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      Author Note





    

    
      This book is set in the League of Planetary Systems, which was founded in the not-too-distant future. Several planets in the Milky Way Galaxy joined together for trade and mutual protection. The League continues to grow as new planets petition for admittance. The citizens of the League represent many species, including the ogre-like Goranthi, the insectoid Martok, and the felinoid Katalan. As advanced and diverse as the League is, its problems are frighteningly familiar—greed, corruption, murder, genocide.

Frank and Jo Carey created the League as the setting for many of their science fiction tales, which span genres from Frank’s military science fiction and space opera to Jo’s sci-fi adventure and romance.

The outer fringes of League space are still being explored, and new planets continue to petition for membership. The League is part of a larger multiverse, providing an endless supply of tales to tell.
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      CHAPTER ONE





    

    
      “Director, are you OK?” Zen asked as he stepped into my office. 

“Fine, Zen. What do you need?” I asked.

Zen’s eyes wandered to the far corner of my office where a pile of beanbags, the remains of a bone china teacup, ceramic shards from a heavy coffee mug, and the shattered remains of a crystal award given to me by the Tralaskan High Council for my role in some horrendous event I can’t even remember had accumulated. Above the debris, stuck into the wall and still quivering, was my stylus that I’d launched like a spear.

“Would you like me to have a dart board installed?” he asked, without even a hint of judgment.

“Couldn’t hurt. And get me a new stylus and a spare,” I said as he closed the office door behind him.

It had not been a good day. I had spent the morning going over disciplinary recommendations for three Cube employees who decided to take one of our League Transport Vehicles out for a joy ride. All of them were inebriated at the time, and none of them was a certified pilot. Somehow, they managed to get the ship launched without incident, but once in space, they had no idea how to get back. After two days of near misses with other ships, they sobered up enough to call for help. 

I sent a rescue ship to make sure they made it back to the Cube safely. The expense of their rescue would make a serious dent in their pay credits for at least the next couple of years. All three staff members involved worked in the Cube’s engineering section. Their boss was a Terapian who wasn’t good with conflict, so I had the pleasure of delivering the news that they would all be demoted, and their pay would be docked until the cost of rescue and repairs to the ship they took was fully recouped. 

I had no problem explaining to them that they were idiots and would be treated accordingly. That didn’t bother me. What bothered me was that I had a manager on staff who couldn’t handle this himself. After I dealt with the three joyriders, I wrote up a reprimand for the manager and met with him to make sure he understood my expectations. 

Then there was an issue with a new type of explosive device being developed in Lab Three. In asteroid tests, the device had failed to function at all. It was as though it simply chose to ignore the commands sent to it from weapons control. All of the components had functioned well during testing in the lab. The first live fire test had gone off without a hitch. Today’s test was a dog and pony show for Space Marine Command, and the damn thing failed to do anything. It didn’t even fizzle. At least Clevon, my snapdragon, emits a puff of smoke now and then. I stood there in the viewing room surrounded by generals with more stars on their shoulders than in the Gryphon Galaxy and nothing. 

After getting rid of the brass, I retreated to my office to relax. Zen brought me tea. I know he’s trying to help, but I don’t like tea. I can endure it if it is required when dealing with certain species, but I like a good, strong cup of coffee, preferably with a nice slug of bourbon added.

I spent some quality time with my plant-things which helped me feel better. Then I read that damn report. Some idiots have been trespassing on Aldro and stealing plant-things. They sneak onto the planet and leave an entire field barren. God knows how many they’ve sold on the black market. Poaching on Aldro has been an issue as long as I can remember. That’s why the Aldro Preserve was sanctioned. Aldro is the only planet in the League where plant-things grow naturally. They’re amazing creatures, a sentient race of varied plant-based beings that are prized by collectors, like myself, for their beauty, intelligence, and chutzpah. I remember the first time I watched one of mine crawl out of its pot in an attempt at escaping its enclosure. I still get chills.

I have over one hundred plant-things, all purchased legally through reputable growers. My plants have the best of care, and I enjoy their company. Some of them are quite aggressive like Clevon, my snapdragon. He does a good job of frightening many of my guests. It’s behavior which I wholeheartedly support. It gives me a quick way to gauge the mettle of my visitors.

Deaths on Aldro are numerous as those with a limited understanding of plant-things illegally try to make off with the inhabitants. They often find themselves killed by their intended victims. Nature Protectors patrol the planet, but there are too few of them to stop the poachers. 

In the past few months, the illegal sale of plant-things on the black market has increased. There were rumors, unsubstantiated, that one of the Tralaskan crime families was modifying their operation on a class-G planet that they were using to grow illegal drugs. They had enlarged that operation to farm plant-things. Supposedly, they started the plant-thing operation with native plants stolen from Aldro. 

A few weeks ago, a Nature Protector was murdered while on patrol in a remote area of Aldro. Someone tried to make it look like he was killed by the plant-things, but the body was brought to the Cube for examination by our forensic staff. Reading that report is what caused me to launch my stylus into the wall after exhausting all the other ammunition within reach.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER TWO





    

    
      Zen returned with a member of the janitorial staff and showed them what needed to be cleaned up. To his credit, he made no negative comments.

“Thank you, Zen,” I said, turning my attention back to my datapad. It had been another long, irritating day at the Cube, and I knew I needed a break. “I’m going down to the Biocybernetics Lab to check on a project. I don’t know how long I’ll be.”

“Yes, Director,” Zen said. I knew that he knew I was probably going to the Biocybernetics Lab for reasons that had nothing to do with checking on a project, but we played the game anyway.

“Aren’t you going to scold me for taking my temper out on everything within reach?” I asked.

“No, ma’am. I’m sure you won’t listen to any advice I offer,” he said, with a shrug.

He was right. Zen is the third executive assistant I’ve had this year, and I really am trying to get along with him. I do believe that he has my best interest at heart, but Zen is much more Zen than I would be, even in a bourbon-induced stupor. Even his being a Sokuhl didn’t begin to explain his calmness. Yes, the reptilian Sokuhl were deep thinkers, but Zen was deeper than deep. He’s offered to teach me mediation techniques, and he ends every message on my datapad with an inspirational quote. He also insists on bringing me a calming cup of herbal tea when I’m stressed, even though I’ve never once taken a drink of it. I don’t hold it against him, and my failure to embrace the philosophy doesn’t deter him.

I secured my datapad in my desk, checked my makeup, and headed for the lab. I took the long way around in an effort to get some exercise and ease some of my tension. 

Don’t get me wrong; I love my job and the power that goes with it. I don’t shy away from making the tough decisions, and I don’t expect every day to be easy. As I see it, my biggest problem is that I have a lower-than-normal tolerance level for idiots. My day today has been filled with issues caused by people who did stupid things. A lot of the people who work at the Cube are uber-smart. Dealing with those people presents its own challenges, but today I have not been dealing with those people. Those people would have a logical reason behind their actions, even if I disagree with them. Today, I’d been dealing with idiot fallout, and I was well past my limit.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER THREE





    

    
      Making a few stops on my walk around the Cube to check in with staff members I knew I could tolerate put me in a better mood. Back in my office, I spent a few hours getting caught up on the critical things. I want to be able to start tomorrow with a clean slate. Looking at my calendar, I held out hope I’d be able to keep my irritation levels to a minimum. I grabbed takeout food on my way home and was in my jeans and T-shirt with my second glass of bourbon in hand when Gloria pushed my door alert.

I buzzed her in. “What’s John up to tonight?” I asked my elven friend. I’ve known Gloria since the day I arrived at the Cube, and she never ceases to amaze me. She is tall, blonde-haired, with the typical pointed elf ears and whip-like tail. She is also a freakin’ genius by any standard. I am lucky to have her as both an employee and a friend.

“Hi, Ciara. He went back to the lab. I’ll stop by and see if he’s finished on my way home. I see you’re already a drink ahead of me,” Gloria said. She made herself at home in my kitchen, setting out snacks and making herself a drink.

“Two, actually, but who’s counting?” I answered.

Gloria knows my history with men and doesn’t hold it against me, even though she’s currently involved with one of my ex-fiancés, John, who’s also her boss in the biocybernetics lab. I’m happy for them. They deserve each other, but I’m jealous. I want the kind of love and support they have. I’ve been close to having a committed relationship a couple of times, but my Venlanten Royal heritage led both of those situations to nearly disastrous ends. Trying to drink your fiancé’s blood tends to put a damper on the whole happily-ever-after thing. I’m proud to say that in spite of almost killing both of them, John Taggart and Jason Thurgood, my two exes, have remained close friends whom I know I can rely on. 

“Want to start with what set you off today or your recent man-hunting trip to Earth?” she asked, once we were both curled up with our feet underneath us on opposite ends of my sofa.

I told her about my trip to Earth a few weeks ago. I had decided to make an effort to find a mate. I was not willing to take any further chances, so I had vowed only to date males who were Venlanten Royals. I’m proud of my heritage and thought that at least that shared heritage would provide some basis for getting acquainted with appropriate men. Sadly, I learned that even with something in common, most of the Venlanten Royals I met were irritating or boring and usually both. 

“My mother actually set me up on a date while I was there,” I said.

“How did it go?”

“It was horrendous. He asked me what was so great about working at the Cube. He left before I got halfway through my list. I hadn’t even mentioned the perk of getting to work with brilliant people like you and John,” I said.

“Good. At least we can’t be to blame then. I’m sure you have a plan. Are you still ruling out human males, even with the new treatment for Relapse? I hear it’s foolproof,” she said.

Relapse is a condition that causes a Royal Venlanten to revert to taking nutrients from a living human being, or non-Royal Venlanten, due to chemical imbalances in their system. I shook my head. Twice waking to find myself attempting to feed on a fiancé was too much, even if the treatment was foolproof. “No more humans; no more non-Royal Venlantens. I’ve decided to stop looking. If someone interesting crosses my path, that would be great, but I’m not going to work at trying to find someone. I’ve learned that the hunt is even more depressing than the prospect of being alone.”

“We’ll see how long that lasts.” 

“I did have some fun though,” I said.

“Do tell.” 

“I ran into Lt. RJ Butler at a restaurant in California. He’s the retired EMEF elf entomologist who helped me with Clevon’s bug problems a year or so ago. He was there with his new partner, Dr. Gwen Finn, a human entomologist. I was in the area to recruit the two of them for the Cube’s new entomology lab. I slipped into the booth and acted very cozy with Butler. He was so nervous, I swear I thought he might just get up and run out of the place. I could tell that Dr. Finn was curious about just how well Butler and I knew each other. It was fun, but I was a bit worried that she would decline our job offer because of my antics. I know I shouldn’t have tortured him, but it had been an unpleasant trip, and I needed some fun.”

“You should be ashamed of yourself, scaring the poor guy,” she admonished.

I wasn’t. “I couldn’t have been too bad. They agreed to lead our new Entomology Lab. Have you met them yet?” 

“No. I heard someone was moving into Lab 42, but that’s all I knew. Are you going to have a welcoming party for them?”

It was a great idea. Many of the researchers who worked at the Cube were so involved with their own work that they seldom took part in social events. I enjoyed forcing the issue when a good opportunity arose. I know one of Dr. Finn’s concerns about coming to the Cube was whether she’d have the chance to make friends with her co-workers. I really should make sure that happens, since I painted a rosy picture during my sales pitch. Gloria and I made plans for a meet and greet for them then refilled our drinks and resumed our talk.

“What pushed you over the edge today?” Gloria asked.

“Things just piled on. Disciplinary actions, ridiculous requests, and then I read a report about the poaching problem on Aldro that just pissed me off. That’s when I threw my stylus into the wall like a spear. Worked pretty well. I need to remember it makes a fine weapon in a pinch,” I grinned. “You know how I feel about plant-things. The number of plant-things illegally for sale around the League has more than tripled in the last two years. That was just the last straw today.”

“I can’t say I share your fondness for the plant-things,” Gloria said. “Clevon still scares the plark out of me, but I thought they were protected and regulated six ways from Sunday,” Gloria said.

I recapped all the protection that had been put in place for the plant-things and Aldro, the only planet in the League where they grow naturally.

“So with all that’s been done, why isn’t it working?” she asked. 

“Greed. Poachers think dealing with plants can’t be that hard. Aldro has only a dozen or so nature protectors patrolling the whole planet. It makes it an easy target.”

Talking with Gloria, I realized just how passionate I was about what’s happening to plant-things. 

“Is there some sort of organization for plant-thing collectors?” Gloria asked.

“There is. I’ve been a member of the Plant-thing Collectors Association for years, but work has kept me from being as involved as I’d like. Thanks for the reminder. I’ll check in with the PTCA to see what they know about the recent spike in illegal trafficking,” I said.  

“Does OffSec know who’s behind it?” Gloria asked.

“They have suspicions but no proof. I’m going to offer up Cube resources if we can help,” I said.

After Gloria left, I made a list of actions I could take on the plant-thing issue before calling it a night. My visit with Gloria had been pleasant, and despite a little too much liquor, or maybe because of it, I slept soundly until my alarm sounded.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER FOUR





    

    
      With Zen’s help, Gloria and I were able to pull together a meet and greet to welcome Drs. Finn and Butler to the Cube family. 

“So how are you two settling in?” I asked them when they arrived.

“It was a whirlwind getting here, but all is well. Stop by Lab 42 when you have time, and we’ll give you the grand tour,” Dr. Finn said.

I spent the evening introducing the heads of our new entomology lab to most of the Cube’s senior staff. Many of the staff put in an appearance, met the newcomers, and didn’t stick around for long. That was fine by me. I was happy to be left with the core group of people at the Cube I consider my closest friends.

Gwen and Butler fit in well with my inner circle. Everyone was sitting in my living room, drinks in hand, when John said, “Anyone up for a game of Fears and Fantasies?”

“Whoa, John, perhaps we should wait until Gwen and Butler get to know us all a little better before we subject them to that. We don’t want to scare them off before they’ve even finished unpacking,” Gloria said.

“Nebulon, I heard you and Jason have been hitting the black-market auction circuit again. Have I bought anything unique and wonderful lately?” I asked as my Tyen friend walked over. Once a normal Tralaskan woman, she was now a warrior being, transformed by a genetic quirk many Tralaskan women carried dormant in their DNA. Now, Dr. Nebulon Blyst-Thurgood had pointed ears, fangs, retractile claws, and glowing blue eyes befitting a warrior creature from the Tralaskan past. She also had the strength of ten Tralaskan males, along with a ten-fold increase in speed and intelligence over Tralaskan norms for her size and gender.

Nebulon noticed the questioning look on Gwen’s face, so she explained that the black-market auctions of ancient artifacts from throughout the League had been her first assignment with the Cube. “Jason and I have been able to wrangle invites to some of these illegal auctions. We try to purchase the artifacts that I think are potentially dangerous or of critical importance to the history of the League and its planets. Some of our artifact purchases are what led to the discovery of Rhanna and the Halcyons.” 

When the conversation was winding down for the night, Nebulon pulled me into the bedroom to tell me there were lots of plant-things billed as being native source species from Aldro that were up for bid at the last auction she attended on Cora. I thanked her for the info and realized I was going to need to find a way to get my Cube resources more involved with the plant-thing situation.

The party was a success. Gwen and Butler seem to fit in nicely with my little group of friends and confidants. Jason and Butler have a lot in common, and Gwen fits right in with the group of strong, independent women who are my best friends.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER FIVE





    

    
      When I made contact with the PTCA, I learned that the group hadn’t been very active of late. I vowed to change that. I pushed the button that brought Zen, datapad in hand, to my office door.

“Yes, Director,” he said.

“Come in, Zen. Have a seat. I need your help with something.”

My meeting alert sounded an hour later, and I headed off to conference room A, leaving Zen to put our ideas for reviving the PTCA into action. 

When I made it back to my office later that day, Zen was still at his desk. “I’ve made good progress,” he said. “Let me know when you want to go over everything.”

“Bring me some coffee, and we can do it now.”

Zen had organized a two-day meeting of the PTCA to focus on the current status of the plant-thing situation. He’d made all the preliminary arrangements and was awaiting confirmations from speakers. 

“I’m impressed. It seems like you’ve got it all under control,” I said. “Thank you. Now, go home and do something fun.”

“I will, if you will,” he retorted, closing my office door just before the beanbag struck.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER SIX





    

    
      I felt a little guilty leaving the Cube to participate in something that was such a personal issue for me, but the issues currently affecting plant-things could have far-reaching ramifications for the League.

After arriving on Venecia, I unpacked and headed to a private meeting with PTCA President Jankar Lithos. We had communicated a great deal over the past few weeks while preparing for the conference, but I had never met him in person. Jankar was a Venecian who had readily accepted my help, or actually Zen’s help, in arranging the meeting of the PTCA. Zen had provided me with a copy of Jankar’s bio and a photo, so I’d recognize the man when we met in the lobby for dinner.

“Ciara, it’s so good to finally meet face-to-face,” he said, shaking my offered hand. “Let’s head to dinner. If you don’t mind, I thought we’d walk and talk on the way.” I followed him out of the lobby onto one of the many elevated walkways that connect the downtown business district. 

Veropa is a beautiful arkology. I had never had the opportunity to visit before, and I enjoyed the clean, modern downtown. Looking around, I saw no sign that I was walking inside a large building anchored to the sea floor by immense pylons. Since Venecia was ninety-five percent covered by water, these arkologies were the only way to house the planet’s population.

Jankar was an older gentleman and quite charming. Like all Venecians, he was reptilian with tiny, vestigial scales and small, pointed ears. Otherwise, he looked human. He had a substantial collection of plant-things that had been started by his great-grandfather. During the walk and dinner, we discussed what we hoped the conference would accomplish and shared stories of our own interactions with the plant-things. 

We agreed that our first goal was to get the PTCA members up-to-speed on the current situation. I hoped that once people understood, they’d be willing to work through their own governments to push for better enforcement of the current restrictions.

Zen managed to get one of the Nature Protectors from Aldro to attend the conference. I hadn’t spoken to the man, but both Jankar and I hoped the protector’s personal stories of the situation would spur the collectors to action.

Back in my room, I ordered a bottle of bourbon, got comfortable, and spent a few hours catching up on things at the Cube. There have been no major discoveries or disasters since my departure. I sent Lab 42 their first formal investigation request—something about an outbreak of some pest destroying crops on Sokuhl.

Before signing off, I read Gloria’s message saying she hoped I’d meet a handsome male who shared my interest in plant-things. From her lips to the Gods’ ears.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER SEVEN





    

    
      In the morning, I exited the elevators on the conference level and found myself in the middle of a media swarm. Zen had done a great job of making this a high-profile event that I hoped would raise awareness of the issue throughout the League. My statement about the goals of the conference and the promise of more press releases as our meeting progressed satisfied them for the time being. I made my escape and headed to the lobby.

Zen had arranged for me to have breakfast with the nature protector from Aldro, but in an uncharacteristic oversight, he had not provided a photo. I wandered around the lobby but didn’t know how to find the man I was looking for. Seems I always have the same problem, I thought with a chuckle.

A tall, dark-haired man tapped me on the shoulder. When I turned around, he gave me a dazzling smile and said, “I think I’m the man you’ve been looking for.”

One look at him and I nearly agreed before I caught myself. “I’m Ciara Devlin, Director of the Cube. Are you from Aldro?” I asked.

“Yes, ma’am. Clint Simms, Nature Protector,” he said, offering a firm handshake. 

Mr. Simms was quite a specimen. Over six feet tall, broad shoulders, square jaw, and muscles rippling beneath his forest green polo shirt. Facing him, I could see the Nature Protector logo on his shirt. Shiny dark hair fell over his ears, and cobalt-blue eyes darted around, taking in his surroundings. Zen really deserved an extra thank you for this one.

Once I’d recovered from the sight of Mr. Simms, I led the way to breakfast. “I’m so glad you could attend.”

“From the looks of the media out there, I’m getting the feeling this is a bigger deal than Mr. Bracken led me to believe,” he said, once we were seated.

Over breakfast, we talked about his work on Aldro and what the PTCA hoped to accomplish with the conference. We finished breakfast and made our way to the auditorium for the keynote address. 

Dr. Lorn Riddis, the foremost expert on plant-things in the League, was the speaker. Jankar welcomed everyone and introduced Dr. Riddis. The professor’s talk educated us all on the genetic effects the illegal breeding of plant-things was having on the DNA of the species. He painted a grim picture of our chances of maintaining the purity of the natural colony on Aldro. Finishing his talk, the doctor took a few minutes to answer questions. I took the stage to thank him and gave the attendees a teaser for the next session—my talk on current enforcement and prosecution challenges. 

During the break, I called Zen to check on things back at the Cube. 

“Hello, Director. What do you think of Protector Simms?” he asked.

“He seems very knowledgeable. I’m sure his first-hand experience will be a great addition to the conference program,” I said. His question clued me in to the fact that it wasn’t a coincidence that Mr. Simms was not only a Nature Protector on Aldro but also a prime example of Venlanten male. I suspected Zen knew that. Zen was nothing if not thorough.

My presentation was well received, even though the numbers and figures were both depressing and boring. I wrapped up with a plug for a more exciting afternoon session listening to Protector Simms share his first-hand account of the current situation on Aldro.  

Conference speakers and PTCA board members lunched in a private dining room. We discussed how the conference was going and the changes we needed to make in the remaining schedule. You couldn’t have a credible meeting on plant-things without Dr. Riddis, and his keynote speech was very well received, but we all felt Clint’s presentation would be the most inspiring. As the talk around the table focused on Clint, I noticed he became more and more withdrawn. 

Some folks drifted out to check in with their families or offices before the afternoon session started. Jankar excused himself to check on some arrangements with the hotel, leaving Clint and me alone at the table. 

“Mr. Simms, are you doing OK? You’ve been awfully quiet,” I said.

“I’m fine. I wasn’t expecting this to be such a big deal. I’m not used to doing so much talking,” he said.

“Ah, a man of action. I like that,” I said. “Let’s go for a walk before the session starts.”

Clint seemed to relax as we walked around the hotel gardens. While we were walking, I glanced down at his hand and saw the small birthmark between his thumb and index finger that denoted he was a Venlanten Royal. I had a similar birthmark on the meaty part of my thumb. This day was getting better and better. We made it back just as Jankar finished reviewing the schedule for the afternoon and introduced Clint. 

“I have to be honest with you, I wasn’t sure I was the right person to talk to you. When I was first transferred to Aldro, I didn’t know much about plant-things, but I’ve learned. With Aldro designated a restricted access world, I expected to spend a lot of lonely hours on patrol where the biggest threat I faced would be from the snapdragon fields. They can make things interesting, but I’ve been under fire more on Aldro than I was during my time in the Space Marines.”

During Clint’s talk, the screen behind him flashed beautiful images of plant-things artfully interspersed with disturbing images of the destruction caused by poachers. During the Q&A, someone asked about the images. 

“I have to thank Director Devlin for the vid backdrop. Her assistant took the photos I sent and put this all together.”

Zen had gone above and beyond on this. I know he doesn’t like the plant-things in my office, but
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