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      Mayhem, romance and adventure runs through them…

      Together for the first time in one volume, Pauline Baird Jones’ science fiction romance short stories (with a little bit of steampunk swirled into some of them just for fun).

      Join Emma as she tries to puzzle out the mystery of her past, with a little help from her (mysteriously returned and talking) bearded dragon.

      Journey to Nebula Nine Station with Special Temporal Agent, Jane Jones, as she works with the handsome security chief to prevent a tragedy.

      Take a leap into the past with Prudence Pinkerton and sort out the mystery of the specters in the storm.

      Find out why going home for the holidays isn’t all cookies and eggnog.

      Dive into the two Project Enterprise short stories—a murder mystery with an alien twist, and join Ani as she faces down an automaton outlaw gang in old time Texas.

      And as a bonus for buying this digital collection, fall into a time trap with Briggs (from The Key and Girl Gone Nova), Madison, and the mysterious Sir Rupert.

      Pauline Baird Jones is known for writing  smart, quirky, funny fiction. Grab your copy of this collection today!
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            About The Real Dragon

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma Standish didn’t think her day could get any worse. Her dad is marrying his boss, her dragon suddenly came back talking and typing, and it’s her fault the Earth, or at least ten square miles of Texas, is going to be destroyed. That’s what happens when you forget something very, very important. Luckily for her, she’s got the love of her life that she can’t remember and her dragon by her side. Who needs to worry when you’re having a day like this?

      This short story originally appeared in Pets in Space. This now out-of-print anthology was picked as a Library Journal e-Original Best Book of 2015.
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      My dragon came back the day my dad told me he was getting married again.

      I found him—my dragon, not my dad—sitting on my desk with his front legs on my computer keyboard.

      Typing.

      Of course he’s not typing. Just because it sounded like he was typing, didn’t mean he was typing. His head turned my direction and he blinked. I closed the door behind me and saw what seemed like recognition in his deep, dragon gaze.

      He lifted a front leg—usually a sign of submission in a bearded dragon—and waved his claw at me, or possibly at the computer screen. “I hope you don’t mind?”

      I stepped over to the bed and sank down just before my knees gave out. Peddrenth shifted so he could still see me, his beard flaring black for several seconds, like I’d annoyed him. Bearded dragons make great pets, but male bearded dragons like to dominate, and, despite the submissive paw waving, he’d ruled our shared roost long before he disappeared. I shook my head, closed my dropped jaw and said, “I don’t…mind.”

      Minding wasn’t even on the list of what I felt. Beyond the shock, the disbelief, the awe, and freaked out, I realized the one thing that didn’t surprise me. How he sounded. Kind of gravely, with a slight lisp. Like, well, a dragon.

      He turned back to my computer and symbols began to flash on the screen. My dragon was typing.

      Gobsmacked, I stared at the screen without seeing it at first, but then I realized some of the stuff he was putting on there looked vaguely familiar, if I had time to think about it. Which I didn’t. I had all these questions bouncing around inside my head. I needed to herd them into an orderly queue before something exploded in there. I set my purse down on one side, my brief case on the other, and eased off my shoes. This familiar, post-work day ritual helped. A little. Okay, not that much. But at least my feet were happy.

      I rubbed my temple, then the bridge of my nose. I pinched myself. I seemed to be awake. If I was dreaming, I wanted to wake up. Except for having Peddrenth back. I wouldn’t mind if that was real—with or without the typing and talking. I’d missed him. He’d been my companion, my best friend for ten years, until—

      The typing stopped and Peddrenth slithered around. His paw waved, like giving me permission to speak. So I did.

      “Where have you been for the last eight years?” I sounded more curious than freaked out, which surprised me, because I was pretty freaked out.

      He shouldn’t even be alive. A bearded dragon had a max life span of twelve years. I got him for my eighth birthday and I would be twenty-six in a couple of days. You do the math. On the other hand, he wasn’t supposed to be typing or talking so the life span thing felt moot.

      “Away,” he said significantly.

      “For eight years.” He’d disappeared the same night as the accident. My fingers curled into my palms. I didn’t remember much about that night, except that when the dust settled, Peddrenth and my mom were both gone. Losing them had changed my life almost beyond recognition, but whatever. I’d moved on. Without actually moving on, since I still lived at home with my dad.

      “It is true that eight of your years have passed…” His paw waved again.

      Maybe he was trying to use the Force on me. It had that vibe. Which might explain why I only just noticed his mouth wasn’t moving when he talked. Just in case things weren’t weird enough.

      Was I having a breakdown? In which case I was hallucinating because…oh, wow, it feels lame to think I might be that upset over my dad remarrying. I considered it and decided it wasn’t the marrying part. It was the who part. My dad was the stereotype of the absentminded inventor slash scientist. And he was about to marry Iris. Of all the women who’d tried to get his attention since my mom died, he picks his dragon-lady boss?

      My dad was marrying his boss.

      And mine.

      Just because I found her more personally annoying than just about anyone else in my life, I needed to not lose sight of the fact that if this happened, I stood a good chance of getting my life back—after eight years of being Peddrenthless when I needed my pet dragon the most. “Where have you been?!”

      “You are conversant with faster than light travel.”

      Ice trickled down the center of my back. “How could you know that?” No one knew about her dad’s super-secret, faster-than-light project.

      “For one thing, you have geek plastered all over your Facebook and Instagram profiles.”

      I opened my mouth to ask how he knew that, then noticed the tabs on my browser. My dragon had checked out my social media.

      “And it has long been your dream to travel in space.”

      This was true, but how—oh right. I’d told him everything before he disappeared. “I…didn’t know you understood me.”

      He might have looked aggrieved. “You told me I was the only one who did.”

      “Yes. And I meant it.” For a teenager, “you understand me” is the same as saying “you let me talk all I want and never tell me I’m wrong,” but this didn’t seem like the time to tell him that. That I knew this gave me hope I’d matured, even if I did live at home. Then I wondered why I was talking out loud when my dragon wasn’t. Can you hear me?

      No response from my dragon.

      “How come I can hear you inside my head but you can’t hear me?”

      I felt a d’oh from him.

      “You lack the implant that gives me a telepathic voice.”

      Implant. My dragon had an implant that made him telepathic. Okay. And where—it was starting to sink in that my dragon had been…I couldn’t think it. Not yet. I was a geek. I should be excited, not—

      “So you took,” I sort of managed another dry swallow, “a…a…space trip?”

      I had a sudden flash of memory. Like a movie still frame. The bright light stabbing out of the dark that put us at the center of a spotlight—but that was just a weird dream. A weird, reoccurring dream. It had to be, because if it wasn’t then…then…

      “You observed my departure.”

      I looked away. “I don’t remember much about that night.” I rubbed my face with both hands, leaving them over my eyes. Now I saw the flash of headlights. This time not in still frame. They moved erratically, the glow bouncing off the dense trees that lined the road. The squeal of tires—and then nothing. Just this vast blank ocean inside my head that was awash with guilt.

      My dad had been devastated about losing mom, but it had been eight years. In the Old Testament, even Jacob had only served seven for Rachel, unless you counted the seven extra years he got tricked into serving, but I didn’t want to count those. Eight was bad enough. And I hadn’t even got a date out of my eight years, let alone a spouse or two.

      You don’t have to leave, my dad had  told me today after dropping his bombshell, Iris and I want you to stay, to keep working with us.

      Yeah, sure, I’d love to play third wheel to my dad and his wife. I didn’t tell him I’d rather poke out my own eye. I didn’t have to. He was clueless but not that clueless. He’d almost seemed startled by his words, then he’d smiled at me, tempered with a bit of wry and something almost…puzzled. I’d hugged and congratulated him and came upstairs to…a typing, talking dragon. I lowered my hands.

      I had to know. “Were you…abducted by…aliens?”

      “I wasn’t abducted.” His beard flared black again. “It was an accident.”

      My next thought was totally inappropriate, but one can’t always help that.

      Why didn’t they accidentally take me, too?
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      “So, you’re not dating Ted?” Peddrenth broke into what had turned into a long silence.

      It wasn’t that I’d run out of questions. I think I had maxed out my ability to process his answers. Here I sat in my bedroom, dealing with the fact that my dad was getting married again, my dragon had taken an accidental trip to space and back, and all I had were book boyfriends. I glanced around. And a bedroom that hadn’t been updated since that night. And who was Ted?

      I started to ask, but then I remembered. The me before the accident had thought Ted might ask me to the senior prom. He hadn’t, of course. I’d been in the hospital with a concussion. And our “dating” had been as imaginary as my book boyfriends.

      “No…I’m not dating Ted.”

      “That is well.”

      Why? I directed a penetrating look his direction, but he had a tough hide. I was curious he was curious about Ted, no question, but it didn’t seem like the main point, which was…

      “Why did you come back?” I hesitated. “Are you really back?” I’d need to restart his bug order. It had really impressed my friends that I bought bugs and had a dragon for a pet, I recalled a bit vaguely. Was this what shock felt like? Cold and fuzzy around the edges? I grabbed the lap quilt at the foot of my bed and wrapped it around my shoulders.

      “Mazan would like to talk to you.”

      “Mazan?”

      My dragon studied me with a peculiar intensity. “You truly do not remember?” I shook my head. “That perhaps would explain—”

      “Explain what?” I felt a strange dread, as memory tried to pierce the thick fog hiding whatever happened that night eight years ago.

      “There is a problem with the launch.”

      There was nothing in my nondisclosure agreement about talking to a dragon, but it still felt disloyal. “Launch?” I tried to look clueless. Which should have been easy since I pretty much was.

      Peddrenth couldn’t raise his brows, but it felt like he did.

      “Okay, so there might be a launch—which you didn’t hear from me—what of it?”

      “There is a leak.”

      “A leak?” I jerked upright in alarm. “In the fuel tanks? On the team?” Exploding space vehicles and corporate sabotage were both a real worry. “What?”

      “You. You are leaking.”
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      It shouldn’t be that hard to wrap my brain around making first contact with an alien. It’s what all of us geeks dreamed of and hoped for. Perhaps we didn’t hope for first contact by dragon, but still, I should have been ready.

      I didn’t feel ready.

      The almost full moon was up, but mostly hidden by puffy clouds left over from an afternoon storm.

      With Peddrenth riding on my shoulders, we took the path through the woods just like we used to do. It didn’t feel like it had been been eight years since I’d taken Peddrenth into the clearing to hunt for free range bugs…why had we come this far, I wondered now? There were bugs closer to the house, further from—

      My heart began to thump like it wanted to jump out of my chest as this path wound ever closer until the one place road and path crossed.

      The spot where my mom had died.

      On that night I can’t remember.

      She died instantly, they said. It wouldn’t have helped if the other driver had stayed. The shrink told me my need for closure, for justice, was what kept me from remembering. I guess I believed him, since my degree wasn’t in psychology. Oh wait, I didn’t have a degree. I gave it up to help my dad. That probably sounds bitter and I’m not. Mostly I’m bewildered. And I didn’t understand why dread coiled in my chest like a snake. Or why my throat felt closed, and the humid air felt thicker than usual. Why did I taste metal on my tongue?

      Why was I afraid?

      It wasn’t the place. Dad and I passed the spot every day on our way to work. Some days I didn’t even think about it. I certainly didn’t have a panic attack, which was good since I drove. But now I wanted to turn tail and run home.

      I didn’t. I couldn’t run. I couldn’t hide. I couldn’t flinch from thinking about that night. Not anymore.

      I needed to know what happened. I needed to remember.

      I might not be a genius like my dad, and no, I didn’t have that college education, but I’m not stupid. It had to be more than a lack of closure fueling this choking dread. There was something I didn’t want to face, something buried deep inside my head. Only it wasn’t buried, maybe it never had been. It had ridden on my shoulders for eight years, it was riding there now, with Peddrenth.

      I glanced his way, found him watching me. He almost looked worried. Or I was projecting.

      I swallowed to wet my dry throat and asked, “Is he, you know, humanoid?”

      “Mazan? Of course.”

      What was “of course” about it? This alien had accidentally collected the dragon, not the human.

      “Does he look like…I mean, is he purple or something?” I had a feeling if Peddrenth could have rolled his eyes, he would have.

      “You…” he stopped, as if reconsidering what he’d meant to say. “You all look similar to me.”

      If I could have chuckled, I would have. I did manage a smile that felt wry, but it didn’t last. “The implant, they didn’t hurt you, did they?”

      He actually shook his head, well, his head swept left, then right.

      “The implant was a gift, so we could communicate.”

      “They wanted to talk…to you?” And not me. Was I jealous of my dragon?

      There was another pause. “The Draze are like that.”

      The Draze. I didn’t know anything about the Draze, did I? And yet…there was something almost familiar about both words. Mazan. Draze. My panic eased. “Did I meet him that night? The night you left.”

      Peddrenth hesitated, then said, “Put me down here, please.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him I usually waited until we crossed the—

      The road. Until we crossed the road. It was just a road.

      I crouched and he left his perch. I straightened as he crawled out of sight, his tail twitching from side to side. I clenched my hands into fists and followed my dragon.

      And there it was.

      The road.

      Right where it was supposed to be, looking like it always had. At least, it looked like it had a couple of hours ago when we drove home. Still, it felt different looking at it from here. It changed my point of view. Standing, not speeding by, I could see the spot—though brush had grown back where her car hit the tree. The skid marks were long gone, too, of course. Time was supposed to heal everything, wasn’t it?

      I didn’t feel healed. I felt…not healed. To my core.

      All was quiet, peaceful even in the low light from the nearly full moon. I looked both ways, even though ours was the only house this far down the road, and I would have heard a car coming from quite a ways off—I tensed but the twitch of fear didn’t produce an image to go with it—so I crossed. I was relieved to get to the other side. I felt a chicken joke wanting to happen inside my head and quickly followed the path into the woods to escape it. The trees and bushes closed in fast, narrowing the trail so sharply, I couldn’t see that far ahead.

      Instead of dread, now I felt eager, excited, like a good geek should.

      I pushed a particularly large branch aside and there it was.

      My jaw dropped and in my amazement the horizon spun around the ship, but not in a bad way. More like a flourish. I moved forward, because it was too cool to fear. Straight out of a bigger budget scifi movie, its sleek, aerodynamic lines made my geek heart go pit-a-pat with happy. Big enough to fill the clearing almost from edge to edge, it was thickest at the center. It was so much what I’d expected it was almost a cliche, except it wasn’t because it was there. It was real. And it glowed the shade of green most associated with alien encounters. Seriously, it was like that green had been matched to this ship. I drew close, my hand lifting because I just had to touch it, but a crack appeared in the side closest to me, a crack that rapidly turned into a lowering ramp. I froze with one hand half lifted. Just visible at the top of the ramp, I saw booted feet. Brown boots. A bit buccaneer-ish. Sassy. I would buy those boots.

      I thought that before. For the first time, I believed I had been here, that I’d felt this, seen this. But then the boots started moving toward me…

      This wasn’t a movie. This was real. I backed up as the horizon began to spin around me again—and this time not in a good way—with the ship at the center, as if it needed to keep pace with my suddenly racing heart. I wasn’t worried, not about meeting Mr. Boots. There was something else, some other worry that made panic build…

      The horizon spun faster, blurring it into an impressionist painting. Then it tilted to one side as my suddenly weak knees hit the dirt. Oddly enough I was more worried about landing in a fire ant bed than the alien wearing the boots a few inches from my nose. I tried to put a hand out to touch them, but my hand didn’t move. The spin of the horizon narrowed to a pinpoint. And then went dark.
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      A pinpoint of light pierced the black and grew slowly bigger. Memories played pinball wizard inside my head, all disconnected and weird as the smothering fog hiding that long ago night began to shred, letting bits and pieces of the past escape.

      I opened my eyes and there he was.

      A familiar stranger.

      Someone I knew, but didn’t.

      His worried eyes were the color of a stormy sea, with streaks of purple and turquoise in the gray. And his lashes, do not get me started on his lashes. So not fair that a guy got those lashes. He had a narrow face, with tufted brown brows and hair with a mind of its own. Kind of Harry Potter without the glasses. His body was long and narrow, too. He wasn’t handsome, at least not in a movie hero way. I knew, without knowing, that he was clever, that I used to love his smile—which was nowhere to be seen. That I used to love—I shut that thought off. I couldn’t finish it, not now with memories playing bumper car inside my head and refusing to connect properly. When I backed off, the pain eased, as if to reward me for being good…

      “Are you feeling more satisfactory?”

      His voice wasn’t deep, or especially low or high, but still managed to be very distinct. I knew it, I knew his voice. He had a slight exotic accent that made my toes want to curl. Had always made my toes curl…

      “Mazan?” I made it a question, though it was more of a mental confirmation as at least one piece slotted into place. I knew the name, knew it belonged to him. Why he had mattered, why he did matter to me, was less clear.

      His lips curved up, but it wasn’t a full smile. He thought I was leaking something, I remembered. But what?

      Moving slowly, carefully, his fingers wrapped my wrist, his fingers settling on my pulse. I looked down, startled at the sight of his hand, his skin against mine. And yet…not surprised either. His fingers felt cool, but not like he was cold. More like that was his normal temperature. There was an “otherness” about him. No sparkles and no sign of prominent incisors between his lips. I know it was silly to even think it, but he was seriously pale.

      I flexed my fingers, trying to connect this present with the pieces drifting in and out of view inside my head. To figure out this mystery, wrapped in the past and happening…inside an alien space ship.

      “Will I,” I had to clear my throat to finish it, “live?”

      His smile widened and his hand dropped away, leaving my skin feeling suddenly cold. “I believe so, my friend, Emma.”

      His friend? My heart hurt a little, like there’d been more between us.

      Mazan looked away and his shoulders rose and fell in what looked like a sigh. He turned to face me again, sadness and yes, disappointment in his gaze. That hurt as much or more than being called his friend. I struggled to a sitting position, letting my legs hang off the edge of what I realized now was some kind of bunk bed affixed to the wall. It was just high enough that my toes barely brushed the metal floor.

      I pushed my limp, damp hair off my face. “What?”

      “Why did you do it?”

      “Do what?” I didn’t have to try to look bewildered.

      “She does not remember,” Peddrenth said, a bit too patiently, like they’d covered this ground already. His beard flared black for several seconds.

      Mazan’s gaze probed mine for what felt a long time. My eyeballs dried. I wanted to blink, but I didn’t dare. If I blinked, he’d think I was lying and I would never lie to him—

      “How—” he stopped. He pushed his hands through his hair, which probably explained its charming disorder. And that’s when I saw something new enter his gaze.

      Hurt. I’d hurt him.

      “I was in a car accident eight years ago. My mom—” I had to look away then. It took two tries for me to get it out. “My mom died. I hit my head.” Those first words felt like rocks coming out, but the rest came easier, faster. “The shrink says I have hysterical amnesia which is kind of funny because I haven’t been able to cry. Not once in eight years. Don’t you think that crying is a prerequisite for hysteria?” I rubbed my face fiercely. I had to…I had to…what? It was as if there was this voice in my head telling me I couldn’t. Couldn’t what? I didn’t know what I wasn’t supposed to do or say, but if I did or said it, something bad would happen. I almost laughed at that last thought. What could be worse than this half life of guilt and fear? This sudden realization that I’d lost more than my memories of that night?

      I lowered my hands and looked at him, met his gaze with my chin lifted a little. He could believe me or not. Didn’t know why I wanted him to believe me, except that I seemed to be in trouble. And I did want him to believe me. A frown pulled his crazy brows together. Made him look just a touch mad scientist. My heart did this little flutter. Apparently I liked mad scientists.

      “This news is…well, my friend, Emma, it is heart-breaking. It is—”

      At least we were still friends. But that didn’t explain why he was heart-broken. It’s not like he knew my mom.

      “She is lost, gone, and we did not know.” He turned away, causing more disorder in his hair with frantic hands. He paced away, then back.

      “Are you talking about my mom?”

      He looked surprised then. “Of course. She was a great hero to our people.”

      “Hero?” I croaked. To his people? “My mom?”

      “Yes, she was the Deliverer.”

      I felt my jaw go slack and couldn’t do a thing about it.
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      So I was back to gobsmacked.

      Neither Mazan nor Peddrenth appeared to notice. Mazan had adopted a tragic pose over by the door, like he needed something to hold him up. Peddrenth, well, he sat there staring at Mazan with his tail twitching back and forth, looking very wise and remote.

      She was the Deliverer.

      My mom. The Deliverer. A hero to his people? She’d driven car pool and made cookies and bandaged my knees and bought me Peddrenth and nagged me to take care of him. She delivered mom-ness, not hero-ness. There had to be some kind of mistake. Only…somehow, don’t ask me why, I knew it wasn’t a mistake. I didn’t believe it…but I did. It was there, I decided, buried somewhere in my missing night with all the other stuff I couldn’t remember. Or…was I afraid to remember?

      I sat there because I didn’t know what else to do, other than finally get hysterical, and honestly, I didn’t have the energy. Looking at Mazan was unsettling. More than memories started to stir inside my head. For the first time, I was also starting to realize how little I’d felt for the last eight years. As if all of me had been wrapped in some kind of emotion-damping fog. Seeing him made my heart hurt. Like a limb coming back to painful, tingling life—I looked away, studying my surroundings instead. It was more of the familiar unfamiliar. Like I was on the other side of a movie, watching me, seeing this without being part of it.

      The small cabin was very ship-like and also very space ship-like, because it had that curved edge on what was probably the outside wall, and there were space-stuff fixtures. The bunk where I sat had been tucked into that curve, which saved the straight wall for a small desk area, some shelves, and a sink. There were two doors. One stood open giving me a glimpse of the corridor and the other, I suspected, was for a commode. No, I knew it was. Why could I remember peeing here but not being here?

      Bits of memory drifted just out of reach, taunting me, daring me to look. Was it the whole Deliverer of her people thing? But why would I freak out and get amnesia over that? If she really had been a Deliverer of an alien people, well, logically, that could have played out in a lot of different ways. But it wasn’t logic that made me know how it was. Okay, more weirdness to realize my mom was an alien. I made myself repeat it. Mom was an alien.

      That would actually be more cool than having a dragon for a pet, particularly at the cons.

      Oh my freaking heck. If my mom was an alien, then I was one, too. At least half a one.

      Still not enough for amnesia.

      Okay. Even the doctor admitted that something traumatic had happened that night. He believed it was the driver of the other car that I was afraid to remember. I knew he wasn’t wrong, but he also wasn’t completely right. There was more. Something huge and ugly lurked just out of sight inside my head like a bad dragon, the mythic kind that hides in storm clouds over the ocean and dives out to eat sailors. My dad—

      My brain twitched with a sudden stab of pain. I mentally jerked back, wanting—no, needing to go fetal and forget again. But I wasn’t seventeen. I was twenty-freaking-five about to turn twenty-freaking-six. It was time to woman up. And that meant facing the dragon in my head. No matter what—or who—it was.

      Okay, it was unthinkable that my dad would, so just think it, I told myself. Because if it was unthinkable, then it wasn’t true. My dad couldn’t have been in that other car. He wouldn’t have left us there. Unbidden came the memory of my dad’s haunted eyes, his strained gray face. Okay, what if he had?

      There. I’d thought it.

      And the world hadn’t stopped turning.

      My brain hadn’t exploded. Or given up the Big Secret.

      It was still there, just out of reach and fighting me. It was weird to feel detached from me but to also feel this rising panic. My heart pounded and my breathing came in shallow pants. I forced myself to hold in a breath, then another, to slow it down. The little stars circling my vision faded. I flexed my tingling fingers, then looked at Mazan. He’d turned back to face me, looking sober, sad, but calmer.

      “This is sad news for our people, my friend, Emma, but—”

      My eyelid twitched. Oh right. “Our people?” If my mom was alien, then I was half alien. So that made his people half my people. My other eyelid joined the twitch-fest.

      His brows arched. “But you know this, my friend—”

      “I don’t remember.” It was the truth. I didn’t remember. I’d just connected some really obvious dots.

      “Just that night. You said you do not remember that night,” he protested.

      I shook my head and he stopped talking, his head tipping to one side. I knew that pose, that look. He was…seeking to understand.

      “You can call me just Emma, you know,” I murmured, as little bits and pieces, small Mazan moments drifted in and out of view. “We know each other.”

      “Of course, just Emma—”

      “I mean, we knew each other before that night,” I interrupted, pushing back at the pain and resistance building inside my head. “We met…when…” my gaze shifted to Peddrenth. “…when I got you.”

      “Yes.” Mazan nodded, his expression lightened some, but also puzzled. “Peddrenth is a Draze Dragon, genetically engineered to look exactly like a species native to your world, your bearded dragon. He is your Companion.” The way he said it the word had a capital C.

      I looked at my dragon. My Companion? Who had accidentally left me behind? I opened my mouth to ask or accuse, but the look in his eyes stopped the words. He looked like I felt. Betrayed.

      “You know this—”

      “But I didn’t, I don’t, I mean, that’s part of what I forgot.” I looked at him, fighting to keep my breathing even again. “Why would I forget you? This?” And remember Peddrenth? But not the part about Peddrenth being a Companion, and now it was coming back to me in bits and bites how he’d always been able to talk to me like the best invisible talking friend a young girl ever had. “What happened that night? Why did you take Peddrenth and leave—” …me behind, is what I wanted to ask. We were young, but we meant something to each other. I didn’t know a lot of things, but I felt this to my toes. All the way through my heart. I touched my chest. It felt like I could see the cracks in it. He left me. For eight long, miserable years. I hadn’t known it, but I’d known it.

      “You told me to leave, just Emma.”

      “Emma,” I corrected, absently. Like the crack in his ship as the ramp lowered, a breach appeared in the wall inside my head. And it was a wall. I’d thought it was an ocean covered in fog, but it was a wall. High and solid, scary to approach and painful to touch, to try to breech. “Why would I tell you to leave?”

      “Someone came. A car. We could see the headlights on the road. There was a risk The Entireer might be seen. It was protocol. You told me I must not risk discovery. I cloaked the ship and launched.”

      Regret was in his eyes, in the tone of his voice. There had been a cost to him, too.

      “But…they told me I was in the car with her.” It was like trying to fit together pieces from two different puzzles. If the car we’d seen was my mom’s, the pieces might fit—but if she’d picked me up where the path met the road, she wouldn’t, she couldn’t have been going fast enough to hit that tree with lethal force, even with a nudge from another car. I didn’t remember another car. And that meant…I don’t know what it meant. I looked at Mazan. I needed to move, to get ahead of the flight instinct trying to send me back out into the forest, back to hiding from the past. I backed away from the wall, just a little. Maybe if I focused on something else… “Let’s walk while you tell me what it is that I’m leaking.”
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      It took three circuits of the inner corridor for Mazan to explain, and one more for me to process it. He spoke the truth. I knew it in my heart, but my brain, well, there was that ugly wall of resistance. What lurked behind the wall shouldn’t be life threatening, but it felt like I would die if I remembered. Took the fun out of walking around in an alien spaceship—which you’ve already done, I reminded myself. Focus. It was a strange feeling, having the old and new kicking around there.

      As we did one more circuit, the ship got more and more familiar. This corridor circled the central core where the FTL drive was housed. Everything else required was located in the outer dish, except the bridge which was up top and the cargo hold in the lower belly of the ship.

      Mazan stopped at the galley. “Do you require something to drink, Emma?” He stumbled a bit over the single name, which was interesting. Had he been calling me “my friend, Emma” for all those years? All those years. It had been years if I met him when I got Peddrenth. But why—The Entireer had been my…school. I came here to learn, but no one had told me it was because I was half alien. I thought I’d been picked because I was special. Pause to be grateful I was no longer quite that needy and clueless. Chagrined, possibly, but not needy and clueless.

      “Thanks.” I didn’t really want something to drink, but the circuits were making me a bit dizzy. Or the memories swirling in my head were doing it. I followed him into galley. It was more functional than cool, but still cute in a Tiny House kind of way. Peddrenth hadn’t joined us. He’d gone to hydroponics, I thought absently, and then was surprised by the thought. He had a friend or friends there…

      All of the sudden I found it hard to look at Mazan and had to resist the urge to curl my hair around my finger or do some other flirty thing. This was a Serious Thing, not a boy-girl moment. I stole a look at him when he handed me a cup of water, his alien scent drifting close enough to tease my senses, comparing this Mazan to the bits of memory still forming inside my head. He hadn’t changed as much as I had, I decided. This ship hadn’t just been my school. Mazan had been my teacher, then my friend, and then my more-than-friend—at least for me. He shifted from one foot to the other and tugged at the neck of his space suit. Not as indifferent as he appeared? I hid a totally inappropriate-to-circumstances smile. Apparently I could face the dangerous deep and still go shallow. Great.

      I wrapped my hands around the cup and propped a hip against a counter, took a sip and said, “So I’m half alien, my mom is some kind of war hero that you thought was dead until she hacked a NASA satellite and sent you a message.” The words emerged from my mouth a lot calmer than they felt inside my head. In there they were all in caps and accompanied by lots of “oh, my hecks!”

      “But by the time you answered her message, she’d married my dad.” I had to pause here to try process the fact that my dad had married an alien. “…and she had me. So instead of going home, she asked you all to educate me so that I could choose where I wanted to live when I got old enough. You’ve been coming every year—” I broke off the frown. “Except for the last eight years? What happened?”

      “Your mother would send a safe signal, my—Emma. We did not receive this signal.”

      “Okay.” That made sense, but… “…there was no signal this year.” Since my mom was gone. “Why did you come back now?”

      Once again he shifted from one foot to the other, but this was different shifting. The guilty conscience kind.

      It took me a minute, which was kind of embarrassing, but I got there finally. “The leak.” I went back out into the main corridor and looked around. TFTL’s ship wasn’t the same, but there were signs of my leaking. Their ship was like a distant echo of this one. I looked at Mazan. “But…that’s my dad’s research. I’m just his assistant.”

      He shook his head. “It is not possible for your father to know the things he knows, to do the things he’s done.”

      “My mom—”

      He shook his head again. “He did not know.”

      “He didn’t know he’d married an alien?” My voice rose a bit on the end.

      Mazan half smiled. “He knew. He did not know about this.” He gestured around him. “And the Deliverer would never have given him our technology. It would not have been safe to give it to him.”

      “Why not safe?”

      He looked at me through those ridiculous lashes. “There are…those who closely monitor the development of technology in backwater star systems. It is illegal to accelerate technological advancement. There are severe penalties.”

      I let the “backwater star systems” slide past. It was not relevant to the moment. Even if it stung a little. Instead I considered my dad. Would he have been able to resist the temptation to use what he’d learned? Or even have remembered he wasn’t supposed to use it? Probably not, I had to concede. “But I did know?”

      He nodded. “It was part of your education.”

      “You gave advanced technology to a teenager.”

      “You understood the boundaries and each level of knowledge came after you proved you could keep it to yourself—”

      “—until I got knocked on the head and forgot.” My head hurt like I’d whacked it again. I rubbed my temple. “But if I didn’t remember, then how did I leak it?”

      Mazan looked troubled. “Perhaps it was a subconscious thing. You did not realize you were helping.”

      It was possible, I supposed. What—the stab of pain felt like a needle in my eye. What the heck? When it subsided some, I tried again. What did I know— oh yeah, that question was like some kind of mental trigger. I backed off and relaxed, letting my mind drift and something emerged from the fog.

      “The Kruvox,” I said. “That’s who my mom fought, right?”

      Mazan looked pleased. “Yes. They are evil.”

      “Did they have technology or something to manipulate memory—” I yelped when this pain hit, like a punch inside my head.

      “What is wrong, Emma?”

      I gritted the word out past the pushback. “Kruvox?”

      “There were rumors of such things, but—” He frowned. “But the Kruvox are not here. Your mother destroyed their fleet.”

      My mom, the driver of carpools and bake sales, had destroyed a fleet. A Kruvox fleet.

      “By taking out their leader, you said?”

      “The Opposer, yes.”

      I glanced around. My mom had done that and set this up. She’d always known—I thought it was my special secret, one shared only with Peddrenth. Wow, shone a whole new light on my teen years. But not on the big, black hole inside my head. Not yet. If she could do what she did, then her daughter could face the past and get over herself. I gritted out. “How did she do it?”

      “She was not just a great warrior, Emma,” he looked at me with glistening eyes, “she was a great scientist as well. She used her knowledge to create an explosion—”

      “—that didn’t destroy her ship,” I felt compelled to point out. It was the crash here on Earth that did that. I felt a little miffed at his hero worship. Of my mom. My mom the hero of the Draze.

      “We learned later that the explosion created a chain reaction that opened a wormhole. It pulled both ships in. Her ship was damaged. The Opposer’s ship did not survive transit.”

      My brain gave a kick, sharp and painful, like a memory trying to kick through that wall. “You sure he didn’t make it?”

      “He?” Mazan looked surprised. “The Opposer was also female.”

      There is no way I can explain the chill that went through me. The pushback inside my head was almost more than I could stand. There was both pain and the sensation of an iron hand closed around my throat, trying to choke off my words. I reached up a hand but there was nothing there.

      “Do you have a picture, an image of this Opposer?” I croaked.

      Mazan looked surprised, but went to the wall and touched something. A computer-looking thing swung out and he tapped. Then tapped some more. The screen filled with bits of color that slowly resolved themselves into a face.

      Huge cracks appeared in the wall, but I didn’t need to see the other side of the wall to know.

      Tomorrow evening, my dad was going to marry the evil Kruvox Opposer.

      At least now I knew why I didn’t like her.
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      Mazan now looked as shell-shocked as I felt. “We must warn him.”

      “He won’t believe me.” I blew out a sigh, one hand gripping the armrest of the pilot’s position. It was everything I’d ever hoped for in an alien ship’s bridge. And I couldn’t enjoy it. All the flashy lights, the cool looking switches, the shiny were no help at all in solving the problem of Iris. No wonder my prospective evil step-mom didn’t want me to move out. And knowing my dad, he hadn’t told her that would never happen, that I would never live in the same house with that woman. He wouldn’t know how much keeping me around mattered to her. How could he know I was her ticket to ride home? Which I would be if we couldn’t figure out how to stop her.

      “You are his daughter. Of course he will believe you.”

      I bit back a sigh. How could he understand? I wanted to pat his hand, say, “There, there,” and kiss him on the mouth—I yanked my gaze away. Focus, Emma.

      “I had to see a shrink, a doctor, about my memory loss. The shrink told him I was mentally fragile.” I hadn’t been meant to hear that. It stung then, still did, I admitted grudgingly. I’d known I wasn’t hysterical or fragile. I’d known something was wrong, but I wasn’t old enough back then to fight their belief. All I could do was try to prove I wasn’t fragile. It hadn’t worked. Dad hadn’t noticed because of his whole absentminded professor deal. And he didn’t know my mom, his alien wife had done the equivalent of the Kobayashi Maru. She’d saved her people and Iris was using me to get back there, maybe to even undo what my mom had done. If she escaped on a ship I helped build, however unconsciously… “We have to stop her. I have to stop her.”

      He took my hand again and this time his smile was different. More personal. More grownup to grownup. I hoped it wasn’t hopeful thinking, but whatever. If I was going to take on evil, I needed hope.

      “So, the wedding is tomorrow and the launch is the day after.” Only my scientist dad would think that was romantic. And logical. “Somehow we have to stop the wedding and, what, sabotage the launch?”

      Mazan suddenly avoided looking at me.

      “What?” I asked suspiciously.

      “I have already taken care of the launch.”

      I arched my brows.

      “I was ordered to stop the launch.”

      “Show me.” I gave the order, but was surprised when he did. It’s not like I was in charge.

      He swiveled his chair to face the control console and moved things. Tapped things. Like before, it started as little bits that gradually formed into something I understood. It was not unlike the language Peddrenth had used on my computer. I was about to ask what it meant, when I realized that I knew.

      “Mazan, this won’t just stop the launch. It will leave a ten-mile crater in Texas! You’ll take out the whole facility and then some!”

      I stared at him as his gaze slowly returned to meet mine.

      “That’s the plan?” I shoved my hands through my hair. “You’re going to blow up my dad.” My eyes got wider. “You were going to blow up me.”

      He didn’t look away this time. It was the look of a man who knew exactly what he’d done. Or had planned to do. The stern line of his lips and jaw, the steady seriousness in his gaze, well, it was kind of sexy. Despite this, or because of it, I glared at him, but I had to concede, “You didn’t know I hadn’t betrayed you.”

      I still felt hurt. He should have known. Even if there was no way he could have known. I looked at him, my eyes wide and dry, my heart, well, my heart wasn’t happy. “You were my friend.”

      His lips twisted a bit wryly, as if I’d hurt him. “Yes, I was, I am your friend. But you…you are my love, Emma.”

      I felt my eyes widen.

      “And still I would have done it.”

      He’d just used the l-word. It kind of helped. I felt older. I tipped my head and asked, my tone different. “Why?”

      “It was you and your ten miles of Texas, or your whole world.”

      That sobered me really fast. “Okay.” Those monitor aliens, I guessed. I looked away, then back at him. “You love me? Do you know what that means here?”

      He took my hands again. I’m not sure how a guy with his core temperature managed to warm me up, but he did. He didn’t pull me closer or kiss me, which was a bummer. But since I was all grown up, or getting there fast, I sucked it up.

      “I know what it means. I will be there with you.”

      “With me?”

      “When the ten miles goes away.”

      I didn’t jerk my hands away, but I did give his a shake. “We’re not blowing up.” Not now that I knew he loved me. “We’re going to figure this out.” I adjusted my grip so I could squeeze his hands. “And then…”

      “Then?” His lips twitched.

      “Then we’ll figure this out. Us, I mean.” Just because my brain was an on-steroids video game with most of my memory offline didn’t mean we couldn’t.

      It just meant it would be a little challenging.
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      “So if Iris thinks she’s got a ticket off this planet using my leaking, why is she marrying my dad?”

      Now we were in a little version of a boardroom. There was even a board, well, a screen for me to write on with this nifty pen looking thing. Sadly, it was still blank. I faced that board, because looking at Mazan, not to mention hearing the clock inside my head ticking down to us blowing up, made it hard to focus.

      “You have not reached your maturity age as yet.”

      I swung around. “I blew past that five years minus two days ago.” I’d thought it was cool my dad’s company had scheduled the launch on my birthday. Now…well, I still thought it was kind of cool.

      “On Draze the age of maturity is equivalent to twenty-six of your Earth years.”

      “So?” I shrugged.

      “Draze is a matriarchal society.”

      “Really?” I needed to think about that. But not now. “Why does that matter?” Because it clearly did.

      “As long as you are under age, as your father’s wife, she would be the head of your family.”

      “For one day,” I pointed out, though I will admit I started to feel uneasy.

      “If she marries your dad and you died before you reached your maturity, she would control your inheritance.”

      “I…don’t have an inheritance.” He gave me a look, but didn’t speak. I lifted my hands. “I do not want to know.”

      I turned back to the blank screen, my disordered thoughts spinning in un-pretty patterns. Okay, we had suspicions, but what did we know? I wrote “Dad” in the air, and then “Iris.” With a mini flourish, both names appeared on the screen.

      “The company hired my dad within a few months of the accident.” I added the date under my dad’s name. “They were a new start-up, but well funded.” I looked at Mazan over my shoulder. “I never heard their pitch.” I frowned. “Dad told me I could work for him for a while if I wanted to.” I bit my lip. “I thought it meant he needed me to be there to help him. I mean, I knew he was worried about me, but he was so devastated by mom’s death, he got kind of clingy.” In his absentminded way. I shook my head. “It all felt so normal. Even when my friends asked questions about why I wasn’t going to college after all, but even then it felt normal. Right.”

      “Was The Opposer there?”

      I shook my head. “She didn’t pop out of the woodwork for two years.” I wrote that date on the screen, more for something to do, than because it was relevant or helpful. My hand trembled a bit, skewing the words. I felt closer to knowing something, but the pushback in there was painful. Someone or some thing didn’t want me to remember. Was the someone me? Or her?

      “It was not long after that my dad had his first breakthrough.” How did she do it? How did she pick my brains? How did she make my dad believe he did it? “But they came very slowly.”

      “If she is The Opposer, then she knows the intergalactic laws for this star system. She had to be careful. The penalties are severe, not just for her and this planet, but for the Kruvox.”

      I swung around to face him. “But she wasn’t careful enough. What happened?”

      “I did not know this when I was pulled out, but they left monitoring in place.” I must have looked annoyed, because he added, “With what you knew, it was necessary.”

      And a good thing, I conceded. If they hadn’t, what would Iris have done? Could she have talked my dad into taking a ride to the stars? Maybe she already had. He was a geek, too. Would I have agreed to go with them? That was harder to answer. It was one thing to dream about it, something entirely different to just up and go—particularly when it was my dad’s honeymoon trip to the stars. Ugh. So she’d have had a plan that didn’t require my consent, or could force my consent without my knowledge. And before the end of my birthday, I’d have had an accident. I shivered but shook it off and focused on Iris.

      This plan had been a long time in the making. She’d had years to figure out what she wanted and how she was going to get it. And we had hours to figure how to stop her. Okay. At first, she’d have focused on surviving, figuring out how things worked. Dad and I weren’t on her menu then. She’d have had to find out about my mom in some way—

      The mental fist hit so hard, I gripped the edge of the table to stay on my feet. I had to push the words out past the block. “She was here.”

      He frowned and shook his head. “Here?”

      “That night. She—what she did—it’s the reason I can’t remember. I didn’t just lose a night. I lost everything related to you.” I waved my arms. “I lost this. She did that. Somehow she did that.” I licked my lips as a far off echo of “Run, Emma!” slipped through the cracks in my memory wall. “She…must have killed my mom. She would have killed me, too, but somehow she realized I could help her. So she took my memory instead.”

      And now my dad was about to marry that evil, murdering inheritance-stealing dragon lady.
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      “My dad has already married one alien.”

      We’d been bouncing around ideas for what felt like hours. My screen was a mess, filled with notes, some crossed out. I don’t know why I didn’t erase them. But I didn’t. Since the wedding was first, we’d focused on that.

      “He’s not going to dump his boss without proof.” And what if she’d done something inside his head, too? He couldn’t be…complicit. Not my dad…could he?

      We didn’t have proof. Okay, we had this ship and the records on its databases but, if she’d messed with his head—or his loyalty was at all divided—that might open this ship up to her, too. And, I glanced at Mazan out of the corner of my eyes, attraction was a powerful force. Just looking at him made it hard to focus on not getting blown up. I didn’t know how badly my dad wanted to marry Iris. It made my stomach queasy to even think about that. But he was a guy. She was a gal. I hated her, but she’d kept herself up pretty well. She’d made sure I wasn’t around her a lot, but when she did swan by, heads turned, even young guy heads. She had “it” despite her dragonlady, fist-of-iron deal.

      “And he might actually, you know, like her.” No matter how grownup I’d suddenly become, I couldn’t use the word “hots” and “my dad” in the same sentence. Okay, I did it inside my head and it made my eyes twitch again.

      Mazan’s lips twitched. “You mean in the way we like each other?”

      I looked at him then and kind of lost the plot for a few minutes, because even when things are about to blow up and evil is about to triumph over good, love still makes the world go round. As first kisses went, this one was epic. The truth was, I’d pretended to have a crush on high school Ted so I wouldn’t accidentally slip and tell my friends I was in love with an alien. Like my father before me.

      If the shrink had only known how truly messed up I was…

      The longer we kissed—it was as if sensation, feeling returned to my world. And color. I was on a basically gray ship but it was an awesome gray. A vibrant gray. The best gray ever. My toes curled and possibly some other body parts. If the world ended now I’d be—if the world ended it would be my fault.

      I eased back and inch or two and smiled at him, then sighed. As delightful as the kissing was, we were steaming up his view screen. And we had a world to save.

      I had learned something, though. If my dad’s brains were this scrambled, an appeal to reason wasn’t going to work. Would we have to blow him up? That assumed I managed to survive his wedding night. Oh wow, wish my brain hadn't gone there.

      At least it cleared my head. I stared at our screen and for some reason, this time I began to see a pattern in the chaos.

      “You don’t need your plan to take out the company,” I muttered, rubbing both my temples. “She’s already got a plan in place.”

      “To blow it all up? But—”

      “Not blow it up, but she doesn’t want us to have that tech. It’s all for her. And you said she knows the risks of accelerating our tech. She’s not taking any chances.” There wasn’t as much pushback inside my head, because this was new knowledge, not old, or so I postulated. “Want to bet she also got the cloaking technology from me?”

      “It does not appear on the ship’s specifications,” Mazan pointed out, though thoughtfully rather than in a tone of denial.

      “The ship will appear to blow up, so there won’t be extra scrutiny from whoever does that. I’ll bet she’s even got some debris ready to scatter around. And what the team knows—it won’t be complete. It isn’t complete. The whole project is compartmentalized to cut down the risk of corporate espionage. We’ll have a launch. There’ll be a big boom and everyone will think it’s just another private industry failure.” There’d even be some reason all of us were on board. Or were killed by falling debris…

      Mazan nodded as comprehension broke over his face. “Of course. That is the best way for her to avoid an investigation into the launch. But the ship—”

      Which meant… “All we need to do is stop the wedding. And make sure the launch fails to happen.” Could we manage to modify the ship just enough to make it look like it wasn’t quite there yet? Remove the unearned tech and leave the ship? Though the thought of blowing up Iris…I sighed and let it go. We had to make sure Iris never left this planet.

      I explained my idea and he nodded again.

      “I can manage that part, but not until after the wedding. If we fail—“

      He didn’t have to spell it out.

      “At the wedding, though—she would recognize me as Draze. I can’t assist you very much other than to be there with my personal cloak.” He looked adorably worried.

      “We’ll have to make it work,” I said, rubbing a spot on my temple as the something inside me fought this old knowledge question. “How did she get it out of my brain?”

      “It?” Mazan shook his head as puzzled took over his expression at the sudden shift in topic.

      It was so cute I almost lost the plot again. “The illegal knowledge? We know she must have got it from me, but how?” Had she implanted something in my head? In my dad’s head? This wedding was so far out of character—

      Suddenly all signs of daze left Mazan. His expression turned grim and older. “We need to run a scan of your brain.”

      The one thing you loved to hear the man you loved say.
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      There are things you should never know about your parents. It makes it really hard to face them across the breakfast table. And it is especially hard when that breakfast is on your dad’s wedding day. The wedding I needed to stop so that Mazan didn’t have to blow up ten square miles of Texas. Or they didn’t give those galactic monitors an excuse to take out Earth.

      “So,” I stirred my cold cereal around in the bowl, “your big day. You nervous?” I know I was.

      He met my gaze for a couple of seconds, then nodded. “The wedding. Of course.”

      Had he forgotten for a moment it was his wedding day? Words wanted to flood out my mouth, words like, “Don’t do this,” and “Are you freaking crazy?” I managed to hold them back. My discomfort was not helped by the knowledge I had a Kruvox implant in my brain. The analysis of it had delivered complicated and inconclusive results. One thing Mazan was sure about, it was a patched together affair with a somewhat unstable power source. Yay.

      Mazan was reluctantly impressed by the jury-rigged device. And was unsure of the level of penetration Iris had achieved inside my head. If she could have seen through my eyes, she’d have already shown up at The Entireer. This made us cautiously optimistic she couldn’t completely read my thoughts. The implant seemed to “encourage” me to avoid certain thoughts by causing me pain and rewarded me for doing what it wanted with endorphins. Which explained a lot and creeped me out. Without removing and examining it, there was no way to know if it depressed my memories or if there was some kind of subliminal hypnotism, also messing with my head. And Mazan didn’t want to remove it until he found a way to stabilize the power source.

      I would like to say I was getting used to the killer headache, but I’m a terrible liar. With a headache.

      I know the smile I directed at my dad was over-bright because my face hurt. “I was thinking I’d pop out and buy a dress for the, um, ceremony tonight.”

      His eyes widened a bit and then he nodded slowly. “Perhaps Iris—”

      There must have been something in my expression that breached even his level of absent-minded. “I know this is happening very fast, Emma.”

      Sometimes you just have to rip that bandaid off, is what I wanted to say, but I managed not to. I looked away. “It’s…she’s my boss, so yeah, it feels a little weird.” I hesitated, then met his gaze. “I want you to be happy, dad.” And for neither of us to die, possibly horribly at the hands of the Opposer. “Are you…happy? Do you love her?” Amazing how much push back I got from those questions. Did I see a struggle in his eyes? Or just the discomfort of a dad
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