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      Can two adventure junkies find a future together?

      

      Clare O’Malley’s ambitions have brought her to the very top of her field, a profession that requires her to lie and keep secrets even from those she loves. But to become a bonafide legend, she has to find the former Shifter support group leader and Naravan cult hero, Kira Farseaker and bring her back to Narava. No easy feat, even for someone of Clare’s considerable talents. To find Kira, Clare needs the help of notorious smuggler, Raf Tygran. The sexy-as-all-hell pirate’s reputation is well earned. But falling for someone like Raf is a guaranteed disaster for someone like Clare, and she can’t afford the distraction. No matter how tempting he is.

      

      Raf knows Clare is a liar the minute they meet. Which is good for him because he loves liars, and the delectable Clare is a liar he wants to know better. She’s the kind of woman Raf could fall hard for, trouble with a capital T. And he likes trouble almost as much as he likes liars. Smuggling Clare off Narava to meet Kira Farseaker is a job he probably shouldn’t take. But the prospect of spending weeks aboard his ship with her is a game too tempting to refuse. He intends to meet her challenge, and seduce her sexy chaos into his bed. Maybe even his life.

      

      Then a threat from Raf’s past rises up to strike, and an already dangerous mission turns deadly. Facing their ghosts and this new threat to the galaxy will take everything they’ve got. And nothing will ever be the same for Raf or Clare. But if they can survive, without starting a rebellion, they might just find a way to love each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        FLIGHT

        Copyright © 2018 by Katrina Tipton

      

        

      
        Cover design: EJR Digital Art

        Published by: T&D Publishing

      

      

      

      
        
        T&D Publishing: http://www.tanddpublishing.com

        Isabo Kelly Website: http://www.isabokelly.com

        Isabo Kelly Newsletter: http://eepurl.com/caxHa9

      

      

      

      
        
        All Rights Are Reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously, and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      

      

      
        
        eBooks are not transferable.

        They cannot be sold, shared or given away as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my beloved family of heroes, because you inspire me
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      “Fantastic job, Reilly. Best story yet.” Tom Rafferty leaned back in his chair, his heavy frame making the wood creak.

      “Thanks, chief.” Reilly tipped an invisible hat to the head of the network and grinned.

      Breaking the news of the Shifter city to the citizenry of Narava had been a coup, something that made a reporter’s career, and they both knew it. Up to that point, the native residents of Narava—called Shifters by the humans colonizing this planet—had been hunted relentlessly, and their extermination was sanctioned by law. Shifter support groups defied that law and tried to protect the Shifters, claiming they weren’t as dangerous as the government claimed.

      Reilly had gone into this last assignment with no real opinion on the Shifters, one way or the other. After breaking the story, things had changed.

      Everything was changing.

      “Now you need more,” Tom said. His thick jowls rocked as he leaned forward and dropped his forearms onto the top of his desk.

      “What’d you have in mind?” Despite a slight sting of annoyance that this particular accomplishment couldn’t be savored for long, a pulse of excitement started in Reilly’s gut. Excitement for the hunt, the next big story.

      Tom smiled, and his eyes narrowed. “Kira Farseaker and David Cario.”

      Well that was definitely more. “You mean the two people not even the government has been able to track down in more than a year? The two most elusive people on the planet?”

      “The two people responsible for starting all this,” Tom confirmed. “You get that interview, Reilly, and you can mark yourself a journalistic legend.”

      Legend had a nice ring to it. “It’s gonna take me a few months.”

      “No problem.”

      “And I’ll probably have to go off-planet. No way those two are still here or someone would have found them by now. Or their bodies would have turned up.”

      “True. And you’re approved to go off-planet. Just keep me informed. Usual channels.”

      “You need Farsearker and Cario here on Narava? Or will a recorded interview do?”

      “It’ll be a better story if they’re here. Epic if they return to Narava. But I’ll take what I can get. So long as we’re the first ones to have it. The only ones to have it.” Tom lowered his chin, his dark eyes serious. “The exclusive, Reilly. Don’t stop until you’ve got the exclusive.”

      “You got it, chief. I’m on it.”

      Tom smiled and leaned back in his creaking chair again. “Legend. You’ll be a goddamned legend!”
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      Clare O’Malley squeezed her eyes shut and ducked her head as glass shattered against the wall near where she took cover behind an upturned table. Cursing under her breath, she fired her blaster around the edge of the barrier without looking. She didn’t care if she hit anyone and her blaster was on high stun because she didn’t want to actually kill anyone. But she did not want the mayhem to get any closer to her hiding spot.

      Getting shot in a bar brawl was not on her list of things to do tonight.

      What was on her list was getting Raf Tygran to fly her off-planet. Her plan didn’t work unless Tygran agreed to the job. Unfortunately, the Binnean clan fight had disrupted their negotiations, putting a real crimp in her efforts.

      “How long are they going to keep at this?” she shouted to the man next to her as she fired into the melee again.

      “Until most of them are dead,” he answered with a shrug.

      She glared at the cocky spaceship captain, and he flashed her a quick, sexy grin. Raf Tygran was dangerous, and not just because he was a smuggler and reputed pirate. The little tingle of interest dancing in her stomach didn’t bode well for their ongoing negotiations. She had to stay sharp if she wanted this to happen and getting distracted by his grin would put her at a disadvantage.

      But she had bigger things to worry about in that moment.

      “Who the hell let t’Pree clan into a t’Kalb clan bar anyway?” she snapped, not really expecting an answer.

      “Either someone who didn’t know anything about Binneans—”

      “Who doesn’t know this?” she interrupted, then ducked again as more glass shattered nearby.

      Everyone knew you couldn’t put two Binnean clans in the same space. It was chemistry, science. Something to do with pheromones. You put two clans together, you got violence and mayhem. And a lot of dead Binneans plus a lot of dead and injured innocent bystanders.

      Most of the time, the huge, fur-covered beings went out of their way to avoid other clans. They wore signature insignia and clothing. Each clan had a different range of fur colorations. They ensured their businesses were clearly marked with the owner’s clan. They even had special negotiators, the tek’la, who weren’t affected by the pheromones and so could move between clans, ensuring they could conduct trade without creating chaos.

      Humans couldn’t have worked with Binneans for decades without knowing the fundamental fact that putting two different clans together was disastrous. Everyone knew this.

      “Or someone wanted to start a fight,” Tyran finished, sending a hail of blaster fire into the ruckus as a few bolts fired from across the room scorched the wood floor in front of their table.

      “Why would anyone want to start a Binnean fight?” she asked.

      “Got me.” He ducked and put his back to the table. “But if we stay much longer, our chances of getting out in one piece go down. A lot.”

      “I’m ready to leave whenever you are.”

      He grinned again and nodded to her left. “The fighting’s moving away from the front door. Stick close to the wall.”

      With a deep breath, she dropped the thin strap of her small purse over her head so it hung across her chest, checked the charge on her blaster, then nodded. Tygran looked around the table one last time, gauging the movements of the rolling mayhem, before moving out.

      They both fired randomly into the fighting as they scrambled around the edge of the room. A human man dropped back into Tygran after being punched in the face. The smuggler pushed him off and fired a few shots at the Binnean who’d thrown the punch. The giant, black fur-covered being dropped to the ground stunned.

      “Nice shot,” Clare shouted as they continued toward the front door.

      “So long as he doesn’t remember it when he wakes up,” Raf shouted back. “I know him.”

      She actually laughed. “You are in trouble.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” he said.

      With a snort, she shot and stunned the two Binneans charging toward them.

      “Getting a little dicey out here,” she said as adrenaline roared through her blood and more than a little worry tightened her grip on her weapon.

      “Then stop playing and get a move on,” Raf said, sprinting toward a banister near the door that provided some semblance of cover.

      Clare followed at low run, cursing the height of her heels and the tightness of her skirt. She hadn’t gotten dressed for this meeting with a blaster fight in mind.

      From their new position, they were within a few meters of escape. A handful of mostly Binneans fighting with fists and knives blocked their way.

      “Now what?” she said against Raf’s ear to be heard over another loud crash and the shouting.

      Raf fired a few shots behind them, guarding their backs, a slight frown creasing his excessively handsome face. He took a few moments to study the fist fight blocking their exit, then grabbed her free hand and tugged. “Move!”

      Resisting the urge to scream, Clare ran with Raf right at the fight. As they neared, Raf fired two quick shots and Clare followed his lead by shooting into the mess of bodies. The Binneans scattered, leaving the door free.

      They flew out of the bar into the cool, humid air of the Docks. Still holding her hand, Raf raced down the cobbled walkway, through an alley and only slowed to a walk when they were several blocks away from the bar. Finally, he stopped and Clare took the opportunity to catch her breath.

      Raf glanced down at her shoes and grinned. “You run good in those. Thought I might have to carry you.”

      With a crooked, cocky smile of her own, she dipped her head in thanks. “Have to be prepared in the Docks.” Though, to be honest, if she’d know the night was headed in this direction, she would have chosen a lower heel.

      She glanced around to get her bearings. The Docks was a city built on the Dreic Sea and designed to look just like the Earth city of Venice, Italy. It was beautiful here during the day, with gorgeous stucco buildings fronted by wrought iron and stone balconies and slow-moving canals between tree-lined, cobblestone walkways.

      But at night, more sinister characters came out. Standing around opened her and Raf up to attack from some enterprising thief. And they still had negotiations to finish. She couldn’t get off-planet without Raf Tygran and his ship. Everything, all the months of effort, depended on convincing him to take this job. Which meant they had to find a new—preferably safer—place to talk.

      “Where to now?” she asked.

      Raf raised his brows, then glanced down the nearest alley.

      At the end of the narrow corridor between pale stucco buildings, Clare could just see the black waters of one of the many canals that snaked through the city. The cool air was tinged with a faint hint of fish and seaweed—and a few fainter, less pleasant odors she didn’t want to think about too closely.

      “Come on,” Raf said. “I know a place. Much quieter than a bar. We can finish our conversation there.”

      She let Raf put a hand on the small of her back to guide her, but the feel of his warm fingers against her bare skin made her stomach dance dangerously. Damn him. He was doing this on purpose, to distract her in an effort to get a better deal. She knew it. He knew it. It might have worked on another woman, or even on her under different circumstances, but she needed this deal. She had no intention of letting the gorgeous pirate keep her from getting off Narava by the end of the week.

      There was a reason she had this particular dress on—washed silk, long skirt slit up the sides to her hips, cut out back. The long sleeves and high neckline did nothing to make this dress look modest and the blue color made her pale skin glow. All of her look was very specifically designed for this meeting. To distract him so she could get the deal done for the price she could afford.

      She refused to waste all that effort by losing her focus just because Raf Tygran had a killer smile and was quite possibly the most handsome scoundrel she’d had the pleasure of meeting.

      He led her across a small bridge, down a barely lit alley, and out into an open courtyard painted soft orange from the light of iron lamps spaced throughout the center of the area. The ground floors of the surrounding buildings were fronted by stone arches, hiding the actually entrances. The spaces under the arches were black this time of night, casting a sinister face on an area that would look quite charming in daylight. A cool breeze intensified the fish and seaweed scents from the sea, and a shivered crawled up her spine. She didn’t want to call the sensation fear. But it was skirting close.

      “Stay to the center of the courtyard,” Raf warned.

      “I caught the movement,” she murmured. In the darkness under the arches, shadowy shapes hovered. Waiting for pray.

      She adjusted the blaster she still carried so it caught the light of a nearby lamp. The glint of metal was enough. The dark figures froze, or disappeared. She wasn’t sure. But the threat emanating from their surroundings seemed to ease.

      She noticed Raf also had his blaster in plain view and smiled, wondering what they looked like to the Docks’ denizens.

      Raf was dressed in tight black trousers, a black long-sleeved shirt, and a fitted, steel-colored flight jacket. But he had a kind of light, rugged handsomeness that didn’t scream deadly. His blond-brown hair was short, but still brush his collar. His blue eyes sparked with mischief rather than threat. Even the way he carried himself, the confidence he exuded so effortlessly, came across as more playboy than assassin.

      Yet he held his blaster like an old lover and had had no trouble using it during the bar brawl. A careful visual assessment right after they’d met had confirmed he carried at least two more concealed weapons—a knife in his calf-high boot and a second blaster at the small of his back. There was much more to Raf Tygran than was apparent at first glance. And Clare found herself…curious.

      As they made their way out of the courtyard and onto a walkway at the edge of the Dreic, she breathed in deeply of the murky, salty scent and forced her mind toward logical thoughts. She needed Tygran. She couldn’t finish what she’d started without him. She had to keep her focus on the goal, on the negotiation and the job.

      But a small part of her was still very much aware of the heat from his palm warming the bare skin along her spine.

      He took another cobbled street, away from the sea and back toward the center of the city. Crossing another bridge, down a narrow alley, they came out into a small, dead-end square bracketed by tall, unadorned brick buildings. At the far side of the square was an ordinary brown door with a large brass knocker shaped like the head of an Earth camel. There weren’t any other distinguishing features. Not even a series of buttons and speakers for ringing the occupants of the building.

      She gave the door a dubious frown. “You know how to get in, I take it.”

      He grinned and swung the brass ring hanging from the camel’s mouth three times without once actually hitting the door. Then he set it gently against the frame, careful not to make any noise. He stepped back and a second later the door swung open.

      “Good trick,” she said, trying not to laugh at his self-satisfied smirk. “If you knock the ring against the door what happens?”

      “Nothing,” he said. “You’re ignored.”

      He guided her into the interior with his hand at her back again. Inside, they were greeted by dark wood, lots of dark leather, and patterned rugs on hardwood floors. Smoke was thick in the air and the walls were lines with what looked to be real leather-bound books. A fireplace against the far wall flickered, burning real wood. High-backed leather chairs were scattered throughout the room, singly or in small clumps around inlaid tables. Men in suits from various centuries, from modern to ancient Earth, occupied most of the chairs, many of them holding cigars and brandy snifters. An androgynous looking droid in shirtsleeves and a vest manned a small bar at one corner of the room.

      “Very Victorian-era Earth,” she commented as Raf led her to a couple of unoccupied seats.

      “Fashioned after the old men’s clubs of that time period,” he confirmed.

      She’d noticed immediately the lack of women. “It’s not an issue me being here?”

      “Given most of the old farts can’t take their eyes off you, I’d say no one will make a fuss.”

      “Well then.” She returned her blaster to her little handbag and settled into a chair, crossing her legs so the entire room got a view of the full length of her thigh. “Shall we continue our talk?”

      Raf grinned and dropped into the seat across from her, his posture deceptively relaxed. He sprawled with his legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, his arms draped loosely across the armrests, his blaster already returned to the shoulder harness he wore under his jacket. Yet she was sure, if needs be, that blaster would be back in his hand in the blink of an eye. Maybe even faster than she’d be able to get hers from her purse, even though she’d spent months practicing. The thought that he was ready for instant action was sobering. Yet his underlying alertness made her feel safer, more comfortable.

      And that was even more sobering.

      “Now about my fee…” he started, his eyes narrowing.

      “I’ve offered all I’m allowed to pay,” she said. “You’re not getting any more.”

      “Ah, but you won’t find another ship that can take you where you want to go. I’ve been there. Twice. And returned. Not another living soul can say that—outside of my crew of course.”

      “And yet you can’t get there again without the information I have,” she said. “I can always give the coordinates to another pilot. There are a lot of ships willing to take me anywhere I want to go for the fee I’ve named.”

      “Not one as good as the Ebisu and her crew.”

      She might have laughed at the boast if it weren’t true. Tygran and his crew were so notoriously good at what they did that despite having warrants for their arrest issued on most civilized planets, they still came and went with impunity. It had taken her more than a month of research to find him and arrange this meeting.

      And as it happened, she did need him specifically.

      Because she didn’t actually have the coordinates to get where she needed to go either. She could only get them from Nathan Longfeather.

      She’d met Longfeather while working as security for a Shifter support group. The mercenary was suspicious, secretive, and stubborn. But Clare had helped his wife, Dr. Ti’ann Jones, which in turn helped Clare gain Longfeather’s trust. Even then, it had taken Clare months to uncover of the existence of Kierna’Rhoan. The secret planet was a family legacy that only family members could locate. It wasn’t on any space charts and was far enough off the main trade routes it was impossible to stumble across on accident. There was no way to find it without help. And Longfeather had only agreed to cooperate and give her the coordinates if she could convince Raf Tygran to fly her there.

      So she needed Tygran. If he insisted on more money, which she didn’t have, or simply refused to take the job, she was screwed.

      She stared at him while the droid from the bar brought them two snifters of Binnean brandy and set the drinks on their small table. She hadn’t noticed Raf ordering anything, but somehow she wasn’t surprised either. After the droid left, Clare took her time sipping her drink as she weighed her options. She had one desperate card she could play, one gambit Tygran wouldn’t expect. But playing this ace could backfire.

      As she let the sharp, sweet taste of the brandy slide down her throat, she decided the risk was worth it. “You’re still having trouble with the Leeches. Aren’t you?”

      He tensed subtly and his fingers tightened around his glass. He stared at her through narrowed eyes as he took another drink. Silence stretched between them, broken only by the sounds of crackling wood in the fireplace and the quiet shuffling of the other men in the room.

      She didn’t dare blink. She needed him to believe she’d let the Leeches know where he was. She needed him to think she’d follow through with her unspoken threat. The fact that she’d never really do that to anyone wasn’t going to get her what she wanted.

      After what seemed a silent eternity, his posture relaxed again and a sexy grin lifted his mouth.

      “Deal,” he said.

      She worked hard not to let him see her releasing the breath she’d been holding.

      But he must have noticed because he chuckled. “Worried?”

      “Maybe a little,” she allowed.

      “You should be. I don’t like threats. Any more than I like Leeches.”

      “But you’re still going to take the job.” She made it a statement. He’d agreed. She wasn’t about to let him back out now.

      “I’m still taking the job.” He nodded. “I’m curious now.”

      “Curious?”

      “You wanted me for this,” he said. “You’re right, without the coordinates, I’m no better than any other pilot. But you were willing to threaten me to get me to agree. I find that interesting.”

      She tried for a casual shrug. “You’re the one who said it. You’re the best. And you’ve been there before. And the Leeches are your weakness. I’d be a fool not to take advantage of every one of those points.”

      “And you’re no fool, are you Clare O’Malley.”

      “No,” she said, very seriously. “I’m no fool.”

      His expression turned thoughtful, considering. She didn’t like that look. Raf was no fool either.

      Unlike so many of the others she dealt with, Raf lived in the underbelly and played with bad people. He was still alive, despite that. Despite the Leeches hunting him and civilian governments on most planets after him. He was going to be a hard man to hide from. If he started digging, he might well uncover her lies. Everything she’d done, everything she’d worked for all these years, required her to disguise her real self. Her life depended on keeping her secrets. Especially from a notorious smuggler she couldn’t trust.

      Which made Raf Tygran a very dangerous man indeed.
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      She was a liar.

      Raf had known the instant she smiled at him that the first words out of her mouth would be a lie.

      “I’m Clare O’Malley.”

      Lie.

      He studied her over his brandy, watching her watch the room. In general, he loved liars. They were so reliable, so predictable. There was a security in knowing someone would always lie to you. You knew where you stood with dishonest people.

      And in his line of work, he spent a lot of time with the less than honest. So the fact that Clare O’Malley wasn’t actually this woman’s real name didn’t bother him. The fact that she lied so well didn’t bother him either.

      It did, however, intrigue him. And it was the intrigue that was going to get him into trouble.

      The fact that she was stunning didn’t help. Curly red hair, which she’d attempted to tame into an updo, sexy-as-all-hell chocolate eyes, kissably full lips. And most enticing, an adorable line of freckles across her nose. He was beyond tempted to run his finger along those freckles just to see how she’d react.

      He let his gaze dip lower, to the tight silk dress covering her outrageously curvy body. They hadn’t discussed it, but he knew she’d worked as a stripper here in the Docks before taking her current position with a Shifter support group. He’d lay money she’d earned a fortune with that body.

      He was as used to working with beautiful women as he was liars. He loved them both. But this one…

      This one was going to be trouble.

      “This place,” she said, motioning around with her drink, “is it…known for what some of these places are known for?”

      “The kink upstairs is significant,” he confirmed. “But consensual here. No slaves. No abuse.”

      “You’re sure?” She raised her brows at him.

      “I am. I wouldn’t frequent the place otherwise.”

      Her disbelieving look might have offended a lesser man. But he wasn’t known for his honesty, and he expected people to treat him that way. If they didn’t, he’d get nervous. He did have a moral code, though, for what it was worth.

      He tipped his still mostly full glass of brandy in her direction. “You’re thinking, why would a smugger care?” he said. “I don’t smuggle slaves. And I don’t condone abuse.”

      “Okay. Sure.” She shrugged as if it made no difference.

      But when she took a hurried sip of brandy, he grinned. She cared. She liked that he hadn’t brought her to one of the other kinds of men’s clubs. So she was a brilliant liar, but she couldn’t hide her emotions completely.

      He liked that very much.

      She set her empty glass down on the table and smiled at him. It was a calculated smile, designed to be sexy and sly. He liked that too, even knowing she was doing it on purpose. Playing games with Clare O’Malley, whoever she was, was proving very entertaining. The flight to Kierna’Rhoan was going to be fun.

      “We’re done for the night.” She stood, straightening her tight skirt down over her hips. “I’ll contact you with the meet up location.”

      He rose, making no effort to hide the fact that he was staring at her curves. “You don’t want another drink?” he asked, just to see what she’d say.

      “I’m good. I have other mischief to get up to.”

      Lie. He loved it. “Fine. I’ll walk you to the Grand Bridge.” The bridge that brought visitors from the mainland into the city was a beautiful stone structure that hid as many nighttime dangers as any other part of the Docks. Tourist only traveled here during the day for a reason.

      “No need.” She patted her purse and the blaster hidden inside. “I can see myself safely home.”

      “I insist.” He slipped his hand around her elbow. “If something happens to you before you can relay our deal to your people, I’m out a substantial fee.”

      He watched her try to suppress her smile.

      Back out in the cool air, he led the way toward the Main Canal, and a relatively safe route out of the Docks. He pulled out his blaster, though, keeping it in his free hand. Just in case. When he glanced down, Clare had done the same.

      “I suppose you’re used to the night life here,” he commented.

      “As used to it as anyone can be.”

      “But not one of the predators.”

      “Not one of the prey either,” she said very firmly.

      His turn to smile. “No. No, you aren’t. Where’d you learn to shoot so well?”

      “My mom.” She shrugged. “Thought it’d be a handy trait. She was right.”

      So. Close to her mother at least. Interesting tidbit of truth, that. He considered pushing for a little more personal information but consoled himself with the fact that he’d have a couple of weeks on the Ebisu to dig deeper into her secrets.

      He was looking forward to it.

      To test her, he moved in a little closer, their hips bumping slightly as they walked. She didn’t move away. But he felt her arm muscle flex and then relax under his grip. Breathing deep, he caught her scent beneath the other less pleasant smells of the Docks. A hint of something spicy, like cinnamon, mixed with a soft musk. Not something typical, not a familiar perfume or even a soap he recognized. More intriguing.

      As they neared the Grand Bridge, he turned to study the side of her face. She very carefully didn’t look at him.

      What would she do if he kissed her?

      Probably a bad idea. She still had her blaster in hand. But those lush lips of hers were a hard temptation to resist. Still, he’d likely be shooting himself in the foot if he tried it, putting an end to any chance of taking her to bed on the flight to Kierna’Rhoan—and he was definitely interested in taking Clare O’Malley to bed.

      He should let her go without trying anything.

      He wasn’t going to. But he should.

      When they hit the far side of the Bridge, he faced her. “You have transport?”

      She nodded. “I’m good from here.”

      “You are good,” he murmured. “Contact me tomorrow after midday. I’ll be occupied before that.”

      “A woman?” She raised her brows.

      “Work.”

      She waited for details and he let her, watching as she struggled against an instinct to ask more. It was a natural instinct, and he’d purposefully played into it, just to see what she’d do. Finally, she pressed her lips together and nodded. She glanced toward the parking area.

      “Fine. After midday,” she said.

      “You sure you don’t want me to walk you to your transport.” While most of the criminal activity stayed within the Docks, beyond the reach of Capital’s Guards’ jurisdiction, a mugging in the parking area wasn’t unheard of this late at night.

      “I’m sure,” she said with a smile. She waved her blaster slightly. “I’m a careful girl.”

      She was an adrenaline junkie if he’d ever met one, a woman who liked to take risks. But from the sharp look in her eyes, he’d bet she calculated each risk so she’d come out on top. He’d have to challenge her to a poker game.

      “Goodnight,” she said after another pause. “And thanks for…”

      “For?”

      “For the brandy.” She grinned and started to spin away.

      Yeah, he wasn’t going to resist. He hadn’t released his hold on her yet so he used his grip on her elbow to spin her back to him. She barely had time to blink before he pulled her close and settled his mouth gently over hers. He didn’t hold her in any other way, giving her a chance to back off. He expected to feel the nose of her blaster against his ribs. But as the moments ticked past, her mouth softened under his, her breath sighed out, and Raf lost sight of everything but deepening the contact.

      He moved his hand from her arm to her bare back and pressed her tighter against him, angling his head to settle his lips more firmly on hers. She opened her mouth first, but he didn’t refuse the offer. He slid his tongue across hers, tasting the brandy and sweetness. Her breasts rubbed against his chest with her breathing, creating a delicious friction he wanted more of, only with a lot less clothing between them. But just getting this kiss, without her shooting him, was more than he’d hoped for, and he savored it, savored her.

      Right up until she eased her mouth from his.

      Her eyelids were heavy, her breathing uneven, her lips wet and still a dangerous temptation. Orange light from the Bridge reflected in her brown eyes. He couldn’t seem to find his easy smile or any pithy comments. Staring at her was too enchanting, and he didn’t want that silent moment to end.

      She broke first, with a small smile and a slow blink. “What was that for?” she murmured.

      “Seal the deal,” he said, surprised to hear his voice was gravely and harsh. She had a more serious effect on him than he’d anticipated.

      “Thought we did that with the brandy,” she said.

      “I like this way better.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “You do this with all your clients?”

      His smile returned at her only half-feigned shock. “Only the ones who’ve escaped Binnean bar fights with me.”

      She chuckled, a deep, sexy sound, and pushed out of his arms. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      She turned toward the parking structure, giving him an excellent view of her bare back and beautiful ass. Her hips swayed as she walked, a calculated effort he as sure, but even knowing that, the movement kept his attention rapt. He really hoped no one decided to mug him because he wouldn’t be able to think enough to put up a fight.

      She waved a hand over her shoulder, without looking at him, and disappeared into the dark night. He smiled. The next few weeks were going to be fun. And trouble. So much trouble.

      So much wonderfully interesting trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “She’s got him,” the shadowy figure said, his voice altered to further disguise his identity over the vid-comm.

      Terrance Samuels would have smirked at the man’s precautions given Terrance already knew who he was. But the informant provided good information, so he let the man have his illusion of anonymity.

      “They just sealed the deal tonight.”

      Terrance considered the news. “Did you find out when they leave?”

      “Two days.”

      Terrance glanced at the vid-screens across from his desk, the myriad of broadcasts playing out from every part of Narava, the wealth of information hidden in all that reporting. “And how many did she book passage for?” he asked.

      “Just herself and some cargo.”

      So, Clare O’Malley was off on some secret mission on her own. He’d expected her to travel with at least one other person from James Monroe’s Shifter support group.

      “Any clearer idea where she’s going? Or what she’s going to do?” he asked his source.

      The man shook his head. “Nope. But she needed Tygran and his ship for some reason.”

      Terrance nodded. He had an idea why Tygran was so important to O’Malley’s mission, but it wasn’t anything his source needed to hear.

      Terrance had spent months tracking Monroe and Longfeather’s people, on his own, without Senator Johnson’s knowledge. After that debacle with the Shifter city, he didn’t trust the senator’s instincts anymore. And Johnson had kept something from him. The senator had had another source feeding him information from the paleontology dig, a source who’d uncovered the city when Terrance hadn’t been able to. That grated against Terrance’s pride. But it also presented a puzzle. Who exactly tipped Senator Johnson to the city’s existence?

      In his effort to uncover the secret source, Terrance had found a few tantalizing hints—a mysterious Shifter, murmurs of the outlaws Kira Farseaker and David Cario. Never enough information to draw any conclusions, but the teases were enough to keep him following the trail.

      And now Clare O’Malley, security for James Monroe’s group of Shifter supporters, had booked passage with a notorious smuggler. A smuggler who, it was whispered, was responsible for getting both Kira Farseaker and David Cario off-planet. It had taken a lot of time and money to uncover that particular rumor, but the effort had been worth it.

      Monroe had taken over Farseaker’s Shifter group. That created a tie between Farseaker and O’Malley. Tygran had likely gotten Farseaker and Cario off Narava. Another tie.

      Terrance was almost positive now that O’Malley was being sent to get Farseaker and Cario. The discovery of Lost City had changed things on Narava. Monroe probably thought Farseaker could return safely and add her weight to the anti-extermination battle. But Senator Johnson wouldn’t bother with anything as changeable as the law when it came to Farseaker and Cario. He wanted them dead and would make sure they were assassinated if they ever turned up again.

      That wasn’t Terrance’s concern, though. What he needed was someone on Tygran’s ship, someone who’d keep feeding him information. He didn’t dare let O’Malley off-planet without being monitored. And he couldn’t go himself because she knew him, at least she knew one of his covers. He still had too much to do on Narava anyway. But he was accustomed to managing multiple lines of information gathering.

      Information was his business.

      He stared for a long moment at his source. “Tygran still has problems with the Leeches?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” the man said. “They’ve got a huge price on his head. Fortunately for him, no self-respecting bounty hunter wants to deal with the Leeches.”

      “And fortunately for us, there are some hunters without any self-respect.”

      “Huh?”

      “Never mind. Your usual fee will be deposited by morning.”

      “Thanks, sir. Anything you need, you know where I am.”

      Terrance disconnected, switched to a second coded communications line, and sent a written message to FarMore Station. No time to waste putting his plan in place. He needed someone on Tygran’s ship. And he had just the spy.
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      Clare let herself into her cozy apartment, turned off the security mesh and ordered the lights up to a nice subtle hue. With a sigh that might have been more groan, she kicked off her heels and headed for her bedroom. The silk dress was beautiful and had served its purpose. But she couldn’t wait to get into something more comfortable.

      In her bathroom, she slipped into soft, well-worn pajamas, reorganized her unruly red curls into a ponytail, and washed her face. When she looked into the mirror, she blinked.

      “Well hello there, Reilly.”

      She touched her reflection and smiled. She’d been playing Clare O’Malley for a while now. Sometimes she felt like she was losing herself in this particular character. The differences were subtle, most of them in her eyes and her facial expressions. She’d stuck closer to her natural appearance for the Clare persona because she’d wanted something easier to maintain after the last couple of characters she’d assumed—one as a man and one as a woman significantly older than Reilly’s biological age. Both personas had taken time each day to ensure the physical camouflage was right. Her current external appearance was easier to maintain and slip into daily, but she had to look closely to distinguish between herself and Clare. And when she looked in the mirror, as often as not, Clare looked back.

      Seeing herself again was a relief.

      The Clare persona had gotten her into a lot of places and helped her break some of the biggest stories on Narava. She quite liked Clare, actually. The woman was strong, sexy, confident, and could kick ass when necessary. It was weird to play someone like that, to know that person was her on more levels than usual, and yet be able to detach from Clare so that Clare was her own person.

      In all the years of undercover reporting, this was the first time Reilly’d had so much trouble separating from one of her characters. Clare was going to have to disappear soon, after this final job, because if she didn’t, Reilly might.

      With a groan, she pushed away from the sink and headed back to the sitting room. So maudlin. Get a grip.

      Tired. She was tired. Late night, tense evening…of course she was exhausted. She needed some sleep. This job wasn’t in the bag yet. She still had to get to this mysterious planet where Kira Farseaker and David Cario were hiding. And then she had to convince them to return to Narava—where they were still wanted criminals. No easy task. But she had a plan. She’d get the story.

      She always did.

      She was on her way to the kitchen for a cup of herbal tea to take to bed with her when her private vid-comm dinged. It was the line only her family and her boss knew about. She stared at it, considered ignoring it, but it could be the chief. She didn’t dare ignore that.

      Settling onto her oversized couch—Clare’s couch—she flicked on the screen. Her brother’s beloved face stared back with raised eyebrows.

      “Emma, you’re looking puffy. Have you eaten enough today?” he said without preamble.

      “Nice to see you too, Dr. Reilly,” she greeted with a heavy dose of sarcasm.

      “I’m serious.”

      She rolled her eyes, but did take a moment to count up her caloric intake. Her genetic condition necessitated she eat an exact number of calories each day, not more, not less, or she ended up suffering some pretty serious medical complications. With a wince, she realized she hadn’t eaten enough, even with the Binnean brandy thrown into the mix.

      “I’ll have a bar before bed. I promise,” she said.

      “You haven’t been managing your condition well over the last few months. You can’t ignore it.”

      She groaned. “Yes. Yes. Yes. I know.” Sean was also her doctor, something that was both convenient and extremely annoying. Sometimes, she just wanted him to be her older brother. “So what’s new? You calling just to check on my diet?”

      “Mom wants you to come to dinner next weekend. The whole family’s going to be there. John and Donal are bringing their partners into Capital especially for it. Caren’s making her famous trifle.” He wagged his eyebrows, knowing her weakness for her sister’s trifle.

      “Wish I could,” she said. “But I’m going to be working.”

      “You’re always working. You need a break. And family time. We’ve barely seen you in the last year and half.”

      “You know what I do. That’s necessary sometimes.”

      “But you used to make time for us,” he said.

      She stared at him, refusing to feel guilty. He’d missed many family meals while getting his M.D. Of all their siblings, Sean understood being career-driven best. Which was why he was top in his field, just like she was top in hers.

      He blinked first, which gave her a punch of satisfaction. Nothing like besting Sean in a staring contest.

      “Fine,” he said, grudgingly. “I’ll let Mom know you’re working. She’s going to expect a call, though. And you better have a good excuse.”

      “Is cracking an even bigger story than the last story I broke a good enough excuse?”

      His dark brown eyes, so close to her own, sparked with curiosity. “Anything you can talk about yet?”

      She shook her head. “Don’t dare. But you’ll know it when you hear it.”

      “We are proud of you. You know that, right, Emma?”

      Her chest tightened. “Thanks, Sean.”

      “Don’t forget to eat that bar. And whatever you’re doing, wherever you’re going with this story, do not forget to keep your calories balanced.”

      He gave her his stern doctor look, which she rolled her eyes at again, and she disconnected with promises to eat and to call their mother.

      She dropped her head against the back of the couch and stared at the ceiling. Probably good he’d called to remind her to eat. When she got very deep into a job, it wasn’t unusual for her to forget for a day or two how careful she needed to be. Until the side-effects started to show.

      Pushing off the couch, she trudged back to the kitchen for a nutrition bar. Her condition was such a pain in the ass. Always having to think about food, calorie intake, never being able to just eat—or not eat—when the mood struck. If she ate too much, she lost a lot of weight and risked death. Too few calories a day, though, and she put on excessive weight so fast she could also suffer dire health consequences. Only a very specific balance kept her from tipping into dangerous waters. All because a couple of relatives two generations earlier wanted to be skinny.

      Genetic tinkering before doctors and scientists knew the consequences. And she suffered for it. She wasn’t the only one, though.

      A little shiver crawled along her spine as she took her bar and tea back to her bedroom. She couldn’t consider genetic tampering without thinking about the strange being who’d started out an enemy and become a weird sort of ally.

      E.

      The name he gave himself. Part Shifter, part human, something completely new and different. And dangerous. The result of human tampering.

      As it turned out, E was as important to her story as the information about the Shifter city. She hadn’t been allowed to break the news about him. Yet. But everyone involved in discovering the city as well as the Shifters living there had agreed, E should go with her to meet Kira and David.

      A part of her that she wasn’t proud of recognized that bringing E to Kira could be a disaster and that story would be amazing. She didn’t like that mercenary aspect of her personality, but it did make her a great reporter. Over the years, she’d lost more and more of her shame and reservations. The cost for her success.

      “Too late to regret it now,” she murmured as she crawled beneath the covers. She was damned good at her job. The best. And she’d worked her ass off to get to this point. She couldn’t regret that. Even if her soul felt a little damaged. There’d be time for fixing those small holes when she retired.

      When she retired a legend.

      She finished her bar and tea, read a bit more of the novel she was in the middle of, then ordered the lights off and the curtains closed. The sun would be up soon. She had to get some sleep. Day after tomorrow, she’d meet with Nathan Longfeather and Jasmine Farseaker, introduce them to Tygran, and begin the trip that would finally finally see her to the prize. She had a lot to do. Clare had a lot to do.

      Despite her exhaustion, excitement still made her stomach dance and kept her awake for a bit longer. She was so close now. The culmination of months of work. The story that would solidify her as a journalistic legend.

      She was smiling when she finally drifted into sleep.
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      Raf studied Clare, standing a few meters away in quiet discussion with Kira Farseaker’s two cousins—a big mercenary named Nathan Longfeather and a tall, slim woman named Jasmine Farseaker. Clare looked serious, intent, and fully focused on the conversation. Instead of a slinky dress and heels, she’d donned more practical pants, a leather jacket, and boots that wouldn’t punch holes in the grass. Her mass of curly red hair was pulled back into a messy ponytail, and she wore an obvious blaster holstered at her hip.

      And despite wearing an outfit not designed to seduce, she still looked just as dangerously enticing as she had the other night in the Docks.

      Even as he stared, the remembered feel of her full lips under his rose up to taunt him. Given they were about to start a new mission, being distracted by his client was probably not the best of ideas.

      Not that he’d ever been accused of having good ideas when it came to women.

      He glanced away, taking in their surroundings, trying to focus on something other than Clare’s mouth. They were standing in Kira Farseaker’s massive backyard…well, Jasmine’s backyard now. The last time Raf had been here, he’d been helping Kira and her crew, including a number of Shifters, load onto his ship for the trip off-world. Jasmine hadn’t changed the place much. There was still a vast swath of open, grassy land dotted with thick cops of trees, all dominated by a spectacular mansion. He knew firsthand the extensive lands hid an underground bunker where Kira and her Shifter supporters had worked to protect Narava’s native species from the government exterminations. He idly wondered if Jasmine had left the bunker intact.

      Not far from where they stood, his ship sat, a giant silver bird in the middle of the huge expanse of manicured lawn. The Ebisu, his home and his baby for ten years now, was an awkward sized ship—too large for an ordinary intraplanetary vessel, but too small for typical interstellar cargo or travel transports.

      She was, however, the perfect size for a smuggler’s ship.

      With a crew of twelve plus a half dozen droids, Ebisu was the most successful and notorious outlaw ship in the galaxy. Satisfaction in his ship and his crew swelled. They’d earned every last ounce of that success. And notoriety. There was no place in the universe he’d rather be than on the Ebisu.
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