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      This bundle contains three books in the Project Enterprise series: Found Girl, Lost Valyr, and Maestra Rising.

      About Found Girl:

      She’s an alien farm girl. He’s a hotshot soldier. Can their love save an alien sanctuary from destruction?

      Arian Teraz refuses to waste her life on a loveless arranged marriage and a rocky plot of farmland. So when a mysterious ship lands in front of her and invites her to take a chance on something else, she doesn’t hesitate. Fleeing her planet, hostile forces open fire on her ship, and she has no choice but to send the ship through a wormhole. Clinging to life, she rockets out the other side… and plummets into the strong arms of a handsome soldier.

      

      After months of staring into empty space, Captain Jackson “Coop” Cooper is itching for some action. He gets it when a wormhole delivers an alien ship into their path. He volunteers to make first contact, rescuing the ship with its injured alien beauty and her unusual shipmate. Before they can get acquainted, new threats send them on a wild ride through the cosmos and into a mysterious sanctuary with no means of escape. With little time to sort out enemies and allies, Arian and Coop must work together to uncover the secret behind her hidden destiny if they stand any chance of surviving their future.

      

      Found Girl is the sixth standalone book in the spectacular Project Enterprise sci-fi romance series. If you like cosmic battles, human-alien love stories, and imaginative future worlds, then you’ll love Pauline Baird Jones’ high-adrenaline adventure.

      About Lost Valyr:

      She’s a scientist in the wrong galaxy. He’s an alien in the wrong century. Can their love reset a terrifying future?

      

      Dr. Rachel Grant knows her way around the Garradian tech on the Kikk Outpost. But the technology she encounters in an alien medical lab stumps even her brilliant mind. With a little help from her scheming parrot sidekick, she manages to push the right buttons and transport them to an uncharted planet…where they find a recently defrosted alien, who heats up Rachel.

      

      Valyr wasn’t going to warm up to the bright-eyed scientist anytime soon…not after she pried centuries of cryosleep from his cold fingers. But waking up in the wrong century is nothing compared to the robots targeting his still-frozen team. And their situation only gets worse when he discovers the spiderweb of destruction trailing in the robots’ wake. With their backs against the wall, Valyr is blown away by Rachel’s determined passion in the face of impossible odds… but they’ll need more than a chemical reaction to survive what is headed their way.

      

      Lost Valyr is the seventh standalone book in the explosive Project Enterprise sci-fi romance series. If you like heart-pounding chemistry, ragtag bands of misfits, and action-packed space battles, then you’ll love Pauline Baird Jones’ rollicking romance.

      About Maestra Rising:

      She’s a gifted scientist. He’s a robot with a human mind. Can they save a lost ship and find love among the stars?

      

      Nivi awakes from cryosleep plagued by guilt. The scientific genius had hoped her people would avoid war if she went into cold sleep, but she learns her sacrifice was in vain. And now a vicious enemy approaches a stranded Earth spaceship. Desperate to reactivate the technology she needs for the rescue, Nivi enlists the help of an attractive robot with a human consciousness and wisdom beyond his years…

      

      Moose survived slavery but never forgot the feeling of worthlessness it forced upon him. After living in the body of a robot for years, he sees an opportunity to help the brilliant Nivi if he becomes human once again. In a new body with new dangers, he worries that the genius scientist will never see him as more than the robot he once was.

      

      Outnumbered by a relentless foe, Nivi and Moose attempt to put their desires on hold to ensure humanity’s survival.

      

      With time running out, can they defeat the enemy and enjoy a future filled with love?

      

      Maestra Rising is the eighth novel in the epic Project Enterprise sci-fi romance series. If you like gripping adventures, captivating characters, and emotional out-of-this-world encounters, then you’ll love Pauline Baird Jones’ thrilling saga.

      

      Buy Project Enterprise Bundle 3 to take 3 interstellar adventures today!
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      She’s an alien farm girl. He’s a hotshot soldier. Can their love save an alien sanctuary from destruction?

      

      Arian Teraz refuses to waste her life on a loveless arranged marriage and a rocky plot of farmland. So when a mysterious ship lands in front of her and invites her to take a chance on something else, she doesn’t hesitate. Fleeing her planet, hostile forces open fire on her ship, and she has no choice but to send the ship through a wormhole. Clinging to life, she rockets out the other side… and plummets into the strong arms of a handsome soldier.

      

      After months of staring into empty space, Captain Jackson “Coop” Cooper is itching for some action. He gets it when a wormhole delivers an alien ship into their path. He volunteers to make first contact, rescuing the ship with its injured alien beauty and her unusual shipmate. Before they can get acquainted, new threats send them on a wild ride through the cosmos and into a mysterious sanctuary with no means of escape. With little time to sort out enemies and allies, Arian and Coop must work together to uncover the secret behind her hidden destiny if they stand any chance of surviving their future.

      

      Found Girl is the sixth standalone book in the spectacular Project Enterprise sci-fi romance series. If you like cosmic battles, human-alien love stories, and imaginative future worlds, then you’ll love Pauline Baird Jones’ high-adrenaline adventure.

      

      Buy Found Girl to beam into a sexy interstellar romance today!

    

  


  
    
      I’d like to dedicate this book to my parents

      who taught me everything I know

      about never giving up.

      

      Ann Gwynn Baird  1932-2016

      Robert Nebel Baird 1927-2016

      

      I miss you.
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      If desire alone could carry her from this place, she would be gone already. So it was not a surprise when she opened her eyes and found her two feet still planted on the ground.

      Fickle, elusive hope. Like the stars, it beckoned and tantalized and ultimately left her stuck still.

      She gave a soft laugh that morphed into a sigh. She should not have come, even though it was the last night, the last time she could look up and hope.

      She had known tomorrow would come, had known it since she had been old enough to know much of anything. Everyone got older. Everyone reached their age of majority. Knowing all this should have stamped out hope. Tomorrow there would be a formal day of ceremony to mark her coming of age, and at the conclusion, pact bonding with a man picked for her by the Government.

      The end of privacy. The end of hope.

      A shiver ran down her back as she considered the men who had visited the farm. Most had looked at the land, but one—one had looked at her as if he knew what she hid. Her mind and her flesh had shrunk from him, though he had kept the legal distance the whole time. If the Government chose him—she shuddered at the thought. Would even her thoughts be private from those eyes?

      She had thought—she had hoped—her desire to escape would somehow be enough to open a path to freedom. She gave a silent, hollow laugh. As if willpower alone could free her from the laws of science that she was not supposed to know. Well, if sheer stubborn will could not set her free, then she must direct that stubbornness into finding a way to kill hope this night.

      No space ship was going to drop out of the sky and scoop her up—

      Her thoughts skidded to a halt as one of the bright distant stars did seem to be dropping out of the sky. She stared. Took a step toward it, then another. With each step, it seemed to come closer, grow brighter.

      “It is not, it can not be for me,” she murmured. She was just a farm laborer. A small cog in a large, indifferent wheel.

      It continued to approach—it had to be a ship, not a star because its brightness dimmed as if its pilot knew it was using forbidden air space. It was something conjured from her hope, she told herself, but the hum of it felt real. It vibrated through the soles of her work boots, increasing in intensity until it rushed past her, almost knocking her off her feet as its backwash hit. She staggered from the force of it, then spun to keep it in view.

      She thought she saw a black bowl-shape drop below the tree line. She tensed for impact, but none came.

      She did not consciously decide to follow. Her feet moved, slow at first, then fast, and faster still, as hope broke free from restraints, propelling her through the darkest shadows. It did not matter that she could not see in the nearly moonless dark. She knew every rise, every dip, every plant and tree of this trap she’d been born to.

      By the time she reached the fallow field where the ship hovered—silent and dark a few feet above the ground—she gasped for breath. She was a farmer, not a runner. Bent, her hands resting on her knees, she studied the quiescent object, barely visible in the mix of shadow and faint starlight.

      It was a starship. She knew this though she’d never seen any of the ships that carried the food produced on Bosakli to the other planets in the Consortium.

      Her breathing still rapid, she jumped off the canal bank and moved closer, keeping to the shadows thrown down by the trees that separated this field from the others. It was unlikely anyone else was out this late, but she had not survived this long by being careless.

      She stopped where what light there was began. Be careful what you wish for, her grandmother had told her many times. Was it here for someone else? As the thought formed, her mind, her heart rejected it.

      It had come for her.

      It felt as if all she had hoped for, all she had longed for throughout the long dreary years, had coalesced into this single moment of utter certainty. This ship was hers.

      She felt no fear, no relief. Just a sense of something finally feeling right for the first time in her life. With her shoulders back, she stalked up to the ship as a ramp lowered to meet her. Something stirred in the depths, a soft clicking, then two eyes, yellow circles surrounding dark orbs, appeared out of the black depths.

      Its height and position made her suspect it was not humanoid—which the Consortium claimed was not possible, but she had never believed them anyway.

      For a moment she hesitated, but one did not reject a gift, just because it might contain a two-edged sword. Or nonhuman aliens. She jumped up on the ramp. Her boots thumped as she walked forward, and she heard a soft click of claws against metal as the eyes retreated, then the whir as the hatch closed her in…
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      Now that they’d boldly gone somewhere, Colonel Jackson “Coop” Cooper would have liked to do more than talk about how cool it was to boldly be somewhere.

      The Boyington’s geeks claimed they had passed the boundary into a new star system during ship night. He’d have to take their word for it. Looking at the projected view outside? All he could see was a whole lot of deep space on one side and even more deep space on the other.

      He loosed a silent sigh. Probably not much chance of finding another hidden base full of advanced technology and weapons, no matter how far they got from the Milky Way. In his experience, the universe didn’t repeat the good stuff. In the absence of a hidden base, he would settle for first contact with some actual aliens.

      Where was the adventure they’d promised him as a consolation for the trip to Mars he hadn’t got? Okay, so the secret expedition wouldn’t be secret if they went to Mars where the Project Enterprise ships could have been spotted by who knew who—though no one had explained how they’d managed to get out of their system. And they wouldn’t. He was a fighter jockey, the commander of the Boyington’s air group, which meant he got orders, not explanations.

      He leaned back in his chair and tried not to yawn as the head geek blah blah blahed about the results of their initial, deep system scan. Sure, he was ecstatic it had so much cool astrophysical crap and a big healthy sun. Who didn’t like finding another sun? He needed to work on his tan. Or here’s a thought. Turn him and his flyboys loose to go look at all of it. Flying sim-drills was not making any of them happy.

      He glanced at Pappy, sitting across from him. Not General Boyette’s real name, but the nickname came with the command of the Boyington. Pappy, hiding a yawn with a hand and a cough, met Coop’s gaze and gave a slight shrug. Must be galling to him that they’d missed the battle in the Garradian Galaxy, then been sent here before things hotted up again. On the upside, the Boyington had been upgraded with a lot of the cool tech post battle, enabling it to go further than any of the other expedition ships.

      Pappy’s eyes narrowed. “Is it just our point of entry that makes it look like we came in on the empty side of the system?”

      It did kind of look like they’d arrived in the system’s boonies.

      There was a concerted turn of geeks’ heads as they studied their arrival point, then the cluster of planets huddled on the other side of the system. What appeared to be streams of debris fanned out, as if drawn toward the cluster.

      “And what is all this?” Pappy’s finger pointed to the debris fields.

      “Asteroid belts?” one geek postulated.

      “Not belts,” another disagreed. “Not seeing any with a center of gravity.”

      There was a stir of excitement as someone zoomed in on the region.

      “Some of the clusters do appear to have gravitational orientation,” someone murmured.

      Coop tipped his head to one side. Kind of reminded him of a pool table. Wasn’t sure why that thought made him uneasy, other than the fact the Boyington seemed to be on the cue side of the table. He glanced at Pappy and found him frowning.

      “Might be a good idea to do a risk assessment—”

      Coop stiffened a half a second before the alarm cut off Pappy’s words. He was up and headed for the hatch opening as the alert began its klaxon call ship-wide. It was, so his pilots claimed, his super power, this uncanny ability to sense trouble coming even before the sensors.

      “Clear,” he ordered, flattening civilians and other personal against the wall as he jogged past, headed for the squadron’s hangar bay. Over his comm, the updates started to come in from Ops.

      Unknown contacts.

      Collision warnings began to blare as the space around them filled with multiple objects.

      Unknown risk factors.

      Other than the chance of getting slammed by multiple objects? “What do you know,” he snapped into his comm. Lots of explanations, but nothing with meat.

      By the time he’d donned his speed jeans and was settling into the cockpit of his Dauntless, Ops was reporting that at least one of the objects was a ship. One possible life sign on board. Low energy signature. Possibly an indication of damage, or it was a dead/dying ship. Or it was just had a low energy profile.

      Amazing how fast things could go from “wow, this is so cool that we’re in a new star system,” to “wow, there’s a bunch of UFO’s and an alien ship and I think I just wet my pants.” The civilians all looked wide-eyed, the military personnel, well, this was why they were here. If you were gonna go where no one had gone before, it was good to have guys and gals with guns around to respond first.

      He fired his engines, hovered into point position at the open bay doors, and waited for the go command. When it came, he punched it, the force of it slamming him against the back of his seat as his ship passed through the protective energy shield. His squadron followed him out in tight formation. Once they’d cleared the ship, they spread out, assuming an attack profile.

      What had been almost empty deep space now looked like someone had tossed a bunch of rocks into their path. Big ones. Little ones. The stream of rocks was denser at one end, thinner where his sensors picked up the ship. According to the data coming in, the objects at the front of the mass were moving faster than those at the rear, but all were oriented in one general direction. Like dice tossed on a table.

      He adjusted course and speed to match their bogey and began a cautious approach.

      “Keep back and cover me,” he ordered. If the universe was flinging rocks, he didn’t want his whole squadron to get caught in it. At least all the bogeys were following pretty much the same course, if not the same speed. He threaded a careful path through the thinnest section of rocks he could find, closing on the ship.

      According to the original sensor data, there’d been a bright flash of something, then the rocks and ship were just there. Geeks were still studying the readings from that. No indications of a familiar power source coming from the ship.

      Unlike the lumpy rocks of various sizes and shapes, the bogey was a classic oval that widened out to a rectangular snubbed wedge on its back end. The single life sign reading was based on Garradian technology that might not identify all alien life forms. Truth was, they didn’t know what they didn’t know.

      Yet.

      So far bogey and rocks were behaving predictably enough for him to ease in closer, though he jigged as much as he dared on approach. No reason to make himself an easy target if there were hostiles on board. He kicked on his spotlight, light stabbed out, and there it was. A for-real alien ship among the rocks. Almost as black as the deep space around it, it spun or tumbled—he wasn’t sure which—as he eased closer to take some further readings.

      “Sure you want to get that close, Banshee?” his wingman, Tiger, asked.

      Coop ignored the question, keyed his radio, “Home plate, you say you’re picking up life signs from this thing?” Looked dead dark to him.

      “Affirmative, first base, at least one possible life sign.”

      Which wasn’t exactly an affirmative.

      Well, he’d wished for this, and now he’d got it.

      First contact with something.

      He throttled back, matching speed with the bogey and activated his camera, then ran his light along it from stem to stern, recording the scan for the geeks to study, taking it slow—was that damage? Had it taken fire? Looked like it to him, but what did he know about what crap looked like out here? Some of the damage could be from impacts, but he could see something that could be scorch marks.

      His light brightened, and it almost seemed like a feedback running back along it. He tensed, but nothing happened, and no warnings appeared on his screens. Had he imagined it? He ran a quick diagnostic and got an ‘all systems fine’ notice. Wishful thinking, maybe? No, his gut was twitching. Something was looking back at him. D’oh. There was that possible life sign in there.

      Seemed like it was taking a long time for the geeks to get back to him. He keyed his radio. “What do you want me to do, home plate?”

      His radio crackled. “Banshee,” it was Pappy’s voice, “our people have identified what appears to be a port. Do you think you could tow the bogey safely back to home plate?”

      Coop hesitated. “You want me to tow this thing?” It wasn’t just all the rocks. Just because the ship hadn’t acted up, didn’t mean it wouldn’t.

      “We’d like you to try. If you get into trouble, cut it loose.”

      Pappy’s ship, Pappy’s call.  “Affirmative.”

      “You’re not to risk your ship. That’s an order, Banshee.” Another pause. “They’re sending you the location of the port.” A pause. “Tow it to the aft bay.”

      Coop gave a silent whistle. Aft was the off-limits, super secret bay where it was rumored all the super secret alien stuff from the super secret Garradian base was stored. “Roger that, home plate.”

      He studied the image they sent, then did another traverse—there it was. It was gonna be tricky. It had rocks tracking along with it at varying distances, some a little too close for comfort. How had it ended up in the middle of that mess? He looked for a larger gap, did a silent countdown and slipped into the rock stream. Some of his sensors didn’t like it and complained. He ignored them and activated his cable, sending it slowly toward the port. Of course, the bogey would have to accept the connection for this to work—it clicked into place, flashing green, an indication it was a solid connection. Okay then. Life sign confirmed? Maybe. Could be an automated response.

      He’d done sim tows, but this was the first time he’d tried it in the real world of outer space with a bunch of rocks in play. He reduced the slack on the tow line, then began easing the bogey in closer to his ship. Good thing he knew his math. And had a computer on board. He calculated the distances, tried the line to get a feel for the timing between pull and movement—something the computer couldn’t help with. When he was sure he’d got it, he eased his ship out of the stream of rocks. Once he was clear he waited and watched for the right moment—there it was. He tugged the ship toward his—it got bumped by one of the rocks and accelerated toward him. His sensors screamed as the bogey threatened to bump heads with his Dauntless.

      In slow motion, he tried to correct, even as the bumped rock went on to bump another, causing a slow motion cascade effect as they headed off in different directions, including toward him and the bogey. Trouble was, he was moving slow, too. Sweat beaded his face as he jinked and tugged, trying to get both ships out of the collision zone. One rock tracked close enough to make his Dauntless cry like a baby and started some chatter from home plate and his squadron. He didn’t have time to talk as another rock tried to cut his tow line—it twanged a bit but held. He had to speed up to keep the bogey from looping around and hitting him head on, though.

      And then, just like that, both ships were in the clear—both those still following the main course and the bumped ones—continued on without them.

      In the confusion, the line of rocks had ended up between him and the Boyington, but the line had an end point. He frowned. Kind of odd, that, them tracking along like a mute squadron, but he was glad to have a clear course back to home plate—

      Something flickered on his com panel, so quick he thought he’d imagined it. Until it happened again. He opened his mouth to demand a systems check, but never got the words out as a message formed on his screen.

      Thank you for your assistance, Banshee. Some systems on this ship are damaged. Pilot injured. Request emergency transit to your ship.

      Coop had to clear his throat to get out, “You seeing this, home plate?”

      “Affirmative, Banshee.” A long pause. “Permission for expedited transit.”
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      Trajan Bester retreated to his ready room, but he did not rush to open a channel to his client. Instead, he paced slowly, considering how to frame his failure as a delayed success. It might be a bigger challenge than his few days on the backward Bosakli. How he hated being dirt side.

      His client would not be pleased that the item had not been secured, but he was not an unreasonable…species. Or less than most, Bester amended. There were stories—but of more concern was losing his very substantial payment and future commissions from a collector with such deep pockets.

      It had not been Bester’s idea to integrate with the planet’s society or to make such cautious approach to the item. If he’d been allowed his usual snatch and grab, the item would already be on its way. He also had not known there were competitors for the item. His client had neglected to mention that in his briefing.

      Still, Bester had seen no sign of other, off planet interest during his time down there. None of the other pact bond males had shown signs of being more than the useful drones the Consortium had designed them to be. Not that he relied solely on his eyes, but he’d sensed nothing from them but interest in the farm. Most had barely looked at the item.

      Almost, he’d agreed with them. Drab clothes, downcast gaze, a subtle sense of defeat in its posture despite the Consortium mandated erect posture. A female drone preprogrammed by the Consortium to farm and breed more drones. Then its lashes lifted and—briefly—he’d seen distrust and dislike in a gaze of surprising intelligence. How had that awareness survived Consortium screening? He watched it carefully after that, but it was no fool. It hid its loathing of the pact bonding preliminaries and him.

      It was, he recalled thinking, a pity his contract required the item to be delivered intact. He could have had a little fun before he froze it for delivery. He preferred his partners unwilling, which it was. But it was not worth the risk. Nothing was more important than payment.

      Curiosity was dangerous for someone like him, but he was not able to be completely immune, not since he found out there was competition. Why was his client willing to pay so much for this artifact? Who had out maneuvered both of them? He needed to know what he was up against, he told himself. He hadn’t had to look hard. One could not kick around the galaxy grabbing artifacts for collectors and not have heard more than one of the legends of the Seven. Almost every species in the galaxy had a myth about them, ranging from the simple—they were witches who cursed the enemies of their friends, to the ridiculous—that they controlled some super weapon. He took care in his search, however. Pleasing his client was of more concern than hyped up legends of some ancient tangram.

      Might as well believe in the return of the missing Phoenicopterians. That was the problem with myths. No way to know what was true and what had been corrupted by time and telling. Too bad the Mycterians—who were credited with causing the disappearance of the Phoenicopterians—weren’t the ones who disappeared. That was a nasty species. If the stories were to be believed, they’d not been satisfied at driving the Phoenicopterians out of the galaxy. They’d spent the time since trying to find them so they could eradicate them. He’d managed to stay off their radar, but it hadn’t been easy. He’d almost jumped into a swarm of them while heading for this system to collect the item. Still broke out in a cold sweat thinking about it. As he was coming in, they were going out, or that wouldn’t have ended well.

      If the task wasn’t difficult enough, apparently there was a legend linking the Seven with the Phoenicopterians. How ironic would it be if his search for the lost artifact took him into a nest of Mycterians?

      He strode over and poured himself a drink, tossed it back, welcoming the burn in his throat and the fire it put in his belly. The artifact was worth a lot to him, but the Mycterians? He shuddered. They liked to feast on defeated enemies while they were still alive. He poured another shot and took it with him to his station, dropping into his chair. He took a pull from his glass, and then pulled up the next report. According to this, his client had received similar artifacts from Bester’s rivals—and occasional allies. It was a big galaxy. Sometimes the only people a mercenary could trust were his closest enemies. The people who hired him would never admit they knew him, let alone help him in a tight spot.

      They hadn’t been paid as much as he would be getting, he noted. Because the artifacts were in cold sleep. Lucky him. He got the one that was awake and able to fly away. He took another drink, just enough to take the edge off fear and leave him with his lust for the money. He had pride in his work, too. He always delivered the goods. The client knew this, had told him it was why he’d been hired for this artifact.

      So how did he get it back?

      He had Elfel, his best man, going over the scans from the anomaly. An anomaly that hadn’t appeared in any data on the Consortium system. He’d like to shoot someone for that, but he was a fair man. The Consortium was a mostly closed system. Oh, they allowed pirates to operate in the fringes, to keep people in or out. And his ship had been in the wrong place for an intercept. All he could do was watch in frustration as the small ship came under heavy fire. He’d been sure it was doomed when the anomaly appeared. It wasn’t clear if the ship took the out, or was pulled inside. Didn’t matter. The result was the same.

      It was gone.

      Would the client blame him? Clients usually did. And what was he supposed to tell it? It did not like excuses, though he had good ones. He finished the glass and got another, tossing it back, too.

      He had video. He had scans of the ship. He had scans of the anomaly.

      He did not have the item. And he did not know where it had gone.

      His comm trilled. It was Elfel.

      “Yes?”

      “I might have something, sir.”

      “What?” He had drunk enough that his hopes could not rise.

      “The ship had a tracking beacon broadcasting on a specialized frequency.”

      He tried to form the question, then wondered why he bothered. One of Elfel’s specialties was finding what others could not. Besides, beacons had a limited range because of people like Elfel.

      “I thought it was beyond reach,” Elfel said.

      Bester straightened or thought he did. “Are you telling me it is not? That you can track it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Hope bloomed, then dimmed. “How far?”

      “We’ll need to use an unregistered jump gate to get there. We don’t have a handy anomaly to ride.”

      Bester did some math. Jump gate access was not cheap, particularly unregistered ones.

      On the other hand, he had hard information to offer his client in exchange for…understanding about the delay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      He’d asked for it, Coop reminded himself. He’d wanted to meet some actual aliens, but when he’d imagined first contact it had not been with a lizard.

      Hadn’t he learned to be careful what he wished for? This was going to be hard to live down.

      Almost he wished Pappy had ordered him out of the bay with the other personnel. Curiosity had long been Coop’s curse. This time it had landed him in the super secret bay that didn’t look that interesting, with a lizard and a security team in hazmat gear. He glanced around, wondering if he could leave now. Probably not. Bet the bay was locked down until they assessed the risk level of a lizard. They’d learned a bit about alien bugs and trusting too soon during their adventure in the Garradian system. Coop had left on his zoom bag, with his head gear in place, just for this reason.

      The lizard didn’t look worried. It had slithered into view not long after a hatch had opened on the snub-nosed end of the ship. It had stopped at the top of the ramp, and no one had moved or said anything for what felt like a long time. At this rate, the injured pilot would be dead before anyone did anything—though he did wonder what kind of help the lizard was hoping for. He didn’t think there was a vet on board.

      He glanced around. He wasn’t wearing his red shirt, but he had volunteered to take the big risks. The fact that team had also agreed to this didn’t seem to have moved the dial yet. With a quick sigh, he headed for the lizard, easing through the semi-circle, pushing up one gun so he could pass. He strolled to the bottom of the ramp. Up close, the sight of the lizard was a bit unnerving. Not exactly small. He hesitated, but he’d come this far. He nodded in what he hoped was a non-threatening way.

      “Hey.” The single word kind of echoed in the nearly empty bay. He might have fielded a couple of looks from the team, for which he did not blame them. He’d just said “hey” to a lizard. This would be the main reason he’d not been picked for the First Contact Team—

      I am a Draze Dragon, not a lizard.

      Coop looked left, right, and then arched a brow in the liz—dragon’s direction.

      You may board this craft, Banshee. And someone with human medical experience. The lizard’s gaze seemed to sweep over him and the team. There is no need for your protective gear. I have sanitized the ship for your safety.

      Human? Coop glanced back at the team leader. “Did you hear anything?”

      “Sir, no, sir.” He got a better grip on his weapon.

      Only you can hear me, Banshee.

      “Okay.” Coop hesitated. Looked like he’d been added to the first contact team by dragon default. He lifted a foot to the ramp. His comm pinged.

      “Captain.” Pappy’s voice had a warning question.

      “Someone needs to do something, sir.” He unlatched his head gear and took it off, handed it to the guy closest to him.

      “If you’re wrong…”

      Coop didn’t say what they were both thinking. That first contact usually went wrong, so they might as well get it over with. If it was his day to be a red shirt, then waiting wouldn’t change that. He looked back at the camera and lifted a brow.

      The pause went on for what felt like long, then Pappy said, “Go.”

      “Can we get a medical doc headed this way, too, sir? For the injured pilot?”

      “Affirmative.”

      Coop didn’t wait for a doc. If something was going to go wrong, better it happen before the doc arrived. He started up the ramp and the liz—the dragon—turned, vanishing inside with a twitch of its tail. The click of claws against metal gave him a direction to follow. The craft felt bigger on the inside than it had looked. As a Dr. Who fan, he liked that, while admitting it also made him a bit uneasy. It wasn’t that big, though.

      The passage seemed to follow the curve of the ship’s hull around a bulging bulkhead that lay directly ahead. The liz—dragon paused and looked back at Coop.

      “What?” Had he done something wrong already?

      Your shirt does not appear to be red.

      “Not yet,” Coop said. Because he didn’t want to explain, he glanced around. “Your pilot?”

      The dragon moved again, and a hatch opened, like a metal eye, in the center of the bulge, revealing a figure sprawled on the floor. Light fell on the dragon as it entered what he guessed was the bridge, mostly because everything he could see looked like a bridge. And, he wanted it to be a bridge. It was a fighter pilot thing.

      Her restraints failed during the transit, which was…rather rough.

      Considering the rocks they’d arrived with, this did not surprise Coop. He paused in the hatch opening and looked around. There was a pilot’s chair designed for a humanoid pilot, and one for the dragon. The dragon’s was a space age pet carrier with seat belts. Broken straps hung off the other seat, confirming the failed restraints.

      The injured pilot, definitely humanoid, had landed between the metal supports for the two seats, one arm flung out, the other half trapped under her body. She wore a simple jumpsuit, one devoid of insignia, as far as he could tell. Sturdy boots, almost the same color as her jumpsuit, had bits of mud clinging to the soles. Her hair was brown, longish. Her skin was tanned, well, by Earth standards. Could be her natural color. At least she wasn’t purple, like some of the Garradian system’s humanoids.

      The dragon scrambled up to its spot as if to get out of his way.

      With the pilot down, it was almost standing room only, and the dragon did have more legs.

      Coop crouched and studied her hand. It looked humanoid, was well shaped and strong, but the long fingers had callouses at the tips, and there were tiny cuts and signs of old bruising as if she had done some serious physical labor. He felt her wrist for a pulse, wondering if she’d have one and how he was supposed to know if it was normal or not. He’d had more than basic first-aid training before deploying with Project Enterprise, but there hadn’t been a section on alien physiology. By their standards, her pulse felt strong and regular.

      Her physiology is very similar to yours.

      He glanced at the dragon, not comfortable with the idea he heard its voice inside his head.

      It is the only way we can communicate. My physiology is not designed for human speech.

      Dragon had a point. “Can anyone else hear you?” he asked, a slight movement from the pilot drawing his attention back to her.

      Other than you? My pilot can hear me.

      “That’s going to be hard to explain.” Doc was taking too long, but if her physiology was similar, Coop could do a quick check, maybe juice things along on the first contact front—he ran his hands along her arm, feeling for broken bones. When he found nothing, he cautiously straightened the limb to a more comfortable position. She didn’t protest, so he scrambled around the dragon carrier and checked out her legs. He felt the flex of muscles under his hands, and she straightened them without his help, her back arching as if she were regaining consciousness. He went back to her head.

      “Try not to move until the doc gets here,” he said, then made a face at himself. She probably couldn’t understand him—though the dragon did. And how was that possible? In the movies, there were universal translators, but real life—he glanced—he had a dragon. There was a joke in there somewhere.

      She either didn’t understand him or didn’t care. She shifted her body into a less painful configuration, wincing a fair bit in the process and groaning once. Her lashes lifted, revealing eyes that were a mix of blue and green, not unlike the surf off the Virginia coast where he liked to sail when he wasn’t boldly going somewhere. Her lashes were the same brown as her hair and thick, the dark brows arching over her eyes. Her lips were compressed into a straight line over a determined jaw.

      For what felt like a long moment, she stared at him, confusion flickering in the depths.

      “There was some kind of transit accident. You’re on board our ship—the Boyington,” he said, trying to sound reassuring, even if she couldn’t understand his words. “Well, you’re aboard your ship which is on board the Boyington.” She gave a slight nod which could have meant almost anything. “Where does it hurt?”

      She untangled her arm from the support and felt the back of her head. Coop gently pushed her hand away and explored her scalp. Found a decent sized lump.

      “What about your ribs? Any pain when you breathe?”

      She shook her head. “Do I…who did you say you were?”

      She spoke slowly as if the words were new to her and she had an accent of some kind. D’oh. The alien kind. “I’m Coop—Captain Jackson Cooper, ma’am. United States Air Force. And you are—”

      Her chin dipped slightly causing her to wince. “Arian. Arian Teraz.”

      “Pleased to meet you, ma’am.”

      “The honor is mine, sir.”

      Coop had a feeling the words sounded weird to her.

      You are correct. I am translating for her.

      Coop glanced at the dragon. “Thanks,” he said, though not happily. Still didn’t like the idea of an alien dragon poking around inside his head. Not that he’d find that much in there—according to his last girlfriend anyway.

      “I would like to rise,” Arian said.

      “Maybe you should wait for the doc,” Coop suggested. He wasn’t shocked when she ignored this suggestion. She might be an alien, but she was still a woman.

      He helped her up, noting, even though he shouldn’t, that she was very much a woman, with everything where it should be. Definitely closer to his idea of satisfactory first contact. Which was pretty much inappropriate to circumstances. Good thing a guy could be politically incorrect inside his own head. He shot the dragon a look. The dragon looked away. Had a feeling if it could have whistled, it would have. He tipped his head to one side. Kind of looked like a bearded dragon, now that he thought about it.

      The dragon’s gaze turned back toward him, something in their depths that indicated amused.

      Draze Dragons are very similar in appearance to your Earth bearded dragons.

      How did this dragon know about the Earth ones? Or Earth?

      The dragon didn’t say. Just looked away once more, as if its bank of instruments were the most interesting thing on the ship. Coop bit back the urge to demand some answers. Not his job. He turned his attention back to Arian. Found her looking at him with remarkable calm, a look that was almost ceremonial, he decided. It wrapped her like an invisible cloak. Impressive, considering she’d been bounced off the decking and woke up with an alien looming over her.

      “How do you feel?”

      “I believe I will continue to exist, thank you.”

      Okay. “That’s good.”

      A silence formed, not a comfortable one. Not threatening, but her fixed, almost unblinking gaze made him want to shift from one foot to the other like he was back in school. Or boot camp.

      “A bit tight in here.” He spoke more to fill the silence than because he had anything to say, tugging at the top of his zoom bag and wishing he’d taken it off, too.

      A tiny frown formed between her brows. “Tight?”

      “Not big. Cramped.” Was he hoping for a tour of the ship? Probably. It was his first alien ship and he had a feeling he wouldn’t be invited on the tour by the geeks. This might be his only chance.

      After a pause, she nodded. “That—yes, it is very efficient.”

      Another silence. He cleared his throat. “Looks like you took some fire on your way here.”

      “Fire?”

      “Saw some damage on the exterior of your ship.” He hesitated. “Looked like weapons fire? Somebody shooting at you?”

      She stared at him for a long moment. “There was debris in the anomaly.”

      That wasn’t exactly a no, I didn’t take weapons fire. “Anomaly?”

      We transited through an unstable space channel.

      Her lashes flickered as if she’d heard this, too. Space channel? The geeks would love hearing about that. “Debris? You mean the big rocks?”

      I thought your people called them meteors?

      I’m not a geek. Coop turned back to Arian. Riding a channel—was that like a wormhole?—with that bunch of rocks would indeed be rough transit. “I’m surprised your ship made it through intact.” He hesitated. “What was it like?”

      Her lashes flew up. It almost seemed like she wanted to grin. “It was…very…interesting.”

      He’d wondered, looking at her, if she really was the pilot. She didn’t have the look of one, but that sounded about the right amount of crazy to be a pilot. Odd the geeks hadn’t mentioned any anomalies, channel or wormlike, during the briefing.

      This particular one seems to come and go.

      The dragon sounded a bit wry.

      That didn’t sound good. Not that he knew a lot about anomalies of any kind.

      “Captain?” The voice was a little hesitant, and the deck vibrated slightly as someone—most likely the doc—stepped onto the ramp.

      “Come on in, Doc.” Coop met her gaze, holding hers with his. “My people will have questions.”

      She didn’t flinch or look away. “I’m sure they will, Captain.”

      He grinned. “Call me Coop, ma’am.”

      The smile flickered at the edges of her mouth again. “Please call me Arian…Coop.”

      He liked the way she said his name but he’d always been a sucker for an accent.
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      Arian watched with interest as Doc fitted something over her arm and tightened it, the fabric making an audible—and most unusual—crinkling sound. She had never been this close to any male before, let alone two of them. The male presence changed the feel of the bridge, the energy in the room much different from the pact bonding visits. She stole glances at the two men through her lashes. Doc seemed younger than Coop. Fresh-faced. Nervous. A hint of something pungent clung to his person, a contrast to the clean, crisp scent of Coop when he’d leaned over her to help her up.

      The obvious concern in Coop’s eyes had helped smooth the shock of waking with a strange man looming over her. It had eased the chill she felt from laying on the cold decking, replacing it with an unfamiliar warmth. There was concern in Doc’s eyes, not to mention curiosity, but it did not affect her the way Coop’s gaze did.

      You like him.

      I don’t know him. And he didn’t know her.

      Liking is an emotional reaction, not a logical one.

      She glanced at the Companion. Emotion had brought her here, where ever here was. Do you know where we are?

      Scanning is currently offline.

      She knew how it felt to be offline. And he hadn’t exactly answered her question. She considered this, then decided she did not mind not knowing where they were as much as, perhaps, she should. If the Consortium didn’t know where they were, chances were good that no one else could find them.

      You don’t call this “found?”

      She ignored this interjection, though she did shoot him an annoyed look.

      Doc’s hands shook some as he finished adjusting the device he’d affixed to her arm.

      Is he frightened of me?

      I think it has more to do with you being a female. And alien.

      Interesting. In their eyes, she was the alien. Instead of unsettled by this, she was intrigued.

      He caught her looking at him. Color tinged his cheeks as he smiled at her.

      “This measures your blood pressure, ma’am.”

      But blood flowed inside the skin, she wanted to protest, as he turned her arm so that it rested on the supports of the pilot station seat. She braced for the pain to come.

      “Try not to move until it’s finished. There will be some pressure, but it won’t last. Okay?”

      It seemed late to ask her permission. But he seemed to need reassurance, so she gave a slight nod, trying to calm her breathing.

      He did something, and the band began to tighten. As he had said it would, it quickly became uncomfortable, but not painful and there was no sign of blood being spilled for him to measure. Just when she thought she could not endure more, the pressure stopped, then began to ease. He stared intently at a screen on the band. When the symbols on the screen ceased to change, he seemed satisfied and removed the device from her arm. She gave the area a surreptitious look, relieved to see no blood.

      “You have great blood pressure, ma’am,” he told her, folding the device up and stowing it in the case he’d brought with him.

      “Assuming her blood pressure is in the same range as ours,” Coop pointed from where he leaned against the bulkhead by the hatch opening.

      That earned him a slightly wide-eyed look from Doc. He looked the question at Arian, but she did not understand the question, so what answer could she give? Her stomach knotted, but her shoulders rose and fell in their usual slow rhythm. Her hands lay relaxed on the grips on either side of her chair.

      “Do you…know what your blood pressure is? When it’s normal, I mean?”

      She gave a slight, noncommittal shrug of her shoulders. Doc did not seem to mind this non-answer.

      What is his purpose?

      He is a Healer, her Companion said.

      The fingers of one hand moved before she could stop this tell-tale sign. She stared at Doc. Had he already begun the process of re-wiring her brain—

      It is not his purpose to alter your mind. He is concerned only with your physical well-being. He came to help you.

      Why would they do that when they do not know me?

      Perhaps you should ask them that.

      She ignored this and considered Doc instead. If he was a healer, then perhaps Doc was a designation of his purpose on this vessel, rather than a name. She stole a glance at Coop. What was his purpose on this vessel? What did the designation “captain” mean?

      He is the pilot of the ship that towed ours to this hangar bay.

      Pilot. He flew ships.

      You flew this ship.

      Into a wormhole. She thought she felt the Companion give a mental shrug.

      What was done was done and could not be undone. She knew this without being told.

      I wonder if they know where we are? A ruffle that could have been a snort fluttered through her mind. It was true that knowing their current location was only half an answer if they did not know where this was in relation to where they’d been. If she’d been alone, she might have shrugged.

      Being lost was not the worst thing that had happened to her in the many seasons of her life.
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      Coop shifted position, his gaze moving around the bridge and then back to Arian. He wanted to ask her questions, but there was a protocol—mostly about letting the pros handle first contact, so no one started another war.

      She didn’t look like the type to start a war. But look what had happened in the Garradian system. No one saw that one coming. It was what you couldn’t see that turned shirts red. And started wars. He’d always trusted his instincts over his eyes, particularly if his eyes liked what they were seeing. And they did, though heck if he knew why.

      She sat there looking meek as a nun. He’d always had trouble reading women, but she was the most closed book he’d ever come across. And she didn’t own the pilot’s seat. Wasn’t sure what that meant other than it bothered him. There was red mixed in the brown of her hair, and the angle of her chin sent a signal that was at odds with the statute calm she projected.

      He’d like to see her smile. The random thought made him shift uneasily. The alien, he reminded himself. He’d like to see the alien smile because she was an alien. That he liked looking at. Because she was an alien? He could be that shallow. Except…she was also a woman. Which didn’t help make him less shallow. No, that thought made him feel like Captain Kirk. Not that he’d had a chance to have a girl in every system. Or any system other than his own.

      If he’d thought about this moment, he for sure hadn’t planned on a Captain Kirk moment with a girl in a space ship with a dragon for a traveling companion. Other than the dragon, the set up wasn’t that alien. It was a bridge of a ship, so it had controls and crap. The smell of it was different though. He wasn’t sensitive enough to parse the smells, just knew it didn’t smell like the Boyington or his Dauntless. He knew some of it was her, which could have been nasty, but wasn’t.

      As if she felt him watching, she looked at him. Her gaze showed uncertainty, worry and yes, fear. Then her lashes swept down, and a bit of color tinged her cheeks as if she were embarrassed.

      He felt the urge to remind her she’d ridden a wormhole here, probably under fire, and was now on a ship with a bunch of strangers. It was natural to be a little nervous. But he wasn’t the guy in charge. He couldn’t make promises. Not even if she hadn’t come trailing signs of trouble. He considered the thought. What kind of trouble was she trailing? The usual kind that always came with women, or the intergalactic war kind? Would it follow her here? Only time would answer that question. Pappy—whose instincts were as good or better than Coop’s—wouldn’t be happy, oh no, he wouldn’t.

      As if Pappy had heard him thinking—which it sometimes felt like he did—his head set crackled.

      “Report, Captain.”

      Coop came to attention, even though Pappy couldn’t see him—not that Coop wasn’t sure he couldn’t. Pappy was rumored to have eyes on the back of his head. Eyes that could see through metal decks, too.

      “Doc is still examining our guest, sir.”

      The silence was not a happy one. Even through all the decks that separated them Coop could hear the old man thinking.

      “Report to my ready room, Captain.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He straightened, pulling her gaze his direction. There was nothing in her face or expression asking for reassurance, so why did he feel the need to offer some? “I have to report to the, to my commanding officer.” He wanted to tell her he’d be back, but would he? “The doc will look after you,” he said, feeling awkward for no reason he could explain.

      She nodded and, without moving, seemed to retreat to a place of resignation. For no reason he could put the finger on, he felt like he’d kicked a kitten. She’s not harmless, he reminded himself. Oh, no she wasn’t. She was a woman, and they were never harmless.

      “It was nice to meet you, ma’am, Arian.” He gave a half salute and left without looking back. With each step, he felt the pull to go back, felt as if he were the one on a tow line now. Outside, he ran into a wall of tense. He’d forgotten no one knew what was going on inside. The first contact team shifted uneasily just outside the security perimeter. The team leader—whose name Coop didn’t recall—stepped forward.

      “Captain?”

      The old man would not thank him for briefing this guy first, so Coop kept moving, though he did tell him, “The doc is still giving her the once over.”

      “Her?” His tone was sharp with surprise.

      “Her. Go on in,” Coop turned back, hiding a grin, “she hasn’t bit anyone. Yet.”

      He let that be his parting shot as the hatch slid open, then closed behind him. He made tracks for the lift. As usual, the old man knew how to time it so he came into the ready room on Coop’s heels.

      Pappy nodded toward a seat and sank into the one at the head of the table. When Coop didn’t speak right away, he arched his brows. “Do we have a problem, Captain?”

      Coop didn’t rush into a response. The old man expected him to think before he flapped his lips. Then he shrugged. “Not sure, sir. She’s—”

      “She?” Pappy cut in.

      Funny how they all acted surprised, despite the fact that they had women serving all over the Boyington. Maybe it was because the Garradian Galaxy had been so devoid of equality for women. It should have been reassuring, or something, that Arian had been piloting that craft—but he didn’t sense anything like that kind of confidence from her. Was she coming home or fleeing trouble through that wormhole?

      Under Pappy’s gaze, Coop told him everything except the moment of lust. After a long silence, Pappy spoke.

      “Do you we know how badly her ship is damaged?”

      Coop’s shoulders twitched. Not a question meant for him.

      “She and her lizard could stay on their ship,” Pappy finally said.

      Coop felt the bore of Pappy’s gaze. “It’s pretty tight space, sir. But—” They’d must have lived on the ship. His mouth twisted. “We can wait for the First Contact Team to make an assessment…”

      Again the pause was long. No surprise when Pappy pushed back his chair and stood up. He’d always hated waiting on the diplomats.

      “How about you introduce me to your alien and her telepathic lizard.”
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      Arian watched until Coop was out of sight, wondering at the odd empty feeling in her chest. She could not miss someone she’d barely met, could she?

      My people will have questions, he’d said.

      Questions that needed answers or, she suspected, their goodwill would fade. She glanced at the Companion.

      Answers can be interesting, he agreed.

      Or dangerous.

      “How do you feel?” Doc asked.

      Almost she turned her hands up for him to study. He was not asking about that kind of feeling, she realized just in time. He was humanoid. He must feel the same way she did. His face was open, his curiosity unhidden. All he thought, what he felt, passed through his eyes. It was almost too much to process. She felt many things but…

      “I feel well,” she said, taking the answer offered to her by the Companion.

      “Any persistent pain anywhere?” he asked.

      After a moment’s hesitation, she lifted a hand to the bump that Coop had probed, angling her head so that he could see it if he so wished.

      The chill of the gloves over his hands soothed the spot.

      “That’s a nasty bump.” He retreated, digging in his case for something. He extracted a rectangular object, ripping off a covering and then twisting it. After a moment, he gave it a shake and handed it to her.

      It was cool like his hands had been. At his urging, she put it against the bump, and it numbed the pain.

      “Better?”

      She nodded. “Thank you.”

      “I could help you better if I knew more about your physiology,” he said, somewhat diffidently. “Do you have medical records I could look at? Or understand?” he added with a rueful smile that was rather sweet.

      “I will…try…once the ship’s systems are back online,” she said.

      My people will have questions. What questions? How did one prepare for an unknown test?

      “Sounds good.” He hesitated, then said, “I need to go report…some other of my people will probably want to talk to you.”

      She nodded. “Thank you for your assistance.”

      “It was my…you’re welcome.” The doc gave her a final half wave and ducked through the hatch. She heard and felt his steps vibrating through the metal decking as he left the ship.

      And then silence. Not even a murmur of sound from those gathered outside penetrated into this space. She wanted to close her eyes and shut it out, to retreat to the safe place inside her head, the place that had kept her safe from the Enforcers on Bosakli, but she did not dare.

      My people will have questions.

      She could almost feel them waiting to ask their questions. She rested a palm on the control panel, not sure it would work until it did, bringing up the view outside the ship. Several people milled around, their purpose not clear. Their bright yellow clothing looked bulky and uncomfortable. They carried weapons and watched her ship warily. The emotion that came through the strongest from all of them was uncertainty.

      You are unknown to them.

      I have always been unknown.

      Even to herself. She set the pack on the arm rest, rose, and spread her fingers on a strip of bare wall, pushing so that her palm fully connected with the cold metal. It was smooth and cool, like the pack she’d set aside. For just a second it seemed as if sparks of light flickered under the skin. She blinked, but if they’d been there, they were gone. She flexed the fingers, turned her hand over, then looked at the back again.

      Nothing. She had banged her head. The last time she’d done that, stars had appeared before her eyes. She touched the metal once more, then looked up, her gaze tracking across the metal ceiling. She turned so she could take in the bridge. It was an odd feeling to be surrounded by metal, both on this ship and by the other one out there, after a life lived so completely on the ground.

      She breathed in, then slowly exhaled to calm herself. Only then could she feel a faint vibration from the larger ship’s engines throbbing against her palm. Her mind separated the sound into separate engines, learning their signature tones before she let her hand drop away. What purpose did it serve to learn the engines? They would not be the ones asking questions.

      The space outside this ship was quite large, but there must be much more to see. A smaller ship rested off to one side. Behind it were several others in berths along the other side. Coop’s, she wondered? It was positioned to have been the ship that towed them here. Directly ahead was an opening, dark with the faint glow of stars beyond it. A force field must separate in from out. How odd she knew that. As always, she knew more than she should, yet still not quite enough.

      She turned around to face the Companion once more.

      “Why?” she spoke aloud since they were alone. She felt amusement from him.

      That is a child’s question.

      I feel young… She frowned. And also old. She’d always felt different, separate from the others on Bosakli, but that feeling had tripled since boarding this ship. Why? But she didn’t give voice to the thought this time.

      My people will have questions.

      Arian returned to her seat. She had to focus on what was in front of her. There was some relief in that thought. Questions led to answers—answers she might not like giving. Answers they might not like receiving. She glanced at the Companion.

      I have questions, too.

      He was the Companion, but she was not sure what that meant. She waited, but he did not respond to this thought. His eyes were solemn pools of knowing, or so they seemed to her.

      “Do you have answers, Companion?” When he didn’t respond, she looked at him.

      What is it that you wish to know?

      “Who am I? Who—” She stopped because they both knew she wasn’t ready to hear the answer to that question.
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      There was a stir outside. Arian made herself relax and then slowly rose to face the hatch opening. Metal vibrated as more than one set of feet tramped aboard. Coop was the first one to enter. The relief she felt at the sight of him shocked her. Her gaze wanted to cling to his, but after giving her a brief, reassuring grin, he moved aside, tucking himself against a control panel to the left of the opening.

      His elbow came close to an environmental control section, but she decided it wouldn’t matter if he shut off the air when the hatch was open.

      An older man entered next. He was bluff and determined with a detached, all-seeing gaze. She liked the confidence he exuded and the straightness of his back. He occupied space without overpowering it, but she sensed he could, had he wanted to. The scent he brought with him was different from the doc’s and Coop’s, but not unpleasing. It awakened an echo of some distant memory…

      Could it be her father? She had no memory of father or mother, though she must have had both at one time.

      Behind him was a thin, lanky man who had a wide open face. Did it not exhaust him to have all he felt on view?

      Because hiding who you are is so relaxing.

      Warmth tinged her cheeks, but she did not respond to this.

      Of necessity, the two newcomers needed to stand close to each other. Neither seemed thrilled by this. Arian bit back words of apology. These were not guests she had invited into her space. These were the people with questions.

      Her chin lifted, she studied both men once more and decided the older
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