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Betrayal, power struggles, and a dangerous attraction - Lady Patrice O’Teague and Detective Craig Lansing are caught in the middle of a three-way fight for leadership in the Port Recovery Thieves Guild. As they navigate the treacherous world of thieves and Clans, they can't ignore the sparks flying between them. But when Lansing's boss warns him against getting too close to anyone from Clan O’Teague, it becomes clear that there's more at stake than just their hearts.

Set in the gritty streets of Vensoog, where the local Thieves Guild is plagued by power struggles and ruthless competition, this thrilling tale follows Patrice and Craig as they fight to survive in a world where trust is a dangerous luxury. As the local Thieves Guild struggles to fill its leadership position, VanDoyle and Grouter compete against Tovaris and Sirrah for the coveted spot. Grouter, determined to take out his rival, devises a sinister plan that involves sacrificing innocent children - including some of his own 'special' creations to ensure the Clans take out his rival.

Meanwhile, VanDoyle has his own plans to make Vensoog a stronghold for the Thieves Guild and overthrow the Clans in power. But his tactics involve stirring up rebellion among the unaffiliated groups on Vensoog, putting even more lives at risk.

Lady Ispone, Lady Katherine and Lord Zack's daughters, Juliette, Lucinda and Azalure, uncover Grouter's twisted scheme and must fight to rescue their young daughters from his clutches. But with VanDoyle's plan to overthrow the Clans and solidify the Thieves Guild's hold on Vensoog, the stakes are higher than ever before.

Fans of action-packed suspense and sizzling chemistry won't be able to put down this page-turner.
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Hans Grouter looked down at the man behind the processing desk with no expression on his face. Jessup had been processing prisoners in and out of the Confederated Worlds’ maximum-security prison on Fenris for over ten years. He prided himself on being able to tell at a glance whether or not a prisoner would be returning. He didn’t think the man in front of him would be back. It wasn’t because he had reformed, but because Hans Grouter was too smart to get caught again. Grouter had lost a lot of weight since the first time Jessup had seen him and the clothes which had been a little tight, now hung on his bony frame. No, he didn’t think the man would be back, but something in that bland face made him uneasy.

To cover it, he remarked, “I see you’ve been a model prisoner. Keep up the good work outside and you won’t be back.”

Grouter nodded, accepting the release documents and putting them in an inside pocket in his prison issued civilian tunic. On the shuttle ride down to Selene, the moon base used by Fenris as a spaceship dock, he ignored several friendly overtures from fellow prisoners.

It wasn’t until he stepped out into Selene’s spaceport lobby and breathed the recirculated air that he truly felt free once again. He wished he could have gone to Tracy’s relaxing apartment, but she was away, minding his assets on Brisai. He was trying to decide what he wanted to do instead when Mikel Alder, his boss’s lackey approached him.

Alder was a thin, nondescript little man with shrewd grey eyes. “Follow me,” he said.

Grouter shouldered his duffel with its meager contents and obeyed. One didn’t refuse a summons by the Guild. He followed Alder to a plain shuttle, joining the five other men already seated. Alder did not introduce them, and Grouter didn’t ask who they were.

“That’s the last one,” Alder told the pilot, who took off after getting clearance from Selene’s traffic control.

They landed on the far side of the planet in Guild headquarters. The headquarters was in an opulent mansion, reportedly the home of an aging vid star who dreamed drug-induced dreams of his past glories.

Someone showed Grouter to a set of rooms where a meal waited under stasis, and fresh clothing waited in the bathroom.

“The Argonaut will see you in the morning,” he was told.

The meal was excellent if not the gourmet fare he had been eating before his imprisonment, and the clothes fit well enough. He was still nervous about the coming interview with the Argonaut, but at least he figured he would not be killed outright for ending up in jail and helping to ruin one of the Guild’s more lucrative enterprises.

He ate his dinner and ran a bath in the spa tub (a luxury he hadn’t been able to indulge in for the past seven years), reflecting as he did so that they hadn’t executed VanDoyle either for his part in the sex trade being exposed. Of course, VanDoyle hadn’t gone to prison; he had gotten off planet just ahead of the Patrols’ arrest warrant.

The invitation to breakfast was early. Fortunately, Grouter was used to getting up with the sun. In the prison, they served breakfast as Dawn was breaking. It was that time this morning, but the view was much pleasanter. They showed him into a room that had a glass window covering one wall. The planet had made a superb comeback from the Karamine war. When he had left, few people visited the beach each day. Now tourists were already setting up canopies and claiming their spots. Out in the water, a few hardy souls paddled their surfboards out so they could catch the first of the waves to ride back to shore.

Breakfast consisted of six kinds of fresh fruit, eggs cooked the way you liked them by a Butler in a pristine white apron and Chef’s hat, coffee and Cafka, as well as three different fresh squeezed juices.

The Argonaut himself was nothing remarkable to look at; he was an older, gray-haired man with a neatly trimmed goatee. He looked like someone’s favorite uncle—which he wasn’t. A man didn’t rise to his position in the Thieves Guild without being a ruthless son of a bitch.

As soon as their plates were full, the Butler left the room.

”Try some Cafka,” the Argonaut suggested, holding out the pot.

A little warily, Grouter held out his cup. It was as good as he remembered. “Thank you,” he said.

“Tell me what you think of Vensoog as a money-making market,” the Argonaut requested.

Grouter sipped his Cafka, getting his thoughts together before he spoke.

“On the surface the planet is wide open. Underneath, not so much. The rotating system of government used by the Clans makes it difficult to work using our normal methods and they are very aggressive pursuing certain types of Enterprises.”

The Argonaut nodded. “I agree. We have tried several times to set up an organization there since the war ended; at least three of them have failed. Give me your analysis of why you think they failed.”

Grouter took another sip of Cafka. “Trevellyan put too much faith in Darla Lister’s opinion of Tom Lewiston. I warned her, but she was so sure she was right...”

“Wasn’t she related to you?”

Grouter winced. “Yes, she was my biological daughter. There were some things she was excellent at—others not so much.”

“Trevellyan believed the Clans to be too fractured to unite. Obviously, he was wrong and as a result, we lost a valuable asset: an Odin class spaceship, which the Clans now own.”

“I had nothing to do with that. I supplied her a small amount of Submit but that was all.”

The Argonaut nodded again. “And the second failure?”

Grouter made a rude noise. “Cornhill and Lester Jones got greedy and attempted to sell some of my assets and the Clans caught them.”

“Do you still have any of those assets?”

Grouter shrugged. “The main compound on Brisai was ordered destroyed. However, I had backups in place and those are safe, but they are not yet in a usable format—at least in the way I had intended. Why did you ask about Vensoog?”

The Argonaut chuckled. “That’s a good question. I’m asking you about the planet because there is a leadership gap in our organization there. You are one of the three I’m considering offering the opportunity to. Are you interested?”

Grouter thought about it for several moments. “I’m interested, but before I commit, I want to know what I need to do to get it.”

A week later, Jerrod VanDoyle listened to virtually the same proposition, except he wasn’t told Grouter was one candidate. “Do I need to get your permission to proceed with my plans?” he asked the Argonaut.

“No, but I would like an overview of your intentions,” he was told.

“I intend to break the back of the Clan’s rule of Vensoog,” VanDoyle said.

The Argonaut’s eyebrows rose. “And how do you intend to do that?”

VanDoyle gave him a nasty grin. “By my estimation, the unaffiliated refugees now making a home on Vensoog outnumber the Clan  members. It shouldn’t be too hard to ferment rebellion against the Clan’s rule and take over governing the planet.”

The Argonaut didn’t bother offering the leadership position to the local leaders. If there was anyone left standing when Grouter and VanDoyle got through destroying each other, he would deal with them then.
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Tom Draycott, the best private investigator on the planet, had to pay bills like everyone else. He was adding up the total charges for a case to send to a client while his new daughter Simone worked out a very complicated five-hundred-piece jigsaw puzzle. Simone didn’t look like her father; like her mother Lucinda, she had white-blond hair and grey eyes. Tom was a tough built, dark-skinned man with a blaster scar on his chin.

The puzzle should’ve been much too advanced for her three years. However, Simone’s designers gave her genius level intelligence, like her mother.

Tom looked up with a smile when the Duc d’Orleans walked in. The Duc was a tall, slim man with a touch of grey in his light brown hair and an air of easy of command. “I didn’t know you were in town.” Tom said. “When did you get in?”

“This morning. We have a joint Clan  task force meeting day after tomorrow. Didn’t you get notified?”

Tom looked a little guilty. “Probably,” he said. “We’ve had some stuff going on. It’s kind of taken up most of my time.”

“So, I hear,” the Duc said. “May I meet this young lady?”

“Of course,” Tom said. “Simone, come and make your curtsy to one of my friends.”

Obediently, the little girl got up and came over. The Duc rose, holding out his hand, and she put one of hers into it. She made a very good curtsy for her age. “I’m pleased to meet you, Mademoiselle Draycott.”

“And you as well, my Lord,” she replied. She cast a quick glance at her father who nodded approvingly and went back to her puzzle.

“Well,” the Duc said. “I see you are teaching her court manners. She did that very well.”

Tom laughed. “Well, she won’t need them at O’Teague, but I figured I might end up taking her with me out to L’Roux at some point, so she should start learning.”

“No court protocol with your new Clan?” he was referring to the switch in Clans when Tom had married Lucinda.

“No. The Scotch-Irish are informal.”

The Duc studied Simone thoughtfully. “I imagine this is what your wife looked like at this age?” He asked.

“So, I am told. What’s on the agenda for the meeting?”

“Jared VanDoyle. You’ve been chasing him hard. Do you really think he’s on the planet?”

“Yes. Catching the Guild’s head guy, Lester Jones, weakened the Thieves Guild after they rescued those children from Brisai. Isiah and I both believe VanDoyle is going to be the new leader here on Vensoog.”

“I thought he was here to grab the kids for his kiddie sex ring,” the Duc said.

Tom shook his head. “We both think that’s a distraction. The new designer children are too young to give him much of a profit margin in the sex trade. Isiah ran the numbers. Fewer predators target children three and under than they target kids between six and ten.”

The Duc had still been studying Simone in some puzzlement. Finally, he asked Tom, ”I’m sure you know your own business best, but are you absolutely sure that she is only three?”

“Yes, I’m sure,” Tom said, laughing. “I had the same problem when I first met Lucinda. I thought she was three years older than she actually was. Lord Zack shocked me when he warned me off because of her age. I’m told it’s got something to do with the design genetics. It’s just Lucinda and Simone who look and act older than their age though; the others don’t seem to have that issue.”

“Tell me how you found the children,” the Duc suggested.

“It started with a message Lady Katherine got. The message itself was nothing but a vid file showing five little girls playing. Three of them looked just like Lucinda, Juliette and Violet would have at three. Of the other two, one was a Trellyan and the other was a Syrene. The text attached to the file said: They are three years old. I know they are planning to sell them soon. VanDoyle is coming. Help us please. A set of coordinates followed it.”

“Wow,” the Duc said. “Not a lot to go on.”

“You’re right—it wasn’t. But by the time Zack, Isiah and I got there, the ladies had half the shuttle loaded. Lady Katherine was going—with or without us. They already had Lucinda and Juliette on board for the trip. The only reason they didn’t grab Violet is she was eight hours away in Port Recovery. One girl in the vid was a Syrene though, so Lady Katherine got Azalure to volunteer.”

“How did you come to be out on Veiled Isle?”

“Lucinda and I had a long weekend, and she wanted time with her mom and sisters. The coordinates turned out to be on Brisai. How much do you know about it?”

“Not a lot,” the Duc admitted. “Mostly just what I saw the day we arrived to rescue that first batch of children several years ago. What happened after you arrived?”

“Five little girls and a dactyl just sitting there playing in the dirt greeted us.”

“No adults at all?”

“None. Zack figured someone was watching from concealment, but we saw no one.”

“Watch out when you land, Mark.” Lord Zack said. “We don’t want them running out to greet us and ending up under the sled.”

“Are they out here alone?” Katherine demanded, peering over her husband’s shoulder out the window.

“Looks that way. Please sit down until the shuttle stops, Katherine,” he requested.

When they alit from the sled, Juliette, Lucinda, Azalure, and Ispone were all greeted by excited squeals of “Mommy!” And four of the little girls ran toward them.

The child who looked like Violet scowled at Lady Katherine, while a heavily pregnant dactyl fluttered around her, emitting reassurance. “They said our mothers would look like us. You don’t look like me.”

“That’s right,” Lady Katherine agreed cheerfully. “I don’t look like you, but I have two other daughters who do. Would you like to see a vid still?”

“Yes, I would.”

Lady Katherine tapped her wrist com several times. A vid still of herself sitting with Violet and Zahra, flanked by Violet’s Sand Dragon Jelli popped up as a holo image in front of the little girl.

“Those are your daughters?” Sahara asked.

“Well, two of them, I have many,” Lady Katherine replied.

“Do they all look like me?”

“No, just those two.”

“Okay, I guess. My name is Sahara, and this is Kynthia,” she stated, The Dactyl, who was larger than the ones owned by Lady Katherine’s older daughters’, but smaller than Daisri, settled on Sahara’s shoulder and regarded Katherine as if passing judgement.

Daisri and Saura, Juliette’s dactyl companions fluttered over to Tabitha, regarding her with curiosity. Having experienced a similar rush of emotion when she met Patrice, Juliette was prepared for the upswell of love when the little red-haired girl threw her arms around her neck. Unlike the connection she had felt upon meeting Patrice the first time, Juliette also experienced an intense wave of protectiveness. She had knelt to receive the girl when she came running up and gathered the child to her. Saura and Daisri crooned acceptance.

“Mama?” the girl asked, hesitantly.

Juliette could hear the uncertainty in the child’s voice and felt the tension in her small body. She couldn’t disappoint her. Isiah would just have to forgive her for not consulting him first. “Yes,” she agreed. “I’m Mama. What is your name?”

“I’m Tabatha,” she said.

When Juliette acknowledged the relationship, the tension went out of the small body and the child collapsed, and cried and cried, much the same way Juliette had done the day she realized Lady Katherine already knew she and the others were designer children and didn’t care. Juliette held her new daughter in silence, pushing comfort and love at her. So did the two Dactyls. When she eventually stopped crying, Juliette stood up, and the little girl tucked her head into her shoulder. It was oddly comforting, even as it was strange. Saura fluttered over and settled on Juliette’s shoulder, sniffing interrogatively at Tabatha‘s hair. She decided, as she had with Patrice, that Tabatha smelled like Juliette but was not the same person and it was a pleasant smell.

“This is Saura. She’s a dactyl.”

“Oh, like Kynthia.”

“Who is Kynthia?”

“She is a dactyl too, but bigger. She hangs around with Sahara a lot.”

“Who is Sahara?”

Tabitha pointed at the little dark haired girl Katherine was speaking to. “That’s Sahara. I’m hungry.”

“Did they feed you this morning?”

“She left bananas. She steals all our food from them, so there isn’t always a lot.”

“Them? Who are they?”

The little girl shrugged. “The bad men. We’re supposed to hide from them.”

“I see. Well, let’s get you some breakfast.”

Daisri had followed Saura over to Tabatha. She too sniffed the little girl. When Juliette had found the Singing Dactyl on Kitingzen, wounded and nursing her three kits, she had adopted her. The three kits had grown and chosen their humans, and Daisri had also adopted Patrice’s Izzibet when her own mom rejected her. Daisri missed her babies, but her mate had died on Kitingzen and since Dactyls mated for life, she had no hope of birthing others. However, she was picking up feelings of mother love from Juliette for the little girl and fell in love with another baby, a human one this time. She nudged Tabatha’s ear, pushing love and acceptance at the little girl.

Tabatha laughed and petted the Dactyl who settled on Juliette’s other shoulder. Saura gave a dactyl snort and fluttered off to investigate the other children.

Juliette had warning about her emotional reaction to meeting Tabitha because of her prior reaction when meeting Patrice. Azalure had none. An upswell of blinding emotion flooded her. That fierce combination of love and protectiveness was overwhelming, and her inner psych screamed, mine!

She knelt so she was eye-level with a little Syrene child who looked back at her with identical silver eyes.

“Are you, my mother?” The child asked. 

“Do you
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