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      “Jesh!”

      Zero jerked awake, bathed in sweat and ready to kill.

      He fought his sheets blindly for a second, even as his onboard computer informed him no one was in the room. No threat, just him. With a groan, he flopped back on his bunk, breathing heavily as his bio-organics calmed down.

      It was the nightmare again. The one he always had filled with fire and explosions… with pain and faces he couldn’t remember. Faces distorted, the three men seemed familiar but didn’t register in his memory banks. Not anywhere. Shouting, they reached for him, concern on their faces, but he couldn’t hear them properly before he fell backward into darkness.

      He closed his eyes and shoved his hand through the short spikes of his hair. The dream was always the same, like a memory even though he knew it wasn’t. Other than that, all he knew was that the men were real, not figments of his imagination and none of them were Jesh.

      The problem was, he didn’t know who the fuck Jesh was, or why he screamed the guy’s name.

      With a groan, he hauled his ass out of his bunk and padded over to the door.

      Query, he directed to his internal systems. How long have I been asleep?

      Duration of sleep period was three hours, twenty-five minutes and seventeen seconds, the smooth voice replied in his head. It was his “other” side, the computer buried in his brain that controlled the parts of him that weren’t organic. He sighed and ran his hand through his hair. Exhaustion pulled at him but there was no point staying in bed. He wouldn’t sleep again.

      Recommend return to sleep cycle, the onboard insisted. He silenced it with a hiss of irritation. The last thing he needed when he was running low on sleep and high on frustration was a nagging little voice in the back of his head.

      The door cycled slowly, irritating him even more, and he stomped down the corridor toward the galley. It was empty. Good. With the mood he was in, he’d rip the head off his crewmates if they so much as breathed the wrong way. And for a being who could literally hear the biological processes of his crewmates’ bodies—especially the day after curry night—the danger was genuine.

      He didn’t need to search the freezer unit for what he wanted. No one would dare touch his triple-chocolate caramel fudge ice cream. Not if they valued their lives.

      “Oh, baby… come to daddy,” he crooned, bending down to reach for it.

      “Whoa! That was so not an image I needed! Pants, Zero. They’re a thing. My mate could wander in here.”

      He stood, spoon already in his mouth to find Talent, the unit’s newest member behind him. The tall male was sleep-rumpled, his chest bare. Scratches on his chest and dark marks around his wrist announced he was mated. Zero instantly quashed the jealousy that snuck up on him. Not because he wanted Lizzie, Tal’s little human mate, but because he’d all but given up hope on any woman looking at him that way. What woman would want a half-machine monster?

      “Is that ice cream?” Tal asked, his gaze sharpening on the tub under Zero’s arm. “Chocolate?”

      “No,” Zero deadpanned. “It’s… iridean squash, with… err… cartorian bugs. Not tasty at all.”

      Tal’s eyebrow winged up. “You know I can read Terran. Right?”

      “So?”

      “The tub says ‘triple choc’ on the side.”

      Zero gave a mock-growl and sighed. “Lizzie wants chocolate?”

      Talent wagged the field tin he held in his hand. “Sent me in to make field cake. She’s “peckish.” And it’s more than my life is worth to argue with the boss. So… make with the goodies.”

      Zero grumbled under his breath and offered the tub. Wrapped in a thermo-sleeve, it wouldn’t melt too quickly.

      “Thanks, brother. She’s very crabby when she’s hungry.”

      “Hangry,” Zero supplied automatically. “Humans call it hangry. Like a cross between hungry and angry.”

      He had no idea how he knew that; he just did. Like so many other things, the thought arrived, fully formed, from his memory banks. And that was just typical. He could remember random, useless information, but nothing important… like what the fuck he was or where he’d come from.

      “Really? They have such an odd language construction,” Tal commented as he spooned ice cream into his field tin. He looked up, studying Zero suddenly. Eyes narrowing, his movements paused.

      “Are you okay? You look tired… and I thought only the watch officer was up.”

      Zero shrugged and plonked his ass down on the bench, waiting for his ice cream back. “I can’t sleep sometimes. No biggie.”

      “As the medical officer aboard, I’ll make that decision,” Talent said firmly, still spooning. Zero got worried about the level of ice cream left. How much could one tiny human woman eat? Then what the guy said registered and he looked up, shaking his head.

      “Uh-uh… yeah, no. For the rest, yes. Me? No.” He balanced the spoon on the end of his nose, crossing his eyes to look at it. “I’m not Lathar. Machine, remember? Don’t need a medical officer. I need a mechanic.”

      Talent handed the ice cream tub back. Zero checked the level, and enough was left to send him into a sugar coma… for all of 2.3 seconds before his systems purged the spike.

      “In that case, it’s a good job I have some engineering training. Isn’t it? Now talk. Or I’ll go get Lizzie. After you put some pants on.”

      Zero blinked. “That’s low, using your mate as a threat.”

      It was a viable threat. Lizzie was lovely, a genuine breath of fresh air and brightness that the entire Warborne crew had adopted immediately. But… she was relentless. If she thought there was a problem, she would not rest until she got to the bottom of it.

      Within days of coming aboard, she’d cornered them all for a “getting to know you” chat. So far, T’Raal had actually been caught smiling, Red was sporting a new hair style and Skinny had learned a ditty in Terran that was so dirty it made Fin smile. Even the recalcitrant Beauty had a new plant on his bridge console.

      Talent shrugged. “Whatever works. Now talk.”

      “I have nightmares.” Zero hadn’t intended to admit that, but somehow, once the words started flowing, he couldn’t stop them. “It’s a memory, but I don’t remember it.”

      “What do you mean you don’t remember it?” The Lathar slid into the seat opposite, his expression one of interest. “Don’t you have…” he waved toward Zero’s arm, “bits for that?”

      “Bits? Is that the best you can do?” Zero barked a laugh. “Yeah, I have an onboard comp and memory storage.”

      “Really?” Talent leaned forward, studying Zero’s face like he could pierce the skin with his eyes and see what lay beneath. “All cybernetic or do you still retain some percentage of organic brain matter?”

      Zero shook his head. “Not all cybernetic, no. My cybernetics are integrated with my bio-organics, with approximately a sixty-forty split. Most memory functions are cybernetic, and that’s the problem.”

      Talent shook his head, his expression blank.

      “When T’Raal found me, years ago, I was damaged almost beyond repair. It took months before I could move properly and even longer before I could fight. This memory is from before then.”

      “Okay…”

      Zero sighed and scrubbed at the top of his head. “My memory banks were blank. Completely wiped. I remembered nothing before waking up on the Sprite. Yet this nightmare… the people in it… I know them. They’re trying to reach me, and I’m falling… I wake screaming some guy’s name. Jesh. But I don’t know who the fuck they are, or who Jesh is. And it’s driving me fucking crazy.”

      

      ❖

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Archer, but I’m afraid I don’t have good news for you.”

      Eris Archer only kept her expression level by dint of long practice. The doctor’s offices were not on her list of favorite places to be. She’d seen enough of them over the years. She knew better than to get her hopes up, but Doctor Reed’s expression killed any secret hope she’d been harboring deader than a dodo.

      Doctor Reed was a specialist, the best in lower limb neuro-reconstruction, which was the reason she’d hired him. She’d hoped… prayed… he could help her.

      “Okay, Doctor. How bad is it?” Her voice was level, which she was proud of. Silly little thing to be proud of, but there you had it. In situations like this, when her very ability to walk hinged on his answer, sometimes she had to hold on to the little things.

      “We have your test results back and… well, can I be frank?”

      She shrugged. “You can be whoever you like, Doc.”

      Her attempt at humor fell flat, Reed’s expression not changing.

      “I’m afraid the Markovian technique will not be an option.”

      She nodded slowly, keeping her hands neatly folded in her lap. A veteran, she was used to being cool under fire, and her tenure as Tarantus Station Security Chief had ensured she could keep calm and professional…

      Which came in real handy when all she wanted to do was scream about the unfairness of it all. She’d had so many dreams for her life, and none of them had involved being in a doctor’s office having a conversation like this. But she also hadn’t thought her military career would be over and she’d be forced to work for a second-rate outfit like Tarantus Station.

      “We knew it was a long shot.” She squashed the bitter disappointment and wondered if the doctor would offer any alternatives. Without an end to her condition in sight, she couldn’t afford to pay for his services long. Not without financial help from her… yeah, she wasn’t going there. So not going there.

      She didn’t glance down at her leg or the supporting brace hidden beneath her clothing. She supposed she should be grateful that exo-supports were easy to hide. None of her staff knew about her little… issue. That was the way she wanted to keep it. She didn’t want whispers behind her back or the pity when they looked at her. Which was the main reason she’d told none of them about her military service.

      At least the support was nothing like the archaic scaffolding of yesteryear. It ached liked a bitch, but she ignored it. She lived with pain every day. It wasn’t getting any more attention just because of a little bad news.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Archer, but it’s a little more complicated than that.” The doctor, a small, neat little man with a dapper dress sense, regarded her steadily over the rim of his glasses. Such eyewear was unusual. Most people opted for nano-surgery to correct visual problems. Perhaps he had a condition that meant it wouldn’t work?

      She dragged her attention back to his words. Words she really didn’t want to register because then she would have to…

      “What do you mean it’s a little more complicated?”

      There, the words were out. The ones she hadn’t wanted to voice.

      The doctor’s expression shifted subtly, and her heart sank. She recognized that expression. It was the standard “soften the bad news” expression common to doctors the galaxy over. Crap.

      “I’m afraid the results of your last round of tests were somewhat concerning,” he said gently. “The neuro-implant sites are beginning to deteriorate.”

      She sucked a breath in, forcing herself to remain calm. They’d told her during her initial surgery the implants would last forever. They’d lied. The devices merged to her nervous system had never been produced with longevity in mind. The manufacturers had cut corners, counting on the soldiers being dead long before the implants gave out.

      “Okay,” she nodded, not looking forward to another round of surgeries and mentally totting up what she had saved and how long she could afford to be in recovery. Good medical care was expensive, and she needed the best. “How long do I have? I’ll have to arrange some time off for the replacement.”

      “I’m sorry to say it’s a little more serious than that, Ms. Archer,” the doctor said, his expression grave and sympathetic. “Your implant sites have already deteriorated beyond the scope of reconstructive surgery.”

      She froze.

      “I’m afraid once your implants fail, that will be it. You will lose the use of the limb.”

      Eris didn’t catch the rest of the conversation as she left the doctor’s office. Oh, she knew he had apologized profusely and that she’d tried to ease his concerns…. Yes, she’d always known it was a long shot… the damage was too old… she was aware there was counseling available... He’d tried to soothe her, saying at least she wasn’t active service anymore because one more trip in a suit would finally paralyze her… but she hadn’t been mentally present for any of it. Her only goal was getting the hell out of there before she could break down and scream.

      Finally, she was free and clear, ducking down a side corridor. Once she was alone, away from the hustle and bustle of the station corridors, she leaned against the metal wall, closing her eyes. A single tear sneaked past her clamped eyelids. She breathed deeply, forcing the frustration and panic down.

      She could do this. She had to. She’d known this day would come. Ever since the first of them had developed problems in the field with their armored suits, they’d all known this day would come. The day when their implants finally stopped, and they were nothing more than cripples.

      She turned, her back against the metal, and leaned her head against the wall. She’d trained so long and hard to get into the Armored Infantry. To be one of the chosen few to operate a Scorperio portable tank suit in the field. Ironic really, that something designed to give a soldier more mobility in tough terrain would be the thing to remove hers.

      Hearing footsteps coming down the corridor, she swiped quickly at her eyes and pushed upright to start walking. She nodded to the maintenance officer who hurried past, toolkit in hand. He barely looked at her, obviously intent on where he was going. Not surprisingly, something was always breaking on the station.

      Continuing down the corridor, she headed for her office. Regardless of her personal situation, she still had a job to do.

      For as long as she could still do it…

      ❖

      Her afternoon had turned into a complete and utter shitshow.

      First, a group of loaders had gotten out of hand down in the docking bay. One of the Tarkan-four crew had clipped someone from the Serenity, the other big cargo ship currently in dock transferring shipments. The “disagreement” had turned into an all-out brawl right there in the loading bay. She’d never seen a fight with loading exos before, but they’d battered the hell out of each other in the middle of the deck.

      Then, just as they’d gotten that sorted out, there had been a domestic on the westside habitation ring. It had resulted in a fatality, which had amounted to hours of paperwork, and her afternoon plans to catch up on admin had hightailed it over the horizon. She couldn’t even bring herself to feel sorry for the guy whose corpse was rapidly cooling in the station morgue. His wife, one of the hull repair team, had caught him in bed with their neighbor. Given the wife was used to manhandling structural girders into place while out in deep space, the fact that she’d folded her cheating spouse into a human pretzel wasn’t a surprise.

      She sighed as she headed toward the lift to the station crew habitation levels. Thanks to all the paperwork this afternoon, she had a shitload of work already lined up for tomorrow. Seriously, if anyone had told her how much paperwork there would be when she’d signed on as security chief for the station, she’d have run the other way. Fast.

      “Hey, boss,” a voice behind her called out. She turned to find Officer Mills behind her, a broad smile on his face. As the newest member of the security team, he’d made no pretense of his interest in her, asking her out at least once a week in the two months he’d been here. She didn’t date. Not her staff, not anyone… not since her last lover had taken one look at the scars on her legs and shuddered. Oh, he’d quickly concealed the expression but not before she’d seen it. Now she could never unsee it.

      So, even cute as Mills was, she’d knocked him back each time. It hadn’t dimmed his enthusiasm. She steeled herself for the expected dinner or date invitation, dragging up one of her many prepared excuses to the tip of her tongue. But rather than ask her out, he indicated the sports bag over his shoulder.

      “Just heading to the gym to work out. I wondered if you fancied sparring or something?”

      Okay, that was a little better than a romantic dinner. He was cute—tall, blond and handsome with a winning smile—but she didn’t date staff. That way led to issues with discipline and accusations of favoritism. But sparring… that wasn’t a date. Any other time she might have been tempted, but she was exhausted. The bone-weariness that pulled at her frame reminded her that allowing one of her staff to hand her ass to her on a plate, or worse, just face-planting on the mats wasn’t a good thing. It didn’t inspire confidence.

      “Some other time, Mills?” She smiled to soften the blow. “Long day and tomorrow’s going to be even longer. Need to get some rack time.”

      His handsome face split into a wide grin. “I’ll hold you to that! Night, boss. Sleep well.”

      She watched him for a moment as he walked down the corridor, whistling to himself happily. Shaking her head, she called the lift. She would never understand people like that, the ones who never seemed to let life get to them. One thing was for sure, she wanted some of whatever he was having.

      The lift arrived, thankfully empty, and she stepped inside. Using her override as station security chief, she triggered the privacy setting so she could ride to her level in peace. Sure, it was an abuse of her power, but right now, she really didn’t care. Leaning down, she finally gave in to the demands of her body and rubbed her leg just above the damaged knee joint.

      She was only ten floors up, so the lift was there before she knew it. Stepping out, she trudged down the hall toward her quarters, keying in her code at the door. A cold chill washed over the back of her neck. She looked up sharply, sure someone was following her, but the corridor was empty.

      Huh. She must be more tired than she’d thought. Shaking her head, she stepped inside and let the door slide shut behind her. Her personal quarters consisted of three tiny rooms: a bedroom, a bathroom, and a combined living and kitchen area. There wasn’t enough room to swing a cat, not that she could afford something expensive like a pet. Fortunately, she didn’t need much room, never had.

      The pain in her leg ramped up to critical. She groaned as she flopped into the chair in front of the desk. Instead of the painkillers tucked into the top drawer, she reached for the bottle by the side of the console screen, pouring herself a generous measure.

      The console beeped, indicating an incoming call. She groaned as she recognized the caller ID. Catherine Archer-Russell. Her mother. Great, just what she needed after the day she’d had. Punching the answer button, she plastered a wide smile on her face.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      Her mother appeared on the screen, a neatly dressed woman in her mid-fifties although she would never admit to her actual age. Instantly her gaze cut to the glass in Eris’s hand, and her scarlet lips pursed in disapproval.

      “Eris… don’t you think it’s a little early for all that?”

      Eris gritted her teeth and managed to keep the smile on her face. She’d been a disappointment to her social-climbing mother since the day she’d been medically discharged. Especially under the conditions she’d been discharged. The accident that had taken her out of active service had brought the company who’d manufactured the Scorperio units under investigation… The company her mother’s husband part-owned.

      Taking another swallow, she hissed under her breath as the whiskey burned all the way down to her stomach. It wouldn’t deal with the pain, but at least it might allow her to fall asleep tonight.

      “Why? The sun’s over the yardarm. Somewhere. What do you want, Mom?”

      Her mother settled back down, her outfit perfectly coordinated with the cream leather of her couch. “Can’t I call my favorite daughter occasionally?”

      “I’m your only daughter.”

      Catherine waved dismissively. “Have you heard from Eric?”

      And there it was. She should have known her mom had only called for something to do with Eric. The golden child. Eris’s twin brother and the shining star of the Archer family, he was a doctor of something or other—something so complicated Eris’s eyes glazed over if she was ever forced to use his official title and area of specialty. Her mother liked to say he was the whole package—brains and looks to boot.

      The problem was, he was an utter dick. And that wasn’t even said with sibling affection. Eris wouldn’t be in the same room as her twin if you paid her.

      “Not recently, no,” she deadpanned, taking another sip from her glass. And by recently, she meant in the last four years or so. “Probably got lost in research again. You know how he is.”

      “Oh yes,” her mother trilled. “Of course. He’s so busy, so many projects… he must be under so much pressure.”

      Eris tuned out, making inroads into her whiskey as she let her mother wax lyrical on her favorite subject until the glass was empty. Then she smiled.

      “Great talk, Mom, but I have to go. Got an incoming alert. A security chief’s job is never done, you know!” she said, imitating Catherine’s trill and making sure to add her official position in there. It always shut her mother up.

      “Oh yes, of course, love. You know… I could talk to your father—”

      “Stepfather.”

      “—talk to your father about getting you a position with the corporation closer to home.”

      Eris kept her gritted teeth behind her pleasant smile. Over her dead body. There was no way she’d go work for Max Russell even if her life depended on it. The guy was slime with a capital S. She always felt like she needed a month-long bath in bleach every time she spoke to the guy. She had no idea what her mother saw in him.

      “I really think…”

      “No need, Mom. I…” Sensing that her mother was working up to one of her tirades, Eris went for the one thing she knew would get her mother off her back for a while. “Well, there’s a guy here and…”

      “Oh!” Surprise and then delight filtered across her mother’s surgery-enhanced features. “Why didn’t you say so! I have been so looking forward to grandchildren! Who is h—”

      “Gotta go, Mom. Needed on duty.”

      Eris cut the call and slumped back in her seat, running her hand through her hair. Then she groaned and looked at the whiskey bottle. First the doc and then her mom… bad luck always traveled in threes. What else did she have to look forward to?
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      Coming down here when she’d been drinking was never a good idea.

      Eris walked down the corridor in the bowels of the station, heading for the storage units. This wasn’t a civilian area, so she didn’t have to worry about watching her back or some asshole trying to pick her pocket. Most of the light-fingered crowd on the station knew that trying to lift anything from her would result in broken fingers and a stay in the cells. Still, every so often a newbie would try something. Right now, she wasn’t in the mood. Anyone who crossed her would likely end up with more than broken fingers. Much more.

      She only passed one person on her way down to the units. Tucked behind the lowest of the docking bays, the corridor had a lovely view of the sweet fuck all that was space. For a moment, she paused by the window, looking out. The abyss called to her, the siren’s call of nothingness to ease her wounded soul a temptation she knew to ignore.

      Pushing off from the wall, she walked along the row of storage units. Each was marked with an alphanumeric painted on the door with a retinal scanner in the wall beside it.

      She walked three-quarters of the way down the line and stopped in front of unit 74B-9. After staring the door down for a few moments, she triggered the scanner and picked the option for a retinal scan rather than an access code.

      “Welcome, Chief Archer,” the computer welcomed her as the door clamps released to swing open.

      The lights snapped on as she stepped over the threshold, working their way down to the back. One of the larger units, it was big enough to contain a small land vehicle, but the hulking figure standing by the back wall wasn’t anything so mundane.

      Instead, it was one of the most dangerous weapons in earth history—an armored tank suit.

      Her tank suit.

      “Hey, old girl,” Eris murmured in a low voice, walking toward it.

      She ran a gentle hand down the arm, over the battered paint and metal. Her fingers traced the lettering on the breastplate.

      Archer, E. Sgt. “Freya.” AIU: 31

      She’d found it in a surplus store a few months ago, in pieces and being sold for parts. After months of scouring the net for any mention of armored suits, she’d hardly dared to believe it. She’d expected it to be something else… part of an actual tank or a loading exoskeleton with plates welded to it being passed off as a Scorperio. As soon as she’d seen the shrouded shape, though, she’d known.

      It was a shadow of its former self. When she’d found it, it had been little more than the torso cage and left leg. The arms and shoulder laser arrays were gone, but the left machine gun was still in place. It had been decommissioned, badly, but nothing an experienced suit operator/mechanic couldn’t fix easily. Remarkably, the shielding was all still there, even for parts that were missing, and as far as she could work out from her brief suit-up, none of the power cells were corrupt.

      She’d rebuilt it in here, sourcing the missing parts online. She hadn’t been able to see something so glorious left to rack and ruin, even if she couldn’t use it now. Not only could her body not take the neural load, but there were no mobile-tank units anymore. She had no idea what she was going to do with it when it was complete… donate it to a museum eventually, she guessed. But, for now, at times like these, she needed the comfort of an old friend.

      Turning around, she slid to the floor with her back to one of the legs. Reaching in her pocket, she liberated her hip flask and unscrewed the top. She lifted it and toasted the hulking monolith behind her.

      “Here’s to us, old girl. We did our best but got left behind. Didn’t we? At least we still got each other for the moment.”

      ❖

      “Please tell me you’ve done this before,” Zero said, eyeing the medical equipment as Talent set it up around him.

      It looked a lot more complicated than anything he’d used on himself in the past. It was all wires and tubes as Talent connected the auto-diagnostic bed to the console on the other side of the room.

      “Don’t you need to have qualified as a healer to use all this?” he asked nervously, trying to slide off the bed without Talent spotting him. A sharp look from the tall Lathar pinned him in place.

      “Not for these systems, no.” Talent’s hands moved confidently as he made sense of all the wires and plugged them in. “This is an auto-system so it doesn’t need a neural link. Still, it’s far in advance of the old scanners you guys were using. I can’t believe you still had it boxed up in storage.”

      Zero shrugged. “None of us could make heads nor tails of it. You’d think they’d come with instructions or something.”

      “Well, that’s what happens when you steal stuff.” A smile curved Talent’s lips as he knelt to put the last few connectors in place. “Yes, I’m well aware this unit was destined for the healer’s hall on Yxaniixos Seven.”

      Zero blinked. “How do you know that?” Even he hadn’t known that, and he’d been the one to boost the container from its shipment.

      “Auto-units aren’t that common. When one goes missing, the healer’s hall on Lathar Prime is informed. I was tasked with shipping a replacement unit out to them.”

      “Ahh.”

      That made sense. Medical units were expensive, but then again, so were imperial healers… and there was always the risk of falling out of favor with the empire and being barred, which was the reason they’d decided to “acquire” a unit. None of them had realized that simply setting one up required several decades of medical knowledge, a note from the lord healer, and a minor miracle.

      “Okay… we should be good to go.” Talent stood, slapping the side of the unit in satisfaction as he moved to stand behind the console. “Just lie as still as you can, no fidgeting. It’ll help me get a good initial scan.”

      Zero grunted in reply and went still. With absolute control over his body, no one could go as still as a cyborg. Well, as still as him because as far as he knew… he was the only one of his kind in existence.

      The machine whirred to life around him, intersecting holographic rings moving over and around each other as they scanned him. He didn’t bother closing his eyes. He just focused inward and let his onboard inform him about what was going on.

      He could tell he was being scanned, right down to the molecular level and… it itched. Ignoring the irritation, he pondered the feeling. His own systems were a constant source of fascination for him. Even though he had no memories before the point T’Raal had pulled him half-dead from the wreckage of his ship, he knew several things about himself.

      He had been made. Not born.

      There was no other explanation for it. Analysis of his skeletal structure and the enhancements made to it indicated that his implants were approximately six months younger than his biological components. Which meant either he’d come out of the womb an adult, or… yeah, he hadn’t been born.

      He’d been grown somehow.

      The tickle from the scanning ramped up a notch as the machine began a low-level whine of complaint. Too low for an unenhanced being to detect, the machine seemed to work harder to scan him. Probably because he was mostly machine.

      Given that, was he even a person?

      Yes. He was. He had to believe that. He was capable of independent thought, even when he shut his onboard down as far as he dared, to the bare minimum required to run his cybernetics. He was alive… and sentient… but past that, he didn’t know anything about himself. Even the few serial codes he could dig up from his base coding weren’t a match for anything from any known world or civilization. Not even humanity, the latest species to join the intergalactic community.

      Still, he couldn’t help a little curiosity over what Talent, formerly a member of the healer’s hall on Lathar Prime, would discover. The tickle in his body ramped up again. He gritted his teeth when it became an unpleasant buzz. Hopefully, this would be over soon.

      “Interesting.” Tal’s voice was low. “Physically, your biological construction mirrors the Lathar. Same bodily systems from what I can see. Your skeletal structure has been enhanced with an alloy I don’t recognize, and most of your joints are cybernetic. Internal organs are protected with mesh, again that I don’t recognize but your brain and ner… what the draanth?”

      The whine of complaint from the unit became a scream, and the intersecting rings circling him went into a frenzy.

      “Trall!” Talent hissed, hands moving frantically over the console. “It’s overloading. I can’t shut it down!”

      Zero heard the explosion before it started, that moment of stillness before a spark caught and fire flared.

      “Out! Now!”

      Talent moved faster than anyone Zero had ever seen before, shoving the big cyborg out the door ahead of him and slamming his hand over the door release. He heard a roar like all the hounds of hell had been released behind them in their fiery rage and then silence as the door slid shut behind them.

      BOOOOOM!

      Both men winced as the explosion hit, almost buckling the door of the medbay. Talent opened his mouth to speak, but Zero shook his head, pointing upward.

      Sure enough, within a half-second, T’Raal’s voice exploded over the comm. “What the fuck have you lot done to my ship?”

      Less than ten seconds later, the heavily muscled Lathar barreled down the corridor toward them followed by the rest of the crew. T’Raal skidded to a halt, his hands on his hips as he looked at the pair of them.

      His eyes narrowed as he spotted the door and then he rounded on Talent.

      “Okay, him I understand… give him half a chance, and something gets blown up. But you? And medbay?”

      “‘Snot his fault, boss,” Zero argued and stood upright. He shook his head to try and clear the ringing. “He was scanning me and… well, boom!”

      “Boom?” T’Raal didn’t look convinced, glancing over at Talent.

      “Boom.” Talent nodded in agreement. “Never seen a unit react that way before. I was just starting to scan your power core and…”

      “Boom?” Fin, leaning one shoulder against the wall, asked.

      “Yes! Exactly! Boom!” the medic agreed, his face alight with fascination. “We need to find another unit and scan again—”

      T’Raal squeaked, cutting him off. “Not on the Sprite, you’re not! Fuck’s sake, is there even anything left of medbay?”

      Zero winced and moved toward the door. Tentatively, he put his hand on the metal. It was buckled but not hot. Reaching out, he uplinked with the Sprite’s systems.

      “Sensors are toast in there,” he reported. “But hull integrity is uncompromised. It looks like the room contained the blast.”

      “Lucky for you,” T’Raal grunted, but Zero had caught his quick looks of concern when he’d arrived, making sure neither of them was injured. “You two are on cleanup duty. We’ll need to divert for resupply.”

      Zero’s heart leaped. Resupply meant they were headed where Lathar feared to tread, to the outer limits of Terran space. Unlike the Latharian empire and other powers, independents like the Warborne had known about the human species for a while. They only ever ventured along the edges of human territory, making sure to only visit the most outlying stations and colonies.

      But one of those was Tarantus Station. And that meant the beautiful station security chief, Eris Archer.

      ❖

      Eris was so not a morning person.

      She grunted as she sat down on the bed slowly and ran a hand through her loose hair. Reaching for her brace, she avoided looking at her leg. Scars made a patchwork of her skin, telling the tale of her shattered limb and highlighting the sites of her implants. The scars were smooth, old and silvery. No one would guess the damn things were burning out.

      With a sigh, she buckled the exoskeleton in place, making sure the contact points on the brace were sited correctly over the implant points that powered it. In an instant, the heaviness of the limb disappeared, and she stood easily. Quickly she pulled her uniform pants on, covering the brace. Unless the fabric was pulled tightly, no one would even know it was there.

      She braided her hair as she walked out of the door, uniform neat and in place, heading for the lift. A quick stop at one of the central promenade retailers on the way to her office snagged her a coffee and a pastry, and she whistled to herself as she walked through the door.

      “Hey, beautiful,” a familiar voice made her freeze and then groan internally. One of the night shift officers had Jayce Allen in cuffs leaning up against the booking desk. The cells were arranged along the walls of the central area, which could be used as a holding cell itself in case of more significant incidents.

      Allen grinned and winked at her. “Miss me?”

      “Like a hole in the head,” she growled as she approached the desk, holding her hand out for the booking sheet. Her thigh pocket gave a buzz, indicating an incoming message on her personal display flex, but she ignored it for the moment. If it was anything important, the computer would let her know.

      “See?” Sparky rolled his head on his shoulder to grin at the booking officer Mills. “Told ya she loves me.”

      “Really.” For once Mills was unamused, shooting Sparky a glare.

      “Can you confirm your name?”

      Allen grinned. “Your gorgeous boss knows who I am.”

      Eris read through the report. Public disorder offenses. Again. “He needs you to confirm your name. Legal reasons.”

      He leaned back against the counter, propped on his elbows. “Sparky.”

      She sighed and handed the sheet back to Mills. “Full name, not a nickname, or we’ll put you in the system as a John Doe, and it’ll be a forty-eight not a twelve-hour hold.”

      Rolling his eyes at her, Allen turned around and leaned on the counter. “Jayce Theodore Allen.”

      “Theodore?”

      “Yeah, I’m a teddy bear. Wanna give me a cuddle?”

      Mills slapped the form down on the counter, almost taking Sparky’s nose off. “Sign here.”

      “Can’t write, squire. Will a thumbprint do?”

      “Ignore him, Mills,” Eris said, heading toward her office. “He reads and writes seven languages, including assholian. Don’t take any of his crap.”

      “Hey! I resemble that remark!”

      She shook her head and shut her office door, cutting off Sparky’s protests. She watched as the tall guy straightened up and signed the form before Mills escorted him toward a cell opposite her office. Great, she got to look at the wise-cracking asshole all day.

      But rather than gesticulate to her all day, the lanky blond settled down, stretching full length on the narrow bunk and covering his eyes with his arm. Why was he back? The last time she’d seen him he was leaving with a new crew, none of whom she’d been able to find in the station database or in any police records anywhere.

      Her eyes narrowed as she pulled up the logs again and checked her searches. Given the dark rings tattooed around Allen’s upper arms, she’d even called in a few favors and checked a highly illegal copy of the Mirax Corp’s records. She needed to know if she had a potential problem on her hands. But… nothing, zip, nada.

      In fact, nothing came up on any of the searches she’d run, even after extending them out to the entire Terran systems network. None of the three men Allen had left with existed anywhere, on any system.

      “Impossible.”

      She pulled the footage up again, studying the three men. They were, in a word, massive and heavily muscled. One had long hair and an almost pirate-like swagger while the other two were short-haired. One, the guy who’d spoken to Allen, was intense and focused… and all of them had a dangerous aura, but the final man, with the short hair and the gloves, drew her attention the most.

      She leaned forward, studying the screen intensely. Not much footage of the three was available, only what she’d been able to recover from the promenade security feeds and some from the side corridors. All of it showed Allen chatting away to his friends, the group’s body language easy and relaxed as they walked. But the feeds cut out when they headed down to the docks. She knew they’d been on dock eight, but once again, the feeds down there were on the fritz, and she had no footage from that time period.

      “Dammit!” she hissed, slamming her hands against the edge of her desk as the screen stilled on a freeze-frame. Her mystery man had chosen just that moment to look over his shoulder and up at the camera. She could almost believe the smile on his lips was for her, that he knew she was watching, but that was ridiculous.

      Leaning forward, she frowned. “Who the hell are you?”
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      Tarantus Station was the same battered, shitty little outpost he remembered. Zero smiled as they dropped out of high speed a short way off the station, and it came into view. His hands, metal and organic, moved over the console with ease and confidence as he zoomed the view on the central screen to a close-up of the station. Light from a nearby star glinted off the metal, peeled paint, and rust patches telling the tale of maintenance left to the ravages of insufficient budgets and mismanagement. He was surprised some areas were even still habitable.

      Concern filled him as his gaze scanned over the bulbous central core, with its habitation rings rising like arms from the main body. Where did Eris live? Was she in danger if an airlock gave or a bulkhead blew? His muscles locked up as he fought the need to gun the engines and get to her as quickly as possible. The sheer force of the need shook him. He’d never had such a response to a woman before.

      “Any word from Sparky yet?” he asked over his shoulder as he smoothly dropped them onto the approach vector station control had allocated them. They were known here, so their transponder signal and arrival hadn’t caused any alarm. A lot of that was down to the Sprite’s chameleon systems.

      Holographic emitter arrays dotted the hull and altered the appearance of the ship to that of a human trader vessel. They’d have to get up close and personal, close enough to touch the hull, to figure out what they were seeing was false. As another precaution, he made sure to uplink with the base as they docked and knocked out the security cameras on the docking arm as well. In a place like Tarantus, with its strained maintenance schedule, no one thought twice about it.

      “Nope, nothing,” Skinny, their comms officer, replied. “No response at all.”

      “That’s not like him.” Zero frowned as he cycled down the engines and levered himself out of the pilot’s chair. Beauty was ready and waiting to take his place, his eyes gleaming with anticipation of finally getting to fly Zero’s baby.

      He shot out a hand, gripping the smaller man by the shoulder. “Not even a scratch. Understand?” he demanded in a warning growl. “No bumps, no scrapes… I don’t want to hear so much as a bolt rattle on her when you get back. Okay?”

      “You got it, big man.” Beauty smiled. It was meant to be reassuring, but… yeah, Zero knew Beauty. The guy might be one of the quietest members of the Warborne, keeping to himself a lot of the time, but Zero had seen him in combat. He was utterly bat-shit crazy, and that gleam in his eye said he was a speed demon.

      “Still don’t like it.”

      T’Raal, sitting in the captain’s chair in the middle of the bridge, grunted. “Your call. We need supplies from Praxis-Four, so fly us there yourself or let Beauty fly so you can go ‘find’ Sparky.”

      His mocking air quotes were accompanied by a small smirk that made Zero groan mentally. T’Raal hadn’t been fooled by his concern for the human ex-con after all.

      “Yeah, yeah… I’m going,” he grumbled, grabbing his pack and slinging it over one broad shoulder.

      The Sprite was so small he was out of the airlock and walking down the docking arm corridor within minutes. Behind him, he heard the airlock shut and start to cycle as Beauty prepared the ship to leave. His hackles rose for a second, but he forced the feeling down. He was on his own here, yes, but he was more than capable of taking care of himself. And he had an ally on station… if he could find whichever hole the wily smart-mouthed human had disappeared down.

      Heading for the central area, he made his way up to the upper promenade levels. Several people watched him with interest as he passed, so he made sure they got a good look at the heavy energy-pistols holstered on his hips. That usually discouraged even the nosiest among them. He suppressed his snigger as they all abruptly found something other than him way more interesting. Like the floor. Or the ceiling.

      The upper level contained most of the bars on the stations, so it was empty this time of day. From what he knew of Sparky, that would make absolutely no difference. He seemed to be equal opportunities when it came to sex and alcohol.

      Wandering into the bar he knew Sparky frequented, he paused for a moment as if to allow his vision to adjust to the darker interior. He didn’t need it, but squinting was a useful cover for him to scan the interior of the bar.

      His grin widened. Sparky wasn’t in here, but his search wasn’t a total bust. There, over the other side of the bar, her back to him, was Eris Archer.

      ❖

      Four hours of dealing with paperwork was more than enough hell for one woman, so by dinner time, Eris was ready to scream. To add insult to injury, the message that had been waiting for her on her personal flex was from her brother. Sighing, she’d ignored it. The third bit of bad luck. The last thing she needed was her asshole twin guilt-tripping her over whatever bee their mother had in her bonnet now.

      So she’d escaped to Pat’s bar for her version of “me time.” She always sat at the rear of the bar with her back to the room. It stopped people talking to her and interrupting her little oasis of calm in the middle of the day.

      Sighing, she lifted her coffee and closed her eyes, breathing in the steam from the top of the mug. She took a sip and murmured in pleasure. The stuff in the office was okay. It was hot and wet, but that was all that could be said about it. The coffee in Pat’s was the proper filter stuff and a balm to her soul. She treated herself to a couple more sips before she turned her attention to the toasted sandwich on her plate.

      She was halfway through it when she became aware of someone’s attention. Her gaze flicked up to the mirror on the back wall to see someone weaving his way through the tables toward her. Not just any someone, but the same man she’d been studying earlier this morning on her security screens.

      Allen’s mysterious friend.

      She blinked and pinched herself, in case she’d fallen asleep in her office and this was all a dream. But nope, other than a sharp pain in her thigh, nothing altered. Tall, dark and handsome still walked toward her… and she still had a mouthful of sandwich.

      “Hey,” he smiled as he reached her table, the dimples in his cheeks as sexy as all hell. “Do you mind if I join you?”

      She raised an eyebrow as she swallowed quickly. There were empty tables all around them and men like this? They usually didn’t come on to women like her. She was too tall, too slender and too acerbic for anyone to want to flirt with. Eric had always been the charismatic one, not her.

      “Why?”

      She groaned to herself as the comment slipped out. Blunt and to the point, it was just this side of confrontational.

      But he didn’t seem perturbed. Instead, he grabbed a chair, turned it around, and sat straddled, his heavily muscled arms folded over the back. “Because you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      She just looked at him. The silence stretched out. Then she laughed.

      “Yeah… right?” She looked around them quickly. “Okay, so where are they?”

      He frowned. “Who?”

      “The camera crew that leaps out to say ‘surprise!’” She picked up her coffee again and took a sip. “I take a dim view of shit like that. And believe me, pissing off the head of security on a place like this isn’t a place you wanna be.”

      His expression froze, and he looked at her curiously. “You think this is a joke? Why?”

      She snorted, putting her cup down with a small click. “Men like you do not look twice at women like me,” she told him shortly, really in no mood for crap like this today.

      Yeah, sure, she might have semi-obsessed over him on the security feeds, but that was it. The charm offensive had to have an ulterior motive. Like Grayson, her shuddering ex, who had wined and dined her to get an in with station security so he could ship his hinky shipments without issues. Fortunately, she’d seen his game early on and thrown him in the cells herself. “So either your buddies have put you up to it, or you want something.”

      “Someone hurt you, badly. Didn’t they?” he mused, rubbing at the stubble on his oh-so-kissable jaw with strong fingers.

      “Pop-psychology as well, huh?” She was on the defensive now, her back well up. “What’s with the one-glove look? Some off-world fashion someplace?”

      His eyebrow winged up a little, and she caught a flash of anger in his eyes, quickly smothered. Ha… so Mister Charm wasn’t as unrufflable as he seemed. Was he?

      Pushing upright, he pulled the black leather glove off his hand, yanking at the fingers before sliding it off. The glove hit the table. Her mouth opened and closed like a guppy as heat spread over her cheeks. Metal met her gaze. His right hand was a replacement.

      “I do apologize. I didn’t realize you were…”

      His lips quirked. “What? Devastatingly handsome? Charming in wit? Intelligent?”

      “Differently abled,” she ground out, more annoyed with herself than him. She’d taken the mickey out of his glove when he was hiding his replacement hand and that had been cruel. “I apologize. I shouldn’t have made fun of your glove.”

      He reached out and covered her hand with his, the organic one. “Hey… it’s okay,” he murmured, obviously sensing her distress. “Really. I’m not sensitive about it. And I’m not just differently abled, beautiful… I’m differently gifted.”

      She couldn’t help the small snort that escaped her. “Gifted, huh?”

      “You’d better believe it, baby.”

      “Obviously humility didn’t come as part of the package.”

      He grinned. “No need, not with my package. But you know what they say…”

      She’d been about to clap him back for the package comment but lifted an eyebrow. “No, what do they say?”

      “The proof of the pudding’s in the eating,” he drawled. “So how about it, beaut? Take a chance on me?”

      She recovered her hand, instantly missing the warmth of his touch. Leaning back in her chair, she looked at him over the rim of her cup. “You? I thought we were talking about your package?”

      His eyes darkened. “You can take that out for a spin any time you like, sweetheart. I just thought you’d like to be wined and dined first…”

      “And we’re right back to why. And don’t give me that crap about me being the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen… unless you need optical implants as well.”

      He just winked at her and tapped his left temple. “Who says I didn’t?”

      Oh god… she wanted the ground to open and swallow her whole. Just one problem with that. No ground on a station and she’d seen the maintenance sublevels. No way did she want to end up down there. She’d probably end up with an infection or a nasty skin rash.

      She finished her coffee and put the cup back down, pushing it away. “Well… it was nice talking to you, Mr…?”

      “Zero.” He smiled.

      “Mr. Zero,” she corrected herself as she stood. “But I’m afraid I need to get back to work.”

      “It’s just Zero.” He stood at the same time. “What time do you get off work?”

      “I’m afraid I’m pulling the graveyard tonight,” she said with a smile, totally brushing him off. She had a name now, so she could find out more about him. Even if she had to impound his damn ship to find out who the hell he and his friends were. “Perhaps see you around.”

      And with that, she left quickly.

      ❖

      Her quip to Zero had been meant as a brush off, but less than four hours later it turned out to be unwittingly prophetic.

      “You have to be kidding me?” she asked, her expression flat and totally unimpressed. “You’re telling me they BOTH managed to get themselves a medbay trip?”

      Mills looked uncomfortable, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “I’m afraid so, boss,” he grimaced. “Ward called out a warning, but Nelson didn’t hear him and piled through the door right after him. They both got hit as the door shorted out.”

      She groaned, closing her eyes. Yeah, she knew some of her staff weren’t the brightest bulbs in the box since places like Tarantus didn’t attract the cream of the crop, but come on… was common sense too much to ask for?

      “Right, okay,” she sighed, opening her eyes. “Is tonight the only shift that needs covering?”

      “Uh-huh.” Mills handed her the staffing sheet. “I managed to move everyone else around. We’ll be a little short for a few days until Baires gets back from leave but we can manage.”

      She gave a small smile. “Whatever would I do without you, Mills?”

      He opened his mouth, a gleam of hope in his eyes. She slapped the staffing sheet into the middle of his chest. “And no, that doesn’t mean dinner… or anything else. I don’t date my staff.”

      His face fell a little, but then he grinned. “Can’t blame a guy for trying. Can you?”

      She chuckled as she stole his new coffee, still steaming in its plasti-mug. “Nope. Now get your ass out of here before I change my mind and make you pull a double shift.”

      He was headed to the door almost before she’d finished the sentence. “Thanks, boss. See you tomorrow!”

      Cradling her purloined drink, she settled herself behind the desk. When she looked up, she caught Allen grinning at her from his cell. “What are you grinning at?”

      He was sitting up, leaning against the wall with one forearm against a raised knee. “The foolishness of youth. That kid never had a chance with you, but fair play to him for trying.”

      Her hackles rose a little. “How do you know he didn’t have a chance?”

      Allen’s lips quirked. “He’s a kid. You’d eat him for breakfast.”

      “Oh, so I’m a maneater now. Am I?”

      Before Allen could reply, the double doors slid open and Mills walked back through, face like thunder as he pushed a cuffed man ahead of him.

      Zero.

      She was out of her seat before she knew it and halfway across the space between them. Mills was sporting a livid bruise around one eye.

      “What the hell happened?”

      “This asshole,” Mills snarled, shoving Zero forward and slapping a gun-belt with some heavy-duty hardware in it on the booking desk. Zero’s weaponry. He’d been wearing it buckled around his hips in the bar earlier. “Decided to just randomly clock me as soon as I walked out the door. No idea why. Just walked up to me and wham! Almost landed me on my ass!”

      Eris raised an eyebrow. “Left or right hook?”

      “Right. Why?”

      “Uh-huh, no reason.” She motioned Zero forward. “I’ll book him. Don’t worry. Go get that seen to. Okay?”

      Mills stood for a moment, anger written in every line of his frame. Then he nodded. “You sure you don’t need me here, boss? He’s dangerous.”

      “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry. I’ll arm the auto-defenses if necessary.”

      He didn’t look convinced, but she shooed him toward the door anyway. “Head to medical and get that checked out. You could have cracked your orbital socket or have a concussion or something.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine. I think I should st—”

      “Go!” she ordered, pointing at the door while grabbing Zero by the arm. The sound of the door opening and closing behind them told her the officer had left.

      “Alone at last,” Zero’s lips quirked as he looked down at her. Gods above, he was tall… and broad.

      “Is that why you decked my officer?” she demanded. “To get me alone in here? And don’t think I don’t realize what you did…” She grabbed his right arm, the metal hard under her fingers. “If you’d wanted to hurt him, you would have. So you didn’t want to hurt him… Well, I have news for you. Your plan failed.”

      “Oh?” He leaned in. The scent of his cologne, warmed by his skin, made her weak at the knees. “I dunno. I think it worked pretty well.”

      “Apart from the fact we’re not alone.” She leaned around him and nodded toward Allen.

      Zero turned and nodded. “Hey, Sparky. How’s it hanging?”

      The ex-con grinned. “Oh, you know, to the left as usual.”

      She almost groaned. They knew each other. Of course they knew each other.

      “Since you two are on such good terms, I’ll stick you in together. You can keep each other company.”

      Allen unfolded himself from the bunk and sauntered toward the energy field at the front. “Yeah… sorry, doll, but I do believe my time is up.”

      “Of course it is.”

      There weren’t enough curse words in existence to adequately express her frustration at the current situation. All she could do was go with it.

      “Computer, release prisoner Allen, J.”

      “Yes, Chief Archer,” the security computer replied, its feminine voice all sex worker breathiness. It had grated on her nerves since she’d arrived but never more so than today. She’d get it recoded tomorrow. First thing.

      “Later, ‘gators!” Allen quipped as he sauntered out of the cell when the forcefield snapped off. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      Winking at them, he disappeared through the main doors.

      “Seems to know his way around,” Zero commented.

      “You could say he’s a regular guest. In,” she ordered, nodding toward the cell.

      He inclined his head and stepped into the cell. Sensing an occupant without a security identity tag, the forcefield snapped back on, throwing up a shimmering blue wall between them. At the same moment, the nano-bonds on his plasti-cuffs gave, dropping to the floor in little more than dust.

      “Would you like to tell me why you wanted to get locked up?” she asked, sliding her flexi out of her thigh pocket to book him in.

      “What makes you say that?”

      He stood in the middle of the cell, studying his surroundings. They weren’t much—three bare walls, the fourth made up of the barrier between them, and one bunk bolted to the wall. The facilities were the same, bolted to the wall behind a half-height privacy screen. Somehow though, despite the fact he and Allen were of a similar height, he managed to make the cell seem tiny.

      “You only gave officer Mills a black eye,” she said, nodding toward his metal arm. “Yet if you’d wanted to, you could have put his head through a bulkhead. So… you hit him, but not hard. Just hard enough to get arrested. Why?”

      He turned and sat on the narrow bunk recently vacated by Allen.

      “I would have thought that was obvious,” he looked at her meaningfully.

      She barked a laugh in surprise. “You really don’t take rejection well. Do you?”

      Looking up, an undignified squeak escaped her, and she almost dropped her pad. He was right on the other side of the barrier, looking at her intently. She hadn’t heard him move, nor had she ever seen anyone move that quickly or silently before.

      “Name?” Her voice was sharp as she tried to cover the fact that he’d startled her. Well, ignore it anyway and if he had any instinct of self-preservation, he would totally let her and not say a thing.

      “I told you… Zero.”

      Her fingers paused over the screen. “That’s not a name. It’s a number.”

      He folded massive arms over his equally massive chest. “It’s the only one I got, beautiful.”

      “Alright.” She shrugged and entered the single name into the system.

      “World of origin?”

      “Unknown.”

      She looked up. “What do you mean ‘unknown’?”

      “Exactly that.” His smile wasn’t as cocky as before. “I have no idea what planet I’m from.”

      He reached up with his metal hand and tapped the side of his temple gently. “Long-term memory before I woke up like this…” He waggled his fingers. “All gone.”

      Shit. He must have lost his memory in the accident that had given him the replacement.

      “No worries. Current planet of residence?”

      “Lathar Prime.”

      And just like that, all her guilt at quizzing him disappeared, anger taking its place.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Will you take this seriously?” she demanded.

      Lathar Prime.

      She’d heard of the Lathar, of course. Who hadn’t? Like the rest of the human population across the territories, she’d been glued to the newsfeeds. But… he didn’t look anything like the leather-clad alien barbarians. “You do realize I can charge you with obstruction of a security officer’s duties?”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Does that mean I get you cuffing me this time, Officer? Because if so, I’m all in.”

      “It’s Chief!” she hissed, turning as the department doors swished open. The interruption was timely and would stop her from committing murder in her own department.

      Her brows snapped together as a guy wearing the uniform of Michael’s, the premier and only restaurant on the station, wheeled a delivery trolley in.

      “Errr… can I help you?” she asked, forcing her voice to its polite setting.

      “Yeah, I got an ultimate romance dinner delivery for a…” The delivery guy checked his list. “For a Mister Naught?”

      “Zero?” They both chorused at once, and he grinned.

      “Yeah, that’s it. Where do you want it?”
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      “I know where I’d like to put it,” Eris ground out, voice clipped.

      She waved the poor delivery guy to leave the trolley by the booking desk and turned on Zero. For a woman he was trying his utmost to charm, the amount of fury in her eyes made him take a physical step back.

      “So, this was all a setup, huh?” Her voice was quiet.

      Hope filled him, and he tilted his head to the side slightly. “More ‘creating an opportunity’?”

      She nodded and he took a step forward. Perhaps she was just annoyed they’d been interrupted? Sure, he was on the wrong side of a security barrier for what he really wanted… to pull her into his arms and see if her lips were as soft as they looked… but that was better than her initial reaction.

      His onboard tickled at the back of his mind, trying to get his attention. He ignored it, far more interested in the woman in front of him.

      “So… what happens now?” She tilted her head to look up at him. This close, he was struck by how much smaller than him she was. That was to be expected, though. He was a large male, bigger physically than most males of any species. Even if she was tall for a human… they were one of the smallest species in the galaxy.

      It was also a leading question, and he knew he was being tested. Nothing about her body language and demeanor said as much. Still, women were women, no matter what the species, and the look in her eyes told him to tread carefully.

      “Well…” he drawled, leaning one shoulder against the wall nearest to him. “I was kind of hoping you’d drop this barrier, and we could have a nice, romantic meal.”

      His onboard flagged him again, the interruption getting more insistent. Not wanting to divert his attention, he suppressed the notification.

      “Really now?” her voice was sickly sweet, and she smiled.

      Shit. That was so not a good smile.

      The notification tickled again. This time his onboard didn’t give him a choice. It broke through his suppression, flaring a warning across his vision.

      Incoming hostiles detected. Take evasive action.

      The smile fled from his face, and he straightened up.

      “Eris, you need to let me out of this cell. Right now,” he ordered, focusing on the door. His onboard had been idly monitoring the security feeds on the station, and it had picked up coordinated movement coming their way.

      She chuckled, starting to turn away. “Yeah, right. Like I’m going to do that. Pro tip… if you want to impress a woman, don’t get arrested. But… thank you for the food, I’m sure the lads will appreciate it in the morning.”

      “Seriously, Eris, you’re in danger!” he exclaimed, using his uplink to the station to monitor the corridor outside security. Armed men in black masks flooded into the area, any civilians fleeing quickly. No heroism or warning in a place like this.

      Hostiles approaching active zone. Prepare to engage.

      “Yeah, yeah…” She walked away from him toward the front of the booking desk. Where she was, she’d be directly in the firing line when those assholes came through the door.

      “Bollocks.”

      He hadn’t wanted to do this. Closing his eyes, Zero diverted all his processing power for a second to break into the security department system. Monitoring the primary station feeds was one thing, but the security department was a separate, more sophisticated system. It took him over a second to crack, an unforgivable delay before the forcefield snapped off.

      “What th—?”

      Eris didn’t finish her sentence before he had her, forcing her down behind the booking desk as the front doors shattered. He curled his larger body around hers as the air around them was peppered with gunfire. The delivery trolley was the first to buy it. Bullets ripped through the thin metal and sent the chicken chasseur dancing in the air like a prima ballerina.

      She didn’t scream but instantly went for her gun, the weapon in her hand as she edged toward the corner of the desk, ready to return fire. He helped by plunging the department into darkness while reaching up to grab his gun belt. But it skittered from his fingers, dropping out of reach on the other side.

      “Bollocks.” Okay, he was going into this unarmed. It wasn’t anything he hadn’t done before and he was hardier than most.

      “Shit,” she hissed, ducking around the edge of the desk and firing off a couple of bursts. Two dull thuds followed… bodies hitting the floor. “Two down… six to go.”

      Her voice was low but he still heard her over the clatter of gunfire. Catching her gaze, he pointed to himself and indicated to the left. For a split second her eyes filled with confusion but then she nodded. Holding three fingers up, he counted down. On zero, they both broke from cover, Eris firing with a precision that warmed his combat-bitten heart. His girl was awesome, dropping her targets like a machine.

      He roared as he broke cover, drawing the attention of the black-clad soldiers in the room. It was easy to see from the way they moved they were experienced in combat. Deadly.

      He was deadlier.

      The first guy swung around, bringing his rifle to bear. Zero grabbed the muzzle, shoving it upward even as the soldier fired. The bullets disturbed the air by his ear before ripping through the ceiling tiles above them. A lighting unit was hit and showered them with sparks.

      Zero snarled as he slammed a hand into the guy’s throat, crushing his windpipe. A second later, he’d flipped the gun out of his opponent’s hands and fired. Using all his senses, both organic and cybernetic, he stepped over his fallen opponent and turned the rifle on the others. Bullets spat. One managed to tag him, his onboard registering the hits but instantly suppressing his pain reaction. Two shots later and only he and Eris were left standing.

      He looked at her. She stood over the bodies she’d just gunned down of the men who’d tried to kill her, hair wild and her chest heaving. Their gazes clashed and held.

      “We need to get out of here,” he told her, his onboard warning him of more movement heading their way. Bending down, he scooped up his gun belt and buckled it on. “Or we’re sitting ducks.”

      ❖

      She had no choice but to trust him.

      Eris checked her ammunition and nodded, gesturing toward the door. She’d have time to figure out what was going on when they were free and clear. For a second, he looked like he wanted to say something but then just turned toward the door, recovering a weapon from one of the fallen bodies before they moved out into the corridor.

      Not allowing herself to look down at the corpses, she followed him. They moved automatically as a team, covering each other and firing arcs as though they’d been operating in combat together for years. Even though she was years removed from live combat situations and wasn’t in her armored suit, she fell right back into old habits. It was like sliding into a comfortable pair of slippers.

      Her leg ached, but she ignored it in favor of focusing on her surroundings as they moved through the corridors. She had no idea where they were going, but it really didn’t matter. Anywhere away from the security department and the central area was good. The first because they could easily be bottle-necked and trapped there and the second because any shoot-out would cause massive loss of civilian life. As station security chief, she wanted to avoid that at all costs… even if people were trying to kill her.

      She wouldn’t have civilians in danger, not on her watch.

      The corridors were mostly deserted. Like rats, the station occupants had a sixth sense when shit was going down and had fled the main areas. The few people they encountered ran as soon as they spotted the pair, hightailing it down corridors or through doors before she could warn them to get out of the public areas.

      The emergency lighting had come on, rendering the corridors dark with low-level light. Better for them, but she couldn’t help the shiver that stole along her spine. The atmosphere had turned the station from the semi-friendly place she knew to something ominous and foreboding, harboring potential enemies around each corner.

      “If we head down to the storage bays,” she said in a low voice, moving past Zero as he covered the corridor, “there’s a small unused office down there and we can access the security logs from there. Find out what the fuck is going on.”

      She took up the next position and he replied when he moved past her. “Clear space coming up ahead. We’ll need to cross it then drop down a level.”

      She nodded in assent, knowing the section he meant. One of the larger lounges, it was occasionally used as an arrivals lounge. In other words, it was a large area they needed to cross without any cover available.

      Her heart thundered in her ears as they reached the end of the corridor and stepped out into the clear. Regulating her breathing, she kept in step with Zero, noting he’d shortened his stride to match hers. Approval filled her. He wasn’t at all the hoo-rah and gung-ho type she’d assumed.

      He was definitely a soldier, though. Her gaze flicked to the hand cannons he carried like they were nothing. They weren’t a design she recognized. Perhaps something experimental… which raised the question as to who the fuck he was? A spec ops soldier undercover? That would account for the fantastical story he’d given her about being from Lathar Prime. As if she’d fall for crap like that.

      Halfway across the hall, the automated screens flicked from the usual colonization ads.

      “Breaking news…” Red banners screamed across the screens, followed by an image of her face. “An alert has gone out for Terran First Terrorist Eris Archer. Archer… accused of the mass murder of civilians during the Krath-Seven campaign… has recently been sighted in the Tarantus system, where it is believed she was posing as security personnel.”

      She almost stopped dead, the blood draining from her face. “What the fuck? I was never anywhere near Krath-Seven.”

      Zero shoulder-bumped her to keep her moving. “Answers the question as to who they’re after,” he rumbled in a deep voice as he covered their rear. “Someone’s gone to a shit-load of trouble to frame you. Any idea why?”

      “Not a clue,” she growled, ignoring the screens as they blared about the price on her head. “But that’s a fucking fortune. Every bounty hunter on the base will be out looking for me.”

      “Yeah… kinda think that’s the point.”

      Zero’s face was grim as they reached the corridor on the other side of the hall. She felt the presence of that ticking clock like a sword hanging over her head.

      They were both silent as they moved through the corridors. Down here, the “luxury” smooth paneling of the main areas gave way to bare metal. She made sure to roll her feet as she placed them to avoid her boots clanging on the decking. Zero moved just as soundlessly, taking point as she covered the rear.

      Suddenly he lifted a hand, his fist bunched. She froze in place, waiting for orders.

      “We’ve got company, ahead and to the right,” he murmured, his voice pitched low so it didn’t carry. “Can’t back up. Won’t make it before they’re on us.”

      Before he’d finished speaking, he turned and grabbed her around the waist. In a move worthy of a ballroom dancer, he whirled her through a door that appeared in the smooth metal of the wall.

      Her eyes widened as she got a glimpse of an automated maintenance closet in the split second before the door closed behind them, plunging them into darkness. How the hell had he even known this was here, never mind managed to get it open? They were only used by cleaning bots, no one else should have access.

      “Shit, scans said they were down this corridor…” a voice reached them through the thin metal of the door.

      “Fucking tin can. They should’ve shot her when those fucking units were decommissioned. Unstable motherfuckers.”

      She winced at the conversation as the men looking for them paused on the other side of the door. Armored units had not been popular. A lot of vets blamed them for being discharged and sent home. She’d never understood why they couldn’t see the mobile units hadn’t taken their jobs but had saved lives. A tank suit was more durable, faster, and just plain harder to kill than a regular soldier. But a lot hadn’t seen it that way and had celebrated when the truth came out that the mobile suits nearly always killed or crippled their operators in the end.

      “Must’ve doubled back. Let’s check the next intersection.”

      The sound of booted feet running echoed through the door and then silence only punctuated by the sound of their breathing. She looked up, Zero finally coming into view in the dimness of the closet. There was just enough light from the cleaning bots stacked in their charging pods around them for her to see him.

      Then she realized she was pressed up close and personal against a solidly muscled, very male body. Even the bits of him that weren’t metal might as well be; he was that solidly built.

      “Fuck, what do they feed you? Solid titanium?” she whispered, trying to put some distance between them. However, the smallness of the closet put an end to that. As soon as she moved back, the bots behind her cheeped softly in protest. Her eyes widened. Their proximity alarms would reveal their hiding place to anyone in the corridor beyond.

      His arm tightened around her waist, and she realized it was metal as well, not just the hand. But he didn’t hurt her, pulling her in just tightly enough so she nestled against his broad chest. Lifting his other hand, he brushed the hair back from her cheek.

      “Something like that… but I have a fondness for strawberries and cream,” he whispered back, his voice a rough rumble in the darkness that sent a shiver along her skin like an auditory caress. “And my mind tells me that’s exactly what you’ll taste like when I kiss you.”

      “Really? And who says you’re going to find out whether I do or not?”

      Her hands spread out over the top of his chest, fingertips flirting with the line of his collarbones under his shirt. One found the edge where flesh met metal, and she flinched a little, not expecting it. But a few seconds later she replaced her hands. She shouldn’t, but she couldn’t help herself. Everything about him was fascinating. It shouldn’t be. Not when she had a bounty on her head and people out to kill her.

      His thumb brushed against her cheek. She felt his smile in the darkness. “You do. Can I kiss you, Eris?”

      She hadn’t expected him to ask permission. She’d thought he’d charge in, all alpha male dominance and take what he wanted, so to be asked instead put her on the back foot.

      “Yes. Yes, you can,” she found herself answering, holding her breath as he leaned down. His lips brushed hers in the softest kiss, all butterfly exploration, and her hands bunched on the fabric of his t-shirt.

      He tilted his head, brushing his tongue against her full lower lip. Heat spiraled through her as she opened automatically for him. A soft growl rumbled up from the center of his chest as he took her invitation, deepening the kiss in a tangle of tongues and a blaze of heat.

      She stopped thinking as he plundered her mouth with devastating finesse. All that mattered was him and how he made her feel… all that mattered was he kept kissing her like this. Whimpering, she pressed closer, and his hand slid down from the small of her back. He cradled her ass as she half climbed him like a tree, wrapping her leg around his hip and moaning as she rocked against him, the prominent bulge in his pants pressed right where she needed it.

      He broke away on a gasp, lips a hairsbreadth from hers. With a soft moan, he leaned his forehead against hers.

      “Much as I am desperate to continue, this is not the time or the place, beautiful. Let’s get out of here, get someplace safe, and then I plan to worship every inch of your body until you pass out with pleasure.”

      ❖

      She shivered and nestled against him. Zero didn’t think his heart had ever been so full or his cock so fucking hard.

      He held her tenderly against the larger bulk of his body, his hand smoothing over her lower back. She was tiny compared to him, full of curves. His onboard also registered the curviness of her form, giving him statistics on her likely fitness levels and stamina in the back of his mind. He ignored the stream of data with the ease of long practice and concentrated on holding her.

      Then he moved slightly, tucking his fingers under her chin to make her look up at him. He’d caught the wince at the comments from the men outside.

      “When we get to safety, you’re going to explain ‘tin can’ to me,” he rumbled softly.

      She shrugged, not bothering to hide the hurt in her eyes because she assumed he couldn’t see her clearly. His heart ached for the resignation that wrapped around that hurt and rage that surged through him, urging him to break free from the closet and storm after those men. Kill them for daring to hurt her.

      “It’s a derogatory nickname for my old unit,” she shrugged. “I was Armored Infantry… We weren’t popular. Other troops thought we stole their jobs.”

      “Uh-huh… assholes.” He made a note to check into the Armored Infantry when they were free and clear. It hadn’t been on her station record, just that she’d been medically discharged from her species’ military. He obviously needed to dig a little deeper.

      Warning, his onboard spoke in the back of his mind. Remaining in place increases the chance of discovery by 9.73% per minute, rising to 93.74% after fifteen minutes.

      “We need to get out of here. Ready to move?” he asked, dragging her out of possible bad memories of the past.

      She drew in a deep breath and nodded. “We need to get off the station. Is your ship still here?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. They traveled onward to Praxis-Four. We’re going to have to make our own way. As soon as we’re off station, I’ll signal them to double back and rendezvous with us.”

      Approval filled him as she nodded briskly at the new information. There were no hysterics or panic at the news the easy way off Tarantus—his ship—was a no-go. She simply moved on to the next problem.

      “Okay, we need to secure a ship. I’m assuming my credentials will be wiped and the facial recog systems on the station will pick me up as soon as we move.” She bit at her lower lip and his gaze riveted to it. The need to kiss her again filled him, but he fought it back. He needed to focus, or they were already dead.

      “I can handle the facial recog.” He was already in the systems. Altering the recognition pattern so her biometric data matched that of a woman in her mid-fifties who had died several years ago was the work of a moment. It was a quick and dirty hack that wouldn’t last long before it was discovered, but they didn’t need long. They only needed long enough to get off this damn rust-bucket of a station.

      “How?” She started to ask but then shook her head. “Not important. Let’s move. If we can get down to the lower docks, we have a chance. The security feeds are always glitchy down there. If we pick one of the smaller transports… we might be able to jack it before its owners get back… oh fuck,” she looked at him, stricken. “We’re about to become fucking pirates.”

      He shrugged, easing her away from him and moving to open the door. “Not my first rodeo, won’t be my last.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Eris followed her knight in black combats out of the cleaning closet. As they emerged, one of the cleaning bots cheeped and left its charging pod to slide down the tracks to the floor.

      She put her foot in front of it to stop it as she unclipped her ID bracelet and dropped it in the waste receptacle on the top. Stepping back, she grinned at Zero as she let it continue on its way.

      “Let them chase their damn tails for a while.”

      He pulled her close, claiming her lips in a swift, hard kiss. “That’s my girl.”

      She flushed at the comment and being called his girl. Even though she was way too old to be considered a girl and she’d always argued against any of that kind of possessive nonsense from any guy before… with Zero it was different. At his words a warmth spread from the center of her chest, and she followed him as he set off down the hall.

      Within minutes, though, it became apparent they’d underestimated how easy it would be to get down to the docking arms and hijack a ship. Every route they tried was blocked by a group of armed men.

      “How many of these fuckers are there?” she hissed, peeking around the corner to check out the group they’d almost walked smack-bang into.

      Clad in black body armor like the rest, they carried the latest KT-X assault rifles but wore no unit or regiment badges. Despite that, they were clearly military. The way they moved said they couldn’t be anything other than special forces.

      Her eyes narrowed. She was a security chief on a backwater station in the ass-end of beyond. Who wanted her dead badly enough to send special forces after her? Someone had their wires crossed somewhere for sure.

      But, a clerical error of epic magnitude or not, she couldn’t exactly complain to management, not with a dead-or-alive bounty on her head. She flattened herself against the wall and looked at Zero, trying like hell not to panic.

      “We’ll double back,” he said. “I have an idea.”

      At least one of them did. She nodded, and they turned to head back down the corridor. The station was in complete lockdown with no one around as they made their way to the lower-level habitat sector. None of the lodgings on the station could be considered luxurious, but the lower levels tucked in behind the docking arms were the lowest of the low. Even the cockroaches preferred to live higher up.

      “What are we doing here?” she hissed as he paused by a door and hammered on it with a massive fist.

      “Fuck off, Zero!” a muffled voice came from inside.

      Zero winked at her and leaned in, one massive shoulder against the door. “Either open the door, Sparky, or I’ll tear it off its fucking hinges!” he yelled.

      The door cracked open widely enough for them to see one blue eye. Jayce Allen. She should have known. “Good luck. It’s a slider,” he hissed. “Now fuck off. You’re messing with my meditation.”

      The door started to slide shut, but Zero was quicker. Jamming his metal hand into the gap, the door mechanism squealed in protest as he forced it open.

      “Meditation?” she asked as Zero ushered her through the door, only letting go when they were both through. The door slid shut behind them and she turned to look at Allen’s quarters. Far from the squalid hovel she’d expected, it was neat. Like barracks neat. The blanket on the single bunk was tight enough to bounce a coin off… if you could find such an antique all the way out here.

      “I find a little one-on-one time with the captain works most issues out.” He gestured toward the bottle of whiskey on the desk. Captain Jones… the cheapest rot-gut whiskey there was on base. She knew it well.

      He folded his arms over his chest, looking at them both, and glared at Zero. “What do you want, big guy?”

      “Whatever weaponry you got, the keys to whatever ship you can steal and a winning lottery ticket.”

      Sparky’s eyebrow lifted. “What color would you like your dragon? Because if you think you’re getting off this rust bucket with SO13 here, you’d better think again.”

      “Shit…” Eris breathed. “I thought they were normal special forces.”

      SO13 weren’t just special forces; they were black ops… blacker than a black cat in a damn coal cellar. So black they were a myth because most people who saw them didn’t survive the encounter.

      “Nope,” Sparky’s lips compressed into a thin line. “So whatever it is, big guy. Not my problem.”

      Zero didn’t move, arms folded over his chest as he mirrored Allen’s stance. “Well, I’m making it your problem. Unless you want to be on the Warborne’s shit list.”

      Eris felt like she was watching tennis as she looked between the two men. Uppermost in her mind was the fact that Allen had recognized SO13. Then…

      “The Warborne?” she asked, confused.

      “My unit,” Zero answered without looking away from Allen. The two were locked into a staring contest so intent that if a fly flew between them it was sure to explode. “And you humans owe us. We helped you with Lady Cole. Remember?”

      “I knew it!” she hissed. He was military, just as she’d suspected. “What… wait? Us humans?”

      “Yeah,” Allen drawled. “Loverboy here didn’t tell you? He and his buddies are little green men. Not local. AKA not fucking human. And why do I gotta pay for that mess? Cole was nothing to do with me.”

      ❖

      Fuck. This hadn’t been how Zero had wanted Eris to finally figure out he wasn’t human. But, caught in a staring contest with Sparky, he couldn’t reassure her. He winced internally, waiting for her to blow up or issue the barrage of questions he knew was coming.

      What he did not expect was for her to round on Sparky. “The fact that you recognized they’re SO13 is interesting. Don’t’cha think, Allen? It is to me anyway… how would they react if someone were to tell them you were on base as well?”

      Oh fuck… she had him there. Zero suppressed his grin as Sparky’s expression went flat under his scowl and his eyes shuttered. It was only the tiniest tell, the minutest movement of muscle. For Zero, the human might as well have hung out a banner that Eris had surprised him.

      Sparky sighed, running a hand through his shock of dirty blond hair.

      “Well, okay… I guess I should welcome you to the dark side then.” Then he grinned salaciously and looked Eris up and down. “I’d offer you more than cookies, but lover boy here would turn me into human jam on a bulkhead, so the best I got is the cap’n there…” he jerked his thumb toward the bottle on the desk.

      “When we’re free and clear of this place, we’ll join you in finishing the bottle,” she replied, offering her hand.

      Sparky shook it firmly, winking at Zero. “Well, we will… Handsome here can’t get drunk.”

      “Oh?” She looked over her shoulder at Zero.

      He shrugged, folding his arms so he didn’t deck Sparky for daring to touch her. Jealousy was a bitch, surging out of nowhere and almost overwhelming all his systems.

      “My non-organic systems purge any poisons before they can become harmful.” Shit. He didn’t want to explain further than that, not without a lot of preparation and sounding her out. The last thing he wanted was for her to see him as a machine… or worse, a robot. He was a man with a man’s needs…

      “Fuck… that sucks.” Her expression was full of sympathy but leveled out as she looked back at Sparky.

      He was pleased to see she let go of the human’s hand at the earliest opportunity and stepped back closer to him. The move might have been purely instinctive to put some space between her and the human male, but Zero was more than happy to construe it as she wanted to be closer to him. That she trusted him.

      He wanted her to trust him. He wanted her to do far more than trust him… but trust was a start and could go so many exciting places.

      “Okay… show us the goodies,” Eris ordered, all professional and business-like. Only she wasn’t. Her heart rate and respiration were elevated. Zero knew the signs. She was riding the edge of panic and was concealing it well. “So… what you got in the line of weaponry?”

      Sparky nodded and turned. Reaching under the bunk, he pulled free a trunk and opened it. It was filled with weapons—from assault rifles to lethal-looking trench-knives. Eris whistled softly.

      “Well, guess we know who’s been keeping the gun-runners on base busy. Don’t we?”

      Sparky chuckled, already beginning to arm up. The way he moved, strapping weaponry to his body in various holsters and sheaths… yeah, him having been military made complete sense.

      “Always better to have and not want than need and not have. That’s what my momma always said anyway.”

      “I’m not sure what’s scarier…” Zero quipped, selecting a pump-action shotgun and a couple of vicious blades to add to his handguns. “You having a mother, or that she might be like you.”

      Sparky grinned. “Nah, you got it backward, squire. Chip off the old block, me. Apart from the fact she’s scarier. I’m a teddy bear compared.”

      “Yeah, that’s what scares me.” Zero moved to the door, un-focusing his eyes for a moment so he could concentrate on the corridor outside. If the troops aboard were as good as Sparky claimed, it wouldn’t take them long to figure out they’d been duped and start clearing the station level by level. “So… ship?”

      Fully armed with body armor in place, Sparky slid a flexi from his pocket and flicked it on. “May I suggest the Aegis, currently on docking arm fifteen… she’s a heavy freighter who usually runs cargo to the Terra-Nova systems.”

      Eris looked up at him sharply. “Pirate territory?”

      He nodded. “Aye. Which means they’re gonna be packing decent shields and rail-guns despite the fact they’re listed as unarmed.”

      “Good point. Okay… fifteen isn’t far from here.” She reached over and flicked the screen to a view of the station. “If we head down through these sectors here and here… a service elevator here is always listed as out of service, but I have the override codes for it.”

      “Not yours, I take it?” Sparky asked quickly. “‘Cause, sorry to break it to you, but thirteen will have locked everything of yours down six ways to Sunday, sweetheart.”

      She gave him a hard look. “Do you take me for a fucking idiot? Of course it’s not mine. I memorized the chief engineer’s codes the last time I went down there with him.”

      “Smart,” Zero commented to get their attention. “Corridor’s clear outside. We should move now before they start a level-by-level search.”

      Sparky locked and loaded his assault rifle. “After you, big guy.”

      ❖

      If anyone had told Eris yesterday she’d be trying to escape the station with an alien cyborg and an ex-con, she’d have laughed them off the damn thing. But here she was, creeping down the corridor hoping like hell they didn’t run into a team of the scariest special-forces soldiers in the known galaxy.
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