ruby hesitates as she takes a step outside. Tightening her coat around her, she walks across the plaza to my bench.

      “Hey,” she says, looking at her feet.

      “Hey.” I pat the bench next to me. “Have a seat.”

      She sighs as she sits and crosses her legs. “I know you’re mad at me —”

      “I’m not,” I interrupt her, “so don’t fall down that hole, okay?” She nods once, her lips pressed closed. “But I don’t want to pretend I’m okay with everything that happened. You are my best friend, and when it comes to us,” — I gesture between us — “you’ve always been in charge, so it’s never felt like this before.” I touch my chest. “It’s never been me making the decisions, and I’m sorry that I made such poor ones. I want to make things right between us again.”

      “There’s nothing to make right.” She turns to face me. “I was wrong, not you.”

      We sit in silence for a few moments and watch the clouds race overhead.

      “I realized last night,” Ruby continues, “after my conversation with Nosuké, that I’ve been a shitty friend. I have always put myself first in our relationship. I’ve never considered that you should come first.”

      My eyes smart with tears as I remember what Mrs. Tanaka said. She was right. I am always taking the blame for everything. It’s what I do, my first line of defense. And it has to stop.

      I give in. Between Mrs. Tanaka and the empress, Ean, and now Ruby, I can no longer deny what’s happening.

      “My wants and needs have always been second to yours,” I force out past the lump in my throat. Ruby gasps with a nod. “I have always put you first. If you wanted to cancel plans with me to go out on a date, it was no big deal because I never minded, right? Or take over my apartment for some chore of yours. Or leave the bar when you were getting it on with a guy because you didn’t want to deal with me being forever single. Or barging in when I was working at Izakaya Tanaka to tell me about Aki. Or…”

      She raises her hand. “I get it.” She crosses her arms. “I thought that’s what friends do.”

      “Friendship involves both of us. Remember when I had serious doubts about entering my illustrations into that contest? I was really hurt by your response, and I never said anything.”

      She said that if I thought my work was crap, then maybe I shouldn’t enter.

      “I…” Her voice breaks, and her face pales. “I’m so sorry.” She blows out a frustrated breath. “I should have told you I believed your work was amazing, and you should do it. You should have.”

      “I never did. I thought it was your way of telling me I was not up to the contest’s standards.” I lean forward. “Look, you’re a great friend, my best friend, and I’m not here to hurt your feelings. I’m here to ask for your blessing to date Nosuké. We’ve never fought over a guy before.” I laugh. “Why would we when all the guys we’ve ever met wanted to date you? Never me.”

      In my head, I replay the moment she was so shocked Nosuké would date me and not her. I need to just let that go. Just let it go, Myra.

      Ruby tucks her hair behind her ears and looks at her feet.

      “He likes you.” She leans down over her knees and clasps her hands together. “He’s so angry with me for interfering. I’ve been a horrible friend, and I can’t believe I hurt you with this. You’re always talking about your big mistakes, how you screw everything up, but you don’t, and you didn’t here. You’re a caring person, maybe too much, and your imagination sometimes gets the better of you. Still, you’re not making a mistake here. Putting yourself first is the right thing to do.”

      She sniffs and drags her hand up over her nose.

      “I’m so sorry. You have my blessing, of course. I support this one-hundred percent.”

      I smile at her, and my heart warms to hear she cares about me as much as I care about her. “I love you, and I’m not angry with you.” I slide over and put my arm over her shoulders. “We’ll get past this, and things will be better.”

      She nods, still not looking at me.

      “Don’t make him wait too long. You don’t want to pass him up. That I know for sure.” She cracks a smile and looks up at me. We rest our heads against each other.

      “I won’t. I just need to figure out how to make Nosuké and my father happy. As angry as I am with my father, I can’t have him shun me. We need some kind of middle ground.”

      “You’ll make Nosuké happy by calling him. But your father? Can’t you stuff him full of fried dough, cotton candy, and beer and call it a day?”

      We both chuckle.

      “If only it were that easy.”

      “Maybe it is,” she says, tilting her head. “He needs a vacation or something.”

      A vacation… or a fun place to go that’s not a casino.

      Oh, I have a great idea!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I need a little time to think and consider how I’m going to fix this mess I’m in, but I can’t take too long. I have a few hours, tops, to make this right.

      Back at home, Mochi is waiting for me on the front stoop, so we both head inside together.

      “Is everything all right?” he asks, swirling around my feet.

      “Everything is great, actually.” We bound up the steps, two at a time, and I’m glad that most of my neighbors are gone in the middle of the day because I sure am loud.

      My apartment is an absolute mess. I gather the sandy sheets, my dirty clothes, and kitchen linens, and take them to the laundry room one floor up. Once those are in the wash, I clean the kitchen, all the dishes, dump old food from my fridge, and take out the trash.

      I think better when my place is clean, and I have a lot of thinking to do.

      For the first time in my life, I agree with my father. This town doesn’t need another casino. We have three already, though Nosuké’s is definitely the largest. And he admitted to me that he would rather not deal with another casino. He’d rather manage more restaurants. So, there has to be something here, some kind of in-between place for Dad and Nosuké to come together. A giant area of restaurants is an idea I like. But maybe this place shouldn’t center on food. It could also be fun with games and concerts and stuff.

      Hmmm, I don’t know. I’m missing a part of this idea. It’s somewhere.

      I actually look around my apartment like the missing idea is an object I have and just don’t know it. Time is running out, so I need to concentrate. My shift at Izakaya Tanaka tonight starts at eight.

      The best way for me to concentrate on my problems is to bake. Since I’m out of eggs, flour, and sugar (damn, I really need to go shopping), the second best way is for me to draw.

      I sit down at my desk. Stacking up the last few illustrations on my right, I place a blank sheet of paper in front of me, load my pencil with a new graphite insert, and peer down at the empty white space. My eyes close, and the first thing I see is Ringo. Yeah, I’ve never drawn a raccoon before, but I think I can do it from memory.

      I zone out while I draw ovals for Ringo’s face. Many of my life’s big mistakes happened because I was blind to what was really going on. I failed the entrance exam twice because I believed I wasn’t ready or capable of working for the Interstellar Agency. I didn’t become Mrs. Martin’s assistant because I felt I was a terrible baker. I didn’t let Daren take our relationship public because I was sure I was a loser.

      And I pushed Nosuké away because I believed I wasn’t worth his effort.

      I sniff up and tilt my head away from the paper, but one tear lands on the edge. I’m so hard on myself. Why? Why do I doubt myself? Why do I feel I’m worthless?

      I’m not. Mrs. Tanaka said I was generous, supportive, and selfless. Those are all excellent qualities in a person.

      I have to believe in myself.

      Sketching in silence for a while, I’m lost in all the details of Ringo when Mochi leaps onto my lap. I startle and pull away from the drawing so he can get some loving. He lifts his paws onto my chest and rubs his head up under my chin. Very cat-like.

      “I heard Ean when he was here.”

      “You did?” I scratch behind his ears.

      “He’s right. You need to believe in yourself, Myra.”

      I smile down at him. “I was thinking the same thing.” I sigh. “It’s not easy, though. I haven’t believed in myself in ages.”

      “Now is a good time to start.” He puts a paw on my cheek and gives me a little lick. “How will you reconnect with Nosuké?”

      I drum the pencil on the desk. “I don’t know. I thought it would be good to have some kind of peace offering or something. I pushed him away, and I’ve been ignoring his messages. He’s bound to be pissed at me.”

      “There you go, not believing in yourself. He could be worried about you.”

      I nod at his insight. How did something so small and cute get so wise?

      “You’re right. So, here’s what I’ve been thinking.” I explain my alternate idea to the casino, and Mochi listens raptly, his eyes focused on me the entire time. “What I need is inspiration… for something fun or unique. My idea is missing a key component.”

      “Myra, you know what to do for inspiration. It’s what you always do!”

      “Right. Great idea. Time to hit the GDB,” I say, grabbing my tablet.

      The GDB is our large repository of information gathered from Earth after the Collapse and Exodus and new data from Orihimé. Pre-war Earth called it the Internet. The two systems are similar, but the GDB is much smaller, more protected, and better defined.

      I call up my access and ask a simple question. I find simple, concise questions are best, and then I see what I see and narrow it down from there.

      “What did people used to do on Earth for fun?”

      The system loads a page full of data right away, but I always choose to view any images or videos. I scroll through pages and pages of cheerful people picnicking, hiking, surfing, playing games, drinking, etc. And then, my eyes catch on a happy family walking under a giant arch with a sign that says, “Tomorrowland.”

      “What is this?” I breathe out, drilling down into the same location.

      Mochi comes up next to me. He sort of understands what the tablet does and how it works, but the concepts it brings up are sometimes out of reach for him.

      “What are these people doing?” he asks, tilting his head.

      “I don’t know.” I watch a video of people playing a game, laughing, and clapping. Another video shows people in caged chairs going around a giant metal contraption, and they’re having fun. They’re having an absolute blast. As I observe people laugh, play, and eat, a smile grows across my lips. I dig deeper and find original maps of this place, and it was big. It could hold thousands of people, and it did at one point. Scouring the images for words I understand, I find one phrase that fits the bill.

      “It’s a theme park.” I sit back and take a deep breath. “They were big on Earth before the wars.”

      “We have nothing like this here,” Mochi says, sitting back and letting his tail puff up.

      “No, we don’t. I was just thinking the other day that there are limited places for people to have fun. We’re at a loss for land unless it’s land that needs to be razed for… for something like a casino.”

      I raise my eyebrows at Mochi.

      “Myra, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “I am.” Oh, this is perfect. I love this idea! My heart rate soars, and my chest flutters with giddiness.

      I stand up and pace the room. Okay, okay. Don’t get too excited. Nosuké may hate this idea… But he can’t hate it if he’s never heard it. I need to tell him. Now.

      I check the time for sunset, six o’clock. Perfect. That’s in two hours.

      Forget about drawing. I’ve got something super important to do.

      Opening my inbox, I take a deep breath and type out the invitation.
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        * * *

      

      I love the Space Park at sunset. If I’m working the lunch shift at Izakaya Tanaka, I can sometimes come by here in time to see the sun dip into the horizon out over the water. The star plaques glow in the deep orange light and cast long shadows across the ochre brick walkways.

      “I see him, Myra! He’s here!” Mochi runs out from the bushes and approaches Ringo at the park’s entrance. The two chatter and run off together.

      I catch sight of Nosuké before he sees me, so I smooth out my shirt and reposition myself on the bench. Oh shit, this stunning man wants to date me. Be cool, Myra. Don’t be awkward.

      His eyes catch mine, and a smile comes up from my belly, through my heart, and onto my face like pure joy. I’m not sure when I’ve smiled like this before… or ever. But it’s reflected on his face immediately.

      “Hey,” I say as he approaches my bench. I gesture to the seat next to me. “I’m glad you could make it.”

      “I set my own hours, so I can be available for spontaneous park excursions.” He slides onto the bench, leaving room between us for the two cans of saké and bowl of nuts I’ve placed there. “I guess you weren’t kidding about space and saké in your invitation.”

      “Nope.” I pop open the cans and hand him one. Raising my can, I say, “To new beginnings.”

      He touches his can to mine, and we both drink. His fiery gaze is so hot it singes my skin.

      “I’m so glad you messaged me. I was beginning to worry, especially after what happened at your parents’ house. I’m so sorry. Again. And I wasn’t pretending to like you. I like you and want to be with you.”

      I smile at him, and the warmth of his gaze wraps around me. “I know.” I press my hand to my chest. “I feel the same way.”

      “Good.”

      I clear my throat. I can’t believe we said that to each other. Change the subject.

      “The nuts are my own recipe.” I roll my eyes at myself. I told myself not to be awkward, yet I can’t help it.

      “I’m sure there’s a joke in there somewhere.” He chuckles as he throws a few in his mouth and hums. “That’s good. Goes nicely with the saké.”

      He sighs as he leans back and puts his arm over the rear of the bench. We both watch a family walk by, two men, an elderly woman, and two kids in a stroller, all together, happy and tired from the looks of their smiles and red-rimmed eyes.

      “I haven’t been here in a while, over a year. I sometimes forget why we’re here, on this world, and what we have to do to survive. Some days, I only think of my work, the casino, the business, my employees.”

      “As important as this work is, though, living is just as important.” I turn on the bench and tuck one leg up to face him. “I haven’t been living. I’ve been going through the motions for the last five years or longer. I say no to invites from handsome men. I go to work, and I come home. I could have said yes to you a hundred times over the last few years, but I didn’t because I didn’t believe there was anything else in my life for me.”

      He inhales and sips his saké. “I understand you. I only hope these handsome men are just me.”

      I laugh. “Yes, you’re the only one chasing me. Sorry I didn’t notice.” I sip my saké. “What will happen if the chase ends?” I look at the composite material of the bench and run my finger along a seam at the edge.

      “Then the real fun begins.”

      I blow out a long breath as I lift my eyes to his. We sip in silence for a moment.

      “I have an idea for you,” I say, starting on the business of this meeting, “one I’m not sure you’ll like, but I think it’s exciting.”

      “That’s an intriguing way to start a conversation.”

      “I don’t know a lot about you yet.” I look away from his piercing gaze. “But I think you’re a man who understands that people need to let loose and have fun. That’s why you run the casinos and want to build more.”

      He bobs his head from side to side. “Yes, that’s true.”

      “My father likes to have fun too, believe it or not. He may have been an asshole to me —”

      “Total asshole,” Nosuké interrupts.

      “But he loves going to festivals and out to the movies and picnicking and traveling. I think he would love a theme park.” I say the words confidently. “A park with games and events and rides and amazing food and concerts and fireworks and…” I suck in a deep breath. “Someplace fun.”

      “Fun,” Nosuké repeats, looking past me at the Space Park.

      “Yeah, fun. And a theme park has a theme, you know. We could make it so it’s all about space and the colonization and our future.”

      “A theme park.” He hums as he muses on this idea of mine. “So, no casino?”

      I shake my head. “According to the figures I looked at, the theme park can be just as financially viable. But you’ll have to look at that yourself. Plus, you could actually do both and build a casino inside the park. We could also build more housing and hotels and… Well, the ideas are limitless.”

      He moves the saké and nuts to the other side of him and slides across the bench to come right up against my hip. “We could do it.”

      “Me?” I press my hand to my chest and shake my head. “No, no, no. I… I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      He reaches towards me and slides his hands to my cheeks. “You need to believe in yourself like I do. Like I have for years. You would have killed it at the I.A. or been the best baker Mrs. Martin ever had. Izakaya Tanaka is great, but imagine doing something bigger.” He coasts a thumb over my cheek, and my heart leaps. “At least give it a try. Remember? I said I was going to make it worth the effort. I’m offering you the opportunity to grow.”

      I shrug. “I have lots of great ideas? Maybe?”

      His smile grows ten times larger.

      I lean in. “And I’ll consider it only if you kiss me.”

      He rushes to me, slips my legs over his, and takes a kiss like a thirsty man drinking water for the first time in weeks. I tilt my head and let it last as our lips do all the work. My body heats, wondering what will come next. But I don’t let the moment come too quickly. I hum, and it drives him to deepen the kiss. My hands clutch his back as he draws me to him. Oh yes, this is what’s been missing from my life.

      We pull apart when two teenage girls giggle as they walk past us. I laugh and press my fingers to my lips.

      “Do you think we’re making a scene?” I ask him. His right hand lingers on my face and reaches for my hair.

      “Yes, but no one would dare tell me any differently.”

      “You’re awfully confident,” I tease him.

      “It comes with the territory.” He leans closer. “Come home with me.”

      It’s hard to hide my smile when his eyes are so dark with lust. I want to. I really do, but…

      “Listen here, Mr. Maeda. I am a professional woman with work obligations. And I’m expected at the izakaya in an hour.”

      His smile is back. “I don’t want to be away from you.”

      I clear my throat because my whole body is on fire. “You should come to Izakaya Tanaka tonight and eat with me during my breaks. Then you can take me home later. It’s about time I saw your place. Though honestly, it’s bound to make me jealous. I’m sure it’s palatial compared to mine.”

      He tucks my hair behind my ear and laughs. “There’s so much I adore about you. You’re one of the few people who’s ever been honest with me.”

      “Yeah, well, your wealth doesn’t intimidate me. It never has. I just never thought anyone like you could be interested in someone like me.” I close my eyes and rest my forehead against his cheek. He clutches me to him. “I’m still not sure why.”

      He turns and kisses my temple. “Let me take the time to show you what I’ve already known for years.”

      “I would love that.”
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Eight months later…

        

      

    

    
      I snag a cocktail from a waiter and prepare to smile, nod, and make small talk for the next hour. Everyone is milling around the plans and models for the Stars Above Theme Park, which is due to start construction next month and open in less than two years. But I know the plans backwards and forwards, so I give others the room they need to lean in and examine it all.

      “Oh my gods,” Ruby breathes out as she hustles over to me, “it’s amazing. Myra, I’m floored.” She giggles and jumps up and down, little hops in her cocktail dress and high heels. Nosh chitters on her shoulder. “He says he can’t wait to go.”

      “Neither can Mochi and Ringo. They literally can’t stop talking about it.” I use my free hand to smooth out the wrinkles in my dress and adjust my waistline.

      “Stop fidgeting. You’re gorgeous.” Ruby lightly smacks my arm to keep me still. “I have never seen Nosuké this happy before, ever.” She turns and looks out across the room. “His father? Well, the man could use some good times, anyway.”

      We both lean to the side and spot Noburo Maeda, dressed in a tuxedo and sipping on a bourbon, talking with my mother and father. He looks uncomfortable, but I think that’s my father’s fault, not the theme park. He supports Nosuké and this new venture, even though he wanted the casino.

      Mochi returns to me. “Your dad is barely talking. I think he’s said three words in the last five minutes.”

      “Thanks, buddy,” I say, sighing. My little spy is the best in the house. Always watching out for me.

      Since Nosuké is busy talking to the investors and people on the town council, I lift my chin and decide it’s time. “I have to go do my duty.” I groan, and Ruby gives me a reassuring one-armed hug.

      “Remember yourself. You are strong and competent. Your big mistakes are in your past.”

      Her words are even more reassuring than her hug. “Thanks.”

      “Signal me if you need rescuing.”

      I pick up Mochi and steel my nerves.

      Crossing the room to Mr. Maeda and my parents, I consider making a run for it. My father has not spoken to me since the dinner I brought Nosuké to. Mom and I meet for coffee often, and she comes by the izakaya when she can. But otherwise, it’s not like we’ve talked much in the intervening months. I should turn and leave before anyone sees me.

      “There she is!” Noburo Maeda’s voice booms out, and I wince, wishing he were a less gregarious man. “Myra, your mother is an absolutely charming woman.”

      I smile at him and his blatant disregard for my father. My mother, of course, loves this.

      “Noburo,” she drawls out, “you are too much.” She laughs as she sips her drink.

      “Mom, Dad, I’m so glad you could make it.” I turn to look at the presentation and Nosuké talking with everyone. He catches my eye briefly. “So, what do you think of the plans?”

      “I like it.” Dad does not make eye contact. “Much better than a casino. You’ll have to thank Nosuké for hearing me out about our previous disagreement.”

      I press my lips together and consider just how much I want to ruin this evening.

      “She doesn’t need to thank me because it wasn’t my idea.” Nosuké is suddenly by my side. His hand glides across my lower back, and he pulls me to his hip. “Stars Above was all Myra’s idea.”

      “I love when he sticks up for you,” Mochi whispers in my ear. I cover a smile.

      Finally, Dad’s eyes meet mine. I sip my drink. “I’m sure it was mostly your idea,” he says to Nosuké. “Myra is not especially the motivated type.”

      Noburo chuckles, his low voice rumbling. “You must be joking. Myra is one of the most motivated people I have ever met. This project would not have happened without her. At least sixty percent of the ideas for the park’s features came from her.” He leans close to Dad. “Remember that we didn’t need your approval once it was no longer a casino. Give the girl some credit for being a superstar.” He huffs and stands up straighter. “I see Ms. Itami is here. Excuse me.”

      Nosuké’s arm around my waist tightens, and he leans over to kiss my temple. “My superstar.” He sighs. “I always get the feeling my dad is flirting with you.”

      Mom laughs. “He could do worse.”

      “Well then,” Dad says, bristling. “I suppose congratulations are in order.”

      “Thank —” I start, but he bulldozes on.

      “But I can’t imagine you do that much while still working at that izakaya.”

      Nosuké’s fingers dig into my side. He’s so pissed, and if I don’t stop this conversation right now, he’s in danger of decking my father.

      “Dad, I know it’s hard to let go of the dreams you have for your kids, but if you want to attend my wedding and meet your grandkids someday, it would be best for you to loosen up and give me a little support.”

      He’s silent for a few moments while my heartbeat drums in my ears. I’ve had months of dealing with obstinate and powerful people to prepare me for this. I will not let him ruin my success with his petty comments.

      “Yes, of course.” He glances at my mom, and her eye contact with him is dead cold. “Perhaps you can come by the house for dinner soon, both of you, and show me some of these rides you have planned.”

      Nosuké’s fingers relax, and my body loses some of its rigidity.

      “I think that’s a great place to start,” I say, lifting my glass.

      “Excuse us,” Nosuké says, ushering me away from them.

      “I’m going to tour the room again and listen in.” Mochi shifts on my shoulder, so I let him down. Glancing back at my father, his eyes are on Mochi as he runs off. Dad’s expression is resigned. Okay. It’s not acceptance, but I’ll take it.

      Nosuké guides me to a quiet corner of the room, and I sigh and relax into him, resting my forehead on his chest.

      “You pulled that capitulation from him out of thin air.” He wraps his arms around me. The warmth of his body is exactly what I need right now. “Hey,” he prompts, so I look up. “Wedding and grandkids?” His smile is disarming and loving.

      I return the smile with a raised eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you haven’t been thinking about it.”

      He slides his hands to my face. This is his favorite thing, looking into my eyes and holding me captive. I love it too.

      “It’s all I’ve thought about for months,” he says, and my body shakes with relief.

      “Then all you have to do is ask.”

      “And what will your answer be?” He already knows.

      “Yes. I’m saying yes.”
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            DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Cerridwen Lewis has spent the best years of her life chasing xeno-archeological glory, with no regrets. Now she’s close to a breakthrough discovery, something that will prove the theories she’s been researching for her whole career. Or would, but the planet itself seems dead set on stopping her. And if that wasn’t dangerous enough, the dig’s security team is headed up by a Malebrank soldier whose easy smile worms its way under her skin with surprising ease.

      Kalthosk should be happy to babysit a team of scientists on a mostly uninhabited backwater planet. With no local fauna, and plenty of wide-open space for his pet scythewing to fly,  it's the perfect job to unwind and let the credits roll in. Trouble is, the lead professor is a grumpy, beautiful Terran who fires all his thrusters and makes him reconsider his life choices.

      Suddenly, everything's going wrong, and a sandstorm has cut his team and the scientists off from the main base. Worse, the reports about a lack of wildlife appear to be woefully incorrect.

      Now he and Cerri must rely on each other to trudge across a rocky waste, survive brutal storms, evade hungry predators, and find a way to get help. And the hardest challenge of all—they have to survive the ordeal with their hearts intact.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Big storm comin’, Kal.” Concern weighed down Tazgoran’s voice as he knocked on the frame of the open door. “Need you to see this.”

      So much for getting a quick nap. Kalthosk ci’Urwiag sat up at the note of worry in his second-in-command’s tone. Any grogginess from almost getting to sleep evaporated as quickly as his hopes of rest. If Taz was upset, then that meant the storm was likely headed toward—no. He popped off the edge of his cot, grabbed his lightweight duty shirt, and shoved past his lieutenant on the way to the situation room. As he walked, Kal unlocked his wrist-comp and opened its note function. He could use it to make up for any cobwebs still clinging to his memory.

      Sleep would have been a better option, but apparently that wasn’t in the cards for today. So much for Al’kheri’s twenty-third maxim. He finished buttoning his shirt as he stomped into the SitRoom and growled out “What’s the situation?”

      Fortunately, everyone in his squad was used to seeing an upset Malebrank. Unlike the archaeologist we’re supposed to be protecting. No one jumped and no one fainted at what he’d been told was a booming roar of a voice.  Emil spun his chair around to face Kal, and shot a smile toward Taz as Taz caught up. “We’ve got a major dust storm. Linear winds in excess of 125 kilometers, moving west-southwest toward the edge of Scarlet Erg.”

      Where it would pick up a load of the red-glass sand that gave the area its name and turn those high-speed winds into a scouring brush that would rip flesh from bone. And they had an excavation team out there. She was out there. Fear and rage played tug-of-war with the lump in his throat. “Why in the Nine Houses weren’t we tracking this before now?”

      Erkorath finally caught up to him; the ebony-scaled scythewing settled onto Kal’s shoulder and clattered its beak angrily. Emil raised his chair up on its suspensors, putting him at eye-level even though Kal towered over most members of his crew. To his credit, he barely spared a glance for the flying reptile on Kal’s shoulder. It was one of many reasons he respected the Terran. By and large, he’d found that non-Malebrank found the scythewing’s presence unsettling even at the best of times. Her eyeless head turned to fix on Emil’s face, her fluffy crest bobbing as the stiff bristles around her beak shivered in recognition.

      Emil cleared his throat and focused on Kal, chair shifting slightly in the air. “If it had been there, we’d be tracking it. Obviously. Instead, the whole system just spun up out of nothing! No warning at all. I sent Taz to get you as soon as we had readings on it.”

      Kal was learning to hate Thrycania XIVa. Bad enough that it had a stupid, hard to say name: a map designation and nothing else. But no, every week this fire-forsaken sandbox found new ways to try to kill them. Last week it had been stellar flares that had knocked out communications and sensors for two whole days. This week it was surprise deadly storms. At least it didn’t have any dangerous wildlife to speak of. He dragged a hand down his face, feeling the bite of stubble against his palm. He tapped out a command on his wrist-comp to begin transport prep, then asked “How long have we got?”

      Emil swallowed. “At current speed and direction, we’ve got about an hour until it reaches the excavation site,” Emil moved his chair next to the holotable in the middle of the room and called up the localized map. The same flares that had knocked out communications had destroyed the live view satellites, which is why they were stuck relying on ground-based weather stations. A topographical section of the planet’s surface appeared in bright green light above the table, with the angry curl of the storm dominating one end. A dotted line connecting their main base with the archaeology site flared into life as Emil said, “Fortunately, the storm hasn’t cut off the most direct route to them yet. It will, though, if we wait much longer.”

      “I’ve already sent orders to prep a shuttle. Whose squad is on deck?” Security was light enough on the planet that they only needed three squads, moving in Malebrank-standard shift rotation. As commander, Kal knew the rotation, and who was supposed to be on duty, but it was nice to get the confirmation.

      “Rex’s team, sir.” Taz answered. Under Kal’s withering glare he corrected himself. “I mean ‘Kal’.”

      He didn’t hold it against the younger Malebrank. He’d been brought up in a military family—just as Kal had—and had joined Kal’s crew fresh out of his years of service. It gave him habits that were hard to break, especially in times of stress. Kal just didn’t appreciate having a friend address him with any kind of rank.   Especially since his own house had seen fit to strip him of any name or association.

      Not worth thinking about. Especially not with a storm on the way and minutes wasting. “It’s a forty-minute flight to the dig. Tell Rex to meet me at the shuttle and I’ll prep him in flight.”

      “Kal,” Taz started, then paused under another hard stare before finding his nerve again. “You can’t seriously consider going. Your place is here. This is bad news. Fast as that storm’s coming, it’ll be all Rex can do to get the team loaded up before it hits. We can’t risk you too.”

      He looked from Taz to Emil, who clearly had the same opinion even if he was smart enough not to mention it out loud. “I’m not about to send Rex’s team into any danger I’m not willing to face myself. Plus that’s a big dig site. The extra pair of hands will help them get people and gear sorted and stowed.”

      “Then send a second squad. My team’s on personal time at the moment, we can go with Rex’s team. You don’t have to prove anything.”

      “It’s not about proving,” he snapped, hoping the lie wasn’t as obvious as it sounded to his own ears. “I’m not about to be some kind of rear-echelon piece of shit who uses rank to avoid the hard work.”

      “And it has nothing to do with this being Cerri’s dig, I’m certain,” Emil piped up from his place on the other side of the holotable. Out of arm’s reach, smart Terran. When Kal glared at him, he shrugged his shoulders. “You told me to call ’em like I see them. Not my fault.”

      The burn of it was he wasn’t wrong. Cerri was out there in the path of a monster storm, time was running out, and it made Kal’s gut roil. He tried to keep the concern out of his voice. “You know as well as I do, she’s going to be furious that her dig’s being interrupted. Better to send me to take the brunt of that anger.” With him present, she’d make sure he was the focus, he knew that well enough. That was fine, it wasn’t like he didn’t have experience dealing with dangerous, angry threats.

      Plus, she was flat-out gorgeous when she was outraged. So, he had that to look forward to.

      He pulled his lightly armored jacket on over his duty shirt and headed to the door of the SitRoom. “We’ll have a tracker on, so keep an eye on us. Erkorath?” At the sound of her name the reptile-bird shivered on his shoulder, black iridescence shimmering into a a fractured rainbow of colors.

      The reptile spread her wings wide, and Kal caught her before she could take flight. She rattled her beak angrily and snapped at his fingers half-heartedly.

      “No,” Kal said, voice gentle. “You have to stay here. That way if anything happens to me, I know there’s someone here who can take care of these channa.” He understood her upset. The scythewing had been at his side for almost a decade now and looked forward to any opportunity to get out and spread her wings. Being relegated to the rear guard stung, even for a reptile.

      He placed her on her perch in the SitRoom and took a moment to stroke the crest before sneaking her a piece of the meat jerky he kept in his pocket as a treat.

      “She’s going to get fat, you keep sneaking her treats, Kal.” Taz’s amused chuckle laced his words.

      “Hardly,” Kal said. “But make sure she gets extra flight time, just in case.” He and Erkorath had a bond he didn’t share even with his closest friends. It might be a little one-sided, but she didn’t ask for much: two square meals and space enough to stretch her wings and fly free. He could provide that, and in return he had a devoted—if vicious—scythewing as his ally.

      It wasn’t love, but it was as close as Kal was willing to get.
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        * * *

      

      Cerridwen Lewis spotted the large, clawed pawprint in the dirt beside her trench. She leaned over and smudged it before anyone else noticed. The last thing she needed was someone telling Kal there were ghost dogs or some other mythic beast at the dig site. She ground her teeth. The Malebrank looked for any opportunity to shut down their dig.

      Once she was sure it was obscured, she went back to her work, which was doing the exact opposite. Her brush removed a fine layer of dirt from the broken frieze section in her trench. There were words there. She tugged her multiscopic lenses down over her eyes. After cycling through a few settings, she hit the UV filter. It didn’t make the writing on the rock jump out, like it did in the holovids, but it did make things slightly more apparent. After a second of study, she called out, “Eats, does this look like the Thrycanian word for hall?”

      The Stellaran trundled over on their microtubular feet, looking for all the world like a Terran sea star, only with a two-meter spread across their arms. Officially their name translated as “Eats-Mollusks-With-Joyful-Crunching,” but as long as Cerri had known them, everyone called them Eats, or Dr. Eats in deference to their position as chair of xenoarchaeology at the Hegemony’s prestigious University on Campillion’s Seat

      Dr. Eats’s skin rippled and furled in an array of textures and colors, which their translator reduced to “yes” in its tinny, digitized voice. It always seemed to Cerri that something was being lost in translation between Eats’s beautiful, color- and texture-based language and the short, relatively mundane replies that the computer on their suit provided, but like many xenolanguages, the door was closed to her. Even if she had the ability to see the same spectrum of decoration that Eats generated when they talked, she had neither the chromatophores nor the subdermal musculature to make herself understood in return.

      Eats’s skin pulsed in a dynamic blue-pink rhythm. “Do you think it’s Gardener-adjacent?”

      Given that they were on Thrycania XIVa specifically to follow up on the rumors of a Gardener citadel of some sort, that was certainly her hope, but the burden of proof needed to be extremely high. “I want it to be. Which is all the more reason to dispute it until there’s no other options.”

      Another quick pulse of color, far shorter than their earlier yes, was translated as “A good tactic to take. You were my favorite student for a reason.”

      She resisted the urge to duck her head. Damn right she’d been their favorite student—she’d worked hard to excel in their classes, and when the opportunity came to take a tenure-track position at Campillion’s Seat, she leaped at the chance to work alongside her old mentor. It was a sign of her hard work that the Stellaran remembered her at all, let alone had the audacity to call her a “favorite.”

      One of the grad students on the dig, Indarion, came over to squat beside them and pointed at the horizon. “Sorry to interrupt, professors, but that doesn’t look good.”

      Cerri turned her head in the direction Indarion was pointing, while Eats raised the leg closest to the proper direction, the rows of compound eyes at the end of their arm glittering like jewels. The cloud wall was still distant, but dark and—since she didn’t remember seeing it the last time she looked up—moving fast. The way it was eating up the horizon they had maybe twenty minutes before the storm was upon them.

      Just like this damn planet. No sooner than she’d found something, and the weather was trying to claw it back from her. She looked at Indarion. “Go to the far trench, start putting tarps down in the areas where people aren’t working. With luck this will be able to blow over and we can get right back at it.”

      The roar of a shuttle engine cut her off and the down-blast from its lifters knocked her off balance and sent debris cascading back onto the stone artifact she’d just uncovered. She spun, “Who in the hell…” already forming on her lips, even though she knew the answer.

      Kalthosk

      The thrice-damned Malebrank lived purely to frustrate and infuriate her. And sure enough, there he was, standing in the open side door of the shuttle as it touched down a short distance away. He jumped out as soon as they were close to the ground and started toward her, bent against the force of the shuttle’s engines. At least he’d left the scythewing back at the base. He had an annoying habit of taking the thing everywhere, despite it giving other people the creeps. Then again, that was Kal in a nutshell, oblivious to the inconvenience of others.

      In another lifetime, she might have respected that about him.

      When he was close enough, he shouted “You need to get the team gathered up and on the shut--”

      She cut him off. “What in the hells is wrong with you?” Normally she’d savor his confused expression, but she was too angry to stop. “This is a fragile xeno-archaeological dig site! You can’t land a shuttle this close. Not only are you destroying weeks of hard work, there’s no telling what damage you’re doing to artifacts beneath the surface!”

      “Now, I know you’re upset, Dr. Lewis. That’s why I came along personally.” He took a deep breath, then smiled. It was, as always, devastating—Full lips split into a toothy grin, creating a dimple in the scarlet skin of his cheek and making his eyes twinkle. She was certain that expression had dropped undergarments of every species from here all the way back to Sol. Unfortunately for him, the last three weeks living under the lock and key of his security team—mercenaries, more like—had left her utterly immune to his supposed charms.

      “Don’t start with that Doctor Lewis horseshit, you jumped up rent-a-cop. Why. Are you. Here.” She punctuated her last sentence with pokes to his chest. It was like jamming her finger into a brick wall. Scratch that, bricks had more give.

      He indicated the horizon. “There’s a storm coming.”

      She snorted. “Seen it. That doesn’t answer the question.”

      “If you’d actually seen it, you’d know that it’s picked up a wall of volcanic-glass sand from the erg, and it’s barreling this way with enough force to skeletonize anything softer than granite.”

      Cerri felt a cold sweat pool between her shoulders. Now that he mentioned it, the cloud wall seemed a lot closer than it had been just moments before. All the same, she wasn’t about to let him realize he’d gotten to her. Last thing he needed was to know his tactics had worked. She turned to the team. “Everyone, get tarps and weights down in every trench and—“

      “There’s not time!” Kal yelled over her. “Get to the shuttle. Rex, you and Alys help Dr. Eats.”

      She glared at him. No way she was abandoning her work. Not when she’d gotten this close. “We’ve got enough time to protect the dig.”

      Around her there was confusion, with some of the grad students trying to put protective tarps in place, and others heading for the transport. She’d have to have a talk with them about priorities. “Gentlethem, might I remind you all that if this dig fails, there will be no research as a result, and those of you depending on that research for your grades...”

      She let the threat hang in the air, and almost immediately the grad students spun round and started trying to secure the site.

      “Of all the thrice-damned...” Kal muttered from over her shoulder. “Fine. Rex, get your hands on securing these tarps. Double-time!”

      He shoved past her with a grumble that sounded suspiciously like “you’re a menace” and set to work pulling protective covers over the far end of her trench and securing them to the ground. On the horizon, the cloud wall had swelled to a black, angry façade that was alarmingly close.

      She let Kal’s team work long enough to declare it a moral victory, then called out. “Team, get on the shuttles! Let’s go, let’s go!” Threatening to withhold grades and grant money was one thing; it was quite another to keep her people in the field under threat of death. As soon as she gave the word, everyone but Dr. Eats headed for the shuttle. She stopped to check with the Stellaran. “You coming?”

      Eats’s skin coruscated in a string of colors, shivering and crinkling in turn. “I’m made of sterner stuff than you soft-bodies, my friend,” his translator provided. “I can dig myself into the rock and be perfectly well protected.”

      Part of her was thankful for that. She didn’t know how they’d lift him into the shuttle, which was already moving to hover in the face of the increasing winds. No doubt Kal had a plan for such things. And a checklist. And probably one of his damned protocol sheets. Cerri rolled her eyes and, certain that the rest of her team was safe, walked toward the shuttle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Kal looped his arm through the strap near the shuttle door and gritted his teeth against the urge to say anything out loud. Some small part of him understood her reluctance to leave--he’d repeatedly heard how important this dig was for Cerri, and for her team. Mostly, though, he had to resist throwing her over his shoulder and carrying her bodily into the shuttle.

      Though I’m going to file that image under ‘inappropriate but fun.’

      He reached down as she approached to give her a hand up – it was all Alys could do to keep the shuttle stable in these winds. She glared at his hand and stepped up onto the siderail herself, her other hand out to steady herself against the side of the shuttle door. A cross-gust of wind hit the shuttle, knocking it out of line and causing it to swing on its repulsor lifts. She teetered for a moment, then began to fall backward.

      Kal didn’t even think. His hand shot forward, locking around her forearm, and holding her steady. Her skin felt cool under his palm, and he was acutely aware of the strength in her wrists. Her face snapped up, her eyes meeting with his. The pupils were wide within her hazel-colored irises, and color rose in the apple-like curve of her cheeks. She tugged against his grip even as he pulled her to safety in the shuttle.

      As soon as her balance was back, her gaze went cold. Cerri slapped her hand against his chest. “Let me go, Malebrank. You’re burning me.”

      It was a lie, of course. His body temperature was only slightly higher than Terran standard. And the primary means his people had of burning someone with a touch—the flame control known as V’tana—had never manifested in him. Even so, he had to resist the urge to hold on a moment longer than necessary, just to draw her ire. It was, after all, one of her best features. But now was not the time or the place. Kal let her go, then leaned past her to grab the shuttle’s bay door and slide it into place.

      It put him close enough to hear her whispered “thank you,” pitched so lowly that he wasn’t sure she’d said anything over the engine noise. When he glanced back at her, her face gave nothing away. The narrow-eyed, angry mask was back in place. She shoved past him and took her seat as he waved the all-clear signal to Alys.

      The whine of the shuttle’s engines crescendoed as Alys pulled them up and away from the ground. Kal surveyed the cabin and made sure all the dig team members were buckled into their safety harnesses, then double checked Cerridwen’s.

      Not to look at her, of course. Just because she tended to embrace unsafe behavior.

      “Commander, things are looking pretty grim on the radar.” Alys’s voice came through his headset on the private channel they’d set up on the flight out. “No clear path back to base.”

      He nodded and moved to lean into the shuttle’s cockpit, even though he’d need his headset and mic to be heard. “We knew that would be a possibility,” he said. “What’s our options for going around?”

      “Less good than going over.” Alys’s voice was strained as she fought the shuttle’s controls, even though Rex had buckled himself into the copilot’s seat and was helping to stabilize the sticks.

      “Is that an option?”

      “Not much of one,” Alys admitted. “But it beats the alternative, which is taking this thing head on.”

      Cerri shoved in next to him in the narrow companionway. She reached out and flicked his radio over to the public channel then said, “What are you hiding from us?”

      The press of her curves against him was a distraction Kal had to force himself to focus past. “No one’s hiding any—” Kal started.

      “Bullshit. You’re up here talking on a private channel and positioned so we can’t read your lips. Why do that unless you’re keeping bad news from us?”

      Kal made a note to himself that Cerridwen could read lips. He’d have to make sure he’d keep cautious about such things in the future. “There’s not a good path back to base. The storm’s too large and we don’t have fuel enough to go around.”

      Her jaw tightened before she nodded. “I can see why you were reluctant. I’ll tell the team.”

      “I don’t want them to panic—”

      “And I don’t want them to be unprepared if shit goes south.” She huffed out a laugh. “Stuff. If stuff goes south.”

      For some reason, the self-censorship in the face of life-threatening danger struck him as amusing. He rounded his face into an “o” of shock. “My poor virgin ears!”

      “Likely the only unviolated part of you,” she muttered. Her lip quirked in a lopsided half-smile. “We going over or under?”

      The shuttle lurched in a crosswind, and his grip tightened on the ceiling strap. Cerri hooked her arm through his, bracing the other hand against the frame of the cockpit door to stay upright. Kal resisted the urge to smile; it wouldn’t be appropriate, even though it was impossible to miss the feel of her pressed against him.

      “Over’s the smarter path, and only slightly less dangerous than under. Too much chance we could get pulled into an unexpected landing by a vertical wind shear.”

      This time her smile was warmer. “Unexpected landing may be the most jargony version of ‘crash’ I’ve ever heard.”

      Kal gave her his best grin. “You should spend more time in the military, then. There’s also anomaly, incident, and uncontrolled altitude change.”

      Her mouth hardened. “I’m okay on that front.  I’ll have everyone brace for the worst.”

      “Just buckle yourself in, too.”

      “I’d tell you to do the same,” she replied, “but if you don’t it solves half my problems.”

      As she turned to go back to the passenger compartment, Kal’s gaze drifted to the curves of her backside, flexing as she worked to keep her balance in the bucking shuttle. She was so unlike the Malebrank women he knew, who had been hardened by war, and burned into leanness by the flame of their v’tana. Wanting her was the absolute worst idea he could have, but it didn’t change the fact that he did.

      Maybe not strapping in would solve both of their problems.
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        * * *

      

      Buckle in, you big red bastard. Cerri watched as Kal half-knelt in the cockpit doorway, his hands flexing as he gripped the edges of the metal archway. She was certainly not watching his forearms—which corded and bunched as he fought to stay upright—because they were all about to die in a horrible crash, and this would be a bad time to notice such things.

      She tightened the straps across her chest a second time as the shuttle listed heavily to its left. Port, her brain supplied unhelpfully. That had been another of the failed lessons from their scarlet guardian: how to properly call things out on the shuttle so his mercenaries would understand. She’d rolled her eyes at the time and told her people to go on using whichever terms they were comfortable with, so long as they made themselves understood. His people could adapt too, as far as she thought. Indeed, he was the hired help, he should be going out of the way to make her team more comfortable.

      And he was still not strapped in. The shuttle fought to climb, and the scarlet wall of the encroaching windstorm felt impossibly tall, impossibly close. They weren’t going to make it over; they wouldn’t even make it out of the way. It was going to be on them any moment. She turned her headset to the military channel used by Kalthosk’s soldiers and shouted into the mic. “Flames take you, Kalthosk. Get strapped in.”

      He turned back and grinned at her, his red face splitting wide as his right cheek dimpled. It was unfair, honestly, for that look to make her stomach flip. Then again, it might have been the roll of the shuttle as it sliced through the leading edge of the storm. He mouthed the words “I knew you cared,” and moved to buckle himself into the door-facing seat next to the cockpit. If she wasn’t already strapped in, she’d be half-tempted to cross the short space and belt him one, just to take the smug look off his face. There was another bump as the shuttle leveled out, but she refused to look out through the windscreens and check on what that meant.

      Kal swiveled his chair to look at her, and the concern on his face was obvious enough to make her forget that she’d wanted to punch him a heartbeat earlier. The shuttle dropped several thousand feet, leaving her insides at the apex of the drop and she bit back a scream. Not in front of Kal, not with him sitting at the door, close enough that he might get up and come to her side. It was probably a gunner’s chair, she realized, which again was a hilarious thought. They were alone on a planet that was barely habitable. Who in the hell would they be shooting at? The rocks?

      A nervous giggle managed to leak past her lips. They couldn’t shoot the rocks, there were important discoveries still to be found just beneath the surface, and the fact she was thinking about this right now, rather than the reality of her situation was very clearly a sign that she was terrified. Cerri clamped down on the inanity of her inner monologue. Indarion, the grad student, whimpered from his seat next to her and she reached over and squeezed his knee in comfort. She started to tell him it was going to be okay, but stopped herself. It wasn’t okay, and the only one of them who was safe was likely Dr. Eats, who’d buried himself in the path of the storm.

      Sadly, that wasn’t an option for the rest of them. Even if they’d been able to find a cave, it wouldn’t have guaranteed safety. This really was their best chance; it just wasn’t very good.  She checked her straps again and looked over at the rest of her crew. With Eats remaining behind, it was just the seven of them. They’d been close to finding something incredible in the sands, too. How like Thrycania to tease a revelation only to take it all away immediately afterward.

      The pilot—Cerri thought her name was Alys but wasn’t certain—came over the headset. “There’s a second front, taller than the first. I can’t get us high enough! Everyone brace!”

      Cerri locked her hands into her restraints just as the upper edge of the storm caught the shuttle. This hiss of sand against the external plates turned into a staccato, then became a roar that threatened do deafen them even through their ear protection.

      The vehicle flipped onto its side and immediately lost what little aerodynamic quality it had. Anything that wasn’t strapped down broke free and swirled around the cabin, becoming a mess of dangerous projectiles. Several people were screaming. Cerri was pretty sure she was one of them, but that was impossible. Her throat was raw and burned from the heat in the crew hold. The spiral pressed her into her seat, so she couldn’t have stood even if she’d tried.

      This was it. This was how they were going to die.

      She felt the vibration of the ship’s lifters fighting to stabilize them, scrabbling for purchase as the ground rose up to meet them. They were falling too fast, there was no way the repulsor system would recover in time, or be able to rescue them from freefall. The best it could manage would be to slow them down some. She didn’t know much about modern shuttles, but her dad had been a transport captain and she’d learned a few things listening to his stories. What was the one thing he always said about being in a crash?

      Don’t tense up. It seemed illogical, when your every instinct was to brace for an impact.

      “The jelly doesn’t fight the tide,” he’d said to her. “And so it rides the storm out instead of getting torn apart.”

      She wasn’t a sea jelly, but it made a certain amount of sense. She forced herself to exhale, easing the breath from her lungs. Easing the tension from her limbs. Then they hit the ground, and everything went black.
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      The clatter of Erkorath’s beak sent a chill over the skin between Tazgoran’s shoulder blades. He understood his captain’s—it was difficult to think of Kal in any other context, no matter how much he protested—attachment to the flying reptile that was the team’s unofficial mascot. At the same time, on his homeworld, the hollow sound of the creature’s call was associated with misfortune and tragedy, hence the local name: deathrattles.

      He looked over at the animal where it perched in the corner of the SitRoom. As expected, the creature had turned her narrow, eyeless face to point directly at him. It was as though she knew he was going to look up. That, even more than their reputation as an ill omen, was what unnerved him the most about Erkorath. The reptile was too creepy by half. He glared at her, as though his personal ire might somehow matter to her.

      “Shit.” Emil started tapping at his console’s keyboard in a rapid–fire staccato. “No no no no no!”

      “What’s going on, E?” He forced himself to turn his back on the reptile’s eyeless stare and jogged over to Emil’s station.

      “I’ve lost them.”

      “What do you mean lost?” The cold between his shoulders spread to a sickening pit in his gut. Stupid deathrattle. “That’s just the storm, right?”

      “Normally I’d say yes,” Emil said without looking up. Taz could read the tension in Emil’s shoulders. “But there’s nothing. No transponder. No engine signature. Nada.” Despite his words, the Terran continued to lean over his station, shifting through multiple flavors of scan. “It’s like the storm swallowed them whole.”

      Erkorath gave a hollow sounding call and launched herself into the air, which led to Emil ducking against his terminal with a shriek. Wonderful. Not only was his boss possibly hurt—or worse—but now the company mascot was in distress and terrorizing members of his unit. And she’s likely to hurt herself if I can’t get her to calm down.  Taz sprinted to the cabinet nearest Erkorath’s perch and pulled out the bag of freeze-dried beetle larvae that Kal used as a healthier treat for her than the jerky she preferred.

      “Erko! Hey girl, look what I have.” He worked to keep his voice calm despite feeling the furthest thing from it. He scattered a handful of the worms onto the platter mounted on Erkorath’s perch and gave her a friendly smile.

      He might as well have been offering to wring the reptile’s neck.

      Erkorath gave another distress cry and swooped low over where Emil was sitting. The soldier had to lower his chair almost to floor-level to stay out of the bird’s angry path. “What’s she got against me?” Emil shouted.

      It was hard to explain. Terrans didn’t tend to think of their pets in the same way as Malebranki did, because most Terran pets weren’t absorbed into the family in quite the same way. The bond between a Malebrank and their chosen hunt-partner was an ancient thing, and even a lot of Malebranki didn’t understand it very well. If his family hadn’t had a historic connection with the herding-cats of his homeworld, Taz wouldn’t have been any more aware. Instead, he was all too familiar.

      “Get the door open!” he ordered. “She wants to get out.”

      Salma jumped up from where she’d been re-packing field kits and shoved open the door from the SitRoom to the outside. Erkorath didn’t need any additional encouragement. With a loud, haunting call, she swooped low to the floor and out the door into the open air.

      “Well, what are we going to tell Kal?” Emil asked. “Sorry but your bird freaked so we let her out?”

      It wasn’t far from the truth, but Emil wasn’t going to be comforted by the idea that the flying reptile wanted to find Kalthosk’s body. With the storm still raging, Tazgoran wasn’t sure how Erkorath would find them, but he wasn’t about to argue with the creature, either.

      “How’s the storm doing?”

      Emil tapped the controls on his station and checked. “At current speed and size? It’s probably twenty-four hours before we can put a shuttle in the air anywhere near them.”

      “Then we can worry about what to say if he comes back without her,” he muttered. He reached out and squeezed Emil’s shoulder, and the Terran rested his hand on top of Taz’s. “Until then, we wait.”
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      Kal thought, briefly, that focusing on the parts of him that didn’t hurt would be easier than trying to assess how badly he’d been damaged in the crash. It took almost a minute for him to realize that there weren’t any places that matched that description. He was pretty sure his left arm was dislocated. Something sticky matted his eyelids together on the one side. There was a constant high-pitched whine in his ears that was either the storm against the hull, the aftereffects of the pressure change on his eardrums, or a sign of head trauma. Hopefully not the latter but...

      Expect the worst and one will never be disappointed.

      Al’kheri wasn’t the sort for providing comfort in times of stress. He struggled to get his harness unfastened with one hand. If he was hurt, what about Cerri? His blood felt like ice had seized in it; the image of her injured—or worse—refused to leave him alone. He got the safety restraints undone and slumped to his side out of the seat. He took a minute to confirm the tilt in the deck plates was because of the shuttle’s orientation, and not his own vertigo, then forced himself to stand.

      The shuttle was... not as bad as he feared, actually. The whine in his ears was abating, and he could just make out other people groaning in discomfort. He checked the cockpit first. Both seats were empty, but judging from the blood staining Rex’s seat, he’d have to take command of the squad.

      “Fires of Malebrank, you’re alive. What are you doing standing up?” Alys’s voice managed to carry exhaustion, trauma, and awe in equal measure. “Your skull really is your densest organ.”

      He quirked a smile at that, then braced himself against the wall of the shuttle as a wave of dizziness swept over him. It had come from one of his many arguments with Cerri, and the security team had been quick to adopt it as a personal joke. Cerridwen. He needed to know she was okay. And everyone else as well, but mostly her.

      Kal wiped a hand down his face, ignored the smear of blood staining his hand. “Report, soldier.”

      Alys straightened slightly, her exhaustion evaporating as training and reflex took over. “The bird’s toast. Probably not salvageable, let alone airworth—”

      “Damn the shuttle,” he snapped. “Casualties?”

      “I think everyone’s hurt in some way or another. Folks toward the center of the shuttle were better protected.” The pressure squeezing Kal’s heart relaxed fractionally—Cerri had been sitting in the middle of the shuttle. Alys continued. “It’s mostly cuts from debris, dislocated and broken limbs. Two dead, now that you’re not in that category.”

      “Rex?” he asked, and she nodded with a sharp swallow.

      “And Selene,” she added. “Transplex from the shattered windscreen hit Rex in the throat. He didn’t...” Alys trailed off.

      “It’s okay. We’ll take care of them, and you.” Kal pinched the bridge of his nose in an effort to focus his brain. With Selene and Rex dead, that left only Alys, Kearn, and himself from the company. That would stretch resources thin. “What do we have in our favor?”

      “A handful of archeologists, all of whom are hurt or shook up enough that they aren’t putting up much of a fight right now. I brought us down in the lee of a rocky outcrop. I’m pretty sure we’re on the Graven-Knox plateau, but instruments are part of what we lost with the bird.”

      Kal allowed himself to exhale. From the maps he’d studied, Graven-Knox was probably the caldera of an extinct supervolcano, but the rock provided some protection from the elements. They could set up a camp here until help arrived. If help arrived. He doubted his people would write him off without checking first, but the storm was a terror to behold. “You did good, Alys. Without you at the controls we’d have a lot more dead. Excellent piloting.”

      She nodded and whispered a quiet thank you. “I couldn’t keep all of us safe, sir.”

      He didn’t correct her for the formality. “No one can. Now lead me to where everyone else is recovering. I need to get my arm splinted.” And he needed to confirm that Cerri was alive, with his own eyes. Not that he didn’t trust Alys to tell him if she was badly hurt, she would have. He just needed to see for himself.
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        * * *

      

      The shadow looming at the edge of the canopy they’d erected as a tent was not what made Cerri relax. She refused to allow it to be. Yes, it was a relief to see Kalthosk up and moving under his own power. She’d feel that way about anyone, just as she’d mourn the people he had lost today. The whole group of them was too small for people to remain strangers, and there was more than enough mingling being done by both sides back at the base camp. Long, moonless nights could do that, at least when you were young and stupid.

      She was too far past young to fall for any of that, and far too jaded to call her relief at Kal’s survival anything other than what it was—a easing of her concern that she’d have to train a new security chief. She growled out “I see you’re too stubborn to know when you’re dead. Just like you to sleep through the hard work.”

      He should not have been able to grin like that while still having blood oozing from a scalp wound. It should not have managed to light up the shade they were in like some kind of damn beacon.

      Indarion groaned beside her and she turned herself, carefully, back to dab the cloth of water at his lips. The grad student was covered with a light blanket, and his neck had been immobilized in a protective collar. Not that he was likely to hurt himself, the fool hadn’t regained consciousness since the crash had bounced his head off one of the shuttle bulkheads. He sipped at the water out of reflex, and after giving him a few sips she set the cloth aside.

      Once they got Indarion to safety, they could scan his head for additional trauma. For now, she’d just have to hope whatever injuries he’d suffered weren’t life-threatening.

      She felt Kal’s presence at her back without having to turn. He radiated an unmistakable heat, as though once warmed the sun never left his skin. She knew Malebrank ran hotter than Terran humans. This was different; it made it impossible not to notice him.

      “How are your people?”

      There was a stab of something—not disappointment—that he hadn’t asked after her first, but she let it flare and die before answering. “We’re okay. Cuts and bruises, mostly. One broken collarbone, we think, and this one isn’t waking up, but he seems stable.” She nodded at Indarion. “I’m sorry about your friends.”

      He took a moment to answer, then said “Thanks.” His already gravelly voice was rougher than usual. “We’re lucky Alys is as good as she is, or we’d all be a lot worse for it.”

      “I told her the same thing. You... pick good people.”

      He waved off the compliment. “I’m lucky enough to have the loyalty of good people. Speaking of, Alys says we’ve got food and water enough for about ten days for all of us. Maybe a little longer if we stretch rations.”

      “I wouldn’t advise that. With the injuries—”

      “I said the same thing. People are going to need the energy to heal.”

      She turned to face him, her back protesting all the while. Someone had placed adhesive strips on the edge of his scalp wound, the pale white glaring against the crimson of his skin, and his left arm was in a sling. “Your people won’t wait that long to come looking for us, though, so we’re fine.”

      Something in the set of his jaw should have been a warning. “I can’t guarantee that. This storm is a nightmare. They might assume we’re lost with all hands.”

      Cerri felt her pulse speed up as cold panic began to scrabble up the skin between her shoulders. Torn between fear and rage, it was easy to lean into her anger. “I take it back; your people are worthless. What the hell do we even have you here for if not to make certain we’re safe?” He started to raise an open hand, as if he could lower her voice with a gesture and she bulldozed past him. “No! You don’t get to set this aside. What are you doing to make certain my people survive this?”

      Kal nodded. “I understand your anger, Dr. Lewis. I said that they might, not that they would. With comms out from the shuttle, we don’t have a direct communication link back to Central Ops. That’s not helpful for us, but it’s solvable. Our mission, as you already pointed out, is to keep your people safe.”

      “You’re doing a great job so far.” Cerridwen swung her arm to encompass the makeshift shelter and the wounded that surrounded them.

      “I’m glad you agree, since hurt and protected is a damn sight better than stripped to bone in the face of a storm.”

      Anger simmered beneath the surface of Kal’s voice, and she could almost feel the control that he had clamped down on his emotions. A frustrating part of her wanted to pick at that iron willpower, corrode it and send it shattering just to see if she could. Worse, it made her wonder what that kind of focus and attention would be like in the bedroom, and that was completely out of the question crash or no crash.

      She let her frustration add an edge to her reply. “Instead, we’re going to starve to death waiting to be noticed by the rest of your team. Don’t you have communications satellites or something? Planetary scans?”

      He dragged a hand over the crimson skin of his face, drawing his fingers along his chin with a wince before settling back into a neutral smile. “We went over this at the briefing—you may remember that as ’the meeting you sent a grad student to—but stellar storms are frequent this close to Thrycania, so satellites don’t last long. We tried a geo-stationary satellite, but the flares last week took it out. As for the rest, we have long range comms, but they rely on vehicle power to cover distances and...”

      She followed his gaze back toward the wreckage of the shuttle. “But it will be a while before we can get the shuttle’s power unit up and running, if at all,” she finished.

      “Exactly.”  He let out a slow breath. “And that’s why I’m heading out as soon as I’ve pulled together a travel pack for myself.”

      Cerri thought she might be going mad. That was the most logical explanation for the apparent gibberish that had just come out of Kal’s mouth. He’d gotten them into this mess, and now he was planning to just leave? She stood, hiding her wince at the pain in her back best as she could. Her voice strained, she said, “Give me time to get some equipment together.”

      “You’re hurt. Stay here.”

      “I’m the least hurt of my team.” It wasn’t exactly the truth, but Kal had just arrived. With luck he wouldn’t know any different. “And if you want to talk about injuries, take a look in the mirror. Has your head wound even been cleared? You were unconscious. What’s to stop you from blacking out on the edge of the Crimson Erg? Hell, what’s to say this whole idea of yours isn’t the product of a brain bleed?”

      His grin curled to form a dimple in one red cheek. “You were the one that said my head was not a vital organ.”

      Technically, she’d intimated that like a cockroach, he could survive just fine without a head. At least until starvation set in. But that didn’t make her point and wasn’t especially helpful. “Fine, then I’ll spell it out for you. I don’t think you’re making a rational decision, and as a result I don’t trust you to keep my people safe.”

      He flinched at her words—not much, but enough that she could notice it after the time they’d spent together. The reaction made her regret the tone of her accusation, if not the merit. It wasn’t Kal’s decision to be untrustworthy. She just had to think about her people first.

      Kal stared at her, as if trying to decide how to respond before his shoulders collapsed like a deflating balloon. “Fine. But you have to carry your own kit.”

      Dammit. She hadn’t expected him to give in so quickly. Or at all really. She listened to the ghostly whine of the wind as the storm blew through and against the rocks they were sheltering in. Going out into the mess was going to be a nightmare, and she’d have to do it alone with Kalthosk expecting her to pull her own weight.

      Not that she couldn’t, but in the past, knowing that he was watching her made her twice as determined and pushed her twice as hard. It wasn’t a good combination, especially when they were all somewhere on the spectrum between bruised and wounded. She forced herself to give Kal a hard-eyed stare. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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      How did he get talked into these kinds of things? Alys had already yelled at him twice since he’d agreed to let Cerridwen join him on the trek to higher ground. She felt, rightly, that it was endangering one of their charges to drag her along.

      And it was, unequivocally, a terrible idea. But even so, part of him appreciated that he’d be in a position to watch over Cerri directly, rather than leave her behind with the others. He recognized that his obsession with her was unhealthy, and clearly a danger to both of them. Problem was, he couldn’t bring himself to stop thinking about her. She fascinated him, because she challenged him and didn’t buy into his ego.

      He checked his kit for the third time: Rations enough for two people for five days. It was only calorie bars, so it wouldn’t be delicious, but they wouldn’t starve. Water collector, which would be useless until the storm ended, and even then, would only be good at night, when it cooled down enough to collect dew in the trap. Sealed bags of water, again, five days worth, but he refused to put them at risk by taking less.

      As for what else they might need outside the lee of the rock escarpment, he had no idea. He checked the survival pack to make sure it was still sealed after being packed and slotted it onto his pack frame. It would get them through most situations, though it wouldn’t do much good if they ran into pirates, or other armed opposition. Fortunately, Thrycania XIVa was a mostly out of the way backwater that didn’t draw much attention. Too far from the main spaceways for an effective pirate base, too close to the Hegemonic Alliance of Free Worlds for outlaws.

      “Last time, I promise,” Alys said as she walked up to stand beside him. “You sure you’re okay?”

      Her concern would have been annoying if it hadn’t been rooted in filial affection. Like much of his team, she was ex-military. A soldier without a home, or a past before joining his crew. Kal didn’t ask about what they’d done before, and they offered him the same courtesy. All they cared about was supporting each other going forward.

      “No,” Kal admitted. “We don’t have a med-scanner, so I don’t know one-hundred-percent if I’m okay. Still not convinced my arm isn’t broken, and while you did a good job jamming it back in the socket, it hurts like all nine hells in there.”

      “So take a damn painkiller—”

      “Other people need them more than I do.” He glanced over his shoulder at Cerri before mumbling, “Besides, no drug will alleviate the worst of my problems.”

      “That’s ash and you know it,” Alys said without venom. “You love that she busts your ass.”

      He did, not that he would admit it to Alys, or anyone else. “A worthy opponent makes you stronger.”

      “Sure, hide behind your precious Maxims. I know the truth.” She hip-checked him with a sly grin. “Just do us a favor and don’t get so caught up in the nookie-nookie that you forget to call for help.”

      He ground his teeth. “You know, in the military, you’d be on disciplinary for talk like that.”

      “Good thing we’re not a military outfit, as you so frequently remind us. sir.” She laced as much irony into the word as Terran vocal cords would allow.

      “Do something useful and get me an estimate on the storm’s duration?”

      “Sure thing. Let me check the instruments...” She pantomimed pulling something out from her backside.  “Oh wait, those are all dead. Just like the bird. Best I can give you is what we had as an estimate before: twenty-four to thirty-six hours before it blows past. The storm’s wide and deep.”

      Kal nodded. “That’s what I was afraid of. What more do you need around here before I head out?”

      Alyss looked around the makeshift camp and he tried to see it from her eyes. A tarp covered the space between the shuttle and the rocky outcrop behind which it was crashed. Anything of value had been unpacked and lined up next to the shuttle, while parachute silks were hung to create a few makeshift private areas for latrines and an infirmary. She took a breath and for a moment, he could see how tired she was from the strain. “I think we’re covered for supplies, at least for now. What I really need are hands.”

      “If I can get hands here, I can get us home. You know which I’ll choose.”

      “Obviously,” she replied. “Your charge approaches.”

      Kal spun to see Cerri walking toward them. She moved gingerly, as if it hurt to walk too fast, and he bit his cheek to keep from saying something. She wanted to come with him, felt she couldn’t trust him on his own. Fine. She can walk through her pain. It’s not like he was doing this pain-free, either. He smiled and held up the pack he’d put together first. “I put a kit together for you. If you’re ready, we can head out.”

      She stared at the pack in his hand as if it were a dhola-cat, but didn’t reach for it. “Dare I ask what’s in it?”

      “If you don’t trust me,” he started, but she cut him off.

      “I’m… sorry I said that. It was uncalled for.” She went from staring at the pack to the ground near her boots, and the inability to meet his eyes was so fragile, so different, that he regretted his thoughts about her having to walk in pain. “I was scared, Hells, I am scared, and I’m worried about my people and—”

      “—And you lashed out. Understandable in the circumstances.” He rubbed the back of his neck with his free hand. “Thank you for the apology all the same.”

      “I didn’t dishonor your house or anything like that, right? I have to admit that Malebranki culture isn’t as much on my studies as long dead groups.”

      Kal was proud of himself. He didn’t wince, or grit his teeth, or any give any other sign of frustration at his past. Instead, he set her pack down and pulled his own onto his shoulders, then settled the anti-glare goggles over his eyes and said “If you had dishonored my house, you wouldn’t see me stepping up to defend them.”
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        * * *

      

      Cerridwen walked behind Kal as he cut forward through the storm. After hefting her pack into place, she suspected he’d under-packed her and overloaded his own. Any other time she’d be offended at the slight, but at the moment her back felt as though it had been back together with broken glass and barbed wire, so she was glad for the lighter load.

      She also appreciated his broad shoulders. Between Kal’s height and the breadth of him, he formed a upward against the worst of the wind. She was certain that he was paying for it, since even with him blocking much of it, the glass sand stung any exposed flesh it could find. And it was finding lots, as it managed to push past the gloves on her hands and the scarf that covered all but her eyes. The skin around her goggles felt abraded and chapped. No telling how bad it was for Kal.

      At least the dark of the storm helped with the heat slightly. It still felt like walking through a convection oven, and she was certain that she’d sweat off a full cup-size since they’d left, but it was more bearable than it had been.

      “How do you know where we’re going?” She yelled up to him, hoping the storm didn’t eat her words. It was an honest question, she’d not seen him check for a reading at all since they’d set out an hour ago.

      He moved to crouch in the lee of a piece of red-brown rock that was being sandblasted by the storm and motioned for her to join him. When she did, he said, “For now at least, we just need to travel away from the camp, and keep going uphilll. We haven’t gotten all that far.”

      “What do you mean? We’ve been walking for over an hour!” She didn’t mean to sound so whiny, and the pleading in her voice annoyed her. Cerri took a deep breath through her nose, smelling the acrid metallic scent of rust under the stunk of her own trapped breath.

      “True,” Kal responded, “but we’ve barely gone a half mile. That’s the problem with storms like these. Every step is a battle, Speed is impossible.”

      A half-mile meant that they could still see the camp if the storm weren’t present. It meant that they weren’t anywhere close to done with this trek. Kal reached into his pack and pulled out a water pouch. He bit the corner off with practiced efficiency and drank.

      She was not admiring the flex of his neck as he swallowed. She just wanted some water for herself. If she said it enough times, it might even become true.

      Kal handed the bag over to her. The water was warm, bordering on hot. No doubt because it was so close to his body. Malebranki always felt feverish to Terrans, and she could think of numerous times where she’d been close enough to him to feel the heat radiating off him.

      As long as she wasn’t mid-hot-flash, she could actually see some appeal to a Terran-Malebrank union. They weren’t all that uncommon, after all.

      But not here. Not today in this heat, and definitely not with Kal. Rugged good looks or no. Broad shoulders or no. He was the hired contractor for her team and was one-hundred percent off limits. Archeological digs had a reputation for being dens of perversion at the best of times. She wasn’t about to add to that by sleeping with her security detail.

      Where the hell was her brain today? Clearly the crash had scrambled things more than she’d originally thought. She needed to get herself together in a hurry; this was not a planet or an environment that tolerated carelessness. And that was without the storm trying to kill them. She realized belatedly Kalthosk was talking to her.

      “—you okay?” He had to shout against the wind, but somehow he’d stopped and turned to face her.

      “Yes?”

      “You stopped moving. I was worried you were hurt.”

      She felt her face heat in a way that had nothing to do with the Malebrank’s closeness, and everything to do with where her thoughts had been a moment before. She indicated the water bag in her hand. “I was just getting a drink.”

      Yup, that sounded just as clueless out loud as I expected.

      Kal clearly agreed with her inner monologue, cocking his head at her with a lopsided smile that was not endearing. She didn’t even like him. “I see,” he said at last, and she wanted to strangle him for the smug grin in his voice. “Well, try to walk and drink at the same time. We don’t want to stop for long.”

      He turned and started to walk again, leaving her to realize that even in the short time she’d been still her shoes had been covered by the shifting, blowing sand. If someone took a break for too long, they’d be buried alive. Buried. Like Rex. Like Selene. She quickened her pace to walk next to Kal. “Are you actually okay? You’re not in front of your people now, you can tell me.”

      Kal’s shoulders raised as he took a deep breath. “It’s not the time to talk about this, but no. My head feels like it’s splitting apart at the seams. I only stopped feeling like I was going to vomit about twenty minutes ago, and I’m pretty sure the ringing in my ears isn’t the sound of the wind.”

      She moved to stand in front of him, and instantly regretted the idea as it exposed her to the brunt of the wind’s force. Sand managed to find every gap in her clothing and sting against her skin. “No. This is important. You’ve got a concussion.”

      His eyes narrowed at her, his jaw tightening in a way she recognized before it relaxed again. “We’re all hurt. You think I can’t see how you favor your back?”

      “That’s different. It’s not a brain injury.” She realized suddenly that she didn’t know enough about Malebrank physiology—did they even suffer concussion the same way Terrans did? They had to. They were too closely related for them not to be similar to humans. The Gardeners had seeded proto-humanity across many of the inhabited worlds. Only the truly different species, like Dr. Eats, weren’t built on a humanoid body template. “If you fall, I won’t be able to carry you back to camp.”

      He laughed at that, then winced. She knew the feeling. With her back the way it was, she couldn’t hardly take a deep breath. Not that she’d want to in this blowing dust.

      “Everyone’s hurt,” he said at last. “Most of them are worse than me. I’m not going to sit back and let someone else put their life on the line in my stead. I’m the Commander. It’s my job to go. I’m responsible for my people.”

      Cerri could think of an awful lot of Terrans who didn’t share that sentiment. It made Kal’s nobility and sense of honor a surprisingly welcome anchor point on which she could depend.

      Even if he did make her crazy.

      “You rest behind me for a bit. I’ll lead.” He glared at her but didn’t say anything. She pulled her scarf up over her mouth and nose, turned into the wind again, and started to walk.
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        * * *

      

      She was hardly tall enough to block the wind for him, but Kal appreciated Cerri leading for a while all the same. He’d only been half honest when he said that his nausea had passed and being able to take a few breaths without swallowing half the flame-cursed desert was a relief. He promised himself he’d take over from her in a few more minutes. Just as soon as he started to feel better. 

      The ground beneath their feet shifted from mostly sand-covered rock to a softer substrate; a pocket of sand he assumed. Wonderful. Something else to tire them out and make the hike harder. They’d need to take regular breaks to keep their strength up. With the sun barely visible through the storm, time was something of a guess at best. He forced himself to set a twenty-minute timer on his wrist-comp. At least then he’d be able to reassess. And he could remind them both to take a drink—no point in carrying the water weight if they weren’t going to use it. 

      Ahead of him, Cerridwen stumbled, then fell to her side and slipped down out of sight.
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      ”Cerri!” Kal jumped forward, pulse spiking as he dropped to one knee and looked for the professor. He found her, three feet below him and clinging to the side of a slope covered in loose scree, and even through her goggles he could see the panic in her eyes. He laid down flat to distribute his weight and hoped they’d be done quickly enough to avoid his being buried. “You’re okay, just don’t make any sudden moves.”

      It was a miracle her glare didn’t melt the sand into glass. “Are you sure? Because I was really looking forwards to having a dance party here on the side of a damn cliff!”

      “It’s not a cliff, just a long patch of loose soil and sand.” Indeed, he could shine his light past her and see the bottom of the pit, less than two meters below her. “I’m going to get some rope from my pack and pull you to safety.”

      A tremor passed through the ground like a ripple on a pond. She snapped her face up toward his in a panic. “Kal, do you know anything about Thrycania’s tectonic activity?”

      ”None that I know of.” Kal flipped through his memories of the mission data. “Initial surveys indicated a solid core world, no active volcanoes, late stage of planetary lifecycle.” As soon as he said the words, he realized what she meant. No volcanic activity meant no ground quakes. And if there weren’t quakes, then what had he just felt move through the soil beneath him?

      Something hard, glittering, and black broke through the soil at the base of the pit.

      “Whatever you think, Doctor, whatever you hear. I need you to not look down.” He slipped his pack off his shoulders and reached into the front pouch for his rope.

      The creature – he had no idea what it was in the dim light—unfurled two spindly front legs and snapped them forward. A cascade of rock and sand fell onto Cerridwen, and she slipped a dozen centimeters further down.

      “Kal, I’m not looking down. But is there an ant-lion down there trying to kill me?”

      He had no idea what an ant-lion was. From the name, he could infer that Terran fauna was clearly terrifying and he wouldn’t be visiting any time soon. “There is something at the bottom of the pit, yes. Try and keep still. I don’t think it can sense where you are.”

      Another load of rock hit just above Cerri and she slid a little more. She looked at him with naked fear on her face, and he would do whatever he could to prevent that ever happening again. The expression, stripped of all self-confidence and strength, didn’t belong on Cerridwen Lewis and seeing it squeezed his heart like the fist of Typhon.

      He looped the rope around his shoulders and tied a quick knot in the line, annoyed that the old memetic device singsonged through his brain with the actions. The channa leaves the cave, circles the spire, and returns to its nest. Stupid but effective, and he’d never forget how to tie it, but it still felt deeply out of place in the moment.

      “Any time now!” She shouted up at him, and at least some of the irritation in her voice had returned. That felt normal even if nothing else did.

      He lowered the rope over the edge and down beside her. She’d slid even closer to the bottom than he’d remembered, and the thing at the bottom had revealed a pair of long, barbed mandibles. “Close your hand around the rope, very slowly.”

      Another attack as the creature shoveled rock up at her. She reached out for the rope at the same time and lost what remained of her grip, teetering before sliding down to the waiting jaws below. Cerri barely had time to scream before another dark shape arrowed into the pit past him and struck the beast head on.

      Cerridwen didn’t wait, she jumped forward, wrapping her arm around the rope. Kal pulled, dragging her bodily up the scree, panic fueling his strength. From the bottom of the pit he heard a familiar rattling call, and when he looked, he saw Erkorath perched on the creature’s back, bringing her stiletto-like beak down again and again to punch through the thing’s carapace.

      He pulled again and the upper part of Cerri’s body came into view. He reached out to grab her by the shoulders and rolled back with her, lifting her out of the pit and pulling her on top of him.

      She stared down into his face, her short hair putting her eyes in shadow.  Kal was all too aware of the feel of her—her weight, the soft press of her body, the way each breath made her chest swell, the coolness of her next to the fire that raged in his own Malebrank blood. “Are you okay?”

      He still had his arms around her, hands resting just above the delicious swell of her backside, but he couldn’t bring himself to let her go until he was sure.

      Cerri lowered her face closer, her eyes glazed as she froze, fingers splayed on his chest. Through her goggles, he saw her eyes dart down to his mouth, and heat surged in his blood. Kal heard the rush of his own breath as she leaned forward, then she shook her head and pushed herself back. “Let me up, Malebrank. You’re burning me. And your weird bird is staring at us.”

      She stood and it took Kal a second to process her words, and the fact that she’d smiled when she said it. He sat up and looked around with his light before finding Erkorath sitting on the ground nearby, wings folded up, and head tilted to listen to him.

      “What in the hells are you doing out here?” He said at last, and the flying reptile walked toward him on wing-joints and hind feet. A quick glance down into the pit showed the creature had gone still, the ground around its head ominously dark in the limited lighting. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine, obvious— oh. You meant the reptile.” Cerridwen stood above him and extended an arm to help him to his feet. “And thank you.”

      He stood, surprised to see that the wind had died back some, though there was less light even than there’d been at the height of the storm. “Just doing my job, remember? Speaking of, if the sun’s going down, we’re going to want to get to shelter. The night gets uncomfortably cold quickly.”

      Cerridwen nodded, “I agree. In the morning we should be able to put a signal up, right?”

      “That’s the plan, yes.” Kal knew he sounded snippy but couldn’t decide why. It wasn’t like there’d been any real moment between them. He walked past Cerridwen and Erkorath leaped into the air to perch on his shoulder. The bite of her claws into his skin was a grounding reminder for him—getting involved beyond keeping his charges safe wasn’t a good idea. It was bad business.

      But that didn’t make it hurt less.
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        * * *

      

      Cerridwen soon realized that the lessening winds were not from the storm dying down, but because they had moved into the lee of another large rock promontory. Getting to the top of it would probably get them high enough to see and signal the base but climbing it in the rapidly failing light was a fool’s errand. Instead, she helped Kal wedge their packs into the rocks and worked through setting up the small survival tent. At least it looked small now; in theory it slept three people, but she doubted the manufacturers had Kalthosk in mind when they made that declaration.

      “Do you want me to fire up the chemical heater?” she asked, as much to break the awkward silence that had descended since the attack of… whatever the thing in the pit was.

      Kal shook his head. “Malebrank, remember? We burn with the v’tana of our hearts. Don’t let me stop you though. Just… we don’t have anything to cook, other than ration bars.”

      She pulled the chemical heater from her pack and set it up while Kal worked to set perimeter alarms around the tent. After a moment he turned and looked at her. “Here’s what I don’t understand.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That creature under the soil. It’s a predator right?”

      She had a hunch where he was doing with this, and it had been concerning her as well. “What’s it eating, right?”

      “Exactly. Standard info on this place says there are no life forms bigger than your hand, and here’s a large predator. And that implies larger prey as well.”

      She snapped the chemical heater, shook it, and dropped it into the small container. In moments, it was radiating a comfortable heat. She held her hands above the stove and relished the warmth returning to her fingers. In shadow, she could already see her breath; when the sun was fully down it was going to get cold.

      She looked at the small shelter, and her mind wandered onto ideas of how Kal might help her stay warm and that wasn’t going to happen; not in a hundred years. She buried the thought with other things that she refused to think about.

      Besides, she had to tell him her secret. “So, I didn’t say anything, because it only happened a couple of times, but I did see some large tracks out by the dig site.”

      His flat gaze somehow still felt enraged. “Why, pray tell, would you not share that information?“ Because the surveys said no significant life on the planet. And you would likely shut us down. And--”

      “And I’d have been right to do so. At least until we’d established a perimeter to keep you safe.” In the dim light she could see his jaw clenching.

      “We only have five weeks for this dig. Any delay increases the likelihood that we don’t find anything.” She realized how selfish her excuses probably sounded, but this was her life they were talking about. “And they only appeared overnight, so I figured we were safe during the day.”

      “You assumed, but you didn’t know. I could have at least had security stationed at the dig site for emergencies, but you made up my mind for me.” He stood up and walked to the edge of the circle of light around the heater, looking out at the dark rocks beyond.

      She stood and walked over next to him. Heat blazed off him. “Do we need to set a watch?” She knew he was upset, and this would at least give him an excuse to not be in the tent as the same time as her.

      “I’ve got some extra signal flares in my pack. It would be easiest to set up some tripwires on the most obvious approach.” He chuckled. “Unless Terrans can see in the dark?”

      “Only with scopes, which you surely know by now.” She swore he played dumb at times just to annoy her. “Though your weird bird can, right?”

      At mention of her, Erkorath gave a rattling hiss and clapped her beak in Cerridwen’s direction. Cerri refused to look back at the thing; she wasn’t getting into a staring competition with a creature that didn’t have eyes.

      “She doesn’t like being called a bird,” Kal said.

      “So weird is okay?”

      He shook his head. “You’re going to fall asleep sometime, so you can call her what you like. No promises on her response though.”

      As if to back up his statement, the scythewing reared back to spread her wings and fluffed the crest of hair-like feathers on her head with another raspy hiss.

      “Point taken.” She tucked her hands in her pockets and moved back to a seat close to the heater. “What’s the story on the two of you, anyway? Why would a military detachment have an actual mascot?”

      He finished setting the tripwires, handed her a ration bar and sat across from her. The faint glow of the chemical heater illuminated his face from below, and combined with his red skin she could see why the first contact team had thought the Malebrank were the devils of legend. Add horns—which some Malebrank did already, as a popular form of body modification—and a tail, and they certainly looked the part.

      Kal took a bite of his ration bar and chewed. “We’re not a military unit, though Erkorath dates to when I was in the Service. We were helping to shift the population on Ta Grav—this was at the start of the cataclysm, though we didn’t know that’s what it was then.”

      She knew the stories. The primary sun in the Malebranki home system went nova. They had some warning; enough to move a lot of the people to other systems, but it went suddenly at the end. A lot of dead, and the entire culture of the Malebranki was reduced to what they carried with them. The archaeologist in her ached over the lost history, but her humanity wept for the loss of life.

      “Anyway,” he continued. “I found her nest in the path of a wildfire. The mother was dead nearby. I collected the egg and ran. A few days later, Erkorath hatched, and we’ve been together since.” A rueful chuckle fell past his lips. “As you can see, she won’t even stay away when it’s in her best interest.”

      “Well, weird or not, I’m glad she showed up.” She took a deep breath and turned to look directly at Erkorath. “Thank you. I’d offer you a ration bar, but I don’t think it’s much of a reward.”

      The scythewing shook her head violently and looked away, which Cerri took as an emphatic “no.” Not that she blamed the creature. She bit the end off hers and chewed at it. Almost immediately, it absorbed all the saliva out of her mouth. She took a mouthful of water to help, but that only made her more aware of the taste—like chocolate, according to the label, but only if the manufacturer meant “like writing the word chocolate on a block of pressed sawdust and eating that.”

      Still, the calories were welcome, and she felt her brain clear up and focus better in the wake of her first few bites. Across from her, Kal seemed to have the same sense of recovery. Above them, the wind vibrated across the rock faces to create an eerie whistling moan.

      The work of chewing tired her jaw muscles and made her aware of the pain still coursing through her neck and back. “I don’t suppose your thought to pack painkillers of any kind?”

      “Right hand side of your pack, should be on top.” Kal looked at her with concern. “Are you okay?”

      “Nothing a long night’s sleep in a fluffy warm bed wouldn’t fix,” she said with a grin. “You brought that too, right?”

      He gave a laugh—not a chuckle, but a genuine laugh of pleasure, warm and inviting. His grin was—not intoxicating. But certainly smoldering and distracting. “Sorry, I only packed extra rocks and cold wind. Given your disposition, I assumed that’s what you would want.”

      She gave an exaggerated sigh. “Well, that will have to do.”
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      One of the rigid supports for the survival shelter dug into Kal’s back, while he tried to make himself as small as possible. Erkorath had folded up her wings and settled in along the wall closest to the door, her long, spade-tipped tail curled along one side of her body. In the dim red light of the tent’s low-vis lamp, he could see her crest vibrating slightly as she slept. At least the reptile was comfortable, which was more than he could say for himself. Or Cerridwen, if he was being honest. Though at least she was trying to sleep. She’d curled up on her side on the floor, and the steady sound of her breathing was almost as relaxing as Erkorath’s.

      He tried to clear his thoughts and relax, but every sound outside sent a pulse of adrenaline through his bloodstream. After the encounter with the pit-creature, his mind was spinning with ideas of what kinds of creatures might be loose on the planet but hadn’t been recorded. Which didn’t make any sense—Planetary surveys didn’t miss large fauna. Or at least they never had before. He tried to come up with scenarios where they might have missed something that significant, but nothing made sense.

      “You should try to rest, at least.” Cerri’s voice was quiet, and she hadn’t opened her eyes yet.

      “If you knew I was awake, why are you whispering?”

      “Common courtesy. It’s nighttime, therefore whispering.” She pushed herself into a sitting position with a groan of discomfort.

      “How’s your back?” The floor had Terran-sized cushions built into it for sleeping, but if his ass was any indication, they did little to hide the jab of rocks.

      “Awful,” she said with a self-deprecating laugh. “How’s your head?”

      “Between the two of us? We probably have one good body,” he admitted, before he remembered who he was talking to. “I’ll be fine. Nothing that time and a hot shower wouldn’t fix.”

      She reached for a water pouch and drank and long sip, before falling into a comfortable silence. As he watched, she went through a series of low impact stretches to keep her joints mobile. After the long quiet, she asked, quietly, “Why do you play at being stupid?”

      He frowned. “I don’t try to be anything other than I am.”

      “We both know that’s a lie. It’s just the two of us here.” She glanced at Erkorath, still sleeping in front of the door. “Three. I’m just curious.”

      He didn’t owe her an explanation, but he couldn’t find a reason not to share either. Despite—or perhaps because of—her general surliness, it made the question feel more personal. “Everyone has preset opinions about big people. That we’re slow, in more ways than one. It helps to lean into their prejudices. Makes them underestimate me. Surround truth with deception and hide advantage against your foes.”

      “That sounds like a quote.”

      “One of the Maxims of Al’Kheri.” He didn’t know how much she knew about Malebranki culture, so he added, “It’s a set of instructions for how to live the perfect Malebank life.”

      “I know about it in theory. The Great Houses are big on it, right?”

      Kal was proud of himself for not showing any response to the statement, and the question it likely covered: why would the scion of a great house be doing security work on a galactic backwater? “They are often its strongest proponents,” he said carefully. “Though you’ll find that the Maxims cut across all the strata of society.”

      She considered this for a moment, and apparently considered his statement enough on the subject. “I took the opposite approach—people have a certain opinion about you when you’re fat—“

      “You’re not,” he started to say, but she cut his words short with a glare.

      “I am. Hell, I’m proud of it. But it also means I work harder than some of my colleagues, in order to keep them from thinking I’m lazy, or shirking.”

      He didn’t have any problem with the gorgeous, generous curves of her, and the idea that others thought she was indolent because of her size made him want to throttle the people who’d hurt her. Which, he realized, was probably an extreme reaction. She’d chosen her own way to deal with it, much as he had with his own issues. He put a lid on his temper, let out a slow breath to cool it, and asked the question that had nagged at him from the start of the mission. “So, proving yourself. That’s why you’re researching Precursor theory?”

      She blinked slowly, then shook her head with a throaty chuckle that scraped across his nerves like a caress. “I liked you better when you were playing dumb.”

      “You’re the one who indicated I should stop.”

      “Fair. We prefer the name Gardeners, by the way. Precursors has a kind of mystic aura that distracts from the science of it. It implies that they had a plan and are actually gone.”

      “Gardeners. Because they seeded worlds with life. I like that.” Some of her words suddenly made sense, and he continued. “Wait, you don’t think they’ve gone?”

      “Let’s put it a different way. Dr. Eats and I are looking to prove that, if they’ve died out at all, it was a much more recent event than the millennia proposed by some of my colleagues.”

      He went silent at that, though he could feel her eyes studying him, waiting for an answer, or perhaps a request for more information. He wasn’t sure how much she bought into his playing dumb act after all. She deserved a response, but his mind had already jumped ahead to an endless parade of disasters that could come out of her work. With his stomach tensed into a ball, he asked, “Do you expect to actually find them?”

      “Oh, Hells no!” She laughed and he relaxed a tiny amount. Cerridwen’s laugh wasn’t musical or entrancing. If anything, it was the opposite—harsh, and filled with the occasional snort. But it was also genuine, and perfectly, unmistakably her. He wanted to hear it every day for the rest of the dig.

      “Even if they are still alive, which I doubt, the only way we would meet them is if they wanted us to do so.” She pinched the bridge of her nose as her laughter slowed. “And there are too many stories about what happens when the children confront their creators for me to ever think that would go well.”

      Kal’s head jerked in surprise. “Terrans also know the tale of Achlerazza, the first and last?” As soon as the words left his mouth he regretted it. So much for her thinking he wasn’t just a dumb grunt.

      She laughed again, but the tone of it made him realize she was laughing with him, rather than at him. It made all the difference. “I was thinking of Bellerophon, or possibly Icarus. I just realized I don’t know anything about Malebranki myths.”

      “Children’s stories, more like. They may have been more important at one time, but that time is long past. And however much you know, I know even less about Terran myth.”

      “We’ll have to trade stories at some point, then,” she said.

      The idea warmed his blood in a way he couldn’t really place a name to, but it was easy to respond honestly. “I’d enjoy that very much.”

      “So would I.”

      Kal watched her and saw the shiver run through her jaw as she tried to burrow deeper into her blanket. “You’re cold, you should come closer.”

      Instantly the wall dropped between them. Her eyes narrowed and he could feel the distance grow between them again. “Nice try, Malebrank.”

      Not Kal. Not even the hated captain. Just Malebrank, as though he represented all his people in a monolith. It hurt more than he expected it to, and for that he tried to make amends. “You said yourself, I run hotter than Terran standard. Take best advantage of the tools at your disposal.”

      She still looked at him warily. “Another maxim?”

      He couldn’t keep from grinning. “The fourth. But also good sense. You’ll be a liability if you go hypothermic. I can keep you warmer than you would be on your own. If it concerns you, I give my word of honor that I won’t do more than sleep.”

      The oath typically included the honor of his house as well, but they could find their own honor. His was all he cared about, and all he could control.

      She blinked at him, clearly still suspicious but she scooted her pillow and blanket closer to him, aligning herself to the same direction. “I seem to recall we Terrans have a fair share of stories about red-skinned gentlemen offering them deals as well.”

      He chuckled, all too familiar with the stories of devils that Terrans held in awe and fear. Once she had settled in near him and laid her head down, he whispered, “I’m sure those stories all end well.”

      Another quiet snort was his reward, and a quiet response of “Indeed.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cerridwen woke in a cocoon of warmth. With her eyes closed, she took a moment to assess her situation. At some point in the night she’d turned over and burrowed into the side of Kal’s chest, one arm thrown across his torso, True to his word, he’d apparently just moved his arm behind his head rather than hold her in return. A stupid, naive part of her wished he hadn’t had the restraint. It would have been nice to wake up in his arms. Safe.

      Which was stupid to think because of the many things Kalthosk was, safe did not make the list.

      His skin smelled like sweat, but not unpleasantly—just the smell of honest exertion, which she could admit they’d had plenty of. She sniffed her own armpit discretely; she wouldn’t be winning any awards for smelling great either.

      “You’re awake.” His voice rumbled through his chest, and she felt it as much as heard it.

      She opened an eye to look at him. He lay on his back, staring intently at the top of the tent. “Did you sleep?”

      He gave a shrug. “Some small amount. Not much. But I need less than you.”

      She glared at him. “I’ve had enough xeno-biology to know that’s not true.”

      “Fine.” He took a deep breath. “I was unwilling to sleep for long, because I had a head injury. I didn’t want to risk complications.”

      Something she hadn’t thought of, and the omission both made her worry and feel guilty. She would have to unpack the dichotomy at some point, ideally far away from Kal. Being this close to him muddled her head.  Something soft and fluffy twisted under her palm and she let out a squeak of surprise. Certainly nothing as untoward as a shriek though.

      Kal laughed, the sound rumbling around in his chest and vibrating against her. “Let me guess. Erkorath just shoved her head under your hand?”

      She levered herself up onto her elbow to confirm and, sure enough, the reptile had nestled under her hand and shoved forward until her fingers lay in the thick coat of... hair? down? She wasn’t sure what to call the structures. “I didn’t expect her to be so soft!”

      “Not an uncommon response. She may look terrifying, but she’s actually a big squishy baby.” His voice went into a higher register as he cooed at the creature, and he rolled onto his side to offer the reptile a strip of jerky.

      “Before you ask,” Cerri said, “Yes, I’ll keep your secret under wraps on this.”

      To her surprise, he just shrugged. “Not much to keep a secret. Most of my people know I dote on her, and I obviously don’t try too hard to hide it. Nothing wrong with spoiling someone you care about. Is there? No there isn’t.”

      The last few sentences were addressed to Erkorath, who had arched her head back to allow him to scratch under her chin. Cerri ran her fingers through the downy fluff that covered the creature’s shoulders, and could feel the strong flight muscles beneath. This close—even in the dim light—it was easy to get lost studying her. Pseudopterasaurs were rare, and this was as close as she’d been to one. At this distance it was easier to make out the flat black of her eyespots along each side of the head against the glittering black of her scales. Unlike birds, she could see the small finger-claws at the last joint on each wing, the array of long bristles around the base of her beak. Scythewings might not win any awards for beauty, but she had to admit their efficient construction was attractive in its own way.

      In a moment of curiosity, she asked, “Does Erkorath mean anything?”

      He paused to look at her, the grin tilting one corner of his mouth to just on the verge of charming. “Obviously.”

      “Okay, let me try again, What’s the significance of her name.” She let annoyance seep into her tone but it only made him smile wider.

      Another chuckle rumbled through him, and he sat up, dislodging her arm. “Erko is Malebrank for ‘bird’, and Ath means black. the R sound is a common insert between neighboring vowels.”

      Cerridwen stared at him, disbelief on her face. “You literally just named her Blackbird.” She rolled her eyes and, on impulse, scooped the creature up into her arms. “You’re not even a bird at all, are you. What an indignity.”

      Erkorath trilled agreement—at least it seemed like the scythewing agreed—and jammed the back of her head under Cerri’s chin.

      Kal blew out an exasperated breath and crouch walked toward the shelter’s door. “She called you a weird bird less than twenty hours ago, and now all’s forgiven? Traitor.” His words lacked any real venom, however, and his smile was still firmly in place. “Just remember which one of us has the meat jerky rations.”

      Erkorath clattered her beak in reply. Scales covered the back portion, closer to her eyes, but the midpoint on was a sharp looking blade of bone with no teeth. She shook off her scientific musing and moved to follow Kal. “Is that an apology?”

      “Typically? She makes that sound when she’s hungry.” He turned once she’d exited and began breaking down the shelter. “Or excited. Since I mentioned the jerky”

      “It’s probably both,” she said in unison with him, while Erkorath climbed up onto her shoulder. The claws at her wing joints dug through Cerri’s clothing but didn’t break the skin. “Is it safe for her to fly free?”

      “Forty-eight hours ago? There were no other animals of note on this planet that we were aware of.” He shrugged. “She made it here to me, She’s smart. She’ll be okay.”

      Cerridwen wasn’t sure she agreed with his blithe assessment, but kept her mouth shut. She wasn’t even entirely certain why she was concerned about the creature, except that Erkorath mattered to Kal, and for some reason that made her important. And she came to you for morning cuddles, don’t discount that.

      It was a lot to think about, and she promised herself to do just that…. eventually. While the wind had shifted down from howling to merely ‘gale’, it was still going to be a rough day ahead of them. She looked up at the rock escarpment above, as Erkorath launched herself into the air. She was jealous of the little reptile flying up to the top, it would certainly be a faster trip. Instead, she and Kal were going to have a long climb.
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      As climbs went, Kal had done worse. Hell, when he’d been in basic, his drillmaster had the whole platoon clambering up a scree-covered rock face in full kit. This should be a piece of cake, even with the wind threatening to snatch him up at any moment.

      Except that in basic, he’d only worried about himself, confident his friends would be safe. That was harder to do here. Not that he didn’t have faith in Cerridwen’s abilities—she would power through to the top of the escarpment on willpower alone if need be. But he wanted her to be safe. No, worse than that. He wanted to keep her safe. This was not the sort of planet where he had that kind of power, if any of them were. Here, he’d barely kept himself alive, let alone anyone else.

      And you failed to keep Rex and Selene alive at all.

      The guilt of that loss still bit at him, but Rex’s danger was over. He had the rest of the team to look after now. Not just Cerridwen. If he reminded himself enough times, it might finally sink in.

      The rock under his right hand broke free and his torso fell away from the escarpment slightly. The motion combined with the leftover nausea to cause vertigo to swell large in his perception. He grabbed the rock face and pulled himself flat against it. The rapid pant of his breath sounded scratchy in his ears.

      “You okay up there?” Cerridwen called up from below. “Do you need a rest?”

      He pressed his head against the rough surface of the rock and looked down to see her below him. Concern dug lines into her forehead as she watched him, until his focus shifted to the rope connecting the two of them together. “You should untie the rope.”

      “Are you kidding me? What the hells is wrong with you?” The furrows cut deeper, and her eyes narrowed. “Do you want me to take the lead?”

      That was the last thing he wanted. Not just because it increased the chance that he’d pull her off if he fell, but because looking up at her backside would be torture for the rest of the climb. It had been bad enough to have her cool, pillowy softness pressing into him all night. He wasn’t sure his willpower could survive an hour looking up at her. Or his cock.

      “I’ll be okay,” he shouted back.

      “Just rest there a moment. Plant your pitons.” She didn’t wait for him to respond but immediately began climbing up in his wake, transferring her carabiner from one hook to the next as she moved.

      Up above them, near the summit, Erkorath had lighted down and had her head pointed in their direction. Kal watched the scythewing rather than say anything about Cerri’s charge up the rock. “You know, you could fly down here and take the signal to the top yourself. It can’t be that heavy.”

      In response, Erkorath rattled her beak at him.

      “I don’t think she approves of that plan,” Cerridwen said at his right elbow. “Take some water. Please. I can’t climb up this thing carrying you.”

      He took her advice, setting his second carabiner and pulling a bag of water out of her pack. He bit into the corner seal and water splashed into his mouth--lukewarm, stale, but still refreshing enough to clear his head. He drank until her hand on his shoulder made him stop.

      “Go easy, you don’t want to overtax your stomach and vomit.” She paused. “That’s a thing that can happen to you right?”

      Kal sighed and started to explain that Malebranki physiology wasn’t significantly different from Terran when he saw her grin. The twinkly in her eyes gave away her ruse. “You almost had me.”

      “And that’s why I’m worried,” she said. Her tone was light but that didn’t hide the concern tightening the skin around her eyes. “You’re typically sharper than that.”

      Kal grinned. In point of fact, his head was already feeling better after the brief rest. “Coming from you, that’s practically a compliment.”

      “Oh please. I’m not half as bad to you as all that.” She shifted her second carabiner to allow herself a better resting position. “Besides, someone needs to keep you in check. Otherwise, your ego will crowd us all off the planet.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Like you don’t know,” she said. “You push the limits of belief; competent soldier, skilled strategist, compassionate leader, attractive as hell…” This last she said sotto voce, “No one is that perfect.”

      A flush of warmth crept through his blood that had nothing to do with the sun above them. “It’s not like I’m actively cultivating it.” Up above them, Erkorath gave an annoyed rattle. “We should move. Someone’s getting impatient.”

      “I’ll take the lead for a while.”

      “When were you going to tell me you had climbing experience?” Kal watched the ease at which she shifted herself around on the ropes and moved ahead of him. “Or were you?”

      Her laugh trickled back down the rock face to him, bouncing like pebbles. “I grew up on Beta Monocerotis VI, where it’s like the number one way to pass time. My parents took me climbing every summer. It’s where I first got interested in geology, which would lead to archaeology. I’m shocked you hadn’t read that in my file.”

      He was surprised it hadn’t been in there either. He’d certainly spent plenty of time reading through her information, just to try and understand her motivations of course. Certainly not because he wanted to know everything about her that he could. “Your file didn’t cover your pre-doctorate life,” he admitted.

      “So much for all those things my teachers said would go down on my permanent record,” she huffed out a laugh among the exertion as she pulled herself up. “Honestly, I’m glad for the rope-locks. I’ve put on a few pounds since the last time I’d done any real climbing,”

      It looks good on you, he wanted to say, but he didn’t know how she’d take it. She was attractive, not in spite of, nor because of her weight, but as a manifestation of herself. It wasn’t something he would be comfortable putting into words, even if he’d had the opportunity to do so. He looked up and couldn’t see anything but the way her climbing harness turned her ass into a heart. He immediately cast his eyes back to the rock in front of him. “You don’t seem to have forgotten anything.”

      “It’s all muscle memory at this point.” She pushed toward another hold point and drove in a fresh piton. “Though I have to admit, it was easier when you were up above me. No offense to Erkorath, but the view was better too.”

      It was official. She was actively trying to kill him.
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        * * *

      

      The climb was, thankfully, uneventful after Kal’s near fall. Cerridwen lay flat at the edge of the escarpment and reached down to help pull Kal the rest of the way up, and in a matter of moments they were both settled on the narrow top of the wind-carved sandstone.

      Or as settled as she was likely to get, anyway. It felt like her arms were still shaking beyond her ability to control, though at least the climb and gravity had somehow pulled her back straight and eased much of the pain she’d been fighting there. She rolled onto her back and looked up at the sky, where Erkorath wheeled on thermal currents.

      The wind was still high, which was part of why she didn’t make an effort to get back to her feet, though it seemed the worst of the sandstorm was finally past. She could still see the dark line of it, like a curtain to the southwest of their position. With luck, the storm should have passed over the survivors’ camp as well.

      Hopefully, Dr. Eats was fairing better than the rest of them. And he was able to get back to work at the dig site. Part of her felt foolish for focusing on work when people had died, but she wasn’t about to stop. Not when they were so close to finding an actual Gardener-adjacent ruin. Too often, the only account of any progenitor race was treated like a mythology, and any mention of them was third or fourth hand. To find something that actually enshrined them or their technology—well, her tenure would be assured.

      Off to her left, Kal was on all fours and pulling a small orange box out of one of the packs. She realized after a moment that it was likely the emergency signal system from the downed shuttle. He pointed the orange cylinder above his head and activated it. For a moment, nothing happened, then a flare leaped into the sky—much to Erkorath’s dismay.

      The scythewing circled back down to the top of the rocks, and gave a clatter of displeasure before hopping over to see if she had any food. “I know, sweetie. He just isn’t very considerate at all, is he? He didn’t even warn a girl.”

      Erkorath made a sound somewhere between a hum and a rumble, the slowly oscillating sound setting her neck to ripple.

      Kal scrambled to sit near them. “Great, now you’ve turned into the one she’s interested in.”

      “That’s hardly true.”

      “I was talking to Erkorath,” he said with a grin before reaching out to run his fingers along the scythewing’s back.

      She moved her hand rather than accidentally brush his and tried to decide which of them she didn’t trust. “So what happens next?”

      “Next is we wait. The flare has an all all-channels radio burst on it, so it should draw the base’s attention. Then they can scramble a new shuttle and come get us.”

      “How quick do you expect them to respond?” She released Erkorath, who hopped the short distance to be closer to Kal. She tried to do the mental math: assuming they were watching for the signal, which seemed safe, fifteen minutes to scramble a team and get them airborne? Twenty-five, if they had to fuel and prep a new shuttle.

      “Why,” He dragged the word out as long as his smile. “Eager to be rid of me already?”

      “You’re fishing for compliments. It’s beneath you.” She rubbed her fingers from her temples to her eyes and back. It felt like there was grit everywhere, though she doubted the sandstorm was that thorough. “Mostly I just want a hot shower and a long nap.”

      He yawned, stretching in a way that somehow highlighted the power in his arms and shoulders. “You and me both.” He laughed quietly, then said, “We should share. To conserve water.”

      That cascaded a series of images in her brain--shower sex had always been a favorite of hers—and she hated to bury all of them, but she had to. Entertaining them was out of the question, just like her and Kal sleeping together was out of the question. And he should know better. “Does that work for you a lot?”

      He looked at her, vague confusion settling onto his brows. “Does what work?”

      “Your pick-up lines.” A horrific thought struck her. “You don’t have to chat me up, you know. I’ll make sure you’re paid for work your team has put in.”

      There was no mistaking the flash of anger in his eyes, or the way his jaw tightened to the point that she felt sorry for his teeth. “Yes, because I certainly wouldn’t be interested in you for any other reason than your money. Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “That’s not--” she cut herself off. It had been exactly what she’d meant. “I didn’t mean to imply a lack of confidence in your skills. I’m sorry for doing so. If I’m honest, I’m not really used to being hit on at all.”

      “Good thing, since I’m apparently terrible at it.”

      “You were doing fine with the action, it’s your target that’s off. I’m not really in the market.” It was as close to the truth as Cerri was comfortable getting, but Kal wasn’t here to learn about the tragicomedy of her romantic life.

      He thought about that for a few moments, then said, “I apologize, then, for making you uncomfortable. I’ll try to keep it more good-natured between us, and less…” he struggled for the right words.

      So did she. He was seldom overtly sexual, instead finding just the right way to get under her skin. “Tell you what,” she started, “You keep it less about getting me into your bed, and I’ll work to accept some of your jabs as friendly banter.”

      “I can do that.”

      She entertained one last image of hot water sluicing over sunset-red skin and then flushed it away with a blast of mental cold water. “Good. So can I.”

      A roar of engines erupted in the sky overhead, as heavily armed and armored shuttle broke through the clouds to cut into the ochre-colored sky. Cerri shielded her eyes with one hand and watched as the ship rotated to land a short distance from the escarpment. “Well, they got here fast. They must have been waiting for your sig—“

      A sharp hand motion cut her off as he rolled to his belly. “Quiet!”

      She bristled at the note of command in his tone, but dropped her voice to a whisper. “What’s the matter with you?”

      “That’s a Tarrak’a Shipyards TAS-315. My squad doesn’t have any of those. So, whoever’s in that shuttle? They ain’t us.”
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      By all the fires in the stars and all nine Great Houses, this wasn’t good. Thrycania was supposed to be an out of the way place. This didn’t make any kind of sense. Or at least it didn’t make any more sense than there being uncatalogued large predators on the planet. He dug through his pack, wincing at the spike of pain in his head, and dug for his electroptics. Fear had burned away whatever remained of the embarrassment he’d had talking to Cerri. As soon as he had his scope out he looked through it.

      “If it’s not us, who is it?” Cerri had pulled Erkorath close, and fortunately the scythewing hadn’t taken offense and tried to fly off.

      “Keep hold of her. Erkorath, do not fly off.” Down below, the loading doors at the back of the shuttle had come open, and a half-dozen armored soldiers came out. “Whoever these people are, they’re well-funded. They’ve got top of the line armor, and high-end gear.” The tallest of the soldiers pulled off his helmet, and Kal couldn’t miss the bright carnelian tones of his skin. The Malebrank gave an order of some kind and one of the other folks charged back into the shuttle bay before emerging with a quartet of snapping, growling sagrat on leashes. “Shit.” The Terran swear was remarkably easy to use.

      “What?” At least she’d decided to keep her voice down, when he’d made the mistake of ordering her instead of inviting, he’d been half-concerned she’d defy him out of spite.

      “They have sagrat. It’s a…” He tried to come up with a comparison that might make sense for her, while she tugged the scope out of his hand to look for herself.

      “It’s a fucking dinosaur?”

      “No, they’re for hunting actually. Though I suppose some Malebrank are very into them and--”

      “Don’t be an asshole, you know what I meant.” How she managed to both whisper and shout at the same time was a trick he couldn’t understand.

      “In that case, dinosaurs are, to my knowledge, purely Terran in origin. Sagrat are more reptilian, prized hunting animals bred almost exclusively for the nobility of the Great Houses.” A sick feeling washed through him, creating a nausea that had little to do with the trauma to his skull. He took back his electroptics and checked. The ship didn’t have any markings on it, which wasn’t unusual. He focused in on the leader’s armor, where, sure enough. a pair of leaf-bladed swords were blazoned on the left pectoral. He didn’t need to see more—after all, there was a time when he’d worn the same crest on his own chest, been proud to carry the falcata in battle. “In this case, that would be House Azh’Modac”

      “Focus. They use these things for hunting, so why are they here?”

      Kal took another look through the optical and hoped there wasn’t a glint of a reflection to give away their location. Not that the flare and its accompanying broadcast weren’t just doing a bang-up job of that. The boxes that were being unloaded from the shuttle looked like supplies: food, shelters, replacement armor pieces, and weapons. It was the last that stood out. He recognized energy pikes, single- and dual-shot blasters, and enough bladed weapons to open a cutlery stall. What he didn’t see? Any of the kinds of military grade weapons that would accompany the armor they were wearing. An idea popped into his head, and once he’d thought of it, it was too easy an answer for him to shake lose.

      “I think they’re a hunting party,” he whispered. “They must have seeded the area with dangerous predators a while back, and have come to hunt them down. For sport.”

      The look on Cerri’s face told him she shared his distaste of the outlawed practice of game hunting. “And we just had the poor luck to send up a signal as they were arriving.”

      “Apparently.”

      “I don’t suppose there’s a chance that we could go to them for help?” The look on Cerri’s face wasn’t hopeful, more like she felt she had to ask.

      “Most of the Great Houses are still together in some fashion, though the struggle for power in the wake of the cataclysm has meant that they’re more open about their enmity than they once were. In this case, one of the most notoriously xenophobic of the Houses has a noble engaging in an illegal hunt on a backwater world which they, no doubt, had chosen for its being uninhabited.”

      “So no, then.” She shook her head. “You could have said no.”

      “I think it’s safe to say no is an understatement. Going to them for help is likely to end up with us as target practice, which, since they can assume we’re here because of the flare, we probably already are.” Down below, the sagrat handler unleashed the four hunting reptiles and pointed them toward the escarpment with a shrill whistle. “It seems like we’re the first hunt of the day.”

      Cerri grabbed the viewfinder and stared down as the four animals leapt into the rocks on their powerful rear legs, and started clambering through the scree. “You are remarkably calm for someone who has dinosaurs hunting him. You’re Malebrank. Can’t you claim some kind of sanctuary?”

      She didn’t know, he reminded himself. Apart from the members of his team that spoke Malebranki—most of whom were outcasts themselves—most people didn’t know. There was no way that Azh’Modac would offer him sanctuary, and if it were any other Great House, they’d only deal with him to use him as leverage over, or to curry favor with Azh’Modac. They needed to not be found, or baring that, make sure that no one who found him was able to report back. “No. We need to go.”

      She glanced up at the beacon above them, still drifting down on its own parachute. “What about any team sent from the base?”

      He was being an asshole, but his team would have picked up on the dropship and were hopefully already giving it a wide berth. Erkorath jumped up enough to light clamber onto his shoulder. At least she recognized the necessity of moving fast. “The sagrat are coming. Let’s go.”

      He knew it wasn’t an answer, and from the look on her face, so did Cerridwen. He’d have to explain it later, for right now, they needed to put as much distance between himself and the hunters as he could. Because if House Azh’Modac found out he was on a quiet, unregulated planet like Thrycania? Then neither the dig team, nor his squad would stand a chance against them.
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        * * *

      

      As disconcerting as the rattles and clicks from Erkorath could be, they had nothing on the hoots, squeaks, and grunts that came from the pursuing sagrat. Cerridwen couldn’t ignore what clearly sounded like communication between different animals, and the implication that the predators tracking them were both observant and intelligent made her palms cold with sweat.

      Kal wasn’t helping the situation. Since the ship had landed his demeanor had changed entirely. Gone was the jovial, talkative security chief, replaced entirely by a taciturn, brooding Malebrank who barely rose to monosyllables when answering her questions. She wouldn’t have admitted it before now—if asked she’d flatly deny it—but she missed the person he’d been.

      They took a rapid descent down the windward side of the escarpment, rocks clattering in front of them and setting off noisy rockfalls that made her worry about being detected. Kal was indifferent, only pushing them faster the closer they got to ground level. Another haunting call from the sagrat echoed through the rocks above them, and he plucked Erkorath off his shoulder and tossed her into the air with a whispered word Cerri didn’t recognize.

      “What did you tell her?”

      “To hide. She’s safer on her own. Less noticeable.” He pushed off a large rock and used his feet and one hand to break as he slid down the face. They’re closing. We need to keep moving.”

      His tone challenged her to disagree, but Cerri decided against it. For now. She followed him best she could down the rocks, and soon open ground was in front of them again. She checked her wrist-comp to confirm her own internal navigation. “The camp is back that direction,” she said, pointing.

      Kal took off across the desert in the other direction. “Last thing we want to do is bring them down on our people.”

      She was forced to jog to stay beside him. “We also can’t expect to face these…” she struggled for the right word, and settled on ‘hunters’, “…all alone.”

      “Believe me, that’s the last thing I want.” He pointed ahead of him. “The ground gets rockier this way, so it’s better travel. With the open terrain, we might be able to see them coming, and with luck, we’ll be able to find someplace we can hide, or at least create a bottleneck.”

      Everything Kal said made sense, and none of it seemed right. Cerri chewed her lip as she walked, trying to decide how to ask her questions. In the end, as they found an area of dead scrub and wind-carved rocks, she decided to ask him flat out. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I don’t know what you mean…”

      “I call bullshit. You’ve been a thorn in my side for the last three weeks, and there wasn’t a single problem you didn’t charge headlong into solving. What’s different this time?”

      “It’s not a cave, but there’s some space between these rocks that might be just as good.” He squeezed between two rust-colored boulders and disappeared from sight.

      “That’s not an answer, Kal.”

      As Cerri waited for him to come back out, Erkorath glided into the rocky area and landed on her shoulder. The movement made her yelp in surprise, but the scythewing settled in a smooth motion, as if she’d been perching there forever. It surprised Cerridwen how little the creature weighed; she’d expected her to be heavier, more solid, but she couldn’t have weighed much more than a half-kilo.

      Cerri reached up and stroked her finger over the scythewing’s scaled chest, and Erkorath closed her eyes and made a sound like a rasp sliding over steel. At the noise, Kal came back out into the scrub-cluttered clearing and glared at the reptile. “You were supposed to get away.”

      Cerri pounced as soon as he’d returned. “And you were supposed to finish answering my questions.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “It’s a little narrow, but there’s plenty of space for us in there.”

      “It’s open to the sky.”

      “Which we can worry about if they try to get in. Right now, it’s the best option we’ve got. Go.”

      Fighting with him out in the open wasn’t any better of an idea than locking themselves in a dead-end hollow with no exit, and if she complied, he might be more conducive to answering her. She saw the way his eyes scanned the taupe-colored horizon, looking for the sagrat that couldn’t be too far behind. Even if the creatures had spread out, at least one of the hunting beasts would have picked up their trail. She shooed Erkorath in ahead of her and squeezed into the rock space.

      Clearly tight for Kalthosk should have meant nearly impassable for her. The rocks pressed in on her in a way that made breathing difficult, and just when she thought she wouldn’t be able to go further, her arm popped free into the space beyond. Inside the open area, a few stunted succulents stretched toward the shaft of light along one wall. The rock was heating up, and she suspected it wouldn’t be long before the space became uncomfortably warm. By midday, the space would be an oven.

      Kal emerged through the same crack that had admitted her. “We’ve got a few options when they find us. If they focus on this entrance, we can either climb out there,” he indicated one of the scrawny vines clinging to the rocks. “Or there’s a second, tighter way out over here.”

      “That’s out of the question. I barely made it in here.” She waited for him to catch up to the obvious differences in their physical shapes. “But we can split up, if need be, with you going that way while I head up.” Cerri pinched the bridge of her nose and did her best to keep her frustrated sigh quiet. “When are you planning to tell me what’s going on?”

      “You know what you need to know.”

      Anger flared, white-hot. “Don’t you dare pull that macho shit out now. The whole time you’ve been working with me, at the very least, you respected me enough to give me the full information and let me make my own decisions. You don’t get to suddenly decide that you’re going to protect me by keeping me in the dark.”

      To her surprise, Kal … crumpled. There wasn’t a better word for it. He leaned back against the rock and slid down until he was seated on the ground, legs akimbo. His shoulders carried a defeated slump that looked unnatural on someone she’d so come to associate with cocky swagger and a touch of arrogance. After a deep breath, he said, “If they find out I’m here, on Thrycania, they’ll stop at nothing to get me. Either capture or kill, that’s the order they issued.”

      “Who’s they?”

      He looked up, met her eyes, and the pain she saw in his face almost broke her. “My parents.”
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        * * *

      

      “Taz, they’re alive.” Emil’s voice broke through his focus as Tazgoran studied the topographic map projected above the holotable. As soon as he recognized the words, the fist in his chest unclenched, allowing him to take the first deep breath in the last thirty hours.

      He looked over to Emil, who had directed his chair to the other side of the holotable. “What have we got?”

      Emil shrugged one shoulder. “It’s not much, but I’ve got a transmitter flare confirmed in Gamma-109.” As he spoke, the quadrant highlighted on the map. “The magnetosphere’s still giving a lot of interference, but that’s to be expected. We’re trying to adjust for it at this point.”

      “Where do we think they went down?”

      “Our last solid signal from them was in Iota-107 but given the speed they were travelling and the rush of the storm, that could be off by a quadrant or two.”

      He drummed his fingers on the edge of the table, the metal of his replacement hand ringing against the brushed aluminum edge. “That still puts the signal a good four klicks from where the shuttle went down. That’s a long way to travel with wounded.”

      “You think they split up.” It was a statement, rather than a question. Emil tapped on the terminal attached to the arm of his chair and the topo zoomed in, highlighting an area between the shuttle’s last signal and the transmitter flare. “That gives us a lot more ground to cover.”

      Taz nodded. “Which one does your squad want?”

      “Aw,” Emil said with exaggerated sadness. Taz still wasn’t quite sure why Terrans enjoyed ironic reactions so much, but he’d been around Emil long enough to recognize them at least. Emil directed his chair over to bump it against Taz’s side. “You didn’t even ask which one would be more fun.”

      “I assumed they were going to be the same.” He spread his stance slightly so Emil wouldn’t knock him off balance. “Are they not?”

      “Well… we did pick up an entry signature for an unregistered vessel in in Gamma-109.” Emil grinned as he delivered the news.

      Unregistered ships only meant a handful of things, none of them good; or perhaps all of them good for soldiers who’d spent too many days getting soft on this babysitting duty. “Pirates?”

      “That’s my guess, but it was a small trans-atmo ship. No indication it was part of a larger flotilla and nothing else in orbit.”

      “Could be smugglers, could be scavengers.” Pirates didn’t tend to stick to small groups. Not successful ones anyway.

      Emil glided back toward his desk. “Could be bounty hunters, too. We’ll take Gamma. You and your crew go find out what’s going on with the shuttle.”

      That sharp stab of concern pierced him as it did every time Emil felt the need to charge into danger. He tamped it down. They were all professionals, and he could do his job as well or better than any other squad leader. “Just stay smart until you know what’s out there.”

      “You make it sound like I only ever make rash decisions,” Emil said with a laugh. “But since you asked nicely, yes, commander.”

      Taz chuckled half-under his breath. ‘Yes Commander’ had been slang for ‘Get fucked’ in every unit he’d ever served in, and the look on Emil’s face indicated he had the same familiarity with the phrase. “You certainly make a lot of them,” he teased. “But I’ll let it slide this time. Get prepped and move out.”
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      Surprisingly, Cerri wasn’t yelling at him. She went down on one knee in front of him and reached out to lift his chin up. Her eyes, when he met them, were gentle, concerned. “You’re going to give me more of an explanation than that, you understand.”

      Kal took a deep breath. “And the sagrat?”

      She glanced back toward the thin entrance they’d used. He knew the hunting lizards were smart enough, small enough, that they wouldn’t have much problem following them into the clearing if it came to that. But they wouldn’t make it through more than single file, and that would allow them to hold the creatures off. At least until their masters arrived.

      “They’ll come when they come. It’s not like we’re leaving here before then. Might as well fill the time.” She cracked out a water bag from her pack and took a sip. “You need some?”

      Her look indicated that, regardless of tone, she’d meant it as a command. He took the water from her and splashed it into his mouth, using the time sort his thoughts before swallowing. He reached into his pocket and broke out more of the dried meat he had stowed there, and Erkorath was at his side immediately. He offered some of the food to the scythewing, who tapped at his fingers impatiently while he broke off additional pieces.

      “You don’t speak Malebranki.”

      “Few Terrans do. I’m given to understand it’s complex.”

      “Less so when you grow up with it, much like Hegemonic Standard.” The Terran main language—a mishmash of styles, tenses and phonetic sounds that made little sense to his ear—had been confusing as hell when he’d started learning it in the Academy. He was comfortable with it now, but it had taken time. “My last name--”

      “ci’Urwiag,” she said, with unusually good pronunciation for a Terran.

      “—means ‘Without House’ or less literally ‘The Disowned.’ It wasn’t a name I chose so much as had bestowed upon me, when by my twenty-fifth year, I had failed to manifest any control over the heart-flame, the v’tana.”

      She reached out and squeezed his forearm. “I don’t know a lot about Malebranki culture, but I do know that fire-shaping isn’t a universal talent. Why would your family care?”

      Fire-shaping. As it did with so many things, the Terran translation failed to capture the full sense of how v’tana extended the skill and awareness of a Malebrank who had mastered the art. The ability to control not just flame, but heat; the control over one’s own body that allowed a practitioner to be faster, or more dangerous in combat. None of which answered her question. He shrugged. “I was once part of House Azh’Modac. They are not in the business of rewarding what they see as inferior bloodlines. As both my parents had strong v’tana, I was expected to exceed them, not be a…”

      “A damp squib,” she said, completing his thoughts. “If you’ll pardon the pun.”

      Despite himself, he chuckled. It was the perfect phrase to encapsulate his lack of talent, and the way his family had responded. “Exactly. It was initially enough to send me down to the enlisted ranks in the House military, but then Erkorath and I bonded, and The Cataclysm happened, and it was easier to just disappear.”

      “You went AWOL?” She sounded surprised. “I thought you were a stickler for the rules.”

      He wasn’t entirely sure what a stickler was, but the context made sense. “I am serious—about other people following my rules. I won’t give my loyalty to someone who has punished me for no fault of my own. Unjust rules should be ignored.”

      “Remember that the next time you try to enforce a curfew on the camp.” She seemed to realize her hand hadn’t left his forearm, and she withdrew it back to her lap after a final comforting squeeze. “Just saying.”

      The degree to which he missed her touch surprised him, and he quietly wished she’d put her hand back, even as he knew it wouldn’t happen. “Curfew rules on a strange, possibly dangerous planet are not unjust.”

      She started to say “It’s not dangerous,” but he cut her off with a pointed stare that took in the entirety of their predicament. “Okay. We didn’t know it was dangerous. Better?”

      “Yes, because we proved I was right, and you should have followed curfew.” He shot her his most smug grin, one he knew was especially infuriating, and was rewarded by her throwing a handful of pebbles at him. It wasn’t a caress, but from her, it was just as good.

      She leaned back onto her elbows and looked at him, and by all Nine Houses, he could hold that relaxed smile of hers in his mind forever. After a moment she blinked and said, “You said after Erkorath. What did you mean?”

      At the sound of her name, the scythewing walked over to him, and he reached out to run a hand through the soft, downy crest along the back of her neck. She stretched out her long neck in response, giving him more to touch, and part of him was jealous of how easy the creature could ask for affection.

      “Imprinting a scythewing is a privilege reserved for the highest-ranking members of a Great House, and even they don’t do it often.”

      “So when you found her--”

      “I was rescuing her. When I said her mother had died, I meant a member of House Azh’Modac shot her, to keep her from defending her nest.” She gasped, and his heart ached anew. More than his inability to control his v’tana, that was the moment that had changed his entire life. At least she understood the horror Kal had felt in that moment. “I cut him down where he stood. I honestly don’t think he expected me to object. And then I took the egg in an effort to get it someplace safe, but she hatched before we got there. The rest, as Terrans say, is history.”

      “I guess that explains why they want to drag you back.”

      Outside their shelter, a rock clattered. He closed his eyes and listened to the sound, compared it to the prevailing wind that he remembered. It was exactly what he’d been expecting.

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      The fact that she’d lowered her voice meant she already knew, but she’d asked so he’d answer. “They’re here.”
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        * * *

      

      Cerridwen took a deep breath, despite the grit that caught in her nose and the way her lower back ached after the last two punishing days, it helped to steady her. She stood and reached out to help Kal to his feet. “I hope you brought a weapon.”

      “What happened to ‘we thought this planet was safe’?”

      She was about to snap at him in frustration when she caught a glimpse of the twinkle in his eye. She let go his arm and let him land back on his ass in the dirt. “You deserved that.”

      “I did.” He dug into his pack and tossed her a small-wattage plas-pistol. “But only one pistol.”

      She could hear one of the dinosaurs clambering through the squeeze they’d used to access this clearing. They didn’t have long. She checked over the plas-pistol and set it to full charge, ignoring his impressed stare. “What are you going to use?”

      He chuckled, then thought for a moment before unhooking his climbing pick from the side of his pack and extended the jagged, sharp head of it. It gave her a shiver thinking of what that sort of tool would do to flesh and bone, if it got that far. He checked the heft, then swung it roughly down, where the tip buried itself in the rocky ground. “This will have to do.”

      It wasn’t a good option. She’d seen the dinosaurs that were chasing them. Sagrat. Whatever Kal wanted to call them. They were clear apex predators, with long hooked claws on their stubby arms, and powerful legs to propel them forward. Even the downy feathers that covered their neck and torso made them look threatening. Going toe-to-talon with one of those creatures was a bad idea, and their pursuers had brought four, at least. For Kal’s sake, she’d have to be a better shot than she’d been in the past.

      With a honking call grunting its success to whoever was controlling it, the sagrat exploded into the small clearing. “Shit, they move fast,” she shouted, while her first shot bit into the ground where the creature had been a moment before.

      The dinosaur was on Kal a heartbeat later, before her pistol had charged for the next shot. He threw a punch, hitting the creature in its nose and sending it stumbling back. It was the space Erkorath had waited for, apparently, as the scythewing arrowed straight at the beast’s head. Foot-claws opened wide and scraped across the sagrat’s rough-scaled skin. As soon as she had purchase, Erkorath’s beak slammed down and caught the creature in its eye.

      The sagrat made a pained noise somewhere between a scream and a hiss and slammed the side of her head into a nearby rock. Erkorath was pinned for a moment before being knocked free. No sooner had the scythewing hit the ground than the sagrat’s maw rocketed forward to snag her.

      Kal bellowed something that may have been a word or may have just been rage given a sound. It was difficult to tell with Malebranki. He swung the pick forward in a brutal uppercut that caught the creature under the chin. It knocked the beast back from Erkorath, and Cerri didn’t hesitate.

      She let her breath go, focused on her heartbeat, and squeezed the trigger of Kal’s pistol. The plasma generator whined in an increasing pitch until the mechanism reached critical mass and launched a ball of high temperature plasma at the sagrat.

      The shot hit the beast in the side of its chest, the extreme heat and energy driving the ball deep into it the sagrat’s body. Muscle and bone vaporized under the strike and the creature had time only to look at Cerridwen, confused, before falling over dead.

      Kal scooped Erkorath into his arm, and the scythewing made a frustrated noise as he spent several seconds checking her for injuries. Cerri knew how that felt at least. Kal was practically a mother-hen when it came to making sure the people he cared about were okay. Erkorath allowed Kal to finish his examination before clambering up to his shoulder to rest.

      From the vicinity of the passage, she heard a single, quizzical chirrup. Before it could get through to them, she fired another blast from the pistol at the tunnel. Rock melted and collapsed, and she heard an alarmed hiss from one of the other hunting reptiles.

      Kal closed a hand over her wrist, his skin hot against hers even in the shade of the rocks. He pushed her hand down with just enough force to remind her to lower the weapon. “Easy. You’ve certainly blocked their way in for a while.”

      “You can still get out though, right? You said there was a smaller squeeze over there, or the obvious climb.” She loosened her grip on the pistol and set the capacitor to standby. It wouldn’t lose its charge, but it also wouldn’t fire until it was reset. “They’re going to figure out one didn’t come back, right?”

      It wasn’t until Kal responded with “Almost certainly” that Cerri realized she’d asked a question rather than make a statement. Of course, they’d know one was missing. They’d be fools not to, and if Kal had taught her anything, Malebrank were not fools.

      She closed her eyes, the sudden stress of it all overwhelming. The exhaustion made her want to find the energy to growl. She wasn’t this person. Cerri moved to a rock and sat down. Her knees hurt, and her back hurt, and this was too damn much.

      From her seat she looked over at the dead sagrat. Another supporting example of gardener theory—there were dinosaur analogues on more worlds than just Old Earth. While not completely identical, they were close enough to make a lot of Terran paleo-scientists very excited. She could certainly understand why, structurally, the creature looked like the popular idea of a dinosaur, complete with a partial feathered coat.

      Something glinted on one side of the creature’s head, and she stood up to look closer, despite the protest of her knees. When she was close enough to make out the object, her stomach dropped. Barely two inches across, there was no mistaking the fish-eye lens of a mesh-enabled camera. She picked up a heavy rock from the ground and smashed it.

      “Kal? This dinosaur had a camera on it.”

      He swore under his breath as he walked over to stand beside her. “Then they definitely know that one’s dead. And they probably know I’m here.”

      She’d been thinking the same thing. “With no satellites, and no relay, though… It’s possible that they don’t have the information yet, and may never get it.”

      “Hope without action is wishing.”

      She looked at him, one eyebrow raised. “Al’kheri again?”

      “Indeed,” Kal said with a nod. “He was incredibly cheery, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

      “In that case, what action do we need to take? How do we go on the offensive from here?”

      As if in answer to her question, the roar of engines rattled the rocks around them. Apparently, they’d been found.
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      Kal stepped in front of Cerri, not entirely certain which way to face to protect her but knowing that he would, no matter what happened. That was just his job, what he was hired for. Even as his brain tried to convince him of that, his heart knew differently. He would protect her because he refused to allow her specifically to come to harm. Not because she needed his protection, but because she was the sort of person who would never ask for it.  Someone who he cared about. On a better day, he might take the time to analyze that more. For now, the knowledge that he would was enough.

      Besides, from the sound of her annoyed throat clearing behind him, the fact that he’d stepped up with a rock pick while she had the pistol annoyed her. So, it counted as a win-win. Served her right for taking his sidearm.

      “Kalthosk? Sir? You in there?”

      Kal let out his breath as his body relaxed. He didn’t think he’d ever been happier to hear Emil’s thick Terran accent. He wouldn’t even berate him about the reflexive ‘sir’. “Took you long enough,” he said with a relieved chuckle. “Doctor Lewis and I are okay, by the way. Thanks for asking.”

      After a long pause, he replied. “There was some sort of dinosaur out here, but we chased it off.” He could hear the smile in Emil’s voice and would have to come up with some truly heinous assignment in response.

      “I told you it was a dinosaur,” Cerri whispered.

      “Don’t you start,” Kal replied. He leaned the pick against his pack and shouted back. “We need to move fast, there’s a group of illegal big game hunters using this place as their own private stock-and-stalk. The rest of the team--”

      “I sent Taz after them. He got the short straw. Or maybe I did. Can you get out?”

      “We sealed up the way we came in, but we can still climb.”

      “Not if you need to move fast. Wait there.” Emil still sounded amused, and Kal expected there would be plenty of ribbing about his being alone with Cerri. The good-natured teasing would sting more than usual because if he was honest, part of him wished they’d had time to engage in the sort of activities Emil no doubt suspected. Waking up with her pressed against him, her skin cool against the heat of his, made his whole body respond. It had been everything he could do to not stab her in the back with his erection. By the hells, even thinking about now made his cock tingle.

      After this mission he needed a long, indulgent shore leave. Whatever it took to get the incredible, unattainable Doctor Lewis off his mind.

      Engines whined above them, and the team’s shuttle moved to hover over the clearing. As Erkorath launched herself for the open cargo door, a rescue basket descended to ground level, swinging slightly on its dual ropes. He looked at Cerri. “You first, and don’t fight me on this.”

      She glared at him, and he could see the flash in her eyes as she debated it. She stood down, however, and handed the plasma pistol to him before clambering into the basket. “Fine, but you keep the gun. Just in case.”

      He knew it was a bad idea to antagonize her, but he did it anyway. “See how easy life is when you just do as you’re told?” he said, then bent to grab the two packs to add to the basket.

      The pinch to his side would have cracked a tora-nut and he yelped more in surprise than actual pain. “Hey!”

      She glared at him, eyes narrowed and nose scrunched up in adorable furrows. “You know you earned that.”

      He chuckled. “I admit to nothing.” He leaned close to reach past her and press the recall button, aware of how close his face was to hers. After two days of stress and exertion, she smelled… incredible. Musky, with none of the cosmetic scents hiding the true smell of her sweat and skin. He closed his eyes to get his thoughts under control, even as his pulse spiked, and fire boiled in his blood. He managed to whisper, “Don’t fall” before she was raised up into the waiting shuttle.

      This was the stressful time; the point when they were at their most vulnerable. He moved the plas-pistol out of standby mode, just in case. No attack came.  They must have gotten lucky. As soon as he had the thought, Al’kheri’s eighth maxim rang out loud and clear. Luck favors the prepared.

      The basket descended again, and with a final check of their surroundings, Kal hopped into it and pressed the recall. He continued to watch around and below them, plas-pistol in hand, until he reached the shuttle’s hold. Emil held out a hand and Kal shut down his sidearm before handing it over. “How’d you find us?”

      Emil put the pistol into the arms locker and handed him a cold bottle of water. “Don’t drink that too fast. And this was the next closest rock formation from where you’d launched the beacon. It doesn’t take a genius, Kal.”

      Kal turned to offer the water to Cerri, but she already had one in her hand. She raised it to him in a silent salute. He turned back to Emil. “If you’re in the shuttle, did Tazgoran take the GEV?”

      “He walked,” said Emil, deadpan. Before Kal could say anything more, Emil continued, “Crash must have jumbled your brain more than you thought. Sir. Of course he took the GEV.” He pronounced the acronym like a single word rather than saying the letters, and the soft G in his pronunciation grated on Kal.

      “We should get to the crash site then. There are casualties to deal with, and he’ll need all the hands he can find.”

      Emil looked at him, “It’s bad?”

      “Rex and Selene didn’t make it out. One of the dig team was still unconscious when we left.”

      “Indorian. His name is Andref Indorian.” Cerri’s voice came from behind them.

      Emil gave a slow nod, then backed his chair into its lock-down. “I’m sorry.”

      She nodded. “Appreciated.”

      Kal buckled in and rubbed his temples before taking a long drink of water. It may have been a stupidly long day, but it wasn’t over yet.
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        * * *

      

      Cerridwen knew something was wrong the moment that the shuttle touched down. Through the forward viewscreen she could see the w-shaped wedge of the ground effect vehicle, but no one came out of the shadows of the rocks to greet them. She reached over and squeezed Kal’s hand. “Where’s the team? Why aren’t they loading the transport?”

      He growled, the sound low in his chest and seeming to vibrate into her through their clutched hands. “I’ll go check it out.”

      “Like hell you will,” Emil said as he unlimbered his chair and nudged it forward in the shuttle. “I sent Taz this way, I’ll be the one to check on him.”

      Cerri saw the other Terran worry at his lower lip—he was clearly concerned. She’d noticed that Taz and Emil were close but had previously written it off as a strong friendship. Seeing the tightness around Emil’s eyes now, she wasn’t so sure. She squeezed Kal’s arm. “Emil’s right. Let him look into it.” He hadn’t mentioned the camera since they were reunited with his people, and if the hunters were lying in wait, then Emil wouldn’t be their target of choice. Kal would, and if he led the way, there was a chance they’d shoot first.

      Kal stiffened under her hand, and she could feel the tension in his arm, but he gave a tight nod. “Be extremely cautious.”

      Emil chuckled and patted the armored leg cover at the front of his chair. A port opened and a heavy plas-cannon barrel emerged. “I’m always cautious.”

      She hadn’t realized, or even considered the idea the Emil’s hoverchair was combat-capable. Her own prejudices had her assuming he was more of a desk officer than a full member of the squad, and she felt guilty but also glad that she’d never made her thoughts public.

      As though he could read her thoughts, Emil grinned at her. “There’s probably something in the Concordance about not making vehicle-class weapons portable for an individual, but frankly, I never was one for rules.” With that, he drifted out of the shuttle and across the loose rock toward the GEV.

      He didn’t have to go far. After he’d gone only a few meters, a voice called out for him to stop and an enormous, powerfully built Malebrank male stepped out of the vehicles rear bay. She’d thought Kalthosk was big—the newcomer easily had a third of a meter on him in height. His sleeveless top exposed arms that likely wouldn’t have fit into the sleeves if they’d been left on. His black hair had been pulled into a ponytail below his shaved pate—the ‘skullet’ look that was popular among many Malebranki. The bright red of his skin looked like an angry wound. Even from her place in the shuttle, she could feel the Malebrank’s presence, as though power and cruelty came naturally to him. If what Kal had told her was true, she supposed it did.

      “I am Ofanus Issachar, of House Azh’Modac. Slayer of Alphaeus, and Huntmaster of Golgoroth.”  To emphasize his words, fire rippled up from the Malebrank’s hands and coiled around his arms. It was the first time Cerri had seen the v’tana in action, and she rightly understood the terror it could engender in others.

      “Ofanus,” Kal whispered. “There’s not a Terran equivalent. The closest is maybe Duke? He commands one of the core families that make up the House.”

      Cerri nodded. She hadn’t been sure if the word had been name or title.

      “What or who you are about to be,” Emil responded, “Is in direct violation of the Hegemonic Alliance’s operational rules as regards treatment of injured if you don’t get out of my way. The people from that shuttle are ours, and we’ll be taking them back now.”

      A pair of sagrat descended the ramp, spreading out to prevent Emil from targeting all of them at once. “You must understand,” the Ofanus said. “I am deeply concerned that you don’t have the capacity or ability to care for the number of wounded here. As a result, the hegemony’s rules insist that I should step in and offer assistance, do they not?”

      “How about you let me decide what we can and can’t handle.” Emil’s drawling accent had thickened while he talked, and Cerri noticed his chair drifting to one side so he could keep the Malebrank and both of the hunting lizards in front of him.

      Beside her, Kal swore. Erkorath had hopped into his lap, and he stroked the scythewing’s neck with one hand while Cerridwen held the other. “Don’t bait him, Emil. He’s holding all the cards here.”

      “Not necessarily,” Cerri said. Though short of her and Kal jumping out and opening fire she wasn’t sure what they could do. And even if they did that, there was no guarantee that the rest of the Ofanus’s people wouldn’t just open fire on the injured members of her team and Kal’s crew. “Is there a way we can get a message to the people in the camp?”

      Outside, the Ofanus continued. “I would need to be convinced you had the capacity to take care of so many wounded, of course.”

      She couldn’t see Emil roll his eyes, but she could hear it in the tone of his voice. “And how much would it take to convince you of that?”

      Kal tensed, and she knew what the next words from the Ofanus’s mouth would be.

      “It would be something other than money, I fear.” The Malebrank’s voice was almost syrupy as he spoke. “I have evidence that an enemy of House Azh’Modac is on this planet. You may know him, or you may not—that makes no difference to me, either way. If you deliver him to me, I will be convinced of your capacity, and will be happy to remand the crash survivors into your care. Minus the other Malebrank of course.  He will need to be questioned until we learn if he willingly consorted with a known traitor or not.”

      “Allow me a counteroffer,” Emil said. His accent had disappeared, replaced by a cold flatness that should have terrified the Ofanus to hear. “You let my friends go—all of them—and I won’t turn you and your pet dinosaurs into molten glass along with a significant expanse of this desert.”

      Even from her position in the shuttle, she could hear the plas-cannon warming up on Emil’s chair. The Malebrank smiled, raising one hand to shoulder height, where a ball of flame danced merrily in his palm. A second later she spotted the glint of something glass up in the rocks above the camp. Kal must have noticed it at the exact same time, He swore under his breath and stood up. She stood along with him, and he grabbed her by the shoulders. “Make sure you get everyone to safety.”

      No. He wasn’t going to do this. She wouldn’t let him. “We both can do that as soon as--”

      He cut off her words with a hard kiss. His mouth didn’t ask so much as demand, and she was surprised at how ready her lips were to obey. Lust rocketed along her nerves, and she growled as she chased after his tongue with her own. All too soon he cut off the embrace and stepped away from her. “I’ve wanted to do that since we met. Sorry.” She was still recovering her breath when he jumped out of the shuttle. and waved his arms over his head, shouting, “I’m here, Issachar. Call off your sniper and let them go.”
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      “I can’t believe you’re going to just allow this!” Cerridwen shouted at Taz and Emil. Once Kalthosk had surrendered himself, everything had progressed quickly: The hunter’s transport trundled in from where ever it had been hiding, and the Ofanus and his team had loaded up Kal and departed, leaving her, Emil, and the pilot—a Terran named Wilkes—to unite with Taz’s squad and the other survivors in the makeshift camp. Erkorath had been announcing her dismay with a call that sounded for all the world like dripping water, but so far had remained all but glued to Cerridwen’s shoulder.

      “We’re not just sitting here,” Emil said. “Pardon the pun.” Taz gave his shoulder a squeeze before leaving to help Alys load the wounded into the back of the GEV. “Kal gave orders. Wounded first. Everyone safe. Then we worry about him.”

      “By the time that’s done they could be halfway back to…” she realized she didn’t know where the seat of House Azh’Modac was and screamed in frustration as she paced away from the camp.

      She heard the quiet hum of repulsor-drives as Emil followed her. “If what you and Kal noticed is correct, then they’re not going to leave the planet for a while yet. They came for a hunt.”

      “Yes, well they got the biggest prey of all, didn’t they?”

      “Maybe. And maybe you’re right.” Emil sped up and drifted his chair in a half-circle so he was in front of her. “I don’t know a lot about how the Malebranki think. But I know how assholes think, and my gut says these guys aren’t leaving until they’ve had the bloodsport they came for.”

      “Even though they could rest on having captured Kalthosk?” Didn’t Al’kheri ever hear about ‘a bird in the hand’ and all that?” She’d already decided the Maxims needed an update, but honestly, that was just sloppy. She looked past Emil to scan the horizon, still furious at Kal for his pig-headedness as much as for the fact that he’d kissed her only once he’d decided to leave. It made her furious with the entire male gender across all species.

      “I know what you’re feeling,” Emil said, his voice quiet. She was about to disagree when he cut her off. “Maybe not the exact emotions, but some facet of them. Knowing that waste of carbon had Tazgoran at his mercy? That he wanted to take Taz back as well? I wanted to vaporize him where he stood.”

      “Still kind of wishing you had.”

      “No, you’re not, because then I’d be dead, Taz would be dead. And likely you and your team would be dead or captured. Instead, we’re alive, and that means we can plan.” Emil gave a smile. “We know they started setting up a camp. Thanks to you and Kal, we know roughly where to start looking. These assholes are arrogant. They don’t think we’re a threat, so they’re not going to feel the need to move.”

      He’d floated forward slightly, and she realized he was using his chair to herd her back to the camp. She moved slowly, just enough to let him know she’d noticed, and then asked the other question that had been burning in her brain. “How do you and Tazgoran do it?”

      “Repulsorlifts and creativity, Doctor Lewis. Just like everyone else,” he said with a laugh.

      Her cheeks flamed into life as she realized how he’d interpreted the question. “No! Not what I meant! Hells, I’m so sorry I--”

      “Relax, I’m just grinding your gears.” Emil laughed. “You wanted to know how we make a Terran-Malebranki relationship work, despite the fact that they can be pig-headed, emotionally-stunted, self-sacrificing bastards.”

      Perhaps a bit more honest than she’d intended, but all the same he wasn’t wrong. “I mean they are, right? It’s not just Kal?”

      “Taz wasn’t raised in a Great House. His family are farmers who had settled in Hegemonic space long before the Cataclysm.” Emil got a faraway look in his eyes, and a smile curved the man’s lip. “He’s got his issues, but he’s male. We all do. I’m sure I’m just as much of a headache to him at times. That’s the secret though. We take turns supporting each other. If you can’t do that, you’ve got no foundation to build on.”

      “Kal’s not interested in taking turns. He wants to bottle me up and lock me away. Keep me safe.”

      “Weren’t we just arguing a moment ago because you wanted to keep him safe?”

      “That’s different, he’s--”

      “Is it?” Emil interrupted. “Because it seems the same from where I’m sitting.” He turned her again, so they were headed back to the camp together, where it looked like almost everything had been broken down and Alys and Taz were waiting. “Let me put it a different way, before we get back. I’ve known Kal almost as long as I’ve known Taz. I’ve seen him deal with a lot of things, and I’ve seen a lot of people drift in and out of his life, if you know what I mean.”

      She did, and the flame of jealousy it sparked in her was unbecoming. Especially since she hadn’t decided how she even felt about Kalthosk. All they’d shared was a kiss. It should have been meaningless, even if it still burned in her memory like a flame. “You’re not helping.”

      “I’ve never seen him get twisted up about someone the way he has with you. That’s all I’m trying to say. Well, that and to tell you to talk to him for flame’s sake. The two of you are worse than a couple of dholae for the way you posture around each other without committing to anything. You could stand to do a little more explaining your positions to each other, once we get him back.”

      “You make it sound like getting him back is a done thing.”  They arrived back at the GEV. She looked up into the cargo area and confirmed that the injured were all locked into place and not likely to go sliding around during the drive back to camp “We don’t even have a plan yet.”

      Tazgoran looked up, his smile bright against the crimson of his skin. “When your opponent has something you want, offer him something he wants more. Then take both.”

      “Al’kheri again?” Cerri rolled her eyes.

      “Nope. That one’s all Kalthosk.” Taz and Emil exchanged glance. “He’s a warrior poet at heart. Like the heroes of old.”

      “Well, if we don’t do something, he’s going to be dead like the heroes of old.” She set her jaw in a firm line and climbed into the GEV alongside Taz and Emil. “So, tell me how we’re going to stop that from happening.”
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      “You know this is ridiculous right? Where am I even going to go before you could catch me again? Check the horizon, it’s…blank…blank…blank.” Kalthosk nodded in each direction he could turn his head toward, which was limited by the fact that he'd been tied to a stake in the center of the camp, and then tied wrist to ankle like a prized choraff.

      Except instead of breeding him, they were going to take him to be slaughtered.

      No. He refused to give in to despair. Even if this was the end of his run, he could rest knowing that he’d bought the freedom of his own people and Cerridwen’s as well. It wasn’t exactly a small price—he rather enjoyed being alive—but it was one he was willing to pay. “Come on, at least give me some water or something. You don’t want me to die of dehydration before you get me back to Ab Arax”

      One of the huntsmen, a thin Malebrank with a scar on half his face, tossed a cupful of water at Kal. It splashed onto his clothes and drained away, while the other man laughed. “Quiet! You ought to be saving your strength.”

      Kal sucked the moisture out of the parts of his collar her could reach. It tasted like dirt and sweat, but it was wet. He tossed Scar his best grin. “Why? Do I get to wrestle your matron later?”

      In hindsight, antagonizing them was probably not his smartest idea. The kick was as sudden as Scar’s dash to his side. “When the Ofanus is done with you, you won’t feel so smart.”

      To be fair, he wasn’t feeling especially smart as it was. But he was already fantasizing about ways he’d take revenge on Scar for the kick to his aching ribs.

      “Ooo,” Scar continued. “Do you hate me, outcast? Why not set me ablaze with your v’tana? Oh, right. You can’t.”

      Behind him, a pair of low-ranking guards maneuvered a heavy metal cage on a repulsor-cart, bringing it out of the ship’s cargo hold and setting it on the edge of the camp. A terrifying, all too familiar howl came from the cage—a sound like wind ripping between metal lines, whistling and humming all at the same time.

      Kal’s stomach turned to jelly, and he was glad he’d been sat down before they’d restrained him, because at the moment, he couldn’t trust his legs to hold him upright. They brought a flame-damned basiloth with them. One of the few true hexapods on Ab Arax, basiloth were nightmarish, scaly apex predators with savage claws, powerful bodies, and sharp teeth.

      They were also extremely endangered, partly because they’d been hunted almost to extinction by nobility who wanted the “honor” of wearing a cloak made from their iridescent black scales. Kal felt sick at the thought of one being captured and dragged across the galaxy just to be killed.

      “You planning to tranq that one?” Kal asked, his anger replacing his common sense and self-preservation. “I mean, my ribs already know how much you can’t stand a fair fight.”

      “I really do enjoy your posturing, Kalthosk. You know that?” The Ofanus came out from the tent behind Kal and walked around to put the toe of his boot on Kal’s chest. “At one point I had planned to thank you, you know that?”

      “Oh, why’s that? I don’t recall making it over to your mother’s house.”

      The Ofanus leaned forward, all his weight pressing into Kal’s sternum. “My brother was Isstharion, Surely, you haven’t forgotten.”

      He hadn’t. And killing that smug little bastard to keep him from taking Erkorath’s egg was probably the smartest move Kal had made. Second smartest. Kissing Cerri while I had the chance was the first.

      He just wished he’d thought to do it sooner. “Ah, so you’re Ofanus by attrition. Your family must be so proud.”

      “They will be, when I march in wearing that basiloth as a cloak.” Issachar’s smile grew broader as he continued. “And when I toss your head down in front of them.”

      “You’re challenging me to Rite of Combat? Excellent. I accept!”

      the Ofanus’s laugh was as cruel as it was hollow. “You’re not part of a Great House anymore, ci’Urwiag. Did you forget? You have no standing to be challenged. But never let it be said I won’t give you a fighting chance. I plan to release you just before I free the basiloth. Then it doesn’t matter which of us kills you. I still win.”

      Scar chuckled from somewhere out of Kal’s line of sight, and the Ofanus gave a final shove with his boot that felt like it cracked one of Kal’s ribs as the noble stepped away. Kal felt the anger swell in him, an ember that wanted to burn, wanted to flare into destructive life. And just as quickly it fizzled and died.

      A dripping-water call echoed through the camp, the sound so well known to Kal that hearing it threatened to break his heart. Just as before, that foolish scythewing had broken free and come to find him, this time to a place far more dangerous than a simple sandstorm.

      Erkorath flapped her wings twice, then settled on the ground next to Kal. Around him, Kal heard the gasps of Scar and the Ofanus, as the recognized the scythewing for what it was.

      “She’s mine,” Issachar bellowed, just as one of the soldiers brought up a stun weapon and opened fire.

      “Nets only you fools!” Scar shouted. “You damage a scale on her back, and I’ll split your ribs and leave you for the basiloth!”

      Two of the soldiers blanched and the one who’d fired threw his stunner away across the camp. And then, chaos exploded into the camp around them. One of the soldiers who’d been moving the basiloth fell suddenly, blood rushing from the wound that had appeared in his leg.

      A heartbeat later the sound of the shot finally reached the camp.

      Someone shouted “sniper” as the hunters began taking cover around the camp, unsure of which direction the shot had come from. The basiloth itself howled again, throwing itself against the steel side of its cage, driven to frenzy by the smell of nearby blood.

      Another shot struck the lock on the cage. Kal took a deep breath, worried that the worst might happen, but the security pad held. Taz was an incredible shot as a sniper and had set records with the distance of his shots before. But that was a dangerous game, and there was no knowing that the lock would have held before he’d fired that shot.

      A third shot rang out, and this time the cage door swung open.

      As the Terrans like to say, shit.

      There was another howl of rage and the cage exploded open, the shimmering black form of the basiloth—fully three meters long, with another two meters of tail added on to that—pounced on the wounded soldier and dragged him back into the cage. Fortunately, the man’s screams were short-lived.

      The shuttle dropped out of high orbit, underside glowing from friction as it plummeted down. Ropes kicked out of the sides of the troop compartment and his team, his wonderful team, started a single-line descent into the camp, laying down a heavy cover of plasma fire as suppression.

      All around him, there was shouting, screaming, and the perpetual howl of the basiloth. Through all the chaos, Kal only had eyes for one delightfully rounded shape as she descended from the shuttle.

      The hunters were starting to recover now, switching from stunners to plas-weapons and beginning to return fire. Erkorath flew back to his side and he shooed her away. Just once, if he could focus his v’tana, now would be the time. He could incinerate his bonds and jump to help his friends.

      Cerri ran up to his side, as Erkorath lighted onto her shoulder. She pulled out an enormous knife and knelt beside him. “You look like you could use some help.”

      “I mean, I was holding my own, but yeah, if you wanted to cut me free, I’d be okay wi--” his sarcasm was cut short as her mouth claimed his, rough, urgent, and full of promise.

      She broke the kiss and started cutting away the ropes on his wrists. “Shut up.”

      “I mean, if the punishment for talking is another kiss like that, I could—Look out!”

      She rolled forward at his warning, just missing the swing of Ofanus Issachar’s falcata. Erkorath clattered her beak in distress as she was knocked off Cerri’s shoulder and tried to take flight. Kal twisted as Issachar stepped past him, tangling the other Malebrank’s legs just enough to slow him down. The Ofanus punched him in the face with the handguard of his sword and Kal felt his cheekbone snap.  Worth it, he thought as he saw Cerri scramble away on all fours.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t delay Issachar for long. After the punch, the Ofanus turned back toward Cerridwen, and raised the leaf-shaped blade of his falcata in the traditional Malebranki dueling salute,

      Fear felt like a flaming hand crushing his heart. She’d dropped her knife as she rolled and now it lay on the ground between her and the Ofanus. Lunging for it was a terrible plan. He knew how fast Issachar would be. A Terran would never be able to grab the weapon in time. As if to prove his point, fire curled around Issachar’s hand and licked up the edges of his sword. The nimbus of fire that wreathed the blade only reinforced the Ofanus’s nightmarish appearance. The screams and weapons-fire created a perfect soundtrack to his terror.

      Kal saw the exact moment Cerri decided to try for her knife. The change to the set of her jaw, the way her focus hardened in her eyes. In any other situation, his heart would have thrilled at the fight in her. Instead, he wanted to rage at the unfairness of a galaxy that had brought her into his life only to snatch her away in the cruelest way possible.

      It felt like slow motion. Cerri stayed low as she coiled her legs then lunged across the ground toward her knife. Erkorath clattered and called in anger and flew toward the Ofanus. Issachar drove one leg forward, using the full of his weight to drive the blade forward toward Cerridwen’s collarbone. Kal knew the strike, how it would pierce her heart from above. How it would kill her instantly.

      Erkorath exploded into flames.

      Kal could feel the connection snap into place the moment it happened. his mouth opened in a snarl of rage while the v’tana burned bright in his blood and manifested in his scythewing’s coat of flames. Issachar stumbled back as Erkorath dove at his face. The spirited little scythewing pressed her attack, as the Ofanus swore and tried to protect his face. His concentration shattered, and the flame around his falcata guttered and died.

      Cerri grabbed her knife off the ground and surged forward, slashing viciously at the back of Issachar’s leg. His knee buckled and he fell to the ground. Erkorath hooted in victory and dropped onto him, her sharp beak darting and tearing even as her flames singed blackened the Ofanus’s clothes. Kal reached his awareness out along his v’tana, feeling the pulse of the heat in his blood like a song. In return it felt like two hearts beat in answer to him.

      “Did you do that?” Cerri was next to him, slicing through his bonds.

      “I think so? Yes?” Despite sounding unsure, he knew the truth of it. His heart-fire had ignited at last.
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      Cerridwen helped Kal to his feet, then stood in front of him with Taz’s giant knife in both hands like a damned sword. Around the hunters’ camp, things were coming to an end. Most of the hunters had surrendered, and those that hadn’t quickly found themselves outmatched by the determination of Kal’s team.

      Tazgoran stepped forward and saluted. She started to move her arm in response before she realized he was probably saluting Kal behind her. He gestured toward the Ofanus. “What should we do with him?”

      “Take him into custody,” Kal said. Her chest hurt to hear the rawness in his voice. His husky baritone destroyed by heat and dehydration.

      She nodded her agreement and handed the knife back to Taz, “Hegemonic Authorities don’t take a kind eye to poaching. Or violating animal protection laws by stealing them off-world.”

      As she spoke the words she glanced toward the cage on the edge of the camp. The enormous, six-legged steroid-crocodile, or whatever it was, had somehow managed to vanish into the desert. How a creature that size was able to hide itself she had no idea, but the lack of perimeter walls back at the dig’s main base suddenly seemed like a poor decision. A few small predators were one thing. A ravenous land-shark of some kind was an entirely different matter.

      They could take that up when they were back at camp, and when she quietly reminded her people to keep the bloody curfew like Kal had suggested.

      Tazgoran stepped toward Issachar to comply, and she turned back to Kal. “You need to sit down.”

      “I’ve been sitting all day. What I need to do is get some feeling back into my legs.” He stumbled twice as he walked in a small circle. “You need to be more careful.”

      Anger boiled white hot in her vision for a second. “Don’t even, Mister I’m-just-going-to-turn-myself-in. They could have killed you before we got here. And then where would I be?”

      He looked at her, and for the first time she saw past the arrogance and bravado he usually wore to read the pain, exhaustion, and fear in his eyes. His smile was weak. “You’d be looking for a new Security Chief, I suppose.”

      She rolled her eyes and chuckled. “Stop trying to be cute. I don’t want another security chief. I want you.”

      For a split second, the weariness in his eyes evaporated, replaced with a sultry fire that she felt in every nerve of her body. “Lucky you, because you’re stuck with me.”

      Cerri wrapped his arm around her shoulder and half-carried him to a nearby stool. He sat and she knelt on one knee in front of him. “You can joke all you want about it, but I’m serious.”

      He waved a hand. “It worked out. I knew you’d rescue me.”

      “No!” her voice was adamant, slamming down on him like a physical thing. “You don’t get to sacrifice yourself. Not for me. Not for any of us.”

      “That’s my job. Keep all of you safe.”

      “That’s a damned stupid interpretation of keeping us safe. You’re what, a one-shot protection? Who protects us from the next threat? And the one after that? Or does that not matter because you got to be a noble! Bloody! Martyr!” She emphasized words by pounding on his legs with her fists.

      “What else could I do? He was going to shoot Emil. Taz would never forgive me if something had happened to him. “ He nodded over her shoulder at where Taz stood next to Emil’s chair, and they were hugging each other tightly.

      “Then you find another way, a warning or a counter shot, or a hundred other things that aren’t self-sacrifice. My heart can’t take it.” Her head dropped forward. She wouldn’t cry in front of him, but the fear that he could have died suddenly felt both real and exhausting.

      He lifted her chin gently, until his gaze met hers. “I can’t promise not to be reckless, or dumb for that matter. I’ve got too much experience being me. But I can promise not to do anything stupid before consulting with you first. Does that work?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I guess it will have to.” She leaned forward to graze her lips against his, tentatively at first, and then with an increasing sureness.

      Their first two kisses had been fast, sudden and demanding even as they were emotionally honest. They had been a shout in a hurricane, desperate to be heard. By contrast, this began as a simmer, an exploration of the hurt that still existed between them. It tasted like his protective instincts and her wrathful defense of him. Of his fear and her sorrow. It spread heat through her limbs and pooled low in her belly, until she had to gasp for breath and remind him that they were still in the middle of a camp with his soldiers all around.

      His teeth grazed along her chin and she shivered in response. It left her voice breathy as she whispered, “Later?”

      “Later,” he said, without hesitation, and it felt like a promise.
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        * * *

      

      Kalthosk blinked sleep out of his eyes and, reflexively, reached out with his v'tana. The connection was there, a heat and flame that bound him to the heart of the wonderful archeologist who'd chosen him. As soon as the flame began to crackle along his hand, he snapped it off. The sheets of her bed still bore several scorch marks where his emotions hadn't been quite so under control.

      "Well, that's a smug grin," Cerridwen said as she turned around and finished buckling her trousers. "Any particular reason, or still satisfied with your performance last night?"

      He gave her his best, innocent grin. "I don't know what you could possibly mean. I was completely quiet. You on the other hand…"

      "Don't." Her cheeks, always a bit ruddy, went scarlet. "Just don't"

      "I promise not to say a word. You likely won't get that offer from the rest of your dig team however."

      She covered her face with one hand and then wandered back to sit on the edge of the bed next to him. "The dig season ends in a couple of days…" Her voice faded out, but she didn't say more.

      He picked up her hand, amazed all over again at how she could be so strong and so delicate at the same time. After threading his fingers through hers he said, "I don't have any contracts open after this one. I've even got some leave that my crew keeps telling me to take."

      Cerri nodded but stayed quiet.

      "Unless you don't want me to come visit." They hadn't really talked about what came next for them. If he had his preferences, he'd stay by her side always, but that had to be something she wanted too. She wasn't something he deserved, but a person who chose to be with him every day. If she chose differently, he'd learn to deal with it, but he wouldn't constrain her.

      "It's not that," she said quietly. "I just don't want—"

      "You don't want to feel like you're pressuring me. or 'taming' me." He crooked his fingers in the channa-ears gesture the Terrans sometimes used when they meant something ironically.

      She laughed, and it warmed his blood that he got to see this side of her—the nervous, even shy and happy part that she shared with no one else. "I don't think there's any question about you being tamed. No this is more about… Dr. Eats has another site that he feels might also be productive, especially since this one hasn't panned out as we'd hoped."

      "Oh." She wasn't heading back to the Academy. She was going on another dig. That made sense he supposed, but he didn't have to like it.

      "It's going to be pretty safe, no renegade Malebranki nobility, or dangerous wild beasts. Just a quiet world with a lot of rocky coastlines and jagged fjords."

      He wasn't entirely sure what fjord meant, but Kal suspected they weren't dangerous. "No need for a security team then."

      "Well, not the whole team, no." She leaned over, pressing her hand to his chest and the wicked smile she reserved for him dimpled her cheeks. "But I could have several uses for a security chief."

      He used her shoulders to pull her down the rest of the way, so he could claim her mouth with the long, lazy kisses he'd learned she preferred. When it was time to breathe again, he let out a soft chuckle. "In that case, I'll have to adjust my rates. Since you don't need the whole team."

      Her pinch bruised his still aching ribs. "Your rate better be zero, you lousy—"

      He cut her off with another kiss, pulling her against him so all her pillowy soft curves molded against his body. She was everything he wanted, and nothing he'd been expecting. And he looked forward to making every day an opportunity to prove himself worthy of her.

      And if that wasn't love, it was close enough for him.
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      In the After The Fall series, cyborg Korthans, on the run from an enemy determined to eradicate them, are caught off guard when the once-in-a-lifetime mate bond is awoken by the very humans who nearly destroyed them.

      

      How do you choose between your people and your mate? Especially when you're a Korthan cyborg captain and your human mate unknowingly holds the key to lasting peace or unending war?

       Korthan cyborg commander T'ren, two Mogha hellhounds, and the ancient, sentient Galaxyship usually evade the the humans who want to destroy his people once and for all. When they discover an old human attack ship adrift with its pilot in stasis, Galaxy insists on saving the pilot. T'ren can't deny the pull of the sacred mate bond with the human woman, but how can he be mated to the enemy?

      Vonda Rhodes fought in the long war against the Korthans, only to be stranded in space after the battle over an uninhabited planet. Putting herself in stasis saved her life, but when she's awakened a decade later, she's surrounded by the enemy. Now her body is changed, and she's hearing voices, including one that wants her dead for unwittingly being a part of the battle that destroyed the mogha homeworld. To top it off, she's now linked to an ancient Korthan death angel ship in ways she's only beginning to understand.

      When the Galaxyship insists T'ren and the moghas go with Vonda and her ship, they must navigate their growing attraction, Vonda's struggle to master her power, and sabotage. 

      Can they forge a new path together to be a shining beacon of peace, or will vengeance and guilt shatter their bond forever?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The proximity alarm sounded in his mind this time.

      Emergency Proximity Alarm 7, Subroutine 238 Initializing. Consciousness reclaimed in Three…Two…One…

      T’ren opened his eyes, drawing in a deep breath through his nostrils, letting it out noisily between his lips.

      “Lights,” he said to the air, staring at the shiny black ceiling as his domicile became illuminated.

      There were five to seven false alarms during any given week. His team better have a damn good reason for tapping directly into his subroutines for this one. Do not disturb meant do not disturb.

      A tickle on his awareness furrowed his brow. It was faint, but a sense of another increased his heartrate.

      A long soft antenna curled around his calf, feather-like tip brushing lightly along the bottom of his foot.

      “Stop it,” T’ren said, pulling his foot away, sitting up straight on his resting platform.

      You were thinking tickle, a young voice sounded in his mind, the blue and white furry mass of his mogha companion disappearing beneath the covers. One telltale long antenna poked out of the side, feather tip swaying in the breeze of the environmental controls.

      “Not that kind of tickle.” T’ren stood up, scratching the sensation from the bottom of his foot against the leg of the bed. The mogha had his own place to sleep, yet always seemed to end up in T’ren’s bed before the end of the night.

      S’rch was young. When they first sensed each other, he was surprised how young his mogha companion was. Young and full of mirth and mischief.

      As an old cyborg, it was evidence the universe had a sense of humor. At least, that’s what the Galaxy liked to tell him.

      Pulling on his black uniform, T’ren accessed the video-comm on the wall over his desk, voice only.

      “Security, report,” he said, rubbing his temples, head bowed. He could not continue these bingers with Captain K’ursick. Of course, the man would out drink him every time.

      “Sir,” the voice of his security officer, J’ake, came back, curt and clipped. “There is a human vessel half a parsec port side.”

      Standing up straight, he blinked, blood slowing in his veins.

      “It’s a Class B Human Colony Alliance fighter,” the security officer continued.

      That tickle nibbled at his awareness again, a seed planted in his mind, roots entwining down his spine.

      What is that? his mogha asked, still sitting on the bed. No longer under the covers, his white antennae stood tall above his alert white ears, blue stripe along his head turned sideways with his face.

      I…don’t know, T’ren admitted through their bond, not able to say it out loud.

      “Apologies for accessing your CPU, but you weren’t answering our calls,” J’ake’s voice sounded.

      “On my way,” he said to the vid-comm and his security officer. This was not a false alarm after all.

      T’ren entered the bridge, the KCC Protectors waiting, already suited up, ready for the order to intercept the human ship in their respective ships. Their mogha companions paced the perimeter of the room. S’rch did not follow, no doubt seeking out his guide, D’rrie.

      The bridge of the Galaxy Ship wasn’t a true control room, as the great ship decided where he was going and when, controlling his own navigation systems. But there was plenty of access to watch the outside universe around them, a secure place where the KCC Protectors could gather. As commander of the Korthan Cyborg Corps, T’ren had influence on what they might need the ship to do to at least get them where they needed.

      Captain K’ursick, captain of the Galaxy, stood to the side, nodding slightly at T’ren as the commander walked past.

      A real-time hologram of the human fighter floated in the middle of the room, everyone circled around. The ship appeared as lifeless as all human ships, but this one even more so. There were no emissions from the engines, no lights of any kind. The cockpit of the ship was dark. For all intents and purposes, it looked to be dead in space.

      But the most curious thing about it was—

      “How old is that ship?” T’yke, the operations officer, piped up.

      The ship was old, a model he hadn’t seen since the war ended ten years ago. How the hell did that get all the way out here?

      “Any lifeforms?” T’ren asked, sweeping his hand through the air, the ship becoming larger until the cockpit was in full view. Nothing appeared to be in the cockpit, dead or alive.

      “There may be one lifeform, Sir,” A’yla, the medical officer, said. “But it’s hard to make out.”

      His brow furrowed. How could they not know if there was a lifeform onboard or not?

      “It might be in some sort of stasis,” A’yla clarified.

      Even so, did humans have that kind of technology?

      But as he stared at the ship, the tickle became a presence, something pushing on his mind, tugging on his heart, enriching his soul. His breath increased.

      Keeping his features neutral, he simply stared at the hologram while he willed his breathing back to normal. If anyone in the room noticed, they kept it to themselves.

      Are you okay? You seem troubled. Leave it to his mogha to not only notice when not even in the room with him, but to comment on it as well. It’s the tickle, isn’t it?

      Yes, he said. There was something about this ship, something familiar. But he knew he’d never seen it before, a quick memory review confirming that assumption.

      Realizing Captain K’ursick was watching him out of the corner of his eyes, T’ren felt a prickle at his neck. Only he and the previous KCC Commander, L’Den, knew what Captain K’ursick really was—

      “Orders, Sir?” T’yke said and all eyes turned to him, except for K’ursick’s, who now was studying the human ship.

      There were thousands of lives onboard the Galaxy Ship. The Captain had his duties, but as KCC Protector Commander, T’ren was responsible for all of them. They had survived fleeing the terraformation of Mogha, had escaped the destruction of Korth, had survived ten years in space, dodging human warships, mercenaries and headhunters before finding relative safety on the outskirts of the galaxy.

      One human ship could destroy everything. Even if his curiosity were piqued, he couldn’t act on a whim.

      “Leave it,” he said.

      They would go back to their lives of false proximity alarms and minimal risk. The Galaxy promised Sanctuary when it was time. They would continue eluding the humans as L’Den and K’urt came and went, performing their mission of reeducation and peace.

      But T’ren was surprised by a sinking in his heart, a regret that he was abandoning something—

      Suddenly, the human ship started tracking towards them.

      T’ren’s heart lurched in his chest, alarm from the other cyborgs palpable.

      “It’s a ruse,” S’ym, the communications officer, said, stance wide, hands balled into fists as he stared at the approaching hologram. “It’s going to attack us.”

      All eyes tracked back to T’ren, awaiting orders. There were no brash decisions with a crew such as theirs. Too many lives were at stake.

      But T’ren knew what they were all thinking; blow this ship right out of space and be done with it.

      Destroying the ship was the correct course of action, but would the decision be brash?

      “Commander, a word,” Captain K’ursick said, touching the wall with a diamond gemkey, exiting into the ready room that opened beyond.

      Pursing his lips, he met the eyes of each of the Protectors before following the captain.

      Once inside, K’ursick removed the gemkey and the wall closed to the others on the bridge. The room was cavernous, streams of green, blue, and yellow light traversing the ceiling in rivers of electric energy. K’ursick brought him to the heart of the Galaxy?

      “I’m bringing her in” was all the captain said before disappearing in a cloud of pixels.

      T’ren stood, unblinking.

      “Stars,” he rubbed his temples, head throbbing as he did his best to will away an impending headache. Talk about brash decisions.

      Only he and L’Den were aware that the real Captain K’ursick had taken a group of mogha and Korthan refugees to Sanctuary, with the Scout Ship that had chosen the captain. Sanctuary was a one-way trip. Anyone who went could not return.

      But Galaxy, along with L’Den, K’urt, and their human mates, knew the importance of a mission to remind the Human Colony Alliance that Korthans and humans were compatible, that they could all live in peace. The Galaxy felt it was critical, even though it meant putting the lives in his charge at risk.

      However, some moghas and Korthans couldn’t cope, so they were granted passage on the Korthan K’ursick’s Scout Ship and the Galaxy took on his visage in secret.

      “Throwing ten years out an airlock isn’t exactly what I expected from you,” T’ren said to the air, his voice echoing in the grand chamber.

      The Galaxy himself never told anyone what the chamber was called, but if there was a residence for the consciousness, the essence of the ship, it was here, at the heart of the Galaxy.

      A yellow stream of light flashed on the dark wall in front of him, traversing a round arch before disappearing into the ceiling.

      “Nothing has been compromised,” the Galaxy’s voice echoed.

      Nothing? He was bringing the human ship onboard. That wasn’t exactly putting them in an uncompromising position.

      “Why do you do this to me?” he said to the ceiling where the yellow light disappeared, raising his arms towards it. “What am I supposed to tell the others?”

      There was a pause, then, “The truth.” The Galaxy’s soft voice boomed.

      T’ren pulled out his diamond gemkey, hesitating before placing it against the wall. “Don’t send me on a wild chase back to the bridge. There is no time for antics.”

      “There is always time for antics,” the voice said. “It reminds us that life is joyous.”

      T’ren knew plenty of Korthans that would disagree. But the Galaxy was an enigma, an ancient being. With their infinitely shorter lives in comparison, he knew the Galaxy could see things they couldn’t understand.

      Saying a silent ‘thank you’ as he immediately re-entered the bridge, T’ren did a quick calculation of the time. Time moved differently in the heart of the Galaxy. As far as the Protectors knew, he had only been talking to the captain for a few minutes.

      “We’re standing down,” he said, watching as everyone’s eyes widened.

      “Standing down?” T’yke said, incredulous.

      Nodding his head once, T’ren said, “The Galaxy is the one pulling in the ship.”

      “What? Why?” J’ake said.

      “In an effort to further peace.” It was the only explanation T’ren could think of. As commander, he had to put on an air of certainty, even if he was as far from certain as he could be.

      “My entire family and my mogha’s family are onboard this ship,” the operations officer said.

      “Has he lost his mind?” the security officer said at the same time.

      “We have to trust that he knows what he’s doing,” T’ren said. “Stand down.”

      “Thank you, Commander,” Captain K’ursick said with a curt nod.

      T’ren hadn’t realized the captain re-entered the room. Nobody else would have noticed either.

      The effect was immediate as the mood of the room changed, each of the Protectors offering a nod before exiting with his or her mogha companion.

      After the last person left, T’ren and K’ursick the only two on the bridge, the captain said, “Meet me in Hanger Bay 7.”

      T’ren’s mouth fell open as the pixels dissipated this time, the room silent as he stood alone. Hanger Bay 7 had been off limits for as long as he’d been on the Galaxy Ship.
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        * * *

      

      Many of the spaces on the Galaxy were fixed. As such, T’ren couldn’t simply press his diamond gemkey against the wall and be transported directly, like with the heart. The bridge was a fixed space as well as the hanger bays.

      After taking four corridors and two lifts, he approached the door to Hanger Bay 7, flipping his gemkey between his fingers. Since the hanger was off limits, T’ren never bothered trying to use the all-access diamond gemkey to enter the space. Would it work?

      The Galaxy only entrusted a handful of the all-access gemkeys. T’ren felt the Galaxy fully trusted each individual, never had any reason to believe otherwise, but he had no doubt there were still places on the mysterious ship no one had access to—

      As he approached the door, it opened of its own accord. Pressing his lips together, he dropped the gemkey in his chest pocket. Never mind on testing that theory today.

      Entering the dark space, the door banged shut behind him.

      “Thank you for coming,” the voice of the Galaxy boomed through the darkness.

      “Of course,” T’ren said. No request by the Galaxy would be refused.

      T’ren’s step slowed and stopped all together as he couldn’t see through the darkness, even with enhanced vision.

      Feeling the presence of another furrowed his brow. It was not S’rch, but it was similar, and he recognized a bond.

      Light illuminated the darkness and T’ren sucked in a breath.

      Before him sat a great triangular ship of the same beauty as a sentient Scout Ship, but larger than any Scout he’d ever seen. It was red and black, like A’ryk Chiste’s ship, but with gold accents along the tips of the wings.

      Like A’ryk Chiste’s ship—

      Was this a Death Angel? There was no marking of a cybernetic fist like what KCC ships had, but another marking caught his attention—

      Stars, it was a Death Angel. He’d never been this close to one before; the ship was bigger than he realized.

      Walking as close as he dared, he raised a hand, stopping short of touching the hull. The ship was dark, no telltale bio lights tracing along the cockpit or its wings.

      “Is it dead?” T’ren said, lowering his arm.

      “The ship is alive,” the Galaxy’s voice sounded all around him, whispers brushing across his ears. “The consciousness has moved on.”

      The Galaxy sounded sad.

      T’ren felt like he was seeing something very intimate, sacred even. “Why are you showing me this?”

      Another light illuminated another ship and T’ren’s breath quickened. The human ship. Dwarfed in comparison to the great Death Angel, he wasn’t even aware the ship was in there.

      The form of K’ursick stepped up from behind him and he jumped, his personal proximity sensors strangely offline. Running a quick diagnosis, he found his sensors were working just fine.

      Hair standing on end, the place suddenly felt full of ghosts, the Galaxy haunting in his unspoken intentions.

      K’ursick walked to the grey, blocky, inelegant ship of the Human Colony Alliance and placed his hand next to what appeared to be squared seams of a hatch behind a transparisteel cockpit dome.

      The hatch opened with a pop followed by a hiss of escaping air. T’ren’s sensors informed him it was oxygen. Whatever happened to the ship, the environmental controls were not compromised.

      “Follow me,” K’ursick said and waltzed onboard the human ship. As if they were children exploring a cave.

      Taking more caution, T’ren pulled out the sidearm he’d grabbed from the armory before complying with the request to come to Hanger Bay 7.

      There wasn’t much to the interior of the ship. There was the cockpit and then a small space behind the cockpit just large enough for a cooking station and a long rectangular box.

      K’ursick was peering over the edge of the box. Keeping his gun raised, T’ren sidled up next to him, first noticing a glass covering over the platform before looking down into it—

      T’ren forgot to breath, the skin along his scalp tightening, his ears ringing as his heart stopped, the very blood in his veins slowing. Time stood still and it felt like he was in the heart of the Galaxy for a moment.

      The Galaxy did not matter. There was only he and—

      She was beautiful. Black hair framed a serene round face with light skin and full lips. He stared at her closed eyes, wondering what they looked like.

      —His mate.

      Throat constricting, his heart swelled. This human woman, whoever she was, was his mate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      You found your mate! An ecstatic young voice boomed in his mind.

      T’ren could practically see his mogha jumping and prancing in excitement, antennae and tail twirling emphatically. That was the tickle. It was your mate. This is the happiest day of my life! Well, second happiest, after finding you were my alpha.

      T’ren blew out a breath as time sped back up and he remembered how to breathe again. Looking up, he also remembered he had an audience—

      K’ursick’s grin was ear to ear.

      “I think I liked it better before I could tell what you were thinking,” T’ren said.

      Not that he could tell what the Galaxy was thinking exactly, but K’ursick was clearly amused by T’ren finding his mate.

      K’ursick’s smile faded, a wariness replacing it.

      “This is what I am trying to save,” the Galaxy said. “The first Korthan I knew to form a bond with a human was L’Den. Then came K’urt’s mate. I brought this human onboard because you didn’t want to abandon her. And I knew. Imagine all the Korthans who will not find their mates if we don’t find a way to peace with the humans.”

      “How did you know I didn’t want to abandon her?” T’ren asked.

      “There is a lot I know about you,” the Galaxy said. When T’ren threw him a sidelong long-suffering glance, K’ursick added, “It was your elevated breathing that gave it away.”

      “You brought a potentially hostile human onboard because of my elevated breathing?” T’ren shook his head.

      K’ursick’s gaze tracked from T’ren to the cryotube and then back to T’ren. “It was a good guess.”

      Reality came crashing in. This woman was in a Human Colony Alliance fighter, an old model from a war ten years past. The human female was in some sort of cryotube.

      Could she have been in stasis for that long?

      The cryotube didn’t appear to be functioning, his elevated emotions rendered mute.

      Cable extending from his wrist, he made his way to the cockpit, shoehorning his larger body into the seat as he connected to the dashboard, downloading everything from the ship’s logs in a matter of seconds.

      T’ren tapped his index finger against his raised cramped knee. They found this human just in time, as the cryotube shut down only a day ago. A scanning review of the logs revealed she had been in it for ten years, her ship stranded after the Battle of Mogha—

      He disconnected from the console, blood cold. He had everything saved in his CPU, but there was no need to review any more logs. He did not even want to know her name.

      She was a combatant. Humans had been put to death for less. T’ren recalled K’urt’s efforts to save Liana, which he ultimately did, but she was not even a combatant.

      Worse still, this human fought against the Korthans over Mogha. The terraforming of that world was an unforgivable atrocity.

      Perhaps sending her ship back out into space was for the best. He would never find another mate, but how could this thing be his mate to begin with?

      A warm hand rested on his shoulder, and he jerked around, K’ursick leaning into the tight space.

      “Now what?” T’ren said, swallowing as his throat constricted.

      “Now we must save her life,” K’ursick said, hand squeezing T’ren’s shoulder.

      “Just let her die,” T’ren said, grabbing a bar on the ceiling and pulling himself out of the cockpit. “It would be for the best.”

      “She does not want to die,” K’ursick said, stepping aside as T’ren shuffled next to the cryotube.

      Gazing into her face, heart longing for what should never be, T’ren resisted the urge to push K’ursick out of the hatch of the human ship. Did the Galaxy know everything?

      As if the Galaxy could read his mind, which he probably could, K’ursick added, “Vonda’s records state that she does not want to die.”

      Vonda— So, she wouldn’t remain nameless as he ejected her back out into space.

      A sharp pang sank in his gut. His soul would be swept out with her—

      “I don’t think it’s up to us,” T’ren said with a wince.

      “We have crossed paths,” K’ursick’s voice was low, the soft reverence of the Galaxy coming through. “It is up to us.”

      The next three seconds were spent in silence, T’ren staring at her face, wondering what color her eyes were. What would it be like staring into those eyes? What color were they?

      “I’ll get A’yla,” T’ren said, resolve set, turning to exit the ship.

      K’ursick stepped in front of the hatch. “No. No one can know about this.”

      Eyes narrowing on the captain’s form, T’ren said, “But I don’t know what to do for her.”

      “I do.”

      He was afraid the Galaxy might say something like that.

      “What do you have in mind?” T’ren stared at him, studying K’ursick face. Then his mouth dropped open. “You intend to merge her with the Death Angel ship.”

      K’ursick’s good-natured grin returned, as if a teacher proud of his student figuring out the answer.

      “Once she is bound to the ship,” K’ursick said, “her human body can be healed in the hyperbolic chamber onboard the Death Angel. She is your mate, and she doesn’t want to die.”

      There was also admonishment in that statement, as if the Galaxy were disappointed in his willingness to abandon the highest calling for a Korthan. Whatever the ancient being thought, T’ren was not making this decision lightly. He was well aware his duty to his mate was above all things.

      No one told him his mate could be the very enemy that destroyed their most sacred planet.

      “A’ryk would not like this,” he said, eyes tracking to the Death Angel ship. “The Death Angels would not like this.”

      A Death Angel’s soul duty was to protect planets. The failure A’ryk must have felt over the terraformation of Mogha and the destruction of Korth had to be immense—

      “No one knows where A’ryk is,” K’ursick said. “And I have not seen a Death Angel in many cycles. But they would not want one of their own to languish without a consciousness. Besides, it is this Death Angel’s wish not to languish as a dead hull.”

      “A’ryk might have a different opinion.” T’ren did not know any other Death Angels, but he knew A’ryk quite well.

      “A’ryk is not here to question my decisions.”

      The admonishment was almost tangible this time and T’ren’s eyebrows raised.

      Looking over the angular beauty, he asked, “What happened to it?”

      The Galaxy suddenly became despondent, his voice soft as he said, “It is a sad story.”

      As were so many of late.

      The eyes of K’ursick’s visage met his, swirling into his soul. For a split second, T’ren thought he might be lost to sorrow. “The previous consciousness entrusted it to me. This is my choice.”

      Blinking, T’ren averted his gaze, drawing in a deep breath. “Do I have a choice?”

      “She is your mate. What other choice is there?”

      T’ren bit his tongue.

      As if to head him off, the Galaxy added “You do not have a choice.”

      The weight of those words tugged his heart, the higher calling ringing through his mind. Still, though, doubt lingered on the outer edges—

      “I’m not so sure this is best,” T’ren said.

      Suddenly, K’ursick disappeared, pixels darting around the space he’d just occupied until they, too, flashed out of existence.

      “Often what we think is best is quite the opposite,” the Galaxy’s voice echoed around the human ship.

      “But is this possible with a human? Stars, is it even possible for a Korthan?”

      The possibility of transferring a consciousness to a Death Angel was baffling, beyond comprehension. ‘Impossible’ was all his mind could gather.

      “It is up to her.”
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        * * *

      

      D’rrie, what’s wrong? S’rch alternated between sitting and pacing nervously next to his guide.

      The black mogha’s claws clicked menacingly against the shiny black flooring as she paced, growling at the air, fingers extending from her paws.

      Hanger Bay 9 had become the home of the mogha refugees since their evacuation all those years ago. It was where the Scout Ships resided, and they were comfortable with the sentient Scouts. No deep mind-melding bonds were formed between Scout Ships and moghas, but there was a bond of admiration and companionship. Many a mogha considered a Scout their pet and vice versa.

      D'rrie and S’rch resided next to where the Scout Ship S’azi moored. She was currently on a mission with her Korthan pilot, K’urt, and his family. D’rrie paced in circles around the empty dock.

      That human on that old HCA ship that was brought in, D’rrie said, growling under her breath. That thing is my alpha.

      Stopping in his tracks, S’rch’s mouth dropped open, expression morphing into one of elation, his tail twirling. Not only did his alpha just find his one and only mate, but his guide just found her one and only alpha.

      And it was the same person!

      Antennae joining his tail in a twirling dance, his smile could not get any wider. D’rrie’s frown could not have been more forlorn. She sat and let out a mournful howl, the sound echoing against the ceiling. Two other moghas joined in the call, a sorrowful song sinking S’rch’s heart.

      Face falling, tail and antennae with it, S’rch sat next to her.

      But this is a blessing from the cosmos, he said.

      This is not a blessing. This is a curse! D’rrie spat.

      But you said— he started.

      Never mind what I said, she seethed, ears folded, antennae flat across her back.

      S’rch stretched out his front legs, sitting on his belly before resting his head on his paws.

      This was a joyous occasion, but all he could feel emanating from his guide was pure hatred for this human, the farthest from joy she could be.

      What’s wrong? He said. Why aren’t you happy?

      I don’t want to talk about it, D’rrie said, her fingers balling into fists.

      S’rch watched her balled fingers for a moment, then said, Is it because she’s human?

      Yes, it’s because it’s human, D’rrie said, jumping back to her feet, resuming her pacing, claws clicking against the floor.

      S’rch jumped up with her, ducking in front of her, sniffing at her hot breath. But C’hase has a human alpha. I don’t understand.

      That is just a legend, D’rrie said.

      No, it’s true, S’rch said. The elders talk about it all the time. And now you have a human alpha too!

      No one had seen C’hase since the Evacuation of Mogha. It was believed he and his alpha were taken to Sanctuary by the Scout Ship, L’iza. S’rch hoped to meet him one day.

      But there was something else. What was she not telling him?

      You are young, she said. You don’t remember what happened.

      He knew she was talking about Mogha. Their home world was terraformed well before he was born. In fact, he was born on the Galaxy. His parents were among the group taken to Sanctuary and D’rrie adopted him, becoming his guide.

      There were many moghas angry at the humans for what the Human Colony Alliance did, but—

      L’Den and K’urt even have human mates, he said. They can’t all be bad.

      Said mates were the only humans S’rch knew, but he loved both of them. They were so kind, and their children were his best playmates.

      Keeping pace with his guide, he stepped in front of her again, but she switch backed, avoiding him.

      Finally, she stopped. I said I don’t want to talk about it. End of conversation, S’rch. Go find someone else to pester.

      S’rch lowered his head, tucking his tail between his legs as his heart sank.

      Okay, he said. I’ll go find T’ren.
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        * * *

      

      Boarding the Death Angel with Vonda in his arms, T’ren marveled at the walls of the ship. He’d never seen fully transparent walls before, but something about them was off. A yellow haze clung to them like a cataract on an eyeball.

      Following K’ursick, he looked down at his mate’s face, for a second time resisting the urge to press his lips against hers.

      They entered a dark room, devoid of light like the rest of the ship. There was a black cylindrical chamber in the middle—

      “This is the hyperbolic healing chamber,” K’ursick said. “This is where her body will be healed once she is synced with the ship.”

      Placing his hand over the top of the chamber, hydraulics hissed as the lid slid to the side, fogged air rising out of it. Once the air equalized, T’ren noticed numerous ports and cables set in a bio lit console that surrounded a black ergonomic couch. Comfy.

      The captain motioned for T’ren to place her body inside and he memorized every line of her face. As the chamber hissed closed, he stared at the black shiny surface, her beauty etched in his memory.

      A stool materialized from the floor, rising next to the healing chamber. The form of K’ursick sat down on it, arms crossed, index finger tapping his upper lip in apparent thought. He stood up and T’ren stepped back.

      “You may return to your duties,” he said. “I will be right back.”

      The captain’s visage burst into a cloud of pixels as he did his disappearing act. T’ren drew in a breath, slowly releasing it as his eyes tracked over the cataract covered walls. The air was stale, cold, goosebumps prickling his skin. Leaving his mate in the husk of a ghost had every hair on his body standing on end.

      Tongue against the roof of his mouth, he tsked as he shook his head.

      “Be right back,” he mocked. “Yea, okay.”

      The Galaxy was as vague as ever.

      Where are you? S’rch’s voice cut through his mind.

      The young mogha sounded lost, the bond thrown wide open as he searched out his alpha.

      T’ren’s heart sank at how sad his companion felt through the bond.

      I’m indisposed at the moment, he said, guilt nagging him for not being there for his mogha.

      There was a sudden lifting of the mogha’s spirits as his companion said, Are you consummating the bond with your mate?

      Thrown in a coughing fit as a thrill at the thought zapped him straight in the groin, T’ren sat heavily on the stool. Stars, subtlety was not in a mogha’s vocabulary. And certainly not in his anatomy either.

      Ignoring the question entirely, getting his coughing and arousal under control, T’ren thought at his mogha, Is everything okay?

      S’rch’s mood changed again, the matter at hand back to the forefront of his mind.

      No, his voice was forlorn. D’rrie is acting strange. She won’t talk to me.

      T’ren’s eyebrows knitted. D’rrie? That was odd. Mogha guides loved teaching their charges. D’rrie was constantly talking to him, guiding him. That was why she was called his ‘guide.’

      But there was something else, something S’rch was not telling him. T’ren tried sorting through the feelings and images swirling around the bond.

      S’rch, what is going on? He asked.

      D’rrie says the human is her alpha.
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        * * *

      

      First, there was only sensation, Vonda floating, weightless. She was but a speck of dust in the vastness of space.

      Then Vonda felt—

      Awareness. Whether it was her awareness or another’s, she couldn’t pinpoint—

      Both.

      She was aware, but there was another presence within and without.

      “You are found,” the awareness said, the voice resonating within her, settling all around her until her buoyancy was in the voice itself.

      In the vast distance of the surrounding darkness, she saw light. Pink in color, it appeared to be emanating from a puff of cloud.

      Blue light became noticeable in the pink, then green, then yellow—

      Was the cloud getting bigger or were they getting closer to it? Was she floating or being propelled towards something?

      She could not see her arms or legs, but there was sensation of their presence, as if they were provided by memory, her mind unable to imagine being without them. She would definitely call this an out of body experience.

      The cloud became bigger and bigger, the colors brighter, until she was surrounded by great pillars of gas, so tall her awareness looked up and up until the darkness was completely snuffed out by the light. Were these nebulae?

      Pinpricks of bright white light drifted throughout the great nebulae, dozens of bright stars becoming hundreds, thousands. One of the lights approached, zipping past her before she could focus on it.

      “What is this place?” she said, another tiny pinprick of light passing by, this one slowing, seemingly aware of her, but speeding past, her eyes unable to make it out.

      “You are at Sanctuary,” the voice reverberated. “Your consciousness is here. Your body is elsewhere.”

      Ah, that explained why she couldn’t see her arms and legs. Her mind tried to tell her she should panic, but all she felt was peace.

      “Am I dead?” she asked.

      “Do you want to live?” The question whispered around her.

      “Are you the Almighty?”

      She never thought of herself as a ‘believer,’ but if she were dead and God was talking to her, then there was no refuting belief.

      There was a ripple around her, then, “Almighty would indicate omnipotence. I just simply am. You are not dead, but you are in-between.”

      In-between what?

      Then Vonda remembered—

      Escorting the frigate carrying the terraforming torpedo towards Mogha, a black and red triangular nightmare raced towards her fighter out of the melee of HCA and Korthan ships fighting above the green world.

      She remembered wondering how a green world was devoid of life. The HCA commander had said that the Korthans would fight for this world, but she was shocked by how much of their force was waiting for them, by how vehemently they fought.

      A twinge of sadness blossomed in the awareness but dissipated as quickly as it materialized.

      That ship, the angle of it raising the hair on her arms, so dark it blended with the blackness of space, its entire existence sinister, instilling fear. She’d never seen a Korthan ship like it before—

      And then it rammed her, sending her in a spiral off course—

      Vonda remembered entering her cryotube, no hope of coming out of it. But she had to try—

      “I want to live,” she said to the vast pillars hovering around her consciousness.

      Two more pinpricks of light approached, hovering around her form, one darting away as the other paused. Was it studying her? Zipping to the right and then the left, it zapped on by, joining its buddy in the distance.

      “You have a mate and a companion that want you among the living,” the voice was in her mind this time, tickling the edges of her own awareness.

      “I have a mate? You mean, like a spouse?” She’d always wanted a family, but then war broke out and her dreams became an impossibility. “I don’t have a spouse. I’ve never been married.”

      “The life you will have is not what you expect.”

      Whatever riddles the voice was weaving, one thing burst on the forefront of her consciousness. “I want to live.”

      “You will live,” the awareness said, though something about it felt more like a declaration not quite fixed in reality.

      Vonda was under the impression the awareness was searching for something, hoping for something—

      “Don’t give up,” she said, her desire to live above all else, an encouragement to assuage the doubt in the presence of the possessor of the voice, almighty or not.

      Another light approached, hovering in her sight, the white brightness flashing, blinding, she shut her metaphysical eyes.

      A pressure nudged her mind, a tickle brushing at the edges in tiny whisps.

      Opening her awareness, she was filled with awe. The pinprick of light was still there, but she could see within it, something reminiscent of a seed. When it did not move away, she reached out to it, bringing it closer, cupping it in her hands. It was triangular, tiny lights flowing across smooth edges at the points where it touched in her palms.

      The ship was tiny, and she marveled that she knew it was a ship to begin with. There was something in the ship and it grew to the size of a football as she peered into a transparent curved window on the top.

      A man stood inside, arms across his broad chest, biceps bulging, silver eyes piercing her soul as he stared back at her. They softened, his silver skin taking on a blue glow, his lips curving in a smile that sent a thrill straight down her spine, into her womb, clear out to her fingertips. Whoa—

      Wait, this man was Korthan.

      Okay, this whole experience, she had to be dreaming. There was a war on; this was not reality. Did she even get knocked off course by some Korthan supership during a battle over an uninhabited world? She was not in a cryotube. She was in her bunk on the Colony ship, Ark, and she was having a—

      Well, this wasn’t a nightmare. She could gaze upon this man all night. She might have to kill him tomorrow, but there was nothing menacing about him. He looked like he could take a punch as well as he could give one, but if she was dreaming, there was no harm in entertaining her reaction to this man.

      Stars, did she want him to entertain her.

      “Who are you?” she said to the man.

      “That is your soulmate,” the voice reverberated.

      “My soulmate?” she said. “He’s Korthan—”

      “Yes,” the voice boomed. “He will devote his entire existence to you.”

      The desire to live increased tenfold, the fact the man was Korthan irrelevant.

      “I want to live for my soulmate.”

      And there was something else, antennae raising high in the air next to the Korthan, fluffy feather tips swaying. Following them down, she found herself staring into the gaze of a hellhound.

      What in the stars was going on here?

      The awareness in the voice rippled around her, shaking her out of her dream. He was pleased, happiness to the point of giddy swirling over her presence.

      “You are chosen,” the voice said.

      And her consciousness opened, full awareness of Sanctuary flooding her senses.

      “This is where sentience is born,” she breathed in utter awe. “You were born here,” she said to the voice. The presence in the voice expanded and she was on the cusp of a knowledge few possessed. “No, you are a parent here.”

      And then the awareness was gone, and she knew nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      As T’ren walked down the corridor towards his domicile, the proximity alarm went off again and he winced. At least the sound wasn’t in his head.

      Turning, he headed towards the bridge.

      “Security, report,” he commed J’ake.

      “Pretty sure it’s a false alarm,” J’ake called back. “T’im is checking to be sure.”

      Damn false alarms—

      Entering the bridge, T’im raised his head from the console he was studying, nodding in T’ren’s direction.

      “This mission of peace with the humans is important,” his second in command said, as if he was trying to convince himself, looking back down at the console, index finger touching the screen. “But seeing that old HCA fighter—”

      The SICs body tensed, eyes tracking back up to T’ren, adding, “I’m making sure this is a false alarm.”

      “The human ship is an anomaly,” T’ren said.

      “I trust that that’s the case, but it still gives me the shakes.” As if to drive his point home, he raised a shaky hand.

      The SIC lowered his hand, wrapping his fingers around the edge of the console before fixing T’ren with a gimlet eye. “Was there a lifeform on board?”

      An unbidden memory recall of a beautiful, rounded face flitted through his mind. “There was.”

      “And?”

      T’ren fully trusted his second, but the Galaxy said to keep it to themselves, not to mention the controversy of the commander being bonded to a human combatant—

      “The Galaxy has it under control.” T’ren kept his features neutral.

      “Does that seem strange to you?” T’im’s eyes narrowed.

      “Nothing the Galaxy does seems strange to me.” Or, rather, everything the Galaxy did was strange. Bringing a potentially hostile human onboard was as strange as it got, which meant the ship was behaving within normal parameters. “He has kept us safe this long; I trust he knows what he’s doing.”

      T’im looked back down at the console, widening his view of the space around the source of the false alarm. “Just so long as this human doesn’t bring along any friends.”

      The tiny colorful carapace of a skyder zoomed into the room, its eight legs a blur as it ran full speed, bouncing off the far wall, skidding to a halt behind T’im’s console.

      Did you see it? Where did it go?

      T’ren heard S’rch’s voice in his mind before said mogha came barreling in, white antennae twirling high above his head. He was back to his happy-go-lucky self as he noisily sniffed the air, tongue flopping out in a happy grin as it was suddenly more important to plop down, a hind leg scratching behind his ear.

      The antennae of the skyder waved out from behind the console, its big eyes peering around.

      Jumping to his feet, S’rch was back on the chase, claws scraping the floor as he skidded, rounding the console, nose to the floor. The skyder reached out and touched the mogha’s nose with one of its antennae, telltale blue light of an electric charge building—

      A loud zap sounded from the creature’s appendage, flash of light accompanying the sound.

      Oww! S’rch complained, rubbing his nose with a paw. It got me on the nose.

      “I can’t wait to find my mogha,” T’im said.

      “Ask the cosmos for one a little older,” T’ren said with a grin. “Otherwise, you’ll have your hands full.”

      Where did it go? S’rch was back on his feet, sniffing around the console.

      “What do you mean, where did it go?” T’ren exchanged a glance with T’im as both Korthans went to investigate where S’rch was sniffing.

      There was a small hole directly at the base of the console. Dammit.

      It was not unusual to see a skyder here and there, but a molk was a different story.

      “Do a sweep and make sure no molks have escaped the menagerie,” T’ren said.

      The human Tessa had brought a molk onboard years ago. Her and L’Den’s children had the same affinity for them, but with the Galaxy’s inability to detect them plus their propensity to chew through just about anything—

      A molk could breach a hull. That was a bigger, more immediate threat than a single hostile human onboard a ship with two dozen Cyborg Corps Protectors and a thousand Korthans.

      Yet the Galaxy kept them onboard too. As long as they were contained in the menagerie, it was fine, but the little critters were escape artists. Why the Galaxy would entertain keeping such a dangerous thing within his walls—

      Kind of like bringing a hostile human onboard. Did the Galaxy like living on the edge?

      Captain K’ursick entered the room, nodding once at T’im before saying to T’ren, “The Galaxy would like to see you now.”

      “Perhaps we’ll have some answers soon,” T’im said, shutting the console down, standing fully upright.

      “Perhaps,” K’ursick said.
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        * * *

      

      As T’ren followed K’ursick to Hanger Bay 7 and the Death Angel beyond, his heart skipped a beat. Even in its dormant state, the ship had a reverent beauty, but now—

      Bio lights traversed the edges of sweptback wings. The deep black coloration sparkled. As he looked closer, he could make out jagged webs of deep purple light reminiscent of lightning storms he’d witnessed on many planets. The storms ebbed and flowed, lightning a constant movement throughout the hull. Red and gold accents glowed in their vibrance.

      K’ursick stood next to him, hands on his hips, neck craned upwards as he too stared at the ship. He was talking, but T’ren’s ears were ringing, unable to process the sound.

      T’ren drew in a breath, the sound of K’ursick’s voice reminding him how to breathe again. Tearing his eyes from the turbulent beauty, he concentrated on listening.

      “Death Angels start out as ships,” K’ursick was saying, tone conversational. “They choose their consciousness.”

      Then the captain was silent, watching T’ren, an expectant look.

      T’ren glanced around. What was he missing?

      There was no access ramp as before, but that didn’t occur to him as unusual.

      “You have the key,” K’ursick said.

      Oh, so he was waiting to board the ship.

      T’ren pulled his diamond gemkey from his pocket.

      “Not that.” K’ursick’s lips pressed in a thin line, somewhat impatient, like a teacher disappointed in a slow student. The Galaxy placed his hand on the hull, pointing at T’ren’s. “Place your hand here, like this.”

      Doing as requested, heat radiated from his palm, a line of white light pulsing outwards from his fingers, shaped like a hand at first, then rounding out as it grew larger, corners forming until the outline of a door became apparent.

      A disk hovered to the ground, and they stepped upon it. The door opened as the disk lifted them into the ship.

      T’ren turned to go to the rear of the ship where the healing chamber was located, but K’ursick turned towards the front. Heart pounding his chest, he paused. The need to see his mate vibrated his core.

      “Vonda is resting,” K’ursick said, reassuring him. “There is something I must show you first.”

      Why was he under the impression the Galaxy wasn’t telling him his full intentions?

      Following the captain through a rounded corridor, K’ursick continued his vague conversation. “Perhaps this is why a Scout never chose you.”

      Wincing, the comment stung. Most cyborgs were chosen by a Scout. Stars, K’vyn was chosen, and he wasn’t a cyborg. It was a sore subject with T’ren.

      “L’Den was never chosen by a Scout,” he said, the fact that his predecessor was in the same position somewhat comforting.

      “That was L’Den’s choice,” the Galaxy said.

      Ouch. Nothing like confirmation from the ancient being himself that T’ren was the odd cyborg out.

      “Scouts are very intuitive on the mate bond,” K’ursick said as they entered what could only be considered the cockpit.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      The Galaxy as K’ursick’s from stopped in the middle of the room. “Stand here.”

      Complying, he stood on the spot indicated, a tingle zapping his spine as the floor lit up around his booted feet, a cable of light rising from the floor. Of their own accord, his hands rose in front of him, fingers splayed.

      The cable connected to his wrist where his own connector cable resided and he froze, breath caught in his throat, head bowed as his fingers began to glow with tiny tingling arcs of electricity.

      “Perhaps the Scouts knew you’d be bonded to a Death Angel one day.”

      Head snapping up, T’ren’s eyes grew wide.

      “I’m bonded to a human,” he breathed.

      K’ursick’s head nodded, expression set in affirmation of that statement. “True, but Death Angels choose what form they want to be. For Vonda, she is human first.”

      A thousand thoughts whirled through his mind, mingling with equally confused and elated emotions.

      To T’ren’s knowledge, A’ryk was the only Korthan that had in-depth knowledge of Death Angels. Very few known Death Angels, they were as much of an enigma as the Galaxy.

      But his understanding of sentient ships was that they needed pilots.

      In the connection, there was something very clear—

      “I am not the pilot of this ship.”

      “No, Vonda is the pilot,” the Galaxy clarified.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “A Scout is the ship. There is no solid body, no biped to steer it, so it needs a pilot.”

      “But a Death Angel is also a ship—” The light in his fingers traveled up his arms and T’ren was under the impression he was being explored.

      “It is a ship,” K’ursick explained. “But there is a solid body. The ship is the pilot, the biped an extension of itself. No symbiotic relationship is needed.”

      Stomach somersaulting, T’ren felt very small. Who was he to learn of such secrets from such an ancient reverent being? All the while tethered to another sentience he couldn’t fathom. He was but a foot soldier during the war, only elevating to the rank of Commander during times of avoidance, some old cyborgs might even call cowardice.

      “I’m not sure you should be telling me this,” he said, voice as small as he felt.

      K’ursick placed a hand on his wrist where the connection glowed and for a split second he thought he might grasp the knowledge of the universe. “You are chosen. You are worthy. You are bonded to the human, therefore you are bonded to this ship.”

      The merge worked. Vonda was the Death Angel.

      And T’ren realized the Galaxy did not have access to this ship. That was why he had T’ren place his hand on the hull, that was what he meant by T’ren having the key. The only reason they could be standing here, the Galaxy giving his tutorial, was because T’ren was bonded to it. T’ren was the key!

      “But I’m not the pilot,” T’ren repeated, not grasping how a Scout wouldn’t choose him because of some clairvoyant knowledge he’d be bonded to a Death Angel someday.

      The Galaxy let go of his wrist with a smile. “Anyone bonded to Vonda can fly this ship.” The smile faded, K’ursick’s eyes boring into his as he added. “And you must gather your moghas and leave.”

      A wave of shocked impulse wracked his body. The light exploring him vanished with the emotion, cable disconnecting, disappearing through the floor with an audible pop.

      Hands still raised, T’ren stepped back.

      “Leave?” he said. “I can’t leave. I am the KCC Commander. I have too much responsibility here—”

      “I have recalled L’Den.” K’ursick grasped his hands behind his back. “He has agreed to fill in during your absence.”

      The Galaxy recalled L’Den? As in it was already done? They did not consult him first?

      “I do not know what she’ll do when she wakes up.” K’ursick’s eyes tracked from the floor to the ceiling. “Ten years in cryostasis is a long time for a humanoid. As a human, she’s harmless.” Those fathomless silver eyes fell on T’ren. “As a Death Angel, she can destroy us.”

      T’ren blinked, blowing air between his teeth in a hiss. “Well, then, why in all that is holy did you turn her into a Death Angel? This human was involved in the destruction of Mogha and you give her the power to destroy more planets?”

      Didn’t the all-knowing ancient being have enough sense not to merge a combatant enemy with a weapon of mass destruction? T’ren had been agreeable to the Galaxy’s plan because he fully trusted him—

      “I wasn’t entirely sure she could be merged with the Death Angel, but the fact that she has a bond with a Korthan and a mogha is proof it could be possible. And it worked. I did it to save her life, as I’ve already said.” The look on K’ursick’s face was unapologetic in his resolve.

      The Galaxy knew she was bonded to D’rrie as well?

      “There is no other choice,” the Galaxy said. “This is how we save your mate’s life.”

      A jolt stopped his heart, stomach sinking. Whatever consequences they were dealing with the Galaxy’s unorthodox methods, this woman was first and foremost his mate.

      “You mean, she’s not fully saved?” T’ren could not stop the shake in his voice.

      “To become stronger, she must fly,” K’ursick said. “And accept her bonds. When you are fully synced, she will soar.”

      Heart racing, blood rushed through his ears in audible pulses. He was about to ask what the Galaxy mean by ‘fully synced,’ when the captain’s heals clicked together, the visage adopting a brisk pace as he headed out of the room.

      Lesson over.

      “Get your affairs in order,” Captain K’ursick said, an air of authority the captain of the Galaxy Ship would possess fully apparent. “You, S’rch and D’rrie must leave by morrow”
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      As T’ren entered his domicile, L’Den’s smiling face greeted him on the vid-screen above his desk.

      “I don’t see what there is to smile about,” T’ren said, plopping in his chair with a grunt.

      “I think congratulations are in order,” the other Korthan said, silver eyes twinkling.

      “So, the Galaxy filled you in,” T’ren said. So much for keeping it to themselves. “Exile is not a happy occasion.”

      “You’re not being exiled,” L’Den’s smile faded. “He’s simply making sure there isn’t a threat.”

      “And what am I supposed to do about it if she is?” Resting his head in his hand, T’ren raised his eyebrows. “He merged her consciousness with a Death Angel, for Stars sake.”

      “Well, that ought to be interesting.” Even the man’s teeth took on a twinkle with his smile this time, the bastard.

      T’ren threw his old friend a long-suffering look. “I should think the Galaxy is better equipped to deal with this threat.”

      “The Galaxy believes in the purity of bonds,” L’Den said.

      “And that has to do with a threat, how?”

      L’Den laughed and T’ren frowned. He was not getting the jovial mood at all.

      The top half of a blond-haired silver eyed child’s face popped into view.

      “Look, Uncle T’ren,” she said, her face moving out of frame as she held up a fat furry molk.

      Just the sight of the creature made T’ren recoil. What was it with children and molks? Specifically, humans and molks—

      And calling him ‘Uncle’ was a very human thing to do. He and L’Den were not related, but humans tended to assign endearments to those they were closest to.

      “I see your daughter has the same affinity for vermin as her mother,” T’ren pressed his lips together.

      “We keep him contained in glass,” L’Den said. “They can’t burrow through it.”

      The child and her furry companion blurred out of view as another face appeared. L’Den’s human bond-mate.

      Brown hair sprinkled with white, Tessa’s eyes crinkled at the corners with her smile. Older than when they found her on the desert world all those years ago, she was no less beautiful or exuberant.

      “Hello, T’ren,” she said. “I am so happy to hear the news! I’m looking forward to meeting your mate. If you need any help, we’re just a vid-call away.”

      Grabbing up the child and a squirmy molk, the human woman turned, back in view as she exited the room through a door behind L’Den.

      “I take it the mission is going well?” T’ren asked.

      Nodding, L’Den said, “We have spread the word. There is a movement among the humans advocating peace. The task is not complete, but it’s up to the humans now.”

      “But this human—” T’ren shook his head. “For her, the war was yesterday.”

      “The Galaxy has his reasons.” L’Den’s eyes met his. “This is a journey you must take. I will return and retake my role as KCC Protector Commander until you are ready to return.”

      “You’re so sure I’ll return—”

      “We have to trust the Galaxy knows what he’s doing,” L’Den said.

      “Does he? You know, he keeps hellbats in his menagerie. That can’t be safe.”

      “He keeps Korthans in his menagerie too,” L’Den said with a wink.

      T’ren’s eyebrows raised. The Galaxy Ship collected endangered species. Did he consider Korthans to be on that list?

      “You must go,” L’Den said, tone serious.

      “How did you handle it, when you found out you were bonded to a human?” T’ren was there, but certainly wasn’t privy to the other man’s feelings at the time.

      “I accepted it,” L’Den said, disconnecting his wrist cable from the console where he was sitting.

      Call ending in five seconds.

      T’ren lowered his head, waiting for the vid-call to end.

      “And when I did,” L’Den’s voice came through the comm. “I became my true self.”
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        * * *

      

      D’rrie’s heart filled with pride as she watched her blue and white charge race across the hanger bay towards her. It was a great honor to be a guide to an orphaned pup, and she never tired of his unending exuberance.

      We’re going on a trip, the young mogha was saying as he skidded to a halt, antennae and tail a twirling blur. Let’s go!

      Slow down there, youngster, she said. Going on a trip where?

      Sitting on his haunches, his head tilted, eyes wondering to the ceiling in apparent thought, S’rch said, I don’t exactly know. But T’ren says we’re leaving tomorrow on Vonda’s new ship.

      Vonda? Who in the stars was Vonda?

      Understanding slammed down like an anvil. Body tensing, D’rrie’s muscles began to shake.

      I am not going anywhere with that human. D’rrie growled, lip raised.

      But you have to, S’rch said, eyes blank, expression slack as his head turned upright. She’s your alpha.

      Sure, there were bonds with humans, as S’rch reminded her. And she did not mind those humans. But it was entirely different to find herself bonded to one, especially one that was involved in the destruction of their homeworld.

      She saw the images in the human’s memory as their mind’s touched. This ‘Vonda’ was at Mogha when it was terraformed.

      A full body shudder wracked her, and she growled again. How could she be bonded to such a being?

      Sitting next to her charge, she extended her phalanges, cracking her knuckles into fists before retracting them again. Then she blinked. A proverbial lightbulb went off in the mogha’s head—

      There was an opportunity here, a chance at revenge she shouldn’t pass up.

      Going on her ship, you say? she asked, eyes narrowed in thought.

      Yup, that’s what he said, S’rch provided cheerfully.

      A slow sinister grin split D’rrie’s face. Let’s stop by the menagerie on our way.
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        * * *

      

      T’ren stared up the ramp as he, K’ursick, S’rch and D’rrie stood at the base, the triangular form of the Death Angel rising above them. When he placed his hand on the hull this time, the ramp formed, as if the ship was learning that his preference was to board via a ramp rather than hovering disk.

      Wow, we get to fly in that? This is awesome. S’rch trotted straight up the ramp, tongue hanging out of his mouth, big mogha smile.

      D’rrie did not seem as thrilled, the black mogha turning her nose up, lip curled, as she sniffed the edge of the base of the ramp. Tentatively placing a paw on it, she gingerly walked forward.

      Raising his eyes at the pack the mogha guide carried on her back, T’ren decided that wasn’t all that unusual. He’d seen moghas carrying items before. He was just glad she came without much of a fuss.

      Apprehension seized him as he, too, placed a foot on the ramp. He was about to be at the full mercy of this ship. Everything could go wrong—

      “Everything could go right,” K’ursick said from beside him.

      T’ren winced. “If you are reading my mind—”

      “I can’t read your mind,” the Galaxy said. “But I know what you’re thinking.”

      Closing his eyes, T’ren bowed his head, nodding once before opening them again. Thank the stars, because that was going to be too much. K’ursick was there to see them off, the visage standing stiffly with his jaw set firmly. The part of him that was the Galaxy was as stoic as ever.

      “Does the human even know what you did?” he asked, watching as D’rrie sniffed at the entry hatch before disappearing inside.

      “She will remember,” K’ursick said, hands clasped behind his back. “Now you must go.”

      Halfway up the ramp, his stomach tightened. Turning, he motioned his hand towards K’ursick. “How do I even fly this ship?”

      The corner of K’ursick’s lip upturned slightly. “You’ll figure it out. Together.”

      As cryptic as ever, too.

      T’ren paused as he stepped into the ship. Would Vonda be aware of him? His feet on the deck? His fingers on the walls? He resisted touching the walls as he made his way around the rounded corridor that led to the cockpit.

      The room was devoid of any furniture or fixtures, a blank space.

      Standing in the middle of the floor, as K’ursick previously instructed, the cable of light rose to meet him.

      He heard D’rrie’s sniffing before he saw her, the black coloration of the mogha’s fur blending with the relative darkness of the room.

      The light cable moved towards her, the features of her face glowing as it seemed to be exploring her as much as her sniffing indicated she was exploring it. Antennae reaching down, the cable brushed the feathery tips, the ends of each wisp lighting up in a fiber optic display.

      T’ren remembered what the Galaxy said about anyone bonded to Vonda possessing the ability to fly the ship. Did that mean that D’rrie could fly it?

      Perhaps he’d keep that tidbit of knowledge to himself. In vengeful rage, D’rrie was likely to fly them into a sun.

      There were no controls or anything, so was he just supposed to talk to the ship?

      “I need to fly you,” T’ren said aloud. “We must depart the Galaxy Ship.”

      The cable returned, abruptly wrapping around his hand before plugging into his wrist port.

      A console rose between his feet, and he stepped back as it became waist high. Assuming the joystick was an indication of how to steer the ship, he grabbed it with both hands, pulling back slightly.

      From what he could tell, the ship raised from the hanger bay floor. Then everything was a blur as they were suddenly propelled forward, T’ren letting go of the stick to grab the edge of the console to keep from falling backwards.

      There was not a viewscreen, but he could see through the hull in front of them as the walls of the hanger bay sped past, the bay door opening in front of them, stars of space winking from beyond.

      The Death Angel flipped forward as they sped out of the bay door, T’ren’s stomach somersaulting with the ship as they went into a spin before finally stabilizing to a halt.

      What in the—? Did the Galaxy Ship just eject them into space?

      The form of S’rch came rushing into the cockpit. Whoa, did you feel that? We just zapped out of there!

      Suspended in a web of light, D’rrie was lowered, growling as her paws touched the floor, spinning to snap at the cables that quickly retreated with a pop.

      T’ren watched as the rounded form of the great Galaxy Ship turned in a grace that defied logic, disappearing as it entered hyperspace.

      There was a collective pause as they drifted in silence—

      Then T’ren was filled with an overwhelming need to see his mate’s face, muscles thrumming with unreleased tension.

      Bolting from the cockpit, S’rch was fast at his heels as he entered the room with the hyperbolic chamber.

      The chamber was open, Vonda’s supine form laying beneath a glowing white satiny veil. Upon closer inspection, the veil was composed of thin tendrils of light woven together.

      Heart swelling upon seeing her round face, his breath caught as the ends of her closely cropped black hair emitted the same fiber optic display as D’rrie’s feathery antennae earlier. Gorgeous.

      “Now what?” he said aloud.

      Talk to her, his helpful mogha companion supplied.

      T’ren pressed his lips together. Couldn’t hurt to try—

      “Vonda,” he said her name for the first time out loud, goosebumps raising as it fell from his lips. “I cannot wait to hear the sound of your voice.”

      Nothing happened, the look his mogha threw him suggesting he was an amateur, the feeling through their bond confirming it.

      “I’ve never had a mate before,” he said. “Cut me some slack.”

      Don’t talk to her like that. Talk to her in here. S’rch pointed at his head.

      Taking a deep breath, T’ren reached to her through the bond.

      Her eyes opened—
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      Vonda floated in what could only be described as peace. Light surrounded her, but she could no longer see the massive nebulas, only light with no shape or form.

      Breathing, the sensation of air pulled into her nose, filling her lungs, then brushing out of it filled her senses. Focusing on her chest rising and falling as the air moved in and out, the action went from subconscious to conscious as she deliberately drew air into her nose and pushed it out.

      As she became aware of sensation, she felt her extremities, experimentally wiggling her fingers and toes, tightness in the skin around her knuckles loosening as she squeezed her fists together and then let go.

      The light around her rippled and there was a form there, somewhere on the edge of her awareness.

      The she felt him. She knew it was the man, the Korthan from her dream. Her senses were hyperaware of his presence, a deep longing that was not her own, but that her heart responded to in kind. Was she still dreaming?

      There was a sound, a voice, husky tone dripping with honey. She licked her lips, imagination supplying her with a sense of what the lips of the possessor of that voice would taste like.

      The voice vibrated through her, warmth infusing her body, caressing her mind.

      Words formed within the sound.

      Wake up, the voice said. I cannot wait to share my life with you.

      The presence behind the voice was equal parts anticipation and apprehension while effusing all-encompassing love.

      Then there was another presence, malice and venom threatening the peace around her.

      I hate you, the malignant body projected.

      A knot formed in her belly.

      You hate me? Her voice was small as the light around her dimmed.

      The presence behind the first voice recoiled. That is not what I said.

      The light winked out and she found herself in total darkness. Something was wrong—

      She opened her eyes to a waking nightmare. Cables attached to her arms, cables of light that pulsed in time with her heartbeat, her skin glowing, streams of jagged illumination pulsing under her skin. Were those her veins? So numerous— Her capillaries even?

      Silver eyes peered at her, a man’s face within a handspan of her own.

      “Savage!” she screamed. “Get away from me!”

      The Korthan shot upright, tripping backwards, turning to brace himself as he fell to a shiny black floor.

      Pushing her arms through a sheet of fibers that covered her body, the cables popped free with a tugging sensation throughout her skin as Vonda bolted from the strange cylinder she was laying in. This was not the stasis tube she remembered from her ship—

      Landing on her feet, the floor was as smooth as it was shiny. Eyes wide as she looked all around, she leaned against the cylinder as she took in black shiny walls and a domed ceiling alive with streams of colorful light.

      What happened? Why was she no longer on her ship? Where was she?

      Movement on the floor caught her attention as the Korthan got his feet back under him, getting ready to stand.

      Rushing forward, she kicked him square in the nose and he fell back in a sputtering growl, his head hitting the floor, hands covering his face, blood trickling between his fingers.

      Lightning struck through her core when she saw the beast, long clawed fingers extending from its paws, antennae lain against its back as it jumped between them.

      Holding up her fists, she wished for a weapon of any kind, eyes growing wide as a pipe formed in her hands. Holy shit, how did that happen?

      No time for questions, gratitude to whatever genie granted her wish, Vonda held it like a baseball bat.

      “Come on, little dog,” she said. “Give it your best shot.”

      There was nothing ‘little’ about the creature. It was a full-on hellhound the size of a wolf of old Earth. She didn’t have a chance against it, but she wasn’t going down without a fight.

      The hellhound barked, a yapping sound that was anything but menacing. In fact, it wasn’t growling or doing anything else to make her think it might attack her, other than the fact it was a beast that struck fear into every human soldier she knew.

      It barked again, turning towards the Korthan.

      “Yea, it hurts,” the man said. “Get me a bandage.”

      Stepping back from her defensive stance, pipe lowering slightly, her eyebrows knitted. “I don’t know where any bandages are.”

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” his muffled voice sounded from between his fingers.

      The hellhound trotted to a stack of cabinets against the back wall, rearing on hind legs as it used those nightmarish fingers to open each one. Head dipping into a drawer, antennae hovering above, it grabbed the requested item in its mouth and returned.

      The man sat upright, taking the bandages, pressing them against his nose. Silver eyes traced over her above his raised hand.

      Those eyes, the way they watched her, seeing directly into her soul—

      They were familiar.

      “You don’t remember what happened?” the man said. “The Galaxy?”

      “I remember you’re my enemy in this galaxy.” Vonda’s eyes narrowed as she raised the pipe again.

      “No,” he said, dabbing dark red blood from his face, a bubbling sound emitting from his nose as he breathed. “The Galaxy. What he did…”

      He saved your life, the husky baritone voice said in her mind.

      He? It wasn’t a place?

      “It’s a ship,” the same voice said out loud.

      Vonda froze. The voice, the Korthan—

      Lowering her arms, she held the pipe at her side, eyes narrowing. “Are you reading my mind?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I am your mate.”

       She blinked, mouth falling open before she snapped it shut. His mate? And what did that have to do with reading her mind? Was he really reading her mind?

      “You’re a Korthan,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      Mind a whirlwind, she could no longer form words. She had no words for this situation.

      “Am I your prisoner?” The thought of being a prisoner to someone who just called her his mate was disturbing and tantalizing all at once. Never mind the ‘reading her mind’ part.

      Stomach fluttering, she rubbed her chin, swallowing hard.

      “You are not a prisoner,” he said as he pushed himself to his feet, left hand still holding the bandage to his face. “In fact, you’re free to go.”

      Please, go. The tense plea was startling, accompanied by a frustrated restraint.

      Her eyes wondered over his bulging physique, falling between his legs—

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she turned her head to the side, holding up her hand as if to ward off a predator. “Why in all that is Holy do you have an erection?”

      Opening one eye, she looked again. Did he think she wouldn’t notice?

      Freezing to the spot, he had the grace to look embarrassed.

      “Well, you are naked,” he said. “What do you expect?”

      Heat flushed her cheeks as she looked down at herself.

      Her very naked self—

      Dropping the pipe, it hit the floor in a loud clang. Prickling jolts shot down her arms and legs, heart thumping her chest so loud she was sure he could hear that too, maybe even see it.

      Hunching her shoulders, she tried covering her breasts.

      “Stars in heaven, where are my clothes?” she shrieked.

      The same genie that gave her the pipe granted her second wish as black fabric started materializing over her arms, covering her fiber-by-fiber neck to ankle.

      Her eyes could not get wider, black spots dotting her vision as dizziness overwhelmed her. Fighting wobbly knees, she breathed, “What is going on?”

      The Korthan’s fingers brushed the wall as he leaned on his free hand. A sensual thrill wracked her, a full body shiver sending her off balance. She grabbed the edge of the cylinder as her knees gave out, quickly gaining control of her stance as the man reached forward in an apparent effort to help.

      He backed up, placing his hand on the wall again, the sensation again throwing her off balance.

      His hand—

      The wall—

      Her body’s response—

      “Get your hand off the wall,” she yelled, comprehension of the connection eluding her, but there was a connection, nonetheless.

      He removed his hand as if burned, shaking it as if to stave off a shock or a sting.

      Stars, I’m trying to help you, the baritone voice said in her mind.

      The hellhound started barking, high pitched yaps that cut through her thoughts.

      But then you kick me in the face, and you stand there naked—

      “Everybody just be quiet!”

      The yapping stopped, the voice in her head stopped, and the Korthan stood with his mouth open, as if he was about to say something.

      Vonda blinked. They all did what she said.

      Gathering herself, Vonda brushed her hands down her torso to smooth out her tunic, shaking her head when she realized the fabric covering her didn’t need smoothing.

      “You say I am not your prisoner,” she said, keeping her voice calm. “Where do I find clothes? Real clothes, not— whatever this is.”

      The man cleared his throat, looking at his bandage. “I think in your quarters.”

      “And where are my quarters?”

      On cue, a grid appeared before her vision, her apparent genie granting her another wish as the grid morphed into lines, a map of hallways and rooms complete with labels showing her the way to ‘Quarters: Vonda Rhodes.’

      Who was this genie?

      “Never mind,” she said. “I can find my way.”

      Stepping out into the hallway, she waited for the door to slide completely shut before following the mysterious map.
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        * * *

      

      T’ren stood, vision locked on the human woman as the door slid shut between them, mesmerized by her deep blue eyes, the color of water in a vast ocean.

      You didn’t handle that very well. S’rch’s admonishing tone snapped him out of his reverie. You just blurt out that she’s your mate? I don’t think that was subtle enough.

      “Subtlety went completely out the window in that entire exchange.” He shook his head at his young companion.

      She did not apologize.

      “Apologize for what?”

      For kicking you in the face.

      A twinge shot up his nose as he touched it. As much as it hurt, it wasn’t broken.

      But T’ren was stunned by the worry emanating from his mogha, as if his mate’s unapologetic demeaner was a sign of rejection.

      “She’s not rejecting me,” T’ren assured. Right? “I just need to talk to her.”

      Striding across the room, he ran headlong into the door, pain exploding across his nose all over again. Spluttering, he rocked back. What the hell?

      Waving his hand in front of the door, he moved it all around the edges, trying to trip the sensor. The damn thing wouldn’t open. He punched a button on the wall next to it. Nothing.

      Fishing in his pocket, he pulled out his diamond gemkey and placed it on the wall next to the door. Worth a shot, but it remained closed.

      “Ship,” he said to the air. “I require passage from this room.”

      Nothing happened. He looked down at S’rch, who waited patiently at his side.

      I think she locked us in here, the mogha said.

      Taking a deep breath, T’ren extended the cable from his wrist and connected to a port next to the button on the wall.

      Access denied.

      “Access denied?” T’ren said. “Why?”

      Pilot will not allow it. The message scrawled through his CPU.

      “But I’m a pilot.”

      Captain will not allow it, the message amended. Great. The ship was learning terms and titles and how he related to them.

      “We’re locked in,” he said to his mogha, locking eyes with the creature, pressing his lips together.

      She was not their prisoner. It was the other way around.

      See? You didn’t handle that very well, S’rch said.
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      Vonda followed the map in her mind, mouth agape as she walked a curved corridor towards the rear of the ship and her supposed quarters. The walls and ceiling seemed to move, alive with light, firing like the synapses in a brain her science class studied in high school.

      Why would the Korthans grant her quarters on one of their ships? What kind of ship was this? How was there a map in her head?

      As she arrived at the end of the corridor, she stopped dead in her tracks. The door in front of her was familiar, her name stamped upper center: ‘Vonda Rhodes.’

      A blue round button stuck out slightly from the wall to the right of it. Pressing her palm against it, the door slid open to the left, revealing an apartment on the other side—

      Breath caught in her throat, she just stared. The domicile looked exactly like her apartment on the Human Colony Alliance Colony Ship, Ark.

      Stepping into the room, she was overcome with disbelief. Every detail down to the covers on the bed looked like her room. How did the Korthans know what her quarters looked like on the Ark?

      Her heart skipped as her covers started ruffling, the sound of creases in the fabric rubbing together as something moved underneath. What kind of new nightmare lurked in her bed?

      A lump tunneled in zigzags across the surface until reaching the edge. A beady nose appeared from under the edge of the fabric, whiskers following in quick order.

      She was on an alien ship with a genie, a hellhound, a Korthan that declared he was her mate—

      And it was infested with rats. Could she just go back to sleep and float in dreamy puffy nebula clouds?

      The whiskers moved all around as the little nose sniffed at the air. Then the creature’s entire face poked out.

      Dark round eyes reflected her form, ears the shape of trumpets turned towards her. Heart melting at how adorable it was, she held her hand out to it. The creature sniffed the top of her hand, tiny puffs of air breezing over it before it leaned into her palm. She didn’t know what it was, but it wasn’t a rat at all.

      “Are you the voice in my head?” she said out loud. The second voice, not the masculinity that made her knees weak, declaring it was her mate.

      Long claws appeared from beneath the covers as it stuck out a paw, giving her a start. As it continued to lean into her fingers, her breathing equalized, and she rubbed the soft fur behind its cute ears.

      It couldn’t have been the source of the second voice. This creature was showing affection, opposite of what the voice had shown.

      The creature emitted a squeak, no voice forthcoming, and she smiled.

      “I’ll call you Trumpet.”

      The sound of soft sniffing sounded from the corner of her room. The hair on the back of Vonda’s neck stood on end.

      The apartment not fully illuminated, something lurked in the shadows.

      Then she saw it, a huge black beast, yellow eyes narrow and sinister, fur raised along its back. This hellhound made the blue and white one look like a puppy. She realized it probably was—

      I will have my revenge against you.

      And it was speaking to her, the second voice from before— The voice was low, as dark as the shadows it lurked in, yellow eyes flashing. So sinister and matter-of-fact was the threat, Vonda’s skin prickled.

      “Revenge? Against me?” Vonda said. “Why?”

      For what you did to my world.

      Adrenaline thrummed through her muscles. Was she going to have to defend herself?

      An ominous smile spread slowly across the beast’s face, teeth bared as it stalked the edge of the room to the exit door, yellow unblinking eyes locked onto hers. Without another word, the hellhound left the room into the hallway beyond.

      Sitting on her bed, Vonda let herself fall back with a rush of air from her lungs. There were a dozen reasons a hellhound would want some sort of revenge, but for what she did to its world? She was but one human. She wasn’t able to harm an entire world.

      Unless the beast was talking about terraforming. Even so, she was never on a terraforming vessel, never shot a terraforming missile into a planet’s surface. She was only an escort for terraforming ships, following orders from her superiors.

      Were you? The flat voice of the hellhound cut into her thoughts, tone accusing.

      Yes, she was. Besides, none of the planets they terraformed were habitable worlds to begin with. The Korthans and their hellhounds waged war over dead space, perpetuating the threat of human extinction, complete savages. The Human Colony Alliance needed those worlds for the survival of humanity.

      I should be the one mad at you, she thought back.

      Holding her breath while she waited, there were no remarks or retorts reflected at her. How in the universe was a hellhound reading her mind?

      A slight weight landed on her lap and her head snapped up, falling back against the mattress as she once again felt relief, the cute creature making its way over her stomach.

      Rolling to her side, the round furry ball slid off, winding up on its back on the bed. Four stubby legs with long claws waved helplessly in the air and she reached over and flipped it back to its belly.

      “Why couldn’t you be the one talking to me?” she said, holding the creature up to her face, its whiskers tickling her nose.

      Sleep sequence commencing in ten microns. Return to chamber.

      Vonda blinked. What the hell? There wasn’t a voice, but she could see and hear it all the same, behind her eyelids, in her mind, it echoed all around.

      Sleep sequence commencing. Return to chamber.

      Forearms itching, she scratched them, first her left arm and then her right. There was a tingling sensation, eyebrows narrowing as she studied her left forearm, the sensation focusing down to three points on each arm—

      She let out a stuttering gasp as wires sprung from the spots on her arms, stretching her skin outwards from tiny pores until they became gaping half inch holes. What kind of new nightmare was this?

      Breathing erratic as her heart pounded in her ears, silver liquid streamed from each hole, solidifying into hard metal rings around them until there was a line of three ports on each arm. Blinking electronic components winked at her from the ports.

      Return to chamber.
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        * * *

      

      Leaving the squeaking Trumpet to nestle into the covers on her bed, Vonda rushed into the room where the black cylindrical hyperbolic chamber resided, stopping dead in her tracks.

      The Korthan sat on the floor, legs stretched out in front of him, blue and white hellhound resting its head in his lap as he petted its side.

      “You’re still here,” she said.

      The hellhound raised its head and the man pushed himself to his feet, biceps bulging, back muscles rippling. She fought the urge to touch him, to feel those muscles beneath her palms—

      “You locked us in here,” he said.

      She locked them in there? How?

      Sleep sequence commencing in six microns.

      The silver rings on her arms began to glow.

      The hellhound let out a loud yawn, resting its head back down on its paws. How could the beast be so calm?

      “What is happening to me?” It was impossible to keep the panic from her voice. “Where is my ship?”

      If she could just return to her ship and get to a human colony, she could get some answers.

      “This is your ship,” the man said, as if that was the most obvious explanation. “He said you’d remember—”

      Who said she’d remember? Remember what?

      The last thing she remembered was being knocked off course during the Battle of Mogha, her ship low on fuel, climbing into her stasis tube with no hope of rescue.

      That was ten years ago. The baritone voice in her head was soft and empathetic.

      Vonda’s heart sank to her stomach, head feeling flushed, thousands of tiny pinpricks stabbing beneath her skin.

      She was in stasis for ten years? Ten years?

      Where was everybody now? Her superiors, her friends—

      Why didn’t the HCA retrieve her ship?

      Because they’re heartless bastards. That sinister hellhound reading her mind again—

      Her eyes locked with the Korthan. But, then again, this man was reading her mind too, wasn’t he?

      “I am, yes,” he said out loud.

      Dread filled her. They had captured her and performed some kind of experiment, making her an instrument for their bidding.

      “We lost the war,” she said, voice nearly a whisper, shoulders slumping as she resigned herself to that fact. “You’re controlling me.”

      “No, the humans won,” he said. Then his eyebrows knitted. “And I’m not controlling you. I don’t know how I could.”

      The humans won? Her heart rejoiced and then she was hit with a deep sadness, anger, regret and remorse that were not her own, feelings from the presences behind both voices in her head.

      Pulling her arms against her stomach, she suddenly felt immensely guilty.

      Good. At least you have the grace to feel guilty. It was the female voice, the voice of the hellhound.

      “Why do you keep challenging me?” Vonda said to the air. “Who are you?”

      The presence in the voice went away, leaving sadness behind.

      “You’re hearing another voice,” T’ren said.

      “Yes,” she breathed.

      “That’s your mogha companion, D’rrie,” he said.

      Mogha? As in the Battle of Mogha? Maybe it was another word for ‘hellhound.’ The similarity of the word to the uninhabited planet Mogha probably had a similar meaning, maybe something like ‘hellworld.’

      “What did you do to me?” Vonda’s voice hitched as a glowing wire rose from the middle port on her right arm.

      Sleep sequence commencing in three microns.

      The countdown to the next nightmare continued—

      “I didn’t do anything.” The Korthan raised his hands as if to ward off blame. “You were rescued by the Galaxy.”

      There was that word again; a reference to a ship, not a place. When she entered that stasis tube, she did not think there would be a rescue, but she never imagined this.

      “He believes in bonds,” the Korthan added.

      He? Bonds?

      The man gave a dismissive wave, the feeling behind the action not dismissive at all. That’s when she saw it, a tattoo on the Korthan’s forearm, a cybernetic fist enclosed in a triangle.

      Recognizing it from her Intelligence training in the HCA military, the sound of blood rushing through her ears was deafening. This man was a cyborg.

      Great. So, she was trapped by a cyborg and his two hellhounds. “You’re a cyborg.”

      “I am,” he said.

      Sleep sequence commencing in two microns.

      The messaging in her head, the ports on her arms—

      “Am I a cyborg?”

      Was it a part of the experimentation the Korthans conducted on her? The Human Colony Alliance wanted that technology. No one knew if it could be accomplished on a human—

      “Sort of,” T’ren said.

      “What do you mean, sort of?”

      “No one experimented on you,” he said. “It was the only way to save your life.”

      “Turning me into a cyborg saved my life?” Her voice sounded as dubious as she felt.

      “No, merging you with a Death Angel saved your life.”

      Merging her? What the hell?

      “What in the Stars is a Death Angel?” Vonda could not keep the panic from her voice. “Do you hear yourself? Talk of human atrocities when Korthans call something a ‘Death Angel.’”

      The man stepped forward, a hand raised to her, eyes soft as he said, “It means you’re an angel.”

      Was he trying to comfort her?

      “An angel of death,” she said. She did not want to be rescued only to be turned into a Korthan war machine.

      “No,” the Korthan blinked. “Death Angels are planetary protectors. It’s more ‘woe unto those who threaten our worlds.’”

      Vonda felt dizzy, black spots erupting across her vision. “That sounds like an angel of death to me.”

      “The Korthans are giving you this ship,” he said. “It is yours to go wherever you please.”

      Sleep sequence commencing in one micron. Return to chamber.

      “Apparently, I have to rest now,” she said. She needed time to figure things out, but if the ship was hers then— “After you teach me to fly it, you and your hellhounds have to go.”

      She was certainly not comfortable with the Korthan watching her sleep. Was that when he’d perform his nefarious acts of experimentation, to find ways to control her? He was already somehow in her mind. Would he harm her?

      Five, four, three, two…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      As Vonda collapsed, T’ren rushed forward, catching her limp form. The human was still weak from her prolonged stasis, her integrated components performing a forced shut down to aid in the healing process.

      Before she became fully unconscious, he was hit with the underlying worry that he was controlling her.

      “I’m not,” he said, brushing back a stray black hair as he stared at her eyelids, those amazing blue eyes hidden. Could they ever look at him with affection? “I’m not controlling you.”

      It was the other way around.

      Placing her in the healing chamber, he arranged her arms at her sides as the light cables plugged into the ports, stepping back as the whoosh of hydraulics signaled that the heavy lid of the chamber was closing.

      T’ren looked down at his mogha, whose head raised from his spot on the floor, returned gaze expectant.

      “Where’s D’rrie?” T’ren asked, eyebrows knitting. The other mogha didn’t even help them get out of the locked room. What was she doing?

      S’rch jumped to his feet, antennae raised high.

      “I’ll go find her,” he said.

      “Please do,” T’ren said, taking another look at the healing chamber.

      While S’rch was on his search, he’d do a little reconnoitering on his own. Maybe there was a manual somewhere, because Vonda was in for a surprise if she expected him to show her how to fly this ship.
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        * * *

      

      S’rch trotted through the corridor that angled around the perimeter of the ship, sniffing his guide’s scent, following it until he found himself in the cockpit.

      D’rrie was sitting in the middle of the room, mood dark as waves of disdain drowned him in their bond. Much of that was directed at the human, but the amount turned inward was stifling.

      S’rch didn’t understand. There was only one alpha for a mogha, and there were no guarantees a mogha would even find it. This was supposed to be a happy occasion.

      D’rrie was the one that taught him that a family unit with a mate and alpha being one and the same was the purest of bonds. Didn’t that mean that whoever this human was had the purest of hearts? A bond with a mogha wouldn’t form without a pure heart to begin with, so—

      He would make his guide see that, remind her of the good things in life.

      “We’re flying on the Death Angel,” S’rch said as he sat in front of her, tail twirling. “From Hanger Bay 7.”

      The hanger on the Galaxy was off limits, but the moghas knew how to get in there anyway. He marveled at the Death Angel ship for his whole life, wondering if he’d ever get to see it fly, never imagining that he’d be flying in it one day.

      The other mogha’s lip twitched and S’rch’s tongue dropped from his mouth as he smiled. Progress as the darkness in his guide’s mood lifted slightly. There wasn’t a single mogha that didn’t pay tribute to the ship in some way. The Death Angels protected their planet after all. Well, until they couldn’t.

      But the mogha reverence never faltered.

      And S’rch’s giddiness at the two of them being the first moghas to not only see it fly, but being a part of the flight, finally had his guide breaking into a full smile.

      “I am glad that your first time off of the Galaxy is in this ship,” D’rrie said, and he knew she was genuinely happy for him. “But for the Galaxy to dishonor it by integrating a human is hard for me to swallow.”

      S’rch pulled in his tongue, one antenna drooping. He hadn’t thought of it that way—

      “But it’s T’ren’s mate,” he said. “And your alpha.”

      This was not some random human being. The worth of his alpha’s mate, his guide’s alpha, was immeasurable.

      D’rrie let out a derisive snort. Then she stood up, shrugging the pack she brought onboard from her back, pulling it around until it was between them, reaching in with outstretched fingers.

      “I have something for you,” she said.

      Pulling her paw from the pack, she turned it upright, extended phalanges caged around a furry ball.

      S’rch knew what it was right away. “You’re giving me a molk?”

      The little creature unrolled itself, trumpet ears rotating as its pointy nose sniffed the air, scaley tail with feathered tufts twirling in circles.

      In the legend of C’hase, the young mogha had a molk. S’rch’s antennae twirled along with the molk’s tail. He would be like his hero, C’hase.

      “Can I name him C’hase?” he said, gingerly grabbing the molk with both paws, the creature’s fur soft against his extended fingers.

      “You can call him whatever you wish,” D’rrie said, flinging her pack onto her back.

      As he watched his guide saunter from the cockpit, S’rch was under the impression that there was a secondary reason for giving him this molk, but he couldn’t place it as he touched noses with C’hase, the molk’s whiskers tickling his.

      This molk was going to go everywhere with him, so there wouldn’t be any reason for worry.
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        * * *

      

      T’ren could not figure out where to connect with the ship’s computer or systems or anything. There were no consoles, no obvious ports, so he returned to the cockpit. The cable of light was a little unnerving, but he had established a connection there before. Perhaps it was the only interface a Death Angel had—

      Stopping dead in his tracks, T’ren’s heart jolted. There, in the middle of the room, was S’rch playing with a molk.

      The mogha was very young in that moment and, not for the first time, T’ren wondered how he was bonded to one so young. He was certain he had taught S’rch the dangers of space, even more certain D’rrie had tutored the young mogha on such things. But, S’rch had never been away from the Galaxy, who kept a myriad of dangerous creatures.

      His young charge probably couldn’t separate the Galaxy from the Death Angel, assuming both sentient ships would have the same countermeasures against such a creature.

      “Where did you get that?” T’ren said, heart thumping as he checked the room, looking for any tell-tale holes through the metal flooring, checking for burrows near the walls and the vacuum of space beyond—

      It’s a molk, S’rch said, holding the creature up with both paws, its oversize claws bouncing with limp legs, clearly comfortable being held by a mogha.

      T’ren fought the urge to snap at his companion. What was it with young moghas and molks?

      “Yes, I know it’s a molk,” he said. “Where did you find it?”

      Oh, D’rrie gave him to me, he said, as if that was the most obvious explanation. His name is C’hase.

      T’ren stood up straighter. D’rrie? That was odd. S’rch may have never been off of the Galaxy, but the older mogha knew better than to allow a molk onboard a ship—

      Holding out his hand, T’ren said, “Give him to me.”

      The young mogha pulled the furry ball protectively beneath his body.

      He won’t chew, S’rch said. I’m watching him. He hasn’t chewed any wires or burrowed into any walls.

      “S’rch, give me the molk.” It wasn’t a request, the mogha’s head dipping at the order in his tone.

      We cannot take the risk, little one, T’ren appealed through their bond. I won’t harm him, I promise.

      S’rch hesitated. What are you going to do with him?

      T’ren dropped his hand.

      “I’ll show you,” he said. “Follow me. You can carry him.”

      Satisfied with the responsibility of keeping his pet with him, S’rch followed his alpha, the molk riding on top of his head.

      Entering the room he was referring to as the med bay, because it was the room with the hyperbolic healing chamber, T’ren stopped dead in his tracks again, his heart leaping into his throat.

      As much jolting and leaping as his heart had been through lately, he wondered if a heart attack was in his future.

      The healing chamber, it was completely missing—

      The molk let out a squeak and he turned wide eyes on it. Was the creature somehow responsible? Shaking his head at the thought, he opened a cabinet on the far wall. One problem at a time—

      The brain could not be separated from the body, so Vonda couldn’t have been far from the ship.

      Finding what he was looking for on a shelf, he pulled a cylindrical glass container from the cabinet.

      Where did Vonda go? S’rch asked, sniffing the air.

      Holding the container out to his companion, he shook it once, indicating for S’rch to put the molk in. S’rch hesitated again, eyeing the container.

      “Please don’t argue with me,” T’ren said. “I have to find my mate.”

      Without another word, the mogha placed his molk in the container.
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      Vonda woke with a start, low blue glow of the cables attached to her arms making her breathing hitch. But then she felt strangely comfortable in the snugness of the chamber. Thinking about the time, a message scrolled behind her eyelids.

      That was going to take some getting used to—

      She had only been asleep for four hours, but she felt physically better than she had since her ordeal started, better than she’d felt since entering the cryostasis tube all those years ago.

      Simply resting, she stared at the lid of the chamber closed above her. She did not want it to open. If the Korthan had wanted to kill her in her sleep, he’d have done that during one of the two opportunities he’d already had.

      Or it could have been that there was some Korthan Cyborg Corps honor about not hitting someone while they’re down. Now that she was healthy, was he on the other side, waiting with a knife, ready to challenge her to a fair fight?

      A thrill surged through her, and she gasped. Stars, how was the thought of fighting the Korthan such a turn on? No, she’d rather just lay in the chamber. That’s what she told herself over and over until the tingling sensation in her abdomen went away.

      The snugness around her was reminiscent of the cockpit in her fighter. A joystick appeared and she blinked. Grabbing it with both hands, the blue glow fell away, replaced with the yellow glow of a navigation monitor above the joystick.

      As her gaze tracked around the chamber, panels with blinking red, green, and orange lights appeared on both sides of her, body folding from a prone to a sitting position as the chamber fully morphed into the familiar cockpit of her ship.

      She pulled back on the stick and the entire chamber thrust forward, body hitting the back of her seat as she launched—

      Surrounded by a field of stars, her mouth dropped open. She just ejected herself into space!

      She was still in the chamber, that much she could tell. Was it capable of space flight? The controls in her familiar cockpit told her yes, but she had no idea how her surroundings became the cockpit of her HCA fighter.

      Who cares? She just escaped. The only thing on her mind was to find a colony and make her way there post haste.

      A thread of regret niggled its way into her resolve. The Korthan stood in her mind’s eye. Even with the concern of death, something about him warmed the edges of her heart—

      But the hellhound, the accusation in D’rrie’s entire demeaner. Mogha was an uninhabited world; there was no way the HCA terraformed a world with life.

      Punching several codes into her navigation computer, she searched until she found one— There, a human colony only three stellar cycles away. Vonda needed answers. The HCA presence at this colony was her ticket to understanding.

      As Vonda’s chamber ship flew forward, following the path to the human colony set forth in the navigation computer, a great shadow loomed behind her.

      Turning in her seat, her eyes widened. Chest tingling, chills traversed her arms and legs. There, behind her, was a triangular ship like the one that rammed her during the Battle of Mogha, leaving her for dead. It wasn’t the same ship, she’d never forget that ship, but it was exactly like it, only with gold trim instead of red.

      The Korthans gave her a ship like the one that stranded her? Was that what T’ren was calling a Death Angel? And she was somehow merged with it? What kind of weird fate was that?

      Well, she needed to get away from it, lose it among the stars before continuing her trek to the colony.

      Pushing the joystick forward, she did a complete loop, the Death Angel following. Jerking the joystick right, then left, she executed several rolling spirals, the Korthan ship matching her move for move.

      Was her crazy Korthan self-proclaimed ‘mate’ an ace pilot as well? Performing her best moves as an expert pilot, she couldn’t shake him.

      Shutting down her navigation system, Vonda stared defiantly at the Death Angel ship.

      “Stop following me,” she said aloud.

      Even floating in space, the ship simply tracked with whatever she was doing. Drawing in a deep breath, she blew it out in a huff. There was a graceful beauty to this ship. The Korthans seemed determined that she should have it.

      Maybe she should just fly the Death Angel to the human colony. The ship would be of utmost interest to HCA Intelligence. Whatever happened to the Korthan and the two hellhounds at that point was their problem.

      Of course, she still needed the Korthan to show her how to fly the damn thing—

      Contemplating her options, a proximity alarm beeped on the console to her right.

      And then she saw it, another ship interrupting the stars, the shape of it only becoming visible as it approached. It was triangular like the Death Angel ship, but that was the only similarity. Four transparent wings stretched from either side of it, reminding her of a dragonfly. The hull of the ship was purple, the color reflected by the iridescent wings.

      Vonda had never seen anything like it.

      A woman stood within the ship, a section of the hull becoming transparent. Clad in a jumpsuit that same purple as the ship, she appeared to be Korthan, white hair cropped close to her head, silver eyes flashing as Vonda made eye contact.

      Sidling right next to Vonda’s chamber, the woman stretched out her arm, hand extending outside of the dragonfly ship’s hull directly into Vonda’s cockpit.

      What in the stars?

      Unable to resist, she grabbed the hand—

      The cockpit around her fell away, even the chamber disappearing until it was only her body floating in space, grasping the hand of the strange Korthan woman.

      Vonda should have been afraid, but the contact with this other female was comforting, erasing all fear that the air might be sucked from her lungs at any moment.

      And then she was onboard the dragonfly ship, standing next to the purple clad Korthan. This was magic, there was no other explanation.

      “Are you the genie?” Vonda asked, as magic seemed to be a part of her life since waking up on the Death Angel.

      The woman frowned. “The genie?” she said, an electronic lilt accompanying her voice. “I’ve never heard of a genie.”

      Vonda blew out a breath. “I don’t understand what is happening. Who are you? How am I here?”

      “I am S’azi,” the Korthan woman said. “I am a Scout Ship. I am here because you need me to be.”

      Because she needed her to be?

      “But how?” Vonda said.

      Eyes narrowing on her surroundings, everything was transparent, like a hologram of some form floating around her. Concentrating, she realized she was still in the hyperbolic chamber—

      “You’re not really here,” she said.

      “No,” S’azi said with a grin. “I am. All sentient ships have a connection.” She touched her index finger to her temple.

      “Are you Korthan?” Vonda asked.

      “No, but my pilot is a Korthan,” S’azi said.

      Vonda looked around at the shiny black walls, streams of purple light flowing through them.

      Her mouth dropped open. “You’re the ship.”

      S’azi’s smile grew wider. “Like you.”

      “No, I am human.”

      “And a Death Angel.” S’azi’s voice filled with awe, “You are human first, but you are also a Death Angel.”

      All sentient ships, the woman said—

      “I don’t understand,” Vonda said. Being merged with the ship meant she was the ship?

      “You will,” S’azi said. “But to clarify for now, you can’t be separated from the ship. The human part of you is your brain, the ship is your body.”

      Blood rushed through Vonda’s ears, goosebumps rippling the hair across her skin.

      “How is that possible?” Vonda spread her arms, looking down at herself as if she would see a triangular ship rather than the black fabric of her tunic.

      “I’ve never seen it before,” S’azi said, “but the Galaxy can do whatever he wants.”

      The Galaxy— Her Korthan mentioned him a time or two.

      “He is also a sentient ship,” the woman said. “You can communicate with him if you wish.”

      Vonda was not ready to start chatting it up with other starships. Her suspension of disbelief was already stretched thin as it was. But something else the Scout said came full circle in her mind, the Scout’s Korthan pilot—

      It made sense. That was why a Korthan was on her ship. “Do I have a Korthan pilot too?”

      “No, you’re the pilot,” S’azi said.

      The sound of air deflating from a balloon came to mind. So much for that theory. “But I don’t know how to fly a Death Angel ship. I need the Korthan that’s on my ship to show me. Then he can be on his way.”

      S’azi frowned. “Be on his way? As in leave? You must take your mate and the moghas with you.”

      Frown mirroring S’azi’s, Vonda knew it was too good to be true. There was no way the Korthans would give her a ship without strings attached.

      There was that word again, ‘Mogha.’ And did everyone think that man was her mate?

      “You mean, hellhounds,” Vonda said, dread weaving through her core.

      “No.” S’azi’s silver eyes flashed, face flat as she stared directly into Vonda’s eyes. “They are called moghas. Their name comes from their homeworld, Mogha.”

      Stomach sinking as she was hit by the truth like a sledgehammer, Vonda thought she was going to be sick. That was why the Korthans fought so vehemently for Mogha. It was not uninhabited at all. These creatures, the hellhounds, moghas—

      They were from that world.

      The image of the other Death Angel rushing towards her, ramming her ship, knocking her off course as she escorted the terraforming torpedo—

      Her Korthan said that Death Angles were planetary protectors, ‘woe unto those who threaten their worlds.’ The ship that rammed her, it was trying to protect its world.

      S’azi placed a hand on her shoulder. “We all made mistakes during the war.”

      Why would the HCA terraform a world with life? Was terraforming Mogha a cruel act to hit the Korthan morale? She had killed plenty of Korthans and hellhounds alike, but being lied to? People needed to know the truth. Humans were living a lie—

      Her chest heaved as her breathing grew heavy, S’azi squeezing her shoulder, empathy pouring through this sentient connection.

      And then she heard humming. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on the sound, allowing calm to wash over her. Through the humming, she began to make out a tune.

      “Do you hear singing?” she asked, opening her eyes.

      “That’s Annabelle,” S’azi said with a wave of her hand. “She plays onboard periodically.”

      Plays onboard? What, the Scout Ship? A child?

      “Come,” S’azi said with a smile, eyes flashing. “I’ll show you.”

      Vonda followed the woman down a dark corridor, purple streams of illumination in the ceiling lighting their way.

      Then they were in another room, bright white ceilings, floor and walls a stark contrast. In the middle of the room, a little girl was sitting on her knees, humming her tune, focused on something, singing to it.

      As Vonda got closer, she saw that there was a furry creature in front of the child, its ears the shape of trumpets, tail tipped with feathers. It looked exactly like the creature she found in her apartment on the Death Angel, the one she named Trumpet. And it replied to the child’s tune with tiny squeaks.

      But the child herself had Vonda slowing to a stop, feet frozen to the floor as she stared with wide eyes.

      The child looked human, brown hair with tan skin, but her eyes were striking Korthan silver.

      “She’s human,” Vonda’s mouth dropped open, and she slowly closed it.

      The little girl turned towards her, gathering the creature in her arms as she stood.

      “I am not just human,” the child said, voice defiant, proud. “My mother is human. My father is Korthan.”

      The child held up the creature, adding, “And my molk is a molk, see?”

      Was Trumpet a molk too?

      Reaching out to touch the creature, her fingers waved right through it, reminding her that she was not actually standing in the Scout Ship. But the child was and S’azi was facilitating the interaction through the sentient ship link she spoke of.

      Several things came together at once. S’azi was showing her this child for a reason—

      “Who are her parents?” Vonda looked at S’azi.

      “Tessa Mathews and L’Den,” the Scout said.

      Vonda knew that name, a scientist whose ship and crew were lost in space years ago.

      “Tessa Mathews,” she whispered. “Tessa was lost.”

      “She was found by her mate,” S’azi said.

      Her Korthan mate—

      And this was their child.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      T’ren stood in the middle of the cockpit, feet shoulder width apart, but nothing happened. Concentrating, staring at the floor, he called on the cable.

      “Controls,” he said. “Console. Anything that will give me access to fly this ship.”

      Nothing.

      Stars, he’d settle with being able to see outside the ship. Right now, all he could see were the dark walls surrounding him. Where the hell was the viewscreen? It was as if the ship was fighting him.

      Pressing his right foot into the floor, he stopped short of stomping it. Where was that damn cable?

      “Quit fighting me, Vonda,” he said to the air.

      You know my name. The voice in his head was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard, his heart swelling.

      You are speaking to me, through the bond. Breathless and energized all at once, T’ren was thankful for bond-speak, certain he wouldn’t find his voice if he had to speak out loud.

      I don’t know yours. Her voice was soft, melodious.

      Warmth radiated through his body. T’ren. My name is T’ren.

      As soon as the thought was complete, a grey control console rose from the floor in front of him. Several holographic shapes winked into existence above it, a circular disk blinking yellow. Reaching his hand out to swipe the disk, he found that it was solid matter. Grabbing hold of it instead, he flipped it around in his hands.

      What am I supposed to do with this?

      As it flipped around, he saw a field of stars through the floor. Pausing, it dawned on him what it was. Holding it up in front of his face, he turned to the right and left, a clear view of the stars outside presented wherever his eyes fell. Tossing it towards the wall, it irised open until a wide viewscreen spread in front of him.

      Then he saw it, the black cylinder of the chamber hovering on the port side of the ship. Floating towards the hull, he watched as a circular hatch opened, the chamber returning to its resting place within.
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        * * *

      

      As the cables retracted from her arms, Vonda lifted her hands, inspecting her arms and body to make sure she still had on actual clothes—

      Good. She did not want a repeat of last time.

      With the sound of hydraulics, the heavy lid of the chamber slid to one side and Vonda found herself staring at the colorful streams of light traversing the ceiling. Beautiful.

      Sitting up, her breath caught in her throat. On the floor next to the chamber sat the blue and white mogha.

      The animal jumped to his feet, tail raised high as it began to twirl, circling faster and faster until it was a furry blur, antenna joining in the excitement. The mogha barked and yapped, executing a full circle with more yips.

      Vonda was under the impression he was talking to her.

      “Why can’t I understand you?” she said to the creature. She could understand the black hellhound perfectly, but all it did was issue threats. At least this one looked happy to see her—

      “Because you are not bonded to him.”

      The Korthan’s voice reached her a split second before he entered the room. Dressed in all black, the silver blue hue of his skin stood out, as well as his muscled physique—

      Vonda blinked, averting her eyes to stifle her impending arousal.

      She waited, finding the ceiling fascinating again.

      “You’re not going to challenge me to a duel or something?” she choked out.

      T’ren frowned, brow creasing. “What? No. I don’t want to fight you.”

      The mogha let out a singsong bark and they both looked at him, T’ren letting out a chuckle that lit her soul on fire.

      “Can you understand him?” she said.

      “Yes.” He gave the mogha a pet before scratching behind its ears. “He is my mogha companion. A mogha can only bond to one person and that person can understand what he’s saying.”

      T’ren looked at her with a gimlet eye before continuing. “It was thought they could only bond with Korthans, but the same was said of the mate bond too.”

      An image of the child playing on S’azi’s ship flitted through her mind. The little girl was proof that humans and Korthans were compatible. Could she and T’ren produce a child?

      “The mogha companion bond only forms to a being pure of heart,” T’ren said.

      Vonda looked at her hands, a pang spreading through her chest. “I’ve done some things I’m not proud of.”

      T’ren’s head slowly nodded as his eyes grew distant. “We all have.”

      “Well, apparently,” Vonda slapped her knee and T’ren blinked as his head whipped towards her, “some computer in my head can shut down my entire body with only a minute’s notice.”

      “Your body is still healing,” he said. “Shut down is the way to make you rest so you’ll heal. It shouldn’t happen again.”

      Shouldn’t? That didn’t exactly instill confidence—

      “And my body can’t be separated from the ship,” Vonda continued. “And I have to take you and the two hellhounds with me.”

      “D’rrie is S’rch’s guide. They can’t be separated until he’s fully grown.” T’ren spoke matter of fact, as if the only explanation involved whether or not there was more than one hellhound.

      “It’s a prison and you’re my warden,” Vonda said.

      T’ren’s jaw fell. “It’s not a prison, Vonda. This is your ship. You can go wherever you wish.”

      Studying the man before her, she could not help admiring his face. The Korthan was inexplicably good looking. Not a bad specimen to get stuck with. She avoided his eyes.

      “How old are you?” she blurted.

      One of his eyebrows went up. “I don’t know, maybe thirty-eight in human years?”

      “Thirty-eight?” she said. “You’re too old. My mother wouldn’t approve.”

      A smile spread across his face and her eyes narrowed. Then she closed them, shaking her head at herself. She was twenty-five when she went into the cryotube. That would mean she’s now thirty-five—

      “Not a word,” she said.

      Holding up his hands, he said, “I didn’t say anything.”

      He didn’t have to; the insufferable man was thinking it.

      “Why can I read your thoughts?” she said.

      “Because I’m your mate.”

      Again, as if it was so obvious. And what stars-forsaken creator decided it was a good idea to be able to read your spouse’s mind?

      “So, you say this is my ship?” Vonda said, changing the subject. She couldn’t wrap her head around someone declaring he’s her mate, much less what that actually meant.

      “Yes,” T’ren said with a shrug.

      “Show me how to fly it.” The thought of flying the starship filled her with an anticipation she hadn’t known for a long time, tingling erupting under her skin.

      “Follow me,” he said, turning to exit the room, his mogha companion right on his heels.

      As she followed the Korthan, view of his rear as easy to look at as the rest of him, the tingling spread throughout her body.

      Entering a dark rounded room, Vonda marveled at the streams of light that crisscrossed every surface, a floating disk at what appeared to be the front of the ship, giving them a view of space beyond. This must be the bridge or the cockpit, whatever it was called on a Death Angel ship.

      The Korthan leaned against a console that was in the middle of the floor, his mogha sitting, scratching its ear before settling into position for an apparent nap.

      “You’re sort of flying it already,” he said.

      Sidling next to him, she studied the viewscreen on the console. It was familiar enough to her HCA fighter that she was able to make out the navigation. They hadn’t made any progress toward the colony or anywhere—

      “Mostly just drifting in space,” she said.

      “You’re taking us to a human colony?” T’ren said with a frown that matched her own, his shock and disappointment stinging.

      Swiping at her eyes, her throat constricted as she punched several buttons on the console.

      “Not anymore,” she said. “They don’t have the answers I’m looking for.”

      Bowing her head, she stepped back from the console, taking in and releasing two deep breaths. The war was over. She was changed, quite literally. The pull towards the Korthan was overwhelming, a feeling that surprised her, a feeling she wanted to explore—

      Gazing up into silver eyes, the answers she was looking for lie with him.

      He’d show her how to fly the ship and the next phase of her life would begin. Something in her soul told her to trust that.

      Waiting expectantly, she simply stared at him. His eyes held hers a moment, then tracked towards the console and back at her.

      There wasn’t a clock anywhere to be found, but she swore she could hear time ticking in her head as they stood. There was something he said, something about ‘you’re taking us,’ as in she was taking him.

      The proverbial lightbulb finally came on and she blinked. “You don’t know how to fly this ship.”

      What in the stars was her soul telling her to trust?

      The Korthan leaned on one foot and then the other. “Well, I just thought about it before and it happened, so I guess that’s a start?”

      That’s a start? What kind of idiocy did she wake up to?

      “How do you not know how to fly a Korthan ship? Aren’t you a cyborg?”

      “This is not a Korthan ship,” T’ren said. “I mean, it can be, but it’s a Death Angel. It’s something else.”

      Blood rushed through Vonda’s ears, the sound a pulsating woosh as her heart pounded her chest. What did they turn her into?

      “What do you mean, ‘it’s something else?’” Vonda said, voice a whisper.

      T’ren reached over and grasped her hand in his. The rushing stopped, pounding slowing as he grounded her.

      “There is a lot about sentient ships that even Korthans don’t know,” he said. “The Galaxy saved you, but I don’t understand what is happening beyond that.”

      Slowly nodding her head, Vonda could feel his trepidation through the bond. Squeezing his hand, their fingers locked together.

      “We’ll figure this out,” she said with a deep breath, a slight smile curving her lips. “Together.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay, the basics,” Vonda said from her spot in the middle of the floor, looking down at her feet. “You stood right here, and a cable rose out of the floor to connect to your wrist cable?”

      The absurdity of her words was not lost on her as they left her mouth.

      “Yes, that’s what happened,” T’ren confirmed, as if it was an everyday occurrence. “All I did was think about flying and it showed up.”

      The mogha decided something else was interesting and he trotted from the room, antenna high and alert.

      A black cable elevated from the floor—

      “Oh, there it is!” Vonda said as it elongated to knee height. “Wait, I don’t have a wrist cable,” she said out loud as the cable explored her hand.

      Taking on a blue glow, the cable split into several, those smaller cables splitting again until numerous tiny filaments that reminded her of fiber optics hovered around her legs. Tickling as they brushed her clothing, Vonda felt slight electric currents beneath her skin. Small glowing filaments wound around her wrists, several splitting even smaller, until they were tiny enough to enter her very pores—

      Jumping forward as her heart jolted, Vonda ran to the edge of the circular cockpit, pulling free of the filaments and cables.

      “Uh, no, that is not happening,” she said, rubbing her arms with her hands, brushing off the tingling energy. The cables in the healing chamber were creepy enough. This was another level—

      T’ren stared at the fiber optics, mouth agape.

      “It’s going into the pores of my skin.” Vonda’s voice hitched. “Did it do that with you?”

      “Not…exactly,” T’ren said, his thoughts through the bond as turbulent as the blood rushing through her veins. Not even close.

      “Well, now what?” she said. “Isn’t there just a stick or a wheel or something else to steer it with?”

      Hugging her arms, the streams of light in the room appeared to be glowing brighter.

      T’ren’s eyes tracked across the ceiling as he also took notice. Then those silver eyes fell on hers, an intensity roiling within them that made the hair on her arms stand on end.

      “You can do this, Vonda,” he said. “The ship is you.”

      Her body couldn’t be separated from the ship. She was the brain; the ship was her body—

      “I am the ship,” she whispered.

      “Yes,” he said, taking several steps towards her, reaching out his hands to grasp hers, pulling her back to the center of the room.

      “You are the ship,” he said.

      “I am the ship,” she repeated with a deep breath.

      As the glowing filaments rose again, she held her hands out on either side of her body, the electric tickle returning as the fiber optics brushed over her hands. More cables twined around her legs, tiny glowing strings making their way between the fibers of her clothing. As they entered the pores of her skin, her heart pounded in her chest, electric current raising the hair on her arms.

      Her eyes widened as she realized the hair on her arms was glowing.

      “T’ren?” she said, her voice quivering.

      The Korthan stepped up behind her, his chest solid against her back. Allowing herself to lean against him, he squeezed her shoulders in silent encouragement before sliding his hands down the length of her arms, palms coming to rest on the tops of her hands.

      Filaments of green light wrapped around his legs, then his arms, his breath hitching as the blue and green fibers became intertwined, weaving an intricate web that bound Vonda and T’ren together from foot to knee, hand to elbow—

      Understanding flowed into Vonda’s mind as she fully synced with the Death Angel. There was no genie, no magical element helping her. It was her. The apartment that was like her domicile on the colony ship. Things that appeared when she needed—

      All of it was the ship complying to her demands, making her comfortable within her own self.

      And Vonda remembered. Everything. The Galaxy T’ren kept talking about—The simple question, “Do you want to live?”

      The colorful nebulas, her drifting weightless dream state. And the man in the ship, the soulmate she wanted to live for.

      Vonda remembered all of it.

      She was the master pilot. She already knew how to fly the ship.

      And T’ren was her soulmate, her partner in all things, sharing in mind, body and spirit.

      Heart full to bursting, Vonda let out a stuttering gasp, every point of contact between her and T’ren vibrating with anticipation.

      Mind expanding throughout the space that surrounded them, Vonda thrust her hands forward, the ship racing towards a colorful nebula field just off their port side.

      Yelping, T’ren’s body mirrored the movement, his hands grasping over the tops of hers, as if trying to ground himself.

      Sweeping her right hand high above her head, T’ren’s arm doing the same, bound to hers, the ship yawed to the left, adrenaline rushing through her chest as they rolled into a spiral, winding around a giant pillar of colorful gas.

      Pulling their hands back, the starship came to a stop, hovering in place. And with a thought, the surrounding walls of the Death Angel fell away until it was just the two of them, floating, the silent serenity of space all around them.

      “Whoa,” they both whispered at the same time.

      Turning her head towards him, Vonda’s voice caught in her throat. Glowing green, every detail of the Korthan’s handsome face stood out, the irises of his silver eyes traced in glowing green circles.

      Those eyes met hers, a smile broadening his features, and she couldn’t help but glance at his moist lips, so close to her own—

      And then they were upon hers, drawing her tongue into his mouth, the soft caress curling her toes, setting her soul on fire.

      Breaking the kiss, Vonda thrust their arms high into the air, leaning back against the filaments that had completely cocooned around them, the ship executing a full backwards loop.

      Turning her hands until they were palm to palm with his, their fingers intertwined. Sweeping out their left arms, they executed a right barrel roll, then repeated the action with the other arm. They moved as one, completely synchronized with each other and the ship.

      Pure exhilaration.

      Emergency shutdown.

      Vonda blinked, reading the message behind her eyelids. What? Was she going into a forced shutdown again? Wasn’t she healed?

      “What’s happening?” T’ren said, concern gnawing at her through the bond.

      “I think I’m going into a forced shutdown,” she said.

      “No, that shouldn’t happen again—"

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      Vonda braced for her body to completely go limp as she was forced into sleep—

      Nothing happened. Still conscious, she let out a breath which quickly hitched in her throat as all the fibers and cables retreated, the movement under her skin disconcerting. Falling into T’ren’s chest, she watched as the colorful filaments disappeared into the floor, an odd disappointment at losing the flight filling her.

      Hull breech, a message scrolled through her head.

      “Hull breech?” she asked out loud.

      T’ren’s body tensed. “What do you mean, ‘hull breech?’”

      Then she could feel it. A slight sting where air rushed out of a tiny hole—

      She frowned. “There’s a breech in my hull. It’s on the port side, aft.”
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        * * *

      

      T’ren’s stomach dropped, and he bolted from the room. There was no time to waste. Priority number one was getting that breech shored up.

      Heading towards the rear of the ship, he found a small kitchen galley on the port side. Immediately spotting the hole halfway up the wall next to a counter, he called his mogha companion, thanking the stars the hole wasn’t big enough to immediately implode the hull and suck them all into space.

      S’rch, he said. Bring me a two-by-two titanium patch and a micro-welder.

      “What did that?” Vonda peered around from behind him.

      The mogha appeared with the requested items in less than a minute, T’ren grabbing the tools, slapping the patch against the hole, welder firing to life, making quick work of the problem before it became a much bigger issue.

      S’rch sat next to them, watching as T’ren smoothed out the patch, touching up the final repair.

      T’ren knew exactly what did it.

      “S’rch?” his tone was accusatory as he turned his attention on his young mogha.

      White antennae drooped low as S’rch’s expression fell. I didn’t let it out, I swear.

      “Are you sure?” T’ren raised a finger. Sometimes his young companion forgot in the excitement of play. “There is only one thing that caused this hole. Were you playing with it and forgot to put it back?”

      I wanted to play with him, S’rch said, head bowing. I visit him and I feed him, and I talk to him, but I didn’t let him out, I promise.

      Standing up straight, T’ren dropped his hand. He believed his mogha.

      “Okay, I’m sorry for accusing you,” he said.

      The mogha’s head and antennae snapped back up to their happy disposition, S’rch jumping to his feet with a twirl of his tail.

      “What did you accuse him of?” Vonda said.

      “Follow me,” T’ren said to Vonda. “I’ll show you what we’re talking about and what caused that hole.”

      T’ren did believe his mogha, but the molk got out somehow. Did it figure out a way to twist off the lid of the glass container? He’d never known one to do that before.

      Did the container fall off the shelf and break? Face heating up from the memory of their acrobatic dance while synced with the ship, he willed his breathing to calm. The contents of a starship didn’t typically jostle around during flight—

      Entering the hyperbolic chamber bay, Vonda and S’rch close behind, T’ren opened the cabinet where he put S’rch’s pet.

      There on the shelf, in the exact spot he’d placed it, sat the glass container, furry creature inside staring back at them as they stared at it. The molk leaned on the inside of the glass when it saw S’rch, whiskers waving in circles, no doubt looking for food.

      T’ren’s eyebrows furrowed. It was as S’rch said. This molk had not been outside of the glass container since he put it in there. Curious—

      “The little girl had one of these, too,” Vonda said with a smile, touching the glass where the creature’s clawed foot rested against it on the inside.

      Jerking his head back, T’ren said, “Little girl?”

      “Yes, Annabelle.” Vonda continued to ‘pet’ the creature’s foot through the glass.

      “You saw Annabelle?” he said, eyebrow raising.

      Vonda’s head whipped towards him, “You know Annabelle?”

      “Yes,” they both said at the same time.

      Mutual surprise flowed between them through their bond.

      “Apparently, I have some kind of connection with other sentient ships,” Vonda said. “S’azi contacted me while I was…” she trailed off. “Never mind that. But, anyway, Annabelle was playing on her ship.”

      Turning her attention back to the glass container, she puckered her lips at it, clicking her tongue.

      “I have one, too,” she said. “Cute, aren’t they?”

      T’ren’s eyes widened as his skin prickled.

      “No, they aren’t cute,” he said, tone incredulous. “That creature will eat a hole in your ship and kill us all.”

      Stars, one did eat a hole in the ship. And apparently it was Vonda’s!

      Well, Vonda was the ship, so she wouldn’t necessarily die if she got in the hyperbolic chamber, but—

      “You’d be stranded in space all over again,” he added, shuddering at the thought. “Where is it?”

      Following her to her domicile, T’ren was shocked by how human it looked. The walls were square, devoid of the veins of light that normally traversed the surfaces of all sentient ships.

      Pulling back the covers of a plush bed, a molk in the center happily munched on something akin to a cracker. Clearly, the creature found the galley. Had to be the culprit—

      “This is Trumpet,” Vonda said, and the creature stopped munching, looking up at her with a squeak.

      T’ren’s mouth dropped open. What was it with humans and molks?

      Vonda picked up a pack at the end of the bed. “Looks like the little guy found my stash of crackers.”

      A jolt flashed through his chest, blood going cold. If Trumpet didn’t get the cracker from the galley, then which molk made the hole?

      S’rch had a molk. Vonda had a molk. Were there more?

      And then it hit him—

      “Where did you get it?” T’ren’s eyes narrowed, afraid he already knew the answer.

      “D’rrie gave him to me,” Vonda said.

      The bag D’rrie brought on board with her.

      The feelings the older mogha had about humans was no secret. T’ren was always thankful her propensity for revenge was never transferred to S’rch, but finding out she was bonded to a human had to be a blow straight to her heart.

      And clearly did not stifle her vengeful disposition.

      “Where’s D’rrie?” he said.
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      D’rrie? What did the furry creatures have to do with the erstwhile hellhound?

      Vonda was hesitant to reach out to her mogha companion, the feeling emanating from the animal that of distrust.

      With that thought, D’rrie’s form slinked into the room. The animal’s ears must have been burning, certain knowledge that the purpose of the furry critters was discovered, the bipeds discussing her plot.

      “You wanted to crash my ship?” Vonda said, her stomach dropping.

      The mogha nodded, yellow eyes boring into hers.

      “Why?”

      I told you I would get my revenge. D’rrie’s lip curled in a low growl.

      The sight of the mogha made Vonda’s heart drop. The creature’s eyes were filled with such pain she wanted to hug her, make the pain go away. But how could D’rrie ever forgive her, especially since she helped destroy the mogha’s homeworld? How could she forgive herself?

      “How many molks are there?” T’ren said, looking from D’rrie to Vonda. “Ask her.”

      Molks. That what the little girl called them.

      How many are there? Vonda asked the mogha, unsure of a straight answer—

      Three, D’rrie answered honestly. I released the third in the galley.

      The mogha’s antennae and tail drooped, Vonda getting a sense of remorse from the creature.

      Vonda wanted to comfort her mogha, tell her it was all right, but T’ren’s insistent tone cut through her thoughts.

      “How many?” he said.

      “There are three,” she looked up at him. If the third one was released in the galley but was no longer there— “The third one is roaming free on the ship, last seen in the galley.”

      “Grab Trumpet and let’s go,” the Korthan said as he rushed from her apartment.

      The molk squeaked as she picked it up from her bed, cracker held firmly in its front claws, fur soft against her fingers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “If it was in the galley before, it’ll be back,” T’ren said as they searched the cabinets in the kitchen. “They always come back to the food source.”

      Vonda held onto Trumpet as she looked behind a bag of some sort of Korthan rice, pausing at T’ren’s words. Didn’t everything return to the food source?

      D’rrie paced behind them, fingers extending and retracting from her paws.

      The counter shook as the sound of S’rch bumping his head in the cabinet underneath was followed by a quick yelp. Said mogha withdrew, mouth chewing vigorously on what looked like jerky before a visible lump went down his gullet.

      D’rrie’s dark antennae went up, tail twirling as she joined the pup in a jerky meal.

      “Your heart is heavy,” T’ren said, turning a box upside down in the middle of the floor.

      Vonda drew in a deep breath, exhaling slowly. “D’rrie hates me.”

      “She can’t actually hate you,” T’ren said as he placed a straight rod beneath one end of the box until that end was balanced upwards. “You share a bond.”

      “She hates me,” Vonda said. “She tells me all the time.”

      “What she hates is that she doesn’t hate you.” T’ren knocked the rod down, the box falling. If the molk ran under the box, he’d be trapped when the rod fell. Simple, but effective.

      But why would the molk run under the box to begin with?

      Rummaging through his pockets, T’ren pulled out a shiny white circular gem, a colorful prism winking at her as he held it up. Flipping it up into the air, Trumpet dropped his cracker, beady eyes tracking the shiny object as it landed in T’ren’s palm. The molk’s claws reached out for it—

      “Molks love shiny things,” T’ren said with a smile. “They can’t resist a gemkey.”

      Bending down, he balanced the box back on the rod, placing the gemkey underneath.

      Turning to her with a mischievous gleam in his silver eyes, he said, “Want to time how long it takes?”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes. It took only ten minutes for the missing molk to emerge from a bottom drawer of the cabinets, scurrying eagerly and intently towards the shine beneath the box, its round body knocking down the rod, the box falling over it.

      Vonda expected to hear a squeak or a fuss, to see the box jostle as the creature tried to escape. But there was no sound, no attempt to toss the object that trapped it.

      T’ren lifted the box—

      Laying on its back, the little creature was hugging the gemkey against its stomach. If a molk could smile, it had the most satisfied grin. As the box was removed and he became exposed, the molk quickly turned on all fours, hiding the prize beneath its body.

      Leaning down, T’ren plucked the creature from the floor, dropping it in the glass container with S’rch’s pet. “And that’s how you catch a molk.”

      Holding out his palm, he nodded at Trumpet. Handing her furry squeaker over, T’ren put the little guy in with the others. The third molk held up the gemkey, the other two admiring it, all three joining in a furry hug around it.

      Could they be any cuter?

      “They can’t burrow through glass,” T’ren said. “We’re safe now.”

      Chuckling, Vonda shook her head. Safe. From the fuzzy, hugging, gem-loving hedgehogs.

      Watching them huddle together in the glass container, Vonda frowned. “What do we do with them?”

      They couldn’t stay in a cage forever—
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        * * *

      

      T’ren’s brow creased. What do they do with them?

      We can take them back to the menagerie on the Galaxy, his helpful mogha provided.

      T’ren’s stomach dropped. We’re not going back to the Galaxy, young one.

      The mogha’s antennae drooped. That’s what D’rrie said too. I keep trying to tell her Vonda is a good person.

      His mate was watching her mogha companion, heart heavy that the magnificent being hadn’t accepted her, mind a turmoil of thoughts about what she’d done in the war versus what she’d become now.

      Patting his mogha’s head, he said, Thank you, S’rch. D’rrie will come around.

      He hoped.

      “We’ll find a place for them to live,” T’ren said out loud, as much to S’rch as to Vonda, answering her question.
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        * * *

      

      Vonda hovered above the floor of the cockpit, couched in a web of glowing filaments that pulsed threads of light beneath her skin. Colorful holographic shapes surrounded her, each containing information for various systems of the Death Angel. Despite feeling like she was the subject of some old Earth horror movie, it was comforting. Her entire being felt whole when she was synced with the ship.

      And all she had to do was think about a place and it showed up in her mind, every system of the ship from navigation to propulsion as simple an extension of herself as her fingers.

      What she found filled her with elation and chilled her blood at the same time. Worlds. Everywhere. And they were habitable in their natural state.

      The Human Colony Alliance was wrong. Not only were there plenty of habitable worlds for the survival of mankind, there were plenty for the Korthans too. None of the worlds needed terraformation. Humans and Korthans were completely compatible.

      Vonda’s core sank with her heart. The humans were wrong. The entire war was wrong—

      “We’re living proof,” T’ren said of compatibility. “You and I.”

      T’ren stood next to a console that she called from the floor, hands gripping both side, wrist cable connected as he studied the screen. Making eye contact, she swam in the depths of his devotion.

      “I want to join L’Den and K’urt in their message of compatibility and peace.” She and T’ren were the third known Korthan-human pairing. L’Den and Tessa, K’urt and Liana were likely very convincing, but a third couple solidified the reality. This wasn’t a fluke.

      Smiling, T’ren nodded. “This is our purpose.”

      The Galaxy would be proud.

      Returning the smile, movement to her right caught Vonda’s attention. The molks squirmed in their containment, clearly ready to be set free.

      First order of business, find a place for the molks to live—

      A nearby world covered in volcanic ash winked to life in her periphery. Focusing, then zooming in on it in her mind’s eye, Vonda touched a green floating holographic square in front of her. It expanded, the planet visible for T’ren to see.

      “There appears to be some molks already living on this world,” she said, surprise in her voice.

      “Molks love settling new places,” T’ren said with a sardonic chuckle. “It’s why they are found just about everywhere.”

      Setting her sights on the volcanic world, Vonda thrust her arms forward, the Death Angel responding in kind, freedom of flight filling her soul with pure exhilaration.
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        * * *

      

      Grey ashy dust rose high into the air as Vonda set the ship down in the expanse of an ancient lava flow. Making her way to the exit hatch, T’ren and the moghas were not far behind as she sent a mental command for it to open.

      Dry air whipped her face as the swirling sound of a dust devil whirled past, large round boulders dotting the landscape as far as the eye could see. A range of mountains loomed in the distance, red, orange, black and gray sand covering them.

      This planet was habitable?

      The numerous blips of life signs on a handheld device the Death Angel presented to her for use while away from the ship proved it was—

      D’rrie paced the top of the ramp that extended to the ground, yellow eyes low yet laser-focused on her.

      I will not help you release the molks, the mogha said. S’rch is staying with me on the ship. This planet could be too dangerous for him.

      Ignoring the first statement, Vonda replied. “That’s a good idea.”

      “What’s a good idea?” T’ren said.

      “S’rch is staying onboard with D’rrie.”
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        * * *

      

      T’ren switched the pack with the three molks to his other shoulder for the fourth time, trudging slowly through ankle-deep sand and ash that dusted him from boots to chest. The critters kept moving around, throwing the pack off-balance.

      Walking ahead of him, Vonda’s focus remained on her direction finder. The black full-body tunic she wore was covered in red, white and black soot.

      “How far did you say these other molks were?” he asked.

      They’d already walked three miles, the shifting sand making the trek slow.

      “I thought I landed close to them,” she said. “This says two more miles.”

      “That is a lot further from the ship,” he said. “You were way off the mark.”

      Vonda stopped and he almost ran into her as she turned, lips pursed.

      “Well, I did just learn to fly it yesterday,” she said before turning back around, shuffling across the sand with a squelch of her boots. “Besides, this is good exercise.”

      Good exercise? Sure, if he wasn’t worried about what might come after them from under their very feet. If molks lived here, other, more native, potentially larger beasts lurked in the dunes—

      Approaching the mountains, they squeezed through a field of large boulders, paths between the rocks just wide enough to walk through—

      And T’ren almost ran into his mate again, her form stopping abruptly in front of him as they came out the other side. Then his mouth dropped open. Green vegetation covered the landscape from where the boulders ended to where the mountains began. Water bubbled in a blue stream that bisected the middle.

      “Whoa,” Vonda whispered.

      The molks in his pack grew more restless, so T’ren set it on the ground, a claw poking out from the start of the zipper, pulling it back with an audible zip. The molk stuck its head out, two others joining it, three sets of trumpet ears rotating in unison.

      He supposed he would have to admit the creatures were cute—

      A critter covered in scales from head to tail emerged from the grasses, trumpet ears rotating as its whiskered snout sniffed the air. Then another. And another—

      “Oh, no, they are changed,” Vonda’s strained voice filled the bond with despair.

      Confused, T’ren tried to comfort her, placing a hand on her shoulder as she knelt by four molks that presented themselves. Looking from the scaley molks of the volcano world to the furry molks of space, he realized her concern.

      “No, this is normal for a molk,” he said with a squeeze of his hand.

      “Why do they look like this?” she said, extending her fingers as one sniffed at her palm.

      T’ren knelt beside her, another scaley critter sniffing at his knee.

      “Molks adapt to every planet situation,” he said. “Because it is hot here, they grow scales. In space and other cold climates, they’ll lose the scales and grow fur, like Trumpet.”

      Vonda visibly relaxed, the tightness in her shoulder beneath his fingers loosening as she let out a deep breath.

      In the next breath, her body stiffened, the tenseness returning tenfold.

      Then the alarm went off in his head—

      Proximity alarm. Human Colony Alliance ship approaching.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Proximity alarm. Human Colony Alliance ship approaching.

      Time stood still as the message scrolled behind Vonda’s eyelids, the blood freezing in her veins as a wave of pinpricks traversed her skin. The Human Colony Alliance—

      The ship appeared in her mind, long range sensors of the Death Angel patched into her neural net, showing her every detail of the Victory-class Terraforming Frigate.

      They were coming to terraform this world.

      Vonda was hit with an overwhelming urge to protect the planet.

      Fingers wrapped around hers in an iron grip, T’ren tugging her arm as he turned to run back through the boulder path. “We have to go right now!”

      The Korthan was jerked back as she pulled her hand free of his.

      “No,” she yelled. “That ship is coming to terraform this planet.”

      “We cannot stop that,” T’ren said, tone urgent.

      And Vonda’s heart fell. He was right; there was no chance they could stop a terraforming torpedo from impacting the surface of this world.

      But the inhabitants could be saved, the urge to protect the planet re-vectoring into a need to protect the molks.

      You can’t be serious, T’ren thought through the bond.

      “We can’t leave them here,” she said. She thought they were changed when she first saw them with their scales instead of fur. Now, they really would be changed—

      Frigate arrival in thirty minutes.

      “There is no time,” T’ren said, and Vonda could feel his urgency. “How are we going to corral them? We won’t make it back to the ship unless we go now.”

      On cue, Trumpet held up the diamond gemkey D’rrie’s molks still had possession of. One by one, scaley molks crawled from the grasses, some erupting from burrows in the ground, feathers at the tips of their tails brushing each other in some sort of greeting, all flocking to the shiny object in Trumpet’s claws.

      All fifty of them.

      Grabbing the pack, Vonda didn’t hesitate to pick up Trumpet and put him with the gemkey in the bag. One by one, she gathered up the molks, each squeaking in protest, but thankfully none trying to escape once they found they were in company with the shiny gemkey. With any luck, she could get half of them in the bag, the others she’d carry herself if she had to—

      “Help me,” she said to T’ren, who was too stunned to move.

      “How are we going to contain all of these molks on the Death Angel?” he said, snapping out of it, attracting a dozen to his shoulders with what appeared to be a shiny ID card from his pocket.

      “That’s a problem for twenty-five minutes from now,” Vonda said, tossing the pack over her shoulder.

      Damn, it was heavy—

      The weight suddenly lifted as T’ren took the pack, holding out his arm for her to grab the ten molks that were clinging to his shirt while trying to join their brethren on his shoulders.

      Examining her direction finder, she triple checked to make sure no other lifeforms were present in the meadow.

      Then they ran, sprinting through the winding path of the boulders, the molks squeaking loudly.

      Vonda could see the Death Angel in the distance as they cleared the boulders, her legs slowing as her feet became mired in the deep sand. She heard a snap, pain exploding from her ankle as the ground suddenly rushed up to meet her—

      Frigate arrival in ten minutes.

      The sound of blood rushing through her ears was deafening, pain in her ankle crippling as she gasped for air, the molks she was carrying fanned out around her as they flew from her arms before she hit the ground.

      T’ren was by her side the next instant, dropping the pack on the ground, the molks on his shoulders falling off as he bent to help her. The panic Vonda felt through the bond was stifling.

      And Vonda knew there was little chance they’d make it back to the Death Angel in time—

      Separation Code, Activated.

      What? What did that mean?

      Separation Code, 3-2-4-7.

      “Are you getting that message?” Vonda said. “What’s a Separation Code?”

      T’ren stiffened, body stock still.

      “Do not use that code,” he said, voice low, cracking as a wave of emotion crashed into her through their bond.

      And then she knew what it was, the systems of the Death Angel informing her through her neural net. The code presented itself because she was injured, her brain certain she would not be able to return to the ship. It was a preservation measure for the ship itself. If the brain couldn’t get back to the chamber to heal, the body cuts it off.

      Is that what happened to the previous master pilot?

      So, S’azi wasn’t exactly correct. Her body could be separated from the ship with the use of that code—

      “Do not follow that train of thought. Do not use that code,” T’ren repeated. “It is an excruciating process.”

      But the code wasn’t for her, it was for someone else bonded to her, someone else who could fly the Death Angel ship.

      There was still a chance to save the molks, for T’ren and the moghas to escape—

      The Korthan thrust his arms beneath her back and knees, picking her up from the ground, trudging forward. “I will carry you.”

      The pack and the molks were forgotten, movement crisscrossing the sand as they scurried in numerous directions.

      “Wait, what about the molks?” she said.

      “They aren’t sentient, and they aren’t endangered,” he said. “We’re leaving them.”

      Kicking out her leg, T’ren tripped to one knee, and she rolled out of his arms into the sand.

      “No! You have to save them,” she said. “Take the ship, T’ren. I can give you the code and the ship will be yours.”

      Leaning over to pick her up again, T’ren said, “You’re taking this planetary protection thing too far. There is no way I’m leaving you here.”

      Vonda rolled from his grasp, pain shooting up her leg through her knee.

      “I participated in one of the worst atrocities of the war,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “I terraformed worlds with life. They lied to us.”

      “Is that what this is about?” he said.

      “Please,” she pleaded. “Save them all. Use the code and go. Tell D’rrie I’m sorry.”

      “You do not have to sacrifice your life for past mistakes,” T’ren said.

      Human Colony Alliance arrival imminent.

      Turning to her side, T’ren plopped softly to the sand next to her with a resigned release of air. Reaching over, he took her hand in his, the warmth of his palm radiating through her arm as she huddled against him.

      They weren’t going to make it—

      A great shadow fell over them and Vonda cringed, hugging T’ren tight as she buried her face in his chest.

      “Vonda, are you doing that?” T’ren’s voice was full of awe.

      Looking up, her breath quickened as her eyes widened. The black and red triangular form of the Death Angel hovered above them.

      “It’s not me,” she breathed. “I can’t remote fly it from outside.”

      The Death Angel angled lower, the hatch on the side popping, S’rch barking from the opening. Vonda never thought she’d be so happy to see a hellhound in her life.

      T’ren was on his feet in an instant.

      “Help us grab these molks,” he called up to his mogha.

      Jumping to the ground, the mogha began grabbing the critters up with his mouth, tossing them into the hatch as the ship hovered even closer—

      Who was flying the ship?

      Helping her to a standing position on her good leg, T’ren hoisted Vonda into the opening before joining S’rch in gathering molks. When all fifty-three were accounted for, they climbed onboard.

      Close the hatch! D’rrie’s voice projected from the front of the ship, the Death Angel gaining altitude.

      With the Korthan’s help, Vonda hobbled into the cockpit, throat constricting at the sight before them.

      Hovering in the middle of the room, surrounded by a circle of colorful holograms, couched in glowing filaments, D’rrie flew the ship out of the planet’s atmosphere, stopping above the volcanic world.

      Vonda marveled at her mogha companion. Of course. She shared a bond with D’rrie, so the mogha could also fly the ship—

      And for the first time, the yellow eyes of the black mogha looked upon her with acceptance and forgiveness.

      “There it goes,” T’ren said, eyes focused on the viewport hologram.

      They all watched as a terraforming torpedo shot from the HCA frigate, Vonda’s stomach roiling as it crashed into the volcanic world.

      We do not have to watch this, D’rrie said, thrusting her paws upward and forward, the Death Angel jumping into hyperspace.

      Vonda was certain the human ship never knew they were there.
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        * * *

      

      Waking in the healing chamber, Vonda stretched her foot, rolling her ankle in a circle, satisfied that there was no pain. Energized and rejuvenated, she opened the lid—

      And saw two black antennae before she was greeted with a wet tongue sloshing her face.

      “D’rrie?” she said, pleasant surprise making her chuckle.

      Good morning, alpha, D’rrie’s voice was the most cheerful she’d ever heard. I’m so glad you’re awake.

      “You saved us,” Vonda said. “Why?”

      I didn’t want anything to happen to T’ren and S’rch, the mogha said. And when you were willing to give up the Death Angel, to give up a part of yourself to save them— That’s when I knew I had to save you.

      Vonda sat up, watching the mogha’s sad yellow eyes as they studied each other.

      You’re my alpha, the mogha said. I can’t hate you. I don’t want to.

      “I’m sorry for what happened to your world,” Vonda said, bowing her head. “I can’t change what I did, but I will spend the rest of my days making it up to you.”

      I’m sorry, too, D’rrie said.

      “Where can I start?” Vonda smiled. “I mean, within reason. I’m not going to let a bunch of molks loose to chew holes in my hull.”

      The mogha lowered her head, antennae reaching out, caressing Vonda’s hands, ears wiggling.

      You can start by scratching behind my ear, D’rrie said.

      Laughing, Vonda said, “I can do that.”
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        * * *

      

      The galley had become a makeshift habitat for the molks. Vonda was able to find or produce enough glass to place beneath the molks so they couldn’t burrow and enough to encircle them so they couldn’t climb, creating a corral.

      But there wasn’t enough glass to form a ceiling over their heads, and they were quickly learning how to climb on each other’s backs, one or two escaping over the top every hour.

      Up to the challenge, S’rch stood guard, ready to catch any escapees and return them to the corral.

      They were getting bold, not a care in the world who saw them escape, as T’ren stood watching, a molk staring straight at him as three of its buddies created a pyramid, climbing to the top and leaping over the glass ‘wall.’

      The chase was on, S’rch on his feet in the next instant, swiping up the scurrying critter with his extended fingers, tossing it back into the hold.

      The molk squeaked and chattered, trumpet ears rotating as the feathers on the tip of its tail waved. Was this some sort of game?

      Watching S’rch’s tail twirl as the next acrobatics began, T’ren narrowed his eyes. This was definitely a game for both the molks and the mogha.

      Vonda entered the room and his spirits soared at the lightness of his mate’s mood, a spring in her step as she reached down and rubbed Trumpet’s chin. Saving the molks gave her a purpose, solidifying a need that was ingrained in the Death Angel part of her.

      “You know,” he said. “We have a real problem.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” Vonda said, straightening, grasping his hand in hers, leaning against his shoulder, a slight smile curving her lips. “Together.”

      T’ren’s heart swelled as he put his arm around his mate, pulling her close against his body.

      What was it with sentient ships and dangerous creatures? He supposed it could be worse. At least they weren’t hellbats.

      “Hellbats?” Vonda said, head angling up at him. “Now that’s a scary thought.”

      “They are pretty terrifying.” He looked down at her, gazing into the depths of her amazing blue eyes, chuckling as he added, “You’d love them.”
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            DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Stranded on an alien space station with only books and an alien cat for company.

       That’s Megan’s life, but she’s determined to keep smiling. She just needs to save enough for a ticket back to Earth, and she’s managing just fine—until Drask walks into her bookshop. The grumpy alien mercenary is infuriating, arrogant, and hotter than molten steel. It wouldn’t be so bad if he wore more clothes—the blue-skinned alien’s muscles are a distraction Megan doesn’t need.

      Talbrek Station is the perfect place to lie low. That’s what Drask needs after a mission gone wrong. Finding a bookshop is an unexpected benefit, especially one run by the sexiest woman he’s ever seen. Exasperating, smart, and unwilling to back down from anything, Megan is everything Drask desires, wrapped up in a curvy package that won’t let him think straight.

       When the local criminals threaten both Megan's bookstore and her pet, Drask can’t stand aside. Not even if it drags them both into a gang war.

       Yesterday, getting off-station was Megan’s goal. Now, it’s a matter of life and death.
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      Drask

      The Cry of Battle settled on Talbrek Station’s landing pad with a groan of fatigued metal and a clatter as something dropped to the deck. The engines, strained well past their limits, wound down with a grinding noise.

      I took a deep breath before looking at the damage control console, half of which glowed red with warning lights. The hyperdrive had burned out on the last jump, and Void alone knew what had fallen off during landing, but I’d made it. That was a surprise, the first pleasant one I’d had in a while. After the disaster at Holgrave, I doubted one in ten of my comrades had reached safety, even the dubious safety of Talbrek, a backwater mining station on the edge of charted space. Officially abandoned decades ago, when the asteroid mines ran dry, smugglers and thieves had moved in. I’d find a mechanic here to repair my ship, or if I had to, I’d buy a used one. My journey wouldn’t end here.

      Stepping out of the airlock, I looked back at my ship and swore under my breath. The hull was a mess of blaster scars, two heat sinks had holes through them, and the shield projector was simply gone. Great. Even getting her flying again would cost a lot of money, and I had precious little to spare.

      To cap it off, the ventral turret had fallen off. I snarled at it, trying to guess at the cost of repairs and despairing.

      “Give you twenty thousand credits-imperial for that,” someone said in a squeaky voice. I looked around and saw a white-furred person half my size, wearing heavy goggles and tough overalls, his face a long muzzle tipped with a twitching nose. Small, bright eyes peered up at me, expectant.

      “The engine alone is worth twice that,” I protested automatically. The rodent’s nose twitched, and he raised an eyebrow at the battle-scarred drive unit with its holed heat sinks.

      I had to admit, he had a point. But if he was buying, he must have a use for her. Maybe he could help restore her instead.

      “Okay, fine. If you’ve got the parts to get her flying again, I’ll buy them off you for a fair price.”

      He looked up at me as though I were mad. “Fly again? Is trash, wreckage to strip for parts. Might be something worthwhile inside, but it’s cheaper to buy another than repair this one. No, no, you sell and buy something that works. Twenty-three thousand? Best offer I can make.”

      My only answer was to snarl at him and turn on my heel, heading into the station. It wasn’t fair to the man, but my anger boiled hot, and he was in the blast radius. Maybe I’d apologize to him if we met again when I was in a better mood.
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        * * *

      

      Gang tags were everywhere on the station, many of them painted over each other. Ongoing contests for territory made sense, but this looked like chaos. With no group strong enough to hold their ground, the fighting would continue indefinitely.

      Maybe if I found out more, I could earn enough money to get the Cry of Battle’s hyperdrive replaced and be on my way? It was a hope to hang onto.

      I headed into the nearest market. If I was to work with the local gangs, I’d need to learn about them, and a market would be a good place for gossip. Beyond that, I needed food, a place to sleep, and a drink.

      The market was a maze of crisscrossing corridors meeting at confusing angles. Some shops were simple stalls, set up in the corridors. Others were in rooms off the corridors, but most of those were closed and shuttered. The station had clearly seen better days.

      Competing tags were common here, marking this as a contested area between two gangs. The crowned star was the most common, but I saw a lot of black circles challenging them. That made me hopeful—one gang or the other would need my help.

      Wandering aimlessly, getting the lay of the land, I looked at the kind of shops the market offered. The most common sold ‘reclaimed and restored’ parts. I shook my head at the pointless euphemism for stolen goods. This was a pirate station, no need to be coy about the source.

      There were exceptions. Lilse’s Medical offered healing treatments, staffed by a Vusild female in white medic’s robes. On the outskirts of the market, I passed a general store. And beyond that, in a dead-end corridor that burrowed directly into the asteroid rock, I found something truly bizarre. Cheap territory, bad location, and a product unique on Talbrek.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        WRITTEN IN THE STARS

        Books of all Kinds

        Bought and Sold
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        * * *

      

      A bookshop? In a station filled with pirates, thieves, and smugglers? What idiot would try something like that?
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      Megan

      Shelving books was never-ending work, not least because I always got distracted. This time it was a copy of Legends of the Outer Fleet, a beautifully illustrated collection of ghost stories from the Second Empire. At least a hundred years old, it was a genuine treasure of a find, and one that I’d never get a fair price for on Talbrek.

      Nebula hopped up onto the book, batting at my face with her white-furred paws. Thankfully, she’d learned to keep her claws in, but she still made sure that I knew she wasn’t my cat. At best, I was her human.

      “Nebula, off. You know you’re not allowed on the books.” As usual, she paid no attention, sitting herself down on a full-color print of the gutted battleship Numenon crackling with ghostly flames. Her eyes wide, she looked up at me and meowed.

      “Feed Nebula. No Food Ever.” The vocoder on her collar translated plaintive yowls into understandable language. Sometimes I wondered whether buying it had been a good investment or an act of masochism.

      I sighed. Pushing her off would only mean a struggle that ended with bloody scratches, a torn book, and an upset cat. “You’re an extortionist, you know that? Alright, fine, you can have a treat if you get off my book.”

      While she never understood commands, the word ‘treat’ got an instant response. She spread her wings and soared to the counter where I kept my bag of bribes. The wings were always a surprise, no matter how often I saw them. Folded, they blended with her white fur, but extended, they picked up all the colors of the rainbow. With casual grace, she flew to the bookcase behind the counter, perching on the top shelf and looking down at me with imperious disdain.

      Who thought it would be a good idea to put wings on a cat? Maybe it was some crazed geneticist, or perhaps Nebula was an alien from a species that coincidentally looked like an Earth cat with the wings of a giant bird of paradise.

      What mattered was that she’d adopted me and my shop, and I badly needed the company. “We’re in the same boat, aren’t we, Nebula?”

      I slipped behind the counter, abandoning the tale of haunted starships to dig into the bag of meat pellets and drop a couple in her cracked food bowl. She swooped down from her perch, a deadly predator pouncing on the inanimate pellets and savaging them.

      “Those are literally the cheapest protein Jyrx sells,” I said, leaning down to scratch her behind the ears. “I don’t know why you make such a big fuss over them. If only every extortionist on the station were so cheap to pay off.”

      “Treat,” she explained. I didn’t press the question.

      The chime of the shop door sliding open called my attention away from Nebula. Customers looking for books were a rarity aboard Talbrek Station, and I tried to make everyone who stepped through Written in the Stars’ door feel welcome.

      And this customer was new, an even rarer sight. I’d never seen him before, and trust me, I’d have remembered—tall, handsome in a rough and roguish way, broad shouldered, and heavily muscled. His eyes caught my attention most of all, piercing violet orbs that pinned me in place with the intensity of their gaze. Deep blue skin rippled over the iron cords of his muscles, decorated with black markings that might have been natural or tattoos.

      If that wasn’t enough to distract me, he wore his jacket open, showing off his bare torso beneath. Washboard abs drew my eyes downward, and I found myself torn between relief and disappointment when I saw his pants. A heavy belt supported gray utility pants, but he carried no weapons or even holsters. That was a rarity on Talbrek.

      Watching the calm, confident grace with which he moved, I wondered if he needed any weapons. He looked deadly enough without them. And sexy, too. What would those long-fingered hands be like on my skin, I wondered, my cheeks heating.

      As he approached the counter, weaving around the haphazard stacks of books, I clasped my hands behind my back. Fighting off the sudden urge to run my fingers over his skin markings took more discipline than it should.

      He didn’t wear the mark of a local gang. What remained of his clothes had obviously once been a uniform, though he’d cut the sleeves off, showing his muscular arms. He’d also removed the identifying features. Scorch marks on his epaulettes showed where he had burned away all traces of his old rank and allegiance.

      And he was speaking. My face reddened as I realized he’d been talking for some time while I’d been staring at him, but in my defense, he was unreasonably hot.

      “Hi, welcome to Written in the Stars,” I said, trying not to let my embarrassment show. “I’m Megan, can I help you find something?”

      His snarl bared the pointed teeth of a predator and sent a shiver through me. Fear? Yes, some, but also excitement.

      “Drask,” he said. Was it his name? “Who in the fiery void thought it would be a good idea to have a bookshop here, and where can I find the idiot?”

      I blinked, taken aback. It took me a second to find my voice. A second in which my temper flared up.

      “You’ve found her. I’m Megan Wilson, and this is my shop. Now, what do you want from this ‘idiot?’”

      If I’d expected an apology, he’d have disappointed me. He didn’t even have the grace to look sorry about accidentally insulting me to my face.

      His gaze raked over me, a quick up-and-down followed by a slower, more careful examination. It felt disconcertingly like he was looking through me, baring my soul, seeing my thoughts. God, I hoped he couldn’t actually read minds. What he’d see in mine wasn’t exactly safe for work!

      “I want to know why you think this is a good idea.” He gestured around at the stacks of books and other chaos around us. “Why would anyone open a bookshop here?”

      “Not much choice,” I said, trying my very best to focus on his words rather than his voice. That hard, deep growl did things to me, and it wasn’t easy to think of an answer. “When I got stranded here, all I had was my book collection, so I made the best of it.”

      He frowned and stepped closer to the counter. “I’m surprised you found any customers here.”

      I grinned. “It drew you in, didn’t it? There are plenty of pirates who appreciate a good book, and more who like having someone around who’ll buy them.”

      The alien bristled but didn’t argue with the comparison, just made a non-committal noise, and leaned over the counter. My breath caught and my cheeks burned at being so close to him.

      Should I ask him his name? Should I kiss him? Ask him out for a drink? My mind spun out of control, paralyzing me with options. Good options, bad options, crazy options. And all I could see was his face, handsome and rakish, a scar across his left cheek adding to his appeal.

      Nebula broke the moment with a hiss, pouncing at the alien with claws out, wings spread, and fangs bared. My reactions were too slow to do anything other than panic, but the warrior responded instantly.

      He wheeled, one hand flicking out, claws extending from his fingertips. The other came up between him and Nebula, trying to block. But even his reflexes were no match for a flying cat, and she zipped over his arm to hit him in the face.

      Caught off balance, he tumbled back and fell out of view with a crash. Nebula’s battle-yowl cut off when they hit the ground. I called her name, vaulting over the counter, terrified that I’d find her impaled on the warrior’s claws.

      “Hah, what a fierce guardian you have,” the alien said. He held Nebula back from his face with one hand and scratched behind her ears with the other as he spoke to her. “Aren’t you a mighty warrior? Yes, you are.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief as Nebula’s purr filled the shop. Hands on hips, I looked down at the pair of them.

      “Some guardian. Look, some asshole’s buying her off with head skritches.”

      He barked a laugh, momentarily silencing the winged cat with the deep booming sound. He gave her an apologetic look before replying. “Ah, I lie here at her mercy, a defeated foe. I offer her this in tribute, not as a bribe.”

      Nebula’s purring resumed, louder than before. I snorted and shook my head. “You are ridiculous.”

      “I am not, and you will not attempt to ruin my reputation by telling anyone about this. Otherwise…”

      He trailed off, climbing carefully to his feet without disturbing the flying furball. I watched with both admiration and jealousy—she’d never been that comfortable or compliant with me.

      Come on, Megan. If he scratched you behind the ears, you wouldn’t put up any more of a fight than she did. Just the idea made me blush bright red and stammer. “Otherwise, what?”

      Drask lowered his voice to a growl that made me shiver. “Or I will have to punish you.”
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      Drask

      Why did I say that? Why was I talking to this Megan at all? I’d satisfied my curiosity about the strange sight of a bookshop in a pirate den. Now I ought to get back to the business of repairing my ship and putting as many lightyears as I could between me and the Empire.

      But Megan distracted me from any thought of lying low. She was magnificent, beautiful, a star adrift in the forsaken darkness of Talbrek Station.

      And now I am thinking about her in bad poetry. Wonderful.

      She stood before me, looking up, her cheeks flushed and a wide smile on her lips. Was that normal for humans? I didn’t know. I had met only a handful, and Megan was unlike any of the others. Smooth pink skin called to me, and the curves showing through her clothing made me itch to explore them with my fingers and lips. Long red hair tumbled down her back and framed a heart-shaped face from which the jade-green eyes watched me.

      Her clothing got in the way, and my fingers flexed, claws sliding free. I wanted to strip those black pants from her legs, pull off the short-sleeved top with its incomprehensible design, see her voluptuous figure directly.

      “Stranded?” I asked when the silence had stretched far too long. “How did you get stranded out here in the ass end of the galaxy?”

      A look of relief flashed across her face, and she tore her eyes off me. “It’s a long story. A misunderstanding, bad luck with pirates, good luck with pirates, and then I was here, opening my bookshop. How about you? What are you doing in the ‘ass end of the galaxy?’ You’re not just here to bug Nebula.”

      “Is that not reason enough?” I stroked the little creature’s back, scratched between her wings, and she rewarded me with a purr loud enough to wake the dead. A small speaker on her collar translated the sound. “Happy. Happy. Friend.”

      Megan cocked her head to the side and waited. After a few heartbeats, I relented. “Very well, I have other business. Private business, which I will not discuss.”

      A frown clouded Megan’s expression, and she slipped back behind her counter. “How long will you be here, then, on your mysterious mission?”

      “A few days, just until my ship’s repaired. She took a beating in the battle.”

      Those clever green eyes flicked up and down my uniform and Megan pulled a face. “So you’re a soldier on the run? A deserter?”

      “No.” I snapped the word out, offended. “No, I am a mercenary, and I fought until the battle was lost. There is no shame in living, and had I stayed, I would have died for no purpose.”

      She looked at me a moment longer before her expression cleared. “You’re a survivor of the battle of Holgrave? Holy shit, I’m sorry.”

      I waved off the apology. “You couldn’t know, and it doesn’t matter. As soon as my ship can fly safely, I’ll leave. Now I will get to work on that.”

      I turned my back on the infuriatingly cute human, hiding my reluctance. I’d only made it a couple of steps when she called out.

      “Wait.” I paused, turned back, and caught her chewing on her lip. “You’re here now, you might as well pick up something to read.”

      “Hah. I suppose you’re right,” I said. “There will be much waiting in my future. A book to pass the time would be helpful.”

      Megan beamed. “You’re in the right place. What kind of book do you like?”

      A good, pertinent question. A pity I had no answer for it. It had been years since I read a book, and now that I came to buy one, I didn’t know what to look for.

      Inspiration struck as I opened my mouth to admit that, and instead, I said, “Do you have any books on your species, human?”

      She raised an eyebrow, and I continued with a shrug. “I have met few humans, and you interest me.”

      “Hm, I have a few Earth history books, and some retrospectives on the Uplink War,” she said thoughtfully, then clapped her hands gleefully and attacked a pile of unsorted books with passion. “Wait, wait, I have just the thing. It’s in here somewhere.”

      I watched and waited as Megan tore through the pile, demonstrating why her store was so chaotic. When she eventually emerged, the one pile had become three—but she held a book aloft in triumph.

      “Here! My Time among the Humans, by Lady Dridshama. It’s a simplified overview, and there are some hilarious errors in it, but it’s fun and gives you the feel of humanity even if the details are wrong.”

      I looked at the book dubiously. The cover was a bright picture of various humans waving happily, and it looked more like a work of passion than scholarship. But Megan practically vibrated with enthusiasm, so rather than disappoint her, I held out my hand. “I will buy it, then. But once I’m done, you must tell me what it gets wrong.”

      “Deal. The book’s thirty-five credits-imperial.” Megan looked so happy to ring up the sale that it cheered me to watch. With some satisfaction, I tapped my bank chip against her till and took the book from her hand. When my fingers brushed hers, her cheeks brightened, and her eyes lowered.

      “Once I’ve read it, I will come back and you will tell me what you think Dridshama got wrong,” I told her. Megan swallowed and nodded, a quick and nervous motion. It took an effort to turn away, but if I wanted to get any work done on the repairs, I needed to get away from this distracting female.
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      Megan

      I watched Drask leave, cursing myself under my breath as he went. I wasn’t sure which pissed me off worse, his arrogant assumption that he could just decide we’d meet up on his schedule, or that he was right.

      I would absolutely be there to discuss Lady Dridshama’s hilarious interpretation of human culture. Some of it was funny on purpose—she had a great sense of humor. The really hilarious bits, though, came from her inability to grasp human customs. For example, she listed consumerism as a religion, with malls as its temples. And tea! Just because her first human friend drank a lot of it, Dridshama wrote about the drink as though no human would discuss business before sharing a sacred cup of tea.

      I looked forward to finding out what impression Drask came away from the book with, and it promised to be a fun conversation. That didn’t give him the right to decide I’d meet him whenever he decided.

      Never mind that I’d drop everything to hear him growl again. Just the thought made me shiver with delight, and my mind drifted into fantasy until I shook it off regretfully.

      Torn between annoyance at his attitude and those confusing, lustful thoughts, I stalked back to work on the never-ending task of sorting books and stocking shelves. Nebula padded along after me, and I’d swear she was laughing at me.

      Fair. I’d laugh at me, too, if I wasn’t me. It’s just been way too long since I met a sexy guy, that’s all. He’s stupid-hot, so of course I’m distracted. It doesn’t mean I actually like him.

      I didn’t know if my excuses would convince anyone else, but they didn’t fool me.

      The door chimed again, and I breathed a sigh of relief for the distraction. Two bulky aliens crossed the threshold, followed by a droid. All wore stained and hard-worn clothes. I didn’t look too closely at the stains—the last thing I wanted was to find out they were blood rather than engine oil.

      The first to enter had crimson skin and horns, and close behind him came a lizard man. The droid showed signs of battle damage, and had a crude eyepatch rigged over one of their optical sensors.

      I didn’t know any of them, and none of them looked like readers. I kept my smile in place anyway. In this place, few people looked bookish.

      “Welcome to Written in the Stars, gentlebeings,” I said, greeting them. One, the long-limbed, green-scaled lizard, looked in my direction and hissed. The other two ignored me, heading deeper into the store.

      As they passed, I saw the armband each wore. White cloth with a circle so black it seemed to eat the light falling on it. Not a crew I knew, but the constant turnover of gangs and pirates on the station meant there was always someone new.

      They looked through the piles of books at random, ignoring the signs to browse whatever came to hand. At least, I didn’t think the droid with the damaged optical sensor was interested in paranormal romance, though who knew? Perhaps their circuits got hot for shifters.

      The third one made his way over to the counter with a big smile on his red face. Eyes like black pits watched me as he approached, making him appear more like a demon than an alien. Looking up at him—I had no choice; he was over six feet tall—I refreshed my smile.

      “Hi! I’m Megan. Is there something I can help you with?” He might look like a demon, but that was no reason to be rude to him. “If you’re looking for something specific, I’ll do my best to find it for you.”

      His laugh was low, menacing, and his smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Why thank you, sweetheart, that’s very kind. There is one thing I need from you, but it ain’t a book.”

      He left that hanging ominously for a few seconds before continuing. “Your payment to the Community Protection Fund is late.”

      My mouth dry, I glanced at the calendar to be sure I hadn’t fucked up. “No, see, I paid up ten days ago, right on schedule. There’s been a mistake…”

      I trailed off as the demonic alien’s grin widened. He wasn’t here for the usual payoff to the Stellar Kings. As much as I hated paying for their protection, it was a predictable expense.

      This kind of shakedown was harder to budget for.

      “I don’t think she gets it,” the droid said through a speaker that had seen better decades. Static crackled through their words. “She didn’t pay us.”

      “Don’t care what you paid the Kings.” Lizardman’s voice was so deep I felt it as much as heard it. “That’s their business. You didn’t pay A’Lun, and that we care about.”

      “I don’t even know who that is,” I protested, raising my hands.

      “That’s okay,” Demon Face said. His grin was wide and entirely unfriendly, despite his soothing words. “Simple oversight, easily fixed. Just pay up now and we’ll forget all about it. Won’t even charge you for the delay.”

      Droid tromped forward, ‘accidentally’ brushing past a display of books and scattering them. “Oops.”

      I couldn’t help noticing that, while their belt held at least five knives, one of their arms ended in a red-hot thermal blade. If that brushed any of my books, I’d find out if the fire suppressors worked.

      My bet was ‘no,’ and I couldn’t afford the risk.

      “Okay, okay, not a problem. Happy to oblige.” I knew I was babbling, but that didn’t help me stop. “How much?”

      “Not much, just a thousand CrImp.” I winced at the figure. I could afford to pay that once, but no protection racket stops there. Pay up and you keep paying.

      “What about the Kings? What happens when they want their money?”

      “Pay ‘em.” Devil Face shrugged. “Or don’t, makes no difference to us. All I know is, if you don’t pay the fund, we can’t keep your community safe. Bad things have a way of happening.”

      “Books are very flammable,” Droid said, making his play for the all-time title of least subtle gangster.

      “And you look like you have breakable bones.” Lizardman added, effortlessly stealing the crown from Droid. Demon Face rolled his eyes and sighed.

      “Yes, thank you, I think she gets it. No need to assume she’s an idiot.”

      “Can’t tell,” the Lizard said, his grin showing off a set of dagger-sized teeth. “Remember that Arrodix? Seemed like a smart fellow, but I broke both his knees before he understood about paying. Wouldn’t want the same to happen to this one.”

      I glowered at the three of them, pulse pounding in my ears and a tight knot of fury in my stomach. If I didn’t watch myself, I’d say something I’d regret. Here I was, barely hanging on, scraping together money for a ticket back to Earth, and these assholes were going to empty my savings and ruin my shop.

      Demon Face watched me with an apologetic smile that made me see red. His colleagues’ lack of tact annoyed him? When they were extorting me? My hands balled into fists at my side, despite the obvious futility of picking a fight with these idiots. Any of them would tear me limb from limb one-on-one. All three at once? There were less painful ways to commit suicide if I wanted to die.

      I wasn’t hiding my feelings well enough. Demon Face’s smile twitched, and he shook his head, reaching out to grab my chin with one hand.

      “Now don’t go doing anything stu—what the fuck?”

      Nebula screeched as she flew into his face, clawing at his crimson skin. The gangster stumbled back, hands flailing at the flying cat, trying in vain to dislodge her.

      “Kill. Nebula Kill.” The monotone of Nebula’s decoded voice made her shouts weirdly menacing, and it would have been funny if it hadn’t been so scary. Nebula didn’t stand a chance, and as soon as Demon Face recovered from the shock of her attack, he’d kill her.

      I wouldn’t allow that. Which meant doing something stupid. Grabbing the heavy wrench I kept under the counter for emergencies, I rushed to Nebula’s rescue.

      Droid stepped into my way, raising their red-hot blade. Lizardman stalked forward, looking at Nebula as though she’d make a nice snack. And Demon Face had an arm between his face and Nebula’s claws.

      I tried to duck around Droid as Demon Face got a hold of Nebula and smashed her into a shelf. The robot gangster blocked my path and my vision blurred with tears as Demon Face pulled a knife from his belt and raised it high, ready to plunge it into Nebula’s soft belly.

      “Stop.” It wasn’t a shout, and it didn’t need to be. The rough voice had a quality that made it impossible to ignore. “Let them go.”

      Drask stood in the doorway, eyes narrow and lips pulled back in a snarl. Taken aback by the interruption, the three gangsters turned to face him and hesitated. The alien mercenary wasn’t an easy target like me, and the gangsters looked less sure of themselves.

      “The beast attacked me,” Demon Face growled, tightening his grip on the squirming cat. “You can still walk away, friend.”

      My thoughts of attacking vanished like a snowball in a blast furnace. I didn’t want to get hit in the crossfire.

      Drask moved with a deceptively slow grace, prowling forward like a tiger. “Leave the human and her animal unharmed and go. I will not tell you a third time.”

      The Droid stepped into his path, speaker crackling with insults and glowing blade raised. From that point, everything happened too quickly for me to follow.

      Drask slipped past the droid’s thermal blade, snatched a knife from their belt, and threw. Demon Face screamed as the knife buried itself in his upper arm. Freed from his grip, Nebula scrambled up his body, hissing and flapping all the way. Her claws bit deep, leaving a trail of bloody scratches behind as she launched herself into the air. I turned my attention back to the confrontation between Drask and the droid, just in time to see the mechanical gangster clatter to the deck, their limbs flailing. Lizardman leaped over them to the attack.

      He ran into Drask’s punch and staggered, tail lashing for balance. The mercenary didn’t give him a chance to disengage, following him and keeping up a punishing series of attacks. But the alien mobster knew his way around a brawl. He might not outfight my mercenary savior, but he could certainly keep him busy.

      Demon Face held a blade in his left hand, his right hanging uselessly at his side. Moving silently, he crept around Drask, looking for a chance to strike. His moment never came.

      Without seeming to take his attention off his foe, Drask kicked backward into Demon Face’s stomach, sending the gangster reeling backward. His red face darkened as he struggled for breath, and Drask didn’t miss a beat in his battle with the lizard gangster. Knocking aside Lizardman’s blocks with brutal force, he slammed his opponent into the popular romance shelves, sending books flying in all directions.

      “Stop.” The static-filled, emotionless voice spoke right next to my ear, and I yelped. A cold, metallic hand closed on my left arm, holding me in place as I tried to twist away. I stopped struggling the moment I felt the heat radiating from the thermal blade held near my neck. The droid had recovered while my attention was on the fight, and rather than risk attacking Drask directly, they’d come for me instead.

      : I couldn’t fault their reasoning, though I wished they’d run away rather than grab a hostage. Freezing in place, not daring to risk my skin touching the red-hot knife if I struggled, I watched Drask turn and glare past me.

      “Let her go,” Drask said, his tone brooking no argument. A tingle ran across my skin, and I bit my lip— if he’d taken that tone with me, I’d have melted. Even being near its target took my mind off the danger I was in.

      “Funny.” The robot’s flat tone didn’t show any emotion, and their grip didn’t shift. “You care enough to want to save her. Do so by surrendering.”

      Which means dying. Come on, he’s not that stupid. I braced myself for the inevitable—it would be ridiculous to expect Drask to get himself killed for my sake.

      But to my shock, he straightened up from his fighting stance. I nearly protested, squirming in the robot’s grip until I felt the threatening heat of his blade move closer.

      Drask caught my eye, bowed, and winked. For a moment, I froze, appalled by his casual attitude. Isn’t he taking this at all seriously?

      Before I worked out what to do with that feeling, Drask blurred into action. Straightening up from his bow, one hand caught a massive book and threw it with blinding speed. The metal-bound collector’s edition of Biological Lifeforms: A Study in Obsolescence flew past my head and struck with a ringing clang.

      I tried to twist free of the robot’s grip as they toppled backward, but their hand had clamped shut and I was trapped. Staring at the red-hot blade swinging toward my face in slow motion, I knew with deadly certainty that I wouldn’t get out of the way in time.

      A large blue hand clamped down on the robot’s wrist and pulled the blade away from me. Drask pulled me free of the crumpling droid and pushed me behind the counter.

      “Go. Now. I will not give you another warning.” Drask didn’t raise his voice, which only made him scarier. Battered and beaten, the three thugs scrambled for the door. Droid staggered as he went, crashing into the doorframe before tumbling into the corridor. Probably because of the dent Biological Lifeforms had left in his head, I thought.

      But the look Demon Face threw my way was clear. I hadn’t seen the last of them.
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      Drask

      The gang limped off, and I watched them go. I didn’t relax until they were out of sight.

      “There,” I said, pivoting to face the human shopkeeper. “Your problem solved.”

      To my surprise, she crossed her arms and glowered at me. “Solved? I don’t think so. Put off, sure, but they’ll be back.”

      Despite myself, I glowered back. I hardly expected her to fall over herself in gratitude, but some recognition would be nice.

      “Those punks? They’ll not dare. And if they do, I’ll send them packing again.”

      “Maybe not those three, but they have friends. Didn’t you notice their armbands? And you might not have to worry about them, but I’ll still be here when you leave.”

      I scowled. Had I miscalculated? I’d seen the trio enter the shop and followed them to make sure they didn’t do any harm. Catching them threatening both Megan and Nebula was enough reason to get involved, and dealing with them had seemed simple. But if they were part of a larger gang, then this might be a bigger problem than I’d realized.

      “Who were they?” I asked. “And what did they want with Nebula?”

      Megan paused, sighed, and sat down hard amongst the scattered books. “A new gang wanting protection money. Nebula attacked their leader to protect me, and that’s when you stepped in.”

      With a sigh, she buried her head in her hands, hair falling forward to veil her face. “What the hell am I going to do now? They’re going to kill me.”

      “They will have to come through me first,” I told her. A small, choked sound emerged from the curtain of hair.

      “Thanks, but how long will you stay on Talbrek? You might scare them off while you’re on station, but you don’t look like you’ll be here long.”

      I growled, frustration boiling over. “Why are you staying here? It is clearly not a healthy place for you.”

      “Yeah, well, you should have told my crew that. They dumped me here when someone made them a decent offer for my cabin space.”

      My world went red as rage burned through my veins. “Your crew abandoned you? Here, in this gelf’s nest of a space station?”

      I hoped I would meet them someday. I’d love to express my feelings to Megan’s captain directly—preferably through a fist to his face.

      Megan’s lips twitched at that. “Yes, well, it wasn’t entirely their fault. Captain Freehold was short of cash and short of space, and there wasn’t enough life-support for me and the Vedkin noble. The Vedkin made a better offer.”

      “Do not make excuses for him,” I told her. “The captain is responsible for the safety of the crew. Abandoning you here was criminal.”

      She dismissed that criticism with a shrug, gesturing around at the bookshop. “I’ve made it this far and found myself a nice niche. I enjoy the work, I get to see books from all over, and I’m saving up for a ticket home. It wasn’t supposed to be forever, but now you’ve turned up and made me a target for some new gang.”

      I winced, working my fingers as I considered her point of view. If I’d done this to her…

      Time for a shrug of my own. I’d done what I thought Megan needed. Perhaps it had been wrong, perhaps there were better ways, but there was no point in looking behind us. If I’d put her in trouble, I would get her out of it.

      “If you do not wish to stay here, you need not. As you said, I won’t be here more than a few days, long enough to repair my ship. When I go, you will come with me.”

      “I will, will I?” Megan glowered, hands on her hips, but I saw her shoulders relax, just a little. “Just pick up everything I own, get into your spaceship, and go… where?”

      “Anywhere you wish, as long as it is not into the Empire. I am a free agent and can find work wherever we go. I can return you to your homeworld or we can explore regions neither of us have seen.”

      Her eyes lit up at that, and I knew I’d said something right.
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      “How much?”

      The four-armed engineer rubbed a wrench with a rag so filthy I didn’t know if he was trying to clean the tool or the cloth. “You heard me, fellow. Your ship needs a new hyperdrive, the one you’ve got is scrap metal. Plus, damaged scanners, lateral thrusters with maybe a day’s worth of use in ‘em before they give out. That’s not talking about the strain on the hull, thrust hard and she’ll shear in two. Might be better off selling her for scrap, honestly. I’d make you a fair offer.”

      I winced. The Cry of Battle had been my constant companion for years, far more loyal than any living being I’d shared a berth with. Now she lay in the dock, damaged to the point of no return, and my body trembled as I restrained my urge to pick up the engineer and shake him until he fixed her.

      The engineer watched me warily through thick goggles, clearly experienced at dealing with a warrior’s temper. Stocky, broad-shouldered, with scars on his face that showed he wasn’t afraid of a little pain. His purplish skin shimmered like oil, and he wore a pressure suit patched together from at least three different sources. I’d met engineers like him before, tough and no nonsense. Threats and violence wouldn’t get me anything but a sabotaged ship, which is what I’d deserve.

      The filthy workstation didn’t inspire confidence, but Horzul here had two advantages over the other engineers on Talbrek—first, he came with Megan’s recommendation. And second, he had a spare hyperdrive of the right model to replace the burned-out wreck sitting in the Cry of Battle’s engine room.

      The spare sat in the middle of his workshop, and it was the only clean thing here. Polished to a gleaming finish, I’d have mistaken it for new if it Horzul had dismounted it from the ragged circle of bulkhead cut free from its previous owner’s ship. A healthy reminder that I was dealing with pirates.

      “I can offer you half your price, plus whatever you can make from the components you uninstall.” That would take all the CrImp I had left, but with a working ship I’d make more quickly.

      Horzul clicked his teeth together thoughtfully, then shrugged. “Can’t do it. I need more than that if I’m going to pay my bills. Since you’re with Megan, I’ll knock off ten percent, but that’s it. I can’t go any lower.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Megan said. After introducing me, she’d kept quiet and let me talk. Now, though, she had something to say. “You know your own business best, Horzul, but I can’t see how your costs can be that high.”

      Her words stung his pride, and the stocky engineer bristled but said nothing. Sensible man, not wanting to pick a fight with me. I smiled, showing my sharp teeth, and he backed down.

      “Look, you don’t understand. I need to pay protection to two gangs now, and that’s not cheap. Your ship, it will take days of work. Nothing else done, no other jobs, so no other pay. The Stellar Kings will not take that as an excuse when I do not pay up on time, and nor will this A’Lun and his Black Hole Gang.”

      “No one will be able to afford these prices, though.” Megan pointed out the obvious flaw before I could, but Horzul shrugged again.

      “Some can, some can’t. If not enough do, I guess I’ll die, but I’ll have done what I can to survive. If I fixed your ship, I might as well not take your money. I’ll be too dead to spend it.”

      With that, he turned away, focusing on cleaning his tools. Our conversation was over.

      I growled but didn’t force the issue. Horzul wasn’t taking advantage of my situation—he was in a tight spot, too.

      “This A’Lun has begun to vex me,” I said to Megan as we left. “I may pay him a visit.”
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      Megan

      That was easier said than done. I had no idea where to find A’Lun, or even where to start. His gang was new to this level, and no one here knew where they came from, so just going to meet them was futile.

      We had a name, the Black Hole Gang, and the name of their leader, but no way to contact them except to wait for them to show their faces. This A’Lun was paranoid.

      After our third attempt to get information on them turned fruitless, I saw the change in Drask’s manner. An added tension in his walk, strides lengthening and head turning this way and that.

      Watching for enemies, I realized. He’d been wary before, but now he looked for a fight.

      “Come on, I should get back to the shop,” I said, trying to guide him away from thoughts of violence. “I can’t just leave it shut, and besides, we need to stop and eat.”

      Drask flashed a smile at me, or at least bared his teeth in what could have been a grin. “The enemy is here, now. I must pursue them.”

      “You can’t do that on an empty stomach,” I protested. “Come on, oh mighty warrior, you need food, and we need a better plan than terrorizing random shopkeepers in case one of them knows where we can find A’Lun. We can plan back at the shop, where we’ll have some privacy. It’s better than trying to scheme out in the open like this.”

      I think that was the winning argument. Not so much the food as the privacy, because we both had ideas about what to do alone with one another. It showed in his eyes as he turned toward me, a burning flame of passion that made me shiver and freeze like a rabbit in the headlights.

      Yes, he’s definitely got something in mind for when we’re alone. It was maybe not the best idea while we were planning to escape a murderous gang, but I could hardly call him out on it, not when my own thoughts were full of him.

      Drask nodded his approval and turned back toward Written in the Stars. I followed, trying to keep my eyes on the crossways we passed in case of an intercepting marauder. It wasn’t easy. That brief look into Drask’s eyes had been enough to wake up all sorts of feelings, and images of him swam in front of my vision.

      I shook my head to clear it. What the actual fuck, Megan? He’s putting you in the middle of a gang war, keep it together.

      It was almost enough to make me laugh. If I might die at any moment, better to grasp what joy the universe offered me while I had a chance. So I told the prudish voice in my head to shut the fuck up, keeping my eyes on Drask as he walked ahead of me. The way his uniform pants hugged his amazing ass made it a sight well worth watching.

      Nebula greeted us at the door, swooping down from her perch to demand attention from Drask while I locked the door behind us. Not that the locks would do much to keep a determined killer out, but it might slow them down, and that was a start.

      “Yes, little one, yes, it is good to see you too,” Drask said behind me, and I marveled at how different he sounded, how bright and cheerful. “I am afraid we don’t have any snacks for you, though—hey!”

      I stifled a laugh, turning to see the aggrieved alien holding his left hand tight, blood dripping from a fresh wound. Nebula sat on a nearby bookcase, facing away from us, her tail flicking from side to side. Every inch of her body language said that she’d never met either of us before, and it was no use accusing her. She was innocent as the day is long.

      “Are you all right?” I asked the mighty warrior, struggling not to laugh at these antics. Drask growled.

      “I was being friendly, and this is how she repays my kindness?” Lifting his hand to show off his injuries, he glared at the oblivious cat. “I swear by the Void, I’ll never be nice to that oversized flying rat again. She can starve for all I care.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “Oh, come on, it’s at least a bit funny.”

      “Humor is when something like this happens to someone else. When it happens to me, it’s a tragedy.”

      “Let me have a look at it, you big baby.” I ducked behind the counter for my first aid kit. Drask turned his glare to me for a moment before offering me his injured hand.

      “She hardly broke the skin, Oh Mighty Warrior,” I said, dabbing disinfectant on the scratches. He hissed in pain, and I shook my head. “Really? You were willing to leap into a fight with three gang members, but me cleaning your wounds is too painful for you?”

      “I am not complaining,” Drask said, his face contorting as I cleaned his wound. “And it’s different with enemies. If they hurt me, I’m allowed to rip their heads off.”

      He winced again, and I hid a smile as I wrapped a bandage around his hand and activated it. The smart fabric sealed and tightened around the wound, darkening into a blue that matched his skin.

      My hand rested on his, and I stroked my fingers across the strange, enticing texture of his palm. His hand felt firm, the rough skin intriguing, the rapid pulse beneath making my heart race to match it. I caught myself biting my lower lip and realized I’d been silent for far too long.

      “I’m happy that you don’t see Nebula or me as an enemy.” Not the best gambit, but better than silence. Drask stared at me, his eyes so intense that they seemed to look into my soul. My cheeks warmed and I pulled back my hand, but Drask didn’t let go.

      “I would never treat you as an enemy,” he said. “You are safe with me, and always will be.”

      There was something in his tone that took my breath away. It wasn’t soft—nothing about Drask was soft—but it still made me feel safe with him. An utterly sincere note that I couldn’t doubt.

      Maybe it had something to do with the way he gripped my hand. Strong, calloused fingers that could easily have snapped my wrists instead held me with such precise force that I almost didn’t notice them. But when I tried to pull back, he didn’t let me move an inch.

      It should have been frightening, and in some ways it was, but the feeling of safety wrapped around me like a warm blanket. My heart raced as I looked at him, not trusting my words to express what was in my mind.

      With steady force, Drask pulled me toward him, across the counter. Helpless to resist, I leaned in, my breath catching.

      “What are you doing?” I’d intended that to come out as a demand, but my trembling voice didn’t quite manage that.

      Drask, his face now only inches from mine, smirked his infuriating, exciting, incredibly arousing grin. His voice was a low growl, quiet but deep enough to make me shudder with desire.

      “I am doing what we both want to, but you cannot admit to yourself,” he said. His eyes burned into my soul, blasting away any vestige of deceit in my heart. Yes, I wanted this. I wanted him.

      And when he closed the last of the distance between us, his lips meeting mine, I kissed back passionately.

      His tongue pressed into my mouth, a weird texture that sent a thrill through me. Sharp teeth grazed my lip, the delicious pain making me moan into him. It was the most intense kiss I’d ever imagined, ever experienced, ever conceived of.

      And it wasn’t enough. I swept the countertop clear, books and catalogues and pens scattering across the floor, and hopped up onto it without breaking the kiss. But Drask took that further, dragging me over the counter and into his arms. My body pressed to his, and it was amazing. The muscles under his alien skin were like iron with just enough padding to make it comfortable, and even through my top, the rough texture made my body come alive.

      He kissed with such passionate ferocity that I lost track of everything around us. Pirate romance books rained to the floor as we slammed into a bookshelf, and when we rebounded, we knocked over a display of historical fiction.

      I didn’t care. All that mattered was the amazing, wonderful, delicious kisses of the man who held me. My arms wrapped around his shoulders, pulling me closer to him.

      He snarled, sliding a hand under my top, fingers caressing up my spine. That was enough to make me arch, throwing my head back and breaking our kiss.

      “You want this.” Drask wasn’t asking, but I moaned my agreement, anyway. I’d never wanted anything more.

      His grin was hungry and eager, almost predatory. Well, if he wanted to hunt me, I didn’t mind being his prey.

      Setting me down on the counter again, he grabbed at my top, pulling on the fabric and trying to figure out how to open it. I scrabbled at his belt, finding the alien mechanism equally difficult to deal with, especially with my fingers trembling.

      Drask gave in to his frustration first, tearing my blouse apart with a hiss. Buttons clattered everywhere, and he pulled the remains off me.

      My blush spread down from my face to my breasts as Drask stepped back to admire his handiwork. I fought the instinctive urge to cover up as his gaze traveled over my body. It was as though he was trying to memorize something important, like he didn’t want to miss an inch of me. No one had ever looked at me with such intense need before, but the alien warrior looked like he would do anything, whatever it took, in order to get me.

      Fair. Looking at him now, I couldn’t imagine what I wouldn’t do to make him mine. But all I needed was to say ‘yes.’

      The word slipped from my lips as a breath, and it unleashed the beast in Drask. He slammed me back onto the counter, pulling at my pants with enough force to tear them open. A swift, powerful motion yanked them from my legs, ruined.

      I fumbled at his belt again, but he pulled my hands away and pressed me back down. The cold countertop provided a marvelous contrast to the heat radiating from the alien above me.

      He kissed my neck, kissed down it and across my breasts, alternating kisses with little bites that made me squirm and gasp. Every touch made my body sing with passion and desire, but he refused to rush things, no matter how my body pleaded for him.

      As his tongue circled my nipple, he pressed against me, his cock hard under his pants. Huge and inhuman, I worried whether it would fit inside me, though the greater part of me wanted to find out.

      But he stepped back again, kissing down my stomach, biting my thighs. Wherever he bit, my skin tingled. A wonderful sensation, but a frightening one too.

      At last, he started to work his way closer to my pussy. I cried out as he bit my lower lips, sending that wonderful tingle through my sensitive skin. His tongue followed, parting my folds with a delicate force that would not be denied.

      I threw my head back, hair hanging off the counter as I arched my back. The rough texture of his tongue had been wonderful in a kiss. Here, though, it was magical. A wave of glorious fire swept through me, every nerve in my body shouting in joy.

      Drask gripped my hips and pulled me to him, his face buried between my legs, his mouth working magic on me, until I thought I’d die of the orgasms he wrung out of me.

      When he raised his head, I was a shuddering mess. My body barely responded to my commands, and finding my voice took too long. I slid from the counter to the floor, trembling and grabbing at his belt with desperate need.

      This time, he took mercy on me and undid the alien fastening. I pulled his pants open and gasped as his cock sprang free.

      It was huge, a massive, solid, throbbing length, studded with raised nodes. I couldn’t imagine what that would feel like inside me, or even how it would fit, but I was sure of one thing. I wanted to find out.

      So I ran a finger up its length, a shiver running through us both. The texture was strange, and it seemed to ripple under my touch. Hesitantly, I leaned in and kissed it.

      Drask growled at the gentle touch of my lips, his hands sliding into my hair and drawing me closer. Perhaps I could have resisted, but I didn’t even try. Instead, I opened my mouth to him, taking that magnificent, massive cock into me, tongue swirling around him and tasting him.

      My mouth filled with a heady taste as I slid down his shaft, and he pushed me down further, thrusting to meet me. I moaned around him, my hands caressing the base of his cock and teasing his balls as I took as much of him as I could into my mouth.

      He stiffened, growing even harder as I licked and sucked. I moved faster and faster, pulse racing as I urged him on, wanting to give him the pleasure that he’d given me.

      Before we reached that point, he gently pulled me back and off his cock. I moaned and strained against him, but his grip was like steel. There was nothing I could do to stop him as he lifted me, turned me, and put me back on the counter, face down.

      His lips brushed the back of my neck, drawing a whimper from me and a chuckle from him. Drask pressed his cock to my wet pussy, pushing gently in time with his breathing. Making me wait, my breath ragged and body crying out for him.

      Finally, he thrust, slamming into me, pressing me into the counter, his monumental cock stretching me wide as he forced it into me. I cried out, a shout that mixed pleasure with pain, and pressed back against him.

      He fit me perfectly, as though we’d been designed for each other. The raised nodes pressed into me in ways I’d never dreamed of, and to my shock and delight, they vibrated.

      I lost myself in that feeling, bolts of pleasure shooting through me from my alien lover. Clutching the edge of the counter, I squirmed and moaned and gasped. Drask took that as a cue to go harder, grabbing my hips and pulling me back against him as he fucked me brutally.

      I’d never enjoyed anything so much, and soon another orgasm rose inside me. Behind me, Drask groaned and thrust harder. Faster. Rougher.

      The orgasm hit us both at the same moment, and my scream of pleasure joined Drask’s triumphant growl as the world dissolved into an all-consuming ecstasy.
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      Drask

      We lay amongst scattered books, bodies tangled and entwined with one another, shattered by our exertions. Megan nestled against me, her head resting on my chest, her breathing slow and deep. I basked in the joy of finding my life bound up with hers, an unasked-for gift from the Void.

      If only I could keep it. I kept my mind off our problems as long as possible, but they were there, prowling around the edge of my awareness like a pack of predators. Megan would not be safe here and leaving was impossible.

      I found a little more peace in stroking her hair and listening to the sound of her breathing, but soon my worries closed in and poisoned the peace we shared. Regretfully, I sat up, cradling my human against me.

      “We must make a plan,” I said. Megan groaned and muttered something under her breath. It didn’t sound kind.

      “I am serious. If those criminals are demanding protection from this entire level, they are a greater threat than I thought. If we do nothing, they will eventually get you.”

      “Did you have to spoil our cuddles with this? I was enjoying not thinking about how fucked we are.” Megan pulled away and sat against a shelf of instruction manuals, looking at me. Her legs pressed against mine, preserving the intimate feeling of our coupling, and I drank in her beauty.

      “There will be more time for cuddles, much more, if we make certain we survive the next few days.”

      Megan pouted. “You, Captain Drask, are no fun at all.”

      Her expression was so exaggerated that I couldn’t help laughing, and she joined me a second later. Perhaps it wasn’t funny enough to deserve that, but we made the most of the shared moment of mirth.

      “Fine, we can talk about the stupid future if you want,” she continued, grabbing my pants and throwing them at me. “But for god’s sake, cover up, or I won’t be able to focus on anything apart from your sexy chest.”

      “You do not have the high ground there.” Watching her naked body move awakened my passions again, and I felt myself stirring. I snatched up the remains of her blouse and passed it to her. “You would distract a cyber-monk from his devotions.”

      She grinned, pulling the blouse on. It did little to help—without the buttons I’d impatiently popped off the garment, it hung open and left a tantalizing amount of Megan on display. “I’m going to take that as a compliment, even if I don’t know what a cyber-monk is.”

      Gathering the remains of our clothes, we retreated to the shop’s back room. Chaotic piles of unsorted books almost filled it, with what remained given over to a tiny living area. A cot, a cabinet for clothes, and space just about big enough for the two of us to stand in.

      No wonder Megan hadn’t invited me back here. The cot was small just for her and would never have held the two of us. Not without breaking under the weight, anyway.

      The bathroom was even smaller, and while I lamented the fact that we couldn’t share it, it made for faster washing. Soon, showered and dressed, we were ready to face the future.

      Megan served me an Earth drink called ‘coffee’ which had a delightfully bitter taste and chased the last cobwebs from my mind.

      Damp haired and bedraggled, Megan was still the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen. The delight she took in her coffee would have irritated me from anyone else, but from her it was charming. I would have watched her all day if we hadn’t more important work to do.

      “I cannot afford to fix my ship, so we must find another way to keep you safe.” I followed my training, starting with a direct statement of the problem and hoping that answers would come to me. No inspiration struck, so I continued. “We can barricade your shop.”

      Megan laughed, pointing out the obvious flaws. “Okay, but if we’re sealed in, we’ll seal my customers out. Without customers, I can’t make enough to buy food.”

      I nodded regretfully. “And locking ourselves in a known place makes us easy targets. No. Next plan.”

      Megan looked around, her forehead crinkling delightfully as she thought. “We could borrow the money for the repairs? If I use Written in the Stars as collateral, I’d probably get enough.”

      “But we’d not be able to pay it back. You would lose the shop and everything in it.”

      “We’d be alive.”

      “No.” I glowered at her. “You have lost enough already. I will not be the reason you lose your book collection, too.”

      A blush spread over her cheeks, and she looked away. “Okay, but that leaves us back at square one. How about we harness Nebula to your ship and let her tow us to another star system?”

      I laughed. “Wonderful plan, with only a few minor drawbacks to iron out. Such as Nebula’s inability to fly in a vacuum, or to survive in one.”

      “We don’t know that. I haven’t tried putting her in space—”

      “Even if she can, she doesn’t fly fast enough. We’d be adrift for a thousand years.”

      Megan’s mischievous expression was unrepentant. “But that’s perfect! I’ve always wanted to be one of those mysterious artifacts explorers stumble on.”

      I tried to keep a straight face, but it was impossible. Burying my face in my hands, I asked the Void for strength.

      “We’ll call that Plan Z, shall we? We can try it if everything else has failed. For now, though, we need a Plan A.”

      Megan nodded, her expression sobering. “Or at least a Plan C.”
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      Megan

      We planned while we ate breakfast, of which the coffee was the only part worth mentioning. Not that the ‘porridge’ was bad, exactly. Just so bland that I craved any flavor at all. It was the cheapest food available, and this was the first time I’d had someone to share it with.

      “I add fruit when I can afford it,” I said apologetically. “But it’s been hard to get lately.”

      My alien lover—and what a weird, wonderful thing that was—shrugged without looking up from his bowl. “It’s as good as basic rations.”

      He set his bowl aside, having eaten it in record time. “I think we must embrace the fact that we have allies of convenience. The Stellar Kings must hate the Black Hole Gang as much as we do.”

      “If we go to them for help, they’ll charge us a hell of a fee.” I shook my head. “They won’t help for free.”

      “Of course they won’t, but I don’t think they want this war. They can offer information on the Black Hole Gang, like where they nest. And once I know where they are, I can deal with them. Everyone wins.”

      “Unless you get killed, going up against them alone.” I didn’t like the risk, nor did I care if he knew it.

      Drask’s snarl told me what he thought of the odds. It didn’t ease my worries, but I couldn’t argue without a better plan to offer instead.

      “Okay, fine,” I said, “if that’s the best we’ve got, then let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The Stellar Kings ruled their pocket of the station from a couple of levels up. In theory, there were many routes up. In practice, only the central conveyor still worked reliably. Between the lack of maintenance and the incessant gang wars, everything else had broken down long ago.

      There was always the option of going outside. Stuff ourselves into space suits and find our way to an airlock on the level we were looking for. That was a gamble on the suits’ atmosphere holding, and all the other complex systems a suit needed to keep someone alive in vacuum.

      Not a prospect I relished, so we went toward the center of the station, where a pair of moving walkways spiraled around the core, one going up and the other down. We stepped onto the upward track, and immediately, advertising bombarded us. Fortunately, Drask knew exactly how to ignore that intrusion.

      He kissed me, hard and passionate, as we spiraled upward, and I nearly missed our level. Reluctantly disengaging from his kiss, I rushed us off the conveyor and out.

      I hadn’t been this way often, and a lot of things had changed. None of them for the better.

      The corridors were quieter than I remembered, and several shops had been shuttered. Signs of fire damage, scorch marks and soot, showed why. I shuddered, imagining Written in the Stars being firebombed, all those books going up in flames.

      Instinctively leaning in to Drask to take comfort from the aura of safety he projected, I kept my eyes open for other signs of trouble. They weren’t hard to spot.

      Members of the Stellar Kings were usually visible on this level, but there were more of them than I remembered. And they didn’t look as casual as they’d once been, either.

      “I think this conflict might be more important than it seemed,” Drask said as a half-dozen gang members stared at us.

      “Hey, that makes this more likely to work, right? The bigger a problem the new guys are, the more likely the Kings are to go for your deal.”

      Drask’s chuckle was dark and humorless. “True. But it also means the mission carries more danger than we’d hoped.”

      That thought sat in my stomach like a lead weight and I squeezed Drask’s arm tighter.

      “Do not worry, I will still succeed. I’m more likely to get injured, that’s all.”

      “Is that you trying to be reassuring? Because if so, you really need to work on that.”

      If he had a reply for me, he didn’t have time to say it. We’d arrived at the Starshine Lounge, the Stellar Kings’ base of operations.

      Two of them stood guard at the doors, watching us closely. Well, watching mostly Drask. As a known quality, I didn’t warrant the same caution as the alien super soldier at my side.

      I recognized one of the pair. Mondix had always been a relatively friendly face among the protection collectors. The kind who seemed to think they were providing a service, not just extorting money.

      “Hold up. What’s your business here?” The other guard pulled a nasty looking stun stick from his holster and pointed it at Drask. The damned things lacked range, but I knew how much they hurt from unpleasant personal experience.

      Mondix put a restraining hand on his colleague’s forearm. “Morning, Megan. This fucker bothering you?”

      He indicated Drask with a nod, and I shook my head with a smile.

      “Jury’s still out on that, Mondix, but I don’t need to be rescued from him, if that’s what you’re asking.” Beside me, Drask stood still as a statue, and I really didn’t want these guys to push him. Starting a fight here would more than double the trouble we were in. Time to be charming. “How’re the kids? I’ve turned up a couple of new books I think they’d love.”

      Mondix smiled. It wasn’t reassuring—his mouth would best be described as ‘sharklike’ and any expression that bared his teeth looked threatening rather than friendly. But he was at least a known quality.

      “It is nice of you to remember them,” he said. “I will come by when things are calmer. What brings you up here, though? You did not come to tell me about some new books.”

      “We’ve got to see your boss, Mondix.” I held up my hands as he started to say ‘no.’ “I know, I know, but it’s important, and he’ll want to take this meeting. Trust me.”

      “And if you’re wrong, it’s me that gets the blame.”

      “Us.” Mondix’s colleague growled, stunstick still in hand. “We both get blamed.”

      He was shorter than Mondix, with long, powerful-looking arms covered in purple fur. His speech wasn’t very clear, probably because of the mess of fangs in his mouth. I shivered, and Drask took over the conversation.

      “I have a business opportunity for the Stellar Kings, and your boss will get a bargain out of it,” my alien lover said, still unnervingly motionless aside from his mouth.

      “Boss doesn’t do business with anyone who doesn’t come with a proper introduction. We don’t know you.” Mondix sounded disappointed, which gave me some hope.

      “You know me, though. And you can trust me. For god’s sake, Mondix, we’ve known each other since you first shook me down, and I’ve always paid up on time.”

      The two guards looked at each other, then turned back to us. “You’d best be right about this,” Mondix said, standing aside and ushering us into the club.

      Yeah, I hope so too. I smiled and waved as the door slid shut behind us. In here, too, the mood was subdued. Loud music boomed over the speakers, but there were hardly any clients to enjoy it. A handful of bored dancers went through the motions on stages scattered around the room, the lighting focused on them. The patrons, too, but we weren’t here to speak to a few random guys.

      At the far side of the room, on a small, raised platform, one table was full. That was our destination.

      Drask took the lead, drawing me across the room. The carpet stuck to our feet as we walked, making me shudder and keep my gaze up. I didn’t want to see what we were treading in if I could help it.

      Another pair of guards stood in our way, and these were more professional than those on the door. They patted us down quickly before waving us through onto the platform, looking warily at Drask when they found no weapons.

      At the head of the table sat a gold-skinned giant of a man. Taller even than Drask and broad with it, he’d once have been a terrifying foe. Now, though? While I wouldn’t want to fight him, his muscle had gone to fat and flab, and he wore a stained robe of fine fabric that looked too restrictive to fight in.

      Compared to Drask, he didn’t look like much of a warrior. That didn’t stop him from being imposing, though. He wore crossed bandoliers over his robes, various weapons hanging from them. Pistols, knives, grenades, all ready for use at a moment’s notice.

      Completing the image of a decadent crime lord, he sat flanked by a pair of scantily clad women. They lay against him, covering their boredom with plastic smiles.

      The rest of the people around the table were exactly what I’d expected. A multi-species cross section of the Stellar Kings, all of them looking at us.

      “Well?” The boss snapped out his question in an annoyed bark. “Who’s this, and why are you in my club bothering me?”

      One of the gangsters next to him whispered something, lost under the pounding beat of the music.

      “Ah, yes. The bookseller.” Contempt dripped from his words and Drask tensed beside me. I offered up a silent prayer that we’d get through this without him deciding to kill the boss for insulting me. “What d’you want? What’s so important you’ve got to speak to me about it?”

      “We’ve got a proposal for you, sir.” I did my best to keep my voice confident and level, but I was sure anyone looking at me would see the panic. I swallowed and bulled ahead. “You’re having some trouble with the Black Hole Gang, right?”

      “Nothing we can’t handle,” the boss said, waving it off as though the gang war hadn’t paralyzed this whole station level. “You just keep paying up, and we’ll keep ‘em off your back.”

      Riiiiight. Sure, that’ll happen. I hoped my skepticism didn’t show. “Of course, but they’ve already made a mess of my place and they’re demanding money I can’t afford. So, uh, my friend and I would like to do our part to help. If you can tell us where to find their boss, we’ll deal with him for you.”

      That got everyone’s attention. Even the girls flanking the boss looked at me, shocked. I half-expected the music to come to a screeching halt, but apparently whatever AI was running the playlist didn’t have a sense of humor.

      The boss broke the silence by laughing, his head thrown back and belly jiggling. “Oh, that is a good joke. Why would you think you could do that?”

      “Does it matter?” Drask took over, which was good news for me. I’d had quite enough dealings with a dangerous gangster for one evening. “We’re willing to give it a shot, and you can only win here. Either we succeed, in which case your rivals get screwed over, or we die. No loss to you, right?”

      The gang looked at each other, muttering too quietly for me to make out what they said. The boss silenced them with a harsh chopping gesture and looked Drask up and down.

      “Maybe you can pull this off. So why are you here, not down there?”

      “We need some help from you, sir,” I said. The butterflies in my stomach were multiplying, and I feared that any second now I’d throw up everywhere, but I had to keep going. “Neither of us knows where to find them and figuring it out would take time and be risky.”

      The boss frowned, thinking, and the wrinkles on his golden face showed his age. A tough, brutal man, yes, but to have held onto power this long, there must be more to him.

      “Fine,” he said finally. “The Black Hole Gang meets in the depths of the station, one of the automatic docking ports. Lais will give you proper directions and a couple of comms.”

      One of the other gangsters scribbled on a piece of paper and passed it to Drask. “You come back here with A’Lun’s head, and I’ll pay for your ship’s repairs myself. Don’t manage it, don’t come back. Are we clear?”

      “Clear as oxygen,” Drask said.
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      Drask

      We left the Starshine Lounge in a silence that lasted all the way back to the spiral walkway. My mind was on the hunt, but Megan’s was somewhere else entirely.

      “Is this okay?” She broke her silence as we descended, the adverts on either side illuminating us and blaring out slogans. Most seemed to be from before the station was abandoned, and many were for companies or products that no longer existed. No one was close enough to hear us over the background noise.

      “What do you mean? This plan will get us what we want—freedom from the Black Hole and the Stellar Kings. We can travel anywhere we desire once I’ve repaired my ship.”

      “Yes, but…” She trailed off, struggling to articulate her thoughts. I waited, a hand on her shoulder to provide reassurance and comfort, not pressure.

      (Mining work getting you down? an ad whispered in the background. Why not work in Paradise instead? Innovative VR immersion reskins your coworkers and your environment to a beautiful pleasure planet. Hundreds of settings to choose from!)

      “I guess I mean, are we okay morally? We’re putting the Stellar Kings back on top, and okay, I prefer them to the Black Hole, but they’re still shit.”

      “Megan, I am a mercenary,” I reminded her. “I have fought for worse causes than this. Today, I fight for the woman I love. If it benefits the Stellar Kings as well, so be it.”

      Megan’s reaction surprised me with its intensity. She leaped up at me, wrapping her arms around my shoulders and her legs around my waist. I staggered under the sudden pounce, and she pulled herself in for a long, powerful kiss.

      “I am not complaining,” I said when she finally came up for air. “But what did I do to provoke that? I wish to know so I can do it again, often.”

      Giggling and blushing, Megan looked away. “You said you love me. And I love you too, silly.”

      The words set my soul alight, a fire burning bright in my heart and silencing my thoughts. Without thinking about it, I pressed Megan into the wall of the spiral, hologram adverts passing over us and casting strange lighting onto her pale skin.

      We broke the kiss breathlessly, looking at each other. Megan’s smile shone brighter than any star, and I knew in that moment that I would always navigate toward it. Whatever made her happy, I would do. Anything that took her smile away, I would kill.

      There was no room for doubt in my heart.

      “Okay.” Megan breathed the word, licked her lips and tried again. “Okay, it’s not like I have another idea for what to do. What’s the plan, then?”

      Reluctantly, I put her down. We’d get no planning done while she was in my arms, at least not useful planning. A plan for what to do once we were in private again, certainly. Plans for what to do aboard my ship, where the gravity generators could leave us weightless? Absolutely.

      I shook my head to clear out those thoughts and focus on the much less pleasant task of killing our enemies. A necessary step on the way to that freedom.

      “My plan is simple. I will retrieve my personal weapons from my ship, descend to the bottom of the station, and kill this A’Lun and his men who threaten you.”

      “And what am I doing during all this?”

      “You, Megan, are sitting tight in your shop. The best thing you can do for me is to stay safe.”

      “But—” Her protest died as I put my finger to her lips.

      “Do not argue, beloved. You are not trained to fight, you have no arms or armor. I do not want to be parted from you, but if you come with me, you will make the job harder, not easier.”

      She looked me in the eye as though weighing my answer, then nodded. “I won’t be happy about it, though. Not till you’re safe back in my arms. It’ll be hell, not knowing if you’re alive or dead.”

      I laughed, full of confidence that was only slightly faked. “I am a warrior, a mercenary, a veteran of a hundred battles. They are a gang of petty criminals. You need not worry about me. And I will not leave you in the dark—you will have a comm bead. I will keep you informed.”

      And, if I die, you’ll know that you need a new plan. I did not say that out loud. It would only hurt her, which was the last thing I wanted. If I had any say in the matter, she would never learn I’d been in danger.

      “Fine.” Megan took my hand and squeezed it, making my heart race. “I don’t like the plan, but it’s a plan and that’s what matters. Let’s focus on something happier for a bit, yeah? Like what your magical kiss feels like, and your awesome muscles, maybe?”

      I chuckled, lifting her again and kissing her hard. Holograms passed around us, trying to sell happiness, but I paid them no mind. Megan was with me, and nothing could compete with that.
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      Megan

      Waiting is always the hardest thing in war. I’d read that so many times, I should have learned it by now, but this was the first time I’d experienced it.

      And the other lesson I learned as I sat behind the counter was that knowing the theory was very, very different from practical experience.

      Drask wasn’t gone. I had a link to him, a compact comms bead that had adjusted itself to fit my ear precisely. Unfortunately, being audio only, it didn’t let me see where Drask was or what was happening, and I didn’t want to interrupt him at a crucial moment. He checked in as he went, but between those brief, stolen moments, I was alone.

      Not entirely alone, of course. Nebula rubbed her head against my leg, purring softly.

      “I’ve always got you, haven’t I?” I scratched behind her ears as I spoke, and her purr grew stronger. Despite the tension, I smiled and felt a little more at peace.

      “Megan Happy.” Nebula’s vocoder made it sound like an instruction.

      “I will be, once Drask gets back.” I stroked her soft fur and smiled. “Until then, I’d best keep busy. Otherwise, Drask will come back victorious only to find me dead from a heart attack.”

      “Snuggles. Nebula Snuggles Now.” Nebula flicked her ears back in annoyance as I straightened up. Her opinion was clear—the best way to keep busy was by paying attention to her.

      I threw her a treat from the jar on the counter, mollifying her a little, and looked out at the devastation the last few days had wrought on my shop. Written in the Stars looked like someone had driven a bulldozer through it, knocking over shelves and displays, scattering books everywhere.

      “Good thing I’m not opening today, right?” Nebula, still busy with her treat, paid me no attention. With a sigh, I got to work tidying and salvaging.

      Most of the books were okay, which was a relief, and the rest were salvageable with some quick repairs. I settled down at the counter with my tools and the damaged books.

      Rationally, it made little sense for me to reorganize the shop. I didn’t even know if I’d open it again before Drask whisked me away in his ship.

      Then I’d see the back of Talbrek Station and go see the stars with my beloved. There was a strangely bittersweet taste to that thought, though. Talbrek might be a rusting hulk on the edge of explored space, but I’d been here long enough for it to become home.

      I had no regrets about Drask, and the very thought of us traveling the spaceways with him made me shiver with anticipation, but I’d miss my neighbors. Kindly Jyrx, who always made sure there was coffee in his supplies. Bella, voraciously consuming any human literature I could find for her and coming back to talk about each book after she’d finished it. Even Lilse, the haughty medic who had a secret interest in romance novels and would trade first aid supplies for them at insanely good prices.

      I hadn’t realized how much I would miss the small community until I was about to leave it behind.

      I can swing by and visit, I told myself. Any time we’re in the sector.

      But I knew, deep down, that once we left Talbrek Station behind, I’d never set foot on it again.

      Before I could get too maudlin about leaving, the door chimed. I looked up in surprise—I’d sealed and locked the door and lowered the shutters. It couldn’t open.

      The universe loved to prove me wrong. The door did open, and before I could react, a half dozen aliens wearing the insignia of the Black Hole poured in. One carried an override kit, explaining how they’d bypassed the door lock. The rest held blades or clubs.

      “I need better locks,” I said, turning to face them and trying on a confident smile. “Sorry folks, we’re closed for stock taking today.”

      One, a man with red and black striped skin and eyes that shone green like emeralds lit from behind, kicked the nearest book display over. Dozens of copies of The Year of Five Empresses, last year’s bestselling historical fiction, scattered across the floor.

      I swallowed nervously and backed away. This was bad news, very bad. On my own, I didn’t stand a chance against even one of these gang members. And Drask was half a station away.

      “Zohar, hold.” The words carried a snap of command, enough to make the red-and-black warrior pause and look back. The one with the bypass kit stood tall, with impossibly long limbs making him the tallest alien I’d ever seen.

      He strode towards me, long legs eating up the distance before I could react. It changed nothing—there was nowhere to run and no way to fight. I looked up at him, his white skin so pale it was nearly translucent, his eyes like shards of ice, and shivered. Silver hair cascaded past his shoulders, and he wore a practical jacket covered in pockets, one of which he slid the override kit into.

      His smile held no humor at all, just a smug certainty that the world would conform to his will.

      “You are the human who has been making life difficult for me. Megan? Do I have your name right?”

      I nodded, not trusting my voice. His eyes gleamed, and there was nothing friendly in his smile at all. “Well then, Megan, I am pleased to meet you. My name is A’Lun, and I’m sorry we have to inconvenience you.”

      Nothing about him looked sorry. His arrogant grin, his relaxed body language, his calm approach—he was amused rather than upset by this turn of events.

      And I wasn’t in the mood for verbal sparring with a gang boss. Folding my arms in front of me, I took the direct approach.

      “Can you not just fuck off and leave me in peace? I don’t want any part of this.”

      A’Lun laughed, a disconcertingly merry sound. “Then you should have paid up when we asked. That’s all it would have taken. Instead, you and your mercenary have injured my men and conspired against me. Why?”

      Wordlessly, I shook my head. I didn’t like where this was going, and I could only hope that Drask heard this. Maybe he was already on his way to rescue me.

      A’Lun moved with blinding speed, one long-fingered hand catching my chin and forcing me to look at him. His touch was ice cold, his predatory grin even more so.

      “I asked you a question, Megan. Don’t be rude.”

      My mouth dry as a desert, I tried to think of a response that would satisfy him. Or at least keep him talking and buy time for Drask to get back.

      Before I came up with an answer, though, Nebula announced her presence by swooping onto his arm, scratching and flapping wildly.

      “Mine. Megan My Human,” she said as A’Lun dropped me with a curse and stepped back. Nebula didn’t need another invitation to disengage, flying back to her perch.

      “Ah, yes, your winged cat. Charming creature. I don’t expect it’ll outlive you for long.” A’Lun spoke through gritted teeth, wiping his hand on his jacket and glaring daggers at Nebula, who hissed down at him in reply. There was clearly no love lost between them.

      “But it’s neither you nor Nebula that I’m interested in today. It’s Captain Drask, who is currently on his way to murder me.” He waved off my protestation on innocence. “Don’t bother lying. I planned for this war. Do you really think I don’t have a spy in my enemy’s midst?”

      I gritted my teeth. “He’s not here. I guess you’ll have to wait for him to find you.”

      “That’s a sad tale,” A’Lun said, a superior smirk on his lips. “What good is an assassin who can’t find his target? And he will never catch up with me. But since I’m a generous man, I’ll give him an easier target to hunt instead. The Stellar Kings are annoyingly persistent, but with their boss gone, they will fold.”

      I stared at him, wide-eyed. “And how the hell are you planning to get him to change sides in the middle of a fight? You can’t think you can bribe him, not without bankrupting yourself. You can’t even find him to offer him the bribe.”

      “Oh no, that won’t be a problem.” A’Lun flicked his wrist, and a vibroblade appeared in his hand as though by magic. “I know you have a comm bead, and I don’t intend to bribe him with money. No, I have a far more valuable currency in mind—if he wants to get you back in one piece, he’ll cooperate.”
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      Drask

      The dark underbelly of Talbrek Station was even worse than I’d imagined it. Machinery rattled in the walls, the air tasted of burning plastic, and perhaps a quarter of the lights worked.

      A perfect place to hide, if you could stomach it. I snuck through the shadows, avoiding the rare patches of light and carefully watching for sentries.

      Every time I thought it safe, I checked in with Megan, reassuring her and making sure she was okay. We never spoke long, and only in hushed tones. If anyone overheard me, things would get ugly fast.

      Thus it was a surprise when my comm vibrated. Only Megan had access, and she wouldn’t risk distracting me by calling unless it was important. Something had to be wrong, badly wrong. With a sinking feeling, I moved into the deepest shadows before answering.

      “What is wrong, Megan?”

      A moment of silence followed before she replied in a rush. “Don’t come back, Drask—it’s a trap.”

      The sound of meat hitting meat echoed sharply through the comm channel. Megan cried out, then fell silent. Another voice replaced hers.

      “Hello, Drask. I apologize for the deception, and I hope you can look past it to make a mutually profitable arrangement. After all, you are on your way to kill me right now.”

      A’Lun. It had to be him. How he’d learned of the plan was a problem for later, but whoever had warned him would answer to me.

      “You have hurt my Megan, so there will be no peace between us.” I said, wishing I could cross the distance between us instantly. “If you hurt her again, your death will be slow and painful. Leave her and go.”

      A long sigh echoed through the comms. “I was afraid you would take it that way. Well, it’s no matter, and perhaps you will be more reasonable in the future.

      “At this moment, though, I will have to use a more heavy-handed approach. You care about this human? There is only one way you can save her. Bring me the head of the Stellar Kings’ boss, and I will let you both go free.”

      I ground my teeth, pushing down rage that wouldn’t help anyone. “And if I fail?”

      “I am a reasonable man,” A’Lun said, his smugness washing through the radio waves. It was an effort not to laugh bitterly. “If you die in the attempt, your human goes free. But if both you and he live, Megan will not. Do you require a demonstration of my resolve, or will you spare us all that necessity?”

      “Don’t harm her,” I snarled. “If you hurt her, there is nothing in the galaxy that will stop me taking revenge.”

      “I am glad we understand each other. You have until third shift to hold up your end of this agreement and meet us at Written in the Stars.”
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        * * *

      

      Rage consumed me, and I could not keep it in. Disconnecting the comm, I slammed a punch into the wall. The steel bent under my assault, and the pain of bloody knuckles gave me something to focus on. There was no time to waste on a tantrum. With a snarled series of curses, I crept back the way I’d come, trying to come up with a plan. It wasn’t easy.

      I had no real loyalty to the Stellar Kings, but I likewise didn’t trust the Black Hole Gang to keep up their end of the bargain. But they had Megan and saving her was my most important priority. I needed to at least appear to be following A’Lun’s orders.

      On the other hand, one of them had struck Megan. At a bare minimum, I would take that man’s hand. He should count himself lucky if that’s all he lost.

      The Black Hole Gang weren’t the only inhabitants of this dying level. On my way down, I’d stayed away from signs of life. Now, though, I looked closer. It was a chance to see what life under the Black Hole’s protection was like.

      It wasn’t encouraging. The squalid shanties and improvised tents were bad enough, but the direct signs of the gang’s presence made things worse. I saw people hung from chains, their crimes spray-painted on the walls beside them. ‘Disobeyed the Black Hole’ was a common one. ‘Disrespect’ another.

      These were the poorest inhabitants of Talbrek Station, those who couldn’t afford to live anywhere else. They’d ended up here, in the bowels of the station, and managed to survive. Now, a gang had taken up residence and taken what little freedom they’d scraped together.

      There isn’t much to be squeezed from these people, but the gang is taking every drop. I shivered, heart aflame with rage. They had taken over this place that no other gang would touch and drained it dry to fund their expansion. It was a monstrous tactic, one that would ruin the people down here, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      Not yet, anyway. An idea tickled at the back of my mind, but I had no time for it now.

      The spiral walkway carried me upward through a cloud of holographic smoke and light. I paid no attention to the adverts this time, all my focus on coming up with a solution that would leave me and Megan alive and whole. A’Lun hadn’t given me much time to work with, and everything about his gang led me to distrust his promises.

      Absent any other direction to go, I found my feet taking me back toward Written in the Stars while I thought. I didn’t risk going down the corridor to the shop itself, thoughthough. I paused at the corner to peek down at my Megan’s prison. At least, I hoped she was imprisoned there, and not entombed.

      Looking at the heavy, shuttered door, I realized I would not take a step away from Megan. I would not, could not, leave her in danger one heartbeat longer than absolutely necessary.

      “You’re Megan’s new friend, right?”

      I snapped out of my thoughts to see a man standing in the doorway of a shop, watching me curiously. No one I knew, but he didn’t look like a gangster. Short, round, and green-skinned, he wore a robe of deep purple and red and had tipped his tusks with gold. That style had to be hard to maintain, and yet his store looked no more prosperous than the rest of the station, so I concluded that this was someone who spent his money on fashion.

      He might look ridiculous, but it was by choice and design, and that endeared him to me.

      “Yes, that is me. And you are Jyrx?” It seemed likely since he stood in the doorway of Jyrx’s General Goods. He beamed and nodded.

      “You have me. Yes. Now if you’re a friend of Megan’s, then a word of warning. I saw some of the Black Hole Gang going into her shop a while back. They haven’t come out yet.”

      He wrung his hands in front of himself, and my respect for him went up a notch. I liked this strange little man who’d take chances for his neighbor.

      “I am here to deal with them,” I told him, stepping into his shop. It wouldn’t do either of us any good to be seen talking, but I wanted to learn as much about the situation as I could.

      The shelves were more or less bare. What supplies remained were shabby, sorry looking things, though Jyrx had done his best to display them to advantage. I frowned.

      “What happened here? Where are your goods?”

      Jyrx made a sound like a rodent squeaking in outrage, throwing his hands up and shaking his head. “What do you think? Between the Black Hole and the Kings, I’m being bled dry. My latest shipment of goods is on a ship at the docks, but the captain won’t wait long for me to find the money to pay her. It will not be easy!”

      I frowned, thinking. “That must be true for everyone caught in the middle of this. Neither gang will get their money if they force you all under.”

      “If one of them backs down, they have fewer resources to fight the other.” Jyrx practically vibrated with outrage. “So they both take what they can and hope there’s still a prize left to claim when their war’s over. Meanwhile, we get caught in the crossfire.”

      “I might be able to help you with that,” I said, mind working furiously. “But right now, I have a more important issue to deal with. I need your help to rescue Megan.”
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      Megan

      The wait might kill me before the gangsters did. From my seat at the counter, I watched the Black Hole thugs wandering around my shop. Bored and restless, they prowled the aisles with nervous energy. Every so often, one would take a book from a shelf, glance through it, and then drop it or throw it across the room.

      I’d protested the first time it happened. A’Lun just laughed.

      He had enough discipline to keep some of his soldiers focused on their job. A pair of them were always near the door, and they’d searched the shop thoroughly before settling in to wait for Drask.

      A’Lun himself sat across the counter from me, watching me with a nasty smile on his ice-pale face. I doubted it was friendly, and it was a bad omen for my chances when Drask returned. Would the Black Hole really let us go? It seemed unlikely.

      They’d named their gang after something impossible to escape. I doubted that was a coincidence.

      I’d taken refuge from my worries in a book, the first one that came to hand. ‘A History of the Toppolid Practice of R’Nashan’ wasn’t my usual fare, but it contained some intriguing mysteries. Like who the Toppolids were, and what r’nashan was.

      “You have read that same page three times now,” A’Lun said. His voice startled me, and he chuckled as I dropped the book.

      “It’s complicated stuff,” I snapped back, but he laughed, a low and mocking sound.

      “No, it isn’t. Toppolids marry their spaceships and make a big fuss out of it. The end.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Megan, you do not need to fear anything from us. As long as your Captain Drask does his job, you’ll be free to go.”

      He met my eyes calmly as he spoke, voice sincere and even sympathetic. It made him seem very believable, but it wasn’t enough to fool me.

      “I can see a trap as well as the next person. You aren’t just waiting here to get the head you asked for, are you? You’ll kill Drask when he delivers.”

      A’Lun looked me up and down, examining me closely before answering. “Smarter than some of my followers. I like that.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “Perceptive of you.” He leaned back against the wall and fell silent.

      That’s as good as a confession, I told myself. If he’d planned to spare Drask, he’d have told me. Which meant I needed to get a message to him, to warn him.

      My alien warrior wasn’t naïve. He probably knew he was walking into a trap. But the more details he had about the trap, the better he’d be able to deal with it. The question was, how would I get the information out of the shop and into Drask’s hands? I couldn’t leave, A’Lun had taken my comm, and the Black Hole Gang had sealed the entrance.

      I had an idea, but I didn’t like it. Even a terrible idea was better than nothing, though.

      Standing up, I stretched and winced. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      A’Lun frowned and looked at me as though he could see into my heart. A tense moment passed before he nodded. “K’Dri, keep an eye on her.”

      A four-armed, gray-skinned member of the gang dropped the copy of Humans and Their Habitat he’d been reading and strode over, gesturing for me to lead on and following me into my storage area-slash-bedroom. He stopped just inside the door and whistled low, spotting Nebula curled up on a pile of books. She’d retreated here as soon as the gang had taken over the shop.

      The winged cat looked at him, eyes narrow and ears back. She did not like this intrusion on her territory any more than I did.

      “Hey, t’chr, don’t be frightened.” He crouched down and pulled a lump of something sticky from a pouch at his belt. Nebula hissed, opening her wings wide and staying far back.

      I picked up a book and stuck it down the back of my pants, counting on K’Dri’s distraction to get away with it. Either he didn’t notice, or he didn’t care—he kept clucking at Nebula. I warmed to him a little for that.

      “Pick anything you like to read. I won’t be long,” I said, walking toward the bathroom. K’Dri put up a hand to stop me and went ahead, though I don’t know what he expected to find. The gang had already searched every room, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

      His distraction gave Nebula the chance to hurry to my side, rubbing against my legs and meowing plaintively.

      “You’ll be okay,” I whispered to her, scratching behind her ears. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

      I didn’t know how much she understood, but she stuck close when K’Dri waved me into the tiny bathroom. There was nowhere to hide anything in here, and only the one way out. Nothing for the Black Hole to worry about—I wouldn’t be escaping from here.

      The door slid shut behind me and I leaned back against it, letting out a sigh of relief. Nebula looked up at me, confused, but lost interest in a second, as though she’d filed this adventure under ‘crazy stupid human things’ and decided to ignore it.

      I turned on the taps to drown out any noise that might travel through the door, then crouched down beside the winged cat. “You’re going to have to be brave for me, okay? This is important.”

      “Nebula Brave. Treat?”

      I stifled a laugh and nodded. “Big treat when you get back.”

      “Big Big Treat?”

      “The biggest,” I promised.

      Nebula licked my finger, which I took as a sign of agreement. I pulled out the book I’d grabbed and paused, not liking what I was about to do.

      I have several copies of ‘Emperor Danfir’s Guide to Astronavigation.’ And no one has ever bought one. It’s a terrible book, at least this way it will contribute something other than awful advice for student pilots.

      With a wince, I tore out a page. I hated damaging books, but Drask was more important.

      Without a pen, I had to write in eyeliner. Not ideal, but it sufficed for scribbling down a message. I folded it up and tucked it into Nebula’s collar as securely as I could manage.

      “You take that to Drask, okay? As fast as you can.”

      She looked at me, flicking her ears back. “Big Blue. Treat.”

      I sighed with relief. Nebula understood what I wanted, and that had been the second biggest problem with my plan. Now I could move on to the biggest problem—getting her out of here.

      The Black Holes had checked and double-checked the bathroom, and they hadn’t missed any escape routes. But they also didn’t know Written in the Stars. Whoever had installed the bathroom had done a quick and dirty job, and the ventilation system was a complete mess. Rather than sending air into the station’s air circulation systems, an extractor fan simply pumped it into the corridor for someone else to deal with.

      That wasn’t really a vulnerability. Even with the fan removed, it was far too small for me to fit through. But Nebula? There was only one way to find out.

      It took me slamming my shoulder into the fan several times, but finally it fell into the corridor with a clatter loud enough to wake the dead. Without needing to be prompted, Nebula leaped up to the resulting hole and, folding her ears and her wings all the way back, slipped out.

      K’Dri thumped on the door, and I cursed the noise I’d made. Hurrying to the door, I almost ran into him as it slid open. He peered past me suspiciously, then shrugged. I was still here, and his job was making sure I didn’t run away, not investigating strange sounds. None of the gangsters struck me as the types to go looking for extra work, and K’Dri didn’t give me reason to change that impression.

      “Let’s go,” he said, gesturing back into the shop. “Don’t want to keep A’Lun waiting.”

      I nodded quickly, sighing with relief as the bathroom door slid shut behind me. There. That’s as much warning as I can give you, Drask. Make the most of it.

      If my alien lover had any sense, he’d flee and not look back.
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      Drask

      Drask—don’t come, it’s a trap. They’re waiting for you, and they’ll kill us both. Take Nebula and run.

      I know you’re not likely to take that advice, so here’s my best map of where the assholes are waiting for you. There are six of them.

      I love you, and I’m serious, get yourself to safety.

      —Megan
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        * * *

      

      I looked at the scrawled note with its crude map and grinned like a fool. Of course Megan found a way to help me. Of course she’d gotten Nebula to safety.

      And, of course, she was right. Running was the only smart option. I should go, leave this station and its warring gangs in my wake and never see them again. It was the smart move, the right move, and the move I’d never take.

      Not when it meant abandoning Megan to her death.

      I approached Written in the Stars carefully, a coolbox in my hands, held out where it no one could miss it. With the bookshop’s shutters down, I couldn’t see inside, but that didn’t mean no one was watching me.

      A new camera looked out from the front door, confirming my suspicion. Standing directly in its view, I pressed the button beside it and waited for a response.

      “Done?” Whichever Black Hole answered, they didn’t beat about the bush.

      “Yes.” I replied with the same terseness, holding up the box to the camera.

      The connection clicked off, and the shutter slid aside. I took a deep, calming breath and stepped across the threshold.

      I looked around as I entered, memorizing everything I could see. Three gang members were obvious, two flanking the door and one at the counter. Beside him sat Megan, her face pale, hands trembling. I wanted to reassure her, to tell her everything would be alright.

      Which would have been a lie. My plan was all improvised, my information half guesswork. But I had to try.

      “Why did you have to come back?” Megan said, and it was hard to tell which was winning, her anger or her sadness. “I wanted you safe, idiot.”

      “I am sure that our friend will honor his bargain with us,” I said. Better to let A’Lun think he’d fooled me and that I was no threat.

      The tall, spare gang leader smiled, and probably thought he hid his contempt from me. Good, let him underestimate us. The longer he thinks he’s won, the more of a shock he’ll get.

      “You have that void-sucker’s head?” A’Lun pointed to the coolbox I carried. “Show me.”

      “Once you get what you want, we’re free to go. With payment and help in getting my ship repaired, so we can get far away from here.”

      “Yes, that was our deal.” A’Lun’s fingers drummed on the counter, betraying a nervous energy. “Show me the head, and I’ll get you on your way at once.”

      You think you’re so clever, don’t you? Well, let us see who laughs last. I pressed my thumb to the lock, disengaging it, and handed the box over.

      Working as a mercenary, there’s a feeling you learn to recognize. The tension in the air when someone’s going to start a fight, when crosshairs settle on your back, when the other guy is about to pull a knife. I’d never felt it as strongly as I did in that moment, and I concentrated on staying relaxed and non-threatening.

      A’Lun set the box down and opened the lid with a flourish. His cruel, smug expression vanished in the fraction of a second he had to react, and then Nebula was in his face, all claws and teeth and flapping wings.

      That was my cue to spring into action.

      I leaped sideways and rolled, throwing my vibroblade as I tumbled. A gang enforcer leaped out from behind a bookcase, putting himself in exactly the right place to catch my knife. It sunk into his throat, and his startled outcry died in a choking rattle.

      The other ambusher charged in, either not seeing the fate of his companion or not caring. I met him halfway, ducking past the swing of his vibroblade and slamming my shoulder into his chest.

      He was big, fast, and tough, but he’d also coasted on those traits and never trained his skill. Another hack with his blade went wide as I ducked back, and he’d committed too much to the blow. When it didn’t connect, he overbalanced and staggered. Just for a second, but that was all I needed to close and claw his arm open to the bone.

      His hand opened, and his long blade dropped from numb fingers. I snatched it out of the air and swung it as I turned back toward the counter. The blade sliced cleanly through his neck, and he dropped like a stone. Chaos filled the shop as A’Lun and Nebula struggled, and Megan had ducked back behind the counter for safety. I hoped she’d find it.

      Two down, one busy, three to go.

      More gang members emerged from hiding, slower than the initial ambush. These were here for backup in case I somehow survived the attack, and they hadn’t expected to be needed. Certainly not this fast.

      With a roar, I slammed into a bookcase, toppling it onto the nearest enemy with a sickening crunch of breaking bones. Three down.

      The last pair, stocky and feathered twins, rushed me together. Each held a pair of thermal knives, glowing red hot, and they looked like they knew how to use them properly. Worse, I only had seconds before the odds shifted against me—Nebula wouldn’t distract A’Lun forever.

      So I needed a quick win against these two. I charged to meet them, trying to use my longer reach to get one before they were in range to hit me.

      But the pair were ready for that trick. The one I’d picked for my attack backed off, fighting defensively and staying out of range while his brother flanked me. I barely slipped out of the way of two blades, their heat scorching my skin as they passed within a hair’s breadth of me.

      I turned my attention to the attacker, but the pair switched roles with the ease of long practice. This time, I was close enough that my target couldn’t simply dodge out of the way. He parried my blade with one of his own.

      A poor trade on my part. Vibroknife met thermal knife, and neither came off well. His knife snapped, but not before it melted components in mine, killing the vibrations. A net win for my enemy, since he still had another knife.

      Time for something stupid. Instead of backing off to look for a fresh approach, I flung myself at him. His twin closed in behind me, but I ignored him and focused everything I had on my attack.

      My target held his remaining blade up to fend me off, but I beat it aside with my own, twisting so that rather than sliding into my kidney, it slipped past me and into his twin. The resulting scream froze my target, and before he recovered, I slammed my fist into his throat.

      “Stop where you are, Drask.” A’Lun’s voice was rough, angry, and loud. I spun to face him, the feathered twins dropping to the floor.

      A’Lun held Megan by the hair, pressing a blaster pistol to her temple. His face scratched and bitten, blood trailing down his arms, the gang boss had lost his air of smug superiority, replacing it with rage that felt almost physical as he glared at me.

      “Disarm right now, or your precious human dies.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 14

          

        

      

    

    
      Megan

      I should have taken my own advice and run as soon as I had an opening. It would have meant abandoning Drask, but I couldn’t help him in a fight.

      Instead of running or helping, I’d hung around and become a liability. And possibly gotten us all killed. At least Nebula had fled into the back room and might survive.

      A’Lun’s blaster trembled against my temple, unsteady in his hand. At this range, it hardly mattered—if he pulled the trigger, it’d take my head off. Hitting Drask would be a tougher challenge, though.

      “If I come closer, you will kill me and then her,” Drask said, edging sideways. A’Lun turned to keep him in view.

      “Even if that were true—and it is not—what choice do you have? You are out of weapons, you cannot cross the distance between us before I kill your human, and you’ve already shown that you’ll risk your life to save hers. So, come here, or she dies.”

      I swallowed nervously, watching Drask move and trying to work out what he was up to. If he was trying to escape, he’d taken the wrong direction, putting us between him and the door. He could disappear into my bedroom, but that wouldn’t get him anywhere.

      “And if I do, what happens then?” My alien warrior asked, still moving sideways. A’Lun turned with him, a slow circle of a stand-off.

      “I will chain your wrists to the counter. Once I’m safe, we can discuss the future. I give you my word that the human will live, whatever happens between us.”

      “Don’t listen to him!” I shouted the warning and got a smack on the side of the head with the pistol for my troubles. I staggered, bright lights blossoming in my vision. When they cleared a moment later, Drask was gone.

      “Fuck.” A’Lun spoke the word with a calm finality, backing away from the counter and dragging me with him. “You human bitch, you let him get away.”

      Dazed, it took me a moment to understand. Drask had taken the momentary distraction I provided to step in among the shelves, hidden from view. The haphazard arrangement of Written in the Stars meant he could, if he was careful, sneak up on us.

      I grinned wildly. This was well worth being pistol whipped for.

      “You’re done now, you know that, right?” I tried to twist around to look at my captor as he backed away slowly, but he tightened his grip and kept me under control.

      “I’ll kill her, you hear me? Come out or I’ll kill her.”

      “No, you won’t.” I’m not sure where my calm certainty came from, but I knew things were going to be alright. Drask had a plan, and that plan was working. “I’m all that’s keeping you alive. Kill me, and you die before my body hits the floor.”

      A’Lun snarled wordlessly, and an answering growl came from among the shelves. It echoed in the confines of the shop, making it impossible to pinpoint, and my captor’s grip shook. He dragged me back faster, pulling me toward the door.

      We stumbled on the scattered books, A’Lun looking frantically for a target. Drask’s echoing growl seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, and if it unnerved me, I had to think it terrified the gangster.

      With a thump, he walked into the door. A ragged sigh of relief escaped his lips.

      “Open the door,” my captor snarled. When I hesitated, he added, “Open it, or I shoot you in the legs. You’ll probably survive.”

      I shuddered at the thought and fumbled for the button. The door slid open behind us, and A’Lun pulled me out into the corridor, his focus still on the shop and the alien mercenary who’d be coming for him.

      That was a mistake. Someone shouted, and I heard the loud clang-thud of metal striking flesh. A’Lun grunted in pain, and as his grip on me loosened, I pulled free to dive through the door. A glance over my shoulder showed me a riot.

      Jyrx, of all people, stood at the front of a small mob made up of my neighbors, the market’s storekeepers, and some of our customers. They’d come armed with a motley collection of tools rather than weapons, but what they lacked in equipment they made up for in enthusiasm. Jyrx swung a skillet, smacking the pistol from the gangster’s hand, and the crowd closed in around him. None of them were warriors, but they’d lived their lives in this lawless station and all knew how to fight. Right now, tenacity was all they needed. Their sheer numbers were enough to drive A’Lun back, cursing and lashing out fruitlessly.

      Maybe he’d have been able to recover. Given time, he had the skill to rally and take them out one by one. But Drask didn’t allow him the space he needed. Striding past me, his fury wrapped around him like a cloak, he snarled a challenge at the cornered gang leader.

      “Face me in a fair fight, A’Lun. One on one, no weapons, just warrior against warrior. Or are you a coward when you don’t outnumber your enemy six to one?”

      I peeked around the doorway to watch A’Lun squirm. I had the impression that he absolutely was a coward, but he was as frightened of running away as he was of fighting. There were enough witnesses that he’d never recover his reputation if he turned down the challenge.

      He looked around, eyes darting around like a trapped animal, then shook his damaged right hand in Drask’s direction. “That is no fair fight. I am injured.”

      Somehow, Drask managed to laugh and growl at the same time. He pointed to a bloody wound on his torso. “You set on me with five others, and I did not come away unscathed. But I will face you, for the honor and life of my beloved. Face me or die a coward.”

      A’Lun grimaced and looked around again before nodding reluctantly. It was his only way out, and he knew it.

      There was nothing formal about this duel. The two warriors edged toward each other, and I joined the other shopkeepers to watch. My heart pounding, I tried to reassure myself that this would be easy. Given Drask’s injury and blood loss, I wished I could get him out of this.

      That was impossible, though. Drask would risk his life for me, no matter what it cost him.

      A’Lun made the first move, leaping forward faster than I could follow. Drask’s reactions were better than mine, and he ducked left out of his foe’s way. A gasp went up from the audience around me as we caught up with what had happened.

      I stayed silent, hands covering my mouth, stifling any noise that might distract my alien warrior. The two spun and pounced, attacks and blocks coming in blurs, too fast for my eyes to track. A hush fell over the small crowd, followed by a collective sigh as the warriors spun apart again.

      Both breathed heavily, but Drask held his head up and snarled defiantly. A’Lun’s arm shook as he held it out to ward off my beloved, and his eyes darted around, looking for a way out.

      Drask advanced, confidence oozing from him, fury blazing in his eyes. A’Lun backed off, trying to keep a distance between them, but it was futile—Drask’s long legs devoured the distance, and the gang boss soon realized that he couldn’t retreat faster than Drask advanced.

      I saw it in his posture. Finally accepting that he wouldn’t trick his way out of this, he relaxed, pulling himself together. The tremors in his arm ceased, and I clenched my fists tight, struggling not to shout a warning. Drask had to have seen the change in his foe, and I didn’t want to distract my champion.

      A’Lun charged, and I saw none of the hesitation he’d shown before. This time, he was all in. Win or lose, he’d decided to end the fight.

      Again, they merged into a blur of attacks and parries too fast to see. It lasted perhaps five seconds and felt like an eternity. But when the end came, it was decisive.

      Drask caught A’Lun by the throat and slammed him into the corridor wall. Clawed fingers digging into the gangster’s neck, he pulled him back and repeated the slam three more times before dropping A’Lun to the deck. The gang boss kicked and lay still.

      The quiet was deafening as he turned to face us, battered and bloody and grinning. Before I realized what I was doing, I’d tackled him with a hug that staggered him, and the assembled crowd cheered wildly.

      Drask’s arms closed around me, and I felt safe, happy, and secure in his embrace. As long as we held each other, everything was right with the world.

      “You are safe, beloved,” he said. And then his legs gave way.
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        * * *

      

      He slept for most of the day, and I calmed down once a doctor had checked him out. Well, a ‘doctor’ — Lilse had lost her license to practice long ago, or she wouldn’t have been on Talbrek Station trading dodgy medical supplies for romance novels. But she was the closest we had, and she assured me Drask needed to rest.

      We parked him in my bed, which was comically small for him but still the most comfortable spot I could find.

      Lilse applied synthskin to his injuries and told me he’d be asleep for at least eight hours while the nanotech did its work.

      “Don’t worry, human, I used the good shit. He will be fine. Top shelf stuff, military issue, only recently expired.” With her sharp, predator’s teeth, the woman’s smile couldn’t help but look predatory, and I tried not to let my worries show. Lilse had, for the first time I’d heard of, provided treatment for free—distrusting her now would be stupid.

      Nor was she the only one to bring gifts, though military grade medical supplies were the most valuable. Jyrx brought me over a basket of food and coffee. Others from the market brought fresh clothes that would fit my alien hero, vat-grown flowers, and anything else they could think of. Even Horzul showed up to offer free work on the Cry of Battle.

      When Drask finally opened his eyes, it was to a supply room full of goods, with me perched on a stack of books for want of anywhere else to sit. My first clue that he’d woken up was Nebula leaping up onto his chest, purring loudly and making him swear.

      “Welcome back,” I said, taking his hand and squeezing. “Don’t mind Nebula. She missed you.”

      “Big Man Food?” Nebula asked, and we both laughed.

      “I think she missed my ration packs more than my company. How long was I out?” His eyes flickered around the room, taking in the changes. I giggled.

      “I could try to convince you it’s been a year, but that would be mean. You’ve been here for about eight hours.”

      “No Food,” Nebula added, nuzzling his face sweetly. “Food? Food for Nebula?”

      He sat up, the cot creaking under his weight, and nuzzled Nebula right back. “Somehow, I don’t believe you, friend. Megan would not let you starve.”

      Nebula meowed indignantly but was immediately mollified as he fished out a ration bar and tore it open. He broke off a corner to offer her and then threw the remains out into the main body of the shop. Nebula leaped after it in full hunting mode, and I laughed again.

      “We might be spoiling her.”

      Drask laughed too. “Perhaps, but as much as I love your pet, I think we have things to discuss in private.”

      He hit the door’s control and as it slid shut, he drew me closer. My pulse raced, and I wrapped my arms around him, inhaling his scent.

      “Are you sure you’re up to this?” I hated asking, didn’t want to risk him saying he wasn’t. But endangering his health would be worse, and if I had to wait, I would. Honest.

      He didn’t answer with words, just pulled me to him and into a kiss, long and rough and beautiful.

      It was a wonderful feeling, incredible, overwhelming. Drask’s kisses had been unbelievable before, but now that I didn’t have disaster hanging over my head, they were earth-shattering.

      Thought became impossible, drowned out by the storm of sensation he unleashed inside me. His alien tongue probed my mouth, his hands slid over my body, and his cock hardened against me, an iron rod between us. I squirmed against it eagerly, desperate to feel it inside me again.

      His right hand slid into my pants, making me gasp. Squeezing my ass, making me arch and shudder, he drew me down on top of him and opened his mouth to speak.

      With a crack, the cot collapsed under our weight. I shrieked, Drask gasped, and we tumbled to the floor, rolling into a stack of books that toppled over on us.

      A moment’s silence, and then we both laughed. He drew me close again, holding me against his chest, and let out our remaining tension in mirth. That he had a sense of humor about mishaps in bed only made him more attractive.

      “This bed is ridiculously flimsy. We will need to buy something sturdier, a bed that can bear both our weights together.” Drask hadn’t stopped caressing me, and I moaned.

      “I like the sound of that,” I said, arching and knocking over a pile of romance books. A cascade of bare-chested heroes tumbled down around us, and Drask chuckled.

      “For now, we can make do.” He pinned me to the floor, one of his hands holding my wrists over my head, the other caressing my body. I gasped, moaned, and tried to kiss him. He kept his lips tantalizingly close but just out of reach, and I groaned.

      Trailing a clawed finger up my neck, he teased my lips with it, frustrating me in the best possible way. I wanted to scream, to curse, to make him kiss me and more. But I knew it was futile—Drask would take his own time with me.

      I also knew that it would be worth it in the end, but right now, that was no comfort at all. I squirmed, testing his grip and finding it as unyielding as steel, though it was much more pleasant. Trapped, helpless, I couldn’t have been more aroused. And Drask’s possessive growl as he slid his hand into my pants again only made things worse.

      “You need this,” he told me, finger teasing me through my panties, pressing just hard enough to make me need more. I tried to press myself against him, but he wasn’t letting me do that, either. He wanted me to ask for it, and I found it impossible to resist his will.

      “Yes,” I said, panting. “Yes, you fucker, I need it. I need you, I—ah!”

      He interrupted my pleas by pressing his fingers against me, and my thoughts melted under waves of sensation. I bucked and thrashed in his grip, and he grinned down at me, enjoying every second of my ecstasy.

      When he relented, it was only to undo my pants and pull them off. I cooperated enthusiastically, and as soon as he released my wrists, I grabbed at his belt.

      This time, I knew the mechanism. It came undone quickly and as he discarded his pants, I pulled off my t-shirt and bra. Naked, we fell on each other like ravenous animals.

      There was no subtlety left in us. Drask grabbed me and pulled me into a kiss that left me breathless as he lifted me against his hard, throbbing cock. I wrapped myself around him and brought my mouth down to his shoulder, biting hard enough to get a gasp from him.

      His thrust slammed me into the books spilled on the floor, and I howled as he filled me completely. He didn’t pause, driving deeper and deeper into me with furious energy. Violet eyes looked into mine, shining with passion and love as he fucked me roughly.

      The vibrations of his cock sent me over the edge again and again, melting the world as I convulsed against him. Somehow, each orgasm was more powerful than the last, though each time I’d swear I couldn’t take more.

      I clamped down on him and his cock swelled inside me, thrumming with power and tension. Still gazing into his eyes, I whispered a single word. “Please.”

      It was all he needed, and he exploded inside me. My body convulsed, and together we launched into the most incredible pleasure imaginable.

      When I returned to myself, panting for breath, Drask cradled me in his arms. I’d never felt so safe, so loved, as I did at that moment.

      Head resting on his shoulder, I savored the warm, happy glow for a while before looking up at Drask again. Something he’d said tickled at the back of my mind, though it took a second to figure out what it was.

      “Doesn’t your ship already have a bunk that would hold us?” I asked. “Why do we need another bed?”

      “Because we will not be leaving on the Cry of Battle,” Drask said. “Your life is here, and the Cry of Battle is a wreck. Your friends need help, too, and I owe them a debt after they came together to help save you.”

      Propping myself up on one elbow, I stroked his broad, beautiful chest with my other hand. “You’re not going to try and wipe out all the gangs, are you?”

      To my relief, he laughed. “No, that would be impossible. However many I kill, more would rise to take their place. What’s needed here is a protector. Someone who can keep the peace, keep the gangs from taking too much, and stop a gang war from hitting innocents.”

      “Like a sheriff,” I said, seeing a western romance book out of the corner of my eye and smiling. Imagining Drask in place of the sexy cover model was easy. “And you think you can do that?”

      He smiled up at me, pushed a lock of hair out of my eyes, and answered. “I have no idea. I can try, though. This place can be a home for us, a fresh start for me, a place I can do some good rather than selling my skills to the highest bidder.”

      “You won’t be able to do it alone,” I pointed out. It was a frightening proposal, most of all because I liked it. Talbrek Station had become my home, even if I hadn’t realized it until I’d almost left.

      “You are correct,” Drask said. “It will require work, a base, and hiring on some others to patrol. Expensive to set up. But selling my ship should cover the startup costs, and a small fee for our services will be enough for ongoing expenses.”

      I couldn’t believe I’d heard him right. “Your ship? Then you’ll really be stuck here, whether or not you can make this sheriff idea work.”

      “I am done wandering, my love. The mercenary life served me well, but that part of my life is over now. I will not place you in harm’s way, nor will I leave you behind to worry about my fate. So I will stay here with you, and I am fully committed to that.”

      Sitting up, I folded my arms and raised an eyebrow. “Do I get a say in this plan you’re making for our life together?”

      “Of course you get a say, beloved. You get to say ‘yes.’”

      Drask smiled, and I couldn’t keep a straight face. Laughing, I curled up against him on the book-covered floor and snuggled in close.

      “In that case, yes,” I told him, listening to the comforting sound of his heartbeat. I’d never felt so safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, six months feels like forever. Sometimes it passes in a flash, leaving you wondering what happened.

      It seemed like only yesterday that a gang war had threatened my business and even my life.  Yet here I was at the Community Safety Meeting, and the market had never been so secure.

      At the front, Drask’s deputy was busy sorting out a complicated dispute between two stallholders while the rest of us chatted amongst ourselves. He’d turned out to have a talent for this kind of thing, which took me by surprise given how we’d met. I still called him Demon Face after the first time he’d set foot in Written in the Stars, and I remembered my shock when he’d asked to join Drask in his new sheriff service. Turns out all he needed was a good example to look up to, and his organizational talents turned out to be invaluable.

      Drask squeezed me close, arm around my shoulders, and whispered in my ear. “You are the most beautiful woman here, and I am proud to have you on my arm.”

      “Liar,” I said fondly. “You’re proud, sure, but Lilse is right there.”

      The elfin alien looked radiant, and as usual she’d attracted a small following of hopeful men. Spotting me looking her way, she grinned her disconcerting smile and waved.

      “You are more lovely than her,” Drask said with a finality that brooked no argument. “If I could have any woman, I would still choose you. If I could have two women, I would clone you and choose you twice.”

      I snorted a laugh and shook my head. “You wish, Drask! I’m not sharing you with anyone, not even myself.”

      He lifted me up into a kiss that would have settled my doubts about his devotion if I’d had any left. Around us, the meeting carried on. After six months, everyone was used to the way we got lost in each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY LESLIE CHASE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Auric, Book 1 of the Crashland Chronicles

        	Stolen for the Alien Prince, Book 1 of the Silent Empire Romances

        	Her Alien Alpha, Book 1 of Salvaged Hearts

        	Alien’s Mercy, Book 1 of Outlaw Planet Mates

      

      

      More books at https://leslie-chase.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Science fiction and paranormal romance author Leslie Chase loves writing, especially writing sexy romance! Over the course of her life, she’s done a lot of things, from working with the elderly to studying sword fighting to teaching tai chi. And, always, reading reading reading! When she’s not busy reading or writing, she’s busy thinking about what she’s going to write next or researching it – yes, damn it, looking at castles and swords and pictures of spaceships counts as research. She is a USA TODAY Bestselling author.

    

  







            LIQUID COURAGE

          

          

      

    

    






by Winnie Winkle

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      A sea witch determined to rescue her beloved ocean creatures meets a hot dude on a rogue alien spaceship. There's a lot he's not telling her...

       Morgan, a powerful sea witch devoted to protecting and healing all ocean creatures, defends them from any kind of exploitation. Even when the latest threat turns out to be an alien spacecraft sucking up everything it can get its tubes on. No way are she and her wily octopus friend Floog going to let them get away with it.

       Tony, who isn't exactly who he seems, hates his job helping aliens rob planets of their biological treasures, but he's just as much a prisoner as the stolen lifeforms in the collection tanks. The arrival of a gorgeous aquatic human and her pet octopus could be the chance he needs to change his luck. He'll have to shuffle a few truths to get her on his side. 

      Morgan's trust in the smokin' hot surfer dude shatters when she uncovers his web of lies. Now she's trapped in a tank and isn't speaking to him. The alien ship's operators are on a deadline, which means Tony only has one chance to redeem himself and earn Morgan's love.

       Can Morgan, Tony, and Floog pull off the impossible escape? And can she leave sexy Tony behind to return to her beloved oceans?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Morgan approached the whale, her long, aqua colored hair flowing toward the metal rod sticking from its side as frenzied sharks darted through the blood tinted sea. Finger tips on the wound’s edges, the harpoon’s shaft twisted as it backed from the shredded skin, following the same brutal path it created on entry. The spear’s tip left the gaping hole; the hated harpoon fell through the dim ocean light to be lost in the fathoms.

      This will hurt, but l can heal you.

      The whale released an echoing lament in acknowledgment. Morgan’s hand, then her arm, entered the wound; she cast, letting the spell work mend the shredded venal system, reconnecting nerves, muscle, and, as her forearm withdrew, blubber and skin.

      You are restored.

      The whale cried out in a song of sadness.

      I will find your pod, my friend.

      Morgan’s hair spread to form a sphere of aqua strands twenty feet around her head. She placed her hands, palms splayed, under the whale’s jaw.

      Call them.

      The cry of a deep, intimate longing for family filled the waters. Its vibration sounded up Morgan’s arms and into the individual filaments of her hair, amplifying across hundreds of miles of sea. The sharks turned tail, fleeing the cacophony.

      Far to the northwest, answering cries caught in the hair, traveling through Morgan and reverberating against the whale’s body.

      You know their location—less than a day from here. Go.

      The gigantic eye lowered to meet hers, and gratitude shone.
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        * * *

      

      The blips of escaping air, rising in a regular pattern above a huge mound of boulders, were weird. Not the spheres themselves, but the fact they existed at these depths. Discovery beckoned. As a young witch, Morgan’s mother often said, “This child is half curiosity and two quarters bold.”

      Mothers know best.

      Secure in her bubble, Morgan smoothed her long aquamarine braid and re-secured it around her waist. Much of her power lived in her hair, which, when loosened, puddled on the floor. Well, provided she was on land. In the water, her witch’s crown flowed in every direction, a shield, a weapon, and a refuge. Cocooned, she rolled along the seabed, following the unexplained blipping. Closing the gap, she cast an invisibility spell and her body faded to clear, lost to view in the diminishing light found near the edge of the ocean’s twilight zone.

      “It can’t be divers, not at 400 feet, and even a submersible vehicle is odd. There are no wrecks or other interests. Why here?”

      The tummy of the tiny immortal jellyfish wrapped around her finger glowed red in alarm.

      “What do you sense? I see nothing amiss.”

      Rolling toward the curving edge of a mountain of rocks pushed up by long ago disruptions in the Earth’s bowels, Morgan stopped, nonplussed.

      A ship, not a seafaring one, rested on a tripod of legs, sunk into the sandy bottom. The dull metallic gleam of its saucer meant it was a recent arrival, and a pair of fifty foot cylindrical tubes, an easy twenty feet in diameter, turned in 360 degree circles, watching the water’s wary occupants.

      “What the depths? That thing resembles a cranky crab.”

      Behind her, an octopus tapped on Morgan’s bubble. She nodded, creating a tiny opening, and it pushed an arm through, following with the rest of its body, entering a hole no larger than its beak. As the last of its arms slid through, the aperture sealed. Morgan cast a fresh spell, filling the lowest point with seawater, and the octopus floated, squeezing her ankle in appreciation.

      “Peace and clean water, friend Floog.” Morgan communicated with every sea creature, even those dwelling in forgotten depths. Many were exceptional, with great intelligence; all were sentient.

      “Are you slumming with the invertebrates, Morgan?”

      A grin. Floog was a smartass. For a span, he’d binged on fishing ships and soaked up their environments. Floog’s sensory capabilities were near her own, and his experiences outstripped most of the sea’s bountiful life forms. After sneaking in and escaping fifty vessels, his stories kept Morgan laughing for hours. They’d become unlikely friends.

      She stared at the spacecraft, which resembled one of the 1950s alien space saucers upon which landlocked humans doted.

      “Floog, what is this visitor’s purpose? Is it a wreck? Are they friend or foe? What have you learned?”

      The octopus lay submerged, and Morgan’s eye flicked to the ship in shock as the cylindrical tube sucked in a surprised swordfish. Its panicked eye held Morgan’s as it vanished into the tube. Full violet lips set in anger as her cerulean blue eyes blazed.

      “Fishing? Science? What have you seen?” This last bit, she directed to Floog.

      Floog’s beak split the surface. He slid an arm along Morgan’s leg, pulling himself up until they were face to face.

      “It’s been here fifteen light cycles; it steals creatures, but never the same one twice.”

      “A collector.” Morgan’s mouth set. “Have they ventured out of their vessel?”

      “No, and the ship has no windows for us to examine them.” Floog blinked. “They’ve not successfully collected any octopi because we camouflaged our bodies, but neither are they leaving. Despite our solitary existence, it’s as if they know, at this point and place, that we converge for companionship.”

      “Successfully?” Morgan’s eyebrow raised. The Octopi were notorious for their craftiness. “You believe they’re waiting for you? Why?”

      “They grabbed Spogo on the first day. She escaped from the arm of that strange thing.” Floog’s head lolled toward the craft, then rolled back to face Morgan. “Spogo said they don’t resemble humans, although they are two-legged. They had seawater containers aboard, but when they put her into a transfer box to move her from tube to tank, she found an easy escape route and slid, flattened against the trap’s walls, and exited without issue.”

      “Of course she did. But did these invaders learn? Are they prepared to try again? I’m thinking if you’re smart enough to travel from space to this watery rock, conduct a science mission and go back home, you might outsmart an octopus.”

      “Doubtful. They haven’t yet.” Floog slid into the water to inhale and Morgan rolled her eyes. Crafty, and three times their body weight in ego.

      Still, she loved Floog’s quick mind, and over time, earned his trust. As a water witch, she cared for the sea and the occasional human bobbing on top, but her purpose was singular. Morgan protected, and this alien craft plopped squarely in her lane. She wanted it gone, but her primary goal was returning the trapped creatures to their home.

      But how?

      She peered at the busy ship, realizing getting in wasn’t an issue because her ability to appear invisible. But if being honest, figuring out how to navigate their unknown technology felt overwhelming.

      I am powerful by nature. These visitors created power through mechanical thought.

      Floog wrapped and scrooched up her leg, eyes holding hers. “We need to get inside, free everybody, teach these pirates a lesson, and sneak out. Can you do that?”

      “Were you eavesdropping in my mind again? Nevermind. I’m not sure how to craft an attack. Without knowledge, I operate in darkness.”

      “Pish, I thrive in a dark sea every day.”

      Morgan fought back an eye roll. “You said we. Are you volunteering?”

      An arm slipped around her head, and Floog pulled them together, forehead to forehead, as tingles of energy traded between their life forms. “I sense your force, and respect it. I will align with you against this thief.”

      “Then we need a plan.”

      A mental confab ensued; as plans go, Morgan thought it held merit. Floog would act as bait, and she could shrink her bubble and ride hidden among his arms. Once inside, she’d assess and free Floog, then work on disabling the ship and releasing the creatures. Lots of plot holes, and she wasn’t a fan of planning with half the information. Floog lived his whole life capitalizing on anarchy. She hoped they’d complement and not crash.

      She minimized the bubble, rolling under Floog’s body, and he scuttled closer to the craft before letting his camouflage fade just enough to be seen.

      “It’s pointless being obvious,” his voice warbled through the water and into her sphere. “They’re clueless regarding my sentience, and I don’t see any reason to enlighten them.”

      Morgan grinned. When he wasn’t arrogant, Floog’s humor was on point.

      The arm swung, the aperture on the end opening to flood the tube, and sucked them inside, pulling water toward the ship before evacuating it from the apex joints. Floog flattened against the inner wall of the now dry trap as the interior door opened. A series of six plates rolled back, allowing a container to fit against the edges. A vacuum pulled the octopus and his hitchhiker inside with a pop and sealed tight.

      Floog examined the entrapment cylinder. “It’s different from what Spogo described.”

      “I told you, they’d learn. Your guess that the creature they seek is an octopus seems plausible.”

      “While I don’t blame them, if there isn’t any sea to breathe, I won’t be entertaining after a half hour.”

      A siren clonged, and their floor opened over water. Floog let his head drop, pulled in a breath, and entered the tank while keeping Morgan hidden.

      “So far we’re to plan,” she muttered. “If I can’t navigate out of here, we’ve got a problem.”
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      “Let’s see who we’re working with here.” Floog zoomed to the opposite side of the container, blazing a helpful inky blast to keep Morgan’s bubble out of sight, and splayed his body on the glass opening.

      An alien stepped toward him, tapping notes into a recording device and peering at the transparent wall to observe Floog’s undercarriage. Morgan shot a sensory discovery spell and shook her head. No emotional qualities; low physical responses, too.

      It’s as if they’re mostly brain.

      Floog disengaged, plopping back on top of Morgan, and they exchanged notes.

      “Minimal requirements for life,” Morgan said. “They have a huge cerebral ability, but the rest of their body appears stunted or atrophied.”

      “I bet they find octopi to be a relatable species,” Floog snickered.

      Morgan glanced at Floog’s colossal head as her eyes crinkled at the corners.

      The alien turned as a door opened, and Morgan stared in shock. The man entering was a delicious looking human with long blond hair and a sculpted body. In counterpoint, the scowl was an interesting touch.

      The observing alien glided along the floor to a large, saucer shaped seat, sat in the deepest section of the bowl and collapsed until the only part visible was the top of his huge, semi transparent head. Morgan stared as the synapses within his cerebral cortex sparked and glowed.

      “Wow, look at the speed of his thought processes.”

      “An octopus’ brain moves that fast.” Floog stared at the shades of light exploding and fading in a variety of hues. “No wonder they corrected the capture tubes. Do these guys swim?”

      “I’d guess no, since they never left the ship,” Morgan answered, checking out the blond guy as he worked to feed the captives. “I bet he’s a surfer. Maybe they snatched him before submerging. Boy, does he look thrilled.”

      She cast another sensory spell, and the human’s irate thoughts spilled across their brains.

      “Damned jelly heads. And we’re still stuck fathoms below the surface.”

      Morgan grinned at Floog. “Time to play.”

      Staring at the man, she sent a directed thought.

      More than a few.

      He whirled, and Floog raised an arm and waved at him.

      “God knows how many tons of water are over me and now I’m losing my shit? Freaking perfect.” He ambled over to Floog. “You’re new.”

      Floog flattened against the glass as Morgan risked a telepathic question.

      How did you get here?

      The man eyed the resting alien, returned his eyes to Floog’s single unblinking eye closest to the tank wall, and shrugged. “A kidnapping. I chased a shiny object and the arm sucked me into the ship. Once aboard, there’s no leaving, dude. When they have whatever their mission is, it’s bye-bye Earth.”

      How do you know this?

      Morgan was having a hard time keeping her tone neutral. This man was in.cred.i.ble. With a capital everything. His tunic strained over a heavy chest, and well muscled thighs stretched the pants, showing every fluid muscle.

      “Once they inspected me, they communicated. I understand what they ask, and they can’t move around well, even on their own ship. They’re sick.”

      Floog shot a side eye to Morgan, then fixed his gaze on the human. His turn.

      What’s your name?

      “Tony Balzori, but everybody calls me Tony Baloney. I’ve always got a story. When I get off this tin can, nobody’ll believe a word.”

      Did the fancy heads share the mission’s goal?

      Floog tapped the tank’s wall in emphasis.

      “Dude, it’s you,” Tony returned the tap near Floog’s face. “They were stoked when they sucked up your extreme floppiness. We’ve been stuck down here for two weeks; once you arrived, their reaction to the specimens exploded. And how the hell can I talk to an octopus?” Tony shook his head. “My brain is fried.”

      Floog and the invisible Morgan exchanged a glance, then Floog rolled his face to hold Tony’s eye again.

      Do they ever sleep? Are you watched?

      “They spend hours in their saucers. It regenerates or energizes them. There’s a couple awake and working throughout the shift, but I don’t see them often.”

      Floog fluttered several arms.

      Tony, we can help each other. Do you want to leave here?

      “So I can drown? No thanks, dude.”

      Floog unstuck one of his arms and touched his bulbous head.

      Oh, I’ve got a plan.

      “Normally, I’d think this was killer weed, but whatever. I’m game to try. This dream can’t get any weirder.”

      Behind Tony, a large double doorway slid open and two aliens slither-walked toward Floog’s tank. Tony stepped away and tapped onto the pad next to the observation window. A small door on the back wall of Floog’s container opened. Three dozen crabs and an immense pile of scallops fell into the tank. The scallops buried into the sandy bottom as the crabs scuttled to hide in nooks and crannies between the scattered rocks.

      “Dinner,” Floog muttered in a snide aside to Morgan, “has arrived.”

      “Those scallops were collected elsewhere. We’re twice as deep as their natural habitat.”

      The aliens peered at Floog, expectant.

      “They want dinner and a show?” Floog’s tone was incredulous.

      “Perhaps it’s more that you have a meal and they get the show,” Morgan laughed. “Just don’t leave me exposed.”

      “I’m not eating a damn thing except their expectations,” Floog lolled his head, taking in the food trap door before completing the flop back toward the aliens. “To get through that opening should be simplicity itself.”

      Floog settled onto the sand and camouflaged, fading to an obscure lump in front of the window, the witch tucked from sight. “Time to be boring.”

      After fifteen minutes, the visitors, including their human zookeeper, left. Floog, she realized, was sleeping.

      “Not a terrible idea,” she nodded, vanishing the water from the bottom of her bubble before plopping and getting comfortable. “Big night ahead. I could use an hour myself.”

      A soft tap near her nose woke Morgan, and she smiled at the little feisty crab. Touching the sphere’s wall, she created an opening, and he scuttled through, pinchers clicking in alarm.

      “Hello, friend.”

      “Why are we here? That’s an octopus!”

      “I believe you’re intended to be a food supply,” Morgan commiserated.

      “There aren’t enough of us to replace ourselves, and what are we going to eat? It’s not a complete chain.”

      “I plan to open the ship and return every captive to the sea. Do the best you can until I peel the lid off our cage.”

      She touched the bubble and the crab, eyeing the octopus, slipped away and hid in the rocks.

      Floog woke and moved, in small increments, toward the rear of the tank and, changing to match the color, began a climb inches at a time. After each movement, he paused, waiting to see if the aliens noticed.

      Within an hour, he reached the feeding tube door and explored, a single arm sliding into the crack to examine the other side. Satisfied, he slid along the wall in the same slow fashion until he puddled on the floor, blending into the rocks.

      Forty minutes passed before he grabbed a pair of scallops, munching as he returned to Morgan.

      “No latches on the interior; I can’t slide through that crack. This vessel is nothing like the ships I explored.”

      “Then it’s controlled by a computer, Floog. Humans use them as tools to run complex machines. I’m sure mechanical intelligence is in play here, too. I can try disabling it with a spell. But be aware they may expect you to bust out. An experiment. We should consider that everything we do is under observation.”

      “You are the unknown entity here; how would you tackle it?”

      “Move me around the perimeter; let’s determine what we’re dealing with here.”

      Floog fluttered to the front, and Morgan cast a composition spell.

      “Glass with a neural network? Wow! Floog, if I make an opening in this, they’ll know at once. Hmm, I wonder…” Morgan’s voice trailed off, thinking of the regeneration saucers. “What if this entire ship is connected to the alien’s brains? I’ve never encountered an organic version of what should be simple material, but that’s how this surface reads. Take me to each wall, please.”

      Floog grabbed the sphere, shot a cloud of ink, and vamoosed to the rear, hiding along the rocks as Morgan tested. “It’s the same thing, Floog. They didn’t come running because the wall told them what you were doing. Hang for a moment, I need to think.”
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      She paced the sphere for fifteen minutes, muttering as Floog listened. With a sigh, she looked into his closest eye.

      “No way to exit without them knowing. We need to be bold. Until I cast on the walls to free us, I’m unsure how to breach the hull, flood this ship, and release the captives. I want to save that human, since they stole him, too.”

      “I sensed your mating vibes,” Floog chuckled. “No point in hiding if the call comes.”

      “He is extraordinary,” Morgan replied. “Smart enough to work the feeding systems. He seems far more than a surfer.” She tapped her head. “Keep me hidden for as long as possible; let’s make this look like you smashed the glass.”

      “Makes sense. They only see the meals and me.”

      “I hope. Plenty of unknowns, Floog. I wish I had a better grasp on potential outcomes.”

      “Ready?”

      “Yes, go halfway up the wall, spread out, and grip the surface. I’ll create an opening and we’ll both flow out with the released water. Once we’re ejected by the pressure, I can attack the ship while you distract them.”

      Within a minute, they splashed onto the deck below, and Megan looked in horror. The entire outer ring of the vessel was aquariums. Species of every sort stared back in confusion and dread.

      This craft quakes with fear and death.

      Floog slithered on the floor, sliding an arm up to check out the inside of one saucer. Morgan eyed the ceiling, the only space, besides the double-doors Tony came through earlier, not covered by an occupied aquarium. She shot the spell, and it peeled back, revealing a higher floor and more captives.

      They’ve been pretty fucking busy.

      Morgan’s ire ratcheted as she removed the third layer, then a fourth. Life flashed within the tanks; she felt every one. Furious, she attacked the hull itself, bending the alloy in a shaking rage, feeling the flex, and something more.

      Rejection. The metal fought her magic. It’s the same thing! Part of their neural network. They are the damn ship.

      Morgan cast a sleep spell, sending continuous waves of quietude throughout the vessel. The hull relaxed, but did not yield.

      The aperture! Where is it? If I force it open, the ship will flood.

      Floog, she realized, lay asleep from her attack on the ship, lying half in the saucer. She threw a calling spell and drew him against her; in a stupor, his arms wrapped around her bubble. Morgan whirled, facing the only empty tank in the room, staring at the faint outline of a circle.

      This container is ready for a victim.

      She blew a hole through it, water cascading across the floor. With an audible grunt, she pulled Floog through and focused on the point where the sliding panels fit together. Morgan hit them with a sand spell, drilling the tiny tumbled rocks at top velocity.

      I just need a crack. Once open, at 400 feet, the water’s weight will prevail.

      The sand’s force wore a small, growing hole, and water dribbled in, a trickle beckoning success.

      “Floog! Wake up, be ready!”

      The eye that opened and met hers lacked the normal vitality of her friend. Horrified, she watched him shoot an arm out and cover the hole, forcing her to stop the spell. It was that or saw his limb off to continue.

      “What are you doing? Get out of the way!”

      “No.”

      “Floog! I must flood this ship, then save the stolen creatures. Move or you’ll be hurt.”

      Two long-fingered hands landed on her bubble and yanked, separating her from Floog, who flopped near the alien’s feet as the last of the sand dribbled to the floor. She stared into the alien’s face, larger than the ones they’d seen so far, and stronger.

      “Who are you?”

      The question reverberated throughout her sphere, growing louder and more insistent the longer she remained silent, thinking through her options. The alien appeared amused.

      Best to stay reduced and invisible.

      Horrified, she realized her own thought now bounded within her bubble, mocking her.

      These creatures read my mind?

      This statement zinged; a howling counterpart to her other thoughts, filling her ears until she wondered if she might lose her sanity. With caution, she breathed deeply and quieted herself. As the echoes from the older ricochets lessened, she continued breathing, pulling deep air, holding it, exhaling in slow measure, and remaining empty before repeating the breath cycle.

      “Adaptive. Impressive camouflage. Scans indicate a new life form, although the primary subject elected to bond to this one.” He shook her, and she tumbled, pissed.

      The alien then tapped Floog, who lolled his head toward Morgan, then tapped the outside of the bubble’s shell.

      The alien’s hand squeezed the sphere, causing veins of cracks to race across the surface.

      This is bullshit.

      Morgan exploded her protective sphere, exiting unseen with a vanishing spell. While remaining invisible, she materialized on the opposite side of the room. Decided, she spun on the ball of her bare foot and raced through the door into the main ship. It was, she realized, a small, centralized command center full of the weird sleeping saucers, surrounded by layers of tanks, each holding the captive sea creatures.

      A lighted wall held images of each stolen being, with additional ones below of what they ate and other information. In several cases, the pictures flashed. Curious, Morgan crept closer, studying the depictions. The flashing lights concerned her. Were they running out of food and suffering?

      A scrape of a foot intruded, and she watched Tony walk up to the board, engaging with the wall, and adjusting a few of the creature’s flashes to a solid picture. Several others, to her shock, switched to a black square.

      They don’t understand the intricacies of each ecosystem. This is a doomed mission.

      Tony stiffened, then bent to his next readout. Curious, Morgan leaned forward as he jumped back, thumping hard into her, toppling her onto her rear end.

      “What was that?” Tony’s hands swept along the floor and gripped her ankle. She kicked, but Tony held tight. “Hold on, don’t fight me. Who are you? Why are you here?”

      Morgan paused, deciding. Tony was stuck on this ship. Could they work out an exit strategy together? She blew out a sigh. A single exploration of a rejuvenation saucer mushed Floog’s mind. Was that temporary or permanent? She needed an ally.

      “My name is Morgan. I protect the sea’s life.”

      “I can't see you, but I sense you. Why?” His calm tone belied the firm grip on her ankle.

      “Because I don’t want you to.” she replied. Despite her frustration, amusement colored her voice.

      “Fair enough. If I could turn invisible, I’d roll with that, too. How did you escape the containment chambers?”

      Silence.

      “What is your goal?”

      “To free my creatures before you starve them, and let them live as intended.”

      “Well, I agree with you there,” Tony stared at the flashing boards. “Their attempts to simulate the ecosystems suck.”

      “The hull nearly breached. They used an octopus to stop me, even though my efforts could save him. How do they override a species’ sense of self-preservation?”

      “Because their only concern is their own,” he replied. “Their planet is dying and they seek minds to negotiate a shared world.”

      “Under the sea? And they can’t swim? Do I look stupid to you?”

      “You don’t resemble anything to me,” Tony squeezed her, rubbing a warm thumb behind her ankle bone. “You’re invisible.”

      Heat flooded her face. Grateful for the spell that hid her unbidden response, she replied, “I’m not drawn to killing them, or you, but I will flood this ship.”

      “They’re adaptive and analytical. You can’t make the same move twice.”

      “If you help me, I can save you.”

      “The entire vessel connects to their minds. I’m sure they sense your body on the deck right now, but are observing.”

      Morgan grinned, casting a double spell of shrinking and floating. Her ankle, pea sized, slipped from Tony’s hand as she floated, touching nothing, a few feet from him. She regained size, assessing Tony, but remained above the floor.

      “A decent trick. Are you still here?”

      Silence.

      “Well, if you are, I’m interested. Decaying in a fish tank isn’t much of a choice.”

      Morgan leaned in, lips just brushing his ear.

      “OK.”
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        * * *

      

      Floog woke alone, boxed in a new aquatic prison. Hungry, he nosed around, found a few scallops and munched, parsing through the foiled escape. Why’d he touch that saucer? While informative, it stole their edge. Still, he learned something Morgan needed to know. The aliens on this vessel weren’t in charge.

      The ship was.

      On a crab-fishing vessel a few months ago, Floog fell out of the trap and started feeling around for a scupper, but paused under the sorting table, listening.

      “AI. Dude, I’m telling you, someday the boat will have a pilot and we’ll be doing the only things that a machine doesn’t do well. Robots, but at sea.”

      “A computer can’t replace a captain. It’s never the same day twice on the ocean.”

      Floog wanted to leave the ship and breathe. He slid through the hole, but the conversation stuck. This collector craft was a network, Morgan said. So the vessel ran the show? If so, the aliens handled problems that required mobility.

      Like us busting out.

      Floog chuckled, grabbed a slow, tasty looking crab, and paused. How was he supposed to eat if this metal trap left the sea? Or any other creature caught and confined here? He gazed at the delicious snack and released it.

      Moderation, Floog. Octopi play the long game. One shot. Get your head right.
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      The problem with subverting physical law is that it remains in play. Morgan could avoid touching any part of the ship, but moving? Neither easy nor simple. Her body, designed to push off the ground, bobbed instead of walking.

      I need to find Floog, but I’m pedaling air and going nowhere.

      “Tony, can you take me to Floog?”

      “Floog? Your octopus bud?”

      “Yes.” Morgan loosened her braid and pulled a narrow section of hair loose, and looped it around Tony’s neck. He jumped from the tingle of energy.

      “What the hell?”

      “It’s just a light, uh, rope. Pull me through the ship, please.”

      “How did you make friends with a flop monster, anyway?”

      Morgan pressed her lips together, deciding. “He’s as sentient as you or I. We talk.”

      “Whole thought conversations?”

      “Yes.” The admission dragged out with reluctance. In this environment, the less she shared, the better. The alien ship frightened her, an unexpected yet responsive and intuitive object. Her priority was the safety of Floog and the others until they pulled off a successful exit.

      “Just with this, er, Floog?”

      “I recognize sentience everywhere. I can talk to you, can’t I?”

      “Yeah, but, no offense, your ankle felt human.”

      Morgan opted for silence.

      “Ah, playing it top secret? OK, let’s go find your friend.”

      To avoid touching doorways and equipment, Morgan shrank, resembling an invisible bobbing fairy in a metallic sensory nightmare. Tony walked past several aliens. Regenerating? Sleeping? She had no clue, but their brains bedazzled from the saucers. There was no sign of the big alien as Tony pulled her toward the tanks. Relieved, she saw Floog huddled at the back of his aquarium, which appeared to have repaired itself.

      Oh, shit. If this thing regenerates, that’s unhelpful.

      Tony began the feeding routine, and Morgan bobbed behind, inspecting each one.

      “I’m hungry! There is not enough to eat.”

      “The fish they gave me are different. They’re making me sick.”

      “My meals are dying. The food has nothing to feed on and thrive.”

      She leaned closer to Tony’s ear, relaying each creature’s complaints.

      “They need to be released, Tony. This is torture. You’re starving them for no scientific purpose. Hell, this ship hasn’t left the ocean and you’ve got ones that cannot survive. A shark takes lengthy breaks between meals, but many of these others cannot. What happens when you can’t replenish their food sources? What’s the true purpose of this mission? To assess, through cruelty, how long each lasts until starvation claims them?”

      Tony moved from the shark’s container to the next one, tapping on the display.

      “And are these aliens prepared to oxygenate the water forever? I must release these suffering creatures.”

      Tony stared at the occupant, a sea turtle, and sighed.

      “I know little about the mission. I’m just supposed to feed them.”

      Floog shot across his tank and splayed against the glass in warning.

      Morgan released her hair from his neck and bobbed in the air, watching the entering aliens with narrowed eyes. One alien rested a fingertip on Tony’s forehead and nodded.

      “Excellent, the unknown is here, in this room.”

      The group turned, Tony joining with a cryptic shrug, and filed out, as the door clanged shut behind them. Lights flashed and a grinding warning siren bleated. Morgan floated toward the capture tube, raising her arms to cast, but her lungs burned and she struggled, breath throttling her throat.

      I can’t breathe.

      As she passed out, the invisibility spell fading, her hand brushed the ship’s wall.

      On contact, the sirens stopped, and oxygen re-flowed into the chamber. Tony trotted to her inert form and scooped her into his arms, his eyes riveted on her incredible aqua hair and plump violet lips. Strong and slim, she fit against his chest. He looked up at the oversized alien.

      “Where do you want her?”

      A long finger pointed to the capture hatch. “Flush it.”

      Tony’s grip tightened on Morgan’s stirring body. “When I conversed with her, she told me she can communicate with every collected creature, a useful talent for keeping them alive.”

      “That is your job.”

      “I sense their sentience and health. What she knows is how they interact within their ecosystems. Many don’t know that themselves, which gives me no way to learn.”

      A long pause. Tony had experience with the neural network processing new information against what they knew. He hoped Morgan didn’t wake up and make a scene. There were worse things than spending an interstellar voyage with a gorgeous, unusual woman. Besides, he couldn’t believe she could damage a ship designed for space travel. He shared her desire to save the captives, but for him, none of it made sense.

      Plus, she was right that the creatures felt great stress. The feelings and fears washing over him were desperate and frightened. Empath overload. He disliked lying to Morgan, but that’s how they met, and now he was stuck.

      The alien shifted his eyes and stared at Tony. “We concur. The intruder is an unexpected asset. A suitable cage is developing.” He gestured to a tank, water drained, as a seat, bed, and table rose from the floor. “Contain it.”

      Tony lay Morgan on the bed, backing up as her blazing blue eyes opened. With a snarl, she hurtled toward him, bouncing off the transparent wall that sealed between them.

      “Liar! One who betrayed me!”

      “I had no choice. In time, you’ll see.”

      Morgan ran a hand along her braid, smoothing the hair that yearned to throttle them.

      No, Tony. But you will. All of you will know justice.
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        * * *

      

      Tony addressed the aliens, gathered around the neural-linked readout board showing the creatures and their states of health.

      “As you can see, the supply chains established are failing in more than a third. Your prize,” he pointed at Floog, “will die in 15 days, or one half the moon cycle of this planet. You’ll never move him, alive, to your homeworld.”

      “Jettison the failures. Confer with the prisoner regarding the correct food chain to develop the systems necessary for sustainability of the primary. We launch in two cycles of this planet’s sun.”

      Tony nodded. “We aren’t at the proper sea level for many of the declining species. Are we rising the same way we submerged?”

      “Yes. Release at the correct level. Begin with current depth, rising 100 feet every half cycle.”

      “Acknowledged.”

      One alien peered at Tony. “Your heart and blood pressure elevated. What caused this condition?”

      Tony stilled his mind from picturing Morgan splayed across the bed and pointed at the screens. “Their stress grows louder and more agitated. It’s a weight.”

      “Will it impede your work?”

      “No. The release plan helps, because the stress displayed over time reduces.”

      A collective nod from the alien group, and they moved away from Tony and his monitors. He created a new one for Morgan and watched her cell pop into view. Everything within her container interacted with the ship’s network. If she slept, the bed monitored her. If she sat or ate at the table, her body’s functions relayed to his monitoring system.

      Curiosity consumed. What was she? At a depth of 400 feet, she wasn’t human. They’d examined the forms on the surface over a grueling span of weeks. When the aliens located an aquarium park and saw an octopus they animated, and the mission grew broader. Now, under the sea, after taking a ton of data from the facility and from the human’s internet, they found a similar life form.

      The web stuff was a mixed bag. Much was data driven and useful, a significant amount was drivel, and outright fabrication populated the non-scholastic sections. It’d taken the aliens a full day to confirm what to use and what to discard. From that, Tony built his assessment systems, but nothing helped more than to stand by a window and take in the creature’s sensory expressions. He knew the effort to transplant an aligned species was the last endeavor to see if their homeworld and this one were compatible.

      Time was not on their side.
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      From her prison, Morgan floated on her back and observed as the levels above her regenerated. Not an alien was in sight, indicating her assumption that the ship self-repaired was valid. Grumpy, she evaluated her surroundings, careful to avoid touching any surface. Her suspension was simple, but her mind whirled in fury.

      As an ocean protector, her skills could destroy this craft. With care, she’d save her creatures, although the variety of depths they dwelled in was a challenge. The problem was killing Tony and the aliens. Protectors are bound to preserve without judgment. While she could help a sea turtle survive an entanglement in garbage, sinking the polluting boat in retaliation was vengeful. Some days, being honorable stunk.

      Welcome to one of those days.

      Her original plan was to flood the vessel, place the intruders in protective bubbles, and raise the ship as she released creatures. Hop off at the surface, drain their tin can, and let them get the hell off her rock. In theory, simple enough.

      But she didn’t count on this ship being sentient.

      Sentience is a two-way communication. If it can discover me, I can discover it.

      Grin bursting wide, she tapped her braid, calling forth a single strand.

      “Sever, if they detect you, but I need to understand why they’re doing this.”

      The long aqua hair sank in slow motion before landing on the table below Morgan’s floating feet. Information flowed through and Morgan blinked.

      A dying world, one grounded in learning but where a wasting disease attacked the beings, slipped up the strand, continual images of decaying vibrancy. The big alien, she realized, was a healthy one, and she guessed that the slithering small ones were sick. The saucers kept their minds nimble, but with wasted limbs they were incapable of self care. Less than 20% of the population’s health was normal. If they lost many more, they’d not have the genetic variety to manage a recovery.

      They want Floog as a stud?

      Morgan shook in silent laughter, thinking he might enjoy that, if asked and not coerced. Floog loved hotties and possessed the heart of an adventurer.

      The hair disengaged from the table undetected.

      “Round one goes to the witch.”

      Her cell lay opposite from Floog’s and he shot onto the glass in warning. Company.

      Fine, let’s negotiate.

      Tony and two of the small aliens stopped at her window.

      “Morgan, they wish to see you, please. And to talk with you.”

      Nothing ventured, right?

      Morgan released her invisibility spell; it was basic, and they were aware of this ability. She stared at the visitors.

      “Now they want you to sit.”

      Morgan’s shoulders shook, then her gut, as laughter poured from her throat. Behind the aliens, Floog used two arms to make crazy circles on either side of his enormous head. Morgan laughed harder, wiping her eyes, expression filled with merriment.

      Tony’s gaze remained glued to the spectacle, then gleamed with intention. “You are breathtaking.”

      “Why is the asset shaking? What is this reaction?”

      Tony wiped his responsive smile from his face and glanced at the pair. “She’s laughing at your request because she understands your containment chamber’s abilities, and is not interested in participating.”

      “But we must learn.”

      “Then ask her questions.”

      “That’s incomplete information. She may choose not to divulge everything.”

      “Which is how equals in negotiation interact. Treat her as an equal party, which, so far, you have neglected to do, and she might be inclined to discuss terms.”

      “Terms? For what?”

      “The release of the creatures you stole, for one.”

      “And whether you get a safe exit from this planet.” Morgan’s voice filled the center space, as fish, mammals, and crustaceans in every tank peered at the exchange.

      “How did she communicate?” The two aliens glanced at one another, synapses igniting, before gazing back at Morgan.

      “What is your species?”

      “On Earth, a question of that nature is rude.”

      Lights within their semi-transparent heads snapped as the pair exchanged a second glance.

      “Do you have a designation?”

      Morgan arched a brow at Tony.

      “A name,” he offered. Amusement tipped the corners of his mouth.

      Damn, for a liar, he’s sexy as hell.

      “Yes, a name. Do you have one?”

      “I am called Morgan. Why did you steal many creatures when you wanted only one species?” she gestured at Floog.

      “We came a long way, so seized the opportunity to discover the biological secrets of your planet upon arrival. We took extra samples for future learning. Earth’s technological advancement remains undeveloped; to send an expedition to study you wasn’t feasible.”

      “Based on this experience, I’m grateful for small favors.”

      The aliens exchanged another look.

      “We are interested in how you suspend your planet’s natural law. How do you manipulate gravity?”

      “Through both internal and external forces. You won’t understand.”

      “No, we must learn, and you will teach us. Our species suffers and floating could prolong our lives.”

      Morgan looked at the aliens. She felt their weakness and frustration, but not fear. Curious, she cocked her head.

      “You aren’t afraid of dying.”

      “No. Life perishes. Intellect brings resolution.”

      Huh.

      “So, if you solve the reason you are sick, and save your planet, that is worth your death?”

      “None survive this virus. We need to stall until we can vanquish its ability to infect.”

      “Tell me, why do you want Floog?” She saw his head loll, listening, and hid a smile.

      “If our genetic markers are compatible, the octopus may thwart the replication and buy us more time.”

      “So you’d try mating outside your species as an act of preservation?”

      “Not at first. We intend to engineer the bio material to craft a vaccine. If that’s possible, and our race stabilizes, we’ll return to seize potential mates.”

      Morgan’s smile left the building. “The plan is to kill and dissect Floog? Then kidnap more unwilling octopi?”

      “Yes.” The aliens looked very excited. “Once we arrive at homeworld, our best scientists stand ready to test any promising possibilities.”

      “Uh oh.” Tony backed up a step.

      Morgan unwrapped her braid from her waist and pushed it behind her, letting the hair unbraid itself and lie, waiting, along her spine.

      “I won’t allow your plan.”

      One alien wagged a withered finger at her. “You are not in charge, Prisoner. You are an asset, nothing more.”

      Morgan’s hair rocketed out in every direction, breaking three walls of the cell outward, the material burying the aliens and Tony in a sharp-edged slurry. Casting with fury, she reopened the level above her, and strands drilled into the various containers, then yanked the glass face from each one. Floog fell from his prison and slithered behind the dissection duo, his giant eyes on Morgan.

      With a bone melting screech, she spun to the sealed entrance to the capture arm, and hair slid into the aperture blades and forced them open as the salty sea billowed into the vessel. Enraged violet eyes caught Tony’s astonished ones, and she snapped a bubble around him. The panicked aliens, nearly submerged, attempted to reach the console, giving that up as the water proved too much. As they turned in a slithering bob toward the doorway to the main ship; it closed with a clank. An effort, Morgan knew, meant to save the rest.

      Fingers fluttering, she zinged the released creatures through the opening. Anyone that could survive this depth wriggled through the collection arm and into the waiting sea.

      Tony clutched his head and stumbled in his bubble, the anger of the sentient craft was a counterpoint to the relief of those freed. “The ship,” he screamed, “is pissed.”

      Morgan nodded. The rage permeated every square inch.

      She snapped two more bubbles around the floundering aliens, and they bobbed on the surface as creatures of every description swam beneath them for freedom. The floor shuddered, and Floog pulled up her leg as seawater continued filling the ship.

      “I think they are trying to raise this can.” Floog’s beak moved against her ear.

      “Then I’ll release more of the captured as we rise.”

      Water rose, reaching the floors above, and Morgan cast a bubble to seal around her face, letting her hair wage war unmolested. The highest layer of tanks imploded, raining debris as the last of the imprisoned fell into the main section and, following the flashing tails of the others, headed for the exit.

      “We’ve climbed to fifty feet, Floog. You must flee!”

      “I’m staying with you.”

      “Floog, go!”

      To Morgan’s horror, the water level dropped, a gushing vortex of exiting weight as the vessel rose from the sea and gained altitude. One by one, the aliens, caught in her bubbles, slid through the doorway, falling in gravity’s grip.

      “Tony!”

      He pounded on the sides of his sphere, and Morgan shot the spell, releasing him as he clawed to grab any object to keep his body from flying out with the thundering water. Hands gripping the base of a rejuvenation saucer, Tony wrapped his arms and a leg around it as the returning sea and debris beat his skin without mercy.

      The seawater’s weight, spraying from the ship, allowed it to accelerate.

      “Close it!” Tony screamed. “Shut it tight or we’ll die. We’re almost to the edge of the atmosphere.”

      No air.

      With reluctance, Morgan’s hair snapped together, forming a thick, smooth braid that snugged around her waist as the ship sealed itself. Sadness tugged as she called the remaining water and debris, plus a few dozen crabs and hundreds of shrimp that didn’t make it to the exit, and created an open topped bowl for Floog. He plopped in, giving her a resigned look.

      I won this round for my creatures, but they won the war.
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      Tony, bleeding blue from multiple cuts, regained his feet. Morgan cut her eyes at him.

      “You’re a liar, and not human. I should have let you flow out with the others.”

      “Technically, I mentioned I’m full of it. Tony Baloney, remember?”

      True.

      Floog arranged his body along the lip of the makeshift pool and waved an arm.

      “He says it’s in your best interest to come clean. One shot, liar. Make it count.”

      “The other race is the Bombetts. They grabbed me from my homeworld, Paxul. We were aware of their virus and closed borders until the contagion level was determined.”

      “So you’re considered an ‘asset’?” Morgan was unconvinced.

      “Paxul is classed as an empath planet because of my species. We absorb the emotions of other life forms and have a high harmony rating. You won’t understand, but the cosmic order is based on mental prowess. We are in the peace realm, and Paxullians travel to help other worlds who are ready to move from a combative stance to a peaceful footing. Evolution is both the spirit and body.”

      Interested, Morgan cocked her head. “So a war oriented world stole you?”

      “The Bombetts are in transition, which often takes a hundred generations, depending on the life span lengths in question. The virus attacking them skewed their progress. Many of the disease resistant ones were still of the combat mindset. A setback, not a reversal.” Tony shrugged.

      “Can you feel my emotions?”

      “You were pretty pissed earlier,” Tony laughed.

      A non-answer. Time to watch myself.

      Tony swayed, gripping the rim of Floog’s tank as the enormous head lolled. Floog’s eyes traveled across the injuries and he crooked an arm at Morgan, who floated over and leaned in, interested.

      “Hey, he’s bleeding out. Part of your plan?”

      What? Oh crap, no!

      Morgan raised Tony’s feet from the floor, breaking the ship’s connection to him, and pulled him against her. Hands moving along his arms, torso, and neck, she closed the wounds, staunching the flow. His uniform pants were sticky, and she eased them lower, taking in the narrow hips and hard glutes, and the deep wound in his side, still flowing a rivulet of blue blood over muscular thighs. She eyed his manhood, or whatever they called it on his planet. If that was his procreation sensation, Tony owned a rocket.

      A fingertip slipped into the wound, calling out the chunk of clear tank wedged there, and, she hoped, knitted his innards up in the correct order. This was uncharted territory. As the piece clattered to the deck, Tony perked up, wrapped his arms around her, and planted a grateful kiss on her cheek. Her first one ever. With effort, she stilled the trembling in her core and gave him a candid look.

      “Wow! How did you do that?” He hugged her again, warm hands gripping her waist. Morgan tried ignoring the puddling sensation in her pelvis. A second foreign object strained against his torso skin and she pulled it, sealing the opening as the square hunk of metal dropped into her hand. It resembled a computer chip.

      “Thank you for yanking that. The ship used it to sap my stamina and take control. They put one in my head, too. I’m sure, when they catch you, the Bombetts plan to insert chips into your body.”

      The hell they will.

      “They can try.” Morgan held a palm near Tony’s skull and moved her hand in a circular motion. “I found the piece in your skull, but it’s not in a safe spot, Tony. It’ll be difficult to remove. Perhaps, impossible.”

      Another hug, and his warm lips tickled her ear. “I figured as much.”

      Unnerved, Morgan lowered him to the floor.

      Why is he affecting me? We’re from different worlds, let alone the fact he isn’t magical. Humans never moved me. But this guy? Whoa.

      Heart clattering, she tried for normal. “I don’t see the point in keeping you elevated when they have a device embedded.”

      “Yeah, agreed. I’m caught in their circuit. Stay hidden as long as you can.”
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        * * *

      

      In the control room the Bombetts stood in a circle, hands locked, and committed to a data dump, moving the recent intel gathered from their minds to the ship’s processors. Image and text files flowed to the screens lining the walls and ceilings. A healthy Bombett assisted each sick crew member into a seat, then the group lay back and gazed, fingers sliding images from one screen to another, sorting, assessing, and relating information to form intellectual connections.

      “We do not know how the asset suspends physical law. Nothing we’ve seen and recorded shows how it has this capability.”

      “The healing is interesting. And the rescue of the captives. There is a connection there.”

      “Or a duty. It may be a role.”

      “The asset’s appearance differs from the other humans. A new species?”

      “No scientific data pulled from the planet matches. If so, it’s an unknown.”

      “There is this.” One alien moved a sub-category to the surface. “Earth calls this subset of information ‘paranormal’, a collection of unexplained oddities. Much of their pleasure reading, which they call fiction, has these references.”

      “Have we acquired living proof of the basis of their myths?”

      The synapses fired as the group reached an accord.

      “Locate everything in their myth archives regarding killing and controlling. We need to contain this specimen and make her share the abilities suited to our survival.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morgan, Floog thought, was doing a crappy job of pursuing her mating opportunity. He’d have been all over that action and waiting for senescence. Unless the big mama ate him. It’s a weird life, but being the sea’s unknown entity had its perks.

      Like now. Floog slid an arm along the edge of his makeshift tank and followed it, plopping onto the ship’s floor. The aliens understood his anatomy since that was the part they could study. Floog wanted to explore the ship and his mind, so far, was his own. Unlike that Tony guy. Floog wondered how long it’d take before the crab trap named Tony got yanked from the sea. Oh well. Everything is somebody’s lunch.

      While stuck in his tank, Floog watched. To be specific, he observed the Bombetts while they played with their console’s controls, and the saucers. A sweet little idea swam in his considerable noggin. Avoiding the saucer, Floog slid two arms up the control panel’s sides, and pulled his body up until he could see the buttons, toggles, and a large bar protected by a box. He’d noticed, when the aliens were trying to reach the console during Morgan’s attack, that the covered slider was the goal. One unmet.

      “Floog, what are you doing?” Morgan’s eyes narrowed, and she sucked in air. “Remember, the vessel adapts and we only get one shot.”

      “This boxy cover. In the flood, the aliens worked to reach it. I wondered.”

      Megan translated for Tony, then pointed at the closed entrance to the main part of the ship. “When, Floog? Were they trying to save themselves?”

      “No, they tried to open the doors later.”

      “Then whatever that thing is, they wanted to hurt us. I think leaving it alone for now is the best idea.”

      Floog examined the rest of the blinking console, a discordant blatt of flashes accompanied by beeps. Touching nothing, he pointed. “This opens the exit. This turns on the regeneration saucer.”

      Morgan continued to translate.

      “This,” he waved at a separate set of controls, “runs the arm things. And these move the tanks.”

      “That’s accurate.” Tony eyed Floog and shook his head. “How do you understand him? I didn’t expect this level of intelligence.”

      Floog slid onto the deck and returned to his tank, settling on the bottom, with a few choice words for Tony marching across his beak and making bubbles.

      Morgan raised an eyebrow. “You’re caught up in a smash and grab, not a true mission to learn. Thieves and murderers.” She leaned closer for emphasis. “Not peaceful.”

      “Hey, I didn’t ask to be here, Morgan.” Tony stared at her, wishing he could touch her. The end of her braid unwrapped from her waist and wagged under his nose. The hell? “Are you reading my mind?”

      Morgan looked surprised. “Of course. You can’t study my emotions though, right?”

      Not true, but Tony let it pass. She responded to him; that much he knew. And a good bit more.

      He wants me. Not in a blind lust, but a new, encompassing experience. What did I get myself into besides a tin can sailing through the stars? How to return home is beyond me. I never need help. But without Tony’s experiences and knowledge, I’m uncertain. Floog’s smart, too. But this ship is a formidable foe.

      Tony smoothed back his hair. “I know you’re unsure whether to trust me, and with this thing in my skull, that may be wise, but I have a plan.”
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      “We can use these controls to reset power to the saucers,” Tony said. “They’ll go through a mandatory recycle before powering on again. Once infected, the Bombetts must regenerate, usually after three or four hours of activity. Break the cycle; it will disable half of them.”

      “How many big aliens are there?”

      “Three. Five originally, but two succumbed to the virus. Four of the sick ones died today. They lose crew members daily. Hey, you can’t heal them, can you?”

      “My skills align with physical injury.” Morgan felt uncomfortable. Lying wasn’t a skill she nurtured, but they plugged Tony into the ship and he didn’t need to give the Bombetts a reason to ratchet up their interest in her.

      Floog blinked in understanding and faded to blend into his funky, cobbled together habitat. One ear, Morgan noticed, was above the surface and listening.

      “What’s the rest of your plan?”

      Tony’s face broke into a slow grin. “Once the regenerators shift to the reset mode, we move from here into the next chamber, their regeneration station. Most saucers are located in the main berthing. Once there, we’ll learn how many Bombetts we sidelined for the following two hours.”

      Floog blinked and glanced at Morgan.

      “Then what?”

      “Until we overpower the entire crew, we can’t gain access to the ship. If we control them, we’ll exchange safe passage to Paxul for their freedom.”

      “They’re dying, Tony, and I’ve no reason to believe death scares them. In fact, the mission is crucial to the survival of everything important to them.”

      Floog’s beak lifted out of the water and chirped, “I’ll give them an arm if they take us to Tony’s world. I can…”

      Morgan cut him off with a sharp glance. “That’s a great idea, Floog.” She saw zero upside to verbalizing the octopus could regrow a limb. None.

      Tony noted the rising tension in Morgan’s emotions, then watched her complexion smooth out to its normal translucent sea foam. This woman, he nodded, tapping his fingers on the console, is hiding something.

      “Because if you’re dying, risk is meaningless. Floog offered a gift of DNA, what we call our genetic code. With that, they’re equipped to search for their cure.”

      “A good overture, Morgan; it’s a trade they want.”

      Tony gave her another crooked grin, and Morgan’s pelvis squished. Not helpful.

      “Once we know how many remain, we have two hours to finish the job. Maybe do that bubble trick of yours?”

      Morgan nodded. “And the ship?”

      “They manage their life support systems from the helm. If we get that far, we can power them down, if your bubbles will keep us alive. Then it’s a matter of finding and containing the remaining crew, restoring support, and negotiating our release, their DNA gift, and the Bombetts’ ultimate return home.”

      Tony stretched. “Risky, but possible. Otherwise, we’re headed for Bombestia, his,” he pointed at Floog, “death and dissection, and a very uncertain future for you.”

      Morgan held Floog’s gaze for a long beat. “He’s not misleading you. They intend to kill you for scientific study. What do you think?”

      “I’d prefer returning to the ocean and finding a big mama. This may be the way to go.” Two arms rose from the water and twirled in the air. “Life has no certainties, and many possibilities.”

      “Alright, Tony. Let’s try it. When is our best chance to catch the largest number in the saucers?”

      He glanced at the console and held her gaze. “Now.”

      Morgan dropped an invisibility spell around Floog, placed him in a seawater sphere and tied him with a section of hair against her spine. With uncertainty ahead, her hair offered the greatest security. Then she cast a second one, covering her and Tony. The ship could detect him, but if transparency confused the aliens, it increased their edge. Plus, she and Floog could see him. She was counting on the Bombetts not understanding the scope of her spells.

      Tony reached for the console and initiated the saucer reset; his finger pushed the button to slide the door open as Morgan cast, shoving him to the other end of the room. As it snicked open, a big alien fired the weapon where Tony stood a second ago. Morgan thickened Floog’s bubble, then analyzed the weapon’s sizzling impact on the far tank.

      It’s an electrical charge.

      Tony crouched, placing the center console between him and the weapon as the big alien stepped inside, paused in consultation with the vessel, and moved to the right. Tony scuttled, using the control station to keep them separated.

      Morgan sent a calling spell, pulling the remaining aliens into their chamber. One tumbled, dropping his weapon, and she snapped without thought, moving the dropped gun, her, Floog, and Tony through the opening as Tony slapped the operating button, closing the door. Morgan shot salt water into the mechanism; it smoked, then arced before a sizzle and silence. The gun landed at Tony’s feet.

      In the berthing area, saucers filled with aliens covered the entire space.

      “More than I hoped for,” Tony whispered, tucking the weapon into the small of his back. He moved to the operation panel, and examined the power levels. A red light flashed overhead, and the saucers whirred. He hit the reset button.

      “Normal readouts. These guys can’t move for two full hours. So far, so good. But we need to keep going, because they’ll send someone to check.”

      They skirted along the walls as another big alien headed into the berthing, inspecting the melted locking mechanism on the chamber wall, then returning to the ship’s center at a trot.

      “They’re onto the fact we’re loose,” Tony muttered. “I’d hoped we’d get farther. Let’s go.”

      Morgan felt a poke on her back.

      What’s up, Floog?

      “The door behind us, it’s moving,” Floog chittered. “Not easily, though. I think they’re forcing it. Guess those crabs don’t like their trap.”

      “Tony, in here,” Morgan hissed, lifting him and pulling him into an alcove. A series of doors lined the room.

      “Why are we hiding in the bathroom?”

      The doorway blew open with a bang; the big Bombett ran past them, with the others slithering behind him.

      Morgan tapped her head and pointed to Floog, who waved.

      “Thanks,” Tony mouthed, watching until they turned the corner. “The problem is,” he continued in a low voice, “we have to bust into the main control room, and I bet they’ve got everyone who’s not regenerating. That’s at least fifteen Bombetts and a bunch of weapons.”

      Morgan placed her lips to his ear. “We need a distraction.”

      Stealth was critical, so they used valuable minutes to creep toward the helm; they encountered no Bombetts.

      “It’s a showdown. They are at the highest concentration of strength in the most easily protected area.”

      Floog, are you willing to play bait?

      She glanced into his bubble and held his gaze as he nodded.

      “Tony,” she whispered. “Split up on opposite sides of the main door. Roll Floog’s sphere across to me and be ready to hit them as they come through the doorway. Do these energy weapons only kill?”

      “No, they can disable or terminate.”

      Morgan rolled internal eyes; understanding males and battle niceties wasn’t her focus of the moment.

      “Despite their behavior, don’t destroy them. Our goal is to get to the negotiation table.”

      “Understood.”

      Separated and positioned on either side of the big door, Tony set Floog’s ball on the floor, held Morgan’s eyes, and rolled it quickly past the entrance.

      She cast, removing the invisibility spell as Floog, making rude arm gestures, tumbled in a sloshy roll toward her. A loud reaction, followed by a slithering noise, and the first alien chased after him, exiting the main helm’s door. Another spell, and the octopus turned invisible as her hair whipped out, snatched the sphere and secured the octopus to her back.

      Tony shot the emerging aliens, stunning six, before they paused, staying hidden in the helm. He pulled their dropped weapons toward him, switching them to the disable setting, and tossed her two.

      Head bowed, she examined it, then opened the top of Floog’s bubble, miming the operation of the weapon. He took it and tapped her with four more arms.

      Great reefs, I’m an idiot.

      She held four fingers to Tony, who shook with silent laughter, adjusted the remaining weapons, and threw them, one at a time, to Floog.

      Keep your gigantic head low, Floog.

      The octopus aligned his bulbous head behind Morgan’s, with one eye peeking around her neck. Satisfied, he chirped, “Let’s go.”

      Morgan nodded at Tony with a smile and mouthed, “Ready.”

      Tony held up three fingers, then two, then one. It dropped, and they leapt into the entryway, weapons blasting. To Tony, Floog, holding five guns, resembled the ocean’s biggest badass.

      It was unfortunate she forgot about the recoil.

      The first shots sent Morgan and Floog careening into the ship’s wall. As they touched it, thin straps erupted from the sides, wrapping them, then Tony, in a death grip.

      Dammed physical law. I can’t believe I overlooked the Third Law of Motion. Action. Reaction. And I failed everyone.
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      The brig, as jails go, wasn’t terrible. Morgan left a single hair in Floog’s sphere to keep his water oxygenated, and other than the fact they tied her to a chair to be analyzed, she was comfortable. Tony paced, frustrated. Floog kept reliving his big moment as a five-gun warrior.

      “Did you see me? I blasted that guy from behind my head! I mean, have you seen my head? That was skill. I shot that computer thing too. Twice. Well, by accident, but it’s messed up now. I was awesome.”

      After the sixth repetition, Morgan cast a sleeping spell, and Floog, mid-sentence, collapsed on the floor of his sphere, snoring little bubbles of victory.

      “No idea what he said, but he likes to talk.” Tony pulled another seat closer to her and sat, then reached and took her hand, stroking her fingers as warm tingles flowed up her arm.

      He’s kinda close.

      His thumb massaged her palm, and despite the predicament and the stakes, Morgan’s body relaxed. The firm pressure felt good. A rightness to the connection both thrilled and confused her. Unaware the puzzlement showed on her face, she glanced up at Tony.

      The kiss, when it landed, sent a wave of shocked pleasure through her. Blood, always magic and never uncontrolled, flowed hot and fast, and very much under zero control. Two fingers, one behind her jaw, the other on the side of her chin, held her as tight as if they were magical bonds. Her mouth opened with his, and their tongues danced, lost in exploration and quest.

      “OK?” Tony’s eyes searched hers for permission.

      She nodded, unsure of her voice. These sensations of vibrant connection were the stories of others, never her own. She’d wondered, wandered, and come to a place of acceptance. The ocean was vast and the task daunting. Her role was to defend, protect, and preserve. The idea of a loving bond left her long ago.

      “Do you sense it?” Tony’s breath caressed her cheeks. “On my world, we only love once. When we find that chemistry, we connect forever. None stirred me, and I moved through my own community and our space in the Universe, followed by this unexpected side trip, and now, found you. I cannot imagine a more unwieldy path, yet here we are.”

      His eyes blazed, certain. “Tell me, my soul’s light, is the call raging within you to join our spirits?”

      The logical part of her niggled with rebellion, but Morgan saw clearly, denying this was to repudiate her very existence; her mind rejected the traitorous thought, one that attempted to usurp destiny with duty.

      This is undeniable. I am magical and ordained with gifts. This sensation is as real as Floog’s snores. We are meant. His soul fire is for me. For my heart. At last.

      Her eyes glowed with blue power. “Yes, Tony. The connection between our souls blazes in my core.”

      Their moment shattered as three aliens opened the brig’s secured door and stepped inside; it slid to a clanging close behind them. The large one lifted a small box with a satisfied expression.

      “Language decoder,” Tony murmured. “After studying him, they got enough data to communicate with Floog.”

      Not if I have anything to do with it.

      Morgan amplified the sleeping spell, eyes never leaving the aliens.

      “How were you able to talk to me?” She stared at Tony, realization dawning.

      “The chip inside my head. They knew the languages of your planet. Now I do, too.”

      “But not sea languages. At least, I hope not.”

      “Stop sleeping. We wish to speak with you.” The chirps, clipped but understandable, sailed over the snoozing octopus. Floog, thanks to the spell, continued to snore.

      “Wake the specimen, Asset.”

      “He needs another hour; he’s in a deep sleep now, and rest is crucial to his health.” Morgan hoped they’d find this reasonable. She kept her face neutral.

      The Bombetts swapped a glance, turned, and exited without comment. Tony eyed Morgan, who wiggled a finger at Floog. She was up to something.

      Don’t appear awake.

      Floog continued miming sleep. The snoring bubbles paused and resumed. Good enough.

      The aliens understand your language. When you speak to me, they’ll know.

      Another pause in the snore and bubbles. Excellent.

      If you give them information about abilities, they’ll use it against you. Camouflage, limb regeneration, how you can survive above water, even how you escape through small openings.

      A blur of air bubbles. Hmm. Morgan parsed scenarios.

      Are you thinking those things are worth sharing?

      A pause and resumption of snoring.

      It’s your life, my friend. You must be crafty, but also adaptive. The way of the sea.

      Floog stretched and bobbed at the surface. Tony looked at him and the doors opened.

      Well, that stinks. They’re using Tony as a spy.

      The Bombetts gathered in the cell. One spoke into the language decoder and a series of clicks, a fair transcription, filled the space.

      “We believe you are sentient.”

      “Of course I am. I’m an octopus. Are you sentient?”

      The aliens exchanged a glance.

      “Your adaptable species will unlock scientific pathways.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “We will use your body to cure an entire race. Your sacrifice is not in vain.”

      “Don’t be stupid.” Floog eyed them with a disgusted expression. “Do you have a knife?”

      “Knife?”

      “Something that cuts.” Floog mimed cutting the tip from one of his arms with another withering glance.

      “Yes?” The aliens were clearly nonplussed.

      “Cut off a part of this arm.” Floog shoved a pair of arms through the cage and showed where to cut. “And do it quick. It’s not fun.”

      One alien pulled a tool from the recesses of his clothing, reached a hand out to grip Floog’s limb, and sliced off the tip between two suckers.

      “Ow!” Floog clamped the nipped arm in his beak while the alien held the still moving piece in his palm. “Show’s over, kids. Go do your science crap and don’t waste my gift.”

      Another exchange of looks, and one Bombett bowed before the trio hustled out of the brig’s door. As it clanged shut, Floog looked at Morgan. “Beats dying.”

      True. I could ease your pain.

      “I hoped so. Can you magic up a few crabs? I’m hungry, and regrowing a limb works better on a full stomach.”
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        * * *

      

      The aliens, nearly the entire crew, stood encircled around the ship’s evaluation of Floog’s cellular structure, displayed in a three dimensional interactive display in the middle of the group.

      “There. That’s the new cell level regeneration of the octopus. And here, new, albeit less robust, reclamation of Bombett tissue. These findings, while preliminary, are extraordinary. Homeworld demands we explore this. While not a cure or a vaccine, this piece alone could prolong billions of lives and give us a chance to survive.”

      “Transmit an acknowledgement.”
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        * * *

      

      The aliens stood before Floog. “Your contribution shows great promise. We require more octopi.”

      Floog flipped an arm out and rested his head on it. He was getting sick of staying in the sphere, and his other arm hurt. Plus, he was hungry.

      “What do you know about octopi?”

      One alien took a deep breath, ready to recite, when Morgan interrupted.

      “Since they are sentient, if you want breeding pairs to join your mission, you must ask if they agree. Stealing creatures got you off to a terrible start.”

      To Morgan’s surprise, one alien appeared embarrassed. The others, resolute.

      “No alternatives presented. At this critical juncture, we cannot waste time. The ship is moving at top speed; we are close to Earth. We’ll resupply the octopi before heading to Bombestia. You,” he pointed to Tony, “monitor the fresh supply. But you, we’ve determined, are a problem,” he gestured to Morgan. “You’ll remain a prisoner and stay here until we reach homeworld and decide what purpose you best serve. Termination is one option. A repeat of your earlier efforts to overtake this craft won’t happen. Live or die. It is up to you.”

      The door to the brig swung open. Tony clutched his head and rose.

      “No more misbehaving. Do your job or the installed chip ends your life. Understood?”

      Tony grimaced.

      “Pick up the octopus and place him in the prepared tank for monitoring his injury. We will resupply fresh food in sufficient quantities, amass the required creatures, and lift off again in a single Earth day.”

      Tony picked up Floog, the water sloshing.

      Be careful.

      Floog blew bubbles as he left under Tony’s arm. The cell door clanged, and the aliens shut the brig.

      In the silence, Morgan assessed her predicament. Not optimal.

      I’ll get one shot to escape this chair and jail. After that, touch any surface and I’m caught and likely killed. Well, they can try. I won’t make it easy for them. I have to figure out how to extract that chip. They’ll use him as leverage to keep me in line. Nothing impedes this mission in their minds. Their base of resolve is massive.

      Morgan closed her eyes and drummed her fingers on the chair’s arms.

      But I also feel goodness and regret. To save their planet is paramount, but I sense it was a friendly world, a wholesome one.

      A smile crept across her face.

      While they use this chair to discover me, I bet I can do the same. Let’s try role reversing, shall we?

      Relaxed and appearing to doze, Morgan applied a reversal spell, and dug into the ship’s secrets. Informed, she worked on overcoming her problem of forward movement while floating.

      Ooh, good plan, Morgan. That ought to surprise everyone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      On the screen, a large alien observed Morgan as she slept. He’d advocated for her termination and knew she’d escape again. Her abilities to suspend physical law remained a mystery. He understood her anatomy, which mirrored humanity, but with slight differences. Her pigmentation matched no other natural human’s traits, and they’d discovered no reasons for the actions, such as avoiding gravitational pull, that explained how she subverted the innate laws. She wasn’t flying; she avoided gravity.

      “A neat trick, but not optimal in a prisoner.”

      Morgan’s eyes opened. Other than that slight movement, she stayed still. The alien read the sensory readout, which remained unchanged. No new knowledge; no insights into how she interacted with time and space.

      Frustrating.

      Morgan wasn’t sure how long her mirroring spell could go undetected, but her worry for Tony drove the attempt. She glided across the ship to the aquariums, her spell adjusted to tap into inertia properties. After a ten-minute wait, the doors slid open and two aliens slithered through to the regeneration berthing. Morgan slipped inside, studying Tony as he relayed requests to the captured Octopi, using verbiage she was positive came from Floog. Seven pairs of Octopi, housed in fourteen tanks, agreed to the trip.

      With the last permissions secured, Tony began setting up each tank with food ecosystems, providing a robust chain filled with plankton, shrimp, scallops and crabs, with careful attention to the tank quality and their ability to reproduce and self-sustain.

      Well done. Those are impeccable.

      Approaching Tony, she murmured, “Don’t react. I know this will feel super strange.”

      Morgan shrank to her smallest possible size, cut a tiny hole below the base of his skull, and entered, examining the embedded chip. Tony swayed; she hoped he’d maintain a normal outward appearance. It’s not every day a witch takes a stroll in your noggin.

      The chip appeared to rely on the brain synapses for power, so she started by sealing the receptors. There were hundreds, but turning them off was simple; she moved, avoiding any sensitive tissue, and disconnected the sensors from the energy source. Tony straightened.

      Good. He can tell it’s not active.

      Casting a spell inside a live brain? That was a new one. She threw spells at a target, so precision wasn’t the norm. Here, a misstep could lead to death. Morgan contemplated the flat chip, larger than she was, and realized the obvious.

      If I shrink it, I can carry it out. If it’s bigger than me, a spell should hit only the surface and not the surrounding brain matter.

      With a deep breath, she held her fingers close and cast, watching it reduce, then fall into her hand. Tony’s brain continued to fire normally.

      Win!

      Backtracking with care, she exited the way she entered and expanded, whispering, “I got it out. Try fooling them into assuming it’s there, at least for a while.”

      Tony hummed, looking at the screen’s readout, and said, “OK. On to the next tank.”

      Morgan grinned, waiting for the doors to reopen, and flowed in silence to the brig. Once in place, she released the mirroring spell and blinked, turning her head to look at the recording device attached outside her cell.

      The alien monitoring her toggled the comm. “Do you require anything?”

      “Fresh water, please.”

      “Stand by.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite a workable ruse, Morgan still faced a spaceship sized problem. Or did she?

      If these octopi came willingly and Tony and I choose to be together, is escaping before leaving Earth’s boundaries the true goal?

      Morgan eyed the straps binding her arms to the chair’s and sighed. She was tired of sitting. With a water spell, she slid her forearms out and stood, stretched, then paced the floor. The fallout, she knew, would be immediate. The brig door opened, and a guard charged toward the cell.

      “How did you escape?” The guard’s tone was menacing.

      “You’ve left me here for hours. Human bodies are designed to move. Do you always do half the research on the beings you choose to steal?”

      The guard glowered as she walked the length of her cell, then returned.

      “As you can see, I’m not attempting to escape,” Morgan cut a side eye at him. “I understand you want to save your world; I can, to a point, respect your mission. The lack of trust in asking for help concerns me, but if the octopi you attracted were willing, then my job, as a protector, grows easier.”

      “Protecting what?”

      “Earth’s seas.”

      The guard’s face relaxed; Morgan wasn’t positive, but suspected his expression was amusement.

      “Impossible.”

      “Difficult at times, never insurmountable. You’ve damaged Earth by removing me. But I must protect my octopi. They wish to help. So do I, as long as you respect the lives you interact with and whose assistance you want to secure.”

      “You have no information regarding the new octopi.”

      Morgan arched an eyebrow, then continued to pace. “Far more than you do. I know their names, ages, where they are in their brief lives, and their opinion of you. What did you learn?”

      “We left Earth’s atmosphere and head for our homeworld. Nothing else matters.” The alien stared for a long beat, then turned toward the exit. It shut behind him, and Morgan sighed. These events were unstable; unease filled her mind, yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that this desperate search to save their people was an indicator that their world remained rooted in goodness.

      When they think I’m controlled, their guard drops. I’ll manage from here for the journey. It’ll cause fewer problems for Tony, and he’s safe for now.
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        * * *

      

      She used the mirror trick again to appear to be in her cell and moved through the ship. In flight, it was quiet. The helm seats were filled, and the surrounding saucers regenerated others.

      This is how they keep a full complement. This virus strips their quality of life. Each receives a few hours of movement before having to replenish.

      She eased around two exiting aliens to gain access to the tanks and smiled. Tony lay sacked out on a cot next to Floog, who chatted up the female in the adjoining tank. Morgan moved in silence, stopping to assess and interact with each occupant.

      Do you understand what’s happened?

      Octopi are a curious lot and they were interested in this chance to see beyond the sea’s surface. Several hoped to return and share knowledge. Others thought producing offspring that could save another world was an impressive legacy. Morgan’s tension eased. Whatever lay ahead, she continued to believe each consented to the adventure.

      Pleased, she paused by Tony’s cot, sound asleep. She floated down and wrapped her arms around him, loving his warmth as he relaxed into her embrace.

      I want to be here forever. How can we carve a real future together?

      Full of determination, she elevated and took the chance on opening the door herself before gliding back to her cell, kernels of potential tickling her mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      In Morgan’s estimation, for twelve hours, no one had checked on her. The ship’s energy vibration felt… weird. She stared at the monitor.

      “Are you there? Can you help me?”

      Silence. This was her third time asking for a guard, to no avail.

      I don’t want to overuse my ruse, but I must understand what’s happening.

      Mirror spell in place, she exited the cell and slipped through the corridors, encountering no crew, and the ship was silent. As she reached the helm’s doorway, she stared. Only three small aliens remained. One working, and two in saucers. Where were the rest?

      An unsettled feeling gripping her core, she moved toward the tank room, then paused, horrified, at the entrance to berthing. Every saucer was empty, but stacks of bags lined the walls.

      It’s a morgue! How, in twelve hours, have they lost so many?

      Heart in her throat, she opened the door.

      “Don’t let it close!” Tony yelled.

      Floating back, she fried the mechanism once again. Her secret was out, but she wondered if the aliens, desperate to get to their homeworld before they expired, cared.

      If I couldn’t have escaped, I’d have been trapped without food or water for the duration. And they cornered Tony in here, too. How careless and cruel.

      Tony swept her into his arms, guessing where she was based on the spell, and held her tight.

      “Are my octopi well?”

      “Oh, yeah. Thriving and flirting. Floog’s a charmer.”

      “This ship is under duress, Tony. Most of the small aliens are dead. I think the last three large ones are sick. How far away is their world?”

      He rubbed his chin. “I was afraid they were cutting it close. There’s been steady mortalities. The wasting sickness is virulent. Based on my knowledge, we need another five days, assuming we’re at the best possible speed. The regeneration matters. They must get to the saucers on schedule and stay a specified span of time. If they miss cycles, the disease takes them, and fast.”

      “Can you fly this ship?”

      “If the coordinates are pre-loaded, I should be OK. Docking? That’s a different talent. Morgan, I don’t know. I might crash and kill us. I’m an empath, not a pilot; although I flew small craft on my homeworld, they aren’t the same.”

      “To survive, we must help each other. You understand them better. Will they come to the same conclusion?”

      “The mission is primary. Nothing beyond it matters. If joining forces preserves the octopi, they’ll agree. If they conclude it’s unnecessary, we are superfluous. The Bombetts are desperate; Every decision centers on getting these creatures to the science teams on Bombestia. Their solitary goal is to find a cure.”

      Floog tapped on his glass. “Take me with you when you talk to them. I have an idea.”

      “I can’t, Floog,” Tony chittered back through a translator box. “The ship secured all the containers. I can check the occupant’s health and supply food, but it adapted to the breakouts and adjusted to avoid repeats.”

      “Oh. So I’m stuck? Morgan?”

      “For now. There’s no point in showing them new capabilities.”

      Floog shot an inky cloud of despondency and settled on the sandy floor.

      “Shall we head to the helm station?”

      “Yes. Let’s assess before attempting to help. I’ve decided I want to assist. It’s obvious to me their actions resulted from panic. While not excusable, I do understand how that changes a good spirit to one making poor choices. What I need to learn is whether this species will honor an agreement struck in desperation.”

      “How do you intend to do that?”

      “Contact their homeworld and get the agreement. Then ask yours to broker the negotiation. It’s the fairest way.”

      “A decent plan. My world often acts as an arbiter to emerging peaceful worlds.”

      “I want you to do this while I stay invisible. I’ll show myself only if necessary. They think I’m stuck in the brig.”

      “Fair enough. Let’s go. But they will know you escaped if they examine that door mechanism.”

      “I’m counting on there not being sufficient personnel to handle any task but getting home.”

      “The ship knows, Morgan. We’ll learn their answer soon.”

      Morgan shrunk her body and sat on Tony’s shoulder as he made his way to the command center.

      If I’m on him, I won’t bump into any part of this ship. Besides, he’s warm. And comforting, and despite being stuck here for weeks, he smells good. And those pheromones. Wowsa.

      “You have lost many souls, a stream of energy into the cosmos. How long will it take to reach your homeworld?”

      The single alien piloting the ship glanced at Tony, then redirected his gaze to the controls. Above, a small chime rang.

      “I must regenerate.”

      He slithered off his seat, tapped the Bombett in the nearest saucer, and swapped places.

      As the new pilot assumed the helm, Tony repeated his question.

      He tapped the controls and pointed. Tony leaned in and nodded. “That’s what I thought. Can you make it?”

      A side eye, pause, and a slight deflation of posture greeted this. “36% probability. We must follow the regeneration schedule without error to support that outcome.”

      “I have a small craft designation on Paxul. Let me help you.”

      The alien tapped, adjusting the data and looked at Tony. “That gives us a 68% chance of a successful mission. Sit here,” he gestured to the seat at the second console, “and learn.”

      By the time the chime sounded for the next cycle, Tony’s grasp on the control layout was decent and an agreement reached.

      The Bombett nodded. “You are on autopilot. Continue to monitor. If a warning sounds, wake this one.” He pointed to the alien in the furthest saucer. “She’s been regenerating the longest. Otherwise, we will take an eight-hour session, which will prolong our lives and help us survive to dock the ship.”

      “Understood. I’ll use the comm to send the negotiation.”

      “I prepared our file of agreement, as discussed. Transmit when we reach the correct coordinates.”

      The alien slid into the saucer and collapsed, synapses firing in a kaleidoscope of color, and other than the occasional blip and beep, the darkened helm room lay blanketed in silence.

      “First, let’s check this file.” Tony looked at the systems, then tapped to open and play the file.

      This agreement, made under dire circumstances, was crafted between three Bombetts and one Paxul, pertaining to the transport mission of octopi from Earth to Bombestia.

      The Paxullian agrees to help fly the transport in exchange for a return to his homeworld.

      The Bombetts made no promises regarding the unknown prisoner or the octopi in terms of treatment and use for medical science.

      Taglines of dates and names followed. Tony cleared his throat.

      “Not what we discussed, is it, my love?”

      “No. Not close. Why the disrespect?” Morgan agreed, disgusted.

      “Let’s make a slight adjustment, shall we?” Tony murmured.

      This agreement, made mutually, was crafted between three Bombetts and one Paxul, pertaining to the transport mission of octopi from Earth to Bombestia.

      The Paxullian agrees to help fly the transport in exchange for a return to his homeworld.

      The Bombetts promise full freedom of the unknown prisoner, placing her in charge of the octopi in terms of treatment and use for medical science in a joint effort to save the citizens of Bombestia.

      “Better,” Morgan laughed, low, in Tony’s ear. “Send it to both worlds and we’ll find out if the parties believe it’s workable or if we’re stealing this ship and zooming to Paxul.”

      As they closed on the coordinates, Tony tapped and the transmission scanner turned blue. “There, it’s sent.” He eyed the controls. “So far, a quiet journey.” He kissed Morgan, his lips covering the entire side of her face with soft pressure, smiling as he felt her shiver.

      “We’ll survive and thrive, my love,” he murmured. “I have waited a lifetime for your light, and within its rays, I’m changing to become greater, a genuine force for peace and purpose.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “I was afraid of this.” Tony eyed the emerging ships, three wide, that lay between them and their course heading to Bombestia. “Bombestian cruisers, their heavy hitters. I suspected the Bombetts wouldn’t leave this transmission to chance. They sent the earlier version, and I bet they never transmitted it to Paxul.”

      “So Paxul thinks you’re fine, and we’re on our own,” Morgan sighed. “I wanted this to have a win-win ending.”

      “It’s not over yet.” Tony fired a disabled ship message to Paxul, using the incorruptible Aligned Planets communication linkage. “They might put the messages together. The Bombetts can’t stop a distress signal, although based on what lies ahead, I know they want to silence our comms.”

      “Pirated transport, stand down and prepare for boarding.”

      “Stand down what? It’s a transport vessel. We don’t have guns,” Tony muttered. “The ship won’t allow us to fire on a sister ship, regardless.”

      Morgan’s thoughts whirled. “Give me your translation box and link it to the comm!”

      He entered the code, passed the translator, and watched it bob out the door. Morgan headed for the tank room and tapped on the glass.

      “Floog! Wake up, more Bombetts are going to board this ship. Tell them if they do, you and the others won’t cooperate, or something. You said you had a plan.”

      The octopus shot across the tank and splayed against the glass as Morgan held the translator on the opposite side, near his beak. A furious stream of clicks and chirps followed.
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        * * *

      

      “Senescence? Once they mate, they die? And if they refuse to mate, they succumb anyway? Our refusal to negotiate will enforce the latter? Are you telling me these creatures are not only sentient, but capable of refusing natural tendencies as a deliberate strategy?”

      “It appears so, Commander. The octopus relaying this message did a voice vote, and each one concurred. He mentioned that a mating pair produces 50,000-70,000 progeny, giving us sufficient replaceable genetic material. Since they demonstrated the ability to regrow a limb, that’s high value. Plus, they have volunteered to help, provided we stand down.”

      “Open a comm to that ship!”

      “Awaken a Bombett at once.”

      She slid into the seat. “Ortoosa reporting, Commander.”

      “Status.”

      “Three crew remain, on two-hour regen cycles. The Paxul shared helm duties to give us more regeneration time. We sent our negotiation missive to the homeworld. Comm logs show an additional transmission went to Bombestia and Paxul. The two were not identical.”

      “The second one was in agreement with the terms negotiated,” Tony shouted. “We agreed to help, and you operated with dishonor and ruse. Bombestia used to hold honor and peace as worthy goals.”

      “We value life, Paxullian. To be greater, one must first survive.”

      Tony eased toward a control panel and flipped the reset switch on the saucers, forcing the two occupants to stay in place.

      “It’s just you and me, Ortoosa.” With a leap, he snatched the Bombett from the helm seat and tossed her into a saucer. “See you in two hours.”

      “Paxullian, I deem you a pirate and enemy of the Bombestia, to be tried and terminated. Prepare to be boarded.”

      Tony blinked, nonplussed. Where there were three ships, twelve filled the screen. He swallowed.

      “Bombett Cruiser Commander, this is Paxul Cosmo Class Nine, Captain Storn. Explain your breaking a negotiated settlement, and the imprisonment of a citizen of Paxul, and several other beings.”

      A grin swept Tony’s face.

      “Paxullian aboard the Bombestia transport, stand by for instructions. Captain Storn, out.”
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        * * *

      

      The transport now held a fresh crew of Bombetts, navigating the ship to Bombestia. A group of six Paxuls accompanied, plus a pair of Paxullian ships, to ensure safe delivery. Once arrived, the parties intended to draft a formal treaty between the octopi, their protector, the Bombetts, and the Paxuls. Morgan’s heart soared.

      “In less than two weeks, I’ve gone from being one octopus in a gigantic sea to representing my species at the bargaining table, and negotiating a chance to save an entire race,” Floog chortled, eyeing the admiring glances from half the big mamas. “My baby maker is in demand.” Floog flashed his undercarriage at the ladies and garnered several approving blinks.

      “Try to finish the negotiations before stepping along the road to death,” Morgan laughed. “It’s difficult being a one and done species. Timing is everything.”

      “Oh, I have a plan,” Floog assured her. “No missteps for this 7.5 armed wonder.”

      “Morgan, could I have a word?” Tony’s eyes held hers for a long beat.

      Morgan smiled at Floog and rose, eyes assessing each tank as she moved toward him.

      “We haven’t slept in two days, we’re both beat, and the ship is in excellent hands. Would you like to…”

      “Yes,” Morgan’s lips curved. Her eyes, catching Tony’s, darkened with promise, and something more.

      He led her through the lowest deck to his small quarters, near a whooshing machine.

      “That’s the water purifying system. It’s crucial to the creature’s survival, and they insisted I bed down here in case an alarm sounded. It is private; even with a full complement of crew, they never came here.”

      “In sleep, you cared for my creatures. My heart overflows.”

      Tony’s fingertips traced the sculpted bones of Morgan’s cheeks, eyes gazing into hers as flickers of lust sparked, glowing with a deep, growing passion. She lifted her arms up and interlaced her fingers behind his neck as Tony sensuously ran his hands along the length of her arms. Morgan shivered, lifting her face as Tony bent to cover her lips with his, urgent and warm.

      Hers opened with eagerness, tongue dancing with desire, speaking love’s language,

      To the soft whoosh of the purifier, Tony discovered her, peeling her gown from her shoulders and kissing each valley and hollow, filling them with breath fragrant with celebration.

      “Morgan, you are my heart, walking beside my spirit, and lifting my purpose to new heights. In you, I find myself. By your side, life unfolds, beckoning. To chase the future with you is a fate I embrace with body and soul.”

      “Tony, I cannot imagine a future without you. Throughout galaxies of souls, we found each other. Here we cement our destiny.”

      She slipped her hands under his shirt and lifted it toward his shoulders, exposing a ribbed torso under a broad chest. Tony grabbed the tunic and yanked it over his head in an easy motion before bending to kiss her. Her palms stroked his skin, leaving prickles of excitement in their wake.

      “Is that a spell?”

      “No, I’m not sure what is happening to me, but Tony, I love the way I feel.”

      Morgan’s dress slid over her hips, and Tony scooped her body against his. They stood in the warmth of the machines, conscious of two hearts beating for one another in cosmic unity.

      Tony lay her on the bunk, eyes traveling along her toned body. Half of him swamped with gratitude and love, as those gave way to his mounting need to claim her.

      Fingertips and mouth explored, discovering sensitive skin and enticing, with lips, tongue, and lightly nipping teeth until Morgan shook with bone deep pleasure. She traced the ridges of muscle throughout Tony’s body, watching his eyes fill with love.

      Every point where their bodies connected, sensual tingles shook them, adding to the pleasure of discovery. Morgan’s sea foam toned skin darkened and lightened with the waves, resembling a sea of loving joy. Tony played in her waves, desire driving him as she flowed and ebbed with ecstasy.

      “Morgan, I love you. Become one with me?”

      Cerulean blue eyes glowed with passion and adoration. “Always, Tony. You are my heart’s call.”

      A shift to fit his hips between her thighs, and he eased into her body’s yielding, wet softness. Holding her gaze, he pushed deeper within her, letting the rising and falling of the color of her skin guide his thrusts, understanding intuitively that her rhythms must become his own. Together, they rocked, adrift on a private sea of joyful connection, as their passion left the bounds of control and exploded, a crashing wave of orgasm, a weld of loving commitment.

      “No matter what our future holds, Morgan, for as long as I breathe, you are my air.”
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      Mouth agape, Morgan’s wide eyes roamed over the immense outlines of Bombestia filling the helm’s viewing window. Despite her place outside natural law, this spectacular view overwhelmed.

      “Incredible. I’ve never experienced a planet from the outer atmosphere,” she whispered, squeezing Tony’s hand. “Magnificent serenity.”

      A Bombett named Aroka, large and still healthy, glanced at her. “We are proud of our vibrant world. We have abundant ecosystems in excellent health. The virus is what restrains us from moving in growth to become an Auraeco.”

      “What’s an Auraeco?”

      “Planets and their life forms develop over millions of years. When a species assumes the mantle of apex, cycles of planetary abuse occur. A planet’s restoration to an entwined supporter of life–all life–shows we should consider the apex species at full evolution and ready to graduate to a member of the Aligned Planets. Those are the cosmic peacekeepers, and shepherds of universal energy and transformation.”

      “Wow.” Morgan eyed Tony. “You undersold that a bit.”

      He tucked a finger into the braid wrapped around her waist. “Tony Baloney, remember? I’ve always got a story.”

      “And ours is a love story.” Her laugh, a soft cascade of sound, filled the helm station.

      “Bombestia neared Auraeco status before the wasting disease,” Aroka continued. “Conquering this virus and honoring our agreements will put us back on the path.”

      Tony coughed.

      “Well, not immediately. We’ll record the history of choices made here, learn from them, and continue the path. Bombetts remain dedicated to peace, despite our falter.”

      “Heal and honor the help offered, and the rest flows from those moral decisions. There’s a reason the process moves at an evolutionary pace. When it’s time, it won’t be a surprise, for you’ll feel as though you’ve always been there.” Tony raised his eyes to watch the descent. “Mind if I watch this? I’ve never seen a large craft docking up close.”

      “I will teach you as we engage,” Aroka nodded. “Landing with success is a useful skill.”

      “Wow, I’ll say.” Morgan’s eyes widened again as they dropped, the surface rising and filling the viewer.

      Tony bent forward, watching the steps and nodding, as one hand reached back to grip Morgan’s. “Don’t worry. Think of it as a chance to dive like one of Earth’s pelicans.”

      Morgan swallowed a lump.

      Pelicans. The seabirds in flight, the leaping fish, and majestic whales. The wave of missing her beautiful oceans coursed through her veins, flooding her senses.

      Beloved home, I will return. But first, we finish this job, and in the stars, prevent other creatures from encountering harm. The cosmos is vast, and in stages of development, just as sweet Earth is. I am a protector. Now, my arena is everywhere.

      The ship settled, several chimes rang, and the main hatch opened. A small group of Bombetts adorned in bright blue ceremonial robes met the arrival.

      “Welcome. I am Janjoor, the lead negotiator for Bombestia. We are grateful for your knowledge and support.”

      The Paxullians introduced themselves and the group’s eyes turned to Morgan, the unknown.

      “I am Morgan, Earth’s ocean protector. I come with the octopi; together, we intend to help your planet thrive and reach your greatest potential.”
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        * * *

      

      Tucked away in their apartment above the science laboratories, certain the octopi were safe and content, Morgan snuggled on Tony’s lap.

      “The Bombetts have a solid chance, Tony. Now as I watch them working to save themselves, I see greater kindness and profound focus. The ship’s crew was more difficult than the scientists I’ll be interacting with in the future.”

      “Often the case with military and science personnel. Paxul agreed to work with them for that precise reason, my love. They are, overall, ready to become a peace-based nation. This challenge is a bump, not a change of direction.”

      “When we’re finished here, what does our future hold?”

      “I think returning to Earth is important. Might be time for them to learn that the cosmos holds other worlds.”

      She laughed. “I’d love to be there for that revelation. You have no idea how amusing humans are about life beyond their galaxy.”

      “Morgan, there are many planets and creatures that need your help. We have a universe to care for, if that’s where our path takes us.”

      “As long as we’re together, Tony, every path beckons because it becomes our story.”

      He lifted her chin, kissing her deeply, sealing their future as protectors… together.
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        * * *
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            DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Eccentric witch Rhea only dreamed of the stars. So how did she and her snarky cat end up in a junk-picker spaceship with sexy alien captain C'tloc?

       Rhea Tanner's mystical transport talent means she can give into her wanderlust and see the wonders of the world, both past and present. Now that her grown-up kids lead lives of their own, she meditates about one last escapade before settling down. When she opens her eyes, she's definitely not in Kansas. She's not even on Earth. She and her snarky familiar, a cat named Alika, are in the cargo hold of a junk-picker alien spaceship.

       With only his alien pet for company, widowed C'tloc has traveled the stars collecting discarded tech he can resell on other planets. He'll soon retire to the planet where his children live. But on his latest stop, everything starts to go wrong. His ship is dying. And now he has two otherworldly stowaways. 

      Rhea is surprised when her cat and an alien that looks like a tiny, winged goat can communicate with each other. She's intrigued by the ship's captain, who is both sweet and sexy. C'tloc is stunned to feel the mating call with Rhea, but is determined not to tie her to himself or a dying ship.

       When Rhea's amethyst pendant turns out to be the only way for her to get back to Earth, or save gentle C'tloc's ship from certain destruction, she faces an impossible choice. Can she take a chance on a fantastical adventure with the alien she's fallen for, in exchange for never seeing Earth or her family again?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      C'tloc and his ship had something in common. Both were too old for this job.

      A loud precursor boom reverberated through the ship’s corridors, followed by the familiar deceleration. Another reminder his old ship, home for many of Akerlon sun cycles, was nearing its last ride.

      He needed enough boost to get the ship out of this orbit and farther into space where the drag on the engine wouldn’t be as bad.

      Since he was the only one on board the aging debris collector, besides the wily Umilin he named Nikkto, it was his job to attend to the vessel's latest cry for help.

      For the second time in less than one dormancy cycle, C'tloc shimmied down the narrow walls of the chamber leading into the ship's engine room. Fortunately, the cupped ends of his digits retained enough flexibility to control the descent. Otherwise, he'd slide to his death.

      Once inside the energy core, C'tloc peered through the thick crystalline cover over the ring of twenty fist-size red deser stones positioned in a circle. It amused him when other junk collectors explained these held incredible worth throughout the galaxy and were often used for body decoration. At home on Akerlos, these stones were everywhere and only used as fuel generators on old ships like his. Unless the center stone, a minot, was as depleted as this one.

      The minot should be a dark purple, darker than the sky after the Bellium sunset. Not sickly pale like this one. His only way to finish this run was to operate the ship on minimal power, meaning dim illumination and all other functions on low output.

      Perhaps a friendly passing ship might spare a stone, sadly a remote possibility since ships like his didn’t dare make trips like this.

      Newer, faster ships didn't use this antiquated power system and probably wouldn't make an effort to stop for this old vessel. And nothing in his recovered stash substituted for a minot, either.

      One more adjustment to the central control meant the heating system would be nearly off. Fortunately, nothing in the cargo hold needed heat. His thick hide kept him warm, and Nikkto's fur and feathers would protect her. They would be fine for now.

      After starting his ascent to the main deck, he swore he heard something. He stopped midway and waited. Nothing but the old ship's creaks and moans.

      Or perhaps he left the communication device on, and these were stray signals from another ship. He listened to their ship's conversations whenever he came into the H'taer orbit. A few bits of what he’d heard just now seemed similar.

      How long until the H'taerlings would figure out how to do something besides endlessly circling their planet? The consolation was they had the best and most lucrative debris fields.

      Once on the deck, he closed and locked the hatch. As he walked toward the control deck, he detected another round of those soul-grating noises.

      He cautiously continued down a corridor toward a sealed door where the noise seemed to come from.

      Fear skived over him. Akerlons were not fighters. He was helpless, with no way to defend himself other than shimmy up the walls and cling to the ceiling.

      He reached the storage room door. His last debris collection ended over a week ago, and until now, the ship had been quiet. Could a living being survive in there? If so, how did it get in? Regardless, this horrible noise must stop.

      "Inside! Who are you?" Silence met his yell.

      Was this his imagination? Declining mental status? Too many weeks alone on the ship?

      He should go to the bridge and view the room on the monitor. But curiosity and impatience won out. He repeated the question. This time an answer, but he had no Akerlon idea what it meant.
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        * * *

      

      Rhea Tanner snapped out of her meditation so fast that her ebony cat Alika jumped from her lap and stood, legs splayed in front of her. His fur shot out in all directions, making him appear twice his usual size.

      Disoriented in her seated cross-legged position, she figured she’d heard a motorcycle backfire on Gulf Boulevard in front of her mother's shop.

      "What time is it?" she asked as she patted around on the floor for her cell phone.

      "I don't believe that's the appropriate question," the cat replied.

      "We'll be late for my grandson's big day," she said, annoyed the phone must have slid across the room somewhere. Half of Baga Shores, Florida, planned to attend the grand opening of eight-year-old Sam McCraig's inclusive playground. Even the mayor was scheduled to give a speech.

      Young Sam, a mute Draio wizard, designed Sam's Place. Her soon-to-be son-in-law Brett Austin built the park for kids of all abilities to play on equipment made especially for them.

      And she would miss the whole thing.

      "Help me find the phone, so I can tell them I'm running late."

      Alika finished a quick trip around the room’s perimeter. "The phone did not accompany us."

      "Nonsense. Of course, I brought it." Rhea stood and dusted off her ankle-length boho skirt. "And why is it so dark in here? Whoa!" Rhea reeled in a circle and nearly fell. She patted the dreadlocks piled on her head. "Weird. Feeling."

      Alika sat back on his hind legs. "I believe you've experienced the effects of enriched oxygen. I, too, am having something you might call a rush. This will pass once our blood saturation levels normalize."

      "Thank you, Mr. Spock," Rhea said with a laugh. "Now explain why this is happening in Mother's store."

      "Quite simple. We are not in your mother’s store."

      Now somewhat accustomed to the light, Rhea scanned the room for shelves full of Mimi Tanner's potions and oils. Instead, crates were full of jagged bits of metal or perhaps fiberglass. Wires stuck out of larger uncrated pieces. She pulled up one small section for a closer look and noticed a fragment of lettering. Were these serial numbers?

      "Alika," she said in a low tone. "If this isn't Mimi's store, where are we?"

      "Insufficient time to complete a full assessment. My first impression is we found our way on some vessel."

      "A boat? I've transported to many places in my time. Never on a boat."

      "Not a boat, my dear. We are on a spacecraft."

      "Oh, come on!" She often hoped to travel into space during a meditation session but never pulled it off. Time traveling, yes. She ultimately missed her kids too much each time and returned home, sometimes weeks, sometimes months later.

      She toyed with her amethyst pendant and rolled her lips between her teeth. Alika was never wrong.

      "You're absolutely sure, aren't you?" she asked.

      The cat nodded in silent affirmation.

      "You think it's one of the space stations?"

      "Doubtful," Alika said.

      "Ooh," she squealed gleefully. "From another galaxy?"

      "Probable."

      "First things first. I need the bathroom like nobody's business. Anything in here look promising?"

      "No. And there's no litter box," Alika added. "One of us could dematerialize and go through the door to find someone. I'd rather stay with you since I cannot ascertain what material these walls are made of."

      "What a noble gesture. Although what you mean is you don't want to get stuck." Aside from being from a long line of witches, Rhea counted disappearing and reappearing among her superpowers, but he made a good point. “And neither do I.”

      Rhea rapped on the wall. It didn't sound hollow, so she assumed it must be thick and dense. She gingerly walked around, inspecting the bound crates stacked to the ceiling though she couldn't make sense out of them.

      And she needed a bathroom.

      "Alika, I don't know what we'll find on the other side of the door. I'm game if you are."

      "I believe our options are limited if we remain in here. So yes, I am game."

      Together, Rhea yelled, and Alika howled at what they assumed to be a door. Sooner or later, someone had to hear them. But what type of someone would it be?

      After several rounds of her screaming and Alika caterwauling, they stopped for a second to listen.

      "Well?" Rhea asked.

      "My senses are keen, as you know. I'm not certain, but I believe something is walking outside this door."

      "What do you mean something?"

      "Not enough information to confirm the identity of—"

      Odd sounds came from the other side of the door. This might be a language. Rhea took the chance.

      "Let us out of here," she shouted. "We have come to visit you in peace and with goodwill."

      "For crying out loud! The only thing you came up with is Klaatu's line from the 1951 version of The Day the Earth Stood Still?" Alika asked.

      "Hey, " Rhea said, aware her familiar was a self-proclaimed expert in nearly everything, including sci-fi movies. "If it was good enough in 1951, it's good enough."

      "You are talking about a Hollywood movie," Alika said. "Certainly a seminal work for its time and set the standard for later movies. However, I didn't care for the remake. And let me reiterate: science fiction."

      His emphasis worked. "Okay, you got a better idea? We are uninvited guests here, you know. They have every right to jettison us into space."

      "Since you brought it up, the first cat in space was Félicette, sent up in 1963 by the French. The entire flight lasted only…."

      "Shush! Save the history lesson for later, Alika. Listen!"

      The same someone or something spoke on the other side of the door. Rhea had no clue what the being said, but its soothing Morgan Freeman-sounding voice gave her happy goosebumps.

      This could be the adventure of her lifetime.

      Or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      "What do you think? Do we open it?" C'tloc asked the tiny four-legged Umilin standing beside him. The little winged creature, a stowaway picked up on a recent trip, couldn't utter a word to answer, but C'tloc conferred with her frequently. Who else did he have?

      Nikkto scraped a cloven foot on the floor. Although the gesture could mean many things, C'tloc took it as a signal to open the door.

      Before doing anything, C'tloc checked the gauge next to the door handle, a necessary step to ensure equal pressure on either side. Otherwise, the vacuum effect would quickly destroy the old ship and everyone inside.

      Satisfied there was equilibrium, he unlocked and opened the door just enough to allow more light. He couldn't make out exactly what he saw.

      "Come forward so I may view you," he said, but on second thought, added: "Do you understand?"

      No reply. What a senseless question. Of course, they couldn't understand. Had he already forgotten they spoke a nonsense language?

      "Stay back, Nikkto," he said softly.

      The door slid open, and he stepped through the threshold. Simultaneously, he and the strange being caught sight of each other, shrieked, and jumped back. The being stood on what appeared similar to Akerlon appendages. It had no foot coverings, but neither did he. Its upper appendages weren't strong enough to bear weight, as he did, yet it held something small and alive. And about the same size as Nikkto, without wings. Where Nikkto was light in color, this thing was pure darkness.

      Akerlons never wore body coverings since their hide gave them the protection they needed. Although he had seen coverings on others during his explorations, nothing compared to this. He had no way to describe it, except it would never work for anyone who lived on a ship.

      On top of the being's head sat an unkempt pile of cording. The facial features resembled his but not quite. Its round ears pressed tight to the head where his moved independently, like the tiny dark one.

      He stepped back and motioned for them to enter the corridor for somewhat better lighting.

      They understood the gesture, tentatively stepped out, and turned their heads in a scanning motion. He sensed more fear in them than aggression, but things could easily change.

      "Who are you?" He slowly asked each word as though that would help them understand.

      The taller thing shook its head. This was going nowhere.

      Suddenly, Nikkto stepped forward, tapped the ground in front of the being, and walked down the corridor. She turned back to the strangers. The dark being spoke something to the large one, and they both followed Nikkto and passed C'tloc.

      "I wish someone would explain what's going on. It's my ship, after all," C'tloc muttered as he followed along at the tail end.

      Nikkto stopped in front of the rejuvenation room. The creatures needed to dispose of body waste. At least he knew one thing about them; they had a functioning bio-system similar to his.
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        * * *

      

      Rhea looked around the small compartment, lit much better than the other one. She assumed this was a bathroom, though she didn't see a tub.

      "Alika, I don't know how you communicated with the little winged thing, but thank you. I was about to burst."

      "It's quite an intelligent being, and I hope to visit with her further. There is a genetic link to the goat family, except for its small size. And the wings."

      "You better visit fast. I don't intend to stay here forever."

      Her gaze caught on a bizarre oblong receptacle jutting out from a wall. It must be the toilet since nothing else in here remotely resembled an Earth commode. Fortunately, she was tall, otherwise, straddling it would be impossible.

      Analyzing could come later. She intended to use it.

      "Turn away," she told Alika.

      Alika graciously complied. "Our escort's name is Nikkto, and she's an Umilin."

      "Umilin? What the heck’s that? Okay. I’m done. Where do you suppose we wash?"

      Alika trotted over to a counter. "I believe this is a sanitizer station. Give it a try."

      "Why me? Why not you?"

      "Because I'm a cat and take care of my own washing. Or have you forgotten?"

      Rhea rolled her eyes. As though she forgot her mind-reading-verbalizing familiar was a cat.

      "What did you find out about the tall creature?" Rhea asked.

      "Nothing yet. More pressing things on the agenda," Alika said.

      She nodded and examined a device recessed into the wall, similar to a mini-fridge, only without a door and with gibberish written on it.

      "Stick your hands inside," Alika said.

      Sure. What did the cat have to lose if she did?

      Rhea took a deep breath and quickly shoved her hands inside just past her wrists. Almost immediately, the small chamber lit up in bright lavender light.

      "How long will this last?" she asked.

      "I would surmise until its sensors register zero pathogens."

      "Gross!"

      "I'd say ingenious. You might have the honor of being the first Earthling to use it. The device might need additional time to identify and match those in its memory."

      "Delightful."

      No matter if the creature who opened the door was male or female, friend or foe. Regardless, she'd bet money the thing was as anxious about them as she about it. But it hadn't tried to kill them—a good sign.

      The creature was unquestionably tall, maybe six feet or more. Taller than her five feet seven inches. And its skin wasn't human at all. Smooth as tan suede. Though tempted to touch it, she decided it would be a bad idea. Its calm voice was almost out of this world.

      What world? Had she lost sight of the fact this was a spaceship?

      Her stomach knotted. If this was a dream, it was time to wake up. She leaned her forehead on the wall above the lightbox.

      What had she done? How would they get back to Florida? What would her family think? Easy answer. They would assume she ran off like before. But she had never run off, ever. Each time had been another one of these mystical journeys. So far, this one beat them all.

      The lightbox finally shut off.

      "Guess I passed," she said as she examined her hands. Everything looked the same, down to the broken nail on her index finger.

      "You think this creature would help us get home?"

      "The only way to find out is to go ask," Alika said as he led the way.

      "Wait!" she cried out. "I'm scared."

      "Ridiculous!" Alika sat on his hind legs, wrapped his tail around his front paws, and gave her a beady stare. "I've been with you almost thirty of your forty-eight years. We've been in worse positions than this. Do you recall the time we arrived in the Yucatán Peninsula?"

      "Oh, what a beautiful part of the world. Lush foliage. Fragrant flowers. How could I forget?"

      "Forget my left paw! We landed in the middle of a war between the Spaniards and the Indians. Both sides decided we were from the devil and tried to kill us."

      "There was that." Rhea shrugged. "We got out, though."

      "And remember when you were in your Egyptian phase? You insisted on transporting to see the pyramids."

      "Cheaper than airfare. So my timing was a little off."

      "Try 5000 years off! They tried to put you in a pyramid to keep some pharaoh company in the afterlife."

      "Yeah, and they wanted to make you a god, remember?"

      "There was that." Alika canted his head. "I'm trying to make the point we got out of those and all the others. We'll make it out of here."

      Rhea scooped up Alika and nuzzled his neck. "You're right, as usual."

      Alika pressed a paw on the amethyst stone around Rhea's neck. "You must take care not to lose this."

      "I know," she said. "It's our only way back."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      While C'tloc waited outside the closed door, he struck up another one-sided conversation with the Umilin. "I wish you'd tell me how you understood what they needed."

      He swore Nikkto shrugged, but that was impossible. Soon the beings came out.

      "Okay, if you're so smart, what next?" C'tloc asked his Umilian.

      Nikkto and the small dark creature stared at each other and padded down the corridor together, leaving C'tloc and the larger thing behind.

      C'tloc cringed at Nikkto's annoying "flaah," her signal for action. This time, she meant for them to follow. Once they entered the nutrition room, he wondered how Nikkto knew they needed to take in sustenance. In any case, he set out to find something they might consume.

      The being sat down on one of two seats at a table while C'tloc prepared bowls of protein flakes, the first thing that came to mind. From the corner of his eye, he saw the tall one scan the room. Except for the cords on its head, the being wasn't hard to look at if one could see past the garb.

      The reminder skittered through him. Where had they come from? And why his ship? Was it a Z'gand as he was or a B'lal like his mate had been? Or maybe they were neither.

      The sadness he’d tamped down after his beloved mate died sharpened at the memory of what killed her: the Wzile disease brought to Akerlos by the T'jaj.

      This being might carry Wzile or some other plague for all he knew. He must stay vigilant while determining how and why they got on board.

      And how to get rid of them.

      He placed one bowl on the table in front of the taller one. He held on to the other, not knowing where to put it for the dark one.

      Nikkto tapped the floor, so C'tloc placed the bowl there. The dark one walked up, sniffed the bowl's contents, and took a tentative mouthful. It spoke to the tall one, who lifted the bowl and consumed the contents.

      The tall one paused at one point, glanced up at him, and nodded. Tiny cracks appeared around its vision ports.

      "Nikkto, is something wrong with the thing?" he asked as though the Umilin could answer. "Is our atmosphere unacceptable? Is it breaking apart?"

      The dark one and the Umilin exchanged glances. The dark one spoke to the tall one, who made what C'tloc interpreted as a facial expression of appreciation. At least he hoped it was.

      Since it was customary to ingest liquid during nutrition, C'tloc dispensed a cup for the tall one and a smaller bowl for the dark one. While they finished consuming their sustenance, he devised a plan.

      If these beings spoke into the language recognition system, the device might tell him where they were from. Hopefully, there was a match among the hundreds of languages in the device's memory. Anything would be better than this clumsy method. He hadn't needed the system in so long he didn't know if it still worked.

      "Nikkto, take them to the control room when they're done. I need to check on something." C'tloc hurried from the room.
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        * * *

      

      "That sounded serious. What's going on? Has he gone for the others?" Rhea asked Alika.

      Alika hopped up on the table. "According to Nikkto, there aren't any others."

      The cat kept his stare on the last bits of food in Rhea's bowl.

      "Go ahead. I'm full." Rhea barely got the words out before Alika proceeded to lick the bowl clean.

      Rhea was in awe at how little Nikkto spread its wings, lifted in the air, and lightly landed on the table.

      "You think I could pet it?" she asked.

      Alika had finished and was grooming himself. "She won't mind."

      Rhea held her open hand to the Umilin. The creature stepped closer and lightly sniffed her palm. Its warm breath tickled her skin.

      She cautiously placed her hand on the animal's head and ran her palm down its back, careful not to disturb the feathered wings.

      "You are so beautiful," Rhea said as she continued petting Nikkto. "I've never seen anything as intensely white as your fur if that's the right word. You're almost iridescent."

      The animal nudged Rhea's hand for more petting, like an Earth animal.

      "I'm certainly glad you and Alika can communicate. You might have saved our lives," Rhea said.

      Nikkto stepped back and caught Alika's eye.

      "She says we need to follow," Alika said.

      Nikkto took to the air to lead them through the maze of corridors. Rhea had to hustle to keep up. She didn't have much time to take in her surroundings, but she counted three right turns before they finally stopped. While Alika and Nikkto shared their peculiar form of mind-talking, she tried to remember the route back to the bathroom. She gave up trying—no chance of finding it.

      "You might consider turning around," Alika said.

      "Huh?" Rhea twirled and froze like a paralyzed, frightened rabbit. "Oh my God," she whispered as she surveyed what must be the control room.

      Unlike in the movies, there were no flashing light panels, switches, or dials. Instead, a plain flat counter was at the far end of this long room. Behind the counter was a sectioned wall, the same drab institutional gray as every other wall on this ship.

      C'tloc bent over the counter intently studying something while seated in a capsule contraption resembling a rattan hanging chair. Except it had no visible attachment to the floor or ceiling and sure the heck wasn't rattan.

      Instead, it was a transparent material she doubted was plastic. A second chair was--well, was what? Parked? Hovering? What would the term be? Regardless, the chair was empty. Assured by a flying goat as told to her talking cat, no one else was on board.

      Alika nudged the back of Rhea's knee, nearly knocking her down.

      "Hey!" she called out and immediately slapped her hand over her mouth. She probably shouldn't yell in here. Lord knows they'd caused enough disruption.

      "Nikkto says you're supposed to go forward," Alika said.

      She inhaled a long breath, exhaled, and patted her dreadlocks into place. She pulled and smoothed her blouse over her tummy and examined her bare feet, wiggling her toes with ten nails overdue for a pedicure.

      "Anytime today would be nice," Alika said.

      "Here goes nothing," she said as she approached the creature, intently studying something on the countertop.

      The oddly comforting flutter of wings let her know Nikkto was flying beside her. The little thing landed and tapped the floor behind the creature. Rhea took that to mean stand there. She waited several uncomfortable seconds for a response from the creature, still focused on what must be a type of sophisticated computer touch screen.

      Little Nikkto lifted into the air and floated in front of the creature to get its attention. It spun the chair around to face Rhea, and though the thing's countenance didn't change, she perceived a softness around those eyes. She crossed her arms over her chest when it began a slow scan from her toes to her dreadlocks. For the first time in its presence, she was self-conscious.

      "If you don't mind, kindly stop with the body scan. It's quite uncomfortable. Even airport TSA doesn't take this long." Then, when had she taken commercial transportation lately? All her traveling was either by mystical passage or meditation.

      She hoped it got the message, if not the meaning of the words.

      The creature ducked its head. "I most humbly apologize. The scan was a necessary means to discover your identity."

      Rhea scurried backward and did a high step stumble over Alika, who let out an outrageous howl as though beheaded with a rusty spoon.

      She recovered her balance and scooped the cat into her arms.

      "This isn't funny anymore," she whispered into Alika's ear.

      "Hey! Not so close." Alika's ears flapped as he rapidly shook his head. "And I do not recall any discussion of humor."

      "I am called C'tloc," the creature said. "What do they call you?"

      Morgan Freeman’s voice or not, this thing freaked her out. She swallowed several times to wet her parched throat.

      "I am called—" Her voice warbled like a Swiss yodeler. She cleared her throat. "I am called Rhea."

      "Ree-uh." C'tloc nodded deliberately as though considering the word. "My system reports you are a denizen of H'taer."

      Rhea scowled and drew her head back. "What in the name of common sense does he mean?" she whispered to Alika.

      Still in her arms, Alika said: "Earth."

      "Oh. Yes, we are from whatever you said," she replied. "And where might you be from?"

      C'tloc tapped something on the control panel and turned his seat back to face her.

      "I apologize for my hesitation. The translator will be a bit slow while it gathers more information. It may take time to assimilate your words. Would you please repeat your question?"

      "Where-are-you-from-Cee-clock?" Rhea exaggerated, pausing between each word.

      C'tloc cocked his head to each side. "This is a strange way you speak. And I am Cee-tlock."

      "I'm sorry, Cee-tlock," Rhea realized she had been snippy. But after all, one minute, she was sitting in meditation in her mother's potion shop in Baga Shores, Florida, United States, North America, Northern Hemisphere, Earth. The next she was ... where?

      "I'm having a bit of a midlife existential crisis," she said. "There's a lot to unpack here. If I'm standing in a spaceship, I may never see my family again. I don't suppose you have a phone I could borrow?"

      "My translator tells me a phone is a communication device. I may have heard the term before from your ships orbiting your planet. I fear I do not have such an instrument to communicate with your H'taer family."

      Figures. Rhea shook her head.

      Something he said caught up with her. "Wait. You mean you hear conversations from the space stations?"

      "Not all. Most vehicle signals are weaker than mine. Sometimes I pick up transmissions when I am on a debris collection run."

      "Whoa," she said in a low tone.

      "The translator has identified your type of H'taer language," C'tloc continued. "It took longer to select yours from the different ones on your planet. As I suspected, the dark one you carry is capable of many languages."

      Alika jumped from Rhea’s arms and assumed his regal position with his tail wrapped around his feet. "Many indeed, including the silent language I share with your Umilin." The tip of Alika's tail switched. "However, yours is unfamiliar to me."

      "Whoooaaa," Rhea repeated long and slow. Only magicals, such as her ancestral line of witches or Draoi wizards, understood Alika. To Ordinary humans with no magical powers, he was simply a cat.

      Now Alika and this space person were parsing words over each other’s languages?

      "How can you understand my cat?" she asked.

      "So, you call the dark one a cat." C'tloc reverently nodded to Alika. "The differences between species are inconsequential to us."

      Alika huffed a laugh and muttered in a not-so-soft voice: "I know a few million Earthlings who would benefit from this philosophy."

      "And how does your translator impart information? I don't see any earpiece," Rhea said.

      "I am not familiar with the word. However, the conversion happens internally."

      Internally? Abruptly, Rhea's blood drained from her head.

      "Much the same as I," Alika said.

      This was going way too fast, and Rhea felt a rush coming back. She glanced at the empty seat. "You mind if I sit down? I'm a little dizzy."
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        * * *

      

      C'tloc hopped from his seat, took hold of the H'taerling's appendage, and helped it into the chair. This being's body was solid. And gentle of nature. Though trembling, it did not act aggressively. Thus far, he sensed no threat.

      Once Rhea settled into the seating pod, it asked: "Could I get a glass of water?"

      "I might have something similar." C'tloc swept his hand over a wall section, and a panel opened. From inside, he took two containers and handed one to Rhea.

      "This should satisfy your request," he said

      Rhea accepted the container and examined it.

      "I don't see an opening. How do I drink from it?"

      "My apologies. I should have informed you. Put the narrow part in your mouth, and the liquid will flow." C'tloc demonstrated with his.

      Rhea copied him. "Hey, this is good. Sort of like sweet clover honey yet not as thick, and packaged in a gourd. Clever. And it's delicious."

      "I'm glad it was satisfactory. And I hope you are better," C'tloc said.

      "Thank you. I am." Rhea finished the liquid and handed the container back, which C'tloc dropped down a chute along with his.

      "What happens to them now?" Rhea asked.

      "They enter a compressor and will be packed for my return. They will be recycled, as will those items you observed in the hold. Most of what I harvest is pacse refuse. It fetches a good price."

      "What's pacse?" Rhea asked.

      "Apologies." C'tloc's eyes turned to the side and back to Rhea. "Ah. Your word is space."

      "So you're a space version of American Pickers?"

      Rhea's lilting voice was pleasing, though C'tloc had no concept of the words.

      "I'm sorry?" he asked.

      "Humor among this species is an acquired taste. She was trying to make a joke," Alika said.

      "Ah. Joke means funny?" C'tloc said.

      "Only if you laugh," Alika said as he glanced at Rhea.

      C'tloc tilted his head toward Rhea. "Alika called you 'she.' Does this mean you are female?"

      Rhea took a long pause before speaking. Finally, in a quiet tone, she answered, "I am."
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      "Do all H'taer females have those?" C'tloc asked in what Rhea considered a dismissive tone as it circled a hand above its head.

      Alika didn't bother muffling his laugh, nor did Rhea muffle her irritation at the question. She might be an uninvited guest on this junk-collecting spaceship, but the being didn't have the right to be judgy.

      Nikkto and Alika sat side by side as spectators at a tennis match, which amped up Rhea's frustration.

      Her dreadlocks took years to grow. Most days, when not hitchhiking around the galaxy, her hair was neatly, or almost neatly, wound into a tall bun.

      She tucked one belligerent lock back into the pile. "Does everyone from Anklebone, or wherever you said you're from, look like you?"

      C'tloc straightened to a full imposing height. "The word is Akerlos. And yes, we do." The words came out with a tinge of superiority.

      "Don't tell me. Let me guess. You are male," she said.

      He made a slow, stately nod. "I am."

      Alika trotted over to Rhea and Nikkto to C'tloc.

      "We agree it's time to call a truce," Alika said as he raised a paw. "We might be cohabiting on this ship for quite a while. No need to make it worse."

      Quite a while? Rhea reached around her neck to be sure the pendant was there. She could reverse whatever happened as long as she had the amethyst.

      She shut her eyes, pulled the pendant from under her blouse, held the stone, and closed her eyes. She was on the beach, walking along the sand with her grandson Sam in her imagination. The warm sun soothed her back. The soft gulf water lapped at her feet—home—a place somewhere a long way from here.

      The amethyst was their only chance to return. And if she irritated C'tloc, their chance was history. She needed a quiet place and sufficient time to transport back. Starting a fight now was the wrong thing to do.

      She opened her eyes and met C'tloc's gaze. "I had no right to say what I did. We barged into your world, and I've been ungrateful. Will you accept my apology?"

      C'tloc's hardened gaze shifted to the amethyst as he maintained a rigid stance.

      "Is that a minot stone?" C'tloc's tone was severe and urgent. And she remembered she knew little about this being or what he was capable of.

      Rhea glanced at Alika, wishing C'tloc couldn't understand her familiar. She needed the cat's private advice right about now.

      "No. No. No. Just a piece of glass," Alika said. "She got it as a present. Meaningless. No value whatsoever."

      Whatever scary vibe Alika had picked up from C'tloc about the amethyst, she shared.

      "Right." She quickly dropped the pendant back under her blouse. "A present I got a long time ago. I fidget with it when I'm nervous or upset. As he said, meaningless."

      No guarantee the amethyst would get them back, but without it, they most certainly wouldn't. And losing this stone would break the power of three she shared with two other witches who owned matching ones: her mother, Mimi, and her daughter, Andie.

      C'tloc's shoulders dropped, and he appeared defeated. "It bears a striking resemblance to the minot stone from Akerlos. This ship's power depends on the stone for q'tane or what you'd call energy. I was remiss in not replacing the stone after the last delivery." His tone, though serious, sounded more dejected than threatening.

      His ship and his cargo were in jeopardy, as was his life.

      And so was Rhea's.

      A loud "pop" like a blown transformer resounded through the room. The lights flashed off and back on at a much lower output.

      "Nikkto, stay with them. I'm going into the q'tane chamber," he said.

      Rhea scanned this vast control room and trembled. If those lights went off for good, she and Alika wouldn't know what to do.

      "Hold it! You're not leaving us in here. We're coming along," she said.

      "Fine. But don't lag," C'tloc said as he opened the door and sped through the threshold.

      "Fine, yourself," she whispered under her breath. She followed quickly but skidded to a stop at the first intersection of corridors. He disappeared. Did he go right? Or left? Or straight? And where was Alika?

      She leaned on the wall, slid down, and sat on the floor. No way was she going to wander down some strange hallway chasing after them.

      The lights flashed off for several seconds before coming back on. Alika stood in front of her while Nikkto hovered above.

      "Taking a break already?" Alika said.

      Rhea scrambled to her feet. "If you don't want my answer, don't ask the question."

      "This way," Alika said as he and Nikkto went to the right.

      Nikkto led them through several more corridors before stopping at the door. The goat and the cat exchanged silent conversation, then Alika turned to her.

      "We have a tiny problem," he said.

      She glowered at him. "What tiny problem?"

      "According to Nikkto, this is the door to the energy chamber."

      "Good. Open it. Let's go in," she said.

      "Ummm. Not that easy. We don't exactly go 'in.' We go down," Alika said.

      "Okay. Let's go down. This access handle shouldn't be hard to open." Rhea gave it everything she had to turn it. The handle wouldn't budge. "On Earth, it's righty tighty, lefty loosey. Maybe I'm turning it the wrong way."

      She grunted and groaned as she tried to turn it to the right this time. Nothing.

      Nikkto floated to the right side of the door and let out a "flaah," echoing in the empty corridor and startling both Rhea and the cat.

      "Try the sensor pad," Alika said from his stretched-out, relaxed, and nap-ready position.

      “Did you enjoy watching me suffer?” she asked as she ran her hand across it. A soft humming followed a click. She turned the handle, and it opened slick as soft butter.

      Inside, she knelt to peer into the vertical shaft for a ladder to use to go down to the engine room. She patted the polished sides.

      "Where's the ladder?"

      "You won't find one," Alika said.

      "How do I climb down?" Rhea was losing her patience.

      "You won't," Alika said. "That's what I was trying to tell you."

      "Fine. At least I can look." Rhea lay on her belly and edged forward to peer down the shaft at least fifty feet deep.

      C'tloc hurriedly shifted back and forth, adjusting what appeared to be a ring of red stones. With precision, he moved them closer toward something in the center. Was this the minot stone he talked about? From this distance, she couldn't be sure.

      "Did Ctloc get down there through another door?" she asked.

      "Nikkto says no other door. He climbs the walls," Alika said.

      "If you say so, who am I to argue?" Rhea continued watching C'tloc. He had a wounded ship and two uninvited guests. And yet he had kept his temper reasonably well.

      How far was his home from here? Did he miss his family as much as she missed hers?

      Or did he even have a family?

      Maybe he wasn't alive, at least in the sense Earth humans knew life. Was he a construct of artificial intelligence? A robot assigned to take this ship through the galaxy?

      A flurry of angry words unexpectedly shot up the hatch like a cannonball.

      Though she didn't know what he said, it didn't take an interpreter to understand the emotion behind them. No robot she had ever heard about swore. Therefore, C'tloc was not a robot.

      After a few more minutes, the lights came on a bit brighter. Something must have worked. He began his ascent up the hatch with agility akin to a frog or a spider and was at the top almost before Rhea could roll out of the way.

      "If I can't obtain a minot soon, we'll be dead in pacse," he said as he shut the hatch door. He locked it by flashing his hand over the sensor.

      Certainly not the news Rhea had hoped for.

      Once they were back in the corridor, she asked: "Can't you radio somebody for a replacement part?"

      "Considering we are outside your H'taer's orbit, and we are 60,874 million H'taer miles from my base, assuming there's an available ship to bring a minot, it would arrive here in roughly six of your weeks. In any case, I'm not high on the fleet's priority list. You made an unfortunate decision to choose this ship for your excursion."

      Now might not be the time to say she didn't choose this or any other ship.

      "Sounds like we are both in a pickle. Look, I don't know your culture or preferences. Sometimes on H'taer, a glass of merlot helps."

      He canted his head to her. "What is merlot? My translator has no word for this," he said.

      "It is a wine made from grapes and fermented," she said.

      He considered this, followed by what Rhea interpreted as his smile. "Similar to our seleka?"

      "I assure you I don't know. But I am willing to try it," Rhea said. Although she hoped it wasn't as strong as her mother's home-brewed mead. That stuff could take the curl out of every one of her dreads. "Before we do, may I use the bathroom?"

      "The rejuvenation room? Of course," he said.

      "Excuse me, what's the Akerlon word for a litter box?" Alika asked.

      "Nikkto can show you both of these. Afterwards, meet me back in my compartment. I will fetch the seleka from the nutrition room." C'tloc left before Rhea could say anything else.

      "Lead on, Nikkto. And if you don't mind, the closest route would be appreciated," Rhea said.

      Once Rhea exited the rejuvenation room, she and Alika followed Nikkto through several corridors. They stopped at another set of doors which opened quickly after the trio walked through a sensor device.

      This hit the top of today's surprises list. They had entered what she compared to a hydroponic garden with dozens of hanging terrariums.

      The room was warmer than any of the others and certainly more humid, and after being on this chilly ship, it felt heavenly. Next time she decided to transport, she'd keep her shoes on and bring a shawl. And remember to get her phone, as though wireless service reached this far out in space.

      While Nikkto led Alika to their rejuvenation area, Rhea wandered down the rows of green, orange, yellow, and red plants, but she couldn’t identify any of them. Though tempted to reach into one of these cylinders and sample, she resisted, remembering Alice's mistake when biting into the Wonderland wild mushroom.

      Rhea couldn't see an irrigation system, though she suspected something supplied liquid in this self-contained environment. With no windows, how do these get sunlight? Sunlight? What was she thinking?

      Which sun and from what universe or galaxy? She let out an uncomfortable laugh.

      The light source must be coming from the array of tubes around the top of the room. This garden would also die if C'tloc didn't get his minot soon.

      Alika and Nikkto joined her.

      "All's well?" she asked.

      "It is," Alika said. "And Nikkto showed me the crop of what we'd call grass she grazes on. All the comforts of home."

      Rhea sniffed a laugh. Perhaps.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      What possessed C'tloc to invite someone into his quarters, especially this unknown H'taerling?

      No one came in here even when he landed on other planets for pickups or deliveries. He conducted business exchanges in the nutrition room or at their site.

      This was the first H'taer he had ever met. The first one he had heard anyone met. H'taers were so far behind their travel ability beyond their moon that they might never explore their universe, let alone their galaxy. An opportunity like this was once in a lifetime.

      Certainly no expert in H'taerling behavior, he concluded the female exhibited odd behavior. But perhaps his behavior was as strange to her. The sooner she found her way back to her planet, the better for both of them.

      His immediate concern was finding the seleka. Traveling solo meant maintaining alert functions and refraining from taking in anything to alter that state. But entertaining a guest from H'taer presented a justifiable exception.

      What about the H'taerling? What level of cognition would she retain after consuming seleka? He must keep a watchful eye on her.

      C'tloc glanced at the monitor above the door where Rhea, Alika, and Nikkto waited to enter. He hesitated a few moments and glanced around his compartment, pleased at its appearance. A stickler for keeping his ship clean, he gave away his meager possessions after his beloved D'lae died from the Wzile.

      Now he allowed himself only a few pieces collected from his travels. Those he kept on a shelf near his resting pad.

      Satisfied, he opened the door. Nikkto bounded into the room and took her position on a floor cushion while Rhea and the dark one hesitated in the corridor.

      Rhea's face changed color. "Are you fearful of entering?" he asked.

      "No. It's not fear. You're generous to allow us inside your private residence." Rhea's voice halted before she continued. "Thank you."

      C'tloc gestured for them to come in. "You are welcome here."

      The female and her dark one tentatively crossed the threshold, and he gestured to more cushions on the floor. "I hope this is satisfactory."

      Rhea nodded and took a seat, positioning her lower appendages in an awkward crossed way.

      He went into his nutrition preparation area, poured two cups of seleka, and returned to the seating area. He handed one to her, lowered himself on a cushion opposite her, and sat on his legs, bent in his usual way.

      "Where I come from, when people share a drink, someone usually offers a toast," she said.

      "The translator tells me toast is a grain product you take in as nutrition," he said.

      Rhea tossed her head back and made another one of the pleasing sounds she had earlier.

      "Does your odd sound mean I offended you?" he asked.

      "Not at all." She wiped something liquid away from her vision ports. "The sound is called laughter and usually means happiness. Your translator doesn't understand words in my language with more than one meaning."

      "More than one? Do you find it confusing?" he asked.

      "Oh, yes. Especially when we travel around our planet and try to communicate, the same words mean different things within our own country."

      "Though larger than H'taer, Akerlos is a small planet in our galaxy. We have only one language, though not many are left there."

      "There's so much I want to ask you. First, let me show you another meaning for toast." Rhea tipped her cup toward him.

      "Ah!" C'tloc raised his and touched hers. "We call this a Slo'ke. I offer goodwill to you."

      "And I offer goodwill to you, as well." She took a sip and lowered her gaze a moment. Finally, she raised her head.

      Her lips trembled. "Are you unwell," he asked.

      She shook her head and wiped something from her vision port as earlier, but it did not accompany laughter this time.

      "I remembered a toast--a Slo'ke--my family always gave," she said.

      "I would like to hear it."

      She cleared her throat, raised her glass, and began reciting.

      "To all assembled here,

      We raise a glass of cheer.

      May our bonds be strong,

      As here we belong.

      Together there is no one to fear!"

      "Well spoken." C'tloc tipped his cup to hers and waited a moment. "You miss them, do you not?"

      She nodded and stared into his eyes. "Don't you miss yours?"

      "It is difficult to be away from them."

      "Truly."

      As they sipped their drinks, he watched for her reaction. Seleka was potent and might be too strong for a H'taerling.

      "Umm, this is good," she said as she swirled the contents in the cup. "And the dark blue color is beautiful. Tell me how it's made."

      "We make it on Akerlos from a--" he struggled to find a word. "Would berry be appropriate?"

      "That’s it!" She took another sip. "This reminds me of sweet, ripe blueberries. They're about the size of my fingertips." She pinched the end of one of her digits.

      "Exactly. After they are pressed, the liquid is kept in vats and placed into containers. Once a common drink in Akerlos." He paused and stared into his cup. "But no longer since there's no one to tend the plants."

      "Tell me more about your Akerlos."

      C'tloc shifted his gaze to the floor. It was painful to talk about the changes. But she sounded sincerely interested.

      "Akerlos is a minor planet in the Segarian galaxy and, as I explained, far from your H'taer. Once the center of commerce for the galaxy, our ancestral culture existed for many generations. We educated our young. Built great structures. Created a fair and just system of laws."

      "You talk like all this was in the past," Rhea said.

      He raised his gaze to hers. "Our planet had resources others desired. The Claatu set up their regime when peaceful discourse broke down after the T'jaj marauders invaded. After each tribe ruthlessly assimilated everything of worth, we had only enough to sustain for a short time."

      “No way! Claatu?” She shot a quick look at Alika.

      “You are familiar with them?” he asked.

      “There have been stories,” Alika chimed in.

      "And what about your family?" she asked C’tloc.

      "My female offspring moved to a safer planet," he said, wondering how these H’taerlings could know about the Claatu, who rarely traveled outside the Segarian galaxy.

      "You’re married?" Rhea asked.

      He closed his eyes and took another sip of seleka, remembering how good life had been on Akerlos in better times.

      The words finally came. "I had a mate, yes. Before the evacuation, she died from a disease brought to Akerlos by the T'jaj." A lump formed in his throat.

      Rhea's sudden touch of her digits on his arm startled him yet was agreeable at the same time.

      "I am so sorry." Rhea gently squeezed his arm. "I understand loss, although, in my case, my mate left me to raise two young offspring by myself."

      "Abandonment is unheard of in our culture," he said indignantly. "If your mate had done this on Akerlos, he would be killed."

      "On the whole, reasonable. However, it might not work so well on Earth."

      She squeezed his arm, then eased her hand away. He clasped the still-warm spot on his arm. It had been a long time since he experienced the sense of well-being a female's touch brought him, however fleeting this one had been.

      "Your planet must be strange," he said.

      "I'm sure to you it is. But it's my home," she said. "Has this always been your profession?"

      He waited for the translator to find a word for "profession."

      "I held a position in the ruling body representing my province called T'lanto. I believe the closest word in your language is governor," he said.

      "In my world, there are hundreds of countries, and each one has a different ruling system. In my country, we have many states, and each state has a governor. This must sound complicated."

      "How do you keep order?"

      "Ha! A million-dollar question. In some cases, we don't."

      "Million dollar?"

      She made that intriguing laughter sound. "It means the answer is worth a lot of money. Or should I say worth a lot of currency?"

      "I see."

      Currency, or P'taj, was C'tloc's incentive to continue traveling through pacse. What he earned from collecting refuse provided what he needed to survive and provided extra he shared with his offspring.

      "Your cup is empty. Would you care for more?" he asked.

      "Please! And you wouldn't happen to have a charcuterie snack board lying around, do you? I'm starved."

      "I apologize. Charcuterie has no translation."

      "It's a board we put cheese or maybe summer sausage on. And crackers and olives."

      "If you require nourishment, I will prepare something."
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        * * *

      

      Rhea felt like a heel of bread in a stale loaf.

      Controlling her sarcasm around C’tloc was imperative as every word was taken literally. Her assumptions about him were all wrong. The being wasn't so bad after all.

      Or was this opinion from the buzzy feeling from the seleka? Could somebody get a buzz on a spaceship?

      Dang, her body tingled like she fell into a pool full of guppies. Was it from the mysterious liquid or the result of her impulse to touch him? What a disaster if C'tloc interpreted touch as a signal of aggression, though a natural way for her to convey empathy.

      And the seductive texture of his skin was nothing like she had touched before and confirmed it was like suede.

      She glanced over at Alika and Nikkto, sleeping on the same cushion like old buddies. She and her familiar had adapted to the internal environment, so there must be oxygen. Oxygen fuels circulation. So he must have a heart and lungs.

      The rejuvenation room indicated other human habits as well. Until he admitted he was male, she was unsure of his gender or if gender applied, considering the absence of anything resembling genitals. How could she not notice on a clothing-optional space flight?

      He mentioned offspring. Something had to happen to make them. She wisely decided not to add the question to her list, and she would check any further impulses to touch him. She wiped her hand on her skirt.

      For all she knew, touching was the mating ritual, and they'd had a special moment. Nah. Crazy thinking brought on by seleka. Another shot of the flavorful liquid would be nice, though.

      While he busily prepared "nutrition" in what appeared to be a galley, she gazed around his quarters. Austere yet otherwise functional. At least he had a place. For most of her life, she wandered the Earth and hadn't bothered to buy her own home. Or hold a real job. Or help raise her two kids. Thank God her mother agreed to take Jason and Andie. Both turned out to be well-adjusted adults and a lot more level-headed than she.

      Rhea counted among her superpowers the ability to drop into unusual places, escape quickly and safely, and dash off to the next alluring locale. All those adventures had been planned. Not so for this pacse travel junket.

      Once past the absurdity of her current situation, Rhea was getting a kick out of this. Nonetheless, she needed to find a way to get Alika and herself back to Baga Shores. There were her daughter's wedding preparations. Her commitment to helping run Mimi's shop.

      She shuddered. The way she left her children on and off over the years would be considered abandonment by his standards. Her parenting skills were horrible, but now more than ever, she missed her kids dearly.

      Saying goodbye to C'tloc would be hard now that she was over the fear he would chew up her bones. He was a nice guy. Or fellow? Or person? None of those sounded right. She'd stick with a nice "space picker."

      He had a full schedule, including limping this old ship back somewhere, and didn't need a middle-aged Earth woman in his way.

      She stole another glance at him, bustling around preparing nutrition for her.

      Built solid and fit, did he represent all Akerlos males? At first, his padded fingers frightened her, but not now. His face, flatter than a human's and lighter in color than the rest of him, wasn't ugly. Nothing about him was ugly--from his dark eyes to his round-lipped mouth.

      Didn't this cold place bother him? She guessed not since he ran around naked all the time.

      After he removed a bowl from what she suspected was a type of heating device, C'tloc returned with a fork-ish tool and handed both to her. Her eyes popped open as she examined the tasty contents. Steam rising from the bowl carried the delightful aroma of hoisin sauce and brown sugar. No way.

      Could it be?

      "How did you manage to make General Tso's chicken?" she asked.

      I'll be danged—a genuine smile on his face.

      "Recall I received periodic transmissions from your orbiting stations. Often they speak in detail about the favorite nutrition they long for. I record these conversations and study them using our archives when I am not busy."

      "Archives? You mean a library?" So beings from outer space studied humans like lab animals? It served us right.

      She took a bite. It needed a skosh more salt, but an excellent attempt and better than ninety percent of restaurants at home.

      She took a second bite as she waited for his answer. Adjusted to his in-translation-mode expression, the lag time didn't bother her.

      Finally, he nodded and answered.

      "There is quite an extensive library of our observations. Explorers from our galaxy and others have studied H'taer for centuries."

      "How? You haven't landed on Earth. Or have you?" she asked.

      "We don't need to. Once we sync with your orbit, we can collect many signals. I admit several rogue ships have flown close to your terrain. The pilots are generally the young ones."

      "Out joyriding?" Another puzzled look met her question. "The word describes what our rebellious young Earthlings sometimes do."

      "I see. I am curious about H'taer nutrition with such fascinating diversity. Our nutrition needs are much different from yours. We only consume specific amounts of what our body chemistry needs. Rarely do we combine items unless required. For example, the nutrition I provided you earlier targets a specific molecular complex important to our skeletal muscle groups. Your people often mix many different compounds. Sensory nodes on your tongue are important."

      "We value taste, for sure. We try to eat healthily and fail mostly." As evidenced by her sudden intense craving for Haagen-Dazs coffee ice cream. "How do you find these ingredients?"

      "I grow many of them. I can only assume they are similar. When I stop at different outposts, I purchase what I cannot grow. What is your opinion of what I prepared?"

      She took another mouthful. Less spicy than on Earth but downright delightful.

      "You nailed it." She gave him an approving thumbs-up.

      "Nail does not sound good," he said with what she interpreted as a frown.

      "Oh, no. Not that meaning." Watching every word was tiresome. "When I said nailing it, I meant you did a great job. What is the protein in here?" she asked between more mouthfuls.

      "G'andlis is a small creature running wild on several planets and quite a delicacy."

      "Well, it's wonderful."

      She stopped short of telling him it tasted a lot like chicken.
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      C'tloc successfully provided nutrition for his first H'taerling guest. But now, she made the same face and small noises as Nikkto did before the creature's resting time.

      He refreshed after short bursts of recuperation, but H'taerlings required more time from what he knew about them.

      Where would be a suitable place for her? Not back in the storage hold. His quarters were out. The only other option, a small space near the control room, might be comfortable if he added cushions.

      "I believe you require time to rest," he said.

      "If you mean sleep, yes." An odd moan came out of her as she covered her mouth.

      She must have noticed his wide-eyed stare. "We call it a yawn," she said. "I have no perception of time, but I feel as though I've been awake for a week."

      He would need to study the meaning of yawn later. "Our time calculations are different from yours. I would need to research this further."

      "You do that. Meanwhile, I'd be happy to crash anywhere," she said.

      "Crash?"

      "Sorry. I meant to lie down. Not actually crash into the ground."

      Relief covered him. "I appreciate your reinterpretation."

      He nudged Nikkto to wake up. "I need you to take our visitors to cubicle seven. I will follow shortly."

      Alika stretched and emitted a high-pitched open-mouth noise. "Would it be possible to get more of your earlier substance? I could eat a horse."

      "Certainly. I will bring some with me. Although I do not think I have a H'taerling horse on the ship."

      He attempted to copy the sound Rhea called a laugh. Did her quietness mean his attempt was not funny? Then her face brightened.

      "Bravo, C'tloc!" she exclaimed. "You got Alika's joke. But I don't think a horse would fit in here."

      He nodded. "I am glad you approve."

      Once the trio left, C'tloc cleaned the nutrition area and prepared Alika's protein. He grabbed three cushions and Alika's meal and walked through the empty corridors toward the small room.

      As he did, he wondered about the female's plans. Still no explanation for how she and the dark one managed to transport from H'taer without a ship. His detection system had not picked up any foreign q'tane.

      This didn't compute.

      Why choose this ship out of all the others? Probably because this was the only one hobbling along and vulnerable.

      Was she lucky, brave, or dumb to end up on a galaxy ship with only one sentient being on board? Many are controlled from their home planet with no one on board. Some had several beings.

      Nonetheless, few would have treated her as well as C'tloc, an honorable Akerlon who would extend hospitality to enemy or friend.

      With an imminent intergalactic war, the constant act of determining what side someone was on resulted in the extinction of trust. He deliberately avoided talking to her about the war, waiting to see if she said anything about it. Since she didn't, he was convinced this female was indeed from H'taer. Otherwise, the war would have been their only topic of conversation.

      The best thing for her now was to find a way to return home soon.
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        * * *

      

      Rhea awoke, covered in sweat and her heart racing. "Alika, are you in here?"

      He replied with an annoyed chirrup. "Where else would I be?"

      She rolled off the cushion and fell flat on the floor. "What's going on? Where are we? Where's my bed?"

      She scrambled to her feet, rubbed her hip where she landed, and started tapping the wall, searching for the light switch.

      "Good luck with that," Alika said.

      "Ohhhh." Rhea collapsed on a floor cushion and held her head in her hands. "We're on the ship, aren't we?"

      "None other than," Alika said.

      After C'tloc had brought their cushions and left, Rhea tried transporting herself and Alika home. Disappointed when she failed, she finally fell asleep.

      Was it her nerves, the G'andlis in the General Tso's dish, or the seleka that filled her night with frightful dreams? Or did night exist in space?

      Regardless, she was awake now, not knowing the time, the day, or the location. The only sure thing, she needed to find the bathroom.

      "Alika, I need to pee. How about you? You remember the way to the room?"

      "Sure. I have a GPS on my tail and already stored the layout of this rocket ship in my memory."

      "Not the right time to be a smart-ass." Rhea's nerves were on high alert, and she didn't need a 'tude' from Mr. Snarky.

      Rhea tapped around the wall until she found the latch. She remembered switching to the down position before she fell asleep. She changed it to up, opened the door, and stepped into the corridor.

      "Oooph," she exclaimed as she slammed into C'tloc's chest.

      His hands slipped around her arms as he gazed into her eyes. She swore his radiated joy. His odd finger pads delicately pulsated on her bare arms, sending a thrum through her body.

      Oh, God! Did she dare admit it was a turn-on? No. She shook off the foolish notion.

      "My apologies," he said.

      "I should have watched where I was going." She held his gaze as long as she dared.

      Behind his gaze was a softness mixed with sadness. And oddly, a sexiness.

      He held her close a bit longer, and she swore his heartbeat matched hers.

      "I am pleased you have remained on my ship," he said.

      Did he know she tried to leave again?

      As though he sensed the same attraction, he quickly dropped his hands.

      "I must attend to something. I hope to see you later," he said as he rushed down the corridor.

      Nikkto flew in a small figure eight to draw Rhea's attention to follow. It turned out the rejuvenation door was only a few feet away. To Rhea, every corridor on this craft was the same. And how did the little creature know what she needed?

      She passed it off as one of the many unanswered questions around here.

      Before she entered, she asked: "I don't suppose there's a toothbrush and paste around here. And a place to wash up? I don't think I should stick my head in the sanitizing lightbox, do you?"

      Nikkto and Alika soundlessly conferred before Alika spoke. "When you're done, Nikkto will take you to a body cleansing station."

      "What about you?" she asked.

      "Back in a flash," he said as he followed the Umilin down the corridor.

      By the time she finished in the rejuvenation room, Nikkto and Alika were already waiting for her outside. The Umilin led them to another room not far away and floated down.

      He tapped a hoof in front of the door. Rhea understood what the little creature meant, but she couldn't muster the courage to open the door.

      "You're supposed to go inside," Alika said.

      "Yes, yes, yes," Rhea said emphatically. But the door could be an ejection portal, and C'tloc intended to send her tumbling into space.

      "Excuse me." Alika interrupted her reverie. "Do you or don't you want to clean up as humans do?" Alika copped another attitude.

      Alika canted his head toward Nikkto and back to Rhea. "Use the buttons."

      "What buttons?" she asked.

      "How should I know?" Alika asked.

      Rhea shot him a 'watch it, buster' look before she opened the latch. A panel quietly slid into the wall. Encapsulated in blue light, the tiny space looked more like a closet than a room.

      She tentatively stepped one foot inside; the other remained in the corridor.

      "What are you waiting for?" Alika asked.

      To be sucked out into space, maybe?

      After a deep inhale, she drew her other foot inside. The door automatically shut behind her with a click. She placed her hand on her chest to calm herself, convinced C'tloc's heart was beating against her chest during their accidental encounter.

      They had so much in common, and though she wanted to know more about him, time to get herself and Alika home.

      She took several slow breaths and repeated the mantra aloud: "I am okay. I am okay. I am okay."

      She stared at her hands and clothing expecting them to glow as they would under a blacklight. They didn't.

      Calmer now, she turned in a circle, arms extended.

      Once her eyes were accustomed to the darkness, she spotted three unlabeled buttons on the wall.

      She laughed. Even with labels, she wouldn't understand what they meant.

      Alika said to use them. Did he mean one at a time or all at once? In any order? Did she start left and go right? Or the opposite?

      And what did each one do?

      How did she open the first door latch? Lefty loosey or righty loosey?

      She huffed out a breath. Everything here was the opposite of Earth logic. So she chose the one on the far right.

      A soft whirring gradually increased, and the floor began to shake like a cheap carnival ride. Not annoying, at least not yet.

      Light blue gradually transitioned to a darker shade. Except for the vibration through the floor, only a slight tingling crept over her body. If this were a full-body version of the hand sanitizing station, there'd be a massive market for this at home.

      So far, so good. Never one to miss a thrill, she stripped off her clothes, unwound her dreadlocks, and let them hang down her back. She began a modified belly dance sans drum accompaniment. Not a Baga Shores beach drum circle, but not bad, either.

      When the light dimmed, she pushed the middle button. The dim room relit into deep indigo and only from her shoulders to the ceiling.

      Could it be the hair and teeth mode? C'tloc didn't have hair, per se, but he did have teeth.

      No matter what, she was in all the way.

      If anyone on Earth saw her standing stark naked, loose curls down her back, and baring her teeth for a space version of ultrasonic cleaning, they'd conclude she was mad.

      Indeed, it could provide a strong case for insanity, but frankly, she was having too much fun.

      Once she had enough, she pressed the third button and waited.

      Soon the room turned a brilliant white, and a soft, dry mist showered down, bathing her in a heavenly aroma. As a self-respecting witch, Rhea took pride in knowing her essential oils, but this fragrance was foreign. Rose? Or lemongrass? Or bergamot?

      She stuck her tongue out like a child trying to catch a snowflake. This mist had no flavor at all.

      Too soon for Rhea's liking, the process ended. She put her clothes back on and wound one dreadlock around the rest for a low ponytail.

      She not only felt clean, she felt recharged.

      Once she re-entered the corridor, she glanced at Alika and Nikkto, who stared at her as though she’d grown two heads.

      "Well, what's your problem?" she asked.

      "Your hair has changed and is quite presentable," Alika said.

      "Thank you, I think. Now what?" she asked.

      Nikkto started down the corridor and stopped at the double-door control room entrance.

      Shortly, the doors opened, and the trio went inside. The Umilin flew ahead, stopping when she reached one of the empty suspended chairs. Alika bumped Rhea's leg, letting her know he wanted to be held, highly unusual for him.

      "Holy mother of pearl," Rhea whispered to her familiar.

      "I would have to agree with your assessment," Alika said.

      Closed the last time, the front panels were fully open. A brain-numbing vista of hundreds, thousands of lights shone in a black sky. Each one must be a gas-emitting sun.

      She shook her head in disbelief. She'd traveled from deserts to mountains and seen the northern lights in Norway. The Milky Way from a cliff in New Mexico. The summer solstice rising sun through the stones at Stonehenge.

      Nothing compared to the endless vast universe before her. Nothing.

      C'tloc stood silently at the console, his back to them and his arms folded across his chest. "Please join me."

      There'd been so many things she’d dreamed of doing if she got a chance to fly through space. Finally, the opportunity and her feet wouldn't cooperate.

      C'tloc turned around, jerked his head back, and stared.

      "What's wrong?" she asked.

      He gestured to her hair and craned his head to look at her from either side.

      "Oh." She shook the ponytail. "I took my hair down."

      After a pause, he said, "I am translating." He continued his piercing stare. "Hair is something H'taerlings have all over their body for protection, yes?"

      Oh, dear. How awkward. Further elaboration would prove embarrassing.

      "Yes. I decided to let it down," she said curtly.

      "It is better down," he said.

      C'tloc was nothing if not forthright.

      She didn't want to waste another minute dithering about hair. Hugging Alika tight to her chest, she walked forward.

      "The view is stunning," she said as she nuzzled Alika, who for once didn't act too aloof for loving.

      "I believe you mean good?" C'tloc asked.

      "It's more than good."

      Rhea caught what she interpreted as a smile on C'tloc's face as he turned to the window. "I do hope your period of rest was adequate."

      Not his fault her period of rest sucked.

      "Thank you for allowing me to use the ... I'm sorry, I can't remember the word."

      "The cleansing room. You are most welcome." He turned his head slightly toward her. "Your appearance is attractive," he said softly.

      Yo! She kept her eyes facing forward. Was he complimenting her or hitting on her?

      She dodged his comment. "The cleansing room certainly is interesting."

      "Designed to be efficient." His detached voice returned.

      "Where exactly are we?" she asked.

      He tapped the console, and a map projected on the window overlayed the twinkling lights. He named the different planets, and although the words sounded exotic, especially in the mellow, low-toned way he spoke, she had no inkling what he meant.

      The only word she recognized? Akerlos.

      "Show me," she said.

      He pressed something on the console, and a circle appeared around one of the small lights on the screen.

      He highlighted another one farther away. "My offspring live there." If Rhea didn't know better, she would describe his voice as wistful. Comforting to know these beings were capable of emotions.

      C'tloc tapped the console, and a soft whirring accompanied the ship's slow turnaround.

      He steadied the craft to a dead stop.

      She covered her eyes at the bright light shining through the window. "What is that?" she asked.

      "Your Bellium or sun." He highlighted another orb. "H'taer."

      Rhea gasped. Earth appeared to be spinning quickly as it traveled out of her field of sight. "My home," she said quietly. "Why is it moving so fast?"

      "I assure you, to enter your debris field without incident, I must follow a precise calculation based on Akerlos measurements. You are observing the planet's usual acceleration trajectory."

      A deep chill cut to her marrow. "How many rotations around the sun has Earth made since I came on your ship?"

      "One."

      "Oh my God!" she screamed.
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      C'tloc must be wrong.

      "Oh my God," she repeated, this time whispering as she slumped into one of the seats. She took off on her excursions before, but never without telling her mother, Mimi.

      And never for an entire year.

      Wait a minute! If they’d been on this ship a full Earth year, was she now a year older? Had she turned forty-nine already? At this rate, she’d be fifty before breakfast. No! She had to get off this thing and fast.

      "Are you sure you didn't mean the moon circled Earth one time?" she asked.

      A month she could handle.

      "Your sub planet is behind your H'taer," he said. "The calculations are accurate."

      She clenched her fists over her stomach. Gut cramps signaled she was about to throw up.

      "What's wrong?" C'tloc asked.

      "I have to go home," she said.

      "Can you reverse the process that brought you here?" he asked.

      She ducked her chin and closed her eyes, too ashamed to say she tried without telling him beforehand.

      "For some reason, I can't," she said.

      "I would assist if at all possible," he said.

      Alika piped up. "Our sense of measuring time has no meaning in space. On Earth, one cycle around the sun equals one year. I would have eaten tenfold ten if this were Earth time. But I have concerns about the aging process when we return. This brings up my larger question. When we arrived, were you closer to Earth?"

      "Yes. I had already filled the ship's hold and headed back. Between the additional weight and the lack of q'tane, we moved slower than I preferred. Now the q'tane is low, and we are moving even slower. We are almost out of your planetary system. Once we are, I'll be able to pick up some speed."

      "I believe the problem is distance." Alika jumped back into Rhea's lap. "She uses internal q'tane to travel. Since we've never left Earth before, the distance has blunted her ability to transport."

      C'tloc's shoulders dropped. "If I return to that position, there will not be enough q'tane to return. I cannot adjust the stones anymore. The minot is nearly depleted."

      Rhea understood C'tloc missed his family as much as she did hers. She couldn't let him take the risk. At least she could keep trying meditation transport. He had no option other than to creep along through the stars.

      "We couldn't ask you to. We don't know if transporting would work," she said.

      He turned the ship around and resumed course.

      "I suspect you and the dark one are ready to consume nutrition," he said.

      Her stomach was in knots. "Maybe later."

      After further adjustments to the console, he retrieved a folded cloth from the seat of his chair and brought it to her.

      "To conserve q'tane, the internal environment will soon become colder. This o'erc should keep you comfortable," he said.

      She leaned forward to allow him to drape the cloth around her shoulders. The closeness of his body caused her heart to skip, just as when he'd accidentally held her earlier. His hand swept across her ponytail as he pulled away, lingering on one of the tightly curled locks.

      "Your hair is agreeable to the touch." His warm breath on her cheek sent a spark through her.

      Without thinking, she placed her hand on his, finding it much warmer than hers and softer than human skin.

      "Very thoughtful," she said.

      He slowly pulled his hand back as she drew in her feet, cocooning under the o'erc she tucked around herself. Silky soft like the bright pink cashmere scarf she wore on her trip through Persia. And the same sweet scent as the cleansing room mist. No telling what the covering was made from, nor did Rhea care.

      She and C'tloc sat in their chairs quietly, staring forward. Her thoughts were a confused whirl. No doubt his were too.

      She hugged Alika, cuddled close to her under the o'erc. Though the cat's behavior was highly unusual, she took comfort from holding him close. The bravado he displayed when they first arrived, and all the pep talk about how they get out of this adventure? Gone.

      Though not at warp speed, she and her dear feline partner hurtled through the universe. Farther and farther from Baga Shores. C'tloc must have lowered the craft's internal lighting in addition to the temperature to conserve energy. The panorama of pinpoint lights reaching out for millions of miles appeared more dramatic.

      Warming up under the o'erc, she relaxed and no longer felt she had traveled through space. Instead, she became absorbed by it. She glanced over at C'tloc. His closed eyes must mean he was in his resting time.

      Taking advantage of this, she studied him carefully. She didn't know any Akerlons to compare him to, but she suspected he was taller and stronger than most and probably handsome by their standard. She knew first-hand how intelligent and articulate he was.

      How old might he be? There were no signs of age on his face, but what could she compare it to? His composure and manners led her to believe he was mature but did that equate to a number? Did Akerlons measure age at all?

      And at least toward her and Alika, he displayed human compassion and respect.

      She believed in her heart that C'tloc spoke the truth. And now, this great leader made junk runs on a junk ship. Why couldn't someone bring him one of those damn minots? It didn't make sense to let him founder out here.

      She struggled with leaving, but she must keep trying. She wanted to make it up to her family for her whimsical jaunts that had let them down so often. Once she found a way home, she'd never leave Baga Shores again.
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        * * *

      

      C'tloc awoke with a start, momentarily disoriented.

      Ordinarily, he took his rest cycle in his quarters. This time he remained in his seat next to Rhea. This rest cycle had been more rejuvenating than most. Was it because of his new companion?

      But he sensed her distress. She drifted farther from her home, and he was helpless to assist. She couldn't reverse the process. If he attempted any heroic measures on her behalf, he and his ship would be in peril.

      He glanced toward her empty seat, and sadness showered over him.

      Did she finally find her way back? And where was Nikkto?

      He scanned through the monitoring screens located throughout the ship. No sign of Nikkto or the others until he switched on the growing room.

      So she hadn't left!

      With the o'erc over her shoulders, Rhea walked through the rows of plants as Nikkto flew beside her shoulder. The dark one led them.

      He could still feel the softness of her hair and the warmth of her touch as her hand lingered on his.

      From intercepted transmissions and the archival records, he surmised the joining of Z'gand and B'lal populated H'taer. What might it be like to join with Rhea?

      Viewing the monitor again, he caught his reflection on the screen. He’d been considered a handsome Z’gand who never shied away from hard work in his prime. He could load and unload cargo without help, even now.

      He ran his hand over his arm and how it compared to Rhea’s. Hers was softer and lighter in color. Her face was more defined than his flat features. Her nose was more pointed. Her eyes were more expressive.

      Before his mate died, she encouraged him to pair-bond again. He vowed never to forgo his deep loyalty to her, yet when the H'taer entered his world, something triggered inside him. The first time he saw her with rope cords on her head, he wondered if they were alive, part of her appendages, or weapons.

      After she changed her hair and he observed how she skillfully handled each thing in the growing room, C'tloc realized how much he missed the gentleness of a female.

      But a pair-bond with someone unlike him was impossible, especially someone from H’taer.

      C'tloc rose to his full height. Surviving these times required toughness, a lesson Akerlos discovered nearly too late after almost being wiped out by disease and war.

      One day, he might choose another mate. But more important things were a priority. After this run, if he survived in one piece, he would stop this shuttling business. His place was with his offspring and not lumbering through the galaxy with a load of refuse on a dying ship.

      Before rejoining the trio, he left the control room and entered the body cleansing station. He stepped on something hard. Once the white light came on, he looked down and retrieved what he recognized as one of Rhea's little strings of noisemakers she wore on her lower appendage.

      He turned it over in his hand and listened to the curious tinkling sounds. Was this something common among her species? Was it for a ritual? Or for decoration?

      Once he returned to the nutrition room, he experienced a sense of peace. The sight of Rhea seated on a cushion and deep in conversation with her dark one filled his heart with renewed delight.

      The Umilin sat with her head on the H'taerling's leg. Rhea's gentle manner won over the ordinarily wary Nikkto. Admittedly, she won him over, too.

      Though accustomed to being alone, having her here even for this short time eased his loneliness. But her inevitable departure made it all too clear he must prepare for the time she would be gone.

      "I believe this is yours," he said as he approached them.

      "Oh, you found my ankle bracelet!"

      He watched with interest as she put it back on the appendage.

      "What purpose do those serve?" he asked.

      "Some consider them to be decoration. I believe they ward off mischievous spirits," she said.

      "Then an ankle bracelet is a weapon?"

      She shook her head vigorously. "Heavens, no. Spirits go out of their way to avoid noise."

      "My translator cannot reconcile your word 'spirit,'" he said. "Too many definitions."

      "I'm talking about spirits from the unseen world and—" stopped when the dark one tapped her hand. She glanced at him, then back to C'tloc.

      "A conversation for another time," she said as the dark one eased his foot away.

      An odd answer from the usually forthcoming female. Strangely, the dark one held significant influence over her. He hoped the Umilin would not attempt to model this behavior.

      "May I prepare nutrition for you? Perhaps you wish for a horse?" he asked.

      Rhea laughed, and her expression brightened. "Good one, C'tloc. I'm hungry for sure, and I'd like a cup of hot coffee. I imagine that's impossible."

      It was good to see her happy. "I have heard the word ‘coffee’ frequently on transmissions, and it is mentioned in a number of the archives. I have not been able to replicate this, nor has anyone else on the other planetary stations. What is this substance, and what benefit does this coffee provide?"

      "Where do I start? It's a hot drink made from roasted beans that make us alert and ready to face the world," she said. “Or perhaps, face the galaxy.”

      "Doesn't your rest period accomplish that?"

      She rolled her eyes. "If only it would."

      "I find this difficult to understand. But I can prepare a drink for you which might renew your q'tane."

      "By all means, proceed," she said.

      While he gathered ingredients for this intriguing beverage, Rhea stood a short distance away and observed as he mixed them.

      "Where I live, this is called a kitchen. Neither my mother nor I cook much. We have a housekeeper who ...." Rhea’s voice trailed off, and she tightened the o'erc around her shoulders. "I guess our housekeeper is still there. It's probably been two Earth years by now."

      "I find it helps not to dwell on things I cannot change, although acceptance requires time." C'tloc handed her the cup. "Try this," he said.

      She held the cup in two hands and stared into the contents. "Aren't you having any?"

      "I am not in need at this time," he said.

      Rhea made a muted version of what she called a laugh. "I forgot. You only take nutrition if your body says you need to." She sniffed the drink. "Hey, this smells very good." She took a sip. "Wow. I'm tasting cinnamon and maybe vanilla. And it's sweet."

      "In a short time, you will begin to experience the effects."

      "Hey, you didn't slip some CBD in here, did you?"

      "I have no translation for CBD," he said.

      "Just as well." She finished the drink.

      C'tloc prepared protein flakes for the dark one and sat the bowl on the floor.

      "Alika," Rhea called. "Breakfast."

      The dark one trotted over and began devouring his meal.

      "Will you make another attempt to return to your home?" C'tloc asked.

      "I have to," she said. "No reflection on your hospitality, though I admit I was nervous when we first got here."

      "And if you fail?"

      "I'll try again," she said. "And keep trying until we succeed."

      C'tloc admired her determination. Although secretly, he wondered what it would be like if she stayed with him forever.
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      The growing room was fast becoming Rhea's favorite place on this ship, so she returned there after C'tloc's mystery drink had kicked in.

      C'tloc had excused himself, saying he had work to attend to. Since she didn't feel right monopolizing his time, the growing room was the best place to hang out.

      She certainly wasn't the plant expert her mother was. However, she did know most of the Earthly herbs and their medicinal and magical uses. More courageous this time, she pinched off a leaf here and there, rubbed them between her fingers, and took a sniff. Nothing was remotely familiar except one flat-leaved ivy with a faint scent of rosemary.

      Everything was so different. Collectively, the blended scents in this room gave her a calming sense of well-being.

      If she had more time, she'd love to learn about them from C'tloc. But it was time to figure a way back.

      She found a corner and took a seat on the floor. Alika hopped into her lap.

      "Tell me what you think we should do," she said.

      "We should attempt to leave and soon. Once we are further into space, your amethyst will not be of use."

      "From what I can tell, we're already in deep space and deep shit."

      "A quite unpleasant analogy, yet I concur. But there is another reason we need to return. Nikkto has overheard C'tloc's conversations with his offspring and other ships. There's talk of an intergalactic war. Floating in space like a leaf on a stream on a lazy summer day, this ship wouldn't stand much chance of surviving."

      As usual, her familiar made an excellent and logical point. Rhea tilted her head against the wall, hitting it harder than expected. "How did we get ourselves into this mess?" she asked as she rubbed the back of her head.

      "How did we get into this mess? I believe transporting was your idea. Sometimes you're a little too good at this meditation."

      "I guess you're right. Let's try before I lose my nerve. Brace yourself, my friend."

      The cat curled into a tight ball in her lap with a resigned chirrup. Rhea pulled the amethyst out from her blouse, squeezed the stone for good measure, and exposed it on her chest. She whispered a thank you to C'tloc, off somewhere, and wished him well.

      She placed her open palms on her knees and shut her eyes. She had a positive vibe about this attempt and knew they'd be in Baga Shores in moments. She hated leaving C'tloc without saying goodbye, yet again. But they had to go.

      She cleared her mind and chanted one long Om. This time, something was working. She sensed herself sliding deeper into the meditative state. An image in her mind of their landing zone always helped, but someplace specific. She chose the deck on the back of her mother's home, a few yards away from the Gulf of Mexico.

      In this transition state, she heard the waves lapping on the shore. The sun warmed her shoulders. Sugar sand tickled between her toes. Gulls laughed overhead. The air tasted salty. The jasmine growing on her mother's trellis filled her nose with sweetness.

      Her body softened. This session was working.

      A deafening crack filled the room and reeled her back with a metaphysical thud.

      Disoriented and unsteady and caught somewhere between the beach and C'tloc's ship, she opened her eyes a slit.

      Still on the ship.

      "Oh, Alika. So close." Disappointed, she dropped the amethyst back inside her blouse.

      "Methinks the ship gave up the ghost this time," Alika said.

      "Hush your mouth!" Rhea scrabbled to her feet, summarily dumping Alika from her lap. "He'll be stranded out here if so." She took off toward the door.

      "Where are you going?" Alika asked.

      "He needs my help," she said as she passed through the doorway and started down the corridor.

      "Exactly what help can you give?" the cat asked as he trotted beside her.

      "I'll figure it out later. Hurry up!"

      They spotted Nikkto flapping wildly in front of the closed door to the bridge. Once the creature spotted them, she flew down to Alika's eye level.

      "What's she saying?" Rhea asked.

      Alika kept his attention on Nikkto for a few more seconds before turning to Rhea.

      "He's locked himself inside," the feline said.

      "What? Why?" Rhea's head throbbed.

      Alika turned an ear to Nikkto. "C'tloc observed us in the growing room and surmised we had returned to Earth. He turned off all the ship's cameras. With his ship being useless, he's given up. He won't even let Nikkto inside."

      "For Pete's sake! What about his family? He can't abandon them. There must be another option. How do we get inside before he does something dumb?" she asked.

      "Nikkto says he doesn't know we're out here," Alika said.

      Rhea pounded on the doors.

      "Open the damn door!" She clubbed her fists on the door harder until they stung. "What kind of space captain are you? You're not the only one on this ship. Let us in. I demand it!"

      She started kicking the door with her foot, only to hobble backward, holding the painful one. "Holy crap, that hurt! I think I broke a toe."

      The door opened, and C'tloc stood at the threshold, obviously confused.

      "What's the matter? Never see a woman hopping on one foot before?" Rhea asked.

      "You're here?" He sounded relieved.

      "I would have been home by now except for the bomb going off," she said.

      He stepped forward into the corridor. Before Rhea's brain could register what was happening, C'tloc lifted her into his arms and carried her across the threshold into the control room.

      Instinctively she threw her arms around his neck and interlaced her fingers where they met on his broad shoulder.

      Tempted to joke about the bridegroom carrying his bride on their wedding night, she decided against it. A reinterpretation would have led them down a messy rabbit hole.

      She’d elected a solitary life, so being this close to any type of male was unfamiliar. But snuggling against his soft body excited her in odd ways and not altogether bad ones.

      Finding a man who understood her was next to impossible, so she’d given up on the quest. Few Ordinaries, humans with no magic, understood her. The one man who she shared a son and daughter with had tried. But he’d laid down far too many expectations, and once he realized she wouldn’t change, he’d hit the road.

      C’tloc placed Rhea into one of the console chairs and re-wrapped the o'erc around her shoulders. He knelt in front of her and did something remarkable.

      He carefully massaged her foot between his hands. Soon, his fingertips pulsated like ten tiny rollers. Shortly her flesh under his touch became prickly, followed by a deep, penetrating warmth. Suddenly, whatever bone she broke didn't hurt any longer.

      C’tloc’s kind eyes stared into hers. "Better now?" he asked.

      Should she tell him she needed another hour of this space-spa treatment before she could know for sure? Probably not.

      "I'm not sure what you did, but the pain's gone," she said.

      He pulled his hands away and stayed in his crouched position. "I had concluded you left. I'm sorry the explosion interrupted you. You are free to leave."

      “Leave you alone on a ship floating around like a leaf in a stream?"

      C'tloc cocked his head to her. "This does not translate."

      She glanced at Alika, who she swore shook his head.

      "It doesn't matter. Now how do we get this crate running?" she asked.

      "The minot is depleted. There is no more q'tane left in reserve. I sent out requests, but only one ship replied. For them to reach us would take at least eight Akerlos weeks. This ship will be dark and cold long before and out of supplies."

      "Surely something else can be done," she said.

      He shook his head and slowly rose. "I admit my delight to see you onboard still my ship as I've grown fond of your H'taer ways. But you must leave before the cold comes. And I want you to take Nikkto."

      The creature hovered around C'tloc's head, making loud “flaah” protests.

      "No, Nikkto," he said to the winged creature. "I insist. You must leave."

      "I can take the cold. And none of us eat much. We'll ration the supplies. You'll see. And once you are back in business, I'll make another attempt to return to Earth."

      "Rhea. Use your wisdom. One H'taer year has gone by, soon to be a second. Eight Akerlos weeks could mean many more of your years. You would go home to a completely different world. Your family would be gone. Nothing would be the same."

      She crossed her arms over her chest. "Fine. I'll stay here," she said.

      C'tloc tipped his head back in frustration. "You do not understand. The cold is beyond what H'taerlings or little Nikkto could survive. The temperature inside this ship would be the same as in space."

      The fact had never occurred to Rhea. Nor had she noticed how cold it already was in all the excitement. One layer of o'erc wasn't nearly enough now.

      "What about you?" she asked.

      "What happens to me does not matter. You and the small ones are my only concern."

      "Why did you lock Nikkto out before?" she asked. "What were you planning?"

      He slowly walked to the console. His silence and the hardened look on his face answered her question.

      "You were going to blow up this ship," she said softly.

      He placed his hands on the console, leaned forward, and stared out to the galaxy.

      "It would have been painless."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      C'tloc's elation fought with disappointment with no clear winner. Convinced Rhea returned to H'taer; he had considered initiating the ship's destruction protocol. Neither he nor the little Umilin would survive the inevitable and unmeasurable cold. It was the humane thing to do.

      When she reappeared with her dark one, he was momentarily delighted. Carrying her and applying the healing touch to her foot had summoned old feelings of longing he imagined gone forever. When Rhea had slipped her arms around him, and her face was inches from his, he cautioned himself this was an H'taerling. Nothing could come from any fleeting attraction.

      Besides, they were all going to die.

      "You can't give up!" Rhea's plea caught his attention.

      He canted his head toward her. By H'taer standards, he suspected she was a fine-looking woman. Despite their differences, they would have become good partners in another time and place. Eventually, his family would learn to accept her once they became accustomed to her H'taerling quirks.

      Watching Rhea now, her face drawn with concern and eyes glistening, her chest heaving with each breath, C’tloc’s attraction to her was growing stronger.

      Was this love?

      No. He would not admit to it. Akerlons did not mate with or pledge their hearts to anyone outside their culture.

      And how inconsiderate and one-sided to assume Rhea would have any interest in him. Despite her polite diplomacy, she likely considered him freakish.

      He stood tall and turned toward her.

      "It is not a matter of giving up." He resisted the urge to take her into his arms. "Dying in this cold will be a painful, agonizing death. You must find a way to leave this ship as soon as possible."

      Already the temperature changes were affecting Nikkto, who tried twice to take off from her spot on the floor. On the third attempt, she clumsily took flight and landed on C'tloc's shoulder. He took the Umilin in both hands, hoping to warm it with what little body heat he had.

      "It would please me if you would take Nikkto with you," he said.

      "I can't." Her words were barely audible.

      "Why? You brought the dark one with you," he said.

      "Allow me to explain," Alika began. "I am her familiar, and our relationship has ties stronger than blood ties. I am duty-bound to be her companion and accompany her everywhere. Her special power we on Earth call magic allows her to transport to other places and times. Until now, we were unaware this included other worlds. Because of this relationship, I transport with her."

      Rhea stepped closer to C'tloc and began stroking the Umilin's back. "Even if I tried to bring Nikkto with us, I can't promise it would succeed. She's a dear creature. I wouldn't want her to be suspended between our two worlds."

      "In that case, go without her." C'tloc turned away. "I prefer not to witness this act, so I ask you to leave the bridge. Choose any other room you wish."

      "C'tloc, I can't leave you," she said.

      "You can, and you will. I am the commander of this ship, and my orders will not be disobeyed," he said.

      "Or else what? You'll kick us off the ship?" Rhea placed her hand on his shoulder. "Look at me."

      Though her touch sent another bolt of desire through him, he stood resolute.

      "C'tloc, I asked you to look at me." Her hand gripped tighter. "I will not leave you like this."

      The Umilin he held between his palms gave a soft "flaah," and C'tloc turned stiffly toward Rhea. The liquid that caused her eyes to glisten before overflowed down her face. He reached a finger toward her and gently swept one of the drops away.

      His pompous attitude melted. It had only been an act, anyway.

      "Rhea, I want you to leave for your welfare. It is not out of anger or bitterness toward you. The light you brought to me is something I imagined I would never experience again. I am grateful you arrived on this ship through some odd thing you call magic. I'll never understand how or why," he said.

      "And Alika and I are grateful for your hospitality. Instead of destroying us, you treated us kindly. I will not forget you."

      Rhea placed a hand around his neck and pulled his head close. Remarkably, she placed a kiss on his lips, firing up every cell in his body. For an instant, he wished the moment would never end, and in that instant, the direness of their situation vanished. In its place, the incredible lightness of her lips on his.

      She broke the kiss and stood back, her eyes wide.

      "What the hell?" she shrieked.

      He’d never get used to her unpredictable responses. "I'm afraid I don't understand."

      "Turn around. Coming at us. What is it?" she shouted.

      C'tloc spun around to the viewing panel. "Get down," he shouted. "Get down, now."
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        * * *

      

      The ship shook violently from the impact, knocking Rhea down before she had a chance to follow C'tloc's command. She must have rolled a half dozen times across the floor before slamming into a wall.

      Dazed but not unconscious, she assessed her limbs. Everything moved as it should. She stood, wobbly at first, realizing she had no other impairments. She called out for Alika.

      "I'm with Nikkto. We're okay. We're under the o'erc," he said.

      "Thank God!" She dashed to the lump, uncovered the feline and the Umilin, and ensured they were fine. But where was C'tloc? Did he leave the bridge to inspect for damages?

      "C'tloc? Are you in here?" she asked as she looked around in the dim light.

      Then she saw him in his captain's chair.

      "What the heck hit us?" she asked as she walked over to him.

      He didn't answer. Once she stood next to him, she asked, "Hey. Cat got your tongue?"

      Nikkto managed a slow flight around the chair, moving toward C'tloc's face and away from him.

      Rhea's heart stopped. "C'tloc, say something. Come on. No joking around."

      She held his lifeless hand and felt his wrist where she expected there might be a pulse. "Is this right? I don't know what I'm doing, Alika."

      "Nikkto wants to know if you feel anything."

      She damn well did feel something—pure and total panic.

      Rhea took a breath to calm herself as she held his wrist. "Yes. It's there. But weak."

      She gently tapped his soft cheek. "C'tloc. Wake up. Can you hear me? Wake up!"

      "Get him out of the chair and on the floor. Bring those cushions in here," Alika said.

      Whatever had hit the ship had disabled the door latch to a partially open space large enough for  Rhea to squeeze through to the room where they’d slept next door. Thankfully, that door was open, too. She brought the cushions back and arranged them on the floor.

      She carefully draped C'tloc's arms over her shoulders and eased him down to the floor. She found the o'erc and placed it over him.

      She lay beside him, so the o'erc covered both and rubbed circles over his chest. "He needs us to help him stay warm."

      Nikkto and Alika huddled together on top of him.

      For all she knew, they lay there for hours, or minutes, or days. Several times she fell asleep only to jar herself awake. He never stirred.

      The sudden realization he might die washed over her. Alone and with no way to use the communication system, let alone speak the same language as C'tloc, she couldn't get help if she wanted to.

      And if she and Alika couldn't transport back, what then?

      According to C'tloc, now Earth had already gone around the sun twice since they came on board. Her family had to assume she had died.

      Even if she went back this minute, what would she find? Would it be like her other mystical journeys, and she would drop back into the same time as she left? Or was this going to be different? She had never traveled forward before.

      If she tried to tell people about this, even her faithful Mimi would have her committed. She pulled out the amethyst locket and ran her fingers over it. The power of three stones—hers, Mimi's, and her daughter Andie's wasn't any good to her now. It was just a pretty rock and an anchor to the past.

      For most of her misfit life, she had one foot in the Ordinary world and the other in the magical one. She jumped into the big leagues with this one.

      "Alika, I should make another try at transporting," she said.

      Alika yawned and stretched on top of C'tloc. "I suggest you wait a while longer." The cat curled into a ball and fell back asleep.

      Pure Alika. Take a tragic situation and sleep through it. Because of exhaustion or the cold?

      Her uncontrollable shivers began again, as did unwelcome sleepiness.

      Was this the beginning of their end? It would be for her if she didn't try to transport at least one more time.

      "Alika, wake up," she said.

      He gave an annoyed growl. "Why?"

      "Let's try one more time. Sit with me. I have to tell them where I am."

      "Your wish is my command," he said sarcastically. “Remember how far from Earth we are? This might not work.”

      “I have to try,” she said.

      Rhea tucked the o'erc tightly around C'tloc and gave him a gentle kiss. She touched her hand to her heart and to his chest—where she assumed his heart was. She petted the beautiful sleeping Umilin beside him.

      Once in her meditation position with Alika in her lap, she held the stone in one hand and put her other on the cat's back.

      She closed her eyes and called up an image of her grandson, Sam, running alongside her at the surf's edge. They stopped once to scrunch their toes in the frothy surf. His giggles were so real. And he’d grown so much.

      Rhea melted further into the transition.

      Now she raced Sam back to the deck, letting her grandson win, and joined Mimi dozing on a chaise lounge. No one else was around. Why was Sam allowed to play alone on the beach? They never let him do that before.

      This all looked so real.

      “Mimi,” Rhea whispered to her mother.

      Mimi’s eyes opened as she turned toward Sam and Rhea standing beside him.

      “Sam, hop up here.” Mimi still hadn’t acknowledged Rhea.

      “Mimi? I’m home.” Rhea realized neither Sam nor Mimi had seen her.

      Curled in a ball at Mimi’s feet, Alika said: “Explain about the amethyst.”

      “How?” Rhea asked.

      “Hold it in your hand and tell her what you must do,” Alika said.

      “No. I’m not doing that. I’m home for good. I’m never leaving,” she said. “Besides, it will break her heart.”

      Alika hopped down, sat beside Rhea, and wrapped his tail around her ankle.

      “Unless you do this, you’ll be locked in limbo forever,” Alika said.

      “Isn’t this just a dream?” she asked.

      “You are between worlds. You have to release one or the other. You can’t have both.”

      Rhea dropped to the floor and sat cross-legged. Alika stepped into her lap.

      “What happens to you?” she asked.

      “I go where you go,” Alika said.

      She’d never had to choose like this before. She’d been able to come and go at will in the past. Or was it on a whim?

      Rhea watched Mimi and Sam for a few more moments. She’d suddenly reappeared in her family’s life only a few months ago—or over a year, depending on whether it was the Akerlos or Earth calendar.

      She’d tried hard to win over her daughter Andie’s confidence that she was here to stay and be a part of this family. Yet, as much as she loved them and did with all her heart, did she belong here?

      With her lifestyle and admitted eccentricities, where did she belong?

      “I think it’s time,” Alika said.

      Rhea shut her eyes to hold back tears. She nodded and reached under her blouse and pulled up the pendant. She took it off, laid it in Mimi’s open palm, and then covered it with hers.

      “Mimi?”

      Mimi jerked her head in Rhea’s direction.

      “What?” Mimi gasped. “How did you? Where’ve you been?”

      “Shh. I don’t want to wake up Sam.” Rhea squeezed her mother’s hand.

      “I wanted you to know and tell my lovelies I’m okay. I don’t really know how to describe where I’ve been, except….” Rhea looked to the sky. Had C’tloc realized she’d left yet?

      The slider opened, and Andie came out on the deck. “Mimi, who are you talking—” Her audible gasp momentarily woke up Sam, who turned away from them and fell back asleep.

      “Hi, sweetheart,” Rhea said.

      “We thought you were….” Andie trailed off.

      “Dead?” Rhea held her hand out to her daughter.

      Andie clasped her mother’s hand and held it tight. “Where were you?”

      “I can’t explain it. Somehow I was transported into space,” Rhea said.

      “Oh my God. So the mural you painted in Mimi’s shop was real, wasn’t it?” Andie asked.

      “I didn’t know at the time, but I guess it was. Why?” Rhea asked.

      “You painted three spaceships, remember? We thought adding those to a beautiful beach panorama was odd,” Andie said.

      “Of course, I remember,” Rhea said.

      “There are only two on there now,” Andie said.

      “Are you kidding?” Rhea asked.

      Mimi and Andie shook their heads.

      Rhea shifted her gaze to Sam.

      “You’re leaving again, aren’t you?” Mimi said softly.

      “Mother, I have to.” Rhea muffled sobs.

      Mimi kissed Rhea’s hand before handing back the amethyst.

      “Then go where your heart leads. And with my blessing,” Mimi said.

      “Andie?” Rhea asked.

      “I’ve had a lot of time to think since you left. I had just begun to trust you’d be a permanent part of our lives; then, you were gone again. I will miss you dearly, but as Mimi says, we all have to go where our hearts lead us. But do I want you to go? No, I don’t. But, as long as we don’t make this forever, I can live with it.”

      “I love all of you so much it hurts,” Rhea said.

      “Then let’s join in the power of three to seal our love,” Mimi said as she let go of Rhea’s hand long enough to pull her amethyst pendant from her blouse.

      Andie did the same. Rhea put hers back on and stood. Then the three generations of Tanner witches held hands.

      Mimi began:

      “Blessed be what binds our love, the ancient power of three.”

      Rhea and Andie joined her for the last lines.

      “Through time and space, we join in place. Our love will always be.”

      They collapsed into tearful hugs.

      “This will not be the last time we are together. I’m sure of it,” Andie said.

      “Mimi….” Rhea started.

      “You don’t have to say anything. I truly understand, dear. Do what you must. Our bonds go beyond pendants.”

      After one last group hug, Rhea bent to kiss Sam on the top of his head. “Alika. Let’s go now before I change my mind.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      "That is a minot!”

      C’tloc’s loud proclamation flung Rhea back onboard the ship, and her transition exploded into shards.

      He sat straight up on his cushion and pointed to the pendant. "You are wearing a minot."

      Thank God he’d returned from death’s door with no adverse effect on his strong power of observation. Rhea dropped the pendant back into her blouse and put her hand on his chest to ease him down.

      "We’ll talk about it later. C'tloc, you need to rest. You've been unconscious for a long time.”

      He sat back up. "My body scan reports I am fine."

      "Humor me. Lie down," she insisted.

      Instead, he bounded off the floor and raced to the control panel. At least she tried.

      He tapped around on the panel a moment. "We didn't sustain serious damage to the exterior."

      Rhea got up, folded the o'erc, and stacked the cushions. "What hit us?"

      "I believe you would call it a meteor. We call them ladcoles. Our q'tane is so negligible the detection system didn't register it as an incoming. It hit the side and didn't change our trajectory, from what I can tell. With no q'tane, we have no trajectory anyway.” He shot her a side glance. “That wasn't very good humor, true?"

      "I'm not laughing if that's what you mean. So what would a direct hit have been?"

      "We wouldn't be here to tell," he said.

      "Umm. I see," she said. What else could go wrong?

      "From the data, I was unconscious for two H'taer days." He looked over at her. "Thank you for providing care. I am surprised you didn't attempt to leave."

      She dusted beach sand off her feet and skipped over telling him she had.

      And she’d returned.

      "I'm sure we could all use something to eat,” she said.

      "Shall we see what's left in the nutrition room? Though it might be difficult to obtain a horse."

      "You're getting better at this, C'tloc, but I'm still not laughing," Rhea said.
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        * * *

      

      C'tloc knew a minot when he saw one. The large stone around Rhea’s neck, glowing in dim light as it had when she exposed it this time, would provide enough q'tane for this ship to return to a way station.

      From the look on her face, she realized the translator was correct. The stone must hold meaning to her, or she would not hide it so quickly.

      No time to lose. Soon they would die from the cold. Convinced placing her minot in the circle of desers would generate immediately, he was faced with the problem of convincing Rhea to part with it. He would not force her decision.

      Despite little light, he prepared bowls of protein for them and hydrating liquid.

      "This is not what I would prefer to offer you. But this will help generate internal heat," he said.

      "Bon appetit," she said.

      "Ah," he said with a knowing nod. "A phrase I heard from space conversations. Is it meant in goodwill?"

      "In this case, yes." She giggled. "But I suspect the astronauts were throwing a little shade at each other."

      "A moment, please. Throwing a little shade? I'm having difficulty with the terms," he said.

      She waved her utensil at him. "Don't. It's not worth the stress."

      They continued consuming their meal in silence. Even he had an insatiable nutrition need. Once they'd finished, he collected their receptacles and utensils and returned them to the preparation area. He left them in a stack without enough q'tane to run the sanitizer.

      "Are you sure you're feeling all right?" Rhea asked.

      "Remarkably fine," he said.

      Her shivering had continued through the meal and increased intensity, though she tried to disguise it—nothing more to do now but wait.

      "The warmest location is the deepest part of the ship," he said.

      "Where's that?" she asked.

      "The q'tane room. Since the walls are thicker and there are so many rooms around it, what little heat is left on board will be there."

      "But there's no ladder."

      "If you climb on my back and Alika on yours, I will slide us down. Nikkto has the advantage of wings."

      "Well, if it’s our best chance," she said.

      "It's our only chance," he said.

      C'tloc found three more o'ercs and brought them along as they made their way to the hatch leading down to the q'tane room. He dropped the o’ercs down the shaft, where they landed in a pile on the floor.

      "Are those supposed to soften the blow if I fall?" Rhea asked.

      "You will not fall," he said as he crouched down. "Now climb on my back. Tighten your legs and arms around me here." He gestured around his waist.

      Alika jumped up on Rhea's back and clamped his front legs over her shoulders.

      "Hey, watch the claws, pal," she said.

      "I go where you go, remember," Alika said.

      "The only way I can make this work is to hike up my skirt." She stepped behind C'tloc and adjusted, then tightened her arms around C'tloc's neck and hooked one leg around his hip.

      Before she could raise the other, C'tloc reached around, grabbed her thigh, and effortlessly boosted her other leg into position. She tightened her arms and legs, nearly squeezing his breath from him.

      "Hold tight," he said.

      "Don't you worry. Excuse me if I don't admire the view on the way down. I hate heights," she said.

      "Is this one of your jokes?" C'tloc asked as he readjusted her legs around his waist.

      "Trust me," Alika said. "She's not joking."

      Once at the bottom, C'tloc crouched to let her and Alika off. Nikkto fluttered beside them.

      C'tloc rubbed his belly. "You certainly took me at my word."

      "You said tighten. I tightened.”

      "I am not complaining. It was what you might describe as nice."

      Rhea tucked her chin, but he could see her face redden as she unwound her skirt.

      The smoothness of her skin riding on him, and her arms around his neck, forced him to focus hard on their safe descent.

      Indeed he’d had to, or else succumb to the tempting nearness of her body. It was not the time to think about mating. They likely only had a few hours to live.

      C'tloc wrapped an o'erc around her, then one around himself. The feline and the Umilin cuddled together under another.

      "It is warmer down here," Rhea said.

      "And will be for a while," he said.

      Rhea peered down at the stones in the generator. "Those red ones are beautiful. What are they?"

      "Desers," he said.

      "Can you translate?"

      "In your language: diamond," he said.

      Rhea's jaw dropped. "Red diamonds? Those are outrageously expensive on Earth."

      "They are so common on Akerlos they are practically worthless except to generate q'tane. The center minot is also common. It absorbs and then intensifies the deser q’tane. This creates what you would call a turbine to generate a consistent flow." He gestured around the rim. "Inside here is an accelerator. Once the force reaches a peak velocity, a beam is shunted off through protected conduits around the ship."

      "You obtain light, heat, and power to run the ship just from a circle of stones?"

      "Of course," he said, surprised at the question.

      "You said the one in the middle is the minot."

      "A very depleted one. When I installed it, it was much darker. See how the stones are almost touching? Usually, the deser ring is to the edge. I kept bringing them closer, hoping the minot could convert the remaining q'tane."

      "And you don't have a spare stone on board?" she asked.

      "No one travels without a spare, but this time I did. In my greed to recover as much scrap as I could and planning on this trip to be my last, I drew down more q'tane than estimated. I blame myself for my haste to beat other collectors. The newer ships have smarter technology, so mistakes like this cannot happen."

      "Too bad there's no roadside service in space. By accident, I ended up here due to a combination of miscalculations on your part.” After a pause, she added, "And mine. I might be floating in the galaxy somewhere if I hadn't."

      C'tloc reached his arm around her waist and drew her close, pleased she did not resist. He vaguely remembered Rhea's soft body beside him while straddling consciousness. And a recollection of her gentle hand on his chest.

      As a result, something compelled him to stay alive as long as possible for her sake. He did not want her to die alone. He would be with her until the end.

      He and Rhea continued to stare at the circle of stones.

      "C'tloc, tell me more about your home. Tell me about Akerlos."

      "After the invasion, everything good was destroyed. We were once considered the most advanced and peaceful culture in the galaxy. Before the people elected me, I was what you would know as a farmer. My territory was famous for fertile soil and lush, colorful vegetation. I obtained great satisfaction from raising living things. My offspring grew up playing in the fields. I employed over one hundred Akerlons to help. Minerals and gems like the minot were plentiful in the caves leading to our underground springs."

      "It sounds wonderful." Her voice had weakened. Suddenly, she slumped, and he grabbed her. He eased her to the floor and slid down next to her. Then he wrapped his o'erc over her first one and vigorously rubbed her arms. The cold affected her faster than it did him.

      "Rhea, tell me more about your Earth," he said to keep her awake.

      "Umm?" she asked. "Earth."

      He needed to make the question less vague to keep her focused.

      "Tell me about your offspring," he said.

      She perked up. "Two. Children." She paused while searching for words. "Andie is twenty-seven. No, wait. She is twenty-nine now. And Jason is one. No. Not one. I mean, he's thirty-thirty. No. Thirty-one. I'm. Getting. Confused. My daughter has a little boy. My adorable grandson."

      "Rhea, please stay awake." Was he selfish to want to keep her alive as long as possible? He placed a soft kiss on top of her head. He didn't want her to die. If he kept talking, perhaps she would hang on a little longer. Or, at best, ease her final transition.

      "I have two beautiful female offspring and hoped to be with them before the war began." He, too, had trouble stringing words together, partly because of the cold. And because he’d never see his offspring again.

      "And you should be with them." Rhea reached around her neck, unhooked the chain, then slipped the stone off and placed it in C'tloc's palm.

      "Take this." She closed her fingers around his.

      "I don't understand," he said.

      "You recognized this was a minot from the beginning. You could have forced it from me any time you wanted." Her eyes closed.

      He would have never done that, and he would rather have died alongside her than take it from her once she transitioned.

      "Rhea, please. Stay awake." He tightened his hold around her and rubbed her arms.

      "So cold," she said.

      The potent minot radiated heat in his hand. Why didn't it work to keep her warm?

      "Without this, you have no chance of returning to H'taer. I can't let you do this.”

      "Before I gave this to you. I had to be sure. Now, I am. Someday. I’ll explain. I want you to have it," she whispered as her vision ports shut again. “I can go back another time. When we are closer. To Earth."

      No chance he'd ever return near enough to H'taer again for her minot to transport her, but he couldn’t bear to say the words. "Rhea, you don't understand."

      "Yes, I do. My bond with my family is stronger than a stone. Take the amethyst.”

      C’tloc softly swept his hand over her cheek. “Only if I have your word.”

      “You have it,” she said.

      Her lovely wide smile was the assurance he needed.

      “Anyway, I hear we have a galaxy to save,” she said.

      “Wait. Who told you about the war?” He glanced at the o’erc lump where Nikkto and Alika slept and got his answer.

      “And is what is meant by ‘we’?” he asked.

      “What do you think?” Rhea touched her finger on his lips. "It’s settled. No more argument. But I have one request."

      He interlaced his fingers in hers. "Anything in my power," he said.

      "Get this rocket ship fired up. I'm freezing my butt off."
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      Comfortably warm, Rhea sat cross-legged in her floating seat next to C'tloc on the bridge, overwhelmed by her view of the vastness of space.

      Alika, who had finally come around to accepting they weren't permanently returning to Baga Shores anytime soon, slept on the console.

      Little Nikkto cuddled in Rhea's lap.

      She took a sip of the seleka C'tloc had poured for them and watched how confidently and entirely in charge he seemed.

      Despite his repeated attempts to dissuade her from giving up her amethyst, he finally accepted the stone. After reconfiguring the diamonds and the ship's q'tane regenerated, he carried her and Alika back up the shaft.

      Once in the main quarters, the first thing they did was take turns in the cleansing room. No earthly shower ever felt as welcomed. She left her dreadlocks in a ponytail since C'tloc seemed to prefer it.

      Although her clothes were clean now, she was tired of wearing this outfit day in and out—or had it been a year in and year out?

      She might find something on board this ship to fashion into something wearable. After all, she didn't want to show up on a new planet looking more out of place than the stand-out H'taerling she was.

      Once they reach his offspring's home, God knows what they would think. She knew what her kids would say if she brought a naked Akerlon home.

      She loved her family and always would, but going back to them might never happen. All she could do now was send them love and light and hope they did the same to her.

      Maybe she should convince C'tloc to arrange a video chat to break the ice with his family. Something to discuss later.

      At this moment, she had something else on her mind.

      "How long till we reach your destination?" she asked.

      "Our velocity has returned to full speed. I estimate now we shall reach a safe station in two H'taer weeks."

      "So two weeks alone on this ship?" She waggled her eyebrows. "Look, I'm not sure how things are done in your culture, but in mine, when two humans are attracted to one another, somebody makes the first move."

      "Attracted to one another? A first move? My translator is confused," he said.

      She finished the last of her seleka, stood, and slipped the sleepy Nikkto into her seat. Then she walked to C'tloc's chair and eased into his lap.

      "My dear sweet Akerlon." She placed a soft kiss on his lips. "Is this ship on auto-pilot?"

      "Uh. Yes, it is," he said.

      "Excellent. Now let's see if I can help translate."

      Their next kiss was deeper and longer.

      C'tloc gently pulled away and searched her eyes. "Oh. I believe I understand now," he said.

      "I thought you might."
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