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      Marastin Dow:

      Behr De’Mar: Leader of the Marastin Dow Rebellion

      Evetta Marquette: Former Marastin Dow Engineer Technician First Class

      Hanine Marquette: Former Marastin Dow Engineering Programmer Third Class

      Inez Reddick: Marastin Dow medic murdered by Kejon Hands

      General Mieka Reddick

      General Marus Tylis

      Captain Taylah Marks

      Berman De’Mar: Scientist and father to Behr

      Nayua Cooper: Young daughter of Hanine and Aaron

      

      Marastin Dow warships:

      Traitor’s Run: Commanded by Captain Tylis

      Nebula One: Commanded by General Behr De’Mar

      

      Humans:

      Raia Glossman: Short-haul trader captain, explorer, and trader of rare antiquities.

      Ben Cooper: mated to Evetta Marquette; living on Curizan home world of Ceran-Pax.

      Aaron Cooper: mated to Hanine Marquette; living on Curizan home world of Ceran-Pax.

      

      Curizan:

      General Razdar Bahadur: Spy and Commander of an elite division of Curizan Special Forces.

      Ha’ven Ha’darra: Prince and leader of the Curizan

      Adalard Ha’darra: Prince and brother of Ha’ven and twin brother of Jazen Ha’darra

      Jazen ‘Arrow’ Ha’darra: Prince and brother of Ha’ven and twin brother of Adalard Ha’darra

      Kejon Hands: Traitor and mercenary trying to overthrow the Curizan, Valdier, and Sarafin royal families.

      Captain K’lard Astar: Captain of the Curizan Escort Ship Challenger

      Zebulon: Valdier dragon-shifter; Prince Mandra Reykill’s Chief Security Officer

      

      Alien Species:

      Ander Ray: Tearnat; a large blue-green reptilian species known for their fierceness, agility, and stealth.

      Chummy: A small, black and white spotted Quazin Chumloo. Quazin Chumloos are endangered. They are extremely intelligent with telepathic, psychoscopy, and levitative abilities.

      Pi: A tan and white Marica Peekaboo. Thought to be extremely rare. Marica Peekaboos possess telekinetic, precognitive, and apportational abilities, making the exact numbers of Marica Peekaboos in existence difficult to calculate.

      Glub: Gelation Shopkeeper on Sanapare

      Willia: Glub’s wife and Shopkeeper owner on Sanapare

      Frope: Tiliqua shopkeeper on Sanapare

      Orb: Hoggian assassin from the Keltar regions

      He’lo: a Triloug assassin

      Akita Maradash: Enhanced Marastin Dow assassin and sister to General Reynar Maradash

      

      Spaceports:

      Yardell: located on the far side of Curizan star system

      Kardosa: Large spaceport known for its robust trading

      Sanapare: Lavish spaceport frequented by the wealthy

      

      Language:

      Trinorsis helo! Traitor’s hell!

      Chimaigchi tie mol lot. You speak Chimaigchi.

      

      Non-sentient Species:

      Rougeworms: disgusting subterranean creatures with no eyes and large round mouths filled with teeth that devour everything in their path.
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        Friends from other worlds…

      

      

      

      Although Raia Glossman is human, she only remembers one world—the alien one where she was raised by her Tearnat Guardian, Ander Rays. Her love for exploration and new discoveries comes from Ander.

      

      While on a quest to find the perfect birthday gift, she instead finds two very unusual, and powerful, furry friends. Now all she has to do is explain to her Tearnat guardian why they should be allowed to stay despite his ‘no pets’ policy!

      

      Chummy, a Quazin Chumloo, is a rare species with powerful abilities that few know about. Captured by poachers, he is rescued from certain death by the inquisitive and equally talented Pi. Unfortunately, not even Pi has the ability to completely free him.

      

      Pi, a Marica Peekaboo, loves the marketplace. It is a treasure trove of goodies to eat and wonderful shiny objects to steal. With each new arrival, she finds something unique to add to her hidden collection of stolen goods—including Chummy and a strange alien girl named Raia.

      

      Three very different worlds collide, and freedom for an entire species is at stake. Can a friendship forged in a back alley be powerful enough to survive an immense alien universe where danger lurks at every turn?
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      Fourteen years ago:

      Sanapare Spaceport

      

      “Raia, don’t go far. We won’t be here long,” Ander Ray cautioned in his deep, gritty voice.

      “I won’t,” Raia replied.

      Ander shook his head as he watched his strange ward disappear into the crowd. He would probably end up spending half of his time at the Spaceport chasing after her. He winced when the merchant he had come to visit slapped him on the shoulder with a beefy hand.

      “You know, if you ever wanted to sell her, I could probably get you a large sum of credits in exchange,” Glub casually mentioned.

      Ander pulled back his thick lips to reveal rows of sharp white teeth. A shudder ran through Glub’s gelatinous green body.

      “Raia is off limits,” he snapped.

      “Of course, Ander. I meant no offense. I know how much that girl means to you. It was a poor joke,” Glub hastily replied.

      “Do you have the items I requested?” Ander demanded.

      “Yes, in the back. Have a seat, I will bring them to you,” Glub hurriedly answered.

      Ander looked over his shoulder, hoping Raia would be somewhere in sight. As usual, she wasn’t. He pulled a small metal tracking device from his waistcoat, flipped the top open, and pinpointed Raia’s location. She was at the Odds and Ends store five buildings down.

      “Would you like a nice cup of tea, Captain?” Glub’s mate inquired politely, her voice soft and feminine.

      He nodded. “Yes, please, Willia. Do you have any Mythroot?” he asked.

      “Of course. I keep some here for your visits. Is Raia with you this trip?” Willia responded, looking around the shop.

      He chuckled and nodded. “Yes, but she is off exploring,” he replied.

      “I hope she stops by. I have some fresh Buttersweets that she might enjoy,” Willia said, placing a tray with the cup of hot tea and the tea kettle on a small, antique table with two chairs on either side of it.

      “I’ll let her know,” he replied, tucking his long blue-green tail aside and sitting down.

      He placed his dark brown, wide-brimmed hat in the other chair and set the tracking device on the table, idling stroking the casing. Raia was on the move again.

      Ander picked up the cup of steaming tea. The fragrance of the thick, creamy brew teased his senses, causing the thin slits of his nostrils to open and close rapidly as he inhaled the delicious scent. He flicked out his long tongue and almost groaned aloud with pleasure as the first sip of tea slid down his throat.

      He sat back in the chair and absently studied the pedestrians walking along the sidewalk outside of the antiquities shop. His mind drifted to Raia, and he traced the fragile cup with the tip of his sharp claw as he mulled over how fast Raia was growing up.

      At fourteen, she was beginning to… develop in ways that were going to make his life very interesting in the next few years. He lifted a hand and ran his claws along his ridged brow. It was hard to believe that Raia had only been with him for ten years.

      “Here are the items you requested, Ander,” Glub announced.

      Ander blinked, nodded, and motioned for Glub to place the box on the table. He moved aside the fine porcelain tea cup and kettle so that Glub’s gelatinous body wouldn’t accidentally knock it off the table. It was ironic that such a large man owned a shop filled with delicate treasures.

      He opened the box as soon as Glub slid back several feet and carefully examined the objects inside. All the items he had requested were there, plus one more that he hadn’t. After a moment, Ander withdrew a bag of credits from his coat and tossed it to Glub.

      Glub caught the bag and shimmered with delight. “Is there anything else you are looking for?” he eagerly inquired.

      “Perhaps some wrapping for a gift,” Ander requested.

      “Of course, I have some in the back,” Glub said.

      “Take your time. I would like to enjoy my tea while it is still hot,” Ander replied.

      “No hurry. I’m sure Raia would enjoy more time to explore,” Glub chuckled.

      Ander nodded and waited until Glub moved away before he reached for the silk wrapped item inside the box that he had not asked for. He carefully removed a small, cheap glass sculpture of a Tasier from the cloth wrapping.

      He frowned as he turned the sculpture over in his hand. He rubbed an odd etching along one leg with the edge of his thumb. Looking up, he scanned the area outside of the store. Nothing suspicious stood out.

      He glided the pad of his thumb over the spot again. Dipping the tip of his finger in his tea, he coated the imprints with the liquid and revealed a series of markings that he hadn’t seen in years. Two encrypted words appeared.

      Keep safe.

      There was only one person who had ever communicated with him in this way—Berman De’Mar. A fellow scientist with the same passion for history that he had. He had lost touch with Berman nearly ten years ago.

      He was curious as to why Berman would contact him now after such a long absence. He was even more curious about why a man with such a great passion for antiquities would be sending him a cheap tourist bauble. Checking again to make sure he wasn’t observed, he lifted the glass sculpture and hit the top of it against the corner of the metal table.

      The head of the Tasier snapped off. Holding the figurine over the palm of his hand, he turned it upside down and caught the intricate crystal disk and small folded message hidden inside. Memories flooded him—along with a growing sense of urgency to depart. He quickly slid the disk in the spine of a book he had bought for Raia.

      “Here you go, my friend,” Glub announced. “Willia found some colorful paper for Raia’s gift.”

      Ander quickly rewrapped the broken figurine in the silk, returned it to its place beside the other items, and resealed the box before he reached for the paper Glub had placed on the table.

      A commotion sounded outside, and Glub chuckled. “You may want to hurry. I believe your Raia has found herself some trouble.”

      Ander glanced at the crowd and grimly nodded. “I fear you may be right. Please thank Willia for the tea,” he said as he gathered up the book and the box.

      “Come back again!” Glub called after him.
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      Raia worried her bottom lip as she studied all the items on the shelf in the curiosity shop. She was looking for something special. After all, today was her birthday, and she would never be this age again. Well, she would be for a whole year, but today was super special because it was the first day of that year.

      She clutched the small bag of credits that Ander had given her right before they disembarked from their ship. There were so many cool shops filled with all kinds of really awesome things to buy that she didn’t know where to start. Just when she thought she found one thing she wanted, something else would catch her eye.

      “Hey, we don’t allow pets in here,” the shopkeeper growled in annoyance.

      Raia scanned the room, searching for the cause of the shopkeeper’s irritation. Her eyes widened when she realized he was glaring accusingly at her. She lifted her hand and pointed a finger at her chest.

      “Are you talking to me?” she inquired with raised eyebrows.

      The two-headed Tiliqua gave her a sharp nod with both heads. “Who else would I be talking to? Hey! What are you doing? You a thief?” the other head barked.

      Raia opened her mouth to retort that she had credits when she saw a flash of sparkles out of the corner of her eye. She uttered a startled squeak when a ball of tan and white fur rolled across her feet and shot out the door. She gaped in awe when the creature unfurled and grinned at her with large, luminous eyes before taking off on four legs.

      “You owe me for that!” the shopkeeper yelled.

      Raia looked back and forth in disbelief at the Tiliqua and the spot where the creature had just been. The shopkeeper scurried around the counter with a large pole in his hands, and she backed up instinctively, bumping into a small table. The backpack she was wearing knocked over several items and they fell to the floor with a sickening crash. She twisted around and hurriedly straightened the few items she hadn’t knocked off the shelf while she kept an eye on the furious merchant.

      “That creature wasn’t mine. I don’t have any pets,” she defended, scrambling to untangle her backpack from the scarves caught on the zipper.

      “I saw you two come in together. You better have credits for the items that beast stole and those you broke!” the shopkeeper shouted.

      Raia winced when she swung around and her arm knocked a dozen small black containers to the floor. Dozens of small black crab-like creatures poured from the boxes, their large double pincers snapping furiously at her boots. A squeak of alarm slipped from her as she hopped and twisted to get away from them.

      “I’ll have you arrested for destroying my store! Security! Security! Thief!! I have a thief!” the Tiliqua roared from both of his mouths.

      “I’m s-sorry. I’m sorry,” Raia said before she twirled and fled from the shop.

      She turned to the left, cringing when she heard the yelps of the shopkeeper and the sound of crashing behind her. Searching wildly for a place to hide, she noticed two security officers heading her way.

      She pulled in a shaking breath and darted behind a large stack of woven baskets. After waiting for the two guards to pass by, she threaded her way through the alley between the two shops. Once she was certain they couldn’t see her, she took off at a rapid pace through the crowded market.

      She was nearly ten stores away when one of the guards behind her yelled loudly. Glancing over her shoulder, she cringed when the two security guards pushed through the crowd, heading in her direction. Panic coursed through her, and she took off, sprinting through the crowd while desperately searching for a place to hide. She spotted a wide structural beam and slipped within the contours of the h-shaped beam. Seconds later, the heavy pounding of booted feet slowed and paused on the other side of the beam.

      Holding her breath, Raia pulled her backpack around to her chest and pressed her back against the massive metal beam. She focused on slowing her breathing and remained motionless. She leaned her head back and waited.

      “Let’s just write this up. This is the third time this week that Frope has accused someone of bringing a pet into his shop and stealing from him,” one of the guards breathlessly groaned.

      “Do you think it was the same creature that was seen down on Level 2?” the other guard asked.

      “Sounds like it to me. I’ll ask Command to send a trapper for it. It probably came in off one of the ships….”

      Raia breathed a sigh of relief when the guards’ voices faded as they walked away. The sound of metal-against-metal came to her from the alley. She tightened her arms around her backpack. The narrow section was a service passage. It was barely wide enough for her to fit in.

      Gnawing on her bottom lip, she peered around the beam. She could see the two security personnel still standing across from the shops. She took a deep breath, pulled her backpack back on, and stuffed the small bag of credits into the inner pocket of her dark brown jacket.

      “Well, you wanted to have an exciting birthday,” she muttered.

      Gripping the straps of her backpack, she slowly began walking down the alley. She kept reminding herself that this spaceport wasn’t like the others that she and Ander usually visited. This one was more upscale. There were no monsters hiding in the dark alley, waiting to slit the throats of an unwary visitor.

      At least I hope there aren’t, she silently prayed.

      Her footsteps faltered when the sound of metal-on-metal rang through the alley again. It sounded like someone was banging on something—like they were trying to open a metal door or grate. She cautiously peered behind a large electrical box. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a small light and turned it on. The banging stopped, and a pair of luminous eyes peered up at her out of the darkness.

      “It’s you!” she quietly hissed, staring down at the bundle of tan and white fur.

      The fur ball had been banging on a heavy metal lock that held a small cage closed. Pieces of partially eaten fruit lay scattered around the cage with a variety of other items. The bars were scraped and chipped, and broken pieces of metal lay on the ground, testaments to previous failed attempts to open the cage.

      “Hey, do you need some help?” Raia gently asked.

      She slowly stepped around the electrical box, holding her free hand out. The fur ball climbed on top of the cage and carefully studied her. She giggled when it smiled at her and held out a partially eaten piece of fruit. She shook her head.

      “No, thank you. I’ve already eaten,” she murmured.

      A muffled sniff drew her attention back to the cage. She carefully shrugged off her backpack and knelt. Peering inside the cage, she noticed an adorable creature with large, round eyes, black and white spotted fur, huge rounded ears, tiny paws, and a long fluffy tail. The white, fluffy fur that ran under its chin and down along its chest was filthy. Her heart melted when the light caught the tears glimmering in its large dark eyes.

      “Hey, you look like you could use some help,” she gently said.

      She unzipped the small front pocket of her backpack and pulled out a set of tools that she used for working on the ship’s circuit boards. Shining the light on the lock, she tried to balance it as she pulled free the tool she would need. She blinked in surprise when a pair of small hands reached out and took the light. Four tiny fingers held the light on the lock for her.

      “Thank you!” she breathed.

      Bending forward, she worked the tool into the lock, poking around until she felt the groove for the release. With a skillful twist, she popped the heavy lock open. She grinned triumphantly as she pulled the lock off and opened the cage.

      The former prisoner scurried out and onto her lap. She sat back on her haunches in surprise. The creature lifted its head. Through the dirty fur she could see the red light on a neck collar. Her eyes darkened with fury. This poor creature had been captured by black market poachers.

      “Hang on, and I’ll get this off you. Stay really still,” she instructed.

      Leaning over the creature, she carefully twisted the collar around so that the release was facing her. This lock was going to be tricky. It had a small explosive device that would kill the poor thing. The creature bowed its head and buried its face in her lap while she carefully picked at the lock.

      She paused and wiped her damp palm on her pant leg. Ander had shown her how to disarm locks like this. Heck, he had taught her how to disarm just about every type of lock invented. He’d told her that you never know when you’ll need to get into something—or out of it.

      “There you go,” she said when the light turned green and the collar popped open. “I think I’ll take this back to the ship and tear it apart. I might find out where it came from.”

      The creature looked up at her and tilted its head as if it understood and was thoughtfully considering her. She giggled in return. Its large, rounded ears twitched back and forth, and Raia affectionately scratched the soft fur on top of its head before gently lifting it and placing it on the ground.

      Pulling her backpack toward her, she unzipped it and placed the collar inside. Ander might know which poachers used a device like this. He knew all kinds of cool things. She grinned when the other creature grabbed her hand and looked at it.

      “No, you can’t have my ring. Ander gave it to me,” she said, curling her fingers when the furball tried to pull the white gold and diamond ring off.

      She gasped softly when the furball laid its tiny hand on hers. Images floated through her mind—images that were coming from the creature. She frowned in confusion. Ander had never told her about any telepathic animals.

      A beep startled her and the two creatures. She scowled down at the communicator on her wrist, rolling her eyes when she saw Ander’s blue-green, scaly face scowling back at her. Pushing up off the ground, she glanced both ways along the alley before she answered.

      “Hey, Ander,” she cheerfully greeted.

      The scowl on his face darkened. “Go down the alley away from the market, turn left, and I’ll meet you,” he ordered.

      “Aw, Ander,” she complained. “I haven’t found a present yet!”

      “Given the commotion the Tiliqua is causing, you’ve had enough excitement,” he dryly replied.

      She rolled her eyes again, forgetting that he could see her, and kicked at a piece of litter on the ground. “I didn’t do anything,” she muttered.

      Ander’s expression softened. “I know you didn’t. Come meet me. I have something I think you might like.”

      “Okay,” she mumbled, disconnecting the connection and sighing loudly.

      Turning around, she frowned when she noticed that both of the cute but bizarre creatures had disappeared while she was talking to Ander. She huffed out a heavy sigh and shrugged her shoulders in disappointment. It was probably just as well. Ander had a strict rule of no animals on the ship.

      She reached down, zipped her backpack up, and slung it over her right shoulder. Her foot hit the cage, and she looked down at it with a frown. Biting her lip in indecision, she cast a sweeping scan of the area. The last thing she wanted was for the spotted animal, or maybe the mischievous fur ball, to get trapped again.

      Halfway down the alley was a recycling chute. Pleased with her idea, she picked up the small metal cage, pulled open the refuse box and deposited the offending cage down the chute. Wiping her hands, she took off down the alley, pausing when she reached the end to peer around the corner before turning left. A wry smile curved her lips when Ander straightened from where he had been leaning against the wall. She nodded toward the box and a colorfully wrapped package in his arms.

      “Did you find what you were looking for?” she asked.

      He smiled and nodded. “Yes, Happy Birthday, Raia,” he said, holding out the wrapped package.

      “What did you get me? Can I open it now?” she asked with a huge grin.

      She eagerly skipped toward him and reached for the thick package. Shaking it gently to see if it rattled, she tested the weight, trying to guess what was inside. It felt solid. Ander chuckled, wrapped his tail around her waist, and pulled her into a tight hug.

      “Happy Birthday,” he muttered before releasing her.

      She grinned up at him. “Thanks, Ander,” she said.

      “Do you want me to carry it?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No, I can carry it,” she replied, hugging her gift against her chest.

      He chuckled again and placed his arm around her shoulders. “So, are you going to tell me what happened?” he asked.

      She sighed loudly. “I swear it was so weird!” she began, walking beside him as he turned around and they retraced their steps back to the docking bays.
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      Pi paused and waited for Chummy. The small, fluffy, brown and white Marica Peekaboo wiggled her nose at her hesitant companion. Chummy was favoring his front right paw. She didn’t miss Chummy’s worried glance at the young creature standing with the large Tearnat. Nor did she miss the way Chummy’s fur stood up on the back of his neck when the large reptilian reached out, wrapped his tail around the young girl’s waist, and pulled her against him. She placed a paw against Chummy’s side to calm him.

      He not hurting her. Look, she happy, Pi silently conveyed.

      Raia… I like her, Chummy replied.

      She good. We keep her, Pi said, turning her large, warm, dark chocolate-colored eyes to Chummy.

      Chummy rubbed his head against her in agreement. Pi could sense the Quazin Chumloo’s exhaustion, pain, and fear. In her daily search for food and treasures, she had discovered Chummy in the back storeroom of the Tiliqua’s shop. Pi didn’t need her ability to see the future to know what would have happened to Chummy. The Tiliqua was going to kill him and use his unusual fur to make a wrap for one of the wealthy patrons living on Sanapare.

      Even though she had whisked Chummy away using her ability to teleport, she couldn’t open the cage or remove the deadly collar around his neck. She had spent the morning scouring the area for the key or a tool she could use to unlock the cage. In her last search for the key in the Tiliqua’s shop, she had spotted the young girl and known immediately that their destinies were entwined.

      What about the Tearnat? Chummy uneasily inquired.

      Pi studied the reptilian being and wiggled her nose. He wouldn’t be happy once he found them, but she also knew he wouldn’t harm them—or do anything to upset Raia. Still, her visions weren’t always right.

      We be safe, Pi reassured Chummy.

      Chummy snorted and shook his head. I not so sure, he grumbled.

      Pi snickered, turned, and pulled Chummy against her when he sagged. She knew which ship the girl and Tearnat were going to, and quickly visualized the docking tube. With the image firmly in her mind, their bodies shimmered, and then they vanished.
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      Chummy shook his head to clear the dizziness and slid off of Pi’s back.

      I no like it when you poppies in and out, he thought as he flopped over onto his back and stared up at the metal ceiling.

      A noise to his left made him look, and he flashed a weak smile when Pi snorted at him and shook her head. Tilting his head to follow Pi’s movements, he watched with amusement as she explored what was obviously Raia’s bedroom.

      She disappeared and reappeared with dizzying speed. It reminded him of the first time he’d seen her several days ago. He’d been barely aware of her at first because of the drugs the trappers had used.

      He blinked when Pi appeared beside him and laid her hand against his brow. He could sense her concern for him and emitted a small, reassuring purr. The last of his fear drained away when she shared the vision of their future together with Raia.

      You sure? he asked, staring up at her with hope-filled eyes.

      I sure, she confidently replied.

      The sound of footsteps and voices echoed along the corridor outside the cabin. He rolled onto his belly and sat up, warily watching the door. Pi crawled up next to him, listening as well. Raia and the Tearnat continued past the cabin without stopping.

      What we do now? he asked.

      Pi gazed at him with twinkling eyes. You sleep. I explore, she said with a mischievous grin.

      Chummy wrinkled his nose when Pi suddenly disappeared again. He lifted his injured paw to his mouth and licked the wound he’d received from his attempts to escape the cage. Lowering his paw, he yawned and sleepily blinked as he carefully studied the room. A large, fluffy red pillow on the bed enticed his curiosity, making him wonder if it was as soft as it looked.

      With a wiggle of his nose, the pillow rose off the bed and floated down to the floor, landing in front of him. He placed his front paws on the pillow and pushed it across the floor and under the bed. With one last nudge, he climbed onto the pillow, circled three times, and settled down with a purr of contentment.

      We have a good pet, he thought with a happy sigh.
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      Raia placed the last of the dishes in the sanitizer before she wiped down the counter and table. Tossing the damp towel next to the sink, she picked up the birthday gift Ander had given her from the bench seat and exited the galley. She walked along the narrow corridor to the bridge. Climbing the three steps, she plopped into the co-pilot seat, resting one leg over the arm of the chair, and stared out into deep space.

      “I’m sorry we couldn’t stay any longer,” Ander gruffly said after a few minutes of silence.

      She sighed and shrugged. “There wasn’t much to see. Most of the junk there was way overpriced,” she replied.

      “I hope you like your gift,” he said.

      She looked down at the heavy book on her lap and traced a finger across the battered cover. The gift was typical of Ander. She opened the book, flicking through the pages.

      “It’s great, Ander. What girl wouldn’t want a copy of—” She paused and studied the writing. It had been a while since she had read this language. “—The Complete History of the United States and the Con— Constitution,” she mumbled with a frown. “Where is the United States?” she asked.

      Ander paused, and she studied his face. “It’s about the planet where I found you,” he quietly answered.

      She looked at him in surprise. “I thought you said you bought me from an Antrox because I was too boney to be used for Pactor food,” she said.

      “Yeah, well, I wanted to wait until you were old enough to understand what really happened,” he responded.

      She tilted her head and raised an eyebrow at him. “Don’t you think the truth would have been better than letting me think I was about to be a Pactor snack?” she inquired.

      He gave her a sharp-toothed grin and tapped the book on her lap with the tip of his tail. “I didn’t want to scare you,” he said.

      She shook her head and sat back in her seat. “So, if I wasn’t meant to be Pactor food, what is the truth?” she demanded.

      Ander sighed, switched on the auto-pilot, and rose from his seat. With a wave of his hand, he motioned for her to follow him. She grunted and rose from her seat.

      He exited the bridge and walked down the corridor to the far cabin, which he had converted into his office. The door opened, and she stepped in behind him. She stood at the door and watched as he walked over to a set of storage drawers.

      The room was filled with artifacts from all over the star systems. She was so used to all the different pieces that she had never really thought about the significance of each relic. She had grown up digging in dirt on far-off planets and visiting less discriminating shops on hundreds of asteroid mines and Spaceports scattered throughout the known galaxies.

      “What are you looking for?” she asked.

      Ander pulled a small box out of the drawer and wiped his large blue-green palm over the top. There was no dust on it thanks to the advanced filtration system he had installed when he purchased the freighter.

      She stepped closer when he set the box on the built-in desk and took off the lid. Curious, she put her book down next to the box and peered inside. On top was a small leather wallet.

      She reached in and pulled it out. She turned it over in her hands, examining it before she opened it. Inside, there was a plastic card. She turned the wallet to study the image. Her breath caught as vague images filled her mind. Breathing through her mouth, she closed her eyes and tried to capture the memory.

      “What do you remember?” he gently asked.

      She hissed in frustration and shook her head. “The man is laughing. He is saying something funny. I—there’s a bright light that hurt my eyes. I see a woman. She has long black hair, like me.” She lifted her hand and touched her hair. “He was alone. I was crying because she wasn’t there,” her voice faded, and she looked at Ander with tears in her eyes.

      Ander sighed, wrapped his arm around her shoulders, and pulled her against him. “He was your human father,” he said.

      She wiped away the tear sliding down her cheek. “What happened?” she demanded.

      Ander released her and slowly pulled out the other items in the box. He placed each item in a row along the desk. The last one was a small, rag doll with black hair, button eyes, and a beautiful silk dress with a wide sash around her waist.

      “I was caught off-guard near the Tirrella mining docks by some pirates. This was long after the Great War between the Sarafin, Curizan, and Valdier, but there was still a lot of cleaning up to do. The three Royal Houses were trying to stop the pirates who used the war as cover and were happy to continue fighting long after it was over. Anyway, all hell was breaking loose, and the Curizan warships chasing a small fleet of pirate ships weren’t stopping for a research vessel which was in the wrong place at the wrong time. I made it to the jump gate, but my ship’s navigation system had been damaged, and I was forced to do a manual override. A small miscalculation combined with a full charge of unstable Tirrella power crystals caused a surge as I passed through the gate. I ended up in an unknown star system, light years away from my planned trajectory. The damage, combined with the sudden burst of speed, sent me careening through that star system. I needed to find a planet where I could land and repair the damage. Fortunately, I crashed on the only planet in the region that was suitable for life, but—” he paused and took a deep breath.

      “Your ship was the bright light,” she guessed.

      Ander nodded. “The opening I saw turned out to be a road. Your father was traveling down it. I barely pulled up in time to miss smashing into his vehicle, but he lost control and went over the side of a bridge. I landed a short distance away. I found the vehicle upside down in a shallow riverbed. Your father was killed instantly, but you were protected by the carrier you were strapped into. Once I saw your father and you, I knew I was in unknown territory,” he explained.

      She stared down at the image of her biological father. Her finger brushed against the tattered edge of the photo. She pulled it out. It was a photograph of the man, the woman she remembered, and herself as a baby. A wave of sadness filled her, but also curiosity about the woman.

      “Why didn’t you leave me?” she asked, looking up at him.

      Ander’s expression softened. “It was freezing cold out and my sensors showed no buildings or other forms of life suitable to leave you with for miles around. If I had left you, you would have died. I gathered what I could and took you back to my ship. I monitored the area for a few days as I worked on my ship, but no one came. If they had, I would have returned you to a place where you could have been found. Once I had the ship repaired, I decided to take you with me,” he confessed in a gruff tone.

      “Why?” she asked, touching his arm.

      He looked down at her. She stepped into his embrace again when he wrapped his arms around her. She hugged him back.

      “You got under my skin in a way nothing else ever had. You were my most treasured find, Raia. You always have been and you always will be,” he said.

      She laid her cheek against his chest. “I love you, Ander,” she murmured.

      “It isn’t much, but these are all the things I salvaged from the vehicle,” he said.

      “Ander…?” she whispered.

      “Yes, love?” he said.

      “Thank you for not leaving me behind,” she said in a voice filled with emotion.

      “Never, girl. I would go to the farthest galaxies and back for you,” he promised.

    



OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png






OEBPS/images/heading-starburst-bottom-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/prequelbehrsrebel-1.jpg
WREREL

New York Times & USA Today Bestselling Author

S.E"SMITH





OEBPS/images/mp-letterhead-logo-10.jpg





