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      He's as cold as the void of space...

      Soulless warrior Drex has been cast out of the Detyen Legion. Eking out an emotionless life on the edge of the galaxy, he knows his days are numbered. There's no future for a man who's already sacrificed everything. Then he rescues Pippa and his whole world is set ablaze.

      She can fix any machine, but can she fix him?

      Pippa knows all the secrets to the machines that keep Nebula Outpost floating in space, but Drex isn't so easy to figure out. But the more time she spends with him, the more she's eager to know. When tragedy strikes, Pippa and Drex are the only people who can solve the case.

      Every clue only leads to more questions, and even more danger. But Pippa can't walk away from the mystery... or from Drex. He might call himself soulless, but she sees the heat in his eyes. The only question is: will the conflagration burn them to cinders or ignite a bond that lasts a lifetime?
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      “You’ve gotta be freaking kidding me.” I whacked my hammer against the side of the incinerator in the spot guaranteed to get it working again, but all I heard was a sad groaning sound that you never wanted a machine to make.

      Okay, not the hammer.

      “Come on, baby.” I rubbed my hand over the same spot, trying to ignore the indentation from countless engineers applying the same treatment since time immemorial.

      Nebula Outpost wasn’t the fanciest place in the galaxy, but engineers and techs like me kept it going. And the decades-old incinerators were key to making sure everything ran smoothly.

      “How’s old G-man doing?” my best friend and closest co-worker, Noelle Kim, asked, crouching down beside me to study the control panel. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she had a smudge of grease on her chin. If there was only one smudge of grease on my face, I’d call it a good day. That was practically clean.

      All the incinerators had names, it beat remembering their serial numbers.

      “He’s trying to go on holiday.” I cycled the power again and bit back a curse as the machine started making even sadder noises than usual. “I think I’m going to be here for a while trying to make this old boy cooperate. Don’t wait to take your lunch break.”

      “Did you piss someone off?” Noelle grinned. “I thought the boss only tortured the troublemakers with …” She trailed off, searching for words.

      “Troublemaking machines?” I suggested. “G-man’s usually reliable. Well, as reliable as these old models ever are. I’m thinking it may be a mechanical fault.”

      “Better you than me.” Noelle gave me a pat on the back and stood. “I guess it will just be Darian and me. Your loss.”

      “You’re welcome to him.” Darian was a fellow engineer, a big flirt, and an alien, though he’d never told us much about his race. He was a nice guy, but I wasn’t looking for love … or whatever Darian was offering with those sly smiles of his. I had a job to do and was so close to earning my next qualification badge that I could taste it.

      “Let me know if you need another pair of hands. I can bring you lunch.” Noelle ran her fingers over the hammer indentation and gave me a look.

      “I can handle it. Go eat. And bring me a sandwich if you haven’t heard from me in two hours.” I opened the control panel, and Noelle walked away. My stomach gave a sad little grumble, but I told it to shut up.

      There was work to do.

      I spent another quarter hour checking every possible connection and diagnostic on my scanner. And, unsurprisingly, nothing seemed to be wrong. Damn it.

      I was going to have to go inside the beast.

      I looked at the service hatch with a scowl. I hated the thought of going inside the machine. There was always a lingering smell of trash and smoke, and it was hot as hell. Not to mention the nagging fear that the machine would fire up of its own volition and burn me to a crisp.

      It was literally impossible. I knew that. Every tech knew that. As long as the door was open, the machine could not fire. But I was only human, and you couldn’t ever fully erase a primal fear like that.

      “You got this, Pippa Vale. You are a genius engineer who can solve any problem.” For some reason, the affirmation didn’t make me feel any better.

      Screw it.

      I slung my gear bag over my shoulder and opened the hatch.

      The inside of the machine was bigger than my quarters, but it was just a giant metal tube that stretched up to the top of the level where all the chutes fed their trash. That trash was going to start piling up on the third level if I didn’t work quickly.

      After a few minutes of inspecting the wiring my panic about getting locked in the incinerator started to fade to the background. It had to if I wanted to get any real work done.

      I lost track of time, but after a while I thought I heard footsteps outside. “Noelle, is that you?” I didn’t think she’d be back from lunch so soon.

      No one answered. Maybe I’d been imagining things.

      The thought had barely crossed my mind when I heard a piece of wood clatter to the ground, and the hatch behind me slammed shut, encasing me in metal and darkness.

      Immediately, panic surged through me, and I slammed my fists against the door, desperate to escape. The walls felt like they were closing in, and I couldn’t suck in a deep enough breath despite the fact that I knew I had more than enough oxygen.

      “Help!” I screeched, banging again. G-man was in an older part of the station that was mostly storage and decommissioned parts. No one walked by here, not for fun.

      I heard a whisper of sound, and ice froze my veins.

      They wouldn’t stay cold for long. That was the ignition switch.

      Something had powered up the incinerator. And in less than ten minutes, I’d be burned to cinders in flames reaching more than a thousand degrees.
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      The out-of-place banging of fists on metal diverted me from my scheduled exercise circuit. In three years of living on Nebula Outpost I’d never encountered another person in this sector of the station. It wasn’t off-limits, but it was far from anything entertaining.

      I paused and tilted my head to listen. The banging was panicked, or, at least, I thought it was. I’d long forgotten what panic—or anything else—felt like.

      I wiped a bead of sweat from my brow and considered. I knew where each of my men was supposed to be, so whatever was making the racket could not be one of them. Getting involved in some sort of rescue could bring unwanted attention to myself and the others.

      But rescuing people was the right thing to do.

      I couldn’t feel it, but there were certain principles I had to live by, that all soulless Detyens had to live by, especially the outcasts.

      Our species was dying, year by year, person by person. Unmated by unmated. Our planet had been destroyed long ago, the survivors scattered across the galaxies, and all of us living with a terminal diagnosis hanging over our heads: death by the age of thirty if we couldn’t find mates.

      Except for the soulless.

      We were members of the Detyen Legion brave or stupid enough to undergo a procedure to lengthen our lives at the cost of our emotions. The soulless served the Legion until we were used up. And then we were decommissioned … or we were supposed to be.

      Some of us escaped. And now we were here.

      I followed the sounds of the banging and found an old incinerator, the door sealed closed and rattling from whatever was inside making a ruckus. The emergency shutoff switch was clearly labeled, and I pressed it and heard the faint hiss as the electricity cut off. I grasped the handle of the door and heaved it open. It was heavy enough that it shouldn’t have accidentally fallen closed.

      A human woman fell through the opening and down to her hands and knees, chest heaving and tears streaming down her face.

      She was unwell.

      I crouched down beside her and reached out to help, but she scrambled backward, eyes wild. She heaved in gasping breaths and tried to speak. No words came out.

      She was beautiful. It might have struck the non-soulless as odd that I could see that, but beauty was logical. Quantifiable. Her features were symmetrical. Her eyes large and dark, her dark hair falling out of the tie that had held it back. Her body filled out the drab jumpsuit she was wearing, with curves that might have stirred something in me years ago. Now I merely cataloged them dispassionately.

      I didn't know what to say. Something had clearly gone wrong. Even without the capacity to fear, I would be uncomfortable if I ended up locked in an incinerator.

      "Take a deep breath," I commanded. She flinched, and I lowered my volume. "Deep breath." I demonstrated the motion, sucking air deep into my lungs and letting it out slowly. "Your nervous system must understand it is safe now." Emotion, instinct, and automatic responses were a complex mix that was difficult to navigate once the balance was thrown off, but I'd been soulless for seven years now and had found my equilibrium.

      She obeyed, and slowly, her breathing steadied. She wiped at her cheeks, and I saw the smear of ash from the incinerator. Her clothes looked like the sort of thing the maintenance engineers and techs wore, but were rumpled from her ordeal.

      She seemed calmer, but I remained still, studying her. There was something … strange about this woman. She was out of the incinerator and safe. There was no reason for me to remain beside her, no reason to help her regain her breaths. Soulless outcasts survived by remaining in the shadows. We did not mingle with anyone on the station for longer than strictly necessary. Some might have called it a sad life, but we had no other option.

      "What is your name?" I asked. I nearly reached out to touch her again, perhaps to help her up, I wasn't sure. But she flinched again, and I withdrew.

      Her tongue darted out to wet her quavering lips. "I'm Pippa. The incinerator was malfunctioning, and I … I … That shouldn't have happened. How did the door close? Who are you? What are you doing here? Did you see someone?" Her gaze swung past me, looking for any clue to what was going on.

      The avalanche of questions washed over me, but I decided to answer what I could. "My name is Drex. I run down here for exercise. I heard your distress."

      She huffed out an ironic sound. "Distress. Right." Pippa pushed herself to her feet and looked around, eyes landing on a small block of wood that had fallen beside the door. "You little bastard." She scooped it up and gripped it hard enough to make her knuckles turn white. "You nearly got me killed." She gave me a bright smile. "Thank you for saving my life. This guy must have slipped. Somehow."

      "Of course.” I could leave it at that, but I had no reason to keep information to myself. “You should know, the door was locked from the outside, not merely closed."

      Her smile slipped, and the little color that had returned drained from her face. "I thought I heard footsteps. But … no. The autolock must have engaged."

      "Perhaps." I didn't have enough knowledge of the mechanism to know.

      She blew out a breath. "I have to go fill out about a thousand pieces of paperwork. And someone from engineering might need to confirm all of this. You said your name was Drex, do you have a last name? Clan name? Designation? Anything?"

      I hesitated, but only for a moment. "My full name is Drex NaXariz. I live in quarters on level seven."

      Pippa grinned, and at that same moment, my stomach felt strange. Possibly a delayed physiological response to the danger. "Maybe I'll see you around, then, Drex."

      She reached out and patted my arm, and I could feel the warmth of her skin through the layers of my long-sleeve top.
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      Ryklin was sitting in silence when I returned to our quarters. The others were nowhere to be seen. The memory of the human woman, Pippa Vale, rested heavily in my mind. With what I knew of her—name, occupation, approximate age—I could look her up in the station's manifest and learn everything that was publicly available.

      I didn't.

      I had no reason to.

      She wasn't a security threat, and she posed no physical threat. She was merely a woman I encountered and assisted by chance.

      "You were scheduled to be back nearly an hour ago," Ryklin said, voice flat. He was the second outcast to arrive on Nebula Outpost, about six months after me. Like me, he'd been scheduled for execution, but someone in his chain of command had ensured his escape.

      If the Legion ever found us, we'd be considered deserters and executed on sight. They did not think they could trust independent soulless Detyens. Perhaps they were right. None of us—not me, Ryklin, Thalor, Kyrin, Zyrus, or Jorin—had ever caused harm to anyone on Nebula Outpost, but we imposed severe rules upon ourselves.

      Group surveillance. Self reporting. Strict schedules. Each of us had shown signs of weakness at least once and had been condemned by our people. If one of us stumbled, it could cost all of us what little life we had left.

      "I heard a woman calling for help," I said. "She somehow became trapped in an incinerator. I was able to free her before she was killed." The report felt … strange … coming from my mouth, as if something much more fundamental had happened during my assistance of Pippa Vale.

      Ryklin tilted his head and studied me. "You interacted with her?"

      "Yes." I had nothing to hide. Though we attempted to remain separate from the rest of the populace, there was no strict rule against rendering aid. "I heard her calling for help during my run."

      "Very well. We are due for our shifts in less than an hour. Take your meal before we leave." He gave me the instruction as if I needed to be coached.

      I didn't acknowledge it.

      The jobs the six of us had taken were all low level: cleaning crew, restaurant dishwasher, station renovation, and interior landscaping. They were the kind of positions that were often overlooked but absolutely vital to the running of a place like Nebula Outpost. And none of them required intense security clearance.

      Ryklin and I were groundskeepers. The station had highly cultivated and meticulously cared for green spaces that helped to provide the perfect balance of air for the diverse species living together. The two of us mostly raked mulch and replanted things that grew too big for their surroundings. Everything in the green spaces was consumable, and most of it eventually ended up in the restaurants and cafeterias that kept the residents of Nebula Outpost fed.

      The jobs the six of us had did not pay well, but they kept us occupied and provided enough income for two small rooms and sustenance. We didn't need anything else.

      As I ate my standard rations and Ryklin stared at me, I wondered if Pippa Vale would seek me out again. The thought gave me pause. I had no reason to think about the woman and no ability to want her to make another move.

      I needed to put her out of my mind and move on with my life, such as it was.

      But she remained in my thoughts throughout my meal and my shift. The soulless couldn't dream, but if I could, she would have gone with me into sleep.
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      PIPPA

      "I swear, Noelle, I'm fine." A part of me regretted making the report of the … malfunction … of G-man. It was definitely a malfunction. It had to be. Because if it wasn't … No, I couldn't contemplate that.

      "Maybe you should take the day off," my friend insisted, trying to physically shove me out of the changing room where we were both pulling on our uniforms.

      "G-man's officially offline until further notice, and Mr. Rexal took me off of all incinerator maintenance for a week. It's all good. Or do you want me to go back in my quarters and stew myself into a panic attack?" Sleep the night before had not been easy. Every time I closed my eyes, it felt like the walls were closing in around me, and I started to overheat. No one had ever accused Nebula Outpost of being balmy.

      I needed to work, needed to do something. Otherwise, I'd start climbing the walls.

      I slung my tool pack over my shoulder and gave Noelle a bright smile. "It's going to be fine," I assured her.

      "What's going to be fine?" That was Fran, a fellow maintenance tech who’s frizzy hair was held back with a colorful bandana. She had a stripe of grease on her shoulder from whatever she’d been working on, and she gave me in inviting smile as she pulled earphones out of her ears. She must not have been listening to the conversation as Noelle and I spoke.

      She wasn’t the only one butting in. “Yeah, are you alright?” Darian stuck his head in the dressing room, grin broad on his handsome blue face. He worked right alongside us keeping the station functioning, and he was a hopeless flirt, though I hadn't ever heard any of the girls talk about going farther than a bit of harmless fun.

      He was a Detyen but didn't often discuss what that meant. Based on the few things he'd let slip over the years, I figured there was tragedy in his past, though I wasn't sure if it was personal or if it had to do with his people.

      And he looked a bit like Drex. Similar facial structure. Similar coloring with their turquoise skin and dark eyes. Was Drex Detyen? I hadn’t bothered to ask, my mind too preoccupied with the fact that I’d almost died.

      Maybe if I could find him again, I would ask. The alien man hadn’t been far from my thoughts, and thinking of him had helped me quell the panic that rode me all night. I wanted to thank him again. Properly. Though I wasn’t sure there was a proper thanks for pulling me out of an incinerator right before I got burned to a crisp. Maybe chocolates?

      "Pippa," Noelle said; she nodded to me but was talking to Fran and Darian. "Apparently not even almost getting fried in a malfunctioning incinerator can slow her down."

      "What?" Darian's eyes widened. "What happened? Are you okay?" He stepped fully into the dressing room, as if getting closer to me might make the trauma unhappen.

      Fran covered her mouth in shock. “Seriously?”

      I held up a hand to ward them off. "It's fine. Really. I didn't die. Stop freaking out." The hand I was holding up started to shake, and I curled it into a fist before either of them could notice. I really was fine.

      I had to be.

      "Don't you miscreants have work to do?" I plastered a fake smile on my face and shooed them out of the room. Noelle lingered for a second, but she eventually followed Fran and Darian out.

      I took three seconds to try and get my heartbeat under control.

      Unsurprisingly, it wasn't nearly enough time. But my communicator buzzed with my updated repair assignments, and I didn't have any more time to waste on freaking out.

      My boss really was taking it easy on me. I didn't have to climb into any tight quarters or do any of the dirtier work involving station sewage. It was all tightening loose screws and fixing malfunctioning lighting arrays. Things so easy that a child could do them.

      I couldn't lose myself in this work, and I kept thinking about the day before. And about the man who rescued me.

      It was better to think about him than contemplate the other thing.

      I shuddered.

      And then I realized I was on level seven. The same level where Drex said he lived. My shift was nearly over, and I had nothing else to do. Going back to my quarters and staring at the walls until I couldn't help but scream didn't hold much appeal. Noelle would probably be busy, and besides, I didn't want to deal with all of her cloying concern.

      I needed to get past this.

      Or maybe what I needed was some closure.

      Screw it.

      I found the nearest directory screen on the hallway wall and searched Drex's name. His lodgings came up and pointed me to the other side of level seven. If the universe was giving me a sign, it was probably telling me to turn around and drop it. Getting from one side of level seven involved walking halfway there then taking the lift up to level five, the stairs down to level six, and then another lift to the opposite side of level seven. Crossing the distance would take fifteen minutes, maybe half an hour.

      But I still had nothing better to do.

      I just had to thank the guy.

      The walk took closer to the half hour end of my estimate, and I ended up in a narrow-walled section of the station where cheap, crowded, and strangely quiet quarters abounded.

      I stood outside his door and was suddenly nervous. Was I being presumptuous? Drex hadn't exactly been a talker while I freaked out. Would he appreciate a stranger bothering him?

      Well, I'd already come all that way …

      Before I could talk myself out of it, I knocked. And waited. And waited.

      The room couldn't be that big. In this part of the ship, it was probably not much bigger than a closet with bunks stacked three or four high.

      I knocked one last time and told myself I'd count to thirty and then leave.

      At forty-five seconds, someone opened the door. It wasn't Drex. He was another blue alien with a similar neutral expression on his face. "Room inspections are not until next week," he said without inflection.

      "I'm not here to inspect anything. I wanted to see Drex. Drex Ny—" Crap, what was his last name? There had only been one Drex on level seven, so I hadn't needed to rely on surnames. Now I was hoping I didn't have the wrong place.

      "Drex is not here," the alien said. He stepped back, and the door started
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