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        To my brother, with love. My playmate, my protector, my friend. You’re the Luke to my Leia, and the best interstellar co-pilot a sister could ask for. This one’s for you.
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        I always write to music, and I select a different piece of music for each story, one that feeds the mood I need to get the words flowing. If you’d like to experience this story the way I did, listen to the film score for The Rock while you read.
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      Just keep breathing.

      The rattle of machinery and drone of motors muffled the sound of Aurora Hawke’s footsteps as she made her way down the planked dock of the shipyard. Dock workers in coveralls supervised the loading and unloading of smaller shipping crates from terrestrial freighters while at the water’s edge massive cranes lifted containers the size of train cars out of the cargo bays of interstellar vessels moored at the winged support platforms.

      No one paid Aurora any attention. And why would they? To them, she was nobody. Insignificant in their daily lives. They had no idea her existence had the power to destroy everything they held dear.

      “You’re not a weapon.”

      “That’s exactly what I am. And Reanne Beck seems to be the only one who understands that.”

      A shiver skipped over Aurora’s skin, but it had nothing to do with the pre-dawn mists swirling across the bay, dampening the glow from the lights overhead. A foghorn blew in the distance, a melancholy moan.

      She’d created this waking nightmare. Her relationship with Reanne had set the stage. And while the reasons behind Reanne’s actions were as ephemeral as the mists, her desire to bring a galaxy’s worth of pain and suffering down on Aurora was clear as glass.

      “Kreestol is the rightful leader of the Suulh. You, Aurora, are a worthless mongrel. One I will take great pleasure in bringing to heel.”

      Reanne had spoken those words with malicious glee. Even through the vocal modulator, Aurora had heard it. But she hadn’t sensed any emotions from her former friend. Reanne had always been a blank slate to her.

      Was that because Mya’s supposition was true, that Reanne was half-Teeli? Aurora had never met a Teeli. The Admiral and Knox had made sure of that. Would she be unable to read their emotions?

      The Teeli had been hunting her family ever since her mom, Marina, and Gryphon had fled the Suulh homeworld. Was Reanne’s presence in Aurora’s life part of the Teeli plan? Were they using her to finally capture the fugitives who had eluded them for decades? Or was Reanne using the Teeli to enact her personal vendetta?

      The second option fit better with Reanne’s obsession with power. She wouldn’t willingly act as a pawn in someone else’s game. But it didn’t explain how she’d gained control over the Teeli fleet. Or the Suulh homeworld.

      How had she learned of their existence? And how had she made the connection to Aurora? Or tracked down Aurora’s aunt, Kreestol?

      The manic ecstasy on Kreestol’s face while she’d pinned Aurora in the river, intent on killing her, had haunted her dreams, contributing to her insomnia. It had also been the driving force behind her decision to leave her childhood home in the middle of the night. If Reanne could turn her own aunt against her — a Sahzade who was supposed to protect all Suulh — then it would be a small matter to manipulate the Suulh Mya had encountered on the homeworld into an army with one goal. Destroy her.

      To have a fighting chance of stopping them, she needed help. And only one person could provide it.

      “Your dad is alive.”

      That revelation had rocked her world. She barely remembered him, just a vague shadow in a half-forgotten dream. She couldn’t picture his face.

      “I think he could help you with your reaction to the Suulh, perhaps teach you to control your empathic response so it’s not so debilitating. His empathic abilities are incredible. Possibly stronger than yours.”

      Was Mya right? Could her father teach her how to manage the emotional overload she encountered with the Suulh, and the physical pain that came with it? She’d always assumed she’d inherited her empathic talents from her mother, her Suulh half. Accepting a paradigm in which her father was alive and well, and possibly holding the key to overcoming her greatest weakness, took some mental adjustment.

      So did the revelation regarding her older brother, Micah. The brother she’d been encouraged to forget.

      A tremor worked up from her toes, making her teeth chatter. She stuffed her hands in the pockets of her jacket and quickened her pace. More than anything else, she longed to see her brother, to feel the elemental connection they’d once shared. But as she’d stared at the spot in her room where his bed had once sat, she’d realized she couldn’t allow that to happen.

      “If he was near you, and especially when he touched you, your abilities went off the charts.”

      If what Mya had said was true, Micah was the last person in the galaxy she should go anywhere near. Her abilities were already lethal. If he enhanced them, her power to destroy could become cataclysmic.

      Cade had proven that.

      Tension radiated out from her chest, digging claws into her ribcage. She halted, squeezing her eyes shut as the image of him lying beside the river rose in her mind’s eye. She shoved it away, banishing it back to her mental lockbox along with all the other images of Cade that fought to get out. He was in danger because of her. In danger from her. She couldn’t allow him to be part of her present. She loved him too much to put him in harm’s way.

      Rounding the corner of a large warehouse she arrived at her destination, a loading platform outside a smaller hangar. A terrestrial cargo freighter sat at the center of the open space, the side hatch open as workers maneuvered pallets of crates up the loading ramp.

      A woman wearing a billed cap, her hair pulled through the opening into a ponytail, stood beside the ramp checking items off on a tablet as they were loaded. She glanced up as Aurora approached. “Can I help you?”

      “Captain Roberts?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m Commander Hawke.” She showed the captain her Fleet credentials from the Argo.

      Captain Roberts stood a little straighter. As a freighter captain, she probably didn’t meet too many Fleet personnel of Aurora’s rank. “What can I do for you, Commander?”

      “I understand you’re on your way to Hawai’i.”

      “That’s right. We depart in twenty minutes.”

      “I’d like to catch a ride in your jump seat.”

      The captain’s brows lifted. “It’s not a comfortable way to travel. Wouldn’t you rather take a Fleet personnel transport?” She gestured over her shoulder. “The passenger terminal must have a flight out today.”

      “Not until late this afternoon. I don’t want to wait.” If she gave herself time to think about her actions, she might change her mind. Or Mya might track her down and insist on accompanying her. She needed to get in the air now.

      Roberts scrutinized her for a moment, clearly puzzled.

      Aurora opened up her empathic senses, tuning into the other woman’s emotional field. She sensed confusion, but more than a little curiosity, too. “It’s a personal matter.”

      That tipped the scales. Roberts shrugged. “Well, I can’t vouch for the accommodations, but if you don’t mind, you’re welcome aboard.”

      The tension in Aurora’s chest eased slightly. “Thank you.” She glanced in the direction of the freighter. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Nope. We’ve got it covered. Just head on up to the cockpit. Jump seat is behind the co-pilot’s chair. We’ll join you shortly.”

      Aurora stepped to the side to make way for the next load of pallets, then followed the dock workers into the cargo hold. The freighter’s layout reminded her a little bit of Gypsy, Nat’s shuttle, but twice as large.

      She hadn’t given the young pilot much thought since leaving her at Troi. She’d had more pressing issues on her mind. But she wished her well. Hopefully Nat had found whatever she’d been searching for on that planet. The hope and determination she’d projected as she’d stood in front of the windows of the Starhawke’s observation lounge had temporarily pushed back the permanent gloom that had settled over Aurora ever since she’d unmasked the Sovereign.

      She slipped into the cockpit, lowered the jump seat and sat, exhaling on a weary sigh. Closing her eyes, she leaned her head back against the bulkhead. The lack of sleep was catching up with her. So was her impulsive behavior.

      Normally she analyzed every situation before making a decision, but in this case, she’d acted on emotion-driven instinct. She’d packed her bag and left without a word.

      Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She’d left Mya a note. A one sentence explanation. But no details. Because she didn’t have any to give.

      She’d also addressed the note to Lelindia. Not sure why. Maybe just to make a point. But she’d always think of her as Mya. When Micah had been yanked from their lives, Mya had been little more than a child herself. It was unfair to hold her responsible for the deception. Or the fallout.

      Which is why she’d put Mya in charge of the Starhawke. Guaranteed Reanne’s minions would be tracking the ship while Reanne came up with a new plan of attack. Mya understood better than anyone what they were facing, what was at stake. She needed the freedom of movement the ship would give while Aurora was away.

      With a sigh, she opened her eyes. The cockpit was warmer than outside, especially in the little nook where she was tucked. Standing, she slipped off her jacket and draped it over her lap as she sat back down. Pushing back the sleeve of her tunic, she switched on her comband. Now that she’d secured transport, she needed to move on to research.

      “Commander?”

      She glanced up.

      A man about her height with curly dark hair and deep brown skin stood at the entrance to the cockpit. He stuck out his hand. “I’m the co-pilot, Dawson.”

      Aurora shook his hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Can I get you anything? Coffee, maybe?”

      “No, thank you, I’m fine.”

      “If you change your mind, we have a small galley by the head. Help yourself.”

      “Thanks.”

      While Dawson settled into the co-pilot’s seat and began the pre-flight check, Aurora returned her attention to her comband.

      Her mother had told her that her father and brother worked at the university on Oahu. She’d start there.

      But a search of the university’s database didn’t produce any results for a professor named Brendan Hawke. Her heartbeat picked up. Surely her mother hadn’t lied to her about that?

      She tried typing in only his first name.

      One result. Brendan Scott.

      She pulled up the bio, inhaling sharply as an image appeared.

      “Everything okay?” Dawson glanced over his shoulder.

      “Fine.” She rotated her wrist slightly to keep the image concealed.

      He gave her a quizzical look but nodded and returned his attention to his work.

      Aurora’s gaze dropped to the image and held as if magnetized. The blue eyes staring back at her seemed to look into her soul. She saw herself in those eyes.

      Her father.

      His sandy blond hair was several shades darker than hers with a touch of white, parted on the side and swept over his high forehead, making him look rakish. His expression was arresting, penetrating, with a hint of a smile at the corners of his mouth.

      That secret smile fit with her vague memories. The one thing she’d remembered about her father was he loved to laugh. If this picture was any indication, he still did.

      At least now she had an image and his full name. His bio stated he had PhDs in psychology and sociology, was the head of the psychology department, and had an impressive array of accolades. Locating his office on campus would be easy.

      He taught classes in psychology and metaphysics, with an emphasis on the untapped potential for the human mind-body connection for enhancing communication, healing, and strength. With her mother as inspiration, he would have developed a unique viewpoint on the possibilities.

      What about Micah? Had he gone into psychology, too? She’d probably find his bio listed under Micah Scott, rather than Micah Hawke.

      She typed in the first three letters of his name and stopped, her hand hovering over the comband. Did she really want to know more about her brother? To see an image that would taunt her with what she couldn’t have? Coming face-to-face with him was far too dangerous, especially now, but accepting that logic intellectually did nothing to dampen her emotional yearning. It gnawed at her insides. If she uncovered details about the man he’d become, it would only make her decision to stay away even harder. Why torture herself?

      “Loading’s complete.” Captain Roberts stepped into the cockpit and settled into the pilot’s seat. She glanced over her shoulder at Aurora. “All set?”

      Not at all. “Yep.”

      As the ship lifted off, self-preservation won out.

      She deleted the search.
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      The boy’s footsteps pounded on the hard-packed dirt in a steady rhythm, pushing forward, climbing, descending, then forward again.

      His muscles worked to keep the rhythm going as the path turned away from the clouds blocking the setting sun, his dark skin and clothes blending in with the encroaching shadows. He’d only passed two other runners tonight, the bite of the wind coming off the ocean driving everyone else away.

      He didn’t mind the cold, or the push of the wind as it buffeted his body and made his shirt ripple against his chest. The thrill of the outdoors brought him here after school day after day, rain or shine. No winter squall was going to dampen his mood.

      He’d started running shortly after his thirteenth birthday, on the day he’d told his family he wouldn’t be submitting his application to the Academy. He’d shocked them all.

      Since he was a child, he’d accepted that he would carry on the family tradition, make his grandmother and father proud by becoming a Fleet officer, like them. But his heart had never been in it. He didn’t look to the stars and wonder what was out there. He wondered why anyone would choose to leave the beauty of Earth behind.

      The natural world fascinated him. Which is why he ran outdoors. And painted. And sculpted. And drew, trying to capture the essence of that beauty with his hands.

      The beat of the music playing in his ears matched the steady fall of his feet and his rapid breathing. He was almost to the big hill now. One more push, a hairpin turn, and the gradual descent to the end of the trail. He’d been running this path for two and a half years. He knew every rock, every tree, every shrub. The lengthening shadows and dark sky didn’t concern him. He could run this course blindfolded.

      He started up the hill.

      He’d been lucky. His family had understood why he was changing the plan. Even his grandmother, the Fleet Admiral. And she’d supported his passion for art ever since. This spring, he’d be applying to the most challenging art schools around the globe. With hard work and a little luck, this time next year he’d be in a residence program abroad.

      Almost to the top now. His calves and lungs burned as he forced his body up the incline. Keeping his focus on the clouds helped. This was always the do or die moment in the run. If he’d wanted to, he could have taken the loop the other way, starting with the climb, but it was a lot more rewarding to make it to the top of the hill at the end of the run.

      Five more steps. Four, three, two, one…

      He reached the top, his lungs working like a bellows as he scanned the vista for a few moments. The dark shadows changed the scene into a breathtaking alternate reality. Who needed to leave Earth to see new worlds?

      He captured the view in his mind’s eye before starting down the other side, following the hairpin along the edge of the dropoff to his right.

      Maybe when he got home, he’d paint⁠—

      Sudden movement to his left made him jerk to the right. He stumbled, his shoes scraping on the small pebbles along the path’s edge. A split second later something solid slammed into his left shoulder. His foot struck a tree branch lying across the path.

      A branch that shouldn’t have been there.

      Pain streaked out like lightning from his shoulder, his eyes flying wide as his body pitched sideways. He tried to regain his footing and failed.

      A scream tore from his lips as he plummeted over the edge into the darkness.
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      I feel the way you look, my friend.

      Mya Forrest rested her palm against the scarred bark of the giant redwood, the tallest tree in the woods behind her parents’ house.

      A swath of bark had been blasted off one side of the five-meter-thick trunk, the pieces scattered on the ground like shrapnel, barely visible in the hazy light of dawn. The exposed wood showed blackened scorch marks, and heat radiated from glowing embers. But the lightning bolt of energy that had struck the tree hadn’t come from the sky. It had come from Aurora.

      The massive tree had been Aurora’s favorite spot in the woods ever since she was a child. She’d often gone there to play, think, or read. Now, it had become a soldier caught in the crossfire of a terrible battle.

      Mya engaged her energy field, the rich green wrapping around the trunk and sinking into the open wounds. The tree’s lifeforce responded to the healing touch, drawing on the cool energy she offered as the flow pressed deep into the rings where the fire still burned. She couldn’t heal the tree in the same way she could people — the processes for growth and development were quite different. But she could nurture and invigorate new growth, helping the tree to heal itself.

      Taking a wider stance, she spread her hands apart, expanding the energy field. The crisp December breeze brushed her cheeks as she worked, though the chill didn’t bother her. She’d never been temperature sensitive, especially when she generated her energy field. The hooded sweatshirt and jeans she wore provided plenty of protection.

      Dropping into the meditation of healing, she lost track of time. Soothing the angry marks on the tree’s exterior was her primary goal, but focusing on the tree also helped to calm her inner turmoil.

      Aurora had left, fleeing in the night. No explanation, no hint of where she’d gone. Only a cryptic line on a sheet of paper. Until I return, the ship is yours.

      The note had given her two bits of information. Aurora hadn’t retreated to the Starhawke. And wherever she’d gone, she planned to come back.

      That fact was the only thing keeping Mya from full-fledged panic. Aurora wasn’t impulsive. And she wasn’t the type to abandon her friends. The uncharacteristic move had set off a plethora of flashing red warning lights.

      What was she thinking? Was she thinking? Or had she reacted from emotional overload?

      Mya could relate. She’d left the house before sunrise, seeking the solitude of the forest. She wasn’t in any condition to face Libra. Or her parents. Not yet. She needed time to process.

      The choices Aurora’s mother had made had put them in this position, but Mya couldn’t say with any certainty that she would have acted any differently. She wanted to keep Aurora safe just as much as Libra did.

      And Aurora wanted…

      She paused, the ridges of the bark under her palms drawing her attention as she shifted her stance. What did Aurora want? That answer used to be obvious. She wanted to be captain of her own ship, to help the Suulh, and to have Cade by her side.

      But now? She’d closed herself off from Cade and turned the ship and the responsibility for the Suulh over to Mya. Which left a gaping void. For both of them.

      A weary sigh slid from her lips. Seeing her name, Lelindia, written on the envelope had cut deep. Aurora had never called her that. As a toddler, before Micah had been taken away, they’d both called her Lee-Lee. Her full name had been tough for them to pronounce. It shouldn’t matter, but she hated the idea that Aurora would start using her given name instead of Mya. Only her parents called her Lelindia.

      At least Aurora still trusted her. She wouldn’t have left her in charge of the Starhawke unless that were true. The years of deception hadn’t completely destroyed their connection. And she’d do everything she could to repair the damage as soon as Aurora returned.

      Speaking of damage, the heat from the tree had dissipated, replaced by the healthy glow of regeneration. Releasing her energy field, she stepped back and surveyed the scarred trunk.

      The bark was still shallow in the areas Aurora had struck, but the new growth was well on its way to establishing a protective covering over the bare spots, melding with the dark burns. In time, the tree would complete the process, though the scars would likely remain for years.

      She’d never forget the look on Aurora’s face when she’d learned the truth about her father and brother. Shell-shock. Fury. Betrayal.

      The last had hit Mya like a blow. She’d never wanted to deceive her friend, but the choice had been made by Libra, and enforced by her parents. It hadn’t been her secret to tell. Not until last night. The explosion that followed had been as violent as she’d feared. The tree was living proof of that.

      “I’m glad you were here for her,” she murmured, giving the tree a gentle pat.

      But when Aurora had walked back into the house hours later, the fury had been replaced with emptiness. She’d looked like a wraith, just as she had after her encounter with Reanne Beck. In some ways, that lack of emotion had been worse.

      Drawing in a shaky breath, she glanced in the direction of the house. Nope, still not ready to face Libra or her parents. She needed a plan first.

      Stepping away from the tree, she moved over to the path and continued deeper into the forest.

      The redwood had been Aurora’s favorite spot in the woods, but Mya’s was quite a bit farther. She’d discovered it not long after Brendan had left with Micah. The vivid memory of that morning was as fresh as if it had happened yesterday.

      She’d moved into Aurora’s room to keep her company, sleeping in Micah’s bed. Aurora had woken her from a deep sleep in the pre-dawn hours, screaming Micah’s name at the top of her lungs. My-a! My-a!

      The anguish in Aurora’s cries had torn Mya’s heart to shreds. She’d been eight at the time, old enough to understand the actions of Aurora’s parents in separating Aurora and Micah. Witnessing the devastating effect on Aurora, however, had driven her to the breaking point.

      It had taken a couple hours to soothe Aurora back to sleep. Even though her cries would have been audible in Libra’s bedroom down the hall, she hadn’t come to check on her. And with good reason. Her presence only made Aurora’s hysteria worse. Mya’s parents couldn’t help, either. She was the only one who could calm Aurora down, and only if they were left alone. That was another reason she’d moved out of her bedroom in the Forrest wing and into the bedroom Micah had shared with Aurora.

      But calming Aurora had left Mya emotionally drained and on edge, unable to sleep. As soon as the sun had risen, she’d escaped into the peace and quiet of the woods.

      Without a destination in mind, she’d meandered, finally coming across a group of trees deep in the forest that had grown close together. Their trunks formed a hollow that naturally filled with plant material, creating a cushioned bower. She’d climbed inside and stretched out on the leaves, gazing through the treetops far, far above her. In that moment, it had felt like the most peaceful spot in the world. And the perfect cure for her distress.

      Over the years, she’d used the bower as her meditation and contemplation nook, especially when she had thorny problems to work out, or emotional upsets to work through. This trip qualified on both counts.

      The leaves crunched under her boots as she reached her destination and stepped into the rough oval. The cold, hard ground wouldn’t provide as much cushion this time of year, but that was okay. The whisper of the wind through the trees and the dappled sunshine in the blue sky were all she needed.

      Settling onto her back, she rested her head in her palms and gazed up at the patterned brown bark of the trees and the sun-lightened green of the foliage. The energy of her surroundings called to her, drawing the tension from her muscles.

      “I’m sorry, Sahzade,” she whispered. She’d meant it last night, and she meant it even more now. But sorry wasn’t going to get her anywhere.

      Closing her eyes, she drew in a slow breath, focusing on the image of Aurora in her mind’s eye. Sahzade, where are you?

      To her surprise, the response came through within moments — an image of white sandy beaches, swaying palm trees, and the sparkle of sunlight on cresting waves.

      But before the vision had fully fixed itself in her mind, it dissipated like fog in sunlight. Aurora had closed the connection.

      Understandable, considering. But she’d given Mya an answer.

      She’d gone to Hawai’i to find her father and brother.

      But if that was the case, why had she chosen to go alone? And to leave so abruptly? Mya had offered to go with her, expecting that Aurora would welcome the emotional support. Apparently not.

      Which left her with a choice. Follow Aurora against her wishes and risk another confrontation, or accept the role Aurora had given her and return to the Starhawke.

      She stared at the shifting patterns of light and shadow as the two scenarios played out in her mind. If she showed up uninvited, Aurora would likely take it as a sign of overprotective behavior. That wouldn’t improve their current situation. And it wouldn’t help Aurora focus on getting the help she needed from Brendan.

      And she did need him, desperately. After Brendan had left with Micah, Aurora had been forced to teach herself how to control her empathic abilities. She’d done a decent job, considering. But the appearance of the Suulh had changed the rules of the game. Without Brendan’s guidance, Aurora’s strength would become a weakness.

      And Mya’s presence wouldn’t help.

      Fine. She’d put her faith in Brendan. She hadn’t seen him since she was a child, but she’d loved him like a father. His optimistic, compassionate nature, and ever-present smile, had been sorely missed.

      He’d given up so much to keep Aurora safe. She had no doubt he’d do everything humanly possible to help her now.

      But it wouldn’t be a quick fix. It might take weeks, or even months, for Aurora to master the skills she needed. Which left Mya in the driver’s seat. What should she do in the meantime?

      In the plus column, she had the Starhawke, the crew, and money in their accounts thanks to the return of Admiral Schreiber. In the minus column, she had a grandmother living as a captive on the Suulh homeworld, the Galactic Council caught in the grip of a potential overthrow plot, and Reanne Beck building a Suulh and Necri army.

      She hadn’t trained for problems like these. She was a doctor, not a tactician. Aurora’s abrupt departure had pushed her so far out of her comfort zone she’d need a telescope to see it.

      So, she’d do the only logical thing. Call in the cavalry.
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      On the southern California coast, the early morning sun struggled to warm the crisp ocean breeze blowing off the ocean. Waves crashed onto a small beach, the water racing against the pull of gravity. Tiny rocks and bits of shell tumbled along as the water stretched translucent fingers toward the lone figure walking along the damp sand.

      Cade Ellis barely noticed the gurgle and sigh of the water. His gaze was on the horizon to the north, his thoughts hundreds of kilometers away.

      I’m here, Rory. Can you hear me?

      Only the rumble of the waves and the call of seabirds answered him.

      When Aurora had first cut off all communication following the confrontation with Reanne, he’d done his best to accept Mya and Justin’s advice. He’d been patient, giving her time to work through the trauma she’d endured while his team made the return journey to Earth in Gladiator, their newly acquired compact fighter.

      But when they’d arrived at Sol Station, she’d shut him out again, refusing to even see him. Avoiding him was one thing. Banning him from access to her ship had a finality that had hollowed out his chest.

      He wasn’t an empath, but he knew Aurora. Every instinct told him she was fighting to keep her head above water. He wanted to be there to support her, comfort her, love her.

      But she believed her presence put him in danger. Maybe she was right. So what? He’d gladly suffer a hundred painful deaths rather than live a long life without her. And in his heart, he knew she felt the same way. Ironically, that’s why she’d sent him packing. To ensure he wouldn’t end up dead.

      Well, he had news for her. He’d faced death more times than he could count, and would continue to do so as long as he led the Admiral’s Elite Unit. Being cut off from her only made it harder to concentrate on his job.

      Shoving his hands in the pockets of his jacket, he sighed, his gaze shifting to the cliff overlooking the water. Wallowing in self-pity like a lovesick teenager wasn’t going to help. His team and Admiral Schreiber needed him.

      Turning, he trudged across the loose sand to the stone stairway that curved up the rocky incline. As he climbed the steps, he focused on leaving his personal issues down on the beach.

      By the time he reached the stretch of lawn that led to the Admiral’s house, he’d succeeded in reasserting mental discipline. Well, mostly.

      To his right, he spotted the Admiral through the wall of windows that made up most of the back of the house, working at the large wood desk in his study. Justin Byrnes, Christoph Gonzalez, and Tam Williams were in the kitchen to his left, laughing and joking while they prepared enough food to feed an army.

      He headed for the glass double doors that opened onto the middle of the patio. Stepping inside, he found Bella Drew curled up on one of the plush couches in the living room, a data pad in her hand and a small frown line between her brows. She glanced up. “Have a nice walk?”

      Her words were innocuous enough, but the empathy in her blue eyes indicated she’d figured out the real reason for his beachside stroll. His entire team knew he wanted to crawl out of his skin. “Yeah. Where’s Reynolds?”

      “She went for a run, but said she’d be back by zero-eight-hundred.”

      He glanced at the antique clock on the mantle over the fireplace. Seven fifty-seven. If he knew Tracy Reynolds, which he certainly did, she’d be walking through the front door in exactly three minutes.

      He shifted his attention to Bella’s data pad, which showed a neatly organized chart with the names of the five members of the Galactic Council she and Justin were in charge of investigating, along with detailed notes next to each. “Anything to report?”

      “Nothing unusual so far. If Reanne had any dealings with these delegates, there’s no trail to follow. Not that I’m surprised. She’s good at covering her tracks.”

      “Yes, she is.” Too good. “She also might not have bothered making contact with the delegates from the northern quadrants, especially those in the Outer Rim. They wouldn’t have a tactical advantage for her, being so far from Teeli space and on the doorstep of the Kraed.”

      “Except her ship showed up at Burrow. That’s in the northern Outer Rim.”

      “True, but the Council had no idea we were there. Reanne didn’t find out our location through them.” He still wasn’t clear on exactly how she had tracked them, and that nagged at him. Reanne’s semi-omniscience regarding ship movements in Fleet space was one of the puzzles he wanted solved.

      “Hopefully Gonzo and Reynolds will have success tracking down Reanne’s ties to the delegates in the southern Rim quadrants.”

      “Especially the one from Q4,” he agreed. “That whole arrangement between the Etah Setarips and the admin at Gallows Edge had Reanne’s influence written all over it. And that quadrant adjoins Teeli space. I have to believe she has the delegate under her thumb.”

      The chime of the front door opening was followed by a melody from the antique clock announcing the hour.

      Reynolds appeared in the foyer, her short blonde hair and the collar of her shirt damp with sweat. She spotted him and strolled over, mopping her brow with her sleeve. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning. How was your run?”

      “Stellar. Nothing like the sea air on your face and terra firma under your feet.”

      Except the glitter of stars and the power of a starship under your fingertips. But Reynolds wasn’t as entranced with space travel as he was.

      “Breakfast will be ready in ten!” Gonzo called out amid the clatter of pans.

      “I’ll be showered in five!” Reynolds called back, nodding at Cade before heading toward the hallway connecting the bedroom suites. The Admiral’s house had four guest rooms, so Reynolds and Bella were sharing a room, as were Gonzo and Williams, while Cade and Justin had their own rooms.

      Several years ago, when his unit had stayed here prior to their first mission under his command, he’d offered up his room to the team, content to sleep on one of the many couches in the living room. He hadn’t gotten any takers. In fact, Gonzo and Reynolds had made it clear they preferred sleeping on the floor, claiming it kept their senses sharp. He’d argued and lost, eventually accepting this would be the standard arrangement whenever his unit was in residence.

      “I’m going to check in with the Admiral.”

      Bella nodded, her gaze returning to her pad.

      The Admiral’s lined face creased in a smile when Cade entered the study. “Beautiful morning for beach walking.”

      “Yes, it is.” But he didn’t want to talk about the weather. “Are we going into HQ today?”

      “That was my plan.” The Admiral leaned back in his chair and steepled his hands. “Any objections?”

      “Concerns.” He settled into one of the chairs across from the Admiral’s desk, the ocean visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows to his right. “We have no idea how deeply Reanne’s people have infiltrated the Galactic Council or how much influence she can exert on members of the Fleet.”

      “Such as Admiral Payne.”

      “Yes. She’s a career Fleet officer with a spotless record, yet she knowingly sent Aurora’s crew on a mission to Teeli space that would have resulted in an ambush and possible capture by Reanne.”

      “Do we know that for certain?”

      “I think we do. Aurora knew Payne was lying about the mission details, and now that Reanne’s connection to the Teeli has been established, is there any question that Payne was sending them into a trap?”

      “No. We’re in agreement. But we have no evidence.”

      And that was the sticking point. Aurora was the only one who had seen Reanne during the battle. One person’s testimony wouldn’t sway the Council to investigate the Teeli, especially with Reanne’s moles working to manipulate them.

      Cade stood, walking to the windowed wall and watching the rolling waves in the distance. “So, what do we do?”

      “We continue to play Reanne’s game while we gather information to prove our case.”

      “Which means going into HQ like nothing’s wrong.”

      “Correct.”

      “What about Magee? Have you been able to reach her?”

      “No. Her personal contact number has been disconnected.”

      “Disconnected?” The Admiral’s PA had been reassigned to the Teeli delegation while the Admiral had been an unwilling guest of the Setarips. Protocol had made it impossible for Cade to contact her, but he’d assumed the Admiral would be able to get through. “Why would her personal number be disconnected?”

      “I’ve been looking into that. And on whose authority she was reassigned. According to the official record, she requested the transfer.”

      “What?” He stared at the Admiral. “I don’t believe it. She wouldn’t do that. Certainly not while you were gone.”

      “I agree. Which means either the documents were forged, or she was coerced.”

      “Just like Payne.” He fisted his hands, envisioning them circled around Reanne’s neck. “Reanne’s minions might have used your absence as leverage to convince Magee your safety was dependent on her cooperation.”

      “Possibly. Or it may have been more subtle. I’ve studied the Teeli for years. Their ability to bend others to their will is remarkable. Terrifying, but remarkable.”

      “So Magee may not have known what she was doing?”

      “In a way. Her actions may have seemed perfectly logical to her at the time.”

      “And now she’s locked away with the Teeli delegation.”

      “With no way for us to reach her. Yes.”

      While simultaneously giving Reanne a direct line. “Is she a security risk?”

      “Not with regards to the Fleet. But if the Teeli can manipulate her into sharing what she knows about me, personally? Any information is dangerous in Reanne’s hands. And she’s not above using Magee in an attempt to manipulate me.”

      Cade started pacing in front of the glass. “Everywhere we go, Reanne’s snares keep tripping us up.”

      “True, but we still have one important advantage. She has failed to capture Aurora.”

      “Not for lack of trying,” Cade muttered. And now he didn’t even have the comfort of knowing Aurora’s plans.

      “Aurora’s unmasked her. That gives us a position of power we’ve been sadly lacking. If anyone can outmaneuver Reanne Beck, it’s Aurora.”

      He glanced at the Admiral. “Have you spoken to her since you left the Starhawke?” The Admiral had remained with Aurora until they’d reached Sol Station.

      “No. And I have no plans to do so. She needs time to heal.”

      So had the Admiral, although his wounds had been physical not emotional. The engine room explosion on the Setarip ship had almost killed him. Looking at him now, it was impossible to tell he’d suffered any injury. They had Mya Forrest to thank for that.

      Hopefully the good doctor could work the same magic with Aurora, helping her heal from her emotional trauma with Reanne.

      “What about the troll they assigned in Magee’s place? We should be able to get some information out of him.” Sharing air with the slimeball in a human suit would be unpleasant — one encounter had been more than enough — but interrogating the man would lighten his mood considerably. Especially if they could establish his connection to Reanne.

      “Unfortunately, that’s not an option.”

      Cade stopped pacing. “Why not?”

      “When Sol Station received my credentials, they notified HQ of my arrival. I received a packet from my new PA last night — Lieutenant Valenzuela.” The Admiral called up the Lieutenant’s Fleet profile, complete with photo. It showed a woman in her forties or early fifties with dark hair and eyes.

      “What happened to the man I spoke to?”

      “I’ve been unable to find any documentation relating to him. As far as HQ is concerned, Magee held the post until Valenzuela took over five days ago.”

      “What? How can that be? We knew Magee had been reassigned more than a month ago.”

      “Which illustrates the bigger problem. Falsifying secure Fleet documents is not a simple task. It would require a high-level clearance and technical systems knowledge that rivals Drew’s. As soon as she and Justin have finished their investigation of the five delegates they were assigned, I want them to begin digging into the paperwork.”

      “What about Payne? Could she have engineered this?”

      “She has the necessary clearance, but not the skill set. If she’s involved, she didn’t do it alone.”

      Cade stared at the PA’s image while his mind whirred. How many tentacles had Reanne wrapped around the GC? The Fleet? When would they start to squeeze? “Who do you still trust completely?”

      “Besides your team?”

      The assurance in that question chased away some of the chill. “Yes.”

      “Kathryn.”

      The Admiral was probably the only person besides President Kathryn Yeoh’s wife who called her by her first name. Cade had only met the Galactic Council president once, but he’d been impressed by her sharp mind and keen observation skills. “Does she know anything about the Teeli threat?”

      “Oh, yes. She was a newly-elected member of the General Assembly when the Teeli applied for membership in the Council. One of the few who argued against the fast-tracking of their application. We worked together to convince the Council, but ultimately failed.”

      “I’m surprised that didn’t hurt her career, taking such an unpopular stance.”

      The Admiral’s smile was self-mocking. “Kathryn was much more diplomatic than I was. Cool, level-headed. I learned a great deal about self-control from her.”

      Cade’s brows lifted. He couldn’t imagine the Admiral lacking self-control. In his world, the Admiral was the walking definition. “Have the two of you talked about the Teeli situation since then?”

      “No. I considered broaching it after she was elected President, but I couldn’t share the information I’d gathered regarding the Teeli without implicating Siginal and the Kraed. And without proof, I’d be placing Kathryn in a compromised position.”

      “Which brings us right back to square one. We need proof of what Reanne and the Teeli are doing.”

      “And thanks to Celia Cardiff, we have a start on that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The Admiral pulled up a vid file. “She recorded this while she was on the Suulh homeworld.”

      The video started playing, revealing a panorama of a landing pad at the edge of a peninsula, with ground transports disgorging Teeli personnel. A ship about the size of Gladiator glided into view, descending to the landing pad like a giant owl with wings unfurled.

      Cade’s teeth clenched. Reanne’s ship.

      The Teeli formed two rows on either side of the ship as the ramp descended. Armed figures stepped out, their bodies covered in mesh fabric to conceal their features. But Cade had seen those same uniforms on Gaia., covering the Etah Setarips.

      A cloaked figure emerged next, the thick brown fabric obscuring any detail of shape or size.

      Didn’t matter. Now that he knew what he was looking for, Cade recognized Reanne’s movements, the haughty way she carried herself. In his presence, she wouldn’t be able to hide behind her cloak any longer.

      The cloaked figure and several of the Setarips entered the vehicles, and then the video froze.

      The Admiral pointed at the image. “This doesn’t help us with identifying Reanne as the leader, but it does provide a clear link between the Teeli and the attack on Gaia. The Setarips who died during the fighting wore those same mesh suits.”

      “Is this video enough of a link to bring our case to the Council? We also have four eyewitnesses who were on that island with Reanne.” Assuming Mya and Clarek would agree to testify. He had no doubts regarding Reynolds or Cardiff.

      The Admiral echoed his thoughts. “I would need to speak with Aurora and Mya before making that decision. This is their homeworld we’d be revealing, which has major implications for their futures. And I’d want to check with Siginal and Jonarel, too. But this is enough that I can speak to Kathryn, let her know about Reanne and the Teeli link to Gaia. I have a meeting scheduled with her for two o’clock this afternoon. And you’ll be joining me.”
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      The throng of students and instructors flowed past Aurora in a bustling current. Holiday music piped through the building’s speakers provided a festive background to the babble of voices and the thump of footsteps.

      But Aurora tuned it all out, pressing her back against the wall to avoid being jostled, her focus on the door across the corridor. Psychology was stenciled in bold black letters across the opaque glass panel, with the office hours listed underneath.

      According to the information she’d gathered at the Administration building, her father’s office was located behind that door.

      Taking a deep breath, she reached out with her senses. The emotions of the people passing by danced around the periphery of her awareness, but she discarded them easily, seeking a stronger emotional field, the touch of something familiar. Would she recognize her father’s field if she felt it? Would he recognize hers?

      Seconds passed into minutes as she sorted through the multitude. But as her frustration mounted, she finally admitted defeat. If her father was in the building, she couldn’t pinpoint him. Which left her with only one option.

      Open the door, Aurora. Go inside.

      She’d come so far. Why was she struggling to cross the last three meters? Her heart pounded in her ears, but her feet refused to move. What if he didn’t want to see her? What if he sent her away?

      What if he didn’t?

      A young man paused in front of the door. He checked the tablet in his hand, then reached for the doorknob and swung the door open, giving Aurora a peek inside.

      A long counter ran parallel to the door. A man and woman about Aurora’s age sat behind it. They looked up and smiled as the young man entered.

      The cement blocks encasing Aurora’s feet crumbled. Cutting across the wave of students, she caught the door in her right hand before it closed, pushing it back open.

      The man behind the desk met her gaze, his smile warm and welcoming. His lips formed the words Can I help you? but she couldn’t hear a thing over the roaring in her ears. Three more steps and she was in front of the counter. She leaned on it for support.

      “Professor Scott?”

      The young man frowned.

      And no wonder. In her mind she’d said the words, but she was pretty sure she hadn’t opened her mouth.

      She cleared her throat and licked her lips — a pointless gesture since her tongue was devoid of moisture. She tried again. “Professor Scott?”

      This time she’d produced sound, but the man’s frown shifted to a look of apology.

      “I’m sorry, he’s out of the office today. Would you like to speak with his TA?”

      He wasn’t there.

      She barely stopped herself from smacking her forehead on the countertop. How stupid could she be? This is where her impulsive behavior had gotten her. At the very least she should have called to make sure he was on campus.

      “Do you know when he’ll be back?”

      The man checked the information on his screen. “He’s giving a lecture on Maui, returning late tomorrow.”

      Not ideal, but she could work with it.

      “Unfortunately, his schedule’s pretty full the rest of the week with finals, but I see a three o’clock opening on Friday. Would that work for you?”

      Three days. If she had to schedule an appointment and wait three days to meet her father, she’d go insane. Her plan, if she could call it that, needed major revisions. “That’s okay. Thanks, anyway.” She turned and then paused. “What about his son, Micah? Is his office here?” She hadn’t thought to ask the Admin staff, but it would be good information to have if she wanted to avoid him.

      The young man shook his head. “No, he’s a professor for the Marine Biology department.”

      “Oh.” Micah was a marine biologist? If she’d listed her top ten guesses for what profession he’d gone into, that one would have been around fifty-seven. For some reason, she’d assumed he’d follow in their father’s footsteps. Or maybe have a passion for the stars like she did. Instead, he was studying marine life. “Well, thanks.”

      Her feet carried her out of the room much quicker than they’d carried her in. She was down the hall and out in the late afternoon sunshine before she’d registered where she was going.

      The ache in her chest flexed its muscles, bringing her to a halt. She rested a hand on the nearest wall and drew in air in long, ragged breaths.

      What had she been thinking? Well, that was the point, wasn’t it? She hadn’t been thinking. She’d reacted, rushing to get here, for all the good it had done her. Diving in had resulted in a face plant.

      Should she try to book passage to Maui? Her Fleet credentials had garnered her a free ride on the freighter with minimal fuss, but if she played that card again, she might start to attract attention. The last thing she wanted to do was alert Reanne or any of her moles in the Galactic Council to where she was or why she was here.

      Thanks to the Admiral’s arranging payment for her crew, she had funds. But it might be the last payment she’d see for a while. She needed to be frugal.

      The tension in her chest moved into her temples, making her head pound.

      More than anything, she needed sleep. The smart move was to go back to her hotel and take a nap. Clear her head so she could come up with a new plan. A logical one. Impulsive clearly didn’t work for her.

      At least she’d made brief contact with Mya. When Mya’s mental link had reached out to her earlier, she’d sent a mental image of the island. Hopefully that had calmed her friend’s fears. She didn’t have the bandwidth for anything more. She didn’t want Mya to worry, but she needed time apart right now, to focus on the task at hand.

      Bringing Mya hadn’t been an option. After the years of deceit and half-truths, she needed the mental and emotional clarity she could only achieve alone. Mya’s presence would have muddied the waters.

      The walk to her hotel seemed to take forever, but eventually she made it through the lobby and up to her room. Opening the sliding door, she stepped onto the balcony, which was enclosed by the trees and palms that surrounded the hotel. Rooms on the opposite side looked out on the water, which she would have loved, but she’d settled for basic accommodations. Even so, the energy of the plants drifted over her in a balmy wave, easing the tension and calming her mind.

      Moving back into the room, she slipped off her boots, tunic, and pants, and stretched out on the bed, falling into a deep sleep as soon as her head touched the pillow.
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      Mya entered the house through one of the doors off the back deck rather than the front door, which gave her quicker access to the staircase and her bedroom.

      Not quick enough.

      “Where have you been?”

      Mya glanced at the front archway of the Forrest wing, which led to her mom and dad’s home office. Her mom stood with her hands on her hips.

      “Taking a walk.”

      Her mom glanced toward the closed door. “Aurora’s not with you?”

      “No.”

      “Do you know where she is? We missed you both at breakfast.”

      “I haven’t seen her this morning.” And wouldn’t be seeing her anytime soon, either.

      Her mom stepped closer, making the tension lines around her eyes more visible. “What about last night? Did you talk to her when she came in?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did it go? Libra’s worried about her.”

      No doubt. During the blowout the previous evening, they’d all been tossed around like sailors caught in a typhoon. “She’s upset. But I think she understands why Libra made the choice to send Brendan and Micah away.”

      Her mom exhaled on a sigh, her shoulders relaxing. “Good. I had a feeling once the shock wore off, she’d be able to view the situation objectively.”

      And run off into the night, leaving only a note. “She just needs some time.” Like weeks. Or maybe months. “I need to check in with the Starhawke.” She pointed toward the staircase.

      Her mom made a shooing motion with her hands. “Go, go. Don’t let me keep you.”

      Climbing the stairs without rushing took effort, but she didn’t want to tip her mom off that anything was wrong. She picked up the pace when she reached the second floor, hurrying to the privacy of her room. Closing her door, she snagged her comband off the bedside table and slipped it on. Two taps connected her with the Starhawke.

      Celia Cardiff’s face appeared as a 3D holo image above the comband, looking as beautiful and composed as a model.

      “Celia, I⁠—”

      “Hold on a moment.” Celia held up a hand and turned away from the camera. “Star, switch us to a secure connection.”

      The Nirunoc’s voice drifted over the line. “Connection secure.”

      Celia turned back to face Mya. “Okay, what’s wrong?”

      Mya blinked. “How do you know something’s wrong?”

      “Because you hate vid calls. If you need a visual connection rather than just audio, something’s very wrong.”

      And that’s what came from having friends who knew you better than you knew yourself. “Aurora left.”

      “Left? She’s on her way here?”

      “No.” Mya took a deep breath and launched into a summary of the events from the previous night, and the conclusions she’d drawn from her morning walk.

      Celia listened intently without interrupting, her gaze locked on Mya’s face.

      “So, what do you think?” Mya asked.

      “I think you and Aurora need a vacation.”

      Celia’s unexpected response drew a soft chuckle. “Yeah. Don’t we all. But I don’t think a vacation is what Aurora has in mind.”

      “Neither do I. Can her dad help her?”

      “If he can’t, no one can.”

      “Then let’s hope he’s up to the task.” Celia’s lips thinned. “Where does that leave us? Do you want to wait here for Aurora?”

      “No.” She’d considered that possibility and rejected it. “There’s no way to know how long that will be. I don’t want to be sitting on my hands.”

      “Me, either. And keeping the Starhawke at Sol Station where Reanne’s minions could start trouble isn’t a good tactical move.”

      A trill of fear zipped through her stomach. “I hadn’t thought of that.” But Celia lived and breathed tactical strategy. “Any recommendations?”

      “Avoid Fleet installations. And any place Reanne or the Teeli are likely to show up.”

      “You think we should go into hiding?”

      “I think we should find a fortified position while we make our plans. We came here to deliver the Admiral and to give you and Aurora an opportunity to talk to your parents, which you’ve done. Is there any reason you need to stay with them?”

      Mya chewed on her bottom lip. Was there? Much as she agreed with Aurora’s assessment that Reanne Beck was someone to fear, it wasn’t like Reanne could bring a Teeli warship to Sol Station. The Teeli claimed to be pacifists. Showing up with armed battleships would blow their cover and trigger an equally aggressive response. Earth was peaceful, but far from defenseless. The system was heavily fortified to deter Setarips.

      Besides, up to now, Reanne had been working through manipulation and deceit. A full assault on Earth’s defenses to reach Aurora wasn’t her style. And it would take time for her to figure out another sleight of hand attack, especially when she had no idea where Aurora was.

      “No, I don’t need to stay. But I don’t feel good leaving Aurora, either.”

      “Sounds to me like she expected you to.”

      “Maybe.”

      “And maybe this isn’t about Aurora. Maybe it’s about you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you. You’ve got to stop acting like a mother hen whenever Aurora has a problem.”

      That ruffled her feathers. “I’m just concerned. Until she learns to control her reaction to the Suulh, she’s vulnerable.”

      “And she’s working to correct that. If her dad’s as powerful as you say, she’ll succeed. And if Micah’s presence boosts her abilities, even better. She’s exactly where she needs to be.”

      Celia’s calm logic deflated her indignation balloon. “You’re right.”

      “Of course I am.” Celia’s self-deprecating smile coaxed an answering smile from Mya. “So, the question is, where do you need to be?”

      Where indeed? An image of the tropical island on Azaana called to her. Raaveen and Paaw deserved to know about the new developments, about what she’d learned on the homeworld. But more than that, she needed to start asking the Suulh the tough questions she’d been avoiding while they healed from their emotional and physical trauma.

      But that wouldn’t be the only stop. She also needed to start gathering forces that could help her in the fight against Reanne. Against the Teeli. She needed warriors.

      “Celia, alert Kire I’ll be returning this afternoon. And tell him to assemble the crew in the conference room as soon as I arrive.” She wanted backup when she announced to Jonarel they were leaving the station for Kraed space — without Aurora.
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      “Leaving? What do you mean you’re leaving?” Libra Hawke’s frown matched the expression Mya had seen on Aurora’s face a thousand times.

      “I’m returning to the Starhawke.”

      Libra shot a look at Mya’s mom, who stood on the other side of the raised kitchen counter.

      “What about Aurora?” Mya’s mom asked. “Is she going, too?”

      “She’s already gone.”

      “Gone?” Libra’s mouth sagged open. “She went back to the ship?”

      “No, she went to Hawai’i to find Brendan and Micah. She left during the night.”

      Twin moons surrounded the irises of Libra’s blue-grey eyes. Her hand flailed, making contact with a nearby stool. “That’s why I haven’t been sensing her nearby.” She sank against the stool like her bones had gone liquid. “She went to Hawai’i?”

      “Yes. And left me in charge of the Starhawke.”

      “Left you in charge?” Libra parroted again. The shock slowly faded, replaced by steely determination. “You have to go get her.”

      Exactly the response she’d expected. “No, I don’t.”

      Libra’s brows snapped down. “What do you mean you don’t? Of course you do. She needs you. You can’t abandon her.”

      For most of her life, arguing with Libra had been unthinkable. Not anymore. “I’m not abandoning her. I’m giving her what she needs — time with Brendan to learn how to control her empathic abilities. I can’t help her with that. He can. Besides, I have my own job to do.”

      “Which is what, exactly?”

      She fought to stand tall under Libra’s intense scrutiny. “Talk to Siginal Clarek.” She didn’t want to get drawn into an argument about her plans to talk to the Suulh on Azaana, so she left that part of the plan out. “He was in charge of the original expedition to Teeli space that located our homeworld and uncovered the Teeli subterfuge. We’ll need his help if we’re going to free the Suulh.” Her grandmother’s face appeared in her mind’s eye. “All the Suulh.”

      Her mom straightened, her gaze troubled. “You’re going to⁠—”

      “What about Reanne?” Libra interrupted. “If she’s as focused on capturing Aurora as you believe, what’s to stop her from tracking Aurora down and launching another attack?”

      Mya reined in her irritation. Libra’s desire to control Aurora’s movements was now spilling over onto her. “Reanne’s previous assaults have been methodical, well planned. She won’t leave Teeli space half-cocked, and she can’t bring her warships here. Besides, she has no way of knowing about Brendan or Micah. Until Aurora learns to control her empathic response to the Suulh, she’s far safer on Earth with her dad and brother than on the Starhawke.”

      “But they can’t protect⁠—”

      “She doesn’t need protection!” The heat in her voice surprised her.

      It surprised Libra and her mom, too. They both stared at her in disbelief.

      “Reanne has tried to capture her three times, and three times she’s failed. Aurora can handle herself.” What she couldn’t handle was her reaction to the Suulh. Or the specter of collateral damage from a confrontation. When Aurora had avoided all contact with Cade after she’d accidentally electrocuted him, her actions had made it clear she didn’t fear Reanne half as much as she feared herself.

      “What about you?” her mom asked, worry lines creasing her forehead. “You won’t have Aurora to protect you, either.”

      “I know. But I’m tougher than I look.” She’d learned that on the Suulh homeworld. “And I’ll have Celia and Jonarel backing me up,” she added, to ease her mom’s fears. Her friends would die before they’d allow anyone to harm her.

      Her mom stepped around the counter, stopping in front of her. “Do you want me to come with you?”

      The offer was so unexpected it took a moment to process. When it did, a lump lodged in her throat. To her knowledge, her mom hadn’t left Earth since before Mya was born. “Thank you, but no. Whatever happens with Brendan and Micah, I’d like you both to be here if Aurora needs you.”

      “We will be.” Her mom pulled her into a hug, squeezing until Mya’s lungs started to protest. “You be safe.”

      Her dad took the news of her departure in stride, packing her a lunch for the trip down the
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