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Danger abounds and Ghost Unit’s skills are needed. A credible threat to the Jutak Commander has the team racing to engage the enemy.

Being a soldier fit Dorian Uchu like a second skin. After being rejected time and again, he’d finally found a place to call home and a team he’d die to defend. He didn’t expect the woman who came along and captured his interest with the same level of intensity. Now he has to figure out how to keep safe the one thing he’s always wanted—love.

Time was limited for Zsamei Kreene. Determined to make the best of her life, she worked to find joy in her business and the few friends she allowed close. Falling for the mysterious man who showed up occasionally wasn’t in the plans, yet her heart grew to crave him with every beat.

Was it wrong to take a leap of faith for love when she already knew this fairy tale couldn’t end in happy ever after?

**From the universe that brought you A World Beyond comes a new series about hot, alien soldiers. Meet the members of Ghost Unit.
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Zsamei stared at her mother’s hand and the glittery amber pendant with swirls of red at its middle. It swung from the center of a necklace made of gold links.

“Zsa Zsa, do you understand why you must do this?” her mother asked.

Despite its fragile appearance, waves of menace wafted from the jewelry. Inside, a part of her cringed. She didn’t want to put it on. She didn’t want to wear it.

“Sza Zsa!” her mother snapped.

She stiffened and her gaze jerked up to face Lady Elsyne. Her mother never raised her voice. She was kind and controlled at all times. “What if I don’t want it, mama?”

Dropping to her knees, her mother clenched her fingers around the necklace and smiled. With one hand, Lady Elsyne cupped her cheek. “It is rare to find one who possesses the gift. The Star of Aurali will strengthen within you. You are very special, Zsamei Kreene.”

The actual Star of Aurali went nova and exploded long ago. Pieces and fragments fell across several planets. The amber piece at the center of the necklace her mother held was the largest chunk Zsa Zsa had ever seen and it was no bigger than her thumb.

Size didn’t matter though. According to scientists, a piece of the star as small as her fingernail was known to exude enough energy to power an entire battle cruiser for many years. One this size had to be capable of so much more.

History on her planet had an opposing view. It stated the necklace embodied the spirit of their goddess and would give the wearer her strength and grace their planet with years of benevolence.

Still, she didn’t want to wear it, her childish mind warning her it would change her life and not for the better.

“Zsa Zsa?”

There was a pleading note in her mother’s voice. Her eyes begged for forgiveness and understanding. Of what, Zsamei didn’t know but she didn’t want to disappoint her mother. 

It wasn’t like she had much choice in the matter. Someone had to claim the necklace. Myths and school lessons spoke of one individual being selected to carry on tradition. There was more to it but she was behind in her reading and hadn’t got to that part.

Her mother’s hand shifted to the top of her head and she smoothed back Zsamei’s unruly dark hair. “Zsa Zsa? Will you do this for me?”

She hesitated a moment longer then swallowed. She’d have to take her mother’s words about being special as truth. If it helped in some way, she’d do whatever her mother asked. “I’ll wear it.”

Relief flashed over Lady Elsyne’s face. She lifted the necklace and slid it over Zsa Zsa’s head. It settled a little below her chest bone, the amber center glowing as if lit from a fire within. Heat flared and reached through her shirt, warming her body.

Too much heat. She reached up instinctively to lift it away and cried out. Sharp sparks stung her fingers. She dropped it immediately and shook her burning fingertips.

Her mother stood and pressed a hand on her shoulder. “Let it settle. The longer you wear it, the easier it will be. Like a conduit, your life force will fuel the Star of Aurali and in return it will sustain our world.”

After having her fingers singed, she wasn’t sure she wanted that but Zsa Zsa didn’t protest. “Yes, mama.”

Her mother smiled though worry glinted in her gaze. “Everything will be fine. You’ll see. Go play now.”

At the thought of playing, Zsa Zsa forgot any concerns and brightened. With a rushed wave at her mother, she darted from the room in search of her friends outside.

***
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“Do you think it will work?” a deep voice asked.

Lady Elsyne sighed and her shoulders dropped. What she’d done...it was necessary. She could only hope she hadn’t consigned her daughter to a miserable life for whatever time she had. Lifting her head, she turned to face the newcomer. Lior, the historian who had arrived with the pendant, bowed at her glance.

“I think so. She’s shown all the signs.” More than any other ever born to hold the Star according to the history discs. “The star is going to increase in strength with a vessel like her hosting but the side effects of containing all that power...”

She broke off the thought, unable to complete it. Gaze sympathetic, Lior filled in. “Will slowly drain her essence and burn her out.”

Yes. Her daughter would gradually decline and die from burn out. Her heart clenched, frustration at the decision she’d been forced to make clambering at her senses. Having the Star of Aurali in their possession protected their world but it needed a living host, an individual with a powerful spirit from their race in order to sustain it.

One tiny piece of rock for the greater good in exchange for her daughter’s life. Even as she’d made the decision, she knew the price was too high. She sent a fervent prayer to the universe that Zsamei wouldn’t suffer much before her death.

***
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Zsamei pressed her hands to the sides of her head in hopes of quelling the pain.

“Are you okay?” her best friend and cousin asked while they strolled around the garden paths surrounding her home.

Zsamei dropped her hands and forced a smile to her lips. The reoccurring ache was normal after years of wearing the Star of Aurali. “I’m fine. Just a little headache.”

Which was an understatement. Seven years of wearing the pendant and the agony that came from having it on had only increased not decreased as her mother had implied.

Aunza’s brows lowered and her lips curled in doubt but she didn’t say anything more. Her cousin knew she’d been forced to wear the star and between the two of them, they’d learned from the history discs the true horror of what eventually happened to the bearer.

They continued their walk, mindful not to stray from the view of Zsamei’s mother. Lady Elsyne didn’t like for her to go far. Someone could harm her.

Snorting, she kicked at a green rock in her path and sped up. Harm her? More like harm the stupid Star of Aurali.

Aunza playfully poked her in the side as she kept pace. “Have you seen Perrin today?”

Her heart thumped at the mention of the recent visitor to their country. Perrin was here with his father to oversee the authentication of their family’s preserved manuscripts in Lior’s keeping. They’d traveled two days by air ship to get here and had been closeted in her home during the stay.

“I saw him over the morning meal.” Cheeks flushed, she avoided her cousin’s knowing gaze. It had been obvious from the first meeting that Zsamei found Perrin attractive. The interest seemed reciprocated by his dark looks aimed her way.

“Annnd?” Aunza probed, spinning around to block the path and keep Zsamei from moving forward

She stopped and sighed though a grin tugged at her lips. “And, what? There is nothing more to report.”

Outside of the fact Perrin made her heart patter. Being around him left her short of breath and she felt almost certain he was about to kiss her at the morning meal today until her mother and his father joined them at the table.

Aunza moved back to the left of her and linked their arms together. “I think he likes you.”

The flush worked its way from her face and down her neck. She did too. Pulling at the neckline of her shirt to ease the discomfort, Zsamei said, “It’s too soon for such. We’ve only shared a few conversations.”

The path ahead curved and they adjusted their steps to circle back to the house.

Huffing aloud, Aunza countered, “You don’t need a lot of talk to decide if he’s dreamy.”

True. Perrin’s dark red hair was a perfect foil to his chiseled features and deep set brown eyes. His ears were a little large but the perceived flaw only enhanced her attraction to him. His brawny shoulders stretched his shirts across a wide chest and she liked that his average stature put them at eye level when they talked.

“Do you think mother would approve?” she asked instead of answering.

Aunza didn’t respond right away and her blue eyes took on a serious cast. They came to a stop in the middle of the walkway. “Why not? You’re already nineteen. Plenty old enough to join with a man. Sefon offered for me last month and now we are planning our ceremony for next week.”

A twinge of envy pulled at Zsamei’s chest. She’d received her invite to the festivities and looked forward to celebrating Aunza’s joining. It would be nice to find someone who loved her the way Sefon seemed to love Aunza. Of course that was hard to do when her mother barely let her out of her sight and constantly drilled in her head about duty and necessity.

“You need to be committed to the star.”

“Nothing can happen to you.”

“Our people depend on you making smart choices.”

Over and over, she had to hear about how important she was simply because she wore this chunk of stone about her neck. The Star gave their people prosperity in exchange for a host. She should be grateful for carrying The Star.

It was exhausting and she was so tired of it all. Tired of being alone and watched continuously. She barely had a life of her own because of it.

Reaching up, she grabbed the cursed necklace and felt the familiar burn. Instead of letting it go like usual, she squeezed tighter and gave her cousin the truth. “Mother wouldn’t approve.”

“That’s not fair, Zsa Zsa!” Aunza added a glare to her point.

Aunt Talire let her daughter grow and spread her wings with open encouragement. Zsamei’s mother, on the other hand, constantly seemed on the verge of locking her up.

“I’m used to it,” Zsamei demurred.

With one more dark look, Aunza changed the subject and teased. “At my joining, you must find time to speak with Perrin and maybe sneak a kiss to see if he’s skilled.”

Gloomy thoughts of her mother pushed to the back of her mind, and a giddy wave washed over Zsamei. Kissing Perrin would be an adventure. At nineteen, she’d only kissed a few men. None as handsome as Perrin though.

The more she thought on the idea, the more she got excited about it. Grinning at her cousin, she said, “You’re right. I’m going to kiss him when they come back for your joining festivities.”
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Music played non-stop and guests danced about laughing. Caught up in the glow of happiness from the new couple, Zsamei twirled about with a smile on her face. For once, she ignored the pointed stares from her mother, chatted with the guests here and treated herself to a large cup of chal.

The alcohol with a hint of spice and fruit warmed her belly and added a flush to her cheeks. Or so she’d been told. She wore her hair up due to Aunza’s encouragement and a white dress that skimmed her ankles and flared when she danced.

Sefon and her cousin approached with beaming smiles on their faces. Aunza squealed, grabbed Zsamei’s hands and jumped up and down. “I’m joined! Can you believe it?”

Aunza’s excitement was palpable and Zsamei couldn’t help feeling the same joy. Her grin stretched her lips from ear to ear. “I’m happy for you, cousin. And you, Sefon.”

“Thank you.” Bald and tanned, Sefon’s physique landed on the lean side. His looks were enhanced by his extremely kind nature and visible love for Aunza.

Laughing, her cousin leaned up and kissed the side of his face. Sefon wrapped his arms around Aunza and lifted her into his arms. He raced toward the crowd of cheering people and she lost sight of them in the midst of the dancers.

“I love your smile,” a deep voice murmured.

Zsamei turned around and her eyes widened. Perrin stood behind her. His gaze took her in from head to toe, flaring with interest as he lingered at the low cut of the dress around her breasts. “T-thank you.”

“Do you want to walk with me?” he asked.

Yes, yes, yes. She checked to see if her mother was in sight but for once Lady Elsyne didn’t have her eyes focused on her. “Sure.”

She clasped his hand, almost shivering when his fingers closed around hers. He tugged lightly and led her farther and farther away from the assembled area for Aunza’s joining. The path was narrower here and the sounds of the party grew dimmer behind them. Her heart jumped, excited at the prospect of being alone with Perrin.

He stopped in a tiny nook. Overhanging fruit trees blocked them from view of anyone who could walk by. Nerves speckled her arms in tiny bumps. She stared into his dreamy eyes and waited.

Perrin didn’t disappoint. He cupped her cheek and leaned in close. “Coming here with my father was the best decision ever.”

Throat constricted, she tried to smile but wasn’t sure if she managed. She felt stiff and awkward. His head moved forward, his lips a light brush against hers. She closed her eyes and grabbed hold of his shoulders. Perrin groaned and wrapped his arms around her.

The embrace felt tight but she ignored it as excitement bubbled up inside. Having a kiss from this handsome man was what she’d hoped for. It was the perfect touch to what was already a perfect day.

His mouth pressed down firmer, startling her. His tongue stabbed at her lips and she flinched in confusion. Where were the gentle caresses, the soothing touch?

The hands at her waist grew rougher and he walk-stepped them back until she hit a tree. The bark scraped her shoulders and she broke the kiss on a sharp cry. His mouth chased hers, but she turned away on a mutter. “Wait. Perrin, stop.”

Ignoring her pleas, he continued to run his hands over her body, but any budding desire she’d felt died abruptly from his harsh handling. She shoved at his chest again and again. Finally, he groaned and ceased his groping. Eyes glazed, he barked, “What’s wrong?! I thought you wanted this.”

The accusation stung. Little spikes of fear filled her and she pushed at his chest again to create distance between them. Perrin didn’t budge.

“This is fast,” she murmured in hopes of easing the ire he made no effort to hide.

Leering down at her, he pressed the weight of his erection against her midsection. His hands shifted to the front of her and moved up her dress to squeeze her breasts. She struggled and tried to slide away. The tree and his body kept her trapped in place.

“Perrin! Perrin!” she snapped.

He rocked his hips into hers and snarled, “You’ve been teasing me since the first time I arrived and eyeing me since my return. You don’t have to pretend any more. I’ll give you what you want.”

“I’m not pretending!” She freed one arm and smacked him full on the face.

The blow gave him pause. Then the eyes she’d once thought sweet darkened and a face no longer handsome twisted into a mask of fury. “You think you’re special? Is that what this is?”

His gaze dropped to the Star of Aurali. She shook her head frantically. Unsure what he planned, she attempted to get away but Perrin for all his slight build held her pinned to the tree.

“I’ve heard about this. In my country we don’t believe the legend.” Saying that, he reached for the necklace. “You’re not the embodiment of a goddess meant to watch over our people.”

Terror slashed at her. Somehow she knew this wouldn’t end well. Zsamei tried to jerk away once more. “Don’t, Perrin! Just let me go.”

Perrin chuckled, the sound filled with evil intent and gripped the stone. Power burst forth the moment he made contact. A loud boom sounded and the alcove shook. She flew back from the impact and hit the ground. Pain exploded in her side as she quickly rolled over.

Not far from her, Perrin lay in a sprawl. Concern clutching her heart, she stood slowly and limped close to him. “Perrin?”

He didn’t move. Not that he could if he’d wanted. A giant hole speared the middle of his chest, the edges burned and still smoking. His eyes stared blankly at the sky above.

Horror sent her stumbling away. She shook her head back and forth in denial while the Star of Aurali cooled against her skin, its purpose served.

To protect the host until it eventually killed her.
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“His genetic combination is a failure. Destroy the other samples per protocol. We won’t repeat our mistake.”

Dorian listened to the scientists as they continued to debate his worth and value. The others created like him in a lab had been dismissed and allowed to return to their lessons. Since he was from another batch, he’d been held back to await the final verdict.

The main medic, Ling, who’d been assigned to him since he woke, glanced in his direction. Dorian stared back mutely. He’d mistakenly considered Ling his father or the closest to it he’d ever known. Yet the medic, along with the others, was discussing his life as if meant nothing.

His input wasn’t required. His thoughts weren’t needed. His fate was completely subject to what the ones in this medical center decided and from what he could decipher, it didn’t look like he’d have long to wait. Or live.

For Benedis, genetics ruled. They constantly worked at creating the perfect version of themselves to survive and thrive on their home world. Or what they considered the perfect version. Impervious to disease, resilient, and vision and hearing acuity above average beings.

Things their ancestors had learned to manipulate and recreate via DNA testing in subsequent generations. Dorian and others in their society were a result of such long standing experiments.

But current medics weren’t satisfied with the work of those before them. They’d managed to eliminate the birthing and child rearing stage to advance straight to a fully grown Benedi. Very few remembered a time when beings were born naturally instead of created.

“At least he’s the only one of his nature. It was wise to work with a single embryo before moving forward with others. It’s a shame his biological make-up didn’t result in the specimen we expected,” Ling said.

He sounded disappointed and sad. After the last few weeks, Dorian didn’t fool himself into thinking it was personal. Ling had no feelings for him. Dorian was just a measuring point of data for him.

The other medic in the room, Kalee, nodded and shoved back a loose strand of hair, her brown eyes ice cold in thought. She jotted notes on her data pad then spoke. “All the tests showed probable success. His charts measure exactly in the range we strove for in every metric except this unforeseen flaw. Unfortunately, we couldn’t have predicated the duo demands on his body at the biological level.”

There were mutters and grunts of agreement from the other two medics rounding out the group. Dorian was used to being talked about in this manner. It was all he’d known from the moment he opened his eyes in a birthing vat, born into full awareness.

Sighing, Ling finally lifted his head. His dark brown eyes narrowed on Dorian. “Your genetic pool didn’t work. We no longer have need of you. This means you can no longer live here and risk contaminating others if your urges get the better of you. There are several options available that we can offer, but you must make a decision now. Do you want to hear them or go off on your own?”

Dorian straightened and held the medic’s gaze. This was the only life he knew, the only home he’d ever had, but the answer was easy. “Go off on my own.”

***

[image: ]


“Him? You’re sure?” Kyele asked, studying the second file his friend pulled up for another candidate to be a part of the new Ghost Unit he would lead.

Hahn Truinn.

Standing across the table, Torkel, the current Jutak Commander leaned over and pointed at the holo display hovering in front of them. “Here and here. Top technology scores, high academic ratings in strategy and empathy.”

Snorting, Kyele aimed lower and pointed at the comments. “Overly zealous, lacks commitment, frivolous demeanor.”

Torkel sat back in his chair and arched a brow. “You didn’t have a problem with the other files. What’s bothering you here?”

Kyele grunted and crossed his arms over his chest. “Not true. I’ve concerns about all of them. Especially the Volvian, Kjar.”

Pursing his lips, Torkel nodded. “I can understand why, but remember we discussed the reasons these soldiers weren’t on active Jutak warrior rosters. They’re not perfect and some work is needed but Jaron and I believe under your leadership they can become a cohesive, successful force to be reckoned with.”

It wasn’t that he doubted his former Unit Leader. Torkel’s reputation and history spoke for itself but the problems noted would make his job more difficult. “Understood. I’ll reach out to him.”

Torkel leaned forward and braced his arms on the table between them. His midnight gaze darkened. A silver thread marred the unbroken waves of brown hair falling about his shoulders. “You know I would never misdirect you, right, Kyele?”

He nodded. His trust in Torkel was implicit.

“Good.” Torkel shifted their focus and asked, “Did Rook accept?”

A grim smile twisted Kyele’s lips. “After much doubt about the legitimacy of my offer, he did.”

Torkel laughed. “He has trust issues along with the other things we discussed, but he’ll be an asset. The choice is yours, but I believe strongly that he or Kjar would make an ideal Team Leader to head the group.”

After reading their files, Kyele had already come up with the same conclusion. “I’ll make my decision once I have them all at the new base on Enotia to assess.”

“Excellent. Let’s focus on the last candidate. This one was a little tricky but Bane confirmed and thinks he’d make a viable fit.”

The image on the holo changed and Kyele read the name silently. Dorian Uchu. He peered closer to go through the file notes. An unusual choice from Torkel. Top percentile of graduating class in stealth, top scores in marksman rating and a list of other merits.

That was to be expected since the Benedis were strong believers in perfection.

Someone like this would have been fought over for placement in a Jutak Unit. His gaze narrowed. The comments from prior Unit Leaders of the three teams Uchu had been on shocked him. Lack of focus, inconsistent performance. Then there was the last line in particular that drew his gaze. 

Failure to bond with teammates.

“Interesting.”

***
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Hands clenching on his thighs, Dorian closely watched the couple sitting next to one another at the bar. The man had his fingers between her legs, his wrist twisting with the motions. For her part, the woman had her head flung back, lips parted as she mewled and gasped.

They didn’t appear overly concerned with their public indecency. Neither tried to be quiet or discrete, not that the patrons in this battered establishment paid them any mind.

The woman cried out again, her hips moving frantically now. The man leaned over and kissed her on the mouth. Arms splayed wide, she threw her head back, breaking away and screamed. The orgasm crested over her face, lashes fluttering and mouth open.

The man ripped open the closure on his pants and stroked his cock, gaze on the shaking woman. Soon he groaned and gripped the chair arm to hold steady as he rode out his climax.

Dorian kept his gaze on them, every nerve in his body tingling as the residual sexual energy whipped out from the frenzy caused by the couple. His lips parted as he inhaled slightly.

The first wisps were like a jolt to the senses. He maintained his position and inhaled over and over again until he absorbed every drop of energy created from their sex sharing.

Afterward, he staggered to his feet and made his way to the cleansing room. One hand on the wall, he stumbled inside and closed the door behind him. No one was in here. He leaned against the door, gasping as the surge of energy he’d consumed rolled through his body.

Would it last?

Closing his eyes, he waited one moment, two. A shudder shook his frame then settled. When he opened his eyes, he took stock of his senses. His heart rate leveled out and the on edge, disjointed sensation he’d fought for the last few weeks faded away.

It worked. He palmed his face and sighed roughly. Thank fuck. He hadn’t been certain but it was his only chance. His maternal physiology required an excess amount of sex sharing but his paternal biology insisted he seek a permanent mate. The dichotomy of his lab created DNA had him in limbo ever since he reached his peak maturity.

He’d barely managed to finish the last few months at the Jutak Academy because of his mental and physical state. The loss of appetite, erratic behavior, and waves of sexual hunger had been uncontrollable. Unsure of what was wrong with him, he’d initially ignored the signs of illness.

Then he’d been selected to a top team with the Jutak warriors. Only he hadn’t been able to focus and fell short on several missions. Two team transfers later, he’d finally been called into the office at the Academy on Enotia to speak with his advisor.

“Dorian Uchu, I’m sorry to have to inform you of your removal from the available listing. Based on the feedback from your Unit Leaders, you are not a good fit for the program.”

And that easily his world had come crashing down. With nothing to ground him and keep him distracted, Dorian found himself suffering an increased return of his symptoms. For weeks, he’d grown weaker fighting not to succumb to his needs.

He’d sought medical attention and received the diagnosis along with a resolution. “Get bonded or your condition will only worsen. The way your genetics have been manipulated, you weren’t meant to be alone past your prime age of maturity.”

No, he was meant to be a superior breeder. A perfect specimen to create perfect children without necessary tampering from a lab.

Which led him here. He hadn’t been sure what he proposed would work. He needed to sex share to remain at optimum health but unfortunately his body insisted he reserve that physical joining for a mate.

Torn, he’d come to this out of the way establishment where no one looked too closely at what went on here. Stimulants, alcohol, sex sharing. Anything could be attained for the right amount of credits.

Dorian didn’t engage in drugs of any kind. He wasn’t sure how it would fuck with his physiology. He’d tried one last time to sex share with someone for the night. Unfortunately, each time he found a compatible female the damnable other half of him couldn’t go through with it unless he had a connection to her.

He’d reached the biological point that bonding and sex sharing now went hand in hand and since he had no intentions of bonding anyone any time soon, cursing them to a life with an emotional void, he was fucked.

Or so he’d thought.

Since he couldn’t sex share with a random female, he’d hoped to absorb the energy released from others. The idea of tricking his body into thinking he’d achieved sexual satisfaction while not bonded had been a desperate last resort.

It had taken a while to figure out what would work. Being in the building wasn’t enough. He had to watch, be in close proximity of the act in order for the release to fulfill his body’s needs.

Watching the other couple had stirred his desires. Tendrils of stray energy and sparks touched him from across the room. The more aroused they became, the more heat they’d generated.

To Dorian’s surprise, he’d been able to absorb and satisfy the insatiable hunger from those minute flairs. The scents and visual stimuli calmed the raging need inside of him.

But it was only a matter of time. His body would only accept so much. Soon, he’d have to find a woman to spend his life with. One who would ignore his inability to open up and connect on an emotional level because he’d never learned.

For now, that was a worry for another day. He swiped at his forehead and went to the basin across the room to wash his hands. He splashed his face with water and sighed again from the lack of tension coursing through his body. There was no way to gauge how long the relief would last.

He shuddered again in pleasure and straightened. Avoiding the mirror, he walked out of the cleansing room and headed for the door. His portable comm vibrated in his pocket. He answered but didn’t speak.

No one would try to contact him via comm or otherwise. He had no friends, no family. Former teammates from his previous Jutak Units didn’t reach out to him and he had no interest in reaching out to them.

“Dorian? Dorian Uchu?” a deep voice spoke into the silence.

He didn’t recognize the individual on the other end. Moving toward the exit of the establishment, Dorian kept his pace steady and didn’t glance at the couple who’d provided him with much needed respite. His palm hit the door and he stepped out into the cool night air. “This is Uchu. Who’s this?”

“This is Kyele Bastien. Based on your records from the Jutak Academy, I’d like to speak with you about joining an elite team I think you’d be ideally suited for.”

Dorian paused outside and widened his stance. His gaze scanned the area even as he focused on the comm. “Is this supposed to be a joke?”

“No.”

Frowning, he shifted his comm to check the contact ID. Unknown. His senses went on alert. He used an unregistered comm to prevent anyone from being able to reach out to him. His studies at the academy opened his eyes to the many ways of being tracked electronically for nefarious purposes. “Who is this? How’d you get my comm code?”

“As I mentioned, my name is Kyele Bastien. I want to speak with you about joining a new team.”

The name registered belatedly. Kyele Bastien, former Jutak Team Leader under the greatest Jutak warrior Unit Leader to ever graduate the Academy—Torkel Alonson.

His instinct was to end the comm. There was no reason for anyone associated with the Jutak Units to reach out to him. Dorian had been selected for three teams and dropped from each of them within weeks.

The words of his last Unit Leader stuck with him like a harsh refrain on repeat. “You’re excellent on the surface, Uchu. Your scores, your grades and ability to think on your feet. When I accepted you to my roster, I didn’t understand why your other two teams released you.”

Then he’d shaken his head, firmed his lips and held up his hands on a heavy sigh. “But, the truth is you’re unreliable. Your head didn’t seem to be in it on the last missions and your teammates all mentioned a sense of disconnect in your presence. I can’t afford to have someone like that on my team when the lives of those in my Unit depend on everyone doing their part. I’m sorry.”

Residual pain still lingered all this time later after hearing such a dire indictment. Dorian had once prided himself on his dependability. Several members of his graduating class had sworn they’d love to serve on whatever team he landed with. Then his genetics took over and everything exploded in his face.

“Did you hear me?” Kyele asked.

Pushing the past away, he said, “Yes. I think you have the wrong individual. I’ve been removed from the rolls and am no longer a viable candidate to serve as a Jutak warrior.”

It hurt to even voice the disclaimer but Dorian was honest if nothing else. He might not have anyone to care about in his life but he still had his integrity.

“Which is why I’m contacting you. This isn’t for the Jutak warriors. If you’re interested, I’ll message you a place and time to meet.”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Dorian inhaled sharply. Maybe it was the residual endorphins from the climax he’d absorbed or maybe it was because his mind was clear for the first time in weeks, maybe months. “Listen, now isn’t a good time for me. I’ve left the life of a soldier in my past.”

“What if I promised the problems you experienced with your last teams wouldn’t be an issue?”

Dorian froze. There had been a slight tone, a certain emphasis on the words that set off his instincts. He might not be in the military anymore but that didn’t mean he was lacking in wits. “What problem?”

Instead of an answer, Kyele rattled off a date, time and coordinates. “Be there.”

Then the comm ended.

Holding the device in his clenched fist, Dorian considered ignoring it, but the possibility of being a part of a team again, having a sense of purpose, was too hard to resist. It was literally coded into his genetics.
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