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			“Hey. Eyes up here,” Aria said. Another flash of a memory from the night before returned to her mind. Oh, how delicious that was! Perhaps because of this reminder, she betrayed her own demand and allowed her gaze to wander below his belt. 

			Someone was enjoying the show. 

			A seed of desire burst through the soil in her soul. She squeezed her thighs in a vain attempt to quell it.

			Aria peered through the mirror’s reflection. Hansel was nonchalantly admiring her form. He never earned the right to see what she looked like under the Academy’s uniform all those years ago. She did not know him well enough back then. By the time their romance was over, she thought she would never think of him in that realm ever again. But it was not because she found him unattractive. It was mostly that prickly personality. Oh, how the times had changed.

			*****

			Federation space officer Aria Pantel’s world is filled with challenges. Haunted by actions of her past, overworked and underserved, and forever being hassled by her arrogant lover turned pain in the ass Dr. Hansel Heinrich from the Academy, Aria wants to stick it to all the doubters who say she will never crawl out from her father’s military shadow. Yet her universe begins to spiral down a black hole when an unidentified ship of alarming origin blasts across her bow and risks destroying the fledgling humanoid settlement on the planet below that she’s grown quite fond of. It couldn’t be the Quillian aliens, not seen since they lost the war a decade ago, right? Such a thought might send Aria back to her vices. Will she open herself to resources that can heal her heart, save the humanoid settlement that houses her sexy pet, all while keeping Hansel from mucking it up?
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			Chapter 1

			Lieutenant Aria Pantel’s eyelids snapped open. Her heart was trying to punch itself out and her clutching hand upon her chest had no power to soothe. Her panting breath echoed off the bare walls of her room. She threw off the sheets that constricted her and her icy, layered sweat shivered her body. Surrounded by darkness, she could not make out her enemies. The glint of a datapad resting on an end table caught her eye. She snapped it up. Swinging it as a weapon of last resort, it cut through the air poorly.

			“Where are you?” she screamed. “Where...where am I?” She could have vomited if not for the fear she held for her life.

			Overhead, a slowly blinking red light recentered her mind. It was her bedroom’s oxygen detector. She was still alone in her private quarters aboard the starship Century. She was still second-in-command and orbiting in space with the companionship of her loyal comrades. There was no danger, no aliens chasing her through the hallways. No crashing ships or burning control rooms. Just another dream. Another one to add to her troubles.

			The adrenaline gradually flushed from her veins. She lowered her shaking body into a chair at her austere metal desk. It took both hands to jostle free a ventilation grate upon the wall. A bottle of liquor clanked against the edge of the hole as she drew it from its cranny. The solution disappeared before her eyes as she knocked back one swig after another. Sleepiness dripped from the tip of her head down to her toes as her muscles relaxed. She hoped this time she would stay down for the night. The bottle cracked on the floor as it slipped from her fingers. The glugging of the growing puddle sounded far away and therefore nothing to worry about. Sleep scooped her into its tender embrace and whisked her away, far away from the worst week in recent memory.

			The next morning, much too early for her taste, Aria stared absentmindedly at the retracting starport shade in her office. The local sun’s light filled the corners of the gray room. Whether the sun cresting around the below planet was a sunrise or a sunset was irrelevant in space. Her coffee machine whirred. Her seven monitors sparked to life. Her metal home among the stars seemed a touch less sterile. 

			Aria dropped into her zero-G chair and glided weightlessly across the floor to her coffee cup. The mug was cold. She frowned but not due to surprise. This artificial, energizing brew, only differentiated from water by a few skillful chemical compositions, was traditionally served cool and she was tired of it. The thin liquid held little resemblance to the warm nectar of the gods on her Martian home world. She should have bought a crate in bulk during the crew’s last shore leave, but she did not find the time to get off the ship.

			Nevertheless, she held steady her favorite mug while she concocted a dangerous ratio of liquor-to-brew from a bottle taped under her desk. This mug was her oldest possession, having been with her even before the Academy. Made from Martian clay, it had taken its fair share of bumps. Little chips and scratches reminded her of herself. She admired it so much because it had the resilience to bounce back from seemingly anything. Such was the philosophy of Martian design: not flashy but reliable. In a workplace that sent tableware flying across the room this was an appreciated trait.

			She tolerated the disappointing drink sloshing down her throat as she gazed out her port window. What she lacked in comforts from home she replaced with the view only a handful of humans would ever see. The stars twinkled behind their celestial dance partner, Planet 748-B. 

			The universe painted the jungle and savanna planet with green and yellow landscapes speckled with natural resources both mineral and fauna. Thirsty rangeland and sparse canopies made up most of planet’s topography. The star Polaris-22 continued to emerge and cast its blanket of sunshine across the globe. This planet was her mission. Aria aided the captain and his crew on the edge of Federation territory by investigating newly discovered humanoid settlements. She was familiar with this type of high-pressure work after years of serving aboard science vessels like this.

			She had lollygagged long enough. Her immense struggle to rise from bed and make it across the ship to her office left little time for easing into the day. She slid herself toward her wall of monitors. A blinking screen beckoned her attention towards a mountain of morning reports. Each needed review, verification, and summarization for the captain. She brought the hangar camera footage into focus and opened the first surveillance report.

			“Let’s see. No one used shuttles for overnight assignments,” she muttered to herself. The unnerving silence of space tended to foster officers talking to themselves and Aria was no exception. But she had long coped with the whispers of personal doubt in her mind by trying to overtalk them, so perhaps she was different from all the others. She scrubbed the footage back and forth to confirm no vehicles left or returned during the night. But upon screen number three, one shuttle did dock at approximately four in the morning. She checked the report again. There was no record of this trip.

			“Who are you and what are you doing, mystery person?” She zoomed in on the small craft’s swinging door. A man stepped out. She dragged her palm over her face. “Why? Why did it have to be you? I don’t want to deal with this, unless...”

			Hansel Heinrich descended a ramp and shook hands with a ship handling officer. The officer was of no important rank, but catching Doctor Heinrich, distinguished guest of the Century, filled her with both satisfaction and annoyance. Either of them would describe their storied relationship as extremely complicated.

			Hansel showed several papers to the handling officer. He was a famous Biologist, ranking member of the Federation’s Governing Medical Board, and a tag-along aboard the ship. He had his own mission that casually aligned with their own, but Aria could not care less about that. His presence was bothersome. His face irritated her even on video. She wanted to punch him in his perfect mouth with his soft lips, straight teeth, and slap him across his stupid head. Her palm could collide against his thick head of blonde hair. Maybe her fingers slipped through his locks as they grazed his big brain and it would not be entirely without merit if she said something nasty about his broad shoulders or strong arms. Again, their relationship was complicated.

			She was anxious about the disciplinary conversation she would now need to have with him. This was a clear violation of the ship’s records policies. She handled the safety and success of the crew. She knew she was justified in challenging and correcting his unauthorized behavior. However, any disciplinary outcome she handed down would have little impact since, as a guest scientific official, he was not technically under her purview. The captain tried not to complicate the already tenuous relationship between the military and the intergalactic scientific community. He would overrule her recommendation to censure Hansel and let him off with a slap on the wrist. She knew the captain was always considering the bigger picture. It was not personal, but it was frustrating.

			The captain could sweep any small offense under the rug, but something more insidious would have to be addressed. Would it be possible to turn this situation into an opportunity to stick it to this pompous, self-absorbed prick? She would need to catch him in the act of something absolutely criminal. 

			Upon closer examination of his sauntering figure, a revelation struck. 

			“Is that an expedition suit?” 

			She zoomed in on a garment in his hands as he passed it to the handling officer. It was a little hard to make out, but the fabric was thick, white with gold trim. A glassy globe helmet hung from his fingers.

			“You wouldn’t have dared!” She whipped open her regulations manual and scanned the file. Ah, yes. He may have committed an E-1 civilization violation. 

			Cackling with delight, she rushed into the hallway. It was a long trek to the other side of the ship, but she jogged across fueled by spite. When she stumbled into the hangar and scanned the ship bays, she had to pause to catch her breath.

			There was no sign of Hansel. So overcome with excitement, Aria momentarily forgot the video was a recording. Regardless, this was only a minor setback. She had the grainy footage and now she just needed to gather a few supporting pieces of evidence to make her case irrefutable. 

			Footsteps came from the nearest docking station. That sounded like a lead to her. She approached the bay and spotted Officer Zenee Lazelday, who greeted Hansel in the video, and noticed her marking records on her datapad.

			“Zenee, right?” she greeted the handling officer informally. 

			“Oh, Lieutenant Pantel!” Zenee saluted and lowered the datapad to her side. “It’s a treat seeing you on my side of the ship. What brings you out here so early? I won’t have my morning report ready for another half hour or so.”

			Aria smiled. “No worries. I’m just making the rounds and checking on my fellow gals. How are things going down here?” She paced past Zenee toward the shuttle she saw in the video. She engaged the door handle. The ship’s ramp opened slowly with a swoosh of its hydraulic gears.

			“Everything is peachy, Lieutenant.” Zenee managed a slight smile. She was stiff. Her stance was formal. 

			Aria fostered this type of response from her crew. A culture of respect made command easier. Still, a tender hand had its place. She began this discussion with the facade of gentleness, but Aria was here to hunt. 

			“Can you give me a rundown of your report?”

			Zenee ran her finger along her datapad screen. “Of course. One repair drone and three shuttle recons are scheduled for later today.”

			“Is that everything you’re reporting?”

			“That’s the outlook for the rest of the day, sir.”

			“That’s not what I asked. Is that everything from your report? Specifically, were there any other launches this morning?”

			“Uh…”

			Aria let Zenee flounder for a moment. She stepped inside the shuttle. Her feet echoed through the barren interior. The cabin was clean. Too clean. Someone went to extra lengths to ensure this shuttle looked unused. Premeditated subterfuge. That was so Hansel.

			“When was the last time this vehicle was taken out?” Aria asked. Zenee joined Aria inside. Aria noticed Zenee’s fingers trembling ever so slightly as she consulted her datapad. Aria turned toward her.

			“Maybe this morning? Let me check. Um...yes. This morning, sir.” She pinned her gaze solely to her datapad.

			Aria swung back around and studied the surface of the steering controls in the cabin. The flight stick was set to a neutral position. Every knob and dial were perfectly centered upon zero. No grunt would go to the trouble of twisting all these so thoroughly. She felt like a forensic investigator in the telenovelas her mom used to like.

			“Why didn’t you mention this morning trip when I asked?”

			“I-I’m sorry, sir. I must have gotten confused.” She finally reciprocated Aria’s stare with a smile and a shrug of her shoulders. Given any other situation, such a tactic may have been disarming.

			Aria did not react. As the silence extended, the situation grew awkward. Aria was making it awkward on purpose. She counted the seconds in her head until the tension in the shuttle was palpable.

			Zenee’s forehead was glistening. She blinked twice. “Um…I…”

			Aria flicked her wrist. “Don’t forget to include everything in the report. And I want this specific craft’s part in twenty minutes.”

			She stepped around Zenee and headed for the door. The barely audible sigh of relief behind her made Aria smile. It was time for the kill. 

			She paused in the doorway blocking the only exit with her body. “Lazelday, who took this shuttle this morning?”

			“I...uh, I’ll be sure to include that in the report as you requested. I don’t remember off the top of my head…”

			“Who?”

			“I’m sorry, sir. I don’t…”

			Aria twisted on her heels. “What hold does Dr. Heinrich have over you?” She stomped toward Zenee. “You are a soldier first. Your loyalty is to this crew and your colleagues.” 

			She raised her hand quickly. Zenee flinched for the coming attack, but Aria cradled Zenee’s cheek instead. Her fingers were soft. Her grip was firm.

			“Your loyalty is to me. Tell me what Dr. Heinrich was up to. Espionage? Sabotage? Both?”

			“N-no, sir!” Zenee sniveled. “He said he was gathering samples of the planet’s fauna! I’m sorry!” She choked back tears. “Please, I didn’t mean to lie to you! He was calling in a favor. I owed him for a salve I asked from him a few starports back.”

			Aria shot up an eyebrow. “Are you involved in illicit drugs? Because if so, so help me, Zenee…”

			“Gosh, no! Not like that. It’s for...uh, how do I say this?” Zenee’s face turned red. “It’s a topical substance that...um, helps me feel the highest highs down there.”

			Aria stared for a moment before rolling her eyes. “For goodness’ sake, Zenee. I hope it was worth it.”

			She released Zenee and stepped out of the shuttle. Aria stared out at the stars beyond the hangar port and waited for Zenee to compose herself. Hansel had developed a few new tricks since their days at the Academy. Still hustling the same old little chemical side-gig he used to run back then. Unfortunately, this order was probably legal. However, it was interesting to know that he was now accepting payment in other ways. Were all his transactions clean?

			Zenee exited the shuttle tucking a soaked handkerchief into her pocket. “Lieutenant, again I am so sorry. Dr. Heinrich assured me nobody would care…”

			Aria thrust a finger into Zenee’s face. “I am the one who gets to decide that! Not Dr. Heinrich! You take orders from me!”

			“Yes, sir!” Zenee straightened her back and saluted. She was shaking.

			Aria watched her officer clenching her eyes shut. She did not take any pleasure in leading like this, albeit effective at times. She released an exasperated sigh. “You’re going to submit a full violation report on Dr. Heinrich’s actions within the hour. You do that and I’ll see that you’re left out of the disciplinary process. Agreed?”

			“Yes, sir!” Zenee saluted briefly and hustled to her office.

			Aria left the hangar. Her next battle was in the Organics Laboratory. She had enough evidence to confront him about a possible crime. Landing on a primitive E-1 civilization and engaging in unauthorized First Contact with its denizens was grounds for dishonorable discharge, but in Hansel’s case that would result in immediate termination of his joint contract with the military and exile from his professional circles. Actions like his could end up violating hundreds of intergalactic regulations depending on how much he screwed up on the surface below.

			What an idiot! But, oh how sweet this all was. Finally, she would have the last laugh after he orchestrated the ultimate embarrassment at the Academy’s Winter Ball their junior year. It was not enough that she managed to outmaneuver him for the top rank at the Academy. With this sting, she would finally have her full revenge.

			“Hansel Heinrich!” Aria barked as she burst into the lab towing a cloud of malice. “Where are you, you dog?” She pushed carts of instruments out of the way and kicked open several small meeting room doors.

			Her aggressive aura rattled the lab technician’s delicate sensibilities. They dropped their work and fled. Walking through a hallway as if he had heard nothing of the commotion, Hansel wandered toward her with his attention solely on a datapad.

			“Hansel!”

			“Lieutenant Pantel?” He looked up just enough to get a glimpse of her and then continued reading. “What are you doing here? I thought we agreed to keep our distance from each other. You’re a thorn in my side, and I of you, remember?”

			She stormed into his path and blocked his way. He almost collided with her. His datapad bumped into her chest.

			“What the heck!” she snapped, clutching herself. She frustratingly buried the slight titillation that brought back memories of long ago. There was no part of herself that wanted him to know how that made her feel just then. Zero part, none, zilch she said to herself over and over in her subconscious.

			“Oh! My apologies. That wouldn’t have happened if you weren’t stupid enough to get in my way. Now, if you’re done doing whatever it is you’re doing…” He shooed her away.

			She stepped back and let a wide grin cross her face. “Oh, ho, ho! Not today! No! Today I will settle our score when I stick it to you!”

			“Aria,” he sighed. “Is this about our time together at the Academy our first year? Honestly, we gave it a shot. Sure, I think about it too from time to time, but we crashed and burned.”

			She stuck her tongue out. She hated the memory of the two of them together. She was young and stupid back then. That had to be the reason, she had long ago convinced herself.

			“But that’s all in the past. Please don’t stick me with anything.” He maneuvered around her and stepped into his office. 

			“Wait a minute! I’m not done with you...”

			With a curt smile, he slammed his door in her face.

			The door was so close that she felt her anger exuding from her face, off the glass, and back upon her cheeks. She shoved the door open and slammed it behind her. He did not turn around as if he had expected her to push his boundaries. This made her fume even more.

			“You never were one to adhere to the model and decorum befitting of a military officer, second only to the captain.” Furrowing his brow, “Such impulse, so much reaction.” He glanced at her with the hint of a smug smirk on his lip. “How you ever managed to secure this post is beyond me. And if I can’t suss it out, then what brilliant mind left in the galaxy could?”

			“You don’t…you have no right to question m…!” Her rational thought started muddling in her mind. She tugged the rumpled front of her uniform down and tried to let the anger go momentarily. She was known for getting a little carried away on occasion. But only rarely! Like, barely once or twice a mission! The captain hated handling reports of her flying off the handle. She needed to compose herself. She conjured the sweet speculative image of Hansel’s dopey face as he was drug away in a military transport and felt grounded again.

			She smiled with regained poise. “I know that you took a shuttle down to the surface without proper authorization! I know you knew what you were doing was wrong because you tried covering it up. Don’t try any I didn’t know the rules crap with me!”

			Hansel sat down leisurely at his desk and connected his datapad to his workstation. As if barely aware she was in the room, he projected his datapad onto a blank wall and navigated spreadsheets with hand-gesture controls. 

			“How do people on this ship manage to get any work done without a projection interface? Honestly, Martian tech is so frustratingly antiquated.”

			Why he thought it was a good idea to slip in a personal attack was beyond her. She lost her grip on composure and juggled states of burning rage. Her breath was hot. Her blood was pumping. She clenched her fists and slammed them down on his desk. 

			“Look at me!”

			He shook with a start and turned his chair toward her. “Aria! What the devil has gotten into you? You’re being completely unprofessional!”

			“I’m taking you to the brig! You’re being detained until I can present the evidence against you and get you kicked off my ship for good!”

			He arose and flashed a devilish smile. “Under what charge, little Pantel? Am I mistaken or do I not have the right to defend against accusations prior to detainment per military code?”

			“You little…” She rounded his desk and grabbed him by his lab coat collar the best she could considering her head barely crested his shoulders.

			She scrunched his coat in her fists and wrested him closer. A familiar, pleasant aroma wafted into her nostrils. The same shampoo he had been using for years was still just as musky. She hated that she liked it. The cool vapors of his aftershave stung her eyes a little, but she did not want to turn away while standing so close to his angular cheekbones. She had caressed them once under hugely different circumstances, but that time was dead to her. 

			His boastful smile this close almost blinded her so she pushed him back.

			He fell into his chair and floated backward turning in circles. “Aria! You’ve got nothing on me! Get out of my office and stop harassing me.”

			“That technician you roped into your little joyride is submitting a full report. I’m going to bury you.”

			“Oh, you mean that druggie who you’ll find fifty grams of Lucididal in her quarters after I blow the whistle? Where she got it, I don’t know if we’ll ever know.” 

			Aria stepped back with an inquisitive look.

			He smiled. “What? You bought some story about medicinal salves? I’ve heard some entrepreneurs rehearse cover stories with all their customers. What a devious practice if you ask me.”

			She huffed. “Whatever! I have you on video walking out of that shuttle. Your E-1 violation is going to put you away!”

			“What E-1 violation? I didn’t fly anywhere near the planet.”

			“Nice try! The shuttle’s logs will prove…”

			“...absolutely nothing because they’re malfunctioning. I noticed it when I was aboard this morning merely out of curiosity. You know, if we ever do get authorization to visit one of these planets, I want to be familiar with the hardware since I don’t even know how to fly yet. But about those work orders, I’ll get around to submitting them as soon as I’m able. Or, you could put one in for me seeing as it is your shoddy Martian equipment that’s failing.”

			“I...you…!” Aria retreated toward the door. “You flippin’ ass.”

			Hansel climbed out of his chair and skittered in front of her for the handle. He opened it for her. “Such language. And, in case you’re wondering, I get no pleasure mingling so close to your business or your people. This is just the situation we’ve both found ourselves in for the time being. Your mission here will be done soon enough. I’ll hitch a ride on another vessel to continue my research elsewhere. There’s no need for us to dredge up old issues and begin antagonizing each other again.”

			She slapped Hansel’s hand away and grabbed the handle herself. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about how you left me high and dry on that stage. I had to leave the solar system to find somewhere I could work where people didn’t laugh every time I walked into a room.”

			“Aria, everything we did back then was tit-for-tat. It was all little school children’s games. You were no more a victim than I was a bully. Or have you forgotten that dramatic morning of our comprehensive exams?”

			The color drained from her face. She had not thought of that in over a decade. “W-what of it?”

			His arranged demeanor cracked. An intense frown disturbed her. “You can’t possibly think I don’t know what you did to steal my class rank. I never arrived late to so much as a study session, let alone slept past an exam. I had my water bottle tested. I bet you didn’t know that! And I’m aware you had access to sleep meds through that little weasel friend of yours, Gary.”

			She avoided his steely glare. “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about. Academy was an awfully long time ago so whatever you’re insinuating is probably just your insecurity projecting onto me.”

			The irritation on his face was unfaltering. “Yeah. I guess I don’t remember ditching you on that graduation stage either. I heard you had to ad lib my part of the speech. It was a real cringer.” He smirked at the thought. The smuggest expression Aria had ever witnessed across the galaxy crept across his face, and she had schmoozed along with her dad with heads of state.

			“Actually,” he added, “if I had done that on purpose, I suppose you could say I was doing you a favor. Someone needed to knock you down a few pegs for your own sake. And besides, look where it’s gotten you now. That chip on your shoulder that you believe has defined your illustrious career? You have me to thank for it.”

			The ship’s manufactured atmosphere evacuated her lungs. If there were an emergency respirator nearby, she would have grabbed for it. A thank you? He wanted to talk about the value of his pretentious jack-assery? She would show him how grateful she really was for their timeless rivalry.

			“I hate you!” 

			She slammed his door as she exited. She at once turned around and knocked. Through the frosted glass, she saw him reaching for the handle. She turned the handle first and kicked the door into him. Several lab aides saw the act, but she did not care.

			“Ow, Aria! Are you crazy?” He shuffled back to his chair with a huge bump on his forehead. “God! Is it huge?” He brushed it lightly. “Ow!”

			She rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t be such a baby. Just rub some gel on it and stop being so dramatic.”

			He rummaged through his desk drawer and revealed a tube. He squeezed a small amount of clear, twinkling medical gel onto his finger and rubbed it onto his bump. He winced the whole time. In just a few seconds, his forehead looked much better.

			“Just because there isn’t any evidence doesn
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