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Big Sky Alien Mail Order Brides ~ After Burn

 

When Vaughn Quaye’s older sister goes missing in Big Sky Country, she’s willing to risk everything to hunt down the only man who seems to know anything about the mysterious mail order bride agency that closed under suspicious circumstances. Except Vaughn is risking more than her life—she’s discovering a universe of danger and desire she never knew existed.

 

Dejo Jinn, sole proprietor of Jinn Data Recovery, just wants to steal—no, sorry, not steal, recover—the data left behind at the abandoned Intergalactic Dating Agency when it was forced to close after mistakenly losing some brides. He has no interest in revealing his extraterrestrialness to a clueless if distractingly curvy Earther, but after they are attacked and she sees his green blood, his secret is outed.

 

Now reluctant partners, he’ll have the chance to steal—sorry, recover—the valuable data and she’ll get her sister back. Assuming they don’t end up dead.

 

Or worse yet, end up dating.

 

The Intergalactic Dating Agency might be closed here in Big Sky Country, but some hearts are still dreaming of the stars.

 

Big Sky Alien Mail Order Brides

From Elsa Jade...

Alpha Star

Red Shift

Dark Matter

After Burn

Join the “Romancing the Alien” Facebook group!

And sign up for the Elsa Jade New Release Alert for release updates & sales!

[image: ]

Looking for love in all the wrong galaxies

 

Welcome to the Intergalactic Dating Agency

7 Authors ~ 21 Books

Putting the sigh in science fiction romance!

See all the stories from the INTERGALACTIC DATING AGENCY






 

Copyright © 2017 by Elsa Jade

 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as factual. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

 

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be scanned, reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the author.


Chapter 1

 

He’d never meant to stay on Dirt so long.

Wait, not Dirt. Something else… His universal translator whirled in his head and corrected the synonym he’d peevishly substituted: Earth.

Whatever these Dirters—Earthers—called their inconsequential world on a lesser arm of an unremarkable spiral galaxy, Dejo Jinn had been here too larfing long. He should’ve blasted off once he discovered the data trove abandoned at this outpost of the Intergalactic Dating Agency was scrambled and nearly useless. 

Much like himself. Huh. No wonder he’d found himself sinking into the dirt—earth—like a four-booster nova-class cruiser with three boosters flamed out. 

He’d figured the data trove might interest several powerful and credit-flush entities after this Big Sky Alien Mail Order Brides outpost had been forced to blackout abruptly when they’d almost exposed the existence of extraterrestrial life to the closed-world Earthers. During their mismatched mating efforts (who would’ve guessed there were so many sad lovelorn larfers in the universe?) they’d been compromised by an alien abductor Blackworm who’d stolen some brides. Those Earther brides hadn’t been recovered, and the thief refused to reveal their fate.

The universe must seem like a very large, very unfriendly place to them, wherever they were…

Dejo shoved away the thought. Of course the universe was large—it was the larfing universe. And a universe was larfing deadly to everyone who couldn’t breathe in a vacuum and drink starlight. 

“Get ya another drink?”

He canted one eye up at the serving wench—his universal translator pinged an alarmed protest at the mental designation, which he ignored. He didn’t intend the words as insult. He liked serving wenches, especially ones with well-developed secondary sex characteristics in well-fitted clothing arrayed to properly flaunt said sex characteristics. He especially liked the bubbly little spaceship tattooed on the upper swell of her left breast—she might be a clueless Earther, but obviously her subconscious simian instincts told her there was something extra special (extraterrestrial, even) about Sunset Falls, Montana, United States of America, Dirt, Milky Way. “Make it two.”

“Finally expecting a friend?” The wench grinned.

“Not ever,” he said honestly.

He could afford to be honest with the wench because, one, the truth wasn’t worth a single larf-lick anywhere in the known universe, and two, he’d never see her or any of these Dirters again. Just as soon as he left.

Which should’ve been numerous day/night-cycles ago. Except…the data trove was still there, tantalizing him like the mouthwatering scent of ripe pixberries. Between Blackworm’s clever hack of the IDA’s data core and the IDA’s bumbling attempts at recovery, what remained was an unnavigable asteroid field of sludged bytes. The data was corrupted, degraded, and irretrievable to interstellar law enforcement—also much like himself—but it was there, somewhere.

Which provided a neutron-narrow sliver of space for a freelance data scavenger to make a living. Or at least earn enough credits to refuel his ship and stay one jump ahead of the aforementioned interstellar law enforcement.

If only they’d focus on finding missing closed-world innocents instead of harassing hard-working scavengers. He was a liar and a fugitive and a scavenger, but it wasn’t like he was a dirty thief, taking things that belonged to others. He had nothing that anyone else knew they wanted.

Especially now. Since his initial remote access of the IDA site had yielded less than a hardrock asteroid miner’s payday in a cloud-whore’s pillowbed, he’d have to break in bodily to gain access to the damaged system. Ugh, how he hated being personally and physically present at a scavenging. No doubt he’d bruise his fingers on the locks and might even have to face down a weapon or something even worse.

He hated weapons or worse somethings.

As if in consolation for his upcoming night-cycle task, the serving wench returned with twin beverages of the exact golden hue of new Foundation world talisman coins, exactly like the first one drink he had quite enjoyed. At least he had something he wanted for the moment…

But as he reached out to draw the drinks closer, someone yanked them both away.

With a scowl, he jerked his gaze upward. If the serving wench tried to say his Dirter money was no good, he’d show her exactly how perfectly he’d replicated it down to the shifty smirk on the face of the pictured patriarch.

But it wasn’t the wench. 

This female was as insignificantly sized as her home galaxy, although the thump her thick-soled boots made as she spun around the chair across from him and decisively straddled the seat made him assess her density as high enough to warrant at least some minimal effort should he decide to lift her for any reason. Such a reason being, for example, to eject her from his vicinity for stealing his beverages. The slightly ragged, chin-length locks of her hair were a darker gold than the so-called whisky he’d been drinking, but her eyes—the moody blue-gray hue as the atmospheric vapors of this liquid water world on the cusp between the day/night-cycle—struck him with the same gut-kicking heat.

He didn’t need heat from anything besides the whisky.

He shifted his gaze to the purloined beverages. “Why have you stolen my drinks?”

“I need you sober enough to answer a few questions. Then you can go back to getting as drunk as you’ve been the last two nights.”

He lifted his nose to give her a distrustful stare down its length. She’d been watching him? And he hadn’t noticed? Not good. And she wanted answers from him? Even worse. “Are you a…” he waited for his translator to spit out a word “…cop?”

Her hesitation was so slight he might’ve missed it if he’d had at least one more sip of his drinks. “No.” She snapped the word off as she jutted her chin aggressively.

Liar. A bad one. Not so bad as a drink thief, but bad enough. “I haven’t been drunk,” he said. “And even if I was, drunkenness within reason and without violence is not a crime on this pla—in this land.” Although Dirt lacked many interstellar charms, the golden beverage was potent, just not so potent as himself…

His muscles flexed with the urge to posture for her, and it was only with difficulty that he kept his crest from ruffling in a threat display. 

Hmm. Perhaps the beverage was stronger than he’d thought.

The female narrowed her storm cloud eyes. “You can get as drunk as you want, and I won’t care. After you talk to me. I know you’ve been asking questions about the resort outside town that closed recently, and I know you’ve been sneaking around there.”

“I thought you were asking me questions.” His scalp twitched again with the urge to ruffle, but he tilted his head instead. “But you appear to have all the answers already.”

Those blue-gray eyes flickered for a moment, assessing and repositioning. She’d need to be firing on more thrusters than that to get the best of him.

She pushed one of the drinks toward him but kept the other for herself. “Tell me what you’ve found out about this…alleged dating agency.” 

It was his turn to blink. When she flinched, almost imperceptibly, he realized he’d let his inner eyelid twitch in his surprise. Revealing extraterrestrial attributes was a punishable offense on a closed world. At least these Earthers were prone to telling themselves whatever they needed to hear to still believe they were alone in the universe. 

He wondered why they were so adamant. Even with hundreds of sentient races inhabiting thousands of worlds, the universe remained empty enough for even the most nihilistic soul.

He should know.

“Dating agency… Are you looking for a date?” he countered. “Because I warn you: I have expensive tastes but poor manners.”

As he intended, his jibe distracted her from what she thought she saw—well, what she did see, but she’d tell herself it was a trick of the lights or maybe a physical defect of his to go along with the character flaws he’d so blithely and honestly confessed. 

This Earth whisky must be stronger than he knew if he was being so larfing truthful.

She grimaced, the wide curve of her mouth twisting as if his not-really-an-offer had been the most distasteful suggestion she’d ever heard. “I’m not looking for a date. I’m looking for my sister. She disappeared from here.” With one practiced snap of her wrist, the female downed his drink—washing away his maybe-could’ve-been-an-offer—then gazed at him through grim eyes just slightly reddened around the rims. “And I think you know where she went.”

She whipped out one of the primitive handheld data devices—so much less powerful than his port-link—that everyone on this backward planet coddled like rare drakling eggs. The static image displayed to him showed an Earther female with perhaps a few more solar-cycles than the female across from him and the same shadowed whisky hair but darker eyes. Genetically similar, no doubt. A sister, she claimed. 

One of the IDA’s missing Earther brides?

Dejo spun the last glass of whisky in front of him slowly, giving himself a moment to consider. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said at last.

The female drew a breath to argue.

“I’ve never heard of your sister and have no idea where she might be.” He added the cruel truth like a dose of bitter poison to a sweet pixberry pie that made the whole thing unpalatable and final. 

The glassy sheen around the edges of the female’s eyes crept inward, obscuring the cool blue-gray. “I know she was here, in Sunset Falls. She told me she was coming down from Bozeman to meet some guy at a dating resort…” She trailed off, her throat moving in a hard swallow. But as if she’d choked down whatever uncertainty she’d had, with her next breath she growled out a harsh accusation. “I need to know what you found out at the resort.”

The “resort” was the IDA outpost. Its illusion of enforced exclusivity was meant to repel curious outsiders and disguise its extraterrestrial nature. Though it was currently empty, the safeguards that protected it from clueless Earthers (and from, say, data scavengers) were still in place. Which was why he’d cased the grounds without success. His next attempt—should he choose to make one—would have to be more forceful.

Or not, now that he’d discovered he was being tailed by a suspicious Earther.

“I was out for a stroll,” he drawled. “I enjoy fresh air.”

She scoffed. “Right. I know your type.” She flicked a finger at him. “I recognize that sad lack of a tan. If you ever left your mama’s basement, it was only because she kicked your rear out.”

His hand tightened on the beverage he was spinning until the slide of his fingertips roused a faint, clear tone singing from the glass. “You are so right. She kicked hard enough to leave a scar. Want to see?” He half rose from his seat, sliding his hand slowly down the front placket of his coat.

The female’s gaze swept along behind his trailing gesture, a taut, inadvertent reflex that woke a clarion song to vibrate through him the same as a careless finger on the glass. When she reached the transverse plane of his body, her stare snagged where the stiffening rod of flesh between his legs pressed at the front closure of his pants…and her glare immediately rebounded to his face.

Bright red human blood flushed through her cheeks. “Sit down,” she said. The command was sharp but with a wavering edge, like the ceremonial sword of a Jaxian metal-lord.

Unnerved by his primitive response to her stare, he pointed between her eyes. “Only I tell myself to sit down.” He widened his stance on principle. 

Wait, since when did he have principles? Maybe he was just making room for the inexplicable attraction to her making itself felt in his pants.

Having that part of his alien anatomy at her eye level made him twitch, and he lowered himself back into the chair with a disgruntled thunk.

He never did what anyone ordered, not anymore, not since his great-matre had kicked him, just as he’d said.

Larf it, more honesty? He raised the glass to his lips and tossed back the whisky in one gulp, as she’d done.

He had to get off this Dirt.

“Don’t lie to me,” she said. “I know you were out there. I know you’re looking for something.”

“Don’t lie to me,” he shot back. “I know your type: pushy, hostile, rule-following, telling-others-what-to-do cop.”

They glared at each other over their whisky glasses, their breaths hissing and the bite of the flammable liquid tingeing the air between them.

After a quivering chunk of forever, she slumped back in her chair. “Not anymore,” she muttered. “That was…before. Now I just want to find my sister.”

If her sister had been taken by the thief Blackworm, higher powers with greater resources than him or this used-to-be cop had failed to find the missing brides. 

He exhaled slowly, the whisky burning his throat. “Your sister is lucky you’re looking for her, but I’m sorry. I can’t help.”

He pushed to his feet, half prepared for her to jump up and detain him. If she grabbed him, he would have to… Well, fighting was for those who weren’t clever enough to twist probable outcomes in their favor, so he’d have to run or something, which would be awkward and embarrassing for everyone. But she only stared at their empty glasses, her shoulders slumped.

He hesitated for a long moment, not trusting it. Not trusting her.

He stalked away without looking back. Because in this universe, luck, apologies, and trust were worth about as much as the truth and an empty whisky bottle.

Exactly nothing.


Chapter 2

 

Vaughn Quaye knew her last chance at finding Rayna had just walked out the door. 

The mid-shelf liquor burned in her stomach as she gazed at the picture of her sister on her phone. Rayna’s selfie had been one of the less silly ones she’d texted, asking for commentary on which angle and lighting and expression would be best for her new dating site profile. The one with your tongue sticking out, Vaughn had texted back. 

I want a husband, not another sex toy, Rayna responded.

Vaughn had responded with the monkey see no evil, hear no evil, say no evil emoji and a few random exclamation points and question marks. 

Really though, what Vaughn had wanted to tell her sister was to get off the computer and into the real world. Rayna was amazing: kind, funny, hardworking, loyal, loving. She’d find an equally amazing guy in a heartbeat if she’d just put herself out there.

But she’d spent those oh-so important formative partying years raising Vaughn, so she didn’t even know how amazing she was and she definitely didn’t know how to put herself out anywhere.

So instead, she’d trustingly entered all her personal identifying info, plus a semi-sultry, semi-shy angle with her face averted but her gaze direct on the viewer, into some exclusive matchmaker app…and vanished.

Vaughn was almost glad she’d been discharged since it gave her time to investigate Rayna’s disappearance when local police had brushed her off after finding no signs of foul play and no clues to follow up. In fact the sheriff’s deputy had the nerve to suggest that maybe the dating site had worked so well, Rayna was off some horny date-needing stud right now.

That hadn’t been quite how he worded it. And after Vaughn threatened to remove some of his teeth—before or after reporting him to the sheriff, she’d left the choice to him—he’d never even hint that way again. But just as she’d gotten nowhere with the rest of her life, she was failing at this search. Certainly the abrupt closure of the dating site’s resort should have triggered renewed interest in the missing persons case, but though Sheriff Giles—an otherwise gruff woman who might as well have been a drill sergeant back in basic training—had expressed sympathy to Vaughn’s plight, she had also made it clear she was part of a rural law enforcement system that was overworked and underpaid and wholly uninterested. Which left Vaughn to pursue the truth alone.

Heck, Dad would be so disappointed in her. Everything he’d sacrificed for the country, for the family, everything he’d taught her about standing up for what she believed in, and she had nothing to show for it except the whisky she’d stolen from a stranger. She was going to lose what precious little she had left…

The alcohol churned, rising in the back of her throat like a burning scream, and she clenched her hands inside the sleeves of her slightly too-large surplus camo jacket. No, no screaming, no whimpering, no wimping at all. Whatever else happened, she wasn’t going to give up this search.

The lying jerk she’d spotted sneaking around the resort had information. She knew he did—she’d seen it in his strange eyes. His weird, pale brown eyes with an eerie caution-yellow ring around the iris—she’d never seen anything like it; colored contacts, maybe?—were oddly wide set in a lean, pale face dominated by the harsh perimeters of his nose and cheekbones. A fortified face, as remote as the limestone ridges that protected the resort she’d tried to reconnoiter.

What else was he hiding? With his tall, taut, wide-shouldered body showcased in what was, obviously, custom leathers, he was used to women sitting down at his … table, wanting him. Well, she definitely wanted him and that thick thatch of curling brown hair streaked with blond. And when she was done with him, he was going to share his secrets with her—share everything. She hadn’t actually punched the sheriff’s deputy—she wanted credit for that—so she had one to spare.

She shoved out of the chair and spun it back around to position it neatly under the table. She wasn’t going to just let the idiot walk away without—

“Hey, hon. You going to close out his tab?”

Vaughn glanced over her shoulder at the server. “Really?”

The woman shrugged. “He said you’re the type to take offense at a guy buying the drinks and that you owed him one.”

Oh, did she ever… Seething inside, Vaughn dragged out her wallet from her back pocket. National Guard MP pay was barely mid-shelf whisky grade, and now she didn’t even have that to fall back on. When Rayna had tried to get her to come to Montana after the discharge, Vaughn had resisted, not wanting to concede her failure. Living out of her car was keeping down expenses, but here she was paying for three drinks when she’d only had one. 

Unfair. And there was nothing she hated more than injustice.

She tipped the server. Wasn’t her fault Vaughn was mostly broke. “Out of curiosity…how well do you know the guy?” She jerked her chin toward the vacant seat.

The server shook her head. “Not at all. He’s been around the last few days. But this is hiking season, so we get a lot of new faces this time of year.” She pursed her lips. “Except he spends too much time playing on his phone to be bear-bait.” Her smile flashed. “Don’t suppose the bears care though. I wouldn’t. No talking required when a guy’s got a body like that.”

Oh great, now she had to factor in dangerous wildlife to Rayna’s disappearance as well as dating site serial killers. Boring base patrols with drunk enlisted men, fender-benders, lost dogs, and the occasional massive sexual harassment scandal swept under the rug was sounding so good right about now.

But that life was over. And she’d done it to herself.

Steeling herself against the bitter memory, she marched to the door. Yeah, she’d made mistakes. She’d mistakenly thought other people cared about justice and doing the right thing. Well, she didn’t need other people this time. She’d find Rayna on her own.

Vaughn paused as the door closed behind her, smothering the cheerful sounds of the jukebox and clinking pint glasses. Beyond the circle of neon lights from the Sunset Saloon bar signs, the night was dark. Of course it was dark; it was night. But somehow it seemed darker than a regular old night.

She tipped her face upward. The Montana Big Sky thing wasn’t just a marketing ploy. The sky was enormous, a black vault arching overhead, speckled with needle pricks of burning white stars.

“I’ll find you,” she whispered.

She rocked forward to the toes of her boots, planning to head toward her car and an uncomfortable night’s sleep somewhere on a quiet road with the driver’s seat tipped back as far as it would go. But at the last moment, the thought of being stuck in that rusted steel casket infuriated her. She did her best thinking on her feet anyway. And she pivoted on her heel to walk back along the small-town sidewalk.

Just as a ferocious orange light lanced out of the darkness, piercing the hole in space she’d been about to step into. With a strangled curse, she threw herself sideways, and ducked behind a pickup only slightly less rusted than her nasty two-door.

Her heart slammed in her chest, hard enough that it might’ve rattled loose some of the scaly red rust under her palm, and all her senses flared as if they’d been dipped in whisky and set alight. 

She peered around the headlight of the truck, scanning the night and the quiet street. How many layers of rust were needed to stop a bullet?

She’d been through basic training and advanced individual training and she’d aced the firing range tests, which had made Dad crow with pride, and she’d faithfully absorbed the lessons of combat and evasive maneuvers even though she’d never been deployed abroad. So she felt she had a better than passing familiarity with bullets.

That orange shot had been aimed at her.

And it wasn’t a regulation bullet.

Laser sighting? Tracer round? She risked a rapid glance back and spotted the small, dark hole in the heavy wood of the door where she’d been standing. 

A thin curl of smoke spiraled up from the hole.

A burning bullet? But there was nothing embedded in the wood, just that smoking hole. Which would’ve gone through her. Not a laser sighting, but an actual laser beam?

Of course a 31B National Guard MP like her would’ve never been given or even seen an advanced weapon like that. So why was it being deployed against a nobody like her, a discharged nobody at that?

She could make a run for the saloon, but that would put her right back in the line of fire. Out into the darkness then.

Choking back another curse and staying low, she hustled toward the rear end of the pickup. Luckily, the driver behind had nudged another less-rusty pickup almost on the bumper of the first, forming a protective chain of Fords. She managed to duck into the narrow space between the second and a third Ford. With a hand braced on the rear license plate in front of her and the grill behind her, she tensed herself to make a break for it.

She lunged…

And rocked to a halt with a hand fisted in her jacket between her camo-covered shoulder blades.

The collar strangled her scream, and then another hand, wide and ruthless, closed over her mouth.

“Shut up,” hissed a hot, whisky-scented, familiar breath in her ear. “Come this way if you don’t want the next shot through your heart.”

She knew better than to let herself be taken. The chances for a live recovery were vastly reduced if an assailant transported the victim to a second location. As an MP, she’d been on too many domestic violence calls… Well, just better to keep all the evidence confined to one crime scene.

Despite her dispassionate assessment, an anguished cry swelled inside her ribs, wanting to burst out. Was this what had happened to Rayna?

The thought raged in her, fiercer and more focused than any laser. The jerk who took Rayna would pay in blood and pain.

Anyway, his threat must be a lie. With his one hand over her mouth and the other holding her jacket, no way did he have his gun fixed on her. She let her jaw fall open under the force of his grasp. With the minute easing of pressure, she reversed course and bit down. Hard. 

She’d start with blood…

The weirdly sweet taste gagged her. With a stifled oath in some foreign language, he jerked back. She spun around, using his momentum, and launched her elbow right at his face.

Adding a serious sideways bent to that strong, straight nose would count as blood and pain.

Instead of rewarding her with a crunch and a scream, he caught the point of her elbow in the cup of his bitten palm. He stared at her. The yellow ring around his irises expanded, eclipsing the ordinary brown.

She froze, her grunt of effort stoppered in her throat. Goodness, he was insanely strong. She wasn’t a martial arts expert or anything, but she’d wrestled in high school, had always been top of her PT class, and still diligently worked out. And he’d halted her mid-swing without even an inch of recoil to absorb the blow. 

His eyes narrowed. “I told you—”

The next shot of orange light caught him dead-center in the chest.

Right through the heart, just as he’d warned her.

She caught him as he fell. The helix of smoke rising from his oddly cut leather coat singed her nostrils, almost but not quite disguising a darker, more intriguing scent with an edge of spice—him?

Idiot idiot, she did not have the option of being distracted. As strong as he was, he was equally heavy. Had he been drinking lead along with the whisky? If he had been, he probably would’ve been bulletproof. Or laser-proof—

She knew she was panicking and forced herself to calm. She’d never been in a firefight, but she’d seen TV shows… Idiot calm.

She dragged him backward, away from the shooter, toward the narrow alley two doors down from the saloon. The small storefronts were closed and dark this time of night. Should she have risked a run into the saloon? At least the straight lines of the alley would force the shooter to realign to bring them into view, and she’d have the chance to call 911.

Fuuuuck, he was heavy. She could bench two hundred, but her arms felt stretched, her frantic pulse pounding painfully through her veins.

A few yards just inside the alley, a dumpster provided convenient cover. If she could just make it… Those yards were the longest she’d ever traveled as she hauled him between her stumbling legs, expecting a faceful of lethal coherent light at any moment.

The handle of the dumpster smacked her in the shoulder—yee-ow, that was going to leave a bruise—and with an explosive breath she heaved his dead weight into the shelter of the heavy container even as she fumbled for her phone with one hand and her pistol with the other. The Colt Mustang XSP fit perfectly in her smaller hand and packed even more punch than…well, than her punch. The ribbed grip settled into her palm and sanded down the sharpest edges of her fear.

She covered the mouth of the alley with the pistol, keeping her eye off the phone’s lighted screen as she triggered the emergency call. Couldn’t sacrifice her night vision…

Except the phone didn’t chirp at her. She hazarded a glance down. The screen was a mass of gray analog static. What the heck? She’d had hella trouble getting even a couple bars worth of connection in this town, but she’d at least been able to see how much the connection sucked. Now…nothing. Well, this was truly messed up beyond all recognition.

“They’re scrambling you.”

She yelped and jumped sideways away from the dead guy.

Who wasn’t so dead, turned out. The hole in the middle of his chest—the middle of his leather jacket, really—was charred in a thin gray circle, and a trickle of some greenish liquid, almost as bright as antifreeze fluid, leaked down the front. The lush, blond-streaked waves of his dark hair half-covered his face, but through the oh-so-touchable locks, his pupils were constricted to pinpoints, and the strange yellow ring had expanded to almost overcome the brown. 

“Who is it?” Her voice cracked, and she tried again. “Who’s shooting?”

He shook his head to clear his hair from his wide-set eyes, just a couple degrees of swivel, as if even that pained him. “Don’t know. But no way will your dirt tech break through the block.”

She grimaced. Dirt tech? It wasn’t the best phone—she wasn’t interested in spending nonexistent money on the latest and greatest when what she had would do—but it wasn’t that bad. “I have to get you to a doctor.”

“No.” With a grunt, he rolled to one side, flattening the hand she’d bitten over the hole in his jacket. There was more of the bright green liquid pooling in the teeth marks she’d left. Incredible, and it had tasted sweet. Wasn’t antifreeze allegedly sweet-tasting, which was why pets could get poisoned lapping it up? 

Not that she was lapping him up… Idiot, calm, focus. “But—”

“No.” He pulled himself upward until he was sitting sprawled half upright against the dumpster and drew one booted foot inward—even his leather boots looked custom, unadorned, with the same stark efficiency as her standard issue boots but beautifully cut—as if he was going to make an attempt to stand. “It’s nothing.”

She couldn’t imagine how he was still moving. Shock and adrenaline? Was he going to code on her at any moment? “It’s not nothing,” she told him sternly. It was that or shriek at him. “You were shot.”

He eyed her, then stuck his finger in the hole and waggled it. “I believe the closest applicable term is ‘duh’.” 

The way he said it, with a faint, exotic burr in his voice, made her think he might be Scottish. That would explain why he was so pale, wouldn’t it? But maybe he was just drunk. Or dying. Or all of the above. 

She couldn’t just leave him here under those conditions—well, the Scottish part was fine, more than fine actually—but she didn’t see a choice. “I’m going to make a run for the saloon,” she told him. “I’m not going to abandon you, but I have to bring help—”

“Help never comes in time, or haven’t you noticed that yet? We’re on our own.” He pulled out his phone. It unfolded to the size of a small tablet, and when he waved his finger over the screen, a 3D hologram projected upward. When she gasped in surprise, he slanted a smug glance at her, rolled his shoulders, and continued plinking away at the ghostly projection. 

She peered at the arcane symbols in the hologram, her brain whirling faster than the ciphers. She didn’t care that much about technology, but she’d never seen anything like this. “I thought you said we were blocked.”

“I said you were.” He detached a thumbnail chip from the side of the tablet and held it out in his palm. With a sound like a bumblebee, the chip levitated from his hand and whirled away over their heads.

Inadvertently, she ducked, but the chip was already gone into the night. She’d known drones were getting smaller, but that was ridiculous. Who was this guy?

The hologram reformed into a constantly changing view from the tiny drone. It precisely modeled the row of Fords and the empty sidewalk. Even the tinny sound of the saloon’s muffled jukebox came through. Impossible. “Wait. What’s that spot?”

“Heat signature from where the laser scorched the door,” he murmured as he flicked his fingers across the tablet, adjusting something that caused the hologram to flicker and widen. “Fading though. Not what we’re looking for.”

“Goodness,” she muttered.

“No, I don’t believe he is the culprit. Records show he was a pacifist…” The guy peered up at her. “Also, he’s apparently almost two millennia dead.” His brow furrowed. “Ah, I didn’t realize he came back once already, so I suppose it’s possible—”

“Quit joking around,” she snapped.

“I hardly ever joke about who is putting holes in me.” He leaned back. “But neither line of fire traces back to a source. Whoever it was, they’re gone now. They took a chance on the surprise ambush and failed. They obviously don’t want a direct confrontation, so they’ll regroup before they try again.”

“Try again?” She glared at him, even though she knew her emotions were spiking only because of the adrenaline. “Why is someone shooting at you?”

“Because I was in the way?” He tilted his head. “They were shooting at you first.”

She closed her eyes for a split second, dizzy. “Idiot.”

“Ah, is that what you use that antiquated apparatus in your hand for?” The drone returned to hover over his head with a faintly disapproving buzz.

“Ha ha. No.” She huffed out a breath. “I thought you were shooting at me.”

“Are you thinking of putting another hole in me?”

For another second, she hesitated, then admitted, “Not now.” There was something off about him, but he wasn’t the enemy. She didn’t think.

Though the Mustang weighed less than a pound, suddenly her wrist shook. With careful deliberation, she engaged the safety and returned the pistol to the sleek holster under her arm. 

“Does it seem coincidental to you,” she asked in as even a voice as she could muster, “that the only two people asking questions about this mysterious dating agency are the two people who just got shot at?”

“In an infinite universe, anything is possible,” he said. When she growled under her breath, he added, “But considering the circumstances and the dimensions of this world…I’d say the chance of this being a coincidence are infinitesimal.”

Her knees wobbled a little, even though she wasn’t the one who’d actually been shot. “Now can we get you to a doctor? And can you get enough bars on that thing to call the cops?”

He clamped one hand on her knee. “I told you, no doctors. And no cops. And definitely no bars.” When he released her, he held out his flattened palm and the drone landed lightly. Sliding it into its slot on the tablet, he tucked the high-tech toy into a side pocket of his jacket. “And if you want to find your sister, you won’t involve any of those useless authorities either.”

Between the loss of her career and Rayna, living out of her car and nearly not living anymore, if that laser beam had found its target, Vaughn felt done with being jerked around. She pinned her fury on the guy at her feet. Emphasis on the jerk. 

“And why,” she asked with icy precision, “would I not ask for their help?”

“Because if you do, you won’t have mine. And I think it must be apparent even to your less advanced brain that I’m the only existing link to your sister within your grasp right now.”

Oh, he was within her grasp all right. With an incensed growl, she grabbed his lapels and hauled him to his feet. As heavy as he’d been before, and even though he swayed from his wound, he moved with a lithe, contained strength that reminded her of the special forces guys who would sometimes pass through the base on their way between top secret and nothing-to-see-here.

Not that she thought he was special forces. Or special at all, even if he had taken a bullet—well, laser beam—meant for her. He had the reckless, offhand allure of a guy who didn’t care about anything and didn’t follow any rules. Which she’d never put up with in real life. But these were special circumstances. 

“I found you,” she spat. She had to look up at him since he was taller than her by about a foot. “With my less advanced brain. So tell me what you know.”

“It’s going to sound a little hard to believe,” he warned.

“Try me,” she challenged.

His gaze drifted downward. “Oh, I will,” he murmured in a low voice that emphasized the exotic, lilting burr and seemed to make her bones throb.

And then he fell over into her arms.


Chapter 3

 

Dejo cracked his eyes reluctantly, one at a time, and the world returned to focus. Larf it, he was still on Dirt. Worse, he seemed to be trapped in some sort of small, metal sarcophagus. Even worse, his coat was splayed open, displaying the detested iol-mark emblazoned across his chest. Not to mention the laser-cauterized hole perfectly centered between the widespread wings.

Sitting next to him was the Earther female, who’d obviously just unsealed his coat. She was staring with wide eyes at the wound, which was still seeping blood.

His green blood.

Ah yes, Earthers, with their iron-based red blood…

Another crime to reveal on a closed world. Maybe he should start a running tally. Although he wouldn’t be running anywhere any time soon. He groaned and tried to sit up.

He was reclined in some sort of seat in a tiny shuttlecraft. No, she was an Earther, no shuttlecraft. Car, his translator supplied helpfully if a little late. Unconsciousness wasn’t helping the connections in his brain any.

Also apparently wasn’t helping his tentative collaboration with the suspicious Earther female either. Her blue-gray eyes narrowed to slits.

“So I’m guessing,” she drawled, “with my less advanced brain, that one of the hard-to-believe things you were going to explain is why you are bleeding. Green. Blood. From a hole. In. Your. Heart.”

As he got himself mostly upright, he winced, both at the pain in his chest and at the fact he probably wasn’t going to hear the end of that crack about her Earther brain. “Would you be willing to forget that?”

She tilted her head. “The blood? Or the insult?”

Yes, most assuredly never hearing the end of that. “Both. Either.” He put his hand over the scorch mark and hole—although, really, it was the iol-mark underneath that bothered him most—and leaned his head back against the cushion. The car was clearly old and worn, but at least it was clean. Who knew what kind of nasty infectious microbes were crawling around Dirt? 

“Tell you what.” Her voice was modulated with such extreme reasonableness that he was instantly on alert again. “I’ll forgive the insult if you answer all my questions from here on out without any of your…” she waved one hand vaguely “…shifty-eyed trash.”

He snorted, then winced as the sound bounced his chest. “As negotiations go, you don’t fight fair. You’ve given up nothing in return for everything.”

She studied him somberly. “I don’t have my sister back.”

He rotated his head on the seat back to face her more squarely. “As I told you, I don’t know your sister. But if she did indeed disappear from Sunset Falls after contracting with the ‘mysterious’ dating agency as you told me…then I believe it’s likely your sister has been abducted”—she was nodding as if everything made sense so far—“by aliens.”

He waited.

Her nodding slowed. “Abducted,” she repeated in a voice as flat as the Dirters had once thought their world. “By aliens.”

“Green blood,” he reminded her, pointing helpfully. “Coming from a laser hole where my heart should be.”

Her gaze locked on his chest, not on the iol-mark that he hated, but on the hole. She lifted her hand, her glance darting up once to meet his, before returning to the wound. Gently, her touch so light he did not feel it through the pulsing pain, she traced the edge. 

“It’s real,” she whispered.

He grimaced. “Duh.”

That brought her gaze up again. “Is duh an alien word?”

“The word I initially chose was more…colorful. The universal translator in my head suggested an acceptable local version. That is how I speak a language you can understand.”

“With my less advanced brain.” She settled back into her seat, clenching her hand into a fist on her thigh.

He hadn’t even felt her touch—but somehow he missed it now that she’d withdrawn. “You said you were going to forget that if I answered your questions.”

“I said forgive.” She gave herself a hard shake, as if dislodging her disbelief. “Okay, my sister was abducted by aliens. You are an alien. But you did not take Rayna, and you don’t know who did.”

He held up his smallest finger.

She stared at his hand. “I assume that gesture means you have something to add. Here in America we hold up our first finger or our whole hand.”

He tilted his head. “Does it matter?”

“I… No. No it doesn’t.”

“If it did, I would tell you my hand hurts from the teeth marks you left.”

She flushed. “I didn’t know—”

“Doesn’t matter either. But I do know who took your sister. Or who probably did, considering he apparently absconded with at least a handful”—he looked down at his hand then hers—“of mail order bride candidates from the Intergalactic Dating Agency.”

“Intergalactic Dating…” She shook her head again, the chin-length locks of her whisky-brown hair flying. “Where is this jerk? If he has Rayna—”

“Prison.”

She blinked. “Wait. If he’s been caught—”

“But he hasn’t confessed what he did with the brides.”

She shuddered. “What he did with them…?”

To his own surprise, he reached across the small space between them to touch her clenched fist. He didn’t usually touch other beings. Data was so much cleaner and kinder. “From what I’ve heard, the authorities don’t think he killed them.” He winced at the unintentional brutality of his statement. “Uh, that is—”

She shook her head. “I asked you not to lie to me.” After a moment, she relaxed her hand. “And here I am worrying about maybes when you are actively bleeding green blood in my car.” She gave his hand a quick brush, not quite a squeeze, and released him. “Tell me what you need.”

He let out a short, sharp breath. “As you might’ve guessed, my heart isn’t in the same place as yours. And my coat has dispersant fibers that deflected the worst of the laser light.”

“Still left a hole,” she murmured. “In the coat and you.”

“It’ll go away. Eventually.” He rubbed his chest ruefully. “But I need to get back to my ship. If you would be willing to transport me?”

“To your ship.” She sighed. “As in your spaceship?”

“The Onoffon, a two-booster nova-class cruiser, reclaimed from—” He stopped himself from continuing. “Yeah, my spaceship.”

Though she ignited the antiquated combustion engine, she kept her gaze on him. “You walked out when I questioned you before. Why are you willing to talk to me now?”

“Before, nobody shot me,” he pointed out. When she just kept looking at him, steady and assessing, he added with a shrug, “And I think there’s something you can help me with, so we can both get what we want.”

As he directed her past the outskirts of town—consulting his port-link for directions travelable by her wheeled conveyance—he explained what he knew about the Big Sky Alien Mail Order Brides and the recent trouble that had apparently embroiled her sister. 

And now her. 

He paused in his monologue. “What is your name?”

She kept her gaze on the road. “Vaughn Quaye. Since we’re partners now…what’s yours?”

Partners? He consulted the translator while he distractedly answered, “Dejo Jinn. Sole proprietor of Jinn Data Recovery and captain—and sole crew, really—of the Onoffon. Which is through those trees, so you can stop here.”

She peered through the darkness as she guided the car to a graveled recess on the side of the road. “I don’t see a spaceship.”

He grunted, his good humor seeping out with his blood—green alien blood—and the translator’s implication that Vaughn Quaye somehow thought they were partners, when he’d specifically said they were working together merely to get what they both wanted. “I’m sure you can envision how seeing a spaceship would be problematic on your world.”

“Lots of people see them,” she objected.

“And how many believe them?”

She fell silent. 

He gave a nod as he exited the car. The edges of his coat flapped around his body, but he couldn’t muster the interest to close it. “I have no doubt you still have doubts. But the Onoffon should clear that up, as soon as I clear the mimic shroud.”

She followed him a few steps behind as he walked into the trees. “What’s a—Oh!”

When the photonic scrambler that cloaked the ship dropped at a command from the portable uplink in his pocket, the running lights kicked on, illuminating the Onoffon in a soft glow. It echoed the soft glow inside him, partially relief to have made it back, but also literally letting the starlight in through the hole in his chest.

Vaughn was standing there with her hands on her hips. “It’s smaller than I thought a spaceship would be.”

He grunted in annoyance. “I told you it was a sole proprietorship. Anyway, you’ve thought a lot about how big a spaceship should be?”

She shrugged. “Don’t get defensive. I’ve just seen some on TV…” She rubbed her hand over her mouth. “I’ve been saying that too much. Maybe I need to get out more.”

“Well, even a small spaceship could get you out of here,” he said snidely.

She peered at him. “Did I insult you?”

“You’ll have to get in line,” he grumbled as he shuffled toward the descending hatch.

Getting a partner had been a terrible idea.

But when he stumbled on the first step, her hand was there to steady him. She lifted his arm across her shoulder and levered him up.

“You’re too small,” he muttered.

“I carried your smart aleck to my car, didn’t I?”

“I don’t know. I was unconscious.”

She snorted. “Are you always this rude or did your brain get rattled?” 

“I don’t get rattled.” His head swirled a little. “Not when I stick to the job. Data doesn’t usually shoot back.”

“Oh, so it’s my fault you got shot by an alien laser beam?”

He nodded. “Duh.”

She grunted as she got him up the last step. “You can’t use that anymore. What’s the more colorful version in your language?”

He didn’t like to even think about his people. They’d made sure he could never forget, what with branding the iol-mark across his chest on his descent year, but he didn’t have to give them any more space than what they’d claimed on his skin. 

But his great-matre had screamed the phrase at him enough that it still slipped from his mouth when he wasn’t watching himself. “Gwyl ech las edwi, a dim baachall by chithu yon ond. Translates literally to ‘the wind of your voice has dried your brain to dust and now nothing blows there but seeds of idiocy too weak to sprout’.”

She blinked. “I see why you prefer duh.”

He nodded grimly and pointed down the short corridor. “My med bed is that way. Let me stop the bleeding and I’ll tell you what we need to do to find your sister.”

Maybe. He wasn’t lying to her when he didn’t include that word. Certainly she must understand, just as he’d learned in his lifetime since leaving his homeworld, that maybe was always the case.

She supported him past the bunkroom and small storage cubicle—mostly filled with his data gel cubes—and past the compact galley and gathering space to the utility compartment. Her head swiveled the whole time, taking it all in, but she focused when he pointed to the med bed.

“There,” he said. “If you could just trigger the lid…”

She punched the middle button of the panel he indicated, and the pod cracked open. He slumped into it with a groan, the foam yielding around him. 

“Wait.” She stopped him from toppling sideways. “Let’s get your coat off.”

“You want me naked? And I only had to give you one drink,” he murmured. Why did he want to provoke her? The pain in his torso must be making him reckless. 

“Actually, I bought all the drinks because you skipped out,” she reminded him as she eased the coat off his shoulders. “And I just want you alive.”

“Me too.” With a wince, he closed his eyes and angled his arms back to let her remove the stained fabric. “It’s been a long time since I was shot. I forgot how much I dislike it.”

Her voice was low. “I guess I should thank you for getting shot in my place.”

“You’re welcome. But next time…it’s your turn.” He cracked his heavy eyelids then his second eyelids long enough to watch under his lashes as she lifted his booted feet into the bed. “Vaughn?” he murmured.

She glanced up. “Yeah?”

“Will you stay? Until I wake.”

She nodded. “Until we both get what we want, remember?” She closed the lid before he could answer.

He’d been shot right where a human had his heart, but he wondered if he’d bumped his head at some point. He must’ve. Otherwise, why was he having trouble remembering exactly what it was he wanted?


Chapter 4

 

She explored the spaceship—a spaceship!—while she waited for him to emerge from what was apparently a self-directed medical bay. She’d watched the panel for a little bit, long enough to see it scanning his body, comparing the hole in his chest and the smaller holes her teeth had left in his hand against an older litany of wounds. He’d said it had been a long time since he was shot, but the scans showed he’d not led as quiet a life as she’d have imagined for a data recovery specialist.

It also made her realize he must’ve had to check himself into the bed whenever he was hurt. There’d been no one to make sure he got in and apparently no one to care if he made it out.

Dejo Jinn. 

If he hadn’t been there outside the saloon, she’d have taken a laser burst to the chest. Of course, if she hadn’t caught him sneaking around the resort—a Intergalactic Dating Agency!?—she’d not have been at the saloon to get shot at. 

But then she’d still be completely in the dark about her sister.

She was still mostly in the dark. Rayna had been abducted by an alien, for reasons unknown, and her location was still unknown. 

At least now Vaughn had a spaceship, so nothing in the universe would stop her from reuniting the last of her family.

She circled restlessly through the cleverly designed rooms, about the size of a large and well-appointed camper trailer, wracking her brain for every sci-fi movie she’d ever watched. As an enlisted MP in the Guard, she’d never felt her imagination had been very highly valued. Her steadiness and attention to detail, yes; her dedication and willingness to take orders, of course. Her loyalty to her fellow Guardswomen… Well, that had come into conflict with a good old boy system, emphasis on the old that didn’t know what to do with harassment and revenge that could flash around the internet and the world in less time than it took to write Dear John. Turned out, she didn’t know what to do about it either.

No wonder Dejo had snarked about her less advanced brain. But if anything, her imagination had only gotten her into trouble and out of the Guard.

She pushed away the thought as she paused in the cockpit. Yeah, it was a spaceship, all right, but it didn’t look all that different from the armored tactical vehicles she’d trained on. Except when she leaned closer to look at the control, a 3D heads-up display showed her what appeared to be a map of the solar system, the Earth a small blue-green marble cozied up to the Sun. So…small.

Even as she watched, the map zoomed out. In a heartbeat, the system was lost in the larger galaxy, its swirling arms obliterating any chance of finding which sun was the Sun. And in another stutter of her pulse, the galaxy was invisible amid a dozen more galaxies of various shapes and sizes, their light almost blinding even at this vastly reduced size.

Speaking of feeling vastly reduced in size… She averted her gaze from the map and it went back to its original static display. 

How the heck was she supposed to find Rayna in a whole universe?

She paused. Data recovery. That’s what he said he did. Recover the data of the sort that would lead to Rayna. He must be good at it to afford a spaceship, right? Although maybe not good enough to pay for a team, someone to watch his back when a laser beam went through it. Or through the front, whichever.

Her father had taught her and Rayna the importance of teamwork from the very start, but maybe even in a whole universe there wasn’t anyone who wanted to be stuck with the smug, slippery Dejo Jinn. 

The thought panged down deep in a place she couldn’t ignore. She knew what it was like to not have anyone watching her back. No, worse. To be betrayed. 

Maybe it was better to fly alone.

A soft chime from the bed sent her hurrying back to his side. The panel blinked and she stared at it warily. It chimed again, a little more insistently, clearly requiring some sort of input.

She cleared her throat. “What?”

The bed said something. Incredible, Dejo had told her he had a translator in his head. Well, she certainly didn’t, and she’d barely made it through high school Spanish.

“Translate that?” She put her mouth closer to the panel. “Uh. Hello? My name is Vaughn Quaye. Uh, I need a medical translation in, uh, Earth language, um, English? For Dejo Jinn—”

“Dejo Jinn,” the bed pinged.

Vaughn straightened in surprise. “Oh. Yeah. Yes. Please update the status for Dejo Jinn.”

“Dejo Jinn. Planet: Enion. Species: Hivre. Breed: Zonhivre. Sex: Iomale. Age—”

His species had different breeds? How odd— Wait, what had the computer said? “Wait, what?” she repeated.

“Age: Twenty native solar revolutions past the year of descent—”

“No, before that.” Her cheeks heated. “Sex?”

“Dejo Jinn, mature iomale zonhivre, fully immunized against all known communicable xeno-infections—”

“Uh, go back to the iomale.” She stumbled over the word. “What is that?”

“One of three adult-onset genders of the hivre and culturally considered the lesser—”

“Three?” Vaughn squeaked. But he looked so much like an adult male. Human, she supposed she should add. Except for the slight strangeness about his eyes and the missing heart and the spaceship…

Okay, so not human. “But still kinda hot,” she muttered.

A spreading cone of faint blue light emerged from the panel, centering on Vaughn’s navel and then rapidly expanding to encompass her from head to foot.

With another eep, she jumped back, waving her hands as if she could disrupt the beam. “What the—?”

“No fever detected,” the machine intoned.

“I meant Dejo,” Vaughn muttered back. At least the light didn’t leave smoking holes in her.

“Patient’s temperature is optimal. Sexual compatibility at seventy-nine percent and rising—”

“Sexual—rising? What? No.” She backed away another few feet, but the spaceship wasn’t that big.

“Please confirm current course of treatment.” The panel pinged again.

“Not for sex,” she muttered. 

“Iomales are used almost exclusively for sex among the hivre,” the computer informed her primly, as if correcting her. “Although present patient Dejo Jinn has not joined with a compatible biological life form since providing his personal medical data and is deemed chronically overdue—”

“Okay, stop right there,” Vaughn interrupted. No way would she want some snooty, pimpy computer sharing her scorecard, and she imagined Dejo would feel the same. But she cautiously edged back toward the bed.

Through the frosted cover, Dejo looked like…well, a sleeping prince. He—could she still call him he when he was an alien, whatever an iomale was?—lay with his eyes closed and his hands folded across the rippling musculature of his belly.

The broad expanse of his chest was bared to the ministrations of a dozen small mechanical arms that were sweeping busily over his pale skin. She studied the mark across his pectorals. When she’d poked the wound to see if it was real, the stylized depiction of wings had been less like a tattoo and more raised, like a brand. She knew some people were into extreme body modification, but her father had advised even against earrings, though he himself had a small compass rose on his forearm, a reminder to stay oriented.

“Has to be something that matters,” he’d told her and Rayna. “And heaven knows, once you get it under your skin, it ain’t coming out again, so make sure it matters a lot.”

“You can do laser tattoo removal now,” Rayna had said cheekily.

He’d laughed and kissed her head. “But there’ll always be a shadow inside you, if not in your skin than in your memories.”

Their mother’s name had been Rosa…

Vaughn hadn’t found anything yet that deserved a place on her body or in her soul. She’d thought maybe her life with the Guard… Well, she’d thought wrong. And now she was here.

Compatible biological life form, indeed.

She put her hand on the lid. He had to get better. He was her only link to Rayna. “I guess yeah, confirm the course of treatment.” What did she know different? She’d been trained to put holes in people, not take them out.

“Tissue repair underway. Pain management in process.”

Vaughn sank onto a trunk/bench next to the medical pod. The compact area reminded her a little of a mudroom. Come inside after a long day of traipsing across the universe, take off your boots, crawl into the med bed to have your laser burns repaired…

She thumped her head back onto the bulkhead behind her. It was unyielding. But she should be used to bashing her head on hard things by now.

She had closed her eyes only for a moment when a soft hiss from the bed jerked her upright. A misting fog drifted from under the rising lid. Kinda creepy, actually.

Dejo sat up, blinking. The second eyelid she’d told herself she hadn’t seen flashed over his eyes a few times and he ran one hand over his hair, looking a little dazed. Finally, his gaze settled on her. “You… I thought maybe… You stayed.” A slow, sleepy smile dawned, transforming the lines of his face.

She had to admit, she was kinda glad she hadn’t broken his nose. She would do it if she had to, but maybe there wasn’t enough beauty in the world—or the universe—for her to be indiscriminately smashing it.

She cleared her throat of a sudden, inexplicable dryness. “Of course I stayed,” she said. “I said I would.”

“And you always do what you say?”

She frowned. “Why would I say it if I wasn’t going to?”

He shook his head, as if that didn’t warrant a response. His pupils were wide and black, pushing back the brown irises and yellow outer rings so he looked very human. Very male, no matter what word the computer used, and even…sexy.

Okay, that stupid computer had put crazy ideas in her head. Or maybe she was a little punch-drunk after all. But only because it was now the very darkest part of the night, and she hadn’t been sleeping well for the longest time, uncomfortable and worrying. Maybe she should take this chance to regroup herself. 

She told herself she was only looking at him to judge his physical condition. “How you feeling?”

“Good.” His voice was husky. “Maybe a little too good. The bed must’ve included pain meds.”

She sucked in a breath. “It asked me for permission. Should I not have given it?”

He swung his legs over the edge and paused, looking down with a grunt. “There was a lot of repair. It’s fine. I just usually don’t…want to be left so…vulnerable.” He slanted a quick, wary glance at her.

The wide-blown pupils made him seem younger somehow, whatever the medical report said about his maturity level or sexual compatibility. Gah, incredible, why was that even in her head now? Computers didn’t get to decide who she was attracted to. 

Look how that had worked out for Rayna.

She let out a slow, steadying breath. “How well does that patching thing actually work?”

He looked down at his bare chest again and she couldn’t help but follow his gaze. The wings across his pecs flexed as he inhaled. His smooth, pale skin shone faintly with the damp remains of the fog.

Welp, there went her slow, steady breathing.

“The dermabond encourages new tissue growth,” he explained, “but it still takes time, and my blood volume has been replaced with healing additives, although that too is not as desirable as the real thing.” 

He might be an alien on her planet, which she’d never believed would be a thing, but he was very much the real thing. She’d felt it. While she was feeling him.

She forced herself to focus. “So you’re saying you still need some downtime before we go after my sister.”

His head hanging low between his hunched shoulders, he studied her. “You really want to find her, don’t you?”

She stared at him in consternation. “To repeat your favorite word…duh.”

“Why?”

She squinted at him. “Why what?”

“Why do you want her back?”

Baffled, she repeated the obvious. “She’s my sister.” When he just continued to stare at her blankly, she kept going. “My mother left when we were young, and my father was active duty military, so Rayna basically raised me. She was there for…everything. Everything I needed. Of course I’m going to find her.”

He shrugged. “But if you already have everything you need from her…”

She boggled at him, aghast. “Do you not have sisters where you come from? I don’t love her because of what she can do for me. Rayna’s my family.”

“Like the mother? Who left you?”

They looked at each other.

Finally Vaughn shook her head. “I think something’s getting lost in translation.”

“I think your justification for this responsibility you’ve claimed is questionable, perhaps delusional.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I know you’re going to need another dose of pain meds if you keep talking.”

He smirked, the twist of his lips more sinister than the sleepy sweetness she’d seen earlier. “And I know as long as you get what you want, the reasons don’t matter.”

She huffed under her breath. “So how are we getting what I want?”

“I have two drones mapping as much of the IDA outpost—the resort, as they call it here—as possible since my attempt at remote infiltration was a failure.”

She snapped her fingers. “That’s why I saw you there, when you placed the drones?”

He nodded. “They aren’t fast, but they are thorough. The outpost has defenses against accidental Earther discovery and deliberate sabotage that we’ll need to avoid.”

As if this mission wasn’t bad enough. “Who would want to sabotage a dating agency?”

“Everyone has enemies.”

She studied him. “Do the hivre”—she tangled her tongue over his species name, but she didn’t think she was too far off—“not have families to protect them?”

His eyes narrowed. “What do you know of hivre?”

“The computer said what you were when it gave me your status update.” She was not thinking of gender or sex. She was not…

His eyes narrowed even more, to dark slits. “In many ways, the hivre are even less advanced than Earthers, with the exception of their faster-than-light technology. Everything they value is based on brutally inherited lines of succession, reinforced by millennia of hierarchical violence and cultural prejudice inflicted on everyone they encounter. So yes, they have kinship feelings.” His expression hardened. “But not in any way that would make me want to go back to them.”

She blinked. That description of his people—she hadn’t missed his use of ‘them’ versus ‘us’—didn’t sound like an ideal upbringing for a data geek. And he was obviously still sore about it; his jaw was tighter than when he’d gotten shot with a laser beam.

Carefully, she touched his hand still clenched in the foam of the pod. “Maybe you don’t know what it’s like to have a sister you’d do anything for, but the families that will be reunited when we find the missing women won’t be able to thank you enough.”

If anything, his jaw clenched harder. “I don’t do it for thanks.”

She pulled back. “Well, you’ll get it anyway.”

“We’ll get nothing if we can’t find a way to break into the compound once the drones return with a schema.” The tension in his jaw flowed down to the rest of his taut muscles as he steeled himself to push to his feet. 

And promptly wavered.

She zipped forward to wedge her shoulder under his arm before he fell over. The dark spicy scent of his pale skin, like espresso spiked with cinnamon, teased her. “While we wait for the drones, I think you need to really sleep. I saw your bunk back there. Let’s get you down.”

His grip tightened on her opposite shoulder, sending a pang through her where she’d bruised herself on the dumpster while hauling him into the alley. “Usually I order a stimulant from the med bed to keep me going.”

“That doesn’t sound like a good idea.” She angled him toward the back of the ship.

He shook his head, hard enough to make them both sway. “Nobody to stop me before.”

Yeah, she’d already figured that out. It made her think of all the times Rayna had put her to bed: with half-made-up stories when she was little, with backrubs when she was sick, with stern orders and no allowance when she’d tried to sneak out after midnight. Everything she’d needed. To not have that… 

Dejo Jinn might have the whole universe, but that wasn’t enough.

As she moved him in a slow-motion three-legged-race down the short corridor toward the rear of the ship, she steadied him with a hand around his back, her fingers splayed over his ribcage. The healing fog had left his skin clean and silky, and the play of muscle and bone under her palm made her think of their sexual compatibility score again.

Why did the computer say it had been rising? Did anyone ever achieve one hundred percent? She’d always been competitive…

“What’s an iomale?” 

His body jerked against her, and only her firm grip kept him from sliding away. “That medical report had a lot to say about me.”

“Just the basic facts,” she hedged. “Maybe it was trying to make me more advanced.”

“Hey,” he rasped. “Forgive.”

“Sorry, sorry.” She maneuvered him carefully through the doorway to the bunkroom. His shoulders were wide enough to bump the jamb even without them being side by side. Inside was nearly as intimate.

Intimate? Why had she used that word in her head? Thank goodness she didn’t have a translator or a med bed to give her thoughts away.

Most of the room was taken up by a round, rumpled bed, stocked with a ton of what looked like soft, multi-colored pool noodles. Pillows? The rest of the ship was so spare and efficient, she was sort of shocked by the lush abandon of it. But it must be his room since there wasn’t another on the ship.

She set him carefully on the rim of the bed. It was big enough for even him to stretch out in any direction but curved up at the edges like a big bird nest. It fit with the wings across his chest. 

“Okay,” she said as she steadied him. “Do you think you can—whoa there.” She grabbed for his shoulder as he tipped backward, but the silkiness of his skin defied her grasp and he splayed out on the tumbled pillows, his arms flopped behind his head and his hips elevated by the edge of the bed.

He stared up, the blacks of his pupils almost swallowing his eyes. “Iomales are the unwanted of the hivre.” His voice dipped into a lower register. “Kept as slaves, killed sometimes.”

Incredible, she was sorry she’d asked. And what was in those painkillers? He looked absolutely stoned, probably would have nightmares. “I want you, Dejo,” she assured him. “I need you to find my sister. Why don’t you just sleep now—”

“The hivre hatch without a discernible gender,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken.

She paused in lifting his legs to spin him onto the bed. “Hatch?” What. The. Hell.

“They are so small and their bones are so fine.” He angled his head to roll his eyes toward her. “Like you. The winds on Enion never stop and are strong enough that they can fly, free, go anywhere.” He let out a long sigh, his arms unfurling restlessly in the pillows. “But then they age to their year of descent, grow too heavy to keep flying.”

She pulled at his boots, then found the release tab. With all the talk of hatching and flying, she half feared she’d find chicken feet in his boots. But they were just feet, maybe a little bigger than she’d expected. She wondered if that old adage about boot size mattered with non-male aliens…

“The hatchlings come down from the skies,” he murmured. “The heaviest half are the vixas”—his voice modulated as he automatically translated—“the harpies. They correspond most closely with what you call women. They are valued across the galaxies as soldiers, fighters, champions.”

Vaughn lifted one eyebrow. “Your women are the champions?” Oh ho. Maybe she was going to like this universe after all.

“About half the rest are drones, who mate with the harpies, lay and brood the young. But the others, the iomales… Bones never finally harden, last flight feathers never fall. Weak, weightless, unwanted.” His hands folded protectively over the branded marking on his pecs. “I am iomale.”

“Weightless?” She heaved his boot-free feet over the side of the bed. “Dejo, I can honestly tell you, since I’ve been hauling you around the last couple hours, you are not weightless.”

“The best we can hope for is to be branded cloud-whores.” His hands over his chest tightened into fists, and he pounded once on the tattooed wings. “Or we’re driven away, left for dead. Unless we can escape.” He slammed his fists again, and the hidden wound in the center of the wings seeped a drop of green blood.

Swallowing hard, Vaughn clambered up into the high-sided bed and clasped his punishing hands. Goodness, no wonder he refused painkillers. Stripping away his defenses was leaving him more raw than she knew what to do with.

Maybe she was too much like those women on his world: warriors who didn’t see any value in softer things, like extra pillows or silky skin. “Dejo.” When he strained against her hold, she straddled his thighs and had to use all her weight to contain him. “Dejo, listen to me. It’s obvious even to me at this point that the universe is bigger than any one world. However you were raised, that’s not where you are now. You’re on Earth—”

His lips writhed in a sneer even as he twisted his face away. “I was trying to forget.”

“Hey, with the insults,” she reminded him.

He thrashed his head the other way, then slowly turned to face her. The yellow ring around his irises had expanded alarmingly, forcing the human-normal brown into the void of his pupils.

She swallowed hard, finally seeing whatever avian-type genetics had dominated his world.

And it was a bird of prey, a raptor.

“I will do whatever I must to keep flying,” he said in a low, riled voice. “Flying away from anything that would hold me down.”

The hint of menace vibrated through the bones of her thighs. Considering that she was at precisely that moment holding him down, the threat seemed very real.

And…maybe a little arousing.

Incredible, was this what the computer meant by rising compatibility? No, a computer couldn’t know that.

“Dejo,” she said, keeping her voice quiet but intense enough to break through whatever drugged thrall was gripping him. “You are not weightless. You are not weak. You are not a…” She swallowed. “Not a whore.”

The yellow ring glittered, hard and violent. “That was the last time I was shot. When I escaped that place.”

No wonder he was on the verge of a flashback. The wound and the drugs and his fear of being defenseless must be close to driving him mad. The hole in his chest hadn’t been where he kept his heart, but his soul. 

“We’re going to do this,” she told him. “Together. We’ll find a way into that compound. Then I get my sister and you get out of here. Deal?”

His wild yellow eyes pierced her. “Why should I believe you or this deal?”

“Well, the universal translator must be giving you my words. And I give you my word, which I learned from Rayna and my father you never, ever break.”

“You don’t break?” His eyes narrowed. “You are small and thin and brown as an eggshell.”

She narrowed her eyes back. “But tough enough to hold you.”

His second eyelids flashed, and that was the only warning she got before he twisted, rolling her deeper into the bed so he was crouched on top of her. He’d twisted his hands, which she’d been holding protectively against his chest, so now he gripped her wrists, which he pinned between her breasts. “A hivre brooder sits on top of its egg.”

She didn’t struggle against his grip. Not yet. He wasn’t hurting her, but he wasn’t himself either, or at least not the cool, collected data recovery specialist he’d claimed to be. 

“I am not your egg, Dejo,” she said. 

He dipped his head, his yellow eyes fixed. “I could crack your shell, set you free to the winds.” That lilt was back in his voice, clearer now, almost a song. And it resonated with something dark and feral in her. “The storm is rising,” he whispered. “Calling. Do you hear it?”

Oh idiot, was this some kinky alien seduction? Did the harpies go to their unwanted “weak” whores longing to return to their feathered, unfettered, free-flying days? And now he was twisting it on her? Ah hell nah. 

Slowly, she drew her knees up behind his back, setting her heels firmly. “Dejo, you need to let me go now. Then you can sleep.”

“Sleep with you?” The inquisitive tilt of his head reminded her uncomfortably of a bird eyeing a tasty worm. “Us together?”

And wouldn’t it just figure that sleep with meant the same in his language and hers? What were the chances, in all the galaxies? Although sharing the vulnerability of sleep with another might be a universal sign of trust and belonging. Maybe she could use that on him. “Maybe not…sleep, but together, sure. We’re partners, right? To get what we want.”

“And I want…” He gave his head a sharp shake, and to her astonishment, a crest of feathers rippled up out of his hair.

The feathers were barred brown like his hair, with whiter filaments like his pale skin, plus fine tracings of yellow. His shoulders hunched over her, like a hawk mantling its fallen prey.

Well, she wasn’t going down that easy. Never mind the yearning deep inside her. Just because her life had been in a shambles long enough that she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d had the kind of release that left her spent and satisfied…

She wasn’t here for that. That wasn’t what she wanted from him. He wasn’t even a him. He wasn’t even human.

But dang, his heat and the intensity of his stare poured through her like a shot of the best-ever whisky.

She twisted her wrists lightly, testing his hold. Even one handed, he restrained her so easily. “I think the shock and the painkillers are messing with you. You need to—”

Tightening his grip on her, he lowered his head to the side of her neck. “Oh, I need,” he growled low. “My universal translator informs me you said idiot.” The word rolled off his tongue in that strange accent she’d thought was Scottish but turned out was way more exotic than that. “Is that what you need? To mess?”

The hot waft of his breath sent a shiver down her spine. She was soooo messed…

Not here for that, remember?

She bowed her head away from him. Removing the trigger, she told herself, not giving him better access. “Really, you need to sleep this off.”

“Yes, sleep,” he rumbled. With his free hand, he brushed back her hair and traced his fingertips down the side of her face to her jaw line. With his thumb pressed to the racing pulse in her carotid, he urged her to face him. His eyes were solid caution yellow and deepest black: hawk eyes, fierce and wild. “Sleep with you.”

Incredible, this was getting out of hand. Or getting into his hands, which was the actual problem.

She couldn’t take advantage of him when he was only acting like this because of the chemical imbalance, both internally caused and externally imposed. But…he was just so close, his body hard and insistent and interested when most of the guys she met were either too intimidated by her less feminine attributes or perversely challenged by it. 

“Dejo, I’m not one of the hivre harpies,” she said, as if he needed the reminder.

“Good.” His feral growl quivered through her again. The way he crouched with his knees clamped around her hips was very not good.

But oh so good.

With a regretful sigh, she dug her heels into the bed and bucked.

She had half a heartbeat to enjoy the pressure of her pubic bone against his crotch before she flipped him over her head. As big and heavy as he was, all his weight was rolled forward on his bare toes. Also, he was bleary and distracted, or it might not have worked. As it was, the soft cushion beneath her sank low, bleeding off some of her power, but she had enough to dump him.

He hit the mattress in a puff of pretty pillows and a startled grunt. She twisted her wrists out of his slackened grasp and caught him in a pinning hold with a controlling arm around his shoulder and throat, her other arm applying downward pressure in a vise.

“Junior varsity state champion, two years running,” she murmured. “Stop struggling before one of us gets hurt. We’re partners.”

His yellow eye rolled to glare at her, and his breath hissed out. “Is this an Earther mating ritual?”

“In some counties,” she admitted. “But I am not interested in any intergalactic dating.”

His shoulders flexed under her, testing her as she’d done him. “I said mating, not dating.”

Some of the silkiness had worn off his skin, making her even more achingly aware of the taut steel of his musculature underneath. Not to mention that dark spicy scent of his. She had pinned his hips between her thighs, using her strongest muscles to control the center of his body, and she quivered with the pervy urge to grind on him. Why oh why had she taken off his coat?  

“You were just shot and I’m still in shock from the whole alien thing,” she told him. “We’re neither of us thinking clearly right now. What’s say we pretend this didn’t happen, get some sleep, and break into the resort bright and early?”

He stilled, but the tension didn’t go out of his body. “That makes sense.”

Cautiously, she released the pressure on his neck. “I’m glad you agr—”

He rolled her.

In a flash, he was on top again, his hips pinning hers to the mattress. The feathers in his hair curled almost straight up, the white and yellow flashing like a warning. 

She narrowed her eyes. “I thought you agreed to pretend this didn’t happen. But here it is, happening again.”

“I thought you didn’t lie.” He glared at her. “Pretending is lying.”

She bit her lip. “But you said it made sense.”

“I lie all the time.” He shook his head, and the feathers smoothed then bristled again. His gaze fastened on her mouth. “This isn’t blood loss or shock. There is something…” His second eyelids flickered for a moment, hiding the fierce yellow of his irises. “Iomales are not allowed to…date, or partner. We are lesser, beneath the others.”

Despite his threatening position over her, her throat tightened at the rasp of pain in his words. “That is wrong of them,” she said. “No one should be made to feel beneath anyone else.”

He looked down at her, the corner of his mouth twisting. “Is that how it is on Earth?”

She took a breath, then let it out in a slow sigh. “No. Not always,” she admitted. “But that’s the ideal. That’s what I’d fight for.”

His hand sleeked over her hip. “You aren’t fighting me now.”

She snorted out a laugh. “Because I thought we were agreeing.”

“I’ve never had a partner.” The pain in his words morphed to thoughtfulness, making her think she could eventually talk him out of this strange addled state. “I’ve also never…” His gaze fixed on hers. “There is an Earther custom I’ve seen on your broadcast transmissions—”

She arched her eyebrows. “You watch television?”

“—and I saw it too at the Sunset Saloon, this custom that I’ve not found elsewhere.”

“Really?”

He nodded, feathers swaying. “I require data.”

“On?”

“The kiss. Tongue, please.”


Chapter 5

 

Dejo kept his legs entwined with her even though she stilled. He didn’t trust her not to toss him again. How had she even done that with her eggshell body?

“Kiss?” Her voice wavered, sounding more delicate than any egg.

“It is when one Earther puts its mouth parts on—”

She sputtered. “I know what a kiss is.”

He traced one fingertip over her mouth. “Last time, you bit me.”

“You were trying to shut me up, not kiss me.”

“And if I tried this time?”

“To shut me up?” She bared her teeth in a warning smile.

He didn’t move his hand, despite the implied threat. “Kiss you.”

The sharp edges of her upper teeth closed gently over her lower lip, just missing his finger. “Dejo…” 

“What is it for—kissing? Is it feeding? Drones grind seeds in their beaks for the young before the age of descent.”

Her blue-gray eyes widened. “Beaks?”

“The harpies’ beaks are even heavier and harder. They can break bones with a snap.”

“That’s…” She shook her head slowly. “Not cool during a kiss.” Tentatively, she eased one hand up between their bodies—he let her—and touched his mouth. “You don’t have a beak.”

His lips twisted under her fingertip. “Only iomales are soft and weak.”

“Soft can be…nice.” She let out an inaudible puff of breath. “And weak is sometimes just a lie people throw at you to make you think you’re wrong. Anyway, I don’t suppose you can kiss with a beak.”

The painkillers gave his vision a strange narrowness, as if he was locked again in the cloud prison where his great-matre had sold him after she’d caught him applying for a position as an assistant cargo manifest analyst with an interstellar hauler. Of even more interest to him than the data management training was the chance to get off Enion. Great-matre had not given him another chance to escape.

He’d had to make his own chance.

But the drugs also added a forgiving haze to the ugly memory. No wonder so many beings in the galaxies found solace in the consumption. Just as well he’d stayed away from them.

Somehow he knew, though, the focus narrowed to Vaughn’s mouth might be more addictive than any substance known to the rest of the universe.

“How goes a kiss?”

“Dejo—”

“Vaughn,” he mimicked her tone. “You feel it too, yes?”

She tossed her head restlessly in the pillows, her dark golden hair gleaming like a treasure added to his nest. “I feel like this is a bad idea.”

“Question,” he said. “Just a question. I promised to answer all of yours.”

“But you told me you lie all the time.”

“Not to you.” Not yet. 

To his surprise, that was true. With her, he’d had no reason to write any of the long, convoluted mental codes that allowed him to justify his avoidance of the truth, just as he willfully disregarded with the family he’d escaped, the authorities he ignored, the patrons who wanted the information he collected, regardless of its provenance.

She stilled under him, and he tensed, thinking she would try to shove him off again. Would he let her go? Or would the lessons of the clouds take him over again?

He was lying to himself to pretend he wasn’t completely in control of himself. He wanted to blame the laser, the drugs, her, anything to explain why he was holding himself against her when he’d sworn never to be in such a position again.

Except how could he have made that promise when he’d never met an Earth girl?

Slowly, so slowly he could’ve escaped again, if he wanted to, she reached up to touch his bristling crest. The protofeathers rippled under her caress. In a mature harpy, the crest was thick, extending not just over their heads, but across their shoulders and down their backs, getting lighter over the rest of their bodies. His were nothing. But the delicate sensory organs at the base of each quill still quivered, sending a shiver down his spine. The singular sensation cleared some of his haze, enough to feel a faint pang of alarm when Vaughn closed her strong fingers at his nape.

He’d been grabbed too many times like that…

She brushed her thumb along the point of his jaw, tilting his stiff neck. 

And then she lifted her head to dock their lips, cautious and perfect as two ships aligning their ports, knowing the slightest mistake could doom them to a breach that would suck out all their air…

She traced her tongue along the seam of his mouth, and when he opened to ask why, she flicked his tongue with hers.

His body tensed, a shooting stab of laser light flooding through him. Except the kiss didn’t hurt, not like the hole in his chest. And it wasn’t like the numbing haze of the drugs. It heated him from the inside and induced shivers in rolling waves through his blood.

He made a sound deep in his throat, half strangled alarm call, half hunger cry. Though he had to risk letting her go, he released her shoulders to frame his hands around her face, memorizing the schematics of her angled head and her parted mouth, as if he could grasp the hidden dance of their tongues or the flow of breath between them.

She reached up to echo his touch, and her fingertips tracing his crest made him shudder with desire. The protofeathers on an iomale were considered shameful, neither the full coverage of the harpy or the completely bare molting of a drone after the age of descent. Most cloud-whores yanked the protofeathers out in stress or despair—or suffered through forcible plucking by disapproving harpies—but his had grown back once he escaped. 

But he hadn’t realized the bladed quills sank so deep into his flesh, rooting to nerve endings that made his bones chime with pleasure.

It was like the ancient songs of his people, before they’d mastered fusion and star drives, that tried to explain why they lost the capability to fly after the age of descent but still kept some feathers. The vanes would rise, the songs said, seeking a sign of a coming storm strong enough to lift them again. And in the perfect storm—the phryx mating wind—the blades of the feather would sing as the wind passed over and through…

Even though he had her pinned, he was the one who yanked back, shaken. He stared down at her, the back of his hand pressed to his mouth.

“What…?” The word was mumbled behind the press of his knuckles.

“You asked for a kiss.” Her tone was steady, but her lips trembled almost imperceptibly, as if the tremors in him had reached into her too.

“Why?” he demanded.

She glared at him. “Because you asked,” she snapped. “It wasn’t my idea—”

“Why do you Earthers do that?”

The annoyance in her eyes shifted to wariness tinged with…hurt? “Did you not like it?”

“I…” He reared back, determined to escape an answer. But the softness of the nest betrayed him. A pillow rolled out from under his hand and sent him sinking into the cushion. With Vaughn sprawled the other way, they watched each other warily.

“I…” She echoed his word and touched her mouth in the same way. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter if you liked it or not. I shouldn’t have done that.”

His crest rippled in agitation at the creeping note of condemnation in her words. “Why not? Did you do it wrong?”

Shoving herself up on one elbow, she glared at him. “I didn’t do it wrong. It was wrong. You aren’t from around here, and you’re still recovering from your injury—”

“According to your broadcast transmissions, the moments after an injury, skirmish, other fight, or natural disaster represent a seventy-nine percent higher probability of a kiss.”

She choked on a laugh. “How much television have you been watching?” Without waiting for an answer, she continued, “That’s not real. And not right. People have sex for all sorts of dumb reasons, but happy-to-be-alive sex is probably the most ridiculous.”

He put his hand over his chest where the laser had burned him. “What better time? As a cloud-whore, I would’ve been happier to be dead.”

She curled her lips inward. Appalled at the thought she’d kissed a whore? “Dejo—”

He sprawled back in the nest and closed his eyes. The faint spin of the anti-pain meds almost reminded him of flying. Almost.

But not as much as having her tongue in his mouth…

“The galaxies don’t dance according to your feelings of right and wrong,” he told her. “And neither do I.”

Her long moment of silence chided him. “I don’t make my choices by other people’s ethics, but my own.”

“How lucky you are,” he muttered. 

The bed dipped, letting him know she’d moved closer. “Whatever happened to you before, you’re free now. And you’re doing the right thing to try to find the missing women and Rayna.” 

He refused to open his eyes. He didn’t want to see the pity in those storm cloud eyes. Or the mistaken trust that he was doing any right thing. He required the data, and she wanted her sister. They weren’t mates or even partners, just…temporarily pushed together by the same interstellar winds.

Never mind the phryx mating wind.

“Go to sleep,” Vaughn whispered. “You said the drones will come back, and then we can figure this out.”

Something softer than his pillows and warmer than any nest brushed across his forehead where the crest of feathers ended. Her lips. Another sort of kiss than the one she’d showed him: gentler and sweeter. How many kisses were there?

For the first time, he wondered if his drones and his algorithms could ever make sense of the universe.

 

***

 

When he woke, he was alone.

Since that was always the case, he wondered blearily at the cold stab of disappointment that hollowed his belly.

Then the last effects of the anti-pain meds faded and he remembered.

Vaughn would not have gone anywhere. She needed him to find her sister. And still her absence rankled. 

No, he just needed breakfast, he told himself.

He clambered out of nest, his shaky knees firming with each step. The ache in his chest was gone, and he gave himself a hard shake to smooth his crest and the memory of his skin tingling as if at a rising storm. 

There was no such thing as a mating wind. That was just a song. And even if the phryx existed, he’d left it behind on Enion. It wouldn’t happen here on Earth, inside his ship.

Yes, breakfast to fill the emptiness in him, and scavenged data to fill his credit accounts.

He rummaged for a fresh coat and started to seal up the asymmetrical front seam. But the iol-mark on his chest felt strangely raw, although it didn’t look inflamed and the laser scorching between the wings was almost invisible. So he left the placket hanging open, away from the brand. He dragged his boots out from under the nest and slammed his feet in, latching down the tabs. She’d taken off his boots. Wasn’t that a little presumptuous? She’d left his leggings, at least.

Grumbling to himself, he stomped to the galley.

Vaughn was sitting in the only seat, his port-link balanced on the counter in front of her, a steaming beverage in her hand. 

He rocked to a halt. In the ship’s ambient glow, the mussed waves of Vaughn’s dark gold hair shimmered like a treasure any galaxy-questing fortune hunter would risk his ship to plunder.

Not himself, of course. Unlike the belligerent, bellicose harpies, he plundered data only.

Still, his fingers twitched with the urge to plunge into those locks, slightly ragged at the ends as if she couldn’t be bothered to align them properly.

He tightened his hands into fists. He just needed his own cup of the balancing morning beverage. 

When she glanced up at him, her blue-gray eyes clear and watchful, he forced himself to unclench his fists and cleared his throat. “I see you figured out how to operate the nutrient dispenser.”

She shrugged. “Your tablet walked me through it. I was pretty psyched to find out you had coffee, even espresso.” She looked down at the cup. “Seems weird to get coffee from a spaceship.”

“It’s one of your world’s unauthorized exports, and it’s become more popular recently since it was discovered that some species react to it as an aphrodisiac.”

She stiffened. “Is that why you…”

He glowered. “My physiology was briefly altered by the painkillers you authorized without my knowledge.”

Her cheeks darkened with a flush of blood. “I didn’t know—” 

He waved one hand dismissively. “I’m all better now.”

Her gaze dropped to his chest, exposed by the open coat. His hand twitched again, half reaching to cover himself.

Or maybe open it more…

He had to get a cup of something in his hand and in his belly.

Edging past her, he snagged a cup—he only had two, whatever one he was using and whatever was dirty, and now they were both in use—and helped himself to a double espresso. After last night, he deserved it. 

He needed it.

The first sip hit his tongue hot and hard. Like another kind of kiss…

Larf it, the caffeine better burn away the last of the painkillers. He’d had enough of these strange reactions. Time to focus.

“When the drones come back—”

“They did already,” she interrupted. “They’re downloading to the tablet now. That’s what I was looking at.”

He swiveled slowly on his boot heel to glare at her. “And how did you know to download them?”

She peered at him uncertainly. “I watched you reconnect the one in the alley. Anyway, it’s not that tricky.” Her eyes narrowed. “Maybe Dirters aren’t as backward as you thought.”

He let out a seething breath as he snagged the port-link from her. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

“I was going to, but you seemed… I thought you needed the chance to recover.”

He sidelonged a glance at her, wondering. Had she come back to the nest to rouse him? What had she seen?

The thought bothered him. He didn’t want to be asleep and defenseless with someone else aboard. And yet… She had let him sleep because she thought it was best for him. Even with her sister missing, she’d not wanted to put him at any risk.

He pushed away the strange sensation in his gut. Maybe he’d made the double a little too strong.

With a few quick gestures, he summoned up the drones’ data and sent it to the ship’s main data gels. The superconductive gels allowed for faster and easier collation, and sometimes even intuition. He’d been experimenting with ways to encourage the amorphous substance to allow data to infuse and jump in novel ways. Maybe if his great-matre had let him attend schooling… But that was a chance long gone.

Carrying his beverage, and pricklingly aware of Vaughn on his heels, he stalked to the cockpit which held the best of his tech. He dropped into the pilot frame, then gestured at the copilot position. 

“Sit carefully,” he said. “It won’t be used to you.”

She gazed at the seat, which was like a miniature nest, then settled in gingerly. To his surprise, the foam molded to her instantly. 

She wriggled her backside. “Wow. You could make a fortune selling this stuff here.”

He gave her an arch glance. “That would be breaking intergalactic protocols to make deals with a closed world.”

She blinked. “Oh. Yeah. I can see how selling spaceship parts would be problematic.” She looked abashed. “I wasn’t thinking.”

“Which is why the council thinks for you and all the other closed worlds.”

She scowled a little as she sat back. “Not really liking the idea of someone else controlling our fate.”

He lifted one eyebrow. “I thought you believed in right and wrong and rules.” 

“Well, yes, but…” She shook her head a little.

He smirked. “Maybe I’m having a bad influence on you.”

She glared back. “Just show us what’s on those drones.”

Even as she spoke, he cued the retrieval, and an expansive, interactive map unfolded in front of them, rapidly scaling from too large to containable, with points of extra complexity called out in more intense colors.

Vaughn leaned forward just as he did, and the fragrance of her, sweet and a little musky, teased him. He held his breath, but even so he imagined the neurons in his brain firing like a miniature lightning storm. 

How had she embedded herself so quickly in his psyche? He gave his head a shake, as if he could dislodge her. 

She reached out a finger to one of the glowing lines and flinched when the spot jumped into higher resolution. “This is as far as I got when I went to go talk to them. I didn’t realize the place was closed.”

He glanced at her, impressed. “You made it to the front gate?” He manipulated the image back a few levels. “I’m surprised. Because here”—he pointed to a more distant position—“is where the sub-aural distressors kick in.” 

She frowned. “Below hearing?”

He nodded. “You wouldn’t even be aware of it except as a vague feeling of annoyance or alarm. Makes most carbon-based beings move away instinctively. At more intensity, the distressors can cause headaches and confusions. The highest focus can cause permanent damage.”

She scowled. “Why does a dating service need so much security?”

“It’s an intergalactic dating service,” he reminded her. “On a closed world.”

“Why even be here if discovery is such a problem? Seems to be putting my world at unacceptable risk.”

He sat back, his gaze settling on her stern face. Her thirst for justice was as intense as the unending storm eye on Enion. Such an innocent. If other Earthers were like her, no wonder the latest vote from the council extended Dirt’s closed status. “A risk perhaps. But you have a commodity. Besides coffee.”

She frowned. “Women who want to date aliens?”

He shrugged. “The universe is functionally infinite. Finding a date in that vastness is…hard. The IDA promises a series of tidy checkboxes that, if truthfully inscribed, will result in a union with the right mate for you.” He tilted his head with a smirk. “I’d think you’d approve.”

She scowled. “Maybe if it hadn’t resulted in Rayna and the others being abducted and no one doing trash to find her. So much for tidy truths.” Her blue-gray eyes shone fiercely. “And quit saying dating and mating in the same sentence. They aren’t the same at all.”

“If it’s done right—”

“They failed.” Her tone was implacable, and he had a glimpse of the condemnation facing anyone who disappointed her. “How do we get past the brain scramblers?”

“There will be worse than the distressors.” He rotated the drones’ scan and zoomed in. “Once the IDA withdrew all non-essential personnel, they would’ve left tougher measures.”

“Tougher than melting your brain?” she muttered.

“Just melting the brain leaves a body,” he pointed out. “There will probably also be…” He peered. “Ah, here. See it?”

She leaned close again. “The drones didn’t record anything there.” 

“Which means a non-penetrable energy barrier of some sort. Likely a defensive plasma array.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Like what put a hole in you?”

He nodded. “Only worse. Any shot that comes out of here won’t leave a hole. It won’t leave any evidence at all.”

“Very tidy,” she said dryly.

He couldn’t help but smile. He’d never had a…well, she wasn’t a partner, since she couldn’t truly understand what they were doing. But whatever she was, was kind of…fun. Not the being vaporized part, that wouldn’t be fun. Sharing with her, though. That felt…right. “But that’s not even the worst of it,” he said with some relish.

She eyed him, half her mouth set with disapproving tightness, the other half curled upward in amusement. “Oh really,” she drawled. “Worse than brain melting and vaporizing? Like…flesh-eating slime worms?”

He sat back, with a snort of thwarted dismay. “Who told you about slime worms?”

Her eyes flashed wide. “Wait. There are really—?”

“Slime worms don’t work as well as you’d think for offensive measures,” he said fussily. “For one thing, they are highly territorial, so you can’t really keep them from spitting their corrosive acid on each other. Also, they are surprisingly picky eaters, so…” He realized she was just staring at him. “What? I’m just saying, if they weren’t picky eaters, I might’ve been in real trouble.”

“You had to actually—” She blinked. “I’m sorry, but why is a data recovery specialist apparently wrestling flesh-eating slime worms?”

“I told you, they don’t really actually eat—”

“Why?” she bit out again. “Why would the people you’re recovering data for want you to be eaten, or not, by slime worms?”

The pilot frame, like his nest, had adapted perfectly to his body over the many dark parsecs alone, but still he squirmed at the judgmental ice in her eyes. “I am not… That is, by the time I arrive, mostly no one is seeking help anymore.”

“Because they’ve been eaten by worms?” She held up her hand when he started to shake his head. “I know, I know, they don’t actually eat people. So you don’t do recovery.”

“Recovery is one of the words my translator suggested.”

Her eyes narrowed to mere storm-shadowed slits. “What word would you use?”

Lie, lie, lie, his brain urged him. He needed a committed partner to crack the IDA’s defenses, and he couldn’t afford to lose her, even if she was a naïve idealist. If ever a moment called for escape and evasion, this was it. 

“Scavenger,” he blurted. “I find data no one else wants and turn it into something someone else will buy.”

At her silence, he eyed her warily. Her jaw worked as if chewing over whatever words she wanted to say. Or maybe she wanted to chew him up, even if the slime worms hadn’t been interested. 

“I trusted you,” she said finally. “And you’re a…thief.”

He jerked back. “No.”

“You take—”

“I take what no one else wants,” he said heatedly. “What they lost, left behind, abandoned, forgot, rejected, whatever. It’s not stealing, it’s recycling.” He swept his hand through the projection, plunging the cockpit into darkness except for the glow of natural light from the corridor outside. “And trust this, even if you don’t trust me: I know how to find what no one else wants.”

The seething bitterness in his own voice surprised him, and he fell silent.

Maybe he’d revealed just a little too much of himself.

With another jerking gesture, he sealed up the front of his coat. The raw pang of the iol-mark on his chest almost made him wince, but it was worse to have her indignant stare digging into his bare flesh. “Does it matter how or why we get the data that leads to your sister?”

His challenge hung in the air, almost more bitter than his self-revelation.

After the longest moment, Vaughn shook her head. The last sideways jerk left her facing away mostly from him. In the gloom, her eye that he could still see was gray and shadowed. “You’re right,” she said in a gruff voice. “So very wrong. But right. No one else is helping. And I’ll do whatever I have to for Rayna.” She snapped back around to stare at him, her chin high. “Tell me what’s worse than slime worms. Doesn’t matter to me. I’m there.”


Chapter 6

 

It stung. More so even than she imagined flesh-eating slime worm with corrosive spit would sting.

From the moment she’d seen him stalking around the shuttered resort compound, she should’ve known he was up to no good. He’d basically told her he was no good: bragging that he had poor manners, saying he lied when necessary, walking away at the saloon when she told him she was looking for her sister. And yet somehow, she’d thought that appealing to his better nature in her mission would make a difference.

How many times could she make this same mistake? People—and apparently aliens—didn’t care about justice and integrity and doing the right thing. They cared about covering their rears and their assets, that was it.

But she’d thought he was different. Why? Because she’d kissed him? 

Tell that to all the Guardswomen and girlfriends who’d found their private photos splattered across forums against their will, betrayed by their lovers and brothers-in-arms both in the most heinous way possible. Some of the women had laughed at her, cynically, not even surprised anymore, when she said she was going after the perpetrators. She had the might of the MPs—those who upheld the law for those who defended the country—behind her. Or so she’d thought. So mistakenly.

Dejo Jinn hadn’t even pretended to be sworn to honor and service. She’d just imposed that on him because that was what she wanted, someone to care as much as she did.

Idiot.

As she studied the map again, she told herself that while she might want a partner who cared, she needed one who could disable distressors, defensive plasma arrays, maybe slime worms, in pursuit of intel on what had happened to Rayna and the other missing women.

Her own desires… Well, incredible, she didn’t need or want desires, even if that kiss had been absolutely out of this world.

She growled under her breath at the unfortunate phrase. She’d never use it again, starting now.

Dejo had tweaked the drone data a thousand different ways, showing off all the angles of the grounds, its defenses and offenses, the central core they needed to breach to obtain physical access to the unheeded and corrupted data that was his stock in trade.

To her it was Rayna’s last chance. To him it was just profit.

Maybe she should be grateful. At least he had more investment than she’d managed to find in her last duty. No one had wanted to hear about the damage revenge porn did to its victims and the community around them. She’d heard one too many versions of “well, if she hadn’t taken that picture…” and that had been the end of her hopeful criminal justice career. 

She almost hadn’t cared. Why fight for a country that wouldn’t fight for her? Probably she’d still be slinking around the outskirts of the base, drinking more whisky than she should, if Rayna hadn’t gone missing. 

But this time, she’d win. She would allow no other outcome, slime worms and Dejo Jinn be darned.

He must’ve sensed the be-darned part, because while he fed her (the nutrients from the so-called nutrient dispenser were actually quite tasty) he not only explained his plan and how she fit into it, but he told her what he knew about the circumstances of the “brides” disappearances.

“I came here after hearing how Blackworm had broken into the IDA’s data troves, robbing, altering, and destroying data from the Alien Mail Order Brides program. The IDA admins as well as the council security in charge of protecting this world were frantic to cover up the extent of the damage and exposure. They locked down what was left of the outpost, without even attempting a full investigation, so I knew there’d be something to…” he sidelonged a glance at her “…scavenge.”

She’d thought he was going to say recover. And then she’d have to sneer at him again. But his honesty about his dishonesty brought her up short. He didn’t bother covering his rear because he was always one step toward hightailing it outta there at the first sign of commitment to a cause.

After his painkiller-induced confession last night, she wasn’t sure she could entirely blame him. At least not for wanting to get away from his past, however that had to happen. Of course he couldn’t relate to her need to find her sister, not when his own family and people had treated him so poorly, with no hope of better anywhere on his world.

A wave of disillusionment tasted of stale coffee on the back of her tongue. Was there no one in the universe fighting the good fight?

She steeled herself as she looked over the maps again. She’d never been deployed to test her training, had torpedoed her own vocation with a general discharge, would be locked away in an asylum if she ever mentioned to anyone that she’d kissed an alien. Yet she and a disingenuous data scavenger were the only hope for the missing alien mail order brides.

She spun the 3D map projecting from the tablet in front of her while she drank a cup of something Dejo had called pixberry slush. It reminded her of some weird kombucha bubble tea. They’d decided to wait until nightfall for their assault on the compound. Dejo said the day/night-cycle didn’t matter to the defensive measures, which would be formidable and unrelenting regardless of their working hours, but night meant less chance of running into humans who might  freak out to discover aliens were a thing now.

She figured anything that involved even a side discussion of slime worms was going to be terrifying.

At midday, he plucked the tablet from her hand and spun her chair around.

“Hey.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I was reviewing the plan.”

“You know the plan. You should rest and clear your head before we go.” He peered at her. “Did you sleep at all last night after I passed out?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “Was a little freaked out being in a spaceship.” Not to mention replaying that kiss obsessively in her head.

“Go lie down in the nest—the bed,” he said. “Sleep. Meditate. Whatever.”

She scowled. “I don’t need—”

“You are warrior class, yes? Then you know the importance of a strong, focused assault.”

Did he mean her assault on him when he’d asked about kissing? She got up from the chair, not so much to obey him as to put some distance between them. But she couldn’t hold back a little flush of satisfaction that he saw her a warrior. 

Although the warriors on his planet sounded like jerks. The satisfaction withered, and she let out a soundless sigh. “Fine. You won’t go without me?”

“I can’t,” he said. “The plan won’t work without you.”

Just when she hated him for being a self-serving sneak and liar, he said something true that was exactly what she needed to hear.

She edged past him to head toward the bunkroom at the back of the ship. To her consternation, he stayed right behind her.

She stomped on the brakes, and he bumped into her back when she rocked to a halt. She twisted around and his hands rose to grasp her shoulders, his yellow-ringed eyes wide.

“Forget something?” That not-Scottish burr of his deep voice sent a shiver over her skin.

She angled her head to look up at him. The shiver sank deeper, and her heart skittered a little. He was so much larger than she was; she couldn’t even imagine how big the others on his planet were if he was considered the weak one. “Why are you following me? We aren’t—” Her face was so hot, she thought it might send off its own laser beam. “I’m not kissing you again.”

His gaze dropped to her mouth. “Why not?”

She sputtered, then instantly wished she hadn’t moved her lips that much when his fingers tightened on her arms. “Because…” She knew she’d had a reason, but it was hard to remember it when his body was so close to hers. That dark, spiced scent of his wreathed her like exotic wood smoke. Very exotic. Otherworldly, even. “Because we’re trying to clear our heads, that’s what you said.” Had that been a lie on his part? Did he have ulterior motives for sending her to his bed?

Another flex of his fingers and he dropped his hands to his sides. She rotated her shoulders back, aware of the lingering dumpster bruise, but more aware of the fading heat of his touch.

“I’ve never had a partner,” he said softly. “Have you? Any advice?”

For dating or mating or…? She straightened, putting more distance between them. “Honesty. Loyalty. You have to work at it. Even then, it doesn’t always work out.” Was she talking about her last boyfriend or her last days in the Guard? “You might have the right idea with the ‘me, myself, and I’ thing.”

He studied her, his inhuman eyes half lidded. “I don’t know anymore.”

She shook her head. She didn’t have the bandwidth to deal with his questioning right now. “Don’t leave without me,” she warned him again and retreated to the nest.

 

***

 

She swore she had just closed her eyes for a second when she felt a hand on her shoulder.

She knew instantly who it was—somehow it seemed the memory of his touch hadn’t completely faded—so she didn’t flinch or take a swing at him.

Just as well, because he was outfitted in some scary tactical black. The baddest of the special forces guys wished they had access to these toys.

He watched her somberly as she pulled herself out of the too luxurious bed. “I refitted a survey vest and ships fatigues for you to wear.” He held out the matte black clothes. “Everything you need is in the pockets. And the vest has dispersant fibers.”

She brushed her hair out of her eyes. “That’s what kept you from dying from the laser attack.”

“It also confuses any security RF or EF fields. It won’t make you invisible, but it’s as close as you can get.”

She nodded. “How does it do against slime worms?” When he looked worried, she rolled her eyes and forced a smile. “I could take a slime worm if it gets me closer to Rayna.”

Before he could decide that she was a bad risk as a partner—or whatever he wanted to call her—she took the clothes and padded to the head. She’d been surprised at how…normal the ship’s bathroom looked. Like a particularly efficient, well-designed, and human mobile home. For Dejo, big as he was, it was probably a little tight. But she had room enough to freshen up, change, and wish there was a mirror so she could stare at herself and ask how she’d gotten to this place.

And how she was going to get out.

Well, there was only one door, so she supposed it wasn’t that complicated. She straightened the vest one more time. She’d sort of hoped donning the gear would drape her in special forces mystique, but her heart was pounding. And they hadn’t even gotten to the vaporizing wall of plasma yet.

With a sharp breath, she pushed out of the head. She found Dejo with his hip propped against the galley counter, scanning one more scan of his scans. She wondered if he still got the shakes. When she’d heard “data recovery specialist” and pictured him—unfairly perhaps—hunched over a keyboard in his grandmother’s basement, she’d never added cat burglar spy to the mix. But now she’d never be able to unthink the vision of him all in black, his big, lean body lounging but his edged features taut with concentration, bathed in the glow of the 3D display.

When he lifted his gaze to her, the yellow rings expanded around his irises as he looked her up and down, scanning her like she was another of his programs. But there was a husky timbre to his voice when he said, “I’m glad the fatigues fit.” He stalked toward her.

She canted her head to look up at him as he stopped before her. “I’m willing to do anything for Rayna,” she told him. “And I know the plan. But I think I should tell you, I don’t know if I can do this.” She bit her lip. “No, that’s not right. I will do this, but I don’t know if I will do it right.”

He raised his hands to her vest and methodically tugged at the straps that shortened the panels to her frame, checking the fit. “You’re clever and determined,” he said. “I’ve found that’ll go a long way toward getting you what you want in most galaxies.”

She gazed up at him. “And in the others?”

“Bribery and stolen key codes.” His lips quirked. “That’s why you have me.”

She couldn’t help but answer his smile. “What a team.”

“Partners,” he agreed. “Let’s go find where your sister has gone.”

“Find the data,” she confirmed.

They took her car. He’d explained how moving the Onoffon would risk drawing attention to themselves, not just by the compound’s protective measures but by everyone else in town. The IDA had maintained strict requirements for ships and alien crews coming and going, and had kept its secrets with an elaborate network of radar and cellular suppressors, interference boosters, and strategically crafted, good old-fashioned conspiracy theories that everyone knew were too wild to be true—but actually were.

Not saying it was aliens, but…

Following the drones’ scans, Dejo directed her to a nearly impassible Forest Service road and her crappy little two-door struggled mightily along the narrow, rutted path. But they made it. She gave the steering wheel an approving pat as they exited; instead of saying crappy, from now on she’d have to say scrappy.

Even though they’d pushed the seat back as far as possible, Dejo unfolded himself from the passenger side with a groan. 

“Just as well we have to walk a little way,” she said. “You can loosen up.”

He stalked around the car toward her, still looking at his tablet screen. But when he was almost toe-to-toe with her, he reached out and unreeled one arm behind the small of her back. He pulled her in and brought his mouth crashing down on hers.

What it lacked in finesse, it made up for in urgency.

His lips parted on a deep inhalation, almost sucking the breath from her lungs. The velvety rasp on his tongue across the rim of her teeth made her knees wobble, and only his hands gripping the straps of her vest kept her upright.

Tasting the desperation along with the coffee and dark spice flavor of him, she tilted her head, opening wider to him, and in reply he stepped one knee between her thighs. She braced her hands on his chest. Somewhere, under the tactical gear and the leather coat, was the winged symbol in his skin and the healing hole where his heart should’ve been. If he’d been a man, a human.

When he finally lifted his head, she dragged in a shaky breath. The rasping draw brought a cool draught of air over her damp, swollen lips, adding the taste of a Big Sky night to the kiss. “What was that for?”

“For luck.”

“I thought you said it was the moments after a skirmish or disaster where kisses were most statistically likely.”

When he smirked, his lips looked softened and reddened. “Well, the moments before seem to have an even higher incident.”

“Let’s hope to avoid both,” she said fervently.

“Kisses?”

“Skirmishes and disasters.”

He shrugged. “I’ve never bet credits on hope.”

She scowled. “You’re the one who just kissed me for luck.”

After a thoughtful moment, he nodded. “My translator indicates that getting lucky means more than kisses in Earther speak.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t push it, buddy, or we’ll have a skirmish right here.”

“Save it for the task ahead,” he warned, but a smile played on his lips. “Still nervous?”

To her surprise, when she shook her head, she was telling the truth. “You made me forget.” She peered at him. “Was that your intent?”

“No. I just wanted to kiss you again.” He turned toward the dark trees. “I won’t forget.”

His nerves or the kiss? As she followed him into the forest toward the compound, she had a new fear: that she’d never find another such kiss with the power to make her forget.


Chapter 7

 

Dejo led Vaughn—led his partner—through the darkness, wondering if he was making a terrible mistake. He’d done physical scavenging jobs before, once even in a live installation where he pretended to be an automaton, but he’d never had someone at his side before.

It left him feeling uneasy, split in two, as if his awareness was divided between his own skin and hers. She’d told him she was afraid. And so was he. Not so much of this expedition—danger was just data that didn’t want to be neatly partitioned, and he was good with data—but of this strange subroutine of desire running in his background.

Well, in his foreground too.

He glanced over his shoulder at her. The fatigues and vest fit her well, in body and actions. She moved easily through the trees, her stride as smooth and proficient as the small stunner he’d tucked into her main pocket. With her personal light off, only the reddish glow of his port-link guided them. He had never asked to be partner or leader, too much risk. To others and to him. The matte surface of her gear swallowed the light, but her eyes glinted at him as she nodded once, a sign she was aware of his backward look.

Maybe she was as aware of him as he was of her. But she seemed to handle it better.

Better than he’d handled her during that awkward first attempt at a kiss. While she’d been studying the plans for their assault on the compound, he’d been studying more broadcast transmissions on kissing. And other features of Earther dating and mating. He was confident he had integrated all the crucial data and could trigger the necessary cascade of sensation to prove his aptitude.

The cloud prison had taught him to hate the sharp points of beaks and talons coming at him out of the dark. But for all her uncompromising principles, Vaughn had a softness to her, in her flesh, her yielding lips. Maybe because she cared so passionately, her feelings making her vulnerable in a way that left him shaking inside, though he would never show it.

So he would help her. He’d worked a few commissioned jobs before, retrieving lost or stolen data, but he’d never helped retrieve a lost sister. It made him feel almost…respectable. Heroic even.

Unless of course the fortified compound killed them first.

At the farthest reach of the outpost, he called a halt and sent the drones out. He’d explained to Vaughn before that the tiny robots would be additional eyes and ears and also send out counter-signals to interfere with the IDA’s defenses—including electromagnetic repulsors that deadened cell signals, which explained a lot about this ridiculously disconnected town—and reinforce their disguise. He had his own sensitivity to electrical fields since the hivre had been a migratory species in their genetic past, which gave him an advantage in his chosen career, and he’d be stretching it to its limits here.

While they waited for the drones to take their positions, he showed Vaughn the first line of defense. “Once we pass this point, the sub-aural distressors will activate. You have the earplugs I gave you, and the dispersant fibers in your vest will diffuse the worst effects. But the sensations can’t be completely avoided. We just need to get through. We’ll pause on the other side.”

She nodded, her eyes dark and serious, and put the plugs in her ears while he did the same. 

They marched on. The drones’ constantly refreshing scans showed the exact moment they hit the sub-aural field. Not that either of them needed the confirmation. The unpleasant buzz at the base of his skull warned Dejo immediately, and at the corner of his narrowing field of vision, Vaughn stumbled over nothing. 

Unpleasant escalated to alarming, and if he hadn’t known the effect was a deliberate attempt to subvert any being’s interest in self-preservation, he would’ve obeyed the unconscious cues to flee.

At his side, Vaughn fumbled for his hand.

He didn’t know exactly what she was experiencing—Earthers came from simian stock, a different experience from his kind—but he laced his fingers through hers and clung tight even while everything in him screamed to escape.

 His vision narrowed to just the red light in his free hand, everything else darker than space around him. Except for his awareness of Vaughn. Her hand trembled in his, but despite all the nebulous panic dredged up by the defensive field, he knew without a doubt she would never run, not with her sister out there somewhere and the answer to finding her somewhere here. 

His partner would never abandon him.

His chest ached, then burned, a radiating pain from the barely healed laser burn out along the wings of his iol-mark toward his limbs. He sucked in a steadying breath, which only seemed to let the agony pour inside him too. It felt as if the torture would immolate him.

But the threat of immolation was actually still ahead of them in the second defensive measure: the plasma array. They hadn’t even gotten there yet. 

Suddenly, they were through the sub-aural field. He gasped again, the sound lost in the abrupt emptiness of his ringing head. Vaughn tugged at his hand as she stumbled again, and he pulled her into his arms. 

She clung to him, shuddering, her breaths sawing through clenched teeth, as they removed their earplugs. “The heck.”

He tightened his grip on her. “What did you see?”

“I… Nothing. Nothing at all. I was alone. My blood was turning to ice and I couldn’t even feel your hand.” 

He pulled back a little to stare down at her, studying the swollen blood vessels in the whites of her wide eyes. “I won’t run.”

She gazed back at him, then finally gave a hesitant nod.

The pause stabbed him, sharper and more focused than the triggered subconscious anxiety. Because her doubt in him was real. And not wrong.

He carefully let her go and stepped aside. The tangle of their fingers unraveled. “The sub-aural field stimulates our worst fears, but it’s all a lie.”

She jerked her chin in a nod. “It’s so insidious. Not sure if that’s better or worse than just vaporizing intruders.”

“At least you’re not alone.”

Her lower lip quivered, almost imperceptibly, her eyes shining in the darkness. “Not if we get this thing done right.”

Once she found her sister, right. He’d actually meant… Well, what he meant didn’t matter. 

He held up as his hand and the three drones circled in on him. “We muscled through the distressors, but that won’t work on the plasma array. We’ll have to sneak. Between our dispersant vests and the drones’ camouflage field, we can reflect an unbroken signal while we are in reach of the array. It won’t even know we are there. But since there are two of us and only three drones, we need to stay close together.”

Vaughn nodded. “I know the plan. I’ll stay right on your six.”

On his…sex? That didn’t seem like a good idea, although it would keep them very close together… 

The universal translator in his head chimed a warning. “Oh. Right behind me. Yes.” He had never liked the harpies coming at him from behind, but he knew Vaughn would never abuse his trust. Or his rear. “I understand if you want to catch your breath, but—”

She shook her head, her jaw tense. “I’m ready.”

Admiration swept through him. For someone who hadn’t even known about aliens until a day ago, she was tough. “Then let’s keep going.”

The thick press of trees abruptly ended, exposing the “exclusive resort” that had until recently been the Intergalactic Dating Agency’s Big Sky outpost. It looked as if a quick stroll up the sloping lawn would bring them to the front doors. But the port-link showed them approaching the outer reaches of the plasma array, and a short, sharp buzz stopped them in their tracks. “Come here.”

Vaughn moved up into the protection of his arm. “Are you going to kiss me again?”

He froze, looking down at her in the glow of the scanner. “Do you want me to?”

“For luck,” she whispered.

Despite the rush of triumph that sizzled through him, he lowered his head so very slowly, making the moment last. He kept his lips closed this time, which he knew wasn’t quite right. According to the broadcast transmissions, the third kiss should be escalating. 

But the warm, soft give of her mouth under his felt right considering they could die in another moment.

He lifted his head when the memories of those other images he’d studied threatened to distract him. “Stay at least this close.”

She licked her lips and nodded.

Together, they stepped into the rapidly scintillating warning zone marked on the scans. 

“It should at least tingle,” Vaughn whispered, as if too loud a sound might trigger the lethal lasers. 

“My lips are tingling,” he told her.

She sidelonged a glance at him. “Tease.”

He wasn’t, actually. 

In lockstep, they crossed the lawn guarded by the array. No doubt the lawn had once served as a genteel stroll for IDA-matched couples getting to know each other. But it was now a mined trap where every step could trigger death from all directions to cremate the flesh from their bones in a flash of ionized gas. 

Although he supposed this whole raid could be considered just a very rigorous way of learning someone’s true fortitude. The IDA couples would know what was in each other’s hearts from their detailed dating profiles; Vaughn simply had to peer into the hole in his chest. 

She was holding up her end of the partner bargain, matching her strides to his. Meanwhile, he kept one eye on the drone-generated map, which showed the evenly spaced towers that powered the array. They swiveled in a slow arc, emitting an invisible but constantly refreshing crisscross of beams, seeking any unauthorized intrusion to the one-time bastion of cosmic love-festing.

“Larf it,” he muttered as one of the tower emitters paused, aimed in their direction. If the other emitters paused in their swiveling…

Vaughn stiffened at his side. “What is it?”

“Something caught the system’s attention.”

“Do we run for it?”

“Not a chance.” His fingers danced over the port-link, recalling the drones closer, tightening the protection around them. Not that it would stop a ray of ionized gas as hot as a sun. 

A second tower rotated to focus on them.

“Dejo,” she whispered, her voice cracking with tension.

“Trust me.” He knew he should expand on that topic, give her a more cogent appeal, but he didn’t have the time. He adjusted the frequency of the drones’ EF.

“Nothing to see here,” he murmured. “We are just a couple of large, wandering, crepuscular ungulates feasting on the succulent grasses…”

“You’re tricking it into thinking we’re deer?”

“Ah yes, deer.”

“I would flash my white rump and run if I thought it would get us off this lawn.”

“I would follow you,” he murmured. “There.” He flicked one last finger over the port-link.

The two paused towers continued their scans.

Vaughn let out a slow breath, leaning into his side. “That was close.”

She was close. And he liked it. But he knew she forced herself to trust him only because they were in danger, because she needed his help. A flicker of sourness in the back of his throat, an aftermath of the fear, made him swallow. No one had helped him when he was lost and trapped. Of course, it had been his own kind imprisoning him, so he saw no value in trusting anyone. He wondered if Rayna knew how lucky she was to have such a loving sister.

He wanted to pull away, put some distance between them, but since that would result in instant death, he held Vaughn at his side until they crossed out of reach of the plasma array. 

When they climbed the wide stone steps to the back of the compound, Vaughn looked around the sprawling patio then back to the long lawn and let out a low whistle. “I can see why they were able to trick women into signing up with them. The place screams money.” She glanced at him. “No wonder you targeted them.”

He stiffened. It was stupid to be insulted when she was absolutely right. “The IDA has a stellar reputation for matching Earther brides with properly prosperous galactic citizens.”

“Ha. Stellar, I get it. But don’t you mean had a reputation?” She glared up at the low stone building in front of them. “They made a terrible mistake, but it was women like my sister who are suffering for it.”

Couldn’t argue that either, so Dejo clamped his teeth shut. They still had to get through the most difficult part of the job. The part where he had to admit he needed help.

Then they’d be done with this partnership.


Chapter 8

 

The inside of the complex looked like an upscale resort. Exactly the sort of place Vaughn would never be. So in some weird way, it seemed almost less intimidating to know it was a clandestine extraterrestrial outpost. 

The deeper they went, the more evidence accumulated that the place was not what it first seemed. 

Warily, she peered through a semi-frosted window into what was obviously a surgical suite. “This is where the rumors of alien probes come from.”

Dejo glanced past her. “Every Earther approved for off-world emigration would have universal translators implanted.”

She perked up. “Would Rayna have one of those? Is that a way you could track her?”

A noncommittal noise, not quite a snort, garbled in his throat. “Seems like the IDA and council authorities would’ve explored that route already.”

Vaughn quirked an eyebrow upward. “Because the powers that be always do the right, smart, obvious thing.”

He huffed again, conceding the point. “If the specific implant information is here, if she has an implant, it might be possible.”

Vaughn bounced restlessly on her toes. “So that’s a definite maybe?”

“If her translator connected for updates,” he said with a hope-quashing frown. “But the translators are meant to work independently for long periods of time. Hers would be so new it might not have updated yet.”

She resisted the urge to kick something. The one time she needed a computer update… 

“Let’s keep moving,” Dejo said. “The compound may have other protections that the drones didn’t identify, and I’d rather not be here longer than we need to be. The data core is this way.”

Despite her full agreement on not encountering more distressors or plasma rays, she couldn’t help but gawk as they hurried down the central corridor lined with poster-sized images that extruded as 3D holograms as they hurried past. Each poster was a lonely-looking alien and each hologram featured a couple, plus a few threesomes or moresomes, limbs of various colors and textures entwined. The humans were mostly female and all beautiful and practically beaming with joy, while the aliens were all…well, Vaughn presumed they were doing their various versions of smiling. Most of the aliens were humanoid-ish, although there were some—

“Vaughn,” Dejo called sharply.

She jerked away from a closer examination of one of the holograms and hastened to catch up.

He smirked at her. “That was a Jaxian metal-lord. They are known for exuding precious metals from their pleasure organs.”

She did everything in her power to not blush. And failed miserably. “On Earth, we call them studs.”

He snorted.

At the end of the corridor, they came to a locked portal, and Dejo held his tablet to a raised panel in the middle. The panel beeped, a complaining sound, and he tensed. Vaughn did the same—if he wasn’t liking something, neither was she—but the doors slid soundlessly aside.

He peered through. “Is this too easy?”

She stayed at his side. “You tell me. I’ve never gotten caught for scavenging before.”

“I’ve never gotten caught either.” He flashed her a grin.

More than the ease of their journey so far, it was his smile that took the edge off her worries. With his help, she’d find Rayna. Everything would be okay. That must be why she smiled back at him so dumbly.

This part of the complex was most obviously alien. Technology she didn’t recognize bristled in the walls and the proportions were not meant to be pleasing to Earther eyes. Dejo seemed perfectly at home though. At one point he plugged the tablet into a port in the wall. He studied the information, then grunted to himself.

“What?” Her uncertainty bubbled up again.

“I wasn’t able to remotely access these systems before because the sabotage had severed the connection. So I didn’t know how much data would remain or what condition it would be in.” He shook his head. “I knew there would be a lot, but…”

“Isn’t that good?” She pursed her lips. “That means more profit for you.”

He grimaced. “Yes. But it’ll be a lot to carry out, especially if it’s been corrupted.”

“I’m strong,” she said. “I might not know your technology, but if there’s one thing I learned early in life, it’s how to pull my weight.”

He gave her a cryptic look. “I’ll hold you to that then.” He disconnected his tablet and the wall beeped then illuminated with a very clear ‘this way’ flicker of lights.

They followed the flicker down the corridor to another locked door that this time opened without any more effort from Dejo.

She glanced at him, impressed. “You just tell it what to do and it listens?”

“It’s what I do,” he reminded her.

She followed him inside.

It was a good thing he allegedly knew what he was doing, because she was lost.

“Uh, Dejo. Are you sure we’re in the right place?”

He grunted abstractedly, as if that was an answer, and held the tablet out, turning in a slow circle.

There were no monitors or keyboards or touchscreens or even the touch-less tech like the interactive 3D holograms. Not even huge banks of supercomputer cabinetry. 

The cylindrical room, hollow in the center, mostly looked like a pet store’s aquatic department with rows of aquariums full of fish. Except that instead of bubbling water, the tanks were full of slowly churning multi-colored goo, and instead of fish, tiny brilliant lights flashed in the goo.

Like miniature lightning shooting through Jell-O. And the rows of tanks went at least five stories. Straight down.

She walked to the railing at the center of the room that overlooked the lower levels. “This is all a computer?”

“A neural network,” he said distractedly. “Not one of the more sophisticated ones. They should have consulted with me. I could’ve…” He trailed off into another language that seemed to feature an inordinate number of references to “larfing”.

Leaving him to his larfs—whatever those were—she backed away from the railing and wandered to the closer tanks. Some were dark, missing the lightning flashes. Others were completely empty. In some, the goo had shrunken and hardened into ugly mottled lumps. Dejo had said some of the data had been stolen, corrupted, or destroyed, and she supposed this was the result.

She stared into one tank with a withered mass at the bottom. The way it had dried, collapsing into itself in loose twists, it looked like a mummified brain.

What if this one had held the info on Rayna?

She swallowed hard, only then noticing a faint miasma in the air and a hint of a perfume, like a cloyingly sweet air freshener meant to disguise the smell of something else, something less sweet.

Dejo detached one of the drones from his tablet. Instead of flying free though, it was attached with a microwire. He pulled out one of the still operational tanks from the wall and dunked the drone into the goo. The little flattened bumblebee sank to the middle of the tank and flashed.

Dejo flicked his fingers over the interface, and the twinkling of the drone and the goo fell into rhythm—Vaughn peered into the tank—like they were talking.

Suddenly, both the goo and the drone went dark. 

Vaughn frowned. That didn’t seem—

All the tanks began to flash. 

Well, not all. Only the ones with working goo. The lightning strikes moved around the room and, when she sidled to the railing and looked down, into the levels below. The striations of light synchronized, the whole three stories pulsing like a silent heartbeat. Dejo’s fingers flew through the hologram controls above the tablet. 

And again, all the goo went dark, except for one tank across the room and maybe thirty feet down the wall.

“Larf it,” Dejo muttered. “Of course.”

She peered over the railing. The wall was sheer, and now that she was looking at it with a sinking feeling that she knew what was coming next, it looked much deeper than five stories.

They both circled the room to the point above the single lighted tank and stared down.

“You transferred all the data to that goo, did you?” She clenched her hands on the railing. “Can you…move it closer? Or upload through the drone?”

He scowled at her. “If I could remote access it, I wouldn’t have needed to come here at all. Two nights ago, I would’ve skimmed what I wanted and been out of here, and you never would’ve even seen me.”

Never had his help finding her sister. 

The words hung unsaid in the air. 

He took a steadying breath. “There is far too much data, and much of it too precariously partitioned. I transferred everything I could salvage to the most stable gel it could find.” He pointed. “That one there.”

“Larf it,” she muttered.

He shot her a startled look. 

She waved her hand. “I might not have a universal translator, but I can guess what it means.”

With a grunt, he unspooled more of the cable that had connected the tablet to the drone. Eyeing the distance to the lighted tank, he kept unspooling.

She frowned at him. “You’re going to toss the drone down there?”

“I already told you. The data needs to be retrieved physically. I’m going to toss myself down there.”

She choked. “Are you kidding me?”

He cocked one eyebrow. “Yes. That is the translation. Good guess.”

She kept sputtering. “That line is never going to hold you.”

“It’s strong enough.” He stepped to the edge.

She grabbed his elbow. “I’ll do it.”

He stared at her. “No.”

“Run the numbers in your head,” she challenged. “If the line is strong, and I know you are strong, you can pull me up with far less risk. I can’t lose you.” She swallowed. “Not if I’m want to find Rayna.”

The yellow rings around his irises were wide and strangely tinted in the low light. “I won’t let you fall.”

Climbing over the railing with a hundred-foot drop below her was the hardest part.

No, leaning her weight back, trusting the micro thin cable as she got into rappelling position with Dejo’s vest rigged as a makeshift harness around her groin, was the worst.

Wait, no, staring up at his taut, doubting expression as he played out the cable while she descended, that was definitely the worst.

She was the one who didn’t trust him, but she was literally putting her life in his hands, and yet he was the one giving side eye. Not fair.

Apparently life wasn’t fair anywhere in the universe.

The surface of the dark tanks felt like smoothest glass, but her combat boots clung well enough as she backed slowly down toward the one lighted tank. The microwire was so fine, it would’ve sliced through her fingers, so Dejo had wrapped a thick layer of something like tape, and her knuckles were white with strain even though he was doing most of the work.

As she got closer, the glass started to hum under her soles. The gel was pulsing with all that bottled lightning.

When she reached the right tank, the hum was vibrating her bones with an agitation almost as bad as the sub-aural distressors. Setting her boot soles, she popped the frame on the tank, sliding out the drawer, and peered inside.

The gel was almost as white as her knuckles, energy flaring deep within but also emerging at the surface in a haze of tiny electrical sparks.

Carefully, she disengaged the whole drawer from the frame. The Jell-O wobbled inside but didn’t slosh. When she clutched the drawer to her chest, the thrum seemed to go through her. Rayna’s location, the fate of the other missing women, it could be in this glowing goo. She couldn’t even breathe around the static.

A plink on the cable sent another vibration through her and she looked up.

Dejo stared down, his big hands gripping the line.

She nodded, and he began the slow, steady haul upward.

With her arms clamped around the tank, she couldn’t do more than keep her boot soles braced against the glass, her knees bent and her weight hard back. Like she was crawling across the floor, except without using her hands and straight up.

When she was almost at the top, he looped off the cable and reached down to her. “Pass up the tank.”

For a split second, her hands spasmed. This could be what she needed. This was all he wanted. He certainly didn’t need her anymore.

His yellow-bound eyes narrowed. “Vaughn—”

She boosted the tank up to him.

He disappeared over the railing, out of sight, and she clung to the line, her thighs burning with the strain of holding herself perpendicular to the fall. Inadvertently, against her will, she glanced down. Her knees shook, and one of her boots squeaked on the glass as her footing slipped—

“Vaughn,” he said sharply. “Give me your hand.”

He reached down. Though he had on fingerless gloves, the palms were sliced from the microwire. Virulent green blood stained his fingertips.

She clamped her fingers around his wrist.

With one heave, he had her over the side of the wall. She crumpled to a puddle at his feet next to the tank, her legs refusing to hold her. 

He fiddled with something on his tablet before dropping to a crouch on one knee beside her. “Are you all right?”

“I just committed my first intergalactic felony.”

“At least you didn’t fall,” he pointed out.

But wasn’t it a kind of fall? She’d pursued justice to the end of her career and good name, but the moment a loss threatened to become personal, she’d thrown principles into whatever dark void they came from and followed a thief wherever he led.

“Do you…” Her voice broke and she tried again. “Will we find Rayna?” 

He looked down at her. “Parts of the data are still heavily encrypted.” When she groaned and took a breath to complain, he put one fingertip over her mouth. “But we’ll find out soon enough.”

The mineral tang of his blood and the sweat on her upper lip swirled into a strange, primal mélange that no computing system, however complex, would ever replicate or even explain. 

She huddled on the floor of the data core of a secret extraterrestrial base. “Is this what you needed a partner for? To carry up the gel?”

“No. I needed someone for the next part. To carry the data out.”

She frowned. “It’s not that big. If I got it up here, you can carry it, easy.”

“To be more specific, I need someone to carry me.”

She blinked. 

He put his hand over the tank. “The gel is dying. Once we disconnected it, it won’t last long. As damaged and degraded as it was, with no one to maintain it, there wouldn’t be much left anyway. I need to get the data out of the neural net.”

She frowned. “But you said there was too much to transfer remotely.”

“Too much for anything but another neural net.” He tapped the side of his head. “Once I get it all in here, I can download it to the data gel on the Onoffon.” He wrinkled his nose. “Which is much more advanced than this.”

Of course it was. She leaned her head against the wall behind her. “So…why do I need to carry you? You’re kind of heavy, you know.”

He stared at the gel, which already seemed paler than when she’d first grabbed the tank. “Hivre bones get dense after the age of descent,” he muttered distractedly. He rubbed his mouth, as if he realized he was babbling. “Holding the data in me is…tricky. I’ve done it before. But never so much, not all at once. I need to capture the data before it dies. But you may have to…guide me.”

It couldn’t be trickier than what they’d done already. “Okay.”

He stared at her. “Okay?”

Was that too much for his translator? “It means—”

“It basically means larf it.”

She couldn’t help herself: she chuckled. “Sometimes, yeah.”

“Then okay.” He went to both knees beside her and grasped the tank. 

She started to push to her feet, thinking he was going to rise.

Instead, he lifted the tank of computer brain Jell-O, set one corner to his mouth, closed his eyes, and drank it down.

She gagged. Some of the thick, gelatinous goo leaked from the corners of his mouth, but the mini lightning bolts went down his throat. Light gleamed from the thin skin in the notch at the base of his throat, then flared in the visible veins at his temples and in his eyeballs when his lashes flared open.

“Dejo!” She reached for him.

But he held up one hand to stop her. Light leaked from the cuts left by the microwire in his palms.

He swayed on his knees and let out a shuddering breath.

“Greetings, lonely ladies of Earth.” 


Chapter 9

 

Vaughn boggled at him. What was happening?

“Greetings, lonely ladies of Earth,” he intoned again in a theatrical voice. He clenched his teeth. “Larfing advertisements,” he hissed. “That’s not what we need.”

His brown irises and their yellow rings were nearly eclipsed by whirling circular bolts of pure white, and his pupils were constricted to merest pinpricks. 

Vaughn bit her lip, watching him wrestle internally with the living data he’d downloaded into himself. 

“Please indicate your preferred style of physical conjoinment…” A hectic jade flush chased across his cheeks, and he groaned. 

Not a pained groan, exactly.

Oh goodness, was he getting all the information remaining from the dating site’s users and their sexual and emotional inclinations? How many aliens, how many humans had shared their deepest desires? He was going from never having kissed to…every boom-chicka-wow in the universe?

He flattened his hands on his thighs, his fingers digging deep into the fatigues until she thought he must be leaving bruises in his own muscles. His bright green blood glistened on the matte black.

Tentatively, she reached over and touched his blanched knuckles. “Dejo?”

He shuddered and closed his eyes. “I can’t…”

“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t take it in. You don’t have to live it.” She remembered the shame and anger of the first woman who’d come to her about the revenge porn site, how she’d tracked down others. All of them sharing themselves in love and longing, only to have their desire stolen from them and shared with strangers, left betrayed and mortified. She herself had seen the pictures and then forced herself to read the hateful, humiliating comments left by men who dishonored themselves more than any of their victims.

What a difference from this worlds-spanning union of beings seeking to come together.

As much as she might hate the Intergalactic Dating Agency for failing Rayna and the others, the ideal inspired her.

But right now, the vast well of hot and heavy information was apparently pushing her cool, slick data specialist toward insanity.

She slipped her fingers under his, prying his grip off his thigh. “Ride it out,” she urged. 

“It’s…” His long exhalation shivered. “Hard. I’ve never had to take in so much.”

“You don’t have to let it take you.”

He clamped her hand in his. “Want to.”

The confession between his clenched teeth sent a sympathetic quiver through her core. To know all the yearnings of how many planets’ worth of loneliness and the dreams of being filled…

He raised her hand to his chest. Since he’d used his vest for her rappelling harness, only his coat was between them, but the strong material seemed like nothing with the heat of his body radiating through.

Or maybe she was overheated, reflecting back.

“Need to get back to the Onoffon.” His pecs heaved under her palm. “Get this out of me. And get me into you… Wait, no. That isn’t what I meant to say out loud… I feel lightheaded.”

She surged to her feet, pulling him with and steadying him when he wobbled. “Hopefully that goo doesn’t make you heavier.”

He closed his eyes. “For some reason, I have an overwhelming urge to spin in circles in a flowery meadow and sing.”

Ugh. With his hand in hers, they headed for their escape.

As they hustled through the compound, she berated herself for that moment where she hadn’t been sure he would pull her up. It would’ve been so easy for him to tuck the tank under his arm and sprint off once he had what he needed. Despite his claim that she might have to carry him, he kept pace with her, only stumbling once when they strode down the main corridor with the posters. One of the holograms had projected out at him, and the couple pictured were in a particularly erotic pose. 

Well, he did still need her to drive him back to his spaceship.

Where he would then fly away, never to be seen again.

The painful thud of her heart was just aftershocks, she told herself, the letdown of retrieving the data.

Scavenging. She could be honest with herself.

At least about some things. 

Since he’d disabled the plasma array once they were in, they were able to hurry down the sloping lawn without fear of being vaporized. And he’d already explained that the sub-aural distressors were focused on incoming, not outgoing, intruders, which meant they plunged into the forest without hesitating. 

All the hard part was done. They were in the clear. They’d done it. They’d get to the Onoffon and he could download everything he’d taken from the IDA’s memory banks.

She huffed out a hard breath.

“What is that smell?”

Was he imagining some exotic perfume, a ghost sensation from the dating agency data? She glanced at him uncertainly, inhaling as she did so. “I don’t…” Then she caught the whiff. “Smoke?” Uh oh. “Did something get vaporized behind us?”

“I disabled the array. Disabled means doesn’t work anymore,” he said distractedly, looking around them. “We need to just get out of here.”

They stepped up their pace, although the effort left him stumbling. If he fell, she wasn’t entirely sure she could carry him, but if she had too…

Maybe if they’d not been so relieved to leave the compound, they would’ve kept the drones in the air as advance scouts. As it was, their first warning was a glow through the trees ahead of them, red as the dangerous parts of the 3D imaging but much larger.

Dejo balked. “What—?” 

“My car,” she gasped. “Stay here.”

She broke into a run.

Everything she had left in life was in that scrappy little car.

She dodged through the trees, branches clawing at her as if to hold her back, but she snapped them off in her urgency, not even feeling the scrapes. The red glow seemed to shrink, as if everything she had was receding, and a mocking hiss snaked into her ears, though she barely heard it over her pounding pulse.

She jolted out of the forest onto the narrow roadway just as the last flicker of red died out.

Her car was a smoking ruin, drenched in white foam.

The sheriff’s deputy turned toward her, hefting the extinguisher defensively. “Hold it right—” He peered through the drifting haze of smoke and powdery duff, turned operatic in the shining white beams of his cruiser. “Oh, it’s you. Wondered if you were inside.”

She stumbled to a halt, her hand over her mouth. “What…?”

The deputy shrugged, his ill-fitting coat rippling over his not-quite-wide-enough shoulders. “Fire.” When she sent a wild, furious stare his way, he shrugged again. “Was hoping you could tell us. Since you weren’t burnt up inside.”

“I have no idea what happened,” she said. “We were just…”

Incredible. What was she supposed to tell this clueless Earther? Rubbish trash. Since when did she think of other people as clueless Earthers?

She covered her obvious hesitation with a harsh sob. “I can’t believe this. My car is gone.”

“Not entirely,” he pointed out, entirely unhelpfully. “You’re just lucky the sheriff got a call about smoke and sent me out here.” He gave her a vicious glare through muddy brown eyes that seemed too close together. “Fire got outta control, coulda ended up charging you with arson. What are you doing out here in the middle of the night anyway?”

Well, idiot. There really was no good reason. “Hiking,” she said. If the hick deputy wanted to be curt, she could oblige him. “That’s what folk come out here to do, right? Got turned around.”

“Maybe that’s what happened to your sister,” he said snidely.

As she opened her mouth to respond—probably with a version of ‘forget you’ right before she took out his front teeth and then probably got arrested for assaulting an officer of the law but really, considering she was already a B&E scavenger, why stop now?—another figure stepped across the glare of the cruiser’s headlights.

At first she thought it was Dejo since the shape was large, but another step brought the sheriff herself into the light, and Vaughn realized a second cruiser was parked behind the first. With its lights off, she hadn’t noticed it.

The sheriff ambled forward, hands on her hips above her gun belt. “Cool it, Henson. Lady lost her sister. And now her car. Bound to make anyone a mite testy.” She nodded at Vaughn and tilted her hat back on her forehead, revealing a shock of dark gray hair flattened by the brim. “Older cars, if you don’t keep up repairs, engine trouble can end up in a fire.”

Vaughn bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from cursing. “Not usually.”

The sheriff’s pale blue eyes narrowed, almost quicksilver in the headlight glare, but then she nodded reluctantly. “Sometimes though. Seems like that’s what we have here.” She glanced around the dark forest. “Guess you’ll be needing a ride back into town. At least you’ll sleep well after all the hiking you did.” Her narrowed gaze tracked Vaughn up and down once. “Not seen hiking gear like yours before.”

“Got used to all the latest and greatest when I was with the National Guard,” Vaughn said. “Like to stay sharp.” She was tempted to lie, say she was still in, in the hopes of garnering more cooperation from these local leos. But checking her discharge status would be too easy. Also, why was she suddenly wanting to lie? Dang Dejo and his scavenging. 

Speaking of whom… Where was he? Had the data dump knocked him out, or worse?

Part of her wanted to run back into the forest to find him. The rest of her knew she had to deal with the situation at hand. 

And a tiny but fiendishly persuasive part of her wondered if he’d left her.

“You weren’t snooping around the resort, were you?” Deputy Henson lifted one finger toward her face. If he was closer, she might’ve snapped it off. “It’s closed. Your sister ain’t there. We looked. And Sheriff Giles told you to leave it alone.”

Vaughn blinked at him slowly. “Oh, is the dating resort where she disappeared out this way?”

He curled his finger back in and slanted a glance at the sheriff, letting out a blustering noise. “Don’t matter. You need to just—”

“Henson,” the sheriff interrupted. “Stow that extinguisher, why don’t you, and let’s get poor Ms. Quaye back to town. She’s probably exhausted.”

When he puffed his cheeks out but obeyed, Giles turned to Vaughn again. “I apologize, Ms. Quaye. He’s youngish, and male.” The sheriff smiled wryly with half her mouth. “You probably don’t believe me, but he’s actually quite dedicated and dependable, even if he doesn’t always”—she rubbed the side of her nose—“capture the nuance of things.”

Since that description could’ve been about her not so long ago, Vaughn felt the sustaining energy of her anger gutter out, like her alleged engine fire. What had happened? Had it been whoever shot at her and Dejo outside the saloon—?

Sheriff Giles stiffened and hauled out her revolver, aiming in Vaughn’s direction. “Hold it right there.”

Adrenaline spiked Vaughn’s pulse again and she twisted to see Dejo walking slowly out of the trees.

Oh idiot, the sheriff was going to shoot an alien with green blood…

Or—huh—just a guy. A slightly hunched, scruffy guy in blue jeans and a light blue puffy down jacket. “Oh no,” he groaned. “The car. What happened? I can’t walk another step, Vaughnie.” He stumbled to a halt and bent over, his hands braced on his knees. He looked up through rumpled blond hair to stare at the sheriff. “Did you catch the guy, Sheriff? You should get a reward.”

Giles’s grip on her service revolver never wavered. “Who are you? Where’d you come from?”

Vaughn hustled toward him. “This is my boyfriend,” she said hurriedly, and every bit as convincingly as his blond hair. Since when was he a puffy-jacketed blond? 

He was probably wondering since when was he her boyfriend.

“Sorry I fell behind, babe,” he said. “That last beer went through me faster than…er.” He glanced at the sheriff as he straightened. “Do you think someone’s trying to hurt Vaughn? First her sister, now her car.”

Giles cleared her throat, lowering the gun, although she didn’t holster it. “I don’t see there’s a connection there, son. Her sister went missing months ago. I understand the need to…mourn with long nighttime walks and beer”—her tone said she didn’t understand or approve—“but I think this latest incident is telling you to let it go.”

Vaughn did everything she could to hide her bristling. As if she’d ever let Rayna go. “Thanks for the offer of the ride, Sheriff.” She glanced briefly at Dejo and he nodded. “We’d like to go back to town, please.”

Couldn’t exactly ask the sheriff to take them to the spaceship parked outside city limits.

The sheriff spoke briefly to Henson while Dejo stood with his hands on his denim-clad (since when?) hips, peering into the slagged car.

“Tires are melted,” he murmured to Vaugh. “Must’ve been a very hot fire.”

Almost as hot as him in tight jeans…

She must just be tired and broken inside. She’d lost her livelihood, her sister, her car home and all her possession, basically the last of everything she had in the world except a few grand in savings. And yet she was utterly numb except for the tingle when she looked at him.

He put his arm around her shoulders when the sheriff ambled back to them. When she rested her hand against his ribs, he squeezed her gently. The fabric under her palm wasn’t soft, puffy down in the usual slick poly shell but the tough, light fabric of his tactical fatigues. The very faintest buzz of bumblebees reached her, only because she was nestled close to him; the drones, casting some sort of holographic illusion around him.

The sheriff stopped in front of them. “Ready to go?”

“Done,” Dejo said.

She nodded. “Henson will tag your car for towing and let you know when it’s available after our investigation.”

Vaughn held back a scowl. They’d done idiot-all to find Rayna but they’d investigate a burned-out car? But she supposed anything they’d learn might identify whoever shot at them. It all had to be connected. 

Didn’t it? Her heard whirled. In an infinite universe, were connections even possible? Obviously the people—Earthers and alien people—who’d used the Intergalactic Dating Agency hadn’t been able to find connections without the help of a building-sized artificial brain that had itself been reduced to a disgusting slurpee by the uncaring fates and some jerk bride-stealing alien who wouldn’t confess his mistakes.

She found herself leaning too heavily against Dejo as they settled into the back of the sheriff’s cruiser. Wasn’t fair to him, considering he was still reeling from all that data.

Feeling the assessing weight of the sheriff’s gaze in the rearview mirror, Vaughn straightened.

“Where you folks staying in town?” Giles lifted one eyebrow. “Can’t rightly recall where you said, last time we talked.”

Because Vaughn hadn’t wanted to admit she was living out of her car. Rural county sheriffs didn’t necessarily appreciate vagrants. 

Probably because they took to scavenging with unseemly quickness.

“That little motel on the west side of town,” she said. “If you drop us off there, we’d sure appreciate it.”

Giles clicked her tongue. “Sure thing. Been a rough time for you. Sorry Sunset Falls hasn’t been a better experience for you.”

“Learn a little something new from everything you do, though, right?” Dejo said.

Vaughn glanced at him, wondering why he was needling the sheriff.

But Giles just nodded. “I expect that’s so.”

The west side of Sunset Falls was the closest reasonable drop-off point to the Onoffon, but it was still going to be a long walk. As crappy as her car had been, she was going to miss it. Vaughn almost stumbled getting out of the cruiser when Giles stopped under the carport of the motel.

“Here you go.” The sheriff slung her elbow over the seat to stare back at them. “Henson’ll be in touch about the fire. Meantime, try not to get turned around again, ya hear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Dejo said. “We sure won’t.”

Vaughn mumbled her thanks for the ride, sounding churlish even to her own ears. Maybe because a bad attitude was all she had left.

She headed for the stairs that led to the motel’s second level, Dejo following, wanting to be out of sight until the sheriff pulled away. Then she slumped against the rough brick façade.

Dejo pitched his shoulder next to her. “I can’t make it to the Onoffon tonight. And it’s not safe to be out here on the street, in someone’s sights.” He pushed upright. “Come on.”

“Where…?” She trailed behind him to the office door under the vacancy sign.

“I saw this in one of those television shows,” he told her.

The sleepy, grouchy clerk emerged from the back room long enough to take a credit card from Dejo and basically throw them a key.

Walking down the row of numbered rooms on the second level balcony overlooking the parking lot and the dark trees beyond, Vaughn shook her head. “You have a credit card.”

“I would be a poor data scavenger not to. Anyway, the universe still runs on credit.” He paused at the right room number and stared down at the worn brass key in his hand.

Vaughn plucked the key from his fingers and inserted it into the lock.

Housekeeping was obviously in a better mood than the front desk. The room, though almost as small and worn as the key, was clean, scented lightly of pine. Instead of the usual motel-standard ugly bulk abstract acrylic painting “decorating” the wall, there was a gorgeous black and white print of the big Montana sky full of clouds. 

But it was the single bed that caught her eye.

“I am going to experience an Earther shower,” Dejo announced.

She twisted on her heel to face him. The illusion had dropped away, revealing his weariness. 

She hustled to his side. “How are you holding up?”

“I am holding the data well enough.” He touched his temple. “It’s strange…”

“I can’t even imagine.” She guided him to the bathroom and started the shower in the tiny stall. “Going to be a tight fit.” 

Something about the wording made her feel tight inside. Maybe it was just the cramped room with him so close, looking vulnerable in a way he hadn’t even with a laser hole burned through his chest. She had to help him hold it together until they could get back to his ship and complete the download.

By the time she’d lined up the little bottles of toiletries and unwrapped a soap for him, steam was pouring over the shower door. “There you go. I’ll go after you.”

“In the television, the Earthers showered together.” His eyes glinted, not with the white sparks of the IDA data, but something much more primitive.

What kind of television had he been watching? “I only told Giles you were my boyfriend because—”

“I know why,” he murmured. “There are things in my head… Such knowledge from so many across the galaxies even the cloud-whores would be shocked.”

She was feeling a little shocky herself. “Wash it off.” She pushed him toward the shower and fled the bathroom.

Of course, there was nowhere really to go. The small room, the single bed, the laser-shooting arsonist somewhere out there…

When Dejo emerged from the bathroom in a rush of minty steam with only a skimpy white towel wrapped around his waist, she averted her gaze and fled for the shower herself.

But the tiny room was awash—literally—with him: the cinnamon espresso scent of his skin, the mere glimpse she’d had of his body with the wings marked across his broad chest, her own yearning to fall and let someone, anyone—him—catch her, just for what remained of the night.

She braced one palm on the shower wall and dropped her head between her shoulders, letting the cooling water pound her back. She’d be strong again tomorrow…


Chapter 10

 

When Vaughn emerged from the bathing room in a small white towel—maybe there were miniature Earthers he didn’t know about that would fit these towels?—Dejo froze at the jumbling sensations that poured through him.

It wasn’t the IDA data driving him mad.

He stalked toward her, slowly, his muscles taut with need. The need to seize her like the raptor he’d descended from. The need to give her a chance to escape, as he’d never been given a chance.

Mostly just the need to be near her.

She tilted her head to look up at him. Her eyes were bright. “Once again, this is wrong.”

“As a data specialist, I have done the math, and two wrongs make a right.”

She snorted. “I can’t imagine how you got this far in life with reasoning like that.”

“I have a very fast spaceship.” They were toe-to-toe, close enough that he thought with enough patience he could count each droplet of water glimmering like stars on her skin. Or he could just drink them, one at a time.

He reached up to wrap his fingers around her arms. For all his strength, which had hauled her up in a deadlift from the data core, his hands shook. “And despite that, I have the data from IDA outposts around the universe telling me that for all the possible combinations and permutations of life forces, only the very fewest will mean anything to me or touch me in any way.”

Her lashes fluttered, water droplets trembling even though she stood perfectly still in his grasp. “And…I mean something to you?”

“The encryption on why, exactly, is beyond even my currently enhanced comprehension. That’s what the IDA has been trying to unlock.”

Her lips curved. “The algorithms of love?”

“For science,” he murmured, and he lowered his head.

He’d had a first kiss with her, a hard kiss, a soft kiss. How many were there? An infinity?

Best get started.

He skimmed his hands restlessly up her arms, feeling a strength in proportion to his own, or maybe more. Even after learning that extraterrestrial forces opposed her, she soldiered on. But when he framed her cheeks in his palms, the wet tickle of her chin-length hair against his knuckles was soft and charming to him. 

Though not as soft as her lips. She yielded under him, her breath whispering over his lips, rousing something fierce and wild in him like the storms on Enion. The IDA data gave him thousands of words from hundreds of worlds for the myriad sensations coursing through him. 

But it all pinpointed to one place: the Earther female in his arms. When he turned her toward the bed, the skimpy towels slipped out from between their bodies. She strained against him, not to escape, but to get closer, her arms wrapping behind his neck to deepen the kiss.

He growled against her lips as her tongue played over his, teasing. When she threaded her fingers up into his hair, his crest rippled, shooting pleasure down his spine. 

“I touched an eagle once,” she whispered. “My father was between deployments and took Rayna and me on a hike up in the mountains. We found a young bird, injured, and took it to the Audubon Society rehabilitators. My dad made a donation and they called us later to let us know they’d returned it to the wild. I’ll never forget the feel of it. Its heart was pounding so hard, but there was so much power in that body.”

He tilted his head back into her hands, thrusting his hips toward hers. “You know what else is pounding so hard?”

She slanted him a wicked smile. “No idea. I’d try to guess, but you got all the dating and mating notions in your head and…other places.”

With a bump of his hips, he urged her in reverse toward the bed. When the backs of her knees hit the mattress, she tumbled, sprawling on the white sheets. This bed was not as lush as his nest—it had only two pillows instead of dozens—but against the pure white, her skin was a beautiful deep glow and her storm cloud eyes beckoned him.

“A moment,” he murmured. 

He reached for the small table at the side of the bed where he’d left his port-link and deployed the three drones. As they circled, Vaughn propped herself on one elbow. 

She eyed the tiny robots with misgiving as they moved into equidistant positions around the bed. “I should tell you I have a thing against dirty pics.”

“Not dirty.” He flicked through the port-link and made his selection. The drones buzzed, almost an approving sound. Or maybe that was his blood churning eagerly through his veins.

With a flourish of his hand, he launched the program.

The illusion field cascaded across the bed, and Vaughn gasped, delight widening her eyes and her smile.

“That’s how you made yourself look like the least-prepared hiker ever.” She glanced around at the illusion. “Although if you got lost in this place, seems like the worst that would happen is a sneezing fit. Sure are a lot of flowers.”

“Don’t you like it?” He admired the tumbling purple waterfalls, almost as lush as the overflowing urns of blossoms. “The drones retrieved this information from the success story holograms in the IDA’s main hall. This is where one of those couples chose to celebrate their union.” The illusion shimmered and reformed as an ice castle. “Here’s another.” Another shimmer presented them with the vast shining arc of a planetary ring viewed from a satellite orbiting at an elliptical angle. 

Vaughn craned her neck to observe the changes. “It’s all pretty,” she agreed. Then her attention arrowed back to him. “But what does it feel like? That’s what matters to me.”

He didn’t have the cybernetic implants to consciously summon the IDA data he’d absorbed, so he couldn’t count all the different ways their bodies might be compatible, but as he gazed down at her hungrily, he knew all the ways channeled down to just one desire—him for her—and its echo reflected in her eyes, their passion reflecting back on itself like two mirrors facing to infinitum. 

Her gaze raked over his body, and at the volcanic heat in her eyes, the mirror in his imagination melted to slag then exploded in helixing spirals of sparks rising through his skin. He took a deep breath, anchoring his discipline. And maybe flexing his muscles for her, a bit. The iol-mark burned on his chest, but for the first time, the wings carved into his skin didn’t feel like a taunt, a cruel reminder of what he’d lost and what he would never become after his descent. 

Now, with Vaughn, he thought he just might fly.

After he fell.

He stalked her across the white sheets like the raptor she saw in him and wrapped his fingers around her ankle, stretching her toward him. She extended her leg, and he felt the strength in her body. She wasn’t giving in to him because he hunted her; she was luring him as well. 

As her knee splayed to one side, revealing the core of her, he rumbled low in his throat, a sound of deep pleasure and the promise of satisfaction. Her lashes dropped halfway over her eyes, her gaze sultry and challenging.

He rose up to his knees before her, his chest expanding on another breath, his crest erected in a mating display.

“Your eyes are going gold,” she murmured. “Beautiful.”

His planet had never particularly valued that semi-precious element, and most of the universe had moved on to synthetic jewels more rare and expensive to signify prestige. But the wonder in her voice made him swell even more, all over.

She reached up to stroke one hand down his belly, ruffling the pleasure nest of downy feathers between his legs. “That is going to feel so amazing. I confess, I wondered…” Her cheeks darkened with a rush of blood.

“If we would be compatible?”

“Oh, I knew that part. The medical computer on the Onoffon said so, but how we would fit together…” She smiled. “We call it a cock.”

He tilted his head. “A kind of bird. How very fitting.”

“Yes,” she purred as she angled her other knee wider. “I think it will.”

“In my language, we call it”—he cupped his hand beneath himself—“the third wing.”

She gave him a wicked grin. “Then I’ll expect you to take me higher.”

He swooped down on her, to take that sharp smile in a fierce kiss. He tasted the warrior in her, and rather than making him want to escape, he wanted it for himself. And since she seemed willing to give…

Guided by instinct, the same that had urged him to take to the sky as a hatchling and driven him to escape to the stars after his descent, he sought freedom in her body. Her hands caressed him, tracing the contours of muscle and the hard jut of his third wing, but he did not feel held down. His pulse soared, and his blood flashed with the lightning of sensation. 

He kissed his way across her body, pinning a thousand data points of desire with nips of his teeth and linking them all with the spiraling stroke of his tongue. She writhed underneath him, her breaths coming faster, keening between her parted lips like a rising wind warning of a coming tempest.

He wanted her storm, craved the maelstrom that would give him flight again.

Her heartbeat raged through the tender inner flesh of her wrists and pounded against his tongue when he suckled the slender column of her throat. She arched her neck up toward him, her spine bowing to follow, and he splayed his hand at the small of her back, delighting in the flex of muscle. 

The arc of her body thrust the small, hard peaks of her breasts within perfect reach, and he lowered his head to taste. The points swelled against his tongue, the flesh puckering with her need, and she cried out softly as she clutched at his shoulders, her hips pumping against his thigh. She was sweet and luscious, but the power in her body as she twisted under him warned him she would never be submissive. Like the Enion winds, she might flow blissfully, lifting him high, but always she would demand his honor and respect.

For all her strength, she was too small, her bone density too low to ever be a harpy, but he knew she would have faced those pitiless hivres who had imprisoned him, just as she would relentlessly hunt for her sister. Her instinct for righteousness had a purity that spanned worlds, challenging the cynicism that had kept him ever on the move and always alone.

And like the winds he’d almost forgotten, she called to his deepest soul.

 

 

 

He was everything she’d never dreamed she’d wanted in a lover. As if he anticipated every breath in her body, he teased gasps from her that filled her with needy swirls of sensation and then sucked the air right out of her with kisses that seemed to pull from the depths of her being.

She’d only ever wanted pleasure, but he gave her ecstasy.

With clever fingers, he lightly pinched her nipples into long, stiff beacons of aching lust, while his tongue plundered her mouth then traced a torturous path all the way down her body to her navel where he lingered for a long moment.

“Is this the pathway to your heart?” He’d marked a hot, wet spiral of kisses across her skin, and his whispered question raised goosebumps where his mouth had been.

She looked at him uncertainly, the feathers in his hair bristling and wild. “My heart?”

“This is where a hivre’s heart lies.” He splayed his long fingers across her belly. “Out of the way of flight muscles when we are young. And then mostly forgotten after our descent.”

Hearing the tinge of bitterness and sorrow in his voice, and remembering the awful past he’d shared with her, she smoothed one hand over the feathers on his head while she struggled to find the words to soothe him. “I don’t know all the bodies in all the galaxies, but I know this is right, right now.”

With dawn, they’d make their way to his ship, see if they could discover her sister’s fate. What would happen to her next…she didn’t know. There was only this moment, out of step with the universe’s turnings. She’d made enough mistakes lately and lost enough to not let this chance go.

Dejo dragged up her body, the glide of his silky skin raising invisible sparks along her nerves. He held himself suspended over her, staring down with those wide-set raptor eyes. She’d never felt so small and singled out, so wanted.

She skimmed her hands down his flanks and he shuddered, the yellow rings around his irises widening, an echo of the projection of the planetary rings, which had cycled up again, arcing gorgeously over the bed. 

They might be in a cheap motel room, but she could pretend whatever she wanted. Pretend she was flying through space, not grounded on a small planet in the middle of nowhere without even a crappy car.

The projection blurred to the vision of a cloud paradise, billowing vapors in a muted rainbow. If only it were real…

He was real, for the moment. That would be enough for her. 

The pressing weight of his body held her down even as the rush of her blood threatened to run away with her. He nestled between her thighs, the bulge of his cock hard and hot against her throbbing clit. Like the rest of him, his erection was big and silky.

His expression was fierce as he stared down at her, a contrast to the flowers that suddenly bloomed behind him. “I won’t hurt you, Vaughn. My immunizations are up to date, and even if our two species were capable of breeding, iomales like me are sterilized after we descend, for they want no more of us.”

She wrapped her fingers around his cock, burying her knuckles in the downy fluff at the base. “I want more of you. Right now.”

He thrust his hips forward with a groan. “Show me,” he rasped. “Show me what you like.”

He wasn’t human—she knew that—but the pleasure he took from the showing reminded her he wasn’t even like any man she’d ever known. Not just the unexpected litheness of his cock but the way he adjusted himself to find the pressure and fiction that made her gasp. 

“There?” he whispered as he eased into her, driving deep. “Like this?”

She could only whimper and squirm, and maybe it was the universal translator or the IDA database or the analytical skills of a data recovery specialist, but he seemed to know exactly what she was saying. 

He stroked into her with pulsing bouts of accelerating intensity, as if he intended to slingshot them around the sun into some other dimension of pleasure.

Oh, thank goodness she watched at least that much sci-fi.

With each bump of the bed against the side table, the tablet rattled and the illusions flickered faster. She closed her eyes as the exotic images—half Earth, half alien—whirled together. Clutching at the clenched bulk of his shoulders, she wrapped her legs tight behind him, pumping and easing in time with his thrusts to guide him toward her release. And he attuned himself with each new plunge, his cock finding secret places deep within that she’d never believed existed.

His breaths quickened, sharper and harsher, and she realized he was so close. And refusing himself. He might be a scavenger, but he wouldn’t take this, not without giving first.

The glimpse into him, past the interstellar thief, broke through the defenses she hadn’t realized she’d put up, her very own distressors and lethal lasers. In the end, those ramparts hadn’t kept her or those she loved out of harm's way, had they?

She locked her gaze on Dejo’s, refusing to look away from that alien stare.

When the orgasm seized her from within, the starfield behind him burst into the most cliché fireworks ever.

She laughed out loud, clenching around him, and he came with a heaving crow of triumph.

Her whole body rang with delight, her pulse spiraling upward and her pleasure bursting again in response to his, like multi-break fireworks exploding in ever more impressive sequences of fractal bliss.

She kissed him hard as their bodies shuddered together, breathing into him and gasping his breath back. 

The illusion around them faded slowly to the billowing clouds again, serene and drifting, as their quivering eased. Through half-closed eyes, she watched the suggestion of shapes build and collapse while she combed her fingers through his feathered hair.

With a murmur, he rolled to his side, taking her with him, still intimately joined, and tucked her head against his shoulder.

“I like the fireworks best.” His soft words ruffled her hair.

“I suppose every sentient species in the universe has a version of things that go boom,” she mused.

“Mostly. A fascination with controlled explosions is considered a precursor to spacefaring capabilities for most corporeal beings.” He snorted under his breath. “Of course, that fascination comes with its own problems.”

“Don’t they all.” She snuggled her cheek against the hard bulk of his muscle. From where she rested, the wings of his raised tattoo spread darkly across his chest. When she idly traced her fingertip over the flare, he shivered. Not in a good way this time.

“I’m sorry.” She pulled her hand back. “You told me you didn’t choose that marking.”

“The brand of a cloud-whore.” But he took her hand and flattened her palm on his chest between the wings. “No, I didn’t choose it at the time. But your touch…makes it mine.”

She swallowed hard against a knot in her throat. Hadn’t she always wanted that—to stride through the world making sure it continued to spin the right way? But somehow with him, she finally realized how vainglorious that was. How could she even know what was right when she hadn’t known aliens existed, that he existed? What were the chances of anything working out right—with or without her—in the vast expanse of the universe spinning at speed she still couldn’t even imagine?

“I was wrong to judge your scavenging,” she said softly. “I didn’t understand it, and I just assumed…well, a lot. But I had no right to think I knew anything at all.”

His hand, which had been tracing idle spirals over her shoulder, stopped. He curled her closer to him and kissed the top of her head. “Not all, just me. That’s enough.”

“Aw, how romantic.” She nestled her face into the crook of his neck, hoping he wouldn’t notice the dampness of her prickling eyes. “You must’ve gotten that from your vast intergalactic dating experience.”

But she suspected his unspoken forgiveness was less about him being an alien and more about what he’d been through himself. He’d had to escape his homeworld and make his own way through the universe. Her limited, earthbound judgment wasn’t anything compared to that. 

Maybe she wasn’t cut out to be a cosmic criminal, but from now on she’d keep a more open mind. She’d been so blinded by her bullheaded quest for systemic justice that she hadn’t heard Rayna’s quieter cry of loneliness. And look what had happened. She’d never again let her high and mighty principles eclipse her compassion.

It had taken a view of the entire universe to make her realize the importance of what she had right in front of her. Of course, if she had Blackworm’s face in reach, she’d still take a shot at that.

With visions of vengeance still dancing in her head, she fell asleep.


Chapter 11

 

Before they left town the next morning, they stopped by the sheriff’s office to check on her car. Having seen the smoking wreck, Vaughn knew there would be nothing to salvage or even scavenge, but she shrugged helplessly when she made her appeal to Dejo. “It’s all I had, so…”

He only nodded silently.

At the sheriff’s office, though, the front desk attendant had no record of the car or a fire.

“Deputy Henson was supposed to leave a message where it would be towed and when I could get it back,” Vaughn told the older woman. Not that there’d be anything to get back.

“I’m sorry, hon. Deputy Henson said he wouldn’t be back until tonight. But I can tell you, the only place they’d take a wreck is to Bob’s Towing & Garage. And Bob is my husband—Sunset Falls is a small world, I know—but he didn’t mention anything.” She pursed her plum-tinted lips. “Maybe the deputy just hasn’t finished the paperwork yet.” She glanced around then leaned forward and continued in a confidential whisper, “Might have more luck asking the sheriff direct. Deputy Henson…has a bit of a sore spot with the ladies. Sunset Falls gets more than its share, I think, of pretty girls such as yourself, but they all seem to leave with more handsome fellas.” She cast a look at Dejo—who was studying the county map posted on the wall—that was both apologetic and appreciative. “Got some young men in town who take it a bit amiss.”

Vaughn flattened her hand on the counter as if she could disperse the slow boil in her blood. “Not something they get to decide for the ladies.”

“Oh, don’t I know it, but still.” The clerk shook her head. “Feelings being what they are, maybe it’ll go better now that the fancy resort is closed down. Keep things quiet and respectable around here, if you know what I mean.”

Maybe once Vaughn had known all about quiet and respectable, even believed it herself like the deputy upholding the law for everyone else. But her worldview—worldsview—had since expanded.

As she and Dejo slipped through town to the outskirts and struck out across country to where the Onoffon was concealed, he glanced at her, his brown eyes half narrowed against the hazy morning sun. “Anything you need I probably have in ships stores.”

“You have an extra car?” She knew she was being jerky but couldn’t stop herself. “Another one of my dad’s Purple Hearts? Or wait, a copy of my sister?”

He was silent for several steps.

She stomped to a halt and spun to face him. “Larf it, Dejo. I don’t mean to take it out on you. Heck, I wouldn’t’ve even gotten a real shower except you have better Earth credit than I do. None of this is your fault or has anything to do with you.”

Despite her apology, his expression was fixed, his chin set slightly askew. “It does have something to do with me,” he said coolly. “I said I’d share whatever data I found on your sister. But you’re right. I can’t help you with the rest.”

“Dejo…” When he wheeled to walk on, she grabbed his hand, setting her heels hard so she could spin him back with her body weight.

But only because he sort of let her.

“Vaughn.” He looked down his straight, sharp nose at her. A slight, green flush of anger colored his pale cheekbones. “I understand there’s nothing between us except the data retrieval and one night of mostly illusion.” 

Ouch. She deserved that. And maybe he was right to let the illusions fade.

After all, the Intergalactic Dating Agency had failed.

At the Onoffon, he stalked away from her toward the back area which contained what she now knew was data gel, but more compact than what they’d seen at the compound. 

She followed him, curious. “Are you just going to, like, puke it up again?”

He glowered at her, which she took to be a no, and removed a microwire like he’d connected between his tablet and the drones. If he stuck that up his nose into his brain or something…

Instead he linked the wire to one of the gel tanks and then to a small net of electrode leads that he placed over his head.

Without looking at her, he said, “This is going to take a while. I don’t have any hearts, purple or other colored, in my stores, but you’re welcome to whatever else fills your needs. I will require quiet and isolation to complete the download, but if I find news of your sister, I’ll contact you at once.”

Oh yeah, he was pissed at her, judging by that stilted blow-off. But he couldn’t understand. He had everything he needed: his mission successfully completed, his data to sell to the highest bidder, his spaceship to take him away from everything.

She had…nothing.

She stalked to the galley to steal some of his coffee. Taking her cup to the cockpit, she sank into the pliant foam seat, the only other place to sit being his bed.

Sex with an alien. This was what she’d come to: breaking and entering, burglary, and an extraterrestrial one-night stand. So much for any self-delusion about her own high moral character.

But once the steady, soothing heat and caffeine of the really good coffee kicked in, she decided she was being melodramatic. The vast universe might not care what she was doing or if she was doing it for the right reasons, but she cared. And she was part of her universe, even if she hadn’t really appreciated that before now.

As if sensing her determination to be a good galactic citizen, the star map she’d noticed her first time in the cockpit winked temptingly. She reached out a finger as she’d seen Dejo do and spun it. Like a toy, it whirled and blinked. She pinched her fingers together and then splayed them outward. The map zoomed inward in response, focusing on one system. She tried to scroll over but made her gesture too big and accidentally skipped over a few galaxies. Whoops. Such a big place, with so much to know. No wonder Dejo could afford a private spaceship with just his data recovery. She had never been anything more than a B student (and occasional C, much to her father’s annoyance). The universe wouldn’t be any more interested in having her than her country was in having her serve anymore.

After idly poking around the universe, she said, “Earth.” Dang, what did the rest of the universe call her world? But the map shrank then reformed as the familiar blue-white marble she’d always seen.

To her surprise, her throat tightened, the same as it did when she had a whisky and a glimpse of the Stars and Stripes. She might not have appreciated it, but she was part of something bigger.

Then she whispered, “Enion.” The map zoomed, giving her vertigo for a second, before focusing on a red-hued planet. 

“Enion,” the computer intoned. “Homeworld of the hivre. Translation: Red Mud.”

She snorted. As snide as he’d been about calling her planet Dirt, his was called Mud.

The computer droned on with statistics about main cities, key exports, a civil war between two continents currently at a stalemate. Well, now she knew even advanced worlds still needed soldiers and law enforcement. The screen flashed images of the planet and its inhabitants. The dominant species, the computer claimed, was the hivres, ruled over by the vixas. The harpies looked like a women’s competitive bodybuilding team had decided to dress as ostriches: simultaneously comical and yet menacing, with extravagant feathers mostly covering heavy, powerful bodies. Their brilliant yellow eyes glittered above hard hooked beaks.

“Tell me about iomales,” Vaughn asked.

“Translates to ‘wasted wind’,” the computer said. “Subject of a council injunction protesting genocide by selective attrition, but system representatives countered with a claim citing precedent that prioritizes local spheres of influence. Transgalactic legal experts disagree on jurisdiction—”

“Stop.” She already knew how authorities could debate endlessly while victims suffered. She’d joined the Guard with the idea that action was more important than words or numbers. 

And maybe it was totally stalkery, but… “Dejo Jinn, captain of the Onoffon.”

An annotated image of the ship’s registry popped up, along with a 3D image of its captain, looking particularly cool and impervious in his black ships fatigues. He wasn’t smiling.

Barely listening to the computer, she reached out to touch his face.

The recitation cut out, fading the cockpit into quiet darkness, leaving only the blinking lights of the ship’s internal diagnostics to glimmer like stars within reach.

She hadn’t meant to turn off the map, but what could it tell her that she didn’t already know?

That even though they had a common objective at the moment, a universe still separated them.

Wanting to leave that thought behind, she returned to the galley to refill her cup of coffee. She hesitated, then poured into the second cup too and padded back to the ship’s data center. She peeked in, ready with her peace offering, but not wanting to interrupt.

Dejo was slumped on the floor, eyes closed, face blanched an alarming shade of pale jade, as if his skin had gone translucent to reveal his alien blood. Like he was downloading himself into the rapidly blinking gel in the tank above his head.

“Incredible.” She thumped the cups down on the decking and knelt beside him. “Dejo? Hey.” She patted his cheek lightly, careful to avoid the electrode lead at his temple.

Unlike his holographic image, this one she could touch. His skin was clammy, the striated feathers in his hair hanging limp between the curling locks of brown. But his eyes finally opened when she called his name again.

His pupils were constricted with pain, and tiny bolts of white voltage jumped across his irises. “Vaughn…”

“Are you all right? Is this what’s supposed to happen?”

He gave a tiny shake of his head, grimacing as the lead wires pulled at him. “Never transferred so much rough data before. But I got it all, I think. Everything there was, anyway.”

He swatted weakly at the lines, and with a gentle push, she lowered his hands. She eased the suction cups away from his skin, wincing at the raw mark they left behind.

“I should’ve stayed with you,” she fretted. “If I’d known it was this dangerous.”

He grimaced. “It’s just data.”

“It hurt you,” she said flatly as she helped him sit up, his back braced against the bulkhead.

“But if it’ll find your sister…”

Right. And she’d made it clear she was willing to do anything. Vaughn swallowed. “Did you… Was there anything in there about her?”

“I can’t be sure, but in all the empty and corrupted partitions, there was a data black hole that seems suspicious.”

“A data black hole.” She bit her lip, despair rising. “Doesn’t a black hole mean nothing comes out?”

“In the real universe, yes.” With a groan, he edged himself higher. “Or if it were anyone but me.”

No arrogance, just a fact. She handed him the cup of coffee she’d brought.

After he took a gulping mouthful, he groaned again. “So good.”

No wonder he’d felt he needed a partner for this job. He’d have been left vulnerable too many times. He might’ve even died. She resisted the urge to yell at him for such risks and also clenched her fist against the need to brush back the ripple of feathers in his hair. “What else can I do for you?”

He pointed across the room with one finger of the hand still wrapped around the coffee cup. “See that panel? The blinking amber light? Tap it twice.”

She did as he told her, then glanced back at him for his next order. The gel in the tank above his head stopped blinking for a second before the lights began to jump between the tanks. Each bolt of lightning branched twice, three times, a hundred or more, changing color as they spread through the goo in the tanks.

Letting the coffee cup sink to his lap, he closed his eyes. The lights playing over his face only emphasized his pallor. “The black hole is set to suck down all incriminating data, even after the guilty party loses access to the core. But nothing every truly disappears. My gels are clever and cross-connected. If there’s a way in, I’ll find it.”

“That’s all you have to do?” Vaughn asked.

He cracked one eye to glare at her. “I suppose I could burn out the rest of my brain and body for you.”

She flushed. “I didn’t mean… I meant, if you’re done, let’s get you out of here.”

After a moment, he nodded. She took his arm and slung it over her shoulder, straightening her legs to lift him from the ground. He tried to stiffen his knees, but they wobbled under him, flimsy as a feather. But how did she keep forgetting how heavy he was? If anything, he looked worse now than when he’d been lasered. Also on her behalf.

Ah hell, she was as bad as those jerks who thought nothing of using and abusing others for their own gratification.

She gritted her teeth against the need to justify her behavior, to him, to herself. The universe certainly didn’t care. 

She got him to the bunkroom and lowered him to his nest. The bulk of pillows eased his fall. “I’ll get you something to eat.”

His eyes had never opened. “Just need rest, reset.” 

Last night when he’d needed to settle the IDA info in his head, sex had done the trick. But she supposed all that dating and mating data was gone from him now. And he’d gotten what he needed from her, just as she had from him.

Assuming Rayna’s whereabouts was blinking in that gel.

Her throat aching, she leaned over the edge of the nest and brushed her lips lightly across the slack feathers in his hair. The spicy dark scent of him triggered a rush of longing and lust that flared across her skin. But the lightning sank deeper yet, delving for hidden places she wasn’t ready to explore. Idiot, she had the whole universe ahead of her, and yet her greatest fear wasn’t what was out there…but what was buried within her chest.


Chapter 12

 

This time when he woke, Dejo knew Vaughn would be somewhere near.

They were too close. Not them personally, physically, but too close to finding the missing Earth brides. 

The ship’s chronometer told him it was already the planet’s night-cycle. He’d seen Sunset Falls mostly in the dark. Just as well their Big Sky was so beautiful with all its stars.

He found Vaughn in the data core sitting on the floor where he’d been with his port-link. The busy blinking of the gels told him the data was still unpacking and collating, so he studied his erstwhile partner since she hadn’t yet sensed him.

She might be a less advanced Earther, but she had no fear of diving in, whether that be down the well of a data gel central core or into the possibly painful truth of what had happened to her sister. If only she’d been around when he’d been a prisoner.

When he cleared his throat, she jerked her head up, guilt flashing in her blue-gray eyes. “I didn’t break anything,” she blurted.

Except his previously satisfying self-imposed isolation.

“I wouldn’t let you.” He triggered a bench seat from the wall and sat.

She glowered at the seat, as if it should have revealed itself earlier, and scrambled to her feet to bring him the port-link. “Look here.” She sat next to him, her knee brushing his as she turned to hold the scanner between them. “This is the black hole you mentioned, right?” She summoned up the map of the scavenged data. Like a galaxy of information, areas of like kind were grouped together, connected by travel lanes of shared information. At the center was the emptiness. 

He nodded. “Like a real black hole, there’s often an accretion disk of broken, degrading data. Sometimes it’s possible to salvage and interpret what went missing.”

“But watch.” She tensed beside him. 

“What are we—” A burst of light shot from the darkness. “What the larf was that?” Real singularities emitted relativistic jets of ionized gas, but this was different. “Someone is sending a message from the hole.”

Vaughn quivered beside him. “The IDA’s missing brides?”

Despite her obvious yearning for him to agree, he shook his head slowly. “There’s no way an Earther would know how to send such a message.”

She stiffened. “We’re not so backward as you seem to think—”

He touched her clenched fist to quiet her. “Not for that reason, but simply because you wouldn’t have the tech.” He frowned. “But you’re right that someone is signaling. Someone who didn’t want to be found.”

She frowned. “But you said Blackworm was already in prison. He has been found.”

“Obviously there’s someone else involved. He had mercenaries transporting the Earthers stolen from the IDA—incompetent mercenaries, who were discovered by a Jaxian metal-lord here to match with a bride, which is how Blackworm was caught. But someone else isn’t willing to let the data disappear.” 

“Maybe he had a partner in crime,” Vaughn said. “I’ve seen how when perps are under pressure of getting caught, they might try to get rid of the evidence, but their buddies will keep holding on, as if they can’t believe it’ll ever happen to them.” She scowled. “You said nothing ever really disappears. But that’s not just because all data leaves a footprint. People won’t let it go, even when they should.”

He wondered at her grim expression but then pointed at another flash from the hole. “Whoever is signaling deserves an answer, don’t you think?”

She glanced up at him, eyes bright with determination. And maybe a hint of vengeance. This close, his every breath was tinted with the scent of her: coffee and minty soap and a clear, sweet heat like a rising thermal wind that was just her. “Probably at the point of a laser.”

He smiled.

After setting the gels to focus on the intermittent pulse from the data black hole, he fixed a quick meal that he ate side by side with Vaughn. She told him haltingly, with more words unsaid than said, about how she’d been turned away from service to her world after she’d pursued justice for a crime that her superiors preferred to ignore. 

“I just…” She quirked her lips wryly. “Once I realized our superiors weren’t going to pursue a real case, I should’ve shut up, just been happy that we got a few of the revenge porn sites shut down. I guess I was like those guys who just can’t let it go, thinking it was never going to blow back on me. Well, I was wrong.”

“Or right,” he said softly. He felt he understood her better, even though he couldn’t believe she’d been so naïve. Or maybe that wasn’t fair to her. She’d had hope.

She grimaced. “I could’ve handled the whole thing differently, better.”

He smiled. “At the point of a laser.”

She flushed. “If that’s what it takes.”

When the ship chimed a warning that the gel collation was nearly complete, they returned to the core. Vaughn rolled forward to the balls of her feet as she stared hard at the blinking gels.

He touched her tensed shoulders. “You can’t will yourself there, wherever the message is originating,” he warned her.

Although he thought if anyone could…

The encryption on the message collapsed under the attack of his gel’s lightning, and he found himself leaning forward in anticipation too. He never got personally involved in the data. That wasn’t why he did it. He only needed to keep flying.

“‘You owe me’?” Vaughn wrinkled her nose and settled back on her heels. “What kind of secret coded message is that?”

“One more common than you might think in the universe.” He parsed the incidental ciphers around the message. “Seems like Blackworm went to prison with his debts unpaid, leaving someone with their rear hanging out.”

She put her hands on her hips, her chin set pugnaciously. “That’s a common intergalactic saying?”

“For all the varied costuming in the universe, most beings prefer their privates covered, at least when there are thieves and lasers around.” He frowned. “There’s another layer of unusual encryption degrading the originating signal. Which is strange, since they wouldn’t have any reason to think their message was going to be intercepted…” He grunted and recalibrated the analysis. “This isn’t like anything I’ve seen before. It’s an auditory marker. Maybe something from a more advanced world, or something very far away breaking down in transit.” He sent the marker to the speakers and tilted his head at the harsh, annoying buzz. “Interstellar interference, maybe? Another layer of encryption based on multi-hertz auditory cycling? I’m not—”

“It’s a dial tone.”

He looked at her. “A what?”

“A dial—not important.” Her expression was flat and furious. “Whoever is sending that message is here on Earth.”

 

***

 

The kidnapped women had been betrayed by their own kind? If she’d had a laser gun in her hand, Vaughn would’ve shot the traitor right then, rule of law and due process be darned.

After a moment of shock, Dejo’s fingers were flying over the gel interface, and the lights danced to his silent tune. He paused, clicked again, and lifted his chin.

“Not just Earth,” he said. “The originating message came from here, from Sunset Falls. And the most recent pulse was last night.”

If Rayna was still in this blasted town… Vaughn let out a slow, steadying breath. “Can you narrow it down anymore?”

Another flick of his fingers and a map like the one he’d been looking at in the sheriff’s office hovered above his tablet. A light pulsed. 

At the sheriff’s office.

“That idiot Henson,” she hissed. “He’s the one who tried to convince me Rayna had gone off on her own. Never mind a tidy laser hole, I’ll burn him alive—” She choked off the rest of the ugliness when Dejo’s hand clamped on her shoulder.

“One step closer,” he said softly. “Another data trove may yield what you need.”

She was done with cautious, well-planned steps. She wanted to jump down someone’s throat.

And Dejo was conveniently nearby.

“You’ve helped enough,” she said tightly. “You have the rest of your data. And I have the piece I need.” She was going to punch out Henson’s teeth as she’d been inspired to do the first time he opened his mouth.

“I’m going with you.” Dejo’s fingers gripped hard, almost making her wince. 

“I don’t need you to beat Henson,” she growled. 

“To find the second half of the message: Where it was being sent.”

Despair shredded her from the inside. It was too big a puzzle for her. And there was no guarantee her sister was even the prize anymore. Rayna was as lost as ever, maybe lost for ever.

She slumped.

“Are you giving up now?” Dejo demanded. “This close?”

She snapped her head up. “Close? It’s the whole universe in my way!”

“Not me.” He rose. “Let’s go.”

When he held his hand down to her, she wanted to growl and rage some more. Too late, too hard, too unfair. But she remembered what Rayna had told her growing up, watching out for her when Dad was deployed. “Do your best. That’s all you gotta do to make him proud.”

She slid her fingers across Dejo’s and he closed his strong grip over her wrist to haul her to her feet.

He smiled at her approvingly. “Henson won’t know what hit him.”

She glowered. “Oh yeah he will.”

Without her car, the return to town was longer than she wanted it to be. On the outskirts, Dejo stopped her to consult with his tablet, confirming the source of the message was the sheriff’s office.

She tilted her head back to look up at the night sky. 

Big Sky Country. Above the black spears of the pine trees, the stars were laser-sharp points of light in the even blacker velvet sky. The hazy band of the Milky Way stretched across the firmament like a pale, cupped hand holding the night.

“I’m coming,” she whispered.

“Confirmed,” Dejo said, stepping up beside her. “The technology in the sheriff’s office is antiquated but is clearly the same as the packet data on the black hole signal.” 

She focused on him. Against the ambient glow from the sky, he was a big, imposing shadow. But the white flickers in the feathers of his hair and the glint around his yellow-ringed eyes caught the light like fallen stars.

Maybe she should tell him to go. This wasn’t really his fight. But while she might be able to punch Henson herself, she couldn’t go to the authorities with a report of alien abduction. No one would listen to her. 

Dejo Jinn was her and Rayna’s only hope.

Sunset Falls was quiet except for the drifting thread of jukebox music filtering out of the saloon. Since the sheriff’s office was quite properly situated on the other side of town from the saloon, they found themselves the only moving objects in the night.

Dejo forced her to a halt while he sent the drones ahead.

“Henson won’t have security like the IDA compound,” she protested. “He could barely work the fire extinguisher.”

“He has the technology to send a message to Blackworm,” Dejo reminded her. “And whatever other tech he possesses, we know he has a gun.”

“Not a laser gun,” she muttered, but she waited impatiently as the drones reconnoitered the dark, shuttered office.

She wished she’d paid more attention when she’d been talking to the sheriff’s clerk, but the drones returned with decent diagram from peeking through the windows.

If only these spying powers could be used for good… Oh wait, she supposed they were.

At least from her perspective. Breaking into the sheriff’s office might not seem like the best idea ever to someone on the outside.

“No wonder you prefer remote access jobs,” she said.

He nodded. “Keeping the heart of a data trove disconnected is about the only way to keep it safe,” he said. “But if it’s not connected, it’ll never be as valuable or powerful as it could be.”

“Your gels seem strong and protected enough on your ship.”

He shrugged with a touch of modesty. “Because I’m really good. And I make sure nothing can reach me.”

So much for modesty. “Why don’t you sell that instead of scavenged data?”

He blinked at her. “What do you mean?”

“You could sell your gel system and its security.”

He jerked his chin back. “Who would want to take the word of an untrained hivre iomale scavenger?”

“Are you saying you’re not really good?”

He scowled at her. “I thought we were here to shoot people?”

“I thought you didn’t like shooting?”

“You inspire me.”

They approached the sprawling one-story building from the rear, where the drones had identified only one security camera. Dejo set up an illusion to keep that camera happily staring at an uninterrupted parking lot while Vaughn picked the lock on the back door.

He scowled. “Why do they not have a high-security digital lock?”

“One, because this is Sunset Falls, Montana. Two, it’s a sheriff’s office. And three, if they did you’d already be inside with your fancy tablet.” The door popped under her hands and she gestured him in.

He grunted. “It’s careless.”

“They can be your first client when you open your new data security business.”

He grumbled some more but followed her in.

The interior, which she’d remembered as small and sparse was small and sparse but somehow still difficult to maneuver through and taking a long time to case. Maybe she was too painfully conscious of breaking the law she’d once sworn to uphold by breaking into the law. Or maybe it was the knowledge that she was so, so close to finding Rayna.

Dejo scanned the back storage room, the bathroom, the short hallway leading toward the front office. Nothing. They fanned out through the front, Dejo behind the main counter where the clerk had been, Vaughn to the two desk areas.

The sheriff’s desk held a tidy pile of manila folders and a small shooting range trophy.

A coffee cup sat in the middle of the second desk. Catching a whiff—bitter and dank, nowhere near as good as Dejo’s—Vaughn set the back of her knuckle against the ceramic.

She looked at the nameplate on the desk. 

Henson. 

“Getting warmer,” she whispered. She raised her hand to catch Dejo’s attention.

He nodded once and pointed down the hallway of the second wing, which housed the holding cells.

She took the small gun out of the tac vest side pocket. It wasn’t much bigger than her Mustang, but Dejo had explained that it could stun, injure, or kill, depending on the setting. With a faint sigh, she dialed it all the way down.

Henson might’ve helped abduct Rayna, but if he had intel they needed, he could keep his life, if not his teeth.

The first cell was empty.

The second cell held Henson.

He was asleep on the bunk. His hat over his face gave the sleep apnea hitch of his breath a Darth Vader-y sound.

But really, this was going to be too easy.

Vaughn edged toward the cell and slammed the door shut.

Henson lurched to his feet with a half-throttled shout, his hat tumbling off his face. His pants, which he’d apparently left half-unzipped for comfort while he napped, sagged, revealing sherbet-orange boxers.

Vaughn narrowed her eyes. She didn’t want to avert her gaze, but she didn’t want to be blinded either. Ugh.

The deputy rushed the door, but it was well locked. No picks or super-smart alien tablet would open it, only the key she swept from the hook by the door. She dangled it between her fingers.

“Where’s my sister?” she snarled.

“Wherever the heck you left her, you crazy jerk,” Henson hollered back. “You can’t just break in here and assault an officer of the law—”

Dejo said nothing but slammed his fist against the bars, shaking the cage.

The clanging echo of steel silenced everything else.

Except the ringing elation she felt at his presence beside her.

“Try again,” Dejo said quietly. “We tracked the Blackworm message here. We just want to know where the brides are.”

“The…brides?” Henson squinted at them. “What, you mean that fancy-idiot resort? It’s closed. Nobody’s there. The sheriff told you that.”

Henson was everything she hated in a bad officer: inattentive, slovenly, bumbling, aggressive, and—worst of all, to her mind—uncaring.

But what she hated even more…she feared he was being straight with them.

Her pulse slowing with that dread, she said, “We followed an encrypted electronic signal coming from this office that matches the signature of a message about women who have gone missing from Sunset Falls.”

As she’d guessed it would, the big words pacified him, and his jaw hung open a little. “An…encrypted…”

She didn’t have time to let him repeat the whole thing. “Who else was here last night?”

His muddy eyes boggled. “Wait… You think I had something to do with this?” He grabbed the cell bars. “Jerk, no. The sheriff doesn’t like me, but she’s never going to believe I had anything to do with those women.”

 From the doorway, a cutting voice said, “You’re right, Henson. I’d never think any woman would have anything to do with you.”

Vaughn spun around, her slowed pulse stuttering again to see Sheriff Giles lounging in the doorway. How had the older woman got so close without Dejo noticing?

He looked equally taken aback.

Henson, however, was practically dancing in his half-undone pants. “Sheriff, these people broke in—”

“And you’re also right,” the sheriff continued, “that I just don’t like you.”

She shot him. 


Chapter 13

 

Vaughn bit back a shocked gasp—not quite a scream, but close—of surprise as Henson slumped to the concrete floor of the cell.

Dejo took a step forward, but Giles already had the gun aimed at him.

It was only in that frozen moment that Vaughn realized there’d been no explosive concussion from the shot. No blood either. And the beam that hit Henson had been orange.

The sheriff had an off-world stunner.

Giles smoothed her thumb over the small weapon, resetting the dial. 

For the worse.

Vaughn swallowed. “What are—?”

“Uh uh, girl,” Giles said. “Questions are all mine or I’ll shoot you right now.” She kept her gaze on Dejo the whole time but abruptly swung the business end of the alien gun to Vaughn. “Just to be perfectly clear, I’ll shoot her.” She smirked at the narrowing of Dejo’s eyes. “Yeah, I figured that’d be the key. Annoying as Henson is, he’ll wake up with a little more of a headache than usual and no memory of the last few minutes. Or even if he does, he won’t believe it. Or even if he believes it, no one will believe him.” Her smirk vanished. “But if I have to shoot again, girl here will die with a smoking black hole between her eyes. Since I missed her the first time.”

Considering Vaughn could almost feel the laser light, she didn’t doubt Giles would do exactly that.

Dejo didn’t seem inclined to question the sheriff either. He kept his hands empty at his sides.

Empty… What had he done with his tablet and the drones?

“Blackworm has been caught and imprisoned,” he said. “You won’t be getting paid.”

The sheriff’s pale eyes glinted like quicksilver. “Well, I am right sorry to hear that,” she drawled. “Suppose all good things come to a middleman and then end.”

Vaughn let out a slow breath. “It’s over. But I still want to find my sister. I can pay…” The offer stuck in her throat, but she forced it out. “I will pay you for any information you can give me.” 

Giles snorted. “Pay? Checked out what was left of your car. And your life. You got nothing, girl. You should’ve taken my laser in the heart when you had the chance. Woulda kept you out of trouble.” She smirked. “Like your sister.” 

Vaughn rocked forward, only the tiny black hole of the stun gun muzzle holding her back. “What about Rayna?”

“Took me a second to recognize her after you showed me her photo, she was just that forgettable. Like all those girls who want to be alien brides.” Giles shook her head. “Idiots, all of ‘em. Think they’ll find something better out there? Not likely. Better off on your own. Keep all the profit.”

Vaughn growled under her breath. 

“All we want to know is where you were receiving payments from,” Dejo said with a shrug. “Blackworm has declined to reveal his base of operations, physical or financial, to the council, so it’s possible we could free up some of those funds for anyone who assists us.”

“Us?” Giles narrowed her strangely silver eyes. “You’re not with any intergalactic council. I can smell them a dozen parsecs away.”

“Smells like the bottom of a prison planet,” he agreed. His expression hardened. “And they don’t take kindly to those who break closed-world protections.”

She sneered back. “Those like you?” One of her silvery eyes swiveled to glare at Vaughn, who had been slowly inching out of the line of fire. “Stay right there, girl. I hate to waste resources, and Earther girls are valued for a good bit in decent condition.”

For a split second, she thought it might be worth it. If Giles sent her wherever Rayna was…

Maybe Dejo sensed her reckless consideration because he took a step forward, bringing the attention of both Giles’s eyes—what the heck was up with that anyway?—back to him. “I’ve already called the local galactic authorities,” he said. “This is your one chance for clemency. Give us the signal signature for Blackworm’s payments.”

Giles laughed. “You didn’t contact—”

A strange noise cut her off. Somehow familiar, like the plasma array warning buzz outside the compound but in triplicate and much louder.

“Larf it,” Giles snarled. “You called them?”

Vaughn tensed. If these galactic authorities had a plasma beam that much more powerful… She swung to Dejo. “We have to get out of here. If they catch you—”

Giles hissed. “They’ll take you too, girl. Wipe your mind for their own convenience and you won’t remember a thing about this fine-looking thief. No money, no memories, no mates.” She spun toward the door. “Well, you’ll have no me either.”

Vaughn nailed her right between the shoulder blades.

The afterimage of the orange light seemed to linger in Vaughn’s vision as she lowered the stunner, but she was peripherally aware of Dejo sidelonging her a disbelieving glance.

“I’ve never actually shot anyone before,” she muttered.

He jumped forward, reaching for the sheriff.

Vaughn took a hesitant step forward. “Is she—?”

“Stay back. You might have to shoot it again. Gnathas are notoriously hard to keep stunned.” He rifled the pockets of the sheriff’s coat. Not a sheriff, apparently, but a—gnatha, apparently. He lifted a device a little smaller than his tablet, and the drone circling his head chirped as if to a friend. At the almost cheerful noise, Vaughn realized the plasma weapon warning had cut out. “Got it,” Dejo said triumphantly. “Same signature.”

Vaughn’s hands shook around the tiny stun gun. A pinpoint on Blackworm that would lead to Rayna?

A derisive squawk made her jump. “Sheriff Giles?” The querulous voice came from the cell room intercom. “Deputy Henson?” Vaughn recognized the kindly clerk she’d spoken to before. “Bob finally got a look at that car you brought in. Said it looks deliberate. I got worried and tried to reach you on the radio, but… Sheriff? I’m going to send Bob down—”

Dejo grabbed her wrist behind the gun and pushed it down. “Put that away and let’s go.”

She stared at the sheriff. “Shouldn’t we wait until the authorities arrive?”

“Who? Bob?”

She scowled at him. “Intergalactic authorities.”

“They aren’t coming. The drones are good at auditory illusions too.” He hefted Giles’s device. “We have what we need.”

She glared at the sheriff. “She—it—needs to go to prison along with Blackworm.”

“Probably. But who are we going to explain that to? Giles was right that no one here will believe us. And the authorities…” He laced his fingers through hers, taking her thumb off the trigger. “They don’t come, Vaughn. But if we send them this intel, share it with the intergalactic community, they’ll act.” 

She whispered hoarsely, “Like they acted to save the iomales from genocide?” 

He froze then slowly lifted his hand from hers. “True. Shoot her.” He spun the stunner dial under her thumb. “That’ll make it right.”

Remembering the smoking hole in his chest, her stomach heaved. “Larf it. Let’s go get my sister.”

 

***

 

The fury in her storm cloud eyes had terrified him. He’d seen that darkness in the harpies as they came at him. And he’d never wanted to face that again.

But she hadn’t fired. She took his hand and they ran out into the night.

She stopped there, tugging at him. “This way.”

He swung around to look at her. 

She dangled the primitive keys between her fingers. “I didn’t shoot anybody—not to kill, anyway—but I did steal the keys to the police cruiser.”

His lips twitched. “It seems you have taken to this life of crime.”

“Thank you,” she said demurely.

She drove while he went through the sheriff’s vehicle. Other than some chocolate chip breakfast bars and the shotgun in the rack, he found nothing of interest, nothing alien. He left the gun and took the bars.

“What is she—it?” Vaughn asked.

“Gnatha. Just…people. Galactic citizens. Some good, some bad.” He hooked her device to his tablet. “This one was more bad. Been here a long time, though, judging from its command of the local language. I’ve never heard a translator that conversational.”

“Not to mention it was a county sheriff,” Vaughn pointed out.

“An excellent cover for its vile work.” He glared at the device in his hand. “Trafficking in data is wrong. Trafficking in living beings is evil.”

“Do you think…” Her voice cracked and she tried again. “Giles said that the women had value in good condition. Do you think that means Rayna and the others might be safe?”

The gnatha had actually said decent condition, and that could mean many things among many different sentient races. But Dejo was not going to tell her that. “We have the closest link to Blackworm that we’ve ever had. The IDA and the galactic council will be forced to do something. I think that’s all good.”

She slanted a glance at him, as if she heard everything he didn’t say.

They parked the cruiser far enough from the Onoffon to not be obvious, and he disabled the GPS unit and a gnathan tracker he found. That would gain them some time.

Trekking the rest of the way to his ship, Vaughn stumbled against him. She immediately righted herself with a mumbled curse.

“Don’t mean to be wimpy,” she said.

He thought he knew what she really meant. “Because you didn’t shoot the gnatha?”

“I just wanted to make a difference. Like my father did for this country. Like Rayna did for me.” She leaned into his shoulder. “I’ve failed on all counts.”

“You’re not done yet,” he reminded her, lifting the device he’d taken from Giles.

She gazed at him, her eyes shadowed. “If you weren’t here, I’d have actually, literally nothing.”

“You’d have a stolen police cruiser,” he pointed out.

“Not even that.” She flushed, looking chagrined as only someone could who had never stolen anything and now counted that lack as another failure. “Without you, I wouldn’t have any clue what had happened to Rayna. Probably I’d’ve been toasted by the IDA’s plasma array.”

The thought turned his blood to slush, and he put his arm over her shoulders. “In all fairness, the distressors would’ve likely fried your brain first.”

She was silent a moment, then huffed out a laugh. “Okay, well, still not a point in my favor.”

He reeled her to his side, even though it interfered with their walking. But he needed her close. “It’s all just data points, Vaughn. You can’t always mark it good and bad. It just…is.”

She shook her head, the chin-length strands lashing. “But that’s who I am. Good and bad. Black and white. Right and wrong. Or who I have been. Without that…”

“Without that, you still are.” His voice deepened with insistence. “The harpies tried to convince me otherwise. They branded those like me”—he put his hand over his chest—“as a reminder always of what we weren’t, what we lost when we fell out of the sky. But I still am.”

As they stepped into the clearing, the Onoffon responded to the port-link in his hand and dropped its disguising shroud with a welcoming soft gleam of running lights up the hatch.

He stared at the ship and then at Vaughn. “Maybe those brides took a terrible risk, reaching out to a universe they’d never known. And maybe just a few day/night-cycles ago, I would’ve mocked them for falling for the fantasy. But I see it now.”

She gazed up at him. “I can’t,” she said miserably. “It’s just an illusion, like those pretty 3D posters, like the drones lying about what’s real.”

“Let me show you.”

For a heartbeat, she resisted him, but then she fell into his arms.

He left the gnathan device connected to the gels and took her to his nest. No illusions, just the round bed and too many pillows piled up against the bulkhead.

They stripped each other, as if the clothes too were illusion. Skin to skin, they kissed, limbs entwined.

She rolled him so she was on top, her knees framing his flanks, the hot, slick center of her body flush against the downy fluff from which his third wing sprang. 

“You feel so good,” she murmured. She placed her hands over the brand on his chest, aligning her fingers with the spread feathers.

And for the first time, a touch there did not send a sick shudder through him. 

As he’d told her, the mark didn’t need to have power over him, neither for good nor evil. It just was, another part of him, like the feathers in his hair, his eyes, his affinity for otherwise lost data.

He lifted his hips, lifting her too and jolting a little squeal of surprise from her. Her fingers curved downward to wrap around his cock, and though she held him fast, his heartbeat soared.

“Make me fly,” she whispered as she pierced him into her body.

“Don’t let go.” He sank his fingers into the lush curves of her backside, fitting her closer, and her eyes half closed in ecstasy as she writhed. He watched, eyes wide open, drinking her in, feeling each of her gasps as another breath of wind lifting him higher.

She grasped his wrists and angled his hands over her breasts, a wordless demand. He pinched lightly, teasing the soft flesh into swollen points. With each pluck, she moaned, and her inner muscles clenched around him, urging his third wing ever higher until he too was moaning.

He pushed himself up on his elbows to capture one stiff nipple in his mouth and she clutched his head to her breast, grinding down on him. The taste of her burned like starlight in his mind, something brilliant and forever—or so close to forever as made no difference to him—something that would guide him in the darkness.

When her gasps turned to something almost like a sob, he reached down between their bodies and found the burning point of nerves that pulsed against his down. Like the final keycode in a particularly opaque encryption, he passed his fingertip over her in a swirl…and she convulsed with a strangled scream.

 

***

 

He held her hard against him as she came until Vaughn thought the rapturous quivers would shake her apart. Her vision spun dizzily as he rolled her into the pillows.

With pillows piled high under her rear, he pounded into her, each thrust an ecstatic slide of his hard cock against her satiny, wet flesh that ended in the powder-puff softness of the feathers at the base of his shaft. But the tickle became a torture of pleasure as her orgasm spiraled upward again.

She anchored her heels behind his rear, plunging him deep, and arched her back to take him even farther.

He gazed down at her, his eyes shining sunlight-yellow and fierce. And his expression—intense and profound in a way she’d never sought from her lovers before—caught at something hidden inside her, lifting it up to the light.

But when he bowed into her with an ecstatic crow, his crown of feathers bristling, she forgot the almost-enlightenment and came again, her vision going dark and laced with stars.

They collapsed together, the hard pounding of her heart in her chest seeming to call to the pounding of his in his belly. His breath gusted hard through her hair where he’d tucked her head under his chin.

Though he was still on top, she held him tight, not wanting to let go.

Maybe ever.

A soft ding—as if the universe was giving her the lightbulb-moment sound—interrupted their huffing.

Dejo lifted his head. “The data is finished.”

Just like she was.

Though her body and soul cried out against separating, he lifted himself and she let him go. Data was what she’d wanted from him, so why did the oncoming answer feel so hollow now?

He rolled away from her toward the edge of the nest and grabbed his tablet. “I initially chose to go after the IDA data trove because I’d heard that Blackworm had tried to destroy the core to cover his tracks and the council thought he’d been successful. I knew no one with such reported criminal exploits and legitimate business ventures would be able to erase himself entirely. And sure enough…” He displayed the tablet to her. “The messages, the payments, everything came from here. I would bet the Onoffon that this is his stronghold.”

He gazed at her triumphantly and she forced out some sound of amazement as she stared at the star map that by now should be fairly familiar, shouldn’t it? Instead, it seemed ridiculously random.

Dejo muttered to himself. “Let me see if I can find—ah. Here. From the registry associated with the signature.”

It wasn’t a planet or even a ship like the Onoffon. “What is it?”

“A space station. Looks to be in orbit around a black hole.”

She blinked. “A real black hole?”

He frowned. “A precarious choice under most circumstances, but this seems to be stable enough. Although it’s on the very farther reaches of traveled space, quite out of the way.” 

She felt as if all her emotions had been sucked out of her. “I can’t get to a black hole, out of the way or not. I can’t even get to Sunset Falls.”

Dejo looked from the projection to her and back again, his brow furrowed. Then he put aside the tablet and cupped his hand at her chin, nudging her face up to meet his gaze. “We’re closer yet,” he murmured. 

Her stomach churned with doubt, but she nodded almost imperceptibly into his palm. “So close.”

With brown furrowed, he pulled back. “I’ll give you this device. It has all the data on Blackworm’s stronghold and also the information on Giles.” He pursed his lips. “And also all the data we pulled from the IDA outpost.”

She blinked. “But…”

“I don’t need it.” His shrug was a little too lopsided. Like he was lying to her. “And if I give it back, maybe they won’t bother coming after me.”

Coming after him.

Because he was leaving.

“You’re leaving me with the data.” She said it aloud, just to be sure, as sure as black and white, good and bad.

He nodded, his expression tight. “Even if the galactic council forgives my scavenging on this job, I’ve had…too many others they could prosecute me for and win and throw away all versions of the key, primitive or cutting edge.”

She bit hard on the inner curve of her lip to stop herself from arguing. But the espresso taste of him bittered to burnt and screamed at her to say something.

She said nothing.

From the time her mother had abandoned their family until her father had died in service and her sister had delayed her own life to raise Vaughn, she’d tried to always do the right thing—and encourage (or enforce) others to do the same. But she would rather watch Dejo fly away than be incarcerated, not after he’d escaped such a terrible life. And maybe she could finally have a little more empathy for whatever choice her mother had felt compelled to make.

Into her silence, Dejo added, “I’ll include a beacon that will summon the authorities. It’ll send a simultaneous message to the Jaxian metal-lord who first identified Blackworm. He has a personal stake in the outcome, and he’ll not let our intel be swept away. The signal will initiate as soon as you get outside the range of the IDA’s signal suppression. The repulsors are focused around Sunset Falls, so you shouldn’t have to go far to be beyond their reach.”

Unlike him. He’d be in another galaxy.

Where was the justice in that? If only she really was a scavenging thief. She’d steal him away and nothing in the universe would stop her.


Chapter 14

 

Dejo held his breath, the air in his lungs tinted with her sweet, clear, updraft scent, wanting her to refuse, wanting her to take him over and make him stay.

So long his only focus had been escape, and now he’d found the one place he never wanted to leave.

Her side.

But she only nodded slowly and took the gnatha’s device from his reluctant grip. He wanted to snatch it back, steal it and hide it so she’d have to stay.

But for once, he let data slip from his fingers without a price.

No price except what the Intergalactic Dating Agency had identified as his heart.

“You…” She flipped the device restlessly in her hand. “They won’t go after you?”

He shrugged one shoulder, his belly hollow. “Without the data I took from the compound, I’ve done nothing wrong. Nothing they can prove.” His lips quirked, half pained, half amused. “As for the remnants of the IDA’s dating and mating advice still stuck in my head… That’s its own punishment.”

Because he’d never forget he could’ve taken her.

But she’d been a rampaging force for moral authority in her own little world, and he had no doubt that like the lightning storms perpetuating across his gels, she would carry that spark across the universe. He had existed in the gray shadows too long to believe they could ever be defeated, even by a light as fierce as hers, but she would never stop trying.

“I programmed the drones to cast an illusion over the police cruiser, so no one should bother you until you make contact with the metal-lord and the galactic authorities.”

“Thank you.” She set the port-link carefully on the edge of the nest. “Thank you for everything. I wish…” She bit her lip.

He couldn’t stop himself from reaching out to touch that pale flush of blood, as if he could tease out whatever wish she’d swallowed. “What?”

But she only shook her head, rubbing the velvety plush of her mouth across his fingertip. “Just another illusion,” she murmured.

He existed on the outskirts, survived on lies, traded in ephemeral electronic signals holding no intrinsic value except what other beings ascribed to it—but he didn’t want her to think this was an illusion.

With more ruthlessness than was his way, he hauled her against him. The desperate pounding of her heart against his chest was like the wings of his iol-mark, beating. The phryx  mating wind lifted the feathers in his hair.

But the fates had gathered not to take them higher, but to take her away.

He brought his mouth down on her with savage intensity. If he was going to be darned and convicted for stealing, he would take this as his last memory.

Righteous warrior that she was, she met him thrust for thrust.

And when they finally fell back to Earth again, spent, he closed his eyes as if that would hide the rush of the phryx wind in his blood. If he looked at her again, he knew she would see how he’d imprinted on her, deeper than the transfer of mere electrons across even the most advanced artificial intelligence gel, hungrier than the most insatiable black hole devouring the fabric of spacetime. 

He would not let her see it. Hard to believe for a scavenger branded as a waste by the harpies, but apparently he still had some pride.

So he didn’t rise when she did. And when she put on her discarded Earther clothes and slipped away, he did not call out to her, not her name, not with any of the words of love fading from his IDA memories, not even the cry of the iomales falling out of the sky for the last time.

When the silence was so profound that he knew she was gone, he finally opened his eyes. The port-link with all the data he’d come for was gone. She was gone.

And as soon as he found a way to live around the invisible laser whole burned forever through his heart, he’d be gone too.

 

***

 

Except he knew he didn’t have that kind of time.

Once Vaughn got to the cruiser and traveled beyond the IDA’s deadening electromagnetic repulsors around Sunset Falls, the authorities would come. He had to be long gone.

As he prepared the Onoffon for departure, he reviewed the latest galactic reports on military skirmishes, corporate hostile takeovers, natural disasters, all the usual places where information went astray and needed to be reclaimed. He needed another job to replace this one that had been such a failure, profit wise. But his gut churned at the headlines. He didn’t want to take advantage of any of those previously lucrative opportunities.

Maybe Vaughn was right. Maybe there was another way to use his expertise. 

First though, escape. After one last breath of Big Sky air.

He strode down the hatch to do an exterior pre-flight check—scanners, readings, and data were crucial but he still believed in his senses—and paused at the edge of the walkway. The star at the center of this system was rising fast, and in another moment its glowing golden light would flow into the small clearing where the Onoffon was hidden. But on the horizon, clouds waited, their stormy blue-gray much more fitting to his mood.

Well, he’d be gone either way.

Turning to take a step toward the engines, he caught a glimpse of silvery movement.

For an instant, his heart lifted. Vaughn had returned—

The orange stunner light hit him square in the chest, and his last thought was of larfs.


Chapter 15

 

Sunset Falls was a memory in the cruiser’s rearview mirror when Vaughn pulled over to the side of the empty two-lane road stretching to the horizon. Dark clouds had gathered over the mountains, threatening to drench her.

As if the wretched tears in her eyes hadn’t been bad enough.

She clenched the steering wheel for a long moment, then looked down at the tablet.

Had it already sent its message? The urge to throw the cruiser into reverse made all her muscles seize.

How had a scavenging thief become so much a part of her in just a few days? He was an alien! 

She wondered what the Intergalactic Dating Agency would say about her disbelief.

She pressed her forehead against the steering wheel, as if she could absorb through it a confirmation of the right way to turn.

A squawk beside her made her straighten in alarm. The cruiser radio… Had the sheriff, the deputy, or the kindly clerk hunted her down?

A hologram unfurled from the tablet. “Onoffon, repeat your message.”

She stared at the image of the big, imposing alien. He looked like a general—had the brow furrow her father had mastered when she was little—but she didn’t think he was any council enforcer. His clothing had the look of Dejo’s black ships fatigues, although more sumptuous. This must be the Jaxian metal-lord who’d had his own run-in with Blackworm.

“Not the Onoffon,” she said. “I’m Vaughn Quaye. Er, of the planet Earth. I have information on the missing IDA brides—”

Another figure jostled into the hologram. “Hello?” The newcomer seemed human, a woman with dark hair and dusky skin set off by beautiful maroon fatigues. “You’re calling from Sunset Falls, Montana?”

“Well, not calling, exactly—” Vaughn hedged.

The woman laughed. “Right, right. I’m Zoe. I’m one of the Big Sky Alien Mail Order Brides.” Her quick grin faded as she took the arm of the big male next to her. “One of the not kidnapped ones. Sin got your message. Amazing boost on your signal. You’ll have to tell us how you did that.” She lifted her hand. “After we find the others. The message said your sister is one?”

Vaughn nodded, her throat almost too tight to talk. This woman understood and would help. Oh why hadn’t Dejo stayed? “You got the coordinates for the last communications between Blackworm and his partner?”

The woman, Zoe, nodded. “Sin is sending a fast ship your way. Shouldn’t take long since they were in the area, relatively speaking. And we’re shadowing the council’s actions with some of our best people going after the missing women.” She leaned forward, her expression fierce. “Blackworm tried to kill my sister-in-law, so trust me, we won’t let this new information go to waste in adding to his crimes.”

Vaughn’s blood chilled at hearing how bad Blackworm had been. As if she needed more data on that. The big male, Sin, stood behind Zoe, his hand on her shoulder with clear possession, protection, and support in her speaking for them and their apparently numerous ships.

She longed for Dejo’s heavy, steady arms around her. “Will you stay in touch? I have this device, but I don’t really know how to use it.”

Zoe nodded, her furious expression gentling. “Our crew will be there soon. I know it must all seem crazy, but just hang on.”

Vaughn nodded. Not that it seemed so crazy to her. 

“My sister comes first,” she said.

Again Zoe nodded, as if that made perfect sense to her. “Jaxian metal-lords are notoriously obstinate.” She smiled up at her mate. “Sin will make sure the council doesn’t lose interest—or the women—again.”

Even when she’d had a patrol partner, Vaughn hadn’t quite understood what it meant to have a connection. But now she’d had a taste of it—a taste of Dejo—and she wasn’t going to be satisfied with anything else. “I’ll keep the device with me and get you whatever data I can.”

And she knew exactly where to start.

They disconnected after mutual promises to touch base again, and Vaughn spun the cruiser’s wheels hard enough to spray gravel. 

She was just an Earther girl who would’ve never had any intentions of being an IDA bride. She’d had problems and failures enough on this planet to fear that reaching for the indifferent stars would only exponentially expand her troubles.

But maybe if she had a thieving, lying, loving scavenger beside her…

The skies opened up as she sped back to Sunset Falls, and she was glad drone-powered illusions didn’t wash away. The rain sheeted across the road, pouring alongside the shoulder ditches, and even the heavy cruiser felt barely in touch with the pavement.

She didn’t let up. She had to get back before the Onoffon left.

Leaving the cruiser parked in the mud, she jammed the sheriff’s hat on her head and ran through the dripping forest. The trees didn’t so much block the rain as gather the droplets into miniature sky streams that all wanted to pour down the back of her neck beneath the camo jacket.

But even the gray veil of water couldn’t hide the empty clearing.

Devastation blasted through her, scouring her soul like the most vicious laser burn, leaving only a smoking hole of emptiness.

He was gone…

The alien tablet device in her pocket chirped an open-sesame, and the Onoffon shimmered out of the rain into view.

Relief and joy poured through the hole in her heart, an antidote to the cold water fear. He hadn’t left yet. Even knowing the authorities were coming, he had lingered. 

Like her, had he somehow hoped, deep inside…

She narrowed her eyes, the Guardswoman in her going on alert. The hatch was down, which perhaps wasn’t so odd, but a runnel of muddy water had pooled around the base. Dejo would never let his ship, his nest, fill with water.

Casting a suspicious eye around the clearing, she stalked a wide circle but saw nothing. And Dejo didn’t emerge. She knew the IDA repulsors protecting the town limited the reach of human and alien technology, but surely the ship’s proximity alarms would warn him of her presence.

Maybe he didn’t care.

As soon as the insidious thought tried to undermine her, she rejected it. He cared, very much, maybe not about laws, but he cared about her. She’d felt it in his every touch.

Pulling out the alien stun gun—and wishing she’d asked more questions about how many shots it held—she crept toward the open hatch. No muddy footprints on the walkway. 

Maybe he’d run into town to refill his coffee…

Every muscle tense and her senses on high alert, she stepped up into the ship. Silence and darkness greeted her, as if the Onoffon and her captain were already lost somewhere in the depths of space.

But as she passed the portal of the data core, a warning chime drew her in. The gels were pulsing with an almost frantic pattern of lights, and when she focused, a face appeared in the flashing lightning.

“Dejo,” she whispered.

She yanked out the sheriff’s stolen device from her pocket and instantly a hologram burst from the screen.

The angle was from the ship toward the forest, showing the open hatch. And Dejo.

And Sheriff Giles. Just as the gnatha shot.

Vaughn felt the impact in her chest as if the orange ray had struck her. She swore hard enough to get her heart going again. She couldn’t help him if she panicked. The ship had recorded the confrontation and now played it back to her. Goodness, how had it known to reach out to her?

Dejo might have a more valuable data trove than he knew…

The baby intelligence cycled through what it had seen, trying to display all the angles all at once. She supposed it was advanced enough to make sense of the overlapping data.

“Slow down,” she said. “Is he alive?”

Readings like a heartbeat monitor danced over the replay of his crumpled form. The line spiked when the beam hit him and then fell, but rose again fitfully. “Okay, alive.” She drew a steadying breath. “Now I have to find him.”

She’d done a miserable job of that all those years ago with her mother and more recently with Rayna. She would not fail with Dejo.

The gels flashed, and her tablet matched the pattern as the ship downloaded what it knew. To think it had taken an entire complex for the IDA to hold the data that resided in this one ship’s brain. He was brilliant, way too good to be a scavenger. And she’d tell him that, as soon as she proved she was good enough to find him.


Chapter 16

 

Seething, nerve-jangling agony roused Dejo from the blissful blackness of unconsciousness.

He knew this feeling too well. The pain of a high-set stunner blast was nowhere near as bad as the knowledge that he was on his own again. He’d been in tough spots before and known he had to get himself out by himself, but somehow it was worse this time knowing he'd thrown away the partnership that could have saved him.

Resigned to his fate, he reluctantly opened his eyes to see how much longer his fate was going to be exactly.

The emptiness of the IDA compound with its odd mix of local Earther materials and extraterrestrial design greeted him. Judging by the wave emitter dominating the middle of the room and rising straight up to the ceiling to pierce the roof, he was being held in the compound’s central tower from whence the IDA powered the repulsors that stymied Earther radar, infrared, cellular, and other technology. The emitter issued a low, pulsing hum—still active—but other than that, only the low-level emergency lighting gave any life to the lonely hall.

He assumed he would soon no longer be contributing to the liveliness of the place.

As the numbness in his limbs eased slightly, he tested the bonds holding him. His arms were lashed tightly to the sides from his elbows to his wrists by encircling sheets of plasilk, and his shins from knee to ankle were similarly immobilized. The strong, silky material would actually be quite comfortable if not for the fact it was probably his funeral shroud.

Ah well, no use getting upset about it. Since leaving Enion, he’d escaped more times than he’d been caught, but he always known the end would come eventually. Even stars died.

He let out a slow breath.

Then, with an explosive burst, he clenched every muscle against the hold of the plasilk. “Larf it.”

His bonds were unimpressed with his new will to survive. With a disgruntled huff, he fell back, staring up at the ceiling. This was not how he planned his last moments to go. He always thought a burst of brilliant plasma fire would be his last moment. Instead, he now had this opportunity to contemplate all his mistakes. And the one that pained him most, more than the jangling after-tingle of the stunner, was not telling Vaughn what he felt. All the data points have been there for him to connect, like a chart of stars guiding him to the one truth at the center of all he knew: The mating wind had swept him away, carried him straight to her, and now she was the storm that kept him aloft.

The statistics from the Intergalactic Dating Agency’s data trove that still shadowed his brain told him how rare and precious she was. All his life he’d fought to escape his fate. Now he would do anything to fulfill it.

Of course the plasilk cared nothing for his fate or his love.

Neither, obviously, did Giles. The gnatha stalked into the room, tapping at an older-model port-link. Dejo curled his lip, glad he’d at least stolen the larfer’s good tech.

“Going to shoot me again?” he sneered.

Giles didn’t even look up from whatever message it was sending. “Now we’re even since you shot first.” It finally glanced up to peer at him through dead, silvery eyes. “Unless you rather I shot the girl, since technically she’s the one who shot me.”

Snarling, Dejo threw himself against his bonds but managed only to rock himself helplessly along the flooring. “Don’t you touch her!”

Giles waited a moment until he came to rest then nodded. “Thought as much. Anyway, it was your weapon. I don’t rightly understand the fixation on Earth girls, but it’s a big universe so I guess there’s something for everyone. Between working for IDA security and dealing the rejects under the table to Blackworm, I reckon I like ‘em well enough too.”

Dejo glowered. “You contracted with the IDA and then cheated them?”

Giles snorted. “You stole from them too. Don’t think I didn’t notice the data core has been emptied.”

“I didn’t work for them,” Dejo shot back.

“Well, I don’t anymore either, since they closed the resort.”

“Your fault,” Dejo said through gritted teeth, flexing his muscles again. “The IDA’s permit to operate here was revoked due to Blackworm’s abductions.”

Giles shrugged. “The girls wanted to give themselves away to aliens. I just took a cut for myself.”

“You didn’t have that right.”

“Like you didn’t have any claim to the data you stole.”

“Data no one else wanted,” Dejo countered.

“Girls no one else wanted. They had nothing here on Earth. Even the IDA couldn’t find a match. I”—Giles slapped its shoulder—“found them a place.” It shrugged. “With Blackworm.” When Dejo took a breath for his next rejoinder, Giles kicked his boot. “Quit yapping. Ain’t going to change a thing, and I just heard back from my next buyer.” It grinned at him widely, the sudden stretch of its mouth showing an alarming number of small teeth in the back. “Perhaps you’ve heard of them.” It leaned closer, mouth gaping. “The Enion harpies.”

Dejo froze except for the alarmed prickle of his protofeathers. “They wouldn’t come this far, not just for me.”

Giles pffted through its extra teeth. “Don’t sell yourself short.” It chuckled. “Well, you won’t, cuz I’m setting the price. But I think you’d be tickled by how much they want you.”

“Want to imprison me,” Dejo muttered. His feathers flexed again, helplessly.

“They did seem put out that you’re the only one to ever escape.” Giles gave him a respectful nod. “Well, the only one until you disabled all the holding cells and freed all the other cloud-whores.” It chuckled. “They ain’t gonna go easy on you, boy, but I expect you’ve learned some tricks since then. Got a side wager going on how long they’ll hold onto you this time.” 

“Not long enough for you to collect all the bets,” Dejo said. 

“No need to get testy. All my money’s on you.” It glowered at him. “Don’t disappoint me. I’d hate to have to use the Earther girl to motivate you.” It shook its head. “That one, more trouble than she’s worth. I like the nice quiet brides.”

Dejo lashed his head side to side, feathers flaring. Maybe a thief should prefer to go quiet and unnoticed, but he wanted only his storm cloud Vaughn.

“The hivre ship is in route,” Giles continued. “They won’t pay me without proof of life, so don’t make me stun you so hard again.”

“Sorry to be such a larfing pest,” Dejo said through gritted teeth.

“I’ll earn it back in your hide and hair.” Giles peered at him. “Or feathers, as the case may be.” A faint warning chime pinged from the emitter, and Giles consulted its device again. After a moment, it grunted. “You shouldn’t ought to have disabled the resort’s security, Jinn. Took me forever to get it running again, and it still ain’t right. Any larfing Earther could walk right up and start screaming about aliens.” It glanced up at him. “Maybe you could take a look at it before you leave.”

Dejo boggled at it disbelievingly. “Really?”

Giles shrugged. “For the good of the Earthers that don’t get taken.”

“Now you care about what’s right?” Dejo seethed. 

“Not much,” Giles admitted. “But I thought you might, since you’re sweet on the local girl.”

Was that what he was on her? Sweet? No, it was more like plasma fire, hot and dangerous. If he got out of this… He strained against the plasilk bonds.

Giles grumbled at his device and poked it again. “Guess it was nothing.”

“It’s not a false alarm,” Dejo said. “I summoned the council authorities once I traced your payments back to Blackworm’s stronghold.”

Giles snorted. “Sure you did. Brought the council right down on your head. Out of guilt? Feeling bad about all those credits you stole?” When its device pinged another warning, it closed down the screen with a smile. “Nice try, thief, but I know you’re lying to me again.”

Dejo groaned. The one time he was telling the truth… “Let me go and we can both get out of here.”

“We will,” Giles said. “You’ll be on the harpy ship. And I’ll be on yours.”

Dejo cursed, long and hard, jerking against the plasilk.

Giles chuckled. “Right of salvage. Even the council would approve.” It frowned. “Quit banging around. You’re going to bruise, and the harpies want you back all untouched like.”

So they could touch him. And worse. Dejo channeled the sickening surge of panic into a muscle-wrenching heave against the plasilk.

Giles stepped back. “You ain’t breaking out of that without a long knife and a patient friend.” It aimed a stunner at Dejo. “But if you’re not gonna be good…”

Dejo tensed, wincing as the strictures of the soft plasilk cut down into his skin. Last chance—

A beam of orange light lanced through the gloom, blazing across his dazzled vision. He rolled to one side, knowing he couldn’t avoid the gnatha’s stunner for more than a moment.

Giles howled a curse and rolled the other way.

And Dejo realized the gnatha hadn’t been the one to fire.

“Interstellar police!” The announcement—augmented through a port-link—blared almost before the glow had faded. “Drop your weapon!”

Dejo swallowed against a seesawing rush of relief that it wasn’t the hivre harpies and dread of the council’s sure-to-be interminable legal punishments. Maybe they’d reduce his sentence since he’d found Blackworm’s stronghold…

A bold, upright shape in a distinctive sheriff’s hat stood silhouetted against the emergency lighting, pistol raised.

Even before his blinded vision entirely cleared, his crest surged, and he knew, despite the artificially altered voice.

Vaughn!

She’d come back, come for him.

His roll ended with him on his belly, facing Giles as the gnatha took a three-point firing stance, the stunner aimed toward Vaughn.

Dejo flexed his shoulder muscles, his flesh splitting against the tight plastic silk. As if the tickle of his blood was the signal they'd been waiting for, his protofeathers burst up through his skin.

Primitive and violent, they sliced through the shroud holding him tight. The plasilk shredded away from him, and he lunged across the floor toward Giles.

He slammed into the gnatha as the orange beam of lethal laser light pierced the gloom toward Vaughn.

Giles squawked as the two of them tumbled into the base of the emitter, smashing hard, knocking the stunner away. The pistol clattered across the floor. From the corner of his eye, Dejo was painfully aware of Vaughn trying to get a clear line of fire. He knew he was in the way of her shot, but he just couldn't force himself to let her take that risk.

Air whistled threateningly through the protofeathers that had sliced through his ships fatigues and the plasilk, leaving him bare chested. For a heartbeat, he reveled in the raptor fury of his primitive ancestors as he pounced on the hapless gnatha. He didn’t have a harpy’s tearing beak or thick talons, but he had all the atavistic rage of a beast whose mate was in danger.

But the gnatha was no simple prey. Though it had been holding itself to a respectably humanoid shape, in mid-fight it morphed. It unfolded its multi-jointed insectoid limbs, spindly arm and leg segments emerging from the hems of its sleeves and pants, thin but wiry strong and fiendishly quick. Its neck uncoiled too, vertebrae expanding, and papery-thin membranes unfurled to either side of the wide-gaped mouth as it spat.

Dejo jerked his head aside to avoid the spatter of acidic venom. Gnathan spit wasn’t strong enough to kill, but it hurt really bad and would leave him blinded.

The emitter hooted a louder warning. Something had breached the outer limits of its protective zone.

If a ship was incoming to Sunset Falls…

“Dejo!” Vaughn cried.

Like he needed his partner’s reminder. With a grunt, he heaved Giles to the side. The gnatha sprawled against the emitter just as its device wailed its own alarm.

Giles flung its port-link at Dejo, who deflected it with a raised forearm, and scuttled across the floor after the stunner. “You want us all to go to prison and your girl’s mind wiped to never remember you? Why are you fighting me?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do,” Dejo said. At Vaughn’s cry, he threw himself backward, out of the way.

This was why he had a partner.

The explosive projectile that arrowed past him was close enough that the hot steel smell singed his nostrils.

The blast caught the gnatha in the shoulder, spinning it around. Its long, gangly limbs pinwheels in all directions, and it clutched for the emitter tower to hold itself upright.

Vaughn strode forward, tossing aside the sheriff’s hat. The dark gold strands of her hair were wetted to whiskey-brown at the ends, and the cool scent of storm water swirled around her.

Her fist slammed into the gnatha almost harder than the bullet, flattening the angular alien into a crumpled pile of limbs. 

His deepest spirit seemed to rise, thrilling at her presence and whirled higher with each hard thud of his heart.

This is what the song meant about the phryx wind.

Her wide gaze fixed on him, unblinking, and when he took a lurching step toward her, she flinched almost imperceptibly. He froze, suddenly remembering his altered appearance.

The protofeathers burned down his spine and along his arms, the primitive barbs bristling with territorial violence and posturing for a mate, and green blood streaked his bare chest. No wonder she recoiled. The joy in his heart stalled and tipped into a death spiral.

The emitter panged another proximity alarm, as if it knew his chances were smashing toward the ground.

Giles swore and groped its long limbs up the emitter, trying to rise.

Vaughn whirled and aimed her gun again, her expression furious. But then she switched to the stunner and fired.

But all that emerged was an apologetic whine and a thin orange ray that sputtered out mid air.

“Incredible.” She gave the stunner a shake. “I knew I should’ve recharged.”

“No time for regrets,” he told her. He’d have to remind himself of that later, when his soul was less burning wreckage in the empty field of his desire. “Let’s get out of here.”

He grabbed her hand and they raced to escape.

 

***

 

Vaughn stumbled behind Dejo, her knees wobbling as if she’d taken the bullet and the stunner hit. She’d thought she’d gotten used to the whole idea of aliens, at least sexy ones with feathers in their hair. But seeing him rip through his shirt had destroyed the last of her illusions too.

The feathers across his shoulders and arms and down his spine glittered even in the low light, edged like knives. No wonder he’d been able to shred his bonds.

As they fled down the hallway, a beam of laser light lanced past them. Giles had obviously retrieved its gun. And had dialed up to a killing level.

Dejo yanked her sideways even as another beam followed them, racing ahead of them to slag the doorway that was their escape. He pulled her down another hallway and they burst through a set of double doors.

Into the pouring rain.

They were at the top of the tower. From where they stood, the compound’s lawn stretched away to the forest beyond and the Onoffon beyond that. Their escape.

Unfortunately, that was easily five stories down. And they didn’t have the convenient microwire to rappel down in a nice, controlled manner.

Dejo’s hand tightened on hers, drawing her gaze up to him. “Do you trust me?”

She stared into his eyes, aware of the alien yellow rings and the streaks of green blood across his wide chest that marked him as a predator not of her world. She reached up and threaded her fingers through the longer feathers at his nape, wincing just a little as the sharp edges nicked her.

She raised herself to her toes and kissed him. “For love,” she murmured against his mouth.

When she drew back, his eyes were pure fire. As if in echo, lightening branched across the dark sky behind his head, turning the clouds to platinum and the raindrops to a billion falling diamonds. “Then hold on tight.”

Even as she was reaching for him, he stepped up onto the ledge at the edge of the tower.

The view of the drop made her heart seize in fear. There was a very good reason she’d never even considered going into the Air Force…

He spread his arms wide, feathers flaring, and she plastered herself to the branded wings on his wet chest right as he threw them into the void.

Wind roared past her ears, until she realized half of it was her own screaming. Except…they hadn’t died yet. She shut herself up and her heart soared—

But their bodies mostly plummeted. He didn’t have that many feathers, after all, and gravity was tough.

He controlled their wild descent it seemed through sheer force of will. And the hard clench of his powerful body holding all his feathers wide. The whistle of air over the barbs sang with a fierceness that sent her heart wheeling upward again.

They skimmed toward the ground at a not-shallow-enough angle. They were going to auger in…

At the last moment, he wrenched his shoulders back—she felt the creak of his bones through the thick muscles of his pecs where she clung—and their angle flattened. They were going to make it—

Their trailing legs hit the ground, and cruel momentum flung them into the muddy grass. She tucked her shoulders as she’d practiced in wrestling and basic training, but she’d never actually parachuted. Or wing-suited, more accurately. This was going to hurt.

But he curled around her protectively, like the toughest eggshell ever, and they rolled, flinging up a spray of muddy water.

She sprawled in the mud, her lungs absolutely empty, then yanked herself upright to one wobbling knee. Idiot, she still couldn’t grab her breath.

Dejo pulled her to her feet, his feathers bedraggled and broken, just as another beam of laser light streaked toward them. The pounding rain scattered the light, which if anything seemed more deadly. And they were only halfway across the lawn to where the Onoffon waited.

“You brought my ship,” Dejo gasped. “How—?”

“Your smart baby jelly walked me through the tricky parts. I think it would’ve come here by itself, but it decided it needed a walking partner.”

“How about running?”

They pelted across the lawn. She knew she should drop his hand—the two of them together made a bigger target—but she’d almost lost him—

Giles fired again, a wider spray of orange, as if the gnatha was pouring the last of the laser into the storm.

Vaughn tensed as she gripped Dejo. If this was their last moment together— “Dejo…”

Another beam, a dozen times larger, flared out of the clouds overhead, slanting across the clearing to blast at the tower. She threw her free arm over her head, as if that would stop her instant vaporization, and Dejo staggered to a halt.

Descending through the rain was a huge spaceship, its steely dark underbelly marked with running lights. And the glowing tip of an alien cannon.

She and Dejo froze then slowly raised their joined hands as the cannon swiveled toward them.

“Vaughn Quaye,” boomed a voice from the ship. “We’re here to take you to your sister.”

 


Chapter 17

 

The Sinner’s Prayer, under the command of an alien oddly named Honey, took them aboard after landing gently in the wet field and sending a very competent-looking security team after Giles. 

Vaughn held tight to Dejo’s hand. She hadn’t let him go since jumping off the IDA tower. 

She wasn’t sure she’d ever let him go.

But fear and uncertainty left her shivering worse than the cold water soaking her fatigues. She and Dejo had been left sitting alone in a small ready room off the main bridge. The Sinner’s Prayer was quite a bit larger than the Onoffon, big enough that Vaughn felt her recently overstretched ability to absorb the reality—aliens, spaceship, she’d practically said she loved him—wavering. 

Until a woman boasting sleek dreadlocks bustled in with a couple fluffy towels and two cups of hot tea. The wide legs of her brilliant fuchsia jumpsuit swished around her ankles, making the printed flames in the fabric flicker wildly.

“Laced with whisky for the shock,” she said as she put a cup in front of each of them. “It’s my own creation, distilled from an alien grain…” She shook her head. “I won’t bore you with the details, but I used to work at the Sunset Saloon.”

Vaughn clutched the towel and peered at her. “So you’re a, uh…”

“Bartender, now interstellar mixologist.”

“Human?”

The woman laughed. “Oh sorry, yeah. I’m Tisha. Mated to Honey, who saved your rears from that loser gnatha.” Her smile shifted to bared teeth, flashing fierce against her darker skin. “Gonna teach that one a lesson about what happens to interstellar slavers.” 

“Giles made a deal with an Enion ship that is supposedly inbound,” Dejo warned, draping the towel over his dripping shoulders. 

Tisha harrumphed. “Already blocked. Threatened them with the same sanctions levied against Blackworm.”

Vaughn tightened her hold on Dejo. “My sister, Rayna?”

Tisha put the tea cup in Vaughn’s other hand and patted her sympathetically. “Haven’t heard back yet. But there’s a council ship and one of Sin’s on the way.” Her brow furrowed. “It’s dangerous, though. The stolen brides are being held in some sort of space station right on the event horizon of a black hole. Blackworm still won’t say why he sited his stronghold there.” She shook her head. “But don’t you worry. We’ll retrieve your sister and the other women and bring them home safe.”

Home. Vaughn let her dazed gaze track around the ready room, unfocused. Where was home? The military base where she was no longer welcome? The scrappy car Giles had burned to a giant paperweight? Wherever Rayna was?

Dejo squeezed her fingers gently. “You did it. You’ll get her back soon.”

She blinked at him, but before she could speak, a large red-haired male in an open-front vest and a kilt strode into the room.

From the way he walked right up behind the smaller woman who leaned into him, it was obvious this was Honey, captain of the powerful Sinner’s Prayer and mate to the even more intense Tisha. He nodded at them before throwing himself into the chair behind the desk.

“The gnatha is slightly scorched.” He grinned with the same flash of teeth as his mate, if a little sharper. “But it will survive to tell us everything we want to know.” His smile gentled as he directed his gaze to Vaughn. “And we already have the directions to your sister, thanks to the data you recovered.” His curious glance flicked to Dejo as well. “I assume you’ll want to be part of that rescue.”

“I…” Vaughn straightened in her seat. “Can I?”

Tisha chuckled. “You don’t seem the sort to sit around waiting.”

With a wrinkle of her nose, Vaughn said, “Not so much sitting. I feel like I’ve been running this whole time, but behind.”

“Yeah. It’s hard to believe it all.” Tisha put her hand on Honey’s shoulder, who tilted his cheek against her knuckles. “But you don’t need it all. Just the important parts.”

And what was that, exactly? Vaughn swallowed, and Dejo released her to cup his whiskied tea, his yellow-ringed eyes hooded.

She couldn’t guess what he was thinking so she drank. And sputtered.

Tisha peered at her. “Too strong?”

Eyes watering—only partially from the whisky burning—Vaughn shook her head. “Just what I needed.”

Honey leaned forward, his attention focused on the Dejo. “As for you…”

Vaughn stiffened. “He helped me get the data I needed to find Rayna and the others.”

Honey’s eyes narrowed, not just the lids but the pupils tightened into serpentine spindles. “I’m sure that was the only reason.” The sound of his s’s hissed a little.

Dejo shrugged. “Anything for a good cause.”

Vaughn glared at him for his sarcastic tone. “Who cares about intention? I needed results. And you…” She swallowed, the alien whisky burning in her throat. “You got what I needed.”

Oh goodness, that sounded so weak. As if all he’d been to her was the means to an end. But he’d been there when no one else was, when she’d been at her most desperate and ready to quit. He’d shown her a universe she hadn’t known existed, a sky bigger than she’d ever dreamed and yet still within reach.

She pushed aside her own jumbled feelings with even more force than she set down the tea cup on the captain’s desk and leaned forward to meet Honey’s judgmental stare. “All that matters is that Dejo Jinn helped identify the location of innocent women kidnapped from a closed world, which is more than the IDA and this supposed galactic council were able to do. And if I understand your laws, the council and the IDA do not want anyone questioning their competency in regards to managing the resources of this Earth and others like it.” She narrowed her eyes. “Because Tisha is right. I’m not one to sit around waiting.”

Honey met her gaze for a moment, then sat back with a chuckle, spreading his hands. “Hey, don’t threaten me with laws. I was a mercenary with an affection for explosives before I settled down.” He reeled Tisha closer to him. “And got affectionate with a more meaningful fire.”

Tisha rumpled his hair. “The IDA won’t press charges for trespassing. How could they when the sheriff they kept in their pocket was a crook and their perimeter alarms weren’t maintained?” She gave them a slow wink before focusing on Dejo. “I hear you’re quite the programmer. Maybe you should offer to set them straight. For the right price, of course.”

When he was silent, Vaughn judged his arm, and he finally stirred. “Maybe I’ll do that,” he murmured.

Honey pushed to his feet and strode around the desk to thrust his hand out at Dejo. When Dejo tentatively grasped his forearm, the captain clasped their fists together. “Whatever you decide, thank you for helping the missing Earther brides. I have a soft spot in my heart for the species.” He glanced back at Tisha with a gentle smile before returning his attention to Dejo. “I know you came from no easy background, but you put your freedom on the line when that must've been the thing you most valued. I respect that more than I can say, cousin." He gave a respectful nod and straightened. 

As he flexed his shoulders, wide leathery-vaned wings unfurled from his shoulders. The hints of scales at his temples and across his chest glittered like uncut gemstones in the spare, elegant light of the ready room. He loomed, terrifying and anachronistic. A dragon-man in a spaceship.

Vaughn stifled a gasp of surprise. Which wasn’t really that hard, considering her startle response was pretty much worn out. 

Dejo only put his palm over the branded wings on his bare chest. "Distant cousins," he murmured. "Very distant. But I’m honored to be claimed as such by the infamous first officer, now captain, of the mercenary flagship Sinner’s Prayer.”

Honey laughed. “Alas, mercenaries no more. We have our own solar system now.” He riffled his wings like a man spreading his hands in amazement. “Our brave leader has gone respectable. Got himself an Earther mail order bride and everything. Actually, now that we’re not after others’ treasure, we could use an upgrade to our system security. After you’re done here, come take a look.” His dragon eyes glinted. “Assuming you want to go legit.”

With an elaborate shrug that settled the feathers down his arms, Dejo stepped back. “I can see there might be some advantages to it,” he admitted.

Honey snorted in amusement, twin wisps of smoke spiraling from his nostrils, but Vaughn swallowed hard. He’d have jobs all over the galaxies, she knew it. Galaxies that weren’t this one.

The dragon-man ushered them to the door of the ready room. “You’re free to go, Dejo Jinn,” he said. “Vaughn, we’ll be on our way after we secure the gnathan prisoner and receive launch approval to leave Earth.”

In a daze, she followed Dejo out through the Prayer’s bridge. A spaceship. She shook her head, as if she could knock all the pieces into place.

She kept following him blindly out to the hatch where they stepped down onto the earth. Onto Earth. 

She smacked into his back when he stopped abruptly. 

He turned and she found herself staring at the wings spread boldly across his pecs. She lifted her gaze, and he stared down at her with yellow-ringed eyes.

The rain had stopped, and the breaking clouds let sunlight through, making the wet world shine. Her heart seized with the beauty of it. And knowing she might not see it again.

Might not see him again.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Without you—”

“Don’t.” He grasped her arms, his fingers playing restlessly over her biceps, as if conjuring her like the data that danced for him. “I didn’t do it for…” He shook his head.

“Maybe not at first.” She splayed her hands over the branded wings on his chest and felt his breath catch under her palms. “But you gave it up for what was right, for Rayna and the others.”

He lifted his head, eyes gleaming almost as bright as the sun behind him. “For you.”

Her pulse soared, too high and fast, like when they’d leaped from the compound tower. “Dejo…”

“For love, you said, when you kissed me.” His voice was rough, edged like the flight feathers still quilled over his shoulders and down his arms. But the heart was soft as down.

She swayed toward him. “I said that.”

“Did the translator misunderstand? The shadow of the IDA data is still in my head. I saw and heard…I felt all those stories of what they wanted, what they found.” His jaw tightened, raising his crest. “Everything I’ve ever had was left behind, unwanted. Even the Onoffon was salvaged from a junkyard. I’ve scavenged my way across galaxies. And then sold it all. But you…” He reached up to frame his big hands around her face. “You I can’t trick or steal. And I can’t lie. I want you to stay, Vaughn. You are like nothing else in all the worlds. And there’s no program or algorithm to quantify it. It’s untouchable, nothing I can catch, like the wind. You are my phryx, the mating wind, the storm that lifts me, the rain and lightning that gave life to the whole universe.”

Each word sent her heart spiraling higher, her breath catching in her throat.

“Dejo, I came here with one purpose, and that purpose was all I had left. But you…” Her voice broke huskily. “I thought I had to do it all alone, be stronger and more upright than everyone else to prove myself. But being with you makes me stronger, makes me better than I was. I want to be with you, wherever that is in the galaxies.”

Slowly, he lowered his head. The brush of his breath across her parted lips was the most gentle caress, but its promise whirled through her like that phryx wind. It would take her anywhere in the universe, anywhere with him.

She wrapped her arms behind his head, holding him fast even as her pulse raced ahead, and he drew her up so close her feet left the earth.

When he finally let her slide back down his body, he brushed the damp, wayward locks of hair out of her eyes. “We’ll follow the Prayer out and go after your sister and the other black hole brides.”

“And then you have all these new job offers.” She squeezed him. “I don’t know much about alien technology, but I’m a quick learner if I have a good teacher.”

His lashes dropped. “Oh, I’m good, for sure,” he said, his voice low. “Because of you.”

She pressed against him, her heartbeat throbbing through her whole body until she thought he must feel it. “Not too good, though, yeah?”

“Just right.” He kissed her again, long and hard. When the clouds rolled back in with a crack of thunder, he lifted her in his arms and ran through the rain for the Onoffon.

When they lifted off, the ship left a scorch mark in the wet grass, a mystery for any passing hiker. From the cockpit beside Dejo, Vaughn watched the gorgeous play of light and shadow sweep across the Big Sky. He touched her hand and smiled, his crest rippling with pleasure. 

She smiled back and laced her fingers thorough his, then turned her gaze upward to the beckoning stars.
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