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Prologue
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Tanu couldn’t help glancing over at Gilda as he worked on the sweet rolls. Pretty, she had a figure much as he’d had before the change. He upended the bowl and dumped the lump of dough out on the board he’d sprinkled flour over. 

Maden had grinned when he asked for not only old-fashioned flour, but the bread kind. Yeast, he’d acquired from a bakery on Greenhouse 2. He remembered the ship had a Selvian as a crewmember at one time. They had likely tasted what a Selvian considered to be essential to good eating. The formulated rolls never quite compared to the real thing. 

Dahteste agreed with him and promised to obtain both real flour from Nizad, along with a strain of yeast the Distani female swore would prove its worth once he tried it. Gilda assured him the captain’s mate came from a world that did things like cooking by hand instead of using a machine that produced a reproduction of the real thing. 

He knew nothing of Nizad. Her claims might be true. Selvians still made food. A female would never be allowed to mate if she couldn’t make sweet rolls. They had to be light and fluffy, with a dusting of sap from the ultnea tree, preferable, or the sweetener humans called sugar. 

Tanu thumped the lump hard with both hands, turned it into itself, and did the same thing. He pummeled the dough as he would a pirate’s head if he had one close. The rhythmic thumps reverberated through the kitchen. 

Gilda wandered over. He noted her movement from the corner of his eye. 

She stopped and took a step back when a puff of flour hissed up from the board. “I watched Oicu cook back when he was a crewmember. He didn’t get near as brutal with the dough. You taking out your anger on it?”

“What if I am?”

“Won’t it make the rolls tough?”

“What makes you ask that?”

“My mother bakes at home. Our bondegård isn’t close to a city. We make our own or do without. I’ve helped her before.”

“I don’t want your help.”

“That’s fine. I didn’t offer it. It’s something I do at home. Since your job is cooking, I’m happy to let you do it.”

“Why don’t you go find someone else to bother?”

“Careful, Selvian. Keep in mind you have no experience fighting. I do. And I’m a Fjellskoglander—irritate me enough and I could decide to teach you a lesson in manners.”

“You wouldn’t want to anger your captain.”

She took a step back and he hoped that meant she planned to leave. The crack of her hand across his backside came as a complete surprise.

“Fuck! What did you do that for?” Without thinking, he used his floured hand to rub his butt. “Seven hells. Now I have flour on my clothes. I don’t have a clean pair of pants. Damn you...”

Gilda slapped her hand across his mouth. “Don’t finish that. You want another one? I can slap a lot harder, in case you wondered. Keep it clean, Tanu. If I want, I can turn you over my knee and give you a lesson that will leave you unable to sit for days.” 

Her pale eyes narrow and only slightly below his, he didn’t doubt Gilda could or would do as she threatened. Perhaps it would be best to take his anger out on the dough. Tanu turned and pounded on the lump. 

“Good male,” she whispered in his ear. “I’m going to get a cup of Dahteste’s tea, sit in the corner, and beta read Maden’s latest text for him. Do not anger me again and we’ll both be fine.”

He wanted to stop and rub the place where she’d slapped him, but didn’t. What he’d done instinctively, which got flour on his backside, would do. More would make him look weak. In a way, she had spoken truth. He didn’t know how to fight. Perhaps while he found himself stuck on this ship, he could rectify the lack. 

Then he grinned. Why not? It seemed Maden had assigned Gilda to watch him. He could ask her to teach him what he needed to know. There was a pirate leader out there he wanted to take apart as one pulled apart the rolls when cooked—a piece at a time.

He allowed himself a thought for the crew of the Abbura. By now, any who indulged in the dish he’d left behind were all in medbeds or, if unlucky, dead. 
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Beyond a doubt, Tanu took the prize for the prettiest male she’d ever seen. Touching him must not happen often. She liked it too much. There were things to remember about the male. He might not be who he said he was. Or he could be using a few grains of truth to flavor a story concocted to get him on board the Long Sword. 

Eyes the color of a fjord in winter and filled with sadness drew her. She wanted to be closer. Touching that fair skin dusted with a kiss of gold could spell trouble for her if she foolishly persisted. 

A seasoned crewmember, she knew better. Whatever he was; victim or spy, she must stay detached. It would be oh so easy to...

She couldn’t.

Didn’t dare allow tormented blue eyes to drag her into something that might cost the ship everything.

I am strong. I am not the weak link. Gilda repeated those words in her head. 

Tanu must prove himself before she would let down the walls protecting her and her crewmates. Every time she felt compassion for the Selvian, it must be shut down. Gilda didn’t dare take her concerns to anyone. 

By the Warrior Saint, if Nic got a sniff of her conflict over Tanu, he’d go straight to Maden. She cringed. Dahteste posed another problem. Could the female sense her confusion over the Selvian? 

Captain Mad’s mate had hidden talents. Unsure what the female was capable of, Gilda decided to keep her at arm’s length until this mess with Tanu came to an end. 

Another series of thoughts had her mind racing and bumped up a traitorous physical yearning to throw Tanu into the nearest bunk. What if he’s not a spy? What if the information he has for the admiral is important and they take him off the ship? I might never see him again. 

She caught herself biting her lower lip and put a stop to that. Should Nic see her, he would know of her agitation. Not good. Her older brother didn’t need any more ammo than he already had. 

Counting slowly, she took sips of Dahteste’s tea. Whatever she felt for Tanu must be put aside. It couldn’t be anything but lust combined with pity.

She took a glance into the prep area of the kitchen. By all seven hells and the pit, he was beautiful. 
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Chapter One
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Gilda pulled up her email account. She needed to finish Maden’s latest on alternate strategies for dealing with convoys and defense of lightly armored ships, but an email to Oicu wouldn’t take long to get out. 

The Selvian crewmember who’d retired right after they rescued Dahteste had been her mentor during the early days on the Long Sword. Back then, he’d still been female. The change took place gradually, but it hadn’t been easy. 

It had taken she/he the better part of a SUN year to go from a sexy, curvy, female to the lean angular male. Through it all Gilda offered what support she could. 

She remembered massages to ease the strain of muscles reconfiguring, a few tearful bouts in the very beginning, and a couple of discussions in the cabin they shared the entire time. Nic grumbled. Gilda ignored him. Oicu remained her friend no matter her/his sexual orientation. 

She wasn’t sure who else had Oicu’s personal email, but it didn’t matter because she had it. From what Tanu said, the change had been precipitous for him. There wasn’t much time to get acclimated to her/his new life. Rather than trying to research what was probably an unusual situation, she’d go to a Selvian who might have answers. When an urge came to ask a few questions about physical matters that might give her other interest away, she stopped herself. Best to not go there. Oicu knew her too well.

Hey, you old thing. How’s the hunt for a female going? Made any progress?

I had something odd come up. We have a Selvian on board who got traumatized into the change by some snake shit pirates. It’s hit her/him hard. Lost his mate and unborn young. Her/his body negotiated the change, but I don’t think his mind is there yet. Add to that he’s got a bad case of revenge fever coupled with no family support for some reason, and I’m not sure how to deal with her/him. Think about it and get back to me when you can.

Good luck on the hunt for a female if you haven’t rounded one up already.

Gilda sent the email and went back to beta reading Maden’s manuscript. She could tell Indi had already edited the copy. Maden often got a bit too verbose when writing. Indi always made it easier for the not-so-educated to comprehend. His textbooks were often handed to some young life form right off a backward SUN world and shoved into basic. Having learned her lesson, Gilda didn’t bother with his first drafts. They could cause her eyes to cross. 

Halfway into another chapter, she found a reply to her email.

The female search is a flat out loss. Maybe I’ve spent too much time on a merc ship. All the eyelash batting and shit leaves me cold. I miss the Long Sword. I’m thinking about asking Captain Mad to take me back.

Having the change forced on a Selvian is a steaming pile of snake shit. I can see where the poor thing could be teetering on the edge of an emotional crisis. The only thing holding them together is probably the need to seek payback. I gather for some reason Maden has you on care duty. Don’t push too hard on that one. Sounds like a damaged missile on the verge of going off.

Tell me, what do you think Captain Maden would say if I asked to re-up?

She replied with a smile on her face. 

Don’t wait, old thing. We’ve been shorthanded since forever. You know how our favorite Messerian is about taking on new people. NOT. That life form could go forever without taking on new crew if he could get away with it. We should be getting Daveld back from basic soon. Still, we could use at least four more good people, and you know he’s not about to go looking. The only reason we have the two rookies we’ve got now is because of Commander Eirson. One of her crew is a relation to the female and Maden couldn’t resist taking them both. I think Dahteste had something to do with him breaking down and hiring them. Do it. Since you’re talking to me, sit down and ask him to give you a berth. Please.

Gilda made sure to put a heart in after the please. It would be great to have Oicu around to help with Tanu. She took a quick glance at the young Selvian in the kitchen. As Tanu chopped veggies with a big knife, she resolved to take Oicu’s caution to heart. 

Having Tanu go berserker in the kitchen wouldn’t help him or those who would be faced with the task of calming him down. They could subdue him, but keeping him in the medbed for a long time wouldn’t help him or the crew. That kind of upset on a ship didn’t make for a happy work environment. 

She turned her attention back to the text. Her heart gave a little jump when she got another email from Oicu. Please, please let it be good news. Gilda rushed to open it and gave a little bounce at the subject line. 

Spruce up our cabin. 

The body of the email was even better. 

Get all your mess confined to your area. Sugar, daddy is coming home.

She gave a little squeal and jumped out of her chair. 

“What’s with you?” Knife in hand, Tanu leaned forward.

“Good news.” She spun around in a circle, stopped, and grinned at the Selvian. “We had a Selvian crewmember when I first signed on with the Long Sword, Oicu. When the change happened, he decided to retire, find a female, and settle down. The finding isn’t going too well for him. I just got an email saying Oicu is signing on again. We’re so damn shorthanded all the time, it’ll be nice to have him on board. And I think we should be getting Daveld back soon.”

Tanu’s face became expressionless for an instant. He turned back to chopping. “Who is Daveld?”

She found it interesting that he didn’t ask for more information on Oicu. Did he feel threatened for some reason? “Daveld is an orphan Maden picked up on a station. He’s Iskonian and had a bit of a problem when Indi got kidnapped. Maden sent him to basic to learn control. He’s not bad, but needed to get taken down a bit. Damn Iskonians are so big they think they can bully forms into doing what they want with no consequences.”

“Wouldn’t know. Never met one. How big is he?” Tanu kept his attention on the cutting board. 

“Big enough that he needs to tip his head to get in doorways. His head won’t scrape the hall or quarter’s ceiling if he wears flat boots, but if he puts on anything with a heel, he’ll scrape along.”

“Doesn’t that make serving on a ship difficult?”

“He’ll manage. This is about the only home he’s ever had. Daveld will put up with a lot to stay on the Long Sword. Trust me on that one. Besides, this ship has taller ceilings than most due to Maden’s crest.”

Tanu didn’t respond. It seemed he had all the information he wanted. Gilda took the hint and went back to beta reading. When her shift was over, she’d clean up the mess in their quarters.

Nic would have a fit about her bunking with a male. Too bad. Oicu was her friend and she’d already seen everything the Selvian had. Physically, there wasn’t too much difference. His balls hung lower once they descended, and his penis was broad and thick. She took a sideways glance at Tanu. How did he rate against Oicu? There was an interesting subject. Still, she had work to do. Time to get back to it. 
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Chapter Two
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“That’s certainly good news.” Maden leaned back in his command chair and grinned at Spence and Dahteste.

“What?” Spence asked. Dahteste didn’t need to ask; she already knew. He might act relaxed, but Maden felt ecstatic over getting Oicu back again. She knew the Selvian had retired right after Maden rescued her. She didn’t remember the male. Not a surprise. There was a lot about that time she didn’t remember well. 

“I got an email from Oicu.” Maden put his hands behind his head. If Spence wanted to know more, he would need to probe her mate. 

The Pacifican sighed. “You’re going to make me ask, aren’t you?”

“Why the seven hells not? Since it’s good news, I don’t feel like letting go of it right away. We get little enough of the good stuff.”

With a shake of his head, Spence laughed. “You’ve got a point there. So, what’s got you all smiley, something I don’t get to see too often.”

“And once I tell you what’s up, we need to work out a schedule for us to take a few days off. Daveld is close to graduating. I need to be there to collect the brat before someone else makes him an offer. I hear he’s doing exceptionally well.”

“I heard the same thing. Of course, he is. The hot shot wants back on board so bad he’d crawl across half of Estevan’s desert on hands and knees to get his berth again. I figured you’d be watching his graduation. I know you’ve been keeping tabs on how he’s doing. Now, tell me the good news ‘cause I know this ain’t it.”

Dahteste loved listening to the two males when they got going. They knew each other so well. Maden and Spence were a good team. Even without the implants, she thought they could finish each other’s sentences. 

Why has he never married?

Remind me to tell you later, Maden responded to her thought. “Oicu’s hunt for a female to settle down with isn’t going as well as he’d like. He’s bored with retirement and wants to re-up with us. We’ll pick him up on Greenhouse 2 when we make port.”

Spence did a drum roll on the arms of his chair. “Well, bless the Warrior Saint! When you bring Daveld back, we’ll almost be up to full strength. We could use about four more bodies, but I know better than to ask that you find a few at the graduation.”

Maden waved one hand in the air. “I’m not ready to turn this ship into a crew carrier. I know all of you and we work well together.”

“So we do,” Spence agreed. “That decided, are you both going to Daveld’s graduation?”

“I’d rather not leave with Tanu in the condition he’s in. Someone who can talk him down if the need arises should stay on the ship,” Dahteste said. 

I don’t like it. 

The thought flitted into her mind. She knew Maden didn’t like leaving her on the ship with a form he didn’t trust. Not bothering to start the argument all over again, she sat silently waiting. There would be more from him. Prince Maden Vaallaant didn’t give up easily.

Leaving Gilda here to deal with Tanu on her own wasn’t right nor smart. The glances Gilda gave Tanu hinted at more than the Fjellskoglander let on. He might not like the situation, but she knew Maden would give in if she remained firm. Dahteste rose and went to stand behind her mate’s chair. Her fingers curved over his shoulders, and she used both thumbs to massage his neck muscles. Finish with this, love. Tell Spence to book your flight from Greenhouse 2 and let’s go down to the podbay. 

I don’t want to leave you here. I want you with me.

When the feathers peeked out of his dark hair, Dahteste stroked from his forehead to his neck, easing them down. Yes. And I would go with you if not for our Selvian guest. He’s a mess. Dahteste thought it best to keep any suspicions regarding Gilda’s feelings for Tanu to herself.

She understood Maden’s reluctance to leave her on the ship. The difference in their life expectancy never left his thoughts. With hers far less than his, Maden wanted every moment with her he could get. The spirits had promised to extend her lifespan, but he didn’t trust either her spirits or their word. She did, but only time would prove one of them wrong. 

He allowed her to calm his agitation. The feathers settled on his head in their place beneath the dark hair lightly sprinkled with silver here and there. 

“Make the reservation. Book me a flight from Greenhouse, me only. Dahteste will be staying with the ship. For the return to Greenhouse 2, make it a one-way for Daveld. I doubt I’ll need to worry about not using the fare. You handle that. We leave the bridge in your capable hands. Two jumps, and before we take the freighters to their destination, we’ll pause at Greenhouse 2. I’ll take a flyer to the surface.” Maden rose and stretched. “The ship is yours.”

“Aye, Captain. I’ll get it all organized and put the details in your implants soon as it’s done.”

As they exited the bridge, Maden reached for her hand. They strolled down the hall to the cross corridor that led to the podbay closest to their quarters. Neither spoke until they stepped inside and leaned against the wall near the door. The vastness of space could be seen on the other side of the exit which would open wide to allow escape in the event the crew must abandon ship. 

We could always drop the little ball of hate on Greenhouse 2.

We could, Dahteste agreed. But won’t. I suspect whatever information he has for Admiral Ramos is important. 

Getting the two together is not about to happen anytime soon. The admiral is up to his eyebrows in something super-secret and it’s occupying all his time. I can usually get a few minutes with him. Not now.

Dahteste leaned against Maden, and his arm circled her waist. If it’s that important, I hope it goes his way. I hate to think about what could have the admiral so occupied that he doesn’t have a few minutes for you. Ramos knows you don’t approach him about little things.

I feel the same. But I’m not about to let the crew know, or Tanu either. There’s not a damn thing we can do unless Ramos asks for our help. If that happens, we’ll drop everything and give our all. Maden tugged her over so she pressed against his body. 

Dahteste sighed when he wrapped both arms around her. I don’t think it’s wise to give anyone leave time on Greenhouse 2. 

Nor do I. We don’t know who the pirates are using as a contact. If we all left at once, that would put the Long Sword in a vulnerable position. Not smart. 

Who knows where it’s safe? 

The way things are, safe places to allow the crew shore leave are getting harder to find. But I can think of a couple worlds that might be better than others. Haakonlan comes to mind. Winter there can be interesting. There are all kinds of snow sports. And there’re enough bars around the main port to get any crewmember plastered. 

I wonder what Nic and Gilda would think about that idea. She might not want to go home. 

True. We could always let those two go explore the Nipponese side of the planet. Indi mentioned they are a little more conservative. The Nipponese youth liked to bar crawl over on the Fjellskoglander side. That might or might not have to do with their parents or simply a lack of seedy bars. 

She hugged his arms close. Why don’t you know? Don’t tell me you haven’t checked it out yourself.

What would that cousin of yours think about our crew taking leave on Nizad?

He wanted to change the subject and Dahteste let him. She wondered what kind of trouble Maden had found mingling with the Fjellskoglanders. We can always ask. Not that there’s that much to do on Nizad. I can guarantee there are none of those kinds of bars around Port City. In summer, there is fishing, horseback riding, and hiking if he allows them to leave the island. Come winter, unless you’re interested in crafts, the place can be boring. We finished with the admin stuff? Dahteste asked.

For now. Ready to let me carry you off to bed?

Yes.

Maden bent both knees and lifted her into his arms. That makes me happy. Let’s see how many times we can make love before Spence tells me it’s my turn on the bridge.

You’ll be exhausted.

I don’t give a snake’s tail. I’ll sleep on the way to Daveld’s graduation. 

Dahteste giggled. For an old male, you have some real expectations.

All of which I plan to deliver. 
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Chapter Three
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The pause they made to allow the captain to leave the ship for the planet seemed to Tanu to barely stop the ship’s motion. As he gathered the ingredients for a new batch of sweet rolls, he wondered if they would ask him to stand a watch. Not that he would have any idea of what to do in an emergency. 

Sorting through the stores to see what he might use to vary the rolls, fruit or some type of spice, he found a package labeled “olla nuts.” Unfamiliar with them, he opened the package, took one out, and bit into it. 

A burst of flavor coated his tongue. They were good, but he suspected to not detract from the rolls, it would be best to use pieces of ollas. He laid a few on the board he’d been using to cut things on. Taking the blade of the big kitchen knife in hand, he used the handle to shatter a nut.

“What in the seven hells are you doing?” Gilda ran up and laid a hand on his arm. “You make a wrong move and you’re going to open your hand.”

Her touch caused him to jerk away from her. 

“See? That’s what I mean. You can’t use the knife to crack nuts.”

“What do you suggest? I’ve seen nothing resembling a necanta or necuna in here.”

“I don’t know those words. Explain what they are.”

“A necanta is a bowl, with or without a pedestal. You put things inside that you wish to break or grind. The necuna is the tool that fits in the hand. It does the actual work of cracking or grinding.”

“Ah. I remember now. Oicu had those. I think he took them with him when he left. He used to do most of the cooking...” She hesitated.

“He was a male?”

“Not then. But his change took place well over a SUN year. That’s why he left, to find a female.”

Tanu didn’t want to hear more. “I suppose I can put cloth around the blade.”

“No! Wait a minute. I’ve got something you can use to break those things up. Let me run to my quarters. I’ll be right back. Put the knife down.”

As she turned away, he placed the knife on the counter. Tanu stared at the nuts, but he didn’t see them. Panu’s smiling face telling him they would be life mates no matter what his parents said filled his vision. What would it have been like if they had lived the allotted term he’d expected? 

A sharp pain stabbed through his lower body. He’d wanted the young one so much the loss still had the power to affect him. There shouldn’t be pain. There was.

He must contact Panu’s partner and let him know he still lived. Panu’s brother Honatu, that son of a snake, would be trying his best to take control. 

He should have asked the Messerian before he left to allow him to send an email. If he asked the second-in-command, perhaps he would help him. The sound of running feet in the hall panicked Tanu and he reached for the handle of the knife. Heart throbbing, he watched Gilda enter the kitchen wearing a smile. 

The knife clattered to the counter. 

Gilda’s steps slowed. “Hey, Tanu. It’s just me.” She spoke softly. “I’ve got something you can use to break up those nuts. That’s what they are, right?” 

“Yes, yes. Nuts.” He caught his breath. “They’ll add a nice touch to the rolls.”

Ashamed of his loss of control, Tanu looked past the female’s shoulder—right into the eyes of the captain’s mate. How much had she witnessed? Gilda might be easier to deal with. Her eyes, the color of a parda flower, held no censure. He centered his attention on the Fjellskoglander female. “What did you bring to crack them?”

She held up a metal thing with a handle in the middle. One head had spikes, the other a swirl pattern on the head. 

“What is that thing?” About to touch it, he pulled his hand back.

Gilda laughed. “It’s an antique war hammer. I found it a couple of years ago on Barzil. I was prowling the pawn shops near the port we parked on and found it for sale. It’s an old Fjellskoglander weapon. Here.” She held it out. 

He took the handle. “It’s heavy.”

“As I said, it’s a weapon. You hit someone with it and it’s going to do some damage.”

Rolling it over, Tanu ran a finger over the swirling pattern. “I suspect it would open a skull.”

“Easily. The end with the spikes was used to shred armor. But you can use the other end to crack those nuts. If you don’t want to reduce them to pulp, use a light touch. Clean it when you finish.”

The captain’s dark-haired mate came up beside Gilda. “A formidable weapon that. Good thing it’s only being used on nuts.” 

Gilda’s laugh filled the kitchen. “When I bought it, the shop owner had no idea the rust colored deposit around the handle where it attaches to the head was really dried blood. It took me a long time to get it clean.” 

With shaking fingers, Tanu placed the war hammer on the counter. He stared at it. Could he use something like it on the pirate responsible for Panu’s death? Perhaps. First, he would need to learn to fight. 

“I’ve come to relieve you.” The captain’s mate spoke to Gilda. “You’ll just have time for a short nap before your shift starts. When it’s over, come for me. We’ll eat and Tanu here can go off duty as well. The shift schedule Spence worked out won’t be easy. Good thing it’s not for long.”

“And once we get back to Greenhouse 2, we’ll not only have Captain Mad back, but two more crewmembers to ease the load. Alright, I’m for bed. Don’t eat all the rolls when Tanu gets them finished.”

As Gilda walked away, Tanu looked up into the dark eyes of the other female. Her face expressionless, she leaned on the other side of the counter. He turned away from her and made a small grouping of the nuts. War hammer in hand, he tried to be delicate when hitting the mound. They bounced across the counter, and he lost a few on the floor. 

“If you use a shallow bowl, they might not bounce all over the place. Or wrap them in one of the kitchen rags.” She chuckled. “That might put a few holes in the cloth, but that’s what rags are for. You’d think on a high tech ship like the Long Sword, we wouldn’t have a need for cloth. It’s better to reuse and recycle than to carry around tons of other, disposable matter.”

He pulled the drawer open and got out a rag. “We still use such things on Selvia.”

“As we do on Nizad. When winter comes, we have these winds that blow across the planet. They make going outside very unpleasant.” She fell silent.

Tanu wrapped a handful of nuts in the cloth and used the very top of the hammer to break them in pieces. When he opened the rag, the nuts were ready to go into the dough. 

“You know, it’s interesting how some cultures still like to do things for themselves, while others fully embrace technology to the point where they do almost nothing requiring physical exertion,” Dahteste said.

Moving the bowl closer, he transferred the nuts to the dough and used both hands to distribute the pieces through it. “I like working the dough.”

“I see that you do. After Oicu left, we reverted to another system. We survived on energy bars and drinks for six days. On the seventh, one of us took over the cooking.” She leaned forward. “I can cook and Maden knows it. But I made it clear that I wasn’t taking over for Oicu. A Selvian like you, I understand he liked cooking for everyone. Since he did, they all took over his watches so he could do what he enjoyed. That made everyone happy. A good compromise, wouldn’t you say?”

Her question required an answer. It didn’t mean he had to look at her. “It sounds fair. A reasonable exchange.”

“Have you notified your people that you’re alive?”

That question took him by surprise. Tanu glanced at her. “How? There is business I need to see to. I meant to ask Captain Maden before he left and didn’t have time.”

“Do you have an email account?”

“Not personally, as Tanu. I’d need a new one. But I didn’t think the captain trusted me enough for that.”

“We’ll talk to Spence. I’m sure you have relatives anxious to hear from you.”

With a flick of his wrist, Tanu covered the bowl of dough. “Ours was a love match and not sanctioned by either of our families. Still, there is business I must take care of before untoward things take place.”

Her hand covered his on the counter. Tanu stared at the slim fingers. 

“I’ll see to it for you. When Spence comes in after Nic relieves him, we’ll talk.”

A quick glance up at the female’s face reassured him she meant to help. “I would be very happy if you would.”

“It will happen. Now, I assume there are some things we have stocked that may be a puzzle. Did you see something labeled ‘corn meal?’”

A nod sufficed. 

“That’s a staple on Nizad. I’ll show you how we use it. After you taste it, then you will have a better idea of what to do with the meal.”

“What’s your name again?”

“Dahteste. I’m a Distani from Nizad. I’m here to help if I can. If you ask me to keep a confidence and it’s not something that will harm the crew or the ship, you can be certain I’ll keep your secret.”

Tanu believed her. 
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A tiny sliver of hope took hold of him. Tanu made what Dahteste called Distani pudding for dessert. Could she, the captain’s mate, be a friend? He hoped so. With the pudding made, he thought to make an untomo for the crew. 

Once cooked, the crew could scoop out what they wanted. It would be good hot or cool. The sweet rolls came from the oven with a scent he couldn’t remember encountering before. He placed the pan on the counter and upended it on one of the dishes he must put in the cleaner later.

Dahteste slid in silently beside him. Her hand on his shoulder felt different from Gilda’s touch. Gilda caused his skin to leap to attention. This female’s contact felt as his mother’s had when he was a youngling. 

“Oh, Tanu. Those smell so good. I think the nuts were a great idea.”

He felt his mouth twitch up at the corners. “Wait a little. I’ll have an untomo ready for you soon.” A quick glance in her direction brought out a real smile, the first he’d felt in a long time. Eyes closed, she leaned forward to sniff the rolls. Long hair dangled down her back in an arrangement he had no name for. 

When she opened dark eyes and smiled back, he understood why Captain Maden had calmed since mating the female. As Panu did for her/him, Dahteste filled an empty space in the Messerian. He bit his lower lip to keep the tears that flooded to the surface from falling. 

A warm palm stroked his shoulder. “What’s a un... tomo? I’ve never heard of it before.”

He blinked and swallowed his tears back. “A family dish on Selvia. I would think Oicu, that was his name? Served it to the crew. It’s one of the first things a female learns to make, other than rolls.”

One side of her mouth twitched up farther than the other. “I came on board somewhat out of it. On the verge of death, so Maden says.”

What a loss for the universe it would have been if this lovely female had died. She so reminded him of Panu. “You put me in mind of my mate. He had a side”—Tanu waved at the plate of rolls—“sweet like these. Warm, sweet to me, wonderful.”

“Thank you. That’s a compliment and I’ll take it. But you need to know I can be nasty when provoked. Don’t push me into a corner. It’s not safe.” Her fingers tightened for an instant on his shoulder. 

She tilted her head to the side. “Nic is on his way in. How about we give him a fresh roll and a hot cup of my tea? Get him ready for his shift. How close to being done is the un thing? Spence will be in soon for food before he goes in for a nap.”

Tanu broke off a roll and Dahteste grabbed a plate for it. With it on the counter, she went for a mug to make the tea. 

“You heard through the implants.” 

“I did.”

“What’s it like to have them all in your mind, the crew and the ship? I’ve enough trouble handling my own thoughts.”

“You can compartmentalize things. And you must turn them off for a certain amount of time to keep from burnout.” She leaned over to him. “I don’t use implants. I listen in.”

“How do you do...” 

Dahteste put a finger across his lips. “No one knows for certain but Maden and now you. It’s our secret.”

“But...”

“Shush. Don’t ask because I’m not going to tell you more. It’s the kind of secret that could get me in big trouble if it got out. By telling you, I put my life in your hands.”

He swallowed hard. “You can trust me.”

“If I didn’t think so, I wouldn’t have said anything. I’m not a fool.”

Nic walked in the door. Dahteste turned to him, the plate in hand. “Ready for a snack?”

Long hair, damp from a shower went farther down the Fjellskoglander’s back than Tanu had ever seen on a man. Eyes the same color as Gilda’s seemed to pierce him through. 

A big hand swallowed the plate. “Are they as good as Oicu’s?”

Tanu felt his anger, never far from the surface, prickle. 

Dahteste laughed. “Try it and see. Let me get you a cup of tea. Planning on letting your hair dry by draping it over the back of the captain’s chair on the bridge? You know how much Maden hates it when you leave his chair wet.”

The expressionless face split into a grin. “And I care? Why?”

Dahteste laughed and Nic smiled. He appeared less intimidating wearing that broad grin. Tanu took a step back. Getting into a fight with Nic would earn him bruises or a broken something. Had Nic and Maden ever got into a physical fight? It would be something to see.

At least a head taller than Gilda, the man’s muscular arms had to be the size of Tanu’s legs. If they were to stand face to face, Tanu guessed he would be staring at Nic’s jaw. 

The smile faded when Nic turned to give Tanu a slow onceover with eyes a cold, bleak blue. Gilda’s flashed with fire. He felt warmth from her. Not so from her older brother. The urge to learn to fight grew inside him. Tired of being gentle, he wanted hard. 

How had Oicu managed as a Selvian female on this ship? Had he fought? Selvian females usually took care of younglings and their mate. What had driven Oicu to a position on a mercenary ship? 

Dahteste fluttered her hands at Nic. “Go. Spence is waiting. When you’re off, there’ll be something here for you to eat. Real food, not just an energy bar.”

Both hands full, Nic lifted his chin and winked at Dahteste. “Thanks, beautiful.”

Her laugh filled the mess hall. “Taking liberties while my mate’s away, are you?”

The big Fjellskoglander shrugged. “I’m always getting females stolen out from under me.” The broad smile displayed an expanse of white teeth. “I thought I might take a chance.”

“Nic, you are such a charmer. Get along with you. If I took you up on that offer, we might both find out how deep that predator goes in my mate. I’m flattered, but not interested.”

“One never knows until they try.” He turned and left the kitchen. 

Tanu stared at Dahteste. “Was he serious? I mean are you going to tell...”

“There’s nothing to bother Maden with. Nic’s made a few comments, nothing sincere. That’s all a front. He lost Indi to a Gossican. Bet to Arthan. Nic’s male pride is smarting. If I took him up on the offer, he’d run screaming in the opposite direction. Speaking of which, be sure to make enough to feed two males Nic’s size. Arthan eats as much as Nic does. Bet said something about Nic taking more than his share.” 

“He is big, too.”

“You’re not exactly small.”

“I used to be shorter. Curvier. Maybe I’m not eating enough for my size now. I don’t feel hungry.”

Her hand found his shoulder again. “You need to hit the gym. Build yourself up. I bet you know some dishes that will help with that. Take care of yourself. Your life isn’t over. You’ve simply entered a new stage. I doubt your Panu would want you to let your body deteriorate.”

Tanu turned to stare at her. Dahteste reminded him of his purpose. He intended to make the pirates pay. How he could remained nebulous, something he had yet to discover. She was correct. He must try—for Panu.
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