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      Accused of murder and trapped in a web of corporate deceit, her only hope lies in the stars... and in a handsome alien mercenary.

      Lina's day goes from bad to worse when she uncovers her employer's darkest secret: illegal experiments on non-humans that shatter ethical boundaries and risk igniting a war. She knows she needs to tell someone, but her employers have a habit of silencing whistleblowers. Permanently. Desperate, she makes a call to an old friend...

      She anticipates a high-stakes rescue. What she doesn't expect is Mayce, an alien mercenary whose smoldering gaze and sharp intellect challenge everything she knows about survival—and desire.

      

      The mission was simple: rescue the damsel (scientist) in distress. But it's not that simple anymore...

      Mayce, the newest member of the Warborne, prepares for a straightforward rescue mission. However, a raging solar storm strands him at the base, complicating what should have been a simple plan. He must think on his feet to keep the rest of the crew from discovering he's an alien and to protect Lina, not just as a rescuee, but as the woman who's stolen his heart.

      When the base turns into a hunting ground with crew members mysteriously killed, and attempts on Lina’s life intensify, Mayce finds himself in a race against time. He must unravel the mystery and solve the murders before the killer claims the one person who makes his heart beat...
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      Mayce never thought he’d see it, a high king actually giving up the throne—a throne so many had fought and died for, one that his mother had plotted and schemed her entire life to control. Yet Fin had just upped and walked away from it, handing the crown over to their brother, Ty, without so much as a backward glance.

      The power of love… he shook his head. Right now, he’d settle for something to deal with his allergies. He’d dreamed of leaving Navarr for years and follow in his brother’s footsteps. In all those dreams of adventure and daring-do, rashes and allergies had not featured largely. It was hard to concentrate on impressing T’Raal and the other seniors on the Warborne crew when all he wanted to do was rip his own skin to shreds.

      Which was why he was in the frankly tiny medical bay on the Sprite, trying not to think about the blast marks around the door as he searched for anti-allergy medication. His search was not helped at all by the fact everything was either in Latharian, which he hadn’t studied since he was a child, or Terran, which looked like Utex scratches and which he had absolutely no chance in the oceans of working out.

      Snapping his data-flex to wake it up, he started scanning the labels on bottles and boxes in the medical chest, trying to see what he needed. As a result, he had his head in a cabinet when the monitor on the desk sparked into life.

      “Hello? Hello, Eric? Are you there?” The voice was female, frightened, and familiar. He shot upright so quickly he smacked his head on the underside of the cabinet, rubbing his scalp when he emerged to find Eric’s beautiful colleague peering out of the monitor.

      “Oh, hello…” she paused as she spotted him but then jumped at a sound somewhere behind her. Not in the same room but somewhere close. “You were one of the aliens with Eric.”

      He nodded. “And you are Lina? One of Eric’s friends?”

      She was even more beautiful than he remembered. But scared. He took a step forward. “Are you okay?”

      “No.” Her hands gripped the desk in front of her as she cast a glance back over her shoulder. “I don’t have much time. Tell Eric I’m at Galinor Five. They’ve moved a new project here and…”

      He thought she was about to have a heart attack or something, her pulse pounding frantically in her throat. She wasn’t just scared. She was terrified. But of what?

      She looked up at him, her dark gaze spearing his. “There’s a woman here. An alien. They’re experimenting on her and it’s wrong… Tell Eric. Tell him he has to do something. If they find me⁠—”

      The screen went dead.

      “Shit, no!” He surged forward, slamming his hand into the side of the monitor to make it work. But the tiny light in the bottom corner said it was active, that the feed had failed.

      He turned on his heel, his quest for allergy medication completely forgotten as another, more important mission took its place.

      A female was in danger. He had to save her.
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      Mayce bolted from the medical bay, nearly forgetting to duck under the low doorway, and raced down the narrow corridors. The ship was quiet, but his heartbeat roared in his ears as he barreled through it like a travosti bean in a can toward the cockpit that served as the command deck. His itchy skin could wait. A female was in danger.

      He almost ran full tilt into Skinny, the big heavy-worlder taking a quick step back.

      “Hey! Watch where you’re going!” Skinny called out, but Mayce was already halfway down the corridor, taking the steps to the command deck two at a time.

      A blast of cold air from the door mechanism washed over his face as he rushed through the opening door and onto the command deck. Instantly, his gaze cut across to his brother, Fin, who leaned against the railing that separated the pilot’s seats from the main deck. Clad in combat pants, a shirt with the sleeves ripped off, and his hair long enough to cover the tattoos over the sides of his scalp, he looked nothing like the king he was… had been.

      “Mayce?” Fin looked up to frown. “What’s up? You’re not on duty until the next shift.”

      Mayce found himself the center of attention as both Zero and Eric turned from their consoles to look at him. T’Raal, the Warborne’s leader, looked up from across the small holo-unit that served as the command center.

      Mayce turned toward him. “There was a message in the medical facility. From Lina⁠—”

      “Lina?” Eric broke in. “What about Lina?”

      “I was in the medical room, and I received a distress call from Lina,” he said, meeting their looks squarely. He didn’t bother to explain why he’d been in there. He was not explaining that his skin was dry because he’d been out of the water too long. They were all battle-hardened mercenaries. They’d laugh their assess off if he complained about a bit of itchy, especially the giant cyborg. With that much metal in his body, those implant sites had to be as irritating as draanth.

      “She’s in trouble,” he said, ignoring the fact that Eric was breathing down his neck. Draanth, he hadn’t realized humans could get so big. “She’s on Galinor Five. There’s... there’s something about an alien… and experiments. She sounded terrified.”

      A tense silence fell across the command deck. He ignored it and watched T’Raal with a level gaze. He might not be fully one of them yet, but he had his own experiences and skillset.

      Even so, even after his many years of training with the warrior monks at Kryzaquor, T’Raal was still one scary son of a bitch. The big mercenary leader wore his experience and lethality like a mantle, but Mayce didn’t let that bother him.

      He rocked slightly on his heels, hands clasped behind his back and his expression neutral. The need for approval, once a driving force in his life, had faded a long time ago… along with youthful hopes and dreams, all crushed by the brutal reality of the Navarrian courts.

      He was here to relay a message, not to seek validation, so this silent assessment thing they were doing didn’t bother him at all.

      “Lina’s stranded on Galinor Five and in danger,” he repeated, unable to stop an edge of command seeping into his voice. This was the real him, not the playboy prince he’d had to pretend to be at the court. That was an act to conceal exactly who he was and what he was capable of. But he didn’t need to hide anymore. “They’re experimenting on a female,” he added bluntly.

      “That answers some questions, actually.” Eric rubbed at the dark stubble on his chin. “Lina said an alien female. Given that the Lathar have no women, it’s either the female subject they had when I was working for them… or they’ve found another one. If it’s a Krynassis queen…”

      “Trall.” Fin breathed. “If it is, a hive ship is out there ready to descend. Which could spark a war between Earth and the rest of the galaxy…”

      Mayce nodded. He didn’t know much about humans or about Lina, but the fear in her eyes had struck a chord deep within him, and a protective instinct he hadn’t known he possessed flared to life.

      T’Raal crossed his arms. “And you believe her about these experiments? Is she trustworthy, or is this likely to be a trap?”

      Eric grunted, his arms folded across his massive chest. “If it’s Lina, boss, it’s not a trap. She’s as straight as a die and doesn’t play politics. It’s always been about the work for her.”

      “We need more details about Galinor Five,” T’Raal finally said. “Zero, how long to get us there?”

      “Three days, give or take,” Zero replied. “That’s with pushing the Sprite a bit harder than usual.”

      Mayce glanced at Fin, his eyebrow winging up in surprise. “How did he do that so fast?”

      “I eat star charts and shit flight vectors…” Zero chuckled and tapped his temple with a metal finger. “Direct uplink. I’m practically part of the ship.”

      Fin grinned and nudged Mayce with his shoulder. “You’ll get used to it. Just be glad Zero’s piloting and not Beauty. That space dragon is fucking crazy.”

      “I thought Sparky was the crazy one?”

      He shook his head, still trying to wrap his brain around the different personalities on the team. As he stepped back, he misjudged the distance to a low-hanging beam and hit the back of his head.

      “Draanth it!” he hissed as he rubbed the sore spot.

      “Watch your head, little brother,” Fin teased with a sparkle in his eyes. “These ceilings aren’t made for the Navarr, or the Lathar… or actually anyone taller than a human female. Boss, where did you get this thing?”

      T’Raal, back looking at the files and figures he’d been studying when Mayce had arrived on the bridge, chuckled. “Ask me no questions, and I’ll tell you no lies.”

      “You stole it. Didn’t you?”

      T’Raal shrugged, and Fin bit off a sigh of frustration.

      “We’ve been trying to get it out of him for years where he got the Sprite, and he’s fucking stubborn as fuck about it!”

      “Fin, your Terran is showing,” the mercenary leader said. “Never mind where I got the Sprite. She’s too small now, and if you lot weren’t so frigging expensive, we’d be cruising in a bigger, more luxurious ship by now.”

      “So… three days?” he asked, getting them back on topic. “Lina… the female,” he corrected himself. “She was scared. And if she’s in danger… we should make plans.”

      “Indeed. Right, gather what intel you can, get the others on it when they wake up. We’ll plan our approach while we’re on the way to Galinor Five. Mayce, coordinate with Fin and Eric. Zero, keep an eye on our route. I don’t want any nasty surprises. Like running into any human border force patrols.”

      “We might want to get Sparky on it as well,” Fin added, his hard expression softening as he spoke about the human. “He has some… surprising connections where you least expect them.”

      “Agreed,” said T’Raal. “But you get to wake the grumpy little fuck up. He throws things at the door when anyone else tries. Like knives.”

      Fin winked. “Oh, don’t worry, I know exactly how to wake my grump of a husband up.”
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      Rescue was on the way.

      She hoped.

      Lina’s heart thundered in her chest as she cut the commlink and the screen blinked out, leaving her in the sterile, white glow of lab seven. It was one of the smaller labs in the facility, tucked away in the secondary science ring.

      She wasn’t alone.

      Hairs rose on the back of her neck, and she barely had time to take a breath before the lab door hissed open behind her. She turned to see one of the other scientists assigned to Galinor Five, Travis Davis, walk in. His steps rang with confidence. She plastered an irritated look on her face as she sighed. Nothing out of the ordinary. She was well-known for her dislike of being interrupted.

      She was also known to consider Travis along the same lines as something she’d scraped off the bottom of her shoe.

      He was tall and model handsome with sharp features and overlong blond hair that swept over one eye. He carried himself with an air of confidence and arrogance that said he knew he looked good and could have any woman he wanted at the mere click of his fingers.

      Not her. She had more than enough experience to know not everything that looked good was good. And she’d been a part of enough projects like this to recognize his type instantly. He was a mediocre scientist, and his methods were sloppy. The only reason he’d gotten as far as he had was because he was an opportunist. He was always on the lookout for a chance to advance his career—generally at the expense of the women he charmed, claiming he’d “helped” them with whatever theories and discoveries they’d made that had borne fruit. He was a cuckoo in scientist form, and she couldn’t stand him.

      “Morning, Lina.” He gave her a slick smile and smoothed his hair back with one hand. Now that she’d thought of him as a cuckoo, she couldn’t unsee the hard ridge of his thin nose as a beak. “Working hard?”

      She schooled her expression to irritated neutrality and turned to face him properly.

      “Same as always.” She shrugged, her tone noncommittal.

      He leaned against a nearby counter, giving her workstation a quick glance. He made it look idle, but she hadn’t missed the sharpness in his gaze. “I heard there’s been some breakthrough with the genetic sequencing. That’s amazing! Anything you can share?”

      Lina’s mind raced. The genetic sequencing project was groundbreaking, delving into realms of science that pushed the very edges of current knowledge. She and Travis were working on different aspects of the project, which revolved around the DNA of a specific subject.

      No one but Lina had realized that the subject wasn’t human.

      Oh, she looked it. Their Jane Doe walked and talked entirely human. Even her DNA looked human. But she wasn’t, not entirely anyway.

      They’d been told that Jane had been involved in an accident and had been subjected to a unique form of radiation, which they said explained the aberrations in her DNA. The way the story went was that she’d been more dead than alive when she was found, and the project had helped nurse her back from the brink of death.

      Which was utter bullshit. She’d seen the files on the procedures Jane had undergone. They hadn’t been to save her… but to remove something from her body. Something big, something system-wide. Something she shouldn’t have been able to live without but somehow could.

      What it was, though, Lina had no idea. She’d only managed to get fragments of deleted files and had only gotten hold of those in error. She’d deleted a file of her own by mistake, and when she’d done a deep dive into the server to recover it, she’d brought back a little bit more than she’d bargained for.

      They were experimenting on that poor woman in plain sight.

      She wondered if Travis knew the truth behind their research? Then she chided herself mentally. He wouldn’t care even if he did.

      “Not much to tell yet,” she said with a shrug. “We’re still untangling a lot of the data and sorting out the false leads.”

      Travis pushed off from the counter and slid closer, trying to get a look at her notebook. It was open on the desk, filled with her neat, coded shorthand. She didn’t trust digital notes for sensitive information, not in a place like this where eyes and ears were everywhere. She reached for her pen and blocked his view, flipping the book shut in the same movement.

      “Still sticking to your archaic methods, I see.” He gave a dismissive chuckle. “You know there’s software for that, right?”

      “I think better on paper,” she said, tucking the notebook under one arm as she reached for her coffee mug. It was one of the big metal ones that kept coffee hot for hours. Which was essential when she lost track of time in the middle of research. She loathed cold coffee with a passion… about the same amount as she hated speaking with Travis. “Old habits and all that.”

      He watched her for a long moment, his gaze just this side of intense. The skin at the back of her neck prickled uncomfortably, and she couldn’t work out if he thought that was sexy… if he was trying to flirt with her.

      No way could he know what she’d done… that she’d contacted Eric and spoken to an actual alien again—the handsome blond one.

      “I should get back to it. I have the spectrum analyzer booked in… oh shit, is that the time?” she hissed, making a show of looking at her watch. “Sorry, love to chat. Gotta fly!”

      She headed for the door, feeling his gaze burning into her back. It took everything she had not to speed up. If she did that, she would give away the fact she was nervous around him, and hell would freeze over before she gave him that kind of power.

      So she kept a measured pace as she walked through the door and down the corridor, her heels rapping out a tattoo on the hard floor.

      Nothing to see here, she reminded herself, clutching her metal coffee mug. Then she realized she was in danger of breaking her own knuckles and eased up on her grip. Situation normal… yeah, definitely all fucked up.

      It was mid-afternoon, so the corridors were mostly empty. Most of the staff were either in their own labs or holed up in the data analysis suites. She should be using the quiet to plan her next move, but she couldn’t think, thanks to the run-in with Travis.

      She headed to the small galley near the ward unit. This one had the better coffee machine, and she was almost empty. She could do with a snack as well, something to keep her blood sugar up after the stress of almost getting caught making an unsanctioned offsite call to a dead man.

      The familiar hum of the coffee machine was a welcome sound as she rinsed her mug out and then set it under the spout. Pressing the button, she watched as the dark liquid swirled into the cup, steam rising in gentle wisps.

      Technically, she hadn’t made a call to a dead man. Despite what the company and the legal records said, Eric Archer was alive and kicking.

      Alive and kicking and, from the looks of him, not entirely human anymore. She had no idea what he’d done to himself, but it didn’t surprise her in the least if he’d experimented on himself.

      She hadn’t gotten to speak to Eric, anyway, but the alien she’d seen before. Heat burned across her cheekbones at the memory of his handsome face. His eyes reminded her of stormy seas, dangerous and untamable.

      She shut the thought off instantly. She did not need to be daydreaming about alien men, no matter how gorgeous they were. He probably didn’t even know what a woman was… or “he” could be a she, or they could eat their mates after sex… lay eggs… she literally knew nothing about his species, so it was best to err on the side of caution and. Not. Think. About him.

      She glanced through the open doorway and across the corridor. The medical ward was directly opposite, and the thick glass windows offered a clear view into the room. One way, they were for observation purposes. The patients inside couldn’t see out, like goldfish in a bowl or specimens under a microscope. It had always made her uncomfortable.

      Most of the time, though, patients who were admitted were in such a bad way that they wouldn’t have known if anyone was watching them anyway. Usually, they’d been in accidents involving chemicals or radiation of some kind and weren’t expected to live. She’d never mentioned it to anyone, not even her closest colleagues, but she had a sneaking suspicion they were here without their family’s knowledge so the project could study the effects of what had happened to them.

      Jane was different. For one thing, she wasn’t at death’s door. For another, she had no family. Not a surprise if Lina was right and she wasn’t even human.

      Unless… aliens had already infiltrated human society and were living among them.

      Lina shook her head quickly. That was ridiculous. With the level of technology humanity had now, aliens hiding among them would be quickly discovered.

      She looked at Jane again, visible through the window. She lay back on the pillows, sleeping, and was hooked up to more machines than Lina had ever seen crammed into one room.

      Her heart ached for the woman, alien or not, and as though she felt Lina looking, she opened her eyes. Despite the clinical setting and the fact that Lina knew something was… off about her DNA, something was still fragile and very human about her.

      Jane turned her head toward Lina and smiled.

      It was the smallest of expressions, just a lift of the corners of her mouth, but she saw it. It was a smile… when Jane was known to never smile, and it was directed right at her. Lina’s breath caught in her throat. Jane shouldn’t be able to see her, let alone react to her presence.

      No… it had to be a fluke. A random facial movement that she’d mistaken for a smile because she felt a connection to Jane? Felt sorry for her. Or did she know that Lina was there, watching… caring? Had called for help for her?

      Frowning, she stepped closer to the doorway. She should ignore the smile. Walk away and pretend she’d never seen it… maintain the professional detachment required of her, at least until rescue arrived. If rescue arrived. She had to believe it would. Because at some point, she would make a mistake, and then the company would know that she suspected them.

      She’d be listed as lost in some “totally regrettable, unexpected workplace accident.”

      Like Eric Archer.

      Jane’s smile faded, and she turned to look back up at the ceiling above her head. The movement highlighted the scars down the sides of her neck, and Lina frowned.

      Who was she, really? She didn’t buy the story that she’d been found on an unknown civilian ship out there. All ships had technology that could be traced. Flight vectors had to be logged… someone somewhere would know who she was. So why hide that?

      She turned, looking at those scars again. What had they done to her? And most importantly, why?
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      Lina walked through the station. Her thoughts were a whirlwind behind the neutral expression on her face. She was like a swan, all calm and serene on the surface… but paddling like hell underneath.

      She reached lab four, one of the smaller labs near the outward curve of the main ring of the station, and the smell of peppermint and antiseptic made her smile. Doctor Larry Pierce, one of the senior scientists aboard and her former mentor, looked up from his screen as she walked in.

      “Lina,” he said, the corners of his eyes crinkling with a smile as he cast a quick look at the clock over the door. “I hadn’t realized the time. On your second mug already?” he asked, nodding toward her hand.

      “Yeah, needed the caffeine today for sure,” she replied, sliding onto the stool next to him. They’d known each other for years, since her very first dig as a newly qualified genetic anthropologist, and had been firm friends ever since. “Ran into Travis earlier,” she added by way of explanation.

      Larry’s expression set, the warmth going out of his eyes. Most of the time, he looked like a skinnier version of Santa, with silver hair pulled back into a low ponytail, a clipped beard, and a smile on his face. Now, though, the hardness in his eyes reminded her that Santa had been based on a far older myth… that of Odin.

      “That young man needs to learn manners,” he grumbled in a low voice. “He was lurking in here the other day… and accidents do happen.”

      Her lips quirked up at the corner. “Why, Larry… them’s fighting words!”

      His eyebrow arched up. “You may laugh, young lady, but I’ll let you know I have a black belt in origami.”

      She side-eyed him. “Origami?”

      “Have you ever heard of the death of a thousand cuts?”

      “Yeah…”

      “That’s how to learn origami. Paper cuts hurt like a bitch.”

      She chuckled and glanced around the lab. Larry was in the thick of it, lines of samples like regiments in front of him along with a thick notebook filled with his spider-like handwriting open by his side. He’d been the reason she’d learned to keep a written copy of her notes, as a⁠—

      “Backup,” she suddenly realized, her eyes widening. Travis kept all his notes on the system. If something were to… happen to them, he’d have nothing.

      “You wouldn’t…” she breathed. “Would you?”

      Larry winked, his blue eyes bright under his bushy eyebrows.

      “Do what?” he asked innocently. “Ask that young man if he’d like to learn the basics of origami?”

      She shook her head, her lips pressed together in amusement. That was the thing about Larry, always speaking in riddles. Unless they were talking research, of course, and then his language was sharp and to the point. Facts and details mattered… those were the constant refrains she’d heard as a student.

      “What are you working on?” she asked, leaning forward.

      Even though they all worked for the company, they weren’t all working on the same project at the same time. Some scientists worked in isolation, hoarding their knowledge like a magpie hoards its treasures and trusting no one. Although, to be fair, assholes like Travis didn’t help anyone in the trust stakes. And others worked best in small groups or by checking each other’s work, as she and Larry often did.

      “I’ve been looking at the samples from the radiation exposure case again,” he said, motioning at the results on his screen. “Going from the earliest we have,right through to last week. It’s fascinating the way the cells have adapted and regenerated themselves to such a degree.”

      She kept her expression polite and interested as she leaned in, her mind racing. Larry was no slouch in the scientific stakes… Had he already found what she’d discovered? Did he know about the substrand in Jane’s DNA? The substrand that shouldn’t be there?

      “I see what you mean,” she murmured with a frown.

      “That’s not a normal reaction at all. I see the irradiation incident and where the cells go into apoptosis and start to die, but what happens here?” She pointed to a sample a third of the way into the group.

      He shook his head. “Something here blocks the radiation-induced cell death.”

      She tilted her head in curiosity. “But wouldn’t that allow the radiation-mutated cells to divide and multiply?”

      “Well, yes… it should,” he admitted. “But look here, two along. Something here has reversed the laddering on the DNA caused by the apoptosis, and⁠—”

      “That’s not possible.” She frowned and looked again, wondering how in-depth he’d studied the sample cells. “Have you noticed any anomalies in the cellular structure? Anything... odd that might explain the laddering reversal?”

      That shouldn’t be possible. But Jane was right there, in the ward, all living and breathing and not dying a slow, horrible death from radiation poisoning as she should be.

      Taking his glasses off, he wiped them with a cloth and looked at the screen. “Well, there’s certainly a level of resilience that’s uncommon. As for anomalies, there’s nothing I wouldn’t have expected for this level of radiation exposure. Why?”

      “Hmmm, no reason, just chasing a hunch.” She sat back and reached for her coffee mug. “Thought there might be something... different about these samples.”

      Larry grinned. “You always were one for chasing shadows. These samples are interesting, but I think a large part of that can be put down to the radiation. I’ve never seen readings like this. I’d kill to get a hold of live readings on the source.”

      That was the mystery of this project—an impossible recovery from a type of radiation human science had never come across before. But had the Lathar? She blocked the thought as soon as it washed through her mind. She’d ask those questions when she and Jane were safely away from here with Eric and his new friends.

      “How’s the team coping with the workload?” she asked, changing the subject. “These projects are hella demanding, especially with these new deadlines.”

      “They’re managing.” Larry shrugged.

      Unusually for a project of this type, their team was spread out across different facilities with only a handful of them here in the secure facility. She’d had to sign more legal papers than she’d have to if she wanted to immigrate to a new colony just to get authorization to be here. “It would have been easier if Doctor Archer hadn’t been killed in the accident at 892. I would have appreciated his input on some of these findings.”

      She glanced down, concealing her expression, a little freaked out that he’d mentioned Eric almost immediately after she’d thought about him. “Yeah, it was a tragedy. He will be missed⁠—”

      A small beep from her comm device made her look down. “That’s me… The analyzer’s done early. Thanks for the chat.”

      “Anytime.” He smiled but his attention was already wandering back to his samples. Then he looked up. “Hey! Remember… chasing shadows is not always bad. Sometimes it leads you to the answer.”

      She waved over her shoulder as she hurried out. She knew Larry meant well, but Eric had been chasing shadows… and look where that had gotten him.
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      It had been a long day.

      Lina sighed in relief as she walked into her quarters and kicked her shoes off. They were sensible and flat-soled from the list of “approved” footwear for lab use, but after a long day, even the most comfortable of shoes felt like a straightjacket for her feet.

      Standing in the middle of the room, she leaned her head back and closed her eyes for a second. The day wasn’t over yet. She had no idea where Eric was, or if he’d even gotten her message…

      No, she told herself off sharply. She had gotten through to Eric’s ship. She’d spoken to someone. The handsome blond alien. Absently, her mind locked on to the way he looked. Unlike Eric, he looked almost entirely human, albeit much bigger, and even though he had short hair, he had a dangerous, Viking-esque air about him. An alien space Viking? Did such a thing exist?

      Opening her eyes, she dropped her files and notebook off on her desk before walking across the room to wash her coffee mug out in the kitchen sink. However, calling the small group of cupboards in the corner of the room that contained a tiny sink, chiller, and reheat unit a kitchen was generous. She’d seen bigger specimen cabinets.

      Her nose wrinkled as she opened the chiller to look at the contents and reached in to grab a packet. Not much in there now, but she didn’t fancy heading out to the canteen. So—she checked the label—pasta carbonara it was. Shoving the single meal in the reheater, she poured herself a glass of wine and sipped on it as she looked around the small room.

      She’d had pretty much the same single-person accommodation at every research station she’d ever been on. Some were planetside, where she might have been lucky to get a view of the scenery, or in space, where she could have had a view of the stars or an interesting nebula.

      Here, she had neither. Her accommodation was on the inner curve of the habitat ring, so the tiny window just looked out onto the other side of the ring and the tiny windows of the little box rooms opposite. She’d tried to make it as homely and welcoming in here as she could. She’d thrown comfortable blankets over the bed with big cushions to make it look like a sofa when she wasn’t sleeping, and she’d picked up personal mementos from the places she’d traveled.

      The reheater pinged. Grabbing her food and wine, she took them to the desk to begin work again.

      Flipping open her notebook, filled with line after line of her notes, she read as she ate. She thought best this way, checking her notes and making new ones to lay out all the pieces of the puzzle. It was the only way to see the connections and solve the riddle that was Jane and her unusual recovery. At least, that was the plan.

      She sighed. The trouble was, the more she read, the more she slipped down the rabbit hole. So much didn’t make sense here, and she wasn’t sure what to make of it. Unless…

      Her eyes widened, her fork halfway to her mouth as the most impossible of impossible thoughts crossed her mind.

      “Shit… It’s not biological,” she murmured and then hissed in irritation as a pasta swirl dropped from her fork to land with a splat on the desk. She swiped it up with a tissue and then shoved her meal to the side as she grabbed her notebook.

      Her fingers flew across the keyboard as she accessed the results she’d locked down behind three different layers of encryption. Nothing unusual there; no one on the station wanted Travis getting into their files and stealing anything, but this went beyond that. This was apocalypse-level security. She had no plans for what had happened to MD-892-A—the research facility that had been destroyed and “killed” Eric Archer—to happen here. To her.

      “No, it can’t be,” she murmured to herself.

      She read, and cross-checked, and then checked again. Her eyes narrowed but the figures on the screen in front of her didn’t change. This wasn’t a biological anomaly. This was intentional. It was…

      “Storage,” she murmured, sitting back in shock.

      The substrand was a storage unit for data. But what data, and why hide it in DNA?

      Her heart thundered as she started typing again, her mind racing at light speed. The implications of this were… huge. Astronomical. This could entirely reshape their current understanding of genetics and data storage.

      If she could figure out the access methodology… But it was fighting her.

      “Argh!” she hissed, repeatedly hitting the same roadblock. Whatever the data was, she couldn’t access it. It was a corrupt mess, indecipherable.

      Leaning back in her chair, she rubbed her temples. It felt like she stood on the brink of a monumental breakthrough… which was just out of reach. It was frustrating.

      Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to start at the beginning again, laying everything she knew out on the screen in front of her so she could see the bigger picture.

      Reaching for her glass, she lifted it only to realize it was already empty. She turned back to the screen and froze. Carefully, she turned her head to look at the screen out of the corner of her eye.

      Her eyes widened.

      There it was… the pattern.

      Feeling like a master detective, she dived right back in, teasing at the edges of the pattern until, finally, she had it all on screen in front of her.

      Her jaw dropped.

      The DNA was reconstituting itself, evolving and repairing the corrupted segments bit by bit. It was like watching an organism heal its wounds over weeks… months… She shook her head and checked the timestamps again.

      She frowned, scribbling equations in her notebook as fast as she could. The rate of cellular decay and then recovery meant it couldn’t be months…

      She sat back, her breath leaving her in a rush. Shit. If she was right, the project hadn’t had Jane for the few months they claimed.

      They’d had her for years…
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