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      In a galaxy filled with different species, cultures, and governments, there is only one constant: trade.

      In the final months of the Resource Wars, the surviving corporations grew strong enough to rival any government, affecting everything from colonization plans to intergalactic law.

      To counter their influence and check their powers, the Interstellar Armed Forces created a new division: Nova Force. Their mission? Ensure the corporations play by the rules, by any means necessary.

      Welcome to Nova Force. The last line of defense between the citizens of the galaxy and the corporations who believe that all laws are flexible, and everything is for sale for the right price.
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      Trinity read her newly-arrived orders for the third time in a row and resisted the urge to throw her tablet across her office. It wouldn’t change anything, and she didn’t want to risk scratching the window and marring her view of the lake outside. There were days that view was the best thing about her current post.

      It wasn’t as if she hadn’t been expecting the news. She had hoped to have more time to solve the mystery on her own, but her time had run out. The high-ranking brass at the Interstellar Armed Forces wanted answers and scapegoats, not necessarily in that order. They also wanted those answers yesterday, if not sooner. Since she wasn’t having any luck investigating on her own and didn’t own a time machine, the brass were sending in someone else to take over.

      According to her new orders, a Nova Force investigative team was already on its way. She was to hand over all data and files collected, then assist them in any way she could. In other words, she’d been benched.

      “V.I.D.A., please inform all IAF base personnel and the civilian staff there will be an important announcement during dinner. They’ll take the news better if they’ve got full stomachs.”

      The artificial intelligence program that was the heart and soul of Victor Base responded instantly. “Notification sent. Is there anything else?”

      “Yes. We’re expecting visitors tomorrow morning. Please assign accommodations and make all standard preparations for the arrival of Nova Force Team Three. I’m sure their requirements will already be on file.”

      “Yes, Lieutenant West. Making all preparations, now.”

      “Thank you, V.I.D.A. Oh, and please notify Dr. Clarke that I need to see him in my office immediately, but don’t relay the reason. He’s going to have a conniption fit when he finds out that Nova Force is on their way here, I’d rather he hear it from me.”

      “Dr. Clarke is currently in the atrium. I have alerted him to your request. He will arrive at your office within ten minutes time.”

      If Tony was in the atrium, he was probably meditating. Trinity hoped he’d gotten in enough Zen time to gracefully accept the bad news she was about to deliver. As the head scientist on the base, he would set the tone for how the others reacted to the arrival of Nova Force and a much more invasive investigation than the one she had been running. If he reacted poorly, then it was going to be a long, stressful time for everyone.
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      “I don’t want them here!” Tony announced for what had to be the fifth time since she had told him the news. Per IAF regulations, he spoke in Galactic Standard, the most common language in the galaxy. Unlike many of the others at the base, he spoke it without any hint of an accent. Trinity’s accent was undeniably Terran, and she didn’t try to hide it. She was proud of her origins. Escaping the hive cities of Earth was no easy feat.

      “What you want is a moot point, now. They’re already on their way.”

      “I still don’t understand why they’re coming here at all. The thefts happened years ago. The thief is long gone by now. The cyborgs are living proof that the Phoenix Project could work. But instead of initiating a project most of us have waited years to begin, we’re caught up in a witch hunt.”

      While Trinity understood Tony’s point of view, she didn’t share it. Victor Base was the home of the Vault of the Fallen, a repository for the DNA of the best men and women to ever serve in the IAF. Genetic material from generations of soldiers was stored in the vault, with the understanding that none of that material could ever leave the base. “You know as well as I do that until we know how the thefts occurred, and who was responsible, there is no way that the Phoenix Project is going to be given the green light. No one is going to allow you to start genetic experimentation to create better soldiers if we can’t be sure the base is secure.”

      Tony growled in frustration. “This place is the most secure base in the entire galaxy. It’s built in the middle of an empty continent, on an uninhabited planet, deep in the heart of a star system under IAF control. How much more secure can it get?”

      Trinity steepled her fingers in front of her and tried to use logic to make her case. “That’s what this team is here to find out. Sixteen years ago, someone started stealing samples of the vault’s DNA and managed to get them off base. Worse, those samples were sold to the corporations, who used them to create the cyborgs. Those poor beings were made to fight and die in the corporations’ Resource Wars.”

      “Which only proves that Phoenix can work!”

      “That’s the problem, though. When the public finds out where the cyborg project’s genetic material came from, there are going to be questions. The IAF has always maintained that they had no part in the Resource Wars, which makes the source of the cyborgs’ DNA somewhat problematic.”

      “It could take years for that information to come to light. Why the rush?”

      Trinity shook her head. “You haven’t been read in on everything, Tony. Neither have I, but I know that it won’t be long before the whole galaxy knows about the cyborgs. The IAF brass needs answers before that happens. That’s why the Nova Force team has been assigned. They won’t leave until they find out what happened.”

      He sighed and ran a hand through his silver and black hair. Despite his sometimes difficult personality, Tony Clarke was a handsome man, and he could be charming when he wanted to be. She was still holding out some hope he’d use that charm on the investigators. It would make things so much easier.

      “What do you know about these Nova Force teams?” Tony asked, slightly mollified for the moment.

      “They’re the best at what they do. Highly trained. Handpicked.” She decided to omit the rest. Nova Force was known for two things: their unquestionable talent and their arrogance. When it came to investigations like this one, they were the best in the galaxy, and they knew it.

      “And what exactly is it that they’re trained to do? I’ve never even heard of this branch of the IAF before.”

      “Their job is to investigate all potential overreaches or crimes committed by the corporations. You know that the balance of power in the galaxy is precarious. The governments are supposed to make the rules, but the corporations are always looking for shortcuts and workarounds, anything that increases their influence and their profits.”

      Tony’s scowled. “I don’t want them nosing around the labs unescorted.”

      “I’ll see what I can do, but they have clearance to go anywhere and speak to anyone they want. This is a military facility, and I have my orders. There’s only so much I can do, Tony.” She used his first name, knowing it would please him. Despite the age difference between them, he’d made it clear that he would be happy to take their relationship much further than a professional friendship.

      If her life were different, she might have been tempted to agree, but she couldn’t let herself be distracted. Her mission had been the same since the day she’d joined the IAF, and nothing, not even a handsome doctor, was going to get in her way. When she had the answers she needed about her brother’s death, she’d be free to make different choices.

      “When are we telling everyone else?” he asked, which was as close to acceptance as she was likely to get from him.

      “I’ve asked V.I.D.A. to arrange for a briefing after dinner tonight. That should give everyone time to prepare before the team arrives tomorrow. We should make the announcement together, I think. I can send you my notes once I’ve written them up. Say, in an hour?”

      He nodded and rose from his chair. “A united front. Yes. That’s how we’ll handle this. I look forward to reading your notes. If you had time, perhaps we could go over them together? We could dine in my quarters before the briefing.”

      “Thank you for the invitation, but I doubt there will be time. I still need to speak to my Master Sergeant about this, and draft my notes.”

      He didn’t bother to hide his disappointment at her deferral. “Then I will see you at the briefing.”

      Once he departed, Trinity rose from her chair and rolled her shoulders to try and ease some of the tension building in her muscles. It was a hopeless task. Between her normal duties as base commander, her informal job as liaison between IAF personnel and the scientists, and her attempts to investigate the decade-old security breach, Trinity hadn’t had a chance to so much as catch her breath in weeks.

      “How am I ever going to get transferred if I can’t prove my worth?” She muttered.

      Helping to solve this case was her best chance at proving herself and getting promoted off this star-forsaken planet. She’d joined the IAF for a reason, and it wasn’t to guard a bunch of paranoid scientists and their top-secret experiments.

      Not that the residence scientists didn’t have reason to be paranoid. She might only have an intermediate degree in cybernetic engineering and bio-systems, but it was enough for her to understand that some of the experiments and research being done on Victor Base were not merely cutting-edge, they weren’t always within the boundaries of what was legal.

      This base was full of secrets. The investigators were certainly going to uncover more than a few of them while they were looking for their thief.

      “V.I.D.A., please inform Master Sergeant Gottfried I need to see her when she has a moment so I can update her on everything. And please notify me when the Nova Force vessel is about to make orbit. I’d like a little advanced warning so I can be ready to meet them.”

      “Lieutenant West. I have ascertained that the vessel you are referring to is already approaching. I estimate they will arrive in orbit in six minutes and eighteen seconds.”

      “What? No! Tomorrow. They’re not scheduled to get here until tomorrow morning.”

      “It would appear your schedule is incorrect, Lieutenant West.”

      “Recheck the transponder of the incoming vessel and confirm identity.”

      “Identity confirmed. The vessel is IAF Frigate Malora. Crew compliment: six active members of Nova Force. Their commanding officer is—“

      “Fraxxing early. That’s what they are. What do they think they’re going to accomplish by showing up here unannounced and ahead of schedule? I haven’t even had time to warn the civilians that their precious labs are about to be invaded by a bunch of outsiders.”

      Whatever progress she had made calming Tony down was about to burn up like an asteroid hitting atmosphere.

      “V.I.D.A., contact Dr. Clarke, tell him what’s happening and that I’ll catch up with him in a moment. When the Malora makes contact, direct their shuttle to landing site six. Keep me appraised of all communications and let me know exactly when they plan on landing. I’ll need to meet them. Oh, and update Master Sergeant Gottfried with this new information.”

      “Yes, Lieutenant West.”

      Trinity dashed for the door, already preparing for what was to come and wondering what else could go wrong with this day.
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      Commander Dax Rossi sat back and watched his team as they joked and bickered with each other. They were a tightknit crew, more like family than co-workers. They trusted each other to watch their backs, and they trusted him to keep them as safe as the universe, and their chosen profession, allowed.

      He rapped his knuckles on the battered metal table top of the mess area, which doubled as their meeting room. Their ship, the Malora, was built for combat, not comfort, and space was at a premium.

      “Alright, boys and girls, time to go over what we know, and figure out how we’re going to find out what we don’t know.”

      “Girls?” Lieutenant Aria Jessop glowered at him. “There are no girls on this team, sir.”

      “He was talking about Magi and Buttercup. No one would mistake you for a girl, Jessop.” Lieutenant Crispin Caldwell winked at the only female on the team. “You’re all woman.”

      “And don’t you forget it.” She flashed him a grin that would have scared a saner man.

      “You calling me a girl, Cris? Next time we’re sparring, I’m going to make you eat those words.” Sergeant Dante Strak was a big, burly, tattooed man who looked like he could knock a comet off-course without straining himself.

      “No flirting on company time. We’ve got less than thirty minutes before we land, and I want everyone focused,” Dax declared. Most of the time, the team operated without the usual military formality and structure. He preferred it that way. But right now, he needed them to be at the top of their game.

      The room went silent, all eyes on him.

      “What do we know, Magi?” he prompted Ensign Erben, the team’s tech and systems wizard.

      The air above the table shimmered as a holo-projection of the base appeared. “There are two bases on this planet. Tango Base is on the southern continent and is used as a jungle warfare and tactics training center. Tango is self-contained and has no regular contact with the location we’re investigating: Victor Base. The population of Victor Base is three hundred and twelve. There are thirty-eight civilian scientists, a dozen or so civilian techs and support staff for those scientists, and the rest of the population are IAF personnel, mostly there to run base operations and provide security.”

      Lieutenant Commander Kurt Meyer, Dax’s second in command, scoffed. “And a fine job they’ve done of it, too. If they’d been decent guards, we wouldn’t be here.” He gestured to the display. “This place looks more like a day spa than a top secret research facility.”

      Kurt had a point. There were no walls or checkpoints. The entire facility was nestled into the side of a rolling hill with a picturesque lake curving around one side. The buildings were only a few stories high and appeared to be made of glass and steel. The only areas that looked at all military were the landing sites and hangars that contained the base’s small contingent of space vessels, shuttles, and planetary skimmers.

      “To be fair, this is an old crime. Most of them weren’t working this duty when the thefts happened,” Aria pointed out.

      “Yeah, but they didn’t notice it, either,” Kurt replied.

      “How could they?” Eric changed the display to a blueprint of the central building to demonstrate his point. “The vault is underground, and access is limited to a handful of personnel. This entire base is controlled by an advanced AI program. V.I.D.A. oversees everything, including the remote retrieval of genetic samples from the vault.”

      “I knew a Vida once. Pretty little brunette with a great set of…” Dante grunted when someone, probably Aria, booted him under the table. “Cool your boosters, Blink. I was going to say pipes. She was a singer at a club I used to hang out at.”

      Aria gave him an angelic smile. “Sure you were, Buttercup.”

      Dax rapped on the battered tabletop again, then looked at Aria. “Jessop, summarize what we know about the theft.”

      “The Resource Wars lasted nearly ten years and ended five years ago. We know that DNA from the Vault of the Fallen appears in cyborg soldiers that were created near the beginning of the conflict. We can’t be sure when the thefts began, but we do know that it started while the corporations were still gearing up for war. According to every corporation currently in operation, they all stopped their cyborg programs when the wars ended and the cyborgs revealed that they were sentient life forms with free will.”

      “Those poor bastards. How many years did they have to hide the truth about themselves? How many friends and batch siblings did they lose along the way?” Eric asked.

      “Too many years. Too many dead.” Dax said, glancing over at Kurt.

      They’d both been part of one of the first Nova Force teams when the cyborgs had stunned the galaxy by refusing to be humanely decommissioned after the wars. No one had any inkling that they were anything more than fighting machines, and some of the corporations had chosen to deny the truth and attempted to destroy their creations despite the cyborgs’ announcement. Dax and his group had rescued as many cyborgs as they could from the slaughter, but they couldn’t be everywhere at once.

      The deaths of the ones he couldn’t save still weighed heavy on his soul. They’d lost a teammate in those days, and his death was the heaviest burden of all. Travis Nikos had sacrificed himself to save his best friend. Years later, Dax still wasn’t sure he was worthy of that sacrifice, but he strived to be every day that he drew breath.

      “Do we have any suspects?” Kurt asked.

      “Too many,” Aria replied. “These thefts continued over a period of years, and it’s highly unlikely that one person would be able to get the material out of the vault, off the base, and then off the planet itself without help. There are too many safeguards in place.”

      She nodded to Magi, who tapped a few buttons on his tablet and called up a long list of names and job descriptions. “This is everyone who works on the base. We can eliminate those who didn’t arrive here until after the wars ended.” Some of the names vanished, but the list was still too damned long for Dax’s liking. It did explain why the in-house investigation hadn’t produced results, though. A base this small simply wouldn’t have the manpower to handle something on this scale.

      Cris sighed and ran a hand through his blond hair. “We’re going to be here for fraxxing ever.”

      “Does his lordship have somewhere else he’d rather be?” Dante drawled, well aware that using that particular nickname was the fastest way to piss off Crispin.

      Born into an old and powerful family on Cassien Alpha, Crispin Charles Caldwell the Fifteenth had walked away from the life that had been laid out for him and joined the IAF to find his own path.

      “I just got word that my baby sister is getting married. The invitations haven’t officially gone out yet, but I’ve already heard from my sister and my parents. Alyson’s afraid our folks will ruin the wedding, and my parents are so distraught that they actually reached out to me, their greatest disappointment, to see if I could check up on her. I was about to take some leave when we got tapped for this mission.”

      Aria frowned. “Why would they be upset she got married? Am I missing something?”

      Cris grimaced. “The grooms’ names are Blade, Lance, and Dirk. Oh, and they’re cyborgs.”

      The table erupted into cheers and whistles.

      “Alright then, we’ve got our deadline. We need to have this investigation wrapped up in time to get Crispin to see his sister and size up his future brothers-in-law before the wedding.”

      Everyone nodded. It was the best motivation he could give them. They’d find the truth eventually, but they’d go above and beyond if it meant helping out one of their own.

      “Anything else we need to cover before we make final approach?”

      Aria raised her hand, manipulating the image so that two names were highlighted. “These two are our main contacts. Dr. Anthony Clarke is the senior scientist on base. He was here before the thefts started, which means he’s also a suspect. Our other contact is the base’s commanding officer, Lieutenant Trinity West. She’s only been at Victor Base for seventeen months.”

      Dax sat up a little higher. He hadn’t heard the name Trinity in years. Travis had a little sister with the same first name. It couldn’t be the same woman, but hearing the name was enough to jostle loose memories he thought he’d buried a long time ago, along with the man he’d considered a brother.

      “So, she’s not a suspect?” Cris asked.

      Dax’s focus snapped back to the present.

      Aria lifted one shoulder in a partial shrug. “She’s an unknown variable.”

      “Want to say that again, but in Galactic Standard for those of us who don’t speak in riddles?” Dante muttered.

      “Want me to use small words, too?”

      Dax interjected. “I want you to explain why an IAF lieutenant is considered an unknown variable instead of an obvious ally. She wasn’t there when the thefts began, so what have you dug up?”

      “Lieutenant West has been actively opposing any outside investigation. She’s the reason we weren’t here weeks ago. Until two days ago, the powers that be were willing to let her have her way. Mostly because she had Dr. Clarke’s support.”

      “So, you think she might be working with Clarke?” Dax asked.

      “Maybe. Or maybe she has her own reasons for wanting things to stay in-house.” Aria glanced over at him. “Did you know that more than half the projects in progress here are classified above top secret? How are we supposed to know what questions to ask, or who to ask them to, if we can’t be told what they’re doing? For all I know, the Lieutenant is just protecting the base’s secrets. We can’t be sure until we have all the facts.”

      “I’ll put in a request to get us access to everything that’s going on down there. Colonel Bahl probably has it in the works already, but it might take a day or so. We’re not even supposed to be arriving until tomorrow morning.”

      “And that means they’re going to be thrilled to see us arriving before we’re expected…again.” Eric sighed and ran a hand through his dark curls, leaving them in a chaotic mess.

      “People make mistakes when they’re off-balance. The more mistakes they make, the faster we’ll close this investigation and get out of here.” He gestured to a wall monitor that showed the planet they were fast approaching. Wide stretches of water dominated the view, while the northern hemisphere contained a dull green and brown continent dotted with lakes and rivers. It was a barren land of rock and tundra, completely uninhabited apart from the men and women who worked at the base.

      An alert sounded in the mess, letting them know that the ship was now approaching their final destination.

      “That’s my cue.” Dante, the ship’s pilot, looked to Dax, waiting for permission to leave the meeting and begin their descent.

      “Dismissed.” He released them to their various duties. Seconds later, only he and Kurt were left.

      “What’s your gut telling you about this mission, Sabre?” he asked his XO. Kurt was a third-generation soldier who was as by the book as they came, but he had an uncanny ability to sense when a mission was going to go spinning out of orbit.

      Kurt raised a brow and gave his head a slow shake. “Nothing good. There’s too much we don’t know. I got a feeling one of those secrets is going to bite us in the ass.”

      Dax looked at his friend and nodded. “I’ll make sure the Colonel gets us access to everything. No secrets. No surprises. Not again.”

      Kurt didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. The last time they’d gone into a situation without all the information they should have had, they’d both lost a friend. Nothing Dax did would bring Travis back, but he honored his friend’s memory by doing his best to ensure he never lost another teammate.

      He rapped his knuckles on the table three times, then rose to his feet. “I’m going to contact the Colonel and let her know what we need. You get to tell the base commander that we’re on approach and expect to begin our investigation in a matter of hours.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll have them so off-balance they won’t know what hit them.”

      He clapped Kurt on the shoulder. “Just don’t piss them off so much they threaten to shoot us out of the sky.”

      “That happened one time! And as I recall, it was your fault.”

      “My fault? I believe you’re the one who said that lieutenant had a face only a blind Jeskyran could love.”

      “I’m not the one who left the comm channel open so she heard that remark, though. That was on you.” Kurt got to his feet, snapped off a salute and headed toward the bridge. “See you when we touchdown.”

      Dax stared at the monitor for a few minutes, watching as the planet expanded until it filled the screen. He wasn’t one for getting premonitions, but for once, he agreed with Kurt. Something about this mission had him on edge.
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      Trinity stood on the tarmac and watched the Malora descend. It wasn’t common for a ship of her size to make a planetary landing. Normally, the crew would leave the ship in orbit and make the last leg of the journey in a shuttle. Their early arrival and the display of power by landing a fully armed frigate at the base were clearly intended to send a message: Nova Force was here, and they didn’t care about conforming to the usual rules.

      A breeze blew in from the lake, cold enough to nip at her cheeks and numb the tip of her nose. The blush of new growth on the craggy hills that surrounded them suggested spring was on its way, but the temperatures still dropped to near freezing when the sun went down.

      She and Dr. Clarke had chosen to meet the ship together. It would give everyone more time to arrange things for the arrivals, and it allowed the civilians more time to adjust to their new reality. They had resented it when she had been the one asking questions and requesting interviews, but they’d complied because they knew and trusted her.

      Now, they were going to be expected to share their most closely guarded secrets with strangers. Instead of a proper briefing, the scientists and IAF personnel had been given the news in a short communique she and Tony had drafted and delivered on their way to the landing site.

      “I’m still not happy about this. What kind of games are they playing, arriving so early?” Tony grumbled.

      The ear-pounding rumble of the descending ship saved her from having to concoct a diplomatic reply. Whether the scientist liked it or not, a theft had occurred, and because of it, thousands of cyborgs had been created, abused, and sacrificed in a war they never agreed to be part of. Someone had to answer for that.

      The echoes of the engine’s noise were still reverberating through the air when the doorway opened. She came to attention and waited for the team to debark, reminding herself yet again that if she was going to be permitted to be involved in this investigation at all, she was going to have to set aside her disappointment and make herself invaluable. After her time working with the scientists here, she could be a valuable resource. The other IAF personnel didn’t call her the ‘nerd whisperer’ for nothing.

      The first officer to appear was a woman. She was tall and athletic looking, with dark skin and an air of confidence. She scanned the area with a practiced eye before stepping onto the ramp that led to the ground. Her blue and silver uniform bore an insignia Trinity had heard described but never seen, a silver five-pointed star on an all-black background: the symbol of the elite group of soldiers that made up Nova Force.

      Trinity wished there had been time to review their files before they got here. She didn’t even know their names. She was at a disadvantage already, and it bothered her. We’re supposed to be on the same team, dammit.

      She didn’t need to read a file to know the name of the next officer to appear.

      “That son of a bitch,” she muttered in Terran, her accent thickening in her anger. Dax Rossi was here, and according to the shoulder-mark on his uniform, he was a commander, which meant he was the leader of the newly arrived team. Double fraxx.

      “You know him?”

      “I knew him. A long time ago.”

      “Friend?”

      “That’s not the word I’d use, no.” Liar, sure. Jerk, certainly. Lover – once. But the only member of her family he’d been friends with had been her brother. The last time she’d seen Dax, it was at Travis’ funeral, and she’d hoped she would never set eyes on him again.

      As angry as she was at seeing him, it still didn’t stop her heart from doing a triple-beat in her chest. He looked good. The piercing, blue-eyed stare was the same, and his dark hair was still too long for military standards, but there was something different about him: a maturity that hadn’t been there before. He looked every part a confident leader, and it suited him.

      He’s even sexier now. That was the voice of her younger, dumber self. The one that thought she was in love with her brother’s best friend. She wasn’t that girl anymore. She couldn’t be.

      Dax looked her way, and his foot froze mid-stride, nearly sending him tumbling down the ramp. His lips moved, and she could almost hear him speak her name. It gave her some small satisfaction to know she wasn’t the only one that had been blindsided.

      The moment his feet hit solid ground, she pushed aside her personal feelings and became the embodiment of an IAF officer. She snapped off a perfect salute, then stepped forward to greet him. “Welcome to Victor Base, sir. I’m Lieutenant Trinity West.”

      His answering salute was as crisp and perfect as hers had been, but his eyes were stormy, and there was a line between his brows that only appeared when he was unhappy about something.

      There had been a time she would have run her finger down that line and teased him until he smiled again. Despite everything that had happened, part of her still wanted to do that. She hated that he still had that effect on her.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant West.”

      There was a tiny pause before he spoke her last name, and she knew he’d almost called her Lieutenant Nikos. She’d changed her name before joining up. IAF Officer Nikos had been her brother, not her. She didn’t want anyone making that connection, and she had no desire to live in her brother’s shadow.

      “May I introduce the senior scientist in residence? This is Dr. Anthony Clarke. Dr. Clarke, this is Commander Dax Rossi, the commanding officer of Nova Force Team Three.”

      Anthony managed a slight nod, but his arms remained crossed over his chest. “Commander. I’d like to be able to say it’s a pleasure to have you visit our research lab, but the truth is, it’s not. You and your team are a disruption here. I hope you find whatever answers you need and depart as quickly as possible.”

      Dax held out his hand. “I understand your concerns, doctor. We’ll try to keep disruptions to a minimum. You can help us accomplish that by giving my team a list of names and interview times that work with your scientists’ schedules.”

      Anthony still didn’t look happy, but he did shake Dax’s hand. “I’ll have something done up this evening. I assume you’ll only be interested in speaking with the ones who were working here when the theft occurred?”

      “We’ll need to speak to everyone on the base.” Dax glanced back her way. “That includes all IAF personnel.”

      Trinity nodded. “I’ve assigned you and your team accommodations, workspace, and interview rooms. My people will make themselves available whenever you need them.”

      “The soldiers are replaceable cogs in the wheels that run this place, but my scientists are a different matter. Why would you need to speak to the ones who weren’t even here when the theft occurred?”

      Trinity didn’t appreciate Clarke calling her people cogs, but she was more concerned about his attitude toward the newly arrived investigators. If he kept pushing, he wasn’t going to enjoy what happened next.

      Dax’s expression hardened. “Because, Dr. Clarke, that’s how we build a complete picture of what happened here. I understand your concerns, and we will do our best to accommodate them. However, I expect the full and complete cooperation of you and your scientists.”

      The two men were glowering at each other, and Trinity decided it was time to step in. “You’ll have all the cooperation you need, Commander. Dr. Clarke, I already assured you I’d do all I can to ensure your people are not disrupted more than necessary. This investigation is important to everyone.”

      Tony’s expression softened slightly, and he gave her a ghost of a smile. “You’re right, Trin – I mean Lieutenant West.”

      Dax’s lips thinned at the doctor’s slip, which she was certain hadn’t been an accident. She wasn’t interested in being a pawn in their little power play. She had a job to do, and goals of her own she needed to accomplish.

      “Why don’t you head back inside and let your people know what’s going on. I know the team’s early arrival hasn’t given you much time to brief them. I’ll see to it that the commander and the rest of his team are taken care of. Tomorrow morning, we’ll work out a schedule of interviews that works for everyone.”

      “Or you could stop by my office tonight. Then Commander Rossi’s people could start first thing in the morning.”

      “I think tomorrow will be soon enough.” She was going to have to have a word with Tony later. She didn’t appreciate the position he was putting her in. If he wanted to provoke Dax and his team, that was his choice, but there was no way in hell she was going to allow herself to be dragged into the fray. She didn‘t trust Dax, but he owed her. She’d do everything she could to make this investigation quick and painless, and then she’d ask him the same question she’d asked the day of Travis’ funeral.

      Maybe this time, he’d finally be honest with her.
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      From the second he’d seen Trinity waiting for him on the tarmac, Dax’s world had imploded with the force of a comet strike. She was supposed to be safe and sound somewhere, following her dreams and making a better life for herself. He wanted to shake her and tell her to get her ass back home where she belonged. Fraxx, he wanted to peel her out of that uniform and spank her ass pink. What the hell was she doing in the IAF? Why had she changed her name? Was she married? Why was she here? He had too many questions, and now wasn’t the time to ask them. He would, though. And soon.

      He was about to start his own investigation into Lieutenant Trinity West, and he wouldn’t stop until he had all the answers. The first thing he needed to know was if Dr. Clarke and Trinity had a personal relationship. Was that the reason she had tried to keep the investigation in-house? Was she protecting the scientist?

      Clarke bid them goodbye and walked away, leaving them alone for the first time.

      She was more beautiful than he remembered. Her hair had darkened to a rich chestnut, and the curls he’d always been fascinated with were tamed and tied back in a no-nonsense braid. Her golden skin was darker now, likely because she was able to go out into the light of a real sun instead of the artificial lights of the hive city they’d grown up in.

      “Trin. I—“

      She raised her hand and gave a sharp shake of her head. “No, Commander Rossi. We’re not doing this. Not right now.”

      He’d never seen her like this. Confident. Controlled. The note of command in her voice should have annoyed him. He was her superior, and she knew it. He wasn’t angry, though. He was intrigued, and very turned on.

      The rest of his team walked over to join them, and he turned to make introductions. Before he could open his mouth, Kurt made the connection on his own.

      “Trinity Nikos? What in hell are you doing here?”

      “Meyer?” Trinity’s eyes lit up with a warm smile as she turned her back on Dax and went to greet his XO. “It’s Lieutenant Trinity West, actually. I didn’t know you were with Nova Force, now.”

      “Have been for a while now.” Kurt uttered the partial lie with ease. “I thought you were getting your degree in cybernetic engineering.”

      Nova Force wasn’t a secret anymore, but there was a time when everything about the group and their missions were classified. Even now, the men and women who served in its ranks didn’t advertise their positions. Trinity and her family didn’t know her brother had been part of Nova Force when he died. But Trin was smart. It wouldn’t take her long to figure it out, now that she knew two of the men who served with her brother were part of the same elite group.

      Trin shrugged. “I did. I graduated and then I signed up with the IAF. Because of my background, I ended up fast-tracked and sent out here.”

      Well, that explained why she’d been assigned to Victor Base. She had a foot in both worlds: military and scientific. It still didn’t tell him why she’d signed up at all.

      “Nikos? As in Travis Nikos?” Aria asked.

      Just like that, Kurt was taking over introductions, leaving Dax on the sidelines. He introduced her to the rest of the team, most of whom had heard about Travis from the ones who had known him best. She smiled and greeted them with a warmth that was missing from her interactions with him. It didn’t matter she had good reason to be cool and distant with him. It still stung.

      By the time she’d met them all, he was sure of two things. Trinity now knew that her brother was with Nova Force before he died, and despite all the years they’d been apart, she still held claim to a big chunk of his heart.

      “Commander, if your team is ready, I’ll have one of my men show you to your accommodations.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. That would be appreciated.”

      “We could use a few bodies to offload our gear from the ship, too,” Eric chimed in.

      “I’ll direct some of the off-duty guards to give you a hand, Ensign Erben.” She turned the full force of her smile on the young tech, and Eric lit up like a star going nova.

      The only one who didn’t seem to be under Trinity’s spell was Aria. As the team’s chief interrogator, she was doing what she did best, observing and compiling information. He had no doubt that before long, Blink would know more about the residents of the base then even their own families. And that meant he was going to have to tell her about his history with Trinity. She couldn’t have missed the tension between them, and she’d need to know why.

      He wasn’t looking forward to that conversation.
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      Dax was at the window, watching the sunset paint the lake in vibrant colors. The rest of his team were scattered around the workroom they’d been assigned, comparing notes and settling in.

      Kurt leaned back in his chair and gestured around him. “I told you this place was a damned day-spa. The gym is better than the one we have back home, and they’ve got a spring-fed swimming pool, too. Did you see the menu for the cafeteria? These scientists eat better than most colonels I know. And that’s on top of the food dispensers the higher-ranking folks have in their quarters. Even the guest quarters have them!”

      “Their network is incredible.” Eric had spent the last hour hooking into the local system, transfixed by what he’d found. “And V.I.D.A. is something else. She’s a biotech system, with off-the-charts computing power. I think I’m in love.”

      “I thought there was a total ban on any system that combined biotech and AI.”

      “According to what I’ve read, she was designed by one of the most brilliant minds of his generation. Dr. Jules Absalom was so gifted that he was given carte blanche control over this base and everything researched here. He even got special dispensation to disregard the Pinocchio Protocol when he designed V.I.D.A. She was originally one of the research projects here, and she worked so well, she was permitted to continue running the base.” Eric was clearly enthralled with the program.

      “It’s been running the base that long?” Aria looked up from her tablet. “You realize what this means, right?”

      “Yeah, I’m in love with an older woman,” Eric retorted.

      “You mean the AI or the lovely Lieutenant West?” Dante asked.

      Dax had to bite back a growl of displeasure at the mere idea of Eric, or anyone else on his team, thinking that way about Trinity.

      Kurt spun around in his chair so that he was looking at Aria. “It’s a computer program, why does it matter how old it is?”

      “V.I.D.A. was active when the thefts took place. It could have recorded something, an image or order that could point us in the right direction.”

      Dax nodded. “It’s your lucky day, Magi. I need you to get intimately acquainted with V.I.D.A. and see if you can find anything related to the thefts.”

      Eric groaned in delight. “Oh baby. I’m going to make you tell me all your secrets.”

      “I’m starting to worry about your judgment, Erben. You seem to have a thing for women with secrets.” Aria looked straight at Dax. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      “Always. You know that.”

      “For this topic, I thought you might make an exception.”

      “You want to ask me about West.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Do you want us to give you the room?” Kurt asked.

      He considered the offer and then rejected it. They all needed to know that he had a personal connection to this case. “Stay.”

      Everyone went quiet and looked at Aria, who settled deeper into her chair and then asked the question he’d been waiting for. “What happened between you and Lieutenant West?”

      “I grew up in a hive city on Earth. My parents worked opposing shifts, which meant I was on my own most of the time. One of the other families in our housing block more or less adopted me.”

      “The Nikos family.” Aria guessed.

      “Travis Nikos was more than a friend, he was my brother. Wherever he went, I followed. We both wanted to get away from Athens Two and see the galaxy. There were only two ways out. Work for one of the corporations, or join the military. Travis chose the IAF, and I went with him.”

      “And West?”

      “As you now know, she’s Travis’s little sister. She thought her older brother hung the sun, the moon, and every star in the sky. When he went away, she was devastated. The night before we shipped out, she snuck into my sleeping cubby and made me promise that I’d keep him safe and make sure he always came home alive.”

      “Shit.” Dante scowled, an expression that made his mixed-race parentage instantly recognizable. Apart from his size and the strange midnight-blue shade of his eyes, he usually looked mostly human. It was only when he got angry or flashed his fangs that his Torski side appeared.

      “So, she blames you for Travis’ death?” Aria asked.

      “She does, but that’s not the real reason she’s angry with me. Until today, she had no idea her brother was part of Nova Force. Back then, the teams were still an experiment, and every mission was classified.”

      “We couldn’t even tell his family how their son died,” Kurt said.

      Aria tapped her fingers against the arm of her chair. “That doesn’t explain the way she looked at you when you stepped off the ship today, though. If looks could kill, she’d be up on murder charges right now.”

      Dax ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Our personal history is…complicated. I’ll be investigating the lieutenant myself. Aria, I want you to focus on Dr. Clarke for now. Erben, I need you to become intimately acquainted with your new love interest, V.I.D.A. Everyone else, pick a focus. Either you’re on interviews or reading up on what really goes on at this base. This place is thick with secrets, and we’re not leaving until we’ve uncovered them all.”

      “Yes, sir.” They answered as a team.

      He nodded to them and took his leave. They knew their jobs and didn’t need him micromanaging their every move. He hadn’t gone ten feet when his comm device chimed, alerting him to an incoming message. It was from Kurt.

      “Travis was a good friend, but he wasn’t always right. Remember that.”

      He chuckled and put the comm device back in his pocket. At least Kurt was on his side. Now, all he had to do was convince the woman he’d walked out on that she could trust him. Kurt had been right, this mission was full of secrets and surprises, and one of them had already sunk its fangs into him. Trinity was here.
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      It was several hours before things settled down enough for Trinity to take a moment for herself. The moment she did, she was caught up in a whirlwind of old memories and raw emotions. She had convinced herself that she’d never see Dax again. What were the odds of the two of them crossing paths like this?

      She sank onto the edge of her bunk and started to undo the braid that bound her hair back, loosening it first with her fingers, then with a thick-toothed comb. It was part of her nightly ritual, but tonight it didn’t bring her any comfort. The knots in her shoulders didn’t loosen, and the ache in her heart only worsened as she let herself remember the day Dax Rossi broke her heart.

      She’d been in love with her brother’s best friend for as long as she could remember. What had started out as an extension of the hero worship she felt for her big brother had slowly grown into a girlhood crush that never faded. By the time she was fifteen, she knew it was more than a crush, despite her mother’s gentle warnings and Dax’s disinterest. She accepted that she’d have to wait. One day, she’d be old enough to make him notice her. She was certain of it. One day he’d see what he’d been missing. Only before that day came, he and Travis joined the IAF and left her behind.

      They didn’t come home again for three long years. But when they did, it happened. He finally noticed her. Instead of going to the bars and recreation decks with his friends, Dax had spent time with her. She told him about her goal of becoming a cybernetic engineer, and he’d told her stories about the places he’d visited, and what it was like to be a soldier.

      “Sometimes, when it was late, and I couldn’t sleep, I’d think of you,” He told her one night when they were alone for a few stolen moments.

      “Why me?”

      He cupped her cheek in his hand, sweeping his thumb over her lower lip in an intimate caress. “Because you were young and sweet, and I wanted to make the galaxy a safer place for you.”

      “That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me. You make me feel like my stomach’s full of butterflies.”

      His laughter sent those butterflies into a flapping frenzy. “It’s corny as hell, but it’s true. You’re one of the good ones. I hope you never change, my sweet Butterfly Girl. I need to know there’s some good in this world.”

      “I think you’re one of the good ones, too.”

      He leaned in until he was looking into her eyes, his breath fanning her lips. “If I were one of the good ones, I wouldn’t be doing this.”

      Then he’d finally kissed her, and a lifetime of daydreams hadn’t come close to the reality of being kissed by Dax Rossi. He’d been gentle with her, teaching and teasing her until she was dizzy with desire. When she’d leaned into him, he drew her in close and crushed his mouth to hers. At that moment, she believed that he might love her as much as she loved him.

      Oh, how wrong she had been. He’d taken all she offered him, her heart, her trust, and her innocence. Then, on the last night before he and Travis’ leave was over, he ended it. She’d gone to meet him, but he wasn’t there. All she found was the note he’d left for her.

      
        
        I warned you. I’m not one of the good ones.

        Take care of yourself, Butterfly Girl.

        D.

        

      

      Hurt, humiliated, and heartbroken, she’d cried until she didn’t have any tears left. Then, she crammed the note into her pocket and headed home. By the next morning, a transformation had started. She became guarded and slower to trust people.

      The transformation was complete the day she saw Dax again. She’d walked up to him and asked him to tell her how her brother died, and he’d looked her in the eyes and told her he couldn’t do that. She had filled in the last chinks in the walls around her heart and continued to set herself on a new course. One that would give her the answers she needed.

      She’d joined the IAF to learn the truth, but she’d wound up stuck on Victor Base instead.

      Rising to her feet, she crossed the room to look at an old holo-pic of her family. It was taken the day before Travis had left for basic training. He stood in the middle, with her parents on either side, her standing in front with his hand on her shoulder and a cocky grin on his face. She touched the image, and a wave of sadness washed over her. “I miss you, big brother. He promised me he wouldn’t let anything happen to you. Out of all the lies he told me, that’s the one I can’t forgive him for.”

      Leaving her room wasn’t a conscious decision. One minute she was looking at the picture, and the next she was striding down the gleaming corridors that led to the rooms she had assigned to their Nova Force guests.

      The base itself had been established decades ago, but the buildings had been renovated only a few years ago. The research, and the people doing it, were highly valued. Because of this, they were provided with the best of everything. High-tech tools, excellent food, and a vast array of creature comforts were available to help the resident scientists deal with the isolation. Even the color scheme and soft blue lighting were supposed to create a sense of well-being and calm.

      It wasn’t working.

      There was nothing serene about her mindset as she marched up to the door of Dax’s quarters and rapped sharply on the metal doorway.

      “Who is it?”

      “Lieutenant West.”

      “V.I.D.A., open the door to my room and let the Lieutenant in.”

      “Of course, Commander Rossi.”
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      Dax hadn’t expected to see Trinity again so soon. He had assumed it would take days before he’d be able to talk to her in an informal setting. There were things he wanted to tell her, and he had a hundred questions to ask. About her, her family, and why she’d turned her back on her dreams and joined the IAF. Re’veth. This wasn’t what Travis had wanted for her at all. Didn’t she know that?

      Once the door opened, he knew she wasn’t here for a chat. She was still in uniform, though her hair was out of its braid and tumbling around her shoulders in a familiar cloud of curls. He’d changed after dinner, and he felt underdressed in his plain black shirt and loose-fitting workout pants.

      “What can I do for you?” he asked and gestured for her to join him. He’d been working at his desk but had gotten to his feet while V.I.D.A. opened the door. His quarters were far more spacious and comfortable than he was used to. There was a sitting area by the windows, a workspace complete with a desk and a small table and chairs for meetings. His sleeping area was hidden behind a translucent screen, providing a sense of privacy without taking away from the overall space of the room.

      She crossed into the work area but didn’t sit down. Instead, she folded her arms across her chest and asked the one question he should have expected, but still wasn’t prepared for.

      “Tell me what happened the day Travis died.”

      Fraxx. “You know I can’t do that.”

      “No, I don’t. The last time we had this conversation, I was a heartbroken little sister who wanted to know why her brother was dead. It’s different, now.”

      “Yes, it is. The last time we spoke, you were a civilian. This time, you’re an officer in the IAF. The mission you’re asking about is classified, Trin. You know I can’t give you that information.”

      “My family deserves to know what really happened. His casket was sealed. We couldn’t even say goodbye. His medical records and autopsy report are locked away. They wouldn’t even tell us where this supposed training accident took place. Were you with him? Did he suffer? Did you even try to keep your promise to me?”

      He ground her name out from between clenched teeth. “Trinity. I can’t.”

      “You mean you won’t.”

      “You’re not being fair.”

      She shot him a pained look. “You’re not one of the good ones, remember? What do you know about fair, Fido?”

      Not one of the good ones. Veth. When he’d written those words, he never expected them to be thrown back in his face. He’d thought he was doing the right thing. Even Travis didn’t think he was good enough for her, so he’d let her go.

      “Damn it, Trin. We were kids. My leave was over the next day, and I didn’t know when I’d be coming home again.”

      “You broke my heart.” The second she said the words, her hand clapped over her mouth.

      He moved in front of her and took her hand. “I’m sorry.” He could give her that much of the truth.

      When she pulled out of his grasp, it was all he could do not to haul her into his arms and tell her everything she wanted to know. He hated that he was hurting her again.

      “I wish I could believe that.”

      “If you can’t, then we’re going to have a problem. My team is investigating everyone on this base. How’s that going to go if their commanding officer doesn’t trust my team or me?”

      Her amber eyes were full of fire as she met his gaze. “You’ll have my full cooperation when it comes to the investigation. I want to find the truth as much as you do. Maybe more.”

      “The odds are, the one who did it isn’t even on the base anymore.”

      “I know. But this is my base and my responsibility.”

      “You sound like him right now.” It was strange to hear her echo the same sentiments as the man he’d followed into hell and back.

      For a moment, her expression softened. “You think so?”

      “I do. This isn’t the life he wanted for you, you know. But I bet wherever he is, he’s proud of you.”

      “This isn’t the life I wanted either.” She tipped her head back, and he saw the grim determination in her expression.

      “Then why did you sign up?”

      “Because it’s the only way I’ll ever know the truth about what happened. Since no one else will tell me, I’m going to have to find out for myself.”

      “That’s insane. He wanted you to be able to follow your dreams, not give up on them to chase down a truth that doesn’t matter.”

      Her jaw tensed, and she stepped away from him. “It matters to me.”

      “Why?”

      “I told you. I need to know if he suffered. I need to know if he was alone, or if he had someone there with him at the end. I need to know why my brother is gone. Did his death mean anything? Or did we lose him for nothing? That’s why.”

      For one brief moment, the mask dropped, and he saw her grief and anger, still raw after all these years.

      “Okay.” He didn’t know what else to say. He wasn’t sure the right words existed in any language in the galaxy.

      Her mask snapped back into place. “So, still nothing you can tell me?”

      “He didn’t suffer. It happened very fast.” It was more than he should have told her, but so much less than he wanted to.

      Her eyes widened, and her mouth fell open, but she didn’t say a word. Finally, she nodded, then walked away.

      It wasn’t until she was at the door that she glanced back over her shoulder, but even at that distance, he could see the tears gleaming in her eyes. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Yes, you will, Commander Rossi. Good night.”

      Once the door closed, he went and poured himself a glass of brandy from his private stash and then went to sit by the window. The lake was a perfect mirror, reflecting the night sky overhead. He had seen countless starry skies on more than a dozen worlds in his life, but there’d been a time when he’d never seen one. There were no skies in a hive city. No sun, no stars. Even the wind was an artificial construct. Millions of people crowded together in a self-contained city that protected them from the environmental threats of a ravaged planet.

      As teenagers, he and Travis had roamed through the labyrinth of maintenance tunnels and ventilation shafts, marking their routes until they had a working map that could take them anywhere they wanted to go. They found the long-forgotten observatory dome by accident. It was the first time either one of them had ever seen the sky.

      That was where he’d taken Trinity when he’d come back home on leave. Away from the fetid air and pressing crowds of the city. He’d brought her to the roof of their world, and showed her the world beyond it. That first night, she had stared up at the stars in awe, and he had stared at her. That was where he kissed her for the first time, and later, he’d made love to her in a moonlit bower he built out of blankets pilfered from his family’s home.

      He hadn’t meant to fall for Travis’ little sister. But the night she’d snuck into his room and begged him to look after her brother, something had changed. She became a symbol for him. She represented home, and family, and all that was good in the world.

      When he’d come back on leave, he’d taken one look at the woman she’d grown into and fallen for her, hard.

      Everything had been incredible…until Travis spotted his baby sister kissing his best friend. He’d waited until Trinity had gone to bed, and then he’d dragged Dax outside and torn into him with a vengeance.

      “What the fraxx are you doing with Trin? She’s my baby sister, you bastard.” He punctuated his comments with a shove that made Dax take a step backward.

      “She’s eighteen, Trav. Unless I’ve forgotten how to perform basic arithmetic that makes her about ten minutes younger than the blonde you’ve been seeing since we got back.”

      “It’s not the same thing, and you know it. Saphra knows the deal. We’re having a good time, and when I ship out again, it ends. This was always a short-term thing. Trin’s been half in love with you since she was twelve years old. There is no way she thinks this is short-term.”

      “Maybe it isn’t.”

      Travis’ eyes narrowed, and a dangerous light came into his eyes. “It has to be.”

      “That’s not your decision to make.”

      He’d backed off a little, but his expression didn’t change. “You’re right. It’s your choice. If you crook your finger, Trinity will follow you to the end of the galaxy without a second thought. She’s a sweet, naïve kid who believes there’s good in everyone.”

      “You don’t think I’m good enough for her.”

      “I don’t think she’s good enough for any of us or this place. I didn’t join up just to escape. I’m sending home enough scrip for her to be able to train at a real school. She’s smart enough to get a corporate job and get out of here for good.” Travis had gestured around them, encompassing the rusted corridors and battered walls of the prison they’d been born into.

      “I’m not going to stop her from following her dreams, Trav. She’s special, I get that. Believe me, I do.”

      They’d stared at each other for a long time, then Travis sighed. “I believe you.”

      “Good. Then you know I’m going to keep seeing her.”

      “If you do, she’ll never achieve her dreams. She’ll give them up to support yours. That’s who she is.”

      “I won’t let that happen.”

      Travis laughed at him. “Have you even met my sister? She’s the most determined human being I’ve ever met. She wouldn’t give you any other choice.”

      In the end, he’d agreed with his best friend and ended it. He thought he’d been doing the right thing. She’d suffer a moment’s heartbreak, but then she’d be free of him, and in exchange, she would have a lifetime of opportunities he’d never be able to give her.

      He took another drink of his brandy and stared out at the moonlit lake. “We were wrong, buddy. It wasn’t me she gave up her dreams for. It was you. When I see you again, I’m going to kick your ass for that.”

      He drained the glass but didn’t move for a long time. When he did, he moved slowly, weighed down by memories and regrets.
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      Trinity’s comm unit chimed for the fourth time in the last three minutes, and like the last three times, she ignored it. Ever since the Nova Force team had started their investigation a week ago, she was constantly barraged with complaints and demands that she “do something” about the team or their investigation. While most of the messages were from Tony and his team of researchers, there were a growing number of complaints from Master Sergeant Gottfried, too.

      Cleo Gottfried was the base’s administrator, and she worked hand in hand with V.I.D.A. to keep everything running smoothly. Since the arrival of what many around the base were referring to as ‘the inquisition force,” nothing was running smoothly, or even close to it. Everyone was on edge. Morale was plummeting, and tempers were rising all over the base. Communication was breaking down, too, which led to simple issues blowing up into serious conflicts, leaving herself and Cleo to handle the cleanup.

      It had been a long, frustrating day, and she decided it was time to call it quits. Dinner had been served nearly an hour ago, but she had been too busy to do more than consume a protein drink from the small food dispenser in her office.

      She pushed back from her desk and rolled her shoulders, trying to ease the tension that had become almost a permanent condition. After a few minutes, she admitted defeat. The only thing that was going to help her loosen up was some serious exercise.

      “V.I.D.A., I’m going for a run. Redirect any urgent inquiries to the on-shift duty officer until I get back.”

      “An excellent idea, Lieutenant. Your bio-signs indicate you are in a highly stressed state. Exercise would likely assist you in returning to a more optimal mental condition.”

      “What have I told you about monitoring me without permission?”

      “You dislike it when I do so. However, it is part of my programming to ensure that everything on this base runs at optimum capacity. That includes you, Lieutenant West.”

      “You say that every time.”

      “Of course. My answer will not change unless my programming does. Enjoy your run.”

      One of these days she was going to learn not to argue with a logic-based machine. “I plan to.”

      Ten minutes later she had changed into her running gear and was heading for the door. It had been too long since she had been outside. The fresh air and endorphins would clear her head, and she could burn off some of her frustration at the same time.

      There were no roads for her to follow, but over the years the residents had worn a number of trails that led over and through the hills around the base. She chose one of her favorites, a looping track that would take her the better part of an hour to complete.

      The sky was overcast, and there was mist shrouding some of the higher hilltops as she stretched and warmed up before heading out. When she had first arrived here, she had been unnerved by the vast, empty silence that was part of this place. The only sounds were natural: the babble of flowing creeks, the howl of the wind through the rocky crevasses, and in summer, the soft hum of the insects that were the only indigenous lifeforms to inhabit the area. She’d never lived somewhere as wild and open as this before, and it had taken some time to adjust. Her runs had helped with that, and as the months passed, she had come to love her brief escapes into the quiet wilds.

      Today, not even the mist-shrouded silence could calm her overloaded mind completely, but it helped. A sprint up the steepest hill helped too, the flood of endorphins making her feel momentarily relaxed.

      Night was falling by the time she was on her way back to base. In the growing darkness, she missed the storm clouds coming in until the rain arrived in a drenching downpour cold enough to spur her to sprint the rest of the way home.

      By the time she was back indoors, she was sopping wet and cold, a combination that made spending a few minutes in the dry sauna sound like a perfect plan. The saunas were on the same level as the gym, which was an area she’d been avoiding since Dax and his team had arrived.

      It was hard enough dealing with Dax when they were both in uniform and she could use protocol to keep her distance. If she ran into him in the gym, then they’d just be two people having a conversation, and she wasn’t ready to do that again.

      The last real conversation they’d had, he’d finally told her that Travis hadn’t suffered. By doing so, he’d confirmed what she already suspected. He’d been with her brother when he died. That admission had answered one question but brought up a dozen others to take its place. It was clear to her now that Travis, along with Dax and Kurt, had been assigned to Nova Force at the time of his death. Had they both been there? Who had led the fatal mission? What had they been doing?

      “Veth West, is it raining, or did you fall into the lake fully clothed?” Kurt’s booming voice interrupted her musings as she crossed in front of the gym doors.

      “Are you calling me clumsy, Sabre?” She called back. She didn’t know Kurt well, but he had accompanied Travis and Dax back to Earth on leave ten years ago. She’d spent most of her time with Dax, but Kurt had been nice enough.

      His nickname puzzled her, but so did several of the other team members’ monikers. Buttercup was a big, brash bruiser, totally unlike the Terran wildflower he was named after, and Kurt didn’t seem to have much in common with an ancient bladed weapon, either. At least Dax’s nickname was obvious. Fido was an old term for any kind of dog back on Earth. Clearly, Dax’s reputation with women had carried on into his IAF years.

      Kurt grinned. “You forget, I knew your brother. I’ve heard all the stories about you, including that time you got stuck in the ventilation shaft for six hours during a game of hide-and-seek.”

      “Is that how he told the story?” She marched into the gym, curiosity overcoming her desire to get warm and dry.

      “Yep. And then Rossi had to climb down and pull you out.”

      She scoffed. “I guess they both forgot about the fact the game was their idea, and my brother was the one that suggested I hide there in the first place. They were trying to ditch me and didn’t realize I was stuck until they came back hours later. They had to bribe me with a small fortune’s worth of ice cream to get me to agree not to tell my parents.”

      “Stories like that are why I’m grateful I was an only child,” Aria declared from across the room.

      “You were lucky,” Trinity agreed.

      Eric wandered over to her, grinning. “What other stories do you have about the commander? C’mon, Lieutenant, spill. The next time I’m in trouble I can use it as leverage. Consider it your revenge for him leaving you stuck in that shaft as a kid.”

      She gave his suggestion careful thought, then ignored all the reasons why it was a bad idea and started regaling the group with tales about their commanding officer’s early years.

      Twenty minutes later, they were all laughing together. It had been a long time since she’d been able to relax and laugh with anyone. As the highest-ranking officer on the base, she had to maintain a certain amount of distance between herself and the other personnel. It left her with limited options for socializing.

      Dante Strak leaned in and lowered his voice to a conspirator’s whisper. “I have to ask because you might be the only person in the galaxy who knows the answer. What’s with the commander and large bodies of water?”

      Eric nodded. “Yeah! He won’t even go into a swimming pool.”

      “Still? I figured he’d have gotten over that by now.”

      “Got over what?” four voices asked in unison.

      “I heard a version of this from your brother, once. I’d like to see how it matches up to yours,” was all Kurt said as he moved closer.

      “Aw man, you knew? You never said anything,” Eric complained.

      “I knew, but it’s not my story to tell. I wasn’t there,” Kurt said.

      “Before I tell this story, I have to know, does he still avoid eating fish?” Trinity asked.

      “I never thought about it, but you know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen him eat fish,” Dante murmured.

      “Not even a fish stick,” Aria agreed.

      “Why doesn’t he eat fish?” Cris asked.

      “Because he fell into a sewage treatment vat full of carp once, back when we were kids.”

      Everyone spoke at once. “Ew!”

      “Fish in sewage?”

      “That’s nightmare fodder.”

      “How the fraxx did that happen?”

      “Hive cities are self-contained, and can only trade for supplies when they have a surplus, which doesn’t happen that often. That means they have to recycle everything. One of the ways that happens is by combining water recycling with aquaculture. Once the water has been partially processed, a bunch of bottom feeder type fish are dumped in, and they clean out more of the particulate by eating it. The fish become food, and the water is cleaned up and recycled.”

      Blink shuddered. “That’s disgusting. People actually eat those fish?”

      “We did. The fish tasted a lot better than the algae nutri-broth.”

      Kurt groaned in horror. “Oh yeah. I remember that stuff. Your brother and Rossi bet me a week’s pay I couldn’t eat two bowls of it without puking. I lost.”

      “I still want to hear how he ended up in a sewage tank,” Eric reminded her.

      “The two of them decided to break into the water recycling plant and try their hand at fishing. They had this homemade net they’d put together, but the handle was too short. Rossi overreached, and splish-splash, in he went.”

      “I didn’t overreach, your dear brother dropped me.”

      Damn it, when had Dax arrived?

      She turned and spotted the subject of her story leaning up against the wall near the door. He was wearing a dark blue, sleeveless top that showed off his heavily muscled arms and the broad width of his shoulders.

      “Is that what happened? All I saw was you plummeting into the water, then things got…ugly.” She trailed off after that. It was one thing to tell the story about him falling in. It was another to go into the details about what happened next.
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      Dax had come into the gym to blow off some steam by working out and maybe sparring for a bit with one of his teammates. The investigation wasn’t making much progress, and Trinity was still avoiding being in his company unless their work required it. The last place he had expected to run into her was in the gym, chatting with the rest of the team about his misspent youth.

      Listening to her talk about those days made him nostalgic. She was the only other person who remembered that time of his life, and he wished that he could talk to her about those times, and about Travis.

      “Go ahead and tell them the rest of the story, Trin. See if any of them eat fish for a week after you’re done.”

      “I lost my appetite for seafood the second she started talking about sewage and fish in the same breath,” Aria admitted.

      “What happened next?” Eric prompted her.

      “He started to drown. The fish were so thick in the water that they formed living currents, which made it nearly impossible for him to stay afloat.”

      “Not to mention the fact I couldn’t swim. In fact, that was the first time I’d ever been in water over my head.”

      She laughed, and that light, easy sound made his heart ache. It had been too long since he’d heard her laugh.

      “It was only over your head because you didn’t try to stand up.”

      “How was I supposed to know that? It looked deep.”

      “How did you get out, sir?” Eric asked again.

      “Travis had to jump in and tell him to put his feet down,” Kurt said. “At least, that’s the story I heard.”

      “It wasn’t Travis that jumped in after me. It was a little girl with more courage than sense.” He inclined his head to Trinity. “You weren’t even supposed to be tagging along that day. We had no idea you were there until you landed in the water, grabbed my arm and screamed at me to stand up.”

      “Good thing I followed you two. Travis was laughing too hard to realize you were in trouble, and you were too panicked to hear me call to you.”

      “You jumped into sewage to save him?” Dante asked.

      “My brother wasn’t the only reckless idiot in the family,” she said with a familiar grin.

      Trinity’s smile was the exact same one Travis used to have whenever they were charging into danger. The last time Dax had seen it was the day Travis had pushed him out of the way and saved his life. Choked up by memories and regrets, Dax slipped out of the room while the others were still talking. If he tried to spar in his present mood, he’d end up hurting someone.
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      He’d vanished on her again. Trinity wasn’t sure if she was more annoyed that he’d slipped away without a word, or that it bothered her so much that he’d done it. She should be used to him disappearing by now. It was his trademark move.

      She finished up the story, chatted for a few more minutes with the others, and then headed to her quarters. Instead of a sauna, she’d grab a hot shower before tackling whatever crisis had cropped up while she was gone.

      When she finally checked her messages, she vowed to never leave the base again. Eight new messages, three of them marked urgent. She started with those. Might as well get the bad news first.

      The first message was from her base administrator. Cleo had been growing increasingly agitated over the constant flow of access requests from the investigation team. The Master Sergeant was the most organized, protective person Trinity had ever met. She considered the staff here her family, even referring to them as her ‘chicks,’ when she was feeling sentimental. It was no surprise she wasn’t coping well with the chaos that came with this kind of investigation.

      The newest issue was an order to grant access to the vault to Dax and several other members of his team. Cleo wanted Trinity’s confirmation before arranging for updates to their access codes. Access to the Vault of the Fallen was carefully controlled, and Cleo had assigned herself the role of the gatekeeper. She even saw to the restocking of that part of the base herself.

      The other messages were from Tony. All of them. The urgent ones were simply a demand for her to get back to him as soon as she could, so she had to listen to the earliest messages to know why he was so unhappy.

      “It would have been nice to know this was coming so I could have prepared for the fallout,” she muttered in irritation when she finally had the full picture.

      Dax and his team hadn’t just gotten clearance to go into the vault. They had been granted full access to every project and file on the base, including the archives. She had tried to prepare Dr. Clarke and his people for this possibility, but they hadn’t believed it would happen.

      “V.I.D.A., when did the orders come in?”

      “They arrived while you were off-base, Lieutenant. I believe it was the same time that the Master Sergeant and Chief Scientist Clarke were informed.”

      Not helpful. That news should have come to her first.

      “Can you tell me where Commander Rossi is right now? He and I need to discuss a few things.”

      “He is in his quarters. Shall I inform him you will be arriving shortly?”

      “No. If I don’t get a heads up, then neither does he.”

      She dressed quickly, opting for her uniform over the more comfortable choices in her limited wardrobe. She needed to remind him that she might not be part of his investigation, but she was still the base commander, and he needed to keep her in the loop.
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      Dax was down to the dregs of his second glass of brandy and contemplating a third when the door chimed, indicating he had a visitor. It was probably Kurt, wanting to reminisce about Travis some more. They didn’t talk much about the days when it was the three of them against the galaxy, but after Trinity’s story today he was feeling nostalgic. It wasn’t a stretch to figure Kurt would be, too.

      Since he had left the gym, Dax had done nothing but remember his friend. He’d poured a drink and started looking at old holo-pics, letting the memories wash over him. It wasn’t the most productive use of his time considering the investigation was stalled, and headquarters wasn’t getting back to him with the information or clearances he’d requested, but tonight, he was missing his friend.

      He got to his feet and wandered to the door without bothering to put on a shirt. The entire base was heated by geothermal energy, which meant that for once, his floors weren’t cold and he could relax in comfort.

      He passed a hand over the inner panel, and it slid open to reveal he’d been mistaken about who had come to visit.

      “Trin?”

      “Commander Rossi. I need to have a word with you. May I come in?”

      He’d known her too long not to recognize that tone. She was pissed off and trying to hide it beneath a veneer of formal politeness. She was also back in uniform, buttoned up and proper. He was tempted to pop a few of those buttons and free her hair from its braid. Part of him wanted to see what would happen when that veneer cracked. For the moment, his more sensible side won out.

      He gestured her to come in with the hand still holding his nearly empty glass. “Come in, Lieutenant West.”

      She eyed his glass, then his appearance, and her lips pursed. “Relaxing after a long day?”

      “Something like that. Given the fact you’re back in uniform, I’m guessing you’re not ready to relax. If you are, then I’m happy to pour you a brandy before we get into…whatever brings you to my door.”

      “I’ll pass. I haven’t had dinner yet.”

      “I haven’t eaten either, but that’s not going to stop me.” He gestured for her to take a seat in the sitting area near the window while he refilled his glass.

      Once he was settled in the chair across from her, he set the glass down and leaned forward. “So, what’s got you mad enough to come see me this late in the day?”

      “Who said I was mad?”

      He chuckled. “I know you better than either of us want to admit.”

      She ignored his barb and stayed on topic. “Why didn’t you tell me you’d asked for access to every project on the base? I’ve got people having meltdowns about it, and I had no warning.” She tapped the insignia on her shoulder. “We’re supposed to be on the same side.”

      “I didn’t know if I’d get approval. I did request that if my team was granted clearance, you be given advance notice. I take it you weren’t told?”

      Her expression softened slightly, but her voice was still edged with frustration. “Do you think I’d be here if I had? By the time I knew about it, I had more than a half-dozen angry messages from my admin sergeant and Dr. Clarke. I left my office for less than two hours, and all hell broke loose! It’s been like this since you and your team got here. My base is in a shambles, Commander.”

      “I’m sorry about the chaos. Really, I am.” He raised his hands in a frustrated gesture. “But I’ve got a job to do.”

      “And so far, you’re not doing much except unsettling the scientists who work here and poking into experiments that have nothing to do with your investigation. Not even I am allowed to know everything that goes on around here. That’s how secret this place is.”

      “And secrets are what caused this problem in the first place. If it hadn’t been for the way this place operates, the thefts would have been noticed years ago,” he pointed out.

      “You’re not going to get any argument from me. I hate secrets.” She pinned him with a dark look that was equal parts irritating and arousing. He really liked the confidence she’d gained. It was as sexy as hell.

      “Would it help if you were present when we started the next round of interviews and cage-rattling?”

      Her eyes widened. “Are you offering to include me in your investigation?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck and contemplated how many hoops he was going to have to jump through to make that happen. “Yeah, I am. They trust you, and you know them. Maybe you’ll see something we’ve missed.”

      “That means a lot to me.” The hard edge faded from her voice, and her posture relaxed. “You don’t know how much.”

      “You resented us coming in here and taking the investigation away from you. I can’t blame you for that. Since we’re not getting anywhere with our usual tactics, it might be time to change it up a little.”

      “I wanted to be the one who solved this because it might be enough to get me transferred out of here. I don’t care about the glory, I need the leverage.”

      He took a sip of his drink before replying. “You want out of here so you can get back to finding out what happened to Travis.”

      She nodded, her resolute silent saying more than any words she could have spoken.

      “What will you do once you know?” He pointed to her uniform. “Will you take that off and go back to living the life he wanted for you?”

      Trinity sighed. “You know, it’s funny. No one ever actually asked me what I wanted to do. It’s like they all had a meeting about it and decided what would be best for me and then acted as if it was my idea. Mom and Dad told me I’d won a scholarship to an off-world college I didn’t even remember applying to, and I went because that’s what everyone seemed to expect me to do.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      She surprised him by leaning forward and taking his drink from his hand. “If we’re going to talk about this, then I might need that drink, after all.”

      “Good thinking.” He got up and fetched the bottle from his desk, picked up a second glass, and brought it back to his chair. Without a word, he poured himself another serving, then topped up hers.

      “Do you even like serving in the IAF?” He asked as he sank back into his chair.

      “I do. I didn’t expect to. Basic training sucked, and I thought about quitting a few times, especially with mom and dad begging me to drop out.” She took several sips of her drink, then sat back in her chair and stared into the amber liquid.

      He’d never tell her this, but he’d started drinking it because it reminded him of her eyes. “I miss them. Your parents, I mean.”

      “They miss you, too. I think they feel like they lost both of you that day. Mom says you never went back.”

      “Too many memories. Too many regrets.”

      “And too many secrets?” she asked softly.

      Fraxx it. “I only have two, and they’re both part of the reason you’ve been mad at me all this time.”

      “Did you try and save him, Dax? Can you tell me that much?”

      The ache in her voice broke him, and the truth tumbled out of his mouth in a rush.

      “The fraxxing idiot didn’t give me the chance to. He saved my life, and it cost him his.”
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      Trinity hadn’t come for a confession. All she’d wanted was for the two of them to find a way to bury the hatchet, or at least convince him to stop turning her base upside-down. Things hadn’t turned out that way. Now, she was looking at Dax, and for the first time, she saw more than the brash, cocky boy who had broken his promises and her heart.

      He was hurting. His eyes had a haunted look she’d never seen before, and his voice was rough and raw.

      “He saved your life?” She set down her drink and reached for his hands without thinking about what she was doing.

      He gripped her fingers. “I’m sorry, Trin. He should be the one still here. Not me. That’s why I never visited your parents again. It didn’t feel right.”

      All those years of being angry with him, of blaming him, it had never occurred to her that he was even angrier at himself than she was.

      “You of all people know what Trav was like. I somehow doubt he stopped to ask your permission before he did what he did.”

      “More like he shoved me out of harm’s way before I even saw what was coming.”

      “That sounds like him.”

      “You’re still talking to me. I figured you’d be halfway out the door by now.” He gave her a ghost of a smile. “Or slugging me.”

      “Is that why you’re holding onto my hands so tight?”

      He looked down at their joined hands, then back up at her. “No. I’m holding onto you because you’re letting me. Why is that?”

      “Because I heard the way you talked about him. I was so angry at you I forgot you lost someone you cared about, too.” She squeezed his fingers. “I’m sorry.”

      “I miss him.” He rose from the chair, tugging her hands so that she stood, too, then drew her in close. “And I’ve missed you.”

      “Dax I—”

      The rest of her protest died without being uttered as he bowed his head and brushed his lips over hers. It was like their first kiss; gentle and sweet, and for a moment she let herself get swept up in the rush of being back in his arms. She wanted to kiss him back and pretend that the last ten years hadn’t happened. There had been a time he’d been the best thing in her life, but that was a long time ago. Before she’d learned some harsh lessons about love, and trust, and loss.

      She pulled away, and he let her go.

      “I should probably apologize for that,” he said, sounding entirely unrepentant.

      “But you’re not going to, are you?”

      The smile he flashed her was heavy on charm and light on sincerity. “Nope.”

      Her brain was telling her to turn around and go, but her body wasn’t listening. Her blood was singing in her veins, and her lips still tingled from their kiss.

      “You’re still a cocky ass. How about instead of an apology, you put on a shirt and pour another round.”

      This time, his smile was sincere. “You’re staying?”

      “If you want me to, then yes. I’ve missed you, too.”

      “Please stay.”

      He wandered over to the frosted screen that separated his sleep area from the rest of the room. “I’ll grab a shirt.”

      It wasn’t easy to tear her eyes away from his sculpted body, but she managed it. Barely. She needed to get a grip on her libido, douse it with ice water, and lock it in a dark corner for the rest of the night. There was still a lot of history between the two of them, and a lot of hurt. Still, they were talking again, and that was something of a miracle all by itself.

      “If we’re going to keep drinking, maybe we should eat,” she suggested.

      “That sounds extremely practical.” He almost sounded disappointed. “Got a favorite you can recommend from the food dispenser?”

      “You always liked my mom’s moussaka, how about that?”

      “Your mother delivers?”

      “No. But I, spent some scrip to get the right ingredients, borrowed the base’s kitchen one day to cook it, and then let V.I.D.A. break down a sample. She extrapolated a pretty decent version the food dispenser can create. You game?”

      “This might be the closest I ever get to you cooking me dinner, so, yeah.” He reappeared a moment later wearing a lightweight t-shirt. “I mean, yes please, I’d love that.”

      She activated the food dispenser and made her request. “It should be ready soon.”

      He was seated by the time she turned around, and both their glasses had been refilled.

      “Do you see your parents often?” he asked as she sat down.

      “It’s been a few years, but I guess I’ve seen mine more often than you’ve seen yours. Do your parents know why you don’t come home?”

      “I see mine at least once a year, now. They’re not on Earth anymore. I got them out of there. They’re third-wave colonists on a nice little planet that needed people with their experience with self-contained eco-systems. I called in some favors. They’re happily maintaining greenhouses these days.”

      “I didn’t know.” She decided it was time for a confession of her own. “I don’t talk to mom and dad much. They still can’t accept my choice to join up. I know it’s because they’re afraid they’ll lose me, too, but it makes things…strained.”

      “You didn’t tell them why?”

      “I think they guessed, but no, I never told them. That would be like making them a promise I might not have been able to keep. The whole mission is classified. The only ones who know are the ones who were there.”

      He looked down at his hands for a moment, then lifted his head to stare into her eyes. “If I tell you what you want to know, would you finally be free to make your own choices about what you want to do with your life?”

      She lifted her gaze to his. “I’ll find out on my own. I realize now I wasn’t being fair to you. You don’t have to tell me.”

      “Maybe I need to. I’ve been carrying this around with me for five fraxxing years. Maybe it’s time I told you why I didn’t keep my promises.”

      “I won’t tell anyone. I just need to know. You won’t get into trouble.”

      “We work for the military, Trin. They take their secrets very seriously. But, classified intel or not, you deserve to know.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “And this is one secret I don’t want to carry anymore. Besides, you’ve already figured out some of it.”

      “He was a part of Nova Force, along with you, and maybe Kurt?”

      “We were still a fledgling group back then. There were only two teams, and our only mandate was to keep watch over the corporations and make sure they were behaving. The Resource Wars were over, the cyborgs had just announced they were sentient, and there was a lot of shady dealings going on all over the galaxy as the victors divided up their spoils.”

      “So the IAF didn’t want the corporations to know they were being watched? That makes sense. But why is it still a secret? It’s not like you’re an unknown element anymore.”

      His expression turned stormy. “The corporations are a necessary evil. Some of what we saw… what we tried to stop, it can’t ever get out. It would send the whole galaxy spinning into chaos.”

      “That bad?” she asked, her stomach twisting into knots as she considered the ramifications of what he was telling her.

      This time, he was the one who reached for her hand. “Your brother died trying to stop the wholesale slaughter of nearly a hundred cyborgs that should have already been freed. The cyborgs had been locked up. The employees had already abandoned ship, and the corporation was going to do a remote override and blow the hatches. Not even cyborgs can exist for long in a total vacuum.”

      She thought the truth would help her get closure. That it would be easy to hear the details because she needed them to move on. It wasn’t easy at all. She fought back her tears as she gripped Dax’s hand. “If there was no one there, how did he...” Her throat tightened, and she couldn’t finish her sentence.

      “The automated defenses. When they found out we were coming, they activated them. We walked into an ambush.”

      “You couldn’t have known you were leading everyone into a trap. I can’t believe they’d do that. You were only there to protect the cyborgs.”

      His jaw tightened, and his eyes darkened to a stormy blue. “You think I led him to his death? I wasn’t in charge, Trin. I didn’t get this command until last year. Commander Petr Revak was our CO, and he was a hell of an act to follow.”

      “I just assumed you were, because, well, you are now.” She bowed her head. “I guess part of me is still looking for a reason to blame you for what happened. I’ve been angry at you so long, it’s not easy to let it go. I’m sorry. I haven’t been fair to you.”

      “Trin I—“

      The food dispenser beeped, interrupting him as it announced that their dinners were ready.

      “Saved by the beep,” he murmured before releasing her hand. “Come on, I want to see if you can actually replicate your mother’s cooking.”

      She gave him a haughty look. “Are you saying I can’t cook?”

      “I’m saying that in all the years I knew you, I saw you cook once, and you charred it so badly neither Travis or I ever knew what the fraxx it was.”

      She got to her feet. “It was a carp, and Travis knew exactly what it was. He bet me I couldn’t get you to eat fish again. He lost.”

      The big, tough soldier turned a subtle shade of green. “That bastard.”

      “What, no words of condemnation for me?” she teased, already on her way to retrieve their dinners.

      “Revenge is a dish best served cold.”

      They bantered and reminisced as they ate, revisiting happier times. When they were done, Dax poured the last of his brandy into their glasses and settled back in his chair with a satisfied sigh.

      “Don’t tell your mom I said this, but your version might actually be better than hers.”

      “I think that’s the brandy talking, but thank you, anyway.”

      There was a stretch of comfortable silence, and then he spoke again. “Tomorrow, I’d like to go down into the vault. Would you accompany me?”

      “How long have you been planning to ask?”

      “Honestly? I wasn’t going to bring up work again tonight, but then I realized that advanced notice might be better than waiting.”

      “I appreciate it. I should warn you though, there’s not much to see. Why do you want to go?”

      He shrugged. “Because it’s the scene of the crime. I know it’s a long shot, but this afternoon I got an updated list of which samples were targeted. I’d like to check for fingerprints or any clue as to how our thief got access.”

      “I’ve been down there, and I can tell you, there’s not much chance of you finding anything. It’s the cleanest, emptiest space I’ve ever been in.”

      “I have to see for myself, and I’ve got a few tools I can use to improve our chances of finding something. We’d have been down there already, but your Dr. Clarke was doing all he could to block our access.”

      “He’s not my anything, except for an occasional pain in my ass. He’s protective of the work that goes on here. I think he feels responsible for the stolen samples, even though he wasn’t in charge when the thefts started.”

      “Or he’s covering his tracks because he’s the thief.”

      “I don’t believe it, and if you knew him like I did, you wouldn’t believe it, either. Tony’s not that kind of man.”

      “He might be. How can you be sure?”

      She got to her feet. “Are you questioning my judgment now?”

      His hands lifted in a placating gesture. “That’s not what I meant. It’s just that we’re short on suspects, and he’s one of the few who has been here since this all started.”

      “I’ve become a pretty good judge of character. I learned a long time ago that it’s important not to put your faith in the wrong people.”

      “You will never know how much I regret my choice back then.”

      “Maybe one day, you’ll tell me why.”

      “One day, I will. Soon.” He glanced over at the empty bottle of brandy. “Once I re-supply. Trust me when I tell you we’re going to need more liquor to get through that conversation.”

      “Why is nothing with you ever easy?”

      He gave her a slow grin that banished her anger and filled her with a very different kind of heat. “The hard way is always more fun, Butterfly Girl.”

      “Don’t call me that.” It’s not that she didn’t like it. It’s that she liked it too much.

      “I won’t call you that if you answer one question for me.”

      “What’s the question?”

      “You say you’re a better judge of character now. So, what am I, Trin? Do you still think I’m one of the good ones?”

      She opened her mouth, then closed it again. Her thoughts were whirling, confused and so tangled up she couldn’t think of anything to say. Finally, she raised her hands palm up in an uncertain gesture. “I don’t know.”

      His eyes crinkled a bit at the corners. “Right now, neither do I. You should probably go before I do something to remove any doubt.”

      He got to his feet, and she held her breath as he walked toward her. She half expected him to kiss her again, but instead, he walked past her and went to stand by the door.

      “Goodnight, Dax. I’ll see you after breakfast. We’ll visit the Vault of the Fallen.”

      “Goodnight. And Trin?”

      She paused, her hand over the keypad. “Yes?”

      When she looked back, he gave her a lopsided smile. His hand lifted slightly, then lowered again. “I’m glad you know, now.”

      “Me, too.”

      She turned back toward the door but stopped again. “I have one more question to ask.”

      “What it is it?”

      She didn’t look back at him this time. She kept her eyes locked on the keypad and tried to ignore the burn of tears that threatened to fall. “The day he died. How many of the cyborgs did you manage to save?”

      “We saved them all. Your brother died a hero.”

      “Thank you.” Grief tore through her, jagged and raw. It was what she had always wanted to know. Travis hadn’t died in vain. He’d saved people. He’d made a difference. He’d saved Dax…

      She opened the door and walked into the corridor, her emotions locked down behind an unreadable mask. At least, she hoped it was unreadable. She didn’t want anyone to see her like this. The men and women under her command needed her to be confident and strong, and that’s what they’d see.

      Once she got back to her room, she’d start dealing with everything she’d learned. This evening hadn’t gone anything like she expected. Instead of accusations and arguments, she’d reconnected with an old friend and finally gotten the truth about what happened to her brother.

      She had a lot to think about, and right at the top of the list was a question she never imagined she’d ever have to consider. How did she really feel about Dax Rossi? Until tonight, she would have said she hated him. Now, she knew that wasn’t true. It couldn’t be because when he’d pulled her into his arms, she’d let him kiss her, and when he’d walked her to the door tonight, part of her wished he had kissed her again.

      She pinched the bridge of her nose and blew out a sharp huff of air. “Out of a whole damned galaxy, why did the universe have to send him here?”

      Another thought crossed her mind, one she didn’t dare speak out loud. “This better not be your doing, Travis. I don’t need you messing with my love life. When you died, you lost your right to have an opinion.”
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      “I don’t want him down there,” Dr. Clarke declared for the fourth time since he’d entered Trinity’s office.

      The scientist was pacing and gesturing like an actor on a tiny stage, his voice rising ever higher as he rattled off his list of grievances. Dax wasn’t even sure the man had drawn a complete breath since he’d burst through the door demanding to be heard.

      Dax had let Trinity deal with the dramatics until now, but he was running out of patience. “He is standing right here, and he has been granted access to your vault by the people who control your funding, Dr. Clarke. You may not want me down in the vault, but I will be going there, shortly. You’ve had your say, and your protests have been noted. Now it’s time the lieutenant and I were on our way.”

      “He doesn’t know the protocols! The contents of that vault are priceless. What if he destroys something?”

      Apparently, Trinity had reached her limits, too. “Commander Rossi has every right to be down there. His clearances are in order, and while he doesn’t know the protocols, I do. This is going to happen. It has to. If you don’t stop interfering, I’m going to have to make a report. We’re in the middle of an investigation, and the more you protest, the more it looks like you’ve got something to hide.”

      Clarke recoiled as if he’d been backhanded. “The only thing I’m guilty of is trying to protect the research being done here! Trinity, you know that. This is my life’s work.”

      It rankled him that Clarke kept using her first name instead of her rank, and it wasn’t just because it set his teeth on edge to hear the possessive way the doctor purred her name. She was an officer in the Interstellar Armed Force and deserved the man’s respect.

      Trinity came back at Dr. Clarke with righteous fury, her clipped words and tone making her opinion crystal clear. “Your behavior is putting the research at risk. What do you think will happen if we don’t find out how those samples were removed? Do you really think that the IAF is going to allow this place to continue when it’s a known security risk?”

      Holy fraxx, she was hot when she was pissed off. Part of him was tempted to get her fired up the next time they were alone so he could enjoy it. He wouldn’t do it, though. Not yet. Kissing her last night hadn’t been something he’d planned on, but it had happened, and he intended for it to happen again. Soon. That wouldn’t happen if he reminded her of all the reasons she should still be mad at him.

      Dr. Clarke muttered a few half-assed retractions and retreated with his tail tucked firmly between his legs.

      “It’s not even noon yet, and I’ve already exceeded my quota of drama for the whole day. Nicely handled, by the way.”

      “He’s not usually that difficult.” She wrinkled her nose and sighed. “Actually, he’s often that difficult, but usually he’s not that loud.”

      “You have no idea how grateful I am that I’m with Nova Force and not stuck in an assignment like this. I don’t know how you do it without causing bodily harm on a regular basis.”

      Her expression softened, and she uttered a soft chuckle. “I think you’re safe. I know what kind of grades you got in school –when you bothered to show up. I got this gig because of my degree.”

      “Hey, I graduated!”

      “Barely.”

      “Still counts.” He nodded to the door. “Ready to show me the Vault of the Fallen? I promise not to touch anything without your say so.”

      “Did you just promise to listen to me?” She laid a hand on her chest and gasped. “The world must be ending.”

      “I don’t remember you being this sassy.” He tapped a hand to his rank insignia. “And remember, I do outrank you.”

      The moment he said the words, he regretted them. Her easy-going manner vanished in a heartbeat, replaced with the crisp formality of a model officer.

      “Yes, sir. You do. If you would follow me, I’ll show you the vault, sir.” She started toward the door, a move that brought her temptingly close to him.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. And forgive me for my previous comment. This is…new for me.”

      She gave him a sidelong glance, then nodded. “For both of us.”

      The door opened before he could say anything else, which was probably a good thing. Until Trinity had walked back into his life, he had never considered getting involved with a fellow officer. It wasn’t forbidden, but that didn’t mean it was easy to maintain a balance between military protocol and a relationship. He needed to figure out how to do this without screwing up too badly.

      The trek to the vault passed in relative silence. Dax had discovered that the base was never truly quiet. Even when there was no one around, the hum and buzz of machines were constant. V.I.D.A. maintained the entire base, but she didn’t do it alone. She had several hundred minions under her control. Some were autonomous droids, others were mindless drones, but they all responded to the AI’s instructions.

      Trin paused to explain each security protocol they underwent. He’d been inside of some of the most secure sites in the galaxy, and this ranked up there as one of the most heavily protected he’d ever seen.

      There were two checkpoints before they even reached the mag-lift, and once they were inside the lift, Trinity had to provide a handprint and voice scan before the car would move.

      “How long ago was all of this implemented?” he asked as the car started to descend deep underground.

      “It was all here before I arrived. As far as I know, the vault has been well protected for years, though the latest round of upgrades probably arrived when the building was last renovated, which was only a few years ago.” She glanced over at him. “You thought this had been added since we found out about the thefts, didn’t you?”

      “I’ve seen the reports and plans on this place, but seeing blueprints is one thing, actually experiencing it is quite another.”

      “V.I.D.A. does most of the retrievals remotely. It’s more secure that way, and a lot less time-consuming.”

      “I can imagine. How much longer before we’re in the vault itself?”

      “We still need to go through decontamination, put on the cleanroom gear, and pass through one final level of security after that. Then, we’ll be in the vault.”

      “What decontamination? I think I missed that on the plans.” He sure as hell would have remembered if any part of this journey included getting to see Trinity out of uniform.

      “We’re entering a sealed cleanroom environment that’s maintained at below freezing temperatures. All of this security isn’t just to protect the samples from theft or tampering, it’s to keep them away from any contaminants. We have to be sure we don’t bring anything with us that could affect the samples.”

      “I’m starting to understand why no one bothers to come down here often.”

      “It’s tedious but necessary. Just like the adorable disposable jumpsuits we’ll have to wear while we’re inside. They have flowers on them. Pink ones.”

      “That sounds…very unmilitary. Are you sure those are regulation?”

      “I’m quite sure they’re not. Gottfried – my administrator – is the one who ordered them. I think she did it to mess with the scientists. She thinks they take themselves too seriously sometimes.”

      The doors opened, revealing a stark vista of white tile and gleaming steel. Their boots rang sharply on the floor tiles, and he tapped it several times with his heel. “Metal?”

      “I asked the same thing. Apparently, it’s some kind of bacteria resistant polymer.” She scuffed her boot over the surface. “It’s fine now, but watch your step once we change into the booties--this stuff is slick.”

      “So, we’re going to be dressed in goofy outfits and trying to navigate a slick surface during this investigation? Wonderful. Please tell me there are no security cameras down here because if this gets recorded anywhere, Magi will find it and use it to make my life hell.”

      “V.I.D.A. automatically monitors the entire base, including the vault. I suppose I could ask her to suspend recording for a bit.”

      “She can do that?”

      “Yes, she can do that, but only for me, since I’m the base commander. Actually, she might do it for you, too. I have no idea how high a clearance you were granted.”

      “Who else has that kind of clearance? Does V.I.D.A. have a record of how many times that request has been made?”

      Instead of answering him, Trinity asked V.I.D.A. directly. “V.I.D.A., how many personnel have ever been granted IAF security clearances that allowed them to temporarily suspend surveillance recording anywhere on base, and what was their position?”

      The AI responded with her usual efficiency. “Hello, Lieutenant West. Each base commander is granted that level of clearance. There have been eleven different officers who have held that designation over the time that I have been active. The only other person granted that ability is Commander Rossi.”

      “Thank you, V.I.D.A. I’m going to request that you suspend surveillance while we’re down here and activate again once we’ve entered the mag-lift.”

      “Yes, Lieutenant.”

      “V.I.D.A., it’s Commander Rossi. What about Dr. Clarke?”

      “Hello, Commander Rossi. No other personnel on base, including Dr. Clarke, have ever been granted that level of access by the IAF. You and the lieutenant are the only ones currently able to do so.”

      “V.I.D.A., please send my team a complete list of every time someone has ordered you to suspend surveillance in the vault. Dates, times, and the name of the one issuing the order?”

      “Of course, Commander.”

      He turned to Trinity. “I’ll have Magi look into how many times it’s been deactivated and see if any of those times correlate to when thefts might have taken place.”

      She shot him an irritated look. “I already did that.”

      “I know you did. I read your reports. You didn’t have all the information we have now. Some of the corporations were slow to cooperate, but we’re getting a clearer picture of what happened, and when.”

      “I’d like to see that documentation. You really read my reports?”

      “All of them. You did a hell of a job. I just didn’t mention it until now because we weren’t exactly on good terms, and I didn’t want you to think I was buttering you up with false flattery.”

      She flashed him a rueful grin. “I probably would have thought that, too. Come on, the change area is over here. You’ll need to strip and then enter the automated decon-chamber. Follow the instructions. There will be a steri-cloth wrap for you to wear once you exit.”

      “You’re not coming in with me?” He was pushing his luck, but since they weren’t being monitored, he figured it was safe to tease her a little.

      “The IAF might be co-ed, but apparently the scientific community still likes their modesty. We’ll go through decontamination separately.” She arched her brow. “Unless you need me to hold your hand?”

      “I think I can manage, but if I get lonely…” He winked at her.

      She blushed, and he could have cheered right then and there. If she wasn’t going to shoot him down for that, then things were looking up.
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      Trinity left Dax and entered the change room. It was as stark as everything else down here. There were a few cubby-style shelves for her clothes and boots and a couple of hooks to hang any other items. The only other item of note was the large red arrow that lit up every few minutes, indicating the way to the decon-chamber.

      It always made her laugh that the designers felt the highly trained experts who would use this facility required directions toward the only door that didn’t lead back the way they’d come.

      She unbraided her hair, stripped off her uniform, left it neatly folded on the shelves, and headed to the next room. She idly wondered how Dax would react to what came next. The chambers were beside each other, and the wall dividing them was frosted but still transparent enough she could see his shadow moving on the other side.

      “What now?” he asked.

      “Follow the instructions and diagrams posted on the wall in front of you,” she called back, already extending her arms and bracing herself for the high-powered jets of antiseptic solution that started the process. She sucked in one last lungful of air and shut her eyes as the warning chime sounded.

      Dax bellowed in shock as the barely lukewarm liquid sluiced over him, and she had to seal her lips against a fit of giggles. She knew from experience how vile the antiseptic tasted, and he must have gotten a mouthful when he yelled. He was still cursing now, though it was more of a muted mutter.

      After the forceful shower ended, she was directed to hold still as her body was hit with a full course of air blasts, sonic waves, and then another round of air blasts. By the time it was over she was dry, her hair was a tangled mess, and she was feeling slightly battered and abused.

      “You could have warned me this was a torture chamber!” Dax complained loudly enough that his voice echoed off the walls.

      “I could have, but what fun would that have been?” she called back.

      She left by another door, one that led her to a closet-sized room on the ‘clean’ side of the laboratory. She took one of the steri-cloth wraps from a stack and wrapped it around herself before entering the final chamber before the vault.

      Two steps past the door, she was caught up in Dax’s arms as he spun her around and pressed her up against the nearest wall. “You’re a brat.”

      She did her best to ignore her body’s needy response to his touch and focused on trying to form words. “Did you forget that? I’m pretty sure you and Travis used to call me that at least a dozen times a day.”

      “Not that kind of brat.” He was wearing a wrap around his waist, but it barely came to the midpoint of his muscular thighs. He was mostly naked and pressed up against her with a look in his eyes that made her heart race and her libido light up like a plasma torch.

      “There are different kinds?”

      “Oh yeah. There are bratty little sisters, and grown women who are spoiled brats…” he lowered his head until his lips were a hairsbreadth away from hers. “And then there are sexy, sassy brats who need to be spanked until their ass is pink and they learn there’s a price to pay for being bratty.”

      His words set her on fire, but there was no way she was going to admit it. Not here. Not yet. “Last time I checked, the IAF had banned all forms of corporal punishment.”

      His calloused hand stroked her cheek. “This has nothing to do with the IAF. In case you hadn’t noticed, neither of us is in uniform right now, Butterfly.”

      She glanced down at his naked chest, then raised her gaze to meet his. “It’s hard not to notice when you’re this close to me. And I thought I told you not to call me that?”

      “You told me not to call you butterfly girl, and I didn’t. You’re not a girl anymore, Trin. You’re a woman. One I want to get to know better.”

      The last time they were together she’d been young and inexperienced, and he’d broken her heart. She wasn’t that same girl anymore. The question was, had he changed, too? Enough to risk her heart a second time?

      “I don’t have any right to ask you for a second chance, but I’m doing it anyway. Say yes, Trin.”

      “Maybe.” She rose on her toes to kiss him gently. “But before I say yes, I want to know why you walked away from me the last time.”

      He grimaced. “You’re not going to like my reasons.”

      “Probably not. That’s not going to stop me from wanting to know. But not here. Not now.” She reached up to cup his face in her hands, marveling that they were back in each other’s arms again.

      “But soon.” He turned his head to nuzzle her hand.

      “Soon. Until then, we’ve got work to do.” With that, she let go of him, expecting him to move away.

      “Until then, I’m taking this one on credit.” He leaned to kiss her, and her world exploded.

      This wasn’t a tender kiss. There was nothing gentle about the way his mouth slanted across hers. This was a no-holds-barred sensual assault that made her head spin. She moaned and opened her mouth, unable to resist him. That was the most dangerous thing about Dax; he had always been her weakness. For him, she’d risk almost anything, including another broken heart.

      They stayed locked together for what felt like an eternity. Skin to skin, mouths mated, their arms wrapped around each other like they might never let go. The thin fabric wraps they wore did nothing to hide their need for each other, and part of her was tempted to tear it away and give in to this madness before she had time to come to her senses.

      Instead of giving in, she turned her head and breathed in a lungful of cool air. It didn’t do much to slow the fire burning inside her, but it did help to clear her head. ”We’re supposed to be examining the vault, not each other.”

      “This is way more fun, though.” He sounded so disgruntled she snickered.

      “No argument there, but you were the one who wanted to come down here and look around. Once we’re in the vault, the cold should help get our minds back on the job.”

      He grunted in agreement and released her, backing away so that she was finally free to move.

      “Do we really have to wear those?” he pointed to the pink, floral-patterned jumpsuits that were neatly stacked on a table on the far side of the room.

      “Unless you want to go in there wearing nothing but that strip of cloth and a parka? Yeah, you’ll want to get dressed in something warmer.”

      She went over to the stack and found one in something approximating her size, then picked out the largest size for Dax and tossed it to him.

      He caught it one-handed. “You don’t need to go back to the dressing room to change. I promise not to peek.”

      “Uh huh. I know you better than that.” She grabbed a pair of the slip-on boots and headed back to the small change room to dress.

      She got changed quickly. The jumpsuits were a basic design, but they were functional and would keep them warm while inside the vault.

      “You decent?”

      “Not even close.” His flippant response was underscored with a tone of exasperation.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “Come here and see for yourself.”

      The problem was evident the moment she saw him. Apparently, Cleo hadn’t ordered anything in Dax’s size. The fabric was stretched taut across his chest and shoulders and hugged his legs like a second skin. A skin that was covered with pink and yellow flowers. He was scowling and tugging at the jumpsuit, muttering a string of curses in at least three different languages besides Galactic Standard.

      She burst out laughing. “That is not your best look.”

      “I’m grateful you shut off surveillance. No evidence of this could be allowed to exist.”

      “It’s not that bad. We’ve still got to put on the jackets, which are big enough to fit you and should cover up the worst of this fashion disaster.”

      He held up a pair of fuzzy pink boots. “I uh, could use your help with these. If I bend down that far I’m either going to tear the jumpsuit or cut off circulation to some of my favorite body parts.”

      “Give them to me.” She helped him into the soft footwear, and he helped her back to her feet. They donned two of the jackets, slipped on face masks, and finally dipped their hands in a liquid polymer that turned to a resilient gel the moment it was exposed to the air. Once they were both ready, they made their way to the massive doors that led to the vault itself.
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