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          Introduction

        

      

    

    
      She betrayed him.

      His wife. The woman he loved. She fled, and Captain Kobrah Jameson thought himself rid of her until the day she comes back.

      And Dara isn’t alone.

      Kobrah doesn’t want to believe the child by her side is his daughter. The facts don’t add up, but the genetic testing doesn’t lie.

      And apparently his heart hasn’t learned its lesson because this captain is thinking of giving his wife a second chance.

      If they don’t get killed first.
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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Don’t kill her.

      The temptation boiled inside him. An insidious urge that wouldn’t take much effort. The quick draw of his laser pistol. The application of his blade against her throat.

      A quick and easy way to divorce the woman who’d betrayed him.

      Her very presence shouldn’t have taken Kobrah by surprise. After all, he’d seen the message, scrawled, not typed. A short missive with two key words.

      Help us. As if he’d help her sorry ass. Signed an old friend. Dara was definitely not his friend. More like his enemy and the liar who broke his heart.

      A heart now hardened.

      He should have let the authorities know where they could find and arrest the woman responsible for the resumption of hostilities after a peace meeting gone horribly wrong. But that seemed too kind.

      Too easy.

      I want to kill her myself. Look in her eyes one last time as he choked the life from her.

      Leaving the safety of his ship—yes, his, the Gypsy Moth belonged to Captain Kobrah Jameson and not any galactic lending institutions—he eschewed any kind of armed guard. Not that he would have lacked volunteers. His crew had a strong loyalty to not only ship but captain. However, for this mission, he traveled alone. It would draw less attention, especially since he knew how to blend with shadows.

      Plus, if he were honest, he wanted no one else coming face-to-face with his greatest shame. The woman who’d fooled him.

      Fool me once, shame on me. There would be no second chance. He’d kill her first.

      The alley chosen for the meeting proved empty this time of night. Very little light shone. This part of the city on Lidruk—a barely habitable planet in the remote Xza galaxy—didn’t get the same allotment of energy the richer sections did. What power the poor parts received went to more important things than light such as heat, food replicators, and the gambling parlors, because the financially challenged believed only luck would change their fate. All this to say there was no illumination, and the dark alley that was his destination found itself draped in shadows.

      It smelled rank as well. The stench of things rotting seeped from the very stone itself. The garbage collectors had obviously not been by in some days. If ever. Recycling in the outer colonies was a way of life. Nothing was ever wasted or tossed. What appeared as biological decay today would provide compost for the gardens of tomorrow.

      This most auspicious of locations was where the note indicated Kobrah should come. A note written on a scrap piece of paper that a sane man would have ignored. After all, he recognized the looping scrawl.

      It was that familiarity that drew him from the safety of his ship, choosing privacy over protection. Not even telling anyone but the computer on the Moth where he went. At least the computer wouldn’t judge him for being stupid, unlike his First Mate. He could just imagine what Damon would say, “Don’t be a fucking idiot.”

      I won’t be. Not this time. This time he’d be armored against her perfidy. The time of the meeting came and passed. No one entered the alley. No one even passed by on the narrow street.

      Perhaps she wouldn’t show.

      A scuff had him whirling to face the far end of the narrow corridor between buildings where the darkness hung deepest. Dara had hidden her secrets from him just as well during their short marriage. A marriage he’d never had annulled. He let the tattoo of their joining act as a daily reminder of the perfidy in the hearts of women.

      “Might as well come out. I know you’re there.” He could feel it. Anticipation pulsed in his breast.

      At first, he didn’t even notice, so cleverly did the cloak conceal their presence. But as the person neared, he began to make out details. The holes in the fabric. The limp in the gait.

      He refused to feel pity. Hardened his heart. You won’t fool me again.

      “Stop and show yourself.” Because he had to be sure. His hand rested on the grip of his sidearm.

      The figure halted, lifted pale hands, and pulled back a hood. Blonde hair pulled back taut. Bright blue eyes. Gaunt features, with dark circles showing her fatigue.

      Dara looked beaten. Tired. To his annoyance, he wanted to draw her into his embrace, offer her a shoulder. How could she still draw him even after all she’d done?

      “It’s been a while. Wife.” He couldn’t help that hard inflection, that reminder of what she’d done. She’d abandoned him. Without a word. Without apology. Betraying him and the crew. Now, four EC years later—EC standing for Earth calendar, the human standard even in space—she thought she could just contact him out of the blue and…what? What did her note mean when she said, Help us?

      Who was “us”?

      “Kobrah.” She folded her hands over her stomach, keeping her gaze straight. “Thank you for coming.”

      “As if I wouldn’t. I’ve been waiting for this moment.” He lifted the gun from his holster and aimed at a spot between her two eyes.

      Going into the meeting he’d convinced himself he could do it. Kill the woman who’d betrayed him. Free himself to be with another.

      Faced with her… She didn’t plead for mercy. Didn’t ask for forgiveness.

      Someone else did. “Don’t kill my mommy.” A small figure darted from the shadows, wrapped herself around Dara’s legs, and stared at him defiantly.

      Bright blue eyes, brown skin, and a mass of black curls haloing her head.

      A roaring white wave of shock hit Jameson as he gaped. He managed to stutter, “Who?”

      Dara’s chin angled higher. “Say hello to your daughter.”

      Initial reaction?

      Laughter. No way was this child his. For one, she appeared much too old. He’d last seen his wife four years ago, which was also the last time he’d slept with her. This child, with her bright eyes and height, appeared older. Wiser, as well. He tightened his lips rather than squirm under the censure in her gaze.

      What did she have to be pissed at him about? He owed the child nothing.

      As for Dara? She owed him. The question was, how would he take payment?

      In flesh. Only problem was the flesh his body craved wasn’t what his revenge needed.

      Kill her.

      Yet how could he when a mini person with dark skin, only a shade lighter than his, stared?

      Not my daughter.

      It couldn’t be. He refused to meet the child’s gaze and chose to sneer at Dara. “Nice try lying. As if I’d believe she’s mine. The child is too old.”

      “She wasn’t born when you’d imagine.”

      “Are you trying to claim she was born while we were married?” He snorted. “Don’t you think I would have noticed?”

      “She is yours. A paternity test will prove it.”

      “You already bribed someone to give you the result you want?” His lip curled. “I guess that’s to be expected from someone like you. What is this, a ploy for monetary support?”

      “This isn’t about money.” Her turn to flatten her lips. “Nor do I have the luxury of having a moment to explain everything. We need your help.”

      “Isn’t that a coincidence? You need something and so do I. I need a divorce.”

      She blinked. “Do you really think now is the time?”

      “Given how long it’s been since we saw each other? I’d rather get it done than wait anymore.” Time he stopped putting his life on hold.

      She growled, the sound shockingly familiar.

      Sexy…

      She’s a liar. He had to remind himself of that. A liar who’d obviously abandoned her child while married to him. That or the child wasn’t even Dara’s at all. Maybe she was just a peon in the game Dara played.

      But those eyes…

      A glance at the girl showed her still staring at him. Head slightly tilted to the side—just like her mother—her gaze curious, and judging.

      I am imagining it. A child was supposed to observe the world around them. But watching did not mean they were experienced enough to have an opinion. Growing up in a strict household with a father who worked for galactic law enforcement, Kobrah lived by the adage barely seen, never heard. Good fathers—and even better soldiers—worked. Worked hard and long hours.

      When father Pietro did come home, he expected to sit down with his feet up and slap his partner on the ass, which Jonas, Kobrah’s other father, bore with a tender smile. A simple, predictable life that made his fathers happy.

      As for Kobrah, he wanted something more. Thought he’d found it. But shit got in the way.

      “Did you hear me? I said I’ll give you the damned divorce if you get me and Karolyne to safety.”

      “You named her Karolyne?” The query escaped him as he remembered the last time he’d heard that name. Years ago, in bed, with Dara.

      She’d traced the letters of it on his chest, part of her talking about the family they’d one day have. Two sons and one daughter. “A spoiled princess spelled with a K, like her daddy.” She’d winked at Kobrah.

      He’d made love to her in reply. The orgasm, had it been faked? Had she played a role even then that she might use him later?

      “Nice detail, but not buying it. Why are you running? Who did you betray this time?”

      “No one.”

      Lie. “Good luck then.” He turned on his heel, and it wasn’t Dara’s cursed, “Asshole,” that stopped him but the small hand suddenly clutching at his.

      He glanced down at the little fingers curled around his. He made the mistake of looking into those damned eyes. Seeing something familiar.

      “They’re coming,” the child whispered.

      “Who is?” He didn’t add it wouldn’t surprise him if the wrong sorts were coming after Dara. He wanted to kill her himself.

      “The—”

      “Dammit. I thought we’d have more time. Come, Karo.” Dara grabbed at her daughter, tugging her from Kobrah. He might have let them go.

      Should have let them run, but for one thing.

      The terror in Dara’s eyes was real.
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          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      A good thing she wasn’t prone to panic or knowing the enemy lurked nearby might have sent Dara into a terrified flight. As it was, fatigue pulled at her limbs. Hunger, too. Everything she’d scrounged of late she’d given to Karo.

      Having run out of actual things to barter but the medallion at her neck, she had nothing to spend. Nothing she could use that wouldn’t leave a trace.

      I have no more options.

      Or so she’d thought, until she heard by chance about a ship docked at the Lidruk port. A ship captained by one Kobrah Jameson. The Gypsy Moth, a private vessel that, for the right sum, could be hired to provide transport and protection. A good gig.

      Dara used to be part of Kobrah’s operation before her life went down a zlukna hole. Nasty, slimy, so bad you could never wipe the stain free because it became a part of you.

      The stain on Dara unfortunately also fell on Karo. The one thing that kept her going.

      She had to protect her daughter at all costs, which was why she’d swallowed her pride, buried her hope, and prayed to some of the gods she’d met, and some yet unseen, to help her. She expected the anger. Deserved it, as a matter of fact.

      What took her by surprise was his demand for a divorce as payment.

      A reasonable request, except she wasn’t feeling reasonable. Never had where Kobrah was concerned.

      But she also wasn’t a masochist. He wouldn’t help? Fine. Then she’d find another way to survive.

      Karo didn’t resist when Dara tugged her from Kobrah. Too many close calls meant she did as told. They headed toward the back of the alley where the shadows were thicker. Dara had no plan, no idea of where to go next.

      She’d exhausted every option in the city. The spaceport offered nothing that would work. Unless she spread her legs.

      For aliens.

      She wasn’t that desperate. Yet.

      We can head for the wilds. This planet boasted a resort-like atmosphere with a beach and ocean, but past the civilized areas lurked a mountainous range sporting healthy blue foliage in sparse pockets. A harsh landscape, but a life could be eked out.

      I’d only have to do it long enough for the hunters to move on.

      She just had to make it to the edge of the city and past the high metal wall that ringed it, which made her wonder what exactly it kept out. Once she made it to the boundary, she only had to evade and erase any trails for the hunters to follow and manage to find supplies without any kind of funds.

      Who am I trying to fool? It’s impossible.

      In a sense she welcomed the scrape of claws against stone from the deepest of the shadows ahead of them.

      How many with the hunter? She motioned Karo back, swept her cloak so that it dangled over her shoulder, and dropped into a stance.

      No eyes shone from the darkness. The enemy that chased her didn’t need any to see. But it did sound a little ragged. The mechanisms powering the hunter drones were running down, the factories to replace broken parts destroyed or locked too tight to open.

      Senses wide-open, she waited and readied herself—

      “Get to my ship!” Kobrah shouted as he darted in from behind, shining a bright light ahead of him, blinding Dara.

      Idiot!

      As if he played the part of an action hero, he went in gun blazing, the lasers shooting tiny, glowing bullets. Each one hit the armor of the drone and was absorbed.

      Easy to tell the moment he realized the futility of his attack. He slowed, drew a big knife, and brought it up in time to deflect a dull metallic tentacle. One of many.

      And where there was one drone… Dara knew better than to glance around. She’d never see it even if it lingered overhead. The light Kobrah danced with rendered her blind.

      “Find a spot to hide,” she ordered Karo. “If I go down, run for the Gypsy Moth. Talk to First Mate Damon. Tell him everything.”

      “Yes, Mommy.” This had happened before. The running. The hiding. Karo deserved a better childhood.

      I should have kept my promise and never gotten pregnant.

      However, all the precautions she’d taken failed. Best and worst thing to ever happen.

      There was no warning. Not even a shift of air. Yet she knew. Dara extended her hands, and from the sheaths hidden by her sleeves, daggers slid into them. Lightweight, sharp, and unbreakable, they became an extension of her.

      She moved, her left knife arcing out for a slice, the pearlescent edge gliding through the appendage that darted close to grab her. The blade went through it easily, not snagging once.

      Her right dagger blocked the energy bolt meant to paralyze. The drones weren’t out to kill. But what they wanted of her was worse than that fate.

      Which was why she couldn’t fail.

      With her daggers firmly gripped, she danced, severing the arms that sought to grab her, blocking most of the damage. She gritted her teeth when an energy shot struck, the amulet at her chest briefly heating as it absorbed the impact. A neat little find from a market on a ratty planet several solar systems away.

      Dara fought until there was nothing left to fight. Nothing but twitching limbs and inert bodies. Only two carcasses she saw with a glance.

      A scouting mission, which meant, when they didn’t report in, more would come. She had to get out of here.

      First, she had to do something. She shoved at Kobrah, who stood in her way. The fool man stared at her. “Move.”

      “You killed them.”

      “Very observant of you,” was her sarcastic retort.

      “Without my help.”

      “Yeah, you were useless. But pretty.” She couldn’t resist patting his cheek.

      He gritted his teeth. “Why are there Rhomanii drones after you?”

      “None of your business anymore.”

      “I’m making it my business.”

      “I don’t have time for this. Out of my way.” She shoved at him, and this time he moved to the side, letting her drop to her knees in the metallic sludge pooling under the severed tentacles of the drone.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Salvaging. What’s it look like I’m doing?” she grumbled.

      “You know dead drones can’t be salvaged.”

      The carcasses never lasted long once the energy animating them shut down. No one could rightly tell if the drones were metal or something biological. Whatever they were comprised of didn’t have a name, not an official one at any rate, given no one could collect live samples. All they did know was the metal didn’t survive for long once you severed the main aorta feeding energy to the limbs—a trick her teacher had taught her.

      As she dropped to her knees, she stabbed her knife into the body. It slid easily through the carcass.

      “How fucking sharp is that knife?” Kobrah asked. “Mine didn’t even scratch it.”

      “Sharp,” she muttered rather than explain it was a gift from her teacher meant to help her stay alive. Best present ever. It actually allowed her to fight—and retrieve rare things before they got melted inside drone goo, like the hunter’s power source, a ragged chunk of rock from sources unknown, a valuable thing on the Obsidian Market.

      And my ticket out of here.

      She reached into the body, and her fingers closed around the pulsing stone. Pulling it out she noticed how the pearly-sheened object pulsed with light in her hand. It didn’t react to everyone like this.

      She gestured to Karo, who’d arrived, hands outstretched. Dara plopped it into her daughter’s palms. If they got separated, Karo could use it to bribe for help.

      Dara went after the second body’s rock as Kobrah exclaimed, “Exactly who the fuck are you? Is your real name even Dara?”

      “Mostly. It’s short for something.” She didn’t expand as she dug around for the next power stone and only stood when she clenched it in her fist.

      “Why are there drones after you? What did you do to the Rhomanii?”

      “What makes you think I did anything?” She wiped her hands on her tattered cloak.

      “Those gypsies never get involved in anything unless there’s a profit or revenge involved.”

      No point in lying. “I have something of theirs.”

      “Pretty big something.”

      “It was from someone important.”

      “Did you kidnap a Rhomanii clan heiress from her real daddy?” He jabbed a finger at Karo.

      Her lips twitched. “She’s my daughter. And yours.” The last spoken softly, yet he still heard.

      “A genetic test will determine that. Let’s go.” He pointed in the opposite direction she’d been

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/the-captains-secret-daughter-title-page.jpg
THE CHEP THINS
SELRET
DRHUGHTER

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

FEVE I ANGI AIS





OEBPS/images/gypsy-moth-logo-_small.jpg





OEBPS/images/the-captains-secret-daughter-ebook-cover-full-size.jpg





