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Impossible!

Luna Callista checked the status monitor on her star cruiser’s command console, her head awhirl with confusion. There was so much not right with what she was seeing.

Ion thrusters were on full forward, and her starship was still moving backward. She took a deep breath, an attempt to quell the rising unease growing in her stomach. Scans showed no black hole effects, negligible gravitational forces, zero solar winds...nothing that could be affecting her vessel. There were no warning lights or system malfunctions. Still, she continued to slip backward in space instead of flying ahead toward her next jump point.

Sweat trickled down her back between her shoulder blades despite the cool air circulating in the star cruiser’s cabin.

Was it an exterior force acting on her ship or some sort of internal system failure?

A line from an old Earth holovid ran through her mind. We’re caught in a tractor beam.

“Not fracking possible!” she mumbled under her breath.

Of course, Harvey heard her. His sonic sensors picked up everything. “What’s not possible, Miss Callista?” His monotone, mechanical voice rattled her dendrites more than it should have.

Time to have the service droid’s vocal programming upgraded? 

Yeah. Maybe something deep, sexy...male.

Luna’s lip curled, threatening a smile. If he were human, Harvey would be the perfect boyfriend. Always on call, attentive, and willing to do anything she asked.

“Harvey, run a check of all ship’s systems. We’re moving in the wrong frackin’ direction.” What the hell is going on?

The droid shuffled toward the maintenance control, his metal feet clanking on the titanium deck. Humanoid in design, her mechanical companion was more than just a computerized machine, programmed to serve. Harvey was her friend. Could his memory banks even register how much he meant to her?

While Harvey checked out the ship’s systems, Luna scanned the area around the ship, looking for anything that could be causing the issue. This deep space sector, a warp hub, should be empty. It charted between systems.

There’s nothing here.

She’d come out of warp and was lining up her next hyper-jump when the problems started. If she couldn’t get to that next jump point, she couldn’t safely leave the sector. A warp starting at the wrong point could thrust her ship through a star or space debris. Dangerous at the least, and probably suicidal.

She pushed once again on the thruster control, but it wouldn’t budge. It was already maxed.

Behind her ship, sensors picked up an anomaly. The readout displayed polar fluctuations without a gravitational field.

What the hell?

She threw the rear visual up on monitor. There was something wrong...different in the space behind her ship. Like a shimmering deeper ebony against the blackness of space.

Her heart skipped a beat as a Vega class starship appeared out of the nothingness. No warp signature. No jump claxon. As if the ship had been there all along, but she just hadn’t been able to see it.

Cloaking shields? Tractor beams? This was science fiction stuff.

Gooseflesh crawled up the back of her neck.

Okay, not so much science fiction as not possible...at least not with today’s technology. Ian von Alderamin had postulated the possibility of both devices at last year’s Galactic Science Symposium, but they had only been theories. Could he or someone else have actually developed a working prototype of each in so short a time?

If it was Ian, Luna would warp him a new one. He’s supposed to be working on our project: asteroid field chaos projection.

Well, she’d ask him when she saw him.

Her month-long vacation on Blarm was over, and she’d be heading into the laboratory that they shared in a few days...if she could get there.

“Miss Callista. That ship’s designation is classified Dark Nebulan.” Harvey’s monotone made the statement appear matter-of-fact.

A cold chill filled Luna’s stomach. “The Dark Nebula? The only people living in that sector are—”

Pirates. She couldn’t bring herself to even say the word.

“We have to get out of here.”

But how? The ship’s hull throbbed like a Vesperian rattle asp, the thrusters already at full throttle. Warping randomly would be suicidal. Did she have any other options?

She directed the rear-facing camera to track the pirate craft and brought the image up on her monitor. Like a deepwater Mandorian bantharay, the Dark Nebulan ship glided closer as it continued to pull her in. A lower hatchway door slid open on the underside, revealing a hanger deck large enough to hold her PLT-85 star cruiser with room to spare. The pirate ship was about to swallow her ship whole.

“Frack!” What the hell was the theory Ian had postulated on Tractor Beams? A plasma field? Neutron band wave shifting? She’d only given the document a cursory glance.

I don’t even know that this thing is based on Ian’s theory anyway. Though she was doubtful anyone else had even approached the subject. Ian von Alderamin was the galaxy’s leading astrophysical engineer.

But even if it isn’t Ian’s design, I’ll need some type of disruption to free the ship. Sweat beaded on her brow as she searched her mind for possibilities. Perhaps an electromagnetic pulse?

Her heartbeat thundered in her ears as she brought up the ship’s design plans on her piloting workstation. Hands shaking, she delved into the schematic.

If I rewired the hyper drive occipital truncator through the ion charging array, it should send an E.M.P. directly through the ship’s hull. Provided, of course, she didn’t electrocute herself in the process.

It was dangerous but viable. Life support would be disrupted for a few seconds, which wouldn’t be a problem, and it would take about half a minute to recharge the ion array and get the impulse engines back online. If the tractor beam could retarget her in that time period, it would be futile. Was it worth it to try?

“Like I’ve got a choice.” She jumped out of the pilot chair and dashed toward the maintenance panel at the back of the cabin.

Harvey beeped and booped, his processors obviously analyzing her movements. “You’re going to put us in danger, aren’t you, Miss Callista?”

Luna harrumphed. “We’re already in danger, Harvey.”

“Perhaps we should hail them. Attempt a communication. This might all be some kind of mistake.”

The com unit crackled to life, cutting short what Harvey had been about to say. “PLT-85, shut down your engines and prepare to be boarded. You are now prisoners of the Brotherhood of the Dark Nebula. Resistance will not be tolerated.”

She shot Harvey a head-tilted, wide-eyed, see glance.

“I stand corrected, Miss Callista.”

Sweat beading on her brow, Luna tore open the access panel to rewire the circuit. “Get ready to hit the reset switch as soon as the power goes out.”

“Ready.”

She pulled the last two wires from their fasteners and tapped the bare copper ends together. A spark lit up the deck and the ship lurched, then everything went black.

***
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On the command deck of The Starboard Mist, First Mate Rik Mazar took as much time as he possibly could, without being called insubordinate, to bring the tractor beam back to bear on the small star cruiser.

Captain Onwin Planemo paced the bridge. The portly space pirate was in a surly mood. “What the hell did she do?”

Rik used the question as an excuse to delay further. Turning to his secondary terminal, he made a show of determinately searching the data stream. “Looks like an electromagnetic pulse sent through the hull, sir. It shorted out the plasma field. I’m bringing it back online as fast as I can.”

Impressive. The woman had some serious strategic skills. Respect warmed his chest. His brows arched as he side-glanced his auxiliary screen. Sensors indicated her ship’s systems were rebooting. Come on, girl. Get that ion drive back up before I’m forced to recapture you.

If the Brotherhood got its hands on Doctor Luna Callista, there would be hell to pay, but there was only so much Rik could do to assist in her escape without blowing his cover. Still, the tractor beam was new technology no one really understood. He could bluff a bit longer.

“Need a little help, sailor?” A delicate hand reached over his shoulder to hit the switch he’d been delaying. The tractor beam reset and shot back out toward the PLT-85.

Fiery faculae! Heat rose on the back of Rik’s neck.

“You’re welcome.” Kristin Devenport’s seductive tones raised bile in Rik’s gut. The foul villainess made a great show of playing the sweet innocent but was as cruel and cunning as a Birobian stalkerhound.

“I had it.” Rik put as much malice in his tone as he could, hoping to move Kristin along. The last thing he needed was that slippery snake looking over his shoulder.

“Kristin, take over the tractor beam controls,” the captain ordered.

Crap, now what?

“Mazar!” The captain’s booming voice silenced the low murmur that had risen around the command deck. “I want you to lead the boarding party. We need her alive.”

Relief washed through Rik’s queasy stomach as he rose from his station, shooting a smirk Kristin’s way. “With great pleasure, Captain.”

Let the bitch stew in her own juices. It was no accident Captain Planemo chose him to lead the boarding party over her. Kristin had overplayed her hand.

Rik knew he was now on schedule to take over the captaincy of this vessel once the fat, old fool stumbled. Three months of hard work was paying off at last.

But Dr. Callista had just thrown a phizzlegorg in the satellite. Things were about to get complicated.

***
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“Get in there, you rusting bucket of bolts.”

Luna motioned Harvey into the storage closet as she pulled her blaster holster out and buckled it on. Damn pirates are not going to take me without a fight.

“But Miss Callista, you’re in danger.” Harvey would do his best to protect her. His programming dictated it. But frack it all, they’d just blast him to pieces, and Luna couldn’t live with that. Deactivated, and lying in a closet, hopefully they’d just ignore him.

“Initiate prerogative one one two seven.” Heat flushed her face. She hated using the override sequencing on the old droid, but it was the only way to save him.

Harvey bowed his head and shuffled into the closet.

She hit the deactivation button on the back of his neck, and the droid slumped to the closet floor. His tarnished form looking little more than a pile of scrap metal. She bent down and kissed the top of his shiny silver head. “Be safe.”

The droid had been with her since she’d turned ten. Her father loved lavishing gifts on her and her sister, but Harvey was the ultimate. Guardian, mentor, and sounding board, the droid filled so many of her otherwise lonely hours with deep, contemplative conversation. Sure, he was a machine, but he was also her friend. At times, her only friend.

Closing the closet door, she pulled her blaster from its holster to check the charge. Her thumb hovered over the setting selector. Stun or kill?

I would be within my rights as a galactic citizen to use deadly force in this situation. Her life was most certainly in danger.

Her blaster had never been off the stun setting. And I’m not starting now. She pulled her thumb back.

Despite hours in the shooting ranges of Triton 3, she’d never pointed the weapon at a live target before. There’d never been a need in her overprotected life.

Scuttling behind the antigrav generator housing gave her a clear view of the front hatch as she knelt behind the unit. It wasn’t much cover, but it was the best she could do under the circumstances.

In any case, the first person through that hatch was going down.

***
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Rik led the ten-man pirate assault team through the corridors of The Starboard Mist. Keying in the commands to extend a boarding ramp toward the star cruiser’s front hatch, he motioned his team to stand down.

“If I’m not back in ten minutes, bust through that door. I’m going to see if I can sneak in through the maintenance hatch, maybe take her by surprise. She’ll probably be expecting us, and I don’t want any losses this time.”

Gods, this could all go so badly.

He jumped from the platform to the docking bay floor below. “And remember, we want her alive. Check your blaster settings. Anyone who screws this up, gets spaced. Understand?”

Heads nodded.

Idiots. Not a one of them actually checked their blaster settings.

Rik’s gaze swept the underside of the ship. No visible armaments. But that didn’t mean the ship was safe to pass under. She could well be tracking him, waiting to line up a shot from a blaster concealed under the wing. This star cruiser design was completely customizable.

Getting to the maintenance hatch on the other side of the craft could easily be the death of him. He pulled the Jimmy Box from his belt pouch as he moved and hit the microswitch to activate the unit. He’d need to work fast.

A nextgen system hacking device, the Jimmy Box held technology theoretically only available to the galactic marshals. Government regulation required all newer tech to be filtered through the marshals first, to give them the upper hand when the devices became widespread. He’d salivated when the agent had dropped the small device into his palm.

To Rik’s knowledge there wasn’t a device available to the general public that could hack a securely sealed maintenance hatch on a ship like this. Not that the dunderheads on the ramp behind him would know that. They all thought he was some kind of technological genius.

Then again, until two hours ago, he didn’t think the new theories on ship cloaking and tractor beams had even been prototyped yet.

And by all that’s holy, they’re in the hands of a group of back-water pirates first.

Embedded three years, moving up in the shadowy ranks of the Brotherhood of the Dark Nebula, Rik carefully guarded his identity. Keeping his cover among the Brotherhood meant walking a razors edge.

Breaking into a citizen’s private vehicle without a warrant. Aiding and abetting a kidnapping. Employing forbidden technologies in the commission of a crime. His list of infringements continued to grow. Loyalty to the Brotherhood of the Dark Nebula demanded nothing less.

But his job demanded so much more.

“Do what you have to do, to move up in that organization,” his superiors had commanded. “We need to find the head of the snake in order to wipe out the Brotherhood entirely.” Licensed to maim, kidnap, steal...even kill, if need be, Rik had been dumped into a rickety old star cruiser and sent off to the Dark Nebulan sector with little more than a “Good luck.”

But the mission was necessary. There were untold millions of desperate spacers that could be recruited into the pirate’s ranks. Taking them out of a planet, even a system, did little to extinguish the threat. The marshals needed to know who was pulling the strings at the top. A dark confederation of powerful criminals known as the shadow council.

Rik had risen ruthlessly through the ranks, and he’d already identified a few on the shadow council. But each infraction, each crime he’d committed along the way felt like a black mark against his soul. Until slowly, the unthinkable became the norm. He’d learned to turn a blind eye on the pirate’s atrocities, with little more than a twinge of remorse.

I didn’t used to be like this. After three years, the job had changed him.

But he was close...so very close to discovering the full membership of the pirates’ shadow council. Another few months...

And now this.

Orders had come in a coded message. The information Doctor Luna Callista holds cannot fall into the hands of the Brotherhood.

Fiery faculae. How was he to do that and keep his cover? He was not about to throw away years of work for some squint who couldn’t keep herself in her lab. Couldn’t the galactic marshals have protected her?

What was a valuable asset like this doing roaming the galactic rim anyway? 

Every molecule in his body hummed with irritation. Frack. I don’t have time for this shit. Attaching the Jimmy box to the side of the access panel, he hit the switch.

The door hissed open.

Rik took a cautious step forward, his orders clear. Protect this woman at all costs.

***
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Luna braced herself, suspecting the blast. The forward hatch blew inward with an explosion that rocked her craft. She caught her balance and leveled her blaster at the now open doorway.

Come on in you bastards. I’ve got a nice hot welcome ready.

As the dust settled, a figure appeared in the opening, but before she could fire, rough hands clamped around her wrist and across her mouth.

Frack! Someone had managed to sneak up behind her.

How?

“Don’t scream, don’t fight me, and for the love of the gods, don’t fire that blaster.” The whispered commands sent a chill through her gut. She was pulled up, slamming her back into rock hard chest muscles, then dragged deeper into the shadows. “Doctor Callista, you have to do exactly as I say.”

He knew who she was.

Helpless in his grasp, she could only nod as her heart thumped hard against her chest.

He released her wrist but kept his hand across her mouth. “Holster your blaster.”

Frack! What was she to do? She’d be helpless. Not good...not fracken good.

“Rik, you here?” The gruff voice came from beyond the forward hatchway.

“Yeah,” the man holding her answered in rich, deep mellow tones. “No sign of her back here. Check the forward sections and the flight deck.” He pulled her further back toward the storage compartment and the airlock.

She holstered her blaster as he’d ordered. He hadn’t sold her out, so he’d earned a small measure of trust. Okay Rik, now what?

He spun her around and she came face-to-face with...Wow!

The shaggy mop of chestnut hair topped a face that had holovision star quality. The bold lines of his rugged jaw boasted a sexy mat of stubble. The firm lips, pursed hard, looked delectably kissable. But it was the golden-brown eyes that drew her. His intense stare seemed to bore through her like a phason beam.

“You have to trust me.” His whispered plea held a hint of warning.

She gasped in a deep breath. “Who are you?”

He shook his head. “No time for that.”

Grabbing her hand, he pulled her toward the airlock. Her spacewalk suit hung there on the wall and he took it down, thrusting it at her. “Put this on.”

She cocked her head in question. Typical. The sexiest man I’ve seen in years wants me to put more clothing on.

She opened the heavy suit and climbed in, then secured the bulky helmet over her head.

Heavy boots pounded the titanium decking of the storage compartment outside the airlock as she finished the final fastener.

What was he planning? They were in a sealed docking bay with gravity and atmosphere outside. Certainly, he didn’t plan to push her out the airlock.

Grabbing her by the shoulders he lifted her up, reattaching the spacewalk suit to its wall hanger. “Go limp and don’t move.”

Ah, he does have a plan. She relaxed her limbs so the suit would hang naturally, as if empty. The reflective surface of the helmet visor kept anyone from seeing her face while still allowing her to see out.

A rough looking brute stepped into the airlock chamber. “There’s no sign of her anywhere onboard, Rik.”

“Damn it.” The frustration in Rik’s voice sounded real. The man was a good actor. “The airlock appears to have been recently used. She must have had a lifepod and ejected during the EMP.”

“She’s a smart one, this broad, eh? Why’s she so special?” The brute had a gap tooth and spoke with a slight lisp.

Rik shrugged. “She knows something the council wants to find out, from what I hear. Send the boys back to their barracks, then meet me on the bridge. Captain Planemo is not going to be happy.”

What the hell did she know? The only thing she’d been working on the past six months was...Oh gods.
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Chapter 2
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At the workstation in his cabin below decks, Rik scanned the streaming data from the captured PTL-85. He’d use this excuse to delay the inevitable meeting with his Captain.

Onwin will not be pleased. Not that that mattered. Rik allowed himself a smile. This mishap could well mean the end of the incompetent pirate captain. But would he be able to take advantage of the situation?

Tightness crept up his neck. The woman was now his major focus. The rest of his mission had to be put on hold. Would he be able to protect Doctor Callista here?

The tension in his shoulders eased when the readouts started appearing. At least these idiots wouldn’t get their hands on any valuable files from the ship’s server. Luna Callista had her security locked down properly.

Smart lady.

He also hadn’t missed the fact that she was drop-dead gorgeous. Gods, this is all I need.

When word came down that the Brotherhood was looking to capture yet another scientist for their top-secret project, Rik sent a coded message back to headquarters. Hell, he’d imagined Doctor Luna Callista would be some mousy, stiff, squint in a lab coat.

Missed that by couple of light years

When he’d spun her around in the airlock, those gorgeous green eyes almost melted him. He couldn’t recall a woman he’d describe as both cute and beautiful at the same time, yet Luna was all that...and more. Delicate features framed in blazing auburn curls. Full ruby lips that cried out to be tasted.

Stop it. This is no time to go all fluffy over a dame.

There was more to this woman than just pretty packaging, even if it was a package he was lusting to unwrap. Her presence put him in a real bind.

What the hell do I do now?

If he took her and ran, he’d be giving up months of undercover work and potentially important evidence against the Brotherhood of the Dark Nebula. His cover would be blown, and it would take years to embed another agent. And he was close to discovering who was pulling the strings of this faction of the organization from the top. He could feel it.

Plus, he didn’t have a ship, and his next contact with the galactic marshals wasn’t due for a week. So how the heck am I going to get her out of the system anyway?

Hide her here? Within the Brotherhood? Was that even possible? Every pirate with any connections was looking for her.

At least they don’t have a visual. No picture had been circulated with the orders to capture Luna Callista. The pirates wouldn’t know what she looked like.

Still there was no safe here, where every friend looks for a profitable excuse to put a knife in your back. It’d been hard enough to keep himself alive the past three years.

He sighed. The difficulty of this mission just went supernova.

“You blew it, Mazar.” The feminine voice startled him from his reverie.

Kristin Devenport leaned against the doorframe of his cabin, delight dancing in her eyes. “The captain’s pissed.”

What the frack? I locked that door.

The sleek lines of the sexy pirate held no allure. Rik knew that under that vulnerable looking feminine facade lurked the heart of a monster, and the sly manipulative powers of a Cormian mind cobra. The little thief must have gotten her grubby hands on a master key. He’d been so intent on his thoughts he hadn’t heard the hatch open.

You’re slipping, old man. Rik bit his lip. A mistake like this could cost a life. Either her life or mine. At the moment, strangling the little snake didn’t seem like such a bad idea.

He barked a laugh. “I blew it? If you’d been at your scanning station, instead of supervising mine, you might have picked up on that escaping lifepod. If the Captain’s pissed at anyone, it should be you.”

He swung in his seat, raising an eyebrow and giving Kristin the look. He knew she’d try and dump the blame on him, but she wasn’t getting off that easy.

His manipulation of the data made it appear that was exactly how Luna Callista escaped them. Yeah, he was pretty sure he could pin this on Kristin and their lazy excuse of a captain wouldn’t lift a finger to double check anything. Kristin’s exploitation of the idiot bordered on the obscene, but Rik had data to back up his claim.

Payback’s a bitch, bitch!

Worry flashed in her eyes for only a moment before seduction simmered to the surface. “Rik. We don’t have to be enemies.”

His gaze traveled down, then back up along Kristin’s sleek lines. Skin-tight tarsk leather leggings accented every line of her long, shapely legs, and the low-cut burgundy blouse offered an expansive view of cleavage designed to melt any man’s will. Yeah, a body made for sin. The face of an angel.

And a soul blacker than the Morathian tar sands.

“We could be so good...together.” Her purr sent a shiver up his spine.

There it was. The invitation that would leave most men licking her boots. Rik wasn’t even tempted. “You’re not my type.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Fuck, Rik, I can be any type you want. It’s not that you’ve been all that choosy anyway. I’ve seen the whores you bring home from Astron’s Wolfbeat. Give me a chance and I’ll melt your socks.”

Not in this lifetime!

But Kristin’s comment did elicit an idea. Maybe I can hide Luna in plain sight.

Rik shook his head. “I have a girlfriend.” Gods, would Kristin buy that after he’d spent so much time building up his reputation as a ladies’ man?

“You? Mister different-girl-every-week?” Kristin went wide-eyed, then narrowed her gaze. “Not possible.”

Yeah, well, that was by design, but it didn’t help him now.

He shrugged. “Maybe I finally found the right one.”

It didn’t matter what Kristin Devenport believed. She stood in the way of his promotion within the Brotherhood. She wanted all the same things he did, but for all the wrong reasons. Too smart and too sly to be useful, she’d have to be pushed aside or eliminated at some point anyway. Now was as good a time as any.

***
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“So, what are we doing today?” Luna talked to herself, still dangling from the wall of the airlock. “Oh, just hanging around.”

That sexy pirate...or whatever he was, hadn’t told her to stay put, but he hadn’t told her she could get out of the spacewalk suit either. There hadn’t been time for any communication.

She’d been hiding here for over an hour and hadn’t heard or seen a soul since Rik and that other pirate had left the airlock.

She sighed. How the hell did I get in this fix?

Only hours ago, she’d left the beautiful planet Blarm where she’d been visiting her sister Phoebe and her new little niece, Tapeete. Despite the sterile scentless air in the spacesuit, Luna’s nose recalled the freshness of the planet’s atmosphere and the scent of newborn.

The slow, spotty Galaxynet connections on Blarm meant disconnection from the constant ruckus of the coreworlds. As she’d hoped, the general peace and serenity of the planet inspired her to delve deeper than she ever had into the mechanics of asteroid field chaos theory. With the air so clean and fresh, the twin suns so brilliant in the deep azure skies, she’d felt inspired to extend her stay an extra month.

Phoebe seemed more than happy to spend the extra time with her. They’d found lots of common ground, and a new bonding replaced most of the sibling rivalry of their youth.

Luna sighed as jealously prickled the back of her neck. She’s such a lucky little shit, though.

Married to a hunky diplomat with wealth and power, living on a pristine planet surrounded by the cutest creatures in the galaxy, and now having the most wonderful, perfect little child. To Luna, Phoebe’s life seemed idyllic.

I should have stayed longer.

As long as she guarded her thoughts, the Blarmlings were a delight. But the silver-furred, purple-eyed bipeds had no qualms about reading a person’s mind and revealing what they found there. No personal boundaries, whatsoever. But you could depend on complete honesty when dealing with Blarmlings.

Humans? She snorted. Not so much.

Sometimes there was even an advantage to having a Blarmling rumbling through your mind. It had been Kirtl who’d set her on the right track to solving her latest roadblock. 

Kirtl. She chuckled. That little scamp always managed to bring a smile to Luna’s lips. No thought was too embarrassing for the little guy to question. But he was family.

A little over one year old, yet an adult by that planet’s standards, Kirtl had been adopted by her brother-in-law Rigel because of a process called first nurture, a Blarmish custom Luna still didn’t fully understand. Still, by some quirk of the universe, the little Blarmling was lawfully her nephew.

Overall, Blarmlings were learning decorum around humans, but dealing with Kirtl could be an ordeal. He still tended to be a little too honest and forthright.

Of course, it was always funnier when his honesty was directed at someone else.

After rummaging around in her mind for days, bringing out numerous embarrassing thoughts, he’d suddenly asked, “Do you think chromodynamics would fill in the holes left by your particle based theories?”

She’d been wrestling with the problem for days.

“Now, why didn’t I think of that?” She’d smiled, reaching down to scratch the top of his head, stroking the soft fur.

“You did,” he said matter-of-factly. “Last night in your sleep.”

A tingle in her hand brought her back to her present situation. She wiggled her fingers, willing the blood to flow as she adjusted her arm in the cramped space suit.

I could use a Blarmling right now. It would be nice to know what was really going on around her.

***
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The Jimmy box blipped softly, a small green light flashing on as the device found the proper sequence. As he opened the hatch to Kristin Devenport’s quarters, Rik’s breath caught. Complete chaos reigned. Clothing and items littered the floor and bed. Like the nesting area of the Earth crow, her bed sparkled with items.

He spotted his astrolabe among the collection, a gaudy knick-knack he’d acquired on Signess 7 to decorate his cabin onboard and lend some authenticity to his cover back-story. Two days earlier, the astrolabe disappeared from his quarters.

Not really a big surprise. Probably about the time she got her hands on that master key.

Well, taking it back now would draw her suspicions, and he wasn’t really attached to the thing in any case.

Breaking into Kristin Devenport’s quarters would be sweet justice, as long as Rik wasn’t caught in the act. But she possessed something he needed, desperately.

Rummaging through the clothing on the floor, he found just what he was looking for. Dark brown fallengor leather pants and a white, synthsilk blouse. At least ten pair of high, black unisized boots sat in her closet among the mountain of other footwear. Certainly she wouldn’t miss one pair.

It doesn’t matter if she does. By the time Kristin discovered the missing items, if ever, he’d be far away from her.

I hope.

Rik stuffed the clothing under one arm and slipped out of the room, locking the door behind.

***
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Okay, she had to pee.

The bulky spacewalk suit made it impossible for Luna to even squeeze her legs together. There could be no more hiding out. If she didn’t visit the head soon, she’d be swimming. Slipping out of the spacewalk suit while it was still hanging on the wall turned out to be a contortionist’s nightmare, but she managed without dislocating anything.

No more hanging around. I need to get busy anyway. See what I can find out. But first, she had a more pressing issue to attend to. Creeping through the depowered spacecraft, she made her way through her sleep chamber to the head. Blessed relief.

Now what? Did she climb back into the suit and wait some more? Was Rik even coming back for her? And who the hell is he?

A shadow darkened the doorway of her sleep chamber and she jumped, heart palpitating wildly.

Relief flooded her when she recognized the man. Rik.

“Take your clothes off.” His business-like tone held no hint of danger or seduction.

She folded her arms and raised an eyebrow. “You first.” Gods, where had that come from? Someday my quirky sense of humor is going to get me killed.

He huffed and threw a pile of clothing on the floor in front of her. “Take your clothes off and put these on.”

She picked up the blouse. It was synthetic, plain, boring. “Why?”

Seriously? Fallengor pants? Gods, I’ll look like Cindy Quidich in this outfit.

“Because your coreworlds’ high fashion would stand out like neon arc lighting where we’re going, and you do not want to stand out.” He reached toward the door panel control. “I’ll wait out here while you change...and don’t be all day about it.”

The door slid across the opening with a thunk.

The slacks were a bit too long and had to be cuffed.

Ugh.

The blouse had way too much room in the bust. She held the excess material out in front of her after putting it on. In my dreams maybe.

The plain black boots were unisized—Thank goodness—so they’d adjust to her foot. But, would a few bow-buckles or glitter bells be out of line?

She took a quick check of herself in the full-length mirror. Well, don’t I look...meh.

Sighing, she opened her door. 

Rik’s eyes widened as they raked over her. “That’ll do. Just needs two more things.”

He handed her a wide brimmed black hat. “Tuck your hair up under this. Your hair color would draw too much attention.”

That is the idea, big boy.

As she pushed her hair under the hat, he tied a wide, red sash at her waist. His firm but gentle touch brought a flutter of butterflies to her stomach. He was still all business. Darn. But the sash did add a bit of color to the drabness. With the hat and sash the look would be...

“Gha. I’ll look like a pirate.”

He smiled and nodded. “Exactly.”
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Chapter 3
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Luna’s chagrin at the ridiculousness of her clothing was tempered by the spark of excitement shooting through her stomach. Where is he taking me? Where in the galaxy would an outfit like this blend in? Someplace dangerous?

Sure, pirates wore outfits like this in the holovids, but did women anywhere really dress this outlandishly?

She eyed Rik’s garish outfit. Damn! On him it worked, though he looked like he’d just walked off a class one Saturnwood holovid shoot. Still, with his good looks, no one in their right mind would be looking at what he wore.

Hell, I’d barely noticed it before now.

The elaborate blue and gold stitching on his deep maroon tunic extended up the back in a double row to an intricate but indistinct design. The pattern covered his shoulders, all the way down to the cuffs of the short-cropped sleeves. While eye-catching, the stitching was poorly done and uneven.

Hand stitched? Did anybody even do that anymore?

The play of shadow on his exposed upper arm displayed dense muscle tone and suggested even more interesting real estate along his broad shoulders and back. In contrast, his baggy black pants gave no hint of the musculature underneath.

But I’ll bet he has a great ass.

Rik’s golden-brown gaze flicked over her. A slight smile curved his full, sensual lips. “It’s a good enough disguise to get us through Port Hubble and to my apartment on the city’s edge.”

He cocked his head as his gaze shot around the chamber. “You should be safe enough here on your ship until we dock. I’ll wait until most of the crew disembarks then come for you.”

She knew nothing about him. Was she a fool for trusting him?

As though reading the questions in her eyes, he reached out and briefly touched her shoulder. “Trust me, I’ll get you out of this.” His seductive tones resonated with honesty.

Really, what other choice do I have right now?

“And by the way,” Rik continued, all business again, “they’re planning on disassembling your ship for parts, so if there are a couple of small keepsakes you want to take, gather them up while I’m gone. We won’t be able to take much, though.”

Her stomach dropped. “Oh fardles, Harvey!”

His eyes narrowed. “Harvey? Is there someone else on this ship?” 

Luna dashed for the closet. If they’ve done anything to Harvey, I will hurt every last one of them.

When the door opened to reveal the droid still slumped on the floor, a sigh of relief washed through her. She hit the activation button at the base of his neck, and his ocular circuits flickered to life.

“No.” Rik shook his head, a frown narrowing his oh-so-perfect lips. “We can’t take a droid. You’ll have to leave it.”

“Hello, sir.” Harvey’s monotone never sounded sweeter.

Luna planted her hands on her hips. “Harvey comes with, or we part company right now. I’m not leaving him behind.”

“You don’t even know where you are.” Irritation crossed his handsome features.

“Doesn’t matter.” She wasn’t leaving her old friend behind. “He stays with me.”

“Listen to me, Doctor Callista.” His tone lowered. “There are no droids where we’re going. None. Your droid will stick out like a Liberonion musk throbber.”

“Miss Callista, if I am putting you in any kind of danger—”

“Shut up, Harvey.” The damn droid would sacrifice his life for her. But she wasn’t about to let that happen.
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