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Chapter One
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If Wallace doesn’t kill us, I’ll kill him myself.

Bright laser lights streak across the screen as the ship rocks from the impact. I swear, tapping the helm controls before another blast shakes the deck plates beneath my feet. At this rate, we’re going to either die in a hail of gunfire or shake to death.

Personally, I don’t like either option as I’d done the whole at-death’s-doorstep bit already. 

Twice. 

Death doesn’t suit me.

“Dammit, flyboy,” I say through gritted teeth. At this rate, someone will need to check for any breaches in the hull. “Do something.”

The volume and ferocity of his swears matches, then surpasses mine as he fights with the main helm controls. “I need more power.”

“I haven’t got any to give you.” Even as I say it, I bypass less critical systems and try to find another tactic to use because I refuse to crack into life support. The bridge lights flicker twice. We both make automatic adjustments to counter the power surge. “You’ve got three wicked pixies and four regular missiles, not to mention one fighter hot on your tail.”

“We’re going to go vertical on these sons o’ bitches,” he barks out. “See if we can’t loop around and take out the lone fighter first. Then we’ll deal with the rest.”

The choice of flight pattern is wrong, but I grit my teeth to keep from correcting him. The group of three is easier to deal with. If you’re a good shot, you can get more than one fighter at a time and conserve any dwindling weapon supply. In a fight, that’s always a good thing. To shoot wildly at a lone fighter is a waste of time, energy and resources—all things already in short supply.

Despite my reservations, I make the changes and wait for further instructions. I’m not here to fly, only to teach and offer assistance, nothing more. Whatever I’m supposed to do, it’s damn hard to keep doing.

As expected, the fighters adjust accordingly for Wallace’s maneuver. Now we’ve got even bigger problems. “Enemy is making course corrections and firing weapons. Three fighters are incoming, port side, screaming like a virgin having her first orgasm.”

“Hang on.” Wallace jerks the controls to the right. I wrap my hand around the left side of my control panel to keep myself in the seat as the ship tilts. The fighters make the same corrections, arrowing for us with deadly accuracy.

Wallace’s focus holds firm on the helm in front of him. I seize the opportunity and quickly tap a sequence into the computer with my thumb as discretely as I can. An alarm blares in response. I override it with a quick key combination. 

Shit. I’d hoped to make the correction without setting off the alarm.

My cheeks heat as Wallace cut his eyes to me. His lips bow down into a deep frown. “I don’t need your help. Change it back.”

I reverse the combination even before he finishes his demand, because I realize my mistake. He wants to do this on his own, but I can only stand to watch him struggle for so long. Wallace is out to prove himself. My covert piloting flies in the face of that.

My fingers hover over the panel as I study the reports that quickly scroll past. “I can divert forty percent of the gravity control system for you, but that’s all I can manage. Any more and I’ll start cutting into the life support. I don’t know about you, but I’m particularly fond of breathing.”

“What about the recirculation systems? Can you bypass it and re-route the life support that way?”

At his request, I study the systems in front of me. The motion of the ship changes as he makes a course correction. We continue to barrel forward with the small IGP fighters still tailing us. “Some, but I don’t know how much it will help.”

“Do it,” he orders firmly.

I nod and start to make the changes, hopeful they’ll make a difference. Midway through, the computer shuts down completely. I slam my hand down on it in frustration. The screen flickers once, then goes dead.

Harness straps clank loudly against the back of the seat as I throw them off. I push away from the dead console in order to sprint around Wallace to the starboard controls. I plop down into the seat, ignoring the restraints as I key up the sequence he ordered. Within thirty seconds, it’s entered with my fingers hovering over the control in wait.

“Initiate it.”

The ship shakes violently as he pulls back on the helm control to shoot vertical. Panic causes me to scramble to get the harness locked around my waist as I curse for not engaging it earlier. 

The controls screen displays the gravity of our situation. 

“They’re still hot on our tail. Engines holding steady for the moment. I imagine not for long though,” I add through clenched teeth. I have my suspicions about what will happen next.

Something hit us on the port side.

I study the diagnostics as the ship bucks from the force. Another Calibur class fighter that hadn’t shown up on my scans hits the aft engines—which are already on the brink of failure. I scowl, immediately re-routing the systems in order to compensate. It doesn’t seem to help. While I have a very skilled touch, it’s geared more toward flying than efficiently compensating for damage.

Everything around us stills. 

Shit. Shit. Shit.

That’s not good. While it means the impact finished shuddering through the hull, the cessation of sound also means the engines are completely gone.

“At least the shaking stopped,” I say wryly as my body goes limp in defeat. I lean forward, resting my head on the panel. I’ve gotten to be a real pro at the whole ‘crash a spaceship’ deal. Honestly, it’s not something to excel in. 

Wallace unleashes a string of violent words that cause me to flinch. As I lift my head, my gaze cuts to the narrow opening just above the large screen in front of me. 

I glance his way to see he’s trying to muscle the controls into submission. “Taran, some help would be nice.”

My hands lift in defeat. “Your aft engines are damaged and gone. All you have are the two starboard thrusters and they’ll only spin us around in circles. There is nothing I can do. It’s all on you now.” I don’t bother to hide my annoyance.

Even I would have performed horribly under these same conditions. I don’t have Wallace’s enhanced strength, but he doesn’t have my ace flying skills. 

He growls as he keys in sequences with one hand while he continues to struggle with steering. Every combination he tries is met with a sharp beep to indicate failure. I could have told him it’s futile, but he obviously needs to figure it out on his own.

“Can you override these controls?”

“Wallace, this isn’t Eidolon.” Never have I missed my former ship so much. I know her controls better than I know myself. This under-used, underpowered piece of shit is not high in my knowledge base. Despite the fact it looks like Eidolon’s bridge, the two can’t be further apart. “The safety controls are still engaged and there’s nothing either you or I can do to override them.” I fold my arms as the screen turns a garish red color. 

The sign of a thorough kill.

Wallace throws the helm control forward as he pushes himself up and away. In contrast, I carefully stand, sliding my hands into my back pockets. If nothing else, it keeps me from finding someone to throttle.

Wallace folds his hands behind his neck. Blows out a heavy breath as he stares up at the overhead. My gaze cuts to the small opening over the screen again. Gives a nod. There’s no need to rub salt in the wound of our failure. The dull red glow of the screen is enough. The replica of the bridge slowly fades. We stand in a vast, empty room as the simulation program ends.

Wallace drops his head forward. From the set of his shoulders, it’s easy to see his disappointment. Maybe I’m pushing too hard. Maybe not enough. To find the balance between backing off and encouragement has been harder than expected. As I watch the troubled man I love, I begin to second-guess my own abilities as a pilot. The last thing he needs to hear is how I also doubt myself. What he needs is some form of support.

“Wallace, it’s okay.” I walk around behind him, setting my hand on his shoulder. “Even I would have—” I stop as he steps away and walks out of the room without so much as a glance in my direction. 

The door slides closed. 

With no flight training simulation running, the lone occupant of the status room is visible.

“Reece!”
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The laser slicer in my hand flickers. Gives off a high whine of protest. I tap it a few times on the underbelly of the hull. The handheld device responds by shutting off entirely. I shake it with the hope it’s just a crossed wire or two and the movement will encourage the wires to uncross. 

It defies logic, but at this point, what else have I got to lose?

The device flares to life.

As I reach above my head to cut through the waterlogged ventilation tubing, someone walks across the deck above my head. Rust and debris rain down on me. I have to drop the slicer to shield my eyes. 

While I manage to avoid most of the unidentifiable flakes of junk, I can’t avoid the slicer. It catches my ankle as it falls. The scalding hot beams burns through the thin fabric of my pants and even the heavier material of my boots before it locates flesh.

I cry out, kicking away the laser. Watch as it slices through a few vital pieces of equipment. Well, shit. The charred scent of burned wires causes me to wrinkle my nose. Yet more crap I’m going to have to fix. Everything I’ve touched lately has been a big, fat waste of time.

From coolant lines with pinholes too small for the eye to see, to propulsion oil leaks, to chasing destructive furry...things out of the reverse osmosis units.

It’s a wonder I even bother.

Wallace tromps down the folding ladder we’re using for access to the inside of the ship while at the shipyard. He swings around as he reaches the bottom, scoops up the offending slicer, and taps it off with the palm of his hand. The beam vanishes as it, of course, is now in perfect working order. He sets the small handheld device on the toolbox beside him.

I scowl, dropping to the ground to strip off my boot and sock to inspect the damage. There is a slice a few inches deep and long across my ankle that runs down the side of my foot. Blood wells up, drips into the dirt. I ball up my sock, preparing to staunch the flow. 

It burns like there’s no tomorrow.

Wallace’s hand closes around my foot. Inspects the gash before I can manage to slap my damaged sock on the wound. “You need to go see the medical officer to have that looked at.” When he skims his finger skims over the bottom of my foot, my toes curl. 

“Things seem to be in working order.” I tug, wanting to put something over the cut before some microscopic germ infects it. 

That’d be just my luck.

Survive a few crash landings. Death by pathogen.

He doesn’t release my foot as his gaze meets mine. The amber depths don’t seem as bright as they usually do. Something odd passes through them. Something I can’t identify.

Even before his failure in the flight sim three days ago, Wallace has been distant and unapproachable—a shadow of his former self. At other times, it’s as though nothing has changed. There’s no discernable pattern. 

Quite frankly, I’m exhausted from trying to keep up with his moods. 

He’s been like this since Eidolon sank during the crash on Sulis.

I know what the problem is, but he’s not about to admit to it. He needs help to heal, to deal with trauma of his extensive injures, but he’s got to let me in so I can help. He hasn’t shown a bit of interest in that side of his recovery. 

Feet shuffle behind Wallace.

When I tap on the back of his hand to move it away, he flinches. Drops my foot as though he’s been scalded. He shoots me a sheepish grin before shoving his hands into his pockets. Steps several paces away.

I bite back a sigh. I should’ve started a tally sheet to tick off all the time he’s pulled away from me since the accident. Then again, I’m not masochistic enough to need a visual reminder of the pain. It hurts enough as it is. To see it as a tidy list will just make it even more gut-wrenching.

A man stands a short distance away, leaning his lanky form against an access ladder. His golden blond hair is shaggy, a wide swath of it draping across his piercing green eyes. His gaze shifts back and forth between us, a faint smile playing across his lips.

“Sorry to interrupt.” A touch of an accent adds a regal quality to his voice. It’s unexpected given his tattered and dust-covered clothes. 

Wallace turns to face him. “Anything we can help you with?”

“Looking for a ride and I’m told you’ve got the best pilot on the planet in your crew.”

“Galaxy,” I mutter as I press the sock against my cut.

“Pardon?”

Wallace snorts. “She said galaxy.”

“Doesn’t matter to me, mate. I just need a ride.” He kneels beside me. “That looks like it hurts. Can I take a look?” 

“Why? Do you have some sick fascination with someone else’s pain?”

The man glances to Wallace. “She always this pleasant?”

Wallace shrugs. “Afraid so.”

“Good thing I’ve got an excellent bedside manner.” Without warning, the stranger touches my foot. I jump at the burst of warm heat. He pokes and prods at the edges of the cut, manipulating the wound with gentle movements.

My fascination continues to grow as he pulls a small disc out of his bag. With a gentle motion, he divides it into two sections, unveiling the salve hidden inside. He scoops a bit onto his finger, glancing at me. When I nod, he dabs some over the gap in my skin. The sting immediately eases, curbing to a dull ache that is soon unnoticeable.

“You some sort of medic?”

His hair grazes his shoulders as he shakes his head. “I just have a large amount of experience tending to wounds. Mostly my own.” He takes the sock from me to tie it around the tended cut. “I’ve handled enough field injuries to make me qualified in emergency medical care. You could go see a real medic. They’ll have it patched up properly in a few seconds. But if you just keep that on for the rest of the day and wash it tonight, you should be fine.”

I shift my foot back and forth to admire his work. “Thanks.”

“No problem. Now about that ride...”

I wipe the dirt off my hands, gesturing to the ship over our heads. “I’m not flying right now.”

“Wait—you’re the pilot?” The stranger points at me. “What about him?”

“I’m just the pretty packaging, mate,” Wallace moves to the ladder, but stops short of climbing up. “Taran, the helm’s repaired. I’m going to start on the chillers back in the engine room.” He casts a curious look to the man before he disappears into the ship.

Well, the stranger obviously hasn’t sparked any of Wallace’s warning bells if he’s left me alone with him. Not that I can’t handle myself if he tries something, but Wallace would’ve stuck around if something didn’t sit well.

“So, you’re Whittier?” He points at me, his eyebrows winging up in surprise. 

Must think I’m trying to put one over on him. “Seems someone left out a key piece of information.” 

Not the first time I’ve encountered someone who’s surprised I can handle a starship. My small stature paired with pale blonde hair and blue eyes means the intimidation factor is high. I learned a long time ago not to advertise my skills unless I’m actively running cargo. Freelance jobs aren’t unheard of for star runners but happen less frequently for some. 

And by some, I mean me.

Female.

“Morley Slater. Mores for short, if you’re so inclined.”

I’m not, but he doesn’t seem the type to care. He extends a hand toward me. I hold up dirty hands while shooting him a sheepish grin. “Thanks for fixing my foot. I’m sure there are a few more pilots in the city who can help you out.”

Morley runs his fingers under the strap of the bag slung across his body. “I appreciate that, but I need the best.”

“Sounds familiar,” I mutter, pushing myself up to stand.

“Sorry?” 

“Ancient history.” I stuff my foot back into my ruined boot. The force causes a flare of pain up my ankle. I mange to cover with wince with a cough. I’ll have to take a trip into the city because this pair is ruined. Damn shame too. They are the only pair I own.

Damn comfortable, too.

“You’ll have to excuse me...Morely, you said?” He nods. “Right, so, I’m a pilot without a ship at the moment. What I can do is direct you to The Kissing Bug. You may be able to find what you’re looking for there, by the way, in case you are looking for—”

“The best bar on the planet, right?” He examines the ship’s hull, running his hand along the metal with a gentle caress. “What happened to her?”

Well, whoever he is, he appreciates his machinery. I glance up at the pitted and rusted hull. “Water. Leagues of water. Leagues and leagues of water,” I add as I think about just how much she’d been under.

He gives a low whistle. “You go down with her?”

I nod, fighting back the tide of memories associated with the crash. Things are touchy enough without the reminder of that hellish ordeal. Eidolon’s damaged hull is a sight I love and loathe at the same time. The fact that she’d been lifted from the sea bed of the Azzuro Ocean is nothing short of a miracle. If we ever manage to fix her, it’ll be a task of epic proportions. Since our job is to keep our heads down and out of IGP sights, taking all the time we need to fix her isn’t a problem. 

“As I said, I’m grounded for a while.”

“What if I could get you a ship?”

I wipe off a few drops of blood off my hand. Stuff the rag absently into one of my pockets. “If you own one, why can’t you pilot it yourself?”

A mischievous glint lights his eyes. “I said I could get one. Not that I own one.”

My days of illegal activity are over and done as far as I’m concerned. The last time I’d agree to a vague plan, I’d nearly killed myself and two others, plus fried a robot’s synaptic brain. Not about to go all in like that again. “Not interested. Find some other pilot who’s willing to take the risk.”

“A pilot who’s lost her nerve isn’t a pilot anymore.”

A streak of red slashes through my gut as I stare at him. However, I bite back the anger. I’ve got better things to do than get into a pissing contest with him. “Good luck on your search.”

Scooping up the laser cutter Wallace set aside, I reach up to continue the work on the problematic hose. It finally breaks loose after a few minutes of work, falling to the ground. When I bend over to retrieve it, I realize Morley Slater is gone.
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Chapter Two
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While there isn’t much to The Kissing Bug, it is indeed the best damn place to get something to drink, and even eat, on Telarus Prime. Due to the recent shift change at the nearby shipyard, the tavern is now teeming with off-shift workers looking to unwind with a drink.

I scan the room, comforted by the dark wood and gleaming glassware stacked behind the bartender. Comfort in the familiar. There isn’t anything exceptional about The Kissing Bug. Visit any planet in this quadrant and I guarantee there will be an establishment that looks exactly like this. 

Same weary workers.

Same eclectic visitors. 

“Looks like someone made friends easily.” 

“What?” 

Wallace juts his chin toward the far end of the bar. 

Over the sea of people, I see a familiar face. Morely has an arm slung over the back of his chair as he casually twirls an empty glass against the bar top. He shoots me a half smile as he touches two fingers to his forehead in salute. 

Frustration courses through me, causing me to bite down on the inside of my cheek. I remind myself that I recommended the bar, thinking it might be the place he could hitch a ride. I should be pleased he followed my suggestion, but, instead, I’m annoyed. 

“Let’s grab a booth.”

As soon as we locate a vacant booth, Wallace keys in his order. Despite the run-of-the-mill décor, The Kissing Bug really does have some of the best food in the sector. With Eidolon’s food stores still waterlogged, this place has become our go-to for dinner almost nightly. 

Wallace’s sharp gaze, honed by years of setting up security perimeters for Grey Securities, scan everything before falling on me. I give him a faint smile as I tap along with the beat of the low-key music playing. 

“I finally got the new flanges on the chillers.” Wallace snaps his fingers suddenly. “Went ahead and decided to start fitting up the new hoses we picked up a few weeks ago on Caimera. Should finish those off tomorrow before thirteen hundred.”

I’m eager to get Eidolon back in the stars. She’s meant to be zipping around the farthest reaches of the galaxy, not propped up on jack stands in a shipyard. “One more thing ticked off the list is always a positive sign.” 

He rolls his eyes. “Except when that list is longer than this damn planet is round.”

I nod. 

Feel the conversation die. 

Most of our discussions have been like this since Eidolon’s crash on Sulis. We’d spent two months on the planet while Wallace had undergone intense physical therapy in order to recover from his injuries. It had been grueling, sometimes demeaning work and he usually returned from his sessions in a foul mood. With his injuries, Wallace appeared to have developed some kind of fear about touching me.

Which means the past four months have just been one enormous ball of joy.

His sudden appearance on Nagol had reminded me how he needed me the most when I’d turned my back on him. So when he’d shown up again, it had been our opportunity for a second chance. After a few fits and starts, we’d reconnected.

My heart aches for the distance between us now.

To make matters worse, every time I try to talk to him about his detachment, both emotionally and physically, he changes the subject. Instead of pushing him, I bury myself in the repairs on Eidolon.

Never in my life have I ever felt so alone.

As he sits across from me, I openly study him. As an Illium, Wallace doesn’t look much different from Earth males. In fact, to me, he’s better. I’m particularly fond of the way he looks in his coveralls. They hug in all the right places, accentuating his broad shoulders and narrow waist beneath. His dark hair is mussed from a long day of repair work. The dull overhead lighting casts the powerful lines of his face in shadow and light. His sharp amber eyes study the other patrons, looking for irregularities.

He seems to be edgier than usual.

I want to strip away one of my gloves so I can touch his skin to reassure him, in a way that only I can, how much I love him. But I’m not sure it’s enough. Better to keep my hands to myself. Stick
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