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      She’s the sexiest woman he’s ever seen…and his new assignment.

      Kurt just got the worst mission of his life—investigate JAG officer Bobbi Castille. He wants to get to know the vivacious beauty better, but his plan was to wine and dine her, not scrutinize every aspect of her life. If she’s the spy they’re hunting, his life just got more complicated, and his heart might never recover.

      She hates secrets—but she’s keeping a big one.

      Bobbi is on a classified mission to learn who is spying for the enemy, and she’s running out of time. If she fails? It’s just the stability of the galaxy that’s at stake—no pressure.

      She’s not the only one after the spy. Nova Force’s best are on the case, too, including Kurt. He’s as sexy as sin and ranks higher than chocolate on her to-do list. When the enemy strikes, Bobbi and Kurt are thrown together on a mission only one of them is trained for, and a romance neither one of them expected…
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      “Private Reddy. I’m going to ask you one question and I want an honest answer. Did you do it?” JAG officer Roberta Castille asked the soldier hunched on a stool across from her.

      “No, ma’am. I mean, yes, but no.”

      “Which is it? Yes or no?” Bobbi leaned back in her chair and fixed her gaze on the young private. Veth. He was just a baby. She glanced down at the tablet in her hand. Twenty-one. Not as young as she’d thought. When did I get old enough to see twenty-year-olds as kids?

      The man straightened on his stool and met her eyes. “No, ma’am. I did not do what I’ve been accused of.”

      She considered him for a moment. He was a scared, angry young man, which wasn’t surprising given the charges he was facing. He was also telling her the truth, and there was clearly more to the story than the brief report she’d perused on her way over. “Alright.”

      He blew out a long breath, his stance softening slightly. “You believe me?”

      “I believe there’s more going on here than what I’ve read.” She set the tablet down and gave the private a small smile. “I’d like to hear your side of the story.”

      “I don’t want to be dishonorably discharged, ma’am. I’ll take whatever punishment is required but not that.”

      That got her attention. “Who said anything about a discharge?”

      “The officer who arrested me. He said I was done.”

      She picked up the tablet again and made a quick note. “Did he say anything else?”

      Reddy was quiet for a long moment before answering. “He called me disloyal and said I should have remembered whose side I’m on.”

      And just like that, she had a good idea what was going on. This story played out repeatedly all over Astek Station. Too many soldiers were packed in with a civilian population who resented their presence. Tensions ran high, and both sides had their share of troublemakers. “Tell me what happened.”

      She listened, made notes, and asked questions as needed. By the time he was done, she had the beginnings of a defense planned and more concerns she needed to send up the chain of command. In the Interstellar Armed Forces, even small changes took time. But she had an inside track to the highest-ranking officer in the area and she was taking advantage of it to speed things along.

      Reddy slumped back in his chair, as if telling the story had drained the last of the anger away and left him deflated. “So, that’s what happened. They were harassing Irani—uh, the Torski girl.”

      “And how long have you two been dating?”

      The look of panic on Reddy’s face was almost comical. “Me? No, no. We’re not dating. She’s just someone… a friend.”

      “I take it her fathers don’t know?”

      “That we’re friends?”

      She didn’t bother acknowledging the lie. It was the first one he’d told since he’d started talking. Now she’d seen him try it was clear he was a lousy liar and probably a terrible poker player, too.

      The silence stretched out for several long seconds, and she wondered how long he’d hold out.

      He blew out a breath and hung his head. “Okay. We’re dating. And no, her family doesn’t know.”

      “You should tell them. I’ve been to their establishment a few times. They’re good beings. And you did protect their daughter from getting harassed. If I were you, I’d use that to your advantage.”

      “Maybe. But what if I’m discharged?”

      “Were you off duty at the time?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you know the male you struck was an officer?”

      “No. He wasn’t in uniform, and he’s not from my unit. I knew they were probably IAF because…” he gestured to his regulation haircut. “We all look alike.”

      That made her laugh. “Not all of us, but I see your point. Do you see mine?”

      He frowned and then nodded. “You’re saying that my intent wasn’t to deliberately punch a senior officer. I was just being a good citizen. Is that what you mean?”

      “It is. And the MP who arrested you should have investigated their behavior, too. You’re not going to be discharged, Private. In fact, once I’ve spoken to Irani and gotten her statement, I’ll try to get the charges dropped. Until then, you keep out of trouble and don’t talk to anyone about this unless I’m present. Clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” His words came out crisper now, the fear replaced with something more becoming to a soldier.

      “And, Reddy? A bit of personal advice. Once you’re through this, you need to talk to Irani. Then go see her parents and tell them what’s going on. I can’t promise it will go the way you hope, but honesty is always the best policy. You always want to base your relationships on the truth.”

      He dropped his head and the tips of his ears darkened slightly. “It’s not really a relationship yet.”

      She laughed and rose from her chair. “You stepped up and protected your girl from some jerks giving her a hard time, and you got arrested for it. You might not think it’s a relationship, but Irani could have a very different opinion on that. You should ask her.”

      “I… okay. I will. Thank you, ma’am.”

      It took her another half an hour to arrange for her newest client to be released back to barracks and start rattling a few cages about the piss-poor quality of the report she’d been given. She threw in a few pointed remarks about a biased investigation and the comments made to Reddy. By the time she was done, Bobbi was hopeful that Reddy would soon be a free man.

      She checked the time. Interviewing Irani and any other witnesses she could find would have to wait until tomorrow. It was late evening now, and while that was an arbitrary distinction on a space station that ran twenty-four hours a day, her day was nearly done. It was time to go home, eat, and crawl into bed for a few hours. And a few hours was all she’d get. When Colonel Archer had asked her to take on a secret assignment trying to ferret out the mole in the IAF ranks, she’d been prepared for challenges. What she hadn’t considered was that working two jobs meant eating and sleeping became luxuries that didn’t fit well into her new schedule.

      When this was done, she was booking a week-long stay on Plasia IV and doing nothing for the first three days but lying in bed and eating ice cream.
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      Kurt didn’t want to be in the gym this late. Hell, he’d rather not be there at all, but it was a necessity. If he didn’t work off his excess energy safely, he ran the risk of letting his temper get the better of him. He’d worked too long and far too hard to let that happen. So, the more stress he was under, the harder he worked out. Usually, that wasn’t a problem. Lately, though, he’d spent more of his downtime in the gym than anywhere else, including his bed. The problem wasn’t that their new assignment was on a tight deadline with high stakes. He was used to that. It was why he’d signed on with Nova Force in the first place.

      He counted out another set of push-ups and then rested while the computer automatically turned up the gravity for his next set. No, the pressure wasn’t what kept getting to him but the fact they were investigating people he knew. Every one of the suspected moles were IAF personnel. Some of them had been to his commander’s wedding for fraxx sakes. The whole team was on edge, all of them bracing for the moment they learned which of their friends and fellow soldiers had betrayed them to the Gray Men, so named because they were a nameless, faceless cabal that hid in the shadows. Some of their number had created the cyborg project. Others had concocted pharmaceuticals designed to alter the minds and bodies of their employees. They were believed to be behind everything from assassinations to black site research labs where cyborgs were experimented on long after they were supposed to have been freed. Their spies were everywhere. No one knew what their endgame was. The stakes were high, the death toll rising, and everyone on Kurt’s team knew they were running out of time.

      That was his team’s focus. Kurt had been assigned a secondary task. There was another list of possible suspects—one that most of the team didn’t know about. Only two names were on it: Lieutenant Commander Roberta Castille and Colonel Scott Archer. Castille was a mystery. Archer was the highest-ranking officer in the sector. Kurt’s job was to eliminate them as suspects, and so far, he hadn’t been able to.

      Both of them had read the mission file that had been leaked to the Gray Men. The colonel had given Roberta access to that information, which made no sense given she was JAG. Her duties barely intersected with Nova Force’s at all. Then there were Bobbi’s family ties. During an earlier mission they’d learned that a Dr. Oran Castille had been working for his grandmother as a corporate spy. Oran was Bobbi’s cousin with many of the same connections, which was yet another reason to consider her a suspect.

      Complicating matters was the fact that parts of both Archer and Bobbi’s files were redacted or sealed for security reasons, and that lack of information made it next to impossible to figure out what connections they might have to the Gray Men and to each other.

      Were they friends? Lovers? Fraxx, he really didn’t want them to be lovers. He might not be able to make a move on the pretty JAG officer until the investigation was over, but that didn’t mean he wanted images of her doing wild, naked things with Archer in his head either.

      Normally he’d get Ensign Eric Erben, also known as Magi, to work his cyber magic and acquire the information he needed, but he couldn’t do that this time. After getting caught breaking protocol and more than a few laws to make progress in their fight against the Gray Men, the ensign was under scrutiny and would be for quite some time. Since Kurt was the one who’d suggested Eric break the rules, there was no way he’d endanger the man’s career by asking him to hack the colonel’s files.

      There was also the fact that Eric wasn’t aware of the second list. Only he, Dax, and Trinity knew about it, and they’d all agreed to keep it from the team. If things blew up, they’d have deniability. The others couldn’t be held accountable for an investigation they knew nothing about. At least, that was the plan. The longer this went on, though, the more likely they were to figure it out.

      He finished his last set of push-ups and got to his feet, his arms burning. He toweled off some of the sweat and grabbed a drink from the dispenser, chugging the water as he scanned the room and pondered what to do next.

      The only equipment in use was the treadmill. Cris had been on it when he’d come in, and the team’s medic had kept up a punishing pace the whole time Kurt had been there. That was unusual.

      Instead of continuing his workout, Kurt grabbed a fresh towel and wandered over to the lieutenant. “Pro tip. If you’re running away from your demons, it helps to get off the treadmill first.”

      Cris snorted. “There’s no escaping my demons. I’m just trying to tire them out enough to grab a decent night’s sleep.”

      Kurt draped the towel over the railing. “Long day?”

      Cris slowed to a cool-down pace and mopped his face with the fresh towel. “Do we have any other kind?”

      “Not often. Something particular on your mind?” He might not be able to solve his own problems, but helping the team with theirs was part of his job. In Cris’s case, the problem usually had to do with his teammate, Aria. One day, those two would stop dancing around what everyone else already knew. They were made for each other.

      “I’ve been hearing rumors.”

      “Which ones? This is a military base. There are at least fifty flying around at any given second. And for the record, I don’t believe the one about our commander being pregnant. He just needs to spend more time in the gym.”

      Cris chuckled. “I hadn’t heard that one.”

      Kurt stayed quiet, waiting for Cris to speak first. If this wasn’t about Aria, what had him so worried?

      “Medi-bots,” the medic said at last. “There are whispers that we’re all going to be injected with nanotech soon.”

      He’d heard some of those same theories, but he didn’t see it happening. “I’ve been hearing those stories since my first days in boot camp. The corporations developed medi-bots years ago. If the IAF wanted to dose their soldiers with that kind of tech, they’d have done it by now.”

      “They didn’t want it spreading into the population at large.” Cris spread his hands. “But that shuttle has left the cargo bay now. Babies are being born with the nanotech already in their systems. Not to mention our new allies, the Vardarians, all carry a version of that tech in their blood.” Cris frowned. “Even my little sister has medi-bots thanks to her cyborg husbands and the rebellion.”

      Kurt felt like he was missing something. “Okay, so, maybe it’s coming sooner than I think. I still don’t see the problem. Don’t you trust the tech?”

      “It’s not the tech. It’s what it means.” Eric jerked a thumb at his chest. “I’m a medic. If we’re all self-healing, what’s my role on the team? The guy who gets coffee for everyone?”

      “You make the best mochas on the ship. You have a real knack for optimal sprinkle distribution.” Kurt raised a hand and rubbed his fingertips together. “It’s a true talent.”

      “Will mochas be enough to keep me on the team?”

      “No. The fact you’re a talented investigator with years of experience will do that. And it’s not like we’re all going to be immune to blaster fire and explosions. If we get dosed with medi-bots, we’ll still need a medic on staff. Or have you forgotten how many times your sister has patched up those crazy cyborg friends of hers?”

      That made the other man laugh. “That’s a good point. Sometimes I forget my baby sister is a talented doctor too. I keep thinking of her as being tiny, sticky, and annoying. I’ll ask her to share what she can about that kind of treatment. She’s the closest we have to a specialist on the subject.”

      “Do that. And don’t worry about your place on the team. You’re stuck with us. In fact, I’m going to need your help soon.”

      “Whatever you need.”

      “Great. Clear some time from tomorrow’s schedule. You’re giving me a crash course on how not to fraxx up while hobnobbing with corporate snobs and the upper echelons of society.”

      “How long do I have to impart my wealth of knowledge to you, my farm-born friend?”

      “Two hours.”

      Cris winced. “Well, I do love a challenge. I think that’s enough time to make sure you don’t insult anyone or start a war.”

      “Ha-ha. Funny. It can’t be that difficult.”

      “Oh, yes, it can. You’re about to walk onto the galaxy’s most polite battleground, where words are weapons, and loyalties change faster than the appetizer trays.”

      “Wonderful. I can’t wait,” he deadpanned.

      “You’ll be fine. If all else fails, just stand at attention and don’t say a word. They’ll assume you’re part of Archer’s protection detail and leave you alone.”

      “That would work?” If it were that easy, he’d imitate a statue all night to avoid small talk.

      “Usually does. You’re not high ranking enough to be of interest to most of these people. Archer and Halverson will be their focus. Not you.”

      “Hopefully that keeps Brigadier General Pain in Our Ass busy enough he stays out of our business.”

      Cris pitched his voice low despite the fact they were the only two people in the room. “Until then, we just keep investigating him and the others.”

      “Exactly.” None of them were happy General Halverson had somehow managed to get an invitation to the gala. After he’d interfered in Operation Fury and somehow allowed their prime suspect to escape from his brig, Halverson was banned from interfering in any future Nova Force investigations. He wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near this part of space. Hell, the man was on their list of potential spies, which was one more reason he’d been sent off to ride a desk somewhere far away from here.

      Cris kept talking in low tones. “Do you think he’s gone Gray? I mean, it makes sense. But if he has, he’s not being very subtle about it.”

      “I don’t think he knows the meaning of that word. If he did, he wouldn’t be coming back here so soon. As much as I want it to be him…” Kurt trailed off.

      “It would be too obvious,” Cris agreed. “And nothing the Grays do is obvious. Whatever they’re planning, it’s part of a longer strategy. So he’s a distraction. Maybe accidentally. Maybe not.”

      Kurt clapped him on the shoulder. “This is why you shouldn’t be worried about your place on the team. Good thinking. It might just be him being an ass, but what if it’s more than that? Check into his staff and anyone else in his immediate orbit. See if anything stands out. Dig into that aide of his, too. Clooney. We know he comes from money. Maybe he’s got connections we need to investigate.”

      “Did you just reward me for my insight with more work?” Cris asked, his expression somewhere between bemused and incredulous.

      “It’s the Nova Force way.”

      “I’m starting to rethink my reluctance to leave the team. I could make a killing in the private sector.”

      “Too late. You’ve proven your worth and I’m telling Commander Rossi to keep you forever.”

      “Damn. Guess I better grab some sleep, then. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day.” Cris powered down the treadmill, stepped off, and then turned to face him. “And since I’m still the team’s medic, I’m advising you to get some sleep, too. The gala starts tomorrow, and you’ll be expected to look your best. See you tomorrow.”

      Cris left, which meant Kurt had the gym to himself. Perfect.

      He pulled on a pair of training gloves, holding his hands out until the nanotech-infused fabric adjusted to the correct fit as he walked over to the heavy bag and started throwing punches. He didn’t plan on stopping until he was too tired to think, but no matter how hard he pushed himself, one thought kept buzzing around his brain. Bobbi Castille. Whose side was she on? What was she doing here? And why couldn’t he get her out of his head?
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      Bobbi barely made it through her door before her comm unit beeped at her.

      “If that’s you telling me I have another client to see, I’m throwing you in the recycler,” she grumbled and dropped into the nearest chair with a weary sigh.

      The message was from Scott Archer. “Prepare for secure briefing.”

      She looked up at the ceiling and frowned. “How the hell did he know I was back in my rooms? He better not be tracking me. That would be ten kinds of creepy and inappropriate.”

      Still muttering, she got to her feet again and stalked over to her desk. First, she did a quick scan to ensure no listening devices were present, and then she dug out the privacy field generator the colonel had given her. She activated it, and air around her shimmered as the device came online. She enlarged the radius of the field to accommodate the colonel’s presence and then placed the generator on her desk and sat down.

      The paranoia and precautions all felt ridiculous to Bobbi, but Scott had insisted. She didn’t like subterfuge or secrets, and lately she’d been up to her eyeballs in both.

      She took a quick moment to straighten her uniform and compose herself and then sent a one-word reply. “Go.”

      A holographic projection of the colonel appeared across from her. He was dressed in a dark blue sweater she noted with amusement was almost the same exact shade as the IAF uniform they both wore. In fact, she’d never seen him in any other color. The man was a walking stereotype for all things career military.

      He was seated in a richly upholstered chair, his blue eyes meeting hers with an intensity that made it hard to remember he wasn’t actually in the room. His hair was more salt than pepper these days, and he didn’t try to hide his weariness behind its usual mask of implacable authority.

      “Hello, Bobbi. You were late getting in tonight.”

      She sat back in her chair and relaxed. If he was using her first name, this wasn’t an official call.

      “Hi. I was working. And you should not be tracking me. That’s…” She sighed. “I don’t like it.”

      “I know, but it’s for your own safety.”

      She arched a brow. “And not at all related to your need to be in control at all times?”

      He snorted and raised a hand in acknowledgment. “Alright. It’s mostly about your safety. What kept you?”

      “Things are worsening around the station. The pressure is building, and something is going to give soon.” Veth. If Private Reddy hadn’t stepped in, it might have blown up today, in fact.

      He nodded. “I’m aware. But for now, I need every soldier stationed here. Once the gala is over, we’ll make some changes.”

      “I’ll send you over a report in the morning. You might need every warm body, but I can give you the names of at least three who need to be reassigned somewhere away from the civilian population of Astek station.”

      His blue eyes narrowed. “What happened?”

      “The same thing that keeps happening. Our side. Their side. Innocents caught in the middle. This time, it was a couple of ours and a young female Torski resident. My latest client is currently up on charges for protecting her. The MP didn’t even include the names of the other soldiers involved in the report I was given. I need to interview the real victim and then I’ll forward the information on to you.”

      He nodded, but his brow was creased into a scowl. “Do you think they’re part of a deeper problem?”

      She’d asked herself that question more and more often these days. “I think some of our personnel are being influenced in ways that benefit the Gray Men’s agenda, whatever the fraxx it is. Are they personally involved? I doubt it, but someone’s putting ideas in their heads.”

      He grunted in agreement and reached for something, his hand vanishing as he moved past the range of the scanner. When his hand reappeared, he was holding a glass of what she knew would be cognac.

      “Where are you right now?” she asked. “I know you don’t keep liquor in your office.”

      He chuckled. “These days, I’m tempted to, but tonight, I’m on the Bat.”

      “That is still the most undignified name for a ship I’ve ever heard.”

      “The Bat Out of Hell is my ship, and I can call her what I like.”

      “It’s your ship… that my mothers gifted to you. I still think you could have named it after at least one of them.”

      Scott cracked a rare smile. “Who says I didn’t?”

      “I’m telling them you said that.”

      He raised his glass in a toast. “By all means. They’ve said worse to me, especially since I seconded you to my secret project. I’ve heard from my sister more in the last few weeks than I have in the past two years.”

      Which was likely one of the reasons he was keeping tabs on her. He might be a colonel in one of the galaxy’s finest militaries, but that wouldn’t save him from her mothers’ wrath if anything happened to her.

      Scott took a sip from his glass and then fixed his gaze on her. “Anything new on that front?”

      “The good news is I’ve eliminated more than half the names you gave me. The bad news is our biggest concerns are still on the list of suspected spies.” She tapped a button on her comm unit and flicked an encrypted data file at the hologram.

      His comms chimed confirmation of the transfer as she continued talking. “This would go quicker if I didn’t have to do my actual job at all hours of the day and night. Not to mention I had to sit in on several briefings about the Gray Men. Nova Force really wanted me to have all the information so I could defend Ensign Erben from Halverson’s accusations.”

      “That’s dealt with now, though?” Scott asked.

      “Yes,” she waved a hand. “But that’s not my point. I had to go to those briefings and pretend it was all new information because you’ve instructed me not to tell them anything. If I could compare notes with Rossi’s team, we’d get this done faster.”

      “We’ve had this conversation before. My order stands. You are the only advantage I have right now, and I can’t risk anyone learning why you’re really here.”

      “Plus, they’d be insulted to find out you decided to investigate them all to ensure one of them wasn’t the mole. Not to mention the fact you have me mirroring their investigation in case they missed something,” she said.

      “And that. But I needed to be sure of their loyalties before I made the offer. I believed I could trust them, but I had to be certain.” He paused to take another drink. “Speaking of… have you made your decision?”

      She’d been expecting this question, but that didn’t stop the tiny chill that raced down her spine as she prepared to commit herself to her uncle’s crazy plan.

      “I have.”

      “And?”

      “The answer is yes.”

      He nodded, and she could almost swear his expression flickered to relief for a moment. “Good. I made the same decision but didn’t want to mention it until you made yours.”

      “So, you’re going to be my boss for centuries?” She wrinkled her nose. “On second thought, I’ve changed my mind. No medi-bots for me.”

      “Ha-ha. Funny. I think I like it better when we’re on the clock and you have to be polite to me.” He fixed her with a look that reminded her of her mother. “Can I ask what made you agree to it?”

      “In the short term, for protection. We’re living in dangerous times, and once the Grays figure out what I’m trying to do, I’m going to be a target. The harder I am to kill, the higher my chances of surviving. Long term, I want to make the galaxy a better place. This way, I’ll have more time to do it.”

      “You sound like Celeste.”

      “She’d say I sound like you, especially the bit about being a target.” The mention of her mom’s name gave Bobbi a pang of guilt. She hadn’t been able to discuss this with either of them, and she didn’t like it. Secrets were taking over her life.

      “She’s never going to forgive me for pointing you toward the Judge Advocate General’s offices. Is she?”

      “Probably not. But they had their chance to change my mind before I signed on.”

      “Given their careers, I can only imagine how that went.”

      “There were exhibits, presentations, and final arguments.” Mama Juliana was a sitting judge on the Unified Galactic Supreme Court while Mama Celeste was a defense attorney. They had prepared their arguments and hit her with them over a two-day period. It had been a masterclass in the art of presenting a case, even though they’d failed to change her mind.

      “Probably best they don’t know what we’re doing tomorrow. Hmm?”

      “Tomorrow?” She hadn’t expected to be dosed that quickly.

      “We’ve got enemies who can digitize their consciousness and move between cloned bodies, a rogue AI that’s actively interfering with our investigation, and spies in our ranks. The first doses are ready for distribution. You and I are at the top of the recipient list.”

      “What about Commander Rossi and his team?”

      “Are you absolutely certain none of them are compromised?”

      She leaned forward and met his eyes. “Yes.”

      He exhaled and then nodded. “Then I’ll make the offer to them tomorrow afternoon.”

      “And then I can tell them the truth?” She’d hated lying to them. Most especially, she didn’t want to keep lying to Lieutenant Commander Kurt Meyer. He was a smart, capable, and damned attractive man. He was also one of Nova Force’s best interrogators, and the one most likely to notice she wasn’t being entirely truthful. She’d avoided him since their one encounter where she’d been defending Ensign Erben against some trumped-up charges.

      Scott raised his hand in a negating gesture. “Then, we’ll see how they react to the news of the medi-bot injections.”

      “You don’t trust my assessment that they’re not compromised?”

      “I do. They wouldn’t be getting the offer otherwise. That doesn’t mean I’m ready to read them in on the entire plan. The more people who know about it…”

      She’d heard this line enough times she didn’t need him to finish the sentence. He was right. Too much was at stake. But Rossi’s team wasn’t being used to their full potential right now. Worse, she had the sense they didn’t trust her. She disliked that feeling. Hated being on the outside when the truth was that they were all on the same team. But she wasn’t imagining the wary looks and carefully worded conversations whenever she’d been brought in for another briefing. They were guarded around her. Cautious. And they had reason to be. After all, she was lying to them.

      Scott reviewed the data she’d sent, asking questions as he went. Less than a dozen names remained on the list of potential suspects. By tomorrow, she expected to eliminate several more. It had taken several weeks of exhaustive investigation to narrow it down this far, and she was almost out of time to whittle the list down further. Plus, her intuition kept telling her not to discount anyone else. Their enemy was devious. They’d also had months to put their assets into play. They were playing catch-up, which was why she was here, secretly running her own investigation. She needed to try and find out how badly the Interstellar Armed Forces had been compromised and how deep the corruption ran.

      “I think that’s everything,” Scott said once he reached the end of her report. “I’ll send a courier by your office tomorrow morning to deliver the medi-bots.”

      “No doctor?”

      “Afraid not. Too many questions that way.”

      More secrets. The weight of them was starting to drag on her soul, and so was the sense of isolation that came with having to guard every word she said. She was used to going it alone. Given her family connections and the status Mama Juliana held in the legal world, Bobbi had learned early it was best not to rely on someone if you couldn’t be sure of their motivations. But that didn’t mean she liked always being on her own. “Alright. I’ll send you that report once I’ve interviewed the victim. I want to be sure she has the support she needs and show her that despite appearances, the IAF cares about her wellbeing.”

      “Thank you.” Scott pinched his chin. “Is it really that bad?”

      “It is.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Uncle Scott, but I’m going to be blunt. You need to ditch the uniform and go see for yourself. Even in the few weeks I’ve been here, things have gotten worse. From what I’ve seen, all the leadership around here believes that things will magically get better once everyone hears the big announcement.”

      “You are not the first person to mention that to me lately,” he mused. “You don’t think things will improve once they know about the new military station?”

      “I think we’re past that now. If the new station arrived next week and all the military personnel were transferred there immediately, maybe. But it will be months before that happens.” She leaned toward him. “I don’t believe we have that long before this all goes sideways.”

      Neither of them spoke for a long moment, but in the end, Scott nodded. “Alright. I’ll make an effort to go and take a look for myself. I’ve got a friend who would be happy to drag me around the station and show me all the ways I’ve screwed up.”

      “Sounds like a good friend.”

      “She’s a pain in my ass.” Scott drained his glass. “I’m going to get some work done and then sleep.”

      “Just think, after tomorrow’s injection, we’ll both have more time to work.”

      “I’m more looking forward to being able to eat whatever I want without worrying about fitting into my uniform.” He grinned. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed eating empty carbohydrates.”

      “So that’s why you opted to get the nanotech! You just want to eat like a teenager again.”

      “If you mention that theory to anyone, I’ll deny it.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it. Your reputation as a no-nonsense badass is safe with me.” She waved. “Good night, Uncle Scott.”

      “Good night, Bobcat. Keep up the good work.”

      She closed the link and rose to stretch. She had intended to go to bed early and try to catch up on her sleep, but that wasn’t going to happen now. Scott’s news had energized her, and by morning, she wouldn’t need much rest anyway. The nanotech would see to that.

      Once injected, the medi-bots would give her several hundred years of good health. Along with enhanced healing, endurance, and a metabolic rate that meant ice cream was about to become a staple of her diet.

      None of that would help her unwind tonight, though. So she’d do the one thing that always helped clear her head. She needed to go for a run, and on a station as cramped as this one, there was only one way to do that—on a treadmill. Not her preferred way to exercise, but it would have to do. At least she didn’t have to worry about the gym being crowded. At this time of night, the odds were good she’d be the only one there.
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