

    
            Chapter One





			Year 599 Post Diaspora [2765 AD, Terran Calendar] 

			UHM Cruiser Alexei Leonov, Border Systems

			 

			Val grinned, sensing weakness in her friend’s attack, and lunged for the exposed wrist as Kass’s knife hand arced past her. The slight widening of Kass’s jade eyes told Val she’d caught her off guard. She whipped her other hand forward, flowing into the joint lock.

			“Ha!”

			Her triumphant crow cut short when a leg wrapped behind hers. The bubble burst. Oh, fuck.

			Val tumbled into a breakfall over Kass’s shoulder, world spinning, cartwheeling ineffectually as Kass executed a perfect reversal and sent her catapulting to her back on the mat. She grunted gracelessly, Kass’s weight dropping onto her chest to complete the faultless pin. Kass smirked down at her, a familiar, triumphant gleam in her eyes. Dark hair shaded her pale face as she loomed above Val. A surge of frustrated affection blossomed in Val’s chest. Yet again, Kass had her at a disadvantage in the dojo. 

			“What was that, slime sucker?”

			Kass punctuated the question by driving her wrists deeper into the rough fabric of the mat. Val scowled. The harder she strained to pull them free, the greater the pressure grew, until further resistance would land her in the med wing with a broken wrist. Which Kass, as chief of the medical wing, would fix—undoubtedly while adding a heavy dose of insult to injury. It would be infuriating if Kass’s medical skills hadn’t saved Val’s ass multiples times since she dragged Val off the sodden battlefield on Piscium-b. That didn’t make another loss any more palatable, nor would she give up just because Kass won nine times out of ten. She squirmed, searching for weak points in Kass’s stance, while Kass’s arrogant smile lingered indulgently. 

			Val snarled. “Cocky sonofabitch.”

			We’ll see how much she likes it when I kick her out of bed. 

			The thought cut through her rising frustration. Now that wasn’t a bad idea… Val paused her struggling, savoring the mischievous idea, and smiled when Kass raised a skeptical eyebrow.

			She arched her hips, pressing into Kass with a languid roll, and was rewarded when Kass twitched with a soft grunt. Aha! A slight shift of the mountain. She broke the pin, slipping free as Kass’s weight shifted, and seized the minute reprieve to roll Kass onto her back. She took over the pin with a laugh. 

			When she looked down, ready to assert her uncommon victory, Kass smiled back with a feral gleam in her eye.

			Foreboding reared up, quashing Val’s triumph.

			“You little shit,” Kass murmured.

			Her heels tucked into Val’s armpits. A half second later, Val flew headlong off the mat.

			The textured metal flooring ripped Val’s gi as she rolled, skidding between racks of free weights. Activity in the gym stuttered to a halt. Heads turned when their bout overflowed the sparring area, the crew’s quiet evening workouts eclipsed by the prospect of a spectacle. 

			Val cringed at the gathering audience. Kass was a surgeon. The only thing she loved as much as saving lives was being the center of attention. Val had just given her a grudge to settle with a stage to do it on. “Fuck,” she muttered.

			She shifted, ready to come up swinging, but the trick had also cost her Kass’s mercy. Her breath exploded in a gasp as Kass landed on her back, knees driving relentlessly under her arms and splaying her against the ground. Kass’s weight ground her shoulders into the hard metal decking. An elbow snaked under her chin. 

			The chokehold tightened. Val gulped in a last, desperate breath before her windpipe constricted. 

			Kass’s breath ghosted against her ear with a low, rough laugh. “The benefits go away if you abuse them, Koroleva.”

			“Say that again toni—agck!” Val gagged as Kass’s elbow clamped tighter. 

			Another pin. She had to stay calm if she was going to find her way out of this one, but her animal brain immediately screeched in panic at the lack of oxygen. She fought it, yet again searching desperately for weaknesses. But if the first pin had been a prison, this one was a fortress. With a mountain dropped on top for good measure. The deck beneath her hummed in time with the ship’s engines, the frantic energy fanning the flames of fear licking at her logical mind. All around her, marines tossed out wagers on her remaining time. Forty seconds? Thirty?

			Vision graying, Val thrashed, grimacing at the audience. Sweat stung her eyes. Her chest burned in concert with her implanted Heads-up Display, which flickered a crimson medical warning across her field of view: LOW OXYGEN. She would’ve rolled her eyes at it if they weren’t already trying to roll back into her skull. 

			Kass chuckled maliciously. “You gonna tap out yet, shithead?”

			Never. Val tried to grind out the word and simply choked on her own frustration. Fog closed in. Her HUD’s urgent warnings activated her audio implant and screamed in her ears, which began to ring. The world faded from view. Her limbs grew heavy. She had to focus. This wasn’t over, she had a few seconds left. If she could just—

			REPORT TO COMMANDANT GENERAL IMMEDIATELY

			The message flared across her HUD, overriding the medical warnings at the same moment Kass’s grip vanished with a suddenness that left her head spinning. Air roared back into her lungs with an almighty heave. 

			“Fuck,” she groaned on the exhale. 

			Kass’s weight disappeared from her back. “Saved by the bell, slime sucker,” she quipped, though one hand patted Val’s back affectionately. 

			Ears finally clearing, Val croaked, “You got it, too?”

			Kass knelt beside Val and offered a hand as they got slowly to their feet. Her brows screwed together, eyes troubled, and her thin lips drooped into a speculative frown. “Both of us? Shit. What did we do?”
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        * * *

      

			“At ease, both of you.”

			Val tried, but the swirling current of curiosity and unease in her gut fought the attempt. Kass shifted restlessly at her side. Astrey’s office, large by shipboard standards, was still uncomfortably small for four people, and they both eyed the young man with lieutenant’s bars standing next to the commandant’s desk. Slightly unkempt, his uniform wrinkled, the man stared back at them through a pair of lenses that shimmered slightly with a data stream visible only to the wearer. 

			“Lieutenant Haskell.” Astrey indicated the junior officer. 

			The lack of explanation for Haskell’s presence left uncomfortable silence in its wake. Val’s gaze flicked to Kass, who crossed her arms and raised a questioning brow. Haskell, though, practically ignored Kass. When Val’s gaze returned to him, the lieutenant still stared directly at her. Like a scientist appraising a key specimen. Val frowned back, ready to get to the point and dispel the cloying tension. 

			Astrey sank into the chair behind his desk, the metal creaking beneath his muscular form, and tapped one of the many tablets cluttering the gray, industrial surface. 

			The screen sprang to life, and Val caught a glimpse of her duty record. Her sense of dread thickened. 

			“Piscium-b.”

			Val flinched. 

			Kass’s hands dropped to her sides, fingers flexing ominously. Her voice, when she finally responded, could cut steel. “What about it, sir?”

			Astrey held up one large, placating hand to Kass, his gaze fixed on Val. “You never really recovered from that, did you, Major?”

			Val rocked on her heels, biting back her first response. Adrenaline and guilt poured through her. What did he think? She’d lost her entire platoon. She’d failed in every measure as a commander of troops. So no, of course she hadn’t. But she wasn’t about to admit that to the commandant general of the Unified Human Marines. She’d admitted it only to the woman who’d saved her life that godawful day, who now stood by her side. She took a long, stabilizing breath. “Sir?”

			He sighed, tapping the screen again, and scrolled through her record. “Two months after Captain Volkova pulled you out of that battlefield, you applied for Special Ops. In the ten years since, you’ve served very admirably: forty-eight combat operations, twenty-six confirmed kills, top marks in flight ops and unarmed combat, All-Forces fitness cadre eight years running.” He paused, fingers hovering over the tablet, and looked pointedly at her. “Yet you have never, once, accepted command of another soldier.”

			Kass cut in icily. “Sir, does this line of interrogation have a point?” 

			Her posture radiated protective rage, muscles flexing in her jaw, and a slight flush mottled her pale cheeks. “Respectfully,” she added. “Sir.”

			Astrey’s gaze cut to Kass as she flung the verbal jab. His jaw tightened. 

			“I assure you, Captain, it does.”

			Despite Kass’s protective fire, Val swallowed a pang of guilt and loss triggered by Astrey’s questions. Was her fitness for duty in doubt? But if so, why would Astrey waste his time delivering the news? Was Haskell a shrink, here to pull her away to a padded cell until they deposited her on some remote world to live out her days in a penance of isolation? She braced herself for Astrey’s next words. 

			He said, “While your superior officers, myself included, have never faulted you for that mission’s outcome, I don’t think you’ve ever forgiven yourself.”

			The truth hit her squarely in the gut. Val held back a gasp, squeezing her eyes shut against the sudden, burning threat of tears. She sucked in a breath while Astrey waited. When she met his eyes again, his face held a brutal compassion, somehow worse than the judgment she held against herself. 

			“I have an opportunity for you, Major,” he went on, “to redeem yourself in your own eyes.”

			He pushed a second tablet toward her. Val stepped forward in a fog and brushed a finger over the surface, waiting while the encrypted lock communicated with the nanotechnology in her blood. The screen sprang to life and she leaned in, frowning as she scanned the data. Kass moved closer, peering over her shoulder. 

			“The information on these tablets is top secret.” Astrey’s tone was grave, though Val suspected that a man of his rank saw top secret information on a daily basis. “I don’t need to remind you what that means. Do not breathe a single word of this conversation beyond the confines of this office.”

			“Of course, sir.”

			“Haskell and his team have unlocked time travel.”

			Val and Kass reared back simultaneously, nearly knocking heads in their incredulity. “Sir?” 

			“You heard me. Time travel. Don’t ask me how it works—he’s tried to explain it to me until my head felt ready to explode, and I don’t recommend you trying any more than I did. But what I do know is that we’re using it. We will nip this war in the bud before it even starts. Avert the war, avert the Diaspora, avert the slow extinction of humanity.”

			A sinking, inevitable dread settled into Val’s gut. He would only tell them this if—

			Kass asked, “Why us?”

			Astrey nodded approvingly. “Lieutenant?”

			Haskell suddenly seemed to vibrate with barely-contained excitement. 

			“Algorithms,” he said simply. “Monte-Carlo simulations.”

			The words bounced off Val’s brain like debris skittering across a battlefield, but Haskell shrugged at the blank look she gave him like he was used to confounding lesser mortals. “Probabilities. First, we identified a window in which the Sh’keth were susceptible to a single event upset.” 

			“A what?”

			“A single change.” Haskell leaned forward, tapping an image on the tablet in front of Val. A timeline appeared, events highlighted with red and yellow flags. “We identified the timeframe in which a single change—in our models, a single person—could alter the course of history. Once we identified that window, we modeled the individual upsets. Our quantum computers ran millions of simulations of potential outcomes, each simulating the arrival of one person at this point.” He indicated the image: 1996 AD, more than a hundred years before the war began, before brutal war poisoned the Earth and forced the human Diaspora to the stars. “One upset averted the war in almost every, single associated model.” 

			He looked up, gaze intent over the rim of his glasses. “You, Major.”

			Val scowled, skepticism rocketing through her. “Me.” 

			Astrey interjected, “Captain Volkova, here, is a distant second. She’ll be your alternate, in the event you can’t jump.” He shrugged. “People with a hell of a lot more brain cells than us, Major, have identified the course of action with the greatest probability of success. I trust them. I write the orders. You, Major Valentina Koroleva, will go to the First Hive, on Earth, before it hatches. Destroy it. Stop the war before it starts.” A sudden, fanatical spark flared in his eyes. “Save us all, Major.”

			Haskell cleared his throat and pointed to a red gap in the timeline. “But only if you do it before this. You will have five days, once you arrive, to destroy the hive. If you don’t, something happens here—we don’t know what—and prevents anyone from stopping the war for six months. It’s a zone of exclusion. After that, the models diverge drastically within days. You might win. You might not. Humanity may survive; we may not.”

			Val’s stomach clenched. She looked askance at Kass, who’d grown uncharacteristically silent, and voiced the awful theory churning her insides. She’d read science fiction. “If I do this, I don’t…erase you? If I change everything, does any of this ever exist?”

			Haskell crossed his arms and scowled for the first time, annoyance clouding his features. “The models are unclear.” He paused, considering. “Time is a mess, Major. Outcomes blend and diverge. Key events spark limitless expansion. Others pull millions of outcomes into a single, catastrophic or formative moment. We don’t know, for sure, what kind of upset you will be. We’re not even sure whether there are multiple timelines or just this one. But we do know that the timing we’ve identified is perfect. Regardless of what happens to us, here, if you succeed, you will stop the war in every human existence.” He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t like the uncertainties, but the models are more favorable to our survival, specifically, in the window before the zone of exclusion.”

			“What we do know, Major,” Astrey stood, his bulk looming over them all as they stared down at the tablet together, “is that losing this universe is worth it if humanity ultimately survives. Your preparation for the mission begins tomorrow.” He paused, dark gaze flicking between Val and Kass, and shrugged apologetically “I know it’s a lot. Take the tablets—they contain your orders and the fundamentals of the mission. Study them. Process it. We’ll meet tomorrow to review the details.”

			A moment of stunned silence hung in the office.

			“Dismissed.”

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			August 5, 1996, 2:15 p.m.

			Harding Icefield, near Seward, Alaska

			 

			At last, as the shuddering sound of the National Guard helicopter faded away with the guide and his group safely onboard, Nicole and Val stumbled back to the Beav. The moment they arrived, two things happened simultaneously: bone-deep weariness struck Nicole so powerfully that she wanted to curl up in the front seat and sleep for days, and the group of waiting tourists burst into excited chatter. She looked at her watch. Hardly past two… They’d been on the ice for just under two hours. Two hours that felt like a lifetime. She waved off the tourists’ jubilant and appreciative chatter, ushering them back into the plane. Thank God they were excited about witnessing the rescue, rather than upset at having been left waiting all morning—tired as she was, her patience probably wouldn’t have made it any further than shoving an annoying tourist down the nearest crevasse and negating the whole misadventure in one fell swoop—but now they wanted to know every detail. When had she learned crevasse rescue? Had she done one before? Would the injured man be alright? How could she tell this was a safe place to land? She painted a smile on and forced answers out past her exhaustion because she had to and someone had to fly them all back, but at the moment she wanted only a massive dinner and a soft bed. 

			Her back and shoulders began to ache as she climbed out of the cabin in Seward. It seemed an eternity of smiling and posing for pictures before the customers finally dispersed, gleefully promising to send pictures of the rescue along with rave reviews to the office. Their heads bobbed like silver buoys in a multicolored sea of windbreakers as they trundled toward the office. Nicole smiled, watching them go, but she sagged against the Beav the moment they disappeared. 

			“Are you alright?” Val asked, her dark brows drawn together in concern.

			“Yeah,” Nicole said, although she let her head rest against her seat as she stood on the strut. She closed her eyes and welcomed the warm sunshine seeping into her aching muscles. The coarse fabric pressed into her cheek and the familiar, comforting scent of the aging upholstery filled her nostrils. She could almost fall asleep there in the warm cabin. Val’s fingertips rested on the back of her hand, Val’s concern diffusing through the touch. Exhausted, she simply leaned there, kept her eyes closed, and savored it. Just for a moment. 

			“Are you certain?” Val asked. 

			God, yes. The response rang through her with surprising clarity. She opened her eyes and gave Val a small smile, pulling her hand back. “Really, I’m okay. I just…” She rolled her shoulders speculatively. “God, that did a number on my back.” 

			She glanced at Val, recalling her sigh of utter relief after she’d relinquished the guide’s rope. “Aren’t you at least a little sore, too?”

			Val shrugged, eyes unreadable behind the mirrored surface of her borrowed sunglasses. “I’m sure I’ll pay for it tomorrow.”

			Nicole eyed her skeptically. “Well, I’m wrecked, even if you’re Wonder Woman, and I’m starving. Let’s go.”

			She waved Val after her and made for the office. In a few, short minutes they’d borrowed Ray’s truck and were pulling into one of Nicole’s favorite places in the world. The Bear Hug was one of the busiest restaurants in town, frequented by fishermen as often as tourists, all drawn by the promise of pancakes for dinner or a massive, mouth-watering burger at any hour of the night. The interior was bright and cozy, the classic diner counter and booths peppered throughout by eclectic Alaskan kitsch: photographs of bears everywhere you looked, of course, along with fishing poles and dip nets, taxidermized salmon, a few old snowshoes and skis, a can of bear spray labeled “Seasoning”…the list went on the longer you looked, a lifetime’s slow and steady accumulation of garish paraphernalia that the locals tolerated like a salamander tolerates ever-warming water. The bar abutted the kitchen, terminating by the cash register at a glassed-in counter filled with T-shirts and hats. An old gumball machine sat just inside the door, filled with candy that Nicole could swear hadn’t moved in a decade. The welcome aroma of sizzling burgers overwhelmed her senses in a glorious bouquet as they passed the multicolored sentinel. She’d hardly drawn a single, appreciative breath before Jackie Reeves, the second half of her best friends in the world and the establishment’s proprietor, practically leapt the counter to wrap Nicole in a bone-crushing, eponymous hug. For a moment, her world became a whirlwind of fleece and pine and wild, curly hair. “How you doin’, kiddo?”

			Nicole chuckled into Jackie’s shoulder, accepting the hug gratefully along with the familiar, loud greeting. A hug from Jackie Reeves was exactly what she needed after their adventurous, exhausting morning. Strong as a black cup of coffee and just as uplifting. “Good, J. Starving, but happy to see you.”

			Jackie stepped back, holding Nicole at arm’s length, and inspected her with a concerned eye, tut-tutting at her still-damp Carhartts. 

			Nicole sighed and raised her hands apologetically. Apparently, she looked like she was about to keel over—which, admittedly, she’d been thinking about doing back in the plane, so Jackie wasn’t far off the mark. Plus, Jackie was a quintessential Alaskan, always on the lookout for a friend in need. She’d known Nicole for over twenty years and could clearly see when she was running on E. Nicole gave her a small, guilty smile for running herself into the ground, but Jackie simply squeezed Nicole’s hands in a second, miniature hug. 

			“Your fingers are freezing.” She scolded her, then pushed a warm mug of black coffee into them. The heat of the mug instantly permeated her palms, sending a frisson of pleasure through her chilled body. “Ray called ahead. I’ve got your usual on, times two.” Her eyes flicked to Val, curiously, and she raised an eyebrow. “You need something warm too, stranger?”

			Val pulled off her sunglasses and settled her hip against the counter with a nonchalant air, but Nicole recognized the tightness in Val’s jaw as her weight shifted. She’d seen the same tension in Val’s posture each time her migraine reared its head. A bolt of concern arced through her. How much pain was she in? Val, however, cast a dazzling smile at Jackie, propped one elbow on the counter, and leaned in conspiratorially. “Cocoa?” 

			Jackie let out a merry, rumbling laugh. “Cute,” she said, and caught Nicole’s eye with a wink as she turned to fix up a mug. 

			Tamping down a traitorous blush, Nicole turned to Val.

			“Are you okay?” she asked quietly, indicating Val’s injured leg.

			Val shrugged. “I’ve had worse.”

			“I’m sure. But the way you caught that rope…” Nicole trailed off, looking pointedly at Val’s hands. Val had to be hurting. Catching that rope in the first place should have been impossible, let alone holding onto it for a bone-jarring arrest when Nicole’s hasty anchor caught her and the fallen guide. She’d suffered rope burns from much less.

			Val shook her head dismissively. Nicole stared her down. With a sigh, she raised one hand. “It looks worse than it is.”

			Nicole blanched. The palm was raw and red, chafed near to bleeding where the guide’s rope had cut into it. Jesus. “Are you sure we shouldn’t go to—” 

			“Here you go.” Jackie turned back to them, derailing Nicole’s concern by sliding a mug across the counter toward Val. It was piled so high with whipped cream, the only sign of cocoa beneath the small mountain was a drip running down the side of the overfilled cup. Val’s eyes lit with such childish excitement that Nicole momentarily forgot her worry, giggling at the sight. 

			Val eyed her sidelong and affected an aggrieved air. “Excuse me. I earned this,” she said regally as she lifted the ridiculous mug of cream and sugar to her lips. Still, Nicole noticed the careful way she held her palms away from the hot surface.

			“That you did,” Jackie said, leaning close across the counter. “I hear you two are a couple of heroes who just pulled a man out of a crevasse.”

			Warmth flooded Nicole’s cheeks as heads at several nearby tables turned to look. She shrugged and busied herself with pushing up her sleeves. “We just happened to be in the right place at the right time, J.”

			And I’d have flown right by if Val hadn’t been there. 

			Val’s eyes were closed as she savored the outlandish beverage in her hands, looking for all the world like a simple, hungry tourist. Yet she’d seen those people when Nicole had barely seen smudges on the ice, and she’d snatched that rope out of thin air while avoiding impalement by the metal spike streaking toward the crevasse with it. For the hundredth time, Nicole wondered who—and what—had fallen into her life. 

			In the silence, Jackie glanced between the two of them with a knowing, if skeptical, frown. She set her hands on her broad hips. “Well then. Sit your butt down and tell me about it.”

			Nicole sat as Jackie slid a plate in front of her, a burger smothered in pepperjack and green chiles dwarfed by a mountain of fries still hot to the touch. Val, spying a second plate, cast a smoldering come-hither stare as it crossed the small space from the kitchen. Nicole hummed appreciatively. The glorious, mouth-watering scent made her stomach growl. “Oh, Jackie, have I mentioned that I love you?”

			She took a bite, giving herself a moment to let the perfection of flavor caress her senses, before she said, “Val ought to start. She’s the one who saw them.” She paused her assault on the burger long enough to cast a questioning look at Val. “Honestly, how did you see them? I could barely make them out until we descended!”

			“I saw a flash,” Val said around a mouthful, eyes trained on the food as if it might flee. 

			“A signal mirror?”

			Val nodded and kept eating. Nicole frowned, confused by Val’s terse response and disappointed in herself for failing to see the distress signal. “I guess I missed it.” 

			She hadn’t seen any mirrors on the hikers once they’d landed, but after her first, low pass had confirmed Val’s observation of hikers in distress, she’d stopped worrying about whether Val had seen them and focused instead on how the two of them would rescue the guide. Still, someone with as much flying experience as she had, and as much knowledge of the landscape over which she’d been flying, should have noticed the unusual flash of a signal mirror. “Maybe I ought to get my eyes checked next time I’m in town.”

			Val looked askance at her and paused with a fry halfway to her mouth. “The customers were distracting you. I seem to recall one of them being quite…” 

			“Chatty?” Nicole chuckled. The older woman had continued to bend Nicole’s ear throughout the flight on the fine qualities of the young, male pilot she knew, until her friends had cautioned her that if she didn’t shut up and let Nicole guide, they were going to throw her out the cargo door. “True.”

			“And to be honest, the fact that I saw them was not nearly as impressive as that landing.” Val’s attention shifted to Jackie, and she waved the forgotten fry eloquently while the crooked grin crept up toward her eyes. “That landing. I was either about to die, or already had and was in heaven.”

			Jackie chortled as Nicole scoffed, but she busied herself with another fry to distract herself from the bubble of pleasure she took in Val’s approval. It had been a challenging landing. Unproven ice always came with the threat of hidden crevasses or ponds of glacial meltwater that would wreck her landing gear in half a second. But she’d also made enough landings on the ice that it hadn’t been that exciting. Had it? 

			Val leaned into the drama as she described the unexpected descent. Jackie, who’d experienced many trips up to the ice and therefore knew exactly what landing on skis felt like, offered sympathetic, shocked murmurs as Val related the experience. Nicole’s suspicions returned as Val related the rescue in dramatic detail. Sure, she wasn’t a bush pilot, but was an unexpected off-airport landing that thrilling? The apparent novelty was unusual for a pilot who supposedly had enough experience to break into the male-dominated realm of the big jets. 

			“I probably owe her new upholstery, given my death grip on the seat when we hit the ice.”

			She scoffed good-naturedly and nudged Val playfully with her knee. Val nudged her back. They locked gazes. Something in her eyes echoed the unguarded expression Nicole had captured on the ice, in that moment after they’d reestablished the anchor and halted the guide’s descent into the crevasse once and for all. She’d caught Val looking at her with…what? Respect, a bit of admiration, and a touch of—oh, God. Val wasn’t shocked by the landing. She was flirting. Nicole realized that her knee still touched Val’s. That without thinking about it she’d turned in her seat to face her, unconsciously favoring Val at the expense of her lifelong friend. And now Val playfully made fun of her landing on the ice while Jackie bubbled with conspiratorial laughter and rewarded Val with an appraising smile. Nicole shot Jackie an apologetic glance. Jackie winked and she blushed anew. Honestly, brain… Yet she still granted Val a smile and another nudge as she turned back to her meal. This time she meant to leave her knee where it was, and she didn’t even try to ignore the sudden, furious flare in the pit of her stomach when Val didn’t draw hers away either. She didn’t care if it was childish. Apparently, she’d been single long enough that dubious background and inexplicable physical abilities were acceptable as long as they came in a gorgeous and charming package. 

			The aviator in her, however, refused to be distracted. The bright sunshine beyond the windows grew muted as they ate. Nicole pulled her attention away from Val to eye the patch of sky she could see from their spot at the bar, silently logging first wispy clouds, then a dim gray that replaced the gorgeous blue morning, one eye constantly on the evolving weather. When the blue had been completely subsumed by gray, she laid her palms on the counter. “I hate to say it, J, but we’d better go if we’re going to beat the weather I see rolling in.”

			Jackie leaned over the counter to get her own look at the sky. She frowned. “Better take your dessert to go.” 

			As if by magic, a paper bag appeared on the counter in front of them. “Take these and get your butts out of here,” Jackie said with a smile, pushing it toward them. 

			Greasy spots on the bag betrayed the sinful nature of its contents. Nicole leaned toward Jackie as Val stood and moved toward the door, out of earshot. “J, are these some of your famous fritters?” Val is going to love this.

			“Now they’re your famous fritters.” Jackie tilted her head toward Val and winked. “Use them well.”

			The sparkle in her warm gaze practically pushed Nicole into Val’s arms. She resisted the blush threatening to rise again, happy that her best friend approved, then clutched the paper bag mischievously and followed Val out the door. Through it all she tried desperately not to overthink the fact that she and Val were about to be alone in her cabin again.

			Val hung back to hold the door for a gaggle of locals coming the opposite direction. The last of them was a woman Nicole knew from the sightseeing cruise line, who nodded in recognition as she made eye contact. As she reached the door, however, the friendly smile she’d bestowed on Nicole simmered into unadulterated, blatant ogling as her gaze raked overtly along Val’s body. 

			“Hey there, newcomer,” she said. 

			“Ma’am.” Val stood straighter, held the door wider, and inclined her head toward the open entryway. 

			An unexpectedly powerful bolt of jealousy shot through Nicole. She turned away, unwilling to see Val’s hot shot swagger in the face of another woman’s interest, and tried to push away the acid churn of envy. You’re exhausted. Seconds ago, they’d been drawing closer together, touching, laughing. Their chemistry was unmistakable. Holding the door for a passerby wasn’t flirting. Val was just being polite…wasn’t she? 

			She busied herself with pulling the keys from her pocket as she approached the truck, hoping Val wouldn’t see her childish reaction. Even if she had just acknowledged to J that she wanted to, she had no claim whatsoever over Val—quite the opposite, really, considering she’d spend her life trying to make up for shooting her. But she couldn’t help resenting her burning awareness of the other woman’s gaze on Val as they approached the truck. The keys trembled in her hands while she unlocked the driver’s side door. 

			“Want me to come back later and pick you up?” she asked around a forced smile, unnerved and dismayed at the note of resentment that seeped into her teasing tone. 

			Val paused, a question in her silence, but Nicole refused to meet her gaze lest she catch a glimpse of the unjustified hurt. 

			“I believe I have a flight to catch,” Val replied at last, her tone light but cautious.

			They climbed into the cabin, where warmth from the sunny morning still lingered. Nicole’s heart sank a little more at the reminder of their shared adventure. 

			“Hey.” Val leaned across the cabin, inserting herself into Nicole’s space until the overtness of it forced Nicole to meet her gaze. She smiled, the heat of it blossoming in the small space between them, and a squadron of butterflies took hopeful flight in Nicole’s stomach. “I do not intend to let every woman I meet on this trip take my pants off.”

			A shocked laugh burst from Nicole, her jealousy retreating behind a tumultuous wave of commingled embarrassment and satisfaction. She shook her head, chuckling, and turned the key.

			“Okay, Casanova.”

			The old truck’s engine rumbled to life. She turned her attention to the road. But every fiber of her being was riveted, once again, on Val in the cab beside her. God, I’m in trouble. 

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			August 5, 1996 [Terran Calendar], 1730 hrs.

			Seward, Alaska

			 

			“Sure you gals won’t stay the night?” Jack asked, leaning against the strut as Nicole fastened her seat belt. “I know you saw the forecast, and the pie Jackie made last night…it’ll make your socks roll up and down. You could camp out on our futon!”

			Nicole smiled down at him through the open door. “I’d love to, Jack, and thanks for the invitation, but the weather’s supposed to go bad for a few days. Your futon’s not that comfy. Plus,” she waved the paper bag at him, “J hooked us up!”

			Jack let out a theatrical sigh, closed the door, and gave it a playful pat. “Okay, kid. Fly safe!” 

			He gave Val a friendly wave, who returned it with a smile and nod, then hopped off the strut and strode away from the plane. As Nicole began her checklist for the fourth time that day, she passed the paper bag over to Val in the right seat. “J likes you.” 

			Val’s face was partially hidden by her cap and sunglasses as she bit into the fritter, but her appreciative moan left nothing to the imagination. Nicole busied herself with the starter to hide her satisfied smile.

			In moments, they were airborne, the Beav’s nose sweeping south over the water before pointing homeward up the valley. Nicole eyed the low ceilings closing in on them with a frown. A hazy mist of rain obscured the world just beyond the bay.

			“So, Jack and Jackie?” Val asked, the fritter demolished, her voice tinny over the radio. 

			“My best friends in the world. They’re the lifeblood of that town. And yes, they’re married. Jack is the best A&P I’ve ever met—I swear he could make a toaster fly—and now you know that Jackie’s burgers are the best this side of the Kenai.”

			Val smiled and stretched out in her seat with a sigh. “After today I think I’m in love with Jackie.”

			An amused retort withered on Nicole’s tongue as she looked out at the low clouds scudding in from the ocean. Shit. “This is looking pretty crappy. I thought we’d have plenty of time…but it’s deteriorating fast.”

			Val stilled, radiating calm, and her playful mood vanished as the air in the cockpit turned serious once more. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

			Nicole pursed her lips. The ceiling was lower than she’d like, but at this point the only options were to turn around or navigate through it. “Keep an eye on the river once we’re over it. We only need to make it about twenty miles up it to the cabin. As long as we don’t lose sight of it, I can follow it all the way home even if this shit closes in fast.” 

			A curl of discomfort wound itself around her gut as she spoke. Altitude is your friend, Gramps’s voice cautioned her in her memory. She checked the altimeter and eyed the clouds.

			“We’ve still got margin,” she continued, “but make sure your seat belt’s tight, because this is likely to get bumpy.”

			She raced the lowering clouds toward the valley, the weather moving impossibly fast, clouds pressing them relentlessly closer to the slate-gray, churning ocean below. The first fist of turbulence rocked the aircraft, dropping them several feet. The rain caught up to them, first mist, then droplets beginning to pelt the canopy. She descended reluctantly, looking for her familiar waterway. The coastline reared up out of the ocean, a black-and-brown slash across the sea, until at last a meandering gray line led up into the valley. 

			She locked her gaze on the riverbed and let them descend out of the clouds closing in around the aircraft. The Beav began to buffet and the rain picked up. A big drop made the vertical speed dial bounce and her stomach crawl into her throat. 

			Val’s hands clenched in her lap but she said nothing. 

			Clouds rolled over and past them. Nicole didn’t dare blink. If she lost the river she’d lose the visual reference that kept them in the middle of the valley…making it extremely likely that they’d end up like countless other bush pilots who simply disappeared into the middle of nowhere. The valley walls were close, only a few hundred feet in either direction—if she lost course, either of those rocky walls would put a swift end to both their lives. She imagined Jack searching the valley for days with grim determination, seeking even the smallest trace of red wings in the trees.

			Don’t think about that. Aviate. 

			She started to hum, the melody settling her churning nerves, and her shoulders uncoiled slightly. A cloud engulfed them. 

			“Damnit,” she muttered, locking her eyes on the place she’d last seen the river. She pulled back the throttle and descended further. Altitude is your friend. Another reproach. A small gap opened and she spied her target, adjusted course. Another gap, another tiny motion of the yoke. Turbulence rocked them, playing havoc with her careful navigation. The back of her neck tingled with alarm. This was a bad choice. Bad choices kill you. 

			Then, as if on cue, the engine sputtered. A fist seemed to punch her poor bird, rattling them both. 

			“Val,” she barked, tension edging her words, “pull the carb heat.” 

			Val hesitated. Nicole didn’t dare look away from the course, couldn’t risk missing even the smallest gap in the clouds, wouldn’t risk both their lives when another pilot could take care of the task. The engine sputtered again. The carburetor was clogging with ice. When it at last choked closed, cutting off the precious air the engine needed to burn fuel, she would not only be landing in the wilderness, she’d be doing it without power. The most likely result of which was a very quick end to two human lives.

			“Val. Carb heat!”

			Val reached uncertainly for the levers at Nicole’s knee. Slow, too slow. 

			“I thought you were a pilot!” Nicole leaned down, grasping sightlessly for the lever, and yanked. 

			The engine gave a dip, then roared back to full power as ice melted away. She breathed a sigh of relief. At last they broke below the clouds. 

			“We are going to talk about that,” she growled through clenched teeth, glaring at the river, “when we get on the goddamn ground.”

			The tundra tires had barely rolled to a stop in the gravel when she ripped her headset off and leapt to the ground outside, running her postflight checklist with trembling hands. Rain lashed them both, soaking her ballcap and running in rivulets down the back of her neck as she tied down the aircraft, while adrenaline and anger pushed her through bone-deep exhaustion that threatened to suck the life out of her. The beautiful morning was gone, replaced by a nightmare of a day. The valley was nearly invisible through rain and mist, the world muted in dark grays and shuddering with cold gusts of wind. She slipped and cursed on the wet rocks of the gravel bar. 

			Val stayed mercifully quiet and offered a hand where she could, but Nicole accepted the help with a quiet glare. It was going to take more than that, Thank You Very Much. They were soaked through, cold, shivering and, in Nicole’s case, furious, as she stormed into the cabin.

			She stoked the fire, willing it back to life as she considered the similar fire boiling inside her. Water dripped and puddled around her as she knelt by the fireplace. Still, her anger burned hot and bright. The flames caught and she turned.

			Val stood silently, arms crossed, leaning against the door, but her normally sharp gaze clouded with uncertainty as her eyes met Nicole’s. The gray in them echoed the world outside. Her hair was plastered to her forehead and her navy tee was nearly black where it stuck to her powerful shoulders. For once her expression remained placid, the grin absent, and she waited quietly for Nicole to speak. 

			“Damn it, Val. I was almost starting to believe you. But carburetor heat is Private Pilot 101. You are not a pilot. Who are you? What are you?” Her eyes burned as the betrayal sank deep into her gut. She’d known Val was lying, had as much as openly acknowledged it, and yet…she’d wanted to believe Val was who she said she was. She wanted a friend, a…whatever. A confusing rush of embarrassment, disappointment, and pain catalyzed her anger. “Don’t obfuscate. We nearly lost the engine because I trusted you to be what you said you were. So. Spill.”

			Even as the angry words passed her lips, while she waited for Val to say something, anything to justify herself, Nicole’s conscience rebelled. Val wasn’t the pilot in command. Nicole was the one who’d nearly lost the engine. She should have turned around the moment she’d seen that weather. 

			Who was she mad at? Val or herself? Val remained silent, seemingly oblivious to the guilt swirling through Nicole’s anger and hurt. Her stillness betrayed a quiet calculation behind her eyes. A tiny rivulet of rainwater escaped her hair and ran down her temple. At last she said, “I am a pilot.” 

			Nicole scoffed, throwing up her hands. “Please!”

			“I just fly…spacecraft.”

			Nicole froze. The statement was so absurd that she almost couldn’t process it, the words hitting her brain and sloughing off like rain from the canopy. “Excuse me?”

			“I fly spacecraft. Technically, tactical insertion vehicles.”

			“Quit bullshitting me. It’s offensive.”

			“I am absolutely serious.”

			“How am I supposed to believe that? It’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. And after you’ve been lying about everything else!”

			Val sighed and her expression relaxed into acceptance. She raised her red, chafed palms in defeat. 

			Nicole resisted the concern threatening to dilute her anger. 

			“I don’t expect you to believe me. That’s why I was never going to tell you.”

			Nicole’s echoing sigh dripped with frustration. Not only was Val’s pilotage a lie, but she was also, apparently, crazy. Did she imagine herself some kind of sci-fi soldier? Were the strength, the courage and confidence, all the byproduct of some deep and elaborate delusion? Alarm shot through her. Was everything about this woman born of some kind of psychosis? 

			Even as she asked herself, though, the thought rang false—Val’s competence on the ice had demonstrated genuine ability to manage life-or-death situations and spoke of real military training. Still, if she thought she flew spacecraft…a screw was loose somewhere. Nicole felt no outright danger at the realization, as Val hadn’t so much as feigned a threat since that first night by the fire, but it was clear that she’d somehow let a delusional and lethal stranger into her life. Because she’d thought she was hot.

			She mentally castigated herself as the false trust shattered between them. Conflicting shards of disappointment and mortification dug into her gut. The whirlwind of emotions ratcheted her frustration higher until it finally burst from her lips. 

			“As soon as this shit blows through I’ll take you to meet your friends…if they even exist. Until then I don’t want any more goddamn lies.” She paused, considering. “In fact, since apparently I can’t trust a single thing you say, you might as well not say anything at all.”

			She turned away, her last glimpse of Val a knife ripping open the chasm of disappointment in her heart. Val’s hurt echoed in the space between them as she climbed the ladder to the loft. She ignored it, wrapping her anger around herself like a shield against her own bitter pain. It was better to pretend that she wasn’t hurting too. 
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        * * *

      

			Val’s heart twisted with surprising ferocity when Nicole turned her back. The uncharacteristic urge to reach out, to stop Nicole and ask her back, to make her understand, welled up in her with such overwhelming strength that she took a step forward, opened her mouth to form an apology. But the words hung in her throat. Her mission loomed large in the rubble of their crumbling relationship. She had to let it go. Here was the chance she needed to make a clean break, to rip herself away from this beautiful distraction and get on with the reason she’d come here. She’d already lingered too long.

			But when Nicole dropped her off in the pass, it would be clear that she was—and would remain—alone. Nicole probably wouldn’t do anything ill-advised, like head straight to Anchorage and report her suspicious presence, but Val couldn’t be sure. The soldier in her whispered that the most logical answer was to eliminate the possibility. She could end Nicole’s life quickly and painlessly, and no one would ever be the wiser. She’d complete her mission and be long gone, likely dead herself, before the body was ever found.

			The thought turned her stomach. She was here to protect humanity, not kill an innocent Terran who’d done nothing but help and befriend her. And Nicole was so much more than
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