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“This is a big decision. Are you sure about it?”

This was the third time the Jutak Commander had asked the question since he’d accepted the position offered a month ago. While he may have had reservations about leadership roles in the past, he’d come a long way from the wild and angry soldier he’d been. Being loved and having a family had changed him.

“I’m certain,” he answered with utmost confidence.

“And your Chosen is in agreement? What about your children?”

He rolled his eyes at the ridiculous line of questions. “Do you think I would have moved forward with this without speaking to her? As to my children, Viktor left this morning to spend the next three months with Azar before deciding if he wants to commit to the Spectar army.”

A decision he still wasn’t sure he agreed with.

“My daughter has finished her studies and has made it very clear to her maman and me that she will be the first female Jutak warrior to successfully complete the academy,” he continued.

A feat that had never been accomplished yet despite many attempts.

The large man seated behind the desk exhaled softly and cursed under his breath. “Allow me a moment. I’m having a difficult time with this.”

He grinned, dropping the formality. “Because you’re going to miss me, Torkel?”

Torkel snorted and shot him a rueful glare as he leaned back in his seat. “Irreverent as ever, Kyele.”

The two friends eyed one another and it was hard to believe the passing of time. For over twenty years, Kyele had served under Torkel Alonson’s leadership. While the others of their old Unit had gradually stepped down, Kyele had been unable to take that final leap.

At least, not until Torkel accepted the role of Jutak Commander he’d been refusing continuously. If not for Faye’s exasperation, Torkel probably would have kept denying the position which he was supremely qualified for.

Now Kyele could finally move on and it wasn’t something he took as lightly as he pretended.

“Damn it, Kyele,” Torkel muttered into the companionable silence. “The leader of this new team has to be strong enough to deal with anything that comes up with this group. They’re dangerous, unruly and exhibit a distinct lack of respect for authority.”

Which was perfect for him. “Are you forgetting who I am? I’m not like the others. I was never going to fully settle into a sedate family life.”

Not yet, anyway, and fortunately Joni supported his reasoning. He’d lucked up with her as his Chosen. Joni understood him as no other did.

“There is also another matter. Ghost Unit will act under the guidance of the Alliance and be the go to back up for the Emergency Rescue Squads.”

Kyele stilled. ERS were called for emergency rescue, abduction and hostage situations. Only the best made it on that division. They were a specialized step above Jutak warriors. Releasing a deep breath, he said, “I can do this. Trust me.”

“Fine.” Torkel blew out a breath and with a wave of his hand, brought up a dual sided holo screen. “You’ll be based at a remote station on Enotia with the location known only by a select few, including myself. All orders for missions will come coded under top clearance and approved by me.”

Kyele nodded and stared at the three-dimensional personnel files Torkel opened in the space between them. These individuals were to be his new team, working directly under his supervision. They would take on the darker missions, those not officially sanctioned by Enotia but necessary all the same with the Alliance’s approval.

“Jaron and I reviewed the files again and again to narrow it down to these four candidates. They possess skills that will be advantageous if you can get them to work together. There’s a reason the other instructors passed up on them when they completed the Jutak Academy.”

The last was another sly attempt to get Kyele to back out of his acceptance of the Unit Leader role. Kyele didn’t bother to reply but did arch his brow in admonishment at his former leader.

An exasperated sigh followed, then Torkel continued. “We dug up everything we could find on them and had Bane review the information to make sure we didn’t missed anything. These soldiers have no entanglements tethering them. They are without family or friends which makes them ideal for this project but extremely dangerous.”

Listening to the names of his old teammates Torkel had used for resources tugged at the fond memories Kyele had of working with them. “I’m surprised you didn’t reach out to V’hor instead for this role.”

Mouth twisted, Torkel snapped, “I’m glad you’re so cavalier about this. And I would have contacted Vee as well except he and Eva are still getting settled on Serpine to help Cerise transition into her reign as the Supreme Matire. Since she has no nestmate, Vee is personally screening the selection of her formal guards.”

Ever since Peshla Dahreel fell ill a few years ago, she’d been adamant about overseeing the training for Vee’s daughter as the new ruler of Serpine. The relationship between Vee and his matire had reached an agreeable point but it was the Supreme Matire’s blatant adoration of his daughter that finally closed the breach between them.

The move to Serpine had been Eva’s idea as she had no intention of letting their only daughter live so far away without her. Despite repeated attempts for more children, Eva’s body had been unable to sustain additional pregnancies and the surplus of venom produced. Not even with the blood of the royal line injections.

Sensing the worry beneath Torkel’s frustration, Kyele inclined his head. “I appreciate your concern but you know I’m the best one for this. Aside from Vee, no one else can understand the darkness in these soldiers better than me.”

“I hope you’re right, Kyele. You’re definitely better suited since Vee has never gotten over his abhorrence of harming females in any manner. This is a grave undertaking but much needed to defeat the evil acts perpetrated in the corners of the worlds around us.”

“I trust you and Jaron have picked the best.”

Torkel had run one of the most successful Jutak Units on Enotia and it was due to his and Jaron’s careful selection of each member. None of them would have been as good as they were in their role if those two hadn’t seen something special in their files. 

“We tried.” Torkel stood and came around his desk. Kyele rose to meet him. “If I can’t change your mind, I offer congratulations to the new leader for the Ghost Unit.”

Kyele smiled. The scar on his face twisted with the gesture and the darker aspect of his nature that never faded surged upward in malevolent pleasure. It reveled in finally being free again.
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The call that came over his secure line was unexpected. Groggy from too much drink through the night and well into the morning hour, Rook rolled over and grabbed the portable comm by his bedside. “What?”

His voice came out a raspy growl. There was a pause on the other end. Then a strong deep voice said, “I seek Rook Atrian.”

“Who wants him?” Rook snarled, turning on to his back with a heavy groan. He pressed his fingers to his dried eyes. Why had he drank so much? It never ended well.

“That information is for Atrian only.”

At the arrogant tone, Rook snorted and pushed himself upright in the bed. He swung his legs over the side and ran a hand through his hair, grimacing at the sweaty texture. “You got him. Now, who’s this?”

“You have been selected to participate in a highly elite unit due to your unique skill set.”

Rook tensed, his fingers tightening on the comm in his hand. Was this a joke? No one would select him for anything. Hadn’t his experience after the Jutak Academy proved that?

Too hot tempered, too impatient.

Those were just a few of the phrases listed in his file to explain why none of the teams had chosen him. Anger sizzled beneath his skin as he remembered the unfairness of it all. Three years later and Rook still felt the sting of humiliation as his peers in his graduating class were requested one after another while he hadn’t received so much as a contact for a trial period.

“I don’t know who you are or how you got my information but don’t call again.” He pressed his thumb on the end button and slammed the comm on the bed by his thigh.

The mild headache from the alcohol he’d imbibed cranked up the pain and became a determined throb. Time to see if he had anything in his med cabinet to ease the ache. He stood and froze as a wave of dizziness washed over him.

His comm beeped again. Rook recognized the code as the same contact from before. Flushing, he snatched it up and barked, “You have a listening problem?!”

“Rook Atrian known to have a problem with his temper, unable to control his reactions enough to be trusted on a Jutak warrior team. Your behavior is proving that your instructors were right. Now I’d like to see if there’s more to you than notes in a file.”

Pacing, Rook ignored his nudity to focus on the voice on the other end. “Tell me your name and maybe I’ll listen.”

Lie. Rook had no intention of being a part of someone’s attempt to trick him. He paused at his comp station and flicked a switch to activate the tracer on the other end. Shortly, he’d know exactly who and where this caller was.

“My name is Kyele Bastien. I led a Jutak team under the leadership of Tork—”

“Torkel Alonson,” Rook finished for him in stunned surprise.

There wasn’t a single soul that attended the Jutak Academy who didn’t know Alonson. His successful completion mission rate remained unbeaten to this day and was displayed in the main hall as an example of excellence to those who entered.

The program on his comp station flashed green and a single result from the tracer popped up. Kyele Bastien. Everything else was highlighted in red.

Location-blocked.

Details-blocked.

“That is correct,” Kyele said without missing a beat.

Gripping the back of his neck and tipping his head toward his stained ceiling, Rook huffed out a harsh laugh. “What could an esteemed former Team Leader with your reputation and history possibly want with me?”

Suicide mission? Something they needed a random body for? Each guess seemed more likely than the elite group shit Bastien had mentioned earlier.

“I know you may find this hard to believe but your name along with several others has been picked to be a part of a new experimental team,” Bastien informed him.

“Right. And I suppose the other members won’t have a problem working with someone like me?”

To Rook, that seemed highly unlikely. No one gave people like him a chance. He’d joined the academy at a later age than others but his record was clean of any crimes and he’d passed the rigorous preliminary trials and fitness tests. Doing well academically had been a pleasant side benefit and surprise for him.

For the first time in his life, he thought he’d have an opportunity to prove himself. To show he could be successful and do something good with his life.

Then he’d finished the academy, been passed over by every Unit leader for the next eighteen months and finally received notification from his Academy guide that his file was being closed because no one wanted to take a risk on a soldier like him.

A soldier like him. What the fuck did that even mean? When he showed up at administration and couldn’t get a more detailed answer, he may have smashed a window and kicked in a door on his way out.

The memory of that time washed over him in a disappointing wave. All his dreams shattered with one comm call. And now Bastien expected him to believe things had changed?

“The other members who join this specialized team will be like you. Renegades and former grads from the academy.”

The answer caused Rook to let out a rich laugh. He dropped to his bed and sat hunched over, staring at his bare feet. “So, this is to be a misfit bunch of degenerates? Forgive me if it feels like you’re already setting me up for failure. I’ll decline. Thanks, but no thanks.”

He prepared to end the call again when Bastien sneered, “You are passing up the one chance you’ve always wanted because of pride. That wasn’t something noted in your file. Better to have it clear now, I guess.”

An instant denial rose but he choked it back. His face heated and the temper mentioned repeatedly in his records almost took over. Drawing in a deep breath, he said, “You know what? I’ll bite. How do I get more information?”

It wasn’t hard to hear the pleased tone in the next words. “I thought you’d never ask.”

***
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“This doesn’t feel right to me,” Seraphina said, pressing a hand to her belly to still the nervous quivers.

“You have to do whatever it takes to survive, Fina. This is hardly a big deal.”

“I know, but...” she broke off the thought and sighed.

Her best friend, Coco, faced her and arched a dark brow. “But what?”

Seraphina couldn’t put into words her rising concern. They’d done this same gimmick before with no problem except today she couldn’t settle. Her nerves jangled and her stomach tipped with nausea. “Something doesn’t feel right.”

Coco gripped Seraphina’s forearm and squeezed. Her green eyes implored. “We score this and we can take a long break. Go to one of those faux designed beach places and listen to the sound of the ocean.”

Seraphina liked the ocean. The slosh of waves calmed her and reminded her of her home world. “Don’t we have enough for that now?”

They’d hit two other places this week and had credits aplenty.

Flashing her familiar cocky smile, Coco bumped hips with her. “Last one for the night. Promise, Fina.”

Maybe her friend was right. Picking the pockets of rich people who wouldn’t notice wasn’t that bad a crime. If they got another high limit credit chip, they could eat for weeks—months and rent a place to stay instead of sleeping in the alcoves outside the city buildings with a knife clutched in hand to ward off the unsavory.

She sighed once more and sucked in a breath. “Alright.”

Seraphina owed Coco a debt that could never be paid. If not for her friend, she wouldn’t have survived being adrift and alone. They’d met in a group home for young children with no families, both fearful of the day they’d be kicked out to survive on their own. Coco had been in the home as an infant after being found abandoned in a mining camp.

Seraphina’s parents had died in a fire that wiped out their whole expedition team. Later, a freak storm had taken out the majority of their remaining colony members. At twelve, she’d felt as if her whole world had ended. The others at the home would have destroyed her. Almost had. Two girls in particular had cornered Seraphina on her second day there.

Grief a heavy cloud in her mind, she’d gone to the bathroom to wash her face. Sahar and Morga followed her and locked the door behind them. The girls had jeered and yelled insults on her first day, but Seraphina didn’t pay much attention at the time. She’d lost her family and that was bigger than any names someone called her.

Sahar struck first. A fist to Seraphina’s face sent her spinning toward the floor in shock. Morga followed up with a booted foot to Seraphina’s midsection. Curled in a ball as they took turns beating her, she thought she’d die on the floor of that bathroom.

Only Coco had kicked the door in, calm as you please for a cocky ten year old. She charged the other girls with a length of metal in hand and swung left and right. Sahar and Morga tried to flee her blows but Coco was on a mission and had trapped them in a corner until they were down, bleeding and crying.

Seraphina thought she was next and prepared for the blow, arms up over her head. Instead, Coco kneeled beside her and said in her twangy accent, “Get up, new girl. You gotta lot to learn.”

Seraphina took the hand extended to her, wincing as her side twinged in pain. True to her word, Coco taught Seraphina the ins and outs of surviving in a home where the caretakers turned a blind eye to all but the most egregious offenses.

Over the years, it felt like Coco was the older of the two, her experience and fiery personality blazing as bright as her green eyes.

“You got this. Don’t get scared now. I can see us on those beaches already, drink in hand. Can’t you?” Coco winked. 

“Yeah.” Doubt still roiling in her gut, Seraphina squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. A moment of focus and the morph slid over her body. Her small breasts swelled to huge proportions, pulling at the snug top. Her hips thickened and the loose pants grew close fitting.

The changes to her face were more dramatic. The bridge of her nose enlarged, her eyes narrowed, thinning her vision of the area around them. Her cheeks tugged and elongated, pinching at the muscles in her chin.

Once the morph finished, she drew a deep breath and exhaled softly. Beside her, Coco gasped. As a rare surviving Allagi, Seraphina had been born with the ability to alter her physical appearance, but she knew watching the process still shocked those unfamiliar with her race.

This wasn’t Coco’s first time witnessing one of her changes, but her friend claimed the extent of the transformation would always warrant a second and third look.

“Your posture changed too. I never noticed that before,” Coco exclaimed softly, staring at her.

After eight years of friendship and seeing Seraphina’s various shifts time and again, Coco always mentioned discovering something new.

Chuckling, Seraphina pulled at the clingy fabric of her glittery silver shirt. Her boobs appeared huge now or maybe only in comparison to her real size. “Pretty sure no one’s going to notice anything about me except for my breasts leading the way.”

“No, you’re fine.” Coco walked a circle around Seraphina, eyeing her from top to bottom. “Everything looks good. I wouldn’t be able to swear it was you. What about the voice?”

Seraphina cleared her throat several times, controlling another shift. Her vocal cords expanded and reformed. “How is this?”

The melodic tones were far different from her natural husky rasp. Coco’s green gaze brightened and she nodded. “Perfect. Let’s go.”

One more adjustment to her top which did nothing to loosen it and Seraphina added a sway to her enlarged hips as they made their way from the restroom lounge of an eatery to the street leading to the gambling center, Mieje. 

Bright lights flickered across the night sky as patrons made their way up the automated walkway and entered the gold framed glass doors of Mieje.

Inside, the jangle of music could barely be heard over the excited chatter and grating laughter. Crowds formed around high-stake tables and machines. Credits won and loss with the tap of a finger to the screen or the flick of cubes rolled.

To know people had wealth to spare for this level of frivolous play continued to amaze Seraphina. She struggled to fill her belly while those here put on their shiny clothes and gave away their income...for fun.

Roboservers rolled by on smooth wheels, metal frames gleaming beneath the overhead lights as they paused periodically to offer custom made beverages and stimulants. All legal, of course.

Coco sauntered forward, lips wide in a come hither smile and eyes scanning for a viable mark. Seraphina followed at a slower pace. She’d tried before to duplicate her friend’s natural sensuality and failed. Plus, the heels she wore precluded any fancy footwork. It took effort to stroll in a steady glide in the five-inch spikes. Sexy was not an option.

“There,” Coco muttered.

With a light hair toss and fake laugh, Seraphina turned her head in the direction Coco pointed. An Antare stood at a table with four others. He gestured wildly with two of his arms and braced his other two hands on his hips as he eyed the rolling cubes on the table.

Cheeks flushed in what she assumed to be pleasure, he cheered when the three cubes landed in a blue triangle and laughed uproariously as the digital holo-display above the table ticked with his five-digit winnings.

Stars and warships! Seraphina’s heart thumped. That much credit could go a long way for someone like her.

“What do you think?” Coco asked, facing the opposite direction and flirting with a tall Zorin across the room who tipped his glass in a salute toward her.

Another deep exhale to calm her nerves and Seraphina let her tension and fear about tonight drain away. They’d done this plenty of times before with no issue. Today would be no different. “He should do.”

The plan they’d devised required Seraphina to make nice with the mark, relieve him of his credit chip and cash out a chunk before he realized it was missing. She’d conveniently let the credit chip fall on the floor nearby where the mark would easily find it and assume he’d dropped it while she and Coco escaped undetected. Easy.

“Go get him, Thriller.”

Seraphina bit her lip to hold in a chuckle at the nickname Coco gave her after their first successful scam. They’d run this particular heist for two years and counting. While Seraphina longed for the day they could put it beyond them, she had a mission to complete and some credits to steal.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


THREE


[image: ]




Seraphina leaned onto the side of the table, careful not to obstruct anyone’s view of the game unfolding. The target’s eyes blazed and the jittery motions of his multiple arms set off a wave of trepidation in her. She forced herself to remain steady, hands loose at her side.

Nothing to fear, Seraphina reminded herself. Simple and easy. She adjusted her stance and allowed her arms to brush alongside the Antare. He shot an annoyed glance in her direction then his gaze dropped to her abundantly displayed curves in the tight shirt and his lips tilted upward.

“Well, look at you,” he rasped. Cubes forgotten, he turned and angled his body toward hers.

She masked a flinch as he deliberately bumped her chest and trailed his fingers over her right nipple. She’d been groped and leered at before, not that she ever liked it.

Upping the wattage of her smile, she tipped her head shyly to the side and said, “Is this a private game or can anyone play?”

He waved one of his four arms at the table. “Anyone can join? Want me to start you off?”

She wet her lips, pouted and fluttered her overlong lashes. “That’s so sweet of you, but I have my own credits.”

“Nonsense. Allow me.” He signaled and the robodealer glided the cubes in her direction.

Two yellow squares rolled across the table for her to use. She pretended to hesitate while taking in the other players. Glazed eyes and parted lips hinted they’d taken an illegal substance of some sort.

She shifted her attention back to the mark and winked. “I’ll play a round or two but no more.”

It was always good to appear reluctant. She’d learned from trial and error that while women were more suspicious of striking up a conversation with a stranger, men didn’t hold the same hesitation.

He barked out a harsh laugh but moved aside to let her play. The game fortunately was one she’d played before though Seraphina didn’t gamble often. The idea of wasting credits on luck never set well with her.

She played a few rounds, jumping when she won and pulling her lips down when she lost. After she exhausted the small funds he’d loaned her, she feigned an excited tone. “That was fun.”

The Antare leaned toward her when it was another player’s turn. “My name’s Kai. I have a room if you want to spend more time together. Maybe earn some extra credits to play.”

Eww. Forcing her lips to stay curved up was a challenge but she managed. “Thanks, but I think I’ll look around some more. This is my first time here.”

He stared and again the sensation of terrible foreboding rolled over her. Her flesh pebbled in response, but Seraphina didn’t let her unease show. She had what she needed. With another sly wink, she spun around and made to leave.

“Not so quick.” One of his multiple hands latched onto her forearm. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Seraphina tugged to free herself, but his grip was ironclad. Her chest tightened, lungs compressing as her pulse shot up. She turned her lips up in a snarl. “Let me go.”

“After you give me back my credit chip.” Another hand latched on to her other arm.

So far, they hadn’t attracted unnecessary attention. Seraphina checked for Coco and her friend had caught sight of her dilemma. Coco slinked around a gaming station, hips swiveling in a practiced motion and smile in place.

Looking at her, you wouldn’t sense any urgency but the tiny crease at the corner of her eyes told Seraphina that her friend was heading toward them as fast as possible without drawing attention.

Seraphina drew a deep breath and glared at the behemoth holding her. All she had to do was give Coco time to get near and create a distraction. No big deal. “If you want me to pay you back what you lent me, I will. You don’t have to get aggressive.”

Kai smirked. “You’re not as slick as you think. I felt you swipe my credit chip from my front pants pocket.”

Seraphina froze and for one brief second her faux outraged façade slipped. How had he noticed? Had she made a mistake? No one ever caught her. Not to brag but she was excellent at sleight of hand. She’d learned at the group home under the tutelage of two boys who’d transferred from a youth prison center for their renowned thievery.

They were only caught because they confessed and sought to recruit new members for their crew. As far as she knew, they’d never been caught again. 

“Let’s party, pretty,” a feminine voice slurred before a shove from behind sent Seraphina stumbling.

Off balance, the Antare let her go and rocked back on his heels. Coco reached for Seraphina’s hand and squeezed. Her smile held a drunken leer as she wobbled. “Spend the night with me. I’ll lick you better than he ever could.”

Relieved at the timely rescue, she played along and pouted. “Sure thing. I was bored anyway.”

Looping their arms together, Coco tugged and headed straight for the exit. “You okay, Fina?”

Her voice was so low, Seraphina almost missed it. Blowing out a breath, she muttered, “Yeah. He tagged me though.”

Beside her, Coco stiffened. Her gaze jerked up to meet Seraphina’s. “What? How?”

Continuing to move forward, Seraphina quickened their pace. She wanted to be away from here as soon as possible. Her neck itched and her stomach was churning again. “He claimed to feel me pinch his card.”

“Shit. Ditch it. Did you ditch it?” Coco exclaimed.

She hadn’t. What was wrong with her today? Adrenaline surged and with a flick of her finger, she sent the card spinning onto the floor. They were almost to the door. Once outside, they could increase their speed and not draw undo attention in their escape.

“Wait! Stop them. Those thieves tried to rob me!”

The roar blasted out. At the same time, the thumping music dipped and several patrons heard. Chairs and tables crashed to the floor as the Antare charged after them. Heads turned, searching for the commotion. Seraphina risked a glance over her shoulder.

Armed guards zeroed in on Kai and he stopped long enough to angrily point in their direction. She couldn’t hear what he said but four guards turned as one to glare at them.

This didn’t look good. Not good at all. Sweat beaded her upper lip. “Fuck, Coco.”

“I know, I know,” her friend panted as she half-trotted toward the door. “Keep goin’. We don’t stop for nuthin’, ya hear?”

Whenever Coco’s twang and accent from her home world made an appearance, it meant she was nervous. Coco being nervous sent a bolt of fear through Seraphina. Her friend always stayed calm. Her reassurances kept Seraphina from panicking.

Sweat trickled down the sides of Seraphina’s face. Her chest tightened and she had trouble breathing. Blinking at the exit as it got closer, she sped up.

“Entertainment security, please halt for questioning,” one of the guards called out.

Coco muttered curses as she broke into a run, never letting Seraphina’s arm go. Racing in heels might have been a breeze for her friend but Seraphina had never learned the skill. She kicked off the clunky shoes and pumped her legs faster. They burst through the door together and stuttered to a stop outside.

Gaze frantic, Coco directed. “You go left. Head to the old, abandoned sex house. I’ll go this way and circle back. Their attention will be divided if they have to chase both of us.”

Once more fear struck. Seraphina’s throat clogged. She slid her hand to Coco’s wrist and held tight. “No. We don’t separate, remember? First rule of the group home is we stick together and watch each other’s back.”

For a minute the worry lines on Coco’s face eased. A true smile tipped her full lips and her green eyes danced. “Thriller, I’m so impressed with your growth. You really listened to me. Let’s blow these fuckers.”
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