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Synopsis

Ava Wynne wants to start fresh, in a place where
nothing reminds her of her failed relationships in Easton. Once
awarded a transfer she is paired with a beautiful co-pilot she
doesn’t really like. After two cross-continent cargo flights, Ava
and her co-pilot are assigned to fly a member of the ruling elite
to the cloud city of Miami. The last thing Ava wants is to fly an
air taxi for some spoiled member of the Chancellor’s family. But
Ava will have bigger problems than her dislike for the ruling
elite. A member of the “Return To Earth” insurgency forces their
cruiser to crash-land in the desert region of North America. Held
captive in this barren outpost, Ava and her privileged, yet
captivating, passenger begin to discover things about each other
and themselves that will change them both forever.
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Chapter One

A ribbon of white sandy coastline stretched north,
growing narrower as it intersected the thin blue horizon. The
slightest halo of pink warmed the sky just at the earth’s edge
signaling the approaching sunset. Ava banked the aircraft and
headed out over the open sea toward the cloud city of Easton.

When Ava Wynne met high-speed proton fusion
propulsion, it was love at first sight. She could still remember
the first time she’d flown as a test pilot. She’d felt vulnerable
and exposed as she sat beneath the curved glass covering the
cockpit, yet in control at the same time. With each maneuver, as
she climbed or banked, gravity’s pull against the torque of the
engines pressed her body into the seat. Adrenaline surged through
her system, and she had to remind herself to breathe. Being a pilot
might be the only thing she truly loved with enthusiasm and without
reservation.

And she’d never yearned for more, until recently.
Restlessness cast in front of her like a lengthy late afternoon
shadow. Something was missing from her life. If only she could
figure out what that something was.

A monotone voice from CC Easton’s flight tower came
through her headset giving the cargo craft clearance to land. Ava
reached over and flipped a series of switches, initiating the
landing sequence. In the seat beside her, Jenna Bookman spoke to
the tower as she took command of the aircraft’s approach and
descent. Within minutes, they would be easing into a wide hangar on
the flight deck. They made their approach from the southeast,
circling the enormous city center hovering above the clouds.
Sunlight danced across the glass skyscrapers of the central
quadrant as they flew past.

Flashing lights in the entry tunnel matched their
speed until the aircraft’s forward motion stopped. Deck crews
gathered behind protective barriers as the cargo ship hovered above
its assigned landing grid.

Jenna spoke to the tower again as she lowered the
craft to the flight deck and powered down. Ava loved takeoff and
navigation; she was happy to let Jenna handle the reentry and
shutdown. The engine’s hum lulled and then was silent as Jenna
powered down.

“It’s not too late to change your mind, you know.”
Jenna removed her headset and looked at Ava.

“I’m not going to change my mind. You can always
come visit me.” Ava had flown with Jenna for a long time, but today
was their last flight together. Ava had requested a transfer to the
cloud city of San Francisco, and the transfer had been approved.
She hoped the move would settle her feelings of restlessness. Maybe
a new city was all she needed.

“Right. You’ll be in a new city with a fresh dating
pool. You’ll have no time for your old married friends.”

“Jenna Bookman, you are anything but old and you’re
barely married. I’ll always have time for you.” Ava smiled at Jenna
and playfully punched her shoulder.

“What are you up to for your last night in
Easton?”

“I’m meeting Sara out.” Ava gathered her gear bag
and headed toward the side exit just behind the cockpit. She walked
past large containers labeled SYN/BIO as she exited the cargo bay
door and was reminded that someone would have to stay until the
containers were signed for and removed.

“Well, you ladies have fun.” Jenna leaned through
the door.

Ava turned back for a minute. “Hey, I can stay until
someone signs for those.”

“No way. Get outta here. Go be young. Make bad
choices. I’ve got this.” Jenna waved her off.

Ava hesitated. She thought maybe she should say
something, but she and Jenna had never been much for sentimental
talk, and she knew their paths would cross in one city or another
given the constant travel they both did. So it wasn’t like this was
good-bye, it was more like good-bye for now. “Thanks. I’ll see you
around.”

“Make me proud out there on the West Coast, okay?”
Jenna leaned through the narrow side door of the cargo bay, resting
an elbow on each side. Ava took a mental picture of the scene. She
knew this was one of those moments she’d reflect back on as a big
transition that she’d played off as small. Jenna had been her
mentor and her friend.

Fuck it. Ava walked back, climbed the few
steps from the tarmac, and pulled her into a hug. “Thanks for
everything, Jen.”

“My pleasure, kid.” Jenna held on to her for a
minute longer than she needed to.

Ava smiled and waved over her shoulder as she left
and headed toward her residential cube. She had a few hours of down
time before she was supposed to meet Sara. She’d shower and get
some food. Ava wanted her last night in CC Easton to be a good one,
and if all went well, she wouldn’t spend it alone. She searched her
comm unit for Sara’s number and waited for her to answer.

*

Flanked by two security officers, Leland passed
through the main gate and walked toward the cargo ship that had
just settled into hangar bay six. The tarmac was busy with foot
traffic and small maglev carriers hauling cargo from one point to
another.

Through the hum of activity, Leland became suddenly
aware of one person in particular. A woman in a flight suit strode
confidently toward her. As she drew closer, Leland was taken by her
fair complexion, classic square jawline, and dark hair pulled back
into a knot at her nape. Even wearing the flight suit, her
feminine, yet firm, athletic build was obvious. The tight fitting
suit hugged every slight curve, and Leland found it difficult not
to stare. The woman was speaking into her comm device and only
briefly glanced in Leland’s direction as she passed by.

Leland couldn’t resist turning to watch the woman’s
retreating figure. She tried to make the backward glance quick, but
a murmured remark from one of the security escorts told her she’d
been caught looking.

“Were you saying something?” asked Leland.

“Sorry, nothing.” The guard stifled a cough, as if
he was trying not to laugh.

It didn’t matter anyway. Women rarely caught
Leland’s attention. Even if they did, she never got the chance to
follow up. There was always too much work to do, and when there
wasn’t, there were family obligations that kept her from having the
freedom to pursue her own desires.

They reached the cargo hold and entered through the
small side door. The containers she’d come for were right up front.
Leland didn’t usually claim the materials personally, but she was
the only individual from the lab with a high enough security
clearance not quarantined with the flu. She’d been wondering if an
official statement was forthcoming from the World Health
Organization because she was worried that this particular virus was
getting very close to pandemic status. Anyone who had any sort of
access to that level of information seemed to be very tight-lipped.
Even her father, and she’d asked him directly.

Leland stepped into the cargo bay. “Hello, I’m here
to sign for this shipment.”

A woman in a flight suit similar to the one she’d
just seen moved around the containers and handed her a digital
tablet. The woman seemed older than the other female pilot she’d
just seen, seasoned, with more of a square build and short dark
hair that touched her collar. “I’m Jenna Bookman. I was told to
wait with the materials until someone signed for them. Can I just
get a thumbprint here?”

Leland accepted the tablet Jenna offered and held
her thumb to the screen for a few seconds. The screen flashed green
and Jenna nodded. “Okay, you’re good to go.”

The two security guards loaded four containers onto
a small carrier that hovered about three feet off the ground at the
foot of the stairs, just beside the aircraft’s cargo door. Within
minutes, the containers were loaded and the three of them began
their trek back across the tarmac.

A half hour later, Leland had the containers in the
lab and was systematically checking the plant materials each
carried. She would test the samples for pathogens. Organic herbs
had their own natural bacteria, but she was checking for the ones
that would be harmful if ingested.

Leland placed specimens from each container on Petri
slides. She’d feed them, put them in a warm safe place, and come
back tomorrow to see what was growing. She mixed a solution and
then a series of dilutions that Leland placed on Petrifilm. She
slid the tray of samples into the incubator and closed the front
shield.

She sighed and sank back onto a stool near the
center counter that split the sterile space in two halves. It was
late and she was the only one left in the lab. Left alone, Leland
was having thoughts that she didn’t want to have. Thoughts that
she’d been trying to ignore. She didn’t want to know certain things
because once she knew them she couldn’t un-know them. She rubbed
her eyes and pinched the space between them. The shadow of a
headache was hovering, and she wanted to ward it off.

Leland thought most people were sheep. Lucky sheep
that were allowed, encouraged even, to be blissfully unaware of the
dark matter that made the world run. Not for the first time, she
wished she were a sheep. So that she could forget that she knew
things. That kind of forgetting might require assistance.

She scrubbed her hands, paused in the detox chamber,
and then signed out for the night. She pulled on a jacket as she
stepped outside. It was dark and the temp was dropping. The
glass-sided buildings surrounding the pedestrian corridor were
aglow with light against the night sky. She must have been in the
lab longer than she’d intended. Her driver stepped out and opened
the rear door of the small transport for her. Two other figures in
dark clothing seemed to come alive when she exited the building.
They waited beside their vehicle as she approached the forward
car.

Leland hesitated. She should just go to the hotel
and get some sleep, but she really didn’t want to think about her
research for a few hours, and she knew if she went to the hotel
that’s all she’d do. She’d lie in bed and stare at the ceiling
while data ran in a recurring loop through her tired brain.

“Is something wrong?” the young man dressed all in
black asked her as he held the door open.

“I was thinking I might go out.”

“Out?”

“For a drink.”

“Oh.” He looked at her like she’d just said the
craziest thing he’d ever heard.

“I know I don’t usually do that, but if I were to do
that sort of thing do you have any suggestions?”

“Sure. I can think of a couple of spots.”

“Just take me to the nearest one, okay?”

“Absolutely.”

Leland climbed in and sank into the seat as the
driver accelerated away from the curb. Lights from the second car,
now trailing them, illuminated the interior. Within minutes, he
slowed and veered. He opened the glass between the compartments.
“This is the most popular nightclub. If you don’t like what you see
we can go to a different place.”

“I’m sure this will be fine.”

He climbed out and opened the door for her. “I’ll
wait here for you, ma’am.”

“I wish you’d just call me Leland.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Okay, forget it. I’ll see you shortly.” Leland
walked toward the sound of thumping dance music. The silver and
glass, multistory structure had different colored neon at each
level that seemed to pulse with the beat of the music throbbing
from the main entrance. She nodded in the direction of her
ever-present shadow detail. They followed her inside at a
respectable distance.

Leland couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone
into a club, in public. But this was a city where no one knew her.
Anonymity felt like a small taste of freedom. She breathed it in as
she stepped into the crowded first floor of the nightclub.


Chapter Two

Ava spotted Sara at a tall table near the back of
the club with her newest romantic lead just after she arrived. Ava
liked Sara’s newest fling. Kelly was cute, fun, a great dancer, and
most importantly, apolitical. Kelly was just what Sara needed.
Sara’s last love interest had gotten her involved with an
underground political movement that managed to plant several bombs
in strategic sites that almost brought Easton to its knees. The
Return to Earth movement had almost caused CC Easton’s complete
collapse. Sara was still laboring under the guilt she felt for
believing that the insurgency’s leader, Meredith, had only
nonviolent tactics planned. Meredith had not been captured, and so
far had managed to elude authorities. Poor Sara. Her idealism had
suffered a fatal blow.

Yeah, Kelly was just what Sara needed. Cute, sweet,
shallow.

Ava downed half of Sara’s cocktail and tugged them
toward the dance floor. After a few songs, they returned to the
table and actually managed to get a waitress to bring them
drinks.

“It’s only because you’re here. They always ignore
me.” Sara leaned over to practically yell in Ava’s direction.

“I don’t believe you.”

“Believe it,” Kelly chimed in. “You’re hot and
you’re getting us noticed, thank you! You can drink with us any
time.”

“Don’t tell her that. She knows she’s hot. Don’t
inflate her ego even more.”

Then Sara looked sad, and Ava shook her head. “No,
don’t do that. We’re not going to turn tonight into some big sad
thing. We’re here to have fun, remember?” Sara nodded. Ava knew
she’d miss her friends in Easton, but she was excited about the
possibilities she’d find in CC San Francisco. And besides, she’d
have Easton on her flight schedule from time to time. She was sure
of it. “So, who should I ask to dance?”

Sara and Ava frequently played this matchup game at
the club. They would take turns picking out women for each other.
The goal was to make the target a challenge, so they usually picked
against type.

Kelly drew Sara close. “Oh no, not tonight. Sara’s
out of play tonight. This evening she’s all mine.” She pulled Sara
into a kiss.

“Okay, okay, enough with the kissing.” Ava smiled at
them and sipped her drink.

“I’ve already picked someone out for you. As a
matter of fact, I’ve seen her look over here at you a couple of
times.” Sara grinned as if she had some big secret to share.

“Who?” Ava tried to follow Sara’s gaze.

“Over there. Short hair, dark glasses, gray jacket.”
Sara took Ava by the shoulders and turned her so that she was
facing in the right direction. “There, she just looked over here
again.”

“She’s too butch for me. No, thanks.”

“I don’t think she’s butch. I think she’s just tall
and slim. Do you have some sort of maximum height requirement that
I don’t know about?”

Ava almost choked on her drink from laughing.
“No.”

“Okay, then. She’s my challenge for you tonight.
Go.” Sara playfully shoved Ava.

“Seriously?”

“At least get close enough to see if she’s really as
butch as you think. Or better yet, bring her over here and we’ll
decide for you.” Kelly was sitting behind Sara and pulled her
backward and kissed her neck.

“You guys are cute together.” So maybe she would ask
tall, dark, and androgynous to dance. She put her glass on the
table. “Okay, save my drink. This might be a quick trip.”

Ava cut across the dance floor, weaving between
clusters of women and past couples who seemed to be in their own
world, moving to their own rhythm. Her friend Kate captured her in
a hug as she squeezed past.

“When do you leave for CCSF?” Kate asked.

“Tomorrow. I’ll call you before I leave.”

“You better.” Kate released her to continue her
pursuit.

When she looked up again, she’d lost sight of her
intended conquest. Ava scanned the club and spotted her leaning
against the bar at the corner of the dance floor. Ava slipped into
the small open space next to her.

Her mark was intent on an exchange with the
bartender, giving Ava a chance to study her from a much closer
vantage point. Sara had been right; she was only slightly taller
than Ava, with a slender build, but she was definitely not butch.
Androgynous was a better description, but decidedly feminine. She
had short dark hair that looked intentionally shaped to look
tousled. Ava thought it was intentional because the rest of the
woman’s attire sent a message of pure order. Her dark clothing had
simple clean lines: a short waistcoat that covered an untucked
shirt over dark slacks. Ava was quite distracted with her
observations until she realized the woman had caught her looking
down to check out her shoes.

“Hello.”

“Sorry. I was just admiring your shoes.”

“Really?”

Ava laughed. “No, not really.” She held her hand
out. “Hello, I’m Ava Wynne.”

“Leland.”

“Last name?”

“Um, James. Leland James.”

“Did you have to think about that for a minute?” Ava
couldn’t see Leland’s eyes behind the darkened glasses, but she
felt the intensity of her gaze nonetheless. How was that
possible?

“Can I buy you a drink?” Leland asked.

“How about if I buy you a drink?”

“My credits are already on the bar.” Leland tapped
her index finger on the card sitting on the bar’s reflective
surface near her glass.

“Okay then, bourbon. Neat.”

They gathered their drinks and moved back to the
table where Ava had seen Leland earlier. As they took seats across
from each other, Ava couldn’t help but notice how Leland’s gray
shirt hung open just enough to reveal the smooth skin of her
elegant neck and a glimpse of her collarbone. Leland seemed a
little nervous and ran her fingers through her hair, which did
nothing to tame its unruly state. Ava thought she looked gorgeously
unkempt. But she was puzzled about the dark glasses. Maybe the
strobe lights bothered her.

“Do you come here often?” Leland asked.

Really? She must be nervous if that was the best she
could do. “Yeah, fairly often. You?”

Leland shook her head. “I’m not from Easton.”

Well, that explained why Ava hadn’t seen Leland
before, because she felt like she’d have noticed her. Although, Ava
did have the weirdest feeling they’d met somewhere, briefly. Before
she could give it much more thought, a song she liked began to
play.

“Let’s dance.” Ava stood to move toward the
floor.

Leland didn’t respond and didn’t move.

“Come on.” Ava motioned for Leland to follow her.
Once on the dance floor, Ava tried to study Leland without really
studying her. Ava’s approach to seduction was to remain aloof until
she got some idea of whether she found a woman interesting enough
to pursue more. And even after that discovery she sometimes
remained aloof. Maybe protective was a better word. At any rate,
this approach had worked well for her. Women seemed to love a
challenge. Although, at the moment, Leland seemed as aloof as she
was. If they both tried that approach, this would never move past a
first dance.

Ava was normally drawn to women with more curves,
but as she watched Leland move to the music, she was struck by how
sexy she was. Pure sex appeal, thought Ava. Hmm,
interesting. She wanted to change things up. Maybe she should
start dating against type more often and see where that got
her.

Leland didn’t feel incredibly confident on the dance
floor. It had been a long time since she’d danced. And even longer
since she’d danced with someone she found so attractive. She’d
noticed Ava the minute she’d walked in. Leland recognized her from
their brief encounter on the tarmac. She was fairly certain that
Ava didn’t remember seeing her.

Oh well, bruised ego aside, at least Ava had asked
to buy her a drink. Now they’d have a dance and that would be the
end of it. Leland resolved to have no investment in the outcome and
simply enjoy Ava’s company for as long as it lasted. She closed her
eyes and swayed to the rhythmic beat as if she were alone, rather
than in a room full of strangers. Beautiful strangers.

The sensation of someone touching her pulled her
from her trance. She opened her eyes to see that Ava had moved much
closer and was dancing against her with her hands on Leland’s hips.
If it was possible, Ava was even more stunning in close proximity.
Her hair was down straight, and it hung just at her shoulders. She
was wearing a low-cut dark knit shirt that clung to her upper body,
revealing every subtle curve. The pants she wore fit like a second
skin, only a few shades lighter in color than her shirt. The pants
ended with heels that Leland reasoned took sheer athletic ability
to dance in the way Ava was dancing in them.

Ava invaded her senses as she moved closer and
placed a light kiss at the opening of her collar. To say Leland was
surprised was an understatement. She’d assumed this was going
nowhere, but the signals she was now receiving from Ava definitely
gave her some glimmer of hope. She decided to test the waters.

Leland pulled Ava against her, insinuating her thigh
between Ava’s as they continued to move to the music. She closed
her eyes again and gave herself over to the sensations of Ava’s
firm body moving against hers. She felt her system react as if a
match had been struck. Heat flamed to her throat and face. She was
relieved that the club was dark. Maybe Ava wouldn’t notice how
strongly Leland was reacting to the sensations of her.

How long had they been dancing, she wasn’t sure.
They were close now, Ava’s arm was draped lightly across her
shoulder, and Leland could feel the warmth from her skin as their
faces were only inches apart. Tentatively, Leland brushed Ava’s
cheek with her lips. When Ava didn’t pull away, she lightly kissed
her on the mouth.

Ava’s reaction was quick. She drew Leland into a
deep kiss. Leland’s heart pounded. Ava’s touch was strong, sure,
yet tender.

As the kiss ended, Ava reached to remove her dark
glasses. “I need to see your eyes.”

Leland shoved the shades into her jacket pocket and
waited for what might happen next. After Ava studied her intently
for a few seconds, she kissed Leland again lightly and pulled her
toward the exit.


Chapter Three

Ava clasped Leland’s hand and maneuvered through a
small group of women entering the club. Once outside, she watched
with curiosity as Leland replaced the dark glasses.

As they stepped out of the crowd at the front
entrance, Ava noticed a young man dressed in black open the rear
door of a waiting transport as if he knew them. After a moment, she
realized he did know at least one of them.

Leland motioned toward the open door. “I have a car
if you’d like to, um…if you’d like to go somewhere a bit more
quiet.”

“I’d like that.” Ava climbed in first and settled
into the seat facing Leland. The maglev transport, suspended over
its metal track, sank only slightly as they climbed in. Now she was
even more curious. What sort of person had a car service at their
command?

As if anticipating the question, Leland began to
speak. Her tone was calm, soothing. “When I travel, my work
provides this service.”

“Very considerate of them.” Ava wondered what
Leland’s work was, but decided she didn’t want to know too much.
Sara always complained that Ava never asked enough questions, but
this was a calculated tactic on Ava’s part. The less she knew, the
less she was accountable for. In this case, she was only planning
one night at a time, especially since this was her last evening in
CC Easton. So the less she knew, the better.

The driver spoke through the intercom system from
the front of the luxury transport. “Where to, ma’am?”

Leland gave Ava a questioning look.

“Your place?” Ava didn’t want to suggest her
residential cube, which was currently filled with all of her
belongings, boxed in transport crates for shipment to CCSF.

“The hotel, thanks.” Leland settled back into the
opposite seat.

The trip only took a few minutes. They’d hardly
spoken on the ride. Ava was trying to decide how far she’d let the
evening go. She hadn’t even said good-bye to Sara, but she’d call
her in the morning. That was the easiest way to avoid an emotional
scene anyway. As they rode the lift, Ava noticed for the first time
that Leland had pushed the button for the penthouse. They hadn’t
touched since Ava had released Leland’s hand outside the club, and
now, in the small sterile interior of the lift, the air between
them pulsed with some sort of electric current. Ava could feel it
deep inside.


Chapter Four

Rebecca Scott exited the central transit station in
Easton and headed toward the Bureau of Security offices. Two men in
dark suits parted as she jogged between them up the steps of the
sleek, glass-faced structure.

There was no line at the synth unit in the break
room as she passed so she paused long enough for a coffee.

Dammit. She burned her tongue on the hot
drink as she wound through a cluster of cubicles to get to her
desk. Everyone was pretty much gone for the night, so maybe she’d
have some peace and quiet to get some work done. There were piles
of docs to filter through and there never seemed to be enough hours
in the day.

“Are you comfortable?” She rounded the corner to
discover Frank, with his feet propped on her desk, talking on his
comm unit.

When he saw her, Frank moved so fast he almost
toppled backward in his chair. “Beck, I thought you weren’t coming
back. I was just, uh, making a call to a witness.”

Frank had only been with the bureau for two years
and still seemed a little intimidated by his more senior partner,
Beck. He was twenty-six, slim with clean-cut dark hair and youthful
optimism. Beck liked him.

“Tell Sharon I said hello.” Sharon and Frank had
been dating for about six months and things seemed serious. “And
get outta my chair.”

He cupped his hand around the mic on his comm unit
as he
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