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      Kira Farseaker led a sheltered, privileged life—until the discovery of a secret that plunged her into an underworld of danger. Now she fights to save an alien species, the Shifters, from government-sanctioned extermination. When she learns some of the Shifters are evolving, she vows to give them sanctuary on a secret planet, a Farseaker legacy. But getting them off-planet and safely to the promised haven will be the most dangerous mission she’s ever attempted. A challenge made more deadly by her attraction to the dark, hungry eyes of a suspected spy.

      

      Officer David Cario’s assignment to a Shifter extermination squadron might be just the break he needs to uncover the secrets behind his sister’s execution. But earning the trust of his commander’s ex-wife, the suspected terrorist Kira Farseaker, proves more complicated than he planned. Crossing into Kira’s world will lead him to truths he isn’t prepared to discover, and the desire between them destroys everything David once believed.

      

      Tangled in a web of treachery, Kira and David struggle between duty and a growing passion that could destroy everything they’ve worked for…or save both their lives.
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      I’ve always wondered what I would do if there came a time to stand against society, to stand for something…something important. Something that mattered. Would I have the courage to fight for a belief? To defend an ideal with my very life? To kill for a cause?

      That last has always been the hardest question for me to answer. In my imagination, my life is easier to give away than the taking of another life. But that’s in theory.

      Who knows what we might do in practice?

      
        —From the journal of Kira Farseaker

      

      

      “Kira?”

      “Hush,” Kira hissed over her shoulder, never taking her eyes from the roadblock ahead. “Keep your heads about you,” she told the four women in the back of the van. “They can’t know if you don’t give us away.”

      Kira studied the stiff navy uniforms of the Guards, her practiced eye hunting for the familiar face. He was there. She knew he would be there somewhere. This blockade had his mark.

      Convulsively her hands clenched the rough steering wheel. By force of will, she relaxed both her grip and her shoulders. He wouldn’t break her. Not now. And he wouldn’t find her out.

      They inched forward in the long line of vehicles, most the latest in synthesized transport—clean, efficient, small and cheap—toward the handful of Guards at the roadside. The day was bright with late autumn sun reflecting off the cars and the tarmac paving of the road, glittering in the rust sand that peeked between the long, low buildings edging this side of the city. Beyond the buildings, the land was covered with a mix of palms, succulent shrubs and sparse, patchy salt grass. At this southern edge, the faintest hint of sea scent wafted in the breeze.

      This was the kind of day Kira loved as a child. Warm, but with a hint of winter to come. Days for playing in the backyard or running on the beach with her father. Now, she barely noted the sparse clouds scuttling across the azure sky or the late autumn flowers that still purpled the white salt grass. Her attention was focused entirely on the roadblock ahead, searching the Guards for that too-familiar face.

      Seemingly at random, the Guard on the left signaled and sent vehicles off to a side area, near a hastily erected portable office, for closer inspection. Kira watched as the passengers exited their vehicles at a hand gesture from one Guard and stepped over to a second group of Guards who were obviously asking questions. Although she couldn’t hear the interrogations, she’d been subjected to such “standard inquiries” before and knew exactly what was happening.

      Kira felt her lip curl in a snarl. All very efficient. All very organized and outwardly by the book. She forced her mouth back to a straight, expressionless line.

      Ten years ago, she wouldn’t have been bothered by this scene. It was routine. The Guards were free to randomly inspect the citizens of Narava for contraband, drugs, illegal goods, interplanetary imports, immigrants trying to avoid taxes and fees, aliens. The Shifters.

      No. Ten years ago, she wouldn’t have been bothered. Because ten years ago there was so much she didn’t know.

      They reached the forward Guard, and Kira prepared for the inevitable questions. She didn’t bother to smile or flirt. The Guard, a man in his late fifties, wore the familiar signet on his uniform. He already knew who she was.

      “Farseaker,” he greeted without inflection. His gaze traveled over her face, then into the back of the van, taking in the four other women.

      “Officer Herot,” Kira returned. She didn’t know the man, not well, but she’d seen him before, dealt with him before.

      “You know the drill, Farseaker. Contraband? Illegals?”

      She couldn’t help the cynical smile that answered his questions. He already knew her answers. “What do you think, Officer?”

      “I think you’ve been skirting the law for too long now, Farseaker. He knows you’re involved with them.”

      “If he had any proof that I was involved in something illegal,” she said evenly, “he’d have had me locked away in a hole a very long time ago, Herot. And he would relish putting me there.”

      The Guard’s thick dark brows drew together over a prominent nose. His thin lips pursed for an instant, then flattened. “Pull the van over to the side,” he said, gesturing to the second set of Guards. “They’ll have to be questioned further.” He nodded to the four in the back. “And the van will be inspected.”

      “Of course.” Kira didn’t argue. She pulled the van to the side, hissing another silencing order as a nervous chatter started behind her. “Remember,” she said under her breath, “they don’t know anything. Can’t know anything. Just keep your heads and we’ll be all right.”

      “Kira?”

      She looked over her shoulder at the sound of the timid voice. Vettine was only nineteen years old. Her cropped blonde hair and heart-shaped face gave her an ethereal beauty, but her deep jade eyes were wide with fear, making her appear every year of her youth. “You’ll be okay,” Kira assured her with a firm voice. “Don’t panic on me now.”

      The girl took a long, shaky breath, straightened her shoulders and nodded.

      “Good girl,” Kira murmured as a Guard walked up to the passenger side of the van. This Guard was a man she’d never seen before. He was young, but not too young. Mid-thirties, she guessed at a glance. Handsome, but far from pretty. A faint scar along his right jaw and the first few wrinkles of his age saw to that. His short, brown hair held just a touch of wave. His black-coffee eyes were hard and efficient. But there was something…

      Something in his eyes. Something familiar, that she couldn’t name. Maybe it was an underlying quality of pain, or the hint of humanity she so rarely found in the Guard. Whatever it was, it was absent from the firm line of his mouth, the set of his jaw, the sharp movement of his arm as he gestured the four women behind her out of the van’s side door. Whatever it was, he hid it well.

      When Kira turned to open her door, he stopped her. “You’re to wait in the car, ma’am.”

      And she almost smiled. He had a beautiful, husky voice. A voice she wouldn’t mind hearing more. Her stomach twisted just a little, pleasantly reminding her that she was still a woman. Her gaze dropped to his chest, a rather nice, broad one she thought before noticing the signet above his left breast.

      Her self-control snapped back into place.

      She faced forward, watching through the front windshield of the van as a half-dozen fully armed soldiers led her four friends a short distance away. She tried to relax against the seat, tried to ignore the inconvenient tear in the imitation leather that poked her in the back. This could take hours if Ennoren saw fit to detain them.

      The sound of the passenger door opening startled her. She turned to see the Guard settle himself onto the floorboard, shifting so that he wasn’t visible above the dash. Kira cocked her head to one side, raising her eyebrows, and the man flashed the most charming smile she’d ever seen. The grin was just a touch guilty and would have made him seem like a mischievous boy if it hadn’t stretched the scar and deepened the wrinkles around his eyes.

      He plucked a pack of cigarettes from a pocket inside his uniform jacket and showed them to her.

      “Not allowed to smoke on duty.” He tapped one cigarette free, stuck it in his mouth, then returned the rest to his pocket and pulled out a small lighter. Before he lit up, he extended a hand. “David.”

      “Kira.” She shook his hand, quick and firm, and pulled back before she had time to notice how nice his grip felt.

      He lit the cigarette, took a long drag, then offered the end to her. She stared at the thing for a moment before helping herself to a puff. Through the cloud of tobacco-scented smoke she exhaled, she studied him. “You been with the Guard long?” she asked, handing the cigarette back.

      “Twelve years now.” He took another drag, never taking his gaze from her face.

      “You’re one of Ennoren’s.” She wasn’t asking. She knew the signet on his uniform too well.

      He nodded, his dark eyes still locked to hers. “For about three years.”

      She half-smiled, chuckled and shook her head. “Too bad, really.” She turned to see how her friends were doing.

      All four seemed to be holding up under the scrutiny of the men questioning them. Vettine’s shoulders were straight, her posture unwavering. Grainne’s stance was relaxed and cocky as she tossed her waist-length red hair over one shoulder. Breeanne had her arms crossed over her chest, her legs braced slightly apart. Her pale skin was flushed, but her expression controlled. And Jo, with her stylishly braided black hair brushing her shoulders in the breeze, had her hands on her hips, a slight smile on her full mouth and a sexy glint in her violet eyes. Kira couldn’t help smiling. Her second would flirt with the Devil himself if she were standing at the gates of Hell.

      “Why too bad?”

      The husky voice brought her attention back to the man sitting on the floorboard of her van. He offered her the cigarette again, and she took a long drag before answering. “I would have liked to get to know you. Under better circumstances. I think I could have liked you,” she answered without guile, a slight, sad smile tugging at her mouth.

      “Could have?”

      She shrugged. “You’re one of Ennoren’s men.” She faced forward again because there was really no need for further explanation.

      “You’re jumping to conclusions. Judging me based on the commander I work under. You don’t know me.”

      Kira snorted and met his gaze. “It doesn’t matter whether I know you or not. You work for Ennoren.”

      A movement to her left caught her attention, and she turned away from David’s narrowed eyes. She reached down for the cigarette without taking her eyes off the man walking toward the van. When she’d taken another drag, she said, “Your boss is on his way over. Better let me finish this.”

      David slid out of the van, unhooked a thin, foot-long cylindrical device from his belt and began running it over the interior of the van without another word. Her gaze flicked to the device, then back to the approaching commander. The steady beep of the detector echoed in Kira’s pulse as she watched Ennoren step up to her open window.

      He was tall and thin, with a face Kira had once found interesting, if not attractive. All lines and angles, sharp nose, hard mouth, heavy-lidded blue eyes; his face was imposing, commanding and often intimidating. But Kira had long since stopped being intimidated by Ennoren.

      He looked at the cigarette in her hand, then into her eyes. “I thought you didn’t smoke.”

      She set the cigarette against her lips, inhaled deeply and blew smoke in his face. “I don’t.”

      He waved the smoke away, a sneer forming in place of a smile. For a long moment he studied her, his gaze running over her faded, ripped jeans and cotton flannel shirt. Then he turned to study her van, pointedly staring at the cracked dash, battered steering wheel and worn imitation leather upholstery. “New van?”

      Kira nodded.

      “I didn’t think you’d be into this late twentieth-century Earth fad.” He frowned. “But then, you always were a fashionable socialite, weren’t you? And since you have the money to afford this mock-up of an Earth car…” He let the sentence trail off as he held her gaze. “You’re looking good, Kira.”

      She returned his stare, taking another pull on the cigarette so she didn’t have to answer.

      When she remained silent, Ennoren shifted his attention to David. “Find anything, Officer Cario?”

      David snapped to attention. “No, sir. Appears clean.”

      “Well,” Ennoren said, turning a contemptuous glare on Kira, “appearances can lie.”

      “Was that a dig, Eain?” Kira kept her tone mild, even as she used his first name in front of another Guard—something she did only to annoy him. His mother had been a poet and fond of alliteration. Ennoren went out of his way to keep his full name, Eain Edward Evander Ennoren, from his subordinates.

      He covered his indignation well, but the slight narrowing of his eyes and the flare of his nostrils gave him away. “Take from it what you will.” He paused, studying her again. When he spoke, his voice was low. “The ring will collapse out from under you, Kira. It won’t be long now. Do you know what will happen to you when you’re found guilty of treason and conspiracy to commit treason against the planetary government?”

      “They’ll throw me into a hole?”

      “They’ll throw you into space without a suit,” he hissed. Dropping his voice again, he leaned into the car, putting his face only inches from hers. “End this now, Kira. End it. Tell me where they hide. I’ll make sure you get off with a light sentence.” A slight smile curled his lips. “I might even arrange to serve as your paroler. Just like old times, eh?”

      Kira turned her head to take one final puff off the cigarette, giving herself time to gain control over both her revulsion and her anger, before confronting his leer. “There’s a reason those times are old, Eain. I wouldn’t have gone to all the trouble of divorcing you if I’d wanted to end up right back under your thumb. Besides—” she half-smiled, half-snarled at him, “—how would I know where they hide?”

      She watched with satisfaction as his leer transformed into a lip-trembling scowl. Flicking the cigarette past his shoulder, she turned back to David. He was standing at attention, a silent, emotionless witness to the scene. “Forgive my ex. He seems to think I’m some sort of underground anti-government terrorist leader.”

      David raised an eyebrow. “Are you?”

      She smiled. Then she laughed.

      The side door to the van opened and her friends climbed up to the padded bench along the side of the van. Kira kept her gaze on David, enjoying the twinkle of amusement in his eyes that didn’t filter into any other part of his expression. When the side door slammed into place, she leaned across the passenger seat and pulled that door shut.

      “It really is too bad we didn’t meet under different circumstances, officer,” she said when David leaned into the open window.

      His crooked grin made his scar jump. His knowing stare set her pulse dancing. She chuckled and moved back behind the wheel. Without another glance at her ex-husband, she put the van into gear and returned to the line of traffic hurrying away from the blockade.

      

      David watched her go, feeling like he’d been kicked in the gut and strangely liking the sensation. Kira was interesting. Beautiful, yes. Enough so that his pulse sped just remembering her golden brown eyes and the sound of her sultry chuckle. But there was something else about her, under that smile and sharp attitude, that he wanted to get to know better. Something that was almost familiar.

      He couldn’t remember the last time a woman had caught his attention, or his lust, this way. He wasn’t even sure if another woman had before, and that was pretty damned terrifying. But anyone who could make Commander Ennoren lose control was worth getting to know. Whether she scared David or not, Ennoren’s ex-wife could prove to be quite valuable.

      His heart stopped for a single beat when the commander cleared his throat from right beside him. Out of the corner of his eye, David saw Ennoren staring after the rapidly retreating van too.

      “Don’t let her pretty face fool you, Officer Cario,” Ennoren said, his voice low, almost a whisper. “She’s not as sweet as she appears. A viper lives beneath that silky skin.”

      Knowing it best to keep his opinions to himself, David studied his commander’s profile. His nostrils flared, but other than that, his sharp features were now composed and emotionless. Before David could look away, Ennoren turned, catching and holding his gaze.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “I have no opinion on the matter, Commander.”

      Ennoren smiled. “Yes, you do.”

      He cocked his head to one side, watching David with a sharp, perceptive gaze. The stare was disconcerting, but David had hidden from it before.

      “Doesn’t matter,” the commander finally said. “Because I think I can use this situation to our benefit.” He turned toward the temporary command post. “In my office, Cario,” Ennoren ordered. “We’ve got a few things to discuss.”

      [image: ]

      Kira pulled past the front of her house and into a narrow lane at the edge of her property. The paved road was flanked by thick stone walls covered in ivy and overhung by rows of dense, leafy trees. The entrance was so overgrown by foliage, it was almost impossible to see unless you knew where to look. The driveway led to the family garage, and only Kira used it now. Visitors used the front drive. Friends had other ways to get in.

      As a child, she’d thought the lane, with its cover and solitude, a silly addition to the estate. But her father had liked his privacy, coveting it more and more as the years went by. She hadn’t understood that need. Why should people want to hide behind walls? But then, she’d been an open and curious child who’d grown into a guileless adult.

      Until her father’s death.

      She stopped the van halfway up the drive, puffing out a breath. She didn’t have time to dwell on all the changes in her life. There was still too much to do. She opened her door and followed the others to stand a few paces in front of the van.

      The transformation never ceased to amaze Kira. One moment, a perfectly ordinary van sat in the lane. The next, a beautiful, iridescent, hairless creature stood staring at them. Its huge, multifaceted eyes whirled through purple to blue to green as it tilted its otherwise featureless head to one side. The long lines of neck and limbs made the creature appear taller and far thinner than it actually was, but since it could shift to most any shape, its body dimensions were relative.

      “That was close.”

      Kira smiled at its whispery voice floating through her mind. No matter their emotional state, the Shifters’ voices always sounded quiet to her. “Not as close as that, Xep. He never suspected.”

      A human-like mouth formed in the iridescent gold skin of Xep’s face. The mouth turned up in a mocking smile. Though they did have a form of external hearing, Shifters had no natural mouths or vocal cords. They could only speak using telepathy when in their natural state. And only a very few humans could hear and speak back in the same manner. But Xep was fond of shifting just enough to convey all too human facial expressions.

      “He suspects, Kira,” the Shifter said as the mouth melted away.

      “But he doesn’t suspect this. He doesn’t have a clue Shifters like you exist.”

      Jo reached behind a thick clump of ivy and tapped a code into a hidden panel, opening a disguised passage in the stone wall leading to the interior of Kira’s estate. The group ducked through the overhanging ivy and the door closed silently behind them. They walked over short, spongy green grass to a second secret hatch in the ground. This time, using her foot, Vettine tapped out the code that opened the door. After a short pause, a section of grass slid over with a hiss of escaping air. All six dropped down the ladder into a steel-lined tunnel, and Kira punched in the code at a command panel to seal the hatch again.

      They turned and walked down the tunnel, lights overhead flicking on as they approached, flicking off once they passed.

      “Kira.” Xep’s quiet voice touched her mind. “It will not be long before he discovers. Ennoren is a smart man. A cunning human. And he is vicious.”

      She nodded, silently considering Xep’s words. She knew Ennoren was vicious, had seen it firsthand. Had run away from it in disgust and anger. And she knew he was clever. But she was clever, too.

      “We’re almost ready, Xep. We can hide from him until then.” She glanced at the Shifter walking beside her, hoping to catch some sign of emotion in a face she couldn’t read unless it allowed her. “This won’t be easy.”

      “Nothing has been easy since the humans first came here.”

      Though no emotion came across in its mind-speak, Kira imagined the bitterness associated with that statement, and it made her heart hurt. She closed off her emotional response forcefully and turned her attention to the tunnel. She couldn’t change what had been done to the Shifters in the past, and she couldn’t save all of them now. But she could sure as hell try to save some of them.

      “He seemed very nice.”

      Xep’s quick subject change caught Kira so by surprise, she stopped for an instant. The odd looks the other women gave her started her moving again with an embarrassed grimace.

      “Ennoren?” she asked.

      “Officer David Cario. He seemed very nice.”

      The mention of the handsome officer’s name brought with it an image of coffee-colored eyes, thick, dark hair and a dancing scar. Her stomach clenched and a tingle spread over her thighs at the memory of his smile. It had been much too long since she’d last been with a man, she thought ruefully.

      “He’s one of Ennoren’s,” she told Xep, forcing her mind-speak to sound stern. “It doesn’t matter if he’s the nicest man on Narava.”

      “He was quite taken with you. And you with him.”

      “And you’re an expert on the subject, are you, Xep?” Her irritation leaked through with the comment. “How would you know, anyway?”

      She glanced at the Shifter. The mouth that had formed in its face was grinning. She snorted and turned away, hoping Xep hadn’t seen her blush.

      “Stuff it,” she muttered aloud at it. If she hadn’t known better, she would have sworn the Shifter laughed.
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      I met the perfect man last night. He’s a captain in the Guards, very serious and confident. Not exactly handsome, but he’s got an interesting face. And the best part is, my father hates him!

      I can’t wait to see him again. His name is Eian. Captain Eian Ennoren.

      
        —From the journal of Kira Farseaker

      

      

      Kira stood at the edge of the elaborately carved red stone bridge, trying to slow her thumping heartbeat. The public transport line stopped just at the edge of the Grand Bridge. She was the only one who’d gotten off. No government-funded transport dared cross that bridge. Visitors were left to walk into the Docks at their own risk.

      She’d crossed that bridge before, walked the gray flagstone streets of a city built above the Dreic Sea and supported by wooden pillars sunk into the sediment below. She’d even dealt with some of the less than lawful citizens of the Docks. But always during the day.

      Night settled over the area, dark and forbidding. The moons had yet to rise, leaving only the stars and the glow from the city to light the bridge. She hesitated for a moment more. But she couldn’t back out now. Squaring her shoulders and straightening her cropped jacket, Kira stepped onto the bridge.

      “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

      The unexpected voice made her gut clench and her hands shake for just an instant. She fisted her left hand, letting her short nails bite into the flesh of her palm. When she turned to face the stranger cautioning her, she was in control again.

      Recognizing the face made her grin and relax her hand; then her smile dropped to a suspicious frown. “What are you doing here?”

      David stepped from the shadows across the road and strode toward her. He wasn’t in uniform, but there was still a formality to the way he wore his loose black pants and tight turtleneck shirt. His black leather jacket was a nod to the current fashion fad, but it looked too new and clean.

      “I should ask you the same question,” he said in that smoky voice she found so toe-curling. “This place isn’t safe at night.” His dark gaze lingered on her red mini-dress and calf-high boots.

      “I’ve been here before.” She raised her chin, flashing him a small smirk. “And this isn’t exactly a place where the Guards are welcome.”

      “I’m not on duty tonight. And we’re not forbidden entrance.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

      “Maybe I’m looking for something…hard to obtain.”

      Kira narrowed her eyes. The Docks were notorious for providing things hard to obtain. The city was run by a family of very powerful and very dangerous criminals. The government called them a mafia. They bought and sold illegals, smuggled goods and people, ran gaming and prostitution rings, auctioned slaves, both alien and human, pandered to the drugs and technology trades, and all in the open streets and canals of the Docks.

      The Guard didn’t go into the city—officially.

      Government propaganda had it that the encroachment of the law into the well-established city would only start a bloody, vicious war. As long as the criminal element remained localized in the Docks, they were no danger to the citizenry. Common gossip vouched that the mafia paid high-placed officials well to keep the law out of the city. Common gossip also held that the mafia possessed certain alliances and weapons that scared even the “all-powerful” planetary government.

      “I wouldn’t have taken you for a Docks patron,” Kira said at last, still not convinced by David’s excuse.

      “I wouldn’t have guessed it of you, either,” he countered. “I haven’t heard your explanation yet.”

      She bristled at the underlying order. His tone came dangerously close to reminding her of her ex-husband. The man, she reminded herself, who gave this man his orders. “And I don’t suspect you’ll hear it anytime soon. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” She turned and started across the bridge, her earlier fear replaced by indignation.

      David fell in step beside her. The thick sea air moved across the bridge, through the buildings, carrying with it the scent of fish and an underlying hint of something Kira couldn’t name and wasn’t sure she wanted to. She paused at the edge of the bridge, letting her eyes adjust to the soft orange glow of the city streets. Then she headed down the first major walkway into the heart of the Docks, trying to ignore the man that had followed her over the bridge. To her irritation, he stayed beside her.

      “I imagine you have other things to do here,” she snapped, stopping to stare up at him. She found it disconcerting that despite her high-heeled boots, he was still several inches taller than her. In heels, she was the same height as Ennoren, and she’d considered him a tall man. Even more disconcerting was the scent of David’s cologne, a combination of musk and spice blending with the leather smell of his jacket. It managed to tease her senses without overpowering them. She wanted to lean closer to that faint smell, to fill her lungs with it.

      “I’ll walk you to where you’re going,” he said, ignoring her dismissal. They stood alone on the main street, washed in orange light. He glanced again at the miniskirt and her long length of exposed thigh. “I’m not comfortable letting you walk here alone.”

      Kira stared at him, her emotions shifting rapidly from amazement to anger and finally settling on amusement. She smiled. When his eyes creased suspiciously, she laughed, a sound that boomed in the quiet streets. A man in a dark bodysuit and flight jacket who’d just stepped out of an alley glanced toward them, then gave them a wide berth.

      Kira forgot to be afraid or angry. She patted David on the arm and grinned. “Very gallant of you. Not necessary. But a gallant offer nonetheless. Would that I could allow it.” He frowned and she hurried on. “The…hard to obtain item I’ve come to get is sold by a man that wouldn’t take kindly to me appearing with a…bodyguard.” She said the last with an upward lilt in her voice, half questioning, half teasing him with the title. “Besides, I’m sure you’re not here to follow a virtual stranger around. Go about your business, Officer. I’m well able to take care of myself.”

      He didn’t quite smile, but his scar jumped under the twitching muscle of his jaw. “As the lady wishes.” He bowed from the waist, which only made her laugh more.

      She walked away, enjoying the tingles he’d started in her body. When she felt his gaze still following her, she added a bit more swing to her hips. It had been a long time since a man made her feel this feminine and sexy.

      She turned a corner, crossed a canal and headed down a second narrow street. Her momentary thrill at flirting with a handsome man vanished behind the need to stay alert and ready for anything. She watched the shadows as she walked through the alleys with as much attitude as she could muster. The surrounding buildings were all several stories tall, with a variety of cast-iron or stone balconies and window boxes decorating the stucco facades. In daylight, the colors varied from muted creams, corals and tans, to darker blues, purples, oranges and greens. The canals, kept cleaned by the natural currents of the Dreic, still held a faint fishy smell that permeated every alley and building in the city. The Docks had been fashioned after the Earth city of Venice in Italy. And if the pictures were anything to go on, Kira thought the Docks a pretty close replica.

      She crossed a second bridge, the dark waters of the canal reflecting the orange glow of the streetlamps, and ducked down a final alley. The club’s entrance wasn’t easy to find. You had to know the exact door. The owners had designed it that way. She stepped up to the ordinary-looking green wood door and stared at the brass knocker. The cooling autumn breeze that managed to flow down some corridors and streets in the tightly packed city didn’t reach into this particular alley. A trickle of sweat inched down her spine. Raising a hand, she hoped the information they’d bought had been worth the price.

      She knocked with bare knuckles against the thick wood, a pattern that was supposed to allow entrance without question. The door opened and she came face-to-face with a very large, very hairy Binnean doorman. The Binneans were one of the few sentient alien races humans had encountered since embarking on their exploration of the galaxy. The species was known for its strength and violent tendencies. Kira held her breath and waited for the giant bouncer to comment.

      When the Binnean didn’t ask any questions but merely stepped aside for her to enter, she released her breath, feeling lightheaded with relief. She crossed to the long brass and glass bar which ran the length of the ground floor and took a moment to study the club, letting her eyes adjust to the smoky light.

      Everything was black and gold. The marble floors, the arched ceilings, the second floor galleries, the glossy tabletops, the glow of imitation candles, even the majority of the patrons wore some variation of black and gold. No, she decided after a more thorough look. Most of the men wore some combination of black and gold. Most of the women wore bright, flamboyant colors. But there were too few women in the club to notice those flashes of color on first glance. Kira wondered at the small number of women but was glad their informant had told her to wear red.

      A Binnean barman stepped over to her and asked if she wanted a drink. The creature was so wide, he would have made three human men. His thick head and body were covered with neatly combed black hair, and the only clothing he wore was a pair of loose-fitting gold woven trousers. Two large, emerald green eyes poked out of the brown, smooth skin of his face. His nose was thick and long over a straight, full-lipped mouth. Hearing a polite question from that mouth seemed at odds with the all the violent stories she’d heard of the Binneans. But then, in the Docks, business was business.

      She ordered a beer and studied the booths at the rear of the club more closely. She’d been given a description, but already she’d seen a number of men who might fit. For a second, a tinge of panic churned in her stomach. What if she couldn’t recognize him? What if he didn’t show? What if she picked the wrong man?

      She was considering taking a walk around the upper galleries when one of the men at the rear of the club caught her eye, a slight, roguish grin tipping the corners of his mouth. The shoulder-length sandy hair and light eyes, the overall build, even the pilot’s black jumpsuit all matched the description of her contact. She took one final glance around the ground floor, then picked up her bottle of icy beer and walked slowly toward the man, noting his casual, arrogant slouch in the booth and his undisguised observation of her legs.

      “Raf?” she asked when she stood across the table from him.

      His grin crooked to one side, and he nodded for her to take a seat. “So you need a pilot and a ship?”

      His blunt question surprised her. She’d thought there’d be more subtlety. At the very least, she’d expected him to make a more lecherous comment to start the conversation.

      The fact that he didn’t made her look at him more closely. One arm was slung across the top of the bench, the other hung loose on the seat beside him, conveniently within reach of a hip-holstered weapon. His cocky grin belied the vigilant darting of his blue eyes.

      She slid into the booth. He may have looked at ease, but he was ready for anything. For some reason, that helped Kira relax. And after another careful moment’s consideration, she decided she liked Raf Tygran. She didn’t trust him. But she liked him.

      “How much?” she asked, taking a sip of beer. She didn’t flinch when he named his price. She’d expected something higher. “When?”

      “I can be ready to leave planet within the week. I’ve a few details to settle first.” His lip twitched. “But getting them onto the ship and off planet isn’t gonna be easy.”

      Kira nodded.

      When she didn’t answer his unspoken question, he spoke it. “You have a plan, I take it?”

      “Of course.”

      “What about the detector rings?”

      “You worry about flying the ship.” She set her half-empty bottle on the table. “I’ll worry about the detectors.” And before he could ask, she said, “I’ll have a clearance code as well by the time we leave.”

      He shrugged and reached for the nearly full glass of some orange-colored drink that sat on the table in front of him. “Your show, honey. I’m paid for my pilot skills, not my tactical skills.”

      “I hope you have a few tactical skills as well. Getting where we’re going isn’t going to be easy. And if it’s suspected you’ve helped us, you won’t be able to show your face here again.”

      He raised his eyebrows and grinned. “Do you think I’m able to do that comfortably now?” His gaze flicked around the room before settling on her again. “Why do you think I come here?”

      Kira glanced at the room, then leveled a hard look at him. “Why do you come here? To this club, I mean?”

      “Paid anonymity. You can buy just about anything in the Docks. Anonymity is more expensive than a lot of things, but not so expensive as others.”

      “Why are there so few women here?” She picked up her bottle and cradled it in her hands without sipping.

      “Too early. Crowds build with the night.”

      “Doesn’t it lessen your anonymity to be seen with one of the few women in the club?”

      He grinned, a mixture of smug self-assurance and amusement. “I’m too handsome for anyone to question why I’d be with one of the few women here. Especially since you’re quite a stunner yourself. Seems like an obvious conclusion to me.”

      For just an instant, she was awed by the sheer arrogance of that statement. Then she laughed and took a drink of her beer. He really should have annoyed her, but the blatant cockiness he wore like a shirt made it impossible to take his flirtations seriously.

      Unlike David’s more subtle seductive manner, she thought before she could stop herself. Her stomach did a giddy dance at the memory of his scent and dark eyes. She swallowed hard and reminded herself that David worked for Ennoren. That fact wasn’t going to change, no matter how he made her feel. And within the week, Kira would be leaving Narava forever. Another fact that wasn’t going to change. She dropped her gaze and drank deeply from her warming bottle. A slight shiver shook her shoulders despite the relative warmth of the club.

      “You okay?”

      Raf’s mild concern surprised her yet again. She smiled and nodded, forcing her melancholy away. There wasn’t really much here for her to miss. And there was so much to gain.

      “Sir—” A hesitant voice coughed from the end of the booth, startling Kira. She hadn’t even heard the Binnean doorman approach the table. “A message was left for you at the door.” The guard handed Raf a flat, palm-sized electronic notepad.

      Raf frowned, then pressed the spot at the bottom of the screen to start the message scrolling. His frown deepened. Nodding his thanks to the doorman, the pilot waited until they were alone again before speaking.

      When he looked up from the pad, all flirtation and cockiness had vanished. “I’m afraid I’ll have to call the evening short. It seems my business here has come to me.”

      Kira raised a brow as he rose and gestured for her to proceed him from the curved seat of the booth. “Does this affect our deal?”

      “No. Where can I get in touch with you?”

      “Pat’ll know how to find me.”

      He nodded, distracted, and put a hand on her lower back as he ushered her toward the door. Kira didn’t resist, until she noticed a familiar face at the bar.

      She stopped, suspicion warring with irritation. “David.”

      “Kira.” His gaze flicked to Raf, who was standing just behind her with his hand firmly around her waist. “Who’s your friend?” It wasn’t a casual question.
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