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      The war might be over, but there's still skirmishes to be fought. 

      Ambassador for the Ru'Edan Jod S'van Er is on a mission. Find Olivia Sur Banden, the daughter of deceased Ru'Edan rogue Crick Sur Banden. Only when she's been found and swears fealty to the new Alliance can the last vestiges of the disaffected be controlled.

      Olivia knows the danger—it's why she ran away—but when Jod and her half brother Chowd come looking, she's not willing to lose her freedom. However, with rogues hunting for her, and wanting to use her for their cause, she must accept their assistance. But whether she can accept the intriguing connection between them is yet to be seen.

      One last battle could make or break the fragile understanding between Jod and Olivia. 
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      Jod Svan'Er looked out the shuttle window pondering the new intelligence he'd received. Jod slid his hands through his hair, betraying his frustration. The missing Sur Banden—Olivia—had been tracked to a small planet in the Cypher quadrant. Months of searching—he'd checked on the chrono-graph and at least eighteen had passed—had turned up nothing. At least not until now.

      "She'll be wary when we arrive," Jemma, their pilot warned. Amazingly to him, this female had become one of his closest friends. In his culture women were kept separate. They were less: Little more than brood mares for the Ru'Edan males of Crick Sur Banden's rogues.

      As he stared out the window beside his seat, Jod questioned everything he'd known before. The flash of stars as they hurtled closer to their destination captured his attention. He'd never travelled so far away before—an opportunity that hadn’t arisen previously.

      The peace that had been so hard won now allowed freedoms they could have only imagined in the past. The knowledge that everything had changed filled him with both concern and trepidation.

      "That's why you and Raven, Chowd and Meredith are important to the overall plan. I need to make contact and somehow get her to accept what I'm saying is truth. We must retrieve her before the Remnant find her."

      The Remnant—the last vestiges of Crick Sur Banden's rebel force—were also on Olivia's tail, and had been ever since she'd escaped from the moon installation. After the battle where the Elector and the newly formed coalition of Ru'Edan and humans finally found and destroyed Crick Sur Banden, the Rogues had scattered throughout the universe. Some, who saw an opportunity to advance their opportunities, planned and plotted how they could fill the vacuum and gain the power for themselves.

      The click of a door behind him had Jod turning. Chowd, the Ambassador for the allied planets entered the cockpit and smiled. The thud of him dropping into the comfortable seat beside Jod was loud in the sudden silence.

      "You're sure this lead is legitimate?"

      Jod was amazed that Chowd sounded so strained. But to be honest, searching for Olivia Sur Banden had been hard on the entire crew.

      Since the destruction of the Elector, the tight crew of her warriors, Duvall and Mellissa, Grayson, Elara, Chowd and Meredith, Raven and Jemma had included him in their intimate circle. They'd made him one of their own. The close-knit relationship was nothing he'd ever experienced.

      Even the Admiral and his partner, Kera, had accepted him. A Ru'Edan Warrior as one of theirs made an incongruous partnership.

      That they could put aside the past, turning away from the memories of war humbled and surprise him.

      Many of his peers still struggled with the reality.

      "I'm unable to be one hundred percent sure, Chowd. However, it feels like the best lead we've had in months," Jod muttered.

      Chowd sighed heavily, the deep tones echoing as he demonstrated frustration. "We nearly had her before on Jerilus IV, but she disappeared before we could get to her. Almost as if someone tipped her off."

      "Perhaps she just has an excellent sense of self-preservation," Jod muttered.

      Chowd just grunted.

      "Chowd, we'll find her. The universe is large, but we've got scouts looking for Olivia." Jod sincerely hoped it would work like that, but nothing could be taken for granted.

      "The question is, will we find her before they do? The last place she was seen concerned me." Chowd sounded defeated, and Jod detested the unusual lack of self-confidence his friend exhibited.

      But then, Chowd's search for his sister had taken its toll on everyone.

      "Jod? There's an incoming coded message. I'm sending it through to your office." Jemma's voice broke through the sudden silence and he rose.

      "On my way."

      Before he left the cockpit, he smiled at the half human half Ru'Edan man who inhaled deeply. "We'll find her, Chowd. I've a feeling this is the opportunity we've been looking for."
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      Olivia breathed heavily willing the pain away, as her damaged and bloodied coveralls fell to the deck with a clank. I honestly didn't need this.

      She clamped her hand against her side, hoping to stem the blood that seeped slowly. A bar fight wasn't her idea of a good time, but she'd been caught up in the thrown punches. This whole planet was a god-forsaken dustbowl in her mind, yet her ship was in need of emergency repairs, her credits running low and her need for employment pushed her to interact with others.

      The bar, she'd been reliably informed, was the place to seek work. All had been going well until a disagreement over some wager. "Dammit. If only the drunk had kept his mouth shut."

      He hadn't of course, and that was where it all went wrong.

      Then someone turned their gaze on her and commented on the grey tinge to her skin and her yellow eyes. At least she had not used her real name, because that would have engendered far more interest than she'd needed.

      "If they'd known who I was, someone would have reported back and I'd be in a worse situation."

      Safely within the shuttle, she reached into the small ablution cabinet, stripped off her stained clothing and examined the wound in her side. Some combatant had tried to stick her with a sharp knife. It was the metal clip at her side which saved her from a more extensive injury. At least he'd only managed a shallow glance along her flesh, searing her flesh like a hot iron.

      The medical kit contained an antibacterial spray that she applied liberally, ignoring the flash of pain it brought with it. "Don't know what that lot were carrying," she groused before spraying the flesh adhesive.

      The container emptied rapidly; once again reminding her of the precarious state of her finances and she sighed. "Yet another thing to restock, when I have enough credits."

      Olivia dragged on clean coveralls from the tiny cupboard and shuffled toward the makeshift bed she'd cobbled together long months ago. The ship was on lock down, ensuring no one would enter while she slept. A small comfort when mercenaries hunted her.

      Some were Crick Sur Banden's men. Sure she'd be available to kill or, if not that, at least offer sexual relief or 'comfort' to their men. And of course the power that being his daughter represented.

      She snickered at that thought. "He barely acknowledged me in life, except as a commodity, so I don't know why they think I'd be useful after his death."

      It was easier to focus on the sexual commodity that she represented. Most of the girls she'd grown up with had become 'comfort women'—little more than pleasure tools for the Ru'Edan males of his army.

      She'd only been saved from that fate because he'd thought her a tradable commodity. The thought rose, unbidden and much as she wished it away, it stood out like a stark truth. He'd been most insistent that she would be more useful as a virgin sacrifice to help him forge an alliance.

      Memories assailed her, and she locked them down quickly, before they could beat her into submission. She'd become quite adept at that over the years. Even as she reached the narrow couch that she'd converted into her bunk, the light of the communicator flared.

      "Vivian! I've found employment for you. There's a farm that requires laborers in the district, gathering the sheaves. It's only for a couple of weeks, but the credits are good."

      Olivia swallowed. This was the break she needed. "Yes. When am I required?"

      "Tomorrow." The voice filtered, scratchy and loud in the cabin, then she sighed. The work had to take precedence over her discomfort.

      Her mind whirled at a million cycles—she'd need painkillers to dull the savage ache in her side, but she'd do what was needed. Just as she always had.

      "Send me the details as soon as you can and let them know I'll be there." The light winked off, the active communication faded from the console and she huffed out a breath.

      "It's a start." Whether it would allow her to repair the shuttle, restock her dwindling supplies and refuel was yet to be seen. But it would help to resupply her dwindling credit balance.

      On that thought she gingerly lay down and closed her eyes. The pounding behind her abated a little, and the hiss that escaped from between tightly clenched lips echoed in the empty shuttle.

      Focus. The cool of the air, the silence and the feeling of security she'd come to associate with the night hours filtered through her brain and she relaxed before finally dropping into a deep sleep.
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      Jod paced back and forth waiting for Jemma to finalize the flight plan to the planet below. Ever since receiving the transmission a sense of urgency beat at him.

      Why, he didn't know. But every second that passed placed Olivia Sur Banden in greater danger. She'd been noted in a tavern, just before a wild fracas had erupted, then she'd disappeared again, but not before she'd been injured. "She should be under lock and key." The communication he'd received tipped him off, alerting him to another rebel in the area also seeking the daughter of Crick Sur Banden.

      Women held such little importance in Ru'Edan society, yet they'd decided, Olivia, was the key to rallying support to build their army. As the only surviving child, not affiliated to the Allied Planets, she represented continuity, even from beyond the grave. It couldn't be allowed to happen.

      "Jod, can you please come to the bridge, I've finished the calculations needed and we should be able to enter the atmosphere in the next hour. I've sought an expedited entry slot for us and I think I've pinpointed her location." Jemma's voice wafted from the small unit in his hand.

      Excitement zinged through his stomach, wild fluttering that fizzed through nerve endings, and he pressed the button to speak. "Acknowledged. On my way," he answered, then he tugged away from the desk and moved to the bridge of the vessel, long strides eating up the decking.

      Jemma spun her chair and looked up as the door whooshed closed behind him, the smile on her face surprising him, as it always did. "We've got a slot and I'm about to call the diplomatic party to the bridge. I'm sending the details to your handheld now before I set up the entry." Jemma's hands flew over the screen as she completed her tasks and he settled into what had become his chair. Then she sat back in her seat, adjusted her headset so the mouthpiece was before her lips. "Alerting all to preparation for entry sequence. All appropriate personnel please proceed to the bridge immediately for briefing." Jemma clicked off the comm.

      Jod began running through the files and calculations she'd flicked to his communication unit. Trajectories, possible entry sequences and landing sites were detailed. "Thorough as always, Jemma."

      She grinned, her violet eyes twinkling in her small pixie shaped face. "Nothing but the best for the twin Ambassadors."

      He frowned at her words. "I'm only a security officer." He still struggled with the change in status.

      Jemma snickered. "So was Chowd beforehand. You really need to learn to relax more. I know you're Ru'Edan but your outlook has loosened since you've been with us. Maybe you need to find a mate and settle down."

      Her words surprised him. Had he really changed that much? Were the amendments to his outlook enough for him to be considered humanized?

      He wasn't sure he was ready for that, just as he was still coming to terms with his new role. The sense of disquiet which plagued him for days ricocheted, his mind a dark-well of confusion. Something he was totally unprepared for.

      Instead of analyzing, he frowned over the information. "How long will descent take?"

      "Give or take, an hour. I'm not rushing though because our parking slot won't be open for a while. Besides, with the changes of gravity and so on, the slower I make our descent, the easier it will be on everyone on board. I can actualize our gravity slowly, or at least until we are almost ready to land. Then I plan to segue our systems to the natural gravity. It'll allow our bodies time to acclimate to the locale."

      "You've never done that before." He pinned her with his gaze, sure there was more to her plans than she was sharing. He didn't like being left in the dark on important tactical decisions.

      Jemma shrugged. "Usually the gravity is plus or minus up to twenty or thirty percent. This time, its closer to three times, so we'll really feel it. Our bodies will be pulled down, meaning we'll be unable to function at our normal levels."

      Nodding at her words, he calculated and considered everything she said as the others in the immediate crew trooped in. Jod waited as the snick of belts clicking into place filled the air, until he was sure the plans Jemma had suggested were efficient.

      Clearing his throat, he held up his communicator. "Jemma has completed her planning for entry to the planet, including time to acclimate to the changed gravitational environment." All gazes settled on his face and he looked down, forwarding the plans to their pre-organized comm unit group. "Details should be on your communicators now."

      He noticed, as he had in the past, the way Meredith slid her hand onto Chowd's knee, but also saw how she bit her lip.

      "Will you be changing the gravity throughout the ship?" Meredith spoke with a waver in her voice and he frowned, glancing at Jemma.

      Their pilot pinked and he wondered at her reaction as she shook her head. He opened his mouth, but Jemma held up a hand, stopping him. "Ah, no. I will need to seal off the bridge and command center, including the senior officers cabins and mess. I'll send most of the crew to lower situations before we begin the final descent."

      "Jemma?" He couldn't stop the words of concern.

      "Don't worry, Jod. I've a good reason why I won't be leaving the ship." There was excitement and something close to longing in her voice.

      He searched her face.  "Why?"

      "Well," and Jemma looked at those assembled on the bridge, her smile settling on her life partner, Raven. "I'm pregnant."

      Ah. Now he understood, the effects of the gravitational pull could become harmful in a developing fetus and the gestating female.

      "Well, I guess that means I should stay here too," Meredith whispered.

      Jod whipped around and stared at Meredith, surprised that Chowd would have allowed his mate to procreate while they sought Olivia Sur Banden and potentially placed themselves at risk.

      Before he could question the men, Chowd smiled. "As we have no medic with obstetric training aboard, I agree, the women shouldn’t leave the ship. In this instance, you and I have sufficient skills to complete the mission, should all go to plan."

      Jod was totally confused.

      Ru'Edan men didn't fuss over their partners. The females were usually sent away until after the arrival of the young so as not to inconvenience the male, who usually took a bedmate during this time. In his experience, the women only returned to their mates after the offspring were presented to the Goddess at the shrines.

      But he'd seen the way the humans preened over the growth of the younglings within their partners. The pride with which they made such an announcement and for the first time, he wanted to ask how it felt. But that was a human reaction. Not one in line with his Ru'Edan heritage. Instead of enquiring about the emotions, he shrugged.

      Maybe he'd investigate the oddities of their behavior later.

      "Everyone needs to be strapped in now, because we're about to attempt entry." Jemma spoke tersely as she toggled the comm switch. "All hands strap in now."

      Jod tugged the straps more securely over his shoulders, feeling them pull tight as they increased velocity. Since the first time he'd watched Jemma—a pilot of exceptional skill—he'd come to appreciate her abilities behind the console. Yet again she didn't disappoint.

      Each movement was calculated meticulously before the craft made its way through the layers of atmosphere ensuring their landing was smooth.

      She flew for at least forty minutes, then stabilized their position, the ground before them visible on the screen.

      The terrain was flat and brown mainly, bisected every now and again with rugged canyons and some hillocks. In the distance he made out the port and city, the grey-silver of agricultural structures jutting up against the dun brown of the township’s squat buildings.

      "Gentlemen, it's time you decamped to the small shuttle bay. Meredith and I will remain here and once I know you're safely strapped in, I'll initiate the lockdown and gravity stabilization. "

      The men around him rose, and with a long look at his Life Partner, Chowd led them out and along the corridor to the rear stairs. They moved swiftly, feet clanking on the metal grating that made up the stairwell. At the bottom he slid his hand over the palm reader and the door opened smoothly beneath his touch.

      They entered the bay, Chowd re-engaging the safety locks and they hurried to the seating zone beyond a plas-glass screen.

      Once assured everyone was buckled in, Jod touched his comm. badge. "Ready and secured in the Cargo Bay, Captain." Chowd and Raven met his gaze and each nodded.

      "Fine. Initiation will begin on my mark." Long seconds passed then Jemma spoke again. "Mark."

      The floor beneath them rattled louder than he'd ever experienced and he couldn't help looking to Raven.

      "It's normal. The bay doesn't have the same level of dampeners and insulation we usually experience in the cockpit. You'll get used to it, if you have to do this again."

      The pull of gravity made itself known by slow degrees. The sensation of weight dragging at him grew harder to ignore. He felt the shuttle flying as the vibrations turned from noticeable to urgent. A final transmission from Jemma interrupted his concentration of the physical changes he was experiencing.

      "We're landing now. Prepare. Once I've touched down, I'll force the main bay doors to open, so you can leave. When you're ready to rejoin the ship, let me know via the external communication point."

      With that they experienced a heavy thud, jostling, then the whine of the engines slowed before finally dying away. "I don't wish to do that again," he muttered.

      Chowd rose, his belt undone already. "It's not the most comfortable way to travel. So let's go find Olivia and get out of here."

      Jod tore at his restraints and only dimly heard them thud to the floor.
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      Olivia woke, her computer pinging loud and clear, half rising from her pallet. "Ugh, that time already?"

      She felt rotten, with aching body and head. "I should stay here." She slumped back against the bed but the need to sort out her problems was rapidly becoming most urgent.

      The provisions she'd laid in several planets back were running low. Her belly ached and Olivia sighed. "I'd better eat before heading out." She grabbed a nutrition pack and shoved it into the heat-unit, waiting for the ding before tugging the door open and devouring the meal. It wasn't much but it calmed the gnawing of her belly.

      Quickly Olivia tugged on a small backpack she'd left at the base of the bed, thrust inside another nutrition pack and a tube of water. Best to be prepared.

      With quick movements she attended to the needs of her body, then slung the pack over her shoulder and hurried to the door, casting a final glance in the direction of the chrono on the wall.

      Down the ramp she hurried, ignoring the undulation beneath her feet. Dawn was breaking as she engaged the locks on the shuttle, and though still dim, she could gaze around. A collection of shuttles lay abandoned in various states of disrepair gathered on the old landing way. She shuddered imagining the rodents who'd taken up residence in this abandoned area, but while the situation here wasn't secure, she didn't have the credits for that, it was free. Besides which, it also meant no one would note her coming and going or enquire about her coloring. With Crick's men searching for her, this was an advantage.

      "At least I can lock my shuttle." She spoke quickly as she hurried toward the meet point she'd arranged the previous evening. Olivia had taken great pains to reinforce the plating on the hull, to increase the security settings on the shuttle and to fit other, less legal means of locking down her ship.

      As she emerged from the dark surrounds of the abandoned ships, and trudged to the older hanger she noted that others waited. She hadn't realized until now, that the shuttles dotting the edge of the old landing pad were inhabited.

      She took stock of the mixture of men and women, most dressed in the ragged remains of uniforms yet she took great pains to look disinterested. If she'd learned nothing else, it was being nosy was dangerous. Besides, she didn't want too many asking questions and they came when you asked your own.

      A lumbering ground transport rattled toward them, the engine clanging unhappily as it kicked up dust. Olivia turned away, covering her nose and mouth. The soil has to contain contaminants, her mind helpfully supplied. After all, this had been one of the hotly contested mining planets before falling on hard times and taking on the guise of agriculture.

      It had seen heavy bombardments by both Ru'Edan and humans before the cease-fire had ended the stalemate.

      Around her others coughed and wheezed, while the vehicle came to a grinding halt.

      A large man, bloated and florid stepped down and called names. Eventually he called, "Vivian?" It took a second for Olivia's brain to remember that was the name she'd given. She raised her hand and was rewarded with a grunt.

      He herded them to the transport and as she reached the front he stopped her. "Here." He shoved a sack at her and indicated a seat at the front of the transport and she climbed aboard, all the time concerned that she'd have to face this day after day, at least until the harvest was completed.

      They drove in silence and Olivia carefully contemplated the distance, noted the arroyo they traversed until the craft came to a shuddering halt at the edge of a marginal field.

      "Collect as many sheaves as you can. You're paid by the weight," barked the man as he waved them out into the desert like conditions.

      Olivia didn't wait. Time and effort was money and she was far too low on both to stand on ceremony. Scampering to the field, she chose a row and began picking. The sheaves had clearly been harvested some time back, given their shrunken appearance. Each time she bent, the ache at her side and the pound of her head increased.

      Heat undulated in waves, gusts of dusty winds flew up and the heat increased. A whistle blew, shrill in the silence and she took a moment, drinking deeply from the water bottle she'd brought with her and swallowing a pain tablet, hoping it would ease the agony that held her in its grip. Then with another shrill sound the work began again.

      The heat from the three suns beat down incessantly. Olivia fished around in the backpack and found a cap, donned it and kept working. When they stopped for a midday break, she gladly relieved herself and noted the black that dotted her clothes and hands, sticking to the sweaty patches of the coverall she wore.

      "You're new to this, aren't you?" A crusty old matron sidled up to her and scanned Olivia.

      "Yes. Why?" She hated the weakness she heard in her voice.

      "You're working fast, but moving slow. After you've been doing this awhile you'll get used to the routine. Most of us don't straighten fully until the sack is full and the supervisor empties it."

      Olivia bit her lip and scanned the woman. She wasn't as old as she first appeared, but she was bent over from constant agricultural tasks.  Her face weathered and hands gnarled from years of constant labor made her look much older than was clearly her age in cycles. "How long have you been doing this?" She took a bite of the dry food rations she'd packed, while the woman smiled at her.

      "A long time. At least ten cycles. It's hard, but pays well. Puts food on the table for my younglings. You'll get used to it."

      Olivia had to fight to control the shudder of distaste that rippled through her. Years of this? Of constant drudgery? "I'm not planning on staying here too long."

      The woman gazed more deeply into her eyes. "Ru'Edan. Not used to this kind of manual labor, are you?" She gave a cackle and pushed up off the stone she'd perched on and headed toward the knot of laborers at the far side of the meal area.

      Silently, Olivia castigated herself. Too much chatter equal to many questions and that led to mistakes: People finding out who she was. The whole plan of setting down on this planet was to earn credits, repair her ship and get out of here, she reminded herself. Not to make friends or earn anyone's respect.

      The woman's words stayed with her as they resumed their task. If she'd already picked up Olivia's Ru'Edan heritage, then so could anyone. A female half Ru'Edan working an agricultural field, one who'd only lately arrived would be a giveaway if her whereabouts became widely known. The threat that one of the remaining Rebels would find her, use her, left her queasy.

      Olivia settled into the task, banishing the dangerous thoughts. Right now, there wasn't much she could do. Her ship needed work before she could get out of here. The sooner she amassed enough credits, the sooner she could leave this benighted planet.

      By the end of the day, she was spent. Her body a mass of aches and pains and once she made it to her ship, she was ready to collapse onto the bed. But food and cleaning had to come first. She wouldn't allow herself to become like the other laborers. So she hurried through her tasks, set the alarm, ate a simple meal and relaxed. The shower, brief though it had been, helped to re-hydrate her parched skin as much as the water she consumed.

      Finally replete, clean and medicated she crawled onto the bed and slept, until the suns rose again.
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      The airfield wasn't quite empty, but apart from some old possibly abandoned craft, there was only a mixture of old hulks. Nothing spoke of habitation. No one loitered and Jod sighed. "This is the third airfield and we've struck out at all of them."

      Chowd shadowed his eyes and glanced into the distance. "If she's found some kind of employment, we won't know just yet. She'll only return at the end of the day. It's an agri-planet so they'll be keeping harvest timetables."

      Jod gave a grunt. "How many more airfields on our list of possible sites?" It was the same conversation he'd had with Chowd at other fields over the last two days of their search.

      "Twelve, not including passenger and paid parking. I doubt she'd choose that, based on previous information, though." Chowd looked at him thoughtfully. "We can try another, but I believe it will be early morning or night when we'll find her."

      Jod swore under his breath. After all this time, he wanted the hunt done. The woman was more slippery than a fengore eel. The only thing in their favor was that she'd been seen at one of the bars. In fact, they knew she'd sustained an injury in a bar fight after seeking a position, on the pretext she needed to repair her ship. If that was true...

      "What do you think are the chances that the story she spun the barman was factual?"

      Chowd sucked in a deep breath, and once more gazed out to the horizon. "Raven is following up with any mechanical agents, but I'd say the chances are good, otherwise why stop here? It doesn't make sense that she'd tell an untruth in those circumstances. He got the impression she was down on her luck, so he felt sorry for her and asked around."

      "I understand that, but until now, she's been exceptionally careful. Never staying in one place for more than a lunar passage. She's chosen out of the way places to land. It doesn't make sense to me." Jod rubbed at his brow thinking over the known facts.

      "I don't think we're going to find anything here to change what we've found so far. Let's move on." Chowd clapped his shoulder then peeled off and headed in the direction of their transport. They'd requisitioned a set of all terrain ground bikes before their mission, and the vehicles had proven time and again to be an efficient means of getting around on the many moon installations and planets they'd visited looking for the last Sur Banden offspring.

      Jod donned his helmet and straddled the large black beast as Chowd did the same.

      "There's one more airfield in this quadrant. Let's check it out before heading back to the ship." Chowd sent him the co-ordinates before tapping his ignition. The bike rose slightly and leapt forward under his direction then tore over the ground, eating up the distance as they hurtled toward the final stop of the day.

      It took over an hour before they came to a screeching halt at the side of an ancient airfield. Older craft sat there, some obviously in varying states of decay. They stopped the engines and clambered down. Jod removed his helmet. "I'm not sure there's anything much here, either."

      Chowd shrugged. "Doesn't hurt to look around though, does it?"

      Jod didn't have an opportunity to agree as the other man strode off.

      With a sigh, Jod headed in the other direction, toward a lean-to. He'd reached the wooden side, his hands brushing over the rough edges when the sight of a newer craft caught his eye.

      He squinted, sure his mind was playing tricks under the beating suns. But it remained there, even after he blinked. This time, he accepted what his brain was telling him. A Phobos Mark VI was sitting in the center of a small group of rusting hulks. Hidden from sight.

      Or at least the pilot had attempted to hide it.

      Hand on the small laser pistol adorning his hip Jod moved carefully in the direction of the ship. Past the first hulk he stilled and examined the sandy ground. Footprints. One set of small, boot-shod feet had shuffled the dusty surface. He followed the path, seeking where they'd ended. The newest set, deeper and more pronounced heading to the lean-to and to the tracks of a vehicle.

      He pressed the communicator.  "Chowd? I've found a possible. Head to the old building and I'll meet you."
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      Olivia ached, though not quite as badly as the day before. Clearly the tablets were keeping things at bay.

      The ancient laborers transport pulled to a stop, a cloud of dust rising up and she coughed. I need to get off this dustbowl soon, before I develop some kind of lung virus. She clambered from the machine—her backpack weighed down with the credit chips for the last seven-day payment. She'd count them back on her ship. At least now she was close to the payment for the repairs, if what the contractor had told her was included in her packet was correct.

      Head down, watching the shuffle of her feet she headed for the hiding spot where she'd left her shuttle. The dust kicked up in the darkening evening as she rounded the old shuttles and came to a dead stop.

      Footprints.

      Two pairs.

      Not hers.

      She sucked in an unsteady breath. They'd found her. Her stomach congealed.

      Adrenaline surged as she snapped up her head and scanned the area. Nothing. That didn't mean they weren't hiding somewhere. Automatically she settled her hand on her belt, seeking the tiny laser pistol she'd secreted on herself.

      Silence and speed were of the essence.

      All she needed was time to reach the shuttle. If she could just get in, she'd activate the shield before deciding her next step. That would buy her time.

      Olivia padded around the shuttle hulk, remaining in the shadows and cursing the fact she hadn't had her mind on what she was doing.

      If she could just make it to the center of the next one, she could rush to her shuttle, while remotely unlocking to decrease the time she'd waste fumbling to get in. She fingered the tiny disc-like item in her pocket.

      Timing is everything.

      She crept closer, slowly, eyes scanning here and there, looking for signs of movement. Past the first craft and across to the next. She sucked in a deep breath, gathered herself—

      "Olivia Sur Banden!"

      Her body stilled, a hang over from the conditioning of her childhood, and a puff of dirt filled the air. Every muscle stretched taut as she waited for either the burn of a laser shot or the stun of a long distance hypo-dart.

      Neither came and she barely breathed, her glance settled straight ahead.

      "Olivia Sur Banden. I'm here to help"

      From the other side of her craft a man appeared and she turned from the waist up. He was tall, shorthaired and his yellow eyes betrayed his heritage.

      Ru'Edan!

      Is he one of the Rebels? What could he want with me, or is that the most stupid question ever?

      Her heart stuttered. "What do you want?"

      As an opening it sucked she knew, but Olivia gritted her teeth, tightened her grip on her pistol and waited. To get to the craft, she'd have to go through him. Where one rebel existed there'd have to be another. They never travelled alone.

      "My name is Jod Svan'Er. I'm here to protect you."

      Olivia snorted. Protect her? Likely story. "What are you after? I've got no munitions. I'm not interested in my father's machinations and whatever you're selling…I'm not wanting to know." Her voice wavered, betraying her nerves and she wanted to curse.

      "Nothing. I just want to help you." He emerged further from the shadows, hand pushed out in the attitude of peace.

      Her heart skittered. "Why?"

      "Because you left when you could have stayed and that puts you in even greater danger. I'm also here because your brother Chowd is concerned about you."

      Olivia frowned. Chowd. My brother?

      She had vague recollections of a boy, gangly and thin. Older than her, and kept with the other males. He'd never fit in with her father’s warriors. Instead of embracing the privations, lifestyle and perks that could have come his way, he'd remained closer to his mother. Olivia remembered when he'd escaped her father's wrath. Hell, she thought she still carried the odd scar from her beating after that. He'd hunted down several of the offspring. It all made sense now! Not that any of the others had survived. She nearly hadn't, either.

      "Where is he, then?"

      "I'm here Olivia." Another man emerged. Tall, yes. Muscular and dark haired so different from the coloring she remembered of the boy. His eye colour and skin tone were different to her memory as well, in fact they were closer to the colour of a human.

      A trick!

      She feinted to the left, sure now that this was a set up.  She needed to escape. One of the other shuttles was prepared. The value of preparation had been learned early in her youth. Pounding footsteps echoed behind her. She swung away rounding another decayed body, then sped up. The shuttle ahead, carefully disguised was all she needed, if only she could reach it before they caught her.
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