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        My champion, my mentor, my friend.

        I could not have done this without you.

        I love you.
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        I always write to music, and I select a different piece of music for each story, one that feeds the mood I need to get the words flowing. If you’d like to experience this story the way I did, listen to the film score for Thor while you read.
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      “Where do you think you’re going, little green man?”

      The harsh voice echoed in the early morning air, a discordant note amid the cheerful chattering of birds and the whispering of the wind in the pines overhead.

      On the trail below, Aurora Hawke paused in mid-stride. The sound had come from up ahead, where the path curved around a rock outcropping. The boulders prevented her from seeing the owner of the taunting voice, or the intended recipient. The speaker’s attitude, however, came through loud and clear.

      “Is the alien trying to contact the mother ship?” a second voice jeered.

      The comment was followed by harsh laughter, and then a third voice joined in. “Nah, they probably left him behind ‘cause he’s a runt.”

      Great. Bullies before breakfast. What the hell were they doing on the hiking trail before sunrise? She’d been on this same path every day before dawn for weeks now and had never run into a soul. Even her new roommate, Reanne, had flatly refused to join her when she’d realized how early Aurora left each day. So what had lured these three Neanderthals out of their beds?

      Shifting her weight to the balls of her feet and tightening the straps of the small pack on her back so that it fit snugly against her, she crept as soundlessly as possible up the path toward the rocks.

      A breeze ruffled the branches of the pines and aspens that rose in graceful columns along both sides of the trail, the air unseasonably warm for mid-September in northern Colorado. The rustling of the leaves helped to conceal her approach. When she reached the rock edge, she flattened her back against the stone and peered around the corner.

      Her first look confirmed what she’d suspected — these were not Academy cadets. Three large teenage boys stood in a rough semicircle across the trail, their haphazard clothing and long, unkempt hair a sharp contrast to the crisp uniforms and sleek hairstyles favored by most cadets. The ruffians were using the steep drop-off on the left to cage in their victim, making it difficult to see him. However, judging from the size of the boy’s shoes, he wasn’t more than eight years old, far too young for even a junior cadet.

      He could be the child of one of the professors or staff, but why would they allow him to hike alone in the early morning? The area around the Academy was relatively safe, but as this situation proved, it wasn’t harmless. With the cliff behind him and the three boys in front of him, he was trapped.

      The teenagers had tossed assorted rubbish near the base of the rocks. All three looked as though they had slept in their clothes. When the breeze shifted, she discovered they smelled like it, too. They’d probably fallen asleep on the rock after a night of drinking, and been roused by the child’s approach down the trail. She hadn’t encountered the boy on the main trail, so he must have been hiking the Pine Loop that branched off near the trailhead.

      One of the boys moved slightly, giving her a glimpse of the victim’s profile. His hair was wavy, with a blend of colors from light tan to a rich brown, like a dappled fawn. But it was his skin that made her catch her breath. It was tinged a pale green, with thin ribbons of brown swirling in non-linear patterns, giving the boy’s golden eyes the appearance of gazing out from behind fern fronds.

      Kraed.

      That changed things considerably.

      The Academy administration had trumpeted the arrival of Professor Siginal Clarek as a member of the staff this year, the first Kraed to ever accept a long-term position. His lectures were notable for the incredible wealth of information provided and the warm tropical setting in which they were taught, which mimicked the more humid environment of his homeworld.

      Professor Clarek was her physics instructor and faculty advisor, and the boy with his heels backed up to the cliff was his son, Jonarel. Apparently the boy didn’t share his father’s aversion to the dry Colorado air.

      She still didn’t like the odds, but she felt better knowing the boy’s identity. The bullies had chosen their victim poorly. For one thing, Kraed entered puberty at a much later age than humans. Jonarel wasn’t the child he appeared to be. He was at least as old as the boys he was facing, possibly older.

      He’d also grown up on a planet that was populated with very large, very lethal predators. Even though the Kraed had learned long ago how to safely co-exist with the creatures of their world, Kraed children were still taught to defend themselves from infancy. Jonarel could probably handle these three without her assistance, but she wasn’t prepared to bet his life on it, especially given his precarious position.

      One of the teenagers snatched Jonarel’s tablet from his hands, dangling it above the Kraed’s head. “What you doin’ with this, little green man?” He waved the device in the air. “You studyin’ humans so you can grow up to be a real man?”

      Despite his small size, Jonarel managed to look haughty as he stared at the giants in front of him. “If I wanted to learn anything valuable about humans, I certainly would not begin with you three.”

      Aurora slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a bark of laughter. The boy had guts. And no sense of self-preservation.

      The bullies looked ready to tear him to pieces. “Is that so?” sneered the largest of the boys, the apparent ringleader. “Well maybe it’s time to find out if little green men can fly.” He grabbed the front of Jonarel’s jacket in both hands.

      Aurora didn’t wait to see what he planned to do next. “Let him go.” She stepped around the rock and pinned the ringleader with the authoritative stare she’d perfected in her Academy leadership prep classes.

      The boys looked startled by her presence, but Jonarel didn’t show any surprise at all. In fact, he looked like he’d been expecting her. That was disconcerting. Then again, Kraed were known for their acute senses. He’d probably heard her approach.

      The ringleader’s attention switched to her. “Not gonna happen, girlie.” He leered as his gaze lingered suggestively on her chest. “But if you want to wait until we finish here, I’d be happy to take care of you.”

      Ugh. She fought down the bile that rose in her throat as the other boys snickered. Keeping her expression carefully neutral, she stared hard into the leader’s eyes, refusing to respond to his taunt.

      He dropped his gaze. “Just keep walkin’,” he muttered.

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.” She took a step closer.

      The two boys standing on either side of the ringleader glanced nervously between her and the large bully, clearly unsure what to do next.

      Good. She wanted them to be uncertain.

      “And why is that?” The leader faced her, dragging Jonarel with him. That was an improvement at least. Now the larger boy’s body was between Jonarel and the cliff.

      “Because that’s my friend you’re threatening. He was supposed to meet me here.” She couldn’t see Jonarel’s face, but she hoped his expression wouldn’t give lie to her words. “I’d appreciate it if the three of you would head home so we can work.”

      The ruffian snorted. “Work? You’re jokin’. This kid is just outta diapers. What’re you gonna do with him, play house?” That comment brought on a roar of laughter from the other boys.

      Aurora spoke over the racket. “What you don’t seem to understand is that this kid is a Kraed. They don’t reach their adult size until they’re in their twenties. He’s probably older than you are.”

      “Eighteen,” Jonarel said.

      So he was two years older than she was. Good to know.

      He turned his head so his gaze met hers. Intelligence and awareness shone in those otherworldly eyes. Maybe his age wasn’t the only thing about him that wasn’t what it appeared.

      “Eighteen?” The bully jerked Jonarel onto his tiptoes and brought their faces centimeters apart. The larger boy’s lip curled as he snarled, but Jonarel remained completely relaxed, his arms hanging loosely at his sides.

      The Kraed had courage to spare.

      The bully glared at Aurora. “If you’re tellin’ the truth.” His tone indicated she was lying. He was right. “What’s your friend’s name?”

      “Jonarel Clarek.”

      “What kinda name is that?”

      “A Kraed name.”

      Jonarel pointed to the device one of the boys still held. “My name is on my tablet.”

      “I didn’t ask you.” The bully gave Jonarel a hard shake that made his teeth click together.

      “Knock it off!” Aurora took a step toward the leader. She spoke slowly, giving weight to each syllable. “I said, let… him… go.”

      The bully’s pupils widened, showing the first flicker of uncertainty. He had about five inches and at least fifty pounds on her, but her forceful attitude seemed to be unsettling him. He was probably used to picking on the weak. She certainly was not weak.

      But instead of releasing his hold on Jonarel, he gave her a lecherous smile that bared his crooked teeth. “I don’t think so.” A predatory gleam appeared in his eyes. “I think we’ll make this into a party, instead.”

      Jonarel’s hands flexed as the bully stepped forward, dragging him along.

      Her heart rate picked up. She didn’t know what the Kraed planned to do, but she wanted to avoid a physical confrontation if at all possible.

      Instead of reacting to the implied threat, she sighed dramatically. “That’s a shame.” She gave the leader a look of pity. “I was hoping to save you boys from a trip to the hospital.”

      “Oh yeah? You gonna put us there, girlie?”

      “No. But the boy’s father will.”

      That brought him up short. “Whadda ya mean?”

      She used the patient tones of a teacher explaining a particularly difficult problem to a student. “Did any of you happen to notice his last name?” She looked each boy in the eye before returning her focus to the ringleader. “Clarek. As in Professor Clarek, the new head of the Astrophysics department at the Academy, who happens to be built like a grizzly bear.”

      All three boys paled, so she pressed her advantage. “It’s clear you three don’t know anything about the Kraed, so let me share another fun fact with you. Kraed males are incredibly protective, especially when it comes to their families. You’re threatening a Kraed male’s only son. A very large Kraed male. Do you have any idea what is likely to happen to you if he finds out you hurt his child?”

      The boys stared at her with rapt attention. So did Jonarel, though his expression was one of fascination, not fear.

      “I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t relish infuriating a Kraed who could knock my head from my shoulders with one swipe of his hand. But, it’s your call.” The silence stretched out as she gave them time to ponder her words.

      Finally, one of the boys shuffled his feet and looked up the trail with an expression of longing. “Uh, maybe we should head back to town.” He glanced nervously at Jonarel.

      “Yeah.” The other boy kicked a rock with his shoe. “This is boring.”

      The ringleader seemed torn between his need to maintain his macho image and his desire to keep his body in one piece. “Whatever.” He gave Jonarel a little shove and brushed his hands together like he’d touched something dirty. “You space geeks aren’t worth my time, anyway.” His gaze flicked insolently over Aurora before he gestured to the other boys. “Let’s go.”

      Jonarel stepped to the edge of the trail to give them room as they gathered their few belongings from the rocks. The ringleader plucked Jonarel’s tablet from his friend’s hands and shoved the device hard into Jonarel’s chest, knocking him off balance.

      As Jonarel’s arms pin-wheeled, time contracted to a single point, bringing every detail into sharp relief. The rustle of Jonarel’s jacket sleeves against his torso. The look of surprise that flashed across his face. The crunch of a pebble under Aurora’s foot. The rush of air into her lungs as she inhaled.

      Then he pitched backward over the cliff.

      “No!” She lunged forward, her left hand making contact with his ankle as his torso disappeared from view. She held on, but her momentum pulled her over the edge, face first.

      The decline was sharp, but not the vertical drop she had anticipated. They were sliding, not falling. As they tumbled past a large tree, she reached out with her right hand and grabbed for an exposed root. Her fingers tightened on the rough wood and her left arm jerked as she and Jonarel came to an abrupt halt.

      She stifled a groan, grateful that Jonarel was a featherweight and the sudden stop hadn’t dislocated her shoulder. She looked up at the trail. They’d fallen about ten meters down the side of the cliff. A moment later, three heads appeared over the edge, like prairie dogs from a burrow, their expressions a matched set of shock.

      “Help us!” she called, her voice weakened by the strain of holding onto Jonarel with one hand and the tree root with the other.

      The boys exchanged a quick glance, and then their heads disappeared. The sound of fading footsteps trickled down as the miscreants ran up the trail, away from the Academy.

      “Perfect.” So much for outside assistance.

      She glanced down. Jonarel was dangling by his right leg, his hands planted firmly on the ground on either side of his torso. Below him the ground sloped at roughly forty degrees for about a hundred meters. She could just make out the shattered remnants of his tablet where it had slammed into the ground at the bottom of the ravine. “Jonarel? Are you okay?”

      He curled up slightly so he could meet her gaze. “I am filthy and bruised, but unharmed.”

      “Good.” She took a deep breath to oxygenate her straining muscles. “Let’s keep it that way.”

      “Agreed. How?”

      The area around them consisted of mounds of fallen leaves and a few sharp rocks. Nothing of substance. He’d have to hold onto her instead. “How strong are you? Can you climb onto my back?”

      A strange expression ghosted across his face, but he nodded. “Yes.”

      “Let’s start there. I’ll keep us steady while you pull yourself up.”

      The pressure on her left arm intensified as he moved. Thank the universe for daily yoga and calisthenics intensives. She needed that upper body strength right now.

      He grabbed onto the denim of her jeans and pulled, allowing her to release her grip on his leg. Small pinpricks poked her skin through the material, like a thorn or a claw. Kraed didn’t have claws, did they?

      Jonarel certainly was agile as a cat. In no time his small arms wrapped around her shoulders and his legs clamped onto her waist. She rolled to the left so she could grab the tree root with both hands, bringing instant relief to her burning shoulder.

      His mouth was right next to her ear. “What now?”

      “There’s a coil of rope in the small compartment of my backpack. Tie one end around your waist.”

      The zipper rasped and his weight shifted as he pulled out the rope. He pressed into her as he followed her instructions. “Done.”

      “Now tie the other end around my waist so I won’t lose you.”

      A brief silence greeted her request. “You are more concerned with my safety than your own?”

      “At the moment, yes.”

      He didn’t reply, but he moved the rope around her waist. She arched her back so he could maneuver it under her. When it tightened, she let out the breath she’d been holding.

      “And now?” he asked.

      “Give me a minute.” She examined the tree root, running her left hand along the edge to check the thickness. “Do you see the small ledge off to the left?”

      He twisted around her. “Yes.”

      “We may be able to pull ourselves up onto it and climb the tree trunk that’s connected to this root.”

      “Understood. What should I do?”

      “Grab the root and crab walk to the ledge.”

      “Crab walk?”

      She smiled in spite of herself. “A crab is a small Earth crustacean that walks sideways. Can you get a grip on the root?”

      “Of course.”

      His legs locked onto her torso as he reached up. A moment later he was next to her, moving with ease toward the ledge. Maybe he was using more than his fingers for traction.

      She followed behind, the rope a gentle arc between them. She tried to get a toehold with her boots to take some of the stress off her shoulders, but she only succeeded in loosening a pocket of gravel that rattled down the steep slope.

      The rock ledge was only about twenty centimeters deep, but as tiny as Jonarel was, he’d be able to stand on it. Using a smaller rock just below the ledge as a foothold, he pulled himself up until he was partially balanced on the ledge, standing with his body pressed against the side of the hill.

      Unfortunately, when he stretched his arms toward the tree trunk, he was still half a meter away.

      She sighed in frustration. “I’ll have to climb up.” She hoped her voice didn’t betray her concern. She’d been holding onto the root for five minutes and her arms were shaking. She might not have the strength she needed to pull herself up. But at this point, they didn’t have any other options. She didn’t share her other observation, either — that the ledge didn’t look wide enough to fit them both.

      She grasped the ledge with her left hand and placed her foot on the same rock Jonarel had used to boost himself. He moved to the far side of the narrow ledge, giving her as much room as he could. She focused on her balance, pushing with her foot while hauling her upper body with her arms.

      The rock under her foot gave way. She yelped, her body swaying. Jonarel grabbed the material of her jacket to steady her, but the rock ledge shifted beneath them, pulling away from the cliff face and taking them with it.

      “Hang on!” She released her hold on the stone and yanked Jonarel into her arms, wrapping his small body in a bear hug. The motion carried her onto her back as they plummeted down the cliff face, sliding rapidly toward the rocky ravine.

      Aurora shifted her focus inward, summoning her energy shield. Its pearlescent glow coalesced around her, interacting with the surrounding rock face to increase the friction underneath her and significantly slow their momentum. It also provided a buffer to protect her and Jonarel from the rocks and broken branches they encountered along the way.

      Unfortunately, even with the increase in friction, the ground rushed up to meet them with alarming speed. Concentrating on expanding the field downward, she generated as deep a field as she could to act as a shock absorber when they hit the ravine.

      Whump!

      The impact jarred Jonarel out of her arms and knocked the air from her lungs.

      She lay on her stomach, drawing labored breaths as debris rained down over her head and arms, coating her jacket and hair. Pins stabbed her chest with each inhale, but she didn’t sense any internal damage. She wasn’t so sure the same would be true for Jonarel.

      As soon as she could move, she flipped over on her side. Jonarel was sprawled on the ground about a meter away, the rope still around his waist and his face hidden by his thick hair. Ignoring the vise that continued to squeeze her ribcage, she pushed onto all fours and touched his arm. “Jonarel?” she croaked. “Are you hurt?”

      Slowly, he rolled onto his back and met her gaze. But the expression on his face took her completely by surprise. Rather than shock, or pain, or even concern, he looked like he was trying to solve a riddle or puzzle.

      Fear dug into her chest at his scrutiny. “Are you hurt?” she asked again, breaking eye contact and looking him over for signs of trauma. He remained silent, and her initial fear morphed into terror that he’d sustained a head injury.

      But finally he responded. “I am uninjured. That is surprising, however, given our unexpected descent. By all calculations, I should have one or more broken bones, and possible internal injuries. And yet, I am unharmed.”

      “That’s a good thing, right?” She forced cheerfulness into her voice.

      He sat up. “Certainly. The question is, how? I have studied the laws of planetary physics since I was a child, and nothing I have learned would explain what occurred.”

      “What do you mean?” Her heart thumped erratically as she searched for a logical explanation for their situation. “We fell down a cliff and landed in a ravine. That’s gravity at work.”

      “Yes, but the rate of our descent decreased steadily, and we landed with less force than we should have. How did you achieve that?”

      Don’t panic. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She fought to keep her voice even. “Maybe you hit your head and aren’t thinking straight, because we landed hard.”

      He opened his mouth to reply, but his gaze suddenly shifted over her shoulder and his eyes widened. A split second later she heard a terrifying sound — the crack and rumble of falling boulders. Judging from Jonarel’s ashen expression, the rockslide was almost on top of them.

      Acting on instinct, she tackled him, knocking him to the ground and covering his body with hers, her energy shield snapping into place around them.

      The first boulders struck the shield a hand’s breadth from her head. A flare of light and a loud bang followed as the stone smashed into smaller chunks that tumbled around them. More boulders hit, each causing a jarring of the energy shield as the rocks broke apart.

      The deluge continued for seconds that felt like hours, but eventually slowed, replaced by the dribble and rustle of shifting pebbles and dirt.

      She remained motionless, staring sightlessly at the collection of debris around them. This was it. The moment she’d dreaded for years, ever since the heartbreaking day she’d accepted just how different she was from other children, that she had to keep a part of herself hidden forever. She’d given her mother her solemn oath that she would never reveal her ability to anyone. Ever.

      Well, that plan was shot to hell. She couldn’t hide now. She might have been able to bluff before, but she was huddled in a crater of evidence that couldn’t be denied. For better or worse, the truth was about to be revealed.

      Taking a deep breath, she pushed onto her heels and looked into Jonarel’s upturned face, bracing for whatever she would find there.

      “You saved my life.”

      Uh… that wasn’t what she’d been expecting.

      Should she deny it? But what was the point? He was right.

      She didn’t have to confirm anything, though.

      Unsure of how to respond, she wiped her hands on her jeans and glanced away. “We should get moving.”

      “Wait.” He placed his small hand on her arm.

      She froze. Now the questions would come. The accusations. Her worst fears brought to life.

      He sat up, facing her, and grasped her hands in his. “Do not fear me.” His grip was strong, but there was no aggression in it. “I can see the worry in your eyes, the uncertainty.”

      She’d never felt so vulnerable in her life. It terrified her.

      “It is all right.” He gazed at her. “You have an ability that I have never encountered in my travels or studies. An ability you want to keep hidden.”

      Her heart provided a staccato beat for his words.

      Warmth steadily lit his golden eyes. “You understand much of my race, but we too have our secrets.” Releasing her hand, he raised his and made a subtle movement with his fingers. Wickedly sharp, nearly translucent claws unsheathed from the pads of his fingers.

      Her breath caught. He did have claws!

      “In earlier times, they were necessary to help us escape predators.” He moved his fingers again and the claws disappeared seamlessly into his flesh. He held his hand out, palm up, offering it for inspection.

      Fascinated, she placed her hand underneath his and ran the pad of her thumb over his fingertips. She couldn’t detect any trace of the sheath openings or the claws that lay just below the surface.

      “This is something we have chosen to keep secret, as it might inspire fear.” He grasped her hand again, raising their hands together so they were palm to palm. His expression grew solemn. “My race is an honorable one, Aurora Hawke. When we make a pledge, we keep it.” His golden gaze held hers, revealing a glimpse of who Jonarel would become after his body caught up with his mind. The concept was both intriguing and intimidating.

      His voice deepened. “On the honor of my forebears, the future of my descendants, and the forfeit of my own life, I pledge that I will honor the sanctity of your secret for as long as I draw breath.”

      Her heart stuttered to a halt. The forfeit of his life?

      And the expression in his eyes indicated he meant it. That he would make this pledge to her, a virtual stranger, left her speechless.

      It also triggered a new emotion — hope.

      She had to clear her throat before she could reply. “Thank you.” What else could she say? But she had a question for him, too. “How do you know my name?”

      “I know who you are.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. My father has spoken of you often. He considers you his most promising student.”

      “Oh.” What was she supposed to make of that statement? She’d remained near the top of her class during her three years as a junior cadet, and was on track to be an officer when she graduated. But she’d never considered the possibility that her professors might talk about her to their families.

      However, now was not the time to think about it.

      Untying the rope from around her waist, she stood and assessed their situation. The V-shaped ravine ran downhill in the direction of the Academy and the terrain looked fairly clear of obstacles. With luck, they’d find an easy slope that would allow them to get back up near the trailhead.

      Turning to Jonarel, she gestured toward the winding dirt path.

      “Let’s see where this leads us.”
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      As the sun set on the horizon, dusk tiptoed toward the fields of grain that encircled the farmhouse at their center. The fading light burnished the tips of the stalks golden and umber, while a gentle breeze tickled their leaves, making them bend and sway with silent laughter.

      Light spilled from the windows of the house, the sounds of clattering plates and boisterous conversation announcing the end of the long workday. Rich aromas from the evening meal wafted on the breeze and scattered toward the hills beyond.

      As the light waned, burrowing creatures poked their heads out of the open doorways of their underground homes beneath the stalks. It was dinnertime for them as well, and one by one they scampered through the never-ending maze of greenery, foraging for their evening delights.

      Small invertebrates added their voices to the growing symphony, while the winged creatures of the day called out their goodnights before flying home to their roosts. Above them, the deep purples and reds of sunset gave way to the sparkle of a million stars, each one a glittering jewel dropped into a sea of midnight blue.

      The night slowly laid a blanket of darkness over the field, except for the small halo that encircled the farmhouse and those within. The cheerful hum of activity filtered out in a gentle background murmur as the hours passed, until the lights were extinguished and the soft veil of sleep descended. The creatures of the valley settled into their cozy dens as the nighttime sounds provided a soft lullaby.

      But as the midnight hour approached, a subtle tension cut into the peaceful tranquility. From out of the darkness, figures appeared like shadows, crafted from blackness so absolute that it seemed to swallow light wherever it dared touch. An eerie silence followed in their wake. The very ground beneath them seemed to hold its breath. Even the wind hesitated, as if reluctant to touch them with its gentle caress.

      The figures raised their grotesque and misshapen limbs and placed them against the silky surface of the plants. For a moment, all was still. Then the stalks began to tremble. One by one, the plants recoiled, withering as their leaves turned brown and then black. Their silent screams went unheard.

      The figures pressed forward, their limbs sweeping out to encompass more and more of the proud stalks, leaving a barren, wasted battlefield in their wake. The devastation moved with them, and animals fled in all directions. Those who ran away from the inky blackness survived. Those who cowered among the tall stalks were not so lucky. When the darkness reached them, their shrieks of terror quickly staggered and died on the breeze.

      In the distance, the rising crescent moon struggled to cast a sheltering light on the farmhouse, the sleeping occupants unaware of the nightmare that waited just outside their small sanctuary.

      Their childlike innocence would hold sway this night, keeping them safe until the rising sun revealed the truth.

      In the valley beyond, nothing moved. No sounds drifted in the air. All was still as a crypt as the black shadows melted into the darkness from whence they came, and were gone.
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      “Will he agree to leave the Fleet?”

      Aurora glanced at Jonarel, lounging in the chair to her right. His features were clearly defined in the otherwise dim room by the shimmering blue and green light cast by a neon bar sign on the wall beside him. His large hands rested comfortably on the polished wood tabletop, and his long legs stretched out on either side of the table’s pedestal base. But she didn’t buy his relaxed posture for a moment. It belied the seriousness of his question.

      Anyone who looked at Jonarel now would not recognize the child Aurora had met thirteen years ago. She still marveled at how much he had changed since that fateful day on the hiking trail. At eighteen, he’d been just a little more than a meter tall. Now, even seated, his muscular frame towered over her.

      And his physique wasn’t the only difference. His skin tone had shifted to a rich forest green when he hit adolescence shortly after his nineteenth birthday, and his thick hair now brushed his shoulders in shades of mahogany and chestnut. It created a stunningly beautiful visual for anyone lucky enough to come into contact with him. More than one customer had turned to stare as Jonarel had made his way through the crowded bar to their table.

      Music rippled from the sound system, enveloping the packed space in a rhythmic heartbeat that vibrated through the table. Aurora tapped her index finger against the smooth surface, keeping time with the music as she considered his question. “Kire loves being an officer in the Fleet. If I asked him to serve on an ordinary civilian starship, he’d probably turn me down.” Picking up her drink, she tilted the glass in Jonarel’s direction. “However, you and the ship are my ace in the hole.”

      His dark brows lifted. “Indeed.”

      Jonarel had been best friends with Kire Emoto since the Academy, and parting ways after graduation had been tough on both of them. She was counting on their friendship and Kire’s strong intellectual curiosity to make the challenge she and Jonarel were about to present to him irresistible.

      She’d met Kire in a linguistics class during her fourth year at the Academy. They’d bonded over a shared love of language, and the following semester they’d made a pact to sign up for Teelian, the newest and most challenging Galactic language. Kire had taken to it like a duck to water. She had not. But he’d willingly spent countless hours in the Academy library with her, studying and practicing.

      During one of their sessions, he’d mentioned that he was struggling with his engineering courses, so she’d asked Jonarel to tutor him. The two had quickly formed a close friendship. However, after they were assigned to different posts, it had become nearly impossible to get together. The opportunity to work on the same ship should be a powerful enticement, even if it meant leaving his current Fleet posting.

      Jonarel’s gaze shifted to the front door. Judging by the change in his posture, he’d spotted Kire.

      She caught sight of him a moment later, his slim form and fitted grey Fleet uniform easily distinguishable amongst the more flamboyant clothing of the other patrons. She raised her hand in a short wave.

      A smile lit up his face as he worked his way through the crowd.

      She stepped around the table so she could give him a hug. “It’s good to see you, Kire.”

      He squeezed back. “It’s good to see you too, Roe. How long has it been? Two years?”

      “About that. Since shortly before I left the Excelsior.”

      He looked her up and down like a proud papa. “And became the youngest Commander on a Fleet ship. The Argo’s damn lucky to have you.” He gave her a nod of approval. “I think being a Commander agrees with you.”

      You have no idea.

      Kire liked to stay informed, especially when it came to his friends. The only reason he didn’t know she’d left the Argo was because she hadn’t officially resigned until a week ago, and her former captain was holding off making an announcement until Admiral Schreiber, the Galactic Fleet Director, decided who would replace her.

      Kire turned toward Jonarel. He extended his hand, his expression solemn. “Clarek.”

      Jonarel dwarfed him as he stood, his expression equally devoid of emotion as they shook hands. “Emoto.”

      Kire cracked first. His smile broke through as he pulled Jonarel into a quick hug and slapped him on the back. “How have you been, you big lug?”

      “I have been well.” Jonarel gestured to the empty chair on his right as he and Aurora reclaimed their seats.

      “I still can’t believe you left the Fleet to return to Drakar.” Kire glanced at Aurora as he sat. “What did you have to do to get him back on Earth?”

      “Oh, the usual things. Bribery. Blackmail.” She laughed when Jonarel scowled. “Can I get you anything?” she asked Kire as she picked up her drink.

      “Sure. It’s been a while since I’ve had a good pale ale.”

      “Coming right up.” She caught the attention of the server and ordered the drink. “So, how are things on the Odyssey?”

      “Stellar.” Kire settled back in his chair. “We’ve had a few run-ins with Setarips lately, but nothing we couldn’t handle. As I mentioned in one of our message threads, I was promoted to Lieutenant-Commander and took over as the Chief Communications Officer about six months ago. It’s more work and longer hours, but I love the challenge.”

      Damn. His enthusiasm for his current Fleet posting would make her offer less appealing. “That’s great!” She refused to let her anxiety show. “I’m glad your COs appreciate your talents.”

      The server set Kire’s drink on a coaster in front of him. He nodded his thanks. “Yes, they do.” He took a long pull of the amber liquid as he studied Aurora. “But I get the feeling you’re not asking out of idle curiosity.” He lowered the glass and rested his forearms on the table. “What’s up?”

      Apparently she wasn’t doing a great job of playing it cool. Time to lay her cards on the table and let the chips fall where they may. “I’ve recently become the captain of a ship.”

      She’d stunned him into silence. But he recovered quickly and grinned. “Wow! I had no idea. Congratulations.” He raised his glass and clinked it with hers, but a crease appeared between his narrow brows. “I would have expected that announcement to be all over the Fleet newsfeed. When did this happen?”

      If she had been offered the captain’s position on a Fleet ship, he might have known before she did. He was that good at his job. She glanced at Jonarel, drawing strength from his steady gaze. “It’s not a Fleet ship. It’s privately owned.”

      “Really?” Kire sat up straighter. “You mean you’ve left the Fleet?”

      She nodded, even though technically she was still part of the Fleet, just not serving on a Fleet vessel. She’d get into the nuance later.

      He frowned, his expression puzzled. “Huh. First Jon here, and now you. I never would have imagined that.” He traced the rim of his glass with his finger. “So what’s the story? If it’s not a Fleet ship, who owns it?”

      Here’s where things got tricky. “I do.”

      He blinked. And stared. Then blinked some more. “What?” As her words slowly registered, his expression upshifted from puzzled to confused. “I don’t understand. Even if you’ve been saving everything you’ve earned since you left the Academy, there’s no way you could afford to buy a ship at this point.”

      “That’s true.” Fleet salaries were a matter of public record, so he knew what she made. He also knew she didn’t come from a wealthy family. The next bit of information was only going to generate more questions. “The ship is Kraed. Jonarel designed and commissioned it.”

      Kire’s gaze shifted to Jonarel. “Is that what you’ve been up to these past two years? Building a ship?”

      Jonarel nodded.

      Understanding slowly dawned. “You used your succession money to finance it, didn’t you?”

      Another nod.

      Kire glanced at her, his brow furrowing again. “But you said that you own it.” He paused, clearly trying to make the pieces of the puzzle fit together. “Did you buy it from him?”

      “Certainly not!” Jonarel roared, his face darkening with anger.

      Several of the customers at nearby tables jumped and glanced nervously in their direction.

      “Okay, okay.” Kire held his hands up, palms out. “Take it easy, big guy. I didn’t mean to upset you. But I’m trying to figure this out and it’s not making any sense.”

      He had no way of knowing he’d unintentionally insulted Jonarel’s honor. Aurora worked to cut through the sudden tension. “The Kraed never sell their ships. To do so would go against their core values, the essence of what it means to be Kraed.”

      “Uh-huh.” Kire kept his focus on Jonarel, whose face still resembled a thundercloud. “So, if Jon designed it, and now you own it, but you didn’t buy it, then how…” He trailed off, his eyes widening. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He tried again, his voice barely a whisper. “Did you two pair bond?”

      “No,” she and Jonarel said simultaneously.

      Thank the universe Jonarel had answered as quickly as she had. It was the one question she’d dreaded more than any other, especially with Jonarel sitting right next to her. “The ship was a gift from Jonarel and his family.”

      Kire looked like he was waiting for the punchline.

      “The only way a non-Kraed can own a Kraed ship is if it’s gifted to them.” She paused. How much more could she say without prompting questions she wasn’t prepared to answer?

      Jonarel jumped into the breach, his deep voice filled with warmth. “Aurora is an honored friend. She was my father’s favorite student and is considered a part of my family. My parents supported my decision to use the money from my succession to design and construct a starship for her.”

      “And you just gave it to her?”

      “Yes.”

      Kire’s face showed his disbelief.

      She could relate. She’d been battling her own doubts ever since Jonarel had taken her to see the ship. Her ship. She’d been overwhelmed, and more than a little concerned about the motivations behind his decision and what giving it to her signified.

      However, she’d had no choice. She’d accepted that the ship was hers. To refuse such a gift would have destroyed her relationship with Jonarel — with his entire clan — forever. She’d deal with the repercussions later.

      The flicker of emotion in Kire’s eyes told her they would be revisiting this topic. But he’d apparently picked up on her unease and had decided to forego any more probing questions, at least for now. Sitting back in his chair, he lifted his glass and took a healthy swallow, his gaze never leaving hers. “So, you’re the captain of this ship?”

      She nodded.

      “And I’m guessing Jon is the engineer?”

      “Yes.”

      The corners of Kire’s mouth started to twitch. “And I’m here because…?”

      “The ship needs a communications officer. I want the best in the Fleet.”

      He laughed, relaxing against the back of his chair. “And you’re not above using flattery to get him.” He sipped his drink. “What’s this ship of yours going to be doing?”

      “We’re designated for scientific investigation and interstellar exploration related to planetary systems and unusual phenomena. We’re still putting the crew together, but the Galactic Council wants us to be ready for service in two weeks.”

      “Why would the Council hire an independent? Why not just use Fleet ships?”

      Jonarel fielded that one. “Scientific study is time-consuming. Given the option, the Council would prefer to pay a small team of trained specialists rather than pull one of their Fleet ships from service elsewhere. It is more efficient.”

      Kire considered that answer. “And the fact that it’s a Kraed vessel? Was that a deciding factor in their decision? Since there are no Kraed vessels in the Fleet, they stand to benefit from your advanced tech.”

      Jonarel nodded.

      “Okay, I’m starting to see the big picture.” He looked back at Aurora. “And you need to be ready in two weeks?”

      “Yes. But I’m hoping to recruit my communications officer today.” She stared pointedly at him.

      He stared right back.

      It was a big decision. She understood that. But one way or another, she had to know his answer now.

      A twinkle appeared in his hazel eyes. “You can check that one off your list, Captain.”

      Hallelujah! Aurora resisted the urge to punch her fist in the air as the tension in her neck and shoulders eased. She hadn’t realized how much she had been counting on his presence on the ship until he’d said yes. “Thank you, Commander.”

      “Commander?”

      She grinned. “Oh, didn’t I tell you? You’ll also be the ship’s first officer.”

      He set his glass down with a thunk. “Damn. You sure know how to bury the lead.”

      She chuckled. “Let’s just say I wanted to make sure you took the job for the right reasons.” She folded her hands in front of her. “And now that we have that settled, there’s one more key position to fill on the bridge.”

      “Which is?”

      “Navigator. I’m having trouble locating someone who has the skill and talent to handle a Kraed ship confidently. Any suggestions?”

      Kire glanced at Jonarel. “Wouldn’t a Kraed be the best choice?”

      Jonarel shook his head. “Unfortunately, that is not possible. Those members of my clan who have sufficient experience all have bonded mates and young. They will not leave Drakar. And those in training are not yet ready to handle the position.”

      “Then how about someone from another clan?”

      Jonarel looked at Kire as though he had suggested they put an elephant in charge of navigation. “I would never ask, nor would anyone accept a position onboard a ship belonging to another Kraed clan. It would indicate one does not have strong family connections.”

      And the Kraed were the most family-oriented species Aurora had ever met.

      “But the ship belongs to Roe, doesn’t it?” Kire asked. “And she isn’t a Kraed.”

      “No, but she is part of my clan.”

      And there it was. Jonarel hadn’t said she was like a part of his clan, or that he considered her part of his clan. No, he’d said she is part of my clan.

      She’d always felt like Clan Clarek had adopted her, but Jonarel’s comment confirmed her official standing in the eyes of his people. What exactly that meant to Jonarel, she didn’t know. And she was in no rush to find out.

      Kire was emanating equal parts bewilderment and frustration, which made for a really fascinating expression on his face as he gazed at her. He was probably realizing how much he didn’t understand about her relationship with Jonarel. That made two of them. However, he wisely chose to drop that line of questioning. “I’m guessing the navigator on the Argo isn’t a candidate?”

      “No. His style is very structured and by the book, which works fine on a Fleet ship. But he doesn’t have the creativity and sensitivity required to work with a Kraed vessel.”

      “Okay. So we need someone who’s intuitive, who can think outside the box.” Kire’s expression grew thoughtful. “In that case, I do know someone who’s perfect, if she’s available. Her name is Bronwyn Kelly. She’s young, and she didn’t attend the Academy, but she’s the best navigator I’ve ever seen.”

      “If she isn’t an Academy graduate, how did you meet her?”

      “About six months ago a Setarip ship attacked the freighter she was piloting. I saw the vid logs of the maneuvers she did to keep her ship out of target range until we arrived to deal with the Setarips. What she accomplished was amazing. No casualties, either. She’s a cool character. Nothing seems to bother her.”

      “Can you contact her?”

      “Consider it done.”

      Her comband vibrated against her forearm. She glanced at the display. “It’s Admiral Schreiber.” She selected the incoming message. Her heart rate accelerated as she scanned the contents. “Our timetable just changed. The Admiral wants us to report to his office for immediate assignment.”

      Kire frowned. “Why the sudden urgency?”

      “He doesn’t say.” The tone of the message indicated time was of the essence. She panned her comband over the payment portal as she stood. “But I think you’d better contact Bronwyn Kelly on the way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Kire walked briskly toward Admiral Schreiber’s office on the tenth floor of the Council headquarters building. He was still wrapping his head around the idea that he had resigned his post on the Odyssey, accepted a new position as the communications officer on Roe’s ship, and was now a first officer, all in the past thirty minutes. He was either incredibly blessed or certifiably nuts. The jury was still out on that one.

      Good thing he could work on very little sleep, because it looked like he wouldn’t be getting much in the next few days. Roe had often commented on his ability to power nap, and he’d need that talent if her suspicions about their meeting with the Admiral were correct.

      He’d also contacted Bronwyn Kelly. He hoped the young navigator would be intrigued by the possibility of piloting a Kraed vessel, and could arrange quick transport to Earth. The decision to hire her would ultimately be up to Roe, but he had a feeling she’d approve of Kelly.

      As he stepped into the Admiral’s office, he spotted Roe standing by the doorway to the small conference room, talking with two women. The one on her left was about Roe’s height, with an athletic build that showed even in her Fleet greys. The one to her right was taller, with short dark hair that didn’t reach the collar of her light blue tunic. Her face seemed vaguely familiar, although he
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