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      CHAPTER
 
 
 
 
 
	  ONE

      
      It pissed him off royally, but Commander Bronse Chapel couldn’t help stumbling once again as the sand shifted from under his
         fast-paced footing. He corrected himself with a hard, jolting body movement in order to keep his balance, and the jerking
         motion elicited a soft, barely discernable groan from the burden on his back.
      

      
      “How goes it, Chief?” he asked, pausing in his stride to request the answer and to allow his fellow soldier a few beats to
         grit out the agony that had to be washing through him by then.
      

      
      “Just waiting on my encore, sir,” Chief Trick Hwenk responded with the traditional gung-ho attitude of an ETF officer, his
         young voice sounding suddenly much younger and far weaker than it had two miles back.
      

      
      Chapel hesitated and then shifted the weight of his human burden up a little higher against his spine and shoulders, wishing
         that the grip Trick had on him was not getting so obviously lax. Bronse could smell the injured soldier’s blood just as easily
         as he could feel it soaking through his gear where the man was slumped over his back. The commander had a well-powered grip
         around the younger man’s thighs and knees as the soldier rode piggyback. But if the kid couldn’t hold on to his shoulders,
         they’d be in deep shit, and Bronse felt that fact clear to his straining bones.
      

      
      
      “All right, Chief. Just hang by your grip for three more miles and we’ll be in the nest. Of course, that means you’ll have
         to listen to the medics bitch at you for a few days,” Bronse noted, using the jovial reminder as a cover for restarting their
         staggering progress across the ever-shifting sand. Bronse narrowed his eyes behind his goggles, peering at the west sandline.
         The wind was getting antsy, but he couldn’t yet see a cloud forming on the line. That was a blessing, at least. Provided it stayed that way. The last thing they needed to contend with was a sand hurricane.
      

      
      Bronse went back to concentrating on where he was putting his feet, and how fast he could risk going without jostling his
         precious burden too dangerously. His every muscle burned from the exertion, but he welcomed it. He preferred being soaked
         in sweat, working himself to the limit of his endurance and pounding out what ever was necessary to see a certain goal achieved.
         He’d always felt the most in control when he had that kind of dedicated focus, and he supposed that was what had gotten him
         the command position on the First Active squad of the ETF in the first place.
      

      
      Then again, he had wanted to be an Interplanetary Militia soldier since …

      
      Well, his matra would swear it was since they cut the cord, and his patra would have proudly boasted that it was set down in his very genes, but Bronse remembered the first time he had seen a BioVid
         of the history of the Interplanetary Militia’s ETF when he was six years old. The IM was an intra/interplanetary peacekeeping
         and defensive military outfit, and it had existed for well over a century. The IM had been created as a joint military effort
         among the three inhabited planets in the system: Tari, Ulrike, and Ebbany. It had more or less succeeded in its charter of
         keeping the treatises of coexistence among the three entities, as well as managing missions of peace and humanity on and among the individual planets.
      

      
      The IM had several specialized branches, but nothing compared to the Special Operations sector known as the Extreme Tactics
         Force. To a six-year-old the ETF had sounded deadly, dangerous, and exciting as all hell. Watching the BioVid had only confirmed
         what Bronse had already dreamed of. Being in the ETF was a good way to get an adrenaline rush and have an opportunity to do
         things with nothing but your balls and your skills to get you out of hellish situations. Not to mention that it was an excellent
         way to get important body parts blown off.
      

      
      Unfazed, Bronse had known right then that he was destined to be one of those elite soldiers, and nothing would stop him. Learning
         that kind of goal setting and determination at that young an age had served him well. Now, here he was, commander of the crack
         team of the First Active ETF soldiers. First Active meant they were the lead team and were always called first for an assignment,
         and it meant that his team was the best of the best. They were the ones who went to do the impossible in the worst situations,
         maintaining a no fear/no fail/no fatality motto that was rarely betrayed.
      

      
      That motto was balanced on Bronse’s back at the moment, losing blood too fast for what remained of a three-mile hike. But
         Bronse was doing his damndest to make them the fastest miles ever to be hiked on sand. He’d never lost a team member in the
         field, and he wasn’t about to start with a rookie communications officer who had balls the size of jumbo adder crystals. The
         kid had more than proved his grit today. Trick might be their newest and youngest member, but Bronse had known the minute
         he’d laid eyes on him that he was the perfect fifth for his group. They’d been searching for a communications officer for
         a whipsnout’s age, going through three washouts before Trick had sauntered onto the base, fresh out of the grueling ETF training program.
      

      
      Trick had those blond boy-next-door good looks that you could see a block away, riveting blue eyes that penetrated at every
         glance, and the disarming manners and engaging charm to go with them. He’d been in the mess hall hardly ten minutes before
         he’d had a small harem of female officers and noncoms all around him. They had been laughing and flirting with him like they
         weren’t already surrounded by a cafe overflowing with virile, accessible men. Keeping in mind that militia women were not
         something one toyed with lightly, or at all for that matter, Trick’s magnetism was impressive.
      

      
      Bronse had turned to Lasher and said that any boy who could communicate that well with IM women deserved their team position
         as communications officer. Lasher had agreed, looking mighty impressed himself. Another recommendation in and of itself because
         very little impressed Bronse’s second in command. So Trick had joined Bronse, Lasher, Justice, and Ender’s First Active ETF
         team all of two months back, and this had been their third mission out since the team had been locked in. The first two missions
         had been sterling. Chief Hwenk had proved himself capable of jacking into everything from TransTel satellites to the antennae
         of a Flibbean ground slug. The boy was a damn miracle worker.
      

      
      The third mission, however, had run into a bit of a snafu.

      
      Bronse had to stop again, this time so they both could toss back a few gulps of nutria-treated water. The sand and sun, not
         to mention Bronse’s labors, were sucking the hydration right out of his body. The Grinpar Desert on Ebbany was merciless in
         that respect. Actually, it was merciless in all respects. Only the Great Being knew why anyone would want to fight over the
         right to live on such a forsaken piece of hell-acre. The sand hurricanes alone could rip solid stone out of the ground. A person caught aboveground was as good as dead, or at least scoured to a bloody
         stump.
      

      
      To make matters worse, the sand was black.

      
      That meant it soaked up the rays of the sun all day and could melt or burn the hell out of anything that touched it, stumbled
         in it, or outright fell down looking to bake their face. Only the special protection of the soldiers’ boots and clothes kept
         them from this type of fate. That and Bronse’s impressive sense of balance.
      

      
      The faster they were out of that hostile environment, the better, Bronse thought as he began to trek off again.

      
      For this mission, the team had split up to do reconnaissance at two separate locations. Bronse hadn’t recommended or approved
         of that plan. However, due to the sand hurricanes and an awkwardly timed insert by their command center, they hadn’t had the
         time to recon their target sites in succession. Their limited circumstances had meant hitting the recon objectives simultaneously,
         which meant either aborting to a later mission or splitting up a single team right then. Abortion meant doubling the danger
         of detection, doubling the risk to lives. Bronse had given in to his upper command and split his team. Justice, Lasher, and
         Ender had taken the north site, and Bronse and Trick had taken the northwest target. Bronse and Trick had been filling PhotoVids
         with recon information when they’d been made. Bronse still couldn’t figure out how it had happened. They’d been silent and—wearing
         black—all but invisible. The Nomaad patrol had jumped them from behind, six to two, and the indigenous life-form’s guards
         had been very skilled in hand-to-hand fighting.
      

      
      Still, nothing compared to ETF training. Especially when it came to hand-to-hand fighting. Bronse and the kid had moved like
         lightning to eliminate their threat, working silently so as not to alert any other patrols. Trick hadn’t even cried out when he’d been pig-stuck by a wicked Nomaadic knife with a dual edge and hooks in the hilt meant
         to either hold the knife in, or rip flesh violently away if the wielder recalled the blade. Trick had done the smart thing,
         bracing a hand to hold the knife in place as he cut off the Nomaad’s hand at the wrist. No small feat that, Bronse knew.
      

      
      Though he rarely made a sound to reflect it, Trick still had the six-inch blade stuck deep in his gut, the hilt of which Bronse
         could see if he glanced past his arm on the left-hand side. Removing the blade would guarantee Trick’s death. Moving Trick,
         every step and every slide in the sand, jiggled sharpened metal against the fragile pink tissue inside the young soldier’s
         belly. But Bronse had no choice. The area had been too hot for a pickup with the light transport ship they’d brought for the
         recon. Plus, covert reconnaissance produced little advantage if you announced you’d been there with the screaming engines
         of a flight ship.
      

      
      With luck, a sand hurricane would hit within a couple of hours and the patrol that had jumped them would be considered lost
         to it. There certainly wouldn’t be any traces of bodies or blood. Bronse had already seen to that. In and out like ghosts—that
         was how ETF preferred to do their work. It was such a habit for Bronse to cover his own tracks that he could cook a four-course
         meal in a stranger’s house and leave them none the wiser for it by the time he’d finished. His ex-wife, Liely, claimed he’d
         done the same thing to their marriage. She’d insisted that, for the two years they had been wed, she had hardly known he was
         there.
      

      
      He’d never understood why she’d been so surprised by that. What had she expected it to be like? He’d been ETF born and bred—ate
         it, breathed it, practically made love to it—and she’d always told him that this was a major turn-on for her. She had sought him out, not the other way around. Having a relationship had been nowhere on Bronse’s radar. He’d learned years ago that the Extreme Tactics
         Force and long-term liaisons did not mix. But Liely had come on strong, oozing attractive enticement, hero worship, and a
         hell-acre of wild and adventurous sex. It wasn’t often that a soldier argued with that kind of easy fortune. She’d been smart,
         witty, and sizzling hot, seemingly with a good head on her about what it meant to hang around with a First Active soldier
         who shipped off in a heartbeat when called. With the volatile politics and disturbances of three planets to manage, that tended
         to be fairly often. Hell, she’d waved him off and hugged him hello every time without a single complaint, and after a while
         he believed that he’d found the rare fortune of a woman worth asking to marry. She’d said yes before he’d even finished popping
         the question.
      

      
      And that was when everything changed. Or nothing changed, according to his discontented wife. Liely had bitched and moaned
         nonstop about his “inaccessibility” and how lonely she was all the time. Why wasn’t he home more often? He had a family now,
         so why didn’t he change—work a desk, get promoted so he’d make more money. Her logic was lost on him when she told him she’d
         expected it to be “different” once they were married. He’d been dumbfounded. He’d never once intimated that he saw himself
         changing for any reason. Still, Liely thought he should make concessions to coddle a whining wife—just because.
      

      
      Grounds for a segregation? Yeah, inevitably it had been. Like every other fight, he’d done it quickly and quietly, putting
         an end to his mistake as soon as he legally could.
      

      
      Bronse wasn’t introspective at heart. He had a very basic makeup and that never required much self-discovery. However, he
         moved better when he kept his mind occupied with a lot of things at once. He kept his attention on the terrain, checked the
         sandline, and kept an ear out for any agony on Trick’s part, but the rest of him did whatever it took to make travel through the awful conditions fly by faster.
      

      
      The transport was waiting another mile and a half away now, the closest they could get and stay undercover. Justice and Lasher
         had wanted to trek out to meet him, but he didn’t want them in the sand so close to a hurricane event. Bronse’s equipment
         had read the storm forming an hour ago. By now it was fast approaching, and he’d soon see it on the sandline. He wouldn’t
         risk them as well as himself and Trick. He knew that his decision had burned them, knew they were furious with him, but they’d
         obeyed and would continue to obey unless he said otherwise.
      

      
      It rubbed them the wrong way, though—this group who lived by the motto no fear/no fail/no fatality—to be coddled by their
         commanding officer like a father protecting his children.
      

      
      Bronse looked over to the distant sandline. The sky was becoming obscured with swirling black and violet clouds, and ground
         lightning was illuminating the funnels and downdrafts of the approaching hurricane.
      

      
      “Hey, Boss,” Trick spoke up in a rasp of repressed pain, “not that I’m complaining, but I hope I won’t be washing sand out
         of every crack and crevice for the next few weeks.”
      

      
      “Can you think of a better way to encourage you to take a bath once in a while?” Bronse retorted breathlessly as he tried
         to pick up his pace and keep jostling to a minimum. “Gonna need a sand hurricane to scour the stink off you, boy.”
      

      
      “That’s just—” Trick broke off his riposte to grit a low sound of agony through his throat. “Arrrhh!”

      
      “Hang on, kid. Last leg. And I’ll beat the storm with at least a minute to spare.”

      
      Trick’s forehead fell limply against the back of Bronse’s neck. The pain had to be horrible, Bronse knew, even though Trick had barely made a sound. The pain was communicated in the
         feel of the boy’s skin—both clammy and hot—and in the slackening of Trick’s strength and grip. He was losing consciousness,
         and Bronse wasn’t sure that it wouldn’t be the kinder thing, as long as the kid didn’t slip off his back. Bronse leaned into
         his trek, keeping Trick pitched forward against his spine and balancing him even more as he went limper, finally falling unconscious.
      

      
      Deadweight.

      
      Trick was out, and Bronse could feel it in every ounce of the body on his back. He had always been fascinated by why that
         made a difference. It was a balance and weight distribution factor, he knew logically. The person wasn’t awake to best center
         himself on the person who carried him. Still, it was remarkable how consciousness, or lack thereof, made such a difference
         in the feel of their weight.
      

      
      Bronse realized he was grasping for thoughts. Practically babbling in his own mind, really. But he had to do something to
         make himself move faster, maintaining burden and strength, beating out the storm, and not second-guessing himself about why
         he wouldn’t have the rest of the team come out to meet them.
      

      
      “That was cutting it close!”

      
      Justice made the declaration seconds before she yanked and banked the transport away from the approach of the storm. She pitched
         up toward the higher atmosphere of Ebbany, the gravity decks working hard to compensate so the team didn’t end up spilled
         across the flooring. But it wasn’t Justice that Bronse was worried about. All of his concern was aft, in medbay, with Trick
         and the medic. But because he needed to hear his team’s report, he had to fulfill command first and let the others get back
         to him as to Trick’s progress.
      

      
      
      “I sure hope we don’t have to find another nav/com officer,” Justice quipped over her shoulder. “They come and go so fast
         around here; I’m getting tired of wiping the butt streaks off this chair.” She nodded to the empty chair behind her and to
         her right.
      

      
      “That isn’t funny, Captain,” Bronse said sternly, looking up from his VidPad, where he was recording his portion of the report
         before transmission.
      

      
      “You’re right, sir. I’m sorry, sir,” she agreed quickly.

      
      Captain Justice Mulettere was looking straight ahead, piloting them out of the atmosphere and into the starred darkness of
         space, but she was also glancing in her back-view disc. She kept the little shiny disc clipped to her console so she could
         see the activity behind her. Not having to turn around to see what her crewmates were up to made for better pi loting. The
         ship’s designers could have set the pi lot’s chair farther back, she supposed, but she preferred models like the transport
         which let her feel the nose of the craft around her rather than the pi lot’s chair being muffled in its mid-section.
      

      
      So she could clearly see Commander Chapel’s reflection in her shiny disc as he sat sprawled in the command chair behind her.
         He hadn’t even paused to breathe after dropping Trick on the medbay table and ordering her to get the transport out of there.
         The commander had come forward, sat down still drenched in sweat and blood and caked black sand, and gone right to his report.
         The trek had been brutal on him, and she could see the tremors in his overexerted muscles, even via the disc. She wasn’t one
         to second-guess her commanding officer, but she hadn’t understood why he wouldn’t let them meet up with him so they could
         help bring Trick in. Was Bronse protecting them? They were ETF, for Great Being’s sake. They were supposed to stick their necks out. But she’d known her superior officer for a while now, and she suspected that Bronse had been a
         little wrecked up about letting the new kid get tanked. The commander got very strict after one of them got hurt. His personal motto, they had learned,
         was no fear/no fail/no fatality, and no fuckups.
      

      
      Justice sighed. The episode with Trick meant they’d be running rigorous drills and extreme training again during their next
         downtime. Not that she minded, because a girl had to do something to keep her figure, but she did wish that Bronse would parallel
         that way of thinking with other things sometimes. Like snapping a bootlace would mean a day of intensive shoe shopping. She
         chuckled noiselessly to herself, trying to picture the hulking men she was teamed with sitting in a shoe emporium, eating
         canapés and sipping Lathe wine, while salers slid the latest in fashionable shoes onto their feet, one after another. Actually,
         Lasher was a mighty fine fashion plate when he was out of uniform, Justice mused. He would probably get a kick out of a day
         of shoe shopping.
      

      
      But Commander Chapel was plainly not in a mood to appreciate her humorous ideas on these matters, so she kept them to herself.
         Perhaps she would share them later with Lasher. And Trick would get a kick out of them for sure.
      

      
      Justice frowned, hoping that Trick would be all right. She had faith in their medic; he could hold the kid over until they
         returned to Ulrike. The best medical care in the tri-planet system was on their base planet. Once they got the kid there,
         he would be good as new.
      

      
      Of the three worlds, Ulrike was the most advanced and civilized in many ways besides medical care. The ETF was based there,
         as was IM headquarters. Although the planet was half land and half water, most of the landmass was settled and there were
         few uninhabited areas.
      

      
      Not like Ebbany, the planet they had just left. Ebbany was mostly landmass, with little in the way of water and oceans. That made for a high percentage of deserts covering the face of the planet. However, the Ebbanites had managed to
         eke out an impressive civilization along the edges of the waters. Yet the bane of the peace seekers were the barbarians of
         the wilderness areas and the Nomaad populations wandering the desert highlands and the lowlands of belowground caverns that
         stretched for hundreds of miles in all directions. The endless squabbles and arming for war, especially in the Grinpar Desert,
         had begun to make Justice feel like she would be wearing black camouflage for the rest of her life.
      

      
      If Ulrike and Ebbany were polar opposites in civilization, however, Tari had to be the middle ground. Living there was rough,
         whether you chose jungle or desert, city or country, or life on the many colony platforms sharing the planetary orbits and
         sight line between Tari and its forested moon of Adia. The platforms were situated in a line from Tari to Adia like metallic
         steppingstones, each one housing tens of thousands of citizens. They had the best advantages and technologies that life had
         to offer, their supplies often coming straight from Ulrike, where they got first dibs on imports before they even filtered
         down to the planet itself.
      

      
      The trouble with Tari was that each colony was a faction unto itself, and they were always squabbling over trading rights
         or imagined slights from another colony. Feuding was frequent, and policing the colonies was difficult because it was hard
         to blend in on a floating piece of metal where everyone lived in close quarters and was wary of strangers. Planetside wasn’t
         much better. Trading rights were a bone of contention there too. Traders figured, why spend time flying all the way to the
         planet surface when they could simply go to the nearest platform colony. This meant that by the time goods filtered down the
         line to the planet, the prices were exorbitant. Only half the planet was settled; the other half was a wild frontier that drew adventurers, troublemakers, and a serious
         criminal element.
      

      
      Tari was one of Justice’s favorite places. She had grown up on one of its platforms—a middle-class upbringing in a place
         that, to be frank, had been flat, cold and gray. Still it had had more than its share of dangers for a young girl. A contrast
         to platform life, the wilderness on Tari held a wild, colorful appeal for her. It was a matter of honesty, she thought. At
         least when you went to the Tari plains and rises, you knew you were headed into blatant dangers, unlike space colony life,
         where you thought you were safe, yet good faces held hazards in camouflage. Justice had always preferred the honesty of knowing
         you were in constant jeopardy.
      

      
      Rather like her career choice.

      
      She had enlisted in the IM right out of school, letting them teach and train her, letting herself be the perfect lump of clay
         for them to mold into the perfect soldier. Now she was one of the top five pi lots in the Special Forces communities; she
         was one of only ten female ETF officers, and she was on Commander Bronse Chapel’s First Active ETF team. Chapel was a legend
         in his own time, and there wasn’t an ETF soldier who wouldn’t give his right arm to be on his elite team. Justice had been
         in her exalted position for three years now, and she had thrilled in every minute of it.
      

      
      “Out of atmosphere; out of orbit traffic, Commander,” she reported automatically as they pulled away from Ebbany and headed
         fast toward Ulrike.
      

      
      “ETA?”

      
      “Thirty-two hours, sir.”

      
      “That long?” came the sharp demand.

      
      “This is only an XJL transport, sir,” she reminded him with gentle respect. “I don’t have any zip. Just handling for best travel and evasion on the planetary surfaces. I can do only thirty-two hours at top mach.”
      

      
      Bronse’s jaw clenched, and Justice could see a nerve tick angrily in his temple. The one thing none of them ever had to doubt
         was that their best interests and safety were at the heart of Commander Chapel’s every motivation. The entire team trusted
         their lives to him, and with good reason. They had seen Chapel do much more miraculous things to save the lives of his crew
         than humping out a kid with a six-inch blade in his belly, over black sand, in hostile territory, and a sand hurricane nipping
         at his heels.
      

      
      Justice tired of watching her commander in the disc. Now that they were in the void of space, she flipped on her autopi lot
         and swung out of her chair as if she were dismounting a horse. She strolled back to the supplies chest secured against the
         rear deck plates, and unlatched it with a hiss as it released its airtight seal. She fished out a first-aid case and resealed
         the chest. Then she walked up to the commander, who had gone back to typing his report, the blunt tips of his fingers dashing
         over the electronic keyboard of the handheld VidPad. She opened the kit and, without bothering to ask for permission, she
         began to tend the wounds he had sustained in his fight.
      

      
      He had a cut over his left eye that would need knitting, a great deal of generalized bruising that a heal patch would take
         care of over the next twenty-four hours, and a bitching case of sunburn that was already beginning to blister. He had apparently
         lost his protective headgear in the fight, which had left him exposed to the sun. Justice would bet he had a hell-acre of
         a sun-induced headache as well. He had the misfortune of having coal black hair, and, like the black sand, it had absorbed
         every ray of brutal sun that had beaten down on him. Justice selected two heal patches from the kit and slapped one on Bronse’s
         left arm and the other under the hair on the back of his thick neck. When she pulled back, he was looking at her, a brow quirked up in curiosity. A light
         scar cut through the peak of his brow, accentuating the arch.
      

      
      “Two?” he asked dryly.

      
      “Yeah.” She grinned, pausing briefly to nibble on the gum between her back teeth. “One for reabsorption and swelling reduction.”

      
      “And the other?”

      
      “To cut the pain of the headache and sunburn.”

      
      She looked studiously into the first-aid case as she spoke, so she could only feel the narrowing of his eyes on her at first.
         Not one to give in to cowardice, not even in the face of Commander Chapel’s disapproval, she smiled sweetly at him as she
         looked up.
      

      
      “You gave me a narcotic?” he growled dangerously, reaching for the patch on the back of his neck. He looked up in surprise
         when she caught his huge fist in her palm, staying his actions. “Back off, Captain,” he barked shortly.
      

      
      “Uh … with all due respect … bite me, Commander,” she retorted with lazy, unconcerned wit. “It’s only a low dose, meant to
         counter the dip when your adrenaline plummets. Which will be any minute now. When it drops, your pain will kick in. I’ve been
         around this block enough to know. If you want to stay lucid, you have to let me cut away at your nerves a little. Otherwise,
         you won’t be able to focus and stay alert with us.”
      

      
      “I don’t like my reflexes being diminished or my perceptions screwed around with,” he argued predictably.

      
      “That’s why it’s a low dose,” she reiterated. “And that’s why I used a patch and not a hyperspray. If we run into trouble,
         you just yank it off and you’ll be right in ten minutes, fifteen tops.
      

      
      “I know.” She held up a hand to forestall his coming argument. “A lot can happen in ten minutes. But you have to trust me. I’d rather you be half-narced without pain than blinded by the agony that we both know is coming. If I
         let the medic look at you, he’d lock you in medbay. At least this way I can tell him I gave you first aid and he can focus
         solely on Trick. Don’t you think I know that’s why you ran out of medbay—before the medic could get a look at you?”
      

      
      “Fine. I’ll leave it for now,” he acquiesced as if it were a heavy travail. “But next time, ask and present arguments before
         just doing it, okay? I’m not ignorant. I can listen to reason.”
      

      
      “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

      
      “Jus, I want you to stay at the stick for a while. I know you’re tired and the autopi lot could get us there in its sleep,
         but I have … I have a strange feeling. Let’s just keep alert, okay?”
      

      
      “Roger that, sir.”

      
      Justice put away the case and slung herself back into her seat, keeping her eyes on her monitors.

      
      Despite Bronse’s worries, they reached Ulrike without mishap or event. Justice swung into port on the IM space station that
         rotated in Ulrike’s orbit with smooth grace in spite of its enormity. Thousands of troops moved in and out of the station,
         known as Station Zero, every day, at all hours, and the time of their approach was no different. Since IM acted in the role
         of law enforcement as well as militia, personnel were constantly shifting. Station Zero was a major exchange port, situated
         equidistant from Tari and Ebbany and practically on top of Ulrike.
      

      
      Shortly after the XJL landed on the tarmac, the doors of the cargo hold lowered to reveal the entire squad standing at the
         ready. Trick was supported on each side by two team members, their arms linked to form a human sedan chair of sorts to support
         their injured comrade. Justice and Lasher stood on the right, Bronse and Ender on the left. Bronse was, of course, in front, his thick wrist and
         forearm linked beneath Trick’s thighs with Lasher’s equally powerful grasp. At a soft sound from their commander, the team
         strode forward in a perfectly timed march, cushioning Trick, yet precise and proud in step so no one could mistake them for
         anything but the mighty warriors they were. Wounded team members of the ETF had always been brought home in such a manner,
         their heads held high, keeping them from being the object of pity or dismay, something every soldier dreaded in moments like
         this.
      

      
      Silence fell over the soldiers crowded around waiting for their departing flights. A respectful silence. All braced their
         legs and linked their hands behind their backs in honorable attention as the ETF officers carried their injured man past them,
         heading for the station medical facilities.
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	  TWO

      
      
      
      Masin “Lasher” Morse was not famous for his conversation. He was even less renowned for actually initiating one. So when Lasher
         asked Bronse a leading question, the commander blinked at him in surprise for a long moment. They were sharing a meal in Bronse’s
         quarters, something they did often when they weren’t in the mess with other bored officers who were on downtime, or when they
         weren’t in the mood to search for more intimate company. Bronse’s fork hung suspended between his plate and his mouth, the
         rich juice of the steak he was enjoying dripping with little plops onto his potatoes.
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” Bronse murmured after a moment, blinking and refocusing his disbelieving attention. “Could you repeat the question?”

      
      Unperturbed, Lasher did so, grinning the entire time. He knew full well that Bronse had heard him and comprehended. “I asked
         you what you were thinking.”
      

      
      Bronse laughed suddenly, half with humor, half with that same sense of disbelief. “I am suddenly having a flashback to my
         marriage. Liely asked me that question a hundred times a night when I was off-mission. Do I have to worry that we’ve been
         on-mission together too long?”
      

      
      Lasher responded by throwing a bread roll at Bronse’s head. It hit him in the center of his forehead when he couldn’t be bothered
         to duck, then bounced off and slid under the table. “Don’t be a jackass.” Lasher grinned, making his companion laugh. “I only meant to say that something is
         bugging you, and I know enough after all these years that it’s a good idea to get a handle on your thoughts if I want to protect
         my own ass. Your instincts are uncanny and rarely wrong.”
      

      
      “We’re on downtime, Morse. My instincts are going to kick back and relax until such time as we go on-mission again.” Bronse
         set down his fork and leaned back with a deep sigh and a long, casual sprawl of well-muscled legs. There was hardly a trace
         left on his body of the fight he had been in, or the trek he’d been forced to make. Masin’s boss was freshly shaved and showered
         and even wearing civilian clothes. That in and of itself was strange, come to think of it. Bronse never wore civvies on the
         station. He always waited until he was planetside. It was allowed in the privacy of their quarters, of course, where they
         were now, but once they crossed the threshold into public areas, they were expected to be in uniform unless briefly traveling
         for social purposes from one place to another.
      

      
      “Are you going out somewhere?” Lasher asked, again surprising his commander with his attempt to generate a conversation. Or,
         in this case, an information-gathering session.
      

      
      “Am I being interrogated?” Bronse countered.

      
      “You are being observed as acting out of normal character by a man who has been by your side since enlistment ten years ago.
         And before then, if you count officers’ college. If you didn’t want me to know that something was going on, you wouldn’t have
         invited me to dinner dressed in civvies, partner. Why in hell are you toying with me? Save the head games for the enemy, friend.”
      

      
      Bronse fixed his unusual eyes on his second in command for a long minute. Lasher met his stare dead on and with no hint of
         his previous humor. Neither man blinked. The disconcerting thing about Bronse’s eyes, Lasher noted wryly, was that they were an unexpected periwinkle color. A cross
         between light blue and light lavender. Like hazel eyes that switched between green, gold, and brown, Bronse’s eyes would shift
         between sky blue, light violet, and the periwinkle or lavender combination of the two. They were like a woman’s eyes, some
         would say, for their sheer prettiness.
      

      
      Actually, no one would say that. They wouldn’t dare.

      
      But their lightness and the habitually perceived gentleness of color gave Bronse an unsettling edge when he fixed his eyes
         on strangers. They would be so busy trying to wrap their minds around the incongruity of a mountainous, deadly man with forget-me-not
         eyes that they would end up blabbing all kinds of information without even realizing it.
      

      
      Lasher, however, was no longer unbalanced by Bronse’s delicately colored eyes. That wasn’t to say that a warning or smoldering
         threat that could be seen from time to time did not give Lasher pause. He was, after all, a very intelligent man. But at the
         moment there was only reluctance warring with confusion in Bronse’s gaze, and Masin knew that he simply needed to exhibit
         patience and per sistence.
      

      
      “I don’t think I can explain it,” Bronse said at last, the words coming in an uncontrolled rush, as if he were unburdening
         himself of a great secret. “I’m afraid if I start to, I will sound like the Ebbany sun has fried my brain.”
      

      
      “Maybe it did,” his second speculated with a crooked grin as he reached casually for his beer and took a swig. “I’m not used
         to you prevaricating, so it would make me wonder.”
      

      
      “I know,” Bronse grumbled with dissatisfaction.

      
      “But crazy people never think they’re crazy. You’re sane just by virtue of the question. So, what are you thinking? Spit it
         out. Let’s see if I can do anything for you.”
      

      
      
      Bronse’s troubled gaze flicked up to Lasher’s with penetrating lavender pupils.

      
      “One of us is going to die.”

      
      “Just what exactly does that mean?” Lasher asked, all traces of humor vanishing. “Are you talking about Trick? You heard what
         the doctors said—”
      

      
      “No. Not Trick. Not now at least.” Bronse exhaled sharply, running frustrated hands over his face and through his jet hair
         until the short cut spiked up even though it was slightly longer than military length at the moment. “I don’t know who, or
         how, or anything else. I just have a sick gut feeling that we’re going to lose someone on an imminent mission.”
      

      
      Lasher settled back in his chair again, studying his commanding officer quietly for a long minute.

      
      “If it were anyone else, I would call Psyche Services and get you wired and decompressed,” Lasher said darkly. “Going into
         a mission with that attitude stuck in your head is going to make it happen. You know that, right?”
      

      
      “I know that,” Bronse barked. “Why do you think I’ve been smacking the feeling down for the past two days? I thought for certain
         that something was going to happen on the way back to base. When it didn’t, the feeling just seemed to grow in intensity.”
         Bronse’s voice lowered to a dark passion. “Part of me thinks I should be decompressing in Psyche Services, too, but another
         part of me is screaming out that if I leave my team I’m going to be leaving you all to get your fucking heads blown off. I
         don’t mean that to be a disparagement against you, either. I’ve never once doubted your ability to command in the event of my absence, Masin.”
      

      
      Lasher took the compliment seriously, especially when Bronse forewent his militia nickname and called him by his given name,
         an occasion reserved for the most serious of conversations.
      

      
      “I can only explain it as masculine intuition, if such a thing exists. A soldier’s intuition,” he corrected himself, looking better satisfied with that. “Masin, something very unusual
         is about to occur, and we’re going to get thrust up in the middle of it. Now, that’s fine by me. That’s what we do, right?”
         Bronse didn’t wait for Lasher’s nod. “But somewhere along the line, I’m sure that two things are going to happen. First, something
         is going to attempt to separate me from the rest of the group, and if that happens, you all are as good as dead. Second, if
         we manage to thwart that and make it to the end of the mission, we will lose someone no matter what. That’s an idea I cannot
         stomach or accept. I have never lost a man in the field, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to start now.”
      

      
      Lasher was quiet for a long time as he absorbed this proclamation. Although Bronse had a gut instinct that bordered on precognition
         at times, never before had he presented Masin with something as specific as this. Clearly the commander was just as disturbed
         by this as Lasher was. But he was disturbed to a point of determination, not panic, and that was an important distinction.
         It told Lasher that Bronse was still in command of his perspective and able to remain in command of his group.
      

      
      “And the civvies?” Lasher pressed, getting back to that question.

      
      “I just had to get out of uniform,” Bronse said dismissively. “It helped dissuade this sense of needing to be battle ready.
         I need to relax and sleep if I’m going to be at the top of my game when it’s needed, and I haven’t been able to do that since
         we got off Ebbany. The civvies and your company … and confessing this feeling to you … have made me feel a little better.”
      

      
      “I can imagine,” Lasher murmured. It bothered the lieutenant commander that this had been disturbing Bronse since Ebbany.
         Could the close call with Trick’s life have unsettled Bronse enough to make him paranoid? Lasher found it hard to conceive that Bronse Chapel would ever come close to the deep end, never mind jumping in. Was all
         of this surfacing only since Ebbany? Bronse’s gut instincts had been around for quite some time though. Was that why Bronse
         had refused to let the team meet him in the desert, when it would have been faster and easier to rescue Trick if they had?
         Lasher didn’t often question Bronse, never having had reason to, and it disturbed him to find himself doing so now.
      

      
      “Masin, you’re being transparent,” Bronse said with wry observation as he slowly sipped his beer. “You think I’m a few cards
         short of a deck.”
      

      
      Lasher smiled crookedly and chuckled softly. “I’d be stupid not to consider it. But I’ve trusted you for every single minute
         of the past ten years, and I’m incapable of doing otherwise now. You’ve always been able to think circles around me and everyone
         else. Maybe your brain is evolving to a higher level, and now you can sense trouble even before the mission.”
      

      
      “Go ahead, make jokes,” Bronse snorted derisively.

      
      “Seriously,” Lasher said, “I put as much stock in gut feelings, hunches, and instinct as the next soldier. It has saved my
         life on more than enough occasions. Your feelings just happen to be a bit more specific than the average, and, eerie as it
         may feel, I think I can accept that. I just need to know how much you want me to share with the crew. Frankly, I think Justice
         is already on edge. She spent a lot of time with you on deck and assimilated your tension and wariness. Ender was born paranoid,
         so he’s never not on alert. Trick isn’t going anywhere anytime soon, so I don’t see any point in stressing out the kid while he heals.”
      

      
      “I know. I plan to keep this between you and me. Between the two of us, we can keep the others on their toes and pointed in
         the right direction. If I get separated from you, I know you’ll know that making sure we regroup is what I want at all costs unless I clearly order otherwise. I just feel better knowing that you know where my mind is on this.”
      

      
      “I’m rock solid clear on it. Now,” Lasher mused, “all we need is a mission.”

      
      Forty-eight hours later and with only three consecutive hours of deep sleep under his eyelids, Bronse was brutalizing his
         body in the officer’s gym, trying to burn himself into some kind of exhaustive state that would allow him to fall asleep and
         stay that way.
      

      
      It was some awful hour during the base’s night cycle because the gym was abandoned, only the sickly bluish-white artificial
         lighting keeping him company. Even that was iffy in places, bulbs close to needing changing giving off occasional warning
         flickers, announcing their imminent demise. He was glad for the quiet, though, and the desolate feeling of the empty gym suited
         his mood.
      

      
      Bronse was currently pitting himself against the gravity mats, which increased the pull of gravity in proportion to the user’s
         strength and level of skill. Any exercise he chose would be made tougher to do as he worked against his own increasing body
         weight. The mats were designed to avoid causing severe injuries or stress fractures, but right up until that point they would
         push the limit.
      

      
      Bronse had decided on some basic floor exercises. They were what had strengthened him enough to carry a 205-pound man across
         five miles of broiling desert, so they would damn well be enough to get him to fall asleep for at least a good eight hours.
         Though the crew members were trained to function at peak levels under the duress of very little sleep, when downtime came,
         crashing was imperative to rejuvenating and maintaining health and strength. Undergoing hard-core conditions was something
         best left to the battlefield and bad situations.
      

      
      
      Reaching the limits of his stamina, Bronse finally dropped to his hands and knees in a panting sweat on the black gravity
         mat, his teeth gritting against the aches of his body as sinew twitched in protest and relief. It would take the mat a few
         more minutes to gear back its gravitational resistance after sensing that he’d stopped his workout. So Bronse rolled over
         onto his back and bore the strangely comforting pressure of his body being drawn toward the floor as if he were being sucked
         down into the mat. But then the pull of it released so suddenly that Bronse had a momentary sensation of zero-g, the illusion
         of near weightlessness that seemed so real that he wondered why he didn’t float away. He adjusted after a moment, of course,
         his breathing regulating as well, but he didn’t get up off the floor. He lay staring at the ceiling, somehow fascinated by
         the intermittent flicker of the dying bulbs in the lighting units.
      

      
      “Bronse …”

      
      Bronse turned his head when he heard his name being called, looking toward the entrance of the gym. He sat up abruptly when
         all he saw was rows of quiet exercise equipment and neatly stacked weight-sims.
      

      
      “Jus?”

      
      Not that it had to be Justice because it was a woman’s voice, but he could see no cause for any other woman to seek him out
         at this hour. Considering the rigors of their training earlier, Justice always liked to get solid time in her rack. She wasn’t
         the type for the restless nights that he was struggling with, so it would have surprised him to see her. But there was no
         sign of her or a messenger, certainly no sign of anyone on an IM base who would have dared to use his given name with such
         soft familiarity as he’d just heard.
      

      
      More than likely he’d mistaken stray noises on Zero Station for the sound of a voice calling him. Why he’d thought it was
         female … well, he mused with a wry, self-deprecating smile, that didn’t take a psychology degree to figure out, considering how long it had been since they’d
         had a decent planetside leave.
      

      
      Keeping half an eye on the entrance to the room, he lay back on the mat again, indulging in a lackadaisical moment.

      
      “Bronse.”

      
      Bronse froze when the very clear repeat of his name and the distinctly accented female voice flowed all around him, followed
         by the curious sensation of fingertips drifting down the side of his face.
      

      
      “By the Being!” Bronse swore as he lurched to his feet, staggering back a step until his back hit a wall. He braced himself
         there for a moment, his heart pounding in shock, a half-dozen other emotions and thoughts crowding in on him.
      

      
      He’d seen some pretty hair-raising stuff in his career, from cannibals to alien invaders from another galaxy, but invisible
         women? A ghost? Anything was possible, he supposed, and as a soldier he rapidly got past the strangeness of it and went right
         to the next step.
      

      
      “Whoever you are, you’re trespassing on a military installation. Show yourself,” he demanded.

      
      To his infinite shock, she did.

      
      She was turning toward him as she materialized out of thin air. Details were blurred at first; only the burgundy color of
         the flowing fabric she wore and the darkness of her hair registered with any clarity. By the time she came fully about, however,
         the details were crystal clear, although she was more a holographic image than real. A very detailed ghost.
      

      
      She was tall, not more than a head shorter than he was, and he was six foot four. Her features were sweeping and exotic—good
         bone structure and sly sensuality. Her mouth was generous, and her chin had a natural dimple. Her cheekbones were pronounced,
         elegant, drawing attention to the delicacy of her slim nose and the upward tilt at the corners of her eyes. All that facial exotica
         was foiled, however, by a simple pair of brown eyes, a cross between leather and topaz, although she got points for expressiveness
         because he could see wide-eyed curiosity and surprise within them. Her hair was deep, dark brown, he noted now that he could
         see it at its part against her scalp. It looked almost black in the cascading loops of small braids it had been styled into.
         Considering that the tightly trussed looping braids nearly reached the small of her back, Bronse expected that her hair was
         extremely long when unbound. In its current intricacy of design, however, it was utilitarian as well as pleasing to the eye.
      

      
      Her figure was hidden by the free-flowing shape of the wine-colored burnoose she wore. The fabric parted in the center, giving
         him a glimpse of white clothing beneath. This half-hidden shift was made of a very lightweight fabric that revealed her darkly
         tanned skin. She wore knee-high boots and breeches beneath the ankle-length outer garment as well, and he caught flashing
         glimpses of Delran platinum in thin chains decorating the span between her hips and the tops of her boots. The beautiful precious
         metal was unmistakable, its rose-tinted glimmer blinding because of its infamous purity. On her wrists she wore a multitude
         of bangle bracelets made of the same metal, which was easily the most expensive natural element in the galaxy. Bronse realized
         that the clips binding her hair were also made of the valued metal.
      

      
      Regardless of how she had appeared, Bronse was able to gather a great deal of information about her in just those few seconds.
         She was wealthy; only the very rich could afford Delran platinum. She was someone of import; he could sense it in her carriage
         and bearing. Never before in his career had he seen her type of features or her clearly cultural dress, making it possible that she was not from their system. Maybe she was from one of the wilderness
         areas on Ebbany or Tari, where not every culture was yet recorded.
      

      
      The manner of her appearance still bothered him, though. It wasn’t that he hadn’t received his share of holographic messages
         in his time. That wasn’t what was keeping him edgy and spooked. It was that there was no holographic reception pad in the
         middle of the floor of the officer’s gym. Technologically speaking, her presence wasn’t possible. One pad was needed to send
         and another to receive. At least, that was the known technology. Known technology also didn’t allow for her very physical touch against his face. Bronse was damn sure he hadn’t
         imagined that. He could still feel the path of her fingertips on his face as if his skin were hyperaware.
      

      
      While he was making his observations, he could see her making her own. Her eyes moved over him with slow and blatant curiosity,
         shyness obviously not a factor in her makeup. She took in his hair, spiking haphazardly no doubt from being drenched in sweat,
         and the bluntly squared strength of his features. No one had ever called him handsome, and he didn’t much care either way,
         but he wasn’t unattractive either and he accepted that with a mental shrug.
      

      
      She hesitated, as everyone did, at the lancing pastel stare of his eyes, a look of fascination spreading over her features
         as she leaned eagerly forward for a moment before catching herself. Bronse tried not to smile. His eyes had that effect on
         women, no matter who they were. She swept her gaze over the enormous breadth of his shoulders, the powerful sculpture of his
         chest, the smooth narrowing of his waist and hips, and the iron-hard thickness of his thighs and calves. He wore only the
         body-hugging black Skintex shorts that were usual for his workouts, so she was getting a highly unimpeded view of his body. Bronse didn’t mind. He was a big man, intimidating as hell, and in awesome physical shape. All of his crew maintained daunting
         physiques, each unique to their body structure. Bronse didn’t believe in overdeveloping just for looks, however. He focused
         on strength, endurance, and the all-important agility needed for his job. None of his muscle got in the way of his movement,
         and none of it was for show. It was all about top per formance under fire. He demanded the same of his entire crew.
      

      
      “Who are you?” she asked.
      

      
      Bronse was surprised by her question, his hands settling on his hips as he regarded her. He wondered how she could see him.
         He wasn’t on a hologram pad, nor would he even know how to dial out a connection to this stranger.
      

      
      “I think I asked you first,” he said in his sharpest military tone.

      
      She lifted a single brow, the delicate arch rising in an expression of amusement and surprise. It was the humor that threw
         him. Mainly because he was used to receiving respect and even intimidation in reaction to his military attitude. He’d perfected
         it during a short stint as an ETF training officer.
      

      
      “My name is Ravenna. Somehow I know that your name is Bronse, though I do not know how. Now we have exchanged names, but it
         is unsatisfying, is it not? There is nothing to be learned from a name.”
      

      
      It was a good observation. He had learned more about her while she had stood silently before him. Although the unusual name
         could come in handy later when he got his hands on the Universal Database.
      

      
      “Why did you come to me?” she asked.

      
      Again, she had beaten him to the punch. He was bemused to the point of smiling slightly as he ran a hand through his wet
         hair, sending sweat bouncing off the ends.
      

      
      
      “I didn’t come to you. I think it was the other way around.”

      
      Now it was her turn to look bewildered. She recovered fast though.

      
      “Who are you really,” she demanded, narrowing her eyes. “Why do you taunt me like this?”

      
      The question gave Bronse pause. There was the contempt of history in that strange remark. It was as if she was accusing him
         of …
      

      
      Bronse straightened suddenly, flashes of memory swimming through him. “I’ve seen you before,” he uttered in surprise.

      
      “I cannot sleep because of you,” she accused softly.

      
      Dread chilled its way down Bronse’s spine as he understood that the situation was mutual. “You,” he said in quiet shock. “You’re
         the one who keeps warning me about danger.”
      

      
      “No, I—” She broke off, startled out of her knee-jerk denial. “Yes,” she uttered in reversal, “you are in danger. I had to
         tell you.”
      

      
      “Why? What do you know?” he demanded suddenly, stepping closer to the image of her, his fists clenching with anxiety.

      
      To his surprise, she suddenly reached out to touch him, her left hand wrapping around the back of his neck, the other settling
         on his left pectoral muscle as she drew up flush to his body. It was shockingly intimate, a lover’s embrace, as if she were
         going to pull him into a kiss. When he reacted, his hands passed right through her image. How was she able to touch him, yet
         he couldn’t touch her in return? It was disconcerting, and he suddenly felt as though he could no longer easily defend himself.
      

      
      However, she was gentle and otherwise benign as she settled against him. He could even feel her body warmth, the brush of
         the fabric of her clothes. Strange to feel her weight, yet it wasn’t there. He had a sense of the figure hidden beneath the loose folds of the burnoose. He
         felt her ample breasts against his chest. A taut, flat belly touched his, and strong thighs slid long and lean over his own
         as they braced close to him. Bronse was astonished by the prickles of attentiveness that made themselves known up and down
         his body. He was already on edge, and he was aware from a militaristic perspective, but this was something far more intimate.
         He recognized it as a strictly male response, though he was baffled by his own uncontrolled reaction. Long stretches between
         planetside leaves or not, he did not usually react this casually to women. He made calculated, conscious choices in such matters.
         It was a lifelong habit that he had considered wise and logical for dozens of reasons.
      

      
      Hell, she was hardly even a woman! Not a real one in any event. But she was still a threat, provided this wasn’t a hallucination.
         Great Being, he hoped he wouldn’t wake up in Medbay with heatstroke and a hard-on for an imaginary goddess.
      

      
      The goddess, meanwhile, was looking directly into his eyes, her height placing her extremely close—just a minor head tilt
         away from eye level. He felt the grip of her hands tightening on his neck and chest, then her fingers turning chill as she
         seemed to disconnect from herself. A faraway but troubled expression passed over her.
      

      
      “Do not let them leave you,” she whispered, her breath warm and sweet as it flowed over his face. “They will die without you,”
         she said urgently. Her eyes flickered behind their lids, her lashes fluttering as if she were in REM sleep and watching a
         dream. “And you will die without them. You must stay together.”
      

      
      “It’s you. You’re the reason I can’t shake this feeling of danger.” Bronse could hear the rush of his own breathing in his
         head, and suddenly his hands were closing around her back. He wasn’t even aware that he was actually touching her now. “You keep coming to warn me.”
      

      
      “Yes,” she said in a low voice, her tongue sliding anxiously between her lips to moisten them, the action drawing his swift
         attention as more powerful prickles of sexual awareness sparked through him. His body stirred against her, apparently with
         a mind of its own, intent on making its interests known. Yet something about all of this was terribly familiar. It was as
         if this impulsive arousal were a habit, a very enjoyable one.
      

      
      “How do you know?” he heard himself asking her, his voice gruff, as her soft, sensual perfume—an aroma of gently exotic flowers
         and the undercurrent of erotic Ayalya spice—drifted in an assault on his senses. He knew that her closeness to his body wasn’t
         meant to be a come-on, that it wasn’t her intention to stir him. The grasp she had on him served another purpose, though he
         was confused as to what it was. He was the one making something sexual out of her attempt to warn him, to protect him. Bronse
         wasn’t used to anyone outside of his team wanting to protect him. The feeling was disquieting.
      

      
      Ravenna tilted her head to the side, her eyes opening and refocusing on him at last. As she came to herself again, she studied
         him carefully.
      

      
      “I always know. I am never wrong. I do not know how it is we meet like this; I do not know what draws me to you night after
         night, Bronse, but I know you are in danger and I know that very soon you and I will meet in the flesh.”
      

      
      “We will?” An exciting thought, to say the least. All of Bronse’s concerns about security and safety had fled. He was pretty
         much convinced that this was all a dream anyway.
      

      
      “No!” she cried in despair.

      
      Bronse woke up with a ragged gasp, sitting upright on the gravity mat in his shock. His heart was pounding hard enough to burst out of his chest. As he realized that it had indeed
         been a dream, he shuddered with the terribly real feeling that it had left behind. He could still feel the sweet weight of
         her body against his—a silhouette burned into the entire length of him. He was tense with foreboding and hard with arousal,
         the confusion of the two incongruous feelings twisting his gut and his brain into knots. Danger and desire clashed with mystification
         as he leapt to his feet, instantly feeling better once he was standing.
      

      
      He had fallen asleep on the mat. He’d had a dream. That was all it was. Just a very strange dream. He had woken up the moment
         he had realized he was caught up in a fantasy. So why did it still feel so real? Shouldn’t that feeling of realness shake
         off the longer he was awake?
      

      
      It would, he realized. He just needed a few minutes.

      
      Meanwhile, he also needed a cold shower and a visit to Medbay.

      
      Ravenna woke with a stuttered gasp, sitting up on her pallet as she tore violently out of her sleep.

      
      Curse him! He did it every single time! Him and his logical mind, disassembling and dissecting everything into neat, explainable categories;
         the minute he told himself he was dreaming, the dream ended. It was one of the conditions of such connections carried out
         in a dream-world. That fragile state was always conditional to a being’s belief system. While imagination could take a being
         to wild places, it would stop as soon as ac ceptance stopped.
      

      
      Rave threw off her covers and swept to her feet. She reached to touch the thin gown she had worn to bed; she was still caught
         enough between sleeping and waking to need to check to see if she were wearing the nightgown she had donned at bedtime, or
         the wine burnoose she had worn earlier in the day. Thankfully she had a sense of modesty when she decided to visit the dreams of this strange man.
         He had gazed at her with more than enough obvious hunger while she was fully dressed. She could imagine his reaction if she’d
         shown up in the transparent Yojni silk with only its trimmings of Delran thread and Jimsu lace.
      

      
      Actually, she could very easily imagine it, she admitted as she pressed cool hands to her heated cheeks. There had been no
         way to mistake the reactions of his body as she had leaned against him. And why was this the first detail jumping out at her,
         especially when there was so much danger and so little time left?
      

      
      Yet she could not shake away the feeling. She moved to the small window of her chambers, ignoring the bars impeding her view
         so she could look up at the night sky. He was somewhere out there, this powerful man with his hard voice and even harder body.
         Rave shivered as she remembered the feel of all that corded sinew against her body. Gods above, but he had been so magnificently
         made. Did men truly come with such strength packed into their bodies? Or was he an exception, with his layers of twisting
         muscle? She had seen broad-shouldered men, but none so well shaped, nor so obviously powerful on sight alone. Bronse’s chest
         had been a map of pure might; his skin heated and moist beneath her hands as she made the contact she had needed to read him.
         The power of his bulging biceps had been proved as his hands had found and gripped her back, the pure energy of his vigor
         radiating from his fingers. There was no mistaking the thick potency in his muscular thighs.
      

      
      Ravenna’s cheeks grew still hotter as she avoided descriptives of other thick and potent parts of his body.

      
      She forced herself to concentrate on other things, reaching to pluck the silk of her gown away from her suddenly damp skin.
         She was telling him a bold truth when she had said they would be meeting soon, and it would not do for her to react in this wild manner when they did. Especially
         considering the danger to both of their lives she had predicted. She needed to focus on how she could possibly be of help
         to him.
      

      
      She did not have the answer to that, though, aside from her obvious abilities, at least. It was all too vague. Would it be
         before or after the day looming in threat? Would this man rescue her from the awful fate of servitude that was being forced
         upon her, or would it be even more dangerous than that, the danger coming later, and in treacherous, foreign territory? Perhaps
         so. This she could not see. Damn her clarity anyway. Her clairvoyance was stubbornly capricious, picking and choosing what
         it would reveal. Bronse had asked her to elaborate, and she was not trying to be enigmatic when she couldn’t do so. She was
         just as frustrated as he was. But at least she was sure now that he had gotten her warnings. She had been afraid that he would
         not remember the messages she had sent into his dreams. His reactions to her tonight, however, told her that he had remembered
         the messages, if not the messenger herself, in his waking world.
      

      
      Oh, how she wondered about that world. She always met him in his immediate territory. It seemed so different, so beautiful
         and cold sometimes. He lived strangely, she knew. Their surroundings changed constantly in their shared dreams. One night
         she would sense metallic, hulking surroundings that clanged and echoed with the restless movements of others she could not
         see. The next night Bronse would be huddled under scraggly brush with black sand all around him. In all this time—a lunar
         month, as far as she could remember—he had never had a woman beside him. There had been men, however. She had never seen them,
         but she had sensed his awareness of their proximity. She might have thought it his preference if not for the way he reacted to her in his dreams. That and the fact that she had come to understand that he was a soldier
         of some kind. A leader, actually. She had sensed that. He did not look like the warriors she was familiar with. Then again,
         she suspected that he came from a world that was very different from hers.
      

      
      This brought her focus back to the stars. The brightest ones were planets. At certain times of the year, more or fewer of
         them were visible in the night sky. She had heard rumors that other beings lived on some of those planets. She had even heard
         stories that ships on her own home-world left for those places constantly, that in the Citified States, such things were commonplace.
         These were tales told by fanciful bards and merchants who were looking to tweak some coin out of a naïve person’s purse, she
         suspected. Still, how else would one explain a man like Bronse? She was no simple wilderness girl whose head could be turned
         by a charlatan’s stories. She had a logical mind to go with her psionic one, and together they told her that there may be
         a great deal of truth in these matters.
      

      
      If this were true, though, what would an off-world soldier have to do with her? How could their paths possibly cross? Even
         she knew how enormous Ebbany was. One man meeting up with one woman in the entire universe? It seemed impossible. And yet
         her heart had fluttered with excitement when she had remembered something from one of her geography lessons. Ebbany comprised
         mostly deserts, each different and unique. But the largest was the most unique of all.
      

      
      Because of its black sand.

      
      Did that mean Bronse had already been to Ebbany? She remembered the black sand so clearly. He had held his hands over it to
         warm them as the heat of the day escaped into the frigid cold of the desert night. He had talked to her so wearily, clearly
         tired from his disturbed nights of dreaming with her, yet still sharing innocuous facts about the desert animals at night. It had been a short lesson
         because he had woken up quickly. She had almost forgotten about it herself. It seemed, however, that to night’s dream had
         been different. It had been more like a culmination, a solidifying of the past visitations, bringing them into the forefront
         of memory so they were no longer vague and irresolvable.
      

      
      All of this meant that time was drawing to an end.

      
      Ravenna shivered as she cast her eyes down from the heavens and looked at the village, at her jailers, whom she had once treated
         with respect and honor. A deference they had more than reciprocated. The level of their betrayal burned within her like a
         fury. She was biding her time, though, before she let them feel it. They all would.
      

      
      There was not much time, but there was enough. If Bronse came in time, she would wish to help him in every way she could imagine,
         so that they would meet as they were destined to and would both survive that meeting.
      

      
      But if he came too late … ?

      
      She would already have been sacrificed for the “good of her people,” which would make any chance of saving her almost, if
         not completely, impossible.
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