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      Previously on the Lady’s Dream…

      

      Mira stared at the vibrant bouquet in her hands, the soft petals tickling her palms. The sweet fragrance of alien blooms filled her nostrils, a pleasant contrast to the sterile, recycled air of the ship. Her gaze returned to Tell, but he had already turned away, his broad shoulders disappearing into the throng of celebrating Reapers.

      The laughter and chatter of the group washed over her, but she felt like she was underwater, muffled and distant from the festivities. Her heart sank as she watched the tall handsome man rejoin his team, leaving her alone on the outside. Again

      She bit her lip as doubt filled her. She’d helped them with their last mission, but she was just human, and unlike Tell, she didn’t really have any skills, apart from operating a damn joystick. Wrapping her arms around herself, she suppressed the shiver that wanted to roll down her spine. She’d never felt so small and insignificant before.

      Would they let her stay, or was she just a temporary passenger? The thought of being abandoned at some distant spaceport sent a chill down her spine. Even worse was the terrifying possibility that they might decide to sell her off to the highest bidder, condemning her to a life of servitude in some alien harem. Did aliens even have harems? She was sure they did.

      The metallic thud of heavy footsteps beside her pulled her from her spiraling thoughts. She looked up.

      “Oh, hey Jex,” she murmured, her fingertips tracing the petals of the delicate alien flowers in her hand.

      The cyborg-turned-Scorperio suit loomed over her, his blank faceplate reflecting the celebration before them.

      “They are… different to what I know,” he rumbled, a hint of curiosity in his mechanical tone.

      “Same,” she agreed, grateful for the unexpected companionship. She cleared her throat. “But they seem nice? At least, nicer than most of the people I’ve known my whole life.”

      “Humans,” he hissed, the word dripping with disdain even through his vocal processors.

      She flinched at the venom in his voice but found herself nodding in agreement.

      “Assholes,” she muttered, her gaze subconsciously drifting back to Tell. She watched as he laughed at something Anson said, his eyes crinkling at the corners. He was the most handsome man she’d ever met. “Well, most of them anyway.”

      “Are you not human yourself?” he asked, his head tilting slightly in curiosity.

      She winced, remembering what she’d been told of Jex’s and all the Zodiacs’ horrific treatment at the hands of humans in their home universe. Guilt and shame washed over her, even though she knew she wasn’t responsible for their suffering.

      “Yeah,” she admitted reluctantly, “but I’m putting in a request for a change of species, just as soon as I find out where to send it.”

      The weak attempt at humor fell flat, and her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. She risked a glance up at Jex, trying to gauge his reaction, but the blank faceplate revealed nothing.

      After a moment, he spoke again.

      “Your species does not define you,” he said, his tone softer than before. “I have learned that individuals can surprise you, regardless of their origin.”

      She blinked in surprise. “I… err, yes, I guess so. Thank you.”

      “You are welcome,” he replied. “Perhaps we are both outsiders here, in our own ways. But eventually, we will find our own places.”

      She nodded, her gaze landing on Tell again.

      “I hope so…”
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      She’d been abducted by aliens… and they’d brought her to a scrapyard.

      Mira watched as Ryke slid a handful of credit chips across the rusted metal counter. The salvage yard supervisor—a four-eyed alien with mottled green-grey skin and fingers that never seemed to stop moving—scooped them up with practiced speed.

      "Two hours," he muttered, all four eyes blinking asynchronously as he stuffed the chips into a pocket inside his stained coveralls. "Not a minute more. And if anyone official shows up, I never saw you."

      "Two hours is more than sufficient," Ryke said, his massive frame dwarfing the supervisor's booth. At nearly seven feet tall, the Latharian mercenary captain had to duck his head to look through the security window. "We'll be gone before anyone notices."

      The supervisor's lower eyes flicked nervously to the rest of their group waiting outside the fence while his upper pair remained fixed on Ryke. Mira could practically hear him calculating if he'd charged enough for the risk. His gaze lingered a second longer on her—the only obviously human among them—before returning to Ryke.

      "Imperial salvage is regulated for a reason," the alien said, lowering his voice to a wet rasp. "Some of that shit is still active. You get yourselves killed, that's your problem. But if you blow up my yard, I'll hunt down whatever's left of you."

      Ryke's mouth twitched in amusement. "Understood."

      A buzz and clank signaled the gate unlocking. The Reapers filed through, and Mira followed, very aware that she was the smallest and most breakable person in the group. Fourteen days aboard the Lady's Dream, and she still felt like she was walking among giants.

      The salvage yard stretched out, a massive graveyard of spacecraft parts and military tech. Mountains of twisted metal rose like jagged islands from a sea of smaller debris. The distant edges of the yard disappeared into heat haze, despite the relatively mild temperature. Everything glinted with a film of condensation, making the rusted edges gleam deceptively beautiful in the thin sunlight.

      Where do I even fit here? The thought ambushed her as she caught her reflection in a polished piece of hull plating—small, fragile, unmistakably human. Unlike Jesh with her cybernetic enhancements or even Davis with his huge human-but-not-quite physique, she was just... Mira. Former assistant. Former victim. Current what, exactly?

      "You all have your lists," Ryke said, his voice cutting through her thoughts, carrying easily over the wind whistling through metal canyons. "We're looking for parts compatible with the Dream, so priority on propulsion control circuits and shield harmonizers. Stick to your assigned sections. Two hours."

      The team began to pair off—Ryke with Rann, Covak with Jesh, Anson with Jex's Scorperio suit. Which left...

      Davis Tell stood a few feet away, scanning something on his wrist device. He didn't look at her as the others dispersed, the metal under their boots sending hollow echoes across the yard.

      She swallowed. Hard. Davis was technically human, but it was easy to forget that fact. At six-foot-five with shoulders that could fill a doorway, he made her feel even smaller than the aliens did. And unlike them, he was difficult to read—his expressions always carefully controlled, his words measured. Difficult to read, and the most drop-dead handsome man she’d ever met. Handsome, intense, and utterly unreadable. Just being near him tied her thoughts in knots, a confusing mix of the fear he’d inspired when they’d first met and the electric awareness that had sparked when he’d first touched her.

      He looked up suddenly, catching her staring. Something flickered behind his eyes—but it was gone so quickly she might have imagined it. Maybe it was just a trick of the light. He retreated behind that professional mask so quickly, leaving her feeling wrong-footed, like she was always one step behind understanding him.

      "Come on," he said, nodding toward the eastern section of the yard. "We've got a lot of ground to cover."

      She was forced to run to keep up. The silence between them stretched out as they picked their way through the debris. It wasn't comfortable—it felt charged. She risked a sideways glance, but his face was impassive. Perhaps she was imagining it?

      "So," she ventured a few minutes later, "What are we looking for first?"

      He glanced at her. "Shield regulator assembly. They're too delicate to fabricate with our equipment. Easier to pick them up and retcon them."

      "Makes sense." She stepped over a twisted piece of metal, her nose wrinkling as she caught the sharp tang of scorched wiring. "I thought Latharian tech lasted centuries, though?"

      “Yeah.” He gave a sharp nod. "When it's maintained properly. And not jury-rigged into something it was never meant to be in."

      More silence. She bit her lip, tasting salt and dust. Two weeks aboard the Lady's Dream, and he was just as much a mystery when he'd grabbed her by the throat in Dr. Rettnor's office. While the other Reapers had gradually warmed to her, Davis maintained a careful distance—professional but never friendly.

      Why did that bother her so much?

      He stopped suddenly, checking the device in his hand. "We're close to something on the list."

      Turning in a slow circle, he frowned as the device emitted a soft beeping. One that sped up as he pointed it toward a smaller pile of scrap.

      "There." He strode toward it, and Mira trailed behind.

      They spent the next few minutes digging through the pile, occasionally finding usable parts that Davis stored in his pack.

      "Hold this." He handed her the scanning device and began to dig out something buried deeper in the pile. "It's showing something important underneath all this."

      She took the scanner, trying not to stare as his muscles flexed under his tight-fitting shirt. He lifted heavy pieces of metal aside with an effortless grace that belied his size. When he turned to toss aside a particularly large chunk of debris, she bit her lip at the way all the muscles in his back tightened. God, the man had an ass that could crack walnuts in those combats. Why did he have to be so damn attractive? It was distracting as hell.

      She looked down at the scanner, heat flaring over her cheeks as she forced herself to concentrate on something, anything, else.

      The device in her hands was fascinating. The screen glowed with a faint blue light that cast shadows across her fingers, and the display showed a three-dimensional rendering of their surroundings with various hotspots highlighted. One blinking dot represented whatever Davis was digging for.

      But there were other buttons along the side. Curiosity got the better of her. She pressed one and the display changed, showing different energy signatures rather than physical components.

      A new ping appeared on the screen, not far away from where they were.

      "Huh," she murmured, tapping the display. The energy signature was unusual. At least, she thought it was unusual, for all she knew it could be an alien toaster. But, if she squinted her eyes and kind of looked sideways at it, all the alien words and the interface kind of made sense to her. And the pattern on screen reminded her of the neural-interface gaming systems she'd worked with before Rettnor had smashed her rig. And her confidence right along with it.

      Davis muttered something under his breath as he reached deeper into the pile. He wasn't paying any attention to her, but she still hesitated for a moment. She really should tell him… but he was busy. Fuck it. She took off, picking her way carefully through the scrap and following the new signal. The scanner's faint electronic hum joined the crunch of her footsteps on scattered debris.

      The ping led her around a tall stack of what looked like hull plating to a section they hadn't searched yet. With each step, the scanner's beeping got louder, leading her to a jumbled heap of mechanical parts. The air here smelled different—charged, like the aftermath of a lightning strike.

      And then she saw it and her eyes widened.

      There was a robot partly buried under smaller debris—or what remained of one anyway. It had a squat central body with articulated legs extending outward, though only three of what appeared to be eight legs were there. The rest were broken off to leave metallic stumps and trailing wires. Most of the multitude of ‘eyes’ across the front of the body were damaged, with only a few still glowing with a faint blue light that pulsed gently.

      As she approached, the eyes that worked swiveled toward her. Its legs twitched, and one extended upward, moving back and forth as if...

      Was… was it waving?

      "Oh," she breathed, stepping closer. Her heart stuttered. "You're still active."

      The robot's visual array flickered, focusing on her with obvious effort. It waved the leg again.

      Something tugged at her heart. There was something familiar in the gesture of a broken thing still trying to connect. Crouching down, she set the scanner on a flat piece of metal. The weight of the past two weeks—of being the outsider, the broken one, the one who didn't quite belong—pressed against her chest.

      “Hey there. Are you asking for help?" she asked softly, not expecting an answer.

      The robot's leg moved up and down twice in quick succession. A faint mechanical whir emerged from somewhere in its damaged body.

      Mira's eyes widened. "You understand me?"

      Another double movement. Another soft sound.

      "Holy shit," she whispered. This wasn't just some automated response system. The robot was displaying actual comprehension and trying to communicate.

      “Hey, don’t worry. I got you.”

      She began carefully clearing debris from around it, the metal hard and jagged under her fingers. The robot was unlike anything she'd seen before—dented and scorched in places, yet was more complex than anything she’d ever seen. Dust and corrosion coated most of its surface, but underneath, she glimpsed a sleek design. How long had it been here? Trapped and hurt?

      "Don't worry," she told it, working quickly. "I'm going to get you out of here."

      "Mira!"

      Davis's voice cut through her concentration, sharp with anger and something else—concern?

      “Hey! I’m over here!" she called over her shoulder, continuing to clear parts away from the robot.

      Heavy footsteps approached rapidly, metal clanging under large boots. Then Davis was there, looming over her.

      "Get away from that thing!" he barked, his hand dropping to the gun at his hip.

      The robot shrank away, pulling its legs in protectively with a distressed whir.

      "Wait!" She threw herself in front of it, arms spread wide. "Don't shoot it!"

      His eyes widened in disbelief. “What the fuck are you doing? Move. Now."

      "No!" She held her ground, heart hammering so hard she was sure he could hear it. “Please. It's not dangerous. It's hurt."

      "It's not hurt, it's damaged," he snapped, but yanked his gun away and pointed it at the ground. A muscle twitched in his jaw. "And you have no idea what it's capable of."

      "It waved at me! It asked for help."

      He stared at her like she'd grown a second head. "It's a machine, Mira. It doesn't 'ask' for anything."

      "This one did." She turned slightly, looking at the robot while staying between it and Davis so that Davis couldn't shoot it. "Show him. Wave again."

      The robot hesitated, its eyes flicking between her and Davis. Then, slowly, it extended a leg and waved, giving a soft chirp that sounded almost like a question.

      Davis's expression shifted from disbelief to wariness. "That's just a programmed response to stimuli."

      "Bullshit," she shot back. "Ask it a question. Anything."

      "Fine." Davis's jaw tightened. "Robot. Are you damaged?"

      The leg moved up and down twice—the same gesture it had used to answer Mira's questions. A low, mechanical sound followed, like a negative hum.

      "What the hell?"

      "See?" she said, voice softening. "It understands. I'm not leaving it here."

      "We're not taking unknown tech back to the ship.” He shook his head. "Especially not active unknown tech."

      "Then I guess I'm staying here too." She folded her arms. She wasn't backing down—not from this, not from him.

      He studied her for a long moment, then sighed.

      "You're just like my sister," he grumbled. "She was always rescuing hurt birds and bringing them home."

      Holstering his weapon, he moved to help her, carefully shifting larger pieces of debris.

      The robot watched them both, its functioning eyes tracking their movements with what she could have sworn was cautious hope. It hummed helpfully, as though encouraging them, trying to drag itself from the hole when it could get purchase.

      She clicked her teeth at it. “Stay still, you’ll only hurt yourself even more.”

      It stopped, looking up at her and chirping softly.

      "Thank you," she said quietly, not looking at Davis.

      He didn't reply, but the tension in his shoulders eased slightly.

      As they uncovered more of the robot, she caught her breath. The unfamiliar tech was unlike anything she'd worked with before, but she could make educated guesses about which components might house processing units or power systems based on their placement and connections. Every inch they revealed showed more sophisticated engineering beneath the damage.

      "Latharian tech," Davis said quietly, examining one of the exposed components with a frown. "And everything Latharian is military. This looks like some kind of specialized unit. I think this is only the base module. Look… here, it looks like other parts are supposed to attach to it. The legs as well. There are connectors on the end for something else.”

      Her heart sank. Military tech meant danger—and danger meant he’d never agree to bring it aboard.

      "It's not aggressive," she argued. "Look at it. It's scared."

      The robot had indeed pulled its remaining legs in close to its body core, its visual array dimmed as if trying to make itself smaller.

      Davis frowned deeply. "This could be a problem." He tapped his comm unit. "Tell to Ryke."

      After a brief pause, the Reaper leader’s voice came through both their comms. "Go ahead."

      She caught Davis's eyes, silently pleading. If he told Ryke that they'd found Latharian military tech, even just a little bit like this, then Ryke never allow it on the ship. She reached out, her hand on Davis's forearm, fingers pressing into the muscle there.

      Davis held her gaze for a long moment, then sighed. "We found some additional parts for the secondary shield array. Buried pretty deep. We're extracting them now."

      "Good. Finish up soon. We've got most of what we need." The comm clicked off.

      Mira released a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. "You lied for me."

      Davis's expression remained carefully neutral, but something shifted in his eyes. "I lied for the robot. Seemed like the logical thing to do."

      A smile threatened at the corners of her mouth. "Of course. For the robot."

      Working together, they used scrap metal to create a makeshift stretcher. The robot chirped occasionally, like it was offering suggestions even though they couldn't understand what it was saying.

      As they prepared to move it, she glanced at Davis, noticing how his usually hard expression had softened slightly as he carefully worked with the broken machine, his hands surprisingly gentle for their size.

      The robot's eyes swiveled toward her, and she could have sworn one of them dimmed and brightened again—an artificial wink. She grinned and winked back.

      In her short time with the Reapers, this was the first time she'd felt like she'd done something truly her own. Something that mattered, even if it was just saving a broken robot from the scrap heap.

      It felt like a beginning.
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        * * *

      

      Davis watched as the small team unloaded the salvage they'd recovered from the junkyard from the combat shuttle into the main cargo bay of the Dream. Mira carefully guided her wrapped bundle down the ramp on a grav-lift, navigating around the other crew members as they hauled scrap metal and parts toward the cargo bay's sorting area. Her movements were stiff and protective… like she was carrying something valuable rather than junk.

      He carried on sorting coils of wire that looked just like all the other lengths of cabling they already had in the stores. There was something about the spiraling pattern on this lot, though, that Anson insisted was better, so coil more cable he did. All while trying to watch the petite little woman without appearing to watch her.

      They'd managed to keep the little robot concealed in the rest of the scrap to get it back to the ship. He'd been concerned that it would chirp and give itself away, but Mira had told it to be quiet, and it had hunkered down, dimming the lights in its functional "eyes."

      He glanced over his shoulder. No one had noticed her. Not yet.

      Ryke and Rann were busy cataloging the haul, with Covak and Anson handling the heavier pieces. Jesh and Jex stood near the control panel, discussing something in low voices.

      Mira caught his eye and gave him a small, conspiratorial smile. He nodded back, trying to ignore the warmth that spread through his chest. The fact that she seemed to trust him after the way they'd met still surprised him.

      "Let's see what you've got here, little human," Ryke said, moving toward her bundle. "You've been guarding that pile of scrap like it contains the coordinates to the Imperial vault."

      "Wait—" Davis started as Ryke reached for the covering, but it was too late.

      The covering fell away, revealing the small robot they’d recovered from the scrapyard. Its optical sensors flickered to life, emitting a soft blue glow as it took in its surroundings.

      The reaction was instant and terrifying.

      Every Reaper with Latharian blood went on high alert. Weapons suddenly appeared in hands that had been empty a split second before. The robot found itself staring down the barrels of four guns, all trained on its core with deadly accuracy.

      "No, wait!" Mira squeaked, throwing herself in front of her little robot.

      Davis didn't think, he just moved. One moment he was standing back; the next he'd put himself between her and all the weapons, his hands raised.

      "Hold on," he said, keeping his voice calm. "Everyone just hold on."

      Ryke's eyes were cold and hard, his mouth a thin line. "Tell me why the draanthing hell you've brought something so dangerous onto my ship."

      He blinked, looking between the armed Reapers and the small robot cowering behind Mira. "Dangerous? It's barely even functional."

      "It's just a little robot," Mira protested, peeking around his shoulder. "It's damaged. Look at it!"

      "What exactly are we looking at?" Jesh asked as she and Jex moved closer, her eyes narrowed as she assessed the small machine.

      The Reaper leader gestured toward the robot with his weapon. "That's the central core for a drakeen."

      Davis’s stomach dropped. A drakeen? He'd heard of them in stories about Imperial warriors, but he'd never seen one up close.

      "What's a drakeen?" Mira leaned in against his back to whisper.

      "They're combat-bots that the Lathar use," he said over his shoulder. "But the ones I've seen in recordings are a lot bigger."

      "They're piloted by the most experienced warriors," Ryke added, "but they're capable of running on their own."

      “But it's not dangerous," Mira insisted. "It's damaged and small."

      The robot chirped softly behind her, as if agreeing.

      Ryke slid a sideways glance at Rann. They moved together, circling around the cargo bay to flank the robot. He'd seen them operate on the battlefield like this… moving as two halves of the same whole.

      He watched them, trying to keep between them and Mira, but it was no good. If he covered one, the other was at his back. So he whirled around and pulled her clear. She hissed at him, trying to stay with the robot, but her struggles were as effective as a week-old kitten's. Wrapping an arm around her waist, he hauled her up against him to keep her out of the way.

      Rann moved closer, his weapon trained on the robot. "Drakeen are always dangerous," he growled, his voice low and serious. "But yes, this one looks like just the central unit."

      Davis nodded. "The mounting points I saw. It's designed to have armor and armaments bolted onto it, right? This is just the brain?”

      “Yeah.” Rann didn’t take his eyes off the drakeen. “But it’s still as dangerous as draanth.”

      Jex stepped forward, his Scorperio suit making the deck plates vibrate. The robot cheep-chirped as it looked up at him, its optical sensors widening.

      "It was damaged and thrown away," the ex-cyborg said, his voice through the speakers of the Scorperio unit sounding almost... sympathetic. "It's frightened and just wants somewhere safe."

      "It's just a machine. It’s not alive," Ryke argued, his weapon lowering slightly.

      Jex looked up, the blank faceplate of his helmet trained on Ryke. "Am I just a machine as well then?"

      The cargo bay went silent. All of them knew what Jex had lost. His body destroyed, his mind was now housed in a small onboard unit deep within the Scorperio suit. But he had once been human, or at least as human as any Zodiac cyborg could be.

      Ryke sighed and holstered his weapon. "All right, it can stay. But if it becomes dangerous or tries to hack into the ship's systems, I'm spacing it."

      Mira let out a squeal of joy and spun around, throwing her arms around Davis in a hug. Then she whirled away, rushing to help Jex with the small robot.

      He stood frozen in place. The warmth of her touch lingered, spreading through him like wildfire.

      "You all right there, Davis?" Covak asked, fangs visible in a wide grin as he holstered his own weapon.

      “Yeah. Fine," he replied automatically.

      "Yeah, sure you are," the big Vorrtan chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder hard enough to make him stagger. "She's cute. Smart too."

      "I don't know what you're talking about," he muttered, turning away to check the cargo manifest on a nearby terminal. The screen blurred as his mind replayed the feeling of Mira's arms around him again.

      Covak snorted.

      "Of course not.” He leaned in, voice low. "Remember, I'm Vorrtan. I heard your heart rate spike the moment she touched you."

      "Don't you have something to lift?" Davis growled, glaring at him.

      "Sure do.” Covak grinned wider. If he grinned any wider, the top of his head would fall off. "But teasing you is much more fun."

      “Asshole.”

      Davis sighed and headed over to where Mira and Jex were examining the drakeen. The small machine was perched on a crate, its optical sensors swiveling to take in everything around it. Up close, he could see the extensive damage to its outer casing… scorch marks, dents, and what looked like laser scoring across one side.

      "So what are we going to do with it?"

      Mira looked up, eyes bright with excitement. "First, I want to run some diagnostics. Figure out how damaged it really is."

      "We should check its programming," Jex said. "See if its combat protocols are still active. And de-activate them if they are.”

      Davis folded his arms. They were both sensible suggestions. "Remember that Ryke threatened to space it if it tried to access anything. Let's stop that happening, shall we?"

      …because he was fairly certain that if that happened, Mira would dive out the airlock after the damn thing.

      The robot chirped, tilting its optical sensors to look up at him.

      "I think it likes you," Mira grinned up at him and his heart lurched a little. She had a beautiful smile.

      Somewhere behind him, Covak chuckled. Hopefully he'd wander off soon. Or get fleas or something. Did Vorrtan get fleas? They should do with all the damn hair they had.

      "Great," he muttered. "Just what I need… a combat-bot with a crush."

      The robot made a small, indignant sound.

      "I don't think it appreciated that," Jex said, and he could have sworn there was amusement in the ex-cyborg's voice.

      Sighing, he crouched down to the robot's level. "Look, no offense, but I've spent enough time around advanced tech to be cautious. You understand that, right?"

      The robot's optical sensors blinked once, then again.

      "I'll take that as a yes," he said, straightening up. "Mira, you and Jex bring it to the secondary engineering bay. I'll move some shit around for you to work in there.”

      "On it," Mira said with a nod. She carefully picked up the robot and he shook his head as it chirped and cuddled into her arms like a damn pet.

      As they headed for the door, Davis caught Ryke's eye across the cargo bay. The captain's expression was unreadable, but Davis recognized the subtle nod for what it was… proceed, but if things fucked up, it was on his head.

      He nodded back and followed Mira and Jex out of the cargo bay. If this was a drakeen core, they needed to be extremely careful. There were a lot of warning stories where a drakeen pilot had been finished off. Only for the empire to have the last laugh when the drakeen went on a rampage and killed all those responsible for its pilot's death.

      "Davis, you coming?" Mira called from up ahead, the robot peering over her shoulder at him.

      "Yeah. I'm right behind you," he answered, picking up his pace.

      The last thing he needed was a mechanical murderous killing machine aboard the ship, along with all the other biological murderous killing machines. But he was the de facto engineer aboard. Which meant this was his job.

      And if that meant spending more time with Mira... well, that was just a perk of the job, wasn't it?
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      The secondary engineering bay felt like a damn shoebox with Jex's Scorperio suit crammed into it. The war machine hunched over the workbench, its massive bulk forcing Davis to flatten himself against the far wall. Metal joints hummed as the suit extended precision manipulators from its gauntlets. The delicate tools looked absurdly small against the weapon of war they sprouted from.

      The drakeen core sat on the bench, optical sensors clicking as they tracked every movement of those manipulators probing its connection port. One of its remaining legs twitched, adjusting position like a patient waiting for a doctor's cold hands.

      Mira stood beside the bench, her head barely reaching Jex’s elbow joint. Overhead lights caught in her blonde hair, throwing shadows across her face as she leaned forward, eyes narrowed in concentration.

      "Careful," she muttered when Jex's tool nudged a component that made the drakeen flinch. The little robot chirped, a sound Davis was starting to recognize as its version of gratitude.

      Jex nodded and blue light spilled across the room as a holographic schematic materialized between them. Davis pushed off the wall and approached to look at the projection. He assumed it was the inside of the drakeen core. Intricate connection points, interface nodes, command pathways all laid bare in glowing blue.

      "Standard operation requires a direct Latharian neural link," Jex said.

      Davis's head snapped up. "Hold on. You've been in this universe, what, two weeks? How do you know specifics about Latharian neural links?"

      The Scorperio froze and the helmet swiveled toward Davis with mechanical precision. The blank faceplate reflected the blue glow of the hologram.

      "I am a Fleet-enabled MedGen. In combat scenarios, I simultaneously monitored and processed real-time biodata from thousands of deployed Zodiac units, coordinating advanced medical interventions across multiple battlefronts seamlessly."

      The Scorperio's hand lifted, gesturing to the hologram. "Accessing the Lady's Dream's relatively ‘quaint’ database, cross-referencing Latharian neuro-interface schematics, and running comparative analyses while holding this conversation and diagnosing our small friend here..." He waved at the drakeen. "...is just Tuesday. A slow Tuesday. During downtime. On R&R."

      Davis slid a sideways glance at Mira, catching her with a hand clamped over her mouth, shoulders shaking slightly, eyes crinkled at the corners.

      The drakeen broke the silence with a rapid series of chirps, thrusting one articulated leg straight up in the air. A tiny salute from one machine to another.

      Jex reached up to expand the neural interface section on the holographic schematics.

      "Therefore," he continued, deadpan as ever, "bypassing this link is theoretically achievable. The architecture shares principles with Zodiac command overrides. We can likely adapt those techniques here."

      Mira dropped her hand from her mouth, excitement replacing her amusement.

      "What about signal latency?" She pointed to a specific node in the display. "Does the drakeen core use predictive input buffering like high-end simulation platforms?"

      The drakeen waved its upraised leg toward her, and she absently patted it without taking her eyes off the schematic. The gesture was automatic, familiar. Like someone stroking a cat.

      Davis's eyebrows shot up. The technical specificity of the question caught him off-guard. What wasn’t something a casual gamer would ask… it wasn’t even something most engineers would consider.

      Jex moved to expand another section of the hologram. "The drakeen does incorporate a sophisticated buffering system. Not entirely unlike Zodiac systems, though less evolved. It appears designed to account for pilot response delay..."

      "Wait." Mira's hand shot up, palm out. Her expression hardened as she looked from the Scorperio to Davis. "Whatever we try... will it hurt the little one?" She nodded toward the drakeen. "I won't agree to anything that could damage it further or... or frighten it. It's trusting us."

      The protective edge in her voice was unmistakable. Davis found himself nodding before he'd fully processed her question.

      "No invasive procedures," he said, the words rushing out. "Nothing that could cause distress. Signal analysis, external prompts only."

      "The proposed bypass targets the external interface," Jex added. "It should perceive it merely as standard operational data, nothing intrusive."

      The drakeen chirped softly. Its optical sensors dimmed and brightened in sequence. Almost like a blink of relief.

      "Good." Her shoulders relaxed. She turned back to the schematic, focus sharpening again.

      Jex manipulated the hologram, highlighting command pathways in brighter blue. "A simple command injection sequence should allow us to establish initial communication protocols..."

      “No." She shook her head. "A simple injection won't work; the core's input validation is too sophisticated. It's like trying a default Command Weave Protocol in NeuroSyn Arena Trials."

      Her finger jabbed at specific junction points in the hologram. "You need layered commands, probably with custom Signal Routing to anticipate the system's response cycle."

      She stopped abruptly, a flush creeping up her neck as she glanced between them.

      Davis straightened up a little. NeuroSyn Arena Trials. Not just any gaming platform. NSAT was top-tier pro league stuff, where players competed for credit amounts with too many zeros. The kind of gaming where competitors coded their own neural interfaces and response algorithms.

      "Biometric Signal Routing" wasn't amateur terminology either. That was deep-level coding. Developer jargon.

      "You've played NSAT?"

      The flush on Mira's neck deepened, but she nodded. Whatever hesitation she'd felt evaporated as she launched into explanation.

      "In competitive NSAT, especially at high tier, you can't rely on stock interfaces. Every millisecond counts." Her hands sliced through the hologram, rearranging light patterns. "I used to script my own predictive macros for neural feedback optimization, building custom response profiles for different match scenarios."

      She pointed to a pathway on the schematic. "We could apply that same principle here. Create a custom Cognitive Interface Layer that speaks to this little guy’s systems without triggering security protocols."

      The drakeen chirped, bumping its leg against her arm. Without breaking stride in her explanation, her fingers dropped to stroke its chassis, running along dents and scorch marks.

      "See, if we map the command pathways like this," she continued, "we can trick the system into accepting our inputs as native commands rather than external overrides."

      He couldn’t help staring. The woman who'd arrived on the ship two weeks ago, quiet, watchful, and quick to fade into the background, was gone. The woman who stood in front of him now commanded the room with a technical authority that had even Jex tilting forward in attention.

      He wasn’t surprised. He'd seen her tactical intelligence when she’d guided them through Rettnor's clinic. But this was different. This wasn’t just gaming but specialized expertise that absolutely transformed her.

      He didn't look away when she finally glanced up, catching his eyes. He gave her a slight nod, an acknowledgment of expertise.

      Surprise flashed across her face, and she looked down quickly, fingers checking a damaged joint on the drakeen. The little machine chirped, optical sensors dimming like a cat half-closing its eyes during a good scratching.

      He couldn't tear his gaze away. The confidence in her movements, the precision of her technical knowledge—it was compelling in a way he hadn't expected.

      His comm unit chirped, breaking the moment. Ryke's voice cut through the engineering bay.

      "Tell, need you on the bridge. Now."

      Davis hesitated, caught between duty and the need to stay and watch Mira work. The drakeen tilted its optical sensors toward him, almost expectantly.

      "I should go," he said, backing toward the door. "But this..." he gestured to the hologram where Mira's modifications were still glowing, "this is good work. Really good."

      She looked up, surprise flickering across her features before a small smile tugged at her lips.

      "We'll have him talking to us in no time," she said, her hand still absently stroking the drakeen's chassis.

      “You will.”

      As the door slid shut behind him, he replayed the scene in his mind… the confidence in her voice, the expertise in her hand movements. He was still thinking about it when he reached the bridge, wondering what other surprises little Mira might be hiding.
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        * * *

      

      The hum of the washing units vibrated through the metal deck plates beneath Mira's feet, a white noise that drowned out the constant engine drone of the Lady's Dream. She snapped a gray tank top with more force than necessary, creasing it along invisible lines before setting it atop her pathetically small clothing pile.

      Four shirts. Three pairs of pants. Underwear and socks. Her entire existence packed into less than a cubic foot. At least it was better than her life before…

      What was the last thing she’d been doing before Davis—then calling himself Peters—crashed into her life?

      Her online games. She’d loved to lose herself in them, and escape the realities of her day-to-day life. She couldn’t play on the Dream, but at least she could keep ahead of who was doing what now.

      "Damn it," she muttered to herself. “Should’ve brought my data tablet to check NSAT before the next tournament."

      A metallic clank sounded from the corner where Spot had been sitting. Before she could say anything, the drakeen core scampered out of the laundry room. She blinked in surprise, but then shrugged and returned to her folding. Whatever had gotten into the little robot she didn’t know, but Jex had assured her it was harmless.

      Less than two minutes later, Spot was back, dragging her data tablet across the floor. The screen lit up as it bumped against her foot, displaying the NeuroSyn Arena Trials stats page she'd been checking earlier in engineering.

      "You..." She knelt down, surprise washing through her. "You understood what I needed?”

      Spot chirped, optical sensors brightening and she smiled, reaching out to pat his back. “Well, thank you.”

      She stood up, balancing the tablet on a washing unit so she could see it while she folded. Steam hissed from the unit next to it, bringing the metallic tang of recycled water and industrial detergent. The familiar scent crawled into her nostrils, oddly comforting. A warship full of mercenaries—some human, some definitely not—yet they still needed clean underwear like anyone else.

      Her eyes drifted to a neatly folded stack in the basket beside hers—Rann's, judging by the distinctive high-collared shirt with its subtle blue piping. A sliver of something alien peeked out from beneath—unmistakably Latharian underwear. Her gaze jerked away, heat prickling her neck.

      Then her eyes landed on another basket. Dark greys, blacks, nothing unnecessary. Davis Tell's, definitely. Her hands stilled mid-fold, the half-creased shirt forgotten between her fingers.

      Boxers or briefs?

      The question invaded her mind without permission. She leaned slightly closer, eyes dropping to the basket's contents, pulse kicking against her throat.

      The laundry room door slid open with a pressurized hiss and she jerked back so fast she nearly toppled a detergent canister. Blood surged to her face as Davis filled the doorway, a sleek, dark grey crate balanced against one hip. His eyes, impossible to read, locked onto hers for a heartbeat too long.

      Shit, he’d almost caught her looking at his underwear. Her skin crawled with mortification.

      Spinning around, she yanked the shirt in her hands taut. "Hey," she managed, the word scraping past her suddenly dry throat.

      “Hey Mira." His deep voice resonated through her body, settling low in her belly. "Got a minute?"

      She cleared her throat, hands smoothing invisible wrinkles from her already-stretched shirt. “Yeah, sure."

      Her voice sounded too high. She swallowed. "Just catching up on laundry."

      She bit back her groan. ‘Catching up on laundry’? Seriously? Like… what else would she be doing in the damn laundry room?

      He strode past her, his tall frame forcing her to step aside. The air shifted with his movement, carrying hints of machine oil and something distinctly male beneath it. He set the crate down on a cleared folding table, the muscles in his forearms flexing beneath tanned skin.

      “I had some spare components," he said, fingers working the latches with practiced efficiency. “So I thought you might appreciate this.”

      The crate's lid hissed open on hydraulic hinges.

      Her fingers went slack, shirt slipping forgotten from her grasp. Inside the crate sat a high-end simulation rig—glossy black console with crimson accent lights, neural interface headset, haptic controller with articulated finger-grips, and a compact holoprojector. Not just any gaming equipment, but military-grade tech, the kind of setup pro gamers would kill for.

      Words died in her mouth. Every component screamed precision engineering, from the neural sensors to the projection matrix. She'd seen similar setups selling for more credits than she'd earned in a year at the clinic.

      "Why?" The words scraped out, sharper than intended. She crossed her arms. "What's this really for?"

      He leaned against a washing unit.

      "Like I said. I had spare parts." His broad shoulders lifted in a minute shrug. "Figured you were bored." A flicker passed behind his eyes, there and gone. "Besides, you need to keep your tactical skills sharp."

      The explanation hung between them, deliberately incomplete. He was a walking contradiction—the most gorgeous man she'd ever seen, all hard edges and controlled power, yet impossible to read. The scar along his jaw only emphasized the perfect symmetry of his features, a single flaw making the whole more devastating.

      She couldn’t help reaching out toward the rig, fingers hovering over the neural interface without touching.

      "It won't fit in my room," she said, eyes still fixed on the equipment. Her quarters were barely larger than a closet.

      “I figured. It’s a small ship.” He nodded, like he'd anticipated every objection. "There's a clear spot in Engineering. Stable power, out of the main traffic flow. If you’d like?”

      Engineering. His domain on the ship. Where he could watch her.

      Her fingers brushed the edge of the console, its surface cool and smooth against her skin. "Okay."

      

      Her laundry sat abandoned as they headed to engineering. He carried the main console, the muscles in his back shifting beneath his fitted black shirt. She followed with the peripherals clutched against her chest.

      The engineering bay sprawled before them, in functional chaos… all exposed circuit panels, diagnostic terminals, and machinery in various states of disassembly. The air tasted metallic, sharp with the bite of ozone and the sweet undertone of coolant. Davis was true to his word. A cleared corner awaited them, already outfitted with power couplings and data ports.

      As she unpacked cables, Spot scampered around her feet chirping happily. It bumped gently against her ankle, its optical sensors flickering as it tilted up to look at her.

      "Careful with the power conduits," Davis muttered, not to her but to the drakeen. The machine chirped once, its leg segments reconfiguring as it adjusted course to avoid them.

      She reached out, her hand collided with his over the central power node. The brush of his knuckles against hers sent a jolt up her arm that had nothing to do with actual electricity. Her fingers stilled. His didn't. His skin was furnace-hot against hers, calloused in places that spoke of years handling tools and weapons.

      She looked up. And caught her breath.

      The usual ice in his blue eyes had melted into something darker, more dangerous. His pupils widened slightly, swallowing the blue. A muscle in his jaw twitched. Neither breathed as the air between them hummed with an intensity that made the hair on her arms stand on end.

      His throat moved as he swallowed. She tracked the motion, suddenly aware of her dry lips, her quickened pulse.

      Then he blinked and the moment shattered. Pulling back, he reached for a different component, shoulders rigid as armor plating. Neither of them spoke. She daren’t.

      When the main parts were finally in place, she inhaled slowly, the recycled air filling her lungs. “Thank you,” she said, gesturing at the rig. “For this, I mean. And... for helping me with him yesterday." She nodded toward Spot, who was currently attempting to 'help' by batting at a dangling cable with one articulated leg.

      Davis paused, his hands stilling on the console. "Sure. No problem."

      Spot abandoned the cable, its front leg skittering on the deck plating as it turned. The five new limbs—cobbled together from scrap metal—caught light differently from its three original ones. It took a tentative step forward, then froze when the rightmost replacement leg skidded on the smooth deck plating.

      It chirped, the sound edged with static. A slight adjustment to its stance, then another careful step. The leg held.

      Another step. Faster this time.

      The blinking diagnostic panel across the bay drew its attention. It moved toward it, new confidence in each clank of metal on metal. A wobble here, an over-correction there, but the motion smoothed with every meter crossed.

      "I've decided to call him Spot," she said, watching the machine's curious exploration.

      Davis froze, turning fully toward her. His eyebrows drew together. "'Spot'? You're calling it 'Spot'? Seriously?"

      She straightened her spine, chin lifting slightly. "Yeah. I... I used to have a cat. Named Spot."

      He watched her, waiting. The silence stretched between them, taut as a wire. She dropped her gaze to the floor, where a patch of oil made a dark stain on the metal.

      "Rettnor... he didn't like pets." The words stuck in her throat like shards of glass. "He said he found Spot a new home, but I..." Her voice dropped to a near-whisper. She couldn't force out the words. She knew Dennis had killed her cat, just one more small cruelty among countless others.

      She looked back up at Davis. His expression had shifted, hardened into something unreadable again. "He's not a replacement," she added, the words coming out rougher than intended. She shrugged. "But it's something."

      He nodded once, a sharp downward jerk of his chin, then turned back to the console, the moment evaporating as though it had never happened.

      Reaching for the final connection, she plugged the power coupling into the wall socket, waiting for the click that said it was seated correctly.

      "Jex? Are you... busy?" she asked, tapping her comm unit.

      A pause, then Jex's  voice filtered through, the electronic tones oddly melodic. "Processing diagnostic recharge cycle, Mira. Minimal cognitive load. Do you require assistance?"

      "Sorry to bother you.” She glanced at Davis, who had moved to a nearby terminal. "Could you patch this rig into the human media network?"

      “I can,” Jex responded without hesitation. "Creating bypass through tertiary communications array. Reconfiguring firewall parameters." A series of soft beeps emitted from the console. "Access complete. Connection stable."

      She blinked. "That was... fast. Thanks."

      "You are welcome," Jex replied.

      "What are you doing, anyway?" she asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

      "Reviewing archives. Human history."

      She paused, certain she'd misheard. "What? All of it?"

      "Yes.”

      “Oh, I’ll let you get back to it then.”

      “Please let me know if you need further assistance.”

      She glanced at Davis, who merely raised an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth twitching in what might have been amusement.

      With the setup complete, she lowered herself into the ergonomic chair he’d set out for her. The seat contoured to her body instantly, supporting her spine in exactly the right places. The neural interface headset slid cool and weightless over her temples, biometric sensors finding contact points along the curve of her skull under her hair.

      Her fingers hovered over the console, muscle memory surfacing as she powered up the system. The boot sequence flashed across her vision… faster than normal, which meant that it was optimized well beyond commercial specs. She navigated to her old favorite game, a full-immersion game; NeuroSyn Arena Trials.

      The familiar login screen materialized before her. Her callsign ‘Salvation’ appeared in the credentials field. Her password followed automatically, muscle memory guiding her fingers across the virtual keyboard.

      The distinctive startup chime, the resistance of the haptic controls against her fingers, the environmental audio fading in—synth-bass and electric percussion that vibrated through her bones.

      For the first time in months, she felt like herself. Not Dennis Rettnor's girlfriend. Not the Reapers' charity case. Just Mira Ingram. The person she'd been before everything went to hell.

      A smile tugged at the corners of her lips as she dropped into the first game. She remembered this. Her body remembered this... the exact tension in her forearms, the precise angle of her wrists, the controlled rhythm of her breathing.

      Time dissolved as the neural interface anticipated her intentions with minimal lag. The haptic feedback provided exactly the right resistance, neither too much nor too little. Davis must have calibrated it specifically for her, which meant he'd been watching her, studying her reactions and response patterns. A strange warmth uncurled in her stomach.

      An hour deep into gameplay, that distinct feeling of being watched prickled along her spine. Without breaking her concentration on the match, she glanced up through her peripheral vision.

      Across Engineering, Davis was hunched over an access panel, tools spread beside him on the floor. His attention appeared fixed on the open circuitry, but his body was angled precisely toward her station. Every few seconds, his eyes flicked to her projection field, studying her movements with laser focus.

      The moment their gazes connected, he jerked his attention back to the panel, as if suddenly fascinated by its innards. He hadn't laid a hand on her since that first confrontation in Rettnor’s office, but this intense observation felt like a different kind of contact… equally invasive, equally unsettling.
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