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      Buzz - Caffeinated beverage similar to coffee mixed with an energy drink.

      Cycle - Equates to approximately an old Earth day without relying on sunrise or sunset.

      EMF rods - Specialized fuel that allows spaceships to cover vast distances efficiently.

      ER bridges - Einstein-Rosen quantum bridges or wormholes.

      GID - Galactic identification microchip.

      G-year - Galactic year. Approximately 360 old Earth days. Also g-months and g-weeks.
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      1017 A. N., Planet Baxianous, somewhere between the Gliese and Hedron Solar Systems

      

      “You’ve been so good to me, Dezmuhnd Cuocua—so honorable—I will set you free upon my death.” The old man’s weary voice rattled like dried leaves on a forest floor.

      Dez paused, resting the rake on the weed-free path and wiping the sweat from his bald head. He glanced back at his owner. “You are too kind, sir. But I prefer you alive.”

      “Ha. As do I, but we both know my time is coming.” His frail hands gripped the arms of the chair Dez had placed on the paved circle in the center greenhouse. Age was winning the fight for the old man’s life in the past months.

      Dez shifted the rake and resumed his work. The labor helped him smother the glimmer of hope deep in his chest, where its presence wouldn’t fester into dreams. No matter what his owner promised, Dez had long given up on the idea of freedom, finding his fated mate, or ever seeing the paradise where he was raised again. At least among the tall, leafy plants, Dez had the illusion of being outside. He preferred to spend as much time working with the plants as possible, but it would never compare to his lush home planet of Din’ Gale. The Baxianous atmosphere, while sufficient for life, remained risky to those susceptible to ultraviolet radiation.

      The bell chimed, announcing a visitor.

      “Dez,” his owner called, “come with me.”

      Dez rushed to the old man’s side and carried his owner into the cool, dim foyer, gently placing him on his feet. The old man clutched Dez’s arm. The once vibrant scales on his master’s fingers had faded to nearly the same shade of gray as Dez’s natural coloring.

      A stranger in opulent, hand-embroidered robes cleared his throat. He had a satchel clutched in his bony hands.

      Dez’s owner addressed the housekeeper, who lingered in the shadows. “Bring drinks to my office.” He tugged on Dez’s arm. “Dez, you will join us.”

      The last time Dez had been in the office was the day he’d arrived to honor his contract. It wasn’t a room he sought to enter again. After getting the old man into his chair at his desk, Dez took a step back, straightened his gray tunic, and clasped his hands in front of him, waiting for instruction.

      The visitor extracted a data scroll and unfurled it on the desk. “As we discussed, the changes to your Last Will and Testament are highlighted.” The visitor pointed to a glowing paragraph on the scroll. “Specifically, the release of the indentured servant, Dezmuhnd Cuocoa, and his gift of a travel stipend, the annuity for your housekeeper, and the dispersal of the remaining funds to the designated charity.”

      Was his owner cutting his children out of his will? Dez had only met the two sons once in all his years of living on Baxianous. It was the only time he’d been treated as property instead of a person. Perhaps his owner had realized the folly of spoiling such entitled brats.

      “You can still change your mind. They are your sons⁠—”

      “No.” Dez’s owner waved a hand, cutting off the advocate, and picked up his stylus with the other hand.

      The old man’s signature on the scroll brought a lightness to Dez’s chest. A chance to see his parents again. To hug his sister and finally celebrate her marriage. To be together as a family for the holidays once again. He could envision the joy on their faces as if he’d already been freed. The unreal possibility of a different future than the one he’d committed to as a lifetime of servitude was almost too big to contain inside himself.

      He withheld the smile from his lips at the thought of returning home someday. He couldn’t take pleasure in the thought of his master dying, even if it would mean his freedom. There was no honor in celebrating such an event, especially before it happened. But he couldn’t help the images of his beautiful, lush planet that flashed through his mind or the memory of the clean air. He would have the freedom to travel where and when he wished. Perhaps, after he’d seen the planets, he would start his own farm if there were enough funds to secure a small plot of land.

      The visitor rolled the scroll, shook the old man’s hand, and turned. Dez caught the man’s eye, and the furious coldness he found speared worry through Dez’s gut. The urge to warn his master stuck behind his teeth as he clenched his jaw. There were no adequate words to convey his vague misgivings. Besides, it wasn’t his place to share his concerns with his master.
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        * * *

      

      Three short planetary months later, Dez stood in the kitchen next to the housekeeper, who was also dressed head-to-toe in black, seven days into mourning their owner. His sons had finally arrived from the far side of the large planet, but Dez’s owner had already been cremated and the ashes, contained in a polished metal urn, sat on a round table in the entry. The boys, or really men, though they didn’t act like it, had barely glanced at the memorial space. Shortly after their arrival, the same man who had updated the will rushed in and joined the sons in their father’s office. When Dez attempted to enter the space, the eldest son dismissed him and told him to wait in the kitchen.

      Dez fidgeted. Soon. He would be gone from this hellish planet soon. Released to the paradise of his true home. The announcement couldn’t come quickly enough.

      “You two, come to the office,” the older son barked through the door he’d opened. Dez followed the housekeeper and mirrored her pose of submission, waiting for the big announcement.

      The visitor rolled up the data scroll that had been open on the desk. His condescending smirk was Dez's only warning that his gut had been correct months ago—the lawyer had been in collusion with the sons.

      “My father’s estate has been settled. As expected, he left everything to us, his cherished sons.” The older son’s gaze darted from Dez to the housekeeper, watching for an argument.

      Dez froze. The hope that he’d been wrong about the advocate drained from him, leaving an ice-cold anger in its wake. The lawyer had betrayed his owner, taken his credits, and likely the sons’ too. For what? More credits? Honorless bastards, the lot of them.

      “…disposing of the assets.” His master’s son had been speaking, but Dez had lost focus. “As part of that effort, your contracts will be sold at auction tomorrow. You will continue to perform your duties until your contracts are transferred. We will tolerate no slacking, no disobedience, no resistance.” He crossed his arms and glared at Dez.

      Dez could likely kill the weakling with his bare hands—such a coddled, useless excuse for a male—but that would only earn Dez a swift death and dishonor his family. He’d sold himself willingly and provided the funds to his sister. He had no regrets. The promise of freedom had only been a brief illusion. There was no way to prove his owner’s intent to free him.

      Perhaps his next owner would be as kind and easy to work for. Or maybe they might actually free him at some point.

      Dez shook off the drugging thought. Hope was a wicked tool that would only invoke pain in the heart of the hopeless. He clenched his jaw and forced the fire of betrayal down before he was inspired to dispense retribution to these spoiled, conniving sons of bitches. Better to find peace with his reality and release all thoughts of seeing his family or living as a free man again.

      The advocate addressed Dez and the housekeeper. “Finish your duties for the day, then wash and dress. The auction is this evening.”

      Dez swallowed down the urge to run from the unknown. The housekeeper shivered. Tears streaked down her face, but she too said nothing. He'd gladly speak if he could say something to comfort her, but there wasn’t.

      The auctioneer led Dez onto a makeshift stage in a large warehouse that evening. Bright lights blocked his view of the crowd.

      “Dezmushnd Cuocua. Native of Din’ Gale. Note the natural physique designed for hard labor. The contract is for life and is a voluntary state,” the auctioneer bragged.

      Dez held his head high, proud he wasn’t a prisoner. It only meant more money for the heirs and the auction house, but at least he had his honor. The attendant had Dez spin. The form-fitting shorts they’d allowed him to wear when he refused to appear naked provided only the illusion of modesty. They were the exact gray tone of his natural skin but without his stripes. Still, his soft cock was on prominent display. At least he couldn’t be sold to a breeder. Din’ Gale males couldn’t perform for anyone other than their mate.

      He was destined for a long, celibate life of servitude, but his sister was happy and bonded to her mate. That was all that mattered. The bidding rattled on and on. Dez ignored the number as it rose higher and higher. None of the credits would go to him or his family, and there was no indication of who the bidders represented. He was just a product, and the sooner the auction concluded, the sooner he could get off the stage.

      Finally, the bidding wound down. The auctioneer was pleased with the result based on his giddy tone when he said, “Sold to the Kolben Mining Company.”

      Dez’s legs weakened. The Kolben Mines were a death sentence. If a mining accident didn’t get Dez first, the wicked cold would finish him off before they ever got their investment back.
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      Cyra Maejzur pressed herself against a tiny bare spot at the back of the docking bay. Captain Auvi barked orders to the team bringing on the new cargo. Four handlers kept control with stiff leads attached to his wrists, neck, and waist. The captain and Varik had argued bitterly before they’d set a course for this planet to accept the contract. It was the disagreement that had her sneaking into the bay. But the lack of drama disappointed. She’d expected a raging criminal or a feral beast. Granted, the male was tall and muscular, wore a shock collar, and was guarded like a deadly threat, but he didn’t make a fuss. He calmly walked on board The Treasure, his muscles relaxed and his face impassive.

      Doc Maretine used a med-scanner on the…prisoner? Passenger? Cargo. The male’s bald head turned in her direction, and his dark yellow eyes narrowed, pinning her in place. His gaze left her exposed, and her gills fluttered as fear rushed through her veins. No, not fear—it was closer to anticipation, similar to the feeling she’d had when she’d run away all those years ago and boarded Captain Auvi’s ship for the first time. Anticipation of the unknown and recognition that the events might put her at risk. But the pull to this male was something else, something more dangerous than running away. Her heart sped, and her skin tingled. She warred between boldly stepping forward to confront the possible threat and wisely pressing deeper into the shadows.

      The fact she shouldn’t be in the docking bay at all kept her in place. Captain would be pissed if she exposed herself after his warning about unsafe cargo. They already had a load of deadly spiders, and, supposedly, this male was just as big a threat. Doc finished his assessment and pronounced the male disease-free. The crew led him deeper into the ship to confine him to a cell in the cargo hold. Captain Auvi turned for the deck. Cyra held her breath.

      Varik passed her and paused. “I see you. Should I tell Auvi his precious princess defied his order?”

      Cyra bit her tongue. What could she say? Varik would tell or not. Either way, she had no defense.

      His brief chuckle held no mirth. “You don’t fool me with this innocent good girl act. I know you for the siren you are, and soon, Auvi will see it too.”

      His parting footsteps echoed through the empty bay like a death drum.

      Cyra rushed back to her quarters. Several minutes later, the shaking stopped. Before she could really calm herself down, Captain Auvi summoned her to the bridge.

      The crew of The Treasure scurried to their positions in preparation for launch. Appendages flew across the digital panels to control the ship. Comms came in from the hangar crew authorizing the ship to leave the facility. The ship glided out onto an available launchpad. Captain Auvi stood in the center behind the thrust console and barked orders. “Set a course for Cassan.”

      “Aye, Captain,” the navigator replied.

      “Engineer Varik,” Captain barked. “All systems ready?”

      “Everything but the boost to leave the atmosphere, Captain.” Didn’t Captain Auvi hear the sneer in Varik’s voice?

      “Cyra, to me.” Captain Auvi sat behind a U-shaped panel of controls.

      She hustled over, and he pulled her onto his lap with a single tentacle as soon as she was within reach. “Ready?”

      “Yes, Captain,” she said with as much respect as she could to make up for Varik’s slight to his authority.

      Engines hummed. Crew confirmed settings, preparing to launch back into space.

      “Countdown to launch.” Captain Auvi’s tentacles wrapped around Cyra's thighs. He pulled her legs apart, causing her gauzy dress to ride up her legs. His turquoise and sand circular markings contrasted with her ocean blue skin, reminding her of her home planet. Other tentacles held her arms and caressed her breasts under the thin fabric. She leaned her head back against his cool flesh and closed her eyes, shutting out the other crew members, especially Varik. Even before she’d become the captain’s latest launch assistant, Varik had gone out of his way to make her life miserable in every petty way possible. Somehow, he’d convinced the rest of the crew that she shouldn’t be on the ship at all. That she was useless.

      But Varik’s eyes were always on her, even when she wasn’t helping Captain Auvi launch the ship. Varik’s gaze overflowed with lust and jealousy, envy and betrayal as if he hadn’t been the one to use her and toss her away. His hatred was never so intense as when her captain’s flexible appendages wrapped around her to drive her to orgasm.

      Screw him.

      He deserved the chance to experience the desperate despair of being discarded by a lover. One more reason she allowed the captain to use her to power The Treasure into space.

      Energy thrummed through her—core quivering, thighs squeezing, even her fingertips tingled. The engines of the ship revved to full power, the vibrations transferring through her body. The ship lifted from the pad, gaining altitude. Auvi continued to tease and stroke her. Occasionally, a sucker latched onto her clit, giving her a tugging kiss. An image of the gray man between her thighs flashed before her eyes. She shook, holding back her cries of approval, gripping the arms of the captain’s chair to hold herself together as he took her apart. Auvi was always so careful never to penetrate her. A fact her core regretted and her brain appreciated.

      “Ready for exit, Captain,” a pilot called.

      Her body went rigid with pleasure.

      “Now, Cyra,” the captain spoke in a low voice, for her ears only. “Place your hands now.”

      Cyra tilted forward and slapped her palms onto the two red circles of the control panel just as her orgasm hit. The circles illuminated, and a sensation of being sucked into the console traveled up her arms. The ship lurched up, fire erupting from the engines. Captain Auvi continued to rub his sex organ against her until she burst. Energy exploded through her body and out her hands, providing the boost required to break the atmosphere around the planet.

      He held her in place as the gravitational forces pressed her into his rubbery flesh. The pressure made her pleasure more intense than anything she could create in the privacy of her quarters. She clenched her jaw to hold back the scream her body naturally tried to release. She might be fine with being an exhibitionist, like Captain Auvi, but she doubted the rest of the crew enjoyed being forced voyeurs. If she kept quiet, they could concentrate on their jobs and pretend two beings weren’t having sex behind them.

      He soothed her as she floated down, petting her hair and stroking her skin until her gills quit flapping and she relaxed completely. “Perfect,” he whispered in her ear before letting her go.

      “Varik,” the captain snapped at the engineer who continued to stare at Cyra. “Go check the cargo.”

      “Is that really the best use of my time, Captain? Shouldn’t your med crew or your transport crew be in charge of your creepy-crawly cargo?”

      Cyra shivered, both at Varik’s snide tone and the thought of the poisonous spiders running around the ship. Technically, they were confined to the cargo hold designed for live transport, but she still recoiled at the idea of having such dangerous creatures on board. They weren’t the only threatening beings on the ship. The captain could be just as deadly as the spider’s bite if he was in the wrong mood to put up with an impudent crew member. Something Varik should keep in mind.

      “I gave you an order.” Auvi released her, and she rushed from the deck to avoid the brewing fight. The wet room would provide the relief she sought after a successful launch. On any other ship, she would struggle to stay healthy, coating her skin in saltwater washes as many times a day as she could. Captain Auvi, also from Chalcanth, had fitted the ship with its own special tank filled with salt water chemically altered to remain in gel form until it warmed with body heat. He was kind enough to allow her to use it freely. But she only did so when Varik was on duty. She dreaded ever running into him in the closed rooms.

      In the wet room, she removed her dress, closed the watertight interior door, and slipped through the seal into the tank. The gel liquefied around her, allowing her to swim underwater without ever encountering a solid spot. Captain Auvi often complained that the medium didn’t liquefy sufficiently, but she still found him in the chamber more often than not. Would he stay on deck or join her?

      She preferred solo swims, using the private time to think and imagine—like she’d imagined the gray bald head at her pussy. A shiver ran up her spine, and she pushed away the fact that the gray man had interrupted the launch sequence.

      The familiar dream of what her life might be like when she was a transport ship captain wiped him away completely. She focused on logistics over random lust. How would she deal with crew in-fighting? How would she run the ship? What changes would she make? She’d decided that she would have a water chamber on her ship, no matter the cost.

      What would have happened to her if Captain Auvi hadn’t taken in the ragged runaway five galactic years ago? She owed him her life. He’d taught her everything about running a ship, from maintenance to navigation. Only recently had she become his launch assistant. The first time he’d wrapped his tentacles around her and explained what he would do, she’d nearly come just from his description.

      “Take off your panties, Cyra. Don’t wear them on deck again. Now, I will wrap you in my arms and stroke every bit of your skin, covering you in my oil. It will excite you, lighting up every nerve ending until my touch won’t be enough, and you’ll beg me to touch you more intimately. Beg me to fuck you. I won’t, but I’ll make you come like you’ve never experienced. And all of that energy will be transferred directly to the ship’s launch engines. You will power us into space.”

      Since then, she’d been eager to help the captain every chance she had. She loved him, not romantically despite their interactions, but in a hero, savior kind of way. It was messy and not entirely healthy, but she’d left her planet to avoid having a mate. Captain Auvi provided the perfect excuse to hold herself aloof from the crew, and she still had her needs met. It was a perfectly imperfect compromise.

      Cyra roused herself to exit the water chamber. In the antechamber, she dried off, dropped her dress over her head, and reached for the door. A sharp pain razored through her, taking her to her knees. She ran her hands over her clothes, panting to release the terrifying pain, searching for a source. Nothing was physically wrong with her. But she’d been stabbed in the brain and the heart simultaneously. As quickly as it hit her, the pain passed. An empty ache remained that made no sense. Silent tears fell from her eyes. The urge to curl into a ball on the floor was nearly overwhelming. But the risk of being discovered in a weakened state by Varik motivated her to drag herself to her quarters.
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      “Captain, a word?” Varik’s seductive voice echoed up the tubular hallway that connected the bridge to the rest of the ship.

      Auvi swiveled his upper torso to face his former lover. The male was still as captivating as the first moment Auvi had seen him. Tall, lean, pale blue skin, with eyes and hair so dark Auvi would’ve sworn they were black instead of the deepest shade of green. But his aching, racing-heart reaction to the Chalcanthian male had been replaced with the sick, swirling bile of betrayal. The only reason he kept him on the crew was because no better engineer existed in the galaxy.

      No, that was a lie.

      In truth, he couldn’t quite give up his attachment to the love of his life. Even if Varik’s presence made Auvi murderous, sending him away would be unrecoverable. He was the only being who’d ever tied Auvi’s tentacles in knots.

      Auvi sighed, longing for a future that didn’t exist. “Make it quick. I’m meeting Cyra.”

      “We need to talk about her and her place on this ship.” Varik closed the distance between them.

      Auvi resisted the urge to step back or to clutch the male to his chest, both of which warred within him. “Why would her role on my ship be any of your business?”

      “There was a time you trusted my opinion.” Varik’s voice took on a coaxing quality, and Auvi shifted away.

      “I think we both know why that ship sailed.”

      “You got it all wrong.” Varik shook his head. “But I’m not here to talk about us.”

      Another lie. Auvi glanced down the hall, longing for the privacy of his quarters.

      “What do you really know about this girl? A vagabond you picked up because of some sob story. And now, she’s like your first mate in all senses of the word.”

      So Varik believed Cyra was Auvi’s lover? That explained some of his angst and gave Auvi a perverse pleasure.

      “In a short time she’s gone from being an underfoot intern who could barely run a comms unit to launch assistant?” Varik crossed his arms. “What’s next? Engineering?”

      Auvi would never put Cyra under Varik’s authority. “I’m the captain. I place people where they are best suited.” Except Varik was best suited to be shot out an airlock, but Auvi couldn’t bring himself to murder the treasonous bastard. Or even kick him off The Treasure at the next port as he should have done when he’d first discovered Varik’s double-crossing plans. If only he knew why, but even if he asked, Varik would lie. Their conversation had dragged on too long as it was.

      “I know what I did was wrong. But it was one lapse. I’ve been loyal to you for years. I’m still loyal.” Varik grazed his fingers down one of Auvi’s tentacles. “You have to miss us as much as I do.”

      Auvi shuddered internally. His former lover’s touch still ignited him, but the involuntary reaction disgusted him. There was no future with the betrayer.

      “I’m going to prove myself to you again, get back what we had. And if my efforts expose that female for the fraud she is, so be it.”

      “Anything else? I’m late.” Auvi made his tone purposely cold. Varik could turn any argument. His power of persuasion kept them together far longer than Auvi should have allowed. The signs had been there all along.

      Silently, Auvi resumed his trek down the corridor. The prospect of searching for a new engineer daunted him, but he could no longer avoid the task. Varik had obviously decided Cyra was the only reason they weren’t back together. Auvi blamed himself for that. And by perpetuating the deception, he’d put Cyra in danger.

      “I will get you back,” Varik called out behind him.

      Not a chance.

      The temptation to go to the wet room was strong, but Cyra was likely there and preferred her privacy. He’d gone earlier that cycle to prepare for the ER bridge crossing. Traveling the wormhole while dehydrated was an experience he preferred never to repeat. He returned to his cabin and locked the door. After taking care of some urgent correspondence, he checked the listings for engineers looking for work. Perhaps he could pick up a new hire on Cassan station to complete the delivery leg of this transport.

      A yellow light flashed, and an announcement that the ER bridge crossing was one galactic hour away echoed through the ship.

      There—that listing looked promising. A female. Exceptional training. Former captain of her own ship. There was a story there. Auvi would like to hear it. He typed a quick message to send after the crossing. A scratching sound dragged his attention from the video screen. Odd.

      Scritch. Scritch, scritch.

      Of all the noises the ship made, he’d never heard that before.

      Auvi stood, scanning his room. The noise came from above.

      He shifted his gaze, catching movement as the creature dropped.

      Eight pointed legs dug into his soft head.
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      An incessant chime reverberated through Cyra’s quarters, demanding she wake up. Confused and groggy from the sleep aid she’d taken to deal with the bridge crossing, she had no idea what time it was. Had she overslept?

      “What?” Cyra asked as the door slid open.

      “Cyr.” Her best friend, Veda, peered up at her with puffy eyes. “It’s terrible.” Veda never cried. She nurtured in a stoic, calm manner fit for a physician.

      “What’s happened?” Cyra crouched down to Veda’s level.

      “It’s the captain.” Veda choked on a sob.

      The phantom agony Cyra experienced in the wet room came flooding back. She lurched up. Wide awake, the pain made sense—Captain Auvi. She’d had episodes in the past, when she was much younger, where she’d felt another’s pain, like when her mother gave birth to her siblings. It had only happened with those she was very close to. “Is he going to be okay?”

      “Doc’ll be here to explain everything as soon as he can.” Veda took Cyra’s hand and guided her back into the room, closing the door and setting the lock. “I’ll stay with you.”

      Cyra moved, but it was as if she was watching herself from above. She shuffled across the floor as if she were floating. The gravity emulator could have been turned off for all she was aware of what was happening. It was too soon to lose Captain Auvi. No one else cared for her the way he did. Her captain had to survive.

      Veda pointed at a chair, and Cyra sat, unaware of how much time had passed until Doc gripped her hands, sending warmth through her icy fingers. “I’m so sorry, dear.”

      Cyra saw the truth in his eyes. She heard it in his voice, soft and hesitant. The truth she’d held in since Veda had come to her door—Captain Auvi was dead. Her heart cracked into pieces. “How?”

      “It appears to be sudden system failure. He was fine after the launch. He left the deck and returned to his quarters, according to several crewmembers, but he didn’t come to the galley for last-meal as expected after we crossed the bridge. I had to override his door—” The doctor took a deep breath. His face morphed into a mask of resignation and regret. “There was nothing I could do.”

      Tears ran down her face for Captain Auvi and for herself. His death terminated her future. The amount she’d saved wasn’t near enough for her own ship. No way she could remain on The Treasure with Varik as captain—him demanding she help him with the launch.

      She shuddered.

      Never.

      “Cyra. Listen to me,” Doc commanded.

      She sucked in a breath and lifted her chin.

      “Captain Auvi spoke with me a few g-months ago. He made changes to the title of the ship. Changes no one else knows about. Varik will assume the interim captaincy until we reach the Cassan Space Station. He believes he’ll only need to notify the authorities of the captain’s death, and he’ll be given title to the ship. That’s not the case.” The doctor paused, and his gaze drilled into her.

      She nodded.

      “I don’t have any way to prove this death was anything other than natural causes. The Hapolochians decay so rapidly after death that it would be impossible for me to tell if something or someone had a hand in his demise. Nothing suggests Auvi didn’t seal his quarters himself. No one else is recorded as being in the room. So we have to act as if what appears to be true is true. Do you understand?”

      Cyra twisted her fingers together, considering Doc’s words. There was a possibility that someone had killed the captain? That someone was still on the ship? If they felt threatened… She nodded, her gaze locked on his watery brown eyes.

      “Good. Now, Captain Varik asked that you join him on deck, but I’ll give you a sedative instead because you’re so overwrought.” Doc paused until she gave a slight nod of understanding. “I’ll explain you’re unable to join him for the foreseeable future. Veda will stay with you to make sure you don’t have an adverse reaction to the injection.”

      Cyra stood and impulsively hugged the doctor. “Thank you, Doc.”

      “I may be retiring, but I have some time left to help set things right.”

      It was a kind sentiment, but with Captain Auvi gone, nothing would ever be right again.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m going.” Cyra combed her hair, fighting the fatigue of carrying so much sorrow. “It’s the least I can do.”

      Veda tugged on her robes, plucking the seams. “If Varik sees you⁠—”

      “It will only confirm what you and Doc have told him—how distraught and unable to function I am.” Cyra dropped her comb into the vanity drawer and closed it. “Captain Auvi would attend if the situation were reversed, no matter the risk.”

      The door chimed. Veda admitted Doc.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked.

      Cyra stepped around him. “I don’t want to be late.”

      Flanked by Veda and Doc, she proceeded through The Treasure. The large metal-clad corridors filled with more and more crew members, their feet pounding like death drums, the closer they got to the lower, port-side deck. Varik stood at the front, puffed up like an ice bird of Kolben—deadly as one too. Cyra ducked her head, unable to tolerate the sight of Varik assuming the role of leader. The last thing Captain Auvi would want is to have his betrayer lead his funeral ceremony. But the dead had no say in what happened after they were gone, no matter what they’d planned while they were alive.

      Fortunately, Varik’s words were swift if not heartfelt. A bag on a metal gurney was rolled close to the airlock. With a shudder, Cyra recognized the biohazard label and what it meant. She whipped her gaze to Doc.

      “His remains liquefied. We had to scrape together what we could.”

      Her stomach churned. For as strong and regal as her captain had been, to be ejected in a waste bag into space was the ultimate indignity. The portal sealed. The outside vent opened, and the bag whisked out the tube into the endless darkness. Cyra’s legs went weak. She clung to Doc.

      “Quite a show you’re putting on.” Varik’s dark tone oozed over her.

      Veda grabbed Cyra’s arm. Doc and Veda guided her away. Doc called back, “I’m returning her to her quarters. She shouldn’t have attended. It was too much.”

      The phantom itch between her shoulder blades demanded she glance back, but she refused to meet Varik’s eyes again. He could glare at her all he wanted because she’d be off his ship as soon as they docked.

      Back in her cabin, she curled into a ball on her bed and wept.

      Veda continued to bring her food at regular intervals. Most of it went untouched.

      “Cyr, you have to get up.” Veda tugged her from her bunk. “It’s the pre-dock meal.” Captain Auvi’s tradition dictated all available crew gather for a parting as a way to build unity.

      Cyra let Veda bully her through the motions of cleaning up and putting on a fresh uniform.

      A line of folding tables ran along the corridor outside the standard mess area, which was too small to hold the entire crew all at once. Cyra retrieved the special tray Captain Auvi had purchased for her from a lower storage cabinet in the galley. It held her food divided so different things wouldn’t touch. She choked on her grief, clutching the tray to her chest. She missed him so much.

      From the buffet line, she filled the wells with tiny bits of food with Veda’s help. They sat at one of the emptier tables, and Varik placed his piled plate across from them. Cyra’s stomach rose in her throat.

      “Cyra, so good of you to join us. You appear much recovered.” Varik’s smarmy voice was as disgusting as his plate.

      “Thank you,” she said softly, thankful to be seated between Doc and Veda.

      “We’ll be docking at Cassan in a cycle.”

      Cyra didn’t respond. Stopping at the space station was standard, and he hadn’t asked a question. Where was he going with the comment?

      “I’ll be informing the authorities that Auvi Thenal has died.”

      “You mean Captain Auvi?”

      “I’m the captain now. I will inform them of the death so that his assets can be transferred as he instructed. It would be best if you remain on the ship since you’ve been so ill.”

      “No.” She shook her head.

      “No?” He jerked his gaze from his food to her.

      “I have some things to take care of. I’ll be off the ship for several hours.”

      Varik sputtered, his face purpled with rage. Why was he so angry? If anything, she expected him to kick her off as soon as they docked. His hatred of her wasn’t a secret.

      “Captain Varik, she respectfully declined your request.” Doc’s voice was calm and controlled. “At this time, you are the interim captain. Once you become the official captain, you can, of course, set any rules you want for your crew. I suspect you will need to re-sign the existing crew as their contracts technically expired when Captain Thenal died.”

      Varik glanced around. The nearby crew watched the show. He tugged his uniform and picked up his fork. “Right, of course. If you feel that Cyra can travel off the ship without ill effects to her health, then, by all means, she should go.”

      The meal continued in uneasy silence. Right before everyone rose to leave, Varik spoke. “Doc? Is it still your intention to retire after we land at Cassan?” He tried to sound casual. “I just ask so that I know how many contracts I need to have drafted.”

      “This is my last trip on The Treasure. I’ll miss the ship and the crew, but I’ll enjoy spending my remaining time relaxing in paradise. But please let me know if I can be of assistance before we arrive.”

      “A status report on our living cargo. I need to know that my—our investment is healthy and this detour, necessary as it is, won’t impact the quality of our goods.”

      “Yes, Captain.” Doc rose and gestured politely for Cyra and Veda to leave first, then followed them closely.

      Cyra glanced back and caught the calculating scowl on Varik’s face before he smoothed it and turned away. A cold chill shifted up her neck, leaving her with a headache and a gut full of worry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 5

        

      

    

    
      Cyra paced in her quarters. Doc’s plan required too much waiting and too little certainty, but she didn’t have a better one. Finally, the Cassan station master cleared the ship to dock. Cassan was a huge manmade station—a city without a planet. The docks were cavernous, multitiered structures with the ability to store spaceships stacked and packed like protein bars in a box. Hangars opened and encapsulated the spacecrafts, creating airtight seals around each one. Decontamination units automatically deployed. The ships and crews were cleared of radiation and foreign bodies before access was granted to the rest of the station. The Treasure’s hazardous, live cargo caused the approval to take longer than usual.

      As soon as they entered the hangar—freed from the protective bubble—Doc arrived at Cyra’s quarters and escorted her to the lower-level loading dock.

      Varik, dressed in a pristine flight suit, practically vibrated as he stared at the dock’s door as if he could open it by will alone.

      Cyra hung back, partially hidden by Doc. A beep sounded twice, and the loading bay ramp lock clicked, releasing the wide metal panel to lower and slowly reveal the inside of their sealed hangar through the gap. Gray metal panels, as big as a quarter of the ship, were welded together to form the giant cell of the bay. Beings in white hazmat suits waited to guide them to the decon units.

      Varik took the first steps down the ramp before it had settled on the floor. He spoke over his shoulder to the gathered crew members. “I expect you to be here in two hours when I return, at which time we will complete the new contracts.”

      None of the crew members made eye contact or even nodded in acknowledgment to Cyra or Doc on their way down the ramp. Their avoidance didn’t bode well.

      Doc called out to Varik, “I believe you will need me to record the death and its cause as the captain’s physician.”

      “What?” Varik whipped around midway down the ramp.

      “You’ll need me to sign off on the cause of death and certify there was no external influence.” Doc slowly descended toward Varik.

      Varik grunted. “Come with me.”

      “Cyra, you should come with us as well.” Doc held out his hand toward her.

      “Why would you think she needs to be there?” Varik asked. His narrowed eyes burned into her.

      “They may want another witness. Cyra was closest to him, spent time with him prior to his passing, and she may have been the last one to see him alive.” Doc’s voice was level and a bit condescending.

      “Whatever. I don’t have time to argue. Those spiders have to get delivered on time, or I’ll lose a fortune.”

      “I’ve asked Veda to stay on board. Keep an eye on all the cargo.” Doc held Cyra by the elbow, guiding her down the rough ramp.

      “The station has assigned us additional security,” Varik said over his shoulder.

      “They’re required to remain outside the ship.” Doc’s voice carried over the mechanical hum of the bay.

      Varik huffed and entered a decontamination tube. Doc and Cyra followed. Finally cleared, they shuffled into the chaos that was the station. Although not her first visit, the massive number of beings and businesses within Cassan once again overwhelmed and awed Cyra. There were med centers that specialized in particular species as well as general medical facilities. Every product in the galaxy was available for purchase. Restaurants and bars and live shows. Sex workers and playgrounds. Cinemas and sports competitions—both Old Earth and anti-grav. Cassan accommodated everyone and everything.

      There could be anywhere from one to five million sentient beings inhabiting or traveling through the station at any one time. She loved that she could buy the things she wanted, but the sheer number of bodies made her want to curl up in a ball and rock back and forth until the nightmare ended. That was her inner child. Her grown-up self trailed Doc and kept her eyes focused down and just in front of her to block out all the flashing lights, moving bodies, and interior transport vehicles. Although she’d never had a reason to visit the official galaxy offices and wasn’t sure how far they had to go, she could do this. Doc wanted her there for some reason that he had not disclosed. Something to do with The Treasure. So she’d face her fear of crowds for him and for Captain Auvi.
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        * * *

      

      Cyra shifted on the bench in the records office, waiting for their number to be called. Her ass was numb, and she was bored out of her mind in the bland, once-white-turned-gray room. The only distraction was a station feed into a video display mounted at ceiling level, delivering a nonstop stream of advertising. The ads for species-specific restaurants, clothing for unique body shapes, and questionable entertainment were already repeating.

      Finally, they were called. She stood just to get her blood moving through her legs again. Varik was already at the video screen addressing the records clerk, who was somewhere deeper in the locked-off part of the offices.

      “I need to report a death,” Varik told the bored-looking Nelite. The species often occupied customer service jobs as their egg-shaped bodies and lack of emotion worked to their advantage.

      “Credentials? Certificate?”

      Doc stepped forward, forcing Varik to back up. “I was the attending physician, Doctor Alfred Maretine,” he said, holding his arm to the scanner to present his galaxy identification.

      “Name of the deceased?”

      “Auvi Thenal.”

      “Do you have his recovered GID?”

      “Here.” Doc slid a clear bag containing the chip that had been embedded in Captain Auvi’s primary right tentacle through a slot below the screen.

      “Cause of death?”

      “Unspecified natural causes.”

      “Date of death?”

      The questions went on from there in a rote manner. The more clinical questions the records representative asked, the more twisted Cyra’s guts became. Was this all there was when so great a being passed? There should be rending of clothes and stoppage of work. The heavens should weep, and the stars should go dark. How could his life matter so little now? She was disheartened and humbled because her passing would be met with even less concern.

      “I have an updated property transfer record.” The display shifted from the representative to a full-screen view of the document. It was clear enough that Cyra could read it over Doc’s shoulder. Captain Auvi had left his ship to her.

      Her legs weakened, and she braced against the counter.

      “Is there any other document of record to be recorded?” the clerk asked.

      “No,” Doc answered firmly.

      “The death record is finalized. The titles of any and all solely owned property are now in the name of Cyra Meajzur, GID number 380943.8905468.78900001.AQUDelta998. Is there anything else that you require?”

      “No.” Doc turned to Cyra. “Where’s Varik?”

      “Huh?” Cyra asked, startled out of her disbelief. She turned to where Varik had been last, but he was gone. “He was just here.”

      “Let’s go. The credit union. Now.” Doc grabbed her hand and started dragging her through the crowds at a much faster pace than they had used to get to the records office. “The credit accounts⁠—”

      Doc’s comm rang with a shrill tone. He stopped. Cyra jerked to a halt to keep from plowing into him. “Veda
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