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  For all the readers who want a little action with their falling-in-love stories.

As always, infinite thanks to my Bootsquad—Misty Simon, Vicky Burkholder, and Vicki Smith—for helping me improve every story.
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  Chapter One
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Fifteen hundred lives, Oakley. Can you live with that? 
I shot awake with Barber’s words echoing in my head before they faded into the darkness. My bedroom crackled with silence and expectation, and I didn’t have to look at the clock to know how much time had passed since I closed my eyes. Two hours. That was all I’d been able to get through in days, no matter what time I tried. I knew there was no way I was going back to sleep.
With a sigh, I got up and trudged out to the kitchen for a glass of water. I didn’t make much noise, but the apartment was so quiet the fridge dispenser could have been a fire alarm. Ten seconds. I leaned against the small kitchen island and sipped. Three. Two. One.
My roommate’s door opened. He came out squinting against the dim stove light, scratching the back of his head and wearing nothing on his top half despite the chill in the room. “Can’t sleep again?”
“Mm.” I grunted against the glass and let the cool water soothe my dry throat. Tucker scuffed over to the fridge and pulled out a container of orange juice.
“Do not drink out of that,” I warned him, earning a scowl.
“I don’t do that.” He filled a glass and put the OJ away, turning his back to the counter and crossing his feet in front of him. His pajama pants settled against the outlines of his hard thighs, and my eyes traveled up over his bare, sculpted torso. “It’s Barber’s mission, huh?”
I didn’t say anything. I hadn’t told Tucker about what Barber wanted, which meant they’d talked about me. 
“You haven’t decided,” he guessed, now awake enough to study me. I knew what he saw. Bags under my eyes, shoulders rounded with fatigue and the weight of that decision.
“I hate road trips,” I finally mumbled when his knowing gaze became too much.
“What are you talking about?”
“Never mind.” I yawned and hitched a hip onto the stool next to me. “I haven’t actually decided,” I admitted, “but you know I can’t say no.”
“He says you can. You did.”
“You know better than that.” Fifteen hundred lives. I plucked at the edge of the placemat, the swirly pattern drifting out of focus. “If they can’t find another way, I have to go.”
I felt him watching me, his concern palpable. “If you’re going, you need sleep.”
“No shit.” I took a deep breath. “Sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it.” He turned and bent to get a pan out of the stove bin, setting it on a burner.
“What are you doing? It’s three in the morning.”
“You need to sleep,” he repeated, grabbing the milk and ripping off the top. The liquid glugged into the pan, and it hit me. 
“You’re making me vanilla milk.”
“Yep.” He capped the milk and started opening and closing cabinets, stopping when he found the spice bin and plucking the small bottle of vanilla from it.
“Because your mother always made it for you when you were little.”
He froze for a second, his back muscles rippling. Then he drizzled the vanilla into the pan. “Yeah. How did you know that?”
Tucker never talked about his mother, who’d died when he was ten. So I shouldn’t have any clue about the vanilla milk, a very specific memory for him. I couldn’t tell him how I knew. He’d think I was crazy.
“Lucky guess.”
He didn’t buy it, I could tell, but he finished adding sugar and stirring the milk and, when it was warm enough but not too hot, poured it into two mugs and handed me one.
“Come on.” He nudged my elbow as he passed by me to the living room side. We sat on the couch and I angled myself so I could pull my feet up and wiggle them under his leg to keep them warm.
“Tell me about the mission.” He blew across the top of his milk, long lashes sweeping the air as he blinked at me.
Dammit, I shouldn’t be noticing this stuff. Tucker had been my best friend since middle school, when he moved in next door with his dad. Sixteen years of friendship without a flicker of attraction, and suddenly I was noticing hard thighs and long lashes. Yeah, he’d grown up hot, but it had never affected me. 
This was all her fault. 
“Barber said it’s life or death,” he prompted, and I sighed.
“Yeah. Probably.” Definitely. “But it’s also classified.”
“Why does he want you? You don’t do field work anymore. And never this kind of operation.”
Ping. Resistance to field work. Add it to the list. 
“It’s optrium 22.”
“Oh.” He raised the mug, then his eyes widened. “Oh. Shit.”
“Yeah.”
“Okay, forget the mission.” He grabbed the remote and aimed it at the TV, pulling up menus until a familiar face came on the screen. I smiled. Live football didn’t exist anymore—not yet—but we still had archived games, and I loved re-watching my family’s favorite team. It kept me close to them after they were gone.
But then I realized exactly which game Tucker had started. “Nooo,” I groaned. “Not fifty-three.”
“Yep. Exactly what you need.” He dropped the remote and patted my leg, letting his hand rest there. “The lowest-scoring Super Bowl ever. Patriots thirteen, Rams three. Drink up.” He did a chin-jerk toward my mug. “You’ll be asleep in no time.”
I acted disgruntled to hide how disarming all his nurturing was. It was Tucker to the core, nothing new, but tonight it felt more significant, and that was pissing me off.
Barber’s mission wasn’t the only thing causing me stress and insomnia. A few days before Barber came to my lab, I’d been running tests on a new element mined from the asteroid we’d nicknamed Stitch, after the cartoon character it kind of resembled. Some of my safety equipment malfunctioned, and I was exposed. To what, I had no idea. I couldn’t remember what had happened, and three seconds of glitch in the lab recording meant there was no way to find out.
I’d gone through medical; they declared no harm done, so I considered myself lucky. Until that night, when I went to dinner with coworkers at a new restaurant and tried to order a Coke. They said “Pepsi okay?” and I immediately rejected it. Which made no sense. I’d never cared before. Coke, Pepsi, Sharkzilla, RC, whatever. But I really did not want that Pepsi, and that triggered a growing awareness I couldn’t dismiss. Awareness of a gut-deep truth that brought a store of knowledge I didn’t like, knowledge that kept growing, as if spiders were crawling my brain, indexing all the new information and presenting it to me in the form of recognition.
It was crazy. No one would believe it, and even if they did, most would probably find it cool. But it wasn’t cool. It was a curse that came with a lot of negative emotions. Like despair. Knowing you have no free will, that every step of your life is in someone else’s control, is crushing. Just ask Sam and Dean from Supernatural.
Fuck. That was another one. 
Another little reminder that I am a heroine in a Natalie J. Damschroder romantic adventure novel.






  
  Chapter Two
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Tucker’s remedy worked, of course, and he must have carried me to bed because that’s where I woke up again, this time after six hours of sleep and to way too much sunlight coming through the gap in my curtains. I was late for work, but I didn’t rush to get up. The last thing I’d thought about before dozing off was still on my mind when I woke up, and it was still depressing me. 
Damschroder is an author. She writes novels and short fiction about strong heroines falling in love while they save the world. Some of those are paranormal, some are not. Like a lot of authors who’ve written a lot of books in the same genre over a long period of time, she has some commonalities that pop up over and over. Vanilla milk to sleep, because that’s what her mom did for her. The New England Patriots, the team she’s a rabid fan of. References to some TV show about demon-hunting brothers. The Coke thing. I got a little ping of recognition every time it happened. Very annoying, but not the worst part of this curse.
Because Damschroder writes stories with happy endings, you’d think this was a good thing. Yay, our success is guaranteed, and I’ll be in love at the end! But this is my life, and I just found out I’m not in control of it. I’m a puppet for someone whose job is to keep increasing the conflict and obstacles in front of me, and now I’m aware of what those are likely to be. 
When I first understood this curse, I looked at everything with a shrewd perspective, trying to find the edges of the story. But nothing else was different. The world was real and complicated. If I were simply a character in a story, wouldn’t there be evidence? The gaps any writer misses because they’re making everything up and can’t possibly cover every detail? But there was nothing. I tested some of my friends and colleagues, especially the ones working with Stitch ore, but I was the only one experiencing this. I was grateful all I had was insomnia.
Then Barber came to me with his mission…

      [image: ]Two Days Ago
The proximity alert chime over my lab door alerted me to someone coming down the hall. Holding the specimens carefully in place, I toed the activator to switch my monitor screen from my data to the hall camera. Barber stood with his feet braced, hands on his hips, gaze direct at the lens. He looked grim and appeared to have just come in from a mission. He wore the shirt and pants of his tac uniform, but not the jacket or belt. His pockets sagged like they’d been packed full and recently emptied, and his shirt sleeves were pushed up, the hem untucked. His hair stood on end in places. 
I moved my foot to the intercom button. “What’s up?”
“I need to talk to you. Privately.”
“I’m in stasis.”
He dropped his head, shoulders lifting and falling, and then looked back up at me. No, at the camera. “How long?”
I checked the timer. “Five minutes.”
“I’ll wait.” He began to pace in a slow, wandering ellipse. I finished injecting the compound into the plant and set its roots in the nourishing gel. As soon as it was secure, I straightened and closed its container. Protocol required static conditions for this process, so I couldn’t move from my spot and the air composition, temperature, and humidity had to remain constant for the proscribed time. I’d managed to bury myself in the process for the last couple of hours, ignoring the rest of the information crowding into my brain. I didn’t know whether to be grateful for Barber’s appearance, or to dread what it meant. My body tensed as I watched the seconds ticking down. I’d never dreaded seeing Barber before, and I knew it had to do with my new reality. Or awareness of my existing reality. Fuck. The effects of two hours of careful focus, gone. 
The timer dinged, the door seal whoofed its release, and I stripped off my gloves, tossing them in the cleaning unit before I washed my hands and opened the lab door.
“Come on in,” I told Barber, backing up to let him. He closed and locked the door and then reached up to disengage the audio from the recording unit. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“We found the stolen Rium.”
My mouth dropped open. “Seriously?”
“We think so. But it’s bad. Sit down.”
I folded my arms and stayed standing. “Where is it?”
“Zone 22.”
“That’s where we found it. But—”
“Right. The zone’s been repopulated.”
I knew that. My team, back when I worked in sci ops, had been the one to clear it. “Who stole the Rium?”
“Unknown.” 
“But you know it’s in Zone 22.”
He shook his head. “Not yet. It’s heading there. We can’t intercept it until it lands.”
Thank god my stool was behind me, because I dropped onto it without intent, reeling from everything those few words meant. For the world. For Barber’s team. For me.
A decade ago, the planet suffered a celestial event that we still didn’t fully understand. Something blew through the asteroid belt and then through our orbit, just missing us but dragging asteroids behind that did impact with Earth. Those strikes had regionally catastrophic results that took a long time to recover from. I’d spent a few years on a sci ops team that entered a zone, collected debris, analyzed the region’s status, and, when possible, cleared it for repopulation. Zone 22 was my last field mission—because we discovered optrium 22 there, and it changed my life.
The other day wasn’t my first encounter with a previously unidentified element from space. Around two years ago, I entered a crater and collected the meteorite that remained. The optrium 22—which we nicknamed Rium—had infused the rock so densely and emitted such strong energy that it penetrated my protective gear and infused me. I’d stored it in a container that luckily blocked the emission so no one else was affected, and I was assigned to begin analysis when we returned to the lab. I extracted a minuscule amount from the sample and began working with it, finding amazing potential for a new power source. That got me promoted and assigned a partner and two interns. 
All three of them had died. Somehow, my initial exposure had inoculated me and enabled me to work with Rium without any apparent effects. But that minuscule amount had poisoned them despite standard precautions, killing them in minutes and stranding me in a facility no one else could enter until I secured it. Before I did, they made me analyze the element with a multitude of parameters. I was able to determine the combination of materials that would most safely enclose it, protecting anyone around it from its effects. Before that, though, I had to catalog its properties and find a way to detect its signature, the way we do with radiation. All of that was accomplished in a very short time, relatively speaking, but I was still grateful to have it gone from our facility.
They were going to secure it somewhere—and not tell anyone where, of course—but before they managed that, it was stolen. For a year, it was as if it had never existed. I’d consoled myself with the fact that at least it was still contained. But now it obviously wasn’t, if they had detected and were tracking it. We can’t intercept it until it lands. 
“It’s airborne?” I asked Barber, who’d been watching me process. “Like, launched?”
“We think so. There aren’t enough surveillance satellites covering that area, so we haven’t gotten a visual. We’re lucky we can track it by its signature.”
Horror was curling through my gut. “You’re sure it’s not being spread through the atmosphere?”
“It’s dense. Clearly contained so it’s not diffusing into the space around it, but not fully protected. Whatever’s moving it isn’t a traditional rocket, though, it’s moving too slowly and no flags were raised. We think they were hoping to go undetected, which actually gives us time to prepare. ETA is about two days.”
“For what? What’s their goal?” I didn’t want to understand, but I was pretty sure I did. One of my assessments had determined that it likely had explosive properties and with the energy contained within it, even the smallest amount would have an incredibly large relative blast radius. If they were using all the Rium, and the intent was to drop it on Zone 22, the only purpose could be to destroy the new settlement. 
“Zone 22 was repopulated by StarNewal,” Barber told me.
I wanted to cry. “So you think Z-Troid Life is behind the theft.”
He nodded.
In the aftermath of the cataclysm, pockets of new religions had risen. Those were two of the largest, and their tenets were so opposite, they wanted nothing more than to completely destroy each other. It was completely within ZTL’s manifesto to teach their enemy a lesson using the thing they revered as punishment, and to do it with as much flare as possible.
“How many?” I whispered.
“Fifteen hundred.”
“Evacuation?”
“Not possible despite the time frame. Lack of resources. We’ve still given them warning and encouraged them to do as much as possible, but they refused. They think this is part of The Plan and they’ll be saved again.”
My eyes closed against the responsibility I knew he was going to lay at my feet. I listened as he explained the rest. They could calculate the trajectory and landing point as it got closer, and they had the technology to do a soft capture above ground. If it didn’t strike, it wouldn’t explode. But anyone near it would be killed the way my partner and interns were. They needed me to collect it.
“Remote capture,” I tried. 
“No time to build it.”
“Shoot it down.”
“Can’t risk the fallout.”
Of course not. Anywhere pieces fell, people would die.
“Are you saying no?” His voice had hardened, a note of disappointment sharp within his tone. I opened my eyes. We’d worked together on those sci ops missions for a long time. After Zone 22, he’d been moved to peace ops, tasked with halting dangerous enterprises before they could dig in and get hold in a zone. Those assignments had hardened him, but he was still driven by compassion and the highest value on human life. Knowing my answer would damage our friendship tore me apart.
But I also knew that I didn’t belong out there. My complacency, my mistakes, had caused three deaths. And a few days ago, I’d made another mistake. I didn’t know what it was, but the consequences were just as catastrophic despite being completely personal. The rule of three wasn’t just a literary tool, but I was far more aware of its power now. How could I take the risk that my inevitable third big mistake would happen on this mission?
“I’m saying please find another way. You can’t rely on me. I don’t—” I blinked, frustrated by the tears of self-pity blurring my vision.
Barber stepped forward and gripped my shoulders. “Stop.” His eyes bore into mine, filled with something I’d never seen before. It was a fierce tenderness that made no sense. “You are an incredible scientist and extremely capable in the field. I requested you for Zone 22, you know.”
My eyebrows went up. “What?”
He nodded, hands tightening enough to pull me an inch closer to him. The stool squeaked as it rolled. 
“That mission had unquantifiable variables, and I knew you had the flexibility and quick-wittedness to make sure we succeeded. And we did.”
But then I killed three people. How did you say that to someone who believed in you? 
He leaned in, voice lowering to a rumble that vibrated through my whole body. “Fifteen hundred lives, Oakley. Can you live with that?”
Obviously not. In a moment, everything became clear.
But not in a good way.






  
  Chapter Three
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While I’d waited for Barber’s mission chief to send me the parameters for the mission, my anger grew. This was the inciting incident. The big thing at the beginning of the story that thrusts the heroine into the adventure and sparks the romantic storyline. That explained why Barber’s voice “rumbled” and I’d noticed feelings in his eyes that had never been there before. I’d had to put on a sweater because when he let go of me, the sudden disappearance of his warmth had left me shivering. 
Or maybe that was anger. Or fear. Or all three. The responsibility for all those lives was mine now. I could hope desperately that they found another solution, but I knew they wouldn’t, not in time. I couldn’t say no, knowing those people would die. It didn’t matter that StarNewel’s stupid leadership wouldn’t let them leave. The acolytes probably didn’t even know what was happening.
But I had a secret. I held up my hand now and stared at my fingertips, where diffused sunlight picked up the blue shadows under the skin. I’d spent days locked in my lab, alone, studying Rium for hours on end. I’d used instruments and enclosures, gloves and Faraday cages and other radiation controls. But still, the Rium had continued to infuse my body. I hadn’t noticed the shadows and understood what they were until days later. Days after I’d gone through decontamination and been declared clean, after I came in contact with people. People who were, thankfully, still alive. If I’d been working with any measurable amount, they might not be.
So if I went near this Rium bomb, how much more would I draw into myself? Once I secured it, would I also need to be secured? There would be no way to know until I came in contact with someone, someone who could die. I couldn’t risk that, which meant this mission was the equivalent of a death sentence for me.
Obviously, I’d make the sacrifice. Fifteen hundred to one was a no-brainer, no matter what Captain America told Vision about trading lives and fuck, there it was again, a pop culture reference from Stuff Damschroder Loved. A reminder that I’m at her mercy even in the most mundane of my thoughts.
I gasped, my hand still splayed in front of me. I’d actually forgotten about that. Not completely, but the “character in a novel” reality was still new. Going on this mission wasn’t my decision. I wasn’t in control. But the trade-off was that she always had a happy ending to her books.
That changed everything.
Well, no, not everything. People could still die. But I didn’t have to die, and I didn’t have to live with the knowledge that I’d traded my life for anyone else’s. I could take calculated risks and trust that things would work out in the end, even if I had no freaking clue right now how.
It was enough to get me up and dressed and out the door for work. Tucker had left a note that he’d called my boss to let him know I’d be late. Lars had then left a voice message asking me to report to his office whenever I showed up. The words were strong, but the tone wasn’t. He knew about Barber’s mission and that they wanted me on it. And the fact that he’d told me to come straight to his office meant no one had figured out an alternative to me playing punt returner with a radioactive meteorite. I messaged him that I was on my way and committed to the op. A few minutes later he responded with a check mark. 
Lars’ office was full when I got there. He was on the phone, but no one seemed to be paying attention to his call, so it probably wasn’t about the mission. I slipped into the room and settled against the wall, too late realizing who was next to me. Zazie had been a friend and colleague and still worked in sci ops. But her fiancée had been made my partner—and died three hours later. We’d never spoken about it, but I had no doubt she hadn’t forgiven me. Why was she here?
She didn’t look at me or shift position, so I didn’t say anything. I checked to see who else was in the room. Barber, of course, standing with that pose-of-authority right behind Lars’ right shoulder. Fern Alimente, the mission chief who’d guided our original Zone 22 operation. A man and a woman I didn’t know, wearing tac uniforms, probably part of Barber’s regular team. They stood at ease but with a readiness I associated with peace ops. On Zazie’s right was Tucker, and with shock I saw he was in full gear. Not ready to deploy, but close enough. What was he doing here? He was a pilot for the mining division, and they didn’t go on ops of any kind. 
One of the side effects of the celestial event, post recovery, was a renewed determination to conquer space. Dreams of exploration had quickly shrunk to practical goals, and now we regularly sent ships to mine the asteroid belt. Tucker flew one of those ships. For each three-month trip, he spent the same amount of time on the ground. He’d been home for a month now and was bored, but I didn’t like the idea that he’d volunteered for this mission. He could die, or be hurt, but he could also be the guy I was supposed to fall in love with.
Lars hung up, spotted me, and nodded at me to close the door. Once I had, he stood. 
“Everyone here has received the mission parameters and accepted their assignments. You should all know what’s expected and what the goal is.” He made eye contact with each of us. Everyone nodded in turn. “I’m running the mission from here. Any questions?”
“How are we getting to Zone 22?” I asked. Tucker cleared his throat, and a chuckle went around the room.
“Wave-R transport,” Lars told me. “The new squad model has passed all testing and is ready to deploy. You’ll be able to travel in the air, which will cut the overall time to target, but also on the ground in the no-fly zones.”
I sighed inwardly. See? Road trip. Because a quest wasn’t a quest when it was six blocks away. The tedium of travel was the one thing I’d really disliked about sci ops. But maybe this new transport would be so cool it would make the time speed by.
There were a few more logistical questions. At some point Lars realized we didn’t all know each other, so he went around the room with short intros.
“Tom Barber, op leader.” He slapped and then squeezed his shoulder. “He’s in charge, obviously. His operatives are Flight and Strike.” The man raised his hand first, giving us all a tight-lipped grin. Strike kept her hands behind her back and deigned to offer a short nod. All business, that one. 
“Oakley Commton, our science officer and optrium 22 expert. Zazie Valenzina has sci ops experience but is also trained for field medicine.”
So she had an important role, but I still wasn’t sure she was the best person for this.
“And Tucker Okin, pilot. He’s rated on the Wave-R and has flown more test missions than any other pilot who’s not currently in a cockpit.” He held out his hands as if in an offering or an invitation for applause. “We good?”
No one said anything. “Utilities has your equipment lists. Wheels up in two hours. Safe return, folks.” As everyone turned to file out the door, Lars called my name.
“Wait a moment, will you?”
I stayed where I was until everyone had left, fielding significant eye contact from Tucker, Zazie, and Barber that told me each of them wanted a private word as well. I wouldn’t have time to gear up at this rate.
“Close the door, Oak.” Lars came around the desk and motioned me over. “You okay?”
“Um. Yeah. I mean…” How did you tell your boss you were terrified about the job you’d been given? Or that part of your terror came from secrets you were keeping from him?
“I’m sorry we had to put this on you.” He reached to squeeze my arm, a move that surprised me. I didn’t think he’d ever touched me before. “I hope you know you have all our faith. Mine especially.” His voice lowered, and I frowned at him. 
“No one is putting anything on me. I was the one who screwed up. I should have recognized that Rium was exotic before I collected it and taken more extensive precautions. It’s only right that I try to resolve the situation.”
He lowered his head and gripped the edge of his desk with both hands. “This mission is different from anything we’ve sent you or anyone else on before. There are so many unknowns. There’s a chance you won’t—” The words caught in his throat.
I couldn’t tell him he didn’t have to worry about that, but imagining an attempted explanation made me smile, and he seemed to take it as bravery or reassurance or something.
“This is inappropriate, but I want you to know how much I—” He faltered. “How much you mean to me. To this organization.”
Rolling my eyes was not the right response to his declaration, nor the backpedaling, but it was hard to refrain. Not that I wanted to roll my eyes at him. The subtext—that he cared about me—made a warmth rise in my chest. But…come on. This was getting ridiculous.
Part of the problem with being a Damschroder heroine is that she’s not exactly a tropey romance writer, and she has a tendency to create love triangles. That was making it really hard for me to identify the hero in my story. Was this friends to lovers, with Tucker? Alpha male, with Barber softening up under my velvet strength? Forbidden love/boss hero, with Lars? I’d even throw in enemies-to-lovers with Zazie if I were bisexual. The problem was that I’d noticed the difference with all three men, but didn’t feel it with any of them. So I had no idea where the romantic storyline was going.
Maybe it didn’t matter, I thought as I thanked Lars with cool professionalism and left his office. Maybe this wasn’t actually a romance and falling in love was no sure thing. Not like winding up in the hospital, which was pretty much a guarantee.
Man, being a Damschroder heroine sucked.






  
  Chapter Four
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Zazie got to me first, in the locker room. My old field kit was in my locker. The uniform pants and long-sleeved fitted shirt went on like comfy pajamas. Apparently, two years in the lab hadn’t changed my body. I didn’t fumble any step of my old routine, either, checking my gear and strapping on the instruments and tools I’d regularly used in the field with smooth, unhesitating movements. It went a long way toward shoring up my confidence. 
“Oak.”
I glanced up from the weapons case that wasn’t a common part of my old gear. “Zazie,” I said cautiously. She stood with her arms folded, shoulder propped against the archway into the anteroom. In other words, blocking my exit. 
“I didn’t ask for this detail.”
“Okay.” I went back to the case, confirming the pistol was charged and secure, the cartridge clip full, the extra ammo boxed in the second layer. She hadn’t said anything by the time I’d opened the large folding blade to check the edge. I sighed and let my hand drop to the bench. 
“I’m sorry, Zaz. I’m all…” I waved my free hand in a big circle in front of my torso. “All tense and defensive because I know it’s my fault Rosalie died and I’m expecting you to shred me over it. I’ve been expecting it for a long time,” I admitted. “I never apologized to you.” Because it was an admission of the thick, heavy guilt I tried not to feel.
But she gave one sharp shake of her head. “You didn’t need to apologize. I don’t blame you. You didn’t kill her.”
“But—”
Her “sszt” was even sharper than her head shake, and she even made a snapping motion with her hand. “Her death wasn’t your fault. You couldn’t have known. But I resent the hell out of the fact that she died and you didn’t, and it’s still hard to be around you. I just figured we needed to get that out there, since Alimente put us on this op together.”
I didn’t think anything could have ever made me feel better about Rosalie and her interns, but Zazie’s words did. They weren’t empty platitudes. They were real. 
“Thank you.”
“I won’t let you die, either.” Her mouth quirked on one side as she pushed away from the door and backed out. “Just in case you were worried.”
I laughed and finished re-packing the case, listening to the murmured exchange at the outside door as Zazie left and Barber came in. He took a position very much like hers had been.
“You made the right decision, Oak.”
I snapped the latches closed on the case and stared at it. I should tell someone about my fear. Zazie’s absolution had brought home the fact that I knew now something I hadn’t known then. If anyone died or was hurt, this time it would be my fault. I couldn’t count on being able to do the right thing when no one knew why I was doing it. 
It was cowardly to keep it to myself, and Barber should know, since he was running the op. I needed to convince him not to stop me from doing what I was going to have to do once the Rium was in my possession. Then he could run interference with the others. Or at least with Tucker, the one person likely to try to stop me or help me.
“I wasn’t saying no for the reasons you think.” I stood and swung my leg over the bench, hauling the weapons case with me. “There’s something I never told anyone.”
He didn’t move, but I sensed all his muscles tensing as he braced to hear my secret. “What?”
I closed the gap between us and held up my hand. “Look closely.”
He frowned, then squinted. Then he grabbed my hand in both of his and leaned toward me, his eyes moving back and forth as he studied my skin. Then they shot to mine, a version of my own fear sharp in his eyes now.
“What is this?”
“I kept absorbing optrium, despite all the precautions and protections. I think my initial exposure predisposed me for it as much as it inoculated me against it. I didn’t know until after I’d been released from the secure research lab, so I know the level isn’t enough to hurt anyone.” I swallowed, because the way I’d learned it was so stupidly dangerous. Just blithely making contact with people in my normal day-to-day routine. I couldn’t ever do that again. “There’s no reason to think it won’t keep happening once I intercept and contain the package. So—”
“What has it done to you?” he demanded, not releasing my hand despite the shock of seeing the deadly optrium buried in my skin. So his fear wasn’t for him. He knew immediately what this meant.
“Nothing obvious.” Unless it contributed to the Damschroder curse. Maybe the interaction of the two elements had given me this awareness. Or delusion. Except I knew it wasn’t a delusion. Too many things were lining up to confirm it. Like the way Barber was now cradling my hand in both of his, keeping me close, studying me with protective ferocity.
I pulled my hand away. “This isn’t about me,” I told him. “It’s about keeping everyone else safe. Not just those fifteen hundred innocents. It won’t be safe to be near me.”
“You don’t know that.” His jaw had hardened.
“I have to know it.” I stood straight, firm, in front of him. “Every move I make has to be with certainty that being near me is going to be fatal. Any wavering could kill someone I care about. Most of those people are on this op,” I reminded him. “We can’t risk it.”
“We’ll just have to determine that you’re safe.”
“How?” I spread my arms, my voice rising. “There is no way to do that without possibly killing someone! I won’t—”
“Okay, okay.” He settled his hand on my shoulder. “You’re right. So what do we do?”
“How am I getting to the catch point?”
“The plan was for the Wave-R to drop you at the site and return for you after the Rium is secured.”
That was obviously unacceptable now. “Does the Wave-R have a scout vehicle?”
He nodded. “The Rumbler. It’s a two-person scouter with a cargo extension.”
“Range?”
“Couple hundred miles with continuous sunlight.”
That would get me where I needed to go. “You’ll need to let me take it. Tucker will put up a fight.” I really hated that he was coming on this mission. “Will you please make sure he listens?”
Barber didn’t look optimistic, but agreed. “You set here?”
I went back to close my locker and grab my case. “Set.”
“Wheels up in ten. I need to do final check.” He backed out of the anteroom and almost bumped into Tucker. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be prepping the Wave-R.”
“All done. Final preflight in five, once everyone is on board.” 
“Okay. Let’s go.” 
Tucker didn’t move. Barber glanced at me, hesitated, then made a tiny move like he was giving a mental shrug and strode out the main door.
I sighed. “Why are you going on this mission?” I asked fruitlessly. The answer had already been given in Lars’ briefing.
“Why don’t you want me to?” He filled the doorway, which meant I couldn’t get past him without physical contact, and I wasn’t foolish enough to think I could budge that solid, enormous body.
“Because it’s dangerous.” Total lie.
“It’s less dangerous because I’m on it.” One side of his mouth kicked up in a grin, forming a dimple, and I was never able to resist those. I managed to keep my answering smile quick.
“We need to get moving.”
“Oak.”
My eyes closed at the intensity in his tone. “What?”
Silence followed, heavy with intent, but he didn’t answer right away. I opened my eyes to find him looking directly into them. The power of his emotions zinged straight to my core, igniting something I’d never felt and couldn’t name. It was achier than longing and hotter than hunger. It gripped like roots but danced like fire. I stood frozen and the air grew heavier as I waited for whatever he was going to say.
“Don’t do anything stupid.” He waited two beats, then spun on his heel and left.
My lungs released in a rush. Holy shit. Whatever ambiguity I thought was in this story was now gone. I’d gone from “not feeling it” to “flooded with all the feelings” in seconds. So my trope was friends-to-lovers. Tucker was my love interest. And now I was twice as terrified as I was before.
I slung the strap of my weapons case over my shoulder and headed to the transport bay, glad I had these scant moments alone to pull myself together. 
How could I have ever doubted it was Tucker? Lars was a long shot, a tease. My friendship with Barber went deep, and I was more willing to die for him than many of the people I worked with. But that was all it was, friendship. Tucker was everything I’d always needed in a partner and as much as it hadn’t seemed like it this week, it wasn’t one-sided. We’d propped each other up through loss and study and hard work and success. We knew each other better than anyone else, and we rarely got tired of spending time together. 
The problem now was the usual friends-to-lovers conflict, with a twist. There was the typical “what if it doesn’t work out and I/we lose the most important person in our lives?” concern. Plus, because this was “high-stakes romantic adventure” there was the “what if I lose him on this dangerous mission when I just realized how I feel?” factor. On top of that, in a few hours, I was going to do something that guaranteed we could never be together. Betrayal plus self-sacrifice for the win.
I sighed and stepped through the blast doors into the transport bay. Happy ending, here we come.
Yeah. That was sarcasm. And it was one hundred percent my own.






  
  Chapter Five
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“Incoming!” 
I gripped the harness over my shoulders and locked my lower legs around my weapons case, even though it was as strapped in as I was. I tried to relax my muscles, which wanted to brace hard for the imminent impact. I needed a middle ground between flopping into whiplash and snapping tendons. 
We were in flight about halfway to our destination, still a couple of hours from Zone 22. We’d landed three times to avoid the no fly zones but were supposed to get the rest of the way in the air. Our flight path wasn’t supposed to take us over any hostile territory, so Barber assumed the current threat had been monitoring us, waiting for us to try to intercept the Rium. Across from me, Zazie dozed or acted like she was dozing. Barber stood in the middle aisle—Mr. Mission Commander Who’s Too Tough to Strap In—but he did wrap his hands around a support over his head. Flight sat up front next to Tucker, calling out positions, while Strike operated the main gun below us. The Wave-R’s defenses had deflected anti-aircraft fire from heavy ground guns and deployed tiny EMPs that took out the drones that tried to shoot us down. But now we had a full-on rocket launcher aimed our way, and either Strike had to shoot it out of the sky, or—
The craft tipped suddenly and violently onto one side. My side, so I was lying on my back. Barber’s legs swung and straddled me so his boots slammed into the seats on either side. He released one hand so he could twist and not lose his full grip. But his eyes didn’t meet mine, and there was no signification “connection” or “rush of awareness” that would elevate him higher on the “potential love interest” list. 
“Thank you,” I wheezed, adjusting my harness so it would stop crushing my lungs. “You’d have crushed me like a bug.”
He held on, his braced feet helping him hold position. Behind him, Zazie’s arms and legs dangled like a rag doll’s. A few seconds later, the ship rolled back and then tilted as Tucker took it higher. Barber’s feet thumped to the floor and he dropped into the seat next to me, yanking the harness over his shoulders.
“Your ’mate’s a maniac,” he accused. “Who flies like that?”
“Someone who likes his ship in one piece,” Tucker called from up front. “You’d have preferred to take the hit?”
Barber didn’t answer, because he was hunched over, trying not to heave. 
I grinned. “I forgot you get airsick.”
“I do not,” he grunted. “I get crazy-pilot nauseous.”
“Zaze.” I kicked her foot, stretched out where it had landed. “You dead, or really sleeping through this shit?”
“Sleeping,” she mumbled, wriggling back into her original position. “Leave-m alone.”
A distant thump vibrated through the Wave-R. Flight whooped. “She got ‘em!”
“Excellent.” Tucker leveled the Wave-R and increased our speed. “Happy to leave that behind.”
“Could be more ahead.” Barber consulted a small tablet he’d pulled out of his thigh pocket. “Got two probable ambush sites still. No time to detour, though.” He tapped the screen and a message opened up over the map. “Lars says local ground patrol is engaged with one of them. We’re probably better going that way, while they’re distracted.” He called out directionals, and the engine whined as Tucker adjusted. 
Silence reigned in the ship as Tucker flew us closer to Zone 22. The tension was almost as stressful as an attack, but we got through the danger zone and made it to the designated landing zone. The Wave-R eased to the ground with more grace than any ship I’d been in before, making me wish this was a standard op and I could appreciate it more. As everyone got up and re-geared to deploy, I met Barber’s eyes. When was he going to tell everyone I was going alone?
He ignored me and started giving orders to secure the site around the ship. Flight climbed down a chute to meet Strike below, where they would prep the Rumbler and containment unit. Zazie had her hand on the med unit but narrowed her eyes at Barber.
“I thought we were driving the Wave-R to ground zero.”
“Change of plans.” Barber flipped some switches and tapped some codes on a keyboard at the back of the ship. The rear hatch began to whine open. Half a second later, an alarm blared through the ship. 
Zazie and I instantly moved into identical positions on the floor, one knee down, the other foot braced in front of us, laser rifles braced against our shoulders. I dug my rear toes into the tacky floor, ready to launch myself into movement, and bent my head to peer through my sight.
Barber had rotated away from the slowly descending ramp to a position with more cover. A swipe at the console shut off the alarm, and I could hear Tucker yelling from the cockpit, competing with Flight down below. They jumbled together over the comm, but the gist was clear. We were surrounded.
“Who is it?” Barber barked, but before anyone could answer, golden sparks of light flew through the cabin. Z-Troid Life. The combative cult carried scatter-fire weaponry. Each laser bolt fractured into smaller hot bullets that broke off the main trajectory. But they weren’t known for being well-trained and had fired before the ramp was low enough. All their shots went high. The interior of the Wave-R was built for durability, so the shots landed harmlessly. The air filled with the smell of scorched plastic. 
I braced harder and focused. The ramp glided down, giving a glimpse of blue-white sky and then lush greenery about fifty yards away. That greenery had hidden the threat until we’d landed and they moved in. A yellow-and-red dome interrupted the unbroken green, then another. Helmets. I fired a second after Zazie. The two targets went down. They’d be out of commission for at least ten minutes.
Score one for Damschroder. No matter how anyone felt about anyone else, or how dire our circumstance, at least I was surrounded by competence, like all her heroines. I could trust the team at my back.
Shouts sounded outside. The whining motor stopped as the ramp thunked into place. Silence took over. Zazie and I stayed ready, rifles up. Barber had a laser pistol in hand now, but no targets.
“They fell back,” Strike murmured over our comms. “Didn’t expect you to fire back.”
“Fell back where?” Barber demanded. “How many?”
“I counted six before they went back into the trees,” Flight reported. “Can’t see them now, even with their bright fucking headgear.”
My pulse throbbed in my throat, tightening it painfully. I didn’t want to take my attention off the field in front of me—it had been a while since I’d fired a weapon anywhere but a training range—but a new alarm was growing louder, one only I could hear. 
Tucker hadn’t said anything since we landed.
“Okin,” Barber called, as if he’d noticed, too. “What’ve you got?”
“Clear ahead, OL.”
I let out my breath slowly. He was okay. I was weird to hear him refer to Barber as op leader, OL, especially with such confident deference. I’d never been out in the field with Tucker, or on any kind of official business, for that matter. But his voice was pure comfort.
“Scans confirm it’s the six Flight spotted,” he continued, “plus the two cooling off at the rear. Potential reinforcements half a click out. Not an immediate threat. Want support?” he finished.
“Negative. Hold positions.”
We held for a good two minutes. My forearms began to vibrate the tiniest bit, but damned if I’d give in to weakness in front of Zazie. She wasn’t a warrior any more than I was, but she was rock steady. I sucked it up and pushed sheer determination into my muscles, watching through my rifle’s sight as I slowly scanned the open area at the back of the Wave-R. The reality was that we couldn’t stay here. There wasn’t time to wait out ZTL.
“Can we take off and find another LZ?” I asked the question but knew the answer. If we could do that, Barber would have already ordered it.
He didn’t bother addressing my ignorance. “Flight, the Rumbler ready?”
“Mostly, but we can’t fire the engine until it’s outside.”
“It’s packed as specified, though,” Strike added. “You want us to move it out?”
“Negative. Zazie, up front with Okin. Monitor the scans. I want to know if anyone moves, where, and how. Strike, grab the SAAs and come up here. You’re with me. Flight, Oakley’s coming down. Get her situated in the Rumbler and deploy on my signal.”
No one moved, obviously not understanding the plan.
“Now.”
That did it. I flipped on the shot guard on my rifle and lowered it to hang from my shoulder. Zazie turned and headed up front while I went to the chute leading below. Strike was climbing up one-handed, the other holding a case of SAAs. A type of grenade, they disoriented the target with an energy blast without hurting them. SAA stood for Shock and Awe, a reference to some old military campaign. Our entire mission was focused on saving people, not killing them, even the ones trying to kill us.
I scaled the ladder once Strike had cleared the chute and met Flight at the bottom. He took my rifle and led me to the front of the Rumbler. “I don’t know what’s going on,” he said as he opened the door and let me climb in, “but you know how to drive this thing?”
It couldn’t be much different from any other vehicle. I scanned the console, recognizing most of the instruments. “I’ll be fine.”
“What the hell does that mean?” He sounded affronted and it almost made me smile. He didn’t know me, so he was insulted that he wasn’t going, not that I was going alone.
I reached for my rifle. “I’m going alone,” I confirmed.
His mouth dropped open. But Barber demanded a report and Flight stepped back, letting me close the door and circling to the rear of the Rumbler so he could release it.
“You ready, Oakley?” Barber asked me on comms.
“Ready, OL.” I strapped in and set my feet, knowing this wasn’t going to be pleasant. This guy wasn’t meant to be driven out of the ship, nor was it intended to be deployed with someone already in it. I ran mentally through the steps to start it and get it moving right away, then ran through them again. There was no doubt I’d be attacked by ZTL, so my best chance was surprise. Getting out of there while the others engaged the cult.
“Three. Two. One. Now.”
I blocked out the eruption of laser fire I could hear. A whining sound filled the bay, just like the sound of the rear hatch opening, but nothing moved in my sight. There was a clunk, then Flight’s voice.
“Two seconds, Oakley.”
“Read-y.” The end came out with a squeak as the Rumbler suddenly dropped. There was no time for my stomach to react to the freefall, as I immediately hit the ground below the Wave-R. My teeth clacked together and I grunted, but I was already punching the ignition button and slamming the engine into gear. I floored the accelerator, and the Rumbler surged forward. Golden bursts immediately struck the side panels and I veered left, toward a space between trees. More bolts hit the rear of the machine, but soon I was into the forest and the sounds of the fight behind me faded away.
My vision blurred, and I fought to keep the threatening sobs low in my chest. They’d be fine. I’d been a distraction and that would allow them to put down the ZTL attackers and hold position until I caught the Rium. Or that was what they’d think was the plan.
I took a deep breath and punched up the topo map with my target already programmed into the nav. The path ahead was pretty straight for a while, not counting trees I had to get around, and then I’d be on one of the old roads for about twenty clicks. I patched my comm into the Rumbler’s main unit and hailed Barber.
“You on the move?” he asked, his breath heavy.
“Yes. Route’s clear so far. What’s your situation?”
“Position secure. ZTL in hand.”
“Roll call?” I squeezed out the words, remembering how we’d ask at the end of every op, no matter how low-risk. Wanting to make sure everyone had gotten back safely. 
“Flight took a burn on her forearm. Zaz’s got her. She’ll be fine.”
But there was an odd note in his voice. “Everyone else?”
“No one else is hurt.”
That should have been reassuring but left an uneasy burn in my stomach. I grunted as the Rumbler bounced over a rock and steered around a group of saplings. I shook off my discomfort, sure it was because of what I was about to push him to do.
“I want you guys to take off,” I told him. “I’m not coming back, you know that. There’s no point in staying. I can report my success to you in the air, or even back at control.”
He chuckled, and that made me feel even worse. I narrowed my eyes. “What?”
“Taking off is going to be a problem.”
Oh, no. “Was the Wave-R damaged?”
“No, she’s perfect. Your pilot, on the other hand…”
My pilot?
White flashed in front of me. I screamed and slammed on the brakes so hard the Rumbler’s giant, rugged wheels locked up and the whole massive vehicle slid sideways toward the figure that had materialized in front of me.
I was about to mow down my best friend.
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Tucker, the asshole, didn’t move. The Rumbler stopped about five feet away from him, so I hadn’t even been close to mowing him down. 
Good. I was going to kill him.
He grinned at my glower through the view screen, looking every inch the soldier with his flight suit covered by deflective armor at strategic points, pistols on each hip, his laser rifle held across his body as if he’d been handling it all his life. Slung across his back was a PHV. That was how he’d gotten ahead of me so fast, the jerk. 
He moved easily around the front of the Rumbler, heading toward the side door. I spun the wheel and hit the accelerator, steering past him but wanting to weep at the uselessness. A personal hover vehicle wasn’t standard issue and we hadn’t had any in the Wave-R. Tucker had brought it of his own initiative. Which meant either that Barber had told him my plan, or because he knew me so well, he’d guessed what I was going to do.
Fine. I could outrun a PHV, even with the obstacles of the woods. I pressed the accelerator a little harder.
“Oakley, come on.”
His rich, smooth voice glided directly into my ear through my comm. No one else was hearing us. I ignored him and kept going.
“You might as well let me in. Though this is kind of fun.”
Wha—? The screen for the rear camera showed nothing but green behind me. I switched to side view and could see his leg, one boot resting securely on the running board that went the length of the vehicle. God damn him.
I slammed on the brakes again, but he went with the motion, stepping easily to the ground and walking up to the side door. There was no point in locking down. I wasn’t getting rid of him. Not by running.
He climbed in and made a forward motion with his hand. I didn’t move. 
“I don’t have time for this, Tucker.”
“I know.” He motioned again. “Let’s go.”
“You can’t come with me.”
“You can’t stop me.”
When I still didn’t move, he grabbed the paddle accelerator on the nav wheel. The Rumbler lurched, then stilled when I shoved his hand away. Exasperated, he twisted to face me.
“You’re not doing this alone, Oakley, so quit fucking around and let’s go.”
“The Rium will kill you!”
He didn’t flinch. “And it won’t kill you.”
“You know it won’t.”
“No, I mean you’re not giving up. I’m not letting you.” He faced forward again. “Let’s go.”
I couldn’t open his door from my side, or I’d kick him out and drive away while he was turtled on the ground. I didn’t have the leverage or the materials to incapacitate him and shove him out the door. And we were very definitely wasting time. So I started driving again while I tried to figure out a real way to leave him behind. What would motivate him to change his mind? And what would I do if he didn’t? I could not take him with me and let him get exposed. 
My foot eased off the pedal and the Rumbler slowed. I stared ahead, vaguely aware of Tucker looking from me to the terrain ahead of us and back. “Oakley?”
A horrible, shocking truth held me frozen. I would sacrifice fifteen hundred souls before I would sacrifice Tucker.
“I can’t do it.”
“Oakley,” he ground out, but stopped when he saw my shaking hand reach to shut off the engine. 
I gripped the wheel and closed my eyes. “I am probably going to absorb all the optrium 22 in that vessel, Tucker.”
“I know.”
So Barber had somehow told him. Probably that meant the others knew, too. They didn’t matter, though. They were safe. Tucker leaving them stranded meant they couldn’t follow me. But now I had to make him safe, and I didn’t know how to do it.
“You can’t come with me. You’ll die.”
“Nope.”
I scowled at him over my arm. “What the hell do you mean, nope. That’s just the reality of it. You know what happened to Rosalie and the interns.”
“I told you not to do anything stupid. And here you are.” He held up his hands to indicate our direction. “So here I am.”
“I have to do this alone,” I argued. “There is no other way.”
He shot me a look.
“We don’t have time to find another way,” I conceded, because yeah, fine, there was always another way. 
“Oakley.” He tugged at my arm, lifting it to get me to release the wheel.
“Stop saying my name.” Especially in that sweet tone that sends ripples through my entire body all of a sudden. Tears sprang into my eyes, this time spilling over. My chest ached more sharply with every breath I took, every second of growing certainty that I wasn’t going to be able to stop him.
“Come here.”
It was a ridiculous request. There was a console between us, not to mention his rifle, deflective armor on both of us, and seats designed to keep their occupants positioned forward in supreme cradling comfort. But he took my hand in both of his warm, rough ones and tugged me a tiny bit his way.
“Why don’t you want me on this op?”
“You know why.”
He nodded, crinkles appearing in the corners of his eyes. “The same reason I’m coming, no matter what you try to do to stop me.” And it was all right there in his eyes again, how he felt.
My lungs seized. This wasn’t the right time. This was supposed to happen at the end, after we almost lost each other but didn’t. After the mission was over and we’d won.
Suddenly, every certainty I’d had about this Damschroder novel thing was gone. What if this wasn’t a romance? What if it was a fucking love story and he was going to die? Or worse, what if I was deluded and it was just real life? Where everything could go to shit and stay that way? No happy ending because it only ended in death?
I couldn’t let him say anything else. I ripped my hand away and turned the Rumbler back on, driving as fast as I could through the undergrowth.
“Sit rep, Commton.”
Barber’s order through the speakers startled me. I hadn’t noticed he’d been silent this whole time. Had they been listening? No, I’d definitely disengaged the connection when I almost plowed over Tucker.
“We’re a go, OL. ETA…” I checked the screen, which flashed a couple of times as it adjusted to my speed. “One hour.” 
“That’s seventeen minutes before drop-down. Not much time to rig the mitt.” The mechanism they’d sent to catch the Rium was in the back of the Rumbler. I’d only had time to practice setting it up once, because we’d run through it as a team twice. But it wasn’t that complicated.
“Catching it’s not going to be the issue.”
“Copy. Report in when you arrive. We’ll hail you if anything changes from here.”
“Thank you. Stay safe.” I managed not to wince when I felt Tucker looking at me. He had to be wondering why I’d say something like that. None of them were on the job to stay safe. But I couldn’t assure him that my feelings for Barber weren’t the same as my feelings for him, because we weren’t doing that yet.
“Um, Oakley.” Tucker pressed his feet against the floor and pushed back in his seat, reaching up to wrap his hand around the grip above the door. “Wall of—”
We plowed through the giant leaves into open ground, and I swerved onto the road, grinning. He blew out a breath and relaxed.
I tapped the nav. “Terrain map. I could tell it was just plants.”
He scowled. “Too bad it’s May. This would have been a lot easier in January.”
“It’s always May,” I muttered, flicking off the rough-terrain stabilizer to conserve power, now that we were on a mostly even surface. “May or October.”
“Octob— What?” He stared at me in confusion, and I shook my head. Damschroder’s favorite months were May and October, and most of her books were set then. It wouldn’t have mattered for this mission either way. And why should she make it easier for us? That was the opposite of her job.
We drove in silence for a handful of minutes before Tucker shifted restlessly. “I spy something blue.”
“No.” I rolled my eyes at him. “Seriously, dude, you fly month-long trips in outer space where there is literally nothing to look at. How are you already bored?”
I actually heard him swallow. 
“What?”
“I, uh, get through those with…” He cleared his throat. “Never mind.”
“What?” I repeated, dead curious now. “How do you get through those trips?”
“You know those videos you make me?”
Oh. “Oh.” Oh. Yeah, I knew. A couple of years ago, he’d made a comment that the worst part of his asteroid-mining expeditions was keeping track of how much time had passed. So I’d started recording short, fun videos with chrono markers to open them. He had a crew, but as the pilot he did spend more time alone than any of the others did. I knew he liked the videos but had never realized how much they meant to him.
Of course you didn’t. Why would you? He was just your best friend until today.
I cleared my throat and sped up as we hit a straightaway. “What’s the ETA?” I could check myself, but wanted to change the subject. Tucker didn’t seem unhappy about that. Except he leaned to check the screen, which was angled slightly toward me, and that brought him within smelling distance.
I’d always loved the way Tucker smelled. No matter what he’s been doing, it’s a clean, crisp scent. Sometimes it’s overlaid with a hint of metal, like when he’s been in a ship for months. Sometimes it’s more
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