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TIME FORGED




The Gifting Series #10 

Wren got screwed.

Earth Armed Forces promised her a fortune to use her elite coding skills to save kidnapped children—then denied ever hiring her. Arrested, stripped of her tech rights, and banished to a space station, she’s forced to weld for a living. Her only thrill? Bungee-jumping off construction cranes with the best view in the galaxy.

Getting kidnapped?

Totally her fault.

Now trapped with alien tech she can’t hack and women she can’t protect, Wren becomes a test subject in a genetic nightmare. But she refuses to go down without a fight.

Cylo is an Etterian operative.

Saving kidnapped females for his people is his mission—until Wren crashes into his life. She isn’t his. Her bond hasn’t triggered. But her fire, resilience, and raw courage leave him desperate to protect her anyway.

Wren should be unraveling, not evolving. The alien serum inside her is altering her DNA, awakening strange powers—and Cylo’s the only solid thing in her world. But as her mind opens to the emotions and thoughts around her, even he can’t shield her from the truth.

Cylo would give anything to claim her forever.

Too bad forever might not be an option.
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Prologue




Three years, seven months, two weeks, and two days ago, an old man in an overly decorated uniform had marched unannounced into Wren’s loft apartment. Caught mid-step in her small kitchen, she’d blinked at him, unable to believe he’d simply strolled in. Her voice had lodged in her throat, and her skin itched. 

A quick scan of her home for a weapon listed a butter knife, a still-hot kettle, and a dish towel. Not much she could defend herself with. And in her pajama pants, baggy, soda-stained T-shirt, her hair mussed, bloodshot eyes, and lack of sleep, she wouldn’t offer up much of a struggle. She was on the tail end of a three-day coding project—without breaks, as usual.

She clutched a bag of stale popcorn to her chest with her forty-seventh cup of pseudo-coffee in hand. “What the hell?” she managed to say like an imbecile.

“Ms. Turner, Earth Armed Forces needs you.” He crossed to her like she’d invited him in for tea.

She took note of his features. If she survived this, she wanted to remember every detail, from his buzz cut to the scar just below his jaw. His nose was crooked, his lips thin, and his chin had a tiny dimple mid-center. But what blinded her was the sheer number of badges marking him as high-ranking, but anyone could fake an E.A.F. uniform.

“Get out,” she snapped, stomping to the door, then tried to open it while juggling the bag and hot coffee. “Wait.” She set the cup on the nearest surface and faced him, finding he hadn’t moved. “How did you get in?”

He waved a dismissive hand like her question didn’t matter. “We need you to breach Pytheas Exploration’s systems, and we’re willing to pay handsomely for your services.”

Her ears perked up at earning a little on the side. Any incoming tokens were squirreled away for her parents. Well, for Dad, to be honest. He lived for his welding job, loving the challenge of building bigger or faster ships for Everlast Shipwrights. She’d helped him on weekends, valuing the quiet time just working on a task…alone. He’d taught her everything he knew about welding—a fallback career she had no plans to pursue. If he won the global lottery, he wouldn’t quit his job. Still, while he recovered from his last accident, he didn’t earn as much. Every token she and her brothers could spare went toward keeping her parents housed and fed.

“Why me?” She gestured to the intruder’s dark gray uniform. “You have agents with my skill set.”

He arched a brow at her while meandering around her dust-covered living room-cum-office-cum-kitchen. “How humble of you to say.” He smiled, all oily and sickly sweet. She shrugged back a shudder, her instincts clamoring for attention. “We’re told you’re the best.”

“I doubt that.” She waved her popcorn at the door. “See yourself out.”

“P.E. is abandoning colonies, leaving these people to starve to death. Women, children…” He peeked at her, his beady gaze assessing. “We need to know where and why. Get me that info, and your father won’t have to work again. Or would you prefer he lose an arm next time?”

He tossed a chip at her. She caught it mid-air then gaped at the flashing number. For that amount, she could ignore her screaming instincts… Just this once.

“P.E. will be tough to crack.” She shuffled on her feet, the popcorn bag squeaking in dismay. The bigger the corporates, the harder it was to break into their databases. They hired the best to protect them. Could she do this? “Let me do a little digging.”

At the first sign of any duplicity, she could bolt, retracting any evidence of her presence.

He clapped his palms together for a gleeful rub. “Excellent.”

“Next time, make an appointment…” She waited for him to supply his name.

He didn’t. And for a man of his age and girth, he made no sound when he headed for the exit.

“Wait,” she said, throwing out her hand still holding the popcorn. A few kernels spilled out. “How do I get in touch—”

“I’ll find you.”

She gawked at the closed door, her mind reeling. No, he hadn’t just said that. This was insane… Madness.

“Don’t fall for this, Wren. It’s too good to be true.” She stared at the tokens he’d tossed at her. “Shit…”

She slipped the chip into her pocket then shoved a handful of popcorn into her mouth, chewing as she grabbed her cup and settled at her desk. It wouldn’t hurt to do some research. Maybe only on what was public knowledge?

She huffed. How would that reveal anything other than that they had an excellent media department? No, she could risk a deeper delve, starting with P.E.’s import and export manifests. Not so public but not restricted information, either.

If anything sparked her interest, she could then decide whether she should agree to this bizarre request. She coughed when a kernel stuck to the back of her throat. A quick gulp of coffee helped, then with deft fingers, she reached out to her contacts. With any luck, she’d know who her intruder was by sunup.








  
  
Chapter One




Demeter Science Station


Year of 2254, August


Three Years and Seven Months Later


Wren launched herself off the tower crane, piercing the dark emptiness of space. She flew forward, her breath hitching while she waited for the whiplash of her ankle harnesses keeping her tethered. Below was the umber-periwinkle of Pluto, orbited by other stations, satellites, and tourist ships. Behind her was the Demeter Science Station, her home. For now. 

Silence reigned, ruined only by her breathing. So she held it for as long as she could.

Some feared the nothingness around her. Others hated the loneliness. She relished both, savoring every moment spent in peace.

As many times as she did this, it didn’t fix the state of her life. When her boots hit the station walkway, every horrible thought about her situation slammed into her.

Wrongly convicted of corporate espionage? Check.

One stupid hack… She’d gotten cocky. The stakes had been too high, but the rewards, had she succeeded, would’ve set her parents up for life. Of course, she hadn’t covered her ass. What she’d done for the good of Earth had been twisted by an E.A.F. prosecutor.

Stripped of computer privileges? Check.

Her tech skills had defined her for most of her life. She’d had to find another her, dig deeper into her psyche. No matter what she did, a piece of her was missing. And she had two years left of her five-year tech ban before she might feel whole again.

Considered a snob by many because of her education? Check.

Sure, she’d landed her job with the welding skills her father had taught her, but thanks to her finishing school elocution, the maintenance staff didn’t treat her as one of the crew.

Couldn’t talk to scientists and engineers because of her criminal record? Check.

Not welcome in the slums nor among the science teams left her on her own. As she liked it.

But this… She drew in a deep breath and hummed in contentment. Few things kept her sane: bungee-jumping into space, tending to her bonsai, a long pull of splice, and her alien romance smut. Some poor E.A.F. agent had to read it, too—just to be sure ‘well-endowed alien dragon shifters’ wasn’t code for something else. She giggled.

“Pony, get back here,” Dallas snapped, then cleared his throat from a perpetual tickle—louder through her helmet’s speakers.

She gritted her teeth. ‘Rainbow Pony’ had been her initial nickname, so named for her colorful hair. Unfortunately, that sobriquet had been too long for anyone to keep up.

“I closed out my shift. Can’t you just leave me the hell alone?” She waited and prayed he was done talking to her.

“Seems like your usual suicidal dive has stirred up the tourists. A dozen calls to emergency services have the powers-that-be coming down on my head as your unlucky supervisor. Get your feet onto solid metal. I dunno how many times I’ve asked you to not do this when folks are awake.”

She scowled, glanced once more at Pluto and Jupiter beyond, the sun’s rays starting to reach her. “Shit,” she muttered. “Gimme five minutes.”

“You have two. Station-Sec’s on their way already.”

She groaned. “Thanks for the heads-up, boss.”

Tapping the heels of her mag boots, she activated the boosters and spun, shooting toward the crane. If…she…could…just…reach—

“Ah, come on, Turner,” Clemence whined on the maintenance frequency. “I thought it was you causing havoc again.” Station-Sec slowed their shuttle beside her, its orange exterior too bright in the weak sunlight. He hung out of the gaping compartment, his focus on her.

“Sorry, sir. Forgot the time.” She winced. All lies.

“I’ll take it from here.” Pierce emerged from behind Clemence and leaped out, crossing the short distance to fall in beside her. He maneuvered well with his boosters, making it seem effortless.

“Very well, sir.” Clemence saluted him then double-slapped the inside of the shuttle.

She stared at its disappearing engines, choosing not to talk. Awkward silences were her domain and preference.

“Ms. Turner,” Pierce said, his husky baritone tingling her ears.

“Captain,” she said, smothering a grin. When she was younger, she’d nicknamed him Happy—Harold Antony Pierce.

He’d known her since she was a teenager, and she suspected he acted like her brothers expected him to. She had two and didn’t need a third. There was no doubt in her mind that he updated Leon weekly. He had, in fact, chosen sides.

“Lovely day for a little sightseeing.”

“Indeed,” she said. “My apologies for disturbing your morning.”

“I’d prefer it be you than a kid out on a joyride.” His long-suffering tone sliced guilt across her conscience.

“I’m tethered, wearing certified ankle harnesses, with a full tank of oh-two,” she hurried to say, aware they weren’t alone on the comms.

She touched down on the metal frame of the tower crane, wide enough for her to walk along. Her boots’ magnetic locks cut off the boosters and allowed her to stick to the structure. Sure, she was at a 67.3-degree angle, but up and down played no real part on a spinning station.

“Let me escort you back,” Pierce said, pointing at the hatch more than a hundred meters away.

Giving him a glare had no impact when wearing a space suit. She’d hoped to have a few more minutes while she removed her harnesses and fixed them at the base of the crane. Instead, she grabbed the tether and pulled herself toward the anchor point. She cast a glance at the clasps she’d welded to the side of the station, hoping Pierce didn’t spot them. To a layman, they looked like they belonged to the crane’s support plates. If he knew she’d left clasps all over the station, her not-so-clean record would carry a warning she couldn’t afford. Forcing a casualness she was far from feeling, she unclipped the tether from her ankle harnesses and the hook. With her gaze fixed on the distant stars, she looped the cord around her shoulder and elbow then, once coiled, slipped it over her head and torso. All this time, he hovered, his presence encroaching on her personal space.

“Is this necessary? I’m not a child,” she snapped. He took his brotherly chore too seriously.

He said nothing, just nudged his head. He expected her to leap off and propel herself into the airlock the quickest way possible.

She gritted her teeth, deactivated her mag boots, and floated. Before she went too far, she used her toes to push off the crane. The momentum alone was enough for her to glide across. She caught the handle on the side of the round door then flipped to lock her feet to the metallic bulkhead. He did the same but wasted no time in opening the hatch. She crawled through, headfirst.

Once inside the hexagonal airlock, he sealed the hatch and smacked the re-pressurization button. When the red lighting flickered to white and their feet hit the floor with the full gravity the station could create, he unfastened his helmet, tugging it off to reveal his handsome features. Green eyes twinkled, and that silly smirk he always wore was firmly in place. Happy suited his ass.

“Up for a little breakfast?” he asked.

She removed her helmet and tucked it under her arm. With a puff, her bangs no longer blocked her vision.

“You mean dinner?” she teased; after all, she’d just finished her day shift when he was starting his. Day-night simulation meant everyone worked the day shift. It was always daytime somewhere on Demeter. “Doesn’t seem like a befitting punishment for my ‘joyride:’ my steak versus your scrambled eggs.”

Like she could afford actual meat, but she didn’t mention that.

“True.” The bay door opened to one of the station’s many passages. “I bought you as much time as I could.” He gestured to her to lead the way.

Her boots thunked on the metal grill, gravity weighing heavy on her limbs and soul.

Buying her time meant he’d known she was out there. She leveled a scowl at him. “How are you tracking me?”

“I have a man on Turner duty twenty-four-seven.” He tossed a grin. “You can thank Leon for that.”

She groaned. Even from Earth, her older brother had his way. “When I accepted your job offer, you didn’t once mention this…perk.” She’d hoped distance would, well, give her some peace and independence.

Pierce chuckled. “All part of our employee retention package.”

“Coffee would be appreciated,” she said, watching his expressions for even a flinch at the cost.

“Now that’s an invitation I can’t refuse.”

Shit. She had to pay? Folding her arms across her chest, she tapped her foot while the elevator climbed to their level.

“Meet you at Coffeeholics in ten?” he said when the cage door opened.

“Sure.” She stepped inside and held his gaze while the door shut on his signature smirk. “Damn it,” she muttered, pinching her brow to ward off an impending headache.

The elevator door opened. She trudged out, heading to her unit. Six by three meters encompassed her privacy. A large porthole at the end looked out at pipes. At least she had an outside view. If she pressed her cheek to the glass, she might catch a glimpse of stars. She had to flip her bed up to shower. The kitchen was less than a meter wide, housing a rehydrator and a disposal unit. The toilet slid out when needed and was ‘well-placed’ beside her wardrobe. Whoever had designed these units was an idiot.

A light flashed above the ‘kitchen,’ announcing she had a voice message waiting. Few people checked in on her, and what friends she had, well, they’d vanished the second she was arrested. Which meant the caller was family.

She unlooped the cord, now having to get up earlier to return it to its clasps. A grin formed. A morning leap sounded like bliss—one way to test Pierce’s system. Chuckling at her wicked plan, she removed her boots—keeping the ankle harnesses on—then peeled off her company-issued space suit to reveal a sweat-stained tank top and well-worn jeans that were butter soft. Station protocol stated that all personnel had to wear magnetic boots, even during downtime. On strippers, the clunky shoes made them look badass. She stomped hers on again, huffing when she clipped them in place.

Without time to shower, she swapped tank tops, deodorized, and ran a brush through her hair.

She caught her rainbow-haired reflection in the porthole above her bed. “Sorry, Mom, I’m not wearing clean underwear.”

It was just Anthony Pierce she was meeting, and she wasn’t about to get herself hospitalized or laid. Besides, coffee came first. She’d shower before bedtime.

She tapped the flashing light while considering whether she could risk a shot of splice.

Mom’s voice stuttered on. “Are you avoiding my calls, Wren Marie?” Mom huffed. “Just make sure you’re behaving. I wouldn’t put it past you to sweet-talk poor Anthony into lying for you.”

Anger tightened the knot in Wren’s stomach. Her hand began to shake, her need for splice ramping with every word Mom uttered.

A scuffle sounded with Mom saying, “Wait, I’m—”

“Sweetheart,” Dad said, his voice coming through stronger, kinder. “We called just to thank you for the tokens. Love you lots, as always.”

Before the recording ended, Wren dug out a flask hidden behind a loose panel. She took two swigs of splice, tension easing as it slid down her throat. Sometimes, the splice was sweet, pale gold, and tasted of apple cider. Other times, she was lucky it didn’t strip the lining off her stomach. Then it had the flavor of degreaser and licorice. Beggars couldn’t be choosy. She tried not to think about her reliance on the stuff. When she was ready, she’d quit. That wasn’t today. That wasn’t until she could figure out a way to avoid her mother.

With her insides ablaze, she jog-walked, hurrying to reach the busy shopping level that was home to a quaint coffee stall. At this time of day, it would be busy, filled to the brim with those splurging on a good cup of joe from Ganymede. Pierce waved at her when she arrived. He’d managed to steal a seat by the solid glass windows staring out at the construction. Additional funding had fueled an expansion, with the science conglomerates needing more lab space. Blah, blah. It meant a job for her, and that was all she worried about.

“I ordered for you,” he said when she climbed onto the bar stool.

“Thanks,” she said, resting her chin on a palm and an elbow on the table.

“I’m glad you joined me. I wanted to talk to you.”

She dragged her gaze away from the cranes, cargo-barges, and one-man hovers. “Sounds serious.”

“It is. You’ve been doing these jumps more often. You okay?” He smiled at the waitress who served their black coffees. When she blushed, he beamed.

“I’m fine. Just itching to be free.” Wren sipped her coffee, smacking her lips at the smoky flavor.

Not that he was paying her much attention, his focus elsewhere. She bounced her knee, frustration, a splice craving, and impatience hindering her ability to sit still.

“Get her number already,” she snapped. “Life’s short. Get laid.”

“Whoa, that escalated quickly,” he said after the waitress swiped her wrist across his, triggering his O.D.I. or optical data implant. It flickered a light just under the skin on his left wrist.

She had one, too—company policy and all that. Thankfully, that meant she could have one. But she could only use it for emails, banking, and reading.

“I worry,” Pierce said, resting his boot on hers in yet another failed attempt to stop her fidgeting. “I don’t want to tell your folks you’ve died. So be careful when you’re out there, please.”

“Staying on the station is more hazardous than off it,” she said, hating to have to curtail the best part of her day.

“If your tether snaps—”

“I have my boosters. I can comm you, Dallas, Clemence… Now, quit it. I came for the coffee, not a lecture.” She stiffened, her cup halfway to her mouth, her gaze locked on his.

He fell silent, lashing her with pangs of guilt. She was so tired of being watched, even on behalf of her family.

“I get it. Leon put you in this untenable position of babysitting me, and now you report my every move under obligation.” She sipped her fast-cooling coffee. Another would be too much for her bank account to handle. “But see it from my side, please, Pierce.”

He slumped. “I can’t… I refuse to tell your family you died under my watch.” He tossed her a lopsided smile. “Losing a limb? That they can handle.”

“Do you really have a man on Turner duty?” She stared at her dwindling coffee, reminding herself that this was a treat, and those needed to be few and far between; otherwise, they’d lose their appeal.

“Yup.”

She cradled the cup to her chest and gazed through the window, tears burning behind her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. What E.A.F. did to you was brutal.”

She laughed, on the verge of losing her shit. “It’s Earth Armed Forces. They can do whatever they want, and the little people be damned.” She set her empty cup down and rose. “You know my roster, what time I end my shifts. Send Clemence to my location.”

“Shit, Wren. Please—”

“Goodnight, Pierce.” She swiped her wrist over the paypoint and left him. As far as she was concerned, everyone could fuck right off.

The short shower did nothing to cool her anger. The few minutes pruning and spritzing her bonsai named ‘Charlie X’ did. She crooned to it, telling it how beautiful it was, what a wonderful green its leaves were, amid apologies when she clipped a few branches. Neither mentioned the nine that had died before it.

She sipped from a flask of splice as she read from her latest read: Help! An Alien’s Found My G-Spot! Her cheeks flushed as the intimacy deepened, but she couldn’t help the snigger when she highlighted sentences she was sure would draw the agent’s attention.

Gailiqon spread her thighs, his forked tongue a gift from the gods. What he could do with it…

His dual-cock hit the G-spot every damn time, merging her breathless cries with moments of awe. Never had such pleasure saturated every inch of her body.

Wren sighed, wishing she could activate her O.D.I. and summon droolworthy images of Etterians—the only sexy aliens the news reported on. She gazed out her window with a smile twitching her lips, her mind filled with a bronze-skinned alien worshipping her body and summoning a wealth of orgasms. Hell, she’d settle for one glorious explosion of ecstasy not instigated by her own fingers.

But these days, what would she have to do to get a little action?








  
  
Chapter Two




Etterian Battleship Gladio


Comms Room


12254 Years, 8th Month


Cylo pressed a hand on either side of the spray’s nozzle, tipping his head into the water and letting it pour over him. He gargled and flicked his head, his hair curling outward in relish. He grabbed his malehood, shivering at the touch. Attending to this task was required of all Etterian warriors, and this morning, a chore it was. A few quick pumps summoned the expected response—a lackluster fulfillment. 

He was mid-dry when Afax’s voice reverberated from Cylo’s O.D.I. implanted in his wrist. “Asteroid incoming.”

Eagerness exploded through Cylo, more than his chore had sparked. He tapped the blue button, ending the dryer.

“On my way.” He marched to the replicator to order his armor for the day. “Malia pa,” he muttered, catching his braided hair and snapping the clip on the end to stop it from unraveling.

Minutes later, he stood in the common, gripping the controller, his gaze on the tiny vid in his hands. Jerking to the right wasn’t necessary, but in his many drone mining expeditions, he hadn’t yet learnt to keep his body immobile and only move his arms. Still, the drone veered right, dodging a geyser of gas. Scans had shown the asteroid to be carrying gold. The chance of a nugget was too much to resist.

“Have you found anything?” Ronan asked, peering over Cylo’s shoulder.

“Not yet,” he managed through gritted teeth, not daring to blink, let alone glance at him.

Cylo’s muscles ached from the constant tension. Not that he’d give up the experience for all the Maloidian steel in the known universe. A dot on the top right pulsed faster, indicating that he neared the target. Oh, to be able to inlay gold into a dagger’s hilt…

A bright flash had him hitting the switch to halt the drone. A nudge to the left and right positioned it above the source. He tapped the center button then laughed. Excitement flooded his chest with warmth, reminding him to control his reactions better. He did but left a small smile.

In his quarters might have been preferable, able to soften his control. But the way his battle-bonds gathered around him meant they too shared in his enjoyment. He couldn’t deny them that.

“By my calculations, this asteroid must have collided with another object to send it off its orbital path.” Tias sipped his giyua juice, observing from across the common. “No planet nearby has a strong enough gravitational pull to have snagged it.”

Cylo smirked. “So, you are saying I am lucky?”

Tias scoffed. “Luck is for the weak.”

Cylo dismissed him, liking the idea that luck had played a role. Regardless, here, now, he could spend the next hour searching for gold.

“Cylo to the Hollow,” Afax called through the intercom system.

“Alodon’s balls,” Cylo hissed, straightened, then forced himself to smother his disappointment. A summons to an interrogation could only come from his superior, Operations Commander Malo, and he dared not keep the male waiting.

Tias flicked his fingers. “I will get you your gold,” he said.

As a data officer, Cylo trusted him to do so more than any of his fellow warriors.

“If I fail, we can follow this asteroid’s path for a day or two longer.” Tias slid the controller out of Cylo’s grip then nudged him toward the door.

He marched along the passages to the Hallow—Malo’s private interrogation room. Outside the door waited Trav.

“He is not in a good mood,” he said by way of greeting.

“Why so?” Cylo asked, facing the door.

“Afax says we have been commanded to escort a Serratu Kayarra.” Trav grinned. “She will be my first.”

“She is Imarri ag Zennr, Operative,” Malo snapped, stepped back, and gestured to them both to enter the room. “The favor is on behalf of Prince Citus. Any dalliance with the Maloidian operative would bring dishonor upon him.”

“Not to mention that to do so would make us vulnerable to her skills?” Trav said, sliding into the room to lean against the solid Maloidian steel bulkhead.

“As pleasant as I imagine such an interlude would be, it is not worth the risk,” Cylo said, standing beside Trav. Instead of relaxing, he chose to mimic Malo’s stiff posture.

A five-by-five cube with gray walls, floor, and ceiling was impenetrable. Bolted to the floor was a steel table. For now, bright light filled the room, reaching into its dark corners. When needed, shadows could be enhanced enough to hide a warrior.

Malo paced the tight confines. “There are rumors of a Maloidian joining forces with Yithians. This does not bode well.” 

Cylo remained silent. Given time, Malo would reveal the reason behind the summons.

“Their addiction to bargains, the availability of billions of Earthians, and Earth’s uncaring government enables an exploitation Maloidians would not be able to resist. I should have foreseen this though one Maloidian does not mean it should be a concern.”

“We have battleships guarding their planet, do we not?” Trav asked.

“Indeed.” Malo splayed his fingers on the table. “Still, we shall interrogate the Maloidian slave dealer and pray he values his life more than a deal.” He tapped his O.D.I. “Bring him in.”

The door opened to a yellow-skinned male. His tentacle-hair swayed as if underwater, serene in stark comparison to his dire circumstances.

“What is this?” he spluttered, glaring at Operative Ronan, who nudged him deeper into the room.

“Geffa, sit.” Malo pulled out a chair with his booted foot.

The Maloidian hesitated. The spots from his brow to his hairline darkened. He sank onto the seat and clasped his hands between his thighs. “I…do not understand why I am here…with you.” He snuck a glance at Malo then lowered it.

“This I cannot believe.” Malo smirked for a moment before darkness consumed his expression. “King Xeus announced at the last Global Council meeting that Earthians are under Etterian protection.” He tutted. “Of course, I am most surprised at finding a few in your care… And against their will.”

Geffa blustered. “They agreed—”

Malo slapped the table, drawing a squeak from the prisoner. “Am I a fool?” Malo angled his head at Cylo. “What does the buzz say? Have I lost my well-earned reputation? Has the universe ceased to fear my name?”

“It must be so, Operations Commander,” Cylo said, smothering a chuckle. “Perhaps you should demonstrate how well you protect Etteria?”

Malo grunted and withdrew his dagger, its blade glinting in the bright lighting. He spun it and offered it to Cylo, hilt first.

Cylo accepted and took a moment to admire the infamous dagger Malo’s father had given him. The edge appeared razor sharp, typical of Maloidian steel. Even blunt, it would slice through bone with ease.

“Tell me, Geffa, who instigated your last mission?” Cylo leaned his hip on the edge of the table, hoping to convey a casual air. It might calm the Maloidian after meeting Malo.

“Um…” Geffa swallowed hard, a sheen of sweat forming on his brow. “I met a Yithian—”

“Where? Who?” Cylo studied the male. “And what did he say to entice you onto this path of death?”

“A slave ship threatened to blow up my little shuttle.” Geffa sniffed.

Horror sent a chill down Cylo’s spine. A male crying? He soothed an impending shudder. To feel is to fail—the Etterian motto they all embodied. Apparently, the Maloidians had no such creed. Well, not one that mattered. They lived for bargains. Thankfully, Cylo didn’t need to deal with them like Prince Citus had to as Etteria’s ambassador.

“So instead of fleeing, you formed a partnership with the most untrustworthy race in our known galaxy?” Cylo arched a brow.

“That is your opinion,” Geffa snapped, showing some fire. “Maloidians find no fault with Yithians.”

“Tokens are tokens,” Cylo said, casting a glance at Malo with his arms folded across his chest. “You would sell your mother if she gained you an above-fair price.”

Geffa spluttered.

“Do not bother denying it.” Cylo flicked his hand. “Your Ambassador Barro has taught us much about your culture.”

Geffa dipped his chin, averting his solid-black gaze.

“Nothing ill to say about such a prestigious male?” Cylo splayed his hands on the table, trapping the dagger.

“He is too ambitious, and he would sell his mother,” Geffa spat.

“No lost favor between you two,” Cylo mused.

“I do not know him, nor does he know me.” Geffa raised his chin in adorable defiance. “We have not met.”

“And yet, you united with Yithia in their quest to farm the Earthians. That sounds like an ambassadorial role.”

Geffa scowled. “We took one female and returned her soon after. She was most unpleasant. I would rather face a sogair in a…room like this.”

Cylo hummed at that bit of nonsense. “Are you saying a race known for its mercy delivered the female to her home? Did not jettison her from the nearest airlock?”

Geffa’s yellow skin paled.

“It is as I thought.” Cylo spun the dagger then passed it to Malo. “I am not in the mood to spill blood today, so if you would be so kind as to tell me everything I want to know, I will ensure your life is spared. Lie to me once, and your outcome will not be so positive.”

“Good. Keep up the pressure,” Malo muttered, too low for the Maloidian to hear.

“I am waiting, Geffa.” Cylo flashed a charming smile. “Or would you prefer I hand you over to Malo to deal with? He is most anxious to demonstrate his skills.”

“Oh, I am?” Malo growled.

“They offered me a choice. Help kidnap these females or die.” Geffa scoffed. “I was forced into this. She was not our first, but she was the last. The two before her…died.”

Ice coated Cylo’s heart, eradicating any good humor he was in. “How?” he asked, his tone clipped.

“One punched the Yithian in the face and scraped her knuckles over his teeth.” Geffa trembled, his lips flapping as if he was about to vomit. “The other…I was told, threw herself out of the launching shuttle.”

Cylo scowled. What he’d heard of Earthian females was on par with the punch but not the plummet. They fought even when it was foolhardy to do so.

“I see you plan to die this day,” he gritted out. “How did the second one die, Geffa?”

“I told you—”

Cylo stabbed the blade an inch above the Maloidian’s heart. “How?” he whispered, bringing his mouth to the male’s ear.

Geffa gasped, clutching his chest as blood spilled from between his fingers. With a perforated lung, he would live. “A soldier pushed her out.”

“So why hide this?” Cylo frowned. “What do you gain by keeping this from me?” He paced, slicing glances at Geffa with every turn. “Unless she was not the second to die. How many before her? After her?”

He clenched his jaw. This disrespect for life grated him, especially when each female lost meant an Etterian male not saved from the void consuming their souls. The lifemate bond known as the Ethera wouldn’t be triggered, and no damu would be born to save their species. Perhaps Maloidians and Yithians killed these females on purpose? Malo, no doubt, understood what motivated them. Cylo did, as well, to some extent. But deep down, there were hidden triggers that most were oblivious to. Even him.

“How many?” he roared, slapping the table.

Still clutching his wound, Geffa jerked back, his skin paling to a giyua yellow. “Six…teen.”

Fury exploded through Cylo. He gripped the handle, on the verge of plunging the dagger into the male’s chest again. This time, he wouldn’t miss.

“Names, now, or you die squealing like the migtak you are.” Cylo smoothed his lips, hiding the derision. He was failing, his lack of control unusual.

“But…” Geffa stuttered. “Names of the Yithians? Of the females?”

“The ship, its destination, how many were on board when we found you?” Cylo leaned in, bringing the shadows with him.

Geffa pursed his lips then muttered, “Zannwar, Mascroba, twenty-seven.”

Cylo paused. A standard Yithian ship carried a crew of twenty. “Why seven extra?” 

“I do not know,” Geffa said. “I am not curious about their staffing.”

“Do you know nothing about Yithian protocol?” Cylo snapped.

“No, only the bargain matters.” Geffa raised his chin in defiance.

Cylo snorted. “And yet you gained nothing from this.”

The Maloidian winced. “So it seems.”

“Either you are the worst Maloidian at negotiating, or you are lying. Shall I disparage your name and that of your family, for surely, their skills are now in question?”

Geffa spluttered. “We are excellent—”

“Ah, so you are lying to me again.” Cylo flicked out the dagger and sliced off a tentacle.

While Geffa screamed with his hand pressed to his scalp, Cylo tossed the squirming length onto the table.

“I will die at your hands, as you say.” Geffa sniffed as if offended. “Etterians do not deceive though this is not what I would call honorable.”

Cylo grinned at the male gathering his courage around him.

“Telling you anything more will only delay the inevitable.” Geffa glared. “So…kill me and be done with it.”

“Oh?” Cylo arched an eyebrow. “You die when I decide you do and not a moment sooner.”

“I will not speak under torture.” Geffa’s voice was strong, but he dipped his gaze, not meeting Cylo’s.

“I grow weary of this,” Malo muttered. “Kill him. Inform the two Yithians of his death.”

“As you command,” Cylo said and thrust the dagger into the Maloidian’s heart.

He died on a gasp.

“Seven extra? Mm, that has me intrigued.” Trav scooped Geffa’s slumped body off the chair and carried him out.

“Could be visiting dignitaries or operatives.” Malo held out his palm for his dagger.

Cylo handed it to him. “Like the Yithian prince Lady Quin killed?”

“Indeed,” Malo said. “You did well, Cylo.”

With a bow of his head, he held the Hallow’s door open for Malo. “Will you be monitoring the Yithians’ reaction to the news?”

“Yes, from the comm.” Malo nudged his head in the comm room’s direction. “Task Trav to do the interrogation. I do believe you have an asteroid to mine.”

Cylo fought to smother a smile. “I do.”

“Thought so.” Malo chuckled and sauntered off.

Cylo bolted for the common, praying the opportunity wasn’t lost or that Tias had good news for him. He burst in and weaved between the males gathered to reach the data officer’s side.

The expression Tias leveled on Cylo dampened any joy he’d relished seconds ago.

“I am sorry, my battle-bond. I lost the drone.” Tias lowered his chin to his chest.

“It happens,” Cylo said even though he wanted to rail at the universe. Whenever anger consumed him, he was never to reveal it. Malo expected stoicism, control, self-discipline—all three Cylo had abandoned this day.

“I deployed another and got you this…” Tias waved a palm-sized gold nugget.

Cylo grinned. “I can do much with this. My thanks, Tias.”

The male laughed. “I am glad. There is still time if you wish to mine more.” Tias slapped him on the back. “With two drones.”

“That would be incredible.” Cylo kept his body rigid when he ached to bounce on his toes. “Let us prep them for launch.”








  
  
Chapter Three




Demeter Science Station


Year of 2254, August


“Hey, Pony, you joining us for drinks at Escape?” Dallas asked, pulling Wren out of her focus. 

She switched off the torch, flipped her welding shield up, and leaned back on her haunches to admire the neat seam. With a sweeping gaze, from left to right, a swell of pride engulfed her. Sure, she had far to go, but with all the beams she’d already done, she could rest on her laurels.

“Undecided,” she said.

“You say that every damn time we ask.” He huffed. “We’re not going to stop inviting you, so you might as well accept.”

She frowned and ran her gloved thumb over the welded seam her father would say was a job well done. Or not. She smiled and raised her gaze to a tourist ship inching past her location. Behind them were a few other ships, some she recognized. Beyond those was the endlessness of space, calling to her.

“I promise to consider it if you’ll shut up about it.” She stowed the torch and stood.

A whoop bombarding her ears made her wince, but thankfully, he said no more.

Her shift was almost over. If she wanted to leap, she’d need to store her tank and gear to make it to the tower. Sticky sweat layered her skin between her clothes and the suit. She itched for a shower, to slip into a baggy T-shirt, and spend some hours doing research on her Cherry Blossom bonsai. It had yet to bloom, but one of the online groups she belonged to had assured her that it would be soon.

Or she could read the latest in her alien romances.

She smirked and guided herself along the makeshift scaffold, using gentle flicks of her fingers on the support struts to float back to the tool locker. While stowing her equipment, she nodded at her colleagues, not daring to make eye contact lest it encouraged them to chat. They mumbled about their plans for the weekend. She had none and preferred it that way. After latching a refilled bottle of splice-laced water onto her suit, she sipped from the straw hidden inside her helmet. The burn started on her tongue and slid down her throat to coil delicious heat in the pit of her stomach. Yes, I needed this. Without a backward glance, she launched herself toward the tower crane. It took moments to unclasp the cord and hook it to her ankle harnesses. All accompanied by sips from her cocktail. She didn’t drink on the job, not wanting to risk getting caught. Possession of splice, though somewhat legal, would get her fired.

But she was off-duty now.

One more yank of the tether to the harnesses had her grinning. Along the crane she climbed, thunking along with her boots activated. Not that she heard a thing, just the vibration traveling up her legs from the magnets connecting and releasing. At the top, the crane stretched farther out. It must have been used that day. She laughed, grateful for the extended reach. This morning’s leap had gone uncontested, without a single station-sec showing their faces. So much for Pierce’s twenty-four-seven Turner duty.

Hooking the tether to the ‘highest’ cross beam, she straightened, closed her eyes, and drew in a deep breath. When she swept her gaze across Pluto, she pushed off, throwing herself at its moon, Charon. She spread her arms out wide like an eagle riding the air currents. If she waved her limbs, would it be considered ‘making space angels’? She didn’t know but did it anyway, giggling at her silliness.

“Urgent communication from Earth Armed Forces–Justice Division,” a robotic voice, a little too feminine, droned in her ear. Before she could reject the comm, the automation continued, “Receipt documented for 0606/1806. Turner, Wren, Identification number: 222510180522081-A, age twenty-nine, on parole for corporate espionage.”

“Yeah, yeah, get on with it,” she snapped. E—e 

The voice ignored her, programmed to deliver a message within set parameters. “Scheduled release interview delayed due to poor performance. Twenty-four months added to sentence.”

She jerked back then cried out, “Two more years? For what?”

“Information classified.”

Heat lambasted her body and not the good splice kind. “The hell it is. Declassify it.”

“Message complete.” A beep announced the call had ended.

She screamed, writhing in place as her anger poured out of her. No way would she stand for it. She’d log a call with her parole officer. Gunnar no more wanted her to be on his roster than she did. He’d know what to do. Maybe pull some strings to find out who the hell had done this to her and why? She’d been a good girl, damn it. She twitched her lips to snatch onto her straw for a deep suck but got nothing but air.

Of all the— She cursed. Her splice was gone when she needed it the most. Using the tether as leverage, she flipped onto her back, preparing to drag herself to the station. She needed alcohol and lots of it. But first, she’d shower, comm Gunnar, then drown herself in her sorrows.

“Dallas,” she growled.

“What does my fair maiden require?” he asked, trying to mimic her elocution.

“Cut it out. If you’re paying tonight, I accept your invitation.” She locked onto the crane’s metallic frame and headed for its base.

“Damn it, Pony,” he grumbled. “By the sounds of it, you plan to drink us under the table.”

“It’s that or I, unfortunately, cannot attend.” She unlatched her water bottle and gave it a shake.

A scowl formed. Did she have any splice stashed at home? She groaned after mentally running through her hidey holes. Nope. This had been her last. She’d need to head to the lower levels for a little…shopping. As a matter of urgency.
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