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      BioCybe was born many years ago. Half bet, half mad dream. It came to life in my office in the year following my husbands accident in Los Angeles.

      A trying time that continue to remind me that hope must never fade, neither should love. These are precious gifts. Ones we should embrace with our whole hearts.

      All facets of Science Fiction continue to fascinate me, and while writing this, was cathartic on one level, it was also a way to work through fears and nightmares that plagued me in the aftermath, when things were grim and we didn’t know when or if things would return to some kind of normality.

      The one hope I do take away from this time is that someday, the need for biomechanics that could harm, maim or kill, will never be needed. A vain hope, perhaps, but one I cling to. And perhaps instead, we will focus on how it can help those most in need.

      As for my heroine, a young woman who doesn’t see hope for herself or even a future where she will be free to live a life she doesn’t dare dream of? She embodies many young women who struggle with themselves, their bodies and their minds.

      If one of you picks up this book and finds a hope for the future, then my job is done.
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      Levia scanned the long line of other hopefuls entering the testing chamber. The large building in the center of town was cold, and she dragged her wrap around her body, even as she craned her head, looking to the high ceiling. She’d never before had an occasion to enter the testing complex, yet she’d seen the lines of teenagers every time they passed the building.

      Once she’d asked her parents why the teens were lined up and her mother’s face had shuttered. Her stepfather had just shaken his head and growled. They’d stopped her questions with a carefully uttered, “You’ll know soon enough, Levia.” The pain in her mother’s eyes had been enough to shush her questions. For endless months afterward, her parents had traveled different routes to the educational facility she attended and Levia lost interest in the puzzle of that building.

      Now, as she looked around, remembering that long ago spring day, it was her opportunity to find out. But she felt a surge of concern at what lay ahead. She likely wasn’t the only one, given that there were probably two to three hundred seventeen-year-olds gathered in the one place. Ahead of her, she caught sight of a couple of girls, their arms linked together and wide smiles on their faces. Scanning the crowd, she became aware that, by far, a majority of those gathered displayed both fear and trepidation.

      “All female subjects will enter through doors three, six, and seven. All male subjects will enter through gates four, eight, and ten.” The speaker above her was loud, and she jumped before checking the numbers etched on the black metal sign over her head.

      The massive doors beside her swung open, and now an uncertain silence reigned. Many of the youngsters hung back, clearly discomforted by whatever testing regime lay ahead. This was where they’d been told their futures would be determined.

      “Oh gosh, I hope they only have an aptitude and psych eval. I don’t think...” Levia turned to see the white face of the girl behind her. The girl had uttered what many must silently be thinking.

      Levia dragged an unsteady breath in, her hand resting flat against the plane of her belly as she looked around. No one had entered yet. It was clear many were on the verge of taking the step, but still they hung back.

      She straightened her shoulders. “I’m not afraid.” It was always wiser to approach things

      head-on, she believed. When her biological father had died, she’d been one of the few to view his capsule before it was sent into the massive gray structure built to accommodate those who’d moved onto the next life realm.

      Her legs shook as she wobbled toward the entrance. Beyond the doorway, she spied sealed cubicles and her heart stuttered. Why cubicles? Usually testing—med and psych—were in eval-units, hidden only by billowing white curtains. She glanced back, noting that others had taken the first step.

      “Move along, subjects.” Once again, the androgynous voice of the address system blared.

      Of course, given it was her seventeenth anniversary of birth, she was technically considered an adult now.

      She thought longingly of baby Rald and her half-sister, Elda, waiting at home for her to return, and the celebrations to be held that night. That made her smile. She would need to make them proud of her.

      She entered a row and the tall Educational Specialist, the edu-specs as her peers laughingly called them, stopped her. “Present your credentials to the scanner.”

      She’d done this many times since the tiny implant had been slipped below the dermal layer of her skin at birth. The small unit in her wrist heated as her details were checked.

      “Enter the first cubicle, Levia Endrado, and follow the instructions to complete your assessment.”

      Thus dismissed, Levia moved to the first unit, laid her palm against the scanner, and the door slid open soundlessly.

      “Welcome, Levia Endrado. Take your place in the eval-unit.” The soft contralto of the voice echoed after the door closed silently behind her.

      “What are you evaluating?” Her voice was breathy, and she peered around.

      “Your skills—physical and psychological. Your emotional and medical status. Your educational attainment levels.”

      It was an answer that shed little insight into the many things she was hungry to know. “Why do all seventeen year olds—”

      “Take a seat, Levia. Then we may begin your testing.”

      If she’d expected an answer, she was sadly mistaken, she considered sourly. She dropped into the seat, the soft leather-like surface molding to her body.

      “Levia Endrado, you are required to remove all non-specified apparel.”

      She jolted in the chair. “It’s cold.”

      “The temperature will be amended. Remove the non-specified apparel.”

      Her misgivings grew as she dragged off the light wrap she’d brought with her, and then threw it to the floor at the side of the unit.

      “We will begin, Levia Endrado. At any time, should you experience any malfunctions of the unit, simply depress the red button.” It glowed and she grimaced.

      Levia reclined against the chair and waited for the testing to begin.

      The first examination was based on her understanding of the political system, where she saw herself, and her knowledge of the rights and responsibilities accorded through citizenship of both her planet and the commonwealth.

      The second test was mathematical and scientific proficiency. It felt like hours had passed by the time she’d finished, and she lay limp on the seat, exhausted.

      “Levia Endrado, you may rise. The sanitary unit will emerge once you trigger the yellow button at the door. Should you require refreshment, press the blue button and a restorative will be made available.”

      “Can I leave?”

      “Negative, Levia Endrado. Your needs will be catered for in this capsule.”

      “Why?” Her voice hitched and true fear rose for the first time. Why did they keep her in the alcove?

      “All will be revealed at the end of the testing cycle.”

      Levia looked at the now empty screen before hurling a curse word. It was met with silence.

      The urgent throb of her bladder reminded her that she needed to use the facilities, so, with a sigh, she rose and clambered from the seat. After attending to the needs of her body, she walked around the unit, peering at the door, but it was obviously programmed remotely. She poked and prodded, but it made no difference. With a huff, she headed back to the chair.

      The moment she’d settled in, the viewing screen shone bright. “Welcome back, Levia. The next sequence will evaluate your psychological reflexes, then that will be followed up with the general knowledge portion of the evaluation.”

      “When can I leave?” It seemed better to ask bluntly, she told herself.

      “Once the examination is completed. After the next set of evaluations, you will be subjected to the physical aspect.” “Then I can go home?”

      “Levia Endrado, you will now complete the psychological test. This will be undertaken by one of the center’s personal evaluators.”

      She frowned. Personal evaluators? She bit her lip, and the sting reminded her that this wasn’t something to joke about. In her seventeen years, she’d only heard of personal evaluators being brought in once before, and that was when one of the girls at her academy had been in a serious accident. Both legs were amputated and her body’s ability to keep her alive had been gravely compromised. Her peers had been informed that the girl had requested the assessment before she could request her support systems be disconnected.

      “Levia Endrado, are you ready to recommence processing?” The emotionless voice echoed once more and she gulped.

      “Yes.”
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      Her pack weighed a million tons, and not for the first time, Levia wondered how in the universe she’d ended up there, in warrior training on the moon of Kefla III. Now, her back seemed to ache every day and every night, her hands had taken on the visage of a scourer, and her face had moved from tanned to berry brown.

      She hated what had happened. As a girl, she’d always thought perhaps she’d become a shuttle pilot or perhaps a federated law enforcement officer. The status of warrior wasn’t one she’d ever attached to herself. It felt wrong. Awkward.

      “Recruit Endrado, report for your assigned enhancement in medi-bay seven-one,” the loudspeaker blared, and for a moment, her heart stopped. Enhancement.

      That was code for cyborg implantation. Levia knew exactly what that meant. The knowledge was in the eyes of everyone around her. She pondered the fact that nobody was game to say it.

      The sea of blank faces met her wary look, and without a word, she turned away from the others waiting for the latrine. Was this meant to be the first of many ‘routine medical interventions’ that were planned for her? The flip-flopping of her stomach betrayed the nerves jittering inside her belly.

      Actually, if she were honest, she was scared witless, just as she had been since she’d left her evaluation cubicle on her home planet of Cordero. She’d been met at the door by Sergeant Devra Hollise and escorted immediately to the shuttle pad outside the city. There hadn’t even been time to alert her family.

      From there, her life had changed radically. From student to warrior-in-training had taken just one day to effect. Her life could never be the same again. Now there she was, being drilled on every kind of weapon, her body being reshaped through endless training sessions, and undertaking linguistic and tactical lessons. None of these had been even remotely on her radar. She’d been disinterested in military matters, until her evaluation.

      “I don’t want to do this.” Levia couldn’t guess how she could have been considered suited to this kind of life. She stopped in the middle of the concourse and scoured the horizon below the enviro-dome. The darkness reminded her of the despair that welled in the depths of the night. “I want to go home.” She shivered, knowing it wouldn’t be allowed. They’d explained in brutal detail what would happen if she even so much as attempted it.

      “Recruit Endrado, report immediately to the medi-bay for enhancements.”

      For a brief instant, she considered refusing, telling them in no uncertain terms exactly what she wanted. Then reality intruded. Saying no in her mind was a heck of a lot easier than saying it in what had become her reality.

      She trudged slowly in the direction of the medi-bays, arriving just as a group of military police left the building. Their eyes scanned the dark gray overalls of the recruits. For a moment, a ripple of vertigo filtered through her. She could say no and it would all be over and done with...

      She shook away the destructive thoughts, as one final thought bloomed. Are they looking for me?

      “Ah, recruit, just the person we needed to see.” The hard-faced man took her arm and gently, yet firmly, propelled her to the door emblazoned with the numerals seven-one.

      “Present your credentials,” the usual androgynous voice demanded, and without thinking, she slipped her wrist into the reader slot. “Enter, recruit.”

      The door slid open and she stepped within, stopping as her eyes adjusted to the bright light before she glanced over the stark white room that extended several meters. At the far end, she saw a plas-glass barrier, and beyond that, the tiles were pristine. The room smelled of disinfectant. The astringent scent made her nose itch.

      Even as she turned, the door shut. “Remove your clothing and stand by for cleansing.” Levia gasped. “I... Why?”

      “Preparation for enhancement requires that all recruits enter the zone fully cleansed.” Gulping deeply, Levia’s hands moved to the clips that held her clothing in place. Piece by piece, it dropped to the floor, until she was fully nude. She wrapped her hands around herself. “I hate this.”

      “Recruit, your answer is not one of the programmed acceptable responses. My programming indicated that enhancements are a requirement of warrior service.”

      A small, white cabinet she hadn’t noticed before clicked open, and within was a tiny, white robe.

      “You are required to don this robe then proceed to the enhancement zone beyond.”

      The barrier opened as she tugged the soft material over herself. Several medi-techs, gowned and masked, entered the area and waved her forward.

      “On the bed, recruit.” The medi-tech gestured to the bed under surgical lighting.

      Realizing there was no future in fighting them, she climbed onto the treatment bed. A hypo-spray was administered and a gray fog descended.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      As Levia’s eyes opened, she could see muted green lights glowing on the walls. Her body ached and her face, in particular, burned like a million suns had shone on it.

      “Recruit Seven-One-Four, stay still and don’t try to talk. Your enhancements are not yet fully seated in your dermis. That will take another day or two.”

      She blinked and her stomach growled with hunger, as it had regularly done since her recruitment. Seven-One-Four? Who was that?

      “Sustenance will be intravenously provided in a matter of moments. You must be patient until we’re sure your body has accepted the syntha-derm on your arms and legs and that your vital organs are working optimally.”

      Her stomach curdled at the words. Syntha-derm? Arms and legs?

      “What have you done to me?” Her mouth barely opened, and what little she could manage sent tendrils of pain shooting under the skin. Tears pricked her eyes, but as they spilled over the skin of her face burned hotter.

      “That information is not yet cleared for dissemination, Seven-One-Four.”

      She stared at the ceiling, the halogen lights warm and bright. It irritated her eyes for a moment before understanding set in. They’d enhanced her somehow. “Who... Who is Seven- One-Four?”

      She lifted her hand, or tried to, but it was weighed down. Panic set in, big boulders of worry obstructing her ability to inhale oxygen. She gulped and gasped, coughing, and expected to expire at any second from asphyxiation.

      “Recruit Seven-One-Four is your new designation. Henceforth, you will be known by this. You were the fourth recruit to use bay seven-one. Now I’m concerned, your respiration and breathing patterns indicate difficulties. Do you require medical intervention?”

      The words, so carefully modulated, broke through the hysteria that threatened to engulf her. “Intervention?” She struggled, hardly capable of movement, yet she shoved and twisted. Each movement agony, as if broken glass etched itself along her body. “I don’t want your bloody enhancements and—”

      A beeping sounded, racing faster as her heart worked overtime. The sound of a door opening with a whoosh filled the air.

      “Attention. Medical assistance is required in unit seven-one. Assistance is required in unit seven-one. Code yellow.”

      A touch of cold stung the side of her neck and the gray cloud settled once more, filling her mind until all that was left was the twilight state of the drug-induced oblivion.
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      Levia’s mind scrambled for something to sum up what she saw in the polished mirror.

      She ran her fingers over the cyber-enhanced syntha-derm, pain spreading through her. The green glyphs glowed as she watched with dawning horror.

      “My face... My face is ruined.” She choked on the words, knowing that now it was too late. Gone was the face she’d known for seventeen years, leaving her with the impression of a... She was a BioCybe.

      Even the long curls that had been her pride were gone, and instead shaved patches remained along with some wispy tufts. It was all they’d left her.

      Her gut clenched hard. They’d enhanced her all right—enough to remove any shred of humanity. They’d made her into some kind of machine and human hybrid. It never even occurred to her that this might be the kind of enhancement they’d had in mind.

      She ran shaky fingers over her face. “No...” The whisper escaped, the sound of a wounded animal rising in her throat.

      While her skin felt the same, maybe somewhat warmer, the mirror told a different tale. She watched her fingers tracing the contours of her face.

      At the corner of her vision, a scroll of information told her that the temperature of her skin was optimal.

      She glanced back to the mirror and, while her eyes looked the same, another scrolling list ran at lightning speed through her gaze. The upgrade of her visual acuity, information processing time, and even muscular corrections ran at an ever-increasing rate.

      A young medi-tech raised her eyes and scanned the room. “Theatrical makeup.” The words were little more than a murmur, but stopped Levia’s growing wail.

      “What?”

      The door swooshed open and the medi-tech scurried from the room, her white coat billowing. When the door closed, Levia studied it and the woman’s words reverberated in her mind. Theatrical makeup? What the hell did that have to do with her ruined features?

      “Why me? Damn it, I don’t want this! I didn’t ask for any of this!” Her anguish was swept aside as fury, cold and hard, ran through her veins. “I just want to be a girl!” The last word ended on a shriek.

      She swept out with her leg, amazed that when she kicked the bed, there was no ache or hurt. Damn it, her mind screeched, she wanted the pain. She needed a physical outlet for the burn that scorched the inside of her chest. The bed itself tumbled onto its side and she watched, horrified, as it continued its wild movement across the floor of the room, rolling once before reaching the wall with a clang and crash of twisted metal.

      What the...

      Slowly, Levia made her way to the misshapen cot, shock numbing her mind. Glancing down, she noted the dented wall, the bent sides of the bed. “How the hell did I do that?”

      This time when the door opened, she didn’t look up. Couldn’t. It was as if her gaze was glued to the sight before her.

      “You’ve made an excellent transition, recruit.”

      The voice behind her echoed in the nearly empty area and she spun.

      A sense of vertigo hit and she clamped her hand over her mouth. “Urghh!”

      “Nausea. Hmm, we’ll have to work on that.” The man in front of her, blond and tanned with piercing blue eyes, scanned her up and down.

      She cringed. The single piece coverall had molded itself to her body, clearly outlining all

      her assets, and she had the momentary urge to cover herself at breast and crotch. “I think you’ve already done enough.” Bitterness, astringent and cold, crept into the words.

      “Really? I think, given your earlier demonstration, we’ve only just begun.”

      She retreated as the man stepped closer. “I didn’t ask for this.”

      His lips flattened. “No. But your results indicated that you’d make an excellent transition.

      Your general knowledge, mathematical and scientific understanding, and your awareness of the political situation were highly ranked. Your psych eval was one of the most promising we’d ever seen. As for your body, the results showed that your system would accept the enhancements with ease. Your muscle tone and strength indicated you were eminently suited to combat.”

      She glared at him, wishing she had some kind of laser beam that would burn him on the spot.

      “So, recruit, if you’ll follow me.” His arm gestured grandly, and for a moment she wanted to jump at him, pummel him into nothing, exactly as he’d done to her.

      The door swept open, and she followed him into the hall then lunged to the left. Hands grabbed her, shoving her against the wall so hard that an involuntary oomph escaped. The wall shuddered.

      “Yes, quick. But not quite fast enough yet. Bring her to the testing chamber. I’d like to run some further tests before she’s released to advanced training.”

      Levia struggled and fought against the men who restrained her. “Let me go! I want to go home!”

      They didn’t speak, but their eyes glittered with a blue light and their hands were ice cold. Was this her future? To be a mindless zombie, holding others captive?

      “Please? I want to go home.”

      There was no answer to her entreaty, and fear, her new constant companion, rose again. Along the corridor, they trotted, her feet never touching the floor until the doctor stood in an open doorway, indicating they should bring her in. The men deposited her on the floor and the door slid shut, leaving her curiously alone.

      The room was silent. White walls shone harshly, and she looked down at the polished wood boards of the floor beneath her feet. She glanced around nervously. Suddenly, lights flashed at the end of the room and a viewing platform came into view.

      “Where am I?”

      “In the testing chamber. Now I’m about to run the first of your evaluation holograms. Each one will test your body and mind. We need to see how your reflexes have held up to our work.”

      Clicking sounds filtered into the room, and she tensed. “What do you mean?” The doctor glanced at her through the barrier. “Prepare yourself.”

      “What?”

      A roar sounded, and she spun just as a monster loomed...
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        Several years later

      

      

      Levia settled her butt on a rock, her eyes scanning the horizon as she breathed deeply. The battle below was just beginning, and judging by the massing forces, it would be fierce, long- winded, and bloody. In her experience though, every battle was bloody. For a moment, she allowed a memory to trickle through the emotional barriers she’d thrown up and thought of home. Of Rald and Elda. Of her mother and stepfather. She wondered if they ever thought of her.

      In the long years since she’d entered the assessment center, she’d changed. None of them would know her from the battle-hardened woman she’d become. They’d remember the child she’d been when they’d dropped her off. Soft and innocent. Childish.

      The all too familiar ache settled in her chest. Her family would likely think she was dead. She’d accessed her files. It was, after all, common practice for enhanced warriors to want to know what lever the government had used, to find out what had become of their fictional other selves and their families. Her opportunity had come several months after she’d entered the advanced training, and she’d been horrified to see the various ruses used to cut the connection between herself and her family.

      The communicator at her waist bleeped, breaking through the introspection.

      Snatching it up, she flicked the tiny switch at the side and a video screen appeared as the device unfurled. She acknowledged the communication with her designation, staring at the viewer. “Seven-One-Four.”

      The man on the screen stared at her, his face as impassive as her own. “Agent Seven- One-Four, you are to find and apprehend the leader of the Dendaran forces. He must be unharmed.”

      She allowed her gaze to leave the screen and scan the scene before her. Already the forces had cut a swath, bodies littering the ground around them. “The battle will be fierce.”

      “Unharmed, Seven-One-Four. The general—”

      “Fine. Unharmed.” She didn’t much care what the general wanted, but she’d heard these words before. Knew exactly what would happen if she didn’t follow his orders to the ultimate degree. She had the scars on her back to prove it.

      With an assassin’s eye, she picked up the various small melees that made up the battle. The screen at the corner of her left lens identified the many combatants on the field.

      “Who exactly am I seeking?”

      “A Captain Ordan Mayerber.”

      She filed the information away, knowing her optical implant would alert her when she’d located him. “Fine. I’m scanning now and will apprehend as soon as—”

      “Mission control out.”

      The screen turned black, and she hissed. “I really hate the way they do that.”

      She stood, brushing off the seat of her pants. Sound carried from the field ahead of her— crashing and whirling, bangs and screams.

      The clank and whir of a dozen automated land-based units caught her attention, and she sighed. At least there weren’t flyboys whizzing over top right now. They tended to fire indiscriminately, and that would make her job a whole lot harder. Levia hitched her leg over the speed-bike she favored and pumped the engine. It roared loudly, and she made a mental note to overhaul the machine on her next downtime.

      Precision and skill were on her side as she sped down the side of the escarpment to the battleground. Her optical implant cataloged every face, deceased or otherwise. She’d need the information when she reported.

      More than once, Levia threw the bike to the side, effecting a roll-over maneuver in an attempt to avoid injury. The scent of battle rose, sharp and acrid in her nostrils, but she blanked it out. A brief flash on her lens flared as identification was made and confirmed. She tugged the bike in the direction indicated.

      Even as she did, a rumble sounded, growing louder, and she raised her head, swearing fiercely as a ship appeared on the horizon. She swore. “Barsha!” Time was definitely running out now. That was a Juran destroyer in the air ahead of her, and that meant...

      She scanned the field again, urging her optical lens to seek the missing captain, but he wasn’t to be seen now. A ripple of sensation rolled over her, as if every hair on her body stood to attention, and the breath in her chest froze. The hallmarks of matter displacement, her fogged mind shrieked. Her hands gripped the controls of the bike harder and she roared in the direction where she’d last seen the benighted captain.

      A bright white light filled her vision and she screamed, ducking her head, pain spreading through her. The bike careened wildly, whipping from side to side until it hit something solid. With a shudder, it went down, taking her with it.

      Agony, excruciating and breathtakingly sudden, stole her consciousness.
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        Two years later

      

      

      Sandon grinned, raising the tankard of ale to his lips and savoring the bitter taste of the brew.

      “It’s good. Fresh and biting. Just like you prefer.” Secombe, his second, smirked. “But you won’t talk me into staying more than the year I promised you.”

      “I need you, Secombe. Where the hell am I going to find another pilot with as much skill and determination as you?” Sandon placed his open hand on the table between them, palm facing up. “You’re the only one...” He shook his head.

      “Look, Sandon, I can’t stay longer. My family needs me on the farm, and I never promised to stay forever. Just long enough to pay the bills and get them out of the financial situation. I’ve done that. You’ve been a great boss, but it’s time I thought of my other responsibilities.” Secombe blinked, and for a moment, Sandon saw the hard-headed teenager Secombe had been when joining the crew of the Golden Echo. His blue eyes were darker and his face leaner, but it was an older version of the green pilot who had initially signed on.

      Regret and sadness filled Sandon. He liked Secombe. A lot. He’d been talented, but unpracticed, when they’d met. Now he was seasoned, knew instinctively what Sandon needed, and best of all, he wasn’t caught up in the Juran Commonwealth and Independent Planetary Authority wars.

      “So how do I replace you?” He took another long draw of the ale, hoping it would dull the scratchy sensation that swelled in his chest.

      “I heard that the war is over.” Secombe cleared his throat and waited a beat.

      Sandon jerked up out of the slump he’d dropped into. “What?”

      “I heard they’re signing an agreement. Not quite a truce, but the two factions are looking for common ground. A way to end this damned war.” Secombe relaxed into the red leatherette covering the chair. “If that’s so, you won’t need me anymore. I hear the best pilots are already looking...”

      Sandon shook his head. “Why the hell would I want some dried-up old warrior to pilot my ship? They’ll only bring all their own problems and prejudices with them. No. I need you.”

      “I’m not staying past the first of the month. So, now that we’ve cleared that up, how about we start the process of looking for my replacement?” Secombe smiled, but it was brittle, as if the emotional distancing had already begun.

      Frustration filled Sandon. It was so simple for Secombe to walk away. He had his family, his farm, and a future already mapped out. Sandon only had the ship and the crew; his parents had died a long time ago. The Golden Echo was his home, and those aboard it were his family. Secombe just expected to leave when he wanted, without thought for anyone else.

      Anger and sadness welled, but Sandon shunted the emotions. “So, how do you...”

      The door to the mess hall opened. Johnson, the cargo superintendent, ducked his head around the corner, his face conveying both confusion and caution. “Secombe? That pilot you invited aboard? Uhhh... The captain...uhh, person is here.”

      “Excellent.” Secombe turned in Sandon’s direction without a shadow of embarrassment. “Sandon, this pilot is the best of the best. Take a moment and see for yourself. Send the captain in, Johnson.” Secombe smiled, as if pleased to have already found his replacement.

      An itch took up residence in the back of Sandon’s neck.

      Johnson gazed at Secombe owlishly. “Are you sure?”

      Sandon frowned at Johnson’s uncharacteristic actions. Something’s wrong... Secombe’s eyes narrowed. “Send him in.”

      Johnson gulped, the sound loud in the sudden silence. “O-okay...” His discomfort radiated, and Sandon leaned forward, ready to meet the man Secombe considered an adequate replacement for himself.

      When the door opened all the way, silence reigned. A woman stood on the other side of the door, her gaze set. Her body, still and tensed, was arrayed in the combat browns many of the fighter pilots had adopted. Sandon could feel the tension rolling off her from the distance between them.

      She has green eyes. He couldn’t control the thought. As his eyes scanned her body— toned, taut, and curved in all the right places—the liquid in his mouth dried.

      “Captain Daria? I’m...” She blinked, and he wondered if the flash of insecurity he thought he’d seen had actually existed.

      Probably not, he told himself. Why would a flyer feel any level of insecurity?

      “I’m Levia Endrado. Pilot Secombe requested my presence.” She held out a hand, in friendship or entreaty, he wasn’t really sure.

      Sandon turned in the direction of Secombe. “Well?”

      Secombe opened his mouth then closed it again before shrugging. She obviously wasn’t what he was expecting either.

      The woman, Levia, stepped into the room and the door closed silently. For a moment, he caught a hint of anxiety before it disappeared and instead in front of him stood a confident woman. “You require a pilot. Someone with long haul experience. I’m a pilot seeking a placement. So far, our objectives are aligned.”

      “No. I don’t want a woman piloting the Golden Echo.” His voice was strangled and hoarse, and he watched as she blinked slowly. “I don’t want issues with the crew.”

      “It’s an all male crew, I understand?”

      He nodded, numb at the thought of this woman, this gorgeous female, somehow interacting with the other men on his ship. Of her forming an alliance...

      “I’m not interested in a bed partner. Just a home and employment. That is what the advertisement offered. You had an opportunity to vet my credentials—” She stopped and her eyes narrowed.

      “What?” The words cleared the fog that had settled in his mind. “I haven’t seen...” Now, he turned to Secombe, who’d slouched further down, horror clear on his face.

      “I... Your dossier didn’t say you were...” Secombe’s mouth dropped open, and his eyes widened further.

      “It didn’t have to. Captain, I take it you didn’t scan the dossier then?”

      As Sandon shook his head, the woman’s nostrils flared slightly and he caught sight of a deep emotion in the depths of her eyes. “Fine. Then I fear this has been a waste of your time and mine.” He heard the husky tones as she turned away. “I’ll leave immediately.”

      The door slid open, and she was about to step through when he bellowed, “Wait!”

      The woman stilled, but didn’t turn around. He wasn’t sure why that bothered him, but it did.

      “Captain?”

      “Your dossier. Could I...” He let the words hang in the air between them.

      “I don’t think...”

      “I don’t pay anyone to think for me. Your file?”

      When she spun back, her face was a mask of icy resolve. She located the screen command on the table and shoved her arm against the reader slot.

      Information appeared; a brief overview of her skills and awards. She was trained to fly an MX5, the same model and make as the Golden Echo, also the GSL-23 and even the LD-5 mini- destroyer, he noted with surprise. She was classified as competent on all land based conveyances and even a variety of aquatic ones.

      “What is your planet of origin?”

      She stared at him, then her tongue flicked out and wet her lips. “That’s need-to-know, Captain.”

      “Fine. You’re obviously ex-military forces. What rank did you hold?”

      Her eyes narrowed at his question. “Is this somehow relevant to our discussion?” She cocked her head to one side and he wanted to gulp. She had an air about her now of leashed ferocity.

      “Uh, I thought...”

      “I was a commodore, but have been released from active duty.”

      “Why?”

      She flinched just enough to let him know he’d somehow triggered a nerve. “I was injured in the line of duty.”

      He looked her over, but she gazed at a point beyond his shoulder, as if such careful looks were an everyday occurrence. That knowledge bothered him. “Badly?”

      The woman before him bared her teeth. “Enough, but not so much as I am incapable of carrying out the duties of a pilot. Are you interested in my skills, Captain Daria, or shall I leave?”

      His lips thinned as he fought with himself. A woman aboard the Golden Echo... Yet, here was a pilot with skill. “Mechanics?”

      “I can take apart any vehicle I am classified as competent in piloting.”

      “I can’t pay...”

      Her gaze whipped in his direction. “I’m not after anything more than the remuneration quoted. I’m interested in finding employment away from this sector.”

      Sandon’s gaze pierced Secombe, and he cringed from the fire he probably saw flickering in Sandon’s eyes. “I only quoted—”

      “You and I will discuss this later, Secombe. When can you start, Endrado?”

      The tension in her shoulders disappeared at his words. “Immediately, sir.”

      “Good. Get your things. I’m offering you a trial.” And God help me, he thought once the words were said.
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