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      Stalked and stranded...

      All Noelle wants is some peace and time to recover. But a gorgeous blue alien can't seem to stop following her wherever she goes. His icy demeanor is enough to drive her crazy.

      And his intense looks heat her up inside.

      He can't stay away from the beguiling human...

      Ryklin is on the edge of fixation. It's the only excuse the soulless Detyen has for his obsession with Noelle. The only way to save them both is to leave Nebula Outpost, never to return. If only he could walk away.

      When they end up stranded on an abandoned planet, they'll need to rely on one another to survive. And as Ryklin's ice thaws, nothing can stop the inferno that flares to life between them.
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      “Ouch!” An unseen pointy piece of metal bit into my finger, and I flinched, staring at the bright, cherry-red drop of blood as it bloomed like a jewel.

      Jewels don’t bloom. I had to roll my eyes at myself, and at least that made me stop scowling. My face had been stuck in one for the last hour at least. I’d been banished to the far reaches of Nebula Outpost where even the bravest feared to tread, and I hadn’t seen another soul since the beginning of my shift.

      The hairs on the back of my neck tingled, sending a shiver down my spine, and my jaw firmed. I refused to turn around and look down the hallway. No one would be there. They never were.

      Two freaking months of jumping at every tiny noise or surprise had me on edge. I needed to be over it by now, but my nightmares hadn’t figured that out, and I’d been working on, at best, half a night’s sleep every night since that asshole tried to make me his mate.

      Damn it. There was the scowl again.

      I shuddered, and then I had to set my tool down. The drop of blood was flowing down my finger now, and I needed a bandage. There was probably a medkit down the hall somewhere, but I was so close to finishing my work that I didn’t want to get up, as if it might all come undone if I turned away for even a second.

      There were gremlins living in the station, I would swear it.

      Nebula Outpost was a big station on the edge of nowhere. We weren’t part of any empire, though the Oscavians weren’t that far away. At one point, there’d been mining down on the planet of Nebula, but a disaster ten years ago shut it down. Apparently, no one survived. I wasn’t sure why they kept the Outpost running. A lot of things on our station didn’t make tons of sense, but I wasn’t going to question it. Maybe we were a convenient waystation for travelers. Or maybe there were just enough of us here that we paid for our own upkeep.

      I was uncountable light years away from my home in the Consortium, and until two months ago, I’d never been happier.

      Something clanged down the hall, and I jumped. I pressed my bleeding finger against my jumpsuit, glad the dark fabric wouldn’t show a stain. My ears strained to hear if someone was coming, but it was just the everyday sounds that came from living on a space station.

      It took a lot of moving parts to keep us in orbit, and sometimes those parts made metal on metal screeching noises that meant someone hadn’t been doing their bit of upkeep.

      He’s gone, I reminded myself for the dozenth time that hour. No one escapes penal colonies.

      Two months ago, I’d almost been killed by a madman I’d thought was my friend. He’d pointed a blaster at my head and told me all I had to do was accept him as my mate and all would be well. It was kind of hard to accept the idea of love and affection under the threat of violence, and I was sure I was dead. He’d killed before and attacked other women.

      Naively, I’d trusted that station security would do their best to catch him. But if he hadn’t attacked me, I was pretty sure he’d still be roaming free, smiling at me by day and murdering the innocent by night.

      I sucked in a deep breath and held it for a count of three before letting it out and doing it all over again. My heart rate calmed down, but my anxiety was still there, the surety that if I let my guard down for even a second someone would take advantage and hurt me.

      Maybe I needed to leave Nebula Outpost.

      It wasn’t the first time I had the thought. No, it had crept up on me much like a feared stalker more than a month ago, on one of the nights when I got no sleep, sure that any shadow in my rooms might be hiding someone intent on doing me harm. I’d been sleeping with the lights at full brightness, but that didn’t stop my imagination from conjuring monsters.

      I’d been certain I’d get over it. My best friend, Pippa, lived on the station, and leaving would mean missing her. And if I tried to go home, I’d face the shame that came from my less than ceremonious departure. But a part of me longed for the high gates and security guards of my mother’s estate. No one would be kidnapping me from there.

      But I’d gone willingly with my attacker at first. I hadn’t given it a second thought when he invited me to dinner.

      Stupid, stupid girl.

      My moping gave my finger enough time to stop bleeding, and I gathered up my tools. I only had one more set of checks to do before I could call my shift done, and it was what I’d been putting off since yesterday morning.

      The maintenance closet was the furthest thing from intimidating on this ship. It was nestled between two escape pods and held some storage equipment and an access panel to some wiring that I needed to check. It would take ten, fifteen minutes tops for me to do my work.

      My hands shook as I picked up my tool bag and walked towards the door.

      This wasn’t G-man, an incinerator on the other end of the ship that had been used as a weapon to murder one woman and attempt to kill another. Even if I got locked into the maintenance closet, I could call for help on my comm or on the communications panel on the wall. Someone would come for me in less than an hour.

      But the shadows were deep in the closet. And no one could hear me scream.

      Just get it over with. I had to get this done. No one else was going to be assigned to do this work, and if I missed something, some crucial part of the ship’s inner workings might malfunction. What if it was life support? Or sewage? I didn’t want to be responsible for that.

      I opened the door, half expecting something to rush at me from inside, but the closet was empty.

      There was an acrid, spoiled, musty smell that made my nose wrinkle, and for a second, I wondered if something had died in there. We didn’t have rats on the station, but ships came in from all over the galaxy, and sometimes things escaped, despite the most stringent controls.

      But as I got a second whiff, I realized that nothing had died. No, this was Solar Flare. The drug was cheap to make and impossible to stamp out. Station security may have not been very good at catching murderers, but that was because half of their job was taken up finding Solar Flare producers and destroying the drugs.

      Or selling the stuff themselves, I had a feeling Pippa might tell me.

      I pulled out my comm and approached the source of the smell. There was a small burner in the corner and a pan that was scorched black with strange streaks of bright blue and green. This looked like someone’s private kitchen. A single pan wasn’t big enough to produce enough Solar Flare to offset even the minimal costs of the ingredients.

      Not unless artisanal, small batch poison was catching on.

      I didn’t touch anything. Procedure when we found spots like this was simple: record the area and report. Station security would deal with it. Or the janitorial staff.

      For some reason, the mundanity of finding evidence of drug production calmed me down. It was so normal that it seemed to reset my fears. There had always been a seedy underbelly to Nebula Outpost, and I’d found dozens of sites similar to this before. It was just part of living on the station.

      My ear twitched, and my head snapped toward the door just as it started to slide closed.

      I lunged for it, desperate to put my fingers in its path and trigger the sensor to keep it open, but the closet was deep, and I wasn’t fast enough.

      Any calm vanished as the closet plunged into darkness.

      I fumbled with my comm, trying to turn on the light, but my hands shook so much that I dropped it. When I fell to my knees to search for it blindly, my fingers only felt the metal of the floor beneath me.

      I’m going to die.

      Was this what Pippa felt when she got locked in that incinerator?

      I knew I was freaking out. I knew this was a complete overreaction to something that wasn’t a big deal. But my heart threatened to beat out of my chest and sweat poured down my brow as the panic tried to sweep me away.

      My breaths were choppy. I could barely drag in any air, and I felt like I was going to pass out.

      I forced myself to crawl towards the door. There was a light switch, I just had to find it and turn the lights on and all would be okay. The lights should have been triggered by a motion sensor, but whoever was cooking their drugs in this little closet had probably disabled it for some unknowable reason.

      Was there enough air? I couldn’t breathe.

      I found the door and crawled my way up. I pawed at the wall and didn’t find the light switch, but I must have palmed over the sensor that opened the door. The door opened with a whoosh, and I stumbled out and ran into a broad chest.

      I looked up, and for a second that panic rushed back as I saw turquoise skin, short dark hair, and dark eyes.

      I reeled back, but sense came rushing in a second later. My would-be murderer wasn’t back from a penal colony.

      The male studied me with his cold gaze. Ryklin.

      The Detyen who seemed to be stalking me.
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      I reached out to steady Noelle, my hands going to each of her biceps and holding her in place for three seconds before she tore out of my grip. Her eyes were wide, her black hair matted with sweat, and her normally light brown skin had gone pale with a sickly undertone.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked. We were in Sector J, an older part of the station that was undergoing serious repairs. Everyone housed in this section had been moved to other locations, and there were warnings posted everywhere to keep out until further notice. “What are you doing here?”

      She glared at me, though I didn’t know why. It was a reasonable question.

      I only asked reasonable questions. As a soulless Detyen, I had no motive to ask any other kind.

      “I could ask you the same thing.” Noelle took a few steps back and scooped her comm up from the ground. “Did you shut the door?”

      “I believe there are timers on these closets.” As a maintenance person, she should have known that.

      Her shoulders sagged. “Right. I forgot.” She nodded towards the back of the closet. “Someone’s cooking Solar Flare.”

      It was too shrouded in shadow for me to see, but I could smell the faint hint of the drug scorching the air. “That needs to be reported.”

      “Yes. Obviously.” She shoved her comm in her pocket. “What are you doing here?” she asked. “No one comes down here.” She leaned back but hesitated before taking a step deeper into the closet.

      “I was working on the greenery in the atrium of Sector J. It is my break. I decided to take a walk.” The confession was my own little rebellion, though the human woman had no way of knowing that. They were words that might have once condemned me.

      They had condemned me.

      The soulless didn’t need breaks. We didn’t need vacation. What use were emotionless warriors if we still needed to be treated like people?

      I couldn’t take enjoyment from any of the sights on the ship, whether it was the lush greenery I helped to plant or the never-ending views of the stars around us from the viewing stations in every sector. But it was good to stretch my legs. It kept me limber, and activity kept my mind sharp.

      I would give up a lot before I gave up my breaks.

      “So, you just happened to stop in front of this closet?” Her eyes narrowed, and she crossed her arms. A combative pose.

      I had studied Noelle’s poses more than I should in the past two months. Longer than that, if I was being completely honest. She only crossed her arms like that when she was feeling threatened.

      As if I was any sort of threat to her.

      “I saw the door slide shut. I thought someone might be up to no good.” And there had been something nagging at my mind, an itch deep in my brain I couldn’t quite satisfy. It had me moving my feet before I could quite decide whether or not I should, and that itch had resolved the moment Noelle stumbled into me.

      “Oh.” Her arms uncrossed and she looked … I wasn’t sure how to describe it. Her eyes were downcast and her mouth slightly open. For a moment, her whole being had been poised for a fight, but now she looked defeated. “Screw it, I’m done for the day. I need to report this before I get any more work done.” She bent down and scooped up her tools, shoving them into a canvas sack before slinging that over her shoulder.

      I stepped to the side to let her exit the closet and fell into step beside her as she walked down the corridor to the lifts.

      “Are you following me?” she asked, throwing me a sideways glance, lips pursed.

      “I’m escorting you.” It was a long walk back to maintenance headquarters. Noelle had already been put in danger once on this station. If I could prevent it from happening a second time, I would.

      She picked up her pace. “I don’t need an escort.”

      My legs were longer than hers, and I’d spent years as a trained warrior in the Detyen Legion. It took little effort to keep up. I didn’t respond. She hadn’t told me to leave, not technically.

      Soulless Detyens were literal; we had to be. With no emotions to guide us, all we had was what we could observe, what we saw as the objective truth. There were philosophers and psychologists who might have something else to say about that, but I didn’t think about them any longer.

      That was the life I’d given up six years ago.

      We made it to the lifts, and Noelle jabbed her finger at the call button. “You’ve escorted me far enough,” she said. “I can take it from here.” The door to the lift slid open, and she stepped in.

      I joined her. “I’m taking a walk,” I said. I had a full half hour for my break and escorting her would take up most of it. It was a logical use of my time.

      She made a sound in the back of her throat. Frustration, perhaps. I remembered emotion, even if I couldn’t feel it, and from time to time I tried to identify the unspoken evidence of it.

      The rest of the walk was silent, though Noelle shot glances at me every few minutes. Finally, we arrived back at the maintenance headquarters, and she gave me a challenging look. “See, I’m fine. No stalkers but you. Now go back to work.”

      “Oh.” I recognized the quiet, feminine voice that came from behind us and knew the sight of me caused her distress.

      Pippa Vale. Drex’s denya.

      I turned and nodded to her in greeting as she approached the entrance to the maintenance quarters.

      What she was should have been impossible. When Detyens surrendered our souls, our emotions, we gave up the hope of life, of love, of anything to purchase a few more years in service to the Detyen Legion. It was the darkest secret of our race, that we would give up so much, become so little, just to escape the denya price for a time.

      Unmated Detyens died at the age of thirty. It was a fact of life. Before our planet was destroyed a century ago, the stories had it that there had been a robust system for identifying and connecting mates. But most of the population had been wiped out in a single, crushing blow, and the survivors were scattered across the galaxy. There were few mates to be had.

      There had been no need for soulless Detyens before the destruction of Detya.

      I banished the thoughts; they did me no good.

      “Ryklin,” Pippa said, voice steady. “What are you doing here?”

      “He walked me back,” Noelle replied before I could say a word, and any hostility she’d been aiming towards me seemed to have evaporated. “I found some drug evidence over in Sector J, and he happened to be passing by.”

      “In Sector J?” I didn’t need emotions to hear the skepticism dripping from her voice.

      After what I’d nearly done to her mate, I did not blame her. I held no ill will towards Drex, but I hadn’t believed him when he told me he found his denya. I couldn’t. I still didn’t understand it, but the evidence was clear enough. The man had his emotions back. It was real.

      “I’m working in the atrium, and I must return. Goodbye.” As I left the two women there, I wondered if I should have said anything about Drex. I’d lived with the man for nearly five years. He may have been the closest to a friend I was able to have.

      And I’d tried to kill him.

      I’d been convinced that he had fixated on Pippa, that he would descend into madness and violence and endanger myself and the four other soulless Detyens on the station. Protocol dictated that the fixated needed to be terminated for the protection of all.

      But I had been wrong, and Drex hadn’t fixated.

      I took the path back to Sector J without paying much attention to my surroundings. I must have taken a wrong turn since I ended up in front of the air lock outside of the groundskeepers’ storage area on level five.

      The same air lock I’d demanded that Drex jump out of and end it all.

      Perhaps the soulless were a mistake.

      I’d never been much for religion when I’d had my emotions. The priests of the old gods still performed their rituals, and I’d known plenty of soldiers who found comfort in it. Those priests and priestesses had reasons for the denya price, something about ancient betrayals and forgiveness, something about learning to value that which was most precious.

      It made no sense. If it was anything, it was an evolutionary byproduct, something to ensure we procreated quickly but didn’t have a drain on our resources.

      The priests didn’t want to hear such things.

      I stared at the button that would open the inner door to the airlock. If the soulless were a mistake, I was one too. It would be better to remove myself from the equation before I brought more trouble down on everyone.

      Or perhaps I should go and collect Zyrus, Kryin, Thalor, and Jorin to end it together.

      “Ryklin?” Drex’s voice cut through my thoughts, and I turned to him as if I hadn’t been contemplating my own suicide.

      “Drex.” I studied the man. He looked the same as ever, his teal skin covered in clan markings that only peeked out from under the sleeves of his coveralls. His dark hair was shorn short, and we were the same height, though I was broader. But there was a softness to his expression now, something I hadn’t seen in the years we shared quarters.

      Emotion.

      “Is everything alright?” he asked. His gaze flicked to the buttons that opened the airlock and then back to me. Perhaps he’d guessed the direction of my thoughts.

      Or he was remembering the last time we’d stood here.

      “Yes,” I said. I wasn’t going to jump out the airlock. Things were not so serious yet. I needed to consider it more carefully.

      But I’d walked Noelle across the ship when I had no reason to do so. And I’d become distracted on my journey back. I’d be late returning to my shift.

      They were signs I’d been ignoring, things I needed to consider.

      There wasn’t anything more to say to Drex, so I left him there with a simple nod and headed back to Sector J to finish my shift, thinking all the way.

      Noelle had been on my mind for months now, and the awareness of her could turn to fixation at any moment. It was no good.

      Drex may have not been fixated, but it didn’t mean that I couldn’t.

      I had to leave the station before it was too late.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/intrepid-bond-full.jpg
DETYEN WARRIOR OUTCASTS

INTREPID,.\«








