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      A lost breathing mask is the least of Jalek’s problems…

      No nonsense Simona Crowley is great at what she does—even if she has to prove it at every turn. As a lead investigator for the Global Space Federation of Earth, she will stop at nothing to find the truth.

      When she follows a hunch to re-investigate the ghostly space station that became a global tragedy for the history books, Simona finds a strange apparatus that could very well be alien technology. Could this be the evidence that proves intelligent alien beings exist?

      Holding the contraption up for a better view, she’s caught off guard when a large, tall ‘astronaut’ intruder appears from heaven only knows where. Intent on finding out the truth about its origins, there’s no way Simona is letting him get his hands on the find of a lifetime—no matter how irresistible she finds him.

      Will Jalek be able to resist the seductive pull of this female or risk exposing her to the truth? A truth that could be the start of a multi-galactic war.
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      “How long are you going to hide away in here sulking?” Hordas asked Jalek, pushing past him into his living quarters.

      Jalek didn’t try to stop the young warrior as he plopped down on a chair across from the main sitting platform. He might as well get this over with. The sooner he let the other male see he was in a good mood, the faster he’d leave. He felt Hordas watch his every move as he came back to sit on the large sitting platform the Earthian females called sofas.

      Hordas didn’t waste time starting up his attempt to cheer him up, saying, “It couldn’t have been that bad. You’re not being sent back home in dishonor or publicly reprimanded. And aren’t they going to allow you to be a part of the retrieval team to get the mask back?” He paused to give Jalek an opportunity to respond. When Jalek refused to add anything to the conversation, he continued, “So what if you left a measly breathing mask at an abandoned Terran space station? Isn’t that thing floating in a belt of space junk anyway?”

      Jalek refused to look up. That should signal he didn’t want to keep discussing this. Instead, he fidgeted with a piece of loose fabric from one of the cushions on his sofa and offered, “I’m not sulking or hiding. I’m… planning, and it’s an Earthian space station. They like to be called Earthians remember?”

      Hordas waved a hand of dismissal. He’d never been big on diplomatic pleasantries and saw it all as a fickle point of semantics. “Planning… planning what?” Hordas asked, as Jalek tried to ignore the intense glare from the warrior he counted as the closest person he had to a friend. Hordas’s attention couldn’t be good. If he pried too much, Jalek wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep him out of it.

      “Nothing much. Trying to see how I can get back into the good graces of Lord Tordin before we reach Olodia.”

      “Didn’t you say the commander already gave you orders and wants you back in training on the next cycle? How are you going to change anything between now and then with your plan? Jalek, I wouldn’t test him on this. Not this time. You said it yourself, you messed up and now you have to make it right. It’s easy to get back in good graces with the commander—by following his orders, my friend.”

      “And that’s what I’m going to do, by making everything right.”

      “How? By doing what? The best way you can do that is to go back through training and show them you’re worthy of your rank. If you stay focused, you can show Lord Tordin you deserve to be the Lead Protocol Officer. This time you don’t have the distraction of Lady Phoebe to make you lose focus.”

      Lady Phoebe.

      He still held a softness in his heart for the beautiful Earthian seer, called by the Goddess. Currying her favor hadn’t been a success. She’d only had affection for Lord Malm and now he fully understood that, after the harrowing mission they’d recently returned from. Watching Lord Malm and Phoebe interact when he was conscious had been hard, but he knew they were meant for each other. From this moment forward his attention would be on his career and redeeming himself. He didn’t have time for females and mating. He had to earn his reputation back as a warrior and that left no time for the frivolous pursuit of females.

      A shudder of embarrassment raced through Jalek at the thought of how stupid he’d been to make such blatant mistakes. Yes, females were out of the picture for him. The severity of his situation would dictate his next moves.

      Before he could monitor his reply to Hordas, he found himself confiding in him as he said, “Lord Tordin had to inform the IGA… the IGA, Hordas. I might have broken one of the biggest laws by leaving that ‘measly’ breathing mask behind. Do you know what that means? I not only brought dishonor on myself, but the entire fleet and especially Lord Tordin.” Jalek threw a cushion across the room and sat up for emphasis. “I look up to Lord Tordin and because of me, he had to let IGA and most likely Lord Quan know I messed up. No, correction, he told him he messed up and took total responsibility for the entire thing.”

      “He did that?” Hordas asked. His look of amazement did nothing to make Jalek feel any better about his predicament. Hordas was a lot like Tordin in Jalek’s estimation, and he’d always admired his actions. They were spot on and seemed to come effortlessly … unlike Jalek, who was always overanalyzing every move to make sure he did what he thought others expected of him. It was tiring and had only served to make him appear careless. That was not how he wanted to be known and he’d do what he could to change that, starting now.

      “Yes, he did. Now I have to re-earn his trust and respect. I can’t allow him to take the punishment for what I did. I should have known better and taken my time. I should have been more aware of the situation and what I was doing.”

      “Hey there, don’t belittle yourself. It could have happened to any of us.”

      “No, don’t try to make it anything but what it is. I’ve been messing up for a while now and I have to make this right. You wouldn’t have made that sort of mistake. You would have remembered to take a tally of your equipment and actions, no matter what the situation,” Jalek said, collapsing back against the sofa’s cushions.

      “I don’t know what I would have done. I wasn’t there. And, if I had been and Lord Malm had given me the tight time constraint he gave you to save his mate, I could have easily done that and worse. Take this as a blessing from the Goddess to learn and grow.”

      “Come off it, Hordas. I know you’re trying to make me feel better but the truth is the truth. I’ve been lax in my attention to detail. Others have had to pay the price for my carelessness and its high time I rectify that.”

      Hordas sat up more to get Jalek’s attention and said, “Jalek, don’t do anything stupid. You’ve got Tordin on your side. He won’t allow anything to happen. I know you want to fix things, but this might be the time for you to go along with his orders and re-certify your credentials like he commanded. You go through the training, take the tests and you’re done. If you get right on it, you can have it done before we reach Olodia.”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Yes, I am. Tordin is full of wisdom. He and Lady Kyra make an excellent team. You can’t go wrong obeying his orders. He’s just, and wouldn’t ask you to do anything he wouldn’t. That’s why he’s taking the full brunt for the missing mask. That’s how he leads and that’s why I pattern myself after him. He’s fearless and doesn’t back down from that oppressive IGA counsel—especially that pompous ass, Lord Quan. You know, I heard he supposedly has a spoiled son somewhere in the warrior officer class, who gets everything he wants. I wonder what Lord Quan would do if it was his son instead of Tordin?”

      At the mention of Lord Quan, Jalek’s stomach flipped in that familiar way it always did when hearing his father’s name. This was another reason why most of the warriors didn’t know his parentage. He agreed. His father was an ass of the highest class and, at this moment, he felt like he was in that same class. He was a privileged, arrogant, and entitled hopeful warrior, making matters worse for Tordin instead of better. Tordin had done nothing but be kind to him. For all his efforts, Jalek had been reckless and mediocre at best in his responsibilities and actions.

      “I’m pretty sure Lord Quan’s son feels the same about him and does everything he can to be the best he can.” He gave Hordas a quick look to move the conversation along to another subject. “How is everyone adjusting? I heard some of the warriors have been offered positions back on Olodia to lead their own missions.”

      It was Hordas’s turn to look down and avoid Jalek’s stare. “Yes, that’s correct. I was one of them.”

      Before he could try to downplay the honor, Jalek wanted to assure Hordas he was happy for him. The warrior was brilliant and fearless. He had that special something that made for a great warrior—something Jalek wanted to make certain he learned and owned from here on out. On this last mission—involving an attack by a rogue battle ship, an uncomfortable jaunt on the red dwarf Planet Rogolas, and a heroic fight to get back to the mothership—Hordas had proven his honor, strength, and reputation as a great warrior in the heat of battle. The opportunity couldn’t come to a better male.

      “That’s great, Hordas! I’m so happy for you. You deserve it. I don’t know what I would have done without your steady focus. You’re an excellent warrior and they would be blessed by the Goddess to have you.” He continued to look at Hordas to make sure his friend knew he meant every word he spoke.

      “Maybe, but I want to stick around here a little longer and learn more from Tordin and Malm. They’re the best and I want to be the best—you know?”

      All Jalek could do was nod in agreement. Lords Tordin and Malm were the best. They hadn’t relied on their royal titles to get them their ranks. They continually earned every accolade and honor they received. He saw that clearly now. Lord Malm’s order came back to him, to learn every class of ship and other weapon inside and out. He would do that and so much more.

      After a few more pleasantries, Hordas left, leaving Jalek to return to his planning. If it was the last thing he did, he’d retrieve the mask and show everyone he was worthy to be the warrior Tordin thought he was when he gave him the title of Lead Protocol Officer.

      Now to figure out how to get to the jump before the rest of the crew and get over to the space station before anyone knew he was gone. As soon as they entered the Earthian galaxy, he’d be on a jump to retrieve the mask and his honor.
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      The wreckage of the space station jerked and careened as the impact of another piece of junk slammed into it. Simona looped a practiced arm around the tethering cord and held on as the station settled itself from another collision. She wouldn’t let a little thing like space junk keep her from investigating this site. She’d managed to get away from everyone. She was off for the next four days on an unofficial mini-vacation, and she could spend as much time as she wanted combing this station for clues, evidence, and insight as to what happened to cause one of the greatest tragedies of recent history.

      “Oh no you don’t, old girl. I’m not going anywhere,” she said, releasing the tether and reestablishing the gravity connector in her boots to the tilting floor of the station. “Shh, open up and let me see what you’ve been hiding for so long. I’m here to give you some justice—you know, to tell your true story. Be good to me and I’ll give you the attention you deserve. I need to know the truth,” she said, releasing that last part as a solemn plea into the dead space of the cavernous expanse.

      She’d been here years before when she was starting out as a trainee for the agency, but the seed of her desire to be here had been planted long before when she was a child in school, hearing about the tragedy for the first time. As if it were burned into her conscience, she remembered the educational video showing a possible reenactment of what happened to make this once stable space station veer off course and into an explosive minefield of space junk. By the time she’d found out about it, the event had become known as the modern-day Titanic.

      The station was supposed to be stable beyond reproach and had housed thousands of the greatest minds of the day. When it veered off course and encountered multiple explosions from some of the larger pieces of space junk floating without restraint, the world watched in horror as it lost some of the most promising minds of that generation. Hundreds either died or went missing. After all the bodies that could be found had been retrieved and given proper burials, the station had been put into a quasi-stabilized stasis on the outer edge of the belt of space junk. Several governments used it for training of their agents, and as a reminder to never take anything for granted in space.

      A few good things had come out of it, though. Her agency had been developed to investigate such things. The Global Federation of Space Travel had an entire agency devoted to cleaning up and keeping all the space junk compacted to this one area. For a while, without legislation and enforcement, the orbital field around Earth had looked like a scrapyard with the junk wreaking havoc on communications and military satellites. Today, the worst was kept in a certain quadrant with the least dangerous corralling it in, in an outer ring.

      Most wouldn’t consider this a fun vacation excursion, with all the bumps, jumps, crashes and all, but for Simona it was a dream outing. Just the same, she wasn’t being careless. She tested the connection of the tethering line that snaked through the dark hull of the station all the way from her transport pod as a precaution. She wouldn’t let a little turbulence deter her from investigating this site, but she also wouldn’t let that same turbulence be the thing that took her out of this life. As the lead supervising agent of her region, she knew first-hand from all the incidents she’d investigated how one ill-advised move could end a life.

      That’s why she operated with as much wisdom, foresight, and tenacity as she could conjure on everything she did. Her attention to detail, patience, and skills of deduction helped her suss out many clues and answers others had completely missed. Her reputation as an investigator was so good, many of the other agents gave her the nickname Sherlock. But little good this had done her so far. She might be a lead investigator, but in the eyes of those who mattered, she still wasn’t good enough to be the Deputy Director.

      She shook the irritating thought from her mind as she continued to rummage through the debris, working her way to ground zero of the incident—the engine room. When she’d been here before as a trainee, the area had been off limits to them. That fact had continued to irk her to this day.

      With no gravity, electricity, or air, the space station in its silent darkness resembled a cave of horrific relics. Still, Simona looked around the dark area smiling so hard, she must have looked like a supreme idiot. She was here and could do what she’d wanted, get into that engine room to have a look around.

      The notion that they’d missed something had plagued her dreams and daydreams for so long, this almost felt surreal. Recently, the recurring dreams she had about this place had become stronger and more frequent, to the point she was driven to get here. She still didn’t know who the guy with the piercing amethyst eyes was… or if he was a figment of her imagination. He was so beautiful; it was like he was too perfect to exist in real life. He was in that part of the dream she always pushed aside, to concentrate on the real part that mattered. Investigating the space station.

      She’d planned everything to make sure she’d be left alone. All her reports were up-to-date and turned in. Her partner, Jennings, was covering their cases and with her help, up-to-date on all his stuff too. She’d checked out the transport pod within the guidelines of the agency, and made sure to show a pattern of checking it out on her off days to curtail questions. Yes, she was looking at a good few days to work in peace.

      The occasional sway of the station felt almost meditative as she worked her way through it to the last recorded section of activity in its hull. According to history and her training, this section is where they’d found the remains of the commander of the station. He’d been like the captain from the Titanic. He’d gone down with the ship, so to speak.

      Simona continued to inch her way through the obstacle course of debris and destruction as she cleared a path to the place her coordinates led her. Taking in the eerie sight of the dark area illuminated only by her LED lamp added to the awe of the moment. The indicator light at the corner of her integrated helmet readout flashed green, letting her know she’d made it to the right area. Time to do what she did best, investigate.

      “Simona… Simona, come in now. I need you to come to my office for a quick briefing on your last report. I’ve got a meeting about one of your cases in a few hours.”

      Damn, damn, damn—what now?

      That screeching sound broke the meditative trance she’d been in, working through the debris of the station. Simona tried to ignore it. It was Marshall, her new boss. The same Marshall who she’d practically dragged through training and constantly helped for the better part of the last seven years. He had been her partner, but in truth it was more like babysitting.

      “Come on Simona, I know you can hear this. Answer me or I’m writing you up… I mean it,” the voice booming through her intra-communicator threatened.

      She knew he said that last part to bait her into responding. Marshall was testing her patience. He knew she was off until next week—the little shit. After that many years working together, he knew how to push her buttons. There was no way he could write her up on her vacation. He was nuts and a pest to boot. Sure, she liked him—like an annoying brother—but she didn’t have to like that he not only didn’t tell her he’d put in for the same promotion, but had also presented some of her notes and ideas as his own. Sure, she wasn’t supposed to know that last part, but what good was it to have friends in various parts of the government if not for juicy intel when needed? Marshall had smiled in her face, used their friendship, and stepped on her back to get what he wanted—her dream job!

      The grinding of teeth against teeth and the sound of heavy breathing snapped her back from silent musing into the irritating moment again. She hated the fact that she still liked him on some level. He was the man-child who needed help all the time, and she was the stupid sister-mother always helping him. But, it had to end now. She was still pissed about his promotion. He didn’t deserve to have any extra anything from her—not now, not anymore.

      Simona continued to ignore him as he kept pestering her for the next hour or so. He meant to wear her down, like any brat worth his salt would. The fact that he was her boss didn’t make a bit of difference. He was still Marshall to her—nobody fancy.

      As the newly appointed deputy director of all the space-related investigators, Marshall Adler held pull and power—if he knew how to work it right—which he didn’t. That’s where Simona Crowley came in. She was his secret weapon. It was her hard work that had pulled them both through the last seven years of drudgery as investigators for the now global space program. He’d whined and complained the entire time, fretting over this and that.

      For all her trouble, she’d been given a title of Supervising Agent and her partner at the time—yes, that would be whiny-assed Marshall—had been given the coveted job of Deputy Director of field operations. She had mixed feelings about it. Sometimes she was cool with it and others, she was as pissed off as a hornet denied an aptly-placed sting on the ass of a jerk. God, she wanted it to be Marshall’s ass so badly. What she couldn’t stomach the most was him trying to get her to help him do his job at every turn.

      As part of the Global Space Federation Investigation Unit or GSFIU for short, she was a member of a highly-trained group of operatives. They were elite and covert. Her older brother, whom she loved and adored, liked to call her a space cowgirl for all he knew about what she did. Secretive in their missions, the GSFIU was responsible for investigating any and everything space related. If someone reported seeing a UFO, they were the ones to investigate. If a tragedy like a shuttle exploding or space equipment malfunctioning happened on the surface or in space, they were the ones to investigate. And, if there was some unanswered mystery hanging over any part of the space program, they were the ones to investigate.

      Solving mysteries was in Simona’s wheelhouse. She’d show the agency how badly they’d messed up with overlooking her for the job. She’d solve the mystery of the space station and rub their noses in the fact that they overlooked her for the promotion. She was determined to keep Marshall completely out of this project. He wouldn’t get the chance to steal her glory or win this time.

      Marshall wailed again into her intra-communicator. He must need her awfully bad to keep the pestering up for so long. Most likely, it was some über important meeting where he’d have to dazzle the suits with a demonstration of intelligence and why he was the rightful choice for the job.

      Typical.

      She kept working, rummaging through the piles of twisted metal and debris of the site. Marshall would be all right. He always got his balls in a knot when she wasn’t close by to make him look good. She blew out an exasperated breath. He’d been her friend and a pest to the highest degree. Her feelings about the entire matter left her frustrated and confused. He was always going to be a whiner. She knew that. Marshall didn’t need her to be back at the satellite space complex. He wanted her there to make him look good. She was done feeling guilty about anything. That was his job to deal with the meetings, not hers. She was on vacation, end of discussion.

      “Marshall, what do you want? Come on man. I’m on my own time, doing my own thing.”

      “No, you’re in an agency-issued transport doing God only knows what. Where are you? And please don’t tell me you’re at that dilapidated wreck of a space station. I know you’ve been itching to get over there. You’re starting to make me think you have some type of fixation disorder, you know that?”

      “Don’t care. You’re being a pest.”

      “Don’t call me a pest. I’m being your boss and giving you an order to come in for an emergency meeting.”

      “Marshall, it’s too late. You already said you need me to help you get ready for one of your meetings. I’m on vacation, dude. And again—what I do with my own time is none of your concern, but in the spirit of friendship I’ll say I’m doing a little adventure hunting at the moment.”

      “I knew it! You’re at that trap! Get back here now. That’s an order.”

      “Ha! If you think you can order me around like that, I see I haven’t kicked your ass around the gym enough. I don’t owe you an explanation of where I am, especially on my personal time. Get off my line so I can get back to what I was doing. I’ve got to go.”

      “You know the rules. That wreck is classified and you can’t remove anything without the proper authority. Now come back or I swear I’m sending a transport to bring you back.”

      “You wouldn’t,” she said, not believing him for a minute. “They must be really making you dance like a puppet today. No dice. I’m off, so deal with it.”

      “I would and I should. You’re trying to run over me and I’m putting my damn foot down. You need to understand that your antics make me look like I have no order in my own group. Come back now or I’m sending a few of the guys over there to get you.”

      Simona didn’t know what had gotten into Marshall. He was actually attempting to stand up to her—bless his heart. She would give him props for that—for a hot second. However, he had to know she’d do what she wanted and this was her personal time. She could and would finish up what she was doing. There was something pulling her back to this site and she’d find it, if it was the last thing she did.

      “Get with Jennings to get you up to speed on everything and I’ll answer any specific questions you have when I get back.”

      “You just won’t do anything I ask of you, huh? I get it. You’re pissed because you think the job should had gone to you. Well it didn’t, and they didn’t make a mistake in hiring me for it so you need to get over it. Jesus Simona, why do you have to be so damn stubborn? It always has to be your way as the only way. You know what? One of these days, your stubbornness and refusal to see things any other way than your own is going to get you in trouble. Newsflash Simona, you are not the Grand Poobah of all things investigating and you will need help from others—mark my word.”

      Marshall’s words stung for the five seconds she allowed herself to process them. She didn’t have time for his grandstanding. He knew she was the stronger candidate and he was trying to justify himself. She was so over it. “Bye Marshall,” was all she said, hanging up the connection.

      Done.

      That should buy her at least an hour before he squawked again. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be enough time for him to do anything but his job. It was time Marshall got off her tit anyway.

      Simona went back to investigating the corner of wreckage that had caught her eye. The station still tilted at a precarious angle and she didn’t want to disturb too much of it, just in case one of the many bureaucratic offices wanted to make a stink about it. Releasing the gravity stabilizers from her boots to move more freely through the atmosphere, Simona glided closer to the corner that held her interest. She wanted to take her time and look through everything—without someone hovering nearby.

      She adjusted the makeshift lighting to get a better view of a particular spot that seemed to call to her both in her dreams and now. As she waded toward the corner, next to a large support column, she felt the oddest sense of something there. Simona could feel it. She was onto something.

      Once she made it to the corner and tethered herself to the closest spot of flooring with her gravity stabilizers, she started sifting through the pile of fallen ceiling and other debris. The more she worked the more she realized she must be in the area where they found Captain Mark Reynolds.
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      The Goddess must be smiling on me, Jalek thought as he powered up the thrusters of the jump transporter.

      After his last encounter with one of these jumps in that death-defying trip to Rogolas and back, he’d picked the one with the most resources, including cloaking capabilities, and more than enough weapons on board. He’d taken Malm’s command to heart and learned everything he could about all the classes of ships, jump transports, weapons and equipment. There was no way he was getting caught off guard again. His plan was in full swing. He’d be able to redeem himself and retrieve that blasted breathing mask before anyone caught up with him.

      Taking another cue from Malm’s style, he used patience and planning to scope out his opportunity. Jalek bid his time each day dutifully going to training for warrior officers to re-certify himself as one. Each day he did above and beyond what was required, paid attention to everything they presented, asked questions that impressed the instructors and yes—planned. To the outside world he appeared to be just another eager warrior hoping to pass the battery of tests.

      They assumed his enthusiasm was fed by his desire to keep his credentials as an officer in the Olodian Royal Warrior Force, but internally he knew he burned with the need to correct at least one of his mistakes. Jalek didn’t expect to ever get another shot at being an officer with this plan, but he’d at least have his dignity and honor back by being a male of conviction to do the right thing. He’d make sure the IGA knew it was his mistake, not Tordin’s. They’d also know it was him who’d fixed his own mistake, and not Tordin. He was done letting others fight his battles and protect him from life. He was a fully grown warrior and he’d prove it.

      Upon closer inspection of the situation, he felt a driven determination like never before, almost as if he was being summoned back to the space station. Yes, maybe the Goddess was helping him after all. Jalek knew he had received a windfall of blessings in his pursuit to make it back to the space station before anyone else when the biggest opportunity to do that presented itself front and center.

      After consulting the Healers and Lady Phoebe about the matter of the mask, Tordin had decided to return to the space station, instead of going to Olodia first. The Healers and Lady Phoebe had stressed the importance of returning posthaste. They believed doing so would thwart the possible discovery of their technology. Not needing any additional warning to keep that from happening, Tordin used the fastest hyper sling vortex available to them to hopscotch over to the Earthian galaxy. What could have taken months only took days.

      After the Fleet had emerged from the hyper sling vortex into the Earthian Galaxy, Jalek had slipped down to the hull of the ship and gotten one of the fastest and most well-equipped of its jumps. He’d planned all of this down to the most minute detail, making sure to go when no one was around. After performing the checklist, securing himself in the pilot seat and starting the thrusters, the memory of the last time he’d been in a jump clouded his mind for a brief moment.

      Jalek shooed the thought away but couldn’t remove the residue of the feeling that he’d been a colossal fool. In hindsight it was so clear and evident how much he hadn’t known that would have helped in the attack that led to them fleeing to that hot, dry planet Rogolas. There was no way anyone should’ve survived that ordeal with what they had to work with. The aftermath could have been so much worse, if Lord Malm and Lady Phoebe hadn’t been there to step in and save them all.

      He’d been blinded by his affections for Lady Phoebe and a false sense of importance. He knew that now and wanted to put it all behind him. He’d focus on the task at hand. He had many cycles to become a great warrior. Then, and only after he knew he was a great warrior, would he give any attention to females. They were scarce back on Olodia, but if he was a great warrior, when the time came, he’d be considered a great mate to enter into a bond with.

      He remembered to check his suit to make sure the cloaking device was in good working order as well. This time he would be stealthy and as invisible as possible when entering the Earthians’ space station. He’d debated about taking his vo-link and the side of caution won out—he took it. He knew his plan was solid, but it didn’t hurt to take the device should he encounter something unexpected. The engines began to settle down in volume, letting him know they were warmed up and ready for him to take off.

      He was ready to depart from the massive hanger of the mothership. It was the middle of the sleeping cycle and most of the ship was in that mode of rest. He had the entire area to himself… or so he thought. As he did one last check of the jump before leaving the transport bay, he noticed Palon rushing in with a few of his technical operations warriors. But it was too late. By this time he had already warmed up the thrusters, was seated in the jump’s cockpit and pushing back from the slot where it was docked. Jalek ignored the flailing hands of Palon and his crew of warriors as he positioned the jump to exit the area and accelerated without another glance back.

      He left the mothership and started toward the belt of space junk that orbited just out of
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