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      Previously on the Lady’s Dream…

      

      “So, let me get this right,” Covak rumbled, his arms corded with muscle folded over his chest. “We’re heading into the middle of human territory to track down a human because another human asked us to?”

      Ryke, the leader of the Reaper mercenary unit, shook his head. “No. We’re heading into human territory to track down an alien because the Warborne asked us to.”

      Covak’s eyebrow winged up, and he rumbled in disapproval in the back of his throat. Since Ryke and the other crew in the Dream’s lounge weren’t Vorrtan, they couldn’t hear all of the sound, which would have clued them in to just how much he disliked this idea. 

      “Since when do we do what the Warborne tell us to?”

      “Since the alien we’re tracking down is a female.”

      Covak blinked. “Female?” he asked, trying to conceal his interest. 

      Even though his species still had women, unlike most with any links to Latharian DNA, they were rare and highly aggressive. Off planet he was feared and respected. Back home… he’d have ended up in some warlady’s harem. 

      “Yup. Tell… put it on screen,” Ryke ordered. 

      The lone human on the crew moved, tapping the ever-present access console pad in his hand, and the holo-screen in the middle of the lounge flicked on. 

      “This is our target…” Tell said, his speech clipped and professional. Covak still couldn’t believe he was one of these humans. He definitely smelled more Latharian. 

      His attention flicked to the screen, and he stopped breathing. A woman lay on a bed, her hair spread over the pillow. She was asleep, or looked to be, her chest rising and falling with each breath. 

      She was stunningly beautiful, and he growled, his teeth aching as they dropped lower into his mouth. 

      “We’re going,” he announced, turning to find Ryke watching him with a smirk. “What? Like you said, she’s female. And the Warborne asked us to. Don’t want to piss off our new friends, now do we?”

      Ryke chuckled. “Indeed, we do not. Okay, let’s lock and load. We’re going on a road trip.”

      Covak didn’t move as the rest of the crew filed out, his gaze riveted to the woman on the screen. When he was alone, he took a step forward, lifting a hand to stroke a clawed finger over the air where her cheek was. The pixels of the image distorted for a moment but then resettled into place. 

      “Hey, beautiful,” he murmured. “Don’t worry. I’m coming for you.”
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      Covak hefted the last crate of medical supplies from the grav-sled and balanced it on his shoulders with a grunt. The hiss of the grav-sled’s engines lifting it from the ground as it headed off for another load was drowned out by the general sounds of the dock and the multitude of ships around them loading and unloading. Making sure that the crate was secure on his broad shoulder, he walked the short distance across the deck to the Lady’s Dream.

      Dock workers had gathered in a group, leaning on crates nearby as they chattered away. Gossiping, as usual. Covak had never hit a dock yet where gossip wasn’t the main currency when it came to getting shit done.

      They kept their voices low, assuming the dock’s activity would mean no one could hear them. He bit back his grin. On that, they would be dead wrong. They hadn’t accounted for Vorrtan hearing, which was much more acute than any other species out there… and it had gotten the Reapers out of a hole more than once.

      “You see that ship over there?” one of them said, shooting a glance toward the Dream. “It’s one of them mercenary ships. Marge from traffic control told me… said it’s either the Warborne or maybe even the Blood Core.”

      “Nah, you’re way off,” one of the others said with a shrug. “That ain’t the Warborne. There ain’t no females with them. My bet’s on the Blood Core for sure.”

      “You’m both wrong.” Another dock hand strolled up and leaned against a crate. Covak was beginning to feel like loading had just become a spectator sport. “That there’s the Reapers. Wait until the other one comes out. E’s got them freaky lines under his skin like the B’Kaar, which means them’s the Reapers.”

      Covak chuckled as he reached the top of the ramp. Someone give that man a medal. Hearing heavy footsteps, he stepped to the side just as Anson ducked out of the hold in the power loader. His grin grew a little wider at the telltale glow of ke’lath under his teammate’s skin.

      Seeing someone operate the wearable power loader wasn’t unusual. He could see at least five of them on the loading bay doing the same thing. But none of them moved quite the same way Anson did. The tall B’Kaar handled the power loader like it was part of him.

      He had none of the clunkiness in his movements like the others—that little stop-start as the operators had to think about each movement or where to move the power loader to lift correctly and stop the thing from toppling over. Which did happen on occasion. When it did, the things looked like upturned turtles, flailing around until they could power up other loaders to haul them upright. It generally gathered a crowd laughing at the poor unfortunate who had gone over.

      Covak doubted that Anson had ever fallen over in a power loader. The machine responded like it was part of him, his hands resting on the controls rather than operating them. Because of the technology that laced his body and caused the lines under his skin, Anson said he didn’t register the machine as a separate entity. It was just part of him, in the same way an imperial B’Kaar’s kasivar was.

      Covak stayed to the side, turning to watch as Anson clunked down the ramp and headed to the ammunition crates. He turned the loading arms with a precise movement and slid them under the cases that held the massive shells and missiles used by the ship’s weaponry systems. The hydraulics in the machine whirred as he lifted smoothly, turning back to head up the ramp.

      Normally, ammunition for the ship, particularly for the big guns, would have been loaded using an automatic system. Using such heavy weaponry required less manual labor. And with any kind of biological loading, there was always the risk that somebody would drop something. It wasn’t so much a problem of the things exploding but more of them crushing dock workers. The issue with exploding came when using an automated system. Anson did not trust any of these outer trade stations to have maintained their equipment correctly. He said he needed to make sure the process was done properly.

      At the end of the day, though, Covak didn’t blame him. Security was Anson’s department, whether that meant safeguarding the ammunition they brought on board or ensuring they didn’t get boarded by pirates. Again. The buck stopped with Anson.

      He lifted an eye as he reached the top of the ramp, and Covak was still standing there.

      “Are you planning on doing any work today? Or are you just going to stand there and look pretty for your admirers?” he asked, jerking his head toward the dock workers who were still watching them.

      “You wish you looked this good doing this,” he threw back at Anson and turned, heading into the loading bay on the Dream. They were almost three-quarters full now, and he was nearly done with the medical supplies. There were just three or four large crates left to bring in.

      “What? A sweaty mess?” Anson threw back as he walked past him again. “Purlease! I’m just glad this place has air recyclers. The last thing I want to smell is your freaky Vorrtan pheromones all day.”

      Covak grinned as he hefted the huge crates from the medical grav-sled onto his shoulder and carried them into the cargo bay as though they weighed nothing. Sweat ran down his spine, and he’d long since stripped to the waist, his vest tucked into the back of his waistband. He wasn’t complaining, though; it was a good workout.

      Stacking the last crate into place at the back of the Dream’s bay, he arched an eyebrow at Anson. “Yeah, we don’t all need fancy machines to get the job done, you know.”

      Anson shook his head as he clunked by. Without missing a step, he swiveled the big machine’s cockpit around and flipped Covak off with the loader forks. Covak flicked him the bird absently as he stood in front of the loaded medical supplies.

      He pursed his lips, tapping them with a clawed hand as he went over everything he’d ordered in his head. He’d tried to account for every eventuality, but this mission was different. They were tasked with rescuing a human woman, or a near-human woman, and apart from Tell, he’d never treated a human before.

      His mind wandered back to the images they’d been sent. Jane, the female they were going to rescue, was stunning. The most beautiful female he’d ever laid eyes on in all his travels across the galaxy. His brows snapped together in a frown.

      Would it be enough? Did humans have any odd medical needs that he didn’t know about? He would have to scan Davis Tell again. He’d treated him before, but that was when he didn’t actually know he was human. He’d just assumed Tell was some kind of scrawny, runt Lathar.

      Of course, he’d given some trall about always knowing because Tell smelled different. Tell did smell different, but so did every other Lathar out there. There had always been something different about Tell… it was right there in his damn eyes. But they’d all bought the story he’d told about a birth defect without question. Not surprising. Given the amount of genetic manipulation the Lathar did to themselves, there were always… accidents. It wasn’t really polite to ask. But as the team’s medic, he had to ask the question now, especially if they were bringing a female on board—a female who could quite well be injured.

      That was a task for later, though. He’d done all he could for now. With a sense of satisfaction, he spread securing nets over his supplies and tethered them into place. Now, no matter what loops Ryke decided to put the ship through, his delicate medical stocks wouldn’t end up smashed to bits like eggs in a shaken box.

      Ducking out of the cargo bay, he headed over to where Anson was finishing up with the power loader. Aware of his audience of awed dockworkers but ignoring them, Anson grinned as he loaded up the last of the ammunition, lifting it high above his head and twirling it into a complex dance. The mechanical limbs of the power loader moved as if they were an extension of his body.

      “Show-off.” Covak leaned against a support strut and called out, “What’s next? How about a little jig for us, show off your expert control there.”

      Anson laughed, the deep, resonant sound echoing across the deck between them. “Flattery? What’s next? A compliment on my hair?”

      “Don’t push it.” Covak snorted and flicked his own long hair back over his shoulders. “Mine is far superior anyway.”

      “Now who’s showing off?” Anson grinned at him as he walked up the ramp to load the last of the ammunition and then walked the power loader over to its charging cradle.

      As soon as he stepped out of it, any animation the machine had had disappeared, and it became just a generic piece of loading equipment again. The B’Kaar walked back over the deck toward Covak, shoving a hand through his black hair. The lines under his skin had disappeared now that they were no longer required to control the power loader.

      As he walked, it appeared he was just another arrogant mercenary with that cocky swagger, his attention on nothing more than their ship and his teammate. Covak knew differently. That was what made Anson so dangerous and every inch the Reaper he was.

      Like Covak, he was aware of every being around him, every dockhand, every machine. Unlike Covak, who couldn’t do the freaking machine uplink thing, he could probably tell how much juice every power loader around them had and whether the dockhands were armed with as much as a mini spanner, as he had been every second of the time they’d been loading. They both had. It wouldn’t be the first time somebody had tried to sneak aboard the Lady’s Dream as a stowaway.

      Covak didn’t have to ask him if there were any issues. If there had been, he and everyone still on the ship would have instantly known about it. With his ke’lath Anson could talk to anybody inside just as easily as he was talking to Covak right now.

      “I think that’s all of it,” he said and then arched an eyebrow. “You ready to grab a beer before we head out into human space?”

      “Abso-fucking-lutely,” Covak replied. “Especially since it’ll be the last decent one we’ll get for a while.”
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      Covak leaned back in his chair, the metal legs squeaking a little in protest, and surveyed the bar around him. It was a familiar scene. The bar changed every time, but the Reapers usually found somewhere that served food and alcohol in large quantities, which was where they did their best thinking off the battlefield.

      Tonight, they had claimed a large round table at the back of the bar, tucked away in the corner. His gaze washed over the scratched metal surface that bore the scars of many a brawl. Just his kind of place.

      He took a deep appreciative breath, his large chest inflating. The air was thick with the scent of strong alcohol and grilled meat, with a faint hint of decay from the ancient ventilation system clanging above his head as it struggled to keep up. Something, possibly several somethings, had definitely died up there.

      Spreading his arms over the backs of the chairs on either side of him, he looked around. As usual, the other customers in the bar gave the Reapers a wide berth, shooting nervous glances in their direction when they thought the mercenary group wasn’t looking. Besides that, they kept their distance. It was wise; no one wanted to mess with a bunch of mercenaries, especially not those with the bloodthirsty reputation of the Reapers.

      He bit back his smile at the mix of fear and respect in their eyes. That reputation had been bought and paid for in blood, and it always preceded them. On outposts like this, in the ass-end of the known universe, it paid dividends to be known as a group not to be fucked with. This area was thick with pirates and those who would sell their own mothers for credits. Being a victim out here? Not a long-term survival prospect.

      The bar was filled with the sound of clinking glasses, murmured and sometimes not-so-murmured conversation, and the occasional burst of either raucous laughter or a bar fight. Yet the area around their table remained quiet and serene, as though a force field surrounded them. Silence reigned as the Reapers communed with their first quiet beer of the evening. It was likely to be followed by several rather louder ones very shortly.

      Seated around the table were the rest of his team. Ryke sat with his back against the wall, as always, his ice-blue eyes constantly scanning the bar for signs of danger. Anson didn’t bother; sitting with his back to the room. But every so often, his ke’lath flared as he used the security cameras in the bar to check what was going on around them.

      Technically, it was illegal for him to hack systems like that. But even if the owners and staff in many of the facilities they’d visited knew what he was doing, no one had ever challenged Anson on it.

      Opposite Covak was Tell, sitting with one hand wrapped around his beer, eyeing it as though it held the meaning to life itself. Covak watched him for a while. He really did look just like any other Lathar, apart from those strange, round-pupiled eyes. But he was a damn good engineer and an even better fighter.

      Covak’s brows snapped together. So many of the Lathar seemed to think that humans were small and weak, but that didn’t match what he’d seen. The two human males he’d met were definitely more dangerous than many Lathar. Not as dangerous as a Vorr or a Vorrtan, but no one was perfect. Apart from him, of course.

      Sitting next to Ryke, reading through something on a datapad, was Rann, the big, heavy-worlder who was their second in command. He was the one Covak knew the least about… an air of mystery surrounding him that none of them had quite worked out yet. Apparently, only Ryke knew his history, and he wasn’t talking.

      The chair beneath him creaked as Covak shifted his weight. He blew out a sigh, finally satisfied after devouring four huge steaks, his belly warm and full. It was rare to find such good food this far out from the center of civilization. Picking up his glass, he slid his fingers against the droplets of condensation that had formed on the outside and lifted it to take a long swallow. The crisp, bitter taste hit his taste buds and slid down his throat like iced silk. Perfect. He drained the glass, set it down with a thud on the table, and then looked around.

      “Not bad for something this far out,” he commented. “Food’s good, drink’s good, not seen a fight yet, but we can work on that.”

      Anson chuckled, his dark features alight with amusement. “Four steaks? I have no idea how you even fit them in that stomach of yours without puking.”

      Laughter filled the air around the table, and Covak grinned, flashing his fangs. “Still a growing boy, me. Takes a lot to fuel this body. You should try eating more sometimes, might put some muscle on those puny little arms of yours.”

      “Anson’s all about quality over quantity.” Ryke leaned forward, grinning. “He’s not a food waste disposal unit like you.”

      Anson rolled his eyes. “Well, yes, I would have had more than one steak, but Covak had already ordered the kitchen out.”

      He grinned, unrepentant. “Yeah, well, just get your order in quicker next time.”

      Ryke set his drink down on the table. It was a specific movement, one they were all attuned to. He leaned forward, no amusement in his eyes now; instead, his expression held a seriousness that demanded their attention. Reaching into his thigh pocket, he pulled out a small dataflex and laid it on the table.

      “Okay,” his voice cut through the quiet as he leaned forward and pressed a button on the display. Something pushed against Covak’s ear drums as a sound suppression field activated. “We’ve got some new information from the Warborne regarding our target.”

      He leaned forward in interest, bracing his muscled forearms on the table. The hum of the bar receded into the background as he focused.

      “So this is what we know. Our target’s name is Jane,” Ryke continued, tapping the tablet again. An image flared to life above the tablet in the center of the table, a holographic display that projected a rotating image of the woman Covak had seen before. “Now, that’s obviously not her real name. That’s just the name the humans have given her. We don’t know her real name or where she came from, but the Warborne have sent us everything they could gather on her.”

      Ryke tapped away again, and more information joined the holographic image of Jane. His eyes flickered over the information as his mind cataloged every detail.

      “She’s not an ordinary target,” Ryke continued. “She’s got some kind of weird DNA; it looks human, but it isn’t. Whatever she is, someone went to great lengths to keep her secret, even from the human authorities. Apparently, none of the human government organizations know anything about her. She’s been moved from place to place, never staying long in one facility.”

      He sat back, taking in the information. “So she’s human but not. Why do they want her?”

      Ryke raised an eyebrow. “That is a very good point. As far as we can work out from the accounts of the two scientists who were involved in projects around her, she has a specific genetic makeup that is very similar, apparently, to Zero from the Warborne.”

      Anson blinked. “Well, why don’t we just ask him about her then?”

      Ryke inclined his head. “That would be the simple answer. Wouldn’t it? Apart from the fact that Zero has absolutely no memory of anything prior to being rescued by the Warborne years ago. He cannot remember where he came from or where he got the cybernetic implants that run through his body.”

      Covak blinked. “Well, that’s a pain in the ass.”

      “Definitely,” Ryke said, grinning with a flash of straight white teeth. “But when were things ever easy? Things would be boring that way. Wouldn’t they?”

      A rumble of chuckles came from around the table, and then the holo-projection changed to show the schematics of a heavily fortified compound. Covak folded his arms. Despite the fact it was obviously human, he recognized the type immediately. It was one of those places where getting in was only half the battle.

      “So we’ve just had confirmation that they’re keeping her in this facility,” Ryke said. “It’s high security with multiple guard shifts and what looks like advanced—well, advanced for humans, anyway—tech defenses.”

      As one, the Reapers turned to look at Tell. Being human, he knew more about these things than any of them. His expression didn’t alter as he looked over the schematics and then reached out a hand to turn it around and examine it from all angles. Then he nodded.

      “Yeah, looks like an Anselm safehouse facility.”

      The words meant nothing to Covak. “Anselm? What the draanth is that?”

      Tell shrugged. “There are layers within layers of human society, specifically in the darker spheres, shall we say? The organization I worked for has a standing mandate to track down Anselm’s off-the-records facilities and find out what they’re hiding.”

      Ryke pierced him with a direct look. “So you know the layout of this kind of facility.”

      Tell nodded. “One thing about Anselm is that they think they’re clever. And they are. They’ve hidden in plain sight for fucking years. But once you put the clues together and have seen past the illusion once, they’re pretty easy to work out. This design is used for assets they need to control. They create a false reality, that this is a real town with real people, when in reality, everyone apart from the asset is an Anselm operative.”

      Reaching up, he indicated areas on the schematic. “So… the weak point is here. But they’ve been using this design for years, so they know about the weak point, and it’s heavily guarded. Which means our best way in is actually over here.”

      He pointed to a section of the wall that looked unassailable.

      Covak looked at him like he’d grown another head. “Are you freaking crazy? That’s at least twenty feet thick!”

      Tell inclined his head.

      “It’s heavily fortified, yes, but if you look at these columns, the service elevators run down here, hidden between these two points.” He looked at Rann, the team’s heavy gunner. “If Covak hits hard and fast there with the big gun, we can break through and get into the service shafts. From there, we should emerge in one of these two buildings here. Then we can make our assault into the main house, which is usually here. That’s where they’ll be holding her.”

      Covak nodded. He was grateful for the intel. A rescue mission like this required precision and brute strength in equal measure. His claws flexed and he grinned viciously. These Anslem humans wouldn’t know what hit them.

      “So, backstory. Jane was supposedly involved in some kind of accident that altered her DNA—radiation, sickness, changes to the genetics, some draanth like that,” Ryke explained. “But we know that’s a cover story.”

      “What else do we know about her?” Anson demanded.

      Ryke sat back, obviously expecting the question. “The human scientists with the Warborne say she has a substrand of genetic DNA, but they can’t figure out what that’s for yet. One of them thinks it’s some kind of genetic storage, which means she could be a repository of information—but for what or whom, we don’t know. One of the scientists notes that there were regular deliveries from the facility she was held in to another facility that specializes in advanced weaponry, but we have no idea what those deliveries might have been.”

      Covak grunted. “They couldn’t get any more information than that?”

      “No.” Ryke shook his head. “The scientists who were part of the programs were at different facilities. When they started asking too many questions⁠—”

      Covak dropped his head back. “They made themselves a target. What happened?”

      “Exactly what you’d expect,” Ryke said, his eyes hardening. “Their employers decided to tie up some loose ends to keep everything under wraps. Fortunately for them, the Warborne managed to rescue them, and they’ve been working with us ever since.”

      “And we’ve nothing else?”

      Ryke shrugged. “Just one thing… As far as we can work out, Jane could be genetically related to Zero.”

      Trall. “So she could be like him? A cyborg?”

      Ryke nodded, his expression grim.

      “One with amnesia. So depending on the trall they’re feeding her, we could be facing a well-trained, lethal, and very hostile target.”
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      She was awake, but she kept her eyes shut and feigned sleep. Her body was relaxed, and she kept her breathing deep and measured even though she couldn’t hear anyone else in the room.

      She was alone. Physically.

      But she knew she wasn’t unwatched.

      From the moment she’d woken up in the hospital a week ago, she’d known they were watching her. A buzz at the back of her skull warned her she was being watched through some other means, but try as she might, she’d never been able to see their cameras.

      They were there, though. She knew they were.

      But that begged the question… who were they and why were they watching her?

      And how the hell did she know they were?

      She made a show of beginning to stir, stretching her limbs out and yawning as she burrowed into the softness of the pillows for a few minutes. One thing she had to say, since her “family” had collected her from the hospital, the bed she’d slept in was way more comfortable.

      Opening her eyes, she yawned again as she looked around.

      Her bedroom was still the same as it had been in her childhood. Soft lilac on the walls, a polished wooden floor with deep rugs that looked like clouds and frilly curtains framing the window. A picture-perfect bedroom for a girl who’d dreamed of being the fairy princess like in the books on the bookcase.

      And she had never been here before in her life. She knew that as absolutely as she knew she needed to take her next breath.

      Sitting up, she rubbed her eyes and took a deep breath as she rubbed at the center of her chest with the heel of her hand. The doctors had told her the pain there was just the aftermath of the flyer accident and the radiation she’d been dosed with after the engine shielding had cracked. They told her she was lucky to be alive, that it was a miracle she was here at all.

      She agreed, but not for the reasons they were telling her. For the reasons they were holding back, which she didn’t know yet… but she would find out.

      Shoving the covers down, she swung her legs over the side of the bed, her feet hitting the cool floor. The hardwood felt familiar, which was strange, so she filed the information away. She crossed the room to the window, pulling back the curtain to let the morning light pour in. As golden rays filled the room, she looked out. The house was situated at the top of a rise, and she could see the town laid out below, beyond the high fences of the large garden. Perfectly placed as a defensive position.

      She shook the odd thought away. Why would she think something like that?

      “Elena! Breakfast is ready!” a woman’s voice filtered through her door from further in the house. Her mother.

      The trouble was, she didn’t recognize either her own name or the woman who said she was her mother.

      Even though she knew nothing about herself, she knew her name wasn’t Elena Hargrove. And that Amanda Hargrove wasn’t her mother.

      Her name was Jesh, and she’d never met any of the people posing as her family before in her life.

      “Coming!” she called back, forcing herself to sound normal. Grabbing a sweater, she pulled it on over her short pajamas and left the room.

      Each step on the stairs creaked slightly under her weight, which seemed odd. The house was a fairly new construction and looked luxurious… so either some shoddy construction was going on, or she was a lot heavier than she looked.

      Following the smell of bacon and coffee, she reached the kitchen, where Amanda was bustling around, an apron over her business suit. Amanda Hargrove was the CEO of several multibillion-credit tech companies, which explained how her elder daughter had been able to afford the experimental flyer she’d almost killed herself in.

      “Morning, sweetheart.” Amanda looked up and smiled. “I made your favorite—blueberry pancakes!”

      Jesh sat at the table, her movements automatic.

      “Thanks,” she said, keeping her voice steady. She picked up her fork and took a bite. The pancakes were amazing, the taste exploding on her tongue.

      But… no. She’d never tasted blueberry pancakes before.

      “We’re so happy you’re back home,” Amanda said, her eyes shining. “It was such a scare when the institute rescued you after the flyer accident. We were so lucky they had a research ship in the area. They did an incredible job treating your radiation sickness. You’re our miracle.”

      Jesh nodded, forcing a smile as she shoveled more pancakes in. It didn’t matter that she’d never had them before. They were good and she needed fuel.

      “Yeah, I’m glad to be back,” she lied smoothly, keeping her expression open and honest. She felt like an actress, concealing her real self behind layers of a character.

      “I thought I’d come back early from the office so we could spend the afternoon together.” Amanda chattered away, washing dishes as Jesh continued eating the pancakes and downed some coffee. The stimulant sent a buzz through her, and the strange feeling in the back of her head intensified. She cast a small surreptitious look around. Three cameras were in here, covering every angle of the room. If she just concentrated a little more…

      She found them. One was above the window over the sink where Amanda washed the dishes, one was nestled among the shelves of the hutch near the table, and the other was somewhere behind her. She “felt” the shape of them, how… she had no idea, but she did. And she also knew that with one sharp push, she could fry them.

      But… that would give away that she knew they were there, so she backed off. Let them watch for now. She needed more information before she made her move.

      Finishing the pancakes, she pushed her plate away. It was immediately collected by Amanda, who looked at the empty surface with satisfaction.

      “I’m going to take a shower. I feel… cruddy after sleeping so long.”

      They’d apparently kept her in a coma for two weeks as her body healed, but she felt like she’d been in bed for years.

      “Of course, darling. Just relax and take it easy today,” Amanda said, her voice full of warmth. “Your sister is around if you need anything.”

      Jesh nodded over her shoulder and then made her way through the hallway back to the stairs. She cast glances at the photographs that lined the walls and slowed her steps. She was in most of them, her own image staring back at her. It was like looking at a different person with a different life. The most recent were pictures of her in high-speed flyer gear, a beaming smile on her face as she held trophies and medals… charting a career she couldn’t remember living.

      But the childhood photos were the worst. She saw herself growing up, from a chubby-cheeked toddler to an awkward teenager, each stage carefully documented and displayed like a specimen under a microscope.

      She stopped in front of a photograph where she held a trophy, her smile wide and happy. It was her face, her eyes… yet, no… that wasn’t her at all. She reached up to brush gentle fingers over the glass, and a shiver ran down her spine. It was like looking at an imposter.

      “Pretty cool, huh?” a voice broke her thoughts. Jesh turned to find her sister Penny leaning in the doorway to the family room.

      “Yeah, it’s just… weird looking back at all this,” Jesh mumbled.

      Penny stepped closer, a full head shorter than Jesh as she looked up at the wall of images. She was in a lot of them as well, but not as many as Jesh, almost as if she were just a minor character in the story of Jesh’s life.

      “You’ll get used to it. They said the memory loss might make things seem off for a while, but you’re home now. Things will start feeling right again.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure they will.” She nodded, but something in Penny’s manner made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. There were no cameras in here. Had they sent Penny in to see what she was doing?

      “I’m gonna take a shower. Catch you later,” she said and headed up the stairs.

      Energy flowed through her as she took them two at a time. She felt better than she had since she’d first woken up in that hospital bed days ago. The first few days she’d felt like she’d had to get used to her body again, but now she felt like she could leap tall buildings in one bound.

      Walking through the lilac confection that was her room, she headed to the bathroom, closing the door behind her and leaning against it briefly, trying to catch her breath.

      Cameras… were there cameras in here? She leaned against the back of the door for a moment and extended her senses.

      Yes… these were more subtle, just a faint buzz at the back of her mind, but one was above her head and one by the window. Shit, did these people even want to perv on her in the damn shower?

      Pushing off the door, she snapped the shower on, leaving the stall door open so steam billowed out and filled the room. She grinned as she stepped under the hot water. They thought they could spy on her, did they?

      The hot stream pounded against her skin, thousands of tiny needles. She closed her eyes and groaned softly, feeling the hot water massage her sore muscles. Of everything she was being told, the idea that she’d been in a flyer crash was the most plausible. She certainly felt like she’d played chicken with a shuttle… and lost.

      She stayed under the water until her skin started to prune, and she sighed. Okay, she couldn’t stay in here forever. Turning off the water, she stepped from the stall. As she reached for the towel, she caught sight of herself in the mirror and froze. Straightening up, she wiped the glass clear and studied her reflection.

      Yeah, she’d definitely been in an accident.

      Slowly, she traced her fingers over the myriad of scars crisscrossing her body. Injuries from the crash followed by weeks of extensive treatment for the radiation exposure. So why did some of them look like bullet wounds?

      She squinted at her reflection, wishing she could just reach inside her mind and pull out the truth. Bits of information teased her, flitting just out of grasp. She knew deep down in her soul that her name was Jesh, and this life of Elena Hargrove was a lie. But why? Why was she here in this picture-perfect construct of a life? Why were they lying to her?

      What did they want from her?

      Her fingers traced a jagged scar on her forearm. It was older than the rest, flat and silver, and a fragment of memory flittered to the front of her mind. Of her yanking her arm back, shouting at someone as she pulled the armor off her arm to treat the wound… the whiteness of bone and something else as she⁠—

      The memory disappeared and she hissed, closing her eyes as she fought the urge to chase it. She’d learned not to. If she pushed it, the memory would disappear for good. If she just let it wash over her, it might come back later, and she could get more details from it.

      Wrapping herself in a towel, she left the bathroom and went back to her room. For now, she had no choice but to play the part these people wanted her to play. She would find the truth, even if it meant tearing apart everything and everyone around her to uncover it.

      After she’d dressed quickly, the small journal on the desk caught her eye. One of the counselors helping with her recovery had suggested that journaling might help her recover her memory.

      She wrinkled her nose as she picked it up and rifled through the pages, their blankness mocking her. How would writing help? She couldn’t remember the accident or anything before waking up in that white-on-white hospital room.

      Her fingertips stroked over the cover, the smooth texture oddly pleasing to her. She didn’t want to give her family anything to go on, but she needed to do something.

      Picking up the pen, she balanced its metal weight between her fingers. It was solid and one piece, which meant it would make a good weapon in a pinch.

      Shaking her head at her own thoughts, she sat at the desk and turned to the first page. Then she frowned. What did she write?

      Took a shower this morning. Energy levels are good…

      Her pen paused and she sighed. Was that it? Was that all she could think to say?

      “This is stupid,” she muttered but didn’t move, still staring at the page. The counselor had said to start with normal, ordinary things about her day. She leaned forward and continued.

      Family are being nice. Helpful. Mom… That felt weird to write… made pancakes.

      Frustration rolled through her. This was just bland drivel. Perhaps she should describe the pattern on the curtains or the wallpaper. They would read this, she realized, so writing about the cameras was out, as was the fact she knew she was being lied to.

      The pen paused over the paper, and all she could think about was the scar on her forearm. The fingers of her free hand traced over it absently, feeling the familiar groove where a chunk of flesh had been gouged out and then healed. That at least felt real, something she could rely on as true.

      Her vision blurred, and the pen felt heavy in her hand. The room around her faded until she was no longer sitting at her desk…

      Gunfire roared in her ears, almost deafening her. The burning stench of smoke and something metallic filled her nose and mouth, and she fought back the need to gag. She was crouched behind a low wall, shouting orders.

      “Get him stabilized! We need to move now!”

      Her hands moved with a precision that spoke of long experience, working on a soldier with a leg wound even as she barked orders to others around her. Lazer bolts filled the air around her, the snap and crack making her duck every so often.

      Someone was next to her, their face obscured by a helmet. They shouted something, but she couldn’t hear over the din of battle. Then they were helping her, the two of them working as one unit to stabilize the soldier and get him ready for transport.

      Then, between one heartbeat and the next, she was back in her room. Sat at her desk. Her heart pounded in her chest as if she’d just run miles under heavy fire, the pen gripped so tightly in her hand that she was surprised she hadn’t bent it as she looked down at the page in front of her.

      Written across the page in neat script was a sequence of letters and numbers, each of them biting so deep into the paper that they almost tore through it.

      J10-10M3E.

      Over and over. Written so precisely they looked identical, like they’d been printed out.

      Had she written this? She frowned as she brushed her fingertip over the ink. It smudged, so she must have. Confusion filled her as she traced the symbols. What did it mean? It meant something to her, obviously. She’d written it over and over again.

      “What are you?” she murmured softly as she searched for some kind of sense in the message. “A clue? Some kind of code?”

      The numbers, the letters—they had to mean something, but she couldn’t think of what the sequence could be. J10 could be a date, maybe June 10? But that didn’t make sense with the rest of the message.

      Could the second part be coordinates, maybe?

      A sound outside her door brought her head up sharply. Whatever it meant, she couldn’t let her family know about it. Tearing the page free from the journal, she folded it and slid it into her pocket. She knew her mom… Amanda had been in here earlier… she couldn’t leave this lying around for her to find.

      This was her secret… and it could be a lifeline to finding out the truth about herself.

      Sitting back in her chair, she closed her eyes again and tried to focus on the memory that had surfaced earlier. The battlefield, the gunfire, the wounded soldier… There had to be a connection somewhere. Something she was missing.

      She almost jumped out of her skin when her comm unit buzzed on the nightstand. Levering herself from the desk chair, she headed over and picked it up. She saw a message from Penny.

      Are you okay?

      Jesh stared at the screen. Shit. Did Penny know she’d just phased out? Her fingers hovered over the keys rather than answer. Penny seemed much more approachable than Amanda. She might not think Jesh crazy in the head if she tried to explain what was going on… but then, maybe that was the point? Maybe Penny was there for her to confide in.

      I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?

      Penny’s response was swift, the three dots flashing on the screen as she typed. Bit touchy, aren’t you, crash girl? Come downstairs? Mom says I have to watch out for you and I wanna watch a movie. It’s the one you were waiting to see.

      Jesh hesitated. She had no idea what movie Penny was on about. She couldn’t actually remember ever seeing one, but that wasn’t surprising since her memory only extended back a week, and most of that had been in a hospital.

      She tapped out a reply: Sure. Be down in a minute.

      Steeling herself with a few deep breaths, she opened her door and made her way downstairs. She had to act normal and get along with her family… at least until she could figure out what was going on and get the hell out of here.

      She walked into the living room to Penny already in place on the huge couch, blankets and pillows around her, holding a huge tub of popcorn.

      She grinned as she saw Jesh.

      “Thought we could watch this one,” she said, triggering the entertainment unit to play the film. A flashy title sequence began. Jesh shot it a glance as she crossed the room. It looked like some kind of action film.

      “It has that blond guy in it you like,” Penny added, her barfing motions proving that she didn’t share Jesh’s apparent attraction to the actor.

      She managed a smile from somewhere. Penny acted just like the young teenager she appeared to be, which made her feel like shit for doubting her. Surely no one would go to such lengths to fool her?

      “Sounds good,” she said as she dropped into the seat next to Penny and reached for the popcorn. As the film started, she tried to force herself to relax. She needed more pieces to the puzzle, more clues to figure out who she was and why she was here… or whether she was, in fact, going mad.

    



OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/a-cyborg-for-the-alien-mercenary.jpg
i

.
ENARIES: REAPERS

~ ALIEN MERCENARY

New York Times & USA Today Bestselling Author

MINA CARTER





