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      She’s the woman he can’t forget… and the one he can never have.

      Three years ago, Crispen met the woman of his dreams, only to discover they were about to be co-workers, too. Aria had rules against mixing business and pleasure, so he’d taken the next best option and become her best friend… until he had to make a decision that changed the course of both their lives.

      Now, what’s left of their friendship will be tested. They’re going undercover to take down one of Nova Force’s greatest enemies, and they’ll have no one to rely on but each other.

      She thought she couldn’t have it all. Had she been wrong?

       Aria lost more than her leg in the explosion that nearly ended her career. She’s still counting the costs, but she’s afraid that at the top of the list is the only man who got past her walls and into her heart—Crispen.

      Their new assignment puts them in enemy territory with dubious intel, no backup, and a plan that didn’t survive first contact with reality. To finish their mission, they’ll have to risk more than their lives… they’ll have to put their hearts in the line of fire.
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      Cris left the Malora’s med-bay the moment the computer announced he was cleared to return to duty. While he still believed that doctors made the worst patients, after a single day of bedrest he was willing to admit that medics were almost as bad.

      Or maybe it was just him.

      His face was still a little tender in spots and his skin itched in some unpleasant places, but Dr. Li had assured him it would only be a matter of hours before his new medi-bots repaired the last traces of the surgical alterations.

      “Don’t poke at it and it will heal faster, Lieutenant,” had been Tyra’s parting advice when she’d left the med-bay a few hours ago. She’d said it was to let him rest, but he was pretty sure she just needed to get away from his grumpy ass. He’d have to apologize and claim it was pre-mission jitters.

      She might even pretend to believe it.

      His team was a tightknit crew that had grown even closer since circumstances had forced them to live on board the Malora. Astek Station was being decommissioned after the Grays’ last attack, and their new home was still under construction. For security reasons, Dante’s family was on board too. Nico was a key witness in an upcoming trial against Bellex Corp and Tyra was openly affiliated with both Nova Force and the group of rebellious cyborgs currently sitting at the top of the Gray Men’s hit list.

      It made for a crowded ship with limited personal space and even less privacy. As the only single team member on board, he knew far more than he wanted to about the sex lives and relationship challenges of his teammates. It also meant they knew why he was on edge these days, and it had almost nothing to do with his surgical alterations or even the fact this might be his last mission with this team.

      It was because he’d be seeing her again.

      They were on their way to collect the missing member of their crew. Aria had made a full recovery and was ready to reclaim her place on the team, which was wonderful news. The problem was, he didn’t know if her return meant it was time for him to leave. Team Three had been her crew before it had been his. If she couldn’t forgive him for his failures, he should be the one to go. He’d taken enough from her already. He wouldn’t take her family, too.

      An excited whoop pierced the air, snapping him out of his broody thoughts.

      “I’m going to beat you again! You’re too slow, Mama.”

      Two seconds later, a small pair of feet appeared at the top of a nearby ladder and Nico leaped down, trusting the grav-plate to catch him before he landed on the deck.

      “One day, one of those is going to fail and you’re going to break both your ankles,” Cris said.

      “That’s what Mama says, too, but it hasn’t happened yet!” Nico replied and then turned to look at Cris. The boy’s grin vanished and his entire demeanor changed. He dropped into a fighter’s crouch and raised his fists, looking like a miniature replica of his adopted father.

      “Who the fraxx are you?”

      Veth. He’d forgotten about the changes to his appearance. “Easy, Booster Rocket. It’s just me, Caldwell.”

      The boy’s eyes narrowed. “Lieutenant?”

      “Yup. Your mama did a good job making me look different. Didn’t she?”

      Nico’s hands dropped and his eyes widened in surprise. “Holy fraxx, it is you!”

      The soft hiss of the mag-lift doors opening filled the momentary silence.

      “Language, Nico!” Tyra scolded as she stepped into the corridor.

      “Busted,” Cris murmured in sympathy.

      Nico’s face fell. “Sorry, Mama. But the lieutenant surprised me!”

      Cris waved at his face. “The first real-world test of my new disguise was a success.”

      “Ah. In that case, I suppose we can make an exception.” Tyra wagged a finger at Nico. “But only this one time. We’re going to be arriving at the colony soon and I expect you to be on your best behavior for at least the first three days.”

      “Three days?” Nico wailed. “Dad said two.”

      Tyra raised a dark brow and Nico hung his head in defeat. “Three days. I can do that.”

      “I know you can.” She pulled the boy into a hug that lasted until he squirmed in protest.

      “I’m going to be late for my robotics lesson with Magi—I mean Ensign Erben. I need to go, Mama.”

      “Go on. Have fun and try not to blow up anything.”

      Nico rolled his eyes. “That happened one time.” He waved at them and then took off down the corridor at a speed that would have made some athletes jealous.

      Tyra watched him go with a wry smile. “I’m still not convinced giving him the medi-bot treatment was a good idea. He had too much energy before we dosed him with nanotech.”

      “But now at least you and Dante can keep up with him.” Everyone on the team had taken the treatment, and the offer had been extended to immediate family members. Tyra and Nico were the only ones who hadn’t had nanotech already, and within hours of their reunion with Dante, he’d taken them for their injections. It had nearly killed the big man, not knowing if they were safe after Astek Station was attacked.

      Cris had gotten a taste of that feeling as well when their last mission had gone sideways. None of them had expected the Gray Men to sacrifice six of their own in an explosion meant to take out his team. When Nyx and Aria were caught in the blast, he’d experienced the worst pain of his life while waiting to see if they made it out. Then he’d gone through something even more painful when Nyx had appeared with Aria’s battered, mangled body in her arms.

      Months later, the memory of that day was still enough to make his heart ache. To save her life, he’d had to carve off pieces of his best friend, the woman he’d wanted for years. No one could expect forgiveness for something like that. He’d taken her leg and left her with two choices—leave the job she loved or accept the nanobot treatment and a cybernetic limb to replace the one she’d lost.

      She hadn’t quit the team.

      “Do you think she’s going to like the new look?” Tyra asked softly.

      He didn’t need to ask who Tyra meant. He gave what he hoped was an indifferent shrug. “I doubt she’ll notice.”

      “Going against the odds? That’s not like you.”

      “What odds?” he asked, but he already had a good idea who to blame.

      Tyra laughed. “No one told you? The current odds are seven-to-one she does a double take the first time she sees you.”

      “I’m going to kill Magi.”

      Tyra’s lips twitched as she tried to stifle more laughter. “It wasn’t his idea. You’ll have to take that up with Nyx. Apparently she got the numbers from Chance, though.”

      “Chance. The cyborg who can calculate odds with almost omnipotent accuracy? Why is she involved in…” He groaned and started to bury his face in his hands. Then he remembered he wasn’t supposed to touch that area yet. “The Nova Club crew are taking bets on this?”

      She patted his arm. “I’m afraid so. I made my bet before I started your surgery. Now I’ve seen the result, I think I should have doubled the amount. She isn’t going to recognize you.”

      “You think surgery changed me that much?” He’d been surprised at the difference in his appearance, but he still saw himself beneath the changes. His cheekbones were higher now, his nose given an artificial bump to make it look as if it had been broken a few times, and his eyes, hair and skin color had been altered. A few other minor cosmetic tweaks and he’d been changed enough that no facial recognition software would be able to connect his new identity to one Lieutenant Crispin Caldwell, known officer of Nova Force.

      “The procedures are part of it, but that’s not all that’s changed.” Tyra raised one dark brow and gave him an assessing look. “You’ve spent hours in the gym since you got back. I’ve seen your charts. I know how much muscle mass you’ve put on lately. It’s changed the way you look and move. You’re different now, Trip.”

      “Yeah?” He gave her an exaggerated grin and flexed his biceps, puffing out his chest at the same time. “Do you think I’m ready to take on Buttercup?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Not yet. Dante has genetics on his side. But I wouldn’t bet against you if you went up against Sabre.”

      “I’m not going to test that theory, but I appreciate the thought.” He had no intention of testing his skills against the team’s second in command. That was a no-win scenario. Either he got his ass handed to him or he wound up on kitchen cleanup duty for a month.

      “Probably a wise choice. He’s been grumpy since Bobbi left to start up the new legal team.”

      “And once we drop you and Booster off at Haven, Dante’s going to be in a foul mood, too. We better be fully stocked up on ice cream and chocolate or morale is going to crash and crater.”

      Tyra smiled, but the expression didn’t reach her eyes. “You’ll take care of him for me?”

      “Of course. That’s one of the few parts of my job I’m still needed for. But honestly, the best thing for Dante will be knowing you two are safe and well-protected. The colony is about the safest place I can think of. After that last attempt to mess with their nanotech, the entire population is on high alert.” He winked at her. “And besides, you are going as guests of royalty, with a suite of rooms in the palace and everything. Nico might never want to leave.”

      “That’s going to take some getting used to. I don’t suppose you have any pointers for me? I heard your family rules a planet.”

      Years of practice made it easy to hide his reaction, but he still felt it. The twist in his gut as his past came out of the shadows to sink its claws into the life he’d built after leaving home.

      “It’s only half a planet,” he corrected her with a light, bantering tone and a genial smile. “Just be yourself. From what I understand, the prince and his anrik aren’t much for courtly protocols and their mate is a human cyber-jockey with authority issues. You’ll be fine.”

      Tyra smiled. “That’s what your sister said, too.”

      “She’s pretty smart. Not as smart or as charming as me, of course, but she’s a close second.” He gestured to his face. “I’ll have to message her soon and show her your handiwork.”

      “She won’t recognize you at first.”

      He grinned. “Then maybe I should make sure her three husbands are home when I message. A little jealousy is good for a relationship… or so I’ve heard.”

      Tyra shot him a wicked little smile and then launched an unexpected verbal salvo. “I’ve discovered that the most important thing in any relationship is honesty. You should probably try that sometime.”

      She left him reeling from the impact of her words and headed off down the hall toward the med-bay.

      They all thought this was something that could be fixed with a few simple words. That if he just told Aria how he felt, things would all fall into place for the two of them.

      They were wrong.

      Aria knew exactly how he felt about her. Their chemistry had been hotter than a super nova from the moment they met. That hadn’t stopped her from ending things the moment he’d walked into his first team meeting and discovered they weren’t just lovers… they were teammates.

      Soon, they might not even be that.

      Honesty wasn’t going to fix this. He didn’t know what could. If this was their last mission together, he’d do all he could to keep her safe. He’d failed her too many times already.
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      Shadow stepped into the gap beside Aria and gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Your leg might be cybernetic, but your lungs aren’t. Try to remember to breathe,” she commented.

      “I’m fine. It’s just strange seeing this from the other side.” Aria turned to smile at her friend and then pointed upward. The Malora had broken through the cloud cover and was on final descent to the colony’s largest landing zone. “Normally I’m on board and strapped in for this part.”

      “Mhhm.” Shadow’s noncommittal noise was accompanied by a knowing look.

      “Having an empath for a friend is a fraxxing pain in the ass sometimes,” Aria muttered.

      “Try having one as a mate,” Kade said with a wry chuckle. He and Denz were behind her, offering their quiet support. She appreciated it more than she could say.

      She’d come to Haven for her rehabilitation because it was home to so many cyborgs, including one she knew—Shadow—her teammate Nyx’s clone. Nyx had encouraged her to go, too, since she had needed somewhere to recover. Once she arrived, she’d quickly discovered that the cyborgs here were more than just a source of information and advice on adjusting to her new limb. As battle-scarred veterans, they understood her struggles and offered her support without judgment. The colony was like a second home now, and leaving it, and the friends she’d made, was harder than she’d expected. That’s why she was feeling so emotional right now. It had nothing to do with seeing him again.

      Nothing at all.

      They watched in silence as the big ship landed, thrusters melting holes in the snow on the tarmac.

      Only when the engines had shut down did Shadow speak again. “Are you anxious because you want to see him or because you don’t?”

      Aria shot her friend an irritated look. “Nyx told you? When?”

      “Nyx told me what was going on before you even arrived here, but I had some of it figured out already.” She tapped her temple. “Empath, remember?”

      “You have no idea how grateful I am that’s not a talent you share with Nyx, though I still don’t understand how that’s possible given you were cloned from her DNA.”

      “They tinkered.” Shadow shrugged. “I try not to think about it too much.”

      “And you’re avoiding the question,” Denz commented drolly.

      Aria flipped him an obscene gesture over one shoulder without looking back. “If the three of you ever need a career change, Nova Force could use more skilled interrogators.”

      “That’s not an answer either,” Shadow said.

      Aria huffed out an annoyed breath. “Yeah, yeah. The problem is I don’t know the answer to that question.”

      Shadow took her hand and squeezed it lightly. “You’ll figure it out. You’re ready to go back.”

      “Damn right I am. I was born ready.” Aria squared her shoulders as the main door opened and a ramp extended to the ground. “The question is… are they?”

      Commander Dax Rossi was the first to appear, dressed in their standard blue and silver uniform. He scanned the small crowd and then smiled when he spotted Aria. His lips moved as he said something to the rest of the crew, and several more faces appeared in the doorway. She recognized them all. Trinity, Nyx, and even Nico raised a hand in greeting as they playfully jostled each other to be the next one down the ramp. Nico won.

      “Behave!” Dante boomed as he stepped into view. Nico didn’t pay any attention. The boy raced to the nearest drift of snow, whooped with joy and started making snowballs. The moment Dante set foot on the ramp, Nico started hurling snowballs at him, peppering the hull of the Malora but missing his father with all of them.

      When he ran out of ammunition, the boy turned and bolted, laughing and yelling, “Ah! Magi, help!”

      “You’re on your own, Booster! I warned you not to do it the minute we landed!” Eric called out as he descended, grinning. Nyx was already jogging toward them, her smile identical to the one her clone wore as Shadow ran out to meet her.

      The only teammate she hadn’t seen yet was Cris. She used her cybernetic eye to zoom in on the doorway. Was he staying on board? How would she feel if he did?

      Before she could figure out the answer to that, someone else appeared at the door. It was a man she didn’t know. He had platinum blond hair styled into tousled spikes, broad shoulders and a muscular build that spoke of hours of training time. His skin was a golden-brown shade that contrasted with his hair and made his aqua-blue eyes pop. Whoever he was, he was hotter than a supernova.

      Then the stranger ran a hand through his hair in a gesture that was as familiar to her as the sound of her own voice.

      Holy fraxx. Feelings she had refused to acknowledge for months welled up inside her. Was that… “Trip?” She didn’t mean to say that last bit out loud and was grateful Shadow wasn’t close enough to hear her.

      At least she thought she wasn’t, but a second later her friend’s laughter-filled voice filled her head. “And now you know the answer to my question.”

      Aria didn’t bother to reply on the internal comm channel she’d had implanted during her stay, instead speaking aloud. “Cyborg super-hearing is a pain in the ass!”

      Behind her, Kade and Denz laughed.

      At least the distraction saved her from staring at Cris like a slack-jawed fool. By the time she looked at him again, he was on the ground with the others. Now, they were making their way toward the group with Dax leading and Cris hanging toward the back.

      Lieutenant Crispin Charles Caldwell the Fifteenth, though no one called him that. He was Triple C, or more often just Trip. It had to be him, but why did he look so different?

      As Dax approached, she drew herself to attention, and the uniform that had felt too tight and itchy since putting it on suddenly felt familiar again. She saluted her commander and tried to ignore his broad smile as he saluted her in return. “Lieutenant Jessop, are you ready to return to duty?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Excellent.” His shoulders relaxed and his smile widened. “Then I believe you are about to be mobbed by the rest of this motley crew. It’s good to see you again, Blink.”

      “Good to see you, too, Fido,” was all she managed before she was caught up in a series of hugs and greetings from the rest of her team. She hadn’t let herself acknowledge how much she’d missed them until now.

      Only when he spoke did she realize Cris had come up behind her and set a hand on her shoulder.

      “You look good, Jessop. Any trouble adjusting to…” he trailed off as she turned to look at him, her smile freezing into place as his words struck home. He’d been the first one to mention her new cybernetic limb. It might be because he was a medic, but when she looked up at him, he wasn’t looking at her. His gaze was held by something just over her left shoulder.

      He couldn’t even look at her. She swallowed hard and clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m fine, Trip. Couldn’t be better. You look good, too. You made some changes while I was gone. I bet the ladies love the new look.”

      “I…” he finally dropped his gaze to meet hers. “It’s for a mission. Tyra only did it a few days ago. You think it will work?”

      “You’re going undercover?” She was too surprised to hide her shock. He didn’t do undercover missions. He was too recognizable. Though that wouldn’t be a problem this time. She hadn’t recognized him and they’d worked together for years.

      Dax joined the conversation, the crackle of command back in his voice. “He is. And if you’re ready, Blink, so are you.”

      She was ready for any mission… but was she ready to go undercover with someone who couldn’t even look at her?

      The answer came before she could dwell on it. “Yes, sir.” It was the unspoken motto of Team Three. The mission always came first.
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      Cris didn’t sleep. He tried, but every time he closed his eyes, he wound up revisiting his reunion with Aria again. Not his finest moment. All the polish and charm his politician father had drilled into him vanished the moment he’d opened his mouth.

      That wasn’t the worst part, though. It had been the look on her face when Dax had told her they’d be partners on this next mission. It wasn’t anything obvious. Aria was too good at her job to give away much, but he knew her well enough to see the signs. She hadn’t been happy about it, and that might be a serious problem. Undercover work was tricky, and if she didn’t feel like she could trust him, it would affect the op.

      He snorted at his attempt at self-delusion. He wasn’t worried about the mission. He was worried about how to fix his relationship with Aria. He hadn’t had any time to talk to her yesterday. She’d needed some time to get settled into her quarters on board the ship. Then they all headed out for dinner as guests of Phaedra and her mates.

      Dinner had led to an invitation to visit a tavern, and the rest of the night had passed in a blur of laughter, drinks, and a great many beings who wanted to say goodbye to Aria—most of them male.

      The more hugs and kisses she got, the deeper he’d disappeared into the shadows. He didn’t want her memories of her farewell party tainted by the unresolved issues between them. He stayed out of her way while trying to make it look like that wasn’t what he was doing.

      It worked, mostly. She looked happy and relaxed… unless she looked at him.

      But that had been yesterday. Today was a new day, and there was no point staying frustrated. Technological wonders were invented every day, but so far no one had figured out time travel. Until they did, he’d just have to move on.

      Shoving his feelings aside, he donned a fresh uniform and went to grab breakfast in the galley. Most of the crew was off duty today, which meant the galley was abnormally quiet. He ate with nothing and no one to distract him from his thoughts.

      He had half-hoped Aria would appear, but he knew the odds were against it. Even without the current tension between them, Aria wasn’t much of a morning person. She was more of the “give me the coffee and don’t make me talk until it’s gone” type. She’d be in her quarters, caffeinating in solitude the way she always did.

      He wouldn’t see her until the briefing, which meant they wouldn’t have time to talk first. Veth.

      The briefing room door was closed and sealed with a “Do Not Disturb” icon flashing on the keypad when he arrived. He was early, so he leaned against the bulkhead across from the door to wait. Dax would open the door when he was ready to brief them.

      Footsteps on the metal deck warned him someone else was coming down the corridor. He knew the cadence of those steps, the light footfalls that shouldn’t have been possible for someone wearing combat boots.

      Aria.

      He stayed where he was, forcing himself to relax as she came into view. The way the light fell left him in a small patch of shadow, which meant she didn’t see him right away. Her eyes were on the door to the briefing room, and she walked with the predatory grace he loved to watch. It had drawn him to her the first night they’d met, and he’d never get tired of seeing her prowl her way through life.

      She’d been dancing in a dive bar that night. He’d only been on Ibix Station Seven for a few hours and was looking for a place to drink and collect his thoughts before he met the team the next day. The last thing in the galaxy he’d expected to find that night was the woman of his dreams.

      She’d worn a black bodysuit with stripes of neon that glowed and flickered in the dim light of the dance floor. It had fit her like a second skin, adding to the effect of a hunter out looking for a meal.

      He’d decided to volunteer to be dessert.

      That had been three years, eight months, and seventeen days ago.

      He’d never forgotten a detail of that evening. He tried to buy her a drink, but she’d refused and then surprised him by turning around not two seconds later and buying him one instead. Drinks had led to dancing. Dancing had led to talking and laughter, and laughter had led to the most incredible night of mind-blowing sex he’d ever had. Like everything else about Aria Jessop, it had been unforgettable. It had also been a onetime thing.

      That was the past, though. And as he watched her move toward him, he wondered if he’d ever be able to recapture the magic they’d shared that night. The odds were not in his favor. They hadn’t been for years. Not since he’d reported to his new assignment the next morning and found himself seated across the table from Lieutenant Aria Jessop, lead interrogator for Nova Team Three.

      She’d called it off an hour later, telling him she would never mix work with her social life and that the most she could offer him was her friendship. Now, he wasn’t sure they even had that anymore.

      His doubts amplified when she finally spotted him and immediately went stiff. Her easy grace vanished, her shoulders locked and jaw tense. She reached the doorway without saying a word, though she did nod in greeting.

      He opened his mouth to say good morning but said something entirely different. “If you’d rather not do this mission with me, I can ask the commander to replace me.”

      Aria rolled her dark eyes. “Don’t be stupid. You’re here, I’m here, and we can do this. We’re professionals. Besides, you’ve already been through the surgery. It would be a shame to waste all of Dr. Li’s hard work trying to make you pretty.”

      Her insults put him a little more at ease. If she was willing to banter, even if it was just to make fun of his looks, maybe things weren’t unfixable after all. He checked the corridor. No one else was around. Now might be a good time to…

      Before he could apologize to her for what he’d had to do, the keypad switched from red to green and the door to the briefing room slid open.

      “Enter,” Dax called before either of them could announce themselves.

      Cris pushed off the wall and gestured for Aria to go in first. As he moved in behind her, she looked back and gave him an appraising glance. “Is the physique yours or a temporary surgical illusion?”

      “That’s me.” He gave a casual, one-shouldered shrug. “This team isn’t going to need a medic much, so I figured it was time I diversified my skill set.”

      Dax made a noise somewhere between amusement and frustration. “Is that what you’re calling your new training schedule? The rest of us have another word for it.”

      He rose from his seat at the table and rapped his knuckles on the dented surface. “Good to see you both. Take a seat.”

      Aria moved to the far side of the table from Cris and claimed a seat opposite him. “Training schedule?”

      Dax nodded. “Didn’t he tell you yet? He got certified as a sharpshooter, logged enough real and sim flight hours to get himself qualified as a pilot, and spent the rest of his time learning hand-to-hand combat techniques.”

      Aria’s brows rose at the same time her draw dropped. “No, he didn’t tell me. I leave you unsupervised for a few months and this is how you spend your time, Trip?”

      She shot a look at Dax. “Tell me someone dragged him off this ship and forced him to have fun occasionally.”

      Dax raised his hands. “We tried. Sometimes we succeeded.”

      Cris leaned back in his chair. “Hey now. I was busy. And thanks to the medi-bots, I don’t need much sleep. I needed something to fill the hours, and this ship is not exactly a wonderland of entertainments.” He didn’t want to have this conversation again. Every member of the team had brought it up more than once. Even Nyx had suggested he might be pushing himself too hard, and she was a cyborg who needed even less sleep than he did and was currently studying multiple topics to fill the gaps in her education.

      Aria nodded and sat back in her chair. “That explains why our medic is about to go undercover.”

      “Actually, that’s not why he’s on this mission.” Dax glanced at him with something that might have been an apology in his eyes.

      Cris sank a little lower in his chair. After all the work he’d done, he’d thought this was a promotion to a more active spot on the team. Apparently not. He’d been tapped because of who he’d been, not who he was now.

      “I’m going in as someone of wealth and influence.” It wasn’t a question.

      “You’re the only one on the team who can handle this role, Trip. Nobody else has your upbringing, and those kinds of manners are hard to fake. Sabre couldn’t do it, and that was just for a few hours at a party where all he had to do was shadow Colonel Archer. It has to be you.”

      “So, if blondie here is going in as a high roller, what’s my role?” Aria tapped the edge of the table with two fingers. “And what’s the op, anyway? Why all the secrecy, sir?”

      Dax didn’t answer her immediately. “Computer, activate all security firewalls for this room. And, Magi, quit eavesdropping on the briefing room!”

      “I’m hurt you’d even suggest such a thing, sir. I’m currently at a training arena watching my wife take the local cyborgs to combat school.”

      Cris burst out laughing. “You are so busted.”

      “Veth. I thought that message went out on the main comm channel. Guess I walked into that one. Huh? Signing off. Nyx has some kind of twirly death stick she wants to hit me with.”

      Magi signed off, and the three of them shared a brief chuckle. Eric had always had a thing for dangerous women, but none of them could have imagined he’d end up married to a cyborg assassin. Love was strange.

      Cris glanced over at Aria and amended his last thought. Love was fraxxing complicated.

      “Now that we’re alone, we can get on with the briefing.” Dax set his hands on the table, the knuckles of his left hand pressed to the metal. “Everything you’re about to hear is so far above top secret that only a handful of beings in the galaxy know the full details. The rest of the team won’t be read in until the mission is underway. You’ll understand why in a minute.”

      Cris leaned forward and gave the commander his full attention. One of the things he appreciated about Dax was that he wasn’t a stickler for military protocol. When he got serious, it was best to listen carefully.

      “Caldwell, some of this you’re already aware of, but I need to bring Jessop up to speed.”

      Cris nodded and saw Aria do the same.

      “Forensic teams managed to collect enough genetic material to confirm the identities of the bodies in the pods.”

      Aria leaned forward. “The ones from the hidden lab Sabre and Bobbi found when they went after the stolen vial of medi-bots? The one where I got blown to hell?”

      “That’s the one,” Dax nodded. “One of the bodies was Absalom’s. Further testing confirms he’s the right age to be the original version.”

      “The original version?” Aria’s fingers curled into loose fists. “How many do we think are out there?”

      “At least a few. We have intel that someone hunted down and destroyed several other bio-jacked clones, the ones he was using as vessels for his digitized consciousness,” Dax said.

      “Fraxxing hell. How are we going to find the rest? And who is going after the vessels?” Aria wrinkled her nose. “That is a really disturbing word to use in this context.”

      “Buckle up. It’s about to get worse,” Cris said. He’d been part of the initial investigation of the remains and had been kept in the loop even after the Malora had moved on to other assignments.

      “Worse?” Aria asked.

      “Absalom was on Astek station during the events of the gala. While we were off chasing Lieutenant Clooney and the stolen medi-bots, Absalom was running around the station wearing a cloned copy of an analyst with an extremely high security clearance. He, or someone working for him, killed and cloned the victim and then took his place.”

      “They can do that now?” Aria asked.

      “Apparently. But only if the body they’re transferring into is bio-jacked with the right hardware. Absalom’s cloned vessel was killed during the attack on Astek Station. Another of VIDA’s synthetic forms was also destroyed at that time.”

      “Another one? How many does it have?” Aria scowled. “Are we facing a self-replicating enemy? How do we fight that?”

      Dax looked grim. “The good news is that we are certain the original consciousness of Dr. Absalom is dead and gone. He had no place to move his consciousness after his body died. The corpse looks the same as the others we’ve found, nothing but empty memory space where his digital consciousness should be. He went… somewhere. But with no vessel to move into, that energy would disperse. Absalom is gone.”

      “Small mercies,” Cris murmured.

      “Indeed,” Dax said. “He’s gone. The bad news is that VIDA isn’t. It was an AI before it had a physical form. It can copy itself repeatedly.”

      Aria chimed in again. “Which must be how it was on Astek Station and on that jungle planet with us at the same time.”

      “Exactly. It can also exist in different forms—holo projections, digital avatars, as well as their synthetic bodies.” Dax tapped the controls beneath his fingers, and a holographic display flickered to life in the air above the table.

      Photographs and files of more than a dozen beings appeared in the projection. “We still have more bodies to identify, both at the facility we attended and more we’ve found since then. They’re a mixture of doctors and scientists who have dropped off the radar lately along with corporate power brokers and CEOs, all listed as retired. Some of them are even registered as deceased.”

      Things fell into place for Cris. “That’s our mission. Isn’t it? We’re going after VIDA.”

      Dax nodded once. “You are. I know you both have questions. Hold on to them for now. You need to see something first.”

      The files of the Gray Men and their accomplices vanished as a vid took over the space.

      For a moment Cris thought he was looking at footage from their own interrogation rooms, but then Jemma Allen, the commander of Nova Force Team Four, stepped into the frame. She looked as cool and composed as always, her uniform crisp and not a hair out of place. The only indication anything was awry were a few tight lines at the corners of her mouth.

      She went through the usual disclaimers about security clearances and classified intelligence warnings. Then the camera angle changed to show two other occupants, both of them seated across from Commander Allen.

      Cris recognized both of them immediately. One of them was Master Sergeant Cleo Gottfried, the woman who had been Trinity’s righthand officer when Trin ran Victor base, home of the Vault of the Fallen. Gottfried was in civilian clothes and she didn’t hide what she was feeling. She was worried about something. Given she was seated next to a dead man, the source of her concern should have been obvious.

      Only that couldn’t be it… because she was holding his hand.

      “Chad Everest is dead,” Cris muttered. “I cleaned charred chunks of his gray matter off the bulkheads myself. I know he’s dead.”

      “That is not Chad Everest,” Dax said. “That’s the last of Absalom’s clones.”

      The interrogation was more of an interview. Allen started by asking Gottfried to identify herself.

      Cleo gave her name and rank. Then, looking slightly downcast, she added the word, “retired.”

      Once that was done, she returned to her brisk, no-nonsense style and summarized the situation with minimal questions and prompting. It was obvious she’d been through this before. When she was done, Gottfried turned to the man beside her and Dax paused the vid.

      “Questions?” their commander asked.

      “Let me get this straight,” Aria said. “Long ago, Gottfried had a love affair with the original Absalom. He left her as his obsession with VIDA and the Grey Men’s agenda intensified. Instead of moving on with her life, Gottfried spent the rest of her time in the IAF posted to that same base on Ibix 4. Then, one day, out of the blue, he shows up at the base and she just… let him in? And then she somehow convinced him to turn himself over to Nova Force because she was once in love with another version of him?” That’s the plot of a serial holo-vid like As the Moons Rise.

      “I know, but their stories have been repeatedly vetted and verified. The clone, who has requested to be referred to as John, has provided us with a great deal of solid intel. All of it has checked out so far. We believe he is a reliable source.” Dax winced slightly. “But as you might have guessed, some of the other members of this team are not going to be happy to learn where we’re getting our intel from.”

      “No kidding,” Aria drawled. “Considering the fact that several versions of that man and his rogue AI have attacked, imprisoned, and tried to kill various members of this team more than once.”

      Dante, Kurt, Eric and Nyx were not going to like it. Hell, Trinity and Dax couldn’t be thrilled about it, either. Aria’s hands closed into tight fists and she moved them out of sight beneath the table.

      “If you’d like to withdraw from this mission, now would be the time to say so,” Dax said. “Once you know much more, you’re going to be in too deep to change your mind.”

      Aria shook her head sharply, but Cris managed to speak before she could. “I’m in. If it means ending this threat, it doesn’t matter where the intel came from. If you trust it, I trust you, sir.”

      “Same here,” Aria chimed in.

      “Alright then.” Dax rapped on the table twice. “Welcome to Operation Sunset. Here’s what you need to know.”
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      They reviewed the recordings of their source’s interviews for more than an hour, getting the rest of the information they needed. By the time it was done, Cris’s head was crammed full of facts and he suspected his eyes had the same glazed look Aria’s did.

      “Until we depart from Haven, none of what you’ve been told leaves this room. If you want to go over any of the information, I’ll arrange for you to come here to review the single copy of the data we have. For obvious reasons, we can’t risk putting this information anywhere it might end up accessible to VIDA or whoever it’s reporting to now,” Dax said.

      “If it’s reporting to anyone. Version one of that program went rogue already. Odds are good that this one has done the same thing.” Aria leaned back from the table and rolled her shoulders, tipping her neck from side to side to loosen up the muscles.

      Cris was almost overcome with the need to walk over and massage her neck for her, the way he’d done a few times before when the discomfort was greater than Aria’s need to keep things professional.
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