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Whoever said karma is a bitch isn’t kidding. 

As I fly through the air, courtesy of Mr. Asshole’s size twelve boot, I question what cosmic entity I pissed off. And wonder how many stitches I’m going to be sporting when this is over. Seconds later, my flight time ends as I slam into a trade cart. Yeah, excruciatingly painful didn’t even being to describe the hellish agony that washes through me as the cart collapses under my weight. 

Pink, fluffy confections rain down on me as my lungs fight for oxygen. My heart trips over a few beats as my vision sheets white. Panic turns my stomach sour and warning sounds scream in my brain as my body fights a war it’s convinced it can’t win. Despite the pain, I know I need to move—and move now. 

Clutching my midsection, I struggle to get my bearings. Vertigo causes the ground underfoot to tilt wildly out of control like some amusement ride gone wild. People actually paid to experience this special kind of hell? Give me the flight controls of my ship any day and I’ll show them an exciting ride free of charge. 

Okay, maybe not free. A girl’s gotta make a living somehow.

As my blurred vision refocuses, the Lunata who attacked me stands over me. A lecherous grin nearly splits his face in two. Probably wants the pleasure of being able to kick me down again.

Bastard.

As I untangle myself from the nest of fuzzy stuffed animals who seem to think I’m their leader, a loud cheer erupts from the gathering crowd. 

How lovely. They’re rooting for the away team.

Leave it to a disgruntled Lunata to pick a fight in the busiest seller’s alley in Blood City. Business is booming for the vendors trying to hock their wares, so no doubt Dalen specifically selected this venue for the ambush. He likes performing for a crowd. And the residents of the planet Nogal are as blood-thirsty as they come.

You would think a lone human female getting her ass beaten by a Lunata, a species physically superior to nearly every known life form in the universe, would cause someone to buck up the courage to intervene. 

But, noooooo. 

I shake off my aches, inhaling deeply. Really, I’m just stalling for time. It’s my own fault for coming here. I know better than to strut in with a chip the size of Earth on my shoulder and act like I own the place. Broadcast that attitude long enough and someone will eventually knock you down a few levels. 

In my defense, with my line of work, your ego has to be able to take the hits. And since I’m a woman in the male dominated business of running cargo, that means my confidence has to be rock-fucking-solid. When that confidence isn’t trying to pick itself up off the ground, it usually is.

“No fight in you? Don’t tell me you’ve gone soft, Whittier.” 

“The only thing soft around here is that mini-sausage you call a penis,” I shoot back. In truth, I’m more annoyed with myself than with him. I let my guard down even thought I knew Dalen would do his best to track me down with those massive feet of his. I’d’ve done the same thing to someone who snagged a job right out from under me. “Do the sex companions in Ferraculs give you a discount for that thing?”

“Never had any complaints.”

I eye the hand he’s clutching around the part in question. “Aw, they just don’t want to offend the tiny winy pee-pee.”

Dalen whips out a fist , but he’s only going to catch me off guard once. I’ve got an ace up my sleeve. Whoever tipped him off that I was here, hadn’t told him the whole story.

I’ll bet he’s gonna scream like a little girl.

Now I’m the one wearing a wide grin. Faster than he can register, I whip one of my gloves off and clamp my hand over his wrist. He shouts as I tighten my hold and reach up to collar his neck. His momentum carries him right into the remains of the smashed cart and I ride him to the ground.

I tighten my fingers around his wrist, guaranteeing skin- to-skin contact. Flashes of his life start flipping through my mind so quickly, I have to fight the wave of nausea. A single image keeps appearing over and over. A woman who meant something to him. Something special. Mother, perhaps? For such a brute asshole, I would’ve never taken him for the momma’s boy.

Through the haze of images, I pick up another female form. The lithe and acrobatic body is radically different from his mother’s overly plump bulk. Judging by the feeling of adoration I sense, he feels the same emotions for this woman as he did his mother. The flash of them rolling around in bed is too much to take, however, when he superimposes his mother’s face on the naked woman. An instant later, he begins chanting for his mother with ritualistic rhythm.

As the sound of wet flesh slapping together joins the mix. I look down and wrinkle my nose. “You’re one sick fuck, Dalen.”

His eyes widen as he struggles. He caught me off guard earlier, but not this time. Thanks to my mother’s contribution to my genetic structure, I’ve got the upper hand. Concentrating, I shift his vile thoughts, manipulating his theta brainwaves so the images alter. Turns those incestuous thoughts into something even more vile. Something that will haunt his nightmares forever. He lets out a high-pitched squeal as raucous cheering erupts from the crowd surrounding us. 

“Huh. You really do scream like a girl.” I release my grip, pushing up and away.

He pants as he tries to draw a full breath, groping for something to anchor himself to. Though his gaze is trained on mine, that far away glazed look means he is somewhere else entirely. His mind had been weaker than I expected. Okay, so...I may have taken him a little too far. But, seriously, fantasizing about fucking his mother?

I debate sticking around to see if he is all right. Just then, I hear the telltale hiss and pop of a blaster loading a charge. I barely have enough time to move before a vivid streak of blue light flies past me and slams into Dalen’s chest. Blood, guts and other things I don’t want to think about arc through the air. 

The crowd scatters.

Wiping the purple blood from my face, I turn to see who fired the kill shot. As the tallest of the remaining group of onlookers, he is the easiest to find. He flashes a casual smile my way as he flips his shirt over the illegal weapon he’s sliding into the waistband of his pants. Warning bells blare and my feet start moving before I’m even aware of it.

I run like the wind.

He’s the last person I want to see. A loud crash followed by a riot of curses sounds over my shoulder. Don’t know, don’t care. 

“Reece, fire up the engines. I’m coming in hot and heavy,” I shout into my holowatch as I push my way through the suddenly full market alley. Don’t these people have jobs to go to? Or at least be somewhere else so I have a clear path to my ship?

“Stirring up the natives again I see, Captain.”

“Just do it, damn it.” I flick off the open line and slide my glove back on my hand. Maybe one tiny glance over my shoulder won’t hurt. My pursuer is weaving his way expertly through the crowd. Leave it to him to make far less of a disturbance doing it, too. Even at this distance, I see one side of his mouth quirked up in a lopsided grin.

Damn, he is actually enjoying this.

My attention momentarily distracted, I run full tilt into a trader’s cart. The horizon tilts wildly as I flip head over heels. For the second time today, I’m fighting for air as I stare at the cerulean sky. A few careful blinks assure me the dimming light is due to the triple sunset and not my spinning equilibrium.

My pursuer’s face comes into view, wearing a blinding smile. Leave it to Wallace to find pleasure in tormenting me.

“Going somewhere?” The smug expression makes me want to slap it to the next galaxy. Knowing him, he would find sick fascination in seeing my red handprint marking his perfectly sculpted jaw.

“Stuff it, Wallace,” I spit out, wincing at the level of effort it takes. With the combination of the fight with Dalen, my frantic non-escape, and recent tumble, everything hurt. I’m not too proud to admit it either. What I am too proud to do is take the hand Wallace is offering. I roll away from his extended hand, purposefully refusing his gesture as I stand.

A frown darkens his features as his hand falls uselessly to his side. Based on our history, he has to have known I wouldn’t take his hand. A few years ago, though? I would have taken it without hesitation. Then again, a few years ago, I wouldn’t have run from him. Quite the opposite, in fact.

My holowatch chimes. I sigh heavily, tapping the acknowledgement button. “Power down, Reece.”

“You imply I powered up in the first place, Captain.” His mechanical voice rings hollow and flat, but still manages to be filled with sarcasm. Wallace cocks an inquisitive brow. I want to release my inner child by sticking my tongue out, but I resist. Barely. “I’ll be there in a few minutes, Reece.”

Wallace doesn’t wait for me to finish. “You broke about five laws back there.”

“You’re the one who fired the gun and you’re lecturing me about breaking laws?” He remains stoic. Typical. “I was defending myself,” I offer with a defiant tilt of my chin. “You know damn well, I never attack without provocation.” He knows it, but for some reason I feel the need to defend myself. If I’m involved in any way, someone screwed me over first.

He inclines his head. “That doesn’t negate the fact Dalen is now a useless mass of goo.”

I lift my shoulder in a nonchalant shrug. “Have to admit, it’s an improvement.” Wallace visibly fights back a smile. “I won’t be taken in easily.” 

His pained expression signals I’ve cut deep. “You know I don’t do that sort of work anymore.” 

“Only because you just spent the last two years in lock-up at Widow’s Bay.” I fold my arms across my chest. Note his surprise. “Despite the fact that I do spend a heck of a lot of time up in the stars, I am fully aware you broke out. Or were the news vids wrong, and they let you just walk right out?”

Despite the tension arcing between us, he threads his hands behind his neck and bounces on the balls of his feet. “Saw that did you?”

The pride lacing his voice is unmistakable. I’ve forgotten what a smug son of a bitch he is. In this instance, I can’t blame him. He deserves the arrogance. If the media is right, he is the only person to escape the most perfect prison in seven galaxies.

I snort. “Most downloaded vid for the past six months. You know—the one the IGP doesn’t want everyone to see.” Intergalactic Patrol vowed to arrest anyone found with the vid. But since it had gone viral, it had been hard to police. The organization gave up after a few months. So they say. They’re still out there, hunting. Especially because Wallace had once been one of them. He’d never technically been an official member of the force, but he may as well of signed the dotted line.

I flex my hands, making sure the fabric is still tight against my skin as I do my best to not notice that, despite his time in prison, the years have been good to him. Fugitive status aside, his tanned skin glows with life. Evidently, for him, there had been no hiding in a cave somewhere. Not that I expected anything of the sort. Not from him. He’d consider it the coward’s way. 

Wallace is Ilium, a race that is as close to human as possible without actually being an Earthling. The Ilium had been the first race to make contact with humans back in the twenty-third century. It’s a tense relationship now thanks to Rieynold’s Conflict. Earth had lost a momentous battle to the race of technologically superior beings. That arrogance cost Earth several more galactic wars. Now the whole damn planet wants to be left alone. 

Just like me.

His dark hair is cut close to his head, a stark difference from the fall of thick hair I’d once loved threading my fingers through. His age is showing at the corners of his eyes. Of course, it just makes him even more attractive. Taller than I am, he manages to somehow not seem imposing while still taking up the space around him with determined authority.

Wallace clears his throat, the spark of something mischievous lighting those gorgeous amber-colored eyes. A clear sign that I’ve been caught ogling. 

Damn. 

I smother the heat blooming deep inside me. I’ll deal with it later. With more important matters that need my attention, my sex drive is the least of my worries. What I need to do right now is to get out of here. One Lunata means more will undoubtedly follow. The fuckers travel in packs. 

“I’d head off planet if I were you,” I offer. “IGP hears you were involved in that mess.” I jerked my chin in the direction we had just come from. “And something tells me you’re going to become even more of a hot commodity soon.”

He fires a knowing look at me. A look that shouldn’t cause heat to bloom low in my gut. But it does. Leave it to Wallace to think with his dick. And me to think with...well, yeah. 

“They can look all they want, I’m actually here looking for you.”

I point to him. “Oh no, we are not going to start down that path again. I am still picking up the pieces from the last time.” I turn on my heel, my gaze now searching the twilight sky for signs of any vidbots recording this in order to report back to IGP headquarters.

“Taran, wait.”

“Go away, Wallace,” I force out his name in bitter disgust.

“Let me explain.”

I stop mid-stride. He walks a few paces before he realizes I stopped. He swings around to face me. I smother to urge to slap him. Again. “You want to explain why you’re carrying? Why you just killed a Lunata? Do you realize how stupid that was?

He settles his hands on his belt loop, strategically close to the handle of the very same weapon used to kill Dalen. “Actually, I was going to explain why I’m looking for you.”

“I am not in the mood for one of your schemes, Wallace. I’ve already been fucked by you. So, go find someone else.”

The amber of his eyes darken. A sign he’s allowing emotion to show. “Taran, I need your help.”

If I didn’t know how easily he could manipulate a situation to his advantage, I’d think he is being sincere. “You?” I question. “You want my assistance. You’re asking me for my help?” My voice changes in pitch with each word I fling toward him.

He winces. “I know it sounds odd.”

“It’s completely insane.” I turn to walk away, but he grabs my arm, gripping tight enough that I can’t go move. I glare at him until he reluctantly releases me. “Find someone else.” We stare each other down for a few minutes before he gestures to the narrow alley to our right. I reluctantly comply, knowing I’m not going to get rid of him anytime soon.

“I would have, but there isn’t anyone else.”

“So, I’m your last choice.”

I swear I hear his teeth grinding. “Not that it matters, but you’re the first one I’ve talked to. I need the best and you, unfortunately, are it.”

What a way to woo a girl. 

I smirk and lean against the building behind me, one knee bent with my foot pushing against the wall for leverage. “Wallace Gabriel Grey, the once shining beacon of IGP’s security, is going to trade his law-breaking ways to take up with the likes of me. Again.” I can’t believe he has the gall to come ask me for my help after all the shit he’s put me through. “Why should I help you?”

My head spins. A wave of dizziness washing over me as I grab for the wall. I miss, pitching forward into Wallace and the last thing I see before I black out is his stricken expression.

Warm amber eyes, the exact color of my father’s favorite brand of whiskey, stare back at me as I regain consciousness. I will not remind myself how much I’ve missed seeing those eyes. 

“Nice to see you finally join us again.” Concern weighs his words as he looks down at me. That’s when I realize he’s got me in his arms.

I will also not remind myself how much I miss him.

“What do you want, Wallace?” There is always a reason. Once, it had been because he did whatever the hell he wanted. Since I haven’t seen him in a number of years, I don’t know what his motives are. 

“You attacked a Lunatian in a very public place.”

I scowl. “That’s bullshit and you know it. He attacked me. I told you that already. What was I supposed to do, curl up into a ball and take the beating?”

“Did you think to ask for help?” Even though his voice is quiet, the underlying frustration is clear.

“Who was I supposed to ask? It wasn’t as if anyone jumped in to help me, except for you, of course. And I’m beginning to think I would have preferred getting my ass kicked by Dalen.”

His eyes soften as he brushes at a stray lock of hair that fell in my eyes when I tumbled unconscious into his arms. “Why are you here, Taran?”

I squirm, trying to free myself, sure I can function under my own power now. I am past the point of frustration dealing with him. As he releases his hold, he watches me closely. I gingerly stand, refusing to sway even just a millimeter, even though my head is spinning. It passes a moment later.

His voice is tight as he repeats his question.

“Not that it’s any of your business. I have a job originating out of Kalia tomorrow. I thought I deserved some downtime.”

“What’s the haul?”

“Now that’s really not your business,” I scoff as I push off the wall. Everything spins wildly, forcing me to lean heavily against the wall again.

He rolls his eyes, shifting to lean against the wall next to me. We’re eye level with each other now. It also doesn’t escape my notice that he’s positioned himself within arm’s distance in case I take another tumble. “While you were busy tussling with Dalen, IGP received an anonymous tip and picked up a dealer in Kalia. Hauled him in for questioning and promptly arrested him on suspicion of transporting stolen goods. Something tells me, your calendar just opened up.”

I nearly punch him. That haul would have pulled in enough credits so I wouldn’t have to make any more runs for the rest of this year. “Why do I have a sneaking suspicion the anonymous tip originated from the annoyance standing in front of me?”

He shoots me a wide grin. “I’m in the market for a ride to Delphin Five.”

I do a few quick calculations in my head. “That’s five days out, if you’re lucky.”

“Then I’m feeling damn lucky I found you, because I need to get there in three.”

I do my best to not laugh in his face. “That’s suicide. There isn’t a ship in four galaxies that can manage that.”

He gives me a knowing look. “Good thing I’m looking at a pilot whose ship isn’t registered in any of those four galaxies.”

“You’re insane.”

“So they tell me.”

He isn’t kidding. He really had been told he was insane when he was sentenced to jail time. “You just cost me a paying job, Wallace. Find someone else to hassle.”

“But I enjoy hassling you.”

After blasting his way back into my life, Wallace is the last person I want to deal with. On planet or in the confines of a starship. “Stuff it. I’m not in the mood for your cutesy bullshit. I have debts to pay now because of you. Go find someone else who can actually stand the sight of your face.”

“There you go assuming again.” He pushes away from the wall, moving closer. I suddenly feel closed in. I know all I have to do to get him to move is strip off one of my gloves and let some part of his exposed flesh brush against my hand. He knows it too because he brackets my arms against the wall to take that option away. His warm breath ghosts across my face. “I never said I wouldn’t pay you.”

“You haven’t paid for a ride in your life.” I grimace. “At least not with credit chips.”

He steps into me, crowding my space until he fits against me so I feel every inch of him through his tan-colored pants and shirt. For the breath of a moment, I think he is going to brush his lips against mine. “I never heard you complain once about my method of payment. You were very vocal however, if memory serves.”

A wave of heat scorches through my veins at the combination of his words and the feel of him pressing against me. He says exactly what he knows will get my juices flowing. Sadly, it works.

Although I want to give in to the rich layers of arousal weaving their way through me, I know he’s manipulating me. Blatantly using my attraction to him against me and not making any apologies for it. Unfortunately for him, while I remember what it feels like to give in, I also know I will hate myself in the morning. Since I’m all that I have, hating myself isn’t an option.

“Find yourself some other star runner, Wallace. Leave me alone.” I jerk my hips forward, surprised when he loses his balance. I expect him to reach for me again, but he lets me go as I brush past him. 

“I can’t get anyone else, Taran. I need the best.”

The desperation in his voice has me stopping in my tracks. I sigh heavily and close my eyes. Damn it. I hate how he can still say things that get under my skin. I’m supposed to be angry with him. Although...furious is more like it. I breathe in a few times, struggling against every instinct.

I dip my hands into the pockets of my shorts still splattered with Lunatian blood and shrug my shoulders. “Stony and Webster or, hell even Jett, find one of them. They’re just as good.”

He shakes his head as I turn to face him. I knew, just like he did, the names I ticked off were good haulers. But they aren’t what he is looking for. None of them have the same level of equipment I do. They can’t get him where he needs with that type of speed.

“Good, but not the best. Taran, whatever our screwed up history together is, can you just put it aside for right now and let me hire you? You and Eidolon are the fastest in the star runner’s fleet. Like I said, I need the best,” he adds. Desperation lines his face. It makes my stomach do a slow, lazy slide. He genuinely believes I am the only one who can help him. Not to mention, he sweetened the pot by telling me I am the best and the fastest.

Honestly, it isn’t necessary. I’ve never been able to say no to him. Despite my anger and frustration, I can’t ignore the fact that, even though we haven’t spoken in three years and have an abrupt breakup hanging over our heads, he sought me out. There is something more at stake than just him. He wouldn’t have come otherwise. While he can be selfish, this is something he can’t handle alone.

So damn intriguing.

I rub my hands over my face. Blow out an exasperated breath as I chastise myself for what I was about to do. I just know I’m going to regret it. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this. You need to be there in how many days again?”

“Three.”

“I can do it in four, maybe three and a half if I push her hard enough.” I make the offer knowing I can deliver him in the requested time. But I’m not going to pass up the opportunity for a little wiggle room. 

His voice is low as he speaks. “Don’t bullshit me, Taran. Those upgraded transwarp drives have GreySec stamped all over them. The ones no one else knows about. The ones I helped you install. I know, just like you do, that you can make the run with time to spare. How much?”

He’s right. Eidolon does have upgraded transwarp drives. She is technically too small of a ship to possess that size of a jump core, but then again, there is a reason her name is Eidolon. Being a ghost in space was definitely helpful when you run legal, or illegal, goods to distant planets.

I knew better than to feed him a line, but I’d done it anyway. Can’t blame me for trying, right? Wallace, though...he can slide one effortlessly off his tongue without batting an eye. Makes me jealous. 

I sigh. Debate the merits of giving in. Tell myself it’ll be different. That it’s a simple business arrangement just like every other job I’ve taken. He’ll be a client and nothing more. I look him dead in those gorgeous eyes. Fire off an exorbitant amount of credits, assuming he’ll be put off by the cost.

“Done,” he says tightly, gesturing for me to lead the way out of the alley.

I nod once in a silent agreement. “Eleven hundred hours. Archer’s Post,” I rattle off the slip where Eidolon is docked. Immediately start a list in my head for things I need before then.

“Still a late riser, I see.”

I ignore his comment about my being tardy. He is notorious for making people wait. At least he used to be. I don’t care now. My job. My rules. I disappear into the crowds, ignoring the stares at the blood still staining my shorts and legs. Let them stare. 

I’ve got work to do.
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The next morning, I’m ticking things off a list of items that need repairing on Eidolon. The events of yesterday cast a dark shadow over every second that ticks closer to eleven hundred hours.

Wallace’s breakout from Widow’s Bay has been a huge newsmaker for months. But other than the vid of the escape, I haven’t paid much attention to the media. Leave it to Wallace to escape the highest security prison in the known galaxies. Of course, he’d designed the damn thing, so needless to say, he’d had an advantage. I suspect he still would have broken out just to prove that it could be done. He had a habit of doing things to prove everyone wrong.

Tenacious doesn’t even begin to describe Wallace.

Doesn’t help that IGP were fools to lock him up in the very same place he spent five years of his life building. No doubt they were trying to make an example of him. Problem is, they’d underestimated him. 

As the owner of Grey Securities, or GreySec, Wallace had the responsibility of creating Widow’s Bay, a fortress meant to contain society’s most nefarious criminals. Located on the lone sliver of land on the planet Ukko, Widow’s Bay quickly gained a reputation as the IGP’s designated hiding spot. That reputation is further fueled by the Ukko’s ravaged landscape, which is only illuminated by flashes of lightning during its violent thunderstorms. 

Once certified, the IGP flaunted Widow’s Bay through monthly vids of escape attempt and the resulting miserable failures. The IGP said they simply wanted to ensure law-abiding citizens were discouraged from doing anything that would land them at Widow’s Bay. But honestly, I think they’re issuing a challenge.

“Try it now, Reece.” The circuit board in front of me lights up. Finally. I shut the panel, knowing that one task is down, but there are several thousand more to go. Most can wait until the trip is over with and Wallace is safely delivered to Delphin Five, but a blown transwarp drive circuit can’t. I wipe at a smudge of grime on the outer hull as footsteps sound behind me.

A quick glance at my holowatch shows that, probably for the first time in his life, Wallace is early. Sure, it’s only by a minute. But for Wallace, that’s a record.

He’s early...and not alone.

A tall, lanky teenager who comes up to Wallace’s shoulder walks beside him, head down and shuffling his feet as they approach. His hair is a brilliant red shade. Worn too long in the front, it falls over his eyes to hide them from view. Unless an ankle-length coat is a new fashion statement on a desert planet, his choice in clothing marks him as an off-worlder.
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