

[image: Cover]




  	
	    
	      Also by Lesli Richardson

	    

      
	    
          
	      Bleacke Shifters

          
        
          
	          A Bleacke Mating: A Bleacke Shifters Story

          
        
          
	          Bleacke's Geek

          
        
          
	          Geek Chic

          
        
          
	          A Bleacke Wind

          
        
          
	          Bleacke Spirit

          
        
          
	          A Bleacke Christmas

          
        
          
	          Geek-Speak

          
        
          
	          Bleacke Expectations

          
        
          
	          Bleacke Moments

          
        
          
	          Bleacke Shifters Box Set 1

          
        
          
	          Bleacke Shifters Box Set 2: Books 4-5 (Bleacke Spirit, A Bleacke Christmas)

          
        
          
	          A Bleacke Meeting: A Bleacke Shifters Story

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Deep Space Mission Corps

          
        
          
	          Love at First Bight

          
        
          
	          Bightmares

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Determination Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Dignity

          
        
          
	          Diligence

          
        
          
	          Desire

          
        
          
	          Determination Trilogy Box Set: Dignity, Diligence, Desire

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Devastation Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Dirge

          
        
          
	          Solace

          
        
          
	          Release

          
        
          
	          Devastation Trilogy Box Set: Dirge, Solace, Release

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Devout Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Sacred

          
        
          
	          Profane

          
        
          
	          Penance

          
        
          
	          Devout Trilogy Box Set: Sacred, Profane, Penance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Governor Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Governor

          
        
          
	          Lieutenant

          
        
          
	          Chief

          
        
          
	          Yes, Governor: A Governor Trilogy Novella

          
        
          
	          Pet: A Governor Trilogy Novel

          
        
          
	          Governor Trilogy Box Set: Governor, Lieutenant, Chief

          
        
          
	          Governor Trilogy Omnibus

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Inequitable Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Indiscretion

          
        
          
	          Innocent

          
        
          
	          Incisive

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Love Slave for Two

          
        
          
	          Love Slave for Two: Beginnings (A Love Slave for Two Prequel)

          
        
          
	          Love Slave for Two

          
        
          
	          Love Slave for Two: Family Matters

          
        
          
	          Dead Moon Rising

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Maudlin Falls

          
        
          
	          How Many Times Do I Have to Say I'm Sorry?

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Maxim Colonies

          
        
          
	          Jailmates

          
        
          
	          Farborn

          
        
          
	          Saudade

          
        
          
	          Maxim Colonies Box Set 1: Jailmates, Farborn, & Saudade

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Space Confederation

          
        
          
	          Fierce Radiance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Suncoast Society

          
        
          
	          Safe Harbor

          
        
          
	          Home at Last

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Erotic Misadventures of Penelope Stylus

          
        
          
	          Penny Dreadful

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Great Turning

          
        
          
	          The Great Turning

          
        
          
	          The Great Turning: Into the Turn

          
        
          
	          The Great Turning: Future Ages

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Triple Trouble

          
        
          
	          Steam

          
        
          
	          Trouble Comes in Threes

          
        
          
	          Storm Warning

          
        
          
	          Three Dog Night

          
        
          
	          Boiling Point

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Of Boardwalks and Bison

          
        
          
	          Poly

          
        
          
	          Acquainted With the Night

          
        
          
	          Cross Country Chaos

          
        
          
	          Blow Shit Up!: A Guide to Method, Mayhem, Madness, and Magic for Writers Stuck in a Rut

          
        
          
	          Heartquake: A Snowed-In Reverse Harem Story

          
        
          
	          Sarasota Steam

          
        
          
	          Sunset Hearts

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Lesli Richardson’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


​They called her the Ice Queen…




Tragedy defined starship captain Aine Lorcan's early life. Orphaned twice, as a result she buries herself in her work and earns her "Ice Queen" nickname. Fiercely driven and independent, the only thing to outshine that is her brilliant intellect. When she's seriously injured crash-landing on a deserted planet during a raider attack, it's annoyingly handsome and self-assured Act’huran commander Sammuel Jorvis who rescues her.

Sammuel and his partner, Ker, have searched to find the perfect third to complete them. At first, Aine tries to fight the attraction she feels for the smug commander before giving in to his sinfully hot brand of persuasion. When she meets Ker, it cements her growing love for the men and her feeling of belonging. But it also means leaving behind the Confederation and the only life she's known.

When duty calls and the Confederation attempts to coax Aine back with her dream command, she wages a war of conscience. Stay with the men she's come to love and forever abandon the commission she's made her life's work, or fulfill the legacy her two fathers died to help her achieve? With lives and hearts on the line, will Aine’s love burn out, or can she live up to her reputation of a Fierce Radiance?
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​Chapter One




​Long, reddish-brown hair, matching the little girl’s large brown eyes, flowed past her shoulders. She giggled as her older brother, Agnath, playfully held a cookie just out of reach over her head.

“Jump for it, Little One. Aine, jump!” He teasingly drew out the first syllable of her name in his usual playful way.

Annnnnnya.

Their parents had given them old family names. Long ago he quit counting the times he had to correct people who wanted to spell her name “Anya.” She lived up to her name’s meaning—radiant. Aine was a radiant child, bringing smiles to those around her. Never petulant or bratty, always sweet and well-behaved, intelligent and curious.

She giggled as she snatched the treat from his hand, quickly drawing her arms in as he scooped her up and gave her the usual tickling before spinning her around.

“You’ll be a whole four years old next week, Little One. I’ll have to give you a birthday spanking.” He’d talked to his parents and found a simple recipe for a birthday cake to make for her without going over their usual food budget. Her birthday presents were already safely wrapped and stashed in a compartment in their bedroom closet.

“Nooo, Aggie!” she squealed as he spun her. “No spanking!” 

Agnath knew that even though he was only sixteen, she saw him as an adult through her little eyes. With his basic studies completed until the new dependents’ college campus opened on the planet in three years, his only responsibility while their parents worked long days as mine engineers was to care for his little sister and their home.

Not that he’d ever admit it to his friends, but he didn’t mind in the least. He loved his baby sister. He wanted her to have the carefree childhood he didn’t get. He’d never leave her to attend college off-planet, either. That would mean his parents would have to find someone else to care for her, and this wasn’t necessarily the safest planet to do that. Their contract bonuses wouldn’t kick in for at least two years, and that was only if the mine produced over the minimum threshold, so it wasn’t guaranteed.

No, Agnath didn’t mind taking care of Aine. Besides, he’d seen how cruel the universe could be. Holding on to a couple of extra years of Aine’s sweet childhood would help make up for his own losses.

He kissed the top of her head before gently setting her on her feet and holding out his hand. “Come on, Little One. We need to go home and start dinner.”

Their parents would return home from work in an hour. The Apaphax 4 diryllium mines ran shifts around the clock. Because they had young children on-planet with them, and because they had a little seniority in the company, Margo and Lyrill Padron could work the same shift during the day and be with their family in the evenings.

The two siblings walked down the hill from the bakery shop. Agnath carried a small cloth bag of fresh bread for their evening meal and his parents’ lunch the next day. They were almost home when a loud rumbling sound, followed by an earth-quaking explosion, shattered the relative quiet of the residential neighborhood kept separate from the mining company’s harsher processing and freight districts.

Aine jumped and let out a terrified scream. “What was that?”

He immediately scooped her into his arms and ran back up the hill. In the distance, beyond the barren valley that marked the start of the mining sector, an ominously large, dark cloud of smoke arose from behind the foothills.

From the direction of the mines.

Others stepped out of the shops and small company houses. Agnath walked over to Mr. Tansy, who ran the produce market. 

“What happened?” Agnath asked.

Grim-faced as the faint sound of warning sirens drifted across the valley to them, the grocer shook his head and glanced at the little girl cradled in Agnath’s arms. “Take her home, Aggie. Lock your doors.”

Agnath’s face drew tight. There’d been rumors of raiders hitting diryllium mines throughout the sector. With Confederation forces too far away to render assistance, the mining company had hired mercenary fighters to help, but they were slow to arrive.

Not to mention, sometimes mercs weren’t much better than raiders.

Aine dropped the remains of her cookie and wrapped her arms around her brother’s neck. “What’s wrong, Aggie?”

He nuzzled her nose with his. “Don’t worry, Little One. I’ll keep you safe. I promise.”

* * * * 

Agnath did as Mr. Tansy suggested. Praying all was well despite the disturbing development of finding communications circuits inoperable, the teen set about keeping his little sister occupied as he prepared their evening meal and kept her on her normal routine.

When his parents didn’t arrive at their usual time, he tried to distract Aine from looking out the windows by activating the protective shutters and setting the window replacement vids to an undersea program. The fish usually distracted her.

Not tonight.

She sat in her chair at the table, her brow furrowed with worry. He sat next to her and curled a lock of her long hair around his finger. “You keep frowning like that and your face will freeze that way, Little One.”

“Are they hurt?”

Nearing dark outside, and still no word from their parents.

And the communication circuits were still out, too.

Not long before, Aggie had heard the rumble of large vehicles pass in the street outside their house, a discordant and unusual sound at any time of day, and especially eerie now.

He didn’t want to worry her, but he also didn’t want to lie to her. “I don’t know, Little One. Let’s not think like that. You need to eat.”

He finally coaxed her into eating half of what she normally did and bribed her with an extra helping of fruit pudding for dessert. Three hours past sunfall, a soft knock sounded on their door.

By then, Aine was distracted watching a vid in the den. Agnath took hold of the plasma pistol before he looked through the peephole. Their neighbor, Jahn Darxon, stood on their stoop and looked nervous and filthy. He worked in the mines with their parents.

Agnath quickly let him in and quietly shut the door behind him. In his heart, though, he already knew. If his parents were safe they would have found a way home or sent word for their children not to worry.

“Tell me what happened,” the teen demanded without hesitation.

Jahn grimly shook his head. “I’m sorry, Aggie. Raiders. Me and ten others got out because we were on the far side of the complex near a transport vehicle. Bastards blasted the main shaft.” He swallowed hard. “Your parents were still inside, on their way up. The hit destroyed the lift system. I’m so sorry. Everyone else died besides us. Over three hundred. We didn’t get any advanced warning. They must have taken the comms satellites out.”

Agnath tersely nodded, trying to remember the secret talk his parents had with him not weeks earlier. What to do, how to best care for the baby.

How to be the man of the family should something happen to them. His father suspected a possible raider strike on the mine but hadn’t been able to evacuate their family from the planet any earlier without available outgoing passenger transports.

None in their budget, anyway.

“What next?” Aggie asked. “There’s been no communications at all.”

“A group of mercenary fighters arrived and drove most of the raiders off, but there’s talk of the raiders coming back with reinforcements, maybe some left here planet-side. The mercenaries are a very small troop. The merc leader told the district president that their back-ups are several days away. Confederation forces at least two weeks or longer, but they’re en route.”

“Are they evacuating the families?”

“They can’t yet. The raiders destroyed the main transports at the passenger depot. Freighters aren’t allowed to take us since the raiders were mostly driven off. Confederation doesn’t consider it a ‘dire emergency.’ The mercs are in a small troop jumper. They’re hoping they can get us all out in two days, but you need to get over to the eastern freight depot. They’ve got it heavily guarded. All the families are assembling there for the evac.”

“That’s on the other side of the district!”

“I know.” He looked past Agnath to the den doorway. Agnath turned and saw Aine standing there, clutching her stuffed bear in her arms.

“They’re not coming home, are they?” she asked.

When Aggie knelt down and motioned to her, she slowly drifted across the kitchen floor and took refuge in his arms. He hugged her tightly to him and closed his eyes all the while fighting his own tears. He shouldn’t cry in front of her. She needed him.

He promised his parents to protect her with his life.

Jahn dropped his voice. “I’m going across to Parton’s house. They both died. He once told me where he stashed his weapons. I’ll bring you something.”

Agnath nodded. “Thanks.” All he had was the customary plasma pistol. His father wasn’t a huge believer in weapons.

Hadn’t been, he corrected himself.

Jahn let himself out. Agnath stood, Aine in his arms, and backed against the door before fumbling for the lock.

Aine hadn’t cried yet, but her soft sniffling signaled the impending storm.

“Please don’t leave me, Aggie.”

His tears slipped down his cheeks as he kissed her forehead, her cheeks. “You’re all I’ve got in this world, Little One. You think I’ll leave you alone to finger paint the ceiling, think again.”

She laughed, but her tears started and they cried together until Jahn knocked again.

Agnath let him in. The man set a plasma rifle and three boxes of cartridges on the table. “I’ve got the rest. I need to find my brother’s kids.” He studied Aine, watching Agnath stroke her long hair. “Do you want some of my son’s old clothes for her?”

Agnath’s eyes snapped open in shock. Jahn’s grimly calculating look told the teen more than his unspoken words.

“Is it that bad?”

Jahn nodded. “I’ve heard some reports. Or rumors. I don’t know. Better safe than sorry. Don’t trust the mercs. Not with her.”

Agnath nodded.

Jahn left again and returned less than an hour later with a small satchel. “I wish I could take you kids with me, but now I have mine, my brother’s, and my wife’s sister’s kids to take care of. Thank the gods my wife had the day off.”

“I understand.” Agnath looked into the living room. Aine lay on the couch, where she cried herself to sleep a few minutes earlier. He’d already started packing as soon as she drifted off.

Jahn dropped his voice. “Get to the east freight depot. It’s rough going on foot, but you can make it in less than a day. They’ll keep you with her since you’re her only family. That’s the other reason I can’t take you with us, and you know that.”

Left unsaid, the Confederation rule that in emergencies where merc forces had been called in, healthy male residents sixteen or older could be forcibly conscripted—unless the sole caretaker of a minor child.

With both sets of grandparents dead, and with no aunts and uncles, they were alone.

* * * * 

Traveling at night with a small child would be too dangerous. If it was only him, he would have set out on foot immediately.

But he didn’t know the terrain well between their home and the freight depot, and didn’t want to risk getting shot by a merc, either. By early the next morning, after spending a sleepless night packing and preparing, Agnath had whittled down what he needed to take with them into a large knapsack. Knowing the little girl and that he’d likely have to carry her at some point, he didn’t take anything but bare necessities—the electronic cards holding all their family pictures and vids, their identity and custody documents, and extra plasma cartridges for the weapons. That would leave him able to carry their gear and her.

When he awoke her before dawn, he gave her a quick bath, fed her a light breakfast, and dressed her in Jahn’s son’s clothes. They were a little big on her, but once he bound her hair into a knot on top her head and stuck a knit cap on her, she would pass for a young boy.

Her face looked solemn. “Can I take my bear?”

“Of course you can.”

She threw her arms around his legs. She hadn’t asked him for details about what happened to their parents, hadn’t cried since last night. “I love you, Aggie! I’m never leaving you!”

He scooped her into his arms for a hug and a kiss before setting her on her feet. “I’m never leaving you, either, Little One.”

Praying that was a promise he could keep, he took one last look around their home before he shouldered the knapsack, holstered the pistol on his hip, and slung the rifle across his back. “Ready for an adventure?”

She hugged her bear and grabbed his hand. “We leaving?”

“Yes.” He sighed. “We have to.”

“Where are we going?”

Shoving away old and dark memories of fleeing planets with his parents when he was younger, he opted for the truth. “We have to walk to a freight depot for evacuation. And you must be very quiet and do everything I tell you to so we stay safe. Understand?”

She nodded.

He studied the maps one last time after packing and decided they could make the east freight depot in half a day, if they cut through the center of processing sector instead of skirting the more concealed wooded edges of it. It would be a more dangerous path, but in the long run it would lessen the risk to them both if it reduced their travel time and got them to the depot faster. There were no available land transports. His parents had taken theirs to the mine, as had most of the other workers.

Morning twilight still draped the shadows of the houses around theirs when they stepped outside onto their porch. Sadly, he locked the front door for the last time and took a pictures of it. He’d taken pictures inside the house last night, memories he knew Aine would want later in life.

Hopefully, she wouldn’t remember this escape. As harsh as it was to think it, he knew the insurance policy his parents had through the mining corporation would pay more than enough to get them a new life on a safe planet far from raiders, with plenty left over to fund college for both of them. Aine would never have to leave another home, unless she wanted to.

Expectantly, Aine looked up at him as she clutched her bear to her.

Sadly smiling down at her, he held out a hand. “Whispers only,” he said, doing just that. “If you hear noises, you stay quiet unless I tell you it’s okay to speak.”

She nodded and mimed locking her lips.

At least she could make him smile. With her hand securely in his, they struck off for the unknown.

After an hour, he heard explosions and deep rumblings in the distance ahead of them. They saw no one on the streets, the district eerily still around them. In the growing heat of the day, sweat ran down his back and darkened his shirt where it touched his skin.

Aine clutched her bear and huddled close to Agnath’s leg. Then he heard the sound of a vehicle.

He grabbed her hand and ducked around a fence behind an abandoned processing plant. A minute later, a loud, open rover carrying six well-armed men rolled by. From the looks of the vehicle and its occupants, they weren’t mercs.

Raiders.

They stopped half a block down and backed up.

“This way, I think. I know I saw something on the sensors.”

Agnath tried to stay calm. He unshouldered the pack, deactivated the safety on the rifle, and turned to Aine. “You know our hide and seek game?” he whispered.

She nodded, her eyes wide in fear.

“This isn’t a game anymore. You must be totally silent and stay here. Do not move, do not speak. No matter what happens. If I yell run, you run. Understand?”

She nodded again.

He crept around the corner and tried to keep his anger from ruining his aim. He laid the rifle barrel over the top of a packing crate and sighted on the back of the driver’s head. After a deep breath, he slowly let it out and squeezed the trigger.

The first shot took out the driver, and the vehicle spun out of control into a concrete barrier.

Seven more shots quickly finished off the other five men before they could free themselves from the rover’s wreckage. For extra measure, Agnath put an extra shot into the head of one who didn’t look badly injured, even though he wasn’t moving.

It felt good. At least the class he’d taken in weaponry and marksmanship the year before had paid off.

Aine, wide-eyed and trembling, still huddled in her hiding spot. Agnath reshouldered the pack but left the rifle at the ready. Scooping her into his arms, he kissed her forehead. “It’s okay, Little One.”

“Are they gone?”

“I took care of them. We must stay totally silent from this point forward. Understand? No talking.”

She nodded.

He forced a smile and rubbed noses with her. “My radiant little sister. You’re a very good girl, you know that?” Her hair had come loose and flowed down her shoulders, but he couldn’t take time to rebind it now.

She straightened her knit hat. “I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you, too, Little One. Let’s go.”

* * * * 

They encountered a merc checkpoint on the other side of the processing sector. Aggie thought about trying to skirt around it, but worried if he did that it might make him look more suspicious, and would take even more time.

As they approached, one man stepped forward. He had nasty grey eyes and wore a dirty, ragged merc uniform. Agnath didn’t like the way he eyed his baby sister.

“Where are you going, kid?”

Agnath turned slightly, putting himself between the man and Aine on his hip. “To the east freight depot with the other families. I was told we had to go there to wait for off-planet evac.”

The man’s eyes fell on Agnath’s weapons and narrowed, calculating. “How old are you?”

“Both our parents died yesterday at the mine. She’s my baby sister, and I’m her only family.”

“Answer my question!”

“He did.” Another man stepped forward, apparently in charge from the rank stripes on his better-kept uniform. He looked Agnath up and down, then nodded. “I’m sorry about your parents.”

“Thank you.”

“Let them through, Tamil,” he told the first man.

“Kid’s gotta be legal, and we’re short-handed!”

“I said let them through. Enough people died yesterday. Families destroyed. We don’t need help so bad we have to take a baby away from her brother.”

Aine stayed silent the whole time, her arms tight around Aggie’s neck. He adjusted her on his hip and stepped forward to the checkpoint, other mercs allowing them to pass.

As Agnath walked through, the second man caught up to him and hissed, “Cut her hair, dammit! There’s still several bands of raiders we haven’t got yet. You won’t make it to the freight depot if the raiders see her.” He pressed a sonic knife into the teen’s palm before returning to the checkpoint. “Good luck,” he called out as he raised his hand in farewell.

Agnath hurried away from the mercs and found a shadowed entryway on the back alley of another warehouse to stop in. He set Aine down and gave her a protein bar to eat and a bottle of water.

“What did that man mean about my hair?”

Agnath fought more tears. Aine was too damn young to learn about the universe like this. He remembered barely escaping from Tamarind Alpha with his parents seven years earlier when raiders attacked. For years, the fear in his parents’ faces until the rescue freighter lifted the mining families to safety had haunted his nightmares. It wasn’t the first evacuation he remembered, either.

At least during that one he hadn’t witnessed people being brutally murdered, like he had the one before.

Aine had been born on this rock. A supposedly safe rock until the raiders figured out the location of the carefully concealed diryllium mine.

Aine had never known fear or loss like he had. Their parents had hoped she never would, and at the end of their contract, they would have had more than enough to cash out and leave, settle somewhere safe.

That had been their plan.

Agnath took out the sonic knife and studied it in his hand. “Sit down and turn around. I need to cut your hair.”

As always, she complied without question or hesitation. He let his tears flow as he plaited her long hair one last time and put bands at the base and end of the braid to hold it. Then, carefully, he cut it free and safely tucked it into the pack. With that done he set about trimming a little more. Not a great haircut, choppy and ragged in places, but good enough to pass her as a boy.

When he finished he rubbed his face on his sleeve, drying his tears before letting her turn around. “Finished, Little One. The heat won’t bother you now.”

She felt her short hair. She never had a haircut before. Not like this. He’d only ever trimmed the ends to keep it neat.

“Why did he tell you to cut it?”

How much should I tell her? 

He needed her to feel a little fear, to keep her listening to him and not running off or making noises that could betray their position.

He pulled her into his lap. “Remember the first man at the checkpoint?”

“The bad man?”

Agnath’s heart chilled. Always perceptive, very precocious. Combined with her being tall for her age, most people thought she was at least two or three years older when they talked to her. She already read at a six-year-old level. “Yes. The bad man. Some bad men don’t treat little girls well. They don’t protect them. They abuse them and do mean things to them.”

She felt her hair again. “What about little boys?”

“Sometimes they do, sometimes they don’t. There’s less risk of trouble if people think you’re a boy.”

“Bad people?”

“Very bad people.”

She snuggled close and held her bear. “We won’t come back here, will we?”

“Never, Little One.”

“Tell me about the ships. About other planets.”

He remembered three planets before here. She’d never been off-planet, and it was one of her favorite things to ask him about, especially the transport ships. “We don’t have time, Aine. I’m sorry. Once we’re safe at the depot, then I’ll tell you all about the spaceships and other planets.” He forced a smile for her. “And then we can plan what kind of house we’d like to have.”

That coaxed a little smile from her. “Okay.”

* * * * 

Ten minutes later, they started on their way again. Even knowing how good she normally behaved it surprised Agnath that she never complained, never fussed, simply stayed quiet and either clutched his neck with one arm when he carried her or tightly held his hand while walking next to him. After two more hours of walking, he stopped them again to rest and check the map. They were close to the freight depot, maybe a kilometer away, if that.

“Aggie, how do boys act?” she whispered, surprising him.

He smiled. “You’re not a boy.”

“We’ll be close to people soon, right?”

“Little One, you’re too smart. Just stay quiet, don’t cry, don’t fuss. You’re being a very brave girl for me.”

An explosion ripped through a building close by, casting debris over their hideout and into the alley beside them. Sounds of weapons firing, men yelling, and more explosions reached them.

Aine didn’t scream as she shrank against her brother. 

“Time to go,” Agnath said. “Now.”

Aine grabbed her bear as Agnath scooped her into his arms and raced away from the fighting. The battle raged directly in his planned path. He found a back route around it and quickly ran in what he hoped was the right direction. Ten minutes later, the sounds of the fight faded behind them. Then they rounded a corner and in front of them sat the depot on the far side of the open tarmac of the landing field.

Relief streamed in. While he didn’t like the idea of crossing nearly half a kilometer of open tarmac and dodging moored freighters and stacks of shipping containers to reach the well-armed and protected depot terminal, it was a far safer option than trying to go around and risk trouble.

No workers visible, two of the freighters raced to load cargo pallets of shipping containers full of mined ore with automated hover lifts, raising the pallets into the holds faster than he’d ever seen. Agnath didn’t take that as a comforting sign. Then he heard the sound of a land bike’s whining engine heading their way.

The only hiding place was a group of cargo pallets clustered under the closest freighter. Quickly covering the distance, he wiggled through the piles of crates and found Aine a hiding spot on one of the pallets.

The bike pulled up to where they disappeared into the stacks. Then it shut off.

Agnath pulled another plasma cartridge from the knapsack, shoved Aine’s bear into the knapsack, then closed it and strapped it to her front. “Stay here,” he ordered. “Stay silent. Do not cry or make any noise. Do not let go of this knapsack. You asked me how little boys act?”

She nodded.

He stroked her cheek. “Little boys are very brave. Little boys do not cry. Be very strong for me and stay here and hide well. Do as I say. Little boys obey orders, and they are strong and fierce. And you are strong and fierce, my radiant little Aine. I love you, Little One.” He kissed her and ran his hands through her short hair before setting the cap back on her head. “I love you so much.”

“I love you too, Aggie.”

He stood, holding the rifle at the ready. With a wink and his finger pressed to his lips to remind her to stay silent, he quietly slipped through the stacks, off the pallet.

That’s when the familiar, coarse voice bellowed close by. “I know you’re in there somewhere, kid. I saw you.”

The merc, Tamil, from the checkpoint. Agnath didn’t reply. He held his breath and tried to listen, to hear where the man stood.

“You can’t take care of a girl, you know.”

Agnath’s blood chilled. His father had been brutally honest with him. Little girls were frequently captured and sold by raiders and unscrupulous mercs. Sometimes adopted, sometimes for use as household workers.

Sometimes as worse.

Much worse.

He would kill and die before he’d allow anyone to hurt Aine.

* * * * 

Aine shivered despite the heat and pressed deeper into the small hidey hole between the shipping containers. She kept her arms tightly wrapped around the knapsack, her brother’s comforting smell still permeating the coarse canvas. She heard the bad man yell at Agnath. Too scared to listen, she promised she’d stay still and quiet, and that’s what she’d do.

Aggie appeared, visible if she stretched a little. That’s when she saw the bad man sneak up behind him and fire his gun.

The little girl bit down on the knapsack to keep from screaming, to keep from breaking her promise to Aggie. To keep from being a weak girl instead of being a fierce, strong boy.

Just like her brother.

Aggie fell to the ground. As the pallet lifted into the belly of the freighter, she peeked over the side and saw the merc standing over the still body of her beloved brother.




















​Chapter Two




​“Captain, we’ll only be able to grab this pallet and one more before we’re out of time. We’re only leaving two behind, and they’re extras, not part the planned load.”

Captain Edmund Lorcan nodded from his command chair. “Leave them. I don’t plan on being raider bait.” He turned to his yeoman, Malvous Dentry. “Mal, is everything ready for immediate departure?”

“Yes, sir. As you ordered.”

“Good. Let’s get the hell off this fucking rock before we end up a permanent part of it.” He wearily dragged himself from his command chair and pulled his shoulder length brown hair back with a band. Only a little grey in it, he looked younger than his forty-five years despite the wrinkles creasing the corners of his brown eyes. “Number One, you’re in charge. As soon as that last pallet is secure, lift fast, break orbit, and jump immediately.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Mal followed his captain from the bridge and down a short corridor to the captain’s private quarters. Lorcan, a twenty-five-year veteran of the Confederation Merchant Freighter Corps, wasn’t about to break his perfect record and lose a load, much less a ship, at this point in his career. Mal set his meal out for him, the first food he’d had in almost a day with the stress of trying to finish jump engine maintenance and load their cargo in record time to escape the planet.

“That looks fantastic, Mal.” He sank into his chair with a tired grunt and reached for a fork. “Smells delicious, too.”

“Thank you, Ed.” He stood behind the captain’s chair and rubbed the man’s shoulders, earning an appreciative groan in response. Some of the crew knew the two men had a deep and intimate relationship, considering how long they’d worked together—nearly nineteen years—but it was never a topic of open discussion. The captain got results, made them money, and kept them safe. In front of the crew, there was nothing but professionalism between them. If Lorcan also fucked his yeoman behind closed doors, it wasn’t anyone else’s business.

Twenty minutes later, Lorcan slumped back in his chair, feeling full from a fabulous meal and almost totally relaxed from the fantastic neck rub.

“You need to sleep tonight,” Mal chided him. “You aren’t a spring chicken anymore. You can’t keep this pace up.”

Lorcan patted Mal’s hand, squeezed it, and left his covering it. “We can retire, you know.” He looked up into Mal’s hazel eyes. “Or you can, if you want. You’re eligible to retire.”

Mal looked at him in mock horror. “After all these years, are you trying to get rid of me?”

Lorcan laughed, knowing the oath-bound man wouldn’t leave even if released. “Never. Just making sure you weren’t tired of following my sorry ass around space.”

“Never. Where you go, I go.”

* * * * 

The ship’s first officer, Darious Winter, quickly scanned the departure checklist one last time. “Nav, break orbit.”

“Aye, sir.”

As the engines strained against the planet’s gravity, he kept close watch on the command console overview. Two hours later, they cleared orbit, shut off their ID beacon so they were untraceable, and activated the jump engine, putting them a safe distance away from the planet and the converging raiders.

With the worst over, he settled back in the command chair. With the jump engine engaged there was little to do except run a full systems scan and wait. He could relax now and knew their captain would probably be gone for several hours. The man had missed at least two sleep cycles that Winter knew of. Lorcan had to be approaching exhaustion.

He started to make himself comfortable when the engineering officer looked up from his console. “Sir? Can you check the cargo sensors from your console?”

Winter pulled up the sensors on his display and frowned. “What the hell is that?”

“I don’t know. It’s about the size of a dog, but there aren’t any dogs on Apaphax 4.”

“That’s not a dog.” They didn’t have any living cargo this run, meaning something must have snuck aboard one of the pallets during the frantic scramble to load and secure their cargo.

Unfortunately, this also meant telling the captain. He mentally groaned as he hit the direct comms link to the captain’s quarters.

Mal answered, sounding half-asleep. “Captain’s quarters.”

“I’m sorry to disturb him,” Winter said, “but I need to talk to the captain immediately. In person.”

“Is it urgent?”

“Very.”

“He’ll be right there.”

A moment later Captain Lorcan, looking exhausted beyond measure, appeared on the bridge with Mal shadowing him as usual.

“What’s wrong?”

Winter stood so the captain could sit. He pointed at the console. “There’s an unusual reading in cargo you need to see.”

Lorcan frowned as he leaned forward to study the reading. “What the fuck?” He turned to Mal. “Get two sidearms.”

* * * * 

The Bagtopy Yau, a large, interstellar freighter, could carry a year’s supply of food and general supplies for a small mining colony, as well as transport mined ore. Mostly automated, its crew of twelve was exhausted from non-stop prep for their hasty departure. Captain Lorcan had ordered sleep shifts for the crew to recover, with only the bare minimum of four crew currently on duty.

He’d do this job himself. Depending on what had stowed away, they’d either have to contain and decontaminate it—and figure out how to keep it alive—or humanely and quickly euthanize it, if it was a threat to them either physically or biologically. Unfortunately, due to the properties of the ore, it interfered with their internal scanners and wouldn’t give them an exact reading of what the life form was, other than it was biological and alive and its approximate size.

With Mal following a step behind, the two men made their way through the bowels of the ship to cargo. “Stun,” Lorcan ordered as he set his plasma pistol. Then he punched in his override code and the cargo hatch slid open.

Mal followed, flanking him, his pistol also ready. The men swept through the cargo bay until the overhead com chirruped, Winter’s voice coming through. “The pallet in front of you, sir. On the far side.”

Lorcan nodded to Mal and waved him to take the other side. Together, they slowly circled around, puzzled when they didn’t see anything.

That’s when they heard the soft sniffle.

Lorcan dropped to one knee and peered into a small, dark recess formed by the cargo containers on the pallet. The child scrabbled backward, futilely trying to press deeper into their dark hiding place. Stunned, Lorcan handed his gun to Mal and sat down to coax the child out.

“Hello, there. Where’d you come from?”

The child, he suspected a boy from the haircut and clothes, didn’t respond. He kept his arms tightly wrapped around a knapsack nearly as large as him and appeared frightened out of his mind. He couldn’t be more than five or six from the look of him.

“You can’t stay there, you know,” Lorcan said. “It’s dangerous for a little one. We need to get you someplace safe.”

When the boy spoke, his voice barely above a whisper, Lorcan strained to hear him. “I can’t. I promised my brother I’d stay here and stay quiet. How will he find me if I move?”

The two men exchanged a glance. Lorcan had heard a report from the depot’s flight control about a merc killing someone nearby before they departed, but it wasn’t his business as long as it didn’t involve his crew or get in the way of his ship safely leaving.

Lorcan turned back to the child. “Who is your brother? Where is he?”

“Aggie. He told me to stay here and hide from the bad man. Said little boys are strong and fierce and brave and don’t cry.”

Shit. He kept his voice gentle. “Your brother isn’t here now. How did you get here?”

“We were running from a bad man we saw earlier. He scared me. Aggie said he was a bad man.”

Lots of possibilities ran through Lorcan’s brain. The worst being that he’d have to return this boy to that damn planet or face kidnapping charges if the parents wanted to bitch. Shit. “Where are your parents? Were they with you and Aggie?”

The little boy didn’t reply at first. Lorcan couldn’t get a good look at him in the shadows of his hiding place. Finally, the child said, “Bad men killed them in the mine yesterday. Aggie said we had to go to the freight depot with the families to get on a ship. He said we’re going to have a house on another planet and go to school. Is this the freight depot?”

Lorcan simultaneously felt relieved that he wouldn’t have to return to that stupid rock and ashamed for thinking it. The poor kid was an orphan. His older brother dead, too.

“I’m sorry, Little One. You can’t stay here in cargo. It’s dangerous.”

“Where?”

“You hid on a cargo pallet. You’re on my ship.”

The child’s eyes widened. “I’m on a ship? A space ship?”

“Yes. My ship.” Lorcan extended his hand and waited. He desperately didn’t want to frighten the little boy by forcibly dragging him out. “I’m Captain Lorcan. Now, you tell me your name.”

“Aine.”

Lorcan frowned. “Anya’s an unusual name for a boy.”

“Aggie says everyone spells it wrong. It’s A-i-n-e. But it’s said ‘Anya.’”

“Well, Aine, this is my yeoman, Malvous Dentry. You can call him Mal. I don’t suppose you’re hungry, are you? He’s a really good cook. I bet he’d love to make dinner for you.”

As the child crept closer to the opening, Lorcan spotted fear in his big brown eyes. 

“I’m hungry. Where is Aggie? I think the bad man hurt him.” His face twisted for a moment, like he was about to cry, then cleared. “Did the bad man hurt him?” he whispered. “We’re all alone now.”

Lorcan nodded. “I’m afraid so, Little One,” he admitted.

“Is he… Is he dead, like our parents?”

Lorcan sadly nodded again. “But I promise you, no one here will hurt you. Mal and I will personally take care of you. You’re safe now.”

The child sat still for a moment before crawling to the edge of the opening. Lorcan saw he wore the knapsack backward and it was fastened across his back. “Aggie said I had to hold on to this. Can I keep it? My bear’s in it. And everything we have.”

“Of course you can.” The boy’s grief-filled gaze tugged at Lorcan’s heart. Here was a child not only suffering the loss of his home and parents, but the loss of his big brother, too. “How old are you, Aine?”

“I’ll be four next week.” He again looked like he might cry before he sniffled and wiped his face with a grimy hand. “Aggie said he’s going to make me a cake.”

Only four? Holy gods, this child sounded older than that. “Wow, four years old. You are a big boy, aren’t you?”

He vigorously nodded. “Yes. I’m a big boy.”

Lorcan finally coaxed the child into his arms, which was a little awkward, given the knapsack. Still, he managed to stand with him and carried him out of cargo while Mal got on the intercom and updated the first officer. 

Aine was filthy and probably in need of food and good night’s sleep. In their quarters and now seated at the table, Aine asked for help taking off the knapsack, but he held it in his lap. “Aggie told me I have to hold on to it.”

“It’ll be safe if you want to put it in the chair next to you. That way, you can eat.”

Aine studied him for a moment before nodding and carefully putting it in the chair.

Mal rejoined them. “Are you hungry? I can make you something to eat.”

Aine nodded.

Mal immediately prepared a quick meal for the child, who wolfed it down before asking for more. Lorcan sat across the table from the child and watched him eat, not wanting to overwhelm him, while Mal hovered like an anxious mother hen. Once Aine finished his second helping, he let out a huge belch that sounded way too big for him, but it made Lorcan smile.

“I told you Mal was a good cook.”

Aine nodded. “Thank you.”

“Would you like to take a bath and clean up?” Lorcan asked.

First hesitating, then Aine nodded.

“I’ll get it ready,” Mal said, rushing to get supplies for ready.

With the child now fed, Lorcan decided to tackle the next issue. “May I look in your bag?”

Aine stared at him for a moment with his head cocked in thought. “Will you give it back?” he finally asked.

He held up his hand. “I promise. I just want to see if there are any ID cards in there.”

Aine considered the request, then let Lorcan reach over and take the knapsack.

That’s when Mal returned. “We need to get you cleaned up, kiddo.”

Lorcan decided to wait to investigate until the child was in the shower. Meanwhile, he studied the way Mal looked at the child. He knew his lover’s only regret was that because of their career they couldn’t adopt a child of their own.

Perhaps Fate had stepped in. “Mal, how long would it take you to clear space in your old bunk for our new friend to sleep?” Since Mal bunked with his captain every night they used his old quarters, which opened onto Lorcan’s private stateroom, for storage.

Mal grinned. “Not long at all. I can make room while he’s taking a bath. Can you take a bath by yourself?” he asked Aine.

Aine sat up straight. “I’m a big boy. I can do it myself. I don’t need help.”

Lorcan smiled at Aine’s indignant tone. “Good. Then if you’re done eating, Mal will take you to the head and we’ll wait out here for you.”

Mal led the child into the head, showed him how to use the facilities, then stepped out and pulled the door almost completely shut behind him. “Yell if you need help.”

“I don’t need help! I’m a big boy!”

The two men chuckled as Mal returned to the table. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t laugh.” His expression turned sad as he dropped his voice. “We’ll have to give him up at the next stop, won’t we?”

Lorcan kept his voice low. “I wanted to talk to you about that. We could adopt him.”

“What if he has family?”

“What if he doesn’t? He said they were all alone, parents killed. If he’s on our ship for five years, he’s legally adoptable. We sign him on as a cabin boy. Junior yeoman, bonded crew.”

Mal scowled. “You mean as long as the Confederation wonks don’t know he’s here and make you kick him off. Child labor laws, you know. I thought the five-year rule was for kids over twelve?”

“He’s an orphan. He’s also technically a stowaway and a refugee. Complicated matter. By all rights, I could demand recompense for his passage, minor or not. You really think some asshole will challenge me on this and face months of paperwork? They’ll make an exception. It’s easier on them in the long run. Besides that, who’s going to lodge a complaint in the first place? The mining company would technically have to take custody of him and pay out all his parents’ insurance and wages and bouses to him, plus care for him until he’s of age. If we adopt him, we could make that just go away and not involve them at all. You don’t think they’d agree to that in a heartbeat to save themselves some money?”

“True.” Mal sadly sighed. “All of it, unfortunately.” He nodded toward the knapsack. “What’s in the bag?”

“I’m going to look. Answer me first.”

Mal studied him. “Are you serious? Adopt him?”

“Why not? If he really doesn’t have any other family, I mean.”

Mal went quiet. They heard the sonic shower start in the head. “Do you think it will work?”

Lorcan nodded.

Mal’s face broke into a beaming grin. “Holy Hades, you’re serious. You’re really serious!”

“Duh.” He unfastened the buckles holding the knapsack’s top flap closed and opened it. “Want to give me an answer?”

Mal leaned in and pressed a deep kiss to his partner’s lips. “Yes, of course. Absolutely.”

“It’s extra responsibility and work for you. Keeping him safe and schooling him and stuff. I’ll help out where I can, of course, but you of all people know what my day is usually like.”

“I don’t care!” Mal threw his arms around Lorcan. “Thank you!”

He patted Mal on the back as they hugged. “You’re welcome, my love. Now go fix him a place to sleep.”

The yeoman disappeared into the other cabin while Lorcan fished through the bag. The stuffed bear lay on top. He took it out and set it on the table with a sad smile. He also removed and set aside the plasma cartridges. He’d have Mal take them to the armory locker and secure them once the child was asleep. There was also a sonic knife.

Then, he frowned as his fingers touched something soft and silky in the depths of the bag.

He pulled out a braided plait of hair about the same color as Aine’s hair.

Staring at it and envisioning the child’s recent choppy cut, his heart hit the floor. “Mal,” he called.

The yeoman entered the room, his smile dying on his face. “What’s that?”

Lorcan laid it on the table and quickly rummaged deeper in the knapsack. In the bottom, he located the picture and vid cards and activated them, browsing. Mom, dad, the older brother—Aggie, probably—and a little brown-haired girl.

Then he found the identity and custody documents for the child.

Aine Padron. Almost four, according to her date of birth. In the custody of her older brother, Agnath.

No other relatives. The emergency custody order prepared only weeks earlier gave Agnath full custody and declared him a legislative adult for the purposes of caring for his baby sister in case their parents died.

Mal read the documents over Lorcan’s shoulder and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Holy gods, he was only sixteen. Damn.” He glanced toward the head, where Aine was now singing a children’s song as she bathed. “We couldn’t let her go, regardless. There’s no place safe anywhere in this sector for a young orphan girl. Too many black marketeers. That’s likely why the merc chased her and her brother—he wanted Aine.” It sadly explained everything.

Lorcan nodded. “It also means when she’s older she’ll have to go to a boarding school if we want to keep her safe. Unless we’ve retired by them. We can only hide her gender for so long. I trust our crew, but I’m not an idiot.”

“Why did she say she was a boy?”

Lorcan sadly stared at the picture card depicting the family in happier times. One showed Aggie holding his baby sister and giving her a kiss on the cheek. “Aggie was wise beyond his years, poor kid. He coached her well. And he died trying to protect her.”




















​Chapter Three




​After her bath, Aine returned to the table. The old T-shirt Mal gave her to wear dwarfed her and hung almost to her ankles, even though he’d cut several inches off the hem. At Lorcan’s urging, Aine climbed back into her chair. That’s when she spotted her cherished teddy bear on the table and she lunged for it, grabbing it, pulling it into her lap with her arms tightly wrapped around it and her chin resting on the top of its head, much as she’d clung to the knapsack earlier.

The men sat flanking her, and Lorcan kept his voice low and calm. “Little One, we know you’re not a boy. I found your custody and identity cards in the knapsack.”

Her face twisted again, pained. Lorcan thought they’d finally witness her inevitable breakdown but still, she didn’t let herself go. Through sheer force of will usually only seen in adults, they watched her swallow her pain and maintain her composure.

“Yes, I am,” she whispered, her grief flaring with the force of a supernova. “I am a boy. Boys don’t cry. Boys are strong. Aggie said so. He told me I have to be a boy to keep safe.”

Mal tried. “Honey, it’s okay. We know why you had to pretend, but we have an idea.”

Warily, she studied the two men. “What idea?”

Mal continued. “You keep pretending you’re a boy. Only the captain and I will know the truth. I’ll keep your hair cut short for you, and you can stay here with us and be our…be our son.”

“But,” Lorcan interjected, “you must pretend you’re a boy. That’s very important. It’s for your safety. At least until you’re older.”

She eagerly nodded. “I can do that.”

“You’d be living with us here on the ship, all the time,” Lorcan said. “Is that okay with you?”

For the first time, the child actually smiled. “I can stay on the ship? I don’t have to go back to a planet?”

“That’s right. You don’t have ot go back to that or any other planet.”

She nodded. “I don’t ever want to go on a planet again.”

Lorcan turned and tapped her information into his private terminal. Then he carefully slid her chair over next to him and pointed to the console, showing it to her. “One day, many years from now when you’re much older, you will have to go to school, and we will pay for it. Until you’re grown up, though, you can live with us and we’ll be your fathers. You have to listen to us and act the way we tell you so you stay safe, though.”

“Okay. Then the bad men won’t hurt me like they hurt everyone else?”

“That’s right.” He reached for her right hand and pressed her thumb to the reader pad on the console, where it registered her thumbprint. “This says you now belong to me, as part of my crew. You’re what’s called ‘bonded crew,’ like Mal. You’re now known as Aine Padron Lorcan, Junior Yeoman. I’ll lock your personnel record for privacy so no one but Mal and I can access it. In a couple of years, we can officially adopt you.”

“So I can stay with you forever?”

“Forever. I swear it.”

* * * * 

A few hours later, at the next shift change, Captain Lorcan called his crew together on the bridge. Mal stayed behind in their quarters to watch over the sleeping girl. Despite the tragic circumstances, Lorcan felt blessed because he’d never seen Mal look happier.

In one way, Mal’s dreams had come true.

Unfortunately, at a very large cost to Aine and her family.

“We’ve had an unexpected addition to our crew roster,” Lorcan announced. “An orphaned boy named Aine. While Aine and his older brother were attempting to reach the freight depot to be evacuated with the other families, a merc attacked and killed Aine’s brother underneath us as we were loading. Aine hid on one of the cargo pallets and was lifted into the hold when we loaded. He had a knapsack with him with his ID cards and papers in it, and it shows that the brothers were alone in the world. Their parents were killed in the initial mine attack by the raiders. Mal and I have decided to designate him a bonded-crew yeoman and we will adopt him in a couple of years.”

He gave them a moment to let that information sink in. While his crew wasn’t clueless, this was the first time he’d ever directly addressed the elephant in the room regarding his relationship status with Mal. “I expect all of you to look after Aine as if he’s your own child.”

He eyed the men. Half of them were short-listers and some had children or grandchildren. The rest were long-termers or lifers whose only home was a ship. He’d worked with all of them long enough to know they had integrity and honor and would heed his words to the letter.

“Any harm comes to that child,” Lorcan continued, “the man who does it, or who is responsible for allowing it to happen, will be blasted out an airlock. Try me if you think I’m kidding.”

* * * * 

Five Years Later…




Mal jumped when Aine snuck up behind him and threw her arms around his waist. Almost nine years old now, and she’d been counting down the days until she was officially named Lorcan. Tall and willowy for her age, she hadn’t yet developed any rounded curves that would betray the truth to outsiders. Judging from the pictures of her mother Aine took after her, slim and almost boyish in build. That would work to her advantage, if the trend continued.

Tomorrow was the big day. With the exception of four space station visits in safe territories to get her medical check-ups and vaccinations, she hadn’t set foot off the freighter since her arrival. As lifers replaced their short-listers on the crew, Lorcan and Mal let more of the crew in on the secret. The men felt confident their crew would die to protect Aine as if she was their own daughter or granddaughter, or at the very least a beloved niece. 

Precocious and brilliant, Aine had already completed high school-level studies and knew more about the ship’s systems than many Confederation Academy cadets upon their graduation. Mal had started her on collegiate level studies the month before.

“What are you up to, Little One?” Mal asked.

“Bilden was quizzing me on the jump engine.” The crew had been glad to help participate in her studies, letting her work alongside them to teach her everything they knew about the vessel.

“And how did you do?”

She scowled. “I missed two questions. I need to study harder. I shouldn’t have missed any. He usually gives me harder questions.”

“Don’t wear yourself out.” He handed her a carrot from the batch he was chopping for their dinner. She took it and sat next to him, munching as she watched him.

“Da, does it bother you you’re never in charge?”

He arched an eyebrow at her. It wasn’t unusual for her to come up with left-field questions, but this one sounded odder than most. He put down the knife and gave her his undivided attention. “What do you mean?”

She shrugged. “You’ll never be a captain, like Father. Does it bother you?” She’d only been with them a couple of weeks before she’d fallen into calling Lorcan “Father” and himself “Da.” When in private, that was.

In front of the crew, she referred to them as Captain Lorcan and Mal.

“I serve the captain,” Mal said. “I wouldn’t trade my job for anything. I have a very important job, because someone has to take care of him. Where’s this question coming from?”

“I overheard Bing and Winter talking about Bing’s promotion. That’s all.”

“Overheard? Young lady, I specifically ordered you to stay out of the ventilation ducts.”

“For play. But I was tracing wiring circuits. Routine inspection.”

“You were eavesdropping.”

“Not until they started talking.”

He sighed as she mischievously smiled. “All right. Again I ask, what prompts the question?”

“I just wondered.”

He studied her as he contemplated his answer. “Service is a high calling. What I do is service to one man, the captain. By doing that, in a way I serve the entire ship, because the captain can do his job and keep us all safe. I take care of him, he takes care of the ship, the crew, and me, in the process. And you, too. I don’t mean just as part of our jobs. I love him, you know that. We’re a family.”

“Is that normal?”

Please, Hades, not the birds and bees talk! 
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