
  
    [image: His Earth Maiden]
  


  
    
      His Earth Maiden

      Space Lords: A Qurilixen World Novel

    

    
      
        Michelle M. Pillow®

      

    

    
      Click Here to Join Michelle’s Mailing List

    

  


  
    
      His Earth Maiden © copyright 2018 by Michelle M. Pillow

      First Electronic Printing May 2018, The Raven Books LLC

      ISBN-13: 9781625011602

      Published by The Raven Books LLC

      

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

      This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This novel is a work of fiction. Any and all characters, events, and places are of the author’s imagination and should not be confused with fact. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or events or places is merely coincidence.

      Michelle M. Pillow® is a registered trademark of The Raven Books LLC

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About His Earth Maiden

          

          Space Lords 4

        

      

    

    
      Former elite Federation soldier, now turned space pirate, Jackson Burke has done his best to turn his life around—for the better. He isn’t prepared when fate leaves a woman’s safety totally in his hands. Since heroes don’t leave a damsel in distress—and despite being outlaw pirates, the crew considers themselves the good guys—Jackson assumes responsibility for the beauty. It’s enough that his ship is held together by rust and sheer will, now he’s got to keep this good guy thing straight and not give in to the urges the sassy female brings out in him. Raisa is everything a man could want and for some reason she seems to like him, rough edges and all, but he’s on the Federation’s wanted list…and they aren’t known to back down.
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      Torgan Black Market

      City of Madaga, Planet of Torgan

      There were defining moments in his life when Jackson Burke had known things would never be the same. The day he had been compelled as a young boy living in an orphanage to join the Federation Military—more from a longing for adventure than a sense of galactic duty. The day he was promoted into a secret program to create super soldiers, where he was tested on, trained, and held to the highest of standards. The day he met Captain Jarek and signed on to sail the high skies as a security officer on a pirate ship instead of staying with the Federation, much to the military’s disappointment. The day their pilot, Rick, had insulted a vengeful spirit who put a love curse on the heads of five of the crewmen.

      And today, the day he decided it was a good day to die.

      Death had come calling for him more times than he could count. By all rights, he should have been blown up, or incinerated, or sucked into deep space, or crash landed on some remote planet. Actually, in all those cases, he probably could have blamed Rick. Half the time, the crew couldn’t decide if they wanted to save their pilot from trouble or leave his stupid ass behind.

      Rick was the reason they were currently stranded on Torgan with a broken ship they couldn’t afford to fix.

      Bound Virgin wasn’t technically their ship. It belonged to Princess Samantha of the Var—the former captain who had kidnapped a shifter prince named Falke and ultimately married him. She wouldn’t be happy that her ship was out of commission. Jackson had been sailing the high skies with Falke’s brother Jarek at the time of the kidnapping. When Jarek married and settled down, his crew and Samantha’s crew had merged. Captain Lochlann and Jackson now flew with Rick, brothers Lucien and Viktor, and Dev. Lochlann’s wife, Alexis, and Dev’s wife, Violette, also traveled with them.

      Jackson guessed none of that history mattered anymore, seeing as he faced the end. Because there was no way in all the blasted space novas he was going back into the Federation Military. There had been a time when he believed in greater causes, but he’d been young and impressionable. At that age, all young men had wanted to believe they were part of a solution. But the Federation wasn’t purely good, and their missions were not against evil. Jackson had seen too much corruption in his travels. Yes, the military had its place. The men who served were some of the best he’d ever known. But Jackson felt he’d done his duty. He wasn’t going back.

      Three young soldiers surrounded him, as if to block him from escape. They had the eager expressions of cadets on their first mission. Jackson could evade them and run, but that would mean putting a target on his back. The inability of the Federation to find him is the only thing that kept them from forcing him back into service. He knew how this would go. The Federation didn’t ask. They commanded.

      “Soldier J-67114, upon contact, we have orders to detain—”

      Jackson lifted his eyes from the ground to look at the young recruit talking to him. That one expression was enough to cut off the man’s words. The black uniform was standard issue, without any distinctions of rank or battle. The man looked at his handheld device and swallowed nervously. Jackson crossed his arms over his chest and widened his stance.

      The soldier tried again. “We have orders to inform you that you are to be detained for—”

      “No,” Jackson interrupted.

      “What did you say?” The soldier looked confused.

      “No,” Jackson repeated.

      “What do you mean, no?” He looked to his buddies for help.

      “The Federation really let their standards slip when they enlisted you, didn’t they? No is a word derived from the Old Star language that means you better get out of my way or I’ll launch you into deep space.”

      The soldier glanced up as if Jackson would actually throw him through the glass and metal ceiling of the trading center. It wasn’t unusual to run into Federation soldiers on the planet of Torgan, but Jackson tended to avoid them when he could. It was an unspoken understanding that, unless there was a serious threat, the military left the traders who came to the black-market planet alone. Apparently, this was one overly eager recruit who hadn’t been given the memo.

      The Torgan marketplace kept up the appearance of being a legitimate trading center and made enough space credits to slip money into the hands of all the right officials. Ships from around the galaxies landed on the grayish-brown orb.

      From the sky, the planet didn’t look like much—a desert of dust and sand which was ill-suited to anything but storing space trash, and whose three rings wrapping the planet’s sky were the only hint of natural beauty in the desolate landscape. Despite this, the planet thrived because underneath the adobe-style businesses surrounding the large trading complex, lay a darker purpose. If it was fenced, illegal, tawdry, or sought after, someone on Torgan would have it for sale. If there was a price to be had or a deal to be made, someone would make it and very few questions would be asked. Want someone killed? Ask around the center bar. Need stolen medical supplies? Ask around the docks. Need—

      “You’re J-67114,” the soldier insisted.

      Jackson lied. “No.”

      “But your scan—” The soldier held up his device as if that was infallible evidence.

      Jackson grabbed the handheld and threw it against a wall. “Looks broken. You should ask for a new one.”

      “That’s Federation property. By order of the…the…” The soldier tried to pull his blaster from his waist.

      “Run,” Jackson ordered under his breath. “Or I’ll throw you next. You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”

      Jackson felt a blaster press to the small of his back.

      He hadn’t forgotten the other two. He had just hoped they’d be smart enough to back away from the situation.

      He glanced over the docking platform. Ships were lined up in tight formation along the concrete area. No one landed or took off without permission, so even if their ship wasn’t broken, he wouldn’t be making a fast escape.

      “Why don’t you go see if the Galaxy Playmates show is about to start?” Jackson suggested. He paused as a group of slender Klennup males walked by in shiny gold suits. When they were out of earshot, he continued, “Forget you saw me. Tell them your handheld was broken in a bar fight. They’ll believe it. Bar fights happen about every three minutes—”

      “You don’t look too tough with a blaster in your back,” the soldier behind him jeered.

      Jackson caught Rick leaning against a wall near the main complex’s entrance. The man was as human as they came, with short brown hair, brown eyes, and the same irritatingly amused expression regardless of the situation. The pilot grinned and made no move to help him. Someone caught Rick’s attention, and he motioned them forward.

      Dev appeared in the entryway. People were usually terrified of his red skin and black eyes. If that didn’t scare a person, then his large size would.

      Instead of helping, Dev crossed his arms and nodded once, as if ready for a show. Unless Jackson called out to him, he would not join the fight.

      “Last chance to walk away—” Jackson tried to offer.

      His words were cut off as a sharp blow hit the back of his head.

      Instinct and training kicked in. He swung around, ducking as he maneuvered his elbow into the soldier’s stomach. The blaster went flying, but he didn’t hear it land against the hard floor. He punched back, making contact with the man’s jaw to send him stumbling.

      Every fighting move the Federation had taught these men, Jackson had mastered long ago. Every dirty fighting trick they might have, Jackson had probably faced in his years sailing the high skies. It was over before it had started. As the man with the blaster fell, Jackson punched the second man and swept his leg into the knees of the third.

      A slow clap sounded as the last man fell. Jackson straightened and frowned. He hadn’t wanted this mess. It was random bad luck that these three had been out scanning for trouble.

      Rick clapped, still grinning. Dev held the blaster he’d caught when the first soldier fell.

      “Blasted space cadets,” Jackson swore.

      A large, hairy alien walked past, paused to look at the three fallen men and laughed. The sound rumbled from his chest in low, hard beats. He didn’t stop to help. At least that was one thing in Jackson’s favor. Not too many Torgan visitors would be bothered by what had happened.

      Dev picked up the handheld Jackson had smashed against the wall. He thrust it at Jackson. “Get on the ship and don’t come off. I’ll send Viktor to see what he can salvage from the data.”

      “We need space credits,” Jackson denied. “I’m supposed to be at the Frendle’s Chips table.”

      Gambling was just one of the ways they were able to earn. Lochlann was trying to sell whatever they didn’t need. Rick and Lucien were trying to sell what they’d, um, found abandoned on remote planets. Those items required a special buyer. Viktor sold his services as a mechanic doing repairs on the dock. Though no one told the women, Dev’s role was to keep an eye on them and make sure they didn’t fall into trouble. Alexis and Violette were capable, but their husbands worried. Jackson found it amusing. He felt sorry for any man who tried to cross those two females.

      “Go,” Dev ordered.

      Jackson could have refused. He was the ship’s security officer. But, out of all the crewmen, he’d spent the most time with Dev. They’d fought side by side for hours in the virtual reality training room. He had learned to trust his friend’s judgment.

      Jackson carried the handheld toward the ship. Seeing the hunk of metal resting useless in its space, he frowned. There was nothing worse for a sailor than being landlocked. The fun of visiting planets and fuel docks was knowing they could always take off the second things became too rough.

      It would be a shame if they had to scrap their ship as junk metal. Though it wasn’t much to look at, when it was running it was a fine vessel. Previous owners had installed medical units in all the rooms. He wasn’t one hundred percent sure of the history—the ship’s records were as fake as Rick’s pretend girlfriends—but he deduced the ship had belonged to Kintok sex traders at one point. Secret compartments and manacles over beds kind of gave it away.

      The ship scanner recognized him and opened as he neared the bottom hatch. He jumped up and pulled himself in through the small opening before the ladder could make its way down. He hit a button, closing himself inside.

      The lights running along the walls flickered at half power, but he could find his way around in the dark. An electrical system malfunction had ignited a confined gas pocket, which then destroyed vital parts of the propulsion system. Without it, the ship would chug slowly through the deep black, most likely running out of life support before reaching the next planet. They were lucky to be alive.

      Jackson could handle the dark, but it was the silence that bothered him. With the engines off, there was no vibration against his feet. The lights flickered, giving a small buzz as they tried to light his way as sensors detected his presence. He stepped a little louder than normal just to hear the thud of his feet on the metal. There were no voices in the cockpit or in the dining hall. There was no music from old transmission waves they’d captured.

      He went to the cockpit and sat in the pilot’s chair. The Federation device wouldn’t turn on, so he set it aside. He doubted it would tell them why the military wanted him back, but maybe Viktor could erase it, break it down and sell off the parts.

      Unwilling to sit in the dim light in silence, Jackson pulled up the security feed to watch outside the ship. The lights in the corridor behind him flickered as power was diverted to the screens. He settled back into the pilot’s chair and kicked up his feet. A few aliens walked by, the only entertainment as they briefly sauntered past to leave him staring at an empty concrete walkway.
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      Raisa Lovell clawed her way through the dry sand. It covered her skin, sticking to the sweat to rub uncomfortably in some unfortunate areas. She coughed as she inhaled dust. Torgan’s temperatures were not the hottest in the universe, but they felt damned close. It was so hot that her attackers had given up digging the shallow grave and just kicked sand over her.

      Colleagues had warned her about coming to Torgan, but Raisa was desperate. She needed parts to fix her molecular gastro-spectrometer. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t be able to send in coding for recipes for the new model of food simulators being manufactured. No recipes meant no space credits, which meant no way to earn over the next few years, which meant she’d starve stranded on some back-planet outpost. Or worse, she’d have to apply for a job with the ESC. The Exploratory Science Commission would assign her to some laboratory, and she’d have no say in the bureaucratic nonsense they would foist on her.

      Right now, bureaucratic didn’t sound half bad. At least they’d give her something to drink. And come looking for her if she disappeared. At present, no one was looking for her. She was on her own.

      She tried to croak out a sound as she passed one of the adobe shops. The man standing in the doorway glared at her suspiciously and shut the door. No one would want to get involved with a dirt-covered humanoid woman. For one, they had no reason to help her. People on Torgan rarely did anything without monetary motivation. For another, self-preservation would tell them to mind their own business. Her best bet was to get to the main trading complex.

      The sand slid beneath her feet, making it hard to walk. The breeze stirred the granules until they found their way into every nook. She covered her mouth with her arm and kept her head down.

      It felt like an eternity before she reached the modern complex. Metal steps led from the sand to the glass barrier that would let her back inside. Breathing hard, she pulled her herself up by the rail as her legs shook to keep her upright. Her head pressed against the glass and she waved her arm in front of the scanner. It didn’t immediately open to let her pass and she had to make several attempts.

      When the glass finally slid open, she wasn’t ready for it and she fell forward onto her hands and knees. The door slid shut and the ventilation turned on, blowing up from the floor to suck the dirt from her body. The cool breeze was welcome, and she was disappointed when it stopped. She crawled into the complex. The metal floor turned to concrete. She collapsed forward, letting her body soak in the cool.

      Raisa had no idea how long she lay on the complex floor, or if she even retained consciousness for that time. Not one person stopped to offer assistance. The universe really was a lonely place.

      Her mind raced, as if trying to shock her body into action. She couldn’t stay on the floor. She needed to get to the ship she’d commissioned for a ride. She needed to find someone with a part for her…

      For the unit they had stolen from her. Her molecular gastro-spectrometer was gone. Without it she couldn’t work, and there was no way she was going to find another one.

      Raisa wanted to lay down and cry, but the sound of footsteps propelled her into action. She gritted her teeth and jerked her body upright. Her left leg felt numb and tingled each time she put pressure on it. She limped down the concrete walkway, past the rows of ships.

      The rough mix of humanoids and other aliens milled around the docking lot. She kept a lookout for the traders who had double crossed her, but really didn’t trust anyone she saw. A hairy creature with matted braids all over his body argued with a short green humanoid who had over a dozen tiny horns poking out of the top of his head. They stopped when they saw her. Raisa averted her gaze and held still until they continued on.

      Alien creatures didn’t frighten her. As strange as they might look to her with their blue skin, or wings, or reptilian flesh, she probably appeared just as odd to them. Her mother, Janice Lovell, had been a human from New Earth, and her father, Harpin, was Angelion. She didn’t inherit his wings, but she did have his knack for repairing mechanical and electrical things. Angelions were particularly adept when it came to technology. It’s probably why she was so good at figuring out the recipe codes for food simulators.

      People said she looked like her mother, though Raisa barely remembered the woman. Janice had been part of a technophobe movement and refused medical treatment for an injury. At five years old, Raisa didn’t understand. Later in life, however, it became difficult not to resent the woman for not fighting to survive. It was fairly obvious Janice’s rejection of technology had come from her breakup with Harpin. They didn’t part on nice terms.

      She wondered why she was thinking of her parents. Maybe it was because she had no one else to think about. Jobby Dawks deposited space credits into her account. They always got along, but she wouldn’t go so far as to call him a friend. She’d made various contacts around the universes, some she’d even been invited to stay with in their homes as she studied every culinary dish they knew how to make. Food simulators were big business, and the more cultures they could represent with their recipe collections, the more units they could sell.

      Why was she thinking about work? Raisa touched her head, and realized she was leaning against a metal hull for support. Beneath a layer of sand on her forehead was a sticky substance. She pulled her fingers away and saw blood. A hot tear slid down her cheek. She swiped it with the back of her hand. She did not want to be here, alone, on a dangerous outpost filled with criminals. There was always a risk when she landed at a new location, but this was what her mother would have called the fallen angel’s playground.

      She forced her feet to move. One step. Drag a foot. Two steps. Drag a foot. Three…

      Raisa stumbled. Kod and Dak hadn’t bothered to make a run for it after leaving her for dead. She found them in the docking lot, standing near the bag that contained her molecular gastro-spectrometer. She would have guessed them to be brothers. They had the same look to them—not just the shape of their green faces and oval bald heads, but the way they carried themselves. Each had a way of opening their mouths ever so slightly at the corner after finishing a sentence. This had been her first encounter with their kind, and she didn’t know what manner of aliens they were.

      Anger filled her, temporarily erasing the pain as she focused on that bag. She wasn’t about to let them keep it. Raisa backed away until she was just out of sight and crossed the narrow walkway to the next row of docked ships. She ducked beneath them, limping from one metal protrusion to another. As she neared the brothers, she leaned down onto all fours and crept forward. The bag was in sight.

      Raisa crawled forward. The pain in her leg couldn’t be ignored each time she put pressure on her knee. The belly of a ship came too low and she had to stretch onto her stomach. All she had to do was slither forward on the floor and grab the bag while they were deep in conversation. She reached her hand forward and dug her toes into the ground to inch closer.

      Almost…almost…almost…almo—got it!

      Raisa hooked her finger on a strap and began to pull.

      The sound of the bag sliding against concrete caught the brothers’ attention, and they both turned to look at her. Disbelief registered on their faces. Dak made an awful sound, a cross between a scream and a growl.

      Raisa held the bag tight and tried to thrust herself back. But with the weight of the bag, her awkward position beneath the ship, and her beaten body, it was difficult to move.

      As Dak’s fist came barreling down toward her head, someone grabbed hold of her ankle and pulled.

      She cried out in surprise as she slid out of Dak’s reach. The bag skidded with her. She passed beneath a pair of spread legs. A man placed himself between her and the attackers. From what she saw from her place on the floor, he had long dark blond hair and broad shoulders. The skin on the back of his arm looked to be human.

      Kod and Dak ran around the side of the ship. She knew first hand that they had fists like lead hammers. Dak punched and the man artfully leaned to the side. The blow missed its mark, darting past the man’s head. Before Dak could pull his arm back, the man grabbed his wrist and flung his arm to the side.

      Dak spun under the force of the push, and his fist made contact with his brother’s nose. Kod screamed in pain as he fell back before covering his bloodied face.

      Raisa pushed up from the ground as Dak charged the man. She gave a small cry of exertion as she swung the bag along the floor at Dak’s feet. The molecular gastro-spectrometer hit the man’s ankles.

      Dak lost his footing, flung to the side, and hit his head on a ship. The loud thud reverberated around them. He collapsed on the floor.

      Amidst the strange screeching cry of Kod, she tried to pull her bag closer. Her muscles trembled. She couldn’t force herself to stand.

      “Come with me,” her rescuer ordered.

      Raisa looked up at him.

      “On your feet,” he said, the tone both commanding and urgent as he glanced around.

      She tried. She really did. Adrenaline and self-preservation could only take a body so far, and she had hit her limit.

      He grunted, and she wasn’t sure if he was annoyed or disappointed as he leaned over. She held up her hand, thinking he meant to pull her to her feet. Instead, he grabbed her wrist and used it to propel her over his shoulder. He held her steady with one hand and grabbed her bag with the other. The press of a muscular shoulder to her stomach was far from pleasant as he jogged across the docking lot to another row of ships.

      By this point, she had no protests left in her. Raisa hung limp, fighting to hold on to her conscious mind before finally giving in to the pain. Her vision dimmed as she watched the backs of his legs.
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      What in the star blazes had he done?

      Jackson knew leaving the ship was a bad idea. The Federation guys would be out looking for him. He needed to stay off their radar. Instead, he’d followed a crazed woman around the docking lot and brawled with Dokka traders. The fight had attracted attention, and he had no choice but to grab the woman and run. He carried her past his ship across the lot, circled around, and then slipped back when no one was looking.

      By the time he lowered the steps and carried her inside the dimly lit hatch, he realized she’d passed out. He set her bag in the passageway and carried her to the captain’s quarters. Lochlann would have to forgive him for laying a dirty lady on his bed, but he needed the built-in ship medical units to take a look at her. With power diverted, the medical booth wouldn’t be operating at full capacity, if at all.

      “Computer, activate personal medic,” Jackson ordered.

      “Yes, Grumpy Warrior,” the computer answered in a neutral tone.

      Jackson grimaced. Viktor was up to his old tricks. The man liked to randomly program the computer response systems when he was bored. Before this, he’d been “The Amazing Space Cadet,” which wasn’t exactly a compliment since “space cadet” basically meant “newbie idiot.” Before that, it had been “Comet Kisser.” Wait, no—“Lord Not-Gettin’-Lady-Action.”

      A light buzz indicated that the medic was working. A mechanical arm lowered from an opening in the ceiling. The unit could normally be accessed from anywhere in the ship, but the current power supply made this room the most likely to work. Plus, it had a comfortable bed, which seemed better for a woman than the crewman quarters he had.

      The room had manacles hanging over the back of the bed and a cage constructed in the middle of the floor. He didn’t like to think of what might have gone on here before the ship had found its way to them. Ships were too expensive and hard to come by, so they couldn’t exactly be picky. Why else would there be a personal medic that went to every room? It would have been costly to install the extra resources needed to run the unit. Normally ships only needed a medical booth.

      The arm went to him first and flashed a light at him.

      “Computer, scan subject on the bed.”

      “Yes, Grumpy Warrior.”

      Jackson had seen people come in from outside the complex, but rarely were they as grimy as the woman on the bed. She was filthy, covered in a layer of dirt. When she’d passed by the security feed, he’d watched her more out of boredom than concern.

      He tried to see past the layer caked on her skin. There was something appealing about her face that caused him to stare. Her hair was dark and fell to her shoulders. His gaze passed over the slope of her nose to parted lips. He had seen much beauty in his travels, enough to know that there was not one definition of perfection. Beauty was fleeting, and he had never put much stock in it. When he’d gone out on military ops, he’d seen some of the most physically beautiful people do some truly horrible things. And he had met creatures that some people thought were too hard to look at who had the gentlest hearts.

      What kind of creature was this woman he’d saved? She’d clearly been up to no good as she sneaked in to steal from the traders. So why had he risked the Federation finding him for a thief?

      Jackson laughed at himself. That was like the black hole calling deep space dark, or the space pirate calling a thief an outlaw. He was hardly innocent in the ways of petty crime.

      He watched the mechanical arm move so lasers could scan the motionless woman. The light danced over her face and neck before skimming over a dusty long-sleeve shirt. The material was dark and clung to her skin. A pair of turquoise overalls covered her chest and legs. The color wasn’t exactly stealthy. He wasn’t sure what she’d been thinking when she’d tried to steal the bag.

      “Report,” the computer voice droned. “Medic shows three fractured ribs, bruising along the torso, foreign obstructions in the lungs, scraped skin, dehydration, extreme sun exposure, and twenty-three minor cuts. Would you like to proceed with treatment, Grumpy Warrior?”

      “Yes.” Jackson frowned. He knew she hadn’t been banged up that badly in the fight. Had his run around the docking lot caused fractured bones and bruises? Being gentle hadn’t been his main concern at the time, but he hadn’t tossed her around that hard.

      The mechanical arm lowered itself beside her face and a long needle extended to pierce her neck. The succession of light hissing sounds indicated that medicine was being pushed through as it injected her with multiple substances. He trusted the unit to do its job, so he didn’t bother to ask what the computer was giving her. The needle retracted.

      “Medical booth required for further treatment of internal injuries. Please restore power and proceed to the booth at once, Grumpy Warrior.”

      “Computer, is she in pain?” Jackson asked.

      “Analysis of nervous system indicates she is, Grumpy Warrior.”

      “Can you help that?” he inquired.

      “Yes, Grumpy Warrior.”

      “Do it,” he ordered.

      “Yes, Grumpy Warrior.” The arm realigned itself on the opposite side of her neck and pierced her skin a second time to inject her.

      “And kill Viktor while you’re at it for making you annoying,” Jackson grumbled.

      “I’m sorry but murdering registered crew members is not in my protocol,” the computer said, and Jackson moved his lips to mimic her. This wasn’t the first time he’d made the request. “Your request is being reported to the ship captain for possible disciplinary action. Please stand by, Grumpy Warrior.”

      The woman moaned and stirred on the bed. Her eyes opened briefly. They were a deep brown with large green flecks. She blinked once and then closed her eyes. He watched but she didn’t move again.

      “Jack!” The sound of footsteps punctuated Captain Lochlann’s cry. Out of all the crewmen, Jackson had sailed the high skies with Lochlann the longest.

      Jackson hurried out of the room to see what was happening. The lights flickered, and he felt the vibration signifying that the engine tried to start. “I’m here.”

      Lochlann slid to a stop by his door, not even seeming to register that Jackson had been in his room. The captain looked like a human, but in his search, his eyes had shifted to a bright yellow, giving away the fact he was a dragonshifter. The yellow was a sure sign he’d been using his enhanced senses. “Those Federation guys you beat up have called for reinforcements. They’re sending more men to try to apprehend you. Viktor found a part that should get us up and running. We won’t be the fastest ship, but if we leave now we should be able to get you out of here before they arrive.”

      “What about the supplies? The medical booth’s cartridges need to be restocked, and we need to be able to do more than limp along in the deep black.” Jackson would die before he went back, but that didn’t mean he’d let this crew—his family—fly into an uncertain sky.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Lochlann said. “I need you to go to the cargo hold with Dev to unload the heavy equipment. Rick and Lucien found buyers. Cover your face before you go. Do your best to stay out of sight.”

      “If we have a major accident, there won’t be enough medicine to cover the—”

      “That’s an order,” Lochlann said, cutting him off. “I heard your protest, Jackson, but I don’t give a flying saucer. A threat to you is a threat to us. We’ll figure the rest out from the sky. Go help Dev. Hurry.”

      Jackson didn’t answer but hurried toward the cargo hold. Every little bit of weight they dropped helped. Dev already had a pile started near the hatch of supposed items to be sold. He’d also pushed a large crate as far as he could, which was only a few feet from the wall.

      “Loch sent me to help.”

      “I need that cargo we scavenged on Sintaz,” Dev said.

      “The lab equipment?” Jackson began looking around for a crate.
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