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Author’s Note
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This story has had a long journey to this point. This was my first het romance, and it has a special place in my heart. I love the crew of this ship as individuals, and I love how they work as a family. I love Tom, the first alpha submissive I created for a professional publication. However, when the book came out, I was still so early in my writing career that I think I made mistakes, and I definitely hadn’t found my voice. I hope that this time around I got things right. I hope Tom’s strength is balanced by his submissiveness and that Da’shay’s goodness comes through. Most of all, I hope you enjoy the story.
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Chapter One
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Tom sighted down the end of the rifle and watched as Ramsay and Eli talked to the captain of the Reseda. The pirate captain had genta blood in him. Maybe. He might be one of those fools who went around painting himself blue to look like some alien. He was wide enough to be a genta, but he looked a little on the short side to be an alien.

Tom itched to turn around and see if their genta was wandering around, but he held perfectly still in the long grass where any movement could betray him. The dirt was hot under his stomach, and the sun glinted off the Reseda’s hull. Ramsay was scratching his ass now, and Tom tried to figure out if that was some signal or if the man just had an itch. Tom settled on an itch. Ramsay had pure white hair that fell past his shoulders and the best poker face Tom had ever seen, but right now he was looking dramatically unhappy. That meant he was playing a part, so the op was still going good.

Eli was over by the crates, which provided the only cover he could hide behind if shooting started. And he had his hand on his gun, so he was expecting something. Eli was their newest crew, and in a few months Tom had learned one thing—the man had a freakish ability to find a safe spot in a firefight. Tom studied the ship’s ramp, looking for shadows. A spaceship didn’t have windows you could just throw open and start shooting out of. If this lot was planning on double-crossing Ramsay and Eli, they’d have to come down that ramp.

Already this was feeling like a bad deal. Yeah, just get in, collect a little intel, offer to carry some smuggled goods, and then get out. The trouble was that Captain Ramsay’s missions never did go the way one might expect. The man either went out of his way to piss people off or they naturally took a disliking to him and tried to shoot him. That might be why Tom liked this crew so much. Well, that and the captain was an old gun hand from the Casslit War, and he had about as much patience for politics and paperwork as Tom did.

Captain Ramsay had been raised out on the edge of the human federation, and he cursed and drank as well as the next gun hand. Tom and the captain had been together for six years, which was a lifetime in the Corps. Ramsay was the first captain Tom had worked for without wanting to space.

Eli turned and stared right at the hill where Tom was hidden. Tom gave a feral grin as he tightened his finger against the trigger. These smugglers were about to find out that the government wasn’t quite as helpless or as harmless as they liked to tell themselves out here on the border.

Ramsay threw a hand up, acting as if he were upset about the price of the embryos. That was when all hell broke loose. Three gun hands scrambled down the ramp, diving for cover as they fired wildly. Eli ducked down behind the crate, and Tom neatly picked off two of the newcomers. The third tripped and fell right toward the embryo crate. That left him just a few feet from Eli, and Tom trusted the sergeant to finish that one off. He swung his gun south.

“Well, damn,” Tom swore. Ramsay had already taken the other captain out. Standing up, Tom squinted at the ship. “I never get to have any real fun.” He started toward the captain. The tall grasses caught at his legs so that he ripped them up by the roots as he walked.

“Bright, sharp neurotransmitters into the synaptic cleft, sparkling orange,” a familiar voice commented. Tom turned to look at their own genta as she walked toward him. Backward.

Most genta were big. The aliens loved to crossbreed with most anything, but since they were near seven feet tall and built like top-heavy brick jailhouses, their half-breed human children tended to be big and ugly. Da’shay seemed to be the exception. Her blue was almost greenish, which made most people think she was one of those fools with a piss-poor dye job, and she looked insubstantial. As a species, genta—both males and females—were doxies who liked to travel the universe and collect genetic trinkets from about anyone they ran across. They were just particularly smart and well-armed doxies, and one of them must have collected genes from a mighty willowy human to end up with Da’shay.

“Go away,” Tom said.

Da’shay turned around and looked at him with a surprised frown. “Light like sticky cacti spines.” Before he could react, she reached out and ran the back of her finger down his cheek. He jerked back. It had been a long time since he’d had a night with a woman, but he didn’t need to play around with the captain’s pet. Hell, maybe she even slept with him. That would explain why he put up with her as crew when she was about as predictable as any other genta.

“Why don’t you go tell Becca we got the smugglers?” he suggested. Becca’s name flipped some switch in her head, and Da’shay began to stalk him, to circle him, her willowy form weaving back and forth in a way that reminded Tom that she was all female and half human. He needed to find a good whorehouse.

“Becca,” she said with a naughty smile. She ran her hand over Tom’s chest, and he backpedaled some more.

“Enough with the touching,” he snapped. It was downright disconcerting the way she would act like he didn’t exist one moment and then get him all hot and bothered the next. And being that she was genta, he couldn’t ever figure out why. It wasn’t like he could have a conversation with her.

He tried again. “Seriously, go give Becca an update.”

Da’shay arched her back and moaned once before she dropped all her sexual reactions. “No,” she said brightly. With that, she turned around so her back was toward the Reseda before she started walking backward toward it. She lifted her arms as if she was walking a tightrope, and Tom could only shake his head.

He’d never been around genta much since his home planet wasn’t near their part of space, but he found them annoying.

“Tom, we covered?” Ramsay called. Tom started trotting down the hill.

“Ran the scans, Captain. Four crew in total—we got ’em all,” Tom said. Their mission had actually been to buy the embryos and leave, but the smugglers had fired first, so his kills were justified. He’d never killed anyone who wasn’t trying to kill him first...him or his crew. As far as Tom was concerned, threatening his crew was a capital offense.

“Well, shit. They won’t be answering any questions. It’d be nice if you missed a shot every once in a while,” Ramsay said wearily. The two smugglers Tom had dropped both had neat bullet holes in their skulls. Lasers were nice for cutting through metal, and pulse guns were good for knocking people on their asses, but humanity had never invented anything as clean and accurate as a good old-fashioned projectile gun. Tom smiled grimly and patted his sniper rifle. However, Ramsay was frowning at him.

Tom slung his gun across his back. “You ain’t dead,” he pointed out with a glare in his captain’s direction. “Sir.”

“And I ain’t got a smuggler to track into the Omega system either.” From his expression, Ramsay was thinking all sorts of curse words. The captain was like that, always getting cranky, but Tom preferred that to men who never opened their mouths until they booted you off the ship with a poor service rating.

“Sir,” Eli said, “they were moving on your position.”

“I wasn’t questioning Tom. He’s always on the legal side of his kill.” Ramsay shook his head and looked down at the blue captain he’d killed. It looked as if one clean shot had done him in, which meant he really was one of those idiots who just stained himself blue. Genta were a good deal harder to kill than that. You had to hit the brain stem, and Ramsay’s bullet had been too high for that. It’d been good enough to kill a human quick and neat. Or quick anyway. The mess was spread over the side of the ship and the grass.

Ramsay slapped his hand against the side of the smuggler’s ship. “No wonder Command sticks us out here in the hinterlands.”

Tom wasn’t so sure it was their killing record that did that. Ramsay never did his paperwork, and the last six reviews Tom had gotten in his personnel file had included all perfect scores since the captain simply marked off the first box on every skill description. There were certain areas where Tom earned a perfect score—like his marksmanship—but he sure didn’t fool himself into believing he earned an outstanding review in field legality or basic diplomacy. No, that rating was more likely to be Ramsay’s inability to do paperwork.

And then there was the time the brass put Ramsay in front of a pack of reporters. Tom hadn’t been in the Corps yet, much less on the Kratos, but everyone had talked about the incident for years. He’d been one of the last prisoners the casslit had freed, and the officers made a big deal out of promoting him and honoring his bravery. Ramsay had taken the medal and thrown it as hard as he could. It had neatly landed in the middle of a salvage dumpster, and about a million reporters had gotten a good shot of that. That had been years ago, but that kind of thing rarely got forgotten.

Eli cleared his throat. “Becca could get the computer records, sir.”

“Call her in.”

“Yes, sir.” With a nod, Eli turned his back and called on the radio for Becca to bring their ship closer.

“You want me to...” Tom trailed off.

He wanted to volunteer to help Becca. She was a beautiful woman under the grease and wrinkled clothes from crawling through access panels. Hell, she was a beautiful woman because of those same things. She’d run around with streaks of black grease in her blonde curls while she raved about some engine part that she couldn’t calibrate perfectly, and she was a damn good shot in a fight. It was a pity the captain kept her on the ship most of the time. As a bonus, Tom could talk to her without feeling like he was missing something. He was the security officer, so he had a passable knowledge of the ship’s systems. Fact was, they had plenty in common.

Da’shay was a beautiful woman too, all lithe where Becca was round, dark where Becca was light. He could appreciate the beauty of both, but every time Da’shay got near, Tom got the uncomfortable feeling that if he did the wrong thing, he would end up booted off the only ship he’d ever considered home. Ever since Da’shay had come on board the Kratos, the captain had been a little quicker to come down on Tom for offenses that seemed to suggest he wasn’t nice enough. Tom wasn’t nice, but that had never been a problem before.

“Little whispers,” Da’shay said as she laid her head down on the crate and petted it like a favorite kitten. That crate had room for a hundred thousand embryos—all those lives for the buying and selling.

“Da’shay’s having one of her spells,” Ramsay commented.

“Yep,” Tom agreed. There really wasn’t much else to say.

“Sir, Becca’s coming in low and hot,” Eli said before he started trotting for the ship. Steering in atmosphere was a little like trying to get a cow on a balance beam, and Becca wasn’t the pilot the captain was. She wasn’t even as good as Da’shay, who could fly the ship through a needle on days she felt like paying attention. It seemed reasonable to take shelter in the smuggler’s ship just in case Becca managed to set the field on fire or land on their heads. Ramsay must’ve thought so too because he followed Tom up the gangplank.

“You might’ve waited until you saw whether they were going to shoot at me first,” Ramsay complained again.

“Wasn’t looking forward to the reports you have to write up if you let the captain get dead,” Tom offered with a casual shrug. Another officer would have written him up for that, but Ramsay laughed.

“Hating paperwork is my problem, not yours. You just do it half-assed,” Ramsay joked back.

“Then we’re rubbing off on each other.”

“Yeah, well if you shoot ’em, you give ’em a decent burial and record the coordinates.”

“You going to bury the one you shot?” Tom asked.

Ramsay smiled. “Hell, no. That’s why I hired you.”

“And here I thought I got stuck with you because every other captain wrote me up so much that they ran out of room on my data chip,” Tom commented. Ramsay laughed. Fact was, that wasn’t a joke. As much as Tom had hated most of his captains, they’d hated him back just as much. “You want me to go get Pea-brain?”

“Don’t call her that,” Ramsay snapped, and immediately the easy camaraderie was gone. Tom called himself all sorts of a fool for slipping like that, because he knew the captain had a soft spot for the woman. Through a thick space-glass window, Ramsay watched Becca bring the Kratos around. The small ship jerked and pitched in the heavy atmosphere. Just then, one stubby wing hit the ground and threw up great clots of dirt and weeds. Ramsay flinched.

Tom looked down the ramp where Da’shay was still stroking the crate and then over to Eli.

Eli gave a shrug. “Let her be,” he suggested.

Tom nodded. After catching the sharp end of the captain’s temper, Tom planned to avoid even mentioning Da’shay or her strange behavior, which gave him time to focus on Becca.

For someone who knew how to put an engine together and take it apart while the thing was still flying, Becca was not exactly impressive trying to drive it. She swung the ship around, and one wing dipped, nearly hitting the ground again before the lateral thrusters fired and the Kratos edged closer, her side lining up against the Reseda.

“Eli,” Ramsay said, his voice tight.

“On it,” Eli said. He opened a comm channel. “Becca, we don’t mind walking. Feel free to park it right there.”

“I can put it down next to you,” Becca said. The ship crept closer to them, the broadside showing off the huge scorch mark where they’d taken fire. Becca must have been working hard, because about half the scorch was gone and three new plates shone brightly against the dull metal of the hull.

“Becca,” Eli warned. Technically, Becca outranked him. She was an officer, but she was a young officer and smart enough to listen to the experienced soldiers.

“Putting her down now,” Becca said cheerfully as the ship settled toward the ground.

“All the little whispers tick and tick,” Da’shay said loudly from the bottom of the ramp. They ignored her.

“Venting engines now,” Becca said, and with a pop and a huge sigh, the Kratos dumped steam out of her vents, sending clouds of hot dust into the air. As the cloud reached them, fogging the porthole Ramsay was standing at, a huge explosion hit the ship, and Tom found himself flying through the air as the entire Reseda rose onto her side and then crashed down. His back hit the bulkhead, and then Tom was out cold.
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Chapter Two
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Tom woke in medbay, but not the Kratos’s medbay. That was a tiny room barely bigger than the bunk. This was a huge room with light coming in through the ceiling and full-sized beds lined up against the wall.

“Ah, Tom Frieden. It’s nice to see you responding to the stimi. How are you feeling?” A doctor—or maybe he was a nurse—with his white coat came over to hover over Tom. He didn’t like people standing over him, and he frowned up at the man.

“Like horseshit,” Tom answered honestly. The doctor had been reaching out to prod Tom, but that made him pause. “What the hell hit me?” Tom’s throat felt raw and scratched, so he guessed he’d been out for a while and they’d either had the machines feeding him or breathing for him. It wasn’t a pleasant thought either way.

“Well, we received limited information, but you appear to have been in an explosion.” The man smiled as he jabbed Tom in the kidneys. Tom stared at the idiot. He’d pretty much figured that one out on his own.

“No shit, genius. What kind of explosion? How’s the rest of the crew?”

The guy kept poking at Tom and then recording something on his little handheld.

“Nice to know you’re thinking about us,” Ramsay said. Tom looked up to find the captain lying two beds over. “Eli is out already. He only had a broken bone, and Becca was safe in the Kratos. We got the worst of it, and I don’t mind saying I am too damn old to be getting blown up.”

Tom sighed and leaned back, relieved that no one was dead. His worst fear had been that the Kratos had gone up, taking the rest of the crew with it.

The captain hissed in pain as he turned, but then he said, “Turns out the crate was booby-trapped. When the heat from the engines hit it, the whole shipment blew sky-high.”

“What about Da’shay?” Tom had some confusing feelings for her, but he didn’t like the thought of her getting blown up.

“You know genta.” Ramsay shrugged, and then he grunted. “She said the heat was a new experience.”

Tom sat up, ignoring the unhappy squawk the doctor gave and the even more unhappy burst of agony in his hip. He grabbed at his leg and groaned before he could get his words out. “She knew. Fuck it. That’s what she was trying to say.”

“What? Tom, calm down,” Ramsay said, alarmed.

“Tick tock. That’s what she was saying right before we all just about got blown to pieces.” Tom might have gotten out of bed so he could stalk over to Ramsay’s bed to make his point better, but his hip felt as if it were on fire from the inside.

“There’s no way she could have known, not unless you’re saying she was in on the attack. Is that what you’re saying?” Ramsay had a dark tone to his voice. He wasn’t a big man, not like Tom, and he was actually kind of average-looking and starting to look like a curly-haired grandfather, but when Ramsay got mad, he had a terrifying ‘do not fuck with me’ expression. He glared at Tom now, daring him to push this any further.

“Sir,” Tom said more carefully, “I’d like to point out that Da’shay was saying something about whispers and ticking before the bomb went off. I know she didn’t give those bastards any intel on us. She didn’t have the opportunity, and I can’t rightly explain why she stood right next to a bomb, but she knew there was a bomb in there, and she did precious little to help us.” She knew, and if she weren’t a genta, she’d be deader than a headshot thief. Any human standing that close to the bomb would have been turned into chunks of fertilizer. Genta might be strange, but they were tough bastards.

“That had occurred to me,” Ramsay said slowly. Even now he seemed to want to defend her, and Tom didn’t get it. He’d been with Ramsay longer than anyone on the ship, but then he never had been good at inspiring loyalty in others. Apparently he couldn’t do it as well as a genta. Maybe something in his expression reached Ramsay, because he gave a long sigh. “Tom, let the doctor tend you. I need you healthy and on your feet, not lame and hobbling around on crutches.”

“And Da’shay?”

“She’s already walking around fine,” Ramsay said, and Tom frowned, wondering if the man had misunderstood him or if he was being too damn stubborn to discuss this.

Tom gritted his teeth, and for a time there was an uncomfortable silence. Tom wanted answers, but apparently he wasn’t allowed to have any. The doctor went back to poking around Tom’s wounds. He did that for a while and then poked Ramsay before leaving. Only then did Ramsay resume their conversation.

“Six years we’ve had each other’s backs, right?”

Tom didn’t answer, but that was true enough.

“I’m telling you—drop this. Da’shay may have tried to warn us, but she wasn’t being obscure on purpose. I’m more interested in whoever set that bomb.”

“Oh, I’m interested in returning that favor too.”

“You’re bloodthirsty, you know that?” Ramsay asked. “And that’s fine, but don’t blame Da’shay just because she couldn’t get the right words out. You said it yourself; she was trying to tell us.”

Tom didn’t like it, but he didn’t protest.

Eli walked in the door. “I heard you were awake, sir.” Eli gave the captain a big smile. The sergeant certainly didn’t look as if he’d been blown up with the rest of them. Damn sergeant looked as though he was ready for a magazine cover.

“Anything to report?” Ramsay asked.

“If that crate had gone up when it was inside the Kratos, we all would have been floating in space without suits. The higher-ups are pretty sure it was a trap from the start.”

“Something’s not right, Eli. If this was a trap, why was Smyth was refusing to sell? Seems like if he was trying to get a bomb on the Kratos, he would have offered us a better deal.”

“Command thinks that maybe our cover held, sir. They believe that Captain Smyth was trying to get you to walk away from the deal so he could sell the crate to an undercover team.”

“Idiots,” Tom muttered from his bed. Both of them ignored him.

“Any particular target?”

“The Prydwen. Captain Liang got a message saying Smyth had merchandise.”

The room went silent.

Tom had never served with Liang, but he was another of those captains who insisted everything be pretty. Tom had been drinking buddies with the engineer from the Prydwen when both ships were in for repairs after a really bad set-to with a fleet of slavers they’d cornered in Omega sector. Liang was also one of those captains who did more arresting than undercover work, because he ended up on the news-vids standing next to confiscated goods more often than most captains. Part of that was he was a handsome man. None of them on the Kratos rated as pretty. Well, Eli did, but he hadn’t really been on the ship long enough to count. Tom was a rough man, Becca was attractive as hell, and Ramsay had a distinguished sort of presence, but none of them was handsome the way Liang was.

“Things are getting more serious if the criminals are moving from smuggling to terrorism,” Ramsay said, his voice slow and thoughtful. That was a tone that usually meant he was thinking of ways to kill someone, and Tom smiled. Hell yeah...if he was going to get blown up, he wanted revenge on whoever had given Smyth that damn bomb.

“Sir, terrorism means targeting civilians, and they came after us. I think this makes them cold-blooded murderers,” Eli said. The man did like to show off random things he’d learned in his officer training courses.

Ramsay’s snort made it clear he didn’t agree.

“I’m with the captain on that,” Tom said.

“If they wanted to kill cops, they could have called Liang or us and asked for a meet and then had snipers take us out,” Ramsay said. “A bomb seems like overkill.”

“Wouldn’t happen,” Tom said. Both Eli and Ramsay looked at him. “I took those two out at five thousand meters.” Tom was the best, and if another sniper tried taking out his crew, they’d be buried before they figured out how wrong they were. “Ain’t a sniper who can outthink me.” He wouldn’t let the captain walk into a meet that was vulnerable to sniper fire, not unless he was there on the high ground making sure he was the only sniper.

Ramsay cleared his throat. “Putting a bomb on a ship is playing off every spacer’s greatest fear. Having your ship blow up under you without any chance to fight back... That’s terror. Whoever planted that bomb, they’re trying to terrorize the entire Corps into backing off and letting them have all the Omega colonies. As more immigrants move in and expect Corps protection, the smugglers are worried about losing influence, even over the slave colonies.”

“Could be, sir,” Eli agreed. “Command wants to debrief you. They implied we had a mission, but they weren’t willing to debrief me.”

“Eli, you’ve got to finish that training so we can get you officer status. I’m sick of them playing these political games with rank.”

“Yes, sir,” Eli said. “However, I got the impression they want us to go in deeper.”

“Deeper?” Ramsay sounded suspicious, and he should be. The Omega colonies had voted to reject government protection, making them havens for slavers and smugglers. The Corps had no authority there at all. So if the Kratos crew went in and got caught, they’d be on their own.

Eli shifted uncomfortably before making eye contact with Ramsay. “We were negotiating in good faith when the cargo exploded. If we were truly smugglers, we would go running straight to Smyth’s contacts, demanding restitution for a disaster of that size.”

“And you’re just guessing on all this?”

“Sir, you know I never guess until I have good reason to believe I’m right. I’m not a gambling man.”

“Sure you are. You signed up with me.” Ramsay sounded amused at that. “Look who came to visit.”

Tom had a moment of disappointment when he saw it was Da’shay standing at the door. He’d hoped Becca might show up. Da’shay’s hair was a whole lot shorter, almost like she’d gotten a military buzz cut, but she was up and moving around.

“Da’shay,” Eli said politely.

Tom grunted but he didn’t say anything. For some time he’d been bothered by how quickly Ramsay had taken to Da’shay, standing up for her when every other member of the crew had to figure things out on their own. During Tom’s first tour, one of the old crew had stolen every piece of Tom’s clothing, leaving Tom to storm around the ship in his altogethers, cursing as he tried to find them. The captain had laughed at Tom, naked and crawling through service tubes to try and find a stitch of clothing. Years later when Becca had joined the ship, she had taken it with a laugh when someone added blue dye to her soap ration so she looked like some damn fool with a genta fetish.

But then Da’shay had come, and the captain had put his foot down. It made prickles of distrust run up Tom’s spine, enough that Tom would rather she were off the ship.

Da’shay looked at him, her head tilted to one side as she studied him.

“Stop staring at me,” Tom warned.

“Tom,” Ramsay cautioned him with just his tone.

And that was their pattern. Tom couldn’t figure it. His ignorance on the matter wasn’t likely to change as long as he was in a hospital bed, and he hated the idea of going undercover with this sort of mystery hanging over the crew. He just didn’t have any choice. The worst part was that Da’shay just kept looking at him. If it were any other woman, Tom would offer to let her share his bed, but he wasn’t much interested in a partner he couldn’t understand and didn’t trust.
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Chapter Three
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Tom stretched out his legs and watched the crowd in the bar. More than once he’d managed to shoot someone a mere second before they shot him, and Tom had developed an instinct for keeping an eye on everything around him. Since he was big enough and fast enough to end any problem that started, Tom enjoyed sitting in places like the Golden Absolute where trouble was sure to start.

A woman at the bar caught his eye. She was older—no girl to giggle at him during sex—and the gun on her hip suggested she could take care of herself. Tom liked that in a woman. Her hair was streaked with blue, but her skin was honey colored and all human. She had a strong body that her tight clothes showed off very nicely.

Tom felt himself start to harden, but just as he got up to see if she was interested, a man slid into the chair next to Tom.

“What the...?” Tom jerked back, his hand going to his gun.

“I don’t want trouble.” The stranger was a toothpick of a man with an expensive haircut and cheap clothes. He made all Tom’s instincts start screaming as he dropped an envelope on the table. Then he held up his hands in surrender. Tom didn’t trust the gesture. The meanest little shit Tom had ever met was a wiry man who’d had a thing for knives, but this guy moved like an office worker.

“What the fuck do you want?” Tom leaned forward, crowding into the man’s personal space.

The guy started sweating. He was acting like an escaped slave, searching the shadows all rabbit-like, for boogeymen. “I wanted to show you something.”

Tom narrowed his eyes. “If you’re some perv who’s about to pull his pecker out, I really don’t have a problem cutting it off,” he warned. From the way the man turned bright red and started spluttering, that hadn’t been his plan. Tom crossed his arms and leaned back, waiting for some sort of explanation. The twit’s hands shook as he reached for the envelope.

“No, I wouldn’t— You—” He stopped and took a deep breath. “There are things you need to know.” He pulled out a display unit. It was one of those disposable units that stored a certain number of pictures, and when you were done, you wiped and tossed the whole thing. Smugglers loved to use them because the cops couldn’t retrieve images of the illegal goods once the memory was wiped.

“You got something to say, you should say it to Captain Ramsay,” Tom said as the little man turned the unit on and pushed it toward him.

“Maybe he’s not the best man for the job. After all, he has to follow orders.”

“So do I,” Tom said, but the image on the screen was distracting him. It was Da’shay. Her long black hair was braided, and she had a big honking knife in one hand and a gun in the other. After years in the Corps, Tom knew what a man or woman looked like when enjoying the kill, and Da’shay had that look. Blood was smeared across her simple, tight uniform. Tom hadn’t ever seen her touch a weapon or wear anything other than those silly dresses of hers, but there was something in the way she held her body that told him this wasn’t some photo patch job. This was Da’shay.

“This from her file?” Tom flipped the unit over and used a thumbnail to pop off the cover to the power source. If someone wanted to tamper with a disposable unit, he had to disconnect the unit power and jack in an alternative power source while he edited the pictures. Tom sure didn’t have those sorts of skills, but he could spot tampering like that easy enough. This unit, however, hadn’t been rigged up. Tom clicked the cover back in place and turned the unit over again.

He poked the controls for the next image. This one showed more of the background. Wire pens were crammed in under a bulkhead. This wasn’t one of the legal slave pens on the colonies—in those places they put collars on people and paraded them around. This was a smuggler taking slaves to some illegal work camp in free space where the boss would deny he had slaves while slowly starving them to death because they weren’t valuable enough to feed. Each pen had a body in it, some curled up and others splayed out in a grotesque sprawl, but they all had drool and foam staining their mouths. Tom had seen ships like this.

“Da’shay ain’t the one who killed those.” Tom pointed to the cages. Those people had been poisoned. He’d seen other slaves with that white foam at the corners of their mouths, their limbs twisted into inhuman shapes as they struggled for air. It wasn’t something he ever wanted to see again. Most likely, a Corps ship had hailed the slavers, and they had killed the cargo to avoid having the extra life signs on board.

“No, but she killed others.”

“Ain’t like genta are saints. They’re just as likely to kill as a human. Maybe not for the same reasons, I suppose.” Tom shrugged and studied the pictures. If someone had used the unit to take a picture of something that’d been cobbled together, he’d see a stray shadow, a missing shadow, an odd angle that didn’t make any sense. The scene was shocking, but every instinct Tom had said it was real.

“This...this woman is a devil.” The little man reached over and flipped to the next picture for Tom.

Holy hell. Tom wasn’t even sure how many smugglers he was looking at because the way the bodies had been cut into pieces and scattered around made calculating a mite bit more difficult. “You’re saying that she did this?” Tom turned to the next image, and Da’shay was clutching her gun the way a child might hold a stuffed bear, but with the other hand she was swinging her knife toward some guy who wore a panicked expression. That was one less smuggler Tom had to worry about arresting. From this angle, Tom spotted the tears in her plain gray uniform. Some of the blood covering her was her own. That made sense because in a small space with the hull ricocheting the bullets around, she’d have to be a ghost to avoid getting shot at least a few times.

“She took care of the smugglers,” Tom said. Unless he was mistaking the interior of one ship for another, and he could be if the ships were from the same class, she had been in the ship with the dead slaves. He was all for shooting people when they were on the wrong side of the law. He looked again at Da’shay’s face. She was taking too much joy in killing these people. It bothered him, but not enough to talk about crew with this pencil-necked twerp.

“You want someone to see this, then you show Ramsay.” Tom pushed the display away.

The man leaned in, his voice low. “The smugglers were calling the Corps captain, begging to surrender. By the time crew got there, there wasn’t a smuggler left alive.”

Tom shrugged. “Not my business, but seeing what those smugglers do affects some people. She wouldn’t be the first to blow up a ship full of assholes.” Tom studied the man. “Ain’t sure what you want me to do about this.” He thumbed the unit to the next picture, and Da’shay was standing there with such a blank look on her face that he felt chills up his spine. He remembered the feel of her finger running over his cheek and shivered.

“From what I hear, she almost blew you up, and you didn’t do anything to stop her.”

Tom fisted his hands. “She didn’t set the bomb.”

“No, but if your engineer had left the intake vents open, that explosion would have swept through the Kratos. And certain government officials and your captain aren’t doing anything to hold her accountable.”

“There’s a real old saying. It goes, ‘That’s above my pay grade.’” Tom smirked at the man and leaned back in his chair. This conversation was making him more than a little uncomfortable, especially given that Ramsay wasn’t always logical about Da’shay. Tom wondered if this incident with the slavers had anything to do with it. The captain had a soft spot for anyone who hated slaving. Up until now, Tom thought maybe Ramsay had a history with her. Ramsay was getting a little long in the tooth, and genta didn’t show their age. It could be they were buddies from the Casslit War. That had been a bad business with the casslit taking entire worlds as slaves or just wiping them out from space. Humans had fought back with a fury the aliens hadn’t expected. For the most part, genta had stayed out of the actual fighting, preferring to seek profits by selling weapons. But Da’shay wasn’t most genta, so she might have been in on the fighting.

That also might explain why she’d lost her mind and gone after a ship full of murdering slavers. Some of the survivors of the front lines, like Ramsay, weren’t ever the same after that. Tom just didn’t understand why the captain wouldn’t sit down and explain some of this. It wasn’t like Tom was Eli, some shiny new recruit that couldn’t be trusted yet.

For a long time, the man studied Tom. “I’m willing to bet that you’re not the sort to let friends get killed because of orders. Your captain has orders. But this is what you need to ask yourself.” He scooted his chair closer. “What would have happened to that engineer if she’d had the vents open?” Tom didn’t answer as he thought about hot, poisonous steam filling the ventilation, all pouring down onto Becca who wouldn’t have been able to get free.

Blowing up him and the captain was one thing. They were soldiers, but until this moment, it hadn’t occurred to Tom how close Becca had come to dying. Killing someone who didn’t even have her hand on a weapon felt mighty wrong. “What would have happened if your captain or the sergeant hadn’t taken shelter in the smugglers’ ship? I read the reports, and from what I can see, you four barely survived Da’shay’s latest spell. But I’m telling you now. She’s not an innocent. She plays sweet and gets men to trust her. That’s true of Captain Ramsay, just like all these other men she wrapped around her finger with that damaged and helpless act of hers.” The guy tapped the image of the cut-up smugglers. “Only two kinds on a smuggling ship like this, crew and cargo. The cargo is all dead, so what do you suppose she is?”

“Crew’s all dead too,” Tom pointed out, but he felt doubt start to gnaw at him. If she’d been cargo, she’d be in a cage even a genta couldn’t get out of. Besides, he never had heard of anyone trying to slave out a genta. They were too unpredictable and too fucking dangerous. They’d take a job and mostly follow orders until they decided not to and walked away, but slaves didn’t get to do the walking away. Trying to stop a genta from leaving was more than a little fatally stupid. So most likely she’d been crew. She’d eaten with those people she later hacked to pieces.

Tom didn’t like this. He’d survived his stepfather, basic training, and sixteen years of policing parts of the universe most soldiers tried to avoid, and one bomb had just about blown him up. Didn’t feel right. And looking at the expression on Da’shay’s face—looking at the utter joy as she cut into human beings—it did seem to make it more likely that she’d had something to do with the bomb. At the very least, she knew it was there, and she hadn’t cared enough about their lives to do anything about it.

The man lowered his voice to a barely audible whisper. “The people I work for think Da’shay is out of control.”

“Then tell her to fuck off,” Tom suggested. From the quality of the images and the fact that a Command crew was visible in a few of the pictures as they picked up the bodies, Tom was guessing that some faction of Command was giving him this intel. They didn’t like Captain Ramsay’s choice of crew, and maybe Tom agreed, but an official order of exile would end the problem. Exiling genta always worked. No one knew where they went. Maybe to the colonies and maybe back home to where the species had first come from and where their pureblood progenitors lived. Maybe they killed themselves; Tom didn’t care. He just knew that if a genta was told to go away, it did. If someone up the chain of Command told her to get lost, she would.

“Certain people want to keep her around. You understand our problem?”

Sucking air through his front teeth, Tom looked around at the room. Yeah, he understood. Some Commander didn’t mind having Da’shay around even if she was violent and dangerous.

“We have reason to believe that you’re an intelligent enough man to find a solution,” the man said in an unctuous tone.

Tom gave the man a shitty look. He wasn’t dumb enough to fall for that kind of flattery. Compliment him on his shooting and he’d believe it. He had no idea how to handle this mess.

The little man leaned closer. “On Ishum, your captain’s hover was hit with a grenade blast. It knocked him out while the crew went into a fight with a mercenary named Pada.”

Tom scratched his chest. “I remember.”

“Yes, and it seems rather convenient that the captain was incapacitated.”

With a shrug, Tom stared at the man, daring him to make whatever connections he wanted. Tom had filed his report, and he was sticking by it.

“You suggested that one of Pada’s men got a lucky hit with a grenade launcher,” the man said.

“Happens,” Tom said. “Yesterday, I shot two men dead from five thousand meters out.”

“Yes, but that seems unlikely since Pada was paying the captain to pull his men back at the last second. That was the third time your crew had Pada cornered, and yet it was the first time you managed to capture even one of the mercenaries. Captain Severn’s accident was very well timed. Your cover story, however, could use some help.”

If Command knew Tom had turned on one of his previous captains, they’d arrest him for treason and throw him under the jail. He’d lived with the fear of arrest for years, especially since Command had transferred him to a new ship days after the incident. But in the last six years, he thought he’d put that bit of treason to rest. Now the familiar panic returned. They knew. They knew, and not even killing this flea of a man would change the fact that someone had written down in a report that Tom had turned on his commanding officer.

Tom leaned forward. “You have something to say, you say it. Otherwise, you go away, because you’re bugging me, and you would not like to find out how I deal with annoyances.” The fear in the man’s eyes was enough to make Tom feel better about this situation.

“You’re a survivor. We happen to think you’re smart enough to see that getting rid of Da’shay is the only way for you and the crew to survive.” The man’s gaze darted around the room as if he expected cops to jump out at him. “We also think your captain can’t do anything...not without disobeying direct orders. But no one has given you specific orders. Don’t you see? We’re trying to protect you and Captain Ramsay.”

“Yeah, because you care so much for us.” Tom crossed his arms and dared the little man to try to say that.

“No, we don’t. We do, however, want to stop more disasters before the Command and the government end up with a big black eye. This genta massacred a crew begging for help and then stood by while terrorists nearly blew up a Corps crew. If the press got that, we would care very much about that.”

“Are you trying to set me up? You recording this? What, do you want me to say I’ll turn on the Corps? Is that what you’re looking to get on tape?” Tom leaned closer so any microphone would pick up his next words. “I ain’t turning traitor. So run along, little man.” Giving the man a feral smile, Tom watched to see what the man would do now. Ramsay didn’t let Tom do undercover much since Tom didn’t always have a good hold on where the entrapment line was, but he knew for a fact that a statement of outright refusal meant a cop was on mighty shaky grounds with recorded evidence.

“No recordings. I don’t want this recorded any more than you do.” The man crowded in so close Tom could practically smell the fear. “Look at it this way—we want you to consider something. Just consider it. You don’t have to do anything, but maybe if you have a few resources, you might find a way to make the right choice.”

“You think so?”

The man took a deep breath. “I know it. Look at her. She’s a killer.”

Tom looked down at the display. The man poked at this display so the images blurred until he landed on the one where Da’shay was looking around the bloodstained room with undisguised glee. “Look at her.”

Tom rested his hand on the butt of his gun and thought about that. Genta were an odd lot, but Tom hadn’t ever seen one get that violent. Like most people, if you pushed ’em, they’d push back, kill even, but the glee on Da’shay’s face as she’d swung that knife was a terrifying thing.

“There’s something wrong with her, and too many people are willing to treat her like a nuclear weapon—dangerous but controllable if you have the right safety equipment. However, if she’s walking around, do you really think she’s controlled?” The man hit the Forward button on the display several times. Eventually Tom recognized the Kratos. From the angle, the picture had been taken from a satellite, and the image was a little grainy from being enlarged, but he could recognize the ship’s lines anywhere. She was sitting in the middle of a burned-out field with another ship next to her lying on its side with one of the wings ripped and twisted.

Da’shay stood in the middle, her clothes burned off and her skin blackened by the fire. For a human, that would have been fatal, but Tom could see from her body language she was calm.

“You’re in the ship at this point. You and your captain and sergeant.” The man poked his finger at the damaged freighter. “Becca is pushing every Panic button on the bridge and calling for help so loud she’d convinced half the system the universe was being invaded by some new alien life form, and Da’shay is walking around. Now someone who knows how to survive... Is he going to get back on a ship with her?”

Right now, the man had just about convinced Tom to walk away from his pension to avoid doing exactly that, but he suspected this man and his employers wanted something else out of him. “What sort of resources do you think I need?” Tom asked.

The man sighed with relief. Rubbing his hand across his sweaty face, he nodded. “Good. Good,” he muttered.

“Ain’t promising anything,” Tom warned. He looked around for anyone who might be this twerp’s backup, but everyone in here looked to be up to no good, which was normal enough for this place.

“No promises, and you aren’t agreeing to do anything,” the man quickly answered. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a small disk. “This is a transmitter. We only want to keep track of Da’shay—where she is, what’s she’s doing.”

Tom took the small metal disk. It was an Agni series bug, one of the later ones, from the WL or HL lines. “What she’s saying and what people are saying to her,” Tom added. The L lines all used audio signals that a microchip compacted and then broadcast in a tiny burst on a regular schedule. That was why they were so big. This one was almost as big as the fingernail on Tom’s pinky finger. “I ain’t taking that on the Kratos.” He grabbed the man by the front of his shirt, but in this bar, no one even bothered pretending to look shocked at the physical violence. An audio signal from inside the Kratos was a security breach that made blowing up your captain look like a child’s prank.

“No, no, I wouldn’t expect you to.” The little man’s voice rose a couple of octaves. “When she’s on the ship, you can keep that in an electronic safe. That’s fine. We only want to know what she’s doing when she goes wandering off on her own. We want to know if other people are going to end up like that crew.” The man looked down toward the display. “Command thinks she’s not going to do that again, but I say that what a person does once, he’s likely to do again. You were smart enough to protect yourself and your crewmates against Captain Severn. I’m hoping you’ll do that again.”

Tom narrowed his eyes and studied him. “So, you think I’m smart enough to know how to keep myself alive?”

The man nodded frantically.

“You tell me Da’shay is violent, and we both know she’s genta-strong, and you think someone who knows how to protect his own skin would conspire against that? Someone in your organization has a few screws loose.” Tom pulled the man even closer so their faces were inches from each other. The man grabbed at Tom’s shoulders, but there was no way he could physically fight his way free.

“You aren’t doing anything. Your hands are clean. We’ll do everything. This is just a way to minimize the risk to others. Your hands are clean.” The man’s words tumbled out in a raw panic, and Tom pushed the man back into his own chair. White-knuckled hands clung to the arms of the chair, and the man stared at Tom the way someone might look at a wild tiger.

That made Tom smile. “I don’t turn on crew.”

“This isn’t... She isn’t safe. We only want to know where she is, and when she’s on your ship, we do. So keep that in a shielded location, that’s fine. But when you’re on shore, think about all the times she goes missing for hours.”

What Tom was thinking about was all the times Da’shay and Becca disappeared together for hours. He had to admit that gave him some cause for concern. He might not feel badly about those slavers, but for someone to be that violent usually meant they had a serious mental issue. Tom had worked with plenty of crewmates like that. The Casslit War meant there was a whole generation of folk that weren’t right in the head. And sometimes you didn’t rightly know what would set them off. He didn’t like the idea of Becca being around that kind of danger, but he didn’t have any illusion that he could talk her into avoiding Da’shay either.

“Hand it over then.” Tom picked up his drink and tossed it back. The vodka burned all the way down.

The man reached out with a trembling hand and put a small silver disk on the table. “Press the center and little hooks will grab any porous surface—wood, cloth, foam, unsealed—”

“I know what ‘porous’ means. Idiot.” Tom slammed his glass down on the table and grabbed the small disk.
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Chapter Four
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The next morning came too damn soon considering Tom hadn’t managed much sleep. He nodded to the tech that was checking the lines to the Kratos. The woman nodded back and kept running her checks. Becca could do all this, but after Becca had seen the rest of the crew get blown up, the captain had given her a little downtime. If Tom was lucky, she might spend it with him. If he was real unlucky, she was with Da’shay. The images of the slaver massacre had featured strongly in Tom’s dreams when he got back to his bunk.

Maybe he could tempt Becca into picking him. And if it led to more, he wouldn’t be sorry for that. There were hover races in the afternoon or the junkyard had lots of good pickings this time of month, right after the Corps ships got upgrades. Tom had seen Becca heading out there more than once, so maybe she’d like a little help carrying back some of the heavier parts. He was guessing she was building her own atmosphere hopper or maybe even a shuttle. Took brains to know how to do something like that, but Becca had those to spare. Hell, she’d gotten through the engineering academy.

Leaning against the side of the Kratos, Tom hit his communicator. “Becca, you in there?”

“Tom?”

“Who else does it sound like?” Tom flinched. That had been a bad opening. “You feel like getting out of the ship for a while?” The dock’s tall blast wall created shade that hid half the ship, and Tom started wandering toward the sunlight. The ship sat on a thirty-five-degree angle with her nose to the sky and her thrusters to the thick blast wall designed to give the ship’s engines something to shove against. It meant the bunks weren’t exactly comfortable and the passageways all turned and angled in ways that made it hard to walk. She should jump at a chance to get out of there.

“Um, sure,” Becca finally answered. “You got any particular place in mind?”

“I ain’t particular. You want to go to that junkyard you like picking through?”

“The junkyard?” Becca sounded confused now. Tom wasn’t doing this right and he wasn’t exactly sure why.

“If you have some place else in mind, say it,” Tom said, his voice sharper than he meant. He blamed lack of sleep.

“Cupcakes,” Da’shay said brightly.

Tom just about slammed his head into the Kratos’s wing when he spun around to see Da’shay walking up behind him. “God damn it.” Her long hair was gone, but short black curls had already grown out in the two weeks since the explosion. Maybe it was his imagination that her skin looked a little bluer and a little less green, but other than that, he couldn’t tell she’d been standing at ground zero not long ago.

“Damn cupcakes would be hot,” Da’shay announced in the world’s worst attempt at humor. “You’d burn your tongue, lingual frenulum, and palatoglossal arch.” She had a very intense expression.

Shit. He hadn’t wanted to see her. If he could avoid being around her, he wouldn’t have to think about the small disk in his pocket. He could just wait until the ship received their orders and drop it in the trash. The problem was that Tom could drop it in the trash now, but he hadn’t. He kept it, fingering it when he thought about how much damage she could do if she had a violent spell. Da’shay stopped her wandering and looked at Tom with a small smile that gave him the creeps.

The hull door slid open with a heavy thunk.

“Tom! You okay?” Becca was there with a gun in hand. Tom stared up at her, trying to figure out what she was doing.

A new voice called, “What’s wrong?” Tom looked over to see Ramsay closing in on him.

“Don’t know,” Tom answered. “Becca’s taken to answering the door half dressed with a gun in hand.” He gestured up to where she stood with her shirt unbuttoned. The fabric only hid her breasts because luck and gravity made the shirt drape right. She gave a short yelp and then vanished back into the ship.

“What the hell?” Ramsay asked loudly.

“Captain, he was cursing and banging into the ship, and I just thought—” Becca called from inside. Ramsay turned to give Tom a weary look.

“What?” Tom demanded. He hadn’t done anything.

“Why were you out here cursing?”

“Da’shay was stupid enough to come up behind me and startle me.” Tom glared at the woman. Da’shay ran her hand over the line of rivets along the side of the Kratos and walked on her tiptoes. She looked at him and twitched her body sensuously. Tom froze. He liked women who made the first move, but this seemed like a particularly odd time to go issuing invitations.

For a second, Ramsay stared. “Frieden, in six years I don’t remember you being this outright rude with anyone. Get your attitude under control.”

Tom had been worse with others, but he knew to keep it away from the captain or any officer for that matter. Captain Ramsay crossed his arms and gave Tom a sharp glare—one that promised Tom would be scraping the undersides of deckplates with a hand knife if he didn’t watch his tongue.

“It just seems like someone who understands the danger of startling a soldier should avoid sneaking up on a man like that.”

Da’shay smiled at him, and the look had equal parts danger and salacious allure. There was no reason for her to be feeling either, but then genta weren’t known for their logic. “I said cupcake.” She lifted her chin and stared at Tom, aggression starting to stain her every move.

“Given that she’s not exactly on the logical side, I ain’t so sure she’s reliable to have around as crew.” Tom had never openly questioned Ramsay’s crew choices before—after all, the man had taken a chance on him. But if Da’shay went down the road, that solved a whole parcel of problems Tom was carrying around. Seeing as how he’d been at the captain’s side for six years, he expected his concern to carry some weight. However, as he watched Ramsay’s expression, Tom could tell that wasn’t the way the captain was seeing it.

“Seems like you shouldn’t be taking shots at other people’s reliability, Tom.” Ramsay got quiet. “Actually, seems like I shouldn’t either, but that would be why I don’t do it.” The captain was mad, but this time, Tom was right.

“I’m reliable enough. You never had cause to doubt that I had your back,” Tom said. “And I figure that gives me a right to point out that I do have cause to worry about my back. She wanders off, and I know that’s a real genta thing to do, but I ain’t so sure it’s in our best interests to have her as crew.”

Ramsay was visibly taken back, and he seemed to think that over. “Another captain looking at your records might decide you were more of a danger to a ship than Da’shay over there, but I chose you, just like I chose Da’shay. My ship, my instincts, my rules. Now, if I asked you to go into an op and use her as backup, I might see where you had a problem, but as it is, she’s my choice as second pilot.”

Tom frowned. “You chose her?” He could understand if the captain had been ordered to take Da’shay in and didn’t veto the order, but picking her didn’t make much sense.

Ramsay spent a lot of time looking at Tom as if he was trying to figure something out. “I picked her, Tom. Same as I picked you when I saw your record. Hell, I had to talk her into joining us.”

“Crew is always crew,” Da’shay said solemnly. “Until they fuck up.”

Tom glared at her. “Not telling us about that bomb is fucking up.” He didn’t say it, but not telling them about her habit of losing her temper and slaughtering people was another. He wanted to tell Ramsay, but he didn’t have any evidence and clearly the captain planned to take her side unless Tom had something incontrovertible.

Ramsay sighed and ran a hand across his face. “You are stubborn as a rutting bull, aren’t you? Well let me make this real simple, Tom. She’s crew. You back off, or I’m going to start thinking you don’t trust me enough to follow orders, and that’s one place you don’t want me to go.”

In the face of Ramsay and Da’shay’s alliance, Tom felt a helpless rage well up. Six years he’d followed Ramsay, but the man wasn’t listening to anything he said. Da’shay turned away from Ramsay and studied Tom.

Ramsay shouted into the ship, “Becca, you coming out? I don’t really want the ship open if you’re not at the hatch.”

Becca appeared at the opening. “Sorry about that. I grabbed the first shirt I found when Tom bellowed, and it wasn’t exactly clean. I had to change. So, are we going somewhere?” She sat down in the hatch and dangled her legs out the door. Tom felt his jaw getting sore from clenching it.

This was a perfect chance to offer to lift her down instead of waiting for the dock ramp to extend. Instead of Tom having that chance, Ramsay was standing right there, holding his arms out for Becca. His hands slid over her rounded waist, and then he lifted her and set her on the ground. She landed with a little bounce and smiled at Ramsay. As much as Tom respected Ramsay, he’d never hated him quite so much. And then there was Da’shay. If she hadn’t jumped out and startled him, he wouldn’t have made such a mess out of things.

Tom glanced over and Da’shay was still staring at him oddly. “Force the follicle through telogen phase into the anagen phase so that dermal papilla produce keratin,” Da’shay proclaimed grandly.

“What?” Ramsay asked. At least that saved Tom from asking the same damn question.

“Hair, Captain,” Becca said with a smile. She held her arm out, and Da’shay slid closer until the two women could lock arms. “She’s talking about regrowing hair. Are you going to keep it curly like that? It looks really pretty.”

Tom didn’t know genta could control shit like that—then again, he hadn’t ever cared.

“Disulfide bonds,” Da’shay offered. It sounded like gobbledygook to Tom, but Becca smiled wider.

“It looks nice,” she said firmly. “Doesn’t it look nice?” Becca looked from Ramsay to Tom and back.

“Looks fine,” Ramsay said a little helplessly. “I’ve got reports to write.”

“Oh, Captain! Tom was just saying we should do things as crew, and Eli isn’t here, and now you’re talking about leaving.” Becca looked up at him with this pleading expression that Tom figured he’d cut off a finger to have directed his way. Even worse, the look was working on Ramsay. He looked around as if he was searching for someone to save him, but he didn’t go walking off, which is what Tom wanted.

“Are we going to go to that junkyard you like?” Tom asked. Maybe if the captain knew Becca wanted some hard labor done, that would scare him off. Tom figured he could outshine Ramsay about any day of the week when it came to lifting something big and heavy.

“Junkyard?” Ramsay looked at Becca, and now she was studying the ground, her face turning red. She was fair, about as fair as a person could get seeing as how she sat inside all day, and now the pink rose to her cheeks. Only, Tom wasn’t sure why she was blushing.

“A shiny new spider to scamper across the skies,” Da’shay offered.

“Not to sound undereducated, but...what?” Ramsay asked again.

“I’m building a ship,” Becca said softly. “I mean, I’m not going to finish for years and years, and maybe never because a quantum string stabilizer is really expensive. I thought of maybe doing an atmosphere jumper, but I’m not really good at flying in air. It’s like walking in soup. Really thick soup. The whole thing is probably stupid.”

“Nothing you do is stupid,” Tom said. The smile Becca gave him in return made him forget how frustrated he was. “You’re about the smartest person I know.”

“Thank you, Tom.” She practically preened like the roosters on the farm where Tom had grown up. “That means a lot. And if I ever finish my ship, you will be the first one to get a ride.”

Tom smiled. “Ain’t going to turn that down. Only maybe I should do the landing.” He watched as all Becca’s joy evaporated. He opened his mouth, desperate to take the words back, but he couldn’t. They were out there, and nothing he did would erase them. “I didn’t mean it like that,” he hurried to add. “It’s just that I’m a bit nervous after—” Tom stopped when he caught sight of the glare Ramsay was giving him. He changed tactics again. “It wasn’t your fault that we all about got blown up when you were flying.” Becca lost the last of the color in her face, and Tom felt a quiet, desperate panic circling in his stomach. “Da’shay is more to blame than you.”

“Tom!” Ramsay snapped. Instead of looking any happier, Becca was looking at Tom as if he were a bug on the bottom of her shoe, and only Da’shay was still smiling at him.

Becca was a good foot shorter than Tom, but she moved in on him, poking her finger into his stomach with a fury Tom hadn’t seen before. “That wasn’t Da’shay’s fault. Just because she was having trouble explaining what was in the crate doesn’t mean she wasn’t trying to help. She was right there with the crate, so don’t you go talking about her like she set the bomb and then ran away.”

“I never said she set the bomb.” Tom looked toward Ramsay.

“Becca,” Ramsay said with a sigh.

“Captain, tell him to stop saying mean things about Da’shay. Sometimes she doesn’t explain things well, but she got blown up worse than any of us.”

Tom opened his mouth to tell them what else Da’shay had been up to, but the little man had wiped the display and Tom didn’t have any proof about what he saw. Ramsay wasn’t reacting the way Tom expected. He was taking Da’shay’s side.

Ramsay stepped forward. “Becca, maybe today isn’t a good time for everyone to go out together. You and Da’shay should go somewhere nice, somewhere you can get pampered a bit because you know our next assignment is going to come in quick.”
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