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            From the Editor

          

        

      

    

    
      Come along for 11 brand-new, original scifi adventures and romances in Pets in Space 6!

      These stories are by bestselling and award-winning authors who all love science fiction romance and all love pets, so why not put them together?

      The pets in these stories range from the delightfully familiar to the exotically alien, but they all share that special bond with the main characters. They help the heroes solve a mystery, save the day, and navigate the rocky space lane to romance.

      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.

      Sign up for the Pets in Space newsletter
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        The Marastin Dow series features a Spartan-like species known for pirating space ships and mercenary behavior. A group of rebels are rising up against the current leaders in order to bring peace and change for their people, and finding love along the way.
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      Two battles: One fights for a cause; the other fights for survival...

      General Behr De’Mar, leader of the Marastin Dow rebel forces, knows that it is only a matter of time before he is caught and executed. It doesn’t matter to him. The cause he is fighting for is much larger than any one person—or so he thought.

      Raia Glossman doesn’t know what to think when she is hired by the strange, purple-skinned aliens. After all, the Marastin Dow are known for their cutthroat, kill anything-that-moves mentality. Why would they need a lone human woman to rescue their General? But credits are credits, and Raia never turns down a chance to earn a tidy sum. Besides, it seems like an easy job for her and her two innovative pets, Chummy and Pi. They’ll get in, rescue the guy, collect their credits, and disappear again. The three of them perfected that little trick years ago. Now she is on the run with an army of Marastin Dow warriors on her tail! Not to mention that she is stuck with a tantalizing General, and she discovers she is the new poster-girl for the Marastin Dow Revolution. So much for anonymity!

      Behr knows the moment he meets Raia and her two pets that they are special. Can he keep them alive and safe against the massive army threatening to end their hope of a new way of life, or will the history of the Marastin Dow’s savagery doom them all?
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        Marastin Dow

        Behr De’Mar: Leader of the Marastin Dow Rebellion

        Evetta Marquette: Former Marastin Dow Engineer Technician First Class

        Hanine Marquette: Former Marastin Dow Engineering Programmer Third Class

        Inez Reddick: Marastin Dow medic murdered by Kejon Hands

        General Mieka Reddick

        General Marus Tylis

        Captain Taylah Marks

        Berman De’Mar: Scientist and father to Behr

        Nayua Cooper: Young daughter of Hanine and Aaron

      

        

      
        Marastin Dow warships:

        Traitor’s Run: Commanded by Captain Tylis

        Nebula One: Commanded by General Behr De’Mar

      

        

      
        Humans:

        Raia Glossman: Short-haul trader captain, explorer, and trader of rare antiquities.

        Ben Cooper: mated to Evetta Marquette; living on Curizan home world of Ceran-Pax.

        Aaron Cooper: mated to Hanine Marquette; living on Curizan home world of Ceran-Pax.

      

        

      
        Curizan:

        General Razdar Bahadur: Spy and Commander of an elite division of Curizan Special Forces.

        Ha’ven Ha’darra: Prince and leader of the Curizan

        Adalard Ha’darra: Prince and brother of Ha’ven and twin brother of Jazen Ha’darra

        Jazen ‘Arrow’ Ha’darra: Prince and brother of Ha’ven and twin brother of Adalard Ha’darra

        Kejon Hands: Traitor and mercenary trying to overthrow the Curizan, Valdier, and Sarafin royal families.

        Captain K’lard Astar: Captain of the Curizan Escort Ship Challenger

        Zebulon: Valdier dragon-shifter; Prince Mandra Reykill’s Chief Security Officer

      

        

      
        Alien Species:

        Ander Ray: Tearnat; a large blue-green reptilian species known for their fierceness, agility, and stealth.

        Chummy: A small, black and white spotted Quazin Chumloo. Quazin Chumloos are endangered. They are extremely intelligent with telepathic, psychoscopy, and levitative abilities.

        Pi: A tan and white Marica Peekaboo. Thought to be extremely rare. Marica Peekaboos possess telekinetic, precognitive, and apportational abilities, making the exact numbers of Marica Peekaboos in existence difficult to calculate.

        Glub: Gelation Shopkeeper on Sanapare

        Willia: Glub’s wife and Shopkeeper owner on Sanapare

        Frope: Tiliqua shopkeeper on Sanapare

        Orb: Hoggian assassin from the Keltar regions

        He’lo: a Triloug assassin

        Akita Maradash: Enhanced Marastin Dow assassin and sister to General Reynar Maradash

      

        

      
        Spaceports:

        Yardell: located on the far side of Curizan star system

        Kardosa: Large spaceport known for its robust trading

        Sanapare: Lavish spaceport frequented by the wealthy

      

        

      
        Language:

        Trinorsis helo! Traitor’s hell!

        Chimaigchi tie mol lot. You speak Chimaigchi.

        Tibash je ta bay emo. Hey, pretty lady.

        Maynish, ta ma bay. Keep moving, I’m not interested.

        Rutahian ki shue lei. What a Rutahian whore.

        Beza ja milla en cheu EA? Are you the one who commands the EA?

        Sheetz ta! Shit!

        Ta sheba nu ebba. Let go of my arm.

        Kabi moi. Make me.

        Sabi lie one ebbi ono poof. You have one minute before it explodes.

        Shenawa itc. She bitch.

      

        

      
        Non-sentient Species:

        Rougeworms: disgusting subterranean creatures with no eyes and large round mouths filled with teeth that devour everything in their path.
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        Yardell Spaceport:

        Present Day

      

      

      “What’ll you have?” the bartender called as she walked by.

      “Ceran Slammer, no ice, with a twist of Yuckta juice,” Raia answered as she threaded her way through the dimly lit bar to an empty corner table.

      She picked the side of the table that would ensure her back was to the wall, and slid her backpack off her shoulder, placing it on the bench seat between the wall and the table. As she relaxed in the seat, her left hand rested on her blaster. The majority of her credits were safely tucked away in a small bag between her breasts.

      She took a deep, calming breath and watched the bartender expertly prepare her drink. Less than a minute later, a robot server delivered her beverage. She pulled a couple of credits out of her jacket pocket and tossed them into the robot’s small payment compartment. Leaning back in her seat again, she wrapped her fingers around her steaming drink and thoughtfully studied the other patrons under her lashes.

      A heated argument at one of the gaming tables quickly turned violent. Using the distraction to her advantage, Raia reached down and opened the backpack’s top compartment. Through the gap, she noted that Chummy had made himself a comfy little nest. The Chumloo was gnawing on a piece of fruit she had given him before they left the ship.

      Pi wasn’t back yet. Raia rolled her shoulders to ease the tension and lifted the glass of liquor to her mouth. She scanned the room, searching for Pi.

      “Have you picked up anything interesting yet?” she casually inquired, hiding her moving lips behind the glass.

      No, but man at bar thinking bad things. Woman sitting next to him looking for her mate. Tiliqua worry about business, Chummy replied.

      Raia lifted an eyebrow. “What kind of bad thoughts is the man thinking?” she asked, warily studying the large male with a row of ridges down his back.

      He think you pretty and wonder if he has enough credits, Chummy answered.

      Raia curled her lip with disgust. She was not into guys with two tails. Shaking her head, she continued studying the patrons. Pi had foreseen Raia meeting her next commission here. Looking around at the crowd, she was beginning to wonder if her small friend might be losing her touch.

      Man at bar coming, Chummy warned.

      Raia silently groaned. She hated dealing with jerks—especially those of the big and mean-looking variety. She tilted her head back and warily observed the man as he approached her table.

      There always seems to be one in the crowd, she grimly thought.

      “Tibash je ta bay emo,” ‘Hey, pretty lady’, the Bisnope greeted with a wide fat-lipped grin.

      Raia laid her blaster on the table with the barrel aimed at the man’s groin. She gave him a smile that didn’t reach her eyes and shook her head.

      “Maynish, ta ma bay,” ‘Keep moving, I’m not interested,’ she replied.

      The smile on his lips faded, and his eyes narrowed. She raised an eyebrow and shook her head in warning. With a flick of her thumb, she increased the power from a slight burn to a heated roast. The man’s gaze flickered resentfully to the blaster.

      “Rutahian ki shue lei,” he jeered before turning and striding away.

      He not nice, Chummy growled.

      Just as Chummy said that, a light fixture above the man’s head broke loose, swung down, and struck the man between the eyes. The man’s head snapped back a second before he fell backwards, knocked unconscious. The crowd paused, then resumed chatting as if nothing had happened. Two of the bar robots rushed over, lifted the man, and carried him out of the building.

      And… that’s what he gets for calling me a Rutahian whore, she mused.

      She lowered her head, hiding the grin on her face. Hopefully, she was the only one who had seen Pi up near the light seconds before it fell. She adjusted her jacket, lifting one side to hide Pi’s return.

      “Thanks for that, but it really wasn’t necessary. I had it under control,” she stated in a dry tone.

      Pi sniffed and climbed into her backpack next to Chummy. She placed the blaster on the seat next to her, and affectionately scratched Pi behind her ear. She was about to tell them that she was packing it in when a vision flashed through her mind.

      They here, Chummy announced with a satisfied snort.

      Raia’s eyes narrowed as she studied the three cloaked figures at the entrance to the bar. The three new arrivals scanned the room before their focus narrowed on her. With a deep sigh, she lifted a hand and motioned to the server. The robot whizzed through the crowd before jerking to a halt in front of her.

      “I’d like a large fruit platter with a side of Muza cream,” she ordered.

      “Twenty-five credits,” the robot replied.

      Raia pulled the bag out from her bra, counted out the credits, and dropped them into the payment compartment. She should have known better than to make a bet with these two furry connivers. She never won.

      “You two are going to bankrupt me,” she muttered, stuffing the bag of credits back into her bra.

      The delighted snorts were barely smothered when she removed her jacket and dropped it on top of the two gloating creatures nestled inside her backpack. She lay her hand back on her blaster just as the three figures came to a stop in front of her.

      “Can I help you?” she casually asked.

      The person in front stepped closer to her table while the other two remained a few feet away, studying the surrounding crowd. There was something off about the group. They were dressed like Chazen Desert Dwellers, but the goggles were wrong.

      “Beza ja milla en chew EA?” ‘Are you the one who commands the EA?’ the woman asked.

      “Yes, I’m the captain of the Explorer Adventure II,” she replied, fingering her glass of liquor. “I’ll ask you again. How can I help you?”

      The woman slid into the seat across from her. The shorter of the woman’s two companions pulled up a chair and sat beside her. The other man walked over and leaned against the nearest support post. Although he wasn’t standing near the table and wasn’t an active part of the conversation, she knew he was listening as he surveilled the crowd.

      She raised an eyebrow and examined the two sitting at the table with her. They all remained silent as the robot brought the fruit platter and cream that she had requested. Raia finally spoke once the robot had moved on to another customer.

      “So… are you going to tell me who you really are? The whole Chazen Desert Dweller get-up needs some serious work. Your accent was pretty good though,” she added.

      The woman sighed as she reached up and removed her goggles. Raia stiffened with surprise when she saw the distinctive purple skin revealed underneath. The last thing she needed was to get mixed up with the Marastin Dow. She had been avoiding them—and a lot of other people—over the last ten years.

      “Our business is finished,” Raia growled, sitting forward.

      “Please… hear us out,” the woman softly pleaded.

      Raia scowled. “Give me one good reason why I should,” she demanded.

      “Ander Ray,” the woman said.

      Raia jerked back in her seat in surprise. Her scowl deepened as she studied the woman’s face—or at least what she could see of it. Anger filled her, and she caressed the safety release on the blaster with her thumb.

      “Ander is dead,” she stated in a tone devoid of emotion.

      “What if he isn’t?” the man next to the woman said.

      Raia looked at him. She couldn’t see anything but her own reflection in his goggles. She tapped the barrel of her blaster with her index finger. The silence grew. She sat back and waited.

      “Are you suggesting that Ander could still be alive?” she quietly asked.

      The woman paused before she spoke. “We’ve heard rumors. My name is Mieka Reddick. My two companions are Taylah Marks… and Marus Tylis,” she introduced.

      Raia raised an eyebrow. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?” she demanded.

      Mieka sighed and shook her head. “No, but perhaps the name Berman De’Mar might,” she replied.

      Raia shook her head. “Nope, never heard of him,” she retorted.

      “This is a waste of our time,” Marus Tylis snapped.

      Mieka turned to the man and shook her head. “Marus, she may very well be our last hope,” she quietly responded.

      “Well, this was definitely your last chance to convince me to stick around and listen to you,” Raia dryly commented.

      “Berman De’Mar was a friend of Ander Ray,” Taylah Marks stated.

      Raia scoffed. “What does this have to do with me? Ander was murdered by the Marastin Dow fourteen years ago. If you think trying to convince me that he may still be alive will persuade me to work with you guys, you can think again. I’ve only met two Marastin Dow in my life that I would give two credits for, and neither one of them is sitting at this table,” she snapped.

      “Please, hear me out,” Mieka begged with an edge in her voice.

      Raia’s jacket moved as if on its own.

      “What in the—” Marus exclaimed.

      Raia bit back a groan when Chummy’s tiny paws peeked out. A split second later, Pi appeared on the table. Pi grinned at the startled faces around her before filling her mouth and arms with as much fruit as she could and vanished as quickly as she had appeared.

      Raia should have known her two companions wouldn’t be able to resist the smell of the fresh fruit and creamy, flavored milk. She barely grabbed the cup of milk before Chummy pulled it off the table. She picked it up and slid it under her jacket into her backpack. She knew if she didn’t, Pi would reappear to get it. The last thing she needed right now was for her two friends to be seen by some cutthroat looking to make a fast credit on the black market.

      And… it looks like my bag is going to need another good cleaning tonight, she silently grimaced at the noisy slurping sounds coming from the interior.

      “They are one of the reasons why she is perfect for this mission,” Mieka replied.

      “What mission?” Raia warily asked.

      “We will pay you one hundred thousand credits to break into the Spardonian Prison and rescue a prisoner,” Mieka replied in a low tone.

      Raia stared blankly at the woman sitting across from her. She must have misunderstood her. Had the woman just asked her to break into a Marastin Dow prison—and release a prisoner—for one hundred thousand credits?

      She blinked and shook her head. “You want me to do what?” she asked in an incredulous tone.

      “We want you to rescue General Behr De’Mar from the Spardonian Prison where he is being held. The Marastin High Council plans to execute him in less than three days. Can you do it?” Marus demanded.

      Raia shook her head again in disbelief. “Why do you want me to break him out? Aren’t you guys always trying to kill each other? Wouldn’t it make more sense just to let the Council do it and save you the time, hassle, and mess?” she suggested.

      “We don’t want him dead! We need him alive. Do you want the job or not?” Taylah asked in a harsh tone.

      Mieka reached across the table as if to touch her arm. Raia jerked her arm away and sat back. Mieka drew back and studied her with a thoughtful but determined expression.

      “Do you know Hanine and Evetta Marquette and their human mates?” Mieka inquired in a low voice.

      Raia’s eyes narrowed. “So help me, if any of you have harmed one hair on their heads I’ll put a hole through each one of you,” she threatened.

      Mieka shook her head in exasperation. “They are fine. They are… helping us as much as they can. You left a book with them. A book from your world,” Mieka shared.

      Raia blinked in surprise. “Yeah, so what?” she retorted.

      “The book, and Ben and Aaron’s translation of it into our language, has been invaluable to our cause. Have you read it?” Mieka asked.

      Raia shrugged. “A few times,” she replied, purposely remaining vague until she understood exactly where the conversation was going.

      “The book is very important, but it is only one component for my people. We need a strong leader. Behr is that leader. Did… Ander give you anything else with the book?” Mieka inquired.

      “No,” Raia answered, looking the other woman in the eye. “Why? What are you looking for?”

      Mieka sat back and glanced at the two men on either side of her before returning her attention to Raia, who could tell the other woman was holding something back. What it was, she didn’t know.

      She was about to press the other woman when she felt Pi’s tiny fingers on her arm. Visions of them inside what was obviously a secure military installation filled her mind. She glimpsed the image of a man sitting on the edge of a cot with his head bowed.

      I can’t spend a hundred thousand credits if I’m dead, she silently pointed out.

      We help man, Chummy said, adding to Pi’s vision.

      Raia pulled her arm free of Pi’s grasp and glared back at the woman. “I want fifty percent up front. I pick the rendezvous location. You’ll get that information after I have broken your man out and we are on our way,” she stated.

      “How do you plan to get him out?” Taylah asked.

      Raia shook her head. “What I do and how I do it aren’t part of the discussion,” she said.

      “How do we know you won’t just take off with the credits?” Marus harshly demanded.

      Raia looked at him. “I didn’t come looking for you. You came looking for me. Do we have a deal or not?” she snapped.

      “We have a deal. Here is our contact information and the credits,” Mieka said, withdrawing a pouch and sliding it across the table.

      Raia took the bag, slid it under the table, and quickly counted it out. She placed the pouch inside her backpack and sent a mental note to Chummy and Pi to transport the pouch to the ship. There was no way she wanted to walk around a Spaceport with that amount of credits on her.

      “I’ll contact you once I have your man and set up the location for the exchange,” Raia said.

      “Very well. Remember, you have less than three days before General Behr is to be executed,” Mieka reminded her as she stood.

      “I know, I know,” Raia said with a casual wave of her hand.

      Raia waited until the three Marastin Dow officers left the bar before she picked up her drink and took a sip. She barely hid her grimace of distaste. She hated alcohol. The only reason she had ordered it was to fit in. The drink was the only one she ever remembered Ander drinking, though she couldn’t fathom why. The mixture of liquor created a chemical reaction that caused steam to rise from it. Ander once told her that ice could cause it to boil and burn your throat going down. Why anyone would want something that could scorch them from the inside out was beyond her!

      Shaking her head, she placed the drink on the table, reached into her pack, removed the now empty cup of milk, and dropped in the few remaining pieces of uneaten fruit for later. Sliding on her jacket, she gathered her belongings and exited the bar, keeping a wary eye out for anyone who might be following her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Do you really think she can break him out without getting them both killed?” Marus asked, watching from the shadows as Raia exited the bar.

      “Yes, I do,” Mieka replied with a slight smile.

      “I would love to know how she plans on doing it,” Taylah murmured.

      “So would I,” Marus replied, wishing he felt as confident as Mieka.
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        Spardonian Prison Complex

        Marastin Dow Home World

      

      

      “This is not my best idea,” Raia muttered under her breath.

      “Triavarian Trader 519, you are cleared for landing in Bay 8,” the landing tech stated.

      “Triavarian Trader 519 acknowledges clearance for Bay 8,” Raia replied.

      She steered the dilapidated trading shuttle to the designated landing bay, engaged the landing gear, and gently nestled the shuttle within the hexagon-shaped landing cube. One advantage of being on a planet where everyone wanted to kill each other was that they were extremely paranoid. Even the traders were wary of being a target.

      The few traders who would do business with the Marastin Dow insisted on security for their ships, even if the Marastin Dow couldn’t guarantee the traders’ personal safety once they left it. Each landing bay was hexagon shaped, a small part of a large honeycomb. Each trader was given a specific bay. Once they arrived, they controlled the security code for entry and exit.

      “Triavarian Trader 519, prepare for security clearance and cargo check,” the landing bay tech instructed.

      “MDSC 1, Triavarian Trader 519 requesting permission for Hazards Team. I have a load of Tirrella power crystals setting off alarms. I would like to get the damn containers off my ship before they are opened,” Raia replied.

      For good measure, she activated the radiation alarm. The computer’s automated voice warning about a spike in temperature, radiation threat, and possible imminent explosion echoed through the bridge. She broadly grinned when she heard the tech muttering a curse.

      “Or, if you’d like to bypass the paperwork, I could pull the load off and reseal the crystals myself before delivery. I have the equipment. I just need to unload the containers so I can isolate the malfunctioning one,” she suggested.

      A brief silence greeted her request. She sat back and examined her fingernails as she waited. She knew what was happening—the tech was talking to his immediate supervisor. A glance at the time told her that the shift change would be occurring in less than half an hour.

      If the current staff didn’t agree with her request, it would mean a very long night for them. The next shift wouldn’t want to deal with the paperwork and headaches involved with the Hazmat Team. They certainly would have no desire to deal with a load of unstable Tirrella power crystals.

      “Can you stabilize the delivery?” the tech asked.

      Raia grinned. “Yeah, I just need to move the items around to re-stabilize the load,” she replied.

      “Stabilize the load and deliver per your schedule to E5,” the tech ordered.

      “Acknowledged: stabilize and deliver to E5,” she repeated.

      She ended the link and shut off the alarm. Reaching up, she adjusted the digital voice box pressed against her larynx and double-checked the disguise she was wearing.

      Thanks to Hanine and Evetta, she wasn’t the only one in disguise. The EA II looked like a derelict shuttle transport instead of a mint-condition freighter. The hologram disks mounted to the outer hull allowed her to change the appearance of her ship.

      She used the ability to disguise her ship to slip in and out of different air spaces undetected. Her favorite was the ability to make the ship virtually invisible. Hanine was still working on a way to cover the ion trail left by the engines. So far, the only thing the two sisters came up with was discharging decoy rocket canisters.

      “Pi, you’re up,” she called.

      Pi rolled down the corridor toward her and unfurled. Raia bent down and affectionately scratched her furry friend behind the ear. She always worried when the little Marica Peekaboo went out on her own. She reminded herself that Pi was the most likely one out of the three of them to escape practically any situation.

      “Remember, you need to find this room,” she said, kneeling and showing Pi the location on the map.

      Pi tilted her head and studied the map before she pointed to a star in the corner. Raia nodded. Pi grinned at her, wiggled her nose in acknowledgement, and vanished.

      “Okay, Chummy. It’s show time,” she said.

      She opened the bag draped across her body. Chummy scrambled in and peeked out of the top. She handed him a piece of fruit, scratched the top of his head, and lowered the flap.

      Striding down the corridor, she headed for the storage bay. She tapped the remote on her wrist and the bay platform opened. She had loaded a cargo skid earlier with a cunningly designed container marked with a Tirrella power crystal warning. The top opened to reveal a layer of crystals, but underneath that layer it was a different matter.

      “Here we go,” she mumbled.

      She guided the cargo skid down the ramp and closed the platform. She purposely stopped the skid under the surveillance camera. From this view, the tech could see the flashing warning light she had rigged on the container.

      She opened the top, revealing the layer of power crystals, then knelt beside the container and removed the control panel. Several minutes passed as she maintained the illusion of working on the defective container before she switched off the alarms, rose, and resealed the container. She looked up at the camera.

      “Secure your bay and proceed to E5,” the tech instructed.

      She raised her hand in acknowledgement. Guiding the cargo skid over to the bay door, she placed a portable control module over the existing one. Thin connectors integrated with the existing locking device, overriding it.

      Not that she didn’t trust the Marastin Dow’s promise of independent security for each bay, but—she didn’t. There was no way in hell she was going to trust her ship anywhere near them—or half the other inhabitants in the galaxy. She followed the map Evetta had reluctantly given her.

      “The map is old. It may not be relevant any longer. I don’t want to ask why you need a map for such a place!”

      Relevant or not, it would have to do.

      “Which way?” she muttered.

      Pi say go this way, Chummy silently instructed.

      Raia glanced down and saw Chummy sticking one paw out of the bag, pointing to the left. The connection between Pi and Chummy had grown as they matured. They were almost always connected no matter how far apart they were, while her connection with both creatures still relied on being close, if not touching.

      Raia turned to the left, and a group of seven or eight Marastin Dow warriors walked by her. Her heart thumped heavily in her chest. They sneered at her as they passed.

      Well, I definitely picked the right disguise, she thought.

      The Dregulon holographic image surrounding her made her look two feet taller than she was, two hundred pounds heavier, and ugly enough to keep even the amorous Triloug she dealt with at the bar a few days ago from approaching her. She also chose the male version, which required the use of a voice adaptor.

      “This is what happens when you spend too much time in the Tirrella mines,” one of the warriors quipped.

      “Don’t get too close. You don’t know how radioactive he is,” a female warrior advised.

      Raia ignored the group as they moved away. She hadn’t considered that she might be viewed as a potential danger. That might work to her advantage.

      “Chummy, where is Pi?” she asked.

      No sooner did the words leave her mouth then she saw her furry friend. Pi was in the control room up ahead. One way led to Engineering Maintenance and the other way led to the prison cells where she needed to go.

      Pi was sitting on top of a series of cabinets. There were two men inside the control room. Raia turned to the left instead of the right when she reached the intersection.

      One of the men frowned and motioned to her. She acted like she didn’t see him and continued along the corridor. The man reached out and knocked on the glass. Raia continued to act like she didn’t hear him.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the two men talking before the one who had banged on the glass opened the door and stepped out. She was forced to stop when he stood in her path. Grumbling under her breath, she glared at the man.

      “I’ve got a load of Tirrella power crystals to deliver,” she snapped.

      “You are going the wrong way. This is the prisoner cell block. You need to go to the right,” the man informed her.

      “The map the tech gave me said to go to the left,” she growled.

      “The map is wrong. Engineering Maintenance is to the right,” the man retorted with annoyance.

      “Stupid Tech. He probably wasted my time on purpose,” she grumbled.

      “I’ll speak with his supervisor in the morning,” the man replied.

      She shifted from one foot to the other. In order for her plan to work, she needed to get both men out of the control room. Maneuvering the cargo skid, she almost rammed the man standing in the corridor.

      “Watch what you’re doing!” he snapped, barely jumping out of the way.

      “The controller is acting up,” she said.

      She slapped the controller against her palm. The skid swung back around, nearly running over the man and slamming into the wall across from the door. She mumbled an apology when the man angrily yelled at her again.

      Just as she had hoped, the second guard stepped out of the room to see what was going on. Raia pressed the button on the side of the controller and started the container alarm as Pi quietly closed and locked the door to the control room behind the second man.

      “What’s going on?” the second guard demanded.

      “The container is malfunctioning, and the crystals are overheating again,” she stated.

      A second alarm sounded. “Warning: Radiation levels rising to dangerous level. Power crystal destabilization detected. Warning,” a computerized voice stated.

      “What the… get that thing out of here!” the first guard demanded.

      Raia shook her head. “I can’t move it until I’ve stabilized the container. If I do, it could explode,” she replied.

      “Well, fix it!” the second guard ordered, retreating until his back was pressed against the locked door.

      “Warning: Radiation levels are reaching critical levels,” the computer stated.

      Raia pushed a second button, and a loud hissing cloud of glowing red fog began to seep out from under the lid. She hid her grin when both men turned and tried to get back into the control room. They frantically waved their badges in front of the door control.

      “Being in there won’t save you from radiation. You’ve got to be in a fully enclosed room farther away,” she stated.

      “How far?” the first guard demanded.

      She looked at the end of the corridor and nodded. “One of those little cells would work. Well, would you look at that! My skin is beginning to burn,” she commented, holding up a holographic hand that was beginning to blister. “Radiation must be bad enough to burn your bollocks if I’m turning toasty,” she reflected.

      “Move out of the way,” the second guard growled, pushing the first one to the side.

      “Wait for me,” the first guard called.

      Now, Chummy, she instructed.

      Chummy peeked out from the bag and focused on the security badges attached to the men’s waists. He pulled the badges off seconds before they stepped into the cell. Pi appeared in midair, captured the cards and flashed one across the access panel, locking the two men in the cell.

      Raia watched as her furry friend curled into a ball and rolled back toward them. Bending down, she plucked one of the badges out of Pi’s outstretched hands and turned off the alarm on the container. She jerked her head toward the door.

      “Can you unlock it for me?” she requested.

      Pi grinned and disappeared. Seconds later, the door opened, and Raia stepped inside. On the row of monitors, she could see inside each cell. She grinned at the two guards who were pacing back and forth in the cell. She didn’t miss the way they both kept touching their balls to make sure they were still there.

      “Well, hello, General De’Mar. I think today is your lucky day,” she said.

      Her target was sitting on the edge of his cot with his head bowed, his arms on his knees, and his hands clasped together thanks to the wrist cuffs he was wearing. All she could see was the top of his head. She estimated he was around six feet tall.

      “It’s going to be a tight fit. I hope the guy is flexible,” she muttered. “Pi, he’s in the cell at the end of the corridor. You take your badge and unlock his wrist cuffs. We aren’t going to have much time before someone figures out that something hinky is going on.”
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        * * *

      

      Behr De’Mar worked the small piece of metal he had finally broken free from the cot into the seam where the wrist cuffs locked. It would take a miracle to break free of the cuffs and an even larger one for him to escape the cell and make it out of this prison alive. He grimly acknowledged that this time he might not be so lucky.

      “Sheetz ta!” ‘Shit!’ he muttered when the wire slipped and cut his finger.

      He studied the blood beading from the wound. Rolling his shoulders to ease his tension, he closed his eyes. The weight of exhaustion pounding at him was bone deep. He couldn’t remember the last time he had a full night’s rest.

      General Maradash and the Council members had made sure of that. When the drugs hadn’t worked on him, they resorted to sleep deprivation to lower his resistance. They wanted the locations of the rebel bases and their fleet positions, along with intel on those supporting the revolution against the tyranny of the Council, but so far, Behr had refused to give them anything.

      He was guaranteed a painful death. Maradash had informed him that he was to receive a ritual public execution modeled after the ancient ways of the Marastin Dow which is one reason he had been kept in relatively good health. No one wanted to watch a half-dead man put to death. It was always more fun to cheer on one still alive and kicking. If he were lucky, he would die from the death of a thousand cuts. If not, he would feel the excruciating pain of slowly being roasted alive.

      Nothing says civilized like being tortured and murdered while everyone watches, he grimly thought, opening his eyes.

      Another curse burst from his lips when the piece of metal slipped again and cut the palm of his hand. At the rate he was going, he might finish the job for Maradash before he arrived. Shaking his head at the morbid thought, he twisted and wiped the blood on the hard surface of the cot. He would never give Maradash or the Council the pleasure of hearing him beg for mercy—nor betray everything that he and others had lived and died for over the past twenty years.

      “May the Goddesses keep our hearts true and our cause strong,” he murmured, closing his eyes and bowing his head.

      It would be so easy to accept his fate and fall asleep. He felt no remorse at his decisions. Maradash commenting that he was weak like his father had actually had the opposite effect on him. He knew his father had been strong. Berman De’Mar was a Marastin Dow ahead of his time who believed there was a better way of life for their people than the constant threat of death from their own. His father had shared that hope with him—and many others.

      Behr lifted his cuffed hands and rubbed his brow. His father had been searching for something when he had disappeared. The only thing he knew was that it had something to do with the Marastin Dow doctrines said to have been lost centuries ago. Behr didn’t know if the doctrines were myth or real. All he knew was that his father had believed in them enough to spend his life searching for them.

      He sighed, lowered his hands, and opened his eyes. He jumped to his feet when a tan and white creature suddenly appeared in front of him. The creature grinned and sat up. Behr gaped in shock when the creature held up a thin badge in one tiny hand.

      “What in the…! Where did you come from?” he hissed.

      His surprise doubled when the door to his cell suddenly opened, and he found himself face-to-face with a Dregulon. The Dregulon stared back at him in silence. He shook his head, wondering if he was hallucinating.

      “This cell is taken,” he dryly commented.

      The Dregulon blinked as if coming out of a trance before responding, “Not for long. Pi, unlock his wrist cuffs.”

      The small tan and white creature climbed up his leg and tugged on his sleeve. Behr held his wrists out so the creature could unlock the cuffs. He rubbed his wrists after the cuffs fell to the floor with a loud clang, and warily studied the man standing in the doorway.

      “Well, do you want to get out of here or not? I have fifty thousand credits riding on this,” the man snapped.

      “How do you propose getting me through the prison complex undetected?” he asked.

      The Dregulon smiled. “That depends on how good you are at being a contortionist,” the man replied.

      Behr warily stepped forward when the man turned away. He paused at the entrance to his cell and looked down the corridor. It was empty except for a large cargo skid stacked with a series of containers marked with the warning symbol of Tirrella power crystals.

      “Where are the guards?” he asked.

      The Dregulon paused lifting the lid off the top container and grinned. “They are locked in a cell, feeling their balls, hoping they don’t shrivel and fall off.”

      Behr stepped out of his cell and eyed the container. “There is no way I will fit in there,” he stated.

      The man eyed him up and down. “You won’t be comfortable, but you’ll fit,” the Dregulon firmly replied.

      Behr stepped aside when the man pulled a tray of Tirrella power crystals out of the container and walked into the cell. The man placed the tray on the cot along with something that looked suspiciously like a detonator. He moved aside again when the man walked by him.

      “Climb in,” the man instructed with a wave of his hand.

      Behr peered into the container. He was surprised to see that it appeared to be a stack of four short containers but was actually one large container. At the bottom lay a blaster. This seemed to be the rescue he needed, but still, he hesitated.

      “Listen, we don’t have all day,” the man grumbled.

      “Who sent you?” he demanded.

      The man muttered a curse. “Surprisingly, some Marastin Dow who didn’t want you dead.”

      Behr didn’t move.

      “Mieka, Marus, and Taylah if that helps,” the man added.

      Shock and relief swept through him. Without another word, he stepped up onto the skid and climbed over the side into the container. He bent over and picked up the laser pistol before he squatted. His knees were almost touching his chin by the time he positioned himself as far down as he could go.

      “You may have to bend your head down,” the man advised. “Good thing I wasn’t planning on using the tray of crystals,” the Dregulon muttered to himself.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Behr gritted out in a low voice.

      “Sit tight. We’ve got this,” the man cheerfully replied.

      Behr wasn’t sure if the man was being sarcastic or not. Whatever the case, he wasn’t going to argue with a miracle even if it came in the form of a Dregulon with a bad sense of humor. He rested his forehead on his knees and closed his eyes when darkness surrounded him. It would be so easy to close his eyes and fall asleep, but he feared that if he did, he would wake up and this would all have been a dream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Raia guided the cargo skid back down the corridor. At the intersection, she retraced her steps. She was almost to the end when a lift opened and a large group of Marastin Dow personnel stepped out. Her heart sank when she saw the man in the lead.

      The black uniform distinguished him as a high-ranking member of the military. A shiver ran through her when she saw the coldness in the man’s eyes and recognized him from her research—Field General Reynar Maradash. He was a man who enjoyed causing pain and suffering to others. His presence caused a far different experience than what had held her in stunned silence when she first gazed into Behr De’Mar’s eyes.

      Raia halted the skid as close to the wall as it would go and pressed her back against the cold, hard surface. She instinctively moved her hand to the bag draped across her body as the man came closer. She kept her eyes averted in a non-challenging manner.

      “General Maradash, the Council wants to be in attendance for the execution,” the female Council Liaison reminded him in a forceful tone.

      “I’m well aware of the Council’s expectations,” Maradash coolly replied.

      “They are not expecting the execution until tomorrow,” the woman continued in a more moderate voice.

      Raia bit the inside of her cheek to keep from saying anything. If the woman was stupid enough to keep talking, that was on her head. It was obvious from where Raia stood that Maradash didn’t give a damn about what anyone wanted—including the Marastin Dow Council members. Unease filled Raia when Maradash stopped less than three feet away from her.

      “Lieutenant Jaten,” Maradash said as he turned and looked at a woman standing behind the Council Liaison.

      “Yes, General Maradash,” Jaten responded, standing at attention.

      “I’m promoting you to Council Liaison,” he stated in a bone-chilling voice.

      “Th-thank you, sir,” Jaten answered in a hesitant manner as she warily stared at the woman in front of her.

      Raia stood frozen, watching in horror as the General rotated on his heel, pulled out a foot-long blade, and slid it between the former Council Liaison’s ribs. The woman’s eyes widened in shock. Her cry of pain was muffled by General Maradash’s hand covering her mouth.

      “Your services are no longer required,” he murmured indifferently.

      No one stepped forward to catch the woman when Maradash withdrew the knife and her knees buckled. He held the blade out to Jaten. The woman gingerly took the handle, holding it away from her body.

      “Have that cleaned and returned to me,” he ordered.

      “Yes, sir,” Jaten quavered.

      Raia stiffened when Maradash’s gaze locked on her. Sweat beaded on her brow as he continued to stare at her in silence. She forced her hand to remain on the outside of her bag. The last thing she wanted was for him to think she was going for a weapon.

      “Clean up this mess,” he ordered before he turned away and continued down the corridor.

      Raia waited until the group reached the end of the corridor and turned out of view before she made a decision that she hoped she wouldn’t regret. Opening the lid of the container, she peered over the edge at Behr. He stared back up at her, his eyes narrowed against the sudden brightness.

      “Change of plans, General,” she said.

      “Chummy, I need Hanine’s popper,” she instructed.

      Chummy groaned. Raia felt like groaning along with him. She had only used Hanine’s portable transporter once before, and the resultant after-effects weren’t pleasant. The process had left her nauseated and with a lingering case of vertigo that took weeks to fade. She had brought it along as a last resort.

      “What…? Maradash— I would recognize his work anywhere,” he grimly remarked as he stared down at the deceased woman lying in a pool of her own blood.

      “Yeah. I don’t want to be here when he discovers you’re missing,” she said.

      He climbed over the top of the container. “You should have brought more than one laser pistol. Where in the hell did Mieka find you?” he snapped.

      Raia glared at Behr. “In a bar. Where else would they find someone crazy enough to bust out a Marastin Dow General from a Marastin Dow Prison on the Marastin Dow home world?” she sarcastically retorted.

      “A bar,” he repeated doubtfully. “What exactly is your expertise?” he asked.

      “Blowing things up and disappearing,” she replied, grabbing his arm and activating the transporter device as the Tirrella power crystals she had placed in his cell detonated in a fiery blast.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Behr swayed. He reached out and steadied himself with a hand against the wall. It took a few seconds for his brain to catch up with what his eyes were seeing. They were no longer in the prison corridor. From the interior, he would guess they were inside a freighter.

      He scanned the area, turned to face the Dregulon, and did a double-take, wondering if he was hallucinating. Stunned disbelief held him frozen. Instead of the ugly male, a beautifully exotic woman stood beside him with her eyes closed. She was breathing deeply, while keeping one hand pressed against her stomach. After a few seconds, she opened her almond-shaped, dark-brown eyes and looked back at him with a wry smile.

      “So far, so good,” she said in the Dregulon’s deep voice.

      She made a face, reached up, and removed a thin patch pressed against her throat. He followed the movement with his eyes, fascinated by her slender fingers. She gripped the strap of her bag and pulled it over her head.

      “Time to go,” she said in her normal, slightly husky feminine voice.

      All he could do was nod. He stepped aside as she pushed past him and strode across the bay to a corridor entrance. He followed her, his brain still trying to assimilate what he was seeing.

      “Who are you?” he demanded, following her.

      “Captain Raia of the Explorer’s Adventure II, at your service,” she replied, flashing him a crooked grin over her shoulder.

      She paused by a door and lowered the bag in her hand. Two furry creatures scrambled out of it and into the room. She glanced at him again before she headed farther down the corridor toward the freighter’s cockpit.

      He passed the room she had stopped in front of, looking inside. The two creatures had scrambled up onto a table where a basket of fruit sat. The tan and white one looked at him with a wide grin while the spotted black and white one merely stared back at him with soft, dark eyes. He shook his head, wondering if he was going crazy when he heard a voice whisper we keep him, too, inside his mind.

      “Hey, General, do you want to get out of here or not? If that blast didn’t kill Maradash, he is going to be pissed as hell. Personally, I don’t want to be here if he survived,” the woman called.

      Behr turned toward the front of the ship and strode down the corridor. The alarms outside were muted by the ship’s hull, but he could see the flashing red emergency lights through the front glass. The ship’s deck rumbled under his feet as the woman powered it up. He climbed the steps and slid into the co-pilot seat.

      “Is there anyone else on board this ship?” he asked.

      She shook her head as her hands flitted across the controls with a sureness that spoke of long experience. She pulled up a navigation screen and tapped a spot on it before sweeping it away with a swipe of her hand.

      “Triavarian Trader 519, you are not cleared for lift off. Power down your space craft,” the bay tech ordered.

      “Not likely,” she murmured. “You might want to hang on to something. This might get a little bumpy,” she suggested.

      Behr gripped the armrests as the freighter lifted off. His attention moved to the airspace above them. A lattice-work of energy beams formed a dome over the bay.

      “Watch out, they’ve activated a restraint shield,” he warned.

      “I’ve got this,” she stated calmly.

      She pulled up another screen. A diagram appeared depicting the bay’s controls. She disabled the restraint shield for all bays. As they rose through the opening, Behr could see dozens of ships also lifting off. Smoke billowed from the prison section where the woman had set off the Tirrella power crystals. The roof over that cell block had collapsed.

      “What are you going to do now?” he asked, fascinated by everything the woman had accomplished so far.

      “We’re going to get lost in the crowd,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      “General Maradash, are you hurt?” a medic asked.

      Reynar Maradash stiffly rose from the floor. Around him, small fires continued to burn. The air was thick with smoke and debris particles. The bodies of his entourage lay scattered like broken twigs after a fierce storm.

      He pushed the medic aside as he surveyed the damage. He would have died with them if he hadn’t stepped into the control room a split second before the explosion. He had been protected by a tall cabinet that fell during the blast. Even so, he could feel a burning pain on the side of his face that had been pressed against the overheated metal.

      “Where are the guards that were in charge of this prison corridor?” he demanded.

      “We found them in one of the cells further down. One is dead, the other is wounded but still alive,” the medic replied.

      “Take me to him,” Reynar ordered.

      “This way, sir,” the medic said.

      Reynar waved off the man’s hand when he reached to assist him over a section of debris. He paused when he saw a pale purple hand sticking out from under a section of the collapsed ceiling. Stiff, pale purple fingers were loosely wrapped around the hilt of a blood-stained blade. He bent over and retrieved the blade, wiping the blood off with the dead woman’s sleeve.

      When he straightened, the medic stood in expressionless silence, watching and waiting for the General. Reynar stepped down off the fallen section of the rubble and walked over to a stretcher where the injured guard lay. Another medic was talking to the man.

      Reynar stopped next to the stretcher. The man had a large gash across his forehead and from the odd angle of his right arm, he could see that it was broken. The guard paled when he looked up.

      “Sir…,” the guard greeted as he tried to sit up.

      “What happened to De’Mar?” Reynar demanded.

      The guard paled and swayed. The medic reached out and steadied him so he wouldn’t fall off the gurney. The guard shook his head.

      “I-I don’t know. There was a Dregulon. He had a container full of Tirrella power crystals. The alarms went off and radiation started pouring out of it. He-he was trying to stabilize it. I guess the poor bastard didn’t make it,” the guard explained.

      A vision of the Dregulon standing in the corridor flashed through Reynar’s mind. He turned to gaze at the destruction at the end of the long corridor. A crater the size of a troop transport showed the origin of the blast. He turned to one of the rescue team’s security personnel.

      “Find the Dregulon and lock down all departures from this installation. No one is to leave either by ground or air,” he ordered. “No one!”

      “Yes, sir,” the security officer replied.

      He tightened his grip around the hilt of his blade. He resisted the impulse to bury it in the guard’s chest. There were still unanswered questions. If he discovered that the man had been negligent in his duties, the guard would be wishing he died in the blast alongside his comrade.

      “I want De’Mar’s body found,” he said.

      “Yes, sir,” the security officer replied.

      Reynar turned away and picked his way through the debris. If De’Mar had escaped, there would be hell to pay. He had spent years chasing the bastard only to have him slip through his fingers time after time. If it turned out that the Dregulon had helped De’Mar escape and was responsible for the subsequent explosion, he vowed he would hunt down every damn Dregulon in the galaxy until he found the man from the corridor.
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      “Chummy, please tell me you and Pi didn’t drink all the Muza cream,” Raia called over her shoulder with a low groan.

      She held a hand to her churning stomach and peered inside the cold unit, muttering a sigh of relief when she saw the familiar glass bottle. Reaching past the array of packaged foods she purchased from the Spaceport a few days earlier, she pulled out the half-full container.

      “What is the matter?” Behr asked.

      She straightened and looked at him. He took a step toward her when she swayed but stopped when she held up her hand. She shook her head and gave him a weak smile.

      “I’ll be okay. I thought I was going to make it through the transporter jump with no side effects this time, but apparently I was wrong,” she muttered.

      Behr tried not to grin at her miserable, irritated expression. He must not have done a good job, because she shot him a heated glare and turned away. She lifted the container of liquid and drank straight from it.

      “You have a little bit running down your chin,” he pointed out.

      She released a loud burp and wiped her chin with the back of her hand. “Thanks,” she replied.

      “You’re welcome,” he said.

      He leaned against the doorframe as she poured herself a cup of something that looked like hot tea, added the cream to it, then pulled out a small bowl and poured some of the cream into it. She took both over to the U-shaped booth and placed the bowl on the table. In seconds, both creatures were sitting on the table, lapping up the cream. Raia affectionately scratched each of the creatures before she slid onto the bench seat, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes.

      “If you’re hungry, there is food in the cold storage and some in the cabinets. My replicator isn’t working at the moment, and I haven’t gotten around to replacing it yet,” she informed him.

      “Thank you. I am hungry. It has been a while since I last ate,” he replied.

      He walked over to the storage unit. Opening a cabinet, he shook his head. Packages of cookies filled each shelf. He opened a second and a third cabinet. They were also lined with a variety of cookies.

      It would appear I will be dining on cookies for the duration of my visit, he mused.

      He pulled out a package of fruit-filled cookies, walked over, and sat down at the table. He didn’t even have the package opened all the way before both creatures appeared in front of him, staring up at him with wide, attentive gazes. He pulled out two cookies and handed one to each creature.

      “You’ll never get rid of them now,” Raia mused.

      His gaze locked with hers. She was looking at him with an amused expression. It finally hit him who—or at least what—species she was.

      “You’re a human,” he said in a voice tinged with mild surprise.

      She lifted her cup of tea and bowed her head in agreement. “Two credits for being right,” she said.

      “I once had the pleasure of meeting two human brothers,” he murmured.

      “I know. They—and one hundred thousand credits—are one of the reasons you are on my ship,” she replied.

      He frowned. “You have met Ben and Aaron Cooper?” he asked.

      She nodded. “It would appear the universe is a small place. I met Ben, Aaron, and their wives ten years ago,” she softly replied.

      “Hanine and Evetta,” he said.

      She looked at him and nodded. “Yes. Hanine and Evetta have helped me turn the EA II into one of the best freighters in the star system,” she proudly shared.

      “Why did you take on such a risky mission? I imagine that Ben and Aaron wouldn’t be pleased that you did,” he said.

      She scoffed, leaned her head back against the cushioned seat backing, and stared up at the ceiling. She pursed her lips and released a deep sigh.

      “No, they weren’t pleased. Neither were Hanine and Evetta, but they figured I’d do it anyway. They were more agreeable once I told them it was you that I was busting out. They think highly of you,” she added.

      She lifted her head and looked at him. For a moment, he was lost in the depths of her dark brown eyes. The pull he felt was so strong that he found himself leaning forward.

      More cookie.

      He blinked and lurched back. His attention moved to the small creature staring up at him. It had one paw on his hand.

      “Did… what… I thought I heard…,” he muttered with a shake of his head.

      “Let me guess, Chummy asked you for another cookie,” she dryly inquired.

      He looked at her and nodded. “Yes. What are they?” he asked in fascination.

      “My friends,” she replied before sliding out of the booth. “I need to go check the scanners. Pi says we’re okay for now, but I would still be more comfortable maintaining a vigilant eye on our unwelcome visitors hanging around not too far from here. I bought some clothes for you, not that it will be much of a disguise with your skin. You can get cleaned up, get some rest, and change in the cabin across the hall.”

      “What about you? If you are unwell…,” he said.

      She held up the cup of tea. “I’m fine. If you need anything, I’ll be on the bridge or you can ask Chummy or Pi. They understand a lot more than most people guess,” she added.

      Behr watched as Raia exited the room. There was so much more that he wanted to ask her. He handed another cookie to Chummy and Pi and sat back in his seat. Who was the mysterious Captain Raia of the Explorer’s Adventure II?

      “One thing is for sure, I plan on finding out,” he murmured to his two furry companions.
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        * * *

      

      Raia gently swiveled back and forth in the captain’s chair and moodily stared out into space. She wasn’t sure if the queasiness she experienced was from Hanine’s transporter or her intense physical reaction to General Behr De’Mar. If she was honest with herself, the queasiness started before she even used Hanine’s popper.

      She tapped the rim of her cup with her finger and scowled. Nothing had prepared her for how to deal with a man like Behr. He was handsome with his dark wavy hair, smooth purple complexion, and rich brown eyes that were the color of that sweet stuff called chocolate that Aaron always liked to give her.

      “For crying out loud, Raia! Since when do you think about a guy like that?” she muttered.

      Over the years, there had been plenty of opportunities to mingle with the opposite sex if she had wanted. Thanks to Pi and Chummy, she had been spared from the jerks, as Ben and Aaron would call them, and thanks to Hanine and Evetta, she could handle the assholes of the galaxy. Still, she was surprised that the first thought in her head when she saw Behr hadn’t been on how she was going to get them out alive, but how damn hot he was.

      With a muttered curse, she pulled up the communication panel and tapped in the encrypted password. Almost immediately, a cheery face appeared on the holographic screen. It was Ben and Evetta’s thirteen-year-old son, Bennie. She made a groaning sound like she was about to faint and fell back in her seat.

      “What’s up, Rai-Rai?” Bennie greeted.

      “I’m having a heart attack! I can’t believe you aren’t off playing a video game,” she replied with a good-natured grin.

      Bennie made a face. “I’m grounded for a week,” he glumly replied.

      Raia rubbed her hands together with glee and sat forward with an expectant expression. “What’d you do this time?” she asked.

      Bennie grinned. “I took Dad’s skimmer out without telling him. I was doing good—” he said.

      “Until…?” she pressed.

      He held up his arm. Seeing the bone regenerator on it, she sat back and made a sympathetic face. This must have been the third time Bennie had broken his arm in the last four years.

      “I hit a tree. Mom and Hanine might have to rebuild it,” he ruefully confessed.

      “Ouch, that must have hurt. Speaking of your mom, is she there?” Raia inquired.

      “Yeah, she just came in. Dad and Aaron are still out in the fields,” he said as he turned and called to his mom.

      Seconds later, Evetta’s relieved face filled the screen. “Thank the Goddess you are alright,” she said.

      Raia scoffed. “Of course I’m alright,” she retorted.

      Evetta pursed her lips and gave her the same look that she gave Bennie when he was driving her crazy. Raia sighed. Ben and Evetta had become the parents she had lost. Evetta’s expression softened with concern.

      “What’s wrong? Were you… too late to save Behr?” Evetta asked.

      Raia shook her head. “No, I got him out. I had to use Hanine’s popper,” she confessed.

      “Are you alright? Did the biometric changes Hanine added help with your reactions?” Evetta asked.

      “Yeah, they helped a lot. I had a little nausea, but I tried the tea and Muza cream like you suggested and it went away,” Raia said.

      “Something is bothering you. What is it?” Evetta asked.

      Raia bit her lip. This was a conversation that she had avoided for several years and one that she wasn’t looking forward to having now. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat before she finally looked back up at Evetta.

      “How did you figure out that Ben was—you know—the guy for you?” she blurted out.

      Evetta looked puzzled for a moment before her eyes widened and her lips parted in surprise. A slightly darker shade of purple suffused Evetta’s cheeks, and she appeared to be a little unsure of what to say.

      “The first time I saw Ben, I had just had a very traumatic altercation with a fellow crew member. Ben was playing his harmonica, and I was drawn to the sound. I’d never heard anything like it before—or seen anyone like him. I found him physically attractive, even though he was different from any other man I had ever met. But… it was more than that. I was fascinated by the way he treated me, talked to me…, and when he touched me—it was like my mind and body connected with him,” she said with a faraway look in her eyes.

      “That is pretty awesome,” Raia softly replied.

      Evetta blinked. “Why do you ask? Have you met someone?” she asked with an intense look that made Raia flush.

      “No… at least… I’m not sure. It is too weird to talk about. Did it bother you… or Ben that you were different from each other?” she asked.

      Evetta smiled and shook her head. “Do you mean because I am a Marastin Dow and he is human, or because our physical appearance is different from each other?” she asked.

      “I don’t know—both, I guess,” Raia murmured.

      “No. Ben didn’t have the prejudices against the Marastin Dow that many do, which helped. But, I don’t think it would have made much of a difference. There was something about him I couldn’t resist, and he felt the same way about me,” Evetta confessed.

      “So, how were you sure Ben was the guy for you? Did you… like kiss him and see explosions?” Raia persisted in a frustrated voice.

      Evetta laughed. “There might have been a few explosions when he kissed me. You’ll know when it happens, Raia,” she said with a confident smile.

      “But… what if I feel something and… say hypothetically if there was someone… that the-the guy doesn’t?” Raia mumbled, fidgeting with her cup.

      The smile faded from Evetta’s lips and was replaced with an expression of concern. “Have you dropped Behr at the rendezvous location yet?” she asked.

      Raia shook her head. “There are too many Marastin Dow ships out at the moment. We are going to hang low for a few days and hope they leave. There’s a place near our location where we can hide. It should be safe,” she said.

      “Whatever happens, Raia, don’t get caught. The Marastin Dow have no limits to their brutality and General Maradash’s form of cruelty is beyond anything we have ever witnessed before. No one—not even the Curizan, Sarafin, or Valdier—could save you, I fear,” Evetta cautioned.

      “Hey, careful is my middle name. Besides, Pi will warn me if trouble is coming,” Raia said with confidence.

      “I know you trust Pi, but it never hurts to be extra cautious,” Evetta insisted.

      “I promise to be extra careful. I’ve seen firsthand what Maradash can do,” Raia replied.

      “As much as we didn’t want you to do this, Raia, we are also very thankful and proud of you. You have given hope to the Marastin Dow who are fighting for a better way of life,” Evetta said.

      Tears burned Raia’s eyes at the emotion in Evetta’s voice. Thanks to her extended family, she was aware of the Marastin Dow’s rebellion and the dangers to those who wanted a different way of life. She also knew how cruel those that didn’t want the change could be.

      “I love you, Evetta. I’ll check in again in a few days,” she promised.

      “We love you, too, Raia. Stay safe,” Evetta said.

      Raia closed the communication hologram and sat back in her seat. Her focus moved to the glow of lights from the large warships moving in the distance. She had activated the hologram disks attached to the outside of the EA II, adjusting them to reflect the surrounding space. She had also cut all power to the engines. The only thing running was environmental.

      She had piggy-backed on the communication channels of ships within range to hide her transmission. It helped that Hanine had encrypted the signal so that everything came out sounding like normal chatter between freight captains. Of course, nothing would sound out of the ordinary—well, mostly nothing as long as it wasn’t something like a hoard of Marastin Dow boarding your freighter.

      Where’s the Curizan military when you need it? she thought with a sigh.
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      Reynar pushed the melted remains of the electronic box away and rose from his seat. A cold rage built inside him as he walked over to the window overlooking the prison. The destroyed cell block was clearly visible, even in the dark, thanks to all the construction lights illuminating the shambles caused by the blast.

      The report he just finished reading confirmed his suspicions—Behr De’Mar had escaped. Video surveillance supported the surviving guard’s statement. The Dregulon, along with two unusual creatures, were responsible.

      What infuriated him the most was that, at one point, De’Mar had been mere feet from him. The video cut out after the explosion. The only other information was images of the dilapidated freighter from Bay 8 and the melted remains of the device attached to the computerized locking panel.

      There was a brief knock before the door opened. He turned and waited as his newest assistant introduced the three guests he had requested. He waved his hand in dismissal. His assistant bowed his head and closed the door.

      “General Maradash,” the woman coolly greeted.

      “Akita,” he replied with a nod before he turned his attention to the two men standing beside her.

      “From the looks of the damage, someone kicked your ass,” He’lo proffered as a greeting.

      He’lo carefully scrutinized his damaged face. The scarred skin on Reynar’s cheek tightened and pulled when he pursed his lips. It was obvious that the assassin was referring to his wound rather than the damage to the prison that was visible through the glass behind him. As much as Reynar detested working with these three assassins, they would be a necessity.

      “I have an assignment. The first one to deliver will receive two million credits,” he stated.

      “What is the target?” Orb asked.

      Reynar turned to the short, stocky assassin. The man’s flattish snout twitched while he flexed his wide mouth—causing the twin tusks protruding from his lower jaw to move up and down. Layers of ridges along his cheeks, rising to his forehead, were marred with scars from previous battles. Orb’s black, beady eyes looked like two pieces of polished obsidian—a match for his name.

      “A prisoner escaped. I want him and the Dregulon who broke him free found and returned to me alive,” he ordered.

      “Alive? That will cost you extra. It is always harder to bring them in alive. They tend to fight,” Akita drawled.

      Akita was one of the rare Marastin Dow warriors born with a deeper purple complexion and a shock of white hair. The milky glow of her red eyes was deceptive. Many would have assumed her blind. Her own parents had, so they gave her to the Marastin Dow researchers who replaced her retinas with ones that could read heat signatures.

      “I want them alive,” he reiterated.

      “Akita’s correct, bringing them in alive is difficult. It is also more dangerous—for us. Men about to die are a little more passionate about escaping,” He’lo replied, folding his massive arms.

      Reynar glared back at the Triloug. The man’s two tails moved in sync. Through the opening of He’lo’s shirt, Reynar noted a fresh scar across the man’s bright yellow chest plate. The wound had to have been deep to penetrate the thick scales that protected the Triloug’s vital organs underneath.

      “I don’t care how you do it. You’ll only get half of the credits if either of them are dead,” he retorted.

      “Do these targets have a name? Images would help,” Akita added.

      Reynar walked over to his desk and picked up three information disks. He held one out to Akita before handing the other two to the male assassins. He pursed his lips, which pulled on the wound to his face again, when Akita’s attention returned to his ravaged cheek.

      “They are most likely still together. The first man is a Marastin Dow. His name is Behr De’Mar. You’ll find all the information you need, including his images, on the disk. The second man is an unknown Dregulon. They are traveling together. We’ve been unable to locate his freighter—yet. The identification number given to us belonged to an obsolete freighter that was scrapped six months ago,” he stated.

      “Behr De’Mar…,” Akita murmured with a purr.

      Reynar’s eyes narrowed at the amused note in Akita’s voice when she said De’Mar’s name. She returned his glare with a raised eyebrow and cold eyes. He studied her face for a moment longer before he spoke.

      “What about the two furry creatures? Are they part of the package?” Orb asked.

      Reynar waved a dismissive hand. “You can kill them. I have no use for the creatures,” he said.

      “Is there anything else you require?” Orb requested.

      “No. Inform me the moment you have either of them,” he stated.

      Orb and He’lo studied each other before they nodded. Reynar ignored the gleam of greed in both of their eyes before they turned and exited the room. He returned his attention to Akita. She was standing at the window, looking out over the damaged cell block.

      “Aren’t you concerned they will find De’Mar before you do?” Reynar asked.

      “I hope they do. Once he kills them, they will be out of my way,” she answered with a shrug.

      “What makes you think De’Mar can best them?” he asked, walking over and standing a short distance from her.

      Her eyes flickered over the damage to his cheek again. “Because, brother, he already bested you,” she stated, turning away.

      Reynar narrowed his eyes as she walked across his office to the door. She didn’t pause or look back. There had been something in her tone that bothered him. It sounded suspiciously like she was pleased that he had been bested.
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        * * *

      

      Behr woke with a mild sense of disorientation. The slight rumble of the engines told him they were in motion again. A glance at the time showed he had slept over twelve hours. He froze when he felt a slight movement on the bed next to him.

      He slid his hand over the cover. His fingers encountered a furry mass. Lifting his head, he noticed Pi curled up against his hip. He lowered his head and blinked when Chummy climbed up on his chest, circled around and laid back down with a wide yawn.

      You sleep better than Raia. She snore and kick sometimes.

      Behr remained still for a second, then reached up and touched the black and white spotted Quazin Chumloo. Chummy lifted his head and stared at him. He gently scratched the creature behind its ear.

      “How do you communicate like this?” he asked.

      All Chumloo can—if they bond with their pets, Chummy replied.

      “Their pets? You think I am your pet?” he murmured.

      Yes. You and Raia. You belong to Pi and me now, Chummy answered with a smug expression.

      “Can you tell me about—Raia?” he asked.

      Chummy wiggled his nose and looked at the door. Behr turned his head and followed the small creature’s gaze. He gaped in astonishment when Chummy rose off the bed and floated over to the door.

      I smell food!

      Behr sat up. After glancing down at the bed, he noticed that Pi had already disappeared. He shook his head in wonder as Chummy floated out of his cabin. Pushing the covers aside, he rose from the bed and quickly dressed. He smiled when the tantalizing aroma of food caught his attention and his stomach growled.

      “This has to be the strangest freighter crew I have ever encountered,” he said, heading into the bathroom to finish freshening up.
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        * * *

      

      Several minutes later, he exited his cabin and walked across the corridor to the galley. Raia was humming under her breath as she prepared a meal. She glanced over her shoulder and smiled at him before returning her attention to the food she was preparing.

      “Ander always loved cooking. He said the food tasted better than anything a replicator could prepare. He also said the art of cooking helps create a sense of calm and balance within our bodies. I’m still working on that part, but since the replicator died, I have to admit the homemade food is better,” she said.

      “I thought the only thing you had was cookies,” he confessed from where he stood in the doorway, watching her.

      Twin snorts from the table pulled his attention away from her, and he shrugged at the amused looks in Chummy and Pi’s eyes. Raia had warned him that the two understood a lot more than most people thought they could.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked.

      She lifted her hand to her mouth. He watched the movement, captivated by the way she licked the droplet of sauce from the tip of her finger. His body reacted as much as his mind did. He had an unexpectedly intense urge to capture her finger with his tongue and suck on it.

      He quickly looked up at her face when she cleared her throat. He didn’t miss the rosy glow in her cheeks nor the way her gaze was locked on his lips, as if she imagined the same thing. The hiss of water boiling over the pot interrupted the moment, and she turned her back to him.

      “You can set the table. There are plates and utensils in the third drawer down on the left,” she said, waving to the cabinet next to the table.

      He walked over, retrieved the items, and arranged four place settings. Pi and Chummy were seated in what looked like a child’s seat that attached to the edge of the table. Unsure of what he should do, he retrieved two additional plates and placed one in front of each creature.

      “Look out, this is hot,” she warned.

      He twisted around before stepping aside. She placed a large casserole dish on the table. He stood still, unsure of the protocol for the meal. She returned with two bottles of Curizan beer and a bowl of fruit.

      “Is there anything else?” he asked.

      She looked up from where she was dishing fruit onto the plates in front of Chummy and Pi. “Could you pour some Muza cream for these two? I’ll have to make some more once we arrive at our destination,” she said.

      Behr nodded and completed the simple task, placing the two cups in front of the seemingly ravenous creatures devouring the fruit on their plates. The scene was so unexpected after the last month of his confinement that he chuckled and shook his head. Raia looked up at him with a questioning expression.

      “I don’t know if this is real or if I’m hallucinating,” he confessed.

      Raia laughed. “You’re hallucinating, but we promise not to wake you up,” she quipped.

      He slid onto the seat across from her and filled his plate. “I don’t feel like we’ve been properly introduced—or that I know what in the hell is going on,” he admitted.

      Her expression softened, and she paused, holding her fork in midair. She lowered it back to her plate. She fingered a chain around her neck and gripped something hidden under her shirt before releasing it with a deep sigh.

      “My name is Raia Glossman. You already know that I’m human and that I was hired to break you out of prison. At the moment, it is too dangerous to meet up with your friends. I knew the Marastin Dow military establishment would be pissed off once they found out you had escaped, but I wasn’t expecting them to send out their entire fleet. At the moment, my freighter looks like a Curizan research vessel since we are near one of the few sovereign sites the Marastin Dow have agreed not to attack. The Marastin Dow military ships are giving us some space, but it won’t last long once we’ve passed through the safe zone. I’ve heard chatter on the underground communication links that Maradash has hired three of the best tracker assassins in the region to find us both—though of course he thinks I’m a Dregulon. Until we get out of Marastin Dow space, we need to keep a low profile. Once we are out, I’ll notify your group to pick you up on Sanapare. It’s located deep inside Curizan territory, so the Marastin Dow military aren’t as likely to kill you there. Of course, the hired assassins will still be a problem, but it’s the best I’m willing to do for a hundred thousand credits. If Maradash finds out I helped you, I’ll have more than enough to worry about. The sooner we part ways, the safer it will be for me,” she said.

      Behr listened in silence. Raia pulled her gaze away and focused on her food. Regret filled him. His situation had placed her in danger. His thoughts turned to the rebellion that had begun before he was born.

      “My father always believed that our people deserved more than a life filled with cruelty and death. He was a scientist—an archeologist. His primary focus was ancient civilizations. Normally, all Marastin Dow children are taken away from their parents when they are between five and seven years of age. They came for my older brother when I was three. When my mother resisted, they killed her and took him. My father returned three days later and found her nailed to the front door of our home,” he said.

      Raia stared at him in horror. “What happened to you?” she murmured.

      “My father retrieved me from the spot where my mother had hidden me and took me away,” he said.

      “If he took you away, how did you end up back with the Marastin Dow military?” she asked.

      “He and the others involved in the rebellion understood that in order for it to succeed, they would need people on the inside—those who knew the military and could hopefully recruit and lead,” he explained.

      She stared at him in disbelief. “Are you saying that your father and other parents sacrificed you and their kids to… to the cruelty and horrors they knew you would have to live through for their cause? Why didn’t he just take you away? You could have gone to Ceran-Pax! There is a village there where anybody can live without fear, thanks to the Curizans. They are protected there,” she said.

      “We don’t want to live on someone else’s world, Raia. We want to live on our own world,” he replied.

      Raia looked down at her untouched food on her plate. He held back his groan of dismay. This was not a good conversation to share over a delicious meal.

      “You mentioned that we needed to keep a low profile. Do you have a destination in mind?” he asked, changing the subject.

      She looked up at him, the troubled look in her eyes fading, and nodded her head. “Yeah, it’s a place along the rim between Marastin Dow and Sarafin space where Ander used to take me. We should be safe there,” she said.

      Behr relaxed and began to eat as Raia talked about some of the adventures Ander had taken her on. Several of them reminded him of those he had enjoyed with his father. He loved the way her eyes lit up as she laughed and the way her cheeks flushed. By the time the meal was over, all he could think about was how she must glow after an intense night of lovemaking.
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      Raia warily studied the Marastin Dow warship off her starboard bow. The warship was keeping pace with them. She checked the hologram disks. Everything was working correctly.

      “Is there a problem?” Behr asked.

      She glanced over her shoulder before checking her other sensors. “We’ve got a warship keeping pace with us. I don’t like it,” she replied.

      He slid into the co-pilot seat. “That’s a Destroyer. Even with the modifications that you’ve made to your freighter, you won’t be able to outrun it,” he observed in a grim voice.

      “If they board us, they’ll know this isn’t a research ship,” she added.

      “We have another fifty clicks before they demand to board you. If they do…,” he said.

      “They won’t,” she interjected before turning in her seat. “Pi, I need you.”

      In seconds, Pi was sitting in front of her on the control dash. The Peekaboo looked funny with the holographic image of the Destroyer projected on her small tan and white body. Pi gazed out the front windshield before turning back around and looking at her.

      “Show me what you see,” Raia quietly requested.

      She lifted her hand and gently laid it against Pi’s side. Closing her eyes, she waited for the images to come. A relieved smile curved her lips, and she opened her eyes again. Reaching out, she lifted Pi into her arms and snuggled with her for a moment before placing a kiss on Pi’s small, furry head.

      “I think that deserves some extra cookies. Don’t forget to share them with Chummy,” she murmured.

      Pi clapped her tiny hands together and licked Raia’s cheek before disappearing. Raia laughed and wiped the wet spot with her sleeve. She grinned at Behr’s confused expression.

      “We’re going to be alright,” she said with a confident expression.

      “How do you know?” he asked.

      “You’ll see,” she said.

      Raia opened the communications system and locked on a rapidly closing warship. She hoped Pi’s vision was right. If it was, they just might make it.

      “Curizan Challenger, this is the Curizan research vessel CRV5126 requesting escort,” she inquired.

      “CRV5126, this is the Curizan Escort ship Challenger, acknowledging your request. Please stand by for further instructions,” the communications tech stated.
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        * * *

      

      Captain K’lard Astar stood on the bridge of the Curizan Escort Ship Challenger, listening to the murmur of his crew’s voices. On the screen in front of him, he could see an array of Marastin Dow warships spread out in an unusual formation. They appeared to be searching for something. The Challenger had encountered a Marastin Dow military blockade shortly after arriving through the jump gate. This was the second encounter with a large number of their ships.

      “Sir, we’ve received a request from a Curizan research vessel for an escort,” the communication tech announced.

      K’lard noted the confused expression and the hesitancy in her voice. He walked over to her and looked at the research ship’s signature. Everything appeared to be in order.

      “What is the problem?” he asked.

      “Sir, there is no way this can be the CRV5126,” the tech replied.

      “Why do you say that? The ship’s signature and documentation appear to be in order,” he said, studying the information on the screen.

      “Yes, sir, on the screen it looks in order, but I’m sure that it isn’t. My brother is on the CRV5126. I talked to him yesterday. He is working with the Valdier scientists on the Minor Moon of Leviathan,” she said.

      “Inform them we will provide an escort to the jump gate,” a deep voice ordered.

      K’lard straightened and lifted an eyebrow at the man standing a short distance behind him. He had been surprised when General Razdar Bahadur was transported over to his ship shortly before their last jump. He had heard stories of Bahadur, but this was the first time he had ever met the man. He returned his attention to the tech.

      “Inform the ship to remain on their current path and that we will escort them as far as the jump gate,” K’lard instructed.

      “Yes, sir,” the tech said, turning away.

      K’lard stepped back and listened as the tech communicated his instructions. He called out an order to increase speed to intercept with the ship. Once he was finished, he looked at Bahadur and raised an eyebrow.

      “You do realize if the Marastin Dow find out that we escorted a ship that wasn’t one of ours, it will cause more than a few headaches for our diplomatic relations,” he drawled.

      Bahadur shrugged. “That is what the politicians are there for—to deal with the misunderstandings,” he said.

      K’lard shook his head as Bahadur turned and strode off the bridge. He returned his attention to the ship, wondering who would be crazy enough—other than Razdar Bahadur—to want to upset the entire Marastin Dow armada. He narrowed his gaze on the small dot moving in their direction.

      “Ensign, get me intel on any recent activities in the region,” he ordered.

      “Yes, sir,” the information ensign said.

      “And tell my security chief I need to speak with him in my office,” he instructed.

      “Yes, sir. Captain off the bridge,” the ensign replied as K’lard exited the room.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Raia breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the jump gate’s lights ahead. There had been a few close calls involving a terse Marastin Dow captain insisting on boarding and searching their ship and the Challenger’s captain threatening war if they did.

      “CRV5126, this is the Challenger. The captain requested that you receive a current update of the surrounding regions. Unusual meteor activity has been detected that might damage your ship. Safe journeys and may your mission be successful,” the tech said.

      “CRV5126 acknowledges receipt of the incoming file. Safe journeys,” Raia replied.

      “It might be better to review what they’ve sent before I program the jump,” she commented.

      “I agree. I’ve never heard of meteor activity before in this area,” Behr replied.

      Raia tapped the file and pulled it to the side. It opened on the holograph screen between them. She frowned when a set of images appeared, and Behr loudly hissed in dismay.

      “Well, they don’t look like any meteors to me,” she reflected with a skeptical expression.

      “They are just as dangerous. The first one is a Triloug assassin named He’lo. He fought in the Triloug Civil War. He was court-martialed for killing three of his superior officers. He went underground and worked for whichever side would pay him the most. He kills for credits, but he also does it for pleasure. The second man is Orb. He is a Hoggian assassin from the Keltar regions. He started his life of crime at an early age—even by Marastin Dow standards. He slit the throats of his foster parents and escaped on a trade ship. He was caught and sent to prison where he learned how to hone his killing techniques. He led a prison riot on an Antrox mining prison. Eighty-three Antroxes and forty transport ship crew members were massacred. The prisoners escaped on the transports, and he was on one of them. We found the bodies of the escaped prisoners floating in space for a full click. He likes to work alone,” he explained.

      “They both sound wonderful… not. What about the woman?” she asked.

      “Akita,” he softly said.

      She looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “The way you say her name, it makes me think you may have met her before,” she said.

      “I have. As you can tell, she is a Marastin Dow. She is far more dangerous than He’lo and Orb combined,” he said.

      Raia studied the woman. Her eyes were a strange reddish color with rings of white around them that matched her short white hair. Her face looked as if it were carved out of polished stone.

      “She looks like a cyborg,” she warily reflected.

      Behr nodded. “She has been genetically enhanced. If Maradash enlisted these three, you might have rescued me for nothing,” he said.

      “If these three are as good as you say, then I think a change of plans may be in order,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      She nodded at the screen. “They will be looking for you at the Spaceports and nearby planets. So, one way to throw them off is to go to a place where they would never think to look,” she commented, programming in a new jump sequence.

      “What if they do?” he asked.

      “Then they better hope they can understand the language,” she said with a grin.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are we going?” Behr asked when they emerged from the jump gate.

      He stared at the unfamiliar nebula spread out before them. Vivid colors of red, blue, green, and yellow illuminated what should have been deep space. A large red dwarf star, probably millions of light years away, cast an eerie glow, intermingling with the light cast by the small yellow stars. A field of asteroids, varying from hundreds to millions of miles apart, created a series of rings between them and the nebula.

      “To my hidden fortress,” she said with a smile.

      “You have a hidden fortress?” he asked.

      She grinned and nodded. “Yep.”

      “Do you mind if I ask where we are exactly?” he prodded.

      “The area is called the Triangulum. It is well off the main transport lanes, so nobody uses this jump gate,” she replied.

      “Why?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Because of this,” she quietly responded.

      Behr frowned when he saw a hazy purple cloud spread out before them. The translucent appearance was deceiving. As the cloud engulfed them, visibility dropped to near zero.

      “Switching to manual override,” she said.

      “Is that a…?” his voice faded.

      Raia had pulled up a map and was guiding them through a minefield of dead ships after switching on a series of low-level lights to illuminate their way. Behr read the name of a ship as they passed—Mercy.

      The Mercy was lost nearly two hundred and fifty years ago, he thought.

      The Mercy was a Marastin Dow tanker ship. There were twenty-five crew members and three officers aboard at the time of its disappearance. The records speculated that it perished during the Great War between the Sarafin, Valdier, and Curizans.

      “This whole area is littered with spaceships. Do you see the asteroids with the purple light?” she asked.

      Behr’s gaze moved to one of the asteroids with a faint glimmer that reminded him of the color of lavender. The asteroid almost appeared to be wrapping itself around the ship. A shiver of unease slid through him.

      “Take a look at how the rock appears to be growing around the ship. Ander said it is some type of parasite that lives within the asteroids and exists only in this cloud. If you look at the readings, there is a larger composition of nitrogen, with a hint of methane. They feed on the methane, but they love oxygen. When a ship comes too close, they attach to it and eat through the outer hull, sucking all the oxygen out,” she explained.

      He shook his head in wonder. “How did Ander discover this?” he asked.

      “According to him, he met a short-range freighter captain. The man was the sole survivor out of a crew of ten. This captain told him about this place off the normal trading route. He said he’d purchased a stone tablet that described an abandoned planet held within a mystical ring that was filled with riches, and he babbled about this living rock that devoured ships. Ander thought the man was crazy until he pulled out the tablet. It was old… really, really, really old. Anyway, Ander convinced the man to draw a map, write everything he had seen, and describe in detail how he managed to escape. Ander also persuaded the captain to sell him the tablet. Although from what Ander told me, it didn’t take much to persuade the man. I guess the captain felt the tablet was cursed,” she explained.

      Fascinated, he stared at the ship graveyard stretched out in front of them. “What did Ander do?” he asked.

      “He found a mythical planet,” she replied with a grin. “The tablet was written in an ancient language, but what was even more fascinating was that there was a hollowed-out section in the stone that contained a map showing safe passage through the asteroid field.”

      Behr’s eyes widened when the EA II broke through the cosmic cloud. In the distance, a bright blue and white planet shimmered against the backdrop of a brilliant yellow sun. He leaned forward, staring at the planet in awe.

      “Does the planet have a name?” he asked.

      Raia laughed. “Yes, but Ander renamed it. Welcome to Planet Raia,” she said with a soft smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Raia increased power to the front shield as they began their entry into the planet’s atmosphere. Pride welled in her when they broke through the clouds, and she heard Behr’s hiss of astonishment. Planet Raia’s beauty easily competed with the lush landscape and deep oceans found on the Valdier, Sarafin, and Curizan home worlds.

      They flew over a brilliant blue ocean. As they neared the coast, the water became so clear that the vivid, colorful patterns on the coral were visible in the depths. A dark, swirling mass showed a thriving marine life below the waves. Birds flew off the cliffs as Raia began their descent.

      A waterfall at least a thousand feet high spilled over and poured into the ocean along the cliff wall. Tall pillars stood on each side of the falls. The weathered remains of twin mystical warriors, whose spears formed an arch over the waterfall, guarded an enchanting city made of stone and glass.

      Behr stared down at the city with a combination of awe and confusion. How could something so beautiful be deserted? Where were the inhabitants?

      Graceful six-legged gazelle-like creatures, startled by the freighter’s approach, leaped away. Raia set the ship down in the center of an empty plaza and shut off the engines. They sat in silence for several minutes, staring out of the windshield.

      Raia laughed when Chummy and Pi ran onto the bridge and began excitedly jumping around with joy. She rose from her seat. Her changing expressions communicated that she must be conversing with the two.

      “What are they saying?” he curiously asked, rising from his seat.

      She laughed again. “That I’m taking way too long. They love it here,” she said.

      “I can understand why. What I don’t understand is why there are no inhabitants,” he wondered.

      She smiled at him and waved. “Come on. I’ll show you,” she said, holding out her hand.

      Her excitement was contagious. He gripped her outstretched hand and let her pull him along. Chummy floated down the corridor. The small Chumloo made him laugh when his little legs moved as if he were running while his long fluffy tail flowed like a dragon’s tail.

      Pi was popping in and out. Sometimes she was ahead of them, and other times she was behind them, impatiently pushing them along. He was amazed when both creatures swept by the galley without stopping.

      Raia must have seen his surprised expression, because she said, “Trust me, the fruit here is far superior to anything we could find at a Spaceport market. The only place that has fruit this good is on Ceran-Pax. Ben and Aaron are experts when it comes to cultivating fresh fruits and vegetables.”

      She released his hand and strode across the holding bay to press the button that lowered the platform. Chummy and Pi disappeared the moment the door was opened far enough for them to squeeze through the gap. Raia was practically dancing with suppressed energy as she waited for the platform to lower all the way.

      A knot formed in Behr’s throat as he watched her. Over the past several days, emotions that he didn’t realize he possessed had flared to life. The more time he spent with Raia and her two adorable pets, the more he wanted.

      He followed Raia at a slower pace as she hurried down the ramp. Despite the beauty and grandeur of the city, it was nothing compared to Raia. Her hair flowed around her like the wind-driven waves of the ocean. Her laughter echoed through the plaza.

      It was impossible to miss the way her dark blue shirt hugged her full breasts and her black trousers clung to her hips. She twisted around and waved for him to follow her. In that instant, an intense emotion hit him hard.

      I’m falling in love with her, he realized.

      He reached out, gripped one of the platform’s support rods, and stared at her. He rebelled against the idea while his heart hammered against his chest. The happy expression on her face faded to one of uncertainty. She slowly walked back up the platform until she was standing in front of him.

      “It’s okay. There isn’t anything here that will hurt you,” she reassured him.

      He looked down at her and shook his head. “It isn’t that,” he confessed in a voice that sounded deeper than normal.

      “What is it then?” she asked.

      The wide-eyed innocence staring back at him in concern was his undoing. He groaned, reached out, and caressed her cheek. How could someone tough enough to break into a Marastin Dow prison and free him be so refreshingly innocent at the same time?

      A curious smile curved her lips. Before he could decipher its meaning, she stepped forward and pressed her lips against his. A jolt of surprise struck him before it was quickly followed by pure pleasure.

      He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against him. Passion built into a powerful physical need, and for a moment, he was almost afraid he would crush her. She slid her hands up his arms, leaving a burning path on his skin under his light-weight, long-sleeved shirt.

      The fire spread when her fingertips grazed the heated flesh on his neck before she threaded them through his short black hair. His groan of need rumbled in his chest as he slid his hand down and cupped her buttocks, pressing her firmly against his engorged cock. He captured her soft whimper as he deepened their kiss.

      Visions of fireworks exploded through his mind when she partially lifted her leg and the slight change in position was enough to nestle his throbbing cock against her womanhood. He pulled back, ending the kiss.

      The expression on her face was just as he’d imagined. Her eyes were closed, her cheeks rosy, and her lips swollen and moist. Her head remained tilted back, so he leisurely placed several short, passionate kisses along her jaw and down the column of her slender throat.

      “So, this is what I’ve been missing out on,” she breathed.

      Her barely audible words caused him to stiffen in surprise. He silently repeated what she had said before slowly straightening. He must have been mistaken. There was no way she could have responded so passionately if she had never—

      “Raia… would you be offended if I asked how many men you have kissed before?” he asked.

      She opened her eyes and looked up at him. Her eyes glimmered with a combination of amusement and a residual unfocused look caused by their passion. He dropped his when she stepped back and gave him a cheeky grin.

      “No, I won’t be offended. Come on, I want to show you something before it gets dark, and it will take us a while to get there,” she said.

      He didn’t miss the way she left his question unanswered. Sighing deeply, he shook his head and ruefully ran a hand over his still engorged cock. He hoped they were walking because he suspected it would take a while for his libido to cool off. It had been a long, long time since he experienced this kind of situation.

      “What about the freighter?” he asked, following her down the platform.

      “It will be fine. We’re the only ones on the planet who can fly it. Besides, Chummy and Pi will be back soon. They love hiding their new treasures onboard and going out for more,” she said.

      “How do you know we are the only ones on the planet?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “Because in the over twenty years of coming here, neither Ander nor I ever saw anyone. This place has been my home base for the past ten years. I think if there had been anyone else, I would have seen them by now,” she replied.

      He raised his eyebrow and nodded. It seemed inconceivable that she hadn’t encountered someone over such a long period. He closed the distance between them as they walked across the plaza.

      “Did you ever discover who lived here?” he asked.

      She shrugged and waved to the two statues poised on each side of the waterfall. “Ander deduced that there had been many different kinds of species coexisting here at one time. Ander thought the debris field is the remainder of an asteroid belt that was comprised of the destroyed planets in this star system, gravitationally locked by the sun. 

      There also appears to have been another sun, far enough away not to destroy this planet when it imploded, but it did destroy life on a few others. I remember seeing images of the ruins during one of Ander’s scouting trips. Anyway, Ander speculated that between the devastation of the other worlds and the danger of trying to pass through the asteroid belt, the inhabitants simply left. I know Ander had to do a lot of repairs to the jump gate after we arrived. It’s a really old model, and even though we came through with no issues, he didn’t trust it enough to take us back out safely. Ander was saying a few choice words about that. He never was a big fan of space walking, since getting into the suits was a pain in the ass because of his tail,” she sadly reminisced.

      “I would like to explore the city more while we are here,” he said.

      “That won’t be a problem. I just happen to have the vehicles we’ll need to do that,” she stated.

      They stepped through a large covered entrance to a domed building. A large, dusty tarp, tied down along the edges, was draped over what he suspected was one of the vehicles Raia had mentioned. He helped release the straps and remove the cover. He was fascinated by the vehicle revealed underneath.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this,” he confessed.

      He slowly walked around the slick silver transport. Through the clear front windshield, he could see black bucket seats with additional seating behind. Winged doors on either side allowed access to the interior. As he walked around the transport’s rear end, he noticed twin turbines.

      Raia opened one of the doors, reached in, and pressed a button. He stared in wonder as the clear fuselage came alive in front of him. A steady stream of glowing dark purple liquid flowed through thin tubes and circulated around a chamber of pale lavender gas. In the center of the chamber was an intense blue flame.

      “These look suspiciously like the parasites we saw on the debris field,” he commented, looking up at her over the fuselage.

      “They are. Don’t ask me how they got in there or who was crazy enough to use them. Whoever did it was super creative, and the engineering is incredible. This thing has phenomenal power, and as far as I can tell, the energy hasn’t depleted at all since we first found this place. Ander suspected the parasites are in some type of hibernation while they are in the gas. They die off at a much slower rate. When the engine is in use, oxygen is introduced with the methane. What we did learn is that if you pump too much oxygen into the tank, the parasites die pretty quickly,” she said.

      “That would be a good thing if one of the cylinders were damaged and they escaped. Otherwise, I could see them devouring the entire planet,” he replied with a look of distaste.

      “Yeah. I guess they are like us. They need that sweet spot to live,” she mused.

      “Would you mind if I piloted this thing—now that I don’t have to worry about destroying your world,” he teased.

      She laughed. “Well, as long as you swear not to ruin my planet, I guess so,” she responded with an exaggerated sigh.

      The teasing in her voice and her playful expression reawakened his barely calmed desire. He rounded the vehicle until he stood in front of her. She reached up, grabbed his shirt with both hands, and tilted her head back.

      “What is it about you that makes me want to…,” he muttered before he shook his head.

      “It’s my charming personality and because I want you to shut up and kiss me again,” she said, sliding her arms around his neck. “You know, for an uptight military man, I find you rather fascinating,” she whispered a breath away from his lips.
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        * * *

      

      Raia didn’t know what was wrong with her. She had never been so brazen in her life—well, not when it came to a desire to crawl all over a guy. Evetta had said there might be explosions inside her brain when she kissed the right guy, and she was right. From Behr’s reaction to their first kiss, she really hoped it was a sign that he had felt the same thing. One thing was for sure, his body wasn’t immune to their physical contact!

      She pressed her parted lips on his, savoring the intense response swelling inside her. Her nipples hardened and an unfamiliar tightness was increasing between her legs.

      She did know about the physical side of a relationship. In her years as a freighter captain, she had found out a few things. Hell, being around Ben, Evetta, Hanine, and Aaron for ten months was enough of an education on the physical intimacy between a man and woman! It was just that the physical aspect had never happened to her personally outside some vidcoms she watched and a little self-experimentation, of course.

      No, this is way better, she silently thought as she tangled her tongue with his.

      Behr leaned into her, pressing her back against the transport. She tugged at his shirt, pulling the back free from his trousers. She slid her hands along his bare skin, her fingers skimming over the smooth flesh of his lower back until she came across a scar and then another… and another. The vivid realization of what the marks were pierced the heated passion engulfing her mind and body, and a wave of cold reality hit her.

      Raia tilted her head back, breaking the kiss while she unconsciously caressed one of the long scars. The image of another man’s back covered in deep scars rose in her mind.

      “What happened to you?” she softly inquired.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Behr pulled away from Raia, ignoring his feeling of disappointment at the intrusion of reality into their moment of intimacy. He stepped away and tucked his shirt back into his trousers. Over the years, he had forgotten about the scars on his back. Some of the women he had been with never mentioned it, while others thought that it was part of his heritage as a Marastin Dow warrior.

      “I’ll tell you along the way,” he said.

      The conflicting emotions that crossed her face made him smile. He closed the distance between them and kissed her hard on the lips. Caressing her cheek, he soothed the frown line near her mouth.

      “Don’t leave out any details,” she softly ordered.

      He started in surprise when she turned her head and nipped his thumb before ducking under his arm and sliding into the transport. He chuckled under his breath and shook his head. Once again, she had knocked him off-balance.

      Once Behr slid into the pilot’s seat, the transport’s doors closed around them. He studied the panel before him with a feeling of déjà vu. The system setup was very similar to the modern designs.

      “How long ago did Ander think the last inhabitants were here?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure, a few centuries at the most. We found three vehicles in a sealed storage unit under this building. At first, we wondered if someone landed here and left them, but after seeing the fuselage, Ander decided they were probably abandoned by the original inhabitants. I received my first piloting lessons with them,” she added.

      He flexed his fingers and gripped the control wheel. “You said this thing has some power?” he inquired.

      “Oh yeah,” she said, pulling on her restraint straps.

      He pressed the power button beside the control wheel. When he pulled back on the wheel, the transport rose off the ground a short distance and floated forward. Raia raised an eyebrow and gave him an unimpressed look. He grinned and applied more pressure.

      The force of the acceleration pushed both of them back against their seats. Raia uttered a delighted squeal as they shot out over the city’s twin guardians. He angled the transport down the cliff face.

      Raia gripped the armrest and pressed her feet against the floorboard. He quickly pulled the transport’s nose up ten feet from the surface. Water from a wave splashed onto the windshield and the automated wiper blades turned on.

      “I did the same thing two weeks after Ander said I had graduated from my training,” she said with a breathless laugh.

      “What did Ander do?” he asked.

      She relaxed in her seat. “He grounded me and made me retake his entire course all over again,” she replied. “Goddess, but I miss him.”

      He frowned at the note of longing and sadness in her voice. “What happened to him?”

      “Two Marastin Dow warships attacked us on my birthday. Ander held them off so I could escape. We were supposed to meet up on Ceran-Pax, but he never showed up. I know they killed him. I just never understood why,” she murmured.

      He noticed that she grabbed the chain she wore around her neck. Through the gap in her shirt, he glimpsed a pendant. Reaching out, he cupped her free hand.

      “How old were you?” he asked.

      She looked at him. Tears made her eyes appear to shimmer in the afternoon sunlight coming through the windows. She cast him a quavering smile.

      “Fourteen. It was the same day I found Chummy and Pi. I don’t know what I would have done without them,” she confessed.

      “But… you said you know Ben, Aaron, and the two Marquette sisters. Surely, they were there for you,” he said.

      She nodded. “They were. At least they were as much as I let them,” she amended with a rueful expression. “I was fourteen and thought I knew everything.”

      “You were too young to be traveling alone,” he muttered.

      “I wasn’t alone. I had Chummy and Pi and one hell of a decked-out freighter thanks to Evetta and Hanine. I did alright. I had enough credits to get by until I received my first job. Pi and Chummy helped keep me safe,” she added.

      “I’m still trying to figure those two out,” he confessed.

      “Chummy can read the minds of those around us. He can also absorb information through touch. You already know about his ability to levitate. Pi, on the other hand, is a master of getting in and out of places and spying on the unwary. She can telekinetically manipulate some things, like locks, doors, and windows. Her strongest gift is precognition. She can only see about twenty-four-to-forty-eight hours ahead into the future, but it is usually plenty of time to plan for things,” she explained.

      “She can see the future? Can she do it for everything?” he asked.

      Raia shook her head. “No. Her visions are the clearest when there is danger involved, especially if it is going to happen when she is around. I think that is how her species continues to survive. She usually knows when and where to be for an upcoming job, but not always who it will be for,” she said.

      “Has she ever been wrong?” he curiously inquired.

      Raia was quiet for a moment before she nodded. “Once. She thought Ander was alive and that if we went to a particular spot, he would be there,” she murmured.

      “Where was that?” he asked.

      She leaned her head back against the seat and stared out of the windshield. “Planet Raia,” she softly answered.
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        * * *

      

      The sadness in Raia’s voice swept over Behr. He wished he had the power to take it away. He reached over and cupped her hand.

      “You asked about my scars. Marastin youths are indoctrinated at a very young age in the ways of war. We are trained to be brutal, uncaring, and to succeed using any method,” he explained.

      “You were whipped?” she inquired, squeezing his hand.

      “Yes… many times,” he said with a wry grin. “I had an issue with authority. It took a while for me to realize while those training us wanted us to turn on each other, they did not appreciate it when one of us turned on them.”

      Raia shook her head. “How can people be so cruel against each other? I don’t think I’ll ever understand it. Ander could be scary when he needed to be, but he was also very gentle and caring. He would never harm someone else for the fun of it,” she said.

      “Most Marastin Dow don’t want to hurt others, Raia. They are trained at a young age to be that way,” he quietly replied.

      “Well, that is just wrong,” she stated.

      He chuckled. “Yes, it is. That’s why we are doing something about it,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Behr landed the transport along the bank of a river bordered by a dense jungle. When Raia had instructed him to turn inland, he was skeptical about their destination. They spent most of their time flying over a sea of green canopy. He was surprised when he saw the landing pad. He would have missed it if Raia hadn’t pointed it out.

      “This is incredible. How did you ever find it?” he asked, powering down the transport.

      “Ander always had an eye for anything that was out of the ordinary. I guess I learned it from him. I found this place the last time I was here,” she said.

      The doors opened, and they exited the vehicle. Raia reached into the back seat, grabbed a weapon, and walked around the transport to a path that led into the jungle.

      “Are you sure there is nothing here that is dangerous?” he warily asked.

      “Well, there might be a few scary things. If it helps, you can carry this… just in case,” she said.

      He took the weapon she held out. “And… when were you going to tell me that this might be needed?” he dryly inquired.

      She laughed and ran the tips of her fingers across his chest. “Right after you told me how you got the scars on your back. Don’t think I’ve forgotten,” she said, walking past him.

      He remained where he was for a moment, gazing at her as she started walking down the covered path. Shaking his head, he followed her. He stepped closer to her as they came to a fork in the dimly lit path, and she took the darker trail leading deeper into the jungle. Low-level lighting illuminated the stone path as they neared and faded shortly after they passed.

      “This technology rivals that of today,” he commented.

      “At times it is more advanced,” she said.

      “You said you found this place the last time you came to the planet?” he asked.

      Raia nodded. “Yes. It looks like some kind of temple. The jungle has covered most of it,” she explained.

      Rays of sunlight pierced sections of the canopy, casting eerie halos of light all around them. The climate was humid but not unbearable. As they wound their way deeper into the jungle, they traversed several stone bridges spanning the crystal clear streams.

      “How did you ever find this?” he wondered out loud.

      She laughed. “You’d never believe me,” she replied.

      “Why not?” he asked.

      She paused and stared in silence at the path in front of them. “Because I’m not even sure it was real,” she murmured.

      He stepped up behind her and looked over her head. The path disappeared around the bend ahead of them. A surreal feeling swept through him. It felt as if he were standing on the edge of a magical discovery.

      “What was it?” he pressed, needing to know.

      She unconsciously leaned back against him. “I had finished a successful but dangerous run and needed a place to go for a few weeks until things calmed down. My birthday was coming up, and I always spend it here. It’s the one place where I feel closer to Ander. I was exploring the area in the transport when I saw the landing pad. Once I landed, I noticed the path and followed it,” she said.

      He slowly turned her around until she was facing him. He noticed that she avoided looking into his eyes. Lifting his hand, he gently tilted her chin up until she was looking at him.

      “There is more to your story,” he suspected.

      She pulled her chin out of his hand and uttered a strained laugh. “Isn’t there always?” she quipped, trying to turn away from him.

      “What did you see, Raia?” he quietly asked.

      She lowered her head. “Ghosts,” she mumbled.

      He frowned and remained where he was as she twisted away and continued down the path. Surely, he must have misunderstood what she said. He quickly caught up to her.

      “What kind of ghosts?” he asked, warily scanning the area.

      She laughed and shook her head. “I don’t know. Are there different kinds? It was gold, it floated, it led me to the place we are going to now, and then it disappeared. So, I guess you could call it a Golden Ghost. Goldie for short,” she chuckled and shook her head again. “It was a crazy day. The Tiliqua I rescued had a nasty cold and gave it to me. I was probably hallucinating. What is cool, though, is that I didn’t hallucinate this,” she declared with a wave of her hand.

      Behr followed her hand motion and gasped. Standing before them was a beautiful domed building. Lush vines, covered in a variety of flowers, clung to the curved walls. Exotic birds, some half the size of the transport, roosted in a tree that rose nearly a hundred feet into the air. Thick branches had grown down from the outstretched limbs and buried themselves in the rich, moist soil, giving the tree extra stability.

      “That’s a Baba tree. The Sola birds love the fruit it produces,” she explained.

      “Sola birds?” he repeated, staring in wonder at the vibrant blue, red, orange, green, and yellow-feathered birds.

      “If you listen when they sing, it’s like they are saying so-la, so-la,” she said, singing the last part.

      Behr listened as the birds imitated Raia. Their song wasn’t loud or harsh but soft and melodic. A few birds started the song but more joined in the chorus, and their music pulsed as if it was the jungle’s heartbeat.

      “This is incredible,” he confessed.

      “There’s more,” she quietly said, grasping his hand and lightly tugging on it.

      He allowed her to pull him along. As they rounded the structure, he saw a thirty-foot-long arched roof held up by a series of round pillars protecting the dome’s entrance. The diversity of plants, animals, and insects awoke the scientist deep inside him. He couldn’t help but admire the flowering vines spiraling around each pillar. Tiny rodents scurried for cover, and a wide variety of insects fluttered from one flower to another.

      I could spend a lifetime studying the flora alone, he thought.

      Another pang of regret struck him when he thought of his father and how much he would have loved being here. This was one of the worlds his father had lived to discover. From the bits and pieces that Raia had shared about Ander, he suspected that the man had felt the same way. He could appreciate Ander’s intense fascination with the planet.

      They entered the dome. He noted the interior was composed of rows of partially sheltered stadium-like seating. Behr walked around Raia and slowly explored the upper perimeter. He carefully studied the interior, noting the center platform at the bottom.

      Over time, the foliage from the jungle had crept inside. Vines covered most of the low interior walls. The ceiling of the dome remained intact, though more vines fought to cover the immense pillars supporting the dome and portions of the floor.

      “When I first saw this place, it made me think of the amphitheaters where Ander took me to see live performances. I can almost see a troupe of players decked out in fanciful costume. The only thing I can’t understand is why anyone would build something like this so far away from the city,” she said.

      Behr paused by one of the pillars to study a carved figure frozen in time. It was clearly a Tiliqua from the short stature and double heads. The Tiliqua was holding a large tablet, representative of their species’ business acumen. He continued around the upper level, pausing and studying each figure featured inside an alcove.

      Stunned disbelief struck him when he reached the all-too-familiar pose of a male and female Marastin Dow. The woman was casually dressed in a pair of trousers and a mid-thigh tunic. He lifted his hand and ran his fingers over the digital scanner that she was holding. The man was pointing upward. Behr followed the direction of the statue’s hand. His breath caught in his throat at the realization of where they were at.

      “This was not a theater for the arts, but one of science and learning. This was a place where some of the greatest minds in the galaxy once gathered,” he called out, staring up at the map of the stars.
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        * * *

      

      Raia turned from where she stood in the center of the amphitheater and looked up the ceiling. Now that he mentioned it, she took her time observing the different statues. There was a statue for almost every known species in the galaxy.

      What she didn’t understand was if so many different species had lived here, why did they abandon this section of the star system? The city had been devoid of any diversity. Ander searched high and low for evidence of who had lived here. The only statues in the city were the two warriors on each side of the waterfall.

      She climbed the steps until she was standing on the platform. Patterns on the floor reminded her of star charts. She twisted and turned, as if dancing to silent music, as she tried to identify each star system.

      “The Valdier, the Sarafin, the Curizan, and… this one. I don’t recognize the others,” she murmured.

      She stepped toward the center of the platform, following a deep line carved into the thick stone. A tingling sensation against her skin made her touch the pendant hanging from her neck. Surprise engulfed her when she noticed it was pulsing.

      Lifting the pendant from the valley between her breasts, she started in surprise when it pulled away from her hand and floated in the air. It was pulling her toward the center of the platform. She resisted the urge to follow the tug.

      “Behr, my pendant is doing something really strange!” she called.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him hurry down the steps. He stepped close and examined the pulsing crystal hovering in the air. Raia pulled the chain over her head, keeping a firm grip on the metal rope when it drew taut.

      “Let go of it,” he said.

      The chain rubbed against the skin of her fingers before she released it. She slowly followed the pendant as it floated through the air. It reminded her of a ship caught in a tractor beam.

      Or Chummy on an average day getting into the cookie cabinet, she silently mused.

      The moment the pendant reached the center of the platform, a thin laser beam of light burst from it. She blinked and looked down. Behr stepped close to her, pulling her aside when red lights fanned out along the thin lines carved into the stone. They stumbled back when a pillar rose from the center and the holographic form of a woman appeared.

      “Welcome home, explorers. If you are receiving this message, then our people have survived. There is much to explain,” the woman said with a serene smile.

      Raia reached for Behr when he pulled away from her and stepped forward. His eyes were glued to the woman. A vein along his temple throbbed, and his throat moved as if he were trying to say something. Concerned, Raia reached for him.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Look at her,” he murmured, his eyes focused on the woman standing on the platform.

      Raia looked at the woman with a frown. It took a moment for her to understand why he was so shocked. She kept looking from him to the hologram and back again.

      “She’s a Marastin Dow,” she finally said.

      He nodded. “She is much more than that. She is… was… my mother,” he announced.
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      Raia ran her fingers through her damp hair as she exited the bathroom in her cabin. Her mind whirled with everything they had learned today—and her heart hurt for Behr. They had listened to the woman’s introduction a half dozen times. Before leaving, they searched the building and found a hidden compartment embedded in the column at the base of the hologram projector. Inside was a computer crystal containing more information.

      Neither one of them had said much on the way back to the freighter. She had piloted them, while Behr sat in silence, fingering the disk. She had prepared a light dinner, which he barely touched before he disappeared into his cabin.

      Behr hurting? Chummy asked, peering up at her from her bed.

      “Yes… he is hurting,” she murmured.

      You make better? Chummy asked.

      Raia smiled. “He’ll be alright. He just needs a little time,” she said.

      Snuggles help, Chummy suggested.

      Laughing, Raia affectionately scratched Chummy behind the ear. “Yes, snuggles do help. It looks like you and Pi found quite the assortment of treasures today,” she teased.

      Chummy rubbed his rounded belly and fell over onto his side. Pi was sprawled out in the center of her bed snoring. The Peekaboo was surrounded by fruit, nuts, and an assortment of odd trinkets that she had found fascinating.

      “You know, you two really need to keep your treasures in your own beds, not mine. It will take me an hour to clear everything off,” she gently admonished.

      Chummy smacked his lips and pulled himself over until he was curled up next to Pi. Raia knew it was a pointless argument. They did this every time they journeyed anywhere. Her bed always seemed to be their go-to place when they got back from their exploring.

      Sighing, she shook her head and decided she would grab a hot beverage and check the scanners. Despite never meeting anyone here, old habits die hard. The last thing she wanted was to become complacent.

      She exited her cabin and walked the short distance down the corridor. The sound of a woman’s voice drew her to Behr’s cabin. The door was open, and she paused at the entrance.

      “Post supernova: Year Four hundred twenty-five: This documentary is provided for any returning survivors in the hope that it will help them understand what has happened here in the event that none of those who remained behind survive.

      “Several generations ago, scientists predicted the star we called Nebulona was on the verge of going supernova. The inhabitants of the closest planets began evacuating to the Marastin Dow home world. The star’s instability increased more quickly than expected. Fear spread that the binary star gravitationally locked with it would also explode, destroying all life in this star system. The decision was made that an exploratory mission was necessary. A group of our highest-ranking officers were dispatched to find a suitable planet for the inhabitants of our world. There was hope that we could settle on the Valdier, Sarafin, or Curizan worlds, but the commanders believed we would not be accepted. We wouldn’t know until they returned.”

      “How far have you watched?” she quietly asked.

      Behr looked up from where he was sitting on his bed. “Just the first part,” he responded.

      She walked over, sat down on the bed, and scooted up until she was sitting next to him. He placed a pillow behind her back. The simple, thoughtful gesture sent a wave of warmth through her.

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      “I had to modify the vidcom reader to get it to work,” he said.

      Raia looked at the portable vidcom displayer. Behr had removed the outer casing and adjusted the drive bay to hold the crystal in place so the laser could read the information.

      “You’re pretty creative when you need to be,” she teased.

      He chuckled. “It has come in handy at times,” he admitted.

      “I guess we should find out what happened next,” she said.

      He nodded and pressed the play button. The frozen image flickered. She unconsciously reached down and grasped Behr’s hand when the woman began to speak again.

      “The description of the final events of our civilization is based on written and verbal documentation left by those that survived the initial blasts that hit the planet. Post Supernova: Year One: The first waves of destruction from the supernova destroyed the home worlds of the Tiliqua, the Gelatians, the Antrox, and the Dregulons. The ripple effect from the first shockwaves caused severe damage to our planet. Tsunamis, earthquakes, intense weather patterns, and volcanic eruptions were reported worldwide, with ninety percent of the cities destroyed. There was a prediction of stronger shockwaves and tidal waves to follow. With the fear of a second explosion, the Council of Scientists decided that an immediate evacuation of the planet was necessary. Only a few key scientists would remain.

      “No one really understood the amount of devastation that was to follow. Reports began coming in of a large asteroid field between our planet and deep space. Four thousand and six ships out of five thousand were lost. The asteroids were remnants of the destroyed planets and were said to contain a magnetic property that pulled the ships toward them. Reports intercepted during the mass evacuation relayed there was a living parasite inside the asteroids that engulfed the ships, entrapping them. Attempts to rescue the passengers ended with the rescuers becoming entrapped. No one was spared.”

      “Ander reversed the magnetic field on the outer hull. I did the same to the EA II. That is how we were able to get through,” she murmured.

      “A negative against a negative or positive against a positive, thus repelling each other,” he murmured.

      “A decision was made today for the evacuation of those remaining on the planet. Our engineers have made a break-through on engine technology, and we believe that we can safely navigate through the asteroid belt. A rudimentary jump gate has been constructed and will be deployed once we make it off the planet.

      “I’m hesitant to leave, but there are so few of us left. Any hope that others will one day return have faded. I’ll admit that I’m scared. My fear is that no one survived, which is why they never returned. Most of my peers believe that the survivors concluded this planet is no longer viable—or perhaps doesn’t even exist any longer.” The woman looked down at her hands and was silent for a moment before she looked up again. “My expertise is in horticulture. I understand how plants survive—and know how difficult it will be to keep them alive in space. If we do find others of our kind still alive, I hope that once they know our home world is still habitable, they… I can return. If you are watching this, then my dream has come true, and I would like to be the first to welcome you home.”

      The holographic image flickered before fading out. Raia’s heart twisted with grief when Behr took a long, shuddering breath. She squeezed his hand in sympathy.

      “There have always been rumors of a forgotten world. I was young, but I remember some details and I do have fragmented memories of my mother. She loved digging in the soil. I remember that she used to carry me on her back as she walked along rows of vegetables she had cultivated. She wasn’t like the other women. She was gentle and kind. My father seldom talked about her. I remember asking him once why she was different. He said that she came from another world—a world far different from the one that the Marastin Dow lived in now. He was searching for that world when he was captured by Maradash,” he murmured.

      Raia twisted around until she was facing him. She lifted a hand and smoothed back a tuft of his hair that had fallen forward over his forehead. It was still slightly damp from his shower.

      “I found the crystal disk in the spine of a book Ander gave me on the day the Marastin Dow attacked us. He had gone to an antique dealer’s shop on Sanapare. Do you think it is possible that your father gave the disk to Ander to keep it safe from Maradash?”

      “He must have. They were a lot alike. I don’t remember my father ever talking about Ander; but then, he seldom mentioned names to me for fear that they would be intercepted by my superiors,” he admitted.

      “Do you know what happened to your father?” she asked.

      “He was executed fourteen years ago,” he said.

      Compassion filled Raia. “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Behr caressed her cheek. “You are an extraordinary woman, Raia Glossman,” he murmured.

      Raia leaned into him when he slid his arm around her. She slipped her leg over his until she was straddling his lap. Desire filled her, and she knew that tonight she wouldn’t have to worry about cleaning off her bed—at least she hoped she wouldn’t.

      “I want to stay with you tonight,” she whispered.

      Her eyelashes lowered when he leaned forward and kissed her. She slid her arms around his neck and parted her lips. This kiss was different from the earlier ones. There were the usual fireworks going off inside her, but there was also something else—a hint of vulnerability to open herself to him in a way that she had never done to anyone before.

      She caught her breath when he slid his hands under her oversized shirt, and cupped her breasts. She sucked hard on his tongue when he pinched her taut nipples. Her hips seemed to have a mind of their own, and she began rubbing against his engorged cock.

      Time slowed down as he released her lips. Their eyes remained locked as he gripped her shirt and lifted it over her head. Raising her arms caused her breasts to thrust forward. Shock and desire made a scorching path through her when he leaned in and captured one of her nipples between his lips.

      “Holy cosmos!” she exclaimed as heat flooded her nether regions.

      She curled her fingers in his hair to keep him from releasing her. Intense waves of desire swept through her, and she began to rock while tiny moans of passion slipped from her lips. He continued to torture her nipple with a combination of deep sucks and flicks of his tongue.

      His fingers were busy at the same time. Her pajama pants and panties were no match against his explorations. He pushed both pieces of fabric down as far as they would go and caressed her buttocks. Her breathing turned from soft gasps to hiccups.

      “I want to explore you,” he muttered against her breasts.

      “I think I’m going to self-combust,” she warned him.

      His soft chuckle brushed across her sensitive flesh, and she feared her prediction was about to come true. He twisted, pushing her down onto the bed. Now, he was the one straddling her.

      Raia groaned in protest when he lifted her arms and began pushing them away from his shoulders. Sliding his hands along her arms to her wrists, he slowly lifted them until they were over her head while lavishing pure pleasure on her straining nipples.

      “Keep them there,” he instructed.

      “But… but… I want to touch you,” she complained.

      The heated breath of his laugh caressed her bare stomach this time. She rocked her hips, straining to get closer. He was driving her crazy!

      “If you touch me, Raia, things will be over far faster than I want them to be,” he cautioned.

      She smiled in pleasure at the strained note in his voice. She closed her eyes, thankful to know she wasn’t the only one losing control. Curiosity and excitement built inside her at the thought.

      She lifted her hips when he tugged on her pajama bottoms. The cool air brushing her heated skin was quickly replaced by warm lips against her inner thigh. She popped her eyes open and caught her first full view of Behr in the nude.

      “Sweet Goddess of the Galaxy. You are gorgeous,” she hissed.

      Once again, his heated breath sent the thoughts in her head spiraling out of control. She opened her legs when he ran his large hands along the inside of her thighs. Her senses were short-circuiting. The feel of the calluses on his palms intensified the sensation of his touch. His breath was like a torch to kindling, and his skin against hers like a hot blade pressed on soft butter. She wanted to melt around him.

      There was no way she could hold back her loud cry when his lips captured the soft nub of her womanhood. She began to shake as he sucked and teased the hidden nub like he did to her nipples. She fought to keep from lowering her arms. She kept her eyes wide open as she blindly stared up at the ceiling of the cabin. Her mind shattered as he ignited a fire in her that was sure to destroy her.

      She parted her lips when he slid first one, then two fingers deep inside her channel. He added another finger, stretching her, and she knew he was preparing her for more. She rocked her hips with the movement of his fingers as he thrust them deeper and deeper while he continued to pleasure her clit with his tongue.

      She recognized the pressure building inside her. She had experienced it dozens of times since she learned how to pleasure herself. The difference was this time the pressure was magnified a thousandfold. She slid her hands down and cupped her breasts.

      “That’s it. Play with your nipples. Come for me, Raia. Show me how much you want this,” he coaxed.

      She pinched her nipples at his command. A low, mewling sound filled the room, building as the pressure inside her grew. With another thrust of his fingers, he sent her over the edge. Raia shuddered with her loud cry of passion as the most intense orgasm she had ever experienced suffused her.

      Firm hands gripped her thighs and lifted her hips as she continued to melt in the afterglow of her release. The pressure between her legs changed, and she forced her eyes open. Behr knelt above her, his chest heaving and his face stiff with intense passion.

      Raia felt the pressure against her swollen depths channel as he pushed the tip of his cock inside her entrance. Her body opened for him; the slickness of her passionate release eased his way. She stiffened when he reached the barrier that she had never been brave enough to break. She reached up and gripped his forearms when he pushed in deeper. A sharp, intense pain made her catch her breath.

      He held himself still. She knew he was waiting for her to show him when she was ready to continue. The discomfort dissipated into a pleasant fullness. She welcomed the sensation of his engorged cock filling her. He stroked her silky channel, and she marveled at his expression of barely controlled passion. A heady sense of feminine power swelled inside her. She wanted him to lose control. She wanted to experience his uncontrolled passionate side.

      “Love me, Behr,” she said, rocking her hips. “Love me like you mean it.”
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        * * *

      

      Love me like you mean it.

      Raia’s softly spoken words severed the fine thread of control he had managed to keep so far. The taste of Raia’s release on his lips, the tightness of her feminine sheath welcoming his throbbing shaft, and the glow of her beautiful face in the dim light of his bedroom would forever be embedded in his mind.

      Now, her soft words giving him permission to love her with unadulterated worship snipped the last thread. He cocooned her within his embrace. Pressing his lips against hers, he reveled in pleasure when she raised her legs and pressed her heels against his buttocks.

      The move opened her and he took advantage of the new position. He thrust his hips, driving his shaft so deeply that he swore the tip of his cock touched her womb. A shudder ran through him, and he hissed as she moved under him. He could feel every inch of her soft femininity sliding against his blood-engorged shaft.

      Her moan of pleasure told him she felt the movement. He rocked his hips in unison with hers. Deepening their kiss, he tangled his tongue with hers. She caressed his body, from his arms to his scarred back.

      He groaned, cupped one of her rounded buttocks, and tightened his arms around her as a tingling surged in the base of his spine. Sliding his arms up and under her back, he broke their kiss.

      Holding her tightly, he buried his face against the curve of her neck. Their breathing was labored as he thrust into her with increasing speed. Her slick sheath fisted his pistoning shaft, fighting to keep them locked together when he began to withdraw from her. Her low whimpers, pulsing channel, and tight embrace warned him that she was on the verge of another orgasm.

      His body reacted when she stiffened and cried out. A sensation of warm moisture coating his cock triggered his orgasm. He thrust forward, his bulbous head flaring and locking them together as he released powerful jets of his semen deep inside her womb.

      He threw his head back as he came. The muscles in his arms strained as he fought to keep from crushing her beneath him. For an instant, he couldn’t draw a breath. The emotion and intensity of his release was so powerful that it took his breath away.

      It took more than a minute for the powerful wave of his release to pass. As it did, he felt weak. His joining with Raia was the most intense experience he’d ever had with a woman.

      She released his waist, and pressed a light kiss on his shoulder. She slid her legs down his but kept one of them partially wrapped behind his calf. He leaned back and looked down at her glowing, relaxed face. A slight smile curved her lips, but she kept her eyes closed.

      “Wake me when you’re ready for round two,” she mumbled languidly.

      He chuckled and pressed a light kiss on her lips. I was right. She does glow after a night of lovemaking, he thought.

      He rolled them over so that she was lying on top of his relaxed body. He wrapped his arms around her and rubbed his cheek against the top of her head. A part of him wanted to stay here with her forever—where he knew she would be safe. The other part knew that he couldn’t. It was that part that tore at his heart and caused the lone tear to course down his cheek.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sanapare Spaceport

      

      

      “Have you found anything yet?” Reynar demanded.

      Akita stared at her brother’s face with a dispassionate expression. Irritation coursed through her. His obsession with Behr De’Mar and the Dregulon had become an interference in her mission.

      “You already know the answer, otherwise you wouldn’t be asking. I assume He’lo and Orb haven’t located them either,” she responded in a cool voice.

      “No. What is taking you so long?” he snapped.

      Akita kept her expression neutral. “I am not one of your minions, Reynar. Unless you have any new information for me, I suggest that you keep your communications to a minimum,” she answered.

      The heated rage on her brother’s face increased. She would not allow him to take his fury out on her. It took him twenty-nine seconds to regain control before he spoke again.

      “Notify me when you find something,” he said and then ended the communication.

      Akita lowered the communication device and slid it into her cloak pocket. She turned around in the narrow maintenance alley that she had stepped into before taking Reynar’s summons. At the end of the alleyway, she observed the wealthy patrons strolling along a corridor filled with upscale shops.

      While He’lo, Orb, and Reynar were focused on finding Behr and the Dregulon, she was focused on finding information on the two creatures. They would be unusual enough to stand out and be remembered. If she located them, she would locate the Dregulon—and possibly Behr if they were still together. If not, she would at least be able to get a lead on where Behr might be heading.

      Adjusting the hood of her expensive, deep purple designer cloak, she pulled on a pair of reflective silver eye shades and topped her disguise with a matching shear scarf. Fortunately, most of the people on Sanapare would be more interested in her clothing than her skin color, and she had covered the only distraction to that—her unusual eyes.

      She exited the alley and turned to the right. She surveyed the shops. Clothing, antiquities, bars, and the typical Odds and Ends shops geared for tourists lined each side of the corridor. She narrowed in on a Tiliqua growling threateningly at a group of teens. He scanned the area, his two heads turned in opposite directions, before he retreated into his store.

      After walking across the passage to the Tiliqua’s store, she entered the dim interior. The typical cheap souvenirs littered the shelves. She had taken only two steps before the shopkeeper was in front of her.

      “Welcome to my shop. How can I help you, my lady?” the shopkeeper inquired, his two heads inquired in unison.

      “I’ve lost two of my precious pets and wondered if you might have seen them,” Akita replied.

      “Do I look like a shop for lost and found?” one of the shopkeeper’s heads snapped.

      Akita lifted her gloved hand and ran a finger under the chin of the offended head. “What is your name?” she softly inquired.

      “F-Frope, my lady,” Frope answered.

      “Frope,” she repeated, sliding her finger down his throat before pulling her hand away. “You’ve been in business for a while?”

      “Y-Yes, nearly forty years,” he answered.

      She turned away from him and walked along a line of knickknacks. “And you notice everything that goes on,” she stated.

      “Yes… Well, not everything, but just about everything,” he agreed.

      “Let’s assume for your health and wellbeing that you do see everything, and you might have seen my two missing pets… for a reward, of course,” she stated, turning and facing him.

      The scowls on the man’s faces changed to calculating gleams. For a moment, Akita wondered if a Tiliqua could survive with only one head. One of the man’s thick brains must have sensed he was in danger because his right head turned to his left and muttered under his breath.

      “Perhaps if you had an image of your missing pet, we could be of assistance—no reward necessary,” Frope’s right head suggested.

      Akita stepped forward and held out a tablet with an image of the two creatures side by side. Frope frowned and mumbled under his breath again. She noticed the Tiliqua’s expressions had transformed to anger.

      “What do you know?” she encouraged.

      “I haven’t seen them in a while. They travel with a freighter captain. I recognize the Chumloo. One was stolen from my backroom years ago. The other creature looks just like the one that was with the thief I chased. I lost a lot of credits that day. You don’t forget things like that. I know the two stole the Chumloo. The Spaceport authorities did nothing. That’s why I have to be vigilant. Some visitors that come here will steal you blind,” he grumbled.

      “Do you know where the Dregulon is now? Perhaps the name of his ship?” she inquired.

      Frope’s frown deepened, and he shook his head. “It wasn’t a Dregulon. It was some pale-skinned female. She was totally different from the species you usually see around here. The only ones I’ve ever seen like her live among the Valdier, Sarafin, and Curizan. Maybe they are breeding them,” he suggested.

      “Are you saying the creatures are traveling with someone other than a Dregulon?” she clarified.

      “Yes, that is exactly what I’m saying. The girl never comes in here, but I have noticed her when she visits the antiquities dealer farther down,” he replied.

      “You have been most helpful, Frope. If anyone asks about the creatures—or the girl, tell them nothing. If I find out that you have talked to anyone about my visit, the creatures, or the girl, I’ll return and slit both of your throats. Do you understand?” she asked, lowering her eye shield far enough to reveal her glowing eyes.

      Both of Frope’s Adam’s apples moved up and down as he swallowed nervously. He repeatedly nodded his heads. Confident that the Tiliqua valued both of his necks more than credits, she slid her eye shield back in place and exited the shop.

      Now, to visit the antiquities dealer and discover the identity of my Dregulon imposter, she thought.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Planet Raia

      

      

      Raia stretched and rolled over, throwing one arm out across the bed. She stared at the ceiling with a slight frown, grinned, and stretched again. Muscles she didn’t know she had twinged in protest.

      She leaned up on her elbows and looked around. A light shone from the bathroom, but she could see that it was empty. The tantalizing smell of food made her stomach growl.

      She sat up and the sheet bunched around her waist. A sound from the doorway drew her attention. Behr leaned against the doorframe. She drew in a swift breath at the expression in his eyes.

      “I prepared a meal. Chummy and Pi were vocal about breakfast. It isn’t as good as yours, but I think you’ll find it edible,” he said.

      “I’ll get cleaned up and be there in a few minutes,” she replied.

      He remained where he was for a few seconds. Raia grasped the covers as a wave of uncertainty swept through her. The thought that he might regret their lovemaking last night flashed through her mind, and she looked down at the covers.

      She swallowed when he sat down on the edge of the bed. Lifting her head, she stared back at him when he caressed her cheek. She met him halfway when he leaned forward to kiss her.

      “If it wasn’t for Chummy and Pi’s insatiable appetites and all the hard work I did preparing a splendid breakfast, I would say to hell with the food and feast on you again,” he murmured.

      She grinned. “There’s always lunch,” she teased.

      He chuckled and shook his head. “I think I’ve released a sex monster,” he quipped.

      He stood and held his hand out to her. She reached out, grasped it, and slid from the bed. His groan sent a shaft of longing through her.

      She rested her arms on his shoulders when he cupped her heavy breasts and caressed her tender nipples. A piercing need created a physical pain. She curled her fingers and closed her eyes at the intensity.

      “Get cleaned up,” he said, kissing her forehead.

      When he released her, Raia swayed and opened her eyes. He had turned and was walking out of the room. She lifted her hand and cupped one breast, trying to keep the warmth from his fingers from escaping. From the galley, she heard Behr teasing Chummy and Pi about saving some of the fruit for their mistress.

      “Oh, girl. You have it bad,” she whispered.

      There was no doubt in her mind that she was in love with Behr. The thought both thrilled and scared the hell out of her. How was she supposed to survive when she was with a wanted man hunted by the Marastin Dow military fleet? Unless they stayed here, it was only a matter of time before fleet caught up with them.

      No one—not even the Curizan, Sarafin, or Valdier—could save you, I fear.

      Evetta’s words came back to haunt her. Raia turned and walked into the bathroom. Her thoughts were on all the things that could go wrong if she stayed with Behr, while her body and heart reminded her of all the good things.

      How can I let him go? she wondered.
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        * * *

      

      Behr glanced up when Raia entered the galley. He gazed at her greedily. She had pulled her hair into a messy ponytail. Damp, curly tendrils escaped, framing her heart-shaped face. She was wearing a midnight blue tunic tucked into a pair of tan trousers and knee-high boots.

      “It smells wonderful,” she greeted.

      He blinked, forgetting what he was doing. “Yes, well, this is the second attempt. Pi ate my first attempt,” he dryly replied.

      Pi looked up at him with huge, pitiful eyes, glancing from his face to the pan in his hand and back to his face again. He shook his head and chuckled. The Peekaboo was a bottomless pit.

      “Good morning, you two,” Raia affectionately greeted, dropping a kiss on Chummy and Pi’s heads before sliding onto the seat.

      Behr placed a plate of food containing fresh scrambled eggs, sweet bread, and fruit in front of Raia. He waved the ladle in his hand at Chummy and Pi in warning when they eyed Raia’s plate. They both sat back in their child seats.

      “One more helping and then off you go,” he said in a stern tone.

      Raia giggled. “You should see my bed. I think they have a month’s worth of goodies stashed under it,” she said.

      He walked back to the table with his plate and two small bowls of fruit on a platter. He set a bowl in front of each animal before he slid in next to Raia. It didn’t take long for the two to empty their bowls. He blinked in surprise when Chummy crawled onto the table and over to him. He was about to chide the little Chumloo when Chummy placed a paw on his hand.

      Pi say tell her. She will understand, Chummy silently communicated before he scurried off the table and disappeared through the doorway.

      He swallowed and stared after Chummy. How the hell did those two always seem to be one step ahead of him? He shook his head in wonder.

      “What was that about?” Raia asked.

      He sighed. “We have to go back. I have to return,” he said, looking at her.

      She gave him a wistful smile and looked down at her plate. “I know,” she softly replied.
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        * * *

      

      “Behr, have you secured the transport?” she called.

      “It is locked down,” he said from behind her.

      Raia nodded and returned to her review of the pre-flight checklist. During the three hours since she had woken up, they had been busy preparing for their departure. They had talked little about the reason. They didn’t need to.

      “Chummy, are you and Pi ready?” she called.

      Chummy ran into the cockpit and looked up at her. Pi saying bye-bye, he replied.

      “Who is he saying bye-bye to?” she asked.

      Ghost outside, Chummy answered.

      Raia frowned. She shook her head and rose from her seat. She paused when Behr reached out and wrapped his hand around her wrist.

      “Is everything alright?” he inquired.

      “Yeah, I need to do a visual. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” she said.

      He released her wrist, and she exited the cockpit. She hurried down the corridor to the bay door. Pressing the controller, she impatiently waited for the platform to lower.

      She jogged down the ramp and stopped at the end, scanning the area. Cursing under her breath, she was about to yell for Pi when she saw the Peekaboo sitting on the rim of a decorative fountain off beside the plaza. She strode across the expansive space, preparing a stern lecture in her mind as she walked.

      “Pi, do you have any idea how close we came to leaving… you?” she said, finishing the question on a whisper of awe.

      She slowed to a stop. Sitting on the edge of the fountain with Pi was a woman made of gold. The woman smiled in greeting. Raia resisted rubbing her eyes when the woman transformed in front of her. The woman now resembled the robed Roman figure from the history book Ander had given her—only she wasn’t wearing a blindfold.

      “Who are you?” she croaked.

      “I’m called many things by many species, but you may call me Aminta,” she replied in a gentle tone.

      “Aminta…. Where did you come from?” Raia demanded.

      Aminta rose to her feet, and petted Pi’s head. A moment later, Pi disappeared.

      “Pi…,” Raia said.

      “Your very protective friend has returned to the ship. She was worried,” Aminta explained.

      Raia looked back at the freighter before she returned her attention to Aminta. “What is she worried about?” she asked.

      Aminta looked back at her with a gentle expression. “You, Raia,” she answered.

      “What did she see? What did she show you?” Raia asked in a thick voice.

      “The future is not always set in stone,” Aminta reflected, running her fingers over a stone sculpture of a fish.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Raia demanded.

      Aminta paused. “Sometimes the person you see is not who they really are beneath their exterior. You, yourself, have used a disguise for years to survive. I created this world billions of years ago. Sometimes it seems like it was yesterday,” she mused.

      “You created…. Are you saying you are… one of the Goddesses that I’ve heard about?” Raia asked.

      Aminta looked at her and smiled but didn’t immediately respond. “There are not as many of us as there once were. Some of my species have lost their way,” she murmured.

      “Why are you here… now… after all this time? Why haven’t I ever seen you before?” Raia asked.

      Raia took a step back when Aminta’s form shimmered and became more translucent. Aminta gazed around them again. Raia sensed there was something wrong with the woman… Goddess… whatever she was. Aminta sighed.

      “Do not be afraid of your destiny, Raia. Behr needs you, but so do the Marastin Dow who wish to break the chains of oppression. Ander knew you were special when he brought you to this star system. Embrace who you are,” Aminta said.

      “Wait! You can’t just leave…,” Raia protested as Aminta faded.

      “Raia!”

      Raia partially turned when she heard Behr’s voice. Her gaze was still locked on the spot where Aminta had disappeared. What the hell did Aminta mean?

      Don’t be afraid of your destiny… embrace who I am?

      “This has got to be the most screwed up thing that has ever happened to me,” she muttered.

      “Raia, are you alright? Pi is on the freighter,” Behr said.

      “Yeah, I’m alright. I… just thought I saw something,” she said with a shake of her head before she turned and gave him a weak smile. “I’m ready now.”

      They walked back to the freighter in silence. Pi and Chummy sat at the top of the platform, waiting for them. Raia’s focus locked on Pi. The little Peekaboo stared back at her with a wide, mischievous look in her eyes. She climbed the ramp.

      “You and I need to have a chat later,” she said through gritted teeth, slapping her hand on the platform controller.

      Goddess is nice, Chummy said.

      “I hope so,” Raia murmured, searching back across the plaza, hoping to glimpse the elusive Goddess as the platform’s hatch sealed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Two days later, they emerged from the jump gate into Valdier controlled space, heading for the Kardosa Spaceport. The spaceport hadn’t been her initial choice. On the first leg of their journey, they emerged from the jump gate where she had intended to meet up with Mieka and the other Marastin Dow rebel leaders, only to have the EA II’s scanners pick up three Marastin Dow warships. They made it to the next jump gate by half a click.

      “Are you sure you want to do this? I can think of a half dozen places that would be safer,” she said.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” he replied.

      “You realize the place will be crawling with Marastin Dow ships. They may not look like the warships we’ve seen, but I guarantee they will be there. The insane bastards will attack anything, including a Valdier, Curizan, or Sarafin warship if they can,” she said.

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “May I remind you I am one of those insane bastards?” he pointed out.

      She looked at him and grinned. “I can’t imagine how I could have missed that,” she teased.

      “Hail Mieka. Give her our rendezvous location,” he said, rising from his seat.

      “I will if you double check with Pi to make sure I’m not taking you to a Spaceport filled with assassins,” she called.

      “I’ll check in with Pi,” he promised.

      “He better damn well check,” she muttered to herself. “I swear, if Pi has one tiny vision of anything happening to him, I’m hightailing it back to Planet Raia.”

      She pulled up the communications console. “This is the EA II, requesting pick up of your cargo,” she said.

      “This is Chrétien de’Troyes Enterprises. That is good news EA II. We were concerned when you were late and didn’t communicate your new arrival time. Please confirm your destination for delivery,” a smooth voice requested.

      Raia closed her eyes and bit her lower lip. She didn’t know if her reluctance to answer was due to fear that they were walking into a trap or of her heart breaking. Opening her eyes, she stared at the console.

      “Kardosa, usual spot,” she replied.

      “Confirmed… and thank you, Captain Raia,” Mieka replied.

      “Arrival expected in six hours,” Raia said.

      “We’ll be ready to receive. Chrétien de’Troyes Entreprises out,” Mieka confirmed.

      Raia ended the communication and sat back in her seat. Six hours. She had six hours before her heart was ripped to pieces. Reviewing the scanners, she set the autopilot and rose from her seat.

      “If I only have six hours, I’m going to make five of them count,” she growled under her breath.
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        * * *

      

      Behr sat at the table in the galley, checking each of the weapons Raia had given him. He picked up the portable transporter that Hanine had developed. It was a brilliant piece of technology.

      He looked up when he heard footsteps in the corridor. A second later, Raia leaned against the doorframe. She glanced over the array of weapons on the table.

      “I’ve made contact and informed Mieka that you will be at your normal spot. We should arrive in approximately six hours,” she said.

      He nodded. “Did she say anything else?” he asked.

      Raia shook her head. “Only that she was glad you were safe,” she replied.

      “Thank you again, for everything you’ve done,” he said, sliding out from behind the table and standing.

      She shook her head again. “You don’t have to thank me. Do you have any idea what you are going to do next? Maradash won’t stop looking for you, even if you hide in Valdier, Curizan, or Sarafin controlled space, he’ll come after you. I saw the look in his eyes. The man is crazy,” she said.

      The worry in her eyes made his heart ache. Walking over to her, he slid his arms around her waist and pulled her close. He rested his chin against her head, drawing a deep breath of her scent into his lungs.

      “We are so close, Raia. Before I was captured, I discovered information that could change the path of the rebellion. For the past two decades, we’ve worked to infiltrate the inner workings of the Council. Six of the nine members are old and unwell. They will need to relinquish their positions soon. I discovered a plot by Maradash to eliminate the Council, blame the rebellion, and seize control for himself. He wants to abolish the Council altogether and rule as king. Over the last decade, he has joined forces with a group trying to bring down the Royal families of the Valdier, Curizan, and Sarafin. This is much larger than just our people now, Raia. It is a fight for the entire Star System. If Maradash and whoever he has teamed up with succeed, it will not only mean the end of all hope for my people but for those on every planet in the star system,” he explained.

      Raia shook her head. “How can that be possible? Since the Valdier, Sarafin, and Curizans have joined forces, they are crazy powerful! Their technology and the sheer size of their military is beyond anything that even Maradash can go up against,” she argued.

      “My intel says there have been attacks on the three Royal Families. There is supposed to be a weapon strong enough to kill the Valdier’s golden creatures. If this intel is true, then the Royal families are in danger. If Maradash attacks them using such a weapon, all Marastin Dow will be blamed and slaughtered. What started as a fight for freedom has now changed to a fight for survival for all of us,” he quietly added.

      Raia pulled back and looked up at him. “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?” she asked.

      He caressed her cheek. “Because I was afraid the more you knew, the more danger you would be in,” he said.

      “What changed your mind?” she asked.

      “Pi,” he answered.

      “What did she show you?” she asked.

      “Only that I connect with Mieka and the others,” he said.

      She lifted her arms and wrapped them around his neck. Arousal hit him hard and fast when he saw the expression in her eyes. The last two days flashed through his mind. There had been little time for them to be together. When they hadn’t been running for their lives, they were trying to catch a few hours of rest.

      “We have about five hours before we arrive. I would hate to waste them doing nothing,” she murmured.

      “It would be a terrible waste of time, wouldn’t it?” he agreed.

      She leaned into him, capturing his lips with hers. Love for her filled him, and he pulled her tightly against his body. He reveled in the passion of her kiss. Needing more, he tugged her shirt free of her trousers and slid his hands up under the thin fabric. He guided her backwards across the corridor and into his cabin without breaking their kiss. Once in his cabin, he lifted the edge of her shirt, and pulled it over her head, barely breaking their kiss.

      She fumbled with the fastenings on the front of his shirt. Cool air caressed his heated flesh as she pushed his shirt off his shoulders. She broke their kiss, staring at him with an expression hot enough to melt him to the core. He caught his breath when she moved her hand down to his waist and slid her fingers under the waistband of his pants.

      “We still have way too many clothes on,” she muttered.

      “I think we can take care of that,” he replied.

      She worked on removing his trousers while he worked on hers. The first time was going to be hot, hard, and fast. They each pulled off their footwear and kicked them and their trousers to the side. His breathing increased when Raia suddenly twisted, pushed him down on the bed, and straddled him.

      “I think I’d like to try it on top this time,” she murmured.

      He lifted his hands and cupped her breasts. His hips instinctively jerked when she wrapped her hand around his throbbing shaft and pumped it. She leaned forward, bracing one hand on his shoulder, and guided his cock toward her silky mound. He uttered a long moan of pleasure when she brushed his bulbous tip against her soft curls.

      “Raia, you’re playing with fire,” he warned.

      She leaned forward until her breasts brushed the soft hair on his chest and whispered in his ear. He closed his eyes when a bolt of need, so strong it was a physical pain, speared him.

      “I love playing with fire,” she whispered.

      He slid his hands across her ribs and down, grasping her hips. She released him to grip his shoulders, positioning herself until she was poised above his cock. He thrust upward, parting her protective petals, and pressed deeply into her welcoming heat.

      A shudder ran through him. Every inch of his shaft was cocooned tightly within her silky depths. His bulbous head flared in response, stretching her and mixing his pre-cum with hers.

      “Behr,” she moaned, straightening.

      He captured her breasts again, cupping them, and pinched her protruding nipples between his fingers. She leaned into his hands and began to ride him even faster. He met her downward movement with hard thrusts. The combination of their arousal made her passage slick and the friction from their lovemaking created an intense fire of desire inside both of them.

      She stiffened and uttered a loud cry as she came. The pulsing of her flesh around his shaft sent a flame of primitive need coursing through him. Lowering his hands to her waist, he slowly lifted her. His body protested the move. The flared head of his cock was not ready to release her.

      Raia mewed in protest, her eyes still wild with her release. He rolled her off of him. When she started to open her legs, he shook his head.

      “On your knees,” he instructed.

      She immediately rolled onto her stomach and got up on her knees, ready for him. He climbed up behind her, grasped his aching cock, and found her glistening entrance. The first touch against her almost made him lose control. His cock was so sensitive that he wasn’t sure he would last long enough to give her another orgasm.

      Gritting his teeth, he pushed into her soft folds. He watched as his cock slid deep inside her. The movement was so beautiful, so erotic, that he wanted to see it again and again until it was burned into his memory.

      He held onto her hips and began to move. He slid his shaft in and out, his veins visibly swelling with his desire. Raia clenched the covers of his bed between her fisted hands. Her breasts rocked back and forth with the power of his thrusts.

      He didn’t stop when she began gasping. Once again, her channel tightened, and he could feel the heat building around his length as he moved in and out of her. The tingling at the base of his spine grew with her cries.

      Their orgasms came at the same time while their cries echoed in unison, filling the air. He pressed and held his hips against her buttocks and closed his eyes as he felt the pulsing release of his seed filling her.

      He slowly lowered himself over her, caging her beneath him while keeping most of his weight off so he wouldn’t crush her. There was no way he could pull out yet. His cock was still too rigid.

      He bent his head and kissed the back of her shoulder. Behr closed his eyes when a shudder ran through her as his cock continued to pulse inside her. In response, her inner muscles squeezed him, drawing a low groan out of him in return.

      “You are a dangerous woman, Raia Glossman,” he muttered.

      “You bet your sweet ass I am,” she retorted, wiggling her hips a little. “That’s two more positions that I could get addicted to. Do you know any others?” she asked.

      “I think I can show you a few more before we arrive,” he said with a suggestive chuckle.
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        * * *

      

      Raia’s stomach knotted as she finished twisting her hair into a knot on the top of her head. In less than an hour, they would reach Kardosa—and she would be saying goodbye to Behr. Tears burned her eyes at the thought of never seeing him again, and one stubborn droplet escaped. She impatiently wiped it away.

      “You knew this was going to happen. Deal with it. He has bigger things than you to worry about,” she mumbled.

      “Warning. Incoming spaceships detected,” the ship’s computer announced.

      “I know, I know,” she growled.

      She stepped out of Behr’s cabin only to stumble back, grabbing the doorframe to keep from falling when Pi rolled by. Shaking her head, she stepped out again—and straight into a floating Chummy. She reached up and grabbed the Chumloo around his stomach.

      We get to explore? Chummy asked.

      “Yes, but only after our business there is done,” she stated.

      Pi know good place to eat, Chummy said.

      Raia sighed and cuddled Chummy in her arms. “Pi always knows where the best places to eat are,” she dryly retorted.

      Chummy snuggled against her as she carried him to the cockpit of the freighter. Behr rose and moved from the pilot to the co-pilot seat. Raia handed Chummy to him.

      “Pi is already planning her next meal,” Behr informed her.

      “Isn’t she always?” Raia replied. “Kardosa Control, this is the Explorer Adventure II requesting permission to dock.”

      “Explorer Adventure II, welcome to Kardosa Spaceport. You are cleared to dock on Level 8, Bay 20,” the controller replied.

      “Acknowledged Level 8, Bay 20. Thank you, Clem,” she replied.

      “Happy to see you back, Raia. Please be advised that there is an MPA parasite warning in effect,” Clem added.

      Raia blew out a breath. “Acknowledged. I’ll avoid contamination if possible. EA II out,” she answered.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of an MPA parasite before. What is that?” Behr asked.

      Raia maneuvered the freighter around a slower one and held her position as two supply ships launched. She carefully studied the different levels, noting the assorted ship models. Most of the ships she recognized from her various travels through the star system. There were four that she didn’t, and one in particular that stood out.

      “Raia, what is it?” he asked.

      “What? Oh, nothing. Clem has been with Kardosa control forever. He was a good friend of Ander’s. When I first started hauling, he took me aside and told me he and Ander had made up codes to kind of watch each other’s back. MPA stands for Major Pain in the Ass. That means Valdier inspectors or military are here,” she explained. “Since I’m not carrying any illegal cargo—well, except for you—I’ll be fine. I’m going to give you the personal hologram device Hanine made for me. You still have three assassins looking for you, not to mention that I wouldn’t put it past Maradash to offer a price that every bounty hunter in the star system will be itching to cash in on,” she said.

      “What about you? Won’t you need it?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I’ll get Hanine to make me another one. Besides, no one is chasing me. They are too busy looking for a Dregulon,” she replied.

      “Thank the Goddess for that,” he murmured.

      “Explorer Adventure II, this is Valdier Military Security. Prepare for inspection,” a deep voice ordered.

      Raia groaned and looked at Behr. “Explorer Adventure II acknowledged. Give me ten minutes to shut down and decompress the air lock,” she said before cutting the transmission. “It looks like you’ll get to test out your disguise sooner than we expected. What would you like to be? And the bigger question—male or female?” she inquired with a wry grin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “Who is this?” the Valdier warrior demanded.

      “My great-aunt’s sister’s cousin on my mother’s side. Who do you think she is? She’s a paying guest looking to start a business on Kardosa,” Raia sarcastically replied.

      The man glared at his companion when he chuckled. “Do you have anything you need to declare?” he requested.

      “Yes, I had the best sex of my life less than an hour ago, and you are totally blowing the afterglow,” she remarked. She peered at the screen he was holding. “That is totally with two l’s.”

      The warrior glared at her before turning to look at her companion. “Is she always this… difficult?” he asked, looking at the tall, stately Tearnat woman sitting at the table.

      “Yes. Is there anything else you need?” the woman replied.

      “No, that will be all. Enjoy your stay,” the warrior grumbled before pushing past his companion and heading toward the side exit of the ship.

      “You know, she looks a lot like the Dragon Lords’ mates. I heard that Prince Mandra’s mate once knocked him out with a flowerpot,” the second warrior was saying with wonder as they departed.

      Raia folded her arms over her chest and grinned at the woman glaring at her across the table. “I told you it would work,” she said.

      “Really? You couldn’t have programmed something a little different?” Behr demanded in a high voice.

      Raia giggled. “You were too tall for the Tiliqua image. It was either the Gelatian or the Tearnat. There aren’t many of them, and Hanine hasn’t programmed a slime trail for the Gelatian yet. That would be a dead giveaway that you aren’t who you look like. A wealthy Tearnat looking to open a business is the perfect cover. Being a woman is even better—plus, you’ll get to see all the crap women have to put up with. Besides, I think you look amazing in that designer outfit with the slit showing off your green, scaly legs,” she said with a grin.

      He walked forward and kissed her lips. “You have a very strange sense of humor,” he muttered.

      She laughed and slapped him on the ass. The computerized version of him reacted to the contact, and his tail swished. His tail looked so real that she started to jump away before she remembered and the holographic image passed through her legs.

      “We’d better go before I change my mind, kidnap you, and take you back to Planet Raia where I’ll keep you as my sex slave,” she said.

      Behr raised his hand and caressed her cheek when her voice cracked on the last two words. She was trying to keep it together, but inside it felt like she was falling apart. It didn’t help that she couldn’t see Behr’s face behind the illusion of the Tearnat.

      “Promise me you’ll stay safe,” she whispered.

      “I wish I could. Raia…,” he said before he stopped and shook his head. “We’d better go.”

      She swallowed and nodded. Turning away, she stepped out into the corridor. Tears were threatening to blind her.

      “Chummy, Pi, time to go,” she called in a thick voice.

      Chummy and Pi peered around the corner of her cabin door. They had been hiding, staying one step ahead, while the Valdier searched her freighter. Now the two squealed with delight and burst from her room, going ahead of them. Their enthusiasm caused her to laugh.

      “Pay attention and don’t get caught,” she called when they disappeared ahead of her.

      “Will they be alright?” Behr asked with concern.

      “Pi will keep them safe. She’ll know if there is danger and can pop them back here in a heartbeat,” she said. “Do you have all the things I gave you?”

      “Yes. I worry that I’m taking things you will need,” he confessed.

      She gave him a strained smile and shook her head. “It’s okay. I think I’ll go visit Ben and Evetta for a few weeks after… after I leave here. I haven’t been by in months. It’ll be good to see Bennie and Nayua again,” she said.

      “Raia, I wish…,” he began.

      She turned and put her fingers against his lips. “No regrets. Promise me you won’t have any regrets,” she said.

      “I promise,” he repeated.

      She gave him a sharp nod. They walked along the long corridor until they reached the lifts leading into the Spaceport. They stepped inside and Behr requested Level 10. They exited at the same time, but Raia went to the left while Behr moved to the right.

      She would meet up with Mieka and assess the situation. Once they felt it was safe, she would leave, and Behr would join Mieka and the others.

      Then we’ll both disappear, she thought.

      She flexed her fingers, trying to control the emotions raging inside her. Her heart was breaking. She could feel it shattering into a billion pieces. Other patrons must have sensed her distress, and she knew if she didn’t get her emotions under control that she could endanger Behr and his comrades.

      Stepping into a service alley, she leaned back against a wall and breathed deeply, trying to calm the ache in her heart. The pain of losing Behr felt more intense than she remembered when she had lost Ander. She lowered her head and looked at her hands. They were shaking.

      “I have to be strong. I can’t fall apart. If I do, I could endanger him. I have to be strong. I have to be strong,” she whispered.

      She whispered the words over and over until she felt she was back in control. Taking a deep, shuddering breath, she straightened her shoulders, shook her head to clear it, and forced an emotionless mask onto her face. She had a job to do, and she would do it, even if it killed her.

      Feeling calmer, she stepped out of the alley and continued on her way. She weaved in and out of the pedestrians. Ahead of her was an open-air bar. Sitting at a table near one of the tall support pillars were two Chazen Desert Dwellers.

      Raia pushed her way between two men blocking the entrance. She looked down when one of the men grabbed her arm. She returned the man’s beady-eyed stare with one of her own.

      “Ta sheba nu ebba,” ‘Let go of my arm,’ she ordered.

      The two men chuckled. “Kabi moi,” ‘Make me,’ he replied.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw one of the Chazen partially rise out of his seat. Behind him, she could see Behr. He had entered through the rear entrance. She shook her head when he started threading his way through the crowded tables.

      “Sabi lie one ebbi eno poof,” ‘You have one minute before it explodes,’ she replied, pulling the front of the man’s pants forward just far enough to drop a small cylinder inside.

      The man released her with a yelp and jumped away, grabbing for his crotch. The other man was asking him what was wrong. The man who had grabbed her hissed that she had placed an explosive in his pants. The moment he shared that information, the second man backed away and disappeared into the crowd.

      “Shenawa itc,” ‘She bitch,’ the man snarled.

      He pushed his way past her and headed to the restroom. Some patrons snickered while others yelled at him. He ignored everyone. He was too busy groping the front of his pants to care. Raia lifted her chin and smirked when he paled, stumbled, and fell to the ground in a whimpering heap.

      “What did you do to him?” the Chazen asked.

      Raia recognized Mieka’s voice. “A neat little device a friend came up with that releases a burn powder. He’ll feel like his balls are on fire and fear they are going to fall off for a few days. If he’s smart, he won’t ever wear those pants again because the stuff doesn’t wash out,” she replied.

      “You are as resourceful as I’ve heard,” Mieka said with a chuckle.

      “I’ve had to learn to be,” Raia replied.

      “Do you have the package?” Mieka quietly inquired as they walked back to her table.

      Raia’s heart twisted with anguish. For a moment, she forgot the real reason why she was here. It would be so easy to lose herself in the delusion that this was all make-believe.

      “Yes, he is here,” she replied.

      “Where?” Mieka asked, scanning the patrons.

      “Close enough to hear what you are saying,” Raia replied.

      Mieka frowned, and her partner looked around. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Behr raise a drink in their direction. Mieka’s eyes widened with surprise, and she turned around, looking at Raia for confirmation.

      “A Tearnat female?” Mieka hissed, trying not to chuckle.

      Raia gave the other woman a strained smile. “Let’s just say I’m better with costumes than you are,” she replied.

      Mieka looked back at Behr. Raia waited to see what would happen next. Finally, the woman turned and nodded to the man next to her. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a bag, and slid it across the table to her. She took the bag without looking inside.

      “Don’t you want to confirm that we paid you?” Marus asked.

      Raia shook her head. “I trust you,” she quietly said.

      Mieka tilted her head and stared back at her. Raia looked away. She didn’t enjoy seeing her wounded expression reflected in the goggles the other woman was wearing. She rose to her feet.

      “Please tell Behr to be more careful in the future. It wasn’t easy breaking his ass out of that prison. I don’t think Maradash would give him a chance to do it again,” she instructed in a thick voice before she turned and walked away.

      Pain gripped her, tearing at her insides until she feared she would be sick. She wrapped her hand around the bag of credits and shoved it into the pocket of her jacket. She felt like she couldn’t breathe. Pulling her hood up, she bowed her head and headed for the lifts. She needed to find Chummy and Pi and get out of here—now.
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        * * *

      

      Akita sat at the table of the café along the main corridor on Level 5. She had arrived at the Kardosa Spaceport two days ago after intercepting a message about a freighter that had eluded two Marastin Dow warships. The freighter had made a jump. Out of the three locations where the ship could go from that jump gate, this one made the most sense. It was the only one where safety came in the form of Valdier warships.

      The dragon-shifters had been riled up since the attacks on the Royal family. Her lip curled when one of the warriors walked past her with an appreciative expression. His dragon must not have felt the same way given the startled expression that flashed across his face before it twisted into a look of disgust.

      Obviously, he doesn’t care for purple-skinned assassins, she mused.

      A movement in the shadows across from her drew her attention. She turned and focused her attention on the corner where a merchant had set up a table of fresh fruits and nuts. The cloth covering the table moved again.

      She smiled when she saw two heat signatures. Blinking, she captured the image in a retina picture and sent it to her scanner. Looking down, she studied the picture of the two small creatures. Both matched the images from the prison.

      “Now, where is your mistress?” she murmured.

      She wasn’t interested in the animals. They could do what they wanted. No, she wanted their mistress.

      Akita soon found herself surprisingly enthralled by the antics of the two animals. The tan and white one would suddenly appear when no one was looking and drop a piece of fruit over the side of the table. Akita would follow the movement of the fruit only to lose track of the tan and white creature who would miraculously appear at a different table. The plump, black and white creature would dart between the tables and catch the fruit before it hit the ground.

      What fascinated her the most was that the tan and white creature would drop a credit in the spot where it had taken fruit. Even with her enhanced skills, she could not keep up with them. She was concerned that they might escape before their mistress arrived.

      She half rose from her seat only to sink back down when she noticed a hooded figure approaching the fruit stand. The jacket was open in front, revealing that the person was a woman. Pale hands rose, and the woman slid the hood of her jacket back, revealing her face.

      Success, Akita thought with satisfaction.

      Akita’s gaze followed Raia as she walked around the table. Raia shook her head when the merchant asked if she needed assistance. Akita rose and moved along the street, keeping Raia within sight.

      She paused outside a store and watched in the reflective glass as Raia knelt down and pulled something from her jacket. Both creatures nodded. Raia took the fruit they had pilfered, exchanging a small black bag for the succulent fruit.

      In the blink of an eye, the creatures disappeared. Akita remained where she was, watching Raia stand in the alley for several minutes. She watched the woman’s movements as she tucked the fruit into another bag that she pulled from her jacket. Finally, Raia pulled the jacket hood back up before she stepped into the crowded street.

      Akita’s smile of satisfaction faded when she noticed two familiar dark shapes following Raia. It would appear that the Tiliqua wasn’t as good at keeping his word as he had promised.
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        * * *

      

      Raia lifted her hand and rubbed her cheek. It didn’t matter how many times she wiped the tears away, they just kept falling. Frustrated, she pulled her portable communicator out of her pocket. She muttered an apology when she bumped into someone in her distraction. Biting her lip, she lifted the device before she cursed and shoved it back into her pocket.

      “What am I going to say? Hey, Evetta. Do you or Hanine have a device that can fix a broken heart? No? Can you make one?” she mumbled. “If I did that, I’d have all four of them coming here and endangering themselves. I don’t know what is worse, the idea of putting them in harm's way or leaving Bennie home alone while they do!”

      She sniffed loudly and headed for the lifts. If she left now, she could be on Ceran-Pax by the end of the week. She had enough credits to cover her expenses for the next year if she was careful. The transport they had brought back from Planet Raia should be enough of a distraction to keep Evetta and Hanine from driving her crazy with questions. Ben… well, he was a different story. There would be no escaping his intense scrutiny.

      “You don’t look like a Dregulon to me,” a deep, scratchy voice growled behind her.

      Raia wheeled around and stumbled backwards. Lost in her dismal thoughts, she had left the crowded streets and turned into the quieter terminal leading to the docking bays. She swallowed hard when she recognized the two men standing before her. They were the two assassins from the files Mieka had sent her and Behr.

      “I’m sorry, you have the wrong person. As you can see, I’m not a Dregulon,” she stated.

      “Where’s De’Mar?” the man named Orb demanded.

      Raia lifted an eyebrow and stared back at him. “De’Mar… never heard of him. Have you checked the bars? That’s usually the first place most people go when they arrive,” she suggested.

      “You think you are so smart,” the Triloug, He’lo, growled.

      Raia shrugged. “I did alright with my studies. I wasn’t at the top of my classes, but I wasn’t at the bottom either. Well, come to think of it, I was the top and the bottom since I was the only one in my class,” she replied with a sardonic smirk.

      She stiffened when Orb lifted a blade and flashed it at her. Perhaps antagonizing them wasn’t the best option. She hoped that if she delayed them long enough, Clem would get around to watching the damned surveillance footage and notify the Valdier. The only time she wanted a dragon-shifting warrior bothering her, and they were too busy patrolling freighters!

      He’lo held his arm out when Orb took a step toward her. “Maradash wants her alive,” he reminded Orb.

      Orb’s tusks moved up and down in agitation. “She can be alive without her tongue,” he snapped.

      “She needs to talk. If you cut her tongue out, she won’t be able to tell Maradash where De’Mar is,” He’lo retorted.

      “She can draw him a map,” Orb sneered.

      Raia backed up a step and shook her head. “Bottom of the class, remember? I’m really hopeless when it comes to drawing and directions,” she said, feeling behind her for the summons button to the lift.

      “You a Captain, ain’t you?” Orb snorted. “She’s lying. I’ll cut her lying tongue out and give it to Maradash. If he wants, he can have one of his fancy scientists sew it back on like they did his sister’s eyes. Maradash didn’t say nothing about keeping her in one piece. I’ll make sure she lives—long enough to get there.”

      “I’m afraid it doesn’t quite work that way,” a woman coolly stated.

      Both men turned at once. Raia’s eyes widened when they both attacked the woman at the same time. Raia recognized the woman as the third assassin.

      Akita moved with the grace of a dancer as she parried strikes from the men’s blades with two foot-long blades. She twirled, slicing a blade across the belly of the Triloug. The man roared with outrage.

      Raia pushed on the lift summons button several times. She was trapped between three assassins and the lift in a triangular alcove. Every time she tried to slip past them, one would get in her way. All she could do was try to stay out of the way of the sharp blades.

      She barely ducked quickly enough when Orb’s blade suddenly extended and became a long chain of razor-sharp blades that could take a limb off with a single swipe. The whip-like blade zipped by her again, and she was forced to roll across to the other side of the alcove.

      The chain swept out toward Akita. Raia was sure the woman was dead. Instead, the woman caught the chain between two links with her short swords and did a midair flip. When she landed, she was crouching between Raia and the lift door. He’lo stood in the middle with Orb on the other side, struggling to pull the chain back.

      Akita lowered her short blades, releasing the chain. It snapped back, cleanly slicing through He’lo in a vertical cut that parted the man down the middle. Orb stumbled back from the force of the whiplash just as the lift chimed.

      Raia stepped into the lift the moment the doors opened. Akita followed her, backing up and keeping her eyes locked on Orb who was struggling to regain his balance. He straightened as the doors began to close and raised his arm.

      “Look out,” Raia called out with alarm.

      She didn’t know why she did what she did. It could have been out of reflex, just plain craziness, or an unconscious death wish. Whatever the reason, she regretted it the moment she shoved Akita aside, out of danger, just as Orb fired his laser pistol.

      Raia stumbled back against the wall of the lift and stared at Akita in disbelief. Her hand pressed against the burning pain spreading through her lower abdomen. She looked down at her hand when warm red liquid began to seep through her fingers.

      Her head fell back, and she started to slide down the lift wall. Surprise filled her when Akita wrapped her arm around Raia’s waist and stared at her with her strange, glowing eyes. Raia tilted her head back.

      “You have the coolest, most beautiful eyes,” Raia whispered.

      Akita’s hold around her waist tightened, keeping her up, and she shook her head. “You are a very, very strange woman,” the assassin muttered.

      Raia gave Akita a weak smile. “Yeah, that’s what I’ve been told,” she muttered.

      “Who told you that?” Akita asked.

      Raia shook her head. Akita’s voice sounded like it was in an echo chamber. Why was the assassin holding her up? Why was it so cold in here?

      “Raia, who told you that?” Akita demanded.

      Raia closed her eyes, and she began to cry. Akita lowered her to the floor of the lift. Raia turned her head away from the woman.

      “Who told you that?” Akita repeated in a gentle voice.

      “I love him, and I’ll never see him again. Why does that hurt more than being shot? Why? Why does it hurt so much?” Raia whispered, opening her eyes and letting all her pain show.

      Akita shook her head. “I don’t know,” she replied.

      Raia turned her head away. Looking down, she could see He’lo’s dismembered body in a pool of blood. Orb had vanished and a small crowd was gathering. The two Valdier warriors who had boarded her freighter earlier were at the scene. The thought that Clem must have finally looked at the video feed struck her as funny.

      The last thing she saw was a small group off to the side. Two people dressed as Chazen Desert Dwellers—and a female Tearnat. She forced her hand up to the glass and splayed it. Her lips moved, but no sound emerged.

      I love you, she silently mouthed as darkness descended around her, and her hand fell limply to the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Behr shrugged off Mieka’s restraining hand when Pi and Chummy suddenly appeared before them as they made their way along a service alley. He knelt when the two creatures ran up to him. Chummy placed a tiny paw on his hand.

      Raia need help, Chummy said.

      “Behr, what is it?” Mieka asked.

      “Raia,” he replied. “Pi, show me.”

      Pi wrapped her tiny hand around his outstretched index finger. Images of Raia slumped in the lift filled his mind. His breath hissed out when he saw Akita’s face. Pulling his hand free, he rose and turned.

      “Where are you going? The ship is the other way,” Mieka protested.

      “Raia is in danger,” he said.

      Mieka reached out and gripped his arm. “It could be a trap,” she warned.

      “It probably is,” he impatiently replied.

      Mieka’s grip tightened on his arm when he tried to pull away. “She knew the risk. Let her go, Behr. There is more at stake from the little you’ve told me,” she reminded him.

      A muscle twitched in his jaw. He looked down at Chummy and Pi. They stared at him with large, soulful eyes. Pi reached over and wrapped her tiny arms around the Chumloo. In a flash, they disappeared.

      “I can’t let her go,” he said in a low voice.

      He pulled free of Mieka’s grasp and retraced his steps back to the main corridor. Behind him, he heard Marus curse under his breath, and the sound of footsteps hurrying to catch up with him. Turning to the right, he broke into a run. The vision had shown the lifts going back to the freighter.

      The sound of a distant, horrified scream sent a flood of adrenaline through him. He pushed through the crowd of curious pedestrians who stopped and faced the direction the scream had come from before they continued on their way. His heart raced as he ran down the corridor to the lift station.

      “Be careful!”

      Mieka’s breathless warning pierced his mind, and he slowed down when he saw a group of bystanders clustered ahead of him. A man plowed into Behr, almost knocking him off his feet. His breath hissed out when he recognized the man. Orb ran past Mieka and Marus and disappeared down a service alley.

      “Behr, look!” Marus said, staring up at the rising lift.

      Behr followed Marus’s gaze. He clenched his jaw when he saw Akita standing in the lift. Another movement inside the lift pulled his attention lower, and a guttural cry of denial broke from his lips. He stared at Raia’s crumpled figure leaning against the glass.

      “Raia…,” he hoarsely whispered.
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        * * *

      

      “You were supposed to notify me the moment you found something. Orb said that it was a woman disguised as a Dregulon who broke De’Mar out,” Reynar snapped.

      Akita sat back in her seat and stared at her brother. “Did he also tell you he killed her? I was following her to De’Mar. He’lo and Orb got in the way,” she said.

      “Can no one do anything right? Do I have to do everything myself?” he replied.

      She raised an eyebrow, studied his scarred cheek, but refrained from mentioning that De’Mar had slipped out from under his nose in the first place. There was no sense in antagonizing Reynar. He would only kill someone.

      “Do you have any leads on De’Mar’s location?” he asked.

      “No. The woman was alone when she arrived. De’Mar must have disembarked earlier,” she replied.

      “What about the logs from her navigation system? Have you accessed them?” he demanded.

      “Yes,” she responded.

      Irritation flashed through his eyes. “And…?” he growled.

      “And… they are garbage. They have her on Ceran-Pax getting repairs for the last three months. Unless she used a different ship, the records are inaccurate,” she replied.

      “Orb said you killed He’lo and that you were defending the woman,” Reynar said.

      Akita lifted an eyebrow at his suspicious tone. “You were very clear that you wanted De’Mar and the one who helped him escape brought back alive. He’lo already stopped Orb from killing her once before I made my presence known. They turned and tried to kill me. Of course I reciprocated. They were sloppy, brother. Now the Valdier are on high alert. It is known that He’lo worked for you. I barely escaped before they arrived,” she bit out.

      “What are your plans?” he asked.

      “Why, to clean up your mess, brother,” she said with a saccharine smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

      She reached out and cut off the transmission before Reynar’s furious retort could be voiced. Tapping the arm of her chair with her fingers, she contemplated her next move. Orb would come after her.

      “Computer, set a course for Ceran-Pax,” she instructed.

      Rising from her seat, she exited the cockpit of the Edge military spacecraft she had commissioned. The controller she was wearing on her wrist vibrated with an alert. A slight smile curved her lips.

      “Excellent,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Raia forced her eyes open. At the moment, the simple task felt like a monumental one. She lifted her right hand and touched her stomach.

      “You need to stay in the regenerator for at least another hour or two.”

      Raia swallowed and turned her head to the side. Akita stood in the doorway, watching her. She swallowed, unsure of what to say.

      “Hi,” she mumbled.

      That probably wasn’t the smartest thing to say to an assassin, she thought with a mental wince, and closed her eyes.

      Akita’s chuckle made her open her eyes, and she stared at the woman. Raia warily waited as the woman crossed the room and stood next to her. Akita read the computer report that the medic system was generating.

      “Why did you save my life?” Akita asked, staring down at her.

      Raia tried to shrug, but it took too much effort. Instead, she wiggled her nose. It was the best she could do at the moment.

      “Bad reflexes,” she quipped.

      Akita chuckled again. “Are your species born without an ounce of survival instincts, or is it just you?” she inquired.

      “Ouch, that was a little blunt,” Raia said with a roll of her eyes. She turned her head and stared up at the ceiling. “Can I ask a few questions?”

      “Yes.”

      Akita’s answer surprised her, and she looked at the woman again. “Are you going to kill me?” she asked in a low voice.

      Akita appeared to think about the question before she answered. “Not at this moment,” she replied.

      “Okay, question number two. Are you going to let me go?” she asked.

      “Not at this moment,” Akita repeated with a slight smile.

      Raia sighed. “Can you tell me what is going on?” she requested.

      Akita smiled. “Not…,” she began.

      “… At this moment,” Raia finished with a heavy sigh. “So, what am I supposed to do… or not do? Can you at least tell me that at this moment?” Raia demanded in a frustrated voice.

      “Heal. Then, I will make a decision,” Akita said, turning away from her.

      “Akita… why did you save me?” Raia softly called.

      Akita paused in the doorway. Raia waited. After a few seconds, the assassin walked out of the door without saying anything.

      Raia turned her head and stared up at the ceiling again. She thought of Behr. He probably thought she was dead. A tear slid from the corner of her eye.

      “Perhaps that’s for the best,” she whispered, closing her eyes again as pain from her broken heart washed through her.
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        * * *

      

      “Behr, this is madness. You saw the vidcoms. Raia is dead. If the injury from Orb didn’t kill her, Akita would have finished the job,” Marus stated.

      “If you don’t want to be here, you can transfer back to the Traitor’s Run,” he snapped.

      “Nonsense. If I did that, Mieka would probably eject me into space… without a suit,” Marus grunted.

      “Then help me find her,” he quietly asked.

      “Why is she so important? From what you’ve shared, there are far more urgent matters that need to be addressed than chasing a half-dead woman and an assassin across the star system,” Marus said.

      “She found the Marastin Dow home world,” Behr replied.

      “Of course she knows where Spardonian is, she rescued you from the prison there,” Marus impatiently said.

      “I’m not talking about Spardonian. I’m talking about Empyrean,” Behr said.

      Marus stared at him as if he had gone mad. “She… knows where Empyrean is located?” he mumbled in awe.

      Behr nodded. “Yes. Not only that, I’ve been there, Marus,” he said, pausing in his pre-flight check to look at the other man.

      “You’ve been—” Marus’s voice faded, and he shook his head. “I always believed it was a myth.”

      “So did I,” he said as he uttered a short, low laugh. Marus raised an eyebrow in inquiry. He shook his head. “She calls it Planet Raia.”

      Emotion threatened to overwhelm him when he remembered the sight of her laughing, excited face that first day in the plaza. He ground his teeth together and pushed the memory away.

      She was alive. She had to be. The universe couldn’t lose someone whose soul burned as brightly as a star.

      “This is the Explorer Adventure II requesting permission to depart,” he stated.

      “The EA II is Raia’s ship. Who are you?” the controller demanded.

      “I’m the man who loves her,” he replied.

      There was a brief silence before Clem replied. “Explorer Adventure II, you are cleared for departure. If that girl is alive, you go find her and save her,” Clem ordered.

      “Acknowledged,” Behr responded in a tight voice.

      Marus looked at him. “How will we find her?” he asked.

      “Take over. Take us out of range of the Spaceport, but keep us within the Valdier controlled shipping lanes,” he instructed, turning the controls over to Marus.

      “Where are you going?” Marus asked.

      Behr rose from his seat. “To talk to a furry friend,” he replied.
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        * * *

      

      Behr walked down the corridor to Raia’s cabin. He paused in the open doorway and looked around. This was the first time he had been inside her quarters. They had stayed in his cabin when they were together.

      He closed his eyes and gripped the doorframe as another wave of anguish struck him. There was so much about Raia he still didn’t know—and might never find out. He opened his eyes and scanned the interior.

      Raia had built a bookcase into the wall farthest from the door. Knickknacks and books she had collected lined the shelves, giving the small space a personalized touch. An old book lay open on the corner desk, and tiny crystals hung from the ceiling, glowing like miniature stars. The room looked as if Raia had just stepped out for a moment. He slowly entered, wishing he had more time to explore.

      “Pi,” he called in a low voice.

      He listened. The soft sound of a whimper came from somewhere near Raia’s bed. He remembered Raia telling him that the two creatures had made a home for their treasures underneath it. He walked over to the bed and sat down.

      “Pi, I need your help to find Raia,” he said.

      The sound of movement under the bed confirmed his suspicions. He moved his foot aside when he spotted the edge of a bright red fluffy pillow being pushed out from under the bed. Chummy was the first one to emerge.

      Behr’s face softened when Chummy and the pillow floated up to the bed. He reached out and caressed the Chumloo’s head. A nudge on his elbow startled him. Pi had appeared behind him and was trying to climb onto his lap.

      He lifted his arm so the little Peekaboo could crawl onto his lap. Pi rubbed her head against his chest. He wrapped his arm around her while he continued to pet Chummy.

      “Pi, I need to know….” He paused and drew in a deep, steadying breath before he continued. “Pi, I need to know where Raia is.”

      Raia bye-bye, Chummy mewed.

      “Yes, Raia is bye-bye. I need to know where she is so we can go get her,” he said.

      Pi stretched up and placed her tiny hands on each side of his face. He stared into the Peekaboo’s eyes. He saw his reflection there—and then he saw so much more. He caught his breath at the vivid pictures playing like a vidcom in his mind.

      His eyes filled with tears as he became lost in the moving images of Raia’s life through Pi’s eyes. The slender young girl in the alley with kind eyes and a gentle touch. Raia laying on her bed night after night, reading stories to her two friends. Raia laughing as she made their dinner. Baths, running through fields, visiting the spaceports, celebrating special moments, all of Pi’s memories of Raia flooded him like a tidal wave.

      He drew in a shaky breath when Pi showed him a snapshot of him and Raia wound around each other in his bed. Raia’s hair was spread out across the pillow. Her eyelashes lay against her cheeks like two crescent moons, and her soft, pink lips were parted as she slept. She was lying on her side with her hands over his as he lay curled around her.

      You… bring our Raia home? Chummy pleaded.

      “Yes, I will bring Raia home,” he murmured.

      You no leave us? Chummy asked.

      Behr gently shook his head. “No, I won’t leave you,” he promised.

      The vision Pi was showing him changed, and he saw Akita holding a blade to Raia’s throat. Six people stood in front of them. He recognized four of them. The vision faded, and Pi crawled off his lap and snuggled against Chummy.

      Behr rose to his feet. He looked at Chummy and Pi. He rubbed a hand under his eye, clenching his fist when he felt a slight dampness, and nodded.

      “Thank you,” he murmured.

      Turning, he exited the cabin and strode back to the freighter’s cockpit. He slid into the pilot seat and reached for the navigation controls. Marus waited and watched.

      “Ceran-Pax,” Marus noted with a curious expression.

      “Yes. Raia’s alive. She is on Ceran-Pax… and so is Akita,” he added in a grim tone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Raia sat back in the co-pilot seat and moodily stared out the front windshield. She grimaced when a strand of her wavy hair fell across her face and she had to lift both hands to brush it back thanks to the wrist cuffs.

      “You realize that these things really aren’t necessary. It’s not like there is anywhere I can go,” she muttered.

      Akita ignored her—just like she had been ignoring her ever since she emerged from the regenerator. Raia leaned her head back, stared up at the ceiling of the Marastin Dow space ship, and groaned.

      Being a prisoner sucks, she thought.

      “Do you need to visit the regenerator again?” Akita inquired.

      “No, I need to move. I’m not used to sitting around wearing wrist cuffs and being bored out of my mind,” she complained.

      “It makes no sense to release you,” Akita replied.

      “Why? Are you afraid I might steal your bed linens or Tirrella crystals? Okay, I might do that, but what if I promise not to?” she offered, flopping her head forward and glaring at Akita.

      Akita gave her a pointed glare. “I have killed less irritating creatures than you for sport. If I released you, you might attack me,” she reasoned.

      Raia shook her head. “Listen, I might be a lot of things… fantastic things, I might point out… but being too stupid to live is not one of them. Why would I want to attack a Marastin Dow, much less a trained assassin Marastin Dow… on a ship… where I can’t escape?” she pointed out.

      “I am not releasing you. If you don’t shut up, I will knock you out,” Akita warned.

      Raia pursed her lips. Obviously irritating the woman wasn’t going to work. The edge in Akita’s voice made Raia believe that while the assassin might not kill her, she would definitely follow through with her threat. Tapping her fingers on her knees, she pondered what else she could do when a planet came into view.

      Raia swung her legs over the arm of the chair and sat up. She parted her lips on a protest. They were heading to Ceran-Pax.

      “Why… why are we going here?” she asked in a voice that wasn’t quite steady.

      “It is where the people you care about live,” Akita coolly replied.

      “Yes, but… why?” she asked.

      Anger mixed with her fear. Her mind raced as she tried to second-guess Akita. All the end possibilities she contemplated made her sick to her stomach.

      “Did you think that once I found out about you, I wouldn’t find out about the two traitors and their mates? You will tell me everything Behr De’Mar told you, or you will watch your family die,” Akita threatened.

      “They are under the protection of the Curizan Prince Ha’ven Ha’darra. They can’t help you. They live on a farm and have stayed away from the Marastin Dow,” she protested.

      “They are traitors and were sentenced to be executed for their crimes. You will tell me where De’Mar is,” Akita said.

      “I can’t tell you,” she muttered, closing her eyes and bowing her head.

      “Can’t… or won’t?” Akita retorted.

      Raia lifted her head and glared at the woman. “I can’t because I don’t know. If I did, then it would be won’t,” she snapped.

      Akita turned and looked at her with an assessing look. Raia returned the woman’s stare with one of her own. She refused to let Akita intimidate her.

      “You love him,” Akita murmured.

      Raia stiffened and lifted her chin. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she stubbornly retorted.

      Akita’s lips curved into a sly smile. “Behr De’Mar. You love him. You said that you did in the lift,” she added.

      Raia swallowed and resisted the urge to look away. “I never said I was in love with De’Mar. I could have been talking about someone else,” she defended.

      Akita chuckled and looked out the front windshield at the fast-approaching planet. “You could have been, but you weren’t. I don’t think it will be necessary for me to find him after all,” she said.

      Raia frowned. “Why do you say that? Are you giving up?” she asked.

      Akita shook her head. “No. He will come for you. He was there at the Spaceport. He saw He’lo… and possibly me. He’ll conclude I have you when your body isn’t found. He’ll come,” she said.

      “No, he won’t. He thinks I’m dead. If not, it wouldn’t matter, anyway. What he is fighting for is far bigger than me,” she murmured.

      Akita was silent for a moment before she spoke. “I hope not,” she said.

      Raia wasn’t sure what Akita meant by that. She sat back in her seat. Her gaze fixed on Ceran-Pax. It was a big planet. Surely Akita couldn’t know about the obscure refugee village nestled between two large mountain ranges.

      Her hope began to fade when Akita turned to the northeast. She fervently scanned the outer perimeter of the planet, searching for a Curizan patrol ship. She always saw one when she arrived and departed.

      “Freighter 225, you are cleared for entry,” a voice stated.

      “Freighter 225 acknowledges clearance,” Akita responded.

      “How…?” she muttered, glancing at Akita.

      “You are not the only one good at disguising yourself,” Akita said.
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        * * *

      

      General Razdar Bahadur nodded to the security tech and stepped away. He watched on the screen as the Marastin Dow Edge military spacecraft entered the planet’s orbit. He looked up when Zebulon, a Valdier warrior and head of security for Prince Mandra Reykill of the Valdier Royal family, stepped next to him.

      “You are sure about your intel, Zebulon?” Razdar inquired.

      Zebulon nodded. “The ship was on Kardosa and departed from the same sector as the killing. I had one of our inspectors place a tracking device on the ship. Footage from the vidcom identified the woman as Akita Maradash, General Reynar Maradash’s sister and a known assassin that he employs. The dead man was a Triloug assassin named He’lo. The Docking Controller identified an injured woman as Captain Raia Glossman. She is human. Her body wasn’t found, only her blood in the lift,” he added.

      Razdar nodded. “Do you have any idea why three assassins would be targeting a human freighter captain?” he asked.

      Zebulon studied the screen. “There was a prison break on Spardonian. I’m sure you’ve been informed of the increased number of Marastin Dow warships outside of their normal space. There may be a connection. The Inspector said she was with a Tearnat business woman,” he commented.

      “Yes, I’m aware of the increase in the Marastin Dow forces. Has the Tearnat been interviewed?” Razdar asked.

      Zebulon shook his head. “Strangely enough, the Tearnat has disappeared as well. She was last seen with some Chazen Desert Dwellers,” he remarked.

      Razdar lifted an eyebrow. “Kardosa is a strange place for Chazen Desert Dwellers. They normally do all their trading on their own planet,” he reflected.

      “Yes. What is especially interesting is that they arrived in a Tiliqua short hauler that later met up with a blacklisted Marastin Dow warship and docked in the lower level receiving bays. What are you going to do about Akita? She must have the human—assuming she is still alive. Why is she coming here knowing the risks, and where is she going?” Zebulon pondered.

      Razdar’s lips tightened when the ship on the screen veered to the northeast. “Notify flight control to prepare my personal transport,” he ordered.

      Zebulon looked at him with a startled expression. “Are you going after Akita? Wouldn’t it make more sense to send in a ground team?” he suggested.

      Razdar shook his head. “I don’t want to catch Akita. I want to discover what she is up to. Do you want to come or not?” he asked.

      Zebulon nodded. “By all means, I am intrigued now,” he said.

      Razdar glanced at the screen again before he turned and strode off the bridge of the sentry ship. He had been following Raia Glossman’s journey ever since she met up with the Chazen on Yardell. There was only one place that Akita would risk going on Ceran-Pax. The question he wanted answered was which side was Raia Glossman and her adopted Marastin Dow family on—those trying to kill the Curizan Royal family or those trying to protect it?
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        * * *

      

      Raia stumbled along the uneven ground when Akita pushed her. The woman had landed near the same group of trees that Raia had fourteen years ago. She didn’t miss the irony of it. She had chosen the spot for its cover and location.

      “You don’t have to do this. My family knows nothing about what is going on. I told you I have no idea where Behr is. He felt the less information I knew, the safer it would be for me,” she desperately shared.

      “Quiet,” Akita ordered, pushing between her shoulders again.

      Raia twisted and raised her hands. She froze when Akita pressed the blaster barrel against her forehead. None of the moves Evetta and Hanine taught her over the years prepared her for a blaster between the eyes while wearing wrist cuffs.

      “You might as well kill me now because I swear, I’ll fight you until I draw my last breath before I let you harm my family,” she hissed in a low voice.

      “It is not your family I want,” Akita said, lowering her weapon.

      “He won’t come. I told you, he has more important things to do than to save me. Do you really think that if he cared about me as much as you think he does, he would have left me?” she snapped.

      “Yes, I do,” Akita replied.

      Raia frowned. There was that odd note in Akita’s voice again. Akita motioned for her to turn and continue.

      She pursed her lips, turned, and began walking again. They were just emerging from the path that opened up near the house when the rumble of a large spacecraft engine caused her to look up. She lifted her hands, shielding her eyes from the sunlight. She caught her breath when she saw the familiar markings of the EA II.

      The noise from the freighter brought Evetta out of the house. Ben stepped out of the workshop with Bennie by his side. She stumbled to a stop when Akita reached out and wrapped her hand around her upper arm.

      “He came,” she unconsciously breathed out.

      “As I knew he would,” Akita murmured.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Behr rotated the freighter until the back platform was facing the house. He landed the freighter on the landing pad designed to pick up and deliver supplies. A quick visual as they were approaching showed the house and outer buildings. His attention was focused on the two women emerging from the tree line.

      “I’ll take out Akita as soon as you get Raia out of the way,” Marus said.

      “No,” Behr replied.

      Marus frowned. “What do you mean ‘no’? She is too dangerous to leave alive,” he stated.

      “Let me… talk to her first,” he said.

      Marus scoffed. “You want to talk to an assassin? Have you completely lost your mind?” he demanded.

      Behr powered down the freighter before he rose from his seat. He grimly smiled at the expression of incredulity on Marus’s face. He looked down at the laser rifle lying next to the man.

      “If you get a clear shot after Raia is out of danger, take it,” he finally conceded.

      “Thank you, Goddess, for a moment of sanity,” Marus sarcastically retorted as he briefly looked up at the ceiling before glaring back at him.

      “But only after I give you the signal,” Behr added.

      “Trinorsis helo!” ‘Traitor’s hell!’ Marus cursed.

      Behr ignored Marus’s expletive and strode down the corridor to the loading bay. Chummy floated next to him while Pi popped ahead of them. He pressed the release on the platform and waited for the ramp to lower.

      “You two know what to do,” he murmured.

      We save Raia, Chummy said.

      “Yes, we save Raia,” he agreed with a deep sigh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Raia’s heart pounded so hard that she was sure Akita could hear it. The other woman had wrapped an arm around her neck and held a sharp blade to her throat. Raia kept her arms down in front and her eyes glued to the rear of the freighter.

      “Behr,” she whispered.

      Akita’s grip tightened, and Raia winced when the blade’s sharp edge sliced a thin line along her skin. The woman eased the pressure but still kept the blade uncomfortably close. She stumbled when Akita nudged her forward.

      Behr walked down the ramp and stopped at the end. He gazed at Raia, and the raw emotion she saw in his eyes took her breath away.

      He loves me, she thought.

      “Raia,” Ben said, walking toward her.

      “That is far enough,” Akita stated.

      Ben stopped ten feet away. Raia tried to give him a reassuring smile. Behind him, Bennie stood in the doorway, holding a rifle. Thankfully, he had it pointing toward the ground.

      “We want no trouble. This is a peaceful place,” Ben said.

      “Peaceful?” Akita repeated.

      Raia noticed Ben glancing in Bennie’s direction. He waved his hand. Bennie knelt and lowered the rifle to the ground.

      “Thank you,” Raia muttered.

      “Why?” Akita asked.

      “Because you’ve never seen Bennie shoot. I have. He might be great on a video game, but in real life he couldn’t hit a Pactor if it was standing ten feet in front of him,” Raia answered.

      “You are a strange, strange woman,” Akita said, lowering the knife from her throat to her back.

      Ben choked back a laugh. “Nice friends you have, Raia,” he dryly commented.

      “Well, you know how it is. There aren’t that many female assassins in the universe, and I thought it might be nice to bring one home for you to meet,” she quipped. Akita’s grip tightened on her arm, and she winced. “Or maybe not.”

      “Are you two finished?” Akita demanded.

      “Let her go, Akita. I’m the one you want,” Behr ordered.

      Raia trembled when Behr stepped up next to Ben. She couldn’t help noticing that the two men were the same height and had similar builds. They were also dressed a lot alike.

      It’s strange the things that pass through one’s mind when you have a knife to your throat, she mused.

      “You are supposed to be off saving the star system, not me,” she softly chided.

      Behr’s eyes darkened with emotion. “You were more important,” he said. He turned his attention to Akita. “How do you want to do this? I’ll go peacefully with you if you promise not to hurt Raia and her family,” he stated in a cool voice.

      “No!” Raia hissed.

      She no want to hurt. She come for help, Chummy’s voice unexpectedly entered her thoughts.

      “She what?” Raia mumbled, looking down.

      Chummy was sitting on the ground next to Akita. He had one tiny paw pressed lightly against her leg. He stared up at Raia with wide eyes and wiggled his nose.

      She was trying to process what Chummy was telling her when Pi suddenly appeared in front of Behr. The Peekaboo hit Behr in the chest as she materialized. A split second later, a blast flashed by them. Pi squealed with pain and dropped to the ground.

      “Take cover!” Ben yelled.

      Raia cried out when she saw the blood stain darkening Pi’s coat. Behind her, Akita knocked her down to the ground next to the Peekaboo and twisted on one knee. Akita released a line of fire at the tree line.

      “Get her out of here,” Akita ordered, tossing the wrist cuff key to Behr.

      Several more blasts exploded around them, kicking up bits of dust and rock. Raia scrambled over and scooped Pi into her arms. Behr grabbed the key out of the dust and wrapped his arm around her waist. Ben wrapped his arm around her other side, and the two men pulled her to her feet as Akita and someone from the freighter laid out some ground cover fire.

      The three of them ran for the workshop. Bennie had picked up the rifle he laid on the ground earlier and was pointing it in the direction of the woods. Akita sprinted for cover behind a large field harvester.

      “Let me take her,” Evetta said, entering through the rear door and reaching for Pi as they passed through the doorway.

      Raia held out her bound hands with Pi cupped between her palms. Behr turned her around and pressed the key against the wrist cuffs. They popped open and fell to the ground.

      “Can I keep those?” Bennie asked.

      “Give me the gun and go with your mother,” Ben ordered with a shake of his head.

      “Aw, Dad,” Bennie complained.

      “Bennie, you can help me with Pi,” Evetta ordered.

      “Get to the safe room,” Ben instructed.

      Evetta nodded. Bennie grumbled before he paled when a blast swept through the door and struck the shelf near his head. He hurried out the back after his mom with no more arguments.

      “Where’s Chummy?” Raia frantically asked, scanning the interior of the workshop.

      “I don’t know,” Behr replied.

      “I think I saw him with the woman,” Ben said.

      Raia crouched and tried to peer out the door. She fell back when an explosion rocked the building. Debris flew up, pelting her. Behr pulled her back against the wall.

      “Go to the safe room,” Behr said.

      Raia wanted to protest, but deep down she knew there wasn’t much she could do. She was good at sneaking into places and getting out. Behr, Ben, and Akita were more experienced in handling situations like this.

      She gripped Behr's arm. “Find Chummy,” she murmured.

      “I will,” he promised.

      She braced her hand on the floor, preparing to sprint for the back door when Behr put his hand on her arm. She turned and looked at him. His eyes were dark and filled with a turbulent emotion. He pressed a hard kiss on her lips before he released her arm.

      “I love you, Raia,” he said.

      A small smile curved her lips. “I know… oh, by the way, Chummy said Akita wasn’t here to hurt us. She needs our help,” she added before she sprinted for the back door as another explosion rocked the workshop.
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        * * *

      

      “Here, this might work better,” Ben said.

      Behr reached out and caught the laser rifle Ben tossed to him. He checked it and noticed it had a full charge. He nodded his thanks to the man before he turned his attention outside.

      “So, you love her,” Ben asked.

      Behr fired several shots through the open doorway before pulling back when there was return fire. “Yes,” he replied.

      “What are your intentions?” Ben asked, firing several shots before he was forced to take cover.

      Behr looked at Ben. “Do you really want to have this conversation now?” he gritted out.

      Ben looked over at him. “I might not get to have it if you or I get killed. What the hell is going on?” he asked.

      Behr grimaced. “A Marastin Dow General named Maradash is working with a faction trying to kill the royal families of the Curizan, Valdier, and Sarafin so they can take over the star system,” he said.

      “What happened to a simple revolution to change your crazy social structure?” Ben asked.

      “I’m working on that as well,” Behr replied.

      “So, who is trying to blow us to smithereens, and who is the woman that Raia says we now can’t kill?” Ben grilled.

      Behr fired several shots just as Akita and Marus fired. Whoever was trying to kill them sent a volley of fire in all three directions. Either there was more than one person, or the person was unbelievably fast.

      “From the way they are attacking and the explosives used, I would say it is Orb, a Hoggian assassin hired by Maradash. He wants to kill Akita as much as he does me,” he responded.

      “And… who is Akita?” Ben probed.

      “Maradash’s sister,” he said.

      Ben looked at him in silence and shook his head. “We need to get out of here. We can go out the back. There is a drainage canal about two hundred yards away that will take us north of the woods. If your lady assassin and whoever the hell is in Raia’s freighter can keep him busy, then we can take him by surprise,” Ben suggested.

      Behr shook his head. “He’ll suspect we are on the move if there is no return fire from here. You stay here, shifting your fire from one side to the other. I’ll go,” he instructed.

      Ben frowned. “Are you sure?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Behr replied.

      Ben gave him a sharp nod of agreement and laid down a line of fire as Behr sprinted out the back door of the workshop. Behr crouched down and ran until he reached the drainage canal. Hopping over the side, he slid down the concrete retaining wall to the bottom. Fortunately, the water was only ankle deep. Heading north, he mentally calculated the distance he traveled based on the laser fire.

      Ahead, he could see a set of iron steps embedded into the concrete. He shouldered the rifle, gripped the bars, and began climbing. He stopped near the top and peered over. He was slightly northwest of the trees where the laser fire was originating.

      Climbing over the wall, he kept low as he worked his way across the field of tall grain. He passed through several rows until he was in line with the base of the woods. He slowed as he neared the tree line, calming his breathing, and focusing on the direction of the laser fire.

      He slipped into the woods and cautiously stepped over fallen limbs. He scanned the area, the sight of his rifle level with his eyes. The scent of expelled laser fire grew stronger the farther he went.

      A stray blast swept past him, and he pressed himself against the trunk of one of the thick trees. He would have to be careful. There was always the possibility that he might be hit by friendly fire.

      He peered around the trunk. Twenty yards away, he saw movement. From the back, it looked like Orb was reloading a remote-controlled weapon. That was how he gave the impression of more than one shooter.

      Orb’s snarl mixed with the sound of laser fire. Through the stand of trees, Behr glimpsed Akita’s white hair a split second before she fired. A stream of bright blue blood seeped from Orb’s arm where she had grazed him.

      That woman is deadly even when she can’t see where her target is, he thought.

      Using the distraction as cover, he advanced. He didn’t want to shoot until he had a clear shot. A slight tug across his shin made him look down. A silent curse swept through his mind when he saw the tripwire. His gaze followed the wire to a weapon set up between two trees.

      He backed up and stepped over the wire. He had to hand it to Orb for being prepared. It was obvious the assassin liked his weapons.

      He scanned the area ahead. Laser blasts and explosions continued, but he lost sight of Orb. He took half a step forward when a sudden premonition of danger hit him. He twisted to his left just as Orb’s beefy arm knocked his weapon from his hands, and it fell to the ground. Behr reeled and fell when Orb struck him in the jaw.

      “About time you came out of hiding,” Orb grunted, kicking the rifle into the brush.

      Behr rubbed his jaw and climbed to his feet. He kept a wary eye on the assassin. He worked his jaw back and forth, thankful that it wasn’t broken.

      Orb slowly circled him, appearing unconcerned with the return fire coming from the farm. Orb lifted his hand and pressed a button. Seconds later, several explosions shook the ground. The Hoggian chuckled menacingly.

      “Maradash isn’t going to be happy with you if you kill Akita,” he warned.

      “Maradash is paying me another million credits to make sure that I do. He doesn’t trust that bitch sister of his,” Orb stated.

      Behr frowned. “I’m surprised. He has a lot invested in her,” he replied.

      “He must have decided it was a bad investment. He doesn’t want anyone more dangerous than he is running around—well, except for me,” Orb chuckled.

      “That’s his mistake,” Behr replied.

      Orb’s lips curled. “After I deal with you, I’ll kill Akita and all the others except for your lady friend. Maradash wants you and her alive. He didn’t say in what shape though. Maybe I’ll leave you in one piece long enough to watch what I do to her. I’m going to start with cutting out her tongue,” he said, pulling a blade from a sheath at his waist.

      “It will never happen,” Behr replied.

      “Who’s going to stop me… you?” Orb sneered.

      “No. I think I’ll let that pleasure go to a friend of mine,” another voice commented.

      He and Orb twisted at the same time to face their new threat. Behr blinked when he saw a man in a Curizan officer’s uniform standing less than ten feet from them. The man was leaning against a tree, holding the weapon that Orb had set up as a booby-trap.

      “You think you can stop me? A fancy Curizan officer,” Orb snarled.

      The Curizan chuckled and shook his head. “No, I prefer dealing with someone more challenging. My friend, though… he isn’t as picky as I am,” the man stated.

      “And where is this friend hiding? Behind another tree?” Orb sneered.

      “Actually, in one,” the Curizan Officer announced, pointing upward.

      Behr looked up along with Orb. He stumbled backward when the brilliant copper and black dragon perched on the limb above them released a burst of super-heated dragon fire. He lifted an arm, protecting his eyes from the bright blue flame. He was shocked that the concentration of the fire was focused on Orb and didn’t extend more than a few inches around the man.

      Orb’s loud squeal faded almost as quickly as he uttered it. In seconds, only a pile of ash and two blackened broken tusks remain. Behr stared in stunned silence as the dragon dropped from the limb and shifted the moment his feet hit the ground.

      “Someone more challenging, Bahadur?” the dragon-shifter dryly commented.

      “I was merely distracting him for you, Zebulon,” Razdar replied.

      “Thank you,” Behr said, looking at the two men.

      “Don’t thank us yet. There is still one more assassin that needs to be dealt with,” Razdar stated.

      Zebulon raised his hands. “I’ll let you deal with Akita. She should be challenging enough for you. Personally, I don’t care to kill women—unless they are trying to kill me first,” he amended.

      “If it is all the same to you, I’d like to be the one to deal with Akita,” Behr said.

      “She is a Marastin Dow assassin involved in an incident on Kardosa and was last seen holding a human hostage on Curizan protected land,” Razdar pointed out.

      “She isn’t holding anyone hostage. Raia is safe. Akita… came to ask for assistance,” he said, hoping that what Raia told him was correct.

      “Assistance? Are we talking about the same person?” Zebulon asked with a skeptical expression.

      “There are matters of grave concern that not only affect the Marastin Dow who want a new way of life but also the royal families of the Curizan, Valdier, and Sarafin. I’ve obtained information that may interest you…,” he said.

      “But…?” Razdar asked.

      Behr looked at both men. “I want your promise that if I share the information, you’ll allow us to leave. I believe you will understand why it would be in your best interest to do so,” he added.

      “I’m General Razdar Bahadur. This is Zebulon, Chief of Security for Prince Mandra Reykill. We would both be interested in any information you may like to share,” Razdar finally said.

      “General Behr De’Mar,” Behr said, holding out his hand. Razdar and Zebulon exchanged a surprised look. Behr grinned and nodded his head in the direction of the homestead. “Ben and Aaron told me this was a good way to show an alliance when I first met them many years ago.”

      Razdar slowly reached out and gripped Behr’s hand, shaking it. “You wouldn’t know a Marus Tylis, would you?” he asked.

      Behr chuckled. “He is the one who was shooting from the freighter. Why do you ask?” he inquired.

      “He saved the life of Prince Ha’ven’s mate. That was when I suspected there must be something going on within the Marastin Dow,” Razdar began.

      Behr listened as they threaded their way through the woods. He called out a warning that they were coming out before they emerged from the woods into the clearing. Ben stepped out from the workshop while Akita cautiously rose from behind the harvester. Behr raised an eyebrow when he saw that she was cradling Chummy protectively in the crook of her arm. Marus slowly descended the freighter’s ramp, his weapon at the ready and pointed at Akita.

      “Stand down, Marus,” he ordered.

      Marus lowered his weapon to his side and warily watched as they approached. A cry of relief drew his attention, and he turned and saw Raia quickly descending the steps and running toward him. He caught her in his arms and hugged her close, ignoring their amused audience.

      “We noticed on the security cams that the shooting had stopped,” she said.

      She leaned back and looked up at him. He winced when she touched his bruised cheek. Capturing her hand in his, he kissed her fingers.

      “I’m fine. How is Pi?” he asked.

      Tears filled Raia’s eyes, and she shook her head. “It doesn’t look good. Evetta isn’t sure she will make it. The animal regenerator she has isn’t programmed for the complex internal organs of a Peekaboo,” she tearfully replied.

      He held her tight when she buried her face against his shoulder as grief overwhelmed her. He stood still, caressing her back. Ben stepped forward and rubbed her shoulder in sympathy and understanding. They both understood how much Pi and Chummy meant to her.

      Pressing his lips against her temple, he waited while she regained control. She drew in a shaky breath and sniffed. He gently wiped away a stray tear that coursed down her cheek.

      “Let’s go inside,” he suggested.

      Behr nodded. “There is a lot to discuss. Akita…,” he called when the woman started to turn away. “I would like you to be there as well.”

      She looked at him and nodded. He wrapped his arm around Raia’s waist, holding her close to his side. He owed a lot to Akita. The Marastin Dow assassin had saved Raia’s life—just as he had saved Akita’s over two decades before.
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        Spardonian Prison:

        Marastin Dow home World

      

      

      Reynar turned away from the window where he was watching the reconstruction of the prison. The computer console chimed, alerting him to an incoming message. He walked over to the console and frowned when he noticed it was a video and not a live connection. He tapped to download the message.

      On viewing the video, he pursed his lips into a firm line at the sight of two blackened, broken tusks on the screen before Akita’s face filled the monitor. His hands fisted at the screen. He curled his fingers into a fist on witnessing the self-satisfied smirk on her face. She stared back at him with her glowing red eyes that sent a shiver down his spine.

      “As you can see, brother, you have failed once again,” she said in a voice dripping with acid. “Your mistake was in thinking you could kill me. You can’t kill a ghost, Reynar. You already tried that once and it didn’t work. I’m coming for you, Reynar. I’m coming for the Council. And I’m coming for the secret group you think will grant you unlimited power. There is nowhere you can hide that I can’t find you. There is no assassin who can stop me. I was trained by the best, and your scientist made me better than any of them. I’ll be in the shadows, and you won’t even be aware that I’m there,” she said. “I’ll see you soon… brother.”

      Reynar punched the screen. His fist went through the hateful smirk on his sister’s face, which reformed again when he pulled it back. He hated her. He had always hated her. That was why he tried to kill her.

      “I’ll be ready, sister,” he vowed. “I’ll be ready.”
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        Ceran-Pax:

      

      

      Behr rubbed Raia’s shoulder. She lifted her head off the table where she had fallen asleep and looked up at him with blurry eyes. He encouraged her to stand, then swept her into his arms.

      “Pi,” she whispered, trying to look over his shoulder at the small Peekaboo lying in the center of the medical bed.

      “You get some sleep. I’ll stay and watch over her,” he promised.

      Raia’s eyes filled with tears. She turned her face into his neck and nodded. He carried her down the hallway to the bedroom that she used when she was visiting her friends. He gently lowered her to the bed and tucked the covers around her that he had turned down earlier.

      “Try to get some sleep,” he whispered, kissing her on the temple before he exited the room.

      He quietly shut the door behind him and walked back down the hallway to the small medical room off the kitchen. He paused in the doorway. Akita stood by the bed, staring down at Pi.

      “Akita,” he greeted.

      “You are getting sloppy. I heard you the moment you walked out of the bedroom,” she reprimanded him.

      He walked over and stood next to her. The anguish he felt increased when Chummy snuggled up next to Pi. The small Peekaboo’s breathing was labored. Behr reached down and caressed her.

      “Why does my chest hurt at the thought of this animal dying?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Why do you think it does?” he asked.

      “I’m not a good person,” she finally said.

      He shook his head. “You aren’t a bad one either, Akita. I saw that and so did my father. You were forced to do bad things to survive,” he said.

      “No one is forced to do the things I’ve done unless they wanted to do them.” She lifted her hand and studied it. “I see things that no one else can. All the horrors in minute detail.”

      He reached up and took her hand. “I think you could see the beauty in the universe in the same way,” he suggested.

      “Why did you save my life all those years ago? You must have realized what my parents and brother were creating. Why would you save me?” she asked.

      “Is that why you wanted to find me? So, that you could ask me?” he gently probed.

      She stepped back from the bed. Chummy looked up at them before he rubbed his cheek against Pi and laid his head down again. Behr watched Akita turn and walk to the door.

      “You want to know why I saved you, Akita? Because I thought you were worth saving. Yes, I knew what your parents and brother were creating, and I knew there was nothing I could do to stop them. You were your parents most prized creation, but you were your brother’s worst nightmare and that’s what scares him the most,” he said.

      She paused at the door but didn’t turn around. “Why… because they feared I would be just like they were… only deadlier?” she asked in a bitter tone.

      “No. Because they feared you would be the opposite… only more powerful,” he said.

      She lifted her chin. “Your father and Ander Ray are still alive,” she suddenly said in an unemotional tone.

      “What…? That’s impossible,” he replied.

      She shook her head and looked over her shoulder at him. “You do what you do best, Behr. I’ll do what I do,” she said.

      “Akita…,” he murmured.

      She looked away from him. “We are on the same side now, Behr,” she said before she walked out of the room.

      Behr sank down into a chair. He was stunned. His father… and Ander Ray…. If it was true. He closed his eyes. He had given up hope years ago.

      “Hope is a powerful emotion,” a soft voice said.

      He jerked upright at the unfamiliar voice. He gaped in stunned disbelief and rose from the chair, knocking it over in his haste. Standing across from him was a beautiful ethereal being made of gold.

      “Who… who are you?” he hoarsely demanded.

      “I am called Aminta,” she replied.

      She looked down at Chummy and Pi. Chummy sat up and raised one small paw up to her, as if begging for help. She brushed her hand over Chummy’s head before she held her hand over Pi.

      Behr was mesmerized by the flow of shimmering golden particles streaming from Aminta’s palm and surrounding Pi. As if by magic, Pi’s breathing grew steady and normal. She reminded him of the Valdier dragon’s golden symbiots.

      She smiled when Pi blinked and sat up. “Yes, I know you are hungry,” she murmured.

      Aminta waved her hand, and a bowl of fruit appeared. Behr studied the golden being with concern when her body shimmered and became translucent. She smiled at him.

      “A small gift to help you in your fight,” Aminta murmured before fading away.

      Behr stood frozen in place for several minutes. He replayed the moment over and over in his mind. He looked at Pi and Chummy. They were now wrestling with each other on the table.

      “How about we go wake Raia and let her know you are alright?” he suggested.

      Then cookie and crème? Chummy asked with a hopeful expression.

      Behr laughed. “Then you two can have all the cookies and crème you want,” he promised.

      Cookies! Chummy chortled with delight.

      Pi had already disappeared. Behr was almost to the bedroom when he heard Raia’s soft cry of happiness. His heart swelled with love on hearing her burst of happy sobs.

      “Oh, Pi, I love you so much,” she said.

      
        
        Note from the Author:

      

      

      I hope you enjoyed Behr’s Rebel. I first introduced the Marastin Dow characters in Cornering Carmen. I loved the characters so much that I ended up writing A Warrior’s Heart: Marastin Dow Book 1. Additional characters from their world appeared in Paul’s Pursuit and Ha’ven’s Song. The more I wrote more about the Marastin Dow, the more they came alive. Many of the characters in Behr’s Rebel were in previous books. I look forward to writing more in this series and discovering the hidden Easter Eggs that link this world to many of my other stories and series. I hope you join me in the adventure.

      Enjoy, Susan aka S.E. Smith

      

      
        
        To be continued:

        A genetically enhanced Marastin Dow assassin discovers love with the last man she expects… the father of the man who saved her life.

      

      

      
        
        The Assassin’s Quest: Marastin Dow Book 3

        Akita studied the massive structure below her. It was heavily fortified, which came as no surprise. She scrutinized a land transport heading in her direction. She waited until it was level with her position on the rock plateau.

        Rising to her feet, she ran along the edge and jumped. When she landed on the transport, she rolled and came up on one knee, crouching low as it swept past the gates leading into the structure.
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        The Star Cruise series is part of Veronica Scott's larger Sectors SciFi Romance series. Star Cruise: Time Loop returns to the luxury liner Nebula Zephyr and features adventures, more action, and lots of romance (plus an alien pet).
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      Raelyn Cantorini, senior stewardess on the interstellar cruise ship Nebula Zephyr thinks the alien artifact she bought on the last planet the ship visited was just a pretty glass orb…until her pet Eyn knocked the ornament off a table, shattering it and sending her into an infinitely repeating time loop.

      Stuck reliving the same day over and over, Raelyn has only hours to try to save the ship and everyone on board from dying in a terrible catastrophe. As she tries to solve the mystery of what happens to the ship right before midnight each time the day repeats, Raelyn meets Kev Gordonn, the former Special Forces soldier turned actor and finds herself falling in love with him. Each time the day repeats, she learns more about him while he has no memory of her. Can she persuade him they’ve met before? Will he trust her enough to help stop the Nebula Zephyr’s destruction?

      And if they do save the ship, will that reset time for Raelyn?
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      Raelyn was rushing to catch the shuttle back to the spaceport at the end of her free day when a vendor’s stall she hadn’t seen before caught her eye. Among the many bits and pieces the seller had on her shelves and hanging from the framework of her retail space was a glass globe which sparkled and caught the afternoon sunlight on Mabann Two in a way which Raelyn found irresistible. “How much?” she asked, pointing at the globe. She knew she needed to bargain, but she was going to be late and unless the bauble was exorbitantly expensive, she could afford it. This trip planetside hadn’t yielded as many cheap collectibles as she’d like. Her family on Stybetts Three was huge and finding enough interesting gifts for the lengthy holiday season for each of them was an ongoing process.

      “Very ancient,” the seller said in serviceable Basic. “Unique.” Reaching up with one claw, the merchant removed the bubble from the hook and handed it to Raelyn. “From a time before the Ancient Observers maybe.”

      Yeah, right, no little glass ornament is going to survive all those millennia. And it sure wouldn’t be for sale here in the bazaar. She was surprised to feel warmth against her palm rather than the cool surface of a glass object but it had been in the sun. Gazing into the orb, she saw what looked like iridescent mist floating. Everything about the object was pleasing and she thought maybe she’d keep it for herself. “Ten credits,” she said.

      A passerby in a hurry jogged her elbow and she nearly dropped the glass knickknack. Juggling it, she managed to avoid the disaster.

      The seller hissed between jagged, discolored teeth. “Careful, honored visitor. Bad things will happen if the orb shatters.”

      “I’d have to pay you for nothing, you mean,” she said in good humor. Digging in her purse, she came up with a ten credit token. This planet dealt in metal money, which was a charming throwback and a bit inconvenient.

      “Twenty.”

      Oh no, now she wants to bargain. Frustrated at being drawn into the negotiation she’d hoped to avoid, Raelyn ground her teeth, loathing the idea of leaving a unique find behind.

      “Hey, Cantorini, we’re leaving.” The shouted admonition came from one of the Nebula Zephyr’s other stewards. He stood beside the ground shuttle, holding the door and gesturing to her urgently. “The captain said not to be late getting back to the ship, remember?”

      Stressed, Raelyn wanted to set the orb down and walk away but found the idea of relinquishing the item was more than she could deal with. “All right, you win.” She found another ten credit token and placed them both on the table. Ignoring the profuse thanks from the vendor, she tucked the expensive impulse item in her carryall and sprinted to the shuttle. Her friends pulled her aboard as the large groundcar began to move and she heaved a sigh of relief as she fell into a seat.

      This is not the week to come to the captain’s attention in a negative way.
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        * * *

      

      Back in her small cabin aboard the luxury cruise liner, in orbit far above the planet, Raelyn craved a shower more than anything. The weather on Mabann Two had gone from balmy to humid and hot in a few hours while she was there. She could examine her purchases later, after dinner maybe. Stripping out of her casual clothes, she paused at the side table next to the bed and extended her arm. “All right, Eyn, we’re home.”

      The red-and-purple spotted bracelet around her wrist twitched and uncurled, becoming a moyed from her home planet, blinking at her sleepily from three eyes for a moment before leaping from her wrist to the large, ornate shell which was its home. Pets weren’t allowed on the ship ordinarily, although exceptions were made, but Eyn was more than that, being a symbol of Raelyn’s clan and the deity to which her tribe prayed. The goddess she worshipped was believed to use the moyeds to transmit messages and to observe the human activities, and the oldest folktales said the planet itself was carried on the back of a giant moyed.

      She’d had Eyn since she was a girl, acquiring the creature in a special ritual which she barely remembered anymore. The cruise line for which she worked was accommodating to crew members’ special needs and it pleased Raelyn to have a companion from home. She’d roamed the Sectors as a stewardess for the CLC Line and loved her travels but Eyn was a nice tie to her place of origin and her family.

      The Ship’s chief hydroponic officer allowed her to raise a special variety of insects for Eyn to eat in a small enclosure on Deck Nine.

      Now, the little creature scooted into its shell and snapped the front flap shut.

      With a chuckle, Raelyn took herself into the bathroom and a relaxing shower.

      When she emerged, she found an invitation in her queue, to a party with a group of her friends on the crew, relaxing before the new passengers arrived for the next leg of their cruise. The excuse for the gathering was to celebrate her good friend Mimi’s birthday and Raelyn decided the day had been too much fun to allow it to end by cleaning up her cabin.

      “Tomorrow will do fine for housekeeping.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Five perfectly modulated crystalline notes, designed to bring the deepest sleeper to consciousness with no disruption…

      

      

      In the morning, Raelyn ignored the gentle chimes from the Ship’s Artificial Intelligence even though she’d selected the sound of the alarm specifically. In a futile effort to deny reality she tried to stay in bed. Her head ached from overindulging a bit at the crew party the night before. She asked the Ship for headclear and once the inject popped up on the bedside table, promptly took the full dosage. As the ache in her temples stopped pounding, and her thinking became clearer, she took a look at the time and swore.

      “Damn it, I’m going to be late.”

      Rising to her feet, she was a bit dizzy but headed for the bathroom. As she went she noticed her carryall was open and various items were strewn around the table. “You’ve been busy and naughty,” she said to Eyn, clucking her tongue. The moyed loved glittering objects and was known to haul small things away to secret caches. Luckily he knew better than to leave the cabin so she never lost anything permanently.

      Eyn was standing with his front paws on the odd glass bubble she’d bought on impulse at the end of the trip. He was staring fixedly into the misty center and his tongue flickered in and out as if he was trying to taste the captured air inside. Disconcerted by how intent her pet was, Raelyn reached for him. “You’ve seen your reflection before for star’s sake. Be careful or you’ll push it off—”

      She hadn’t even finished her sentence when the moyed ducked, trying to avoid her and as he moved with his usual sudden speed, the ornament rolled in the opposite direction, plummeting to the deck. The cabin was carpeted but as if in slow motion Raelyn saw the bubble land on a stack of other items from her shopping trip and shatter into dozens of pieces.

      A burst of oddly scented air struck her, smelling of hot desert and vanilla and other pleasant things she couldn’t place. For a moment she was dizzier than ever and actually staggered a step or two as the room whirled around her. Chirping, Eyn jumped onto her arm and scurried to her shoulder, rubbing his head against her chin.

      “I’m fine but that piece of old glass isn’t. Twenty credits, totally wasted. When will I learn not to give in to impulses? Maeve,” she said, addressing the Ship’s AI, “Can you have a robo clean this up? I’m running late today.”

      “Of course, although if decontamination is required there will be a small charge to your account.”

      “Fine, although I don’t think there’s any issue with a chemical spill. There was nothing but air inside.” She sat Eyn on top of his shell, stepped carefully around the broken glass and rushed into the bathroom. It’d be worth a credit or two not to have to start her day cleaning up a mess.
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        * * *

      

      She made it to the Cruise Director’s staff meeting with no time to spare and in fact bumped into Mimi, the birthday girl from the party the night before, spilling the other stewardess’s morning beverage all over her fresh uniform.

      “Sorry, sorry, sorry.” Raelyn daubed at the stain in a futile effort to help. “I’m clumsy today.”

      “I’ll change skirts after the meeting,” her friend said with a hint of annoyance, giving her the cold shoulder and going to sit on the opposite side of the big conference room.

      I guess I deserved the snub for messing up her day too. Raelyn took the nearest open chair and turned her best attentive gaze to the Cruise Director.

      Juli Shaeffer was a great boss, calm, organized and enthusiastic but today even she seemed a bit stressed. Of course there was a lot going on. As Juli went over the statistics on the new passengers who’d arrived via shuttle yesterday, Raelyn shimmied a little in her chair and happily contemplated what she was going to be doing later—a walk on part in the big new entertainment trideo being made on board the ship. She was going to share a scene with the incomparable Sectors heart throb Wayn Strongson. A mere seven lines total but she’d rehearsed them and had them letter perfect.

      He was going to be so impressed and he’d gaze into her eyes and understand she was the one he’d been waiting for through his serial dating of glamorous actresses and Socialites and he’d help her get more roles and…

      “Nebula Zephyr to Raelyn, come in, Stewardess Cantorini,” Juli said sharply.

      Wrenched from her daydream, Raelyn realized the crew members were staring at her and many were hiding smirks at her expense. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” she said, her cheeks flaming red. “Would you mind repeating the last item?”

      “I know you have your big trideo experience this afternoon but may I remind you, you actually are a stewardess. You don’t just play one for the entertainment media. I said, you have a family of Galinthians in your quadrant of the ship and they’ll have special requirements.”

      Hastily Raelyn pulled out her handheld. “I’ll speak with them right after the meeting is over.”

      She paid scrupulous attention for the rest of the briefing. Her daydreams about the trideo star and being discovered were merely amusing fun and totally unrealistic, she knew. The actual job which earned her credits was the important thing and as her record was clear of demerits, she wanted to keep it that way. Positions on the Nebula Zephyr were much sought after in the cruise industry and she’d worked hard to get here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning seemed to drag. She paid a courtesy call to the Galinthians and came away with a detailed list of what they wanted to eat, which she sent to Chef Stephanie, as well as what they wished to do on their cruise. Mostly the adults in the huge family wanted to gamble at the casino and lay on the beach level, and the children wanted to be at the beach all day long. Raelyn arranged minders for the kids, a special croupier for the casino, to manage the exotic games of chance requested and carried out Juli’s request to ask the head of the household if she’d like to give a guest lecture on Ancient Observer ruins. The matriarch was a renowned authority on the topic apparently. Juli loved to have surprise topics for her casual seminars and this would be a popular one with other passengers.

      Who wasn’t fascinated by the space faring races who’d ruled the galaxy and disappeared long before humans arrived? Raelyn might even attend the lecture herself.

      Finally it was lunchtime but by now Raelyn was so nervous, she couldn’t eat. She reported to the beach deck promptly at one, as ordered and was astonished at how many trideo crew members there were, all moving at hyperspeed.

      Three people in a row ignored her before she snagged a fourth person by the sleeve and hung on. “Please, I need to know where to go.” After blurting out her frantic request, she focused a bit more on the man she’d waylaid. He was over six feet tall, more handsome than anyone had a right to be, with sandy blond hair and dressed in what looked at first glance like a flight crew uniform. The logo was the fictional cruise line’s emblem, however, and the officers of Raelyn’s ship didn’t wear their shirts unbuttoned to the navel to show off eight pack abs. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      “No problem.” His voice was deep and the sound curled around her, leaving her wanting to hear him say more. Anything would do, although intimate nothings would be great. Raelyn realized he was staring at her with a grin as she daydreamed yet again. “First time on a set? It can be confusing.” His voice was kindly but amused.

      “I—I won a crew contest to do a walk on part today,” she said.

      “Didn’t anyone tell you who to report to?” Without waiting for her answer, he took her hand and led her around the frantic activity to a smaller group off to the side. “The AD is your best bet. Assistant Director Pete Hinklin to you.”

      Hearing his name, a short, rotund younger man turned with a frown. Stabbing a finger at the man accompanying Raelyn, he said, “Kev? You’re supposed to be in makeup right now, not escorting visitors.”

      “She’s a bit player for this afternoon’s scenes.” The actor relinquished her hand, much to Raelyn’s regret. “Pete’ll take care of you. I have to run.”

      “Thank you,” Raelyn called out after him.

      “And you are?” The AD was scanning a handheld. “Sivala Amson?”

      Confused to hear another stewardess’s name, Raelyn shook her head. “No, I’m Raelyn Cantorini. I won the crew contest to be in a scene with Mr. Strongson? I memorized my lines.”

      “Good for you.” Pete remained grumpy and was clearly unimpressed by her diligence. He didn’t even look up from his device. “Oh, right here you are. Sivala’s already in makeup. You’re late.”

      She bit her tongue, not wanting to argue and still puzzled as to why another crew member was present. No one had said anything about more than one winner of the contest. “Where should I be?”

      “Costume first.” The AD took her by the elbow and walked her across the sand to a large tent. Inside the activity was nonstop, with men and women being fitted in uniforms and beach attire. Pete handed her off to someone else. “Get her to makeup pronto,” he said, “And then have them bring her to the set. Strongson isn’t here yet but when he does arrive we can’t keep him waiting.”

      “Yes, Mr. Hinklin.” The assistant costumer was all deference. As he bustled away she fired questions at Raelyn. “Size? Measurements?”

      Dutifully she supplied the information, although the woman, who didn’t identify herself also ran a handheld scan over her. “Hmm, a truth teller,” she said with a chuckle. “I can tell you’re not in the business.” Quickly plundering a nearby rack of uniform pieces, she gave an armful to Raelyn. “Dressing rooms over there. Keep your own underwear since we aren’t doing a period piece, thank the Lords of Space. The stuff they used to wear in the early days—impossible to get comfortable! There’ll be shoes in the cubicle in various sizes.”

      When she was decked out in her new uniform, Raelyn had to chuckle. The colors were on the garish side, pink and vivid lavender, with gold piping on the seams. All the seams. “As if I was an admiral.” The faux logo was perfectly positioned to call attention to her chest and couldn’t be moved. The bodice laced up and enhanced her décolletage while the skimpy jacket pulled at her arms and didn’t do much to hide the cleavage created by the rest of the ‘uniform’.

      “I could never do my job in this getup,” she said to the costumer as she emerged from the dressing room. “No offense.”

      “None taken. We’re not filming a documentary or a drama. Well, not a serious drama.” The girl laughed. “Spy jinks, I heard Mr. Strongson say once but don’t repeat that.”

      “I won’t.” Raelyn liked the feeling of being an insider. So far, except for being late, her moment of trideo glamor was going great. Her family would love the behind the scenes details next time she did a group call home.

      Makeup was quick and easy, done by a bored man with a robo cosmet tech. Raelyn was a bit disappointed not to have more fussing but she had to admit the end result was fantastic, if a bit overdone for what was supposed to be a workday. Her character, as she understood it from the few pages of the script she’d received, was a stewardess the star—excuse me, the interstellar spy—encountered briefly.

      When she left the makeup area, she saw the other stewardess, who she only knew slightly, standing close to the set where she guessed her scene would be shot so Raelyn made her way through the equipment and busy workers. Sivala didn’t seem pleased to see her but said hello pleasantly enough.

      “Were you the runner up in the contest?” Raelyn asked.

      A frown marred the other girl’s perfect complexion for an instant and then she said with a coy giggle as she fluffed her pink tipped, green frosted hair, “Oh, honey no. I met Mr. Strongson’s agent and we had drinks last night and he was kind enough to invite me to see the set today. And once I was here, well, they asked me to be in your scene too.”

      The explanation struck Raelyn as a little too smooth and lacking pertinent details but it wasn’t her place to ask questions. And she had the precious lines of dialog to speak directly to the famous actor. “Has anyone mentioned how long it’ll be before he gets here? I mean, before we do the scene?”

      “Ten minutes they said. Of course they said that half an hour ago. You should have been here sooner—you almost missed your big break.”

      There was a tiny hint of venom behind the remark and Raelyn guessed Sivala wouldn’t have minded stepping in.

      Just then Juli, the Cruise Director arrived. “I had to make time today to watch you do your scene,” she said to Raelyn. “So exciting. Are you nervous?”

      “No, I memorized the lines and practiced.” Raelyn took a deep breath, happy to have moral support from Juli. “It’ll be a thrill to meet Wayn Strongson.”

      “The AD did tell you not to ask for an autograph, didn’t he?” Sivala asked. “He hates to be pestered by fans on set.”

      As if you know him personally. Raelyn bit her tongue.

      “I was surprised to see you here today,” Juli said to Sivala pleasantly enough but with an edge to her voice.

      “I took a personal day, Miss Shaeffer. The opportunity came up suddenly.”

      “Juli! Always so good to see you!” The producer and director, Sid Daburkn arrived, giving the cruise director a hug as he enthused about how helpful she’d been in smoothing the way for all the many requests his production company had made, including closing the beach deck for periods of time.

      The Daburkns were longtime passengers and well-known associates of the CLC Line. His documentary about the outbreak on board the ship a few years ago and especially covering the tireless efforts of Dr. Shane to save lives had gone a long way to repairing the CLC Line’s reputation after the incident. When Raelyn was introduced, she thanked him profusely for her opportunity to do a small scene.

      “Of course, my pleasure. Now, let’s get set up and we’ll do a run through. Are you staying, Juli? Come sit with me where you can see everything.” Sid drew Raelyn’s boss away and the AD chivvied Raelyn and Sivala into place on the set, amidst a heap of colorful beach balls and other props. He gave them stage business to do as the scene opened, stacking the balls, which of course would break loose, with one rolling to Mr. Strongson’s character’s feet.

      Raelyn had read the action in the script but hadn’t grasped how distracting it would be to have to play with the balls convincingly and be ready to give her lines. Sivala laughed at her when the mini tutorial ended and they were alone.

      “What’s so funny?” Raelyn pushed her hair out of her eyes.

      “You have to stay on your mark, you know,” the other girl said with a sniff. “You took yourself right out of the shot. And if you block the star’s camera angle, there’ll be hell to pay. And don’t mess with your hair.” Hands on her hips, Sivala looked Raelyn up and down as if she was a furry rodent the ship’s cat had dragged in. “Don’t you know anything?”

      Sure enough, here came the hair and makeup man, visibly annoyed, to restore the artful curl Raelyn had straightened and put behind her ears so the hair would stop falling into her eyes.

      “How do you know so much? Have you acted before?” Raelyn asked. She thought she heard the makeup man stifle a chuckle as he walked away.

      “I might have.” Sivala drew herself up taller, which nearly caused a wardrobe malfunction. “I’ve done a few productions here and there.”

      The strong scent of an expensive after shave lotion drifted into Raelyn’s nostrils and she sneezed as Wayn Strongson walked onto the small patch of beach where the trideo filming was to occur. He recoiled, waving one hand as if to bat away any germs or viruses.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said in a rush, holding out her hand to the vision of masculine virility and dreaminess she’d seen in dozens of big budget trideos and never expected to meet in person. “I’m Raelyn Cantorini, the crew contest winner. It’s a thrill to meet you—”

      “My assistant will give you an autograph holo later,” the actor said, ignoring her outstretched hand.

      A woman stepped between Raelyn and Strongson, forcing her to retreat. “Don’t bother Mr. Strongson while he’s preparing. Say your lines to him when the holo cams are rolling and not one syllable more, understand?”

      Shocked, Raelyn nodded. “Sorry. This is all new to me.”

      “No need to tell me that.” The assistant or whoever she was heaved a deep sigh. “Your friend there understands. Follow her example and you’ll be fine.”

      Sivala grabbed her by the elbow and dragged her to a spot on the set near the balls. “You stand here, you play with the balls, try to look wistful and say your lines on cue, got it?” Leaning closer, she said, “If you screw this up too badly they’ll cut the entire scene and you’ll have ruined my chance.”

      Now full of nerves, Raelyn bit her lip. She didn’t care about Sivala’s ambitions but she did want her own moment of fame in a big budget trideo so she tried to absorb the advice. A few minutes later the trideo star walked to his spot, where he’d step forward to stop the errant beach ball at the proper moment and flirt with Raelyn’s character.

      “And action,” said the director.

      Raelyn’s mind went completely blank.

      “Cut.”

      “I’m sorry, please let me try again,” Raelyn said, embarrassed beyond belief. She put her hands on her cheeks because she was blushing, which would make her appear blotchy.

      “Of course, dear, no problem. Nerves are to be expected.” Mr. Daburkn’s voice was kind.

      Raelyn snuck a glance at Strongson’s face and he was frowning. A different hair and makeup team was touching up his appearance even though to Raelyn’s eyes he was still perfect. Her own makeup man appeared again as if he’d transported in from thin air, scolded her for touching her face and repaired the damage to his work.

      This time when the director called for action, Raelyn immediately launched into her lines, said them exactly the way she’d memorized them, dropped the ball Strongson was to catch, which he did, giving her a look that nearly brought her to her knees because it was so warm and sexy and interested in her and he uttered his seductive line in his galaxy-famous voice…and as soon as the word “Cut’ was said, he stepped back, his face went blank and he ignored her.

      She swallowed hard, relieved she’d managed to handle the job after one false try. No one was moving through and Sivala stayed in her spot, so Raelyn did as well.

      Mr. Daburkn came up to her. “That was wonderful. Now let’s try it a different way.”

      Blinking, Raelyn managed to blurt out, “Excuse me?”

      “Well, you have to admit the scene was a bit…vanilla. Put a dash of sizzle into it for this take; give Strongson something to play against. He is the Sectors’ sexiest spy, after all.”

      “Oh, okay.” As he walked to his chair, Raelyn had no idea what the seven hells he wanted.

      She must have shown her confusion plainly because Sivala hissed at her. “Beats.”

      “What?”

      “Put different beats into it for space sake. You spoke to Strongson as if he was any passenger on the real ship.”

      As Raelyn stared at her, Sivala went on. “You said it like ‘I tasted the ice cream’. All one level, monotone, blah blah. Daburkn wants you to try it more like I tasted the ice cream. I tasted the ice cream. And play up how you touch the beach balls; caress them as if—well, as if you were thinking of some other balls.” Sivala giggled.

      Totally adrift but game to try, Raelyn did her best on the next take and forgot half the lines. On the third try, she forgot to release the beach ball, which left Strongson without the stage business he was supposed to have. Raelyn could see Daburkn was rapidly losing his patience and the star stalked off the set.

      “I can handle the dialog and the stage business,” Sivala said as the director approached them. “She has a little stage fright today and I know time is credits for the production. I’ve got experience. I was the second lead in ‘Space Blanket Bikini Beach Beauties’ for Myriad Nebula Trideos after all.”

      “Aren’t we the lucky ones?” Daburkn said, raising an eyebrow. “To have you so conveniently here with us today.” His voice sounded sarcastic to Raelyn but his next remark left her gasping as he said to Sivala, “All right, switch places and we’ll go with the change.”

      Certain she must have heard wrong, Raelyn put her hand in his arm. “But—”

      Patting her arm in an avuncular, distracted fashion, the director said, “Sweetheart, I can’t spend all day on one throwaway scene. And trust me, Strongson isn’t going to do too many more takes. We got your first take where you said all seven lines—we might use that one or part of it. I’ll have the production company send you the outtake all nicely packaged for your memento files. We gotta move on.”

      The AD was there, getting between her and Daburkn, and giving more advice. “If you want to be in this scene at all, I advise you to take the spot where your friend was standing and stop talking.”

      In disbelief, fighting not to cry, Raelyn did as she was told. This time the scene went smoothly. Sivala added a sexy spin to the lines, to which Strongson responded visibly and the two adlibbed a few more lines. The director let them riff before yelling ‘cut’. “Excellent, excellent. Moving on.”

      The AD went to Sivala and Raelyn heard the man say, “Stick around, Strongson wants you in a few more scenes today.”

      With a triumphant glance for Raelyn, Sivala raised one elegantly plucked eyebrow and said, “Of course. I’m so honored to be asked.”

      Around her the stage crew was taking apart the set, so Raelyn got out of the way and stood watching, not sure what to do next. Was her time here really over so fast?

      “Hey, how did it go? I wanted to come and watch, give you my support as a newcomer but they’ve got me doing scenes down the beach.” It was Kev, dressed—or not dressed, Raelyn thought in a daze—in a tight yellow swimsuit which had to be X rated. He wore a robe but it was loosely belted.

      Swallowing hard and trying not to ogle the view too obviously, she said, “I think I messed up. They gave my lines to someone else.”

      “Aww, tough break. You’re not looking to make it in show business though, are you?” He took her elbow and moved her out of the way of a two person team readjusting the lights. “I mean this was only a fun thing for the day, right?”

      “Sure.” She tried to inject enthusiasm into her voice because he was being so sweet. And drop dead handsome. And he’d come to check on her. And the bathing suit was distracting.

      “Listen I’ve got to go. Want to have drinks tonight?”

      “I’m not sure—”

      “I don’t bite, unlike a few people in the cast, if you believe the gossip rags.” He laughed. “I’m friends with a few of your ship’s security people. Back in the day I was Special Forces and we’re getting together for drinks and rehashing old times. Meet me at the fountain out on the concourse, Level A and I’ll escort you to the club, okay? I’d offer to pick you up at your door but I bet they don’t allow passengers on the crew levels.”

      The invitation sounded too good to be true and Raelyn was afraid she was daydreaming again. “Are you sure? I mean if you’re going to catch up with old friends they might not appreciate me being there too.”

      “They’ll understand. I’m sure Jake and Red are bringing their wives. Please?”

      All right.” She figured if her own crew members were also going to be there, she wouldn’t feel as awkward. As he took a step away, she said, “What do I do now? No one told me anything.”

      “If you’re done for the day, go over to the costume tent and turn in your uniform,” he said with a wave.

      Raelyn did as he suggested and left the set. She’d planned to make an entire afternoon of being there and of course had entertained foolish hopes she might be asked to do more scenes with Mr. Strongson, but it was obvious Sivala had snatched the opportunity away from her. As she headed for her cabin, she consoled herself with the fact Kev Gordonn had asked her for a date. He seems a lot nicer and more genuine anyway. She wondered what part he played in the trideo and how he’d transitioned from the Special Forces to life as an actor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She had the rest of the day off so she relaxed in her cabin, played with Eyn and pampered herself a bit, getting ready for the unexpected date. She decided tonight was the time to wear a short sassy little black dress she’d found in a bazaar two planets ago, put her hair up in an elaborate twisted braid and added Eyn as living jewelry. He deserved a night out too.

      Kev was waiting when she arrived at the fountain on A Level, loitering near a huge model on display near the fountain. He was impossible to miss and was getting glances from many of the people passing by. “Am I late?” she asked anxiously.

      “No, I was early because I was looking forward to seeing you again. And I got you these.” He handed her a small bouquet of posies from the expensive florist shop. “You can wear them as a bracelet, if you want. Although I see you already have a bracelet.”

      Not wanting to explain about Eyn, she ignored the remark and extended her other arm. “How thoughtful! Put them on for me?”

      The touch of his fingers was electric against her skin and she remembered the view she’d had earlier in the day, on the trideo set. Kev was hot, considerate and sweet. He took her hand and they walked to the club, which was next to the casino.

      The bouncers at the door passed them inside immediately, with deferential nods.

      “It pays to be a recognizable trideo star. Sometimes.” He said in her ear. “Other times it’s a flat nuisance.”

      “The Nebula Zephyr prides itself on providing each guest with an enjoyable cruise,” she said. “Our staff would never allow any fans to bother you.”

      He did a dramatic double take, hand over his heart. “Wow, you don’t just play a stewardess for trideos, you are one.” He laughed as he directed their steps toward one of the private alcoves.

      “Tell me more about the part you’re playing in the current production? You weren’t in the few pages of the script I was sent.” She’d spent a large portion of the afternoon looking up his resume and watching bits of his other trideos. Kev had a nice steady career path, going from stunt man to bit player to featured player.

      “I’ve got third billing. This is supposed to be my big break and if the trideo does well and if my personal rating stays high on the industry surveys, Mr. Daburkn has an option to do a spinoff trilogy with my character.”

      “Surveys?”

      “Reputation quotient,” he said with a grin. “It’s a nice way of saying whether people know my name, like my trideos and want to sleep with me.”

      “Oh.” She stumbled and only his immediate action kept her from falling.

      “It’s a business,” he said with a shrug. “Trideos have to make credits. They tried using nonhuman actors and it nearly destroyed the industry. Funniest thing, people like to watch real people have adventures, fall in love and—”

      “I get it.” Raelyn wasn’t sure if they were flirting or not but he seemed to be moving too fast. Did he think she was a star struck crew person? Okay, she admitted with brutal honesty, maybe she was.

      “Hey, sorry if I’m falling into the shop talk. After all we did meet on a trideo set,” he said with the heart stopping grin. “Forgive me?”

      “Of course.”

      There was a ripple of applause behind them and Raelyn pivoted to see what was going on. This club didn’t have shows or entertainers so the applause startled her. Wayn Strongson and his entourage had made a dramatic entrance and she wasn’t too surprised to see Sivala on his arm, beaming and clinging tight.

      “Yeah, that’s an aspect of trideo stardom I can do without,” Kev said. “I like my private life to be private.”

      “But if you become the star of your own franchise, won’t you be giving up your privacy?” she asked as they continued toward the special event dining room.

      “To some extent, I guess, but I can also leverage the opportunity to build my own production company. I try to give a hand up to other people like me, just out of the service and in need of a break.”

      “How did you get into the business?” She’d been curious about his career path.

      “Through a friend I got a bodyguard gig for Mrs. Daburkn and one day when they needed a big mean looking guy as an extra, her husband had me stand in and it went from there. I’m not the Sectors’ best actor but I can deliver lines and perform action on cue and people seem to like me.”

      “So the myths do come true on occasion,” she said, remembering her less than successful day on set.

      “How to become a star?” he said with a snort of derision. “If you want to last in the business you have to work hard at it and pick your jobs with care, as much as you can. And here we are.”

      The group in the dining room was happy to see Kev and welcomed Raelyn warmly. Of course she was familiar with the Ship’s doctor, who was married to the head of Security, and who was famous as the ‘Angel of Fantalar’ for her work in the endless war against the Sectors’ alien enemies. And Meg, the wife of the second in command of security was actually Raelyn’s boss, since she was the Cruise Director’s deputy. Raelyn and Meg got along well. A few of the others were there without dates but they all sat around a huge table the staff had assembled for them and snacked on Chef Stephanie’s hors d’ouevres, drank a lot of feelgoods and regaled each other with stories from their service days.

      Kev also shared a few behind the scenes tales from his various acting jobs, redacting the names.

      Raelyn decided it was one of the best evenings of her entire life and she and Kev were now planning to go dancing the next night instead. She was dazzled to have a second date lined up with him and cautioned herself not to lose her head over what might be nothing but a shipboard romance for the actor.

      The party was beginning to break up when all of the sudden Jake, the head of Security and Red, his deputy, received emergency notifications from the captain on the private, senior staff comlink.

      Rising, face grim, Jake said, “There’s been a report of a bomb on board. The Sectors Criminal Investigative Agency sent an urgent notice.”

      The chatter in the room hushed. Raelyn could hardly believe what she was hearing.

      “All Security staff are to report to my office and await further orders. Captain Fleming may order a lifeboat drill depending what the SCIA tells us next. I’m going to meet with him now, Red will take charge until I return from the bridge.” Looking over the group, Jake added, “There can’t be any panic, so try not to look so grim.”

      “Can I help in any way?” Kev asked.

      “I can always use an extra, trained man, report to the Security Office on Deck Thirteen with the others and thanks.” Jake left and the others followed him in ones and twos, so as not to create alarm by departing all at once.

      Kev turned to Raelyn and she made a shooing motion. “Go, don’t worry about me.”

      He leaned over to drop a kiss on her cheek. “I had a great evening,” he said, “And we’re still on for the dancing.”

      The actor was gone before she could say anything. Stomach in knots, Raelyn watched him go.

      “I’ll be needed in Sickbay,” Dr. Shane said. She too left the room with no further discussion.

      Meg looked at Raelyn. “Better put on your uniform and assemble at your lifeboat station, If the captain thinks this is serious enough to mention a lifeboat drill, we’d better move it. No one’s off duty now.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Barely able to concentrate, Raelyn walked from the room, rushed to the nearest gravlift and made it to her cabin. Tearing off her dress, she grabbed her uniform, made sure Eyn was securely on her wrist and ran to find her LB station. The Ship was broadcasting an alert to all crew members now, on the private channel and Raelyn was terrified but determined to take care of her passengers.

      Her assignment was up on Level B and as she hastened to the correct portal, Captain Fleming’s holo was broadcasting publicly.

      “All passengers will please proceed in an orderly manner to their assigned lifeboat. This is not a drill. Luggage will not be allowed.  There has been a bomb threat. Once the ship is swept for possible explosives and cleared by my Security team, you’ll be brought back on board.”

      He always sounds so calm. Raelyn took a deep breath and activated her LB portal, so she could begin admitting passengers immediately. The other crew member assigned here emerged from the gravlift and rushed in her direction. It’ll all be fine. I know what to do and if there is a bomb, Jake and his people will disarm it.

      She was buffeted by a force so powerful she couldn’t stand, couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe—heat enveloped her, light blinded her…and the Nebula Zephyr blew up. There was no time for a final thought…
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      Five perfectly modulated crystalline notes, designed to bring the deepest sleeper to consciousness with no disruption…

      With a gasp Raelyn sat upright, heart pounding. Hand on her chest where she felt her heart beating way too fast, she took a deep breath and stared wildly around her cabin. Eyn chittered at her from a precarious perch atop the door frame, evidently frightened by her dramatic awakening.

      “Oh thank the Lords of Space, I must have been dreaming,” she said, collapsing into her pillows. “What a nightmare!”

      Carefully she coaxed Eyn to come sit on her arm, which he did eventually and then she got up to have her morning synthcaff and get ready for the day. As she went past the table she saw her carryall was open and various items were strewn around the surface.

      “You’ve been searching for treasures again, haven’t you?” she said to the pet, stroking his head gently. “Sorry, nothing for you this trip.”

      Raelyn took one more step and stopped, pivoting to survey the mess on the table again. Where was the glass globe? She pushed aside the various items without finding what she sought and knelt carefully on the deck to search under the table, also to no avail. “I did buy the damn thing, didn’t I? I know I did. Of course in my dream you broke it and I had to pay Maeve to decontaminate because of the weird smelling air inside it.”

      Eyn hopped from her shoulder and made a circle on the table where Raelyn had expected the glass ornament to be. He uttered small anxious trills and seemed to be looking for something. Watching the moyed, she got goosebumps but shook them off.

      Realizing she was going to be late, Raelyn rose to her feet and proceeded into the bathroom but the issue of the globe bothered her. She was positive she’d paid the vendor twenty credits but where was the damn ornament? Had there been sleight of hand? Or a pickpocket? But why would anyone steal a quaint glass ornament? “Because for sure it wasn’t any Ancient Observer relic,” she told Eyn. “Lucky for you, since you broke it. Well, only in my dream apparently.”

      Raelyn got dressed faster than she’d ever done before and rushed to the staff meeting, hoping to get there before the Cruise Director. Not looking where she was going, she ran right into Mimi, spilling the girl’s synthcaff all over her tunic and skirt. “I am so sorry,” she said, grabbing a fistful of napkins and trying to help blot the mess.

      “It’ll be fine.” Her friend stalked away to sit with other people.

      Feeling a bit dizzy, Raelyn located a chair close by and sank into it. Wow, spooky stuff when life imitates a dream, instead of the other way around.

      “Nebula Zephyr to Raelyn, come in, Stewardess Cantorini,” Juli said sharply.

      Raelyn realized everyone was staring at her and many were hiding smirks at her expense. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” she said, her cheeks flaming red. “Would you mind repeating the last item?”

      “I know you have your big trideo experience this afternoon but may I remind you, you actually are a stewardess. You don’t just play one for the entertainment media. I said, you have a family of Galinthians in your quadrant of the ship and they’ll have special requirements.”

      Hastily Raelyn pulled out her handheld. “I’ll speak with them right after the meeting is over.”

      As the meeting moved on, she stared at her handheld. Blinking hard, she entered the data about the special guests in her assigned set of cabins this trip. The coincidences between the damn dream and the way the day was unfolding were becoming unnerving.

      Things only kept getting worse, as she met with the Galinthians, did her assigned rounds and went to her cabin for prepare for her stint on the trideo set. “I swear I’ve lived all this before. I hope I never have another damn dream so vivid and so…eerie,” she said to Eyn.

      When she stepped onto the beach deck and headed toward the trideo set, she saw the assistant director and went straight to him to let him know she was there. He was off hand about it, as he told her Sivala was already on set and sent her off to the costume tent. It was only as she was walking to the tent and caught a glimpse of Kev in his sexy-but-tiny yellow bathing suit, that she registered the fact she hadn’t bumped into him. She took two steps in his direction and then halted, mind whirling. But I don’t know him and he has no idea who I am. This dream is making me off balance today. Puzzled as to why he’d been in her dream since to her knowledge she’d never heard of him before, much less seen him in a trideo, she didn’t pay attention to the details of donning her costume or having her makeup done by the bored artist.

      “Hi, Sivala,” she said as she got to the place where she’d be filming.

      The other girl seemed surprised Raelyn was so casual about her being on set.

      Raelyn went through her lines as they waited, wondering if she should do them the way she’d learned them or try one of the other ways she’d been asked to try in her dream. When they called for action, she wasn’t ready and fumbled badly. The star was not amused, the director was patient for the first few takes and Sivala pouted.

      Mr. Daburkn took her aside. “Sweetheart, you’re trying too hard. Relax, say the lines and be sure to roll the ball to Strongson, okay?”

      “But I thought you wanted me to try all the beats,” she said, genuinely confused.

      He rolled his eyes. “I suppose your helpful friend there gave you the sure fire tip. Just do the lines we gave you, give me a clean take and we’ll be done.”

      When she turned to go back to her mark, Raelyn saw Sivala cozied up to Mr. Strongson, who didn’t appear to mind her speaking to him and taking other liberties. Clenching her jaw, she prepared to deliver the best set of lines ever.

      Five minutes later she was dismissed. Sivala had the part and Raelyn was on her way to hand in the costume. Fuming, she didn’t watch where she was going and bumped into someone hard enough to hurt.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, turning to help her victim and stammered to a stop when she realized she’d collided with Kev. “Hi!”

      He gave her an odd look. “Better watch where you’re going next time,” he said and went on his way.

      Mouth open, she stared after him. “But—but, what about dinner and dancing?”

      Biting her lip, she hoped he hadn’t heard her. A couple of bit players nearby were tittering behind their hands and she held her head high and found the costume tent through her tears. What an unmitigated disaster.

      Heading to her cabin, she called Meg Antille on a whim. “Hey, Meg.”

      “If it isn’t our trideo star stewardess,” Meg said with a friendly laugh. “Did the filming go okay?”

      “Probably as well as I could expect. It’s not as easy as the real actors make it look.” Butterflies in her stomach, Raelyn switched to her real reason for calling. “I wanted to ask a huge favor.”

      “You’re off for the rest of the day already,” Meg said with the slightly wary tone a manager adopts instinctively when an employee is asking for special treatment.

      “I was wondering if you needed an extra person at the dinner for Kev Gordonn tonight. I’d love to meet him. He was on the set today and seemed nice.”

      “How did you know about—? Never mind, I’m sorry it’s Jake’s party because he and Kev are old friends from their service days. I can’t add anyone to the guest list. If there’s any kind of public party or reception while the production company is on board, I’ll make sure you get invited but you know we can’t impose on our passengers, not even for autographs. Gotta go.” And Meg cut the connection.

      Raelyn knew the rebuff was warranted. I hope she doesn’t get mad because I asked. Reaching the sanctuary of her cabin, Raelyn allowed Eyn to slip off her wrist and bolt into his shell, while she sat on the edge of her bed and tried not to cry. The day she’d expected to be so glittering and fun, and had even dreamt about, was a bust. Briefly she was tempted to show up at the restaurant anyway, pretending it was a coincidence but talked herself out of the idea. She and the handsome trideo actor had not met today, not really, not like the dream and Meg would think she was a stalker.

      “Back to reality tomorrow,” she said in the general direction of Eyn’s shell, although it was closed tight.

      Not in the mood to socialize with any of her friends on the crew, Raelyn ordered up a decadent dinner which was mostly desserts and binged, but even the most delicious confections drizzled with real choc didn’t cheer her up. She was preparing for bed later when an All Crew Alert hit the private circuit.

      “All crew will report to their assigned lifeboat stations. This is not a drill. There is a credible bomb threat to the ship. Report to your post immediately. The captain will give the authorization to launch LB’s if necessary.”

      Frozen in place, Raelyn said, “No. No, it was just a dream.” This can’t be happening. She dressed as fast as she could, fingers stiff and shaking, grabbed Eyn from his shell, which took a few precious minutes she didn’t have to spare and ran for the gravlift. As she reached her lifeboat, she was buffeted by a force so powerful she couldn’t stand, couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe—heat enveloped her, light blinded her…and the Nebula Zephyr blew up. There was no time for a final thought…
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      Five perfectly modulated crystal tones…

      Afraid to open her eyes, Raelyn burrowed into the blankets. Please let it all be a dream. Please. Clearing her throat, she asked the Ship, “Maeve, what day is it?”

      “Sectors Standard Date F30333dot12.”

      As the AI recited the requested information, Raelyn shook her head, increasingly agitated. Is someone playing an elaborate joke on me? But why? And who could get the Ship to play along? “No, that was yesterday.”

      “I have given you today’s date,” Maeve said inexorably.

      Desperate to find a loophole, Raelyn tried another tack. “What’s on my schedule for today?”

      “You have the Cruise Director’s staff meeting, for which you are going to be late if you don’t get out of bed and then your special slot as an actress in the latest Daburkn action trideo.” Maeve followed up with specific times.

      Closing her eyes again, Raelyn covered her head with the pillow and whimpered. This cannot be happening to me.

      Eyn skittered up her arm, flicking his tongue at her cheek delicately.

      She threw the pillow aside with more force than necessary, venting a bit of the emotion boiling inside her, fear and disbelief mixed. “You get it, don’t you? We’ve done this damn day already, twice,” she said to Eyn, who blinked. Raelyn supposed moyeds had no concept of days and time and she might as well get up and go through the motions of her day for the third time. Stepping carefully, she noted the open carryall, the items strewn across her table and no glass ornament, broken or otherwise. It was the only element of the day which apparently didn’t repeat itself. Or else I didn’t bring it aboard and that part is a dream.

      Pausing, looking at the spot on the deck where the broken glass ought to be, Raelyn decided to try an experiment. Rushing through her preparations and skipping her synthcaff, she made it to the conference room on Level C before the meeting’s start time and was already in her chair before her friend arrived, bearing the cup which Raelyn knew she’d spilled on the girl twice.

      This time Mimi made it to her seat unscathed, beverage intact and sipped at the drink lazily as Juli Shaeffer arrived to take her place at the front of the room and launched into the briefing.

      Raelyn was lost in thought, elated she could evidently make changes in the way the day played out. She debated her next course of action.

      “Nebula Zephyr to Raelyn, come in, Stewardess Cantorini,” Juli said sharply, piercing the mental fog enveloping Raelyn..

      “Yes, ma’am, I know, Galinthians in my passenger quadrant. I’ll be sure to touch base with them right after the meeting,” she said, not missing a beat. Raelyn made a show of entering the data into her handheld.

      Juli looked a bit flustered but went on with her briefing.

      When the meeting was done, mind made up, Raelyn headed straight for Deck Thirteen and the Security Office. Jake Dilon was on duty already, and she waited patiently for him to finish a vidcom before he was free to give her his attention.

      Nervously she sat and licked her lips. Now she was actually here, what she felt she had to do was daunting. Probably best to get right to the crux of the matter. “There-there’s a bomb on board the ship,” she said.

      Eyes narrowed, Jake assessed her as if she’d suddenly morphed into an enemy alien. “Where?”

      “I don’t actually know,” she said.

      He motioned to someone behind her. “Red, can you join us?” Rising from the desk, he added, “I think we’ll take this into the small conference room. This way, Raelyn.”

      As the three of them walked through the office toward the room Jake mentioned, the door opened and Kev Gordonn walked in. “Just the guys I was looking for,” he said with a big grin before he noticed Raelyn. “Oh, sorry to interrupt.”

      “No problem.” Jake introduced Raelyn.

      As he was shaking her hand, Kev said, “Aren’t you the contest winner? Coming to do your scene with the big man today?”

      “Yes, I am,” she said.

      “Look me up after you’re done and I’ll be glad to give you a tour of the whole set, answer any questions,” he said.

      Knowing he’d be in the minimal yellow swimsuit the next time she saw him, Raelyn tried to repress her delicious mental picture of the man without most of his clothes.

      “What can I do for you?” Jake asked.

      “Turns out I can make the dinner tonight after all, if the invitation is still on.” Kev’s good mood was infectious. “They changed the schedule and we’re doing night scenes tomorrow morning. Your ship said she could make the beach deck look like it was the middle of the night.” With a shrug, he laughed, “That’s the trideo business for you.”

      “Great, I’m glad I waited to cancel the reservation,” Jake said. “I’ll let everyone know.”

      “Maybe the Sectors’ newest actress can join us,” Kev said, giving Raelyn a huge smile. “If she’s not otherwise engaged?”

      Well this is certainly an improvement from yesterday, getting an invitation to the private party. “I’d love to.” A flood of cheerfulness elevated her mood.

      “Okay, gotta go and I can tell I did interrupt a serious discussion so my apologies.” Kev was gone.

      Raelyn took a deep breath and followed a silent Jake and Red to the conference room.

      “Raelyn says there’s a bomb on board,” Jake told Red as they sat around the table.

      She noticed they’d subtly boxed her in and the fact annoyed her. She was here to help. “It goes off at midnight,” she said.

      “What kind of device? Where is it?” Red asked, face intent and grim.

      “I don’t know. I just know there is one and it goes off at midnight.”

      “Let’s back up a step,” Jake said. “How did you come by your information?”

      Oh now that was a loaded question. Raelyn took a deep breath. “I can’t tell you.”

      Not impressed, the Security Chief said, “Can’t or won’t?”

      “If someone you know is planning to blow up the ship,” Red added in a kindly tone, obviously assigned to be the good cop in this scenario. “You can’t protect them or you’ll be an accessory.”

      “I don’t know who planted the bomb,” she said. “Or anything about it except it blows up and destroys the entire ship.”

      “You’re speaking as if the explosion already happened,” Jake said. “Why? Is this a serial bomber? Red, any records of cruise ship bombings or threats?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. Checked over the reports myself this morning. No credible threats.”

      “The SCIA notice doesn’t come until tonight and it’s way too late,” Raelyn said, thinking the extra detail would add credibility to her story.

      “The SCIA knows about this?” Red exchanged glances with Jake. “Are you working undercover with them?”

      As Raelyn shook her head, annoyed the security officers kept going down the wrong path on what she was trying to tell them, Jake held up one hand. “Let’s start from the beginning and I need to warn you again, not to withhold any information.”

      “I’m not involved. Well, I die with everyone else but—” Raelyn shut her mouth, realizing she was getting into deep waters here but the repeated inference she might be an accessory was scary and insulting. “I’m a loyal crew member trying to avert a tragedy.”

      “Maeve, anything suspicious in the cargo, luggage or personal effects on board?” Jake asked the Ship.

      “Negative. All incoming items are scanned for all known explosives.” Maeve was crisp. “I haven’t noted anyone acting in a suspicious manner either. Nothing has tripped my scanners.”

      “Forget it,” Raelyn said. “I’m trying to save lives here but clearly this isn’t going to work. I’ll have to find another way.” She made to rise and Red placed his hand on her arm.

      “Is this a prank?” he asked, in the patronizing ‘you can trust me’ voice.

      “Of course not! I’d never joke about something so awful.”

      The two men were silent but Raelyn understood she wasn’t going to be allowed to leave.

      “Misguided promo for the trideo maybe?” Red asked Jake.

      He shook his head. “Sid Daburkn knows better than to allow a stunt this ham handed. The CLC Line would sue in a heartbeat, for the scare to the passengers and the bad publicity for us.”

      “It’s not connected to the trideo,” she said. “Well, I don’t think so.” The comment made her wonder if the target of the attack could be the production company or even Wayn Strongson. But why blow up the entire ship and kill 8000 people?

      The questioning continued, with Jake and Red becoming less and less friendly as Raelyn tried to stonewall. “Can’t you take my word for it and check out the ship?” she asked. “Find the bomb? You have till midnight.”

      “You heard Maeve say she’s got nothing suspicious to go on. Do you know how many cabins, compartments and spaces there are on this vessel?” Jake said, jaw clenched. “And so far all we have to go on is your flat statement the ship will explode at midnight.” He leaned closer. “Raelyn, you have to come clean with us.”

      She placed her hands flat on the table to stop herself from wringing them. “All right but it’s going to sound crazy. I’ve lived through this same day three times. Two of those times the ship exploded at midnight and we all…die. This is my third time through the same day.”

      “You’re still here,” Red said. “Not dead, may I point out. Did you have a bad dream?”

      Shaking her head, she said, “That was my first thought too but today is the third time around and I would have spilled Mimi’s synthcaff all over her again if I hadn’t rushed to be early to the meeting. And Juli tells me about the Galinthians the same way each time. And no, the Galinthians aren’t the bombers, I don’t think. I go to the trideo set and can’t do my lines, Sivala gets the part—”

      Jake rose and left the room.

      Raelyn stopped. “Where did he go? Is he going to call the captain? Maybe I should have gone straight to him after all.”

      Red got up and moved to the synthcaff machine. “Your throat must be dry by now, all the talking we’ve had you doing. No, you were right to come to us, not Captain Fleming.” He brought her a mug full of steaming hot drink and the spice and sugar container. “Take a break, relax.”

      Something was off in his manner but she knew she wasn’t going to be able to leave the conference room so she sat back, took a deep breath and sipped her drink. “What’s taking Jake so long? This is urgent—we only have so many hours.”

      The portal opened and she looked up to see Jake entering with one of his officers and Dr. Shane.

      Dropping the cup in shock, wincing as hot synthcaff went all over her lap, Raelyn leaped from her chair and retreated. “Why is the doctor here? I’m not crazy—it’s the truth I’m telling you.”

      “We’re going to have the doctor give you an inject to calm you down,” Jake said in a soothing voice, “And then she and Trevor here will escort you to your cabin. You’re confined to quarters until further notice, Ms. Cantorini. The Ship will ensure you don’t budge.”

      Trying to fend off the doctor, while Red and Trevor closed in on her from both sides, Raelyn panicked and tried to shove past them. She felt the sting of a medinject in her arm and lassitude swept over her. The doctor hadn’t been fooling around—this was a major feelgood. Raelyn crumpled bonelessly into her chair, barely able to hold her head up. “You’re all going to die,” she said, although the syllables sounded garbled to her ears.

      “The symptoms fit a major psychotic break,” the doctor was saying to her husband Jake. “Her record has no indications of any pre-existing conditions or traumatic events which would trigger a thing like this.”

      “Maybe the whole trideo thing was too much for her?” Red said.

      “Illicit feelgoods perhaps?” Jake said.

      Livid at the way they were discussing her as if she wasn’t even present, Raelyn couldn’t talk now. Trevor left the room and came back with an antigrav litter onto which she was gently loaded and then he and the doctor took her to her cabin via the crew corridors and gravlift. She was lifted into her bed and the doctor took off her shoes. Sitting on the edge of the mattress, Dr. Shane said, “Maeve will monitor your vitals for me and I’ll check on you in person this evening. The drug will make you sleep and hopefully when you wake up, you’ll be more yourself and not in the grip of the obsession. Rest easy.” With a pat on the arm, the doctor rose and walked away.

      Raelyn heard her cabin door close and lock. She wanted to cry but her eyes were dry. You’re all going to die again. She was raging inside, literally quivering with anger and frustration, but the drug had her semi paralyzed. Eyn came to sit on her shoulder, one paw delicately touching her ear and chirruped a question but Raelyn was unable to answer. As she drifted off to sleep she had the welcome thought that at least this time she wouldn’t have to see and feel the explosion.
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      Five perfectly modulated crystal tones…

      Lying in bed, Raelyn flexed her muscles and was relieved there were no lingering effects from the heavy duty sedative she’d been given…when? Yesterday wasn’t the right term, was it? With a groan, she sat up, finding herself in her pajamas and the room perfectly reset to the way it had been before. Eyn slithered from his shell and came to her.

      “Lucky I have you to keep me company or I would have a psychotic break or whatever Dr. Shane called it.” Running her fingers through her hair, Raelyn wondered if Eyn understood the day was repeating. Something about the way he acted made her think he did. As she stroked his back, she said, “Well that didn’t work. If I tried to go to the captain, I’d probably be in the brig all day, until the explosion.” Clearly she needed a new strategy.

      “Maeve, what’s the date?”

      “Sectors Standard Date F30333dot12.”

      “Yeah, I was afraid of that. You don’t happen to remember anything about yesterday, do you?”

      “We onboarded three hundred and twelve passengers and ten thousand tons of cargo before leaving orbit around Mabann Two.” Maeve began to reel off all the nice, routine events of a real day, which no doubt had happened several turns of the clock ago.

      “I’ve heard enough.” Raelyn held up one hand. “You don’t remember me asking you to clean up a mess in my cabin? Or doing a spot decontamination?”

      “There was no such request.” The AI sounded positive. “You’ll be late for the staff meeting.”

      “I’m going, I’m going.” Without much enthusiasm, Raelyn got dressed and headed for the conference room. She managed not to spill her friend’s synthcaff although they did an awkward dance at the entrance to the room and disaster was barely averted.

      As Juli Shaeffer arrived to give her briefing, Raelyn doodled on her handheld, pondering what to do next. Is this even real or am I dreaming? Experimentally she pinched her arm and there was a tiny flicker of pain but what did that prove, really? If she was dreaming, she’d fill in the detail. What a tangle of moyed tails! Why me? She asked herself or the Universe or someone for the thousandth time. I’m no security officer, no detective…and if the ship was going to blow up and reset endlessly, no one ever died permanently, did they? Maybe she was overthinking this and didn’t have to do anything. Glancing around the room at all her friends and co-workers, Raelyn shuddered. But no one gets to live their life either, stuck in this twenty four hours of hell. At least she and maybe Eyn were the only two who knew the truth. Which brought her back to the original question of why she’d been so ‘lucky’.

      It has to have something to do with the glass orb. As far as she could tell, the breaking of the glass bauble was the only thing in her life that wasn’t repeating.

      “Nebula Zephyr to Raelyn—”

      She forestalled the Cruise Director’s sarcastic comment. “I know, Galinthians. On it.”  As the meeting continued, going over the agenda she now had memorized, the exchange triggered an inspiration for Raelyn. Why not start with the mysterious souvenir and go from there? Feeling better because she at least had step one of a plan, Raelyn left the room when the meeting broke up and headed for the Galinthians’ suite with anticipation.

      Ab’miritan, the matriarch of the clan travelling aboard the Nebula Zephyr, was gracious as she invited Raelyn to have morning refreshments with her, and detailed but not demanding as she outlined the requirements her group had for diet and entertainment.

      Raelyn repressed her distaste for their preferred food, not caring for raw indigo squidlings herself but serving the dish and keeping the live food on the plate was Chef Stephanie’s problem fortunately. “There was one more thing,” she said to their esteemed passenger.

      “Yes?”

      “The cruise director hoped you’d honor us by giving a guest lecture on your research while you were on board. I’m sure many of the other passengers would be fascinated to hear more of your theories about Ancient Observers. It would be such a rare opportunity.” Raelyn poured on the flattery.

      Preening her vivid green and yellow feathers, Ab’miritan sat straighter. “I’d be delighted, although to be precise, my latest field study was on the subject of legends and folklore in the Sectors about the AO. My hypothesis was we could learn a great deal about them by studying the myths, comparing similarities, extrapolating from the baseline—my research has sparked quite an animated discussion among the Sectors’ intelligentsia and I’ve been invited to consult on various projects by the government and military.” She emitted a trilling chirrup over her own successes.

      “Did you ever come across any legends about mysterious glass orbs?” Raelyn asked, figuring this was her opportunity.

      Ab’miritan focused with three of her five purple eyes on Raelyn, which was disconcerting to say the least, especially as the other two operated independently, studying the snack plate. “Why do you ask?”

      “A street vendor on the last planet we visited tried to sell me one, claiming it was from before the time of the AO actually, which of course was ludicrous but I have been wondering if I missed a rare chance to own a genuine artifact.”

      “Oh a fake no doubt.” Raising one clawed foot delicately, the matriarch stroked her double chin. “One should never trust the locals on these things. They adore gullible tourists. There was one story though, now you put me in mind of it, dealing with travel or travelers.”

      Raelyn waited, on the edge of her chair.

      Ab’miritan crunched a green nut with her beaklike jaw, head cocked as she pondered. “Ah, I remember now. There was a being who roamed the galaxy, carrying a tree of strange glass bulbs and if a person met the criteria they’d be invited to select one and break it.”

      “Oh. How odd,” Raelyn managed to say. “And then what?”

      “There were variations on the tale of course but the most common revolved around breathing the air inside the globe and transporting to that place. Many of the legends spoke of this as being a last resort, a way to escape disaster. Other versions said the globe would take the traveler where he or she needed to be.” Ab’miritan stared at her. “Be glad you didn’t buy the globe.”

      She exhaled to dispel her tension. “Why?”

      Laughing in a series of shrill notes, the Galinthian said, “Because the trip was permanent. No one ever came back. I decided it was a teaching fable of some kind and set it aside. Not relevant to my emphasis on the Ancient Observers themselves.” She selected another treat and cracked it in her beak. “Anything else, stewardess?”

      “Oh my goodness, I was so fascinated by your research I totally lost track of the time.” Raelyn rose in a hurry. “I do apologize. I’ll let the Cruise Director know you’d be willing to give a lecture and she’ll be in touch to co-ordinate. Thank you so much.”

      Once she’d said her goodbyes to the entire extended Galinthian group and made it out to the corridor, Raelyn forced herself to keep walking until she reached the gravlift and ducked inside. Floating in the silvery stream she reviewed what Ab’miritan had said. The two themes of being where she was supposed to be and escaping disaster made sense. I refuse to believe this is a permanent situation though. Why bring me here if I can’t solve the case and save all of our lives?

      Exiting on her residence deck, Raelyn went to her cabin and plopped down on her couch. Eyn uncurled from her wrist and slithered away in search of a snack. Noting the time, her first thought was she needed to get ready for her appointment on the trideo set. Immediately negative reaction set in. “Yeah but why bother? I know how it’s going to turn out and it’s not fun and going there won’t get me closer to solving this and breaking the time loop.”

      But how did she know? Maybe the vital clue was on the set.

      And she wouldn’t mind seeing Kev again.

      Caught in ambivalence, she freshened up and headed for the beach deck. This time she remembered to bump into Kev artistically and allow him to conduct her to the AD and then invite her to the party later. As he walked away, she sighed. She already knew how the party would go and though it was fun, there was no time for the two of them to chat in depth or get to know each other better. This repeating day could stand serious improvement.

      She did better with her lines, although Sivala was still invited to take over the part, but Raelyn’s mind worked furiously as she watched Wayn Strongson emote. Could this all be connected to him somehow? Adding points to her mental To Do list, she hung around to watch how Sivala and he played the scene and what the director liked before going to turn in her costume and leaving the set.

      Then she followed the by now familiar routine of getting ready for the party and meeting Kev by the fountain. As she walked up to greet him, she took notice of the fact he was engrossed in a display off to the side. She hadn’t paid any attention before since he quite flatteringly abandoned the display to focus on her when she arrived, but in her newly heightened state of mind, determined to capture details of this damn day, Raelyn asked, “What were you looking at?”

      He gestured at the display case and moved aside to allow her to see. “This model—it’s incredible. I’ve read about this artist but I’ve never seen any of his work in person before. Some people collect wine or ancient artifacts or weapons—I’d love to be able to buy even one of these models from him.”

      Raelyn took a closer look and stifled a gasp because she knew the artist. Protected by a clear forcefield, the model in question was fabulously detailed, depicting an ancient battlefield on a far-off planet where a war had been fought in and around a much revered temple to a forgotten god. The details were amazing.

      “Accurate to the tiniest detail,” Kev said as she allowed her focus to shift from one part of the model to another. “Members of my family actually fought in this battle, on both sides. Military service goes back a long way in my line.”

      “Do you miss it?” she asked, taking note of the way the muscle in his jaw jumped as he discussed the battle and guessed the subject matter was raising old ghosts for him from his own days in the Special Forces.

      “I miss the team. I miss making a difference in the war,” he said. “But once I was injured, I couldn’t meet the requirements any longer and I refused to enter the cyborg program.” Kev laughed, although with an obvious effort. “I’m rebuilt but I’m not part machine. Too many trips through the rejuve resonator to fix the last set of injuries fully. But I can’t fight the enemy in real life any longer, only on the big screen. Lucky for me I still look the part. Most of my scars are invisible, inside.” He took her hand and led her to a different part of the amazing model, pointing out details.

      There were miniature vignettes happening in many places sprinkled throughout the landscape, including a pair of doomed lovers embracing at the edge of the nearby forest while enemy soldiers advanced with drawn weapons.

      “I know the artist,” she said, tapping the display holo, which said the exhibit was on temporary loan to the CLC Line.

      “Really? Was he a passenger once? Lucky you. Meeting him would be almost as good as owning one of the models. I can’t even afford a model of a single building. His earliest works go for mega credits.” Kev glanced at his wrist chrono and took her hand. “We’d better go or we’ll be late.”

      Raelyn took a look over her shoulder as they walked away toward the club. Maybe she could make a wish come true for Kev, even though he’d forget it at the stroke of midnight. She’d have to think through her next steps if the days were going to continue to repeat themselves. I need allies. Fate seemed to throw Kev into her path at different points in each repetition of the day, even when she’d tried going to Security to report the bomb to such disastrous effect. Maybe he had a degree of free agency in the situation too? Could there be a way to make him remember her from day to day? Or to at least speed up the process by which they became friends every twenty four hours?

      You have to be smarter about all of this if you want to break out of the confines of this one damn day.

      To keep her sanity, she had to believe resolution was possible.

      And it had to happen without the ship blowing up.
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        Five perfectly modulated crystal tones…

      

      

      Raelyn stretched, petted Eyn and considered her options. Today needed to be for planning. There was no point in attending the staff meeting, other than the fact her boss would no doubt track her down if she skipped it, which would waste precious time. Better to go, speak when she had to and work on her plan while sitting there. Leaving aside the question of bothering to go to the trideo set up in the air for now, because she was sure Sivala would fill right in for her without a ripple in the timeline and no one would miss her—Kev wouldn’t even know she existed, Raelyn thought with a pang.

      I’ll miss spending time with him though.

      By the end of the day, Raelyn had copious notes on actions she could take to try to solve the mystery and save the ship and everyone aboard. She was embarrassed at her earlier, fumbling attempt to involve Security. Of course they’d believed she was having a breakdown. Who’d believe a story like hers? I’m living it and I don’t believe it half the time.

      She hadn’t gone to the trideo set, hadn’t seen Kev and had stayed in her cabin all day.

      Time to begin putting the plan into action. There were a few hours until midnight. Raelyn had decided she would report to the lifeboat station each time, in case Fate decided not to recycle the day and she could actually help any passengers to escape their fate.

      “Maeve, what kind of bomb would it take to blow up the Nebula Zephyr?” she asked, ready to take notes.

      “Should I be alarmed, stewardess Cantorini?” The AI’s voice was as cool as ever.

      “No, I’m—I’m writing a script, doing research,” Raelyn improvised. “All this excitement around the trideo production has me inspired.”

      “Am I completely destroyed, partially destroyed, minor damage? Please define the parameters.”

      Okay, this conversation was going to be uncomfortable and macabre. “Completely destroyed. Everyone dies.”

      “Is this due to civilian action or military?”

      Maeve certainly is thorough. But of course she was a military battlecruiser for years before being moved into this cruise liner. Raelyn considered the little she knew about the explosion and felt confident in answering. After all the SCIA had warned them about a bomb even if the warning was too late to help. No one had said anything about pirates or an enemy warship. “Civilian.”

      There was a pause and Raelyn made a note to see if she could get access to the SCIA alert. There might be clues in the information.

      “There are three types of bombs which could achieve the desired result. I’ve ruled out anything to do with the engines, as I just completed a scan based on our conversation and all functions are normal and there are no new crew members with access to the engines.”

      Three large holograms floated in the middle of Raelyn’s cabin and she left her chair to circle them and study the way each one looked. “Do you have any calculation which is the most likely?”

      “None of these are aboard,” Maeve said. “I’ve done a scan as we’ve been speaking and there are no signatures of such devices within my hull.”

      Raelyn sank into her chair. “What if a person built their own bomb?”

      “I’m having difficulty identifying a force powerful enough to completely destroy me, which could be smuggled aboard and hidden, especially factoring in the so-called mad bomber profile you suggest,” Maeve said.

      After checking the time, Raelyn moved on in her checklist. “Where can I find a complete schematic of the ship?”

      “Such a file isn’t available to you or any other general crew member,” Maeve said. “For what purpose would you require access?”

      “I’m going to go through every damn space on this ship and find the bomb,” she said recklessly, growing frustrated.

      “Do you have any concept how large a ship I am? How many places there are where a determined person could hide a bomb?” Maeve asked. “You wouldn’t live long enough to search the entire vessel.”

      “Yes, actually, I would,” Raelyn said. “I have all the time in the world apparently.”

      “Crew member, obviously there’s more going on here than the ‘writing a script’ pretext you gave me at the beginning of this conversation. Please explain the complete situation so I can be truly of assistance. I would prefer to survive,” Maeve said with a flash of irony that startled Raelyn. The Ship was a registered sentient but as her interactions with the AI were infrequent and extremely routine, she hadn’t understood the full breadth of what Maeve truly was.

      “You aren’t going to believe it and you won’t remember it if I do tell you,” she said, moving into the kitchenette to fix herself a cup of strong synthcaff.

      “Try me,” the AI said with an air of command.

      As Raelyn moved around the tiny kitchen area, she ran through the entire story, from buying the ornament to her various efforts to change the situation. “I think the only way out of this for me is to stop the bomb,” she finished. “Now, tell me I’m crazy and call the doctor to sedate me, like Jake did, not that I blame him in the least.”

      “I can see why you haven’t tried talking to Captain Fleming,” Maeve said. “Hold still.”

      There was a hum and a bright blue wave of light passed Raelyn’s body, scanning head to toe. Frightened, she held her awkward pose, with the mug halfway to her lips, until the light moved away from her and winked out. “What the seven hells was that?”

      “You’re telling the truth as you know it,” Maeve said. The blue light stabbed out again, focusing on Eyn, who leaped into the air, spread eagled and upon landing, tried to bolt for his shell. The hum intensified and he made a sound of distress.

      Raelyn rushed to him as the light snapped off again, scooping the moyed into her hands. “Did you give a lie detector test to an animal?”

      “He is unharmed. As you surmised, he apparently senses a disruption in the days as well and deep in his memory is the sensation of the heat and light of the explosion.” Maeve was unapologetic.

      Staring at her pet, Raelyn felt a pang of guilt. “Maybe I should let him hide out in his shell, starting tonight. I thought he’d prefer to be with me but if it’s traumatic for him—”

      “He’s deeply bonded to you,” Maeve said. “I’m sure he prefers to be where you are.”

      “So you accept my story?” Raelyn asked as Eyn scampered up her arm and hid in her hair.

      “I accept the fact you and the moyed believe it.”

      “I’ll take that as an affirmative,” Raelyn said. “It’s a relief to have someone else who knows the truth, even though you’ll forget again in about three hours.”

      “Thank you for attempting to save me and all the other sentients aboard,” Maeve said.

      “I hope I have enough time to figure it out and stop the bomber,” Raelyn said. “I worry the time loop won’t reset.” She sighed. “I always hated time travel stories as a kid,” Raelyn said. “There was a popular trideo series about a group of people who got trapped in time and went back and forth and sideways through the centuries trying to fix terrible historic catastrophes and it all made my head ache. And now here I am, stuck in the middle of a crazy plot. I almost wish I’d never seen the damn glass orb on the vendor’s display.”

      “But then we’d all be dead.” Maeve was sensible. “Are you planning to physically search every area?”

      “You already scanned the entire vessel tonight, or so you said, and found nothing. But it has to be here because it’s going to explode in 180 standard minutes.”

      “I’ll observe closely and try to communicate anything significant I notice before the last second,” Maeve said.

      “Could you close the emergency doors right before the bomb goes off?” Raelyn asked. “Maybe part of the ship and some of the people could survive.”

      “I considered doing that but I’m concerned whether time would reset or not. If it didn’t, we’d all have to go forward with a terrible catastrophe having occurred and a huge loss of life. At least this way everyone survives and you have another chance to solve the problem.” Maeve was quiet for a moment. “And another thing to consider is that if the bomber is on board, he or she might not set off the bomb if I’ve taken precautions. Captain Fleming would countermand the blast doors eventually and then the bomber could pick their moment.”

      “It’s all so complicated,” Raelyn said. “Hey, Jake gets an SCIA bulletin in about an hour—can you send me a copy of it?”

      “Will do. Good luck, stewardess.”

      As she got dressed and headed for her lifeboat station, Raelyn was depressed. Having Maeve on her side was wonderful but even with the AI’s resources they hadn’t been able to solve the mystery yet.

      “I’ve dropped the SCIA security alert into your info stream,” Maeve said over the private ship-to-crew channel.

      Raelyn opened her handheld right there in the gravlift and read the missive quickly, then once more, slowly. Urgent immediate action required. Manifesto has apparently been released early to various entertainment channels claiming the Nebula Zephyr has exploded. Manifesto rants about various topics but in particular Wayn Strongson, currently aboard your vessel. Author of document lays blame for explosion at his feet. Document is disjointed. More info to come as we work the case.

      Suggestions followed for steps to be taken but Raelyn knew there wouldn’t be time for any of these to be implemented before the ship was destroyed. Could the actor have a fan rabid enough to want to blow up the ship? And furthermore, one who had the expertise to do so? The idea seemed farfetched to her but she now had a better idea what to concentrate on tomorrow—learning more about Strongson.

      Another day without Kev. The knowledge of what she was missing gave her a pang and a feeling of being disloyal to a person she cared about, which was silly, wasn’t it? And besides, Kev doesn’t know me so he won’t be upset.

      Eyn chittered and she snapped into full awareness, hastening to make the rest of her journey up the gravlift to her assigned LB station. She arrived just in time to experience the deadly explosion yet again.
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      Raelyn wished she had something closer to hand to throw at the speaker than her pillow. Sitting up, she stretched and smiled ruefully at her whimsical pajamas. “I’m sick of these too,” she said to Eyn as he emerged from his shell and strolled across the table towards her. “If we get out of this mess in one piece, I’m changing my alarm and I’m ditching these PJ’s.”

      As she drank her synthcaff, Raelyn considered her course of action for the day. Obviously she needed to follow the Strongson lead but breaking the challenge into actionable steps required thought. Eventually she got dressed and went to the staff meeting, gritting her teeth. She didn’t care if she never heard the required safety update briefing again or the crew highlights or any of what Juli was going to present. Today she sat in the back corner, acknowledged the note about the Galinthians on cue and researched Wayn Strongson.

      He’d been a mega trideo star for a long time, starting with small parts in various productions and rising fairly rapidly to top billing in his own franchises. He had a few major awards but mostly he was rich, famous and sought after. Never married, no children, many gorgeous girlfriends over the years but no one stayed with him for long.

      She had to dig deep into the less savory sites to find anything other than gushingly complimentary about him and got the impression he was such a powerful person in the trideo industry people were afraid to talk about him.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she detected motion around her and looked up to find Juli standing right in front of her. Everyone else in the room was either staring or laughing or both. “Sorry, ma’am,” she said, hastily stowing the handheld in her pocket. “I was doing background reading for my scene this afternoon You know, to give my character a backstory.”

      Juli, who was a kind but firm boss, sighed. “Do it on your own time then, not my time. What have I been covering for the last two minutes? Do you have any idea?”

      Searching her memory frantically, Raelyn recited the CLC safety reminder verbatim.

      “I’m impressed,” Juli said, blinking hard. “You saved yourself from a demerit this time. I understand being excited about this fun experience you won in the contest but you do realize it’s a one-time thing, not a stepping stone to a new career?”

      “I’m fully aware,” she said, thinking about how Sivala was going to do her best to make it a career change. “But you never know. I mean, I do have seven whole lines. Stars have been made with less.”

      Her fellow employees reacted as she’d hoped, with appreciative laughter and Juli joined in. “We’ll all say we knew you when,” the boss said as she retraced her path to the front of the room. “All right, one last item and then you can all report to your duty stations.” She proceeded to explain a change in the CLC paid leave policy and the meeting was finally over.

      Raelyn fled into the corridor, going in the general direction of the Galinthians’ suite in case Juli was paying attention but then she split off, returning to her cabin to do more research and practice delivering her lines in the sultry tones, with the breathy pauses Sivala was going to use when she took her opportunity.

      Reporting to the set, Raelyn regretfully avoided Kev and reported to the AD, followed by the trip to costumes and makeup. She fussed with the faux stewardess uniform, asking the costumer to make it shorter and sexier, and gave the makeup artist instructions about her eyes and lips, which he grumbled over. Raelyn insisted, knowing what Sivala looked like. There was a lot of latitude between the appearance she’d presented the first time she came to perform, which met the CLC Line standards for a public-facing employee and the over the top, ready for a night out appearance Sivala was displaying. When she walked onto the small set where her lines were to be delivered, she enjoyed Sivala’s gasp of shock. The two stewardesses definitely looked like they worked for the same cruise line now—probably not the family friendly type ship CLC operated.

      Taking a deep breath to quell her nerves, Raelyn kept herself from speaking to Mr. Strongson when he arrived but let it all loose when the time came to create the trideo. She copied what Sivala had done shamelessly, inserted the same stage business and offered Strongson the adlibbed lines which he’d so enjoyed when Sivala delivered them with suitable coy glances and artfully posed décolletage. He ate it up coming from her and Daburkn let them continue the scene for a few minutes before calling “Cut.”

      Raelyn suppressed a chuckle as Sivala flounced off the set.

      Strongson leaned in close, his arm resting across Raelyn’s shoulders and said, “You’ve got style, girl. I think you’ve got rare promise. Why don’t you stick around today? I’ll get Sid to add you to some other scenes and then we can have dinner and you can help me run tomorrow’s lines in my suite. I love to mentor up and comers.”

      He gave her a wink and a pat on the butt as he moved away to have his makeup freshened.

      I’ll just bet you love to mentor, she thought sarcastically. And I also bet we won’t be running lines. I’ll probably be running around the furniture trying to avoid you. Ugh. But she needed to know more about him, since the bomb might be connected to him so she’d grit her teeth and continue on with this farce.

      “Wow,” her boss said, “I had no idea you were such a good actress. You sure added spice to the innocent little scene with the balls.” Her grin was saucy.

      “Did drama in school,” Raelyn replied, which wasn’t actually a lie but she’d always been stage crew, not an actress. “You liked the scene?”

      “We could use it as a training trideo for how not to be a CLC stewardess,” Juli said with a big smile. “But since your performance seems to be what Mr. Daburkn was going for, I think congratulations are in order.”

      The bored AD interrupted. “Mr. Strongson wants you to be in his next scene, Miss Cantorini, and what the star wants, he gets.” He took her elbow. “You look fine, no need to freshen the makeup.”

      Raelyn waved to Juli was she was drawn away for more ‘acting’.

      She saw Kev once, from a distance as he was required to be in a longshot where she and Strongson were in the foreground. Closing her eyes briefly at a pang of regret, she made herself focus on the star, who was explaining his plans for their evening.

      “Dinner at the club first, then we can go to my suite and rehearse for tomorrow,” he said, running his hand over her arm, ‘accidentally’ touching her breast and giving her a side hug.

      She resisted the urge to plant an elbow in his ribs and nodded. “I’m looking forward to it, Mr. Strongson.”

      “Call me Wayn. We’re old friends already,” he said.

      When they were done with endless retakes of the last scene for the day, Raelyn settled on what time she was to meet Mr. Strongson at his Level A suite, and then took off to get rid of the costume and the makeup. Being herself again was a relief and she rushed to leave the beach deck. Not looking where she was going, she ran right into someone, who kept her from falling.

      Without looking she knew it was Kev, just from the electricity of his touch. Forcing herself to act cheerful despite her regrets, she looked up at him. “Thank you.”

      “You were busy today,” he said. “I’m Kev Gordonn. I wanted to introduce myself earlier.”

      “I know,” she said as they shook hands. He gave her an odd look and she rushed to add, “I mean, I’m a fan, a big fan. You were great in ‘Last Stand on Almondorra’. I cried at the end.” Which she had but not until she’d watched the trideo as part of her deep dive into his career on the first time the day repeated.

      “Congratulations on getting upgraded to bit player,” he said. “Say, listen, if you’re not busy tonight, I’m going to a casual party, a get together with old friends, crew members you probably know, if you’d like to join me.”

      Fate really did want the two of them to be together, didn’t She? Swallowing her irritation that she couldn’t pursue this right now and follow her heart, she gave him a fake smile. “Oh, I’m flattered but I already promised Mr. Strongson to run lines with him and—”

      Kev’s expression flipped from friendly to closed, with a frown wrinkling his forehead and it was as if a shutter had come down over his expressive green eyes. “I see. Good luck then.”

      “Maybe some other time,” she said to his departing back.

      He waved but didn’t pause or look at her.

      In her quarters, Raelyn perused her closet with a frown. “I am not wearing the dress I wore on my first date with Kev for this farce of an evening with that grabby actor.” Checking the time, she hustled up to the shops on Level A and purchased the most expensive, slinkiest evening gown in the Twilka Zabour Originals  boutique. The price tag wiped out her accumulated credits and the matching shoes sent her deep into overdraft territory but this one time she was grateful for the fact the day would reset.

      “I guess I’m Cinderella,” she said to Eyn as she got ready in her cabin. “Although no one would argue Wayn Strongson is a prince.” The gown was an extravagance, a gorgeous creation fit for a generational billionaire Socialite, not a stewardess working for a living. “At least I can enjoy the dress because I have a feeling the evening will be stressful.” And my real Prince Charming doesn’t even know I exist, at least not in this iteration of the time loop.

      She got a full quotient of stares from crew members as she took the gravlift up to Level A to meet Wayn at his suit. The attention made her uncomfortable but Wayn’s reaction was satisfying. He gave her fulsome compliments and recognized the designer.

      “We must be paying you too much for that throwaway scene we did together if you’re buying Twilka originals,” he said jovially as he ushered her along the ship’s promenade toward the club area. His hand was on her bare back and she had to work hard not to give in to annoyance.

      She’d picked the sexy dress deliberately after all and clearly it was having the desired effect on her date.

      As they entered the club, preceded by the actor’s bodyguards, the diners all rose and applauded.

      I forgot this happened. Raelyn held her head high and put on an act of enjoying her moment in the celebrity glare as they proceeded to the secluded alcove where they’d eat. She risked one glance in the direction of the door behind which the private crew party was occurring and met Kev’s eyes as he paused on his way to join the party. He was watching her progress on Wayn’s arm but looked away when they locked gazes.

      Sadness was a lump in her throat and a weight in her stomach but Raelyn held her head high and continued her performance as arm candy, apparently eager for her evening with the big star.

      Not surprisingly, Wayn picked the dinner menu without consulting her and set about trying to get her drunk or high, with various feelgoods on offer. Raelyn took a glass of wine and nursed it carefully through the appetizers and the first few courses. The food was tasteless to her, no offense to the chef, but she was having a hard time playing a role. She wanted to get up and run to the other party, where her friends were and where Kev was.

      Wayn talked incessantly about himself. His roles. His publicity, His awards. His future plans.  Raelyn managed to work in a few key questions, bringing up the topic of rabid fans. “Your fans certainly are devoted,” she said. “I mean, there’s probably never been a standing ovation in the club before tonight. It was so exciting,” she added breathlessly. “Do people ever get carried away in their enthusiasm?”

      The actor gestured at the doorway, where his two bodyguards were stationed. “That’s what I hired them for, to keep the fans from getting too close. I don’t even do meet and greets anymore. I wouldn’t have done this contest scene with you, except Sid insisted. He really supports your cruise line, I can tell you that. But I’m way past the point where I have to waste my time giving autographs or talking to people. I’m not any of the roles I play but they don’t understand the distinction. They expect me to be the guy from the trideos, you know?” He took a deep drink.

      “I’ve read there are always a few fans who misunderstand it’s all acting, especially where you’re so skillful at bringing your roles to life,” she said with tact. “People can think there’s a personal relationship.”

      “Yeah, I’ve had that for sure, a couple of fans who crossed into obsession territory. But again, I hire top of the line people to deal with it and I never even see the fan mail. It’s been years since anyone was able to pierce my security. Don’t worry, baby, I’ll keep you safe and no one will get any dirt on what we do together as consenting adults tonight.”

      Is it midnight yet? Raelyn drank a bit more wine and allowed Wayn to take the conversation in the direction of extolling one of his pending endorsement deals. He didn’t want her opinion, which she actually could have offered, with her business degree from the Sector Fifty University. He expected her to ooh and ah because big companies desired him to affiliate with them and shill their products.

      They proceeded to his suite eventually of course, and while the actor went to “get more comfortable”, she wandered the living room area, hoping against hope she’d find a clue to who might hate Wayn enough to blow up a ship with 8000 people on board in a plot to kill him. A table with small holos caught her eye and she paused to examine the display. There was one of Wayn with his parents and another boy and one of Wayn and another man standing on a boat. “Who is this?” she asked as he re-entered the room wearing a fluffy while bathrobe, loosely belted. The smell of his expensive cologne was overwhelming. She was quite sure he had nothing on underneath.

      “My family. My personal assistant puts these out wherever we go because I often do interviews in my living room and she thinks the homey touch impresses the reporters.” He crossed over to the feelgood bar. “What can I get you? You need to loosen up a bit, baby.”

      “I didn’t know you had a brother. Older or younger?”

      “He’s my fraternal twin, older by ten minutes. Yeah, I keep him out of the publicity—he’s had a rough life. Fredri wanted to be an actor too but one of us got the breaks and it wasn’t him.” Wayn shrugged. “Could have been him as easily as me—we were up for the same roles in our early careers. He didn’t handle it well when I broke through in my third trideo, a big budget colonial historical.”

      “Blasters Blaze on the Galactic Frontier?” she asked.

      “That’s the one.” Clearly Wayn approved of her grasp of his filmography. “I uh might have been more than friends with the casting director.” With a laugh, he tossed back the drink and poured himself another. “Fredri took it badly, even more so when the trideo broke all the records. We were estranged for a long time over the things he did to fuck up his own life and ruin mine but now we’re reconciled. In fact, he was going to come on this cruise with me, maybe do a bit part under a pseudonym just for kicks but he cancelled at the last minute.” Taking a sip of the refreshed glowing pink feelgood, he grinned and headed in her direction with two glasses. “Damn shame he cancelled too late for me to get a refund on his cabin. It’s sitting there empty.”

      She took the glass he offered, wondering if the brother might be the key to the bombing. Something about the story didn’t ring entirely true to her. “Well, thanks it’s been a lovely evening but I’ve got to go now. I have to go to work tomorrow.” Setting the drink on the table next to the holos, she took three steps toward the door.

      Wayn caught her by the arm. “Are you kidding me? You’re not going anywhere.”

      Wrenching herself free, she said, “Mr. Strongson, I had a nice evening but whatever you thought was going to happen here, isn’t. I’m not on the menu.” Heart pounding, she retreated because the expression on his face was frightening. She realized he was quite drunk and flying high on the exotic feelgoods. She had to make good her escape now.

      He lunged at her and Raelyn dodged, running across the suite toward the door but even drunk he was fast on his feet and got there first, fending her off from the controls.

      “If I scream, the Ship will send help,” she said. “Better to just let me go quietly.”

      “I have the settings turned to complete privacy because I have special status as a celebrity,” he said. “The Ship can’t see or hear what goes on here. Come on, honey, drink up and let’s go party. You know you want what I’ve got.”

      “No, I want to leave and I insist you let go of me.” She made her voice firm despite her terror.

      Wayn was tugging her by the wrist in the direction of the bedroom. Suddenly Eyn uncoiled and leaped to the actor’s arm, clinging with his claws. Wayn screamed and tried to shake the moyed off, releasing Raelyn.

      Appalled, she staggered away a few steps. First she hit the controls to open the door and then she whistled for Eyn, a piercing sound which replicated one of his own calls. The moyed slithered off his victim’s arm, leaving deep red scratches and a bite mark. Eyn leaped onto her dress, claws tearing the delicate fabric and worked his way to her wrist, where he coiled, although he kept his eyes on Wayn.

      Swearing, the actor mopped at the claw marks with a napkin. “Get out!” he yelled. “And be ready for the lawsuit. I’ll have my lawyers file it tonight. That’s a vicious creature you’re harboring.”

      The bodyguards rushed into the room and Raelyn slipped out. Thank the Lords of Space time will reset in a couple of hours. She was shaking violently and afraid she was going to throw up. Depending what Strongson did between now and midnight, the captain might even have her confined to quarters and Eyn might be quarantined. It would be her word against the famous celebrity passenger’s. As she descended in the gravlift, she wasn’t happy about her behavior but she had gained a clue—maybe—about the brother who was supposed to have been on the cruise and wasn’t. More leads to follow up tomorrow. Well, the next version of today.

      She couldn’t muster up the will power to report to her lifeboat station when the alarm came, staying huddled in bed, wrapped in blankets, with Eyn on her shoulder. Raelyn was sure the day would end as it always did now, with an explosion no one could survive, and nothing she could do would help anyone. As the bedside chrono counted off the seconds, she closed her eyes and said a quick prayer, adding at the end, Please help me solve this.

      The ship shuddered and she heard the terrible sounds of the hull breaking up, the air rushing into space and she blacked out…
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      Five perfectly modulated crystal tones…

      “The first thing I’m going to do if I ever get time working again properly is change my damn alarm,” she said through gritted teeth. Sitting up, Raelyn scanned the cabin and was relieved not to see the beautiful but ruined dress lying on the floor. No sign of the shoes either. The tabletop was covered by her carryall amid the sprawl of trinkets and items she’d bought on the planet the day before this all began and there was no sign of the glass ornament.

      Eyn peeked out of his shell and came scampering over to her, chirping cheerily.

      “Thank you for rescuing me,” she said, rubbing his head. “I think we need a break today. I think we’ve earned it, even if we are still repeating the damn day.” She’d decided to make today a special one for herself and see if she and Kev could snatch a few hours despite the situation.

      Of course she attended the staff meeting, but then she headed for the hydroponics section on Deck Nine, intent on talking to the Chief Hydroponics Officer, Tyrelle Embersson.

      Tyrelle was singing as Raelyn entered the deck and Eyn immediately deserted her to race in search of the other woman, who was an alien empathic priestess. With respect, Raelyn remained silent until Tyrelle had completed her song. “So beautiful,” Raelyn said. “I’m honored to hear you sing today.”

      “What brings you down here? Eyn can’t be out of crunchy cicdalas to eat already, can he?” Tyrelle crooned to the moyed and scratched gently over his eyes. She took a container off a nearby shelf and held it under his nose. “A special treat for you. It came aboard on the last shipment of flowering abundamas and with all those legs I’m sure it’s tasty.”

      As the moyed hovered, Tyrelle opened the lid and allowed him to flick his tongue out to capture the large insect moving restlessly inside the box. Carrying his prey, Eyn, skittered away, to hide under a nearby bench and eat breakfast in peace.

      “Very kind of you,” Raelyn said. “He earned a treat after yesterday.”

      Tyrelle raised one eyebrow but Raelyn realized she couldn’t explain so she made a dismissive gesture. “Actually, I came to ask for a favor.”

      “Your colors are rather turbulent today,” Tyrelle said. “Anything I can do to help will be a pleasure.”

      Raelyn knew the empath perceived other people’s emotions as colors in the air and she wasn’t surprised Tyrelle could tell she was full of anxiety and stress. How many times had she relived the day now? And gotten blown up each time?

      “Actually the favor is for a friend of mine, Kev Gordonn the actor. He loves the models your husband builds and I’d like to surprise him with a short meeting. I don’t want to impose but if you think the Cargo Master wouldn’t mind, I know Kev would be thrilled. He has a hard time even walking by the model up on Level A without stopping to study it.” She laughed, remembering his enthusiasm as he explained the finer points of the terrain and the troop deployments to her.

      Brows knit in a frown, Tyrelle studied her for a moment, as if suspecting there must be more to the situation. To Raelyn’s relief, however, the empath didn’t voice any questions. “I’ll ask my husband and let you know if he’s amenable. I should warn you he likes his anonymity.”

      “Kev is former Special Forces,” Raelyn added, hoping to strengthen her case for granting the favor. “He knows Red Thomsill. Oh, and his family was in the battle depicted on the model we’re displaying on Level A.”

      “So he’s not merely another collector is what you’re telling me,” Tyrelle said. “All of which might help Owen decide to say yes.”

      “Kev would love to be a collector,” Raelyn said, “But I gather the prices are pretty steep. Which is perfectly reasonable for so much detailed, exquisite work,” she rushed to add, not wanting to sound critical. “He’s not a big trideo star yet but I think he’s going to be.” She was convinced of the man’s potential.

      “All right, I’ll com you if Owen says yes. What time were you thinking of stopping by?”

      Raelyn reviewed the trideo production call sheet in her head and was happy to find Kev had a lot of the late afternoon free. “Before dinner would be great. We’re supposed to be going to a reunion of some of his service buddies later.”

      “I’ll let you know,” Tyrelle said again.

      Raelyn collected her moyed, relieved to see he’d gobbled up his victim from antennae to tail and hadn’t left a mess for her to clean up, and headed out. She skipped the visit to the Galinthians, instead returning to her cabin, to spend a few hours attempting to research Wayn Strongson’s mysterious brother. There wasn’t much about him, although Raelyn prided herself on her ability to scour the galactic sources but eventually she found older articles dating back to when the brothers had indeed been rivals for parts and romantic partners. By then she was running short on time so she downloaded the information to her handheld to read later and got ready for the trideo scene.

      Much as she dreaded seeing Wayn Strongson again, even though he wouldn’t remember a single thing about their evening together, she had to go to the set to run into Kev, which was her main goal for this rerun of The Day, as she’d come to think of the twenty four hour span. She timed her arrival on set to the moment when she could bump into Kev and allowed him to escort her to the AD.

      “I won the cruise line employee contest to do a bit part,” she said as she walked with Kev. “It’s all so glamorous.”

      He laughed. “Maybe to your eyes, but it’s a pretty gritty job for most of us. I’m Kev Gordonn, by the way.”

      “I know. I saw you in ‘Hyperdrive or Bust 7’. I thought you brought depth to the character, even if he didn’t get much screen time.” Am I babbling? Anxiety led her to bite her tongue before she made any other comments on his performances.

      “I’m in all the outtakes,” he said with a good natured attitude. “Hey, when your scene is over why don’t I give you a tour of the whole set? We have a lot going on today and I’m not in most of the scenes.”

      “I’d love that,” she said truthfully. “Where should we meet?”

      “I have a cabana all to myself.” He pointed at a line of colorfully striped temporary rooms further down the beach. “I’m in the red and turquoise striped one, third from the end. Come and knock on the door when you’re done.”

      “My seven lines won’t take too long,” she said, knowing he was going to do a scene in the nearly-not-there-bathing suit soon.

      “You’d be surprised how long it can take,” he said. “But we’ll catch up, I promise.”

      Then he was handing her off to the AD and Raelyn settled into the rhythm of the repetitious events. She said her lines letter perfectly, without adding flourishes, increasingly more confident as it was obvious Strongson had no memory of the last time they’d met. She knew he wouldn’t but still it was hard to forget her last view of him, bleeding from Eyn’s courageous attack, screaming threats of lawsuits. Knowing what it would take to get herself removed from the scene and Sivala given all the stage business and lines, Raelyn played into it and within an hour was free to go search out Kev.

      When she knocked there was no answer, so she dragged a chair close to the door and sat. While she was checking her handheld, Kev walked up and she was treated to the sight of him in the amazing swimsuit and the loose robe.

      “Were you waiting long?” he asked.

      “Not at all. Don’t worry about me—I have the afternoon free.”

      “Come inside and have something refreshing while I change. Then we can do the grand tour of your beach deck which is now my trideo set.” With a laugh, he said over his shoulder, “I only have juices and sparkling waters to offer though.”

      “It’s too early in the day to have anything else,” she said, relieved to see the cabana had two rooms. Kev could change in private. “But I’ll take a cranna juice.”

      Gallantly he opened it for her and handed the container over with a flourish before disappearing into his dressing room and sliding the portal closed. “Did your scene go well then?” His voice carried easily through the thin partition along with sound of cloth rustling and Raelyn closed her eyes to block out the mental picture of him completely naked.

      “Not really.  I had my lines down perfectly but then Mr. Daburkn asked me to change things up and I got confused. And one of my co-workers took the day off and inserted herself into the situation somehow. She evidently has experience and they ended up giving her my lines, so I figured I might as well be done for the day and accept your invitation for a tour.”

      “Tough break to be with a scene stealer,” he said, emerging in jeans and a tee shirt.

      “Hey, I don’t want a career in trideos,” she said. “I have a business degree and I’ve always been more interested in the behind the scenes aspects of the theater. So your offer to show me around is actually even better than a bit part.”

      He grabbed a fresh bottle of juice and drank half the contents in one go. “I should talk to you about the business I want to start up.”

      “Your own studio?” she asked, remembering their previous conversation.

      Mouth agape, he stared at her. “How did you know?”

      “Lucky guess. Don’t most actors want to control their own destiny?” Raelyn felt she’d covered her gaffe but warned herself to be more careful. Today wasn’t the day to try explaining time loops to Kev.

      “Oh, right, I guess we do. I want to provide jobs to other veterans like myself though. If I ever do get the chance to have a company I’ve got the name picked out—Fancy Dog Studios.” He finished the drink and put the container in the recycler. “Ready to go?”

      Raelyn enjoyed the tour and she relished all the anecdotes and trivia Kev provided. When they eventually arrived at his cabana, she said, “Would you like to have an early dinner? I know a great place up on Level A. It’s casual but refined.”

      “I was going to ask you if you’d be free to attend a small party with me tonight,” he said. “It’s a reunion for my military buddies in the crew and me. I’m sure you must know them—one of the wives is the assistant cruise director.”

      “Meg Antille Thomsill, right. I’d love to be your guest, if you’re sure no one would object to me being there. But we have a lot of time before then.” She glanced at her uniform. “I’d want to change anyway.”

      “You know we have craft services here on set,” he said.

      “But this restaurant is so good and you must eat from the craft table every day, right? So let me treat you. I want to show off my ship, now you’ve shown me the sets. We get an employee discount.” Her plan depended on getting him to Level A and showing him the model. Tyrelle had sent a message her husband would be happy to meet with Kev briefly and the time proposed fell between the early dinner and the start of Kev’s party.

      “All right, sure. I’m done for the day and it would be nice to have a regular meal, not catered food.”

      She took him up to Level A in the crew gravlift rather than the passenger conveyance, which Kev appreciated. He was just as good in antigravity as she was and when she complimented him on the fact, he said, “Learned in the service and there’s quite a call for stunts involving antigrav, so I keep myself in shape. It wouldn’t feel right to let myself go anyway—I worked too hard to regain muscle tone after my last mission outside the fence. Rehab was rough.”

      “I can only imagine,” she said as they stepped out onto Level A and she led the way to the restaurant, making sure to pass the model display. “Have you seen this?” she asked casually, slowing her steps.

      “Have I seen it?” Kev gave a huge shout of laughter. “I’ve been trying to figure out how to steal it. Well, not really, but I’d give anything to own a model by this guy. He’s hugely collectible, you know, and his work goes for astounding prices. My family fought in this battle, by the way, on our original home planet. I had ancestors on both sides.”

      Raelyn followed him as he walked around the clear force field guarding the model.

      “The Gordonn family even has a crest and a motto,” he said, glancing at her. Straightening his spine and raising one finger, he used an aristocratic accent and quoted, “If not today, then tomorrow.”

      Startled, she stumbled and he caught her, holding her close for a long moment. “Sorry,’ she said, moving away reluctantly. “Must be an uneven spot in the deck. I’ll have to report it later. Interesting motto.”

      “I think they basically were telling themselves and all of us descended from them never to give up,” Kev said.

      Raelyn had goosebumps on her arms at the appropriateness of the admonition to her situation. She turned her focus back to the issue at hand. “Listen, I know the artist—he works on the ship. He can see us in an hour, if you’d like to meet him.”

      “Are you kidding? Talk about a once in a lifetime opportunity. I can’t believe the guy is willing to let a fan like me disturb his peace and quiet.” Kev glanced at her with a small frown. “When did you call him?”

      Thinking fast, she tapped her temple. “Private crew comlink. You were so enthusiastic just now, I thought I might as well take a chance and ask. All he could say was no, right? But he said yes.”

      “We’d better have dinner then, so we’re not late.” Kev took her hand. “This is my lucky day, meeting you and then getting to meet the artist. I have a feeling it could be the first of many good days.” He gave her a glance which made her heart beat faster. Clearly the attraction was running both ways between them.

      She was a little sorry she’d made the appointment to meet Owen because it would be less time she could spend alone with Kev but she was happy to provide such a meaningful experience for him. Even if you won’t remember it when the day repeats. The truth was bittersweet but Kev was going to enjoy the time and she had a secondary agenda.

      During dinner, which was an excellent surf and turf, with medium rare Azrigone beef and lightly grilled fish from Tahumaroa Two, surrounded by a wide variety of side dishes and breads, she challenged him to a playful game of twenty questions. “Favorite color?”

      “A deep, rich emerald green.”

      “Favorite number?”

      “137.” Head tilted he stared at her with a grin, “Tell me again why you’re grilling me?”

      “I’m building a profile,” she said with a smile. “Favorite pet?”

      “Fancy, an Azurine hound/Terran husky mix, one eye blue, one eye brown and golden fur on one paw, like a bracelet. She was my constant companion when I was a kid.  And that’s enough about me. Tell me the same facts about you.”

      Purple, 12, Eyn.” She held up her arm and Eyn blinked lazily at Kev. “He’s a moyed from my home planet.”

      “Very cool. Is he always with you?”

      “No, he has a shell where he sleeps and goes to pout if he’s not feeling appreciated. I’ll show you sometime.”

      Kev raised one hand slowly. “May I touch him?”

      “Sure, he loves being the center of attention.” She extended her arm as Eyn opened his three eyes wide to assess Kev.

      It didn’t take the actor long to find the right spot to scratch above the moyed’s eyes and Eyn made his chirrups of happiness.

      Eventually they made their way to the Cargo Master’s suite. He had the largest crew residence unit on the Nebula Zephyr, aside from the captain’s and although not in the direct chain of command, he was a critical component of the ship’s success. Passengers were the gravy but the cargo paid the bills and bought the fuel. As she waited for Tyrelle to answer the door and admit them, Raelyn sent the Lords of Space a tiny prayer this visit would go well. Even if no one but her was going to remember it.

      Owen, who was off duty for the evening, introduced himself as his wife escorted the visitors into their living room and he and Kev shook hands. “I hear you saw action?” he asked, taking a measuring look at the actor.

      “Special Forces, Team 8. I’d tell you about our missions but then I’d have to kill you,” Kev said, his voice serious.

      “I know some guys from the Teams—I get it.” Owen shook his head. “Badasses, all of them. Good guys to have on your six in a tight situation. I did a few joint missions myself.”

      “And that’s enough war talk,” Tyrelle said firmly. “Relive the past glories later. I believe Mr. Gordonn is here to see your model building setup.”

      “I can’t tell you how much I love your work,” Kev said. “The battle scene up on Level A is astonishing.”

      “Commissioned by the planetary government,” Owen said. “We’ll be shipping it to them after the next leg of the cruise.”

      “Kev had ancestors in the fight,” Raelyn said.

      “I could tell you sure did your research,” Kev said.

      “Always. No point in doing the work if I’m not going to get it right. Step this way.” Owen led them down a corridor into another part of the suite and into a good sized room where his supplies and tools were neatly organized. A large work table dominated the space and a partially built temple occupied the turntable in the center. “I’m making this for my wife,” he said. “For our anniversary.”

      “Lucky lady.” Kev gave Tyrelle a smile.

      Owen seated himself in the only chair, which was massive, as it had to be to accommodate his oversized frame. “Did you want me to talk you through the process or did you have questions?”

      “I’d be happy to watch you work or sweep the floor or whatever needs doing,” Kev said. “This is a rare treat.”

      Tyrelle nudged Raelyn. “It’s crowded in here. Shall we go to the living room and have coffee?”

      “Senior officers have all the perks,” Raelyn said. “And I’m not passing up the offer of real Terran coffee.”

      As they made their way to the other room, their departure having been pretty much ignored by the two men, who were deep into a discussion of the merits of various raw materials, Tyrelle said, “Since I’m a special assistant to the captain, I’m also entitled to a suite nearly as big as this, but as we’re married, the Ship offered to create a combined space equal to our allotted square footage and built a special place for Owen to do his hobby. He used to work on the dining room table. Maeve likes Owen and of course they do favors for each other when it comes to special order cargo. I don’t ask too many questions, you know?”

      “Maeve is a pretty great AI,” Raelyn said. “I think it must be because she was military for so long before they swapped her out to run this ship. Whatever the reason is, she’s special all right. We’re a lucky crew.”

      As Tyrelle went to make the coffee, Raelyn resolved all over again to figure out the deadly mystery she, the ship and everyone else was caught up in. Midorri, the Ship’s alien pet, strolled into the room and instantly Eyn raced to climb on her. The two pets adored each other and proceeded to play a gentle game, rolling over and over on the floor and chasing each other.

      “Your colors are better tonight, clearer,” Tyrelle said as she brought the coffee mugs. “Might the ex-soldier in my husband’s craft room be the reason?”

      Sipping the delicious brew, Raelyn hoped the warmth of the drink would account for her flushed cheeks. “Maybe. Kev’s a special guy.”

      “And good looking too,” Tyrelle winked. “He has the blue flame of a true warrior at heart, one to be trusted.”

      The remark sounded like high praise to Raelyn, coming from the empath. She certainly hoped her trust in Kev wasn’t going to be misplaced because at some point she was going to have to try to explain the time loop to him. Not tonight though. Uncomfortably reminded of the passage of time and the tragic event which was going to end the day, she was glad when Owen and Kev emerged from the craft room. He declined Tyrelle’s offer of coffee, saying, “I’ve imposed on your hospitality enough today but thank you. It was a real honor to have a chance to talk with you, Cargo Master.”

      Owen clapped him on the shoulder, “If you have time during the rest of the cruise, we can go over the next model I’m going to make, and I’ll talk you through it.”

      As they emerged into the corridor, Raelyn asked, “Are you going to try making models now?”

      Kev shook his head. “I wish. I don’t have the patience or the skills needed but I admire the artistry. He usually does real places or scenes but he has done one or two incredible fantasy ones. If I ever do launch a trideo studio of my own, I might talk to him about sets.”

      “From what I’ve heard, Officer Embersson has no desire to do anything other than be the cargo master here,” Raelyn said. “The models are strictly a hobby. Am I wrong?”

      “No, he said that as well.” Kev chuckled. “He also said since getting married he makes quite a few less models, which probably disappoints his customers but does drive the prices up.”

      “I should go change into something more appropriate for the party tonight,” Raelyn said, remembering she was still wearing her CLC uniform.

      “Red said it was casual, even if it is in one of the restaurant’s private rooms,” Kev said.

      “You’re welcome to come to my cabin with me,” Raelyn said. “I won’t be long.”

      “Are passengers allowed in crew territory?”

      “Not usually but you’re kind of an exception. Besides, we just came from officer country so you really should see where I live to get the full picture of life aboard ship as crew. Research for your role in the trideo.”

      Although they were in the gravlift now, Kev stayed close to her. “I’d like that.”

      The corridor where her quarters were located was deserted at this hour, which Raelyn had counted on and she let Kev into her tiny cabin, apologizing in advance. “It’s messy.”

      “A lived-in place doesn’t bother me,” he said.

      She allowed Eyn to slip from her arm and trundle toward his shell. The cabin seemed even smaller than usual, with Kev standing there. She turned to say something to him and he turned at the same moment and before she knew it, she was in his arms. It seemed perfectly natural to raise her face to his and allow him to capture her lips in a kiss which quickly became passionate, as he seduced her into allowing him access to her mouth. She savored the taste of him as they kissed and reveled in the pressure of his body against hers. Kev was all hard planes and muscles and she felt safe and desired in his embrace.

      “I’ve wanted to do that all day,” he said, holding her close.

      “That makes two of us,” she said with a shaky laugh.

      “This—this isn’t me, rushing into things.” Kev sounded surprised at himself. “I didn’t plan on this happening. You’re a special person, Raelyn Cantorini.”

      “I didn’t invite you to my cabin to take you to bed,” she said, shifting her hips a little to put pressure on his hard cock, currently straining at the fastening of his pants. “But now we’re here—”

      Sweeping her into his arms, Kev headed for the bedroom. “Great minds think alike.”

      Like the rest of her cabin, the room was small, as was the bed, but Kev placed her on the mattress carefully and came over her. Fully clothed, they kissed again and Raelyn yanked his shirt up so she could touch the hard muscles underneath and toy with his flat nipples. Kev broke off the kiss to nuzzle her neck and then he undid her uniform blouse to reveal the sea green lace bra underneath.

      “Mmm, not deep dark green but I approve the choice,” he said, pausing to admire the view before he unfastened the clasp and drew the lace away. Kneading her breast with one hand, thumbing the nipple, he paid attention to the other side, suckling and kissing with intensity. The sensations traveled straight to Raelyn’s core and made her hot. After a minute or two, he changed sides with a murmur of satisfaction. When she was sure she couldn’t handle the stimulation any longer, he stopped, giving her a wicked smile. “Are there matching panties?”

      Head in a whirl, body throbbing with desire for him, she was confused for a moment and then said, “Why don’t you find out?” She accompanied her invitation with a shimmy of her hips and then lay back as he unfastened her skirt and slid the garment down her legs.

      Hooking one finger under the thin strap holding her underwear in place, he slowly removed the scrap of fabric and cupped her mound with his large hand. “Beautiful.” Kev circled the bud of nerve endings with his fingertip, making her shiver and then lowered his head to lap at her sensitive folds with his tongue. Raelyn threaded her hands in his hair, careful not to exert pressure but holding him to his task. He was skillful and persistent and brought her to a climax with his tongue alone, holding her firmly in place as she arched and savored the sensations. Her whole body was thrumming and tingling from the power of the response he invoked with his talented efforts.

      As Raelyn relaxed in the afterglow of the orgasm, Kev left the bed long enough to undress. He’d gone commando, which delighted her and the sight of his more than generous package was arousing. She’d seen pretty clearly how well-endowed he was when he was in the miniscule ‘costume’ for his lifeguard role on the trideo set, but having him here in her bedroom about to make love to her was the best kind of wish fulfillment. Raelyn luxuriated in the view, noting every tiniest detail of his physique, growing wet and slick herself at the mouthwatering appearance of her soon-to-be lover. Looks weren’t everything of course—his kind, considerate and self-deprecatingly humorous personality appealed to her more than any other man she’d ever met.

      “I just had my physical—it’s required for the trideo insurance bond,” he said as he finished undressing. “No problems.”

      “And I’m fine. I had my annual inject a week ago,” Raelyn appreciated him raising the topic. “So we’re protected. You’re taking too long though,” she said playfully, reaching for him. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll get cold?”

      “No danger of that.” He joined her on the bed again, the head of his cock nudging the entrance to her body. Kev guided himself inside and she exclaimed in pleasure as he thrust forward. He was long and thick and all her nerve endings were on fire with sensual overload as he made slow love to her.

      Raelyn tilted her hips to encourage his journey to her core as Kev captured her lips again.

      “You’re so hot and tight,” he said when he shifted to placing small kisses along her neck and shoulder. “This is going to go too quickly but I promise to make it up to you later, after the damn party is over. You deserve to be worshipped and savored properly, beautiful woman. I can’t wait to have you in my bed where there’s more room to be inventive.”

      She had an instant of piercing sadness because of course they wouldn’t be returning to his cabin for a night of wild and abandoned love making, nor would he even remember this closeness and intimacy when the day repeated.

      “What? Am I hurting you?” Kev stilled and pushed her hair away from her face, rubbing noses with her briefly. “You stopped, as if you went somewhere else in your head. If you’ve changed your mind, I can—”

      Enjoy the moments because this may be all you’ll ever have of him. Raelyn tightened her inner muscles around the girth and length of his arousal, relishing the way he completely filled her. “I’m delaying the inevitable to make us both hotter,” she said. “Don’t worry—you’re amazing, Mr. Gordonn, and I’ve no intention of changing my mind..”

      “You had me worried for a minute there.” Playfully he nipped at her lips. As they kissed, Kev flexed his hips and then thrust home all the way to the base of his cock, in a powerful movement which set her nerve endings into overdrive. Raelyn hung on tight as they established a rhythm, each giving and taking until she reached an unstoppable peak and cascaded into release, with Kev following a heartbeat later.

      They lay together, skin to skin, warm and sated. Kev rolled off but pulled her close in a comforting embrace. “I’m so glad I met you today. I feel like I’ve known you forever though. Maybe we’re old souls traveling through time together. My planet has a word for it—tevanaima.” Running his fingers through her hair, he gave her a tender look. “We always find each other.”

      “It’s a lovely idea,” she said, wishing he knew the truth. A quick glance at the wall chrono told her there wasn’t anywhere enough time to launch into the explanation, even assuming she could make him believe her. Raelyn didn’t want to ruin the perfect interlude either.

      “How’s the shower in the crew cabins?” he asked playfully. “Room for two? I think we ought to freshen up before we go to the party or they’ll all know what we’ve been doing.”

      “Two people in there would be cozy,” she said, ruefully considering the size of the bathroom.

      “I like cozy.” He drew her closer for a long, involved kiss.

      “I think maybe for our own safety we ought not to risk it,” Raelyn said regretfully, only half joking. “You can go first if you’d like.”

      He rose from the bed and headed toward the bathroom. “All right. We can go to my suite after the party. I may not be as famous or well paid as Wayn Strongson but my agent got me an upgrade to the same Level A suite he has. Luxury as far as the eye can see and a hot tub. Sound inviting?”

      “Only if you’re there.” She repressed a shudder at the memory of her evening with the star.
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        * * *

      

      Raelyn managed to get them to the private party before Strongson and Sivala made their triumphant entrance and the evening unspooled as it had before, with the guests having a good time, telling old war stories, and laughing at anecdotes from various trideo sets which Kev shared. She sat in the circle of his arm and felt safe and cared-for and wished this day would go on past the stroke of midnight.

      Of course, it didn’t. The alert came in, Jake Dilon and Red and the others rushed to do their duty and after a long bittersweet kiss from Kev, Raelyn hastened to do hers. There wasn’t time to get to her cabin and back up to her assigned lifeboat station, so she went in her little black dress. As she rushed along the corridor, she saw a man dart into an LB port and then the light flipped from green to red as the rescue device launched. There was nothing she could do about it so she kept running. A memory nagged at her and she recalled she’d seen a red LB panel the first night as she hastened to do her duty.

      Could that be the bomber, escaping right before his creation destroyed the ship?

      Determined to follow up on the clue in the next twenty four hour cycle, she closed her eyes at the last second and waited for the explosion. Her last conscious thought was of Kev…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Five perfectly modulated crystal tones…

      “Thank the Lords of Space.” With a gasp, Raelyn sat up, staring around her cabin. She’d been afraid after the perfection of yesterday and all the time with Kev, the day might not repeat, the whole thing might be over and they’d all be wiped from existence.

      The sight of the jumble of souvenir items on the table was reassuring, as were her cozy pajamas and Eyn scampering to join her.

      “We have clues to follow up on today,” she told him once he reached her shoulder. “I’m going to keep my fingers crossed and maybe I can make progress on resolving this mess.”

      She had breakfast in her kitchenette, eating a premade meal, while she recreated her research on Fredri Strongson, because of course nothing carried over from the last cycle, except her own memories. As she scanned through the oldest files, the back of her neck began to tingle and she got cold chills. After losing the big role to his brother, Fredri had descended into a feelgood-fueled insanity, fallen in with a bad crowd, gone to work for the Amarotu Combine and been incarcerated for a number of years. Wayn certainly had put a nice gloss on his brother’s complicated history.

      “So he could probably get his hands on a bomb, or maybe even build one himself,” she said to Eyn, who was eating crumbs broken off from her toast and sprinkled on the edge of the table. The criminal Combine was known to include tech wizards who could certainly come up with a bomb powerful enough to destroy the Nebula Zephyr. The Amarotu had a few old scores to settle with the ship as well, including the rescue of the Cargo Master’s wife, who’d been their hostage at one point. When Owen and others from the ship rescued her, the SCIA took down whole swathes of the Combine’s operation as a result.

      The Combine wouldn’t dare take revenge on the ship directly but if they had a trusted affiliate with his own grudge, sure, she could see them helping to some extent. Let Fredri take the blame or glory or whatever his twisted mind made of it and the syndicate would know their own part in the ship’s destruction.

      “Maybe that’s how the SCIA finds out tonight—maybe one of their snitches in the Combine gets word to them, but not soon enough,” she said to a disinterested Eyn. Raising her voice, she addressed the Ship. “Maeve, can you check the passenger registry for Fredri Strongson?”

      “A suite on Level B was booked for him, his luggage arrived but he never boarded.” The AI’s reply was prompt.

      “Can you give me a visual on the living room?” Fredri might not have put his bomb in the main room but it was a place to start.

      “Negative, the passenger was awarded celebrity status and total privacy.”

      Of course, Wayn Strongson would have seen to it his brother had the same privileges he did. “I’m going to have to go up there and check out the situation,” Raelyn said firmly. It bothered her to know Fredri could have gotten anything on board the Nebula Zephyr, even himself, hidden in the luggage. She made a mental note to give Jake Dilon strong suggestions about security once this episode was over.

      If it ever ended.

      “Yes, stewardess Cantorini, you’re cleared for entry to the cabin,” the AI said.

      Maybe things are going my way this time. Raelyn was happy her gamble had worked. Given her job description and the fact the Ship had no record of anyone occupying the suite, she’d hoped Maeve would give her access. Curiosity and misgivings were making her anxious and she decided to get dressed and head up there now, before the staff meeting. Depending what she found, she’d decide on her next steps. If there was a bomb, even Jake Dilon would have to believe her. And this time she wouldn’t have to embark on complicated explanations no one was going to believe. She was just doing her job and…surprise, surprise, found a bomb.

      If only the resolution could be that easy.

      A few minutes later she was on her way, feeling more cheerful than she had since she realized time was repeating itself. Eyn was wrapped around her wrist and she could almost believe it was a normal day, with the promise of encountering Kev later. True he wouldn’t remember her, but she’d make sure they had the chance to build a new set of memories.

      Arriving at the suite on Level B, she frowned because her lifeboat station was only a few cabins further along the corridor and the LB station which had been empty already at the end of the alert was the closest one, practically next door. Using her senior stewardess access code, she opened the portal and stepped inside the suite.

      “What the seven hells?!” A man working on equipment in the center of the room turned and yelled at her. “Who the fuck are you?”

      She stopped, startled. “Excuse me, sir, I was told this suite was empty—”

      The man scooped up a blaster from the table beside him, aimed at Raelyn and fired.

      The heat and pain were excruciating as she was caught squarely in the energy ray and…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Five perfectly modulated crystal tones…

      

      

      “He shot me!” Raelyn sat up, heart pounding. She took in her whimsical pajamas, the clutter on the bedside table, Eyn scampering to join her and sighed with relief. Falling against the pillows, she checked her arms and legs and raised the PJ top to look at her abdomen. Reassured not to find any burn marks, she burst into tears. Crooning and chirruping, Eyn tried in vain to wipe them away but his attempts made her smile despite her turbulent emotional state. How many more of these days can I stand? The ordeal was clearly taking its toll on her although as she washed her face, she reflected she’d come a long way in solving the mystery.

      She was tempted to go see Jake Dilon again and report the bomb making going on in suite 213 on Level B. But would he believe her? She’d be unable to answer the basic questions of what tipped her off and why she went to the supposedly empty suite in the first place. Jake was a thorough man so he’d probably check out the tip eventually but if someone walked casually into the suite the way she had, they’d end up dead too and maybe Fredri would detonate the bomb sooner. For all she knew, he’d done that after killing her in the previous rerun of the day.

      And even if Jake or his officer confronted Fredri, he might be able to talk his way through an encounter convincingly. He was an actor after all, like his more famous brother. If the bomb wasn’t on view, or had been covered up, which Fredri would surely do if an officer knocked, a person acting on a vague tip from a ‘delusional’ stewardess wouldn’t be aggressive about his or her questions.

      This is too important to leave to chance. I’ve got to see it through myself and I need Kev’s help. He was the only person she stood a chance of convincing about the time loop and he had the military training necessary to deal with Fredri. They had to catch the man in the act of building his bomb, or arming it, without allowing him to detonate the device early. Her plan for what exactly they’d do was hazy at this stage but she hoped Kev would have ideas, once she brought him up to speed on the time loop.

      Decision made, Raelyn got dressed, had a light breakfast because her stomach was queasy with nerves, and then went off to the staff meeting. Enduring the discussion for the nth time was like sandpaper on her nerves, but it was a necessary part of the day. She couldn’t allow anything to interfere with her ability to report to the beach deck for her walk on part in the trideo. Meeting Kev in that context was important. If she showed up at his suite now, or his dressing room cabana she’d seem like a fanatical fan and again, delusional. He wouldn’t want to hear anything she had to say.

      There’s always the next rerun of the day to try a different approach, if Kev’s not willing to listen to me.

      For a moment as she and Eyn floated upward in the gravlift on the way to the conference room Raelyn indulged herself in a vision of getting access to a weapon, breaking into the suite and shooting Fredri herself. Galactic heroine! There were so many flaws to the plan she had to chuckle. First, all weapons were held under lock and key by Jake and only his officers were allowed to carry onboard, unless authorized to do so by the captain. She wasn’t even sure where the blasters and stunners were located in the Security Office. There were hidden caches around the ship but again, as a stewardess she had no access to the locations.

      The next problem was she’d had no training in using the weapons so even if Jake personally handed her one in the next five minutes, there was not much chance she could be effective with it.

      Arriving at the level, she stepped off the antigravity flow into the corridor and abandoned the train of thought entirely. I need help. Not watching where she was going, she ran right into her friend at the doorway and spilled the other woman’s synthcaff all over her uniform, which hadn’t happened since early in the cycle of days. Shaken, Raelyn took a seat in the back and worked on controlling her breathing. Don’t lose it now when you’re so close to solving the problem.

      Done with the meeting, she visited the Galinthians briefly, mostly to pass the time until she could report to the set. Although she asked the distinguished scholar a few leading questions Ab’miritan had no new information to add to what she’d said before regarding the long gone glass bubble and knew nothing about time travel or time loops.

      Eventually Raelyn was able to stroll onto the beach deck, timing her arrival to coincide with Kev’s walk through the busy area, and they had their meet cute encounter, which ended with him inviting her to enjoy a tour after her stint as an actress was done. She could barely concentrate during the scene, which annoyed Strongson and everyone else except Sivala, who grinned like the proverbial cat who’d drunk the cream.

      At least she likes my performance, Raelyn reflected ruefully as she was stripped of lines and dismissed—nicely—by Sid Daburkn.

      Turning in the costume and removing the makeup took forever. She was wildly impatient to get to Kev’s cabana and try to talk him into helping her, but also apprehensive about persuading him she was telling the truth, wild as it was going to sound.

      “Were you waiting long?” he asked, startling her as he walked up. The sand on the deck cushioned his footfalls and she’d been lost in thought.

      Raelyn shook her head and stumbled into the conversation as she remembered it. “Not at all. Don’t worry about me—I have the afternoon free. I’m not on duty again until tomorrow morning.”

      “Come inside and have something refreshing while I change. Then we can do the grand tour of your beach deck which is now my trideo set.” With a laugh, he said over his shoulder, “I only have juices and sparkling waters to offer though.”

      “It’s too early in the day to have anything else,” she said, spooked by how exactly the events replayed themselves each time the day repeated. “But I’ll take a cranna juice.” Her mouth was dry from nerves about the conversation ahead.

      Apparently not noticing anything amiss in her demeanor, Kev went into the private portion of the cabana to change after getting her the requested juice. “Did your scene go well then?”

      “Honestly? No, not at all.” Amusement bubbled from her as she recalled how badly the scene had gone. It was laugh or cry time and she much preferred to find it all comical. “I had my lines memorized letter perfectly but then Mr. Daburkn asked me to change things up and I got confused. And one of my co-workers took the day off and inserted herself into the situation somehow. She evidently has a bit of experience and the director ended up giving her my lines, so I figured I might as well be done for the day and accept your invitation for a tour.”

      “Tough break to be with a scene stealer,” he said, emerging in jeans and a tee shirt.

      With a conscious effort Raelyn cut off the flow of the day as it had gone before. Setting the juice on the table with a decisive click, she said, “I need to talk to you.”

      Kev was in the middle of pouring himself a juice and glanced over his shoulder with a guarded look in his eyes. “If they wrapped the scene, I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do for you. I’m sympathetic but there’s no way Mr. Daburkn is going to reconsider.”

      Raelyn held up one hand. “Not about the trideo, about something else, something really important for the Ship and all of us.”

      Eyes narrowed, he sipped his juice and leaned against the partition instead of joining her. “All right, I’m listening.” His body language was closed off.

      Raelyn refused to let herself be intimidated by the fear of his not believing her or even worse, throwing her out. There’s always tomorrow to try again to persuade him. I hope. “Give me five minutes and don’t interrupt? It’s going to sound off the charts strange but I can prove what I’m going to tell you.”

      Brow furrowed, he checked the wall chrono. “Time’s ticking.”

      She took a deep breath and launched into the story of the glass ornament and how the original day had gone, ending with the ship blowing up, followed by her repeating the day endlessly. He listened but she could tell he wasn’t buying into any of it.

      “If this is a script pitch, you’re talking to the wrong guy,” he said.

      She tried to make a little joke of it. Not treating him like the special person he’d become to her was uncomfortably difficult. “I know, you don’t have your company up and running yet. The Fancy Dog Studio is just a dream.”

      Kev blinked and stepped toward her. “Where did you hear that name?”

      “You told me. You and I—we go on that date. We’ve been out several times now. Your favorite color is green, deep dark green. Your favorite number is 137 and your pet dog was named Fancy because she had one paw with golden-colored fur. You had ancestors fighting on both sides of the Ticondrog battle and the family motto is ‘If not today, then tomorrow.’ “

      “Congratulations on your deep research,” he said, nearly sneering. “I guess I must have shared too much with a damn tabloid—”

      Afraid he was going to throw her out now, near tears, she broke in, “You—you have a tiny star shaped red birthmark right above your cock and you called me your tevanaima when we made love in my cabin. You said we were two old souls going through time together, finding each other in each life. Please, I have to have your help to save the ship from this bomber.”

      Silently Kev sank into the other chair and stared at her. “Tevanaima?” He put a slight twist on the word. “You’re sure?”

      She nodded. Words failed her. Either he was convinced now or she’d have to accept failure and try again on the next repetition.

      Eyes fixed on her face, Kev said, “I was inexplicably drawn to you earlier when I saw you step onto the set, so obviously lost and confused. Something about you struck a chord in me and I had to come over and help you find where you were supposed to be, even if doing so made me late for my next scene. I hoped you’d want to spend time together after your bit was done. I—I can’t explain it.” He was quiet for a moment before giving her a heart-rendingly sad look. “If I called you that, if I told you all those other details, if you know about my birthmark, then you and I must be incredibly close, even if I can’t remember. I’m sorry.”

      Her tension eased when he apologized and she found she’d do anything to alleviate his obvious distress. “It’s all right, with the chemistry we so obviously share, we can remake the friendship, re-establish the bond between us but first we have to save the ship. Will you help me?”

      His next question was cautious. “Why don’t we do the right thing and call Jake Dilon?”

      “I told you, he thinks I’m delusional. Well, he did, the one time I tried to involve him.” Swallowing hard, Raelyn confessed her other worry. “I don’t know how long this time loop will remain in effect. Maybe it’s forever but I can’t let myself count on that. What if there’s a limit and the ship blows up and we all—all 8000 or so of us—stay dead? I’m scared of the risk.”

      Eyebrows drawn together in a vee, Kev studied her. “All right, so to recap, we have Wayn Strongson’s insane brother hiding in a suite on Level B, with a bomb big enough to destroy the ship, which he plans to detonate tonight right before midnight?”

      “You’ve pretty much summed it up, yes.”

      “And you think he might escape at the last possible second? But not before?” As she murmured her agreement with his recap, Kev said, “What time of day was it when you walked in on him working on the bomb?”

      “After breakfast.” She rubbed her arms, not liking the harsh memories of death by blaster fire.

      “So he’s probably working on it now.” Kev uncoiled and moved away from the wall, as if readying himself for instant action. “Tell me the plan, what exactly do you have in mind for the two of us to do?”

      His question wasn’t adversarial or condescending but Raelyn found she had no good answer. She’d expected to hand the decision making off to him at this point. “You’re the former Special Forces operator—didn’t you have a protocol for taking down bad guys?”

      “Yes, with a team. And with more than one entrance or possible way to breach the space. And usually with intel on what was waiting for us inside. For all you and I know, Fredri can set off the bomb early or has a dead man switch where if he’s killed, it automatically explodes. I wasn’t a demolition expert—I would have about as much idea as you do about what to do with a ticking bomb. Do you know who is an expert? Red.” Kev knelt in front of her and took her hands in his, gazing deep into her eyes. Raelyn was mesmerized as he said, “We really need to bring Jake and Red in on this now. What’s the worst that can happen? We waste a day—”

      “I had a hard time convincing you to believe me today,” she said. “What if I can’t convince you tomorrow? What if we’re running out of days to relive?”

      “All good arguments. Listen, I’m trusting you here so I need you to trust me when I say our best move is to go see Jake immediately.”

      With a deep sigh, Raelyn accepted the fact she had to go through another tense session with the ship security forces. “All right but I’m warning you now, it won’t be pretty.”

      Rising to his feet, Kev placed a call to Jake. “Hey, I’ve got a serious situation to report—a deadly threat to the ship—and I’m coming down there now. We need Red in on the conversation.” He ended the com. “Okay, they’ll be waiting in the small conference room. Shall we go?”

      She led the way to Deck Thirteen, using the crew gravlifts. She and Kev didn’t even try to make conversation, both lost in thought. It was nice to walk into the Security Office with him at her side although she was dreading the next few minutes.

      As promised, Jake and his second in command were waiting in the conference room. Both men seemed surprised to see Raelyn. She has a flash of gratitude that neither Jake nor Red could possibly remember the last time the three of them encountered each other in this room.

      “I didn’t know you knew each other,” Red said. “Meg never mentioned it.”

      “She doesn’t know,” Raelyn said, taking the chair Jake indicated. Nobody knows anything from one repetition of The Day to the next, except for me. Kev slid into the seat next to her.

      They’d agreed he’d do the talking, at least at first.

      “You have a bomb on Level B, suite 213, a ship killer, which is going to go off tonight right before midnight,” Kev said, not mincing words. “No one will survive although we believe the bomber may steal a lifeboat and escape at the last second.”

      There was a pause.

      “That’s a hell of an announcement you’re making, old friend,” Red said after clearing his throat as if finding it difficult to speak, whether from astonishment or shock, Raelyn had no idea. “How do you know all this?  And why is the stewardess here? Does she have information on the alleged situation?”

      My cue to talk. I’ve done this dialog before. Raelyn took a deep breath. “This day has been repeating ever since the bomb went off the first time. I’m the only person on board who knows we’re caught in a time loop and I’ve been working hard to find out more about the bomb and the bomber and save—”

      “Is this a joke?” Jake asked, cutting across her words like a knife through butter . His voice was pleasant and calm but the frown on his face was scary. “Kev, maybe a prank like this is funny in the trideo industry but we never kid around about explosions and death in the cruise ship business.”

      Raelyn shook her head and made her own voice forceful. “It’s not a joke. I picked up an ancient artifact on the last planet we stopped at and it shattered and catapulted me into reliving the damn day over and over. I don’t understand it either so don’t ask me how the repetition works.” Stressed, she needed a shaky, deep breath to continue and Kev reached for her hand under the table, offering her silent support. “I’ve died so many times now. I’ve even been here before, trying to alert the two of you but you didn’t believe me. I’ve seen the bomb and I know the bomber’s identity. It’s Fredri Strongson. He’s got a really twisted grudge against his brother Wayn and he has Combine connections.”

      “Look,” Kev said before the two security officers could raise new objections, “I know it all sounds like a bad trideo script. It did to me when Raelyn first explained it but she was able to prove to me without a doubt she and I have been through this day before. Personal stuff she couldn’t have known unless I told her and I’d never share those details with anyone unless I was…extremely close to them. Enough details for me to believe she’s telling the truth, no matter how incredible. I’m vouching for her. What harm will it do you to check a few things?”

      “Seeing it’s you, I’ll cut you about one inch of slack,” the Security Chief said in a flat voice. “But I warn you, old friend or not, if this is a publicity stunt, there’ll be repercussions. Maeve, who’s in Level B Suite 213?”

      “The suite is unoccupied. It was booked by Wayn Strongson in the name of Fredri Strongson but he never boarded. His luggage came aboard, however.” The Ship was crisp.

      “He’s here, I tell you and he’s putting the finishing touches on the bomb now,” Raelyn said, making herself push past her annoyance they’d listen to Kev where they’d decided she was delusional. Well, that’s partly why you brought Kev into this, right? So be glad it’s working. “I think he smuggled himself aboard in the luggage.”

      “If he has Combine connections, that might be possible,” Red said, giving Jake a glance. “Remember how Mrs. Embersson came aboard as a stowaway originally? The mob has the tech.”

      “Why don’t you ask the Ship to show you the suite?” Kev said in a reasonable tone. “The bomb’s in the living room according to Raelyn.”

      Jake studied him for a moment. Raelyn crossed the fingers of her free hand under the table. Being so close to sharing the truth finally was scary and she was afraid to get her hopes up.

      “We’ve gone this far, might as well take it all the way.” Jake nodded crisply. “Maeve, Security Officer override of privacy constraints. Show me the suite in question. Start with the living room.”

      A holo sprang up in the center of the room and Raelyn gasped as the bomb and Fredri Strongson could clearly be seen. Dizziness swept over her and she sagged in her chair. Kev rubbed her back and whispered, “Breathe, we won’t let him hurt you this time.”

      “Freeze the image,” Jake said.

      He and Red leaned in closer to study the details.

      “Ship killer all right,” Red said. A frown creasing his forehead, he turned to Raelyn. “I’m still not buying the time loop theory exactly but I give you credit for alerting us. A bomb this size would certainly destroy the ship, as you said. And if we had no warning, no one would survive.”

      “SCIA sends an alert tonight, while we’re all at Kev’s party,” Raelyn said, “But it’s too late.”

      “Talking to you is head spinning.,” Jake gave her a wry grin and she relaxed a tiny bit. “Can you defuse it?” He asked as Red continued to study the holo.

      “Probably.” Red shrugged. “If he had Combine help, the unit is likely to be pretty much standard, no fancy enhancements or booby traps. Get me in there, get him away from it. As a last resort Maeve could vent the contents of the suite into space, direct the force of the explosion away from the hull right?”

      “I can take those measures of course, Officer Thomsill.” The Ship was calm. “I’d need an order from the captain.”

      “Yeah, we’re going to have to brief him immediately,” Jake said. “He’s not going to be a fan of the time loop stuff but the evidence is right in front of us. However Raelyn learned about the bomb, she’s right in every detail.”

      “We need a plan,” Red said. “Captain Fleming wants the problem and the solution in the same briefing.” He and Jake exchanged rueful smiles and Raelyn assumed this wasn’t the first time they’d had to bring bad news to the captain.

      “Count us in.” Kev didn’t hesitate.

      “We’ll take it from here, not that I don’t appreciate the offer. This isn’t a civilian party now.” Jake was adamant.

      “Raelyn’s not a civilian, she’s your crew. And I’m still in the Reserves. I might not be in shape to go outside the fence any longer and fight the enemy out in the stars but I can sure as hell be part of a breaching party on this ship and take this guy down. We’re going to see this through.” Kev wasn’t giving an inch. “Raelyn deserves her chance to help resolve this. I’m also concerned if she isn’t integral to solving the problem, the time loop might not let her go.”

      “Please, I want to do everything I can to end this and save the ship and the passengers and crew. It’s been so awful day after day, not just dying myself but knowing everyone else was gone as well.” Raelyn shook her head and allowed her hair to obscure her face for a moment of privacy as the raw emotions swept over her. She’d never even considered the idea of not escaping the time loop but was appreciative Kev had accounted for the possibility in his planning.

      He put his arm around her shoulders. “You’ve got us on the job now too—you’re not alone anymore.”

      Leaning into him, she swallowed hard and said, “And I’m grateful.”

      The conversation moved on rapidly, with Jake, Red and Kev developing a plan, involving the Ship creating a portal between suite 213 and the next cabin, which was legitimately unoccupied on this portion of the cruise. The security team would rush the living room of suite 213, kill or incapacitate Fredri and then Red would defuse the bomb.

      “We’ll need a distraction to keep the bomber from hearing us make our entrance,” Jake said. “Maeve can work miracles with the fabric of her ship body, but there’s bound to be a certain level of noise.”

      “This is where Raelyn comes in,” Kev said. “She can knock on the door with some excuse about wanting to verify the cabin was empty—”

      “And be so glad he joined us after all, ask what I can get for him, to make his cruise more pleasant blah blah.” She shifted into a syrupy voice for her impromptu customer courtesy speech, fighting the memory of the first time she confronted Fredri and was shot. “I can do that, no problem.”

      “While she’s got him distracted, whoever is with her can stun him,” Kev said.

      “I think it should be a woman.” Raelyn liked the idea of not going it alone. “If he sees two stewardesses when he scans the portal after I request entry, he won’t feel as threatened as he might if there’s a man with me. And it being early in the afternoon, he probably won’t shoot me. Again.”

      “He might recognize me or I’d absolutely be there to watch your six,” Kev said, squeezing her hand.

      “All right, we’ll send Jayna with you.” Jake named another one of his top officers, also a military veteran. “With orders to shoot as soon as she has a clear shot. Time to brief the captain.”

      “The good thing is, the bomb doesn’t go off until nearly midnight,” Raelyn said, “So we have time to work out the details.”

      Five minutes later she was on her way to the bridge, to the captain’s conference room. Jake felt she needed to be included in the briefing. “Fleming’s a no nonsense commander so I have no idea how your time loop theory is going to strike him,” the security chief confided as the group rode the gravlift, “But you should give him the whole story as crisply as you can. We’ve got the hard facts to back you up.”

      “All right.” Raelyn was grateful for Kev’s presence because a crew member of her rank rarely had any interaction with the captain at all, much less to explain how his ship was going to blow up and anxiety was making her dizzy.

      With no comment, the captain met them in the wardroom off the bridge. He fixed himself a cup of real Terran coffee, in the mug bearing the name and crest of his last military command, and sat at the head of the table. “I’m listening.”

      “Ms. Cantorini alerted us to the presence of a ship killer bomb aboard,” Jake said. “I’ll let her explain how she discovered the danger and then I’ll present our plan to neutralize the threat.” He turned to Raelyn. “Go ahead.”

      But keep it at a high level, she reminded herself. If the captain wanted tiny details, he’d ask.

      Fleming was reserved and asked no questions about her time loop discussion until she’d reached the point where she and Kev went to Jake’s office. Then he said, “There’s a reason the Sectors ban private ownership of any Ancient Observer artifacts. The objects can be incredibly dangerous in the wrong hands. I’ve seen a few in my time and I’m willing to accept you might have stumbled on one that could do time travel.”

      Grateful beyond belief and wishing she’d gone to him sooner in the ordeal, Raelyn said, “I didn’t think it was real of course. I figured the merchant was making fakes to sell to tourists but it was pretty. Compelling in a strange way. And then Eyn broke it—”

      “I appreciate all your tireless efforts to save my ship,” Fleming said firmly. “When this is over—and I have no reason to doubt that Jake is going to present me with a plan to resolve the bomb threat—we’ll have to craft a cohesive explanation which omits certain aspects. I have no desire to draw the government’s interest on the topic of possible AO artifacts on board my ship.”

      Knowing she’d have been in massive legal trouble for possessing a piece of AO tech, despite the fact she’d believed it to be a fake, Raelyn appreciated his discretion. “Wayn Strongson will be a problem as well,” she said. “Although the fact his brother wants to kill him and take all of us with him might make a difference. If I may, sir, you should probably ask my boss, Juli Shaeffer to come up here now. She’s a great communicator and can help you with Strongson too, I’m sure.”

      “Maeve, ask Juli to come to the bridge, please.” Fleming directed his full attention to Jake. “Go over the plan.”

      Projecting the holo of the room containing the bomb, Jake laid out the strategy they’d developed half an hour earlier. Listening, watching the faces around the table, Raelyn hoped her long ordeal might end for good this time. These allies were quietly capable and the Nebula Zephyr’s fate was safe in their hands.

      I did my best.

      As if he was reading her mind, Kev reached for her hand again and leaned over. “None of this would be possible without all the detective work you did.” His voice was for her ears alone and Raelyn straightened her spine. The validation from Kev was a huge boost to her morale.

      The captain approved the plan with no reservations and cleared them to go into action as soon as they were ready.

      Juli was waiting in the small antechamber as the group exited and she stared at Raelyn and Kev with her mouth open in surprise.

      “What’s going on?” she asked. “Should I be worried you were meeting with the captain and Security, Raelyn? Do you need my help in any way?”

      “Captain Fleming will fill you in on the details,” Jake answered before anyone else could. “Raelyn’s not in any trouble—quite the contrary but we don’t have time to talk now. He’s waiting for you.”

      Although the Cruise Director was plainly not satisfied, no one kept the captain waiting, so Juli entered the conference room and Raelyn was swept away with Jake’s group, back to the Security Office on Deck 13 to set the now approved plan in motion. The fact Juli had been ready to spring to her defense if necessary was warming. The Nebula Zephyr was an exceptional ship to work on.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, she and Jayna exited the gravlift on Level B and walked toward suite 213. Jayna, dressed in a stewardess uniform matching Raelyn’s, was communicating on the attack team’s comlink. We’re walking up to the portal.

      Proceed, Jake said. We’re in place and Maeve will open a door in the bulkhead for us on your signal.

      Stopping at the door to 213, Raelyn took a deep breath and pushed the request for entry button. There was no response and the seconds ticked off.

      “Buzz again,” Jayna said.

      She did as ordered and then triggered the door’s com. “Stewardess, checking room availability.”

      “I don’t need any help and the suite’s not available,” said a curt voice from inside.

      “Mr. Strongson? Oh I’m so thrilled you did manage to embark with us.” Raelyn made her voice saccharine as she made a show of checking her handheld. “But the Ship isn’t showing anyone utilizing this cabin. I’m afraid I’ll have to have you sign for occupancy so my boss doesn’t send any crew members up here to remove your luggage. Gosh, I’d hate for you to be inconvenienced! You and I can clear up the paperwork in five minutes and then no one else will bother you, I promise.”

      He’s scanning you, Maeve said over the link.

      Raelyn smiled in what she hoped was a disarming manner for the vidcam but gave no other sign she’d heard. The lock clicked and the portal slid aside partway.

      I don’t have a shot, Jayna said. Keep him talking and move to the right.

      “I’m so sorry to bother you,” Raelyn said, focusing on Fredri and suppressing her anger at the way he’d shot her last time. “May I come in?”

      Fredri looked at her and then at Jayna, who was behind and to the side. “Why? You said this would be a simple matter of a signature.”

      “To make sure the suite is fully operational and satisfying your needs, sir. The CLC Line prides itself on customer service and we’ve already screwed up once today, not knowing you’d boarded. Somehow the fact never got recorded but no problem, I can enter the data now.”

      “I asked for full privacy,” he said, blocking the view through the narrow sliver of the partially open door.

      “Yes, sir, I’m sure you did and we’ll honor the request after today.” Stubbornly, Raelyn kept talking, feeling as if she was babbling.

      His gaze flicked from her to Jayna and back. “Why are there two of you?”

      “She’s new to the stewardess corps and I’m showing her the routines.” Which isn’t exactly a lie. Why doesn’t Jayna shoot the bastard?

      She heard a faint noise from a point inside the suite.

      Fredri grabbed her by the arm so unexpectedly she was taken off guard. He yanked her off her feet and dragged her inside the room. The portal snapped shut although Jayna got a shot off, which missed  Fredri. With a grinding noise, the door opened again behind her and Raelyn assumed the ship had taken over the functions. Her captor hauled her upright, holding her tight against his body as a shield from both Jayna, who’d rushed in, and the assault team, who’d taken up positions in the room. He held a blaster to her head.

      With a gulp, Raelyn remembered there’d be no time reset today, not if the bomb was defused and the ship survived. If she died, she was out of luck. Her knees lost all strength and she was near collapse.

      “Come any closer and she dies.” Fredri retreated until his back hit the wall. Raelyn had no doubt he would kill her, based on her previous encounter with the man.

      “You’ve got no play here, Strongson,” Jake said. “Let her go and don’t compound your crimes. Right now you’re looking at several centuries in stasis prison and rehab. Kill her and you die right here and now. I guarantee it.”

      Raelyn was having a hard time breathing, with Strongson’s arm around her upper chest and throat. As if time had now slowed down or stopped, she took in the vivid details—the huge bomb, casing open and components set aside on the deck, her fellow crew members, looking for any slightest opening to take out the madman, and Kev, staring at her as if he wanted to take her place.

      “The bomb isn’t armed yet,” she managed to croak out.

      “Shut up,” Strongson said, punctuating the command by digging the barrel of the blaster into the side of her head. Addressing Jake, he went on. “I’ll be leaving and taking the woman with me because you’re going to give me access to a lifeboat. I can catch a ride from friends who’ll be stopping by later.”

      “Not happening.” Jake shook his head. “If you think the Combine is going to help you now we know the truth, you’re mistaken.”

      “I might have a secondary bomb set up—did you think of that?” Fredri said in a taunting voice. “I’ve got nothing to lose—what’s to keep me from setting that off?”

      “There is no such device aboard this vessel,” Maeve said from thin air. “I’ve done a complete rescan.”

      “You’re all wasting my time.” Fredri raised his voice. “She and I walk now.” He began sidling toward the door. Although keeping her stunner aimed at his head, Jayna gave way.

      Raelyn heard Jake tell the team over the comlink to watch for an opening.

      There was a click and with horror she realized Fredri was going to shoot her and make a run for it, probably hoping to reach the nearest lifeboat port. He must have the LB already prepped to release.

      With a piercing whistle, Eyn uncoiled from her wrist and launched himself straight into Fredri’s face, going for the eyes with his front paws, powerful digging claws extended. Startled and instinctively impelled to take self-protective action, Fredri loosened his grip on Raelyn to tear at the enraged moyed.

      She ripped herself free of his grasp and dropped to the floor as several blaster beams sizzled over her head and the charred corpse of the late bomber fell across her body. Before she had time to draw breath and take in the horror, Kev was there, lifting her from the deck and taking her through the suite and into the next cabin, using the portal Maeve had created in her own bulkheads. Dr. Shane was waiting with a team and had a military style field medical station set up.

      Kev stayed by her side, holding her hand as the doctor treated a blaster proximity burn on her arm. “I was never scared in combat until today,” he said. “When I saw that bastard holding you at gunpoint.”

      She had to swallow twice before she could form words. “Me too. Is it all over now?”

      “All but the shouting,” Jayna said, entering the room. “I brought your little friend. He sure distracted the bomber at the right moment.” Eyn was perched on her shoulder, chirruping and leaped to Raelyn as soon as he was close enough. He curled into the crook of her elbow on the good arm and she could feel him shaking.

      “And the bomb?” Raelyn asked.

      “Not fully armed, Red says, but he’s busy taking it apart just in case and the team is searching the suite for any other devices. There’ll be a formal debrief later of course and you two will need to attend but Jake wanted me to tell you he appreciated your part in the operation and we need to keep all of this discreet.”

      “Well of course.” Raelyn was annoyed at the reminder. She had no intention of discussing any of it with anyone except Kev and the captain if he asked her a question. Now the incident was over, she was finding it hard to believe herself.

      “I’m declaring myself off duty,” Kev said, laying aside his weapon. “You and I are going to my suite where I can pamper you and try to get over the sight of you risking your life today.” He shrugged. “Perks of being retired. Jake doesn’t need me now and you do.”

      “That’s an understatement.” Raelyn wanted nothing more than to be alone with Kev, whether in her own cabin or his suite didn’t matter. “I warn you, I’m probably going to break down and cry when reaction sets in.”

      “You’re good to go.” Dr. Shane stepped away from the temporary examining table. “The sear should heal nicely—don’t get the dressing wet and come see me in two days. I’ll ask the Ship to send you a reminder.”

      “Thanks, doc.” Kev had to help her slide off the table and keep her on her feet.

      “Are you sure you don’t need to go to sickbay?” Kev asked.

      “She’s cleared,” Dr. Shane said. “I can give you painkillers, if you need them, Raelyn.”

      The memory of the strong sedatives she was given on one of the repeating days rose up in Raelyn’s mind and she moved toward the door. “I’m fine, thanks, doctor. I’ll ask Maeve to deliver the prescription if I do need an inject later.”

      The captain didn’t want the general passenger population to be aware of the bomb threat, so Kev and Raelyn tried to stroll to the gravlift casually and headed for his suite on Level A.

      “I should feel sorry for Wayn Strongson, when he gets the news about his brother but the man is so unpleasant, I just can’t.” Raelyn was beginning to rethink her refusal of the pain meds as her arm ached.

      “You got to know him during the repeating days, did you?” Kev asked. “Or was one encounter on set enough?”

      “I did have to go on a date with him one of the nights, in order to search for clues,” she said as she made a sour face. “Eyn bit him and I was able to escape his more detailed plans for the evening. I’m sure he and Sivala had a much better time together on any of the days than he and I had.”

      “You were dogged and determined,” Kev said, “Qualities I deeply admire.” He opened the door to his suite and allowed her to enter first.

      “Thank you. And thank you again for believing me today.” Raelyn sank onto the plush couch in his well-appointed living room and held out her hand to him. “Are you okay? Sorry, I should have asked sooner.”

      “I’m fine. I was strictly a bit player today,” he said with a smile. “But if you were going to be there, I was going to be there. Can I get you anything?”

      “Sitting here peacefully with my feet up and enjoying your company is all I need,” she said. “No pressure now, thank the Lords of Space.”

      A muscle in his clenched jaw twitched as he asked, “Do you think the time loop will stop repeating?”

      Raelyn shivered. “I certainly hope so but we won’t know for sure until tomorrow arrives and is a fresh, untouched, unknown day.”

      “Well, I’m looking forward to getting to know you all over again,” Kev said, shifting her onto his lap. “I’m sorry I’ve forgotten what we shared before but I promise to create new memories for us both now, good ones.”

      He tilted her chin up in order to kiss her.

      “The captain has scheduled a debrief for one hour from now,” the Ship said. “You are both requested to be present.”

      “It’s going to be quite a meeting,” Kev said. He got up and fixed himself a feelgood and rummaged in the kitchenette for snacks. “I need to fortify the inner man. I was always starving after a mission ended. Sure you don’t want anything?”

      “A sandwich would be great and maybe a piece of fruit for Eyn. He was a hero today.”

      “Speaking of heroes, Wayn may have to withdraw from the trideo,” Kev said as he returned to the living room with the requested items. “I’m assuming the CLC Line will agree to keep this episode quiet but if one of my brothers had tried to blow up the ship on my account, I wouldn’t be making a trideo right afterward, as if nothing happened.”

      “Wouldn’t that get the tabloids excited about trying to find out why he left?” she asked, taking the piece of fruit and setting it on the table on a plate for Eyn, who uncoiled and circled the delicacy with wide eyes. “Thus generating the publicity none of us want?”

      Kev shook his head. “He’s known to be difficult and he and Sid have had knock down drag out fights on set. Creative differences is a nice way of saying it. We’d only have to reshoot a few scenes.”

      “Including mine,” Raelyn said with a laugh. “Who would I be reciting my seven lines to now? Oh and doing my excellent stage business of rolling a ball to them.”

      Kev’s grin was mischievous. “Actually, me. There’s no one else who could step in immediately and I’m fast at learning lines. The guy playing second lead is too old. It’s a lot easier to cast another actor to do the role I was playing than to replace Wayn. This could be the break I’ve been hoping for, although I don’t like the way it’s coming about.”

      “The sooner your own production company might become a reality,” she said, excited about the prospects. “Did I mention I have a business degree? When you get to the point of needing employees, that is.” Pretending to preen and fluff her hair, she added in a haughty voice, “And I even have experience in making trideos.”

      “Which is a definite plus.” He enfolded her in his arms, being careful of the bandaged blaster sear. “But I don’t need extra inducements to want to spend time with you, lady. I wish we had more than an hour before the captain’s meeting.”

      “All the time in the world afterwards,” she said with a smile.
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      Five perfectly modulated crystalline notes…

      “You have the same alarm I do,” Raelyn said, rolling over to hug Kev, who reached awkwardly across her body to turn it off.

      “I can change it,” he said.

      “Good idea. I have to admit the sound gives me anxiety now, even if the day isn’t repeating.”

      “Are you sure we’re in a new day?” he asked, nuzzling the spot where her neck met her shoulders, giving her delicious goosebumps.

      “I never woke up naked in bed next to you before,” she said, hugging him tight. Raising her voice, she addressed the Ship. “Maeve, what’s the date today?”

      “Sectors Standard Date F30333dot13.”

      “See? A new, fresh day, just for us.” Raelyn had to admit she was relieved to have her assumption confirmed, although if the day had reset, sharing it with Kev would be a distinct improvement.

      “And we should take full advantage,” he said, caressing her breast with one hand while his hard cock nudged at the entrance to her body. Lowering his head, he took one rosy nipple into his mouth, suckling and teasing.

      “Although you do have that meeting with Mr. Daburkn after lunch.” Threading her fingers through his mop of sandy brown hair, Raelyn gave herself over to the sensations he was inducing in her. He knew how to bring her to full arousal in a very short time, although he’d proven himself a master of foreplay during the night as well, she thought with a happy sigh.

      Pausing in his attentions to her briefly, Kev said, “And then the full production crew assembles two hours afterward, although I’m sure the rumors are flying already. You can’t keep a secret on a trideo set.” He gave her a quick kiss. “I can see I have to work harder here to distract you.”

      Raelyn wriggled a bit, aligning herself with his body and the tip of his engorged shaft slipped inside. “You could help me out here.”

      Laughing, her reached between them with one hand and guided himself further into her slick channel. With a grunt of satisfaction, he sheathed himself fully and thrust in a controlled manner, withdrawing nearly all the way before plunging deep again. Raelyn locked her legs around his butt to keep him where she wanted him and the two moved together as one. She’d learned a great deal about Kev during the long leisurely night of lovemaking and knew what to do to keep him on the edge and then to send him crashing into the sensory overload of climax.

      They lay together, sated yet again, and cuddled for a while.

      “Unlike you, I have a bathroom big enough for us to shower together,” he said eventually. “I know we have to be careful of your injury.”

      “I can manage with your help.” Raelyn allowed him to pull her from the bed and arms around each other they strolled toward the bathroom. She paused at the bureau to touch Eyn’s shell. “Thanks for bringing his home up here from my quarters. He can go overnight without it but it’s better for him to connect to the biological systems it contains.”

      “Of course, no problem. Where we go, Eyn goes, that’s my new motto.”

      “I have a meeting with my boss today as well,” she said as she entered the bathroom. Surveying herself in the mirror, she added, “I’ll have to layer on a lot of makeup. I look tired.”

      Kev kissed the tip of her nose. “You look adorable.” Gazing at himself over her shoulder, he made a comic face. “You are quitting and coming with me, right?”

      “Yes. I can’t imagine staying on the Nebula Zephyr, much as I love it here, once you move on. I’m going to try to finish out this leg of the cruise so Juli isn’t left shorthanded.”

      “It’ll be a media circus,” Kev said, running the water in the spacious shower and testing the warmth with one hand. “But I have a good team and Sid offered me help from his people as well. I’ve been careful to keep my personal life private so I’m hoping I can shield you from the press’s attention.”

      “I appreciate the thought. Eventually we can go public about our relationship but it’s all too new – my family doesn’t even know yet!” The idea of explaining to her family about her new beau was fun to contemplate, even though many details would have to be redacted.

      “I would say we’re having a whirlwind romance except for the fact we met so many times when the day was repeating.” Kev offered her his hand and she stepped past him into the shower, keeping her injured arm outside the flow. He joined her a moment later and proceeded to do an expert job of soaping her all over and then rinsing her off.

      “I could get used to this,” she said, later, as she put on the plush Nebula Zephyr bathrobe and sat while he combed through the snarls in her wet hair.

      Stooping to kiss her neck, Kev said, “I aim to please and pampering you is no hardship. Gave me an excuse to get hands on with all your luscious curves.”

      “Flatterer.”

      “Truth, all truth,” he said seriously, going to his knees in front of her. “I’m in love with you, Raelyn Cantorini. You’re my teranaima, the one I never dared to hope I’d find and now I have I’m in for all time.”

      She rested her hand on his chest, over his heart. “No matter what I did, Fate kept placing us in the same place. I fell for you pretty hard, the first time we bumped into each other, and I know that’s never going to change. I love you too and I’m looking forward to making more of those new memories together. No more time loops.”

      “We’ll make a pact not to ever buy anything touted as being an Ancient Observer artifact,” he said with all seriousness.

      “Although it did put me in the right place and time to save the ship, and meet you,” Raelyn said. “So I can’t be too upset now the ordeal’s over.”

      “I like happy endings for my adventures,” he said. “Fancy Dog Productions will specialize in those, once we get up and running. Main character saves the galaxy type stuff, since my audience likes to see me in action trideos, not to mention this production is the start of a franchise.” Beginning to dress, Kev added, “I’d like to give you a cameo in each trideo I’m in from here on out – you’re my good luck charm.”

      “Sounds like fun, once we go public later. Make sure Sid knows I intend to do my seven lines in this one over again, with you.” Raelyn was only partly kidding. She felt as if the whole issue of her special scene was a loose end. “And no Sivala on the set. She had her chance.”

      “I’ll have it written into the contract,” he said with a bow. “You do know there’s a leading lady in the trideo though, right? I’ll have to romance her the way the script is written.”

      Checking her inner reaction, Raelyn was unbothered and happy to set his mind at rest, so she shrugged. “She’s a professional, you’re a professional, I can handle it. It’s business.”

      “And we’re the reality.” Kev picked her up in a warm embrace.

      “I like this reality.” Giving him a kiss, Raelyn clung to Kev, suffused with happiness over the future unfolding before them as a couple. “We’ll make the most of the time we’ve been given, right?”

      “Absolutely. I think I’m going to change the family motto to that sentiment, going forward.”

      She did a double take. “Are you serious?”

      “Well, truthfully there isn’t much use for a family motto in this day and age, but yes. Time is precious and time with you is priceless.”

      “You’re a sweet talker,” she said to him. “And we’re both going to be late to our meetings if we don’t hustle,” Raelyn said with a glance at the wall chrono. “Better put me down so I can go see my boss in something more appropriate than a bathrobe.”

      Kev stole one more kiss before setting her on her feet. “I mean every word.”

      Matching his suddenly serious mood, she gave him a hug and went on her tiptoes for another kiss. “I have no doubts.”

      A few minutes later they exited his suite together, although this was probably the last time Raelyn would be able to be so public about it, since the tabloids would try to catch Kev’s every move once the change in leading men was announced. Luckily there were only a few reporters on board, from the more high end entertainment sites and Jake Dilon was ready to enforce passenger privacy rules with a guard for Kev’s suite if required.

      I’m going from reliving the same life every single day to total upheaval and change but I love it. And I love Kev. It was time for a new direction. As she parted from Kev at the gravlift, because he was meeting with Sid Daburkn on the same Level as his own suite of rooms, whereas she was on her way to Level C, Raelyn remembered all her silly daydreams about what the tiny part in the trideo might lead to and chuckled to herself.

      I had no idea!

      Reality was so much better than even the best adventure trideo.
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      Dr. Rose Abbott is the scientist who pioneered the technology behind the robot horses used in the attempt to terraform Mars. Disgusted by the way her creations are treated by the GenCon Corporation, she chooses to leave her work behind and live in isolation.

      Then one of her horses finds her and leads her to an injured cyborg ranger - one with no memory. She reluctantly decides to take the big male, who she nicknames Roy, back to her home to heal.

      All Roy can remember is cold and pain. But the prickly little scientist taking care of him begins to thaw his frozen heart, awakening feelings he never thought to have. He is determined to protect her – even from his unknown past.

      With the help of a robot horse and a cybernetic dog, can two wounded souls find peace in each other’s arms? And what will happen when the source of Roy’s injuries comes looking for him?
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      “Dr. Abbott! Dr. Abbott!”

      The voice calling her name and the pounding on her door finally penetrated Rose’s sleep. Groaning, she rolled over to look at the time. 6 a.m. Damn. She was generally an early riser, but one of the horrific dust storms that still swept across the Martian surface had kept her awake the previous night. Even though she knew that the roaring wind and the harsh abrasion of sand against the dome of the habitat could not reach her, she hadn’t been able to settle down until the storm finally passed. An hour ago.

      “Dr. Abbott!”

      This time, she recognized the voice. Dr. Willis. He had been a last-minute addition to the GenCon scientific team, and he’d managed to annoy the entire rest of the team with his reckless behavior and exaggerated claims. With a weary sigh, she climbed her feet, tied her hair back in its usual tight knot, and pulled on her robe.

      “What is it, Dr. Willis?” she asked impatiently as she slid open the door panel.

      His eyes widened as he took in the colorful silk pajamas, so different from her usual conservative navy jumpsuit. When she cleared her throat impatiently, his eyes snapped back to her face.

      “The storm.”

      “Yes. I know there was a storm.” She was doing her best not to snap at him, but the fitful night’s sleep added to the general exhaustion from the years-long project was not helping her keep her temper. Four years of nonstop work on Earth, followed by six months of space travel, and another six months on the surface of Mars did tend to drain a person’s energy.

      He dropped his head and shuffled his feet anxiously. “The storm… It wasn’t anyone’s fault, but it got into one of the containers.”

      The storage containers should have been secured against the storm but it wasn’t a catastrophic disaster, unless… Her heart started to pound. “Which one?”

      “The one with the last set of horses.”

      Damn, damn, damn.

      She had designed the robotic horses to withstand the Martian environment as much as possible, but she had never intended for them to be outside during a storm. She needed to see how much damage had been done. To her surprise, Dr. Willis scurried after her as she stalked off towards the storage facility. Why did he even care? His research was based on plant genetics.

      The habitat was composed of a series of interlocking domes arranged in a rough semicircle against one side of an ancient crater. The storage containers holding the assembled horses were located at one end, more exposed to the winds that had roared over the desert the previous night. From the adjacent hangar that stored the various transportation devices, she could see the door to one of the containers hanging at an awkward angle.

      “Damn,” she muttered again as she hastily pulled on a thermal coat. The terraforming project had succeeded to the point where daytime temperatures, while cold, were within the range of human tolerances. A breathing mask was also necessary, although the outside atmosphere no longer required the use of a pressure suit.

      “Err, wouldn’t you like to get dressed first?” Dr. Willis asked, carefully averting his gaze from the pink silk showing beneath the coat.

      “No, I would not,” she snapped. “I want to see how much damage has been done.”

      Slipping one of the small breathing masks over her face, she headed through the personal airlock to one side of the hangar. Her heart sank as she drew closer to the container and saw the pitted surface of the half open door and the amount of sand that filled the opening. How much damage had the storm caused?

      The inside of the container was dark, and it took a few moments for her eyes to adjust. Even then she blinked several times, not sure of what she was seeing. Each storage unit contained twenty horses, and they were usually standing in neat, staggered lines, waiting for orders. But now they were all huddled against the wall furthest from the door. The smallest ones were at the very back, while the largest, a big grey, was closest to the opening. He had borne the brunt of the storm damage. Deep scratches marred his left side, and his left eye had turned cloudy.

      “Oh no!”

      She rushed forward to check on him, relieved to find that despite the gashes in the metallic skin, his internal mechanisms were undamaged. Unfortunately, the vision in his eye had definitely been compromised. Giving a soothing pat to the metal flank, she moved on to check the other horses. Because of the way the big grey had positioned himself, there was very little other damage. Except…

      How had that happened? The horses were programmed to avoid dangerous situations - unless otherwise ordered - but that did not extend to the protection of other horses. And yet, not only had they moved away from their assigned positions, the big grey had done his best to shield the others. How was that possible?

      She returned to the grey, studying his face as she stroked her fingers through the rubber tubing that made up his mane. The mane was somewhat of an affectation on her part, but she had decided that building the horses to more accurately resemble their ancient Earth counterparts was an appropriate reflection of their new role. She looked up at the horse, and one dark eye and one silvery eye seemed to look back at her expectantly.

      “Did you do this on purpose?” she murmured, even though she knew there would be no response. She had often caught flashes of what could be interpreted as personality from the horses, but this was the first time one had taken such a specific action.

      The horse almost seemed to sigh, his head dropping on her shoulder. She continued running her fingers thoughtfully through his mane as she considered the possibilities.

      “Dr. Abbott, this carelessness is completely unacceptable. How much damage was done?”

      The barked question came from Quilby, the current GenCon supervisor. A big, heavyset man, he was neither a scientist nor a competent administrator, and Rose disliked him intensely.

      She turned to greet him, keeping her voice cool. “Very little, actually, thanks to this horse.”

      “Good. We are already over budget on this project.”

      “He will need some repairs,” she added.

      Quilby ran a disparaging eye over the horse, then shook his head.

      “Cosmetic repairs are not in the budget.”

      “It’s more than just cosmetic. His eye is damaged and needs to be replaced. It’s a simple procedure.”

      “Does the damaged eye affect its usefulness?”

      She hesitated. Strictly speaking, it probably wasn’t necessary to repair the eye, but she hated the thought that the horse’s bravery would not be rewarded.

      “Did you hear what I said?” she asked. “He protected the other horses.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. They are machines, not people. Just because you developed this technology, doesn’t mean you know everything. Why do women have to try and anthropomorphize everything?”

      “I am a scientist, and I am telling you what I observed. The fact that I am a woman has nothing to do with it.”

      The look he gave her was as disparaging as the one he had given the horse. She could almost hear the words hovering on his tongue. Not much of a woman.

      But she had long ago come to terms with her lack of looks. She was too tall, too thin, and too plain to interest most men – especially one like Quilby.

      “I want to replace the eye,” she repeated.

      “Unnecessary.” Quilby shook his head, already turning away. “It’s only going to one of those damn cyborgs anyway. They’re as ugly as it is.”

      Bastard. Even though he was right about the purpose of the horses, it didn’t mean that they should be treated poorly. The reminder made her fists clench at her sides, even though she had known the purpose of the project all along. The cyborgs had been created by Earth Government for the initial terraforming work on Mars. They had built the enormous plants that were turning the polar ice caps into usable atmosphere, and had done much of the initial preparation for permanent human settlement on Mars. But as those efforts began to wind down and the workers and scientists prepared to colonize, Earth Government had realized they needed to find a new use for the remaining cyborgs.

      The majority of them had been converted into Rangers, to provide security and a basic legal system for the new colony. Her horses would be assigned to those new Rangers. They were specifically adapted to the Martian terrain, faster and more agile than the clunky rovers that were the only alternative.

      She had known all that when she had taken the job, but at the time she had been too overwhelmed by grief to care about anything except burying herself in her work. Between the technical challenges, and then the adaptation to life on Mars, she’d had little time to think about the future. Now she was painfully aware that her horses would be leaving soon.

      She looked to the grey horse, standing so patiently, still shielding the others. The cyborgs were all former soldiers, and she knew from personal experience how brutal soldiers could be. Would they treat her horses the same way? She would have hated the idea under any circumstances, but now she suspected that the horses were capable of developing at least a rudimentary sentience, it was even worse.

      “I’ll do my best to protect all of you,” she promised the grey horse.

      A useless promise as it turned out.
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      One year later…

      

      Rose made the final connection, and sat back on her heels to survey her creation. She was attempting to reproduce a canine – another species now very rare on an overcrowded Earth. Unfortunately, since leaving GenCon her access to materials was much more limited than it had been before. She spared a brief, wistful thought for her fully equipped lab with every tool and material she needed.

      No. It wasn’t worth the price. She was much happier leading her own life, away from GenCon and their focus on profit and their disregard for anything else. Her only real regret was that she had not been there to protect her horses, to make sure they were assigned to good partners. That lack still haunted her, and her chest ached as she turned back to her latest project.

      Her new creation had shredded rubber tubing creating what was almost a mane around his small pointed face. Two inquisitive ears poked up through the tangle of tubing. His metal skin was bolted together from scrap pieces in shades varying from silver to a rusty brown. But somehow, despite the hodgepodge of materials, she had created something appealing.

      A ripple of excitement coursed through her body as she reached for the control and turned him on. The canine came to life with a slight whirring noise. His head tilted from one side to another, then each leg was lifted and put back down. But then he went still. His eyes had the faint golden shimmer that revealed his systems were active, but there was no other reaction, no response, no sign that he was anything other than a machine waiting for a command.

      She sighed heavily and put down the controller. What had she expected? He’d only just come to life.

      Her theories remained just that - theories. Her attempt to re-create the scenario with the horses, to prove that a robotic creation could be more than just a machine had not yet been successful. But he needed more time, and more interaction. And…

      “You need a name,” she told him. “Let me see… I think I’ll call you Otis.”

      The slightly mismatched eyes blinked once, but there was no other reaction.

      Patience, she told herself.

      Turning away from Otis, she wandered over to the wide window overlooking the valley below. She had chosen this spot to erect her isolated homestead specifically for this view, and the freedom she experienced every time she looked out at her surroundings. Here the surface of Mars was untouched by any man-made changes. There were no settlers, no plantings, not even the occasional flash of a rover trundling across the surface. She had wanted isolation. She had found it.

      The habitat was simple enough – one large central dome functioned as both laboratory and living area. On one side, an airlock led to the outside, and through to the garage where she kept her rover and the larger devices she repaired. Her modest bedroom was on the other side of the central dome, followed by her bath, and finally, her greenhouse. The greenhouse provided both oxygen and food, along with filtering recirculated water. Although she still received a quarterly delivery of food and supplies, it was a convenience rather than the necessity. She took great pride in knowing that she could survive on her own.

      Unexpectedly restless, she wandered into the greenhouse to check on her hydroponic garden. The air was damp and rich with the smell of growing things. Maybe all of Mars would be like this one day - no longer barren and hostile to humans, but lush and alive.

      At least until we manage to screw it up as much as we screwed up Earth, she thought cynically. She sighed again, then went back to the lab to start recording her notes. As she entered, she glanced casually back out across the plain and saw the faintest shimmer of dust hanging above the surface. That was odd. Barring one of the nightmare dust storms, very little would disturb the surface unless…

      Swearing under her breath, she reached for her distance lenses.

      A horse – one of her horses – was racing across the rocky ground towards her. It had been so long since she had seen one of her creations she had almost forgotten how magnificent they were. She watched in admiration as the sleek metal form moved easily across the rough terrain, the hydraulic muscles moving in a smooth rhythm.

      It wasn’t until the horse was almost at the foot of the slope leading up to her home that she thought to wonder why it was coming. As it started to climb the slope, it was obvious that she was the destination.

      Hurrying into the expansive airlock, she pulled on a breathing mask and wrapped a thermal coat around her shoulders, then went to meet the horse.

      She emerged from her home just as the horse came skidding to a halt in front of her. My goodness he was magnificent. Dark bronze skin gleamed in the pale Martian sunlight, a smooth expanse of metal completely unlike her poor Otis. She put a soothing hand on his neck as she started to inspect the details of his construction, but he shifted his feet impatiently and tossed his head.

      “What’s wrong with you? Are you injured?”

      Once again she tried to run her hands over his body to check for injuries, and once again he shifted sideways, almost as if he were nudging her back down the slope. A wild flare of hope sparked deep in her heart.

      “Why are you here? Do you need something?”

      Her first questions had simply been rhetorical, but this time she held her breath waiting for an answer. Not that the horse could talk of course, but he was definitely nudging her towards the slope, and more specifically, pressing the built-in stirrup against her side.

      “Do you want me to go with you?”

      He made a huffing noise and she almost jumped. Perhaps it had been a little premature to say that he couldn’t talk. She bit her lip, then nodded. Whatever was going on with the animal, there was no one to stop her from following through this time.

      “Just one minute,” she said quickly, hurrying back inside long enough to pick up a basic survival kit.

      It wasn’t until she returned outside that she realized that as soon as she said she was going with him, he had stopped trying to nudge her away from her home.

      “I’m a little out of practice,” she muttered, reaching for the grip between his shoulders as she tried to put her foot in the stirrup. He was much too tall for her, but before she could lead him to a rock from which she could mount, he lowered his shoulders enough for her to climb up. That was… unexpected.

      As soon as she was astride, he started climbing back down the hill, surefooted despite the rocky surface. When they reached the comparatively smooth surface of the desert plain, he immediately broke into a gallop.

      She gave a delighted laugh as she gripped the protrusion that acted as a saddle horn. How much she had missed this. During the original engineering of the horses, she had spent many hours working with them as she experimented with various gaits and commands.

      It didn’t even occur to her to worry about returning to her habitat until they were a considerable distance from the lab. She gave a mental shrug. The horse obviously had a destination in mind. If necessary, she had a small toolkit in her survival bag and she could adjust his programming, but for now, she was more curious to see where he was taking her.

      As they approached the base of some rocky hills, he finally slowed. She leaned forward to pat his neck.

      “That was quite a ride, but why –”

      Damn. There was a body lying on the ground, half tucked into a crevice in the rock. A very large, male body. They were close enough that she could tell he wasn’t wearing a facemask. Which meant he was dead. Now what was she going to do?

      Her more practical side argued that since there was nothing she could do for him, it would be better to leave him where he was for someone else to find. But while she wasn’t particularly sympathetic to the settlers and their voracious desire to transform the planet, she couldn’t find it in her heart to leave him lying there.

      If she could wrestle him up onto the horse, she could take him back to her lab and call for a Ranger to come pick him up.

      A Ranger. Of course. He wasn’t a man after all. He must have been one of the cyborg Rangers, which would explain the presence of the horse.

      She was even more tempted to leave him now, but the sight of the big, motionless body awakened a spark of sympathy. Sighing, she dismounted and slipped to the ground.

      As she approached, she could see the damage that had been done to him. His shirt had been ripped open, and she could see deep gashes across his chest. More gashes sliced across his neck and arms and his wrists were raw and bleeding. His nanites must not have been able to heal the extensive injuries in time to save him.

      She bent over the body, trying to decide how she was going to get him onto the horse. She lifted one arm experimentally, but even that one arm was thick and heavy with muscle. This was not going to be an easy task. Unless she could rig up some type of pulley…

      She reached for his belt, but just as she touched him, a big hand clamped down over hers and she looked up to see silver eyes fastened on her face.
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      The first thing he noticed was pain. A fiery streak of agony ran up one leg, while more bands of pain streaked across his chest and neck. Even the blood traveling through his veins seemed to burn. He should be able to stop this, some part of his brain insisted, but he had no idea how.

      “So you’re awake.” The low, pleasant voice whispered across his skin like a cooling breeze.

      He searched for the source of the voice, even though his vision did not want to respond to his control either. There. A tall, thin figure silhouetted against a window, a vast expanse of orange desert behind her.

      A woman. Why did that seem so unlikely to him? He tried to lift his hand, to rub his aching head, but it did not want to obey him.

      “What happened?” His voice came out rusty, unrecognizable.

      “I was hoping that you could tell me.” The woman came closer, and he could finally focus on her. Tall, slender almost to the point of gauntness, but she moved with the grace of a dancer. Her face was all angles – high cheekbones, a patrician nose, and a pointed chin – but all he could focus on was her eyes. Cool and grey, they seem to see right through him.

      “Where am I?”

      “You are in my lab. My home.”

      He flinched at the word lab, and instinctively tried to back away but his body still would not obey his commands.

      “No more experiments.”

      She frowned at him. “I’m not experimenting on you. You were wounded and your horse came to me for help.”

      Horse. That triggered a memory. Riding across an endless orange plain like the one he could see outside, muscles flexing smoothly beneath him. Muscles? That didn’t seem quite right.

      “Where is he?”

      “Your horse? Outside absorbing solar energy and replenishing his batteries.”

      Batteries? The memory coalesced.

      “Not a real horse. A robot.”

      A flash of something that looked almost like irritation crossed her face. “They are more than robots. You of all people should understand that.”

      He should? The whole conversation was only confusing him and making his head ache more.

      “Do you have a designation?” she asked.

      He searched his memory, but there was nothing. More than just his name was missing, he realized.

      “I… I don’t remember. Maybe R… something.” He started to shake his head in frustration, then winced as the movement increased the ache.

      “Do you remember anything?”

      This time he was careful to avoid moving his head. “Not really. A few flashes here and there. I remember riding. I was in a hurry, I think.”

      She sighed, and reached down to pick up his wrist. As those long cool fingers touched his flesh, he jerked. How long had it been since he had been touched by another human being? Despite his uncertain memories, he was quite sure it had been a very long time.

      And not just a person, a woman. This woman. In spite of the pain still rampaging through his body, he felt his cock stir. And something about that felt even less familiar.

      “I don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head. “Your nanites should be healing your injuries.”

      “Nanites?”

      “You really don’t remember anything, do you? The nanites are what they used to make you like this,” she said gently.

      “Like what?”

      “You’re a cyborg. You’ve had work done to your eyes and I suspect your legs.”

      “I am not a cyborg.” He shook his head violently, despite the pain. “I’m a man.”

      “Yes, you’re a man.” Her voice sounded strained. “But you have been… enhanced.”

      He didn’t believe her. Couldn’t believe her. Then another memory emerged from the fog. He had been strapped to a table while people in white coats had worked on him. They had been talking, but not to him, and he had been unable to speak. A great shudder ran through his body, and he managed to move his hand, to twist it and grab hers.

      “No experiments.”

      She didn’t try and pull away, placing her other hand on top of his instead. “No experiments.”

      His head swam, and the fire burning through his veins seemed to increase. The room felt like it was getting darker. Her voice was the last thing he heard.

      “You’re safe here.”
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        * * *

      

      Rose stared down at the big cyborg as his eyes closed and his body went limp. Now why had she promised him that? If whoever had damaged him so badly came looking for him, she had no real way of defending either of them. She had a gun, of course, but if his mysterious enemy was capable of taking down a cyborg, the gun would probably not be much use.

      Even worse, if GenCon came after him they would have no hesitation in applying pressure just where it would hurt her the most. But he had seemed so genuinely distressed, and even though the cyborgs were not her favorite people – reminding her far too closely of the soldiers from whom they had been created – she had wanted to comfort him.

      How foolish, she thought, studying his unconscious face. Not a handsome face - it was far too rugged for that - but it had a masculine quality that was unexpectedly appealing. And as for his body… She had removed most of his clothing in order to attend his wounds, leaving him dressed only in a brief undergarment that did little to conceal his assets. She shook her head, hastily dragging her eyes away from that part of his body.

      What is wrong with me?

      She had chosen celibacy long ago in order to simplify her life and allow her to concentrate on her work, and she had never regretted that decision. But perhaps after a year of living completely alone, it wasn’t entirely unexpected that she might be interested.

      But it’s just a momentary distraction, she assured herself, withdrawing her hand from his.

      As soon as she did, he moved restlessly, his head tossing from side to side. When she touched his arm again, he settled down. She was almost tempted to remain at his side, but she couldn’t stay here and continue researching why his nanites did not appear to be working.

      She cast an undecided look back towards the main room and saw Otis sitting there, just where she had left him. Hmm. In the days before Earth became so overcrowded and polluted that animals almost vanished, dogs had been companions.

      “Come here, Otis,” she called.

      He jumped down and trotted towards her, then stood waiting as patiently as, well, a robot. She picked him up and placed him on the bed next to the cyborg.

      “Lie down,” she ordered, and then when he had obeyed, she put the cyborg’s hand on the shaggy head.

      It took a moment, long enough for her to start to feel rather foolish, but then the cyborg’s breathing slowed and his body relaxed. His hand was buried in the shreds of flexible tubing that made up Otis’s shaggy mane. Not so foolish after all, she thought with a smile, then returned to her search for an explanation.

      His continued unconsciousness worried her, along with his lack of memory. Although he had regained consciousness briefly when she found him, it had only lasted long enough to help her wrestle him onto the horse. He had dropped forward over the horse’s back on the way home and it had taken all of her strength and the help of her hover cart to transfer him to the bed.

      Even after she’d cleaned and bandaged his wounds to the best of her ability, he hadn’t stirred until just now. The wounds worried her too. They showed no signs of the rapid healing that his nanites should have provided. Hopefully, the small sample she had taken of his blood would yield some answers.

      After she dropped the sample of his blood into the x-ray spectroscope and set it to analyze, she couldn’t help glancing back at the huge figure taking up most of her bed. She was so used to being alone. Even though he was unconscious, she could feel his presence like a faint electric charge against her skin - and it wasn’t an unpleasant sensation.

      She tried to concentrate on her work while the analyzer processed, but she felt even more restless than she had earlier in the day. Leaving the machines running, she pulled on her breathing mask and thermal coat and went outside. The pale Martian sun was beginning to set over the distant mountains, but she could still feel a faint warmth in the slanted rays.

      The horse had been standing in that sun, absorbing solar energy, but he wandered over as soon as she emerged from the dome. He butted his head against her shoulder, and she gave a delighted laugh as she ran her fingers through his artificial mane.

      “Idiots. This isn’t programmed behavior. Are they too stupid to see it? Or do they just not want to deal with the ramifications?”

      The horse didn’t respond, but he seemed content to stand at her side as they looked out over the valley below. She would love to take another ride, she thought wistfully, but she didn’t feel comfortable leaving her cyborg by himself. Especially if trouble was following him.

      The thought made her frown, and this time when she looked out over the desert, she found herself looking for any hint of danger.

      “I should set up a proximity alert,” she muttered to herself, then looked up at the horse. “You were smart enough to come here for help. I wonder if you’re smart enough to let us know if trouble is on the way.”

      The big golden eyes looked back down at her, and then he butted his head against her shoulder again. Was that an assent? Or was she projecting far too much?

      “I guess I better get back to work… Hmm. You need a name,” she decided. “Did he give you one?”

      She searched for the small identity tag each horse carried. BC-809. Not particularly inspiring.

      “How about Bucephalus? He was a very heroic horse, just like you.”

      Bucephalus tossed his head, and she took it as a sign of approval. With one last stroke of his mane, she went back to work. As she entered the main room, Otis raised his head from where he was still curled next to the cyborg. It was the first time he had made an independent movement, and she gave a satisfied nod. Perhaps all it took was time.
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      Night fell over the desert, and millions of stars became visible through the thin atmosphere, but the cyborg still hadn’t stirred. His golden skin glistened, a fine sheen of sweat covering him. When she touched her hand to his brow, he felt impossibly hot to the touch.

      The heat might have been due to the natural healing process created by the nanites, but it still worried her. Perhaps she should try a more old-fashioned solution. Gathering up two of her limited collection of towels, she took them into the adjoining bathroom and soaked them in cold water. The water came from a shaft sent deep into the subsurface ice and was barely above freezing. She shuddered when she picked up a towel and carried it back to the bed, then hesitated. It seemed almost cruel to place the icy material on his burning skin, even though the cyborgs had been designed to withstand the original subzero temperatures on the surface of Mars without additional protection.

      But it was a logical means of reducing his temperature. She cautiously wiped the towel down his arm, half expecting him to jerk away, but there was no reaction. Encouraged, she moved to the other arm. Otis seemed to shift slightly to allow her to reach the cyborg’s hand, but it was such a small movement she wasn’t entirely sure she hadn’t imagined it.

      His chest was next and she slowly ran the cool cloth across the heavily muscled expanse, then down the ridges of his abdomen. She had never been this close to such an impressive display of masculine strength before. Her few brief interactions had been with fellow scientists who had not been remarkable for their physical prowess.

      Brains are more important, she told herself, even as her hand lingered on the vee of muscles leading under the waistband of his brief shorts. I’m just trying to be thorough. Her towel covered hand hovered over that waistband, as she tried to decide if she should slip it underneath, and then she realized that the towel was now both warm and almost completely dry.

      The knowledge snapped her back to reality, and she returned to the bathroom to let it soak while she collected the second towel. This time she wiped down his legs and studiously ignored the thick muscles of his thighs and the way the snug briefs cupped what seemed to be an outsized cock.

      Did the male scientists who worked on the cyborgs enhance that as well, she thought crossly as her eyes were drawn back there once again. It couldn’t be natural for it to be that large.

      Annoyed by her own distraction, she swapped out the towels once more, deciding to simply cover his upper body with the cold towel. His head moved again, restlessly shifting back and forth, and she used a smaller cloth to gently wipe across his brow and over his cheeks. He quieted beneath her touch, and for a moment, his eyelids fluttered open. His eyes were like liquid silver, a striking reminder of his altered nature, but they were framed by thick dark lashes, and the combination was remarkably attractive. The silver eyes seemed to focus on her face, and her heart gave a ridiculous skip. Before she could compose herself, his eyes closed again.

      Her chest tingled, and she looked down to see her nipples thrusting against the worn fabric of her jumpsuit. It’s just from the cold water, she told herself as she jumped up.

      His fever continued to rage throughout the night. Unable to think of any other solution, she continued to apply the cold towels, replacing them each time they grew warm and dry. Towards dawn, his temperature finally dropped, and she could only hope that the worst was over. Leaving him under Otis’s watchful eye, she went to prepare some food so it would be ready if - when - he awakened.
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        * * *

      

      He floated in and out of consciousness. Flashes of fiery pain were interspersed with cooling cloths and the sound of a soft voice. When his head finally cleared a little, he opened his eyes and found himself in a strange place. Or perhaps not so strange. He vaguely remembered waking up here before. And there had been a woman. An elegant, graceful woman.

      As if his thoughts had conjured her up, she appeared at the entrance to the next room. Yes, he remembered her. Remembered the way she seemed to float across the room, despite the unflattering jumpsuit that hid her slender curves. The tight braid that confined her hair showcased her delicate features.

      “Good morning, Roy,” she said briskly as she put a small tray down next to the bed.

      She refused to look at him, but he could see the faintest trace of pink edging the ivory pallor of those high cheekbones.

      “Roy?” he asked.

      She shrugged a narrow shoulder, even that small movement remarkably graceful.

      “I didn’t want to keep calling you ‘the cyborg,’ so I picked a name starting with R.”

      “Roy,” he repeated. It did not seem familiar but he had no objection to the name. “And what is your name?”

      “Rose. I mean, Dr. Abbott.”

      “I prefer Rose.”

      “No one calls me that.”

      He took a quick look around, but the place seemed as isolated as it had before. “Is there anyone else here to call you that?”

      “No. And I prefer it like that,” she said firmly.

      “Do you want me to leave?”

      He started to sit up as he spoke, but his arms would not support him and he fell back against the pillows. Even without his memories, he didn’t think he’d ever felt this weak, and some part of him insisted that he should be considerably stronger. What was wrong with him?

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” The cool, slender fingers rested briefly on his forehead. “Don’t push yourself or the fever may recur.”

      There was an anxious whine from next to him and he looked down to see – a dog? A mechanical dog, he realized, taking in the assorted metals that made up its skin. He had been momentarily misled by the mane surrounding the small intelligent face. A mane made not from fur, but from something that looked like shredded rubber.

      “Who is this?”

      “This is Otis.” Rose was studying the animal thoughtfully. “He hasn’t left your side.”

      He found his fingers combing through the soft mane. “Why would he unless you ordered him to do so?”

      “Even then,” she said dryly. “Get down, Otis.”

      The dog’s eyes swiveled from Roy to Rose, and then he put his head back down on Roy’s leg.

      “You see?”

      “A defective chip maybe?”

      “Or maybe the answer I’m looking for,” she said cryptically, then turned back to the tray before he could ask any other questions. “Here. Try this.”

      He tried to lift himself up and take the cup she was handing him, but it was beyond his strength. Small white teeth closed down over an unexpectedly full lower lip, and then she sat down next to him. With the limited amount of help he could provide, she managed to position him so that he was partially upright and leaning against her shoulder, then handed him the mug again.

      This time he managed to take it, although she covered his hand with her own slender fingers as she helped him drink. The rich, meaty broth was delicious and he drank thirstily, draining the cup.

      “That was very good.”

      She looked pleased. “Thank you. I enjoy cooking. Following a recipe is much like following the steps of an experiment.”

      The word made him shiver, followed by a rush of heat, and she frowned.

      “I think it is time for you to rest again.”

      She started to lower him back down on the bed, but he no longer had the strength to assist her, and his weight pulled her down. She landed on top of him, his face nestled in her small cleavage. Her jumpsuit separated them, but as she pulled away, her breast brushed against his face and the hard point of her nipple touched his mouth. She froze.

      His fists clenched as he did his best not to move. Not to part his lips and capture that tempting little peak, to tug it into his mouth and taste it, to feel it stiffen beneath his tongue. Fortunately for his limited self-control, she seemed to come to her senses, scrambling away from him so quickly that she almost fell.

      “I… I’ll make some more broth.” And she fled.

      He watched her go and licked his lips, hoping to catch a hint of her taste despite the cloth that had separated them. His cock throbbed and once again the sensation surprised him. But as he searched his memories for an explanation, the combination of food and weakness overwhelmed him, and he drifted into an exhausted sleep.
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      Rose fled into the main room, all the way to the back wall where she could no longer see the open doorway to the bedroom. She bent over her workbench, pressing her hands against her heated cheeks as if she could force away her embarrassment. What had she been thinking?

      When his lips had touched her breast, she hadn’t wanted to pull away. She had wanted to push closer. Only a last-minute surge of panic had made her run.

      Maybe it was pheromones, she decided. Why else would she be so strongly attracted to someone she didn’t even know? And a cyborg. A soldier. Like the ones who had killed her brother.

      Their parents had been wealthy, wealthy enough to afford the astronomical licensing fees to have two children. They had died while she was still attending university, and she had buried her grief in study. Her brother Zach had taken a different path. He had devoted himself to every worthy cause that he could find, trying to save the world after being unable to save their parents.

      His last cause had been trying to solve the issue of hunger so prevalent on an Earth depleted of resources. A band of demonstrators had been protesting the food policies that disproportionately affected the poor, and he had been one of them. Earth Government had declared it a rebellion and sent in soldiers against unarmed men and women. Her brother had been killed by a stray bullet, as he tried to protect a younger man.

      Even after all these years, the memories still hurt.

      The thought sobered her, but her body still hummed with excitement. Determined to push away the unwanted attraction, she sat down at her computer and lost herself in data. But when she went to take Roy another cup of broth and found him tossing restlessly, she couldn’t help but worry. She repeated the routine with the cool towels, and once again he seemed to settle down.

      The pattern continued throughout the day. Twice he woke briefly and she managed to get him to take more broth - although she used pillows to prop up his head both times. She watched over him and tried to work and refused to admit that she was worried.

      By the time night fell, he seemed to be sleeping more naturally. His skin felt cooler, and he wasn’t tossing and turning. A wave of relief swept over her. Hopefully the worst was over now.

      Exhaustion followed rapidly. She had been up most of the previous night, watching over him, and only managed to catch a few moments of rest in her favorite chair. But it was no substitute for my bed, she thought as she eyed it longingly.

      Even though Roy’s big body took up the majority of the bed, she could probably slip into the space next to him. The thought of sharing her bed with him caused a nervous flutter low in her stomach, but it was her bed after all. And considering that he was barely strong enough to lift his head, she didn’t think she would be in any danger from him.

      Decision made, she went into the bathroom and changed into her nightgown. Long-sleeved and high-necked, it was designed for comfort and warmth. Even if he had the capacity for amorous intentions, the voluminous nightgown would be enough to dissuade him, she thought wryly as she eyed herself in the long mirror.

      She dimmed all of the lights in the dome except for the thin strip of safety lights that ran beneath the windows, then very cautiously sat down on the edge of the mattress. He didn’t stir. Taking a deep breath, she laid down, keeping as close to the edge of the mattress as possible.

      He was lying on top of the bed coverings, but she wasn’t about to disturb him by trying to wrestle them out from under him. Besides, he was still giving off a considerable amount of heat. She took a deep breath of his oddly comforting scent, and found herself relaxing, inch by inch. He still hadn’t moved, and his breathing was deep and even. With a little sigh of relief, she nestled her head into her pillow and let her exhaustion carry her away.
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        * * *

      

      Roy woke with a start, his body poised on the edge of flight. His heart was pounding, but he didn’t know why unless it was because of the dream that was rapidly slipping away from him. A lab table, and a man in a dirty white coat babbling nonsense. But then that too disappeared, as he realized that someone was pressed against his side, someone cool and soft and sweetly-scented. Rose.

      Her head was pillowed on his chest and the rest of her body was wrapped around his. Her curled hand rested over his heart, and he reached out and covered it with his own. She nestled closer, her knee coming up over his thigh and brushing against his erection. His breath caught. Greatly daring, he raised his hand to stroke the silky tendrils of her hair. No longer confined in a tight braid, the soft locks flowed halfway down her back and he ran his fingers through them, over and over.

      She squirmed against him, her knee pressing even harder against his erection and he muffled a groan. He reached down to corral her restless leg and encountered smooth, bare skin. The garment she was wearing had ridden up above her waist, and he traced the smooth skin all the way up to the curve of her hip.

      She turned towards him and he found himself cupping her ass, soft and surprisingly full beneath his hand. His fingers clenched involuntarily, and she gave a muffled gasp. Her sweet scent blossomed and he realized that she was aroused.

      She must be dreaming, he thought. She must not know who I am.

      “Roy,” she murmured softly, and his heart skipped a beat. He might not have recognized the name originally, but now it sounded perfect on her lips.

      She rocked against him, and he realized she was trying to rub her sweet little pussy against the firm muscles of his hip. If she wanted relief, he was only too happy to provide it.

      He let his hand travel further, slipping down between her legs and groaning again at the slick heat that met his fingers. He traced the length of her delicate folds, and circled the hard little pearl of flesh. She called his name again so he repeated the gentle movement before dipping back down to the narrow entrance to her channel. He pressed gently until she opened and accepted his finger. Tight and wet and hot. Perfect. As he stroked gently in and out, he used his thumb to caress her clit with the same rhythm.

      He could hear her panting and feel her hot little breaths against his chest as she jerked her hips in response, eager to meet each inward stroke. He moved faster, sliding deeper as he increased the pressure on her swollen nub. Her hand clenched on his chest, her short nails digging into his skin in a fiery little burst of pleasure. Then her body arched, her muscles tightening, and she cried out his name as her tight little channel milked his finger in long, delicious pulses.

      Triumph roared through him. He had pleased her. He rolled towards her so that she was half beneath him, and bent his head to kiss her.

      As he did, her eyes opened, dazed with pleasure - before they widened in shock and she tried desperately to scramble out from beneath him. He instinctively grabbed for her as she started to fall off the bed, but she wrenched her hand out of his grip and landed on the floor.

      “What did you do?”
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        * * *

      

      Rose stared up at the big cyborg. Her body was still humming with pleasure and even now she could feel the slick heat between her legs. He had made her come. In her sleep. The last man she had dated hadn’t even managed when she was fully awake.

      He didn’t even look embarrassed; he only looked confused.

      “I pleasured you,” he said, his deep voice grumbling over her skin. “The way you asked me to.”

      “I asked you? I didn’t ask you anything. I was asleep!”

      A look of horror washed over his face, and he scrambled back almost as quickly as she had done. Otis barked, and she realized he had been curled up at the foot of the bed. The little animal seemed to give her a reproachful look as he scampered to Roy’s side.

      “But… you said my name,” Roy protested, his face paling as he clenched a hand in Otis’s fur.

      “I was asleep,” she repeated, but her voice lacked conviction. She had been dreaming about him. About him touching her. And it had felt so good – so real. So real that she hadn’t wanted to open her eyes and find out she was dreaming.

      Or find out that I wasn’t, an inner voice prompted.

      “I would never-” A spasm crossed Roy’s face and he lifted his hand to his head. Otis whined.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My head,” he muttered. “Why can’t I remember? I don’t want to believe that I was the kind of man-” another spasm “-I mean cyborg, who would take advantage of a woman, but what if…”

      She sighed. Her panic had faded and now she only felt embarrassed. And satisfied, her pesky inner voice whispered.

      “I don’t believe you are, Roy.”

      “Really?”

      How could that rugged face look so hopeful?

      “Really.” She took a deep breath. “And I’m sorry too. I got in bed while you were asleep and I, umm, may have gotten a little closer than I intended.”

      “I honestly thought you knew it was me. That you… wanted me. I should have known better.”

      His last words weren’t even bitter, merely resigned.

      “Why would you say that? You’re a very attractive man.” She blurted out her response before she thought about it, and immediately felt the heat rushing to her cheeks. Dammit. She never blushed.

      “But I am not a man.” Sorrow gleamed in those silver eyes. “I may not remember much, but I remember that cyborgs are regarded as less than human.”

      She shifted uncomfortably. He was right. They were seen as emotionless machines, fit only to accomplish the work that was too deadly for standard humans. That perception was encouraged by Earth Government, in part because they had stripped the cyborgs of almost all of their rights.

      “I don’t think of you that way,” she said firmly. And truthfully.

      He studied her face, then dipped his head in acknowledgment. “Then I do not care about anyone else’s opinion.”

      Her heart skipped a beat at the look in his eyes, but he merely patted the mattress as he started to stand. “Please return to your bed. I will-”

      His legs faltered, and he collapsed back down.

      She shook her head. “You will stay right where you are. I think it’s going to take a while before you regain your full strength.”

      But why? His nanites should have already healed his injuries.

      “But I don’t want to take your bed.”

      “It’s fine. Besides, the sun is coming up.” She pointed to the thin line of orange creeping up the edge of the distant mountains. “I have work to do.”

      “I do too.” Another spasm crossed his face. “At least I think I do.”

      “All you have to worry about right now is getting better. Now lie down while I prepare some breakfast. If you’re a good boy, I’ll let you get up afterwards.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He grinned at her, an unexpectedly charming, boyish grin, and her pulse actually fluttered. Doing her best to ignore the feeling, she hurried off to get dressed, hoping that putting on her work clothes would help her treat him with businesslike detachment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Her work clothes hadn’t helped at all, Rose decided late that afternoon. She had been extremely aware of him before, but now that they had been… intimate, that awareness was twice as strong. Even when he was sleeping, as he had done after she left him that morning, she could almost feel the heat from his big body brushing against her as she went about her work.

      When he woke the second time, she gave him more broth, then helped him to a chair by the window in the main room. She’d had to lean against him to provide support, his big arm draped across her shoulders and hers wrapped around his waist. He carried the faintest scent of leather and something else, something warm and musky that made her nipples tighten and her core ache. When she helped him sit, she didn’t want to let go, but she forced herself to stand, hoping her expression didn’t give her away.

      Otis had followed along, and he hopped up into Roy’s lap once he was settled. He looked perfectly at home there and she realized she was jealous. Of a dog. Shaking her head, she returned to her work bench.

      Roy dozed for a little while, exhausted by the short trip, but the next time she looked up to check on him, he was watching her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Working on a cooling unit. After I left GenCon, I spent most of my savings on this place. I’m fairly self-sufficient out here, but I like having funds for a rainy day.” She looked outside at the endless desert and laughed. “Better make that a stormy day. Anyway, I have a deal with the supply master. He comes out here every three months and brings me things that need repairing, then collects them on his next trip. I use a few credits to pay for the things I can’t make myself and bank the rest.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “That’s very impressive. How do you know how to make the repairs?”

      “I’m an engineer. Cybernetics, actually.”

      She saw him flinch, and hurried to reassure him. “I never worked on people. Animals were my specialty.”

      “Like Otis?” He stroked the dog’s head.

      “He’s a more recent creation.” She looked past him to Bucephalus, standing at the edge of the slope as if he was keeping watch. “The horses were mine. My design, my build.”

      He followed her gaze. “That’s even more impressive. Why did you stop?”

      “I wasn’t happy. GenCon only saw them as disposable assets while I began to realize that they were much more. They were developing personalities, I think even some level of sentience, but when I tried to make that argument, I was overruled. The final straw was when they threatened to destroy one of them, just to keep me quiet. So I left.”

      That day still haunted her. She’d wanted to stay and fight for her horses, but she couldn’t risk their lives.

      “I still worry that the cyborgs won’t treat them well,” she added softly.

      He shook his head. “We value them highly. They are our constant companions, our-” His words died out as he stared at her. “I know that. I remember that.”

      “That’s great. Do you remember anything else?”

      “Nights in the desert with a million stars overhead. Sitting on a mountainside watching the sun rise. I was alone, but he was always there.” His voice had turned distant, his eyes focused on the horse outside, but then he shook his head. “They feel like real memories, but there’s no context. I don’t know why I was there. I don’t know who I am.”

      “You’re Roy,” she said firmly. “And that’s enough for now. The rest will come in time.” I hope.

      “I want to see him,” he said. “My horse.”

      “You can visit Bucephalus once you can walk from one end of the habitat to the other by yourself.”

      “Bucephalus?” He raised an eyebrow and she felt her cheeks heat.

      “I believe in naming things. Bucephalus was a hero. He carried a king.”

      That disarming grin crossed his face. “I’m not exactly a king.”

      “But he’s a hero. Didn’t you wonder how you got here? He came for me.”

      “He tried to protect me then too,” he said, then his face spasmed.

      “Then?”

      He shook his head, obviously frustrated. “I don’t remember.”

      She had told him once more that it would come back in time and returned to her work. But the problem continued to nag at her throughout the day. What had happened to him? And why couldn’t he remember?

      Now she sighed and put down her tools. “I’ll get supper started. Do you think you’re ready for something more than broth?”

      “I don’t want to use more of your supplies.”

      “I have plenty. You may be big, but you’re not going to eat me out of house and home.”
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        * * *

      

      Roy watched Rose walk back to the greenhouse and tried to control his unruly body. When she’d told him he was big, her eyes had traveled over him with undisputed admiration. She had seemed just as appreciative in his arms that morning. Until she woke up, he reminded himself.

      He could hear her humming lightly and wished he could follow her, but when he tried to stand, his knees shook. Determined to overcome his weakness, he grasped the back of the chair and forced himself to stand until he was on the verge of collapse. He sank back down in the chair, and Otis hopped up on his lap with what seemed to be a reproachful look. He remembered what Rose had said about her creations developing personalities. His little dog certainly seemed to have one.

      “I thought perhaps mushroom risotto and salad,” Rose said as she came back with an armful of greens. “I’m afraid I don’t have any meat right now.”

      “No chickens?” he asked automatically, then frowned. How had he known that most of the settlers raised chickens, for eggs and meat and fertilizer?

      Her mouth twisted ruefully. An unexpectedly lush mouth given that elegant bone structure, he thought. He wished he’d had a chance to explore the soft contours, to taste that plump lower lip, to… He jerked his attention back to her words.

      “I tried once and the poor things almost didn’t make it. I get too focused on my work to remember to pay attention to them. I sent them back with Cyrus.”

      “Cyrus?” The word came out as a growl, and she gave him a startled look.

      “The supply master I told you about.” She smiled reminiscently and he almost growled again. “He even gave me a few extra credits for them, since I’d managed to raise them. He’s a sweet old man, even if he tries to hide it.”

      Old man? His flash of jealousy eased, but the fact that it had occurred at all worried him. Rose wasn’t his woman. He had no right to feel this way. As soon as he regained his strength, he would have to leave and… Leave and do what? Go in search of answers he wasn’t sure he wanted to find?

      What if he could stay here instead? Buy more chickens and raise them for her. Make sure she ate and slept and didn’t work too hard. He knew it was an impossible dream, but that didn’t stop it from floating through his head. It stayed there as she cooked, as they ate dinner together, as they sat by the big window and looked out at the stars over the desert.

      It grew even stronger when bedtime came. She insisted that he take the bed. He was equally insistent that she take it. Finally, she sighed.

      “Look, why don’t we share it? I’ll stay on my side and you stay on yours.”

      “Are you sure?” His heart thundered as he waited for her response.

      “Yes. But no… touching me in my sleep.” Pink touched her cheeks again and the glance she gave him from under her eyelashes was almost a challenge.

      “I promise,” he said solemnly.

      And he kept his promise, even when she rolled over and wrapped herself around him. Even when her hand caressed his chest. And even when she sighed his name in her sleep.
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      Rose woke to find herself wrapped around Roy’s big body like one of those ancient sea creatures with clinging tentacles. And she’d told him not to touch her.

      To his credit, he’d obeyed. Even though her head was on his shoulder, his arm was resting behind her back, not curled around her. The broad chest beneath her hand moved with his slow, deep breaths. She had a fleeting memory of his hand covering hers, holding it against him. A dream memory, she tried to tell herself, but she wasn’t quite convinced.

      Waking up like this was nice, really nice, she realized. He was so big and warm and she felt comfortable in his arms. Protected. A feeling she hadn’t had since her parents died. She wouldn’t even have minded if his arm had been wrapped around her. In fact…

      His chest continued to rise and fall evenly, so she cautiously reached back and took his hand. When he still didn’t react, she lifted his hand and brought it around her waist as if he was hugging her. There. That was better.

      “You are testing my control, sweetheart.”

      The deep voice made her jump and she looked up to find silver eyes gleaming at her.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t-”

      She started to pull away, but he hugged her closer and she settled back down.

      “I guess I didn’t do a very good job of staying on my side of the bed,” she mumbled.

      “Since it’s your bed, it’s technically all your side.”

      “I guess that’s one way of looking at it, but-”

      “Go back to sleep, sweetheart,” he said firmly. “The sun isn’t up yet.”

      Hmm. That was the second time he had called her sweetheart. If anyone else had done it, she would have been outraged, but somehow, she didn’t mind him using the term. She snuck a glance at the window, and saw he was right. Not even the pale light of pre-dawn was visible. And she was awfully comfortable.

      With a contented sigh, she snuggled closer and went back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Roy felt Rose slip back asleep and bit back a sigh of his own. This was an exquisite torture. As much as he loved having her in his arms, he was painfully aware of her soft skin, the gentle swell of her breasts, the hard peaks of her nipples branding his side. He caught the sweet scent of her arousal as she murmured in her sleep and wiggled against him. His cock throbbed painfully, even though he ordered it to subside. His uncertain memories insisted that it should obey him, but it refused.

      But when daybreak came and Rose opened her eyes and gave him a slow, sleepy smile, he didn’t regret a minute of the discomfort.

      “Good morning. Again, I suppose.”

      “Good morning, sweetheart.”

      That hint of pink touched her cheekbones. “Why are you calling me that?”

      “I’m not sure. It just sounded… right. Do you mind?”

      More pink, and her lashes fluttered down to hide her eyes, but she shook her head. “No. I don’t mind.”

      But then she pushed herself upright with a determined smile. “Time to get to work. Are you getting up?”

      “I’ve been up,” he muttered, then winced. He hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

      “I don’t understand,” she began, then her eyes widened.

      He saw her glance down his body, and her mouth formed a soft little oh of surprise. His cock jerked, and she licked her lips. She seemed to lean towards him… And then she scrambled out of bed almost as quickly as she had done the previous day.

      “I’d better get to work, after I make breakfast I mean, but maybe I’d better shower first or get dressed or…” The words tumbled out of her mouth, trailing off behind her as she disappeared into the bathroom, and he sighed.

      He didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. Since he couldn’t seem to control his erection around her, tonight he would spend the night in the chair, no matter how sweetly she invited him into her bed.

      The shower started in the next room, and his mind immediately pictured her naked under the stream of water. His cock jerked again and he reached down and gripped it. Perhaps if he just relieved the tension, he could regain control. He worked his shaft in short, hard strokes, almost punishing the demanding flesh. He imagined he could hear her in the next room, hear her hand sliding over that pale flesh, hear her soft moan…

      She was moaning, he realized, his hand speeding up. She was touching herself. A muffled cry was followed by the sweet scent of her arousal mingling with the steamy air, and he exploded, his body erupting in helpless spasms as he remembered her climaxing in his arms.

      He collapsed back against the mattress - limp, drained, and unsatisfied. He barely managed to cover himself before she emerged, her cheeks pink and flushed, her eyes bright. She stole one quick glance in his direction before she rushed past.

      “Breakfast will be ready in a few minutes.”

      And just that quickly he was erect again. It was going to be a very long day, he decided as he slowly climbed to his feet.

      He was right. And yet, despite his constant awareness of her presence and his longing to touch her, it was also a very pleasant day. He managed - barely - to make it to the chair under his own power. Otis kept him company in the morning, but by the afternoon he was getting restless. He found himself picking up a dismantled reactor from one of her workbenches, then almost automatically starting to reassemble it.

      “What are you doing?”

      Rose rushed to his side, then paused, inspecting his work. “You know how to work on these? Were you an engineer?”

      “No, I was a mechanic,” he responded, shocking himself. He wasn’t sure where the answer had come from, but it felt right.

      “I thought you were a soldier?”

      “I suppose I must have been.” But there were no memories associated with it.

      His head ached, and Rose patted his arm. “Never mind. Why don’t you keep working on that? If you want to, that is.”

      “I think I do.”

      By supper time, the reactor had been completely reassembled, purring softly when he started it. Even though the effort had exhausted him far more than it should have, he was filled with exhilaration.

      “You did a great job,” Rose said, inspecting his work.

      “I enjoyed it. And it felt so familiar.” I just wish I knew why. But he pushed his concern about his missing memories aside and smiled at her. “Maybe now I can earn my keep.”

      “You know that’s not necessary.”

      “I know. But I want to do it.”

      “All right. As long as it’s not too much for you.”

      They ate dinner and watched the stars and despite his good intentions, when she invited him to share the bed again, he agreed. Once again he woke with her curled in his arms, once again he took himself in hand as he listened to her in the shower. But as he sat down to work on his next project, he felt unexpectedly content.

      The next few days followed the same pattern. He worked on various projects with Rose during the day and slept with her each night. More of his strength gradually returned, and he was able to go outside and visit with Bucephalus. Otis accompanied him, first growling suspiciously at the much larger animal. Roy was sure that the horse looked amused, but perhaps Rose’s theories were rubbing off on him.

      Then Bucephalus kicked a small rock across the ground. Otis chased after it, then brought it back and dropped it at the horse’s feet. He kicked it again.

      “They’re playing,” Rose said, her voice heavy with satisfaction.

      “It does seem that way.”

      “Do you have another explanation?” Her eyes sparkled up at him indignantly from over her breathing mask.

      “No ma’am.”

      “Good.”

      They wandered over to the edge of the slope, his arm around her shoulder. Even though his legs were still weak, he didn’t really need the support - but he did need to feel her tucked against his side.

      “This is a beautiful spot,” he said as they looked out over the desert.

      “I think so too. I’m sure some people just see barren land, but I love the colors in the rocks and the way the desert is always the same and always different.”

      Bucephalus came over and nudged his shoulder while Otis collapsed at their feet, and for that moment in time, he was perfectly content.

      Three nights later, the storm came.
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      Rose stared at the results of the analysis, as if her gaze could make them change. Roy’s nanite count was low, much too low. She had tested it three times over the past week. Although it was marginally better than when he had first arrived, it was nowhere near high enough to support his cyborg technology. No wonder he was still so weak. He was so big and strong looking that it was easy to forget, but she saw him sway when he stood up too fast and watched his hands tremble sometimes as he worked.

      He was outside now with Otis and Bucephalus, but she had been too anxious about the results to join them. She paced restlessly back and forth, trying to come up with a solution. She had used nanotechnology herself, both in the original horse design and when she developed Otis, but it was not the same as that used on the cyborgs. The military had been responsible for that type. It was specifically designed to mingle with the human circulatory system and strengthen and repair organic tissue, but it only worked on humans who also had cybernetic components.

      The formula was a closely guarded secret, rightly so in her opinion. As much as she despised the military, she was grateful that they hadn’t made the technology available to companies like GenCon who would have sold it to the highest bidder. She knew the company had been trying to find an alternative but to the best of her knowledge, they had not yet been successful.

      None of which would help Roy.

      Her eyes sought him out, just in time to see him stagger. Then Bucephalus was there, leaning under Roy’s shoulder and providing support. By the time she grabbed a breathing mask and joined them, Roy was standing on his own again.

      “What happened? What’s wrong?”

      “Look.” His voice sounded strained as he pointed out across the desert. “Storm coming.”

      She followed the line of his finger and swore when she saw the dust clouds boiling on the horizon. It appeared that Roy shared her hatred of the storms.

      “We’d better get inside. I want to make sure we’re prepared.”

      “Yes,” he agreed, but his voice still sounded odd.

      “I’ll put Bucephalus in the garage-”

      “No!” He was shaking now.

      “Why not? He can’t stay out here.”

      “Don’t separate us.”

      The horse was rather large for their small habitat, but it wasn’t as if he produced organic waste. After another look at Roy’s pale face, she nodded.

      The four of them hurried back into the building. Bucephalus took up a lot of room, but he stood quietly next to the window. Roy stood beside him, his hand clenched in the horse’s mane, while Otis sat at his feet.

      She checked her preparations as quickly as she could, but by the time she joined them, the first grains of sand were already hitting the windows. The wind started to howl, and she shivered as she pressed against Roy’s side. He immediately wrapped his arms around her, and she could feel his body shaking.

      “What is it, Roy? Is it the storm? I hate them too.”

      “Something terrible happened.”

      She could barely hear his voice over the roar of the wind. “What happened?”

      “A room with a table. An experiment.”

      Was he talking about becoming a cyborg? Or was this more recent? Was he starting to remember who had done this to him?

      “Why don’t we go and lie down?” she suggested. Unlike the main room, the bedroom had curtains and perhaps blocking out the sight of the storm would help.

      His fingers were still clenched in the horse’s mane. “He couldn’t reach me.”

      “But Bucephalus is here now. He can come into the bedroom too, if you want.”

      “N-No. It’s not necessary.” He slowly unwound his fingers, then placed his hand in hers.

      She led him into the next room, leaving the door open, then made him sit on the bed while she pulled the curtains. As soon as she came back, he reached for her like a drowning man. She sat on his lap and he wrapped his arms around her.

      “I remember.”
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        * * *

      

      He had been designated R-730. A request for assistance had come in from an outlying lab and he had responded. Although GenCon usually handled their own issues, it wasn’t completely unknown for them to call on one of the Rangers. What was more unusual was that the place appeared to be deserted when he arrived. He couldn’t see any sign of life as he approached, but he could see a storm starting to build on the horizon.

      At least he could take shelter in the building. He led his horse into an open hangar, then closed the outer door just as the first gust of wind reached them.

      “You should be just fine in here,” he told his horse, rubbing his hand across his shoulders. “Since we’re going to have to wait out the storm anyway, I might as well go and see if there really is someone here who needs help.”

      He left the horse standing against the wall and went into the main habitat. He hadn’t taken more than a few steps when something sharp pierced his neck. He automatically raised his hand to the spot and knocked away a dart, but even as he saw it fall, he felt ice begin to slide through his veins. His nanites tried to counteract it but they were too slow to respond. He felt his knees weaken, then darkness rushed over him as he fell to the ground.

      When he awoke, he was chained to a laboratory table, just like the one to which he had been chained when the military turned him into a cyborg. But this time he wasn’t surrounded by control panels and cold, efficient men in white coats. The only other occupant of the room was a tall, thin man in his late twenties. He was almost vibrating with excitement as he rushed over to R-730.

      “Good. You’re awake! Has the drug worn off yet?”

      He had no intention of answering the man, but he surreptitiously flexed his muscles. No, not yet at full strength. The chains were titanium. He could break them - eventually - but not until he regained his strength.

      “You’re the one who called me?” he asked.

      “That was me.” The man giggled, actually giggled. He must be a scientist, but he acted more like an immature teenager. Even his skin was pockmarked with acne.

      Since R-730 had regained consciousness, he’d been vaguely aware of the distant roar of the storm, but it was suddenly overlaid by a loud thud. The scientist winced.

      “That horse of yours is going to kick the hangar down,” he complained.

      “I have no objection to that,” R-730 said dryly. He suspected his horse was trying to reach him, and he would be more than happy to see that big, bronze body entering the room.

      “Well, I do,” the man said peevishly. “I don’t have the cyborg ability to breathe Martian air. Yet.”

      Yet? He didn’t like the sound of that, but he wasn’t going to ask questions. Apparently he didn’t need to because the man started to babble anyway.

      “You’re going to be the subject of my great experiment. Isn’t that awesome?”

      Somehow, I doubt it.

      “GenCon, the company I work for - well, used to work for - is offering a million credits to anyone who can successfully apply cyborg technology to a human. Did you know that?”

      No, but I’m not surprised. “That’s because it doesn’t work.”

      “But I’m going to make it work.” The man dug in a drawer and pulled out an IV.

      “You know that my nanites will die as soon as they leave my body.” That fact was one of the reasons the military had been able to keep the technology secret for so long.

      “That’s the beauty of this. They’ll just go straight into my system. They won’t have a chance to die.” The other man grinned triumphantly.

      “Do you honestly think no one has tried that before?”

      He did his best not to sound too sarcastic, but he must not have been successful, because the man scowled petulantly. “I don’t believe you. This is going to work.”

      The other man dug the needle into his arm with more force than necessary, but he refused to react. He heard another thud and wondered if his horse would make it through to him in time.

      Still quivering nervously, the man hopped up an adjoining table and inserted the other end of the IV. Even though he was considerably gentler with himself, he still winced and moaned.

      “You know it’s going to hurt,” R-730 said conversationally.

      “What is?”

      “Becoming a cyborg.”

      “I’m not becoming a cyborg, dammit. I’m becoming an enhanced human.”

      He shrugged and closed his eyes, quietly working to loosen the chains. The blood dripped out of his arm, and the room fell silent except for the roar of the storm and the repeated thuds. He started to feel sleepy and to keep himself awake, he started running through the steps to recalibrate a navigation system. Or at least he tried to. The memory kept slipping away, and it wasn’t the only one. His memories seemed to be flowing out of him like his blood.

      As he struggled to hold on to them, the other man began to gasp, his body thrashing on the next table. And then he began to scream, high-pitched, garbled cries like an engine pushed past its limits.

      “Stop the process,” R-730 yelled. “That’s enough.”

      There was no response, only the continuing screams. Fuck. He pulled harder at the chains, sawing them back and forth until his wrists were raw. His memories continued to drain away, until all he could focus on was the need to escape. To escape the room, to escape the horrible noises.

      At some point the room fell silent, but it was too late. The only thing that pounded through his veins was the need to flee. When he finally managed to break the chain, he stumbled off of the table, yanking the needle out of his arm. The body on the other table was limp and unmoving.

      Escape.

      He fumbled his way out of the lab, his legs barely supporting him, desperate to find an outside door. Somehow he managed to stumble into an airlock and force the outer door open. The storm continued to rage outside, but it didn’t stop his driving need to get away. The last thing he remembered was staggering out into the storm.

      And by some miracle, Bucephalus had managed to kick his way free, find Rose, and bring her to him.

      He had escaped.
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      Rose tightened her arms around Roy, doing her best not to cry as he told his story. She suspected he wasn’t telling her everything, but he told her enough to make her heart ache. He seemed to grow calmer as he spoke, even as her own shock and horror increased. By the time he had finished, he was no longer shaking and his muscles were no longer tense.

      “No wonder you couldn’t remember,” she said softly.

      “But now I do.” He used a finger to gently raise her chin. “You saved me. You and Bucephalus.” There was a small woof from next to the bed, and he laughed. “And Otis, of course.”

      “Do you remember everything? Your name?”

      “Yes, but it doesn’t matter. I’m Roy now.” Those silver eyes were intent on her face. “You saved me and you named me. I belong to you now.”

      Her pulse was racing so fast her head was spinning. “Do you mean that?”

      “Yes, sweetheart. I love you.”

      Yes. The knowledge settled over her with a quiet certainty. He did belong to her - and she belonged to him.

      “I love you too.”

      “Does that mean I can kiss you now?”

      She choked back a laugh. “Yes, please.”

      He lowered his head and his mouth brushed against hers, gently, so gently, as if learning the contours of her lips. When he drew back, she gave him a startled look. Was that all he wanted?

      He smiled down at her, that rugged face impossibly tender.

      “As sweet and soft as I imagined. And I have imagined them many, many times.”

      “You don’t have to imagine any longer,” she said impatiently, tugging his head back down.

      This time the kiss wasn’t tender. This time he feasted on her like a starving man, exploring every inch of her mouth. The heavy ridge of his cock throbbed beneath her ass, and she reached between them, seeking to free it from the tight confines of his pants. He groaned into her mouth as her fingers brushed against him.

      “Sweetheart, this is going to be over before it even begins if you touch me.”

      “I don’t care. I’ve wanted to touch you since the first movement I had you in my bed.” She knew she was blushing but it was the truth.

      He groaned again, and ripped open his pants. His shaft sprang up between them - long, thick, perfect. Her mouth went dry as she tentatively touched the silky skin covering the massive shaft.

      “Was this an enhancement too?” she asked, remembering her initial speculation.

      “I’ve always been big,” he gasped, his hand closing over hers and sliding it up and down his shaft. “But the nanites make everything bigger. Oh God, sweetheart. You’re killing me.”

      “Do you want me to stop?” she asked innocently. She couldn’t remember ever teasing a lover before, but then she’d never felt this happy before, joyous despite the urgent need throbbing in her body.

      “Never.” His voice deepened, his face serious.

      “I won’t,” she promised. “I will never stop loving you.”

      His breath caught, and then he was lifting her higher, high enough that the broad head of his cock kissed her entrance. She clutched his shoulders, expecting him to pull her down, but instead, he held her suspended there as he bent his head to her breasts. His mouth closed over a taut peak, shockingly hot and wet, and it felt like a streak of fire straight to her aching clit. She tried to wiggle her hips, to brush the needy bud against his cock, but she couldn’t move.

      He kept her there, moving from one nipple to the other until they were both swollen and distended.

      “Such pretty little tits,” he murmured when he finally pulled back. “I could feast on them all day.”

      “Maybe later.” Her hips moved restlessly, trying to get closer.

      “Do you want something, sweetheart?” His voice was teasing, but she could see the strain on his face as well.

      Then his arms shook, and the head of his cock entered her with sudden, shocking fullness. Oh my God. Her body quivered as she tried to adjust.

      He started to lift her free. “I’m sorry. I was-”

      But she didn’t want to give him up. Instead of letting him pull her away, she pushed down. Another inch slid up inside her, and they both groaned. A mini climax rolled over her, just enough to help ease his way, and she pushed down again. Tiny ripples of pleasure skated across her flesh as she gradually worked her way down the thick shaft. His hands clenched on her hips, but he let her set the pace until she finally felt her body touch his.

      Her pussy fluttered, still trying to accommodate him, and it felt as if he was embedded in her, but nothing had ever felt so good. He leaned forward, their foreheads touching. His muscles were so tense they hummed, but he didn’t move. For a moment she was content to bask in their closeness, but eventually her body demanded more.

      “Roy,” she whispered.

      “Yes, sweetheart?”

      “I’m ready.”

      He made a tortured sound, but then his hands clamped hard on her hips as he slid her up his long shaft and back down in one fast, thrilling stroke. And then he repeated it. Each time he moved her faster, harder, the sensations overwhelming her until her vision sheeted white, and she exploded in a fiery haze of pleasure. He didn’t stop, his muscles tightening, his breath coming in ragged gasps, until with a hoarse cry, he sank impossibly deeper, and she felt the heated pulses deep inside.

      They clung to one another as happiness filled her.
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        * * *

      

      Roy smiled up at the ceiling. Rose’s hand stroked his chest, just as it did so often while she slept, but this time they were both awake and he was absolutely sure she wanted to touch him. He ran his fingers through her long, beautiful hair, completely content.

      “I still find it hard to believe you were a soldier,” she murmured.

      “I wasn’t really a soldier.” His mouth twisted. “But I was part of the military. They recruited me because of my mechanical skills. My dad was a mechanic - a good one - but he was unlicensed so he ended up taking jobs under the table. We never had any money.”

      He remembered now just how difficult their life had been - but he also remembered how much his dad had taught him. How much he had loved him. But then he’d been killed, swept up in one of the food riots, and Roy hadn’t had anyone.

      “It seemed like a good opportunity at the time,” he added. “In some ways, it was. They taught me a lot. And fortunately, the closest I ever got to any type of battle was working on armored vehicles.”

      “I don’t understand. Then how did you end up as a cyborg?”

      “A stupid accident. An officer with more ranks than brains wanted to test one of the newer vehicles. I told him it wasn’t ready, but he decided to test it anyway. He lost control, and when I tried to stop it, I got hurt.”

      He had been pinned beneath the overturned vehicle. The officer hadn’t survived, but that only made it worse to know that his efforts had been useless.

      “Oh, Roy.” She looked up at him, her eyes filled with tears.

      The searing pain of the accident hadn’t been the worst part. The worst part had been waking up on a lab table, unable to move, as men in white coats made decisions about his future. But he didn’t want her to bear the burden of those memories.

      “Because of the extent of my injuries, I was volunteered for the cyborg program.”

      Even though he hadn’t been a soldier, the clause in his signing contract still applied. If he suffered a catastrophic injury, Earth Government had the right to use his body as they saw fit. He had never imagined it would happen to him. And truthfully, he had been desperate and alone, still reeling from the loss of his father. He would have signed anyway.

      She bit her lip, but didn’t ask any additional questions. He suspected that she knew he would rather not talk about it.

      “And then I was sent here.”

      His memories of those first few years on Mars consisted mainly of cold. His cybernetics prevented him from freezing, but he had always felt cold, empty. His emotions had shut down until he felt as robotic as the normal humans believed him to be. Except perhaps for Bucephalus. When the initial terraforming projects were complete and he chose to become a Ranger, he had been assigned a horse. And perhaps that had been enough to let him hold onto the last remnants of his old self.

      “They shouldn’t have done that to you,” she said fiercely. “None of them. Not the military, and certainly not that asshole scientist.” Her delicate brows drew together. “Do you think he’s still alive?”

      “No.” He thought back to the room and shuddered. “He didn’t move again after he stopped screaming. He wasn’t breathing.”

      But he didn’t want to think about it anymore. He wanted to concentrate on the woman he loved.

      He rose to his feet, swearing under his breath as he felt the room sway. He wanted to sweep her up into his arms, but he didn’t trust his own strength. Ironically, he was even weaker now than he had been as a human. Rose gave him a worried look, but he ignored it.

      “I want to do something I have been thinking about since our first morning together.”

      Her frown disappeared, replaced by warmth and he knew she was remembering that first time. “What’s that?”

      “I want to take a shower with you. I want to run my hands over your soft, wet skin, and I want to watch your fingers playing with your pretty little pussy.”

      A tidal wave of pink washed over her pale skin. “You knew?”

      “Cyborgs have enhanced hearing. It was one of the first things to return.” If only his other enhancements had come back as quickly.

      “You didn’t say anything.”

      “Because I would listen and touch myself.” He reached down and fisted his cock, once again hard and ready. “I would imagine that I was in there with you. And now I’m going to be.”

      “Does that mean I get to watch you as well?”

      Her eyes were focused on his hand, and he took a long stroke just to see her cheeks flush an even deeper rose.

      “You can watch,” he promised. “I may even let you help.”

      She laughed and took his hand and led him to the shower.
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      A very long time later, Rose smiled into the darkness. She’d never realized a shower could be so exciting. Roy had insisted on watching her touch herself, and even though her cheeks had been on fire the entire time, watching his face as she circled her clit had made her come harder than she ever had by herself. And watching him had been just as exciting. His big hand curled around that massive cock, his muscles tight with restraint, his eyes burning silver as they focused on her face…

      The memory caused a slow, throbbing pulse in her clit, and she was tempted to turn to him again. But he seemed to be sleeping at last. Maybe more rest will help, she thought, as her mind turned inevitably back to the test results.

      Now that she knew what had been done to him, did that change anything? As she went back over his story, she heard Otis stand up and circle a few times before curling back up at the end of the bed. A sudden, wild possibility occurred to her. Was she completely crazy? She continued to examine the idea while he slept, and she was almost prepared to discard it completely.

      But then he woke and turned to reach for her, and she saw his hand tremble. She had to face the truth. He wasn’t getting better.

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart? You look worried.”

      “I am. I’m worried about you.”

      He looked down at his hand, clenching it into a fist to hide the shaking.

      “I’m sure it just takes time.” He didn’t sound convinced.

      “I have a theory,” she said slowly.

      “What is it?”

      “I think the man who took you drained so much of your blood that there simply aren’t enough nanites left in your system. They’re trying to reproduce, but they’re also trying to heal you and they can’t do both.”

      He tilted his head, considering the idea. “It sounds logical. But is there anything you can do about it?”

      “The military hasn’t provided the secret of their nanotechnology to anyone else.” Her heart rate sped up. She didn’t want to upset him after his previous horrible experiences. “I can only think of one possibility, but I don’t know if it’s going to help or not.”

      “You mean it’s an experiment?”

      She nodded miserably, but he didn’t immediately flinch away from her.

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “Both Bucephalus and Otis use nanotechnology. It might be possible to draw a small sample from Bucephalus and add it to your system. It’s not the same technology,” she added quickly. “But it’s used to make him stronger and more impervious to the conditions on Mars. It’s just possible that his nanites could strengthen your system long enough that your own nanites could reproduce in sufficient quantities to bring your system back into equilibrium.”

      His face remained impassive. “So you’re saying you want to give me a transfusion of horse blood?”

      She bit her lip again. “Not exactly, but sort of.”

      He studied her face, then nodded. “Okay.”

      “That’s it? You agree?”

      “You said there was no other alternative, and I believe you.” He raised his hand again, watching it tremble. “I can’t go on like this.”

      “But it’s an experiment. And I promised you no experiments.”

      “It’s not an experiment.” He put his hand on her face, tracing the line of her jaw. “It’s an act of love.”

      Unshed tears burned her eyes, but she managed to smile at him. “Thank you for saying that.”

      “When do you want to do it?”

      “I have everything here, but don’t you want some more time to think about it?”

      “No. Even though I have my memories back, I still feel as if everything is poised to slip away again. I couldn’t stand that. I never want to forget about you.”

      This time a tear did escape, but she quickly brushed it aside. As terrified as she was, it was best to get it over with.

      “Then let’s get started. At least Bucephalus is already inside.”

      As she went to get dressed, a sudden thought occurred to her. Instead of her utilitarian jumpsuit, she pulled on her pink silk pajamas. They were the furthest thing she could think of from a lab coat.

      Silver eyes gleamed as he looked her over, and she could feel her nipples pressing against the cool silk.

      “I definitely approve of that outfit,” he said.

      “Better than white flannel?” She did her best to keep her voice light and teasing.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I like sliding my hand under the flannel and discovering all that warm, bare skin.” He stalked towards her. “Of course, I also like to see that silk clinging to your body.” He traced a finger over an erect nipple, and the resulting spike of excitement almost made her forget her resolve.

      “I’ll let you explore the differences later,” she promised, taking his hand and leading him into the main room.

      The storm had died down, and she was shocked to realize she hadn’t even noticed. Bucephalus still stood calmly by the window, as if he were keeping watch. She stroked her hand through his thick mane.

      “I want to take a sample from you. I’m going to try and make Roy healthy again.”

      Those big, golden eyes studied her, then he inclined his head.

      “Do you really think he understands?” Roy asked. He stood next to her, also running his hand through the horse’s mane.

      “Yes. Oh perhaps not the words exactly, but the intention. Why don’t you sit in the chair?”

      “No lab table?” he asked, flicking her a quizzical look as he obeyed.

      “I don’t think either one of us wants that.”

      “You’re right,” he agreed, settling back in the chair. He seemed perfectly calm, but now her hands wanted to shake.

      She took a deep breath and gathered her equipment. There was a small port behind the horse’s left knee and it would be the easiest place to take her sample. She ran a soothing hand down his leg, as she carefully inserted the syringe. He remained perfectly still as she gathered a small quantity of golden fluid.

      “That’s it?” Roy asked.

      “That’s it. Now I’m going to add it to a neutral solution so I can control the speed at which it enters your system.” And shut it off if anything started going wrong.

      Her lips felt numb, but she forced a smile as she prepared the IV. Theoretically, the worst that would happen would be that it simply didn’t work. That thought was terrifying enough, but there were always unknowns with any technology and there was still so much they didn’t know about nanites and their behavior.

      “All right.” She knelt down next to him and reached for his arm. His skin felt so warm and firm beneath her fingers, his muscles powerful. Maybe she should give it more time…

      “Sweetheart.” Roy lifted her chin, and she realized she had just been staring at his arm. “Go ahead.”

      “Are you sure? We could wait-”

      “No. I already told you. I can feel that cliff in my mind. I don’t want to fall over it.”

      His eyes were intent on her face, and she made herself nod. Fortunately her hand didn’t shake as she inserted the needle.

      “You have a gentle touch,” he murmured. “Much better than the great Dr. Willis.”

      His eyes closed as she tried to disguise her shock. He couldn’t mean the same Dr. Willis, could he? Uneasiness swept through her as she remembered some of the young scientist’s more dramatic outbursts. He had always been impatient with proper scientific procedure.

      Roy seemed quite sure that he was dead, but what if he had left notes behind? Something that might convince some other foolish scientist to perform a similar experiment.

      He’s not your responsibility, she told herself firmly, but the idea kept resurfacing as she watched over Roy.

      As the solution began to flow through his veins, he started to move restlessly. Otis whined and licked his hand, and he settled down. The restless movements were followed by a flash of heat. His skin glistened with sweat and she could feel the temperature of his skin increasing, but it never reached the intensity of those first few days. Nanites did create heat as they healed, she reminded herself.

      Twice she started to dash to the bathroom for cold towels, but his skin never grew unbearably hot and he didn’t seem to be in distress so she remained at his side.

      Once all of the solution had flowed into his veins, she carefully removed the needle. She started to place a bandage over the small puncture, but it was already gone. Hope was like a living thing inside her, beating at her chest, but he had yet to wake up.

      The sun was high overhead before he awoke. Unable to keep still, she had tried to work, but she couldn’t stand to be away from him either. She was pacing the floor when his eyes finally opened. He looked at her, and she held her breath. A long, slow smile spread across his face.

      “It worked.”

      “How do you know?” She hurried to his side, resting her fingers on his pulse, relieved to feel it beating in a steady rhythm.

      “Because I can see you properly now.”

      He hadn’t seen her before? Would he be disappointed-

      “You are even more beautiful.” He lifted a long lock of hair between his fingers so the light caught the pale strands. “Your hair is like liquid light.”

      She could feel herself flush, and he traced a finger along her cheek. “And your skin. It shimmers like the pearls I once saw a wealthy woman wearing.”

      “Roy…”

      “I need to explore every inch again.”
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        * * *

      

      Roy rose from the chair, relishing the ease with which he moved. No longer worried that he would not be able to carry her, he lifted Rose into his arms. He felt as if he had been unshackled, his body freed.

      “You should be careful.” Her soft voice whispered over his skin and he could hear each subtle nuance in her sweet voice.

      “I’m fine.”

      “But you’ve only just-”

      He brought her concerns to an end with a kiss. Fuck. He’d thought her mouth a luscious little honey trap before, but it was nothing to the explosion of sweetness that tantalized him now. Unable to get enough, he kept kissing her as he laid her down, as he parted the silky fabric to reveal even silkier skin, as his hand closed over a small breast and found a taut, responsive nipple.

      The only reason he finally forced himself to stop kissing her and lift his head was so he could see her again. The fine skin, the flush of pink that high-lighted her cheeks and flowed down her chest to those tight, rosy little nipples. He stroked a finger across the tempting little bud and saw her shiver. Her slender hips lifted towards him, and his gaze snagged on the small patch of pale curls shielding her core.

      Unable to resist, he parted her legs to reveal her pretty little pink pussy, already glistening with excitement. The heady scent of her arousal made his head swim, and he took a long, slow lick. He groaned, his cock throbbing, on the verge of coming just from the sight of her, the taste of her.

      “I can’t wait, sweetheart.”

      “I don’t want you to.”

      He had his cock at her entrance before she finished speaking, easing past the narrow entrance. She was tight - so tight - but she was hot and slick and ready and he buried himself in one long, liquid glide. He froze, afraid to move, his body on the verge of climax, and looked up at her. Her eyes were shining, her luscious little mouth softly curved.

      “I love you, Roy.”

      He exploded, his body jerking helplessly as wave after wave of heat pulsed through him, filling the body of the woman he loved so much. Her hands stroked his back in long, soothing strokes as he sagged down over her. Even with his renewed strength, it took several beats of his heart before he could recover.

      When he finally lifted his head, she smiled. “You do seem to have recovered.”

      “Completely,” he assured her, thrusting his hips forward so she could feel the full strength of his still completely hard cock. “And I intend to show you just how much.”
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      Roy woke up, filled with satisfaction, already reaching for his woman, but all he found was empty sheets. He shook his head. Her dedication to her work was admirable, but he would have enjoyed spending more time exploring her perfect body.

      He started to call out to her, then decided he would surprise her instead. He swung his feet to the ground, and they responded quickly and easily. When he stood, there wasn’t even a trace of dizziness. He stretched his arms, and he could literally feel the strength flowing through his veins once more. Yes. This was the way he was supposed to feel.

      Eager to tell Rose, he hurried into the next room but she was not bent over her workbench. Even then, he merely assumed that she had stepped outside to care for Bucephalus, but when he emerged from the airlock, the horse was gone. And so was Rose.

      His pulse beat rapidly and he could feel his nanites trying to calm him, but his panic was too great. Why had she left?

      He raced back inside and this time he saw the note.

      

      My love,

      Hopefully I will be back before you find this note, but I have to make sure. The lab you mentioned - it was where I used to work. I need to make sure that nothing remains to encourage some other madman to try a similar experiment. I won’t be long.

      Love, Rose

      

      Hurt and anger mixed with his panic, but they would have to wait until he found her. As he left the airlock, Otis darted out in front of him.

      “Stay here,” he ordered, but as he started to scramble down the slope, he heard the dog following him. “You have to go back.”

      Otis only looked up at him, his head tilted to one side and his ridiculous tail wagging.

      “You can’t keep up. Now stay.”

      He set off at a run, hoping that his speed would dissuade the dog, but when he looked back, Otis was still following, even though the distance between them was increasing. Fuck. He couldn’t leave him out here alone. He whirled around long enough to scoop up the dog, and cradling him in one arm, he ran.
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        * * *

      

      Bucephalus came to a halt, and Rose stared in dismay at her former laboratory. She should have realized that it was the one that Roy had mentioned in his story, especially given its proximity, but she hadn’t known that it had been abandoned. The entire way here she had hoped she was wrong. But the lab was undisputedly deserted. Sand had begun to pile up against the walls and one of the domes had an odd sag.

      She slid down off the horse’s back, despite the unease prickling at her spine. Maybe she should have waited for Roy to wake up after all.

      No. She didn’t want to expose him to the place where he had been hurt again. This wouldn’t take long - she’d just check the computer system and make sure there weren’t any records. If the system is even working, she thought, with another glance at the decaying building.

      “I wonder why they left,” she murmured to the horse.

      “Because of you,” a voice snarled behind her.

      She whirled around to find Dr. Willis standing there. At least she thought it was him. His thin frame was covered in bulging muscles - outsized, distorted muscles that seemed to move under her horrified gaze. His face was distorted too, the skin flowing as if it was made of rubber rather than flesh.

      “What happened to you?”

      “Can’t you see? It worked. I’m going to be a very rich man.”

      Dread swept over her. Despite Dr. Willis’s horrific appearance, if GenCon believed they had the key to a solution, they would try more experiments and more innocent men would suffer.

      “You told them what you did?”

      “I sent a message.” He scowled, the expression doing terrible things to his appearance. “But the credits haven’t come through yet. That’s why I’m still in this dump.”

      “You’re here by yourself?”

      “Yeah. They decided your horses were a success and they didn’t need any more research. They closed us down and sent everyone to other labs.”

      “Why didn’t you go with them?”

      He tried to scuff at the sand but his leg didn’t seem to want to obey him. When he finally connected, a great puff of rock and dirt erupted. He might be uncoordinated, but he was obviously strong.

      “They fired me. Said it was my fault the container was left open.”

      “It was, wasn’t it? That’s why you came to get me.”

      “Maybe.” He avoided her gaze, then looked back at her, his brows sagging together in a terrible parody of a frown. “Why are you here now?”

      An excellent question.

      “I wanted to check the computer system for some of my old research notes,” she lied. “I thought they might be helpful in this new project I’m working on.”

      “Yeah? I heard you’re just some kind of repairwoman now,” he sneered.

      “I still like to keep my hand in,” she said lightly. “But since the habitat is in such bad shape, I guess it’s too late now. I’d better get back to my repairs.”

      “Wait a minute.”

      He took an awkward step towards her, and then Bucephalus was between them, pushing him back. Thank God. She reached for the saddle horn just as Dr. Willis shoved back, somehow managing to thrust the horse aside. She could barely imagine the strength it took to move the horse’s huge metal body. The horse seemed equally shocked, hovering next to her, but not making any additional moves.

      Dr. Willis attempted a grin, his mouth stretching horrifically.

      “Told you my enhancements worked.”

      “I can see that,” she agreed, taking a small step back.

      “Don’t you want to know how I did it? How I captured that stupid cyborg and his-” His mouth dropped halfway to his neck as he shuffled around to look at Bucephalus again. “That’s him. That’s the cyborg’s horse.”

      “Is it?” She tried to laugh as she took another step back. “They all look alike to me.”

      She knew she had made a mistake as soon as the words left her mouth. His eyes narrowed.

      “You knew every detail of every one of those horses. What are you trying to pull? Where’s that cyborg?”

      “Right here.”

      Roy stepped out of the rocks, Otis tucked under one arm. His bare chest gleamed gold in the setting sun, his muscles moving with a natural, easy grace that only made Dr. Willis’s deformities more obvious.

      “And your little dog too?” Dr. Willis drawled. “How touching.”

      “He wanted to come.” Roy shrugged as he put the dog down.

      Otis stared at Dr. Willis then growled, a low, surprisingly vicious sound. The monstrous figure actually stumbled back before he regained his composure, scowling at all of them.

      “So that’s why you’re here, Dr. Abbott. You want to steal my experiment and claim it for yourself.”

      “That’s not true. I don’t want anything to do with it.”

      “You don’t want to be rich?” he mocked.

      “I am rich - I have everything I ever wanted.”

      He rolled his eyes, and for a terrible moment, she thought they were actually going to come out of his head. How could he be deluded enough to consider this a success?

      She forced herself to speak calmly. “Now if you’ll excuse us, we’ll be on our way.”

      “I don’t think so,” he snarled and lunged for her.

      Once again, Bucephalus pushed him away. He shoved at the horse but overbalanced and ran straight into Roy’s fist. He reeled back.

      “Get out of here, Rose,” Roy ordered.

      She couldn’t leave him, she couldn’t, especially when Dr. Willis swung at him and managed to catch Roy’s arm, his fingers leaving deep gouges. Roy stumbled and Dr. Willis started after him, but then Otis was there, his sharp metal teeth clamping down on the monster’s ankle. Dr. Willis roared and kicked out, sending Otis flying into the rocks. He landed with a pitiful whine.

      Oh no. Keeping one anxious eye on the fight, she circled around until she reached the small animal. He was crumpled against a rock, one ear folded in on itself, but his eyes opened as she approached.

      A tear slid down her cheek as she reached for him, and he licked her hand. She did a quick check, but nothing appeared to be broken, and she heaved a grateful sigh as she picked him up and cuddled him against her.

      Roy and Dr. Willis were circling each other, Bucephalus hovering just out of reach. Despite Dr. Willis’s lack of coordination, he occasionally managed to land a blow, and she could see the toll they were taking on Roy. There had to be something she could do to help him.

      She put Otis down behind a rock where he would be safe, and started collecting rocks. If she could just distract the scientist for a moment…

      Hefting the rock, she waited for the right moment. But then Roy stumbled, barely avoiding Dr. Willis’s fist, and she stopped waiting. The rock flew across the clearing and struck his shoulder with surprising strength.

      He roared and looked over at her. Apparently forgetting about Roy, he headed for her.

      “Oh shit.”

      She grabbed a second rock, but before she could throw it, Roy was between them. He caught Dr. Willis by surprise, landing a blow that made the scientist stumble back to where Bucephalus was waiting. His hoof struck the man’s head with a harsh crack, and his body collapsed to the ground like ice cream melting into a puddle. Keeping a wary eye on the body, she ran to Roy’s side.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” He held out his arm and she could see the livid gashes were already healing. “Thanks to your experiment.”

      She shuddered. “I never want to hear that word again.”

      Before she could fling herself into his arms, he stalked over to the body. “Is he really dead this time?”

      Reluctantly, she went to join him. The body looked even more like it was melting, those ridiculous muscles folding in on themselves. “I’m pretty sure, but maybe we should bury him?”

      “Fine.”

      He snapped out the word, and she turned to look at him. “What’s wrong? Are you angry?”

      “You left me!” he roared.

      “I didn’t want to bring you back here after you had such a terrible experience.”

      “Instead I had a worse one! He could have killed you.”

      Her first instinct was to argue, but he was right. “I’m sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing - for you - but I should have waited and talked to you.”

      His face finally softened. Something nudged her back and she stumbled forwards and into Roy’s arms. As they closed around her, warm and reassuring, she looked back over her shoulder to see Bucephalus wandering over to Otis.

      “Did he just push us together?”

      He smiled down at her. “I don’t think he likes us arguing.”

      “Me either. No more arguing.”

      “And no more separations.”

      She nodded enthusiastically, and then he kissed her. By the time he finished, she had almost forgotten where they were, but she couldn’t ignore the body. She tried to feel some sympathy for him, but all she could manage was disgust.

      “I still want to check the computer system for any records he may have created.”

      “I agree. As soon as I finish burying him, we’ll go and check. Together.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun was hovering low on the horizon by the time they had buried Dr. Willis and wiped the computer system. They didn’t find any records, but they decided it was better to be on the safe side. She still worried about whatever he had sent to GenCon, but it was out of her hands now.

      She snuggled against Roy’s big body, grateful for his warmth as they headed back to their home. Otis was curled in her lap, seemingly no worse for wear, although his right ear still maintained that folded tip.

      Roy tensed suddenly and she looked up at him.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “I don’t think so. But look.”

      She followed his finger and saw another Ranger riding away from them at an angle. He was a big man with a scarred face, and he was astride a big grey horse who also showed his scars.

      “That’s him. That’s the horse that saved the others,” she whispered.

      “I wondered. Do you want to go after them?”

      She watched as the Ranger and the horse paused at the top of the next rise. The man reached down to pat the horse’s neck, just as he would have done a real horse. The horse tossed his head, and then the two started off again, moving in perfect harmony. Relief washed over her. Roy was right. Her horses had found their homes.

      “I would like to see him again one day,” she admitted. “But not right now. Right now, I just want to go home with you.”

      “Home,” he repeated softly. “I’ve never had a home before.”

      “You do now. With me, and Bucephalus, and Otis. I love you, Roy.”

      “I love you too. And as soon as we get home, I intend to show you just how much.”

      He touched his heels to Bucephalus’s side and the horse leaped into a gallop, carrying them across the desert and into their new life together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Eight months later…

      

      “Do you want eggs for dinner?” Roy asked. He had requested materials and chicks from Cyrus and they now had a fully functional chicken coop attached to their habitat.

      “That sounds nice. Maybe an omelet?”

      “Coming right up.”

      He bent down and kissed her as he passed, and she couldn’t help but smile. There was definitely something to be said for a husband who spoiled you rotten, especially when you were eight ungainly months pregnant. The military had sterilized all of the cyborgs, but it turned out that their nanites were as capable of dealing with that as with any other bodily damage.

      Otis trotted along at Roy’s heels, ready to snap up any scraps that fell to the floor - and knowing Roy, there would be several of them. She had tried to tell him that the dog didn’t need the food, but he refused to listen. Then again, she had a tendency to take Bucephalus treats on a regular basis.

      The horse was still outside, standing at the edge of the hill. The garage was always open for him, but he rarely chose to enter it, preferring the freedom of the open air. She followed his gaze out over the desert. It was no longer quite so deserted. The homesteaders had arrived. At the far end of the valley, a small habitat had been erected and she found she didn’t really mind. There was something rather comforting about seeing a light flicker on in the distance as shadows crept over the ground.

      “He’s out there again,” Roy said, his silver eyes looking into the distance.

      “Who?”

      “The Ranger. The one who’s tracking that woman.”

      She picked up the distance lenses and looked where he had indicated. Sure enough, a Ranger mounted on one of her horses stood guard on a distant hill, silhouetted against the setting sun.

      “Why do you think he’s doing that?”

      “Well, if he’s anything like me - and she’s even one tenth as beautiful as you - he’s in love with her.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      He left the stove to kneel at her side. “We are so alone, shut outside in the cold and dark. But the right woman glows like a beacon. A promise of light and warmth that we cannot resist.”

      Tears threatened, but she smiled instead. “I don’t think I’m hungry anymore.”

      He immediately looked worried. “Is something wrong? Do you want-”

      She put her finger on his lips. “Not hungry for food anyway.”

      Silver eyes gleamed as he leaned forward and lifted her effortlessly into his arms, the additional weight of her pregnancy not deterring him in the slightest.

      “Then I will have to find another way to satisfy you,” he murmured.

      She had no doubt all that he would succeed.
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        Escape from Nova Nine is a side adventure in the big damn story arc in the Central Galactic Concordance series. Minders— people with telepathic and telekinetic talents— are followed by fear and prejudice. Trouble is brewing across the galaxy. Choosing the wrong side could have disastrous consequences.
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      She's a space pirate with vital information. He's a wanted fugitive with enemies hot on his afterburner. Will their unexpected attraction survive escaping a dangerous asteroid mine in time to avert disaster?

      Trouble is arising across the galaxy, and space pirate Julke Defayensdytr has vital information for her clan. She's almost given up trying to escape the hidden rogue asteroid mine she's been imprisoned in for over a year. But a new batch of prisoners brings hope in the form of kind and sexy Zade.

      Starship crewman and wanted fugitive Zade Lunaso always runs from conflict. Unfortunately, this time it landed him with a one-way ticket to toil in the dangerous mine for the rest of his soon-to-be short life.  He'll need all his considerable skills to escape. Not to mention help from the intriguing Julke, and a flock of curious space griffins with secrets of their own.

      Their bid to steal the cruel Warden's yacht goes off course when they take a wrong turn and discover a motherload of forgotten ships. But even if they somehow free every prisoner to fly them, the Warden will kill them all to protect the secret of his claim.

      The arrival of bigger enemies means trouble has found Zade once again. Can Julke and Zade pull off the unlikeliest escape of a lifetime, or will their luck play out and leave them stranded in the void?
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Shenyan Surkai Space Station • GDAT 3243.101

        

      

    

    
      Zade Lunaso hunched, cramming his shoulders into the shadowed corner of a painted metal support pillar, struggling to hide his gasps for air. The lumpy pack on his back jabbed his kidneys. Under the hood of his winter long coat, sweat dripped down his neck, magnifying the heat rash already prickling on his chest. He swallowed hard against the tickle in his throat that threatened to explode into a coughing fit. Regular use of a starship’s creaky treadmill hadn’t prepared him for a desperate dodge and dash through the automated cargo loading area of a space station.

      Once again, Zade found himself in urgent need of a new job. His soon-to-be-former crew didn’t know he’d slipped past their security and off the ship. However, once they did a physical check instead of relying on their tech, they’d come after him. And know where to look, too.

      Every station in the galaxy had unofficial areas for in-person hiring. According to his research, Shenyan Surkai Station’s spot was the commons area behind the tacky tourist shops and in front of the offices for some independent trader companies. It was his best bet for getting off the station fast.

      The adrenaline that fueled his run was no longer helping. He took four slow, deep breaths, imagining he heard a bell tone, visualizing calm, cooling air saturating every cell in his body. With each slow exhale, he eyed the commons area for entrances and exits.

      Purposeful people crossed the commons like they were late. A few of them spoke, but the furry winter hood he wore muffled the sound.

      Loiterers leaned on pillars or sat on benches, watching the action. In out-of-the-way stations like Shenyen Surkai, recruiters were likely hoping to fill an unexpected staffing gap. Smart ship crew usually chose high-traffic hubs to look for a new job. Maybe someday he’d be lucky enough to do the same.

      Cautiously, he reached out with a feather touch of his empath talent to gauge the mood of the loiterers. Emotions came to him like flavors. A few hints of bitter fear, a few more of acidic anger. Some salty annoyance and minty impatience. The fishy flavor of smug condescension near the open door of the largest trader association. To his right, the over-sweet taste of bliss, possibly the result of a visit to the local chems and alterants shop. Nothing out of the ordinary.

      His minder talent for sensing and influencing emotions was a part of him, and he wouldn’t give it up if he could, but it closed doors. The Central Galactic Concordance traditional military detested minders and force-transferred them to the Citizen Protection Service. The CPS was still nominally military, but with its own rules. The CGC High Court had struck down minder registration laws decades ago, but far too many of the CGC’s five hundred member planets had subtler restrictions woven throughout their statutes. Interstellar trade guilds and associations found many ways to relegate known minders.

      That attitude spilled over to less-traveled star lanes. Both indie traders who worked the fringes and freelance jacker crews who hunted commercial ships often shunned minders. Rumors said the secretive pirate clan, who competed with interstellar jackers for juicy slice-and-hauls of fat freighters in deep space, had more minders than nulls. He snorted with momentary amusement. He doubted the clan would openly recruit in CGC territory, no matter how backwater the station. Besides, a stint with the scourge of the galaxy wouldn’t add lustre to his qualifications record for future job searches.

      The elongated hexagon on the back of his left hand vibrated. With casual movements, he read the percomp’s holo display. Thank the universe! His earlier anonymous query to the station’s official job bank was paying off. An indie trader needed a cargo handler, one of the many shipboard jobs he could do. They were leaving within a few hours, and from a loading bay on the other side of the station from the ship he’d recently exited. To top it off, they claimed to be a minder-friendly outfit.

      It sounded too good to be true, until he looked at the pay. Meals, shift-share quarters, and a backend share of the unspecified cargo’s sale. Funny how those jobs never seemed to make a profit. No wonder they had to take minders.

      Easing out from behind the pillar, he sized up the recruiters. He ruled out the woman in menacing black with weapons to match. Avoiding conflict topped his life-lessons list. The blissfully chemmed recruiter might not remember anything they promised.

      He pushed back the winter hood. After a few moments of letting the sweat on his neck evaporate in the station’s dry air, he eased into the crowd, headed for the smug pair of indie traders in matching colors. His damp black topknot of hair and the long coat probably made him look like a solo scout or a hothouse noob who hadn’t acclimated to cooler ship temperatures. Hopefully, his twenty years of quals would encourage them to take a second look. He’d only taken a few steps when the sulfuric stench of rage brushed the edge of his talent.

      He knew it all too well. His former employer, jacker captain Fazhian.

      Quelling the urge to run, he pulled the hood back up and turned right to merge into a clump of fast-walking pedestrians.  He only had a small window of time to escape.

      Fazhian was dangerous when on a rampage, but prone to tantrums. However, once her anger subsided, her cunning would be back online. She lovingly nurtured grudges. He’d seen her go parsecs out of her way to exact retribution against one of her long list of enemies.

      Staying on the station wasn’t an option. Foundation law said space stations had to provide breathable air, a liter of water per day, and gravity. Everything else had a price. His funds were tied up, so even if he miraculously eluded the captain and her crew, she’d make farkin’ sure to destroy his chances to find another ship before she left.

      A split-second decision took him to the corridor toward the Y-axis dock. If the no-pay cargo handler job checked out, that ship was his best hope. He used his percomp to send his quals to the ping ref in the job listing. With luck, they’d take him before Fazhian poisoned the well. All he needed was a little time to regroup and get back on his new path.

      The station’s direction markers were clear enough that he didn’t need to stop at a kiosk for directions in finding the job listing’s docking slot. The giant connector rings in this section looked newer than the one his former ship had docked at. Too bad for his aching legs that the hiring ship was in the farthest slot in this section. He kept his head down as he passed those with open freight airlocks, especially if humans were around to maybe notice him.

      He slowed as he got closer, sending out his talent to look for trouble.

      What he found instead was two active shielders, who may as well have been black holes as far as emotional broadcasts went. Four other people stood nearby, feeling guarded and hopeful, just like him. He let his feet carry him closer.

      A loud, tenor voice boomed out, obviously amplified. “Lookin’ for somethin’, friend?” The language was Standard English. The musical, polyglot accent could have come from any multicultural city.

      Zade edged closer, clearing his throat. “Cargo handler job.” Just in case, he repeated it in Mandarin, the second most common language in the galaxy. Some outfits clung to old habits, even though the CGC had mandated Standard English as the official language almost two hundred years ago. Speaking Mandarin might make him more employable.

      “This be the place.” The voice sounded cheerful.

      Overhead floating lights came on, forming a brighter circle on the hatch-textured floor. A short man strode into the center carrying a tablet. His long, sleeveless vest flapped over nondescript pants and a shorter, long-sleeved tunic. Dark hair coiled tight and close to his head.  “Friends, if you’ll move closer, I won’t have to shout.”

      Different voice, not amplified.

      The others stepped more into the circle. After a moment, Zade did, too.

      A light touch with his talent said no one felt worried. Their clothes and luggage suggested indie crew, and maybe a jacker. He tentatively tagged them as two men and two women, but he was a bad judge of such things. Emotions had no gender markers. And with the thousands of body shops on every planet in the galaxy, they could be anything they wanted to be.

      The short man tapped his tablet. “Call me Fortezza. Tell me your names and if you got any certs.”

      Zade pegged it for a nickname, since it meant “fortress” in Italian and shielders like such affectations. Still a black hole as far as his talent could tell. The short man’s accent was different from the other voice, but still had multicultural cadence. No jewelry and no visible art on his dark brown skin to hint at origin or affiliation, either.

      One of the women fluttered three fingers. “I’m Robb. Navigator 2-E.” Tasteful tattoos on her slender brown neck surrounded the jack interface behind her ear. Her accent hinted at something Slavic as her primary language.

      “Jurten. Commtech 4E,” said the man in coordinated shades of gray that contrasted with his white skin and pale blond hair.

      Zade and the others gave their names, with no certifications to claim.

      “Okay. Any of you minders?” He pointed to himself, then aimed a thumb over his shoulder. “We’re minders ourselves. Adir and me are shielders. Us and our sister ship just like to know who we’d be traveling with.”

      The wariness in the group spiked.

      “I’m not a minder,” said the navigator with a forward jut of her jaw. “Will that be a problem?”

      “Not unless you refuse to work with minders,” replied the short man.

      The navigator shrugged. “Not a problem.”

      He nodded, then looked around the group.

      The communications technician crossed his arms, sliding his hands under his armpits. “I’m a filer.”

      Zade envied the man’s ability to remember everything. Wo Zhur, the other woman, admitted to being a fixer and good with ship engines and environmental systems.

      Waorani, a broad-faced man with swirling runic patterns on his deep olive skin, said he was a low-level sifter. Another talent Zade appreciated. It’d be nice to know when unshielded people were lying or about to become violent. Not to mention, know when other minders were activating their talent. Zade knew from experience that his was hard to detect, but high-level sifters could sense it, even if they didn’t know what it was.

      At the short man’s questioning look, Zade shrugged one shoulder. “Lunaso. Low-level empath.”

      The short man moved a few things on his tablet. “Okay, we’re green go. Your quals check out, so you’re all hired. I’m sending you the contract...” His tablet suddenly went black. He swore. “Cool your jets a minute.”

      He strode out of the circle toward the large entry lock. “Adir, I need a new tablet. Mine’s malfing.”

      “Again?” the amplified voice boomed. “Garka, get out here and lend him yours.”

      The only warning Zade had of trouble was the sudden look of panic on Waorani’s face as he launched himself away from the entry lock.

      Pain exploded in Zade’s neck. Fire burned his hand. He staggered toward the darkness. Another jolt.

      Around him, the others fell, twitching like dreeno addicts on a too-high glide.

      His knees buckled, throwing him forward to the floor. Pain shot through his shoulder as he landed badly. His backpack stymied him from rolling out of the kill zone. Two meters away, a loading bot rigged with a stunner shot him square in the chest.

      Twilight descended. Light closed in on him as he lost control of everything. Stunners were especially effective on minders.

      All he could do was watch as the shielder Fortezza smiled and danced his way through the flopping bodies, bending over each one. When got to Zade, he pulled the coat open and slapped a dormo patch on his neck. “Good dreams, compagno.”

      Zade kicked himself for jumping from one chaos storm into another. Twilight sucker-punched him into darkness.
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Nova Nine Facility • GDAT 3243.106

        

      

    

    
      He woke to blinding brightness. Turning his head away helped, but stiff neck muscles complained. His eyes felt gritty.

      The rest of his body began registering grievances. An aching left shoulder, sore spots on his back and butt, and an empty stomach demanded his attention. Not much he could do about them, since he appeared to be naked and strapped down on a high metal table. Flexible bands held his legs, torso, and arms tight.

      His table was a couple of meters from a streaked, dull gray wall. Through the fading afterburn spots in his vision, he saw an untidy stack of dusty crates in the corner that made the room look more like a storeroom than a medical facility.

      A piercing, shrill voice assaulted his ears. “Gossie! Tell the medics that 547 is finally awake.”

      Zade turned his head to the right. The long, narrow room held three more tables like his that turned out to be medical-style anti-gravity tables, otherwise known as corpse carts. They were all grounded and empty. A large, pale-skinned man holding a tablet and wearing a filthy hospital-yellow tunic stood in the doorway, yelling his conversation with someone outside the room.

      “Tell’em to punch their  jets. The warden wants a personal ping after we test him.” The man turned to look at Zade, then his tablet. “You’re Lunaso, right?”

      It took Zade two tries to get his throat working. “Yeah.” Thirst moved to the top of his body’s complaints. “Where am I?”

      The man’s face twisted with a half sneering, half sympathetic smile. “Nova Nine. Your new forever home.”

      Zade activated a bit of his talent. Pain lanced through his head, making his eyes water. It felt like he’d just come down from a ten-day glide on experimental chems. He powered through the pain, only to discover the black wall of a shielder. Releasing his talent eased the headache but didn’t banish it completely.

      “Who is the warden?”

      The pale-skinned man shook his head. “You’ll know soon enough.” He turned and exited.

      Zade hadn’t missed the fear that flashed across the pale man’s face.

      With nothing better to do, he inventoried his external body parts, relieved to discover they were all still there. Except his hair. From his reflection in the shiny trim around the floating light, he appeared to be completely bald. Not his favorite look, but he’d made worse fashion choices.

      The contents of the room didn’t tell him much more than he already knew, except the wall at the far end of the room looked like laser-sliced rock. Dust was everywhere. A ventilation system operated somewhere, because in the harsh overhead light, remnant swirls of dust still danced in a lazy downward spiral. Greens, reds, purples, and gold, like the colors that stained the pale man’s tunic.

      They landed on his skin, too. He firmly put aside thoughts of luxury cleansing spas, his favorite indulgence when he had funds and time off to spare. Freedom first; long, hot baths later.

      The wall comp looked old, but the lights, including the floating orb above him, looked new. A charred square high up on one wall looked like it might once have held a clock display. It’s where he’d have put one, at any rate.

      Nova Nine could be a starship or space station, but dust shortened the lives of engines and enviro systems and would have been ruthlessly scrubbed and filtered. In his checkered career, he’d visited a few asteroid mines. They’d all had ubiquitous dust. Thank the universe that gravity generators and plates were built to be impervious to almost anything. Long-term zero-G was hard on human bodies.

      His eyelids felt heavy, but he fought the temptation to drift off again. If he hoped to get out of his current predicament, he needed information, not sleep. He summoned up the tune of a rousing march to keep himself awake.

      The only sounds in the room came from his heartbeats and breathing. Maybe his hearing implants were blocking other noises? Maybe the medics had an external diagnostic to check them. He was strongly averse to having a cybernetic controller installed and integrated with his brain.

      He didn’t like the ear implants, either, but he liked being deafened by starship engines even less. It was a pain in the ass to shuttle down to a civilized planet to visit the medical body shops for repairs. Only top-tier autodocs could fix natural hearing damage, and none of the outfits he’d worked for in the last twenty years had them. Traders couldn’t afford the maintenance and supplies. Smugglers couldn’t afford the space. Jackers didn’t keep valuable tech, they sold it to the highest bidder. Like his last crew had planned to do with him.

      The rising sound of multiple footsteps drew his attention to the doorway.

      A woman and a man entered first, pulling a cart in with them. Their spotless medic tunics looked professional. The multiple instruments and scanners looked intimidating. He especially didn’t like the large selection of chem jets, primed and ready to inject unknown chems into him.

      A gaunt woman wearing greenish-gray tunic and dusty brown pants slipped in through the doorway behind the medics but stayed just inside, leaning against the wall.

      The big-shouldered woman with purple skin tint and a loose halo of brilliant red and orange-streaked hair turned to look at the man with the cart. “Allergies?”

      The man poked a tablet, making a holo display briefly. “Pharma tests say none.”

      “Good.” She focused an assessing gaze on Zade’s torso, then selected a jet from the rack and punched his hip with it. Stepping back, she crossed her arms and caught his gaze. “I’m Peshek. Tell me your name.”

      They already had his name and quals, so it was hardly a secret. “Zade Lunaso.” His hip felt numb. What was in that jet?

      “He’s telling the truth,” said the gaunt woman near the door, with a bit of wheeze in her voice. Her accent was Standard English.

      A sifter, then. He ordered himself to pay attention to his words.

      “Ship specialty?” asked Peshek.

      He shrugged one shoulder. “Whatever needs doing.”

      “Truth,” said the sifter.

      Peshek frowned. “Why were you out so long?”

      “What day is it?” he asked. Now his whole left leg and part of his stomach felt numb.

      Peshek glanced at the charred mark on the wall, then rolled her eyes in annoyance. She pulled back her sleeve to reveal a cuff-style percomp and made it display a large holo of the Galactic Standard Date and Time.

      “The other three with you woke up yesterday.” She pointed a thumb toward the empty medical carts. Her tone seemed to accuse him of malingering.

      Six days since he’d been lured and snared. Time he couldn’t afford, considering he still had to figure out how to escape the current chaos cauldron he was in.

      A familiar lassitude began to sneak into his thoughts. The sifter was trying to twiddle his brain receptors to make him more pliable and happy to babble out loud whatever crossed his mind. He smiled. The joke was on them. To hear his last ex-lover tell it, he had shit for brains. Can’t get sense from shit.

      Besides, now his whole left side was numb. His head sank downward, too heavy to keep tilted toward his visitors.

      Peshek grimaced. “Shit!”

      Zade smiled wider. “Exactly what she said!” It sounded garbled, but he knew what he meant.

      Peshek grabbed another jet. “I thought you said no allergies!”

      “All the tests were negative!” the tech protested.

      Something shoved him sideways. A pounding heartbeat later, his veins caught fire. His implants couldn’t block his own screams. Twilight, that back-alley thug, zeroed him again.
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        * * *

      

      This time he awoke to an impressive string of profanity that covered half a dozen of humanity’s major languages.

      The fire was gone. So was the numbness. A weird aftertaste made him wonder if they’d fed him hydroponic moss. Cautiously, he opened his eyes.

      Same room. Peshek and her tech minion were still there, hovering watchfully. The tech now held a scanner that he was showing to Peshek.

      She nodded, waving the scanner away. “That’s better.”

      Peshek turned back to Zade. “What else are you allergic to besides sinemakri? Any other relaxers?”

      “Most of them, actually. Pressors and vasopressors, too. Some endo-uptake inhibitors. Maybe a GABA energy-stim, but that might have been the contaminated Lautauro Spark I drank.”

      “Truth,” said the sifter, who was now seated on the floor. She looked tired.

      Peshek’s mouth twisted in disdain as she poked at her tablet, then handed it to the tech. “When we’re done here, find the pharma techs who ran the tests and space them.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Zade couldn’t tell from the tech’s straight face if Peshek was joking or giving an actual order.

      “Your turn, Bolerdi.” Peshek motioned to the gaunt sifter. “I don’t have the right chems to make him pliant but not kill him.” Peshek and the tech pulled the cart back and stepped out of the way.

      Bolerdi stood and made a token attempt to brush the dust off her pants. She glanced at his naked body, but her expression didn’t evince interest. “Low-level empath, huh?”

      The languid feeling came sneaking back, meaning she was messing with his receptors again.

      “That’s what the CPS test said.” He chose his words carefully. “I don’t know low from high.”

      “Any other talents?” She looked distracted for a moment, then spat a curse. “You’re telepath immune.”

      Interesting. Bolerdi was both a sifter and a telepath.

      “So I’m told.” That fact over-torqued the jets of most telepaths, and Bolerdi was no exception. Zade quite liked it in moments like this.

      She listed the common minder talents—telepath, sifter, healer, telekinetic, ramper, filer, fixer, forecaster—and made him specifically deny each one out loud.

      Her expression hardened as she blew out a loud breath. “Activate your full empath talent now, or I’ll tell them”—she tilted her head toward the medics—“to give you an exotic that will make you beg for death.”

      Peshek selected a jet from the rack and gave him a pointed look.

      Zade didn’t see any option but to comply. The whole process was the brutal version of how the Citizen Protection Service tested every citizen in the Central Galactic Concordance when they turned twelve and again at age seventeen. He had experience with those.

      Activating renewed his sharp headache and made his eyes water. Bolerdi contained her emotions well, but he still caught flavors of citrusy resentment mingled with bitter fear. Peshek felt like a porous wall, but the tech was a solid shielder, so he could be shielding Peshek, too.

      “Can you make me feel happy? Or sad?” demanded Bolerdi.

      “Not my skill set.” He couldn’t hold his talent any longer and let it go. The headache stayed, like he’d overexerted and was paying for it in blowback. Migraines tanked.

      The unexpected wave of contentment that washed through him had to be her doing. He focused on the fact that he was being interrogated while strapped to a corpse cart while bare-ass naked.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Partial lie.”

      Frustration burned away the rest of the false contentment. “I can’t manipulate emotions.”

      His headache made Zade’s tone sharper than he’d intended. He tried to find his own calm. Instinct said if he didn’t cooperate now, the consequences could be fatal.

      Her expression turned sour. “Truth.” She scratched her ear. “What’s your bandwidth? How many people can you handle at once? Ten? A Hundred? A thousand?”

      The pointless question annoyed him. “I never counted.”

      “Did anyone train you to use your talent? CPS? Private?”

      That was easy. “No.”

      “Truth.” She stared at him for several long moments, then shook her head and turned to the medics. “The drug reaction fucked him up, so I can’t push him any harder right now. But I’m not sensing anything but low empath. Your call.”

      Peshek put the jet back in the rack. “Let’s not keep the warden waiting. He can have his recruiters test him again if he wants more assurance. I’ll tell ‘em we’ll be in Processing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Zade squeezed his eyes shut during the trip through the hallways. Dizziness warred with nausea if he watched the patterned ceiling, and the migraine pain was worse when he turned his head to the side.

      Their destination turned out to be a large, square room with a high ceiling covered in light panels. They grounded the cart and got him to stand up.

      It looked vaguely like a military ship’s briefing room, with a dozen benches in rows facing a low platform and a hazy display wall opposite the doorway. Dusty crates lined the back wall, filled with what turned out to be premade gray tunics and brown pants in various sizes, plus underwear, socks, and ankle-high stretch booties with thin soles.

      Two people made him stand on a tailor’s scanner, then dug in the crates to sort out gray and brown clothing for him. They worked hurriedly.

      Bolerdi, who’d been lying on one of the benches, suddenly scrambled to her feet. She turned to face the doorway as she straightened her tunic.

      Moments later, the warden arrived.

      At least, Zade assumed the figure in the eye-popping red full-body purity cloak and distortion veil was the warden. The flowing, floor-length cloak hid everything but the width of his shoulders and a slight limp.

      The two clothing suppliers backed up to the far wall, looking very much like they hoped not to be noticed. Peshek and her tech stood stiffly next to the grav cart with watchful attention. Bolerdi’s wooden expression gave nothing away, but her eyes tracked the warden’s movements.

      Five people in matching contoured gold tunics, black pants, and high boots entered next. One stood just behind the red-cloaked figure. The rest fanned out into the room, ending up near each of the occupants. Enforcers, Zade guessed. They all had skull jacks, and the one closest to the warden also wore a thick and intricate-looking tech collar.

      Two more tall people parked themselves just outside the door, facing away. They wore red flexin and shell-armored mech suits and stood without moving. Something about them gave Zade a chill.

      “You may call me Warden Kanogan.” Standard English, and a man’s baritone voice. Natural, rather than sound-processed, Zade thought. “I’m looking for new talents to join my team. You look a lot like a former employee of mine.” Kanogan took a step forward. “He was a very dangerous man. Are you dangerous?”

      After a long moment, Zade realized it wasn’t just a rhetorical question “Erm, no, sir.”

      The sophisticated distortion veil’s constantly shifting shadows hid all but the vague shape of Kanogan’s face. He turned toward Bolerdi. “Well?”

      “Truth.” She hesitated, then added, “He’s telepath immune.”

      “Interesting.” One of Kanogan’s shoulders twitched as he turned back to Zade. “Turn around slowly.” His confident tone suggested he was used to being obeyed. “Raise your arms. Let me see all of you.”

      Zade turned a slow full circle, wishing he was wearing the clothes instead of carrying them draped over his shoulder. Decades of ship living made him indifferent to his own nudity or anyone else’s, but this was meant to make him feel vulnerable. It worked.

      Kanogan shook his head. “As much as I’d love to chat, I’m on a tight schedule today.”

      Without warning, Kanogan raised a slender tube and punched Zade in the chest.

      Agony took over as he collapsed. His limbs each tried to run a different direction to get away from the pain. No shockstick ever felt like that.

      When he finally stopped twisting like a tree snake, he realized he’d peed himself and his new clothes.

      Kanogan lifted his hem and stepped back from the small yellow puddle. “Medic. Show me the front of his neck.” One of Kanogan’s boots had metal struts, suggesting he wore a partial exoframe under the cloak.

      Peshek crouched next to Zade and pushed Zade’s chin up and back, then shined a hand light. Now all Zade could see was Bolerdi’s dusty ankle boots and the equally dusty calf-height black military boots of the enforcer who stood near her. After a long moment, Peshek released him and went back to her place near the cart.

      Zade stayed still on the floor. He had no doubt anyone in the room would kill him immediately if the warden ordered it.

      “He’s of no use to me. Send him to the general population.” Kanogan turned and headed through the door, followed by his silent entourage.

      The others in the room stayed where they were until Bolerdi collapsed onto a bench, relief etched on her face.

      Peshek and her technician used scanners on Zade, then helped him stand. “We’ll clean you up before we turn you over to orientation.”

      In his youth, back when he’d lived on a planet, he’d once watched a winter eagle swoop into the middle of a flock of wild geese huddled on a frozen lake for a kill. The eagle stayed and leisurely ate its midday meal of goose. The others on the ice slowly sidled away, averting their gaze, pretending they hadn’t seen anything. Peshek, Bolerdi, and the others all had that same look.

      Zade made himself look on the positive side. At least he wasn’t someone’s lunch.
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      Julke had a bad feeling about the vein of ore that she and the other two prisoners were assigned to excavate. She’d learned to listen to her instincts, honed by nearly five hundred days of captivity in the asteroid mine that wasn’t on anyone’s star charts. Instinct, however, wasn’t something she couldn’t believably explain to anyone else. She’d given up trying.

      The working area was like many others. The unmanned mining bots created and stabilized gravity-plated tunnels to follow the meandering deposit of the target ore—in this case, chofirium, a friable rock that looked like a sponge. But because drilling chofi created thick, billowing clouds of choking reddish purple dust, it took humans with hot rock cutters to do the actual extraction. The work area had to be water-saturated like a steam room, or even the cutter would clog.

      Maybe her uneasiness had to do with the injured griffin she’d smuggled in with her and placed in a nest of rags and covered with a broken lens cover. The engine cover of the hopper kept it warm. She’d glued a tiny cast to the broken wing to give it time to heal. The griffin, which she’d named Moonlet, seemed more antsy than yesterday.

      She neatened up the nest around the domestic kitten-sized body and tucked in its long, tufted tail. In the civilized galaxy, griffins were a venerable and perennially popular pet-trade species, designed to look like miniature griffins from pre-Flight mythology. The dozens of officially registered breeds all had bird heads, lion bodies, and wings, but the variations were endless. All the ones in Nova Nine were bird-light, with flat, downy feathers designed to mimic the look of fur.  Little Moonlet had a gray, moon-shaped cloud pattern on its side. This breed of griffin charmed her with their tufted ears, bold topknots of springy feathers, and large, brilliant gold eyes.

      Julke tried to project soothing care. She’d been told the griffins were like empaths, sensitive to human emotions. She believed it.

      The guards regarded the feral populations of griffins as pests to be killed whenever possible. Prisoners who learned to respect and care for the lively, sneaky, and occasionally hilarious griffins knew better. Miraculously, four breeds of griffins had not only survived but thrived in an unpredictable and dangerous asteroid. Humans who paid attention when griffins alerted to trouble tended to live longer.

      She checked the hopper and adjusted the intake tube. Purple-red dust billowed out, then got sucked back into the collector bin. Only one more hour to go on their shift.

      Professional mine operations had specially engineered protective gear for human workers. Nova Nine issued deep-space exosuits intended for spacewalks. The mine’s supply buyer seemed to have cornered the market on antique suits, regardless of design, then grafted on modern tactile gloves and oxygen concentrators. The suits kept the dust out of the prisoners’ lungs and grit off their skin. As a bonus, the built-in plumbing also let the mine operators keep the prisoners working for a full twelve-hour shift, rather than having to allow bathroom or water breaks.

      Some prisoners hated the invasive tubes and pads, not to mention drinking recycled water. To Julke, who’d grown up in the Volksstam city ships, exosuits were a fact of life.

      She’d give anything to be back in the arms of her people. The information she’d uncovered was vital to their survival, and they didn’t even know she had it. But each day in the mine eroded her reservoir of hope of escape or rescue. As it was, she was one of the longest-surviving prisoners. The work was risky and the environment unforgiving. Moreover, those were easy-glide rides compared to the warden’s twisted whims and the live-subject experiments conducted by his pharma company partner.

      And whirlpools of despair weren’t improving her personal chances of survival, either. She ruthlessly jettisoned that spiral of thought and focused on the here and now.

      She fished the fat cockroach corpse out of her suit’s outer chest pocket and fed it to the recuperating griffin. They’d eat almost anything, but she figured the concentrated protein would help the healing process.

      Lantham, a tall man who’d been forcibly recruited, was operating the cutter. “Seam is angling up and toward left-axis again.” The built-in communications system in her exosuit made it sound like he was standing right next to her instead of several meters away.

      He’d been an indie trader before being caught about a hundred days ago, and was a filer, with a minder talent for remembering everything he ever heard, saw, or experienced. Julke knew from personal experience that it was a two-edged forceblade. Some memories, she’d trade anything to forget.

      Sutrio, a mid-height woman who’d been caught by a similar trap, sat in the cab of the rolling jig that collected and separated the chofi from the worthless rock. “Circles are bad.”

      She’d been a prisoner almost as long as Julke, but lately wasn’t doing well. Sooner or later, the mine got to everyone. On her good days, she was an animal affinity, with the ability to exchange thoughts and emotions with animals. Thanks to her, a good number of prisoners knew how to care for griffins, even the orphaned and injured.

      That left Julke to load the valuable chofi ore into the hopper, keep the waste out of everyone’s way, and monitor the finicky enviro unit that generated air and humidity in the sealed work area. She could handle the extraction machines, but like most of the Volksstam, she was shorter and smaller than the two indie traders.

      Her fourth job was to operate the scanner. “Lantham, move so I can update the materials map.”

      Lantham swung the cutter to the side and stepped back.

      Julke pulled the scanner out of its pack and lugged it to where Lantham stood. She set it down, aimed it, and waited until it beeped the completion sequence. Like most of the mine’s equipment, it was old and spent a lot of time with the repair techs. It was supposed to send the data to the mine’s hypercube. The central AI  analyzed the adjacent morphology and, if needed, directed the tunneling machines to install a new set of gravity plates and light pillars during their sleep shift.

      On her way back with the scanner, she checked the temporary airlock again to make sure the inner seal was tight against the tunnel walls. As she did, she saw through the transparent doorway that neither mech-suited guard was stationed outside like they should have been.

      Julke waved to get Sutrio’s attention, then pointed toward the temporary airlock, made the sign for guards, then the signs that meant they weren’t there.

      Their absence was good and bad. Good, because some guards were assholes who made the shift miserable. Dajoya was the worst, but she had competition. Bad in case of trouble with the equipment or with the valuable but volatile materials they were extracting. And prisoners couldn’t get back to the cells without an escort.

      The guards were spread too thin. Especially after the big blowout about sixty days before that had killed twenty prisoners and nine guards.

      She’d heard the mine was upping the pay and benefits to attract more candidates. The job would be a tough sell. Guards had to have mining experience, be minder shielders, and agree to stay one standard galactic year. And according to believable rumors, candidates also had to agree to let a minder cleaner erase key memories so they couldn’t betray the existence of the rogue asteroid.

      They’d just completed two more jig loads when they were interrupted by an announcement from Security Operations Control.

      “Workgroup 17-C. Pause operations and stand by for inspection. Acknowledge and report individually.” She pegged the mid-range voice as belonging to the regular Admin tech for their shift, rather than one of the security staff or equipment techs.

      “Acknowledged,” responded Lantham. “Cycling rock cutter’s power off.” He hit the switch, then set the heavy cutter down, careful to avoid the hot wand that could burn a foot off in a nanosecond.

      Sutrio set the jig to idle and announced her action. The mine had long ago given up using visual feeds to monitor prisoners. No camera survived more than a few hours in an active excavation area.

      Julke turned the humidifier down, then hurried over to the hopper. She scooped up the griffin and its nest and looked for a place to hide them.

      Sutrio climbed out of the jig’s cab, then opened the built-in tool box on the side and pointed. Julke tried to send soothing apologies to the griffin for the rough handling as she crammed the nest into the tight space. Sutrio closed the door, then stood in front of it.

      Julke ran to the hopper and powered it down. “Hopper offline.”

      The comms systems in their suits let everyone talk to each other without shouting. But it also let the guards and staff overhear every conversation. Prisoners had developed sign language for conveying private information.

      Lantham gave the sign for what the hell?

      It had been awhile since the last inspection, maybe before Lantham arrived. Inspections usually meant equipment was missing. Julke gave the signs for probably nothing and trim your jets.

      Moments later, the airlock doorway opened. Two mech-suited guards stepped in, wearing the light and flexible state-of-the-art mech suits that all the tunnel guards had.

      Lhap Cho and Dajoya were escorting a prisoner she didn’t recognize. Or more accurately, an exosuit suit she didn’t recognize and a face she couldn’t see.

      Lhap Cho stepped aside and pointed toward the prisoner. “This is Lunaso 3006. He went through full orientation a couple of hours ago. We added him to your workgroup’s comms net.” The guard’s accent spoke of a Mandarin heritage.

      Lhap Cho pointed to Julke. “Defayensdytr 1351 is your trainer.” He turned to give her a pointed look. “He’s all yours.”

      Julke nodded, hiding her dismay. The last thing she needed was to be stuck with a beschaafd noob from the Concordance’s part of the galaxy, and be held responsible for his actions. At best, their workgroup would take a quota hit and be forced to work extra to make up for it. At worst, he’d be a bumbling klojo who’d get her punished or get them all killed.

      The other guard, Dajoya, stepped forward. “Line up for inspection.”

      Lhap Cho shook his head. “We don’t have time–”

      Dajoya overrode him with volume. “Yes, we do. Shitting griffins got into the staff food storeroom again. Warden wants them eradicated.”

      Lhap Cho waved an arm dismissively. “Have at it, then.” He didn’t bother to hide his exasperation.

      Julke waved to the noob. “Lunaso. Come stand next to me.” She edged left to give him room.

      He glanced briefly at the guards, then walked to where she pointed to her right. He was taller than she’d thought, and wide-shouldered. At least he seemed comfortable moving in an exosuit.

      Lantham and Sutrio moved to stand next to the noob.

      Dajoya climbed up to look inside the hopper control cab and poke around in the tool compartment. She jumped down, generating a cloud of dust as her heavy gravity boots landed.

      Her expression became more irritable as she waved the dust away and glared at Julke. “You, pirate-clan puke. Turn up the mister.”

      Julke blanked her expression as she crossed to the enviro unit and did as ordered. If they ran out of water before the end of the shift, Dajoya and Lhap Cho would be the ones bringing them another tank.

      Dajoya climbed up and into the jig’s cab, then leaned out to try the handle of the jig’s toolbox. “Why won’t this open?”

      Julke’s heart sank. The little griffin Moonlet had nowhere to hide if Dajoya got the door open.

      Sutrio clasped her hands behind her back. “It’s jammed.”

      Dajoya jumped down and pulled out one of her favorite energy weapon, a high-res beamer. “Then I’ll un-jam it.”

      “No!” The word was out before Julke could censor herself.

      “Stop!” Lhap Cho lunged at Dajoya to clamp his hand onto her arm. “Why are you always shooting shit?”

      Dajoya pulled herself away from his grip, but re-holstered her beamer. “Touch me again and I’ll kill you.”

      The heated menace in her tone didn’t seem to faze Lhap Cho. “Hit a pure chofi deposit with a beamer and you won’t have to because we’ll all be dead.”

      “Workgroup 17-C. Resume operations. Guards Lhap Cho and Dajoya, report to Security Operations Center immediately. Acknowledge and report.” The tone brooked no argument.

      Lhap Cho stalked away from Dajoya stiffly, his expression hard. When she turned his direction, he gave her the universal gesture for “fuck you.”

      Suddenly, the noob Lunaso stepped out of line, in front of Julke, facing the guards. “Am I supposed to stay here or come with you?”

      Before Julke could react, he stiffened, then crumpled to the ground, twitching. His fall revealed that Dajoya now held a stunner.

      Dajoya bent over to sneer at Lunaso. “Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to. I’m betting you won’t last a ten-day.” She straightened, then pointed the stunner at Julke and pressed the trigger.

      Familiar fire lit up Julke’s body. Her knees collapsed, taking her down to lie twitching next to the enviro unit. Even after taking hundreds of stuns, it never got any easier to ride out the pain and disorientation.

      “That’s for insubordination, pirate filth. Even the five of you left is too many–” Dajoya’s triumphant gloat was cut short by Lhap Cho forcefully pulling her away.

      Through the brain fog caused by the stunner, she thought she heard Lhap Cho hissing at Dajoya as he forced her through the room’s temporary doorway. “You will not cut into my bonus or get me killed when I only have twenty-eight more days in this hellhole!”
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, all of Julke’s limbs belonged to her again. She’d spent the last ten minutes of conscious recovery time realizing that Lunaso had somehow known what Dajoya intended.

      Like all guards, she was a shielder, but the hot-tempered woman was also a ramper who could draw a weapon faster than anyone else in the mine, even the warden’s red-armored guardians. If Zade was a ramper, too, able to use his minder talent to improve his speed and strength, he still couldn’t have blocked the shot in time, much less gotten a full question out.

      That pointed to him being a sifter, able to detect impending violence. However, unless Dajoya had dropped her shield, he’d have to be high level to have felt it coming. He could be an expert at hiding the strength of his minder talent. Otherwise, he’d have been sent to the warden. Kanogen kept high-level talents for his own staff, willing or not. He had ugly ways of making them comply.

      Since it took a minimum of three people to work the seam, Dajoya’s impulsive act gave Lantham and Sutrio an unexpected rest period, too. Julke took satisfaction in knowing both guards likely got reamed for impacting mine productivity.

      Julke caught Lantham’s eye and tilted her head toward the temporary airlock. Are the guards there? she signed.

      Yes, but different ones, he replied. He made the signs for two guards who usually worked in the prison block area. They don’t know the equipment. And Dajoya’s last shot flatlined the scanner.

      Julke stood, testing her balance. The usual aching in her joints and ringing in her ears would soon pass. She wondered how many more stunner hits she could take before they did irreversible damage.

      Sutrio and Lantham climbed to their feet. After a moment, Lunaso did, too. He got up gracefully—not easy in an exosuit—and his expression seemed alert and watchful. If he was hurting, he hid it well.

      According to the clock display in her helmet, it was only twenty minutes to shift end.

      Julke spoke out loud. “Are we on schedule or on overtime?”

      “On schedule,” said Lantham.

      Thank the universe for small favors. They could have been forced to work extra hours immediately to make their daily quota.

      She nodded. “That’s enough time to show Lunaso the procedures.”

      They each took turns demonstrating the equipment, starting with the cutter and ending with the hopper.

      Sutrio caught Julke’s eye and pointed to the jig’s tool box, then to the front seam of her own exosuit and made the sign for griffin.

      Julke hesitated, not wanting to get her friend in trouble, but gave in and accepted the offered help. Sutrio’s animal affinity talent made it much easier for her to smuggle injured Moonlet back into the habitation area.

      Drawing Lunaso toward the enviro unit, she told him to call her Julke so he wouldn’t mangle her family name, then gave him a detailed briefing on the humidifier, oximeter, and dust particulate counter. She also pointed out the air quality meter that had been added to his exosuit’s upper left arm and identified the displays for external and internal readings. Cheaper than tying it into the suit’s heads-up display in their helmets, which only showed the date and time, internal supplies levels, and whether or not the suit was sealed.

      Because she was watching, she noticed that he noticed Sutrio was doing something at the jig. She also noticed he didn’t ask. Grudgingly, and despite her initial instincts, she had to respect a man who knew how to keep his eyes and ears open and his mouth shut.
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        * * *

      

      The guards opened the mine-side airlock and motioned Julke’s workgroup and one other inside the decontamination transition zone. They’d had to wait while Julke handed over the scanner for repair, so they were the last group through for the shift change. The long, rectangular chamber could hold twenty in a pinch, but doing so created traffic jams. She motioned for Lunaso to hold onto one of the holdfasts, then pointed to a wall display showing a countdown.

      “Air blasters run for one minute when that hits zero. The timer resets twice more, once for a thirty-second chem spray, once for water jets.” She pointed to the air nozzles. “Keep your helmet away from these if you ever want to see through it again.”

      It has been too long since she’d had to train a new prisoner. “Hey, Lantham, what am I forgetting?”

      “Suit scrub.” Lantham pointed to Zade’s hips. “After the chem spray, open your waste pockets so the pressurized water cleans them out. Otherwise, you’ll have to do it by hand when you pull your pads.”

      Sutrio tilted her chin toward the airlock at the far end of the exit zone. “Suits come off in the locker room. Did they give you clothes?”

      “Yes.” Lunaso watched Lantham, then mimicked the man’s feet-apart, bent-knee stance.

      The display turned bright blue.

      Julke braced herself. “Here it comes.”

      The decontamination procedure was like being in a multi-scenario disaster simulation. Dust rose into a maelstrom, then got sucked down through the grate beneath their gravity boots. Orange chem spray coated everything and dripped slowly. The second the flood waters came, she opened her suit’s pockets and angled them toward the outlets. Most Nova Nine equipment was antique, but thank the gods of Chaos, the mine’s sophisticated environmental systems were new and state-of-the-art. They’d recapture all the air, water, dust, and waste, then filter and recycle it.

      She belatedly glanced at Zade to check that he was okay, but he seemed to have figured it out.

      When the water stopped, the wider, heavier airlock at the other end of the tunnel irised open, revealing the habitation side’s cavernous locker room. A hundred or more stationary hooks hung from the ceiling, about half holding clothes or exosuits. The mine had been steadily losing workers. Lunaso was the first noob mine worker they’d had in a hundred days. Were there more?

      She helped him find the numbered hook where he’d left his clothes, then stayed long enough to make sure he knew how to get out of an exosuit. The fact that he triggered all the releases before pulling off his gloves made her think he’d logged a lot of hours in a suit.

      “The orientation vid said I’m supposed to give my suit to a guard for inspection and recharge.” His voice sounded as tired as he looked.

      She shook her head. “Not enough staff to do that.” She pointed to the hook with his clothes. “Pull the pads and just hang it. The guards will scan them later and bring them to the cells after dinner. Pads go in the blue bins along the walls for recycling. We’ll get fresh pads, water, and an oxy charge in the morning before the shift starts.” Pointing to the door to the hallway, she added, “Meet me there when you’re dressed.”

      Weaving her way through a forest of clothes and ducking the people getting into them, she found her own clothes and changed quickly. Her exosuit had more patches than original material, but the internal systems were good. Still, she was glad to be out of it for a while. The constant pressure to deliberately choose every single word she said made her shoulders tight as a drum.

      She dropped off her pad, then was surprised to see Lantham and Sutrio waiting for her near the open door instead of queuing up for the walk to the dining hall. She let several prisoners go by her before stepping close to Sutrio. “Not hungry?”

      Sutrio’s eyes went a little jittery as she shook her head. “I’m eating for two.”

      Instant remorse lanced through Julke. She’d been so caught up in making sure Lunaso got along that she’d forgotten Sutrio was still carrying the injured griffin. “I’ll take it.”

      “Her,” corrected Sutrio. “She’s fine with me. Just give me cover.”

      “What is she?” asked Lunaso.

      Julke twitched, startled by Lunaso’s quiet approach. She ordered herself to pay better attention.

      Both Lantham and Sutrio looked away, leaving the decision to her.

      Lunaso could be a spy. A good spy would do something like ingratiate himself to prisoners by taking a stunner shot meant for one of them. On the other hand, Dajoya was unholy chaos in a mech suit and couldn't play-act for shit. Plus all the previous spies the warden had sent were exposed within hours. Nova Nine used minders as workers because they were easier to catch and no one important missed them. Spies were no match for a prison population full of mental talents.

      Julke rarely activated hers. She’d convinced the intake interrogators she was only a filer with a smidgeon of empathy. Using any other talent might prompt any nearby sifters to deliver her to the warden’s elite interrogation team for a more thorough evaluation. She’d give them a fight, but had no doubt they’d eventually pry her brain open like a griffin’s eggshell.

      But right now, she was the best person around to get a calibration on Lunaso. She fought the after-effects of the stun shot to cautiously activate her empathy talent. Lantham was sad and depressed as usual, and Sutrio was like a miscalibrated flux drive engine with emotions spiking randomly. Lunaso was bewildered, scared, and lonely. And an empath.

      His talent rose to meet hers. For a brief moment, the entrancing warmth of his essence danced with hers. His gold-brown eyes seemed to draw her in.

      Alarmed, she slammed a lock on her talent and made herself step back, clearing her throat. He might be a danger to her, but very likely not a spy. “She’s a griffin.”

      His eyes widened. “The miniature-lion-with-wings kind? When Lhap Cho and Dajoya took me to meet you, she shot at one with her beamer.”

      “In the tunnels?” Lantham swore a vicious oath. “She’s a blowout waiting to happen.”

      Lunaso edged closer. “Can I help?”

      Julke instinctively wanted to trust him. But then again, trusting a man had landed her in Nova Nine. Still, building mutual trust with all the other prisoners—and griffins—had kept her alive so far.

      She caught Sutrio’s eye. “They’ll have put Lunaso in our cell cluster. If you both skip dinner, I’ll smuggle food for two.” She tilted her chin toward Sutrio’s middle. “Two and a half.”

      Lunaso cleared his throat. “Call me Zade. I was raised in a group home. I have, er, smuggling experience.” His fingers waved in a quick, subtle fan.

      Julke had heard that the five hundred member planets of the Central Galactic Concordance had a lot of homes like those. Her people used them to frighten wayward children into behaving.

      She looked to Sutrio. “Okay?”

      “Yes.” Her friend’s eyes jittered. “Bring me dense protein. Seaweed-rice. Chocolate.”

      Julke hoped Sutrio was communing with the hidden griffin and not about to go off the rails, as had been happening to her more often lately. “Deal.”

      Lantham nudged Sutrio’s elbow with his. “Want company?”

      “No, go eat.” A smile ghosted across her face. “You can be their lookout.”

      At the guard station, Sutrio split off to join the small group being escorted to the cells. Julke, Lantham, and Zade were the last to join the much larger group headed for the dining hall.

      Prisoners weren’t supposed to talk during transfers, but most guards ignored quiet conversations. Since they weren’t being monitored, Julke took the opportunity to tell Zade a few truths that weren’t in the prisoner orientation vids.

      “The tunnels are a chaotic labyrinth. Don’t go in them without safety equipment, and don’t ever go alone. Getting lost is the number two killer of noobs. Our exosuits don’t have maps like the guards’ mech suits do. Security only activates a suit’s trace-tracker if they know you’re missing, and they’re only good for about thirty meters. You’ll die of thirst before anyone ever finds you.”

      Zade nodded and scratched the back of his bald head.

      She spoke fast. “Exosuit comms are actively monitored by AI and humans. So are processing facility workstations. The guards will stun you if you speak in anything besides Standard English while on official comms, especially if the warden is around.”

      “No problem,” said Zade. “That’s my primary language. But why do stunners work when we’re wearing exosuits?”

      Julke moved closer. “The maintenance lab deliberately fries the static countervailers  in them. Supposed to be a secret.”

      Lantham lowered his head and spoke softly. “Lots of things will get you stunned. Disobeying orders from guards or staff, or arguing with them. Like today with you and Julke.”

      “Same goes with pharma techs.” added Julke. At Zade’s puzzled expression, she added, “I’ll tell you about them later.”

      Lantham ticked off items with his fingers. “Fighting with another prisoner. Minor assault, minor theft.” He made a rude, wet sound. “Or with assholes like Dajoya, just breathing.”

      Julke nodded. They were getting close to the dining hall, and there was still so much he needed to know to survive. “Some things get you seriously hurt and stuffed in an autodoc while you heal. Don’t touch a guard without permission, not even in self-defense. They’ll shoot you on sight if they catch you unescorted in the forbidden areas. Making quota is job number one, so don’t damage a prisoner enough that they can’t work. No equipment sabotage, either.”

      “Yeah,” said Lantham. “Endangering lives gets you disabled in a nanosecond. If it was deliberate, the prisoners would probably hold you for the guards.”

      “What about escape attempts?” asked Zade.

      Lantham sighed. “You seem like a pleasant person, so I’d hate to see you suffer. Don’t try it. They’ll hurt you, kill you, or worse.”

      Zade’s expression seemed earnest, but she thought she saw a brief pattern of ‘challenge accepted’ in his emotional aura. Which her own talent shouldn’t be detecting in the first place. Damnit. That stunner shot must have left her more out of control than she thought.

      “Look,” she said, “everyone dreams of freedom. Noobs like you, especially. But no one has ever succeeded, and the warden gets twisted thrills from making gory public examples of failures.” The line slowed as the people in front began filing through the dining hall entrance scanners. “Nova Nine is a dark relic from your notorious Central League era, and its elements are worth mega-trillions. He’d kill every one of us to keep its secrets.”
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      In the ten days since Zade’s arrival, Julke had felt a renewed sense of precious time slipping by. Maybe because her bad feeling about the vein they’d been working hadn’t gone away. Or maybe because she was seeing everything new again while teaching him how to stay alive.

      She hung her clothes on the locker room hook, then finished stretching and twisting in her exosuit to get it situated on her body. Thankfully, she no longer had to smuggle an injured griffin. Moonlet was already flying short distances again, even though the wing splint only came off yesterday.

      The locker room was beginning to stink again. She sealed her helmet early, or she’d be smelling it for the whole work shift. When the odor got obnoxious enough, facility maintenance would seal the room and give it a chem bath. Then it would smell like caustic insecticide and fungicide for a week.

      She glanced around for Zade and found him with Lantham, already waiting at the airlock, helmet sealed. He’d turned out to be an amazingly quick study, which he’d attributed to his variety of starship jobs across the galaxy. Based on his experience, she suspected Zade was older than the mid-forties he looked. And his lively interest in everything might be part of it. He soaked up knowledge like a sponge. At mealtimes, he got even the surliest of prisoners into conversations.

      She also found him unexpectedly easy to talk to, which should have been tripping her warning bells but wasn’t. She’d like to blame it on the unexpected mesh of their empathic talents. However, she knew she had a weakness for people who were sexy, noble, and kind. He ducked confrontation unless he was defending other prisoners. The only thing against him so far was his habit of humming or whistling tunes in quiet moments.

      And the griffins adored him. She’d seen an increasing number clinging to his cell wall to sleep in his cell at night. If he got up in the dark, at least three sets of fire-bright eyes would be watching him. Though it was possible they were hoping for the treats he’d been successfully smuggling from the dining hall, she’d only ever seen Sutrio’s cell with that many griffins.

      Even downhearted Lantham, who missed his family deeply, seemed less gloomy when Zade worked the extraction equipment with him. They shared a love of vintage starships and a dreamer’s desire to collect them.

      Plus, he was nova hot. Not that she’d deliberately looked, but she couldn’t help noticing when they all stripped to get in and out of exosuits. Wide-shouldered, wide and well-muscled rib cage, and undeniably stellar ass and thighs. The dark stubble of hair on his head hinted at a jacker-style mohawk if it grew back. Beautiful brown skin, unmarred by scars, though mine work would change that.

      Unsurprising for someone from the Central Galactic Concordance, where healthcare and anti-aging maintenance was a foundation right for all citizens. Hell, Lantham looked early fifties but had been celebrating his one hundred and nineteenth birthday the day of his capture.

      While operating in CGC territory, she’d taken advantage of a medical and cosmetic body shop or two herself. Volksstam traditionalists sneered, but she didn’t care. Her public position had been that of a private trade broker at the outer edge of CGC territory. Altering her appearance and dressing the part kept the CGC military from singling her out as the hated pirate clan. Her indie trader and frontier planet government contacts knew she had access to Volksstam goods and services and didn’t ask questions.

      Julke turned, expecting to see Sutrio getting into her suit. Instead, the woman was naked and kneeling, violently expelling her breakfast onto the floor. The other prisoners were giving her a wide berth.

      Julke quickly unsealed her helmet and dropped to one knee. She swallowed hard against the stomach-turning stench that threatened to choke her. “Do you need a medic?”

      Sutrio shook her head, then wiped her mouth with her forearm. “What I need is my brain-chem balancers. Fucking pharma researchers deactivated my implants because they were invalidating their fucking drug trials.” Her stomach heaved again and she coughed.

      That explained Sutrio’s increasingly odd behavior. Julke kicked herself for not asking her friend about it sooner. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Go with Lantham and Zade. I’ll stay here and tell the guards I’m supposed to ask to see Medic Peshek.” The corner of Sutrio’s mouth twitched. “She hates the pharma assholes almost as much as we do.”

      Julke caught Sutrio’s eye. “I’m sorry I didn’t notice you were in trouble.”

      Sutrio sat back on her heels. “I didn’t tell you. Nothing you could’ve done about it.” Her head tilted toward the airlock. “Enjoy the party without me.”

      Julke hesitated, then reluctantly stood and made her way to the airlock, sealing her helmet on the way. She spoke out loud so the Admin tech for their shift would hear. “Sutrio is sick.” She made the sign for pharma, though only Lantham would understand it.

      Clever though he was, Zade only knew the basics of the prisoner’s sign language. And he’d have to find out for himself what a chaos-bender it was to be in a pharma test group.

      As she’d expected, Admin issued orders a few moments later. “Workgroup 17-C. Proceed to the assigned area. You have enough workers to complete this shift.”

      Their assigned guards, Lhap Cho and Etellia, escorted them into the working area and gave Julke a pack with a new materials scanner. They sealed the airlock, then took their usual place outside it.

      Julke showed Zade how to juggle hopper operation and enviro monitoring duties. When she passed Lantham as he stood next to the jig, she used sign language to tell him that on the way in, she’d seen seven griffins in the tunnels heading the opposite direction.

      Lantham frowned, then looked toward the airlock. “We forgot to tell Zade about the emergency exit procedure.”

      It was cold comfort that Lantham also recognized the griffin exodus as a bad omen.

      Zade paused on the first rung of the hopper’s side ladder. “The orientation vid said to stay in the work area if there’s trouble.”

      Julke made a rude noise. “The vid is old. If the extraction process accidentally mixes enough chofirium, rhybarium, and xeronium together, there’s a good chance it’ll react sooner or later. You’ll feel a vibration like a decompensating flux engine. If you do, or someone yells ‘blowout,’ run like a meteor is on your tail through the blue-striped extraction tunnels to the surface refinery. The guards will be running. too. Follow them if you can. Their suits have lights and current maps so they don’t get lost in the labyrinth. They don’t want to become one with the universe before their time, either.”

      Lantham frowned. “Don’t get the bright idea to hitch a ride on an ore cart. It’ll kill you.”

      Zade started to speak, then made a face. “Got it.” His expression looked frustrated, like he wanted to ask a dozen questions.

      Julke sympathized, but better explanations would have to wait until they weren’t being monitored.

      She picked up the cutter and powered it up. It was going to be a long shift.
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      A much-improved Sutrio arrived several hours later to take over the cutter. Julke relieved Zade of the duty to move the trash tailings out of their way and keep the airlock entryway clear.

      Sutrio unexpectedly set the cutter down. When Julke went to see if Sutrio was in trouble again, her friend pointed to the lower left corner of the gravity plate. “Look.”

      She didn’t know what she was supposed to see until she caught the unmistakable thrash of a griffin tail. Unlike the common griffins like Moonlet, stealth griffins shunned the busier human habitation areas. Only Sutrio’s animal-affinity talent would have noticed it.

      Stealth griffins looked as flat as a solar cell. Their feathers were dusty mottled gray, and could color-morph to blend into the rocky scenery. This one was lying flat up against the wall where the plate was embedded. It must have gotten in during the downtime and been there all morning.

      With a glance toward the airlock doors, Julke spoke for the benefit of the guards. “I’ll get the scanner.”

      As she went back to get it, she made the sign for griffin so the others would know what was happening.

      She needn’t have worried about Zade remembering what that sign meant. He idled the hopper, then jumped down. “I’ll shadow you.”

      “Good idea. It’s a newer model.” Julke pulled the unit out of its pack and led him to the right spot and pointed.

      In case the guards were looking, she made a show of setting up the scanner and triggering it. Zade hunkered down next to her, but all his attention was on the animal.

      The griffin stood, shook itself. Without warning, it sprang up and landed on the shoulder of Zade’s suit, then wrapped its thick, barbed tail around the back of his helmet. Within moments, the griffin’s feathers mimicked the colors of Zade’s suit.

      A wondrous smile lit up his face.  “Hello, little one.”

      Julke cleared her throat loudly. “Yes, that’s right, the little readout is the one to watch.”

      He turned to her, wide-eyed, and made the sign for “sorry.”

      She waved away his apology. Everyone should have an enchanted moment like that now and again.

      Sutrio laughed silently and held out her gloved hand to the griffin. It opened its beak and worked its throat like it was vocalizing, Luckily, the machinery noise covered it. The guards might investigate, otherwise.

      The griffin pecked at Zade’s helmet and vocalized again.

      Sutrio’s eyes jittered a moment. Her expression went slack.

      The griffin launched from Zade’s shoulder and flew toward the airlock. It veered away at the last moment and circled back around toward Zade.

      “Blowout!” Sutrio’s voice was loud and sharp.

      Julke’s stomach went cold as she scrambled to her feet, stumbling to avoid the still-cycling scanner.

      Sutrio slowed only to pull the cutter’s emergency cutoff, then bolted toward the airlock.

      Julke grabbed Zade’s shoulder and pointed to the airlock where Sutrio was headed. “Run!”

      The man rose fast and lunged forward, only pausing to help Lantham get off the jig’s ladder. Astonishingly, the stealth griffin latched itself onto Zade’s shoulder again as he ran.

      At the airlock, Sutrio punched the emergency exit controls. Both doors irised open. “Blowout!” she yelled again as she charged into the tunnel.

      By the time Julke passed the door, the guards were already ahead of Sutrio. The bright lights on their mech suits made them easy to track.

      The angled blue stripes of the extraction tunnel made her dizzy, especially when the tunnel randomly changed direction and orientation. Down suddenly became sideways, but she had to keep running. Focusing on the gravity-plated floor helped, but her stomach was not on board with the effort. With her short legs, she had to take more steps than the others just to keep up.

      Her heavy breathing created brief fog clouds on her helmet until the suit’s systems recaptured the moisture. Only the daily physical work she did in the mine kept her in any condition at all, but she could already feel her knees creaking.

      Still, the rhythmic pumping of her arms and legs reminded her of her childhood. She’d run down her familieschip’s longest corridors, hair loose and whipping behind her like a solar sail, arms stretched back like a slant-wing shuttle. Imagining she could take flight and go wherever in the galaxy the beckoning stars led her.

      Incongruously, she heard chanting. It took her a couple dozen steps to realize Zade was singing something as he ran, puffing out the tune between breaths and footfalls. It’d been too long since she’d heard actual music. He had a soothing singing voice. Maybe he’d sing the entire song sometime so she could call up the memory whenever she wanted.

      After running for what seemed like kilometers, the tunnel’s stripes abruptly ended and the corridor color became all bright yellow. Hope shot through her. They’d made it to the refinery before the trouble the little griffin had warned them about.

      After she ran through the shuttle-sized door, one of their guards triggered the heavy incalloy blast doors to close behind her.

      Slowing to a standstill, throat dry as her chest heaved, she was relieved to discover the refinery floor had at least fifty heavily-breathing prisoners, nearly half the current population. Their presence killed her insidious worry that Sutrio had called a false alarm. The punishment would have been harsh if she had.

      Zade was bent at the waist, hands on his knees, gasping for air. Sutrio and Lantham were nearby, with her helping Lantham to stay upright as his breath bellowed, fogging his helmet.

      Julke motioned to get their attention, then motioned for them to follow. She led their little group to an area out of the traffic pattern and with some privacy. She knew that once all the doors were sealed and the guards got organized, they’d order the prisoners to sit along the walls. Picking a good spot now meant that once they were allowed to open their helmets and unseal their suits, they wouldn’t also have to smell the chemical stink from the refinery circulation vents.

      Besides, Zade needed the shadows. Otherwise, anyone looking at him for long might notice his suit had an asymmetrical, griffin-shaped lump on one shoulder.

      After the other three were situated, she allowed herself to sit, back the rock wall, and drop her head between her knees. Every muscle and joint in her body were already stiffening up. The medics wouldn’t waste precious autodoc meds on routine body maintenance for prisoners.

      She tried to be grateful that gods of Chaos had let her survive another brush with death, but she was still mad at them for sending her to Nova Nine in the first place.
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      Zade stood and stretched, then took a couple of steps to look at the clock display embedded in the refinery’s rough-hewn wall. It claimed they’d been there for four hours. Based on how numb his butt was from sitting on the hard, cold gravity-plated floor, it felt twice as long.

      Almost the second after he’d sat on the floor next to Julke, the griffin on his shoulder had climbed up the wall behind him and into the shadows. By the time the guards came around to record his prisoner ID and tell him he could open his helmet and remove his gloves, but not take the suit off, meeting the little griffin seemed like an isolation delusion.

      According to Julke, they’d know how big the blowout was based on how long they were stuck in the refinery. If they were all still there after eight hours, the news would be bad. The last blowout had killed more than thirty prisoners and guards. And lucky him, he’d been in the first group of replacements.

      One good thing about the exosuits was that comms powered off when helmets were open. At least they wouldn’t have to watch what they said. The guards had already stepped out of their mech suits, leaving the empty units standing in a huddle like they were gossiping. The refinery workers on the levels above all wore open exosuits, but they also wore ankle shackles that kept them at their stations.

      Thoughts kept tumbling in his head like cargo that hadn’t been tied down before atmosphere liftoff. After recovering from the thrill-ride of a run, he’d failed at napping like Lantham and Sutrio. Julke looked dozy, with a half-lidded gaze fixed on her boots, but her dexterous fingers twitched like they wished they were braiding something.

      Brushing off his backside out of habit, he sat back down and stretched his legs out straight. He turned his ankle to tap Julke’s boot with his. “If you’re staying awake because you’re responsible for me, I promise to behave.” Or at least not get caught.

      She shook her head. “Can’t sleep.” She circled a finger to encompass the room. “Too many uncontained.”

      Now that he thought about it, he realized the only crowds were at mealtime. The cell layout kept all the prisoners in small groups surrounded by thick walls. His usual working environment on starships usually put meters of incalloy between him and the rest of the crew. He wasn’t used to having to keep his empath talent tamped down for long periods. No wonder he couldn’t nap.

      And if he was ruthlessly frank with himself, spending idle time so close to Julke made him want to activate his talent rather than contain it.

      She intrigued him. Her attractive, strong-angled features and muscled small body belied his mistaken first impression that she was delicate. And her pale skin and emerald-colored, intricately-braided hair complimented her mesmerizing blue eyes.

      As much as he liked the shape of her, though, the one brush with her empath talent had left an indelible imprint on him. Maybe it was her pirate clan…, no, Volksstam heritage, but he’d never felt such a strong sense of compatibility. Like reuniting with a close friend he’d somehow forgotten. Even now, she riveted his attention when he should be focusing on escape plans.

      Deliberately looking away, he eyed the refinery equipment to see what he could identify. Not much, unfortunately. What he knew about raw materials processing would make for a very short conversation. Furthermore, before watching the orientation vids, he’d never heard of the three dangerous elements they were extracting and still had no clue why they were so valuable.

      Of more immediate interest was a crowd of ore carts that occupied the far end of the space. He wondered how many more the mine had, and if they were used for anything else besides taking extracted ore from full hoppers and transporting it for processing. For example, could they go to the pressurized freight hangar or the exterior landing pad with refined ore to load for sale? Maybe they went to other useful places, too. With the right tools, he could disable defenses and fool monitoring tech, but not minders. But did the mine have enough guards to check each cart?

      Leaning forward to touch his toes gave him the opportunity to eye the center area. The few mine guards who had ended up in the refinery had commandeered padded chairs and a couple of floating desks and moved them to a spot that gave them a good view of the prisoners scattered about in the cavernous refinery floor. The guards barely glanced at the refinery workers who were chained to their stations, and didn’t look at the ceiling at all.

      “Sutrio said my stowaway stealth griffin went up to join the dracos.” He kept his voice barely above a whisper. The guards had given up enforcing the “no talking” rule after the first thirty minutes, but no sense in being obvious about it. “What are those?”

      “Griffin species. Bigger, with broader wings. They nest in sponge rock and like heights. If you hear hissing, it’s probably them.” She flicked a glance upward. “I think the original miners found this closed void and decided it’d be a good place for the refinery. The sponge rock up top has thousands of nooks and crannies for griffin nests.”

      The chofi seam they'd been working had a lot of sponge rock, too. The orientation vids said it contained trapped oxygen that the refinery separated out to augment the enviro systems. On starships, they’d need a good supply of carbon dioxide for the hydroponics systems. Did sponge rock also capture nitrogen or other useful gases?

      The refinery equipment rumbled in the background. His ear protection implants apparently couldn’t tell whether or not to block it, so he’d been subjected to a maddening intermittent buzzing for the last four hours. “Have you worked in here?”

      He gathered the refinery shut down processing operations the moment the blowout alarm sounded. Everyone in the refinery had heard the echoing announcement telling the refinery workers to stay at their workstation until further notice. Like they had a choice.

      “Yeah, when I first got here. After a Volksstam prisoner secretly trained some gravity-plate bots to excavate toward the visitor’s ship hangar instead of following the ore seam, the warden decided pirate clan scum were a flight risk and removed us from anything that put us near the surface or anything important.” Her electric-blue eyes flashed with annoyance. “Beschaafd assholes probably believe their own scare-mongering and think we can teleport.”

      He’d always thought beschaafd meant “civilized” in Dutch, but not the way she used it. Something to ask her later. Right now he had survival questions to ask. “How do the griffins stay alive?”

      “It’s a mystery from the Chaos God of Dark Energy to keep us entertained.” A crooked smile flitted across her face. “Or to piss off the red-robed twist. He detests them.”

      From what Zade had overheard during meals, the prisoners had dozens of nicknames for the warden. As if saying his name would conjure him.

      Julke flexed one foot, toe forward, then the other. “Sutrio’s best guess is that someone decades ago was a freelance genetic designer working on new griffin species to sell to the pet trade. The designer is long gone, but the asteroid now has four species of feral griffins that can thrive in an oxygen-poor, dust-rich environment. All they need is humans to bring food, water, insects, and vermin.”

      “What’s the fourth species?”

      “Rock griffins. Very pale, big eyes, bigger claws and a barbed tail for hanging on rocks. They live in the Abyss.”

      “Hmm.” He affected a prissy entitled tone. “Must be another attraction the orientation vids neglected to mention.”

      Her eyebrow twitched in wry amusement. “It’s a huge fissure inside the asteroid. Looks like someone once tried to enclose part of it. Multiple trails of miner-type gravity plates with built-in perpetual lights that lead nowhere. These days, it’s mostly a dump pit for trash tailings and non-recyclables.” She drew her knees closer and rested her elbows on them.

      “How big is ‘huge’? Is it close to the surface like the refinery?”

      “No idea.” She shook her head. “I’ve only been there twice. It’s darker than deep space. Oxygen and humidity levels fluctuate with the wind. Which shouldn’t be possible, but enough for the rock griffins to breathe and fly. The guards say they’ve seen little explosions.”

      “Explosions, like blowouts?” That sounded dangerous. Escape routes were only good if they didn’t kill the escapees.

      “Who knows? Scares the daylights out of them, that’s for sure.” Her mouth twisted in a rueful smile. “They’re even more superstitious than the Volksstam.”

      A hamstring pinch in his right thigh made him separate and splay his feet. The stretch of spreading his heels out wide and leaning over to touch his elbows felt good. Or at least better than before. For all that his life seemed to involve running from one thing and another, he hated the actual activity.

      “You’re very flexible,” she murmured.

      “Born that way.” He twisted at the waist to hover over his right knee. The impulse to show off made him conscious of a desire to impress her as much as she impressed him.

      She snorted. “I was born short.”

      He turned his head up to give her a crooked smile. “Short people don’t whack their heads on hopper maintenance doors nearly as often.”

      A pulse of laughter escaped her. “Good point.”

      Lantham snorted in his sleep and scratched at his nose.

      Zade darted glances at Sutrio, nearby prisoners, and the guards. No one seemed to be awake or remotely interested in their conversation.

      Nonetheless, the last thing he wanted to do was to irritate Julke. He was aware he talked too much. “Worse than a therapist’s AI,” as a previous drunken crewmate had described it, right before nailing him with a shockstick.

      He sat upright, then rolled down to lay on his back and gaze at the ceiling, one hand resting on his diaphragm, the other arm cradling his head to protect his scalp from the cold floor, since his hair was growing back too slowly to do any good. He firmly ignored the new questions bubbling in his head, such as how many meters the refinery was from the asteroid’s surface, or how close they were to the landing zone. If he kept his eyes on the shadows, maybe he’d see a draco griffin.

      “You don’t have to answer this,” said Julke quietly, “but how did you get caught?”

      He glanced at her, but she was bent over her knee, fiddling with her boot, so he couldn’t see her expression. Her emotions hinted at the briny taste of loneliness and the tannin taste of remorse before he contained his wayward talent. That kind of prying wasn’t the way to treat friends. Especially since it made him want to offer to hold and comfort her, and never let her go. Empaths were susceptible to touch starvation.

      “Desperation. My former crew wanted to use what I have or sell it. I chose option C and jumped ship at the next space station. I took the next gig I could find. Should have looked a little closer. ” The admission was out before it occurred to him to hide his stupidity. He blew out a noisy breath. “Knowing Captain Fazhian, they’re still scouring the galaxy for me. She doesn’t like to be crossed.”

      “What do you have?” The tone was gentle, inviting.

      His rational brain told him to deflect like always, but heart told him to trust her. The universe wasn’t just a collection of meaningless random events. He had to believe the compatible mesh of their empathy was more than just luck.

      “A... talent. Maybe.” He fanned his fingers. “The Citizen Protection Service doesn’t list it in their official classes or categories.” He sat up again, then twisted slowly toward her in a slow-motion stretch. “I can make people want to like me. Trust me. Even shielders, if they’re not on alert.”

      He hesitated, then decided to tell her the rest. In for a micron, in for a meter, as his engineering instructor used to say.

      “I don’t use my… whatever-it-is often, but I foolishly pushed it hard to get me and some shipmates out of a deal about to go fatally twisted. One of them told Fazhian. She promised to make me wealthy if I used it to benefit her. I knew she’d sell me to the Citizen Protection Service if I didn’t. They pay bounties for uniques.”

      The only sign she heard him was her fingers paused in their fidgeting for several long moments. “The CPS are void-brains. My people call it bekorensgave. The gift of charm.”

      It was oddly comforting to know it had a name. That meant his talent was real, at least to the Volksstam, and not just a defect to be studied. Maybe whoever had abandoned him at the medical center as a baby had Volksstam heritage.

      “We also have negerensgave. To make people ignore things that are right in front of them.”

      Something in her words made him glance at her.

      “You?” He found it hard enough to even look away from her, much less ignore her. She lit up a room without even trying.

      His skepticism must have shown on his face. With a subtle pulse, her empath talent lightly brushed his, then skittered away like a griffin in flight, leading his attention upward.

      Stunned, he caught himself blinking in surprise. If she seriously activated, he bet she could have picked every pocket he had and moved across the room before he noticed.

      “Brilliant,” he murmured, meaning it. That kind of talent could have gotten him out of parsecs of trouble. The more he learned about her, the more he wanted to know. “How did they catch you?”

      Despite his containment, he sensed a flurry of emotions from her before she bottled them up. “Betrayal.” Her jaw tightened briefly. “I have information my people need. A former lover was sent to kill me to shut me up, but he sent me here instead. I’d like to think he didn’t know it’s a one-way trip.”

      Disparate facts about her clicked together. Every trade representative he’d ever met was part diplomat, part info broker, and part spy. Why should the Volksstam be an exception? “Politics?”

      “Yes.” Her eyes flashed in challenge. “You know there’s big trouble coming, right?”

      He nodded, relieved to find someone else who recognized it. “I don’t know if your people have heard of the Ayorinn’s Legacy prophecy about freedom for minders, but they terrify the Citizen Protection Service. They’d set the whole galaxy on fire to stop it. But if you want to start a fight, stand up in a pub and tell them two hundred years of peace don’t mean jack shit about the future. It’s not going to go well.”

      “True.” A hint of sadness flitted across her face. “Our leaders know about the Legacy, but they think it doesn’t apply to them. I’m not so sure. The Volksstam are splintering. Some familiestams want to move beyond the galactic frontier and wait for the CGC to burn. Others want to light the fuse so they can claim everything not tied down, then move to the frontier. And some want to help the non-combatants survive the conflagration and rebuild because the universe is unforgiving and we need each other.”

      His talent detected the anise flavor of determination when she mentioned the third option.

      An earsplitting clatter of multi-band static suddenly boomed and echoed through the facility. It stuttered like a faulty comm circuit, then went silent. Or maybe that was his implants interfering. The medics only left them in because he didn’t have a controller. Otherwise, they’d have neutralized everything.

      Whatever the sound was, it was enough to wake some of the prisoners, including Sutrio and Lantham.

      Zade watched the guards have an animated discussion, pointing toward the lifts and sealed blast doors. Four of the guards fanned out among the prisoners.

      A few moments later, Lhap Cho, the guard who’d been assigned to their shift, approached their group. He checked off each of their names on his tablet. The man looked tired. No naps for the guards.

      Taking a chance that Lhap Cho wasn’t shielding tightly, Zade sent a slender thread of his bekoren talent. “Any news from Admin?”

      Lhap Cho shook his head. “They’re still checking the damage. And looking for signals again.”

      Zade assumed an earnest, innocent look. “Signals?” He pushed again with his talent.

      Lhap Cho rolled his eyes. “Like the static we just heard. Security has had a bug up their butt for weeks about phantom outside comms signals. They’ve been sending bots rigged with scanners to all the old work areas looking for it, and making us personally check out any anomalies.” His tone said he didn’t think much of the task.

      Zade gave him a crooked smile. “In your abundant free time, of course.”

      “Of course.” Lhap Cho chuckled. “Let me know if you come across any exploration comms beacons when you’re digging chofi.”

      Unexpectedly, he felt a sharp taste of interest from Julke, quickly contained. He coughed to disguise his surprise.

      After Lhap Cho stepped away toward the next group, Sutrio sat up and stretched. “I wouldn’t put it past them to blame the griffins.”

      Julke stifled a laugh. “Right. Couldn’t possibly be that their tech was old when the CGC toppled the Central League two hundred years ago, or their maps are full of holes.”

      Nodding, Sutrio added, “Or that because the staff drove griffins out of their areas, the rats and insects have free reign. Probably chewed through something vital, and now the paranoid top asshole has his whole operation chasing reflected feedback.” She took a quick sip of water from her suit’s tube. They’d be needing refills soon. Perspiration and humidity from their breath were leaking into the dry refinery air instead of recycled by their suits.

      Zade caught Sutrio’s eye. “Do the griffins talk to each other?”

      “Sure,” she said. “They’re socially cooperative, like birds. I think some of them are telepathic among themselves. If so, they’re probably more valuable than the fucking rocks.”

      Julke nodded. “I believe it.“ She tilted her head. “Long-timer tales said the prisoners used to have them carry messages. Of course, the guards’ literal-minded solution was to take away anything for prisoners to write with or on.”

      “Hmph,” said Zade. “Mix chofi dust with saliva or sweat and you could write on any flat surface. Look at the indelible spots in the decontamination zone.” He smiled. “It'd make a great colorant for printing parts, except for its nasty tendency to blow up."

      Lantham shook his head. “It’s more stable than organic substrates, especially once it’s shaped. Makes the strongest incalloy, but it’s rare and expensive” He patted the floor. “It’s so plentiful here, they use it to make gravity plates. I bet we’re sitting on enough chofirium-based incalloy to armor a Galaxy Class military ship. Good thing, too. If a blowout happens here, the energy will out into space, not downward where the valuables are.”

      Zade thought about it for a moment. “Makes sense. They probably did the same for the ship hangars and the landing field.” Which reminded him of a question he’d been saving for a relatively private moment like this. “Where in the galaxy are we, anyway?”

      Sutrio looked down. Lantham rolled over and turned his back to Zade. Belatedly, his talent tasted the acid of their ire.

      “Shut it.” Julke’s mouth tightened. “Unless you want to be worse than dead, don’t even think about that. The warden has telepaths. I’m not telling you again. He’d kill everyone on this asteroid to keep the location secret.”

      Her hissed words stung. “What’s worse than dead?”

      “Leashed with a lethal analog collar, like the warden’s personal protectors.” She pointed a trigger finger to her temple. “Brain-wiped and sealed in a red-armored mech suit so you can become a warden’s guardian. Given to the pharma researchers for vivisection.”

      He hadn’t expected their reaction. “Sorry.”

      “You’re not.” He felt Julke’s acidic anger turn to milky resignation as she sighed and rested her chin on her forearm. “We’re screwed.”

      Sutrio grunted. “The warden eats showboat noobs for breakfast. We’ll just be collateral damage for whatever they do to you.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “If you won’t learn from the smartest prisoner in the mine”—she tilted her chin toward Julke—“learn from the griffins.” She stood to stretch, then laid down on the floor even farther from him than before.

      Conflict spiked his stress level to the stratosphere, but it was his own farking fault. He made himself sit and think instead of moving to another group that wasn’t mad at him.

      Julke was right. He wasn’t sorry he’d asked the question, but he’d forgotten to be discreet. Considering that’s what betrayed him to his former crew, he’d have thought he’d learned that lesson.

      Sutrio was right, too. They didn’t know he was telepath immune, but if he got caught, the warden wouldn’t believe he’d acted alone. Griffins didn’t stomp in and steal in broad daylight, they waited and snuck in when no one was looking. And they cooperated with each other and with humans.

      He had to admit he tanked at that. All he’d wanted was acceptance and a challenge or two, but he’d made increasingly dubious choices in outfits to work for.  It made him good at escaping trouble, but he always ended up alone, starting over. He’d hoped his new course would have changed that. Then Nova Nine happened.

      Pushing past his hurt, he mirrored Julke’s position, which put his head closer to hers. “I really am sorry. ” He kept his voice as low as he could, and relaxed his containment so she could feel his sincerity. “I want all of us free, not just me.”

      She tilted her head to look at him but said nothing.

      “My former captain is an obsessed, vengeful asshole, but she’s galaxy class at tracking hidden treasure and people she wants to kill. Nova Nine now has both.” He dragged a finger through the dust on the floor, sketching the official symbol for the Central Galactic Concordance’s galactic communication system. “If she received a traceable comm, she could bring a fleet.”

      Julke’s long, still silence began to worry him. Had he made another terrible mistake?

      “Interesting, but not much of a solution if you’re dead.” Her soft tone sounded skeptical, but his talent caught a brief flavor of concern.

      He disguised his relief with a shrug. “She’d have to catch me first. But in the meantime, she’d crack this place open like a shiny geode. Particular enemies excepted”—he waved a thumb toward his chest—“she hates kidnapping and slavery.”

      Julke’s lips thinned. “Assuming she doesn’t accidentally blow up the asteroid, Nova Nine has defenses.” She sighed again. “I shouldn’t be telling you this because it’ll give you ideas. Hidden guns and ship killers, old and new. Probably more that the guards don’t gripe about. And thanks to the xeronium we mine and refine, almost limitless energy to power them. She wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      “She might if she knew what she’s up against. Jackers might sell everything else, but they keep armor and weapons for themselves. They out-gun CGC’s Space Div frontier patrols.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      He opened his mouth to speak, then stopped. It wouldn’t help his case to admit he tanked at making life choices, or that she inspired him to want to make better ones.

      Marshaling his thoughts, he tried again. “I’ve felt more at home here than I have in the last decade of being on any ship’s crew. It doesn’t hurt that I don’t have to hide being a minder. But it’s more than that. The prisoners squabble, and some are hard cases, but they look out for one another. Everyone listens to you, and they listen to Sutrio about the griffins because you do. And Lantham about materials. And Prughal about how to operate the work area enviro units. I could name others. Even some of the guards listen to you.” He caught her gaze. “The only way out of here is working together.”

      Her fingers twitched as her face scrunched in thought. Finally she shook her head. “I’m a reiziger among my people. I’m no leader.”

      “Aren’t you? I don’t know what ‘traveler’ means to the Volksstam, but you’re more than that here. You know everyone, even the three noobs I was caught with. Not as just a list of memorized names, but the individuals as people. The prisoners come to you. I’ve seen them at mealtimes.”

      She blew out an exasperated breath. “Settling arguments is not the same—”

      The mine’s attention tone sounded throughout the facility.

      “All clear. Return to assigned work areas. Clear the blast door thresholds. Refinery will begin operation in fifteen minutes.”

      The guards stepped into and sealed their mech suits, then moved toward the prisoners. Lhap Cho strode toward their group.

      Zade had already taken a cue from the other prisoners and was just sealing his helmet when Lhap Cho arrived.

      “Lantham, Sutrio, go with Workgroup 23-A and work with them the rest of the shift.” He turned to Julke. “You and Lunaso, come with me.”

      Zade didn’t bother looking at Julke’s expression to see if this was usual. His talent picked up on both her consternation and the edges of Lhap Cho’s irritation.

      He kept a tight rein on his growing worry that his earlier questions had brought both him and Julke to the attention of the warden’s interrogators.

    

  







            Chapter Six

          

          

      

    

    






Nova Nine Facility • GDAT 3243.117

        

      

    

    
      Julke felt Zade fight to contain his alarm as they followed Lhap Cho. If they were in trouble, she deserved the lion’s share of blame. She’d known Zade was too tempting to talk to, and felt remorse for crushing his dreams of escape.

      But Lhap Cho would have shackled them if they were headed to the punishment block. Instead, he led them to the lifts and entered a code to call a capsule. When the doors opened almost immediately, he ushered them inside, then stepped in himself.

      “Hey, Lunaso,” he said with an overly cheery expression, “any experience in caves?”

      Julke had a sinking feeling she knew where they were going.

      “No. Some derelict recovery, though.” Zade’s voice was nonchalant.

      Lhap Cho laughed. “Oh, is that what you space jackers are calling slice-and-hauls these days?”

      Zade shrugged, his equanimity unruffled.

      Lhap Cho chuckled again. “That’ll do. Admin thinks they’ve identified an old comms system in the Abyss. I’ll anchor at the access point and send you two out with a scanner to get readings.”

      Thanks to Zade’s earlier use of his talent, she knew they were looking for something a lot bigger than a few old control nodes or exposed cables.

      “What’s the Abyss?” Zade excelled at sounding innocent.

      “Big fucking hole.” Lhap Cho’s voice seemed tighter than usual. “You’ll see.” A tinge of trepidation slipped past the guard’s habitual shield.

      Not that she blamed him. She didn’t like the Abyss, either. The impossible winds felt too much like melancholic death ghosts who wanted her to join their ranks.

      Zade, on the other hand, was barely containing his flare of curiosity. The man was more hopeful than an adventurous griffin, poking his beak into everything in case it turned out to be something edible.

      Surviving another close call had made her realize they all might die before she even had the chance to explore the potential connection with Zade. Or to share a stolen kiss with him and ask if he wanted more. Somehow in the last few hours, his irrepressible optimism had infected her. Waiting for the perfect opportunity hadn’t been working, so why not try the less perfect options?

      Nova Nine might be killing her by centimeters, but she wasn’t dead yet. She wasn’t the leader Zade seemed to think, but damnit, she was Volksstam, not some soft CGC citizen on a fat planet waiting for another handout. She’d taken over maintaining the prisoner network from Volksstam prisoner who’d looked out for her when she was a noob. Plus she had resources and talents the greedy ghoul in red and his minions never dreamed of. It was about time she used them.
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      Their entry into the Abyss turned out to be through a temporary double airlock erected over a new jagged hole in an old corkscrew-shaped tunnel. She knew it was old because previous practice had been to smooth the dead rock walls after ore extraction, which left little dust. Nowadays, with water more plentiful, they didn’t bother.

      Thanks to her filer memory, she’d remember the route to the breach, but she didn’t have enough reference points to make her own map.

      Lhap Cho anchored both her and Zade via monofibre cables that would slice through exosuits and their waists before breaking. He also supplied gravity boots, lights, and tethered cameras that sent a feed to Lhap Cho’s controller. Zade got some climbing gear, and she got the comms scanner.

      “Lunaso, you go first.” He opened the first airlock door and motioned Zade through. “Don’t trust the warped gravity plate on the left. It took our flying camera.” The first door irised shut.

      Zade nodded and gave a thumbs-up sign, then stepped into the darkness after the second door opened.

      When Lhap Cho motioned her through, she told herself it was an ordinary walk in space, just like exosuits were designed to handle.

      Her eyes needed several moments to adapt to the dark. The phantom lights she remembered seemed more plentiful in this area. Too easy to imagine they were stress fractures in an old ship’s hull. Focusing on Zade’s broad shoulders helped. She let herself find comfort in his emotional strength.

      Zade keyed the light on his shoulder and aimed it to the right. The gravity plate beneath them curved ninety degrees up and more to the right. It connected to a twisting path of more gravity plates.

      She pointed her own light to the left. The next gravity plate over looked like a torn tissue with a gaping black void between it and a farther row of plates. Even as she watched, dust whirled across her lightbeam. Lhap Cho would never see his camera again.

      “Go right about five sections,” ordered Lhap Cho, “then run the scanner.”

      The capricious winds pummeled them with dust and pebbles as they cautiously made their way along the metal path. The old-style plates only had embedded surface lights, not the pillar lights they now incorporated. The walkway followed the convoluted contour of the rock wall. No landmarks meant she was completely lost by the third twist. Their safety lines were their only way back to the airlock.

      Her imagination supplied the howling sounds, even though her suit blocked the sounds. She worried that Zade’s larger profile would make him more vulnerable to the gusts. Narrowing her focus to each step she took helped keep her brain occupied and fear at bay.

      At the fifth plate, she gratefully hunkered down. In the distance, a flattened sphere of small blue lights up and left seemed to be hovering in space. It looked familiar, but she couldn’t place it. Something someone described to her, maybe? She’d need quiet time to search her filer memory for the reference.

      “Lunaso, I can’t see shit on your camera,” complained Lhap Cho. “Is it still on?”

      “It’s green go,” replied Zade.

      “What about the scanner? I’m not getting that feed, either.”

      Julke checked the controls. “It’s activated, but it’s only seeing our comms.”

      It took her a second glance to realize it had been set to look for the wrong wavelengths. They could be standing on a fully operational galactic comms relay and the scanner wouldn’t see it. If she’d needed another nudge from the gods, there it was.

      After another twenty minutes of navigating the twisting plates and getting no results, Lhap Cho ordered them to wait while he spoke to the techs.

      Instead of hugging the wall to avoid the winds, Zade stepped toward the black void and dropped to one knee at the edge of the plate. Julke wanted to look away but she didn’t dare, in case she had to reel him in. The Abyss seemed like it wanted to play with its victims. Well, too damn bad. The guards had given him to her, and she was keeping him.

      Zade waved to get her attention, then gave her the sign for griffin plus a waving motion she couldn’t interpret. Lip-reading wasn’t her gift. She shook her head and shrugged to tell him she had no idea what he was saying.

      He stood and backed up a couple of steps, then dropped to his knees and sat on his heels. He almost looked meditative, but his bekorensgave talent blazed to life. It wasn’t directed at her.

      In seconds, something white and fast swooped in and out of the light. Two more sped by. This time she got a glimpse of wings. Rock griffins.

      Soon they were surrounded by a flurry of griffins. One landed in front of Zade’s knees. He looked down. She didn’t need to see his face to feel his joy and wonder.

      She’d never met a bekorensgave minder who could affect animals, but only the CGC’s benighted Citizen Protection Service pretended they knew everything about minder talents. The Volksstam would welcome him with open arms. Or at least she would.

      Daydreaming wasn’t helping. She should be taking advantage of her god-gifted opportunity instead. She set the scanner down, then sat cross-legged behind it. The readout on her oxy concentrator said the external air had too little oxygen to breath, but it wouldn’t kill her. Concentrating, she took several big gulps of air to charge her lungs. Then she took a normal breath and held it while she opened her helmet and removed her gloves.

      The flock of vocalizing rock griffins sounded like cyclonic winds. Bitter cold shocked her eyes as she quickly slid her little fingers under her braids. When she located the tiny lumps just above and behind both ears, she pressed the complex sequential pattern. Ice stung her nose and froze her eyelashes.

      As she sealed her helmet again and gulped air, the Volksstam-style bio-controller in her head woke up. With no time to waste, she closed her eyes and queried all the bands the CGC had ever used for intergalactic communications.

      And there it was. A vintage exploration comms relay. From the ping-back, it was a configuration her people had hacked long ago. The signal was strong enough that it had to originate somewhere in the asteroid. Taking the chance while she had it, she used memorized backdoor codes to query the relay for a diagnostic dump, committed every datapoint to memory, and immediately closed her connection. The scanner in front of her remained blissfully quiet, but others in the mine’s security center might notice the activity. She hoped the traffic would get lost in the sea of anomalies that had sparked their current investigation in the first place.

      Her head swam with the masses of numbers swirling in her thoughts. It would take days to sort them. She’d have to disable her bio-controller later. As it was, her achingly cold, stiff hands made it a struggle to pull on and reattach her gloves.

      A new voice came online. “Defayensdytr, check the scanner and tell me what you see.” It sounded like Halool, one of the facility techs.

      Julke adjusted her light so she could see the display better. “Our comms, plus a two-second blip.”

      “Why do I have to do everything myself?” said Halool. “The blip should be the camera. Power it down and up again.”

      Zade, surrounded by griffins, rose to his feet and made shooing motions with his hands. The griffins seemed to think it was a game to dodge his hands but land on his arms or shoulders. There had to be at least fifteen of them.

      Thinking fast, Julke spoke out loud. “Lunaso can’t get to the cable. I’ll have to unhook it from his shoulder. Do you want a panorama of the Abyss?”

      “Yes.” Lhap Cho.

      She pointed to all the griffins, then used sign language to tell him to convince them to move back behind him.

      He nodded and stepped back. With another wave of his bekorensgave, the griffins followed as if basking in sunlight. Julke was hard pressed not to laugh as two of them played tug of war with his safety line and three rode his boot like they were children.

      When the griffins were crowded against the wall, he stepped in front of them. They seemed content to stay where they were.

      She crossed to him quickly and unplugged the camera, put it on her shoulder, then plugged it back into the power source belted to his waist. She took a deep, calming breath, then turned and stepped closer to the edge of the plate so the camera had a clear view of the Abyss.

      “How’s that?” she asked.

      “Good,” said Lhap Cho. “Sweep left to right.”

      She did as ordered, watching to make sure she didn’t catch any griffins in flight. Behind her, Zade continued broadcasting his amazing talent. It made her want to get skin-to-skin close to him, and she wasn’t even a griffin.

      When the sphere of blue lights came into frame, Lhap Cho ordered her to stop. “What’s that?”

      “Zoom in,” said Halool. “Defayensdytr, can you get closer?”

      “No,” said Julke firmly. To forestall any arguments, she rotated the camera and her light down toward her feet to show where the plate ended. She was sorry she did so, because as far as she could tell, the plate was hanging in midair. Just like a space walk, she told herself.

      “It’s not our target. We’ll look at the vids later,” said Lhap Cho. “Defayensdytr, get the rest of the coverage. Come back to the airlock when you’re done.”

      As she swung the camera back toward the Abyss, it suddenly hit Julke what the blue lights were. When she’d first arrived, one of the long-timer Volksstam prisoners had gifted her with a legacy packet of collected Volksstam memories to help her survive. She hadn’t needed to access it in a long time. The lights marked a back entrance to the warden’s personal ship hangar.

      By itself, the fact was useless. They’d need a ship just to cross the Abyss. But with that memory came another, of a detailed navigator-style holo map that included the prisoner cells, the various staff offices, and the executive suite. Most importantly, it covered the front entrance to the warden’s private hangar. The gifted memory felt decades old, and some of the map was outdated. The pharma company now occupied what had once been the prisoner area. Several former excavation tunnels now housed the new prison cell blocks. No telling what changes had been made to the staff areas since.

      However, the current warden struck her as the type to have multiple ways to save his red-robed hide. Such as a well-armored transit-capable starship, primed and ready to launch at a moment’s notice. They wouldn’t need Zade’s distraction if they could get to it, and no one would shoot it down if they thought Kanogan was piloting. Then they could go for help to rescue all the prisoners.

      Too many unknowns to track down by herself. Didn’t want to do it alone, either. When she’d been younger, she might have believed she was the only person who could save them all. Real life had knocked some sense into her.

      And if Nova Nine had taught her nothing else, it was like Zade said: Working together was their best shot. His bekorensgave talent gave him an edge in ferreting out vital information. But she’d have to make sure the man understood what he was risking.

      To pull off an escape, many things had to go miraculously right. Even so, this moment in the shattering Abyss felt like the closest to freedom she’d been in five hundred days.
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      Zade shuffled along at the end of the slow-moving queue of prisoners toward the food service counters. He was too brain-dead to remember the names of the prisoners in front of him, and too tired to look at their nametags. They didn’t seem inclined to look at his, either. Exhaustion had a way of killing conversation.

      Was it good or bad that he couldn’t smell anything over the sour scent of his own body? Chem showers every five days never seemed to do the job. His lower back was mad about working debris cleanup for the whole shift with a new workgroup that didn’t trust the noob. Clamping down his empathic talent to protect himself from the crowd was giving him a headache.

      The mine had reorganized the shift schedule since losing six prisoners, a guard, and a bunch of equipment to the blowout three days ago. Consequently, the remaining prisoners were working fifteen-hour shifts with reconfigured workgroups and unfamiliar equipment. And currently crammed into the dining hall all at once.

      That might be why the mine temporarily resorted to handing out emergency-ration mealpacks. A lot quicker to serve than fresh-cooked food from the asteroid’s hydroponic farm. Mealpack flavors and textures were rarely pleasant, but they didn’t throw his digestive system off kilter, either.

      Mealtimes used to mean social time with Julke, but she’d sent him on a mission. Something had changed for her since blowout day. She seemed more engaged. Even lugubrious Lantham had commented. Zade counted himself lucky the mine still considered him Julke’s trainee and didn’t separate them, too.

      His brief time in the Abyss had changed him as well. The big void intrigued him. Instincts honed by a lifetime of getting out of sticky situations told him it was important.

      The rock griffins amazed him. He’d actually seen flickering alien images in his mind and felt mercurial emotions. He longed to try his talent on the common griffins in the human habitation area. But he didn’t dare. If they came to him, they’d be easy targets for trigger-happy dolts like Dajoya.

      And none of it would have happened without Julke. Despite her palpable terror of the Abyss, she’d given him the space to try his “charm gift” talent on the griffins. Plus covered for him when it worked better than he’d ever imagined. The least he could do in return was ferret out information for her. He’d been doing his own data gathering anyway. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t told him why she wanted it. It was enough for him that she did.

      He took the mealpack and water pouch from the stacks and clutched them close as he left the counter area, evaluating the open spaces. As always, his eyes looked for Julke. She was sitting in the middle of a long table, mealpack in front of her, and interacting with a couple of the long-timer prisoners. One of them he knew to be Volksstam.

      His feet wanted to take him to her. He knew next to nothing about her people and wanted to learn more. The CGC entertainment industry romanticized them for profit but kept the insulting name. Indie traders and freight haulers hated their attackers, and jackers hated the competition. CGC military leaders scapegoated the pirate clan much like Nova Nine’s guards blamed griffins for everything. The truth was likely much more fascinating.

      Resolutely, he  turned away and chose a table on the other side of the hall near a corner. He was one of the last to sit, after sliding down the bench to make sure he could see Julke. He’d never seen another prisoner bother her, but he wanted to be aware if someone tried. If his luck held, the crowd would thin out and he could strike up a conversation–

      Three long alert tones reverberated in the hall, bringing all conversion to a halt. A flash flood of the bitter lavender of fear threatened to overwhelm his containment. The prisoners set down their utensils. Kitchen staff and guards stood ramrod straight. All heads turned toward the hall’s sets of double doors.

      A moment later, they irised open all at once.

      Two warden’s guardians in red mech suits marched in and took positions near the doors. Their blank expressions matched their uncanny stillness once they stopped.

      Seven enforcers in gold tunics and black pants and boots followed. They fanned out in between the rows of tables stood, eyes flicking to every movement from the prisoners.

      Kanogan strode into the room and stopped in the center of the traffic area, feet apart, fists on his hips. The enveloping red robe’s fluttering hem pooled around his feet. The distortion hood made his face unreadable, but his body language said he enjoyed being the center of attention.

      Two more gold-and-black uniforms stationed themselves on either side of the warden, one pace behind. Protectors, the other prisoners had called them. Rumor said the thick collars they each wore would instantly kill the wearer if they got too far from Kanogan.

      The last people to enter walked in with casual confidence that bordered on arrogance. The diagonal red sashes they wore matched the color of the warden’s flowing purity cloak. The extra spike of fear in the room confirmed Zade’s impression they were likely the warden’s infamous elite interrogation team. He clamped down hard on his empath talent and put a dull expression on his face. No one of interest in his corner of the hall.

      After a moment of silence, Kanogan spoke. “I have some announcements, but first, it has come to my attention that we have a star in our midst who has been going incognito.” His amplified voice sounded warm, almost playful. “Mr. Waorani, please stand up. Don’t be shy.”

      Zade froze, trying to keep as still as a stealth griffin. Waorani had been the tattooed man in the group he’d been caught with in the space station. The other two had died in the blowout, leaving only himself and Waorani as the last noobs.

      When no one stood, two enforcers converged on the man and forced him to stand, tightly gripping his arms. Zade was only one table away. The man’s fear and rage pounded against Zade’s containment, demanding to be acknowledged.

      Kanogan continued expansively. “Mr. Waorani is a sifter, but he modestly claimed only a low-level talent. A little bird told us he’s actually top-level, and CPS Institute trained.” He waved both gloved hands in presentation style. “Congratulations! I’m promoting you to my staff.”

      “I refuse.” Waorani’s forceful words echoed off the walls.

      Kanogan’s head turned toward Waorani. “Well, that’s unexpected. Most new prisoners jump at the chance.” He sounded like a teacher disappointed in a student. “Perhaps we can change your mind.”

      The two enforcers dragged Waorani out from the tables and forced him to kneel facing Kanogan, who was several meters away. From Zade’s vantage point, all he could see was Waorani’s head and shoulders.

      The warden gestured. The interrogators stepped forward. One closed her eyes.

      Waorani surged to his feet with a roar. Enforcers and interrogators stumbled back as if pushed by an explosion.

      Kanogan’s two protectors dragged him sideways, toward the doors.

      An interrogator regained her footing. “Shut him down!” A heartbeat later, she was thrown backward and slammed into one of the red-armored hulks, knocking them both off their feet.

      Waorani roared. The other interrogators went flying again.

      Kanogan’s voice boomed. “Red Team, disable Waorani 3006.”

      The still-standing guardian stepped forward. An invisible wind slid her backward. In answer, she deployed ground spikes, making holes in the metal floor with each step toward her target. The second prime guard crawled in the same direction. The chair that slid into him didn’t slow his advance.

      Waorani fell to one knee. “I… will… not… submit!”

      Suddenly he arched and jerked, then slumped and toppled.

      Zade couldn’t see why until one of the enforcers climbed to her feet, holding a slender shockstick. He recognized it as the same style Kanogan had hit him with the first day.

      “Red Team, stand down.” Kanogan stepped forward, shrugging off the hand of one of his protectors. “Well done. Perhaps the rest of my staff can learn to be as quick-thinking.”

      He turned to the interrogators, who were helping each other up off the floor. “Regrettably, Mr. Waorani turns out to be too volatile to join my personal staff. Telekinetics are intractable liars. Clean him out and take him to processing. Red Team can always use new recruits.”

      The interrogation team enlisted one of the enforcers to help put Waorani’s inert form in a wheeled cart and rolled it out the door. The Red Team guards resumed their positions, as did the protectors and remaining enforcers.

      Kanogan turned to face the prisoner population. “I’d planned that as a celebration, but...” He shrugged and waved a gloved hand. “On to the announcements. I appreciate the extra hours you’ve all put in these last three days. Thanks to you, we’ve already exceeded this quarter’s production goals. That’s a big win for our little operation.” He paused as if expecting applause.

      From what Zade could see, the other prisoners looked as stunned as he felt. Despite his containment, he sensed consternation and disgust from the people around him. Phantom spots danced in his peripheral vision as his headache veered into migraine territory. He couldn’t tell if Kanogan actually believed his own words, or was playing a twisted game of pretending the prisoners were willing employees.

      “Anyway,” continued Kanogan, “the good news is, we’re expecting an influx of people and equipment in seven or eight days. We’ll have to keep the longer shifts until then, but we’ve reactivated some older extraction equipment so you can return to the previous work detail assignments. We need to keep the momentum going. We need more output if we’re going to expand our customer base.”

      Zade snatched quick glances at the warden’s staff for reactions to the bizarre motivational speech, but they were nearly as statue-faced as the guardians.

      “I saved the best for last.” Kanogan’s energetic enthusiasm would have made a used-starship dealer envious. “As a reward for your efforts, starting tonight, I’ve authorized an extra hour of sleep!”

      His pause for applause descended into a long, awkward silence.

      An audible sniff came over the speakers. “Very well, then.” His shoulders straightened and his head lifted. “Enjoy your dinner.” The suddenly snappish tone said he hoped they choked.

      Kanogan turned with a flurry of red and headed straight for the doors.

      It took a second for the enforcers to realize their boss was actually leaving. A couple had to trot to catch up to the retinue as they exited.

      Zade waited until he saw Julke relax before allowing himself to slump and release the screaming tension in his back. It even hurt to lift his arms to trigger the heater in his mealpack and unpack the recyclable utensils. The pent-up emotions in the hall buffeted his talent. Letting his head drop to his chest, he visualized hand-weaving a basket to reassemble his tattered containment.

      He owed Julke an apology for disbelieving her about how the Red Team guards were recruited. “Cleaner” was a slang term for a particular type of telepath who could erase memories as if they never existed. Everything that was uniquely Waorani would be gone.

      The mealpack’s steam release signaled the contents were ready to eat. He pried off the top and began methodically shoveling mystery lumps of moist green protein from the tray to his mouth. The best he could say about the taste was that he’d had worse.

      The bone-thin prisoner across the table whose nametag Zade couldn’t read shook his head. “How can you eat this shit, Lunaso?”

      Zade shrugged one shoulder. “Not a fan of starving.”

      Prughal, the gold-haired prisoner next to him, grunted. “Better get used to it. Guards were bitching about having to clean out frost damage in the hydroponics farm. Blowout made a big hole in the ceiling.”

      “It didn’t freeze?” asked Zade.

      “Dunno.” Prughal ate another spoonful of something yellow and grainy. “Maybe it wasn’t hard vacuum. In any case, it’ll take ‘em days just to re-start the plankton colonies.”

      Zade recalled that Prughal was a plant affinity minder with closed enviro systems expertise. Not that the mine would trust a prisoner anywhere near critical infrastructure, but what a waste to have such a clever person excavating rocks.

      Judging from the emotional flavors of the room, no one would be inclined to make small talk, much less tell him the things he needed to know. In the meantime, the narrow sleep shelf in his cell was calling his name.
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      Julke straightened her pillow, then turned over on the narrow bed, away from the lights, and rearranged the covers so they were even and just skimmed her shoulder. Like most prisoners, she slept in her clothes so she’d have a few extra minutes of sleep in the morning.

      Considering how long she’d been awake, she was going to need it. She was losing time in every way that mattered. Memories of Waorani’s defeat and its devastating effect on the prisoners tangled with dark visions of what the warden’s sadistic elite interrogators would do to the man. They’d want him awake, helpless, and aware of his destruction.

      In the cell behind her, Lantham snored. No sound came from Sutrio’s.

      Their square block of four cells was the first in a long corridor of them, with thick rock slabs between each block. A shared cylindrical core of plumbing and ventilation occupied the center of the four conjoined cells. The rough rock gave mute evidence of having once been mined before becoming prison walls.

      During designated sleep hours, the mine lowered the lights to five percent, barely enough to avoid obstacles on the way to the fold-down fresher and water faucet.

      Just as she was considering yet another few laps around her cell, she heard the soft slaps of Zade’s bare feet hitting the metal floor in his cell. She’d heard him nearly as often as she’d gotten up herself.

      Impulse born out of need had her rolling out of bed and crossing to his side of her cell. Rather than speak, she reached out with a touch of empath talent.

      He vectored straight for her. “You okay?” His soft words were more breath than sound.

      “No.” The darkness made it easier to admit. “Could you sit with me?” Suddenly she was fifteen again, asking her grandmother to hold her after her brother’s murder, hoping the familiestam matriarch would bend just this once.

      “I’d like that. Be right back.”

      She sank to the floor in relief and leaned her shoulder against the thick, wide slat. It amused her to imagine that instead of using the fresher, he was quickly hiding myriad griffins who had snuck into his bed after lights out.

      When he returned, he sat on his side of the slats. “Would it be alright if we touched?”

      In anwer, she reached her smaller hand through and brushed cloth with her fingertips. His hand surrounded hers instantly. After hundreds of days of keeping her head down and guard up, it took conscious effort to relax some of her containment. It wouldn’t be kind to flood him with her chaotic cauldron of feelings.

      He met her halfway.

      Just like the first time, their talents twirled toward and around each other like two flames. The raw emotional storm caused by the events in the dining hall had battered them both. She offered him comfort where she could. He soothed her jagged edges.

      She couldn’t have said how long they sat holding hands, just being together.

      A thread of worry snaked through his aura. “Are the cells monitored?”

      “No, or half of us would be in the interrogation room by now.” Prudence made her add, “But that might change when they get more equipment. Kanogan is a twisted control freak.”

      His voice dropped to barely audible. “I know how to get a full land cart. Just need the right moment.”

      It took her a second to realize he wasn’t talking about transportation. He’d said landkaart, an ancient Dutch word for “map.” She’d only asked him to get the staff and guards talking about the layout of their living quarters. A complete map of Nova Nine would shorten her timetable considerably.

      “If you show me, I’ll remember it.” That information deserved to be shared. She vowed to find a way to show it to every prisoner with a filer talent.

      Emotion pulsed, but he contained it. “Can you hide things from nosy telepaths? I don’t think Waorani could.”

      “Thank you for worrying, but their telepaths can’t read me.”

      “Really? Me, either. I’m telepath immune.” Threads of satisfaction accompanied his declaration. “Twists their jets right off.”

      A snort of laughter escaped her. “Yes, it does. Even the nicest of them are know-it-alls.”

      “Probably what killed my last relationship. Alizee wasn’t used to having to ask what a lover was thinking, and I wasn’t used to answering. Then when the trading company discovered they’d hired a subbin’ mindreader, they termed their contract on a flimsy pretext and paid spaceport enforcement for a forced eviction.” Threads of sadness and guilt wove through his words. “I don’t know why they didn’t suspect me.”

      She caressed the back of his hand with her thumb. “They were blinded by your animal magnetism.”

      His body vibrated with low laughter, but he held onto her hand. “I got revenge. I was their only hull-repair specialist and resigned at the next stop. Grounded the ship for three weeks while they looked for a replacement. Someone might have flooded the job net with ‘spacer beware’ flags about that company. Meanwhile, I looked for a crew that accepted minders. Should have added ‘captain isn’t a greedy, vengeful asshole’ to my selection criteria.”

      The threads of his regret reminded her of opportunities and deadlines. “Does your former captain have a fast transit ship?” She held her breath for a moment to gather her courage. Breaking the no-trust habit was harder than she’d imagined. “The signals the mine’s techs were chasing are real. I can get a traceable message out without detection. But only once. The comms techs will jam it when they figure out the content isn’t static.”

      “Jacker ships have to be fast or they starve. Tell her that Lunaso is sitting on an asteroid-sized haul. She’ll round up partners and bend transit to the max to get here and take it from me. I’ll give you her ping refs. Ask for a percentage so she doesn’t think it’s a twist. Warn them about Kanogan’s upcoming influx, though. Does your plan call for warning the prisoners this is coming?”

      “Actually, it’s a fallback plan.”

      He was silent for a moment. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s the step-forward plan?”

      Considering she was hanging onto another empath like he was her deep-space life line, there was no hiding her mix of trepidation and determination.

      In her quietest voice, she told him. “Liberate the warden’s starship.”

      Darkness tanked. She needed to see his reaction.

      “That sounds highly improbable.” He enveloped her hand with both of his. “Sign me up.”

      She’d forgotten the bone-deep comfort of having someone in her corner. “Your landkaart will improve the odds.”

      “Good.” His containment thickened. “Do you have someone waiting for you? Out there? Back home?”

      The subject vector change took her by surprise. “My familiestam, if they’ve figured out I’m missing. No lovers or claims, if that’s what you mean.” She hid her sudden nervousness behind her own containment and tried for a nonchalant tone. “What about you?”

      “None. Nova Nine blew my plans for a new start. What are claims?”

      “Hard to explain. A merger between consenting individuals, perhaps. Historically, our independence and survival depended on claiming things that weren’t being appreciated. We’re born into familiestams, which are about business, property, and governance. Claims are about people who choose to be together and love each other, in whatever ways work for all of them.”

      “Like a certified group marriage covenant, or a cohab contract?”

      She huffed a short breath. “Contracts are for the beschaafd. The cityships were founded by rovers, outcasts, and refugees.”

      “I’m sensing that ‘civilized’ isn’t a compliment among the Volksstam.” His soft chuckle turned into a yawn.

      Remorse shot through her. “You need sleep. Sorry I kept you up so long.”

      “You didn’t.” His finger stroked the inside of her wrist. “You needed this. I desperately needed this.”

      “Yes.” She let her gratitude loose to cover other, more complex emotions. “But if we don’t go to sleep now, there aren't enough stay-awake chems in the galaxy to keep us productive tomorrow. Today. Whenever.” She gently restored her containment as she withdrew her hand from his, missing his warmth immediately.

      She listened for the sound of his footfalls and the creak of his bed before sitting on hers. In her head, she composed the content of the communications packet she needed to send. Their best shot at escape was getting out before the warden’s anticipated staff influx.

      The gods of Chaos did whatever they wanted, of course, but it was fucking cruel of them to make her wait five hundred days in hell to meet someone she could love.

      And then make her send the message that would get him killed if her plan failed.
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      Zade wouldn’t have traded last night’s midnight connection with Julke for an interstellar racing yacht, but it was now ten hours into the shift and his energy reserves were hovering a few degrees above absolute zero.

      The only good news was being reunited with Julke, Lantham, and Sutrio when the guards took them to their new work area.

      It was his first experience with rhybarium, a key element in flux fuel. Sutrio’s cutter sank into the sky-blue deposits like they were pastry in a pan, but she had to be ready to step back when she cut the top of the square she was excavating. Sometimes the sheet of ore separated and shattered the gravity-plate floor.

      Like it had a couple of minutes ago. Zade dumped the last shovelful of dull blue crystal into the chute, then stepped back. He’d nominated his noob-self for monitoring the enviro controls and shoveling the shattered ore into Julke’s jig so she in turn could run it back and feed it to Lantham’s collection hopper. The latter looked like it had been rescued from an Abyss trash heap.

      Sutrio steadied herself on the mechanized stilts, then lifted the cutter up, making a vertical slice.

      Without warning, the whole three-meter excavated face broke apart like an avalanche and spilled onto the gravity plate. It pushed against Sutrio’s stilts, knocking her sideways to her left. Her cutter swung wildly and sank deep into the wall. She lost her grip when one of her stilts slipped and sent her to the ground.

      Julke’s voice got Zade’s attention. “Emergency cutoff!” He lunged forward to pull the cable, nearly losing his footing on the crystalline shards.

      Zade helped Sutrio stand as Julke and Lantham climbed off their rigs to survey the situation.

      “Well, that’s not good,” said Lantham. In sign language, he asked Sutrio if she was hurt. She shook her head.

      At least that’s what Zade thought the signs meant. Even though the others tried to teach him when they could, he still tanked at it.

      The airlock behind them began cycling. “We’re coming in.”

      Zade crossed to the scanner to pick it up and power it on, guessing guards would order him to use it on the newly exposed face.

      He hid his dismay as Dajoya strode in first, a pugnacious look on her face. She’d been in and out of the work area all morning, micromanaging and ordering them to work faster. From her harangues, they’d learned the guards had been chasing more phantom signals the night before and were in line for a bonus if the mine operations met the warden’s new production quota.

      Lhap Cho followed behind her. He looked as exhausted as Zade felt.

      Dajoya halted near the jig and glared. “Sutrio, pull that cutter out of the goddamn wall. The rest of you slaggers, clean this up and get back to work.”

      Zade looked at Lhap Cho, willing the guard to remember that protocol called for scanning the newly exposed face for stability. The tunnel didn’t have a top plate to protect them or the equipment if the ceiling gave way. Unfortunately, Lhap Cho’s frowning attention was on Dajoya.

      Zade didn’t need a sifter talent to sense that Dajoya was working herself up to violence, like an adreeno addict itching for her next high-glide ride. She might be ramper-fast, but she had tells. Her mech-suited knees flexed and her gloved fingers fidgeted as they hovered near the holster where she kept her stunner. Her rapid, shallow breathing fogged her suit’s faceplate. And rage radiated around the black hole of her mental shield like a sun’s corona.

      He’d learned the hard way that taking a stun meant for someone else just egged her on. He hated feeling helpless.

      Maybe compliance would appease her. He put down the scanner and grabbed the shovel on his way to the mess.

      Sutrio checked her stilts, reset the emergency cutoff, then grabbed the cutter’s handle and pulled. Where it had been cutting freely before, now it fought her efforts to pull it from the gray rock. Rocking it back and forth and a final, two-handed jerk freed it. She powered down the blade and turned away from the wall.

      Something vibrated under his feet. More crystal shards fell, and then a whole section of gray rock wall to the left fell away, leaving a hole big enough for three people to walk through without ducking. Through the clouds of dust, he could see faintly glowing lights and part of a wall of another tunnel.

      He froze, watching Julke and the others for a cue on whether or not to start running.

      “Admin,” said Lhap Cho, “unexpected tunnel interface in work area Zed-1012-Yang-927. The tunnel looks really old but intact. We’ll need map bots and the big scanner. Workgroup 17-C and equipment standing down.”

      “What?” Dajoya squawked. “It’s just a little hole. They can work around it.” Her cajoling tone sounded like a gravball player trying to work the referee.

      Lhap Cho’s eyes narrowed. “You go right ahead and ask Operations for a safety procedure variance.” His expression morphed into a sarcastic snarl. “We haven’t had a blowout in three whole days.”

      Dajoya growled and stomped away. Her fingers twitched and her rage corona flared. Her gaze landed on Sutrio. “This is all your fault!”

      In an eyeblink, Dajoya’s stunner was drawn and Sutrio toppled, falling forward in her stilts and knocking Julke over in a tangle of limbs.

      “Two-for-one takedown!” Dajoya’s fist pumped triumphantly. She rocked from side to side with a maniacal grin on her face.

      Lhap Cho swore a vile oath in Mandarin. “You’re warped! This is not a twitch game!”

      Lantham stepped in and rolled Sutrio’s twitching form off Julke. One of Sutrio’s stilts grazed the toe of Dajoya’s boot.

      She jerked and stunned Lantham in the middle of the big blue circle on the back of his suit. “Three points!”

      Lantham collapsed and landed in a boneless heap on top of Sutrio and Julke.

      Lhap Cho yanked Dajoya backward and separated her from the stunner with a deft bump and slip. She twisted fast to get away, but Lhap Cho used her momentum to spiral her onto the ground with a hard thump and kneel on her chest.

      When she tried to buck him off, he slammed the stunner’s business end on her faceplate with a loud crack. “Control yourself now or I’ll open your helmet and scramble your brains.”

      Long seconds dragged by. Zade held his breath and made a mental note to never, ever to get in a fair fight with the man.

      Little by little, the tension drained out of Dajoya’s limbs.

      Lhap Cho, apparently satisfied with what he saw on the woman’s face, stood up and back. His eyes and the stunner in his hand tracked her like prey as she climbed to her feet.

      When she pointed to her stunner and held out her hand for it, Lhap Cho shook his head. “No.” He put the weapon in his suit’s big thigh pocket. “You just guaranteed we won’t make any quota for the next three days. Didn’t you see the mark on Lantham’s back?”

      “He assaulted me.” Dajoya’s chin jutted in challenge, as if daring Lhap Cho to say otherwise.

      Lhap Cho shook his head, then pointed toward the airlock. “The map bots are here.”

      With a defiant toss of her head, she spun on her heel and stomped away. She kicked a new dent in the hopper as she passed it on her way out.

      Lhap Cho turned to Zade. “Go help the others.”

      Zade’s adrenalin spiked as he dropped the shovel and ran to comply. “Julke?”

      “I’m okay.” Her voice sounded strong.

      Grateful relief flooded him as he wrestled with Lantham’s heavy, inert body and rolled him to the side and onto his back. He looked dead, except his exosuit’s lifesign indicators were all green.

      Sutrio looked more alive, but insensible, as he hastily removed her stilts and rolled her to the other side.

      He reached out with a support arm as Julke sat up. A jagged slash across the front of her exosuit alarmed him. He watched her face closely for any sign she was in pain.

      As she rolled up to her feet, her empath talent surged to briefly share a chocolatey taste of reassurance.

      She waved to get Lhap Cho’s attention, then pointed to her chest.

      Lhap Cho’s lips thinned as he saw the damage. “Dajoya, bring the exosuit repair kit when you come back.” He turned away, lips moving in speech that Zade couldn’t hear.

      Zade had noticed that none of the guards or staff subvocalized, or even wore earwires. Maybe they all had comms controller implants? As it was, he couldn’t fathom how the guards tracked all the various conversations and kept them separated. Prisoners had it easier—they knew the wrong people were always listening.

      Julke’s voice pulled him back from the distraction. “Help me with Lantham.”

      Together, they dragged the man by his shoulders to the far wall, as much out of the way as possible.

      “Will he be okay?” asked Zade.

      “Yeah, after a couple of days in an autodoc. He’s a sensitive. That’s why the medics put the big blue circles on his suit.”

      Zade cynically suspected the mine only bothered because lost work hours meant lost productivity.

      Sutrio was light enough for Zade to carry across his shoulders. Julke helped guide her head as he dropped to one knee and set her down next to Lantham. Sutrio’s eyelids fluttered, but she didn’t wake.

      While his back was still to the guards, he pointed toward the still running big machines, then made what he hoped were the signs to ask if he should turn them off.

      Julke shook her head and made the sign for “wait.”

      He sat next to her, soaking in her deliciously complex and subtle emotional flavors while he watched the progress of the first map bot. It rolled in and halted a meter from the toes of Lhap Cho’s boots. Dajoya carried the repair kit bag and stopped behind the bot.

      After a few moments of conversation, Lhap Cho threw up his arms in what looked like exasperation and held out his hand. Dajoya gave him the bag. He turned toward Zade and Julke.

      “I’m taking Lantham to the medics and bringing back the big scanner.” He pointed a thumb behind him. “The other four map bots took a wrong turn. Dajoya’s going after them.” He let the bag drop to the floor, then used his toe to slide it toward Zade. “Patch Defayensdytr’s suit and stay here with Sutrio. One of us will be back soon.”

      Lhap Cho efficiently strapped a harness around Lantham’s torso. Dajoya connected him to Lhap Cho’s mech suit like a human-shaped backpack. Neither guard’s shield leaked emotion, which Zade took as a good sign, especially in Dajoya’s case.

      Zade counted to thirty after they left and the outer airlock closed, then slid the bag to Julke. “I don’t know how to use this kit, but I’ll help if you need it.”

      That was for the benefit of whatever tech was monitoring their comms. He pulled out the purloined tools he’d been collecting in his exosuit’s outer pockets ever since he’d discovered that the guards were slacking on nightly suit scans. He pointed toward himself, then pointed the live tech probe toward the map bot.

      Julke shook her head vehemently, but her words were casual. “Don’t touch the bot, by the way. It’ll stun you.”

      I’m okay, he told her in sign language, then held up his prize, a white triangular card with a security access key. He used the probe to hold the key near the bot’s long side, like he’d seen both guards and techs do. The indicators along the oval housing turned from slow-blinking blue to solid orange.

      He glanced at his helmet’s display to note the time. Figuring he only had five minutes before someone pinged the bot for status, he scrambled close and rolled it over to expose its tread pods. From there, he found the access points and lifted the bottom base plate to expose the inner mechanism. The first time he’d seen the mine’s map bots, he’d recognized them for what they were—repurposed starship hull survey bots. A clever solution, actually. Hull bots were designed to move along an incalloy surface—like the mine’s gravity plates were made of—and transmit integrity data to the central shipcomp. The mine’s techs added rough-terrain gimbal treads and security, but they were still hull bots.

      As such, they required complete reference holomaps to do their job. And he knew where they were stored.

      Four minutes left. The enviro unit said the work area’s oxygen was too low for comfort and the humidity was low and dropping.

      Pocketing the security card, he used the probe to insert a segment of discarded data filament into the blink-and-miss-it hole in the memory module. Now the harder part.

      Three minutes fifteen seconds.

      He opened his helmet and unsealed his exosuit’s neck yoke. Cold assaulted his naked scalp and exposed ears.

      He peeled the front of his suit down to expose the fibre net that handled the onboard comms. The back of his throat felt dry and dusty as he disconnected and pulled off his gloves. Shallow breaths helped control his cough reflex.

      One minute fifty seconds.

      Carefully, he pried up the bottom of the comms net to reveal his target, the suit’s redundant maintenance records. He forced his icy fingers to press the helpfully well-marked reset control that would flush the memory.

      Forty-four seconds.

      The fibre filament attached to the bot was too short to reach his suit. Shoving his chest closer, he triggered the sequence that told the bot to upload the data, then hugged the bot tight as a lover so the connection would hold. The hardest part was trusting that it was working. He’d only tested the upload once, with data from a game comp he’d lifted from one of the dining hall staff.

      At his self-imposed time limit, he disconnected the filament, sealed up his suit and helmet, put away his tools, and restored the bot’s bottom plate. Lastly, he pulled on his gloves and set the bot upright on its treads.

      Standing made him lightheaded. His heart still pounding, he drew in three breaths as slowly as he could tolerate. Wheezing gasps might be heard over the comms.

      Turning, he found Julke holding a long strip of tape and grinning at him. He couldn’t help but grin back.

      She pointed to the bot, then gave the “alert” sign, plus two more he didn’t recognize.

      Damnit, he wished he’d been more diligent in learning the language. He shook his head.

      Sutrio moaned and tried to roll onto her side. “I’m gonna be sick.”

      Zade hurried over to help Sutrio turn over onto her knees. Julke helped the woman open her helmet just in time. There was little worse in the universe than a suit full of noxious stink.

      After Sutrio’s heaving subsided, they helped her seal her helmet and lie down again. Her mahogany skin had an ashen undertone that he hoped was just temporary. From what he’d heard from the other prisoners, stunner side-effects varied from minder to minder, but the one common denominator was that it disrupted minder talents for minutes, hours, or even days.

      “Workgroup 17-C, report status.”

      Thank the universe Julke knew what to say to the Admin tech’s query. “Sutrio 2043 vomited. She’s okay now.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw movement. He turned just in time to see the map bot climbing through the hole leading to the neighboring tunnel. Shit! Had he caused that?

      “Workgroup 17-C, why is the map bot moving?”

      When Julke looked around, he pointed. At her questioning look, he held up his hands and shook his head. In hull bots, simple data retrieval had nothing to do with mapping algorithms.

      “No idea.” She climbed to her feet. “It just took off. Looks like it’s headed for the old tunnel.”

      “Workgroup 17-C, prevent the bot from leaving.”

      “How?” asked Julke with a touch of asperity. “We can’t touch it.”

      The bot’s work light went dark just as it vanished into the darkness.

      “Workgroup 17-C. Defenses disabled. We can’t afford to lose any more bots. Retrieve it now.” The midrange voice had a tinge of panic.

      “On our way.” She took a step toward the hole, then hesitated. “Lunaso, turn the jig to face the hole so we have more light.”

      He did as she asked. He detoured to pull two hand lights and a tension-reel of thin cable from the jig’s maintenance toolbox and went after her, afraid that his overconfidence in his scheme had put them all in danger.
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      Julke cautiously stepped through the breach and onto the plate, testing it with her foot before committing the rest of her. In the really old plates, sometimes the built-in gravity generators failed in spots, making it feel like walking on a sponge. The floor lights glowed too faintly to see where the bot went.

      Under any other circumstances, she’d wait right there for a few minutes, then tell Admin the bot had vanished. But Zade’s spikes of alarm made her worry that he still needed that bot to get the map. At least it was better than being in the Abyss.

      He came up behind her and showed her a cable reel, then gave her a light. She should have thought of both. Good thing she had a smart man on her side who did.

      They wedged the reel housing under a heavy rock, then ran the line through her suit’s waist straps and tied the end tightly to his.

      He pointed his light toward the ceiling. It was higher than usual, and made of eroded sponge rock, like the ceiling in the refinery.

      She swept her light in a slow arc on the floor. No map bot. No dust for it to leave tracks in, either. Dust danced in the air, blowing right to left. Odd, because she’d have expected it to be blowing in from the work area behind them. “The bot can’t have gone far.”

      He waved his light to get her attention, then circled his finger upward and gave her the sign for griffins.

      She wished she could ask him what kind, which would give her a clue about the nearby environment. But the sooner they got out, the better. “You go left, I’ll go right. We’ll cover twice as much ground.” The improvised safety line still would let them find their way back to each other and the anchor.

      He turned and walked away. Her suit vibrated as the cable slid through her waist straps.

      She walked to the right as fast as she dared. The guards usually complained about how slow the map bots were, but maybe this one liked speed. CGC machines didn’t have unique personalities like Volkssang tech did, but AIs could make it seem that way.

      Ahead, the tunnel curved sharply down and left. She stopped at the top of the turn and directed her light forward. Movement caught her eye.

      The little bot was valiantly climbing a tall pile of rubble that looked like another tunnel wall failure. “Zade, I found the bot. Come help me catch it.”

      “On my way.”

      She walked fast toward the rubble pile because the determined bot was already at the top and about to disappear from view. Zade, with his longer legs, caught up with her quickly, then passed her.

      When she got in front of the rubble, she stopped in her tracks. Clearly visible through the hole in the tunnel wall was a door. And not just any door, but a starship’s five-meter antique exterior loading-bay airlock door, complete with original markings.

      Zade was already scrambling over the low edge of the rubble pile, intent on following his prey. She could tell when he finally noticed the door because he stopped short just like she had.

      Following his path, she stepped over the rubble and through the opening. To her right, the tunnel dead-ended. The left side curved sharply into darkness.

      The bot ran into the door and bounced back. The airlock’s door frame lit up, and the  control panel bezel began a steady blink, but the iris leaves of the door itself stayed closed.

      Zade scooped up the bot and tucked into his arm and against his chest, its gimbal treads facing out. He pulled his front exosuit strap around its flat bottom to help secure it. The treads stopped wiggling after a bit.

      The bot had probably expected the door to open for it like all mine airlocks did. She eyed the blinking control panel again. The security office changed the universal emergency access code so often that the staff had taken to writing the new one down in places they thought were secret.

      Priorities pulled at her. They’d gotten what they came for, but now she was reluctant to leave. A crazy idea formed in her mind.

      He pointed toward the door, then made the sign for griffins.

      “This tunnel”—he said, shining his light on the door’s intricate filigree decoration—“looks old enough to have been made by the Central League Armed Forces.”

      “Workgroup 17-C. The bot has stopped moving. Do you have it?”

      “Close,” Julke replied. The Admin tech’s peevish tone meant they’d run out of patience soon, but instinct was pushing her. “Let’s try this.”

      She took off her left glove and put her palm on the flat control panel. Cold seeped into her fingers and joints. Just as she was about to give up, the full display finally woke up. Mandarin words invited her to supply the code. She entered the oldest universal one from her inherited memories, then hurriedly pulled her glove back on and sealed it. Her whole arm ached.

      The bezel turned solid dark red.

      Zade stepped closer to look at the panel.

      The bezel flashed blue for a moment, then alternated between blue and red, like it couldn’t make up its mind.

      Inspired, she pulled him and the bot closer to the threshold. The bezel stayed blue. The airlock’s door irised open.

      A forceful intake of wind pulled both her and Zade forward a couple of steps before she caught her balance. Lights blazed on, showing a gridded platform surrounded by loose mesh walls. It took her a moment to realize it was a lift cage, and she’d seen it before in her memories.
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        * * *

      

      Zade watched Julke closely for what she wanted to do. Not being able to talk freely seriously torqued his jets.

      His curiosity was in overdrive, but he also liked living. And he felt obligated to get the stolen holomaps to the other prisoners. She knew Nova Nine far better than he did, and carrying the bot hindered his ability to run or handle trouble.

      “Workgroup 17-C. Did you damage the map bot? It’s offline.”

      “No,” answered Julke. “It’s gone behind an old rockfall with xeronium tracings. We’re trying to get it out.” She waved him forward, then signed to stop after he’d only taken two steps. “I’ll go around.”

      “Workgroup 17-C, where are you? Your comms are breaking up.”

      Julke stepped around him and back into the tunnel to the rubble. She wrestled a large rock free. “We’re in the tunnel where you told us to go. I don’t see any identifiers.” She half-rolled, half-dragged the rock to rest on the threshold of the open airlock.

      “Workgroup 17-C. If you can’t get the bot within five minutes, return to the assigned work area without it.”

      “Okay.” She stepped closer to him and drew his attention to her oxy readout, which showed the air quality was now in acceptable range. When she opened her helmet, he did the same. Cold air smacked him in the face, but he didn’t care.

      “Five minutes, then we go back.” She spoke soft and fast. “This is a lift. Nova Nine’s ship hangar has one just like it. I think it, or maybe whatever this space is, blocks the mine’s comms and trackers.” She pointed to what looked like the lift’s control. “Instincts are pushing me hard to go up one level and take a look. I can’t tell you why, or what we’ll find. Just that it’s important.”

      He knew the feeling. Moreover, he trusted her. “Then let’s look.” He touched the cable between them. “I know I’m not usually the voice of caution, but this is our only way back out if we get lost. Can we make the airlock stay open while we’re exploring?”

      “No time to experiment. The rock should keep the door from closing. I think your bot’s universal codes helped make it open in the first place.”

      Her intensity sparked his sense of adventure. He hitched the bot up higher on his hip. “Then I’m green go.”

      She did something at the control panel. As the lift rose quickly and smoothly. he watched to make sure the cable came with them. It had plenty of length, but it wasn’t the tough monofibre line they’d had when exploring the Abyss.

      When the lift cage stopped, she touched another control. The back wall of the cage lifted like a gate, revealing a narrow metal platform with a gold filigree railing.

      The second she stepped onto the platform, lights blazed on. A mellifluous Mandarin synth voice welcomed her as High Lord Warden Nimasang Jinzuh, invited her to behold the glory of her unparalleled collection, and asked which chariot she would like to fly this auspicious day.

      More lights blinked on. And on, and on, and on…

      The best hallucinogens in the galaxy could have never given him a vision like this. A huge cavern, bigger than the refinery, filled with starships. Antique personal starships.

      They were stored in a giant metal frame. He lost count at thirty, and he couldn’t see how far down the cavern went, or how many were on the other side. Each ship rested on its own sliding platform and had cables and lines attached. The unknown collector liked retro-advanced design and big engines.

      And flying among them, griffins. All four breeds, from what he could see. They seemed to be treating the levels like a giant vertical habitat built just for griffins. The lights had obviously disturbed them. He sensed echoes of their distress.

      “If Lantham could see this, he’d think he’d transited to the paradise dimension.” He laughed. “Sutrio, too. Now we know why the staff will never be able to keep griffins out of the mine.”

      “The comms satellite is really close.” She looked up. “Holy gods of… You could launch everything at once through those airlocks. Only cityships have anything like these.”

      Two monstrously big airlocks spanned the entire cavern ceiling. He wondered where they opened. Near the rest of the facility? And how long did they take to open?

      Speaking of time, how long had they been gawking at the wonder of the ages? He pulled on the cable to get Julke’s attention. “Five minutes.”

      “Shit.” Reluctance etched her face, but she turned away and stepped with him into the lift. She closed the lift gate and used the controls to send the lift down.

      Questions crowded into his mind. “Do you think Kanogan knows about this?”

      She shook her head. “I doubt anyone alive does. And he’d never let stinking griffins stay. He collects people, not things.” She paused, then caught his gaze. “I’m re-thinking the step-forward plan.”

      The gleam in her eye gave him an inkling of where she was headed. He nodded gravely. “You’re right. Not bold enough.”

      “Anyone can make off with a single starship.” She gave him an invitingly evil grin. “But how many can say they’ve liberated an entire warden’s fleet?”

      He grinned back. “Go big and go home.”

      The lift stopped at the level where their cable snaked out the airlock doorway.

      Just as he was about to reseal his helmet, she stepped close. “I know this isn’t the best timing, but could I interest you in a kiss? I’ve made a recent vow not to let golden opportunities slip by again.”

      “Yes, please.” He opened his right arm to hold her as she raised on her toes. The exosuits made it awkward, but he didn’t care. The touch of her lips and the scent of her breath imprinted him like he was a newly hatched griffin.

      Even though she’d contained her emotions, he felt her reluctance as she pulled away and sealed her helmet.

      He felt all that and more as he sealed his own. He made his own vow to do everything in his power to keep this brilliant, nova-sexy woman in his life.
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      In the privacy of his luxurious fresher, Drow Kanogan slipped naked into the almost too-hot waters of his bath to drift, letting the undulating currents sooth his aching hips. No denying that the pain was getting worse with each passing day. The gently frothing water hid the worst of the disfigurement, just like the distortion hood and robe saved him from seeing his reflection in the eyes of others.

      He missed the comforts and pleasures of civilization. He missed being beautiful. His ruined body could be fixed on any of a hundred planets in the CGC, but that had to wait another year until he’d built up the resources to ensure his safety. Until then, he’d have to limp along with massages, baths, and pain patches.

      Lately, his operation had suffered from mistakes by others, but things were already improving. Working the prisoners longer hours gave him extra product to sell, and more profits to invest in improving capacity. By his calculations, the coming influx of people and equipment would pay for itself in two hundred days.

      And if rumors were true about trouble coming in the galaxy, he could name his price for the precious commodities that Nova Nine produced. Unrest offered plenty of opportunities for smart entrepreneurs with experience building empires to acquire—

      The door irised open to admit Loulez, one of his protectors. She stood stiffly, eyes focused on the wall. “Your pardon, sir. Security Chief Taiyang must speak with you immediately.”

      He frowned as he pulled himself back to the steps. “This had better not be another blowout.” She knew better than to interrupt his therapy if it wasn’t serious.

      “No, sir. Visitors.”

      Despite the steamy heat as he climbed out of the water, his stomach turned cold. “Robe.”

      She vanished as he was limping to the solardry, and returned with both his robe and hood as he stepped into the exoframe and connected it to his obstinate cybernetic leg.

      In his office, built by previous wardens to impress, he pinged Taiyang. She answered immediately. From the holo image’s background, she was calling from the weapons control center.

      “I’ll assume you’ve confirmed our visitors aren’t an early delivery of our new supplies, and that our pharma partners know nothing about them.”

      “Yes, sir. Three ships dropped out of transit seventeen minutes ago. Ship configuration is typical jacker. No identifiers, no comms, extra armor and weapons ports. We’re assembling the visuals now.”

      Kanogan had known this day would come. Even with the vastly improved security measures he’d implemented, secrets were hard to keep forever. Growing a nearly forgotten black hole of a political prison into a major mining operation using pharma money had inherent risks. He’d spent most of the first year’s pharma rent on improving defenses.

      “Wake the Songbird. Let’s see if they go for it. And activate the transit point’s swarm.”

      Taiyang touched a display. “Done.”

      When he’d first arrived at Nova Nine, more than half the loading ship hanger had been occupied by a badly damaged warship from the Central League Armed Forces, complete with typical over-the-top decoration and absurdly long name. Once he’d seen Nova Nine’s potential and promoted himself to warden, he’d ordered the ship towed to  a spot near the transit jump point to act as a honeypot.

      Taiyang sat up straighter. “Incoming message.” She touched a control.

      “To whom it may concern,” a synth voice stated in Standard English. “We intercepted an equipment shipment addressed to Nova Nine. We are looking for someone and would like to negotiate a trade.” The message repeated in Mandarin. A brief holovid of several pallets of mine excavation machines accompanied the audio.

      Taiyang’s face hardened. “I recommend destroying the intruders immediately. They already know too much.”

      “No, not yet. They might have more ships on the way. The swarm isn’t big enough to handle multiple waves of attackers.” Besides, losing the equipment the jackers carried would set his timetable back at least half a year.

      He needed more information. “Bounce a reply via the Songbird. Ask them who they’re looking for.”

      Taiyang’s expression went blank. “Respectfully, sir, they’re very likely guessing. We’ll be giving up the advantage of silence.”

      That was the trouble with security people. Always risk-averse, and thinking they knew better than he did how to handle miscreants. “Send the message, Ms. Taiyang.”

      The answer was unexpected.

      He stood. “Send the prisoners to lockdown immediately and ready our defenses. Get all the data you can on the intruders. And get the Interrogation Team to find out what makes that man so valuable.”
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      Julke sat in the cab of the collection hopper and watched as Zade’s jig slowly emptied its contents into the chute. One more load and she’d run the compactor.

      Exhaustion was slowing her down, but the press of time kept her going. So did the nutrient-rich stay-awake chems the mine’s medics handed out like sweets. After all, awake workers were productive workers.

      It had been four days since the life-altering discovery of the cavern of ships. She’d spent every non-work hour thereafter pulling together every resource and alliance she had to organize the prisoners into a run for the cavern of ships.

      She regretted allowing the network she’d been knitting since her arrival at Nova Nine to fray. Despair and loneliness were poor excuses, but they were all she had. The big blowout a few ten-days ago had cost them prisoners with needed talents and knowledge. She couldn’t change the past, so they’d have to work around it.

      Zade’s map was one of three critical keys. He’d not only successfully copied it, but figured out how to upload it to prisoner exosuit memory. Now their heads-up helmet display could show the whole map with the press of a control. It wasn’t perfect— zooming in and out on a given section took practice, and three-dimensional orientation on a two-dimensional display was confusing—but it gave them a fighting chance. She’d memorized it, and asked all the other filers to do so, too, but not everyone could follow a map.

      The second key was Lantham, who’d returned to the workgroup two days ago after his autodoc healing session. The gods of Chaos had been in a merciful mood. Their workgroup was still assigned to the rhybarium seam, the tunnel breach hadn’t only been sealed with a tarp, and the guards were increasingly absent, sent to chase phantom comms signals and misbehaving map bots.

      Consequently, with Zade and Sutrio working their asses off to maintain productivity, she’d been able to sneak Lantham into the cavern to see for himself. After his second, solo foray later that afternoon, he’d provided a list of the best ships to choose, and said the giant scaffold with ship platforms was a standard military configuration for its time. Based on the lines and cables connected to each ship, he believed the scaffold’s automated systems had kept the ships launch-ready. He also took on the task of making sure each ship got a pilot and a navigator. The assignments would undoubtedly change once they got their hands on the actual ships.

      Prughal, the enviro systems specialist, said no enviro system of the era could have kept breathable air in the huge cavern for two hundred years. In their opinion, the ships themselves were supplying the oxygen, humidity, and temperature regulation. Doing so would have both saved money and kept the complex ship systems in running order. Julke had a plan to sneak Prughal into the cavern for a hands-on evaluation later that shift. It would take good timing and better luck, but these days, what didn’t?

      No one felt confident that the ships had flux fuel for their transit drives. It would be a problem in the long run, but system engines would get them off Nova Nine and in a position to be rescued. Assuming her messages reached the right people.

      The third key was opening the airlocks. She was still working on that one.

      Timing was also critical. While the cavern had air, the tunnels to it likely didn’t. The prisoners would need exosuits to get to the cavern. So the escape would have to be early in a work shift, when oxygen and water were fully charged.

      And they weren't going without as many griffins as they could carry. Sutrio nominated herself as the griffin queen. She’d have help from Zade in calling the griffins to them. Whether they’d go in the ships was another matter.

      At the newly exposed face, nine meters beyond the tunnel tarp, Lantham checked the strap of his stilt, then picked up the cutter.

      “Workgroup 17-C. Shift over. Stop operations. Secure equipment. Stand by for escort to the cells. Acknowledge and report individually.”

      Lantham hesitated, then turned off the cutter and announced that he’d done so. She, Sutrio, and Zade all followed suit, then lined up next to the enviro unit. The instructions were the same as always. The timing most definitely was not. The mine hadn’t ever ended a shift after only one hour.

      Lhap Cho and Dajoya entered through the airlock. Their expressions were forbidding and their shields tight as they ushered them into the access tunnel for the long walk to the mine exit.

      Except they didn’t go to the decontamination transition zone, they marched straight to the seldom-used emergency door that took them straight to the cells. A quick glance down the hall proved they weren’t the only prisoners being ordered into their block, still wearing their exosuits, locked in their cells, and told to lie down and shut up.

      All except Zade. Dajoya took him aside, slapped shackles on his wrists, and clearly enjoyed telling him he had an appointment with the interrogation team.
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        * * *

      

      Zade thought he knew what terror was, but each step closer to the interrogation rooms proved he’d been wrong.

      The enforcer who took custody of him shoved him through an entrance and shut the door.

      The bright room had one knee-high medical corpse cart and two red-sashed women, both holding amped-up shocksticks.

      The taller woman unlocked his shackles, then pointed her shockstick toward him. “Take off your exosuit and lie down.”

      He complied, remembering what the shockstick could do.

      When the woman tapped a control, the cart wrapped his ankles and upper body in metal bands. He was getting tired of lying on carts naked.

      A familiar pressure built in his head, more painful than he’d ever felt, then subsided.

      “Fuck,” said the short, muscular woman. “He really is telepath immune. We’ll have to do this the hard way.” When she stepped aside, he saw a medic’s tray of jets. His stomach bottomed out as she selected one and primed it.

      The tall woman leaned over him. “What was your last job before Shenyan Surkai Space Station?”

      “Trade expediter.” Jacker slang for sellers of stolen goods to buyers who paid in anonymous cashflow chips and didn’t ask questions.

      Annoyance crossed her face. “What ship?”

      “Ebion Alba.” That was the name he’d put on his quals list. It came to him, belatedly, that a sifter was probably nearby and calibrating his honesty.

      The short woman stepped closer and knelt, drug jet in her hand. “We don’t have time for Yes-and-No. The Warden wants answers now. ”

      He let his alarm show on his face. “Er, did you check my record? I’m allergic to a lot of chems. The intake medics nearly killed me. Not that I want to be interrogated, but better that than dead.”

      The short woman hesitated, then swore. “Truth.” She rose to her feet, crossed to the tray, and picked up a tablet.

      The tall woman rested her fists on her hips. “Let’s cut to the core. Why would three jacker ships show up on our very well hidden doorstep looking for one man?”

      Zade blinked. He didn’t believe in coincidence. They could only be the highly motivated Fazhian and her allies.

      The fallback distraction he’d promised Julke had come early. He hoped to the stars she was taking advantage of it. He’d have to do his part for as long as he could. “What man?”

      The tall woman gave him a silent, considering look. “What do you know about Riorojo Waorani?”

      “Huh?” He didn’t have to pretend confusion. “Nothing.” Remembering the nearby sifter listening for lies, he added, “Well, I know he’s a… he was a sifter and a teke. I guess he’s a guardian now?”

      The short woman came back with a different jet and slammed it into his hip. “Let’s try this again.”

      This was going to be a long farking’ day. He couldn’t guess what Fazhian’s game was, but he was willing to play along if it kept the interrogation team away from Julke.

      He didn’t want to die for her. He wanted to live for her and follow her across the galaxy. But if he couldn’t do any of those things, he could give her and the prisoners what they need most: time.

    

  







            Chapter Thirteen

          

          

      

    

    






Nova Nine Facility • GDAT 3243.125

        

      

    

    
      Julke prayed to every god she knew that the prisoners were doing like she told them and going straight for the cavern of ships. Not detouring like she was.

      Immediately after locking the cells, the mine guards had vanished. Fifteen minutes later, three mercenaries who belonged to the pharma company had shown up to keep an eye on them.

      Someone forgot to remind the mercenaries they’d be watching pissed off prisoners who had multiple minder talents and practice working together to extract information from the unwary.

      Not only did they learn about the three jacker ships, but they now knew some of Nova Nine’s defenses. Not to mention the access codes for the pharma’s private weapons storage locker, ship hangar, and the two corporate ships therein.

      All the prisoners recognized a gift from the gods when they saw it, but they couldn’t agree on when to take it. She’d finally realized they were waiting for her.

      So she gave the order. Once they’d used the stolen codes to get out of their cells, she’d led the vanguard toward the exits that would take them to the tunnels. Then she’d used her negerensgave talent to make them look elsewhere long enough to slip away.

      The maps in her head told her the shortest route to the interrogation area and that there were only two rooms. The presence of the negligently slouching enforcer told her which room to try first. With judicious use of her talents, the enforcer was soon slumped on the floor, and she was now armed.

      Her aura talent told her three people—including Zade’s unique pattern—were in the room in front of her. A fourth seemed farther away, perhaps in the other room. No time for subtlety.

      She banged on the door with the butt of her newly acquired baton. “Sirs? I hate to interrupt, but you need to see this.”

      As she’d hoped, her tone sparked irritation in two of the room’s occupants. She used her empath talent to nudge it up into anger. CGC-trained telepaths like the interrogation team often discounted empathy as beneath their notice, so they forgot to shield against it.

      The door slammed open. The woman didn’t have a chance to speak before Julke stunned her, then the shorter woman near a medic tray. She shot each of them a second time just to be sure. And when the third telepath came charging into the room, she shot him twice, too.

      Only then could she afford to look at Zade to see what damage they’d done to him.

      He looked back at her with a clear-eyed gaze and emotions flowing freely, dancing with hers. “Is this a good time to tell you I love you?”

      She hadn’t cried in five hundred days of captivity, but tears threatened now. “The best possible time.”

      Freeing him and getting him into his exosuit took more time than she’d hoped. His hands shook badly, and he had two bruises forming on his hip. “What did they juice you with?”

      “No clue. Made me cold and twitchy.” He pulled on his gloves.

      “Can you run?”

      He gave her a wink. “Let’s find out.”
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        * * *

      

      Their assigned route through the tunnels put them in the bottom of the cavern. Opening her helmet again felt good. Word of their arrival spread on the wings of thought.

      A lanky Volksstam prisoner named Visser met them at the lift. “Our people are in D-71. Lunaso is A-40.”

      “Nope.” She grabbed Zade’s upper arm possessively. “They gave him to me. I’m keeping him.”

      Visser shrugged.

      Zade turned to her with a solemn look. “Did you just claim me?”

      Before she could answer, a call went out over the telepathic net that Sutrio needed Zade’s help with the griffins. Julke relayed the message and told him how to find her.

      Turning to Visser, she asked about the overhead airlocks problem.

      “Solved. But we’ll be fish in a barrel for the ten minutes it takes them to open.”

      She gave him a tired smile. “I have an idea for that. I’ll talk to Lantham.”
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        * * *

      

      Zade met Sutrio on the collector’s viewing platform at the top of the cavern. The woman had bruises like saucers under her eyes, but she’d explained it was just blowback from talent overuse. “I’ve called all the griffins I can and gotten them into ships, but the rock griffins in the Abyss won’t listen. They might come for you.”

      “Where is the Abyss from here?”

      She pointed down. “Below the bottom gravity plates. We discovered a ship-sized breach in the far corner. Probably explains the variable winds and the oxygen.”

      “Okay, I’ll try. I feel like I should tell you I’m high-gliding on mystery chems from the interrogation team. Once those burn out, I might collapse.”

      “Fair enough. Sit down now, then. You’re too heavy for me to catch. What’s your blowback?”

      “Migraine headache.” He did as she asked.

      “Fun.” She waved an expansive hand. “They’re all yours.”

      He activated his talent a bit, just to get a sense of the griffins already nearby. Closing his eyes, he visualized the Abyss and the hole that led to the cavern. He took a slow, deep breath, then let his talent loose.

      Come with me, he beckoned them. We’re all going to a new home.  The words were just sounds to carry his emotions and images.

      They responded immediately, like they’d been longing to hear from him. He couldn’t tell how many. He continued beckoning until Sutrio put a hand on his shoulder. “That’s done it. Tell them you like me, and I’ll get them sorted.”

      He pictured Sutrio, and how much he trusted her, then let the connection go. Exhaustion was winning the war against the chems. And he could feel a migraine lurking in the shadows.

      Sounds of a commotion below galvanized him. The rock griffins were suddenly scared and mad. They needed his help.
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        * * *

      

      Julke wiped sweat off her neck and hid in the shadow of a scaffold cross-brace, waiting for her next ambush victim. Her stolen beamer had plenty of charge, but she had no armor if anyone shot back.

      They’d been unbelievably lucky up until five minutes ago. Then trouble came swarming out of the tunnels, and the fight was on.

      The enforcers and the pharma mercenaries were bad enough, but they’d never seen the caverns and their orders seem to require disabling the prisoners only. The prisoners’ counterpunch pushed a large portion of the attackers back out in the tunnels and stranded them there.

      But the relentless mech-suited warden’s guardians went straight for the kill. Avoiding them worked for a while, but they were unstoppable.

      Until the rock griffin began vomiting on guardian helmets. The noxious mass melted through the faceplate and burned whatever delicate tech and tender flesh it found.

      Warden’s guardians didn’t scream, they just slowed, faltered, and died. She knew they were probably already brain dead the moment they were fitted for their red armor, but it was still hard to watch their deaths.

      The prisoners’ telepathic net was stretched to the breaking point when the news came that the griffins were in, and it was time to seal up the ships and get ready to launch.

      Zade met her at their ship’s platform, and together they stumbled through the airlock. She wasn’t the least bit surprised to see the ship’s loading dock held at least a dozen rock griffins, and more than one representative of the other three breeds. The smaller hold where Visser directed them entered looked like an animal rehab center.

      Visser pointed toward some jump seats and told them to strap in. He muttered something about wobbly ships as he left them alone with the griffins.

      Their seats were about a meter apart. Keeping in mind the ship was at least one hundred fifty years old, she tested hers first before committing her full weight. “Was it your idea or Sutrio’s to get the rock griffins to attack?”

      “The griffins, actually. Sutrio remembered their stomach contents are extremely caustic. Sutrio directed them to the guardians. I convinced them it was a good idea.”

      She smiled and touched two fingers to her heart. “Please thank the griffins for me.”

      “I hate to ask, but...” Zade hooked a web across his lap. “Where are the mine guards? Where are the rest of Kanogan’s guardians?”

      She hooked her own web tight and let her short legs swing. “The guards are operating the weapons platforms. Kanogan will keep some guardians for himself. We don’t know about the others. And only the gods know what the mine staff or the pharma employees are doing, but we think they’re non-combatants.”

      One of the ghost-colored rock griffins sidled over to Zade and curled its tail around his boot. The griffin hissed in obvious contentment and rested its beak on its forelegs. Two others sidled closer, too.

      “What about the fish-in-a-barrel problem?” He frowned. “Or the fish jumping out of the barrel problem, for that matter?”

      She kept forgetting that his immunity meant he couldn’t have learned all their plans from the prisoners’ telepathic connection. “We have a couple of illusionists in our network. We’ll all amplify them for the next ten minutes until the airlocks open.” Her eyes felt gritty and her mouth tasted metallic. “After that, we’ll use chaos patterns to fly as far and fast as we can. We hope with twenty ships, the guns won’t know where to shoot.”

      “I don’t know if it’s important, but if you believe the interrogators, the jackers asked for Waorani. They interrogated me because I was recruited in the same bunch. They thought I might be his partner and know what made him so valuable.” He frowned. “Fazhian doesn’t usually triangulate like that. She’s a berserker when she’s mad, and an ambush stalker when she’s not.”

      Julke shook her head. “I don’t know what it means, but I’ll tell the net.” It took just a moment to reconnect and share Zade’s information. Her energy reserves were nearly gone. “I tank at military strategy. My gift is to get people to work together. Now we have to trust the pilots and navigators and engineers to get us out of here and keep us alive until our rescuers arrive.”

      And she still had to pass on key information to her people. Then she wanted to sleep for ten days, then get lost somewhere for a while with just Zade and maybe a griffin or two to keep them company. She hoped the little griffin named Moonlet had made it into one of the ships.

      The airlock clanked as it finished closing. The pilot announced that it was six minutes until launch. Though she shied away from the thought, she knew they’d lose some ships. Stress and exhaustion jangled her nerves.

      “So, since we have time to kill, tell me more about this Volksstam claiming thing.” His empathy talent wrapped hers in warmth and sympathy. “What if the claimer is a queen among her people, and the claimee is a beschaafd noob? An orphan who spent all his savings on a downpayment for a frontier planet homestead, but will lose it when he doesn’t show up within the next two standard days to register the claim?”

      That startled her. “Do you want to live on a planet? They have an awful lot of... weather.”

      A smile creased his face. “We have this new invention called buildings. Perhaps you’ve heard of them? But never mind. Meeting a pirate queen has given me other ideas.” His emotional containment dropped, hiding nothing. “I meant it when I said I love you. I’d like to stay with you, but not if it puts you at odds with your people. I haven’t forgotten that you have information they need. If they’ll listen better without me as a distraction...”

      “They’ll either listen or they won’t.” His honesty humbled her. She let her emotions dance with his and showed him everything in her heart. “I love you, Zade Lunaso. I want to stay with you. And just so you know, you are sexy as hell. I want to do a whole lot more than just hold hands.”

      “I can’t begin to tell you the hot dreams I had about you.” He gave her a saucy grin. “But I’d like to show you.”

      “Launch in two minutes.”

      The announcement brought her back to reality. Nearly a hundred lives depended on surprise, boldness, and luck.

      She hoped the gods of Chaos were in a generous mood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Zade clamped down his containment as the airlock opened. He didn’t want to stress Julke with his nervousness and anticipation. She had enough to deal with.

      The Volksstam starship Ars Memoriae that was about to receive them belonged to Julke’s grandmother and familiestam matriarch, Benthe Robijnsdytr. She’d brought staff and trusted allies with her. Not to mention nine other Volksstam ships.

      Julke’s plea for help had also drawn a small fleet of indie traders, and even a few ships from the frontier worlds in her former trading network.

      The three days between the desperate launch and the rescuers had been a pendulum of terror and boredom. Their shipmates declared the ship to be spaceworthy, but not trustworthy enough for anyone to remove their exosuits. They only had one flavor of mealpacks that the prisoners had been hoarding for the escape.

      No flux fuel meant they weren’t going far, but that was just as well, since none of the crew wanted to take a chance on the ship’s wildly out-of-date navigation database. The system engine was more than enough to get them out of weapons range in a hurry.

      Unfortunately, six of the twenty ships hadn’t been so lucky. Once the rest of the scattered ships had established tight-beam comms, they’d held a moment of silence to mourn the friends they had lost.

      After they’d gone far enough, the pilot let Wobbly, their newly christened ship, drift on its own. With no onboard weapons, not even debris lasers, their only defense was pretending to be one with the lifeless void.

      Julke slept like the dead. Without stay-awake chems, her body had cratered. He’d carried her to the bed in one of the quaint little staterooms and attached a strap to her suit in case they lost gravity. He slept nearby on the floor on a makeshift mattress of blankets. Just as well, because griffins kept wanting to snuggle with him. Three of the rock griffins in particular had apparently adopted him. They orbited him wherever he went, so it amused him to name them after old Earth system planets. The other seventeen griffins explored everywhere and tried to eat anything, to the exasperation of the rest of the crew.

      When he wasn’t keeping griffins out of trouble, he and Lantham, who had thankfully made it out alive, provided advice to other surviving ships with crews who didn’t have as much experience. All the ships turned out to have the same innovative hydroponics-enviro system design that was better than some modern ships.

      Then Julke’s help arrived. He’d needed to wake her for proof of life, and so she could handle the sometimes confusing and sometimes fraught negotiations. Prisoners needed to be returned to their families and former lives. A few needed new lives. They all needed medical and stress-trauma care. Not to mention, the hundreds of griffins packed into the antique ships all needed new homes as well.

      Nova Nine had ceased all communications. An impenetrable barrage of defenses shot at anything that got too close. None of the rescue ships were inclined to dig the warden or the pharma company minions out of their rat’s nest. It was entirely possible they’d already escaped and left a weapons AI to defend the asteroid.

      It didn’t matter. Nova Nine would never be a prisoner trap again. Too many people now knew where it was and what it had. It was only a matter of time before the hyenas arrived to take it down.

      Also, opening the airlocks, or maybe the mass ship launch, had unblocked the emergency comms satellite. It had been broadcasting away ever since. That would eventually draw the CGC military to investigate why a long-lost comms node was now back online.

      The jackers who were after Waorani turned out to be a rival pharma company’s mercenaries masquerading as jackers. Kanogan’s pharma company partner had been lax about security. The rival firm knew just enough to track the shipment of recruits, so they’d sent Waorani. When he disappeared, they hijacked a cargo as a bargaining chip and came looking. They’d just about decided to leave when the Volksstam fleet arrived and detained them for questioning.

      Then Julke’s grandmother had invited her and the other four Volksstam to her personal ship for a consultation. They hadn’t blinked when Julke had added Zade’s name to the list.

      Luckily, Wobbly’s cargo airlock was good enough to connect directly to the sleek Volksstam ship so they wouldn’t have to be shuttled. As a precaution, he’d locked all the griffins in the cargo hold with enough open mealpacks to keep them busy for a while.

      As they crossed the threshold, Zade trailed the group, watching Julke. Once again, he was the noob, watching the smartest person on the ship so he could stay alive. The only difference was, this time, he didn’t want to escape.

      He did, however, want to clean up before meeting the matriarch who clearly terrified the other Volksstam and made Julke square her shoulders like she was marching into battle. His exosuit stank. He’d have gladly traded his hearing protection implants for odor-blocking implants. The only consolation was that the rest of their little group smelled just as bad.

      Apparently someone anticipated this problem, because the person who greeted them took them straight to separate small rooms with their own tiny freshers. They’d even provided clothes. Zade used the chem spray cycle three times before he felt clean enough to slip into the pullover robe and belt it, then step into the floppy sandals. He left the odiferous exosuit in the far corner. The room would probably have to be fumigated if they didn’t get the suit out of there soon.

      The door chimed, then opened, to reveal Julke dressed in a similar robe and sandals. She held out her hand. “Time for the show.”

      He took her proffered hand, glad for the contact and to briefly reconnect his empath talent with hers. If he’d been a telepath, he could have told her he’d back any play she came up with. Since he wasn’t, all he could do is share his love and his determination to support her.

      Once they were taken to the audience with Benthe Robijnsdytr, he could see why Julke called it the show.

      The room was big enough to be a trader’s guild hall. The decoration style could charitably be called eclectic, with a dizzying mix of art, color, and function. The twenty or so people in the hall had plenty of choices for chairs. Three giant holo displays showed groups of more people, presumably live connections to the other Volksstam ships that accompanied the Ars Memoriae.

      Benthe Robijnsdytr sat in the center of the room on an ornate chair. The raised dais under her had three steps on both sides and the front. Behind her, a long antique was filled with serving dishes of food. The wonderful smells had Zade’s stomach reminding him that it had been shamefully neglected of late.

      Blessedly, Benthe, as she’d told everyone to address her, wasted no time in cutting to the core. She greeted the other Volksstam prisoners each by name, welcoming them back and looking forward to hearing their stories. That was the gist, anyway, based on Zade’s limited understanding of Dutch.

      Then she turned to look at Julke and him. He couldn’t see any physical resemblance to Julke, other than height, but she had the same force of personality.

      “Julke Defayensdytr, I understand you have news.” Her Standard English had a hint of clipped consonants.

      Zade hid a frown. Maybe it was just the Volksstam way, but it felt like disrespect for Benthe to be less welcoming to her own granddaughter than she was to the others. Despite his determined containment, he couldn’t help but notice that the matriarch was a shielder, a miniature black hole as far as emotions. Sometimes shielders had a hard time letting other people in.

      Julke let go of his hand and stepped forward. “Yes, but first, does Erteke Kraaiensdytr still lead the Judicatory Council and is matriarch of her familiestam? And does Kraaiens still have the largest fleet?”

      “Yes.” Benthe’s raised eyebrow invited Julke to continue.

      “Then perhaps my information is still of value. Five hundred days ago, I discovered the Kraaien fleet had secret orders to attack independent traders, shipping companies, CGC military patrol ships, and frontier planets. The goal was not acquisition, but to goad the victims to break alliances and retaliate against each other. When Kraaiens discovered we’d accidentally been sent these orders, Erteke Kraaiensdytr herself ordered Mees Kraaienszoon to kill me, or so he said. Owing to our former relationship, he instead sent me to Nova Nine recruiters. An act of mercy, he said.”

      Benthe’s expression hardened for a split second before smoothing into unreadable blandness. “Mees personally presented convincing evidence to the Assembly that your ship and crew were lost to an unprovoked attack by a trade guild ship.” She paused. “We disbelieved their claim of innocence.”

      Zade suspected the diplomatic words alluded to less-diplomatic actions. The pirate clan name might be insulting, but it wasn’t entirely unjustified, either. He also gathered  that the Kraaiens matriarch’s position on the council was significant.

      “These are matters to consider later.” Benthe stood. “I invited you here to commend you for forging and maintaining the prisoner allowance. I am extremely proud that you are my granddaughter. I also owe you an apology.”

      A slight murmur from the crowd suggested Benthe’s words surprised them. Emotions in the room notched up, pushing against his containment.

      Benthe walked to the edge of the dais, her focus on Julke. “Twenty years ago, I named you ‘voyager’ and sent you out to find your place in the universe. I was wrong. Now more than ever, the Volksstam need people like you to help us hold our community together in spite of adversity. And even if I discounted the stories told by the other escapees, the number of trader and frontier planet representatives who responded to your call is telling.”

      Zade wished he could see Julke’s face because whatever Benthe read in her expression made her tighten her lips. With a measured breath, she shrugged out of the embroidered calf-length vest and let it drop to the floor as she descended the steps to stand two meters from Julke.

      “The news of your death devastated me. It made me realize I’d driven you away just like I’d done with the other people I loved most. Because of politics, I have been too much the matriarch and not enough the claimed or the family. Or the grandmother. The loss of your mother and brother hit me hard, but I told myself at the time I couldn’t afford to be weak.”

      Unexpectedly, Benthe’s shield softened. Zade detected the tannin taste of remorse and the ash taste of sorrow. Reaction silently rippled through the room.

      “I remember a day long ago when you stood in a hall like this, miserable in your grief, wanting me to hold you. To my shame, I refused because others were watching.” She raised her arms and held them open. A tear streaked down her cheek. “Could I ask for a hug from my cherished, beloved granddaughter?”

      Julke stumbled into Benthe’s arms and wrapped herself around her grandmother.

      A few moments later, the two women separated. Benthe nodded regally at the assemblage and, with a silent wave of her hand, invited them to the food.

      Zade gently invited Julke into his own arms and cradled her against him. Her tears dampened his tunic. He let the giant waves of her emotions pass over and through him. “What do you need?”

      “This,” she said with a sigh. “And food that doesn’t come from a mealpack. And a place where we can–”

      A man approached and cleared his throat. “Benthe asked me to tell you that Zade has a ping from the Chiseko Fento Homesteaders Association.” He nodded once then turned and walked away.

      Julke tilted her head up to give him a questioning look.

      “The frontier planet where I was going before I met you. But my claim payment was to the settlement company, not them.”

      “Chiseko Fento sent a rescue ship.” The corner of her mouth twitched in humor. “As far as I know, it’s their entire fleet.” She relaxed her arms but slipped her hand in his. “Let’s eat, then find a place where we can talk.” With her other palm on his face, she drew him down for a quick kiss. “And other things.”
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        * * *

      

      Far too many hours later for Zade’s liking, they finally had full bellies, an assigned guest suite, and the promise of a few hours of privacy. The small anteroom held four padded chairs and a moveable desk with a comms display he’d just finished using.

      He went to the bedroom where Julke was seated on the bed that took up nearly the entire room, deftly braiding wavy strands of her hair.

      “So, Chiseko Fento wants to register the homestead property with my name on it, and make the settlement company accept it. All I’d need to do is stay for one year to complete the claim.” He gave her a crooked smile. “I can’t tell if they’re desperate for settlers, want to curry favor with you, or both.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      In quiet moments, he’d been asking himself the same question. “I think I kept jumping from crew to crew because I was hoping for something like the family I never had. Since I wasn’t finding it in space, I thought I’d have better luck on a frontier planet. Seeing what you did with the prisoners made me realize that instead of just looking, I should have been building. I’d like to build a family with you.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “But not if it jeopardizes your place among your people. And other than a plot of land on Chiseko Fento, I have no assets.”

      “I know what I want.” She patted the bed beside her, inviting him to sit. When he did, she slipped her hand into his.  “I’d claim you in a heartbeat, but that’s not fair until you know what it is. So I have a proposition. Come with me to the cityships, learn about our culture. Meet people who will appreciate your talents and gifts as much as I do. See what claiming means.”

      “But my grandmother wasn’t wrong to call me a voyager. I can only take the cityships for so long, and then I have to leave for the sake of my sanity. My point is, I’m not the only one like me. I’m betting we can find someone in the Volksstam who will trade valuable assets for that land. That would give you independence instead of being beholden to any Volksstam familiestam. Especially mine.”

      “Yes, please.” Zade lifted their joined hands and kissed the back of hers. “Will they let us bring the griffins? Including Moonlet, when Sutrio gets her to back you?”

      She laughed. “The cityships will adore our griffins. If Sutrio’s sanctuary and breeding program works out, she’ll have Volksstam queuing up on her doorstep.”

      He lowered his mouth to hers for a languid kiss that turned hotter by the second. “How about we adore each other for a while?”

      She smiled under his lips. “Yes, please.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Carol Van Natta is a USA TODAY bestselling and award-winning science fiction and fantasy author. Series include the Central Galactic Concordance space opera series that starts with Last Ship Off Polaris-G, Overload Flux, and Minder Rising, and the Ice Age Shifters® paranormal romance series that starts with Shifter Mate Magic and Shift of Destiny. She is also the editor of the Pets in Space 6 science fiction romance anthology. She shares her Fort Collins, CO home with just the right number of mad-scientist cats. Ever the optimist, she believes her cats and the Nova Nine griffins would get along famously. Her house probably wouldn’t survive. Find her online and sign up for her newsletter at Author.CarolVanNatta.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Carol Van Natta

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Last Ship Off Polaris-G (Central Galactic Concordance Book 0)

        	Overload Flux (Central Galactic Concordance Book 1)

        	Minder Rising (Central Galactic Concordance Book 2)

        	Pet Trade (A Pets Novella in the Central Galactic Concordance Novella Series)

        	Cats of War (A Pets Novella in the Central Galactic Concordance Novella Series)

        	Galactic Search and Rescue (A Pets Novella in the Central Galactic Concordance Novella Series)

      

    

  







            Trade Secrets

          

          

      

    

    






The Department of Homeworld Security

          by Cassandra Chandler

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Illustration of a cute cat]
        

        The quirky and fun Department of Homeworld Security series brings new meaning to "close encounters." When members of  Sadr-4's repressive society have up-close-and-personal encounters with Earthlings, the results rock both their worlds.

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        About this Book

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Cassandra Chandler

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About this Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Gwen Williams wants nothing more than to explore the vast possibilities of outer space, but Earth’s technology isn’t going to get her there. Her solution? Make contact with aliens. The only problem is, her plan works a little too well—landing her on the radar of a group of aliens with plans of their own that involve her homeworld.

      Xan was just trying to help his Vegan friends avoid getting into trouble for messing with human things they should have left alone. He didn’t expect to run up against Gwen, a brilliant, beautiful Earthling who stirs a depth of emotion in him that he didn’t know he possessed—and who also has evidence of his friends’ transgression. Adding in the fact that the super-smart “space cat” who’s adopted him has plans to bring Gwen into their little family and this Coalition pilot has some tricky space to navigate.

      As if that wasn’t complicated enough, the trio discovers a plot on Xan’s ship that could compromise the security of all of their people—and the newly forged bonds between the sentients working toward peace in the galaxy. Will they be able to work together to secure a more peaceful future, or will their secrets drive them apart?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The first crackle of sound sent a shiver down Gwen’s back. She sat up straighter, knocking the small plushie of the most classic alien—a gray—that her friend Izzie had given her “for luck in her crazy quest to find aliens” to the floor.

      There was no way that luck had worked. Not the very first time Gwen managed to hack into the satellite she planned to use to scan outer space for signs of intelligent life.

      Gwen stared down at the near-featureless doll, with its small mouth, flat nose, uniform, hairless gray body, and huge black eyes. It seemed to stare back at her.

      Just in case, she reached down and picked it up. She set it next to her monitor, then pushed her glasses farther up her nose. She didn’t want to miss a thing.

      Some of the many long, thin braids that trailed down her back fell forward. She flipped them back behind her shoulder and put on her headphones to keep them in place. That would help her hear whatever this was better as well.

      Background static. Cosmic noise.

      She adjusted some settings and tweaked the code she’d used to cover her tracks if anyone tried to trace her signal back to her house. Her heart was racing.

      Something was out of place. She hadn’t quite pinpointed it yet, but she was close. She could feel it. Or she’d finally tipped over the deep end.

      She didn’t think she was crazy because she believed aliens were real. It was thinking that she could discover them in the huge expanse of the universe that made her question her sanity.

      There was so much emptiness out there. The odds of her actually making alien contact were infinitesimal.

      That wasn’t going to keep her from trying, though.

      She had decided to start somewhere close—Mars. She altered more settings, becoming more and more sure that she had picked up an actual data stream. Narrowing the parameters of her home-brew software, she scanned for signals from the planet and found…

      Her eyes widened.

      It wasn’t what she’d hoped for, but it was still extraordinary. One of the Mars explorers that had gone offline over a decade ago was sending a signal.

      Had the solar panels somehow managed to get enough sun to power the unit again? How could that be? They were covered in dust from the red planet. It wasn’t like someone was walking around out there with a duster and could clean them off.

      The image of a gray parading around in a French maid outfit and wielding a feather duster popped into her head, making her giggle. She might be a little too sleep deprived.

      Excitement gave her a second wind. She locked on to the signal, boosting it so she could clear the feed. There would be a delay from what was actually happening on Mars, but not much of one.

      She was about to see live footage from another planet. Okay, almost-live footage.

      A Martian landscape filled one of the windows on her monitor. The picture was washed out, like in the old videos she’d seen on the Internet from when the robot had been functional. Orangish-red sand littered with rocks stretched out to the horizon. She’d never thought such a barren view could be so mesmerizing.

      What she wouldn’t give for an audio feed. But then, it wasn’t like there were Martians walking around looking to chat with—

      A face appeared on the screen. A green face, hanging down from above the camera.

      Gwen couldn’t breathe. Her mouth dropped open as she leaned closer, not believing her eyes.

      The being was distinctly reptilian. It looked almost like an iguana, only with a flattened, somewhat more humanish face. It blinked its golden eyes, then crawled over the camera view, blocking it with its green belly.

      Wait a minute.

      This had to be a prank. That was a regular lizard and someone had… Had…

      Had what? Figured out what she was doing and hacked her hack of the feed?

      Aside from Izzie, no one else knew what Gwen was up to. And Izzie wasn’t the type to prank anyone, even if she knew how in this case.

      Then again, someone hacking Gwen’s setup seemed more possible than a lizard-person crawling around on a long-dormant Mars explorer. But who would go to that much trouble?

      The lizard vanished from view for a few seconds, then popped back up. On two feet. It stepped away from the camera, then lifted its arm and started tapping on some sort of metallic band encasing its forearm.

      Okay, so not an iguana…

      With a better view of it, she could see more of the metallic bands around its arms, legs, and body. Beneath the silver metal, its otherwise emerald-green scales had black stripes on its sides that seemed to come from its spine, with thinner, lavender-blue stripes lining them. There was a shimmering gold aura around the lizard-person as well. Some sort of energy spacesuit?

      This was incredible. She was witnessing an actual alien!

      Or else an elaborate prank.

      If this were real, what did an alien want with Earth tech from decades ago? It could walk around on Mars with a spacesuit made of energy. Its technology was light-years beyond what they had on Earth.

      The feed brightened, the colors becoming more vibrant. The lizard-person approached the camera again, reaching up above it to do something Gwen couldn’t see. It must have been pretty short to have to reach like that. Maybe three-and-a-half or four feet tall. She found herself leaning down, as if she was looking through an actual window and changing her angle would alter the view.

      When she realized what she was doing, she sat back, and murmured, “Get it together, Gwen.”

      The lizard-person smiled, then patted the side of the camera.

      That was weird. But then, what part of all this wasn’t? The pat looked…affectionate.

      She shook her head. She was probably reading things into the situation. Anthropomorphizing the lizard-person’s behavior.

      It took a few steps back and stared at the camera for a few moments. Gwen felt the hair on her arms rise. It was almost like the alien could see her through the monitor.

      She looked up at her computer’s camera. The light was off. She quickly closed the lens cover anyway, just in case. If this was a prank, the person behind it was probably trying to tap into her camera to get a reaction shot and they could have disabled the alert light. The last thing she wanted was a recording of—

      “Crap!” Gwen yelled.

      She separated the portable storage drive from her necklace and quickly plugged it in, starting up a recording that would capture everything on her screen directly to the drive. If this wasn’t a prank, she was going to need evidence to take to…the UN or something. Having the data on a drive disguised as jewelry would make her feel better, too.

      The alien nodded, then dusted its hands together in a strangely human gesture. It waved, as if urging her to follow it. Again, she found herself half-rising from her chair.

      It wasn’t communicating with her, though. It was talking to the explorer.

      The view on her screen changed as the robot started to move forward. The alien really had fixed it.

      Its smile broadened and it clapped its hands as the explorer stopped. Gwen couldn’t keep herself from joining in, laughing and weirdly realizing there were tears streaming down her face.

      She had been so heartbroken at the explorer’s last message. Part of the reason she’d chosen her field had been in the hopes of being part of some sort of…rescue operation.

      She didn’t care if it was ridiculous. All of her dreams centered around space. If what she was seeing was real, then some of her biggest and best dreams had just come true.

      Aliens were on Mars. And they were kindhearted enough to want to fix a broken robot.

      The explorer followed the lizard-person around for a bit. Each time it changed direction, the alien jumped and clapped. Its joy was infectious.

      After a while, they both stopped. The lizard-person stood with its hands on its hips and nodded as if satisfied with the explorer’s progress.

      It approached the camera, and once more gave the robot an affectionate pat. Then it angled its head, as if listening to someone.

      Gwen couldn’t see anyone else on the screen. The lizard-person seemed to be looking at the explorer. Was it…talking to the explorer? As if the explorer could talk back?

      Maybe all the years on Mars had rendered it intelligent… Maybe during its long dormancy, the explorer had developed a consciousness and—

      She shook her head sharply.

      “Get a grip, Gwen.” Even she had her limits on what she’d entertain.

      The lizard-person’s lips pulled into a broad smile. She was really starting to like the little guy.

      It angled its head again, its eyebrow ridges creasing and its smile fading as quickly as it had formed. It took a few steps back, then slapped its forehead and shook its head.

      It ran toward the camera, frantically doing something. Its mouth moved the whole time, as if it was talking quickly. And it didn’t look very happy.

      The feed suddenly cut off.

      “What?” Gwen shouted. “No!”

      She did everything she could to try to reconnect. Maybe it was on a different frequency. The feed had to still be out there.

      A flashing red box on the window warned her that her haste had made her slip up. Strange symbols flooded her screen. They morphed more quickly than she could register their shapes, making her eyes hurt.

      Just as frantic as the lizard-person had been, Gwen disconnected everything, sending a scrambling packet at the last moment to try to cover her tracks. The packet should take care of hiding her activity from most computer systems on Earth.

      As if that would help against whatever the heck that had been.

      When she was done, she realized she was crouched next to her chair, staring wide-eyed at her monitor, her glasses crooked on her face. She ejected her external drive and reconnected it to the rest of her necklace, then powered everything off.

      She sat down for a few moments, trying to process what she’d seen.

      That had to have been a prank. But if it was a prank, it was a damn good one. Whoever was behind it had gone to great lengths to make it look real.

      Had they been pranking someone else? Gwen wasn’t supposed to be accessing that feed. No one should be watching for signals from a dormant Mars explorer. And no one knew about her pet project.

      Even if they did, how would they have known she’d be scanning that exact section of space at that exact time? The sheer improbability of it… The timing was almost as hard to believe as what she’d seen.

      Not a prank for her, then.

      Maybe… Maybe not a prank at all.
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      The soft rumbling of Bandit’s purr had all but put Xan to sleep. The orange and white striped kitten was curled up under his chin as he leaned back in his seat, his feet propped up on the console and his eyes closed. He gave the kitten another scratch behind his ears, enjoying the warmth and soft fur of the tiny animal.

      Forget all the other resources Earth had to offer. If they decided to start exporting cats as pets, they would make a fortune. Xan didn’t understand why every human on the planet didn’t choose to have a dozen of the animal companions.

      Then again, it seemed more like Bandit had chosen Xan. The kitten followed Xan wherever he went and demanded attention whenever it seemed to suit the animal. Bandit especially liked to jump up on the control console when Xan was trying to pilot the shuttle.

      At the moment, though, they were between ferrying jobs. Cyan was saying her goodbyes to her best Earthling friend after spending the afternoon gathering genetic samples from several of the woman’s cats for her xenobiological studies.

      From past experience, Xan knew their “goodbye” could take over an hour—not that he minded at all. It gave Xan a chance to enjoy some quiet time with his favorite Earth being.

      Bandit had seemed to have a blast playing with the Earth cats. As night fell, he quieted down and came back to the shuttle to hang out with Xan, though.

      “Shuttles might not be as fun to fly as a skimmer, but they sure are more comfortable,” Xan said. He sank deeper into his seat and closed his eyes.

      He heard Cyan board the ship and then the door start to close. She ran up to the cockpit, her steps fast enough that Xan quickly straightened.

      Bandit let out a protesting meow, then jumped over to the console, sitting on the flat space between the controls and the front viewport. Xan took one look at Cyan and knew something was wrong.

      Her scales had dulled from their normal emerald green to a pale lime, making the black and sky-blue stripes along her back stand out strikingly. Her golden eyes were wide, their pupils thin slits, and she was wringing her hands in front of her chest. Most disturbing of all, the silver bands of her exosuit kept rippling and changing shape, almost as if it didn’t know what she wanted it to do for her.

      Xan had no idea what would happen if a Vegan lost control of their exosuit, or even if it was possible. He really didn’t want to find out.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Wrong? Nothing is wrong. Everything is fine.”

      She sat in the seat next to him, and reached for a safety restraint. Her exosuit suddenly expanded, forming straps that wrapped around the seat, securing her in place.

      “What…” She pulled on one of the bands, then swatted at it. “Stop that. Stop that! Ugh.”

      He’d never heard a Vegan make a noise like that before.

      “Vapor pits!” she said.

      “Whoa.”

      Bandit let out a crackly meow that sounded almost like a laugh.

      “Watch your language,” Xan said. “There’s a child present.”

      “You are right. I am sorry.”

      She took a deep breath, then let it out. The straps released the seat and settled back in their earlier configuration. Very deliberately, she reached for the shuttle’s restraints and strapped herself in.

      “Did you and your friend have a fight or something?” Xan asked.

      “My friend? What do you mean?” She cast a wide-eyed glance at him and turned a shade paler. “What friend?”

      Xan gestured toward the house. “You were saying goodbye to your Earth friend and now you seem upset. Did you get into an argument?”

      “Oh, no. Nothing of the sort.”

      “Okay…”

      Xan started going through system checks. He’d done them so many times it was easy to divide his attention between that task and whatever Cyan needed. Bandit batted at his hands as Xan ran his fingers over the etchings that served as the shuttle’s controls.

      “I take it you’re ready to head back to the Reckoning?” Xan asked.

      “I um…” She was wringing her thin fingers so hard, he was afraid she’d break them. “Actually, I was hoping we could make a brief stop on the way.”

      “Sure. Where would you like to go?”

      “I am still determining that.”

      Xan paused in his work, then turned to look at her. Bandit used the opportunity to jump into Xan’s lap. He butted his head against Xan’s chin, demanding attention.

      “All right, all right,” Xan said, petting the kitten and urging him to sit. “Now settle down. Our friend is upset, and we need to help her.”

      Bandit turned on Xan’s lap and sat up straight. He angled his head, his orange ears perked toward Cyan.

      With all the trips he’d made bringing Cyan to Earth to study this group of cats, he’d had a chance to hang out with other specimens. None of them seemed remotely as smart as Bandit or his sisters onboard the Reckoning. The commander’s bondmate theorized that growing up in space was affecting them somehow. It was as good a theory as any.

      “I thank you for your concern,” Cyan said. “But I will figure this out on my own.”

      “Cyan…” Xan shook his head, uncertain how to proceed but also unable to stand seeing her so upset. “I’ve piloted you to Earth quite a bit over the last few months.”

      Most of the Vegans chose to fly themselves to and from Earth when they needed to take trips. Cyan was…not the best at controlling vehicles, though. Apparently, super-advanced technology didn’t make them all super-advanced at piloting or driving things.

      “As the Vegan’s chief xenobiologist, it is to be expected that I would explore our new homeworld’s ecosystems and study the beings living there,” she said.

      “I’m not complaining. It’s just… We’ve spent a lot of time together.”

      “Yes, we have.”

      “I like to think I’ve gotten to know you fairly well,” Xan said. “And that we’re friends.”

      “I…” Her cheeks regained a bit of color. “I think of you that way also.”

      “I can see that you’re distressed.”

      Bandit let out a plaintive meow and raised his paw, making a gentle petting motion toward her. Xan laughed a little.

      “Apparently, Bandit can see that, too,” Xan said. “As your friend—”

      Bandit turned toward him and let out a sharp meow.

      “Sorry, as your friends,” Xan stressed the s at the end, “we’d like to help you if we can.”

      “I… I…” She shook her head. “It is not I that requires assistance. It is Peri.”

      “Peri? You mean Periwinkle?”

      Xan knew the other Vegan, but not as well as Cyan. Peri was a lot better at piloting himself around. He was also one of the gruffer Vegans that Xan had met, but Peri and Cyan seemed to be close.

      Cyan nodded. “He has been surveying the Sol system to find potential places to expand the habitations we are building.”

      Xan’s throat tightened. It always did when he thought of how the Vegans and the Department of Homeworld Security on Earth were helping his people find new homes.

      The Tau Centauran Assembly hadn’t stopped after destroying Sadr-4 and all of the colonies in his home system. They had destroyed so many Coalition colonies, and whenever Sadirians tried to set up new dome worlds or stations, the Tau Centauran Assembly was quick to attack those new targets.

      As long as they could be close to Earth, they were safe. No one would dare stage an attack in the Vegans’ new home system.

      “We appreciate your assistance so much,” Xan said.

      Cyan reached over and patted his knee as Bandit turned toward Xan again and rubbed his cheek on Xan’s chin. The kitten let out a soft meow, and pawed at Xan’s face.

      “Thank you.” Xan gently gripped Bandit’s paw and helped him settle back on Xan’s lap. “But let’s focus on your problem. What does Peri need?”

      “I did not think you and Peri were friends,” Cyan said.

      “That doesn’t matter. He’s your friend, and you want to help him, so I’m going to help you.”

      She made a happy sibilant noise and leaned back, more of the color returning to her scales. “It is…not exactly something that your commander would approve of.”

      Xan grinned. “All the better.”

      Cyan let out a hissing laugh. “Then could you please take me to these coordinates? Once we are there, I should be able to pinpoint our destination more accurately.”

      He checked the place she indicated. It was on Earth and the area would still be fully dark when they reached it, so he didn’t have to worry about breaking the non-appearance protocol in case the shuttle’s cloak failed.

      Only members of the Department of Homeworld Security were supposed to know that aliens were real—and their new neighbors. Xan didn’t want to upset the Vegans or the Earthlings who had invited the Sadirians to live in the Sol system. If they changed their minds, Xan had no idea what would become of his people.

      He turned back to his console and entered a course to take them to where Cyan had indicated. A ripple of white light flowed over the viewport, letting him know the cloak was active. He double-checked the readouts, then brought the planetary thrusters online.

      The shuttle rose smoothly from the ground, gaining altitude quickly before turning in the direction of their destination. As soon as they were underway, he turned back to Cyan.

      “Okay,” he said. “Now tell me the rest of it.”
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      “Thanks for coming over so quickly.” Gwen finished pouring the tea, then carried both cups to the table where her best friend, Izzie, was sitting. “I honestly thought your phone would be in ‘do not disturb’ mode.”

      “What can I say? You got lucky.”

      She was in her pajamas—a red T-shirt that complemented the warm tones in her dark brown skin, with an alien in a flying saucer that said, “I don’t believe in humans.” Gwen’s yellow T-shirt had a similar picture, but it said, “Still looking for intelligent life.” They were also wearing the same blue bottoms with little UFOs and cartoon aliens all over them.

      There had been a sale.

      Izzie let out a huge yawn. She’d been growing out her hair for a while, and it was still a little flat on the back from sleeping on it.

      “It’s one o’clock in the morning,” Izzie said. “This had better be good.”

      “It is. I wouldn’t have called you over otherwise.”

      Izzie took a deep breath of the fumes from her tea, her eyes closing as she enjoyed the scent. After a moment, she opened them, staring at Gwen expectantly.

      “So…?” Izzie prompted.

      This was Gwen’s best friend. Her fellow nerdgirl. They had both been obsessed with aliens forever. Why was it so hard for Gwen to just say aliens are real and I have proof?

      Izzie leaned back, and said, “Okay, now you’re freaking me out.”

      “I saw something tonight. In the feeds.”

      Izzie’s brow furrowed. “In the whats?”

      “The feeds. The feeds, Izzie,” Gwen said.

      “Wait… The feeds you said you were going to use to start looking for aliens?”

      Gwen nodded vigorously.

      Izzie’s eyes widened, and she sat up straighter. “You are freaking kidding me! What did you see?”

      “So, I hacked into the feed from one of the Mars explorers—” she began.

      Izzie’s smile faltered. “Those robots a bunch of countries have put up there to collect samples? Oh, come on. Everyone can see those.”

      “Not this one. It stopped transmitting over a decade ago.”

      Izzie remained skeptical, her frown saying everything. “I can’t believe I drove across town in the middle of the night for this.”

      “No, listen. I saw a little green man!”

      One of Izzie’s eyebrows rose. “It sounds to me like you fell asleep at your computer and had a vivid dream.”

      “I’m telling you, I saw an actual alien. He fixed the explorer and got it moving again. The way they were interacting, it was almost as if he’d taught the robot to understand him.”

      Izzie’s eyebrow remained arched.

      “I saw a lizard-person on Mars,” Gwen said. “For real!”

      After a few moments, Izzie said, “Okay. As your best friend, I am obligated to believe you. But no one else will unless you have proof.”

      Gwen smiled triumphantly. “You really think I wouldn’t record what I saw?”

      Izzie smiled. “Then what are we waiting for? Show it to me.”

      Gwen jumped up from her chair. At that exact moment, something crashed upstairs.

      “What was that?” Izzie also rose from her seat.

      Gwen shook her head and held her finger over her lips. She grabbed a rolling pin off the kitchen counter and whispered, “Stay here.”

      “Like hell I will,” Izzie whispered back. She ran over and grabbed something of her own off the counter, then followed Gwen as she entered the hallway. They crept up the stairs.

      Gwen cringed as Izzie stepped on the creaky spot, then turned around and made a shushing sound. Izzie mouthed, “Sorry.”

      At the top of the stairs, Gwen could hear something moving around in her room. She had left the light on and the door was open.

      Her heart hammered in her chest. She raised her rolling pin, slowly making her way down the hall. Izzie crouched behind her as they walked, brandishing her own weapon. A spatula.

      Gwen paused and gestured to it, then mouthed, “Really?”

      Izzie shook her head and shrugged. Then her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. Gwen slowly turned to see what was behind them, swallowing hard.

      A kitten.

      It was a kitten.

      Specifically, a small marmalade tabby, sitting at the end of the hall in the light cast from her room. Its tail flicked behind it and it cocked its head and let out a little meow.

      “What the…” Gwen murmured.

      “Did you leave the window open?” Izzie whispered.

      “Of course not,” Gwen hissed. “It’s still winter. Why would I leave the window open?”

      “Then how did it get in?”

      “Bandit!” a low masculine voice whispered from inside her room. “Get back here.”

      A man appeared behind the cat. He was wearing jeans and a dark blue button-down shirt that was open enough to show off his delectable collarbones. His hair was dark and curly, and he had a generous coat of stubble on his strong jaw.

      He looked really tan for being in Iowa in the middle of winter. And he wasn’t wearing a coat or hat or anything.

      He did have on a very fancy watch with a black band and a plain silver face. Gwen had a good view of it since his sleeves were rolled up past his elbows, revealing corded forearms.

      He bent and picked up the kitten, cradling it to his chest and planting a kiss between its furry ears. He smiled down at the little guy, and Gwen felt it like a nuke had gone off deep in her belly. Goosebumps spread down her arms as he flashed straight, white teeth and dimples.

      God, she loved dimples on a man.

      This was a guy who had snuck into her house in the middle of the night. What was wrong with her?

      He whispered something in the kitten’s ear then looked up as he turned back to her room. He froze, mid-turn, as his hazel-brown eyes locked on her.

      She lowered the rolling pin.

      “What are you doing?” Izzie whispered. “We should… We should charge him or something.”

      The guy was tall. Really tall. And with those broad shoulders and his athletic build, Gwen imagined them running up and just bouncing off of him.

      Plus, he was holding a kitten.

      “We can’t attack a man who’s holding a kitten,” Gwen said. “It’s not right.”

      “Um… I can hear you,” he said. “And I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t attack me.”

      Gwen stood up straighter. “What are you doing in my house?”

      “I was…” He looked around, then to the kitten when it meowed at him. “Oh right.” He gestured toward them with the kitten, and said, “I was looking for my cat. The little rascal has a knack for getting into places he’s not supposed to. You know how cats are.”

      “Actually, I don’t,” Gwen said. “I’m allergic.”

      “I’m Xan.” He smiled, showing those dimples again, and her stomach fluttered. “It’s nice to meet you, Allergic.”

      “Ha ha,” Gwen said. “Very funny.”

      “I didn’t mean to make a joke.” He looked genuinely confused. “I think I’m missing something. Is Allergic not your name?”

      Gwen shook her head. “Allergic means that cats make me sneeze and make my eyes water and my skin itch. My name is Gwen.”

      Who didn’t know what ‘allergic’ meant? And who broke into a house to get their cat—who had also managed to get into the house somehow, even though all the doors and windows were locked—and didn’t bother knocking in the middle of the night while he was running around without wearing a coat even though it was winter and—

      “Oh my God, you’re an alien!” Gwen yelled.

      His eyes widened and his smile faltered. Bandit let out a long, protesting meow.

      Izzie snorted. “No, he’s not. He looks like us.”

      “Exactly.” Xan laughed. “Well, maybe not exactly.”

      His eyes swept over Gwen in what started as a quick glance, but then turned into a lingering stare. She had to be imagining the heat in his gaze.

      He cleared his throat, and smiled at them. “Absolutely not an alien.”

      Bandit let out a little chuff.

      “Not even the kitten is buying that story,” Gwen said.

      “Look, he’s just some guy after his cat.” Izzie waved her spatula at him. “He already said so. Let’s just show him the door and then you can show me that thing you were going to show me.”

      “What thing?” Xan said. “Nobody needs to show anybody anything.”

      There were several things Gwen would love for this guy to show her—and several more she could think of that she’d love to show him. Her cheeks heated. Where was this coming from?

      Gwen turned to Izzie, though she pointed at Xan with her rolling pin. “He is an alien. I’m sure of it. Maybe he’s some kind of shapeshifting gray or something.”

      “Excuse me,” he snapped, standing straighter. “I am not a shapeshifter.”

      “So, you always look like this,” Gwen said.

      “Yes.” He nodded.

      She nodded along with him. “Like an Earthling.”

      “Exactly,” he said.

      “Even though you aren’t one,” she finished.

      He started to nod, then his eyes widened and he shook his head. “I am an Earthling. Absolutely an Earthling and not a gray.”

      “Chill out,” Gwen said. “We don’t judge in this house. Izzie and I both love the grays.”

      His lip curled and he shuddered. “Why?”

      “Who wouldn’t think it’s cool to be able to look like anyone?” Gwen asked.

      “How do you know they can do that?” His tone struck her as odd. It wasn’t a challenging statement, like he wanted to start debating the different possibilities in true fandom manner. It was more filled with exasperation.

      “I read the forums,” she said. “I know that the only way you can identify a gray is using a black light.”

      “A black light?” he asked.

      “Yeah.” Her linen closet was built into the wall just next to her. She opened the folding doors and set down her rolling pin, then pulled out the box she kept her storm supplies in—which included a black light.

      Gwen had never said she was “normal.”

      She pulled out the modified flashlight and turned it on, then took a few steps closer and pointed it at Xan. He looked down at his body and at Bandit as she moved the light over him.

      Damn, he had some muscular thighs. And long legs. And a narrow waist. He was about the hottest guy she’d ever seen.

      And he had that smile. That incredibly sincere smile.

      If he was aware that he was gorgeous, he didn’t flaunt it, which made her like him even more.

      “What is this supposed to be showing you?” he asked.

      “Absolutely nothing, apparently.” Gwen sighed, then turned around. Just as she was about to switch off the light, the beam crossed Izzie’s leg.

      Her pants glowed a bright blue.

      That couldn’t be right. Gwen moved the beam up, illuminating more of her friend’s form. Everywhere the black light touched, her friend glowed with phosphorescent light. Her skin, her clothes, everything except the spatula.

      “Holy shit!” Gwen stumbled back, flailing as she almost fell. Xan caught her with one arm, pulling her against his chest right next to Bandit.

      “Izzie?” Gwen said.

      There was no way that Izzie was a gray. They had been friends forever. They didn’t have secrets like this.

      Xan handed Bandit to Gwen, then gently urged her behind him.

      “I don’t think that’s your friend,” Xan said.

      “Then… Then who is it?” Gwen asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Izzie shook her head, then chucked the spatula into the linen closet. “I’m a gray.”
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      Xan’s heart was pounding—primarily because of the Scorpiian standing a few feet away—and the fact that he hadn’t brought any shields or weapons or armor along.

      Primarily.

      He was pretty sure that the feel of the small Earthling clinging to his arm was part of it as well. She had huge, warm eyes behind thick-framed glasses, dark brown skin, dozens of long black braids, and the softest curves he’d ever seen. Even though he’d only been able to gaze at her briefly, he felt as though he would remember what she looked like forever—like she’d been burned into his memory.

      The thought was almost as distracting as her presence. Xan needed to be focused on the possible threat right in front of him.

      “Zemanni?” Xan asked.

      “Izzie” cocked her head to the side, then shook it. “Of course. No other Scorpiian would dare come to Earth now that I’ve claimed it as my home.”

      Somehow, that didn’t reassure Xan. “Unless they wanted to claim it themselves.”

      “They wouldn’t dare,” Zemanni said.

      “Aside from the one who tried to kidnap a bunch of cats from Harbor,” Xan said. “What did he call himself? Dean?”

      Zemanni glared at Xan. “He was an outlier. And you didn’t even need me to take care of him. You and your Vegan friends made it very clear he should leave Harbor and not return.”

      Yeah, but we aren't in Harbor…

      Xan had a really bad feeling about this. He vowed to keep a close eye on the Scorpiian, whoever he was.

      Probably-Zemanni turned his attention to Gwen. “What kind of emitter is that?”

      Gwen looked down at the cylinder in her hand. “It’s a black light. A UV light. It makes certain things fluoresce. Like cheesy posters and mustard stains. And…grays, apparently.”

      She turned off the beam and slid the device into her pocket.

      “I’ll have to look into that,” Zemanni said.

      Gwen stepped out to Xan’s side, though she tightened her grip on his arm. She was also clutching Bandit to her chest.

      “What did you do to Izzie?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” Zemanni said.

      Gwen’s voice shook. “Then where is she?”

      Zemanni shrugged. “Asleep in her bed where I left her.”

      “You were in her room?” Gwen nearly yelled.

      “I needed to get a genetic sample to assume her form,” Zemanni said.

      Gwen made an indignant sound, then started forward. Xan put out his other arm to hold her back.

      “Zemanni is an ally,” Xan said.

      “Your friend is perfectly safe and unharmed,” Zemanni said. “I was able to get what I needed from her hairbrush. From you, I had to use your lip gloss.”

      Zemanni’s body started to glow silver. His shape filled out into Gwen’s lush curves. He dropped a few inches in height and his hair lengthened and morphed into thin braids that fell down his back. He pushed the replica of the large black lenses she wore up his nose and smiled at them.

      “That is just not right,” Gwen murmured.

      “Change back,” Xan said, his voice tight with barely controlled rage. Seeing him assume Gwen’s form was absolutely unacceptable. Xan wasn’t quite sure why, but he knew it was how he felt. “Now.”

      “Fine.” Once more, Zemanni glowed with that bright light. When the light faded, Izzie’s form was before them again.

      “If… If you’re really Zemanni, prove it,” Gwen said. “Tell Xan something only Zemanni would know.”

      “Xan barely knows me at all,” Zemanni said. “He’s one of those Sadirians who’s afraid of Scorpiians.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” Xan said, even though it was kind of a lie. “I’m appropriately cautious.”

      Zemanni smirked, then called out, “Cyan? Could you please scan my DNA to reassure your friend?”

      “Wait, is there another one of you guys running around?” Gwen started looking from side to side, scanning the hallway with her gaze. She tucked herself closer into Xan’s side. Warmth suffused him where they touched.

      It amazed him how much she trusted him. But then, there was something about her that put him at ease as well.

      Xan heard a sigh, and then somewhere above them he heard Cyan say, “I already checked. His DNA is a ninety-eight percent match to Zemanni’s.”

      “Only ninety-eight?” Xan said.

      “Only ninety-eight,” she parroted. “Scorpiian DNA is complex. That level of a match could not be falsified.”

      The Vegan dropped her personal cloaking field as the three of them looked up at her—four counting Bandit. Xan glanced over at Gwen when Cyan appeared. The Vegan was clinging to the plaster ceiling, her tail whipping behind her.

      Gwen’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. Xan braced himself for the stammering noises she was making to turn to screams. Earthlings often reacted that way to the aliens that looked less like them.

      Instead, a huge smile broke out on Gwen’s face. Her cheeks were flush with excitement.

      “Oh my God!” she said. “It’s a Martian!”

      “Excuse me.” Cyan dropped to the floor and stood. She pressed a green hand to her chest. “I am a Vegan.” Even though she clearly pronounced it “Vay-gun,” she still added, “From the Vega system. Though now, I call Earth my home.”

      Gwen was riveted. Her eyes remained wide.

      “You live here?” Gwen asked.

      “Well, not in this dwelling,” Cyan said, gesturing to the hallway. “My primary residence is on the Life Ship, just off the coast of Florida.”

      Zemanni rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you tell her your access codes while you’re at it? Maybe give her an exosuit.”

      Gwen finally tore her gaze away from Cyan. She scowled at Zemanni, and said, “Are all Scorpiians dicks, or are you just special that way?”

      Xan tried to cover his laugh by pretending to cough.

      How could this Earthling be so fearless?

      “Maybe we should start over,” Xan said. “That’s Cyan and Zemanni.” He gestured to the kitten in Gwen’s arms. “And this little guy is Bandit.”

      Bandit craned his neck back so he could look up at Gwen. He rubbed his head against her chin, purring loudly.

      “Oh, sweetie, you shouldn’t do that,” Gwen said. “With my allergies, I’m going to have to take such a shower after this.”

      Despite her words, she cuddled the kitten closer to her chest and kissed his head. Bandit’s eyes drifted shut and Xan swore he was smiling. He was also purring.

      Gwen’s brow furrowed. “It’s weird. Normally, if I’m in the same room as a cat for a minute, I can’t stop sneezing. But you don’t seem to be affecting me at all even though you’re all up in my face.”

      She cautiously sniffed Bandit’s head. He stretched his neck, butting his nose against her cheek, and Gwen laughed.

      “He’s a space cat.” The words were out of Xan’s mouth before he’d really thought about them. Cyan and Zemanni both stared at him.

      Xan shrugged. “Like anything we say at this point is going to make things worse.”

      “He is not a space cat,” Cyan said. “He is an Earth cat. He was simply born in space.”

      “And he and his sisters are exponentially smarter than any cat on Earth,” Xan said.

      “You do not know that!” Cyan snapped.

      Xan arched an eyebrow at her.

      “Vapor pits,” Cyan hissed.

      Zemanni laughed. “And there’s the proof that she knows me.”

      “Your Scorpiian swears have indeed rubbed off on me.” Cyan sniffed indignantly.

      Xan didn’t know if he felt better or worse confirming the Scorpiian’s identity. The Department of Homeworld Security had taken Zemanni and his human mate into their protection, and sworn that he was loyal to them and had retired.

      Retired from being one of the most effective assassins in the galaxy.

      Gwen spoke again, bringing Xan’s attention back to her.

      “Okay, so hypoallergenic space cat.” She lifted Bandit a bit, then used the kitten to point at Cyan and Zemanni in turn. “Vegan. Scorpiian. I take it that’s with two ‘I’s, as in you’re from the Scorpii system—better known among Earthlings as the constellation Scorpio?”

      Zemanni’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Yes. We have our own name for it, of course, but that’s what our translator sessions have converted it to.”

      “Makes sense.” Gwen turned to Xan. “And you’re…”

      “Sadirian,” Xan said. “From Sadr-4. At least, I was from Sadr-4.”

      His chest constricted. He resisted the urge to rub the spot. The loss of his homeworld was still a fresh pain in his heart.

      Gwen seemed to pick up on his sadness.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “Thank you.” He forced himself to smile. It wasn’t as hard as he expected, and he wondered if that had something to do with her. Her presence was simultaneously soothing and enthralling.

      “So, why are you here?” Gwen asked. “And don’t give me any of that bull about your cat sneaking in here.”

      “Bull about your cat?” Cyan said, angling her head to the side.

      “It’s an idiom,” Xan said. “In this case, bull is short for bullshit.”

      “Oh.” Cyan’s scales crinkled around her nostrils. “I can see why someone would not wish to receive bullshit.”

      Gwen burst out with a laugh. She glanced at Xan, her cheeks flushing. “Sorry. This is just…really weird.”

      “You’re handling it spectacularly,” Xan said.

      Her cheeks darkened further. She gave Bandit another kiss.

      The kitten was purring so loud. He seemed to be in heaven in her arms.

      Xan was a little bit jealous.

      He shook himself. They were on a mission. An extremely off-the-books mission.

      “We’re here because of what you saw on Mars,” Xan said.

      “Right,” Gwen said. “Why else would a group of aliens be in my house in the middle of the night?”

      To recruit her for the Department of Homeworld Security?

      The thought surprised Xan, and yet, it seemed a natural match. She had bypassed all the protective measures of the feeds she had hacked into with equipment that he was certain she’d built herself. He and Cyan had already gone through her computer, trying to find evidence of any recordings she might have made, and found nothing except Gwen’s brilliant coding.

      The head of the Department of Homeworld Security, Brendan, would want to speak with her if he knew about her skill and ability to handle herself around aliens. Too bad Xan and the others were doing their best to make sure no one else found out about this little visit or what had prompted it.

      “We want the recording you made of Peri on Mars,” Zemanni said.

      Cyan swatted Zemanni’s stomach with the back of her hand.

      “Do not be a dick,” she said.

      Xan laughed again. This time, he didn’t bother trying to hide it.

      “Why are you even here, Zemanni?” Xan asked.

      Zemanni angled his head toward Cyan. “Cyan and I are friends. I saw the feed and figured it would cause a problem for her and her friend, so I came to help. Gwen was just about to show me where she’s keeping the recording of her footage before you amateurs showed up and ruined everything.”

      “What did I just tell you about not being a dick?” Cyan said.

      The Vegan shook her head, then turned to Gwen and bowed. Cyan clasped her hands in front of her chest, as she often did when worried.

      “I apologize for my friend,” Cyan said. “But about what you saw…”

      Gwen stiffened, her full lips pulling into a frown. She took a step back, away from all of them.

      “Please,” Cyan said. “We will not take anything from you by force or subterfuge. But I beg you to destroy that footage.”

      “Why?” Gwen asked.

      Cyan shook her head. “Because Earthlings cannot know we are living among them. All of our fates—perhaps the fates of every sentient in the galaxy—depend on it.”
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      “That’s kind of hard to believe,” Gwen said. As if any of this was easy to believe. “How could the fate of so many people be affected by one planet? Earth can’t be that special.”

      Cyan shook her head, a smile stretching her face. “You have no idea how special Earth is. The diversity and abundance of life on this planet alone is unparalleled.”

      “And the resources your people have…” Xan shook his head. “They’ve already attracted some…less respectful sentients.”

      “Less respectful than the mod squad here who broke into my house to steal from me?” Gwen said.

      She would have punctuated her statement by crossing her arms, but she was still holding the absolutely adorable kitten. And she wasn’t sneezing.

      For a moment, she considered offering to give them the footage if they’d let Bandit stay with her. She’d never been able to have pets before or really enjoy animals at all because of her allergies.

      Bandit’s fur was incredibly soft. He was warm and his purring was so strong, she could feel his chest vibrating against her hands. She planted another kiss on his head, then realized she’d become distracted from the three aliens standing in her hallway.

      Straightening, she went back to scowling at them. Tried to, anyway.

      Cyan was adorable. And Xan, with those dimples… He was something else entirely. The only one she didn’t like was Zemanni.

      “I apologize for the intrusion,” Cyan said. “My friend should not have modified your people’s robot without permission.”

      “Modified?” Gwen said. “How?”

      “That is…complicated,” Cyan said. “But I swear to you, he meant no harm. He loves machines, and could not stand that it had been abandoned.”

      “We didn’t abandon it,” Gwen said. “We sent other explorers. And as soon as we’re able to send humans to Mars, I’m sure we would have reactivated it ourselves.”

      Except she kind of wasn’t. Humans hadn’t made a habit of taking care of their creations—especially of the technical kind. People had a tendency to throw out the old whenever something new and shiny came around.

      “Periwinkle did not know this.” Cyan made a face. “Besides, he is an impatient sort.”

      “Periwinkle?” Gwen asked.

      “We call him Peri,” Cyan said.

      Was it Gwen’s imagination, or did Cyan’s cheeks turn a little pink when she spoke of the lizard-man on Mars? Interesting. And even more adorable.

      “Look, I would love to believe you all that you come in peace and just want to…fix our robots or something, but I’m going to need a little more than your word,” Gwen said. “Actually, I’m going to need a lot more.”

      “Do you have something in mind?” Xan asked.

      She had a lot of things in mind when it came to him, which was kinda weird since they had just met. It had been a long time since anyone had caught her interest the way he had. Actually, she couldn’t recall being this drawn to someone.

      “I’m still thinking,” she said.

      “Perhaps if we explained a bit more of what is at stake.” Cyan gestured to the air in front of her, and light burst into view. It coalesced into what looked like a holographic display of the familiar planets of the Sol system. Gwen did her best not to let her mouth drop open as she stared at it.

      “Earth is extraordinary not just for its resources, but its incredible diversity,” Cyan said.

      The hologram zoomed in on Earth, taking them down into the atmosphere over a gorgeous rainforest. The view flew over the trees at a dizzying speed. The terrain changed to grasslands, then savannah, then desert and tundra, before turning toward the ocean and skimming the water.

      Gwen’s chest flooded with warmth as she saw so much of her planet’s beauty on display. She felt as though she could reach out and touch the surface of the waves.

      “The galactic war between the Coalition of Planets and the Tau Centauran Assembly has displaced numerous sentients from their home systems,” Cyan continued.

      “Galactic war?” Gwen remembered Xan’s comment about “less respectful sentients” being attracted by Earth’s resources. A shiver passed over her.

      “It started with the destruction of Sadr-4 and all the habitations within that system.” Xan’s voice was rough with emotion. “My home.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Gwen reached out and clasped his arm. Warmth flowed through her from the contact.

      Xan smiled down at her, then covered her hand with his, holding it there. The kitten chirruped, then put his paw on top of Xan’s hand, as if giving his approval. Gwen couldn’t keep herself from laughing lightly at the thought.

      She glanced at Xan, wanting to be sure it hadn’t upset him when they’d been discussing such a sensitive subject. He smiled at Bandit, then scratched the kitten’s head. Before turning back to the hologram, he cast a gentle smile at her. Heat uncurled in her belly.

      The view on the hologram changed, drawing her attention. It turned to the stars, flying toward the moon and circling it.

      “Our Kindred colony is the first lunar base,” Cyan said, as an image of a dome filled with greenery and beautiful, natural-looking dwellings came into range. “It is on the far side of the moon, out of sight from Earth. We have set up a nearby mining operation to assist with gathering materials needed for creating dome habitations on various asteroids and moons within the Sol system for Xan’s people and others who need new homes.”

      The hologram’s view sped out toward other planets, circling their moons and showing domes similar to the one on the moon, but in various stages of completion. The environments surrounding them were just as fascinating to Gwen as the buildings themselves.

      One was on an arctic wasteland that she thought might be Ganymede. Several others were on one of the moons orbiting Saturn. The vista from those domes would be incredible, with the planet’s rings floating above them.

      Gwen’s mouth was dry and her heart pounded in her chest. She wanted to see what it was like for herself.

      The hologram dove through what looked like a salt flat, giving them a view of a facility being constructed under water or some other clear liquid. It flew back up before turning and heading toward Earth again.

      “My people have technology advanced enough to fend off Assembly attacks,” Cyan said. “We are pledged to protect Earth and all the inhabitants your people have welcomed into the Sol system.”

      “Which is why it’s so important that we not create any kind of panic on Earth about our presence,” Xan said.

      “But…you just said my people have welcomed you to our system,” Gwen said, looking back and forth between Xan and Cyan. “Wouldn’t they have to know you’re here to do that?”

      The aliens exchanged a look that had Gwen’s stomach twisting.

      “We Vegans have been invited to live on Earth by the human designated as our Protector,” Cyan said. “She is the link between our peoples.”

      “That’s great, I guess,” Gwen said.

      “And many Earthlings know of our presence as well,” Xan said. “Your Department of Homeworld Security has given us permission to settle in the Sol system.”

      “So, there is a governing body working with your people on all this?” Gwen said.

      Again, Cyan and Xan exchanged a tense look.

      Gwen pointed between them. “You guys need to stop doing that. Just tell me what’s going on.”

      “The Department of Homeworld Security is a small group,” Xan said. “My people—the Coalition—would call them the first-contact committee. It’s usually made up of carefully selected individuals from the unified planetary government.”

      “But Earth doesn’t have one of those,” Gwen said.

      “Yeah, that’s part of the problem.” Xan ran his hand through his hair, making the curls stand on end. Gwen wondered if they were as soft as they looked.

      “It’s kind of a…” His eyes narrowed as he searched for whatever he was trying to say. “I think you’d call it a hodgepodge.”

      “I would never call anything a hodgepodge,” Gwen said.

      Xan smiled. “Most of the members weren’t exactly selected by us. We sort of stumbled across each other and made connections.”

      Zemanni snorted. Cyan swatted his stomach again, which was just so weird to see when Zemanni still looked like Izzie.

      “Do not make light of the pair-bonding occurring among other sentients and Earthlings,” Cyan said. Under her breath, she added, “Rampant as it may be.”

      “Pair-bonding?” Gwen looked over at Xan. “That sounds like marriage or something.”

      Xan nodded. “That is the closest Earth equivalent to what’s been happening. We’re honestly not sure why so many Earthlings are eliciting pair-bonding reactions with other sentients, but the bonds are strong and lasting.”

      “They also form quite quickly,” Cyan said, one of her scaled brow-ridges arched.

      Was it Gwen’s imagination, or was Cyan giving Xan and Gwen a look?

      Xan must have noticed how Cyan’s gaze lingered on them and the smirk on her face. His cheeks turned red and he glanced over at Gwen, then quickly looked away.

      Xan gestured toward Zemanni, and said, “Even Zemanni has bonded with an Earthling.”

      Gwen looked at the gray, expecting to see his expression soften. Instead, for a brief instant, his lip curled up before he looked away.

      It was odd to see such disgust on Izzie’s features. Gwen really wished the Scorpiian would assume a different form.

      “The point is, we are working with Earthlings,” Xan said. “It’s just an…unconventional arrangement.”

      “Don’t you have to have conventions in the first place before something can be called unconventional?” Gwen asked.

      Xan smiled at her, and her insides melted. What the heck was up with her?

      Wait, hadn’t they just said Earthlings kept suddenly and strongly bonding with aliens? Her stomach did a giddy lurch at the thought. The idea that she was pair-bonding with Xan was more appealing than she wanted to admit.

      She couldn’t even think about that right now. Instead, she turned her attention back to the hologram.

      Earth was in the view. As the image traveled closer, she saw a huge spaceship on the far side of the moon next to a mushroom-shaped space station. The station was only framed out for the most part, but she could get an idea of the final design already.

      As cool as the station seemed, the ship was downright scary. It was long and spear-shaped, with many bristling protrusions that looked a lot like armaments.

      “What’s that?” Gwen asked.

      “That is our Outreach station,” Cyan said.

      “It’s where we all hope to meet to work on furthering peace and support for sentients throughout the galaxy,” Xan said.

      “Actually, I was talking about the giant ship with all the guns,” Gwen said.

      “Oh, that.” Xan looked away.

      “That is the Reckoning,” Cyan said.

      She and Zemanni both smirked. Xan sighed.

      “I am sorry,” Cyan said, covering her mouth as she giggled.

      Zemanni rolled his eyes. “It’s a stupid name.”

      “It applied back when the High Council was still around,” Xan said. “We had to… The name was supposed to scare people into obeying. I always hoped that it worked.”

      “Why?” Gwen asked.

      He shook his head, his eyes taking on a haunted look. “Because that was better than what happened if we were deployed to bring people in line.”
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      “You had no choice but to participate,” Cyan said. “Your role was dictated by your society. You were literally created for that purpose. It is to be respected that you were able to break through their mental programming and take action to assist others the moment you had a chance to.”

      Xan wondered what Gwen would think about that. If she knew half of the things he’d been forced to participate in, she’d probably be disgusted by him. When he thought of what the Reckoning had done, all the damage they had caused, he felt the same way.

      “Yes, shooting your former commander is such a laudable action,” Zemanni said.

      Cyan swatted him again. “She had it coming.”

      Xan’s stomach sank. He didn’t know why it mattered to him so much what Gwen thought of him, but it did.

      He felt her reach for his hand. She interlaced their fingers when he looked down at her.

      “I’m sorry you were forced to be part of things that disturbed you,” she said.

      How could she be so understanding?

      He managed to smile at her, squeezing her hand. He held on, not wanting to let go. Somehow, he knew he never would.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “We hope you can see why it is so important that no one sees that video,” Cyan said.

      “Even if I shared it with others, I doubt anyone would believe it’s real,” Gwen said.

      Xan shook his head. “But our people would see it, and they would know it’s real. They might think that Earthlings would panic if they discovered how many aliens are coming to the Sol system. They might even stop allowing more sentients to settle here.”

      “My people have allied themselves with Earth,” Cyan said. “If your planet came together and said that they did not wish for other sentients to live in the system with them, I have no doubt that my people would respect that wish and turn away Xan’s people and other sentients seeking refuge. If you demanded it, we would leave as well.”

      Xan had spent enough time with the Vegans to know how much that would cost her people. They had been stuck on the Life Ship for tens of thousands of years. He wasn’t sure exactly why they were in that situation, but the thought of them returning to such a lonely existence tore at his heart.

      His grip tightened on Gwen’s hand, and she shifted closer to him.

      “I don’t want any of that,” Gwen said. “But this is…a lot to absorb.”

      Bandit let out a quiet meow, then reached up and gently batted at her face. Gwen lifted him to nuzzle his head and kiss him.

      “If I may make a more personal plea,” Cyan said, taking a few steps closer. “My people will see what Peri has done as a threat to us remaining on Earth as our new homeworld. There is only”—she swallowed hard before continuing—“only one other transgression that would result in a harsher punishment. If my people see what Peri has done, he will be once more confined to the Life Ship. He will not be allowed to leave it again.”

      The Vegan clasped her hands in front of her chest, some of the green of her scales fading. “I cannot tell you how that would destroy his spirit. We have been traveling through the galaxy for so long, looking for a home. We thought we would never find a place outside of the Life Ship where we could live. A true home. My friend made a mistake. I beg you not to let it cost him his freedom.”

      “That seems really harsh,” Gwen said. “Are the other Vegans mean or something?”

      “Not at all.” Cyan shook her head. “But they are very aware of what is at stake. I fear the excitement of having a new home has caused some of us to forget that and become a bit…reckless.”

      Some of us?

      Had other Vegans done something similar to Peri? Xan filed that thought away and turned his attention back to the matter at hand.

      “Gwen,” Xan said, keeping his voice as gentle as he could. “I promise you, I’m telling you the truth. The only thing that footage can do is drive wedges between people and cause hardship. Whether you realize it or not, those wedges have tremendous potential to cause damage to Earth and its inhabitants. You need the Vegans’ protection during this war and probably after. And we… We need Earth’s.”

      “I…” Gwen shook her head. “I don’t know enough about what’s going on to make a decision.”

      A sudden idea lit Xan’s mind. He turned so that he was standing before Gwen, lifting the hand he held between them and clasping it with both of his palms.

      “Then let me show you,” he said. “I can take you to the dome worlds we’re creating. I can introduce you to my friends on the Reckoning. This isn’t just about my people. It’s about yours, as well. If we’re allowed to stay, once Earth is ready to know about aliens, they’ll have immediate access to the entire galaxy. Dome worlds already built within their system. Space stations and star ports. Earth is already at the forefront of the advancement of so many sentients. They just don’t know about it yet.”

      “I guess I wouldn’t want to be the one to deny my people all of that,” Gwen said. “But wouldn’t introducing me to your friends clue them in that someone else figured out there are aliens around?”

      “At the rate everyone’s been pair-bonding, they’ll think we just ran into each other during one of my trips to Earth and really hit it off,” Xan said.

      Her cheeks flushed and she looked down. “You think they’d believe that about you and me?”

      “I have no doubt of it,” Xan said.

      Zemanni cleared his throat. “It seems like you have this well in hand. I’m going to head back to the Florida base before they notice I’m gone. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t let anyone know about my little trip.”

      “It seems this is a night for secrets,” Cyan said. “We will keep your confidence.”

      Zemanni angled his head toward her, then walked away. Xan watched him until the Scorpiian was out of sight.

      Scorpiians were not to be trusted. Despite everything he’d heard about Zemanni, Xan remained unconvinced of the Scorpiian’s change of heart and “retirement” on Earth. Their interactions today had done nothing to reassure him.

      Cyan’s voice brought him back to the moment.

      “If we are to proceed upon this path, we will need to first return to the Reckoning,” she said. “I will put in a request to gather more samples from the dome worlds for my xenobiological research. That should enable you to secure a ship for your voyage.”

      “I want to see the Reckoning first,” Gwen said. “And I’d like to talk to Peri.”

      “Of course.” Xan wasn’t sure why it pleased him so much that she wanted to see his home ship first. Most people would probably have been focused on the flashier trip—himself included.

      “We should go,” Cyan said. “It will be light here soon. We must leave before dawn.”

      “Why?” Gwen followed the Vegan down the stairs, with Xan trailing after them. “Can’t you cloak your ships?”

      “We can, but cloaks sometimes fail,” Xan said. “As an extra precaution, protocol dictates that we only travel during night in populated areas.”

      “I guess that makes sense.” Gwen turned toward them and said, “I’m really trusting you both. I hope you live up to that.”

      The idea that she trusted him made warmth bloom in his chest.

      “I swear to you, I will keep you safe,” Xan said.

      Bandit let out a few chirruping meows and Cyan laughed.

      Gwen looked in the direction of the sound. “What’s so funny?”

      “Bandit says all will be well,” Cyan said, “And that he trusts people all the time when he lets them pick him up. He trusts them not to drop him.”

      Gwen laughed, then brought the kitten to her face to kiss him between his ears. “You little cutie. How could anybody drop you?”

      He began to purr, causing Gwen to laugh again. She managed to get her coat and boots on without having to put him down. She patted her pockets, then pulled out her keys.

      Cyan activated her cloaking field, disappearing from view. Only the slightest wavering in the air let Xan know where she was.

      “That is so cool,” Gwen said.

      She opened the kitchen door and headed out into the wintry night air. Xan allowed some time for Cyan to exit, then followed, closing the door behind them. Gwen locked it, then smiled up at him.

      “It’s this way,” Xan said, gesturing toward the front of the house.

      He wished he could hold Gwen’s hand or lace their elbows together, but between their height difference and the way she was using both hands to hold and pet Bandit, that wouldn’t really work out. He settled for walking as close to her as he could without bumping into her as they headed toward the ship.

      Xan loved how well Bandit and Gwen got along. Until now, Xan had been the sentient Bandit was closest to.

      Xan was working up the courage to ask his commander, Marq, if perhaps Bandit could be his pet. The kitten’s mother, Meredith, was Marq’s own pet, but even with his spacious quarters, having four cats had to be too much.

      Caring for Bandit would be a big responsibility, but Xan was up for it. He loved Bandit already, and couldn’t imagine life without his near-constant orange companion. Now, when Xan imagined himself on the Reckoning, he saw Gwen with them as well.

      Xan shook off the thought. He was getting way ahead of himself.

      Then again, with what he’d heard of the others’ pair-bonding, they had happened incredibly quickly. Sorca, the Coalition’s chief liaison with the Cygnians, had ended up married to her current bondmate within an hour of meeting him.

      Most of the other bonds had been established within hours as well. Something about the pheromones of remarkably compatible couples rapidly elicited strong emotions. At least, that was the prevailing theory.

      He glanced over at Gwen as they walked, wondering if she was feeling something similar toward him. She caught him looking, and smiled. A wave of self-consciousness hit him, and he looked away, letting out a nervous laugh.

      He was really getting ahead of himself. Gwen knew almost nothing about their society. What would she think when she found out that he was considered a defective specimen?

      He was way too tall. Too muscled, even though he thankfully wasn’t nearly as large as some of the other soldiers on his ship. His lack of bulk made it easier for him to navigate in some of the more cramped stations and ships he’d visited during his career.

      His hair was too curly. It stood up on top of his head, no matter how he tried to slick it down like most Sadirian citizens did.

      He couldn’t explain the math of the courses he plotted when he was at navigation, no matter how hard he studied the intricate formulae. But even so, he was the best pilot in the fleet.

      The Coalition scientists who had engineered Xan had been completely baffled by his incredible reflexes and instinctive ability to fly any vessel they put him in after programming his mind with the navigational protocols—along with whatever other programming the High Council wanted in his brain.

      How could he explain any of this to Gwen in a way that didn’t make him sound like what he was?

      A glitch.
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      Whatever Xan was thinking about, it was making him unhappy. A crease had appeared between his eyebrows that deepened every time Gwen glanced at him.

      She wanted to help him feel better. Maybe a distraction was in order.

      “So… Is Zemanni going to join you on the ship later?” Gwen asked.

      “Hmm? Oh, no,” Xan said. “Scorpiians are impossible to detect when they’re impersonating someone. They could easily take over a ship if they managed to get onboard. By law, they aren’t allowed on any Coalition vessels.”

      Gwen snorted. “Well, as you saw, all you need to detect them is a black light.”

      Xan laughed, and something uncurled deep in her belly.

      “True,” Xan said. “We definitely need to explore that technology. I’m sure my commander would be very grateful if you’d be willing to assist us in establishing how best to leverage it.”

      “Me helping aliens.” She laughed. “I should pinch myself to be sure I’m not dreaming.”

      “You and me both,” he muttered.

      She felt her cheeks prickle yet again. “Will Zemanni be okay with that? I mean, he’s your friend.”

      “He’s Cyan’s friend and she’s my friend.” There was a bit of a bite in Xan’s tone.

      “You don’t like him very much,” Gwen said.

      “Xan does not know him.” Cyan’s voice came from a few feet ahead. Gwen had been so distracted with Xan, she’d forgotten they weren’t alone.

      “Zemanni has proven himself an ally,” Cyan said. “And he is a good friend to me. I did not even ask him for assistance, and he came. He is watching out for me.”

      It seemed weird to Gwen that Zemanni had just happened to see the same feed that she had. How much data was he monitoring?

      “I’m sorry, Cyan,” Xan said. “You’re right. I should give him a chance.”

      “Or, you should trust your gut.” Gwen shook her head. “I mean, you guys seem legit, but that guy…”

      “He did seem a bit off tonight,” Cyan said. “Perhaps he has not ingested enough coffee. He becomes quite out of sorts when he has not had sufficient caffeine.”

      Gwen laughed. “Don’t we all?”

      Xan gestured to a path that led into a small park. A puddle of light appeared a few feet ahead of them, leading the way farther into the darkness.

      I guess I can tell where Cyan is now.

      Normally, Gwen would never walk into a secluded area after dark unless she was with a bunch of friends. She looked over at Xan and couldn’t believe how comfortable she was with him already.

      Maybe it was the kitten. Cats were a good judge of character, right? And Bandit seemed to really like Xan.

      Gwen had never held a kitten before. Or a cat or a dog or…any animal, really. Ever since the first allergy attack where she couldn’t stop sneezing and she’d broken out in hives, her parents had kept her away from anything with fur or feathers, just to be safe.

      This kitten was awesome. He was so soft and warm and snuggly. She gave him another kiss.

      “I still can’t believe I’m not having any reaction to him whatsoever,” Gwen said. “This is amazing.”

      Cyan let out a soft laugh. “I also am quite allergic to most cats. My reaction is quite profound.”

      “Let me guess,” Gwen said. “Your eyes would water and feel like they were full of sand, your nose and chest would burn, your skin would itch like crazy, and you couldn’t stop coughing and sneezing?”

      “My reaction was not quite so uncomfortable,” Cyan said. “But more embarrassing.”

      “Oh?” Gwen prompted when the Vegan remained silent.

      “I…would change color when I sneezed. And whatever markings the cat that caused the reaction had would appear on my scales.”

      “You’re kidding!” Gwen laughed, but quickly subdued herself, not wanting to hurt Cyan’s feelings. “That actually sounds really cool to me.”

      “Before coming to Earth, we had no concept of allergies,” Cyan said. “It was actually quite distressing.”

      “I can imagine,” Gwen said. “Well, I’m glad you have this little guy to keep you company now. Although, I have to say, I may want to keep him before this is done.”

      Cyan chuckled. “He has already decided he wishes to keep you.”

      “Really?” Gwen’s heart swelled at the thought and she snuggled Bandit even closer. “I mean, he’s a space cat. I would love to have him, but… Do you think I really could?”

      She looked up at Xan. His brow was furrowed again. Had something upset him?

      “Oh, is he your cat?” Gwen asked. “I’m sorry. I won’t ask to keep him if he’s yours.”

      “It’s okay,” Xan said. He reached over and scratched behind Bandit’s ears. “He’s his own cat. He can decide where to go.”

      Just how smart do they think this little guy is?

      “He’s a cat,” Gwen said.

      Xan smirked. “A space cat.”

      “He is not a space cat!” Cyan snapped.

      Xan looked down at Gwen, his lips pressed together as he contained a laugh. She had to bite her own lips to keep from laughing.

      Cyan let out an exasperated sigh. “We are here.”

      Gwen’s heart started to race. She was about to see a spaceship.

      Xan took a few strides forward. It made her extra aware of how close he’d been staying up to now, and again, she thought about what they’d said about pair-bonding.

      Was it possible she had some sort of instinctive connection to an alien? That was beyond her wildest dreams. Then again, she was standing in a park in the middle of the night with a sweet, sizzling-hot alien and his lizard-lady friend and holding a not-a-space-cat while waiting to see her very first ever spaceship.

      Gwen’s wildest dreams were all coming true.

      Xan turned around to face her, a huge smile on his face. Her heart started to pound again, her breath caught in her chest. She realized it had nothing to do with the spaceship or the adventure she was setting out on and everything to do with him.

      He was stunning and warm and smart and seemed to appreciate her and feel something toward her as well. And he was kind and thoughtful and protective of his friends. He was everything she’d been waiting for and had convinced herself she’d never find. Plus, he was an alien.

      She had to be honest with herself. That helped.

      “If you are done staring at each other, perhaps we could return to the ship?” Cyan said.

      “Sorry,” Xan said. “I just had to see the look on her face when this happens.”

      “When what happens?” Gwen asked.

      His smile grew, and he took a step back.

      Behind him, lights shimmered into existence, illuminating the gunmetal gray exterior of a small ship. Its rectangular shape was eerily similar to many of the shuttles she’d seen in sci-fi shows and movies.

      The ship rested on two long runners shaped a bit like the bottom of helicopters, only thicker. As she watched, a hatch opened in the back of the vessel, slowly descending to act as a ramp.

      Her heart pounded and she clutched the kitten closer to her chest. Maybe a little too hard. Bandit let out a squeaking meow, then started squirming. He twisted till she couldn’t hold on, then leapt to the ground.

      “Bandit, no!” Gwen prepared to chase him, but the kitten stopped, then turned and stared at her expectantly, his head cocked at an angle.

      “Oh,” she said. “I was afraid you were going to run off.”

      “Why would he do that?” Cyan rippled into view. She gestured to the ship. “He knows this will take him to his home.”

      Gwen felt a little tug at that. She wanted his home to be with her.

      Or maybe for her home to be with him.

      She looked back over at Xan, her cheeks burning and her arms tingling with goosebumps. Bandit hurried over to her and wove in and out among her ankles, purring loudly. Then he ran to Xan and did the same.

      Xan bent down to pick him up, but the kitten shot for the shuttle before Xan could reach him, running onboard. Bandit paused at the top of the ramp, and turned toward her and meowed.

      Despite Cyan’s insistence that he was just a regular Earth cat, Gwen remained skeptical. This was the smartest cat she’d ever seen. He really did seem to be communicating with her, and clearly at that.

      “I’m coming,” Gwen said.

      Bandit let out a happy meow, then turned and ran deeper into the shuttle.

      Yeah, that was one smart cat.

      Cyan followed the cat onto the shuttle, but Xan waited for Gwen to reach him, falling into step beside her.

      “It’s not as flashy as most of our other ships,” Xan said. He almost sounded apologetic. “This is kind of… I guess you’d call it the minivan of our fleet.”

      Gwen laughed. “I like minivans. Besides, if this will get me to space, I don’t care what it looks like.”

      That seemed to put him at ease. The fact that he cared what she thought about his spaceship sent flutters through her stomach. He was trying to impress her with his vehicle. Somehow, that was just adorable.

      “Wait till you see the ships in the hangar on the Reckoning,” he said. “I think you’ll really like the interceptors.”

      “I will love them all,” Gwen said. “They’re spaceships.”

      Xan laughed, then gestured for her to proceed. She took a deep breath and headed up the ramp. Her heart beat faster with every step.

      Inside, the vessel was again what she kind of expected. Bench seats were built into the walls, with harnesses to secure the person sitting in them. Bandit was curled up on one, his front paws tucked underneath his chest and his eyes closed. Cyan sat next to him, quietly speaking into the metal band around her wrist.

      Gwen ventured farther into the ship to give Xan room to join them. He had to duck to avoid hitting his head on the ceiling. It made Gwen appreciate her height—or lack of it. The shuttle was perfect for her.

      “You can join me at the front,” Xan said. “The best view is up there.”

      He pressed a button, and the ramp started to rise. Gwen watched it, her breath caught in her chest. When the view of the park outside was gone and the hatch sealed, she finally exhaled.

      “Are you okay?” Xan rested a hand on her shoulder. The innocent touch sent heat shooting through Gwen’s body.

      She cleared her throat and nodded, forcing a smile. “Yeah, just a little nervous. It’s not every day a space cadet takes their first mission into the beyond.”

      “Space cadet?” Xan laughed.

      Gwen half-shrugged. “It’s what my mom always calls me.”

      “Well, after this, she’ll have to call you ‘Space Traveler’,” Xan said.

      Except not, because I can’t tell her about anything I see.

      The thought dimmed the joy of the experience, so Gwen pushed it aside. Nothing was going to tarnish this.

      She followed Xan to the front of the shuttle, then sat in what she guessed was the copilot’s seat. He helped her fasten her harness before sitting next to her and doing the same for himself.

      Control panels covered the bottom half of the space, conveniently placed where she could easily reach them—if she had any idea what they did. They seemed to be a mixture of buttons, flashing lights, and etchings that illuminated as Xan ran his fingertips over them in various patterns.

      What really had her interest, though, were the huge windows that made up half of the wall in front of her, wrapping around the sides of the ship. Xan wasn’t kidding about this having the best view.

      He turned to her and smiled. “You ready for this?”

      I was born ready for this.

      Her throat was too tight to make a sound. She nodded instead.

      Xan reached over and took her hand in his and squeezed it. He pulled it up to his lips for a gentle kiss.

      The heat she’d felt from his touch before turned into a searing pleasure that lit in her core and swept out over her entire body. She gasped in a breath from the intensity of it.

      His eyes widened, and he glanced at her hand as if he was only just realizing what he’d done. He shifted a bit in his seat and his cheeks reddened.

      Gwen doubted she was the only one that chaste kiss had affected.

      He lowered their hands, but Gwen held on. They shared a silent smile before he turned back to the window.

      “Here we go.” He tapped a button, and a humming sound built in the ship as it rose from the ground.
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      Earth clothes were very helpful. If Xan had been wearing a standard Coalition uniform, he would be having a lot of trouble hiding his reaction to Gwen at the moment.

      No one had ever affected him as she did. The simplest touch sent fire blazing through his body. And the softest smile warmed him in ways he didn’t understand.

      Pair-bonding. He’d seen others experience it, but had never thought he’d be so lucky himself. Especially to find one of the incredibly strong bonds his people were forming with Earthlings.

      Could this be what that was like? It was the only explanation that made any sense.

      Gwen’s eyes were wide, fixed on the viewport. As they rose through the atmosphere, her gaze never left the stars.

      He had felt that kind of wonder before. He still felt it every time he launched out into the dazzling star fields before them.

      As the stars became brighter and more distinct, she let out a little “Oh…” that was more breath than sound. Her grip on his hand tightened.

      Xan tore his own gaze from her for long enough to make sure the course he’d entered was being followed within acceptable parameters. He couldn’t wait to get her in a skimmer and show her the rest of her solar system. The shuttle was a good enough vessel for transports, but was a bit clunky for anything more than ship to planet transfer.

      With everything going as it should, he let himself enjoy the view—and Gwen’s reaction to it.

      She was leaning forward in her seat. Her eyes kept getting wider as the ship neared the moon. She bit her lip, and a tear spilled down her cheek.

      Xan understood that, too. At least, he thought he did.

      The freedom of being out in space. The limitless potential of what they could do and where they could go…

      She wiped away the tear and sniffed, then glanced over at him briefly.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “Don’t be.”

      She smiled, but looked down instead of back to the viewport, pulling her hand away. Was she feeling self-conscious? He wanted her to be at ease with him.

      “Gwen,” he said, unsure what he wanted to say, but knowing he wanted to offer comfort. He shook his head and opened his arms. “Come here.”

      She only hesitated for a moment, then unstrapped herself and rose. He grasped her waist and urged her to sit on his lap. His heart sped as she leaned into his chest and he pulled her closer, wrapping his arms around her.

      “It’s just so… So much,” she said. “So beautiful.”

      He leaned in close to her ear and whispered, “It’s only going to get better.”

      She laughed while wiping another tear away. He could feel her relax further into his embrace.

      For a moment, he closed his eyes and let himself breathe her in. Her scent, her warmth. He tightened his grasp, and she leaned her head against his.

      “Gwen.” He hadn’t meant to say her name, but it was just…instinct. All of his reactions to her felt more natural than anything he’d experienced before.

      He opened his eyes as she turned to him, her gaze locked on his lips now. They leaned closer, their breath mingling.

      Something small and orange darted up next to them and leapt onto the top of the controls. Gwen startled, then laughed as Bandit turned around to face them.

      Xan swore the cat made a face, sticking his tongue out and narrowing his eyes. His ears pressed back flat on his head, and he quickly turned back to the viewport.

      “I think we made him uncomfortable,” she said.

      Xan laughed, then shifted a bit in his seat. He was more than a little uncomfortable himself, his body once again reacting to her proximity and the near-kiss they’d shared. Having her close was worth it.

      The ship rounded the far side of the moon and Gwen gasped, lurching forward. Xan held on to her hips to make sure she didn’t fall off his lap. She leaned on the top of the control panel, where Bandit was sitting.

      “Oh my God,” she said. “Oh my God!”

      The mining base had come into view, its two black towers spearing out from the depths of the two adjoining craters where it had been built. Domes made of transparent material set in triangular frames covered both craters together, looking a bit like the number ‘8’ from above.

      Causeways linked both towers at various levels, letting people move materials and themselves between the structures. Little lights slid over them as the transports traveled back and forth. A few small shuttles rose or dropped in the shafts surrounding the towers.

      Gwen half-rose as they flew over the structure, trying to keep it in view as long as she could. She sat back and stared at him, her eyes still wide.

      “How long have you guys been here?” she asked. “And what are you doing in the moon?”

      “We’re mining ores that we’re using to build more dome worlds in the Sol system and to improve our bases and habitations on Earth. There’s a town in particular that’s going to serve as a place for aliens to mingle with Earthlings and learn your ways.”

      “Will they all look like you? I mean, like us?”

      “Not all of them. But the Earthlings in Harbor know about us and the town agreed to be a testing ground, in exchange for the lifestyle improvements we could offer them.”

      She was quiet for a moment, then said, “Maybe we should visit there as well. I’d like to meet these fellow Earthlings and pick their brains about that choice.”

      “Absolutely. But first…” He pointed to the viewport.

      Gwen turned around and gasped again.

      The Kindred colony had come into view. This single dome was built in the same fashion as a true dome world, except it was like none he’d ever seen before.

      Far from being sparse and utilitarian, Kindred was instead filled with parks and trees and buildings that flowed perfectly into the natural landscape. The buildings were white or brown, with plants growing next to the windows and on the rooftops.

      One of the Earthlings in Harbor had been teaching them about vertical farming, and the Vegans had put her lessons to good use. Many of the colony’s buildings had Antarean tunnels made of packed earth wrapped around them, which also had plants growing from them that provided food and oxygen.

      Xan wondered what Gwen would think of the “giant ant people” when she met her first Antarean. So far, all the Earthlings who had met them had been frightened. Somehow, he doubted she’d be the same.

      They were quiet as they passed over the colony. Gwen again rose, gazing down at the lake and small waterfall in the main park. He felt a tremor sweep through her as she sat back down.

      “That place is beautiful,” she said, her voice raspy with emotion.

      “It is. Vegans, Sadirians, Earthlings, and Antareans live there in harmony. We worked together to build it. I always think of how it proves that we’re capable of so much more when we work together.”

      She nodded, then leaned back against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her, enjoying holding her again.

      Bandit looked back at them over his shoulder, then let out a little chuff and shook his head.

      “Okay, I swear, that cat just gave us a look,” Gwen said.

      “What kind of look?”

      “A judgey look. Normal Earth cats… Okay, I guess they do that, too, from what I’ve seen on Internet videos. But he still seems not-quite-normal.”

      Gwen jumped as Cyan suddenly said, “He is a completely normal Earth cat.”

      Honestly, Cyan had surprised Xan as well. She was standing right next to them. The Vegan sat in the empty seat and folded her hands in her lap.

      “Cripes, Cyan,” Gwen said. “Next time wear a bell or something.”

      Cyan cocked her head. “Why would I wear a bell?”

      “So we can hear you coming,” Gwen said. “It’s just a joke, really. On Earth, we sometimes put bells on cat collars so that we can keep track of where they are.”

      “An interesting concept,” Cyan said.

      “You should fit them with trackers so that we can tell where they are on the ship,” Xan said. “Technically, Bandit and his sisters belong to Marq, our commander. His cat, Meredith, had them unexpectedly. He’s always losing track of them and they sometimes get into systems they aren’t supposed to.”

      Gwen reached out and picked up Bandit, then settled into Xan’s lap once more. She kissed the kitten’s head, and said, “Are you a naughty kitten?”

      Bandit chuffed, then meowed a few times. Cyan giggled.

      “What did he say?” Xan asked.

      “He said that Queenie is the naughty one,” Cyan said.

      “Really?” Xan shook his head. “I figured it would be Patches, since she’s the one that was sabotaging the ship for attention.”

      “Sabotaging the ship?” Gwen leaned to the side so she could look at him. “But it’s safe now, right?”

      “Of course,” Cyan said. “Nika, the ship’s chief engineer, has repaired all the damage. I have instructed Patches not to do anything like that in the future.”

      “And you think she’ll listen to you?” Gwen turned her attention back to Bandit, scratching his cheeks. “Then these really aren’t like Earth cats.”

      “What do you mean?” Xan asked.

      “Well, cats do what they want,” Gwen said. “It’s kind of their defining trait. They see a glass on a counter, they knock it off. They want to get into something they aren’t supposed to, they do it anyway.”

      “Okay, that sounds just like Queenie,” Xan said.

      Bandit turned to him and gave a sad-sounding meow. It rose at the end like a question.

      “Don’t worry, Bandit,” Xan said. “It doesn’t sound like you at all.”

      The kitten settled back in Gwen’s arms, as if that had satisfied him. Xan started petting his back, and the kitten purred loudly in approval.

      A sudden wave of peace washed over Xan. It made goosebumps rise on his skin. Holding Gwen, feeling her and Bandit as they shared that moment, was perhaps one of the most perfect in his life up to that point.

      He barely dared to acknowledge the thought, but had a feeling that there would be even better moments to come. As long as she was in his life—as well as the rambunctious kitten.

      “We are approaching the Reckoning.” Cyan reached out to one of the controls, shattering the calm.

      “Don’t you touch that,” Xan said. He quickly locked down the controls on Cyan’s side of the shuttle.

      Cyan glared at him while Gwen arched an eyebrow.

      “Cyan is…not a good pilot,” Xan said. “Or driver. Just, don’t let her control a vehicle and we’ll all be safer.”

      Cyan let out a loud hmph and crossed her arms. “I am a perfectly adequate driver,” she said.

      “Sure,” Xan said. “Just let me take us in.” He reached around Gwen, working the controls to fine-tune the shuttle’s trajectory.

      “I don’t see any—” She gasped as they passed through the projection field masking the presence of the Reckoning and space station Outreach.

      “Oh wow,” she said. “That’s… That’s a lot of guns.”

      Xan flinched inwardly. He almost wished that she wasn’t so observant. It was probably too much to hope for that she wouldn’t pick up on the menacing number of glowing weapons arrays and sharp, angular firing devices. The Reckoning was designed to intimidate, after all.

      “The ship was built while the High Council was still in charge,” Xan said. “They used their power to bring almost all of the sentient beings in the galaxy into the Coalition of Planets.”

      “Based on what I’m seeing here, I’m going to guess not all of them came willingly,” Gwen said.

      “It wasn’t always the Reckoning that convinced them,” he said. “One of the reasons it’s so hard for us to trust Scorpiians is how the High Council used them to get planets that resisted their influence to fall in line.”

      “Did they have the Scorpiians take out planetary leaders and pose as them and sign on or something?” Gwen asked.

      “Assassination was one of the less destructive methods,” Xan said. “Agents of the High Council have been known to sabotage entire planetary ecosystems to bring the sentients living there under their power.”

      “Wow,” Gwen said.

      “You said you wanted to know,” Xan said. “I won’t hold anything back from you. But please believe me when I say that things have changed. The High Council is gone.”

      She turned to meet his gaze, and their connection sizzled even with that contact. Maybe she felt it, too, because after a moment, she nodded, then turned back to the viewport.

      “How soon until the space station is done?” Gwen asked.

      Cyan handled this question. “Peri estimates it will be complete within seven Earth months.”

      “I wish it was farther along,” Gwen murmured. “But from the sounds of it, I’ll learn more on the Reckoning anyway.” She held Bandit close to her chest, and said, “Let’s do this.”
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      Gwen’s heart was hammering as Xan piloted the shuttle into a huge hangar bay. She tried to control her breathing to help herself calm down.

      It wasn’t just that she was about to head out into her very first spaceship. Okay, aside from the shuttle. Or even that she was sitting next to a lizard-person.

      No, she was pretty sure a lot of it had to do with the alien whose lap she was sitting on and whose arm was draped around her waist as he landed the vessel without so much as a bump.

      “Wow, you’re good,” she said.

      He grinned up at her. “Best pilot in the fleet. That’s why I was assigned to the Reckoning.”

      “Well, I’d say you earned your commission,” Gwen said. She felt her cheeks heat again.

      Cyan hopped out of her seat and headed for the back hatch. It was already descending to act as a ramp. Bandit squirmed out of Gwen’s grasp and ran after her.

      “If you will excuse us,” Cyan said. “Bandit would like to say hello to his siblings. I will take care of it while you two”—she lifted her little green fingers and did air-quotes—“pretend to be pair-bonded.”

      Shaking her head, she and the kitten disappeared into the hangar bay, leaving Gwen and Xan alone.

      Xan didn’t seem like he was in any hurry to leave. Or maybe he liked having her close as much as she liked being close to him. She really hoped so.

      “I really like your friends,” Gwen said, trying to make conversation.

      “I’m glad.” Xan grinned at her, then looked away briefly. “What about me?”

      Gwen laughed. “I like you, too.”

      He returned his gaze to hers, his smile growing. “I’m glad, because I really like you.”

      “Now that we’ve established that, what’s next?” she asked.

      “Next, we get you a uniform.”

      “So I can fit in on the ship? Will people think I’m Sadirian?”

      “No one would ever mistake you for a Sadirian.”

      His words might have pinged her ego if it wasn’t for the hungry way he looked at her as he said it, and how his grip on her waist tightened, his free hand moving to her thigh possessively.

      She had to swallow before she could force words out of her suddenly dry mouth. “And why is that?”

      That hungry look swept down over her body, the hand on her thigh drifted around to her hip, verging on her ass. His lips parted and the heat in his gaze seared her like a nova going off in her core.

      He shook himself suddenly, and returned his hands to a more discreet location on her knee. This time, he was the one struggling for words.

      He cleared his throat and said, “Most Sadirians are designed to take up as little space as possible. They’re skin and bones—just given enough substance to get whatever job they’ve been assigned done.”

      A chill flooded her, snuffing out the heat from just before.

      “That sounds awful.” She angled her head, leaning to the side as she very blatantly looked him up and down. “I thought you were Sadirian, though.”

      “I am.” He said the words curtly, frowning.

      “Then why are you so huge?”

      He looked away, his expression shuttering.

      “Hey.” Gently, she cupped his cheek and turned him back to face her. She left her hand there, caressing the line of his jaw. “I like big guys.”

      She’d never actually dated one before, but she’d drooled over plenty in movies and books. Xan was absolutely gorgeous. The fact that he seemed oblivious to that just made her want him more.

      Oh shit.

      She wanted him. There was no denying the attraction she felt, but she hadn’t quite let herself acknowledge just how strong the pull was until that moment.

      Xan clasped her hand and pressed a kiss into her palm. He smiled, but there was a sadness to it.

      “I’m glad,” he said. “But you should know that in my society, I’m considered a…glitch.”

      Something deep and a little frightening rose up in her gut at the word. She wanted to hit something. Or someone. Many someones. Every single someone who had ever called him that.

      “You’re not a glitch.” She spoke with such force that his eyes widened. She’d even surprised herself a bit. “Anyone who calls you that in front of me is in for a world of hurt.”

      A slow smile spread over his face. Those dimples reappeared, as well as tiny crinkles around his eyes.

      When he smiled, it was like the universe held its breath for a moment. Or maybe it was just her.

      She leaned in and kissed him.

      Heat flared through her the moment their lips touched. He stiffened at first, but then pulled her closer against his chest, deepening the kiss.

      Every inch of her skin rose in goosebumps. Her heart was racing, her core flooded with molten need.

      She’d never done anything like this before. But then, she’d never felt anything like this before.

      Rising up while keeping her lips against his, she shifted so she was straddling him. He groaned as she lowered herself onto his hips, his erection pressing against her. His hands lowered to her ass, squeezing her and rocking their hips together.

      His lips made a trail of fire down her neck, his teeth scraping the skin behind her ear and making her gasp. He murmured her name, and she marveled at how much need one word could contain.

      Xan reached behind her and slammed his hand on some control. She heard the ramp whirring as it rose, sealing them back in the ship.

      Right. Privacy. That was probably important. She didn’t want Cyan or Bandit walking in on them like this—or like she hoped they’d be in a few minutes.

      Xan was on the same page. He reclaimed her lips as he unstrapped his harness while allowing for the absolute minimum space between them. He rose, holding her up by her thighs. Wow, this guy could multitask.

      She wrapped her legs around his waist as he carried her into the back. He hit another control, and she heard more whirring. Then he was lowering her down onto something soft and flat.

      He latched on to her neck again, and as she turned her head to give him better access, she saw that one of the benches along the side of the ship had expanded into a nice-sized bed.

      The other ships he wanted to show her might be flashier, but at the moment, the shuttle was her absolute favorite.

      He pressed his hips against hers more strongly, his breath coming in quick gasps. Fire was building inside her, as bright and hot as a star.

      “We need to be naked,” she said, her voice so low and breathy she hardly recognized it.

      Xan pulled back enough to lock gazes with her. “You’re sure?”

      “I have never been more sure about anything in my life.”

      He rose on his knees and pulled his shirt over his head. Gwen hissed in a breath through her teeth at how perfect his body was.

      He had just the right amount of lean muscle and dark hair that nicely accented his pecs and abs, trailing all the way down to his jeans. She couldn’t wait to see the rest of him.

      She shimmied out from under him and stood. Xan sat at the edge of the bed, taking off his shoes and socks with lightning speed. She managed to get her boots off almost as fast, and was grateful she’d removed her coat when they’d reached the shuttle.

      Xan stood, a bit hunched over since the shuttle wasn’t quite tall enough for him. Gwen found it downright spacious. She paused in her own efforts to undress, mesmerized by his hands opening the fastener for his jeans. He stopped, and when she managed to bring her gaze back to his face, she saw he was blushing.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I just… No one has ever looked at me like that before.”

      She stepped closer to him and straightened her glasses, then tapped on their frames. “Then you’ve been surrounded by people who need some of these.”

      He laughed, reassuring her. She rested her hand on his chest, then let her fingertips trail over the soft hair that flowed down his torso. His smile faded and his gaze became a bit unfocused.

      She let her touch roam all the way to his jeans. Xan moved his hands, making way for her. She undid the clasp, then lowered herself to her knees.

      If he’d never had a lover look at him with hunger before, she wondered if there were other things he hadn’t experienced. She was determined to show him just how desired he was.

      She kept her gaze locked with his as she drew his jeans and boxer-briefs down to his ankles, then helped him step out of them, even though she wanted desperately to get a better look at the impressive erection right next to her.

      She didn’t look away, even as she drew her fingertips along his shaft. His eyes widened and his entire body shivered. He lifted his arms to the ceiling, placing his hands against the roof of the shuttle.

      Yeah, she was pretty sure that was new.

      She wrapped her hand around him and squeezed, stroking him. His eyes rolled shut.

      Gwen tried to hide her smirk as she thought, Wait till you see what’s next.

      She leaned forward and wrapped her lips around his crown.

      Xan gasped, the muscles on his forearms standing out as he pressed harder on the ceiling. She took him in deeper, trying to keep watching his expression. A furrow appeared between his eyes and his lips parted as he pulled in each breath.

      She swirled her tongue around his crown and tightened her grip as she continued to stroke him. Xan let out the most primal groan she’d ever heard. The sound seemed to vibrate through her, intensifying the ache between her legs.

      Every reaction he had to her touch affected her almost as if he was the one doing something similar to her. She’d never been so turned on just by…turning someone else on.

      A throbbing need built in her core. She felt an echoing pulse building beneath her hands.

      She was tempted to follow through, but she wanted him too much. There were limits to her patience, and she didn’t want to have to wait for him to be ready again.

      She released him and stood.

      He was panting, a sheen of sweat glistening across his chest. He stared at her so hungrily it sent another thrill through her.

      She stepped back, then slid her pajama pants down to the floor and stepped out of them. Her shirt was long enough to still cover herself.

      Xan’s eyes watched the fabric drop, his gaze lingering on her legs. When their gazes met again, his had become almost predatory.

      Gwen lifted her shirt over her head and let it drop beside her. She was careful to grab her necklace along with it and keep it tucked away inside the fabric.

      This was the point where she usually started to feel self-conscious. But the way he kept looking at her—his eyes widening in something akin to wonder as his gaze traveled over her curves—made her feel as if she was the most desirable woman on the planet.

      Or near the planet anyway.

      The thought made her smile as she approached him again and rested her hands on his chest. He smiled back, finally letting his arms drop as he pulled her closer and leaned in for another kiss.
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      Earth had a concept of a thing called paradise. Xan had read about it while waiting for people to finish their business as he piloted them around. He’d never understood the word before now.

      Gwen was paradise. Her touch, her kiss, her laugh, her wit and warmth. He could never get enough of her.

      He let his hands explore her back, then the curves of her hips. He wanted so much more.

      She turned and backed toward the bed, her arms tight around his neck and bringing him with her as their lips devoured each other. They tumbled onto the bed.

      Xan landed on top of her, careful to keep most of his weight from her. His dick brushed against the soft curls at the apex of her legs.

      He groaned at the contact, pressing closer to the slick heat that beckoned to him. She slid her thighs up along him, wrapping her legs around his and urging him closer. He felt her parting around him as he carefully pushed himself deeper.

      Paradise.

      She ran her nails along his spine, sending arcs of intense pleasure sweeping over his skin. Her hands went down farther, cupping his ass and squeezing.

      She pulled him deeper with her legs, until he slid all the way home. He wanted to hold himself there for a moment, but Gwen let out a soft sound of need that tore through what control he had left.

      With a guttural groan, he pulled himself nearly out of her, then slid back as deep as he could go. Gwen cried out, wrapping her legs around his waist as his thrusts intensified.

      Everything became molten, his reality condensing to where they were joined, how their bodies touched and moved against each other.

      Her hands were on his back, her breasts crushed against his chest. Their mouths were locked, tongues tangling as she rose to meet each thrust.

      His movements intensified, speeding them toward the edge of an ecstasy greater than anything he’d ever known. He felt her clench around his shaft as she called out his name.

      Her core pulsed, pulling him to his own climax. It tore away his thoughts, nothing left but the blinding pleasure and the need to keep thrusting, to be deeper, to hold himself inside her, to keep her in his arms forever.

      When he finally regained his senses, his arms were wrapped around her, his shaft buried deep. Her legs were still tight around his waist and her fingers dug into his back, as if she was as reluctant to let go of him as he was to let go of her.

      Each panting breath made her breasts move against his chest, rekindling the desire he couldn’t believe hadn’t been sated yet.

      But then, he knew without a doubt it never would be. Never could be.

      He would want her forever. He just had to think of a way to convince her to be his.

      “If those other ships you want to show me don’t have a bed like this, we should take the shuttle on our trip,” Gwen said.

      Xan laughed, then lowered his head to the nape of her neck and pressed a kiss there. She seemed to really like it when he did that.

      She made an mmm sound and started stroking his back.

      Yes, that was definitely something she liked.

      Xan nuzzled her ear, and said, “The other ships actually don’t have a bed quite like this, but I can bring along some blankets and cushions for us to sleep on.”

      “I suppose that could work. Especially since I doubt we’ll be doing much actual sleeping.”

      He laughed again, and was delighted when she joined in. He lifted himself on his elbows so he could gaze down at her.

      Her eyes were heavy-lidded and her lips slightly parted. She looked thoroughly satisfied.

      Knowing that he was responsible for that sent a jolt of a different kind of pleasure through him. His chest felt full, his heart brimming with warmth.

      “We should probably get going,” she said. “Before someone comes looking for us.”

      “That’s a good point.” Xan was eager to get underway, knowing what she had planned to keep them busy during transit.

      He rolled off of her, but stayed as close as he could. She reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze, then rose and started to dress. As soon as they were both clothed, he retracted the bench and opened the hatch.

      She found his hand again as they stood at the top of the ramp, then took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “You ready for this?” Xan asked.

      “I was born for this.” She cast a beaming smile at him, then pulled him along after her down the ramp.

      The moment her feet hit the hangar floor, she released his hand and started turning in a slow circle. Xan had purposefully landed the shuttle in a space that would give her a really good view upon exiting the smaller ship.

      “Oh wow,” she said, her eyes wide as she looked at sleek black skimmers, various gunmetal gray shuttles and small fighters, and the huge, flying-saucer shaped interceptors.

      The interceptors, in particular, held her attention. Xan wasn’t surprised at all. He’d watched many of the earlier sci-fi movies that featured vessels with a similar shape.

      Xan leaned close to her ear, and said, “If you like those, wait till you see our uniforms.”

      Gwen snorted. “Are they silver catsuits?”

      “Yup.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, right.”

      “It’s true.”

      Her eyebrows furrowed a bit, but then she shook her head. He claimed her hand again, and led her through the maze of vessels, heading for the entrance to the rest of the ship.

      “Do you want to get a uniform first, or meet Peri?” Xan asked. “He should be onboard by now.”

      “As much as I’d love to see these silver catsuits for myself, I’m eager to meet Peri.”

      Xan gestured down the passage that would lead to the Vegan’s workspace on the ship.

      As an honored guest, Peri had been given an entire engineering bay to work in. It wasn’t a big bay, but it was private and he could do pretty much whatever he wanted there. It was also close to the hangar bay.

      Xan tapped on the notification control to let Peri know they were outside. Crashing sounded from within.

      The door opened just a bit, and Peri poked his head out into the hallway. “I am very busy. Go away.”

      “We have footage of you on Mars,” Xan said, as the door closed.

      After a moment, the door opened again.

      “What kind of footage?” Peri asked.

      “Footage from a robot that has supposedly been without power for years,” Gwen said, crossing her arms and staring at the Vegan with an obvious challenge.

      “I do not know what you are ta—” Before he could finish his sentence, another voice chimed in behind him.

      “Oh, she means me!” the feminine voice said. In the same excited tone, she said, “Is that the Earthling that was watching us? I want to meet her!”

      Peri started to flail his arms at something they couldn’t see, then two small mechanical arms extended into view, pushing him out of the way in a weird sort of slap-fight.

      The door opened fully, revealing a machine that was about as tall as Gwen. Half a dozen solar panels stuck up from its back, rotating to catch a maximum amount of light. Beneath those, two sets of track wheels let it roll back and forth, pushing Peri farther out of the way with its odd appendages.

      It had a sensor array at its front, right about at eye level with Gwen, giving it a strangely humanoid feel. Especially when it talked.

      “Hi,” it said brightly. “My name is Margaret!”

      Gwen’s eyes were wider than Xan had ever seen. Her mouth hung open. She started to stammer the same sound over and over again.

      Margaret rolled a bit closer. “Are you malfunctioning? Because Peri can fix you if you’re malfunctioning. Come inside.”

      The machine rolled backward to make room for them. Xan nudged Gwen forward. Once they were inside, Peri looked up and down the corridor, then closed the door behind them.

      “That’s… That’s… That’s…” Gwen was saying.

      “That is Margaret,” Peri snapped. “I found her abandoned on Mars and…made improvements.”

      “You made her alive!” Gwen nearly yelled.

      Peri crossed his arms over his tiny green chest, and said, “Well, what was I supposed to do? Leave her to succumb to entropy? She is perfectly useful, especially now that I have upgraded her operating systems.”

      “I am perfectly useful,” Margaret said cheerfully.

      Gwen was still staring. Xan wondered if she had blinked at all since laying eyes on the robot.

      “Oh my God,” Gwen said, reaching out to the robot, but stopping just short of touching it. “I love you.”

      Margaret didn’t respond for a few moments. Her solar panels slowed in their spinning, which made Xan feel that she was thinking really hard.

      “I don’t know what that means,” Margaret said. “But I like the way it sounds. I love you, too!”

      Gwen made a little eep! sound, then stretched her arms out just a bit more so she could touch the robot, holding the ends of its…arms…in her hands.

      “I’ve dreamt of this moment my entire life,” she said.

      “I’ve also dreamt of this moment,” Margaret said. “For as long as I could dream, anyway. Which hasn’t been long. But I’m so glad to finally meet a fellow Earthling!”

      Gwen laughed. “I suppose we are fellow Earthlings.”

      Gwen turned to Peri and said, “Why did you do this, though? Why make her sentient?”

      Peri pulled his head back on his neck in a distinctly reptilian manner, then shook it. “Why would I not?”
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      Gwen had to be dreaming. Holding hands—sort of—with the specific Mars robot that had inspired her to go into a STEM field in the first place. Being in a room with a lizard-person from the Vega system. Standing close to a gorgeous alien who made her feel cherished and desired and…loved.

      The only thing that could make the moment better was if the adorable, non-allergenic kitten was with them.

      As if she’d summoned him, the door opened again, and Bandit shot inside, followed by two other kittens. One was a short-haired calico, and the other was a fluffy calico. All three had their ears back and were hissing at each other.

      Okay, so maybe having the kitten in the room wasn’t making it a more special moment.

      Margaret backed away from the kittens, a red light flashing near her camera array. “What are these creatures?”

      “They are kittens,” Peri said. “Another kind of Earth creature and not to be feared.”

      Margaret backed away farther. “More Earthlings?”

      “Earth cats,” Gwen said. “There are many forms of life on Earth.”

      “They don’t seem very friendly,” Margaret said.

      “Sometimes they have trouble getting along.” Xan bent down and picked up Bandit when the orange tabby ran to him and tried to climb up his legs to escape the fluffy calico. “What has gotten into you?”

      “This takes sibling rivalry to the next level,” Gwen said.

      The two calicos—presumably both female, since male calicos were so rare—started batting at each other and hissing. Gwen reached out to the fluffy one, but she whipped around and swatted at Gwen’s hand, claws extended.

      “Careful,” Peri said. “Queenie is…prickly.”

      “I was just trying to help,” Gwen said, addressing the kitten.

      Queenie’s eyes widened and her ears perked forward. But then the short-haired one, who must be Patches, meowed in what sounded weirdly like a taunt.

      Queenie hissed at her again. She jumped onto one of the workstations lining the walls and grabbed something in her mouth, then ran for the door.

      “Not this again,” Peri said.

      The kitten made a spectacular leap up to the control panel, batted at a bunch of buttons, then landed back on the floor. The door opened a crack and Queenie darted through with whatever she’d stolen.

      Patches let out a yowl as the door closed in her face when she tried to follow. She did the same acrobatic jump, opened the door just a crack, and took off after her sister.

      Gwen couldn’t believe what she’d just seen. She pointed at the door, and said, “What the hell? Those are not normal Earth cats.”

      Peri tsked at her. “Cyan assures us their behavior is within the realm of what Earth cats can do.”

      “She’s shown us videos,” Xan said. “Cats walking along tightropes and jumping through hoops.”

      “Although, I do not see why you would want them to do so,” Peri said.

      “Perhaps the humans are training them to deal with emergency situations,” Margaret said.

      Gwen shook her head, her mind reeling. “I’ve seen videos like that, too, but those cats were highly trained. It had to take months or even years. These guys are just kittens.”

      “Well, they are about six months old,” Xan said.

      “Six months?” Gwen looked at the tiny kitten in his arms, who was rather pointedly not looking at her. “They should be way bigger than that. They should be at least halfway to adulthood.”

      Xan laughed. “I may not have been around many—or…well any—infants in my life, but even I know it takes more than six months for something to fully mature.”

      Gwen stared at him. It took her a moment to imagine how sheltered his life must have been that he didn’t know other species had different life spans. He was going to be crushed when he learned how long cats lived.

      Then again, with how smart these kittens were, she was starting to wonder what else was different about them. The not-triggering-allergies thing was great, but she was a little scared to think of what super-intelligent cats could do.

      She scratched Bandit’s head, and said, “What other secrets do you have locked away in there?”

      He meowed plaintively, then grabbed her hand with both paws and pulled it to his chest. Gwen felt her stomach do a little flip.

      “I am smitten with this kitten,” she said.

      Xan laughed, his smile broad enough to bring out his dimples.

      There was no denying it. She was smitten with him, too.

      Bandit nipped her hand hard enough to sting, bringing her attention back to him.

      “Ouch,” Gwen said. “What was that for?”

      “Bandit.” Xan pulled the kitten away, but then Bandit started swatting at him. The kitten twisted in Xan’s grip until he had to let him down to the floor.

      “What’s gotten into him?” Xan said. “He’s never bitten anyone before.”

      Bandit ran to the door and started pawing at it. He turned to look at them over his shoulder, and starting meowing constantly.

      “What, can’t you open the doors like your sisters?” Gwen asked.

      Bandit chuffed, then leapt up and hit a series of buttons. He landed in front of the door, facing them, and sat with his tail curled around his feet, the very tip of it flicking in annoyance. He stared at her with one ear back as the door opened fully.

      A sinking feeling grew in Gwen’s stomach, strong enough to make her a little dizzy. She reached out to Xan for support.

      “These are not normal Earth cats,” she said.

      Margaret wheeled a bit closer. “He’s very obviously trying to tell us something.”

      Gwen turned to Peri, and said, “Cyan said she can understand them. Can you understand them, too?”

      Peri shrugged. “I have never really tried.”

      “Could you make a collar that translates for them?” she asked. “So we can all understand what they’re trying to say?”

      Peri blinked his big golden eyes a few times. “That is a fascinating idea.”

      The metal band around his neck shimmered, then flowed up his face, like liquid defying gravity. When it reached his cheekbones, it extended from his scales, forming a pair of goggles with silver lenses.

      He trotted over to a workstation, apparently still able to see fine. Margaret trailed behind him.

      The bands on his arms extended into some kind of tools that retracted when he needed to use his hands for something. Margaret started handing him things as he asked for them, using the mechanical arms that had originally been designed to collect samples on Mars.

      “This is really weird,” Gwen murmured.

      Xan put his arm around her and squeezed. “Yeah, it’s weird to me, too. Something is going on.” He rubbed his stomach, and said, “I feel strange.”

      “You feel that, too?” she asked.

      Bandit turned and started pacing back and forth in front of the open door. The volume of his meows grew.

      “This is probably going to take a while,” Gwen said. “Maybe we should try to figure out what’s going on ourselves.”

      “It will be ready in a few moments,” Peri said, sparks leaping up from where he worked.

      “You’re kidding!” Although, after watching his silver bands morph into goggles and other tools, she wondered how anything could surprise her anymore.

      Margaret knocked a small cylinder that looked like it was made of rubber onto the floor as she moved to hand something to Peri.

      “Sorry about that,” she said.

      “It is of no consequence.” Peri remained intent on his task.

      Bandit, however, ran over to the item. He pounced on it, batting it toward the door.

      “Okay, now that is more normal kitten behavior,” Gwen said.

      The rubber cylinder rolled into the hallway and stopped after a few inches. It didn’t slow to a stop, it just stopped, as if something had grabbed it and was holding it down.

      “But that is not normal behavior at all.” Xan released her and walked to the door. He shook his head and staggered to the side as he drew closer to it.

      Bandit ran over to him and leapt on his legs, meowing frantically. The dread in Gwen’s stomach grew.

      “Don’t go out there,” she said.

      She ran to Xan and pulled him back. He leaned on her as they stumbled farther into Peri’s workspace. She didn’t remember him being so heavy. Strangely, he seemed to grow lighter the farther they were from the door.

      Peri turned around, a small silver collar in his hand. “I believe the expression is ta-da!,” he said.

      His smile fell as he looked at them. The goggles separated and flowed back into the band at his neck, his tools vanishing in the same manner.

      “What is going on?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” Gwen said. “Xan tried to go outside, and I think it hurt him somehow.”

      Xan rubbed his face and shook his head again. “It’s the gravity generators. They’re malfunctioning. I need to alert command, if they don’t know about it already.”

      “Peri can fix malfunctions,” Margaret said.

      “I appreciate your faith in my abilities.” Peri patted her carapace, but kept his focus on Xan, his brow furrowed. “However, we have no idea what we are dealing with.”

      Xan lifted his watch closer to his face, and said, “Engineering, what’s the situation with the gravity matrix?”

      He waited a few moments, but there was no response. “Bridge? Communications? Navigation?” Each time, Xan paused, and each time, no one responded.

      Gwen’s stomach was in knots. At least it didn’t have that leaden feeling since they’d moved farther from the door.

      “Why aren’t we being affected in here?” Gwen asked.

      “My workshop has its own environmental controls,” Peri said. “Including gravity. I needed distinct systems in case my experiments had unexpected results.”

      Bandit started yowling. He stood on his back legs and batted at the collar.

      Gwen yanked it out of Peri’s hand and dropped to her knees, fastening it around Bandit’s neck.

      “Do I need to do anything to activate—” she began.

      “Queenie is messing with the gravity on the ship!” Bandit yelled in a light, child-like voice that perfectly fit him. The words overlaid his now constant meows. “Patches told her she didn’t know what she was doing and it was dangerous, but Queenie wouldn’t listen!”

      “Oh my God.” Gwen was stunned. She had expected… Well, she wasn’t sure what she’d expected. But it wasn’t this.

      There was so much to process in Bandit’s statement and about his statement. Gwen’s brain latched on to the least terrifying part.

      “This is not an Earth cat!” Gwen snapped, turning to Peri.

      “I am an Earth cat,” Bandit said, stomping his paw. “I’m just different because of my dad. We all are.”

      “Your dad?” Gwen asked.

      “We’re unexpected results, like Peri said, and like I’m sure is happening to Queenie and Patches right now!” Bandit let out another yowl, his eyes closing. “Queenie’s experiment is having unexpected results as well. We have to help her—and Patches.”

      “Oh, sweetie.” Gwen picked up the kitten and snuggled him against her chest. “It’s okay. We’re going to work this out.” She looked up to Xan, and said, “Right?”

      The grim set of his mouth sent a chill through her.

      She didn’t have to be a huge sci-fi fan to know just how dangerous things could get if the gravity generators on the ship went wonky. Especially if they were turned up too far.

      But there was no way her first space adventure would end like that. They had to be able to fix things.

      “Xan,” she said. “Tell me you can fix this.”
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      The way Gwen was staring up at Xan was breaking his heart. He was a pilot, not an engineer. He had only the vaguest idea of how the gravity generators worked.

      But then, he was also standing in the workshop of a Vegan engineer. If anyone would know how to fix whatever was wrong, it would be Peri.

      “We have perhaps isolated my workshop a bit too thoroughly,” Peri said. “There is no way for me to access the Reckoning’s controls from here.”

      “Where do you need to be to fix this?” Xan asked.

      “Main engineering,” Peri said. “Preferably in the gravity matrix chamber itself.”

      It wasn’t far, but when Xan glanced back into the hallway, he saw that the casing Bandit had swatted outside was now flat. They were designed to be flexible, so it made sense that the gravity was crushing it. But what was the increase doing to everyone else on the ship?

      He couldn’t even approach the door without feeling an irresistible pull to the ship’s floor. How could they make it all the way to engineering?

      “Do you have a portable gravity generator?” Gwen said, rising to her feet once more, with Bandit still clutched to her chest. “Something you could program to counteract the effects?”

      “I do.” Peri ran to another section of his workshop and pulled a thin silver tarp off a pile of devices. He lifted his arms, and the items closest to the top of the pile floated up and then off to the side under his direction.

      “Well, it looks like you can control gravity yourself,” Gwen said.

      “My exosuit enables me to create localized areas of differentiated gravity,” Peri said. “But it requires concentration to cover an area broader than myself. I will not be able to repair the gravity matrix if I am also concentrating on keeping us all from being crushed. That is why we need— Ah, here it is!”

      He maneuvered the device into the center of the room, then slowly lowered it to the floor. Xan stared at Peri, incredulous.

      “It’s huge,” Xan said.

      Peri crossed his arms. “I did not say it was small.”

      “How are we going to get that to engineering?” Xan asked.

      “May I be of assistance?” Margaret rolled closer to the device. “You have already fitted me with an alternative source of power. If you remove my solar arrays, there should be ample room on my back for me to carry this device.”

      “That’s a great idea.” Gwen reached out and rested her hand on the robot. “Thank you so much for offering to help us.”

      A green light flickered near Margaret’s camera. “I am happy to help my new friends.”

      Peri immediately started removing solar arrays. Xan stepped forward so he could carefully move them out of the way as Peri handed them to him.

      Once the robot was cleared, there was plenty of space for the portable gravity generator. Peri once again used his exosuit to lift the device and place it on Margaret. As he adjusted the settings, Xan’s stomach flipped and lurched, like he was going through turbulence while entering a choppy atmosphere.

      “Whoa, I don’t think I’m going on any more roller coasters,” Gwen said.

      Xan reached out for her, holding her in his arms as Peri finished up. Warmth spread through him as he looked down at her and Bandit. The kitten reached out and gently pawed Xan’s face.

      “It’s gonna be okay, right?” Bandit asked.

      Xan forced a smile and scratched the kitten’s head. “You bet.”

      Bandit closed his eyes and started to purr. One way or another, Xan would make sure he kept that promise.

      “I believe it is ready,” Peri said.

      He headed toward the hall, Margaret rolling behind him, and Gwen, Xan, and Bandit sticking close. As they neared the door, the casing Bandit had swatted outside popped back into its cylindrical shape.

      “Well, that’s reassuring,” Gwen said.

      “Stay close to Margaret and you should be fine,” Peri said.

      Xan looked down at Gwen. Her lips were pulled in a frown, but she seemed determined. Again, he marveled at how strong she remained in the face of extraordinary circumstances.

      “You ready?” Xan asked.

      She nodded. “Let’s go.”

      Xan took her hand in his and walked behind the robot as Peri led the way down the hall. Bending down, Xan quickly picked up the casing—still in its regular cylindrical shape—and then placed it on Margaret’s back.

      The hall linked up with several others, the corridors becoming larger as they neared main engineering. Xan was glad Peri’s workshop and the hangars were all on the same level as engineering.

      “I have found someone,” Peri called from ahead.

      Margaret paused as Gwen and Xan scrambled to join the Vegan. He was kneeling next to Len, the ship’s chief science officer. Being this close to the hangar bay, Len had probably been returning from a visit to his bondmate, an Earthling who lived in Harbor. The Sadirian was laid out flat on the floor.

      “He is unconscious, but his life signs are stable for the moment,” Peri said. “If we try to take him with us, it will slow our progress.”

      “We can’t just leave him here,” Gwen said.

      “We have to.” Xan squeezed her hand. “We’re all soldiers. We know the risks. And if we stop to try to help him, we risk losing the chance to help everyone.”

      Gwen’s frown deepened, but she nodded. She kept glancing back at Len as they headed on to engineering.

      The main engineering bay was littered with prone soldiers when they arrived. All of them were near their stations, as if they might have had a hint that there was trouble before succumbing to the increased gravity.

      Peri headed straight for the side chamber that housed the gravity matrix. He reached up and waved his palm over the controls, then stepped toward the door, balking when it didn’t open.

      “What in the stars?” Peri said, backing up and waving his hand over the controls again. As the door didn’t respond, he waved more frantically. “This cannot be.”

      “Let me try,” Bandit said, squirming in Gwen’s grasp. “Queenie has been doing this annoying little dance move for weeks. I bet it’s the code to open the door.”

      Gwen looked over at Xan, and he nodded to her. She held up the kitten, and Bandit reached out and batted the controls. The door opened.

      “How the heck could Queenie—a kitten—lock a Vegan out of the ship’s systems if they’re the ones with all the super-advanced technology?” Gwen asked.

      Peri and Xan exchanged a look. Xan figured the Vegan was wondering the same thing.

      They hurried into the room, keeping close to Margaret.

      Cyan was inside. She stood with her back to them near an open access panel. Wires spewed out of it. She was holding up two handfuls of wiring and shaking them at Queenie, who Patches held pinned to the ground. The excess gravity didn’t seem to be bothering them.

      “You must agree to undo what you have done,” Cyan yelled. “I cannot protect you from the increased gravity and repair this on my own. I am a xenobiologist. I do not even know how to repair this!”

      Queenie let out a loud meow.

      “What do you mean, ‘That is my problem’?” Cyan said. “It is all of our problem. You have sabotaged the ship with potentially catastrophic consequences!”

      Queenie let out a hissing laugh.

      “That is not funny!” Cyan yelled.

      “Cyan?” Xan stepped forward. “What’s going on here?”

      Cyan’s eyes widened as she noticed them for the first time. Her scales paled to a light lime green.

      “I… You…” She stopped swaying on her feet when she saw Peri. “Periwinkle. Thank the stars you have arrived.”

      Peri hurried forward and started examining the wires in Cyan’s hands. He picked at several small metal bands, then shook his head.

      He turned to Queenie, and said, “These are the parts you have been stealing from my workshop. How did you know you could use them in this manner to bypass the safety controls?”

      Queenie yowled at him, then smacked Patches, hard. The other kitten staggered to the side, giving Queenie the chance to squirm out from under her. Queenie ran across the room, but suddenly stopped, dropping to the floor in a tiny heap.

      “The gravity!” Gwen lowered Bandit to the floor quickly, then ran forward and reached out to Queenie. She managed to grab the kitten, but fell forward with her arms stuck to the floor. “Ow ow ow!”

      “Gwen!” Xan dragged her back into the field their portable generator was creating.

      His heart was beating so fast, he thought it might burst. He helped her to her feet and pulled her close as she regained her equilibrium.

      “I do not want to feel that again.” She lifted Queenie and looked her over. “Are you okay, though?”

      Queenie let out a plaintive mew.

      “Bandit, can we borrow your collar?” Gwen asked.

      Bandit ran up to her. “Sure.”

      Cyan’s eyes widened. She turned to Peri, and said, “You have created a translation collar?”

      “It was the Earthling’s idea,” Peri said. “We will all have much to discuss once we have resolved the current crisis.”

      Xan didn’t doubt it. He thought back to what Peri had said about his experiments having unexpected results and wondered just how these “space cats” had obtained their exceptional abilities.

      That was a mystery for later. Right now, he just wanted to get the gravity fixed on the ship so he could keep Gwen and Bandit and everyone else safe.
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      Gwen’s heart went out to Cyan. Her shoulders drooped and her head was bowed.

      Gwen was about to say something, when Peri walked over to Cyan. He hesitantly reached out to touch her elbow.

      “It would seem we have even more in common than I originally thought,” Peri said, his voice gentle.

      Gwen didn’t think it was her imagination when a bit more color returned to Cyan’s scales—especially around her cheeks. The two Vegans’ tails briefly entwined before Peri turned back to the panel, and Gwen thought it was about the cutest thing she’d ever seen.

      Though grateful for the moment of light in this crappy situation, Gwen quickly turned her attention back to the problem at hand. Kneeling, she set Queenie on the floor, then reached for Bandit’s collar.

      After she’d placed the silver collar on the fluffy calico, Gwen sat on the floor, wanting to be closer to their level. Bandit crawled onto her lap and curled into a ball. He was scared enough that she could feel him trembling, so she petted him, hoping to reassure him.

      “Okay, Queenie,” Gwen said. “Why don’t you tell us what you were trying to do here?”

      The kitten started with a snort. “Hmph. As if you’d understand.”

      Bandit made a scolding meow that Gwen didn’t need to have translated.

      “Try us,” Gwen said. “We might understand better than you think.”

      Queenie’s eyes widened and she rose, taking a few steps toward Gwen. The kitten even put her paws on Gwen’s knee.

      “You can understand me, can’t you?” Queenie said.

      Gwen nodded. “We’re listening. So tell us what happened.”

      Queenie blinked a few times, then seemed to notice where her paws were. She quickly drew back, curling her tail around her feet and looking away.

      It was still progress.

      “You’re all more interested in your things and your jobs than in me,” she said. “Patches has Nika. Bandit has Xan—and now you, I guess.”

      A thread of warmth wound through Gwen’s chest. Bandit looked up at her and began to purr, so Gwen scratched under his chin.

      “But whenever I try to get someone’s attention, it’s ‘Queenie, come back with that.’ ‘Queenie, you’re not supposed to be on the bridge.’ ‘Queenie, I’m trying to send a report to the head of the Coalition and you’re blocking the screen.’”

      Queenie stood and started pacing back and forth, her tail jerking angrily behind her. “Worst of all, whenever I make a point of expressing my displeasure—” She leapt up onto Margaret, then very pointedly knocked the little rubber cylinder onto the floor, watching as it fell.

      Queenie looked back to Gwen, and said, “You just pick up whatever I put on the floor and go on about your business as if nothing happened. Well, I have had enough of that.”

      The kitten jumped down and whacked the cylinder again with her paw, sending it flying. Gwen made a note of where it stopped and flattened so she could be careful not to cross that boundary again.

      “I increased the gravity on the ship,” Queenie said. “Now, when I put something on the floor, it will stay on the floor, and everyone will have to pay attention to me!”

      Gwen pinched her lips together to keep from laughing. She knew the situation was serious, but holy cow. That was some kitten logic right there.

      “Sweetie,” Gwen said, as gently as she could.

      The kitten narrowed her eyes, a low growl joining her speech. “Queenie.”

      That almost set Gwen off. She pretended to cough to cover her almost-laugh.

      “Queenie,” she said, keeping her tone serious. “You did a great job getting the things you knock onto the floor to stay there.”

      Queenie’s eyes widened again in surprise. Her mouth opened and a tiny clicking meow came out that the collar couldn’t translate.

      “But I don’t think you realized that the people were going to get stuck on the floor, too,” Gwen said. “How can they pay attention to you if they’re squished?”

      Patches let out a series of angry meows that, again, Gwen didn’t need translated. She waved her hand at the other kitten as Queenie hissed at her.

      “Not helping, Patches,” Gwen said.

      Patches put her ears back and sat so that she wasn’t facing Gwen. That was okay. She could handle the silent treatment. It was Queenie that Gwen needed to win over.

      “Can you tell us more about what you did so that we can fix it?” Gwen said. “Now that you have a translation collar, you can just ask for attention whenever you want it.”

      “I suppose…” Queenie flicked her tail again as she rose and headed back to the open panel.

      Peri and Cyan had been working on the wiring the entire time, but neither of the Vegans looked particularly happy. They stepped back when Queenie approached.

      “Those are just connectors,” Queenie said. “What you’re looking for is down here.”

      She leapt into the panel, disappearing from view. A few moments later, she reappeared with a small metal device in her mouth. She hopped out and dropped it at Peri’s feet.

      “What is this?” he said, picking it up and turning it over in his hands. “I have never seen technology like—”

      The metal rippled in his hand. Cyan smacked it away from him just before a series of spikes shot out from it.

      The Vegans leapt back, their arms wrapped around each other as they stared at it. The spikes retreated, then the entire thing began to melt. In seconds, it was just a pool of silver liquid on the floor, and then, even that evaporated into a fine mist.

      “I didn’t know it was going to do that,” Queenie said, her eyes wide.

      “It is all right,” Peri said. “But do you know what that was?”

      “I’m not supposed to say.” Queenie bowed her head.

      “Queenie…” Gwen reached out to the kitten and picked her up, holding her close to her chest. “Who gave you that?”

      “My friend,” she said. “He’s the one who taught me how to hook up the connectors to bypass the ship’s systems so he could help me change the gravity levels. He said the device would keep people from interfering and I could just drop it nearby where I was working, but I had to do it now or he wouldn’t be able to visit me anymore.”

      “Was that the only device of its kind?” Peri asked.

      “I think so,” Queenie said.

      Peri nodded, then turned back to the panel and got to work. Cyan observed him nervously.

      Almost to herself, she said, “We know that there are Sadirians aboard who wish to return to the old ways. They preferred the High Council’s rule.”

      “Marq has been working at finding them,” Xan said. “But it’s difficult. We think some of them have been mentally programmed to act as sleeper agents. They wouldn’t even know that they’re working against us.”

      “That’s awful,” Gwen said.

      “I promised you the truth,” Xan said. “Even when it’s ugly.”

      She scratched under Queenie’s chin, surprised that the kitten was letting Gwen hold her for so long.

      “Is there anything you can tell us about your friend that might help us find him?” Gwen asked. “His hair color? Height? Eyes?”

      Queenie let out another clicking meow, kind of like the sound Gwen had heard cats make in Internet videos when they were watching birds.

      “He looked different every time,” Queenie said. “But his eyes were always the same. He would show me. That’s how I knew who he was.”

      Xan’s entire body straightened, as if he was on high alert. The sinking feeling returned to Gwen’s stomach, and she doubted it was related to the gravity field this time.

      “What color were his eyes?” Gwen asked, even though she already knew.

      Queenie looked up at her and said, “They were silver—all over.”

      Xan hissed in a breath. “A Scorpiian. Onboard the Reckoning.”

      “I thought there were safety protocols specifically to keep them from coming aboard,” Cyan said.

      “There are,” Xan said. “Every Coalition ship has them. All of the access points—air locks, hangars, maintenance hatches, even the emergency escape pod bays—they all have detectors installed to scan for Scorpiians.”

      “Why don’t you have them throughout the ship?” Gwen asked.

      He shook his head. “The scans require a lot of power. It was considered too much of a drain on our systems.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing you know you can just install a bunch of black lights now,” Gwen said.

      Xan ran his hand over his face and sighed. “Unless he already knows that.”

      “What do you mean?” Gwen asked.

      Xan shook his head, then lifted his watch. He tapped its surface, and said, “Priority alpha communication. Ari—Florida base.”

      A moment later, a warm, masculine voice came from the watch. “Hey, Xan. What’s up?”

      “Has Zemanni left the base in the last forty-eight hours?” Xan asked.

      “Z?” Ari laughed. “You checking up on him again? You gotta let this go, man. Zemanni is retired and living the good life with his Earth-wife.”

      “You would know, right?” Xan said, his voice strained as if he was trying to infuse lightness into it—and failing. “But you’re sure he hasn’t left? Not even for a few hours here or there?”

      There was a pause, and Ari’s voice was more subdued when he spoke again. “Z, Kyle, and a few others have been doing some video game tournament for three days. No one’s been able to beat Z yet, so he hasn’t tapped out for a break at all. As long as he has a steady stream of coffee, he’s good.”

      A muscle in Xan’s cheek was standing out. Gwen thought back to how this had all begun—to the Scorpiian that she’d spent time with, absolutely convinced it was actually her best friend in the world.

      They had said that Scorpiian was Z. But if Z hadn’t left Florida, then who had she been hanging out with?

      “You have got to let this go,” Ari said. “Z is one of us. He’s a good guy. Not all Scorpiians are killers.”

      “Yeah,” Xan said. “Just most of them.”

      Gwen’s blood turned to ice in her veins. How close had she come to being removed—or worse, replaced—by a shape-shifting assassin? Would he have stopped with her, or had she unwittingly put more of her friends in danger just with her curiosity?

      “Listen, if you can get past this, you should swing by,” Ari said. “Talk to him. Get to know the guy before you judge him.”

      “You’re right,” Xan said. “I think Z and I have some things to discuss. I’ll swing by as soon as I can.”

      “We’ll be glad to see you.” Ari’s tone had a bit more warmth to it. “And tell Cyan Freddie misses her. That cat won’t leave me alone when she’s gone—not that I’m complaining.”

      “I’ll pass it on.” Xan tapped his watch again and let his arms fall to his sides.

      “I told you Zemanni is my friend,” Cyan said.

      Xan nodded. “I believe you. But that means we have a bigger problem. There are two Scorpiians in the Sol system.”

      “But now we have a simple way of detecting them,” Cyan said. “Thanks to Gwen.”

      “I fear we will need it,” Peri said. “While everyone was incapacitated, the Scorpiian could have accessed any of the Reckoning’s systems and inserted whatever programming he wished. No doubt, this was his intention in using Queenie for his aims. The gravity was not set to terminate life, but only to render everyone unconscious.”

      Peri stood up from the panel. The lighting in the room dimmed, then slowly began brightening again.

      “The gravity should return to normal within a few minutes,” Peri said. “It did not reach terminal levels. The crew should recover shortly thereafter.”

      “You think now that we’re on to him, he set up back doors for himself,” Gwen said.

      Peri cocked his head.

      “Back doors,” she said. “It’s like a secret path that only you know about and that no one else can detect. Like how I was able to access the feed from Margaret.”

      “We have no concept of this,” Peri said.

      “You’re kidding,” Gwen said.

      Peri shrugged. “We have had no need of ‘back doors’ on the Life Ship, and our encounters with other sentients have been limited.”

      “And the Coalition isn’t known for its creativity or innovation,” Xan said. “Though, now that I think about it, I’m sure the High Council had plenty of back doors in place before they were taken out.”

      Gwen could hardly believe it, but it made a kind of sense. How were these guys going to deal with this threat when they were only just now being introduced to the concept?

      “We approached you with the hope that you could keep our secrets,” Cyan said. “But now it would seem we are in need of your expertise.”

      “I’ll help any way I can,” Gwen said.

      Queenie hmphed again, turning toward Xan. “He can appear as anyone. How could you hope to catch him?”

      “They weren’t looking before,” Gwen said. “Now, they know he’s here.”

      Xan nodded. “And if we work together to find him, it’s only a matter of time.”
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      Xan stroked Bandit’s fur as the kitten sat on Margaret’s back while Peri put on the kitten’s new collar. Everyone seemed much calmer now that they’d had a chance to rest a bit after the gravity was restored and the crew regained consciousness.

      Well, he and Gwen hadn’t exactly spent the time resting. She was off with Cyan now, getting fitted for a Coalition uniform.

      Patches sat on the floor close to Peri, watching with interest. Queenie was glaring at a blank wall, but he saw her sneak a few glances out of the corner of her eye.

      “There,” Peri said.

      “If you no longer need my assistance, I’m going to go recharge and reflect,” Margaret said. “I have had a rather eventful beginning to my sentiency.”

      “Of course,” Peri said.

      Xan picked up Bandit, then watched as Margaret rolled to the other side of the workshop and powered down.

      “I think we’ve all had an eventful couple of days,” Xan said.

      Patches walked forward and circled Xan’s legs. “Can he talk now?”

      “He could always talk,” Queenie said. “Now the two-leggeds can finally understand him.”

      “Let’s test it out.” Bandit looked up at Xan. “Do you understand me?”

      Xan smiled. “I sure do.”

      Bandit let out a happy meow. “That’s great!”

      “I can’t wait to talk to Nika!” Patches said. “I’m going to tell her where her favorite spanner is.” Patches ran to the door and opened it with one of those spectacular jumps.

      Queenie rose as well, but more slowly. She flicked her tail, and said, “Then I guess I need to go hide it again.”

      Xan chuckled as she headed after her sister. Bandit seemed content to stay with him as Xan held the kitten against his chest.

      Gwen and Cyan appeared in the door. They balked as the kittens ran past them.

      “Whoa there,” Gwen said. “Don’t trip people.”

      Xan heard Patches yell, “Okay!” from down the hall.

      Queenie yelled, “No promises.”

      He hoped she was joking, but couldn’t give it more thought as his attention was riveted to Gwen.

      The Coalition’s silver uniform looked amazing on her. It hugged her body, showcasing her soft curves. She had added a short skirt under the broad belt that housed much of the uniform’s potentially life-saving environmental generating technology. Too bad there wasn’t room for a portable gravity generator in the thin fabric.

      She caught him looking at her and ran a hand over the skirt. “I had them make a few alterations,” she said. “I get the need for the skintight silver catsuit, but that doesn’t mean we can’t add a little flair.” She wiggled her hips with the last two words, sending a wave of heat through him.

      His own uniform wouldn’t be able to hide his reaction to her very well if that kept up.

      Bandit squirmed in Xan’s hold until Xan let him jump to the ground. He ran over to Gwen and put his paws on her leg.

      “Up, please!” he said.

      Gwen laughed. “I see your new collar is working well. I’m sorry Queenie insisted on keeping your old one.”

      “That’s okay,” Bandit said. “This one is even better.”

      “How so?” Gwen asked.

      Bandit arched his head back, revealing a small tag attached to the collar, and meowed. “It has my name on it. See?”

      Gwen laughed again. “That is so neat. Infinitely superior to Queenie’s.”

      “Don’t let her hear you say that.” Bandit rolled his eyes. “She’ll want it, even though it has my name on it.”

      “Your secret is safe with me,” Gwen said.

      “Can I be?” Bandit said.

      Gwen glanced up at Xan, her brow furrowed. He shook his head and shrugged, at a loss for what the kitten meant.

      “Can we be yours?” Bandit said. He gazed up at her with big, golden eyes.

      “Oh, Bandit,” Gwen said. “I’d love for you to join my family, but I don’t know if I could take care of all three of you.”

      “Three?” Bandit cocked his head to the side. “Don’t be silly. Patches belongs with Nika, and Queenie… Well, she hasn’t found her person yet, but I know she will, especially now that people can understand her. And Marq has already talked to Cyan about us finding homes with the people we want to live with.”

      Bandit seemed to be really embracing being able to communicate. Xan wondered how the translator was keeping up.

      “Anyway, I wasn’t talking about them,” Bandit said. “I was talking about me and Xan. He’s already my person, but I want you to be my person, too. We can be our own family.”

      Xan smiled over at her, trying to suppress a much bigger grin—and failing.

      “Oh wow.” Gwen’s eyes glittered with unshed tears. “I would love that. If Xan is interested, that is.”

      “Interested?” Xan swept her up into his arms and kissed her senseless.

      “You’re squishing me!” Bandit yowled.

      “Sorry,” Xan said, setting Gwen back on her feet.

      “Vapor pits,” Bandit said.

      Gwen made an over-exaggerated gasp. “Language, young man!”

      “Sorry,” Bandit said, bowing his head.

      “I’m just teasing.” Gwen kissed his forehead and nuzzled his cheek. “There’s so much for me to be amazed by in everything I’ve experienced, and yet the thing I still find myself going back to is that I’m not allergic to you. I’ve wanted a cat for so long, and you are the best pet ever.”

      “Aw, you’re the best person.” Bandit stretched a bit in her arms, batting at her face gently as he did. “You and Xan both.”

      “About the allergies,” Cyan said. She was wringing her hands together in that way that let Xan know she was extremely nervous. “If you are going to keep Bandit, you should know why he is…special.”

      “Because of his dad,” Xan said.

      “I…” Cyan blinked a few times. “Well, yes.”

      “And some unexpected results?” Gwen added.

      Cyan grimaced and nodded. “I see that Bandit has already shared much with you. You know that I, too, suffered from extreme allergies to cats.”

      “Yes, you’d even change color when you sneezed,” Gwen said. “It sounds awful.”

      “At the same time, I’d kind of like to see that,” Xan added.

      Gwen elbowed him playfully.

      “Freddie was my first cat friend,” Cyan said. “He was sad that his proximity affected me so negatively and asked if I could make it stop. So…I did.”

      She turned her attention to Peri as she finished. He had been leaning against one of his tables with his arms crossed.

      “And the things you did somehow passed on to his kittens and made them super smart?” Xan asked.

      “And slowed their aging,” Gwen said. “Bandit and his sisters should be much bigger at this point.”

      “Yes, that was a selfish change I made just for me,” Cyan said. “When I realized how little time I would have with Freddie, I wanted more. And since I was already making changes—”

      “Changes?” Peri said, his voice sharp.

      Cyan swallowed so hard, Xan could see her throat move. Her tail lashed back and forth behind her. “The only way I knew of to address the issue with the allergies and his lifespan was to… To alter certain elements of Freddie’s DNA.”

      Peri hissed and stood. “Do you know what the elders will do to you if they discover what you have done?”

      Cyan nodded.

      Peri hissed again, shaking his head as he paced.

      “Come on,” Gwen said. “Having to stay on the Life Ship can’t be that bad. You’ve been stuck on it most of your life.”

      “You do not understand,” Peri said. “For my transgression, I would be confined to the Life Ship. But genetic engineering is absolutely forbidden. It is the highest crime among our people.”

      Xan had trouble comprehending that. His people performed genetic engineering as a matter of course.

      “Is that why you left the Sadr-4 system?” Xan asked. “We’ve always known our technology came from your people thousands of years ago, but never knew why you left.”

      Peri nodded. “It is why we left. While we have no issue with correcting genetic issues that would harm the individual, your people took that technology and started dictating how each of you would turn out. Appearance, personality, capabilities. The High Council took over the act of creation and, as we feared, began creating people to serve their own ends.”

      “But Freddie asked her for help,” Gwen said. “Doesn’t that make a difference to your leaders?”

      “Our leaders will be more focused on the consequences of what I have done than the reasoning behind it,” Cyan said. “Freddie’s kittens have his slowed aging and lack of generating allergens. But they also achieved full sentiency—something I did not intend.”

      “Unexpected results,” Xan said.

      Peri nodded. “We are not gods. We do not control the creation of other biological sentients. It is our highest law.”

      “What’s the consequence for breaking it?” Xan asked, his stomach sinking.

      “Exile,” Cyan said, her scales paling.

      Peri put a hand on her shoulder. “If it comes to that, I will go with you.”

      She rested her hand on his, a weak smile pulling on her lips.

      “No wonder you’ve been trying to convince everyone these are regular Earth cats,” Gwen said.

      “Or that solar flares mutated them when they were born in space.” Xan shrugged when Gwen stared at him. “That was always my favorite theory.”

      “But no one has figured it out yet?” Gwen asked.

      Xan shook his head. “We just call them ‘space cats’ and move on. It hasn’t really come up that much, though now that they can talk, it might come up more.”

      “We won’t tell anyone,” Bandit said. “We don’t want to be sent away, too.”

      “No one is taking you from me,” Gwen said forcefully. She snuggled Bandit closer to her chest. “This whole thing is bullshit. Pardon my language.”

      Bandit snickered.

      Gwen reached under her braids and tugged on a delicate chain. She undid the clasp, then pulled out a necklace. She handed it to Peri.

      He glanced at Cyan, then took it.

      “What is this?” Peri asked.

      “It’s all of the footage I recorded from your visit to Mars—the only copy.” Gwen turned to Cyan, and said, “You came to me asking if I could keep your friend’s secret. To protect him. I’ll be damned if I don’t protect you, too.”

      “I… I…” Cyan stammered. “I do not know what to say.”

      “Say that they’re space cats,” Gwen said. “Because that’s what they are.” She lifted Bandit and put their foreheads together. “You hear that, little man? You are a space cat. You and your sisters. Heck, for all we know, it was solar flares that made you special, and it’s just a coincidence that your dad had a few…modifications.”

      “The odds of that are—” Peri began.

      “Shhh!” Gwen said.

      Peri laughed. His tail twined around Cyan’s.

      “We still need to make sure people don’t find out that Margaret is gone, though,” Gwen said. “If people see that she’s missing—”

      Peri let out a tsk. “I placed a holographic projector where she sat. No one will know she is missing until Earthlings are able to journey to Mars themselves.”

      “And hopefully by then they will already know about us,” Cyan said.

      “Then it sounds like you’re both doing exactly what you need to do.” Gwen looked at Cyan and said, “You are studying all of the amazingly diverse alien life on Earth.”

      Xan could have kissed Gwen again for the way Cyan straightened, her scales getting more of their usual emerald sheen.

      Gwen turned to Peri, and continued, “And you are using your Vegan technology to help everybody on the Reckoning track down that rogue Scorpiian. And if anyone tries to reassign you to the Life Ship, I am happy to point out that I need your assistance if we’re going to find whatever back doors he put in place. For the protection of Earth.”

      “Protecting Earth is our leaders’ highest priority,” Peri said.

      That was absolutely brilliant. With every word she said, Gwen impressed Xan more and more. He was so lucky to have bonded with her.

      She turned to him and said, “That just leaves us with one outstanding matter.”

      Xan smiled. “And that is?”

      Gwen held Bandit close with one arm and wrapped the other around Xan’s neck. He put his hands on her waist, drawing her close.

      “I believe I was promised a tour,” she said.
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      Dean slammed his fist on the command counter hard enough to make the skin of his borrowed form ripple with silver. He leaned against it and closed his eyes, filling and emptying his human lungs of air in steady intervals to help restore his equilibrium.

      His greatest advantage had been ripped from him by an Earthling.

      “Secrecy is your best weapon,” his brother had always said. “If you want to be the best, the only person who should know you were there is the person that’s paying you. Your reputation will be built on their whispers.”

      Everyone onboard the Reckoning would soon be talking about him. Trying to figure out how a Scorpiian had gained access to their precious ship.

      What would happen if they knew he’d had access all along?

      The High Council might be gone, but many of their systems were still in place—including the codes that let him attach his cloaked ship to the Reckoning’s hull without being detected, as well as the access ports Dean used to enter specific Coalition soldiers’ chambers while they were in their enhanced regen beds.

      He had full access to those beds. He could keep the soldiers in them for as long as he needed while borrowing their forms. And thanks to the enhancements the High Council had been working on before their untimely demise, he could even modify the soldiers’ mental programming and memories, implanting false data to fill in any time gaps so they never knew he had taken their place to interact with the crew.

      The High Council had made good use of Dean’s particular talents. Before they lost their upper hand.

      Now, Dean had lost his advantage as well. Everyone aboard would be on high alert.

      He might still be able to program the soldiers whose memories and personalities he could modify to be skeptical of his existence. Perhaps even to spread that skepticism among the crew.

      They knew there was a Scorpiian among them, but had no idea just how extensive his access to their systems was—especially after receiving help from his unknowing accomplice, Queenie. He hadn’t had time to create a means to disable those damned black lights that would inevitably be put in place onboard the ship, but he should at least get a warning any time they were about to come on in a given section.

      He had reached too far, and now he was paying for it. But the chance to drive a wedge between the Coalition and the Vegans had been too good to pass up. His new employers among the Tau Centauran Assembly would never take over the Sol system while the Vegans were here.

      Not without help.

      He placed his palm on the control panel, his tan skin turning silver and partially merging with the ship’s system. In the center of the room, a hologram appeared of a huge blue warrior with a large beard, a mane of sapphire hair, and glowing orange eyes. Kral, crown-prince of the Cygnians.

      Dean stepped away from the panel, walking around the transparent image and trying to assess weaknesses in the supposedly invulnerable species. Physically invulnerable, anyway. But emotionally…

      The Cygnians were coming to the Sol system. That meant there was something here that they wanted. Dean just had to figure out what that was.

      And make sure they never obtained it.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading Trade Secrets and supporting the Pets in Space® 6 Anthology! I’m incredibly grateful to be part of this wonderful adventure with so many talented Scifi Romance authors—and to be helping such an amazing charity in the process. Your support means the world to me.

      If you get a chance, please leave a review of the anthology on your favorite site. Reviews are helpful for readers and authors alike (and I’d love to see a shout-out to Trade Secrets if you enjoyed it).

      I have a lot more planned for The Department of Homeworld Security’s universe, including a spin-off series starting soon. Be sure to sign up for my newsletter so you don’t miss out on any of the action!
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        See How They Run is the third story in the TriSystems: Smugglers series, which is set in the TriSystems: Rangers universe. The Smugglers series follows the crew of the Sentinel of Gems in their intrepid journeys through the Three Systems.
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      Jesusa Baker loves three things: big powerful engines, open space, and not getting attached. That last one has been under constant assault since she joined the crew of the Sentinel of Gems, as the quiet chief engineer inspires both friendship and desire in equal measure. But there’s no room for love in Baker’s too-messy life, especially when she knows how much of a lie happily-ever-after is.

      April Rambova has pined after their fellow engineer almost since Baker’s first day, but life as one of the inhabitants of the Far Reach colonies means a body adapted for microgravity, and a life apart from the people who can walk the surface of the TriSystems’ worlds. Worse, it means a potentially shortened lifespan, and no one should be saddled with a partner who can’t promise forever.

      When a trio of mice bring a potentially deadly disease onto the Sentinel, Baker and April are quarantined together. Close quarters mean fewer secrets, for April, Baker and the mice. Now, someone wants the mice back, and is willing to kill to find them. And April has a choice: run toward the chance of happiness, or protect the people they love.
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      This was, Jesusa Barker admitted to herself, a terrible idea. Not that she didn’t love Nyx—she’d all but grown up on the streets of its capital city, Scotus. But there was a world of difference between being on Nyx as a tourist and taking in the enormous block-party-slash-marketplace that was the Lantern Market, and crouching on the roof of a building twenty blocks away hoping that everyone was looking in the opposite direction.

      People in the Three Systems took up weird holidays, but on Nyx, which spent almost two-thirds of its year in the shadow of the gas giant Accipiter, they’d managed to find a light in the darkness. Literally.  A cheer from the town square went up and Baker turned to look at the glowing spectacle that was the lantern launch. Dozens, hell maybe hundreds, of sky lanterns began floating up from the center of town, the warm glow carrying each lamp aloft on a waft of warm air.

      Even for Baker, who’d seen the launch a dozen times, it was still breathtaking. It was also bright, which meant she was losing the advantage of time and shadow. She moved across the gravel-and-tar roof as quietly as she could and took up position next to the rooftop door. On the other side, she knew, were the labs for Kozlov-Seraworks, and while breaking in was—as she’d admitted—dumb, it was also necessary.

      That made her think about the conversation she’d overheard back in the engineering core on the Sentinel of Gems. That had been the catalyst for this whole bad-idea parade. April—gentle, non-binary April—the Sentinel’s lead engineer. April, who had welcomed Baker to engineering almost twelve years ago and made her feel at home. They had been talking to their family back on Flotsam—everyone took a personal call now and then, and mostly people pretended not to hear, and gave each other space. Baker had intended to do the same until she’d heard those fateful words. Your brother is sick, and you should see a doctor as well. It’s serious.

      Baker wasn’t going to let April get sick on her watch. Not when she could do something about it.

      It wasn’t attraction, though. Baker didn’t get attached to people. Everyone on the Sentinel knew that, most of all Baker herself. Yes, April was easy on the eyes, with their thin, almost willowy build and their soul-piercing cobalt eyes. They were pale complected—like most Deep Spacers, April was uncomfortable outside of microgravity and didn’t leave the ship so almost never saw the red light of the sun—but somehow April made their “Belter’s tan” work. And the brilliance of their mind…

      Okay, maybe it was attraction. But it wasn’t like Baker would do anything about it. Other than this, of course.

      Baker pulled her picks and tension bar and went to work on the door lock, thankful that it was mechanical. She honestly wasn’t surprised one of her old crew found work in the labs. They’d all been bright, just… not able to fit into new homes before the system forgot about them. After a few experimental jabs with her rake, she finally felt the pins click into place. She opened the door and checked the sky again. The lanterns were much further off now, and the center of town had a bright, multi-colored glow.

      “Shit, you’re getting slow. It’s almost like you’ve gone legit.”

      Baker flinched at the voice until time and memory cleared the way and she realized she was out of danger. She looked over her shoulder at the skinny black-clad woman silhouetted against the darkness.  “Still faster than you’ve ever been, Haener.”

      “Yeah, well, my talents are in a different area.” Haener lunged forward, almost too fast to track, and spun. Her elbow stopped inches short of Baker’s chest. “But it’s good to see you. You still enjoying the Big Black?”

      “Says the woman who still lives on a planet with more than two hundred days of total darkness.” Baker rolled her eyes and pushed Haener’s elbow away. “And yeah. Anything’s better than being stuck dirtside.”

      “Look at you, all high and mighty because you work on some big fancy spaceship.” Haener stepped around Baker and toward the open door. “Are we doing this or what?”

      “I didn’t think you were coming with me.” A truth, Haener had never been one to put her neck on the line for others, even when they’d run together as a crew. “Aren’t you worried about getting caught?”

      “Hell yes I am. This is the best job I’ve had in a while. But I owed you. That’s square after this is over by the way, so I hope she’s worth it.”

      “They,” Baker corrected automatically. “April’s pronouns are they and them.”

      That earned a curious look from Haener before she appended, “Then I hope they’re worth it.” She stepped through the door and onto the darkened stairs beyond.

      It was a bad idea. Worse, it was a selfish idea, borrowing trouble for the rest of the Sentinel’s crew, but Baker wasn’t about to risk losing April. Not when a few cursory searches had given her a way to prevent it. She closed the door behind her as she followed along behind.

      Haener still moved with the creepy silence that had made her one of the best sneaks in Scotus all those years ago. Baker hated it. The unnatural quiet made her nerves worse instead of better, even if Haener had assured her that there’d be only minimal security on Market Night. On the next floor down, Haener held up her hand and leaned her ear against the door.  She held up two fingers, then waved her hand and held up five.

      The moisture fled from Baker’s mouth, and she couldn’t swallow enough to remove the desert-like parch that remained. So much for it being unguarded. Haener looked at her for a moment, eyes glinting in the dim stairwell lights, then burst out laughing. “I’m just fucking with you, Baker. Damn, you really are out of it.” Haener tugged the door open and stepped through.

      When she wasn’t torn apart by gunfire, Baker tried not to be disappointed. She punched her friend in the arm as she passed. “You’re a piece of shit, Haener. You know that?”

      “Takes one to know one, bitch.” There was no malice in the words, but Baker could hear the note of judgement in Haener’s voice. She knew the source and understood. They’d both grown since they’d been roof-rats hunting—and sleeping—together around the edges of Scotus’s larger, more organized gangs. They used to look out for themselves—doing this job now risked Haener’s career, and a lot more, for someone Haener didn’t know and would never meet. Baker figured the woman was allowed some frustration.

      She also knew that the longer they sniped at each other, the more they were risking. “Where are we going?”

      Haener looked at her a second, mouth a tight line. “This way. Second lab on the right.” She led the way with casual confidence, as though she belonged there. In a different outfit, she technically did.

      Baker rubbed a hand over the back of her neck as she followed. She hated being dependent on someone else’s intel, but she had to go with it. If, as Haener said, it might help April, then it was worth the risk. Haener buzzed them through a locked door with her ID card. At least Baker assumed it was hers. She wasn’t going to ask.

      The lab on the other side of the door was a sterile wasteland; a bank of small cages dominated the back wall of the room, and Baker could smell the woody, musky scent of too many animals being afraid in too-small quarters. She quickly moved to the desks, but they were covered with seemingly random stacks of paper. Any omnidevices that might have been present were already locked away or had left with their owners for the night. Getting the information that April needed would be like finding a particular needle, in a stack of other needles, while blindfolded.

      “What am I looking for?” she whispered angrily.

      “How the hell should I know? I don’t work in this lab.” Haener said. “You just asked me if I knew anything about the work KSW is doing on Spacer diseases. I do. It’s in here.”

      Dammit. This was why trusting people was so damn hard. They invariably let you down. And now, because of Haener, she was going to disappoint April in turn. “So, I’m literally guessing here.”

      “You got me out of prison, and I owe you for that, or you wouldn’t even have this much. Now hurry up, before security decides to take a tour of the building.”

      It was jail, not prison, but Baker wasn’t about to remind her. She went to the bank of cages, figuring if nothing else, KSW seemed like the sort of place where animal testing was accepted and normal. She started scanning the labels on the cages but found only acronyms and numbers. Still, Dr. Layth, the ship’s medic, and his newly minted fiancé were both crazy smart. If anyone could pick up the threads where KSW’s scientists had stopped, it’d be the two of them.

      Baker read a label out loud. “SMR-AM. What do you think, Spacer Medical Research?”

      “Sure,” Haener said. “Sounds good. Let’s go.” She watched from the door, as though expecting disaster at any moment. “Actually, you know what? I’ve done my bit. We’re square. You’re on your own.” With that, Haener stepped out into the hall and jogged in the direction of the stairs.

      “Shit, shit, shit!” Baker’s pulse doubled, pounding in her throat. The sick lurch of betrayal twisted in her gut. This was why you didn’t get attached to people. They always let you down.

      She looked around for something to transport the animals in before recognizing a small case off the shelf next to them. It was similar to cases used to transport fragile items during a high-G liftoff, which fit the bill for her needs perfectly. She opened the first cage and yelped as a pair of beady black eyes blinked at her. “A mouse? Wonderful. Charming. Let’s hope Bennet doesn’t find you.” Layth’s cat, Miss Bennet, was a regular guest both in the medical bay and in Engineering, so the chances were, they’d meet soon enough. Baker grabbed the mice from the next two cages in line and put all three animals in the case.

      She snapped the case shut, and the lights went out. Baker paused, trying to make sense off the coincidence. Then flashing red lights came on in the lab and the hall outside, and klaxons started to sound.

      So much for making a quiet exit.
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        * * *

      

      Baker exploded onto the roof with two security guards close on her heels. Yet another reason to be disappointed in Haener—the guards were neither lax, nor disinterested in security. She ducked around a series of aerial masts just as one of them fired a stun-bolo in her direction. The restraint wrapped itself around the antenna and triggered a stun charge, sending a splash of sparks into the dark sky. It provided just enough illumination to see her next jump.

      Air yawned beneath her feet as she leapt to the next building over, and halfway through the jump Baker realized she was going to come up short.  She hit hard, crumpling against the roof-edge and only pulling herself over by sheer luck. And a desire not to freefall onto the pavement below.

      “I am definitely too old for this,” she huffed, trying to pull air back into her lungs. That was the problem with spending so much time in microgravity; even with mandatory exercise, she didn’t have the strength that she’d had when these rooftops were her way of life. Once upon a time, she’d have made that jump with ease.

      The guards were shouting on the other roof, and it wouldn’t be long before one of them got up the stones to come after her. She needed to move. Baker rolled to her belly and crawled along the edge of the rooftop until she’d reached the corner. The guards would be scanning for her, but even with two of them they couldn’t look everywhere at once. She just had to take a chance.

      Baker stayed low and broke into a jog, saving her strength for the next jump. The shouting hadn’t changed, but it had dwindled to a single voice. That meant the other was circling around somewhere—either to the building she was on, or one of its neighbors.

      She took a chance and leapt down onto the fire escape bolted to the side of the building. Rust showered down beneath her boots as she landed, but the metal held. Not that she was waiting, she took the stairs fast as she could and leapt the last three onto the asphalt below.  From between the low buildings, she couldn’t see the sky well enough to find city center, but Scotus was a series of concentric rings spiraling out from the central market. It made navigating easy, both deeper into town and, in her case, heading for the outskirts.

      The population on the streets grew more dense as she moved toward the Scotus city limits. It made sense, in a way: if you lived closer to the center, the more likely you were to be at the Lantern Market, hoping to chase the dark away for a few hours. On the edge of town though, the well-lit districts were a long way off, and you had to settle for the pale blue glue of biosynthetic light, or the occasional fire.  Baker ducked into an alley, still expecting to hear guards shout for her to stop at any minute.

      Instead, she startled a young boy, maybe twelve years old. His pale skin was grime streaked and his clothes had the look of several days wear on them, but the blade in his hand was sharp. “Just my luck,” he said, a note of disappointment in his voice as he turned to face her fully.

      Had she ever been that young? Ever looked that hungry? Baker couldn’t recall. She held up one hand while the other reached into her pocket. “I don’t want any trouble. Here, it’s all I’ve got.” She tugged out the bag of spiced nuts—affectionately known as “Nyx Mix”—that she’d bought when she left the spaceport. It was a local favorite, and the combination of sweet, salt, and protein made it filling even if it wasn’t exactly healthy.

      She tossed the bag to the boy, and he snagged it out of the air without taking his eyes off of her. The bag disappeared into one of his voluminous pockets. “This’s my alley.”

      “No question,” she responded. “But I need to cross through. Any chance of that?” It was far from the center of town, and definitely out of the hunting grounds favored by the more successful gangs. She kept scanning the roof, making sure that if he had any friends, they weren’t sneaking around behind her.

      The boy patted his hip. “You’re good. Don’t look back.” He indicated the way past him with the tip of his blade.

      Baker eased past him quick as she could, and her shoulder blades itched as she kept her back turned toward the boy with the knife, but he’d set the terms. Apparently, he intended to keep to them as well, since he didn’t suddenly stab her, or cut her pack free.  She counted her blessings and broke back into a jog as soon as she’d exited the alley.

      The streets started to open and while there were lights in the sky again, they were ships launching and landing at the spaceport that formed an extensive ring around the city. The buildings on the edge of town were more squat as well. Most were only a single story, with an occasional two-story to break up the monotony. Nothing like the five and six-level buildings in the center of town. All she had to do was hop the tram at the spaceport and travel around the circle until she reached the point where the Sentinel’s shuttle had docked. It was bad luck to think she was scot-free before she’d reached the shuttle, but she couldn’t help the feeling that the worst of the night might actually be behind her.

      Then she spotted the security guards.

      It was an obvious answer—a thief, having stolen from a corporation, is going to try to get off world—so of course they would have sent a guard to the spaceport. It would take a bit of time for the message to get to all the gates, but not faster than she could travel. That meant she had only one real option. She opened a call on her omnidevice and waited for Barr to pick up.

      “What’s wrong?” The security chief for the Sentinel was gruff at the best of times, but he took care of his own.

      “Why would something be wrong?”

      “Because you’re calling me. You only ever call me when you’re in trouble.”

      She smirked. It wasn’t exactly true, but it was closer than she liked to admit. “I might have a little heat on me, especially in the spaceport. I just wanted to see how close the shuttle was to ready.”

      His grin was obvious even though the call was voice only. “We’re refueled and can lift off without clearance, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “And Tyler’s back aboard?” Sherri Tyler was Barr’s significant other and had joined them on the trip because she’d never seen Nyx before.

      “She, uh… didn’t get a chance to leave.”

      Fuck. No wonder he sounded a little winded. “Just make sure you’re both dressed when I get there. Please? And wipe down the damn couch.”

      Barr laughed and ended the call. Baker resented the jealous sting in her chest. Despite being more than a year into their relationship, Barr and Tyler couldn’t keep their hands off each other—something Tyler was happy to discuss at length once you put a few beers into her. Baker had never felt that sense of connection with anyone.

      Well, anyone but April.

      That was, as Barr once said, shitting where one ate. It wasn’t worth the risks involved, especially since Baker had a history of disastrous breakups to look back on. She couldn’t risk losing her position on the Sentinel of Gems just to find a little pleasure. Maybe their next stop she’d be able to dump planetside and find someone to while away an evening with. Just to take the edge off everything.

      Even as she thought it, she recognized the lie for what it was. Baker was no more likely to do that than she was to chase after April. Too complicated. Too many expectations. And too many feelings wrapped up in it all.

      She took a deep breath and started to stride across the open area in front of the spaceport gate. Confidence would only take her so far but sitting and waiting left her alone with her thoughts, and clearly that was a bad idea.

      Bluffing her way past the guards would be easier.
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      Rambova,

      I wish I could express surprise that I'm sending you this message so soon, but I am not and cannot be surprised anymore. Your generation-brother, April Kodama, has succumbed to the disease that has been afflicting him. The money you sent helped keep him comfortable in his final days, so thank you for doing what you can. As I am sure you realize, he was the fifth member of your generation class to fall ill. This may indicate an environmental effect on your generation that makes you more susceptible to such things. If you're not already receiving regular checkups, I cannot stress enough that you should chat with a doctor who is familiar with the issues that plague generational spacers.

      Your class mother, November Gomez

      April Rambova stared at the screen of their omnidevice and tried to catch their breath. As Mother November had said, this shouldn't be a surprise. A-Kod had been sick for several months. And yet… The ache of his loss felt like it stretched April's heart from Nyx’s lonely orbit all the way out to the edge of the Belt.

      What hurt more was that April couldn't even attend a memorial service. Because of the distance between Accipiter and the belt, the message was already several days old. Kodama would already have been incinerated and his ash expelled into the belt. Space was a premium on the Far Reach and couldn't be wasted on storing the dead when the living had needs. After all, the colony was more than the individual.

      They pushed off from the nest of nylon webbing where they had been reading and allowed momentum to carry them through the core of the ship to the chiller unit in the second compartment. Their hands shook as they removed a bag of tea and snapped the chemical warmer that would heat the liquid. With focus, and the familiar ritual, the shakes slowed and then stopped.

      You should still look into that. Mother November wasn't wrong.

      Dr. Ali would come down to the core if they asked. He would probably even consider it his duty. Still, they knew that he was uncomfortable in constant microgravity and they didn't want to be a bother. Besides, he probably had his hands full with his new lady friend and the cat that the two of them had adopted.

      With practiced efficiency, April added cream and sugar to their tea from the pouches on the side of the bag, mixing them by inverting the bag four times. Baker would be back soon, and if Layth were here, it would only make Baker worry. Even though she knew April and the ship’s medic were friends, the other engineer could be a mother hen.

      A swear-y, violent mother hen, but all the same…

      Part of April’s heart wanted to believe that was a sign of affection, but they also knew that Baker treated all the other members of the Sentinel’s crew the same. While Captain Barnes may be the ship’s leader, in many ways Jesusa Baker acted as its heart. Which was just as well, because if bad genetics were plaguing April’s generation-family—as seemed to be the case--then getting attached was the last thing that should be on their mind.

      April tugged out their omni and triggered the microphone while taking a sip of tea. The contrast of sweet and bitter flowed over their tongue and they relished it a moment before swallowing. “Set a reminder: Have Layth take a blood sample for testing in our next orbit.”

      The omni chimed in response, and April tucked it into the thigh pocket on their jumpsuit. They hooked one bare foot in a nearby grabrail and closed their eyes. The subsonic rumble of the Sentinel’s power system vibrated through them, and April both listened and felt for any indication the machine wasn’t functioning at full capacity. Of course, there was none—there was a reason Baker and April were trusted in the Sentinel’s engineering, and it wasn’t just April’s adaptations to living in microgravity.

      The hatch in the forward compartment popped open and April floated to the bulkhead in time to see Baker’s head poke out of the wall. The rest of the engineer followed suit, drifting in the microgravity with all the skill and comfort of a born Belter. She was still dressed in her civilian togs, and April ignored the irritating flutter in their chest at the sight of her: short, dark hair floating around Baker’s head like a storm cloud; tailored pants accentuating her curves without being lurid; t-shirt revealing muscular arms and skin the color of khaki. The short sleeve also showed part of the tattoo on her bicep; one April had long ago learned was a pair of crossed spanners piercing a cartoon heart.

      Appropriate, and a needed reminder. Baker’s love was the work, and nothing more.

      The Second Engineer shot a nova-bright smile their way. “Hey, April. How’s it going? She still running okay?”

      “Of course,” they replied. No matter how long it had been, or how many times they’d seen it, Baker’s smile made a fist tighten around April’s ribs. They needed a breath for the tension to release, but Baker’s smile just wouldn’t stop. “It’s not like I wait until you’re gone to make unsanctioned modifications.”

      “Shit, you’d better not.” Baker snagged a coverall from heir wall locker, hooked an arm through some webbing for stability and started to change.

      April quickly found something else to hold their attention. Even if Baker didn’t mind, the last thing April could afford was visual evidence to fuel their already creative imagination. They tapped a perfectly-normal gauge, as if it might possibly be reading incorrectly.

      “How was dirtside?” April asked, sounding more casual than they felt.

      Baker grunted and swore—April assumed it was an issue with her boots as usual—before muttering “A bit of a wild ride, but….”

      April held their breath. Baker had trailed off with a pregnant weight to her words. When nothing else was forthcoming they took the bait that was offered. “Okay, what did you do?”

      “Why does everyone always assume it’s something I did?”

      “Because we know you?” April smiled despite the worry that clawed its way through them. Baker was too important to risk herself needlessly. It was a thought that they really should unpack at some point, but for now, they were content to know that she was safe. “Now, what happened?”

      “I borrowed a bit of trouble, that’s all. And maybe assisted in a little B&E.”

      They shook their head. “I don’t want to know how it can be only a little breaking and entering.” They drifted over to hover protectively near their friend. “Are you hurt?”

      “No. The guards were firing stunner rounds. And they were bad shots.” Baker swung her pack around in front of her and pulled out a long crate, maybe twenty centimeters on a side. “I’m a little embarrassed about it all if I’m honest. I got a lead on a certain item from one of my old friends on Nyx. But when we got there, we didn’t have any idea what we were looking for. And then my friend ran out on me.”

      April rubbed their hand over Baker’s back, as much to calm themselves as for Baker’s benefit. The hurt tainted Baker’s voice when she mentioned getting abandoned; April knew there had been issues in the woman’s past but had never pried. They hadn’t wanted to seem too nosy. Now they thought about the ticking time-bomb that was their health problems, and the effect their death might have. How it could aggravate the hurt Baker already felt. They squeezed her shoulder and Baker turned in to hug them.

      It wasn’t the first hug, but this time there was weight to it—ironic in microgravity. Baker was distressed, and April could be her anchor, at least for a moment. They returned the hug, promising themselves that this was all it could be between them.

      After a long moment, April asked the question that had been gnawing at them. “What was so important that you had to risk getting hurt for it?”

      Baker nodded against their chest and pulled back, then reached out to snag the mysterious case from where it was drifting in the middle of the room. “This. I think.”

      The shuttle had just docked a short time ago, too soon for any kind of scan to have been performed. In most situations April wouldn’t worry about it, but something about the look of the box made concern squirm deep in their belly. “What is it?”

      Baker opened the box cautiously, looking at April’s face the whole time. “Hopefully, it’s just what you need.”

      The cryptic statement only made April more curious, but then the box came open and five beady eyes were looking out at them. Three twitching noses tested the air in the engineering core, and three sets of whiskers quivered in the eddies of engineering’s atmosphere. And April could only manage a singular thought:

      Captain Barnes was going to be furious.
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        * * *

      

      “Mice? You risked your life to bring me some mice?” April’s voice was somewhere between alarmed and angry, an emotion she didn’t see them express often.

      Baker blew out a breath. “Before you say anything else, I owe you a bit of an apology. I know we try not to pry into each other’s lives, but a few weeks ago, I heard you talking with your family, and they said you might be sick. I was worried, so I…” She held her hands up, impotence draining her strength as she wished they could go back to hugging and being comforting again. “I didn’t want to lose you so I did some research. I found out there was a company on Nyx doing research into Spacer diseases, and it was a place where one of my old crew worked so—”

      “—So you broke into a corporate lab, stole a handful of mice—one of which is missing an eye— that could be carrying stars know what kind of contaminants, and smuggled them past a potential ship’s quarantine? As a gift?” One of the mice, a black one with white patches, pushed itself out of the box and sailed the short distance to April with what looked for all the world like a skilled microgravity jump.

      “It wasn’t like that!” Baker swallowed as April narrowed their eyes. “…okay, it was exactly like that. But you make it sound so sordid. I did it because I was worried about you! I don’t want to lose y—I don’t want the Sentinel to lose the second-best engineer in the Three Systems.”

      April raised their eyebrow in an accusative curl but said nothing. After a long uncomfortable moment, they looked down at the mouse in their lap, and stroked a finger between its ears. The mouse hunkered down, then nuzzled against the base of their thumb encouragingly. April sighed. “At least they’re well socialized.”

      “That’s good right?”

      “It means they weren’t completely abandoned, certainly. Then again, they still haven’t been scanned. We really should call Layth at this point,” April said.

      “Layth has a cat,” Baker pointed out. She liked the ship’s medic fine, and since he’d started his relationship with the cat’s official owner, his prickliness had mellowed considerably.

      “Meja is not going to let her prized cat eat some random mouse. That animal eats better than either of us.” April placed the mouse back into the box and drifted away, leaving Baker wishing for them to come back and tell her everything’s okay. “Speaking of, did you eat anything? You’re still shaking. How’s your blood sugar?”

      While they took meals with the crew—at least Baker typically did—she and April kept an extensive stash of microgravity-compatible snacks in the core. The main work and living area of the ship rotated around the engine core on a counterweighted arm, and the climb up to the ship’s galley involved a stomach flipping inversion from near weightlessness to a sense of being upside down on the ladder. Having the snacks in the core helped keep them caloried up during long repair sessions, or when neither of them felt like making the climb.

      Baker nodded, not sure when she’d taken her last meal; it may have been breakfast. “Something with protein.”

      April pushed a packet of nut butter in her direction, the gentle flip of the pouch mesmerizing in its slow-motion tumble. The engineer then tapped the socket where their omni was plugged into the wall, and the ship’s network beyond. “Engineering to Medical. You around, Layth?”

      There was a long pause before the doctor’s soft-spoken response. “Everything okay down there?”

      It was an arbitrary designation, April always reminded her. The faux-gravity technically pulled one toward the outside edge of the ship, but for whatever reason, most everyone viewed engineering as down. “We’re good, Doc, but we could use your expert opinion,” Baker said.

      April nodded and added, “In person if you can.”

      “I’ll be a little bit, if it’s not an emergency. Is that okay?”

      Baker chuckled and tore open the pouch of nut butter at one corner. “Tell Meja ‘hi’ for us, Doc.” She squeezed some of the paste into her mouth. It wasn’t perfect, but it had protein, sugar, and fat. At the moment that was enough.

      April cut off the comm and drifted back to her side. “Better?”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” It wasn’t, not really, but Baker could only grasp the edges of April’s frustration. It hadn’t faded, even as they had shifted over into nurturing mode. Baker had done this for them. The sooner Doc could figure out what the mice had to do with a cure—if anything, but Baker refused to give up hope—the easier it would be to help April stay healthy.

      In the box, there was a tiny, high pitched sound. “Hey April, can mice cough?”

      “I don’t know, can they?” A half-smile lifted the corner of the engineer’s mouth, as though they were waiting for the punch line.

      “Not joking; I think one of the mice just coughed.” A nightmare scenario spun out of control in Baker’s mind. Had she doomed April and herself? Was there some kind of foreign pathogen, carried in the mice and spreading through the crew before any of them could understand what they were up against, let alone actually cure it. It would be her fault. She tried to slow her racing heart, breathing slowly in an effort to head off the panic.

      One of the white-and-black mice, the one with both eyes, was acting suspicious, and Baker scooped it into her hand. Sure enough, there was bloody spittle flecking the corner of the mouse’s mouth and caught in some of its whiskers. “April, I think we have a problem…”

      April grabbed the webbing above Baker’s head, leaning close to peer into the box. She could smell April’s soap, spicy but with a heavy floral note, and underneath it the smell of human exertion that Baker always thought of as April’s natural smell. On a better day—or a worse one—she’d want to wrap herself inside that scent like an old, familiar blanket. But now…

      “We have a bigger issue than a sick mouse,” April said quietly.

      Baker’s eyes snapped up, looking her friend in the face and seeing the worry carved into the lines around their eyes. Then she looked down, following April’s finger to the corner of the box, toward what she’d thought was a shadow, or a trick of the light.

      Except now she could see, the irregular patch of darkness was made up of tiny specks and had a faint sheen as she turned the box in the light. An icy claw clamped down on her heart and squeezed. Mold.

      The weird atmosphere inside a ship, especially in microgravity, made mold a constant threat. Normal procedures would help it from spreading, but she’d ignored those when she brought the mice aboard. And now one of them had coughed, sending who knows how many spores around the core of engineering.

      “We need to tell the Captain.” Baker could barely bring her voice past the lump in her throat. April could be exposed. April could be sick or hurt, and it would be on her.

      Despite the obvious danger, April reached up and laid their hand against Baker’s cheek, forcing her to look at them. “You were doing what you thought was right at the time. All we can do know is move forward, not obsess over the immutable past.”

      They pushed off, moving to the bulkhead door that led to the ladder and the rest of the ship. “Neither of us opened this door since the box was opened. Correct?”

      Baker nodded, repeating April’s words to herself, trying to convince her heart that this wasn’t somehow all her fault. “Right.”

      April tapped in a code on the door control, and the lights on either side of the door switched over to red. “Then we’re locked in. I’ll call Layth and we can figure out how to deal with this but as of now, you and I are in quarantine. I hope you don’t mind having me around, we’re going to be seeing a lot of each other.”
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      April checked their respirator for a third time, by muscle memory as much as necessity. When your life depended on good seals, you simply got used to testing them. And the rote action was, if they were honest, as much of a nervous tic as anything else. They were still angry at Baker, though any fury that had been building was quickly dashed away by the cold splash of fear once they’d noticed the mold in the case. Mice or no, good intentions or no, there was a real threat to both their and Baker’s safety, and that meant they needed to put feelings aside and focus on actions. As expected, the respirator was still working properly, and they could focus on the task at hand, which involved putting a trio of mice into the open air next to their head.

      For their part, the mice seemed well adjusted to microgravity. None of the three were twisting and flailing the way many animals, and humans, tended to behave on their first experience. It was enough to make April wonder if they had been in microgravity previously, or if adaptation was simply something mice were good at. Best to file that away for a different time. Focus on the task at hand.

      They sprayed a small amount of anti-fungal into the box. The bottle for the cleaner said it smelled of lavender, though all they could smell was the rubber and ozone of the sterile mask over their mouth and nose. In many ways, it reminded her of cleaning detail back in the Far Reach colony, though now the presence of mold in the air gave April additional fears. After all, if so many of their generation group had fallen ill, were they unusually susceptible? Bad luck, or genetic predisposition?

      At the far end of the core, Baker was using another bottle of the same stuff to wipe down the walls and control panels for engineering. With luck and some elbow grease, the two of them might be able to stave off colonization by the mold. Assuming the lab it had come from hadn’t bred it to be resistant to this particular cleaner, of course.

      April checked on the mice again, the three of them seemingly content to just drift in the core. In spite of themselves, April had already started thinking of them in terms of names. Positive, who had the damp cough indicative of a fungal lung infection. Negative, who was white on black. And the one-eyed mouse had become Monocle, which felt a bit callous, but it really was a good descriptor. There was no way to rig up a separate quarantine for Positive, which was why Baker had started at the other end of the core for her cleaning. By the time she reached April, the mice would be back in their newly cleaned box and the disease could, hopefully, be contained.

      It was cruel to condemn the other two mice, but humans took priority. They looked to Baker at the far end of the core. At least one of them does. They found that they couldn’t stay mad at Baker. She’d done what she’d done for the right reasons, but April knew how science worked. The mice weren’t in the lab to be cured. They were there to progress the sickness.

      The alert on the hatch to the ladder chimed and April reached out to tap the intercom. “Yes?”

      “It’s Layth.” The doctor’s voice sounded stressed, and April suspected the climb had bothered him. “How are things?”

      “You know we can’t let you in. You’d have been smarter to ping from Medical. Coming down here is a waste of resources.”

      “I think I can decide what is and isn’t a waste of time for myself, thank you. And that wasn’t an answer.”

      April smiled. Trust Layth to hold them accountable. Despite their tendency to keep everyone at arm’s length, April like the ship’s medic. Even if seeing how happy Layth and his fiancé, Meja, were together highlighted April’s own loneliness.

      Not that getting close to anyone is a good idea. It was only a matter of time before April fell ill like their siblings. To let anyone else—Baker, if they were honest—be closer than friends would only be trading that person’s future pain for their own selfish desire to feel loved.

      Loneliness was survivable. Especially when weighed against the cargo load of Baker’s grief. The value of the colony…

      April stuffed that thought into a compartment. “How are things upstairs?”

      Layth’s bitter chuckle was answer enough, but he elaborated. “Captain Barnes is furious, wants to know why no one—meaning Zion—thought to do a scan of the shuttle on its way back to the Sentinel. Barr’s just glad it’s not his fault this time, and everyone else is keeping their collective head down.”

      “Except for you, putting it on the line for the current personas-non-grata.”

      “No,” he chuckled. “I’m checking on my friends and my patients, as is my job.”

      “Hey, is that Doc?” Baker had floated to the midpoint bulkhead and hung in the hatchway by one arm. She’d opened her coveralls down to the thin shirt she wore beneath it. Her forearm flexed where she grabbed the rail. April’s eyes watched to taut muscle and their mouth went dry. Desire curled low and tight in their belly, like a charged power coil full of potential but unspent.

      “Yeah,” April managed to croak.

      “Cool. Tell him to hurry up and figure out a way out of this, I want to take advantage of the mist showers before we have to transit.” She pushed off and drifted back to her cleaning.

      April turned their focus back to the door. “Baker says—”

      “—I heard her.” The doctor paused a moment, then continued. “I came down because I wanted to see what the hatch looked like, and if it would be possible to set up a second lock system, so I could get a scanner in to you. If we can scan the mice, it would go a long way.”

      “How accurate does it need to be?” April’s mind shifted. This was a problem they could solve. “We have scanning tools for checking the power unit for microfractures, could we adjust one of those?”

      “Maybe?” April couldn’t miss the hope in Layth’s voice. “Biologics aren’t like metal and ceramic; you might have to differentiate some similar structures. But anything’s better than what we’ve got now, which is you two trapped in there.”

      As if to emphasize the doctor’s words, Positive coughed again, the involuntary spasm making the mouse tumble through the air. April stopped the mouse’s spin and used the cleaning cloth to catch the droplet of bloody phlegm that floated nearby. “We’ll get the scan to you as soon as is possible. Hopefully you’ll be able to make sense out of it.”

      “Have some faith, April.” Layth’s smile was obvious in his voice. Another new thing to be used to: Layth smiling.

      “Easy for you to say, you’re not…” trapped down here. Except that wasn’t exactly true. April didn’t go upstairs often as it was, so this was less about feeling trapped, and more about being locked in with Baker that had them on edge. They spent plenty of time together, courtesy of an engineer’s long and unusual hours, but something about all of this felt different.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Layth said. “All of it.” April remembered sharing their infatuation with Layth when the doctor was trying to decide what to do about Meja. And apparently so did Layth. “I know you’re worried. Just consider being honest, like you told me.”

      That was certainly an option, especially if April wanted to make the rest of the time they had locked in with Baker even weirder than it already was. Probably best to give that a miss. “It will take me some time to adjust the scanner.”

      “Sure thing,” Layth responded. “If you need anything before then, just let me know.”

      The intercom turned off with a snap, and April listened to the dead air on the other end of the line wishing there was an answer hidden in the silence. “Baker?”

      “S’up?” The other engineer poked her face around the bulkhead, eyes bright and mouth pulled wide in a smile that almost hurt to look at.

      Hurting her is never an option. Never a solution.

      April forced themselves to smile in response. “When you finish up in that half, cycle the bulkhead door closed and come give me a hand. If we can scan the mice, it might give us an idea of what we’re looking forward to, and how contagious it is.”

      “Can do.” She blew April a kiss and floated across to the other side of the room. “Give me thirty minutes and we can get to work.”
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      “I don’t know how we’re going to get them to stay still for this.”

      Baker looked up at April’s comment, pausing her recalibration of the optics on the microscanner. “First thing’s first. Let’s get it working, then we can figure out how to get the mice scanned.” She shot her friend an apologetic smile. “Worst case scenario, we can use gaff tape”

      April’s face went pale with horror at the suggestion, and Baker felt bad for baiting them.

      “Stop. I was kidding.” Bringing the mice aboard had already cost her too much. She wasn’t about to give up on the creatures or toss them aside. That April somehow wasn’t furious was a miracle Baker wouldn’t question. “Damned things better live forever at this point,” she muttered. Which brought up a good point; she wasn’t sure how long mice even lived. Or how long they’d been alive already. Certainly, they were past the wriggly and hairless stage, but…

      But it doesn’t matter, because without treatment they’re going to die regardless. And probably April too.

      That was a cheery thought. Baker shoved it aside and focused on the scanner in front of her. With multiple fields of detection, including infrared and magnetic resonance, she ought to be able to hack it into a reasonably decent bioscanner. It wouldn’t be perfect, but it should get them close.

      “That looks fantastic.” April’s voice was at Baker’s shoulder. The disadvantage to living and working in microgravity—people could move pretty quietly, even when they didn’t mean to.

      Baker startled, grousing, “You almost made me botch my solder!” She knocked a playful shoulder into April’s side before finishing the modification. “That should do it, by the way. Ready to try it out?”

      April tapped the intercom. “First test scan coming. Ready, Layth?” After the doc sent back an “affirmative,” April held their hand out in front of them.

      Baker looked at them. “I thought we were doing the mice.”

      “Let’s make sure it works, first. Easier to scan part of me, and make sure it’s functional.” They offered up a timid smile. “Unless you think scanning my chest would be a better test?”

      A hundred different ideas flashed through Baker’s mind, all of them deliciously filthy and all of them completely off limits. April should be angry, not flirting. The disconnect was doing weird things in her brain.

      She dragged a hand down her face and shook her head, hoping that April didn’t notice the pink in her cheeks. “Your hand should be fine.”

      April held their hand still and Baker grabbed them by the wrist. It wasn’t weird, and she was certainly imagining the electric shock that coursed over her skin just touching them. They touched all the time, bumps, elbows, even the occasional hug. But this… for whatever reason felt intimate. Baker was keenly aware of the callouses on April’s fingers, of the strength in their forearm, and it was distracting in all the ways it shouldn’t be.

      It was the classic example of trying not to think of something; she’d opened the door to the idea of April as a sensual, sexual person and now Baker couldn’t think of anything else.

      She tried to refocus her frustration into other channels, mostly annoyance with the scanner which was cumbersome and hard to maneuver with any precision. After a few aborted attempts, Baker tried taping the scanner above one of the fold-out tables attached to the wall and moving April’s hand rather than the instrument. After a few minutes she was able to end the scan.

      April re-opened the comms. “There’s your test. How’s it look.”

      It took several minutes to get a response, and Baker had to check to make sure the channel was still open. After what felt like longer than it probably was, Layth answered back. “That mouse has some huge hands. Everything looks good. Send the real deal at your leisure. Out.”

      Baker and April exchanged a high-five, and Baker couldn’t stop smiling.

      “Excellent job on the scanner. I couldn’t have done it better myself.” April’s smile made Baker’s heart feel stretched near to bursting.

      Emotions were dangerous—especially with her brain riding the horndog express--so Baker defused the sudden rush of feeling the best way she knew how. “Damn right you couldn’t,” she said, knocking into April and sending her drifting a short distance away. “Now comes the real trick, though.”

      “Getting gaff tape out of mouse fur?” April grinned.

      “Did you just make a joke?” Baker grinned, hiding her relief at changing the subject so quickly. “Someone tell Layth, April’s been kidnapped and replaced with an imposter.” April made a rude gesture as they floated across the cylindrical room and Baker gasped in mock horror. “Scandal!”

      April retrieved the box of mice from where it had been fastened to the wall and drifted back to the table with the makeshift scanner. “Seriously, though. How are we going to do this?”

      “Actually, I’ve had a thought about that.” Baker pushed off and floated over to the first aid kit. “And before you say anything, no it’s not tape.” She opened the kit and pulled out one of the charge-set finger casts. A flexible tube under normal conditions, a mild electric charge caused the material to go rigid. She held it up for April’s inspection.

      “Oh, that’s extremely clever,” they replied. “Easy to get them in, then set it to immobilize them.”

      “You don’t think it’s too small?” It was her one concern, that they’d accidentally injure one of the mice by setting the cast.

      “I’ve been doing some reading. Mice are remarkably flexible.” April opened the box and reached in. “We should do Positive first.”

      Baker chuckled. “Positive? Because it has the cough?”

      “No! That’s horrid.” April looked shocked for a moment, then added “But then so am I, because yes. Or at least yes once I figured that the other one looks like a photo-negative.”

      Made as much sense as anything, and it was a perfectly April sort of name to assign the mice. Simple, and matter-of-fact. “Works for me. Positive it is. And Negative, obviously. And…”

      “Monocle,” April said with an adorable blush darkening their cheeks. “Once it popped into my head, I couldn’t think of anything else.”

      Baker laughed. “You’re a horrible person, it’s one of your sexiest traits.”

      April relaxed and together they were able to slide the tube over the first mouse. The activator hardened the cast instantly. Baker turned to look the mouse, Positive, in the face. Its eyes still twinkled and its nose twitched constantly. Apparently, it wasn’t any more terrified of this experience than it had been of microgravity.

      The immobilization made scanning the mouse a breeze, and in only a couple of minutes she and April were using the activator to relax the cast again and ease Positive back into the box with its siblings. They repeated the process with the other two mice and when they were finished, April grabbed a pair of hot tea pouches for the both of them.

      They added milk and sugar to their tea, then raised the pouch in a salute. “Now all we have to do is wait.”

      Baker took a sip of her own tea, as she preferred it black. “And hope. Don’t forget hope.” That the mice weren’t contagious, that the cough was harmless, that she hadn’t doomed the pair of them by bringing the mice on board in the first place.

      The com crackled to life, Layth’s voice broadcasting into the small room. “It’s just initial, and I want Meja to back me up on this, but I also don’t want to leave you too waiting. The second and third mice read as normal. Well, except the one has had an eye surgically removed. Not sure why, though.”

      April nodded looking visibly relieved, but Baker had already picked up on the omission. “What about the first mouse?”

      The pause was too long, the silence too heavy. Layth finally said “Pulmonary Mycetoma. That means the mold has colonized a space inside the long to create a mass—”

      “I know what it means,” April said. “It’s what killed my brother.”
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      “Wait, what? When did that happen?”

      Baker sounded both surprised and hurt, and it reminded April that even if she’d overhead part of the conversation with Mother November, that she didn’t have anywhere near the w3hole story.  Normally, this would be the time when April would go fix tea for the two of them, letting the silence stretch until the subject changed, but Baker’s hurt felt like it needed a redress. Plus, sharing with Baker didn’t feel quite so onerous as it might with other members of the crew. They thought back to the date on the message, added in the time for sub-light communications to travel between their current orbit and the Far Reach. At least they said, “A little over a week ago.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” Baker looked more pained over the loss than April was. “I wish I’d known.”

      “I only found out in the last thirty-six hours, and even by the time the message had arrived it would have been too late to do anything about it.”

      “Well, I’m sorry anyway,” Baker whispered. “Were you and your brother close?”

      April rubbed the back of their neck, not sure how to start. How did one explain how different things were in the Far Colonies to someone who’d never experienced it? “In a sense.”

      Baker drifted over and took their hands. “I don’t understand, but if it helps, I want to. I want to know about you. Your family.”

      “Familial bonds on the deep colonies are… different.” It was an understatement, but as good a place as any to begin. Baker’s thumbs stroked over the backs of their hands, lending strength. “April Kodoma and I were from the same generation—we’re both Aprils—so we grew up together. Same classes, same schedules. It makes the generation group feel like a family.”

      “Wait, so you’re all named April?” Baker shook her head. “All this time I thought April was your first name, and it’s really your family name.”

      It was a common misperception; most people didn’t talk about the deep space colonies at all, so few people outside of the Belters themselves were aware of the naming conventions. “April is my grouping. For… a number of reasons…it’s better to cluster a group of births together in the colonies. Groups are named by their month. Because of the difficulty with certain—” April felt their cheeks heat up. “—activities in microgravity, the deep colonists find it easier to rely on in vitro fertilization for conception. Economies of scale mean that we have large birth groups at the same time. Within a generation family, though, we still have family names. Rambova indicates my matrilineal genotype.”

      Baker still looked confused, but not judgmental. That alone was something. The culture of the deep spacers was centuries older than the rest of the TriSystems, but people didn’t like to let go of their preconceptions of what a family should be. Or parenting. April had been thrilled to have multiple parents to give them opinions and balanced guidance. The idea of only a few voices at the head of a family was as unusual to them as the group child-rearing they’d experienced probably was to Baker.

      They paused, growing quiet and waiting for Baker to say something. Maybe she just needed a moment to give voice to her revulsion. Baker hooked a foot into a piece of webbing so she could stay still. “Which name do you prefer?”

      The question was completely unexpected, but for some reason it made a knot of warmth and ache blossom in April’s chest. It wasn’t a question they were used to getting, and that left them both shocked and wanting to consider their answer. “Thank you,” they finally said, though it didn’t nearly encompass their feelings. “Even back home, there were seldom two of the same generation-family working in the same skill specialty, so April served as good shorthand. When the Aprils are all together, I am called by my last name. That feels formal though, like I’m in trouble.”

      Baker laughed. “Clearly you didn’t spend time in the military. I’ve been Baker so long I’ve almost forgotten I have a first name.”

      April considered that for a moment. “Would you prefer if I called you Jesusa? I just assumed, since the rest of the crew used your surname—”

      “No,” Baker cut them off. “If it’s okay with you, Baker is fine.”

      “Of course. You can continue to call me April, which I am fine with. If you really wanted to call me something different, my circle of friends growing up called me A-Ram.”

      Baker smiled. “Because they were all Aprils? That…actually makes sense. I like A-Ram if you’re okay with it. Maybe just between us.”

      April’s heart caught on the corner of her smile, tugged up and forward. They hadn’t mentioned, or heard, the old name since leaving the Far Reach. The last person they’d heard say the name had been A-Kod himself, which brought on a whole different sense of melancholy—not so much for home but for the people April had lost.

      Also, there was something special about hearing it from Baker’s lips, with the way she formed the sounds. It was like hearing it from April Kodoma, but different. Intimate. And there’s that word again, they thought.  It was unlike them to be so focused on impracticalities. Best to focus on the now. “I would prefer if you keep the name for private use. That’s not a name I want just anyone to use.”

      Baker’s cheeks pinked in the most adorable way, her already radiant smile growing as she took the permission as the trust and compliment it was. “It’s a deal. And thank you.”

      “Of course, and thank you as well.” April moved back to the mice, eager to check on Positive and how the small creature was faring. And more than a little relieved that Baker had lost the direction of her shock from earlier.

      “About your brother…”

      So much for that hope. “Lung-eating molds are a risk, as I’m sure you’re aware. Unfortunately, once they colonize a space inside the chest cavity, it’s almost impossible to treat. If the mass is too large to debride with laparoscopic surgery, then treating the disease is extremely difficult.”

      Baker shook her head, drifting up beside April to put her hand on their shoulder. “That wasn’t what I meant. Is that the same disease your…mother? Is that the right word? Was talking about?”

      Despite themselves, despite the need to stay distant, April leaned into Baker’s touch. “It is close enough. Mother November was the generation mother for the Aprils, a central figure to give stability, though we were raised by the whole colony. Communal parenting is more efficient”

      “So it is. Which is why you were so worried about the mold. My bringing the mice here could kill you.”

      April pulled Baker closer, despite their brain warning them against the idea. “Look at me.” When she did, April tucked and errant hair behind Baker’s ear and continued. “You didn’t know, and you were trying to help. Your actions wouldn’t have brought about anything different than what I was already worried about.”

      Baker wrapped her arms around April, hugging them tight. “I am not ready to say good-bye to you. Don’t you dare get sick.”

      “I’ll do everything in my power to stay.” It wasn’t a lie, not really. There just wasn’t much in April’s power to change. The future, when it came, would be what it wanted to be regardless. In the now, though, April was aware of all the places Baker’s body pressed into theirs and twisted to return the hug as much as possible without setting them adrift like some kind of binary star system. Warmth far beyond Baker’s body heat filled their limbs and chest, and the whole gesture seemed to go on forever. April leaned their head down to rest their forehead on top of Baker’s skull and whispered, “Thank you, for understanding. And for being you.”
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      Baker’s head nodded against her chest for a second before snapping back up. She started to reach up and rub her eyes when she spotted the adhesive applicator in one hand. That would be a bad idea. She was having enough trouble staying awake, gluing one eye shut wasn’t going to help things.

      Neither was trying to get a nap. Every time she allowed herself to sleep, she woke up again within the hour, arms and legs floating free and a constant sense of sinking chasing her back to wakefulness. Better to just tough it out until sleep was inevitable.

      She spread a thin layer of adhesive around the rim of the coupler in her other hand, then fitted it onto the piece of conduit. The two pieces snugged together and, after a few moments, fused into an unbreakable bond. One of the pieces would break before the connection did. She checked the length against the rough plan she’d sketched out on the deck plate and nodded to herself when it matched perfectly.

      At least she could still put things together; it felt cleansing, healing in a way, to work with her hands. It had been her best skills when she’d been a street rat, and once upon an age she was sought out by other kids for her ability to tweak an object until it was better than before. She just enjoyed taking a pile of separate components and turning them into something different. More functional than the separate pieces had been.

      If only people were as simple to understand as starship alloys and bioplastics. But that would be too easy.

      Her brain played back through the conversation with April. There had been so much trust in that, faith that Baker wouldn’t just turn around and hurt them despite the fact that she’d endangered their life. Baker’s stomach churned, slightly sour despite the meal she’d had earlier.  How had she responded to April’s trust? With a quip and a quick deflection. Because the alternative would have been sharing something about herself, and that was right out.

      Not that she thought April would use it to hurt her; one thing she’d learned was that April was ridiculously good as a person, almost naively so. In some ways that made them an inspirational figure to work alongside. Or maybe aspirational was more appropriate. Baker wanted to be more like April—more open and trusting. The only problem was she’d been in the real world and seen the ugly results of that kind of openness too many times.

      Ugh, she had to get out of quarantine soon, or she’d turn into a completely bitter hag. Could you be a hag in your thirties? It seemed like that was good territory for hag-dom; young enough to enjoy it but old enough to be sufficiently terrifying to the youths. She shook her head, grateful she was keeping her ruminations internal. Baker had caught Meja talking to her cat once, even pausing in the normal places where one might expect a response. At least Baker hadn’t descended that far.

      Though talking to the mice was tempting, at times. Their little black eyes seemed more scheme-y than open and welcoming. Easier for her to defend against.

      The bulkhead opened up and April drifted into the compartment before cycling it back closed again. They pushed off the wall and floated over to Baker’s side, looking down at the complex three-dimensional scramble of pipes that Baker had assembled. “Do I even want to know? Is this what happens when you get stir crazy?”

      Baker chuckled, using the adhesive to attach the knot of conduit to the side of a small clear tank that had been intended as a coolant level reservoir, then smiled. “Kinda? I figured if I was starting to lose it in here, then the mice were probably beside themselves in that tiny, featureless box. I figured I could give them something to do.”

      She put the mice in the tank and snapped the lid back into place, then unscrewed several cap ends on the tangle of pipes and placed pieces of nutrient bar inside. It didn’t take long for the mice to catch the smell and dive into the maze’s entry.

      Baker smiled. “I just wish we had clear pipes. It’d be fun to see who goes where in there.”

      April rubbed their hand across Baker’s shoulders. “That’s genius. And the pipe should be narrow enough that it helps them combat any sense of disorientation from the microgravity. Very clever.”

      “Just don’t tell Captain Barnes I was misappropriating supplies for the mice. She’ll come after me with a knife.” Baker laughed but was only half joking.

      “I won’t tell if you don’t,” April said, a mischievous smile on their face. They worried their lower lip nervously, and Baker’s gaze zeroed in on it like a physical thing.

      With effort she pulled her focus back to April’s eyes instead. “What have you done?”

      “Come and see.” April pushed off with one foot, flipping in the air with the grace born of years of experience in microgravity. Watching them filled Baker with a continual sense of awe. Years ago, she’d seen a 2-d cartoon from old Earth. In it, giant ponderous animals cavorted and danced in clumsy ballet. That was how she felt, every time she watched April do something as simple as crossing a room. The engineer used the absolute minimum of effort every time.

      Baker joined April at the bulkhead and waited while the pressure cycled down. They’d agreed to keep the air pressure in the section with the mice slightly lower, so air would always move from the high pressure to the low pressure area when the door opened. It was a simple way to contain the potential infectious mold limited to one side.

      The hatch cycled open with a pop, and April hurried Baker through before closing it behind them. They turned to give Baker a shy smile. “What do you think?”

      It took Baker a moment to notice the change in the room. Once she saw it, she wasn’t sure how she’d missed it. Two heavy blankets had been folded together into a kind of woolen cocoon. This in turn had been strapped to the wall with some of the webbing from the anchor points around the compartment. A third strap floated open, a buckle in place allowing the person in the cocoon to strap themselves in. And that was when Baker realized what it was – a bed. Makeshift, and crude, but to her tired eyes, a welcome sight.

      “People have difficulty sleeping in microgravity if they aren’t used to it. It’s been proven that anchoring the sleeper actually provides a level of comfort and control for—”

      Baker cut April off with a hug so sudden that it sent both of them tumbling together toward the curved wall around the power supply. “It’s incredible and I love it!”

      She had actually been near the point of exhaustion for the last cycle; despite her best efforts, Baker had been unable to fall asleep, worried that she’d sink, or float away. Having an actual place where she could anchor down, and a pillow she could lay her head against, sounded like the best thing ever.

      “Do you actually like it?” April seemed shy and uncertain, a side of her that triggered Baker’s desire to defend and protect her partner. They reached out a hand and slowed their tumble into stillness again.

      “I mean it. It’s the best bed I’ve ever received.” She bumped her hip into April’s with a mischievous grin. “Though it’s kinda small. Where are you planning to sleep?”

      Pink blazed in the engineer’s otherwise pale cheeks. “I can just float nearby, if you want me to.”

      “I’m teasing. I assumed you’d do that.” She’d actually caught the engineer sleeping earlier, one foot hooked under a webbing strap, so that they didn’t drift. Baker had been jealous of both their ease and confidence, and their ability to sleep at all. “But yes, if you wanted to sleep nearby, I’d welcome the company.”

      April nodded, their smile more confidant now. “I’m happy to provide it.”

      Baker squeezed April again, thankful for the gift of their friendship and just to enjoy the simple warmth of another body. To catch some iota of the engineer’s scent to keep for later. And certainly not to enjoy the feel of those long, wiry arms hugging her back.

      Okay, maybe a little. But if she didn’t say it out loud then it wasn’t real. It didn’t count, right?

      Some things were too precious to waste. And right now, the bed was one of them. Baker drifted to the blankets and strapped herself into the sleeping bag-like contraption. She snugged down the straps, holding herself secure to the wall. “This is amazing.”

      If April responded, she didn’t hear, as she’d already fallen asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Mira Barnes loved the simple things in life: good drink, good sex, good family. The Sentinel of Gems was her personal paradise, and it managed to provide all three. Most of the time, at least. She grimaced at the thought of her engineers being trapped in the ship’s microgravity core, and at the idea that Baker had been foolish enough to sneak animals—mice of all things—on board without scanning them first.

      She apparently had made a grumble of protest, because Hicks—the pilot—walked up behind her and rubbed her shoulders. “They’re going to be fine. You’ll see.”

      Barnes gave an unladylike snort even as she suppressed a groan of pleasure as Hicks dug her thumbs into Barnes’s taut muscles. “Not drawing a card for that one, Manami?”

      “Don’t have to,” the pilot responded. “They get along perfectly.”

      The pilot was seldom without her Starfarer’s Tarot—the source of their ship’s name, among other things—and it was unlike her to not rely on the random draw to guide her choices. Even now, the well-worn cards sat on the corner of the pilot’s station.

      Barnes forced out a chuckle. “This ship’s turning into a damn menagerie.”

      Hicks dropped a playful kiss on her temple. “You love it, and you know it. It’s not a home without pets, and now we’ve got plenty.”

      She wasn’t wrong, Barnes thought. Her security chiefs had their goanna, Darcy, and Medical had a damn cat of all things. But mice… something about the whole thing seemed off. She should check in on them again, just as soon as Hicks was done with this massage.

      Her eyes were just starting to drift shut under the pilot’s ministrations when Barnes spotted a flashing light on the comm console, denoting an incoming message. She tapped her fingers across the captain’s console, taking control of the comm circuit and displaying the message.

      In front of them, the viewscreen changed from a display of Accipiter’s swirling clouds to an image of what looked like an old-fashioned sitting room. Like something from an Old Earth historical vid. Two men were in the image, though only one of them, the smaller of the two, paid the camera any attention.

      “Greetings, Captain Mira Barnes, of the Sentinel of Gems. Don’t bother trying to respond, the delay is too great and, frankly, I’m not interested in your protests.” His face, a pasty white color that reminded Barnes of the grubs she’d find under rotted logs back on her homeworld, split into a sickly approximation of a grin.

      “Thinks a lot of himself, doesn’t he?” Hicks said. Her tone was light, but the tension around the other woman’s eyes told Captain Barnes that her pilot was suddenly concerned.

      “I am Mister Flint, and along with my colleague Mr. Skynner,” he inclined his head to the other man who was tall and broad enough to stretch the seams of his archaic jacket. When Mr. Skynner smiled at the camera it made Barnes feel physically ill. “We have been hired, it does not matter by whom, to collect something which is in the possession of one of your crew. I’m going to be an adult and assume we all know what I’m talking about? Yes? Good.

      “We are approaching Accipiter now, with the intent to retrieve said item for our client. Please do us the kindness of not running. Mr. Skynner hates delayed gratification, as I’m sure you understand, and having to chase after you would make him angry. He is even less inclined to niceties when angry and would make your eventual death slow and agonizing. You understand, I’m certain.” Behind him, Skynner smiled again, the expression so far from comforting that it made Barnes doubt he was human for a moment.

      Flint allowed his partner a moment to hold the camera’s attention before continuing. “As I’m certain you are curious, yes, you are allowed to surrender the prize in question to us, along with the person who so brazenly stole this item for themselves, and we will be happy to keep the carnage to a minimum. If you do not, of course, we will take your vessel by force. The choice is yours.”

      The message cut off, switching back to the banded orange and brown clouds of Accipiter. Barnes stared into the chaotic swirl as if answers were waiting there to be deciphered.

      Hicks’s hands had stilled on Barnes’s shoulders. “Was that as creepy as I thought it was?”

      “Yeah.” Barnes shook her head. “Especially the quiet one.”

      The pilot rested her chin on top of Mira’s braids. “You’re not going to give Baker to them, right?”

      It wasn’t really a question, and Barnes stood up before answering. “No one threatens my ship. I don’t care who they think they are, or what they think they can do. Plot me a course to Kanaloa, and one to the inner worlds. And hell, give me a course for the far side of Accipiter if you want. I need to know what our options are.” She took Hicks’s hand and guided her around the captain’s chair toward the pilot’s station. When the pilot was close enough, Barnes indulged herself with a quick kiss.

      Manami blushed, a fact that still made Barnes’s blood heat, and raised one eyebrow. “What are you planning to do?”

      “Next? I’m talking to those fools down in engineering. Let’s see what kind of power options we have if we’re going to run. And if this Flint and Skynner do catch us, I’ll feed them to Barr.”

      Hicks grinned. “Make sure his girlfriend gets a piece. You know what she’s like if she misses a scrap.”

      Barnes smiled and nodded. She certainly did. One of the many reasons she loved her crew as much as she did. They were just as protective as she was.
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        * * *

      

      April floated, stretched out in the middle of the compartment that they had converted to a sleeping chamber for Baker. Technically it had always been April’s sleeping area; they liked to be near the tea service for that first morning cup, and the system that heated the food pouches was at this end of engineering.

      Having Baker sleeping in the compartment only made it feel more like home.

      Sometime in the night Baker had disentangled one hand from the sleeping pouch April had created for her and reached out. April had unconsciously, or at least subconsciously, taken her hand in their own. When they awoke, they were still holding Baker’s hand: an anchor in the endless black.

      They rolled their eyes. Metaphors were clearly not April’s strength. Fortunately engineering paid better than poetry. Considerably.

      Trite comparison or not, there was something to be said for the comfort and warmth of Baker’s hand in their own. Of feeling the slight pull of another person holding them in place. April allowed themselves a chance to focus on the sensation of holding Baker’s hand—where it was rough against their own callouses. Where the scars broke the work-roughened skin with cracks and valleys. April traced their thumb over the back of Baker’s hand, feeling the tiny hairs brush against their skin.

      Then, just as carefully, they unhooked their hand from Baker’s grasp and directed themselves to the far side of the compartment. Ostensibly to grab a pouch of tea from the warmer, though April also welcomed the extra time to focus on the memories and file them away. Touching without expectation. Holding without promising more.

      Not that April didn’t enjoy sex—they did. And it had been a while since they’d had any opportunity to find that kind of release with someone besides themselves. But this—it was even better, somehow. As though there were plenty of things they could have, but instead allowed trust and comfort of another to be at the foremost over their own desires.

      The chemical pack heated the tea to the perfect temperature, and April quickly added milk and sugar from the attached compartments. They tilted the bag back and forth to mix the solution, then tucked it into the thigh pocket on their jumpsuit. April gave another glance at the makeshift bed, to confirm that Baker was still sleeping, and couldn’t help but smile at the serene expression on Baker’s face. It said something that, asleep, Baker had the none of the worry that creased her face during wakefulness. Just peace.

      To some degree, April envied her that.

      They drifted to the bulkhead between compartments and waited until the pressure light flashed to let April know it was safe to open the door. The hatch opened with a soft hiss-pop, and April let themselves through into the next compartment.

      Fluorescent light bars flicked to life as the Sentinel’s systems detected someone in the compartment, the harsh white light casting sharp shadows over everything. April drifted to the conduit maze Baker had created and studied it with a warmth in their chest that felt like pride, mixed with some other softness that April couldn’t put an easy name to. They ran a hand through their short hair and checked to see which of the mice had completed the course and found their food.

      In the tank-turned-cage, Negative was doing zero-g laps—racing across the floor, up one wall, over the ceiling and back down the opposite wall. At first April worried it was some kind of panic response, but as they watched Negative stopped and Monocle took off in the other direction. After another few minutes the two mice took turns chasing one another, while Positive watched from the corner. It looked for all the world like play, and neither mouse seemed distressed afterward.  April chalked it up to having high energy.

      They opened the lid of the tank and reached in to collect up Positive. The mouse hadn’t coughed during the night, at least as far as April knew, but then again it had been on the far side of a thick bulkhead. The mouse could have fired a plasmacaster in the compartment and April wasn’t likely to have noticed. That said, the mouse didn’t look to be suffering any ill effects of its potentially terminal lung infection. April hooked a mask over their mouth and lifted the mouse closer to examine it.

      A small amount of dried blood still flecked Positive’s whiskers, but otherwise there was no sign of worsening symptoms. It was curious, but perhaps the mass hadn’t been as far advanced as it had been for A-Kod.

      The intercom chimed, and April pushed off to jet toward it. With one hand still cradled around Positive, they turned down the volume slightly and responded. “Engineering, this is April.”

      “I suppose it’s best I got you, and not Baker,” Captain Barnes voice was sympathetic but uncompromising. Much like the woman herself, really. “I don’t know that I could talk coherently to a fool who managed to quarantine my entire Engineering team.”

      “It’s not like I leave the core all that often anyway, Captain.” Defending Baker felt second nature, though April stopped short of explaining that she’d done this on their behalf. They doubted Mira would be so understanding regardless. The captain wasn’t one who openly played favorites, and if she was calling down personally rather than relaying a message, well, then news was likely pretty dire. Chill sweat beaded on the skin of April’s back, held in place by surface tension with no gravity to make it drip. Best to get the bad news over with. “What’s wrong?”

      They could hear Barnes’s smile in the captain’s response. “That’s supposed to be my line, isn’t it? Check on your well-being and all?”

      “The Sentinel is operating at full capacity on all parameters.” April knew what the captain was actually asking about. “That’s the corrected capabilities after Baker’s and my improvements.”

      It was definitely best to remind Captain Barnes that Baker was a valuable member of the crew and not just someone April cared about.

      Care. They’d all but said the words last evening. It was a moment that still made April’s breath hitch. They had so few friends, even among the loving, dysfunctional family that made up the Sentinel’s crew. Instead, April kept themselves to themselves, and let other people do the socializing. The humming machines and power output calculations tended to make more sense than people to April anyway.

      But Baker was a friend. Even if April might want something more, they would be happy to settle for friendship. After all, there was no telling how long it would be before the same sickness that had struck down the other Aprils came for them. Hurting Baker, even unintentionally, was out of the question. Friendship would have to suffice.

      “Glad we understand each other,” Barnes continued. “Cargo is secured, can we need to make a jump to one of the other systems quickly.”

      “What’s going on?” April felt like they’d missed an important piece of the order.

      Barnes sighed. The captain hated repeating herself, April knew, but they’d been too busy studying their own emotions to be paying attention. “I need you at full capacity, April.”

      “Sorry, Captain.” April sucked their teeth in shame at the reprimand. “I’m focused.”

      “We just received a very elegant threat from a couple of bounty hunters who want the mice. They made it clear that they are perfectly willing to kill everyone on the ship and just take them, so you can see why I would be interested in being anywhere else right now.”

      “We can transit to any system you want, or you have plenty of power available for crossing the Accipiter system, maybe hiding under their noses.” After a moment they added, “We could also do a big power burn, leave a signature that looks like a jump and cruise out on one-quarter power. That would likely hide us for a considerable time.”

      There was a moment of silence, during which April stroked a thumb across Positive’s fur, relishing its softness. Then Barnes said, “Good call. Let’s see what we can do on Hodur, it’s on the opposite side of the planet at the moment, so it’s a good place to lay low. And I always like muddying the waters a bit, so to speak. Just be sure to start the transit engines charging back up soon as you can--If they find us, I want to be able to move fast. I’ve already had enough danger to my crew, I’m not about to let another jumped up bounty hunter think they can hurt me or mine with impunity. Out.”

      April nodded at the now quiet intercom, then heard a noise behind them. When they turned, a sleep-draggled Baker hung in the hatchway, wearing an expression of guilt and dismay. However peaceful she had looked asleep, there was no mistaking the weight of sorrow and anxiety in the engineer’s voice when she spoke. “They’re coming for all of us. We’re all going to die, and it’s my fault.”
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      Baker tried to release the breath she held, but her heart had somehow lodged in her neck and was blocking her ability to exhale. She’d done it again—doomed the only people she cared about. It was her fault that April and the rest of the crew were going to get hurt, or maybe even die. Unspent adrenaline left her with the shakes, and the edges of the compartment began to gray out as the panic grabbed her in its mouth and shook.

      “Hey. Hey, no. That’s not what this is.” April was suddenly in front of her, their expression taut as they checked on her. “You have to breathe, sweetie. Don’t black out on me. And don’t you dare puke in here either.”

      That last was enough to wrench a chuckle past the lump in Baker’s throat, and the tension started to unravel. Like the laughter was enough release valve to bleed off the panic before it got too bad. Now she just needed to stop, so she didn’t sound hysterical. Baker took three deep breaths, letting the thunder of her pulse die back to a distant rumble. “Thank you, but you don’t understand. This—you—I can’t be responsible for you getting hurt.

      “First off, nobody’s hurt, okay?” April wrapped a comforting arm around Baker’s waist and tugged them to the mouse habitat. “And secondly even if something happened to one of us that’s not on you. That’s on the people who used violence instead of solving their problems rationally.”

      Baker couldn’t help it, another chuckle slipped past her lips. “You do know we’re smugglers, right? I think Barr and his lady friend have a body count higher than some remote settlements.”

      April shook their head. “That’s on them, not on me. Now… grab hold of that webbing and hook in. I don’t want you getting dizzy or disoriented. Please.”

      “When you add the please as an afterthought it doesn’t make you sound any less bossy.” Baker did as she was told, however. It actually felt good to have a short list of accomplishable things; she could focus on each next step and be less overwhelmed. “If you were curious.”

      “I’m only sagacious for Layth, and that’s only when he needs it.” April moved to the habitat before drifting back to Baker. “You? Needed some bossing. Hold out your hands.”

      Their smirk was a surprise. Baker didn’t usually think of April as having a pushy streak—the other engineer was usually the most unflappable member of the crew. “I’m doing this of my own volition, not just because you told me to.” Baker extended her hands.

      “I’m pretty sure the term for you is brat,” April said quietly. “But I don’t care why you’re doing it as long as you comply.” They uncurled their hands alongside Baker’s, revealing the three mice that had been hidden behind their long fingers. Monocle was the bravest, and the first to cross from April’s hand to Baker’s palm.

      The tiny claws on the mouse’s paws clung to callouses of Baker’s hands, as if the mouse knew it might drift away in the microgravity if it moved too fast or clung too lightly. Baker was having a hard time concentrating on the mouse, however. The nearness of April’s posture, and the connection where their skin touched hers, seemed to absorb all of Baker’s focus. Like a black hole tugging in everything around it.

      “Now, pet the mouse.”

      April spoke softly, so much so that Baker had to lean her head in to focus on the words, and that only made her more aware of how close they were. “You didn’t say please,” she replied. Though she did lift one hand to carefully stroke two fingers down Monocle’s back.

      There was that smirk again, along with a tiny shrug of their shoulder, and though April stayed quiet, the gestures all but screamed “I said you needed bossy.”

      Baker couldn’t really argue with that. Petting the mouse was helping, too. She could feel herself relaxing as her fingers smoothed over Monocle’s fur. The understanding that April had known what to do to help her refocus her panic bloomed like a warm flower in her chest. What would it be like, to have someone who knew you well enough to actively give you what you needed, without asking? Someone who you could support in turn, as part of a true partnership.

      They were friends already, but this felt like something more. God help her, but Baker wanted it to be something more, except that was a bad idea. If she got too close, she’d only drive April away, Like she had her family, her old crew---Friends was good enough. It had to be.

      April didn’t seem to get the memo—they kept touching, and Baker kept yearning for that touch.

      “See,” April said. “A little oxytocin helps the whole brain get better. Companion animals can provide that with as little as three minutes of petting.”

      “Pretty sure that’s just dogs. And if I could afford a dog, then I’d be too rich to have anxiety.” Cats and dogs had both made the journey to the colonies, but they came as coded DNA, not full-grown animals. Anyone who wanted one had to pay exorbitant fees to have one created at one of the labs in the colonies. Like the place where the Doc’s new girl Meja had been working, before she rescued a ‘failed’ kitten from destruction.

      “Actually, cuddling another person can help too, it’s not called the hug hormone for nothing. I figured the mouse would be easier for you to agree to than random snuggles.” April smiled again, but it was back to the shy smile, and not the confident, bossy smirk.

      She kinda missed the other April. But this one was nice too. “You have permission, next time. If either you or I need a good snuggle, I’m here.”

      After she’d said the words, Baker wondered if they were a bad idea. It was a different step in their friendship, but they could still be friends even if they snuggled. It wasn’t sexual, or at least it didn’t have to be. And she’d hugged April in the past as well, this wouldn’t be that different.

      Except she knew it was.

      Negative pushed off from April’s thumb, floating through space above Baker’s hands, while Monocle watched. April held out their other hand vertically, and Negative landed before pushing off back the way it’d come. And that seemed to be permission. Soon all three mice were pinging around a loose box made of Baker’s and April’s hands, and Baker couldn’t stop smiling.

      “I’m surprised at how good they are in microgravity,” April said. “I wonder if they’d been exposed to it before. Most animals need more time to adjust their jumps, but these three are just naturals.”

      They said it with a mixture of pride and curiosity. Baker had felt the same way – other than the presence of the fungus, she didn’t know much about the three mice. She could see why the corporation would want them back, but hiring bounty hunters? That seemed extreme for some lab mice.

      Panic tried to rise up again, but couldn’t seem to get a grip in Baker’s chest. She consciously lowered her shoulders and focused on the playing mice.

      “Good, see?” April sounded even more proud than they had about the mice. “I knew you could do it.”

      Baker nodded. “Like you said, Oxytocin works wonders.”

      What she didn’t say was that she would have enjoyed the cuddling too.
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        * * *

      

      Negative pushed off from April’s hands, sailing across the width of the compartment to where Baker sat waiting. Watching, April could have sworn the mouse was doing the same calculations that they might do themselves in the pause before launching. And while the mouse’s aim wasn’t perfect, it did a fine enough job that Baker didn’t have to move her hands much to catch him. The mouse even did some mid-flight adjustments using twists of its spine and tail to alter its vector.

      In other words, it acted like any other deep space colonist. Except it was a mouse, and for a number of reasons, companion animals weren’t allowed on the colony ships. They used up a variety of resources in short supply on the ship—air, food, water—and human lives always took priority.

      April tightened their mouth into a line. There were too many similarities for it to be a coincidence, but there were also other solutions. Perhaps someone was raising mice in a low orbit station. It would explain the adaptations in the trio of mice, but it didn’t answer the more important question of why.

      Negative leapt from Baker’s hands floating back across space toward them. On a whim of an idea, April moved their hands over to one side. As they expected, the mouse shifted its tiny black and white body in circles, tail propellering to change the angle of its approach and be more or less pointed toward their hands.

      It shouldn’t have been a surprise, but it was. And it left April feeling cold.

      “Okay, you’ve got that ‘I’m Troubled’ look.” Baker said. Her voice was light, but even across the compartment April could see the look of concentration on her face.

      “I do not know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes you do.” Baker made a face as though she had just farted in her spacesuit and was pretending not to notice. “That face. Like you make when you think the power system is making weird noises, or the output looks off somehow.”

      April laughed. “I do not make that face.”

      “You most certainly do. Who’s down here working with you all the time? Me.” Baker pointed a thumb at herself emphatically. “I know your looks. Now spill—what’s bothering you?”

      Negatve touched down in April’s hands with an undeniable grace, its tiny claws digging into the roughened skin on their palm before looking up at them with a beady-eyed expression of annoyance at the change in landing pad location.

      “They shouldn’t be able to do that,” April said at last.

      Baker tilted her head. “Do what?”

      “Adjust and change direction. That’s a learned skill, not an instinct. At least it shouldn’t be an instinct.” April stroked a finger along the top of Negative’s skull and the mouse decided to accept the gesture as a peace offering.

      “You and I do it all the time. You’re better at it, but…” Baker trailed off.

      “Exactly. But I’ve had a literal lifetime of dealing with microgravity. And before me, I had generations of my family who learned the best tricks for doing things efficiently and passed those down.”

      The line between Baker’s brows furrowed into a deep crease, and April had to resist the urge to cross the compartment and smooth it out. “Exactly. Either the mice have been part of a long running colony, or they’ve been adapting to microgravity in some other way.”

      “That would make sense,” Baker admitted. “But why?”

      April let out a sigh. “That’s the part I can’t figure out. You found them on Nyx, but I swear to you they’ve been in orbit before. For a long time.”

      Baker nodded slowly. “Okay. But that makes sense, kinda.”

      April looked at their friend as Negative launched across the compartment once again. After gathering their thoughts a moment, they said “How much do you know about the Deep Colony?”

      “I know they didn’t settle on any of the worlds, and they don’t use gravity. Flotsam is supposed to be completely self-sufficient, which is why so few trade routes go there. They’re not isolationist, hence—“ Baker swung a hand to encompass April in a gesture. “But they’re also not really involved in the Three Systems, and don’t take a seat on the TriSystems government.”

      “Don’t call it Flotsam.” April hated that name; like they were the leftovers that had washed up on the shores of the Three Systems. “The Deep Colonies, or The Far Reach. Not Flotsam.”

      “I didn’t know. I’m sorry. That’s what they told us it was called—“

      “In school. Yes.” April took a deep breath. It wasn’t Baker’s fault, as she’d said, it was an idea baked into the very story of the Three Systems. Humanity’s brave push to preserve itself on the far edge of the galaxy. “But that’s the TriSystems name for it. What we call ourselves matters.”

      “I like the Far Reach,” Baker said. “And I’m sorry.”

      “You didn’t know.” April nodded quietly to themselves. “When the generation ships brought the earliest colonists from Old Earth to the Three Systems, they were all in stasis, to save on things like food, water, oxygen.”

      Baker tucked Negative into the chest pocket of her jumpsuit and pushed off, floating across the chamber to land beside April. “Right. Then once we were here, the founding colonists were awakened, and the work of colonizing began.”

      April stroked their hand down their chin. “That’s only half true. The generation ships that brought humanity here couldn’t fly themselves. They needed pilots. Crew. Medical technicians for all the people in stasis. All those things are too important to trust to a machine. And they all had to be awake.”

      “But those people would have died out before the trip had barely started. The journey from Old Earth took centuries.”

      “Exactly.” April felt tired, but Baker deserved to know. Even if she wouldn’t likely understand. “So every few years another generation was born in space and raised by the collective crew who they would replace. And over time, we got more used to microgravity—changes that didn’t happen to the colonists is stasis—which meant we weren’t well adapted to living on the worlds that we’d brought everyone to. And we were relegated to the edge of the systems. An integral part of bringing everyone here, and then forgotten.”

      Baker reached out a squeezed April’s hand. “That’s… I’m sorry. No one had ever said.”

      “It’s not exactly conducive to the image of the Three Systems. So, the TriSystem governments quietly eliminated it.” Baker’s hand was warm in theirs, like it belonged. When April looked up, Baker’s face was lined with concern, studying them. Heat blossomed in their cheeks, and in their chest. Having Baker care felt right.

      Except she couldn’t. Because if she cared, then when April died, she’d be hurt. And April was done hurting the people they cared about. Even if it meant their own unhappiness.

      But friends could also care—and just this once, that might be allowable. Even knowing the worst was likely.

      “April?” Baker sounded hesitant.

      “Yes?”

      “What do you need right now? I’m sorry for asking because I feel like I should know. But I also don’t want to do the wrong thing and hurt you.”

      A smile, sad as it was, lifted the corner of April’s mouth. “We need to figure out what’s going on with these mice. There are big pieces of the puzzle that are missing, and I don’t even know what they are. In the interim…” they let the words hang, trying to decide whether or not to give voice to their real wants. This was Baker, if anyone were unlikely to judge, it would be her. “I liked when you hugged me.”

      Baker laughed quietly; a sound more akin to a cough than the raucous laughter she usually espoused. Strangely, it felt more real, and more personal. Like only April was allowed to see this more reserved side of her. “Of course.”

      Despite April being so much taller than her, Baker wrapped her arms around them. April greedily basked in the warmth, in Baker’s smell of industrial lubricants, acrid cleansers, and citrusy dry shampoo. There were puzzles to solve around the mice, certainly, but for a moment, all they needed was this.
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      By the start of the fourth cycle on lockdown, Baker had started to get into a rhythm. She unstrapped herself from the bed-pouch April had built, ran a sanitary wipe over her face and arms, then wiped the rest of her body down, zipped up her jumpsuit and floated into the next compartment. It wasn’t as good as the mist shower up in the main living space upstairs, but she always felt clean afterward and that was what mattered.

      Besides, sleeping upstairs meant being away from April. For whatever reason Baker liked the sounds of the other engineer sleeping. Quiet, almost adorable snores and the occasional hum of pleasure, as though they dreamt of a fine banquet. Or toe-curling sex, her brain supplied unhelpfully. She could not afford to think of April like that, however much they fired her libido of late. It was perfectly acceptable to settle for the occasional hug and hooking a hand around their ankle as they slept in space near the bed.

      She’d awakened like that again this morning, with April’s ankle loosely clutched in her hand. It had given her the opportunity to study them as they slept, the way their face relaxed but never enough to erase the crease of concern that nestled between their brows. She focused on the heat of their skin, the way the subtle ebbs of gravity in the ship pulled them along, with Baker acting as an anchor. It was… humbling felt like the wrong word, but she couldn’t think of anything else to describe the level of trust the gesture involved.

      Baker pushed herself over to the power unit’s readout panels and checked to make certain everything was performing in normal parameters. It was, of course. Captain Barnes wasn’t in the mood to push the ship too hard with bounty hunters coming after them.

      After her.

      She shoved the thought into the compartment where she kept most of her fears. Captain Barnes would figure out a solution, and if she didn’t, Baker would give herself up. She wasn’t about to be the reason any of the other crew members got hurt.

      April opened the bulkhead and drifted in, a foil packet in each of their hands. “How are the mice this morning?”

      Baker chuckled to cover her momentary shock. “Who are you, and what have you done with April?” When April’s smile faltered into confusion, Baker clarified. “The April I know would never ask about mice before their beloved engine systems.”

      They handed over one of the foil packets, which was almost hot enough to scald Baker’s fingers. “Maybe I’m broadening my horizons.”

      “It’s still suspicious,” Baker said. “But I’ll allow it. What’s for breakfast today?” She opened the top of the foil packet and looked in. At first glance, it appeared to be oatmeal with blueberries, which meant it could be anything from vanilla protein smoothies to scrambled eggs and bacon.

      “It’s dried fruit oatmeal. Arguably the best of the selection we’ve got. How’re the mice?”

      “Okay, okay. Keep your shirt on.” Or, you know, don’t. Baker unscrewed the caps on two of the pipes attached to the mouse-maze, and in a matter of moments three twitching noses appeared. Then all three mice gingerly launched themselves into the compartment. “Can I just say I’m jealous that they’re better in microgravity than I am?”

      April nodded. “You can, but it shouldn’t matter. Given how short their lives are in comparison to ours they’ve spent a greater percentage of their life in this environment than you have.” They ate a big spoonful of the oatmeal and watched the mice play zero-g tag with a distracted grin on their face.

      “What are you thinking about?” Baker followed suit on the oatmeal. It really was quite delicious. Props to whomever had decided this was a recipe to replicate in the pre-packaging mass fabrication factories. Bio-fabricators were great, but like many things, required gravity to work. With nothing to force layers to adhere, all they did was fill a microgravity compartment with a storm of tiny bubbles. Assuming the whole thing didn’t just jam, which was also likely. Hence, pre-packaged recipes that could heat and serve in the same unit that warmed April’s tea.

      They drifted closer, hovering just out of Baker’s reach. “Promise not to laugh?”

      Baker snorted. “When have I ever? Don’t answer that.” She gave April a broad grin. “But anyway…”

      “It’s the way you hold onto me when we’re sleeping,” April said after hesitation. “We’re often stretched out every which way on the colony ship, or at best, hooked into a strap or two for anchoring.” They nodded at the collection of nets evenly spaced around the room. “But people often hang on to each other, so much so that some behavioral scientists think it’s an entirely new reflex developing in deep spacers. Like the Moro reflex but one that continues into adulthood.”

      “The what now?” The oatmeal was good, but Baker had a distinct feeling that April was talking past her.

      “It’s an infant reflex, similar to the startle, but behaviorists believe that it allowed a newborn to grab their mother if they fell off.” They smiled again, then reached over and squeezed Baker’s shoulder. “It’s a good thing. Being held in place is… comforting. Like being back on the Far Reach.”

      Baker nodded and finished her oatmeal. Comfort she understood. Knowing she wasn’t alone in the weightless space of the compartment was just as reassuring to her. “I like it too,” she said. “It makes me feel safe.” You make me feel safe. The unspoken words hung in the air between them, to the point where Baker wondered if she’d said them aloud by accident.

      They still hadn’t taken their hand from Baker’s shoulder, and she leaned her cheek to press against April’s warm skin. “I should really clean up breakfast.”

      April stroked a hand over the top of her head, smoothing down Baker’s hair. “There’s plenty of time. Stay for a bit longer.”

      She didn’t need to be asked twice, more than happy to lose herself in the contact. Just friends, acting like friends. April curled their longer frame around Baker, careful not to squeeze too tightly to Baker’s chagrin. Together they watched as Positive and Negative zoomed around the compartment in slow motion. Baker was about to offer a bet on the winner of their little mouse circuit when the comm to the main ship popped into life.

      “Guess what you two!” Meja Aquarone, Layth’s now-fiancé was unusually effervescent given the early hour into the cycle. “Layth thinks he’s got a way to scan the mice on the main bio unit. He’s built some kind of pressurized canister that will let you put the mice inside without infecting the rest of the ship. Once he’s got a good scan, it may be possible to let you both out of detention!”

      Baker winced and could have sworn she felt April stiffen as well. After a long pause, they reached out and activated the comm again. “That’s great news. As soon as he sends the cannisters down, we’ll get them loaded up.”

      Even April sounded disappointed. That had to be a win, right? Except Baker was certain it didn’t feel like one.
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        * * *

      

      Baker was half into the crawlspace underneath the main power assembly, double-checking the power converters, again. April couldn’t blame her for doing busy work, they had already cleaned and straightened what they thought of as the living compartment twice this cycle. It wasn’t like there was much else to do. Normally, Baker would move between the main ship and the core while they were underway, but this was a totally different scenario. It had been six days, and they had already fallen into a set of habits.

      April hooked their fingers through the webbing net on the arbitrary ceiling—things with a top and bottom were aligned in the same direction in general, but the combination of the Sentinel’s rotation around them and the weightlessness of the core, meant that everyone simply agreed what up and down were.

      By and large they didn’t use the concept in the Far Reach where April had grown up. Machines were placed where there was space to operate them, in whatever facing worked best. It made sense, once you recognized all direction as arbitrary. Baker would get it, they thought. She was always one to appreciate efficiency, even if she got weirded out by April standing on the Engineering core’s “ceiling.”

      The thought of taking Baker to visit the Far Reach brought a momentary burst of warmth and uncertainty. April hadn’t been back to their home in years, and the idea of showing Baker the places of their childhood made them giddy and emotional in ways that were unexpected. Then again, Baker had shown no interest in seeing such sights with them, so maybe it was all foolishness.

      What they needed was a moment of honesty to talk it out with the other engineer. There was no doubt Baker had felt the weird energy between them as well, and the two of them should discuss what they wanted and what their path forward was. Overlooking the possibility that April carried a congenital defect that would kill them early, of course. Once they considered that, it became a lot more obvious what their path should be.

      Accept the friendship as temporary and do what they could not to hurt Baker when they left.

      Gods and stars it would be nice to have something more than that, though.

      Baker shouted a creative string of profanity that was only slightly muffled by the power unit’s heavy bulk. April’s throat tightened immediately; something was wrong.

      They floated toward where Baker was working just as the engineer was backing out of the crawlspace. She had one hand wrapped tightly around the other but there was blood seeping between Baker’s fingers, forming little scarlet spheres that hung in the air like jewels.

      Cold fingers lanced up April’s spine, but they drove it away. Fear was for later. They grabbed Baker’s ankles and hooked her into the webbing on the floor near the crawlspace. “Keep pressure on that. I’m getting the first aid kit.”

      “It’s nothing,” Baker muttered. “I was stupid and my hand slipped.”

      “Your hand slipped, and there’s no judgement in that.” April unhooked the kit from the Velcro on the wall and drifted back to Baker’s side, glad that they had reminded Layth to restock the kit before the ship’s last transit.

      Baker muttered something and April glared at her. “No. Say it.”

      “My hand slipped. You aren’t judging me.”

      “You shouldn’t be judging yourself either. Now let me see.” April took Baker’s hands in theirs and opened them, trying not to be aware of the intimacy of the contact. The laceration across the back of her hand was deep, but April had a good idea what caused it. “You hit a cooling vane?”

      Baker rolled her eyes. “I told you it was—”

      April put a finger on Baker’s mouth to stop her mid-thought. “I said there was no judgement. That means none.”

      Blood was still pooling on the back of Baker’s hand, filling the wound in a slowing growing meniscus of liquid that had too much surface tension to break free. April pulled an absorbent roll from the kit and touched it gingerly to the back of Baker’s hand, trying to soak up as much of the blood as possible without it breaking free and drifting around the compartment, where it would present a danger to the electronics as well as a health hazard. With the would cleaned, April could better assess the extent of the damage.

      The sharp metal fin of the heat sink had slashed across the back of Baker’s hand from the base of the index finger almost all the way back to the wrist.  While it was bleeding freely, it didn’t appear that the wound had hit any major tendons. Still, best to be sure. April clamped the absorbent over the wound again. “Can you wiggle your fingers? Make a fist?”

      Baker complied with the direction, hissing in pain as the wound stretched but with no apparent loss of mobility. “I can’t decide if I like your bedside manner more or less than Doc’s.”

      “I’m not as forgiving.” April grinned. “I think I can close this up with some SkinSeal. Is that going to be okay?”

      “You’re way more forgiving. He barely even warns a person before he’s poking and prodding. And he’d never ask my permission to treat.” Baker chuckled as if the very thought was ludicrous. “Yes, by the way. SkinSeal is great. Just let me know if we need to suture so I can look away.”

      April was thankful that basic first aid and microgravity survival were part of every child’s upbringing on the Far Reach. They hadn’t had to use those skills in a while, but they had kept themselves up to date. They opened up the tube of SkinSeal and piped a thin line of the gel down the center of the wound. “This is probably going to hurt,” April said by way of warning, then they shoved both sides of the wound together with their fingertips.

      At least the injury hadn’t damaged Baker’s ability to swear. Profanity in a half dozen languages spilled from the woman’s mouth while April pinched the edges of the wound together. The SkinSeal would bond with the flesh and hold it in place, and simultaneously create a solid growth medium to accelerate healing. In a week, all Baker would have left would be another scar.

      “I take it back, at least Layth wouldn’t have warned me. You gave me a split second to anticipate. That made it somehow worse.” Baker grinned, but April could see the glint of unshed tears in the corners of her eyes, and felt nauseous at the idea of having hurt her.

      “I’m sorry, I should have—”

      “What?, No. I didn’t mean to make you doubt yourself. I just wanted you to know where to improve for the next time you patch me up.” She smiled. “Because we both know it’s likely to be you doing the job.”

      “When it happens, I’ll be here.” April took some moisturizing cream from the first aid kit and smeared a streak onto the back of Baker’s hand. Baker stiffened momentarily at the cold ointment, or perhaps the familiarity of April’s touch as they rubbed the cream into the back of her hand.

      “Is that a promise?” Baker’s voice was husky, the set of her jaw determined.

      April looked up to catch her gaze with theirs. “As much of one as I can make.”

      Baker gripped her injured fingers around April’s hand and leaned forward, her eyes zeroing on April’s mouth. April’s stomach did a zero-g flip, not sure what would happen next, or what should. Then she realized Baker was checking their face, looking for permission.

      April nodded.

      April had kissed before, even since they had left the Far Reach, but the touch of Baker’s lips to theirs sent a kind of electric awareness through them. Baker made a quiet moan of pleasure, leaning in as well as she could. Her kiss was so unlike the woman April knew—tentative, almost shy—until she learned what April enjoyed and then, there was the gusto that April so associated with her.

      They gripped Baker’s hips, pulling them close and holding them in place by virtue of a foot hooked through one of the webbing straps. Baker licked into their mouth and April groaned, lost in the wave of sensations that rolled through them.

      The comm chirped and Baker pushed away with a squeak of alarm, even though April knew that the video feed was off. Layth’s voice came through the speaker, slightly distorted. Or maybe that was April’s brain trying to clear its sudden fog. “How many mice have you got down there?”

      Confusion made April tilt her head. “I don’t follow. You have all three.”

      The long pause felt ominous. But less so than his next words. “I’m outside. Open the hatch. We need to talk.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Baker’s head was swirling, and her mouth still tasted like April. Her nerves felt like a violin string turned to the breaking point, filled with unspent tension looking for a release. At first, she’d been alarmed when Doc had comm’d in. Now though? It was pure annoyance. She glared at him. “Explain again how it’s safe for you to be down here, but not for us to leave? Where are Positive, Negative, and Monocle?”

      He looked at her for a moment, confused, then realization dawned. “The mice. I hadn’t realized you’d named them. You can fetch them at any time. They’re cleared. It must have been a misreading on the instruments. There’s no infection.”

      “But that does not make sense,” April said. Their voice was distant, and they floated by the hatch, on the opposite end of the compartment from Baker. She tried not to be hurt by it, but old pain flared up anyway.

      “What they said, Doc. If anything, my instruments would be more sensitive than the ones you’ve got up in your med bay.”

      “Our,” April said quietly, and when Baker caught their gaze a momentary heat flashed between them.

      “Exactly. You could have picked up a shadow underneath the mouse, or something like that. I’m telling you, I’ve done multiple scans and had them under observation for forty-eight hours. There’s no fungal mass, no coughing, no blood. Nothing.”

      Baker rubbed her eyes and tried to put her thoughts in order, so as not to snap at him. “Doc, all three mice were sealed in a tight space with a heavy fungal infestation. There’s literally no way that none of the mice are infected. Even if they don’t have Mouseywhatsit.”

      “Mycetoma,” he said. “There’s another option that I think you need to be ready for.”

      April rolled their eyes and stretched, making their already long, lean body press into the normally loose fabric of their jumpsuit. If Baker didn’t know better, she’d bet they were doing it expressly to torment her. “What’s that?”

      “The mice can cure themselves.” Another person might have waited a beat before laying it out. Not the Doc though. He just steepled those thin fingers of his and launched right into it. Hoping the shock would push over any opposition.

      It didn’t. “Impossible!” April said, and Baker could hear the strain in their voice. The way they tried to keep from shouting. “Even if they were able to self-cure one type of lung-fungus, there are hundreds, probably thousands. There’s no way they could be immune to all of them.”

      The medic pulled out his fancy omnidevice and gestured it toward a terminal. “May I?”

      April shrugged. “Of course. You never need to ask.”

      “I do,” he replied. “And I will. But thank you for giving permission anyway.” He tapped his omni against the synchspot on the terminal and after a few moments, it was mirroring his screen. “Now, I want you to know I suspected you’d have the same difficulties I did at what the evidence might be showing. So, with Meja’s extremely talented help, I was able to run some additional tests. Honestly, it’s as much her discovery as mine.”

      “Don’t leave us in suspense, Doc.” Baker floated over to be next to April, placed a supporting hand on their lower back. Their brother had just died. If the mice could have cured him… Baker knew exactly how she’d feel in April’s shoes. April shifted a minimal amount, just enough to press against her hand, using the foot hooked in the webbing as an anchor point.

      Layth glanced at the two of them and turned back to the monitor quickly enough to start him in a rotation, and only by spread-eagling to grab the edges of the monitor was he able to stop. “As you can see,” he said, once he had settled to his place. “I used samples of blood from all three of the mice to create a growth base for the fungal load.”

      Baker deserved a damn award for not saying something crude in response to the doctor’s phrasing. Indeed, even the Doc himself seemed surprised, as though he’d left the gap expressly for Baker’s benefit. One corner of his mouth curled in a half-smile that made his already young-looking face practically cherubic.

      “Okay, so as I was saying, before you panic, we used as little blood as possible. I didn’t want to hurt them, and I don’t know how fast mice can recover. Speaking of Ms. Bennet seemed very upset that we weren’t going to let her play with the mice. That led to a fascinating discussion on intrinsic behaviors in cats and—”

      “Doc. April’s too polite to say so, but you’re killing us...”

      He lowered his hands, which had begun raising as he had become more animated. “Right. So, for each mouse, we delivered a sample of three different common fungi. This one,” he paused to change the image. Baker had no idea why, she was an engineer. They all looked like red smears with different colored dots growing on them to her. “Is the old standby, Aspergillus. It was almost completely unable to get a foothold on the slides. The few colonies that did form however were quickly eradicated.”

      The slide changed, and the small gray flecks were gone. “That’s twelve hours after first sign of infection. And outside of a living mouse. We think it could actually be faster in the animal itself. To confirm, we tried again with Xenogillus accipiter. The most dangerous of the so called ‘lung-fungi.’”

      April tensed as the slide changed. This time the flecks were darker, and more numerous. It looked sick, if Baker had to put a word on it. “X. accipiter colonized the slides more readily, but in twelve hours it was clear that once each mouse’s blood learned the nature of the invader, it could begin to make strides. In twenty-four hours, we were here.”

      The next slide wasn’t completely clear – but it might as well have been. The only remaining speck of the mold was run through with white fibers and looked like it was struggling.

      April nodded. “What happened with the third?” Their voice was taut, not quite to a snap. Baker could have used the edge of anger in in April’s voice to shave.

      “I was worried you’d ask about the third. We have to log the third set of tests, C. Opilli for the record, as inconclusive.” Despite his words, the doc still seemed pretty upbeat about the whole thing.

      “Inconclusive how?” April reached up to grab one of the low-profile rails that ran across the edges of the walls and ceiling. “No clear result?”

      “No result at all. We couldn’t get the fungus sample to colonize the slide. There’s a possibility that the sample we were using was simple non-viable. But it’s at least as likely that they were already so familiar with the species that they were effectively immune.”

      “I would expect more than a maybe from you, Doc.”

      “That’s why we tested each fungus sample on nutrient agar, as a control. That sample grew fine in all three cases. It’s still not proof; with as few samples as we had, we cannot rule out simple human error. If there was though, then the coincidence of it hitting all samples equally is pretty thin.”

      April was silent, and Baker rubbed her hand up the engineer’s narrow back, fingers curling in slow circles to help relax them. “If I’m convinced that this is a possibility, and mind you, that’s a big if, then the next step would be to see if you could isolate inherent anti-fungal property in the mice. Could it be replicated in humans? Could it be turned into a drug of its own?”

      “Good questions, and ones that will require a lot more effort on our part. In the meantime, I thought you’d want to know that once you each get tested up at the lab, your quarantine is officially over. Your mice ought to be headed this way after the evening meal. I think they’ll be happy to get back to your… I don’t even know what to call it.

      “Neither do we, but the mice love it.” Baker grinned. “Thanks for delivering the good news in person.”

      Layth shut down his Omni and looked at them, his face tense with what looked like fear. “The consensus is, we don’t talk about this on any electronic media. If the mice were bred to be immune, then the company is going want to keep that secret for themselves. And the bounty hunters are almost certainly going to check, so if they catch us, I’d rather they not have reason to kill us.”
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      The ship’s pilot, Hicks, was drinking hard. Then again, they all were--even April in as much as they were drinking at all. They found it easy to get swept up in the festivities, especially given how much time they’d spent away from the main crew.

      Not that April minded being in the core with only Baker for company, quite the opposite. But socializing was good too. Especially with the easy camaraderie that came with having all of the crew’s women in the same place.

      Well, women and one non-binary they. April was glad the ladies had invited them; Captain Barnes and the others treated them like part of the group regardless of gender, and it was nice to have that sense of familiarity even if it was artificial. The women also had little choice—the party was filling the forward compartment of the engineering core, with many of the ladies either hooked to or hanging from the webbing nets along the walls. Their rationale was sound: hosting the party in the core gave the ladies an easy way to exclude the men from what they had claimed as their time. Easier to lock them out of engineering than to push them out of the main living space.

      Indeed, the only problem April could see with the plan was currently perceived as a positive, drinking in microgravity was deceptive. The effects tended to be delayed in their onset, then hit hard and fast all at once. People could easily overdrink if they weren’t prepared for it, and alcohol poisoning wasn’t uncommon among first-time microgravity drinkers. That was one of the reasons April was savoring their rum and pineapple juice. The other was because someone needed to keep these people safe from themselves.

      “We need to have a hen do!” Hicks pointed at Meja Aquarone—the newest non-musine resident of the ship’s crew—and tumbled forward into space from the effort. Meja had come aboard with a collection of stolen cats several months ago, and while all but one of the cats had gone, Meja and Layth had become inseparable. The doctor had even asked for marriage—an outdated notion as far as April was concerned, but they weren’t about to shit on their friend’s happiness.

      “Sit down before you flip yourself over and throw up,” Captain Barnes mock-scolded as she pulled Hicks into place beside her. April liked the Captain; the woman was no nonsense, but she also didn’t pry. If you were good at your job and you worked, that was enough for her. Barnes waited until she had Hicks settled then added, “Pilot’s not wrong though. A wedding needs a bachelorette party. It’s a rule or something.”

      Captain Barnes’s arm wrapped around Hicks’s torso, fingers splaying wide against the other woman’s belly and holding her close. April looked away from the casual intimacy on display. Not that they were prudish—personal space was in short supply in the Far Reach, and April had witnessed most of the easily imaginable groupings that people could get up to. But the touch served as a reminder of the kiss from Baker, and that created a complex flurry of emotions in them that far outstripped any intoxication the alcohol might have caused.

      It was frustrating, not for the reminder of what they lacked, but of what they could have. Having Baker close to them would be the best thing April could imagine. Trusting Baker with their heart, though, felt needlessly cruel. At least until they had checked their medical records and confirmed they weren’t at risk of an early death. Five Aprils with the same infection was a worrisome trend, and implied a genetic aberration, even if it didn’t prove it outright. It was certainly enough to make them think their birth group had been cursed—or would, if they believed in such things.

      “All your favorite parties end in blood,” Hicks muttered forlornly, though she didn’t seem to be hating the captain’s touch.

      Barnes planted a kiss on top of her head. “Not all. Just the best ones.”

      “That reminds me!” Sheri Tyler, one half of the ship’s security team, looked like she was in full story mode. “Barr and I are sparring right? So I punched him, right? And his eyebrow just split wide open! And the next thing I know, he’s just grinning at me. That’s all, just a big old smile on his bloody face, and he comes at me twice as hard. Like I’d somehow given him an excuse to take everything up a notch.”

      “To be fair, it’s a pretty punchable face.” Baker slurred out from her position in the circle. Apparently, the other engineer was pushing hard to outdrink Hicks, no mean feat for anyone with a functional liver. It made April worry about her condition in the morning, and Baker’s ability to perform her job if it came to it. But it also made them upset, because they needed to talk about that kiss, and drunken conversations were the worst. April floated to the chiller unit, ostensibly to refresh their half-full beverage.

      “You’re hiding.” Meja had slipped away from the group to come up behind April and offered her assessment quietly.

      “I’m not,” April countered. “I’m just being quiet. Getting a refill.” They nodded toward the pouch in their hand.

      Meja’s quiet snort was dismissive, but her grin was friendly. “We may not be as close as you and Layth are, but I like to think I can tell the difference between waiting and fear. I’m pretty sure you’re hiding, even if you think you’re not.”

      April thought about it; yes they and Layth were better friends, but Meja had never been anything but kind to them. They could have more than one friend, if they wanted. It wasn’t written in stone. Confiding in Meja might actually clear their brain. “Even if I wanted differently, it’s not a good idea.”

      “That sounds like you trying to convince yourself. There are plenty of reasons not to do a thing, but if you avoid it out of the fear you might get rejected? Then you’re already rejecting yourself.” She squeezed April’s biceps comfortingly. “I don’t want to see a friend be unhappy.”

      “It’s… that’s not the only reason.” April didn’t discuss her feelings with others. Back in the Far Reach, it was considered impolite at best. The close quarters made secrets hard to keep at the best of times, so everyone operated under the rule that if you weren’t told a thing directly, you didn’t have to deal with fixing it. “It’s complicated.”

      “In what way. You like her, she clearly likes you—she’s been glancing at you all night, and even Hicks has probably noticed by now. Just talk to her. You might be surprised.”

      April thought about that and couldn’t find anything positive to say in response. If Baker wanted to talk, why hadn’t she said anything. It had been twenty-six hours. Was she embarrassed that the two of them had kissed? Disgusted? Surely, she wanted to talk through her feelings as much as April did.

      In the circle, Tyler’s story had gone from punchouts to make-outs as the woman how much she and her partner, Barr, enjoyed sparing with each other. From her enthusiastic description, they had enjoyed it a lot.

      “Please tell me you wiped down the ring afterwards,” Barnes said, laughing. “Dammit, I’m never going to be able to work out in the gym again.”

      The rest of the women laughed as well, though April noticed Hicks had either fallen asleep or passed out against Captain Barnes’s hip. The sight sent warmth blooming in April’s chest. That was what they wanted—that kind of trust and connection. That intimacy. It was something they didn’t know if they could have with Baker, who even now had a look on her face like she planned to one up Tyler’s tales of debauchery.

      “They do look happy, don’t they?” Meja smiled, nodding her head in the direction of Barnes and Hicks. “I’m still not sure when that started, but it’s been more open lately.”

      April shrugged. “Wouldn’t know. We’ve been locked down here, and even if we weren’t…” I am. They weren’t completely locked in the center of the ship, though it made breathing easier than being in gravity. For crew meetings, Captain Barnes would even slow the spin of the main ship, reducing the gravity and making it easier for April to attend. It didn’t change the fact that, unlike Baker, who could go anywhere, April was at their best here.

      “Just do yourself a favor and make sure she knows how you feel, okay?” Meja leaned in close enough that April could smell the alcohol on the woman’s breath. “Trust that you are already enough.”

      That was a lot to trust and made April itch to have a drink, even if it would be just another form of escape. Of course, April and Baker needed to talk. They needed to set the boundaries of their relationship if nothing else. They looked across at Baker, whose cheeks were pink with the fires of alcohol, and their heart lurched painfully. She was drunk, which was fine, and she was having fun. When this was done, April could tuck her into bed and float nearby in case something happened in the night.

      Nothing more, despite the sudden ache of need in their belly. They’d do nothing without talking to Baker—sober Baker—first. There’d be plenty of time to talk in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      Baker’s mouth tasted like the absorbent padding they used to stabilize a part with a little wiggle in its mounting.  At least she imagined this was how it would taste—dry, slightly sticky, and vaguely like astringent chemicals. It was not how she wanted to wake up. More upsetting, she woke up alone, in the makeshift bed April had made in engineering.

      Her boots, which she remembered wearing last night, were tucked under one of the cargo webs directly opposite her, in her line of sight. Someplace she’d be sure to see them. Spotting them reminded her to check her general state of dress, which revealed she’d climbed into bed in a t-shirt and knickers. But again, while her memory was hazy, she still remembered wearing her jumpsuit during last night’s festivities. Which made it likely that April had…

      Baker slammed a lid on the thoughts before they could spiral out of control. The party last night had been a terrible idea—a combination of celebrating the end of their quarantine and Meja’s engagement announcement, it had mostly turned into a drinking competition between her, Tyler and Hicks. While Baker might be better in microgravity than the other two, the pounding in her head right now reminded her that she was clearly not able to drink the way she had as a youth.

      She opened the blankets to reach for a cleansing wipe and dislodged a sealed pouch of water with a note taped onto it. Her heart hurt as Baker spotted the tight, uniform block letters of April’s handwriting on the note:

      You should drink this. I know you said, I’m not your boss, but I can still express concern.

      Shit. What had happened? She remembered being drunk, and now that she thought on it, could remember being angry at April, but nothing about the reason why presented itself. Baker bit down on the one-way seal on the corner of the bag, swishing the slightly warm water around in her mouth in an attempt to rehydrate things. Swallowing didn’t make her feel better or help clear her head as regarding the night before. It was better than dehydration though.

      The hatch opened, and April floated back into the living compartment with a timid look on their face. They held up Baker’s bright blue jumpsuit with both hands, like a peace offering. “I cleaned your jumpsuit. How are you feeling? Are you ready to talk?”

      She took another sip of the water, thankful for it not being too cold or too hot. Leaving it out for her had been a kindness. One, given the look on April’s face, she probably didn’t deserve. “How are the mice?”

      It wasn’t an answer to their question, at least not directly. Pushing herself toward the hatch where April had come in reawakened Baker’s nausea and vertigo. She grabbed the handrail next to the hatch and leaned her head against it until the compartment stopped spinning quite so quickly.

      “Surprisingly, they’re all doing well. Positive and Negative are eating--probably overeating—and Monocle was scouring the maze last I’d checked.” April folded the jumpsuit with the same grace they did everything else in microgravity and tucked the resulting package under one of the straps for the bed. “Do you need a painkiller? I brought a foil of them, just in case.”

      Baker gave a slow nod and held out her hand. April drifted close—she could feel their presence even with her eyes closed—and pressed the small packet into her palm. When Baker closed her hand around it, her fingers brushed against April’s for a moment, before they pulled them away.

      “Thanks,” she muttered. Tearing the foil with her teeth to swallow the two tablets inside, then gulping down another mouthful of water as a chaser. Baker looked at the now-empty foil. “I, uh… don’t have a pocket.”

      April reached up and took the packet from her fingers, tucking it into their pocket without further comment. Baker suddenly felt self-conscious, after all the times she’d changed in front of April, the idea of floating a few feet away, with only her sleep clothes on, felt somehow intimate. Or maybe scandalous.

      She swallowed. “Where did you go last night?” She could remember being half awake, and not feeling April’s presence in the dark compartment. “You left me alone.”

      “I stayed by your side through the night.” April’s blush made their cheeks pink in the fluorescent light. “You asked me not to, but you’d had a lot to drink. And I was worried. I only went into the other room this morning.”

      The fight. Baker could remember it now. In spite of the booze clouding her brain, she could suddenly remember trying to kiss April last night and being rebuked. Because she wasn’t good enough. Because she wasn’t worthy of April’s affection, even though she wanted it.

      “Do you hate me?”

      April looked appalled at the idea. Their hand slid along Baker’s cheek before applying enough pressure to raise her face to meet April’s warm eyes. “I couldn’t hate you if I wanted to.”

      “But you went away. Last night. You said…”

      “I told you I wouldn’t kiss you—or anything else with you—while you were intoxicated. That regardless of how the first time happened, I want to make sure we’re in full understanding before it happens again. And that meant a sober conversation.” They stroked their thumb along Baker’s cheekbone, tracing the broad plane of its arch.

      “So the first time wasn’t mutual?” Baker was even more confused now, the warmth that had been building in her blood suddenly sickly and sharp feeling. “I thought…”

      “The first time was swept up in emotion and relief. That doesn’t mean I didn’t enjoy myself, but you were also trapped down here with me. If you choose me—and that’s not a foregone conclusion—I want to make sure you’re choosing me for me.” April swallowed, teeth biting into their lower lip and bleaching the color away. “Not just because I was the person who was around when the booze had your libido fired up.”

      The words stung like a slapped face, one Baker probably deserved. While the First Mate, Zion, and even Captain Barnes to an extent were just as promiscuous, Baker had always made it plain that she was about following where her lusts took her. At least prior to now. “I never wanted you to feel like that. Other people, I don’t care as much, but I would never want to hurt you.”

      April nodded. “And I don’t want you to get hurt either. That’s why I’m trying to be prudent. I want to protect us both.”

      At the moment, Baker hated April’s sense of prudence. She wanted a kiss. She wanted to be told everything was okay between them. April didn’t seem inclined to indulge her on either count. “What about now? I can’t guarantee I’m completely sober, but I’m better than I was last night.”

      “We need to talk about our boundaries first. About my boundaries.” April took another deep breath, ran their hand over their face with a slow, cleansing exhale. “I can’t do this, for starters.” They gestured to the space between them.

      Baker nodded, wanting to understand. “I need to know what you think this is.”

      “The dance of it all, the way you flirt one minute and pull away the next. And yes, I know I’m guilty of the same, but in my defense, I’ve been trying to keep myself safe. Regardless of the fact that I’ve been drawn to you since we first met, and—”

      “You were?” It was an idea Baker had never entertained before, that April was just as attracted to her as she was to them and hadn’t acted because they had read her flirting as normal behavior. It might have changed the equation in Baker’s head, allowed her to take the big risk of kissing April sooner than she had.

      They continued to watch her, waiting for understanding. “And I need you to know, the reason you stole those mice in the first place? That’s a pretty big fear for me. I don’t know if anything’s wrong with me, or with any of my generational group, but it’s a possibility. Getting attached to you when I can’t promise you forever feels selfish, but I’m not sure I care anymore.”

      The thought made Baker’s heart hitch, a stab of terror like ice in her gut. April could leave. Like everyone else did.  All relationships were borrowed heartache, and the longer they lasted the worse they hurt. But there came a point where the short-term gains outweighed the pain she would be giving herself in the future. And right now, she wanted it.

      “I’m okay with that, I think.” Baker wasn’t one hundred percent, but she also knew what she wanted—had always wanted if she was honest—and it was them. She took a breath, then turned her face into April’s hand, pressing her lips to their palm. She exhaled against the skin, whispering “I would like very much to kiss you.”

      April pulled her closer, their foot hooking under the handrail where Baker’s fingers had been. Holding them in space. They leaned their forehead against Baker’s and she looked, really looked, into the other engineer’s eyes. Silver-gray flecks danced around the edges, intermingled with a pale brown against the near-cobalt of their irises. April’s breath passed over Baker’s lips. “I would very much enjoy being kissed by you, and by kissing back.”

      She doubted she’d get a better invitation than that, and Baker closed the narrow gap between their mouths. The last time they’d kissed, she’d been unsure of herself, but from the moment the taste of their mouth returned, Baker knew what she wanted. She nipped at April’s lower lip, before sweeping her tongue against the seam.

      April’s lips parted in response, their tongue hot, slick against Baker’s. In the microgravity, it felt like she had no place else to hold onto except for April—the engineer was the only stable point in the whole of the three systems. Her chest hurt at how true that idea was, that for her at least, safety began and ended in the circle of April’s arms. From the bed on the wall, to the pouch of water this morning, April had always been there to save her from her own worst instincts.

      She devoured April’s mouth, hearing their quiet gasps of pleasure, and she locked her legs around the engineer’s waist. Any embarrassment she’d had about her state of undress evaporated as the rough fabric on April’s hips pressed against the sensitive skin between Baker’s thighs and scraped a moan of need from her bones.

      April’s hands slid over the curve of her ass before brushing over the skin above her underwear. They broke the kiss, nudging against Baker’s nose to look into her face. When April spoke, their voice was rough, raw with need. “I want to take your shirt off.”

      “Fuck. Yes, please.” Baker could hear the hunger in her own voice, how it matched the liquid heat she felt curling in her belly, building toward a crescendo. “I want you to touch me.”

      Their hands eased up the skin of her back, then lifted the t-shirt over her head, leaving it to float in the middle of the compartment. Baker’s skin pebbled at the cold, more at the sudden sense of exposure to April’s hungry gaze. Their eyes swept down her body, before pulling her close for another bruising kiss.

      Baker moaned into April’s mouth, each roll of her hips against their thigh sending sparks through her slick, overstimulated skin. She wanted more, needed more, and April knew how to answer without her asking. The engineer turned her carefully, prying Baker’s legs from their hips before crushing her back against their torso. Their arms wrapped around her, holding her tight against the anchored pillar of their body. Their mouth caressed the muscle along the side of Baker’s neck, covering the skin with nips and kisses.

      Baker hissed through her teeth, one hand wrapped around April’s wrist as their hand finally—finally—dipped beneath the band of her underwear to glide between her folds. April pressed against her clit and light exploded behind Baker’s eyelids. She rolled her hips up to meet their fingers, her arms thrown back around April’s neck, utterly dependent on them for support. She floated like that, adrift in microgravity but for the feel of April against her back and their fingers working to stoke the heat between her legs. When April pinched one nipple between their fingernails, the sharp shock of it released the tension that had been building in her.

      Baker cried out, squeezing her thighs together and clenching around April’s fingers. The pleasure was too much, and never enough, and their hand started to build her toward another peak even before the first had faded. She grabbed them by the wrist, trying to still their clever fingers.

      April kissed her cheek, voice whispering against her ear. “Should I stop?”

      Baker groaned against the smug pleasure in their voice and answered as honestly as she could. “Don’t you dare. Just let me catch my breath first.”
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      April woke up, their body sheened with a thin layer of sweat, drifting in the middle of the room. Baker had wrapped around them in the night, legs intertwined with theirs and her hair a soft cloud against April’s chest. It made April want nothing more than to float idly, then perhaps kiss Baker awake for another round.

      Fear hit them like a bucket of ice water.

      They weren’t embarrassed about what the two of them had done—quite the contrary. Satisfaction, both sexual and emotional, filled them with a languid warmth and a pleasing ache in their muscles. Giving in to their desire for Baker felt like the natural outgrowth of all the time they’d spent together.

      But somewhere along the way it had gone all wrong. They wanted Baker—it was still too new to put any other name on the feelings they had when they looked at her—and the feeling was clearly returned. In the cold fluorescent light of day, however, April could already see what a bad idea it had been. They were closer to Baker than ever before, something that would only hurt her more if April turned out to be sick.

      Carefully, they disentangled from Baker’s grip and hooked her to a safety belt in the compartment. Then they pushed off, sailing to the hatch on the opposite end of the room and cycling through into the next area.

      Monocle was looking at them as April came through the hatch, and they opened the tank to take the mouse out. They stroked a finger along its back, and Monocle closed his eye and chirped in appreciation. “Are you actually immune to mold, like Layth believes?”

      Not that April didn’t trust Layth and Meja, but science needed more than three or four tests to create empirical data. There needed to be repeats, and replications, and more controls as well. But if they were, if a cure could be synthesized from the mice themselves….

      “You weren’t going to wake me up?” A sleep-disheveled Baker appeared in the open hatchway. Like April, she hadn’t bothered to dress first, and they took a moment to trail their eyes over her soft curves. Almost the opposite of the prickly persona she wore as armor.

      “I thought you might want a bit of rest,” April said with a quiet grin. “You used up a lot of energy.”

      “Whose fault is that, I wonder?” She pushed through into the room, opened part of the conduit on the mouse-house. Immediately, Positive and Negative popped into view to watch their sibling. Monocle leapt into the air, sailing perfectly to the edge of the conduit and sniffing at the other two mice inquisitively. “That’s not a complaint, by the way.”

      April couldn’t stop the warmth that pulsed through them. Pride and another, less identifiable thing that resonated in their chest, which swelled at the recognition. They allowed themselves a moment to savor it before packing it away again. “We still need to talk.”

      Baker drifted closer, Positive and Negative perched on her shoulders like metaphorical angels and devils and her grin as alluring as the rest of her. “The last time we talked, I liked the result. Go on.”

      “Yesterday was wonderful,” April started, then took a deep breath.

      “I sense a but in that sentence.”

      “But I still don’t know where it’s going, and that scares me.” April tried to muster a smile but couldn’t. They reached up and took Negative from Baker’s shoulder and booped their nose against Negative’s.

      “Why does it have to go anywhere?” Baker said after a few moments of thought. “Why can’t we just be in the moment?”

      Because I don’t want it to be in the moment, they almost snapped back. They couldn’t say that though—it was selfish, and ultimately was bound to hurt Baker, which was unconscionable. “What if the bounty hunters find us?” they said instead. It wasn’t a good segue, even they would admit.

      “There’s a long space between if they find us and if they catch us. You know what we’ve worked up the transit drive to do. It’s hours faster than any stock systems on the market. We could be refueled and gone again before they could get close enough to board.” Monocle drifted up behind her, touching down on the top of Baker’s hair before pushing off again in pursuit of Positive. “Like that.”

      April watched the two mice float across the compartment before turning back to Baker. “Fine, then what if I’m dying?”

      Baker’s face hardened for a moment before relaxing again. “Are you?”

      “I don’t know. Like I said the other night, there’s been a lot of death in the April generation group. Five of us have died in the last three months. Doctors in the Far Reach don’t know if it’s coincidence, or if there’s a genetic flaw that’s been carried through all the Aprils. Something we were all exposed to that created a weakness in our cohort to mycelial colonization.”

      “We could talk to Doc. I understand you not wanting to talk about your history with just anyone, but Layth knows you. He and Meja could run some scans, do a test or two.”

      “And what, let him know that I’m looking for a genetic flaw that may not be manifesting at the moment?” Fear ratcheted up April’s tone. Dying was suddenly much further down their list than it had been before. “I don’t think his bioscanner is that good.”

      “But it might be,” Baker replied. “You don’t know.” Across the compartment, Positive had reached the far wall and was now scampering across the ceiling back toward April and Baker with Monocle in hot pursuit. “You won’t know until you try.”

      When April didn’t respond, Baker drifted close enough for their bodies to brush against each other, reaching out to lift their chin. “If you’re afraid something’s wrong, try to solve it. Don’t let yourself be paralyzed by it.”

      “That’s a lot harder than it sounds,” April said. “Like that nugget of wisdom to smile more and worry less. As though it were that easy.”

      “For some people it probably is, but that’s advice for them. You want concretes, and that’s fine too.” Baker stroked fingers through April’s hair, her smile tender enough to shatter bones. “That’s what I’m telling you to do. Get the information you need to feel informed. Because if I have my way, I’m going to keep you around for a long, long time.”

      That thought opened a fresh round of anxiety in April’s chest. For all their plans not to hurt Baker, they’d selfishly put her in the most harmful position possible. It felt like they had gone out of the way to set their best friend up to suffer, either when the bounty hunters found them, or when April succumbed to whatever disease could be lurking in their genetic code. “You’re right,” they said after a too-long silence. “I should make the best choices for both of us.”

      They leaned in, mouth gentle as it sought out Baker’s, hoping to distract themselves just a little longer with joy and pleasure before they ended up facing the inevitable.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t as good as a shower planetside, but the hot mist of Sentinel of Gems’ shower unit was a close second in Baker’s mind. Being in the main part of the ship was tiring after spending so long in microgravity, but the shower? Completely worth the effort. The heat soaked into muscles that had seen a lot more use than usual, and even trying to unwind had her thinking of April again. Dammit, this wasn’t conducive to sanity. Not to mention how difficult it would be to get any work done if she and April were trying to kill each other with pleasure.

      She smirked to herself. Be fun to try though.

      Still, it felt scary, feeling April fill the April-spaced hole in her chest. The ache had been there almost from their first meeting, but now, fulfilled, it created an even bigger fear. What if April left? What if, God forbid, they were right about their genetics being somehow flawed. To have her heart be complete only to have it ripped back open again seemed even more cruel than the original pain.

      Baker finished rinsing the conditioner out of her hair and reluctantly turned off the flow of mist. She dried and pulled on a clean jumpsuit, then opened the door to the hall in front of the shower. Meja Aquarone, the Doc’s new fiancé was leaning against the opposite wall, crushing the spade-leaf mint that grew there and filling the small space with the cold, astringent scent. “Did you leave any hot water for the rest of us?”

      She gave Meja the finger. “Really? It’s heated on-demand. You’re a scientist. I expect you to know things like that.”

      “I’m still getting used to the whole living in space thing. Before I met Layth, I’d never been off Burbidge. You want me to recombine an extinct cat’s DNA, I’m your lady, but all this—” she waved around to encompass the whole ship “—is new to me.”

      Baker grinned. She liked the geneticist. Layth could be a bit of a wet towel, but Meja seemed to always look on the bright side of things. “You’re doing okay so far. Doc can keep you pointed in the right direction.”

      “Speaking of,” Meja said. “Have you talked to April?”

      Baker was glad for the heat of the shower; her face was still flushed enough that Meja wasn’t likely to see the pink rising further. What the hell? She thought they were being discrete. She swallowed against the lump in her throat and tried to be nonchalant. “About what?”

      “Mm-hmm.” Meja shrugged, then ducked her head into the hallway to check for stray ears before pinning Baker to the wall with a look. “I like you, Baker. I really do. But April? They’re close to Layth, so if they’re upset, then he’s upset.”

      She leaned in on Baker and for a moment, Baker could understand the stories of how she’d intimidated another ship’s captain into backing down. Meja could be intense. Baker held up her hands. “We’re okay. Honestly.”

      “I just… Don’t take this the wrong way, but April deserves someone who will stick with them. And you… haven’t shown yourself to be that kind of person in the past. I told them to be honest with you, but the same holds true for you. Be honest about what your expectations are, because if they thought this was forever, and not just another of your flings…” Meja’s voice trailed off for a moment. “I just don’t want to have to put April back together after it all blows up, okay? I want them to be happy.”

      It was a bullshit thing to say out loud. Hell, it was a bullshit thing to think about another person, but too much of what Meja’d said cut deep into Baker’s own fears. She thought about what she’d said just that morning – why does it have to go anywhere—and thought about how April might have heard that as meaning they weren’t the most important thing in Baker’s life.

      She’d meant for April not to feel pressured by their relationship feeling nebulous, instead, she’d hurt them. And she only had herself to blame.

      There weren’t any stable relationships in her life, outside of the Sentinel, because there had never been any stable relationships in her life. She didn’t have any examples of what that was even supposed to look like. Only that if you held on to someone too hard, they slipped between your fingers and were gone. Easier to save the pain and not get attached in the first place.

      Baker’s eyes burned, but she’d be damned if she was going to cry where anyone on the ship could see her. She pressed her fingers against her eyes until sparks flared white from the pressure, then said the least offensive thing she could think of in response. “Their happiness isn’t your responsibility. Only April gets to decide what makes April happy.”

      And God help her, but Baker wanted that to be her.

      When she spoke, Meja’s voice had dropped into a shamed whisper. “You’re right, and I know that. But that doesn’t make me want them to suffer needlessly either. I’m really just asking you to think before you tumble into the sheets with them.”

      Too late for that. “About what? How to have a healthy relationship? How to be a couple? Those aren’t exactly things I have a lot of experience with. I don’t even have any good examples to base it off.” Except, Baker realized, she did. Not in her personal life, or the string of relatives that had passed her around until no one was left to want her. But in the other couples on the Sentinel—Meja and the Doc, or Barr and Tyler. They knew how to be a couple without either person being less than.

      Baker took a deep breath. “Sorry. It’s a sensitive subject. You won’t believe me, but I want what’s best for April too. But how do I do that? How do you and the Doc pull it off?”

      It felt stupid to be asking for help. She was an engineer, had graduated from the technical schools on Khonsu with honors. She shouldn’t need help with this. Except when she didn’t understand an engineering concept, she read up on it from people who knew it better. Wasn’t that essentially what she was doing here?

      Meja looked a bit flustered, and Baker managed to keep from smiling. It was good to see someone else on their back foot, same as her. “With Layth and I, with everyone I think, communication is the key. Have you tried telling April what you want out of a relationship? Asking what their hopes or expectations are? Maybe you’ll find you’re better aligned than you think.”

      It was good advice. To some extent they’d already done that with the conversation they’d had. Where April had worried they might be dy… Baker blocked out the word, because it was nonsense. April was fine, and there wasn’t anything to worry about.

      That did give her an idea, though. “Hey, does Doc still have that scanner attachment for his omnidevice?”

      Meja looked confused at the non sequitur. “I think so? It’s not really sensitive enough to handle engineering needs. It’s really just a glorified tracker-sweep. He couldn’t even risk using it when Bennet was being smuggled aboard, because it has a chance of causing genetic damage.

      Shit. “Scratch that then. What about the ability to run a genetic profile? Could you find an anomaly from a sample?”

      “I can run a sample and compare it to a baseline, if that’s what you mean. Though the baseline itself is somewhat speculative.”

      Meja took a breath and Baker could feel her getting ready to launch into an explanation, so cut her off. “That. That’s what I want. How long would it take?”

      “A few hours, tops. What’s this about?”

      “Something April said to me. When we were talking. I just realized I have a way to put their mind at ease.” Baker squeezed around Meja until she was standing in the hall, and turned to head toward the ladder back down to the core when Meja gripped her by the elbow.

      “If you want to put their mind at ease, tell them the truth about how you feel.”

      Baker nodded, not sure she even understood how she felt, let alone how to articulate those feelings to April. But Meja wasn’t wrong. She could say she cared, and the rest would make sense from there. She hoped.

      She just knew staying silent was unthinkable.
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      April wondered if this was what madness felt like. Not the theatrical madness with wild laughter or staring out into the endless black void of space, but actual insanity. A sense of being pulled in two opposite directions without any hint as to what the best decision might be. Indeed, their heart felt ripped between a future with Baker, and doing what was necessary to keep her, and the rest of the Sentinel’s crew, safe from harm. They wanted to scream with the frustration of it all, except the noise would only alarm the mice and April needed them to stay calm.

      They thought back to Baker’s incredible, talented mouth and hands, could still feel the ghost of her lips in a phantom kiss and it made their skin burn and nerves tingle. When Meja had said to talk about how they felt with Baker, April hadn’t imagined it would lead to… whatever this was between them. It had turned into a whirlwind of pleasure, and April wasn’t sure their heart could weather the storm.

      But April damn well wanted to try.

      And that meant keeping them safe, if there was going to be a chance of anything between. It meant putting their home in danger, too, but at the end of the cycle, the Far Reach was the one place that would be motivated to finding any cure that the mice had to offer.

      Of course, going home introduced its own set of problems, not least of them being that the bounty hunters would surely follow them there. It would bring death and pain to a colony that wasn’t used to such things, and that felt just as horrible as the idea of leaving Baker behind.

      They took a deep breath and dragged one long-fingered hand down their face. The needs of the colony outweigh any one individual. It was one of the rules that the colony lived by. And if the whole of the colony could be saved, then the pain caused before the bounty hunters could be stopped was somehow worth it, right?

      Honestly it didn’t make sense to April. The longer they spent with Baker, and the whole crew of the Sentinel, the more they realized that the individual was just as important as the whole. That the loss of any one part lessened the entire organism.

      It was heresy, if the Far Reach could call anything such. Their culture had been built upon the idea of crew members wearing out and being replaced, the same as any other part of the ship. But here, on the Sentinel, it wouldn’t be the same ship with a different captain. A different medic. A different Baker.

      They needed to go, at least until the issues with mold and fungus in their genetic makeup had been confirmed. Part of them hoped Baker would understand, except April knew, if they were in her shoes, they would only feel the hurt and betrayal more sharply. But if they saw her—if they told her—Baker would insist on coming with, and April was too weak to say no to her. They couldn’t leave the ship without an engineer, and that meant sneaking away. Like a thief.

      They opened up the case that the mice had originally arrived in and re-hydrated the water crystals in one corner of the container. It wasn’t great long term, but the crystals—actually a kind of gel—would swell then slowly sweat water back out that the mice could drink. It was a clever, if short term solution for keeping them hydrated in microgravity. And it beat the alternative of trying to find a place to hang a water bottle.

      When April looked over at the tank, Monocle was watching them, hind feet planted against the far wall of the tank and stretched out into space. The mouse’s single eye glittered, nose twitching as it tested the air and took full advantage of the microgravity of its environment. April shook their head and lifted up the top of the tank. “You know something’s up, hm?”

      Monocle had really become April’s favorite of the three. Not as adventurous as Negative, nor as dominant as Positive, Monocle reminded April of themselves; separated from the other two mice by the nature of its differences, but perfectly happy to be included in the group. They scooped the mouse up in one hand and placed it against their chest, stroking its back with one gentle finger. Monocle made a quiet, happy chirp and flattened itself out against April’s skin to enjoy the attention.

      The sound brought the other two mice out of the conduits snaking around the enclosure. Twin noses peeked into the air around outside the tank, and in a few moments, both Positive and Negative were floating free in the compartment. April broke up a spare nutrient bar, drawing the attention of all three mice, and tucked the food into the corner of the case opposite the water crystals.

      One by one the mice pushed off from their surroundings and floated to the case in graceful, well-calculated arcs.  It reminded April again of the obviousness of the mice’s origin. None of them moved like they had only just become used to microgravity, but like they were re-learning the muscle memory of something they’d done before. While they may not have been found in an orbital environment, April had no doubt that the mice had absolutely been raised in one.

      When they thought about it, the idea made sense. If someone was working on a cure for lung-fungus, then it made sense to control for the fewest number of variables. The various funguses grew best in deep mines and in the humid environments of ships. A mining operation was far too profitable to stop it for something as paltry as research. But space on a ship, or a station, was cheap.

      And following the money led to other conclusions too—curing lung fungus was only a worthwhile cause if you could own the cure completely, and control who could have it. Which explained why someone had sent bounty hunters after the mice in the first place. One couldn’t allow the animals, and the potential cure, to get out into the public where just anyone could make it.

      Which made it all the more imperative that April did just that.

      After checking to make certain that the mice were safely tucked into their crate, April closed the lid and snapped the locks shut. They needed to go before Baker returned and their resolve wavered. After giving another look around the engineering core, April climbed out through the hatch and followed the ladder to the counterweight, where the Sentinel’s shuttle was docked.  The strange inversion as they moved into stronger and strong ‘gravity’ from the spin was disorienting, but the counterweighted arm was shorter than the main ladder, so the pull of pseudogravity on their body wasn’t as strong.

      April opened the airlock to the shuttle and dropped into the cargo hold., almost as soon as they did, the Captain’s voice broadcast throughout the shuttle. “Who is that?”

      “It’s April, Captain.”

      “I’m going to ask a wild question, and I’m afraid I don’t want the answer to it. What are you doing?”

      April moved to the cockpit and executed a quick systems check before responding. “I need to go, Mira. People’s lives are at stake.” Baker’s life is in danger.

      Captain Barnes let the silence draw out before responding. “I can lock you down from here, you know.”

      “You can.” Though Baker and I have overrides to most systems. “But you know I’m right. If I leave, and take the mice with me, it’s going to draw the bounty hunters away from the Sentinel.”

      “Does Baker know?” The tone in Barnes’s voice said she knew the answer already.

      “No, Captain. I… I wanted to tell her, but I couldn’t. She’d insist on coming with and then you’d be without an engineer.” April flipped a pair of toggles and felt the thrum of the ship’s power unit engaging. “If the mice are what Layth thinks they are, then it could help a lot of people. People who would be charged a fortune for something I can get to them for free.”

      Barnes coughed out a bitter chuckle. “Once upon a time I was in the money-making business.”

      “Still are, Captain. Just not on this.”

      “I’ve done a few calculations, and I have a good idea where you’re headed.” The captain paused again, letting the silence drag out. “You’re the best engineer I’ve ever worked with, and when your business is done, there’s a place for you on the Sentinel. If you want it. I’ll warn you, though. Not everyone is likely to be as forgiving.”

      April winced. The captain was right, Baker would take April’s betrayal badly, even if she claimed to understand the reasoning behind it. The likelihood that she would wait for, or even want April afterward was minimal. The pain that seared in her chest felt like she’d swallowed a hot coal. “I understand, Captain.”

      Just as April understood that staying would endanger Baker and the rest of the crew. Or the way they understood that, bounty hunters or no, there was more to be gained from delivering the mice to the Far Reach. If the bounty hunters found them, then April could make different choices, but this was the best path for the most people.

      “I’m certain you do,” Captain Barnes said. “You’ll be missed, my friend. Safe travels.”

      April’s eyes burned, and they were surprised by the alien feel of tears travelling down their cheeks.  In microgravity, tears just built up until surface tension broke and they drifted away. “Stay safe, captain. Keep her safe.” There was no question who April meant, though some small part of them hoped the captain might think they meant the Sentinel as much as Baker.

      Then they hit the release button and the heavy shuttle disengaged to drift into space. Away from the people that were more family to April than the people they were heading to save.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Baker clenched her fists so hard that her normally short nails dug into the callouses of her palms. In front of her, the hatch to where the shuttle was supposed to be had the heavy double-seal in place that indicated the vessel had separated and left the Sentinel. Not that she hadn’t already been aware of that fact—she knew the vibrations of her ship so well that she felt the shift in momentum when the shuttle lifted off from the opposite arm. And though she’d gone to confirm her worst fears, she had known that engineering would be empty before the hatch had opened.

      God damn it. Her eyes burned and she sniffed against the flood of tears filling her nose. Of course. This was bound to happen. If you were stupid enough to care about someone, they left. That had held true since her parents had gone twenty years earlier. As soon as she’d admitted to herself that she had feelings for April, she’d set this whole damn thing in motion.

      Her throat burned and she tried to wish herself anywhere but here on board the Sentinel, knowing that others might see her and know what a fool she’d been. She ground an angry fist against her eyes until she’d cleared away the worst of the tears and turned to stalk back toward the medical bay.

      When she got there, Meja and the doc had Bennet out, and the cat lounged indolently on the side of the scanning table. While Baker did love the cat, it only served as another reminder of the mice, and ultimately, of April’s flight away from her.

      “Layth, hon? Can you leave Baker and I for a moment?” Meja stood and walked toward Baker with one arm extended.

      He startled and looked up from the cat, a goofy grin settling on his features as he looked at his fiancé. “Huh? Oh, of course!”

      He shot up to comply and Baker’s stomach turned. “He can stay. I just need you to answer a question. Did you delay me so April had more time to get away?”

      “What?” Meja was incandescent.

      “April’s gone? Where?” said Layth at the same time.

      Meja looked at her fiancé, “One question at a time, and I’m first.” She turned back to Baker, jaw muscle twitching. “Of course I wouldn’t do something like that. All I said was that I didn’t want them to get hurt. I didn’t know they were leaving until you came in here.”

      Baker rubbed both hands over her face brusquely, until her skin tingled from the friction. “I know. I… I just came here looking for someone to blame other than the obvious.” Her shoulders crumpled, knowing it was her fault.

      Meja took Baker’s hands in hers and squeezed. “Did you ever think that maybe no one is to blame? What was it you said to me before? April can make their own choices? It’s hardly fair to them for that to be true the rest of the time but not now.”

      Baker flopped onto the rolling stool next to the scanning table. She noticed half-heartedly that the padded cover was no longer held together with strips of gaff tape and wondered when the doc had gotten it fixed. Or replaced. She felt, suddenly, divorced from all the other goings on around the ship. As though the quarantine had done more than take her out of operation for a while but had put her on pause while the rest of the crew had kept on going.

      She pressed her fingers to her eyes and let out a deep breath. “Even if you’re right, why would they go? With no note, not even saying something to me first.”

      “May I touch your shoulder?” Meja asked. When Baker nodded the other woman stepped close and gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “I’ve seen the way they look at you. And the way you look at them. It’s possible April thought they wouldn’t be able to do what needed to be done if they saw you first. It’s cold comfort, I suppose, but still…”

      Baker nodded. “It’s a good story certainly. Though you could create any narrative you wanted, I suppose”

      “Can I give you my honest opinion?”

      “You hadn’t needed my permission before,” Baker chuckled.  “Why start now?”

      “Just because April left doesn’t mean you have to let them go.”

      “Except, how would that look? Me chasing after them, begging them to come back?” Baker knew how it looked. Pathetic. This was why she avoided getting involved. Because then she could just end things and move on, and no one got hurt.

      “Something Layth and I learned early on,” Meja said. “Every relationship is a series of choices. Of choosing to say ‘yes’ every day. At the moment, as you said, there wasn’t a conversation between you and April. You can either go on with your life and leave that conversation unfinished forever, or if you really care as much as I suspect you do, you can find them and hash it out. If they say no, well, let me know and we can pull drinks together until you feel better. But it’s just as likely that they say yes, in which case, aren’t you happy you had the conversation in the first place?”

      It was an idea Baker hadn’t considered before. Actually, having April explain their actions, instead of assuming the worst. It was possible that they even had a justifiable reason for what had happened, except… “They took the long range shuttle. We only have the little trans-atmo left. I don’t have a way to go after them.”

      She dropped her head into her hands and stared at the floor between her feet.

      “I had a suspicion you might be here when I couldn’t raise you on the Engineering com.” Captain Barnes leaned against the edge of the bulkhead leading into the medical bay. “Are you okay?”

      Baker and Mira had known each other far too long for her to bother with lying. “Not really, no.”

      “Then you’ll be glad to hear that Zion just spotted a ship keeping a low profile and skirting past us where the edges of our sensors should be.” Baker had improved the ship’s sensor array as one of their first acts on the ship, unable to believe how little advance warning the default sensor spread could allow. “I can’t guarantee this, mind you, but I suspect belongs to two bounty hunters chasing after a certain shuttle and its occupants.”

      “Captain?” Baker looked up, and Mira’s smile was cold and vicious.

      “No one threatens my crew with impunity. And, as impressive as he is, Barr can’t rip their arms off from a distance. So…”

      “So you need the ship ready to give pursuit.” Baker’s pulse sped up a little. She could catch up to April, could ask what the hell was really going on and why she had decided to flee. And they could eliminate the threat to them at the same time.

      When Barnes knew that Baker understood, the captain nodded. “Get our engines up and running.”

      Baker leapt to her feet and headed toward the ladder to engineering, hope—or at least the promise of resolution—blooming in her heart. “Aye, Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      April waited while the airlock between the shuttle and the Far Reach cycled through and the lights on their side of the door turned green. Under their arm they carried the case, with the mice inside—unperturbed as of the last time they checked on them, which was just before engaging the docking controls. The heavy, sealed hatch opened and April floated through into a place they hadn’t seen in more than a decade.

      Strangely, after so long, their eye was more drawn to the similarities than the differences. It still felt cluttered and small, even compared to the relatively minimalist interior of the Sentinel. Mother November waited a respectful distance away, allowing April to get their bearings before pushing off and drifting closer.

      “You look healthy, April Rambova.” She reached out and touched her hand to the side of April’s neck, then April’s wrist, and finally their chest. Though both of them were in full atmosphere, April returned the greeting. It was a symbolic check of the other person’s seals, one that had started generations before, when the colony ships were still on their way to the Three Systems. While the old pressure suits were long gone, and the new ones were largely self-sealing, the gesture had continued out among the Far Colonists. It reinforced the sense of community and restated the responsibility each person felt for the other.

      It made April self-conscious. How long had they been thinking only about themselves, and not the betterment of the whole colony? They forced a smile. “As do you, Mother.”

      November gave a self-effacing chuckle. “I am old, April. I can only barely contribute any more. They have me teaching and working in the hydroponics.”

      “Both things you excelled at, and you were doing even when you served as our Generation-Mother.” April shook their head. “Never change.”

      “I am afraid I can’t stop that. Time makes fools of us all.” November gave another sad smile. “You said there was news? A possible way to combat medicine resistant fungi?”

      “I’ll explain while we walk.” April drifted alongside their old mentor, realizing that while they’d both used the word walk, neither of them touched the floor. Even when they needed additional propulsion it was done through arm movements or pulling along the canvas webs provided along the length of the hall.

      April explained the theory about the mice, and the tests that had been done on their blood, as Mother November listened in silence. They noticed that Mother was leading them toward the Biology and Botany arm of the colony, where most of the life sciences experiments were done.

      “It would require more testing, of course. And there is a possibility that it’s something endemic to the mice themselves,” November said after a thoughtful pause. “And there’s the possibility that the antifungal agent is generated in the marrow or spleen, which would require sacrificing the mice to create a cure.”

      April felt nauseous at the thought, remembering the way Monocle leapt to their hand at the slightest opportunity, or how Positive and Negative would float from April to Baker and back again, in a perpetual game of tag. Their throat tightened. “If it’s in the marrow, a simple stem cell growth media is all that is needed.” They forced themselves to exhale. “I mean… If that were the case, there’d be other options. Including in vitro breeding and replication.”

      Maybe it had been a mistake, bringing them here. April pinched the bridge of their nose tightly for a moment, forcing themselves not to think about all that they’d left behind. Who, their brain supplied, unhelpfully

      “I think we need to be prepared for anything. After all, the needs of the colony are the most important.” November opened the door to the first science lab and was surprised to see one of their Generation-siblings floating near a wall mounted station. “Rambova,” Mother November said. “You remember April Battersly, I hope?”

      “A-Ram?” The other April grinned broadly, her smile radiant even against the pale white of her skin. She rocketed across the room to deliver the traditional three-touch greeting. “When I heard you were coming back to us, I didn’t believe it. But here you are!”

      “Here I am.” It felt weird, too personal, to think of this person opposite them as the A-Batts they’d grown up with. “I wanted to do my part to make the colony better.”

      “Living the dream then, eh?” Battersly slipped the case out from under April’s arm. “And this must be the mice…”

      “I took the liberty of patching in April to our conversation as we travelled over,” said November. “I hope that’s okay. I didn’t want you to explain twice.”

      “Exactly.” Battersly picked up in November’s wake. “One of the benefits of being on the Far Reach. Much easier to transmit around the ship. Mind if I?” rather than finish the sentence, she snapped open the locks and popped the case open. Negative, Positive, and Monocle bounced out into the open air of the lab. Monocle spotted April and immediately launched itself in their direction. April reached out to give the mouse a good landing pad, but Battersly snagged Monocle out of the air before it touched down. She tossed the three mice into a narrow cage bolted to the desk and nodded.

      “Thanks, A-Ram. I’ll look into what makes their blood curative this afternoon.” She gave a quick smile. “And before anything happens to them, I’ll let you know. If you want to say your farewells or anything.”

      Panic stabbed an icy blade into April’s belly. They had taken the mice for the right reasons, but Baker cared about the little rodents. Even more galling, so did April. There had to be a better way to deal with this than the possibility of sacrificing them. “If it’s possible,” they said. “I’d like to see regular updates as to your progress.”

      “I thought you were an engineer?” asked Battersly.

      “I am, but I’ve also got a vested interest in the process. Especially after what happened to Kodama.”

      “That’s fair. I’m certain my wife will want updates too.”

      “You got married?” Perhaps April had been wrong. Everything was different back on the colony ships.

      “I did. February Chwefror, a Botanist. No doubt she’ll want to know how much longer I can expect to not drop over dead.” Battersly grinned at her own gallows humor.

      “But you’re a biologist. How could you get married knowing that you…” April waved her hand around. “You know.”

      “The time we get is the time we get, A-Ram. That was true regardless of our birth generation. February came into it with open eyes. As long as there weren’t any secrets between us, she’s allowed to choose what makes her happy, even if that means just being with me.”

      April clenched their fist tightly, and November turned them back toward the door to the lab. “You’re probably tired after the long journey. Let me take you to your quarters, with some of the other single Aprils.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      April Rambova stretched out from one of the cargo nets along the walls of the room. Unlike the engineering space on the Sentinel of Gems, the room had not been oriented with any particular sense of an accepted ceiling or floor. Items were placed where they fit best in the limited space, and if that meant you needed to reorient to read the labels on it, then it was simple enough to do so. It was a comfort they hadn’t realized they missed—that particular jumble of letters—and they could already hear Baker complaining about the apparent chaos.

      Then they remembered that Baker was back on the Sentinel and the pain of loss ripped through them.

      April wanted to believe that Battersly wasn’t likely to sacrifice the three mice without reason, but they also understood the priorities of the Colony. The value of the entire colony was the weight against which all other things fell short. If Battersly felt that getting to a cure would be faster with the sacrifice of a mouse, she wouldn’t hesitate.

      The lights in the room went dark, then came back up in the orange-amber color that indicated a hull breach somewhere in the colony ships. As additional vessels and construction had been connected to the central structure of the Far Reach the need for vacuum warnings had become worryingly common. April had already shifted position and ignored it—they were sealed safe in the room—when the door opened.

      April Parra ducked in through the door and cycled it behind him, breathing hard. Immediately Rambova went on full alert. They unhooked from the netting and oriented into the same direction as A-Par. “What’s wrong?”

      “Pirates have boarded the main ship!” Panic turned his voice shrill. “I think they cut through the hull or something, but they’re working toward the central hub.”

      They pulled A-Par back from the door, took a breath, and cycled it open. It wasn’t pirates, or the military. It was the bounty hunters, come for the mice. April knew it in the pit of their stomach, just like they knew where they were headed—the central core of the ship, where the bridge and command could control everything. Then the hunters could hold the entire ship hostage until they got what they wanted.

      When the door opened, two other Aprils, Hickman and Mullins were outside. The fear on their faces was plain to read. Rambova felt sick, knowing that Parra had locked out their own generation-siblings in favor of self-preservation. Apparently, the lessons of the Colony didn’t take equally for everyone.

      Once the other two Aprils were settled in the room, Rambova pinched the bridge of their nose. “You wait here,” they said. “Lock the door, and have emergency oxygen ready, just in case. I’m going to see what can be done.”

      The collected Aprils looked at them, and Rambova realized that this might have been their fate had they never left. These three people packed together in a small room, and afraid for their lives. But Rambova had a reason to live; the sooner the bounty hunters were dealt with, the sooner April could get back to the Sentinel. And Baker.

      The path the hunters had taken was easy enough to find. Scorch marks blackened the walls along the main corridor, a nightmare that made April’s belly clench. At the same time, they had to acknowledge the hunters’ cleverness. Fire was aggressive and hard to control in the high oxygen levels of the colony ships, but it didn’t risk puncturing the hull. And the fear of being burned alive tended to make people compliant.

      The storage that was packed along the corridor, everything from emergency supplies to potable water, was scored by the passage of the flames. April opened up an emergency station and slipped an O2 rig over their face, just to be safe. It wouldn’t protect much against fire, but at least it would allow them to breath.

      April found them in the next intersection. The two bounty hunters stood out—bulkier and more muscular than any Far Reach colonist, and with none of the grace afforded by a lifetime in microgravity. On anyone else, the archaic cut of their clothes would have been ludicrous, a clumsy frippery that impeded their movements, but somehow, on these two men, it only added to their menace. The larger one had a colonist by the throat, drawing a long blade from his sleeve with a look of excitement that chilled April’s blood.

      Two more colonists cowered nearby, where the shorter of the two hunters covered them with an old-model flamethrower.

      April had a momentary wish that they believed in some higher power, if only to ask that They keep Baker safe, then shoved out of cover to float in the hall. “Let them go. I’m the one you’re looking for.”

      Both the bounty hunters turned, and the larger man slit the throat of the person he held with no more interest than someone pressing a button. Blood fountained into the hallway in messy spheres of various sizes, which broke against each other, or popped against the walls.

      The smaller man pushed the corpse aside and moved forward, “If you’re the person we’re looking for, then why in the Three Systems would you be foolish enough to come find us?”

      Behind him, the remaining colonists were taking advantage of the Hunters’ distraction to float quietly down one of the side corridors. April realized the Hunters’ collective error. They were used to gravity—like so many people, they tried to orient in the same direction at all times. The needed the frame of reference to avoid vertigo. Colonists had no such problems.

      “Because if I find you, if I can give you what you want, then you’ll stop. The colony is more important than one person.” April took a deep breath and hoped that they could create enough of a plan to stay alive. “And I’m one of the two people who knows where your mice are.”

      That focused their attention on April completely. The smaller man reached out and pulled himself along the wall with one hand, the other keeping the flamethrower trained on April. Again, as though the only direction they could flee was directly back. Two-dimensional thinking was such a handicap.

      April clapped their hands together over their head suddenly. The displaced air shoved them down the corridor beneath them, just as flames washed overhead. April spun in mid-air to change to a dive, then turned right at the next intersection, heading for what they hoped was still the less inhabited, older sub-corridors of the ship.

      Behind them a hideous sound—more like a hunting dog or a wolf than anything a human mouth should utter—echoed down the corridor.  Fear gave April the extra burst of speed they needed, but at the next turn, they risked a look behind and saw the bounty hunters closing in. The taller one had a knife in each hand now, floating forward with a grin on his face that could have frozen water. The shorter trailed in his wake, still carrying the flamethrower. As April watched, the taller one opened his mouth and howled once again.

      They fled.

      As April had hoped, the areas through which they ran were showing less sign of habitation, or even use. The paint had faded, apart from warning signs written in multiple Old Earth languages. They didn’t have a plan apart from ‘minimize the damage the hunters could do, but for now, that would have to be enough. April took a precious second to slice through a warning tape and opened the heavy hatch it had sealed.

      They drifted through with the two hunters hot on their heels. On the other side of the hatch, the heat was oppressive. They were near the heat exchangers for the enormous systems that powered the Far Reach, and in the warm, moist air mold and fungus had run rampant. The walls were streaked with black and brown molds, and a thick carpet of thread-like fruiting bodies extended into the room. With the mask on, April was protected, but neither of the hunters had been wearing any kind of breathing protection.

      “End of the line little mousey,” the shorter hunter said with a grin. “So give us our prize, and I’ll be certain Mr. Skynner provides you with a quick death.” The tall hunter—Skynner, apparently—made a disgusted sound and the shorter man appended. “A quick-er death. My colleague hates having to chase people. You understand.”

      It was small consolation to think that the two men had to be breathing in clouds of lethal mold spores at the moment. Any damage it did them would be long after they’d finished with April, but at least it would finish them as well. In many ways, April thought it would be a fitting end. These two men had been paid to silence a cure for the disease that would kill them.

      April just wished they’d be around to see it happen. Or to tell Baker they were sorry.

      “Sorry friends,” April said, sounding braver than they felt. “But that’s not how the game is played. Until you’ve caught me, I don’t have to tell you anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Baker dove through the hatch as soon as the trans-atmo’s airlock had cycled and completed the connection to the Belt. She’d never seen the distant colony before and wasn’t sure what to expect. In some of the descriptions it was considered a barely-habitable mass of detritus floating in the far asteroid belt that surrounded the Three Systems. What it actually appeared to be was a fleet of ships agglutinated around a single, massive central vessel. The words Far Reach were still barely visible in the scuffed and faded paint on the largest vessel, and the final piece clicked into place.

      They weren’t the Far Reach colonies, they were the colony on the Far Reach—the original generation vessel that had brought humanity to the Three Systems, fleeing from a doomed Earth. The things April had said made better sense with the revelation.

      April.

      Thoughts of them had Baker propelling herself down corridors toward the first group of people she could find. Barr and Tyler could catch up. Like April, the colonists were taller than Baker, thinner as well. They spun with the same sort of grace as April, as though swimming in their own microgravity ballet. Baker opened her mouth to talk to them, and then realized they were all oriented differently. One was upside down, one horizontal across the small room and one standing at an angle to the corner. Baker couldn’t look at all three of them at once, so she picked the one closest to her orientation.

      “We’re here to stop the bounty hunters! Where did they go?” Wherever they were, April would be with them. Baker knew that in her gut. She just hoped that April was still safe, rather than at their mercy.

      The person she’d addressed checked an omnidevice. “I’m showing a seal-break in the Far Reach sub-corridor seven. But if that’s the bounty hunters you’re chasing, there’s no rush.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He shrugged, and Baker noticed he wore a logo reminiscent of security teams in the systems. “Those corridors were closed for untreatable mold. If the hunters are in there, then they’re already dead. They just don’t know it yet.”

      Ice pooled in Baker’s stomach. No, no, no. If April had followed them down there, or worse, been taken down there, that meant they were exposed as well. They were just as doomed as the hunters. The idea of losing April seared Baker’s heart like a brand, and unspent grief made her eyes burn with the need to shed tears. “Do you have a rebreather or anything like that? Something I could wear in there to stay safe?”

      One of the other two—a tall, bald woman with elaborate eyeshadow, pale skin and a vulpine smile—moved to a bright orange box near the opposite hatch. She pulled an O2 mask-and-visor set out and lobbed it across the space to Baker. “Emergency air supply. It’s not perfect but it’ll do. Don’t break the seal while you’re in there.”

      Baker caught the mask as it tumbled in slow motion through the room. “Thanks. Which Way?”

      The same woman spoke again. “Go through the residential zones, head toward the core of the ship, then shift to go around engineering. The area you want is part of the thermal exchange unit.”

      The directions were distinctly unhelpful, without any kind of directional reference. Then again, up and down, left and right, were all subjective in microgravity, and entirely dependent on your orientation within the space. Hadn’t April said that repeatedly? Baker cursed under her breath and tried to remember what she knew about old ship architecture. The thermal exchange would be near the power units, which should be in the middle of the ship. It wasn’t much, but she’d worked with less.

      Baker dove down through the closet hatch in the room and started pulling herself along the corridors toward what felt like it should be the center of the ship. As the bald woman had said, Baker found herself passing through rows of doors in what looked like a housing arrangement. Barracks, perhaps, more than housing, as none of the rooms seemed to be especially large, if each door led to a different space.

      The smell of burnt bioplastics seared the inside of her nose and Baker moved toward the next intersection. Burn marks streaked along the corridor, leading her deeper into the ship. The idea was monstrous. Even now, a spacer’s biggest fear was fire, which not only was hard to control, but ripped the oxygen out of the air for fuel. It chilled her to think that someone would willingly use methods like that in an effort to get what they wanted.

      Baker followed the burned hallways deeper and found a scene of carnage. Blood covered part of the walls, and still floated in crimson spheres around the small space. Two colonists were trying to help a third who had clearly been the source of all the blood in the air. Baker’s mind flashed a vision of finding April in similar state and her whole chest ached for the pain of it. Not while I can stop it.

      “Where did they go?” Baker shouted. “Where’s sub-corridor seven?”

      They pointed, and Baker followed their lead to another hallway. She charged down it, tugging on a handhold every time her momentum began to slow. Before long, she found the open hatch, the sliced warning tape drifting above it like an abandoned party favor. She donned her mask and pushed ahead.

      What she saw on the other side of the hatch made her blood freeze.

      The two bounty hunters were easy to spot, wearing similar, archaic-styled suits that looked completely out of place in the mold covered sub-corridor. The larger of the two, whose straight hair had been gathered into a small queue at the back of his neck, had April’s head in one meaty hand, and was pushing the tip of a knife against the screen of their oxygen mask. The other, shorter, with thinning curly hair, stood nearby with calm look on his face, as though they were discussing the weather over tea rather than torturing April.

      They were oriented away from and above Baker; more importantly they hadn’t noticed her yet. It gave her an edge, if only for a few seconds. She looked around at what her options were. Not much, apart from the oppressive heat, but that was to be expected on these older, less efficient power units—

      Baker smiled as an idea popped into her head. The thermal exchanges were designed to be bled out in the event of a pressure overload. The salt water was supposed to be shunted into a secondary plumbing system, but if that wasn’t attached…

      Baker drifted to the handwheel valve and hoped April would forgive her. She cracked the wheel to the left and then spun the valve open wide. Superheated salt water boiled up out of the valve, forming dangerous, skin-blistering spheres as it flowed in the direction of the two hunters, and April.

      They didn’t notice until the first bubble hit the larger hunter. He screamed in pain and released April, who immediately shot out of the path of the jet in a graceful arc. Neither of the two men seemed to move comfortably in microgravity, and their first thought—to attempt to move in the direction they were facing, kept them in the barrage of water. As April always said, two-dimensional thinking in space is what got people killed.

      In this case, literally.

      April reached the valve and began to close it off before they noticed Baker floating nearby. Baker drifted to their side, no longer concerned with watching the two men above in their final moments. She felt guilty about taking a life, but in the end, it was the only way she could save April.

      April took Baker’s hands in their own. “What are you doing here?” Their voice wasn’t as muffled as Baker expected, and she glanced up from their joined hands to April’s face. A small amount of blood pooled on the surface of their cheek, just below where the mask’s faceplate had broken and given way, exposing them to the spore-laden air in the room.
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      Like most of the facilities on board the Far Reach, the medical bays were surprisingly modern. The medical staff clearly kept aware of advances in the field and updated their systems accordingly. At any other time, Baker would have been impressed. Floating in the air next to April’s med-module, however, it was hard for her to concentrate on anything other than the two futures that scrolled out ahead of her.

      She wrapped her fingers around April’s hand and gave it a squeeze. After clearing her throat, she whispered. “I need to tell you something.”

      April’s chest rose and fell inside the module, their breathing monitored by the mask over their nose and mouth. Once Baker had brought April back up from the sub-corridor, other colonists were able to help get them into medical, where the doctors immediately began an aggressive treatment regimen for potential fungal infection. Since the therapy had started, April had remained asleep and Baker stayed by their side.

      “My father died when I was seven,” Baker said finally. “That may not sound like much for you, since you grew up communally with your—what did you call it? Generation-family? But for an only child, whose mom had disappeared years before? It felt like the world ending. My dad’s family didn’t know what to do with me. He’d been the youngest of his siblings, so the rest just sort of took me in one at a time. I think each of them wanted to be my permanent home, in some way, but I never fit in. And no matter how hard I tried, in a year or maybe two, I was being packed up and pawned off to a different set of relatives. By the time I was eleven I started to realize something: if you cared about people, then they left you. Or they set you aside.”

      Baker’s throat burned with the remembered shame, and the fear she’d felt when April had left. After taking a sip of water, she continued.

      “I just… I wanted you to know that when you left without saying good-bye, it awakened a lot of painful memories for me. In some ways, sent me back to being that scared kid that no one seemed to want.”

      April squeezed her fingers in their hand. “That’s the last thing I wanted. I just… knowing what you said, it made even more sense to leave. You know I could die from a fungal infection, or anything else. I don’t want to be the person who hurts you like that.”

      Baker’s eyes hurt, and the tears she shed piled up on her cheeks before breaking free. “Instead you hurt me in the same way. But it made me realize something, too.”

      “What’s that?”

      An attendant came over with an ultra-absorbent cloth and collected the tears out of the air before handing the cloth to Baker. She chuckled and thanked them before dabbing at her eyes. “I don’t want you to leave. But if you do, I don’t want to waste the time we could have had by being apart.”

      April shifted in the module, turning onto their side to face her. “I don’t want to lose you. But I don’t want to hurt you either.”

      “Then try not to. Start by getting better so you and I can go back to the Sentinel together. As a wise woman once said ‘allow them to make their own choices.’”

      April smiled. “Meja?”

      “Hell no! Me.” Baker grinned. “Though I said it to her when she told me I was wrong for you.”

      April coughed out a wheezy laugh. “That does sound like her. Unfortunately for her, she was completely wrong about that.”

      Baker’s chest flooded with warmth. “In what way?”

      “You’re exactly the person I want with me. I …” April’s voice drifted off and they squeezed Baker’s hand again.

      Baker took a deep breath. “I love you, April Rambova.”

      She had expected the words to lock down around her, like a vise or a cage. Instead saying them out loud felt freeing. April hadn’t immediately fled. Hadn’t pushed her away.

      “Jesusa, I—”

      Hearing her name, her given name, shaped by April’s mouth made Baker’s insides flip. She shuddered out a breath of surprise. Mostly she avoided her name, but April made it sound sacred. Treasured. She had to dab at her eyes again as fresh tears came unbidden. “I want to say one more thing, something I wish I’d realized a long time ago. I don’t care how long we have, as long as we have it together.”

      April tugged on Bakers arms until she was practically on top of the medical unit.  “I love you, Jesusa. And I’m not going anywhere.”

      Around them, sensors and alerts beeped as Baker pressed against the module, but she didn’t care. She was holding April—April whom she loved. April who loved her. Everything else was just noise.
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      Two months later.

      April checked their appearance using the camera on their omnidevice as a mirror. While their hair was perhaps a bit long—something they tried to avoid, because it could get snagged in the machinery—it wasn’t yet unmanageable. The shirt and slacks they wore managed to feel lose and airy without being indecent, a modesty that April preferred.

      Not that Baker would know about their modesty.

      Once April had received a clean bill of health and been released from the Far Reach’s medical unit, they had returned to the Sentinel to recover. As they had hoped, Battersly had been able to isolate the anti-fungal agent in the mice’s blood—an RNA sequence that acted like a secondary immune system, creating a protein that expressly attacked the way the molds gained nutrients in the body. As the mold fed, it took up the sequence and replicated it, effectively destroying itself from the inside.

      It seemed appropriate given how it killed humans in much the same way.

      Distilling the sequence into a cure would take time, but the details of Battersly’s findings had already been published across the networks of all three systems. There had been an effort to bring the information down, but once the information had been released, the scientific community had started to run with it, and little could be done to rein them back in. Meanwhile, the Positive, Negative, and Monocle had been allowed to return to engineering, where they seemed happy to chase each other around in the forward compartment.

      “How do I look?” Baker had moved to the hatch between the two compartments, where she stood wearing a gauzy dress that floated around her as though it might slip off completely at any moment. She did a quick pirouette that only highlighted the effect.

      April’s mouth went paradoxically dry and watered at the same time, as it did whenever they saw Baker. They closed the small distance between them and eased their arms around her. “Amazing, which I suspect you already know. You’re fishing for compliments, but I don’t mind. I like talking about how beautiful you are.”

      Her cheeks went an adorable shade of pink, and April shifted to be better able to kiss her. Like much of their life, kissing had become less frantic, more patient in the last few months. Though still just as full of desire and the promises they’d made to one another. When April came up for air, they smiled. “Are you sure we need to go to this party?”

      “It’s Meja’s bachelorette party. Of course, we need to go. There has to be drinking and irresponsible behavior!” Baker grinned.

      “In other words, a Tuesday.”

      “Yes,” Baker admitted. “But she’s our friend and it’s important we go.” The men in the crew had taken Layth dirtside to Khonsu, no doubt equally set on engaging in debauchery. The rest of the crew had stayed behind, expressly so April could attend in the ship’s mess. They’d even adjusted the rotation down to one-third G, so April would feel few ill effects from the visit.

      Baker kissed them again, hands sliding over April’s backside to drag their hips close, and April hummed into her mouth. This was what they had hoped for against all chance, the ability to be with this one amazing person, who made their heart beat faster, and brought out the best in them.

      They broke the kiss again. “I love you, Jesusa.”

      Baker looked at them, eyes glittering in the fluorescent light with unshed tears. “I love you too, A-Ram.” She pressed her face to April’s shoulder to blot her eyes.

      April pressed their lips to Baker’s temple, happy for the moments they could have together now and into the future. They didn’t know how long it would be—no one did—but for now? It was enough.
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      All work and no play…

      Suri Kimura has decided not to go to the Hikoboshi Farewell Ball. She’d rather work in orbit and earn more cash, even though her overbearing father insists she should attend. When she meets up with her dog, Finn, and her best friend, Erik, for a short planet-side rest, they’re met with a surprise. Her ex-boyfriend is back and he insists on taking her to the ball.

      Suri doesn’t know what to do. Finn’s doggy instincts don’t trust the ex, and neither does Erik. Something strange is amiss, but Suri has to give it a fair shot. After a disastrous attempt to rekindle the romance, Suri realizes Erik means a whole lot more to her than just a friend — but, does he feel the same?

      Quiet and reliable project manager Erik has always taken care of Suri, but it's never felt romantic before. When he rushes to her side to help her handle her ex and her work troubles, Suri suspects that the dynamic between them has changed... or has it?

      Will Suri and Erik breach the boundaries between them? Or will Suri just return to space and leave her feelings for Erik far behind?
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      I run my finger down the checklist and stop at item thirty-four.

      “Checking internal life support systems is next,” I announce to my boss, Harris, sitting in the adjacent life pod. “It’s a sub-list of… sixty-six items.”

      Without even so much as a sigh, Harris responds, “Understood. Sixty-six items. I’m making an executive decision to skip to item thirty-five.”

      “Which only has ten sub-items?” I try to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

      I fail.

      “Yes, Miss Kimura. Ten sub-items. Considering our shift is over in twenty minutes, this seems like the best course of action.”

      I open my mouth to object, and then I remember that Harris doesn’t want to miss the shuttle back down to the surface. His wife is pregnant with their third child, and they’re still looking for a babysitter for the night of the Hikoboshi Farewell Ball. He has a life to live.

      I do not.

      “Yes, you’re right.” I pick up my tablet that’s stuck to a nearby console. “I’ll make a note of the deviation in our daily report.”

      “Thank you, Suri. Now, let’s move onto this fan system.”

      Sure. Why not? It’s another system to test and take care of, much like everything else I do as a quality control engineer for the Interstellar Agency. Test a system, take notes, report bugs, and failures. All day, every day. It’s not the most glamorous of jobs, but it’s important. When even the smallest system fails, our teams could be in great danger. Space is unforgiving. Space is cold and desolate. And when you are on a long-range mission and just want to come home, you can’t have a system crash because someone forgot to check it.

      A shadow passes over my window, something traveling between us on the Shōnagon and the sun. I gasp as I watch the Murasaki move into position close to us.

      “Look out the window,” I say to Harris.

      “Well, will you look at that,” Harris breathes through the mic.

      I hold my breath as I watch the long ship come around and point its front at us. Through the windows to the bridge, I can just see the outlines of people sitting at their posts. I pull myself closer to the window and let my legs float out behind me. These life pod windows are some of the smallest windows on the ship, but it’s enough to get an excellent view of the Murasaki.

      “Wow.” My lungs let the held breath out slowly. “And to think that it’ll leave next week to hop across space.”

      Bumping the helmet of my pressure suit against the wall, I rest my forehead on the window. I’ve always wanted to work in space, but going on missions to faraway planets, where we’re not even sure what we’ll find there? No. No thanks. I’m too practical for that.

      No adventure for me. Orbit is as far as I ever want to go.

      “Another reason to get these checks done as soon as possible,” I say, looking down at my list. “We’re already a year behind on this build.”

      “Remember your security clearance, Suri,” Harris admonishes me, and my hackles bristle, much like Finn’s when he sees a squirrel that trespasses on his property.

      “I remember.” My voice is as cold as space. “I’ve never stepped outside the bounds.”

      “And that’s why you’re one of my best employees.” Harris’s voice is soft and kind, and I let go of my anger. “Sorry. You know how upset everyone is about being behind on the schedule. It wouldn’t be good for the I.A. if the news makes it out to the public before the Murasaki leaves.”

      Yes, because once it’s gone, they can’t delay the mission anymore to give us more time. We will need more funding and staffing to speed up. Speeding up is challenging when so many local governments don’t want to spend money on education and factories to make the parts we require to expand our space program. It’s also hard when so much of the population is against what we’re doing here. It’s something I argue about with my father all the time. As mayor of our town, local support is all he cares about.

      “Understood. Let’s finish up item thirty-five, so we can make our shuttles home.”

      We run through the ten sub-items in less time than we expected with only one error, and it’s in my life pod. I let Harris go early since his shuttle leaves an hour before mine. He lives in Izumo, to the north of my town, and we have separate shuttles for different destinations down below.

      My mini-tablet buzzes with a message from Erik, my long-time best friend. “You’re on the next shuttle, right? I’m coming with the dogs to meet you.”

      I smile at his thoughtfulness — always caring and there for me. “Yes. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Gym later?” he asks.

      “Sure. I’ll need to walk off these space legs.”

      Before I cut power to the life pod, I take a moment to stare out at our planet, beautiful, watery Orihime. Only the whirling white clouds of storm systems out at sea mar the deep blues and turquoises of our oceans. The major continent, the only continent, comes into view after only a few moments. It’s daytime down there, early morning, and the continent ebbs and flows with dark browns and vibrant greens. The snowy top of Zenyama sparkles with frost. Winter down below usually means gray skies and plenty of rain. But it looks like I’ll be returning in a few hours to sunlight.

      Thank goodness. I need a break from the darkness of space.

      The door to the life pod zips closed behind me as I make my way through the long corridor to the nearest airlock. I’ll be glad to get out of this pressure suit in the main parts of the ship. It’s nice that we can work with our visors up, but in sections of the ship that our quality assurance team has not thoroughly tested, we’re required to wear the pressure suit in case something goes wrong.

      Fine by me. I like to play by the rules. I like to breathe.

      Pushing through zero-g, I get my head back in the game. On the other side of the airlock is life. People are working, talking, socializing. They’re all in the same boat together. Q.A. people like Harris, our team, and me, we’re the loners. That’s okay. I don’t mind being alone while I’m up here. I’m surrounded by people and animals all the time at home. Especially Finn. He’ll be glued to my side as soon as we land.

      On the other side of the airlock, I store my pressure suit in the employee locker area.

      “Hey, Suri.” Yarra sails into the room as I’m closing my locker. “You going down with the next shuttle to Yamato?” Yarra’s curly blue hair floats in a sphere around her head. She keeps it out of her face with some strategically placed pins.

      “Yeah. You?”

      “No. I’m here another two days, and then I go down for the ball. My mom is picking up my dress tomorrow.” She rubs her hands together in glee, and I try to keep my smile polite. There’s no need for everyone else to be as miserable as I am.

      “You must be excited,” I say, pushing off the wall and gliding past her. “Who did you end up asking to go?”

      She pulls her lips to the side as she follows me out of the locker room to the nearest galley. I’m starving, so it’s time to eat something before I head to the shuttle.

      “Harris said he’d introduce me to his brother.”

      “What?” I burst into a laugh. “That’s random. You know half the guys here on the project would have gone with you.”

      She shrugs. “I don’t like dating at work. And we spoke over a vidcall. He seems like a nice enough guy. Why not? I’m just excited to eat all the food. So…” She draws out the one syllable into several as I grab a bag of cookies from the pantry. “Have you found a date yet?”

      “I’m not going.”

      “What?” Yarra’s mouth drops open. I pull a cookie from the package and stick it in her gaping mouth. She laughs as she takes a bite. Little bits of cookie float away from us. “Mmm. Anyway, I thought you’d definitely be there. You said you might go a few weeks ago.”

      Yarra and I don’t see each other that often. We’re usually on opposite shifts and different sleep patterns, and she lives in Izumo while I live in Yamato. I think this is the first time in a month I’ve seen her in the flesh.

      “I was thinking about it, but I couldn’t decide on a dress or who to go with.” I pop a cookie in my mouth, chew, and swallow. “Then my dad got involved.”

      Yarra groans. “Ugh. Really? How?”

      “He started asking guys over to the house and hinting I should take them to the ball. There was the son of a grocery store owner. Then there was this guy who owns an accounting firm. And another guy, admittedly handsome, but a lawyer.”

      “Total snoozers, all of them.” Yarra waves her hand. “You should go with Erik.” Her little smirk is just this side of annoying. “I mean, why not? You’re together so much you’re practically dating, anyway. He’s so nice, and he’s so good to you.”

      “We’re not dating.” I’ve said that a million times in the last two years. “Not that I want to go with Erik, but he told me he was uninterested in attending.”

      Erik may be my best friend, but he’s also the best friend of my ex-boyfriend, Leo. Two years ago, when Leo broke things off with me (thanks to my dad interfering), he moved to the other side of the continent to start over. Leo left behind Erik to pick up the pieces… and this is not something he excels at. He’s more of a quiet, sit-at-home-and-read type. We go to the gym together, eat together, and spend time together, but our relationship has never been romantic.

      “Ah, well. I guess that settles it.” Yarra knows Erik too and that he would rather stay home and check out the newest crime novel than ever attend a ball.

      “Yep. If I were going to a ball, I’d need a ‘sure thing.’ Someone I could trust not to creep me out and who wouldn’t be in my dad’s back pocket. You know…” I wave my hand around in the air. “The perfect kind of gentleman who is completely unobtainable.”

      He would have to be okay with me being broke and living at home, too.

      “There are so many of those on standby, Suri. How could you ever choose?”

      “Exactly. I’m locking myself in my room for the night and working. I have plenty of reports to catch up on.” I shrug. The extra cash will help me move out of home sometime soon. My younger sister, Myra, moved out two years ago, and I’ve been stuck there ever since with the rest of our large family. I keep looking for apartments in Yamato that are both available and cheap, but it’s like finding one fish in a giant ocean. We’re in the middle of a housing crisis with hardly any space left.

      Home is crazy too. Having five younger sisters and one older brother is plenty, but if you add on my parents and the family staff and all the animals… It’s enough to make my head spin most days. I’ve been broke now for years, ever since bailing my younger sister, Tilli, out of a secret debt. There’s not much I can do about that, though. What’s done is done.

      The onboard speakers pop and chime before an automated voice says, “Attention, Shōnagon visitors, the shuttle to Yamato will depart in fifteen minutes. Those with reserved seats, please proceed to Airlock 5B. Thank you.” It repeats once more before stopping.

      “That’s my cue to leave. Finn, Erik, and Tsuki will be waiting for me, so I can’t miss this one.” I place my hand on Yarra’s shoulder and lean in to kiss her on the cheek goodbye. “Have a great time at the ball. I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

      “Thanks. Enjoy your time off. I hope I see you again, sooner this time!” She smiles and pushes her blue hair back. “It’s been too long since we last spoke.”

      “Same.”

      I push off from the floor and angle out the door — time to head to Airlock 5B and home.
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      The shuttle doors open, and the cool, humid air of winter hits me right in the face. Well, at least the sun is still shining like I saw it only a few hours ago. I take a deep breath, center myself, and slowly walk forward. I was only on board the Shōnagon for two days, but it was enough to make me a little lightheaded upon returning to solid earth. The pills I pop every day in orbit help me acclimatize to gravity each time I return. Still, there’s always a short adjustment period. Hopefully, it doesn’t last more than a few hours.

      I grab my bag from the baggage claim area and step out into the public space at the transport hub. A blur of golden fur comes bounding towards me, and I only have a spare moment to brace myself before Finn bowls right into me.

      “Hi hi hi hi hi hi hi! Oh, Suri! Hi hi hi hi hi!” His paws reach for my waist, and his tongue is a blur of pink. I press my eyes and lips closed and just let him lick me. Hold your breath, Suri! This may take a moment…

      “Hey, Finn,” Erik calls out, “take it easy, boy. She just got here.”

      I pull in a quick breath and tip my face back. “It’s okay. I’m happy to see him.” And I am. I’m always happy to see my Finn.

      “I missed you. I missed you so much. You were gone forever,” he says, swirling around my feet. He’s nimble for a giant golden retriever.

      Someone walks past with a monkey on his shoulder and smiles at us both. Several people outside the gates on the tarmac hold up protest signs. They’re there every day, so I just ignore them now. But the bold red letters of ‘STAY OUT OF SPACE’ and ‘CHARITY BEGINS AT HOME’ are hard to miss. Sigh. They want the impossible. We already have it good here, but we can’t sustain our home if we don’t find more land on other planets.

      A few lonely-looking younger women stop next to us and smile at Finn too.

      “Your dog is so sweet. He obviously loves you a lot,” one young woman says. “Can I pet him?”

      Finn’s tongue lolls out of his mouth to the side. “Sure, sure. I love pets. Loooooooove them.”

      I nod as the two young women come forward to pet him. I tip my head to the side, and I can see the nearest woman doesn’t have the star tattoo behind her left ear that indicates she has the animal translation chip. My guess is the other one doesn’t either.

      “Are you both on the teams going to Hikoboshi?” I ask as Erik approaches with his dog, Tsuki. Tsuki also loves to be petted, so she comes and sits next to Finn, accepting the love of these two young women.

      “Yeah, we’re both on the first wave. Only another week to go.” Her voice sounds excited, but I can tell from the lines around her eyes she’s nervous.

      People who go on these missions to the far-off Hikoboshi system don’t have the animal translation chip on purpose. They applied for these missions when they were young. When the I.A. chose them, it became a part of their employment to not carry the proprietary technology on them. The only problem is that we can only insert the chip between the ages of six and twenty-five. Once you’re too old, you can never get it. It’s a lifelong choice never to pair with an animal of our world.

      Personally, I can’t imagine not being paired with Finn. He is the utter joy and abandon that I lack. I’m buttoned-up, logical, and serious. He’s foolish, silly, and a little brainless. We love each other to death, even with all that fur.

      “We’re all so excited for you,” I tell her as she scratches Finn behind the ear. “I really hope the mission goes well.”

      She stands up and bows. “I do too. I just hope we find something.”

      These missions may be for naught, but we have to try. We only have this one continent, and with the indigenous population, plus everyone who came here from Earth, we’re running out of space. When Terrans came here to Orihime thirty years ago, they found a backwards and frightened culture of Japanese immigrants from Earth — immigrants who arrived here over 400 years ago during the Exodus. Now that everyone is integrated, we’re going to try to connect with the Hikoboshi system, another place where more of Japan migrated in the Exodus. Terrans who left Earth during the Exodus are scattered throughout the local area of the galaxy, but finding them is difficult. We’re lucky to know of Hikoboshi because of journals passed down through the generations.

      “Good luck,” I say, bowing and smiling.

      The young women head off, and Erik steps up beside me. “That always gives me the chills,” he says, reaching out for my bag. “They’re so willing to put their lives on the line for us.”

      I rub the goosebumps from my arms. “You know, most days I’m excited about the missions, but today? I just feel dread.”

      Erik peers up at the sky. “It’s the weather, Suri. It’s too bad you didn’t land a few hours earlier. It won’t be sunny for much longer.” He tips his chin at the horizon and the oncoming dark clouds.

      “I saw it from space.”

      “Well, aren’t you special.” His voice is dry, and he rolls his eyes. I can only laugh. Because yeah, that statement sounded awfully precious.

      Finn circles my body, rubbing his coat against my legs over and over. He’s gentle about it, but his need to be close can be overwhelming. I take a deep breath and come to my knees so I can hug him.

      “Hey, buddy. I guess you really missed me?”

      “All the time, Suri. Yeah, yeah.” He rests his head on my shoulder. “I don’t like when you’re gone. It’s boring at home without you.”

      “I know. And I’m sure Mom doesn’t let you chase the cats.”

      “She’s no fun. I’m good with cats. Let’s play?”

      “Maybe later. I’m beat. Let’s walk instead.”

      Erik waits patiently, his hands clasped behind his back. His dog, Tsuki, a Shiba Inu, is just as quiet and patient as he is. I think it must be some kind of sign that I’m paired with a silly and dopey dog when I’m so serious. The gods are trying to tell me something.

      “Time to head home?” Erik asks, hefting my bag onto his shoulder.

      Yarra’s smirk flashes into my head, and my chest tightens as I look at Erik. Here he is, showing up with my dog, ready to walk me home and spend time with me. And, suddenly, after years of us being like this, it doesn’t feel right.

      I’m taking advantage of him and his kindness, aren’t I?

      “I can take my bag,” I say, reaching out my hand.

      The wind picks up, and Erik’s messy hair flies out from behind his ears. His hair is always a bit of a nightmare, frizzy and wavy when it’s humid and in his face when he least wants it to be. I remind him to get it cut often, but he forgets unless I drag him to the salon myself.

      “I’ve got it. It’s fine,” he replies, surprised. “Do you want to take the long way around? I was thinking we could stop to get coffee.” Tsuki huffs and mumbles at him. “Yes, I know. I’ll buy you both treats.” He rolls his eyes. “The dogs have become addicted to the handmade treats from Café Domina. I’m afraid I’ve been spoiling them both in your absence.”

      “I don’t know, Erik. I’m a little light on funds right now.” I’ve told no one else about Tilli’s debt. I’m sure she would be mortified if Erik knew, and if he’s ever noticed I’m without money all the time, he’s never said anything.

      “My treat,” he says, an amiable smile taking over his face.

      I shouldn’t accept, but…

      “Um, sure. Coffee is good. I’m beat, and I still have the family dinner in front of me.”

      “Then let’s do the gym tomorrow instead of today,” he suggests. “I think we’re both due to lift heavy this time. You shouldn’t do it when you’re too tired.”

      I push aside Yarra’s smirk and remind myself that Erik and I have been friends for years. This is what friends do for each other. They treat each other to coffee. They spot each other at the gym. It’s natural.

      Erik falls into step beside me, the dogs at our heels. “How was your shift? Catch any quality issues?”

      “A few. Not many. It was a good shift. Harris found fewer issues than I did.”

      “I always wonder if there are truly no errors or if you just didn’t find them.”

      I scoff. “For shame. I always find all the quality issues. I have a clean sheet, my friend.” I blow on my nails, and he laughs. People on the street turn to look at him as we walk by.

      “Funny, funny,” Finn says behind me. “Erik always laughs.”

      “He does.”

      “Does what?” Erik asks, but I wave him off. The thing about the animal translation chip is that you can only understand the animal you’re paired with. So he can only understand Tsuki, and I can only understand Finn. And communication between animals is rudimentary.

      “How was work for you this week?” I ask as we turn on the street to Café Domina.

      “Same.” He sighs. “Not good. Everyone wants to find time on the schedule. It’s like they want us to produce hours and days out of thin air. We already work twenty-five hours a day, every day. I don’t know what else we can do.”

      Erik is a project manager for the Interstellar Agency. He schedules for the teams doing computer and database work. He’s never been into space, and he never wants to. He prefers being on the ground.

      “Well, obviously, you’re going to have to perform black magic and open up another dimension to make it all work.”

      “Obviously.” Erik opens the door to the café for the dogs and me.

      We choose a table, and the dogs lie down underneath. Erik places my bag on the extra chair. “The usual?” he asks.

      Yarra’s smirk appears in my head again. Yes, we spend enough time together for him to know my usual coffee order — black with salt. He likes his sweet with a splash of cream.

      “Yeah,” I say, clearing my throat, “of course. And —”

      “A croissant? Sure.” His smile prefaces a laugh. “I’ll see if they have any.”

      Tsuki sits up and puts her paws on my leg, reaching up for some scratches. Her fur is short and thick. It reminds me of a carpet, and I love to sink my fingers into it.

      “What’s wrong?” Finn asks. He can always tell when I have something on my mind.

      “Nothing. Just thinking of something Yarra said.”

      I relax when Erik returns with the coffees and a croissant for me, a muffin for him, and treats for the dogs.

      “So, you’re still going to work on the night of the ball instead of attending?” he asks, before sipping on his mug.

      I look over my shoulder to make sure no one is spying on me. I feel like he’s reading my thoughts.

      “Yeah, that’s the plan. I never bought a dress, and I gave away my invite to Tilli.” Tilli’s old enough to attend the ball, and she’s so popular, I figured she would find a date in no time. She’s borrowing a dress from a friend. “I’m sure she’ll have a great time.”

      I cradle the mug in my hands. I wish it was summer. I’m not a fan of the cold.

      “She’ll probably tear up the town and leave behind several broken hearts.” Erik knows Tilli well enough. She’s the wild child. Well, one of them. “She asked me to go, but I declined.”

      I nearly spit my coffee all over the table. But, instead, I half choke on it and cough into a napkin. She also has a crush on Erik. I’m not surprised by this.

      “She’s a cute kid but not my type.” His gaze is piercing over the lip of his mug.

      Shit.

      It’s like someone has flipped a switch, and I’m questioning everything now. Every look. Every gesture.

      When I glance back at him again, he’s his usual contemplative type, staring out the window, lost in thought.

      I’m imagining things.

      We continue our conversation for another ten minutes, Erik telling me all about the usual guys at the gym, his parents who live across the continent, and work. He’s been busy, and he’d rather be home reading. “I’d rather be hanging out with you,” he says, a shy smile on his face. “And the dogs, of course.”

      I swallow the last of my coffee and try not to read into that.

      My mini-tab vibrates in my shoulder bag, and I sigh as I reach in to grab it.

      “It’s my dad.” I hold up the screen and accept the call.

      “Suri, your shuttle landed forty-five minutes ago, and you’re not home yet.”

      Annoyance buzzes in my chest. I’m twenty-seven years old, and I still get treated like I’m a teenager. “Yes, Dad. I stopped to have coffee with Erik.”

      “Dinner will be ready in thirty minutes. Can you please be home soon?”

      I hold back a sigh. “Sure. We’ll finish up now.”

      “Thank you, dear.”

      He hangs up, and I let go of the sigh as I dump my mini-tab into my bag.

      Without a word, Erik busses our plates and mugs, grabs my overnight bag, and signals to the dogs it’s time to go.
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      Erik and I finish the walk to my family’s house with small talk about work and movies he’s been watching. Usually, we watch a movie together at least once a month, but it’s been a while since we’ve had the time for that. I’ve barely seen him at all for the last two weeks.

      The gate squeaks open as I push it aside to let in Erik and the dogs. We live in one of the older native abandoned houses meant for a much bigger and affluent family than we are. When ships first arrived here from Earth, our town, Yamato, had been deserted by the native population for years. Something about it being cursed? Anyway, that was just a superstition, of course. Most people live in the modern high rises in town constructed in the initial decade after settlement. Erik has a small comfortable apartment there, close to my sister, Myra. Both of them were lucky to get places in the housing shortage.

      Many people did not want to live in the native homes because they’re mostly disasters. Our family home is beautiful, but it’s also drafty and cold in the winter. Two of our roofs have leaks, and tarps cover open holes. There’s an ant infestation in Winta’s room, and the kitchen appliances are older than dirt. I can’t wait to move out, even if I end up missing the place. Maybe I’ll be able to find an apartment I can afford next year? I don’t know. It seems impossible right now.

      Finn reaches the front porch and turns back to look at me. “Smell something. I think, I think, I think…”

      “What’s up, boy?” I ask as he weaves in and out of my legs.

      The front door swings open, and my mother smiles… kind of. Her face is tight, and her teeth are showing, but her eyes are not backing up this smile.

      “Suri, darling! How was your flight home? Are you feeling okay?”

      “Yeaahhhh,” I say, drawing out the word and eyeing her warily. “What’s going on?” I widen my eyes to let her know I can read her.

      She titters a nervous little laugh that unnerves me even more. The dogs push past her into the front vestibule, barking and jumping — cats hiss and scramble for cover.

      And then a laugh echoes in from the house.

      My blood runs cold, and my vision tunnels.

      “Suri, darling, come inside.” Mom reaches out for me, but I turn to look at Erik. His face is pinched as he stares into the house.

      Finn comes barreling towards me. “Suri Suri Suri, come come come. He’s back! Oh oh oh oh…”

      Erik takes my arm. “Maybe we should go out to dinner.”

      “Suri!” My father’s booming voice precedes him into the vestibule. “There you are! I was beginning to think you got lost.”

      He steps to the side, and my heart races with anxiety, fear, and shock.

      Leo, my ex-boyfriend, who I haven’t seen in two years, is standing behind him.

      “Hey, Suri,” he says, stepping forward. He looks different. His face is thinner, and his hair is shorter, close-cropped. But his voice is the same buttery softness it always was. He leans in and kisses me on the cheek. I am too stunned to move. He pulls away and sees Erik.

      “Erik! Hey, man, it’s good to see you.” Leo sticks out his hand, and it takes Erik a full beat to grasp it and lean in for the manly one-arm hug.

      “Leo, wow. I had no idea you were back in town.”

      “He’s been in town before?” I whisper to Erik. He doesn’t answer, and for a good reason. I was a hysterical mess when Leo broke things off with me and moved away. I’ve known they remained distant friends, but I ignore this information.

      Now, it’s staring me in the face.

      Dad appears again at Leo’s side, and there’s only one way to describe his grin: shit-eating. The self-satisfied swagger is enough to make me want to burn the whole place down. What the hell? Mom is careful, looking between us.

      “Erik, is that Suri’s bag?” Dad reaches out for the bag, and Erik hands it over, his expression robotic.

      He pulls himself together enough to bow. “Mr. Kimura, I was just walking Suri home.”

      “Thank you. You’re such a responsible young man.” Dad smiles at Erik, waiting for him to bow and take his leave.

      My mom jumps in. “Erik, why don’t you stay for dinner as well? There’s plenty for everyone.”

      Dad’s smile falters slightly.

      “Uh, I don’t know —”

      “He’ll stay,” I interrupt. Turning to Erik, I plead with my eyes. “You will, won’t you?”

      “Sure.” Erik’s jaw twitches.

      “Great!” Leo claps his hands together, and the sound is enough to startle me back to how things were before — his jovial personality and the way he always kept me from being too serious. He would smile, pour a glass of wine, and make it all better with a trip to the bar or the nightclub. “We can all eat together and catch up.”

      Finn barks and leaps up, circling and jumping on his hind legs. Leo ruffles his fur and scratches his head. “Hey, boy. I missed you too.”

      Tsuki comes trotting up to Erik. She woofs and murmurs, and Erik nods in response.

      “What did she say?” I ask, slowly following everyone into the house.

      Erik places his hand on my back and moves me along. “That things are about to get complicated.”
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      I feel as though I’m in an alternate universe throughout dinner. Leo is sitting across the table from me for the first time in two years and chatting with my mother and father. His voice is both like listening to an out-of-tune band and a soothing massage. I don’t understand this dichotomy in me. I’m split in two.

      Tilli’s silence is unsettling as she watches Leo from under her lashes. Winta and Demi are shoveling food into their mouths at a frightening pace. They’re both in winter sports and spend all their time running around. Rosa isn’t here. Lucky thing. Ean, my older brother, picks up each green bean from his bowl and eats them all at a deliberate rate, the opposite of his hedonist younger sisters.

      Finn and Tsuki are under the table at our feet with all the other animals. Finn sighs and rests his head on my ankles.

      “Leo talks so much,” he mumbles, and I cover my smile with my hand. “Forgot about that.”

      I clear my throat and jostle him to get him to stop. I can’t start laughing now.

      “It feels dumb to love a local convenience store, but it’s really grown on me.” Leo finishes the story of his neighborhood in Tengōku, the capital across the continent. “I’m glad we could connect over dinner when you were in town last.”

      I fumble my chopsticks, and they clatter across the table. Mom slaps her hand down to stop them from rolling onto the floor.

      “Dad, you met up with Leo in Tengōku?” I blink a few times, unable to process this news. What the hell is going on?

      “Oh yeah,” Leo says, bowling right by my state of surprise. “We’ve been corresponding for the last six months or so.”

      My right hand tightens into a fist on the table. And then I jump as Erik’s hand rests on my knee. He so rarely touches me; I wasn’t expecting it.

      “Are you feeling okay, Suri?” Leo asks, picking up his saké cup.

      “I think she’s a little surprised that you’re here,” Erik pipes up. “I’m a little stunned, too. You didn’t mention this the last time we spoke.”

      He pats my leg once and then removes his hand to pick up his own cup and drink.

      “Yeah, sorry. I wasn’t sure it was going to work out.” He glances warily at my father, but Dad just smiles in return.

      “We’re all delighted you’re here,” Dad says.

      This time, Tilli laughs and slaps her hand over her mouth to stop anything more. She tries to cover it up by coughing. “Sorry. Swallowed wrong.” She sips her water.

      Mom hands my chopsticks back to me. “I had no idea they were speaking either, Suri.” Mom’s smile is tight. This is something she hates about Dad. He hides things from her because he thinks she’s already got her hands full with seven children. When really, if he told her everything, it would make her life much easier. “If I had known, I would have reminded your father that he is a terrible matchmaker, and he should stick to town politics.”

      An icy wind blows through the dining room, and I swear I see dead people rise up through the floorboards and high-five my mother. Dad’s smile melts away, and his face pales to a light gray.

      “I am only doing what I feel is right for this family.” He clears his throat and places his napkin on the table next to his bowl. “Now, if we’re done, I’d like to have a talk with Suri out on the back deck. Tilli, you will serve drinks.”

      “But I —” she starts.

      “No buts,” he replies. “You have time to serve drinks and then head out for the evening.”

      She dips her head. “Yes, Dad.”

      Dad stands up and stares me down. I glance at my bowl of food, only half-eaten. I was too upset the entire dinner to eat.

      Winta grabs my bowl. “I’ll cover it and stick it in the fridge for you.”

      “Thanks,” I mumble as I push to my feet.

      Erik glances at me as I edge past him. There are no words for this moment. Finn is at my heels, keeping me company with his furry countenance as we make our way through the house.

      Dad pours himself a glass of whiskey. I desperately want to grab the bottle and chug from it — just drown myself away from this mess — but there’s no time.

      Out on the deck, the air is crisp. I wedge my feet into a pair of Mom’s slippers and pull my sweater around me tighter. The day’s winter warmth ebbed away once the sun set.

      “I get the feeling you’re unhappy with me for bringing Leo here,” he says, sipping his drink.

      “No, Dad. I’m ecstatic to see my ex-boyfriend who dumped me two years ago and moved across the continent to be away from me.” I roll my eyes.

      “Don’t be disrespectful.”

      “Disrespectful?” My voice cracks on the word. “I’ll tell you what’s disrespectful — you interfering with my love life. I am twenty-seven years old. How dare you stick your nose in my business like this. If I wanted to see Leo, I’d have called him up myself and tried again. But I don’t, and I didn’t.”

      My chest heaves with hot, angry breaths.

      “He broke things off with me. Told me he wanted to focus on his career and that my family was too traditional for him. And now, suddenly, you think he’s the perfect person to bring back into my life?”

      “Leo is a nice guy, Suri,” Finn reminds me. “But you were so sad, so sad when he left.”

      I nod to Finn. “Yes, I was.”

      “What did he say?” Dad asks. He can’t understand Finn because he’s not paired with him. Dad’s own pair, Desi, a cat, is probably sleeping on my parent’s bed right now.

      I ignore him, turn, and pace down the length of the deck. A flash in the window makes me groan. Winta and Demi are spying on us.

      “Suri,” Dad pleads, his voice softer than I expect after my tirade, “you were so depressed, so angry for months. And now, you won’t date anyone. All you do is work, hang out with Erik, and then you never have any money. When I ran into Leo in Tengōku, I figured it was a sign.”

      “It was not a sign. I doubt his feelings have changed.” I fold my arms over my chest.

      “They have,” he insists. “Won’t you give him another chance?”

      I close my eyes against Dad’s earnest expression. Leo and I — we were a suitable match once upon a time. He’s fire and energy where I’m cool and sedate. Unless I’m angry like I am now. We used to have a great time together. When we went out, Leo was the life of the party. When we stayed in, I kept us grounded and comfortable.

      But, no…

      “Dad, things have changed in the last two years. I learned to be without him, and I’m happy with my life now.”

      “How can you be happy when you don’t have someone you love?”

      I bite my lip because I don’t know the correct answer to this question. It’s okay to be single forever if that’s something I want. I’m not sure I want that, though. I have Finn, and we’re happy together, but that’s not the same thing.

      Still, this is not something Dad should be involved in.

      I sigh. “Look, I’ll be polite, but I will not start dating him again.”

      Dad’s facial expression hardens, and he steps back. “He’s here to take you to the ball, Suri.”

      My anger ratchets up a notch. “But I already gave my invite to Tilli.”

      “You will take it back and go yourself. Get a dress, Suri, and make plans for after.”

      The threatening tone of his voice pulls the air from my lungs. There’s an unspoken ‘or else’ at the end of that statement.

      Dad’s face hardens even more. “Your time living at home has come to an end. Your brother and your younger sister moved out two years ago. All you do is work and hang out with Erik, and we both know he’s never going to be interested in you.” He scoffs. He knows Erik is the quiet, homely type — even if he is a good, kind person and definitely nothing to be ashamed of. Especially as a friend to his daughter.

      Dad points his finger at me as he heads inside.

      “Be a good girl and do it. I only want what’s best for you.”

      The sliding door knocks shut behind him.
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      I pace up and down the back deck before I show my face inside again.

      Erik and Leo are sitting in the family room, sipping drinks and chatting. Leo leaps to his feet when he sees me and crosses the room in great, long strides. I reflexively retreat. I forgot he used to do that. When we were dating, I found it charming that he would always come to me in a rush. Now, the habit is disconcerting, especially when we haven’t seen each other in years.

      “Suri, Erik and I were talking about heading out to the casino for the night. Play some craps and roulette? Have some drinks? Come on. It’ll be nice to spend time together again, especially before we go to the ball. We can catch up on everything that’s happened in the last two years.”

      I look past him to Erik. But Erik’s face is unreadable, and his mood is withdrawn. “You’re going to the ball?” he asks.

      “I —” I stop because Dad is right behind me. No, I don’t want to go to the ball.

      “She’s going with me.” Leo’s hand coasts down my arm, and he grasps my fingers. “I’m sure we’ll have a great time.”

      “I don’t know about that.” I back up from him.

      Dad clears his throat. “I’ve already spoken with Tilli. It’s a done deal.”

      I swallow and wonder what to do. I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place here. If I don’t go, I’ll incur Dad’s wrath and then be kicked out of my home. If I go, I’ll have to endure a night with Leo, who I haven’t seen in years. I suppose it couldn’t be that bad, right? We had a good relationship together… Kind of.

      But it’s Erik’s face that keeps me from committing. He looks stricken, pale, like he’s seen a ghost.

      I can’t make this decision right now.

      I pull up a fake smile and avoid talk of the ball. “Why don’t you two head to the casino together? I’m beat. I just worked three twelve-hour shifts in zero-g. We can talk again tomorrow when I’ve had some rest.”

      Finn whines at my feet. “Yes, rest rest, Suri. We should talk.”

      “Are you sure?” Leo lowers his voice. “You used to love going to the casino.” At least he still has some tact. My father hates the casinos and anything to do with them. If he ever finds out his daughters gamble there, it will be the end of our relationship.

      “I’m sure. You guys go and have a good night.”

      Leo nods and passes me to speak with Dad for a moment.

      Erik stands and sets his glass on the coffee table. When he straightens, our eyes meet, and his stare reaches right through me.

      “You’ve never contacted him? Never called?” he asks.

      I shake my head and hold back tears.

      He inhales sharply. “I’ll find out what’s going on.”

      He strides past me. I stretch out my fingers, hoping to make contact with him, but he doesn’t notice. I pull my hand away before anyone can see me.

      Too late. Tilli is right behind me.

      “If you had asked me this morning what would happen today, never in my wildest dreams would I expect this.” She sighs. “I borrowed the perfect dress for the ball, and I even asked Goku to go.”

      I blink a few times, trying to rewind and replay dinner in my head. Leo is here. He was sitting right across from me. Two years ago, I would have given anything for this to happen. Two years ago was when I started making poor decisions, and now I’m still living at home as a twenty-seven-year-old. Was it Leo breaking up with me that brought me here?

      “Hey?” Tilli snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Let’s go to your room.”

      “Right. Come on, Finn.”

      He jumps to his feet and follows us down the long hall away from the family living area. There are four bedrooms in this wing, and Tilli and I used to share a room until both Myra and Ean moved out. We’ve remained close in more ways than one. But owing money to someone will do that.

      I enter my bedroom in a zombie state. A few hours ago, everything made sense. I was working my job, floating in zero gravity, and thinking about my week of work ahead. Now, everything is turned around and wrong.

      “You’re not happy Leo is here.”

      “What?” I ask Tilli, but she shrugs and points to Finn. “What’s that, buddy?” I ask him.

      He sits at the foot of the bed and looks at me, so I join him there.

      “You’re not happy Leo is here,” he repeats. “I can see it. Feel it.”

      Tilli worries her hands together and sits next to us.

      “I don’t know whether to be happy or sad. Right now, I’m just” — I shrug — “confused. It was the last thing I needed.”

      Tilli nods. “Finn can tell you’re not happy, right?”

      I look down at my hands and try to put this night into some kind of grand plan. Wasn’t I telling Yarra I needed a ‘sure thing,’ someone I could count on who wasn’t in my father’s back pocket?

      This is the exact opposite.

      “No. Of course, I’m not happy. This is the last thing I need right now.”

      I stand up and rub my face with both hands. Someone put my bag next to my bed for me, so I unzip it and pull out my toiletries and dirty clothes.

      “You don’t need this stress, Suri,” Finn says, placing his front feet on the bed. “You need easy times.”

      “I do. I need easy times, Finn. Not this nonsense. Not being threatened with the street and kicked from my home.”

      “What?” Tilli gasps, and Finn jumps to his feet.

      “No!” His shout sounds like a high-pitched bark to everyone else but me. I shush him. “No,” he says, his voice low. “No one will kick you out.” He jumps to his feet. “I will go listen, go find things out.”

      He runs for the door.

      “Wait, Finn. You don’t have to do that!” His furry butt disappears into the hall. “Come back! I thought we’d snuggle on the bed tonight!”

      I let all my air out in a harrumph.

      “What’s going on, Suri? There’s no way our parents will kick you out.”

      I sigh as I sink to the bed. “They should. It would be a good punishment for all the bad decisions I’ve made the last few years. I’m twenty-seven. It’s stupid for me to be living at home.”

      Tilli snaps back like I’ve slapped her. “Helping me was a bad decision?”

      I close my eyes and immediately hate myself. “Of course not. I will always help you out. We’re family.” I tense my muscles like I’m waiting for someone to kick me in the gut. “But I wiped out my savings paying off your debt. It was a sacrifice I carried out for the greater good, and I’m glad I did it, but that doesn’t make everything else any easier. Leo and I had just broken up. It was a stressful time, and draining my savings made it worse. I’m now finally on my feet again, and this happens?”

      I sweep my hand out. Tilli frowns and sits next to me.

      “We’ll figure this out.”

      “How?” My eyes fill with tears, but I wipe them away when Finn returns to the room. My little spy has returned. “Hey,” I say, reaching out my hand to rest my fingers on his head. “What did you find out?”

      He leans his head into my knee, and my fingers seek out the spot behind his ears he loves. “Good news. Good news. Your father just wants you to give this a try, so you may be able to get away with less than the ball.”

      I turn to Tilli. “Finn seems to think Dad would settle and stop meddling if I gave this a try.”

      She nods. “Like go on a date and see if you two click?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But you already know, don’t you?” Tilli asks.

      I shrug. “The feelings are still there, you know? But I’m not sure if they’re strong enough or worth it to try again.” I tip my face up and look at the ceiling. “Why did I even come home? I could have stayed in space and worked.”

      Tilli squeezes my forearm. “You needed the break, whether or not you wanted it. You all are working too much at the I.A., and with all the animosity surrounding the mission, it’s safer for you to be here, anyway.”

      Right. The people protesting at the shuttle landing site looked pretty pissed. Sentiment has grown contentious in the last couple of months. I sigh again. But that all doesn’t really affect me. I’m just a quality engineer.

      “I don’t feel very safe after being ambushed by Dad.”

      “Well,” Tilli says, standing up, “you’ll have to show him you can’t be pushed around.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Finn says, jumping up on the bed. “You make the rules, Suri. Now, snuggle, snuggle time.”

      How can anyone resist that?
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      “Wouldn’t it be rich if he stood me up right now?” I laugh over the top of my saké cup and wink at my sister, Myra, as she dries off glasses behind the bar.

      “He was never on time, ever, remember?” Her smile is nostalgic. I dated Leo for three years, so everyone in the family knows his specialties and quirks. His specialties include being the perfect host and drinking partner, and his quirks include telling tall tales and being late.

      “I remember,” I say, lifting my cup in a mock toast.

      I chose the restaurant for tonight’s date because I was not going to get roped into a fancy romantic dinner on this one. No way. I love Izakaya Tanaka for its casual, laid-back atmosphere, and with Myra here, I can always get away from Leo if I need to. Myra’s boss, Mrs. Tanaka, will also keep an eye on things from her perch by the front door.

      Not that I’m worried or anything. But when Leo drinks too much, he can get a little sloppy. Maybe he’s changed, though? A lot can happen in two years.

      Myra pushes a small bowl of chicken innards across the bar. “For Finn.” She smiles as she waves. “I’m needed back in the kitchen. Signal to Mrs. Tanaka if you need either of us.”

      “Thanks.” I grab a piece of chicken and feed it to Finn under the bar.

      “Thank you, thank you, Suri. Delicious.” He licks his lips and looks up at me. I grab another, and he inhales this one too.

      “Be careful, buddy. You don’t want to choke on it.”

      “I choked on that squirrel just one time, just one time.” And despite the annoyance in his voice, he’s still smiling up at me, hoping for more. “I’ll read Leo for you tonight. I’m real good, real good, at reading him.”

      This is true. Finn can pick up on even the slightest gestures from humans, people he knows, and those he does not. He’s very perceptive. I told my mom once that I thought he would make a good police dog. They could stick him in interrogation rooms with suspects and know immediately if someone was guilty or not.

      “Thanks. Good idea, Finn.”

      I move over to an open table just as the door to Izakaya Tanaka opens. Mrs. Tanaka calls out a greeting as she rushes over. Ah, Leo has finally arrived. Only ten minutes late. How kind of him to be somewhat on time.

      Mrs. Tanaka remembers Leo too, and they greet each other and chat for a moment. My breathing speeds up, and my hand trembles as I bring the saké cup to my lips again for a sip. I had forgotten, even after last night, how handsome he is. Leo turns heads wherever he goes. Two women near the front of the restaurant are eyeing him now. They whisper behind their hands and smile over at him. But he catches my attention, smiles, and waves. The women’s smiles turn to frowns, and their shoulders sink.

      Sorry, ladies. He’s here to see me.

      My mini-tablet buzzes as Leo breaks away from Mrs. Tanaka.

      “Hey, I hope you’re okay. I wanted to check in after last night. Leo and I spent the evening at the casino, and I’m a little worried. Can you call me when you get a chance?”

      Hmmm, what could this be? Worried about what? This is just like Erik, to not say what I need him to say.

      “Worried about what?” I write back, but Leo arrives at the table, so I slip my mini-tablet away.

      “Hi.” I try to put as much warmth into my smile as I can. I flash back to my weeks — no, months — of crying after he left me. Don’t let that smile fall, Suri.

      “It’s good to see you.” He leans over the table and goes to kiss me.

      No.

      I turn my cheek, and his lips land close to my ear. He laughs and squeezes my shoulder as he pulls away. “Too soon, huh?”

      Ugh. His rogue smile and confidence rub me the wrong way. How did I ever find that attractive?

      “I should think so.”

      “Okay, okay,” he pleads, holding up his hands. “I don’t want this date to get off on the wrong foot.”

      I’m about to correct him and remind him this is not really a date. But you know what? I see no harm in him thinking that. If he thinks it’s a date, so does my dad, and that means I gave it a real shot, right?

      Funny that I’m already expecting the demise of this little adventure, and we haven’t even ordered dinner yet.

      One of the waitstaff comes around, and we order food and drinks. The drinks come swiftly before we’ve even engaged in small talk, and I’m grateful for the carafe of saké I had before Leo showed up. Tonight, I think I’ll need both alcohol and ‘cake,’ our local herb we eat or smoke for relaxation. I sip on my drink and decide between two plans of attack — be sweet and simple and declare I don’t care for him or put him through the wringer.

      “So, Tengōku, huh? You moved across the continent to get away from me, and now here you are.”

      Looks like I’m aiming for option number two.

      His face falls. “I guess you’re not going to make this easy on me?”

      I press a smile between my lips and shrug. “What did you expect when you pulled this nonsense with my father?”

      He sips his whiskey, sets the glass down on the table, and turns it around a few times. “That’s a hard question to answer. It’s a long story.”

      I prop my elbows on the table and rest my chin on my folded hands. “Try me.”

      He glances over his shoulder, and I wonder what he’s worried about. Finn is sitting at my feet and lightly woofs. “He suspicious, suspicious. Worried. Afraid.”

      Leo glances at Finn before reaching out to stroke Finn’s head. “I always loved this dog. I wish I had paired with an animal. I keep trying. I visit places where I’ll be in contact more with different kinds of animals, but no. There are days when I believe my chip is broken. You’re so lucky.”

      I should be angry with him for pulling on my heartstrings like this, but I know he genuinely feels this way. He always did when we were together.

      “Your day may come,” I assure him. “So, tell me your long story. We have all evening and plenty of time here. Mrs. Tanaka won’t kick us out unless we’re dancing on the tables.”

      “Hey, anything can happen.” He sighs before he sits back in his chair. “I broke up with you because your father asked me to. Did you know that?”

      I close my eyes and swear under my breath. My father is such a butt. (That’s what Tilli likes to call him.) He sticks his nose in everyone’s business and doesn’t care about the consequences. And that’s why he went into politics and became the town mayor. Because he can’t help himself knowing what everyone else is doing and why.

      Unfortunately, his own family suffers the worst under his meddling.

      “No, but I’m not surprised. You up and left so quickly, I thought maybe you got in trouble with someone.”

      “Only your father.” He shrugs. “Morata and Suga Law Firm offered me a job, and I was going to take it, too.”

      I gasp and cover my hand with my mouth. “No. Morata and Suga? They represent some of the biggest companies on the planet.”

      He nods. “Companies that don’t approve of the way your father handles politics in this town. He saw it as the end of his career if you and I stayed together.”

      The food arrives, and we’re quiet as we arrange the small plates on the table. Chicken skewers, toasted sesame green beans, braised eel, and bowls of rice — all excellent choices. But I would rather be anywhere but here, listening to how my father killed a perfectly fine relationship two years ago because he was worried about his career. Leo didn’t want to break up with me. He wanted us to get married. But he knew how tight our family is and how he couldn’t go against my father’s wishes.

      “He asked me not to take the job, and when I refused, he told me our relationship was over.” Leo shakes his head. “I shouldn’t have listened to him, but I panicked because they rescinded the offer of employment the next day.”

      I have no words. None. I can only press my fingers to my lips.

      “Then my landlord terminated my lease.” He scrapes his bowl into his mouth and sighs. “This izakaya always had the best food. I’m glad it hasn’t changed.”

      I shake my head. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

      Finn sits up. “Suri, don’t be sad. Leo is holding something back.”

      Leo glances at Finn, probably wondering what Finn has to say, but I ignore the gesture. Sharing what your pair says is not always the right thing to do. The relationship between pairs is sacred. We only divulge what our animal has said if it’s appropriate.

      Leo shrugs. “It was bad at first. I was sad we were over, and I wasn’t sure where to go once I had lost my apartment. That’s why I went to Tengōku. I figured going there meant I could start over. My first law firm gave me a decent recommendation, and I found a new firm to clerk at. All in all, it’s been a great few years. I was surprised to see your father show up at my workplace.”

      “I bet, especially after what happened.”

      “But he apologized and suggested you hadn’t been the same since we split. He invited me to come back. Honestly, I had no idea you still had it so rough. Erik never mentioned it.”

      This warms my belly full of alcohol. My head is light, and my cheeks are on fire, but hearing Erik kept my private life from Leo makes me super happy. That’s sweet of him, and it was the right thing to do. I confided in Erik, and he held my confessions secret.

      “Well, I hate to burst your bubble, but I’ve been fine. Well, mostly fine. I work a lot, and I love my job, and it’s a secure career for me. I have my friends and family. It’s not a rocking good time or anything, but I’m happier than I was after you left.”

      “It could be even better,” he says, reaching across the table for my hand. “I have a secure job too, and I still miss you. I look at your father’s meddling as a sign from the gods. It taught me what was important in life.”

      I glance down at my hand in his, and though I’m warmed by his story and the copious amount of alcohol I’ve had, I feel nothing.

      I pull my hand away and sip on my drink some more. Why don’t I feel anything towards Leo? I guess I put those feelings in a box and buried them. Erik would say I moved on, and he’s right. I have moved on.

      Finn puts his head on my lap under the table. “No, no, no. Definitely, something’s not right with Leo. He’s trying too hard, too hard.”

      My mini-tablet vibrates in my bag, and I suddenly remember Erik’s message from earlier. He was worried about me.

      “I, uh, I need to use the bathroom,” I say, grabbing my bag. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Sure,” Leo says. “Should I order more food or drinks?”

      “Not yet.” I turn to Finn. “I’ll be right back, buddy. Wait for me here.”

      Leo frowns but transforms his down turned lips into a slight smile before I leave. Finn rests his head on my chair.

      In the bathroom, I pull out my mini-tablet and look at Erik’s messages. I asked, “Worried about what?”

      He responded, “Worried that Leo is not what he seems. Last night, he wouldn’t answer my questions about his new job and then he stuck me with the bills at the bar. He wouldn’t gamble either, and you know what a lush for the craps table he was. I’m just… It doesn’t feel right. I don’t want you to get caught up in him again.”

      Then, “Please call me when you can.”

      I press my mini-tablet to my chest and look in the mirror. I would give anything to return to the table and have Erik be there instead of Leo. I’d rather talk about the latest manga publications and the newest hot restaurant in town with Erik than spend another moment talking to Leo. And if something about Leo is dodgy, then I want nothing to do with him. I have enough problems as it is.

      Right now, I miss Erik’s smile and his calmness. I miss being near him. Leo is not who I’m in love with anymore.

      Oh no. I press my eyes closed.

      I’m in love with Erik.
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      I return to the table, and I can no longer keep my anxiety under wraps. I love Erik. I’m in love with Erik. But he may not be in love with me. Oh, no. That could totally be the case. Even my father remarked on this last night. Erik may only think of me as a friend. Shit. What am I going to do?

      “I think you need to end the date, Suri. End the date,” Finn grumbles from under the table. “Leo is not who he used to be.”

      “Don’t worry, Finn. I have it taken care of,” I whisper to him. “Can you go let Myra know I’ll meet her out back?”

      He can’t speak to her, but he’s good at leading people with body language. He nods and heads out the front of the restaurant.

      I sit up at the table and assess Leo once again. Yeah, that old magic is gone. He’s still handsome, and he has a lot of potential… for someone else. Plus, Finn suspects something is up with him, and so does Erik. That does not bode well.

      I wonder what it is. What has he gotten himself into?

      No matter. I am way too drunk to confront him about it. I’d rather end this date and move on. I need to figure out my feelings for Erik, hopefully sometime soon.

      “Shall we order more food and drinks?” Leo asks, signaling to the waitstaff.

      “No. I think… I think we should end this now.”

      His smile blinks out of existence. “Suri, come on.”

      “No. I gave this dinner a shot, and I’m just not feeling it.”

      “You’re not feeling it?” His voice is filled with incredulity. “Suri, this is a done deal. If we don’t get back together, your father is going to kick you out of the house.”

      My stomach tightens. Right, right. I had forgotten about that.

      “We can fix this, start dating again, and forget what happened in the past. Your family will support you and me together as a couple. It’s a way out for both of us.”

      “A way out for you? Why do you need a way out? I thought you had a great job in the capital.”

      His eyes narrow. “Don’t do this. We can make it work.”

      It does not escape my notice that he didn’t answer my question. Finn was right, as he always is. Something is going on with Leo. Something I don’t want to be involved with.

      “No. I don’t think we can make this work. You left, and I got over you. Trying to resurrect this now is wrong. Just wrong.”

      He smiles. “You’ll reconsider. It’s not like you’re dating anyone else.”

      I hastily stand up and bump the table. A glass falls over, and water spills everywhere.

      “Sorry, sorry,” I say, slightly slurring my words as someone comes over to clean up the mess. When was the last time I drank this much? A long time ago. I’ve been working myself into the ground for months, not going out, not drinking, not having any fun. Any downtime I’ve had has been with Erik, lying around on his couch, drinking coffee, reading… Why am I here again?

      “Wait,” Leo pleads, holding out his hands. “Don’t make a rash decision when you’ve had too much to drink. We can meet up tomorrow and talk this over. Maybe in the afternoon?”

      “No. You should go.” When he stares at me dumbfounded, I lose my calm. “Go. Just go,” I stress. I can feel the eyes of people around us, watching the mayor’s daughter have a bad date. This will get back to Dad faster than light speed. There won’t be any hiding that I’m turning down Leo.

      Leo stands up with his hands out. “Okay. I’m sorry I upset you.” He approaches me carefully, hoping to save face. I let him lean in and kiss me on the cheek. “I’ll be in touch about tomorrow.”

      A surge of anger plows through me, but Leo is gone before I can act on it.

      Mrs. Tanaka approaches me and touches my forearm. “Are you all right, sweetie?”

      “Maybe? Yes. Yes. I’m fine.”

      I sigh when I look down at the table. He left me the bill for dinner. Thanks for that.

      “I’m just going to pay and meet Myra out back for a few minutes. Can you spare her?”

      “Of course,” she says, smiling. She looks over her shoulder at the front door. “Go through the kitchen, just in case.”

      I wave my hand. “I’m not worried about him. It might take a few more tries for him to get the picture, but he will, eventually.”

      “Sounds stressful.” She sighs as she picks a few plates off the table. “I only dated a few men before I was matched with my husband. I don’t envy you. Not one bit.”

      “Thanks.” My voice is dry, but it makes her laugh.

      I lean across the table, grab the rest of my drink, and leave to find Myra out back.
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      Myra nods as I tell her everything that happened at dinner. Then she winces when I describe the scene I made.

      “That’s not good. But don’t worry about it. Mrs. Tanaka will smooth it over like it didn’t happen. You have every right to push him away. Aggressively.”

      “He just can’t take ‘no’ for an answer. He never could.”

      “Party boy until he dies. I think that’s what we used to call him,” Myra says, laughing.

      “Well, you’re not wrong.”

      “Looking to get truly wasted?” She holds out a hand-rolled cigarette. “Seems like you could use it.”

      “Is that cake? Yes.” I reach out for the cigarette and the permanent match. “I haven’t had any in weeks. Though you know I prefer it when you bake it into brownies.”

      I light the cigarette, inhale, and let the herb settle me. My run-in with Leo was too much, and I’ve been stressed to the max lately.

      Finn settles at my feet, and my mini-tablet vibrates in my bag again. I hold the cigarette between my lips as I rummage around for it.

      Erik again. “I just heard from Leo. He’s pretty unhappy. What happened? Are you okay?”

      I groan because, with all the drama, I had forgotten to write him back. I drag on the cigarette again and hand it over to Myra. “Thanks. That’s enough for me.”

      I type out a response to Erik. “I’m okay. The date did not go well. At all. I think… I think I need to make some pretty severe life decisions in the next few days.”

      “Don’t do anything until we talk. Where are you?”

      “Out in back of Izakaya Tanaka.”

      “I’ll be there in 15 minutes.”

      I watch as his icon blinks to offline status. This isn’t good. I can’t let him see me like this, a total mess. I haven’t been like this in at least a year.

      “Don’t come. I’ll be fine. Stay home and sleep.” I watch the message sit in his inbox unread. Oh well.

      “Erik is on his way.” I sigh, lean against the wall, and bang my head against the plaster. “How did I get into this mess?”

      “Tilli,” Myra says, blowing smoke over her head.

      “What?”

      She shrugs. “Don’t play dumb with me. I know you bailed her out. She came to me first for the money, which I didn’t have. It’s the only explanation to why you’re still at home.”

      I close my eyes. “Ugh. This is the worst day I have had in a while.”

      “We all make mistakes. We all have our secrets.”

      And I’m about to deny that when I realize I do have a secret. I’m in love with my best friend. I wonder what Myra’s secret is?

      Finn grumbles at my feet. “Tired, Suri. It’s bedtime, bedtime.”

      “Yes, you’re right, Finn. It’s time for bed.” I grab my discarded drink from the ground next to the kitchen door and chug what’s left. By the time I get home, I’ll be good and wasted and ready to pass out. I’ll also be hungover tomorrow, but thankfully, I have the day off.

      “Aren’t you going to wait for Erik?” Myra stubs out her cigarette, places it in her metal case, and slips it into the pocket of her chef’s jacket.

      “Should I?”

      She laughs. “Yes, you should. That boy cares about you. If you leave, he’ll only be worried.”

      “I’ll wait around front then.” I stumble as I turn around.

      “Hey,” Myra calls out. “Use the wall for balance and watch out for perverts.”

      “Thanks, sis.” She knows better than to baby me. But still, she watches me until I make it all the way to the front of the restaurant. I’m not worried. Finn is with me, and he’s a sober, if silly, dog.

      While I’m waiting for Erik to show up, I can replay the entire dinner in my head over and over until I second guess everything I said or did. Goodness knows I’m stellar at second guessing myself.

      But I round the corner to the front, and Leo is standing at the window, peering inside.

      I try to turn around and head back to Myra when I stumble over Finn and crash into the wall instead.

      “Ow!”

      I groan as Leo turns around.

      “Suri, I’m so sorry about what happened in there,” he says, approaching me.

      I back away, and Finn steps between us. He barks ‘No!’ at Leo. Leo stops, his hands up.

      “Look, I want to give this a real chance,” he pleads.

      My suspicion meter peaks. Just like Finn said, there’s something wrong here.

      “Why?” Oops, the cake and alcohol were too much, and now I’m really trashed. Thanks, Myra.

      “You know I’ve missed you.”

      “Bullshit,” I spit out. “If you missed me, you would’ve called, written, visited!” I throw my hands up and sway. “There’s been nothing for two years. Tell me the truth. There’s an ulterior motive here. Even Finn can tell.”

      Leo glances at my dog, and Finn looks up at him.

      “That’s right, Suri. He’s lying, lying,” Finn says. He backs his butt up a few paces, forcing me back too.

      Leo looks around, glancing over his shoulder. “It’s complicated,” he says, lowering his voice, “but I need to look… legitimate. Being with you, marrying you, it would be good for business.”

      What the…?

      He presses on despite my jaw dropping open. “I’m involved in something big.” He brightens with a smile. “I can make it worth your while — plenty of money and an independent life. Come on. We had a good thing going. I’m sure we can reconcile and date again.”

      He advances on me, but I put my hand out as Finn growls.

      “What’s ‘something big?’” I ask, and he hesitates. “I won’t consider your proposal unless I know.”

      We stare at each other, and I swear that time stops. Breathe in, breathe out. Even Finn is as still as stone.

      “The law firm I work for represents weapons manufacturers. I’m running explosives on the side.”

      All the blood leaves my head.

      “It’s good business. I’m making a ton of money, and you can benefit from it too. I know you’re broke.”

      “Does my dad know?” My mouth is dry, and my head spins.

      “About the side business? No. But he knows the companies we represent.”

      Of course, he does.

      “No. Just no. Come on, Finn. Let’s go.”

      My vision swims, but I see Erik turning the corner up ahead. Great. He’s just in time to walk me home.

      Leo jumps forward and grabs my arm. “Suri, I can’t let you go. If you say anything, it’ll endanger you and your family. Do you hear me?”

      Finn takes matters into his own paws and leaps at Leo. In the chaos of barking and growling, I’m flung to the stone pavers. Finn is a mass of golden fur and snarling anger, determined to keep me safe. Leo cries out as he hits the pavers, too, with Finn on top of him.

      Footsteps pound up the pavement towards us.

      “Suri!” Erik looks into my eyes before helping me to my feet. He wraps me in a gentle but firm hug. “Are you okay?”

      “Get him off me, get him off!” Leo cries. Finn isn’t biting, but he is barking and snarling and being more frightening than I have ever seen him.

      The restaurant door flies open, and Mrs. Tanaka comes surging out. “What’s going on out here?”

      “He attacked me,” I say, pointing at Leo. “Finn jumped on him to protect me.”

      “That’s enough!” Mrs. Tanaka yells over Finn’s barking. Finn jumps off Leo and returns to my side. “You,” she says, pointing at Leo, “get the hell out of here. I never want to see you around here again.”

      Leo’s face darkens as Erik tightens his arms around me.

      “I see.” He points at Erik. “Some friend you are.” He turns to Mrs. Tanaka. “Fine. I’m leaving.”

      He spins on his heel and stalks away. Once he’s out of sight, Mrs. Tanaka sighs.

      “Want me to call the police? I can if you’re hurt or want to press charges.”

      I shake my head. “No. I just want to go home.”

      “You’ll take her?” she asks Erik.

      “Of course.” He lightens his hug so I can walk on my own. “Come on, Finn. Good boy,” he croons, smoothing Finn’s ears back. “Let’s take Suri home.”
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      Our walk along the evening streets of Yamato is quiet. Erik’s body is tense next to mine, and I’m wondering what to make of it. Is he pissed at Leo? At me?

      “Where’s Tsuki?” I ask, my lips bumbling over the words.

      “Huh?” Erik snaps out of his head. “At home. She didn’t want to come out.”

      “I don’t blame her. Erik, I don’t want to go home.”

      He pauses and turns to me, keeping his steady hands on my shoulders. “What’s going on with you, Suri?”

      What do I tell him? I’m drunk enough to declare my love for him, but that seems like a terrible idea. I decide to go for a different truth.

      “Dad is kicking me out of the house. I’ll be homeless in a day or two.”

      “What?”

      “It’s true. I have to go back to Leo, or I lose my home.” The tears come swiftly, and I hate myself for them. I’ve already burdened Erik with my tears on too many occasions. “I can’t go back to Leo. I don’t love him. Damn it. I’m a complete and utter failure.”

      He sighs as he brings me to his chest and squeezes me. Myra’s words come back to me. He cares for me. But does that mean anything more?

      Ugh. Once I started down this path, I now can’t stop thinking about it.

      I need to stop for the sake of my sanity and our friendship.

      “Can I crash on your couch, please? I need to go home sober to face Dad.”

      “Sure. But no, you can have the bed. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      I want to argue with him, but he gets me walking towards his apartment instead. Finn follows behind, silent and steady, on the lookout for more problems.

      Erik lives in one of the high-rises on the outskirts of town, thankfully close to Izakaya Tanaka. We ignore everyone as we take the elevator to the twenty-first floor and into his apartment, 2115. The door clicks closed behind us, and Tsuki trots up to greet Finn. They grumble and mumble at each other, sniffing around their heads and undersides.

      “Why do you guys always do that? You already know each other,” I say, plopping onto the couch in the living room. The apartment is small, a one-bedroom, but Erik has enough space for a couch and a desk in the living room and a bed and a dresser in the bedroom. He’s fine with his spartan existence.

      “It’s a thing dogs do,” Finn says, returning to my side. I place my hand on his head once he’s next to me. “Are you better now, Suri?”

      “I suppose so. Thanks for having my back, buddy.”

      “He was wrong, wrong. I could smell it. Fear. He had lots of fear.”

      “Animals just know, don’t they?” Stroking his soft fur makes the world sit still. I’m way too drunk for anything more.

      “We do. We’re in tune with the world. More than silly humans, silly humans.” His mouth opens in a smile, and his tongue drapes out to the side.

      “Hey now, that’s my term for you!”

      “Silly, silly,” he repeats before turning in a circle and sitting at my feet.

      Erik emerges from the kitchen with a glass of water. “Here. I think you’ll need this.”

      I take the glass from him with a pout. “I want another cocktail to drown out this evening.”

      His smile is soft. “From the rate of your slurring, I think you’ve had enough cocktails for two or three people.” He sits on the couch next to me, and Tsuki jumps up to his lap. Erik massages her head. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”

      “Don’t I always?” I sigh when he remains silent. “Sorry. I’m angry. I shouldn’t take it out on you.” I sip the water. “Dad wants me out of the house. He thinks I’m hiding out from life or doing something illegal? I don’t know.”

      “Are you? It hasn’t escaped my notice the last two years that you’re always broke, yet you work all the time, and you don’t have to pay rent.” He raises his eyebrows. “I wasn’t going to ask. It’s none of my business.”

      I wave away his concern. “Thanks, but it wasn’t my secret to divulge. You can’t tell anyone, but Tilli got into some trouble. She borrowed money to start a business. Remember the publishing company she was going to start? Yeah, that didn’t go so well. Before she knew it, all her money was gone, and she found out she had borrowed from the wrong people. I paid them back so she could keep all her fingers.”

      I hold up my hand and wiggle my fingers. When they threatened to slice off Tilli’s fingers one after the other, I had to act.

      “Whoa. You should have come to me for help. I would have helped you both.” Tsuki pulls away from Erik and sits next to Finn on the floor.

      I shake my head and decide that’s a mistake. Don’t move, Suri. “She would’ve been too embarrassed. You know she’s had a crush on you forever, or did.”

      He laughs. “Have I fallen out of favor?”

      “It’s Tilli. She’s a flavor-of-the-week kind of girl.” I sip some more water. “Anyway, you’re not the only one who’s noticed I’m broke. Dad knows I’ve been working constantly and not spending my money on anything. I have almost two thousand credits saved up again, but it’s not enough to move out on my own. He figured I needed a husband to support me. And that’s how he ended up making a deal with Leo for my hand in marriage. See now? I’m no longer the eldest, brightest daughter, I.A. Quality Assurance Specialist, and magna cum laude graduate. I’m a commodity to be traded away.”

      “You are not a commodity. Not the Suri I know.” He’s quiet again for a moment. “Last night, Leo seemed so sure of his success with you. Like he knew you’d be back together in no time. But I kept remembering all those sad months after you guys had broken up, how lost you were, and I knew it wasn’t going to be like that. It scared me. I thought he was going to kidnap you or something.”

      “Or something,” I whisper. “He grabbed me. He probably thought he could talk sense into me and that I would cave because it’s what Dad wants for me. Everyone knows the Kimura girls belong to their father.”

      “It’s such bullshit. I don’t know how you stand it.” He stands up. “I’ll go get the bed ready for you. You can use the bathroom.”

      I sit and stare into space for a moment, smiling at his statement. It is bullshit, and I can’t stand it. Not for one minute longer. But then I stand up and realize I’m super drunk, and I should not be making any decisions right now. That would be a bad idea.

      “Erik is a good man, a good man,” Finn says sleepily. He jumps on the couch, turns around three times, and curls into a ball right where I just was.

      In the bathroom, I use the hand soap to wash my face and rinse my mouth out with some mouthwash. I stumble down the hall to the bedroom, knocking into the wall a few times. Despite being completely hammered, I’m glad I smoked the cake. I don’t let loose often enough.

      Erik is putting a new pillowcase on a pillow when I make it into the room.

      “I put out a shirt for you to sleep in if you like.” On the armchair in the corner is one of Erik’s college t-shirts. I’ve seen him wear it before, bumming around the apartment.

      Before I’m able to stop myself, I blurt out, “Erik, you’re a sure thing. Yep.”

      He laughs lightly. “How so?” He tosses the pillow on the bed.

      I plop my butt on the bed and look up at him. “I used to think Leo was a sure thing. He was always up for a good time. He would show up for all the parties, laugh at all the jokes. He never missed a birthday. He was always the teacher’s pet.”

      “Those all describe Leo to a T, yes.” He leans against his dresser and lets me ramble.

      “Now, I know that you’re a sure thing. You are always available when I call. You always answer my messages and show up when you should. You have a kind word to say whenever I’m feeling down. You open doors for me, which quite frankly is unheard of in this day and age.”

      He huffs a laugh and rolls his eyes.

      “Everyone loves you in the way they should. Not because you’re entertaining, but because you’re genuine.”

      He looks away, unable to make eye contact with me. “Well, thanks. That’s nice to hear.”

      I stare down at my clasped hands. Do I say anything more? Or should I leave it at that? It’s hard to say. Erik has shown me affection, but it’s always been platonic. He has never crossed the line. And maybe he never intends to. Most men would be happy to cross over from friends to lovers, but I don’t know about him.

      “What’s going on with you?” he asks, quietly. “Is it just Leo that has you rattled, or has something changed?”

      I sigh as I get up from the bed to grab the shirt. But I sway, and Erik lunges forward to stop me from falling over. I giggle, and that should be enough to alarm everyone. Suri never giggles.

      “I think I drank too much.” I shift out of Erik’s grasp and cross over to grab the shirt. I hold it to my chest. “Everything’s changed. Everything. I should just go back to work. At least in space, everything makes sense.”

      Erik steps in front of me as I make my way back to the bed. He takes my shoulders in his strong hands, and I tip my head to look up at him.

      “You can’t retreat into work when things get rough. You just…” He sighs. “You have to confront your father about his meddling. He should know that the more he keeps this up, the more likely he is to push you and your sisters away.” He closes his eyes for a moment. “I can’t bear to see you so hurt. You’ve come so far. Don’t let this stop you from growing.”

      That’s it. I may be drunk, and a little blasted on cake, but I will not wait anymore to find out if he feels the same way about me.

      I lift my hand and lightly touch his cheek. His body stiffens, but I raise onto my toes and bring my lips close to his. We’re there for a moment, a breath, a heartbeat, before he pulls away.

      Disappointment bubbles up from my belly. He doesn’t want me. I lower my head and peer at the floor.

      “Sorry,” I mutter. “Sorry, sorry.” I sound like Finn now, repeating everything.

      He lets go of my arms and brings his hands to my face, tipping my chin up to look at him.

      “Don’t do that unless you mean it.”

      My breath halts at the intensity of his stare. He’s searching my face, my eyes, making sure I’m capable of this decision in the state I’m in.

      Before I can tell him I mean it — I really, really do — he inhales and backs away.

      His smile is knowing. “I smell cake. Did you overdo it a little tonight?”

      I nod because I can’t find my voice.

      “I’ll get you some water. You should sleep this off, and tomorrow, we’ll figure out what to do.”

      I missed my chance. I had the opportunity to make a significant decision, and instead, I chose the cowardly way out.

      I blew it.

      Dammit, now what am I going to do?
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      The next morning, I stay in bed in Erik’s apartment an hour past when I hear him leave for work. He would have come in and said goodbye, but he probably wants to forget what happened last night when his best friend hit on him and tried to kiss him.

      Stupid, stupid Suri. How could I do such a thing?

      “Don’t do that unless you mean it.” Does that mean he would approve if I had? Or does that mean he knows I was too drunk to make a solid decision about kissing him?

      I don’t know. I just don’t know.

      I tip-toe out to the kitchen, hoping to leave the dogs in peace, but their heads pop up as soon as I’m in sight.

      “Morning, Suri. Morning!” Finn jumps up and trots over to me. “Sleep okay?”

      “Not really.” I press my fingers to the spot between my eyes where a giant headache is setting up camp. “We’ll go home in a few minutes. I just need to hydrate first.”

      “Erik brought you food,” he says, setting his wiggly butt on the floor.

      A cup of takeaway coffee and a croissant are on the kitchen counter behind me. Erik flattened out the paper bag and wrote, “Coffee and baked goods for your impending headache.”

      He knows me too well. I hold back tears as I grab both and sit on the couch with them. Staring into space, I sip and eat and replay last night over and over in my head, from dinner straight on through my massive screw-up with Erik. How does one person make this much of a mess in their life? I must be talented or something.

      Despite the lightness of the croissant and the perfect brew of the coffee, they both sit in my belly like a boulder. I need to return home and get some proper food and sleep before I face my father about Leo. Maybe I can talk him out of kicking me out of the house. Maybe I can enlist Mom to my side. Maybe my sisters can help me stand up to him.

      Maybe, maybe, maybe.

      There are too many unknowns in my life.

      I tilt my head up and look at Erik’s ceiling. I wish I was in space.

      The walk home is brutal. My steps are far too slow, and I keep seeing people I know along the way. At least I was able to comb back my hair and put it in a ponytail. It aggravates my level-ten headache, but it’s better than the rat’s nest I woke up with. Finn walks right beside me and keeps me on a straight path to home.

      The good news is my father and sisters are gone for the day.

      The bad news is my older brother, Ean, is working from the home office.

      I sneak around the kitchen for a little bit. I grab a glass of water and down it all before I fill it back up again. In the fridge, I find hard-boiled eggs, cut carrots, and a container of berries freshly washed. Mom was busy making sure we’re all fed. I make up a quick plate of food for myself, and I let Finn into the mudroom where all the dogs eat away from the cats. I fill his bowl with food and freshen up the water before returning to the kitchen to eat.

      The island is clear, so I pull a chair up, slump down, and stuff my face. I don’t know what I’m going to do, but I’ve gotta figure it out in the next day. The ball is tomorrow, and I want to give my ticket back to Tilli and let her go in my place. That means confessing to Dad what happened and how I’m prepared to move out if it comes down to it.

      Yeah, I think I just need to pull up my big girl pants and move out. Myra’s place is tiny, but I can move in there for a bit until I can find my own place. She won’t mind, I don’t think.

      Well, she may mind.

      I may just have to see if the I.A. can put me on permanent assignment in space. I know people who have done it. It sucks for your body, though, because you have to take the bone and muscle drugs continuously to avoid the problems with zero-g. But there are too many cons to that idea. I hate sleeping in zero-g, and then there’s Finn. I can’t be without him.

      Sigh. I don’t know what to do.

      I put the dishes away and try to tip-toe to my room when I hear the office door open.

      “Suri?” Ean calls out. My palm print on the door lock would have announced my presence to anyone at home, so he’s been waiting for me to come out of the kitchen. “Suri, can I see you in the office?”

      I groan and close my eyes. This is not going to go well. I can feel it.

      I’m tempted to tell him to shove off and that I need to sleep, but I don’t think it will make a difference. When Dad isn’t around, Ean is the head of the house. We don’t do anything without him knowing about it.

      He pokes his head out of the office door as I’m about to slink away. “Finn can go to your bedroom.”

      I look at Finn, and he turns and heads down the hallway to my room.

      “Last night didn’t go so well?” he asks as I slip past him into the office. “You look like a bus ran you over.”

      “Thanks, Ean.” I sit on the couch against the far wall. “What do you want? I’m tired and ready to go back to bed.”

      “I won’t keep you long,” he says, sitting at the desk. “Dad and I had a visit from Leo this morning. He’s left to return to Tengōku by now, so don’t worry about running into him.”

      I cross my legs and sit back on the couch.

      “Here’s the deal. Dad’s upset, as you can imagine. He figured this was a done deal; otherwise, he wouldn’t have spent any effort on it. You know how he is about wasting his time.”

      “‘Time is money,’” I recite in Dad’s usual tone of voice.

      Ean points at me. “Right. He feels you’re being ungrateful and smiting this union because it’s something he wants, even if it’s good for you.”

      “That’s not it at all, and it’s not good for me.” I am too tired to put any energy or emotion behind my voice. I remember what Leo said about keeping quiet about his side job. Despite what a pain my family can be, I don’t want them to come to harm. Hopefully, Ean doesn’t ask me anything more about him.

      “So tell me what is, and I’ll advocate for you with Dad.”

      “You?” I laugh. “Since when have you cared at all about your younger sisters? You have the high life here. You get to reign on high above us all without having to deal with Dad’s dumb ideas of how your life will be.”

      Ean is silent and staring at me, and the longer the silence goes on, the more ashamed I feel.

      “Sorry,” I mumble. “I had a rough night.”

      Ean’s voice is barely above a whisper. “You have no idea what I go through every day keeping this family above water and Dad out of trouble. What I have sacrificed to sit here and help everyone. You’re not the only person in this family suffering, Suri.”

      He sighs and places his hands on the desk, palms down, fingers spread wide. He breathes deep and lets it go slowly. Ean is the king of calm, so it’s significant when he has to pull in and tamp down his emotions.

      “Let’s make a deal.”

      A wave of tingles cascades down my body. This is a split moment in time.

      “We have option number one, which is to go to Leo and take his offer.”

      I sit forward to object, but he raises his finger.

      “I know you don’t like this one. Leo says you were pretty adamant about your ‘no’ last night. That you are not in love with him anymore. But I’m prepared to sweeten the deal. I know you’re broke because you bailed out Tilli —”

      I throw my hands up. “For crying out loud, does everyone know this? I tried to keep it a secret.”

      Ean cracks a small smile. “Mom and Dad don’t know. But the rest of the siblings do… Well, maybe not Rosa and Demi. Let’s just say that the Kimura family is not the best at keeping secrets.” He clears his throat and takes a sip of water. “I will double what you lost from your savings, plus interest, and we can put it in a trust so the money’s yours and Leo can never touch it. You may marry, but he’ll never have access to those funds. They would be yours.”

      My stomach turns over. He wants to buy me out? My body prickles with an oncoming wave of nausea.

      “Or?”

      “Or, I will give you back half of your savings, and I’ll help you pay for an apartment in town. But you will piss off Dad, and it might even make it hard for you to spend time with Mom and your sisters. Because once you leave the house, he will not want to see you back here. He may ban you.”

      My eyes fill with tears, and he deflates.

      “I’m so sorry,” he says, his voice rich with empathy. “I don’t know what’s going on with Dad. It’s like he’s broken and unable to see reason. He sees his family as this unit that always backs him up on everything, even though we have our own lives, wants, and needs. I have a feeling he’s going to make a lot of mistakes before he makes the right decision.”

      “What’s the right decision?” I wipe away my tears and sniff up.

      “I have no idea. But it’s not alienating your family, that’s for sure.”

      I stand up from the couch and cross to the desk, pulling a tissue from a wooden box there. “When did you become so wise?”

      His eyebrows rise halfway up his forehead. “How have you not noticed?”

      I laugh, blow my nose, and rub the back of my neck.

      “I need sleep before I decide. I’m going to bed, and we’ll talk again later.”

      As I’m leaving the room, Ean calls out to me. “That Erik is a nice guy. Maybe you should consider him instead. You could do a lot worse.”

      I pause for a moment. “Erik is just a friend. But yeah, he’ll make some girl very happy someday.”

      Unfortunately, I don’t think it’ll be me.
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      I sleep like the dead, and by the time I climb out of my dreams, it’s the middle of the afternoon. This is not how I wanted to spend my time off. When I imagined these few days, I saw myself helping Tilli pick out hairstyles for the ball or eating dinner with Myra, or going for walks with Mom and Winta. And especially hanging out with Erik, reading, laughing, hitting the gym, and maybe catching a movie together. This is the absolute last thing I expected to happen.

      I stare at the ceiling again and listen to the noises of the house. The room Tilli and Winta share is next to mine, and Winta’s voice rises and falls as she chats with someone via her tablet. A door opens and closes, and Rosa’s heavy footsteps proceed down the hall. A moment later, the front door slams shut. Rosa is probably off to some sports event. The girl never stops moving.

      Finn’s head pops up when he realizes I’m awake. “I have to go outside,” he says, his tail thumping on the bed.

      “Okay, buddy. Let me get up.”

      Get up, Suri. The bed is nice and warm, but you have a dog to care for.

      Dragging myself out from under the covers is torture, but I do it anyway. I wrap myself in a blanket and crack open the door to let Finn into the hallway. He’ll wind through the house and let himself out the back. I yawn and scratch at my head and wonder how I’m going to spend the evening.

      But now, with the door open, I can hear voices in the kitchen.

      “It’s not fair to us at all. You have to let up a little,” Mom says.

      I hold my breath and wait to hear who she’s talking to.

      “There is no letting up. You know that’s not how I was raised,” Dad responds. “In our culture, you wouldn’t even be talking to me about this.”

      My stomach hollows out. Dad was born and raised here on Orihime, whereas Mom was born on Earth and immigrated here in her late teens. I always thought it was surprising that two very different people could get married, but I’ve come to accept it over the years.

      “That’s not your culture anymore, and you know it. When we married, you said you wanted to live a life of open-mindedness. That does not mean you dictate to our children what they can and cannot do. They have lives of their own, decisions of their own to make.”

      Dad grumbles for a moment, and the refrigerator door opens and closes.

      “When I became mayor, though, the populace put our lives under a microscope. Daily. Everyone in town has heard about Suri’s behavior at Izakaya Tanaka last night. They all say she was drunk and belligerent. And what does that say about you and me? The kind of parents we are? I’m already hearing talk of who will replace me in the next election.”

      “Good!” Mom’s voice is exasperated. “My gods, quit. I never understood why you went into politics in the first place. It is driving a wedge into our family, and we will break if you keep this up.”

      “It is not, and we will be fine. I wanted to do something good for Yamato. I love it here. And having a native Orihiman at the helm was going to be the way to bridge the gap between us.”

      “That’s the problem right there. You still think of us as ‘outsiders’ or ‘immigrants.’ We’ll get nowhere if you are constantly dividing us into groups,” Mom counters.

      I sigh as I rest my forehead against the doorjamb. This is an age-old argument in this house and one that doesn’t seem to want to die. Dad can’t wrap his brain around our hybrid way of life.

      Mom’s voice replies softer. “Quit this job and go back to running the non-profit outreach group. You loved that, and it made everyone happy. That was good work.”

      “I handed it off to Ean.”

      “Well, maybe you should have asked him if that’s what he wanted to do before bestowing the position on him.”

      Ouch. Mom’s voice is bitter. There’s a lot of animosity here I’ve ignored over the years. I’m twenty-seven years old (twenty-eight next month), and I have watched my parents love each other and bicker for more than two decades. But this cuts much deeper than in the past.

      “He has never complained to me about his job, ever,” Dad insists. “And if the girls knew any better, they wouldn’t complain so much either. Just look at Suri.” He lowers his voice, but I can still hear him. “What has she been doing these last two years? Sulking around, working all the time, but she’s penniless! Where is all the money going, huh? Gambling? Prostitutes? What?”

      “Denshi!” Nothing is good when my mother results to my father’s first name. “It’s none of our business!”

      “It’s everyone’s business. You know how this town talks. Whatever she’s doing with her money, it’s bad for her, and it’s bad for us, too. No daughter of mine is going to get caught up in some illegal activities. The public will just blame her actions on us. I cannot afford that.”

      “Denshi, this is totally unfair. She’s a grown woman.”

      “She is a grown woman who is going to be living on her own soon enough.” He sighs. “I feel like we’ve failed. Where did we go wrong?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with Suri,” Mom insists.

      “There is. You just don’t want to see it.”

      That’s it. I’m done.

      I close the door, whirl around, and leave the blanket on the floor. My eyes skate over the room I’ve lived in for years, and I determine in an instant what I’ll take with me and what I’ll leave behind. I grab my biggest suitcase from the closet and dump my meager amount of clothing into it. The photos get chucked in, too, along with the few trinkets I’ve collected on trips across the continent. I don’t have much, anyway. I pawned off everything valuable to help pay off Tilli’s debt, and I’ve replaced none of it in the intervening years.

      Everything else stays. I don’t need it. What’s left in here is from my secondary school and college days. Maybe Mom will put it into storage for me after I’m gone. I decide to take my pillow and blanket from the bed because I don’t know where I’m sleeping tonight, and I’d like to be comfortable. That’s it. This suitcase and bag are all I have.

      And Finn.

      He comes and scratches at the door. “Mom and Dad are arguing in the kitchen. It’s not good.” He spies my bags. “Are we leaving, leaving?”

      “We are leaving, leaving.” His repetition is a habit, but I repeat it because it’s true. We’re leaving, leaving for good.

      I’d love to sneak out the back and just not deal with my parents, but that would be the cowardly thing to do. It’s time I face all these accusations head-on.

      I approach the kitchen with a heavy step so both of them can see and hear me coming. Mom’s eyes are on my suitcase and bag as I leave them by the front door. Dad is standing still next to the island with a plate of meats and cheese. He loves to snack before dinner.

      “So,” I say, smiling and nodding, “as you can probably guess, I’m moving out.”

      “Suri —” Mom steps forward, but I hold my hand out.

      “Nope. It’s time anyway. I know I’m not wanted here anymore.”

      “That’s not true,” Dad says. His face is paler than usual. Perhaps he was only bluffing, and he can’t believe I’m calling his bluff. Who knows?

      “It is true.” And though I’m raging mad inside, my voice only sounds sad. “You are a good father.” I press my hand to my heart. “But I will never be this model daughter you seem to want, need… deserve. I have screwed up, many times. Made tons of poor decisions. But I need to live with those decisions on my own now. No one, no one,” I stress, “is sadder than me that it didn’t work out with Leo. I missed him like crazy when he left, and my world fell apart. But we don’t love each other anymore. It’s best if we part ways and go on with our lives. And the same is true here.” I circle my arms out to encompass the house. “Here at home. I should have moved out ages ago, so I guess I’ll do it now. You won’t have to worry about me anymore, Dad. I’ll be quiet and careful. I won’t jeopardize your career.”

      “Suri…” Mom’s voice breaks over my name. “No. No. You are an amazing daughter.”

      Mom glances at Dad, but he says nothing.

      “Right, Denshi?” she insists, her voice hardening to a sharp edge.

      Dad snaps out of his head. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out either, for you here and for Leo. And I appreciate you being more subdued for the sake of our family. Please let us know where you move to. You are welcome to come back for family dinner on the weekends.”

      I let out a held breath, relieved they haven’t banned me from the house.

      “Thank you,” I say, tilting forward and bowing with respect.

      I take a deep breath as I gather my two bags and look at Finn. “Ready, boy?”

      “Yes, yes, Suri? Where are we going?”

      “I don’t know. But we’ll figure it out.”

      Mom steps forward. “Finn is welcome here anytime.”

      I jerk up a small smile. “Thanks, Mom.”

      Turning around, I find I’ve had an audience this whole time. Ean is in the office door, and Tilli and Winta stand in the hallway to the bedrooms.

      “Tilli, the ticket to the ball is all yours. Feel free to ping me if you need any help getting ready.”

      Tears stream down Winta’s face. “Don’t go, Suri.”

      I have no words left. I grab my bags and head out the door.
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      I wish I had at least taken a shower before leaving the house… not my house anymore. All I did today was eat a meager meal and sleep off my hangover. Not the best idea, Suri.

      Damn. When did I become so irresponsible?

      Dragging my bag along the sidewalk, I decide to stop, pull off to the side, and assess my options.

      “You stopping?” Finn asks, sitting down at my feet. “I’m sad, Suri. You need better than this.”

      “It’s okay, Finn. I should have moved out ages ago.”

      “I’ll go get help. Help, yes.” Finn runs off before I can stop him.

      “Finn, stop! Come back! I don’t know where I’m going!” His furry butt turns a corner, and I sigh and deflate against the building I’ve stopped at. Great. Well, Finn has never lost me before, and like many paired dogs around here, they have free range of the streets. His sense of smell is the best on the planet. He’ll find me again later.

      I pull out my mini-tablet and try Myra first. The connection pings and pings, but she doesn’t answer. I’m not surprised. She’s probably asleep because she works nights. Whatever. I’ll go straight there and see if I can wake her and stay the night.

      But by the time I drag my bag over to her place, the apartment is dark, and no one answers. I knock on the door, but the building remains quiet. Maybe she’s not around. I don’t know. She could be traveling to Izumo or out running errands and missing my messages. She’s in Izumo all the time to source fish and vegetables for the restaurant. I bet that’s where she is.

      Okay, what’s next?

      Erik, obviously. When I pull out my mini-tablet, my finger hovers over his name before I pull my hand back. After last night, I’m not sure what to do. Do I ask for his help, apologize, and try to keep things platonic? That’s my best bet. And although that would be disappointing, I wouldn’t dare jeopardize my relationship with him and make him feel uncomfortable by throwing myself at him.

      A high-pitched whine climbs louder and louder until a shuttle flies over, far above. I turn off my mini-tablet and press it to my chest as I watch the shuttle soar to the landing field about two kilometers away.

      I’ve been wishing I was back in space, so maybe that’s what I should do. I pull up the shuttle schedule and see there’s another flight departing for the Shōnagon in two hours. Perfect. This will be better than sitting around here. I can store my bags at the spaceport and rent a shower before the flight. Then, after a three-day shift, I’ll return to Myra’s apartment and take Ean up on his help to find my own place. Okay, this is a plan. I hurriedly send off a work request to the project manager before turning my mini-tablet off and stowing it in my bag. We’ve been so behind that I’m not worried about them saying no. There’s bound to be a shift open for me.

      I take a crosstown bus and arrive at the landing field fifteen minutes later. Great. I have enough time to pull myself together before boarding the shuttle. As I hoped, my boss granted my work request right away and booked my passage on the next shuttle. I check my inbox for messages, and there are none. Okay then. I thought there may be some from Mom or my sisters, but it seems everyone has forgotten about me as soon as I walked out the door.

      Past the usual protestors and into the building, I secure a private stall in the company bathroom with a shower and clean up. Once I’m showered and dressed again in my I.A. shirt and pants, I roll my suitcase out to the lockers and leave it there. I only need what’s in my bag for three days and nights in orbit.

      The sign on the locker room states, “Don’t forget to use the dispensary.” Hell, I can’t forget. A package of drugs and a bottle of water await me at the dispensary window. The pharmatech smiles as I throw back my two pills with a gulp of water.

      “Didn’t you just return a few days ago?” she asks.

      “Yeah. Only a quick trip home this time.” I shrug and step out of the way as a group of people stream past. “Hmmm, I thought it was going to be a skeleton crew because of the ball.”

      “We hired a bunch of new people. They’re all going up today to get started.”

      Oh, good. Erik will be happy about that. He’s been in the middle of a scheduling nightmare for months.

      “I’m glad we have more help. Thanks,” I say, gesturing to the pill pack. The pharmatech waves and nods.

      I slowly follow the group of new people out into the waiting area, but they’re all so talkative that I move past them to the outdoors. It’s a bright, cloudy, and cool day. The sun is starting to dip into the horizon, and soon it’ll be dusk. The day shift is being relieved of duty, leaving with their pairs in tow. They’re so lucky to be able to work with their pairs by their side. I always have to leave Finn behind whenever I go into orbit.

      Storing my bag under a bench, I sit down and stare out into the field and the city beyond. Whatever happens, I have to return here in a few days and make a new life for myself. I tap my foot and lean forward to put my head in my hands. I’m exhausted just thinking about it, and I’m sure my bank account is crying. What little I had finally saved up again will be gone in the blink of an eye with deposits and money spent on furniture, food… Ugh, I’ll have to buy things like bedsheets. Yeah, I’m not sure I can afford even the essentials. Plus, the housing market here in Yamato is crazy. Myra had to wait two years for her tiny studio apartment. It’s subsidized, but I don’t think I could even manage that.

      “Suri.”

      I lift my head, and Erik is standing next to my bench with Finn by his side. He’s out of breath and still in his work clothes — smart black pants, a green and yellow checked collared shirt, and a blazer over that.

      “I didn’t think we’d find you.”

      “Oh, hey, I didn’t know you were looking for me. I checked my messages,” I say, trying to smile at him.

      “Yeah, I know. I ran straight here instead of messaging.”

      I pat the seat next to me, and Erik sits down. Finn comes straight to me for scratches. “I got help,” he mumbles around my hands. Past the edge of the building, Tsuki comes trotting up too, and I huff a short laugh. Tsuki always takes her time going anywhere.

      “What’s going on? I thought you were home for another couple of days.”

      I pause and shrug. “I… I moved out. My father and Ean gave me no choice, so I left.”

      “You moved out?” His eyes are wide. “But Suri, I know you have no money. Where are you going to go?”

      I shrug again, and I hate myself for being so stuck in a state of indecision. “I don’t know. I’m going to ask for an extended post in orbit for a while, and then I think… I think I’ll move to Izumo.” His face falls. “We have shuttles to orbit from Izumo just as frequently as from Yamato, and I’ve heard there are cheaper places available there. I don’t think I can afford to live here even with Ean’s help.”

      “Suri,” he says, laying his hand on my shoulder, “this is all moving too fast. You need to slow down and think this over before making such a rash decision.”

      “It’s all right. I have three days in orbit to think it over before I come back and decide. I hope I’ll see you again before that.” I force up a weak smile. “I’m sorry about my behavior last night. I was drunk, and I didn’t mean it.”

      I swallow the lie. He doesn’t need to know how badly I ache for him when it’s plain as day that we’re friends and nothing more.

      He pulls his hand away, brings his hands together in prayer position under his nose, and inhales deeply. “This… This isn’t happening.” He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down.

      The loudspeakers in the wall crackle to life. “The 19:15 shuttle to Shōnagon is ready to board. All passengers, please proceed to shuttle field three.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I say again, standing up and grabbing my bag. I hold out my hands to him, and he stands and takes them. “Erik, you have been the best kind of friend to me for the last few years. I’ve really loved and enjoyed all our time together. I hope that with me gone, you’ll find someone to date and maybe even marry. I know I’m holding you back from that. I’ll be sure to ping you when I return to the ground. Hopefully, we can get coffee?”

      He’s so silent, and my heart aches, waiting for him to say something.

      But it’s like he’s frozen in time, unable to comprehend what’s going on around him. I’ve had enough time over the last few hours to accept this. I don’t like it — not one bit — but I’ll accept it.

      I squeeze his hands and let go. “Okay. Gotta go. Um, can Finn bum a spot on your couch for a little bit?” I turn and squat down to put my arms around my furry beast. “Be good, okay? Spend time with Tsuki because I don’t know how often we’ll be back here.”

      “Don’t go, Suri,” Finn says. “Let’s work this out. Tsuki says Erik cares for you.”

      I shake my head. “Not like that.”

      Tsuki grumbles and barks, and Erik snaps out of his head. “I don’t want you to go… to orbit or to Izumo. Suri —”

      The speakers turn on again, and my heart leaps into my throat. “The 19:15 shuttle to Shōnagon is ready to depart. All passengers, please proceed to shuttle field three immediately.”

      “I have to go. We can talk about this when I come back.”

      I turn around, heft my bag onto my shoulder, and walk away. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Even harder than leaving home today.

      I pick up my pace, but Finn and Tsuki fall into stride at my side, and I can hear Erik following me. That’s fine. He probably just wants to see me all the way to the doors of the shuttle.

      There are so many people streaming to the shuttle that I get caught in the crowd through the main gate. Wow. I haven’t seen an Alpha class shuttle go into orbit in a long time. Still, with this many individuals, I suppose it was necessary. The sleek lines of the ship stretch out, and two passenger entry doors are open. I like riding in the back, so I head to the rear, where the crowd is thinner.

      “Suri, can you slow down for just a moment?” Erik asks, touching my upper arm.

      I sigh as I stop and turn around. The dogs mill about my legs, and the rest of the crowd flows to the side of us.

      “I always thought of your family as stable and here for the long haul. I never expected you to leave.” Erik’s cheeks are red from the cold and running after me. “I figured you’d be here forever.”

      My heart aches as I picture my life ahead without Erik, without my family, without my support net. But I’ll do my best to make new friends. I will.

      “Me too. Life isn’t really turning out how I expected it to. But at least, up there” — I point up at the sky — “I’m wanted and needed, and I have a purpose. Nobody wants or needs me down here except for me to bail them out or be a shoulder to cry on or an obedient wife to legitimize their destructive behavior.”

      He steps forward, his chest heaving with labored breaths. “I need you, Suri. I want you.”

      My breathing stops. No. He doesn’t mean it like how I long to be wanted. Does he?

      “But not in that way, right? Just as friends?” I ask. A chilly wind whips across the tarmac, and the doors on the shuttle beep. “I need love, Erik, and the return of my love. I’ve loved you for months, years maybe, though I just denied it… but I never saw the same from you. I can’t take another heartbreak. I need a sure thing.”

      My heart beats way up in my throat, and my hearing rings. I can’t believe I said that, but it’s true. There’s nothing I want more than to be loved, especially after the day I’ve had, and saying this to Erik feels like a make-or-break moment. It’s here that our relationship stays as friends or moves on to romantic territory.

      He straightens up. “I’m a sure thing. You said so yourself.”

      I take a step backwards. “I don’t think you like me that way. I’m just a friend to you.”

      “No,” he says, rushing forward. “You’re wrong. And I’m not letting you go without me.” He takes my hand in his and urges me on. “I’m coming with you.”
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      The shuttle roars down the runway and takes off at blinding speed. I’m used to it now, but it’s always hard on the newbies. Someone a few rows in front of us screams and another person grunts. An unsecured bag rolls down the aisle, and the flight attendant comes over the speakers to remind everyone of where the air sickness bags are. I chuckle under my breath. Amateurs.

      I never thought I’d see Erik turn green. He has an iron stomach, the kind that laughs at alcohol and greasy food. And he rarely shows fear. Never a flinch. I’ve only once seen him sick, though he’s nursed me through plenty of awful hangovers.

      His hand squeezes mine so hard I hiss. He can’t hear it over the scream of the engines as we ascend into orbit. He should thank the gods that we’re not still sending people into space on the backs of giant rockets. He would never have made it.

      I look down at our hands clasped together and marvel at the fact that he took my hand so easily to get on the flight. We rarely touch, and there’s been more than usual lately. He’s always been a gentleman about keeping his hands to himself. We spot each other at the gym, or he will occasionally hug me, but otherwise, he’s consistently been hands-off. The hugs the other night and now this? This is something new.

      “Brace yourself. Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth.” I watch him as he pushes into the chair and starts steadily breathing.

      “Shit, Suri. How do you do this all the time?” His voice vibrates with the shaking of the shuttle.

      “Because it’s over before you know it.”

      The shuttle engines quiet as the atmosphere gives way, and we coast into the vacuum of space. A pencil floats by, and Erik watches it tumble end over end with wide eyes.

      Though he’s never been into space, we’re both classified level B employees of the Interstellar Agency, and we can go into orbit whenever there’s room on the shuttles. Most of the other project managers like Erik come up to orbit a few times per year to check on the physical progress of their projects. But this is something Erik has repeatedly avoided. He always said space wasn’t for him.

      He looks down at our hands clasped together, my white fingers, and lightens his grip. “Sorry. Did I hurt you?”

      I shake my head with a smile. “Don’t worry about it. I can’t believe you’re going into orbit. If you hate it so much, why did you apply to the I.A. anyway?”

      He closes his eyes and swallows once. “Because you did. I wanted to work with you.”

      “You did? I always figured it was just the best job in town.”

      “It is, but I wouldn’t have applied if you hadn’t.” His face is pale, but his smile returns. “Look at what I’m willing to do for you,” he says with a chuckle. He closes his eyes and pushes his head into the seat. “I would do anything for you,” he mumbles.

      My heart is as light as zero gravity. This is a side of Erik I’ve never seen.

      “How long will it be till we make it to the ship?” he asks.

      “About an hour. We’ll circle Orihime once and speed up to reach a higher orbit.” His eyebrows pull together. “Orbital mechanics. You don’t just get into space and shoot off wherever you want.”

      “You’re so smart.” His voice is touched with a hint of awe. He’s often said that I was ‘the smart one’ in my family, but sigh… I have been dumber than a box of rocks lately.

      “I’m not feeling very smart at the moment. I let myself go out on a date with Leo again like something had magically changed about him. I got stupid drunk. I tried to kiss you and got shot down. I defied my father. And then! Then! I made myself homeless. Smart? I don’t think so.”

      “Did I shoot you down?” he asks, turning towards me. “I think I asked you if you really meant it.”

      “What is that supposed to mean, anyway? You confused the hell out of me.”

      He sighs as he squeezes my hand. “How long have you known me now, Suri? Come on. How many years have we been friends?”

      I remember the first time we met in college. He was the smiling and quiet guy next to exciting and vibrant Leo, the guy I could just hang out with and never have to worry about where I stood or how fun I was. He accepted me, faults and all, whereas Leo broke up with me every time I wanted something different from him. Erik was always the one who stood by me.

      “Seven years.”

      “And in all those seven years, have I ever played with your feelings? Asked you things I didn’t want answers to?”

      I swallow, realizing the error I’ve made. “No. You’ve always been forthright.”

      His voice drops. “Then tell me, did you mean it?”

      I inhale and close my eyes. “Yes. Yes, I meant it.”

      “See. That wasn’t so hard. If you had said so then, who knows what would have happened?”

      Maybe we would have kissed, even slept together, and I would have stayed with him instead of rushing out and ending my relationship with my father. I may have even felt that high of a first date that keeps you from making rash decisions, like moving out of your house or zooming up to space at the last moment.

      A fire burns in my belly, and I close my eyes to picture a flash of skin, his lips on mine, my hands skirting over his runner’s ass. Oh no. I’m in no shape to be having these kinds of thoughts about Erik.

      I pop my eyes open and inhale, trying to force the wave of lust away. Now is not the time, Suri. Looking around, I check the people in front of us, but they are either staring into space, literally, or they have headphones on now. We secured the back row to ourselves.

      “Erik, what are you doing here, really? I’m questioning your sanity.”

      “I’m questioning it myself.” He leans forward to peer out a nearby window as Orihime’s deep cerulean waters come into view. “Wow.”

      I love this moment when people see their planet from above for the first time.

      “We live on a beautiful world,” I say, leaning over him to see too.

      He squeezes my hand once before turning away from the window.

      “You said you love me.”

      I draw in a quick breath and turn my eyes away from him.

      “Why did you keep that from me for so long?” he asks.

      “It’s stupid —”

      “Hey,” he says, jerking my hand. “Remember what I just said about you being smart.”

      “I figured you always thought of me as Leo’s ex and a friend, but that was it. I wasn’t sure how I felt until recently. And it’s okay if you don’t return my feelings,” I assure him. “You don’t have to do or say anything for fear of ruining our friendship if that’s all you want. Your friendship is the most important thing to me in this universe, and I don’t want to jeopardize that.”

      He is special to me and has been for some time. I know all about his family, his parents, and his ancestors, where they lived, and the food they ate. He had a Japanese great-grandma who never left the domes of Nishikyō back on Earth, and it’s apparent in the shape of his face. The wildness of his hair and the color of his skin are from the South American influence too. When he stares at me like this, I can see the different familial influences on him. I love it.

      “I know what I want,” he says, not letting go of my hand. “I was in love with you when you were with Leo. But I put those feelings aside for years to give you something more than just another rebound relationship. I —”

      He jerks his leg, and his eyes widen, panic setting in fast.

      “What?” I ask, letting go of his hand. Is he seizing? “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      He leans forward. “Oh my gods…” he whispers.

      There below us, under the seats, are two faces I never thought I’d see on the shuttle.

      “Hi, Suri! Hi hi hi hi.” Finn’s grin is a mile wide. “I don’t know what’s going on. Or why I feel so different. What was all the shaking?”

      “Oh no. How did you sneak in here?” I ask Finn, keeping my voice low. “Haven’t I told you a million times not to go places you’re not allowed?”

      His ears flatten back. “Sorry, sorry, Suri. Everyone was going inside. We thought we’d go too. Tsuki said it was probably fine.”

      I sit up and take a deep breath. These dogs will be the death of me.

      “I felt a cold nose on the back of my ankle, and I knew we were in trouble,” Erik whispers. “What are we going to do?”

      “Good question. And whatever happens now, you need to have a stern talk with Tsuki when we get back on the ground about not leading Finn astray.”

      He laughs, throwing his head back. “She blamed it on Finn.”

      “Of course she did.” I lean over again and stare at Tsuki. She dips her head down, plainly guilty.

      These two dogs together are quite the handful. Tsuki loves to get Finn into trouble, and Finn is too dumb sometimes to know when he’s being taken advantage of. But he’s a good time, and he gives Tsuki a run for her money when we’re out on the beach. They’re an odd couple.

      I straighten up, look at Erik’s exasperated face, and burst into a laugh. The giggles rise out of my belly so fast and furious that my eyes tear. The tears collect over my eyes until I blink them away into little orbs that float away across the seats. Erik watches them go with awe, but he’s having trouble containing his own laughter at the situation.

      “Everything okay here?”

      Oh! I startle as a flight attendant I recognize floats over to us. I hope the dogs stay where they are. “Everything’s fine. Just feeling a little silly right now.”

      She nods and smiles. “Zero-g makes people loopy sometimes. But I know you’ve done this a million times already.”

      “Yeah. Erik just said something funny, is all.” I jerk my thumb at him, and he raises his hands.

      “Sorry,” he says. “It’s my first time in space.”

      “Welcome then!” Her smile broadens. “You’re doing much better than these guys in front of you. Got a few pukers already.”

      “Ew. Sorry,” I say, craning my head to see the rows in front of us.

      “No problem. I’m used to it. Well, feel free to relax. We’re due at the Shōnagon in about forty minutes.”

      She drifts off, and when she’s far enough away, I lean over to look at the dogs again.

      “Okay, you two, you need to be quiet and stay out of sight, or we’re going to be in major trouble.”

      “Okay, Suri. Sorry, sorry.” Finn’s ears are still pressed against his head.

      “What are we going to do?” Erik asks, taking a deep breath.

      “Hold on.” I pull my mini-tablet out of the seat pocket in front of me and access the shuttle schedule. Damn. “Well, I thought maybe we could just stay onboard and say we need to go back down, but that’s not going to happen. This shuttle is continuing to spacedock for a week. Usually, we don’t fly these big shuttles, so I’m not surprised. We’ll have to proceed to the Shōnagon and wait for a shuttle to come and take the next shift back to the surface.” I scroll through the schedule. “It looks like we can expect that in six hours.”

      “Can we hide them until then?” Erik asks. His face falls into a frown. “I don’t want us to get fired. You, especially, need this job.”

      “I know. Let me think about it.” I tap my finger on my chin. Where can we hide these little rascals until it’s time to return? And how will we get them back to solid ground without them being noticed?

      Oh! I know the answer to the first question.

      “I have the perfect place to hide them.” I blow out a relieved breath as I reach over and squeeze his hand. “It’s okay. We’ve got this.”
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      Once we’re docked, Erik and I hang back to let the others off in front of us. It takes some time because most of these people have never been in space for longer than five minutes before, and their knowledge of zero gravity is from the sims and material they’ve read most of their career. Everyone goes up for a brief stint right after completing the basic training, but it’s a limited period of zero gravity. Nothing more. And there are people like Erik who decline even that. He’s lucky he wasn’t turned away at the gate, but I think he sneaked by in the mess of the crowd.

      Two people flip through the adjoining airlock and laugh while the more experienced crew members glide along behind them. One man rolls his eyes at the antics of those in front, and I chuckle. Come on. You were young once.

      “Now what?” Erik whispers as the last two head through.

      I push him lightly forward. “Now, you flirt with the attendant. Pull her attention away from the dogs and me. When you’re done, go through the airlock and make a right at the first corridor. That’s aft, towards the back of the ship, Corridor A. Go straight through the first airlock in that corridor and head to Escape Pod A3.”

      “But Suri…” He gestures to the cameras over us and pointing at the hatches.

      “I’m going to keep myself between the dogs and the cameras. I don’t think we’ll be caught right away. But they’ll look at the footage later and see everything.” I shrug. “Can’t be helped now. So get over there and talk to her.”

      He blinks a few times. “You want me to flirt with her?”

      “Uh, huh. She smiled at you. It’s enough for you to think you might date her. But don’t go too far because she can report you for harassment. Just, you know, be your charming self.”

      He sighs, a deep sigh that reaches down to his toes. “I am not charming.”

      “You are to me. Go.”

      This brings a sweet smile to his face. There. That’s better. He’ll be able to do his job with that smile in place.

      I crouch down between the seats and make eye contact with the dogs.

      “Okay. We’re heading out in a second. You both need to be absolutely quiet. Not a peep.”

      “Suri, we bark,” Finn says, a touch of ‘duh’ added to his tone.

      I huff a dry laugh. “Yes, you’re not birds. Anyway, when I pull you out, things are going to be weird. You’re going to float, and nothing will seem right. You may even feel a little sick. Just let me guide you where you need to go.” I stand up but then stop. “And no peeing. Not one mark. You hear me?”

      Both dogs stare at me like I’ve asked them to do the impossible.

      Maybe I have.

      Murmuring floats towards me from the front of the shuttle, and when I look up again, Erik is talking to the flight attendant, and she has her back to us.

      It’s ‘go’ time.

      I pull Finn out first, and it takes a moment to get him moving. He was wrapped around the seat bolts to secure himself.

      Oh my goodness. In space, Finn is one enormous ball of golden hair. It floats out from his body in all directions. I hold on to his collar and try to keep him behind the seats.

      “Come on, Tsuki. Time to go,” I urge her, but she stays put. “Come on. You don’t want to get Erik in trouble, right? I promise you’ll be fine.”

      Tsuki seems to think about this for a moment before she commando crawls forward, and wiggles her body around. It’s a strange dance in zero-g, but she manages it. I grab her collar too and peek over the seats again.

      This time the flirting is going well. She’s laughing and touching his arm, and he’s gesturing with his hands, his feet secured into a foothold on the floor.

      “Ready? One, two, three.” I push off with my legs and brace my arms for tugging these two masses of fur with me. Flexing my arms, I bring the dogs forward in front of my body and hope they’re hidden enough from the cameras. Past the airlock doors and into the corridor, I slow Tsuki down so I can let her go and use my right hand. An object in motion stays in motion, and I need to change direction.

      The next corridor is where I need to turn right, and there are handholds all the way around the opening. I reach out with my right hand and grab the nearest one, then flex and brace as I bring the mass of one human and a sizable dog to rest. Once I’m not moving, I reach out and grab Tsuki.

      Tsuki is quite the puffball on land and even more so in orbit. Her mouth is open, and she’s panting with her tongue out. She looks devastatingly happy, and it makes me laugh. Still, she’s silent, like I asked her.

      Looking left and right, up and down the corridors branching out from here, we’re alone. Everyone else went to Corridor B, where orientation takes place and where the employee lockers are. No one would go to Corridor A unless they were already on the ship, and it’s empty now. I’m lucky today.

      Or not so lucky, seeing as I have two very not-allowed visitors with me.

      I direct the dogs to Escape Pod A3 and secure them against the far wall by slipping them into the webbed luggage holders. Once I pull the door closed behind me, they both start rumbling.

      “Suri, what is this place? Why do we float like insects?” Finn’s face is a mash of confusion.

      “We’re in space.” His face doesn’t change. “We’re in the place above the sky.”

      “There’s something above the sky?”

      I never thought I would have to explain this to my dog. “Yes, there are lots of places above the sky,” I say, floating over to him and scratching his head. I scratch Tsuki’s, too, because she looks as confused as Finn.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      Erik’s face is in the escape pod window, his eyes searching around inside, but it’s dark in here and hard for him to see when we’re in the planet’s shadow. I open the door and let him in.

      I whoop as he careens into me, and we gently float into the nearest wall. I wrap my arm and both legs around him and catch a handhold to slow us down.

      “Oh shit,” he says. “This zero-gravity business is no joke. You can’t swim in the air like I thought you could.” He squeezes me back and plants a kiss on my forehead. “Thanks.”

      I tip my face up to look at him in the dim light of the consoles. Our lips are so close, and his soft breath flutters across my chin. I close my eyes, feeling the imminence of this kiss, our very first…

      “Hey, Suri, Suri! I have to pee.”

      I groan and rest my forehead against Erik’s chest. “The dogs have to pee.”

      “That’s the most romantic thing anyone’s ever said to me,” he replies with a chuckle.

      “And I’m hungry,” Finn says.

      Tsuki grumbles and barks. “And Tsuki is hungry,” Erik translates.

      I sigh and pull away. “This is an escape pod, and I just finished inspecting it the other day. I was halfway through the next one over, A4, when my last shift ended. That means this one has a survival kit. The others don’t yet.” I edge away from Erik and move over to the other wall, where I grab the survival kits. I pull out two of the super absorbent microfiber blankets. “This is what we do. We make diapers out of these, let them pee, and then we’ll dispose of them later. But we’ll have to go to the galley to get some food they can eat. These ration bars are not very dog-friendly. Some of them have chocolate in them.” I guess we never thought there would be dogs to eat them. “In the galley, we have water pouches and meal puree pouches along with other solid foods.”

      Erik holds up the blanket. “I have to make a diaper for my dog?”

      “Are you too cool to make a diaper for your dog?” I ask with a laugh, unfolding the blanket.

      “No, of course not.” Still, he sighs as he gets it wrapped around Tsuki.

      It’s messy, but it works! Erik and I put the soiled blankets into plastic pouches and store them away. Then we tell the dogs to be quiet and nap before taking off for the galley.

      “You’re great at this,” Erik says, following behind me down the corridor. “Have I ever told you you have a nice ass?”

      “What?” I burst into a laugh, and my face heats. “No. No, you have not.”

      I glance back at him. He shrugs. “Seems like something I can say now that the flood gates are open.” I turn around to hide my embarrassment and excitement. “I used to check you out all the time at the gym doing those squats. One guy there was always making fun of me for it.”

      Up ahead in the far corridor, I catch the backside of people heading into Corridor C. Wait. Corridor C is brand-new construction, and it’s not on the list for inspection for another three weeks. Did these new people come up here to get us ahead of schedule?

      I angle to the left so I can get a better look at them. They’re not wearing pressure suits. That’s not good. Technically, Erik and I shouldn’t even be in Corridor A without pressure suits. Still, I feel pretty confident about the checks my team has done in there. We’re at over seventy percent complete on our Q.A. plans, and we checked all the airlocks and places where pressure could be lost first. Pressure suits are just a precaution.

      But not in Corridor C. Corridor C wasn’t even pressurized three days ago.

      The airlock closes and seals before I can get a good look at them.

      “What’s the matter, Suri?” Erik asks, floating up beside me.

      “I… I’m not sure.” Even though there are no alarms, my body is on edge. Sometimes I get those feelings, the ones of imminent danger that I can’t shake. Most of the time, they’re nothing, though. Most of the time… “Let’s hustle to the galley.”

      Erik doesn’t question me but follows along behind.

      “Space is trippy,” he says as we cross the threshold to the galley. It wasn’t too long ago I was in here talking to Yarra. I hope she enjoys the ball. “Is it going to be a problem that I’m not taking all the same drugs as you?”

      I shake my head and regret it. I’m still not acclimatized to zero-g. “No. Trips less than a day don’t require the drugs. You’ll be fine.” I pull open one of the wall fridge drawers, and Erik peers in next to me. “Let’s grab some water packs and some of these pureed veggie packs for the dogs.”

      His arm brushes against mine, and he smiles at me. My stomach flutters, and it’s not just the lack of gravity.

      “You’re awfully smiley for your first foray into space.” I keep my teasing tone light.

      “It’s not as bad as I thought it would be. Especially with you here.”

      “Erik,” I say, pushing the drawer closed, “I feel like we’re dancing around saying and not saying things.”

      His smile widens. “Let’s put it this way, Suri. I’m not going to hold back now.”

      The flutters rise into giddiness and hope. “Me neither.”

      The lights flicker, and both of our smiles evaporate. “What was that?” Erik asks, looking at the walls. The ship rocks, a muffled boom startles me, and everything moves to the right around us.

      A blaring siren echoes through the galley, and we drop our packets to cover our ears.

      “What is that?” Erik yells over the din.

      Decompression alarm. My heart rate rockets.

      I grab him, ignoring the floating packets around us, and I push off from the wall, taking him with me towards the galley door. Come on, come on.

      But before we can make it out, the door slams shut, and we crash into it.

      Oof. Erik and I are a tangle of limbs as we try to right ourselves.

      “Decompression in Corridor C. Decompression in Corridor C,” an automated voice sounds over the internal speakers. “Please stay in your section until your airlock doors are open.”

      “Erik…” The panic in my voice is sky high, and he turns and wraps his arms and legs around me.

      “Suri,” he says, squeezing me tight, “I think that was an explosion.”
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      We wait with our arms around each other for what feels like hours but turns out to be less than thirty minutes by the time I look at the wall clock.

      I lift my face up to see how Erik is doing. He’s directed his eyes out the galley window to the empty hallway.

      “Anyone out there?” I ask.

      “No. Not a soul.” He sighs as he rests his chin on the top of my head. “I hope the dogs are okay.”

      “Hold on,” I say, pushing away from him.

      I press my head to the window in the doorway and peer out at the hall. All the other doors are closed, including the door to our escape pod. But a panel across the hall shows that everything here is pressurized.

      “The corridor looks secure, and the escape pod’s door is closed. Hopefully, the dogs are sleeping. Do you think this has anything to do with the protests?”

      People have been protesting the Hikoboshi mission and the I.A. for years, but we have never been this close to launch before. The first mission is a week away. If the radicals who don’t want us to go were to do anything, now would be the time. My blood cools as I remember what Leo had gotten himself into — weapons and explosives running. Has he been supplying protestors with explosives? If so, that doesn’t make them protestors anymore. They’re terrorists now.

      I return to Erik and wrap my arms around him again.

      “Probably not. Maybe it was just a construction problem. Your guess is as good as mine,” Erik says, pulling away from me a bit. “But yeah, they’ve been threatening violence for some time now.”

      “I’ll never understand them.” I shake my head. “There’s nothing wrong with hedging our bets. After what happened to the Earth? We should have a backup plan.”

      “I think they hoped we had learned a lesson and wouldn’t screw up Orihime like we did with Earth. We’re doing fine with the environment, but…” His voice trails off, his face grim.

      “But we’ll run out of room before too long,” I fill in, “unless those continent building projects ever work.”

      He shakes his head, and his eyes are dark with sadness. “You and I both know that’s a long shot at best. The oceans are too deep. And we humans are as bad as rabbits. Population control doesn’t work.”

      I huff a short laugh. “Not when there’s so much romance.” I roll the R and flutter my eyelashes at him, and he laughs too.

      He brings his free hand up and lightly touches my cheek. “Your face has changed in zero-g.” I hold my breath as he looks at me. “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve stared at you, memorized your features, remembered your laugh, listened to how you hum at the ends of your sentences, and flutter your eyes when they get dry?” He pulls me a little closer. “I never dated anyone else because they couldn’t compare to you. I could never love them the way I secretly loved you. I wasn’t even sure what I would ever do if you had met someone else. I just hoped you wouldn’t.”

      Oh wow. My heart is beating so fast, I can’t catch my breath. Looking back on all the things we did together, the little gestures, the quiet moments, I can see it all now. He’s been in love with me for years, and I never realized it.

      “I’m sorry,” I blurt out, and my eyes fill with those super clingy zero-g tears. “I’m sorry I was so blind and wasted those years. Now, look where I am. Homeless, my family has turned on me, and we’re stuck in some crazy situation in orbit. This is all a disaster.”

      He wipes away the errant tear that sticks to my cheek. “It’s okay. I still love you.”

      I swipe at the rest of the tears clouding my eyes and bring my lips to his. When I thought about kissing Erik last night, I wondered if it would be awkward or feel wrong because I’ve known him for so long.

      But no, it’s exhilarating. The space between my legs buzzes as he pulls my hips to his with one hand and cups the back of my neck with his other. The kiss starts sweet and easy as we test each other’s boundaries and quickly morphs into a heated frenzy. Our lips take each other in, and he groans as he tries to pull me closer, closer, closer. My hands find the back of his shirt tucked into his pants, and I tug hard, trying desperately to free it so I can touch his bare skin. I’ve seen this skin in the past, glistening with sweat after a hard workout, and now I want it next to my fingers so badly, my brain is fritzing out.

      He disengages from my lips to kiss my cheek and down my jaw to my neck. Good gods, it’s been so long since anyone has done that. I have to squeeze my legs together to stop the blinding ache there.

      “Are you freaking out yet?” he asks, his lips against my skin.

      “Mmmm, no, why? Should I be?”

      He pulls me back for a moment so he can see me.

      “Just checking. You could be freaking out about the explosion and the decompression. Or about you and me.”

      “I should be freaking out about the decompression, but I’m not because we’re safe in here for now. And I’m definitely not freaking out about you.”

      “Suri, you have no idea how long I’ve waited for this. How long I’ve dreamed of this. Once I start, I doubt I’ll stop.”

      I smile, and his returning smile lights me up from the inside. “Good. I don’t want it to stop.” I kiss him again, and the thrill of our lips revs my sex drive into high gear. I moan when his hand cups my ass.

      “Do you think anyone has ever had sex up here?” he asks, pulling the collar of my shirt down and kissing along my clavicle.

      My vision tunnels, and my brain recedes for a moment. “I don’t know. Want to be the first?” It’s been ages since I was last laid, and hell, why not do it in space? We have nothing else to do until the doors open.

      His grin nearly does me in.

      “Ahem. Excuse me…”

      Erik and I both freeze as the voice echoes into the galley.

      All the heat in my body rushes out in a giant whoosh. Shit. The cameras.

      What was I thinking?

      Well, obviously, I wasn’t thinking with my brain.

      I pull my shirt back into place and smooth out my hair, securing it in a ponytail.

      “Okay, yeah, sorry,” the voice says again. “I didn’t want to interrupt but thought I should before you, uh, yeah.”

      Erik’s eyes are wide with panic. I close mine and curse under my breath before turning around to face the camera in the nearest corner.

      “Hello? I think there’s been an explosion on the ship,” I report and clear my throat. It’s best to pretend they didn’t see Erik and me making out and engaging in what they could construe as light foreplay.

      “There has, but it was in Corridor C. You’re the only people in all of Corridor A, and we show one-hundred percent pressurization in your area. We’re going to release the doors and allow you to retreat to an escape pod. Our records show that pods one through three are safe for jettison.”

      I blink a few times. “You want us to get in an escape pod and leave? Who is this?”

      “This is Director of Ops, Kate Mishima.”

      Oh shit. Mishima is one of the highest-ranking officers at the Interstellar Agency. I am so busted. It looks like I’ll be homeless and jobless within a day.

      I must be in shock because Erik reaches over and takes my hand.

      “I’m sorry, Director Mishima. I didn’t mean to question you.”

      “It’s fine, Miss Kimura. I still need you both to move to a secure spot. The protestors are threatening to blow another hole in the ship. It’s safer for you to get out and away than to stay. Understand?”

      “The protestors made it here?” I ask, and then I remember all the extra people on my shuttle. Did they disguise themselves as new recruits?

      “We don’t have time to talk about this now, Miss Kimura.” Her voice is tight with anxiety.

      Looks like my first suspicion was correct. The explosion was deliberate and not a construction accident.

      “Understood,” I reply.

      “Great. You two move to the door and go straight to an escape pod. Water and food packets are floating behind you. Grab some of those too, just in case.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I nod and urge Erik to go grab the packets with the wave of my hands.

      “And Miss Kimura?”

      “Yes?”

      “We won’t speak about what I just witnessed.”

      I swallow hard. “Thank you.” I nod and move away from the camera.

      I meet Erik at the door, and he hands me a few packets to stuff into my pockets. His pockets are overstuffed and trying to float away from him.

      “That was awkward,” he whispers.

      “I’m so getting fired, I know it.” I close my eyes and blow out a long breath. “Now I’m going to be homeless and jobless.”

      He takes my hand and squeezes it. “You won’t be either.”

      The door beeps and zips open.

      “Let’s go. We need to be quick.”

      I take a handhold and propel myself up and away from the galley, but I’m not heading straight for the escape pod.

      “I’m going to make a quick stop along the way for pressure suits in the locker room. I don’t want to be without them.”

      “Okay,” Erik says, sticking behind me. He trusts me. Whether or not this will be my job tomorrow, I’m good at it, and I know what I’m doing.

      I fly into the locker room and head for my pressure suit. I always use the same one, and it’s disinfected after each use. I release it from the wall and push it towards Erik. He reaches out and snags it from the air.

      “I’ll grab Harris’s suit for you. You’re about the same size.”

      “What about the dogs?” he asks.

      “Ugh. Right.” I stop to think. What can we do about the dogs? I sweep my eyes over the room, cataloging all the suits we’re still using in here. “We’ll grab the two smallest suits. I don’t think we’re going to need these at all, but it’ll be good to have them, just in case.” The two smallest suits belong to Yarra and another petite girl in our group named Marie.

      I’m wrestling with Marie’s suit when the onboard speakers crackle to life.

      “We’re serious about our intentions. The Hikoboshi mission is a mistake. Everything that’s here on this ship should have been used to improve our own planet. This is a waste. A waste!” he shouts, and I flinch. My fingers fumble over the catches, but I pull the last suit free. I push it towards Erik, and he grabs it. His lips are set in a strict line, and his eyes have lost their glossy sheen. “We will not —”

      The announcement system cuts out. That can’t be good.

      “Go, go.” I launch myself from the wall with the strong legs I’ve built up over the years of doing weighted squats and deadlifts at the gym. Zooming through the door opening, I free up one of my hands to change my angle and follow Erik down the hall to the escape pod.

      “Suri Suri! What’s happening?”

      Finn! I draw in a relieved breath as I approach the escape pod. But my trajectory is all wrong, and I’m at least ten centimeters too far from the door. I’m going to float down the hall! And it’ll take way too long to fix this and make it back to the escape pod in time to get out of here.

      “Erik!” My voice cracks. “Help!”

      I glimpse the open escape pod hatch door and Erik’s face as I float by.

      “Whoa there.” He grabs the trailing foot of one of the pressure suits, and I slow to a stop. “I’ve got you.”

      Now I’m going in reverse, so I swing myself around and angle the pressure suits through the door.

      “Suri, Suri!” Finn is panting and squirming in the net right where we left him, and Tsuki is running in mid-air, not far from him. She managed to break free. “Suri, let’s go home. Yeah? Yeah?”

      “Yeah, let’s go home, Finn.” I nod to Erik. “Close the hatch, please. I’m going to power this thing up and fly us away from here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Everyone strap in,” I direct as I power up the escape pod.

      Escape pods can jettison at a moment’s notice, but not until a ship leaves spaceport. With no one at the helm and the ship not fully functional, the escape pods have only a few functions to get us out of here. I’ll have to do some things on manual control. Fine. I can do that.

      Erik secures Tsuki back in the webbing before strapping himself into one of the side chairs.

      “Can you fly this thing, Suri? I thought you were a quality assurance specialist?”

      “I am a quality assurance specialist, but I’m not just a quality assurance specialist if you know what I mean.” I smile as I flip the main power switch. The life support powers up first, followed by propulsion, communications, and on and on down the line, just like I observed last week when I was checking this pod. “It’s a good thing I was working on escape pods for the last two weeks. Before that, I was testing bathrooms, and before that, it was solid waste systems.” I wait for everything on the list to hit one-hundred percent status.

      “I’m beginning to think my life as a project manager is really dull,” Erik says.

      Once everything comes online (in the space of forty-six seconds, not bad), four options appear on the screen: planetary descent, low orbit, high orbit, and three thousand meter distance. There is also a manual option in the bottom right corner, kinda tucked away. It only should be used if you know what you’re doing. Which I do not. So, I won’t touch that for now.

      I know from testing that once I make a choice, I can override the controls at any time, and a new option can be chosen as well. The engineers made sure there could always be a way out. I tap the ‘three thousand meter distance’ option. I want us to move away from the ship but not be too far to be found.

      A checklist shows up on the screen next: detach, emergency beacon, accelerate, decelerate, hold. When the status clicks over to ‘detach,’ I leave the controls and cross the cabin to Erik. Strapping in next to him, I try to put on a confident smile. He’s the newbie here, and I’m the experienced spacer. I need to be calm and easy for him.

      “We’re going to move away from the ship and sit about three kilometers out until help comes.”

      “Do you think that’ll be far enough?”

      “I hope so, but maybe the danger is already over.”

      The escape pod turns, and the Shōnagon comes into view. I love seeing it from the outside. It’s such a beautiful ship and so different from the Murasaki that will take people to the Hikoboshi system in less than a week. The Murasaki is an older ship, retrofitted and refurbished from the Earth Exodus thirty years prior. When it brought people to Orihime from Earth, it was full of hibernation chambers because the engines could only do shorter hops, and everyone on board had to sleep for years. Now, our technology is better, and the jumps are longer. It won’t take but a few weeks for our team to arrive in the Hikoboshi System. And the Shōnagon has even better engines than the Murasaki. If the Murasaki has a problem on its mission, the Shōnagon can be there within a few days.

      “Suri, Suri, what is that?” Finn asks, his eyes directed out the window.

      “The spaceship we were just on, buddy.”

      “No. That,” he stresses. Oh! I catch my breath at the beauty of our world once again. The view never ceases to delight and inspire me.

      “That’s the world we live on. That’s the ground… under the sky.”

      “Wow.” His eyes take it all in, but we pivot, and Orihime disappears from view.

      I gasp as we circle up over the top of the Shōnagon. Debris litters the space around the ship, and there’s a giant, gaping hole in the side where there should be a bulkhead. That’s not good.

      “Do you think anyone died in that?” Erik asks, leaning forward to get a better look. He grasps my hand in his.

      “I hope not.” I squeeze his fingers.

      “Suri…” He sits back in his seat. “This is probably not the time nor place, but… Are you really going to move away from me, to Izumo?”

      I sigh and press my lips together. “I don’t know. You and I both know that apartments are scarce in Yamato. We’re at almost a hundred percent capacity. Most buildings have lotteries for their available units. There are more places to live in Izumo.”

      He strokes the back of my hand with his thumb, then lifts my fingers to his lips. My heart breaks to see him be so sweet to me. He always has been, but this little romantic beat feels so right, yet so final.

      “Maybe…” My chin shakes, and I clear my throat to keep it in line. “Maybe it’s just not going to work out.” I shrug and try to calm my shaking chest. “Maybe we waited too damned long to get here and —”

      “No,” he interrupts me before I can spiral down into negativity and denial. “No, you should move in with me.”

      I burst out with a laugh and roll my eyes. “That’s not the solution.”

      “Like hell it is.” His voice is stern. “You’ll share in my space, sleep in my bed, with me. We’ll eat the same foods and spend all our time together. Nothing in this world… or in space” — he waves his hand — “would make me happier.”

      “But, Erik, my family will have an absolute fit over that.” I can already imagine my father losing his mind over me living with Erik outside of being married. He’s so old-fashioned. I’m sure this would give him a heart attack.

      “Your family threw you out of your only home. Don’t do that, Suri.” He squeezes my hand. “Don’t let them rule you. You make the rules. Not them.”

      A blinding flash of light outside the escape pod makes me jump.

      “No,” I breathe out, but my chest is so still, I can’t breathe back in.

      A new explosion rips a hole along the seam between the two main corridors. Debris hurtles out in every direction, tumbling pieces of metal spiraling into the vacuum abyss.

      Except for one piece, heading right for us.

      The escape pod beeps, and an alarm sounds. The onboard computer flashes the screens  with red text. “Incoming object. Estimated time to impact, forty seconds,” the automated voice says.

      “Shit shit shit.” The obscenities tumble from my lips as I unlatch and float forward to the controls. “Uhhh, oh no. I don’t know how to move this thing.”

      I’m not a pilot!

      I point at Erik. “Get in the pressure suit. Now!”

      “Suri, you too!”

      No time. There’s no time.

      I could kick myself right now. I spent the last three days on solid ground wishing I was in space, and now this? This is what space is going to deliver to me? A death warrant if we’re not careful.

      I press a button on the main screen and call up the manual controls. My brain freezes, looking at the screen buttons for thrusters on every axis. We have to move in a direction, but which?

      Looking out the window again, the giant chunk of metal is coming up at us from underneath. So that means if I move along the Z-axis, I won’t be getting out of the way. I need to move us along the X- or Y-axis.

      Gods, I hope my basic training on space flight is good enough to carry us through this alive. I press the button to thrust along the positive X-axis. Okay, that looks good, but I can’t tell for sure. I add in some negative Y-axis too.

      The object is still tumbling towards us.

      “Argh! I don’t know how to do this! I can barely ride a bike,” I scream as I look out the window.

      “Suri, Suri, be calm.” Finn’s voice breaks through my panic. If we were at home right now, he would be by my side, rubbing his head on my leg or jumping up to lick my face.

      But his voice is enough to knock me out of a blind panic.

      “I’m trying to be calm,” I grunt, pressing the buttons again. We’re moving. Slowly.

      “Better to have it miss us by a large margin,” Erik says, pulling the pressure suit over his head and securing it at the waist. He floats up next to me. “Shit. I think… I think —”

      “I think we’re okay,” I say, tilting my head to watch the large chunk pass under us.

      Clank!

      Oh no. No.

      Erik and I turn and look at each other with wide eyes.

      Something definitely hit us. Our escape pod rolls slowly forward, and an alarm sounds. My brain zooms into disaster mode.

      “Decompression alarm. Loss of air. Time to full decompression, two hours and three minutes.”

      Two hours and three minutes? I slap my hand over my mouth to stop a high-pitched keen. Breathing through my nose, my brain steps down from high alert to something a little more normal. I breathe in and out, in and out, and the panels in front of me sharpen into focus.

      I deflate back into my chair and sigh. “I wasn’t fast enough.”

      Erik floats down next to me. “You were amazing, Suri. That was some thinking on your feet.” He looks down. “Or off your feet.” He laughs, and the sound brings a smile to my face. “We have a slow leak, and it’s enough time to be rescued. Plus, we have the pressure suits.”

      I nod and try to rein my heartbeat back to a steady pace. He’s right. This is survivable. But the Shōnagon? I don’t know about it. Tears seep into my eyes again.

      “Hey, hey,” Erik says, panicking at the sight of my tears. “It’s okay. It’s all going to be okay.”

      “The Shōnagon, though. So much work, wasted, destroyed.”

      “We’ll rebuild it, Suri. We always do. Plus, there’s the Ishiguro, and the Murasaki will be back in a few months. This is not over. These people can protest and bomb, but they’ll never break our spirit. We have to go on. We’re going to run out of space eventually.”

      I sniff up and wipe the tears from my eyes. “You’re right. We have to go on. There’s just no other answer. Still, I hope everyone else onboard is okay. This is a nightmare.”

      “Me too.” He leans forward and kisses me on the cheek. The gesture provokes a small smile. “Now, call for help. We can’t sit out here forever tumbling around. I’m going to prep your pressure suit, and then we’ll get the other one ready for the dogs, just in case.”

      I watch him go, amazed at how he’s slipped into the positive reinforcement role that I usually play. He knows I need the encouragement, and he’s willing to give it. Leo never did that for me.

      The more I think about it, the more I’m certain I was never really in love with Leo. I was in love with the idea of Leo being all these things that Erik actually is. Crazy what some perspective can do for you.

      On the manual navigation screen, I pump the thrusters in the opposite direction of the slow spin and manage to stabilize us out a bit. Then I look at the data for the direction we’re traveling in and try to make us slow down too. I’m pleased when I see our speed slows even more. I guess I’m not so bad at this when I’m not in fear for our lives.

      Out of the manual navigation screen, I find the communications and select an All Broadcast.

      “Mayday, mayday, mayday. This is Shōnagon Escape Pod A3. We have been hit by debris, and we’re losing air. We need emergency pickup. Engaging emergency beacon now.” I turn on the emergency beacon and repeat the message to be recorded and played over and over.

      But before I can initiate it, a voice breaks through.

      “Shōnagon Escape Pod A3, this is Shuttle Charlie Echo Niner. We have our sights on you, and we’ll rendezvous with you in fifteen minutes.”

      I pump my fist and smile back at Erik.

      “Can you give us a manifest so we can be ready for you?”

      Oh boy. Here we go.

      “Uh, two humans — Suri Kimura and Erik Costa — and two dogs.” I wince and wait, but the line stays clear for more than five heartbeats.

      “Come again. I don’t think we heard you correctly.”

      “Oh, you heard me correctly. Two humans and two dogs. We had a slight stowaway situation on the way up. I didn’t expect us to be abandoning ship before we could bring them back to the surface.”

      “Son of a…” This guy is displeased. I grimace and wait to hear that I’m fired. “Gotcha. Be there in about ten minutes. You should be able to see us out your front window now.”

      I strain forward and spot a blinking light approaching. Okay, now I just need to get in the pressure suit and wait and hope to the heavens we’re not fired as soon as we hit the ground.

      Erik smiles and holds out his hand to me.

      Well, at least it looks like I have a place to stay for a while.

      If he doesn’t change his mind once I’m fired and penniless.

      Yeah, we’ll see about that.
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      I sip from the glass of water with shaky hands as I stare across the table at Director Mishima and a team of investigators. It’s been twelve hours since we landed, and I have slept fitfully in the crew bunks and eaten almost nothing because my stomach is in knots. What the hell is going to happen next?

      Kate Mishima drums her fingers and hums as she glances from me to her tablet and back again, over and over.

      “And you know nothing about these protestors who broke into the ship? You were on the same shuttle as them.”

      I hold back a sigh. She’s asking me this question again for the fifth time. They want to be absolutely sure I had nothing to do with the attack on the ship.

      “I was on the same shuttle as them, yes. But I thought they were the help we’ve needed for months.” I shrug because it’s true. “We’ve been so short-staffed; this seemed like a happy miracle.”

      Mishima winces. “You all have been working extra long hours to keep everything moving on the project timeline. This was obviously our weakness, and they were waiting to exploit it.”

      I second guess saying anything more, but I do it anyway. “Not only have we been short-staffed, though, we also let the farewell ball make us vulnerable.” The investigators sit up straighter. “We only had a skeleton crew on board, no one there to question these people and who they were.”

      One man narrows his eyes. “And you decided not to go to the ball. Why?”

      This time I do sigh. “A complicated family matter. I gave my invite to my younger sister. My point is I’m sure the protestors… These terrorists knew of the lack of people and took advantage of it.”

      Mishima nods. “I would have as well if I had been in their position.”

      The investigators glance at each other and murmur. Director Mishima turns around and faces them.

      “You can go now and move onto the next person. I need to speak to Ms. Kimura alone about her work.”

      They get up and leave without too much protest. I lean over and look out the door, and Erik is sitting in a chair down the hall with both dogs at his feet. But before they can see me, the door clicks closed.

      “Ms. Kimura, I’m so sorry you got entangled in this mess. I know this will be a little distressing, but I need to ask a big favor of you. And before you say yes, please understand that this will mean keeping information from your father.”

      I pause and act like I’m considering her statement before I nod. “What’s the favor?”

      “We’re going to keep this attack out of the news, and I’m asking those who witnessed it to not talk about what happened.”

      I pull back at this. “How are you going to keep this a secret?”

      “Well, like you said, it was a skeleton crew. They broadcast a message, but it didn’t reach anyone farther than a few hundred meters out because they hijacked the short-range antenna, not the long-range one. And all of their people died in the attack.”

      “All of them?” I gasp and raise my hand to my heart.

      She shakes her head slowly, her lips a grim line. “We’re angry about the whole incident, but we’re most angry about the loss of life and the stupidity that led to it. Plus, we lost several of our own crew members. You, Mr. Costa, and your dogs are the only ones who got away.”

      I swallow, and my throat is as dry as a desert.

      “Unfortunately, we need to keep this quiet, or there will be a huge public inquiry that will only set us back a decade or more. As it is, the damage to the Shōnagon is extensive, and we’re looking at pushing our second wave of the mission back by three, maybe four, years.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I say, blinking back my bewilderment at this turn of events. “I suppose the Murasaki crew is pretty upset about having to delay.”

      She shakes her head again. “They’re not delaying. They’re leaving in twenty-four hours. We asked a few of the Murasaki crew to come aboard the Shōnagon and give us estimates to fix everything. We told them a meteor had hit the ship. And we swore them to secrecy so they can get on with their mission. They loaded the Murasaki up, and it’s ready to go. Everyone who worked on the Shōnagon will be transferred to the Ishiguro, and we’ll hire a new crew for the Shōnagon.”

      I catch my breath. “But if something happens to the Murasaki, we won’t be able to send a rescue mission.” A chill shoots up my spine. “That could be a real possibility.”

      Director Mishima stands up. “I hear everything you’re saying, but we’ve determined the chance of something going wrong is small enough that we won’t delay any longer. We’ll be recruiting hard to fill all the open positions, and we’ll double the workload if we have to. Hell, I can weld with the best of them. I’ll be pulling construction shifts, too.”

      Deep in my heart, I know this is a mistake. We’re leaving our people vulnerable on a long-haul mission. I’m now more worried about what happens to our people when they fly away, and there’s no one to help them if they get in trouble. But what can I do?

      Nothing. I can do nothing except to get back to work.

      “Take a few days off, okay? You just went through an ordeal. And we’re promoting you to head of Q.A. for the Shōnagon since we’re moving Harris to the Ishiguro.”

      I stare up at her, in shock and at a loss for words. I got promoted? What?

      “A promotion and a raise.” Her smile is soft. “I hope this is enough to keep you happy and dedicated to the program?”

      “Yes, of course.” I rise to my feet and bow. This is the most unreal situation I’ve ever been in. She returns the bow and holds open the door for me.

      I exit and watch her walk away, wondering what it takes to keep this kind of secret. It won’t last. Someone will find out eventually. And I probably just made a colossal mistake agreeing to keep the secret.

      But my father isn’t talking to me, and my family is distant even on the best of days, so it won’t be a big stretch to stay silent. Plus, I’ll have Erik on my side.

      He smiles and holds his hand out to me as I approach.

      “Let’s go get your things from the lockers and head home.”

      “Home?”

      He nods. “Yes, our home.”
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      The front door clicks closed behind us, and I let out a gigantic sigh. Erik dragged my suitcase through the streets, and I carried my shoulder bag and kept the dogs in sight. By the time we make it to his apartment, it’s well after dinner, and I’m so tired I could die.

      I frown at my bags as he leaves them in the front vestibule. I’m already taking up valuable space here.

      “Let me feed the dogs, and then we’ll eat from the fridge. I think I have some leftovers. Why don’t you check?”

      Finn eats here often enough that Erik has a separate bowl for him, and Tsuki always shares. He scoops food into both their bowls and changes the water while I peer into the fridge.

      “I see yakisoba and yogurt.”

      “Sounds like a balanced meal. Beer?”

      I laugh. “Yeah, you have plenty of that.”

      I dump the fried noodles into bowls, heat them up, leave the yogurt on the side, and pour the beer into glasses. Erik joins me at the table, and we eat in silence for a bit.

      “How much more of your stuff do you want to bring from home?” he asks between bites. “Should I rent a van service?”

      I shake my head. “I have nothing else to bring.”

      Erik stops mid-chew. “I’ve seen your room, Suri. There’s more than what’s in the suitcase.”

      “Not really.” I sip the beer. “I sold a bunch of stuff to help pay off Tilli’s debts. My parents own all the furniture and didn’t offer any of it to me. Everything that’s mine is in the suitcase.”

      “Okay.” He sips his beer. “Feel free to put it anywhere you like.”

      “Erik...”

      He waits and sips.

      “Are you sure about this? This is your space. I know I spend a lot of time here but... I don’t know. We haven’t even been dating. Haven’t even...”

      My gods, I want to sleep with him so badly now. Remembering our make-out session in the galley sends my blood churning hot.

      I cover up my hesitation by sipping the beer. Over on the couch, the dogs have settled in, both curled into balls now that their bellies are full. They’re more than comfortable here.

      Erik spots my eyes on the dogs, wipes his mouth with the napkin, and grabs our empty bowls. He places them in the sink.

      “Come, Suri. It’s time for bed. Grab your stuff for the bathroom.”

      He’s not going to waver in this, is he? I hope I didn’t rush things too fast by telling him I’ve been in love with him. And I have been. I am.

      I quickly visit Finn on the couch and kiss his head before opening my shoulder bag and grabbing my bathroom items from there.

      In the bathroom, Erik opens the top drawer of his sink vanity, scoops out everything inside, and dumps it in the bottom drawer. “You can have the top drawer for whatever.”

      I stare at the drawer for a long moment while he brushes his teeth.

      Okay, this is real now. If I take the drawer, I’m going to stay, right?

      I glance up at him, brushing his teeth, and he’s watching me and trying not to smile.

      I should stay.

      This hesitation is foolish, Suri, and you are not a dumb flighty girl. He wants you here.

      I open my toiletries bag, put everything inside the drawer, grab my toothbrush and toothpaste, and join him. He bumps his hip against mine, and when I smile around my toothbrush, he laughs. It’s the best sound I’ve heard all day.

      Erik has never been impulsive in his life, so this must be the real thing. It feels hella real, especially when he’s looking at me like that.

      He’s switched on that piercing gaze, the one I’ve only seen a handful of times. It’s predatory, another side of him he never showed me because we were only friends. My toothbrush slows down as my breathing deepens. Oh wow. A wash of goosebumps flows down my arms. I need to end this toothbrushing right now because I have a good feeling — really good, excellent even — that I’m about to get laid.

      Without a word, Erik leaves the bathroom and heads for the bedroom. I finish up and follow him in, closing the door behind me. I glance at the bed and remember sleeping there alone only a few nights ago. How different is Erik in bed? What kind of a lover is he?

      He pulls his shirt off, and this time, I don’t have to avert my eyes like I’ve had to at the gym so many times. His hands grab his belt buckle and all the energy in my body pools between my legs. I rush across the room to him and kiss him. There, that’s better. Except it’s not enough. Our lips are crashed together, the kiss unending until I pull away to get air.

      “This shirt has to go,” I say, pulling off my dirty I.A. issued shirt.

      “Let’s lose the bra, too,” he says, a playful smile on his lips.

      Okay by me. I reach around and unhook the clasps and let it fall to the floor. He sighs and pulls me to him with his left hand. His fingers trace along my collarbone and down over my nipple. “You’re so beautiful.”

      I reach up and press my body to his, running my fingers through the hair at the back of his head. “Take the rest of it off.” I kiss him, opening my mouth and letting our tongues slide over each other before I step back.

      He drops both his pants and his underwear, and I lose all the breath in my lungs. Yes, yes, yes.

      I pull off my pants and underwear, climb into the bed, and lift the covers to let him in. He slides in, settles his weight on me, and drags his hands down my body.

      “I’ve always wanted to take care of you. Buy you coffees, pick you up from work, share my food with you, hold you when you’re sad.” He edges his knee between my legs and brings his hand there. My vision tunnels as he nibbles up my throat to my ear. “Now, I’m going to take care of you in bed, too.”

      I know immediately that my days of making bad decisions are over.

      This is the best decision I have ever made.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      My hip is warm next to Erik’s as we sip coffee at our favorite café, and the dogs sleep at our feet. I sigh and rest my head on his shoulder. He takes my hand in his, and this brings a smile to my face.

      “You look happy but tired,” Erik says, running his thumb along my fingers.

      “Gee, I wonder why.” I laugh, but my face flushes with heat. He leans over and presses his lips to my right cheek.

      “I love it when you’re all flushed. It probably has something to do with the endless sex we’ve had for the last three days.” He brings his cup of coffee up in a toast, and I tap my cup on his.

      “I never want it to end,” I say, and I mean it. This is a happiness I’ve never felt before. Happiness with Leo was always fleeting and based on our latest party or our last fight. With Erik, things are even-keeled. He’s full of good humor and quiet moments, and that’s exactly what I need. It’s what’s been missing from my life, even though he’s been right there the whole time.

      “Me neither.” He finishes off his coffee. “So, shall we get going? We don’t want to be late.”

      I glance at the clock on the wall. Yes, if we want to make it to my parents’ house in time for dinner, we should get going now. The concept of dinner makes me laugh. Erik and I spent the entire day in bed together. Did we even eat a meal before we left? I don’t remember one, though my thoughts are a little hazy on the matter. We rarely have days off together, but we were both granted an entire week off after the debacle in space. And it’s a good thing too. Space-related nightmares have plagued me every single night. They are terrifying, and I wonder how I’m ever going to get back to work after this. I’ve been using sex as a convenient excuse to wear myself out every day, hoping to sleep through the night. No such luck, but I’m not changing anything about our arrangement.

      Downing the last of my coffee, I leave the cup and saucer at the front register and come back for Erik and the dogs. Finn is immediately at my side.

      “Suri, I’m not so sure about going home, going home. They weren’t nice to you last time you were there.”

      “I know, buddy. But I believe in second chances.”

      We arrive at my parents’ house about twenty minutes later. I’m still tempted to call it ‘home’ even though it isn’t anymore. But maybe it’ll always be home to me, and there won’t be any way of getting around that in my head.

      The front gate squeaks as we push it open, and my mom appears at the door a breath after.

      “There’s my Suri!” She opens her arms wide, and I step into them for a hug. I know my situation is not her fault, but I still hold her somewhat responsible for how Dad has treated his kids throughout the years. She pulls back and gives me a kiss on the cheek.

      “Erik, it’s good to see you again,” she says, leaning in to kiss him on the cheek too.

      “Thanks for having us over for dinner,” he says, bowing. My mom’s eyes twinkle at his polite manners.

      “Of course.”

      She shoos us into the house, and the dogs follow at our feet. They both trot off to the mudroom to eat their dinners with the other animals in the house. I’m sure we’ll find them both lazing around on the front porch when it’s time to leave.

      Dad and Ean are having a drink together in the living room when we walk in. Glasses of bubbly wine sit on the coffee table, awaiting our arrival.

      “Suri! We heard about your promotion, and we thought we’d turn the dinner into a celebration.” Dad waves to the glasses. “Erik, it’s good to see you.” He holds out his hand to shake Erik’s, and Erik complies without hesitation. He and Ean are closer, so they shake hands and go in for the manly one-arm hug.

      I try to smile through Dad’s effusive behavior, but I know this will change as the evening goes on. Still, bubbly wine is a great way to ease my nerves, so I take a glass and sip as Erik and I sit in chairs opposite Dad and Ean. Mom and my younger sisters are all in the kitchen.

      “I can’t say I was surprised to hear the news of your promotion, of course. You work so hard. You deserve it.”

      “Thanks, Dad. It was a bit of a shock to me.” I glance at Erik, and he returns the look. We both know to keep our mouths shut about what got me to that promotion. “But I’m happy with the position and compensation. It’ll be good to have more income in the next few months.”

      Dad looks at Ean, and Ean nods his head once. I have a sudden chill and a premonition that this is about to get complicated.

      “Ean spoke to me about the extra income he was going to send your way to help you pay for an apartment.”

      Ean’s eyes are down, looking at his knees.

      “Was?” I ask, hoping the past tense of the verb was a mistake.

      “We don’t feel this is needed anymore.” Dad’s smile is wide. “I apologize for what happened with Leo and then telling you to leave this house.”

      I nearly gasp. My father does not apologize. He makes decisions and lives with the consequences, right or wrong. This must be my mother’s doing.

      “You are welcome to come back. Your mother misses you, and she hopes to have you back at home.”

      I stare at him, my eyes hardened and strong. He sips again. Ean clears his throat.

      “We all miss you,” he concedes, “and I don’t want you to have to spend your hard-earned money on rent. You’ll want to marry someone someday, and you’ll need that money for your future.”

      I sigh and set my glass down. The kitchen behind me has grown quiet, and when I turn to see what’s going on there, everyone is crowded into the entryway. Mom, Myra, Tilli, Winta, Rosa, and Demi, plus Tilli’s pair, Ivan the cat, are all holding their breath and waiting for my response.

      “Well, thank you, I guess, for the invitation to move back, but I decline.”

      Ean smiles and then twists his lips to push it away before Dad can spot it. Dad’s face falls into a frown.

      “Erik and I are dating now, and I’ve moved in with him.” I sip the bubbly, and I smile as the bubbles tickle my nose.

      Dad’s eyes fall on Erik. Erik does not give two shits what my father thinks of him, so he smiles back.

      “You are… sharing an apartment?” Dad asks. His neck reddens with anger, and I should tread lightly, but no. Not anymore.

      “Sharing an apartment, a bed, a life together. I don’t know why it took us so long, but it’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      And I mean it.

      Erik looks over at me. I hold out my hand to him, and he takes it. Two little-girl squeals emanate from the kitchen door — no doubt from Rosa and Demi, who are still young enough to believe in romance and living happily ever after. I didn’t believe in these things, but that’s changed.

      Ean springs from his seat. “I’m so happy for you both. What splendid news.” He pulls me into a quick hug, doing his best to deflect from Dad’s oncoming anger. “Erik,” he says, hugging Erik too, “I’ve always told Suri what a catch you were. I’m glad you two finally got together.”

      “Thanks, Ean,” Erik says, a little stunned. Ean has always been a bit distant with Erik, but that’s Ean’s way. He’s a lot like Dad. Business first.

      Dad is still simmering on the couch, but I know better than to talk to him or approach him. He needs time to process this news and calm down.

      Mom and my sisters flow from the kitchen like water being let loose from a dam. They all smile and have nothing but congratulations to say. I think I shook up their dinner plans for sure.

      Mom hugs me again and glances at Erik talking with Ean across the room.

      “You went straight from friends to lovers and living together?” she asks, her eyebrows climbing.

      I shrug. “I guess so. Honestly, though, it wasn’t that big of a leap.”

      “No,” she says, shaking her head. “No, it wasn’t. It was meant to be. Leo wasn’t the right man for you. Erik is.”

      “That is something I agree with one-hundred percent. Erik is a sure thing.”

      Mom kisses me on the cheek again. “I’m so happy for you. It’s nice to see you making decisions that bring you happiness.” She turns and raises her voice. “Let’s sit down for dinner together.”

      Yes, I think my streak of bad decisions is finally, irrevocably broken.

      I smile at Erik over the heads of my little sisters, and he returns the smile. My belly fills with butterflies as I imagine our possible life ahead, years of living together, maybe even marriage and kids.

      I can see us happy together for a long time to come.
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      No ordinary rock…

      History Professor Drew Torson’s purchase of a thunder egg at a market leads to an astonishing discovery when what should have been just a rock… hatches. He isn’t the only one who wants the unusual creature that emerges. When thieves attempt to capture his new friend, Neyru, Drew is left stunned and bleeding in an alley.

      Freighter captain Afra Abrussen is shocked when a strange, but beautiful creature named Neyru seeks her help. She’s no heroine. She has cargo to haul and debts to pay. The last thing she needs to do right now is get drawn into Drew and Neyru's plight.

      Drew insists that all they need to do is find out what Neyru is, where she comes from, and get her home without being caught by pursuers who will stop at nothing to get hold of the little creature. Afra thinks Drew forgot one important clause: They need to do all that without falling in love.

      Can a freighter captain and an academic stay one step ahead of the thieves determined to capture Neyru, and if they do, what will happen when they discover they broke the all too important clause about not falling in love?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A visit to Old Port

          

        

      

    

    
      The mist had thickened. Two minutes ago, Afra had been able to read the writing on the shop fronts. Now, she could hardly see the signs. Her pulse pounded. She shouldn't have come this way, even if it was the fastest route back to the spaceport. She walked on, the sound of her footsteps muffled in the heavy air. Just a few more blocks and she'd be out of Old Port and its narrow, winding, cobblestoned alleys. Huh. The tourists thought it was picturesque. It was a great place to get mugged. Afra tightened her fingers around the reassuring bulk of her pistol's butt nestled in her jacket pocket and aimed for the feeble glow of a streetlight. At least the weather would have put off the thugs.

      Something slammed into her chest.

      Afra's heart went into overdrive as she jolted to a halt, staring down at the creature clutching her chest. Wide dark eyes stared up at her. She could almost feel the plea. Footsteps thudded nearby.

      "It can't be far. Look that way." A male voice, rough and urgent.

      The creature, whatever it was, squawked and disappeared into the darkness. A bird? Some sort of flying thing, at any rate. Odd. A strange thing to find in Old Port. The people here would eat anything. Footsteps sounded in the fog. Something approached, a moving beam of light preceding it lighting up the walls and corners as it came. Afra licked dry lips. A man with a torch, it had to be. No point in hiding, then. He was looking for something but it wouldn't be for her. Willing her heart to stop pounding, Afra clutched the pistol in her pocket and walked on. The man approached, shining the torch at her face.

      She squinted at the unaccustomed brightness. "Do you have to do that?"

      "Sorry." The torchlight reflected on the damp stones at her feet. "I'm looking for a… a bird. It's escaped. From a medical institution. Very dangerous. We have to find it. Have you seen anything like that?"

      He leaned at her, far too close. Afra inched back a little. He was making it up as he went. The creature she'd seen hadn't seemed dangerous, although size wasn't the only measure of being dangerous. Even so…

      "No. Haven't seen anything. I can barely see my hand in front of my face." She illustrated, waving her hand back and forth.

      He was weaving the torch around again, lighting up the walls like a searchlight. "Okay. If you do find it, or see it, let us know. It'll be worth your while." He managed a lopsided grin. "If you can't find us, go to the Smugglers Rest and ask for Jok."

      "Sure, Jok. I'll do that." In his dreams. No way in the world would she set foot in the Smugglers Rest. Her father's warnings about that cesspit had been absolutely right.

      The fellow strode past her around the corner and into the maze that was Old Port. She took a deep breath and swallowed. She'd put him down as one of the better class of thugs, not the simple smash-and-grab sort. He had the look of muscle for hire. Oh well. None of her business. She had deliveries to make.

      She shivered. The cold and damp were getting to her, right through to her bones. The sooner she was out of here, the better. Maybe next time she had to come to Nueva Porto, Torville would have moved his offices closer to the spaceport.

      She'd taken three steps when the bird was back, latching on to her jacket with its claws. It stared at her.

      "What's up, little guy?" she asked.

      The creature let go and fluttered away, then returned. It repeated the performance, fixing her with its disturbing eyes each time it came back.

      "You want me to come? Okay."

      It seemed to understand, letting out a musical trill and going a little farther, glancing over its shoulder to see if she was coming. Afra glanced around. The last thing she needed was Jok and his mates to turn up but the fog was even thicker here, swirling around her feet like some sort of many-tentacled alien. The creature was just up ahead, hovering in front of a dark entrance. It made sure she was coming, then disappeared inside.

      Afra stopped. Oh shit. Maybe this was some kind of trap? Get the bird or whatever it was to lure her in and then…

      The creature appeared again, those black-as-darkness eyes pleading.

      Afra sucked in a deep breath and followed, letting her eyes adjust to the gloom in what was little more than a slit between the buildings. Her nose wrinkled. Somebody had used it as a latrine not so long ago. The bird landed on a heap of rubbish. It squeaked, a mournful tone.

      The heap of rubbish moved and groaned. It wasn't a heap of old rags, it was a person.

      Afra crouched beside the figure. Male, age indeterminate. "Are you all right?" What a stupid thing to say. Of course he wasn't all right. And she had an idea why. The little beast sat on his chest, angling her long neck to look at his face, squeaking softly.

      He tried to sit up. "I'm… fine, Neyru. Don't fuss."

      Neyru. That must be the creature's name.

      The man flailed, struggling to get up, his feet slipping on the cobbles.

      He wasn't going to be able to stand up by himself and it wasn't as if he'd be able to do anything to her in this state. Afra slipped an arm under his shoulders and helped him to his feet. Using her as support, they shambled out of the alley back to the road. He was a head taller than her. Dark hair escaped from a ponytail trailed around his face.

      "Were you attacked?"

      "Uh, yeah. Three guys." He patted his clothes. "Didn't steal anything. Thanks. I'll be okay now."

      Neyru flapped her wings and squawked, her gaze on Afra's face.

      "I don't think your pet agrees with you. What if I help you home?"

      "No, I'll—"

      Neyru squawked again.

      "Shh, Neyru." Afra put a finger to her lips. "We don't want the nasty men to find you."

      The man started, staring with round eyes. Afra put her arm around his waist and helped him down the path. "Better tell me where we're going."

      "The… the Trader's Arms. I've got a room there."

      The Trader's Arms. Afra had stayed there once, a couple of years ago. Respectable, on Barracks Road at the edge of the old town, the sort of place a mid-level merchant would stay, which was what she was back then. "I know it. It's not far." Which was just as well. Her new companion wasn't a lightweight.

      Muffled voices drifted through the fog. Afra looked over her shoulder and caught a glimpse of torchlight. The man tensed and picked up his pace.

      "Steady on. They're looking for—"

      "Neyru. I know."

      Afra looked around for the little beast but she'd disappeared.

      Interesting. The fellow was definitely… what? Frightened? Why wouldn't he be? But also puzzled. "So, they're not just your ordinary muggers?"

      "I don't think so. They didn't take my wallet, kept asking where the 'critter' was."

      "Why?"

      Wide, wary eyes turned to her. "She's… unusual."

      "Uh-huh. An escapee from a medical center?"

      He frowned. "No. Where did you get that from?"

      Neyru appeared, her wings a blur as she hovered in front of them. Afra wasn't sure how she knew, but she received an impression of two men following and an imperative to hide. She slowed, looking for a place but Neyru cheeped, hovering over a half-open cellar door. The place hardly looked inviting but the sound of muffled voices was coming closer. "In there. Hurry."

      Neyru had already gone inside, hovering just below the entrance. Afra wondered how deep it was. Jumping down didn't seem the best idea in the universe.

      "There. At the side." Her new friend pointed. "A ladder."

      He was right. He seemed a little steadier, too. "You go first." She pulled out her gun. "They're after you, not me. I can shoot if I have to."

      He swung himself carefully onto the ladder. Neyru hovered in front of him, encouraging him with soft chirps until he sank down into the darkness.

      Afra peered around. The mist blanketed everything, making buildings unrecognizable and distorting sound. The searchers wouldn't be far away. A hazy beam of light appeared suddenly, as though the person carrying the torch had just turned a corner. Her heart sped up again.

      "Okay," the man called softly from below. "It's not deep."

      Thank the galaxy for that.

      She grabbed the top of the ladder and swung her weight onto the rungs. Metal. A fire escape. It creaked with every step she took. For a change she thanked the mist for muffling the sound. The room stank of stale beer, a cellar for one of the local pubs.

      Something touched her. Her nerves jangling, she flinched but it was his hand.

      "Over here," he whispered.

      Her fingers found a pile of crates. She felt her way behind them and crouched.

      The torch beam appeared overhead, then stabbed down.

      "Do you think it would've gone in there?"

      The torch played around the room. Afra made herself as small as she could. She could almost feel the light searching for her.

      "Maybe." That sounded like Jok, the fellow she'd met earlier. "I s'pose we'd better take a look."

      "Take it easy. This is Vetch's place."

      "I know. I won't be a minute."

      The ladder creaked as he stepped onto the top rung. His boot scraped on metal as he went down a step. She held her pistol at the ready, finger on the firing button. Shooting wouldn't be a good move but she would if she had to.

      A door opened on her left. A light flickered on. She squinted in the glare as footsteps thudded across the stone floor. A man holding a pistol stopped, staring up at the steps.

      "Hey! What're you up to?"

      Jok's feet clanged on the metal rungs as he scrambled upward. A shot whined, followed by the receding sound of running feet.

      That was good— as long as this trigger-happy fellow didn't find them. She'd guess he was the owner, solid, middle-aged, angry, swearing under his breath as he closed and locked the cellar door, and checked his stock. Somebody was going to get it in the neck for leaving the cellar open.

      He came closer. What would he do when he found them?

      Weighing the pistol in her hand she risked a look at her companion. He didn't look like he'd be able to make a run for it. Threatening the owner down here didn't sound like the best move. They'd look like they were thieves, too, and he still had the gun in his hand.

      Probably best to try telling the truth.

      Afra stowed the weapon and stood, her hands raised above her head. The fellow turned, the muzzle of his gun aimed at her. "Thanks. They were after us, so we hid down here."

      At least her friend had the sense to stand. "They beat me up, but we managed to escape. Lucky your cellar was open."

      The man's eyes narrowed even more and the gun wavered. "Yeah well. It wasn't supposed to be open. Somebody's getting a right good kicking." He frowned. "You're not in this with them?" The pistol steadied in his hand.

      "Hardly," Afra's new friend said. "They made a mess of my face. And my ribs."

      Afra glanced at her companion. Bruises were starting to blossom on his face. He would have a black eye and a sore jaw. No time for any more inspections now.

      "How 'bout you tell me who you are?"

      This wasn't good. Even the business owners in Old Port weren't exactly trustworthy. Smuggling and pilfering were part of their stock in trade. Best tell them as little as possible.

      "I'm a tourist. She found me where those thugs left me," her new friend said. "Beaten up and dumped in an alley."

      "And you are?"

      "I'm Drew Torson. I'm a history professor and I wanted to experience Old Port."

      Their host's chortle morphed into a belly laugh that shook his jowls and his ample stomach. "You experienced it, all right." The laughter stopped. "What were they after?"

      Torson shrugged. "I don't know. I still have my wallet. Between punches they demanded to know where 'IT' was. They never told me what 'IT' was."

      Oh please, don't mention Neyru.

      "Drugs?" Afra said, jumping in quickly. "Mistaken identity?"

      Their host's lips pursed as if he were considering. "Possible. And who are you?"

      "I'm a courier. I delivered a parcel to Torville's just now, thought I'd take a short cut back to the office and came across this guy groaning in an alley." She crossed mental fingers he wouldn't ask for more.

      The fellow put the pistol into the holster at his waist, his eyes moving between them, probably figuring out what he could get out of this. "Looks like you were in luck that idiot Jammy left the cellar open. Where are you headed now?"

      "Back to my hotel," Torson said. "The Trader's Arms."

      It was all Afra could do not to roll her eyes. Shutup shutup shutup.

      Their host nodded, a small smile playing around his lips. "Nice place. Not cheap. Well, you'd best be on your way. Follow me, you can go out through the front door."

      He led the way up a set of steep wooden stairs into a hall. Voices and the clink of glass emanated from a door marked 'Front Bar'. A sign opposite indicated where to find the washrooms. The man strode along a threadbare carpet to the end of the hall and opened the front door for them, standing aside to let them through. "Wandering around Old Port at night isn't a good idea. Best you stay indoors."

      Afra recognized Queen Street, one of the main roads with regular streetlights, even though she could only see two of them.

      Torson had taken his wallet out and handed the barman a note. By the way the man's eyes widened it was a large value. "Thanks for your help."

      The barman smiled and pocketed the money. "No problem."

      Good grief. Afra stopped herself from shaking her head. He'd told this fellow where he was staying and shown him he had cash. A babe in the mist. Literally. And the barman didn't actually do anything, just turned on a light and fired a shot.

      She plastered on a smile. "Yes, thanks… what's your name?"

      The publican grinned. "Vetch, Rancet Vetch. Proprietor of the Queen's Fancy. We serve the finest beer in town."

      "I'll be sure to pop in sometime," she said, managing a smile. She tugged on Torson's arm. "This way." She headed down the street, grateful for the streetlights.

      "I'm feeling much better," Torson said, matching her pace. "You needn't come with me."

      "You know where to go, do you?"

      He pulled out a comm. "This will tell me." A map appeared on its surface, the Trader's Arms a dot a few streets over.

      "And you'll be okay if Vetch sends a couple of likely lads to turn you over properly?"

      His mouth fell open and he slowed.

      "Oh, hurry up. Smart move, telling him where you're staying and that you've got money to splurge. And where's Neyru?"

      As if on command the little beast appeared on his shoulder as though she'd flicked off a magician's cloak.  Afra sucked in a breath. Cloak. She had a built-in cloaking device. Wow, wouldn't that be a great thing to have? "She can cloak herself."

      Torson glanced at her. "Like a spaceship. Yes, I think so."

      "Is that why our mate Jok wanted her?"

      "I doubt it." He shook his head. "I don't know." He smiled up at the little creature perched on his shoulder. "You were very good, Neyru. Didn't let the nasty men see you." He reached up and stroked her head with one finger. Neyru crooned.

      Aww. Afra smiled. That was so sweet, the bond they had. But it wasn't keeping them safe. "We need to go down the next alley."

      Torson's eyebrows shot up. "The comm says—"

      "Bugger the comm," she snarled. "I know a shortcut. Which comes out in a place where you can see the front door of your hotel. Did you notice Vetch stood outside to check which way we went?"

      His left eye was beginning to close. He sighed. "I suppose that was dumb, telling him where I'm staying."

      "You could say that." Afra looked around. No-one was about. "Come on." She scuttled across the road and headed down an alley.

      Torson stopped. "Hang on, this is a lot like where we started from."

      Oh, for pity's sake. "Look, I'm on your side. I don't approve of thugs beating up tourists. And it shortens the trip by ten minutes."

      Neyru placed one dainty paw on Torson's ear and cheeped. He rubbed his thumb over his lips. "Okay, she obviously trusts you. Let's go."

      So many questions. Did Neyru talk to him? She remembered how Neyru had apparently shown her the two men chasing them earlier. She pushed the thought away. They didn't have time for this. She pushed her palm down in a dampening motion. "Just… keep the noise down, okay?"

      The alley connected Queen Street, where the Queen's Arms was situated, to Barracks Road where the Trader's Arms stood. In the past it had been an access way for night carts but now property owners used it for storage. At least it hadn't been used as a urinal. Recently, anyway. Afra wove her way between piles of cartons and at one point a broken-down cart. The mist hung thick as a veil, obscuring anything further than two hand spans away. Her dad had told her about this alley on one of their many trips here, even though it had disappeared from the town's road maps. The locals knew about it, of course. If they were followed and the follower knew about the alley, at least she'd hear them coming. Her fingers closed around the butt of her pistol.

      The alley finished at a gate hung on a brick wall. Afra counted down the bricks the way her father had shown her years ago and pulled on the fourth one down. The gate grated as it slid aside but all was quiet behind them. She beckoned Torson through, pressing a finger to her lips. They were in a side street that formed a T junction with Barracks Road, a few doors down from the Trader's Arms. She peered around the corner and jerked back behind cover.

      Torson stood behind her, far too close. Afra resisted the urge to move.

      "What?" he hissed.

      "Jok's there, talking to somebody."

      "Who?"

      If she guessed right, it was Ulliver Cramm, con man and crook, his handsome features visible under the glow of the streetlamp at the hotel's entrance.

      "You'd better look. Carefully."

      Torson shuffled in front of her and stuck his head out for a brief moment. "Shit."

      "You know him?"

      He nodded. "Well… know is not the right word. But he was checking in at the same time as me. And he saw Neyru."

      Oh, shit. Cramm. Just what she needed.

      "How did he see her?"

      Torson spread his hands. "She's very young. She saw some sort of bug buzzing around a flower arrangement in the lobby and uncloaked to catch it. The fellow saw her, I know he did but he didn't say anything so…"

      Afra removed the little drone she always carried on her.

      Torson's right eye widened. "You've got a bug—"

      "You're right." She used her comm to direct the device. "I find it useful for eavesdropping."

      But it was too late. Jok disappeared back into Old Port and Cramm crossed the road to the hotel.

      Afra retrieved her bug and put it back into her coat, her mind racing. This was getting messy. Cramm wanted Neyru. He wasn't known as an animal lover, so he'd have to have a very good reason which involved money and lots of it. "Okay. I'd guess it wouldn't be a great idea for you to go to the Trader's Arms."

      He nodded. "I guess not. Should we go to the police?"

      Afra noted the 'we' and smiled. "Let's put it this way. If I were you, I wouldn't. The cops here are only slightly less crooked than their clientele. If they get a sniff that you have something valuable, that would be Vetch, Cramm, and the cops. I'd be getting Neyru as far away from here as I could."

      He licked his lips. "Where would you suggest?"

      "Look, come to the spaceport with me. There are flights leaving all the time. You can pick up a ship there. You've got money."

      He shrugged. "I suppose so." Dredging up a smile he added, "Thanks." He glanced at the hotel. "I don't suppose I could pick up my luggage?"

      "What do you think?"

      He shuffled, just like a little kid. All he needed was his hands in his pockets. "No. I guess not."

      "You can pick up clothes in spaceports." She pulled out her comm. "I think we'd better take a cab. Can you afford that?" Because she certainly couldn't.

      Afra had the cab pick them up at the corner and directed it to the spaceport. Just as well the vehicle had an auto-guidance system. The buildings at the side of the road were little more than shapes in the foggy darkness.

      In the seat opposite him she took the chance to get a better look at her… liability. He looked around her age, not young but not old and in pretty good physical condition, despite the bruises and obvious discomfort. He took the time to tidy up his ponytail, unfastening the clasp and pulling the hair back off his face. Long fingers with neat nails, not used to physical work.

      "You're a history professor? Is that what you said?"

      He smiled. He had a nice smile, showing a good set of teeth. "That's right. I work at Forbes University on Sind Verana."

      "What brought you to Old Port?"

      Another smile that lit up his right eye. The left wouldn't be seeing clearly for a while. "Its fame as a pirate enclave, right back to earliest settlement. Human pirates, that is. I know it hasn't changed much over several centuries. I'd done the virtual tour, of course, but it's not the same." He paused, then added, "And as I've learnt, the virtual tour isn't necessarily complete."

      "No uncovered cellars or hidden alleyways."

      He nodded.

      "Where are you planning to go next?"

      "That's difficult. When I researched my trip, I arranged to stay here for three days, then catch a cruise liner to Phoenix. I have friends at the university there."

      "You'd do best to leave Nueva Porto before that."

      He ran his thumb along his lip. "That's just it. I checked the schedules. The next cruiser won't be in here for another three days."

      Three days. Afra checked her comm. He was right, no tourist traffic, just freighters coming and going. Some of the names she knew and she wouldn't be going anywhere with them. Damn it. At some larger port he could have stayed at the spaceport hotel. But not here. The last hotel had closed after going broke and nobody had bothered opening it again.

      Damn it.

      He was frowning. "I could buy a trip on a freighter, I suppose. They seem to be in and out pretty often."

      She nodded. "You could, but you'd have to be very careful." She went down the list again. Bart Makiecee's Calico wouldn't be too bad. But he was leaving very soon.

      "If you hurry you might get on Calico. It's leaving in an hour."

      "Okay"." His eyes narrowed. "Why are you going to the spaceport?"

      She stared at him. "I work on a freighter," she mumbled at last.

      His eye lit up. "Can you get me a berth?"

      Oh no, not a chance. She wasn't picking up with any lame tourist carrying something coveted by far too many people. If she didn't make her deliveries, pick up a few cargoes, Yoornga would repossess her ship. She missed her father, of course, but what in all the galactic black holes had led him to take out a loan with an Yrmak pirate clan? She needed her ship. It was her livelihood, her independence. Her only surviving link to her father.

      And yet her conscience tugged. She'd helped Torson. Now she was going to leave him to face Cramm? Maybe a compromise.

      "I can't do that. We — the ship doesn't take passengers. But I'll take you over to Calico's berth. We'll see how it goes."

      The cab landed outside the spaceport's entrance. Torson stepped out rather gingerly and winced when he turned. He was in more pain than she'd realized. Maybe the adrenalin was wearing off.

      "This way." Afra led the man through the automatic doors into the main building. Like all spaceports, day and night meant little. The tavern was busy, serving whatever meals a spacer might want. She sat him down at an outside table. "We can't go any further without a pass or an escort. "I'll see if I can get in touch with Calico's captain."

      Just when she was about to give up, Makiecee answered. "Hey, Afra. What's up?"

      "Thought you might like a fare."

      "Where to?"

      "Phoenix."

      "Not going anywhere near there."

      "Where are you going?"

      "Barredon. Completely different direction. Hang on."

      Afra waited while Makiecee engaged in a muffled conversation with a voice that didn't sound quite human.

      "Sorry. No. I can't take a passenger. I'm carrying some… sensitive cargo. You know how it is. Gotta go." He closed the call.

      Afra stared at her silent comm. "Sensitive cargo" was code for drugs or weapons or just plain illegal. And the owner of said products had reminded the captain that strangers were not a good idea.

      She ran a hand through her hair. She wouldn't take passage with any of the other freighter captains she knew and she didn't know about the rest. Torson looked sad, his shoulders slumped as if the weight of the world rested on them. His left eye was closed and swollen and his features were drawn.

      Her father had always told her she was a sucker for a sob story. That wasn't true but…

      "Okay, my ship's going to Morianis. I'll take you there. You should be able to pick up a liner to Phoenix."

      He heaved a sigh. "Thanks. I appreciate it. I'll pay, of course."

      That would help. Anything would help to find the money to pay Yoornga. She'd been hoping to get another cargo around Old Port. That was out of the question now.

      She stood. "Come on."

      He dragged himself to his feet, swaying slightly. Afra took his arm and steadied him, guiding him out of the terminal and around to an access gate. "My ship's in the outdoor area." She wished she'd been able to afford an inside bay. But she couldn't.

      The gate accepted her access card and slid open. Lights struggled to illuminate a little of a road that disappeared into a blanket of fog. Afra turned her collar up but the dampness had seeped into her clothes. She took out her comm.

      Sara answered immediately. "Where have you been? I was starting to worry."

      "I'm okay, just walking up the access path. We'll have a paying passenger."

      There was silence for a few moments. "Okay. See you in a few."

      "Was that the captain?"

      “I’m the captain. Captain Abrussen. Sara is my engineer." And kind of a second mother after Afra had started working on her father's ship.

      "Wow. Who do you work for?"

      "Me." She snapped the word. The rest he didn't need to know.

      Torson had eased away from her, walking beside her past a number of shapeless masses looming on both sides of the path. As they walked, the shapes resolved into small freighters. In this atmosphere the parking lot resembled a graveyard with space-ship-shaped tombstones. She wouldn't have been surprised if ghostly figures had appeared. Or perhaps Jok and his mates.

      Her heart hammered when a hulking apparition floated towards them from the side. She reached for her gun but it was an Yrmak in a full-length cloak checking something on his ship.

      It couldn't be much farther now.

      The Herald, familiar and welcoming, stood where she'd left it. Sara had already deployed the ramp and the lights inside the ship were a welcome beacon. The tension drained from her muscles.

      "This is it, Abrussen's Herald. Welcome on board. She's not a passenger ship, you understand."

      He nodded. "That's okay. Neyru—"

      She raised a finger to her lips. Don't mention Neyru out here.

      Torson clambered up the ramp. Afra had thought he was slowing down and now she could see he was walking with difficulty. On board, he put his hands on his hips and eased his back as the ramp rumbled back into place. Sara, solid, dependable Sara, waited inside the access hatch, a wide smile on her face.

      "We need to leave, Sara. Did you get the parts you needed?"

      The older woman nodded. "Got a pretty good refurbished controller." Afra added the rest to herself. They couldn't afford a new one. "It's fitted." She stared pointedly at Torson.

      "Torson. Drew Torson. Pleased to meet you. May I call you Sara or would you prefer something else?"

      Afra swallowed the smile as Sara relaxed. Torson had done well.

      "Sara Watts. But Sara's fine. Welcome aboard." Her eyes widened, her gaze fixed on Torson's shoulder. "What in all that's wonderful is that?"

      Neyru, revealed in all her glory, cheeped.

      "This is Neyru," Torson said a hint of pride in his tone.

      Afra had a chance to see the little creature properly for the first time. She had four legs, wide wings that fitted along her backbone when they were closed, and a short tail. Not a bird, then. Those amazing black eyes were forward-facing and slightly raised in an otherwise slender skull on a long neck. She had skin, not feathers, but it was hard to tell what color. The hues moved as she gazed.

      "Oh, she's beautiful." Sara made a move toward Torson but hesitated. "Can I say hello?"

      "She likes it if you stroke her head with one finger. Don't you, Neyru?" Neyru arched her neck.

      Sara put out her hand and stroked. "Aren't you a gorgeous little lady? Pleased to meet you."

      "She's attracted interest from Ulliver Cramm," Afra said. "We need to leave."

      "Huh. That sleaze bag." She nodded at Afra. "I'll get the engines working. We can talk later." She bustled away.

      Afra turned to Torson. His skin looked gray under the bruises and his face was drawn. "You're hurting?" It was an understatement if he felt as bad as he looked.

      He cleared his throat. "Jok and his mates were thorough."

      Yes, they had been, and here she was, worried about money. "I've got a med kit. Come through here."

      She led him down the narrow corridor into a tiny cabin containing a bed and a line of cupboards. When she'd had a crew of three, a med facility had been important.

      "Take off your shirt and let me see."

      He stared at her.

      Oh, for pity's sake. "Please. I can't fix something I can't see. And I've seen a man's bare skin before."

      Heat rose to her face. Oh, good grief. What a time to blush. Now he was going to think she fancied him. He wasn't her type.

      Torson reached up to his shoulder. "You'll have to shift, Neyru."

      The little beast uncloaked, almost iridescent on his shoulder. How did she do that? Afra pointed at the bed rail. "There."

      Neyru glided down and perched, her wings shaping to slow her descent. From there she watched Afra's every move, punctuated with glances back to Torson.

      The man unfastened his coat and tried to shrug it off his left shoulder. He squeezed his eyes shut, his arm outstretched. Neyru cheeped in concern.

      "Let me help you," Afra said, stepping around him. She lifted the material and held it while he eased himself out of the garment. Then his shirt.

      Wow. Now that was not what she'd expected. Torson was … wow. Narrow hips, wide shoulders, toned muscles, pecs, abs. Built like an athlete, not one of those thuggish, muscle-bound body builders.

      Back on the job, Afra. The man is injured and hurting. She almost heard her mother in those tones.

      She concentrated on the purpling bruise on his lower back. "Wow, that looks nasty. Did one of them kick you?"

      "Yes."

      He's just a man needing help. She ran her fingers gently over the bruise. "Huh. Bad bruising but he missed your kidney. This'll help. It'll feel cold." She rubbed ointment onto the bruises. He winced at the cold but Afra knew it would warm his muscles soon enough.

      He'd relaxed a little. The pain killer must be starting to work. "How's that?"

      "Much better. Does it have anesthetic?"

      She nodded. "I can't do much about your black eye but I do have some eye drops. Best if you sit down for that."

      He perched on the edge of the bed and tilted his head back.

      "Fair warning. It'll sting."

      He tried a smile. "Do your worst."

      This was going to be seriously up close and personal. Afra's nerves spiked. But this man wasn't her Uncle Willy and she wasn't twelve years old. She took a deep breath and leaned over him, holding his eye open to put in the drops.

      His head jerked back and he blinked rapidly. Neyru cheeped and flew back to his shoulder, where she put her paw on his ear, crooning softly. Afra noticed the claws had retracted.

      "How's that?"

      "It stung. But it's working. Thank you so very much." He stroked Neyru's head with one finger, the gesture almost sensual.

      Heat rose to her face again. Damn it.  "Um… I'll show you your cabin. Use the washroom if you want, then come up to the bridge while I get us out of here."

      She headed for the safety of the corridor, Torson at her heels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Neyru

          

        

      

    

    
      Excitement. Adventure. That was what Drew wanted when he'd planned his sabbatical. Six months of touring the outer systems, maybe even venture out of Imperial space. See the real sites, visit places he probably knew more about than most of the locals. Like Old Port. Huh. When he arrived, he couldn't wait to soak up the atmosphere. He'd heard about the frequent fogs and that made it all the more alluring. Old Port in the fog. Wow. What a story he'd have to tell.

      Yeah, with a few extras he could have done without.

      Lucky Captain Abrussen had been around. He shuddered to think what might have happened to him otherwise. Adventuring had a downside.

      He'd settled for washing his face and hands, then, as instructed, took his seat in one of the chairs on the bridge. Captain Abrussen set course and talked to what he expected was the spaceport's traffic control. With nothing to do, he finally had a chance to look at her properly. She wasn't beautiful. His longtime girlfriend, Theah, was considered beautiful. This woman was… he searched for a description. Classical, that was it. He'd seen statues of women like her, with small breasts, straight nose, curved lips, competent and strong. He wondered if she was married, had a partner? Or maybe Sara was her partner. That would be unfortunate. He could imagine himself with someone like Afra.

      Oh, stars above. There was no point in indulging in fantasies. Women didn't go for men like him. Except Theah, who recognized his scholarship and didn't expect too much from him in bed.

      The captain didn't do much actual flying, he noted. The ship had an information system that handled the mechanics. He felt the thrust as the ship rose above the ground, then angled for takeoff and they were off, punching through the cloud layer blanketing the surface and into the blackness of space. In this small ship it was so much more of an experience than it had been on the shuttle up to the space station where the cruise liner was berthed. On this ship he felt every jolt as the Herald bucked and hitched through the atmosphere until the stars burned clear and steady and the ship rode smoothly.

      "Ready for shift space in three…two…one," the ship's IS intoned.

      The sound of Herald's engines changed, replacing the deep throb of the sublights with the higher pitch of the shift drive.

      Captain Abrussen retracted her harness and stood. "Let's go to the common room. I suppose you're both hungry?"

      Neyru sat up and cheeped. The captain smiled. "You're so good at disappearing." She spoke with affection. "We have a dispenser. It won't be anything flash but it'll be nutritious."

      "Anything will do. Can it make bugs?"

      She chuckled. "No. But it can make meat stew."

      The common room wasn't much more than two fixed tables flanked by benches and an alcove that served as a galley. Drew sagged onto one of the benches and forced himself to stay awake. He was vaguely aware of the captain doing things in the galley and soon the aromas had his stomach growling. It had been a long time since he'd eaten.

      The captain set three steaming plates on the table and two forks. "Will Neyru be okay with this?"

      He didn't need to answer. The little beast crouched beside the plate and tucked in, wolfing down the stew. Then she cleaned up the bits that had landed on the table.

      He watched her fondly. "She's grown a lot in the last week."

      "How long have you had her?"

      How long, indeed. Let's see… he bought the egg on Laremenssa, then they'd gone on to Zareeba, then on to Nueva Porto. "About three standard weeks."

      The woman stopped, her fork halfway to her mouth. "Three weeks? Is that all?"

      He nodded as he chewed.

      "How did you…" she paused, obviously searching for a word.

      He grinned. "I bought a thunder egg."

      Mz Abrussen swallowed another mouthful of stew and stared at him. "You bought a thunder egg." Her tone implied the question — what's a thunder egg?

      She had beautiful eyes, blue, framed by long lashes, and currently fixed on him.

      "That's right. I went to Laremenssa. You know it?"

      She smiled, lighting up her eyes. "Yes. I've been there many times. Did you go to the markets?"

      The memories flooded back. He'd taken vids and pictures to show his colleagues but they wouldn't do justice to the atmosphere of the place, what it felt like to be there. The markets were legendary, attracting beings from everywhere. He'd wandered through the market's myriad alleys, reveling in the stalls piled with goods from places he'd barely heard of, the hawker's cries, the smells of different species' food stalls overlaid by the trace of ozone from the nearby sea.

      "Of course. The smells, the accents, the food, the stalls."

      She nodded, sharing the memory with him. "It's an amazing place. I love going there." She waved her hand. "And…?"

      "I collect artefacts, souvenirs of my travels. I went to a stall run by a great, big, shaggy Dron and found a few interesting specimens. They make fine pottery and intricate silver. And then I noticed a pile of thunder eggs. I used to collect rocks when I was a kid." When he was young, the rocks in his collection were his only friends.

      He flicked through his comm and projected an image of a roughly ovoid rock, which turned slowly above his comm.

      Her face probably echoed her thoughts.

      "Thunder eggs are just rocks. They're formed in volcanoes and often contain beautiful crystal formations that you can see if you split them. This one was not much different to others in the pile but the colors almost seemed to move as I tilted it. Can you see that?"

      She nodded. "Iridescence flickering here and there as it turns."

      "That's right. I didn't think too much about that — a trick of the light. But it was interesting, so I bought it. It wasn't any more expensive than the other rocks.  A few days into my next trip, it hatched."

      Neyru stopped cleaning her paws and cooed.

      "It fell off the shelf where I'd put it, which was odd. I suppose she must have rocked it. When it hit the floor, it started to split and I realized there was something inside. I recall wondering if it would turn out to be some nasty, dangerous, alien creature. Until I saw her.

      "She was half the size she is now, a little damp bundle. I'll admit I was startled and felt useless. What did I know about little alien hatchlings? But as it happened, I'd arranged to eat in my cabin and she dived on my dinner, steak with a salad. She ate steak till she was full, then sort of looked at me with those wonderful eyes like black holes and I was lost."

      He smiled. The memory warmed his heart. He reached up and scratched the top of her head.

      "I made her a little nest with one of my jumpers but she preferred to sleep next to me. And then I kept her hidden from other people. I'm not sure why. It just seemed to be the right thing to do. Fortunately, she tended to hide when other people were around, which was good. It took me a while to work out what was actually happening when she kind of disappeared. As you said, it's sort of like a ship's cloaking device but I didn't think they worked quite so well?"

      The woman shook her head, but her gaze was fixed on Neyru. "No. The ship is still visible to the naked eye. It just hides its electronic signature." She chuckled. "It'd be nice to have one, though. Small freighters are juicy targets for pirates."

      Her face clouded and she looked down. An unpleasant memory? Before he could ask, she added, "What do you think she does to disappear?"

      "I think Neyru can change her color to match whatever's nearby, and sort of adjust her shape. If she's on my shoulder, she flattens her body and pretends she's part of me. Does that make sense?"

      "It does. I've heard of other creatures that can do that." Abrussen smiled. "She's very cute. What are you planning to do with her?"

      That was the question, wasn't it? He didn't know. Keep her as a pet? He didn't know anything about her species —how big she would grow, if she was male or female, although he felt she was female. And now, the larger question—why was she a target for the fellow at the hotel?

      "I have some questions."

      She held up her hand. "Wait until Sara joins us. She needs to know what I know. We're partners."

      "Okay. How about if you call me Drew?"

      Her left eyebrow rose and the hint of a smile flickered around her lips. Not a nice smile, more a calculating, knowing one. "Sure. Drew."

      "What's your name?" That was a bit abrupt. "I mean, what should I call you? Captain? Miz Abrussen?"

      She stared at him, appraising, before she finally answered. "Okay. You can call me Afra. It's easier than Captain Abrussen."

      "Thank you, Afra. It's a pretty name."

      Her left eyebrow flicked again. That hadn't gone down well. But it was a pretty name. "Um… how long have you had the ship?"

      He noted the pause as she held his gaze for a long moment. "This is the last of what used to be my father's fleet. He's dead and I inherited it."

      It was as though she'd slipped on a mask. She wasn't going to say anything more about herself, but at least he knew her first name.

      "And I'm very, very pleased you were there at Old Port to rescue me. Us. Have I said thank you? Many times over?"

      She cocked an eyebrow. "I'll take it as said." She stood and put the empty plates in what he guessed was the cycler. "Would you like a drink to celebrate your escape before you ask your questions? I have a few bottles of beer."

      "Yes, that would be nice." He didn't really like beer but it might break the frost in her demeanor.

      Afra brought out three bottles from the galley and put one in front of him, one beside her and cracked the third. "That one's for Sara. She'll join us in a moment." She raised her bottle of beer. "Cheers."

      It was a gesture he'd seen on the space liner. He lifted his bottle in response, clicked it against hers. "Cheers." What had she meant by 'partners'? Business or partners as in marital status? He couldn't ask that.

      He wasn't a great beer drinker. The bitter taste lingered in his mouth. He put the bottle down. Before he could think of anything else to say, Sara saved him. She came through the hatchway and stopped short, smiling at Neyru. "She's such a beautiful little creature."

      Neyru thought warm, happy thoughts at him and arched her neck, inviting Sara to stroke. She obviously saw Sara as a friend.

      "Oh, she's so soft. And those eyes. You could drown in those eyes." Sara sat next to Afra. "What is she?"

      "I don't know." Drew repeated what he'd told Afra and showed her the image of the egg.

      Sara stared at it. "Drons don't see color the way we do. I can well believe a Dron wouldn't have seen the iridescence. It's so chunky, just like a rock. And she's so… fragile and pretty. It's hard to imagine she came out of that. But I suppose it's great camouflage."

      Afra quirked her lips. "Good point."

      "She's smart, too," Afra added. "It's as though she can project an image to my mind."

      Sara frowned. "How's that?"

      Afra waved her hands. "It's weird. She came and told me where Drew was. And when we were being chased, she found us the cellar and I kind of saw, through her, that two men were following us."

      "That's remarkable. There are a lot of alien critters in the Galaxy that we don't know anything about."

      "You're an academic," Afra said. "Do you have any friends who specialize in alien wildlife? Someone like that may be able to help."

      There was a thought. He'd planned to visit Urbridge College on Phoenix. He had some friends… acquaintances… there who might assist.

      He stroked Neyru's head. "I might be able to talk to someone on Phoenix. I have friends at a university." His yawn hurt his jaw. "I think I'd better turn in." He stood. "And thanks. Thanks for everything. Tell me how much I owe you for passage to Morianis and I'll arrange for payment at the space station."
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        * * *

      

      Sara’s gaze followed the man as he went through the hatchway, the little beast clinging to his shoulder. "He seems nice," she said, angling a glance in Afra's direction.

      Afra swigged the rest of her beer and put the bottle in the cycler. "He's coming with us to Morianis. Then he's catching a liner for the rest of his sabbatical."

      "We could take him to Phoenix."

      "No, we couldn't." That wet, siren voice cooed in her mental ear. You could, you know. Afra slammed her hand on the bulkhead. "No. We couldn't. We've got to get a cargo. I've got to pay off Yoornga. You know that. It cost me to get him out of Old Port. I was hoping to get a cargo there."

      Sara looked hurt. "Okay. Don't bite my head off. But hey, he's willing to pay his way. That probably got you more than a cargo." Her tone changed, soft and introspective. "I'd sure like to know more about that lovely little beast."

      That was the trouble, wasn't it? Afra would, too. "I'm going to bed. See you at change over."

      "Did you notice he's got a nice ass?" Sara called after her.

      "Oh, shut up."

      Sara's chuckle followed her through the hatch. And yes, she had noticed he had a nice ass.
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        * * *

      

      Afra had a restless night. Memories of her visit to Old Port had mixed up with Uncle Willy and his wandering hands. He'd been down there in the cellar, waiting for her, groping, warning her not to tell anyone. Neyru had become a huge beast that breathed fire… and everything was mixed up as the dream faded from her mind like mist at sunrise.

      Feeling like last evening's leftovers, she crawled out of bed, pulled on her ship suit, and headed for the galley for kaff. The dispenser had just finished when Drew appeared. His hair was neatly pulled back, but his features were haggard. The bruises had faded a little around the edges so the ointment had done its work, but his eye was still reduced to a slit. His clothes were a mess, streaked with filth from the alley and to be honest, a bit on the nose. She felt guilty for not having done something about that sooner. After she'd had her kaff.

      "Kaff?" She raised her mug.

      He sank down on a seat. "Thanks, yes."

      "Did you sleep all right?" she asked when she'd collected the mug from the machine.

      "Better than I might have expected." He huffed. "I wish I had a change of clothes, though."

      She could imagine. "I don't think mine would fit. But hang on. There might be something in the other cabin."

      Who was she kidding? There would be. She couldn't bring herself to throw away her father's clothes after he was killed, just moved them from the captain's cabin and hung them in cabin two.

      She put the mug in front of him. "I've kept some of my father's stuff. It might fit you."

      "Thanks." He wrapped his hands around the mug and sipped.

      Neyru appeared, sniffing at the beverage.

      Afra smiled. "I'll fix her some food." She ordered broiled jungle fowl, a large portion. She could keep most of it for another meal.

      The little beast approved of the jungle fowl. Drew had to keep her away while Afra divided the meat and put the extra into the galley. She was most indignant and didn't listen when Drew explained she couldn't eat it all at once, fluttering her wings against his grip.

      When she'd settled down to eat, Afra took Drew to the cabin where she'd stashed her father's clothes. Pants, shirts, and jackets hung in the closet. Underwear and toiletries were in the drawers. The essence of him lingered. She could smell him, the scent of him when she'd buried her head against his chest when she was little. She blinked to force away the tears.

      "Take what you want," she said to Drew, her voice thick. "I'll be in the common room."

      She fled.

      Neyru was cleaning her face with her paws but stopped with an interrogatory chirp when Afra appeared. She watched as Afra ordered kaff from the dispenser and sat down, then fluttered over to land in front of her. The little beast gazed at her, staring with those wonderful eyes, hypnotic pools of darkness that invited her to drown. Afra smiled, feeling her tension ebb. It was as though Neyru understood her pain and wanted to soothe her, make it better.

      Afra stroked her head as she'd seen Drew do, her fingers sliding over smooth, soft skin. Neyru rubbed her head against Afra's hand and cheeped.

      "Where do you come from, little one? Did you have a mother and a father? Did someone steal your egg?"

      Afra could certainly see why Drew had become so attached. It was as though Neyru could sense feelings and radiate soothing thoughts. But getting attached wasn't a great idea. They'd be landing at Morianis in a few days and then Drew and Neyru would disappear out of her life. She sighed. "Go find Drew, Neyru. See what he's doing."

      The little beast sat up on her powerful hindquarters and stared at Afra, then she flew off down the corridor. And came back with Drew, who looked confused.

      "She made me come to you. Kind of said you were sad?"

      "She wasn't supposed to fetch you, just…" She didn't want to go there. "I see you found some things that kind of fit."

      He nodded. "I'm grateful."

      The pants were a little baggy and he'd turned up the bottoms. The shirt was tight across his shoulders but at least the clothes were clean.

      He sat down and accepted a second cup of kaff. After taking a few sips he said, "What happened to your father?"

      Afra looked away. That was a story she couldn't tell, yet. It was still too raw, too painful. She swallowed the lump in her throat. "I've had a look at the ship schedules at Morianis. There are freighters, of course, but the Galactic Explorer is due in a day after we dock. It's a liner for tourists You should be able to buy a fare on her. Phoenix is on her circuit, too. See?" She brought up the information about the ship on the room's display.

      He smiled and turned to the display. But for just a moment she'd seen sympathy, understanding. Oh shit. Why did he have to be such a nice guy?

      "Thanks," he said. "That'll be great." He made to stand.

      He was going to go away. She'd be alone with her thoughts. "Look, you said you work at a university. What do you actually do?"

      He sank back onto the seat. "I lecture. They're made into programs we can send to students. I take tutorials, and I study."

      "You study?"

      He nodded. "Imparting knowledge is just a part of what we do. A lot of time is devoted to learning what to impart. I specialize in the Human expansion, basically pre-Empire. That's why I wanted to visit Old Port. It has been around for centuries. Same with Laremenssa. It used to be a much more important trading hub than it is now."

      She didn't know that. Didn't know any of it. History had been boring, a time to daydream about space and flying a ship.

      "Aren't there… I dunno… documents?"

      His lips parted in a wide smile. "There are. Real documents on printed media. But they're kept in special storage in museums. Even someone like me rarely gets to see the real thing. They're antiques. We can see the copies, of course but they don't feel the same."

      "What did you expect to see at Old Port?"

      He smiled. "Do you know anything about Nueva Porto? The planet's original history?"

      "No. Just that it has been inhabited for quite a while. Fallen on hard times."

      "It was actually one of the first Human settlements out in this sector, when the Formian Empire was at its height. Settlers found drugs in the rain forests and made a fortune selling them. Later, the Empire shrank as systems broke away and Nueva Porto was left to fend for itself. There's a lot of history on that world."

      On Nueva Porto? For her it was just a planet where she and her father did business. Curiosity got the better of her. "So, Nueva Porto was part of the Empire?"

      "The Formian Empire. It was around for a millennium, well before the current Empire developed. Nueva Porto was on the fringes of its major expansion. It was one of the first planets to be left behind as the Empire shrank. And then companies found a way of manufacturing the drugs from the rain forest and the place fell into decline."

      "Old Port was the earliest settlement on the planet?"

      "Yes. Do you know why it's called Old Port?"

      She shrugged. "First town near the spaceport, I guess."

      "No. It was a seaport. The settlers sent their drugs from the highlands on ships down the river."

      A seaport? How was that possible? Old Port wasn't on an ocean. "Sunbeam, show us an image of Nueva Porto, above Old Port." Afra grinned at Drew's expression. "Sunbeam is the ship's IS."

      The image appeared above the table between them, the area around Old Port as seen from the air. Old Port was a short distance from the sea, built on the edges of an obviously shallow bay. Afra frowned. The main seaport was a fair distance away, on the other side of the spaceport. "How could ships get in there?"

      Drew touched a point in the mountains well inland from the city and followed a bright line meandering down to the sea. "The goods came down this river and into the bay. But since then, the bay has silted up. It didn't matter because the legitimate trade in pharmaceuticals was finished but there are gemstones up there in the mountains. The commercial sale of jewels was strictly controlled by the trade guild, which, of course, looked after itself. So, miners smuggled gems into the city using the little fishing boats that still operate out of Old Port and flew them out."

      "Ah. That makes sense. Smugglers. The city has a reputation for that sort of thing."

      He nodded. "That's what makes it so fascinating. It explains some of the places you took me to, like that alley and the hidden key to open it." He spread his hands. "That was wonderful." His eyes sparkled with remembered excitement. They were hazel, a kind of greeny-brown.

      Afra laughed. "I'm glad you enjoyed it. It could have been very nasty."

      "Yes. But it was… great." His expression changed to thoughtful. "Much more interesting than shuffling through books in a library."

      Sara stuck her head through the hatch. "Change-over time." She noticed Drew and Neyru and smiled. "Oh. Didn't realize you had company."

      Afra stood. "Drew was telling me all about the history of Nueva Porto and Old Port. You'd find it interesting, I'm sure."

      Sara's eyes lit up. "I'm sure I will."

      And to her surprise, so did she. It put the old city into perspective. Even what little he'd told her explained so much. Before they reached Morianis she would get him to tell her more.
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      Afra summoned Drew to the bridge and into his seat harness before the ship exited from shift space. It was a simple maneuver these days and the ship's IS had not indicated any issues but even so, better to be safe. Besides, she was sure her passenger would want to see their approach in the bridge's view screen. He'd been interested in every maneuver, asking questions about 'why' and 'how'.

      "Exiting shift space in three…two…one." The ship jolted as it shifted across into 'real' spacetime. Afra would have to get that looked at when she could afford it. At her last maintenance she'd been told that the transit engine needed to be overhauled, if not replaced. But the mechanic had been pretty sure the engine would last for a few more trips. She would have to save up for the overhaul when she'd paid for the ship.

      "Let's have a look at Morianis," Afra said to the IS.

      The planet appeared in the 3D display, the usual blue, brown, and green sphere of an inhabited planet, speckled and swirled with white cloud.

      Drew discarded his harness and leaned forward in his seat. "Wow, it looks so small and fragile from here."

      "Huh. It's even smaller for real." Afra pointed at a large dot on the nav chart. "That's it to the naked eye."

      "Where's the space station?"

      "Around the night side. By the time we get there it'll be in daylight."

      Afra glanced at him and at Neyru, perched as usual on his shoulder. The little creature looked bigger than she had two days ago, when they'd left Old Port. Now they were coming to it, she was going to miss them both. The last couple of days in shift space had sped by. She'd tried not to become attached but it hadn't worked very well. Neyru had listened as attentively as she and Sara as Drew told stories about some of the characters in Old Port's history; smugglers who hid gemstones and carried them out in secret. And the townspeople who recovered after Yrmak pirates wrecked the place.

      Yrmaks. Evil bastards.

      Afra forced her attention back to the control panel.
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        * * *

      

      Herald docked at an outer bay on one of the Morianis station's lower rings. Afra watched the access tunnel ease out from the dock to lock onto Herald's hatch and waited for the all-clear from the station. This was it. Drew and Neyru were on their way, out of her life. She should be pleased about that. Shouldn't she? She had a delivery to make and then she needed more cargo. Her next payment to Yoornga was coming up all too soon. Either she'd own her ship or lose it.

      The Morianis customs people came on board to check her credentials and take charge of her cargo, which was shifted to the customs office for pickup. Afra sent a message to the customer to tell her the cargo was ready for collection, then turned in her seat. "You're good to go, Drew. Head up to the eighth level and check the information center there. They'll be able to book you onto the Galactic Explorer."

      "Yeah." He stood.

      Afra swallowed the lump in her throat. She'd forgotten he was wearing her father's clothes until that moment. A part of her dad would be leaving as well.

      "Look, I really think I should pay you for the clothes."

      "What are ill-fitting second-hand clothes worth?"

      He stepped closer. "A lot when you're out of clean underwear."

      She chuckled. "No, I'm happy they were of use to you." She could not bring herself to take any more of his money. He'd insisted on paying more than she'd asked for to bring him and Neyru to Morianis.

      "Well… if you're sure."

      "Quite sure." Afra pushed herself out of her seat and escorted him to the hatch. Carrying what had been one of her father's duffels, he followed her.

      Afra held out her hand. "Best of luck to both of you. Safe travels."

      Drew put down the duffel, looked at her hand and pulled her into a hug. "Thanks for everything. I hope we get to meet again."

      Afra stared up at him. It had been quite a while since anybody had hugged her. She breathed in his scent, a mix of her father's reassuring smell and his own and found she enjoyed the embrace. She would miss him. But she'd get over it. She'd have to.

      Neyru cheeped and landed on her chest.

      "I'll miss you, too, little lady. Make sure you look after him."

      She fluttered back to Drew's shoulder.

      Afra turned before the tears gathered. "See you, Drew. I've got some admin to cover before I go out."

      When she heard him walk away, she turned to watch him, trying to blink away the tears. An image suddenly appeared in her mind, a picture of her and Drew embracing, as if taken from a vid.

      Damn it. She would miss him — both of them — much more than she would admit. She'd enjoyed having them on board, enjoyed his stories about the history of places she'd been to, how Old Port had come to be, and how it had faded into the history books. He had a lovely, tenor voice. He could have been an actor the way he brought those stories of real, long-dead people to life. Not like at school where it was all boring dates and lists of battles.

      She caught one last glimpse of Neyru's eyes before she disappeared. The bay door closed behind them.

      Heaving a sigh, Afra went back into her ship. Work to do, cargo to deliver…

      Sara leaned against the bulkhead, her arms folded. "We should have taken them to Phoenix."

      "Sara, you know we can't. We need cargo to pay off Yoornga. Otherwise, we're both out of a job."

      Sara scowled. "Get real, Afra. You'll need to rob a bank to get enough to pay her off."

      Afra's stomach roiled. Sara was right. "If I can give her enough, I might be able to persuade her to give me more time. I'm going to try Zarlmar. Dad shifted cargo for him often enough."

      "That's dangerous and I used to tell your father that, too. You're skimming very close to the event horizon with him. You don't want the Trade Federation chasing you."

      Afra escaped down the corridor into her cabin. Dealing with Zarlmar was risky, she knew. She'd found the strange sums in her father's accounts with a normal fee from Zarlmar in the audited books — and extra amounts shuffled into a carefully hidden account. She'd forced her father to explain. But it wasn't drugs or contraband, just that the Dron shipped small, expensive items without paying duty on them. She'd always believed her Dad was straight, a reputable trader. It had tarnished his reputation just a little but he'd explained the Trade Federation's agents were a bunch of shysters, skimming off honest trader's profits for themselves. That was true enough.

      She stripped off her ship suit and dressed in her formal uniform, sky blue pants and cropped jacket with the Abrussen logo, a stylized comet with a parcel at its head, on the left top pocket. It always helped to look the part and even better to feel the part. She checked herself in the mirror and took a deep breath. I'm a professional freighter captain, going out to find prospective clients. With a final nod to herself she checked on Sara, who was in the engine room.

      "I'm going out, Sara. I might be a while."

      Sara scrubbed her hands on a cloth and nodded. "Okay. Good luck. And… just be careful, Afra. That Dron will sell you out as soon as look at you. See if you can pick up something safer." She dredged up a smile. "You look great. Your father would be proud."

      Afra rode the travelator out of the docking bay arm into the station proper. The usual tourist shops and food outlets clustered just inside the doors were busy, especially the food stalls which offered much more interesting fare than nutritious, bland, dispenser food so often on the freighter menus. So many stalls, so many smells; sweet, spicy, some downright unpleasant. Those filled rolls smelled good, though. Maybe on the way back she'd pick up a couple for herself and Sara.

      She pushed through the walkways to the central elevator and squeezed into a car with three Humans, a couple of Yrmaks, and a Dron. The elevator took its time, stopping at each level where beings got in and others got out. Zarlmar's office was on the tenth level, up with the rest of the classier cargo handlers. Afra paused, smoothed down her uniform and took a deep, steadying breath. She could do this.

      The place looked the part, hushed corridors decorated with views of distant worlds. A travelator circled the level, but Afra elected to walk the short distance to Zarlmar's premises. A Dron wearing a leather coat stood guard, a stun gun hanging from his shoulder.

      Afra stopped in front of him. "Captain Abrussen to see Tyvo Zarlmar." She fought the urge to rub her nose. The smell from the creature's fur made her itch.

      He stared at her for a moment, then found a comm from somewhere on his person and exchanged a high-pitched conversation. She'd always felt the Dron language didn't go with their big, hairy appearance. The guard put his comm away and the door slid aside.

      Afra nodded at him and went inside.

      Zarlmar sat in a hoverchair in front of a desk that filled most of the office. "Captain Abrussen." His lips curled back, revealing an impressive array of fangs. Afra's father had told her that was Zarlmar's version of a Human smile. She wondered if anybody had told the Dron it made him look like a werewolf?

      "Please to sit." He waved an arm at a nearby chair.

      The Dron leaned forward, both arms on the rests of his chair. "I was so sorry to hear of your father's death." He shook his head. "You can't trust Yrmaks."

      Afra perched on the edge of the seat. "They have a reputation," she managed, forcing down the rush of sadness. "But that's in the past. You had an excellent relationship with our firm and I'm here to offer our services."

      It was so hard to read Drons. Small eyes peered through thick, brown fur and because he used a translator to talk to her, she couldn't pick the inflections in the voice. To be honest, his normal tones would have told her even less.

      "Your father was useful many times. We can do business."

      The tightness in Afra's shoulders loosened. Great. A cargo.

      "Please to be coming back to me in Terbish.  Many operators will need my services then."

      Terbish. Afra's shoulders tightened again. Her deadline for paying off Yoornga was before the Terbish holiday. She forced herself to remain calm and professional. "Thank you. I will return then. You have nothing to offer me now?"

      The Dron shrugged, sending his body hair dancing. That, at least, was one Afra knew. No.

      "Can you direct me to anyone else who might have a cargo to shift?"

      "It is a — how you say? — down time."

      Down time? Rubbish. On a space station there was no such thing. Well, she could try some others. They wouldn't pay as well but something was better than nothing. She stood.

      "Thank you, Esteemed Zarlmar. I will return in Terbish." She offered a stiff bow and left, walking past the guard with her head held high, and waited at the elevator for a car. Maybe Ah Soong might have something? Or Chek.

      "Captain Abrussen. So nice to see you." Afra started, looking up at a tall Yrmak standing in the elevator car. Shit. Yoornga, flanked by two guards.

      Yoornga stepped out of the car. "Were you coming to pay me?"

      Her heart hammering, Afra plastered on a grin. "Not yet, esteemed Yoornga. But I'll have your money when it's due."

      The Yrmak's yellow eyes gleamed. "You know the arrangement: your gold or the deeds to your ship." She strode away, her long gown rustling as she stepped onto the travelator. The guards jogged along the path on either side of her.

      Afra swallowed, tried to ignore her pounding pulse and stepped into the elevator car.

      Ah Soong's emporium was located on level four down in the more interesting part of the station where dodgy deals could happen. There were no travelators down here. Afra made her way through the traffic to Ah Soong's shop, a mixed emporium stacked with goods from a dozen worlds.

      The sign over the door proclaimed the proprietor's willingness to ship goods anywhere. Whatever she could carry for him wouldn't be enough but it would be a start. At least the shop was popular, which could mean the need for deliveries? Ah Soong himself was busy with what looked like a prosperous couple, showing them vases locked in a cabinet.

      He closed the sale and watched the customers walk out of his shop. By the look on his face, he'd done well. He beckoned Afra over. "Looking for work? I'm sorry, Captain. I can't offer you anything just now. Maybe after Terbish."

      Blast. Afra shrugged and thanked him. "Of course. I'll catch up with you then."

      Two down. She headed back to the elevators. Maybe Chek would have something.

      "Well, well. Fancy seeing you here?"

      A familiar voice she didn't want to hear. Today was getting worse by the moment. Steadying herself, she turned and gazed up at Cramm's smiling face.

      "Hello."

      She didn't say 'what are you doing here?' He'd been at Old Port when she was although he couldn't have known she'd seen him. His ship was faster than the Herald but she didn't really trust coincidences. Was he still after Neyru?

      Cramm feigned hurt. "That's all? I thought we were friends."

      Friends. Huh. "Any hope of friends ended when you cheated me out of a cargo at Star Rock."

      His smile widened. "Just a bit of friendly rivalry. You know how it is."

      Sure, she knew how it was. She'd something of a crush on him back in her teens. He was handsome, smooth, complimentary; just what an awkward kid escaping the memory of her uncle needed. But he'd just been using her up to learn more about her father's operation.

      "Yes, I know how it is." She made to step around him. "Things to do, places to go."

      He put an arm around her shoulders. Afra lurched away from him, adding a shove to her movement. A passer-by swore as he dodged around Cramm.

      Cramm raised his hands. "Steady, Afra. We need to talk. Mutually beneficial."

      She stared at him. "I can't imagine what about."

      "This." He thrust his comm at her, a flat picture of Drew. "Do you know where he is?"

      She schooled her expression, willing her heart to stop racing. "Who's he? Never seen him."

      "Really? Rancet Vetch tells me you have."

      Better and better. The proprietor of the hotel where she and Drew had hidden was a mate of Cramm's. How nice.

      "Give me another look." She peered. "Oh yes. Him. As far as I know he's still in Old Port somewhere. I helped him out of a jam. End of story. Look, I'm busy —"

      The smile was gone from Cramm's face. "How about this?"

      His comm showed a blurry picture of Neyru in front of a plant. Her heart thudded. She couldn't react, couldn't acknowledge the little beast. "What's that? Some sort of bird?" She frowned "I haven't got time for this, Cramm."

      He stepped so close to her she could smell his cologne. "Listen. Just listen. That critter is worth a fortune." He looked around as if checking for eavesdroppers in the busy thoroughfare. "Yoornga will pay a fortune for it. So would any Yrmak. It looks like Marh'kesh's companion. You know the story?"

      "I know Marh'kesh is the Great Mother's consort." But that was all. She'd never had much to do with Yrmaks, apart from their reputation as thugs, murderers, and pirates. And the dealings she'd had with them proved their reputation.

      He nodded. "He has a companion animal. This critter looks just like a miniature version of that. If we can get hold of it, Yoornga will pay off both our debts and pay us extra, besides."

      Wow. No more debts. She could keep her ship and get on with her life. If she trusted Cramm, which she didn't. She knew Drew would want what was best for Neyru, of course, but so far, they'd been chased and he'd been beaten. What if she accepted Cramm's offer? If Neyru was with Yoornga she'd be pampered, an honored pet. And they'd both be safe from pursuit. The thoughts flashed through her mind in a nanosecond.

      "How do you know?"

      "I showed the picture to Yoornga. She nearly exploded with lust. She wants it, Afra. I'll go you halves. Fifty thousand each."

      Fifty thousand each. That would pay off the debt and leave her with enough to fix up the engines, maybe even a bit of refurbishment. Wow.

      Cramm laid his hands on both her shoulders, pleading. "Come on, Afra. You'll have your ship back. Where else are you going to get that sort of credit?"

      Her flesh crawled at his touch. No way was she doing anything to help this slimeball. She shrugged his hands away. "Sorry I can't help you. I told you, he's still in Old Port. He loved the place. As for the bird thing — no idea."

      Scowling Cramm shoved his comm in his pocket. "Where's he going next?"

      She grinned. "You're not listening, are you? He's not my best friend, just someone I bumped into in the fog. He didn't share his movements with me. And I've never seen one of those… critters. Okay?"

      He stepped back. "Okay. You know my ship. Fast Track is docked at 3B-7. Come and talk to me if you change your mind."

      Afra strode off back to Ah Soong's Emporium and hid behind some shelves, pretending to examine ornamental boxes. Fifty thousand. That would solve her financial problems and Drew would be safe, too. Maybe having a home with Yoornga would be the best thing for Neyru.

      Ah Soong appeared at her elbow. "You wish to buy? Or is there a problem."

      Afra rolled her eyes. "An old boyfriend. I'm trying to avoid him. I'll leave in a minute. Okay?"

      The merchant grinned, as if in on a conspiracy. "Not a problem." He walked away.

      Little did he know. She needed to talk to Drew, discuss the options before Cramm got to him. She didn't think for a moment Cramm had believed her story. So... where would Drew have gone? Clothing shops? She checked her comm for directory entries. There was one down here.

      She checked for Cramm before she ventured out of Ah Soong's and further down the corridor to Fermann's Outfitters.

      The window display featured ship suits, coveralls, jeans, boots — workers' clothes. She didn't think it was Drew's sort of style but she checked inside, anyway. He wasn't there but she noticed a fellow outside in a stained ship suit who certainly should be buying here.

      She checked the comm again. Level six looked like the best bet. While she waited for a car at the elevator foyer, she noticed the same man in the stained suit standing at the back of the crowd.

      He also alighted at six. Was he following her? Or was he just another space jock wandering around the station? She stopped to look into a window of a dress shop and noticed him reflected in the glass, loitering around nearby. He'd taken off his hat but that stain on his trousers gave him away. She'd remembered thinking if he were her crew, he would have been ordered back to clean himself up. Probably one of Cramm's people, expecting she would lead him to Drew.

      She headed back down to Herald.

      "Sara? Sara," she called as she entered the common room.

      "Okay, I'm here." Sara grinned at her from where she sat, a steaming mug in her hand. "Want one?"

      "No." Afra slipped onto the bench opposite her. "I bumped into Cramm and I'm almost certain he's having me followed."

      Sara's eye widened. "Why?"

      "He really, really wants Neyru. Yoornga will pay him a lot for her because apparently she looks like Marh'kesh's companion animal. He told me one hundred thousand, but it will have been a lot more."

      Sara gaped. "One hundred thousand? That's…"

      Afra nodded. "I know." She sighed. "I told Cramm to stick it. But I have to find Drew. I told Cramm Drew was still in Old Port."

      "But he didn't believe you."

      She shook her head. "And he knows Drew's name. In some ways he's a… a minnow in a shark tank."

      "That he is." Sara turned to her comm, her fingers sliding over the surface. "I should be able to get to the bookings for the Galactic Explorer."

      Afra chuckled. Since her father had — She tried again. Since she and Sara had been working together, she'd learned that there wasn't much Sara couldn't do with a computer system. Especially when it was clandestine.

      "Doesn't look like he's booked on. Not in his own name, anyway."

      "He's here in the station somewhere." Afra frowned. He was going to be here until at least the next day, so he'd have to book into a hotel.

      "Has he booked into a hotel?"

      "Give me a minute." Sara turned back to her comm. "Nope."

      Nowhere obvious, then. Where would he go? Apart from the menswear shops. Knowing him, he'd want to go and have a look in the more interesting parts of the station, down in the lower levels. She'd have to hope he hadn't gone dirtside. "Can you see if he's caught a shuttle down to Morianis?"

      Sara picked up her comm again and flicked through some pages. "No, he hasn't."

      "That's a plus. But I don't need a tail. You're going to have to pretend to be me while I go and find him. Put on your dress uniform, then go out to places I might go."

      "The officer's club, upmarket dress shops and so on," Sara said, chuckling.

      Afra laughed. "Sounds about right. Keep him away from the lower levels. My tail is medium build, wearing a ship suit with a large stain on the left leg."

      Sara grinned. "You wouldn't have let him leave like that."

      "Yep." She stood. "I'll go look for Drew."
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        * * *

      

      Drew stepped through the bay's hatch and gazed around him. He'd never been in what he supposed was the freighter part of the space station before. The big space liners docked at the top of the station if it were large or went into orbit nearby and shuttled passengers down to the spaceport on the planet. He checked the station's layout on his comm and established this was the sixth level of twelve and he was at docking bay 6B-6. A pair of travelators, one going each way, ran along the middle of a central spoke, with docking bay hatches on each side. A few Humans, a handful of Yrmaks, and a Dron rode past as he stood there. It seemed the travelator took people in and out of the station's central hub, in the middle of which he would find the elevators taking people to different levels.

      Drew stepped onto the travelator behind a group of people in ship suits discussing the best place to eat. Neyru cooed softly and showed him a picture of him hugging Afra. He sighed. That would have been nice but it wouldn't have happened. And now, it couldn't. He'd be off to Phoenix and she'd be off somewhere else. Somewhere exciting, like Old Port. He'd love to go back there some time, have a proper look around.

      He passed through a doorway and into a cacophony of sound and smells. The space-suited Humans stepped off the moving platform and headed for a food stall. Drew jumped off before the travelator did a U turn to take it back down the docking area. This place was amazing. From where he stood, he could see two bars, food stalls for various species, and a mix of aromas that changed as he wandered between the benches and the lines of beings waiting their turn to order. Neyru projected hunger, so he joined the line at a Human stall selling what looked like meat sandwiched between some sort of bread. He paid the smiling proprietor and found the washrooms so he could sit in a stall and feed Neyru. He felt more than a little ridiculous, but at least no-one would see her — or, for that matter, him passing food up to his shoulder, where it promptly disappeared.

      Afra had said that he could book a cabin on the Galactic Explorer on level eight. But the ship was staying here for a couple of nights and it wouldn't dock here until tomorrow. He could stay in a hotel on the space station overnight, pick up some new clothes. And maybe have a look around on some of the lower levels of the station. He'd heard that was where you could pick up interesting artefacts.

      The truth of it was he'd enjoyed the last several days with Afra. And Sara, too. Even his adventure in Old Port. He'd like to go back there some time, wander in the markets, poke around in the alleys. With Afra next to him, maybe holding his hand. Neyru projected an image of Afra, smiling and looking directly at him. His heart lurched. He'd probably never see her again. The thought depressed him more than he could have imagined. He'd only known her for less than a week, although it felt longer. He would have loved to explore Old Port with her, find out more of the things she knew about the place. But that wasn't going to happen.

      He hitched up his ill-fitting trousers and checked the station's directory on his comm. He could buy clothes in several places. Station Menswear seemed to offer the types of clothes he wanted at a reasonable price and the shop was on this level. What to do with Neyru, though? He would want to try on clothes even if they did digital fittings.

      "You'll need to hide somewhere, little friend. Can you do that?" he murmured. He imagined her disappearing into the branches of one of the potted plants dotted around the walkways.

      He heard a soft, interrogative coo and she was no longer on his shoulder. In the plant? No. Where? She appeared for a fraction of a moment, perched near the ceiling. He could almost hear her chuckle. He smiled. It was almost as if she understood him.

      "Wait there, I'll be back."

      A young fellow in a well-cut blue suit approached as soon as Drew entered Station Menswear. Before he said anything, he looked Drew up and down and grinned. "Lost some weight?"

      "Borrowed clothes. I'll need underwear, shirts, pants… the lot. Nothing fancy, just serviceable."

      The attendant nodded. "Lost your luggage, eh?"

      "Yes." It wasn't a bad excuse, actually.

      "Happens too often. Come in here." The clerk waved his hand toward a booth. "Strip off your outer clothes so we can scan you for size. Then I can show you some designs."

      The process took longer than Drew had anticipated but he left the shop dressed in comfortable clothes that fitted him well, carrying several bags. Neyru settled on his shoulder before he reached her hiding place, her presence announced by the needle prick of her claws and a soft cheep. The station directory listed a number of gift shops, some purporting to sell antiques. Drew rode the elevator down to level five and joined a moderate crowd strolling around the shops. He slowed by the store selling Yrmak hand crafts and pottery. These were tourist souvenirs, but even so the quality was there. It still amazed him that Yrmak claws could create something as delicate as the rose quartz jar with its golden design.

      An image of Afra appeared in his mind. Strange. Why would she—

      "Drew."

      He turned to look down at Afra's face, tight-lipped and tense. "What? I mean, why…"

      She put her arm through his and smiled one of those pretend smiles where it's done for show, then she walked back the way she'd come as if they were out for a stroll.

      Drew's nerves jangled.

      "Change of plan," she said. "You haven't booked on the liner?"

      "No."

      "Good. I bumped into Cramm. He's after Neyru."

      Neyru's claws tightened on his shoulder.

      "What do you suggest?"

      "We'll take you. If that's okay?"

      Was that okay? His heart soared. Neyru's delight was a beacon in his mind. "Yes. Thanks. I'll pay, of course."

      "You look very nice, by the way. Must be great to have some properly fitted clothes."

      "Yeah. Um… I left your father's clothes at the store. I'm sure we can get them back…"

      She laughed, her eyes twinkling. "It was probably time for me to let them go." Her expression hardened. "Anyway, there's no time."

      They joined the crowd clustered around the elevators waiting for a car. As soon as one stopped there was the usual interplay as some passengers exited and others entered. Drew stepped aside to let Afra go first. She stiffened and pushed back against him. "Out!"

      He caught a glimpse of Cramm lunging toward them as the car doors closed.

      "Quick! He saw us. This way. We'll take the emergency stairs." Afra ran past the doors and dived through a doorway into a stairwell. The treads clanged under her feet as she sprinted up four flights. Drew followed her as she darted out of the doorway and ran for the exit to the docking bays at level six. Afra dodged around a pair of Drons and between a couple of Humans. Drew did his best to keep up, but he bumped into one of the Drons and sideswiped a table as he apologized over his shoulder. Afra was well ahead. He dumped his parcels and raced to catch up, aware of rising voices behind him. Afra had slowed, gazing past him.

      "We need a diversion," she muttered when he'd caught up.

      A group of Yrmaks were seated at a table. Two Humans were just standing at a table alongside. Afra ran, flipping the vacated table into the Yrmaks. Drew jumped around the obstacle and sprinted after her. She'd ignored the travelator, preferring to run to the docking bay. Drew hadn't done so much running in a long while and his lungs burned with the effort. He heard pounding footsteps behind him, someone else running. Ahead of him a woman left the travelator and walked to a bay. Drew swung her around into his pursuer's path and grinned when he heard the swearing. Afra waited for him, the bay door open, staring past him.

      Someone grabbed his arm. Drew swung around and punched hard. He'd practiced that move often enough in the gym.  Cramm grunted, lurched back, and aimed a pistol. "Don't make me kill you. I want the oorven, that's all."

      "The what?" Drew glanced around. Now when he could have used a bit of help everyone had disappeared.

      Cramm's nostrils flared. "Don't get precious. Your little friend. Where is it?"

      Drew didn't feel Neyru leave his shoulder. He caught a glimpse as she darted straight at Cramm's face and sunk her claws into his skin. He howled in pain and dropped the pistol. Drew scooped it up and ran for the bay door. A shot sizzled past him, from in front of him.

      "What the hell?" he gasped.

      Afra put the pistol away. "It's set to stun. Sara's on her way and I've told station control we're leaving. Hurry."

      Drew just had time to notice Sara charging down the travelator toward them. A couple of people stood next to Cramm's fallen form and one had his comm in his hand. Security wouldn't be far away. Neyru swooped back to his shoulder, her presence in his mind anxious. Was he all right? He scratched her head. "I'm fine. You were very brave."

      "Up to the bridge and strap in," Afra said, giving him a shove in the right direction. She jumped into the pilot's seat. "Close the hatch as soon as Sara's in, Sunbeam."

      "Acknowledge."

      Neyru moved into the spare seat as the harness deployed over Drew's shoulders. She gazed up at him, sending a picture of Cramm's damaged face. She looked smug.

      Afra turned to look over her shoulder, her eyes wide. "Did she do that?"

      "She did," Drew replied, grinning.

      "Closing hatch", the IS said.

      Sara flung herself into the navigator seat as Afra said, "Let's go, Sunbeam."

      "Phew. That was close." Sara took a few deep breaths. "I'm getting too old for all this running around."

      "You're right about that," Afra said. "I've put us on a course for Epsilon Nine."

      "Why?" Drew asked. "What's there?"

      "It's where we'd usually go from here."

      "Umm… looks like we might have a problem." Sara jabbed a finger at the nav display where a blue dot approached, moving quickly. "That's the Morianis security patrol ship."

      She'd hardly finished the words when a voice came over the comm channel. "Abrussen's Herald stand to and prepare for boarding."

      Afra's heart thumped. "What seems to be the problem, patrol? I'm on a set course for Epsilon Nine, carrying no cargo." The patrol ship was closing, intercepting her course.

      "Repeat, stand to and prepare for boarding."

      Ahead, the ship in front of them for the gate accelerated and disappeared. Afra hesitated. If she ignored the patrol ship, she wouldn't be able to come back to Morianis without facing charges. But if she did as she was told, Drew would be arrested on some trumped-up charge and Cramm would get hold of Neyru.

      She shut the comm channel. "Get us out of here, Sunbeam."

      The ship vibrated as the power increased. Afra was shoved hard back into her harness, then the sub-light engines gave way to the hum of the shift drive.

      "Cross Morianis off our visiting list, then," Sara said softly.

      "I know, but —"

      Sara waved her hand. "You did the right thing."

      'Will somebody tell me what's going on?" Drew asked, his tone plaintive.

      Afra turned to look at him. "Cramm will have come up with something to charge you. Probably blame you for the attack on him. He's sure to have friends in security."

      Sara nodded.

      "You would have been arrested and taken back to Morianis. Cramm won't give up. Little Neyru is worth far too much. He let slip that he's in debt to Yoornga, too. And Yoornga will pay much more than one hundred thousand for her."

      Drew's eyes widened and his jaw dropped. "That's… a lot of credits." He heaved a sigh. "Look, this isn't your problem. I'm really sorry that I've gotten you involved in all this. I don't want you to be in danger because of us. Is there anywhere you could take us, leave us? I'll sort it out from there." He sounded wretched.

      Afra exchanged a look with Sara, who lifted one shoulder. She licked her lips. "It's done, now."

      One hundred thousand, and the rest. It would have paid off her ship, refurbished it. She should tell Drew that Yoornga would pay that money to anybody, Neyru would be looked after, and he would be safe. One glance at Neyru's deep, black eyes changed her mind. She felt like a traitor even thinking about it. There had to be something else she could do. Maybe find another egg, sell that to Yoornga?

      "So, not Epsilon Nine, then?" Sara prompted.

      "Why not Epsilon Nine? I can stay there," Drew said.

      "Cramm knows that's where we're going," Sara said gently.

      "You said you wanted to go to Phoenix, you had a colleague?" Afra said.

      He nodded. " Yes."

      "And Cramm doesn't know that?"

      Drew sighed. "No."

      "Okay. That's where we're going."
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      Afra couldn’t relax. After they'd eaten, Sara had Drew talking about the history of Laremenssa and she was as interested as Sara. History, it seemed, wasn't as boring as she'd always thought. Ownership of the world had swapped between different species until now it was generally accepted as a trading hub for everyone.

      Sara started the rounds as duty officer and Drew took himself off to his cabin.

      Afra lay in bed but got sick of staring at the ceiling listening to her mind go around in circles and went up to the bridge, listening to the quiet hum of the engines. She turned when the hatch opened.

      "It's not your turn yet," Sara said, easing herself into the navigator's seat.

      Afra rubbed her chin. "I couldn't sleep."

      "Huh. No prize for guessing what about."

      "I dunno, Sara. I shouldn't have gotten involved. Should have just walked away."

      "And left Drew bleeding in a gutter? That doesn't sound like you at all."

      "I suppose. But, damn it, I've got until Terbish to come up with something to appease Yoornga." She ran a hand back though her hair. "I'm running out of ideas. I could take a loan to pay off this loan—"

      "No!" Sara snapped the word. "That's how your fool of a father landed in this mess in the first place. I told him not to go to Yoornga."

      Something in the way Sara spoke had Afra's nerves tingling. "What did he borrow money for?"

      Sara stared at her, her hands clenching the armrests. Then she relaxed. "He borrowed money to pay off his gambling debts."

      Afra felt cold. "Gambling?"

      "After your mother died, he was lost. He couldn't cope without her and started gambling as a pastime. He became hooked. I wish I'd realized earlier but I didn't. Business turned down and it was a while before I noticed it was because he'd spend his time in the casino instead of looking for cargo. In the end he borrowed from Yoornga. And here we are."

      Afra sagged, her eyes closed. Oh Dad. He'd lied to her. The different accounts weren't just about reducing duties payable to the Trade Federation. He'd skimmed some off for himself. No wonder the transit engine needed to be replaced. He hadn't been able to afford to pay for maintenance.

      The knowledge didn't get her anywhere. "Here I am. You can always get a job with some other ship."

      Sara huffed. "So could you. You're a licensed captain." She leaned forward as if sharing a secret. "There's one thing you could do. It would take the pressure off both you and Drew."

      "What?"

      "Yoornga will pay you that money. For Neyru."

      Afra's stomach roiled.

      "She's a lovely little beast but if what you're saying is right, Yoornga will look after her and Drew would be safe."

      All true. Sure, Drew could heave a sigh of relief and carry on with his travels on a liner. But at what cost? And would he want to, anyway?

      "No," Afra said, shaking her head. "I've already thought about that. I couldn't. I couldn't sell Neyru to Yoornga. I just couldn't." She cringed at the word 'sell'. It sounded like slavery. Perhaps it was.

      "So, you've discussed it with Drew?"

      Afra felt wretched. "I was going to say something but… talking about handing Neyru over to an Yrmak in front of her felt wrong. Besides, he's not stupid. He would have worked it out for himself. He clearly wants to keep her with him."

      "Are you sure? This would fix all your problems."

      Afra sighed. "Sara, Yoornga would look after her. But what would 'look after' mean? I can't even start to imagine Neyru stuck in a cage in Yoornga's villa, on display to show the minions her wealth and status. Or on a perch with a chain around her neck. I've always hated seeing birds in cages. They were built to fly, not sit out their days on perches."

      Sara's smile was rueful. "If you put it that way…" The smile morphed into a cheeky grin. "But this isn't just about Neyru, is it? You've fallen for him, haven't you?"

      "Me?" Afra squirmed. "Don't be silly."

      "He's smart, he's nice, he's polite and he's got a lovely ass."

      Well, yes. All of that. And sparkly eyes, and he told fascinating stories, and he was gentle, and sincere… "He's an academic. What would he want with a girl like me?"

      Sara grinned, mischief twinkling in her eyes. "Oh, I can think of a few things. You haven't seen him looking at you when he thinks nobody will notice."

      Heat rose to Afra's face. That was all she needed now, blushing. "Sara, he'll be getting off at the next port. And we'll start looking for cargo. I'll leave you to it." She stood and almost ran back to her cabin.
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        * * *

      

      Afra changed into her nightshirt and lay on her back staring at the ceiling. It would have been so easy. Hand Neyru over to Yoornga and walk away with her ship and a pile of credits. She'd thought about it, Sara had tossed it on the table. But it wasn't going to happen. It wouldn't have been right. Yes, she found Drew attractive. But it wouldn't work.

      She changed the subject.

      Some time she'd have to dig through the accounts, see for herself what her father had done.  She knew he'd been distant, but he always had been after Mother died. He'd been troubled in the last year, sold off his two other ships. But he wouldn't talk to her about personal things. He always did the accounts and when she'd asked questions, he'd answered her. They were down-sizing. He'd lost the will to run a fleet. She'd believed him. She shouldn't have and that was hard to take, that she couldn't trust her own father. When she'd taken over the ship after he'd… passed, she'd seen the money movements but he'd covered his tracks. He'd taken to paying bills in cash. She'd bet if she went and dug deeper, she'd find some bills hadn't existed, or that he'd increased the amount owing and kept the difference himself.

      Huh. He hadn't talked to her and she'd never talked to him. He'd come home that time when she was twelve and he'd kicked Uncle Willy out. He never said why. One morning, Uncle Willy was gone, off to some other planet, so her father had said. Had her father known what his brother had done?

      She sighed. She would never know. She twisted around, finding another position in the bed and drifted into sleep.

      Somebody was there. Her eyes snapped open. A footstep in the hall, that floorboard that always creaked. The doorknob turned. Afra lay paralyzed with fear, watching the door ease open, the faint crack of light growing wider.

      "Hello, Afra." Uncle Willy leaned over the bed, his hand reaching out.

      Afra jerked away. "No. Not this again. Get out. Get away."

      "Lights." Someone else said the word, a cultured, tenor voice. Then, "Afra. Wake up, Afra."

      Light grew gradually, illuminating all the dark corners. She was back in her cabin on board Herald, gasping for air as she sat up in bed. Uncle Willy's smirking face morphed into Drew looking down at her, his brow creased.

      "I heard you shout. Is everything okay?"

      Afra slumped, resting her head against the headboard. "A nightmare."

      "I'll get you some water."

      He was back in moments, handing her a mug. She sipped, letting the coolness trickle through the tension in her throat.

      "Better?"

      He was so nice, so gentle. Such a difference to the hard-bitten space jocks she'd dated. All they wanted was sex. Just like Uncle Willy. Bastard.

      She nodded. "Much better."

      He was wearing shorts and an undershirt that clung to his muscles, and his hair was tousled. For the first time, she noticed Neyru sitting on the back of the cabin's chair, her concern a soft presence in Afra's mind.

      Drew perched on the edge of the bed. "Neyru insisted I come and check on you."

      The beast chirped, her concern receding. Afra said 'thank you' in her mind.

      "You can go back to bed," Afra said. "I'm sorry I woke you but I'm fine now. Thanks for your concern."

      "I'm glad you're okay." He licked his lips. "Afra, I've had an idea. I know you need cargo because that's what you do."

      Afra shook her head, chuckling. "You have no idea."

      "You're right. I don't. Tell me. Then I'll know."

      True. Just like she'd been with her father. He hadn't told her, either. She hadn't known. "I owe Yoornga thirty thousand credits."

      He stared.

      "I've only just discovered it was for my father's gambling debts. Whatever. I have until just before Terbish — a bit less now — to pay her off or I'll lose this ship.'

      Drew rubbed his hand over his face, his eyes calculating. "So… selling Neyru would be useful."

      "Useful? Cramm said Yoornga would pay him one hundred thousand and he'd split half with me. You can bet it'll be more like two hundred thousand."

      His jaw dropped. "That's ridiculous."

      Afra stared at him. Surely he wouldn't… "You'd sell her?"

      He grinned as he shook his head. "Not a chance. But I'd like to know why Yoornga would be prepared to pay that much for her."

      "Cramm said she's an oorven. It's an Yrmak word. I don't know what we'd call her. He said an oorven is a companion to the Yrmak god, Marh'kesh."

      Drew frowned. "I know about Marh'kesh, of course. But I don't recall having seen any pictures of him with a companion animal. Still, it's more information. I know somebody on Phoenix who is an expert on Yrmaks. She might know more."

      He cleared his throat. "And talking of Phoenix, I have a proposition. You can't have found a cargo on Morianis and you didn't get one in Old Port. I'm just a burden to you. I'm not rich but I'm comfortably off. I saved my money for this trip. And traveling with you is much more interesting than traveling on a space liner."

      He licked his lips. "What about if I hire you to help me find where Neyru comes from? Take her home? I'd pay you more than a fare, of course."

      Afra stared. He was such a nice guy. He cared about her and her problems. And certainly, if he paid her, it would help. And why not? She enjoyed having him around and Sara liked him.

      "Oh, it's okay." He shrugged. "It was just an idea. I'll pay our fare to Phoenix and then you can be on your way."

      Afra laughed and drew him into a hug. "No, it's okay. We can work it out together."

      He hugged her, his hands warm on her back. She leaned back a little so she could look at him. "Thank you. Having a paying passenger will be a blessing." She kissed his cheek.

      His eyes lit up. "That's a yes?"

      "It certainly is."

      He pulled her into a hug but then he moved his head so his lips brushed against hers, a soft, tentative touch. Afra slipped her hands around his neck. That little voice told her she was going to regret this. Maybe some time later she would. But right now, all she wanted was somebody to hold her. She pulled him down into a kiss that seared her soul. He felt so good, his mouth hard on hers, his tongue probing, while her fingers dug into his back.

      He broke the spell when he leaned away from her. What had she done wrong? Why didn't he want to go further?

      He swallowed. "That was nice. Very nice. But I need to go." He stood.

      Words formed. Don't go. I want you. I want you to stay. But she didn't say any of them. "Okay. Thanks for looking after me. And for your offer."

      He managed a smile. "My pleasure. We can discuss further when you're feeling better." The hatch door closed behind him.

      Afra sank back on the bed. She could still feel the warmth of his body, the taste of his lips on hers. Damn it. Sex would have been nice. It would have been lovely. Her body still tingled. What happened? Was there something wrong with her? Or with him? Oh, damn it, she'd been right. What would somebody like him see in a girl like her? Pull yourself together! She couldn't change it.

      He was probably right. Too much intimacy wouldn't have been the best thing to do under the circumstances.

      Oh well. Next stop would be Phoenix.
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        * * *

      

      His heart still thudding, Drew made his way back to his own cabin. Neyru showed him an image of him and Afra locked together as if asking a question. He tapped the back of a chair to indicate she should perch there, then lay down on the bed. His erection was starting to ebb. Sex would have been wonderful but she'd had a nightmare, she was stressed and he'd hate to think she was willing to sleep with him because he'd offered her a job. Sleep with him. What an idiotic euphemism. The last thing he wanted to do was sleep.

      Neyru's confusion demanded a response. "It wouldn't have been right, little friend. Not yet."

      She seemed to like that reply, snuggling into the curve of his body, as she always did.

      Drew stroked her wings. Afra could have sold her. Could have joined forces with Cramm and paid off her debt to Yoornga. Or she could have left Cramm out and made much more. The Yrmak would have paid one hundred thousand minimum, maybe a lot more. But she hadn't. And by leaving Morianis the way she did, she'd even cut off one of her usual sources of revenue.

      It made him love her a little bit more. He jolted. Love? Where had that come from? But it felt right. He didn't know how that would work, a freighter captain and an academic. But maybe it could. At least she'd be around for a whole lot longer.
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        * * *

      

      Sara was in the common room when he and Neyru went for their breakfast meal. She looked up at him and grinned. "Afra says you've taken us on as tour guides for your sabbatical. That's great."

      So, she'd told Sara. That was good to know. "In that case, since I'll be around for a while, you'd better show me how to operate this thing," he said, pointing at the dispenser. "I'm not expecting you to wait on me."

      "Sure." She showed him the selection panel. "Pick what you want. The most common items are at the top — tea, kaff, stew — but you can find other choices by scrolling or asking for something." She demonstrated. "Fish cakes."

      An image appeared. "Now you enter how many. Or you can say."

      "Two fish cakes, please." It felt silly being polite to a machine.

      "You're welcome."

      Drew stared and Sara laughed. "Sunbeam controls the dispenser."

      That made sense. "Will Neyru like fish cakes?" the IS said.

      "I don't know. Let's see, shall we?"

      Drew knew he would. The smell of the hot food made his mouth water. He removed the plates from the machine and set them on the table. They were crispy on the outside and smooth and creamy on the inside. Lovely.

      Neyru sailed onto the table and sniffed, then she cocked her head to look at Drew with her best 'what's this' expression.

      "Try it and see."

      She nibbled and spat out the crunchy outside. A couple of tentative licks of the filling was enough. She shook her front paw and sat on her haunches, looking offended.

      Sara laughed. "Definitely a carnivore."

      "I will make more jungle fowl for her," Sunbeam said. Drew imagined she'd smiled when she said it.

      Afra appeared for breakfast as Drew was putting his dishes in the recycler. He wished her a good morning but her response was cursory. Cool, uncommitted. The freighter captain being polite to the paying passenger. She ordered kaff and eggs and brought them to the table where she sat next to Sara.

      "What's the plan for Phoenix?" Sara asked.

      Afra swallowed a mouthful of food. "Drew will go to some university to talk to his colleague. While he's doing that, I suppose you and I can see if there might be a chance of a cargo in the future. I've never been to Phoenix."

      "Neither have I. Sunbeam, tell us what you can about Phoenix," Sara said.

      The IS projected an image of a mainly white planet, although blue oceans were visible through the clouds. The only green spot was around one of the poles. "Phoenix is the sixth planet of the Amphir system. The sun is a yellow dwarf. None of the other planets are habitable. Phoenix has an unusual orientation to its primary, with the pole pointing at the sun. That polar region is the only area where the galaxy's sentient beings can live."

      "Do they produce anything?" Afra said.

      "The planet is not known for any particular exports."

      "There's a reason for that," Drew said.

      The two women turned to him, eyebrows raised.

      "About five hundred standard years ago, in the earlier days of expansion of the current Empire, systems were ruled by so-called noble families, despots, autocrats. They were either people who had stumped up the money to fund settlement of a planet or taken over in some petty war. The next system over from Amphir, Turmanya, was just such a one. The ruler, Kurman Smith, was a dictator who crushed anything or anybody he thought might be a threat to him and his party. That meant scholars, scientists. He even had a library destroyed because it contained seditious books."

      "Good grief," Sara murmured, her eyes round.

      "Just before President Smith took over as president for life, a group of scholars escaped to another system and joined a project to settle on Phoenix. Those settlers were fundamentalists who wanted to get back to nature, as it were. That suited the scholars. They just wanted to build a university, which is what they did."

      Afra finished her kaff. "And they don't export anything?"

      "Knowledge. People go to Phoenix to study. It's a center of learning for Yrmak and Dron history and culture. Also a number of scientific pursuits —magnetic fields, geology on this strange planet — that sort of thing. And they produce galaxy-leading gadgets. Scientific instruments that can perform in difficult environments. I imagine parts of your IS were built from elements devised on Phoenix."

      "No wonder I've never been there," Afra said, grinning.

      "It meant they were left alone. There's nothing worth stealing."

      Afra asked for another mug of kaff and went to fetch it from the dispenser. "Then why is Phoenix on a circuit for a cruise liner like the Galactic Explorer?"

      "The university itself has some great art collections. And over time, brave locals have ventured into the twilight zone where the sun's light hardly penetrates and discovered some amazing geological formations." Drew glanced at the ceiling. "Can you find any images, Sunbeam?"

      "Of course." The image of the planet was replaced with pictures of ice caverns glowing deep blue. Inside, rock and ice had been carved into statues. Another picture showed an icy mountainside of different colored layers like a rainbow.

      Sara stared. "Wow."

      Drew grinned. "We live in a wonderful galaxy."

      Afra put her dishes into the recycler and stepped through the hatch leading to the bridge. She'd seemed disappointed with what he'd said about Phoenix and had withdrawn even more. He followed and found her sitting in the captain's chair.

      She looked up when he walked in. "Can I help you?"

      So formal. What had happened since last night? "Are you okay? Did you sleep well?"

      "Yes, fine, thanks." She smiled one of those non-smiles.

      "Well… okay." He knew when he wasn't wanted.

      Sara turned around when he came back to the common room. "Is everything all right?"

      He raised his hands, palms up. "She says everything's fine."

      Sara frowned. "She seemed at bit distant this morning. How was she when she talked to you last night?"

      "She'd had a nightmare." The memory of last night flashed through him. He felt warm and he was sure he'd blushed. "Ah… I made sure she was all right, told her I'd like to hire the ship, then I left."

      The look Sara gave him made him feel like a teenager. After a moment or two when he felt like she was probing his mind she said, "Afra's had a hard time of late."

      "I know about the thirty thousand. And her father's gambling."

      Sara caught her lip in her teeth. "Yes. It's no wonder she's been worried." She leaned back in the seat. "She's careful who she gets close to. Give her time."
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        * * *

      

      Afra sat in the captain’s chair with her eyes closed. Sunbeam would tell her if anything happened but it was just as well to keep an eye on things. Especially with missed maintenance. Could she get out of being Drew's private taxi? Leave him on Phoenix to wait for the liner?  And then what? It seemed she wouldn't get a cargo there, so back to… somewhere. Morianis was out. That would cost her.

      Sharp claws landed on her shoulder. Her eyes snapped open but Neyru forestalled her reaction with soothing thoughts and a soft head brushing against her cheek. "Hello, little one. Did you come in with Drew?"

      In her mind she saw a picture of Drew leaving the bridge. And then an image of her and Drew kissing which saddened her. Afra could almost hear Neyru's question; what went wrong?

      "He didn't want to." She shrugged. "That's okay."

      Neyru chirped and shook her head. Afra had never seen her do that before. "You mean no?"

      Neyru nodded.

      Wow. "You learned that from Humans? Nod for yes, shake for no?"

      Another nod.

      That meant she understood Human language even if she couldn't speak.

      Neyru sent her an image of her broken egg and Drew. Then another of Drew talking to her. It made sense. She'd learned from him. The galaxy was full of life forms Humans knew so little about. And underestimated. She stroked Neyru's head, between the little hornlets.

      "So, Neyru. Does Drew like me?"

      A vigorous nod — and one delicate paw patted her on the cheek. The little beast gazed at her, drawing her into a black hole of consciousness. She sent an image of her and Drew kissing with a question.

      "Yes, Neyru. I like him. But it wouldn't work." Still, it was nice to know he liked her. It filled her with warmth.

      Neyru didn't seem to understand that.

      "Humans are complicated." Afra thought about explaining; he's an academic, I'm a freighter pilot. We'd hardly see each other. And we wouldn't have anything to talk about. How was a little alien critter going to understand all that?

      "Go on, Drew will be looking for you."

      One last soft pat on the cheek and Neyru swooped away. She was changing. Afra didn't recall stubs of horns before. Would they be horns, or were they a part of her communication system? She pushed the thought away. She might find out in due course. As for her debt to Yoornga, for now she was stuck with Drew and his gorgeous little foundling.
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        * * *

      

      When Herald came out of shift space Phoenix was a bright disk. Afra asked Sunbeam to project the planet onto the bridge's display, where it hung like a mainly blue and white jewel with one darker section at the pole. Eerie greenish light played around the pole, charged particles reacting with the planet's strong magnetic field.

      "Wow, that's amazing," Drew said.

      "Certainly is," Sara said.

      Afra connected to the planet's space control from the nearest beacon and booked a berth at the spaceport on the ground.

      "No space station?" Drew asked.

      "No. If you look here," she pointed at the nav display, "you'll see there are a couple of large container vessels in orbit. They transfer cargo via shuttles."

      "Preparing to enter atmosphere," Sunbeam said.

      However many times Afra had made a landing on a planet, it was always an exhilarating roller-coaster ride. Outside, particles would be burning off the forward shields as the ship headed downward at a gentle angle, shuddering and shaking as it passed through different layers. Phoenix's capital city, Haven, came into view, a cluster of spires surrounded by cultivated fields. Herald's angle of descent altered and the ship slowed. The display zoomed in on the spaceport, a fenced off area with neat rows of blast-proof bays. Afra had been assigned bay 6H, now showing as a red, blinking dot, its roof opened to the sky.

      This was much fancier than most of the spaceports Afra had landed in. Most of them didn't have protected blast bays, for a start. She'd already sent in the arrival data requested; passenger names, purpose of entry, estimated date of departure. She'd put them down for a week in case Drew had things he wanted to see. She didn't mention Neyru. The fewer people knew about her the better.

      "They're sending a customs crew on board," Afra said to Sara. "At least we don't have anything they can try to sting us with."

      Drew frowned, glancing between them.

      "Not every customs crew is working for the planet," Afra said.

      "Oh. More people trying to make a profit from a cargo?"

      Sara nodded. "Better make sure Neyru isn't anywhere."

      "Hiding in the engine room?" Drew asked.

      Sara snorted. "Nah. It's the first place they'll look for contraband."

      "Huh. That as well. Being a freighter operator has its issues."

      Afra turned at the ping from the hatch. "They're here." She opened the hatch and went to meet them.

      A man and a woman wearing tan unforms stood at the entrance. "Captain Abrussen?" the woman said.

      Afra smiled. "That's me. Welcome on board."

      They didn't return the smile, just walked up the ramp and showed their credentials. "If you and your passengers will wait in your ship's common room we will be as quick as we can."

      Afra waved her hand. "That way."

      They checked Sara's and Drew's IDs, then took out scanners.

      Oh damn. That looked like a bioscanner. If they found Neyru, they'd be asking questions. And if she overreacted at the sight of the bioscanner they'd also be asking questions. Sara had recognized the devices, too. Afra pushed her palm down slowly. Calm. Deep breathes.

      The two customs officers split up, one to the engine room, the other to the cargo bays. If they were lucky, that would be all they'd search. In the silence she could hear hatches being opened and shut, and even the faint rustle of two sets of footsteps. They were coming back up the passage. A soft mumble of voices. One went into her cabin, the other into Sara's.

      The next one was Drew's.

      Afra traded a glance with Sara, who offered the slightest of shrugs.

      "What's going on?" Drew asked.

      Afra gestured, her hand near her mouth. "They're searching all our cabins. Standard procedure. Don't concern yourself, Professor Torson." If they found Neyru, there would be a reaction. She willed her nerves to settle, tried to think of explanations. She could say Neyru was a pet. Well, she was. Sort of. But she should have declared her. It was an entry on the customs form. Which meant she should have expected bioscanners. Idiot.

      The woman appeared in the hatchway. "All in order, Captain. What is the purpose of your visit here?"

      "Professor Torson," she gestured at Drew as she tried to hide her relief, "wants to meet colleagues at the university and do some sight-seeing."

      "I see."

      Afra's heart pounded. Why was she taking so long? "Is there a problem?"

      "You seem nervous."

      Afra managed a laugh. "I've been in the freighter business all my life. I've endured a lot of customs checks, most of them nowhere near as efficient or polite as yours. I suppose I'm waiting for the hard line."

      The woman's lips tightened and she exchanged a glance with her companion. "We work for Phoenix, not ourselves. But… we know it doesn't always work that way in other jurisdictions. Thanks for your time. Enjoy your stay." The officer handed Afra her customs clearance and led the way out of the hatch.

      Drew waited till they were well away before he asked, "What was that about?"

      "They had bioscanners," Afra said. "They should have detected Neyru, even if they couldn’t see her. Where is she?"

      Drew's face paled. He licked his lips. "She went off to hide."

      "Where?"

      "I… I don't know."

      Oh shit. Afra's heart thudded. Maybe she'd gone. Flown outside and disappeared. Left them.

      Drew, wild eyed, was on his feet. "We have to go look for her."

      She appeared apparently out of nowhere, a silver iridescent creature that settled gently onto Drew's shoulder. In her mind Afra saw pictures of the two customs officers walking up the ramp into the ship and then the inside of the bay.

      Drew's eyes widened. "She went outside while they were here."

      "How do you know that?" Sara asked, looking confused.

      Afra smiled at Drew, who smiled back. "She told us," they said together.

      The oorven settled herself down, evidently very pleased with herself, while Afra explained to Sara how she and Drew saw images that Neyru evidently transmitted.

      "Like when we were at Old Port, and she showed me the two men coming to attack us," Afra said.

      "Is that what that was? I saw things in my mind but I didn't realize what they were. Well, that's pretty smart." Sara scratched Neyru between the knobs on her forehead. "I could swear these are getting bigger."

      The knobs were larger. But then, so was Neyru. She used to be able to lie along Drew's shoulder but now that was becoming difficult. Afra wondered how much bigger she would grow?

      Afra sat down. "What now, Professor?"

      "I contact my colleague at the university." He took out his comm and connected to the local network.

      Professor Su Yensin was not in her office and would not be available until the following day. Drew made an appointment for the next morning and closed the call. "It's still early. I guess we get to be tourists for the rest of the day. Any suggestions?"

      "You're the tourist, Prof."

      "I'll be staying here," Sara said. "Engines to tune, capacitors to calibrate. Why don't you get a guide or something? Do the sights?"

      Afra noted the twinkle in Sara's eyes. She was playing matchmaker again. Good luck with that. Afra could go shopping —window shopping, at least— or something. "Any suggestions for our guest, Sunbeam?"

      "There are tours available, run by the local government." The IS displayed a link to the service.

      "That's a group thing, isn't it?" Drew said, lip curled. "I'd rather not join a group."

      The IS displayed an image of a vehicle visiting the ice caverns in the twilight zones. "You can hire an automated vehicle like this one. It will take you to places of interest and provide commentary. You can stay at any of the attractions for as long as you like."

      "Sounds like a good move." Drew turned to Afra. "You'll come, won't you? You've never been here before, either."

      He sounded so hopeful, so imploring. She really could believe he wanted her company. And it wouldn't hurt, would it? Just spending some time together? As he'd said, she'd never been here before.

      "Good idea." Sara nodded firmly. "Next time we come here you'll have a better idea of what's on offer."

      Neyru flapped her wings and sent excited thoughts.

      Drew beamed. "Sunbeam, can you book us a vehicle, please."

      "I'd better go change my clothes," Afra mumbled, making for her cabin.

      Afra pulled on casual pants, sensible boots, and her warm jacket, not forgetting to slip her pistol into its holster. After all, you never knew. Her father had always taught her to think ahead. She paused. Thinking of her Dad was such a mixed emotion these days. If he'd thought ahead and stopped with the gambling she wouldn't be in this bind. But he hadn't.

      Going sight-seeing would do her good. She was sure Drew would have other stories to tell about Phoenix. Such a strange name for a planet. Maybe he could explain that.
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        * * *

      

      The automated vehicle waited outside the spaceport, a sleek, oval machine sitting on landing skids. The sides opened up like wings when Drew pressed the right button on his comm.

      "Wow," Afra said. "Nice looking machine. It sure beats taxis on other worlds."

      "That's what Phoenix is all about," Drew said, sliding into his seat. "Innovation. High tech."

      The entire top of the vehicle was clear, affording full vision on all sides.

      "Welcome to Phoenix," the IS said in a smooth male voice. "My name is Ovid. If you look at the screen, you'll see a menu of attractions that may be of interest."

      Drew scrolled through: City sights, twilight zone ice caverns, the botanic garden, Urbridge University museum, a visit to a national park. "Let's do a city tour first. Then the ice caverns. Will that do for now?"

      "Of course."

      The machine took off, straight into the air on silent engines. From up here the spaceport resembled an insect colony with its interlocking hexagonal bays, most of them with their roofs closed. All around it, the ground was divided into a patchwork quilt of fields, while further away a mountain range soared into the sky, its slopes sparking with the eerie greenish light of the aurora.

      Drew leaned over and put his hand on Afra's arm. "See that?" He pointed at the horizon. "I wasn't expecting mountains."

      She didn't pull away, just nodded.

      "We're on our way to downtown Haven, Phoenix's capital city," Ovid said.

      The only city from what Drew had seen. Even so, it looked sparse, just a collection of spires rising into the air surrounding a building with a domed roof.

      Suddenly the ship changed direction, spearing downward. Drew gasped, clutching the edges of his seat, which had swiveled so that he still sat upright.

      "Most of the city is underground," Ovid said, unperturbed as the vehicle dived into a wide, well-lit tunnel.

      Laughing, Afra patted his hand. "That was fun, wasn't it?"

      No. Unexpected. Scary. The adrenalin drained. Actually, the memory was fun, like being at an amusement park. Yes, he'd do that again. Neyru chattered in his ear. She'd enjoyed that, too. But then, she could fly.

      Ovid was explaining as they progressed, passing other, similar vehicles. "The founding settlers built underground to maximize the area that could be cultivated. The scientists developed crops adapted to Phoenix's unique climate."

      They drifted past a large square dotted with potted plants, and tables and chairs where people sat eating and drinking.

      "That looks nice," Afra said.

      "Would you like to stop? Have kaff and some cake or something?"

      She smiled at him. "We've only just had breakfast."

      True. Besides, there were too many people. He wanted her all to himself. Drew checked the menu of places they could visit. What he wanted was a nice, secluded picnic spot and he'd bet there were plenty up in that national park with the waterfalls.

      "Can we stop somewhere to buy food?" he asked.

      "Of course. You wish to go to a café?"

      "No, somewhere I can buy food to take away. For a picnic." From the corner of his eye he could see Afra's bemused expression.

      "We can take the food somewhere, sit outside and get some…" he pointed at his shoulder, "exercise."

      "Oh. Yes. I guess so." She smiled. "That would be good."

      The machine turned down a side street, as neat and clean as the main thoroughfare, and set down outside a shop. "You can buy picnic things here. We call it a delicatessen." The doors swung upward.

      "Stay here, Neyru. We don't want people to see you." He jumped out and took Afra's hand. She didn't pull away.

      They walked into the shop together and stopped. The aromas were amazing. Spice here, sweetness there. Cheese, meats, cured vegetables, fresh bread. "I wonder if it's home grown?" he murmured.

      A tall man with tattoos on arms like tree trunks came forward from behind the counter. "Yes, all home grown. Our ancestors brought the skills with them when we settled here. I make the small goods here," he gestured over his shoulder, "and the wife makes the bread." He looked them up and down. "You're tourists?"

      "Yes. We're after a picnic meal to take up to the mountains."

      "What'll you be wanting?"

      Drew glanced at Afra. "Bread rolls?"

      She nodded. "What about a selection of meat and cheese? And maybe some fruit?"

      The man grinned. "Point at want you want. Tell me if you'd like to try."

      When Afra had picked what she wanted, she added, " A large chunk of that meat."

      The shopkeeper frowned. "You'll need to cook that."

      "Yes, that's okay. We'll take it back to our hotel."

      With a shrug he weighed the meat and added it to the pile.

      That was smart of Afra. Maybe he was starting to learn. Don't tell anybody more than you have to. If it had been him, he would have blurted out they were taking it back to the ship. But they weren't, of course. It would be for Neyru.

      After he'd paid the man, Drew collected two bags and left Afra to carry the bread and fruit back to their vehicle. The door slid aside at his approach.

      Giving a wonderful view of Neyru sitting in his seat, watching the passing parade. His stomach lurched. An Yrmak was striding toward the vehicle.

      Oh damn.

      But he passed by with barely a glance at her. A couple of young Human females who had paused to stare scampered off when he looked at them.

      Damn and blast. Neyru obviously hadn't understood.

      Drew stowed his parcels behind the seat and pushed down his irritation. He'd told her to stay here and she had but she'd ignored the bit about people seeing her. She jumped up onto his shoulder and put her paw on his ear and crooned. She knew he was annoyed.

      "It's better if you hide when other people might see you, little lady," Afra said gently. "We don't know who we can trust here."

      Neyru hunched down and cheeped, contrite.

      Drew sighed. He had to remember she was just a baby. "We'll go somewhere without other people. You can fly around there."

      "Let's finish the city tour," Afra said, settling into her seat as the taxi took off.

      Drew gazed around him. The place was incredible, glittering with light, clean and organized. It was difficult to believe they were actually underground. Such a contrast to the haphazard streets of Old Port, where buildings almost leaned on each other and dark alleys led to who knew where. Darkness and fog didn't happen here. In fact, he reflected, it would never be dark.

      Ovid stopped beside a façade of arches soaring up to the city's roof. "This is the founding fathers' cathedral, dedicated to the blessed Goddess, who is held sacred by the people here. It is one of the few buildings that also has a large presence outside the city cavern."

      "Can we see it up there, please?" Drew said.

      The vehicle zoomed off, up a ramp to the outside and into a square where the original cathedral, capped with a pale blue dome, squatted. The nearby towers of the university soared skywards, dwarfing the older building. Ovid told them this had been one of the first buildings the settlers had constructed, before the city cavern was even started.

      'Why did they come here?" Afra asked.

      "They wanted to build their own society," Ovid said.

      Drew huffed. That was only part of the story. Afra put her hand on his arm. "Well?"

      "They were members of a religious sect that had broken away from the main society on their planet. When the scientists arrived, they joined this fundamentalist group. They hadn't intended to settle here on Phoenix, but the target planet was too hot. So, they came here. The scientists built their university." He waved his hand at the glittering spires. "And the True Believers went about setting up a farming community. Over time it evolved into a compromise, with the scientists coming up with the idea of the underground city."

      "Why was that? Do they get terrible storms or something?"

      Drew grinned. "Much simpler than that. It's never night here. The Human biocycle doesn't adjust well. Underground, they simulate a day and night cycle. And it also means the land the city would have taken up can be used for farming."

      "Smart. The farmers live underground, too?"

      "Yes. Want to see the ice caverns?"

      "Great idea."

      Ovid sped off, heading away from the city.
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        * * *

      

      This would have to be one of the weirdest planets Afra had ever visited. Beneath them cultivated farmland filled the landscape and a river meandered through meadows where animals grazed. It was as if they were flying toward the sunset. The mountains looked amazing, their snow-covered slopes ranging from orange to pink, reflecting the distant light of the sun. The eerie green folds and veils of the aurora danced behind the peaks.

      Incredible, surreal scenery.

      Below, the neat fields petered out, replaced by rugged slopes and deep gullies, then snow-covered cliffs. Ovid hovered in front of a massive waterfall cascading down from the heights into a valley shrouded in misty darkness, then landed in a flat area in front of a cave that looked like a yawning mouth in the mountainside.

      "This is the entrance to the ice cavern. Take a guide disc from the entrance. It will direct you and explain the formations."

      Lights came on as Afra reached the entrance. Drew picked up one of the discs and stood looking around. "No one else is here, Neyru. You can go for a fly."

      Neyru appeared on Drew's shoulder and took off, gliding between the glittering cliffs and around what looked like ice carvings of animals and people. The disc explained how the natural pillars had been carved. One stunning piece showed a woman wearing flowing robes, reading a book. This, Afra learned, was the Goddess.

      "You look like her," Drew said.

      She stared at him.

      "That's what I thought when I met you. Classical, like ancient statues that hail back to the earliest Human civilizations. It's beautiful."

      She was sure he'd blushed. She knew she had.

      The sound of a footstep behind her startled her. A man dressed in a pale grey uniform stepped around the corner of the path. He stopped and smiled at them. "Yes, beautiful work. It's very old, you know. One of the original carvings." He gazed fondly at the statue, then back at them. "Are you from a cruise ship?"

      "No. Casual visitors enjoying the sights before a meeting."

      Drew nodded agreement but he was looking around, no doubt looking for Neyru.

      Afra caught a hint of movement further into the cave and thought urgent thoughts. Hide, Neyru. Don't let him see you.

      "We don't get many visitors here unless there's a cruise ship. I'm the local ranger." He pointed to the badge on his shirt. "I should have been there to meet you. Sorry I wasn't."

      "That's okay." Drew managed a strained smile. "It's an amazing place. I'll certainly be back for a longer visit another time. It's been far too brief but we need to go."

      Afra picked up his narrative. "I guess we do. Do you want the disc or do we put it back?"

      The ranger held out his hand. "I'll take it."

      She could almost feel his gaze on her back as she and Drew strode up the path toward the entrance.

      "Did you notice how she kind of fitted here? Her normal silvery, glassy, iridescent hide doesn't show up."

      That was true, Afra thought. Maybe she came from a planet like this one. Maybe even here? But that Yrmak who walked past the vehicle paid her no heed. Then again, maybe he wasn't religious.

      Neyru had beaten them to Ovid, sitting on its landing skis outside. She appeared when they approached, treating them to a view of what she'd seen inside, soaring and weaving through the cavern. It had been fun and she would miss it.

      Drew stroked her head. "We'll have to take you home, where you can be safe."

      Ovid swooped down from the mountain to a warmer, sheltered meadow beside a stream, assuring them it was a perfect place for a picnic.

      It was. Afra shrugged into her coat, enjoying the scent of citrus on the gentle breeze. She hadn't been in nature for a long time. Her father had always made a point of taking her to parks on planets so she'd know what it was like to see sky and feel wind. And she enjoyed the visits. Provided they weren't too long. She sat down on the turf and wondered if it was native or brought here. It resembled something like moss, soft but pliant.

      Neyru was delighted with her chunk of meat, crouching down to tear it apart. It must be very different for her, too, not having known anything but glimpses of a world outside a ship.

      Drew made sandwiches from the sliced meats and cheese. Topped off with fresh, crunchy fruit it was a perfect meal. Neyru sat on her haunches to clean her jaws, then flew down to the stream to drink. While Drew started packing up, Afra followed her to wash her hands. The stream was wider here, its surface smooth, not like the rapids a little further up its course. Kneeling on flat stones at the bank, she put her hands into the water. It was icy cold. She rocked back on her heels and the stone she knelt on gave way, pitching her into the stream. The cold hit her like a punch to the stomach, stealing her breath away. Water filled her mouth. She struggled to float but the coat was like a stone, pulling her down. The current picked her up, drew her away from the edge. She flailed, gasping water instead of air.

      Something grabbed, pulled her backwards. On the edge of consciousness, she saw Neyru hovering above her.
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        * * *

      

      She lay on the ground, something behind her neck. Afra sucked in a lungful of air and coughed. The blurred face looking down at her resolved into Drew.

      She shivered, the cold biting through her sodden coat. "Thanks."

      He smiled. "I'm still needing a pilot." He knelt beside her. "Can you sit up? You'll die of cold with that coat on." He slung his arm around her back to help, then peeled the wet coat away.

      The cold really did bite this time, seeping into her bones and setting her teeth chattering.

      Drew shrugged out of his jacket and shoved it at her. "Put this on. We'd better go back to the ship."

      Afra wasn't arguing, vaguely aware of Neyru's concern. I'll be all right. Drew saved me.

      Neyru showed that image again, the one of her and Drew kissing.

      Drew helped her into her seat and told Ovid to take them back to Herald. "You need to be in a warm bed."

      Bed. Yes. That would be nice. And he was so nice. The coat smelled of him, filling her with warmth that helped thaw her body.

      "Was I in the water long?"

      "I shouldn't think so. I was clearing things away. I don't like to leave a mess in a pristine spot like that. Neyru found me and dragged me over to the stream. You weren't struggling." He gulped. "I thought… I thought you might have drowned." He blinked rapidly.

      He was so nice. Such a lovely guy. She reached over and took his hand. "I was lucky you were there for me." She lifted his hand to her lips and kissed it. "Thank you."

      Ovid landed at the spaceport and Afra let Drew help her for the short distance back to the ship. She was starting to feel better but she still felt shaky on her feet. Sara wasn't on board.

      "Do you want to have a shower?"

      "Yes, it'll warm me up. Can you help me get my clothes off?"

      He sucked in a breath, then said, "Sure."

      She could have done more than she did, letting him peel off her wet shirt and remove her undergarments. His eyes had gone dark and he slipped his tongue over his lips. She turned to him and whispered, "Did I say thank you properly?"

      She brushed his lips with hers, teasing gently with her tongue.

      Drew groaned and pulled her into his arms. For the next few moments, she helped him to get her out of her clothes and then remove his.

      There were other ways of getting warm other than having a shower.
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        * * *

      

      Now that was what he called sex. Drew lay on his back with his head resting on his hands while Afra slept on, her arm across his chest. He was no expert on making love but it sure beat anything he'd ever managed with Theah. Of course, it helped having an enthusiastic partner. But time was getting on and he had his appointment with Professor Yensin.

      He checked his chrono and started. Was that the time?

      His movement work Afra, who looked up at him with a sleepy smile.

      He turned and kissed her but drew away before he could get too engrossed. "I've got my appointment soon."

      She let him go. "Oh. Yes, of course." She frowned. "I'm a bit concerned about Neyru."

      "Why?"

      She shrugged in an interesting way that caused the sheet to shift. "Call me paranoid. I don't like that she's been seen and we don't know who by."

      He sat up and tried to concentrate on what she was saying. "When we were with Ovid a couple of kids took a long look. An Yrmak took no notice. It's okay."

      She chewed her lip. "That was all we saw. We'd been in the shop for some time. And then there was that ranger at the caves."

      "True. But nothing's come of it. I doubt the ranger saw her."

      "You can't be sure."

      "What's the problem, Afra? What are you trying to say?"

      "Were you planning to take Neyru to meet your colleague?"

      He stared at her. "Of course. I want Prof Yensin to tell me about any legends connected with creatures like Neyru. I can show her an example."

      Afra licked her lips. "How well do you know this professor?"

      Drew thought about it. "I met her once a few years back at a conference. So, I don't know her at all, as a person. Just as a respected academic." But surely Su Yensin wasn't any sort of danger? "I'm being naïve again, aren't I?"

      "Remember what happened in Old Port? You mentioned something to that innkeeper and that got to Cramm."

      Who followed them to Morianis. "You're right. Maybe I can just take an image to show her, not tell her I have the real thing with me?"

      She nodded. "It would be best."

      "Maybe I can do a bit better than that. I can take an image, then change it so that it looks like a picture of a statue, not a real creature."

      Afra brightened. "Good idea. Sunbeam could do that."

      "Of course," the IS said.

      Drew cringed. He was never going to get used to the idea that this disembodied presence was aware of everything he —and Afra— did.

      Afra slipped her hand around the back of his neck and pulled him toward her. "We can do that in a little while. If that suits you."

      It certainly did but he was tight for time when he was ready to leave.
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        * * *

      

      Drew caught a taxi to the university's Santoro tower where Professor Su Yensin's rooms were situated. It felt odd knowing Neyru wasn't crouched on his shoulder but Afra had been right. The less chance she was seen in public, the better. She would be safe with Sara and Afra. He settled back into the cushions. Wow, what an experience that had been. He felt hot just thinking about it. And there would be more where that came from. At least, until they found Neyru's home. Or he ran out of money. Or he ran out of time.

      She would leave him.

      The thought felt like a distant darkness threatening to overwhelm his happiness.

      He shook himself. Best to concentrate on what was happening now. The spire sparkled greenish, reflecting the magnetosphere's radiation in a truly extraordinary display, something he would never forget. The taxi landed next to the archway over the tower's entrance and took off again as soon as he had alighted. Gates stopped his progress but after he had his ID checked and he stated his business the barrier slid aside.

      An oval vehicle, smaller than the taxi but of similar design, pulled up next to him and the top hinged back. A pleasant voice asked him to enter and please sit down. Drew did as he was told. The vehicle entered a tunnel, he felt the seat swivel, then he was plunging downward. After having experienced the same thing when he'd visited the City Cavern, he knew to expect the adrenalin rush that set his pulse pounding. It felt like a roller-coaster ride when the machine slowed and tilted again. In moments it stopped and the roof lifted.

      His heart rate reducing back to normal, he climbed out and found he was standing outside Professor Yensin's door. She must have received notification because the door opened before he could knock.

      "Professor Torson." A middle-aged woman with white hair rose from her desk and smiled. "Lovely to meet you."

      Drew knew he was deep underground but the picture window showed the city as it was on the surface, lit by the eerie dancing veils of the aurora.

      "Delighted to meet you, too." He sat in the proffered chair and accepted kaff and a delicious tart.

      After some small talk about mutually remembered colleagues and conferences, Professor Yensin said, "How can I help you?"

      "As you know, my specialty is Human expansion. So, I know a certain amount about the Yrmaks but that knowledge only goes so far. They vary in their beliefs so much from one clan to another."

      Yensin nodded. "It's a complex race. If they can't make war with us or the Drons they'll fight amongst themselves."

      "I'm here specifically to learn more about Marh'kesh."

      "Marh'kesh. He's the God of Warriors and consort of the Great Mother. They all worship the Mother, of course. It is a matriarchal society. But the males have temples dedicated to him."

      "Does he ever appear in images with a companion animal?"

      The professor's eyes narrowed and she fingered her chin. "It's certainly not usual. Why do you ask? Do you have something in mind? Back in the old days, he might be shown with a doramaar." She rolled the syllables in her mouth. "That's one of these." She flicked something on her desk and an image appeared of Marh'kesh holding a six-legged beast on a leash.

      Drew shook his head. "No. This creature looks a bit like this." He showed her the picture of Neyru as a statue. Sunbeam had made her look as though her likeness had been carved from marble in the classic style.

      Yensin sat back and chewed her lip. "I have a vague recollection of seeing something like this. See if you can match this with our archives, Wizard."

      "Of course," a deep masculine voice replied.

      Ah. The professor's IS.

      Drew expected an almost immediate response but in fact it took a few minutes. "These records are not available to everyone?"

      She shook her head. "We allow very few direct connections to these databases. Some of my Yrmak data is very old, collected by others before me and it is not easily accessed outside this facility."

      "I believe these images may be matches," that rich, chocolate voice said.

      Several images of Marh'kesh appeared, a powerful Yrmak warrior dressed in ornate armor, carrying the traditional two-headed spear. Drew figured all of them came from temples, or maybe one temple. Certainly, two of them were statues, perhaps guarding an entrance. Another was a painting, with Marh'kesh standing on the lower steps below the Mother's throne. His armor was dark green, edged with gold, matching the Mother's deep green robe and the bright gold star she wore on her headdress. Beside Marh'kesh stood a creature with four legs, what looked to be folded wings along its back, a long neck, and short horns on its head. Drew could see a resemblance to Neyru but this creature was formidable, not something he'd wish to encounter in a dark alley. Then again, it was mythical.

      "Very interesting," Professor Yensin murmured. "As is so common with the Yrmaks, this embodiment of Marh'kesh is only used by a couple of clans. The beast is one of the constellations in the night skies above a system named Vehrbun. They call it oorven, which roughly translates to sky drake."

      She showed a drawing of a beast that looked like Neyru flying, superimposed with a series of bright dots on the wings and the head.

      Drew's heart jolted. Oorven. That was what Cramm had said Yoornga used to describe Neyru.

      The woman eyed him. "Where did you get the statue you showed me?"

      "I had a stop-over on Laremenssa. It was on a stall there."

      With a sinking heart he realized he probably shouldn't have told her that. Too late now. "You know about Laremenssa?"

      She shook her head.

      "It's a trading planet. All sorts of traders with all sorts of goods. This was on one of the stalls at an enormous market." He was blathering.

      "I see. And you don't have the piece with you?"

      Drew shook his head, thinking fast. "Somebody else had bought it. They were coming back to collect it. But the vendor let me take a picture."

      Yensin gazed at the picture for a long moment. "You don't know who owns it?"

      "No idea. I didn't have time to ask questions. I was there as part of a cruise and we only had a short time. I had to get back to the ship."

      "Do you know the name of the vendor? A stall number or some such?"

      "No. Sorry. There were hundreds of stalls."

      She smiled. "A pity. I imagine an Yrmak living in the right system would pay a lot for it. And I'm sure the college museum here would be anxious to add it to our collection. I'll let the curator know something like this exists. May I copy the picture?"

      "Er… yes Of course." This was getting to be far more than Drew had bargained for. "May I copy your constellation?"

      She glanced up at him. "Certainly."

      She copied the image of Neyru and stared at it. "I think the Yrmaks would have used a real creature to come up with this mythical oorven."

      Oh shit. "You think so?"  He did his best to act casual, as if it was a thought. "In my own studies I've found that Humans certainly named constellations after real animals. They made one they called 'the lion', after a beast that is now long extinct. But they also named plenty that were simply made up. Actually, 'the dragon' is a very good example. Dragons only existed in myths. But many centuries ago, they named a constellation the dragon."

      Yensin fingered her chin. "The statue is so lifelike."

      Drew wasn't liking this at all. "Then again, it's sometimes hard to imagine how people could actually come up with an animal from the positions of stars." He chuckled. "There's one constellation called the snake. But they're pretty easy to find everywhere you look."

      Professor Yensin laughed with him.

      "You said this companion creature is only relevant in some Yrmak clans."

      She nodded. "G'hran seems to be the main one. And perhaps Luhrma."

      Drew noted the names. "And they're both in this Vehrbun system?"

      "I have no idea. They may, in fact, no longer exist, Yrmaks being what they are. These statues of Marh'kesh are very old."

      True. If they weren't fighting Humans, Yrmaks fought each other, sometimes in very final ways. Drew stood. "Thanks so much for your time and your insights. It has been a pleasure."

      "The pleasure is mine. And if you find another of those statues, I'm sure our museum would pay you handsomely for it."

      Drew put on his best smile. "That's good to know. Perhaps we'll be in touch again. You have my university contact details."

      The professor stood and escorted him to the door. "I have. The service car will take you back to the surface." She indicated the oval vehicle waiting for him. "Enjoy the rest of your trip."
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        * * *

      

      When he stepped into the common room on Herald a ball hit his chest. Neyru flung herself around in front of his face, grabbed the ball in her front paws, and flew back to Afra, who was laughing.

      "Sorry," she said. "I wasn't expecting you."

      Neyru dropped the ball on the table in front of her and sat on her haunches, poised for flight. Afra threw the ball through the hatch and down the corridor, and Neyru took off after it. "How did your meeting go?"

      "Fruitful," Drew said, sitting down. "Marh'kesh's companion is based on a constellation called oorven."

      Neyru was back with the ball. Afra took it from her and put it in a drawer. "We'll play again later, okay? We need to know what Drew found out." She looked at the ceiling, something Drew had noticed she did when she wanted to address Sunbeam. "Sunbeam, can you find a constellation called oorven?"

      "That is an Yrmak name. I don't have records of Yrmak constellations in my databases. Except, of course, the Mother."

      "I was told it's visible from a system called Vehrbun," Drew said.

      "That does not help me. There is no Yrmak or Human constellation called oorven in my databases." After a slight pause, Sunbeam added. " And there is no system called Vehrbun."

      Damn and blast. "I thought we were getting somewhere."

      Afra got up and ordered kaff from the dispenser. "What do we know? For a start, somebody got hold of Neyru's egg and took it to Laremenssa, even if they thought it was a pretty rock. We think it might be somewhere cold."

      "Yes. From being in the ice caverns." This sounded better. "But we still don't know where."

      "That constellation, oorven, is visible from there."

      The dispenser pinged. Afra brought the two mugs to the table, put one down in front of Drew and sipped her own. "Let me see that constellation picture."

      Drew handed over the illustration. It sort of looked like Neyru. But it had fangs and what looked like a scaly hide and generally looked vicious. Perfect for an Yrmak warrior-god.

      "Sunbeam, can you do anything with this? Reduce it to just stars and match it with any known location?"

      Sunbeam actually chuckled. "Perhaps. But it depends on how long you wish to wait for an answer. And even then, there can be no certainty. How old is that design? Are the star positions accurate? Are the sizes accurate? There are too many variables."

      Afra sighed. "I think we have to go to Laremenssa and see what your Dron dealer knows about that strange rock. Sunbeam, can you set up a course?"

      "Certainly. Should I call Sara back to the ship?"

      "Yes, you'd better."

      "One more thing, Sunbeam. Can you find an Yrmak clan register and see if Yoornga's clan is related to G'hran or Luhrma?"

      "Of course."

      "And while that's all happening," Drew said, leaning over the table, "is there time for a bit of us time?" He brushed her lips with his.

      She moved around the table to sit beside him. "That might be nice," she murmured, winding her arms around his neck.

      Drew loved the smell of her, the slight taste of kaff on her lips, the weight of her breasts against his chest…

      "Captain Abrussen, I have checked incoming traffic. I thought you might wish to know that Captain Cramm's Fast Track is two hours out from Phoenix."
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      Sara stumbled into the common room panting. "Afra, I told you at Morianis I'm getting too old for this." She crossed to the galley and asked for water. "There'd better be a good reason."

      "There is. Cramm has found us."

      Sara spluttered, spraying water on the table. "How?"

      "Damned if I know. And we're not hanging around to ask."

      "Perhaps he worked it out. Phoenix was one of the destinations on the cruise I was on." Drew shrugged. "Or maybe it has nothing to do with us."

      "Huh. Don't bet on it. Space is too big for coincidences." Afra was on her feet. "Bridge, people. We want to be on our way as soon as possible. At least it shouldn’t be hard to get out of here."

      But not as easy as she would have liked. Departure required another customs inspection. At least this time they were warned. Drew told Neyru to hide outside when the inspectors turned up.

      And all the while the minutes ticked by. Afra tried to will her pulse to stop pounding but her efforts were ignored.

      "Is Cramm going to be able to find out from traffic control where we're headed?" Drew asked.

      "Maybe. If he's got a hacker like Sara. But Sunbeam had the sense not to send our route plan. We've changed it to Sind Verana."

      "Smart. They might well believe you're taking me home."

      "Let's hope so."

      Customs arrived, a different couple from the two who had boarded on arrival.

      "Any reason for the hurried departure?" the older man asked.

      "Illness at home. My passenger has an elderly parent. He's concerned." She chuckled, raising her hands palms up. "He had a nightmare and he wants to go home and check."

      "I see. Well, we'll have to inspect."

      "Of course."

      Afra watched them prowl around the hold and the engine room, then check the cabins, scanning with their sensors as they went, while she kept an eye on Fast Track's location. How had he found them? And would he be able to follow them from here? Drew said he didn't know Professor Yensin personally and she was an expert on Yrmak culture. Maybe she knew Cramm. Oh, that would ruin everything. "Drew, what did your professor say about the statue?"

      "Said it was lifelike. Probably based on a real creature. And that if I could find that statue, some Yrmaks would pay lots of money…" He grimaced. "You don't think she's in it with Cramm?"

      "Could be. Did you tell her where you got the statue?"

      He sighed and looked away.

      Damn and blast. "What did you tell her."

      "That I bought it at Laremenssa, from an antiques dealer. I'm sorry."

      The older customs official stepped through the hatch. "All clear, Captain, safe travels."

      Afra escorted them to the bay and hoped Neyru realized it was time to return. When the door to the spaceport closed behind them, wings whizzed past her ear and inside and headed back to the bridge.

      At last.

      The roof over their landing bay slid back, revealing Phoenix's strange skies. "Abrussen's Herald you are cleared to depart. Safe travels."

      "Sunbeam, let's go."

      As lift off proceeded Afra felt the tension on the bridge ease. For her it was like a weight off her shoulders. "Take us as far away from Fast Track as you can, Sunbeam. We don't want any interaction with them."

      "Acknowledge."

      Even so, Cramm's ship was a distant row of running lights as Herald peeled off, running low in the upper atmosphere around to the other side of the planet. From there she shot for space, leaving Phoenix behind.

      "Are we still going to Laremenssa?" Drew asked.

      Afra looked over her shoulder at him. She could imagine he felt stupid. She'd have to admit, she agreed with that assessment.

      "We have to go there. It's the only place where we might find another lead. We'll just have to be as quick as we can."

      "If you need speed, I know a shortcut," Sara said.

      "Shortcut?"

      "An old route, seldom used. We go back toward Morianis, then across. It cuts off a corner, so to speak. It skirts an unstable star but that has settled down over the last decades."

      "One of my father's shortcuts, then."

      "Yes," the older woman said. "It's not on the official charts."

      "Okay. As long as you're confident it's safe."

      Sara shrugged. "It should be. I can't say one hundred percent. But if you need speed…"

      "Sunbeam has it in the systems?"

      "Yes. Your dad and I used it a couple of times."

      She might as well get some value out of her father's nefarious dealings. "Sunbeam, set course."

      Afra heaved a sigh of relief as Herald slipped into the nothingness of shift space, and the harness slid off her shoulders and into the seat. "Come on, Drew. We need to talk."

      He waited until they were in her cabin. "I feel such a fool. Someday I'll learn to keep my idiot mouth shut."

      Afra put a finger on his lips. "Hush. What's done is done. And we're jumping to conclusions. Professor Yensin might have nothing to do with this. Probably doesn't. Probably doesn't know Cramm. Why would she? Even if she does, Cramm would find out what you did, about a star system and a constellation."

      "But if his charts show the star or the constellation —"

      "They won't. Whatever. We can't do anything about it right now." She put her arms around him and brushed his lips with hers. "Let's worry when we have to."
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        * * *

      

      Drew snored sometimes. He was doing it now, lying on his back with his mouth open. Afra lay awake staring at the ceiling. Her father used to snore, particularly after he'd been drinking; harsh, spluttering snores that woke her even in another cabin. Drew turned over and muttered something. Afra slipped out of the bed and went back to her own cabin. Her father's gambling, his 'nefarious dealings', was a weight in her mind. She needed to see what he'd done, come to terms with it. It might even explain why he was murdered. The station's security police had said it was a random attack, a bunch of Yrmaks looking for a fight. But one middle-aged man versus three Yrmak warriors wasn't much of a fight. She'd thought they were just a bunch of murderous thugs taking pleasure from killing a defenseless Human. She swallowed bile. She'd had to identify the body. His face was a mess.

      Enough of that.

      She slipped into a robe and opened the company accounts.

      She already knew about the clever bookkeeping where her father had shifted profits from one account to others. She dug further, finding more shifty movements.

      What was this? A file with a password that hadn't been given to her and wasn't in the machine's password list.

      "Sunbeam, can you crack this password, please?"

      "He never saved that one," Sunbeam said when the file was open.

      Afra's heart sank. Her father, her much-loved, straight as a desert highway father, had been a smuggler. She knew he'd been on the edge of legal dealing with Zarlmar but that was just not paying exorbitant taxes. But this — this was slab, the go-to drug for Yrmaks. Highly addictive, highly profitable for dealers. And responsible for untold misery in Yrmak communities.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and sagged back in her chair. How could he? How could he?

      "Afra?" Her cabin door opened and Drew stepped in. "I heard voices. Are you okay?"

      She blinked away the gathering tears. "Just me and Sunbeam. Yes, I'm okay. I just found out that my dad smuggled slab. That's probably why he was killed — a drug deal gone wrong."

      Drew's eyes widened. "Slab? That's terrible stuff. Makes Yramks think they're invincible. It's a hallucinogen as well."

      "Yeah."

      She couldn't cry. She wouldn't cry. But the tears trickled down her cheeks anyway. Drew pulled her out of the chair and into his arms. She leant into his warmth, her arms around his neck, and let the sobs wrack her body.

      He held her gently, stroking her hair until the tears stopped.

      She released him and stepped back, wiping her hand over her face. "Sorry. I feel stupid."

      "Don't. It must have been a shock."

      Neyru chirped, a soothing sound that mixed with the sympathy the little beast projected. She'd come in with Drew and sat on her haunches on Afra's desk.

      "If you're okay, I'll go—"

      "NO." The thought of being alone with her whirling mind was something she didn't want to face. "Lie down with me. Just… hold me."

      He nodded, closed the cabin hatch and lay down on the bed. She laid her head in the hollow of his shoulder, molding herself against his body while he wrapped his arms around her. "You're safe," he murmured. "Go to sleep."

      He was warm. She felt cocooned, as if she mattered. The last words she heard were, "I love you, Afra."
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        * * *

      

      Herald descended into one of the outer bays at Laremenssa spaceport alongside the other small freighters touting for work. The administration, such as there was, didn't bother with customs officials. The planet was known for smuggling, antiques — both genuine and counterfeit— and provisions for all the space-faring beings in the galaxy.

      Afra paid her landing fees and pulled out a waterproof coat. Laremenssa was a water world and rain was an occupational hazard. She found one for Drew amongst her father's possession. She stood in the cabin in front of the closet, looking at the ship suits, the few items of casual wear and his formal dress uniform, complete with captain's hoops on the sleeves. The scent of him lingered on the clothes. That used to move her to tears. Now, she was sad. Just sad. Oh Dad. You idiot.

      She closed the closet and handed Drew the waterproof. "I don't think we should take Neyru."

      The oorven had fluttered to the back of a chair so Drew could put on the coat. She sat up and cheeped, and Afra almost heard the 'why not'?

      "You can't hide on his shoulder anymore," she said to Neyru. "You're too big. And you can't fly around at the market. Too many beings, too much danger."

      Neyru fluttered her wings, not impressed. Just like a teenager.

      "Afra's right, sweetheart," Drew said, fastening the waterproof. "I'm sorry. We'd love to take you but it's not safe. We'll go somewhere safer where you can fly around. Promise."

      Neyru refused to look at him, shrugging away when he tried to stroke her forehead.

      Afra tried to swallow the grin. Yep, just like a teenager. Or a toddler. She wasn't sure where Neyru would fit.

      She stepped into the corridor and almost bumped into Sara.

      "Are you coming to the markets?" Afra asked.

      The older woman nodded. "They do a trade in secondhand parts. That rattle in the dampers is getting worse. I might find something useful."

      "Okay. We might as well catch the train together."

      Sara glanced at Neyru, hunched on the back of Drew's chair. "She doesn't look happy."

      "She's not. She has to stay here and she doesn't like it."

      Sara laughed. "Teenage sulks. Just like you at fourteen."

      Drew had left his cabin hatch open. Neyru should be safe enough when Afra locked the ship. She could fly up and down the corridors. And they shouldn't be too long.

      Afra did one last check of the ship and noticed a message on his screen. She hesitated. What if it was private? And what if it was something they all needed to know? She opened the message.

      A beautiful woman appeared, dark red hair framing an ivory complexion. "Hello Drew. I hope you're enjoying your sabbatical. I haven't heard from you in a few weeks. I expect you'll still be back home for the start of next term. I've booked tickets for us at the Imperial Orchestra's concert. I was lucky to get really good seats. The tickets sold out fast."

      She smiled. "I'm looking forward to having you back. I'm sure you'll have so much to talk about. Prof Beswick sends his regards."

      Still smiling, she waved her fingers.

      Afra's heart sank. The message was from Professor Theah Goosens, lecturer in history at Drew's university. His girlfriend. It was as though a black hole had opened up beneath her, threatening to suck her in. Oh, why was she surprised? It would never have worked, a freighter pilot and an academic. She should never have started any kind of relationship.

      She sat back and rubbed her hands over her face. What to do? Easy. Pretend she hadn't seen the message. Pretend this was just a fling, a sabbatical romance. And when it was over and he'd gone for good, she could figure out how to fix a broken heart.

      She sucked in a deep breath and stood. Right now, they had a little beast to get home. Everything else was on hold until then.

      When Afra appeared on the ramp Sara frowned at her. "Everything okay?"

      "Sure. Just doing a last-minute check. Let's go."
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        * * *

      

      The train station was in easy walking distance from the spaceport. A small crowd had already gathered. Drons and Yrmaks stood shoulder to shoulder, the smaller, slender Limnians who were native to this planet, stood together, impervious to the rain. Several Humans wore rain-repellant shields although a few others simply wore coats. Drew shivered. The jacket kept him more or less dry, except for the water dribbling down his neck, but the cold seeped into his nose and nipped at his ears.

      Sara blew on her hands. "I should've worn gloves."

      The train glided up to the platform and the crowd surged in both directions. Afra pushed aboard behind two Drons, dragging Drew with her. At least the heavy leather coats kept the aliens' wet carpet smell to a minimum. And at least she and Drew were in the vanguard when the train stopped at the market. It was in full swing, just as he'd remembered it. Food smells wafted despite the drizzle. Clothing swung on rails inside tents, jewels glittered on counters. Over there a Limnian sold pots to fellow Limnians. In that corner Yrmaks sold weapons. They wandered past an apothecary offering pastes and potions. All the while the sellers pushed their wares, crying out in their own languages.

      "I'll see you back at the ship." Sara nodded at a path. "The spare parts places are all down there."

      Afra nodded. "Enjoy yourself." She turned to Drew as Sara splashed through a puddle on the path. "Where's your Dron stall?"

      She seemed abrupt, a little distant. He put it down to the crowds and the weather. And the thought of Cramm turning up. He'd been such an idiot.

      "That way. Where they sell pottery and artifacts." He pointed down a muddy alley.

      Afra waved a hand. "Lead on."

      This certainly was the most interesting part of an already fascinating market. He'd lingered here for hours when he'd come before, looking over the wonderful Yrmak carvings, many of them in greenstone. And the almost fluid Limnian glassware. And the chunky red Dron pottery, such a contrast from their delicate silverware. He lingered at a stall and picked up a carved bluestone box inlaid with silver and examined the carving. This was from the early Carnith period in the Lenth dynasty that pre-dated the Empire.

      The vendor, a big, bearded fellow, leaned toward him. "Fine piece of stoneware, that. You won't find a better. You want to buy? It's yours for fifteen hundred."

      Fifteen hundred. Not bad if it was genuine. He looked more closely. "Nice job. But it's a fake." Ignoring the fellow's indignant splutter, he put it back and walked away.

      Afra stared at him. "You could tell that?"

      He shrugged. "It's a hobby. I'm good at it." He basked in the glow of admiration from her. It felt good. "I collected some great pieces in my travels. Except I left them at the hotel in Old Port."

      She glanced at him, her gaze cool. "Pity. But they wouldn't be much good to you dead."

      There was that.

      They walked past a couple of Yrmaks haggling with a Human and found the stall where a Dron sold minerals. This was it. Last time, the Dron hadn't been wearing the leather coat but Drew remembered the layout of his stall, ranging from carved stones to a selection of thunder eggs, rough approximately ovoid rocks that might contain crystals. You paid your money and took your chances. That was where he'd found Neyru's egg, a rough rock that had called to him. The proprietor probably had no idea what he'd sold.

      Drew rummaged through the rocks and the Dron came over. "Never know what you'll find here," he said through his translator.

      You don't know the half of it, buddy.

      "I was here a while back. On a tour with the ship Outer Limits. Do you recall?

      The Dron shrugged. "Ships come all the time." He hesitated, then added, "No refunds."

      "I'm not after a refund. In fact, I wanted to see if you had any more of the rock I bought."

      "You have it to show me?"

      "I have a picture." Drew pulled out his comm and showed the Dron an image of Neyru's egg.

      "Ah. One of them." He handed the comm back. "Got no more."

      "Can you get any?"

      The Dron's eyes glinted. "Maybe. I ask. Give me comm for picture."

      He shuffled away and had a short conversation with another Dron at the back of the stall. Listening to their clipped speech it seemed neither of them sounded happy but with Drons it was hard to tell.

      The proprietor returned. "Sorry. Can't get no more." He picked up one of the other thunder eggs. "What about this one? Very nice. Sure to contain crystals. One hundred and I'll split the egg for you."

      Damn and blast. "Where did you get the rock I bought?"

      "Can't say." He waved the thunder egg. "This good one. Sure to have a crystal."

      Drew shook his head. "Thanks, but no."

      Afra pulled on his arm. "That's okay. We'll find something somewhere else."

      And he'd been so hopeful. "Well, what do we do now?" he asked as they walked away.

      She chuckled. "We get Sunbeam to translate that conversation. Which I recorded on this." She held up the little bug device he'd seen in Old Port.

      He wanted to hug her but somehow, he thought that wouldn't be welcome. He settled for a hand on her shoulder. "You're wonderful."
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        * * *

      

      Neyru was ecstatic when they returned to the ship, diving and weaving through the corridor and around the common room. Eventually she landed on his shoulder and he had to admit he felt the weight. Still, it was great that she wanted to do that, be close to him.

      Afra needed to plug the bug into a special port on the bridge console, so they went to sit up there. She inserted the bug. "What do they say, Sunbeam?"

      The IS played the recording back, speaking as two male voices.

      "Customer wants to know if we can get more of these?"

      "These what?"

      "These." Drew assumed the first Dron showed the second Dron the picture of Neyru's egg.

      "Huh. No. That's from Aarrkarma. Only just got away with my life. No chance."

      "Aarrkarma? You went to Aarrkarma? You idiot."

      "Got wonderful thunder eggs there. I thought it was worth the risk. I won't go back, though. Not ever."

      "You're a fool, you know that? It was never worth the risk."

      With that the Dron returned to the counter.

      "What can you tell us about Aarrkarma, Sunbeam?"

      "Aarrkarma is a Dron name." The IS displayed a star map. "The name of the planet is Aarrkarma. Its primary in Standard is Septa Minor, a red dwarf. There are no records of settlement." The IS paused, then said, "But from Aarrkarma the constellation you showed me appears in the sky."

      Drew whooped with joy. "That's it. It has to be."

      Afra scratched her neck. "Interesting. The Dron said it was dangerous and it has no history. I wonder why?" She chewed her lip. "I wonder if the Drons ever settled there?"

      "If they did, there is no record in any databases I can access from here."

      Drew shook his head. What was the problem here? "That's it. That's the planet where he found her egg. What's the issue? Let's go and take a look."

      "Take it easy, Drew. We can't just charge off to an unknown planet." She stood. "Let's go down to the common room. Sara needs to be in on this."

      Sara had returned, carrying a badly-wrapped parcel and wearing a huge grin. "Replacement cable gears. They'll help a lot."

      Afra held up a hand. "Sit down, Sara. We found out where we think Neyru comes from."

      Sara sat while Afra explained. Drew drummed his fingers on the table. Neyru crooned in his ear, broadcasting soothing thoughts.

      Sunbeam had projected the Septa Minor system on the display and showed the approximate route from Laremenssa. "It's not a long way. Do we know what the place is like?" Sara asked.

      "Only that it is a rocky planet and that it is within the habitable zone. No other detail is available."

      Sara leaned back into her chair. "Weird."

      "We can assume a few things, though." Drew ticked each point off on the table top. "Neyru flies, so the atmosphere must be able to support her to do that. She breathes the same air that we do and has shown that on several planets. We think she comes from somewhere cold."

      The two women nodded.

      "If a full grown oorven is a large beast, I can imagine it would be pretty dangerous," he added.

      "There might be other creatures, even more dangerous." Sara shrugged. "Sounds to me like there's only one way to find out." She stood. "Give me time to fit these gears and then we can head on out."

      "I'll help you." Afra went off with Sara, leaving Drew to wonder what he'd missed.
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        * * *

      

      Sara took out her tools while Afra unwrapped the package. When she'd finished, she looked up at Sara, who stood arms folded, staring at her.

      "Okay, kiddo. What's going on?"

      She swallowed. "Nothing."

      "Don't give me that. You and Drew have been all over each other and now you're treating him as though he's got the pox."

      Afra focused on a spot on the bulkhead and chewed her lip. Sara was far too good at reading her moods.

      "Come on. Bottling it up won't help."

      "He's got a girlfriend," Afra blurted.

      "So what?"

      Whatever she might have expected, that wasn't it. Her jaw dropped.

      Sara shook her head. "He's a man. Why are you surprised? Or hurt? You're here, she's… wherever she is. I'd say you've got an advantage."

      Afra sagged onto a tool crate. "She's another history professor. And she's beautiful. I can't compete with that."

      Sara laughed. "Looks to me you're doing okay." She sat down next to Afra and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "Are you thinking 'happy ever after'? It doesn't happen often. I was married for a while. He ran off with a younger woman. Your dad loved your mother, and he was shattered when she went through the curtain. Ever after is a long, long time and life's short. Enjoy the time you have and let the future take care of itself."

      Afra rested her head on the older woman's shoulder. Sara was right, of course. Afra had known when she started a relationship with Drew that it wouldn't be forever. They were from different worlds. What was that saying? Better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.

      "Thank you, Sara. You're right." She hesitated. She'd always wondered. Was this a good time? "Can I ask you something?"

      "Of course."

      "Did Dad know Uncle Willy molested me?"

      Sara's eyes widened, her jaw dropped. "He did WHAT?"

      Afra sketched the events: lying in the darkness, hearing him coming, his hands, his weight. Sara seethed, her pleasant features contorted into rage. "If I'd known that, I would have cut off his cock. Your dad never told me but I wondered why he shoved his brother out. Oh you poor, poor kid." Sara hugged her. "Did you tell your father?"

      Afra shook her head. "I could never really talk to him."

      Sara leaned away a little, her hands resting on Afra's shoulders. "No, I expect you couldn't. But I want you to know you can always talk to me."

      Tears started in Afra's eyes. Smiling, she planted a kiss on Sara's cheek. "Thanks, Sara. You're like a mother to me."

      Sara blushed. "I've always been very fond of you." She cleared her throat. "Now you go and enjoy yourself with your young man while you can." She turned to her tools.
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      Hearald drifted in high orbit around Aarrkarma. Blue oceans, patches of dark green near the equatorial region, and swirls of clouds drifting across the sphere. Two land masses were visible, both mainly white.

      Afra checked the readouts. "Gravity should be near what we're used to and the air is breathable. But it won't be warm down there."

      "It's a whole planet," Sara said, gazing at the display. "Where are you going to start looking?"

      Drew leaned into his harness. "There must have been some sort of settlement down there. Professor Yensin mentioned two Yrmak clans, the G'hran and the Luhrma. Yoornga's clan is descended from the G'hran. They must have lived here to make statues of oorvens."

      "Sunbeam can search for a settlement, but the ship's sensors aren't picking up technology. No spaceport, no space station. Unless they're on the other side of the planet." Afra shrugged. "We'll orbit a few times on different tracks and see what we can find."

      The sensors found plenty of wildlife, large herds of some sort of animal. Drew asked for a close-up and decided it was something like a bison with long, shaggy hair. But who knew? Maybe these things were the reason the Dron had dubbed the planet dangerous? Maybe they were dangerous to Drons.

      The ship was on its third pass when Sunbeam displayed an image of domes arranged in what looked like lines in one of the green zones, close to the snow. "This does not look natural."

      Drew agreed. "Can you zoom in?"

      "Certainly."

      The image grew, revealing detail. Several domes had collapsed and what used to be streets were half obscured by undergrowth and debris.

      "Doesn't look like anybody lives there," Afra said. "It certainly looks Yrmak."

      Drew reached out to stroke Neyru. "What do you think? Should we go down and take a look? Fly around?"

      She quivered, nodding vigorously.

      Afra rubbed her hand across her lips. "I guess that's what we're here for. But we go down in the lander and we go armed. Sara stays here and keeps an eye on us. Sunbeam, let us know if you see anything we need to know about."

      Sara nodded.

      "The ship will be out of contact with you for thirty-seven minutes in its orbit," Sunbeam said.

      "We're going to have to live with that. Drew, we'll dress in exosuits for the trip down. They're stored in the hold. Let's go."

      Drew refrained from saying 'yes sir'. This was Afra in full captain's mode. He'd preferred her last night. He'd asked her if she's was okay, but she'd just smiled and kissed him. Even thinking about the rest heated his blood.  But that was for later. They had to take Neyru home.

      He followed Afra down to the hold and climbed into the suit she gave him. It felt comfortable, adjusting to fit his body.

      "There's a helmet stowed in the neck piece." Afra, dressed in her own silver suit, pointed at a button on his chest. "Press that to deploy it."

      The helmet emerged, wrapping around his head, leaving the front clear. He felt a rush of cool air.

      "Now press the button again to withdraw it."

      The helmet disappeared in seconds. Drew swallowed and pushed down the rush of adrenalin. They hadn't been anywhere yet. But this was exciting. And scary. It made him feel alive in a way he hadn't felt for years, not since he was a teenager, camping with his father.

      "Your pistol is here." Afra tapped on a compartment on his upper thigh. "Have you fired one before?"

      When he shook his head, she showed him the firing button and the slider that set intensity. "It's fully charged. Leave it on stun unless I tell you differently. And don't draw it unless I say."

      "Yes, sir."

      Her eyes narrowed then she grinned. "Yes, I'm the boss for this trip."

      She led him over to the lander, with Neyru trotting behind him, squeaking with excitement.

      Inside, he slipped a harness around her body. "Is this going to be home?"

      She just looked at him. Not yes, not no. She didn't know. Of course she didn't. She was happy to have a chance to fly properly.

      Afra glanced at them. "Ready?"

      He and Neyru both nodded.

      "Sunbeam, evacuate cargo bay and ready for launch."

      "Acknowledge."

      The cargo bay door slid aside. Aarrkarma lay below them. This was even more up close and personal than landing at Phoenix or Laremenssa. Wow. Planets were so incredibly beautiful from up here. Like jewels in space. Further away the planet's two moons were distant crescents and beyond them, the stars. Billions and billions of stars.

      The lander lurched and they were on their way.

      "This won't be comfortable," Afra said. "We'll be going into cloud and atmospheres can be very bumpy."

      She was right. The ride was fine for a time, then the lander was thrown around and the harness tightened. It felt a bit like going down rapids in an inflatable boat. The ship dived into mist that thickened into opaque whiteness. Then they shot out below the clouds, cruising over a dark green area fringed with snow.

      "The settlement's just ahead. I'll land just short of it. We can walk the rest." Afra slowed the vehicle and adjusted its angle. "Landing now. Keep an eye on us, okay?"

      "Got you." That was Sara, up there in Herald.

      Afra checked the sensors before she wound the engines down. "Nothing around. Air is breathable. I'll go first."

      But Neyru wasn't prepared to wait. As soon as Afra was on the ground, she pushed past Drew and launched herself into the air from the bay door.

      Drew's heart lurched. But that was what they'd come for, wasn't it? To bring Neyru home? And they wouldn't be staying. This was going to be goodbye. He stared after her as she flew toward the nearest mountain, a glittering peak with its head in the clouds. A tear trickled down his cheek.

      Afra slipped her arm around his waist. "It's hard to take, isn't it?"

      "Huh. Yes. I didn't think it would be this hard. I'm going to miss her. So very, very much."

      Afra hugged him. "Me, too," she whispered.

      He could still see her, dancing in the air, loops and dives and spirals. He blinked. Was that another one? It was. He pushed away from Afra. "Look, look." He pointed, tingling with excitement. "There's two of them. No, three."

      "They're not fighting, are they?"

      Afra flipped her helmet on and pressed a button on her chest. Goggles slipped down. "These are binoculars. You've got them, too. This button here. Oh, they're beautiful."

      Drew fumbled with the buttons, his fingers trembling. With the goggles on, he saw what Afra had seen; three oorvens dancing on the wind. Wow. Just wow. They were beautiful, weaving around each other without touching, swooping and soaring. Then all at once, as if the performance had ended, they flew off behind the mountains.

      "That was amazing," Afra said, retracting her helmet.

      Drew tried to swallow the lump in his throat. When the cold air hit his face, the tears hardened on his cheeks. "I hoped she'd say goodbye," he mumbled.

      "She might come back. In fact, I think she will. I kind of got a feel for that from her, underneath her excitement when she flew off."

      She was home, the right place for her. He knew that. He sighed. "Since we're here, can we have a look inside these domes?"

      "Might as well." Afra took out her pistol and directed Drew to do the same. "Remember, that Dron said he only just escaped this planet with his life."

      The butt felt strange in his hand, something he'd never had to do before. Still, it made sense. They didn't know what might be down there.

      The roof had caved in on the nearest dome. All he could see over the edge of the stone wall was a pile of rubble and debris. That place would need an archaeology team. "That larger one looks more intact."

      "Maybe. But I don't think there's anything alive around here."

      True. The place felt spooky, abandoned. He could quite believe murder had happened here. Another Yrmak clan battle? G'hran versus Luhrma? He wondered which side had won? And if the other side was still here somewhere.

      He prowled around the circumference of the structure and found a half-buried window, still intact. Crouching, he wiped the surface and peered inside. He made out an altar with the star of the mother on top. "It's the temple."

      Afra joined him. "You're right. I wonder if we can get in?"

      They walked a little further. And stopped. Figures had been carved on both sides of an archway that would have marked the entrance, now completely filled with rubble. Only the heads and shoulders of the carvings were visible but it was enough for Drew to know this was Marh'kesh with his oorven companion. He ran his fingers over the carved lines.

      They'd found the right place.

      "Lovely to see you again, kids."

      Drew swung around. Cramm stood there, a smirk on his face, another man at his side. Both of them held high powered weapons, currently pointed at him and Afra.

      "Drop the pistols. Right now."

      Drew exchanged a look with Afra. She lifted her shoulder briefly and let the pistol drop. Drew did the same.

      "Kick them over here."

      Cramm didn't bother to pick them up, simply made sure they were out of reach.

      "How did you find us?" Afra said.

      The fellow grinned. "I suppose you just hung your dress uniform back in your closet."

      She frowned and then her shoulders dropped. "You put a bug on me. But my IS didn't see it?"

      "Bugs are getting more sophisticated all the time. Especially with an IS as antique as the thing in your ship. All it did was send your route plan to the nearest beacon where I could pick it up. And it was a great time to test my cloaking tech. Works a treat. That was at Laremenssa, of course. I realize you spotted me at Phoenix. Nice try, setting your destination to Sind Verana. I almost fell for it."

      He chuckled. "Now then, let's get down to business. I want your pet oorven. As you know. It's like this, prof. You call it back and we take it to Yoornga."

      Drew didn't think he could call Neyru back. She'd come if she wanted but his guess was she was happy here. Her image appeared in his mind, she and her companions dancing on the wind. "And if I don't?"

      Cramm shrugged. "I'll shoot Afra. Dead. Oh, and if you think your friend Sara is going to help, she's out of comm range." His smile was nasty. "Do as you're told and Yoornga will get her oorven. And I might give Afra back her ship. I'll give you a minute to think it through."

      Drew had never felt so helpless. Two armed men, a command he couldn't obey. He stared at Afra. She mouthed words. Had she said 'I love you?'

      A shadow passed over the ground, moving fast. Cramm stared into the sky, swore, and took a step backwards, aiming his weapon at the oorvens above him. The other man had done the same, firing at the creatures. Drew took his chance and dived for his and Afra's pistols. Afra was on the ground beside him. Cramm and his mate were intent on the beasts above them.

      Both oorvens were much, much bigger than Neyru and both of them carried Yrmak warriors, who fired back. Cramm was down, squealing in pain. His offsider dropped like a stone, his head splattered.

      As the beasts shaped to land, Cramm squirmed and aimed at the nearest rider but the Yrmak was ready for him, pumping several shots into his twitching body.

      Drew fought to stop himself from throwing up but it didn't work. He bent over, trembling, feeling foolish.

      Afra put a hand on his back. "Are you okay?"

      Wiping his mouth on his arm, he nodded. She didn't actually look much better but at least she hadn't been sick.

      "There's water in your suit." She pointed. "And you'd better stow that pistol." She had already pushed hers out of sight.

      He rinsed his mouth as the two oorvens landed. The warriors slid off. One of them aimed his weapon at them while the second tended to his beast, its neck curved around so the head almost rested on the rider's shoulder. He imagined it was the same sort of affection he enjoyed with Neyru.

      The two oorvens were joined by a third, riderless, and then a fourth which towered over all of them. It, too, carried an Yrmak who slipped to the ground. This wasn't looking good but at least he and Afra were still alive.

      The Yrmaks strode toward them, their green hides darker than others he'd seen. The reddish light from the sun? The tall one in the middle wearing a long, green robe was clearly the alpha female who had been on the largest oorven and she was escorted by two warriors wearing what he guessed was leather armor. He wondered if they spoke Standard.

      Drew heard Neyru in his mind before he saw her. She glided up to them and back winged, landing gracefully at their feet, her concern obvious. He scratched the proffered forehead. "We're okay. Thanks for bringing your friends."

      The alpha stopped while the warriors flanked them, their weapons held ready. "I am Ghoonra, Rylat of clan G'hran. Why are you here?" She used a translator, the accent understandable but old-fashioned.

      Neyru stood on her haunches next to Drew, one paw on his thigh. He looked down at her. "To return this little one to her home."

      "We thank you for that. How did you find her?"

      "I bought her egg from a Dron merchant on Laremenssa."

      "Ah." Ghoonra conversed with the two warriors. "He escaped us. We did not know until later that he had stolen an egg."

      "I assure you he did not know he had an egg. He thought it was a nice rock."

      "Huh. Drons are stupid."

      "Do you live on this world?" Afra asked.

      The alpha stared at her for a long moment before answering. Drew was sure she'd shot a look at Neyru, too. "We do. We protect the sacred oorvens."

      Drew saw rapid images in his mind, himself with the shards of Neyru's shell, Cramm's face, then other stuff he didn't understand. But it seemed the alpha did. Ghoonra stiffened and her eye ridges turned deep red. "She was sought as a pet?"

      Drew nodded. "A clan alpha wanted to buy her. The two you killed wanted to take Neyru to her."

      Neyru nodded. Afra said, "Yes."

      If anything, the Yrmak's eye ridges burned an even brighter red. She said nothing for a moment, then stalked over to the biggest oorven and bowed. The creature bent her head, almost as big as the alpha's body, and the two appeared to have a conversation. The Yrmak talked. Maybe the oorven understood her and replied mentally, as Neyru did. Drew put his arm around Afra and wondered if her heart was racing the way his was.

      He stroked Neyru's head, which always calmed him. The other oorvens were all that iridescent silver and shaped like Neyru, but she was soft and smooth without the hard edges he noticed on the adults. He'd seen most of Cramm's blasts bounce off their bodies and he didn't think they'd bounce off Neyru. The heads were sharper, too, the eye ridges prominent. And when one of them yawned he saw the mouthful of teeth. No, he wouldn't want to meet one of them on a foggy night. They wore what looked like saddles high on their backs behind the neck and before the wings but no reins. He expected the steering was all done mentally.

      The Yrmak warriors still pointed their weapons in a threatening manner. They were joined by a third Yrmak, also armed, who had evidently been on another errand. Drew had thought it was all over when the Yrmaks killed Cramm and his friend. Now, he wasn't so sure. He tried to swallow but his throat was dry.

      The big oorven and the alpha were still in conversation "What do you think they're talking about?" Drew whispered to Afra.

      "Us?"

      Neyru nodded. The biggest oorven raised her head, turned to Neyru, and bugled. Neyru flew over to join the discussion, perching on the rylat's shoulder. Drew wished he knew what they were saying or sensing or whatever they did. He couldn't even get a sense of whether it was good or bad.

      Ghoonra stepped back, bowed to the oorven and returned to where they stood. The discussion was evidently over, for good or bad. Drew's heart beat faster. Maybe they were going to die here so that no word of where the oorvens lived would leak to a wider world.

      Neyru glided in to land next to Drew, broadcasting reassurance. Drew noticed the rylat's eye ridges had faded to the usual green. At a barked command, the warriors lowered their weapons. He moistened his lips. If they were lucky, they might just survive.

      Ghoonra's gaze traveled between him and Afra. He held his breath and hoped Neyru was right.

      "Great H'urva has spared your lives. The young one has spoken for you, given her word that no one will come here through you. She will become a fine matriarch, in time." She showed her fangs. "The clan alpha of whom you spoke would have found it hard to hide her."

      Drew's jaw dropped. "Wait. Neyru will grow as big as… her? As Great H'urva?"

      "Oh yes. Growth is slow in the first years and then there is a spurt."

      Wow. Drew exchanged a look with Afra. A full-grown Neyru would not have fitted in Herald.

      "May I ask a question?" Drew said.

      "Ask."

      "She is soft and smooth." Drew pointed at the adults. "They are not."

      Drew was no expert on Yrmak body language but he sensed a fond gesture toward Neyru, like a Human patting a puppy. "Her skin is smooth and supple while she is young. So she can expand and grow. Later she develops ysmora." She put a claw on her own arm. "Thick hide to protect from cold and attacks."

      Drew had seen pictures of kitts that grew into cats. It made sense.

      "You can take the ship that landed here," Ghoonra said. "My warrior has killed the Humans still inside."

      "Can we take Cramm's ship?" Drew asked Afra.

      She shook her head. "It would be pretty hard to explain. Although I wouldn't mind a look at that cloaking device." Afra bowed her head to the Rylat. "Thank you for the offer but we have a ship in orbit. We will leave in our own machine."

      "As you wish. We will destroy the invader's ship."

      "Of course. But may we ask to look inside?"

      "Reasonable. Follow me." Ghoonra turned and walked away from the village, down into a gully.

      Drew followed, hand in hand with Afra. He supposed that Yrmaks would find looting quite appropriate, although it bothered him to even think the word. Still, Cramm wouldn't be needing his ship anymore.

      "Are you going to take his cargo?" Good grief, he'd almost said 'steal'.

      "Can't. We'd have to explain how we got it and I don't want to go there. Don't worry. Cargoes are insured."

      "Then why?"

      "Mainly curiosity. And a hunch, I suppose. Cramm is… was… a crook. I want to know how much of a crook."

      Like her father? Drew kept that to himself. Who was he to judge a man he'd never met? But he could understand Afra's pain.

      "I started to wonder how Cramm knew to offer Neyru to Yoornga. She was just a little animal, after all. He must have seen something — a statue, a painting — to recognize the similarities. And the only place he could have done that was in Yoornga's inner sanctum."

      He stared at her. "You think he worked for Yoornga?"

      Her lips curved in the hint of a smile but she didn't say anything.

      Drew gave himself a mental kicking. "We should have realized."

      Afra paused, searching for a way around a rock. "I suppose. But it wouldn't have altered anything."

      Cramm's Fast Track stood behind a rocky outcrop in the gully, its ramp down. The Rylat gestured at the ramp. "Take what you want."

      Drew couldn't help noticing the two bodies lying nearby.

      "The Yrmaks took them outThere'll probably be some blood around," Afra said. "They seem to like the sight of blood."

      Drew followed her up the ramp, trying to ignore the stains in the entrance.

      The ship felt eerie: empty but not empty. Drew's heart galloped and his senses were on high alert. Although he'd seen the bodies, he couldn't help feeling that every cabin could hold an enemy. He wished he still had a pistol in his hand.

      The compartments in the hold were all empty but one, which contained a few items of luggage. She pulled a few bags out to read the labels.

      Drew gasped. "My bags. He must have stolen them from the hotel at Old Port." He opened them. "All my clothes. And this one has my collection of souvenirs. See? Yrmak greenstone, Dron silverware, some Limnian glassware… it's all here."

      Afra squeezed his shoulder. "That was worth the visit, then. I'm surprised there's nothing else here."

      "Huh," Drew said, refastening his bags. "He was too busy trying to catch Neyru to look for cargo."

      "Probably. If he ever still did that. Leave your bags in the corridor. Engine room next."

      Afra stepped through the hatch into the engine room and wandered around, looking at dials and equipment. Drew guessed the big device at the back was the main drive and the smaller one the shift drive. Or was it the other way around? The place was curiously devoid of anything that looked like an engine, just a few lights and gauges.

      Afra had stopped, crouching over something that appeared to be an addition to the smaller engine. "This'll be the cloaking device," she said, straightening up. "But I don't fancy staying here to take it off. Besides, it probably wouldn't fit my engines." She grinned. "He bought it and had it fitted at Phoenix. That's worth knowing." The grin faded. "If I ever make enough money to buy one."

      Drew wondered if the device had been fitted during Cramm's recent visit to the planet, or at an earlier time? Not that it mattered.

      Afra slipped past him. "Let's see what's in the late Captain Cramm's cabin."

      Cramm's cabin was flamboyant as the man himself, with black silk sheets on the bed and mirrors on the ceiling. He must have entertained here.

      Afra opened a cupboard above a desk. "This is his safe." She opened the safe and took out a case. After a few fumbles, she pulled out her pistol and fired at the lock, holding down the trigger. When it gave way, she cracked the lid. And gasped. "Look at this."

      The box was full of jewels. Diamonds, rubies, garnets — and a number of large emeralds, some of them cut. Afra held up the largest gem, turning it so the facets caught the light. "Just one of these will pay off my debt to Yoornga. Yrmaks love green stones. I can get the ship refurbished and still have plenty left over." She flung her arms around Drew and he took the chance to kiss her, long and hard.

      "That's wonderful. I'm so pleased for you."

      "Me, too. Now let's get the hell off this ship." She shivered. “It's creepy, as though any minute Cramm or his ghost is going to show up."

      He held her hand. "I'm glad it's not just me."

      Ghoonra was waiting when they walked down the ship's ramp. And there was Neyru, perched on a nearby rock. She chirped when they appeared and flew to meet them, landing on Drew's chest, a solid weight. He stroked her forehead.

      "Are you happy, little lady?"

      She nodded and sent happy thoughts of flying with the other oorvens.

      Ghoonra said something to her and she became sad. Drew looked at the Rylat.

      "She wants you to stay. I told her you cannot."

      "No, sweetie, we can't. This is your world, your family." Drew couldn't stop the wetness leaking out of his eyes. "We love you to bits, Neyru. We'll never forget you."

      Neyru laid her head on his shoulder and crooned. He felt her sadness but also her acceptance. Afra came to stand at his side. "We'll miss you."

      Through blurred vision he saw that the regal female oorven had landed. Drew patted Neyru's flank. "Time to go. Join your mother."

      Neyru let go of him and fluttered to sit next to the massive female, who bent and licked her forehead, a lovely moment of motherly concern.

      Ghoonra leaned over them. "This… this Yrmak who would keep an oorven as a pet. Do you know her?"

      Afra smiled without humor. "Yes. I know her."

      The Yrmak held out a disk, tiny in her clawed hand. "This is a recording. For her. Give it to her. From us."

      Afra took it, stared at it for a moment, then put it in a pocket. She bowed, a shallow movement from the neck. "It will be done." She tugged at Drew's arm. "Grab your bags. Let's go."

      Neyru followed them back to the lander. Drew turned at the top of the ramp and waved. He wasn't ashamed of the tears.
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      Afra sagged into her seat. "Take us up, Sunbeam."

      The lander rose with a roar, fighting gravity. The group gathered around Cramm's ship dwindled until they were dots on the landscape. Before the clouds obscured the view, she saw a bright flash and dark smoke rising.

      Sara was waiting for them when they exited the lander. "Well? Tell me all about it." She had already put mugs of kaff on the common room table for them.

      "What course?" Sunbeam asked before Afra could sit down.

      "Sind Verana. We'd better take Drew home. But before that, I need to contact Yoornga and find out where she wants to receive her repayment." That thought made her smile. No debt and plenty left over.

      And no Drew and no Neyru. I suppose you can't have it all.

      Drew sat silent, letting Afra tell the story. "So… Neyru has been returned to her mother. And that's great." Of course it was. She sighed. She would miss the little creature. No more playing ball in the corridor.

      She straightened and placed the open case of jewels on the table between them. "And then there's this." The stones glittered in the light, reflecting sparks of red and green and white.

      Sara's jaw dropped. "Wow."

      "Courtesy of the late Ulliver Cramm. I'm pretty sure he was a pirate working for Yoornga and this is proceeds of sales. I think we should split it three ways. I want this one." She took out the large emerald. "This will pay off Yoornga."

      Drew, looking miserable, shook his head. "You keep it. I don't deserve it."

      Afra stared. "Of course you do. It's kind of payment for saving Neyru."

      "Look, I don't want it. Okay?" He shoved himself to his feet and slouched off.

      Sara watched him go. "Boy, he's sure going to miss Neyru."

      "So will I. I'm going to miss him, too."

      "Maybe you should go and console him. Or each other. Remember about talking?" Sara shooed her away. "Off you go."

      Afra found Drew in his cabin, lying on his bed. "I'm going to miss Neyru, too. And you."

      He sat up. "Afra, I don't want to go back to Sind Verana."

      Afra kept her mouth from falling open. "But… but… your job. And Theah."

      His eyebrows rose. "Theah? How do you know about her?" He raised both hands. "No, no, it doesn't matter. Theah doesn't mean a thing to me. That is, she's a friend, a colleague. We go to concerts together. Not much more than that."

      He pulled Afra into his arms. "I don't love her. I love YOU." He kissed her hard. And she melted against him. What had Sara said, Enjoy it while you can?

      "Afra, I don't want this to end. I don't want to go back to an academic bubble. I want to be here with you on Herald. I can help you find antiques. I know it's been dangerous sometimes but I've felt alive, really alive, for the first time. I've actually seen places I thought I knew more about than the people who lived there. But you showed me I don't and that you can't live through books. Please say yes."

      Afra stared into his eyes, her heart racing. He wanted her. He wanted her way of life. Tears of happiness gathered as she flung her arms around him. "Yes."
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      A Yrmak warrior escorted Afra into Yoornga's presence. She had expected an office, a business premises but the warrior took her to a separate building a little like a temple surrounded by garden. The clan alpha sat in an ornate chair in front of a statue Afra recognized as Marh'kesh. The Mother's consort sat astride an oorven, claws clutching, wings half unfurled, ready for flight. It looked a lot like Neyru, or more accurately, her brothers. Cramm must have seen this, too.

      She offered Yoornga a neck bow. "Greetings, Esteemed Yoornga."

      The alpha's claws clattered on the arm rests. "You have your payment? Or your ship's papers?"

      Afra despised her. Her and all her kind. Still, in a way this Yrmak had brought her happiness.

      She took the emerald from a pouch at her waist and proffered it on her palm. "This should cover it. I could have sold it but I thought Your Eminence might like it just as it is."

      Yellow eyes glittering, Yoornga scooped the gem off Afra's palm. "It is beautiful. Truly beautiful." She straightened up. "I think I may know where you acquired this jewel."

      Yes, I'll bet you do. "I think you will not see Captain Cramm again."

      And if Yoornga thought Afra had killed him, so much the better. Yrmaks admired that sort of thing.

      "Well, then." The Yrmak sat back and placed the emerald on the table beside her. "I consider our contract closed."

      Huh. And why not? That gem was worth at least three times what Afra owed.

      "Thank you, Your Eminence."

      The Yrmak leaned forward. "You have shown initiative. Replace Cramm for me. I will pay you well."

      Become a paid pirate for an Yrmak alpha? Afra forced herself not to show what she felt about that. "Thank you, I do not think I can accept your offer at this time." Which sounded much nicer that what she really thought and left the impression the door was ajar.

      The yellow eyes studied her. "The offer is open." She raised one clawed hand. "And the oorven? I will pay you handsomely for the beast. It will live in luxury."

      Afra glanced at the statue, similar but not the same. No way would she have given Neyru to this odious female. "The oorven is no longer with us."

      The eye ridges reddened. "It is… dead?"

      "No no. She has been returned to her guardian." And if you think I'm telling you where that is you can think again. "In fact, the guardian is a rylat of your clan and she asked me to deliver this to you." She held out the disk that Ghoonra had given her.

      That got the alpha's attention. She glanced at a warrior, who took it from Afra and inserted it into a player.

      "My name is Ghoonra, Rylat of clan G'hran. You seek to make a pet of a sacred oorven. Your emissary is dead. Your blasphemy—" Yoornga slashed her hand in a cutting motion and the warrior turned the device off. Afra swallowed the smile. Yoornga's eye ridges had faded to yellow, a sign of fear.

      "You have your ship. Get out."

      Afra bowed her head, turned and walked away. Blasphemy in Yrmak culture was the ultimate sin. If she was any judge, Yoornga wouldn't be troubling Neyru and her family any time soon. Even if she knew where to find them.
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      On a Floating World…

      Asira is a member of a high-ranking family of Alchemists who exert control over the libraries that store magical texts. She never believed her acceptance into the coveted position was in doubt. Yet, when she becomes the apprentice of a gargoyle shifter Alchemist who insists on keeping his pet bird with him, she has her doubts that he was the right choice for her final class.

      Jaydon is from a gargoyle shifter group known as the Gigun. As an unconventional but powerful teacher of transmutation at the university, he could have his pick of mentees. It isn't hard to tell that the last thing he wants to do is mentor a student from a powerful family. He only accepts her after he says his pet bird and advisor, Delphy, recommends that he choose her.

      Asira finds Jaydon frustrating but too fascinating for her own good. But she needs his knowledge and guidance when she becomes the target of a classmate’s deception. With Jaydon’s assistance, the two of them begin to uncover those behind the criminal activities threatening not just the students, but the whole Floating World. Can she convince Jaydon that she still has a lot to learn from him—both in the matter of magic and her heart—or has she betrayed his trust forever?
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      Asira went to Magister Jaydon's office late in the day, hoping he'd choose her for his mentorship. It wasn't enough to be from one of the foremost families of alchemists on the Floating World. She had to prove herself so that others would know that she'd earned her place.

      She'd had to meet with several potential mentors before being picked. A necessary process if she wanted to achieve a high standing at the university. If she passed her exam, she could get an apprenticeship in the Golden Court of Alchemists.

      When she got to the Magister's office she stopped in the doorway and took in the scene. Papers, books, and jars covered the desks. At one of them, a man was using his stylus to write on the desktop.  This office wasn't as orderly as the others, and order was one thing that alchemists insisted on.

      "Hello?" She knocked on the door frame. "Excuse me."

      He looked up. "Asira Aut Teur? Come in. You can slide that chair over."

      The only other chair in the room was next to the messiest desk. She rolled it over, wincing as the wheels squealed while she pulled the chair across the room.

      "What do you know about transmutation?" he asked as he tapped his stylus on the desk.

      Asira dropped her backpack on the floor and sat in front of him. "It's the process of changing one element to another and entails—"

      "Not the definition. What do you know of it?"

      "I've been studying here since I was five years old, Magister. I chose transmutation as my major when I started the advanced classes," she said. "This is my final exam before I move on to an apprenticeship. My uncle says—"

      "I know of your uncle and your aunt," he said. "I'm aware that you belong to one of the Aurum families and that most of your relatives have been admitted to the Golden Court."

      Of course, he did. Everyone did. That was a blessing and a curse. But she hadn't expected him to say it quite like that. Usually, people hinted at it or tried to ingratiate themselves with her while pretending not to know who she was.

      "Sir, I need a mentor to help me pass my transmutation exam. My uncle says you're a master at it." Nothing like throwing in a little praise. It might work to soften him up a bit.

      "First of all, don't call me by my title. Just call me Jaydon." He dropped the stylus and sorted through the papers. "And please don't call me 'sir.' We're practically the same age."

      "Sorry," she said. "Usually the instructors prefer it."

      Obviously, the praise and deference weren't working out so well. Though she'd seen Jaydon around the complex from time to time, she'd never been in any of his classes.  But she did know that he was the youngest person to be appointed a Magister at the university, and one of the few gargoyle shifters to be invited to join the Golden Court.

      "You still didn't tell me what you know about transmutation." He set aside the papers and gave her his full attention. "Why do you want me to mentor you in it?"

      Should she be honest about family pressures and her own reasons for wanting to pass the exam? She'd been so used to giving the expected answer to her instructors. Alchemists loved unpredictability but only in experiments, not in people.

      "You're the expert in changing from one form to another, aren't you? I want—I mean my family wants to ensure that I follow the traditions." Not the best response she could've given, but certainly closer to the truth.

      He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on the pile of papers. "Family is important but so are personal desires. Transmutation is a metamorphosis that has to come from within first," he said. "The formula can't change you unless you want to be changed."

      That was not what she was expecting. Most Magisters didn't speak that way. They talked about formulas and elements and mixtures…how to measure this and weigh that. They invested their time in theory and study and reading old texts. What Jaydon was saying sounded a bit subversive – and she rather liked it.

      "I told the administrators that I didn't think transmutation could be safely done by students, no matter how advanced," he said. "A lot of preparation is required."

      "I've written a paper on it." She picked up her backpack and riffled through it. "I have it here. You can control your transmutation if you have the proper mix of—"

      He held up his hand. "We can go over that later. I've seen your assessments. They're excellent."

      She nodded in agreement, then realized that perhaps being humble was a better move. "Thank you. I've worked hard."

      "I know." He leaned back in the chair, absently tapping his fingers on the desk.

      She glanced at the desktop and noticed writing along the edges. Why didn't he use paper? He certainly had enough of it scattered everywhere. Parchment was usually preferred by the Magisters, but they'd moved past using quills. That had been for show anyway. Students were more likely to have a tablet and a stylus than a pen and paper.

      "What is your target for your transmutation?" he asked.

      "I'm open to whatever comes." As soon as she said it, she realized she should've said something else. This was not the way to make an impression on someone of his standing.

      His eyebrows raised over his light brown eyes. "This will be your first time, correct? I'm not sure that's the right approach."

      The thing was it was hard to imagine actually changing into something else. Even for a matter of hours. However, she did know that achieving it would be an automatic invitation to an apprenticeship in the Golden Court. From there she could keep advancing, which would make her family very happy.

      Jaydon picked up his stylus and shoved it behind his ear. Continuing to study her, his brows furrowed as though he was having an internal conversation. Thinking things over with himself and not sharing his conclusions with her.

      Sure, she was used to intense stares from the Magisters. They used them as an intimidation tactic. It was part of their mystery to be imperious and detached, to only associate with others on their level or from a specific Order. You were either in the Court hierarchy or you weren't. Even the most advanced students didn't have that kind of clout, no matter what Aurum family they belonged to.

      "Are you sure you don't want to see my papers on the topic?" Sitting there with him watching her was unnerving. Not that he was bad to look at, because he wasn't. His features were finely sculpted, and his wavy shoulder-length black hair framed his face so that his almond-shaped eyes and full lips were accentuated.

      He shook his head in response to her question, his gaze still fixed on her.

      Suddenly she heard a noise. Chirping coming from the open sliding glass door that led to the balcony. Another perk of Magister mentors. Private offices and balconies overlooking the spice gardens.

      "Come in."

      A small yellow bird flew in and perched on a shelf above one of the desks. It chirped and then turned its head to study her. Another chirp, then a turn of the head to the left and to the right.

      "What do you think?" he asked.

      "Nice bird."

      "No, I was asking her."

      "You were what?" She looked at him, then at the bird again, then at him. "Does she talk?"

      "Yes."

      "What does she say?" She'd just go along with it for now. She'd be done and then hopefully get picked by a mentor who was more serious and less messy.

      The bird chirped again, then lifted up and flew back out to the balcony. She perched on the railing then flew away.

      "She's busy this time of day," he said. "Goes to the park and meets her friends. But she likes you."

      "Um…that's nice, I guess."

      "I trust her judgement. Come back tomorrow morning and we'll begin."

      "What?" This had to be a joke. "You're picking me because your bird told you to? Seriously?"

      "Yes. Is that acceptable to you?"

      Did she have a choice? "Yes. Thank you." She picked up her bag and stood up. "I'll be going, sir."

      He glared at her. "Jaydon."

      "Um, yes, I'll see you tomorrow…Jaydon." She picked up her pack and hurried out of the office.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later she sat in the flower gardens with her friend and study partner, Siera. They were comparing notes about their interviews. Throughout their years together as students, Siera had always shown an independent streak that Asira wished she'd had. But her friend didn't have the pressures of a family name or expectations of carrying on a tradition.

      Siera's family had come from one of the portal worlds, and for that alone they'd never be on the same level as the families of the Aurum. But her affinity for plants had made her an exceptional student when it came to mixing tinctures and elixirs. She'd advance even without family connections to rely on.

      Around them the summer flowers were blooming, as they always did a month before the Solstice time.  A riot of pinks, blues, and golds were rimmed with lush green shrubbery that formed a rectangular border. Tall stalks bearing bright red and blue flowers towered over everything else including their bench, giving them partial shade from the bright sunlight.

      "Do you believe it? A bird. He talked to a bird and the bird recommended me," Asira said.

      "Everyone he's mentored has advanced and done very well in the Court." Siera took a tablet out of her pack and swiped the screen.

      "That's the only reason I'm not totally annoyed right now. The bird talked to him."

      "So what? Birds talk."

      "It chirped and he understood it."

      "He's Gigun. They can do that. I hear they talk to plants too."

      "Gigun?"

      "On his world they're usually farmers and artisans. They're very skilled with plants and with animals." Siera tapped the screen of her tablet and showed it to Asira. "Did the bird look like this?"

      A small yellow bird with black streaked wings was depicted sitting on a tree branch. "Yes, that's it," she said. "I still can't believe he let a bird pick me."

      "What bird?" A man's deep voice drew her attention. "I heard you interviewed with the gant."

      Their classmate, Varen walked over and sat between them.

      "That's not nice," Siera said. "It's rude." She slid over to put space between herself and him.

      Varen never hesitated to wear his long alchemist vest that was embroidered with elemental symbols and his family crest. Tall and slim, he seemed to enjoy using his height to intimidate others who didn't pay him the proper deference. But then, his behavior wasn't much different than a lot of the Magisters.

      He brushed his sandy hair off his forehead, flashing the gold rings on his fingers.  "He's a gargoyle shifter from a farm world. He's lucky he's here," Varen took the tablet out of Siera's hands. "What's this?"

      She snatched it back. "None of your business. Get off it."

      "Jaydon is an expert in transmutation," Asira said.

      "So is my grandfather. A lot of alchemists are." Varen waved at a couple of students across from them. "Gargoyles aren’t known for their intelligence."

      "According to you, your grandfather is an expert in everything," Siera moved away again and ended up at the other end of the bench.

      "The only reason they let them come here is because the alchemists need the things they grow on their world," he said.

      "I've got to go," Siera shoved her tablet into her pack. "I'll see you later, Asira."

      "Bye," Varen called after her. "I can't believe you want to work with that gant." He brushed his hair off his forehead as a breeze rippled it.

      "Why do you keep calling him that?"

      "Short for gargantuan. That's what gargoyles are. Big stone creatures," he said. "They just stand there and take up space."

      "He's a shifter and as human as we are."

      "No, he's not," Varen said, as he reached up and pulled on one of the flowers. "By the way, Kiren's having a gathering tonight. He finished his apprenticeship. Want to come?"

      "He's letting you come to his house after what you did last time?"

      "Oh, come on. That wasn't a big deal." He yanked off a large red petal and rubbed it between his fingers.

      "You turned his set of gold heirloom goblets into lead. I don't think he was pleased." In fact, Varen's attempt at transmutation led to a fight that had abruptly ended the party.

      "It was a joke."

      That was the problem. Everything to him was a joke. And yet she'd known him since they were children and at times she'd laughed at those jokes. "I can't make it. When do you start your exams?"

      He turned away to wave at someone who didn't wave back. "Maybe next term. I've got time before I have to decide what I want to do."

      "If you want to join the Golden Court before the Solstice you'll have to start now."

      "Asira, if our families are in, we're in," he said. "I'm late for class. See you later."

      She watched him as he walked down the path that led back to the administration building. It seemed odd that he wasn't carrying a pack like the other students, or even a tablet.

      In spite of what he'd said, she knew that failing the exam would reflect on her family. She'd had one goal since she'd been old enough to understand her place in this society. Advancing to an apprenticeship in the Court, then from there she could finally be free. Everything she wanted depended on passing, no matter what it took to do it.
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      The next day Asira got to the office before Jaydon arrived. If she had any doubt that he put his papers away at the end of the day, it was put to rest. All three desks were still cluttered.

      Other than that, his office was like the others. Rectangular with a bookcase lining the back wall, a main desk in the middle and two smaller ones flanking it. And opposite the bookcase, the door to the private sanctum. Kept locked so that only the Magister could open it. All the furnishings were positioned for the perfect flow of energy around the room.

      She set her backpack down and stood there for a moment. How did he find anything in this mess?

      "Asira!" Her friend, Siera walked in and immediately stopped. "Is this a supply room? I thought it was the Magister's office."

      "It is," she said. "Where are you on your way to?"

      "The library," she replied as she brushed her long braids off her shoulder. "He's got enough books for a library in here." Siera went to the bookcase. "Look at this, a history of the Golden Court. Even the university library doesn't have this one."

      Most of the Aurum families had their own volumes tucked away in home libraries and in some cases, literally under lock and key.

      "You're lucky, at least Jaydon is nice to look at," Siera said.

      "That's not why I want to work with him."

      Siera ignored her protest. "He was doing advanced work when we were still in the under levels." She ran her fingers over the gold trimming on one of the books. "He was invited to join the Order of the Asterim. That's what I heard."

      The Asterim was known to be secretive about their initiations and rituals. Asira didn’t know much about it, but it was considered an elite order.

      "The members can connect with the phoenixes. No one else is allowed but them." She smiled, obviously pleased that she could share such important information.

      "All I want to do is pass my exam."

      "You will. And mentoring with Jaydon will look good on your record. You'll probably skip being an apprentice and become a Court Warder right away."

      "Isn't it time for you to be going to the library?" This conversation was doing nothing for her nerves right now. As confident as she was, there was still that little bit of doubt. Suppose she wasn't good enough to advance?

      "All right, I'll stop planning your life." Siera slung her pack over her shoulder. "I'll see you later in the gardens."

      Moments after her friend left, Jaydon arrived. "Good morning, Asira." He was carrying about five or six large books. "Sorry I'm late. I had to go back to my apartment to get these."

      Like he didn't have enough books here already. "They look heavy."

      "They are." He dropped them on his desk, piling them like he was stacking heavy stones. "I've used these in my studies. They might be helpful."

      She hadn't expected transmutation to involve so many books. What about the experimentation? "Magister—I mean, Jaydon, I've read all the books. I passed all my courses. I want to get to work."

      "This is part of your preparation." He opened a book, flipped a few pages, then closed it. Then he opened another and did the same thing. "Maybe you should start with the writings of Magister Au Tur. I believe she's a relative of yours."

      "Yes. On my mother's side." She'd been forced to memorize her family tree before she'd begun her under levels. She could name them all in her sleep, and probably had on occasion.

      "Good." Jaydon dropped his pack on the floor and sat down. "You can start with that, and we'll discuss it later."

      Fighting back her disappointment took a lot of effort, though she wasn't able to stop a sigh from escaping.

      "I could show you what chapters to concentrate on. We can discuss them if you like," he offered.

      "Yes, that would help," she said, relieved he hadn't expected her to read the entire book.

      Jaydon swiveled his chair over to her desk, seemingly unaware of how the wheels squeaked across the worn wooden floor. He rolled next to her, picked up the book and thumbed the pages with his slender fingers.

      "Look at this chapter. It talks about preparation for changing the molecular structure," he said. "You have to be sure to get the formula just right. Listen to this."

      His deep voice had a slight rasp, and a warmth that made his words much more interesting than they should've been. It was as though he was sharing his personal thoughts with her, not reading from a dry alchemy text.

      "Would you like me to show you more?" he asked, as he absently flipped through the pages.

      "Yes, please."

      He looked up at her and smiled, pleased at her enthusiasm. "Well, let's look at this chapter. I think this will explain what elements are important to…"

      What was happening to her? She'd never had to struggle to focus on alchemy theories before. And none of her previous instructors had had this type of effect on her. Maybe if she'd had more of a social life over all the years of study, she wouldn't be feeling this way.

      "And this element is essential in…"

      There had to be a way to ignore the slight aroma of spice if she worked at it. Anise and Bergamot and was that citrus? Maybe it was from the soap he used. That had to be it.

      "Now in this chapter, I want you to pay attention to…"

      Each time he glanced at her, she smiled and nodded even though she had no idea what he was talking about. It had to be the spices, that was it. She'd read about how they could be combined to induce pleasurable thoughts. This was right out of her Olfactory Alchemy Formulas textbook.

      The Magister who had written it had been the topic of endless gossip and speculation for years afterwards. In fact, Varen had made one of the elixirs from the text on a whim. He'd never been as popular with faculty and students as he had been that summer.

      "Asira?" Jaydon was staring at her. "Are you all right? I was asking if you understood these symbols."

      "Um, yes, of course," she said, wondering why she was so warm all of a sudden. "I was distracted."

      "Oh?" He held her gaze as he continued to point to the page. "Are you sure there's nothing wrong?"

      Was he sweating? No, that light sheen on his skin had to be…she had no idea what it had to be. Under the desk, their knees were touching and for some reason she was reluctant to move away.

      Jaydon nodded, then he looked away and wiped his forehead. "Well, maybe I should let you get to it, then." He swiveled his chair back to his desk.

      "Okay." Asira lowered her eyes and pretended to read the words on the page. Unfortunately, she had no idea what he'd been pointing out to her. It had never been this hard to focus before. It had to have been the spices. That was it.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later Asira finally managed to concentrate on her reading when she heard slightly muffled chirps.  Jaydon swiveled his squeaky chair and stood up.  Happy for a distraction, she watched him go to the glass balcony doors. Unlike the other Magisters, he didn't wear a lab smock or one of the alchemist vests. In his light grey pullover knit shirt and dark pants he could've been one of the advanced level students. She wondered if he'd ever been mistaken for one.

      Jaydon slid the glass doors open, sending the panels into their pockets on either side of the doorway. "Where have you been?" he asked as he walked outside.

      Loud chirping was the response. She heard Jaydon say something else, but she couldn’t make out the words. When he returned, the little yellow bird was sitting on his shoulder. She examined Asira for a moment, then launched herself up into the air and flew back out the door.

      "Something wrong?" Asira asked.

      "She was giving me some news from my friend. He just returned through the portal yesterday." Jaydon shoved his hands into his pockets. "I haven't seen him for a while. He's on a case."

      "A case?"

      "He's a detective for the Court of the Magistrates," he replied.

      "Your bird just flies around and talks to people?"

      "Sure, if they understand her. Why wouldn't she?" he asked.

      Asira had to admit she didn't have an answer for that one. "You never told me her name."

      He stared up at the ceiling, contemplating her question. "It's not easy to translate to Standard," he said. "But you could call her Delphy."

      "That's cute."

      "Well, it's easier than saying it in my language." Then he made some tongue clicks and throat sounds to emphasize his point. "Do you agree?"

      She nodded. "Yes, I certainly do." She had asked, hadn't she?

      "How is your reading going? Any questions?"

      And yet again she found herself at a loss for words. While he was standing in the sunlight she could see the smoothness of his burnished skin. A mix of light and ruddy browns with a golden sheen that she hadn't noticed before. Perhaps the sheen was due to his being a shifter? She'd only met dragon shifters and they had a different look in human form. Their features tended to be less sculpted and more angular.

      Jaydon cocked his head to the side. "You look…confused. Are you sure there isn't a problem?"

      "No, not at all." She laughed, then realized she was making it worse. "Actually, I'm having trouble getting through this," she confessed. "The words are so…I mean so—"

      "Archaic?" He came over and traced the symbols on one of the tissue thin pages. "It's hard to digest, I know. But it's the basis for transmutation theory."

      "I've seen books like this all my life. My house has a library full of them. I'm tired of them." There. She'd said it. Blurted it, actually.

      Jaydon straightened up and shoved his hand back into his pocket. "You don't sound happy about your studies, Asira. That seems like a strange attitude for a top student."

      She immediately regretted being so candid with him. Great way to screw things up when she'd barely begun her mentoring.

      "I didn't mean what I said," she said. "I'm sorry."

      Even with her contrition, the warmth hadn't returned to his light brown eyes. "Years of study are required to advance in the Court. Isn't that what you wanted?"

      Did she? That was a question she hesitated to ask herself, much less answer. Her family wanted it, that much she could answer truthfully. "I don’t want you think I'm wasting your time, Jaydon. I'll work harder, I promise."

      His shoulders relaxed and he reached over and closed the book. "Remember I told you the metamorphosis has to start within. It helps to understand the texts, but you can't entirely rely on them."

      "You can shift, though. You can change yourself. We can't." Surprised at herself, she got her pack and started to put her tablet and papers away. She hoped he wouldn't kick her out of the mentorship, or ever worse, report her for her words. What kind of alchemy student rejected their path and her training?

      "It's been a long day for you," he said. "Let's resume again tomorrow."

      Dismissal. Now she'd done it. She got up and slung the thick leather strap of her pack across her shoulder.

      Jaydon walked to his desk and sorted through the books, arranging them as though he needed something to do. His eyes lowered, his ebony black hair fell to his shoulders and partially hid his face.

      Not knowing what else to say, she walked to the door. Just as she grasped the cool metal handle, she heard him cough. She turned to face him.

      "Thank you for being honest," he said, his voice low. "What you said is between us only."

      Relieved, she managed a smile. "I meant no disrespect, Jaydon. I know I can learn a lot from you."

      "There was a point where I was tired of my studies as well. I was happy to leave the university."

      "The one on your world?"

      He nodded. "It was started decades ago…or maybe longer. I keep forgetting the time is counted differently here. An alchemist couple from the Floating World are instructors there."

      "Oh? Do you remember their names?"

      He shrugged. "I never worked with them. Just heard they were there as assistants," he replied. "I'll try to make our time tomorrow more compelling for you."

      She felt the mood lighten. "Okay. See you then."

      "See you."

      After opening the door, she glanced back at him. He wasn’t looking in her direction, choosing instead to continue with his task of arranging the books. But she did see a flash of yellow on the balcony railing and heard the slight flutter of wings.
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      She'd planned to meet Siera in their regular spot, a bench between the fragrant gardenias and the lemon rose bushes, but unfortunately Varen found her first. He sauntered over and sat close to her with his usual disrespect for personal boundaries.

      "Why aren't you in class? I thought you were doing a study this term." She moved away from him and placed her pack on the bench between them.

      "Why aren't you with your mentor?" he asked. "Have you transformed into anything yet?" 

      "What do you want?" She wasn't in the mood for him today.  

      He opened the flap on her pack and absently riffled through the contents. "I'm hosting a gathering tomorrow evening. I want you to come." 

      She pushed his hand away. "Get out of my things. Why do you always do that?" 

      "You can't hide anything from me, Asira. We've known each other for too long," he said. "I only want to see what you've been learning from the gant." 

      "Stop it. Don't call him that." 

      Varen slid away from her and perched on the edge of the bench. "You're as bad as Siera. If you didn't think he was attractive none of you would care about him." 

      "You sound jealous." She closed the flap and pressed it shut.  

      "Of him? He needs to go back to his farm." 

      "What is it about him that bothers you? He's not the only shifter here. I've never heard you talk like this before." 

      For a minute, a look passed across his features that made her uneasy. The sudden coldness in his blue eyes and the clenched jaw weren't his usual reactions to being called out. And it certainly wasn’t the first time she'd done so.  

      "I don't want to talk about him anymore." His expression softened. "So, are you coming?"

      "Your grandfather doesn't mind all those parties at his house?" 

      Varen leaned back and stretched out his legs. "He's still away. Working with the Warder on an important project for the Golden Court. I thought I told you." 

      When had he ever missed a chance to tell everyone about the important projects his family was involved in? Lately he hadn’t shared as much, but she figured their work had become so commonplace it wasn't worth mentioning anymore.

      "Siera is bringing a few of the new students who just arrived through the portals. But she won't come if you don't," he said. "So, you have to come. Please?" 

      She'd never thought that Varen knew the meaning of that word. This had to be important to him. "Since when do you associate with new students?"

      "I'm trying to change my snobby ways. Haven't you always asked me to? Now I am. So come." 

      In spite of herself she thought that it might not be so bad. She'd get away from her studies for a few hours. What could be wrong with that? 

      "All right I'll come." 

      "Here comes Siera." Varen stood up and stretched. "I'll see you later." He greeted her then left them.

      "What a long day." Siera held out an oversized book covered in red, pebbled leather. "Extra reading for me tonight. At least I can have a little fun tomorrow."

      "I should be studying, but I guess it won't hurt to take the night off."

      "That's what I said. It should be fun. How did it go with Jaydon today?"

      "I sort of screwed up and said too much. I got tired of reading." Asira sighed. "Great way to make an impression on my mentor."

      "It'll be okay. Remember, his bird picked you. She must've thought you were the right person."

      Her friend did have a point. As long as she stayed in Delphy's good graces, she'd probably be fine.

      That evening at the dinner table, Asira fielded questions from her aunt and uncle about her studies. Which texts had she read? What was Jaydon like? Did she know who her exam proctors would be?

      She'd answered all the questions while the soup had been served. Then their sweet cakes. Then another soup. All the while she sat in her straight-backed chair at the center of the ridiculously long table. The other places had once been filled by her three cousins, but they'd all moved on to their places in the Court.

      Occasionally a mentee would be taken in for a term, or a season. They'd be eager to hear the stories of the great alchemist families of the Aurum. Asira had heard that all before, however, and there was nothing new or interesting in the details.

      "I've heard that the Order will be open for apprentices in the summer season," her uncle said. "As soon as you pass you can apply. I've spoken to the Warder of the Hechura Order."

      "Uncle, I appreciate your help, but I don’t want you to pull any strings for me."

      "I'd heard that Magister Jaydon was invited to join the Asterim. They’re at the heart of the Golden Court," her aunt said. "I wonder why he refused."

      "Perhaps he wants to be able to visit his world. The Asterim is very strict about travelling off-world. You have to get permission to leave their guild house," her uncle said.

      "Asira, after your apprenticeship you could have your own guild house one day. Like your parents. And like your grandfather."

      "Aunt, that's not in my plans."

      While her uncle slurped his soup, her aunt tapped her fingers against her goblet. Her jeweled rings reflected the light of the crystal and metal chandelier above them.

      "Your parents didn't expect to have a guild house, but they kept advancing. Now that they've mastered their studies, they can lead others," her aunt said. "That level is the best place for someone like you."

      "Leading a house? Is that what all the study was for?"

      "Our family has been in every order of the Golden Court," her uncle said. "You belong there at the highest level you can achieve."

      Yes, she had studied. And studied. And studied. For almost 20 years she'd studied one thing or another. Here she sat in the library where they ate their meals, so that they would always be surrounded by the alchemist texts. Like every family, they had to constantly remind themselves of their history and their ambitions.

      She was tired of it. But she had her own desires. And her own reasons for studying transmutations. Reasons her aunt and uncle didn't have to know about.

      "You'll get to see your parents after your exam," her uncle said as he pushed his half-empty soup bowl away. "They'll be allowed to visit family for the Solstice."

      "Yes, I know." Twice a year. For the past ten years she'd only seen them during the Solstice celebrations. The price of having their own guild house. They weren't permitted to engage in anything that would take them away from their work. Just as her grandfather had done. And his grandparents.

      "Your parents understand their calling, Asira," her aunt remarked. "Sacrifices are required for learning. The alchemists have responsibilities. We can't neglect them."

      "Because families don't matter," she said.

      "Of course, they do," her uncle said. "That's why we said we'd take care of you. Every family chooses. We chose to take care of you and your cousins."

      "That's why your uncle and I chose the Sentinel path, so we could provide a home for the family. It keeps order."

      She'd heard this since she started her schooling at the age of five. Order had to be preserved so that the alchemists could continue their work.

      "You will do very well," her aunt said. "That's why Magister Jaydon picked you. He saw it."

      "Actually, his bird chose me." Maybe she shouldn't have said it, but she hadn't been able to resist.

      "Of course, it did,' her uncle picked up a sweet biscuit and licked the icing. "The Magister is Gigun. They often have pet companions and advisors."

      "Advisor? A little yellow bird?" she asked. Then again, Delphy did seem to have a lot of information to share. So maybe that made sense.

      Her aunt stopped tapping her fingers. "Gigun are powerful. When a shifter phoenix transforms, they create portals to new worlds. The Books of Fire contain the maps to those worlds. Only two types of people can read those books, phoenix shifters and Gigun."

      That did seem like a big deal. Portals were the gateway to all the worlds and without those gateways, the Floating World between them all would have no meaning.

      "Even the Asterim members can't read all the symbols. For Jaydon to choose you puts you in an important position," her uncle said. "We are both very proud of you."

      Asira forced a smile to her lips to acknowledge them. They meant well, and she knew that they loved her. But they couldn’t understand that she wanted a different path. Being locked away in a guild house seemed like a depressing prospect. For the first time she was considering how that would really be for her. Was this what she'd worked for all these years?

      Her uncle reminded her of her father, with his full beard and rounded face. Balding hadn't made him look older at all, and neither had the grey hairs that mixed with the brown. His tan skin always reddened in the sun when he spent time in the gardens. She looked more like her aunt, who also wore her curly hair cut short on the sides and fuller on top. Her face more oval-shaped, with slight creases at the corners of her dark eyes.

      As with most alchemist families, she called them uncle and aunt. Not by their names. Order had to be preserved even within families. But wasn't there another way to be? To live? Unfortunately, the answer to that was not included in any of the texts.
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      Jaydon was already in his office by the time Asira arrived the next morning. He was sorting through papers on his desk, arranging them into neat piles.

      "Good morning," she said.

      "Morning," he said, without looking up.

      She hoped he wasn't annoyed with her from the day before. "Should I finish my reading?" she asked. "I took a lot of notes last night."

      This time he did look up. "You were working after you left here? Why?"

      That was a question she hadn't expected. Since when did Magisters ask about students doing work after class? "I thought that was expected."

      Surprise flashed across his features. "How long have you been a student here?"

      "Six years. Five in the under levels and one as an advanced student," she replied. "Isn't that normal?"

      "For this world, yes. Students here put in a lot of work."

      "Aren't we supposed to?" Asira wondered what he was getting at. "Yesterday you wanted me to do all that reading."

      "I don't expect you to work all the time. Transmutation is about discovery," he said. "We experiment and learn. It shouldn't be a burden."

      Now she knew he had to be joking. "I have to pass my exam. I can't do that if I don't study. My family expects it. And I…" Suddenly she wasn't sure how much she wanted to reveal to him.

      Jaydon pointed to the balcony. "Let's go out there for a moment."

      She waited for him to come from behind his desk and lead the way. Out on the balcony the scents of the spice gardens floated up on a breeze. Sometimes sweet; other times, the citrus made her mouth water.

      Family gardens were a staple of alchemist homes. Places to grow flowers and herbs for formulas and elixirs. Or just places to enjoy for their beauty. Her aunt and uncle's garden had often been her refuge as a child.

      "On my world, we have gardens like this and fields of flowers. We tend the gardens as part of our alchemy work," he said. "I don't think you have to study all the time to learn."

      "You're the first person who has ever said that," she said. "That's not how things are done here."

      He turned to her. "Why are you studying transmutation?"

      "I want to make my family proud of me." This was the standard answer any student would give. The safe answer.

      "You're good enough to be admitted to the Golden Court. But you already know that," he said. "What's your personal reason to study?"

      She considered how she should respond. But he seemed to want the truth from her. Maybe she should give it.

      "My parents are in the Order of Hechura. That’s only for alchemists who have mastered transmutation," she said. "They live in a guild house. Even family can't visit unless they're part of the Court. As an apprentice, I'll be able to see them more often."

      He nodded, then looked out over the gardens. "They have strict rules here. You can't have access to members in an order if you haven't attained a certain level of study."

      "Yes, that's it exactly." She remembered when her parents had shared why they had to be away from her. She'd been ten years old and already enrolled in a course of study in one of the starter schools. "For fifteen years they've been in the order."

      "On my world, our families live together or nearby. We're not forced to separate," he said. "That must be hard."

      "My aunt and uncle have done their best."

      "I'm sure," he said. "It's very structured on this world. Not what I'm used to."

      She glanced at him wondering why he was being so forthcoming. Certainly not a Magister trait. But Jaydon had so far not fit the mold she'd been expecting.

      "We should try some formulas today," he said, in an abrupt change of topic. "That should be much more interesting for you."

      "Yes, I would like that."

      "Good. I'll open the sanctum and you can work in there."

      The private room that served as a place for experimentation. Rarely opened to students even if they were in advanced studies. She had been expecting yet another slog through the texts. This opportunity was a welcome change.

      Jaydon gripped the handle, waiting for the locks to release. Then after a few clicks, he was able to push the door open and lead her inside.

      It was a square room, large enough for maybe three people to stand with space between them. A U-shaped counter lined the wall and above it a shelf mirrored it. Things were neater in here. Labeled bottles arranged by height, metal scales with bowls connected by chains, magnifying glasses, a microscope made of gold and – not surprisingly – a stack of books bound in gold leather.

      The dark blue walls were adorned with golden symbols of the elements and astrological signs. And on the ceiling, renderings of planets and stars with a fiery portal at the center.

      "This is beautiful," she whispered. "I've only been inside one of these and it wasn’t like this."

      He smiled. "I wanted it to look more like the one I have at home."

      "Can I use the ingredients in those jars?" she asked. "I saved a few formulas from my reading."

      "Of course." He picked up a medium-sized jar containing a shimmering gold powder. "Use this sparingly. It's from the phoenix wings. Very strong stuff."

      "And very valuable." She took the jar from him. "Half a jar of this would cost as much as my family's home."

      "It's very plentiful on my world," he said. "The phoenix birds are raised on a preserve near the township where my family lives."

      "Really? Have you seen them transform?"

      "Often," he replied. "There's a celebration at the end of summer where we light fires in their honor. Haven't you ever seen a phoenix?"

      "Only in books." It seemed odd to her that neither the birds nor the shifters existed on the Floating World. Both were so important to alchemist culture yet removed from it as well. "I'd like to visit the other portal worlds sometime."

      "There are so many. Maybe one day you can visit my world," he said.

      Yet again his closeness to her was affecting her in ways she hadn't anticipated. This time his light brown eyes were drawing her into their depths. Not just brown but shades of green and gold as well.

      His lips parted and he seemed to be about to say something to her, but instead he backed into the counter behind him. He glanced at it then back at her. "Um…do you have any questions?"

      "Just one. When do I get to transform?" Might as well get back to her reason for being here.

      "Transmutation is not about a complete transformation."

      "It isn't? Why not?"

      Jaydon studied her. "Why do you want to become something else?"

      That was a question she'd never been asked before. Not by any Magister, that's for sure. "I – I don't. I mean, I thought that's what I had to do. Change myself. Isn't that the test? To see if I can do it successfully?"

      This time he looked at her like one might look at a child. One who was asking questions they should already know the answers to.

      "The test is to see if you understand your power and the responsibility. All the studying in the world won't teach you that."

      And with that he walked out and closed the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      After an hour or so Asira was so caught up in mixing ingredients that she was able to put Jaydon's question out of her mind. She was working on a formula to break down the composition of iron when there was a knock at the door.

      "Come in."

      Jaydon walked in with Delphy perched on his shoulder. She chirped when she saw Asira and focused her small black eyes on her.

      "I smelled something burning," he said. "You're running the experiment with the iron, correct?"

      "It's not doing what I expected." She picked up the beaker and swirled it. The contents had been the color of greyish green sludge, the swirling did little to change it. "I'm still not sure what I can learn from this."

      "Learn from the mistakes."

      Why was he being so cryptic? "Jaydon, I thought my exam would require me to change myself into something. I've done experiments like this before in my other classes."

      He crossed his arms. "The skills required to physically change your composition take years to master. It's dangerous."

      "I know that. I'm ready to try it. That's why I'm here, right?"

      This time the bird chirped and kept chirping until Jaydon held out his hand and let her hop onto it.

      "What did she say?" Asira asked.

      "She said I should be honest with you," he replied. "I don't think you're ready. That's why I gave you the reading to do. You need more preparation."

      She jumped up so that she could be face-to-face with him. "I'm not a child. We're practically the same age, aren't we? You're a Magister and you were invited to join the Asterim. Are you saying I'm not as smart as you are?"

      "Delphy chose you because she thought we should work together."

      "So now you think she's wrong?"

      "You're studying transmutation as a means to an end. To see your parents more often and maybe a rebellion as well."

      Now her face was growing hot from annoyance. "Rebellion. From what?"

      "A lot of my students have been under pressure to follow the path set for them. But I'm not sure that's really what you want."

      Should she get mad at him? Call him out for his assumptions? Or agree that she felt trapped by expectations. She could've said those things, but she didn't. The top student from the powerful family wasn’t quite so sure of herself. That wasn't something she was ready to admit.

      "So, you don’t want to mentor me anymore?" she asked.

      "Of course, I do. And Delphy wants you to stay," he said. "But I think you'll need to be patient and not look to advance yet."

      If she did that, her chances of an apprenticeship this year would be gone. Instead of answering, she looked away and refused to meet his eyes.

      When she heard the door close, she took out her tablet and swiped through to the formula she'd found the night before. It had been in one of the books Jaydon had given her. She had planned to ask his opinion about it before trying it. Now there was no point of that.

      He'd made his position very clear. He wanted her to play it safe. Well, she didn't have time for that. She'd show him that she knew what she was doing.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening Asira was in a transport on her way to Varen's family home. As her ground transport headed down the main boulevard, the scenery changed from the lights and activity of the city center to a quieter district of boxy, rectangular homes with shiny metal and glass exteriors. This residential area had been one of the first ones established by the alchemist families, years before her own family home had been built.

      Siera planned to meet her at the gathering, and she was grateful for that. It would be less likely that her friend would ask a lot of questions if they were surrounded by revelers.

      At this point she was liking Delphy even more. The little bird had much more sense than her owner, that was for sure.

      Though the vehicle was travelling slowly, floating above the street on a cushion of air, with every movement her stomach churned. It had been hard enough to get dressed and slip out of the house without her aunt or uncle seeing her. They probably would've questioned her about going to a party instead of focusing on study. And she was tired of having to explain herself.

      The transport stopped in front of a house at the end of the street. Silhouettes of people moving around were visible through the frosted glass windows. As usual, Varen had probably invited all of the advanced students.

      The evening air chilled her, and she rubbed her arms, wishing she'd worn a jacket over her sleeveless top. It was then that she felt tiny bumps on her arms. That was odd. Maybe it was a reaction to the cold air after leaving the temperature-controlled transport.

      She was about to press the buzzer when the door opened. It was the width of two doors and had always been ridiculously heavy. So, it wasn't a surprise to see that two men were on the other side of it.

      "Hey, who are you?" One of them asked as he stared at her. "Maybe I should stay a while longer."

      "Stop it. We've got to go." The other man was less patient but no less attentive. "You going to be here later?"

      She brushed past them. "Good night!" she called as she made her way across the foyer. Weaving between people talking and drinking and eating from small golden plates.

      The place was even more crowded than she expected. So packed that she was surprised to find Siera right away. Her friend was standing next to the dining table set up in the middle of a room with high ceilings and a glass skylight.

      "It's so crowded," Asira said. "How long have you been here?"

      "About a half hour. I don’t know what happened to the people I came with. Guess they're all right."

      "It's so noisy. I need to sit down someplace."

      Siera gave her a quizzical look. "Is that something new? Your skin looks like you put gold powder on it."

      "What?" She rubbed her arms again. The bumps were still there. "I didn't use any powder. Maybe it's the light."

      "It's the same light he always has," Siera said. "Are you sure you're okay? You look tired. Maybe this was a bad idea."

      She wiped a bead of sweat from her face. "I need something cool to drink, that's all. I'm just warm."

      They walked to the other end of the table where there was a row of cut-glass goblets filled with a bubbly beverage. Asira's mouth watered as she grabbed one and drank the contents with one big gulp.

      Siera watched her with surprise. "You really are thirsty."

      Instead of answering, she picked up another glass and drained that too. By now the stomach churning had gone away and she felt wonderful. Excited even. And now she was ready to have a little fun.

      A few hours later Asira was sitting on a couch in one of the smaller rooms off the main foyer. Every time she closed her eyes the room began to spin. But when she opened them she was met by the pictures of Varen's alchemist ancestors. Most of them wore long embroidered vests or lab smocks, depending on their specialty. The one thing they all had in common were their haughty expressions.

      Maybe the wine had been too much. And the dancing. And the other beverages Varen had been offering around. She doubted Jaydon would appreciate mentoring a hung-over student.

      Siera had come in and brought her cold water to drink. That hadn't helped at all and had only sent her to the bathroom. At that point Varen had helped her back to the room where she could rest.

      "Let me get her to a transport," Siera had said. "She looks terrible."

      "She can rest here," Varen insisted.

      She'd heard them discussing her but didn't have the energy to sit up, much less walk to a transport. For once she agreed with Varen. She'd rest, and once she felt a little better she'd go home.

      As she drifted off, the last thing she remembered was Varen bringing her a pillow. Then after that, she'd fallen asleep.
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      When Asira woke again, she was sitting in the courtyard. The garden had always been a showpiece of this house, but something had changed. There was no semblance of the lush green trees and shrubbery that used to fill it. Weeds had already taken over the grassy spots, resembling thick stalks topped by fuzzy yellow clusters. They weren't even good for formulas or elixirs. It was hard to find a plant or flower that an alchemist couldn't use. Yet here they were blanketing what was once a magnificent garden.

      Twisting vines wrapped around the lone tree that still lived. Its limbs were weighed down by the thorn-covered ropes. The trunk already showed blight and decaying bark. This was a dead place, and for some reason she was in the middle of it.

      The door opened and Varen emerged, followed by an older man dressed in an elaborate embroidered jacket buttoned up to his wide neck. In fact, it was hard to tell where his chin ended, and his neck began.

      Their conversation became clearer to her as they approached.

      "I told you I'd have something that you wouldn’t be able to resist," Varen said. "I want my payment, now."

      "I haven't seen her yet. You've tried to fool me before." The man wiped away sweat from his creased brow.

      Though she'd been able to understand where she was, awareness came and went. Like a frequency that was constantly being tuned in and out. Whatever was going on within her continued to fight for control, to push Asira out so that it could fully engulf her.

      "Why don't you do something with this place?" The man sneezed, then took out a handkerchief to wipe his face. "Pull the weeds at least."

      "You're not here to worry about my housekeeping. I told you she can do the job."

      "I want a closer look—"

      Varen grabbed the other man's arm and yanked him back. "No. That's as far as you get. I told you what she is. You won't find another one like her on the Floating World."

      The man pulled his arm out of Varen's grasp. "I know that. Do you think I'm stupid?" Bushy grey brows arched over his watery blue eyes.

      "You cancel my debt and don't contact me again. You agree to that, and she'll give you the information you want."

      The other man took out a small device from his pocket. It looked to be a tablet. He tapped it and then held it up facing her. "If she's what you say, then you've done more than cancel a debt. What about the formula? I might be able to sell that."

      "You can't," Varen snapped. "This wasn't planned. You get the portal maps and nothing more."

      "When?"

      "Tomorrow I'll arrange it."

      "Why not now?"

      "Because I have other business to take care of first," Varen replied.

      The man shoved the tablet into his pocket. "Tomorrow by midday. Or I'll have to have that call with your grandfather."

      "Don't threaten me, old man," Varen stepped to him, forcing the man to stumble back. "I can contact the Magistrate about you as well. They're already suspicious."

      "Tomorrow then."

      "Tylo will show you out," Varen said.

      Dismissed now that the bargain was done, the man turned and quickly walked back towards the house. He opened the door and slammed it behind him.

      "Do you understand what happened?" Varen's voice was softer now, almost gentle as he walked over to her. "You've helped me more than you'll ever know."

      Her thoughts were fuzzy again. Though she'd been able to follow the conversation, the reason for it was unclear.

      "You may not believe it, but I didn't mean for this to happen." He sat down next to her.  "That elixir wasn't for you."

      She still didn't understand what the point of his words were. He was apologizing for something that she couldn't remember.

      "That man calls himself the Collector. He trades in items that people want. Alchemy texts, formulas, and valuables that visitors bring through the portals. I've had to deal with him for too long."

      She was sure he was sharing some information that he thought was important for her to know. If only she could make sense of it.

      "If you can decipher the Books of Fire, I could get access to the portal maps. You'll probably be invited to join the Asterim without even taking an exam. Think of how pleased your aunt and uncle will be."

      "I don't understand."

      He gave her a wide self-satisfied smile. "You've done what was supposed to be impossible. You've transformed into a phoenix shifter."

      Her heart thundered as she processed what he'd said.

      Varen grasped her wrist and traced the gold swirls that covered her arm. "And now you're going to help me eliminate a problem for good."
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      Shortly after their conversation in the garden, Varen had left her again. He'd claimed to have business elsewhere that couldn't wait. His assistant Tylo could help her if she needed anything. What she needed was to get out of there.

      She had to leave while her mind was clear enough to figure out her next steps. And that meant not waiting for Varen to come back with whatever ridiculous plan he had in mind. If only she had her tablet or a way to contact help. Siera would be the best person. Her aunt and uncle, not so much. Especially if they learned what she'd done.

      When she went back inside the house it felt like she'd suddenly been confined in a box or some cramped space. The closed-in feeling made no sense, though. This house was one of the largest she'd ever been in.  A base of power and prestige filled with books and artifacts and other treasures.

      Or at least it had been at one time. She hadn't had the chance to consider it before, but other than the dining room and foyer, the furnishings were shabby and faded. The once colorful walls were now dull and the gold leaf that had been used to decorate them was cracked and peeling.

      What had happened here? This had been a different place when she'd been a child. Even as a teen she'd attended gatherings here and it didn't look like this. Odd that she hadn't noticed before.

      As she entered the main foyer she took pains not to alert anyone. If Tylo was lurking about, she didn’t want him to hear her.

      A crash echoed from one of the rooms. Breaking glass from the sound of it, followed by an angry epithet. If that was Tylo, he'd be busy cleaning up whatever that was. She grasped the metal handle of the front door and slowly turned it. It warmed up in her hand, like metal being heated in cauldron. She immediately detected the formula properties.

      Iron mixed with some other element – possibly from a floral compound? The right mix could keep the door locked. The metals had to be attuned to the people who had access. Everyone else would be locked out – or in.

      It took all her strength to get the door open before the handle burned her palm. All she needed to do was open it just enough to slip through. Holding her breath, she squeezed through the opening, almost tearing her top when it caught on the handle. Once she was on the front steps, she ran down the stairs and rushed across the street into the wooded expanse of the city park.

      On the other side of the park there was a place where she could get a transport. The blooms and flowering trees and foliage relaxed her, and she was tempted to stop and catch her breath. Just sit in the middle of the red and gold flame trees and draw in their energy, refresh herself after her time in that dark and oppressive house. But she couldn't stop now.

      A vehicle was waiting at the transport station. This location was far from the portals where visitors were regularly coming and going. At least she wouldn't have to wait for her ride, and she was happy for her good fortune. But once she was inside and the computerized voice asked for her destination, she wasn't sure how to answer.

      Going home was not an option. Siera's apartment was across town. But she would probably be in class, wouldn't she?

      "Time?" she asked.

      "Two hours past midday," the deep voice responded. "Destination?"

      The voice reminded her of someone, and she realized that maybe he would be the one person she could trust right now.

      "Take me to Magister Jaydon's apartment."

      "Affirmative."

      The vehicle hovered above the road, moving quickly and quietly. She appreciated the quiet part. For some reason, her senses were more acute, pulling in sounds and colors that she'd never experienced before. She rubbed her arms and found that the bumps were gone, no doubt because the phoenix markings had replaced them.

      As they travelled past the Court of Magistrates, she saw the active portals spinning. Like rings of fire suspended in the air, they opened and closed as travelers passed through. Monitored by the Magistrates and the members of the Asterim order to make sure only authorized travel was permitted. From there people could travel to all the connected worlds, to experience beings and places she'd only dreamed of.

      It was said that people could be pulled in, mesmerized by the stars that beckoned them. But travelling without the crystals, the portal keys, could lead to being lost between worlds. Tempted to order the transport to stop, she slumped in her seat, forcing herself to turn away from the sight.

      Moments later the transport slowed as it approached a row of tall buildings. They looked to be several floors of shimmery, silver metal with translucent windows. The vehicle came to a stop in front of a pair of frosted glass double doors.

      Now what? Suddenly she was afraid to leave the transport. What if he wasn't home? He was probably at the university, just as Siera was. Maybe this was a stupid idea. She could go home and confess to her family. How bad could it be? She already knew the answer to that.

      "Contact Magister Jaydon," she said.

      "Contacting," the disembodied voice replied.

      Silence for too long a time. Then a voice. "Yes, who is this?"

      She released the breath she'd been holding. "It's Asira. I need your help."

      "Where have you been? We've been looking for you."

      Looking for her? But she'd only been away for a day? Or maybe longer. She couldn't tell. "I'm in front of your apartment."

      She heard rustling, then chirping in the background. "Wait there. I'm leaving right now."

      A click signaled that the call had disconnected.

      "Instructions?" The computerized voice was dispassionate. At least it wasn't impatient with her.

      "Wait here."

      "Affirmative."
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        * * *

      

      Jaydon arrived even faster than she'd expected. It was still hard to determine how much time was passing, but she guessed it had been a matter of minutes before another transport pulled up next to hers.  A man got out and rushed around to her door.

      "Let me out," she said.

      The door swung up out of the way so that she could exit. Jaydon grasped her arm and helped her steady herself.

      "What happened to you?" His eyes were wide with alarm. "Where have you been?"

      "Can we go inside first?" She wanted to answer his questions, and she would as soon as she felt safe.

      "Yes, of course." Jaydon slung his backpack over his shoulder, then he put his arm around her. "Let's go."

      They moved quickly across the glass and marble lobby, heading for the lifts that lined the back wall. Asira tried to ignore the glances they got. The way she felt right now, there were more important things to think about. Like how her head was spinning and how hard it was to keep herself from breaking away from Jaydon and running back outside.

      Inside the lift she leaned against the glass wall and closed her eyes. When her cheek made contact with the cool surface, calm came over her.

      "You're sweating."

      When she opened her eyes again, Jaydon was smoothing her hair off her face. Concern was etched on his features as he examined her. "I don't understand this," he said.

      "What are you talking about?"

      The lift stopped and the door opened with a whisp. He led her down a semi-darkened corridor, illuminated by soft overhead lights. Each door had a shiny gold plate with a name and a row of symbols etched in. She recognized a few names of her former Magisters. Maybe this was where they all lived.

      They stopped at a door halfway down the corridor. Jaydon pressed three fingers against the name plate and the door opened. He clasped her hand and they walked into the apartment.

      Glass doors directly in front of her resembled the ones in his office at the uni. It was an open and bright space with a long grey couch, a dining table with four chairs and a kitchen area.

      Jaydon closed the door and dropped his pack on the floor. "Are you all right?"

      Instead of answering she walked to the glass doors and opened them. The balcony was larger than the one in his office. Wide enough to accommodate maybe six or seven people. She gripped the railing and looked out over the city. Glittering glass towers and spires filled the skyline, and above her an azure sky that beckoned. She would do it, surrender to the part of her that had been fighting to be released.

      "Asira!" Jaydon was next to her, gripping her arms so hard she wanted to cry out.  "What are you doing?"

      "I'm…I have to sit down."

      He brought her back inside and sat her on the couch. "Rest for a moment. Then tell me what happened," he said.

      "Just now?" Why was it so hard to keep her thoughts straight? Finding the words was exhausting. "I felt like…I know this sounds strange, but I felt like I wanted to fly."

      Jaydon sat next to her. "It's not strange for a phoenix shifter to want to fly."

      "Varen told me I'd transformed, but it can't be true."

      "Let me show you." He got up and held out his hand. "Come with me."

      She complied and followed him through the kitchen and into the bedroom. The lights came on as they entered, and she was confronted with a view of herself that startled her. In a rectangular mirror with a silver frame, she saw what she'd become.

      Along her bare arms were gold swirls that looked like they'd been painted on her brown skin. The same swirls were on the sides of her neck. And woven into her coils of her dark brown hair she could see strands of gold and bright red. Even her eyes were a lighter brown than they had been.

      "What's going on?" She backed up and felt Jaydon's arm at her waist. "This is some kind of joke, isn't it?"

      "No. You have the phoenix fire. And there's something else."

      What more could there possibly be? "Tell me."

      "Your family has been looking for you. You've been missing for three days. They contacted me and the university administrator."

      Asira felt tears welling up as her heart slammed in her chest. So much for keeping her family from knowing what had happened. That would be impossible now. "I don't remember everything."

      "Then tell me what you remember."

      And so, she did tell him how she'd mixed the formula while she was in his sanctum, how she'd felt sick at the party and how Varen had mentioned an elixir. Other than that, her memory was still spotty, and she had no idea what had happened for the past few days.

      His response had been to put her to bed. Contrary to how he could've responded, he hadn’t been angry with her – even though he'd had a lot of reason to react that way. She'd been so sure that he'd underestimated her. But her actions had proved his point. With that realization, she let the tears come before she drifted off to sleep.
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      Hours later she was at the dining table with Jaydon, picking over her food because she had no appetite for it.

      "You shouldn't let that get cold. It'll be like mush." He ladled more gravy over his meat.

      "My stomach doesn't feel right," she said. "I'm sorry you went through so much trouble."

      "It was no trouble." He dropped the spoon back into the gravy bowl. "You need your energy to tolerate the transformation. Another few days and you'll be back to normal."

      "What is normal?" She pushed the plate away. "I don’t know."

      He speared a piece of meat with his fork. "Your identity has been challenged. It will pass."

      "How could this happen? I didn't mean to…" No, she did mean to do it. She just never expected this outcome.

      Jaydon finished chewing, then poured more gravy over his meal. "The ingredients you used in that formula wouldn’t have done this. It shouldn't have done more than given you a stomachache."

      "That happened."

      "Exactly. Something else triggered this. You said you drank something at your friend's house?"

      Hardly a friend, it seemed. "I had wine and he mentioned an elixir that hadn't been meant for me."

      "And you said he had a visitor; a person named the Collector."

      She nodded. "He wants the maps to the portal if I read the Books of Fire. I've never even seen them much less read them."

      Jaydon sipped his beverage while he considered her words. "For one thing, those books are not accessible outside of the Court of the Magistrate. And second, you couldn't read them because you are not capable."

      Oh great. Something else she was terrible at. "Mind if I ask why?"

      "Phoenix shifters can read them after they've had their first transformation. You won't have one because you'll be transitioning back to yourself very soon."

      "You mean, go up in flames? That transformation?" Her stomach was churning again.

      "That won't happen to you, Asira. Trust me."

      If she'd trusted him before she wouldn't be in this situation. "What will happen to me now?"

      "I think it's best that you stay here until you've changed back. But my friend Detective Gar will want to talk to you about the Collector," he said. "That's who he's investigating."

      Her mouth dropped open. After everything that had happened, she was in the middle of an investigation with a Magistrate. Could things get worse? Maybe it was best not to ask.

      "And I've contacted your family to let them know you're safe."

      "You told them about me?"

      "Not the phoenix shifter part," he said. "I think it's best if you tell them, don't you?"
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        * * *

      

      Detective Gar came by the next morning. She'd just finished her breakfast – more stew – when he arrived.

      Tall and solidly built, he had the shape of a block of stone. Even his dark jacket and pants seemed to strain against his muscular frame. His skin was slightly speckled, resembling granite dotted with grey and brown. She'd seen very few gargoyles but most of them had distinct features that made them look like they'd been carved out of rock.

      He sat on the edge of the couch as though he were reluctant to get too comfortable. When he took out his tablet, he tapped the screen with a stubby finger, then started asking his questions.

      "Where did you meet this person?" he asked.

      "Varen Aut Dotur's home. His family home." She'd rarely used his entire family name when referring to him. It seemed strange to identify him that way.

      "And they wanted access to the Books of Fire, correct? Do you know what they plan to do with the portal maps?"

      "I think they said trade. They…I mean he trades for valuables and things."

      "He smuggles things," Gar said. "They've tricked unsuspecting tourists and used alchemy formulas for deception. It seems that Varen has been the one supplying him with those formulas."

      "No, I can't believe he'd do that," she said as she glanced at Jaydon.

      He was sitting at the table watching them, but not saying anything.

      "I'm sorry, but he has been involved. His family doesn't have money left, it seems. He's been paying off a debt to the Collector for quite some time now."

      She remembered his words about a debt. Yes, he had said that. And suddenly the run-down furnishings and dying garden made sense. There hadn't been funds to keep any of it maintained.

      "And you were at the house for a gathering?" Gar asked as he shifted his weight, trying to find a comfortable position for his bulk.

      "Yes. He invited a lot of people from the university like he always does."

      "And others from places that aren't so respectable, shall we say." He tapped the tablet again, then wrote something with the tip of his finger.

      "If the Books of Fire are kept with the Magistrates, how were they going to get access to them?" she asked.

      "Possibly through his grandfather's connections. But we haven't located him yet," Gar replied. "That's it for now." He took his time standing up, unfolding himself to his full height.

      Jaydon walked him to the door. She heard them speaking in low tones, too low for her to hear the exact words. No doubt that was done on purpose.

      Weary, she went to sit at the dining table. In spite of not having much of an appetite, she was getting hungry again.

      "I've got more stew," Jaydon said when he saw her sitting there. "I'll heat it up."

      She picked up the short 4-pronged fork she'd used for the thick and juicy root vegetables he'd served her for breakfast. "I didn't know what Varen was doing. Why didn't he go to someone for help?"

      "I suppose he felt ashamed to admit he needed it," Jaydon replied.

      That she could understand. "So, I'll go through this for a few more days, right?"

      "If it had been done properly, it would be a matter of hours. But in this case, yes another few days," he replied.

      Done properly. He was reminding her of what she'd done. "I didn't know this would happen."

      He met her eyes, his expression unreadable. "You made a mistake. That's part of the exam. The problem is, you're learning it the hard way."

      "This is part of it? All of this?"

      "Asira, the transmutation level itself is a test. To discover how you would use the power. That's why so few students can do it. Most are afraid and others don’t make it this far."

      She ran her fingers over the cool metal of the fork, feeling it warm up in her hand. "I'll admit it, I thought it would be easy because of my studies. That's why I used the formula I found. I wanted to show you that I could do it."

      "I didn’t doubt it. I just felt you needed time to understand the very thing that you're realizing right now," he said. "No one could've told you what the real test was. You had to experience it first."

      "Did I fail?"

      "I don't think so," he said.

      "I feel like I did," she admitted.

      "That's normal. When my students make…incorrect choices, it's part of what they have to learn."

      How could he be so calm and understanding? Or maybe she was just one of many others who had learned the hard way. "Have you ever made an incorrect choice?"

      "Of course. That's why I'm a mentor." He smiled then went to the kitchen.

      

      She went back to bed after her meal and slept for several hours. Then Jaydon served her more stew later that evening. She'd talked to her family, and they'd wanted to know why she wasn't coming home yet. She promised to tell them about it when she returned. The truth would not be easy to tell, and she wasn't looking forward to it.

      They had another quiet meal and only the clicking of their utensils on the metal plates broke the silence. Food was tasting better, though she wasn't sure she'd ever get used to the hearty portions he was serving her.

      She picked up her cup and had a sip before continuing. In her hands the metallic coating of the pottery shimmered, as though it were covered with a soft coating of gold.

      "Are you all right?"

      Startled, she set the cup down. "Just noticing the gold shine on this."

      Jaydon cocked his head to the side. "You're seeing a halo," he said. "It's caused by your state."

      "Explain."

      "Shifter phoenixes can see the elements in some items. They can see things shimmer when there is gold present," he said. "On my world they make pottery using the gold powder from the phoenix feathers. That powder was used to make these cups."

      "Expensive cups."

      "Remember I told you, the bird phoenixes are plentiful on my world. After their regeneration what's left of the feathers gets made into the powder."

      At least she wouldn't have to worry about bursting into flame. That was one small comfort.

      "After you're finished, we'll go to the park," he said. "The fire is already starting to fade on your skin. There's something you might like to do before you return to normal."

      "Already?" Back to normal. That was reassuring and yet, it had many meanings. What would normal be for her? Back to her studies or advancing to an apprentice? She'd find out soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      They took a transport across the city and through one of the larger parks that bordered a forest. It was secluded and filled with tall trees that created a canopy over the grassy areas. They walked for a bit, as Jaydon showed her some of his favorite spots to visit when he needed peace and quiet.

      They hiked up a hill and through the fronds of lavender flowers. Then past a pond where pink and brown ducks glided across the water. On the other side of the pond, they walked up another hill and could see snow-capped mountains in the distance. She'd never been that far outside the city before and had never visited the towns that were on the other side of the mountain ridge.

      "It's beautiful here," she said. "I've never had enough time for exploring."

      "I told you that being an alchemist is more than study and books. It's discovering new things." He pulled off his knit shirt and dropped it on the ground. Then kicked off his shoes.

      "What are you doing?" What was he up to?

      "You wanted to try your wings. Well, now is the time." Jaydon closed his eyes in concentration. Skin stretched as his body changed shape, growing taller and more muscular. Leathery wings appeared and unfurled as he took a leap and lifted up into the air. Soaring up into the sky while avoiding the lower tree limbs.

      Asira watched him swoop and fly above her, his wavy hair fanning out behind him as he flew. She had never seen a shifter transform. She couldn't even remember her own transformation into what she was right now.

      Finally, wings flapping, he set down next to her. His skin resembled Gar's, with the speckled appearance. His chin was more square than pointy, and his ears hadn't become much larger than they normally were. But his sinewy arms and legs were thicker and sturdy looking.

      "Now you try."

      "Me? I'm not a—" But of course she was. "What do I do?'

      "Concentrate on your wings. But take off your shirt first." He grinned.

      Anxious to begin, she stripped it off, leaving her in her bra top. Then she closed her eyes to focus on her transformation. She saw the wings appearing just as Jaydon's had, until she felt the pulling and movement in her back. Muscles and tendons reshaping themselves and then the feeling of an extra appendage. And before she knew it, she was airborne.

      Not weightless but as close as she'd ever come to it. Jaydon flew over and grasped her hand, guiding her as she worked to control her wings. He kept his movements small so that they could get as close as possible without his larger wings interfering with hers.

      She was free. Finally free to launch herself up into the sky, to feel the air beneath her, lifting her.

      "That's it!" he called.

      They chased each other, then raced, then played tag, of all things. And as she flew with him, she realized that for the first time she'd felt as free as she'd ever been.

      Asira tired out much faster than Jaydon, seeing how this wasn't something she was used to. They retreated to the grass next to the pond and sat together talking about his home world. They flew around again for a little while, Asira feeling surer of her wings this time around. Then finally they shifted back and got dressed.

      "Thank you for that," she said. "It was fun."

      He pulled on his shirt and tossed his hair back off his shoulders. "Sometimes I come out here and fly. I miss it," he said. "It's not allowed in the city center."

      "How long since you've been back home?" she asked.

      "Almost a year. I might be going to visit after I finish mentoring you."

      For some reason she felt a stab of disappointment. "But we can't finish yet. I thought you said I needed more time."

      "I think you've proved that you can understand the power and the dangers. But if you like, I can work with you after the term," he said. "I thought you'd be advancing to the Court."

      "If I pass."

      "I told you that you will. I'll advise your proctors."

      She'd only known him for a short time, but it felt like she had known him for so much longer. "I appreciate what you've done for me."

      "I know that." He came closer to her. "I'm glad I could help."

      "Do you have to go? I mean, could I go visit your world, too?" Yes, it was presumptuous to ask to tag along. But she wanted to hold on to this moment. See if he felt what she did.

      Another step. Now he was close enough to touch her. "Asira, I think I'd like that, but…your family wants other things for you."

      "I have to do what's best for me. You were right when you said I didn't know what I really wanted," she said.

      "Maybe I'm not the right person. I'm never going to be part of the Court. That's not my path."

      "It doesn't have to be," she said. "Besides, Delphy chose me. She knew we'd work well together."

      This time he laughed as he ran his hands over her arms, lightly caressing them before pulling her in for a kiss. "One thing," he said. "We can't date until you've officially passed your exam. It's the rules."

      "I'm going to have to complain to Delphy about you," she teased. "Where is she when I need her?"

      "Probably waiting at home. Let's get going and we can give her the news."

      After they returned to the apartment they had dinner, with Jaydon ensuring that Asira had a heaping portion of stew. This time she ate it all, seeing how much energy she'd used in the park. Delphy arrived before they finished their meal. Jaydon fed her a few seeds and she settled herself at the head of the table. According to Jaydon she said she knew they would get together eventually.

      Asira was finishing up her meal when the door buzzer sounded. Jaydon went to the intercom and pressed the screen. "Who is it?"

      "It's Gar. Can I come up?"

      "Yes, sure."

      "What do you think he wants?" she asked. "I've told him everything I remembered."

      A moment later there was a knock at the door. Jaydon opened it and admitted the detective.

      Gar entered without saying hello or attempting any pleasantries. "Asira, we caught the Collector and Varen. They've both been detained for questioning."

      She met Jaydon's eyes and saw relief reflected in them. "Did you find his grandfather?"

      "He's not on the Floating World anymore. He was banished months ago."

      "Why?" she asked.

      "He was the one who was selling the formulas. Because of that he got involved with the Collector. The members of the Golden Court collectively called for his banishment."

      "I'm glad he was dealt with," Jaydon said.

      "Varen wants to talk to you," Gar said. "He might provide information we can use to round up others who were involved."

      "He's not my friend anymore," she said. "Why should I see him?"

      Gar absently scratched his forehead. "I can't compel you to, but it might help us if he reveals any information to you."

      "I'll think about it," she said.

      "Fair enough." He nodded. "Let me know what you decide."

      Talking to Varen was absolutely the last thing she wanted to do right now. How could they ask it of her?

      Jaydon picked up the empty plates. "Will you go? It might be helpful to know what he used in the elixir."

      "I'll wait until this is gone." She gestured to the fading phoenix fire on her arms. "Then I'll go see him."

      He acknowledged her decision with a nod, then continued picking up the utensils and took them to the kitchen.

      As Jaydon had indicated, the phoenix fire was gone two days later. All that was left was the streaks in her hair, which she guessed would remain.

      She decided to see Varen first, then go see her family. Jaydon offered to accompany her to the Court of Magistrates, but she declined. She wasn't planning a long conversation.

      Before she left the apartment they kissed, and she promised to contact him when she got home.
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        * * *

      

      During the transport ride her thoughts were unsettled. How had her life changed so much in such a short span of time? After years of believing she knew her path and her calling, she had to admit how wrong she'd been. Today her world looked much different than it had.

      The detention area was on the edge of the Magistrate's district and far from the portals. A square two-story building of silver metal and dark brown tinted glass, it was a somber and desolate spot. Inside the building, the stone floor was a nondescript pattern of grey and brown squares which matched the dull grey walls. She went to the reception area and a guard escorted her down a brightly lit corridor to a pair of frosted glass doors.

      When she stepped inside she saw Varen, dressed in a grey knit pullover and pants, sitting in a silver metal chair. An energy field materialized, restricting contact between them. His sandy hair was combed back off his face and under the harsh lights, his complexion was washed out and haggard.

      Asira sat down in the empty chair facing him.

      "I hoped you'd come," he said.

      "How are you, Varen?"

      "Better than I was when they picked me up. They told you everything, didn't they?"

      "Why don't you tell me."

      "My grandfather was selling formulas and the alchemist texts. A year ago, my father took responsibility and he and my mother left the Floating World in disgrace."

      "You'd said they were on some special assignment for the Golden Court."

      He shook his head. "That was a lie. They went to the gargoyle's planet to become assistants at the university. They can't even be Magisters, only assistants," he said. "There's no chance of them advancing there or here because of what my grandfather did."

      "Then why did you get involved with the Collector?"

      "He was holding my grandfather's debt. He was borrowing money and selling formulas to pay it back. But the debt overwhelmed the sales. There was no money left." he said. "I didn't want to lose everything."

      "Why didn't you ask for help? You could've asked my family."

      "Are you serious? You know how things are here. Position and family legacy is all we have. All I have," he snapped. "It was hard enough keeping people from finding out."

      She rubbed her forehead, hoping to alleviate the sharp pains that jabbed her. But whether they were the aftereffects of her transformation or due to the conversation, she wasn’t sure. "What was in that elixir I drank. Who was it for?"

      "I took it from a bottle I found in our library. My grandfather's formula. But he took his book of formulas with him when he left the Floating World and I can't duplicate it," he said. "I'd meant to serve it to the Collector, but you drank it."

      "A transmutation formula?" she asked. "How could you take a chance with something like that?"

      "He wanted the access to the portals. I knew the elixir had phoenix powder. So, I took the chance."

      "You took the chance? You?" She wanted to scream at him. Hit him or whatever it took to release her frustration.

      "I'm sorry, Asira. After you got sick, you went to sleep and wouldn't wake up. When you did you couldn't remember anything. That's when I took you into the garden to clear your head."

      "You could've contacted my family or Siera. But you didn't," she said. "You decided to use me for what you wanted."

      He leaned forward forcing the energy field to spark. "I was desperate, Asira. I saw an opportunity—"

      "As always."

      "My parents wouldn’t come back from the gargoyle world. They knew there was nothing to come back to," he said. "I was afraid that Magister Jaydon would tell everyone that my parents were there."

      "Why would he? He's not like you," she said. "He didn't even know they were your parents. He never mentioned any names."

      Varen slumped in his chair. "I'm sorry."

      "Did you work with anyone else? Or just the Collector?"

      "There were others, I don't know their names. They'd pay me for the alchemist texts or for elixirs."

      So, he didn't have information other than what he'd already provided. Then there was no point to continue the conversation.

      "That's all I wanted to know." Asira got up and headed for the exit.

      "Goodbye, Asira," Varen said.

      "Goodbye."

      Detective Gar met her in the corridor. "Did he share anything about his accomplices?"

      "He said he didn't know their names."

      "We're searching his family home. There were more elixirs and some important texts that we've taken into our possession," he said. "The house will be cleared out and dismantled."

      That seemed drastic. "You're destroying it?"

      Gar nodded. "When Varen's parents took responsibility, they did so on the condition that there would be no public announcement of the crimes. But the grandfather continued to betray the Court. Now that he's banished and Varen is in detention, there's no need for secrets," he said. "We will clear the house away and erase the family's existence from the Aurum."

      Just like that, they'd disappear from the record. Erased completely as though the family had never existed. Asira shuddered at the thought. Detective Gar escorted her out to a transport, and she headed home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Asira's aunt and uncle took turns hugging her, obviously relieved that she was safe. She filled them in on everything that had happened. How she'd used her own formula and how the elixir had led to her transformation.

      She told them everything, including her choice to refuse an apprenticeship if it was offered. There would be another path for her, and she wanted to take the time to discover it.

      Surprisingly, she wasn't met with the resistance she'd feared. Sure, they were disappointed, but also supportive of her decision.

      Her uncle spoke to her with tears in his eyes. "Your aunt and I talked about it. We realized we were wrong to try to force you."

      "We were so worried and afraid we'd lost you," her aunt said.  "That made us realize that we had to step back. Your parents made their decisions, and we didn't always agree. Now we have to let you make yours."

      "Thank you for that." It felt like they'd come to a new understanding of each other and an acceptance.

      "Your parents and cousins will be here for the Solstice celebration soon," her aunt continued. "You can share your decision with the family."

      No doubt everyone wouldn't agree, but she'd have to accept that as well. But talking to her aunt and uncle had lifted a weight from her shoulders, reminding her of her exhilaration when she'd flown with Jaydon.

      After their conversation, they went to the garden to share sweet cakes and tea. Just like she'd remembered doing when she was younger, before her life had become focused on advancing to the Court.
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      It took another week before Asira returned to the university to sit for her exam. She met the proctors in one of the auditoriums on the lower level of the building. One wall of glass faced the spice gardens, while the opposite wall was lined with gold framed pictures of distinguished Magisters.

      The three proctors sat facing her, their faces expressionless. In their usual orderly fashion, each one asked her one question. Proctor one, then two, then three. Then Proctor one would start again.

      "What have you learned?"

      "What mistakes did you make?"

      "Share one of your discoveries."

      "What were your failures?"

      "What elements did you use in your formula?"

      Dispassionate questions that she answered honestly, which meant she had to share everything she'd done and why. Only the truth would do at this point and that meant she had to admit she hadn't been as clever as she'd believed.

      Just as Jaydon had said, the proctors didn't fail her. After all the years of study and single-minded focus, it turned out that the mistakes she'd made had value – as long as she learned from them.

      They also informed her that an apprenticeship would be open in the Asterim if she wanted it. Not in the Order of the Hechura, though. So, her big mistake of attempting the transmutation without proper preparation hadn't made her a good candidate for that order. But the most important thing was that her advanced classes were finished, and she was now, after twenty years of endless study, free to pursue her own path. Whatever that turned out to be.

      For the last time she met Siera in the gardens afterwards. The two friends embraced and went to their favorite bench to catch up on what had happened over the past couple of weeks.

      "I should never have left you at Varen's," Siera said. "I was so worried when your family told me you were missing."

      "My uncle said Varen claimed I'd left by myself, so they had no idea I was still at his house."

      Siera didn't bother to hide her disgust. "Now I know why he wanted new students to come to the party," she said. "He wanted to sell them formulas. Guess he figured if they were just starting their training, they wouldn't know to tell anyone he was giving out information from the texts."

      And the way things were arranged in society, only certain people could be told certain things. Secrets and mysteries were normal and natural. But that also left a lot of potential for people to lie about a lot of things.

      "So, you're not taking the apprenticeship?" she asked. "Why not?"

      "I'm not ready. I want to do other things for a while. Travel and live my life."

      She laughed. "You mean travel with a certain mentor?"

      "Maybe."

      "I knew something was going to happen between you two. That's why his bird chose you. She saw it too."

      That made her laugh along with her friend. "I've already thanked her."

      "We're going to stay in touch, right?" she asked.

      "We're friends, Siera," she said. "Nothing is going to change that."

      As it turned out, Siera had also decided to take time off before advancing to her apprenticeship in botany. At least that order was much less secretive, and members weren't required to separate themselves from family and friends.

      It was reassuring to know that she wouldn't be losing contact with Siera, no matter what different paths they took.
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        * * *

      

      Afterwards, Asira met Jaydon in his office. When she got there, Delphy was in her perch on the shelf. She chirped her greetings, then contented herself with watching Asira.

      "Hello, Delphy," Asira said, as she dropped her pack on her old desk.

      "The proctors gave me their assessment," he said.

      That was a response she hadn't been expecting. She spun around to see Jaydon standing in the doorway, the hint of a smile on his lips. "They told me they were very impressed with your honesty."

      "I'm still surprised they didn't fail me," she said.

      "As I said, it's about what you've learned from your mistakes. That's what they assess." He was carrying books with him, as usual. He set them on his desk and approached her.

      "I'm taking time off. Did you decide if you're coming to the Solstice celebration with me? I want you to meet my family."

      Jaydon slid an arm around her waist. "Yes, I'll come. And will you join me when I visit my world?"

      She kissed him. "Yes. Is Delphy coming?"

      The little bird chirped then flapped her wings for emphasis.

      "What did she say?" Asira asked.

      "She's ready to go right now," he said. "But she's willing to wait until after the Solstice."

      They embraced and Asira took in the warmth of him, and the delicious scents of spice that had originally enchanted her.

      "The proctors asked me about transforming into a phoenix shifter," she said. "I told them I couldn't recreate it. I think they wanted to be sure I couldn't."

      Jaydon kissed her before they broke apart. "That was a concern. I assured them there wasn't a danger of it."

      "I loved flying with you, though. I'll never have that again."

      "Of course, you can," he said. "In my arms."

      "You certainly know the right things to say. What are your plans for today?" she asked.

      "I'd considered cleaning my office," he said. "You did say it was messy."

      "Did I?"

      He nodded. "It's time I organized my papers and books."

      "I'll help you," she said. "Then we can go get something to eat."

      "Would you like to go to the park afterwards?" he asked.

      "Sure. What about you, Delphy?"

      A chirp followed by another rustle of wings was her reply.

      Asira planted a kiss on Jaydon's cheek. "I'll let you organize the sanctum," she said. "I'd rather stay out of there for now."

      The important thing was for her to know her limitations. And when it came to transmutation formulas, maybe it was best to leave it to the experts.
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      A month later, Asira and Jaydon arrived on his home world. He'd told her the name, but as with Delphy's name, it didn't directly translate into Standard. So, Granjai was the closest translation and one that she could pronounce.

      After travelling through the portals, they arrived in a clearing surrounded by deep, thick woods. Actually, it was more than a clearing, it was the unofficial terminal for travelling to and from the Floating World. Unofficial because it was a one-story building with no particular markings or indication that it was an important port. The official terminal was located at the Court of Magistrates, where the portal keys and authorizations were maintained.

      They climbed into a waiting transport and rode down the two-lane road that wound past the ocean and then over a wooden bridge. On the other side, they entered a large township that stood between the portal and Jaydon's home. Though not as expansive as the larger cities of the Floating World, the township was no less impressive.

      Asira saw sparkling gold and silver towers and domes and spires dotting the skyline. Jaydon pointed out the temples, markets and public parks bustling with activity. Though his world was considered by some to be simply focused on farming, it was much more than that. Because of the portal, it had become a well-traveled and popular destination for visitors from other portal worlds.

      Of course, the fact that there was a large population of bird phoenixes was a big attraction. And the phoenix powder was coveted for alchemy formulas and used it various other concoctions across the portal worlds.

      They chose to take an aircar to Jaydon's home, since traveling by ground transport would take longer. By the time they arrived at the aircar terminal, the sky was purple with streaks of red and gold. Jaydon said that the evening sky was never completely dark. However, unlike the Floating World, stars were faintly visible in certain places.

      It took another hour to travel by air to Jaydon's home. The vehicle was made for flying and surface travel. Compact with only two front seats and one long rear seat, it was shaped like an oval with a clear top. Jaydon secured Delphy's small cage in the backseat with their other bags. Along the way he pointed out the villages and towns they were flying over.

      They set down in an open field with lighted markers to guide the flyers when they landed. From there he pulled onto a narrow road that led to a cluster of homes. Each house was brownish orange, the roofs were covered with grass and shrubbery. The walls were rounded and had large, rectangular windows along the front.

      Jaydon's home had two floors and a dark grey metal door with an inlay of blue and red stones arranged in a swirl pattern, like the golden swirls that had covered her skin. In front of the house, was an expanse of green grass, rimmed by tall trees with black and brown streaked trunks.

      Inside the home, curved walls were painted in warm gold and decorated with woven wall hangings. He showed her the main room with its over-stuffed chairs and long rectangular table, the kitchen with pots and cooking utensils hanging from hooks, and a library that contained shelves of old books.

      At the center was a courtyard with red and black bricks marking the walkway. Glass walls revealed sitting rooms, a dining room and recreation spaces. A tree planted in the middle provided shade and blooming red roses. When they were in the courtyard, Jaydon opened Delphy's cage. She chirped and immediately flew up to settle herself on the highest tree limb.

      Upstairs there were four bedrooms, with each room opening up to a balcony overlooking the courtyard. Inside the bedrooms, the walls were also painted gold just as the floors below.

      After showing her around, Jaydon led her to one of the bedrooms. A double bed was in the center of the room, a long rectangular window facing the park was behind it. There was also a closet with sliding doors, and a chest of drawers.

      "This is yours," Jaydon said. "When you want your own space. My sister lives here and a cousin, Gaian. He's a student at the university."

      "What is he studying?" she asked.

      "He wants to work with the phoenix birds. Maybe one day he'll be invited to join the Astirim as well." He rubbed his hands together. "I'm getting hungry. Do you want something?"

      "Later. I'm kind of tired," she said. "Where is your room? I mean, isn't it okay if we stay together?" After all, they weren't mentor and student anymore.

      "Of course, it is. But if you need space, like if I snore you can come here," he replied, grasping her hand. "I'm right next door."

      He led the way through to the next room. It was like hers, but had more decorations adorning the walls and it had a desk with a rectangular video screen on the wall above it.

      "Lots of books here, too, I see." She walked over to inspect the volumes. "They look older than the ones back in your office at the uni. How old are these?"

      "As old as they look." He set his bag down on the floor. "Sometimes I use them for reference." He removed his jacket and threw it on the bed. "Most of them are from my studies before I became a mentor."

      Jaydon pulled off his shirt and threw it over to join his vest. "It feels good to be home again." He slid the closet door open, then reached inside, his back flexing with the movement.

      Watching him reminded her of that day in the park when they'd shifted. How she'd considered him differently than she had when he'd only been her mentor. How she'd begun to see him as a lover and a friend.

      "Where's the rest of your family?" she asked.

      "My sister lives here. She has her own part of the house downstairs. The rest live in some of the houses we passed. Not far from here." He pulled out a light blue woven shirt. Red and blue threads trimmed the sleeves and hem. He slid it on and smoothed it out.

      "That looks very comfortable." She fingered the delicate threads circling the sleeve edges. "Not what you wear at the university."

      "These are my relaxed clothes," he said as he turned around for her inspection. "Like it?"

      Asira placed her hand on his chest, under the soft fabric she felt the strong vibration of his heart. "Very attractive."

      "Thank you." He leaned down for a kiss. "I'll go see if my sister is home. Then I can get a meal together for us."

      "I hope there's no more stew on the menu," she joked. "I've had enough of that."

      "Me too, actually," he said, as he kicked off his shoes.

      Asira sat on the bed as weariness caught up with her. "I think I might need a nap."

      "Go ahead." He gave her a peck on the cheek then left the room, closing the door behind him.

      It was so quiet here and cozy too. Much different than the massive houses Aurum families inhabited on the Floating World. She was feeling at home here already.

      She got rid of her jacket and shoes, then made herself comfortable on the bed.

      Later when she woke up she heard muffled voices. How long had she been asleep? A small lamp on the desk illuminated the room in a soft orange glow. After a stretch, she sat up and grabbed her bag from the floor. A shower would feel good right now. Maybe she should do that before meeting anyone.

      The door opened and Jaydon entered the room. "Hey, you're awake. My sister and I fixed something for us."

      "How long was I out?" She yawned and stretched again.

      "Couple of hours. We usually have dinner late here so it's perfect timing," he said. "The shower is through there." He motioned to the adjoining bathroom.

      She pulled a knit top and pants out of her bag and shook them out.

      Jaydon left the room for a moment, then she heard him rustling around next door. When he returned, he was carrying a long, woven garment.

      "We've got the fans going, but it's a bit warm. Why don't you wear this for now? Might be a bit long on you though."

      She held it up to get a good look. Similar to Jaydon's shirt, it was a long white tunic with red embroidery trimming the v-neckline. Certainly not cut wide enough to accommodate his build.

      "Your old girlfriend's?" she asked.

      Jaydon's eyebrows arched over his light brown eyes. "Girl…friend? The meaning doesn’t translate into Standard."

      "You don't have friends who are girls?" she asked, enjoying his amused expression.

      "Sure. But there's a difference in how I would refer to them in my language and how I would refer to you." He gathered her into his arms and rested his hands just above her hips.

      "Tell me," she said.

      "If I do, we won't get downstairs to our meal." A quick kiss, then he released her. "Come downstairs when you're finished."

      And just like that, he was out the door. His quick steps sounding across the wood floor and fading as he descended the stairs.

      Jaydon's bathroom was tiled in shiny slate grey with a skylight in the center of the ceiling. A deep stone sink and toilet matched the tiles. The shower was rectangular, with jets built into the walls and positioned overhead.

      A frosted glass wall divided it from the rest of the room and kept the water from splashing out. When she walked in lighted squares displayed desired water temperature and number of jets. As the water hit her, she jumped then adjusted the temperature. For some reason Jaydon preferred cold water, it seemed.

      After a few moments, her stomach growled to remind her that she hadn't eaten in hours.

      Reluctantly she turned off the water and stood in front of the body dryer. After finishing up in the bathroom, she headed back out to get dressed.

      Asira ran her fingers through her hair, patting the tight coils into place. The remnants of her transformation, the gold and red streaks in her hair, actually didn't look bad at all. Though she had to admit she'd been relieved when the swirls had faded. More so because they'd been a reminder of what had happened to her, than how they'd looked.

      As Jaydon had mentioned, the tunic was a little long, but it was easy enough to lift it up so she could walk without stepping on it. At least the wood floors were warm against her bare feet, unlike how the marble floors of her family home would've been.

      Downstairs he was sitting at the table feeding seeds to Delphy. He gestured to the chair at the head of the table. "You can sit here."

      "Assigned seats?" She pulled out the high-back wooden chair and sat down.

      "Guests are always offered that chair when they have their first meal with us." A woman wearing a knee-length red, blue, and green tunic entered. She carried a gold tray which she set down in front of Asira.

      "This is my sister, Mita," Jaydon said. "We're twins."

      Asira could see the resemblance, though Mita was slightly shorter and rounder. Her coloring was the same, and she wore her hair the same length.

      "Hi Mita. This all looks so delicious," she said.

      Though she was happy that stew hadn't been on the menu, this selection was more than she could've anticipated. The tray held several small multicolored bowls filled to the brim with various items and sauces.

      "This is quatal and spice to sprinkle over it. Do you eat benay? It's a fish from the Onyx Sea. And this condiment that goes on the quatal is hot, so you might want to try it first."

      "Quatal?" Asira asked.

      "A fruit we grow here in the gardens. Very sweet and juicy."

      Jaydon grinned. "Mita and I prepared enough food for several guests, I think. Or I should say, she cooked, and I helped. But she always watches out for me."

      "Someone has to." Mita said as she picked up utensils and held them out to Asira. "These are for the benay. For the quatal just use your fingers. Oh, I forgot the bowl—or would you prefer a towel?"

      "Um…I don't know. What's the bowl for?" Asira looked up into Mita's green eyes.

      "For your fingers," Jaydon said. "Mita, the towel is fine. I'll get it." He got up and headed into the kitchen.

      "When he visits, he often has a lot of guests from the university," Mita said. "Off-worlders have their own ways. So, I'm prepared for anything. You're from the Floating World originally?"

      "Yes. I've lived there all my life."

      The woman smiled. Her rounded face was incredibly cheerful looking, and there was a hint of blush on her brown cheeks.

      Jaydon returned carrying a pitcher and a blue towel slung over his arm. "Did they finish with the harvest? I want to show Asira the orchards."

      "Still going on," Mita said. "Then we'll be gathering the phoenix feathers after the Solstice."

      Asira had to remind herself that on this world the Solstice was still to come. She'd enjoyed her family's Solstice celebration back on the Floating World, even after telling her parents about her future plans.

      They'd been concerned and supportive, if not a little disappointed. But that had been expected. However, their approval of Jaydon had been enthusiastic. And she couldn't help but believe that his having been invited to join the Asterim, had been a big part of their acceptance.

      "We'll be here for a couple of weeks," Jaydon said.

      Mita sat opposite him. "You should visit the university while you're here, then."

      "I think we've both had enough of school for a while, haven't we?" Jaydon used his fork to spear a chunk of the fish, letting the excess gravy drip before putting it in his mouth.

      "I agree," Asira said as she picked up a slice of the quatal. It was just as Mita has described. Sweet and juicy, tasting like honey mixed with citrus.

      After the meal, Jaydon and Mita told her to go and get some rest while they cleaned up. Though she'd enjoyed the food and the conversation, she was fighting to stay awake. It had been a long trip and with the time differences, she was completely thrown off.

      Upstairs, she undressed, got under the covers, and fell asleep right away.

      Asira woke up when Jaydon finally joined her. She'd left the lamp on, and the room was filled with shadows.

      "Sorry to wake you," he said, as sat on the edge of the bed. "I was wondering which bedroom you'd prefer."

      "This one, obviously."

      He chuckled as he pulled off his clothing and balled up the garments. He dropped them in a nearby chair as he walked into the bathroom. The shower started and ran for a few minutes, then it stopped.

      Minutes later he walked out, rubbing his hair with a towel before he tossed it aside. In the soft light from the lamp, she could make out his body. The lean build, the sinewy arms and legs reminded her that he wasn't just a university Magister, he was also a shifter who did much more than sitting around reading old texts.

      Seeing him like this excited her but also felt strange. She'd seen him at the uni and that was how she always pictured him. Serious about his work, yet informal. A Magister and a respected alchemist and also a man who she found extremely attractive.

      Jaydon pulled back the covers and climbed in. "How did you like your meal?" he asked, as he spooned himself against her.

      "Delicious and very filling."

      "Tomorrow I'll show you around the place."

      She snuggled against him, enjoying his warmth and his firm arms. "Why did you say I could stay in the other bedroom?"

      "I didn't want it to be awkward."

      "We've been together before at your place." In fact, they had been together quite a bit after she was officially no longer a student. "What could be awkward?"

      "I didn't want Mita to ask you when we were going to be bonded." He sighed. "People here tend to make commitments fairly quickly."

      "Family always has something to say, don't they?" She turned her head but couldn't see his eyes. "Didn't my family ask you something similar at the Solstice celebration?"

      He laughed. "Not quite as direct, but yeah."

      True, they hadn't known each other that long. Less than three months if she was counting. But it felt like they'd known each other for much longer. That's how comfortable it was to be with him.

      "You smell like flowers." He kissed her shoulder, then her neck. "I like it."

      "That's from your soap," she said. "You use a different one back home. That's what I smelled that day in your office. Spices."

      "You mean when you were staring at me when I was trying to show you the passage in the textbook? You should've told me."

      That made her laugh out loud. "What was I going to say, Magister your spicy aroma is driving me crazy? Sure."

      "Yes. Say it just that way." He kissed her, turning her so that she was on her back.

      His kisses made her melt as she lost herself in the feel of his lips against her skin. As he covered her body with his own, she decided that more sleep could wait. Now all she wanted was to be in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      They stayed in bed until late the next morning, when the smells of baking bread wafted through the house. Mita had prepared a big breakfast for them, and they ate their fill.

      Later that afternoon they took Mita's two-seater transport to travel the local roads. The area had some small boxy homes separated by fields of flowers. Mostly purple lavender, but sometimes pink and even green. Some larger multi-story homes were set further back from the road, reminding Asira of Jaydon's family home.

      They passed fruit orchards and vineyards and fields of spice gardens. In some places she tasted a bit of salt in the air, and a whiff of the sea. Jaydon told her they'd visit it on another day and go down to the beach that was covered with sparkling grey sand.

      The burnished afternoon sun was set in the deep blue sky, with wispy, pink-tinged clouds. It was warmer than she was used to back on her world, and she was glad she'd worn one of her sleeveless dresses. From time to time, they stopped and hiked along the paths that led through the flower fields. She ran her hands along the fronds of lavender and stalks of sage.

      Up on a hill he showed her the spires of the university in the distance. When she saw it, Varen came to her thoughts. She hadn't seen him since that day in the detention center, and she'd heard nothing more about him. His home had been demolished right after the Solstice, and the debris taken away. At the time she'd felt bad about it and about him. He'd done what he thought would save his family name.

      They'd all been conditioned to make position and status the most important things in their lives. She'd lived that way for most of her life. And she could understand why he'd done the things he did, even if she couldn't condone it.

      "What are you thinking about?" Jaydon took her hand as they walked down the hill.

      "The past," she said. "And what would've happened if we hadn't met."

      "You'd have passed with a different mentor," he said.

      "And be advanced to the Golden Court instead of here with you."

      Jaydon held her hand to his lips and kissed it. "At least now my office is straightened up," he said.

      She swatted him but he ducked out of the way. "What am I going to do with you?"

      "A lot, I hope," he said. "Come on. I've got more to show you." He slid his arm around her shoulders, and they headed back down the hill.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next few days Asira met other members of the family as they gathered prior to the Solstice. Cousins and a few aunts and uncles, and Jaydon's parents who had a fruit orchard. In fact, he had been raised with his cousins as one big family, with the adults sharing the parenting duties. He'd explained the gargoyle shifter families tended to live in groups or clusters of smaller families within a district. That way they were never too far away from other family who could lend a hand in the harvests or to look after children.

      One evening they sat in the courtyard as a couple of the cousins cooked slices of quatal over an open fire. The caramelized skin was so crisp and sweet that Asira could’ve eaten several slices by herself. They joked and laughed and a few of them started speaking in the local dialect. Their conversation punctuated with tongue clicks and throaty sounds between the words.

      Asira took another slice of the fruit from Jaydon's plate. "What are they saying?"

      "Naughty jokes," he replied as he used the back of his hand to wipe juice from his chin. "I'll tell them to you later. They lose some meaning when you tell them in Standard."

      She could only imagine. "Or maybe you can show me," she whispered.

      Jaydon laughed so much he almost dropped his food. "If you knew what they were saying…let's just say, I'd need a lot more flexibility if I did show you."

      That elicited a laugh from her too and a few of the cousins glanced over, then whispered to each other.

      Gaian came over and sat down next to them. "They say you two are bonded already. Is that true?"

      Asira's mouth dropped open and she turned to Jaydon. He responded by offering his cousin a slice of quatal.

      "Not yet. We're still getting to know each other," he said. "But you'll be ready to shift soon, right?"

      "Yes. A few weeks, I think." His eyes were bright with anticipation. "I can't wait."

      "Gaian," Mita called him over to where she was sitting. He got up and ran to her.

      "You don't shift as a child?" Asira asked.

      Jaydon shook his head. "Not until puberty. That's what we call, metamorphosis. That's what it translates into in Standard. Then he could join a different family group if he wants or bond with an individual if he wants. Or not. It's up to him."

      "So, this is your family group?"

      "Yes, you could say that."

      "And you decided not to bond with anyone?" she asked.

      He turned to her, licking his fingers. "I was focused on my work and teaching. Then one day I met a very frustrating student who wanted a mentor. Then everything changed."

      Warmth spread through her, and she wasn’t quite sure how to process his words. But once she recovered, she reached over and caressed the side of his face drawing him in for a kiss.
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      A couple of nights later, she was standing on a hill near the house watching the phoenix fires. Jaydon's family had set a huge fire in a clearing, feeding it with kindling they'd collected over the past weeks.

      In the distance she saw the glow of fires set by other families across the district. Tongues of gold and red and blue blazed, sending sparks up into the sky as they celebrated. This event had required yet another big meal and this time Asira had helped Jaydon, Mita, and Gaian prepare the dishes.

      Music from off in the distance floated by, and she heard flutes and guitars accented by drums. Jaydon's family was making their own music, singing various songs that he explained to her were part of the ritual. Occasionally a few people would start a group dance and others would join in.

      "In a few days they'll be able to harvest the phoenix feathers, then grind them into powders," he explained. "That's when alchemists start arriving to buy them for their supply."

      "This is a beautiful place," she said. “And the most fun I've ever had."

      Jaydon turned her so that she was standing in front of him, and he was pressed against her back. "We can come back again. If you want." He put his arms around her waist.

      "Yes, I want to," she said.

      "And be bonded."

      Her breath caught in her throat, and it took a moment for her to respond. "And be bonded."

      She felt his chuckle as he kissed her. "We'll tell Mita later,” he said. “It'll give her a reason to cook another big meal for us."

      "Look over there!" Gaian jumped up and down and pointed to a bird that was flying above the flames. Weaving and ducking and lifting up again. It was a huge bird with gold feathers tipped with red.

      "That's one of the phoenixes," Jaydon said. "It'll transform soon. Maybe another day or so."

      It spread its wings and glided above them, then headed away from the fire. Asira watched as it flew off into the distance.

      "They're so big," she said. "Delphy would look very tiny next to that." And she was already a small bird.

      "After it combusts, it becomes a tiny bird again. A little larger than Delphy, but not too much."

      "Metamorphosis. Starting over," she whispered. She didn't know what was next for her, other than bonding with Jaydon. There was a lot to learn and to experience. And now it was time for her to do that.

      Many hours later they snuggled in bed, Asira's head on his shoulder. Sated and relaxed, they dozed, then woke again for more kissing and whispering in the semi-darkness.

      "I still can't believe you drank the formula you made. It must've tasted terrible," Jaydon said as he caressed her.

      "It did," she admitted. "But I thought you were underestimating me."

      "That, my love, is something I will never do. I've seen what happens when you decide to prove yourself."

      "Why should I be the only one without wings?"

      A chirp from across the room interrupted the conversation.

      "What did she say?" Asira asked.

      "She agrees with you."

      Asira laughed. "Thank you, Delphy."

      "Already outnumbered," Jaydon said. "You two are ganging up on me."

      "Only because we both love you," Asira said.

      Being picked by a bird did seem strange at first, but now Asira could see that having a bird advisor could be very helpful. If nothing else, she knew for sure that her life would never be boring. And if she could ever master that transmutation formula, one day she might be able to get another pair of wings.
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      Splat! The unlikely sound of freedom…

      Mimi Stevens considers the out-of-control packing container that squishes the stinky spaceworm kidnappers a brilliant stroke of luck. She and her companions take advantage of the unfortunate event to escape into the maze of the busy space dock and plan a strategy on how to survive. With the help of a tiny elephant-mouse and her theater skills, she just might be able to make it. 

      Kyre Valryssian, First Officer of the Red Haven, is shocked to hear Earth women singing in an ancient language from a planet that has not yet entered the space trade lanes. Concerned for their safety, he is determined to escort them to his clan’s ship—especially the woman with the short hair and big eyes.

      Mimi doesn’t know if she and her friends can trust the handsome alien with flashing eyes or not, but she is running out of options. With the bad guys closing in, she’ll have to trust her gut—and her tiny pet—that Kyre wants to help them. Can Kyre convince Mimi that he has her and her companions best interests at heart, or will her distrust threaten them all?
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Mimi woke on a hard metal floor, shoulders and back aching. A rancid, rotten odor rushed into her nose, making her gag. It wiped out any drowsiness. “What is that stench?” It was like sewer mixed with rotten meat. She leaped up with a groan, only to bang her head on heavy wire and fall on her butt.

      She sat in a cage made of thick wire, welded to the metal floor. Two other women were awake, staring. A Goth teen girl was unconscious on the floor.

      “Wha…?” Mimi looked where the other two were staring. Four puke green worms, with belts around their middles, sat on a bench in front of some type of computer. A small round screen showed black with pricks of light.

      One of the women looked at her and pointed to the worms. “That’s where the smell comes from.” The speaker was a few years older than Mimi, who was twenty-four. She wore a pink and gray seersucker dress with a pink sweater. The gray flats looked far too orthopedic for a woman in her late twenties or early thirties. Her dark hair was falling out of a French twist.

      The other woman, with long dark blond hair in a braid, wore a denim jumper. She didn’t move or acknowledge she’d noticed Mimi waking.

      “I don’t think she’s well,” The dark haired woman said with a small sob. “She hasn’t said a word since she woke.”

      Their clothes gave Mimi a clue they were from the neighborhood church. “I don’t remember anything.”

      She nodded. “You’ll start to remember pretty soon. They shot us with some kind of ray,” she said and then sat silently. The other woman looked like she’d had a psychotic break, just staring. The teen slept on.

      Mimi closed her eyes. Maybe this was all a nightmare, and she’d wake in her normal bed. She sagged against the stiff wire of the cage and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Memory returned in a rush.

      Mimi sprinted from her car toward her apartment, glad she had gotten off work at the Perky Perk early. She had an assignment due tomorrow. Church people were just driving off from their evening activities. A Goth teen whizzed by her on a scooter, black clothes flapping.

      A flash of light and two green worms stood under the streetlight near the church parking lot. They wore tool belts, and one pointed a tube right at two modestly clad ladies walking down the church steps. A pink beam shot out of a tube and swept across two church ladies.

      The women disappeared.

      What? Mimi gaped at the empty space in disbelief.

      Then a worm swept the pink beam toward her.

      All went black.
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        * * *

      

      “Is that space?” Mimi asked the dark-haired woman. “In the circle screen? Did we get abducted by aliens? You think we are on a spaceship?” She knew she was babbling, but she didn’t care.

      The dark-haired woman nodded. “There’s a bathroom, sort of, if you climb through that hole in the cage.” A hole in the cage lined up with a crudely cut hole in the metal wall. “The water’s hot. I’m Acacia, she’s Hannah.”

      “Mimi.” She crawled through the hole to a dimly lit square room. One wall might be a door, but she couldn’t see how to open it. Two stools with dark openings stood against the far wall. Water dripped from a tube in the ceiling. A metal drain covered with a grate filled the floor. Green scum grew on the metal of the grate.

      Everything had an unpleasant odor, like an outdoor toilet.

      “I thought aliens were supposed to be advanced,” she grumbled when she crawled back to the cage.

      “These might be your less-advanced type of alien,” said Acacia. “They keep smacking the console with a wrench thing.”

      “I remember the worms now. They had a ray tube. I watched them aim at you, and you two disappeared.”

      The brunette sniffed and nodded her head toward the blonde. “We were leaving choir practice.”

      “Okay. I’m sure this is a huge shock. This other girl is still knocked out?”

      Acacia nodded her head. “She’s just a kid, so maybe it affected her more? She probably doesn’t weigh very much.”
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        * * *

      

      The first few days Mimi watched the aliens constantly from the cage. They all did.

      

      Sometimes all the lights went off, which was probably bad. A worm gave the console a good whack with a metal tool, turning the lights back on. Some electrical problem, Mimi thought. If spaceships have wires and stuff. Maybe they don’t know how to fix it.

      Scary.

      “They don’t seem too bright. Or they don’t really know how to fly this spaceship,” Mimi said to Acacia.

      “I think it is a bucket-of-bolts type spaceship,” Acacia said. “Dented walls. Is that white stuff in that hole insulation? Scorch marks. Some computer buttons look melted.”

      “Looks like they had a leak over there,” Mimi pointed to some dull yellow stains on the metal wall.

      Hannah finally started talking. Mimi often longed for the time when she was too shocked to talk.

      Hannah was strident.

      I should give her a break. We were abducted by space worms. No one is at their best.

      Hannah thought the worms had a substance abuse issue. “We’ve seen them snorting a gray powder!” she said in her bossy voice.

      “I think that is how they eat. Maybe it’s soil, since they look like earthworms with little hairy arms,” Mimi said. “But who knows? They’re aliens!”

      “Alien centipedes with bad BO,” Chloe the teen grumbled.

      

      We aren’t adjusting well, Mimi thought several days later. She had no idea how to get them to get along or help in any way. What do you do, stuck in a cage?

      Chloe growled instead of speaking most the time. That kid was seriously depressed.

      “They probably plan to lay eggs in us. Live food for their larva,” Chloe popped up one night after the second kibble feeding, when they normally went to sleep. “You know some bugs do that.”

      “H-How can you say that?” Hannah stared at her. Chloe laughed hysterically.

      Hannah yelled, “You need to shut your mouth and quit being such a pain!” She wagged a finger in Chloe’s face, “Listen and obey!”

      Chloe giggled. “Make me.”

      Mimi knew she just enjoyed winding Hannah up. Mimi wanted to do the same sometimes, but she restrained herself.

      Chloe giggle louder, rolling on the floor. “Not in your Sunday school, Ma’am.”

      “This has to stop,” Mimi hollered at Hannah and Chloe. “Chloe, don’t try to make things worse. We all know something worse might be coming. We’re all scared and helpless.” She turned to Hannah. “Your church is back on Earth, and we’re not following you just because you’re the pastor’s daughter. We haven’t voted you in as boss. Plus, I’ve seen you bully Acacia and that stops now.”

      She hugged Acacia and Chloe. “Chloe’s only fourteen. Give her a damn break.”

      Actually, Mimi thought Chloe was more like twelve, the little liar. They had showered (well, water dripped, no one could call that a shower) together at first, buddy system. She was a complete little girl. Some girls looked all grown up at fourteen. Not Chloe. No signs of puberty.

      Mimi glared at Hannah. She got more annoyed with her every day, and had to talk herself down from confrontations all the time.

      “We need to stick together,” Acacia said. “I know this is horrible, with the cage, and that gross bathroom. And the worms stink so bad! But we need to try and get along.”

      Mimi sighed. “You’re right. Sorry,” she mumbled.

      Acacia was the oldest, a plump, kindhearted, thirty-one-year-old. She seemed naive to Mimi in some ways, but in others she had a wisdom for helping. She’d been a church secretary since she was eighteen, and lived at home with her grandparents.

      Hannah was close to thirty, and actually very pretty, with long fine blonde hair and big blue eyes. She worked in a bank and ran half of the church.

      Mimi, an accounting major with a theater minor, was working her way through college. She was thin but had a few curves thanks to a small waist. Her hair was super short since classes, theater practice, and work gave her no time to fix her hair.

      Chloe said she was fourteen and in the ninth grade. She would be gorgeous one day, Mimi thought. Dark hair, golden skin, hazel eyes, dimples when she ever smiled, tall and rail thin.

      “But Acacia giving you half her dog food? That stops now. In fact, you’re going to be paying Acacia back those kibbles.”

      The four were fed some type of dry brown, tasteless chunks.

      “Oh, Mimi, we’re all on edge,” Acacia said in her soft voice. “It’s all right, really.”

      “Still, she doesn’t get any more of your food. That is just not right. You need to stand up to her.”

      Acacia nodded, not looking at Mimi.

      “Yeah!” Chloe said in solidarity, giving a fierce look. It actually looked more like a toddler pouting, with her little baby face. Since all her black eye makeup wore off, she looked like a kid.

      Hannah backed down and refused to speak to any of the others for days. But when the kibble cups were shoved into the cage, she didn’t approach chubby Acacia for any.

      

      The cage was sturdy, made of heavy wire and metal posts welded to the floor. It was only about four foot high, so none of the four could stand up.

      Mimi hoped for a while that the bathroom door would be left unlocked. Though, what plan did she have if they got out of the cage? None of them could fly the spaceship back to Earth.

      The captors were surprisingly strong, moving cargo boxes to the walls and securing them with nets. Mimi guessed their worm bodies were all muscle. They didn’t harass the women, ignored them, actually, and gave each a cup of kibble twice a day.

      The worms slept on the bench at the console, rolled up like roly-poly bugs. The never cleaned up their stinky brown ooze, just let it dry. Days went by, they counted thirteen. Acacia stopped crying, Hannah was as nasty as ever, Chloe liked to drum her fingers and make them all crazy. She called in ‘playing drums.’

      They played I Spy now and then. Mimi and Acacia tried to guess what the things on the console did, and what the worms were talking about with their hoots and screams.  Chloe amused them with made up dialog for the hoots. “I’m the stinkiest of allll!”

      

      In the bathroom one day, Mimi took her time under the water drip, washing out her clothes. The worms were asleep.

      A flicker of motion caught her eye.

      A tiny animal with green and purple fuzz was eating the scum on the grate.

      It was actually kind of cute. Plush, silvery sage-green hair, a mousy six-legged body, and a long trunk, like a tiny elephant. On top of its head was a clump of green bristles tipped in purple. Three black button eyes, the center eye larger, looked up at her.

      “Hi little guy. Aren’t you cute? Are you friendly?”

      Mimi had put on just her green work shirt, the rest of her clothes were wet. In the pocket, which had her nametag still attached, were a few kibbles. She crunched one up with her fingernails and slowly sprinkled the kibble bits on the damp grating near the little animal.

      It withdrew quickly into the drain. Mimi stayed quiet. Soon the tiny trunk came out and vacuumed up the kibble.

      Mimi grinned. Maybe she could make a tiny alien friend.
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        * * *

      

      “It might be good to do some exercises,” Mimi said. “You know, in case we have a chance to escape.”

      “Good idea. I was in gymnastics.” Chloe was up for it, so they started with crunches, planking, leg lifts and arm circles. Chloe’s years of kiddie gymnastics showed.

      “We can jog one at a time in the bathroom,” Mimi said. “It’s probably not healthy for us to sit all the time.”

      “Crawling all the time is hard on my knees.  I’ll walk in place in the bathroom,” Acacia said.

      Hannah was not impressed with the exercise at first. Eventually Acacia persuaded her to join in.

      There was nothing else to do. They washed clothes in the bathroom, Hannah led a prayer and Bible verse after morning kibble. I Spy, Chloe's humming and drumming, two cups of kibble. That was their day.

      Then Acacia’s period started.  By screaming and stomping, they managed to get the worms’ attention, finally.

      Maybe Hannah was right and the dust they snorted was a drug. On second thought, nope. Hannah couldn’t be right. Mimi gave herself a mental scolding for being so mean. Grumpiness was something they all went through, stuck in the cage.

      They showed the worms the bloody underwear after finally getting their attention. What the heck were they supposed to do? Trying to explain human biology to worms was frustrating.

      To their surprise, the worms brought a roll of cloth and some type of gel cleaner. They had to tear the cloth with their teeth, but at least it was a solution to the problem.

      One by one they all had their periods. The women went through three cycles on the ship, which gave them some sense of time. Three months stuck in a cage. Chloe had her first period at the beginning of the fourth month on the ship. The poor kid had horrible cramps, so Acacia and Mimi took turns sitting with her and rubbing her back.

      The gel cleaner was nice, though. They washed their clothes and the entire cage with it. It was a tiny bit less depressing.

      

      The tiny elephant-mouse now knew Mimi.

      When the others were napping, Mimi crawled into the bathroom and held several crushed kibbles in her palm. The little beast climbed on, feather light and soft as down. Mimi stroked the soft fur, and it wiggled in pleasure, showing its belly. It gave tiny trills, like a bird. “Churr-eet, Churr-er-er-eet.” The end of the trill was more like a whistle.

      “I’m calling you Velvet,” she whispered to it.

      Mimi tucked it under her tank top and kept it hidden for a few days. It would siphon water and scum when she was in the bathroom, but then would climb up her pants with tiny, long-fingered paws.

      One evening, or at least the time following their second kibble cup, Acacia and Hannah went to sleep. Chloe was watching the worms do things on the console and drumming on her legs.

      “Chloe, come here,” Mimi whispered. She took Velvet out of her pocket. “Look, I found a pet.”

      “What the heck!” Chloe whispered, eyes huge.  “Well, that’s not from Earth.”

      Acacia woke up and scooted over to them.

      “Don’t tell. She’s a secret,” Mimi said. “I named her Velvet. She’s so soft.” She offered the little one to the others to pet. Velvet gave her happy purr-whistles.

      “How did you find it?” Acacia asked, touching it gently with one finger.

      “In the bathroom. It was eating the green stuff.”

      “How does it eat? I can’t see a mouth,” Chloe whispered.

      “It kind of vacuums with the trunk. See that slit in its trunk? That opens. I crunched up a kibble into powder, and it ate that, too. I almost named her Hoover. But her hair is so soft.”

      “Don’t tell Hannah,” Chloe cautioned. “I’m afraid she’ll hurt it.”

      Acacia sighed and gave her a hug. “My lips are sealed. Well, as long as it doesn’t bite.”

      “It won’t. I’ll keep it under my shirt. I think it likes me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Something’s changed,” Acacia whispered a few days later. “The worms are crawling all over their instruments.”

      The worms got frantic as the day went on. The ship jerked and clunked. Bumping into each other, the worms emitted high-pitched screeches in something like panic.

      With no seat belts in the cage, the women slid around and bounced. The wire hurt their fingers if they tried to hold on. Were they crashing? Mimi thought her heart might pound so hard she would pass out. She braced her legs and held on to Chloe.

      Then they came to a stop, with a clunk and a shudder. The worms left the ship.

      “Ahh,” Hannah sighed. “The dull whine in the background stopped. Maybe my headache will finally go away.”

      Chloe, Mimi, and Acacia caught eyes. Hannah had never mentioned headaches in all this time. She rarely spoke at all, unless something sent her into a rant.

      “I wonder what’s going to happen?” Chloe asked.

      “I think they plan to sell us. Or something,” Acacia said. “Not anything good.”

      Every one stared at her. Acacia was normally the cheerful one.

      “Well, if they meant to be friendly, they would have tried to get to know us. They stuck us in a cage and ignored us. Like chickens off to the market.”

      

      The worms came back, opened the cage, and tied a long rope around each neck, then hooked them together on one leash.

      “Don’t aliens have high-tech stuff?” Acacia said. “Paralyzing zapper collars?”

      “That kind of betrays the fact you don’t just watch Bible Church on TV,” Mimi said. Acacia shot a guilty glance at Hannah, who huffed. Hannah expounded on the evils of television, books, and movies when the others chatted about movies and shows they had seen. One of the few times she talked to them. Or at them.

      “I’m kind of glad it’s rope,” Chloe piped up. “I can chew through rope. If we can get away to where no one watches us.”

      Chloe was scary smart for a fourteen-year-old, Mimi thought. “I can see what you mean. Hope we get a chance,” Mimi said.

      “Did you bring Velvet?” Chloe whispered.

      Mimi nodded. “Kibbles, too.”

      The worms walked them down a metal ramp onto a walkway full of packing crates.  The sky was dull and gray.

      “A dock,” Acacia whispered. The worm’s battered ship was held by clamps. “The ship is bigger than I thought it was.”

      It was tube-shaped with a big round thing at the back. The engine, maybe? Mimi had no idea. There were no other ships shaped like that in their vicinity. There were some large blocky ships and a few classic-scifi-movie disk-shaped spaceships.

      The dock area went on forever, miles. Aliens worked with cranes and truck beds that floated, moving containers. None were human. One looked a little like an elephant with a trunk and two eyes with nice, long eyelashes, and four arms. A few looked a little human, but there was always something different. Oddly pointed skulls, four eyes, bald with cockscomb things on top. Or bony ridged foreheads.

      Some were small and had big floppy ears. “Look at all the Dobbys,” Chloe whispered.

      “This is like the Star Wars Bar scene,” Mimi said. Acacia and Chloe nodded.

      Some looked nothing like a human. Birdlike legs, big bug eyes. One thing Mimi noticed, they all had some type of hand or appendage that could hold things.

      “They all have pincer grips,” Acacia said. Again betraying her less-than-pure knowledge of scifi. “Important for manipulating things. Like the worms have all those arms.”

      Mimi shuddered. The feel of their bristly appendages as the rope was tied on her neck still gave her the creeps.

      One of the worms screeched at them and tugged on the rope, turning up a different walkway. Huge warehouses, with large open doors showing more containers, filled their horizon. The worms dragged them into a building. Human-like aliens, except their eyes were on stalks, manned a counter. The worms yelled and the aliens gathered some things. One by one the aliens shoved each woman into a chair, harnessed to keep them from moving. A device came down over the head, so even their heads couldn’t move. A needle went in one ear, way in, and another needle went in one eye. It was awful. Horrendous, blinding pain.

      When they all had this procedure, they checked on each other. There was no blood.

      “The pain is going away. What the heck?”  Mimi asked.

      “I’m not sure what they did, but I think it might be communication related,” said the Scifi Queen. The worms then gave the alien needle guys little cubes.

      “I think that’s money, the little cubes,” Mimi whispered. The worms tied them back up and dragged the women out to the dock area. They continued walking back on the main path.

      “I’m not hurting anymore,” Chloe said after a while.

      “Now I’m just worried about where they are taking us,” Acacia whispered. They came to an area of larger ships, cruise ship sized. Then something appeared above. Other aliens were looking up at it. Something poked through the gray sky.

      “It’s not the sky, it’s a wall,” Mimi said. “A weird wall.”

      The piece coming though the wall got larger and larger. Workers around them stopped to watch. The worms tried to get them to walk, but the path was full of observers.

      “The wall seemed to be made of gel or something soft,” Acacia said. “Maybe this isn’t a planet after all. Maybe it’s a space station.”

      The gray gel ceiling glommed around the bright white and gold of an enormous ship.

      “The ceiling is like ooze, you know, that toy that feels like snot,” Chloe said.

      The ship was probably twenty times larger than one of the cruise ships. It didn’t attempt to pull into a space along the walkway. Instead, it stayed up near the ceiling. A door opened on the side and a flat barge-type ship came out, covered with containers. A covered ship flew out of a different doorway. The barge parked in the docking area. Many workers and hauling machines moved to it and started handling the goods.

      A crane-like machine  nearby wobbled as it picked up a container.

      Velvet, who was riding on Mimi’s bra, peeking out at the dock, jumped to her shoulder, climbing her hair. “Churr-churr-EET!”

      The whistle was piercing.

      “Watch out!” Mimi screamed, as the container began to swing like a pendulum. They all rushed back as far as the rope would let them. One of the worms tried to jerk them forward, rope taut, since they wouldn’t move. The four watched the swinging container.

      The container broke free of the crane and landed with a boom that shook the ground. They all screamed and covered their faces with their arms. Debris flew everywhere. An alarm blared. Aliens and machines ran around, screeching and howling.

      Mimi peeked over her forearm as she covered her face from the flying shards. The container fell right on top of the four worms. The end of the rope fell to the walkway. We’re free! Mimi grabbed the rope and pulled the others. “Come on!”

      The four ran in the chaos of screaming and shouting. Workers came from everywhere. “Quick, we need to get lost in the crates!” Mimi pulled them between two large containers, and they worked through the containers away from the crash site.

      “We need to hide somewhere and get this rope off,” Acacia said. They walked behind a box and squatted down in the shadows. The rope was knotted, so it was some work to get the knots undone.

      “Let’s get away from here,” Mimi said once they were separated.

      They ran up one aisle and zigzagged through the crates, careful to not be seen. Several minutes later they came to an area with no one about, no hauling machines or cranes. “N-no cranes. Must b-be a s-storage area,” Acacia said, out of breath.

      They all sat down to catch their breath. Mimi looked around. “All these crates are broken in some way. Damaged freight. Maybe there’s one we can climb inside to hide.”

      “Or find something we can use.” Chloe started looking around. Mimi got up and joined in. “Laser guns!”

      “We are not stealing guns!” Hannah sounded shocked.

      “We were abducted, and now we’re on some alien space dock. I personally want to live. If we find something that might help, we should take it.” Mimi picked up a piece of broken, sharp fiberglass-like stuff. “This might be handy.”

      “Are you considering violence?” Hannah said, shocked.

      Mimi looked at her. “What kind of fantasy land are you living in? We were being walked with a rope around our necks. No one stopped the worms. All those aliens could see we were wearing clothing. We weren’t that different from some of them. Not animals. What do you think the worms had planned for us?”

      Hannah was silent.

      “Probably a brothel. Or some type of slavery. Manual labor, since none of us can do clerical work here,” Acacia said. “I’ll help you look.”

      “Acacia!”

      “Hannah, don’t even start!” Acacia said tartly.  “You know a great deal about Sunday School and Vacation Bible School. But what do you know about surviving on an alien world? You even have a housekeeper at your house, you don’t even know how to clean or cook. You’re pampered. And you expect people to do what you say.”

      Hannah stomped off and stood by herself in the shadow of a container.

      Acacia, Mimi, and Chloe walked through the containers. Acacia picked up another shard of broken stuff, sharp enough to hurt someone. Hannah followed them some distance away.

      “Hey, look at this.” Chloe pulled a broken piece off a container. “Clothes, I think.” Inside was folded fabric in bright colors sitting in bins.

      Mimi’s thoughts raced. “We’ll put on some of these clothes, and we’ll look different.”

      “We most certainly will not steal these clothes!” Hannah said, shoving her way up to the container, outraged.

      “We’re not in Wichita anymore, sweetie,” Mimi said. “And how are you going to stop me? Call nine-one-one?”

      Chloe laughed.

      “I-I’ll tell one of the dockworkers!”

      Mimi glared at her. “Okay. While you sacrifice yourself, we’ll all run away and hide! Works for me! You think they’ll understand what you’re saying? Did you fail to notice no one minded that we were being walked, tied around the neck with rope? Does that seem civilized to you?”

      “You want to sell us out when we just barely got away?” Chloe screeched.

      “I said stealing is wrong, we’re not going to do it.” Hannah’s pretty face screwed up in a mulish expression, cheeks red.

      Acacia got right in her face. “Surviving is what we want to do. What do you think is going to happen to us? How many humans have you seen? Heard anyone speak English? Think someone will take us to the US Embassy? I don’t think so!”

      Mimi turned back to the container and pulled out some fabric. It was a huge jacket, in dark green. She put it on.

      Hannah stamped her foot.

      Chloe laughed, “What? Are you four?” She grabbed something out of the crate, too. Hannah slapped her face. Then everything happened at once. Chloe screamed as she fell down.

      Mimi couldn’t believe Hannah would hurt a kid like Chloe. She screamed, “You bitch!” and punched Hannah right in the mouth. Hannah went down like a rock.

      Velvet started whistling, loud, high and anxious.

      “You guys, stop it. Be quiet!” Acacia hissed.

      “It’s Velvet. Oh, I hope she’s not hurt,” Mimi pulled Velvet out of her shirt. Chloe started to cry harder. “She’s okay, Chloe.”

      “You guys, someone heard! Get inside the crate and cover up.” Acacia grabbed Chloe and shoved her into the crate. “Get in here!” she hissed at Mimi and Hannah. Mimi followed Acacia through the gap.

      “Velvet looks okay to me, baby. I think she was just scared. Or maybe warning us.” Mimi whispered to the sobbing Chloe.

      “Get your ass in here, Hannah. You have no idea what they might do to you if they find you.” Mimi and Chloe looked at each other with wide eyes at Acacia’s bad word.

      Acacia reached out the hole, grabbed Hannah by the arm and hauled her in. “And you are going to be quiet and not give us away. Getting us raped or killed is way worse than taking some clothes! Chloe’s only fourteen, for God’s sake, and she’s acting more mature than you!”

      “Twelve, actually,” Chloe confessed. “My birthday isn’t until July. I was in seventh grade. I just pretended to be older to hang out with some kids.”

      “I figured,” Mimi whispered and handed Velvet to Chloe for a cuddle. She gave Hannah a dirty look in the dim light of the container. “Only twelve, and she’s behaving better than you.”

      Hannah was sobbing and had a split lip. She sat down. Acacia covered her up and gave her a cloth for her bleeding lip.

      “Everyone, just be quiet for a while.”

      They all covered up with cloth and quieted down. Footsteps went by after a few minutes. They heard speaking, but not words they could understand.

      They were quiet for a long time. Every time someone tried to talk, Acacia hushed them. They finally fell asleep to the distant noises of machinery, in the soft piles of clothes.
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        * * *

      

      “I wonder how long we slept?” Mimi asked. Acacia was awake, peering out the hole of the crate.

      “I think we slept for a long time. Sleeping on those clothes was the best sleep I’ve had since we got kidnapped. I woke up a while ago, there was a type of horn blast. Then a bunch of the alien workers walked down the path that way.” She pointed. “I could hear their footsteps.”

      “Shift change, maybe?”

      “Yes. Some other aliens came this way. Not as many as the number who left. There are fewer noises from the cranes and hauling machines. There must be a city down that path.”

      “I need to pee so bad.”

      “Um, I walked a couple aisles away and peed behind a big metal container. It was in shadow, so I figured no one would see me.”

      Mimi crawled out, looked around, and then found a shadowed area and did her business.

      Acacia’s pretty smart. We should elect her as leader or something. I’m too hot headed.

      “How long have you been awake?”

      “A couple hours,” Acacia said. “I think, anyway. I’m one of those people who only sleep five hours or so. Drove my family mad when I was a kid until the doctor told them it was natural for me.”

      Everyone woke up soon. “Everyone whisper,” Mimi said. “Sounds in the distance, probably workers on the path. We slept for hours, I think. You can sneak out to a shadowed spot and go pee. But be careful.”

      When everyone was back inside the crate, Mimi spoke. “I think we should choose Acacia as leader. She’s smart, and she’s not a hot head. Plus she’s nice.”

      “Oh, I don’t think I need to be a leader!” Acacia protested.

      “Yes, you do,” said Chloe. “Mimi’s right. I think we need to consider you our leader. Or whatever. Grand High Poobah. Queen of the Abducted.”

      Mimi took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I got so out of control. I shouldn’t have hit you, Hannah.”

      Hannah wouldn’t look at her.

      “We need to whisper and be quiet. Look through the crate for things that might help us. I’m going to have a chat with Hannah.”  Acacia pulled Hannah to the shadows at the back of the crate.  Mimi and Chloe could still hear them.

      “Hannah, you’re going to get us killed. Or somebody will steal us again,” she said. “We need to hide and try to survive. I know you’re in shock and still having a hard time believing this is happening. But you need to face it. This is reality now.”

      Hannah gave a sob. “I h-hate it so much.”

      Acacia gave her a hug. “I know. But I think it was Divine Providence that those worms got squashed, and we got away. Don’t you? If we are sold as slaves to some alien, it would be so much worse! Now we need a plan so we can hide. Try and stay safe,” Acacia said. “It’s not like we can change anything that happened.”

      “No shit,” whispered Chloe.

      “I’m not going to do it,” Hannah hissed. “I refuse to steal.”

      Anger welled up and Mimi climbed over the bins to the back. Chloe followed. “Then maybe you should head out of here on your own.” Mimi’s voice was a whisper, but hard.

      Acacia gasped. Hannah’s eyes got huge. Chloe whispered, “Go, girl.”

      Mimi rolled her eyes. “Look, Hannah. We have no resources, no friends, and no money. We don’t know the language or even where we are. The rest of us all want to try to survive.”

      “Maybe we can find help,” Hannah said with her head lowered.

      “How? Where? Who do we trust? The guys that stuck needles in our eyes? The dockworkers who saw us walking on a leash?”

      Hannah swallowed and wouldn’t meet Mimi’s eyes.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. You have no plan, and you want to pretend we’re back in your comfy world. Well, look around.” Mimi pointed out the crate opening to the gray ceiling that had a ship oozing through. “You’re not the boss of anything here. We’re just a bunch of-of dock rats! Poor homeless people. Trying to hide and survive. We need to take care of each other. And Chloe’s only twelve. She’s a child. We need to take care of her.”

      “I thought she was older,” Hannah mumbled. “Sixteen.”

      “She wanted us to think that. But we three adults have a child to care for. Do you want a kid in the hands of slavers?”

      Acacia hugged Hannah, who started crying in big hard sobs.

      “You tell Chloe you’re sorry for hitting her, and we will all try harder to get along,” Acacia said. “We are all different, lived different lifestyles, but for now we must stick together. Disguising ourselves with these clothes will help us be safe.”
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      “I found a type of scissors, so we can get the rest of the rope off our necks.” Chloe held up a large pair of sheers. It took a long time to saw through the rope still knotted around their necks.

      “What a relief,” Mimi said. The three of them went through the clothing while Hannah sat by herself near the opening. Mimi thought she might be crying and probably needed a moment to herself. They gave her the job of Lookout.

      “I really want the four of us to stick together. I think being on our own would be even more dangerous. Strength in numbers, and all that,” Acacia said.

      “I agree. It is not going to be easy, but we need to be smart,” Mimi said. “Who knows how close we got to tragedy.”

      “Within inches,” Chloe said. “That splat could have been us.”

      They continued to go through the clothes. “Let’s find things that aren’t bright and showy,” Acacia said. A few moments later, Hannah joined them, pulling out something brown and setting it aside.

      “I wonder if these were costumes for a theater or something. All different styles and sizes, most of them colorful. Spangles, wigs,” Mimi said.

      Acacia found a case. Pots of color, powders, brushes.

      “Makeup,” Chloe said. She sounded reverent. “I can do my eyeliner.”

      Mimi scooted over to look at it. “I have an idea! We could make ourselves look different. You know, I was a theater minor. I’ve done a lot of makeup, did a kid’s play with lots of animals. What if I did spots or something on our faces? So we look less human, less like the women who were tied together with the rope.”

      They agreed it was a good idea, so Mimi did makeup on all of them. Olive and tan around the hairline, dark brown around the eyes. Chloe wanted black eyeliner, but Mimi nixed that idea. “Some green, tan, and yellow splotches on the forehead and sides of cheeks. Brown on the lips, making them blend into our other skin.”

      “You, too, Hannah. I know you don’t really want to be on your own,” Acacia said.

      Hannah nodded and let Mimi makeup her face.

      They found dark cloaks with hoods, pull-on trousers, skirts and baggy shirts in the dullest colors they could find.

      “I found a stapler thing,” Mimi held it up. “What if we add parts of the wigs to the hoods. Fake hair.”

      The hoods were huge.

      “We could use fabric to wrap around the hoods, so they fit tighter. Like a turban or headband?” Hannah said, rather subdued.

      “Great idea,” Acacia said.

      Mimi smirked, but cut strips of fabric. Very shepherds at the Nativity scene, she thought. But whatever inspires.

      “I’m going to make bags using the stapler,” Chloe said. “To hold the makeup and a change of clothes.” The others helped by finding dark clothes. Soon they had bags with shoulder straps, big enough for lots of the clothing.

      “So, now we are disguised. What next?” Mimi asked.

      “I’m so hungry,” Chloe said.

      They were all silent for a while. “Don’t even think of asking anyone for help. We need to blend in. Be unnoticed. Avoid looking at other people’s faces,” Mimi said.

      “We go back to the ship. I think we received implants, maybe we will be able to understand the language soon,” Acacia said

      “How would we get back inside the ship?” Mimi asked. “They punched buttons on that panel on the side.”

      “I remember what they punched,” Acacia said.

      “You remember? How can you remember that?” Hannah asked.

      “I don’t know? I have a really good memory. Photographic, I think it’s called.”

      “Well, let’s go to the Wormship,” Chloe said. “I need my kibble.”

      

      They walked cautiously out to the main path, waiting to get onto it when others were far away.  They moved slowly back toward the Wormship, heads down, silent.

      The area where the worms had been squished was clean, and looked like nothing had happened. The enormous ship that had distracted everyone on the dock was gone. Cranes were back at work. Aliens scurried around pushing floating carts and driving mover machines. No one paid any attention to them.

      “Do you think the thing in our eyes did something? Like for reading?” Chloe asked.

      “Maybe? Look at all these different races here. They have to be able to communicate, so they can do business,” Acacia said.

      “Can you read anything? There are signs everywhere,” Mimi asked.

      “No. Gives me a splitting headache to try,” Acacia said after a moment.

      They finally came to the ship. “It’s bigger than I remember,” Hannah said.

      “I think it had more floors that we just didn’t see,” Acacia said. “Okay, let me try the pattern. Three on the top row. One on the second row. Two on the third row, one on the fourth row.” The panel flickered with yellow light and the door swooshed open.

      “Wormship, sweet Wormship,” Chloe singsonged.

      

      “Ugh, it stinks in here. If we could find more of that gel we could clean this room. That control area and bench are disgusting,” Hannah said.

      “You are so right. I’ll help,” Chloe said.

      Acacia and Mimi stared at the girl, shocked. Chloe went right to the kibble container and started munching. “What?” she frowned at them. “I like clean places. My granny’s house was nice. You should see some of the foster care dumps I’ve lived in. The group home I live in isn’t too bad. The girls win treats for being tidy.”

      “You lived in a group home?” Mimi asked.

      “Yeah, right around the corner from where we were kidnapped. For teen girls.”

      Everyone else helped themselves to kibbles, standing around the container, since there was no clean place to sit.

      “Okay, I have to ask,” Hannah said. “What’s Velvet?”

      “Um. She’s my pet. Or it. There’s really no way to know if it's a boy or a girl,” Mimi said. “I’ll show her to you if you promise not to hurt her.”

      Hannah agreed, so Mimi brought out the small animal.

      “I think she’s a good watch dog,” Chloe said. “She whistled when the container was swinging and when we were arguing and aliens started to walk by.”

      “Well, we need all the help we can get.” Hannah said.

      Mimi caught Acacia’s eye.  Hannah was going to work with them now.

      

      After eating, they looked around. In the rear, out of sight from their cage, was a lift down to a lower level.

      There were rooms. Storage rooms, mostly empty, though there were more barrels of their kibble and the gray powder the worms liked. A room that looked a bit like an office room, with consoles and chairs. A small crew room with six bunks built into the walls.

      “Yay! They’re not covered in worm poop,” Chloe said.
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      Hannah threw down the cleaning cloth in the pile of other dirty cloths and sat down on the newly cleaned bench on the top deck.  “Thank goodness that stench is gone! I think I had a continual migraine between the smell and that high-pitched whining sound.”

      “So you’re feeling better now?” Acacia asked.

      Hannah nodded.

      “That’s good. I think we’ve done all we can for this area as far as cleaning goes,” Mimi said.

      On the lower level they found some kind of tool like a wire cutter and had cut down the cage, rolled up the wire and put it down in a storage area.

      The Wormship had a hatch to a lower utility area that was only about five foot to the ceiling. “We stay out of there!” Mimi said. “Too dangerous to explore. None of us know anything about engineering or mechanics. Dealing with alien engineering is probably a death sentence.”

      “I suggest we move downstairs into those crew quarters,” Acacia said.

      “Somehow I feel like somebody should be here on the console,” Mimi said. “But what would we do? We don’t know the languages, we don’t know how to use the console. I just feel like, somehow, we should be keeping watch. Not that we could do anything.”

      “We could hit people over the head with those cutters,” Chloe said, “If they have heads.”

      That made them smile. “Yeah, except I think they have laser guns,” Acacia said. “I think you are in fight or flight mode, Mimi. We need to eat and get some real sleep. Maybe a real shower to help you relax. We have food, water, and shelter, at least for now.”

      They went down the narrow lift to the lower level. “I wonder how long this ship can stay in this space?” Mimi asked. “I’m sure there’s some kind of fee.”

      “We should try to find out,” said Hannah. “Maybe those implants will start working, and we’ll understand some of the speech around us.”

      “There’s a screen of some type downstairs in the office room.  I thought I’d play with it because I don’t think it would do anything to the engines,” Mimi said.

      “Maybe we can find a news channel or something,” Acacia said. “If we hear the language more, perhaps we’ll begin to understand it.”

      “That’s a good point,” said Mimi. “Let’s try that.”

      They went down the narrow lift to the crew quarters on the lower level. One large room had bunks built into the wall, about seven feet long by three feet, with a padded mattress.

      “I don’t think the worms built this ship,” Acacia said. “They wouldn’t need beds this long.”

      “I’m going to make a pillow,” said Chloe. “I’m glad we brought all the fabric, even the bright stuff. I’m going to make my pillow lime green.” She dug out the fabric stapler found with the clothing and proceeded to make a rectangle. She stuffed it with bright turquoise cloth. “Want me to make you guys one? Seriously, this is the most fun I’ve had in months.”

      “Sure, make me one. I don’t care what color,” Mimi said.

      Chloe was soon busy with the stapler and clothes. Mimi watched her, realizing that she wasn’t really one of the women, she was a kid. And they were responsible for her. She glanced at Acacia. They both shared the recliner in front of the screen while Hannah went to the showers. “Chloe seems so young.”

      “Weren’t we all at twelve?”

      “I wonder what kind of careers there are, out here. Back home, she’d be busy with school.”

      “Holy cow, Mimi, I think we could hold off on that for a few months, until we kind of have an idea how to survive here.” Acacia gave her an exasperated look. “Let’s not pile on the trouble right now. Let’s keep things simple.”

      Mimi took a deep breath, “You’re right. Yes, let’s not bite off more than we can chew.”

      Hannah came back from the showers. “I found the bolt of cloth that the worms gave us.” It was plain, heavy tan fabric. “I’ll make more, you know, pads for our upcoming red flood tomorrow,” Hannah said.

      Chloe said. “I’ll help tomorrow. They’ll be nicer than our old ones. I think I’ll get ready for bed right now, though. You think it’s bedtime? I sure miss toothpaste.”

      “I think there’s enough here that we can all have a blanket, too,” Hannah said. “I’ll cut one for you while you shower.” She proceeded to cut them each a blanket about six feet long, and a pile of rectangles to make into pads.

      “She’s trying,” Acacia mouthed into Mimi’s ear. Mimi nodded.

      Chloe hopped onto a top bunk and Hannah tossed her a blanket. “Oh, wow. I feel like a real human again,” Chloe murmured.

      

      Mimi and Acacia had no luck with the screen, though Acacia did find the light dimmer. They showered in a real shower and went to bed.

      Mimi woke, feeling better than she had since their abduction. She ate a cupful of kibble and washed it down with hot water, since there was no cold water on the ship.  She and Acacia went back to the screen. After Hannah got up, Hannah and Chloe went upstairs to wash the walls. “I’m sure the worms left filth all over the top floor,” Hannah said.

      “Yeah, gives me the heebie jeebies!” Chloe bounded to the lift.

      Later, Hannah offered to wash all their ordinary clothes, so they donned the strange baggy clothes from the crate. Chloe cut long strips of bright fabric, poked holes in their tan blankets and decorated them with weavings and bows.

      “That’s pretty,” Acacia said. “I never would have thought of that.”

      “There’s really nothing else to do,” Chloe said.

      Acacia gasped. “Lordy Pete, why didn’t I think of this earlier?” She went to the wall panel and started punching buttons. The screen on the small console came on. After some fiddling, they found a button that took them to different channels.

      Finally, they came to a channel with someone speaking against the backdrop of an odd city. The speaker was one of the elephant nose kind of guys, the ones with the big eyes and the long lashes.

      “I want to figure out how to turn up the volume,” Acacia said. They proceeded to touch all the buttons and knobs until finally the volume came on.

      “Okay, let’s see if this makes any sense,” Mimi said.

      “It seems like he’s talking about those buildings,” Hannah said.

      “We haven’t seen any buildings like that,” Chloe said.

      “We’ve only seen the space dock. There’s probably a whole city,” Acacia said. “A planet.”

      Mimi sighed. “I still can’t understand a word. Maybe those ear shots weren’t translators at all.”

      Acacia nodded. “Maybe the more we hear it, the more sense it will make? Keep it on in the background? Background sounds actually make things seem more normal for me,” Acacia said. “My grandparents had the TV on every waking hour. It was never quiet.”

      “Not really quiet here,” Hannah said. “We can hear clanging and banging from the cranes and the crates.”

      “Yeah. What I really don’t want to hear is somebody knocking on our door asking for rent money,” Acacia said.

      That idea hung over their heads, even Chloe’s. In their search through the Wormship they had found a small drawer with about twenty cubes in it. Hannah called them cubits, which made sense to everybody. “So we have twenty cubits. We have no idea what they are worth,” Mimi said.

      “The worms paid six for each of us at the implant place,” Acacia said. “I counted.”

      “Really? I was in so much pain I couldn’t even think,” Hannah said.

      “I concentrated since I thought it might be important.”

      “That was probably a lot of money for electronics, so food might be less. I wonder if we have enough here to pay more rent on the ship?”

      “I wish there was a way we could earn money. Things are always better if you have lots of money,” Mimi said. “Not that I’ve ever had lots of money, just saying.”

      “You’re right. If we could earn some money, we’d be in a better position no matter what happened.”

      “I’ll make little belts with the pockets. We should carry the cubits with us, in case they take the ship or something,” Chloe said.

      “Good idea.” Mimi said.

      “Let’s split the money up, too. Just to be safe.” Acacia said.

      “Chloe, show me how you want to make them, and I’ll help,” Hannah said.

      Acacia and Mimi searched the screen while Hannah and Chloe made the pocket belts. Chloe hummed a song while she stapled the fabric.

      “I’ve got it!” Mimi said. “A way for us to make money.”

      They all looked at her.

      

      “This is going to sound kind of strange, but a month before the kidnapping, I went to visit some friends in Chicago. They moved up there to get jobs in theater, and they do get acting jobs now and then. In between working at coffee shops and waitressing, one of the things a couple of them do is busk. You know, they take their guitars and sing in the streets and people put money in their guitar case. They go to a busy area downtown like when there are lots of people around and people toss dollar bills. It’s not a lot of money, but they save it up for the rent or go out to eat.”

      “Well, we don’t have any guitars,” Hannah said.

      “No, but didn’t you two sing in the choir? Chloe can sing, and I’m okay, have been in a couple musicals. So what if we sang a song? If we can find a busy place away from the docks.”

      “There must be a marketplace in that city the reporters talk about,” Acacia said. “What if we went there and put something out with like one cubit in it? To give people the idea of what they should do.”

      “I always thought it was kind of like begging,” Hannah said.

      “No, it’s not.” Mimi disagreed. “The arts are worthy of pay. Music is not always free like choir.”

      “That’s true,” Acacia said.

      “Okay, then I’ll consider it.”

      “But what would we even sing?” Acacia asked.

      “Acacia and I know church songs. You two won’t know them.”

      “We all know Christmas songs,” Mimi said.  “We can sing “Silent Night” and other songs everybody knows. “America the Beautiful”. It won’t matter to all the aliens.”

      Acacia turned around in her recliner and looked at them. “You know that’s not a bad idea, because Hannah and I know the parts for different Christmas songs. Hannah knows a pretty descant for “Silent Night”. I know the alto part.”

      They practiced for quite a while, and got three songs together, plus a peppy version of “Rudolph”.

      “Let’s sleep and then look for a busy place.”
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      “What if it’s illegal?” Hannah asked.

      “Well,” Mimi said. “Walking women around tied by the neck with a rope was not illegal, so I suspect the laws are pretty lax. I’m not talking about doing it around the docks, where we might be underfoot. We need to walk farther down the path and get to like a market area or place with restaurants.”

      “Does everyone know the pattern to unlock the ship’s door?” Acacia asked. “Just in case we get separated, work your way back here! Don’t wander around, just stick to main roads.” They all practiced unlocking the door, which was a good thing because Mimi and Hannah had no clue.

      “As a back-up meeting spot, find the broken crate,” Mimi said.

      “Come on, let’s find a place to make us some money,” Chloe said.

      “If this was a scifi book, there would be a ship’s tutorial on how to fly, and one of us would be a natural,” Acacia said with a sigh.

      “Not our luck. At least we have kibble and cool makeup,” Chloe said. “And a cute alien pet.”

      “You’re certainly chipper,” Mimi said.

      “Well, yeah. We killed it with the harmony last night.”

      Mimi didn’t have a great voice, but she had been in several musicals in high school and college and was capable of learning a part. She sang alto with Acacia, who had a rich, lovely voice. Chloe sang second soprano or the melody with Hannah. Hannah had a pretty, high soprano voice. They dressed and made-up carefully for the performance and headed past the dock area.

      “Don’t make eye contact with anybody,” Hannah said. “We don’t want them to think we’re trying to-to solicit or something.” So they were silent, heads bowed. No one seemed to notice them at all.

      Finally, the women came to a station-type place. The doors swooshed open in front of people ahead of them, and they followed them into a brightly lit, high ceiling space.

      Several paths stretched ahead of them, each one encased in its own clear tube. The paths stopped for people to walk on, and then a gate came up and the path full of people zipped away.

      “Which one do we take, Mimi?” Acacia asked.

      “Let’s take the one that has the most people on it. They must be going somewhere.”

      To their surprise, the moving path didn’t cost them anything. They just walked up onto it, and then they sat down on a bench and watched everything go by though clear windows. They were all shocked when the path went over areas of open space. They could even see spaceships flying underneath. The dock behind them was actually a huge spiral with different levels of arms. Ahead of them they saw a planet, green, lavender, and white.

      “Wow, this place is huge! There must be millions of people there,” Mimi said. “This path doesn’t seem to be going that fast.”

      “Maybe it’s going faster than we think,” Acacia said.

      There were no seat belts or harnesses, and all the surrounding people acted as if this was just an everyday thing. Crossing through space from a space station to a planet, ordinary.

      “Look,” said Chloe. “There’s a moon.”

      It seemed much closer than the moon from Earth, larger.

      “That kind of freaks me out,” Chloe said.

      “I wonder if it has green grass like Earth?” Hannah asked.

      “I guess we’ll find out.” As they got closer, the clouds spread out a little, and they could see a glimpse of the land below them. There was green, and the blue of water. They also saw purple and gold.

      “It doesn’t look like Earth,” said Chloe. “Pretty, though.”

      As it got even closer, they realized that the large swaths of purple were some type of forest. The city seemed to rush up to meet them. Individual buildings began to stand out as they moved down to street level, buildings sweeping by.  “I guess we are going fast,” Mimi said.

      Then the path slowed to a halt in a station area similar to the one they had entered to get on the path.

      “Let’s just follow the crowd out and see what we can find,” Mimi said.

      “Whatever you do, try to remember how to get back to this station. We were on the center tube path,” Acacia cautioned. “Because it’s not like we can ask anyone for directions.”

      The four followed the aliens, and then to their left they saw a large plaza area with trees, outdoor eateries with chairs and tables and a park area with shrubs.

      “Jackpot!” Mimi said.

      “It isn’t grass,” Chloe said. “Kind of like round clover.” The shrubs had dark bark but were kind of like a willow in the way they drifted down. The leaves were purple with white underneath. “That’s really pretty,” said Chloe. “Let’s call that Purple Park.”

      “All right, so from the Purple Park we go straight toward that white rectangle building, and then we turn right to get back to the center tube path,” Acacia said.

      People of all species sat at tables eating and drinking while others went into shops.  Purple Park had seating areas and tables. “I think those are little kids playing in a play area,” Hannah said.

      “That’s definitely a playground. Look, it has soft stuff underneath so if kids fall, they won’t get hurt,” Chloe said. Swings and climbers were not all that different from a park on Earth.

      “I think we should go over to the side of the park that’s close to all those tables full of people eating to sing,” Mimi said. “No time like the present.”

      “I’m so nervous,” said Chloe.

      “You’ll do great,” Mimi reassured her.

      “Hey, look at those aliens at that long table. They look almost human.”

      “Devil horns,” Hannah gasped.

      Chloe turned to her with scorn. “They’re brown, not red! Sheesh. Two eyes, a mouth, human-type nose and hair.”

      “Oh my, did you see that alien’s eyes light up?” Mimi pointed out a different table with human-like aliens. Some had three eyes, though.

      Acacia said, “They could have mechanical parts. Computers. Like cyborgs.”

      “Let’s just sing,” Hannah said.  “Get it over with.”

      They sang “Silent Night”, followed by “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen,” and “Go Tell It on the Mountain”. Aliens noticed them immediately. Chloe held up the bag she had made especially for collecting money, and tossed two cubits in it. After several songs, a trunk-faced couple walked up and tossed in some cubes.

      “It worked.  I can’t believe it worked,” Chloe said.

      “Let’s move over there and sing again,” Mimi said. She was quite pleased at the number of cubits tossed into the bag. They crossed the park to sing closer to the restaurants. Mimi scooped out the money and tucked it away in the pocket, so it always looked like they only had a couple in the bag.
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      They sang in one area and made several more cubits. Feeling bolder, they moved closer to the outdoor dining. Three children left their table and came to listen.

      The children looked nearly human, two with dark curly hair and tan skin. The small girl had a greenish skin color. She wore a red sheer scarf which obscured a third eye, closed, in the middle of her forehead. All had three long fingers and a human-type thumb, though none had fingernails.

      They were accompanied by enormous cat-like animals. Their fur was almost non-existent, just on the ears and tail, and they had snakelike skin. Two were black and one had the same markings as an orange tabby, only in snakeskin, not fur.

      As the children listened to their selection of carols, their already striking hazel eyes lit up like light bulbs. Hannah, who stood right behind Mimi, clutched her arm. Mimi could tell by the way she lost all breath control that Hannah was upset or scared.

      Suddenly, Chloe yelled, “Velvet!” Velvet had leaped out of her normal place in Mimi’s pocket in her belt. She scampered across the white walkway and leaped on one of the lizard cats, chirping and whistling the whole time. The alien cat  growled back.

      The children tossed a handful of cubits in the cloth hat and went back to their table, with Velvet riding on one of the lizard-cat things.

      “Velvet! Hey, that’s my pet!” Mimi took off at a run, followed by Chloe. Acacia had the presence of mind to snatch up the money before they all ran. Mimi careened to a halt in front of a long table of adults who resembled the children. Various light bulb glowing eyes turned to them. The children spoke excitedly, and Mimi braved the cat-thing and snatched Velvet off its head.

      “I hear that you sing Earth songs in English.” A man spoke in English with a thick accent. He had brown skin, dark curls, and human features, except for the glowing blue eyes. His hands were five fingered human hands, though several at the table only had three long fingers and a thumb. A woman, wearing a sheer blue scarf covering a closed third eye smiled at them. Her skin had a teal tint, her teeth were blinding white.

      “Um. Yes. You speak English?” Mimi asked through her shock.

      The man nodded. “Yes. We are the Valryssian family.” He frowned at them. “You don’t look particularly like an Earthling. My brother Tris looks more Terran than you.” He waved at a young man who smiled. His glowing eyes changed to normal hazel green, and he looked completely human, even his hands.

      “We’re wearing makeup. And this white hair...it is just part of our costume,” Chloe explained, pulling on the hair.

      “I see.”

      He waved at a server. “Why don’t we go inside to a large private table? We can talk. I, of course, will pay for the meal.”

      Acacia looked at the others, who nodded. “Oh, yes, thank you.”

      Several servers carried away the food, and they entered a large restaurant. The servers led them to the side, to a room with windows overlooking the Purple Park.

      Kyre spoke to the servers, and soon they brought more food. “Help yourselves. We can tell you what the dish is called.”

      “I am Kyre Valryssian, First Officer of the ship Red Haven. My brothers, Tris and Trineal Valryssian. Trineal’s lovely bride Zhuzhana, and my older brother’s children, Galileo, Cassien and Theless Valryssian. We are traders, visiting Fera for business.”

      “I’m Acacia, this is Hannah, Mimi and Chloe. This planet is called Fera?” Acacia spoke while everyone served food.

      “How did you get here from Earth?” Kyre asked.

      “Aliens kidnapped us. How do you know about Earth?” Mimi replied.

      “Not many do. It is not part of the Trade Alliance.” He took a sip of his drink. “My family has an Earth ancestor. He taught us English and Deutsch, which we use within the family. No others know it, so we have privacy.”

      “Earth sent people to space years ago?” Acacia asked, eyes wide.

      Kyre grinned. “Not really. Our ancestor sent himself to space in a homemade rocket with homemade fuel. He was a man ahead of his time. I can tell you the whole story sometime, but right now I want to know how you got to Fera.”

      “Well, they were wormy things, with lots of tiny hairy feet. Or hands. Greenish and really stinky. They leaked brown stuff,” Mimi said.

      “I’m sure it was kaka,” Chloe said.

      “We all happened to be on the same street one evening, back on Earth. A worm hit us with a pink ray, and we woke in a cage on their ship.”

      “Shikshiks,” Tris said. “Whooee. The stench.”

      “We cleaned a lot to get rid of the smell and stains,” Hannah said quietly.

      “Shikshiks have a reputation for theft and other illegal activities,” Kyre said. “Piracy.”

      “So slavery isn’t illegal here? The worms had us tied around the neck with ropes when they took us to get the ear and eye shots,” Mimi said.

      Kyre was silent for a moment. “You were on Grzbt? The large space dock?”

      “I guess so? It was a dock with lots of ships. We took a tube transportation to get here.”

      “Grzbt is a commercial space station. It is a lawless place, though Fera wants to regulate it. Slavery is illegal on Fera. It has a system of law and the military to back it up. We have our ship within Fera’s legal space. Grzbt is right outside the boundary.”

      “Sounds like you got translator and reader chips,” Tris said.

      “They don’t work,” Acacia said. “We don’t understand anything.”

      “I could check them,” he offered.

      “He’s a tech,” Kyre said. “So, how did you get away from the Shikshiks?”

      “By accident,” Mimi said. She wasn’t sure what was wrong with her. It was like she couldn’t catch her breath. She was...stunned. English speakers.

      And he was good-looking, too.

      “No shit,” Chloe added. Acacia raised her eyebrows at Chloe, who ducked her head.

      Acacia rolled her eyes and took over. “We were walking along the path where ships are parked after getting the ear and eye shots. Tied together with the ropes around our necks. A crane accidentally dropped a container right on top of the worms, freeing the rope. We ran and hid in the containers, a long way from the accident. After sleeping for a night in a broken container, we found our disguises and went back to the Wormship. We had no other means to get food and shelter.”

      Kyre looked at them with raised eyebrows, and his eyes turned from human hazel green to bright blue lights. “I think I should accompany you back to your ship, but I need to contact Rhodes, my oldest brother. He is the captain of our ship.”

      His eye lights flickered to green and a see-through screen popped out of his wristband. “Rhodes, you’ll never believe this. We met four Earth women, stranded on Grzbt. Yes, completely human, abducted from Earth. They speak English, and their translators don’t work. Shikshiks abducted them, but they died when a container fell on them. They have some small spacecraft. I want to check it.” He paused and listened, eyes flashing. “A couple more would be good.”

      His eyes changed back to human hazel. “Rhodes is sending cousins down for additional guards. I know my brothers, Zhuzhana, and the children wish to shop, but I think it is important to check your ship, see how secure you are.”

      “We are worried we will need to pay rent. We have some cubes, but don’t know the money here or when payment is due,” Mimi told him.

      They finished the meal with a sweet cake with cream and cups of a hot drink, not quite tea or coffee, but not bad. Mimi gave Velvet some cake.

      “I see you have a nanosnoot,” Kyre said.

      “Oh, that’s what they are called?”

      “Yes. They are creations of my clan, but have spread to many ships and space docks. The parent nanos are transmitted to the kits. They clean invasive nano particles from equipment and computers. They can be programmed. Most ships have many, because a competitor might send malicious nanos. Pirates also use nanotech to disable ships.”

      

      Three more Valryssians arrived, and the shoppers left.

      Two of the newcomers looked like the family, so they must be related. The third had the same skin tone, wavy dark hair, and hazel eyes but also had an elephant trunk nose. His eyes had the very long, heavy eyelashes they had noticed the trunk people had.

      “All right, reinforcements are here. These are my cousins Alyxin, Zaver, and Strongbow. We want to see how much rental time your ship has left and what shape it is in. We might be able to move it to a more secure place.”

      

      They followed Kyre and the other men to the path that would lead to the space dock. The men were accompanied by more of those long-legged cat creatures. One of the creatures had plush gray stripes and looked a lot more like an Earth house cat, only on longer legs.

      “Can I ask what those things are?” Mimi asked.

      “Oh, those are hybrids with Earth cats. When my great-grandfather, Wilhelm Heinz, left Earth, he lived in the country and had some sheds with wild house cats. He left in a rocket and didn’t realize that a kitten had climbed in with him until he had already launched.

      “Eventually, he lived on a planet called Doona. His cat was a female and became very tame. He named her Gloria. She had kittens that were part Night Hunter, a denizen of planet Doona. A kind of long-legged, leather-skinned predator with triangular ears. They hunt in packs. The kittens were an odd mix, but they became loyal pets. They can be quite formidable if someone attacks. That’s why we always have them with the family when we’re on a planet. When we’re home on the ship, they beg for food and do whatever they like.”

      “Like a regular cat.”

      He grinned. “Probably, but I have never met a full Earth cat. Your nanosnoot is safe with them, by the way. They consider snoots to be part of their pack. Compatible technology.”

      “You live in space on a ship?” Acacia asked.

      “Yes, mostly. We are traders and live in large ships, like cities.”

      “So humans can have children with aliens?” Mimi asked.

      “They can with some aliens, the humanoid ones. My ancestor was saved from certain death by the Valryssian Clan, who are Trengulu people. Trengulu females have the third eye. There are several races of humanoids. Our clan has members with ancestry of many. Strongbow is part Kulag.”

      “Wait, do you have people that are small with big ears?” Chloe asked.

      “A few on my homeship. Their race is called Aliarietts.”

      “There are also space lanes that don’t draw a lot of humanoids. You have your bird-type people, Bisk’s,” he said.

      “What about the things that brought us here, the worms?”

      “Oh, the worms. They are from a world that is not a part of the Trade Alliance. Basically have no ethics. Or they believe every being not a Shikshik is prey. Impossible to do business with.”

      He drew a deep breath. “I am a little concerned that they found Earth. I wonder if it was purposeful or if it was an accident.”

      “Yes, I wonder if we should set a few drones up in that system. I could see the Shikshik causing a lot of trouble for Earthlings since they do not yet have spaceflight,” Alyxin said

      “Well, we got to the Moon in 1969,” Chloe said.

      “Really? We might send someone to investigate Earth’s space abilities. It might be best if they were introduced to the space lanes by someone like us, not by someone like the worms,” he replied.

      “Yeah, if the Earth doesn’t blow itself up first,” Chloe said. “The leaders of the world don’t seem to be showing a lot of concern.”

      “We know that there are troubled, warlike planets and systems poorly run. We try to work with the well-run ones,” Kyre said. “Better for trade.”

      As they spoke, they got into the tube and shot toward the space dock. They finally got to the ship. It looked shabbier than ever, surrounded by much newer, well cared for ships.

      “Shikshik, all right. Their ships are often in poor condition,” Alyxin said.

      “This is really an antique,” Strongbow said in a deep voice. “I think this is a Stansan Trader, probably two or three hundred years old. You were lucky to even get here in one piece. The Stansan are a humanoid race that rarely use space flight.”

      Acacia punched the security buttons, and they entered the ship.

      “You have done a good job of cleaning it. I don’t smell the worm stench at all,” Kyre said.

      “Thanks, it was a lot of work, but that stink was confined to this level. They never went to the level below with actual bunks and bathrooms.”

      “We lived in a cage. We took it down,” said Mimi, indicating the area where the cage had been.

      Kyre stared at the area for a moment, then went to the console. “Let’s see how much time you have left on your rent.”

      He turned on the console. It wasn’t long before he had data on a screen.

      “The Shikshiks paid thirty thousand steles for this space and your term of service is up in two standard days.”

      “That’s not good,” Mimi said.

      “I’m calling my brother Rhodes, since we are short on time.”

      He and his brother talked back and forth about mechanics, docks.

      “Rhodes is sending a tug. They can bring the ship safely to Red Haven, where we have docking space in our repair bays. Our mechanics can work on it. Rhodes invites you to join us on Red Haven, in our housing area. It is pleasant there in our apartment complex. You all will be more comfortable and safe. We won’t be in a rush to get you situated somewhere in Fera space.”

      “So, what would we do on your ship?” Acacia asked.

      Kyre looked at them. “Eventually, you could find jobs on board. Everybody eventually works, or trains for a position. But let’s be realistic. You’re not trained for living in space. Before anything else, you need your translator chips to work. After that, we can teach you our technology or skills specific to a career interest. Classes and tutorials would keep you occupied for some time.”

      “You don’t think you could get us back to Earth?” Hannah asked.

      “I don’t think so. We are part of the Allied Systems Trade Treaty. Our code of conduct forbids us from interaction with worlds that are not yet in space.”

      “Star Trekky,” Acacia whispered.

      “I know we have a probe sent to Mars, would that count?” Hannah looked a bit teary eyed.

      “No, I’m sorry,” Kyre said. “You’d actually have to live outside your solar system. Not probes or satellites.”

      He was quite gentle with Hannah, who did look heartbroken.

      Mimi was conflicted. She was glad he seemed to be a kind man, but Mimi suddenly noticed Hannah was actually quite pretty once you ignored her personality. Kyre might like her. Many men might.

      Mimi gave herself a mental slap. This is no time in life to be thinking about a man you just met! An alien man!

      “It’s not completely hopeless, and you might find life quite fulfilling with the Valryssian Clan. We’re law-abiding types, everybody has food and clothing, medical care, education. Safety.”

      Acacia reached out for Hannah. “I think we need to talk, ladies.” She looked at Kyre. “We want to run downstairs and discuss this in private.”

      “Certainly.”

      The four of them went down to the crew quarters on the lower level.

      “We have to do it.” Acacia said. “We can’t stay here. I don’t know how much steles are worth, but I’m pretty sure we haven’t earned thirty thousand by singing in the park.”

      “They do seem civilized, I guess,” said Hannah, whose eyes were red. “I’ll be honest. This dock area frightens me. The way people look at us as we walked by. I’m afraid that we might just end up with a different group of slavers.”

      Mimi looked at her in surprise, since it was the most Hannah had spoken in months.

      “I actually agree with Hannah,” said Chloe. “We are in no way safe here. It is yucky to have to be rescued by other people, but this will be much nicer than the group home I lived in. Some of those girls were pure mean.”

      “I don’t think we have the skills to pull off long-term survival here on our own,” Acacia said. “Our education is too primitive.”

      “I think you’re right. So we go with them?” Mimi asked.

      The four agreed to go to Red Haven.

      They told Kyre of their decision. “We don’t want to be a burden on you, and hopefully we’ll be able to pay back your kindness,” Acacia said.

      Kyre smiled. Nice smile, Mimi noted. “I am certain you will be wonderful members of Red Haven.”

      He checked a hologram that popped up from a wristband.“It would be safer if you return to Red Haven with us on our transport. The tugs are not as safe as our transport ship. We have living quarters that I’m sure you would find sufficient.”

      “Trust me, we are not that attached to the Wormship.” Mimi grinned at him and was delighted when he grinned back. After that, everything went in a blur. Chloe insisted they bring the bags with the pillows and blankets, so they packed the few things they had.

      They walked back to the tube paths and returned to Fera. Kyre communicated with his brothers and sister-in-law about the state of their shopping, and they decided they would all meet in an hour at the transport ship area.

      “The ship we’re using is a standard passenger transport. Not large, but it is quite comfortable. We can relax and have refreshments while waiting for the others.”

      They rode to the Fera spaceport on another moving sidewalk, similar to the tube-paths. Instead of running underground like a subway, it was on scaffolding high above the city, which made for a scenic ride.

      “Fera is beautiful,” Mimi said.

      “It is a resort planet, quite expensive in the cities. When I was a boy, I attended children’s camp out in the countryside. Lovely there,” Kyre said.

      They parked in front of a white ship, triangular in shape. “Come on in. You can relax with drinks. There are hygiene facilities towards the back.”
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      This ship was nothing like the Wormship. Its interior was white, the chairs upholstered in dark red plush. Kyre brought out flavored waters and small cookies.

      They used a clean, bright restroom. Chloe was thrilled with the sweet-smelling cleanser and scrubbed her face clean of the animal makeup. “It smells so good.”

      Mimi gave Velvet a moment in the cool water while she scrubbed off her makeup. Chloe returned with her. “The bathroom has actual soap to wash your hands and face.” Chloe waved her hands in front of Hannah. Hannah grinned.

      Mimi goggled at her a moment, Hannah can grin? Then she grinned, too. “Doesn’t even leave your face feeling tight.”

      Hannah is changing, warming up. I need to be nicer. She’s not some kind of monster. Maybe she’s not so flexible, but that doesn’t make her a bad person.

      Soon the shoppers returned and got ready for the flight. All their purchases were put down below through a small hatch.

      Kyre and his brothers went into a room at the front of the ship, but Kyre soon returned to the passenger seats.

      There was a bell followed by a voice speaking unintelligible words.

      “Please harness, in case of gravity fluctuations,” Kyre translated.

      They harnessed and Mimi leaned her chair back like a recliner. She closed her eyes for just a moment, feeling a sense of relief that they would be all right. She had spent many nights awake, worrying. Acacia had, also. Mimi peeked at her in the seat across the aisle with Hannah, and saw she was yawning in her seat.

      “I’m taking a snooze. Unless this is scary,” Chloe said, sitting next to her.

      Kyre grinned. “Not scary, very routine. I often nap.” He checked to see everyone was harnessed, then went back to the flight control room.

      The take-off seemed just like an airplane to Mimi. Chloe shut her eyes and slept like the child she was, leaning against the ship’s wall. Hannah and Acacia were resting, also.

      Kyre entered the passenger area from the flight room where his two brothers remained. “Stay harnessed, please. We will experience a bit of turbulence in a few minutes. Normal. Nothing to be alarmed about,” he told everyone. He sat down in the seat next to Mimi and harnessed himself.

      An unexpected warmth spread through her. She mentally groaned. A crush, really? With a four fingered part-alien with Christmas-light eyes?

      His arm brushed hers, and every follicle on her body stood at attention.

      This is what I get for swearing off men until I graduate. The first attractive guy to come along...

      “I will speak with my brother Rhodes when we get to Red Haven. Alyxin and I think the Trade Alliance Council needs to know the Shikshik have found Earth, and have enslaved people.”

      “Can they stop them?”

      “Not sure. But the Shikshik are not known for exploration or navigation skills. They may have followed another ship. The Alliance Guard can set up a boundary.”

      He was quiet, checking things on the holoscreen computer on his wrist. Mimi drifted to sleep.

      

      A jerk and a shout woke her abruptly. “What is happening?”

      “I don’t know.” Chloe’s eyes were huge. The Valryssians slumped, unconscious. “They are all asleep.”

      “Unconscious,” Mimi said after trying to wake Kyre. “Do you feel odd? Anything?”

      None of the four Earth women felt any different.

      “There’s a tube stuck to the wall, by the chair leg. See it?” Acacia pointed out a small needle-nosed tube. “I heard a hiss, like a car tire with a leak. Knockout gas?”

      The ship moved erratically for some time.

      “Hide,” Mimi said. “I think we are being abducted.”

      “Again?” Hannah groaned.

      “There must be cupboards or storage.”

      There was quite a bit of noise, clanking of machinery, whining sounds. Hydraulics, maybe.

      “There’s a hatch in the floor.” Acacia’s voice was tense. “It goes to the storage area with small stairs.”

      “Chloe, you first. Hannah,” Mimi gently moved them toward the hatch.

      Chloe went down the stairs, Hannah followed. “Luggage area,” Hannah called up.

      The murder cats were still awake. Mimi got their attention and pointed at the opening. “You should hide.”

      One of the murder cats, the fluffy one, grabbed the sleeve of one of the sleeping children and tugged. It glared at Mimi.

      “Yeah, okay.” She grabbed the child, who didn’t weigh much. “Catch this kid,” She called down and lowered the child down to Hannah while Acacia grabbed another. “Try to hide them. I want to try and get Kyre. Since none of us know anything. Maybe we can wake him up.”

      They got the three small children down, and the murder cats leaped down the hole gracefully.

      Acacia and Mimi got Kyre onto the aisle floor and dragged him by his feet to the access hole.

      “What is this guy made of? Lead?” Acacia moaned.

      “He’s really heavy. If the three of you try to hold him, I’ll try to lower him,” Mimi said.

      “Honestly, Mimi. I think I’m stronger, you’re just a little minnow. Get down the ladder, and I’ll lower him.”

      Mimi acknowledged that Acacia was eight inches taller than her, and likely outweighed her by fifty pounds.

      Acacia used a sash from her clothing under his arms, which helped a lot. Still, it was hard work shifting his dead weight around. Acacia finally came down the ladder, and Mimi closed the hatch.

      “Hide behind stuff.” She and Acacia pulled the unconscious children behind a metal crate fastened to the grating that covered the floor and walls.

      Chloe had dragged the cloth bags with her. Mimi piled and draped their blankets and clothes over everyone, rearranging baggage to hide them better. Then she squeezed in a narrow space behind a tall rectangular crate next to Acacia. “Porthole,” Acacia, whispered and pulled up a folding metal shade.

      They were in space, but a robotic arm had hold of the transport. “That’s the ship we saw right before the accident, the one everyone stared at,” Acacia whispered. “The huge one.”

      It was. Enormous, oblong, gleaming silver with gold trim. At one end were huge circular forms.

      The transport was pulled closer and closer to the ship. A door opened into a large hold, into which the robotic arms moved them. The transport landed with a thump in the hold. Mimi heard the whoosh and clunk of the door shutting. The transport was moved into place with clanks and jerks. “Probably locking the ship down,” Acacia whispered.

      Then nothing.

      “Maybe they need to pressurize the hold. You know, air.” Acacia said.

      A murder cat poked its head into their hiding place. Mimi glanced at Acacia. “Hi.”

      The cat stretched out a lethal looking paw and pricked her arm with one claw. “Ow!”

      Velvet leaped out of her belt and touched the cat’s paw and Mimi’s hand.

      Then she saw something. Odd perspective. Everything was colorless, except a small door or hatch surrounded by blue light. It was in the floor.

      “Is that a way out?” Mimi asked

      “Ysss,” the cat whispered in her head.

      “Acacia, the cat mind speaks. Telepathy. He is showing me a small door in the floor.”

      “Shhheee.”

      “Sorry. It’s a female.”

      “The wall is lifting.” Acacia said. “We’re next to a storage room. Huge. Enormous. We’ll hide for now, and then we’ll try to get out.”

      Velvet gave warning chirps.

      “Hide, everyone,” Mimi whispered.

      Acacia kept watch through the small porthole. “They are humanoid. Six fingers, copper metallic skin and hair. Bony foreheads and noses. I guess they are noses.”

      “I’ve seen some copper people on the docks,” Chloe whispered.

      The transport door to the passenger area opened, then thuds of footsteps above them.

      There was another swooping sound. Mimi could see a door on one end open. She scrunched as low as she could behind the crate, pulling her cloak over her face. Don’t wake up now, she silently commanded the sleeping Valryssians, barely breathing, so movement wouldn’t show. The door swooped closed.

      “He didn’t see us.” Hannah sounded shocked.

      

      The lizard cats crawled over them, thankfully with claws retracted, to the hatch. They all snapped their tails expectantly.

      “Like cats, but so much scarier,” Mimi whispered.

      “Chloe, Hannah, we’re going through another hatch. There is a crate area, try to get to it and hide. You two go through, and Acacia and I will get the little kids and Kyre.”

      The hatch was much harder to open, and was more like a tube. When the door opened, there was a handle, and Mimi pulled up a four-foot section of fluffy stuff caged in wire. “Insulation,” Acacia whispered. Instead of stairs there was a narrow ladder.

      Hannah and Chloe climbed down. Mimi and Acacia handed the sleeping children down.

      “We are under the ship,” Hannah whispered up to them.

      Again, they wrestled Kyre down the tube to the floor below. He dropped, but Chloe and Hannah kept his head from banging on the metal grid of the floor.

      The murder cats came down on their own and streaked for the storage area. “Okay, Hannah, Chloe, and I will get the kids across.” Mimi told Acacia. “You stay with Kyre, and I’ll come back to help drag him. Quick, before someone comes back.”

      Acacia grabbed the bags and blankets. She handed Hannah the cloth. “Put the blankets under the kids and pull.”

      Chloe grabbed a small child, positioned her on a blanket, and scuttled backward toward the storage area, pulling her across. Hannah and Mimi followed with the other small children.

      “I’m going back to help Acacia.”

      “I’ll come, too. He’s super heavy,” Hannah said.

      Acacia had rolled Kyre onto a large black cloak. Pulling him across the smooth floor was much easier than moving him down the stairs or the hatch. “Let’s move back into the middle of these containers.” They found a space surrounded on three sides by large packing crates.

      

      Velvet, in Mimi’s pocket, suddenly leaped onto her chest and whistled softly.

      “Everyone, quiet. God, I wish I could see something.”

      A murder cat, the fluffier one, stood guard with them. One of the cats leaped on top of the crate close to the walkway and slunk along it. Another cat gently touched Velvet, who moved down to her hand. No claw for Velvet, Mimi noticed.

      Mimi could see. A float truck, similar to haulers used on the docks, came through the storage area to the transport. Two men in armored suits and helmets opened the ship and unloaded all the goods from the transport to the float. Then they closed it up and got back on their float. With a swoosh, a wall slammed down, blocking the transport from the storage area. Small clamps on the floor latched onto the wall.

      She breathed. “They took the contents of the ship onto a float truck and drove off. A wall came down. We can’t get back into the ship.”

      A murder cat leaped next to her and placed a paw on her hand.

      “Me Mitsssy, Mother of SSSlayersss. Your sssucker has pack hearing.”

      “Uh, this cat is Mitsy, Mother of Slayers. Velvet has good hearing, she said,” Mimi said.

      “We hunt,” Mitsy said. All four cats disappeared.

      “They are hunting. They’re gone, but let’s stay quiet. I think they will warn us if copper aliens come back into the storage area.”

      “I need a bathroom,” Chloe said.

      “We’ll probably have to choose a shadowed spot,” Acacia whispered.

      “Ugh. In outer space with all this tech and I have to pee on the floor.” Chloe grouched.

      “I have to, also. Chloe, why don’t we look around. Maybe there is a bathroom for the workers,” Hannah said.

      “Be careful.”

      “We will.”

      “Hey. I have a bag of kibble. I filled it just in case. It was in with the blankets.” Acacia plopped down a bag that probably held a couple gallons of brown chunks.

      “Bless you.”

      Mimi crushed one for Velvet.

      

      Chloe and Hannah returned. “We found a small bathroom along the back wall, so at least we have water and a toilet. Much nicer than the Wormship.” Chloe flopped down and grabbed big handful of kibble. After taking care of their needs they all tried to rest.

      Mimi checked on the unconscious Valryssians. “That gas really knocked them out. They all seem to be breathing normally.”

      One of the cats checked on them frequently.

      Mimi was thankful the gas hadn’t affected humans the same way. They would have been helpless.

      The cats took turns wandering off into the storage area, but Velvet curled up in the crook of Mimi’s neck. She tried to stay awake to be on guard. Being kidnapped was exhausting. Not to mention the sore muscles she had from dragging Kyre.

      Eventually she fell asleep, too. Kyre started to move, and Mimi woke with a start, heart pounding. A murder cat lifted its head and blinked at her. Velvet continued to sleep, so she was reassured nothing alarming had happened.

      Kyre’s eyes opened. They flashed from one color to another for at least thirty seconds, like bizarre Christmas lights. Finally, they turned to the natural human hazel. Mimi wondered if the lights were part of his part-alien biology or added by some kind of surgical technology.
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      “Where are we? What happened?” Kyre had the presence of mind to speak softly.

      “Your transport was captured by a big ship. They must have broken in, there was a small tube of gas under a chair. It put all of you to sleep, but didn’t make us Earth people sleepy, though we could smell it. We managed to hide you, the three children and all your cats in the luggage area below,” Mimi explained. Acacia was awake, but Hannah and the children were still asleep, as were half the murder cats.

      “The transport was dragged onto a huge silver ship. That big one with the golden trim that everybody was talking about when our worm kidnappers got smashed,” Acacia said.

      “We found a way to go through a little door on the floor to the ground below. The ship was parked near a storage area with lots of containers. We dragged everybody over here and hid. Soon after, a wall came down and blocked off the ship,” Mimi continued.

      Kyre sat up and checked the children. “They have less mass, so they might sleep a long time. That’s probably good, they would all be frightened.”

      “We don’t have any water, but we know where there’s a restroom with water. Acacia has some of that kibble in our bag, so we have something to eat.”

      Kyre snapped his fingers, and the cats soon appeared on silent feet. “I’m going to send the cats out on patrol. They’re going to send me images. I won’t be able to talk for a little while.” His eyes turned into yellow lights.

      The cats took off, slinking around and jumping on top of containers. Kyre scooted so his back was to a container and sat there with his light-flashing eyes half closed for some time.

      He sat up. “The cats will return in a short while. No one is in the dock area right now, so we can move around a little. They assured me there is prey down here, probably crabrats, so they can find food. Do you still have your little nanosnoot?”

      “Yes, she’s here in my pocket,” Mimi said.

      “The cats can tell her if someone is about. We’re going to have to find a way out of here, but right now we need somewhere better to hide, especially when the children wake.”

      He stood up and stretched. Mimi couldn’t stop her sudden interest. He was well-built, wide of shoulder, narrow of abdomen, long legs with muscled thighs. She mentally slapped herself.

      “I’m going to do some exploring. If you think there’s any trouble or the children wake, have your nanosnoot whistle.”

      “All right, I will try. I don’t know how to make her whistle.”

      “Just give a little whistle yourself. She’ll catch on.”

      Kyre was gone for a long time, though they didn’t have a watch for time.

      “I don’t even want to know what crabrats are,” Chloe said in a grumpy voice.

      Acacia whispered. “One person can’t go off on their own. What if they get hurt?”

      “I agree. I can almost communicate with the murder cats. Somehow Velvet helps.”

      “That’s good.”

      

      Mimi was so relieved when Kyre returned along with two murder cats. Acacia heard him and opened her eyes, but Chloe and Hannah remained asleep.

      “I know where they are holding my brothers and sister-in-law. They are still asleep, so they may have been given a second dose of the sleep gas.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “I have a plan, but I need help.” He paused. “Actually, I need Mimi and her nanosnoot for my plan, but first we need to move.”

      “We were just thinking that perhaps it would be best if we worked in teams, so no one is alone,” Acacia said, her voice groggy.

      He grabbed a handful of kibble and wrinkled his nose at the taste. “I agree. I want to move everyone into the maintenance passages. They are narrow utility areas, much safer than here. Here, we can be seen by anyone walking above on those catwalks.” He gestured above them to narrow strips of grated metal around the perimeter of the storage bay. “Some bots are working in the passages, but I think I can program them to ignore us. Bots are easy.”

      They woke Hannah and Chloe and got organized. Kyre carried two sleeping children over his shoulders. Mimi and Acacia took turns carrying the little girl. They followed him to a plain oval door that led to a passage, not quite high enough for the adults to stand, and narrow. It was dimly lit every few feet by a dull yellow light. Kyre closed and sealed the hatch.

      “This ship is a modified Valryssian long hauler. Not too different from Red Haven, the main difference is in shape and size.” Kyre grinned. “Meaning my family designed the ship. The engines, the power systems, the computer systems are almost identical to Red Haven’s. What we have to do is take over the Bridge controls.”

      His teeth gleamed white in the dim light. “Of course, the Bridge is held by ship’s officers. But there is a back-up system for the Bridge.”

      A small egg-shaped robot rolled down the hall. Kyre grabbed it, opened a small door in the back, and showed them the button to shut it down. “Do this when one comes by. They do have recording devices, and we don’t want anyone to look at those. These robots do general cleaning and some maintenance. They alert the crew if there’s anything major.” He showed wires and chips and all manner of things inside the small robot.

      “Now, see this wire that hooks to the large rectangle toward the back? Undo it, it leads to the visual elements in the front. That way, if it reactivates, we won’t have to worry about it recording our presence.”

      Everyone had to shuffle around in the narrow space to see what he was talking about.

      “You just take this little tool and snip the wire. Then you go back to the larger rectangle. See the shiny chip? That’s memory. You take the same tool and break the rectangle.” It cracked and crumbled like glass.

      “Once you do that, the robot will just sit there. It won’t have any orders to follow or way to record. I’m going to leave you with this tool.”

      “I wish we had a way to communicate,” Acacia said. “Especially since you’re going to be moving around the ship doing things.”

      Kyre looked thoughtful. “The cats can move between us and give some limited information.”

      “Yes, I heard from Mitsy, Mother of Slayers,” Mimi said.

      “Good.” Kyre handed the small wire clippers to Acacia. “The cat will have to prick your skin, since its nanos work through blood. It won’t damage you.” He frowned. “Maybe the cats can set up a bond now, before we need to communicate. I’ll take two, leave two here.”

      The cats split into two teams. One went to Acacia and pricked her with a paw on her forearm. The two cats got around to all the Earthlings.

      “This is so cool,” Chloe said after a minute. “I can hear him talk. Eenie, The Slasher.”

      “This is Meenie, The Bloody Claw.”

      The third cat was Miney, The Sudden Death.

      “Moe is on Red Haven. She is expecting a litter. Moe the Merciless,” Kyre said. “She has long cat fur like her mom.”

      “So, what is the plan?” Acacia asked.

      Kyre sat for a moment. “I get my family members here to the passage. I’ll have to turn off some bots and security viewers for that. After they are hidden, I’ll lock the Bridge to my signature and send the ship into Fera space. Send out an alert there are slaves on board. Then we get everyone on our transport and head to Red Haven.”

      “That sounds like a good plan, but won’t someone figure out that you’re moving the ship to Fera and come find you?” Mimi asked.

      “I can put the navigation system on a ten-minute delay.  Not sure that they’ll guess about the Auxiliary Bridge station, they might think someone on the Bridge is doing the move. No loyalty among thieves and slavers. I can change all the protocols, so only the Auxiliary Bridge controls the ship, with my code. The ship’s crew would have hours of work before they could take back the controls.”

      “I might have to subdue a guard or two.” One of the murder cats jumped on his lap and started hissing.

      “Oh, you’re right. I was not thinking of the murder cats. They can take out guards. Or help.”

      “So, I need Mimi and Velvet, because they have a strong bond. We might need her. It’s good she bonded with you. Nanosnoots are generally used to clean up infestations, but they have other uses, too. It’s just a matter of communicating with them. She might be able to take out a few important components for us.”

      “So Velvet has some kind of chip something in her brain?” asked Mimi.

      “Yes, nanobots. Nanosnoots can perform many functions.” He grabbed Mimi’s hand and pulled her up. His effortless strength was kind of attractive. Mimi took a steadying breath.

      “I believe the Auxiliary Bridge is up on the next level. Let’s go.”

      Mimi took off her baggy cloak. Underneath she was wearing a simple black tunic and trousers with boots from the broken crate. She put a couple handfuls of kibble in her pocket, just in case. “It’ll be a lot easier to move like this.”

      “We’ll leave Mitsy with you. She can scout and see if the way is safe to the bathroom.  Ours will communicate with her,” Kyre told the other women.

      With hugs for the others, Mimi followed Kyre and the cats through the maintenance passages. They met two bots as they moved through the passages. Kyre shut down one of them with a sharp tool, and then he had her shut down the other. “Practice is good.”

      They came to a tall ladder bolted to the ship’s wall. “Here, you need to put one of these belts on so if you fall, you won’t kill yourself.” The belts hung on a center cord, something retractable. They both put on a safety belts and started to climb.

      Mimi found it tiring since she’d been cramped up in that cage for months, but she persevered. It didn’t hurt that the view of Kyre climbing ahead of her was enticing.

      It must be shock. So not the time to get all crazy about some guy.

      “We’re going to come out into the passage. I’m going to send the cats to look around.”

      The passage was empty, as was the office. Kyre used tools from his belt to open the door panel and make changes. Soon they were inside a small room with two chairs and a large computer console. Kyre got on the computer while Mimi stood with the door cracked open and watched the long hallway.

      “I’ve shut down all the bots around the docking bays and on this floor and the floor where my family are being held. We won’t have to worry about them recording anything. I will try to freeze all security feeds and alarms. Might need Velvet to help.

      “If I shut security alarms and feeds first, no one will know we’re in here. It will be fairly easy to use the restroom down the hall.”

      A short while later, he said, “Alarms are down. Now for your little friend.” Kyre started flipping through screens, finally stopping on one.

      She picked up Velvet and told her, “A task for you to do. In the computer.” She wasn’t sure she actually had a mental bond with the tiny animal. “Make sure you stay safe and return to us in the hiding place in the maintenance passage.”

      Kyre unlatched a small port and held Velvet up to the small opening. Velvet stuck her trunk into the hole and wiggled all over for a minute. She sat down like a puppy and looked at Mimi. Mimi pulled out a kibble and crunched it up on the computer console. “Here is some kibble before you go. You might need something for energy.”

      Velvet gave a little chirp, and vacuumed up the kibble dust. She wiggled into the passage.

      “It will take a while for a connection,” Kyre said. “But she is made to connect with diagnostics. I can then divert her to a different system.”

      Connecting with Velvet took less time than Mimi expected. There was a beep. The screen now showed a schematic screen and tiny, ghostly Velvet down in the corner. Kyre flipped through screens again until a new screen showed, but Velvet was still in the corner.

      “Can’t shut down security from here. Velvet will have to climb up through the system to the main Bridge.”

      “Are they connected?”

      “Yes, there are conduits through the walls and floors.”

      He used a stylus attached to the com to highlight a route. “I am making a path for Velvet to follow. She’ll go through the computer system, and find the Bridge Security control board. I’ll set up a fake program. She’ll shut down the main security system and my false system will fill all the screens.”

      Mimi told Velvet, “Follow the path Kyre made, which is highlighted on the computer screen.” Mimi doubted that Velvet would understand, but to her surprise, Velvet turned down a passage and made her way to the highlighted path. Mimi kept her eyes on the screen. “Good job, little buddy. You found the right path!”

      As they watched, Velvet began walking through the system. The schematic changed, showing a larger view instead of a close up. A tiny bright light moved slowly.

      “It’s going to take a couple of hours for her to get there. We don’t have to stare at the screen the whole time, we can take breaks. I suspect she knows her destination.”

      “It’s a long way for a nanosnoot.”

      “It is, but she’ll likely find nano particles on the way which will boost her energy.”

      “Can you make another path, so she can get back to the hiding place? I would hate to lose her.”

      “Sure.” He drew with the stylus.

      “I didn’t know that she could squeeze down that tiny.”

      “I don’t think they have actual hard bones. More like cartilage, but spongier. They weigh nothing at all.”

      Now he was standing close to her, and she realized he was quite a bit taller than she was. She barely reached his shoulder. His eyes were changing colors rapidly.

      “Are your eyes how you were born, or do you have some kind of electronics inside them?”

      “My eyes are not entirely human, because my mother is Trengulu. She has the third eye. We are also part Krveshin, a race that you probably haven’t seen. Rather human-like but with white crystalline skin and hair. White or light blue eyes. Some of my cousins are part Kulag, with the trunks. Many trading clans are mixed races.”

      “So the lights are normal. I do have enhancements, though. Around the age of four in my clan, we receive visual enhancements and connections to our ship’s computer brains. I am now partially connected to this computer system because it is based on our ships built on Doona. I am compatible. I have a translator chip, also.”

      “What is this ship called?”

      “The Shen Rick Vell. The Ever-Victorious Ones. I suggest we sit down here and try to get some rest.”

      Mimi told Velvet she was going to rest for a moment. Velvet can you talk with Eenie, the cat in the office? Immediately, Eenie walked up to her and tapped her forearm. For a brief moment, Mimi saw a metal conduit with cables, bright chips, and Velvet’s front paws climb in the cables. “So smart,” she murmured.
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        * * *

      

      They fell asleep.

      Mimi woke on a hard metal floor. Light came from the computer console above her.

      She wasn’t that uncomfortable. Her head was on a gently rising chest, and one leg covered her companion, saving that leg from the hard metal floor.

      He checked the computer. “She’s making good progress.”

      “I wonder if the restroom is safe.”

      He changed the viewer to show the corridor. “No one is nearby.”

      She slipped out and used the restroom, taking the time for a two-minute shower.

      She returned with her clothes clinging to her body, but she was sure she smelled much better.

      Kyre ran down the hall, too.

      “She’s in the Bridge computer now,” Kyre said when he came back. Velvet had broken through thick wire and now was working on a glowing rectangular chip.

      “When she has destroyed that, we are on!”

      “It seems to be taking a long time, though.”

      “It is a hard substance, similar to the hull coating. But she’s making progress.”

      “I hope the others are all right.”

      He nodded and looked off into space for a moment. “Mitsy says the kits are still sleeping.” He patted her leg. “Your friends can communicate with the cats. Some part of the translator chips are working. The cats told them you are fine, and our plan is going well.”

      While they watched, another tiny nanosnoot joined Velvet. The two wrapped their trunks together for a moment, and soon the other small snoot joined her in breaking the chip.

      “Oh, that's a relief,” Mimi said. “Velvet has help now. This is taking longer than I expected.”

      “Computer system changes always take longer than you think. We still have some time. Probably about an hour. A Terran hour.”

      Mimi sat down on the floor, which was carpeted, and stretched out her legs. “A bit sore with all this exercise,” she said.

      He sat down next to her again.

      “Want a shoulder rub?” He asked.

      “Oh yes.”

      His hands were strong and pleasantly warm through her tunic. Mimi couldn't help but notice he smelled nice, and his hair was damp from a quick shower also. “So tell me about your life on Red Haven.”

      “I work on board the ship on the Bridge as Bridge Crew. I’m the First Officer, so do a little of everything. Before I was First Officer I was a payload specialist, calculating the weight of our trades and sales, fuel calculations. Important job, but not very exciting.”

      “Sounds like a lot of math.”

      “Yes. Space traders need to be good at math, to make a profit. I also teach mathematics to children age ten to twelve. Teaching a few hours a week is an important service to our society, so many of us take on teaching. We find that if children have a good foundation at that age, it is much easier for them to move into the higher calculations that are necessary for so many needs on a spaceship.”

      Mimi shook her head. “In this space world, my friends and I are like primitives coming out of the woods. But I do like math. My schooling is in accounting. Business math. Profit, loss....”

      Kyre raised his eyebrows. “That type of work is important on a trade ship. You can take courses to learn our computer systems, and fill in the gaps of your education. All people aboard the Havens have the right to education just like other essentials, like housing, good food, and medical care.”

      “You are far more advanced in your society than we are on Earth.” She was feeling warm and a bit too relaxed. His hands sent warmth deep into her muscles. It was the best thing she’d felt in ages. Before the worms.

      “Perhaps.” He shifted a bit, uncomfortably. “But we still have arranged marriages for many of our people. That’s not advanced.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Sounds awful to me.”
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      Mimi was glad she’d taken a quick shower. Vain, no doubt. She didn’t want Kyre to think she smelled bad. She was now sitting between his legs, leaning back against his chest while he massaged her upper arms.

      He got up and checked the computer again. She sighed, the magic fingers were now over. “She and her new friend have broken through and are destroying individual filaments.”

      “Now we wait.”

      She nodded. “That’s not a bad thing, though. With all the escaping and stress. I’m getting my strength back for the next burst of energy.”

      They sat quietly in the dim light of the console.

      “So, are you pair bonded?” he asked

      “Pair bonded? Like married?”

      “Or married or declared. In the clans, you can be married and not pair bonded.”

      “That doesn’t sound great.”

      “It is often a lonely match. My parents do not believe in arranged marriages. It is changing now, through our clan, but the Trengulu people are more traditional. Our strongest alliance is with them. Many couples declare their union before the clan at our Gathering Feast.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A couple stands before their family, usually dressed in matching colors, as a symbol of their union. They declare their intent to remain together until the next Gathering. They exchange worthy gifts. Then, when the clan gathers again in a few years, they sign contracts, or part. They keep the gift.”

      “So your brother who is married, he had a choice?” Kyre was sitting so close, she could feel the heat of his body. It was lovely.

      “Yes. They met as children and always cared for each other. I think his twin will Declare with Zhuzhana’s sister soon, at the Gathering of Havens this annum.”

      “Is that like a meeting?”

      “Yes. Every three years, annums, we call them, all the Havens meet in a secret location in space. It is a time of business meetings, a huge combined market, and also marriages and celebrations. Much frivolity.”

      “Sounds like fun. How many Havens are there?”

      “Fifteen Havens. Magenta Haven is the newest. Many of Red Haven’s people moved there, to give it a start. Then there are all types of smaller ships, family traders, contracted crew ships. They also join us.”

      He was silent for a while. He shifted his legs and they brushed hers.

      I want to kiss him. Not pair bond or anything serious. Just a little pleasure.

      “Do your people have rules? Like making people marry if they ...you know?”

      He frowned at her. “You know what?”

      “Um. Making out. Sex.”

      He shifted. “Well, a child together can force a marriage, or a contract concerning the life of the child.”

      “But what if the couple just has a fling?”

      She could only be shocked at her own boldness. She’d French kissed a guy on St Patrick’s Day at a bar, but hadn’t been involved with anyone since she was nineteen.

      “No. Couples can be together, physically. Even some marriage contracts allow pleasure mates.” He looked at her. His hand trailed down her hair to her nape, making her shiver. “You are very pretty, so many will want pleasure with you. Of course, our medics will have to find a way to control fertility. Unless you want to have a baby.”

      She had a sudden vision of a tiny child with dark curls and hazel eyes. “Oh! No. Someday. But I don’t want a baby now. I’d like to be, uh, pair bonded.”

      “Me, also.” His hand reached up and stroked her cheek. “Though a brief time of pleasure would be wonderful.”

      Her breath vanished, “Oh. Um, yes. No baby making, though.”

      He grinned. “Of course. I am responsible. I have my fertility halted at this time.”

      He brushed his fingers over her lips. “Do you kiss?  My family kisses. Some Trengulu clans think it strange.”

      “Yes. I kiss.” She could barely talk, though. Her heart was racing, breathing a bit shallow.

      “Would you like to kiss for a while? A pleasant way to spend our time, yes? I have...been aware of you since we met.”

      She drew in a breath. “I’ve noticed you, too.” She looked into his hazel eyes, noticing the patches and speckles of color as they caught the light from the console. “Kiss. Yes.”

      Well, she sounded primitive. She blushed at her language failure.

      He grinned. “I think kissing is moving pretty fast as it is.”

      She snorted and fingered his soft brown curls. “Yes, let’s kiss a bit, alien man.”

      His lips were soft, his tongue seemed to know all her pleasure points. Delight zinged through her, causing her to make little noises in the back of her throat. The first kiss was followed by endless kisses. His fingers threaded through her hair, creating warmth through her whole body.

      She swore his skin had to have some kind of magnet in it, because she didn’t want to take her hands off him, once they slid up under his shirt. To her surprise, his nipples looked human but were a dark teal in color. He had a strong core, with defined abs. She kissed a nipple, savoring the taste of his smooth skin.

      He moaned as she kissed him, and soon his hungry lips had her sports bra out of the way and eagerly found her nipples. His mouth was hotter than she expected, and softer. Molten blood ran through her veins, waking every inch of her body, her core, making her moan.

      Some sexy alien quality.

      Soon she was on her back, and he was half over her. Pressed together so tight, she knew he had human-like male anatomy.

      A loud murder cat yowl and paw smack on Kyre’s forehead dragged them out of their obsession with the flesh. “Oh. Right.”

      He leaped up to the console.

      “Filaments are cut, chip is disabled,” he said, his mouth in a crooked grin. “Good timing, I guess. Or maybe bad.”

      Mimi got up and stood beside him, their hands entwined for a moment, and then he got busy on the console.

      He slid a glance at her and grinned. “I can’t believe we were so involved when we just met. No one would believe it.”

      She grinned. “Acacia would. She saw me look at you when you woke. You stretched.”

      “Which one is Acacia again?”

      She was inordinately pleased he hadn’t really noticed the other women. “She’s the one with brown curly hair and brown skin. Tall, round.”

      “Not the child.”

      “No, that’s Chloe. And the light-haired woman is Hannah.”

      While they chatted, his fingers continued to work the console. At one point he leaned over the console and a light shined in one eye.

      “We’re in. The slave prison is keyed to only my retina.”

      He grabbed her hand, and they rushed though the halls, up several access stairs, until they came to a long, empty passage. Honestly, it looked exactly like all the other passages. She was glad he was finding their way, because she was lost.

      

      Kyre used a door panel that scanned his retina. They entered a room full of people asleep on narrow beds. The sleepers were hooked to fluids and monitor machines. Kyre sighed. “We will have to find clothing. They are set up for long-term sleep.” Then he made a funny little gasp and slumped to the floor with a thud.

      Mimi stared at him for a moment, too shocked to move. “Holy crap! Crapity crap crap crap!”

      She groaned. “How did we not think of this?” Leaning over, she grabbed Kyre’s legs to pull him out of the room full of sleeping gas.

      Movement out of the corner of her eye got her attention. A man sat up. He had dark brown skin with very short dark curls, and massive muscled shoulders. To Mimi, he looked like an African American. But, of course, that was back home in Wichita, not here in outer space. He was probably some kind of alien.

      “You spoke English,” he said.

      She stared at him in shock for a moment. “You're from Earth?” she asked.

      “Oklahoma,” he said.

      Mimi blinked at him. “Go Sooners,” she said weakly. “I need to get him out of here. He’s part alien, and the gas gets to him.” She pulled, making little progress. “He is so heavy. Alien heavy bones. Oh my God, Kyre, are your bones lead?”

      “Do you work on this ship?” he asked. “I’ve only seen robots. I’m Grady McCall. Gunnery sergeant, United States Marine Corps. Call me Grady.”

      “No, we were in a small transport ship headed to Kyre’s homeship. These slavers filled the ship with gas, and all the alien family passed out. Then they dragged our ship into a docking bay using robot arms.”

      “But you didn’t fall asleep because you’re from Earth.”

      “Right. Kyre’s twin brothers and sister-in-law are in this room with you. We came to get them and hopefully get away on our transport ship.”

      “Take me with you. I can be pretty handy. I’ve been pretending to be asleep for days.”

      “Sure.”

      The man took off his IV tubes and got out of the bed with the sheet around him. He pulled open a drawer underneath his bed and pulled out clothing. It wasn’t long before he was dressed in desert camo, down to combat boots.

      “So you were abducted too?” Mimi asked.

      “Yes. I woke up in bed, hooked up with IVs of some type. There were all these others, but they were asleep. I knew they weren't human. A number of the women have three eyes. One guy has an elephant trunk.”

      “Kyre, my friend here, his family married into a clan of the three-eyed people. He's also half-human. He weighs a ton.”

      The man grabbed Kyre by the legs and pulled him out to the hallway.

      “Thanks,” Mimi said. “I’m Mimi Stevens, college student from Wichita. This is Kyre Valryssian, a space trader. Some human ancestry. Oh, we can’t let the door close, it needs Kyre’s retina to open,” she said.

      Grady went to his bed and brought a wad of tape from his IV. He taped around the door. “See if this works,” he said, shutting himself in the hallway with her inside. He was able to open the door with his fingernails in the crack. “Works.”

      Once in, he went to a cupboard and found more tape for the door. He taped all round the door.

      “Now what? We need to get out of here. What was your plan?”

      “Get a trolley, load his brothers and sister-in-law on it, and take them to our hiding place,” Mimi said.

      While Mimi looked for Kyre’s family members, Grady went to find a trolley. He dressed the two men while Mimi struggled to get clothes on the woman. Mimi doubted she would have been able to lift even one of them onto the trolley. Good thing she’d met Grady.

      Kyre was waking a little now and had managed to sit up.

      “The room was full of sleeping gas,” Mimi told him.

      He made a disgusted face. “Didn't think of that.”

      “Can't think of everything, I guess,” she said.

      Kyre stared at the very tall, broad, marine.

      “This is Kyre Valryssian, part Earth-man, part alien space trader. He rescued my friends and me.” Mimi frowned. “I guess now we rescued him back. This is Grady McCall, US Marine Corps. Earth military, the tough kind. He's going to help us.”

      “Thanks,” Kyre said. “Plenty of room for you on Red Haven.”

      “That’s his big ship,” Mimi explained. “Like a mother ship.”

      Kyre explained how to drive the trolley and Grady took the controls. They headed for a lift.

      “What are those cat things?” Grady asked. The murder cats leaped onto the trolley as it floated away.

      “Part cat from Earth, mixed with a predator from planet Doona. Psychic,” Mimi said.

      Grady frowned.

      Mimi explained further while Kyre slumped over, asleep again. “They prick your skin with a claw, and you can communicate with them in your brain. There’s another animal that does that, too. A tiny one.” She frowned. “I hope my Velvet comes back.”

      She turned to the cats. “Hey, can you tell my little nanosnoot to go to the hiding place? Or help her get there?” One cat leaped off the trolley and slunk away.

      Then she turned to Kyre, who was dozing again.  “You have to wake up. I don’t know how to get to the hiding place from here.”

      “Yes. Yes, you’re right.” He still sounded like a sleep talker.

      One of the cats leaped over to Kyre and smacked him on the cheek, leaving six pinpricks from his claws.

      Kyre blinked and patted the cat. “I needed that, Eenie.” He climbed onto the seat next to Grady.

      “Could the cats scout ahead?” Grady asked.

      “Good idea. Pack, can you connect with Grady here?” The cats leaped near the Marine. “It will only be a little prick.”

      “Wow,” Grady said after a minute. “Alien cats.”

      “We are going down this hall and turning left. There’s a lift,” Kyre said. Mimi rubbed his shoulders to try to keep him awake.

      The cats ran off. They started on the floor, but then walked up the metal walls.

      “How do they do that?”

      Kyre shrugged. “Some magnetic enhancement. Not sure, to be honest. My cousin is always trying different things on them.”

      They hurried through the corridors to the lift. When it stopped, the cats slipped out to scout.

      “Two men at the end of the hall, where it intersects another,” Grady whispered. “What are the white sticks they’re holding?”

      “Weapons. They can stun, stun and incapacitate, or kill.”

      Grady nodded. He seemed to be deep in thought.

      “Stay here and stay quiet. The cats are causing a distraction for me.”

      For such a huge man, Grady moved light on his feet.  He returned with the cats, dragging two men in gray uniforms. Tube weapons were slung over his shoulder by straps. “Clear to the end of the hall.”

      He hoisted the two men into the trolley and proceeded to tie them up with torn cloth from the sister-in-law’s ruffled skirt. “Didn’t want to leave them behind to alert anyone. We can find some place to stash them. I, uh, knocked them out.” The aliens had lumps on their heads.

      With the cats running ahead, they made their way through empty corridors to a second lift, and finally to a long hallway with a wall hatch. From that point, they couldn't use the trolley. Grady brought the guards into the passage. “Show me how to use this.” He held the tube weapon.

      “Small button, stun. Mid-sized button, incapacitate. Large button, kill,” Kyre said.

      McCall zapped the two men. “Incapacitated it is.”

      Kyre managed to drag of his brothers while Grady dragged the other two sleepers.

      They got to the others, and Kyre slid down to the floor.

      “Hey, everyone,” Mimi said. “This is Sergeant Grady McCall from Oklahoma. United States Marine. He was in the sleeper room with lots of other abducted people, but the gas didn’t make him sleep.”

      “I think I need to rest a little.” Kyre said. “Sorry, everybody.”

      Mimi patted his shoulder. “Get some rest.”

      Kyre stretched out and went to sleep.

      “The gas in the room where they were holding the others knocked Kyre out,” Mimi said. “I was lucky Sergeant McCall was there and awake. I couldn’t have moved Kyre or the other three very far.”

      “Hello ladies,” Grady smiled at the women.

      For an older man with a touch of gray, he was pretty attractive. Mimi gave Acacia a look. Acacia rolled her eyes at Mimi.

      “This is Hannah, Acacia, and Chloe. We were all abducted at the same time and place from Wichita. By spaceworms that stunk.”

      “Wow. Please call me Grady,” said the sergeant. He held out his hand for a shake. “So what's the plan for getting away from here?”

      “The transport ship isn’t far from here. It’s near a storage area with many crates and containers. Good for hiding.”

      “Storage containers are my life,” Chloe grumbled.

      Acacia nodded. “This is the second time since we were abducted that we got away and hid in a storage area.”

      “After Kyre woke up from the gas in the transport, we found a console that has the same functions as the Bridge,” Mimi said. “Kyre’s family builds ships, and this ship is one they built.

      “He shut down security alarms and cameras. We had a little tiny animal called a nanosnoot. It's made in a lab for cleaning computer equipment of invasive nanos. Kyre directed her around electronics inside computers and stuff, so he could take over. It's hard to explain.”

      Grady raised his eyebrows and nodded.

      “Anyway, our plan is to get on the transport and get away with Kyre flying it, since his brothers would be asleep. But now Kyre’s kind of sleepy, so I guess we'll just wait here until everybody wakes up.”

      “Those alien cats are pretty handy,” Grady said.

      “We've been calling them murder cats because, look at their claws,” Chloe said, holding up one of the cat paws with inch-long claws. “It's weird when they talk in your mind.”

      “Did Velvet make it back?” Mimi asked. “We told her to come back to the hiding place. One of the cats went looking for her.”

      Chloe shook her head and looked quite sad. “No, we haven't seen her. I hope she makes it back. I hate to leave her here on this ship.”

      “We have some food if you're hungry,” Acacia said to Grady, holding out her bag of kibble. “It's not good food, it's like dog kibble. But it's not poisonous. We've been eating it for months.”

      After a while, Mimi showed Grady where the restroom was. She pointed out the wall that hid the transport. “That wall moves up, and our ship is on the other side of it.”

      Back in the hiding place, they went to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Mimi woke to a gentle tapping on her cheek. She opened her eyes to see Velvet had returned. “Oh, sweetie, I’m so glad you’re back,” she whispered.

      “Not only Velvet, but lots of other Nanosnoots,” Acacia said. Her arm was covered in snoots in various shades of soft colors, sage, heather, lavender, silver, mauve. Three were the size of Velvet, but at least a dozen tiny snoots with fluffier hair, the size of her thumbnail, wiggled around.

      “Babies!” Chloe squealed.

      The other three children woke up. “I’ll take them to the bathroom,” Chloe said. “But don’t worry, a cat will check it out for me.” Hannah left with the children, and when they returned, the children industriously crushed kibble to feed the snoots. Babies crawled all over them, to their delight.

      “This is the best abduction ever,” Chloe quipped to a tiny mauve baby.

      There was an odd growling, whining sound Mimi hadn't heard before, running constantly in the background. She wondered how long Kyre had been asleep. Maybe he could wake up and fly the transport.

      “Kyre can you wake up? Are you feeling better?” Kyre sat up, and his eyes went through that alien flashing that they had done before.

      Grady sat up. He now had six tubes slung over his shoulder.

      “Grady, what happened? Where did you get all the weapons?” Mimi asked.

      “Oh. Everyone went to sleep, but I wasn’t tired, so I went hunting. I thought it might be a good idea to fill those four empty beds in the slave room.” He grinned. “No one removed my tape from the door. The beds are full now. I even stuck in the IVs. I stunned the two at the other end of this passage again, too.”

      He patted the tubes. “I like these. So light weight. Accurate, too. The cats were a big help. One disappeared and returned covered in those little mousy things, but I figured that was the animal you were talking about.”

      He paused and frowned. “What’s the deal with his eyes?” He waved toward Kyre.

      “I’m not sure. They are all part alien. With enhancements,” Mimi said.

      “Sergeant, would you like some kibble?” Acacia asked.

      

      “Oh no,” Kyre said, leaping up. “They've turned on the jump drive.”

      “What does that mean?” Grady asked.

      “The engines have to warm up before they make a long-distance jump, and they've turned them on to warm. That whining sound will go away when the engines are ready. We still have a chance to stop them.” Kyre ran a hand through his hair.

      “If they jump, getting in the transport’s not going to do any good. We'll be somewhere unknown, and the transport is not made for long distances.”

      “So, what are we going to do?” Hannah sounded strained.

      Kyre looked around. “Well, my brothers aren't going to be any help.” His gaze turned to Grady. “Where did you get all those weapons?”

      “While you all slept, the cats and I went hunting. Now there are bodies in those empty beds. Maybe the robots won’t notice some of us escaped.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Kyre admitted. “The robots probably do send an alarm if someone is missing. Thanks.”

      “I know nothing about your equipment, but I'm very good at combat,” Grady said.

      “Here, have some kibble,” Acacia said, holding the bag out to Kyre, who threw a handful into his mouth.

      “Where did all these snoots come from?” Kyre grabbed another handful of kibble.

      “They returned with Velvet,” Mimi said.

      Kyre nodded. “Maybe they can help.” He waved a hand toward Grady. “I believe they could come in handy. I need to get back to the Bridge console. Grady, will you come with me? Let me see if I can get the adult snoots to help.” He put a hand on one cat’s head. He was quiet for a while.

      “Children, can you keep track of all the babies while I take the adults to Engineering? Make sure to count them.” The children were thrilled with this task.

      “We're going to take the adult snoots and two of the cats with us. Grady will be handy if we run into personnel,” Kyre said. “I need to go to the Auxiliary Bridge and then probably to Engineering. Mimi, I’m leaving three shooters with you.”

      He explained how they worked.

      “Do incapacitate,” Grady said. “You do not want the aliens waking up on you. We are in hostile territory.”
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        * * *

      

      Waiting was nerve wracking. The women made sure everyone ate something, and took silent trips to the restroom when the cats told them it was clear.

      “I hope we can get away,” said Acacia.

      “It seems to be taking a long time,” Hannah whispered. Mimi patted her shoulder.

      Mimi stretched out and covered her eyes with her forearm as the wait went on. So much had happened in the last day. The Valryssians, Kyre and his smooth, sweet kisses. Murder cats, slaves. Grady. She suspected her pulse was racing because she couldn’t calm down. She dozed fitfully. Whenever anyone moved, her eyes flew open.

      “Kyre seems to know what he’s doing. And Grady is scary competent,” Acacia said. Hannah nodded.

      The children played happily with the baby snoots.

      What a time to find an intriguing man. Mimi relived their time together, analyzed what he told her about his life. Remembered the kissing.

      The whine stopped.

      “I think they did it,” she whispered. “Kyre said that whine was the engines warming up.”

      “Children, why don’t you try to tell the baby snoots they need to go into your pockets or Chloe’s bag, because we need to move soon,” Acacia said.

      The children did so, counting the little puffs over and over to make sure they weren’t missing any.

      Finally, Mimi heard movement down the long passage. The two cats, with the adult snoots riding on their backs, arrived first, followed by the men.

      “The jump engines are down. Multiple hydraulic leaks throughout the system.”

      Kyre and Grady grinned. Grady had even more weapons. “Also, their robotic arms and weapon systems are offline. I changed the passwords and sequences. It’ll take them hours to fix everything.”

      “So what do we do now?” Mimi asked.

      “Now we go back to our original plan. We haven't changed position, they were just warming up their engines. There are workers about now, so we will have to be careful.”

      “Leave them to me,” Grady said. “Cats, come with me.”

      All four cats rubbed against him and left with him. “I think he is one of their pack, now,” Kyre said.

      He returned some time later. “I incapacitated eight men. Workers, not guards.”

      “Time to go.” Kyre grabbed one of his brothers and dragged him to the container area. Mimi and Acacia teamed up on the sister-in-law, while Grady brought the other brother.

      “Zhuzhana. I finally remembered her name,” Acacia whispered. While they were getting the sleepers out, Hannah brought the children, who waited quietly in the shadows. Kyre managed the panel. “We have to wait for the light to change to blue.  Our level of breathable air.”

      While they waited, the cats leaped on top of containers and kept watch.

      “Now.”  Kyre rushed and opened the wall, then opened the ship’s door. The children scurried across, with Chloe in the lead. The rest of them dragged the heavy sleepers to the transport. They wrestled the heavy Valryssians into the seats. “I’ll leave you to get everyone harnessed. Fast.”

      The three Earth women got everyone harnessed. Grady came in last.

      “I feel like I’m going to faint,” Acacia said.

      “Deep breaths, everyone,” Grady said.

      

      The ship launched smoothly out into space. Kyre didn’t turn on the view screen on the wall, but maybe they didn’t need to see if the alien ship was firing on them. Mimi watched for gas hisses.

      “We’re good.” Kyre said over a speaker. “I have on a helmet and I am breathing container air, just in case they try the gas weapon again. Their weapons can’t harm our hull. I’m contacting Red Haven. They’ll send an escort.”

      A few minutes later, the view screen turned on. “We should be able to see the escort soon. The Shens have sent out a security ship, but it is not as fast as we are. Haven Strikers will be here in moments. Fast, two-man combat ships.”

      Grady leaned forward. “I want to see those.”

      On the screen, lights blinked. The three Valryssian children cheered. “There they are,” Kyre said.

      Soon slim silver ships joined them. “Kind of star-shaped,” Mimi said.

      “Those are astroid shaped, a curved four-point star. I learned that in math,” Chloe said. “We did mathematical shaped art. Angles and stuff.”

      A boxy ship fired at them from a distance. The smaller ships zipped off to confront the boxier ship, firing and twirling about. Definitely alien, Mimi thought.

      Two larger ships, surrounded by more Strikers, joined them. “We sold Fera a score of Strikers.” These Strikers were dark gray with green flashing lights. “Border patrol ships, from Fera, weaponized. The big ones have suction locks. They can blast a hole in a ship, suction around it and board through the lock. The slave ship has navigated into Fera territorial space. Against their will, I might add.”

      Mimi could hear the grin in Kyre’s voice. Grady gave a whoop as the two large ships closed in on the Shen Rick Vell.

      

      Soon they could see Grzbt and, beyond it, the planet Fera. “We are going on to Red Haven,” Kyre said.

      They passed the planet and in the distance was a glowing ruby red saucer ship. “It looks like a jewel” Mimi said, surprised.

      “Yes, that is our latest hull technology, a type of crystal. The coloring is actually done with lights. We can turn them off if we want,” Kyre replied. “You’ll find the clan is fond of colored lights.”

      Mimi grinned, thinking of his flashing eyes.

      In the distance, they could see bright flashing lights on the Striker’s hoods. A huge ship moved toward the slaver ship.

      “Border Patrol has brought their big prison ship. The Shen would be smart to surrender,” Kyre said. “Fera has a strong Border Patrol in order to maintain their reputation as a prime tourist and luxury destination.”

      Mimi relaxed a bit hearing that. The white hats were on it.

      “It’s so pretty,” Chloe said as they neared Red Haven.

      “Hull composition is crucial in space. Ours is a family secret, though we do sell a few ships with our hulls and offer the technology to buyers.”

      “The hulls protect you from radiation?” Acacia asked.

      “Yes. We have been able to protect our people from radiation for many generations, but the hulls were extremely thick and high maintenance. Our new hulls are stronger and thinner.”

      “You live on the ships full time?” Mimi asked.

      “Some clan members live on planets or stations along our trade routes. My family lives on Havens. They are like cities, with schools, restaurants, entertainment, apartments, and green spaces.”

      The transport landed inside the huge ship, and some type of suction connectors sealed their door and opened to a walkway. Medics with patient floaters waited to collect the sleepers.

      Mimi followed the others to a long hallway with many lift tubes. “The tubes go in different directions. Our housing areas are color coded green,” Kyre said. “I’ll be taking you to empty rooms near my own apartment.”

      The tube had simple seats against the wall, and no windows. It took them up but also turned corners.

      “We are going to a family residential area. There is a residential area close to the Bridge for the Captain and Bridge crew, but I like this area better. It has a nice walking path, play and exercise areas, and a green space. It is not very populated yet. There’s also a small medical unit in case you hurt yourself,” said Kyre.

      “What about meals? Do we cook our own?” Acacia asked.

      “You can if you wish,” said Kyre. “There’s also a residential cafeteria open all day. The menu is prepared by the ship’s AI. I actually prefer that. It’s quicker with no cleanup.”

      “That’s probably what we’ll do for a while,” Mimi said. “Someone will have to show us how to use all the devices on the ship”

      “You will have an AI tutor in your living quarters. Of course, my family and I will be available to answer questions. The first thing we need to do with you is get your language and visual chips updated. Our family does speak English and German, but on board the ship we generally speak Alliance Standard. The trade language.”

      “I would like to see something like a map or diagram of the ship and where everything is placed,” Acacia said. “Just for my own knowledge. I won’t go wandering around and causing trouble.”

      Kyre smiled. “I will make sure you have a full tutorial on the ship and how it functions. We’ll take a tour, as well. I think you will find it interesting.”

      “On Earth there is a type of fiction called science fiction which is all about people living in space and having exciting adventures. Acacia is quite a fan,” Mimi said with a grin to her friend.

      “We have a large library full of all types of stories, fiction, theater and music productions. Once your translator and visual chips work correctly, you will have access.”

      The lift came to a halt and the door swooped open. They stepped out onto a wide walkway. The whole area was open with a high ceiling. “As you can see, there’s a green space. It is also part of our air quality system. All the apartments border it, so everyone has a pleasant view from their balcony. The cafeteria is the big pavilion in the middle.”

      An oval-shaped green park filled the area, with the apartments, six stories high, overlooking it. Everything was made of a white material, like ceramic. All the apartments had balconies and large windows. They followed Kyre along the path on the side opposite the Green Space. Mimi could now see a pool and stream, seating areas under trees with trailing leaves, children’s play equipment.

      “You have a choice, because many units are still empty. You can choose any floor you want. There are lifts to the higher floors, of course. I myself am on the top floor, because I like the view. All rooms in the house overlook the park, so each of you will have a bedroom and a personal space.”

      “Do we all live together in one apartment?” Mimi asked.

      “Most units have two bedrooms,” Kyre said. “There are larger units, but they are generally on the first and second floor. We have found that children have a tendency that throw things off of balconies, so we try to confine them to the lower floors.”

      Acacia put an arm around Chloe. “I think you should live with me. But I’ll let you choose the apartment.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Mimi said. Acacia was motherly, and probably far more mature than Mimi or Hannah.

      But then that left her with Hannah. They got a long better now, but she didn’t really want to live with her.

      Chloe squealed in delight. “Top floor!”

      “You’re not going to chuck things off the balcony, are you?” Kyre teased.

      Chloe rolled her eyes. “Not unless you make me really mad and then run away. I might try to nail you with something.”

      He laughed. “You remind me of my sister.”

      “All single adults can have their own two bed unit,” Kyre said as they walked through the sixth-floor unit Chloe picked. He moved close to Mimi and once again her skin wanted to meld with his.

      Definitely some magnetic alien thing going on.

      “There is a unit right next door to me. We could get to know each other.” His hazel eyes searched hers.

      “I guess if we dislike being neighbors, I could move.”

      “Easily.”

      “I’ll take a two-bedroom unit next to Chloe and Acacia. That way we’re all on the sixth floor,” Hannah said.

      “I’m not one for heights,” Grady said. “Is there a small unit on the ground level?”

      “Certainly.”

      “I’m going to set the doors up so that the door lock recognizes you and lets you in. Just a thumb scan.” He tapped on the door panel.

      Grady was soon settled in a place right across from the park. “If no one needs me, I think I’ll get some rest.”

      “When you wake, check your doorstep. A bot should bring a bag of clothing. I’ll pick you up in three hours for a meal,” Kyre said.

      The rooms were comfortable with padded sofas and chairs in neutral colors. The small kitchen and combined living room opened up to the balcony. There was no glass in the window, it was all open.

      “So everything’s temperature-controlled, and there’s no rain?” Acacia asked.

      “The lower floors have glass due to the sprinkler system, but the droplets don’t reach up here. You’ll hear two bells when sprinklers turn on.”

      The bedrooms were large, containing a double-sized bed with bathroom to the side. They all had different colored tiles in the bathrooms and kitchens. Hannah was delighted hers was yellow. Acacia’s and Chloe’s tile was light blue and Mimi’s was mauve.

      Acacia said, “Set our door up so Mimi and Hannah can come in whenever they want. That way we can visit and help each other out. I know I’m going to want to cook nice dinners in my own place sometimes.”

      “I can’t believe we are going to live in these pretty apartments. After the cage!” Mimi said.

      Hannah nodded. “I have a lot to be thankful for.”

      “I will leave you to get settled, but I will return to take you to the cafeteria,” Kyre said. “Push the blue button on the door panel if you need anything. Your clothes should be here soon.”

      Mimi walked down the hallway with Kyre to her own apartment.

      “I’ll gather everyone for the meal. After our meal, would you like to walk in the park?”

      “I’d like that.” The way her heart jumped, she’d really like that. Maybe they would kiss again.

      “Tomorrow will be a busy day. We’ll upgrade your chips and set up AI bots for your apartments. They are helpful and can teach you how to use the tech around here. Eventually you’ll have your own holocom armband. Until then, Zhuzhana and I will check with you.” He pressed a kiss on her lips.

      “Now I must report to Captain Rhodes. He’ll make me see the medic.” He made a face.

      Mimi grinned, then thought of something. “Will we hear about the slavers?”

      “Fera Border Patrol is investigating. They may want to interview you. But we will be informed of the findings.”

      “Great.”

      

      Mimi wandered around her apartment and then walked down to Acacia’s.

      “There are drinks in the refrigerator,” Chloe said from her place on a cushioned balcony seat.

      Hannah stepped in. “I’m going to take a long shower and then a nap. Acacia, I had you keyed into my place if there is ever a problem.”

      “Super. Get some rest.”

      “I think I’m going to do the same,” Acacia said. “Chloe, you can wake me up at any time.”

      “I think I’m good. I’ll shower in a little while. Wonder what kind of clothes we’ll get?” Chloe was playing with two baby snoots, one silver and one mauve, while a dusty pink adult wandered around the balcony. “I get to keep these snoots, Mimi. All the kids got some.”

      Mimi grinned. “That’s pretty cool.”

      “The other kids and I are going to build them habitats in life science class. I get to join in as soon as my translator works. They are made, so the adult snoots can take off to clean bad nanos sometimes.”

      “It’s an important job.”

      

      She sat in the kitchen area with Acacia, and they shared a bottled tea type drink.

      “Chloe is adapting so quickly. She’s looking forward to everything.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “I admit, I am feeling totally overwhelmed,” Acacia said.  “Relieved but still...jumpy. Wishing this was Long Island Iced Tea.”

      Mimi laughed. “You know, I thought you’d be stuffy. Like Hannah.”

      “Honestly, Mimi, stereotypes!” Acacia frowned at her.

      “Yeah, I know. I’m trying to grow as a person.” She sipped her tea. “I’ve seen Hannah really warm up to Chloe.”

      “Hannah is introverted, a perfectionist, and likes a strict routine. You can see how this abduction was harder on her than the rest of us,” Acacia said, too low for Chloe to overhear. “Her mother was something else, may she rest in peace.”

      Mimi decided to change the subject. She still wanted to spend some time thinking. A journal would be helpful. She’d ask Kyre. “Long Island Iced Tea sounds good. I bet we could make a lot of money running a little cocktail bar.”

      Acacia made a face. “I, for one, am not interested in tending bar. We’ll get an aptitude test. I’m excited to see what type of careers I might qualify for. What if I could work on the Bridge?”

      Mimi laughed. “The Holy Grail of jobs!”

      They were silent for a bit, sipping the drinks.

      “One huge change after another,” Mimi said, feeling a bit overwhelmed as well. “But my accounting background will be helpful on a trader ship.”

      Acacia hummed and found another drink in the back and opened it. She grinned. “Not Long Island Iced Tea. Definitely a type of wine!”

      Mimi grinned, and they spit the small bottle.

      “Chloe?” Acacia called.

      “Yeah?”

      “You can’t have any of these orange bottles, they are wine. There are five.”

      “Kay.” She went back to whistling to the babies, who whistled back.

      “Do you think Kyre has some type of magnetic quality? Alien quality?” Mimi asked.

      “Why do you ask?”

      She lowered her voice. “My skin wants to glue itself to his.”

      Acacia laughed. “That could be plain, old-fashioned lust. He is a handsome man. Well, alien. And you’ve been stuck in a cage for months. Hormones out of control.”

      “His bones might be made of alien lead.”

      “True.”

      “Are your hormones out of control?” Mimi asked. “Grady is also quite handsome.”

      “I’ve always seen myself with someone more...scholarly. Not a military man of action. And I have spoken to him and feel no magnetic qualities.”

      “Yet.”

      Acacia rolled her eyes. “I’m going to take a very long shower, followed by a nap. This wine made me sleepy.”

      “Me, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Mimi left Acacia's apartment just as Kyre walked out of the lift. He saw her and smiled. She felt that the magnetic quality was in full force because she seemed to rush down the hallway to him. Colliding against him, their arms snapped tight around each other.

      “I have the next three days off, so I can show you around the ship,” Kyre said. “Rhodes thought that all of us involved in the abduction needed a few days off, even though the medic says we're just fine.”

      “I'm glad you're all fine, what with the sleeping gas and all.”

       “You will all be getting a check-up tomorrow. Would you like to join me in my apartment for a little while? We have several hours until dinner.” His eyes searched hers.

      Tingles swept through Mimi as she thought of some alone time with him.

      “I would like that.”

      They hurried down the hall together, grinning like naughty children. They made it into his apartment, unseen. His arms closed tight around her, and he turned her until her back was against the door. Lips, soft but with enough pressure to open hers, pressed a deep, hot kiss.

      The kiss spread warmth straight to her core. Mimi threw her arms and legs around him. 

      “I'm on fertility controllers, so I can't get you pregnant. If we choose to do that,” Kyre said.  “No illnesses. Just so you know we’re safe.”

      Mimi ran her hands through his silky hair and pressed kisses down his neck. His sweet, spicy scent filled her, and she breathed him in. “Good to know,” she said, her voice breathy. “I’m healthy, too.”

      He swung her around and carried her into his living room, to a couch with soft cushions in shades of green. They landed with a bounce, and he pushed her back against the arm. Velvet leaped off her shoulder and scampered to the balcony. Mimi snorted in amusement.

      “We won't be interrupted here,” he said. “Unless you want to be interrupted. I know this is moving pretty fast.”

      Mimi took a shaky breath. Not because she was scared on nervous. Because she was inflamed.  Ravenous. Just being on the couch with him, his heavy chest pressed to hers, sent heat coursing through her veins. She looked deep into his hazel eyes. “I don't feel like being cautious, or that I'm taking any kind of risk. I think being with you is a celebration. Somehow, I lived through those worms and now, I'm in a good place. Time to enjoy life.”

      No point in being shy. Not when what I want is right here.

      “You are in a good place,” he groaned, the rasp of his voice sending goose bumps to her flesh. “With me.”

      He was luscious. Silken hair, smooth skin. Their lips collided, not gentle, but all pleasure. His tongue teased and thrust against hers, playing an intimate game that made her melt. Mimi wiggled until her legs were around his hips, pulling him close to her apex.

      His heart pounded fast and hard against her chest, she could feel a thrusting heat against her thigh as they kissed. He is as hungry as I am. With a ragged breath, she tugged at her tunic top, and it came off over her head. 

      He hummed his pleasure at the exposed flesh. His hot, hard hands slid up her torso, working under her stretch bra and moving it up and off with her help.

      “So, so pretty,” he groaned against her breast, before taking a nipple. For a moment, she couldn’t move as pleasure mesmerized her.

      She remembered she wanted him naked and grabbed his tunic, impatient to be flesh to flesh. Her toes slid into his waistband and yanked down at his stretchy leggings. He helped with one hand while his other cupped her breast, so he could continue feasting on her nipple. She wiggled out of her baggy pants with his help.

      Finely, flesh to flesh. Heated skin molding to her own.

      “Share pleasure?” His voice, low, sent a shiver of need through her.

      “Yes. All of it.” Her words made him shiver, and she rejoiced in her power over his passions. They were equal in the overwhelming desire.

      Had it always felt this good? Or was it part of his alien quality? Her heart pounded, the slickness between her legs pooled, she was so ready for him.

       His turgid rod pressed her thigh, and Mimi maneuvered until it was where she wanted it, at her wet, throbbing nub. Alien weight grounded her to a safe place, after floating like a free balloon pushed by the winds for so long. The throbbing heat against her most sensitive flesh held all her attention. His strength was bringing her closer, she was no longer wafting in the unknown. Now she was where she wanted to be.

      His finger stroked through her hair and his lips continued across her neck. Her skin tingles wherever he touched. Each movement caused a slight press of his hard flesh right where she wanted it. Anticipation made her breath come heavy, noisy.

      All her nerve endings throbbed with pleasure. But still she wanted more. She slipped from anticipation to aching and tightened her legs around his hips. She wanted to feel the heat of him, the strength deep inside.

      His hand gently slid between her legs, and there was no hiding how wet and needy she was. Her hips thrust against his knowing fingers, as he circled and teased her most sensitive nub of desire. He thrust his hard member against her thigh as he stroked her.  “Out of control,” he gasped.

      Their skin was now slick with sweat, making every movement of their flesh a gliding caress, a friction of pleasure, causing Mimi’s breath to hitch.

      His breath was loud, ragged. It was music.

      “I don't want to go slow,” she said. “I want to ride the whirlwind and catch on fire with you. Combust.”

      Kyre raised up and look deep into her eyes. “Sounds perfect to me.”

      He plunged into her, fast and deep. She cried out her approval, groaning in time with each thrust, reveling in his strength, his deep claiming. The whirlwind soared, winding her tighter and tighter, until she burst into a flame of pure pleasure.

      Kyre followed her with a cry, joining her in heated delight.

      

      They didn’t move, breathing heavy.

      “Wow,” Mimi said. “No words.”

      He grinned, though his breathing was still harsh. “We do this often,” he gasped. “My words.”

      “Oh, yeah,” she moaned.

      Mimi wondered how she would keep the others from knowing she’d just had the best sex of her life. More than sex. Something...profound. Crazy. Irresistible.

      Now tired, they caressed gently without speaking, sometimes dozing. “We have to get ready,” Kyre said reluctantly after they had enjoyed each other, just as much, but slower. They showered together but had to rush.

      “Come back to my place later, after dinner,” Kyre insisted.

      “Oh yes,” she said, wrapping her arms around her. 

      He had his bot bring over her packet of new clothes. The clothing consisted of thigh-length tunics, long layered dresses, stretch leggings and soft boots. Stretchy underwear. Everything was stretchy. Mimi was content, since she lived in leggings and t-shirts back on Earth. The colors were darker hues, blues, greens and reds. She put on a wine red, sleeveless dress with the long flounces, since they were going out to eat. Tan leggings and the boots completed her outfit.

      Velvet skittered back to her from the balcony and climbed up her skirt to her shoulder, sniffing her damp hair. “Did you get some rest, sweetie?”

      Velvet gave a cheerful chirp.
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        * * *

      

      Kyre, dressed in gray, took her by the arm to escort her down to the cafeteria. They picked up the others on the way down.

      “Get some rest?” Acacia asked.

      “Yes, very refreshing. And the clothes are comfy.”

      “No black clothing,” Chloe griped. She wore an eggplant-colored long dress over dark brown leggings, like Mimi. Somehow she’d managed to keep the makeup, and her eyes were rimmed in black.

      Acacia just rolled her eyes. “You can wear makeup, but not to school.”

      “Yes!” Chloe fist pumped and her snoots, sitting on her shoulders, whistled. “I’m a great snoot trainer, aren’t I?”

      

      Acacia wore a medium blue flouncy dress and Hannah wore a dusty mauve one, with her long hair in a fishtail braid.

      “I want braids like that,” Chloe told her.

      “I’ll come over early tomorrow and do your hair,” Hannah promised.

      They met up with Grady, in a dark green tunic with the same leggings and boots the women had. Tris, Trineal and Zhuzhana joined them, and they walked to the cafeteria. Kyre and Mimi shared a few secret smiles.

      The cafeteria was open. Tall pillars with low walls between them, planted with greenery and flowers, surrounded the space. Long tables and individual chairs filled the room. Many were full. Kyre and the other Valryssians waved and chatted with friends.

      “The day after tomorrow your translator chips will begin working, and you’ll get to know more people,” Zhuzhana said. “I work as a medic just down the path. Come see me anytime you feel lonely.”

      “Your English is good,” Acacia said.

      Zhuzhana smiled. “The clan has a special translator upgrade for new members.”

      It turned out she and Trineal lived across the park, while Tris lived on a different level near the Bridge, in crew housing.

      “I have pink glitter lights on my balcony. Can’t miss it,” she said cheerfully.

      The meal was good, a meat portion and many vegetables and fruits. “All the produce is grown on the ship. We have two levels of garden,” Kyre said. “We’ll take a tour tomorrow.”

      After the meal, they all wandered through the park. Chloe played on the swing. Mimi and Kyre walked on the perimeter path, where they had some privacy.

      When they finally went up to the sixth floor, Kyre whispered to her, “I have Jenvil wine.”

      She said good night to her friends and accompanied him to his apartment.

      The wine turned out to be in an expensive-looking cut crystal bottle. It was sweet with bubbles. They sat on his balcony swing. The residential area was now dark, with lighted paths. Balconies across the park lit up with moving, twinkling lights. Many did patterns, a few did some type of animation. Jellyfish type animals were popular.

      Velvet, on her shoulder, gave a series of chirps and whistles, and other snoots answered her. She leaped away, climbed down the balcony and disappeared. “Must be going nano-hunting,” Kyre whispered, and then kissed her.

      Mimi placed her goblet on the table, so she could kiss him properly.
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        * * *

      

      The next days were busy. Medical checkups, translator chips upgrades. They enjoyed the tour of the huge ship. A few days after reconfiguration, the translator chips started to work, and they were given armbands that opened to a holo computer screen.

      Chloe was thrilled to be in classes half days and began to make friends her age.

      A tutor named Agri, a tall older woman of the three-eyed type, worked with them on tutorials to use the tiny visual interface in their eye and the holocoms. “Until you have more experience in languages, you will need to refer to the vis to see what language you are speaking. It takes time to speak the languages. You’ll understand them long before you can speak well. And some issues will always remain in speaking different languages, since your soft palate is already formed for your native language.”

      “So we’ll sound weird?” Chloe asked.

      The woman smiled. “Some languages, like Bisk, will always be difficult. The standard language is made to be easy for many people.”

      “Will our language be added to the database?” Acacia asked.

      The woman tilted her head toward her shoulder, the way the Clan indicated no. “For now, it will remain as a Valryssian secret. It is quite helpful to have an unknown language when dealing with trade negotiations.”

      By keeping their tutoring schedules and assignments, they were compensated at a Level One pay grade, so they all had steles to spend at the upcoming Haven Gathering Marketplace. Level Two compensation was even better, that would happen after they were assigned a job.

      Mimi had yet to spend a night in her own apartment, and she was quite happy with that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They met a few days later in a conference room near the Bridge to learn about the Shen ship.

      Captain Rhodes Valryssian was older than Kyre, probably mid-thirties. They had met socially at a welcoming meal, where he was accompanied by his children. His wife, a Striker flight instructor, had died in a training accident several years ago.

      Now he stood in front of a view screen in a dark burgundy uniform with gold accents. Kyre, as First Officer, was also dressed in burgundy, but with gray trim, indicating senior officers and Bridge officers. Different jobs and levels of seniority wore different uniforms. Medics like Zhuzhana wore a dusty pink with light gray trim.

      “We thought you would like to hear the results of the Shen slave ship investigation.  Commander Mik Miline of Fera Border Patrol is here to give a report.”

      Mik Miline, a female wearing a dull gold uniform with blue braid on the shoulders, stood up. She was one of the humanoids with a bony protuberance from the forehead to the end of the nose.

      Everyone was speaking Standard, Mimi noticed.

      “Good day. We are pleased the crew of Red Haven helped us apprehend Trade Alliance slavers. The Shen ship held a total of one hundred and eighty-two captives, to be sold at auction. They are being treated and rehomed as much as possible. Some, like yourselves, are from a homeworld that doesn’t traverse interstellar space. They will be reeducated and assisted by Planet Fera.”

      “Red Haven has agreed to support and educate the five of you, plus ten more of the victims,” Captain Rhodes said.

      The Commander smiled and continued. “Prince Ammoni Skev, commander of the Shen ship, is in Alliance prison awaiting trial. The Shen Federation will be given a series of sanctions, one being the confiscation of all deep space vessels that enter Alliance Space. Their planet now has Federated Military securing its boundaries.

      “All Shen children aboard the vessel, and caregivers who were not involved in ship’s operations, will be returned to Shen. The rest of the crew will be imprisoned on the Fera Asteroid Mines, assuming they receive a guilty verdict at their trials.”

      “The ship Shen Rick Vell will be sold at auction. One fourth of the sale will go to Fera Border Patrol and, after holding fees to the space dock are paid, one fourth to the Federated Space Corps monitoring the Shen Boundaries. The rest will be divided among the victims.”

      Mimi’s eyes nearly popped with that. Wouldn’t that be a lot of steles? They had already received fifty thousand steles apiece for the Wormship, sold to a Valryssian on Doona.

      “We found a navigation program to the planet Earth. It seems the Shen commissioned small ships to abduct Earth people, a rare commodity in the slave trade. We are in talks with the Alliance military and are considering different types of protection for Earth.”

      

      That night, while Kyre was on duty, the four Earth women and Grady broke open a bottle of expensive Fera Lavender Wine and had snacks in Acacia’s kitchen. All the snoots and Kyre’s cat pack ended up on the balcony, where Chloe fed them snacks, too.

      Their talk turned to future careers. “Security,” Grady said. “I know, no surprise. I get weapons training. Lasers.”

      Acacia was taking the most comprehensive course of study, with the goal of being an Operations officer. She would learn to oversee many departments on board and have true overview of the entire ship. “My goal is to be a Second Officer, the Bridge Operations head.”

      “I’m going into financial management, which, while not a thrill a minute, is important work for the Clan. I’ve had all the Star Wars excitement I’ll ever need,” Mimi said.

      Mimi expected Hannah to go into education and childcare. But Hannah surprised everyone by choosing a course of study almost as comprehensive as Acacia’s. “I’m going to be an Environmental Control Technician, working on air quality, water quality, bio spaces and radiation oversight. I do want to eventually be a Greenspace tech, but I have to know all the systems, since they have to coordinate.”

      “I’m impressed you chose that course of study,” Mimi told her privately while Grady related a hilarious story about his latest physical training incident. “So different from your previous work.”

      Hannah nodded. “After the aptitude test, I had a lot to think about. All my skills pointed me into the sciences, or medicine. I had to make a decision.”

      She sipped her wine. “I never made the decision to be in charge of the children’s programs at the church, I just did what was expected. I liked it, but I am not creative or flexible enough for a job like that. It was always a headache.”

      She placed her drink down and looked at Mimi. “You know, I’ve never made a big decision alone before. Not like you, on your own, working and going to college. Kind of delayed development for my age, I guess. I love to garden. This way I can be involved in what I love. And contribute to the Clan.”

      “Well, we all come from different backgrounds. My mom died, and who knows where my dad is? All I have are two elderly aunts in Arizona. So I had only myself.”

      Hannah grinned. “I suspect you won’t be on your own for too much longer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “You have magnets in your skin, right? Some alien thing?” Mimi was draped over Kyre. “That is the only logical explanation. I’m not normally so friendly with a man I just met.”

      Kyre snorted. “No magnets.”

      Velvet, who was swinging on a small arm lamp over the bed, did a flip with much churring. “Laughing at me, are you?” Mimi placed the snoot on the carpet. “Go find your friends.”

      She turned back to Kyre and waggled a finger at him. “We’ll have to do a lab test. I’m human, my blood is full of iron. Your magnet skin pulls me in.”

      “If you say so.” He pulled her close. “We have a little time before we go to the family meeting.”

      Kyre had fancy Fera Silk sheets on his bed. His apartment was filled with pictures and art objects he’d collected over time. Her rooms still had the stark look of a new residence. She loved his place.

      Kyre pulled her close. “Mimi, when we have the Family Gathering Feast, would you like to stand up with me and declare a betrothal? It is not binding. We don’t even have to share the same quarters.”

      “Are there legal things I should know about?”

      “If we buy property, it belongs to both of us. Big property, like land, businesses, or ships. Things like clothing don’t count. So, if we do not pair bond in the future, we will need to make arrangements for the shared property. Or children, if we have them.”

      “I’d rather be pair bonded before having a child.”

      “I agree. But if we had a surprise, we could choose to pair bond or stay in a betrothal, or go separate ways except for the care of the child.”

      “All right. That all makes sense.” She suddenly felt shy. “Um, Kyre.” She took a deep breath. “What if I moved in here? I never use my apartment.”

      He smiled, his open, happy smile, not a polite, social one. “I would love that.”
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        * * *

      

      Months later, the Red Haven arrived at the secret location of the Gathering of the Valryssian Clan. The Earth women went up to the observatory lounge to watch the ship connect to the Gathering station. The station was a huge disk-shaped vessel with docking bays all around the perimeter. Below was large spiral arm for smaller ships.  “It looks like you have a lot of ships already,” Mimi said.

      “I count nine of the fifteen Havens. The Blue Haven is my mother’s ship. My sister’s ship, Green Haven is still on the way here. Close to forty smaller ships have docked. That spiral is extendable, so we can dock many small ships.”

      “Are the small ships all Valryssians?” Acacia asked.

      “Yes, all are Clan. They might be small traders or families that have small or unusual trade routes. I will make it available for you to tour a few of those small ships, they are pretty interesting, all so different. We can also take tours of all the different Havens, though you will find them much the same as Red Haven. Some, however, have a great deal more agriculture with animals and green spaces. I enjoy visiting those.”

      Their ship was guided into a docking area by robotic arms, and clamped to the station. “They’ll have the passageway secure in a few minutes. Why don’t you all go get a bag or whatever you need for a few hours away, and we’ll meet on Deck Four.”

      “Tomorrow I will be in meetings all day,” Kyre told Mimi as they walked back to their apartment. “But I heard that Zhuzhana is going to meet up with her sister and take you all to the marketplace. I think you will find it an enjoyable experience.”

      “Especially since we have money to spend,” said Chloe.

      

      Mimi thought Captain Rhodes was intimidating. That was nothing compared to Kyre’s mother, Captain Quandra, who she met that evening at a private dinner. Quandra stood over six feet, her skin was teal, but instead of the dark hair of Kyre and his brothers, her hair was bright gold. She had the three eyes, from her Trengulu ancestry, but instead of the sheer, decorative scarf over her third eye, she wore a band of shiny black leather. She looked ...commanding. Her eyes searched Mimi thoroughly. Mimi willed herself not to squirm.

      “You showed yourself resourceful on Grzbt.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Quandra waved a very long fingered hand. “Please, call me Ami. Soon you will be betrothed to my Kyre.”

      Mimi cleared her throat. “But my companions also were resourceful and full of ideas. And we had amazing luck, with the Shikshik getting squished. And the costumes.”

      Ami raised an eyebrow. “In my life I have had such luck. Often it is seeing an opportunity and grabbing it.” She waved her hand to a waiter in the restaurant. “A bottle of Crax?”

      The waiter brought her a clear liquid in a carafe with tiny two cups. “Drink with me,” Ami said. “I have decided you are more than worthy for my Kyre. And I am quite hard to please. He did not choose a reckless fighter pilot as his bride.” She poured two drinks in tiny, delicate cups, and shot hers back.

      Mimi knew she was referring to Rhodes’s deceased wife. Awkward. She hurriedly slammed back the small cup. Her brain and throat froze. Cold. Floral ice. She dragged in a breath.

      Velvet leaped off her shoulder, headed to her cup before Mimi snatched it away. No way, Velvet.

      “Crax, Ami? Really? On first meeting? Mimi, don’t go over two, or I will have to carry you home,” Kyre said.

      “I’m celebrating, my son. I like your choice. She has strong intestines.” Quandra shot back another glass. Mimi shared hers with Kyre. “I like that she is in finance.”

      “What color are you wearing for your Declaration?” Quandra asked.

      “Silver with dark purple trim.”

      “Delightful. I will loan you my Trengulu sapphires.”

      

      Kyre’s father, Lor, was a teacher of Systems and Cultures, like a sociologist. He looked human but had copper skin, white hair and twisted horns. In contrast to his wife, he seemed friendly, even affable. “You must come to our quarters soon for an evening of games,” he said.

      “Wouldn’t miss it, Abi,” Kyre said, using the Trengulu name for father.

      

      “Mother likes you. That makes everything so much easier.”

      “She seems…demanding?”

      “Mother is from a warrior clan. It was quite the scandal when she married a scholar.”

      

      The next morning the Earth women, Grady, Zhuzhana, and her sister Luzhana, left to shop in the marketplace. Little Theless, Rhodes’ daughter, joined them for the excursion.

      Mimi had a big plan. She had to get a worthy gift for Kyre, as it was part of the Declaration Ceremony.  It had to be a treasured keepsake of beauty and value. She knew just what she wanted and had the steles in her account to buy it.

      “It looks like Quandra likes you,” Zhuzhana said.

      “She thinks I’m resourceful. And she likes that I’m in nice, safe, finance.”

      Zhuzhana laughed. “She likes that I have no Valryssian blood and work in a residential clinic, fixing sprains and skinned knees.”

      An enormous circular open area was filled with hundreds of booths carrying all kinds of goods. There were many fascinating things, exotic plants, furniture, clothing.  Things the Earth people didn't understand, like medical equipment. It had the air of a street fair with music playing, little tables set out for drinks and snacks provided by small bots. Children ran about with balloons and face paint, and the crowd made lots of noise.

      “I'm looking at everything before I spend any money,” Chloe said. “I'd hate to spend all my money only to find something I really, really want in the last booth.” Chloe had received her share of the Wormship and the Shen ship, but Kyre and Acacia were overseers.

      Acacia made sure she had a generous amount for the Gathering, though. “Why scrimp?” she had asked. “The kid owns nothing. She needs a few things just for fun.”

      Chloe, who had never had much spending money, was thrilled.

      “Good plan. I think I'll do much the same, except I am on the lookout for a worthy gift for Kyre.  I know just what I want, too,” Mimi said.

      Zhuzhana turned. “What are you getting him?”

      “Kyre has a small shelving unit that is made of black crystal. It seems to have inner lights. So beautiful. I'd like to get him another one, hopefully larger. He has an empty corner in his living room, and it would pick up the lights from the balcony twinkles.”

      “I know where we can inquire about specific items,” Zhuzhana said. “Let me check. I know exactly what you're talking about, I've kind of wanted one of those for a while. They are very beautiful. Expensive, though.”

      Mimi grinned. Expensive didn’t frighten her.

      “Found it! Outer circle that direction.” Zhuzhana waved.

      They walked to a section of furniture and other household good vendors. Mimi found the black crystal dealer. Silyrian Crystal, it was called.

      “Is there something I can help you with?” The blue skinned vendor asked.

      “Yes, I am looking for a shelf, as large as possible,” Mimi said.

      “I have larger goods in the back. Please follow me.”

      She followed him into the back of his booth behind a divider that hid his packing crates. “I keep my larger items in their crates for easier transport for the buyer,” he said. “If you find what you want, I’ll have a bot deliver it to your apartment.”

      “Thank you.” She began looking at the different shelves. There was one that was lovely, but only two feet tall. The corner could take something much large. She picked up the small shelf. Maybe she would buy it, also, for the bedroom.

      She held it, since it wasn’t heavy, and wandered to the other crates.

      Velvet ran out of her pocket and up to her forearm. She began screeching. “Churr churr eet!”

      A second later, Mimi smelled the stench. A rancid odor that could only mean one thing. There is a worm somewhere nearby.

      She looked around wildly through the crowded market for a worm, but didn’t see one.

      Then she found the disgusting ooze trail moving to a slit in the canvas-like draping of the booth. She crept over and peered through it.

      There was a worm, filthy as always, holding a tube, which she knew was called a matter disruptor. The weapon was pointed directly at Hannah, who had wandered across the aisle, looking at a selection of neon-colored kittens. Her back was to the worm.

      Mimi screamed, “Worms!”

      Startled, people moved around. The white-haired kitten vendor saw the worm, grabbed Hannah and dragged her behind his table, to the floor.

      Velvet leaped off her arm and ran. Mimi ran also, right behind the worm. “Oh no you don't!” She screeched. As she yelled, Mimi smacked the worm with the shelf with all her strength. It fell to the floor, but she knew that wouldn't stop it. Those worms were tough.

      Suddenly, more worms oozed their way to her. She dodged to the next booth.

      “Worms!” Her cry alerted the other women.

      Zhuzhana and Luzhana gave each other a look, and lifted the veils over their third eyes. Little Theless did the same. Mimi could see Grady, Kyre and the murder cats streaking to them while the worms lowered themselves to the floor and snaked through the merchandise.

      The Trengulu women open their third eyes and beams of sharp white light came out, boring straight through the worms. Little Theless had a softer light, but it still caused damage, making the worms smoke and screech.

      Mimi ran back to the large crates to hide, still clutching the small but beautiful shelf. She hid by a big crate, glanced at the commotion, and took a moment to peek inside.

      The Holy Grail of shelves.

      

      Kyre, Grady and the cats soon had the worms wrapped in something sticky. “Congratulations, ladies, you did good work today. I think we'll have to give you a commendation.” He grinned at Theless. “Or maybe a toy.”

      A narrow, bullet-shaped vehicle sped down the path toward them. Several guards rode it like a horse, but Captain Quandra, in a shiny, formfitting black suit with shiny silver spirals, stood upright, hair flowing behind, as it hurtled to the scene.

      Mimi ran to Kyre, who hugged her tight. The white-haired kitten vendor, his arm around Hannah as if she was a most tender flower, came up next to them.

      Queen Boadicea of Space leaped off the transport. “Who dares to harm the Valryssian clan?” Quandra roared.

      The white-haired guy who was petting Hannah leaned over toward Kyre. “Crax?”

      “You know it. Always scarier with Crax.”

      “Uh, Mimi, this is my cousin Valnor from Doona. Valnor, this is Hannah and my Mimi, who I will Declare with at the Feast. They are two of the Earth women.”

      “Lovely to meet you,” Valnor said, not taking his eyes off Hannah.

      Kyre hugged Mimi. “Are you all right?”

      “I'm fine. The worm was actually pointing his tube at Hannah when I first saw it, and then all the other ones came up from behind me. They must have been in the packing crates.”

      He pressed soft kisses on her head.

      “Thank goodness Zhuzhana, Luzhana, and Theless could use their third eye. I'm afraid we would have gotten kidnapped for a third time, which is damned hard to believe.” She knew she was babbling in relief.

      Hannah still looked shocked. Mimi wondered if it was the worms or the kitten vendor fawning all over her.

      

      Quandra finished her investigation of the scene.

      “Kyre, you should take your young lady to the Starlight. Hot water and bubbly drinks are what these young women need. And you, Valnor, where are your manners? Get that young woman to the Starlight.”

      “Yes, Aunt Quandra.” Valnor went to close his booth. “Hannah, do you want one? My treat. We can take it with us, night hunters love hot water.”

      Hannah was stunned out of her shock. “The yellow one?”

      He popped the yellow kitten into a carry cage, added a sack of supplies, and took her arm.

      Mimi watched, wide-eyed.

      “Are these murder cats? I mean, Night Hunter cats?” Chloe asked Valnor.

      “Yes, want one? These are miniature neons. A new breed.”

      “Sure, I can pay.”

      “You keep your money. I’m not actually a trader.”

      “Oh? What do you do?” Hannah asked, while Chloe picked out a neon pink kitten. Chloe’s nanosnoots came out from her pocket to meet the kitten.

      “Oh, I developed the latest hull. Kittens are a hobby.”

      

      “Ready?” Kyre asked.

      “No. I have one thing to do.” Mimi sprinted to the crystal booth.

      

      “Grady, I saw how you reacted. Good man. I’ll be keeping an eye on you. Please escort the sisters and my little granddaughter to the Starlight. Buy Theless a toy. On my steles, of course.” Quandra tossed a small bag to Grady.

      Grady snagged it, grinned, and took Luzhana by the elbow. Theless gave her grandmother a hug and then ran off shouting. “I know what I want!”

      Mimi finished her purchase and joined Chloe, Hannah and Acacia. Finally, they all strolled to the Starlight, a series of shallow hot pools with a table in the middle for drinks and snacks. The lighting was dim with many colored twinkle lights.

      A type of loose tunic was provided to wear, and Zhuzhana ordered fancy drinks and snacks.

      “This is relaxing,” Acacia said. “I still want to shop, though.”

      “Me, too,” Mimi said, leaning back against Kyre. “I have to check on our Declaration clothes.”

      “I think I’ll go home and try some shopping later this week. I have to help Daffodil settle in,” Hannah said, hovering over the swimming kitten.

      “Somehow, I don’t think Luzhana and my brother-in-law are going to declare,” Zhuzhana said, glancing over her shoulder. Grady and Luzhana were sitting close together, talking, away from the group.

      Chloe and her kitten had attracted a group of children, and she and Theless were having fun in a kiddie area.

      “At least I got my worthy gift purchased,” Mimi said. “From the stress of spaceworms to the stress of a social function.”

      “I know which one I’d rather have,” Hannah said. Valnor brought s small red fruit to her lips. She ate it, eyes huge.

      Mimi grinned at her.
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        * * *

      

      The Feast was on the last evening of the Gathering. Mimi had learned that Kyre’s family were the direct descendants of Wilhelm the super genius, and a Trengulu woman named Saundra Valryssian. From this family line other geniuses, one a generation, were born. It made them close to royalty among trading clans.

      The current super genius was Valnor, who both developed the advanced hull technology, and for some reason, changed all the plant life of his continent to shades of purple. He developed different breeds of Night Hunters as a hobby.

      “Valryssian super geniuses are unpredictable,” Kyre told her.

      Mimi inspected herself. Hannah had done her almost shoulder-length hair into a crown of fancy loose braids. The silver gown was sheer flounces over a silky sheath, embroidered in eggplant scroll work, sleeveless with thin straps. The sapphires from Quandra, bright purple teardrops, interspersed with diamonds, were perfect. Worth a fortune, she was sure.

      She liked how she looked. Hopefully she wouldn’t be so nervous it spoiled the ceremony.

      Kyre met her in the living room. He looked handsome in silver gray with eggplant embroidery.

      “Ready for this?”

      Ready for life with Kyre, in space as part of trading clan? Velvet climbed up her flounces and chirped softly in her ear.

      She took his arm. “Can’t wait.”

      

      The End

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Terms and Names

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Places:

        Fera: resort planet

        Grzbt: Commercial space station

        Doona: planet

        Red Haven: Large trader spaceship

      

        

      
        Peoples:

        Trengulu: humanoid, blue skin tone. Females have the third eye

        Telenn: rather human-like but with white crystalline skin and hair. White or light blue eyes.

        Bisk: bird type alien

        Kulag: The elephant nose humanoids, with large long lashed eyes.

        Shikshik: worm aliens

        Aliarietts: Chloe’s ‘Dobbys’. Tiny, thin, floppy ears

        Shen: Bronze skin, some with horns, Shen Rick Vell is their slaver ship

      

        

      
        Characters:

        The Valryssian Family: surname, clan name, have an Earth ancestor. Wealthy, powerful traders

        Kyre, First Officer, Red Haven

        Captain Rhodes: Red Haven, Kyre’s oldest brother, widower

        Rhodes’s children: Galileo, Cassien and Theless Valryssian, half Trengulu

        Tris and Trineal Valryssian: Techs, Kyre’s younger twin brothers

        Trineal’s  bride Zhuzhana: a medic

        Luzhana:  Zhuzhana’s sister.

        Alyxin, Zaver, and Strongbow (part Kulag): cousins and security guards

        Grady McCall: abducted Marine rescued from slave ship

        Quandra, Captain of Blue Haven; Trengulu, their mother;  Lor, their father, a sociology professor. Earth ancestry.

        Valnor: super genius cousin from Doona

        Agri, tutor

        Wilhelm Heinz: Great-grandfather from Earth. Super genius escaped the Third Reich, made it to space in a homemade ship. Rescued by Trengulu traders.

      

        

      
        Animals:

        Murder Cats: Mitsy, Mother of Slayers, Eenie, Meenie, Miney, Moe

      

        

      
        Velvet: Nanosnoot: small elephant nosed mousy lab creation

      

        

      
        Terms:

        Annums: years

        Steles: cube money

        Silyrian Crystal- black crystal with an inner glow.

        Tube path: A Space elevator
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        In the Before The Fall series, war with the humans rages on. A few Korthan warriors are caught off guard when the once-in-a-lifetime mate bond is awoken by the very enemy they have sworn to eradicate.
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      As if the threat of torture and interrogation isn’t enough…

      K’urt Knox, a Korthan cyborg warrior assigned to interrogate human combatants alongside his mogha companion, W’ard, is complicated by the fact that when they enter the prison cell this time, he can’t speak. He knows this prisoner from his childhood, from a time when Korthans and humans lived together in peace. Now, he recognizes the fully mature human female combatant he is supposed to interrogate as his mate.

      Liana Walker is an agronomist for the Human Colony Alliance. Studying newly terraformed soil on a neutral world, she is pleased to find the terraforming process worked. Her pleasure soon turns to fear when she is captured by Korthan warriors. With no end of war between their peoples in sight, the Korthans declare her a combatant and imprison her on Korth—with a deadly creature hiding in Liana’s dark cell.

      Attraction and longing build between Liana and K’urt, but there is something else lurking in the shadows, something W’ard is determined to dispatch once and for all. Meanwhile, K’urt must try to find a way to convince the Korthans that Liana isn’t a combatant and deal with the fact that his fated mate is a sworn enemy. If their love is to stand a chance, they need to find a way to escape Korth. Will Liana recognize K’urt from their childhood, and if she does, will she trust him and the feelings growing between them before it is too late?
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      “Confess your crimes.”

      A bead of sweat rushed down Liana’s spine, rivulets soaking her brown skin, clothing clinging to her arms and legs. Tied to a chair, she twisted her wrists in their bounds, the tingling in her fingers intensifying. Ankles bound to the legs of the chair, her toes were also numb.

      One of her tormentors grabbed her hair at the nape of her neck, pulling. Neck bending backwards, an embarrassing squeak escaped her lips.

      The Korthan guard’s face hovered uncomfortably close to hers and she coughed at the stench of his breath.

      “Confess your crimes,” he said again, slow emphasis on each word.

      Heat from a nearby furnace wafted across her skin as the other Korthan guard stoked glowing burning coals, red-hot tip of an iron rod soon hovering in the air above her face.

      Heart pounding, teeth gritted, she glared up at Stank Breath. She would not let these glorified bullies see her fear.

      Memory of childhood bullies flitted through her mind, and her young Korthan friend who dealt with them—

      Only these were no mere school bullies. And no Korthan was coming to rescue her. These were Korthan guards in a Korthan prison, the brutality of which all human soldiers feared.

      Accused of war crimes she didn’t commit in the continuing war between Korth and the Human Colony Alliance, she was no soldier.

      “I told you,” she said, seething. “I’m innocent.”

      Innocent or not, there’d be no escaping this place. They’d taken her to Korth, the location of which no human knew. She only knew that was where she was because the guards had gleefully announced, ‘Welcome to Korth,’ upon her arrival.

      Exhaling sharply, her breath hissed through her teeth. She could only hope it smelled as equally offensive as the guard’s.

      Stank Breath let go of her hair and her head snapped forward.

      The guard bent down, lips close to her ear. “There is no such thing as an innocent human.”

      Catching another whiff of his breath, she coughed anew, still managing a defiant glare.

      “S’kid will get a confession out of you,” the guard jeered, looking up at his sweaty friend.

      “I sure will,” the other said.

      S’kid was no easier to look at than his buddy. The gray tones of their skin appeared dirty, their teeth unkempt, black hair dull and unsightly.

      Resolve set, they wouldn’t be getting anything out of her. They’d been demanding she confess ever since she was taken from her colony a few days ago.

      And they were every bit the savages human propaganda touted. If she hadn’t been around Korthans for much of her childhood, these two would have entrenched that prejudice.

      Hot poker hovering close, searing heat from the tip wafted over her face. Heartrate spiking, blood rushed through her ears in a deafening roar. Skin prickled sweat became cold, trickling anew in rivulets down her back.

      Stars, maybe they would get her to confess something. But what could she say when she wasn’t guilty of anything?

      “Tell us what your specialty is.”

      Okay, that was something she could answer, but she was always told she had a stubborn streak, and it kicked in hard—

      The hot red tip of the iron rod moved closer to her eye, heat drying it out. Eyes squeezing shut, Stank Breath pried her eye open, his fingers clammy and rough against her skin.

      Fear was a funny thing. They went through this same routine yesterday and the day before. She knew in her mind that the hot tip would never touch her eyeball. But the fear was that this time it just might.

      “Tell us!”

      She jumped, the voice bringing her back to her tormentors.

      “I’ve already told you.” Her voice was strained. “I am just a farmer.”

      Technically, she was an agronomist, but saying that to these simple-minded fools wouldn’t make a bit of difference.

      “You’re an Invader.”

      Not a bit of difference.

      Either these two were as stupid as they were savage, or this was some game where they wanted her to know she was an Invader.

      Sure, she’d play the game.

      “And you’re a Savage,” she spat.

      The red-hot iron rod suddenly lurched forward, her head jerking back as it touched the skin just beneath her eye. She screamed as searing pain shot through her face, the sound reverberating against the walls of the confined space.

      Left eye burning above where the poker made contact, she blinked several times, relieved to find it still worked.

      “You idiot,” the guard behind her spat in Korthan.

      Liana blinked again, pain sharp and prickly. Even after all the years since the exchange program, she still understood the Korthan language. Two words weren’t anything to be too impressed with herself about—

      “It was an accident,” the guard with the iron poker replied, also in Korthan.

      Was his name S’kid? Who cared? Giddy she also understood him, Liana almost smiled. For the first time since her capture, she had a leg up.

      Stank Breath circled around her, examining her eyes and cheek.

      “The Interrogator will not be pleased,” he continued to speak in Korthan. “It is his job to interrogate the prisoners.”

      What? Weren’t they already interrogating her?

      “Scare her with that,” Hot Poker said in Korthan next. “Maybe then she’ll talk.”

      Scare her with what? The Interrogator?

      Stank Breath narrowed his eyes at her before speaking again in Standard. “Tell us what we want to know now, or we’ll be forced to turn you over to the Interrogator.”

      “Torture,” Hot Poker said, also in Standard, watching the orange glow of the tip of the iron rod with a sadistic grin.

      Weren’t these guys torturing her already? But she would have to admit that she was afraid of a being that made these two nervous. What was this interrogator going to do to her?

      A shake developed in her right leg, and she pressed her foot firmly to the floor. She would not allow these guards to see her fear—

      There was a blood-curdling scream from another room that made the hairs on her arms stand on end. Throat going dry, she swallowed.

      “When he’s done with that human, you’re next,” Stank Breath sneered.
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        * * *

      

      “How was that recording?” S’azi said as K’urt and his mogha entered the waiting room, booted feet clapping against the durasteel flooring. W’ard’s claws clicked in quick succession as he trotted.

      K’urt smirked to himself. There was something satisfying about the sound, no doubt adding to the trepidation of those he was charged to interrogate.

      Standing next to the wall, fingers splayed against it, purple light that matched her clothing emanated outwards as S’azi manipulated the environments of the skyscraper.

      K’urt nodded once as he checked the updates on Human Prisoner 758 at the console in the center of the room. Female combatant. Need a confession.

      Standard ops.

      “What program are you running?” he asked.

      “Forty two,” she said.

      Hot. Humid. A furnace would be sitting in the middle of the room, a bucket of water next to the door. Once inside the cell, W’ard’s claws wouldn’t matter, as they wouldn’t make the same sound against the dank, mossy-covered flooring of the environment S’azi created within.

      The recording of another prisoner being interrogated was a nice touch. There were no other prisoners assigned to him at the moment, but utilizing psychological means was important to him. S’azi’s innovation was impressive, especially when it thwarted as much physical violence as possible.

      The sound was sufficient to scare the prisoner. Of that, he was certain.

      Thank you, she said in his mind.

      You know I don’t like you accessing my CPU, he admonished.

      And I don’t particularly enjoy life as a skyscraper, but here we are. As soon as the thought entered S’azi’s mind, K’urt felt her try to quash it. Choosing to ignore the sentiment, he felt relief from the Scout as she was convinced she quelled it fast enough.

      K’urt clamped down on his sudden guilt just as fast.

      “They have not acquired a confession,” S’azi said next.

      Back to the task at hand. Good.

      “Two more microns to let her think about it,” he said.

      “But there was a hiccup,” the Scout added.

      He clinched his teeth, tightness in his jaw. “What kind of hiccup?”

      The stream of purple light rippled in the black wall panel.

      “It appears S’kid damaged the prisoner’s skin with the hot iron,” she said after a moment.

      Molk dung, those two idiot guards were screwing up their careful planning.

      W’ard, he reached out to his mogha. Enter in three microns.

      I know the drill, his mogha replied, phalanges extending, digging between sharp teeth with a claw. Standing by to intimidate.
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        * * *

      

      Unable to control the shaking in her leg, Liana’s heart jumped to her throat as the doors whooshed open. With a rush of cool air, the biggest fiercest Korthan she’d ever seen strode in, doors closing behind him with a bang, stifling heat of the room crushing in again.

      Making eye contact, her heart stopped, his step slowing with it. If his eyes widened, it was as fleeting as the expression on his face, one she couldn’t interpret. Quickly breaking contact, the behemoth grabbed the iron rod from S’kid, throwing it in a pot of liquid next to the furnace. Steam rose to the air in a sizzle.

      This Korthan stood two heads taller than the guards.

      “Leave,” he said in Korthan. “Now.”

      The two guards hastened out the doors, and she reveled in the brief respite of the cool air before they banged shut, heat pressing against her skin, sealing her in to her fate.

      The man stood before her, muscles bulging against his well-fitted black uniform. Red striping traced the seams of his clothing, different from the garments of the others. The size of him was startling, but the most striking thing about him was his silver eyes. Their weighted intensity bore through her.

      Muscles moving in a square jawline, he reached out and touched the wound on her cheek. Stinging sensation exploding, she sucked in a deep hissing breath.

      Liana’s heart thumped wildly. The touch wasn’t harsh, gentle even. Why would someone about to torture her do that?

      Throat dry, sweat no longer poured over her body, no liquid left in her mouth to swallow. The Korthan grabbed a ladle from the bucket, dipping out the wet contents.

      She could not help licking her lips as several drops of water hit the floor with a splat. At least, she thought it was water—

      Cupping his hand under the escaping liquid, he brought the cup to her lips. She hesitated. Did he know she was parched?

      “Drink,” he said, a command.

      Sticking out her tongue experimentally, she tasted the suspicious substance. Thank the stars, it was water. Drinking ravenously, cool liquid soothing her gullet, she paused. Were his eyes tracing the movement of her lips?

      Their eyes met again and, for a brief moment, he reminded her of someone. Her breath caught as he reached out with another gentle touch, wiping water from the tip of her chin. He suddenly pulled back as if burned.

      Blinking, the doors whooshed open again. Any thought of enjoying the cooler air this time fled from her mind as a midnight blue four-legged beast with tall antennae and long claws strode through.

      Stomach dropping as the heavy doors banged closed yet again, Liana could no longer hide her fear. Bring back the guys with the hot poker—

      Canine in nature, the beast stood tall, waist height with the Korthan Interrogator, chest height with her guard tormentors. Long antennae laid straight back against the dark blue fur along its back, long clawed fingers extending and retracting menacingly.

      “Are you afraid?” the big Korthan said.

      “It’s a Hellhound.” She couldn’t keep her voice from shaking, the Hellhound’s claws clacking against the floor as it paced between them.

      “That’s exactly what it is,” the Interrogator said. “Never forget that. He can tear you apart with a snap of a finger.”

      Snapping his fingers, the Hellhound stopped pacing, head raised high, antennae straight up on obvious alert, high above its head. Even the feathered tips stood on end. A rush of fear zapped the back of her neck before spiraling down her spine.
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        * * *

      

      K’urt snapped his fingers, and he could feel his mogha’s annoyance. Though S’azi modified the program of the room so said mogha’s claws would make the sound that drove fear into the heart of every human.

      Is that really necessary? W’ard said in his mind, tone admonishing.

      Yes, I’m the Interrogator. K’urt replied through their bond. Besides, you were ready to play the game a few microns ago.

      K’urt observed the prisoner, silently admiring her fortitude. She didn’t release her urine. So many humans lost their water at the mere sight of the mogha. ‘Hellhounds,’ they called them—

      There is something different about this one, W’ard said.

      The mogha was right. There was something about this human he couldn’t shake. Something familiar. Something soul deep, tugging at his heart—

      W’ard sniffed at her foot, and she scooted it backwards under the chair she was bound to. His tail went up, twirling slowly.

      You like her, the mogha said. I like her, too. She’s fascinating.

      K’urt fought to keep his jaw from dropping to the floor as his brow furrowed. He shook himself. They were supposed to be interrogating the human, not befriending her.

      Pointing at W’ard’s twirling tail, he said to the woman, “That means he’s ready to tear you apart.”

      A shiver passed through the human from head to toe. Normally satisfied with that response, he felt a pang of guilt in his gut.

      The twirling stopped. Must we try to frighten every human? Even the scared non-combative ones?

      Well, that confirmed what K’urt already knew. This woman was no combatant. She’d probably never even injured a Korthan on accident.

      Maybe once, on accident.

      K’urt stilled. That particular voice in his head was definitely not W’ard’s.

      He looked at his mogha companion, who sat on hind legs while examining an extended finger.

      Awareness flooded his senses with the force of a tidal wave, nearly knocking him off his feet. This new voice—

      It was the prisoner’s.

      Slowly releasing a deep breath he didn’t realize he’d sucked in, goosebumps traversed the back of his neck.

      Grabbing a chair that was leaning against a dank wall, K’urt sat heavily. This woman—

      Human Prisoner 758 was his mate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Educated by humans when he was a child, memories of a female human childhood friend flashed through his mind—

      Laughter. Whispering. Playing hide and go seek— Brown eyes with matching brown skin—

      Now she was an adult. Even dirty and frightened, Liana was more beautiful than K’urt would have imagined.

      And all he could do was stare at her from his seated position directly in front of her. He didn’t know what to say. How would he say it if he did know?

      He was filled with an overpowering impulse to do one thing, get her out of there.

      W’ard walked between them and K’urt felt her fear spike.

      Stars, the mate bond was strong, and now that he found her, growing stronger by the micron.

      The mogha was a useful tactic, as all humans were afraid of them, but he no longer wanted to frighten this human. Each sharp intake of breath tore his heart out.

      Take a few steps back, he said to his mogha companion and W’ard complied.

      Breathing slowing, she became slightly calmer, but on understandable alert.

      The fortitude she continued to exhibit was a quality he admired in any being. He remembered how brave she was when they were children, always taking him out into the woods to show him plants, animals and, strangely, dirt. Talking endlessly and excitedly, she explained that all manner of life and life-giving nutrients would spring from dirt, the life-giver of all things. With the right conditions, dirt would provide nutritious plants for the human colonies expanding throughout the cosmos.

      Stars, did she terraform worlds? It would be difficult to have a life with his mate if she were to be found guilty of war crimes.

      Shifting in his seat, emotions a whirlwind, loyalty fought with desire. Or were they the same thing? A Korthan’s first duty was to his mate.
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        * * *

      

      The Hellhound looked fierce. Liana had never seen one up close, but the beast was as frightening as the rumor suggested.

      The animal stood back, inspecting long, clawed fingers that were presently extended from his paws. Envisioning those fingers wrapped around her neck, she swallowed.

      The Interrogator shifted in his seat and her attention was immediately brought back to him.

      He simply sat there, staring at her. He didn’t ask any questions. He didn’t speak at all. The only sound he made was his breathing.

      Liana fidgeted under his unnerving gaze. There was something terrifying in the intensity, but not in the way she thought. Terrifying in the way it lit her soul on fire. Terrifying in its familiarity—

      She swallowed and noticed his Adam’s apple bobbing. Did he swallow too? Her mouth opened slightly. Was he nervous?

      Sitting forward, the Interrogator rolled up his sleeves and her mouth dropped further. There, on his forearm, was a tattoo of a cybernetic fist in a triangle. She knew that tattoo. This Korthan was a cyborg.

      Never having perfected the technology, human scientists would kill for that knowledge. Did Korthans use their cyborg warriors to interrogate prisoners? With their effectiveness against human forces, that seemed like a waste—

      Crossing his arms over his chest, he sat back, the stare-down commencing. If it wasn’t so oddly comforting, she’d wonder if this was some kind of interrogation tactic. Maybe it was.

      Brow furrowing, he mirrored the action.

      The Hellhound sniffed the air. She did not even pretend to mask her fear, couldn’t if she wanted to. Few creatures were more unpredictable and deadly as a Hellhound.

      You got the unpredictable part right.

      Jumping slightly at the sound of the voice, she looked around the room. Did the guards come back, and she didn’t notice? Because the man in the chair in front of her still hadn’t spoken a word—

      No, neither of the guards had returned. There was only her, Mr. Intensity, and the Hellhound.

      Was there a voice in her head? Great. Only a prisoner for a few days and she was already going bonkers.

      The Hellhound sat on his haunches, antennae high in the air, feather tips waving around. As much as her fear kept spiking every time the beast made a movement, she probably was going crazy.

      The canine jumped up, trotting behind her. Unable to see what he was doing, her heartbeat skyrocketed.

      Hot breath wafted over the palms of her hands. Now was when the real torture began, wasn’t it? The beast was about to eat her hands—

      “Don’t worry about him. Look at me—” the Korthan paused.

      His soft voice sent shivers down her spine, toes tingling. The sensation this time wasn’t because her ankles were bound. Weirdly, his pupils dilated. Did he know the affect his voice had on her?

      “—Liana,” he said.

      Eyes widening as her name fell from his lips, she yelped at the sharp tug on the rope that bound her wrists. Never mind that this Korthan knew her name; her hands were about to drop to the floor before the Hellhound had his feast, she just knew it.

      But her hands were still attached, the rope falling to the floor instead.

      Chest tight, she brought her freed hands around to her face, the sensation of pins prickling as blood rushed back into them. Rubbing them together intensified the feeling, so she rubbed her wrists as the Hellhound trotted around from behind, tail twirling.

      The man abruptly stood, legs of the chair scraping against the concrete-like floor. Pointing at the beast’s swirling tail, he said, “That actually means he’s happy. He’s pretty proud of himself.”

      Happy? Proud of himself?

      “He’s not going to tear me apart?” her voice sounded small.

      “So, you remember,” he said next.

      Remember? Remember what? She certainly didn’t remember anything about the mannerisms of a Hellhound, didn’t know what their mannerisms would be to begin with—

      Then it hit her. The Interrogator had spoken in Korthan—

      And she answered.

      “W’ard, come,” he said, Hellhound trotting to his side as he turned towards the heavy metal doors.

      “Wait,” she said. “How do you know my name?”

      The door whooshed open, that same cool and welcome breeze wafting through.

      “How do you know my name?” she repeated, louder. Neither Interrogator nor his beast companion looked back as they made their departure.

      Her last view of the big Korthan was of a wire snaking out of his wrist—

      Astonishment filled her as the furnace and hot coals suddenly completely disappeared. They somehow dematerialized out of existence. She blinked. A hologram? Was the hot poker even real?

      Touching her face, stinging pain shot through her cheek. She winced. Sure felt real.
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      Initialize dematerialization of Interrogation Program 42.

      K’urt sent the command through his wrist cable, opting to hardwire into the skyscraper’s systems.

      S’azi’s smirk almost made him lose his composure and drop the act. The hardware was necessary, especially in front of the guards. From time to time, they needed reminding that he was a cyborg. The last thing he needed was question or outside interpretation of his methods. A cyborg wasn’t to be trifled with, even amongst fellow Korthans.

      Glaring at the guards as he disconnected, he said, “Touch her again and you will answer to me.”

      One of the guard’s backhanded the shoulder of the other. “Told you he would not be pleased.”

      “It was an accident,” the diminutive Korthan said, voice on the defensive. K’urt detected a slight tremble in the man’s hands.

      Holding out his right, K’urt said, “First aid kit.”

      The guards exchanged a puzzled glance.

      “Now.”

      The holding room in stark contrast to the prison cell within it, a cabinet popped open from the shiny, pristine wall. S’azi produced a box of bandages, dropping it in his outstretched hand.

      It is not necessary to step in, he transmitted to the Scout.

      The wound is partially my fault, she said. I should have been watching these idiots more closely. I did not know that she was your mate.

      K’urt’s blood froze. If there were any doubt, he’d have asked his Scout Ship to confirm if she detected activation of his mate bond. He didn’t have to ask at all—

      I will wait here, W’ard said. His mogha read him perfectly. K’urt simply wanted to get in and get out with as little fright to the prisoner as possible. But did his companion know she was his mate as well?

      Punching the keypad next to the heavy cell door, he rushed through into the dark, hot space beyond.

      Adjusting his eyes to the darker setting of the cell, the door banged shut behind him.

      Sitting on the edge of a sleeping platform, if it could even be called that, the woman jumped to her feet, eyes wide, mouth agape.

      “I have nothing to confess,” she said. “I am innocent.”

      Mouth clapping shut against gritted teeth, her eyes narrowed as she stood taller. A slight tremble belied her fear. Though weak, he could already detect her emotional state through their unconsecrated bond.

      Taking a step back, he held the first aid kit out to her, a single nod as he looked at the burn on her cheek.

      K’urt felt righteous anger over their treatment of her. He felt righteous anger at himself for everything he’d done as an Interrogator. He’d lost his way.

      There was a path to peace with the humans. The fact that a human was his mate proved their peoples were compatible; they could live in peace together. That had lived together in peace—

      Liana didn’t move, staring at the box in his hand as if it might grow legs.

      Pulling the box back to his midsection, he flipped up the lid with his other hand. Plucking a bandage from within, he held it over his cheek before holding it out to her with a step forward.

      She took a step back.

      This wasn’t working. And neither would his tongue, thick and heavy in his suddenly dry mouth. He couldn’t talk, dumbstruck for the first time in his life.

      Laying the bandage and the box on the dingy platform, he hastened his departure from the cell.

      Cool air from the waiting area buffeted his face as he drew in a breath. A rush of adrenaline prickled his forearms.

      “Why would you give a first aid kit to a human prisoner?” one of the guards said, the one that clearly needed to work on his dental hygiene.

      “It was just a flesh wound,” the other guard said, the one he took the hot iron poker from.

      “Are you showing favoritism to war criminals?”

      Great. His actions would get back to the Judge, the only Korthan in the region that knew the circumstances of what amounted to exile as a prisoner interrogator.

      “W’ard, come,” he said and the mogha jumped up from where he had been waiting patiently on the pristine shiny metal floor.

      The guards weren’t worth his time. Exiting into the bright hallway beyond, he had more pressing matters to attend.

      The fate of his mate depended on his single-minded focus to clear her of war crimes.
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        * * *

      

      Moghas only understood their master companion, so W’ard didn’t know what was said between his alpha and the guards. He caught glimpses from his alpha’s interactions with S’azi, but something more important was going on. Did his alpha’s resolve have something to do with the human female prisoner?

      W’ard knew the answer to that question as soon as it popped in his mind, especially in light of the request for the first aid kit.

      He’d never felt such a wide range of emotions from his master companion before—

      You didn’t ask her any questions, W’ard said, antennae raised, trotting alongside K’urt as he made his way down the long hallway.

      That human is not a combatant, K’urt said, dodging the real reason W’ard brought her up.

      The mogha felt like he was on the brink of figuring it out, some knowledge that was beyond his reach but close to his grasp if he could just extend a finger or two—

      No, W’ard agreed. We both know she isn’t.

      But that wasn’t the issue. There was something else, something familiar—

      You know her, W’ard said as he explored the thread of familiarization in the bond. He pushed along it further and stopped dead in his tracks, eyes wide. She’s your mate.

      Pace slowing before also coming to a stop, his alpha took a deep resigning breath.

      You’re not going to deny it, W’ard prodded.

      Opening and closing his fist, K’urt turned and looked at him. I knew she was mine even back then.

      W’ard didn’t know his eyes could get any wider, his antennae straight against his back as his ears laid back. He wasn’t being menacing, just trying to understand how he missed this detail about his master companion.

      His alpha had a mate? Korthans were bonded to only one mate in their entire lifetimes, and that only if a Korthan found his or her fated mate. K’urt knew his bond mate this whole time and W’ard never knew about it?

      It was a long time ago, K’urt tried to explain. During the exchange program between Korth and the Human Colony Alliance.

      Yes, W’ard knew about that. His alpha was in the elementary education exchange program well before they found each other—

      She was one of my classmates, K’urt said. Fondness welled up within him and he smiled. We were friends.

      But a human mate? W’ard said. How is that even possible?

      K’urt blew out a breath. I don’t know, but it’s possible, because that’s what is happening.

      Does she know? W’ard said next.

      “I don’t know,” K’urt said out loud, glancing around the hallway.

      Anyone overhearing would be disastrous. Thank the stars for the mogha bond with the ability to keep a conversation completely private.

      W’ard’s antennae went up. What are you going to do?

      This human mate was about to be sentenced for war crimes against Korth—

      “I don’t know.” K’urt continued walking. Emphasis on the last word belied the frustration that flowed through their bond.
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        * * *

      

      K’urt’s mind raced with his pace. A cyborg’s first duty was to the Korthan Cyborg Corps. But then it was discovered his mogha companion had a reluctance to fight—

      Aside from that, once a Korthan found his mate, his first duty transferred to that mate. It was the reason mated Korthans were never chosen for the cyborg program.

      But no one ever told him his mate could be human, the very enemy he had sworn to kill, to protect his people against at all costs. What he knew about his childhood human friend had to be a fluke.

      Now he knew it was real.

      Glancing at his mogha, he pursed his lips. Apparently, he was destined to be bonded to beings outside the norm.

      But what had Liana done against the Korthans? It was clear she wasn’t a soldier, but did she terraform worlds? Terraforming worlds was not against any of the original agreements Korth had with the Human Colony Alliance, so that did not make her guilty in and of itself. Terraforming worlds with life, however—

      That was what started the war.

      His people would not forgive humans for terraforming worlds with life.

      K’urt did not want to torture any info out of her. There were other ways he could get the info he needed.

      What would he do if he found less than satisfactory answers? Could he forgive a mate that had terraformed worlds with life? Could he get her off of Korth if she were to be found guilty?

      No one had ever told him how strong the conviction to his mate would be either. Resolve growing by the minute, he would do anything to ensure her safety.
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        * * *

      

      Hot, dark, with the sound of dank dripping and flickering lights, the Korthan prison cell was the stuff of nightmares. Whatever the substance was that oozed from the walls did not look like water. It smelled of rotten organics.

      She knew Korthans were not the technologically unsavvy savages human propaganda purported them to be. Why was this prison so primitive?

      Liana sat on what was likely once a blanket, now nothing but tatters across an equally tattered mattress. She assumed it was the bed, as it was the only platform in the cell. A hole was cut in the floor right next to it. Judging by the stench, that was where she was expected to do her business.

      Disgusting. There was no other word for it. The smell and look of the place didn’t get any better after three days. Thankfully, most of her water came out as sweat, though she was sure a wicked urinary tract infection was in her near future.

      Could she survive this place?

      Knees against her chest as she hugged her legs, a sudden chill prickled her skin.

      Korthan troops snatched her from her newly terraformed world, descending upon it in droves. She took satisfaction in their disappointment that the colony hadn’t arrived yet. Judging from overheard conversations amongst themselves, they expected to imprison the entire colony.

      She was alone, a scientist analyzing the soil for optimal growth of food crops. Unable to issue a distress call to the incoming colonists, it was likely that no one even knew she was missing.

      The Korthan guards had kept her in dark, windowless rooms until she was dumped here. But she knew exactly where she was. Korth.

      No human knowledge existed of the location of the Korthan home world, the location kept secret even at the height of human-Korthan cooperation. There would be no rescue, no escape from this place. Survival was all she had left.

      Glancing at the box the cyborg left behind, her eyebrows knitted as her mind drifted back to the Interrogator. The box turned out to be a first aid kit.

      Touching the newly placed bandage on her face, she wasn’t sure what to think. How did this Korthan know her name? Well, he was a cyborg. He probably hacked it out of her ships logs or something. That made the most sense.

      But when he came back with the bandages, he never spoke. He seemed— Was shy the word? No, that couldn’t be it—

      The Interrogator was different. Refined, educated. There was a familiarity about him she couldn’t place.

      The ooze on the far wall appeared to be moving with the flickering light. She rubbed blurry vision from her eyes.

      Wait, the ooze was moving.

      Heart thumping, Liana sat up straight. Why couldn’t the ooze just be ooze?

      She sucked in a breath as what appeared to be a fuzzy leg snaked out from beneath the greenish-brown substance. Another leg popped out, and then another.

      Having seen pictures of what a tarantula looked like on old Earth, she was sure this creature was the size of one.

      Eight fuzzy brown legs supporting a ball of green and gray muck scurried across the floor in a flurry of spraying liquid.

      The so-called mattress crunched loudly as she jumped to her feet, standing on her tippy toes, back flat against the slimy wall.

      The arachnid? Bug? Fuzzy, mucky terror stopped in its tracks, directly in front of her. The only comfort was that it was on the floor.

      The mattress began to sag under her weight, until she, too, was essentially standing on the floor. Son-of-a—

      All eight of the critter’s legs suddenly disappeared in the mucky mass. Great. Now there was a giant booger-creature with eight legs stuck to her floor.

      The sound of scraping filled her ears, a scratching coming from the opposite side of the room Booger Ball came from.

      What new terror was this? Seriously, she’d be just fine with the ooze and stench from now on—

      A hole opened where the wall met the floor, several disturbingly long claws boring out the edges. Stars, deliver her from evil—

      A scaley, snarling, long-snouted, trumpet eared space rat larger than her hand popped out of the hole. Where was Stank Breath when she needed him? Or the oversized cyborg? Surely, one of them would arrive at any moment and stomp this thing back into the hell it came from.

      The terrifying rat pounced on the ball of muck, grabbing it between needle-like teeth, shaking from side to side, the slime flinging in all directions.

      A glimpse of vibrant color glinted from the rat’s mouth as all the grime fell away from a domed shell, mottled coloring all colors of the rainbow revealed.

      Booger Ball was only carrying the muck on its back? The ooze wasn’t its body?

      “Go away!” Yelling at the rat, she stomped her foot on the mattress, the soft thud far from menacing. The creature dropped the shell, turning its beady eyes on her.

      Liana let out a stuttering yell as she attempted to climb the wall behind her, grime embedding under her fingernails as she scratched at the ooze.

      The scaled rat’s long claws clacked together once before the creature ran straight at her, disappearing under her mattress. The undulating scream she let loose reverberated against the walls as she leaped from the sleeping platform into the wall opposite, sliding down, rapidly running in place as she stomped her feet.

      Breathing heavily, she stopped, legs shaking as her eyes scanned the floor for any sign of the creature.

      Two big round eyes peeked from beneath the colorful domelike shell of the spider-bug. Several smaller eyes followed, and she screamed again, the weird hermit crab arachnid scurrying back to the wall from which it came, disappearing into the ooze.

      Stars, she was never going to sleep again—

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      K’urt knew without doubt that Liana wasn’t a combatant, but he needed proof. Solid proof was the only thing the Judge would entertain.

      The Judge, B’ryce, was an older, wiser cyborg, retired from combat after the Trade Wars. Surely, he’d listen.

      Sitting at his desk in his quarters, K’urt looked at a holo-image of his elementary education classmates. An even mixture of humans and Korthans, the exchange program meant to educate and integrate their peoples, preparing them for a life of cooperation between their species.

      He was sitting next to Liana in the photo, smile lighting her face, cheerful as the sun.

      “Beautiful,” he said under his breath, wirelessly programming the image to hover next to the monitor that materialized from the flat surface of the desk.

      Hardwire extending from his wrist as he prepared to interface with the building’s systems, he paused, detecting another presence.

      “Hello, S’azi,” he said to the air.

      The Scout materialized next to him.

      “I will honor your wishes to stay out of your CPU,” she said, expectant. The ghostly visage smirked.

      Holding up his hands, K’urt retracted the hardwire back into his wrist. Unable to perform her natural duties and actions as a starship, S’azi was prone to boredom.

      K’urt adapted his role as if they were aboard ship, acting as her cyborg pilot while she carried on with all other functionality.

      “Transfer File 932 to my monitor,” he said.

      A flatscreen rose from the surface of his desk, winking to life with the requested information.

      Korthan authorities were alerted after the unauthorized terraforming of Planet R’ita. Troops were sent, but only one human was found on the planet’s surface. Steller bytes of information were downloaded from a lab where she was found.

      K’urt scanned through the information. There was usually a personnel file as well as personal logs. Ah, there they are—

      Selecting a file with a picture ID, Liana’s smiling face appeared on the viewport. Her vibrant brown eyes and bright smile were exactly the same as the little girl in the school picture. The rest of her features were leaner, older, lines at the corners of her eyes and around her mouth revealing her cheerfulness never wavered. She was a beauty to behold.

      Under the picture was her name, Liana Walker. Under her name read, “Occupation: Agronomist.”

      Nothing in her file mentioned combat training, combat time, or veteran status. She went to the Human Colony Alliance University on New Earth, continuing her education all the way through PhD. With all that learning, there wasn’t time for her to be a soldier.

      Each of her personal files was labeled with a day. Choosing one that said, “Day 14,” he opened it—

      A hologram of Liana leapt to life on his desk. Wearing glasses and in a white lab coat, she inspected a vial of liquid in her hand.

      “The soil samples are looking good,” she said, raising the vile to the apparent recording device, looking at him over the rims of her glasses.

      Heartrate elevating, the melody of her voice lit a fire in his soul. A smile stretched his face. “Still playing with dirt.”

      “We can grow corn and wheat on this planet,” she continued. “It’s hot here, maybe a little dry, but the atmosphere produced rain earlier today.”

      His smile faded. Planet R’ita was a tropical world before it was terraformed. A pang in his gut replaced the fire.

      Wasn’t agronomy a part of the terraforming process? And she had been found on a terraformed world that was known to Korthans to possess life beforehand—

      Heart sinking, he closed the file, hologram disappearing.

      There was solid proof Liana wasn’t a combatant, but he didn’t have a solid case in her favor.

      His mate, a war criminal—

      Now what?

      Fingers rapping on the surface of his desk, his mind raced with the pace. There was a solution, but he didn’t like it.

      He was the Interrogator. The Judge would listen to the results of an interrogation.

      He could demand what he needed to know, could torture the information out of her if she refused to cooperate—

      Rapping slowing, his blood froze. Or he could get it from her mind. A mental connection came with the mate bond, just like the one he had with his mogha.

      Stomach churning, bile rose to his throat. He’d never loathed himself more than he did at the thought.

      Or you can just ask her, W’ard’s voice came over the mogha bond.

      Or he could just ask her. Though he wasn’t sure it was a helpful suggestion.

      Of course, it’s helpful, W’ard said, indignant.

      Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. Sometimes having a companion that could read thoughts was bothersome.

      What if she doesn’t answer willingly? he said. Might as well entertain the mogha’s train of thought.

      Worth more than you sitting there, hating yourself.

      Dammit, maybe W’ard did have a point.

      Eyebrows furrowing, he tried to get a sense of where his companion was. Nothing.

      Where are you, anyway? he said.

      Doing my own interrogation, the mogha said, disappearing from the bond as quickly as he came.
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        * * *

      

      Snide laughter filled the air as one of the bullies called, “Your Korthan bodyguard can’t protect you forever.”

      Eyes wide, heart thumping, Liana lay perfectly still under the bushes as her friend stood between her hiding spot and two jeering entitled students.

      Her mom warned of kids like these. There was an enduring universal truth; no one was equal. Even a person’s life experiences could throw off the balance of equality, right or wrong. And some kids would feel threatened by the achievements of those they considered ‘less,’ especially when the achievements elevated those to be ‘more.’

      A scurry of feet against gravel and a warm weight bumped into her as her friend joined her on the ground.

      There was a light touch on her arm, and she turned to the young features of the black-haired, silver-skinned face that huddled next to hers. His fingers on her arm tingled where they touched, his head turning until his silver eyes met hers.

      “I can protect you forever, Liana,” the boy said.

      The promise in his statement was so full of conviction, she believed him.

      There was a tickle on her arm, and she looked where his fingers were again, but they weren’t there. Or were they? They faded away as if a cloud of vaper. Then her skin felt hot, a stickiness in the air that didn’t match the breezy green of the school grounds—

      “K’urt,” she said, voice sounding distant. “Come back.”

      The tickle pricked her arm hairs, a sensation of pointy movement towards her elbow.

      Opening her eyes, reality rushed in like a heat wave. Dingy smell of her cell wafting through her nostrils, she raised her head from her arms, still hugging her knees on the rags of the so-called bed.

      Another brush on her arm and her groggy eyes focused on the spot—

      Large round beady eyes stared at her from beneath a carapace, fuzzy spindly legs alternating along her arm as it crawled—

      Heart skipping, Liana leapt to her feet with a shaky exhalation of breath, followed by a throaty yell as she shook her arms, critter flying through the air.

      It landed legs down on her bed, body fully extended from its filthy outer shell. How many eyes did that thing have? Eight? Twelve?

      Too many as all of them followed her movements, shivers wracking her body as she rubbed her arm where it was crawling before.

      Antennae rose high above its head, fanning out in numerous fuzzy tendrils that moved in all directions as if they had a life of their own. Mandibles as furry as its legs opened and closed beneath its eyes. Would it bite her?

      Horrifying—

      It moved towards her, and she moved away until her back was against the wall.

      “Don’t bite me,” she said out loud.

      Its legs appeared to have on muddy boots at the tips.

      Risking a glance at her arm, she noticed several streaks of goo, apparently left behind as she flung the creature from her arm. The muck remained steadfast as she rubbed briskly at it.

      Disgusting creature in a disgusting place.

      “Go away,” she said, motioning at it with her arm, hand waving at the wall where it came from the day before. “Shoo.”

      The spider hermit crab, whatever it was, followed the motions of her hand. When she stopped moving, the creature paused, watching her expectantly. Curious.

      Liana blinked. Holding out her hand, she waved it to the right. The little hermit moved to her right, legs carrying it swiftly along the floor.

      She moved her hand to the left. The creature moved to her left. The fanning tendrils along its antennae moved in a wavelike pattern. Its furry mandibles alternated in circles.

      She pursed her lips. Something about it was endearing.

      “Just don’t bite me,” she said.

      It did not attempt to move towards her again and she stared at it as it stared at her.

      Two eyes were set in the front of its face, bigger and more expressive than the rest of its eyes. Three smaller eyes angled slightly downwards, lined from either side of the main eyes like eyeliner. Above the middle eyes in the line was one above and one below, sparkling adornments in the makeup. All in all, the creature sported twelve. They made her skin crawl, but the more she looked at it, the less creepy they became.

      The fanned antennae waved in all directions again, a mesmerizing fluidity of motion. Did she think this creepy bug was cute? She really was in a low spot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      By ‘interrogation,’ W’ard really meant he wanted a closer look at his alpha’s mate. He longed for the days before the war, when a mogha could entertain his natural curiosity.

      But he wasn’t going to let something like a little war stop him now. The fact that she was human didn’t matter to him. Even with the recent terraforming of his home world of Mogha, he couldn’t bring himself to kill a human. It was the first time he thought humans deserved to die, even wished extinction upon them.

      But watching Liana earlier— He didn’t feel she deserved death.

      The fact that she was K’urt’s mate meant everything. Who was she? What was she like? Could he get her to smile at him? More importantly, would she scratch behind his ears?

      She needed someone to watch over her, to run off the guards when they became overzealous. W’ard could take on that role.

      Entering the waiting room outside of Liana’s cell, one of the guards rose from his seat. Upon seeing the mogha, he sat back down. W’ard’s lone presence wasn’t an unusual sight around the prison skyscraper. As part of his role, he often intimidated prisoners without the presence of his alpha.
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        * * *

      

      Tears rolled down her cheek as she tried to control the sniffles. Liana would not let them see her cry.

      Swiping at the wetness on her face, Liana drifted back to thoughts of her Korthan childhood friend. With an easy smile that washed all her worries away, they were inseparable. Occupying a special place in her heart, they often held hands.

      They did everything together. Seeking each other out at morning call every morning and the last face she’d see every evening, bidding goodnight until the next day.

      Then human-Korthan relations soured, and the elementary education exchange program was shut down, students returned to their respective colonies and home worlds. The first few months were hard; her heart ached. Then a year had passed, two, and she became engrossed in teenage issues before ultimately finding happiness and peace in the dirt she studied.

      Their peoples went to war, but she could never bring herself to hate Korthans. She often wondered what became of the boy, holding a desire that he never be harmed, a secret wish that he score a victory or two against the bullies—

      A buzzing sound next to her resting platform made the hair on her neck stand on end. The mattress squeaked as she scooted against the wall.

      Don’t look over the edge, she thought to herself. Go away.

      Buzz becoming a chirp, she couldn’t help having a peek.

      The strange hermit arachnid was back. And it was chirping?

      Mandibles circled in opposing movements as it stared back with two big perfectly round eyes. Rubbing them together in rapid succession, the chip sounded again.

      Creepy. But it hadn’t bitten her yet, so that was something positive.

      Liana blinked. If she chose to ignore the rest of its eyes, it was kind of cute. Scurrying into the open, muddy tips of its legs clicking softly against the floor, it ran into a dip of water.

      Liana held her breath as the mud washed away in the water. The tips of the bug’s legs were all colors of the rainbow; red, green, yellow, and blue on the four legs on each side of her body, symmetrical and shiny, as if polished with nail polish.

      Mandibles producing a chirp followed by a buzz, the arachnid hermit continued watching Liana with those big round eyes.

      The heaviness in her mind fell away and her lips turned up slightly. Spirits lifted, Liana said. “I will call you Rainbow.”

      Suddenly, Rainbow pulled her legs, then antennae and head with all eyes completely disappeared into the outer covering of her body.

      A familiar snarl sounded to her right and the mattress squeaked again as Liana jumped to her feet. The space rat!

      The scaley creature ran from its hole in the seam of the wall straight at Rainbow’s shell. Two big eyes peeked out from beneath it, disappearing again when the space rat extended a long claw towards the mottled color.

      Finding some crusty hard substance on the floor, Liana pried it up and threw it at the rat. The stuff plopped square on the creature’s back. Yes! She was still a good aim after all these years.

      Jumping towards her as it turned, pointy teeth bared, ferocious snarl sending chills down her arms, Liana stood her ground, bending to scoop up more to throw.

      The creature hissed, clacking its claws together, the hair on the back of her neck standing on end. It was about to bite her at any moment, she knew it.

      But it did not make a move towards her. Moving slightly forward, arm raised to throw another piece of crust, the rat looked at Rainbow’s mottled shell before turning to hiss at her again.

      Was this a standoff for the shell?

      “You are not getting Rainbow,” she said, surprising herself with her vehemence.

      A rush of cool air hit her body and she let down her guard as the sound of cell doors filled her ears.

      The Hellhound now stood in her cell—

      Thoughts of her new bug friend fled her mind as her heart raced so fast her chest hurt. The Hellhound was in her cell, alone. Every hair on her body stood on end. Was this going to be when he ate her face off?

      Eyeing the crusty black substance on the floor, she doubted it would be effective against a Hellhound. It really wasn’t that effective against the space rat—

      Buzzing echoed near the wall and the Hellhound’s head swung towards the sound. Welcoming the distraction, Liana looked around for a weapon, any weapon. She wasn’t going down without a fight—

      The buzzing grew louder, more distressed, and recent memory released her from her fear. Rainbow!

      Claws scratching against the floor, Rainbow dangled from the space rat’s mouth as it ran, two of her color-tipped eight legs dragging.

      “No,” she screamed, lunging at the rat.

      Easily dodging her, Liana’s heart sank as it reached the small opening in the corner of the wall.

      A blur of midnight blue fur brushed past her legs, stomach leaping so far into her throat, bile dripped into her mouth. Coughing and spitting out the vile substance, Liana could not believe her eyes.

      The Hellhound had jumped in front of the space rat’s hole, blocking its path with an extended paw.

      Growling, teeth bared, the Hellhound’s antennae pointed straight at the rat, claws extending from elongated fingers, scraping the floor in a spine-chilling warning.

      The scaled creature mimicked the sound with its own claws and the Hellhound reacted in lightning speed, swiping the rat off its feet with the paw that wasn’t blocking its hole. Rainbow flew from the monster’s toothy grip, body disappearing into her shell as it hit the floor, skipping across the room until it hit the far wall with a slight clap.

      The rat was on its feet in the next instant, driving a claw into the Hellhound’s paw that blocked its way. Yelping, the Hellhound lifted its paw and the rat disappeared into its hole.

      Silence followed the commotion, everyone at a standstill as the Hellhound sat with lifted paw, Rainbow’s shell idle against the wall, and Liana staring, mouth agape.

      The shell rattled, one fuzzy fanned antenna poking out, rotating once before the other joined it. Next, Rainbow’s big eyes appeared as she took a tentative peek.

      The Hellhound limped to the shell, antennae brushing the antennae of Rainbow, sniffing loudly. The curious arachnid’s legs popped out, the big eyes fixated on the giant canine as her mandibles rubbed together, emitting a buzz.

      Liana blinked. Nothing about the Hellhound was scary at that moment. It saved Rainbow. And Rainbow was buzzing at it.

      Sitting on haunches, the canine licked its injured paw. Liana took a step towards it—

      The cell doors whooshed open, and Rainbow skittered across the floor, eight legs a blur before she leapt onto Liana’s sleeping platform, cowering under the rags that acted as a blanket.

      The two nasty Korthan guards entered, Liana sucking in a breath.

      “Confess your crimes,” Stank Breath said in Standard, lunging forward, grabbing at Liana’s arm.

      His grubby fingers never made contact, the Hellhound jumping between them, Liana to the creature’s rear as it let out a menacing low growl at the guard.

      Both of the guards jumped back, giving the very large canine a wide berth.

      “Tell the Interrogator to come get his mogha,” Stank Breath said in Korthan, motioning at his companion. “The damn thing doesn’t understand who is the prisoner and who is the guard.”

      “Let’s get out of here,” the other guard said, also in Korthan. “Come back later.”

      Stank Breath agreed and they left with a woosh-bang of cell doors.

      Liana’s childhood friend taught her Korthan, but she hadn’t heard the language in a long time. She still marveled how clearly she understood the guards.

      Watching the midnight blue canine as he sat back on his haunches, antennae alert, she said out loud, “Are you protecting me?”

      The animal’s antennae leaned towards her. What was the word the guard called him? She was rusty on the language, but it sounded like ‘mogha.’ There was no Standard translation for that word. Purely a Korthan word.

      ‘Hellhound’ was a human derogatory term to demonize the animal. Of course, it wouldn’t be called anything like that in the Korthan language.

      Movement under the rags on her bed caught her attention and she lifted them up. All eight legs, antennae and eyes dashed into the hermit arachnid’s shell in a blur, the mottled outer casing laying benignly on the makeshift mattress.

      The size of her hand, Liana picked it up, peering inside. Two large eyes stared back, then an antenna snaked out, brushing over her palm before Rainbow’s entire body slowly began extending out.

      Holding Rainbow up in the air, she said, “K’urt would have thought you were awesome.”

      It was the first time she’d said her childhood friend’s name out loud in she didn’t know how many years.

      The Hellhound stood up, tail twirling. Remembering what the Korthan interrogator said about what that meant, she cringed. But no attack came. Wait, didn’t he say that it actually meant the beast was happy?

      Was he happy about Rainbow or because she said ‘K’urt?’

      “K’urt,” she said again, and the hound’s tail twirled faster. Weird.

      A rush of cool air blew in as the cell doors opened yet again. Liana’s shoulders slumped. What now?

      The large form of the Interrogator stepped in, and she froze to the spot. Her eyes drank him in, black uniform traced in red, a blue tint to his gray skin, square jaw framed in a stern face, black hair cropped close to his scalp. But his eyes—

      Silver orbs stared directly into her soul, a gaze set upon her that sent a shiver down her spine and a thrill through her lower abdomen.

      Setting a backpack on the floor, he just stood there. For several seconds, she thought he wasn’t going to say anything at all, like last time—

      “I know you are not a combatant,” he said.
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      The Korthan’s voice was soft, but there was power in it as it rumbled through his chest, Liana’s legs becoming wobbly.

      Licking dry lips, her mind caught up with her body. Did he just say he knew she wasn’t a combatant? He wasn’t about to demand a confession?

      “Have a seat,” he said, motioning with his right hand.

      Liana hesitated. She wasn’t about to sit in the chair the guards interrogated her in, and the sleeping platform was out of the question—

      The Korthan walked to the wall, a wire snaking from his wrist, reminding her this man was no mere Korthan guard.

      Connecting to a port that opened in the wall, the room began to transform. Muck and grime were sucked through the flooring, walls becoming shiny black metal tiles. The bucket of water, hole in the floor where she was expected to relieve herself, and hot furnace completely disappeared in what could only be described as a cloud of pixels. The interrogation chair lowered through the floor, a nicer, more comfortable desk-like chair raising up in its place. Another similar chair appeared across from it.

      “Have a seat,” the Korthan said again, sitting in the second chair, motioning towards the first.

      Cool air blasted from a now pristine shiny black ceiling. The platform covered in rags she had been using as a bed had become an actual bed, soft, clean white sheets complete with a pillow resting on it.
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        * * *

      

      K’urt thought he was going to have to scrape Liana’s jaw off the floor. Her eyes were so wide, he hoped they wouldn’t bulge out. He resisted the urge to caress her face where the burn appeared to be healing nicely.

      I think you broke her, W’ard said, sniffing her left hand.

      He hadn’t expected to find his mogha in Liana’s cell, but the guards had called to tell him his traitor companion was causing trouble again, so he wasn’t surprised to find the hound here.

      A skyder scampered across the now pristine flooring, muck from the program clinging to its shell. It disappeared under Liana’s bed.

      What happened to your paw? he said, realizing W’ard moved with a slight limp.

      A molk got me. W’ard licked his paw. He went through there.

      Looking where his mogha indicated, alarm zapped him when he saw the telltale hole burrowed in the metal flooring. A skyder was one thing, a harmless arachnid that adapted to life in the skyscrapers of Korth.

      But a molk? Damn molk were everywhere, a nuisance that chewed wires and bored through metal. The damage a single molk could cause was extensive—

      S’azi, he called through his bond with the Scout. There is a possible molk infestation.

      A molk! S’azi’s elevated voice came back immediately. Frack, on it right now.

      Satisfied the immediate threat was being tended to, K’urt returned his attention to Liana.

      She had decided to sit and was now at eye level with him—

      Voice caught in his throat, he got lost in her fathomless brown eyes. Stars, how was he going to conduct this interrogation when all he could think about was those full lips pressed against his?

      His mogha knocked against his chair.

      Snap out of it, W’ard said. Offer her the food you brought for her.

      Right, the food. Perhaps that would break the tension.

      Reaching for his backpack, she eyed him with caution, leaning away as if he might pull a snake from the bag.
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        * * *

      

      Liana counted the last several moments as the most tense of her life. As the Korthan reached into his pack, she could only imagine that the instrument of her death would come out of it—

      A sandwich?

      The Korthan cyborg, the most intimidating man she’d ever seen in her life, held a sandwich wrapped in cellophane out to her.

      Hesitating, she lifted her hand and grabbed it. When he didn’t let go, she almost dropped it, their fingers touching, a tingle traversing her forearm to her elbow.

      Releasing the sandwich, his hand opened and closed as if he was staving off numbness. Did he feel the tingle too?

      Stomach sounding an embarrassing growl, she could smell the sandwich before she removed the cellophane. Peanut butter and jelly, her favorite.

      Did the Interrogator get her peanut butter and jelly on purpose? How would he know what her favorite sandwich was? Was this a trick? Did Korthans have real peanut butter and jelly or was it some imitation with their type of food as ingredients?

      Eyeing the food with suspicion, she popped some in her mouth. Even if the rumors were true, that Korthan food was poisonous, she didn’t care. She was ravenous. The worst that could happen was that it would put her out of her misery—

      But it tasted exactly like peanut butter and jelly.

      The Korthan chuckled.

      Equally surprised, intrigued, and irritated, Liana said, “What could possibly be funny?”

      He cleared his throat. “It doesn’t make sense that humans believe our food is poison when we lived together for so long.”

      Lived together for so long? Was he talking about the exchange program?

      “Human memories are short,” she said between bites. Korthan memories were short too, it seemed. Not that she’d had many conversations with any Korthans since the exchange program ended, but she hadn’t heard any mention it.

      It was amazing how much propaganda was spread and believed during the five years their war raged.

      “What were you doing on Planet R’ita?”

      A piece of food was partially sucked down the wrong pipe as she inhaled sharply. So, the interrogation began.

      Coughing harshly, the food was dislodged back into her mouth.

      The Korthan was as stoic as she’d expect a cyborg would be, watching her, waiting for her to regain control of her coughing fit.

      Nothing she did was considered ‘classified,’ but some of her job could be considered ‘need to know.’ At least he wasn’t demanding a confession of some sort.

      “I was studying the soil for growth potential of crops for a new colony. It is my job to tell them what seeds to plant where, but then your people arrived and took me away.”

      “Our peoples used to get along,” he said, leaning forward. “But then the Human Colony Alliance started terraforming planets with life. Against our agreement.”

      The hairs on her arms stood up. “I have never been a part of that.”

      In fact, she requested never to work on a planet that had been terraformed with life on it. There was enough work to be done on planets terraformed without life that her bosses agreed.

      The Interrogator sat up abruptly. “So, you don’t deny that the HCA terraforms worlds with life.”

      “It’s no secret,” she said. “But I don’t agree with it.”

      He looked at his hands. “Planet R’ita had life.” Head still bowed, his eyes tracked up to hers, filling her with dread. “It was full of life before the terraforming torpedo hit.”

      Liana’s mouth went dry, the sandwich suddenly feeling very heavy in her hands. “I didn’t know.”

      “Why didn’t you do something to stop it?” he said, a definite accusation.

      “I didn’t know,” she repeated.

      “You work with soils on terraformed worlds. Shouldn’t you make it your business to know?”

      He spoke as if she was an authority making the decisions.

      “I am only one human,” she said, defensive. “I can’t do anything to stop it.”

      “It only takes one to ignite a flame,” he said, voice absent as if he were in deep thought.

      Then the idea spreads like wildfire.

      Liana blinked. Did she just think that? Somehow, the thought felt like it came from someone else—

      “Why were you alone?” the Interrogator asked next.

      “It’s a solitary job,” she said. “There aren’t enough humans to go around for every professional to have assistants.”

      Narrowing her eyes, Liana realized what she said. This man was taking her off guard, extracting information without resorting to some method of torture. And she just admitted that the human population was small, maybe smaller than the Korthans knew.

      Frack. She mentally kicked herself.

      “I desire peace between our peoples,” the cyborg said next, hands spreading as if to indicate a whole of something.

      What kind of interrogation was this? Was he getting information or giving information? Yet, for the second time, there was something familiar about him, something genuine. Was he simply having a conversation with her? Perhaps he really did desire peace—

      “Do you think there can be peace?” she broached.

      Educated with Korthans, she refused to believe relations were so bad that peace would never be achieved, but the HCA terraforming their beloved planet Mogha went beyond what even she would consider ‘bad.’

      “Yes,” he said. “We had peace before. I believe there is good in humanity. So good, in fact, that our children went to school together. Peace can be found again.”

      Her eyebrows raised. She wasn’t sure what she expected him to say, but it wasn’t that. None of what he had said so far was what she expected.

      “You know of the exchange program?” Memories of her childhood friend flitted through her mind. Quiet. Kind. Strong enough to run off the bullies—

      “I was in it,” he said, half smile gracing his features.

      “Me too,” she said in a daze. The smile on the man’s face was familiar, but there were hundreds of children in the program across numerous planets. There was no way she knew this cyborg interrogator. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I know you, Liana.”

      Her face felt flushed, heart pounding her chest as if it were trying to break free, blood rushing through her ears in a roar. And she knew. He was changed, the process to become a cyborg no doubt life-altering. But she knew without further doubt.

      “You’re K’urt,” she whispered.

      The Hellhound jumped up, tail twirling wildly, and she startled. She didn’t even remember the animal was there.

      K’urt reached over, sandwiching her hands between his, a rush of exhilaration passing through her, the deafening roar in her ears halting at once.

      “I finally found you,” he said, and it felt like his voice was in her very soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      K’urt hastened his step towards the Judge’s office. He had what he needed to appeal for Liana. The mate bond was the most sacred bond a Korthan could have. They all understood it and made exceptions for it. If he couldn’t convince the Judge to see that the human was not a threat, surely the older Korthan would lighten her sentence due to the fact that she was K’urt’s mate.

      As he approached the office door, a gruff old voice said, “Enter.”

      Leave it to a cyborg to know who and what lurked in his surroundings at all times.

      As K’urt entered the office, several holographic images floated above a large desk covered in papers, datapads, datadisks, and maps.

      Portly in his advanced years, Judge B’ryce leaned over the surface, studying a vid-screen with the exposed cyborg components of his left eye.

      An old mogha companion lay beneath the desk, graying antennae laying limp on the floor around his head. The mogha had only one eye, a testament to his service in battle.

      The Judge stood, wrist cable disconnecting from the desk, contents swiped away until there was only a flat surface, effectively cleaning off his desk.

      “What have you learned from Human Prisoner 758,” he said without preamble. “Her trial is set in two rotations.”

      Straight to business, just as K’urt hoped.

      “She is a civilian, not a combatant,” K’urt said, standing confident on the other side of the desk. “She is not guilty of the accusations.”

      The older Korthan’s dull eyes widened a fraction. “She is human. She is guilty by default.”

      “You brought me here to determine if she is a combatant,” K’urt said. “She is not.”

      “We brought you here because your mogha will not fight,” Judge B’ryce retorted.

      And there was the truth of it. Korthan High Command would not waste a KCC soldier and his mogha companion on prison duty.

      But K’urt would not be deterred. “I propose we return her under Civilian Order Treaty 217.”

      The Judge scoffed a laugh. “In exchange for what?”

      K’urt leveled a gaze. “Goodwill.”

      The judge’s scoff turned into a bark. “Goodwill? Really? Are you being influenced by your pacifist mogha?”

      A prickling sensation erupted under K’urt’s skin. “This has nothing to do with W’ard. He does his job, as do I.”

      “You did not do your job. That is why you are here.”

      “We were reassigned, Sir. Nothing more.”

      The Judge’s eyebrows went up.

      “You have a mogha companion,” B’ryce said. “He’s useless, but you have one. You were even chosen by a Scout Ship, the highest honor for a cyborg.” The Judge curled his lip. “Yet you use none of this for the war effort. You are a disgrace.”

      Great. This again. While interrogating prisoners was beneath him, what he learned from them was valuable Intel. He single-handedly thwarted over a dozen skirmishes with info he gained from prisoners. He saved lives.

      But this old warrior would hear none of that. He only felt K’urt’s talents were wasted. A wasted resource.

      “I am too old, or I would go out there myself,” B’ryce said, lament in his tone.

      A warrior to the end. K’urt disagreed with that sentiment as well. The old Korthan was a valuable asset as a judge. He was needed here. Everyone had a place, a role in keeping Korthan society afloat, no matter how menial or beneath their talents.

      K’urt accepted his path long ago. It wasn’t what he thought or even trained to be, but he accepted it. Even his Scout adapted, integrating with the prison skyscraper, adapting to life just as skyders did.

      “W’ard doesn’t believe in war,” he said. They could say what they wanted about K’urt, but W’ard was a revered mogha that did not deserve to be demeaned.

      “We are at war,” B’ryce said.

      “A war that is senseless.”

      “All war is senseless.” The Judge sat heavily in a chair behind his desk, a great gust of air exiting his lungs. “You do know what happened to Mogha. Isn’t your companion angry?”

      K’urt’s heart ached. The terraforming of Mogha was the biggest blow so far. It was an unforgivable atrocity.

      The mogha beneath the Judge’s desk growled.

      “Of course, he is angry,” K’urt said. “We are all very angry.” He paused, looking at the bristling animal. “But, I will not make my mogha fight.”

      “And that is why you are here.” The Judge rubbed his companion’s head until the noble creature lay back down on the floor.

      “Humans are a disease,” Judge B’ryce said next. “They must be eradicated before they can spread.”

      This Korthan was old. He knew of the peace they had with the humans. But the Judge had a big influence on Korthan High Command. How were they ever to have peace again if they continued down this path?

      “I’d be willing to bet the decision was made by only a handful of humans.” K’urt intended to defend his mate, his stance on peace unwaverable. “The whole shouldn’t be judged by—”

      “Would you be willing to bet your life on it?” B’ryce interrupted him.

      “Yes,” K’urt said without hesitation.

      “We cannot go by bets and assumptions.” Equally without hesitation.

      “We go by bets and assumptions all the time.” K’urt’s voice raised. “You’re making an assumption right now.”

      The Judge steepled his fingers. “We act quickly so it won’t happen again. The accused will stand trial.”

      K’urt pointed outwards, face contorted in anger. “That human has not killed a single Korthan. Do you know how many humans I’ve killed?”

      “Since you are a pacificist—”

      “A hundred,” K’urt interrupted him. “How many have you killed?”

      B’ryce’s eyebrows furrowed, lip curling in contempt. “That is not relevant here. They terraformed Mogha. They killed my mate. That is all that is relevant.”

      K’urt rocked back. So, there it was. This Korthan was bent on vengeance. It was no use to tell him that Human Prisoner 758 was his mate. It wouldn’t matter.

      “You know she will not have a fair trial,” K’urt said, voice soft.

      “The accused willfully acknowledges knowledge of human terraforming of worlds with life,” the Judge said.

      K’urt blinked. He did not tell him that. Did one of those idiot guards get that sham of a ‘confession’ out of her while they were burning her skin, being the savages the humans thought they were?

      “That is not what she is being accused of. That does not make her guilty.” This was not law.

      “She is guilty of war crimes against our species,” Judge B’ryce said, voice flat but firm. “She will be sentenced to death.”
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        * * *

      

      Liana’s heart stopped as she was hit with a powerful emotion. Gasping, she grasped her chest.

      K’urt had left abruptly after she realized who he was, saying he needed to appeal something. Being left alone after such a revelation hurt, but this was gut wrenching fear.

      The ever-present Hellhound whimpered, extended fingers from his right paw batting at his chest.

      Was the Hellhound feeling the same emotion she was? How? Where was it coming from?

      An image of K’urt’s pained face appeared in her mind, as vivid as if he were in the room with her. His shock was directed at another Korthan, an older man she couldn’t quite make out his features. Was this her imagination or was it happening real time?

      The contorted look on K’urt’s face conveyed as much horror as the emotion. Stars, was the emotion coming from him? How could she be feeling what his face suggested he felt? How was she seeing his face to begin with?

      The words ‘Death’ and ‘Death sentence’ filled her ears. Whose death?

      Yours.

      Knees buckling, the Hellhound whimpered again as her vision filled with flashing spots, completely blacking out as she hit the cold floor.
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        * * *

      

      K’urt’s jaw clinched so hard, his teeth ground against each other audibly. “This is not justice.”

      “Ask the residents of Mogha what they think justice is.” Bitterness dripped from the Judge’s voice.

      “I ask one every day,” K’urt said, disbelief.

      “W’ard does not count.”

      K’urt squeezed his hand into a fist. “W’ard is a mogha and he absolutely counts.”

      “Be careful, Interrogator,” the Judge warned. “Or I will have you imprisoned.”

      You do not need to keep defending me, W’ard said in his mind, clearly picking up on the conversation with K’urt’s elevated temper.

      Stay out of this, he said to his mogha.

      “We are no better than they are,” he said to the judge.

      “Human Prisoner 758 is worse than a combatant,” B’ryce said, eyes ablaze with pure hatred. “She is a terra-former. She needs to be destroyed, the knowledge erased.”

      They could learn from Liana. Just because the technology was being abused did not mean it should be erased. There was no reasoning with this bitter old cyborg.

      Snapping his heels together, K’urt came to attention in front of the big desk, then turned and set a brisk pace out of the office.

      The Korthans were going to lose this war. Their tech was superior to humans in every way, but it made them arrogant.

      The one technology the humans had and the Korthan unwillingness to learn it would bring the demise of their society. Their propensity for revenge would bring the demise of their entire culture.
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        * * *

      

      Clapping of K’urt’s boots filled the air as his heavy steps carried him down the hallway towards his apartment. Shame as a vengeful Korthan weighed down his heart. Anger boiled his blood. His appeal did not at all go as planned. If anything, he pushed the Judge’s decision to sentence Liana to death.

      You are in a sour mood, W’ard’s voice sounded in his mind.

      Korthan High Command is not interested in justice, he projected back.

      The KCC Protector meeting starts in seven microns, the mogha said.

      Even demoted, as a cyborg of the Korthan Cyborg Corps, K’urt always had a seat at those meetings. But why did that matter? W’ard’s timing for that reminder couldn’t have been worse.

      You know I never go to those. His fingers twitched.

      S’azi’s voice popped in his mind. The KCC Protector meeting starts in six.

      Stars, was it a cosmic joke when the Maker came up with these mind-reading Korthan bonds? He never went to the meetings, so why his mogha and his Scout insisted on reminding him was baffling.

      There was a collective pause in the bonds. Good. Maybe they’d leave him at peace for once—

      I think this meeting could be of interest, W’ard said, a thoughtful feeling with an edge of planning accompanying his words. It’s about evacuations.

      K’urt’s pace slowed.
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        * * *

      

      Numerous faces appeared and disappeared on the holo-vid screens that floated above K’urt’s desk, his fellow cyborgs checking in and out of the meeting, some staying for only the portions that interested them or that they were assigned, others staying for the duration.

      Everything was discussed, from the war effort to molk infestations to maintenance of each individual’s ships.

      K’urt yawned, dropping his head in his hands, raking his fingers through his hair. This was a waste of time.

      “K’vyn has gone missing,” one of the talking heads said and K’urt looked up. That got his attention. K’vyn was a classmate in the exchange program—

      The talking head was another of their classmates, L’Den, the KCC Commander. K’urt had no idea what happened, but L’Den had been stripped of his rank several months before and was recently reinstated.

      “He was our eyes in the outer system,” the Commander said.

      “He and his Scout helped during the evacuation of Mogha,” another cyborg said. K’urt recognized this man as A’ryk, a Death Angel. Mysterious but loyal, Death Angels were not to be trifled with.

      “We need him,” L’Den said. “If the rumors are true, we need all Scouts to surround Korth.”

      K’vyn was not a cyborg, but he was chosen by a ship typically reserved for cyborgs.

      Working his jaw, K’urt’s eyes darted between the screens. He was missing something. What did they mean K’vyn was missing? And what rumors would require the Scout Ships to be deployed to Korth?

      Extending his interfacing cable, he plugged into his computer.

      Search Scout Ships, Korth threat.

      An Intel report popped up. Imminent human attack on Korth.

      Scrolling through the contents, there wasn’t anything implying when an attack would occur, just that it was ‘imminent.’ The information appeared to have been intercepted in the Neutral Zone.

      S’azi, he sent along the bond to his Scout. What do you know of the Scout Ship arrival to Korth?

      Sadness tinged the bond for a fraction of a second before it was tamped down.

      I am no longer privy to that information, came the reply.

      Throat constricting, he swallowed. He never wanted to hurt S’azi, the Scout’s only infraction being by association with he and W’ard.

      I know what you are thinking, she said. I chose this. I never would have left you for another cyborg.

      Loyal to a fault—

      No, she said. Loyalty is never a fault to a bonded.

      “K’urt is on Korth,” someone said and K’urt sat up straight, attention snapping to the vid-screen that singled him out; L’Den, the KCC Commander.

      “He’s on this call,” A’ryk, the Death Angel, said.

      Hair raising on his arms, K’urt ripped his cable from the port. Damn, he did not mask his presence.

      “K’urt, report,” L’Den said.

      Frack. Signing into this meeting was a big mistake. How was any of this useful in saving Liana?

      Plugging back into the port, he switched on the projector that would capture his image and display it on everyone’s vid-screens on the call.

      “K’urt Knox, KCC,” he said, unable to hide the displeasure of being singled out from his voice. “With the Scout Ship, S’azi, and mogha companion, W’ard, reporting from Korth.”

      “With the authority of Emergency Protocol 15, you are reinstated,” L’Den said.

      K’urt’s fist came down on his desk. He would not make W’ard fight—

      “We take into consideration your mogha’s ideals and the Scout Ship delegation is willing to make an exception with S’azi. You will be a KCC Protector instead of a Warrior,” A’ryk said. “Punishment as an Interrogator has lasted long enough.”

      Being a Protector did not mean W’ard would never have to fight, but the likelihood of battlefield operations was lower. And Scout Ships normally went with warriors, but S’azi’s fellow Scouts vocally disapproved of her integration with a skyscraper.

      “Do you accept?” L’Den said next.

      The words were a formality. It was not a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ question. They gave him an assignment and he would have to comply.

      Four days ago, it would have been the best thing that ever happened to him. But now? How was he going to save his mate?

      “Where is S’azi’s natural form?” A’ryk’s voice cut through his thoughts.

      Opening his mouth to answer, L’Den beat him to it. “She rests in the Galaxy Ship. We will arrive to Korth in a day.”

      A rush of adrenaline that was not his own zapped him.

      S’azi, are you listening in? he said to his Scout.

      She did not answer him, but he already knew. Whatever his and W’ard’s ideals, she did not deserve to be dragged down with them.

      “Yes, I accept,” he spoke the words, satisfying the ritual formalities.

      He was genuinely happy for her, but she needed to choose a new cyborg—

      I don’t want a new cyborg, she said. We will find a way to save your mate.

      Even in her excitement of returning to her natural form, S’azi’s first duty was to her cyborg.

      To you, she emphasized. I chose you. I will not abandon you.

      An urge for him to open up to her permeated the bond, but he clamped their connection closed. He did not want to drag her into any treasonable actions.

      It is not treason when it’s your mate.

      Air expelled audibly from his nostrils. Clearly, he didn’t clamp down hard enough.

      I do not think Korthan High Command will see it that way, K’urt said, perturbed.  Not when my mate is human.

      The members of the Korthan Cyborg Corps continued their discussions, voices sounding distant as he focused on the internal conversation with his Scout. The words ‘imminent attack’ were spoken again, louder in that he was suddenly filled with guilt.

      And what of this imminent attack? He fought from disconnecting from the meeting. What does that say about me that I’m more concerned about getting Liana off of Korth than protecting the planet from the HCA?

      A warm balm settled over his mind, S’azi comforting him. It says that she is your true mate. A Korthan’s first loyalty is always to his mate. You are a true Korthan.

      His biggest challenge still loomed; how to get Liana off world.

      An opportunity will present itself, S’azi said.

      “The Galaxy is at near capacity with the citizens of Korth that were evacuated after the destruction of Mogha, but he can take scores more. We’ll dock at Skyscraper 1 and take as many refugees as want to leave the planet.”

      L’Den’s voice was grim. Skyscraper 1 was the only place on Korth that could handle a ship like the Galaxy. Everyone would have to make their way there.

      But Skyscraper 1 wasn’t far from the prison skyscraper and since K’urt was reinstated with the need to retrieve S’azi’s natural form—

      K’urt was filled with hope. He’d appeal to the Galaxy directly. Going to the Judge didn’t help matters, but the Galaxy was an ancient being that understood the way of things. Would the ancient one allow a human refugee?

      See? Opportunity, S’azi’s voice flooded his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Several warm puffs of air brushed across her face in the darkness, followed by tickling softness. Rainbow?

      Liana opened her eyes and squinted as they were flooded with light. Cell no longer the dank dreariness from before, she was disoriented, mind in a fog from sleep.

      The puffs of air became audible, as if from the snout of—

      Liana bolted upright, the Hellhound jumping back, his long antennae still touching her cheek, the tufts of feathers at the ends the source of the tickling soft sensation. His snout rose as he took a cautious step towards her, sniffing once more.

      Why was she on the floor? Whispers of ‘death sentence’ and other fearful things sounded in her mind.

      Dizziness threatened and she held her head in her hand to steady herself. Right. She had passed out.

      A new tickle prickled the hairs on her right arm, and she looked down. Big eyes stared as fanned antennae rotated in all directions. The arachnid hermit seemed relieved. Raising her left hand to touch the soft looking fanned antennae, she smiled as Rainbow leaned into her finger. They were as soft as they looked and clearly the bug liked for them to be petted.

      The cell doors suddenly flew open, Rainbow’s pointy legs itching her skin as the arachnid scurried down her arm, then disappeared under her bed.

      The Korthan cyborg Interrogator, her childhood friend, K’urt, entered. Those intense eyes swept the room before focusing on her. If he was puzzled at why she was on the floor, he didn’t show it.

      Kneeling, he held out his hand. “Come with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Liana leaned away from the Korthan’s extended hand. It looked as if it could caress and kill her in equal measure. She could see the tattoo of the fist encased in a triangle on his gray-skinned forearm.

      “As in ‘if I want to live’ or ‘to my execution?’” The knot in her belly tightened.

      His fingers motioned for her to come.

      “Trust me,” he said, the silver of his eyes flashing.

      Jaw clinched, she stared at his outstretched hand. She trusted him as a kid, but could she trust him now? Did the process of becoming a cyborg change him? Was he the same K’urt she remembered?

      “You can trust me, Liana.” His eyes softened, warmth intermingling with the intensity, calm entering her mind followed with fondness and assurance. “I am the same man that you remember.”

      Liana blinked. Did he read her mind?

      But the balm to her soul was unmistakable. She knew she could trust this man with her life.

      Lifting her palm, she placed it in his. Strong warm fist closing around tingling fingers, K’urt pulled her to her feet, hand lingering before slowing pulling away. She wished to hold it longer, to feel that warmth against her palm indefinitely. Did he feel the same way?

      The Hellhound was on his feet, circling around them as his tail and feather-tipped antennae twirled wildly.

      W’ard is excited.

      Liana froze. The words were spoken in her head and the voice sounded just like K’urt. Or maybe he said something out loud?

      “Did you say something?” she said.
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        * * *

      

      K’urt replayed the last few seconds in his mind and stiffened. The bond, even unconsecrated, was strong. He was certain he said W’ard was excited out loud.

      “The mogha is excited,” he said, playing it off. “His name is W’ard.”

      Holding his breath as she fixed him with a gimlet eye, K’urt braced himself. He needed her to trust him enough to go with him. Now was not the time to reveal that he could talk in her head and read her thoughts—

      “Hello, W’ard,” she said, patting the mogha’s head, letting the issue go for now.

      Blowing out his breath, he pulled a cloak from his pack, holding it out to her. “Put this on and let’s go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As the cell doors whooshed open, Liana’s stomach felt queasy as her fingers grew cold. The rational side of her knew she was with a Korthan cyborg, but thoughts of the two nasty guards waiting on the other side filled her with unease.

      “What about the guards?” she said, voice sounding small as she followed K’urt out into the room beyond.

      It was best described as a holding room, several doors like the one to her cell likely went to other cells. The walls were shiny and black, lighting bright, but the corners moved in colors as bright as a rainbow. Were they controls of some sort? Was that how the environment of her cell was changed?

      W’ard sniffed at two lumps of clothing that lay piled in one of the corners. Eyebrows furrowing, she realized it was the two guards.

      A Korthan woman in a purple jump suit suddenly appeared to her right.

      “Oh, I gassed them,” the woman said cheerfully. “They’re taking a little nap.”

      Heartrate spiking, Liana jumped, spinning towards the purple-clad figure. Her eyes widened as the woman completely disappeared in a cloud of pixels.

      “What was that?”

      “That was S’azi,” K’urt said, nonplussed by a Korthan woman appearing and disappearing in the blink of an eye. “She’s my ship.”

      His ship?

      “Come,” he said, looking hastily up and down the hallway beyond. “We must hurry.”

      Liana followed him and his mogha in a labyrinth of shiny black hallways, the mesmerizing currents of colors moving along with them, the shoes on their feet clacking against the flooring. They met no other Korthans as they came to a halt in front of another door at the end of a hallway.

      Korthan wording that Liana couldn’t make out was stamped on a plate next to the door. She recognized the name on the bottom: K’urt Knox.

      Were they at K’urt’s domicile?

      A cable snaked out of the cyborg’s wrist, and he connected to the apparent nameplate. The door slid open, W’ard trotting inside.

      She did not realize she was hesitating until a warm hand was at her back, gently nudging her forward.

      Once inside, Liana fought to keep her mouth from dropping open. The room was warm, inviting, yellow lighting easy on the eyes, unlike the stark white light of the hallways. Beautiful paintings of landscapes adorned the walls. She thought she recognized at least two.

      “That one is from Earth,” K’urt said, pointing at a desertscape in the center. “And that one is from R’ita.” He pointed at a tropical purple flower on the opposite wall.

      R’ita, the planet that was recently terraformed—

      “We will wait here until the Galaxy arrives,” K’urt said, wrist cable connected to a round table in the middle of the room.

      “The Galaxy?” she said. “What’s that?”

      All questions stalled in her mind as the room transformed. All but the walls and paintings became a myriad of furnishings and adornments, a chair rising from the floor next to him along with a desk, a couch rising next to her.

      “What is this place?” she said, breathless.

      “This is my apartment,” he said, motioning toward another room down a short hallway. There appeared to be yet another room behind a closed door.

      So, her initial suspicion was correct; this was K’urt’s domicile.

      “You are safe here, Liana,” he said. “Aside from the prison cells, this is the most secure area of the skyscraper.”

      Was she safe? Liana wasn’t sure she knew what safe was anymore.

      The Hellhound lay down at the entrance door, his horrifying clawed fingers extending and retracting, antennae alert. And the cyborg was hiding her in his domicile, a deadly Korthan warrior that decreed her safety, a trusted old friend.

      For the first time since the Korthans stole her from her work, she really did feel safe, warmth caressing her mind.

      Shoulders slumping, she suddenly felt very tired. Eyeing the comfortable looking pillows on the couch, she became keenly aware of how dirty she was. She didn’t want to mess up K’urt’s nice furniture—

      “There is a cleaning unit through that door.” K’urt pointed at the closed door halfway down the short hallway.

      Putting on a tired smile, she said, “You read my mind.”

      The Korthan stiffened, warmth in her mind disappearing as he quickly added, “Just thought you might want to get cleaned up.”

      Brow furrowing, Liana shuffled toward the apparent bathroom door, which opened upon approach, lights winking on inside.

      Shower first. Her brain was too deep in a fog for rational thinking.

      The fog was so thick, she couldn’t figure out how to work the shower. Blinking the sluggishness away, she looked around. Was there a shower? She didn’t see anything but a lighted room. There were four walls, but that was it. What the—?

      A strong arm came around her and she spun, backing against the wall in the tight space.

      K’urt’s large hand splayed next to her head, cable from his wrist connecting to a small port that she noticed in her periphery.

      “I have to start the program,” he rumbled, a thrill jolting through Liana’s body, keenly aware of the proximity of his warmth.

      Stars, she would enjoy giving her body to this man.

      Molten silver eyes locked onto hers, searching, exploring, and she swam in their cool depths, an overwhelming feeling of belonging gripping her. Could she give him her heart?

      Head dipping as he inched closer, his eyes flicked to her lips, her tongue wetting them on impulse.

      The room began to transform, and he suddenly pulled away.

      “The shower will be ready shortly,” he said, disconnecting from the wall, making a swift exit.

      She let her head fall back against the wall, eyes tracking to the ceiling, the warmth of his body leaving with him, tingling warmth between her legs lingering. Stars—

      A shower head appeared above her and she moved away from the wall as black tiles formed along it, warm and cold water nozzles popping out beneath.

      Neon colored mottled lights traced the corners of the newly formed shower, traversing between the black tiles in a rainbow of color.

      Her heart felt heavy as she thought of Rainbow. What became of the little arachnid hermit? Was she trapped in that cell? Liana hoped not. The arachnid found her way in. Surely, she’d know how to let herself out.
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        * * *

      

      K’urt sat at his desk, hands splayed on the surface, willing away the intense arousal, mentally berating himself for nearly giving himself away, again.

      The question of her heart? That was from him. But, stars, she was delighting in the thought of giving her body to him. He couldn’t help but wonder about her heart in the next beat.

      There wasn’t time to explore or act on the bond. Escaping Korth was the priority.

      Heartbeat normalizing, breathing leveling, K’urt sent a mental projection to S’azi. How long will the guards be out?

      S’azi’s purple-clad form materialized next to his desk, the Scout’s chosen imitation of a Korthan female solidifying with a perfect expression of contemplation on her face.

      “Maybe a couple more hours,” she said, electronic lilt in her voice thoughtful.

      K’urt winced. That wasn’t long enough. He needed at least six more hours.

      “I cannot gas them again,” she said. “It might kill them.”

      As satisfying a thought as that was, it was not an option.

      “Lock them in there,” he said. “Tell them there is a malfunction in the door.”

      “They will get free when I’m transferred to my natural form,” she said. “I won’t have control of the skyscraper after that.”

      Lips set in a thin line, K’urt nodded his head. “That should buy us the time we need.”
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        * * *

      

      Liana closed her eyes, letting the water caress her face and cascade down her back, thankful for the rivulets of water instead of sweat. Opening her eyes, she lowered her head—

      And sucked in a startled breath at the sight of a ball of muck, eight fuzzy legs sticking out from it.

      “Rainbow,” she breathed. Relief washed over her, but couldn’t this creature be a little less frightening?

      Little streams of gray, green, and brown began snaking towards the drain as the water washed away the creature’s grime.

      First the mottled coloring of its outer shell appeared, reds, greens, blues, and yellows becoming brighter and more vivid than she previously imagined. But it was the tips of each of Rainbow’s legs that took her breath away.

      “Wow,” she whispered, the water revealing the colorful cone-like appendages, each one a different color than the next, but all matching the mottled colors in the shell. She thought they were vivid before, now they were brilliant.

      The legs closest to the creature’s head had red tips, the ones behind those had green, then blue, then yellow in the back. As shiny as painted fingernails, the color went all the way around.

      Rainbow was an apt name for this little spider-bug.

      Clearly satisfied with its shower, Rainbow crawled out of the stall, brushing her feathery antennae fans with her red-tipped front legs and fuzzy mandibles until every drop of water was removed.

      A fresh set of clothes lay folded on an end table as Liana stepped out of the shower, Rainbow’s pointy legs clicking softly in a colorful blur over the black tiled floor as the arachnid scurried around her.

      Dried and dressed, she scooped Rainbow up and waltzed out into K’urt’s apartment. W’ard’s head rose from his spot on the floor, still guarding by the entrance.

      She held Rainbow out for the mogha to see. “Look how colorful and shiny she is.”

      Rainbow stood tall in the palms of her hands, fully extended from her shell. Even the arachnid’s thorax shined in mottled blues, reds, greens, and yellows.

      W’ard jumped to his feet, tail twirling as he sniffed at Rainbow. Liana watched in fascination as the mogha’s antennae touched the ends of Rainbow’s, her antennae extended towards him, the soft fans on the ends intermingling with W’ard’s feather tips. Wow—

      Rotating the hermit around, legs so relaxed they swung like an amusement park ride, big eyes staring into Liana’s, she said, “What are you, anyway?”
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        * * *

      

      K’urt watched Liana from the shadows. The fascination she held for the creature in her hands put a smile on his face. He could question her sanity, the way she spoke to it like it was sentient, but she had been in a Korthan prison after all. Thank the stars she wasn’t in there long enough to go truly bonkers.

      Besides, the eight-legged arachnid was a favorite pet among Korthan children. Her spirit was far from broken.

      “It’s a skyder,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Rainbow’s antennae, eyes and legs disappeared into her shell in a blur, Liana spinning towards the sound of K’urt’s voice.

      W’ard yawned loudly, turning several circles before settling back in his spot on the floor in front of the entrance door.

      K’urt sat in the dark next to a large window that spanned floor to ceiling, overlooking a beautiful skyscape.

      “They come up from the surface to feed on the excess energy of the ‘scrapers,” the Korthan said, lounging in an armchair, legs crossed.

      ‘Scrapers? Excess energy?

      “It’s a symbiotic relationship between the skyscrapers and the skyders,” K’urt explained. “A skyder needs energy to survive and the skyscrapers have it in abundance.”

      Holding Rainbow’s shell, Liana stepped up to the window, gaze fixed on the scenery. Tall skyscrapers reached for the stars in a night sky, spires sparkling like glitter against a pink and yellow starfield, rivers of neon light traversing the edges of their expanse. Breathtaking.

      So, this was Korth. Every human she knew spoke of the skyscrapers of Korth, but no human had ever seen them.

      Korthans were known for their advanced technology, the skyscrapers clearly more advanced than any human building she’d ever seen. But something about them looked alive—

      “They are alive,” K’urt said.

      Liana’s eyes widened as she stared at the skyscrapers, living structures. Eyes focusing inward, she looked around the apartment, the light tracing the corners seemingly more organic with this new knowledge.

      But something more pressing nagged her mind. K’urt seemed to know what she was thinking, as he just replied to two consecutive thoughts. When it happened before, she dismissed it as coincidence, but now—

      “How are you doing that?” she said, gaze settling on him.

      His brow furrowed. “Doing what?”

      “You’re reading my mind.”

      K’urt’s booted feet hit the floor as he sat up, leaning forward to grab at a bottle on a low-sitting table in front of him.

      “Korthan ale,” he said. “Would you like some?”

      She heard more than saw the liquid being poured into a glass. Grinning from ear to ear, mischievous, he added, “I promise I won’t poison you.”

      A snort-laugh escaping her, Liana returned the smile. The myth that Korthan food and drink was poisonous to humans really was stupid propaganda.

      “Please,” he motioned at a chair next to him as he handed her the glass of bubbly liquid, Rainbow coming out of her shell, touching her thumb with a fuzzy antenna before leaping from her hand to the floor. “Sit down.”

      They both watched as the skyder scurried to the wall, antennae extending towards a stream of blue light. When the fanned ends of her antennae touched, they lit up in brilliant blue the same shade as the stream. Fascinating.

      “See?” K’urt said. “They feed off the energy.”

      Eyes narrowing, she turned her gaze back to her childhood friend, searching the depths of his silver orbs.

      “You’re avoiding something,” she said. Then it clicked in her mind. Not only did she know he was avoiding something, she felt it.

      Eyes locked on each other’s, his silver intensity became a stormy sea that circled around black pupils. The waves swirled, faster and faster they spun. The silver sea parted, and she was staring into K’urt’s soul.

      “You are my mate, Liana.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      What she saw was pure, a love so deep there was no end to its depths. She saw her childhood friend, words from long ago echoing around her as he defeated the bullies, I can protect you forever, Liana.

      She saw the bond with his mogha companion, the great joy it brought him. And another bond with his Scout Ship, a sentient being whose conscience could be transferred from her natural body.

      His pain at having to watch that conscience endure such a transfer into a living skyscraper, condemned to a life without flight, all because his mogha was a pacifist, the pain of each death weighing on the creature’s soul.

      She saw his transition into a cyborg warrior, his own regret at having to kill humans, his conviction for the possibility of peace.

      And above all, there was her. The first time he met her at the exchange school. The first time he knew she was his mate, so long ago her heart ached for him, for his pure devastation when Korthan, human relations were dissolved and they were parted. And she saw his elation at finding her again, and the daunting task of securing her freedom—

      Liana leapt into his arms, lips crashing down on his in a desperate kiss. Large hands gripped her tight, pulling the apex of her thighs against his abdomen as she settled on his lap, a growing bulge zapping a thrill through her core.

      Tearing at his black shirt, he leaned forward and she pulled it over his head. Hard muscles rippling beneath blue-gray skin, his arms encased her, pulling her against his broad chest, moist lips lightly pinching the skin at her neck, his warm soft tongue trailing between them.

      Pushing away slightly, he fumbled with her clothing, alternating between touching and kissing until she was bare, her hands wrestling with his pants until the full length of his desire was set free.

      She sank down, his manhood filling her in an explosion of tingling moaning ecstasy. A warm hand groped her neck as a thrust rocked her upwards, his other hand caressing her face with another thrust, guiding her head down to capture her lips with his as he set a rhythmic pace in time with deep devouring kisses.

      Entire body thrumming in sensation, his warm voice caressed her mind, tempting, tantalizing, promising more. May I join with you?

      She knew this was something deeper, meaningful. And she never wanted anything more in her life—

      “Yes,” she moaned out loud.

      And she fell, deeper and deeper into orgasmic bliss, his presence surrounding her on all sides, infusing her with warmth and love until there was only him, the very essence of their souls melting together.

      I’ve got you, he said, his voice a balm over her mind, his deep moan reverberating in her chest as their hearts beat as one, his arms encircled around her in a tight steadying embrace.
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        * * *

      

      K’urt stared blankly at the ceiling, Liana’s warm form nestled snuggly in his arms.

      “Well, that was—” he started.

      “Unexpected?” Liana finished.

      He chuckled. “Yes.”

      In a mere three days he went from finding his human mate in prison to consecrating their bond in the midst of a continuing war between their peoples with the possibility that he may not be able to escape Korth with her—

      Unexpected was the understatement of his life.

      We’ll figure something out, Liana’s voice sounded in his mind.

      There was movement at his side as she rose, her face hovering over his.

      “You have been reading my mind,” she said with a sardonic smile.

      Chuckling again, he said through the bond, But you can read mine, too.

      Lips pursed as her eyebrows raised, she said, “So I can.” Then she settled back down against his chest.
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        * * *

      

      For the first time since knowing this Korthan in her childhood, Liana was not afraid. Doubt niggled at the corners of his mind, but they found each other again. So far, she was still alive, and she meant it when she said they’d figure something out. Hope was a powerful thing she held onto as tightly as K’urt was holding onto her.

      A soft expelling of air rushed through her nostrils as she was filled with mirth.

      “You know, I’ve always preferred the company of Korthans,” she said. “I used to be teased by the other humans that I was a Korthan lover.”

      K’urt’s chest rose and fell with his chuckles.

      “Do you still prefer the company of Korthans?” he said.

      Tossing him a sardonic sideways glare, she said. “Depends.”

      War certainly had a way of killing the desire, but—

      “I was taken from my planet by a group of nasty ones I would prefer never to see again,” she said, raising up on her elbows to look him in the face again. “Yet on the other hand, I have one right here, telling me I’m his mate, rocking my world and speaking in my head.”

      His bright silver eyes darted to hers. “You are my mate. My first duty is to you.”

      That sense of belonging engulfed her, and she knew she belonged with him. She wanted to be with this Korthan, to have a life with him, but now what?

      K’urt sat up, pulling her up with him until she was sitting, facing him.

      “In three hours, a ship we call the Galaxy will be arriving here,” he said. “The Cyborg Corps believes the Human Alliance Forces are about to attack Korth.”

      Liana sucked in a breath, alarm jolting her heart.

      Reaching over, K’urt placed a calming grip on her shoulder.

      “The Galaxy will be taking citizens and refugees off world, hopefully ahead of the attack. He’s an ancient, wise being. I’m going to ask him to take you in, too.”

      He? Ancient? Wise?

      “The Galaxy Ship is sentient. We do not know exactly where he came from, but he feels a kinship with Korthan cyborgs and protects our people and the ones we love.”

      Liana slowly nodded her head, trying to wrap her brain around it all.

      Then she thought of the others—

      “How are you going to free the others?” she said.

      Brow furrowing, K’urt said, “What others?”

      “The other prisoners.”

      A slow grin spread across the Korthan’s features and chills raised the hair on her arms. That was not the reaction she expected—

      “There are no other prisoners,” he said.

      Goosebumps becoming a full shiver, Liana said, “But I heard them.”

      He reached for her, and she stood up, backing away.

      “That was a ruse, Liana,” he said, voice projecting calm. “It’s a program S’azi and I run to get prisoners to talk. You were considered high-value, so they brought you straight here.”

      Searching K’urt’s eyes, Liana detected no subterfuge, but she was certain there was at least one other prisoner—

      Search the bond, K’urt said in her mind. You will know I’m telling the truth.

      Not quite certain how to ‘search the bond,’ K’urt guided her through the thread that connected them, his mind an open book as she delved into his soul.

      New arousal blossomed in her womb at the beauty of what she saw. It was instantly washed away in guilt.

      “I’m so sorry for doubting you,” she said, allowing him to wrap a sheet around her in an embrace.

      Fingers at her chin, he gently raised her head, looking down at her with fondness. “Don’t feel guilty. This will take some getting used to, but we’ll get there.” He chuckled. “We have the rest of our lives to work through our doubts.”

      Letting the guilt dissipate, Liana expelled a breath she didn’t realize she was holding, going over everything he said in her mind.

      Mirth filling her anew, she grinned. “So, I’m high-value? Really? A dirt specialist is considered high-value?”

      Feeling his relief, Liana marveled at how fluid and natural the bond felt.

      “They thought you were terraforming,” K’urt said.

      Liana rolled her eyes. “That’s not how that works.”

      Technically, it was a part of it, but not the first step by any means. The planet had already been terraformed well before she got there. It would be some time before the colony would arrive after that.

      “I tried to tell them,” he said.

      “And they didn’t listen,” she said with a snort.

      Silence loomed between them as they watched the skyscape, specks of ships dotting the night sky, no doubt on guard with the possibility of attack.

      She couldn’t help but wonder, what of her life if this plan worked and she did escape Korth? What of her life as an agronomist?

      “I will return you to the Human Colony Alliance, if that’s what you desire,” K’urt said, conviction in his voice but sadness in his eyes.

      “No,” she said, resolve settling in her heart, gaze hardening. “That is not what I desire. One day, I would like for us to safely terraform worlds, for the benefit of both humans and Korthans.”

      K’urt turned towards her, bluish gray skin tantalizing in the skyscraper-lit darkness of his apartment.

      “One person can light the fire,” he said. “Two people—” His eyes gained a startling intensity that made her spine tingle. “This is a waiting game. There is bad leadership on both sides. Maybe one day there will be good leaders again. Many Korthans are bent on revenge. They need reminding that things were once good. Will you come with me?”

      “Yes,” she said without hesitation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Wearing a purple jumpsuit like the one S’azi wore, gloves over her hands, cloak over her face, Liana carried a crate of mogha puppies towards the massive Galaxy Ship.

      Their feather tipped antennae exploring and touching her sleeved arms and gloved hands, the mother followed closely behind, W’ard keeping the other mogha calm. There was movement in a satchel she had slung over her shoulder, Rainbow getting comfortable, she hoped.

      Chaos surrounded the port, Korthan citizens of all ages lugging valuables and children, the sounds of shouting filling the air as everyone sought refuge on the Galaxy.

      And judging by the sheer size of the ship, there was room for all. Mouth agape, neck craned, Liana had a hard time keeping her face covered as she gaped at the behemoth.

      It was unlike anything she’d ever seen, a whale floating between skyscrapers with graceful agility.

      If the skyscrapers were alive, this ship was most definitely living, a fluidity in its movement that defied logic, fins fluttering around its hull, keeping it perfectly steady as droves of Korthans boarded.

      In space, this ship would outmaneuver anything the Human Alliance Forces could throw at it. There was nothing comparable in the HAF fleet.

      Keep your head down, K’urt said through their bond, and she lowered her chin, eyes straining upwards.

      Liana followed as K’urt strode up to a ramp at the front of the ship, no other Korthans loading or unloading, a lone man standing at an arched entryway into the Galaxy.

      This is the KCC entrance, K’urt explained quickly before saying to the lone man out loud, “I seek council from the Galaxy.”

      “You have been reinstated, K’urt,” the man said. “You may enter without the request of council.”

      K’urt began walking through the entrance, Liana close behind, the man still talking. “I’m sure S’azi is ready— Halt!”

      As he threw up his hand, Liana saw the telltale tattoo. This man was another cyborg.

      Frag, K’urt cursed. I knew this was a longshot.

      The man’s head bowed, fingers against his ear as if he were listening to an internal communication.

      “There is a report of a jail break,” he said, head snapping up, looking directly at K’urt. “And Judge B’ryce says you are the number one suspect.”

      Reaching towards Liana, the lone cyborg pulled her hood back, K’urt rushing in to cover her head back up, looking around to make sure nobody else saw. Liana’s heart thudded in her chest, blood rushing through her ears, making her dizzy.

      “A human,” the lone Korthan said. “Do you really think we would have thought this was S’azi?”

      Liana could feel K’urt’s anxiety, his gaze darting around their surroundings as he wrapped a protective arm around her.
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        * * *

      

      Wincing, K’urt’s stomach turned somersaults as he gripped his mate tighter. W’ard paced behind them, the mogha’s nervousness choking.

      Don’t worry, he said to his four-legged companion. Your pups are safe.

      These are W’ard’s puppies? Liana’s startled surprise distracting him, K’urt regretted approaching the Galaxy in this manner.

      It was a desperate bid, but they had to try—

      “I know, it’s a terrible disguise,” he said to T’ren, the lone cyborg before him, voice low, blocking out Liana’s spiking concern for W’ard’s litter. “This is why I seek council with the Galaxy.”

      Any KCC soldier could ask for council from the Galaxy Ship and it would be granted without question of the circumstances.

      T’ren shuffled on his feet, appearing torn.

      “You have to grant it to me,” K’urt said. “T’ren, you know me.”

      And K’urt knew this cyborg very well. They were classmates in the exchange program. In fact—

      “You know her, too,” he said, pulling Liana’s hood back. Alarm zapped her, the crate of pups in her hands preventing her from grabbing at the hood to hold it tightly in place.

      It’s okay, he said through the bond, and she allowed her head to be revealed, K’urt shifting to stand behind her, hiding her from any onlookers.

      “Liana,” T’ren said, getting a good look at her this time, surprise in his voice. “You’ve grown.”

      K’urt’s mate opened her mouth to say something, but now was not the time for a class reunion. Speed was of the essence to avoid further detection.

      I’m not interested in a class reunion either, she said in his mind.

      “She is my bondmate,” he said.

      T’ren’s eyes widened, a strange smile crossing his features. “L’Den found his bondmate, too.”

      K’urt’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know how that’s relevant, but tell him congratulations.”

      “You can tell him yourself,” T’ren said. “I will inform him of this development. It’s more relevant than you realize.”

      Alarm pierced K’urt’s heart.

      “No,” he said, voice sharp. “Do not tell anyone. I seek council and I will reunite S’azi, and we’ll be on our way.”

      The puppies in Liana’s crate started whimpering, someone bumping K’urt from behind as the port became more and more crowded. He pushed the hood back over Liana’s head, who leaned against his chest as if her life depended on it.

      “I detect a small creature in Liana’s satchel,” T’ren said. “You know how the Galaxy feels about vermin.”

      “It’s just an energy skyder,” K’urt fought down frustration. Stars, he forgot about T’ren’s propensity to follow protocol to the letter. “It will reside on S’azi. She’ll be happy to have it help drain excess energy.”

      “I will speak of this encounter to no one,” T’ren said. “Entry granted.”
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        * * *

      

      Upon entering the ship, Liana felt a weight lift from K’urt’s shoulders, relief that he was making good on his promise to keep her safe.

      A massive promenade opened up before them and Liana was filled with such awe, goosebumps rippled the hair on her neck. Filled with Korthans of all ages, they appeared to be organized in groups as authorities helped them find their way.

      The walls were pristine white, veins of colorful light spreading throughout, but the ceiling was unlike anything she’d ever seen. Transparent, she could see the starfield of Korth beyond, large glittering skyscrapers rising around them where the great ship was nestled between.

      K’urt pulled what looked like a clear gem from his pocket. It sparkled with brilliant prisms as he placed it against a wall next to them. Was it a diamond?

      A wall rose from the floor, cutting them off from the promenade and business of the Korthans within. Liana’s breath caught in her throat as the white wall began curving upwards and outwards, yellow and blue streams of light rushing through the curvature, a hallway forming.

      Plucking the gem off the wall, he put it back in his pocket.

      The crate of puppies started getting heavy and he grabbed it from her hands as he walked past. Her arms suddenly felt as if they would rise clear through the ceiling and touch the tips of those tall skyscrapers. Adrenaline had to be the only way she held the crate for so long.

      W’ard licked her hand, and she patted the head of the mother mogha as the animal brushed affectionately against her leg, feather tipped antennae caressing her arms.

      “This way,” K’urt said, and they followed him down the newly formed corridor.

      He pulled out the gem twice more, two more winding hallways forming before they entered another massive space.

      It’s a key, he said in her mind. Speechless, all she did was nod her head.

      This new space appeared to be a hangar, with numerous ships spread throughout the room. But it was the Hellhounds that had her attention. They were everywhere, yipping and yapping, antennae swaying like waves.

      And they were clean creatures. No pungent odors accompanied such a large number.

      K’urt placed the crate of pups on the floor and three moghas rushed forward, sniffing at each of the puppies, W’ard and the mother intermingling their antennae with them. It must have been some sort of greeting.

      “These are the mogha that were saved from their planet,” K’urt said, voice somber as he let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know why they are in here, but maybe they like the space.”

      Liana’s heart ached. Why would the Human Colony Alliance terraform a world with such obvious life?

      “Come,” K’urt said. “Let’s find S’azi.”

      Pulling a chain from his neck, he held the octagonal pendant that dangled from it in the palm of his hand. Raising it in the air, a purple glow emanated from it. Walking forward, Liana followed.

      They passed a row of triangular ships that inspired both awe and fear. A ramp angled from the side of a midnight blue beauty. These were no mere transports. They looked like a cross between a fighter and a battle frigate, the size somewhere in between.

      On the side of the ship, near the cockpit, was an etching of a triangle with what appeared to be a cybernetic fist, just like K’urt’s tattoo and the one she saw on T’ren. Each ship on the row had the same marking—

      “The Korthan Cyborg Corps,” K’urt said. “These are their ships.”

      “You don’t have a ship like this?” Liana said. K’urt was of the Korthan Cyborg Corps after all, even demoted and essentially exiled.

      “No,” K’urt said. “I was chosen by something far greater.”

      The glow of the octagon in his hand became brighter, the purple light shining violet rays in front of them.

      And then she saw it—

      Triangular like the KCC ships, this ship had four wings that swept gracefully upwards. It reminded her of a dragonfly, but without the long tail. Somewhat transparent, the wings reflected the color of the hull: purple. The same purple of S’azi’s jumpsuit.

      “Wow.” She let out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding.

      Striding up to the starship, K’urt placed the glowing octagonal pendant on the bottom of the hull where he could reach. A door appeared on the side, flat hovering disks materializing one by one, starting from the door all the way to the hangar floor. Stairs.

      Grabbing the octagon, K’urt climbed the disks and Liana followed, sucking in a breath once inside.

      The ship appeared dead, all surfaces gray and dull. The walls were rounded, pockmarks of black voids giving her the impression of rotting flesh.

      A shiver wracked Liana’s body, stomach heavy.

      Cable extending from K’urt’s wrist, a console rose from the floor, the cyborg connecting to it in the next instant. The octagon in his other hand, he placed it in the middle of the console, pressing firmly down with his palm—

      A prism of colorful light shot up from the console and K’urt’s skin was suddenly alive with electrical current, his silver eyes glowing bright. Liana stared in amazement as the hairs on her arms stood on end, glowing bright blue.

      Light radiated outwards, traversing the flooring, curvature of the walls and ceiling, dull dead gray becoming a vibrant black, glowing neon streams like what she saw in the skyscraper covering every surface.

      A purple-clad humanoid form rose from the octagonal pendant, features hardening into the form of a Korthan female, smiling down at K’urt with fondness— and relief? The smile turned into a frown.

      “Those two idiot guards reported you.” An electronic lilt accompanied a female voice. “The Judge is looking for you.”

      “I know,” K’urt said. “T’ren told me.”

      “I held them off as long as I could, but as soon as my mind drive was removed—” There was apology in the figure’s voice.

      “It was enough. We made it to the Galaxy and to your true form,” K’urt said with a smile.

      Bright silver eyes tracked to Liana.

      “That disguise is awful.” The form on the console winked out, appearing next to Liana in the next instant, disapproving gaze traversing her body. “How did you ever pull this off?”

      K’urt laughed. “Oh, we didn’t. T’ren saw right through it.”

      The Korthan woman rolled her silver eyes. “Anyone can see right through it.”

      “Liana,” K’urt said. “This is S’azi. She’s a Scout Ship. She chose me to be her pilot.”

      Pride emanated through the bond, a giddiness that made her skin tingle, the weightless euphoria that this being chose him touching her soul.

      “I am honored to meet the mate of my pilot,” S’azi said with a soft smile that turned wry. “Even with such a terrible disguise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      K’urt stood on the edge of a vast space. The heart of the Galaxy Ship was dark, mysterious, and nebulous. Glowing circular disks lit up in front of him and he walked over the abyss below to a console in what he could only guess was the center of the heart. Placing both palms on the console, it lit up, mercury-like liquid rising from the light, surrounding his hands and wrists in dry silvery fluid.

      “K’urt Knox, I have been waiting for you.” A voice echoed from the darkness, baritone with a reverent softness, but with a power he knew could kill him just by sound alone.

      Pinpricks of light appeared in the cavernous space, swirling around him until he was standing in a starfield of spirals. This was the essence of the Galaxy.

      “I am a wanted man,” K’urt said, gaze tracking the light of the stars. “Prisoner 758, Liana Walker, is my mate. I have freed her and brought her aboard my Scout Ship, S’azi.”

      “Yes.” The stars brightened as the voice sounded. “Soulmates always find each other. It is not always under the best of circumstances.”

      “But she is human,” K’urt said. “I request your help in smuggling her off world. You are the only one with the power to mask her presence.”

      With every kind of Korthan cyborg present, from Warriors to Protectors to Death Angels, he didn’t stand a chance in escaping Korth with Liana without detection. Not unless the Galaxy Ship masked her presence.

      “You still believe humans and Korthans can live in peace.” It was a knowing statement, not a question.

      “More than ever,” K’urt said.

      “It is why W’ard won’t fight.” Was that an accusation?

      K’urt was annoyed that everyone blamed him for W’ard’s pacifist leanings.

      “W’ard was raised on a human world,” he said.

      “As were you, if I recall,” the Galaxy boomed.

      “I stand by my statement. If you will not help me evacuate the human, I will find another way.”

      The dry silver liquid made his wrists tingle as an electric current suddenly arced out of it.

      “You misunderstand.” The starfield rearranged into a new design of swirls as the Galaxy spoke. “I have been living a long time. I have seen countless wars. I have witnessed the birth, life and death of many beings.”

      Colorful nebula burst through the stars, rising high in the space, plunging low in the abyss, their sheer size startling and dazzling. K’urt sucked in a breath.

      “But even I can still be surprised,” the voice continued. “I have recently witnessed proof that Korthans and humans are compatible. To see it again in such a short period of time solidifies that fact.”

      K’urt’s eyebrows furrowed. What did the Galaxy mean? What kind of proof? But he only cared about one thing. “You will help me hide Liana?”

      “You are KCC,” the Galaxy said. “I will not abandon you. Your reinstatement stands. You will be a Protector. But you must speak with L’Den. Your mission as Protector will be a shared path.”

      Alarm zapped through K’urt’s spine. L’Den was the KCC Protector Commander. He would be on high alert if he knew what K’urt was doing.

      “L’Den must not know,” K’urt said, voice tight. “I will not compromise him or any of the others. I do recognize that we are still at war. They have a mission to complete.”

      Peace did not mean laying down arms and allowing the humans to destroy all they held dear. Peace would have to come through education, in sharing the knowledge of the possibilities. Unfortunately, that method took time.

      “Some things are higher than the current status of the worlds,” the voice said. “I will provide safe passage for your mate. There will be no trace of a human ever having been on Korth.”

      “What about the Judge?” The Galaxy might be able to erase Liana from Korth’s systems, but a knowing living Korthan was another matter.

      “Do not worry about B’ryce,” the voice boomed. “His anger clouds his rationality.”

      That could be said for a lot of Korthans.

      “Passage to Sanctuary would solve all your problems, but that is not your path, not yet,” the Galaxy said next.

      K’urt desired a peaceful life on Sanctuary with his mate, but only the sentient ships knew how to find it. Passage was a one-way ticket. Anyone who went to the sentient world was never allowed to leave—

      He needed to stay in this sector of space if there was any chance at spreading the truth, at getting through to Korthans and humans alike, that mutual agreement and compatibility was possible.

      “Seek out L’Den.” The nebula diminished, field of stars fading into darkness as the voice sounded far away. “That is what I ask of you in return.”
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        * * *

      

      Liana walked the perimeter of the rounded cockpit, marveling at the advanced technology as S’azi appeared to be doing a systems check.

      Movement in the satchel she still wore across her shoulder stopped her in her tracks. No doubt Rainbow was getting restless.

      Opening the flap to have a peek, the skyder popped out of the bag, colorful tips of her legs climbing the strap, fanned antennae extended, rotating in circles, big eyes sweeping the area.

      “An energy skyder.” The electronic lilt of S’azi’s voice sounded beside her and she jumped slightly. “I recognize you.”

      Pointing a finger towards the strap, S’azi welcomed Rainbow to touch her, the fanned antennae caressing the extended appendage.

      “You recognize her?” Liana said.

      “Of course,” S’azi said. “She resided in my skyscraper. Very curious creature. And—”

      The tip of S’azi’s finger began to glow, an arc of blue electricity circling around it. The fans of Rainbow’s antennae closed into points, connecting with the electrical arc until it was completely absorbed. The fans spread out, a blue glow emanating from them that was also reflected in the skyder’s enormous center eyes.

      “—Good for draining excess energy. There. Fully energized,” S’azi said with a smile. “You could say we have a symbiotic relationship.”

      Liana blew out a breath as Rainbow leapt from the strap to the flooring, shell glowing as the skyder scurried around the room. What a remarkable creature.

      There was a yap at her left and she turned to see W’ard’s midnight blue silhouette in the doorway. As he entered the room, the mother mogha and three puppies followed, antennae and noses high as they sniffed the air.

      Barking and yapping, W’ard circled her, tail twirling. Liana could not hope to interpret what the mogha must be saying.

      “Do you know what he’s saying?” she asked S’azi.

      “Only K’urt can understand him,” S’azi said. “But if you concentrate on your bond with K’urt hard enough, you get the gist of it.”

      S’azi appeared to be concentrating, but Liana couldn’t figure out how to find the thread. Perhaps more understanding would come with time—

      “I think he’s saying his family belongs with K’urt’s family,” S’azi said after another moment of deep thought.

      The mother mogha brushed against Liana, antennae caressing her midsection as each of the puppies wrapped themselves and their antennae around her legs, tails twirling in little circular blurs. Petting them in turn, they yipped and barked happy sounds.

      Liana smiled. She seemed to be gathering a miniature colony of her own.

      The sound of sirens wailing cut through her thoughts and S’azi’s arms raised in the air, the ceiling of the ship becoming transparent, the ceiling of the Galaxy ship beyond also transparent, like it was on the great promenade.

      Korthan ships dotted the sky much like they did before, but other ships were entering the atmosphere, clunkier less graceful ships, but warships all the same. Liana’s stomach dropped. Were the Human Alliance Forces truly attacking Korth? How did they find the Korthan home world to begin with?

      Korthans flooded the hanger, boarding their ships in haste. She realized these were the authorities that were helping the refugees: the Korthan Cyborg Corps.

      W’ard’s mogha family hunkering down in S’azi’s cockpit, Liana turned several circles, searching the floor, walls and consoles. Where was Rainbow?

      “K’urt is on his way,” S’azi said, look of concentration on her face as her hands flew around and through several colorful holographic shapes that suddenly rose before her.

      The hovering stairs began disappearing as the door started to close.

      “We’ll go to him,” S’azi said next.

      “Wait!” Liana said, alarm jolting her heart. “I can’t find Rainbow.”

      “The energy skyder?” S’azi’s brow furrowed.

      “Yes, the skyder.” Liana’s voice was frantic.

      S’azi’s eyes dimmed, then brightened again. “She’s no longer onboard. I detect her back at the ‘scraper.”

      What?

      “I’m not leaving without Rainbow.” Liana threw herself through the hatch, bounding down the remaining stairs.
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        * * *

      

      K’urt kept an ongoing status report as he ran. S’azi was in the air and would meet him halfway. But there was something she wasn’t telling him—

      Corridor 7, he sent through their bond. Now Hanger Bay 3.

      S’azi’s purple form swept towards him, wings flaring, angling sideways as her hatch opened and he leapt inside.

      Pleased to see his mogha companion, they exchanged a nod as he entered the cockpit. Finally, everyone was where they should be—

      “Where’s Liana?” His blood went cold.

      “She went after the skyder,” S’azi said, head bowing. “I tried to stop her—”

      After the skyder? What was the human thinking?

      “Obviously, you didn’t try hard enough.” K’urt’s shoulders tightened as he gripped the console in the middle of the room, knuckles turning white. “You should have made her stay.”

      “Since when have I ever been able to make anyone bonded to you do anything?”

      Jaw clenched, his pulse raced as he bolted from the ship, making his way to the port deck with a speed he’d never before accomplished.

      “Liana!” he yelled through the bedlam of panic. “Where are you?”
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        * * *

      

      Chaos. Abandoned belongings and equipment littered the port, blocking her path along with a stream of escaping Korthans, all going the opposite direction of Liana.

      A flash lit the dark sky and the stream stopped, all heads facing upwards as time stood still. Liana stopped breathing as a torpedo impacted a skyscraper in the near distance—

      An explosion of red and yellow fire erupted from the building in piercing sound, gripping the crowd in a new urgency, time speeding back up again as people screamed, surging towards the Galaxy.

      Stomach somersaulting around her heart, Liana knew she wasn’t going to make it to the prison skyscraper.

      I’m sorry, Rainbow, she thought as she turned in the direction of the wave of Korthans. Getting back to the Galaxy Ship was paramount for her survival—

      “There’s the human,” a familiar voice jeered, and Liana froze.

      She’d recognize that snaggletooth sneer anywhere. One of the guards, Stank Breath.

      The crowd either didn’t hear or didn’t care as they moved around them, Liana and Stank Breath the only two individuals standing still as another explosion rocked the ground beneath them.

      “You are to be sentenced to death,” the guard said. “I will carry out that sentence.”

      Liana’s heart beat so fast, she thought it might explode from her chest as the despicable Korthan leveled a weapon at her. Her knees gave out—

      “No,” K’urt charged from the chaos, grabbing the guard’s weapon and smashing the butt of it against his head. Stank Breath crumpled to the ground.

      Hauling her to her feet in a desperate embrace, her mate checked her over for injury. “Are you okay?”

      A battle cry rose from the crowd, the other guard charging at them, weapon at the ready. “Die, traitor!”

      Tensing, K’urt’s body wrapped around hers as she squeezed her eyes shut—

      A zapping sound rose above the noise, followed by a scream, the sound of a body hitting the deck. Then a buzz?

      Opening one eye, then the other, Liana’s jaw dropped at the sight of Rainbow, a large electrical current arcing between fanned antennae as the little arachnid zapped the body of the guard again. The man grunted in pain.

      The arachnid hermit buzzed again, scurrying to Liana’s booted feet. Reaching to pluck the creature from the ground, K’urt tensed, arms pulling her back upright.

      “No, don’t touch it,” he warned. “She’s fully energized.”

      And then Liana sucked in a breath as four sets of beady eyes stared at her, numerous tiny legs clinging to the back of Rainbow’s mottled outer shell.

      “Stars, she went back to get babies, her babies.” Filled with giddy surprise, Liana couldn’t help the smile that lit her face.

      K’urt tensed again when Rainbow jumped on her trousers, relaxing when no electrical current shocked her body to the ground, the skyder climbing to the satchel that managed to still be hanging across her torso. Lifting the flap, the arachnid shooed in the four tiny miniature Rainbows before leaping in herself.

      Eyebrows raised, K’urt said, “I have never seen that before.”

      Fascination with the skyder evaporated as another explosion rocked their surroundings.

      “We have to stop them,” Liana said, nostrils flaring.

      “I am getting you to safety off world,” K’urt said, guiding her towards the Galaxy Ship. “The Death Angels and KCC will stop them.”

      “Has someone talked to the HAF?”

      “The time for talking is long past.” K’urt growled, rancor in his tone that she knew wasn’t directed at her.

      A torpedo fell from the sky, an HAF warship the obvious source rushing overhead with an ear-piercing screeching roar.

      “No,” Liana yelled, breaking free of K’urt’s grasp, rushing into the open. “Stop! The buildings are alive.”

      A skyscraper above them exploded in glass and flame, shards raining down, a chorus of screams filling the air.

      “What are you doing?” K’urt shielded her head from falling debris. “Do you want to get yourself killed?”

      “Maybe if the human fighters see me, they’ll stop.”

      “No, they won’t, and you know it.”

      “We have to do something.”

      K’urt grabbed her hand, pulling her in the direction of the fleeing crowd. “We are doing something. We’re escaping.”

      The Galaxy suddenly rose high in the air, turning in a maneuver that demonstrated the ship’s agility despite its great size and shot into space.

      The back of Liana’s throat ached.

      Do not worry, K’urt said through the bond amid an uproar of panic. S’azi and more Scout Ships are coming.

      And arrive, they did. A dozen or more dragonfly ships, all different colors, wings angling gracefully as each chose a place to land among the crowd, taking in Korthans and moghas alike, lifting off to make room for the next Scout.

      The purple form of S’azi swept low above them, four wings fanning out, the ship coming to a slow hover as the hatch opened, K’urt wrapping his arms around her, leaping high in the air through the open hatch.
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        * * *

      

      Infused with his Scout’s exhilaration at finally flying again, K’urt and S’azi were like a machine, flawless but alive. They moved with a fluidity that came from a connected mind, pilot and ship coordinating an elegant dance as they sped past the slower, more clunky ships of the Human Alliance Fleet.

      The euphoria was short lived as they looked out across the burning landscape and skyscrapers of Korth.

      K’urt’s heart sank, stomach roiling, bile burning his throat. “How can there ever be peace now?”

      The Korthan people were never going to forget this day, the day Korth fell: The Fall. Vengeance would be the only motivation for many.

      K’urt watched as two Death Angels dove between a contingent of human destroyers. Guilt tightened his chest. Should he be out there somewhere, helping to save their world?

      You are not meant to be there, W’ard said. Do not lament the life you don’t have.

      The mogha was wise for his years, but K’urt clinched his fists, fingernails digging into his palms, the feeling of ultimately betraying his people overwhelming him.

      Saving your mate is not a betrayal, S’azi said through their bond. Your first loyalty is to her. Every matched Korthan understands that.

      No one else is matched to a human. K’urt’s teeth clinched.

      Our path has never been easy, S’azi said, voice sad as memories of ridicule and exile flashed through their shared bond. But we must remain true if there ever is to be peace.

      Liana reached over from a seat next to his, taking hold of his hand, the action grounding him, fingers tingling.

      “I love you,” she said.

      Dark feelings of guilt and betrayal evaporated in the light of her love, a wave of heat washing over him, thawing the blood that had gone cold in his veins.

      Fond memories of their childhood together enveloped him. “I can protect you forever.”

      Warm fingers squeezed around his.

      “I know.” Her radiant smile set his soul free. “And you have me forever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The skyder stared at her from the console, antennae flared as its mandibles brushed together in a chirp. The human female called the creature ‘Rainbow,’ an apt name for a skyder.

      S’azi extended a finger, zapping the fanned tips with the energy ‘meal’ Rainbow was looking for.

      The arachnid jumped from the ledge, heading across the flooring in a blur of scurrying color-tipped appendages, blue arc of electrical current held high between the fans. Approaching four tiny identical forms, it extended the current to each of them, all their antennae glowing bright blue.

      Smiling, S’azi focused her attention out into space. It felt good to be back in her natural form, space all around her, a blue and red nebula beauty stretching high above and below her.

      Pinpricks of starlight winking as if to say, “Welcome back,” S’azi stretched her arms above her head. Drawing in a breath, the actions were artificial, but she enjoyed imitating her bipedal friends.

      In a long line of ships waiting to enter the Galaxy, S’azi didn’t mind. She even volunteered to enter last, enjoying just being, hanging in the vastness of space, her natural habitat, watching over the great Galaxy Ship, honored to be in his presence.

      A midnight-blue triangular Protector ship angled up beside her and she pursed her lips. She knew who belonged to this ship: L’Den, the Korthan Cyborg Corps Commander.

      K’urt had been avoiding the other Korthan cyborg, reluctant for anyone to know his mate was human, preferring to keep her safely hidden until they could find a way to best further their message of peace.

      L’Den tried hailing her and she ignored him. Now was not the time for whatever this was.

      A flash of his image appeared above her console. What the frack? Was he trying to hack her systems?

      “Do that again and I will blast your ship to the Sanctuary it came from,” S’azi sent through the comm.

      Comm open, his voice came over in a rush.

      “I must speak with K’urt,” he said. “It’s urgent.”

      Glancing towards the rear of her ship and the occupied room beyond, S’azi said, “He’s indisposed at the moment.”

      L’Den chuckled. “I bet he is.”

      “Give me the message,” S’azi said, impatient. “I will relay it to him.”

      “Tell him congratulations on finding his mate.”

      S’azi frowned. That wasn’t an urgent message, certainly not grounds to violate her systems—

      “We share the same message of peace and compatibility,” the cyborg continued.

      Rolling her eyes, S’azi leaned over to cut the transmission. “Okay, fine, I’ll send along your urgent best wishes.”

      “You misunderstand.” A snort accompanied L’Den’s voice. “We’re living proof our peoples can have a shared existence—”

      There was a pause, S’azi waiting out the moment of silence to hear what the KCC Commander had to say.

      “—My mate is also human.”
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