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KRYS STRAIGHTENED HER back, squared her shoulders, and smiled her public, so-pleased-to-meet-you smile before she answered the soft knock at her stateroom's door. The young man waiting there took a step backwards and cleared his throat, his eyelashes fluttering. Surely she wasn't that scary. And certainly the dress she wore wasn't especially revealing. A bit of cleavage, bare back that he couldn't see, it was cinched around the waist but fell loose to the floor. Not what she'd wear to seduce anybody.

Stepping into the corridor Krys put as much charm as she could muster into her tone. "I take it you're my escort?" 

This lad was an officer? Lordy, they seemed to be younger every year. Krys could swear he still had pimples. But there was no avoiding the shiny bars on his shoulder boards.

"Yes, ma'am. Lieutenant Boll, ma'am." He ripped off a crisp salute, no doubt taking solace in established protocol. "If you'll follow me." 

He marched in front of her, not too fast, probably afraid she couldn't keep up. Being tall enough to give most men a crick in the neck, she'd given up wearing nose-bleed high heels long ago. And her dress gave her plenty of room to stride in sensible, low heeled pumps if she wanted to. Whatever. She let him set the pace and tried to get the funeral march out of her head.

The short passage opened into the elevator foyer, where Lieutenant Boll pressed the call button for a car, then dithered, looking around him, brushing a non-existent speck from his white dress uniform.

Krys didn't know whether to laugh or roll her eyes and settled for small talk, instead. "Have you served on this ship long, Lieutenant?"

Before he could answer, the car announced its arrival with a soft ping and a swish as the door opened. She stepped inside, with Lieutenant Boll so hard on her heels she could feel his breath on her back. Krys took up position in the left rear corner of the car while Boll selected a destination. He turned, put his hands behind his back and said, "Two months, ma'am. My first posting."

And his first important mission, by the looks; fetch Lady Krystina Merkos from the stateroom and bring her to the officers' mess.

It was a short trip. They'd barely started when they stopped again. The low rumble of voices was evident when the car door soughed open and Lieutenant Boll waved her forward. The noise faded into silence as soon as she entered, to find a crowd of men and women in white all staring at her. These days it was what she'd come to expect. Krys smiled around at them in greeting as Captain Saverill, commander of the Imperial star destroyer Coromansa, stepped forward to meet her.

"My Lady. We are honored by your presence." Clicking his heels, he made a formal neck bow.

Krys slipped on the public smile again while she ran an assessment. "You're too kind, Captain."

The man was a friend of her father's, someone he'd served with in his time as a Fleet officer. He looked a little younger than her dad, but then, her father ruled a planet, not a frigate. And although he was forcing himself to look at Krys's face, Saverill's eyes kept flicking to her cleavage. Typical.

Saverill moved to stand beside her and placed his hand on her back. Krys suppressed a shudder. Some men did that just to be friendly, although she had a notion Saverill wasn't one of them. Still, she'd give him the benefit of the doubt for now.

"Before we go in, allow me to introduce some of my command staff." The captain had a tenor voice, with the clipped accent of the Imperial capital.

Half a dozen officers had formed a line. Krys had learned in her skirmishes with public life that it was best to take them one at a time, concentrate on an individual for at least a few moments, and make them feel important, so she kept her attention on the first officer, an older man who swallowed and licked his lips as she approached. It seemed Lieutenant Boll wasn't the only man with a case of nerves.

Saverill stopped in front of him. "My executive officer, Commander Horton."

Plastering on a formal smile, Horton did the clicked heels, bow thing. Krys turned on her best, most winning manner. "Lovely to meet you, Commander. I'm very grateful to Captain Saverill for allowing me to travel with you."

Horton grinned, the sort of humorless grimace that didn't reach the eyes. "A pleasure to have you with us." 

Oh well. She'd done her best, and it hardly mattered for what would be a relatively short trip.

"Commander Horton's a good officer and a friend. You can certainly rely on him if I'm not about," Saverill said as he moved on to the next man.

Krys's heart beat a little faster. Ben Paulsen. He'd filled out from the tall, skinny youth she'd known at school, but those smoky gray eyes and the strong jaw were unmistakable. The white uniform suited him, emphasizing his wide shoulders and flat abs, in stark contrast to Horton and Saverill, who both could benefit from some work in the gym.

"My master tactician and security officer, Commander Paulsen." Saverill's voice floated in, as if from a long way away.

Dragging herself away from memories of the library at high school, Krys gave Ben a genuine smile, but he didn't appear to recognize her, performing the routine heel-click and bow. Krys hid her disappointment, although there was no real reason why she should feel that way. They hadn't been an item, after all. Not really. But if that was how he wanted to play it, she could do that, too. Keeping her tone polite, but distant, she said, "Pleased to meet you."

Saverill propelled her on, his fingers pushing into her back. Her flesh crawled. She loathed being pawed. They'd reached the next person, the chief engineer, Commander Wong, and fortunately the captain took his hand away. Krys had almost lost interest in Saverill's officers by then, her thoughts returning to Ben. But she did her duty, responding to the officer's cordial greeting. The top of the woman's head barely reached Krys's shoulder, but her no nonsense manner and easy welcome hinted at strength of character. She asked Wong about her work before moving on to the last man, the officer commanding the ship's small marine contingent. She registered his name. Major Mill... no, Hill.

Saverill put his hand on her back again. "Please come through to the dining room."

Krys turned away from him just enough to force him to take his hand away and fixed him with a glare. "If you'll lead the way, Captain, I'll follow."

He blinked a couple of times, but at least he took the hint and walked ahead of her through a door into a room with three long tables set horizontally, with a shorter table at the top. While Saverill fussed over her, pulling out the chair next to his in the middle of the top table, the rest of the officers took their places amid a din of conversation and scraped furniture. Krys tried not to notice Ben taking a place at one of the other tables, but his tall, powerful frame was unmistakable.

Dinner was interminable, a series of particularly fancy courses which she was sure had been chosen to impress her. Krys oohed and aahed at the right places and tried not to be too bored at Saverill's endless tales about his and her father's exploits at the Fleet Academy. She was sure he was leaving out a lot of the details.

Her own father made no secret of being a party-goer and womanizer before he’d married her mother. Which led her to her mother, sequestered in the palace with her father. She hoped her mother would be okay. Dad had wanted her to leave with Krys, but there was no way she could have escaped without anyone knowing. Besides, she point-blank refused. Small and slender she might be, but her mum was much tougher than people realized. She and dad had been through some turbulent times together. This would be just another one. Krys hoped.

Saverill had stopped talking. In the lull in conversation, while the steward topped up the wine, Krys got a word in edgeways. "I notice a couple of the officers you introduced are sitting at the side tables?" She let the question hang.

Saverill took a gulp of wine before he put his glass down. "Only Paulsen and Wong. They seem to think they need to mix with their underlings, even here." His shrug said it all. Krys thought it was a smart move, cementing the relationship with the team, but she wasn't going to say so. Saverill was clearly an elitist. Rank mattered.

Refusing another glass of wine, she sent the steward away with a shake of her head. "You'll forgive me, Captain, but it has been a trying few days. I'm tired." And that was true enough.

Saverill rose to his feet as soon as she did. The man could certainly handle his drink; he hardly even swayed, even though he must have gone through a bottle by himself. "Of course. Let me escort you to your stateroom."

There was an unmistakable glitter in the captain's eyes. He wasn't bad looking as far as it went, about Krys's height and elegant in his dress uniform. But he was always touching, invading her space and she had no doubt that seduction was high on his agenda. It sure as hell wasn't on hers. "That's kind of you, but it's just up a few levels and then down a corridor, isn't it? I'm sure I can find it. Or you can send Lieutenant Boll with me."

A chair scraped and Ben rose to his feet. "I'm on duty shortly, sir. I can escort Lady Krystina to her quarters on my way."

Saverill's eyebrows came together. 

Before he could say any more, Krys turned to Ben. "Thank you, Commander... Paulsen, wasn't it?" When he nodded she hurried around the table to where he waited. "I'm sure that's much better than intruding on the captain's time."

Ben gestured toward the exit to the foyer and followed behind her as they made their way to the elevator.

"I couldn't leave you to Slimy Saverill's tender mercies," he murmured as he summoned a car.

Her heart skipped a beat. Damn, that was so immature. "So you did recognize me."

"Of course. But our captain doesn't need to know we're old friends." 

The car arrived and he bowed her inside. He stood fairly close to her, both their backs against the wall. "So. What's happening on Novastora?"

Krys stared up at him, searching the hard lines of his face for any signs of duplicity. "You know that, surely? The Warriors of Sundara have started a civil war."

"The bare facts, yes. I hoped you might be able to tell me more. Like why you're here?" 

The lift pinged as the door opened. Ben strode beside her for the short walk to her door. She felt a bit like she had all those years ago, coming home from a date.

"Come inside?" she asked.

He hesitated for a second, then shook his head. "Saverill will check on me. Just quickly...?"

"Why am I here? Aria Arachonis is a right wing, misogynist bastard who would try to use me against my father if he could get his hands on me. Coromansa was up at the space station on a routine visit. Dad attended military college with Saverill. He trusts Saverill to get me to the Empire."

Frowning, Ben nodded. "I've got to go. Duty and all that. Maybe I can catch up with you tomorrow."

"I'd like that. And... it's great to see you." She could have sworn he flushed as
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