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      I’m so glad you could join me for this latest release. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to be transported to the future, and what better opportunity to test out what we may find? There’d be so many things to learn and experience for the first time, and I hope that’s what I’ve explored in this book.

      To mix that along with an opportunity to give the world another romance, well, it makes it all rather satisfying. Of course, this is only the start of a new series and I hope you enjoy it and join me on the ride.

      And on that note, in our family, we’ve been watching the romance of our daughter unfold, and this year, they walked down the aisle. So this book is dedicated to the girl child and her husband (and of course their kitty babies… Eira, Archie and Artis!)
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      The left wing dipped, and Nala clung to the strap of her seat, praying for a safe flight and landing.

      Night had settled around the craft hours ago, as they crossed the ocean. Since then, the darkness had been split by tremendous bolts of light. The lightning crashing, the plane buffeted by the winds, and followed by what she was sure was torrential rain.

      Others in the back prayed loudly, and the woman beside her sobbed.

      Her stomach clenched as she glanced to her side. A light shone through the windows, and she gasped. It grew larger, wider, spinning wildly. Someone screamed as she stared, unable to tear her vision from the growing vortex. In the very centre there was an obsidian darkness. No lights. Just a terrifying blackness.

      Engines whined loudly as the hostess called loudly from the front, “Hold on, everyone. Brace yourselves.”

      Glancing around, Nala noted the varied voices echoing in the cabin. The words ‘brace yourself’ repeated, and nausea rose, nearly swamping her while her stomach cramped. She moved automatically, hunching forward, her fingers clutching the webbing of her seatbelt. Chill invaded her body, and she shook wildly. Terror kept her eyes wide open, as her brain repeated if the end was coming, she’d face it straight-on.

      A flare of light surrounded the small craft, and now she did blink. Suddenly, the craft was overcome with silence. Every sound stopped, the flash of light disappeared, and they were surrounded by darkness.

      The engines had stopped; she knew that as clearly as she could feel the sudden cessation of the throb beneath her feet. Her hand released the strap and she reached for the lap sash. It was still there.

      The person in the seat at her side stared at her, mouth agape. “We’re going to crash,” the woman moaned.

      “Just hold tight,” Nala murmured, but it was like an invisible hand clutched the craft. Doomed, I’m going to die in this plane in the middle of nowhere and no one will know where I am.

      A sound now echoed, like the grinding of metal, and the cacophony of screams began anew as the craft pitched from one side to the other in rapid succession, throwing the passengers against each other and the wall of the plane. She clutched her seatbelt once more and whispered a brief prayer, hoping for forgiveness of her many indiscretions, and hoped someone took note and pity on her soul. Tears burned fiery tracks down her cheeks while the thudding of her heart surely heralded a medical incident.

      Then it ceased.

      The wild movements stilled.

      Silence descended.

      “What’s happening?” she whispered, and the woman beside her stared as she simply shook her head.

      Nala scrabbled for the clasp on her seatbelt then threw it aside. A hand reached out, grabbing hers. Looking down, Nala realised it was her seatmate, who one-handed scrabbled for her belt too. The woman whose hand she grasped, surged up beside her, her grip crushing as Nala called out, “Be quiet everyone. We need to know what’s happening!”

      Not that it made any kind of impression, as the other passengers screamed and whimpered.

      One of the hostesses, the tall one who’d told them to brace, hurried along the aisle, her face pasty white, her hand clasping a ring which Nala had seen hanging not quite fully beneath her uniform. The dim light glittered off the rock, a diamond, Nala thought dimly, in a gold band. “You need to resume your seats,” she entreated, but Nala noted that she too grabbed Nala’s hand.

      Only seconds had passed, but it felt like a lifetime when suddenly the craft lurched and stilled. Lights blasted in through the small portholes, and the trio standing in the aisle turned as one.

      The doors blew open and a creature lurched into the craft. It was tall, wearing a suit of greyish-green, and the headpiece held a large screen, though it was opaque, and for an instant Nala wondered what they, the creatures who crowded behind the advancing leader, saw. A bubble of hysteria rose in her chest, but she refused to let it out, some sense warning her now was not the time.

      The figure stepped toward the three, followed by others. The one she designated the leader strode up to them, the stride purposeful, and on instinct, Nala nudged both the women behind her. She shook with terror, not quite sure what she was facing or who, but sure that this was the right course of action.

      “You are the leader,” echoed a voice from the helmet.

      “I… No.” Her voice shook, but at least she could form a coherent answer, she told herself mentally.

      The creature glanced side to side then said, “Come with us,” and a hand extended. There was an air of authority about this individual, and Nala immediately knew this wasn’t a request she could deny. Stumbling, she followed, not taking the hand offered, while the other two women clung like limpets to one of her arms and hands. The creature grabbed Nala, lifting her from the craft to the floor.

      The plane doors opened to a large hanger or complex, her mind couldn’t offer any other answer, and many more of the creature hovered, as if waiting.

      “What about…?” She swallowed the sudden dry lump in her throat.

      “The team will bring them aboard safely.”

      Aboard? That seemed like a strange word to use. Were they on a boat or some kind of plane? And if so, how could…?

      “Be at peace. You are now safe.”

      Once more she blinked. “Safe?”

      The hands released her and reached for the head covering, twisting it up and off until she saw a man within the suit. “Yes. Safe. We nearly lost your craft in the wormhole.”

      “What?” Words she’d never heard nor understood had her shaking her head. “I don’t understand, where are we? Why aren’t we still flying?”

      The man smiled, his perfect white teeth and tanned skin still a surprise along with the flash of jet-black hair and forest-green eyes. “We saved you. You were caught up in a wormhole flash, and your plane would have crashed if we hadn’t retrieved it.”

      “I have no idea who you are or what you’re playing with, but I want to go home,” the air hostess muttered, her small cap now askew, and her trim skirt and blouse looked positively rumpled. “I can’t…” She dropped, but someone swooped in, catching her before she fell, as did a second, catching Nala’s seatmate when she too fainted.

      Nala wavered. What was the best course of action? Help these women or deal with the man who’d been confusing her? “I want to go home.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. That’s not possible.” Unsure what else to do, Nala turned once more to face the leader. “Once we drew you into the Havenspace, the wormhole closed. Access to your time is no longer possible.”

      Havenspace? Wormhale? “Where are we, exactly?” asked Nala.

      “More when, ma’am. We’ve dragged you into 2654, and if I don’t miss my guess, you were from the 1940s?”

      “1956,” Nala corrected, her mind spinning. “You’re telling me we’ve moved through time and… No, it’s not possible.”

      “It certainly is possible,” the man insisted, “and you’ve done it. Welcome back to the world.”

      The room or hanger or whatever it was swirled until the light bled away and Nala slumped to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Alric sighed and lifted the woman in the brown and white dress into his arms and laid her on a medi-bed. The others in the hangar were being loaded up, but something about this woman… She’d shielded the other two clinging to her. She’d demanded answers and even corrected him on his poor guestimate of the year.

      He slid a red security band onto her hand and slid orange ones on the other two women as he began moving through the rows of beds, his hands moving over the screen of his reader pad, seeking information. 1956, planes… Ah yes. He found an image and nodded, thankful at least that had quickly been rectified.

      “You’ve found a potential leader?” Shuran, his second-in-command, commented on his choice of banding. “We haven’t yet got into the cockpit. It’s as if they’ve barricaded it.”

      “You should be able to push through it. After all, it’s a mid-1950’s build super constellation, so the security features are poor,” Alric muttered.

      “They may be, but the cockpit door won’t open,” Shuran reiterated.

      “Then go through the windscreen.”

      “And if they’re armed?” Shuran pushed.

      Alric sighed. “You want me to deal with it?”

      Shuran shrugged. “At the beginning of this mission you were pretty clear with us, given the situation.”

      It wasn’t often his offsider shied away from responsibility, but he understood with her particular circumstances that now was not the time to run risks. Alric sighed and opened a flap on his wrist unit, deployed the shielding, and strode to the front of the plane, then slid his helmet back on, ensuring his personal safety.

      The cockpit was higher up, and clicking his heels together, he activated the power-rise inserts of his boots. Slowly, he rose until he could glance through the glass at the four men huddled in the cockpit. He could now clearly see what they’d stacked in front to stop the intrusion of his people.

      The man that he thought was likely the captain, raised a hand, the pistol in his grip wavering. “You can’t enter,” he croaked while the other men cowered near the rear cockpit seats.

      Alric groaned and hovered in full view. “I will not hurt you, but my people cannot reach you in there. Either clear the door or⁠—”

      “No,” screeched the man as he waved the pistol wildly.

      In slow motion, Alric watched the man squeeze the trigger of the ancient pistol. There wasn’t much else to do, so he placed his hand against the glass, which crumpled beneath his touch, and he moved out of the way as the bullet whizzed into the protective bubble surrounding the internal area of the hangar.

      The man’s eyes widened before he turned scarlet and clutched his chest. Alric shot forward, realising what was happening. Once again, his hand was extended, and he flicked his thumb and a long needle protruded, and he shoved it deep, letting the embedded x-ray guide his moves.

      The others in the cabin rose, and Alric growled at them, “Stay still and let me save your captain.” They stilled and he breathed deeply, waiting for the beep that told him the medic assist embedded in his suit had completed its task. “Open the door and let my people in. Your captain needs to be in the infirmary,” he said, and watched on, pleased, as they sprang into action.
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      Nala yawned, the grogginess invading her brain, an unwelcome effect of the nap she’d taken on the plane. Only, something niggled at the back of her mind, some unwelcome knowledge.

      Cracking open an eye, she glanced out, then sprang upright with a gasp. “Where am I?” Certainly not on the plane. Nala looked around.

      The room was cavernous, like a hangar for a plane, yet bigger. She’d seen plenty of them in her early years during the war, assisting both her mother and father. She swiped an unsteady hand over her eyes as a green-bedecked woman ambled toward her.

      “Good, you’re the first awake. Let’s get you up and into the interview cubicle so we can begin the process.”

      “Process?”

      “It’s all very simple, dear. Nothing to worry about.” The woman exuded a strange kind of confidence that unsettled Nala. She was dressed very strangely too. Pants that fitted tight against her body, with silver markings along the arms. Nala wondered if they were signs of rank.

      “Where am I? Who are you, and what happened?” Her hand brushed against her dress, and she groaned, noting the wrinkles.

      “My name is Shuran, and I’m the second-in-command to Captain Alric. You’re aboard the USF Captivar, and we saved you from a mechanically created wormhole.”

      Nala slid a hand over her forehead. “What are you talking about? I’ve never heard of a wormhale, and I have no clue what you’re talking about.” Confusion was a wave that swamped her.

      “Wormhole. But it’s okay, it will all be explained later. For now, let’s get you up and moving.”

      Shuran pushed her to rise and head toward rooms at the back. She did glance back a single time, noting the rows of people still supine on the beds. “Will they all be fine?”

      “Oh, for sure. They’ll wake up soon and be processed too. Now, just step in here.” Shuran opened a door and all but pushed Nala inside, then closed the door behind her with a whisper.

      Alone in the small room, she glanced around, but the room was alien. There was a table in stark white and two formed chairs, also in white. A box-like thing sat on top of the desk, and she stepped up, touched it with a finger, and it trilled.

      Terrified, Nala sprang back, her gaze on the box that made a sound, and cowered in the corner.

      A door at the other side of the room slid open, and a man she was sure she’d seen before entered, but fear kept her rooted to the spot.
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      Alric looked at the woman who was trying to squeeze through the wall of the cubicle, and he sighed. I’ve been here before. Clearly, whatever there was in here terrifying her would continue to be a stumbling block until he explained the what’s, where’s and why’s of her situation.

      “Please take a seat,” he said, indicating to the seat by the computing unit.

      “Who are you, and where am I?” She panted, still very clearly shaken.

      “I’ll answer those in a minute, but what’s your name?” he countered.

      “Nala. It’s Nala.”

      “A lovely name,” he said and wrote it down on the pad before him. “Do you have a surname?”

      She blinked. “Stimson. Nala Stimson.”

      “Nala, I’m Captain Alric of the USF Captivar. This ship, if you will. I know Shuran, my second, told you a little, but let me explain what happened. Your plane was caught in a wormhole, one that was formed in an irregular manner, and you all would have been lost if we hadn’t picked up the interference through a time-space device.” He held up a tiny receiver in his hands. “We realised the situation and were able to use the warp to pull the plane and all of you forward to the future.”

      The woman shook her head. “Time travel is a story. It only exists in cheap penny novels,” she breathed.

      If only those from the past had been given the opportunities to be educated in the lateral fields of time transference. “It really isn’t.” He smiled and hoped that might calm her somewhat, given the way she’d turned a peculiar shade of greenish-grey. “Come sit down, and I’ll get us some refreshment while you assist me with details.”

      She moved slightly, and he got the impression that interest warred with the lack of knowledge. He tapped a button on the table, and a chime signalled that the two cold drinks were ready to be dispensed. He waited though, until she perched on the edge of the seat, then slid open the receptacle unit and pulled out two cold drinks of icy spice water.

      Alric sipped from his cup and watched as she reached for the other. She’d be thirsty, he knew. It was one of the side effects of the sedative they used after the nervous system overload slump all the designates experienced, but they had long ago learned that those unused to the vagaries of worm-transport reacted best to a period of sedation after the initial event. It seemed the brain couldn’t cope in their situations and nothing less than twenty-four hours alleviated the worst of the effects.

      “How long was I asleep?”

      “Not as long as most of the passengers. You were out for twenty hours. Most won’t rise until later today or even tonight.”

      She nodded. “Where am I?”

      “This is my ship, and we’re heading for the moon hub we call the Havenspace. You’ll be kept here long enough to undertake any initial health checks and until we can understand your educational and transitional deficits.”

      She frowned, and her brows moved together. “Deficits?”

      “Knowledge gaps, things you need to know before joining the population of one of the six united planets.”

      “Six united planets? I’m sorry, but I’m guessing this is a joke. Some cruel prank—” She made to stand up, but he raised a hand.

      “Video overlay, screen two,” he commanded, and now, the vision of the planets, a basic education spiel they played for youngsters as part of their initial mandatory citizenship training, flashed on the screen.

      “The six united planets that make up our human alliance include Earth, Beta Minor, Lascelles IV, Mars, the Pluto explanatory zone, and Romulus. Each planet contributes to the needs of our society through agriculture, aquaculture, mining, and scientific knowledge. While each planet is technically its own civilisation, defence and medical services are combined for the benefit of all.” Images flashed on the screen as the spiel moved on. “Each of the six planets contributes labour and knowledge, building better interstellar transportation, and sending explorers out to meet and make alliances with others of a peaceful nature. We seek other m-class planets suitable for habitation. In this way, the six planets promote peace, harmony, and populate star systems.”

      “What is this?” She rose again, arms wrapped around herself, pale with wide eyes glancing at the screen. “Nothing man-made is this advanced, nor⁠—”

      “Not in your time, no. But the wormhole brought you nearly seven hundred years into the future. We—those who serve with the Havenspace—understand that it’s difficult to make a transition, particularly for those who’ve come so far. But many have made the transition, and very well. Indeed, one who you may have heard of, Amelia Earhart, is now serving on one of this craft.” He waited and watched as her eyes widened further.

      “But what if I want to go home?” He noted the way her hands balled up, and he gathered she didn’t grasp the important information he’d just dispensed.

      “That’s the one thing you can’t do. We haven’t yet found a way to travel back in time, only to bring those craft forward.” What he didn’t tell her was why. She wasn’t yet ready to hear the rest of the plan. So many craft went missing, but it was only those containing certain individuals that they were given the green light to save.

      She slumped into the chair, and he felt bad for her, but the rules were clear. He needed her now to complete her testing, then prepare her for transitional training.
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      Nala felt her emotions swamping her. Filling her with a mix of disbelief and terror at his words. “I’m a prisoner? Is this the government? I know things have been tricky since the end of the war, the communists⁠—”

      He laughed, shook his head. “No. Communism was finally defeated in the early twenty-third century, after the uniting of the first three planetary bodies.”

      Defeated? She blinked. “I’m not believing what you’re telling me. This is some elaborate hoax, but I don’t want to participate. Let me go home. I won’t tell anyone…”

      “It really isn’t,” he said and relaxed into his chair as if he’d done this countless times before. “Now then, let’s begin your aptitude and educational testing.”

      He waved his hand over the table, and it lit up. She reared back.

      “How did you do that?”

      He smiled. “Electronics.”

      She frowned at the unfamiliar word. “Electronics?”

      His hands splayed. “Electronics is a science, one which looks at the development, behaviour, and applications of electronic devices. Like this computer.”

      Nala leaned forward. “What can your computer do?”

      “Many things. I can talk to others…communicate. It also lets me learn information, run diagnostic programs for health, education, and even undertake complex calculations.”

      What a wonder! She waved a hand at the box on the desk. “So that told you that we…”

      “No and yes. We expected another plane. We had the timing wrong.” He frowned. “But we saw your craft was in trouble, so we grabbed you. It’s our mission.”

      “To bring planes that are going to crash into the future to save them.” Not that she really believed what he was saying. After all, this still was a huge hoax; she was sure.

      His cough jarred. “Not exactly. See, we were supposed to retrieve a Captain Stainmar. His work on engine manifolds was a game changer.”

      She didn’t know the name, so waited patiently.

      “His work is virtually unknown to the general public, but his loss on August 11, 1942, was a tragedy. We felt if he came forward in time, we may be able to work with him. His plane was lost in the region where we found yours. We thought our calculations were correct, but there was some kind of interference.”

      Nala waited while he explained.

      “We missed by fourteen years. Now Shuran and the team will need to reconfigure for the temporal vibrations, which I think affected our calculations.”

      “I don’t understand any of this. But unless you have some reason for holding me, I’m ready to leave, thank you.” Nala rose and smoothed down the skirt of her dress, well aware she looked rumpled, and her hair was probably a fright.

      Captain Alric shook his head as he sighed. “It’s not that simple, as I’ve told you. This is not 1956, and you can’t go home. I’m sorry.” He reached out and took her hand. “You can’t go home.” He repeated the words, and they struck like a frozen arrow in her chest. “You’re here. For good.”

      This time they held a ring of authenticity, and it swept the oxygen from her chest.

      Panic settled in, and she pressed a hand against the rising panic in her chest. “I…” She inhaled but it wasn’t enough, she didn’t feel her lungs filling. It was like she was suffocating, and she clawed at her chest.

      “Wait,” he muttered and dragged her close. “Breathe.”

      Dizziness assailed her, her legs felt like damp rags, and she slumped.

      “Dammit.” He helped her to the chair, before sliding a mask over her face. “Breathe slowly. In and out.”

      She did, eyes closed, and focussed on her lungs expanding. Controlling the panic that squeezed her chest.

      The frenzied emotions abated slowly, but now she was exhausted. Close to tears and her hands shook as she pushed the mask away. “Why?”

      “Why what?” He crouched before her.

      “Why would you let me live if I’m out of time?” What benefit could she possibly be in a time so far removed from her own?

      “Nala, everyone has a reason for being. I don’t know yours and you don’t know mine, but the universe made you. Put you in the world for a reason, and that’s why you lived. Because you and I and everyone has a purpose. Yours it seems, is here in this time.” He shrugged.

      It wasn’t enough, and she screwed her hands tightly together. “But if I’m however old I am, and out of time, then what do I have to offer to society?”

      “What did you do in your own time?”

      “I was a nurse,” she whispered.

      He blinked. “Nurse? Okay, we have medical assistants in our time. I guess it’s probably close to the same, except you’d have to fully reskill I suppose.” He made a note on the screen and a scrolling mass of words floated up before her.

      “How… How did you do that?”

      He blinked again. “Do what?”

      “The words appeared in the air.” She reached out, tentative, an attempt to touch them, but her fingertips merely slid through the words and Nala pulled her hand back as if scorched.

      “It’s a hologram,” he answered. “You’ll learn more about those as time goes on. But for now, let’s see. Reskilling… There’s a ten-month bridging program they’ll want you to take, and that is concurrent with on-the-job training. Basic biology should be unnecessary. However, they may want to evaluate that. Mandatory vaccinations for Beta-Gam disease and boosters of all childhood illnesses. You’ll need to give a blood sample so they can map any traces of antibodies.”

      She stared at him. It all seemed so simple. Bloodless. Her life gone in a flick, and replaced by a future alone and friendless. Tears burned but she focussed on willing them away.

      “Now, what we need to do is run you through an evaluation program. It will consider your education, your health, and your mental status.”

      Nala bolted upright. “My mental status?” The words left her aghast.

      He raised a hand. “Wait! I think in your time, a mental health issue was considered concerning, right?”

      She was lost for words and waited, hands clasped so tightly that they were white with pressure. Mental patients were frequently sent away, subjected to all kinds of treatments, and were considered less than whole… Did he think she…?

      “In our time, we have medications and therapies that will allow us to assist and support those who have mental health concerns,” he muttered, then shook his head. “I struggle with this situation, I’m sorry. I always forget that earlier there was a stigma attached to such things. Forgive me, it’s just not something that is even discussed beyond diagnosis and…” He splayed his hands.

      How did she respond? How should she respond? She was at sea with the whole line of discussion, but perhaps if she took control? “I think… perhaps,” she stumbled over her words. “We should maybe begin this program thing you’re talking about. Who do I need to see?”

      He smiled, and she wondered if she’d chosen the right words. “No one to see, Nala. On the screen will come words and phrases. It will ask certain questions and you simply answer in your own voice. The text-to-type input will do the rest. At the end, a blood draw will be taken and analysed. I’ll remain in here, if you’re comfortable, or I can send someone else…”

      She shook her head, unwilling right now to present her weaknesses to another person. He was bad enough, she told herself. “No,” she whispered. “Please stay.”
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      Alric stayed, though he took great pains not to listen in, unless Nala specifically asked for assistance. He was surprised by the level of answers she provided. Detailed, precise, and educated. She was intelligent and focussed, but that this was clear during what had to be exceptionally difficult circumstances was what really drew him.

      Each session lasted fifteen minutes then a drink was offered, along with a five-minute break, and she’d sigh, close her eyes, and rest her head against the back of the conformable chair. Once, she excused herself to use the facilities. They’d been specifically retrofitted to look as archaic as she’d been used to, and it never ceased to amaze him how they’d managed to use those ablutionary items.

      “Um, how much longer?” Her voice broke through his thoughts.

      “Not much longer now. Then the medical staff will come in and you’ll meet with a member of the placement council. He’ll arrange lodging until everyone has been processed. Once all your cohort have been processed and the results examined, you’ll be assigned to a mentor from our crew.”

      “I just get assigned? There’s no options or…?”

      Alric frowned. “Is there someone you’d rather be attached to? No one has ever made a request before but⁠—”

      She blushed and he didn’t miss the rosy hue on her cheeks. It warmed him inside.

      “Gosh, no. I’m sorry. Probably these questions seem tiresome to you.” Her fingers twined again, and he was coming to realise that was a sign she was uncomfortable.

      “No. Not at all.” But the discomfort he was feeling—a very unusual reaction for him—was to the way she was clearly working to control frustration and fear. Most unusually he wanted to soothe those thoughts away, run his hands over her brow and tell her everything would be fine.

      The bells tolled, telling him the screen was about to activate again, but before he could speak, she said, “I know, it’s about to begin again.”

      The final batch of questions were rapid-fire, attempting to gain the most honest of answers, those used to discern her mental state, her ability to integrate into their society among other important considerations.

      When the session was completed, a soft pink glow filled the room. “What’s happening?” she queried, and he smiled.

      “It means this aspect of the process is complete.” A door to his left slid open. “Here’s the medical technician now. They’ll take a sample, and within a few minutes, we’ll have those answers too, then you’ll be escorted to the accommodation pods.” He rose and smiled. “I’ll see you again once they make the announcements of mentors.”

      “But… I’m being left here?” Her voice was small, her face pale. She reached out to him.

      “You’ll be fine. From what I’ve seen, you’ll make a valued contribution to our society, Nala. Now, I must go. I’ve others to meet with.”

      “Oh. Of course.” She drew her hand back, and her face smoothed out, hiding her emotions, and that… it gutted him. “Thank you, Captain Alric.”

      The dismissal was clear in her voice, and he bowed low and withdrew. On the other side of the door waited Shuran.

      She shook her head when he entered the room. “Thank heavens you’re done. The other subjects are just starting to wake. I’ve allocated the passengers to members of the crew, and they’ll be entering the assessment bays within the hour. The med-techs are retrofitting to test for varied viruses and bacteria, and the government wants to know how the hell things went wrong. All leave is in abeyance until we can work out what the situation is with the wormhole technology and how we’ll re-attempt the retrieval.”

      “Good day to you too, Shuran. I’ll meet with the-powers-that-be after I complete my data download, but the subjects are yours to attend to. They’re the spoils of leadership, and I did tell you when you accepted the promotion that was the case.” He grinned.

      Shuran had only recently assumed the position of second-in-command and this was her first retrieval mission in the position, but he’d personally known her for years, first as a young sub-lieutenant during his first tour as a commander aboard the USF Centaur. She’d caught his attention then, with her considered decision making, lightning-fast reflexes, and iron will. Later, when he’d risen to the rank of captain on his first ship, the Vulcan, she’d been his senior lieutenant, and he’d noted the changes in her. She’d become a steady and reliable member of the crew, and finally, she’d followed him to the Captivar, a science vessel dedicated to retrieval of those who’d enhance their society with either literature, science, or medical knowledge.

      “I may have wanted to be your second, but you didn’t tell me I’d have to deal with the sub-minister for retrieval, Alric,” Shuran muttered, and she exuded irritation.

      “I did warn you that the role wasn’t cut-and-dried.” Alric smothered the laugh, because Shuran’s features had tightened with frustration. “I do understand your concerns, however, it’s part of the package, Shuran. Now, I need to go debrief and meet with the medical technicians.”

      He headed to his office. Once inside he nodded to the technician who would evaluate the information with him.

      “I have the results of the first subject. Her health is good, as is nutrition. There is a trace of measles and what they called chicken pox. Apart from that, there’s nothing of concern. She’ll need a full set of vaccinations.”

      “You should include the Beta-Gam vaccination too,” Alric added.

      The technician noted it on the list. “The diagnostic chair detected nothing else of concern. This new generation of diagnostic tools certainly improves on needing to undertake physical scans. Your people did good work there, and I hear they plan to roll them out in medical facilities.”

      Alric nodded. “Yes. They’re working on another, less invasive, bone repair tool currently.”

      The tech cocked his head. “I’d be interested to know more about that.”

      Alric shrugged. “I don’t know a lot. You know how the scientists are. They keep everything under cover until they are ready to reveal all.”

      “Sure. Well, that’s all I have for you.” The tech retreated through the door they’d entered through, and Alric brought up the screen with the results, looking for anomalies.
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