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      1017 A. N., Planet Kolben, at the far edge of the Gliese Solar System.

       

      Furcifer “Cifer” Msuya had made many poor decisions in his life, but accepting the retrieval job from the Hiargus royal family might be his last.

      If Cifer had known what a clusterfuck the job would be, he’d have doubled his exorbitant quote. Across the snow-dusted launch deck, he tracked the path of Jarn, the man who’d promised his captain would get Cifer off this ass-sucking iceberg of a planet. He’d already been stuck there far longer than he’d anticipated. It had been much easier to sneak onto the planet than to escape.

      The tips of his fingers sparked with pain, and he blew on them to warm them before checking on the package—the reason he’d come to Kolben. He didn’t dare touch it again—he’d already been warned. It was bad enough having it tucked in a pouch against his body.

      Jarn carried a large metal box and disappeared behind an enormous transport ship before reappearing—arms empty—running full tilt toward the low administration buildings in the distance. Where was he going? Jarn had said to meet him. His captain would take Cifer wherever he wished to go. Cifer had paid the guy up front.

      Barking dogs sprinted from the transport ship, followed by a huge bald man. They raced behind the vehicle, where Jarn had come from. Cifer remained hidden in the depression at the edge of the launch deck, waiting to see what new catastrophe sparked.

      The dogs and the big bald man reappeared. He carried the metallic case Jarn had left behind. The dogs halted in a pack, but the man kept running. He froze at the edge of the far field. With an athletic twist, he hurled the case. It exploded.

      Cifer dropped down flat into the gully, no longer feeling the cold. His heart raced. Alarms screamed. He lifted his head. Vehicles raced to the blackened spot and across the platform in the opposite direction. A spaceship went hot, engines flaring. The other ship on the deck, on which Jarn had promised Cifer passage, lifted from the ground and disappeared into the sky.

      What the fuck!

      No.

      That did not happen.

      Not only was he out of credits in the one account he could access, the mining company would be on high alert. They would have no problem detaining him for his probably very short life if it came to that. His other account would cover any emergencies for the orphanage, but not for long. Heavy dread weighed him deeper into the snow filled gully.

      Vehicles came and went. Several crew members had emerged from the large transport ship. The bald man and the dogs had been taken away. Jarn had been found and carted off in a different direction, during the chaos. After what seemed like a hours of lying in the snowbank, Cifer had to move. The risk of dying competed with the risk of being caught.

      He slowly stood from and gradually moved around the launch deck, finally reaching the far side of a huge hauler. Moving while camouflaged increased the risk of being seen. But a moment later, he blended against the gray surface of the ship. The Treasure.

      How fitting a ship name for a thief to use for their getaway.

      The front of the vehicle was the typically rounded bridge with space-proof viewing portals. Smaller portals ran equidistant down the side of the top edge. Must be the quarters, but that was an expensive feature. Someone had invested heavily in this transporter. The lower part of the ship and the back third were solid and larger than the bridge and quarters combined. There would be plenty of places to hide once he was onboard.

      A ship this big could easily have a crew of fifty, but he’d only counted five—six with the bald man. Inside, there could be additional staff, or, worse, more dogs.

      The wide, unguarded loading bay invited him in, but “easy” often led to “caught.” He inched nearer to his only chance for escape. Silence. He glanced to the empty sky. The urge to hunt Jarn’s captain who’d literally dropped a bomb and run off with Cifer’s credits—but without him—heated his blood. There would be retribution, but only once the time came. No need to rush. The first step on the gangplank made his skin tingle. Slow, deep breaths. No one could see him.

      Once inside the utilitarian loading space, he noted two options: an elevator and a ladder positioned at opposite ends of the cavernous room. Cifer crept toward the ladder, his movements as slow as he could make them, considering the urgency of his mission.

       The ship remained quiet, and it was noticeably warmer. That factor was enough to get him moving, inside and farther back, away from the bridge. In his experience, shipboard inhabitants tended to congregate in the activity centers like galleys, bridges, and common rooms—places he would avoid.

      Stowaways were dealt with in a variety of manners, none of which encouraged the practice.

      He really was getting too old for life-or-death escapes. A quick pat of the sack slung under his cloak assured him that he was still in possession of the orb.

      “Yip!”

      Shit. The dogs. Cipher froze, in plain view of the opening to the large port-less part of the ship.

      A high-pitched, needy whine came from a single pup in a large crate, wriggling around, dancing back and forth and lifting up onto…her back legs, begging for attention. If he didn’t quiet the puppy, she’d expose him.

      “Good girl,” he whispered. Nothing else moved. There was a storage locker in front of the crate. Cifer lifted the lid, and the puppy bounced, chirping excitedly. Cifer retrieved a meat stick and the pup immediately sat, eyes focused on him despite his camouflage. Anyone glancing in would see a treat floating in the air. Cifer brought his finger to his lips and slipped the treat between the holes of the wire mesh. The pup licked his fingers before taking the meat gently between her needle teeth and retreating to the back of the crate.

      Cifer didn’t waste time, moving deeper into the ship, away from the cute, but potentially effective, alarm system. He sidled past larger locked cells and a few stout crates. A sizable room to his left held plants growing out of sacks. He backed away, deeper into the far areas of the ship, and found the engine room. Tubes and large mechanical equipment filled the room from edge to edge. Perfect. Despite the bright overhead lighting, infinite nooks and crannies would provide concealment and—once the engines fired up—warm his frozen body. He’d like to be reintroduced to his balls.

      Voices floated back to the silent space where Cifer had curled up who knew how long ago. The sounds of machinery, men’s voices and the thunk of crates on a metal floor. He pressed himself into the shadows and prayed for luck. His large body couldn’t lose mass, but he could shape it to fit where he needed.

      Periodically, females came to check on the pup. He couldn’t tell the voices apart, only the pitch gave away the fact the males had left the transport. He took no relief. Females could be vicious when defending themselves, especially in a pack. Trails of the scent of burnt food traced back to him, killing his immediate hunger pains. In another cycle or two he wouldn’t care if the food was edible, but he wasn’t desperate yet. Except to get moving. The faster he got off Kolben, the faster he could deliver the orb and collect his fee.

      Finally, the engines ignited. A voice, husky and sweet, rolled through the room. He fought the urge to leave his hiding spot and view the owner to see if she was as luscious as the tones promised. His stomach grumbled, arguing the first order of business was food. Thankfully, the sound didn’t carry over the engines. And his stomach was wrong. First, get off the planet. Then food. Then find the hot female and— No.

      Then deliver the orb before whatever supposed influence it had worked on him. The funds tied to the delivery would sustain him and his obligations for a long time. He could find the female later if he still cared to. The Treasure wouldn’t be a hard ship to track down.

      Any moment, the ship would lift off.

      Any moment.

      Cifer took a slow deep breath, drawing on his well of patience which was at an all-time low. The ship shuddered and lifted. Yes. They hovered, and Cifer braced for launch. Hold… Hold… The ship dropped back to the launchpad.

      The engines shut down.

      Fuck no.

      They had to launch.

      He had to go. Should have already gone. Insanity teased him—for a moment, he considered showing himself and demanding an explanation. He slowed his breathing. In a situation where he had no control, his only control was his response.

      Slow in. Slow out.

      Eventually, he leveled out. Not like the ship would remain on Kolben. It had to take off sometime, but damn he really wished the ride with Jarn had worked out.

      Pain in Cifer’s gut woke him. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep. Dangerous. But he hadn’t slept or eaten well since he’d landed on Kolben. Once out of his hiding place, he hesitated. Nothing moved. The slow susurration of the basic mechanical systems filled the space. He crept out of the engine room, letting the shadows assist his natural cloaking. The puppy remained splayed on a cushion at the back of the crate, oblivious to Cifer’s presence.

      He reached the entrance ladder that led to the lower deck and froze, using all his senses. Nothing moved. No sounds. No scent of food. He crept down a large corridor packed with storage cabinets. A doorway to his right called to him. The faint scent of past meals made his mouth water. No time to waste, he hurried to investigate and found protein bars. He took an entire row so the appearance at a casual glance would remain the same. Shoving one into his mouth and the rest into his cloaked pouch, he chewed quickly as he rushed on silent feet back to safety and his interminable wait.

      Another cycle passed slowly. Cifer couldn’t risk exploring. Every time he considered it, someone came to check on the dog or deliveries came. More crates. Fuels rods. Protein bars gone, Cifer entertained himself with searching for small, discarded items in the far reaches of the engine room. The room was surprisingly clean, adding to his boredom. A bolt had been the best find. But giving into the tediousness of the waiting—allowing himself to leave his spot—would be the death of him. One hand, feeling along the edges of boxes, under crates, seemed a reasonable compromise.

      The air changed. He pulled his arm slowly back to his hiding spot.

      “Captain, I was able to get more fuel rods. They’ve been loaded, and we should have enough to get to Cassan, even if we don’t take the ER bridge, but I think Rhysa said we are taking the wormhole? Did you authorize that? I mean it’s good, but I need to do other checks for that kind of travel. Take additional precautions.”

      The voice was lush and intelligent, if a bit rushed. The same voice that had seduced him cycles earlier. If only he could poke his head out to put a face with the voice. The voices faded as they left the cargo area. Cifer took a step to follow. Sanity slapped him back into place. He’d waited this long and was so close to escape. Don’t fuck it up.

      He slipped open the flap of his pouch. It was hard to believe that the rounded stone was so important to the royal family. He’d tripled his fees when they contacted him. A trip to Kolben wasn’t something he’d ever wanted to do. The planet, owned by a mining company, held a horde of sentient beings working as slaves for the remainder of their attenuated lives. His brief glimpse into the workforce left him unsettled. Beings aging before their time. After he survived this job, he’d investigate just how they acquired their workers.

      Cifer shivered and recovered the swirling ball in its protective shroud. He wasn’t off the planet yet. The cloth of the bag had cost him plenty, along with the clothes he wore. The expensive fabric was normally used for woman’s gowns in the more risqué circles. It took on the coloring of the wearer, through some kind of light scattering that he didn’t entirely understand. All he knew was that he was warmer and still able to use his natural ability to camouflage. The cost would be justified when he collected the other part of his fee.

      If he collected it.

      Voices carried down the corridor warning him of the crew members’ approach. The sexy voice he heard earlier reached his ears, but the words were unclear. They weren’t close enough. The female was a talker. Cifer laughed a little to himself. He would always know where she was on the ship.

      “I need to check my plants. I had no idea Cyra would authorize an ER jump.”

      “I know. I’m not ready either.” The enticing female had returned. He hadn’t even seen her yet, and already the urge to possess her threaded through him. “We have to lock down everything. Thankfully the fuel was delivered. Not that it was late, this was just the latest window, but I hate waiting. It would be so much easier if they just showed up on time, like the earliest time they say instead of waiting and wondering if they are going to arrive and should you contact them. But you don’t want to get on their bad side, especially on a planet with only one supplier. That wouldn’t do.”

      “Ok.” The gentle voice interrupted the other female. “I’ll check on my plants now. I’ll see you later in the galley. I think we may have some peppers ready to harvest.”

      The room with the plants made more sense, but it was very unusual. Cifer pressed a hand to his stomach when it growled in anticipation. He’d nearly starved on Kolben. What organization keeps its food stores under lock and key?

      “Are you hungry?”

      The velvet tones coaxed him to answer. He opened his mouth.

      “I have the fuel rods you need, hungry beast.”

      He clacked his jaw shut. Cifer wasn’t sure which outcome he craved more, having her come closer so he could see her or having her stay away so he wouldn’t be discovered. He rolled his eyes at himself.

      No female—nobody—was worth being discovered and ejected from the ship before they ever got into space. Before he ever delivered the sphere. Before he got the biggest payout for a heist he’d ever contracted.
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      Blaize reached the galley last, again. Working in the farthest bowels of the ship and doing some seriously dirty jobs meant she had the farthest to travel and the most cleanup to do before she joined the rest of the crew. Did they even notice she wasn’t present?

      Rhysa and Bodi sat at opposite sides of the anchored metal table, not looking at each other. Despite the fact Bodi was a communications specialist and Rhysa an expert navigator, those two couldn’t find a way to talk without arguing. Veda, head down, focused on the table. Whatever Rhysa and Bodi had said before she arrived must have upset the kind medic. Captain Cyra chattered brightly to her lover and the security officer slash chef, Dez, about what he was making for dinner. Dez shouldn’t be cooking. Probably shouldn’t be out of bed after saving The Treasure from a bomb. But if Cyra was okay with it, who was she to comment?

      “It smells really good, whatever it is.” Blaize took a seat between Veda and Rhysa leaving the seat next to Cyra for Dez. The table was long, and they each had plenty of space to spread out.

      “Blaize,” Dez said with a welcoming tone as he pulled the lid off the food he’d prepared on the induction plate. Cyra jumped up to help him. “Now that you’re here, I can serve.”

      Someone had noted Blaize’s absence.

      “Sit, love,” Dez said to Cyra, his voice almost too low to hear.

      “You just got out of the hospital. Your hand.” Cyra stared pointedly at Dez’s arm that ended in a stump.

      He kissed the top of her head. Cyra picked up the plates as Dez loaded them and she passed them around the table.

      Blaize leaned over and nudged Veda with her shoulder. The medic popped up her head and gave her a small smile. “So, first harvest? Are you excited? I know I am. Of course, I’m so hungry I could probably eat anything, but this smells amazing. What did you get?”

      Cyra placed a plate in front of Blaize.

      “Oh wow. It looks really good.” Blaize couldn’t help staring at the real—not freeze-dried—peppers diced on top of what looked like a synth protein and ricex dish. She would do everything she could to stay on the ship that not only let her be the sole engineer but was supplied with fresh food.

      “Eat.” Dez lifted his fork and dug in. Everyone else followed his example.

      “Veda, congratulations.” Cyra smiled warmly at her best friend. “When you told me what you were going to attempt gardening in space, I wasn’t sure it would work. You’ve exceeded all expectations.”

      “Only tomatoes and peppers so far. But more will come.” Veda spoke softly but with confidence. “I have some more prep to do before we leave. To make sure nothing is damaged during our jump.”

      “I’ve been reviewing the systems, and everything appears ready from my end,” Blaize said. “The fuel is high quality. As good as what we get on Cassan or possibly better, although for the price it should be. Everything is so expensive here. But that’s to be⁠—”

      “Speaking of expenses. Each of you has a share of the profit on this run coming to them,” Cyra interrupted.

      Blaize clamped her jaw shut. She talked too much.

      “I do have enough to pay all of you back and cover the expenses of the return trip to Cassan.”

      Rhysa’s pink eyes flashed almost red when she looked up. “Captain,” she said sharply. “Are you telling us you don’t want us as partners, only paid crew members?”

      Bodi’s small wings twitched. “That isn’t what she said. If you’d let her finish, you wouldn’t need to argue.”

      “Who’s arguing now?” Rhysa snapped.

      “Let me explain,” Cyra spoke above them both. “Dez secured a contract to return some unneeded equipment to Cassan for pickup by the vendor. The mining operation has ongoing contracts for their mineral production deliveries and their supply orders so we couldn’t get any traction on that front. But they did have equipment that needed to go back, and no one has been able to take it for them. These are one-shot deals, but it will cover our return to Cassan with plenty left over. So, I can pay anyone out who doesn’t want to stay. I hope all of you will elect to remain.” She silently met each of their gazes for a moment. Blaize blinked to break the connection, unfamiliar with such respect.

       “If you want to remain a partner, great.” Cyra smiled at Veda. “If you would prefer to be a paid crew member, that can be accommodated. I wanted to bring it up now, so you have time to consider your decision. I’ll need to know your plans when we get to Cassan.”

      “Will you be adding to the crew, and if so, will they be given the option to buy in as a partner?” Rhysa asked.

      Blaize tensed. She hadn’t considered that an option.

      “I’m not opposed to adding to the crew. I know the engineering job is huge. But I’m not planning to recruit unless one of you makes a request for additional crew. If we find someone, all the active partners would have to decide if the person would be offered a partnership.”

      Blaize tried not to panic. Why had the captain mentioned engineering? Did Cyra think she wasn’t doing her job? The ship was running at ninety-two percent efficiency. Anything over ninety was considered exceptional, but maybe Cyra only saw the room for improvement. Maybe Cyra thought someone else could do a better job. And with the funds to buy Blaize out— Blaize choked down the rest of her meal.

      “Before we make any decisions on how to split the profits, it’s only right to cover the costs of Dez’s injury.” Veda paused to give each of them a pointed look. “He lost his hand saving the ship. Prosthetics—good ones, that integrate—are expensive.”

      “I’m not even sure that’s possible, Veda.” Dez smiled at the medic. “If it is, we can look into the costs and how to cover them at that point.”

      “She’s right.” Rhysa pointed at Veda with her fork and Bodi nodded.

      “I’m going to mechanical.” Blaize stood and took her dishes to the sanitizer. “There are a few things I want to look over again.”

      “The final crate of equipment is supposed to be delivered first thing tomorrow. As soon as we’re loaded and have authorization, we’ll leave,” Cyra said.

      Blaize acknowledged the captain before rushing out of the galley so she wouldn’t say anything she’d regret. Her steps echoed through the well-lit, wide hallways. The cabinets lining the corridor were a bit grimy from use. Above the ceiling and below the floor various cables and conduits needed to connect all of the ship’s systems. Blaize felt more at home on The Treasure than she’d ever felt in the caverns of her home planet. If Cyra thought she wasn’t doing an adequate job, she wouldn’t be able to stay.

      Veda was wonderful and warm, and it was nice to chat with her about the plants. Rhysa and Bodi, although they liked to snipe at each other, were fun, fascinating, and from what she could tell honest. The other females on her planet had ostracized her for her mixed heritage and odd appearance. The Treasures’s crew were the first female friends she’d ever had. She would do everything possible to remain. She walked a little faster, running through a mental list of tasks she could perform to make sure the trip through the ER bridge was as smooth as possible. That might earn her points with a captain who hated ER travel.

      As Blaize passed the opening to the greenhouse, she caught a movement in her peripheral vision. She paused and entered the room, checking the ceiling and the floor. She crouched and peered under the tables. There was nothing there. It must have been a trick of her mind, but she would be more vigilant. It didn’t seem likely that there would be vermin on an ice planet, but still possible. Gnawing rodents could spell huge trouble for the systems if they accessed the ship and went unchecked.

      She stared back over her shoulder as she exited the room and almost ran over Veda.

      “Blaize, I’m glad you’re here.” Veda gripped her arm. “I wanted to ask you if there is anything else I should do to get ready for the jump?”

      Veda proceeded to show her how each plant was secured and the fine-mesh netting over the dirt. Blaize forced herself to focus on Veda, despite the eerie sense that she was being watched.

      “We should check the shelves. Make sure they’re anchored, along with the lights. When did you install them? Did Dez help you? I have a wrench in engineering. Give me a minute.” Blaize raced to the cabinet where she stored her tools and retrieved her favorite wrench. It was probably overkill for the job but would help with the vulnerable sensation she couldn’t shake.

      “Wow. That’s huge,” Veda said when Blaize returned.

      “That’s what she said.” Blaize couldn’t help the stupid joke. The itchy feel of eyes on her had returned. “It’s actually very useful since it’s so long and adjustable. The leverage means I don’t need as much physical strength to tighten the bolts. It’s a little unwieldy overhead, but since you have these shelves spaced like ladders, I should be fine.”

      As soon as Blaize could, she left Veda and went deeper into the ship, where she had some control.

      The systems did what you set them to do. The settings were either right or wrong. There was no ambiguity when it came to engineering. Systems were either working optimally, or they weren’t. It was so much easier than dealing with people. Some days, she missed having her own ship, but then she remembered how much she hated managing a crew. And how much it hurt when they all abandoned her. Staying on with Cyra would be the best possible future. If she could get the captain to see she was capable of doing the job without adding engineering staff to second-guess every move Blaize made. Or worse, force her into the junior role.

      A shadow caught her eye. Did something move? She crawled all over the systems, tugging the connections, and tightening every bolt, but couldn’t find anything that wasn’t latched down. No evidence of animals, but the odd sense of being watched continued. Paranoia hadn’t plagued her so relentlessly since she’d been with Varik. Only he had been after her. She checked the time. Late. She could keep going, but a yawn had her heading to her quarters. She’d done what she could to prepare for the wormhole. It would have to be enough.
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      “Where are you going, lover?” The hybrid escort lounged against the padded frame of the bunk, two of their three breasts exposed and still bearing some exquisite bite marks. Varik couldn’t help the grin that touched his lips. But no matter how entertaining the time on the fuck-all of an excuse for a station had been, it was time to go. According to the brief conversation he’d had with Karnek, the ship was ready with a whole new identity.

      Varik slipped a leg into his coveralls. “Been fun.”

      “When will you be back?”

      Never. Because if he had to come back it meant his plans were falling apart. Again. “Soon. Behave while I’m gone or I’ll put your dick in a cock cage and beat your ass without mercy.”

      The hybrid—Varik couldn’t remember their name—shivered and moaned. Never let it be said he left his sexual partners unsatisfied. Maybe a bit bitter, but always fully pleasured.

      With a quick seal of his coveralls, he darted out the door and down the poorly-lit underground tunnel. Occasionally a scream or something worse emanated from the doors he passed. If he had time, he’d stop to see if they were open and if he could enjoy the spectacle of whatever was happening to make those thrilling sounds.

      Karnek stood outside the ship. It shone, the paint of the new name, Cain’s Alibi, without a single blemish from space dust or ER bridge crossings. So perfect he ought to record an image. Varik rolled his eyes at himself. “Let’s go.”

      Varik entered the security code into his comm and transmitted it to his vessel. The bay door lowered. “Did you get the fuel?”

      “We’re fully stocked. I did what I could to negotiate.”

      The likelihood of a successful negotiation on a 3F station—fuel, fix, fuck—was infinitesimally small. Varik pulled up the receipt and scowled, mainly for Karnek’s benefit. “Where’d you learn to negotiate?”

      Karnek sputtered.

      Varik stomped up the ramp, grinning on the inside. Never a good idea to give many compliments. Leave your lessers grasping and desperate for approval.

      “Run a scan as soon as we launch and clear the quiet zone. I want to know if The Treasure is anywhere nearby.” And blast it out of space, but his ship wasn’t designed for battle. It favored research and steady performance. There were modifications Varik would make to increase the speed, but it would never be fast, which made navigation even more important.

      Varik strapped into the captain’s seat even though there would be no need to punch out of atmosphere. Once the port doors opened, they could basically float out. Everything on the 3F was in an artificially-created atmosphere, mostly underground. Ingenious way to stay beyond the reach of any judicial oversight from a nearby planet. Varik almost wished he’d thought of it first. With the prices they charged, they had to be making a fortune.

      As soon as they were outside the quiet zone around the 3F, Varik reminded Karnek to initiate a deep search for The Treasure. They had to be out here somewhere. That bitch who stole his ship was too weak to use ER bridges. “I entered a course for Cassan space station. You keep an eye on the search.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m going to get cleaned up, unless you can’t handle the ship by yourself.”

      “No sir, I’m fine. Glad you got us off Kolben when you did. I don’t know what I would have done if we’d been stuck there. And thank you for covering my accommodations back there.”

      It would come out of his compensation.

      “I’ve never had a captain who cared if I was covered when we landed. I know you’re missing Jarn, but if there’s ever anything I can do— Well, anything. Just ask.”

      Varik grunted approval, but Karnek would never be in his bed. Not with those teeth. Varik liked to bite and if Karek decided to bite back… Varik’s insides shriveled at the image.

      “Can I ask what your plan is to find more crew on Cassan? I’d like to help any way I can.”

      Karnek was a decent communications officer—he’d found the dark site after all—but it wasn’t enough. “We’ll find them any way we can. Crew are always available when you know where to look. To pay them, we have to secure new contracts and make credits. As much as we can.”

      Funds weren’t a problem at all. Auvi, his dead lover and former captain of The Treasure, had left Varik plenty, but he didn’t allow anyone to get lazy on his tab. And there was no such thing as too many credits. And if some of those contracts they secured were intended to go the The Treasure—even better. If he couldn’t blow the ship up, he could at least starve out the crew. Cyra deserved it for stealing what belonged to him.

      “Excellent.” Karnek grinned and his razor teeth made Varik’s stomach turn. One of the new crew members better be attractive enough and willing to see to Varik’s needs. Auvi had never had any trouble securing a willing partner and Varik was twice the male that weakling had ever been. “As soon as we’re in range, I’ll post on the board for crew and check for any contracts, Captain.”

      “Good.” Varik released his harness.

      “Captain?”

      Varik paused his retreat.

      “I just want to thank you for taking a chance on me. Trusting me. My people get a bad rap as being…well, you know. But you hired me anyway. And now that it’s just you and me, I’ll repay that trust, earn that trust every single moment.”

      Varik turned and lifted his lips in a smile. “I’m counting on it.”
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      Blaize dragged her hand across her neck under her tied-up hair. A bead of sweat trailed from her forehead down the side of her face. The engine room wasn’t overly hot, but she’d been on edge since leaving Kolben. There was nothing she could pinpoint. After a perfect takeoff, their fuel-burn rate was within normal parameters. She’d checked every system report twice, inspected every manual gauge, and crawled through every crevice of the ship's heart she could reach. Nothing was wrong.

      Except for the itchy sensation that wouldn’t leave her alone. The dread that something was about to blow. Maybe it was her reaction to Dez removing a bomb from the outside of her engine and losing his hand. Maybe it was Cyra’s apprehension about taking the ER bridge bleeding into Blaize. Or her threat to add to engineering staff. Perhaps it was the sensation of someone watching her. The eerie foreboding had hit somewhere in the cargo bay and hadn’t left her since.

      It was probably just too quiet. “I think I’ll check out the stats on the rotating detonator. You know, the way it’s designed on The Treasure is quite odd.” She wasn’t speaking to anyone, but the sound calmed her. “Emotional energy is transferred from the bridge apparatus through the converter, concentrated, and burst-delivered right to the rotator, causing the spin needed to create the detonation. The RoDRE is technically pretty antiquated technology, but whoever originally designed The Treasure was brilliant. The fuel savings is astronomical. Never having to burn fuel to punch out of the atmosphere is huge, especially with a ship this large. I’m kind of impressed Cyra could pull it off without Dez working her to climax on the bridge. I could die without seeing that. I mean, Dez and the captain are beautiful together, his dark striped skin and hers—that deep blue nearly purple. I mean who wouldn’t want to see them together? But not like that. I wouldn’t be able to unsee his dick. I mean I like dicks, but his dick is taken.”

      Was that a snort?

      Blaize spun around, searching for the source of the sound.

      “Who’s there? Show yourself.”

      Nothing moved.

      “Approaching the KolFlamm wormhole.” Rhysa’s voice rang out from Blaize’s comm.

      “Acknowledged.” Blaize glanced around the crowded room once more. Nothing moved. As it shouldn’t. She turned her back and headed to the bridge to strap in for the crossing. With any luck they wouldn’t experience a big time shift, but there were no guarantees. Wormholes made long distance travel possible, but not without unpredictable costs.

      She rubbed the back of her neck. Maybe her foreboding had nothing to do with the engines and everything to do with a future catastrophe. Rhysa and Bodi were in their usual places on the bridge. Calm. Professional. Veda had taken one of the empty chairs near Bodi. Blaize dropped into the empty one next to Rhysa and tugged the safety harness, securing herself for the inexplicable experience of ER bridge crossings. No two had been the same and she braced for the unexpected.

      “Did you warn Captain Cyra?” Blaize asked the team.

      “Nope.” Rhysa lips lifted in a wicked grin. “Dez said not to disturb them. Their mating ritual is pretty involved from what I read. She probably doesn’t know she’s on The Treasure by now, much less care if we’re crossing a bridge.”

      Lucky captain.

      “Do you think the plants will be okay?” Veda asked.

      “Of course.” Blaize had no idea how the plants would react to the crossing, but there was nothing to be done about it and no point to upsetting her. “You gave them a very secure structure.”

      “Notice of crossing sent.” Bodi’s only sign of nerves was a slight fluttering of her transparent, vestigial wings. “Proceed when ready.”

      The fact the crew followed all the safety protocols without resistance pleased Blaize. The rules were there for a reason, but she’d worked with crews who believed the old laws to be overkill.

      “Penetrating the hole now.” Rhysa’s gleeful double entendre made Veda snort laugh.

      At least someone was having fun. Blaize took several slow deep breaths and braced herself for the entrance, which would be slightly worse than the exit. Wormholes sucked. Literally. Blaize swallowed her stomach back down as it seemed to lift into her throat. The familiar, but unwelcome, tugging and slight disorientation came next. She forced herself to slow her breathing and remember that The Treasure was designed for this type of travel. Even though it was her first crossing on the transport, it was a solid ship. She’d been over it with a fine-tooth comb. Nothing would go wrong. And with any luck they wouldn’t be too far out of synch with time.

      She slowed her breathing to a normal rhythm and closed her eyes. The swirling colors on the viewscreens disoriented her enough to be uncomfortable. Finally, the tell-tale tugging returned. Or really, intensified.

      “Pulling out,” Rhysa called.

      With a stutter, they returned to the standard view of stars and the physical stretch stopped.

      “No time lapse,” Bodi responded.

      “Yeah!” Rhysa held out her hand and Bodi slapped her palm.

      “Nice job, Nav.” Bodi returned her attention to her station. “Sending cross complete, now.”

      “Coordinates for Cassan are in.” Rhysa spun in her chair with a satisfied smile. Blaize shot her an approving smile and nod, but there really wasn’t much navigating once the ship entered the ER bridge. The hole did whatever it wanted with the ship, and you prayed it all went well. Mostly it did. But still, everyone liked to receive approval for a job well done.

      “I’m also sending a message to Cassan that we’re on track for deliveries.”

      A hint of foreboding prickled the back of Blaize’s neck. The sensation of something being not quite right. “Can you scan for Varik’s ship, too?”

      “Already on it,” Bodi replied without looking up.

      “Yeah, that fucker is going down for what he did to Dez and almost did to The Treasure. I know guys who would hate-fuck his eye socket for me.” Rhysa’s pink eyes flared red. For a tiny thing, she was frightening on occasion. Also, who had she been dating?

      “Better than he deserves.” Veda freed herself from the safety straps.

      Blaize blinked. She’d never heard Veda sound bloodthirsty before. It was like discovering a bunny had fangs.

      “I’d watch that on loop,” Bodi added.

      “I’m with Veda—better than he deserves.” But Blaize wouldn’t watch it. The idea of looking at him turned her stomach. She freed herself from her seat. “I’m off to safety check the engines.”

      “Blaize?” Veda paused at the door to the bridge. “Do you have a minute to help me with the plants?”

      “Sure thing.” Checking the engines after the crossing was a safety habit, like Bodi sending the entrance and exit communication blasts. Highly unlikely anything was wrong, so no rush.
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