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“Tell me again what you were thinking!” Kjar’s advisor blasted as soon as he entered the office.

Steeling his nerves, he recited everything that had gone on in the training. Everything wrong. When he finished, he said, “Trainee Naan was at fault. He didn’t follow proper procedures and caused the incident that nearly killed Trainee Muroe.”

His advisor sighed and clasped his hands together on his desk. Regret tightened his features. “While, I agree that Naan’s actions were...ill-advised, it didn’t warrant the level of aggression in your reaction.”

Kjar sat back stunned. The Jutak Academy was the training school for Enotia’s elite military force. When he’d gotten accepted, he’d thought it meant doing the right thing, striving for excellence and being mindful of those you could harm.

Naan, a fellow trainee, in the program geared toward pilots in the air assault division had made a grievous error in an attempt to be cocky. He’d flown an X-striker jet in a haphazard pattern, crossed into another flight lane and almost caused a head on collision with Muroe in his X-striker.

Kjar and the other trainees watched it from the ground, unable to do anything but stare in shock at the blatant rule breaking.

After they landed, Muroe climbed from the cockpit, pale and shaky. Before Kjar could speak, the other trainee asked their instructor to be withdrawn from the Academy.

It was a loss. Muroe would have made an excellent pilot and a superior Jutak warrior. Naan, for his part, had climbed from his striker and jumped to the ground, grinning. There was no remorse or shame for his actions in the air antics which had set Kjar off and into a tirade.

“No one cares, Rulayin,” Naan said, walking by with a smirk. “When I’m a Team Leader, I’ll get to do whatever I want.”

That blithe statement spoken in arrogance had led to him punching Naan in the face. The blow caused the other man to hit the ground unconscious.

Thus Kjar ending up here in his advisor’s office. “My actions fit the consequences for his behavior.”

His advisor shook his blond head, blue eyes direct. “That’s not your decision to make. You’ve been an outstanding student here. With your grades and ranking you’d make an excellent Jutak warrior. I’ve never seen a trainee take to flight the way you have. In simulation and out, it’s clear you have a magical touch in the striker jets.”

Kjar relaxed a little upon hearing the positive feedback.

“But,” his advisor emphasized, “his papan is a high level member of the Alliance and it’s out of my hands.”

Kjar stiffened, not understanding. “What are you saying?”

Giving him a somber look, his advisor said, “You’re out. I’m sorry, Kjar.”

“I’m out?” The words didn’t make sense. His fingers clenched in his lap.

“You assaulted another trainee. Standard procedure requires the matter be investigated. It was concluded that there wasn’t probable cause for the physical altercation you initiated.”

Kjar stood abruptly, ignoring his chair which clattered behind him. “There are rules and regulations. Naan broke them. I followed them.”

“Your reputation has preceded you. You’re known for not respecting authority figures, thinking you know better than your instructors and this marks your second physical altercation since you started at the Jutak Academy. To be frank, neither of you should be allowed to continue.”

Kjar barely managed to withhold a flinch at the dry rundown. He did question his instructors but only because their blanket statements about how aircrafts performed in the air weren’t always accurate. “So that’s it?”

His advisor steepled his fingers together and shook his head. “I’m sure Naan won’t manage to graduate either if it eases your mind at all. He received a penalty in his file as well. One more and he’s done.”

Stunned, Kjar could only stare. Then displaying the lack of respect for authority mentioned, he swiped everything off of the desk between them. The clatter and crash of items falling to the floor did nothing to ease his blind rage. Since there was nothing more to say, he stormed out, everything he’d worked for gone.

Three days later, he was no closer to knowing what to do. Being a pilot had been his goal for years. To right the wrongs of the past as a Jutak warrior would have exceeded his goals.

Perhaps his reaction had been extreme but Naan’s actions had struck too close to Kjar’s feelings regarding the faulty shuttle pilot responsible for his father’s death.

His choices were now limited. Return to Volvian where only sadness awaited or stay on Enotia. At a loss for what to do next, the comm he received caught him by surprise.

“This is Kyele Bastien. I wanted to talk to you about an opportunity.”

“Kyele Bastien?” He recognized the name immediately and snorted. Why would the former Jutak warrior be reaching out to him? “Is this a joke?”

Unless it was to reinstate him to the Academy. He tensed and straightened in his seat. Maybe they’d realized he was too good to let go.

“This is not a joke, I assure you. I’m contacting you about a covert unit I’ll be heading. You’d be an asset,” Kyele continued.

Though it pained him, Kjar was never one to shun honesty. “You might want to go to the next name on the list. I’ve been ejected from the Jutak Academy.”

A rough chuckle filled his ear. “That’s exactly why you are an ideal candidate.”

Kjar frowned and pressed a hand to his forehead. Kyele Bastien had a distinguished reputation and long history with the Jutak warriors. He’d served under the leadership of a Unit Leader who had no equal. Torkel Alonson. “What are you proposing?”

He listened carefully as the other man outlined the details for an organization that would operate from Enotia on behalf of the Alliance and as support to ERS, the Emergency Rescue Squad. It sounded too good to be true after his dismissal from the Jutak Academy.

“Why me?” Kjar asked. “There has to be others you could ask. What brought me to your attention, Bastien?”

The other man didn’t shy away from answering. “It’s good you ask. The objective of the missions Ghost Unit will undertake won’t always be...clear. I’ve seen the comments from your instructors and your advisor. There will be times when decisions have to made that require those willing to do what’s necessary, if not what’s right.”

Kjar took a moment to wonder if he’d been insulted. No matter what his advisor said or thought, Kjar wasn’t reckless. His integrity wasn’t up for debate and he wouldn’t step into something that would go against the core of who he was. “And you think that’s me?”

The former Jutak countered. “Don’t you? Meet me and we can go over the details. I think you’ll be surprised, Kjar N’de Rulayin.”

There was nothing to lose. “Send me the information.”

***
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Kyele ended the comm and stared sightlessly at the wall in front of him. The Volvian had been doubtful but at least had agreed to hear him out. All of the men he’d contacted were leery but he had the feeling they’d come around. A smile creased his cheeks. Torkel was right. He wasn’t ready to settle yet. Getting this group to put aside their differences to work together excited him.

“Kyele?”

He turned slowly at the soft feminine voice behind him. The woman’s gaze was drowsy, her cheeks puffy with the remnants of sleep, her red hair tousled about her head. She wore one of his shirts, the white fabric draping her curves in an enticing way.

Gold eyes brightened when they landed on him standing in the corner of their main living space and his heart clenched at the sight of her visible love. He extended his arm toward her and she sped across the room to snuggle into his side.

He pulled her in tight and cradled her against him. Placing a kiss on top of her head, he whispered, “Why are you up, tesa?”

Her fingers teased their way up his bare chest, sending shivers down his spine. “It’s not fun in bed if you’re not there with me.”

Grinning, he turned them toward the bedroom she’d come from. “Let’s see what I can do about that.”
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Six years later

“The team is down and several Jutak warriors are injured. The hostage is still being held in the building. Time is of the essence and shock bombs are set to explode at any moment. What is the logical next step?” Instructor Ilamon asked the class from her position in the pit at the front of the room.

There was silence as those in the session for Strategy and Planning pondered the question. Jaycie tapped the buzzer mounted on her desk and the red dome illuminated in a signal for the instructor.

Instructor Ilamon nodded at Jaycie, her nut brown skin gleaming beneath the overhead lights as she smiled. Blue stripes bisected her face, denoting her heritage as a member of the Trin tribe from Ruandin.

“It would mean an emergency evac. The team has to save themselves,” she answered confidently.

“I see.” Instructor Ilamon’s expression shifted, grew pensive as she stared at her and Jaycie wondered what she’d done to draw such an expression. After a moment, the instructor’s gaze cruised over the class and she pointed at another student. “Alright. Anyone else?”

From several rows behind her, a male voice said, “The hostage needs to be rescued. It’s the point of the mission and why the Jutak warriors are there. If the ambassador is compromised, any chance at goodwill between the two tribes falters.”

Jaycie restrained the urge to snort and tapped her finger on her desk silently.

“Specifics, Weyn?” Instructor Ilamon probed.

He shrugged and slumped low in his seat. Wanting to laugh at the inane response, Jaycie covered her mouth with her hand and pretended to cough.

This was a tough course but one of her favorites. If she scored high enough, it would solidify her chance to graduate and become the first female Jutak warrior.

“Alright. Do we have anyone else who’d like input?” Ilamon asked.

“Yes,” a deep voice called out. “The injured Jutaks should lay low and let the others go back, complete the mission and save the hostage.”

It was easy to recognize the voice of her nemesis. Grier Ssamu. Between the two of them, they held the top spot in every class of this year students at the Academy. In the words of her maman’s native language, Grier was an ass.

After she’d refused to sex share with the Chamele six months ago, he’d made it his mission to harass and irritate her. Usually, she could ignore him but her patience was short due to another man plaguing her thoughts and trying to force her into a decision she wasn’t ready to make.

Ilamon hummed under her breath, brown eyes lighting up. “Nice. Anyone else?”

Silence. Jaycie risked a glance to her right. Her friends, Toren and Justice, weren’t seated that far away. Blond with black eyes and dark brown horns that curled at the sides of their heads, the twins looked enough alike to fool others into thinking they were identical.

She stared, hoping they’d turn in her direction. They studiously refused to look her way. Ugh. They were still annoyed about her surpassing them in the weaponry class earlier today. Toren came close but Justice needed work. She bit back a smug grin and faced forward.

Instructor Ilamon moved to the podium and activated the holo screen. Behind her, a scenario like the one she’d covered was re-enacted. It was exactly as their notes explained. Two Jutaks injured, the other three trying to help stabilize them, the hostage being held by the target they’d been sent to capture.

“First, we’ll start with Trainee Bastien’s suggestion,” Ilamon said and clicked a few buttons on the data pad she held.

Jaycie held her breath as the Jutaks abandoned the mission and escaped, leaving the hostage to his fate. The ship took off safely, the building blew up behind them and then a message appeared on screen.

Result: Mediation talks failed due to ambassador’s death. Civil unrest begins for several years. Loss of life significant.

The class hooted and laughed. Inwardly, she winced. There hadn’t been another alternative though. She still believed her response was the best.

“Now, we’ll do Trainee Ssamu’s suggestion since Trainee Weyn didn’t have details for his.”

The two injured Jutak warriors stayed behind while the other three stormed the building. One dismantled the shock bomb while the others went inside to rescue the ambassador.

Result: Ambassador negotiates treaty. Peace settles the country for the first time in generations.

A single, loud cheer came from the back. Ssamu. Ass. Jaycie bit back the curse laden rant she wanted to give voice to.

“That’s it for class everyone. See you tomorrow,” Instructor Ilamon called out.

Snarling, Jaycie gathered her comp and comm unit. Since she was four rows up, she stood and made her way to the aisle.

An obnoxious voice from behind her said, “Abandon the mission and save yourself. That’s your answer to everything, Bastien. Hate to be on your team.”

She faced Grier and glared. His dark hair was slicked back from a narrow forehead.  Almond shaped brown eyes bore into hers. His skin was currently a pale shade of yellow but like most Chameles changed color with his moods.

The green Academy uniform fit his trim figure to perfection. If he wasn’t such an arrogant targot, some might find him attractive. “I’m not worried, are you?”

He huffed and bumped her shoulder roughly to pass. “You’d have to graduate for me to think about being worried. You won’t be the first woman to do that, Bastien, no matter who your papan is.”

Breath coming in fast, she stared as he stormed down the stairs with a group of others laughing at her.

“You alright?” Justice asked, coming up beside her.

The comment from Grier had knocked her off course more than she wanted to admit. She offered a weak smile in his direction, trying to ignore Grier’s words. “I’m fine.”

Toren squeezed her shoulder and eased by. “I have to get to another course. Catch up later.”

She and Justice were done for the day and took their time going down the steps.

“Trainee Bastien, a moment of your time, if I may.”

Instructor Ilamon spoke as they neared the podium at the bottom, her tail whipping about in agitation. Justice winced and hurried out the door. She scrunched her nose. Coward. Then turned toward the instructor. “Is there anything wrong?”

Instructor Ilamon braced an elbow on the podium behind her and spoke frankly. “I expected more from you. I’ve been watching and waiting this entire course to see a spark but it’s not there.”

“I-I’m sorry?” Her pulse skidded and Jaycie’s defenses rose. What was she talking about? Her ratings were at the top.

“If I’m not mistaken, you need this course to finish Jutak Academy.”

She nodded slowly. “Yes. I’m already far ahead enough that my grades in the other subjects qualify me for completion. Yours is the last but it’s been full every session.”

Ilamon tipped her head to the side and studied Jaycie. “My class was full when I noticed your name on the waiting rolls to get in. Expecting to be impressed, I approved your entrance.”

She didn’t know what to say to that revelation. If...no, when she passed Strategy and Planning she would be the first female to ever graduate and make it as a soldier for the elite Enotian military. A Jutak warrior like her papan. Few had tried before her but none had gotten as far.

“I wanted to be a Jutak warrior when I was a little girl,” Ilamon stated suddenly.

Shocked, Jaycie could only gap. Her instructor wasn’t old at all but she in no way resembled a typical soldier. Suravi Ilamon carried herself with grace and elegance. She was professional, strict and one of the best instructors at the Academy.

Ilamon laughed at her reaction, bringing the stripes on her face into prominence. “I was young and impressionable. The scenario I used today is loosely based on an incident that occurred when I was a little girl. The Bexe and Trin had been warring and my father, Ambassador Ilamon, was in charge of overseeing the upcoming elections.”

She paused as if waiting for Jaycie to jump in but she didn’t know what to say. She was familiar with many cultures thanks to growing up in a Jutak compound among her papan’s peers.

She knew Marenians, Ceratons, Serpines, Argorans and had friends from Garulax. She didn’t know anything about the war between the two races her instructor mentioned.

“Hmm, they really don’t discuss their missions.” A pleased smile stretched Ilamon’s face and she continued. “I was abducted and a Jutak team saved me. More specifically a Jutak warrior came into the bedroom where I was held, killed my abductors and took me home to return me to my parents.

“To my childish mind that soldier was the greatest hero I’d ever met and I decided then and there to be like him. A Jutak warrior.”

Jaycie didn’t have to ask if she’d made it. No female had. “What does that have to do with me, Instructor Ilamon?”

Ilamon’s lips pressed tight and her expression grew stern. “That soldier was Jutak Kyele Bastien and if he and his team had made the decision you made in class today, I wouldn’t be here. My tribe the Trin would have been decimated by the Bexe.”

A chasm opened in her chest and Jaycie’s skin grew heated. “I—I”

Her instructor shook her head in disappointment. “I also act as an advisor for placement of teams. If you can’t get beyond your win at all cost attitude, I won’t be able to recommend you to move forward. And that would be a shame, Trainee Bastien.

“I think you have the makings to be an excellent soldier. But not if your every solution involves saving yourself and abandoning those who really need you. Being a Jutak isn’t only about having the top grades, it’s about the ability to be a team member.”

***
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Throughout the day, Instructor Ilamon’s words weighed on Jaycie. She’d been blindsided by the harsh critique after only receiving glowing accolades from her prior instructors. Because of it, she was still wide awake in her bed in the dorms, unable to shake the accusation.

Did she have a win at no cost attitude?

She admitted to being driven. Perhaps overly so in her goal to be a Jutak warrior but it was all she had. She could never measure up to her papan’s reputation and success in the military. She wasn’t as strong as her brother, Viktor, who’d inherited the full abilities of their paternal Spectar heritage.

And her maman. Joni Miller had survived life on Earth, a terrible abduction she never spoke of and had more courage than anyone else Jaycie knew. She could never match that. Her maman kicked ass.

‘Who taught you to fight? You’re good.’

Words muttered to her in an impressive tone a year ago. At the memory of the dark, delicious voice, shivers rolled down her spine. Kjar N’de Rulayin. Someone she should have stayed far away from the moment their eyes met.

Except she’d been intrigued and challenged by the look in his gaze the day she’d been caught sneaking into her papan’s facility to spar. She hadn’t expected his new team to discover her presence. Her papan had not been pleased by that.

She and Kjar’s paths had crossed a few weeks later after that initial meeting. Viktor had once more snuck her into the training room and promised to come back to get her in exactly two hours. She didn’t always go there just to see her papan. The equipment at the Ghost Unit building was superior to anything at the Academy and she didn’t have to worry about running into anyone like Grier or his crew.

‘Look who snuck in again.’

She spun around at the sound of the amused voice while she’d been practicing her hand to hand combat sequences. Her arms dropped to her sides as she stared.

Long hair trailing over his shoulder in a single white braid, Kjar sauntered in and closed the door behind him. He was shirtless, giving her an up close and personal view of a chest and torso lined with muscles and ripples on a long, lean body.

Black loose fitting drawstring pants swayed about his bare feet as he approached. Her gaze snagged on his groin where the material clung and the definite bulge present.

‘Interested in one-on-one or scared your papan will find out?’

His verbal taunt and the smirk on his face were the impetus to get her to agree.

‘Sure. If you think you can keep up.’

Adrenaline fired through her veins at the idea of fighting someone new. She was fast. Faster than average because that part of Spectar was in her blood.

She’d battled with her maman, her papan and her brother as well as classmates. Her papan held back for obvious reasons and Viktor claimed he could never hurt her but her maman...

Joni Bastien had put her through her paces and always included knives, her weapon of choice in combat. A year ago, she’d managed to pin her maman to the ground and press a blade to her throat. Instead of being upset, her maman had laughed and hugged Jaycie tight. “My baby is like her daddy.”

The words had meant more than she could say.

‘No rules, full out?’ Kjar asked, stopping across from her on the padded mats.

More excitement. Her heart thrummed faster. The Academy didn’t let them go full out. Too many abilities among a wide range of races. She knew Kjar was Volvian but that was the extent of her knowledge about him or what he could do. This was her chance to face an opponent of unknown capabilities.

Feigning nonchalance, she hitched her shoulder. ‘Sure.’ 

That night she’d held back, pushing but not overly so until he’d stopped mid-strike and said, ‘Are you done playing?’

The knowing glint in his eyes fueled a responding spark in her. Exhilarated at the opportunity to have someone who appeared to be on her skill level, she’d increased her efforts.

Then he’d stopped again, his look impressed yet smug. ‘Why don’t we up the ante? Winner gets a kiss?’

She laughed in his face though her nipples tightened beneath the exercise shirt she wore. His audacity was arousing. Thinking he’d win or that his kiss was a worthy prize amused her. ‘What if I don’t want a kiss?’

‘You will.’ His smile widened and he went after her with a combination punch and kick.

Sweat dripped into her eyes, her muscles stretched and pulled from the extended workout and her pulse beat a vibrant tattoo against her skin. When she spotted an opening from his rapid dodge to the left to avoid her frontal snap kick, she’d moved in.

Only to be pulled short by a thick coil around her neck, yanking her back. She stumbled and dropped to one knee while reaching up.

Kjar leaned over her and glanced down. His braid extended in an unbreakable rope around her neck. Eyes wide, she blurted, ‘You have got to be kidding?!’

He’d used his hair like a whip to wrap around her throat. She’d never heard the likes. Slight pressure caused her to stagger to her feet. Slowly, she was pulled inexorably close to him until they stood chest to chest.

Each panting breath from him flowed over her face and heated her skin. No other signs of exertion on his part while she struggled to slow her wheezing lungs. They’d been at it for a while.

His lashes were impossibly long and the same bright white as his brows and hair. Gray eyes seared her with their intensity and though she wanted to pull away and break the hold, she found herself trapped and too curious about what he’d do next to move.

‘You favor your maman’s manner of speech,’ he murmured.

She’d heard it before. Her friends spoke the way she did, a mix of Enotian and the Earth slang they’d grown up hearing from their mamans. Still, she didn’t expect that comment from him. Everyone who recognized her last name immediately associated it with her papan and thus assumed she was like him. ‘What do you know of my maman?’

The braid around her throat eased its pressure, the end sliding in teasing strokes across her shoulder blade. It took everything in her not to give way to the shivers working up her spine.

‘I looked you up, Jaycie Bastien, first female to be a Jutak warrior.’

With that declaration, the braid slivered away, freeing her and he took a step back. Stunned, she rubbed at her neck, wishing she’d taken the opportunity to touch the thick strands to see if it was as soft as it looked and felt coiled around her.

Wait. His words penetrated her daze. ‘I’m not a Jutak warrior.’

He cocked his head to the side and eyed her from head to toe. The heated look did more for her than the last male she’d sex shared with. ‘You will be.’

The confidence uttered in those three words should have warned her she was in danger of losing her heart.
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Later that night, Jaycie was still upset by Instructor Ilamon’s words. When she got wound up, she needed to talk. She thought of calling her best friend but Shiloh was off visiting her Seppi Nikol on Marenia. Again

She sighed and rolled onto her back. If she called her papan he’d want to know what was wrong and if she hinted at problems, he’d want to know every detail and the two of them had an unspoken agreement that he wouldn’t pry or try to fix things for her. And by fix it she absolutely meant murder and mayhem.

Her papan wasn’t the calmest when it came to her or her brother. Forget her maman. He went crazy if her maman exhibited the smallest sign of upset.

Another sigh. Fuck, she’d never get to sleep like this. Reaching for her personal comm, she tapped the code to enable the security encryption Shiloh had created for her. Her friend constantly came up with new ideas and asked their close knit group to test them before she felt comfortable making the technology public.

Although not really public since she used an anonymous account to sell her work and hadn’t told her parents what she did on the side yet.

Viktor answered on the first buzz. His face appeared on screen, creases lining his cheek and his head mashed on the pillow he lay on. Dark hair stuck up in tuffs about his head, drawing a smile from her. She’d tease him about that later.

“It’s my little shadow. What do you need? Planning to sneak onto papan’s base again?”

Hearing his voice soothed the growing tightness in her chest and she kicked her legs up and entwined her ankles in the air. “Hey to you too and no, I don’t want to sneak into papan’s work.”

In the beginning, she’d done it a lot but after the way things changed with Kjar, she’d been avoiding going there. Thinking of him brought on a reminder of their problems and she promptly blocked it out.

“Also don’t call me little shadow any more.” He’d given her the moniker because she’d been obsessed with following him everywhere when she was little.

Viktor’s rich chuckle spilled over the line, his green eyes aglow with amusement and her smile stretched wider. She loved her big brother and talking to him always brought a sense of comfort.

“What’s wrong then? Are you having trouble achieving your life long dream?”

She rolled her eyes at the ceiling. It wasn’t like it was secret that she wanted to be a Jutak warrior. As a child, she’d been fascinated by her papan’s work and watching him with the others in their extended family had only increased her desire to grow up and be an elite soldier too.

Her maman hadn’t liked that at all but she hadn’t done anything to dissuade her. As soon as Jaycie was old enough, Joni Bastien had made it a point to start teaching her combat techniques. They’d sparred together from the time she was five and cried when her papan wouldn’t let her have her own knife to play with.

Her mouth twisted, she’d been quite stubborn even then.

“Jaycie?” Humor absent, her brother’s voice deepened. “What’s going on?”

Concern and a tinge of anger filled his tone. Viktor would destroy a world for those he loved. An. Entire. World. His intensity sometimes frightened her. It was as if he didn’t have a measuring stick to balance the emotions he felt. He was all in once you held a place in his heart.

“If you don’t answer me and tell me what’s wrong, I’ll be there before you can end this comm,” he snapped.

And he meant it. Unlike her, he could travel great distances in a blink.

“I’m fine. No need to rip dimensions apart and step through the universe,” she finally joked.

Viktor snorted and shifted to lie on his back. He propped his hands behind his head and she assumed he’d moved her to hands free comm. Another bit of tech devised by Shiloh. “I don’t rip dimensions and have no idea how one would step through a universe.”

She grinned. “And yet you do.”

Not really. But very few Spectar had the ability to travel the way her brother did. Like their papan, he could change into Spectar form which consisted of a mist-like appearance, create gale force winds with his mind, absorb into another individual’s physical form and a host of other things she couldn’t touch on.

“Tell me your troubles, little shadow,” he coaxed.

Tears of frustration burning, she blurted everything. Instructor Ilamon’s reprimand and her fear. The fear was a big one because she was used to being strong. Her parents had raised her to be that way and never failed to voice how proud they were of her.

“Now I’m scared I might fail,” she finished and knuckled her eyes to swipe away the stupid tears.

“You might fail,” he agreed and her heart clenched. “But you might succeed. None of what happened in that class will define who you are long term. Who you’re meant to be, Jaycie.”

The breath sighed from her chest and the growing knot in her belly eased. This was why she’d commed him. Viktor knew what to say to settle her worries. “Thank you, Vik.”

His nose curled up. “You know I don’t like that.”
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