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      Author Note





    

    
      This book is set in the League of Planetary Systems, which was founded in the not-too-distant future. Several planets in the Milky Way Galaxy joined together for trade and mutual protection. The League continues to grow as new planets petition for admittance. The citizens of the League represent many species, including the ogre-like Goranthi, the insectoid Martok, and the felinoid Katalan. As advanced and diverse as the League is, its problems are frighteningly familiar—greed, corruption, murder, genocide.

Frank and Jo Carey created the League as the setting for many of their science fiction tales, which span genres from Frank’s military science fiction and space opera to Jo’s sci-fi adventure and romance.

The outer fringes of League space are still being explored, and new planets continue to petition for membership. The League is part of a larger multiverse, providing an endless supply of tales to tell.
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      CHAPTER ONE





    

    
      "You look beautiful tonight," Koltyn said, draping a protective arm around Rashani's shoulders as they walked to the transport tube after enjoying a nice meal in one of the resort's restaurants. His tail slipped around her waist, pulling her tight against him. Koltyn was the first elf she ever dated, and she found herself of two minds about his tail. He used it like a third hand at times which was both good and bad. Right now, it felt safe and protective, but she wanted to slow things down between them. The tail was like another hand to keep track of. As they waited for the v-lift, he pulled her close and bent to kiss her. Just as his lips brushed hers, she felt a warm hand on her shoulder. 

"Hi, Rashani, I thought that was you," Ralston Cortez said. "Hi, Koltyn." Rashani had been out with Ralston a few nights earlier. They all stood in an uncomfortable little knot outside the V-lift.

"Did you need something, Ralston?" she asked. He gave her a look that could melt the ice moon they were on. 

"Just wanted to say hi. Did you two have fun?"

"We were," Koltyn said. Koltyn was the leader of Ice Search and Rescue. Rashani and Ralston were both part of the team, so on that level, Koltyn was their boss. Rashani knew she needed to take control of the situation before the male egos made things worse.

"We had a lovely dinner. We're just heading home," she said. "What have you been up to tonight?" she asked Ralston.

"A late night in the office going over the plans for the ski runs. I'm heading out in a couple of days to flag the trails for the construction crew. I'd like to see you again before I leave. Are you free for dinner tomorrow night?"

Rashani just wanted the awkward situation to end. Rather than draw things out any longer with excuses or explanations. She said, "Call me tomorrow."

As soon as the transport car arrived, Koltyn led her to a seat for two, making sure he was on the outside. Ralston walked past them and gave her a wink she was sure didn't go unnoticed by her date.

Rashani expected to have little or no social life when she moved to Ice. That concern nearly caused her to take a pass on the opportunity. Now, her problem was too much social life or, at least, too many interested interesting men.


            XXX

        

"Hi, Amanda. How are you?" Rashani asked as she stepped aside to allow her friend to walk into her apartment.

"I'm good. Really good. I am so up for a girl's night," Amanda said. "Thank you for thinking of it. It's so nice to have another woman to talk to about guys and all of that... Sorry, I'm talking too much."

Rashani laughed. "It's OK, Amanda." As a med tech Rashani treated enough Canurans to understand that they tended to talk in run-on sentences. She'd been surprised to find that Leo Murchison, Ice's owner/developer, had a Canuran assistant. Rashani enjoyed Amanda's enthusiasm and was learning not to feel bad when she interrupted one of Amanda's talking streams. "I really thought when I took this job that I wouldn't have much of a social life. I didn't think there would be so many awesome men here."

"It was kind of the opposite for me. My life was crazy busy with work until Leo met Jewl. Now, I usually leave the office at a reasonable hour, and we seldom travel. I'm trying to adjust to a quieter life, but you're right. The guys here are amazing. I wonder why that is. Well, I guess we should just..."

"Funny how things work out sometimes," Rashani said.

While they drank wine and ate takeout food, they talked about their most recent dates and wondered at the fact that so many amazingly hot guys called the frozen moon home. "I went out with Koltyn Kincaid last night," Rashani said.

"How was it? He's quite handsome. I've never dated an elf. Is the tail weird?"

"He's great."

"What about Ralston? He's so hot. I've seen a lot of pictures of him on the InterWeb when he was on the ski racing circuit. I wonder why he came to..."

"Ralston was also great. He wanted to go out tonight, but I needed a break and some girl time. What about Mack?"

"Mack is terrific. I really like him, but then I see Ralston or Koltyn or Trayce Pulley, and I think I might like to go out with any of them," Amanda said.

"Or maybe all of them, right?" Rashani asked.

"Right. I feel like I need to figure out if I have a real connection with any of them, but the only way to do that is to date all of them." She laughed.

"Gods help us if any more gorgeous, eligible guys move to Ice. I know they'll be hiring more people for the vineyard."

They watched a romantic comedy and couldn't help comparing the men in the vid to the single men on Ice. It was a fun night. Amanda had been wanting to ask Rashani a question all evening, but she hadn't found the right time to bring it up. It had been a long time since Amanda had a girlfriend, and she was enjoying having another female to hang out with. 

"I don't really know how to ask this, but I feel like I should because I don't want to step on any toes, well, your toes especially, so..."

"Amanda, just ask me whatever it is."

"Some people think you're dating Mack, and well, if you're really interested, I don't want to mess that up for you, but if you're not really interested, I think I might want to keep dating him, but there are lots of other guy..."

"Stop, Amanda. Mack and I flirted a bit when we first got to Ice. We went to dinner once. I like Mack. He's a really nice guy. I just realized if I were dating Mack, too, it would mean I was dating every male on the Ice Search and Rescue team except for Jayce, who's dating an actual Princess. I think my life is confusing enough. If you want to date Mack or any of the others, please, go for it."

"Let's make a pact--we'll tell each other if we figure out which of the guys we really connect with."

"Deal," Rashani said, giving Amanda a high-five.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER TWO





    

    
      "Hey, Trixie. Your hair looks beautiful today." She shook her head, so her hair cascaded around her shoulders.

“Come on, Trixie. Do it for me. You know you want to," Drake said into the headset built into the helmet of his extreme cold weather gear.

Trixie walked beside him. She stayed close to Drake. She always did. Most females, regardless of species, seemed drawn to Drake--a Venlanten--whose dark, brooding good looks opened a lot of doors for him--usually bedroom doors. 

Trixie was a genetically engineered Polmund--a cross between an earth polar bear, a luncina, and a bloodhound. Her fur was light brown and long like a polar bear's. She had a bloodhound’s long ears and two pairs of eyes like the luncina. Her sense of hearing, sight, and smell had all been enhanced far beyond any of the three species that contributed to Trixie's DNA.  

Drake moved his hand, the bright neon orange of the thick glove nearly overloading the camera built into his suit. "OK. Is everyone ready?"

"Get on with it, Drake. Everyone's watching. Show us what has you so in love with Trixie," the voice of his friend, Argris Treacher, came through his headset. 

Drake dropped the item in his hand. "Hey, where'd you get my sock?" Argris joked.

"Took it from your bag in the workout room. Thank the gods I had a hermetically sealed container with me. Just sit tight. This shouldn't take long. Make sure your cameras are running."

"Wait a minute, that’s not a sock. It looks like my sleep shirt," Coleena said. "Where did you get that?"

At that moment, Argris was sitting on a rock in his cold-weather gear. He was about two miles from where Drake and Trixie were. There were two lab techs and one student intern, all female, also wearing extreme cold weather gear, sitting out on the ice of Earth's Arctic Region. Coleena, the Storen lab tech Drake had penciled in as a future ex-girlfriend, was the true owner of the shirt. The test was to see if Trixie could track the scent of the tech even though the ground was frozen. "Since you can't talk, I figure I can entertain you with tales of my latest dating adventures," Drake said.

Having a built-in audience, Drake launched into his latest dating dilemma. "I'm beginning to see that this thing with Helena isn't going to work out. It's been fun. She’s gorgeous, but man, is she focused on locking me in for the long haul. If I didn't know better, I'd think Olympian females had some type of mate identification like you elves. I think it's about time to give her the old 'it's not you, it's me speech. Ladies, I wondered if any of you had heard that speech. Of course, my delivery adds a special sensuality to it, but..."

Drake stopped talking for a bit, listening and checking the readouts on the heads-up display in his helmet. When he saw that Trixie was closing in on her target, he started his snowmobile and headed for Coleena. He found Trixie lying beside her, just as she'd been trained to do. The Polmund didn't move until Drake got off his snow machine, removed his helmet, and called, "Trixie, come."

She ran over to Drake and sat beside him. "Thanks, Coleena. You can get up now." 

Drake was on his knees with his arms wrapped around Trixie's neck. "You did great today, girl. You're amazing," he told her.

"I could use some help here," Coleena said. "If you can tear yourself away from your... pet or experiment or whatever."

    

  

    
      CHAPTER THREE





    

    
      "Hi, Amanda," Rashani said. "I'm sorry, but I'm going to have to cancel our plans for tonight."

"Got another hot date? It's cool if you do. I'd understand. I mean, we were just going to hang out at my place, but we can do that any..."

"I wouldn't normally ditch you for a guy, but Ralston wants to take me to dinner tonight. He's going to be gone for a couple of days mapping out ski trails."

"Go. Have fun. We can get together later in the week, and you can tell me all about it. I think we need to do a serious analysis of the men we are dating. There are just too many good ones. We need some sort of way to decide if we have a serious connection with one of them. We're smart women. Surely we can come up with som..."

"That sounds great, Amanda. I'll see you at Brew tomorrow morning for coffee."

Rashani got dressed for dinner with Ralston. This was date number three with Ralston or was it four? "Plark. Amanda's right. I'm going to need a scorecard," Rashani muttered. Ralston said to dress casually, so she put on a nice pair of jeans and a button-front shirt that was a metallic gold. It showed off the fine iridescent scales that covered her entire body. When she was working, she always pulled her hair back so it didn't get in the way. Anytime she wasn't at work, she liked to have it down around her shoulders. As Rashani gave herself a critical once-over in the mirror, she realized that, although she was happy with her appearance, she couldn't quite understand why, at this point in her life, she found herself attracting such a diverse group of great guys to her orbit. It was a good thing, but it was strange. She never really dated more than one guy at a time. Not that she thought you shouldn't, that was just how things had always worked for her.  

She always thought that once she finished her medical training, the next thing on her 'to do' list would be to find a mate. Things had been on track. She was living on Tralaska and working at one of the top hospitals. Rashani was dating a young engineer, and everything was falling into place. 

A week later, her world fell apart. When her door alarm sounded, she wiped the tear from her cheek and focused her thoughts on Ralston Cortez. 

Rashani opened the door and couldn't help but sigh at the sight of him. Ralston was an incredibly handsome man. He was about six feet tall and solid, not thin. He wore his sandy blonde hair long, so it just touched his shoulders. He had curls that made Rashani--and lots of other women if you believed the stories on the interweb-- want to run their fingers through it. When he smiled broadly at her, a dimple appeared in his left cheek, making him even more appealing. 

"Good evening, Rashani. Are you ready?"

In her mind, Rashani pictured herself grabbing his hand, pulling him inside, and spending the night finding ways to make that dimple reappear, but she knew that was a bad idea. Sure, it would be fun, but then when she had to face Trayce or Koltyn, she'd only be more self-conscious. She'd been having fun with all the dates. Having the attention of so many remarkable men was a real boost to her ego, but she couldn't keep dating them all. Her goal was to quickly winnow the field down to one. It wasn't going to be an easy choice, but getting there would be fun.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER FOUR





    

    
      "That's interesting," Drake said as he looked over the latest analysis from Trixie's test.

"Something helpful?" Argris asked as the two sat in the lounge sipping tea. 

"Who knows? I really believe using live creatures like Trixie can help search and rescue efforts in any climate, but Earth seems to be the only planet where that was normal before bots became available to do the work. Here on Earth, they've used dogs for centuries with good success. I'm convinced that in a search and rescue situation we should use every tool we have to ensure the most positive outcome, but..."

Argris held up his hand to stop Drake's tirade. "You don't need to convince me. You already did that."

"I know. Sorry. Thanks for helping. On a lighter note, the ladies seemed to enjoy being part of my experiment."

"Maybe next time you can come up with a hypothesis that involves drinking alcoholic beverages in front of a roaring fire."

"I'll work on that," Drake said. "I've submitted my report. That's about all I can do. I have to go. Helena's here, so I've got a date tonight."

"Is this the night you give her the bad news?"

"Maybe. I hate confrontation. Plus, it's nice to have someone to date who comes here. I guess I'm just lazy. I don't have to work too hard with Helena."

"You're a jerk," Coleena said. Drake didn't realize she'd walked in while he and Argris were talking.

"Aw. That's not fair, Coleena. I might be willing to work a bit harder for you." He gave her what he considered his most adorable look.

"That's so sweet, but I think I'll pass." 

Drake went back to his work. He knew he should break up with Helena. He had been intending to do it for weeks, but it was much harder when they were face-to-face. She was an incredibly beautiful woman, and he appreciated her intelligence, but her single-minded focus on building a future with Drake was wearing thin. She had decided they belonged together even if he didn't agree. 

One of the difficulties with his career was that he was normally living in some remote location with a small number of other scientists and workers. Because of the remote locations and extreme weather conditions, most people didn't stay for long. Except for a few scientists, most of the workers stayed only a year and then moved on to a less extreme assignment. It made it hard to develop lasting relationships. 

It was fun when Drake was younger, but now, in his thirties, he was feeling the push to find someone to share his life with--someone to come home to at night. He just had no idea how to find that person when the world he lived in offered so few eligible females.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER FIVE





    

    
      "I hope you don't mind," Ralston said, leading her to the V-lift. "We're having dinner at my place. I didn't want to share you with anyone tonight." He pulled her close and kissed her while they waited for the lift. 

At his place, Ralston hung their coats in the closet and handed Rashani a glass of red wine, as he stirred a big pot on the cooker. 

Rashani took a seat at the kitchen counter. "Are you ready for your trip tomorrow?"

"I hope so. I've done as much of the planning as I can on the computer. Now I need to get out there and actually ski the routes."

"Is it safe to be out on the surface alone?"

"You're on the rescue squad, so you know the answer to that. I know it would be advisable to take someone along, but unless I can convince you to come with me, I don't have a choice. I need to get the final layout approved before they make the site selection for the ski chalet."

"Can't Koltyn or one of the Pulleys go with you?"

"The twins are busy with their own business, and I'm not really interested in sharing that much quality time with Koltyn right now."

She ignored his jab at the man he clearly saw as his top competition for her affections. "Will you be camping on the ice?" 

While they ate, Ralston explained his plans for the trip and sleeping in the ice crawler. He was looking forward to spending some time alone on the ice. Taking the job on ice had been a big change for Ralston. He'd been on the ice skiing circuit for years. He could have kept skiing, but he wanted to retire from the sport when he was on top. He knew life on Ice would be an adjustment. What he hadn't prepared for was being attracted to someone like Rashani. She was beautiful, but not in the same way as the women he dated when he was on the tour. 

"Ralston. Hey," Rashani said. "Where were you?" 

"Sorry. I've got a lot on my mind," he said.

"Maybe I should go, so you can focus on your trip."

"We need to talk," Ralston said. He made hot cocoa, and they settled on the sofa. He took a sip, set the mug on the table, and reached for her hands. "I want to talk about making our relationship exclusive. I care about you, Rashani, and I think you might be someone I could settle down with. I want us to see where this goes. I don't want to share you with Koltyn, or Trayce, or Mack. They're all good guys, but I feel like you and I have a connection."

His words caught her off guard. She took a long sip of her cocoa weighing whether his declaration made her choice easier or even more difficult. "Ralston, I'm not sure I'm ready for that yet," she said. "I'm not sure I can compete with the women you've dated in the past."

"You don't have to compete with anyone."

"I've seen the photos of you online, Ralston. You are literally used to dating lingerie models. I can't compete with that."

"Rashani, you are the most beautiful woman I've ever known and the only one I've ever thought about making a long-term commitment to."

She heard his words, but she wasn't sure she could trust them. Flashes of Trayce, Koltyn, and Mack came to mind. "Ralston, I know I can't keep dating all of you, but I want to make sure I make the right choice."

For a minute, neither of them said a word. Ralston leaned in and kissed her. "Think about it while I'm gone."

She agreed. He walked her back to her place and left her at her door with a kiss and the request that she not have too much fun dating anyone else while he was gone. "I'm serious about us, Rashani. I'll find a way to convince you of that."

"Stay warm out there," she said, giving him another kiss, before closing her door.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER SIX





    

    
      When Drake got home, he found Helena in his apartment cooking. "Dinner is almost ready," she said, turning to kiss him when he wrapped his arms around her waist from behind. 

"Thanks for cooking. I'll just grab a shower." 

A few minutes later, dressed in jeans and a forest green sweater, Drake was back in the kitchen pouring wine. She asked about his work, but didn't seem to pay much attention. She was a government liaison for Elven Industries and traveled to various labs and production facilities around the League.

He filled her in on his latest experiment with Trixie. "I've sent them my report. I hope it's enough for them to fund a field test. We've made some advancements with the cold-weather bots, but the operating temperature will always be a limiting factor. Trixie and other animals could add another tool to our rescue kit." Drake was passionate about his work. Finding a way to improve the outcome of search and rescue operations was his calling. He was already an expert in adapting Elven Industries’ rescue bots to work in extreme cold weather environments. 

Helena and Drake had been dating for several months, but because she traveled for work and he lived in such a remote location, they hadn't spent much time together. She traveled to the Elven Industries Cold Weather Lab once every couple of months. That was the only time they got to see each other. They'd spent one weekend together on Halcyon when he attended a conference there. Helena had decided that she was going to be bonded to Dr. Drake Stoker, whether he knew it or not. 

"Have a seat. I'll bring the plates," Helena said.

When Helena set the plates on the table, she smoothly dropped into Drake's lap. The move caught him off guard and nearly caused him to spill his wine. "What the plark, Helena?"

She took his wine glass from his hand and set it on the table before wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him. 

He enjoyed it, but there was no real connection, and he knew it. Drake pulled back and said, "We should eat. We don't want it to get cold."

They'd been eating in silence for a few minutes when his comm unit bleeped. He excused himself and walked into the bedroom to take the call.

Helena looked up when he walked back into the room. "I'm sorry, Helena. Thanks for cooking, but I have to go to an emergency meeting."

"If you leave now, that's it, Drake. I'm done," the gorgeous blonde said, as he grabbed his datapad and credentials from the table by the door. 

"I'm sorry. It's work. I have to go. You know that. You knew about my work when we got involved. Lock the door on your way out."
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      "Tell me about your date with Ralston. Did you make any decisions about him? Are you still considering all your options? It seems strange to share this with you, but I hope it's OK. I went out with Trayce last night. It was nice, but I think he's too much of a player for me or maybe it’s just..." 

"Slow down, Amanda," Rashani said as she sat down on the sofa in Amanda's hab. "We've got all night."

Over their first glass of wine, Rashani shared details of her date with Ralston. Then she listened while Amanda shared details of her date with Trayce. "I know a lot of women would laugh at our considering it a problem that we have too many great guys asking us out," Rashani said.

"It's not a problem I ever thought I'd have. I’ve been on more dates in the past month than in most years before I came to Ice," Amanda said. "And none of them have been horrible. I really could enjoy spending time with any of these guys. Even though I can't imagine myself in a long-term relationship with Trayce Pulley, I know dating him would be a lot of fun. Have you figured out any way to make our choices?"

They talked about the four men they were currently involved with. All of them were different--different species, different backgrounds, different careers, but they were all men most any female would find attractive.

"I'm not sure I can keep
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