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What if a demon started to have a conscience?




It has been over seventy years since Gwen deserted the Twelve Generals of Lucifer. She knows if any of them find her, she is going to have hell to pay—literally. However, she can’t go on causing havoc and trying to open the gates of hell. The only way she can find redemption is by finding one of the Gargoyles, angelic beings that serve Heaven, and help them destroy her comrades. 




But she never could have imagined what they would want in return.




The Gargoyles want her to turn a human into a half-demon, half-human. And not just any human, but the human she saved, and fell in love with, years before. She doesn’t want to do it, in fear that he will lose his humanity, and because the Twelve promised never to turn a human ever again. Not after last time.




Will Gwen turn her ex-lover into a halfbreed? Or will her fear of the repercussions make her turn her back on the Gargoyles for once and for all?
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CHAPTER ONE










REBECCA





“Not again…”


I pursed my lips and felt my chest tighten as Nik sighed and punched in the combination once more, each finger bending farther than it should. Nothing happened.


Slamming his hand into the controls, Nik’s emerald eye darkened. Luckily, he didn’t break anything. This time.


Luck didn’t come our way a few months ago when the computer stopped working, per usual, and Nik had thrown another tantrum. That incident forced us to replace an entire console. I hoped he would stop breaking things. We were already behind on a few payments, if I wasn’t mistaken, and didn’t want to waste money on repairs.


Nik cursed under his breath as he jumped up from his seat, then ran his fingers through his graying, ash-blond hair.


“Scheiße machine isn’t responding again! I will have to manually drop us out of hyperspace.”


Nik climbed around me to get to the passageway. We were used to the cramped ship at that point, and I didn’t think about it as I tried to move out of his way. Nreff ships offered great craftsmanship but very little space and a tendency not to get along with nation-made electronics. This marked the third time in a month that the hyperdrive jumped us blind. We would need to pick up a new hyperdrive from the black market soon, since getting one the proper way involved exorbitant taxes. Hopefully our next one wouldn’t be as faulty.


I wondered if ships from the Regit Republic dealt with this problem.


I hurried after Nik into the engine room, which lay less than five feet away from the cockpit. Taking the turn a little too quickly and not paying attention to my surroundings as I thought about the worst-case scenario, I hit my head straight on the doorframe. I touched the forming bump on my forehead and blinked a few times until my eyes made out the steel boxes bolted to the ceiling with what seemed to be a million wires spilling out of them. We should case them in for safety reasons, but we’d ripped away those panels long ago. They’d gotten in the way when we were forced to manually pull out of hyperspace.


And by manually, I meant rewiring the hyperdrive and going against the manufacturer’s hazard warnings—not to mention the ship’s safety laws everyone supposedly followed. But who obeys that crap, am I right? We couldn’t stay in hyperspace forever.


The other problem with manually pulling out of hyperspace was that it sort of ruined a lot of the other mechanics. It couldn’t, and shouldn’t, be done more than a few times. Really, such an action should never happen since the calculations were complicated and supposed to run through a computer so one didn’t end up somewhere they weren’t supposed to be.


Like in the middle of a star, for example.


“What do you need me to do?” I asked, my head still throbbing. Gott, I hated having to watch where I walked. Pieces of metal hung all over the place. I figured I would have gotten used to it by now.


“Calculate how far we’ve gone past our destination and where we are in the system, if we are still in the system,” Nik ordered as he pulled out a screen and started typing away.


“Got it!”


I spun to the other screen and took a deep breath of the ozone-smelling room. I could taste the metallic panels and wires. I focused on the numbers. Although I would use a computer, human error still intervened.


But what was life without a little Russian roulette? Except instead of a gun, we used a ship, and it could hurt something… or someone.


“Rebecca?” Nik’s voice cracked a little.


I waved at him to stop fussing. He always got so uptight in situations like this—as if we had never come across a crisis before. “I got it. I got it. Still in the system; clear for twenty seconds. After that… Well… don’t wait that long…”


He spun back around to face his screen. “Great. Twenty seconds.”


“Fifteen now,” I stated as nonchalantly as I could.


Nik tapped away on the screen. Nothing happened. “Work, you piece of scheiße!” He slammed his fist on the screen.


I grimaced when I heard the panel crack—the same sound my heart made when I worried about the extra payments we would have to make. He needed to stop venting his anger. I took a mental note to bring up his anger issues later when destruction didn’t lie in our wake.


“Ten seconds!” I cautioned, my whole body beginning to shake. I held my breath—we usually never cut it this close.


Nik opened a drawer and pulled out the wire cutters.


“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” I said. This wasn’t a spy movie, and cutting the wires never seemed like the sanest choice.


“Do you have any better suggestions?” he shouted, as he headed for the hyperdrive.


I peered back at the screen. Five seconds remained. I waved. “Go right ahead.”


Questioning for about a second whether it would work or explode, I nodded. I flinched as Nik cut the wires, and the force threw us forward as the ship dropped out of hyperspace before the regulators could respond. I slammed into Nik, and we both tumbled to the floor. I held back a few cuss words as I hit my head in the same spot again, but Nik cushioned the rest of my body.


We lay there for a moment, waiting to see if we dropped out in the clear or hit something we shouldn’t have. After a few seconds, nothing happened. All seemed safe for the time being.


“Rebecca, you are getting a little heavy.” Nik tried to crack a joke to lighten the mood.


I elbowed him in the stomach.


“Ow, I was kidding!”


I pulled myself up and licked my lips. The taste of copper filled my mouth. I must have bitten my tongue or lip. Holding out my hand to Nik, I helped him gather himself.


“You okay?” I asked as I dusted myself off. Why we always ended up in these situations, I couldn’t say for sure.


He rubbed his head. “I’m getting a little too old for this scheiße.”


“Yeah, you are. Two more years and you’ll be forty.” That meant only seven more years for me.


He raised an eyebrow and gave me a glassy stare that felt even scarier with just the one eye, as the other eye was covered with a patch. I smiled as we both turned to inspect the hyperdrive. The whole thing shut off; no power transmitted through it.


“Well, that’s that.” He let out a sigh and lightly slammed his head on the panel next to it.


Hurrying to the window across the corridor, I peeped out to find an asteroid alarmingly close. If we’d dropped out of space a mere ten meters to our port flank, we’d have been screwed.


“Ach du liebe… That was a little close for comfort,” I whispered as I let out a deep breath.


Nik whistled. “That’s a mighty big asteroid out there. Now can we buy a new hyperdrive? And this time one that works with the ship? Or better yet, a new ship? How many times have we been too close for comfort and escaped by the nape of our necks?”


I peeked up at him. His left eye scrutinized me. The black patch covering his right eye reminded me of how many times we’d barely made it out alive. Others didn’t come out so lucky.


Letting those memories wash away, I smirked. “What would be the fun in that? Besides, this one reminds me of home. Granted, home is a place that I want to forget…”


He rolled his good eye and walked off toward the cockpit.


“Oh, don’t give me that! You love flying with me,” I said, following him. Just going into the engine room left grease on my hands. I wiped them on my khaki cargo pants and straightened my black tank top.


“I’m never trusting you to buy anything for this ship again,” Nik said as he sat down.


I stretched my arms before I let my body collapse in the seat next to him. “It was a great deal, I swear.”


He groaned. “That’s what you always say. I don’t trust you. I expect you just buy stuff on a whim, with no research, hoping to get some kind of adventure out of it. I’m guessing you enjoy putting my life on the line.”


“Humph. I won’t tell you if that’s true or not, but realize that the next hyperdrive will be Nreff-made. That being said, we will need to visit the scariest black market that we can locate to find this hyperdrive. You’ve got an extra kidney, right?” I glanced over at him, biting my tongue with a smile. His frown showed to me he didn’t find it as funny as I did. “What?”


“You laugh now, but I know that isn’t far from the truth, especially since we’re in Regit Republic territory. I wish this had happened when we were in YamaXie. At least there I can recognize that the parts are good. Can you promise me I won’t lose another one of my organs, please?”


I took a deep breath, pushing away memories. “I can’t make any promises, but I will try my best. Meanwhile, you should be working on that anger-management problem you have. Don’t need you busting more of the ship.”


“Well, maybe if you bought parts that worked, I wouldn’t need to slam my fist into them, huh?” he shot back.


“Now, now, learn to be more like me. Calm and easy.”


He raised his eyebrows at me.


“Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?”


“You can’t hold in your anger. You bite the head off of every person you talk to. People fear you, Rebecca. Admit it. You can’t control your anger any better than I can.” Nik leaned back and folded his hands behind his head. “We’re just two freaks flying around all these systems on this broken ship.”


My lips formed a small smile, knowing he didn’t realize the reality of that statement. He didn’t understand how much blood covered my hands. He couldn’t go back to the Nreff Nation because of the bounty on his head, but I couldn’t go back for more reasons than that.


Nik stood. “But you’re right. I should work on not hurting the ship. Maybe I should pick up a sport, like racquetball or something.”


“How in the ’raum are you going to play that on the ship?” I scoffed.


Nik shrugged. “Haven’t thought about it that much. What, should I pick up something more practical? Like you did with your cooking?”


Right. My cooking. I guess I learned to deal with some of my anger and pain that way, though in reality it caused me to remember things I wanted to scrub clean out of my mind—things that still didn’t go away with the medicine I took at night, although they helped with some of the pain. But Nik didn’t know about the other way I took care of my anger issues.


I, however, could teach Nik how to cook and see if it helped him, but I hated it when someone else stood near me in the kitchen. “We don’t need two cooks on a ship though.”


“More like you don’t like anyone in your kitchen.”


I rubbed the side of my nose with my middle finger. “The kitchen is already too cramped for me, and it doesn’t help that my partner always burns everything he touches. You’ve even somehow started a fire while making cereal the last time we were planet side. You’re too much of a liability to be in a kitchen, never mind a kitchen in space where we can’t escape the fire.”


“Yeah, yeah, I get it. I’ll come up with something. But as for now, we need to find a new drive when we land. I’m glad that there’s a peace treaty across the nations so that trade is easy.”


I shook my head. “We don’t have enough for a drive, even on the black market. That’s why I settled for the last one. Either we’ll stay portside and fix the drive ourselves or we’ll need to get real jobs to pay for one. Be like normal people.”


He clutched my free hand, his thumb caressing the scars that went all the way up my arm. I bit my lip. I hated the memories those scars brought up and the fact that I couldn’t get rid of them.


“You think you could last five seconds at a real job?” he asked with a little smile.


I took my hand away from him and folded my arms. “I’m just as capable of a real job as you are.”


“Rebecca, you hate people. You make everyone around you uncomfortable.”


That didn’t stray far from the truth. The last job we took, the employer wouldn’t even look me in the eyes. I hated people who did that. It was like they were trying to hide something or, even worse, saw me as inferior to them. My supervisor also tried to get me arrested, and I had to teach him a lesson. “Well, you stuck around and I don’t see you complaining.”


Nik gave me his side-eye look.


“Much.”


Nik pulled me out of my chair and held me close, kissing my head. I closed my eyes, letting the warmth linger. Although we hadn’t reached couple status, sometimes our passion impeded common sense. Being close felt natural, but baggage interfered with that.


“I’ll always be here for you.” He ruffled my short ruby hair and let me go. “Even when times get tough.”


“Yeah, you might regret saying that after I try to fix the hyperdrive myself,” I whispered under my breath as I pulled out my butterfly knife and started swinging the blade around—my favorite pastime.


“What did you say?”


I grinned. “Nothing. Let’s get out of here.”


“Right. You do that while I go to sleep. It’s my cycle to rest since we didn’t land on schedule.” He yawned. “Much-earned rest too.”


“Hey, I helped stop us from plowing into an asteroid.” I joked but saw the truth of his statement. I had slept four hours before all the shit happened. Besides, Nik got cranky when he didn’t sleep. “Go get some sleep; I have everything covered here. I will wake you when we get to the port.”


He gave me a thumbs-up as he headed toward his cot. “Sounds like a plan. Gute nacht, Rebecca. Don’t let pirates board the ship and kill me in my sleep.”


I let out a quick guffaw. “That only almost happened once. Besides, there aren’t any pirates in these parts. I assume… Gute nacht, Nik.”


With that, Nik headed for his cot and I clicked buttons to put the ship into autopilot. I leaned back and took a deep breath that smelled of sweat, metal, and what I would call freedom. If only life had always been this simple.










CHAPTER TWO










NIK





The commlink buzzed, forcing me out of my dreams. I cursed under my breath. The hot chick just agreed to come back to my apartment after a drink at the bar. Why did I always wake up from a dream right before the good part? My dreams owed me better, as I never found a woman in bed next to me. Well, usually, but Rebecca left before I woke up, ignoring the fact that anything happened between us.


That was Rebecca for you: denying herself any happiness. But I understood. We both had demons to sort out.


The commlink buzzed again. I pressed the button, mumbling, “Yeah, yeah, be there in a sec.”


Blinking a few times, I tried to drag myself out of sleep. I wanted another hour of rest, perhaps two, but I didn’t see that happening. Sleeping in seemed like a far-off fantasy, like the girl in my dreams.


My cot made up the entirety of my living quarters, so I crawled to the end and slid open the door. Nreff Nation ships didn’t offer luxury because they focused on functionality. Quarters were only seven feet long, three feet wide, and about four feet tall. If you wanted to change in your quarters, you could, but as long as you were familiar with the person you flew with, such as Rebecca and me, changing in the corridor proved to be much easier.


I climbed out of my cot and opened the closet. Reaching in, I pulled out a pair of jeans and a gray shirt. I changed into them and placed my eye patch back on my right eye. Three years had passed since I lost my eye. I should have gone to a hospital right after the accident, but fear took the place of smart decisions. Now I kept a patch over the injury since we both feared a hospital would report us, even after all this time. Between the eye patch and Rebecca’s scars, no one dared mess with us. Sometimes.


Wiping off the drool crust and popping two mints to get the taste of morning out of my mouth, I strolled over to the cockpit where Rebecca readied the ship to dock with the spaceport.


“All clear?” I poked my head in the cockpit to find the planet Unité below our ship. Seeing the beauty of every planet always made me feel warm inside. The planets gave the impression of serenity from so high up, although I realized that idea stood far from the reality of the situation. Crime filled the planets, between the swindlers, con artists, cheats, villains, and masterminds hiding around every corner. From here though, Unité appeared peaceful.


Rebecca nodded, her own deep sky-blue eyes observing the approaching planet. “Seems so.”


The spaceport also came into view, the metallic object appearing as if by magic. Three dozen ships, if not more, took up room at the spaceport; each planet supported at least ten spaceports surrounding the planet. Not only did they house ships that came to the planet, but they housed military weapons and ships in case of an attack by a terrorist organization or another nation, not that anything ever happened.


Attacks from other nations didn’t happen, as the Treaty of World Equality and Rights, TOWER, had kept each nation silent for over six hundred years. Though they re-signed the treaty every fifty years to make sure no government power went against the treaty and to make sure they didn’t want to add anything. Now that I thought about it, the meeting should be coming up soon.


The two of us stayed silent as the spaceport got closer. Rebecca received the all clear to dock the ship moments earlier, and all seemed good to go.


Except nothing ever worked like that.


Something always went wrong during the docking process, whether it be the port needing to check out paperwork again, having us wait for at least an hour or two, or the thruster deciding not to turn off and us ramming into the side of the port, which made it appear like some kind of terrorist attack or something.


Yeah, fun times.


My muscles tensed as the thrusters stopped, and the port connected with our ship. The air equalized between the two like a sigh of relief. Rebecca and I started toward the port door, both of us still waiting for something to happen. Maybe this time we’d find ourselves in the clear.


Not a chance. We realized the moment we saw men starting to gather outside our porthole that trouble stood in our future. Four men, all dressed in dark red Regit Republic uniforms. A glance told me that none of them held any particular rank—just normal spaceport security guards, thank Gott.


They stopped in front of the door, and one of them slammed his fist against the glass. I wondered why they couldn’t wait a few extra minutes until we opened the door. They either knew something or speculated. Why couldn’t they ever greet us with women in bikinis and leis? Why couldn’t my wish ever come true?


But I digress…


Rebecca pressed the communication button. “May we help you?” she inquired in a sweet, sarcastic tone—also known to me as her normal voice.


A stout man, a good decade or two younger than me, put his ugly face right up into the porthole. “Rebecca J. Smith, Nikolas K. Graham, by order of the Regit Republic, we order you to open your port door to be searched.”


“All righty. Give us a moment. Kinda messy in here; don’t want you to see our undergarments lying around.” Rebecca switched the commlink off before we could hear any curse words, which I made out through the glass. She put the shield over the glass. “Scheiße! Merde! Kuso! Tamade! Dermo! Shit!”


“Wow, six languages. You must be frustrated,” I commented, still amazed that she learned that many and kept them all straight in her head. She didn’t just learn cuss words either but spoke fluently in each one. I only spoke English, German, and a little French, which explained why she only spoke in German to me, other than English.


“I will never say something was too easy ever again, even in my head,” she murmured. “Mierda.”


Ah, she forgot Spanish. So that made it seven. The burn of jealousy always lingered, though I could have studied while we smuggled items across the systems. While English made up the universal tongue, Rebecca’s ability came in handy as the locals often used their native tongue to communicate things, assuming no one else understood them. We’d gotten out of some sticky situations because the locals figured Rebecca didn’t understand what they were discussing. That normally happened in the YamaXie system because they didn’t believe she spoke Japanese or Chinese.


I glanced back at the cargo and let out a breath. “We can’t take long, and we have nowhere to hide the drug. If we get caught with Dasenni, we’re screwed.”


Dasenni didn’t lie in the worst drug category in the galaxy, but the drug fell into the “If found in your possession, you will be arrested and put in jail for a few years” category. At small doses, one enjoyed a nice high. In large doses, well, that made for a different story. The liquid was also a pretty shade of sapphire blue, but that had no relevance over the situation. I thought it glowed an attractive color.


“We need to figure something out. I don’t want to go to jail. If they run our prints, they’ll see what happened in the Nreff Nation and send us back.” Rebecca bit at her nails. “I’m not going back.”


I didn’t want to go back either. I could only imagine what waited for us there—a few bullets to the head. Or worse. “I think we should have picked a less risky job if we didn’t want to get caught.”


She let out a brief laugh. “Not like we ever had a choice. Difficult to find real jobs when you are in a system illegally.”


“But there isn’t anything we can do now. Let’s just hope they don’t do a thorough search. We at least tried to mask it.”


The soldier banged on the door again. Rebecca sighed. “Better open the door before he realizes something is going on.”


“He already realizes something is going on; that’s the problem.” I leaned back against the wall in defeat, and I found no reason to stay proper with these folks.


“Who do you guess tipped them off?” she asked as she unlocked the port door.


“Who knows? Could be that we overshot the planet and came back. That looks fishy, not to mention having a Nreff Nation ship.”


I mumbled a quick prayer to Gott who seemed to hate us as Rebecca opened the door. I held my breath, waiting to find the barrels of guns stuffed in my face. Surprisingly enough, they didn’t go straight for their guns. The four men entered, their arms at their sides, a little too stiff for this neck of the woods. Something seemed off.


The leader of the four glared back and forth between Rebecca and me. His dark hair was gelled back and buzzed at the sides, a style few sported anymore. He couldn’t have been in the military too long with that smartass look on his face, the same one I wore when I started out. Gott, why did I keep making myself feel old?


“Why were we not let in immediately?” he barked.


Yup, a smartass, young kid. If I still served in the military, I would have taught him a lesson for talking down to us. But alas, I wasn’t, so I couldn’t.


“As I said, I wanted to make sure none of my panties were out for your boys to see,” Rebecca parried.


I rubbed my forehead. Even in the face of being thrown in prison, she still had that snarky attitude of hers. She had no fear.


The man slapped her. Hard. The action came out of nowhere, leaving me no time to react. It should have sent her flying to the ground, but after enduring the military academy and our old admiral, she had gained an immunity. Even so, she didn’t deserve a hit like that. I stepped forward to retaliate, but the other three soldiers put their hands on their holsters, as if they would shoot if I made any approach to them.


“That was uncalled for,” I grumbled.


“Shut your mouth!” the leader yelled back. “Or both of you will be taken in for obstructing an investigation!”


“We have done nothing. You are the ones who barged in here, spouting out orders and smacking innocent girls!” I yelled back, clenching my fist. Rebecca was right. I needed to learn how to stay cool like her. I found it surprising how calm she kept herself as she quietly stood there. Typically when dealing with people like this, she lost her temper and started yelling.


She started laughing.


“What’s so funny?” The leader struck her again, but Rebecca caught his wrist right in front of her face. Oh Gott, her military background started to show its ugly head—that strict part of her that sent chills down my spine. She once held the rank of commander years ago. It came out when she faced people who gave her the most trouble, which in reality happened more often than not. That, and in another scenario that many frowned upon at the dinner table. She could be quite kinky.


“How dare you hit a ranking officer!” she shouted back as if he were a bug she wanted to squash under her foot. I gaped, confused at what scheiße she wanted to pull. But I said nothing, not wanting to ruin whatever idea swirled around in her head. It would end worse for us, but that was okay. If we kept distracting them, maybe they would forget to check our cargo.


The man’s dark eyes widened. “What did you say?”


Rebecca pulled tags from out of her pocket. She made the same conclusion as I did about these men: they were not from the Regit Republic but from the Nreff Nation. I tried not to glare at her, for what she was about to do would get us in more trouble than the Dasenni.


“I am Captain Franks of the Nreff Nation. I see that your men are undercover, trying to find something…” Rebecca threw down his hand in a violent rage. “But before you bark orders and slap women, you better make sure they aren’t higher than you on the chain of command, Officer…”


“Jenson.” His voice squeaked. He coughed. “Jenson, ma’am.”


The other men froze, glancing back and forth at each other. They now found their leader harassed by Rebecca, who possessed a higher rank than any of them—and she did, three years ago. Now both she and I sat on the wrong side of the law. If they questioned all this, they would catch us as traitors to the nation, our act of treason coming back to bite us in the arsch.


So what in der Weltraum went through Rebecca’s head? Then again, if they arrested us for the Dasenni, they would deport us either way.


She continued. “What are you looking for, Ensign Jenson?”


“It’s lieutenant, ma’am.”


“It will be ensign if you don’t answer my question!”


I took a deep breath and leaned back against the metal panels. This wouldn’t end well; things like this never did.


The soldier gulped. “The TOWER renewal is coming up. We’re just making sure there isn’t any reason it doesn’t go smoothly.”


I raised an eyebrow. Interesting concept, sending spies on each other to make sure all progressed according to plan, even though that in fact went against the TOWER. I found the irony amusing though. I could tell Rebecca felt the same because of the little smirk on her lips.


“All right. You’re dismissed.” She didn’t let any of it affect the height of her stance. “If you let anyone know I’m here, you will jeopardize my mission and I will personally blame you. Do I make myself clear?”


He nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I understand.” He spun on his heel and waved to the other three men, who jumped a little, startled, hoping the conversation wouldn’t turn to them. “Move out men, we have the wrong ship.”


I watched as they headed back into the port. In reality, they should have double-checked her numbers to make sure her story matched up. We could have stolen them or, better yet, committed treason, which we were. But then again, if Rebecca barked orders at me like that, as she once held the status of one of the most feared commanders in the Nreff Nation, if not all the systems, I wouldn’t have double-checked the numbers either. Which she counted on.


But that didn’t mean I forgave her for what she just risked.


Rebecca closed the port door after the men walked around the corner, then caught me staring at her.


“What’s your problem?” she inquired with a bit of annoyance in her voice, which infuriated me even more.


I stepped away from the metal panels I was leaning against. “My problem? Scheiße, you know what my problem is. Why do you still have your tags?”


She held a relaxed posture, as if she didn’t care. “Keepsake, I guess. Besides, they came in handy a few times now. You wouldn’t believe how many Nreff Nation soldiers I’ve run into that are making sure the other systems hold up their side of the bargain.”


I couldn’t accept what she just said. For three years she threatened random soldiers by flashing her tags without even worrying about the implications.


I rubbed my forehead. “Are you kidding me? You’ve been committing treason by showing three-year-old tags?”


“Light treason, yeah. I guess if you put it that way. Didn’t seem like a big deal since we’re already wanted for treason.”


I clenched my fist and tried not to overreact, trying to take her advice from earlier, but I reached my limit with this situation—especially since she’d kept it a secret from me all this time. “Gott damn it, Rebecca, if they found you aren’t active, they would have killed you, or worse.”


“They never check; you just have to act the part. I’m not stupid, Nik. I only use it on blödmann boys who assume they control the universe.”


“Just because they are dumbasses doesn’t mean they won’t check your numbers. Think this through!”


Her face became more flushed. “Seriously? Why are you so worked up about this? Do I need to remind you what we have in our cargo hold?”


“But I asked you if you still had your tags the moment we left the nation. You told me no. You lied to me.”


We’d promised each other no more lies so if anything went wrong, neither of us would be at fault. Though it would be a lie to say I told her all my secrets. But this was different—this could have gotten us arrested.


Her eyes turned cold. Gott, I hated it when she did that. Something clicked in her, and nothing I would say after would ever get through to her.


Slowly she answered, “I don’t have my tags. Nothing would stop me from keeping his.”


His. Chills went down my spine as I realized she told them her last name was Franks, not Kompen. Walrum Franks, our old comrade and Rebecca’s former fiancé. I looked down, feeling like such a dummkopf. Of course she would have kept his, and I didn’t have a problem with that, but she shouldn’t have gone around recklessly showing them to any soldier she ran into. Nothing I could say would fix the tension that now filled the room, so I kept quiet.


Rebecca changed the subject as she swiveled around toward the cargo room. “Now, let’s get this out of here before anyone else comes knocking on our door.”


As if on cue, someone banged their fist on the port door. Rebecca took a deep, calming breath, but it didn’t work. She slid the door open and yelled, “What?”


Rebecca’s face turned white, as if she now stared at a ghost. I hurried to her side to see who came to our ship. As I stepped in the doorway, I understood why Rebecca found herself speechless.


“Oh, Jonathan?”








CHAPTER THREE






REBECCA



The man who stood in front of me was the last person I wanted to run into. Well, one of the last people, top ten at least. I stood in the doorway with my mouth open, looking like an idiot. Nik placed his hand on my shoulder, trying to calm me down. The action didn’t work, as I started to shake.


“Bonjour, Nikolas, Rebecca.” Jonathan stepped on the ship and wrapped the barrels he called arms around Nik and me. He smelled of thick cologne and sweat. I still found myself speechless, unable to respond to anything that was happening. Such a thing led to death in the field, so I was thankful we weren’t in the military right now. I hated getting surprised, which made me want to hate him even more.


Laughing, Jonathan backed away from the two of us. “Aren’t you going to say how much you missed me, Bex?”


I scowled at him for a moment longer, confused at the entire situation, then pulled my fist back and punched him. My knuckles cracked as if they had punched a metal wall, but I didn’t care; it was worth it. He hit the ground with a loud thud. I hoped I broke something of his.


“Connard! Bastard!” I yelled down at him. After all this time, he showed up and acted like everything was fine—as if nothing had happened. His actions had led the Nreff Nation to consider us traitors and chased us out of the country.


And the reason I lost the love of my life.


“Rebecca,” Nik began.


“Non, non, I deserved that.” Jonathan pulled himself up. “And I know she didn’t mean it.”


Damn, he seemed fine. I ignored his last statement and started calculating all the events that led us here. When the job first started, I found it odd that someone called us out to here of all places. Now I understood. “You’re the one who called us on this job, weren’t you?”


He grinned that stupid smile of his I learned to hate over all the years we had worked together. “Mon ami, still as smart as ever.”


Rubbing my temples as a headache formed, I decided what I should do next. I knew I couldn’t stay here, especially when I only saw red. Bad things happened when I saw red.


But that didn’t solve what I should do next.


“You can help get the cargo ready with Nik.” I shoved past him. “I’ll be in the closest bar. Come get me when you’re ready to go down the sky train.”


With that, I left the two of them standing in the entrance to the ship. I would just deal with that connard later. I tried to take in a few more deep breaths, get my heart to stop beating so fast, but I didn’t want to stop walking. His showing up brought back so many memories of a time I wanted to forget. I used him as a scapegoat for a lot of the hatred I gained over the years and blamed him for Walrum’s death, but I knew the truth.


All that happened because of me.


I stopped in my tracks and stood in the middle of the corridor of the spaceport and took a few deep breaths, counting to ten each time. A few people bumped into me as they rushed past to get to their ship or to the sky train. I felt a tear in my eye. I wiped it away before it appeared on my cheek. If my fucking admiral taught me one thing, it was to never show pain.


Starting down the corridor again, I searched for the nearest bar. It shouldn’t have been too far, as spaceports placed bars everywhere. It was the way spaceports made all their money, especially since people frequented them between layovers, after dealing with security, paperwork, and all that scheiße.


Glancing at the surrounding people, I noticed they were all families heading toward the cruise ships. Kids carried their little stuffed cartoon characters, probably going on a themed cruise. Most of the parents bickered with each other as their brats ran ahead of them. Although the thought of a cruise sounded enjoyable, I wouldn’t go on one with a bunch of children. Then again, it would be a lie to say I never went on a cruise, but that involved capturing a pirate. It was a work trip and a stressful one at that.


I headed back down the corridor after locating the sign that pointed in the bar’s direction. Thankfully I was able to calm myself down, and I didn’t need to take one of my vials. I only had a couple left and would need to find some shady characters planet side without Nik finding out. Again.


Although I felt Jonathan would make that a little harder than I would like.


Just as I stepped into the bar, I noticed the four soldiers who had tried to search our ship turn a corner. Curious as to their real intentions, I followed them. Not one of my grandest ideas, but I wanted to distract myself from the ache that now formed in my chest.


Not to mention, their story sounded fishy, and I always feared the worst when I ran into Nreff spies.


I stayed a good number of meters behind them, walking as any other citizen on this spaceport. They didn’t take notice since many people filled this area, and they headed straight to their destination without checking their surroundings. Foolish of them, but what could I have expected from such young officers? It surprised me that they received a mission like this at such a young age. The requirements to graduate from the academy must have lowered over the years, making me feel old, if I was honest. I turned thirty-three last week. Time just flew by.


The soldiers spun on their heels to face the door, and it slid open for them. Just as I approached, the door shut on me. I inspected the label: Communications Room. It was a small room, so if I stepped inside, they would notice right away. Hopefully no one had seen me before the door closed.


I needed to find another way to figure out who they went to contact since I knew it had to be someone in the Nreff Nation. A strange feeling about all this came over me, and I needed to know if my hunch was correct, as they had targeted us specifically.


I searched the rooms nearby and found a janitor’s closet. It was unlocked. Even if it wasn’t, I could have jimmied the lock, but this saved me time. I entered the closet and searched to see if the room contained a ventilation shaft. It did—today was my lucky day.


I locked the door behind me, making sure no one would walk in on what I was about to do. Climbing up on the shelving units, I pushed the screen up and pulled myself into the shaft. I crawled over to the vent in the adjacent communication room where the four soldiers were.


The crawl didn’t take that long, which I thanked Gott for since I could barely breathe from the tight squeeze. The sad part was that this didn’t mark the first time, nor my
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