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      Hamil glanced around the corner of the structure, holding his back to the stone wall. His one-meter stature gave him a different perspective than the other beings that walked the streets of Bustera, a thriving colony outpost on Rondian, a newly discovered planet on the fringe of the Apollo Galaxy. The city has grown quickly in the years since its founding, Hamil thought as his wide-set eyes darted from building to building. He had enjoyed his brief stay in Bustera and felt a moment of regret that such a beautiful city would be lost, its inhabitants meeting a terrible fate. But the feeling was fleeting as he thought about the credits in his account and the bonus he would receive once the task was completed. Everyone needed credits, and this was Hamil’s way of earning his.

      As the mass transit moved away from the walkway across the cobbled street, Hamil noticed the wooden bench. His lips peeled back in a smile, lifting the whisker-like skin on each side of his mouth. Perfect, he thought, shifting his eyes both ways before darting through a group of shoppers and across the wide roadway. Alarms from a few transpos and shouts in various languages followed him to the walkway and the object that would offer an obscure hiding place.

      From beneath his plain, brown cloak, Hamil extracted a silver box. He was the only one at this stop for mass transit, so he seated himself on the bench and leaned forward. Reaching underneath the bench, he carefully set the silver box on the paved walkway and pushed it away from the front and up against the solid side. Something on the walkway moved and caught his eye as he began to sit up. To buy himself some time in order to have it appear as if he was doing something benign, he fiddled with the laces of his boots. Glancing up, he saw an elderly human female with a package in her hand.

      Hamil smiled, which had the female gripping her package tighter and moving a step away. He slid off the bench and gestured for her to take his place. She eyed him suspiciously and would only move closer when Hamil took a step back. The woman sat uneasily on the edge of the bench, then shifted until she was, unbeknownst to her, directly over the silver box. A moment later, a dark-skinned human male sat down on the bench next to the female, who continued to scowl at Hamil.

      Turning on his heel, he moved down the walkway, amused that the unhappy female would be deceased in a few days, as would most of the residents of this colony. Hamil clasped his small, pudgy hands behind his back as he strolled away from the silver box and its contents. His pointed ears perked up when he heard music coming from an open doorway. This would be as good a place as any to await the arrival of the Vancurelians.

      The next mass transit halted in front of the bench. The older human female stepped on and sat behind the operator. Feeling a bit dizzy, she wiped her forehead, coughed into her hand, then placed it on the bar in front of her to steady herself as the transpo moved away from the bench. At the next stop, three young boys climbed on, each using the bar as they mounted the steps onto the mass transit. Several stops later, the old woman disembarked from the transpo and made her way up two flights of stairs to her small rented room, not knowing it to be her last time climbing the steps.

      By the end of the week, what the virus hadn’t killed, others did in their panic to escape a self-imposed, quarantined planet, as there was no opportunity to contact the Alliance in order to receive aid. Another three days, and the Vancurelians arrived with ships full of mining equipment. Rondian now belonged to them, being the only beings immune to the disease that had struck four planets in the Alliance. Six Vancurelians met with Hamil in a small structure that used to serve food.

      “Credits have been transferred, Hamil. We appreciate the ease with which you have completed this task for us. If you approach my Second in Command, he has your bonus.”

      Nodding, his head filled with all he could buy with the credits in his account, Hamil stood in front of the Vancurelian that Banff had indicated.

      “And, Hamil,” Banff called, waiting for the Fostling to look at him, then saying, “I know you’ll not say a word about our arrangement.”

      Hamil smiled, then felt a prick at the back of his neck.

      “Because deceased Fostlings keep their word.”

      He felt his knees buckle and the room spin. Landing face up on the floor, Hamil stared, his body paralyzed, at the Vancurelian standing over him. There was a tremendous pain in his chest, then his heart ceased to beat. A last thought floated through Hamil’s brain, The Vancurelians are worse than the Tamplians, and the Alliance’s chances at stopping them grow smaller each day.

      “Burn it,” Banff instructed.

      The Vancurelians stepped around Banff to take the body. Their tall forms, covered in a gray uniform over their gray, leathery skin, with black boots and a laser on their belts, picked up the Fostling and carried him outside to the deserted cobbled path. One withdrew his weapon, powered it on, and touched it to the cloak of the body. Bright orange flames licked the fabric, and the Vancurelians reentered the structure. A short time later, a breeze blew ashes down the path, dispersing the remnants of a traitor to the Alliance, and the one who set free the virus that claimed the lives of half a million beings.
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      Ignoring the sweat that dripped into his eyes, he put up his left forearm to block the punch from the Tamplian. That left his ribs exposed, which caused a grunt as the leg of the Tamplian connected with his side. He stepped over with his right foot, then swept his left under the feet of his opponent. The hologram of the Tamplian flickered and then disappeared. Aiden scowled at the early termination of the computer program, then spun around at the sound of applause.

      “Very impressive, brother mine,” was the comment that belonged to the man that walked out of the shadows.

      He was tall, even by human standards, dressed in the jumpsuit he usually wore, with a dark blue cloak that signified he was a member of the Royal Family of Dulsar. His dark hair was cut short around his head, which served to set off his high, sharp cheekbones, wide forehead, strong chin, and a nose slightly larger than it should be. Eyes dark enough to make less confident people shrink away, took in the flushed, sweaty face and rapid breathing of his brother.

      “Had you not interrupted the program, I would have finished him off,” Aiden complained.

      “And add another kill to your computer login? These holograms aren’t the actual being.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why do you insist on spending hours here every day fighting what isn’t real?”

      Aiden took a step towards his brother. “So I’ll be prepared should I ever encounter one that seems less than friendly.” The beginning of a scowl on Aiden’s face was cut short as his brother took the towel from his shoulder and tossed it at Aiden.

      “That attitude, and the hours you’ve logged here, might assist you in remaining alive until help arrives,” Marcus teased and closed the distance between them so he could tousle Aiden’s hair.

      Aiden ducked, stepped to the side, and flicked the towel to snap at the part of his brother that spent too many hours in a chair as he attended meeting after meeting. Dancing out of reach as Marcus turned to grab the towel away from him, Aiden wiped his face, then looked steadily at the man before him.

      Marcus was his half-brother, their father marrying Aiden’s mother after Viona, Marcus’s mother, died in a hovercraft accident. Ceily was raised a Princess on Maseve, married Levon Tranlish, King of Dulsar, and gave birth to Aiden. Though Marcus was older, Aiden would inherit the throne should anything happen to Levon or Ceily, since he was the product of their union. Heirs could only inherit if both parents were alive. This ensured offspring didn’t murder their parents in an effort to gain control of the throne. Instead of being bitter, Marcus supported Aiden and was relieved he would not be the one to make the final decisions for Dulsar when the time came for his father and stepmother to retire.

      “Are you not the least curious as to why I’ve interrupted your practice?” Marcus asked.

      Aiden’s smile slipped away as he became serious. “You have news?”

      “Yes. Actually, today is a good day for news. I just wish the news was good.”

      Aiden’s dark brows drew together. “Cease speaking in riddles and tell me what you know.”

      Marcus clasped his hands behind his back and paced three steps in each direction in front of Aiden. Pursing his lips and staring at the floor in front of him, he sifted through what was most important.

      “There’s word that Bustera, the city on Rondian, has contracted the virus.” Marcus paused while Aiden expressed his anger with a few creative expletives. “It’s been reported that Vancurelian ships were seen in Rondian’s orbit.”

      “How did they arrive there so quickly?”

      “Perhaps they were in that sector,” Marcus offered and shrugged his shoulders.

      “Is there any way to verify their proximity to Rondian, where they were traveling to before their appearance?”

      “They’ve refused membership in the Alliance, so the only reports we have are those that are broadcasted from pilots who were denied access to the planet’s surface. Perhaps I can turn over a few rocks and see if any Vancurelians come crawling out,” Marcus offered.

      “Thank you. What else?”

      “There are several business ventures awaiting your audience.”

      Aiden waved that away and swiped again at the sweat on his face. “There are always business contracts wanting my approval.” He narrowed his eyes at Marcus. “Is that all?”

      Marcus turned and faced Aiden, then crossed his arms over his chest. Aiden, Prince of Dulsar, didn’t cover his look of expectancy very well. He wore his hair long, and instead of being straight, like their father’s, it had a wave, like Ceily’s. The warm brown eyes and softer features also came from Aiden’s mother. Where Marcus’s face was hard angles and lines, Aiden, who had the same strong jaw and wide forehead, had a nose more proportionate and softer lines. For all Aiden’s airs about not caring that the date of his union was drawing closer, Marcus believed he was looking forward to the ceremony, and what occurs after.

      “There is a communication from Suma. The bride’s parent continues to plan the ceremony and festivities, but the progress is slow.”

      “Why? I would think the bride-to-be would be consumed with preparations.”

      “She probably would be, if she were on-planet more.”

      “What do you mean?” Aiden asked and took a step towards Marcus.

      “Apparently, she has her own starship and departs from her home planet for weeks at a time. If she continues this pattern, you won’t have to be concerned about being nagged ceaselessly.”

      “Off-planet? Why does a Princess leave her home, and when such an important time draws near?”

      Marcus shrugged. “Perhaps she has a few men concealed in various places and is attempting to solidify details for visiting privileges after the ceremony.”

      He was quick, but not quick enough. Aiden lowered his shoulder and tackled Marcus around the waist. They both tumbled to the floor. Aiden maneuvered himself on top of Marcus, who was belly down, pulling his brother’s arm up behind his back as Marcus turned his face to one side so he could breathe.

      “Trust me, brother mine, my bride will have no reason, or opportunity, to take her favors elsewhere. I plan to keep her more than satisfied. Now, take it back.” Aiden dug his knee a bit more into his brother’s kidney.

      “Give,” Marcus mumbled.

      Aiden released him and stood up. Marcus rolled onto his back and stared at his brother.

      “Either you’ve been logging more hours than I thought, or your love for this woman has quickened your reflexes.”

      Aiden stretched out his hand in an offer to help Marcus to his feet. Marcus eyed it suspiciously.

      “How can I love a woman I’ve never met? Perhaps my archaic belief in fidelity took offense to your suggestion.”

      Marcus gripped the offered hand and was hauled upright. They stood, facing each other, centimeters apart. He tipped up the corner of his mouth. “Ah, you’ve been using the Media Room to research what occurs after the ceremony and are anxious to experiment with certain techniques.”

      Aiden chuckled and shook his head.

      “Using the Holograph Room for the purpose of sexual fantasies, though not unheard of, is a fair introduction to the wonders of the female form,” Marcus continued.

      Aiden threw his head back and laughed, the sound bouncing off the metal walls increased the volume. “The wonders of the female form are many, indeed. The sights, sounds, smells. The tastes. One wonders if the exploration and discovery will ever become boring.” Aiden slapped his stunned brother companionably on the back as he made his way to the exit.

      Marcus blinked rapidly to bring himself out of his stupor. “Wait a minute. How would you know about ‘exploration and discovery’? Have you been holding out on me?” Marcus turned to see his brother pass through the doorway and down the corridor, a chuckle echoing in his wake. “Aiden!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      The palace the Royal Family of Dulsar called home was sizeable. Though there were only four of them, the wing that housed the living quarters had enough private chambers to accommodate a family of twenty. During celebrations or important summits, dignitaries often stayed in the now-vacant rooms. Some rooms were self-contained, having their own lavatories, sitting areas, and a Quick-Kitch, automated vending machines for meals not enjoyed in the Dining Hall.

      In the opposite direction were offices, the Command Room, and Conference Center. In between were common areas that included the Holograph Room, an auditorium, a large atrium, and the Game Room. This area of the palace is where the domestic staff and Royal Guards had their own quarters.

      Aiden, on his way back to his private chambers, paused outside the doorway of the Communications Room. This is where much of the communication between Dulsar and other planets, or spacecraft, took place. It wasn’t unusual for his mother to be here, but what was on the monitor caused Aiden to step into the room.

      “I’m sure all will be well,” Ceily said calmly, but her wringing hands indicated her agitation.

      “Yes, well, I think we should continue with the planning. Joining two Royal Families, on two different planets will require time and considerable resources.”

      The face on the monitor had long red hair that hung in a thick braid over her shoulder. The gown was long-sleeved and off-white with some type of flower in pale blue. There were dark blue threads throughout the fabric that winked in the light as she moved. Her green eyes were set in a classically beautiful face and held concern. There were three earrings in her left ear, one in her right, a faint dusting of freckles across her small nose, and shimmering pink dye on her full lips.

      “I quite agree. We each have our responsibilities. Shall we speak again in, say, a week’s time?” Ceily asked.

      “That would be fine. Until then,” said the woman on the screen as she tipped her head to Ceily.

      Aiden’s mother responded with a small smile a moment before the screen went black, then switched to a scene Aiden recognized as a field over the hill from the palace, and one of his mother’s favorite locations. As he moved further into the room, he caught Ceily’s eye.

      She turned to face him, a smile turning up the corners of her mouth. “Aiden. Had I known you were here, I would have introduced you to Charlotte, the Empress of Suma, and the mother of your bride-to-be.”

      Aiden crossed the room to stand before her, ignoring the other screens. He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “That’s alright. I don’t exactly look my best,” he said and held his arms out as he looked down at his sweat-soaked tunic, loose trousers, cloth belt tied at his waist, and boots. He took the towel and pushed his long hair away from his face, then rested the towel around the back of his neck.

      “You always look dashing,” Ceily said and placed her hand on his cheek. “Anyway, we’ve decided to continue with the plans,” she dropped her hand and resumed her wringing.

      “Why wouldn’t the plans be continued?”

      “Apparently, the Princess has taken an unexpected trek. But Charlotte remains certain her daughter will return well before the ceremony.”

      She turned away and moved to a console where she collected her tablet. Most people owned one that fit in their palm. Ceily had one the size of a text. Between her committees, obligations concerning the ruling of Dulsar, and now the upcoming Royal Wedding, she always had it with her. She tapped the screen and scrolled down her various lists, then scowled as she realized the time.

      Aiden’s face mirrored his mother’s, but for a different reason. “‘Unexpected trek’? Where?”

      “Charlotte never mentioned the destination,” Ceily replied, distracted by her next appointment. “Excuse me, Aiden, I’m late for an Arts Committee meeting.” She stepped around her son and out the doorway.

      Aiden stared up at the screen where the Empress of Suma had disappeared minutes before. It was four weeks before the arranged marriage between the Princess of Suma, for whom Aiden didn’t even have a name, and the Prince of Dulsar. Both planets, and their ruling families, were controlling members of the High Council that directed other members of the Alliance. The Council had thirteen seats, each one representing the head of the government of the thirteen original planets that formed the Alliance. Membership in the Alliance brought peace, increased trade, military protection, safe travel, and shared scientific, medical, and technological knowledge. There were over a hundred planets from various galaxies that now claimed membership, and several that were adjunct members. Alliance members often banded together to protect each other outside of Alliance space, but where a majority of ruling planets inhabited the charted universe, there was the Colonial Air Force. Usually, ruling families sent their descendants to the Academy, and most ended up spending at least two years in that service, seeing firsthand many of the races who are members of the Alliance, as well as observing and charting any new civilizations, offering assistance to recently established colonies, and attempting to squelch any uprising of adjunct races or conflicts within Alliance space.

      Aiden had served in the Force, completed his university studies in politics, business, and languages, had accepted the responsibility of several aspects of ruling Dulsar, and the one event that created the most anxiety was his arranged marriage. He wasn’t informed about it until he started his advanced studies at the age of fourteen. His parents explained to him the importance of this merger for their families, and for the Alliance. Any time Aiden had begun to show interest in a female, he was reminded of the arrangement. It wasn’t with resentment that he viewed this marriage, but with a sense of duty. His parents had performed their task well. He was prepared for the ruling of Dulsar and the obligations that accompanied his station in regard to the Alliance High Council.

      Suma’s ruling family are descendants from Earth, a small blue planet in a galaxy far from the Jax Sector, which contains both Dulsar and Suma. The humans who inhabited Earth were forced off-planet in order to survive. They had mined the soil and polluted the air and water. What habitat they hadn’t destroyed with their structures and machines, they accomplished with weapons. The civilization had nearly made itself as extinct as most of its flora and fauna on more than one occasion. The last time they had warred with themselves, a small percentage of that world’s population managed to escape off-planet. Some settled on Suma, some on other planets.

      The Royal Line on Dulsar has on record a settlement date, including those who were aboard the starship that landed and colonized the planet. It was unclear as to where they originated, but most believed the colonists were the last survivors of Earth. Through the centuries, Dulsar had progressed in technology and military strength. Suma had advanced in medicine, communication, and the arts. The marriage between the Royal Houses would include a greater sharing of both planets’ strengths.

      And in four weeks’ time, the Princess of Suma, who appears to be temporarily missing, will be his wife, in every facet, including Queen of Dulsar and co-chair of the Alliance High Council. For obvious reasons, pictures of the Princess were not to be found in any database. Should she be identified and abducted before the wedding, any number of races opposing the Alliance would immediately have control of that vital planet. Aiden sighed and hoped she was well guarded on her unexpected trip.
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      Kiersten ran up the ship’s ramp, shouting orders as her palm slammed down on the button that would seal the craft. “Hells bells, Sid, get us out here! I swear, that is the last time I’m going to trust a Tamplian.”

      Sid was already sitting at the controls, belted in, when Kiersten spun the copilot’s seat around, landed herself in it, and continued the turn until she was facing the window. Red blasts from the lasers deflected off the hull, only scorching the metal, not causing any real damage. She hoped. Just as Kiersten fastened the belt around her shoulders, Lioness launched from Templer II and escaped out of their controlled space. Once out of range of patrol vessels and among the stars poking through the black of space, Kiersten unsnapped the belt and shot out of the seat. She paced angrily the width of the helm, pausing only to kick a metal plate towards the bottom of the wall.

      “Hey! That sounds like the plate of the air filter we just replaced last week. It would be advantageous if we could return home without dents from angry air boots,” Sid complained.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Kiersten grumbled.

      She leaned forward until her forehead rested on the cool metal that surrounded her, inhaling deeply, then exhaling as she puffed out her cheeks. It was supposed to be so easy. With one more delivery, she would be able to obtain the documents they needed to gain access to the next colony in need of what only she could deliver, and release Derek from the cage. If she played the game well, perhaps she would be awarded with what she most desired. She had blown right past her third plan, and she didn’t even want to retrace the steps of where the amended plan had begun to go awry.

      Perhaps this was the way Source chose to communicate with her that she was to leave things as they were. There was always a consequence for every action, and if all desires were sated, then perhaps the will to continue fighting for the breath of life would cease. She smiled to herself as she thought of what Derek would say to her philosophizing and theorizing about Source. It was always something that offered fodder for their debates. And that thought brought her smile to a frown. Beings, her brother and the colonists, were depending on her.

      She turned toward Sid, thankful that at least one thing was going her way. It didn’t seem to matter what she did because Sidvicious Stroman stuck to her like liquid welding gel. He was a part of her life before she went to the Academy, was there to greet her when she arrived safely back on Suma. When she spoke with him regarding her delivery idea, he insisted he join her. Besides his kindly advice about almost everything, they had saved each other a time or two, and each trusted the other explicitly.

      The gray in his hair and well-kept beard were due to his age, what he liked to call his “experience.” The flight suit was a remnant from his younger days as a pilot in the Colonial Air Force. The scar on the back of his right hand a reminder of what happens when you trust the wrong person with the truth. The wrinkles surrounding his keen eyes never missed a thing, especially when it concerned Kiersten.

      She turned to face the front of the ship and fisted her hands in the pockets of her trousers. She watched for a moment as his hands adjusted the controls of the Lioness.

      “We need to devise a strategy to outwit those bastard Tamplians.”

      Sid swiveled in his chair and raised an eyebrow in her direction.

      “Sorry. Moronic Tamplians,” she apologized.

      Her reward was a half-smile and a sigh from her partner in this foray.

      “We still have the vaccine. Some of it might need to be traded for documents to allow us access to Windmere. If we can’t get there by the end of the month, the vaccine will be no good to the colonists,” Sid reminded her.

      “You know, it’s been a while since we’ve visited Happy Jack’s.”

      “Now, Kiersten, remember the last time we paid him a visit? How forgiving is he going to be when he recalls you were the one who tied him to the bed, dragged his trousers down around his ankles, and then called in his wife?”

      “Yes,” Kiersten said as her eyes took on a faraway look, “that’s a fond memory. Besides, he needed to learn to keep his hands on his wife, and not on every female that entered his establishment.”

      “That may be so, but he may not appreciate you returning and requesting more favors.”

      Kiersten slapped Sid on the shoulder, saying, “We’ll have to see which is stronger, his memory of that lesson, or of the things I can bring him. Set the course for Station 5. Let’s see how happy Jack is to see us.”

      Sid nodded, then turned toward the console to program the coordinates. Kiersten walked away mumbling about checking the diagnostics for any real damage from the blasts while making their hasty escape from Templer II.
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      Charlotte paced in front of the large screen. Each time she reached the wall of windows, not paying attention to the beautiful gardens on the other side, she’d turn to pace towards the solid wall, her eyes on the series of time and date displays. Please, Sid, you promised, she said to herself. Another turn from the wall to the windows and halfway across the floor, she halted as the screen brightened to show the face of the man who made it his duty to protect her daughter. The gray hair aged him, but the kindness and concern in his eyes eased some of her own tension.

      “Empress. Reporting as scheduled,” Sid said and bowed his head slightly, though he didn’t drop his eyes.

      “Cease the formality, Sid. Is Kiersten alright?”

      “Of course.”

      “She needs to return to Suma. The wedding is three and a half weeks away.”

      “I don’t think she wants to come back. At least for a while.”

      “You force her to return!” Charlotte raised her voice, feeling the pressures of deadlines looming.

      Sid raised his brows. “You know Kiersten as well as I. She’ll do as she pleases. If you don’t prefer it that way, you have no one to blame but yourself. You did raise her to use her intelligence and common sense for a reason. You made sure she was educated and well trained to prepare her for her life. And now you grow angry and impatient because she applies her lessons better than you had hoped?”

      “What I should have done was taught her to be obedient. Sid, this wedding is important.”

      “She understands that.”

      “Then she should know she needs to be here. By the Source, Sid, she hasn’t even met her husband-to-be.” There was exasperation in Charlotte’s voice, and a deepening of the furrows between her brows.

      Sid shook his head. “She has it in her mind to release Derek.”

      “I have an advocate working on those charges. The most recent report stated the drink server, the only one willing to identify the actual perpetrator, cannot be located.”

      “Typical. The Tamplians can’t be trusted. They want to punish someone for the death of one of their own, so they eliminate witnesses when the actual criminal is already off-planet.”

      “I can’t have both of my children missing. Bring Kiersten home,” Charlotte pleaded.

      Sid clamped his mouth shut. It wasn’t worth it to correct her. He gave up that privilege when he walked away all those years ago.

      Kiersten was stubborn. Once she got an idea in her head, she could rarely be talked out of it. He was careful about manipulating her. She was perceptive, and he believed that once her trust was lost, she would be reluctant to offer it again. Sid rubbed his brow, attempting to devise a plan.

      Noticing the scar on the back of his hand caused Charlotte to soften her scowl. Her relationship with Sid changed forever on that day. There were more times than she could remember when she questioned her judgment, her choice. Sighing, she relaxed her shoulders. If anyone could encourage Kiersten to return home, it was Sid.

      He dropped his hand and looked at the face that haunted his dreams. “If enough of the vaccine spoils, we’ll have to replenish the supply.”

      Charlotte’s lips wore a ghost of a smile. “Perhaps the lab has a surplus.”

      Sid gave a sharp nod.

      “Thank you,” she said just before the connection closed.

      Sid had agreed to bring Kiersten home, but it was up to Charlotte to encourage her to remain.
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      Dr. Ulcyn placed his left hand on the sensor and keyed in the code with the fingers on his right. The door to the lab slid open silently. He stepped through, pulled a sterile coat from the shelf and moved to his monitor as he pushed his arms through the sleeves and sealed the front of the coat. Using voice commands to interface with his computer, he stepped under a modified showerhead inside a glass tube, and closed his eyes and held his breath for the three seconds it took for the sealant to be sprayed and dried.

      Moving to a door behind the table where the computer monitor sat, he keyed in another code and stepped into a storage room. Unlike the other storage areas, this one was special. It housed the vaccine for Clenstamia. Dr. Ulcyn made his way from shelf to shelf, checking the viability of the vaccine by the cloudiness of the liquid. He shook his head when he found an entire rack, enough to protect one thousand colonists, had expired.

      It had taken a team of scientists four months to isolate the individual components of the virus, which could only be accomplished once someone was infected, and post-mortem. Some of the elements that composed the virus were new to the team. The research continued until a formula was developed that counteracted all the individual compounds of the virus. Since most colonists were human, the vaccine was perfected using a human body system. Research continued to adjust the vaccine for other races, but the results had yet to be a hundred percent accurate.

      They knew the virus was spread by air and by contact. It appeared to affect planets that were more isolated, and colonies that were settled within the last hundred years. It was difficult, and dangerous, to deliver the vaccine to those who needed it, as the Tamplians often patrolled the space of the colonies, demanding outrageous fees for passage to the surface, and on occasion they would board the vessel, enslave the ship’s crew, and then take whatever cargo was in the storage units. Both the Tamplians and Vancurelians had a strong presence in the colonies, and so far, only the Vancurelians showed immunity to Clenstamia. However, once the vaccine was made available to the colonists, a vial was placed into a dermagun, which was placed anywhere on the person’s body, and then the trigger was pressed. Each glass bottle held enough vaccine for one hundred colonists. The disadvantage was that because of the components of the vaccine, it was very unstable. A temperature fluctuation of four degrees in either direction and the vaccine became cloudy and unusable. Because of the delicate balance of the ingredients, they broke down if stored for too long, which kept the vaccine from being produced in large quantities.

      The remaining supply appeared to be usable, so Dr. Ulcyn took the rack of spoiled vaccine with him as he left the storage room. He sighed as he set the vials inside the incinerator. All remnants of the vaccine would be destroyed. The glass would melt and be recycled, and any residual components would be added to a solution that would render them harmless. Just as Dr. Ulcyn closed the chute door and activated the incinerator, his monitor signaled an incoming communication.

      Turning towards the monitor, he answered, “Yes?”

      Empress Charlotte appeared on the screen. “Dr. Ulcyn, what is the status of the supply of vaccine?”

      He bowed to the screen before answering. “There is a large enough supply, though I just had to destroy some because it spoiled.”

      “Will there be enough to justify a journey to another colony?”

      “Yes, Empress.”

      Charlotte scowled. “With the grace of Source, Kiersten is on her way home. If she approaches to you wanting a fresh supply, deny that there is enough.”

      “But, Empress, I thought you wanted the colonists to have access to the vaccine—” he began his questioning before Charlotte interrupted him.

      “Of course, but I require the presence of my daughter here, not traipsing through space. This ceremony is of great importance.”

      “I understand, Empress,” he lied. He didn’t know the full ramifications of the wedding, and he certainly didn’t agree that delaying the delivery of the vaccine was the correct choice.

      “So, if Kiersten contacts you,” she said, leaving the statement unfinished.

      Dr. Ulcyn cleared his throat. “There is not a large enough supply for a trek to the next colony.”

      “And it will be weeks before more is available,” Charlotte continued.

      “Yes, Empress.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Ulcyn,” Charlotte sighed and ended the communication.

      Dr. Ulcyn’s graying brows drew together. Crossing his arms over his chest, he stood solidly on both feet. A human male in his late sixties, yet still in possession of a fairly athletic form, with long limbs and flat belly despite his hours in the lab or sitting in front of a screen, his brilliant mind considered the Empress’s request. He liked the Princess. She was smart and brave and selfless. He decided that informing Kiersten there was a lack of vaccine and allowing thousands of colonists to perish, didn’t share the logic of assisting Kiersten, and suffering the wrath of the Empress, by saving lives and ensuring his name was recorded in the history records as the lead scientist on the vaccine team.
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      Sid leaned back in the chair and stared through the window, not seeing the pinpricks of light that marked stars, planets, or ships. Out of habit, he unbuckled his belt and adjusted a couple of controls.

      “Course set for Station 5. Travel time estimated at three days at current velocity,” the ship’s computer informed him.

      That meant he had less than a day to sabotage part of the vaccine and for Kiersten to land on Suma and replenish their supply, before continuing on to Happy Jack’s. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he sighed. He was between terra firma and the hull of a ship, more accurately, between the two women who occupied his mind, had been part of his life for most of it, and who rarely seemed to get along. Snorting at the improbability of pleasing them both, the realization came that he seemed to be in the middle of most of their feuds.

      Sid wasn’t a natural citizen of Suma, but he did call the planet home. Technically, the Empress could not direct him, but he usually did as she asked. Kiersten was another matter. She was stubborn, strong-willed, had an unshakeable drive to help others, and fortunately had the brains and skills to remove herself from most scrapes in which she landed. And when she got in too deep, which rarely occurred, Sid had been there to assist in the extraction. She was just as beautiful as her mother, which Sid surmised was his daily penance for decisions made long ago. And when he forced himself to admit the truth, that is why he almost always complied with the Empress’s requests. Or demands.

      The vaccine would be stable for a week. That gave them enough time to arrive on Station 5, convince Jack to allow them to trade for the documents they needed, and still arrive on Windmere to distribute the vaccine before it turned. With a day on Suma, it would be close. He agreed to get Kiersten to return home, not to convince her to stay. If the racks were moved around in the storage area, and some happened to be left too close to the door that didn’t close properly on the first try, then it would explain how the vaccine had spoiled. Sid pushed himself to his feet and resolutely made his way to the port side and the stash of rare, and expensive, medicine that saved lives.
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      In the bowels of the ship, Kiersten could hear the hum of the engines, the blinking of lights keeping time to the music of the various parts that kept them safely in space. She was seated in a cramped area next to the hyperdrive, a toolbox next to her, a cloth in one hand, a diagnostic tool in the other. Grease, combined with the dust from numerous planets, collected around the hinges of the panel she had opened, and some of it found its way to her cheek and forehead. The diagnostics she’d run on the hull confirmed that only burns and scorch marks were their souvenirs from the Tamplians.

      Setting the cloth aside, she picked up a wrench, adjusted the size, and placed it on the bolt. The calibration was off and needed to be tightened so the piston kept the hatch shut on the laser portals. With one on hand, she tried pushing the tool away from her. It wouldn’t budge, so she set the diagnostic recorder aside, maneuvered onto her knees for more leverage, and gripped the wrench with both hands. She pushed and felt the calibration bolt give. Before she could correct her weight, she tipped forward, her hands slipping from the handle to scrape her knuckles against the piston. Releasing the tool completely, she jerked her hands free and stuck her bleeding knuckles in her mouth. Pulling her knuckles out long enough to survey the damage, she cursed the missing pieces of skin and the blood that ran to the surface, and placed her knuckles back between her lips.

      Kiersten reached her free hand into the compartment and retrieved the tool. In her frustration, she slammed the panel shut, but it swung open again. Scowling at it, she slapped her hand to the panel and shoved it closed. Dropping the wrench into the toolbox, she sat on the floor of the engine compartment and drew her knees up to her chest. Wrapping the cloth around her hand, she rested her forehead on her knees, her arms draped over her legs.

      Taking a shuddering breath, she let out a sob. Cursing herself for allowing her emotions to get the better of her, she tried to push the frustration and annoyance away. It didn’t work. She leaned her head back against the wall and closed her eyes. Who did she think she was? Nothing more than a Princess, raised to play at politics, to rule a planet and have a seat on the High Council. It was her idea to smuggle the vaccine to colonies that needed it. Once it was discovered how the Tamplians guarded the colonies, no other pilots were willing to risk their ships, or their lives, for a delivery that wouldn’t earn them enough credits. This was her starship, her life that she risked. And Sid’s. Though he volunteered to accompany her, she still felt some responsibility for him.

      She felt it was her fault that Derek, her inquisitive brother, was involved in a brawl at some tavern that led to his arrest. Surely there was something she should have done or said to keep him on Suma. Kiersten squeezed her eyes, then wiped angrily at the tears forced down her cheeks. She had a plan to get Derek out of the Tamplian’s prison, but she just didn’t have all the pieces. Yet. The longer she stayed away from Suma, delivering the vaccine and putting together the plan to free Derek, the longer she could delay her mother’s attempt at ultimate control with the arranged marriage.

      The information Kiersten had discovered regarding Dulsar and the Royal Line was all factual, as if she read from an archaic history text. Births, deaths, conflicts, disease, inventions, and treaties were listed with details historians deemed relevant. She knew the Prince of Dulsar had a brother, Sebastian M. Tranlish, who was not in line to inherit the throne or the High Council seat. The Prince was listed as Tristan A. Tranlish, 2769- ; completed studies in politics, business, languages; served five years in Colonial Air Force; residence-Dulsar. There were no pictures of him in the database, for obvious reasons.

      It wasn’t that Kiersten was opposed to marriage, as she was raised to understand her position and the importance of continuing the line of both families. She was just angry that her husband would not be a man of her choosing. How could her mother attach her to someone Kiersten didn’t love, or hadn’t even met? If he was cruel or unbearable in personality, she could arrange to be elsewhere, except when an heir needed to be conceived. No chance she would have become pregnant before the wedding. Not only was the tradition that she present herself as a virgin bride, but she never had the chance to be with a man. Those who lived or visited Suma knew who she was, so Kiersten had no opportunity to even practice any mating rituals. Any time she flew off-planet, Sid was with her. Not that she couldn’t be with a man if she chose to, even if Sid was around, but it never seemed to be the right time or place. Perhaps, if she found a man she liked, she could break from the ancient traditions… facing her mother’s wrath would be the worst of it. With a man of her choosing, perhaps she could get a sense of something real, not contrived, and experience the physical bond between a man and a woman.

      Unwrapping her knuckles, she saw the bleeding had stopped. She flexed her fingers and winced as the damaged skin stretched. Staring at the scrapes, she pulled her other hand through her hair. She had cut it short, despite her mother’s objections. The spikiness on top folded over as her hair grew, the strands in the back not quite covering her neck, the sides now long enough to push behind her ears. The golden red alerted everyone to her temper and stubbornness the moment they met her. Her dark green eyes and pixie face were used to her advantage whenever she needed to convince someone either to believe her, or help her, depending on the situation. Her smaller stature also lured those who chose to believe she couldn’t handle herself into a false sense that she was a being who could be taken advantage of, either in fighting or wit. Quite the opposite was true. She was trained in several forms of combat as part of her upbringing, and her time serving in the Force, including having to study previous wars in order to know the advantages and disadvantages of the opposing sides, and also to understand how conflicts could be avoided, or at least resolved without bloodshed. It was her training, and her cunning, that allowed her to deliver the vaccine, and to comprise a plan to bring Derek home to Suma. That thought was followed by Sid’s voice over the ship’s speakers.

      “Kiersten, we’ve got a situation. Meet me at the storage unit.”

      Scowling at the disembodied voice, she pushed herself to her feet, wiped away any trace of tears, tossed her tools back in the box, and climbed up the steps to the main corridor. If Sid wanted her in the storage unit, it could only mean one thing. Kiersten stood with hands on her hips, staring in disbelief at the twenty-one racks of vaccine Sid held up to her at eye level.

      “I don’t understand. How could it have turned? It was fine before we landed to deal with the Tamplians.”

      “That was almost twenty-four hours ago. You know this door doesn’t always close.” Sid shrugged his shoulders. “We don’t have enough to continue to Station 5, much less to Windmere. I think we’ll have to—”

      “Don’t say it,” Kiersten threatened, putting her hands up as if to halt his words.

      “Return to Suma,” Sid finished.

      “Source be damned, Sid, I can’t go back,” she dropped her hands and sighed.

      “Ever?” he asked and lowered the racks.

      “At least not until this arranged marriage is no longer an issue.”

      “Since when have you been fearful of your duties as Princess of Suma?” his voice took on an edge of censure.

      Kiersten crossed her arms and cocked her hip. “I’m not afraid. I just want to be able to choose the man I marry.”

      “And you believe you are special enough that you can ignore tradition, reject what has already been agreed upon?”

      “Not necessarily. But what advantage is there to be born to a Royal Family and yet have no choice concerning my future?”

      “It is because you are of Royal Blood that you can so directly affect your future, and those of thousands.” Sid’s voice softened. He replaced the racks in the storage unit, closed the door securely, and turned again to face Kiersten. “It was you who pushed the scientists to develop the vaccine. You, who risks your life to help save these colonists, many who live on the fringe of the Apollo Galaxy. You, who will lead the next generations on Suma, and direct the High Council. It is because of your royalty that you can instigate such change.”

      Kiersten dropped her arms and paced a few strides down the corridor and back. She stopped in front of Sid. “If we return now, she’ll devise a way to forbid me to leave.”

      “What advantage is it to float around in space? If we don’t collect the vaccine, people will succumb to the virus.”

      “If she forces me to remain, they’ll perish anyway,” she argued stubbornly.

      “I never mentioned anything about staying.” Sid watched as she paced the other direction, then came back to face him again.

      “What if she doesn’t allow us to launch?”

      “Since you’ve come of age, when has anything your mother said or done stopped you from exerting your will?”

      Kiersten crossed her arms again and cocked the other hip. “If we don’t leave Suma, not only can we not deliver the vaccine, but we can’t retrieve Derek.”

      “Who are you trying to convince?”

      She narrowed her eyes at Sid, then huffed out a breath. “Set a course for home, Sid. We’re only staying long enough to get what we need, then we’re headed to Happy Jack’s.”

      He nodded and moved past her toward the helm. Once she could only view his back, he smiled. I’ve accomplished my part, Charlotte. It’s unfortunate you won’t be able to convince her to stay. Kiersten was more like her mother than she would ever admit. And, like her mother, Sid knew how to manipulate her.
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      For the next three days, Aiden had made himself scarce. He varied his workout routine and hours in the Holograph Room, took his meals either alone in his quarters or at some establishment in the city, and even went so far as to reschedule meetings with committees, all in the hopes of avoiding his mother and her plans. He was feeling rather successful about thwarting her efforts to force him to meet with her and finalize decisions about the wedding, but his comfort fled on the fourth evening. Whistling quietly as he left the Media Room for his quarters, where he planned to change before meeting a mechanic at the hangar at the port, he got no further than the Communications Hall when eight Royal Guards set upon him.

      Aiden didn’t think anything of the two as they walked toward him. When they refused to move aside, and instead stood directly in front of him, his first thought was treason. He shifted his weight to the balls of his feet, ready to take down the guards, or those posing as such, when he sensed someone behind him. A step to the left only brought him up against the handle of a laser. Aiden looked behind him and relaxed. Two, maybe three, he could take into a fair fight, but not eight. He recognized one of the guards.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he showed no fear, only annoyance as his fists clenched.

      “The Queen seeks your audience,” the guard replied simply.

      “Well, she can’t have it. Inform her you were unable to locate the Prince.”

      “But that would land him in a cell and cost him his service position. Isn’t that correct, Randall?” Queen Ceily coyly spoke from behind Aiden.

      He sighed and hung his head.

      “Thank you, Randall. You and your men are dismissed, unless my son decides to complicate the situation by running away,” she said, allowing Aiden to determine the outcome of his fair capture.

      A slight shake of his head, and Ceily motioned with her hand. Randall nodded, and the guards stepped away from the Prince and moved down the corridor.

      Aiden turned to face his mother. “How did they know where to find me?”

      “They didn’t. I gave the orders thirty-six hours ago. I commend you on not being found when you didn’t want to be. But I don’t understand why you have been avoiding me.” Ceily clasped her fingers and rested her hands in front of her.

      “I’m not avoiding you. Only the plans you’re determined to make.” Aiden crossed his arms in front of his chest.

      Ceily raised her brows. “And were it not for my determination, how would you expect this event to take place? These plans were begun twenty-three years ago. Charlotte and I have been attempting to handle the details, but, by the Source, Aiden, this is your ceremony and your future and I will not have some incident mar the occasion simply because you ‘didn’t feel like dealing with the plans.’”

      Her voice had risen in volume and taken on a hard edge. The flush on her face told the little boy inside Aiden that he had pushed too far. But the man he had become would not be manipulated by a mother’s censure. He drew his brows together, prepared to defend himself.

      “Now. We can discuss this in a more private place, or we could continue to put on a show for whoever happens by.” She held his gaze, and her ground.

      A group of domestics rounded the corner. One was carrying a tray from the Dining Hall, two others held bins of what appeared to be linens, and a fourth stared openly at Aiden and the Queen standing toe to toe in the middle of the corridor. Aiden growled and walked the few strides to the doorway that led to his chambers. He placed his palm on the scanner, then stepped aside, gesturing with a flourish for his mother to precede him into his rooms.

      Ceily nodded slightly and walked through the doorway. Aiden followed her, and the door shut out the prying eyes of the servants. His mother seated herself on one end of the sofa and arranged her gown around her legs. She looked around and noticed he had left on the screen that took up one whole wall of his sitting room. It flashed with news and communication split into several smaller screens. Aiden followed her glance, and with a command, turned off the wall monitor.

      She gave a slight smile in thanks, then said, “Aiden, please, I didn’t request Randall locate you so I could argue with you. Why don’t you sit down?”

      Aiden put his hands in the pockets of his trousers and held her gaze.

      “Very well. I’ve sent you a list of items of which I wanted you to handle the details. Have you completed them?”

      “The man charged with compiling my outfit for the ceremony has my measurements. I see no reason to contact him the three times you suggested. He might think I don’t trust him or his skill.”

      Ceily waved that away. “He wants to be sure the fit is as you like it.”

      “I’m not going through a growth spurt. The fit will be fine. And I have not made any plans for the… honeymoon. I thought my bride might have an opinion.”

      “That’s very considerate, Aiden. And the rest?”

      “I’ve handed the security detail to Marcus—”

      “If I had wanted Marcus to be in charge, I would have added it to his list,” she interrupted.

      “Marcus has his own list? By the Source, Mother—” he stopped when the flush returned to her face and her eyes narrowed. He cleared his throat and tried again. “It is because I trust Marcus with my life that I asked him to see to the security details. I, of course, will give the final approval. When I asked for his assistance, he mentioned nothing about his own… obligations for the event.”

      “If Marcus made no objections, then I see no problem with him assisting you.”

      Aiden sighed before he continued. “Rooms have been assigned for guests. Those of the visiting Royal Family will stay here in the palace. Other dignitaries are having rooms reserved in the city.”

      “And which of your friends did you foist this responsibility upon?”

      Looking down at the thick carpet in front of his feet, he mumbled, “Claire.”

      “The woman who served with you in the Air Force?” At Aiden’s nod, she smiled. “Wise choice.”

      Aiden looked up at her with brows raised in question. Ceily got to her feet and came to stand before her son, a soft smile on her lips. She placed a hand on his cheek and softened her gaze.

      “Dearest One, you have learned a great deal. When to delegate responsibilities, which associate you can trust to follow through on tasks. And when not to waste your time.”

      “You mean this whole list ordeal was an exercise?” he asked her in disbelief.

      “More like an exam. And you passed brilliantly. Extra credit for the consideration of the opinions of your bride. That will save you from many misunderstandings in your relationship. However, points will be deducted for Randall’s efforts to locate you. By avoiding obligations, you will only create difficult situations.”

      Aiden smiled slightly and leaned over to kiss Ceily’s cheek. She smiled more brightly at him and stepped back.

      “We have guests arriving in three days,” she informed him.

      “Who? Why so soon?” Aiden tried to tamp down the rising panic.

      “Charlotte, the Empress of Suma, and I, thought you’d like to meet the Princess before the ceremony.”

      Aiden’s eyes grew bright. He may not be in love with the Princess before the vows were taken, but at least he could see her, talk to her. Some of the panic slipped away. He should have thought to ask, or demand, they spend some time together before the interplanetary event.

      “An incredible idea. But I don’t know if all will be in place in three days.”

      “Let Claire know. She’ll make sure all is as it should be.”

      At Aiden’s nod, Ceily stepped around him toward the door. “I have my own… list to attend to. Will I see you at the morning meal?” she asked and turned halfway around to look at him before leaving the room.

      “I don’t see why not,” Aiden answered with a smile.

      Ceily inclined her head, then stepped into the corridor.

      Aiden blinked at the closed door, then threw his head back and laughed. Moving to the place his mother had just vacated, he sank onto the cushion and shook his head, still chuckling. He stretched out across the sofa, placing one hand behind his head, the other over his middle, as he stared up at the ceiling. Mother is a master manipulator, he thought. He closed his eyes and attempted to visualize what features the Princess might possess and topics they would discuss. He created her as meek, soft-spoken, and agreeable. Trying to picture the two of them years into the future, he frowned. He would be bored. But he didn’t know how to picture her differently. Isn’t the perfect Princess gentle, submissive, and in need of protection? A scowl of confusion crossed his face as he dozed off, knowing he had time before his meeting at the port.
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      “Lay off the thrusters, Sid. She needs finesse, not brute strength,” Kiersten yelled to be heard over the howling wind, pounding hail, and the whine of the Lioness as she bucked and rolled through the hurricane.

      “This is too big of a storm to not have come up on screen,” she complained as she muscled for control of her ship, flying manually through the atmosphere of Suma.

      “We normally have a less radical trajectory,” Sid answered as he flipped switches to help correct the roll of the ship. “And we usually don’t try for a sneak landing on our home planet,” he said with a glare in her direction.

      Kiersten ignored his attempt to blame her for putting them in the middle of this weather disturbance. “Override the computer. I can’t wrestle with the ship and its brains. And bring this bitch up on screen. I need to know how big it is.”

      Sid complied by typing in a command on the keyboard. With all the shaking, the computer asked him three times to verify instructions to shut down the automation. Just as the colorful picture of clouds appeared on the screen that was part of the window in front of them, the cabin lights went off and the red emergency lights illuminated the suddenly darkened interior.

      Kiersten scowled at the screen. The red showed the height of the clouds, the yellow rings, the lightning strikes. After gaining entrance from the patrol vessel, and bribing the captain to keep her arrival quiet, she had decided to drop more vertically than usual, and to come in over the ocean and mountains that surrounded the capital city on Suma. Apparently, they had snuck up on a hurricane blowing itself inland from the water. She knew most of the rain would dump in the mountains, and the wind would be considerably less by the time it reached the city.

      “I believe we’ve got two choices. Either we ride this out and attempt to skip over the mountain’s summit, or we gain altitude and approach the port the way civilized pilots do,” Sid suggested, clearly conveying his preference.

      Three beeps sounded before the computer fail-safe could be heard over the noise of the storm. “Impact with Suma’s lithosphere in five hundred meters.”

      Kiersten stayed her course. She had hoped to land without her mother knowing, gather supplies, and be gone before anyone could detain her. Before her mother used guilt to force her to comply and marry this unknown Prince.

      “Four hundred meters to impact.”

      But now there’s this storm. If she landed “civilized,” her mother would be at port before the drives were cool.

      “Three hundred meters.”

      “Uh… Kiersten, I don’t think crashing the Lioness is the way to avoid your mother,” Sid commented as nervousness began to settle in his belly.

      “Two hundred meters,” the computer informed her. The red emergency lights blinked.

      Sid attempted another strategy. “How awful could the groom be?”

      “One hundred fifty meters.”

      “I’ll distract the Empress while you obtain the vaccine,” Sid offered as a last effort to encourage Kiersten to rise above the storm.

      “One hundred meters.”

      Kiersten scowled and pulled all the switches back towards her. She growled through gritted teeth as the ship fought the wind pushing it sideways and gravity pulling it down.

      “Engage quarter hyperdrive!” she yelled at him.

      “The thrusters will work—”

      “Not at this close to the summit. Sid, now!”

      The nose of the ship was angled upwards. Sid adjusted a dial and flicked a switch. They were both forced back into their seats as the Lioness shot straight up through the clouds. Sid fought the G-force to move his hand forward and power off the hyperdrive. The ship responded immediately, and they floated briefly just on the edge of the atmosphere.

      Kiersten eased off the manual switches and leveled the ship. The Lioness held together for a moment, then both the drives and thrusters went offline. If they were outside the gravitational pull of Suma, it would have an easy adjustment to bring them back online. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.

      “Drive system overload. Drives are offline,” the computer calmly informed them.

      “No! Come on, don’t do this,” Kiersten muttered as her hands flew over the board in front of her, shutting down and restarting the systems that supported the drives. The pull from the center of Suma brought the Lioness down like a stone through the air.

      “Sid, bring the computer pilot back on automatic. Reengage the thrusters. If the drives don’t restart, the thrusters will be enough to slow our crash. I hope.”

      Sid typed in the command to bring up the automated flight pilot, then pushed the button to engage the thrusters. The shaking and shuddering weren’t caused by the storm this time. The thrusters pushed them forward as gravity pulled them down.

      “Autoflight back online,” the computer announced.

      “About damn time. Bring drive system online,” Kiersten yelled to be heard over the rattling of the ship.

      The regular lights glowed steadily, the air flowed from the vents, and the quiet hum of the drives ceased the shaking of their plunge to the surface.

      “Drives online,” the voice continued.

      “Thank the Source,” Kiersten muttered.

      Sid placed the thrusters on standby and took a deep breath. “Damn fine flying, girl.”

      Kiersten cocked a brow at his verbal slip. “We’ll be in port in a few minutes. Control will see us land at the hangar. We’ll have to verify our identities and complete the forms. You take care of that in the office. Use your wrist com to inform me what else we might need.”

      She rattled on as if they hadn’t just been through a harrowing experience. Sid reached over and placed his hand on her arm. It had the desired effect of silencing her babbling.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “I’m alright. I’ll catch my breath by the time the hatch opens.”

      “I meant what I said. That was damn good flying.” He held her gaze to judge for himself that she was settled and to let her know she had just saved both their lives.

      “I learned from the best,” she answered with a half-smile.

      “That was more than just learning. That was knowing.”

      Kiersten held his gaze and nodded once.

      She looked through the window in front of her and acknowledged the Landing Officer on his hovercraft. Once the gear was down and the Lioness safely on terra firma, Kiersten unbuckled her belt, then turned to look at Sid.

      “Are you ready?” she asked.

      “For what?”

      “Empress Charlotte. You volunteered to distract her so she doesn’t have the opportunity to detain me.”

      Sid squeezed his eyes shut and rested his head against the back of his seat.

      Kiersten smiled and stood to make her way to the hatch. Sid’s eyes shot open as he snatched her wrist.

      “You had it planned all along. You waited to pull out of that storm until I gave you what you wanted.” He saw the mischief dance in her eyes.

      She raised a brow and said, “Really, Sid, we could both have been killed.”

      He released her arm, and she moved to the middle of the ship and opened the hatch. Sid closed his eyes and shook his head. The manipulated just became the manipulator.
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