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        In a world where slavery is the norm…

      

      

      
        
        Alien mercenaries steal from the rich…

      

      

      
        
        Human women fight for their freedom…

      

      

      
        
        And steal the heart of a pirate.
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          BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
      An accidental kidnapping by a super hot mercenary alien completely uprooted Brazen’s life.

      Brazen had never left her parents side, until now. Discovering the awful truth about her father, she wants nothing more to do with her family and vows to join the mission of the mercenaries who rescued her.

      Kreg had no intention of rescuing anyone. But a raid turned into an accidental abduction brought nine Terran females aboard his ship – among them the daughter of his sworn enemy. He offers to take her back, but she begs to stay, much to his delight.

      Brazen’s feelings for the red brute surprise her. However, her father would stop at nothing to keep her away from him, including killing him.
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      BRAZEN

      “Most would be jealous of what you have, Brazen. Appreciate your life here,” Mother said.

      Brazen’s eyes couldn’t roll back far enough. The patio overlooked the natural untouched beauty of Auxa. It was her very own playground. Growing up on the small planet, she spent most of her time wandering the forests and traipsing through the crystal-clear brooks and small waterfalls. Indeed, it was a beautiful place, but lately even Auxa seems too small for her and her parents.

      Brazen’s father, Victor, had bought Auxa years ago as a planetary investment in the Irzal System. The place closely resembled Earth, or so she thought. Brazen held no memories of Earth, since her family had left when she was only a toddler.

      A small shuttle landed and the caterers from the Phelps Space Station brought goodies for the next important business meeting. Victor and Ruby Ardarman knew how to throw elaborate parties. Parties that Brazen was strictly forbidden to attend. Even during the start of preparations, she would stay in her quarters as she was told not to come out until the next day.

      The parties mostly consisted of aliens and humans partying until the wee hours of the next day. By the time Irzal rose, the guests had already scattered to their own corners of the system. Whatever.

      Brazen perched on the patio and faced the landing field, barely able to see the shuttles and other spacecraft come in for landings. The small guest house filled again with those who were not allowed in the main house. Whenever Brazen asked about it, her parents told her that it had to do with business and it would be best to stay away.

      Humph. Life stood still on the planet, the bubbling brooks flowing forever away from the compound. She’d threatened in her mind to follow the streams, but they quickly disappeared over the horizon and filled the small sea, watering the strange creatures swimming within.

      Brazen had grown bolder as she grew older. She listened to her parents discuss the next party. They referred to it as a silent auction.

      “Auction what?” Brazen asked as she walked into the room.

      “You need to get back to your quarters,” Father barked in her direction.

      Brazen knew she was no longer a child as she stepped toward her father, daring him to try to force her to leave the room. “Not until you tell me what’s for auction. Maybe I want a chance to bid?”

      Mother laughed. “Sweetheart, these are auctions for servants, for those who wish to go into work they otherwise wouldn’t know about except for our explicit invitation.”

      “Ruby, you talk too much,” Father told my mother crossly.

      “Victor, explain it to Brazen so that she’ll go back to her quarters and not be so curious,” Mother replied flatly.

      “You mean slaves?” Brazen asked, her eyes wide.

      “I mean, it’s an auction for a servant’s job. The females want to get a better job. We provide a secure future for them. No one forces them to do anything, so they aren’t slaves. Servitude is an honorable position for them.”

      “Yes, darling. Now scoot, you’ll be in the way in here,” Mother said as she side-eyed Father.

      Brazen was always told to scoot. She was never allowed to leave and never allowed to do anything except come to her parents when summoned. She craved adventure and companionship. Curiosity never stopped her from seeking to know more, nor did the stern warning received from her parents to stay away from the guest house and the landing pad.

      Squaring her shoulders, Brazen ignored their order to return to her quarters as she stepped from the picturesque veranda and slipped unseen through the path down to the landing pad and just behind the guest house. Small ships landed and dropped off party-goers. They were full of aliens and humans alike, with one thing on their minds; procuring a slave.

      Hushed conversations filtered from the back windows where there were apparently females. They didn’t sound too thrilled to be on Auxa. One might think that if they were looking for a job in servitude, they would at least have light-hearted tones to their voices.

      Brazen cracked the door open and stepped into the old kitchen. One girl’s eyes widened as she looked at her as if she were looking at a ghost. Her head shook as she backed away. Brazen followed her through the hallway and up the stairs. She’d made up her mind. If these human women could volunteer for a life off on some other planet or spaceship, she could do so as well.

      Eight girls huddled inside a room while looking at Brazen warily. She smiled as she entered the room. Old beds lined the walls where white paint was peeling. The bed linens were lacking and threadbare. In fact, the small guest house appeared to have practically no decor, very much unlike the main house. How could her parents be so flippant about the accommodations for these young women?

      “Did they recently take you and bring you here?” The girl’s brown eyes were nearly hidden by her sprigs of curls.

      “No. I live in the main house. I’m Brazen Ardarman. I wanted to meet you all and find out how you came about seeking these positions,” Brazen replied.

      “Seeking? Are you out of your mind? No one here seeks this life.” Another girl stood up tall, her long, sleek ebony hair hanging over her shoulders. Her brow was knit in disgust.

      “What? I thought you were brought here to find employment as a servant?”

      “Is she serious?” The girl with a red pixie haircut, freckles, and the greenest eyes possible asked.

      Others shook their heads while frowning.

      “I don’t understand. My mother told me that you come here to voluntarily seek servitude within the wealthier systems. It’s supposed to be an honor.”

      “That’s a complete lie on your mother’s part. I rather doubt she believes any of that. Victor Ardarman is one of the leaders of the slave trade in the Irzal System. He has many slave traders working for him. They grabbed us while making a sweep through the system. Not one of us volunteered for this. We’ve been captured,” the first girl answered.

      Brazen’s hand flew to her mouth as she shook her head and backed away to the door. The words pelted her like hot coals, burning through everything she believed about her parents and their business dealings. “No. You…this isn’t true. My parents wouldn’t do such things.”

      “Wouldn’t they? Why are we here? You think we’re coming along for the fun of it? Think again. Is your father Victor Ardarman?”

      Brazen’s face lost color as she nodded. Her ears hissed and rang while she sank to the wall behind her, coming down on her knees.

      “Ridiculous! She’s gone white and passed out,” the girl with the long sleek hair said as she rushed forward.

      A cry escaped Brazen as they helped her to a chair. “I’m…” Brazen shook her head.

      “Obviously, she has no clue what has been going on here,” the redhead said.

      Brazen’s eyes flitted from one lady to another, each one scowling at her. Only the one with the curly hair and bronze skin looked concerned for her. “I didn’t know,” she said in a small voice.

      “Okay, so the lady of the house is here, why?” The dark brown eyes of the long-haired woman bore into her.

      “I’m sorry. I had no idea. They have kept me locked away in my quarters anytime there are ships here. I’m not allowed to attend their parties,” Brazen explained.

      “You’re not allowed to the silent auctions, you mean?” Green eyes flashed at her as the pixie-haired girl shook her head.

      “Please, I didn’t know. I’ll go and speak with them about what I have found out. I’m sure that now that I know, my parents will do the right thing and set you free.”

      “I doubt it, but I sincerely hope so. I’m Joss,” the bronze lady said.

      “Gert,” the redhead chimed in.

      The lady with long hair stepped toward Brazen. “I’m Ava and this is…”

      Suddenly, an explosion on the first floor rocked the house, causing everyone to tumble to the floor from the vibration. Fire licked through the stairs, and only the windows provided a way out. Brazen launched to the old attic door just above the hall.

      “Up here, we can crawl out the attic window and scale down the back. There’s an old trellis there.” Brazen led the way through the attic as hot flames from the fire lapped at the stairs, catching the old wooden floors on fire.

      When Brazen’s foot hit the trellis, it crumbled from the house and she barely scrambled to the roof before it hit the ground. The eight ladies followed her. A small spaceship hovered above the landing pad, the pilot looking as surprised as her as their eyes locked. She waved frantically at him in hopes that he would rescue them before they had to jump from the burning building to the ground below.

      “Help! Help!” The women screamed as the small ship hovered nearby.

      “Please,” Brazen screamed.

      Moving to just above the roof, the hatch door on the ship opened. It was barely close enough for the ladies to jump inside. Red-skinned aliens spoke frantically with each other.

      “You, settle against the wall,” the one flying the vessel shouted.

      The women huddled against the wall as the ship lifted upward, away from the burning house. The ship then quickly streaked through Auxa’s atmosphere and toward the mothership. Brazen’s heart pounded wildly as she didn’t protest leaving Auxa and her parents behind.
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      KREG

      Kreg narrowed his eyes as he launched the explosive, sending it forth in hopes of taking out the smaller space shuttles. It wouldn’t stop the slave ring, but it would send a definite message.

      “Captain, the missile hit the house,” Xol reported.

      “Dras!” Kreg cursed under his breath. Hovering so closely had caused the miscalculation. His intentions to take out the shuttles had backfired and now the old building was shooting flames out from the first level. He shrugged off the mistake.

      “Sir?” Xol’s impatience grated on Kreg’s nerves.

      “We leave,” Kreg growled through gritted teeth. Who would care about a dilapidated house? Perhaps the Zalke could drop a mini bomb onto the landing pad before taking off.

      “Captain, there are females on the roof,” Ryz informed him as he looked through a small window along the side of the ship.

      It was all happening so quickly that Kreg didn’t have time to think. The women stood on the roof, waving frantically and shouting. The blaze lapped up the sides of the building, meaning that there was no way out for them except up to the roof. It was his fault for missing the intended target.

      He moved the ship toward the roof of the house. “Lower the hatch!”

      “We can’t take them on board. We don’t have the room in here,” Zeik informed him.

      “We can and we will. It’s my fault that they have nowhere to go. It looks like there’s less than ten,” Kreg shouted as he hovered the shuttle over the house.

      From the main house came a couple of humans and a few of the different dignitaries from the Irzal System. Their small ship gave no indication as to the mothership’s station in orbit, by design. There had been too many close calls in the last couple of years that required his crew to escape quickly.

      “Hurry up. Have them board and sit along the back wall,” Kreg commanded.

      When the last female stepped on, Xol patted the wall. “We’re good, Captain.”

      They closed the hatch and lifted off just as people clamored down the hill toward the landing pad, some of them lifting their fists into the air. Cruising through the atmosphere took moments before they turned toward the Zalke with the boarding hatch open and ready to receive them.

      Just as effortlessly, they closed off the hatch and stabilized the ship’s atmosphere. Kreg didn’t have time to stop and introduce himself, as he needed to fly the Zalke away from Auxa. As quickly as they had arrived, they went into hyper-speed and blasted away from the small planet owned by the wealthy Terrans. Though they had missed the shuttles on the ground, they had in fact taken the valuable slaves away from their captors.

      “Set a course for Outerlimits Space V-9.” Kreg gave the order to his co-captain, Ryz.

      The women crowded into the stock receiving room and were not allowed further onto the ship until the captain gave the nod. Nine stood there, all exotics, with their eyes upon him. All Terrans, they were the top of the line for the slave ring. Of course, Victor Ardarman, being Terran himself, would trade in his own species.

      Kreg sat on a stool at the processing table, facing the Terran women. “Were you all kidnapped for the slave trade?”

      The taller, long-haired woman shook her head and pointed at the golden-headed one who wore the clothing of the wealthy, a long blue tunic with white long sleeves underneath. The rest wore the simple natural-colored shifts that hit just below their knees, and they were barefoot. They were dressed so as to make escaping difficult.

      “Not her, she’s the daughter of Victor Ardarman,” she told him.

      Kreg winced as his eyes turned toward the blonde woman. Of course. She was dressed far too well to be a slave. And now he and his crew could add kidnapping one of the wealthiest Terran’s daughter to the list of crimes they had committed.

      “I need to take you back,” he said through his teeth.

      “Oh, no, please, don’t! I don’t want to go back,” Victor’s daughter begged. The long-haired girl shook her head as her eyes rolled. Smug expressions passed between the others in the group.

      “Why not? You’re not a slave in the slave trade, are you?” Kreg barked. The girl blanched and instantly he felt terrible for his rough tone.

      “I’m not like my parents. I’m still reeling from the discovery of what they’ve been doing all this time,” the girl stammered.

      “It’s true. She came to see us thinking that we had volunteered for servant jobs. That’s when you came along and blew up the house,” the bronze-toned girl added.

      “Okay. So you’re in this with these Terran women, then?”

      “Wait. Are you a slave trader too?” Victor’s daughter asked.

      Kreg thought about the situation for a moment. The exotic Terrans would bring in a large amount of money on another planet. However, the thought disgusted him.

      “No, we’re the opposite of slave traders. We’re trying to stop the slave rings altogether. It’s wrong and it needs to come to an end by any means necessary.”

      Victor’s daughter smiled brilliantly. “Oh, vigilantes! I love it! Count me in. I want to help in the effort.”

      Despite his initial urge to drop Ardarman’s daughter back on Auxa, Kreg just couldn’t for reasons yet unknown to his stony heart do so. Still, a rush of heat flooded his body as he held out his hand for the ladies to follow him to the dining hall. Victor’s daughter in particular brought warmth to his face, causing his red skin to become even redder.
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      BRAZEN

      Brazen followed the red alien to the dining hall. She noted that he strutted as if he owned the ship. Maybe he did. Never had she felt such a rush of adventure than when they pulled her on board their small ship.

      Brazen’s mind continued to reel from what her parents had been doing. For years, she had felt that something unsavory had been going on at those parties. She knew; she just didn’t want to admit it. Still, knowing how valuable she and the other humans were to slave traders, she wondered if this alien actually had ill intentions toward them.

      Brazen sat directly across from the captain. He seemed intent on talking to her over the others. Perhaps it had to do with who her father was. Stupid Ardarman name. It would be forever tarnished in her mind now.

      “I am Kreg, commander of the Zalke. I am the head of this ship and crew, and since you’re my guests, I’m also in charge of you. But for supervision’s sake, who is your group’s leader?”

      All the women pointed toward Brazen. She smiled sheepishly, realizing again because of her name she was being given a role to play. “Okay, I’ll go along with this. We aren’t your slaves though, understand?”

      Kreg sat back and chuckled in what was more of a deep rumble than laughter. “I didn’t capture you. I assure you that I mean none of you any harm. However, being on board the Zalke isn’t a free ride. We’ll figure out a safe place to take you eventually. Until then, you need to work just as the rest of us do. I’m not sure of your skills, so you can figure that all out and make a list. After that, come tell me so that we can put you to work.”

      “Okay.” Brazen nodded her head.

      “Names?” Kreg’s brow lifted.

      “I’m Brazen Ardarman.”

      “Interesting name,” Kreg replied.

      The other women then introduced themselves with a curt nod toward the captain of the Zalke.

      Kreg turned to a man introduced as Ryz, the ship’s navigator. “Take the ladies to Bunk Room E.”

      “Captain, there’s only eight bunks in there, and nine of them,” Ryz replied.

      Kreg’s eyes fell to Brazen. A strange warmth flooded through her belly as he peered at her. “Brazen can have the state room next to the bunk room.”

      The women eyed Brazen as she followed Ryz to Bunk Room E and the state room. She wished it had nine or ten bunks so that she could be with the other women. Kreg followed and pulled Brazen back as the women followed Ryz into the bunk room.

      “They are your responsibility. Keep them in line and bring me their skills so that we can assign jobs,” he said to her. His giant hand squeezed her upper arm.

      “Look, I just met them right before you blew up the house. I don’t know what kind of women they are. It’s sort of unfair for you to hold me responsible for them on your ship.” Brazen shouldered out of his grip.

      “Is it? It’s your family’s fault they were on your planet in the first place. Had you not gone into that slave house, you’d be safe at home in your palatial mansion. Apparently, you made an impression upon them as well. You’re their leader.”

      Brazen nodded slightly. He was right. She should have kept away as her parents had warned, blissfully allowing such a terrible thing to continue behind her back. “Okay, I’ll take responsibility. But can you please push a small cot into the bunk room so that I can sleep with them as well?”

      His mouth stretched into a thin line. “You don’t travel much, do you?”

      She shook her head.

      “All furniture is welded to the floors and walls to keep them from freely floating should our artificial gravity go out. You get the state room. Enjoy it. I’m sure a Terran of your status warrants the need for some luxury.”

      “I don’t! I’m not my parents. And I am in agreement with you helping to set these ladies free.” Brazen backed away. How dare he assume her need for pampering.

      He held up his hands and smiled. “Fine. Do your job and I’ll drop you at the next safest station.” His muscular legs carried him away after he turned abruptly to leave.

      The state room held a full-sized bed to the right of the door and a skylight angled above to allow a view of the world outside the ship. Only streaks of light flashed by since they were flying in hyper-speed. A simple counter with drawers beneath and an armoire sat along the back wall. A small bathroom, with a walk-in shower and a toilet with a sink recessed into the wall was an amenity that was to one side of the room.

      The girls sat upon their bunks, all eyes on Brazen as she walked into their room. They had the same type of bathroom; one tiny bathroom for all eight to share. Each bunk had drawers, but of course, none of the women had bags or clothes except for what they wore.

      “Look, I have a bathroom next door. Please feel free to use it anytime. There’s no sense in all eight of you cramming into this one,” Brazen told them.

      “Lucky you. Even when captured, you’re still the little princess,” Ava replied.

      Brazen shook her head. “I’m not a princess. Hey, go ahead and take the room, I don’t care.” She sat down on a bunk. Joss stared at her and smiled as she perched beside her.

      “It’s okay. You’re as much of a victim as we are,” Joss offered.

      “For some reason, Kreg wants me to figure out what we can all do. What are your skills?”

      Gert shrugged. “I can clean. That’s what I was doing when I was taken.”

      Joss laughed. “How about I be an explorer. Tell them to put me on the bridge at the big window.”

      The ladies laughed, which helped to reduce the tension in the air. Brazen wanted more than anything for them to see her as an equal and not someone more privileged than them. She hated pretenses, yet she found herself in the position of supervising the group.

      Kreg nodded later as Brazen gave him the list of skills of the women. “Very well. Is there anything that you need?”

      Brazen sat back, surprised by his words. His muscles were a distraction for her. This was especially true, since the aliens didn’t wear shirts. A glowing tattoo rippled with every movement, mesmerizing her. She quickly shook her head.

      “Um, I think we’re good.” She blushed.

      Kreg’s eyes stayed on her. They were kind eyes, revealing something under the gruff surface of the alien that indicated he had a bigger heart than she first thought. “We’ll head to the outer limits of Irzal, where it’s safer for Terrans.”

      “Um, look, Kreg, I really didn’t plan on this trip, but I’m very happy and willing to be here. Especially given what my parents have been doing.” She looked away as a couple of tears appeared, her lips turned down. “I really want to help with the effort.”

      Kreg’s mouth ever-so-slightly turned up as he peered at her. “You don’t know me, or my people. I think you’d be happy finding a life off the Zalke.”

      “I think if I appear on any space station around Irzal, even in the outer limits, my parents will find me. I don’t want to go back to Auxa.”

      “You may have a point,” he said as he nodded and thought.

      “Does this mean you’ll consider allowing us to stay on board?” Hope filled Brazen.

      “It means that I’ll give each of you a choice. I’m not a kidnapper. If you stay on board the ship, you’ll need to earn your keep. Aside from supervising the Terrans, what skills do you have?”

      “Does the captain need a helper?” Brazen smiled at her shocking question. She’d always shied away from flirting and now she pressed full-on to curry favor with the alien.

      “I have a co-captain already who can fly the ship. Can you fly a ship?”

      “I’m a quick study. I’d love to learn how.” Her bold words surprised Brazen as much as they did Kreg.

      His chuckle rumbled from deep within his chest, his countenance glowing. Suddenly, she wanted to kiss the muscled alien, a thought so foreign as she’d never even kissed another human. Without thinking, she licked her lips while watching his mouth, his full lips pursing in a thoughtful smile.

      “I see I have an eager learner here. How about I show you all the different jobs on the ship? Perhaps something will strike you. First, let’s head to the kitchen.”

      “Kitchen?”

      “Yes. Alonz does a superb job with our meals. Perhaps this is something with which you are acquainted. Terrans cook and eat, do they not?”

      Brazen frowned. “Yes, but we had servants who did the cooking.”

      Kreg nodded. “Of course. Maybe you’d enjoy it. Let’s start there and work your way around.”

      Brazen smiled, though she really wanted to be on the bridge with Kreg, to get to know him better. Something about him attracted her to the commander of the ship. Maybe it was his stance with fighting for the underdog. Maybe it was the rippling muscles and the way his eyes pierced hers when he looked her way.

      Little butterflies fluttered helplessly inside her belly as she followed Alonz around the kitchen. He, of course, cooked Irrodian dishes, the strange fruits and vegetables and dried meats from their home planet, Su’liv.

      “You don't like cooking?” Alonz eyed her as he diced the long, light-green vegetables.

      “I’ve never really cooked before. I’m not finding it all that fun, no,” Brazen admitted.

      Alonz chuckled. “Perhaps another Terran would be better in here with me then.”

      Brazen only hoped he’d ask Kreg for a different one and she could join him on the bridge soon. Maybe they’d like a personal window washer there. Anything to get to know the handsome red alien better.
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      KREG

      “They are a distraction,” Ryz said as he pounded his fist on the table.

      Kreg paced before them, deep in thought. He had his reasons for wanting to keep the women on board, especially Brazen. He wasn’t about to admit it to his crew, though.

      “They can be, but they can also be an asset. We now have our own personal housekeepers.”

      “You mean slaves?” Zeik chuckled.

      “No, they aren’t slaves, we have saved them from that fate. They want to stay on board with us for now. At least some of them do.” Kreg wasn’t completely certain of who aside from Brazen would want to stay with the ship. And did he really need his crew’s permission to say yes to her anyway?

      “Having them on the ship has put some of the crew into tighter quarters,” Xol remarked.

      “Only because instead of four souls per bunker, we’re at full capacity now with eight. And we’ve rescued the Terrans from slavery.” Kreg’s voice boomed, hoping to make his point clear.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “It’s very little sacrifice for nine lives, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then it’s settled. They will be allowed to stay if they so desire. Some may opt to leave once we reach the outer limits. It’s strictly up to them. Those who wish to stay on the ship may do so and we’ll find jobs for them,” Kreg declared. “I put Brazen in with Alonz.”

      Xol laughed. “She seemed completely out of place when I checked in for a snack a while ago.”

      “She wants to learn how to fly the Zalke.”

      Laughter followed the remark. “Then teach her. Maybe she has a hidden talent for navigation as well as the bridge controls. You never know.” Zeik’s rationale never failed to amuse Kreg.

      “Hmmm, maybe.” Kreg wouldn’t mind the presence of the Terran on the bridge with him at times. But as the captain of the ship, he understood how difficult a task learning the instruments on the bridge could be. “She needs to start at the bottom and work her way up.”

      “She can sit in my lap and learn star maps.” Kreg didn’t find Ryz’s humor funny. In fact, it elicited some jealousy, which was something he hadn’t felt before.

      “If she sits on any lap, it will be mine,” Kreg replied gruffly.

      “Oh, Captain. Are you attracted to Ardarman’s daughter?”

      Kreg wanted to belt Ryz. “Are you attracted to Joss?”

      Ryz’s red cheeks burned hot. Oh, he’d struck a nerve. He’d overheard their conversation at dinner earlier of how she admitted to having an urge to visit another part of the galaxy, a part in which Ryz also had an interest. A budding relationship with his crew? No! He didn’t wish that because it would simply disrupt their current mission.

      “The Terrans are off-limits. If they stay on board, they will be crew members no less than you. I don’t want anyone losing their focus on what is most important,” Kreg barked before he left the meeting. His concern grew deep as his distraction over Brazen had caught him off guard.

      “Captain, Brazen doesn’t like to cook. I’d rather have a young apprentice who at least enjoys cooking,” Alonz said as he approached.

      “I’ll send Ava, then. She has mentioned that she enjoys cooking. She knows nothing of Irrodian food though.” Kreg smiled, happy to have an excuse to bring Brazen closer to his side.

      Xol’s eyes lit with a startle as he reached out and motioned for Kreg to follow him into a private nook next to the ship’s bridge.

      “Captain, I thought you should know something. Victor Ardarman put out a huge reward for finding his daughter and for any information on the ship and crew that took her.”

      “Dreiks! That’s not good. He doesn’t know that we came from the Zalke, then.”

      “No, but he has a description of our surface shuttle and from there, they could make a connection.”

      Kreg nodded. “Then we change the exterior appearance of the hull. We can paint it a different color and add something like a turret on top.”

      “That may not be enough. Anyone within a parsec’s distance of Auxa that day is asked to check their scanners for any record of the ships in the vicinity.”

      “It’s not like we filed a flight plan with the Irzal System Commission,” Kreg replied. If caught, he and his entire crew could be sent to the rock prison, or worse. He knew what he needed to do, and fast.

      Brazen’s face stretched into a brilliant smile when Kreg traded her with Ava and brought her onto the bridge. Each control deserved an explanation, to which she carefully and eagerly listened, nodding and asking the appropriate questions. Just standing next to her caused his body to warm and his muscles to flex. He fought the urge to pull her into his arms so as to taste her full lips. Terran lips. A Terran, the daughter of his sworn enemy, Victor Ardarman.

      Kreg quietly peered from the window as the Zalke entered cruising speed for a routine maintenance at a space station near the Outer Limits. How could he decree before his crew that the Terrans were off-limits and yet have ulterior motives for Brazen? The only answer saddened him.

      “When we reach Outer Limits, I’ll help secure a place for you there.”

      “What? No! Why?” Brazen didn’t hide her disappointment.

      “Your father has a reward out for your safe return and a reward out for the capture of the ship that took you.” Kreg couldn’t hide his disappointment.

      Brazen crumbled to the floor as large tears raced down her cheeks. She buried her face inside her hands. “I’m so sorry I brought this on you.” She looked up with her watery eyes. “I hate my parents, though. I can’t go back to them. I just can’t. But I can’t have you in danger either.”

      Kreg fought everything within him not to bend down and gather the beautiful Terran into his arms. He had a reputation as a tough mercenary to uphold. “I don’t know what to do here.”

      “If you drop me at the Outer Limits, my parents will find me along with the others. Who’s to say we wouldn’t identify you then? It would be smarter for you to keep us.”

      “I plan to drop off whoever wants off when we arrive. I didn’t kidnap any of you.” Kreg’s arms crossed his chest.

      “I know that. They know that. They aren’t being tracked, but I am. Please, Kreg, I don’t want to go back to Auxa. It makes me want to vomit to think what my father has done, and what my mother has allowed. I want to join you in your fight. We need to take them down, not give in. This is a big system and an even bigger galaxy. I’ll wear a disguise if need be. We will have the element of surprise on my father if I’m a part of this cause. Don’t you see that? Please, Kreg, I’ll do anything to stay here and help you take down the slave trade. Never in my life have I felt the passion that I do now for something. I’m not just a pretty girl locked away in her room on Auxa anymore. I’m a woman with a mission!”

      A smile stretched across Kreg’s face. There was no denying that this Terran caused his heart to pump hard. Feelings surged to the surface as he fought against pulling her to him. He couldn’t say no to her. He simply couldn’t.

      “Alright, you can stay. They can stay if they want as well. You’re right, too. You could be very valuable to our mission. And as such, your job is to supervise the other Terrans for as long as they stay on the Zalke. You’re the go-between from them to me. You will answer to me and no one else on the ship. Got it?”

      Brazen sprung up and launched herself into his arms. The squeal from the young woman startled Kreg as he wrapped his arms around her, a deep chuckle coming from within his chest.

      “Yes! Oh, thank you, Kreg!” Brazen reared back, her face just inches from his. He slowly leaned in, the most natural thing to do for any species in such a position, and placed his lips on hers in a surprising kiss.
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      BRAZEN

      Brazen jumped back, surprised by the impromptu kiss, but intrigued all the same. Her body reacted by flooding with warmth. Pulling herself away from the sexy alien wasn’t an easy task. Her eyes swept down as she blushed, her cheeks almost as red as his skin.

      “Um, I, okay…I need to talk to the girls then. Thank you, Kreg,” she said quickly before bowing out of the small room and rushing back to the bunk room where the humans were gathered.

      Eight sets of eyes fell upon her as she entered the bunk room. Ava jumped up and got in her face.

      “What’s going on out there? We’re bored and we’re tired of sitting in here,” she spat.

      Brazen straightened herself. “Would you rather go back to Auxa and then most likely into a life of slavery? Or would you rather practice patience while the crew of the Zalke takes you to the Outer Limits?”

      Ava sat on a bunk nearby, her eyes peering up at Brazen. “Fine. What’s up with that?”

      “Okay, the ship’s captain says you can choose to stay on the Zalke and work to help with the mission they are on or you can get off when they reach the Floating City of Ariyn’mag. It’s beyond the Outer Limits and a safe distance from the slave trade of Irzal. If you stay on the ship until you are dropped off, you will have duties to perform.”

      Brazen’s eyes fell upon Ava. “You will help Alonz in the kitchen. Joss, you mentioned navigation, so you’ll temporarily help with mapping the star charts and work with Ryz. The rest of you, since you don’t have any skills that the crew is specifically interested in, you’re assigned different duties around the ship, mostly custodial work.”

      Some of the women began to complain about their assigned duties. It wasn’t as if they had any real skillsets for space. They had worked meager jobs before being captured by Brazen’s father. At least for now they were free on the Zalke. Even so, some decided that they would not want to stay with the ship much longer and they would like to be dropped off.

      Joss was the only one who seemed excited about staying on the ship. Like Brazen, she was eager to get to the control room. To study the stars, she’d said. But Brazen couldn’t help but wonder if it had something to do with the navigator of the ship. She’d seemed even more enamored by him than the stars.

      Captain Kreg was waiting on the bridge when Brazen joined him. She smiled and blushed when his eager eyes turned toward her. “Sir, the women have started their duties. There’s at least one among them who would like to stay on the ship, but most of the others have asked to be dropped off at the Floating City.”

      “Very well. We’re going to reach the Outer Limits within the hour. It would be best to remain on board while we fuel and then we’ll go directly to the Floating City. Have everyone report to their posts on the ship. I trust that you will supervise their work until we land there.” Kreg nodded as he spoke to Brazen.

      “It’s just for a couple of days,” Brazen said to the grumbling girls later that evening. Two of them were assigned toilet cleaning duties and they were not very happy about that fact.

      “The alien pigs shit green, and it’s not pleasant,” Gert said as she frowned.

      Brazen laughed. “I’m sorry! I’ll help you with the duties later. I rather doubt your brown shit smells very nice either.” The others laughed with Brazen while Gert shot a dirty look at the others.

      As promised, Brazen later knelt at the toilet, the green stench setting her stomach on edge. Clearly, cleaning wasn’t her thing either, as she nearly vomited.

      “Oh, just go. At least I’ve had my hand in toilets with alien shit before,” Gert muttered as she shook her head.

      “I’m so sorry. I think I can do it, Gert. I just need to breathe through my mouth instead of through my nose.” Brazen’s attempt didn’t help, as she swore she tasted what she had smelled. Retching away finally, she left the restroom in Gert’s capable hands.

      Kreg came around later during the resting hours of the ship with a smile on his red face. Since the kiss, he hadn’t tried for another, but he did seem to flirt with Brazen. She began to believe that aliens and humans were very alike in that way. Brazen’s attraction to the alien only intensified as she found her heart warmed whenever he walked into the same room as her.

      “We’ll be arriving at The Floating City of Ariyn’mag in the morning. The ones who are leaving will have a chance at a fresh start away from the slave grabbers in Irzal.”

      “So, there’s no chance that my father’s goons will be there?”

      “I wouldn’t say that there is absolutely no chance. You had better disguise yourself if you decide to step off the Zalke. At least wear a cloak to help hide your hair and face.”

      Since the rescue, the ladies had been given simple garments worn by the crew of the Zalke.  The coveralls came in a basic blue color with an odd symbol that represented the ship over the left chest. Brazen giggled as she looked at her outfit.

      “Cloak? I’m afraid that I’m fresh out. It seems that I left it along with my other things on Auxa,” she replied while shrugging.

      “Yes, we’ll pick up clothes to fit you Terrans better, and whatever else you require for your personal care.” Brazen smiled over Kreg’s concern for their comfort. He patted the belt strung over his shoulder. “Funds card, don’t worry.”

      Brazen boldly reached for his hand as they exited the ship the next morning. The Floating City of Ariyn’mag stretched before her with artificial lighting since the station floated between star systems in the dark of space. The captain peered at her, his fingers flexing over hers.

      The ladies leaving the Zalke said their goodbyes to them and quickly scampered their own ways. Joss stayed with them, as did Ava and Gert, who had never been on the Floating City before and wanted to look around before departing. The three ladies excitedly followed Ryz toward a clothing shop while Brazen kept close to Kreg.

      “You’re enjoying this,” Kreg said as he watched her skip along.

      “I’ve never felt so free in my life! I never imagined being on a big ship like the Zalke and traveling through the stars on a mission to save these poor captives from slavery. What’s our next mission?” She grinned at him as he winced and then returned a smile.

      “Right now, our mission is to keep your father from figuring out who we are and where you are. We will soon receive intel from other friends in Irzal, so we will await that. Thus far, we’ve done what we can to send a message to those in the slave ring. Things may be changing now that we’ve actually freed a few.”

      Kreg bought Brazen four outfits that fit her body much better than the coveralls she was wearing. After changing into a maroon outfit complete with a hood, she turned around for him.

      Kreg’s face lit up as she smiled and tilted her head to one side. Being free of her parents and with this incredible being gave her a new sense of adventure. She wanted to learn more about the galaxy, as well as about those who were in danger from people like her father.

      “Sir, the Zalke is fueled and ready for take-off,” Xol’s voice came through the comm.

      “Gather everyone,” Kreg answered.

      Brazen eyed the many species of aliens on the Floating City, some not so human-like in their appearance, such as the Irrods, and others who were more human-like but with different-colored skins.

      Ava ran to Brazen, her face flushed, her eyes stained with tears as she tried to catch her breath. “They have Joss!”

      “What? Joss? Who has her?” Brazen turned and searched for Gert who was standing at the hatch, talking frantically to Zeik. They joined the worried conversation.

      “It seems that Joss was captured while they were walking through the undershops.” Zeik shook his head.

      “What’s the undershops?”

      Kreg’s jaw flexed. “The level under this level. It’s darker down there, and not a place for Terrans to wander. Lots of illicit trade happens there.”

      “We went into a shop and there were many others crowded in the door and lobby. We literally had to squeeze through the crowd. When we got inside, we realized that Joss wasn’t with us, so we went back out. Ava and I held onto each other while we shouted for Joss and looked for her.”

      “Ryz? He wasn’t with you?” Kreg’s eyes bore through the group.

      “Ryz is still down there searching,” Zeik replied. “We surfaced to see if she came back to the ship.”

      “Dreiks!” Kreg cursed under his breath. “This is a very large station. She could be anywhere, or she could have been taken to the hangers and flown off the station.”

      Brazen shook her head. “We have to find her. She seemed like such a nice young woman. She was so happy when you allowed us to stay on board the Zalke to help with the mission.”

      Zeik’s eyes narrowed at Brazen. “Your father has people here who would be searching for Terrans.”

      “I didn’t know that. I’m so sorry! It’s not me, it’s him. I don’t condone any of this. Please, though, we have to find Joss,” Brazen cried as she grabbed Kreg’s hand and pulled him toward the entrance to the undershops.

      “First, we need to set up a perimeter and have the crew meet here. Call for Ryz to return. We’ll do this in an orderly fashion. Do not leave the Terrans for one moment.” Kreg took charge as he stepped closer to the hatch of the ship. Within seconds, Ryz surfaced from the passages, anger etched upon his face.

      “They took her. The slave ring goons are all over the place down there,” he reported.

      “We will set out the search and try to stop them.”

      “Please find her. She can’t make it by herself with them.” Brazen had grown attached to her new friend, the only one of them to have shown her kindness since the beginning.

      Kreg gathered the crew along with Ava, Gert, and Brazen. “We will search for Joss until sunrise. If we can’t locate her by then, we must assume she’s not on Ariyn’mag any longer.”

      Brazen’s anger bubbled as she squeezed Kreg’s arm. “No! We need to look until we find her!”

      “Brazen, I don’t operate a service to track down individual people. I’m on a mission to stop the kidnappings from happening in the first place. Rescuing you and the other Terrans was a spur of the moment thing that has already put us all into much greater danger.”

      Brazen stomped her foot. “And the same Terran you rescued needs our help. Prove that you are a mercenary of mercy and do what you can to save her!”

      Kreg squeezed his eyes shut, as if arguing with himself in his mind. He soon opened them again and looked directly into Brazen’s eyes. “Okay. I will do this for you.”

      Brazen smiled, realizing the amount of sway she held with Kreg. With a smile on her face, she stepped up to him, her hand reaching for his shoulder. “Thank you. This means a lot to me that you would help me save her.”
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      KREG

      Kreg’s entire body changed when Brazen stepped onto his spaceship. The Terran took his heart and kept it, making him powerless to say no to her. Even Zeik was surprised at how easily the captain went along with the young woman’s wishes.

      “Captain, you’re putting the entire crew at risk by changing course right now. Especially with Brazen Ardarman on board our ship. We’d do better to go after the greater organization instead of chasing after a single Terran.”

      “But Brazen requests it,” Kreg flatly replied.

      “Oh, my captain. You’ve fallen for the Terran, haven’t you? Do you not remember that you swore an oath to take on the slave trade in our system, no matter the cost? Yet, here you are pledging your allegiance to a Terran. To the daughter of our enemy!”

      Kreg backed away, startled by Zeik’s harsh words. He also realized that his friend spoke the truth. His head shook. “I don’t know what’s happening to me. It’s as if she’s tied down my heart and now controls me. I’ve heard the stories of fated mates before, but I guess I long ago decided that I would have the life of a mercenary and wouldn’t have time to even look for anyone. It seems that she has instead found me.”

      Zeik merely blinked at his captain. “If it’s happened, it’s happened. Fate is much stronger than the impulse to fulfill any pledge to a mission. But just because you have feelings for the Terran doesn’t mean that we abandon our work.”

      “We’re not abandoning anything. It’s simply a detour for now. Joss was in our care and we let her be taken. She’s bound to be in need of help.”

      “She’s bound to be off Ariyn’mag by now.” Zeik’s words tumbled with stark reality.

      “Or hidden here.” Kreg’s dwindling hope hung on despite the odds of capturing a slave that had been retaken. In most instances, slave traders didn’t stick around after they took their quarry. They simply grabbed and ran away. Still, his need to appease Brazen’s desires won out over any other considerations.

      “Ryz, stay with the Zalke as well as Ava and Gert. They can’t wander around out here without protection. Keep an eye out in case Joss returns to the ship. Brazen and I will slink about the undershops for intel. We’ll go in disguise.”

      Brazen’s happy face propelled Kreg to take her with him as he adjusted the cloak over her head to make her look more like a station worker of the Eizli race rather than a Terran on the run. Neither of them could afford being recognized while wandering through the undershops. It took very little time for them to realize that Brazen’s face was illuminating the news screens along the way. Victor Ardarman was looking hard for his daughter.

      “Ugh. Just let me call him and tell him to leave us alone. Maybe he will leave us alone if he knows that I left on my own accord,” Brazen said as she pulled the cloak’s hood down over her forehead to hide her brow.

      “If you contact him, he will be able to trace the transmission to us. There’s no doubt that he has goons waiting all over the system to capture us. The communications network is very entangled with lots of others listening in at times. This is especially true with people like your father.”

      “Then we do it when we leave here. I’ll call and then we head out. Wouldn’t that give us time to get away before he sends someone?”

      “Perhaps we could leave a recording to reach him once we’ve hit hyper-speed and are away from Ariyn’mag.”

      “Yes, I’ll do anything to help you,” she said as she tugged on his arm.

      Kreg’s eyes closed as they reached the passage and his hand went protectively around her. Keeping Brazen safe had become his top priority. He pulled down his thermal goggles over his face to see better in the dimness of the undershops. Brazen squinted from under her cloak.

      “Why is it so dark down here?” She clung to him, her hands shaking.

      “There’s lots happening here that others do not want to be seen.” Squaring his shoulders, he led her through the shadows, pausing occasionally to eavesdrop on conversations. Brazen shook her head.

      “I can’t understand much,” she whispered to him.

      Kreg gazed at her and smiled. “Luckily for you, I can.” His hand squeezed hers tightly as he smiled.

      Brazen started to say something, but Kreg quickly put a finger to his lips. He caught part of a conversation about exotics. The beings were being careful, looking around to make certain that no one was listening. The two of them moved farther back into the shadows and edged closer to where the others were speaking. Brazen’s hand firmly gripped his.

      “They say they gathered about ten exotics. I believe they mean Terrans.” His blood ran cold as he realized Joss was probably among them.

      “Joss!” Brazen’s voice verged on panic.

      Kreg’s hand covered her mouth, but it was too late. The beings’ heads jerked in their direction. Even though he tried to flatten against the metal wall, it wasn’t enough. The strangers descended upon them. There were too many of them to run from and they were far too powerful to fight. Kreg cursed going under alone with Brazen and before he could put his hand on his comm to alert his crew, they were subdued. Brazen screeched, fighting and clawing to no avail.

      “Brazen, calm,” Kreg barked. “Hands off us. We’re here on official business. My crew above is waiting for us. If we don’t return soon, they will alert the Ariyn’mag security.”

      The others laughed and spat at his face. “Too bad the security in the Floating City isn’t worth a spittle of value. Your ship is being watched already. Beware, we’re heading there soon to see what you have hidden on board,” the tallest said. The warning sent chills over the pair.

      Suddenly, a crew of others walked up, but Kreg couldn’t see them. “Let ‘em go. We have others to tend to,” one of them said.

      As soon as the grip on him loosened, Kreg took Brazen’s hand and they fled. The tall one shouted out, “They heard us!”

      Kreg didn’t wait as they ducked into an alley, and then quickly twisted and turned deeper into the undercity. The dim passageways stretched forever, the full length of the giant space station seeming to be large enough to be a city. He pulled up his wrist comm.

      “Ryz, Joss isn’t here. Leave now. They saw me and know that we’re here. We’ll keep searching for information on where they have taken her. Stop and look for Joss at the other spots in Irzal just in case she has been taken there. We’ll be in touch as soon as we can. They are guarding most of the entrances,” he said as he saw a group of dark strangers standing at a stair passage. “We hide,” he said to Brazen as they trekked farther into the depth of the undercity.

      “I can’t understand why you sent the ship away without us,” Brazen said as she stumbled to keep up with Kreg.

      He crossed a small corridor to a row of apartments. The front had kiosks where beings could rent for the day or however long they desired. He paused before shoving a card into a slot. It clicked and produced a key.

      “Won’t they track us with that thing?”

      Kreg shook his head and grinned. “No, they think we’re Amir Aber from the distant dwarf star system.”

      “What?”

      “We planted explosives on his slave trading ship, but unfortunately, it didn’t kill Amir. The charges merely damaged his ship beyond repair. I grabbed a few things of value on the way out. Like this card; it allows me to throw funds around when needed, like when we gave some money to the Terran women so they could get off the Floating City. Apparently, Amir has yet to detect that we are using his money for such purposes. He has so much, after all.”

      Brazen looked at him as if seeing him for the first time. “So, you rob the rich to help the poor?”

      “We rob the slave owners and transporters as we set the slaves free,” he corrected.

      “Same thing. On Earth, I read a story about this when I was a little girl. Robin Hood, I believe the man was called. Hmmm, interesting. I’m with a real-life alien Robin Hood.”

      “I don’t know about this Robin Hood, but this place is a no-questions-asked type of place. Meaning, no one pokes around to find out the names on the intergalactic funds cards. They are plentiful and too many to keep up with, fortunately for us.” He shoved the card into his belt and led Brazen to the apartments.

      “Incredible,” Brazen said as she peered out the windows while climbing the stairs. The fifth floor sat two floors above the top level. They had an entrance to the top as well as the lower levels.

      “It’s a good way to travel to both levels,” Kreg said as he entered the apartment just behind her.

      The small apartment consisted of one room with a simple cooking center, a sink, and a bathroom. The furnishings were made up of two benches along adjacent walls and operated as daytime sofas and nighttime beds.

      “Not much to this, huh?” Brazen looked around, a grimace on her face. Of course, being the daughter of someone who owned a planet, she had the best of furnishings in the palatial family home. She turned to Kreg, her face stretching into a smile. “But it will do, as long as I’m here with you.”

      Heat settled into his belly and rose to his face at her words. Kreg would pull out his own beating heart and hand it to the Terran woman if she simply asked. Under better circumstances, he would want to claim her as his mate. However, he’d rather do that at a time when the two of them were in a more settled place and Joss was safe.

      “Let’s rest and then figure out our disguises.” Kreg couldn’t help but smile to himself as he thought about how prepared he and his crew were for such situations. They had a large wardrobe full of things they could wear in order to escape capture at the hands of the slave traders or others of unsavory character.

      Brazen’s chest moved up and down as she slept peacefully on her bench. However, too many thoughts were crashing through Kreg’s head to sleep. The feelings that he had for the woman across the room from him shook him to his core. It took everything the captain of the ship had to keep from going to her and rousing her from sleep.

      In slumber, Brazen kept a slight smile on her face, her breathing slow and rhythmic. When she finally stirred, he took advantage and rushed to her side.

      “Where am I?” She awoke with a start.

      “You’re on Ariyn’mag with me.”

      Brazen sat up, her eyes focusing on Kreg. His heart pounded within his chest as she reached out for him.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. I’m still getting used to being away from home.” Brazen rubbed her eyes with her hands and stretched.

      “It’s alright, beautiful Terran. Would you like some breakfast? I’m afraid that if you do, we’ll need to leave the safety of the apartment for food, but we also need to gather more information on the whereabouts of Joss.” Kreg held out his hand to help her stand to her feet.

      “Yes, I’m hungry. Okay, give me a few minutes.” The young woman disappeared into the tiny bathroom. She emerged almost twenty minutes later, freshly showered and dressed in a different outfit. The navy blue fabric draped over her curves, flowing with every move as she walked. Kreg thought it a comfortable outfit for space travel.

      “Ready?”

      “Starving.”

      They crept out onto the top level and headed toward a corner market for food along one of the larger corridors in the space station. The small joint held two-seater tables which Kreg had to squeeze into. Brazen made a face at her plate of food after it arrived.

      “This is well-known cuisine around here. It’s a protein-packed plant called a tomlar, and the light sauce is from a sweet peperine. The liquid, I’m told, resembles Terran coffee,” he remarked.

      Brazen smiled as she took a sip and nodded. “Yes, perhaps a bit nuttier than coffee, but it will do. I eat food grown fresh on Auxa, so Terran food isn’t something that I’m accustomed to, with the exception of coffee. Thank you.”

      Kreg enjoyed the quiet moments with Brazen while eating breakfast. She faced everything with a smile on her face and made it easy to continue on their mission.

      “These will do,” Kreg said as he passed Brazen a long jacket after breakfast.

      The hangar dock provided the perfect disguises and now they dressed as workers among the space station. Thankfully for Brazen, the hood slid easily over her head, hiding her Terran features quite well. Kreg helped her bulk up the suit by stuffing rags into her clothing, making her appear more masculine. Short, but masculine.

      Brazen giggled. “I don’t feel particularly pretty in this outfit, but I will get the job done.” She soon joined in a line of workers, hauling small boxes onto a craft headed on a long trip across the galaxy. Pausing, she smiled at Kreg.

      “You know, we could stow away on this and leave this all behind,” she mused.

      Even Kreg had to admit, her thoughts sounded intriguing. Stowing away with the beautiful Terran across the galaxy would provide for a quiet life where the slave ring didn’t pose a problem for them.

      “But Joss and the others?” Kreg asked.

      “Oh, I know. A girl can dream, though.” She batted her eyes at him. Flirting is what the Terrans called it. She flirted with him almost every time they were near each other, causing his body to pulsate with desire.

      For a few days, they tirelessly worked as members of the disguised crew on Ariyn’mag, trying to gather more information as to where Joss might have been taken. The slave ring members were nearby, their lackeys on the prowl for anyone who would make them money in the trade. The ones they saw on the lower levels had disappeared shortly after the Zalke took off.

      Ryz was hopefully following Kreg’s orders to look for clues as to the young woman’s disappearance from the space station. In the meantime, Kreg and Brazen continued to hide and gather information. Hopefully, they would soon have a clear picture as to where they could find Joss and go to rescue her for a second time.
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      BRAZEN

      They caught little tidbits of information while listening to the conversations they overheard and passed them along to Ryz. Surely, if Joss were on the Floating City, they’d hear about it.

      It appeared that Ariyn’mag didn’t hold any slave auctions, but was a place to simply grab someone and go. Brazen stuffed her outfit daily so that she would look like one of the Oligs workers on the space station. They were all a short and stout bunch, whether male or female.

      They’d followed a group of Oligs the previous night, with Kreg carefully listening as they discussed the drop-off points for a group of slaves that had been recently captured. It was too bad that they couldn’t set those free, but they didn’t want to draw any attention to themselves. Joss was their top concern.

      Daytime on the station came at ten-hour intervals, interspaced with ten-hour evenings, though there was little light that came through the space station windows to indicate day or night.

      It was a good thing that the timekeeping band Father had given Brazen a couple of years earlier worked so well. The band was the only way she was able to comprehend Earth time and therefore know what time has passed on her parents’ previous home planet.

      One glance and she grimaced. She was twenty-two Earth years old today. Birthdays were rarely celebrated in space and on other worlds. Still, a twinge of homesickness struck as she realized that
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