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  Chapter One


“I could use some help here!” 
Jack Marsden’s hands danced skillfully across the controls, his eyes fixed on the hurtling chunks of jagged meteorites that lay ahead as he navigated his ship, the Black Jack, with a deadly grace through the meteor field. 
“Avoid the big ones,” Lena Alvarez, his chief engineer, sounded annoyingly calm. She was in the rear of the ship, double-checking their engine status after colliding with two meteors off the port side. 
“Not helpful.” Sweat trickled down his brow as he deftly wove through the maze of obstacles, his heart pounding in his chest. He tightened his grip on the control stick. “Get up here. Now!” 
Lena appeared a moment later, her purple-hued hair shimmering in the dim light of the cockpit. She slid into the seat beside him and leaned forward, her large black eyes scanning the trajectory of the meteorites. “You planning to thread that gap? Bold! Suicidal, but bold.” 
Without missing a beat, Jack yanked the control stick to the port side, sending the ship spinning in a graceful arc between two massive boulders rushing towards them. The ship groaned under the strain, its engines whining with exertion. 
“We’ve got a splitter coming in from port—veer starboard now!” Her voice was laced with urgency.  
The Black Jack shuddered violently as a stray rock grazed its port side, causing sparks to fly from the damaged hull. Alarms blared throughout the ship, competing with the pounding of his pulse in his ears. Jack did his best to ignore the chaos and focus solely on navigating them to safety. 
“I can see the edge of the field.” Lena’s voice cut through the tension in the cockpit. “We’re almost there! Just a few more meteors to dodge.” 
With a last burst of speed, Jack veered sharply to starboard, narrowly avoiding a meteor large enough to have pulverized the Black Jack into space dust, and then the ship surged forward, breaking free from the gravitational grip of the meteor field. 
They were finally out of immediate danger, but the ship’s engines had taken a beating. Smoke billowed from the vents as warning lights flashed on the console. 
Lena surveyed the damage with a trained eye, her hands moving swiftly across the control panel. “We’re alive, but I’ll need to make repairs before we can go any further.” 
Jack nodded, his gaze still fixed on the stretch of open space that now lay before them as he killed the engines and let the ship drift. “Let me know if I can help.” 
“Just don’t let us run into anything.” She made her way to the back of the ship.
Left alone in the dimly lit cockpit, Jack stroked the ship’s console. “Good ol’ girl,” he mumbled affectionately. That meteor field had come out of nowhere, catching them off guard, but once again, despite her age, the Black Jack had responded instantly to his commands. 
He prayed she continued to hold together for a while longer. He’d had the ship a long time, and they shared a lot of memories. Looking around, he thought the scruffy interior mirrored himself—worn but resilient, a testament to their shared history. Panels hung loose, revealing a tangle of wires held together by hope and ingenuity, while the exterior surfaces bore scratches and dents that told stories of past battles and too many narrow escapes. 
A flickering light above the cockpit cast erratic shadows across the control console until he slammed his palm against the panel and the light steadied. The faint smell of engine oil and last night’s flash-meal lingered in the air, adding to the sense of familiarity that made the Black Jack feel like an extension of himself. 
While he waited for Lena to report back on the damage to the ship, he reached into the pocket of his worn leather jacket and withdrew the small holovault communique. Not for the first time, he played the message.
Immediately, the holographic image of Michael Mattix flickered to life, his face weary and determined. His voice, soft yet urgent, filled the cockpit.
Jack, if you’re seeing this, it means things went way wrong and I’m dead. Michael’s holographic form flickered, his voice heavy with emotion. I got involved in something big. I thought I could handle it, but somehow I screwed up and now it might be too late. He paused, running a hand through his disheveled hair. I can’t give you the details. It’s too risky, and I won’t put you in that kind of danger. Just know whatever you hear about me, about what I’ve done … it’s not the whole truth. There’s so much more going on here than anyone realizes.
Michael’s holographic image flickered again as he continued, his tone filled with urgency. After our parents died, it was just me and Alexis. I swore I’d take care of her. If I can’t be there to watch over her, I need you to do it for me. Please. She’ll want to know what happened to me, but looking for the answers could get her killed, too. Please don’t let that happen.
Then his image faded, leaving Jack alone with the echo of Michael’s last words.
In his mind, another image shimmered to life, a young woman with long, dark hair and striking features. Alexis. Michael’s little sister, as she’d appeared the last time he saw her in person—a teenager whose beauty was just beginning to blossom. 
Where was she now? It had taken six months for the holovault communique to find him in the Outer Fringe. The first thing he’d done was try to reach Michael in his home city of Galathea on Veridian Prime, only to learn his friend had died shortly after sending the communique. When Jack had tried to reach Alexis, he’d learned that she had disappeared shortly after Michael’s death, and no one had heard from her since.
“The damage wasn’t as bad as I thought,” Lena said, coming back to the cockpit and interrupting his thoughts. “It should last us until we reach Centuri-5.” She laid in the course and set the ship on auto-pilot. When she finished, she turned to him, studying his face. “Hey, you look like shit. Were you playing Michael’s message again?” 
“Yeah.” He forced a wry smile as he put the holovault communique back into his pocket. 
Lena, once again, took the seat next to his; her petite frame and pale skin belied her physical strength and vibrant personality. “Want to talk about it?” 
She knew him so well; and she knew he needed to talk through it out loud, because doing so helped him clear his thoughts. 
“None of it makes sense.” He didn’t bother to hide his frustration. “Michael and I met in the military. My parents were dead, so he took me to his home when we were on leave. His parents became my parents; his younger sister, Alexis, became …” he paused and cleared his throat. “No, I can’t truthfully say I thought of her like a sister, but she was special.” He smiled now, remembering the nights he and Alexis stayed up late watching old movies, usually after Michael went to bed. Then, feeling Lena’s gaze on him, he continued. “I lost touch with Michael after he returned to Veridian Prime and I went to Lortron-9. Then I get his communique—”
“And learn he was killed while committing a felony.” 
Jack shook his head. “See, that’s exactly what I’m talking about. I know what the police report says, but it doesn’t add up. The Michael I knew would never get mixed up in something like stealing Luminite crystals. I mean, come on—Luminite? Ever since the Solaris Dominus government found those things in the Elysian Rift, on that old Wraith planet, they’ve locked the whole mining operation down tight. The process is so heavily regulated, you can’t even move the stuff on the black market. So what’s the point in stealing it?”
“People change.” 
He shook his head. “Not Michael. He was a regular Star Scout. He would never break the law. That’s why I need to talk to Alexis. To find out what really happened to him.” 
“Except now she’s disappeared, too.” 
“Exactly, and I’m worried she might be in trouble.” 
“Or maybe she needed time alone,” she suggested. “It’s possible, you know. Everybody grieves differently.” 
Grudgingly, he conceded her point. “Maybe so, but I still want to find her.” 
“So, no hits from your spyware?” 
“None, yet.” She was referring to the computer code he’d embedded, without permission, into the key computer systems of every planet and space station they’d visited in the past three months during their travels. The code was part of a program that used government and private security facial recognition software and would alert him to any sightings of Alexis. Of course, the program’s accuracy was only as good as the image he’d provided, and he’d had to use an older pilot’s license image, which he’d found after hacking the records of the Solaris Dominus Department of Space Vehicles, also known as the DSV. “It’s like she vanished into thin air.” Frustration simmered beneath his calm exterior. 
“We’ll find her,” Lena vowed. 
Her support meant a lot to him, and he couldn’t help but marvel over the freak circumstances under which they’d met. She’d come into his life at the perfect time—just when he and his former flying partner, Adrian Sun, had parted ways. He’d needed work done on the ship’s engines and she had come highly recommended. Instead of taking money for her work, she’d negotiated for a ride off-planet. He’d agreed and now, two years later, they were close friends, flying together, hunting bounties, and taking odd assignments. In the early stages of their association, they’d tried being lovers, but had quickly agreed they were better off keeping their relationship platonic. 
“Alright.” Jack forced himself back to the present. “Let’s get back to work. We have a delivery to make at Centuri-5 and while we’re there, you can make the necessary repairs to the engines. After that, we have our pick of jobs. There’s a family on HydroTerra that will pay for safe passage to Solorix-5, a wealthy client on Veridian Prime who has a yen for Tolaxian brandy, and a reward for the return of some stolen trinkets, which we might find on Purgo-Max. You have a preference?” 
Lena sighed. “Transporting the family sounds boring and transporting Tolaxian brandy into the Solaris Dominus galaxy is illegal.” 
Jack smiled. “That never stopped us before.” At her scowl, he continued. “Retrieving stolen trinkets it is.” 

Thirty-six hours later, after making their delivery and completing the ship’s repairs, they set a course for Purgo-Max and were just sitting down to another flash-meal when an alarm pierced the quiet hum of the Black Jack’s engines. Jack raised his hand to check the screen of the comm-device strapped around his wrist. 
At first, the flashing notification didn’t register. Then his heart started thudding against his chest as a sense of urgency swept over him. 
His gaze flicked to Lena. “Change of plans.” He tried to suppress his excitement. “We’re heading for the Outer Fringe. Alexis has been spotted.” 
Lena nodded, understanding the gravity of the situation. “Alright, let’s get moving before she disappears again.” 
Their movements were quick and efficient as they sprang into action. Jack felt a surge of adrenaline course through him as he prepared to take the controls, his mind racing with thoughts of Alexis. How much like her DSV picture did she look? What had she been doing these past several years? Would she be able to tell him anything about Michael’s death? And most important, how would she react to seeing him after all these years?






  
  Chapter Two


The pulsating music inside the bar at the Outer Fringe space station throbbed through her veins as Alexis Mattix deftly navigated the maze of tables, chairs, and patrons. Her fingers gripped the edge of the tray laden with exotic drinks, each in a kaleidoscope of colors as diverse as the beings that filled the room. 
She reached the table she was heading for and slid between the chairs of two seated, boisterous aliens, catching a whiff of something sweet mixed with the scent of sweat and alcohol. 
“Here you go.” She placed the drinks on the table with practiced precision as her gaze flitted from one patron to the next, studying faces but not finding the one she sought. 
“Thanks, love,” drawled one customer, tendrils of smoke escaping his gaping maw as he puffed on a cigar. Alexis gave him a smile and a nod. It was part of her act, but inside, she recoiled at his obvious interest in her. If her brother was here, she’d give him hell for putting her through this charade, but that was the problem. Michael was dead, and she needed to be here if she had any hope of discovering the truth behind his death. 
As she turned and headed to the next table, her mind drifted back to her meeting with Dominic two days prior. 
They had rendezvoused on the lower level of the space station, a place where the air was thick with the acrid scent of illegal substances and people minded their own business.
Dominic, a sallow-faced human with a nervous tic in his left eye, had slid into the dark alcove beside her. 
“What’d you find out?” 
“I’ve been asking around.” He’d kept his voice low, obviously not wanting to be overheard. “None of the usual suspects are involved in the Luminite crystal thefts.”
Alexis had leaned closer, puzzled. “What do you mean?”
“The smuggling rings, the black-market dealers … they’re not touching the stuff. It’s too hot, too risky. Whoever’s behind this is operating outside the usual channels.”
A sense of unease had settled in her gut. If the established criminal networks weren’t responsible, then who was? “Do you have any leads at all?”
Dominic had nodded. “One. I just got back from Elysian-5. While I was there, I was having a drink at the Trader’s Edge Catina and there was this Raniform sitting in the booth behind me. I overheard him bragging to his buddies. Said he was part of a crew transporting a massive haul of Luminite crystals.”
A chill ran down Alexis’s spine. If what Dominic said was true, this was no ordinary theft. The sheer scale of it was staggering. “Did he mention anything specific? Any details about the job?”
Dominic shook his head, his expression turning apologetic. “Nah, he was pretty tight-lipped about that. Probably didn’t want to risk pissing off his employer by running his mouth too much. But I did hear him say they were headed to Solaris Dominus.”
Alexis had felt her first rush of optimism. No ship could fly from Elysian-5 to Solaris Dominus without stopping at the Outer Fringe space station. If she could find this Raniform and talk to him herself—  
“I don’t suppose you can describe this Raniform?”
He’d smiled then and nodded. “I’ll do you one better. I got a name. Graxx.” Then he’d provided her with a full description.
“Can you tell me anything else about him?”
“He has a fondness for Starlight.”

That had been two days ago.
A sudden burst of laughter from a nearby table pulled her attention momentarily away from her thoughts as she continued her delicate dance through the crowded room, balancing her tray of drinks until she reached the next group. 
“Three Sunbursts and a Durango Delight for you.” She placed their drinks down with a flourish before scanning the room once again. Her informant had been positive Graxx would appear tonight, but so far, he was a no-show. 
Focus. Heart pounding in time with the music, she deftly maneuvered her tray back to the bar, the empty glasses she’d collected along the way clinking together in a melodic cacophony. 
Kylix, the bartender, currently manifesting in his male-form, caught her eye and beckoned her over with a charming smile. Setting the tray on the counter, she moved closer and leaned against the cool metal surface, enjoying the brief reprieve from the pulsing energy of the crowded room. 
“Working hard tonight?” His green eyes sparkled with curiosity as he greeted her. His long brown hair framed his handsome face, a fine mustache and beard accentuating his strong jawline. As always, though, it was the intricate tattoo framing his left eye that held her attention.
“Always.” She gave him a wry grin before listing off the drink orders.
Kylix nodded acknowledgement of the order, gazing at her quizzically. “I’m still trying to figure out what a nice girl like you is doing in a place like this?” 
“Just passing through,” she said evasively, returning his smile. She liked Kylix but he was an enigma, unlike any species she had encountered before. 
“Of course.” His quiet tone suggested that he knew better than to push her further. As he turned to fill her latest drink orders, Alexis reflected on the events that had brought her to this point. 
She had been searching for answers ever since that fateful call from Michael, asking her not to worry because he had to go off-grid for a while. It wasn’t the first time he’d called with such a message, but it had been the last.
Then her boss at the time, Police Chief Townsend, had called her to say Michael was dead; he’d been killed during the commission of a felony. Specifically, the police shot him while he was attempting to steal the heavily-regulated Luminite crystals.
Alexis, a newly appointed police detective, didn’t want to believe her brother was a criminal, but the evidence against him seemed irrefutable. What had made him resort to breaking the law? She couldn’t shake the guilt that came with thinking that, had she been a better sister, she might have prevented it; he might still be alive if she’d been there to help him when he fell on bad times. 
Of course, she’d visited Michael’s place of work, using the address he’d given her years ago, only to discover the place didn’t actually exist—in fact, had never existed. Michael had lied to her and, being too absorbed in her own life, she’d never clued in.
Some detective I am. She’d quit her job shortly thereafter to go in search of the truth.
Just then, Kylix placed drinks on her tray and, giving him a smile of thanks, she headed back out into the dimly lit room, her gaze constantly searching the shadows for—yet not finding—a face with a scar bisecting one eye and a cruel twist of the lips. 
“Four Galaxian Ales coming up,” she announced, reaching the table that had ordered the drinks. The cool condensation on the glasses left a trail of moisture on her fingers as she handed them off. 
“Thanks, Alexis,” one alien slurred, his many eyes rolling in their sockets. “You’re outta this world!” 
“Keep the compliments coming, and maybe I’ll bring you an extra round on the house,” she countered playfully. Turning back, another patron, his eyes glazed over from one too many drinks, signaled for her attention. 
“Could you bring us another round?” 
“Of course,” she replied. “Coming right up.” 
As she glided through the crowded bar, thoughts of Dominic, Michael, and Graxx swirled together like the alien brews she served. 
“Two more Veridian Tonics and a Solar Wind,” she told Kylix when she reached the bar. 
As he began mixing the drinks, she marveled at the various species mingling together in the establishment, their differences momentarily forgotten in the shared pursuit of revelry. When she’d first arrived at the space station, she’d convinced Kylix to give her a job here, knowing that, eventually, everyone who came to the Outer Fringe eventually ended up in The Abyss. Now, however, the scents of alcohol and sweat intertwining with the heady beat of the music was a reminder that she’d been at the space station too long. If Graxx didn’t show soon, she’d have to go to Plan B in her search for the truth.
Or was it Plan C? Hell, it could be Plan D or E, at this point. She couldn’t keep track. 
“Here you go.” Kylix slid the vibrant concoctions toward her. She nodded her thanks as she placed the drinks on her tray and headed back to the waiting patrons. 
As she set the drinks down on the table, a sudden buzzing sounded from her wrist comm-device. Glancing down, she saw the message flashing across the screen: “Performance time.” She took a deep breath and headed back to the bar. 
“Break a leg,” Kylix whispered as she dropped off her tray. His knowing smile stirred an odd mix of comfort and unease in her. 
Nodding her thanks, she wove her way through the tables toward the dimly lit backstage area. 
Once there, she quickly got ready for stage. First, she pulled on a skull cap and stepped into the body-tint chamber. When she stepped out again, her skin was a delicate shade of aquamarine. It took only a second for the tint to fully dry.  While it did, she slipped a green Winkskin into each eye to turn them green. Then she applied the full white eyelashes.  Next, she donned a shimmering, form-fitting ensemble in the same color of aquamarine as her skin, giving her the appearance of being nude. The cool fabric clung to her body, accentuating every curve and muscle. Last, she pulled a wig of fuchsia pink hair over her head and aquamarine heels on her feet. Then, she examined herself in the mirror, mentally steeling herself for the performance ahead. 
As the pulsating music grew louder, Alexis stepped onto the stage, into the spotlight that cast her in a hypnotic glow. Slowly, she began to dance, her movements fluid and seductive. As every face in the room turned to watch, she scanned them in return. She wasn’t just a dancer tonight; she was a hunter seeking her prey. 






  
  Chapter Three


The heavy metal doors of the space station bar hissed as they slid open, revealing a dimly lit room filled with an eclectic mix of patrons. The air was thick with the mingled scents of various intoxicants and the hum of a dozen languages spoken by beings from countless different planets. Jack stood for a moment in the entryway, allowing his eyes to adjust to the low light. He scanned the room, wondering if Alexis was there and, if so, if he’d even recognize her. 
After a cursory glance around the crowded room, he headed over to the bar where Kylix was bartending. 
“Ah, Jack! Long time, no see,” Kylix greeted him, his voice deep and resonant. “What can I get you?”
“Something strong.” He settled onto a stool, then leaned against the cool surface of the counter.
Nodding, Kylix grabbed a glass and a couple of bottles from the back counter. Jack studied him as he poured equal parts from each bottle into the glass. Kylix had been the bartender at The Abyss for as long as Jack could remember and, to Jack, the bartender was still a mystery. He was humanoid, but definitely not human. Like other alien beings, Kylix had pointy ears and could change his hair and eye color at will. He was also stronger and faster than the humans he resembled, and with much keener hearing and eyesight. Jack had run into other alien beings with such superhuman abilities. Lena, a half-Lyran, was just such a being. But Jack had never come across any other being who could do all that AND change their gender at will the way Kylix could.
Between the two forms, Jack preferred the female. For some reason, she seemed easier to talk to.
“Here you go,” Kylix said a moment later, passing Jack the glass, now filled with a swirling deep blue liquid. 
As he took a sip, the potent drink burned its way down his throat, setting fire to his insides. “Thanks,” he managed between coughs. 
“What brings you to the Outer Fringe this time?” 
“I’m looking for a woman.” 
The bartender smiled. “I’m sure, given your reputation, you should have no trouble finding one.” 
“It’s not like that,” Jack clarified. “I’m looking for an old friend. Dark hair and blue eyes. Young. Attractive. Have you seen anyone matching that description?” 
Kylix’s features blurred and shifted. “Every time I look in the mirror,” she cooed, now in her female form.
Jack gave a huff of laughter. “Funny. But seriously. Have you seen any new faces matching that description?”
Kylix narrowed her gaze at him. “Why are you looking for her?”
“Like I said. She’s an old friend.” When Kylix continued to stare at him, he continued. “Remember the holovault communique you gave me last time I was here?” She nodded. “It was from a close friend of mine who died under ‘questionable’ circumstances.” He used his fingers to make air-quotes. “The woman I’m looking for is his sister. I’m afraid she might be here looking into the circumstances of his death, which puts her in danger.”
He scanned the room again, his gaze stopping on the stage where a curvy female with short, spiky pink hair and very little clothing had just appeared. As the music started, she swayed in rhythm to the tune. 
“Did the facial recognition software tell you she was here?”
“What?” He didn’t have to fake being surprised but Kylix pinned him beneath her piercing gaze until he finally gave up. “Damn it. How’d you know about that?” Usually he was better at hiding his programs.
She smiled indulgently. “Nothing happens here that I don’t know about. I considered removing your code from the program, but while some of your actions might be ethically questionable, you are, mostly, a decent man. And,” she shrugged, offering a smile. “I was curious what you were up to.” She leaned across the bar, putting her face closer to Jack’s. “I believe your intentions are honorable.” 
“They are. Alexis is like a sister to me. I feel responsible for her.” It was the truth, except the sister part. “And Michael’s last wish was that I take care of her.” 
Kylix studied him a moment longer and then gestured towards the stage where the woman was dancing. “Talk to Eros—after she finishes her performance.” 
With newfound determination, Jack downed the last of his fiery drink and stood up. “Thanks, Kylix.” 
She merely nodded. 
He wove his way through the tables, heading for the edge of the stage. All the while, his gaze never left the woman performing. Almost absently, he noted she was not a particularly talented dancer, but given her lush curves, he doubted anyone noticed—or cared. He let his gaze drink in the well-shaped legs, slender waist, and full, unbound breasts. There was so little material to her outfit, she was practically naked. With her green eyes, white lashes and aquamarine skin, he tried to guess what race she was. Thelarian, maybe? He hadn’t met many Thelarians, the few he had all had the same colored skin and lashes. 
The longer she danced, the more entranced he became. Her eyes sparkled like distant stars as she caught his gaze from up on stage; her seductive smile ignited a fire within him. He gestured with his hand that he wanted to talk to her and felt equal parts of relief and anticipation when she gave him a slight nod. He wondered if it might be possible to mix a little pleasure with business?
When her performance ended, Eros disappeared backstage accompanied by thunderous applause. She reappeared minutes later, wearing a cloak, but the clinging fabric did little to hide her lithe form as she strode toward him with long, confident steps. 
“Can I buy you a drink?” he asked when she stopped in front of him.
“Sure, why not?” Her voice sounded melodious and inviting. 
He led her to a quiet corner booth and waited for her to sit before sliding onto the seat opposite her. Then he raised his hand to summon a passing server. “What would you like to drink?” 
“Veridian Tonic, please.” She graced him with a dazzling smile that shocked him with its warmth. 
He placed their order and waited for the server to disappear. “How long have you been working at The Abyss?” 
“Not long.” There was a throaty quality to her voice that sent his mind wandering to visions of nude bodies and tangled sheets. 
“You planning to stick around long?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know yet. Depends.”
She didn’t elaborate, and he didn’t ask. People had a lot of different reasons for being at the space station and all of them were private.
Their drinks came, and after paying their server, Jack knew he couldn’t stall any longer. 
“I’m looking for someone,” he told her. “A young human woman. Alexis Mattix. Kylix thought you might know her.” Once again, he described Alexis. 
Eros stared at him for so long, he wondered if he’d offended her with his question. Finally, she seemed to recover. “Why are you looking for her?”
“That’s personal, but I’m worried she might be in danger.” Her eyebrows furrowed. Then the music started up again, and another performer walked onto the stage. The crowd cheered, and he had to raise his voice to talk over the noise. “If you know anything about her whereabouts, I’d appreciate you telling me.”
She leaned across the table to shout. “Not here. Let’s go somewhere—quieter—to talk.” 
He nodded, not opposed to being alone with Eros. He slid out of the booth and held out his hand to help her up. She took it and he had only a moment to think that it fit nicely in his own before she withdrew it. “After you.” He gestured for her to lead the way. 
As he followed her toward the entrance, he caught Kylix’s attention and waved his thanks for her help. Once outside the bar, he followed Eros down the hallway to the residential section of the space station. 
They passed dozens of doors before she stopped at one and keyed in her access code. As Jack followed her inside, a heady mixture of incense and the faintest hint of something sweet—a scent that seemed to emanate from Eros herself—assaulted his senses. 
The room was dimly lit, and exotic decorations cast mesmerizing shadows on the walls. A plush bed beckoned in one corner, its silky sheets practically inviting him into its embrace. In the opposite corner, a plush sofa and two chairs framed three sides of a clear smoke-colored glass coffee table. On the fourth side, mounted against the wall, was a large multi-functional screen. 
“Drink?” She was already heading over to the microkitch built against the side wall. 
“Sure.” 
He watched her take glasses down from a cabinet. Then she pulled a bottle of Galaxian Ale from the cooling unit. She filled both glasses and, leaving the bottle on the counter, carried them over, stopping just in front of him. She handed him one of the glasses and he raised it to his lips as she did the same. Their gazes briefly met over the rim. For a moment, he thought he saw uncertainty in her gaze just before she looked away. 
Seeming to collect herself, she gestured to the sofa and chairs. “We can sit over here and talk.” 
“Okay.” He followed her across the room and watched as she lowered herself into a chair. She seemed uncomfortable as she adjusted her cloak, pulling the front edges together to ensure that she was fully covered. 
When she looked up to catch him watching her. “You said you were looking for Alexis?” 
He had to remind himself that information was the only thing he wanted from this woman. “I am. I think she might be in danger.” 
She studied him for a long moment, as if trying to decide if he was telling her the truth. She must have decided he was. “Alexis left the station earlier today.” 
He blew out a frustrated breath. He’d been so close to finally finding her. “Do you know where she’s headed?” 
“Veridian Prime, though I don’t know which city.” 
“That’s okay.” Alexis was obviously headed back home. When he and Lena left Outer Fringe, they would head that way and check on her. 
Now able to enjoy the ale without worrying about Alexis, he finished the rest of his drink, then set the empty glass on the table and stood. “I should probably leave.” 
She set her glass down on the table and stood. He assumed she meant to walk him to her door. Instead, she closed the distance between them, stopping so close that he felt the heat of her body radiating like an invisible force field. 
“Stay,” she whispered, her lips curving into a siren’s smile as she gazed up at him.
In the fraction of a second before her lips touched his, he ran the mental calculations. It would be a couple more hours before the Fleet Crystals in the Black Jack charged enough for them to leave. Lena was gambling on the lower levels and wouldn’t want him disturbing her. Alexis was currently safe aboard a ship headed home. Bottom line—there was no need for him to leave Eros this minute.
As her lips found his, she unclasped the fastener holding her cloak together, and the material slid down her body like a caress, pooling on the floor around her feet. 
Beneath the weight of his desire, Jack’s resistance crumbled like ancient ruins. He kissed her back hungrily, the taste of her sweet and addictive, making him forget everything but the moment they were sharing. His hands found their way to her upper arms, pulling her closer, the heat between them threatening to consume them both. 
She slid her hands under his jacket to push it off his shoulders, and he lowered his arms to let the coat fall to the floor. He didn’t wait for her to pull at his shirt, but yanked it over his head and dropped it, already forgotten. 
“Just as I imagined.” Her words were as soft as the whispered touch of her fingers trailing across his chest. 
“You are the most beautiful woman I’ve seen” he told her, a little surprised because he meant it. 
“Do you really think so?” There was the sound of innocence in the way she asked, not like a woman fishing for a compliment. 
By way of answer, he brushed a kiss against her neck, savoring the sweet smell of the perfume clinging to her body. 
She raised her face to his, and he felt himself drowning in misty green eyes that stared at him as if he were something wonderful, something to be worshipped. He had to remind himself that it wasn’t personal. She probably gazed at all her clients this way, but he could pretend. 
He captured her lips in another kiss and her eager response ignited a fire inside him. He angled his head and urged her mouth open with his tongue, delving inside the instant she complied. As one hand pressed her to him, his other hand caressed a path up her waist until he cupped the fullness of her breast in his palm. When he stroked the side of it with his thumb, she moaned. 
The fire she’d ignited turned into a blazing inferno and he knew he had to have this woman—now. He pressed himself against her, letting her feel his arousal, moving his hands up to hold her head in place while he plundered her mouth. Her short hair felt like silk between his fingers. He fisted his hands in it, unwilling to let her go. 
Suddenly, she stiffened beneath his touch. Confused, Jack lifted his head and found her staring up at him with eyes open wide in—fear? Worry? There was something else not quite right and after a second, he realized that her shoulders appeared smudged and peach-colored flesh peeked out from beneath it. Plus, her hair was sitting sideways on her head and beneath it shown a skullcap. 
She stepped away from him and he let her go, still a little confused. She reached up to pull the pink wig and skull cap off. Then she pulled out the pins holding up her hair. Long black hair spilled down about her shoulders. She tossed the wig and cap to the couch, bent her head as she reached up with her hands to her face. She lowered her hands and held them out so he could see the two green Winkskins sitting her palm. Still feeling perplexed, he looked up to meet her gaze and found himself staring into a set of familiar blue eyes. 
With a growing sense of dread, he reached out and rubbed his thumb against her arm. When he pulled his hand away to look at the pad of this thumb, it was tinted an aquamarine color. “Oh, krauk.” He stepped back, alternately staring in horror at the wig, his thumb and the practically nude woman before him, an image that would be forever burned into his brain. 
“Alexis?” he croaked, too shocked to say more.
“Hi, Jack.” She smiled sheepishly. “Long time, no see.”






  
  Chapter Four


There was a prolonged moment of silence as Jack stared at her, his face a mask of horror and regret. Suddenly feeling mortified, Alexis crossed her arms to cover herself and offered Jack a weak smile. “I can explain.” 
“I doubt it.” He seemed to have a hard time keeping his eyes on her face. Finally, he groaned and bent over, grabbing her cloak off the floor. Shaking it out, he took the two steps separating them and wrapped it about her shoulders, pulling it securely closed in front. 
“Thank you.” She wasn’t sure whether she was warmed by his chivalry or irritated by his obvious rush to hide her from his sight. Minutes ago, he’d found her attractive enough. Silently, she cursed the ill fit of the wig. 
She watched him back away from her, then, instead of looking at her, he dragged a hand across his face as if he could wipe the entire episode from his mind. His expression was tight, and she worried that her actions might have seriously damaged the friendship they had once shared. 
“Jack?” She moved toward him, coming to an abrupt halt when he held up his hand to stop her. “You’re mad, aren’t you?” 
“Mad doesn’t even come close.” He shook his head. “Alexis, what the hell were you thinking?” 
That I love you. But she couldn’t tell him that. “Don’t you find me attractive?” 
His laugh sounded choked. “You can’t tell?” The front of his pants still strained to contain his arousal. 
“Then why—”
“Don’t finish that thought,” he snapped. “You know why. You’re too—”
“Don’t you dare say I’m too young. I’m twenty-seven. Old enough to have been having sex for years.” Anger warred with frustration. 
“That’s not what I was going to say.” But she knew it was a lie. “You’re Michael’s sister.”
“So? That doesn’t mean you can’t have sex with me.” He gave a bark of laughter, which caused her to bristle with irritation. “You had your chance.” She shrugged. “Your loss.” 
She grabbed her empty glass off the table, intending to pour herself another drink because the one she’d had was suddenly not enough. 
When she turned to head into the microkitch, Jack was suddenly there, blocking her path. When she moved to step around him, he grabbed her by the upper arms to hold her in place. “I’m sorry, Alexis.” His tone sounded calmer, tinged with regret. “You’re right. What you do is none of my business. It’s taking time for my brain to catch up to the fact you’re no longer Michael’s kid sister.” She glanced at the hands gripping her arms and he immediately released her as his gaze searched her face. “Did I hurt you?” 
“No,” she lied, because heartache didn’t count. She continued to the microkitch, refusing to look at him when he came up beside her and set his empty glass next to hers on the counter. She refilled both glasses. 
“I’m not a child, Jack.” 
“I know.” His tone sounded resigned as he picked up both glasses and handed her one. “Truce?” 
They raised them at the same time and, in like fashion, threw back the contents in a single swallow. The icy cold liquid slid down her throat, sending a slow burn radiating throughout her body. She set the glass back firmly on the counter and then, feeling Jack’s gaze on her, turned to face him. 
“Truce.” 
“If we’re through discussing your age and sex life,” he said, “why don’t you tell me what the hell you’re doing out here?” 
She winced at his tone and opened her mouth to reply, but he held up his hand to silence her. 
“First, go change. Please. I don’t know how you expect me to concentrate when all you’re wearing is that cloak.” His voice sounded unusually rough, and Alexis wondered if maybe his feelings weren’t as brotherly as he pretended. A seed of hope took root deep inside. 
“Okay.” She pushed away from the counter and, going over to the dresser, pulled a black tubular piece of fabric from a drawer. Moving to the closet, she grabbed a pair of black heels. 
When she turned around, Jack was watching her, his gaze smoldering hot. Still burning from his rejection, she wanted him to know what he’d given up, so in a move more daring than she thought possible, she released her grip on the cloak and let it slide once more to the floor. 
Her reward was seeing Jack’s mouth drop open in shock while his gaze heated with obvious desire. 
“I’ll be out in a couple of minutes.” She was a little surprised when her voice sounded steady. Then she disappeared into the bathroom. 
Once safely in the bathroom with the door closed, she felt her face heat as memories from moments before flooded back. Flesh and blood, Jack Marsden, holding her, touching her, surpassing every fantasy she’d ever had of him. 
She thought back to when she realized he didn’t recognize her. What had she been thinking? There was no way she could have carried off her deception. Yet she had tried—and almost succeeded. Even now, her lips burned from his kiss; her skin hungered for his touch. 
Alexis sighed, knowing she’d do it all again if the opportunity presented itself. Not that such a possibility was likely. Jack wouldn’t make the same mistake twice, and Alexis knew Jack would consider making love to her a major mistake. As the sister of one of his closest friends, she was off-limits. It didn’t matter that her brother was dead, or that she was an adult. It probably wouldn’t even matter if Jack knew how much she desired him, not that she’d ever reveal that bit of information. She’d die first. 
Undressing, she stepped into the shower to wash away the skin tint. Once she was done, she stepped out and dried off.  Before putting on the black dress, she picked up her Eros costume and, from the inside of the neckline, peeled away the tape holding the tiny vial of neon yellow liquid in place. Starlight. A rare and highly sought-after drug. Dominic had said Graxx was addicted to the stuff, so she’d set out to secure some. It had cost nearly one entire paycheck to purchase the quantity in this tiny vial. She couldn’t afford to lose it or have it stolen, which was why she kept the vial on her. Plus, she wanted it readily available when she finally found Graxx. She had no illusions that Graxx would share information about the Luminite crystals willingly. She hoped the information he had was worth the expense of the drug. 
She taped the tiny vial to the underside of one breast, where it would remain hidden from view, but easily accessible. Next, she stepped into the stretchy fabric tube and pulled the dress up over her body until she was covered from mid-chest to mid-thigh. She slipped on her heels and then peered into the mirror as she applied gloss to her lips and ran a brush through her hair. Then she checked the time and felt another surge of adrenaline. It was just past mid-evening—the time when the bar
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