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      When paleontologist Dr. Ti’ann Jones uncovers a mystery that could alter the course of her planet’s future, it puts her and her people in grave danger. She’s forced to call in security to protect her dig site. But the man who shows up threatens Ti’ann on a much more personal level. She’s spent the last three years unsuccessfully trying to forget Nathan Longfeather, but it’s apparent he’s already forgotten her.

      

      Nathan thought guarding an archaeological dig site would be an easy and welcome break from his normal high-tension contracts. But when he comes face-to-face with a woman he hasn’t been able to forget for the last three years, he finds himself torn between the job and dragging Ti’ann back to his ship to remind her of those heady nights they spent together. Nights she seems to have forgotten.

      

      As the truth of Ti’ann’s discovery is revealed, Nathan’s job gets a lot more deadly, and keeping Ti’ann and her team alive becomes his top priority. In a time when anything to do with Narava’s native species, the Shifters, leads to violence, Ti’ann and Nathan face enemies from both sides of the conflict and will have to find a way to prevent a planet-wide war. If they can survive, they might just have a future…together.
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      “What the hell is that?” Dr. Ti’ann Jones squinted at the new image materializing on the molecular echo imaging readout screen. Ambient heat filtered in through the tent canvas, despite the temp regulators to keep the equipment cool, and she absently swiped at the sweat dripping down her temples. She poked a finger at the screen, indicating the scroll of elements that made up the unexpected object. “That can’t be right.”

      Her colleague, Dr. Krin Freemont, glanced between the finalized view of the odd shape and the molecular readout table, a frown marring his nearly perfect dark caramel complexion. He pushed a shock of red hair out of his eyes and shook his head. “I have no idea what that is.” He leaned back, the movement making his canvas chair groan.

      “You’re the genius. No miraculous leaps of insight here?”

      Krin chuckled. “Hey, whatever that is, it’s not a plant and it’s not geological, therefore, it’s not in my realm of expertise.”

      Ti’ann spared him a quick glance then grunted. She considered the heat trying to defeat the cooling system and wondered if it was affecting the readout. They hadn’t had any trouble so far, but that didn’t mean the MEI hadn’t decided to malfunction. She swung around to a secondary unit and started a diagnostic run, just to make sure everything was working properly.

      “You’re the paleo-zoologist.” Krin gestured at the list of molecules that comprised the object. “It’s got genetic material. It’s organic, whatever it is, and it’s sure as hell not plant life. That makes it your field, Dr. Jones.”

      “That,” she turned back and poked the screen again, “,is not like any fossilized animal I’ve ever seen, heard of, read about or seen in any historical data. On or off this planet.”

      But she had to reluctantly agree with him. It was organic. The genetic material was native to Narava, but it was also composed of elements she’d never encountered in an animal, living or dead. Ever.

      A beeping sound alerted her to the end of the diagnostic run. “Damn. The equipment is working fine,” she muttered. “So, whatever it is, we’re getting an accurate reading.” She frowned at the image again, the mystery of it was as frustrating as it was fascinating. “You know, if it weren’t for the genetic components, I’d swear that was a structure. Pyri-Stone and Quinn’s Beryl Crystal is in the ground all around this area. Perfect building material.”

      “But even the earliest human settlers didn’t build here. Especially that deep underground.”

      “What if…?” Ti’ann bit her bottom lip as an image of Narava’s controversial native species, the Shifters, flashed through her mind—their long golden bodies and the multi-colored swirling eyes of their natural forms. She met her partner’s jade gaze. “We could always ask—”

      “No.” He cut her off with a sharp gesture and straightened in his seat.

      “You don’t even know what I’m going to say.”

      “I know you better than you know yourself, Ti’ann. You think this has something to do with …them.”

      “Well, what if it does?” She lowered her voice and leaned in close to him. “Someone from a Shifter support group might know what we’re looking at.”

      “No. You do not want to bring that kind of attention to our site. There are fanatics on both sides of the extermination argument. Especially with the current Senate debates. You don’t know who might land here.”

      “There’s a friend of a friend of a friend I can contact.”

      “No,” he repeated. “Even if you can trust this person, their presence will attract attention. We’ll end up with fanatics, protesters, politicians, news reporters…” He shuddered at the mention of the last group. “All of them trampling our site. Not to mention the possible violence. No.”

      “Do you have any other ideas?”

      “Yes. We ignore this thing.” He flicked his hand toward the screen. “And we get back to the rest of the dig.”

      “Can you really do that? This could be the biggest thing we’ve ever found. It could make our careers.”

      “Or it could be nothing at all.”

      “And we won’t know which until we dig.”

      “So we dig. Without calling in outsiders.”

      “What if it’s dangerous? Neither one of us has even a guess what it is. I don’t want to unleash some as of yet undiscovered Naravan disease or hibernating monster because I didn’t check all possible sources for information.” Their jobs had always been complicated by a lack of good data about this planet’s ancient history, so they had to be extraordinarily careful in their searches.

      “What makes you think supporters will know any more than we do?” Krin challenged.

      “The only way we’ll know is by asking.”

      He groaned and turned to stare at the closed tent-door flap. “You’re determined to contact these people?”

      “I can’t ignore this. We can’t. You know we can’t. Look at it. It’s amazing, impossible. But I don’t want to start digging if it turns out this is something potentially dangerous. We’ll keep the arrival of this outside help quiet. Only you and I need to know the truth about their affiliations.” She grinned and ducked her head to catch Krin’s gaze. “Come on. You know you want to.”

      His reluctant smile made her chuckle. But when he faced her fully, his expression was serious. “Okay, we’ll do things your way. But I want one concession. If you do this, we bring in security for the site.”

      “We don’t have the funds. The grant barely covers our expenses as is.”

      “A friend of Devin’s has some connections,” Krin suggested. “It won’t cost much.”

      “That doesn’t sound entirely legal.”

      “You want to contact a secret support group and you’re worried about legal?”

      “Krin…”

      “This is about keeping us all from getting killed.” He launched up out of his chair and started pacing around the tent. His circuit was short with all the equipment in the way. He paused when he heard voices from just outside the tent then continued to pace when the sound faded away.

      Ti’ann had never seen her best friend this agitated. Not even when he’d been contemplating the serious step of proposing to his partner Devin, or when he’d faced possible expulsion for punching his supervisor while pursuing his third Ph.D.

      “You’re really serious about this?” she asked. “You really think we need security?”

      “Yes.” He stilled and faced her. “I think if that anomaly has anything to do with them, we’re gonna need all the help we can get.”

      “And what makes you think this man will be neutral on the issue? What if he sympathizes with one side or the other?”

      “He’s paid to be neutral. It’s what he does. That’s the whole reason I’d rather hire someone like him than go to a public security firm or to the Guards.”

      She rolled the end of her long braid around her fingers and pursed her lips. After a silent moment, she nodded. “Okay, Krin, if you honestly think we need security, go ahead.” She turned back to the readout screen and focused on the anomalous shape causing all the trouble. “But you’re responsible for coming up with a way to pay him. I’m not stealing artifacts or coughing up hard won grant money.”

      She heard Krin’s sigh of relief and almost smiled.

      “I’ll take care of everything.” He left the tent without another word.

      [image: ]

      “Dr. Jones.” One of the volunteers, Micca, stopped beside Ti’ann, drawing her attention. “There’s a man here to see you.”

      Ti’ann stretched her back until her spine popped, sighed, then wiped the purple dust on her hands over her green khaki pants. She glanced up at the sky. The sun had arched past its zenith, starting its afternoon dip toward the horizon, but the valley was still awash in bright, hot light.

      “Who is it?” she asked Micca, blinking at the young woman.

      “I don’t know. Dr. Freemont just told me to come and get you.”

      “Thanks.”

      When Micca turned and walked away, Ti’ann looked back at her dig site and the small animal bones she was unearthing. Their white coloring glowed in the dark purple grit covering the valley floor.

      She activated the scanners surrounding the area she was working on, covering it with a magnetic blanket shield to protect it from being reburied by the sporadic winds that blew through the valley. Collecting her memo tablet from the large rock she’d set it on that morning, she nodded to the nearest person still carefully dusting specks of purple from an unclassified thigh bone and crossed to the lift platforms that carried the crew up from the valley floor to the campsite.

      As the lift rose, she wondered if the members of the Shifter support group had arrived already. James Monroe, her contact in the group, had insisted on bringing several people with him, something that made her a little more nervous about her plan. She was glad Krin had insisted on security now. Keeping the reason for the presence of a small group secret was a lot more difficult than doing so for a single person. And that was just among her own team. Bringing in a group might well attract the attention of just the type of people Krin was afraid of.

      But she wasn’t expecting Monroe and his people for another three hours or so. It could be the security guy. She had no idea when he was expected. Though, she’d be surprised if Krin called her up for that. The security was officially Krin’s responsibility. She was in charge of the Shifter support group. That suited her just fine. She was anxious to find out what their anomaly was, excited about the potential. The mystery of it had occupied her mind all morning, and she could barely wait for Monroe and his people to arrive.

      As she walked down the rocky path leading from the lifts to the campsite, she pulled out her memo tablet and called up the list of elements making up the anomaly. Puzzling through the strange mixture of molecules, she only looked up and noticed her surroundings when she heard a hesitant cough. Blinking, she realized she’d reached the very edge of the camp and had nearly walked right past Krin. She started to smile.

      Until she spotted the man next to Krin.

      Her breath locked in her throat. She froze, unable to move or think or speak. Even when Krin stepped forward and made the introductions, several heartbeats passed before what he said worked its way into her brain.

      “He’s the man I was telling you about,” Krin said, a note of hesitance in his voice.

      She pressed her lips together to keep her mouth from dropping open and focused on Krin.

      “Dr. Jones,” he continued, despite the creases marring his smooth forehead, “this is Nathan Longfeather. He’s agreed to assist us with our security issues.”

      Ti’ann nodded and was about to say they’d met before when a deep and, unfortunately, well-remembered voice said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dr. Jones.”

      Her gaze snapped around, locking with his dusky, green-amber eyes.

      He didn’t remember her.

      She saw it in his expression, as plainly as if he’d pulled a knife out and shown it to her before plunging it into her gut. Oh god, he didn’t have any idea who she was.

      She suppressed the sudden tremors sneaking up her body and sucked in her top lip, pressing it hard with her teeth.

      When he extended a hand at the introduction, she took it but pulled away from the warmth of his big palm with a jerk. She couldn’t look him in the eyes, but letting her gaze wander over the rest of his face didn’t help either.

      He looked exactly how she remembered him—strong, high cheekbones; sharp, broad nose; sensuously firm lips on a wide mouth; smooth brown-red skin.

      His straight black hair hung nearly to his waist, almost as long as her own. The top was held back from his face by a small braid.

      His broad shoulders and narrow hips hinted at a temptingly masculine physique. Though, through his loose trousers and flight jacket, a person would have to guess at the degree of muscle and strength.

      Unless that person had seen him out of his clothes.

      Ti’ann’s mouth dried at the memory.

      She turned her attention back to Krin, so she wouldn’t have to confront the man who appeared too often in her dreams. She clenched her teeth together and tried hard not to let the hurt show. But a quiet voice, deep inside, whispered, Of course he doesn’t remember you. Why would he, Ti’ann? Look at him. He’s gorgeous. The kind of man most women would die to have. Why would a man like that remember someone like you?

      “I wasn’t expecting him so soon,” she muttered flicking a glance at Nathan before settling back more comfortably on Krin. Actually, she’d had no idea when he was expected. But she had to say something, anything to fill the void. Krin would start to worry if she didn’t. And speaking to Nathan right now, when her chest felt tight and her stomach hollow, was impossible.

      “I was told the situation required my immediate attention,” Nathan answered. “And as I was between jobs, I had time to make myself available at the request of a friend.”

      There wasn’t even a hint of the discomfort or embarrassment she was feeling in his voice. Just a relaxed confidence, edged for business.

      Ti’ann took a deep breath and stiffened her spine, turning back to Nathan. “I’m not sure how dire our situation is, Mr. Longfeather. But Dr. Freemont thought it best we have some security. You came highly recommended from his friend.”

      She tried raising her voice above a mumble. But meeting his indifferent gaze was almost more than she could take, so she turned her attention to the tablet in her hand, pretending to focus on the row of anomaly data still on her screen. If she didn’t have to look at him, she could pretend he was just an ordinary person, that she wasn’t affected by his presence any more than he was hers. She could pretend he wasn’t the man who had turned her world upside down three years ago and ruined her for all other men. She might even be able to convince herself her heart wasn’t being crushed by the loss of an impossible fantasy. Lying though, even to herself, had never been one of her strengths.

      Attempting a distracted tone, she said, “I assume Dr. Freemont’s told you we won’t be able to pay you out of our regular source of funding.”

      “We’ve already discussed a price and method of payment, Dr. Jones,” Krin said, the tone of his voice hinting to stay away from the topic.

      In her present state, she was happy to, as long as she could get away from Nathan Longfeather as quickly as possible. “Fine. In that case, I’ll leave the particulars to you two. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t interfere with the dig sites themselves, Mr. Longfeather. Otherwise, do what you think is necessary.” She kept her focus on her memo tablet, running a finger over the screen to call up more data as she walked past the men toward camp.

      Nathan stopped her with a statement directed to Krin. “Would you mind if I spoke with Dr. Jones alone for a few minutes, Dr. Freemont?”

      Her stomach tightened in panic. She couldn’t be alone with him! Not yet.

      Krin must have seen panic on her face when she snapped her gaze to him because he hesitated.

      “I’m sure whatever you have to discuss with Dr. Jones can be discussed with me as well, Longfeather. We’re partners.”

      “I understand. I just have a few questions for the doctor before I begin my survey of the area.”

      Krin held her gaze in silent question, waiting for her to make the call.

      After a moment, she nodded. “They could use a hand at the secondary site,” she said to Krin. When he continued hesitating, she added, “I’ll meet you in the imaging tent in half an hour.”

      The appointment seemed enough to settle him. He extended his hand to Nathan. “Thanks again for coming on such short notice. Find me after you’ve done your initial survey.” To Ti’ann, he added, “I’ll see you in thirty minutes.”

      When they were alone, Ti’ann took a deep breath and faced Nathan. She kept her gaze on a spot just beyond his right ear. But the avoidance made her feel like a ninny, so firmed her shoulders and met his gaze. “What did you need to ask me, Mr. Longfeather?”

      “First, call me Nathan. Mister Longfeather doesn’t quite work on a man in my profession.”

      She nodded but didn’t comment.

      “Second, I’d like to know what you think I should expect here.”

      “I know it isn’t entirely normal for a paleontology dig to require security, but it’s always better to be safe.” She studied her tablet again, so she could drop eye contact. She was not a good liar. Or so Krin always told her. “We’re awfully close to Gremblewreath and we’ve had a few joy riders buzz by. Since the town is known for having a less-than-law-abiding element, we don’t want to risk any of the equipment getting stolen or vandalized.”

      “I wasn’t called all this way because of Gremblewreath thugs, Dr. Jones. I don’t come cheap. There’s a reason you and your partner have decided to hire my particular brand of services. But to do my job effectively, I have to know what I’m facing. What I’m really trying to secure.”

      She tried for a casual shrug, which felt stiff and insincere, and said, “You’re here to secure this dig site. Some of our finds can be quite valuable in academic circles.” Her gut tightened when she glanced over her tablet at him. He wasn’t buying her story. She hated, hated, feeling so off-balance and uncertain in front of him. She was a professional damn it. Just because he didn’t remember her, didn’t mean she had to let him know he upset her.

      He shook his head and settled his hands on his hips. “Keeping something from me is going to make it impossible for me to do my job, Dr. Jones. Enough of the bullshit, if you don’t mind.”

      She narrowed her gaze and, for an instant, indignation overwhelmed her hurt and self-consciousness. “I was under the impression you were both neutral and discrete, Mr. Longfeather.”

      “That’s what I’m being paid for.”

      “Then all you need to know is that you’re guarding my dig site. All of it. You’re here to make sure no one from the outside hurts my people.”

      “And just exactly who would want to hurt your people? Given this is just a paleontology dig.”

      She cursed silently and focused on the memo tablet again. Not only did he make her feel like an idiot, now he was making her act like one. “Mr. Longfeather—”

      “Nathan.”

      She ignored his interruption. “The details aren’t important. We scientists keep our discoveries close to the chest. Suffice it to say, we may—or may not—have found something of great interest. The find has the potential to cause some…complications. To avoid possible difficulties, Dr. Freemont felt we needed your brand of help. And if you’re prepared for any kind of trouble, then that’s really all the information you need right now.” She held up a hand to stop him when he started to speak. “I am not prepared to go into any more details at the present. You’re just going to have to deal with the information I’ve shared.” She forced herself to look up and meet his gaze. She might feel like an ass right now, but she was a professional. And her work was too damned important to her to let him intimidate her. Or at least to let her intimidation show. “Am I clear?”

      To her surprise, her outburst earned her a crooked, devastating grin. Ti’ann felt all the horrible hurt and mortification wash back over her, burying the strength she was desperately clinging to.

      “Clear,” he said.

      His deep voice sent a skittering of desire down her spine, causing an unwanted rush of memory. The dark, cool hotel room, tangled sheets, sweat and lust, the hard strength of his body above hers, the brush of his long hair across her breasts. She blinked and took an involuntary step away from him, her throat tight from a combination of pain and longing.

      “Good,” she said, but even to her, her voice sounded strained. She swallowed and forced out, “Any further questions can be directed to Dr. Freemont.”

      “I’ll do that, Dr. Jones.”

      She jerked out a nod and turned to leave, but his husky voice stopped her.

      “By the way, do you have a first name?”

      Pain lanced through her. She kept her back to him so he wouldn’t see how devastated she was by his simple question. “Of course.”

      “Would you mind telling me?”

      The last time he’d asked for her first name had been under very different circumstances. Standing here now, with him politely curious, she felt like that other time must have happened to someone else. The sexy, blond woman she’d tried to be all those years ago was someone from a dream, with no connection to her real self. Why would Nathan see that woman in the person she was now? Straightening her shoulders, she kept her attention on the trees in front of her as she said, “Ti’ann.”

      Nathan said something under his breath, but she was too busy hurrying toward the safety of camp to hear him.

      

      “I thought it was you,” Nathan murmured to Ti’ann’s retreating back.

      He could hardly believe it was her. And of all places to meet her again, in the backwaters of Narava. He almost hadn’t recognized her. She’d had blond hair when they met three years ago. And her clothes, then lack of clothing, had kept her lush body on display. With her now brown hair pulled tightly into a long, thick braid, her curves hidden in loose pants and t-shirt, and her sexy gray eyes focused on everything but him most of the time…it was hard to see the woman he’d spent those spectacular, erotic nights with. He’d had to hear her name to be sure he wasn’t imagining things.

      He watched the natural swing of her hips as she walked away and his gut tightened as detailed fantasies began mixing with memory. She’d pretended not to know him just now. She was a crappy liar. He’d seen the spark of recognition before she’d attempted to mask it. She hadn’t forgotten their time together any more than he had. Why she pretended they didn’t have a past was a mystery he’d get to soon enough. When they had some privacy.

      For three years, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about this woman and their two brief nights together. Despite his best efforts. For a few months after, he’d even considered trying to track her down.

      He hadn’t.

      He kept telling himself it was best he’d left when he had. She was the type of woman a guy could fall hard for, and at that point in his life, he couldn’t afford the distraction.

      If only his ex-partner, Alex, had followed the same advice. Falling for Gina had nearly gotten them all killed. And Alex had always been the one telling Nathan not to seduce clients! Dumb bastard had gone and broken his own rule. Then married the woman! To be fair, Nathan liked Gina. She was good for his friend. And what had happened hadn’t been her fault. He put the blame solidly on Alex’s shoulders. But as far as Nathan was concerned, the fact that his friend was ridiculously happy with his wife did not make him any less of an asshole.

      Breaking up their partnership after all the years they’d worked together hadn’t helped endear Alex to him either. Even if it had been the right decision. When Nathan saw Alex these days, he took great pleasure in rubbing the ex-mercenary’s face in his idiocy. Since Gina thought their banter was funny, Nathan didn’t even feel guilty about the abuse he heaped on Alex.

      Thoughts of his ex-partner made Nathan frown. Until that moment, he’d had every intention of seducing the lovely Dr. Jones again. Though the first time, he hadn’t known she was Dr. Jones. In fact, he hadn’t been able to get her name out of her until the first time he’d made her come. Knowing her name didn’t make any difference, though. Then or now. Then, he’d been too busy driving them both to exhaustion.

      Now?

      Now, he wanted… No, he needed to see if the passion they’d experienced in those two nights could possibly happen again. He had never experienced anything like it, before or after. Lust so intense, so drugging, he could barely keep his hands off her. He’d had to leave the suite a couple of times just to avoid exhausting her unconscious.

      He smiled thinking about it. She’d actually kept up with him quite well, if memory served.

      And that was one of the problems. Was he remembering those two nights for what they were or had he blown them all out of proportion in the last three years? After watching her gray eyes flash when she attempted to put him in his place, he was pretty sure his memories were accurate. He was looking forward to confirming that, as much as he was looking forward to making her admit she remembered him.

      Unfortunately, she was now his client. That was the other problem. He never got involved with someone he was working for. He actually followed the rule Alex had always drilled into him. When working, Nathan kept his dick in his pants.

      With a resigned sigh, he accepted he was going to have to do that now, too. For a little while anyway. He’d let Ti’ann pretend she didn’t know him, and he’d resist dragging her off to his ship to prove how well she did. But as soon as this job was finished, he had plans for the good doctor.

      Energetic plans.
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      The incessant beeping of his private comm-board made Senator Johnson roll his eyes. He sat behind his desk, ordered the music level lower and flicked on the vid-screen. “What is it, Barbury? You know I don’t like to be disturbed at home.”

      “Yes, Senator. I understand. However, I felt this was rather urgent.”

      “It’s always urgent,” the senator mumbled, taking in his aide’s flushed complexion and wide eyes. “Okay, what is it that couldn’t wait until a respectable hour?”

      “We’ve intercepted a transmission from James Monroe to a Dr. Ti’ann Jones, a paleontologist on a dig just south of Gremblewreath.”

      When his aide paused, the senator sighed. “And?”

      “Well, the conversation concerned a discovery which Monroe showed great interest in.”

      “I don’t see the importance of this yet, Barbury. Perhaps you’d like to clarify.”

      “Of course, Senator.” The man shifted, pulling at his tie. “It’s that Monroe is, well, who he is, and we thought it suspicious that he had a sudden interest in the findings of a paleontologist, sir.”

      “Isn’t Monroe a historian?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And wouldn’t it be entirely conceivable that he’d find something in the findings of a paleontologist interesting?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So then…”

      “Sir, he was seen leaving the city just under an hour ago with four other individuals. His flight plan logs their destination as coordinates just south of Gremblewreath. And two of the four people accompanying him were individuals known to be associated with Monroe’s…other interests.”

      The mention of people associated with Monroe’s “other interests” made the senator pause and consider. “Were any of them in the group?”

      “I’m afraid our informants were outside detector range, sir. They couldn’t say for sure.”

      The senator stood and paced behind his chair, his hands clasped behind him. He saw Barbury watching him from the vid-screen with wary eyes.

      After a moment’s consideration, the senator said, “Since the disappearance of Kira Farseaker, Monroe has become the big fish in what was a little pond. But the pond she left behind has been getting bigger. It wouldn’t be prudent to allow Monroe’s movements to go unmonitored. Is there any reason to suspect this paleontologist’s findings are related to Monroe’s other interests?”

      “Nothing concrete, Senator. She logged a call to a Dr. Joan Craynmar who in turn put her in touch with Monroe. But Craynmar is a physicist with no known affiliations to any terrorist groups outside of her acquaintance with Monroe. An acquaintance that started in academic circles some years ago. It’s entirely possible Monroe’s interest is genuinely to do with history.”

      “But you don’t think so. Do you, Barbury?”

      “No, sir. I don’t.”

      “Very well. Send a small group to the site. Have them go in as a special government inspection team conducting a routine survey and inspection of all scientific research sites on Narava. If this Dr. Jones questions it, threaten her funding. That should keep her quiet and amenable.”

      “Yes, sir. Any specific instructions for the team?”

      “Make sure at least one of them knows something about science,” the senator drawled. “And tell them not to make any moves without consulting me first, through you. Is that understood?”

      “Absolutely, sir.” Barbury’s face was now composed, business-like, the flush of panic and excitement contained. “I’ll see to it immediately.”

      After his aide broke the transmission, the senator stared at his vid-screen for a long time. This entire issue was going to give him ulcers. It should never have come to this. Public debates in the Senate. Questions pertaining to the ethical nature of government policy. Things should never have gotten this far. If not for that ass Ennoren and his fuck up with his ex-wife, Kira Farseaker, this whole situation never would have come to the fore. Though, he had to admit, some of the blame had to go to Senator Rodriguez and that blasted David Cario.

      Ennoren had done one good thing before his death—getting rid of Rodriquez. That act was the only thing he’d managed to get right, though. Cario and Farseaker should have joined Rodriguez in death.

      The senator snarled. If either Cario or Farseaker were still on the planet, he had every intention of finding them and personally blasting them out of their skins.

      Unfortunately, he was nearly positive they were no longer on planet. And Ennoren was beyond his revenge. Unpleasant, the feeling of frustration and helplessness. But if he could stop Monroe from making things worse, that was something. The Senate was divided. He still had time to swing the vote in the right direction.

      He narrowed his eyes at the vid-screen as a perfect, and ironic, idea occurred to him. He smiled, just a little, and ordered a coded, private line. He’d cleared away his smile by the time the small, bug-eyed man answered the call.

      “Dr. Ripley. How are you this evening?”

      “Busy.”

      The senator almost smiled again. These scientists weren’t big on social skills. Instead, he glowered at the screen until Dr. Ripley’s gaze shifted away.

      “How is the experiment proceeding, doctor?”

      “Fine. On schedule.”

      “Is it capable of following specific instructions yet?”

      “Of course. Very detailed instructions, as a matter of fact. This one’s far exceeded our expectations. It surpasses all of our previous experiments in both viability and longevity.”

      “Is it ready for testing then?”

      “What sort of test?” The man’s already huge eyes widened.

      “A recognizance mission of sorts. To investigate a paleontology dig just south of Gremblewreath for any…controversial activity.”

      “‘Controversial activity,’ huh? I’m sure it would be capable of such an exercise.”

      The senator did smile this time. “Good. The instructions are this: search, gather information, report back to you. It is to do nothing without my explicit authorization. Understood? I don’t want to give away the nature of this work before the timing is appropriate.”

      “Understandable. Nothing without your authorization.” Dr. Ripley’s narrowed his eyes and compressed his thin lips. “Nothing at all, Senator?”

      “Well, killing Shifters is permissible, obviously.”

      “Obviously. Though we could use a few new specimens.”

      “Maybe at a later date. For now, make sure my orders are followed.”

      “I’m sure it’ll live up to your expectations, senator.”

      “I hope so, Ripley. It will make my job much simpler if it works.”

      Senator Johnson broke transmission with a frown that quickly turned to a smile.

      [image: ]

      “Here you are.”

      Ti’ann looked up from where she sat hunched over a reader as Krin stalked into her tent. She was surprised by the scowl on his face until she remembered she was supposed to have met him in the imaging tent more than half an hour ago.

      Before he could say another word, she launched into her apology. “I’m sorry. I got caught up in this search.” She waved the palm-sized pad at him. “Look at this. I think I found something that ties in with our mysterious new discovery. There was a paper published about fifteen years ago on the physiological degradation of Shifter cells after death. There’re some similarities to the anomaly.”

      His eyes widened at her news, and she hid her smile, knowing she’d avoided a scolding by the skin of her teeth.

      He dropped onto her cot beside her and took the proffered reader. She pointed at the name of the journal. “It went out of publication about a year after this paper. Arguments about the journal’s acceptance of papers using ‘unethical’ methods of data collection and research.”

      He raised an eyebrow, his half-grin sardonic.

      She smiled back. “Yeah, well, there’s no direct reference to Shifter Research Center. The authors of this paper claimed the specimens they studied were collected under ‘natural conditions’.”

      Krin’s mouth dropped open. “Oh, I’d just love to know how they got ‘natural conditions’ past the referees without so much as an explanation. Considering how hard it is to find living Shifters in ‘natural conditions’ without a detector.”

      “That exact point was raised in a rebuttal paper three months after this one came out. Without a detector—”

      “Which was only just perfected and impossible to come by in the private sector fifteen years ago.”

      She nodded. “The authors of the rebuttal paper claimed that Ripley and Hesh couldn’t have possibly encountered so many ‘dead’ Shifters. At any rate, the issue died after a while, and so did this paper. I had to really dig to find it. Skim through it. Some of their results look incredible.”

      She sat quietly as she waited for him to finish the article. He could speed read when the mood hit him, a talent she envied. After only a few minutes, he looked up and stared at her, mouth agape.

      “Holy shit, Ti’ann. They’re talking about some really innovative genetic studies.”

      “I know. But the part that really caught my eye was the section on the degradation of Shifter tissue after death. I mean, have you ever heard of an animal petrifying instantaneously at death without the aid of some natural disaster?”

      “I always assumed they disintegrated.”

      “Me, too.”

      Krin grinned. “Do you think we’ve found the first Shifter graveyard?” He waggled his eyebrows.

      Ti’ann chuckled. “Won’t know until we’ve excavated. I don’t want to jump to any conclusion. With all the non-organic material, this could still be something else entirely. But the single shift in base-pairs that Ripley and Hesh reported sure does look like the DNA we’re seeing in that thing.”

      Her stomach danced. This could turn out to be bigger than she’d expected. Evidence of an actual Shifter graveyard would have all kinds of implications. It would also give them numerous fossils to study. She was about to show Krin the other papers she’d dug up when the tent flap opened.

      “One of the diggers told me where I’d find the two of you.”

      They looked up simultaneously as Nathan Longfeather stepped inside.

      Ti’ann sucked in a sharp breath as the weight of his gaze pinned her to the cot. The excitement of a moment ago quickly turned to dread. She wasn’t ready to see Nathan yet. She’d thrown herself into her research to forget about him. It had worked. Too well. Now, he was taking up too much of her tent, the air around her growing thick. She swallowed and dropped her gaze to the reader pad, pulling it away from Krin. Saving the papers she’d found was a good excuse to avoid looking at Nathan until she could control her thumping heartbeat. Why did the man have to be so damned handsome?

      “What do you need?” Krin asked.

      The wary look on his face at her abrupt change of mood didn’t go unnoticed by her. His voice wasn’t exactly hostile. In fact, if she hadn’t known him, she’d say he sounded perfectly professional and courteous. But she did know him.

      As she worked on the reader, she considered how much trouble Krin might cause if she kept reacting strangely to Nathan. Krin knew she was awkward around men she didn’t know. Particularly very handsome men. He’d known her long enough to see her at her worse. But did he sense there was more to her behavior around Nathan than just her usual discomfort and insecurity? The last thing she needed was Krin acting righteously indignant on her behalf. Especially when he didn’t know the history between her and Nathan.

      “I need to go over all the personnel on site,” Nathan said, “their jobs, their backgrounds, their personal lives. Any information you have about them. I’ll also need to know more about this group you have arriving this evening.”

      Ti’ann’s head snapped around. Krin’s hand dropped to her arm before she could react.

      “I told him Monroe and his people were coming, that they were expected. I thought he’d better know we’d called in other scientists to help with our newest discovery.”

      She relaxed but only a little. Nathan’s scent—a strange mixture of spices she’d never smelled anywhere else—eased through the tent, filling her nostrils and fogging her mind. Her stomach tightened. The last time that smell had surrounded her, she’d been naked, sweating, and desperate to take everything Nathan was giving her. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from groaning aloud—a reaction neither Nathan nor Krin would understand.

      “Mind if I sit?” Nathan nodded at a field seat to one side of the tent.

      She shook her head. Watching him from under her lashes as he eased his long body onto the little seat, she worried the canvas and Stravex piping wouldn’t hold his weight. The chair creaked but held, and she let out the breath she’d been holding. When she glanced back at his face, he was smiling at her. She looked away.

      “From my estimates, you have around twenty people on site,” Nathan began.

      “Twenty-two,” Krin confirmed.

      Ti’ann tried to follow the conversation but discomfort kept her on edge. Not all of that discomfort came from the fact that Nathan didn’t remember her. Her awareness of the raw, powerful maleness surrounding him had her nerves jumping. That energy had drawn her in three years ago without protest. She’d craved being near it and had run to him like a moepea bug flying into an exposed heating coil. The power radiating from Nathan still drew her. And that bone-deep lust embarrassed her more than the fact that he’d forgotten her. Especially because he’d forgotten her.

      “I’ll need a list of names for your people and their jobs,” Nathan said, directing the comment to her.

      “I’ll arrange it,” Krin answered.

      “How about background information…family relationships, education, that sort of information?”

      “We wouldn’t have anything like that.” Ti’ann spoke up before she could stop herself. “We don’t delve into the personal lives of the people working for us.”

      Nathan gave her a look she couldn’t read. She saw Krin glance at her from the corner of her eye but he didn’t respond to her outburst.

      “I presume you at least have past employment information,” Nathan said, his voice level. “Surely, you require credentials for the people you employed.”

      “Of course. But that’s confidential.”

      “Are we going to have this argument again?”

      “What argument?” Her voice jumped up a notch.

      “The one about how I need all the information you can give me or I won’t be able to do my job.”

      “As I recall, I won that argument. Besides, breaking the confidentiality agreement with our workers isn’t information we can give you, Mr. Longfeather.”

      He raised an impatient hand when she would have gone on. “Never mind. I just need their names. I can find out all I need to know without you having to violate your ethical difficulties.”

      “Is that legal?” she squeaked.

      “Ti’ann,” Krin murmured, touching her hand. “Let the man do his job.” To Nathan, Krin said, “We’ll try to give you as much information as we can, but as Dr. Jones pointed out, it does go against our agreement with our personnel to release information of a personal nature. Whatever you can find on your own, however, is your business. I’m assuming the background checks have to do with the way you’ll secure the site, knowing who you’re dealing with, that kind of thing?”

      Nathan nodded but his gaze remained fixed on Ti’ann. She shifted on the cot and plucked at the edge of her t-shirt, anything to avoid looking directly at him.

      They talked for another few minutes before Nathan excused himself to finish his survey of the site. She let out a loud breath the instant the tent flap closed, blocking her view of his retreating back. The sigh settled Krin’s questioning gaze on her.

      She raised her eyebrows. “What?”

      “You know ‘what’. What’s going on with you and Longfeather? Have you met him before?”

      “Sort of. I… It was nothing. He doesn’t even remember me so…” She shrugged.

      Krin’s frown deepened. “What does ‘sort of’ mean, Ti’ann? Did he hurt you or…?”

      “No. No, Krin, it was nothing like that.” She tried a shaky smile. “Just… Well, you know how I am around handsome men.”

      “Handsome, heterosexual men? Yeah, I know.”

      His wry smile steadied her own grin.

      He shook his head, turning serious again. “But I haven’t seen you this edgy in a long time. You’ve always been uncomfortable but since grad school you’ve managed to at least look most handsome men in the face for the length of a conversation. What gives?”

      “It’s nothing. I swear. You don’t need to worry.”

      He gave her an assessing look that made her squirm. She forced herself to sit still.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” he said as he studied her.

      She finally shifted so her body angled away from his, a vain attempt to hide her expression.

      “You’re attracted to him,” Krin said, his expression widening. “That’s why you avoid looking at him. You want to look too much.”

      She shook her head and opened her mouth, but Krin silenced her with a raised hand. “Don’t try denying it. We’ve been through this sort of thing before. But this Longfeather isn’t some staid professor or a young hotshot digger. This man is dangerous. He has a dangerous job, he lives with the real possibility of death every day, and he won’t settle into a quiet comfortable life with a paleontologist.”

      “Krin, you’re jumping to conclusions. I’ll admit I find Mr. Longfeather attractive. What woman wouldn’t? But I have no illusions about him. Besides, he’s hardly attracted to me anyway.”

      “Ti’Ann.” Krin sighed, slouching back against the tent wall. “How often am I gonna have to tell you you’re a beautiful woman and men are attracted to you?”

      She gave him a level look. “You’re biased. And we both know you’re full of shit. Besides, you’re gay. How would you know if a heterosexual man found me attractive or not?”

      She flinched when he cocked an eyebrow at her. They’d had this conversation before. But all of Krin’s assurances didn’t matter. She knew she wasn’t attractive to the opposite sex. Oh, she was smart—she was an excellent paleontologist. However, being a top scientific mind wasn’t the kind of thing that drew men like Nathan Longfeather. Her two very brief relationships and her even briefer fling with Nathan had proven that well enough. Men got bored with her quickly. They wanted beauty and seduction and she just didn’t fulfill that desire, even when she tried. She squirmed at the remembered humiliation from the time she had tried with the “staid” professor. That had been so embarrassing. Or her attempt to keep the “hotshot digger” interested by dying her hair blond. Not that it had helped.

      She’d known from a very young age she’d have to use her intellect to get through life. Her parents had drilled that lesson into her. “Use your mind, Ann,” her father had said, again and again. “Don’t try relying on your looks. You’ll only be disappointed. You’re not like your mother.” Since her mother was gorgeous and had turned her looks into a hugely successful modeling career, Ti’ann knew her father was right. Her romantic history had only reinforced his prediction. So she accepted her fate—smart but alone—even if Krin couldn’t.

      “Can we drop this?” She met Krin’s brooding expression. “We have work to do. I’ll eventually get used to Longfeather.”

      One corner of his mouth crooked up and he rolled he eyes. “Okay. I’ll drop it. For now. But if he does anything, I mean anything at all to make you any more uncomfortable than you already are, let me know. I’ll take care of it for you.”

      She grinned and nodded. They both knew full well she’d never tell him anything of the sort. But she felt better knowing Krin was there for her if she needed him.

      Just as they left her tent and were on their way to the imaging tent, they heard the sounds of a ship landing.
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      James Monroe wasn’t what Nathan had been expecting. For some reason, Nathan had expected the historian to be a bit more…academic looking. And older. Not a well-tanned, classically handsome athlete with a squared jaw and blue eyes.

      Something more than his looks bothered Nathan. Monroe wasn’t just a historian. Nathan couldn’t say for sure how he knew—instinct probably—but he’d been a hired gun long enough to trust his gut. He was sure there was more to Monroe than this academic guise. Distrust and suspicion were immediate and intense.

      Hanging back while Ti’ann and Krin spoke with the man, Nathan observed the group with Monroe. One extra person than had been expected. He studied each, trying to guess which one was the addition. Three women and one other man.

      The man had short, brown hair, a thick mustache and beard, and dark eyes behind thin glasses. Nathan’s lip twitched at the affectation. Glasses for vision correction hadn’t been required in a century and a half, but recently academic types had taken to wearing them again as an accessory. Just another in a series of fashion trends Nathan didn’t understand. But it told him something about the man’s character that he bothered with fashion. Nathan listened as he was introduced to Ti’ann and Krin as Mike Warez, the geophysicist. One expected person down.

      The next to be introduced was Juanita Baker. She shook hands firmly with Ti’ann and Krin but didn’t smile. She had a thick mane of black, curly hair, and an expression just a touch too hard make her attractive. Whatever sensitivity or vulnerability she had was well-hidden. She was the molecular scientist. Also expected.

      The natural historian was introduced as Val Hyde, a petit, green-eyed blond who could have been Monroe’s sister. Their features were somewhat alike, square and broad, their coloring similar if not identical. And Val was just as lovely as Monroe was handsome. She greeted Ti’ann and Krin with an infectious grin and an enthusiastic handshake that nearly pulled Ti’ann off her feet.

      The little laugh that jumped out of Ti’ann captured Nathan’s full attention. Her face was flushed, her gray eyes sparkled, and her full lips were wet from a quick flick of her tongue.

      The sight nearly pulled a groan from him. Her expression conjured remembered images of another time, of throaty laughter and flushed skin. He tried to force himself to look away, but she turned before he could and caught him staring. He held her gaze a moment too long before he made himself face Monroe’s group again. Under different circumstances, he might have smiled at the sudden flush of her cheeks.

      The last person to be introduced was a woman named Clare O’Malley. Unlike the other two women, Clare threw her sensuality out for all to see. Her tight clothing hugged generous curves. Her wavy red hair was pulled up in a wildly exploded bun with sexy tendrils hanging free to frame a pale, stunning face dusted with faint freckles over her nose. The freckles were the only thing marring her otherwise porcelain skin and the one thing that made Clare attractive as far as Nathan was concerned.

      The woman swiveled up to shake Krin and Ti’ann’s hands then draped a slim arm across Mike Warez’s shoulders. Monroe didn’t mention what Clare did, and no one seemed comfortable enough to ask. But Nathan had a pretty good idea from her body language why Clare had been invited on this little expedition. He had a feeling Mike wouldn’t have come along otherwise.

      She wasn’t what she seemed either though. Like Monroe, Clare was hiding behind her charm. Her chocolate-colored eyes were carefully hooded, alert to everything going on around her. Nathan made a mental note to watch Ms. O’Malley. Closely.

      He glanced back at Ti’ann in time to catch her watching him. Her expression went through a series of contortions too fast for him to interpret before she looked away. He frowned, but Monroe spoke, drawing back his attention.

      “I don’t mean to seem abrupt,” James said, “but we’ve come a long way to see this anomaly of yours. May we take a look at your findings now?”

      Nathan was looking forward to this part, too. Ti’ann’s reluctance to tell him anything about the “anomaly” had been irritating, not because she was resistant to sharing information with him but because he was going to find out what they were hiding anyway. She’d been evasive for the sake of it and it did make his job more difficult.

      Ti’ann shook off whatever had upset her a moment ago and answered with a courteous, “Of course. The imaging tent is this way.”

      Monroe’s group trailed Ti’ann and Krin to the tent. Nathan took up the rear, watching the body language of the historian and his group. Monroe’s excitement seemed to radiate from him, infecting even the unsmiling Juanita. Whatever Ti’ann had found, Monroe obviously thought it was important.

      When they entered the imaging tent, Ti’ann went to the largest viewing screen, sat in front of a small console, and called up a series of files. As this was his first opportunity to see the mysterious discovery, Nathan found himself crowding close to the screen with the others. On the slate gray background, a multi-colored image emerged. He stared for several minutes before it resolved into a group of boxes and spheres stacked in layers on top of and around each other, the various colors a visual indication of different elements making up the thing. Whatever the hell it was.

      He was no expert, but that image didn’t look like any fossil he’d ever seen before. In fact, it looked a bit like the structure of one of the safe houses he and Alex had once had in the Sapphire Mountain Range—before they’d blown it up. This was a lot bigger though. He glanced at the scale reading at the bottom left corner of the screen. The object was twenty kilometers long at its thickest point and nearly three kilometers deep.

      “Holy shit,” Monroe breathed. “It has DNA and non-organic components?”

      Nathan’s gaze flicked to the list of elements to the right of the image. He couldn’t make sense of most of it any more than he’d been able to interpret the color code on the image itself, but the genetic material was obvious.

      Val pushed forward, studying the structure over Ti’ann’s shoulder, her entire body vibrating with intensity. “Can we see it now? This is a file right? Can we see what it looks like at this moment?”

      “Sure.” Ti’ann hit a series of keys on a pad next to the viewer, then swiveled around, the movement forcing Val to take a step back, and flick a button on a large rectangular box festooned with colored lights and toggle switches. Three of the lights flickered from yellow to green and a green light went red. She knocked two toggle switches up and flipped three down with a quick swipe of her hand. Another two lights turned green.

      “Give it a sec,” she said, smiling up at Val. “The scan sensor node is still dropped to the same depth as this image so it shouldn’t take too long.”

      They all waited with varying degrees of impatience, Val practically bouncing in place.

      “Do you know what it is?” Ti’ann asked the anxious woman.

      “Maybe. No. Well, maybe.” She bit her lip and paced back to Monroe.

      They didn’t speak, but she stared at him intently for a moment, and Nathan had the distinct impression information was passed in that look. Juanita put a hand on Val’s shoulder, a gentling gesture that seemed at odds with his first impression of the molecular scientist.

      “I’ve never seen this mix of elements before,” Mike murmured. When Ti’ann moved the filed data on the structure to a second, smaller view screen, Mike moved close to study the list. “The Quinn’s Beryl Crystal and Pyri-Stone is unique to this area.” He moved his hand down the list of inorganic material. “But coramite is extremely rare in this region, isn’t it? When was the most recent geological survey done?”

      “Less than two months ago,” Krin said. “I checked the data myself. No natural reserves of coramite were detected.”

      “Strange,” Mike murmured.

      “Is there any data on human habitation of this area, James?” Ti’ann turned in her seat to address the historian. “Just after the first colonists arrived maybe? Something we wouldn’t have come across in our searches.”

      “No. Humans didn’t move into this part of the planet until about fifty years ago. There was a pioneer settlement just north of where Gremblewreath is now. They surveyed and mined for lanimium in the northern valleys, but most records indicate they couldn’t find anything of sufficient value this far south so didn’t bother coming down this way.”

      “Is it possible some of them might? Could this be a human construction that wasn’t on record?”

      He frowned at the filed image. “I can’t discount the possibility with absolute certainty, Dr. Jones. But I doubt it. All the records indicate the settlers didn’t move farther than about five kilometers south of Gremblewreath’s current location. Obviously, people have come down this far on surveys and such—your own dig being a good example. But there’s no evidence to suggest humans settled here.”

      “You think that’s a building?” Juanita asked, turning away from the still bouncing Val to face Ti’ann.

      Ti’ann shrugged, a gesture that made her long braid shift over her shoulder to fall down her back. Nathan watched for a moment, distracted from the conversation, struck by an overwhelming need to undo the braid and run her thick hair through his fingers. He snapped back from his fantasy at the sound of her voice.

      “I hesitate to call it architecture when the genetic material is so prominent. At the same time, it doesn’t look like any fossil I’ve ever seen before.” She glanced at Krin, a frown creasing her brow.

      Krin nodded and turned to Monroe. “Dr. Jones found a paper that was published about fifteen years ago. In it, there was some information about the change in Shifter cellular structure at death. Specifically, the way Shifter cells instantaneously petrify.”

      Nathan’s attention zeroed in on Val’s shocked gasp. Krin’s reference to Narava’s much debated native species had Nathan’s instincts jumping and suspicions rising. Val’s reaction, though, wasn’t surprise at the mention of the Shifters. Her shock followed the news about Shifters petrifying at death.

      “How would they know something like that?” Val said. “Who were they? Where did they get their data? Was it Shifter Research Center?”

      Val’s questions came so fast, Krin had to raise a hand to slow her down. “The researchers were doctors Ripley and Hesh. I haven’t heard of Dr. Hesh, but Dr. Ripley is one of the more prominent researchers—” Krin sneered the word, “—at SRC.”

      Monroe stepped closer to Val when she started trembling, another response from the small woman that was more extreme than Nathan would have expected. His eyes narrowed. Something there…

      “There was debate about how they’d obtained the samples,” Ti’ann said, also staring hard at the natural historian, “as there’s no evidence of Shifter fossils. At least, not that we know of.”

      Her back straightened just enough Nathan could tell she was intensely interested in their reactions.

      The way Monroe’s group dealt with the mention of Shifters and the sudden nervous energy filling the imaging tent confirmed Nathan’s suspicions. There was more to this group than their academic credentials. He kept his insight to himself while he watched.

      The only person in the room who hadn’t tensed at the mention of Shifters was Clare O’Malley. She stood to one side, observing in a controlled, neutral way. A lot like the way he was watching the group, he thought, surprised. Could she be their security? He’d seen more outrageous mercenaries. It was possible. Especially given how cool she was in the midst of the tension.

      Her only outward sign of emotion came when Val started pacing the tent. She crossed to the young woman and took her hand, stilling her restless movements at the same time as giving assurance. “You okay, Val?”

      The small woman almost smiled. “I’m either very good or not very good at all.”

      The molecular echo imaging scanner announced it had finished its run and was ready to display the collected pattern. They all turned to the screen, watching quietly as the image solidified.

      A list of elements present in the object scrolled beside the image, matching the saved file. Monroe and Warez leaned in close to scan the data. Val stared at the image as if her life depended on the final picture.

      “What do you really think this is, Dr. Jones?” Juanita asked. “In light of the Ripley and Hesh paper.”

      Ti’ann answered without taking her gaze from the image forming on the view screen. “I can’t help but wonder if maybe it’s some sort of Shifter graveyard.”

      The tent fell silent, leaving Ti’ann’s words to hover in the air.

      

      As the image took shape, Ti’ann studied it, frowning. When it came to full resolution, she sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Krin,” she whispered, without looking over her shoulder. She glanced at the saved image, then back to the newly formed picture. “Do you see it?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      She looked up to see him standing at her shoulder, his gaze also darting between the new and old images.

      “I don’t believe it.”

      “What is it?” Nathan asked from behind them.

      “The two readouts aren’t identical,” Monroe answered for her. “The new one is slightly different. There.” He pointed at one of the box shapes. “There seems to be something…more there now.”

      “It’s changed? That sort of blows the graveyard theory, doesn’t it?” Clare said. “Unless another’s just died in the last day without anyone noticing.”

      Ti’ann glanced at Clare. Her mildly sardonic response drew a scathing look from Juanita but the rest of the group ignored her.

      Ti’ann turned back to the readout, too caught up in her own paradigm shift to worry about the others. If the image really had changed, then it definitely couldn’t be a fossil. Unless Clare was right. But how could a Shifter have gotten that far underground?

      “Ti’ann, do you have a flask nearby?”

      Busy debating possibilities, she didn’t immediately notice the commotion going on behind her until Nathan said her name.

      She spun around to see Mike Warez holding a trembling Val, who’d dropped to her knees. Her green eyes were huge in her small face as she stared at the imaging screen.

      “I think she might need an anazepam,” Nathan said.

      He stood near her chair, his gaze on the natural historian. But his body heat radiated out to sizzle over Ti’ann’s skin. She swallowed back her reaction to Nathan and rose from her seat.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Monroe held up a hand, stopping Ti’ann in her tracks. “Val will be fine. Drugs won’t be necessary.”

      The small woman nodded, taking deep, slow breathes. “I’m allergic to most meds anyway.” She managed a weak smile and, with Mike’s help, got back to her feet.

      The minute Val looked under control again, Ti’ann’s curiosity got the best of her.
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

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