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The photon blast shook Phoebe’s star cruiser violently, throwing her from the pilot’s seat, into the ship’s control panel. The explosion crippled the hyper-drive and took out the starboard retros. The acrid stench of vaporized titanium seeped from the ventilators, invading the pilot cabin. 

Phoebe struggled back into her seat, and fingered the controls, turning the ship hard to port and banking upward. The ion drive engine complained, reacting sluggishly as she keyed in commands. 

Phat photons! The damage had to be extensive. She was in deep cantaur poo.

She swallowed and tried to ignore the coppery tang of blood sliding down her throat. She’d bit her lip when she’d hit the control panel, and her mouth throbbed.

Fighting the controls, she banked hard starboard. The next blast missed her craft, but only by centimeters. The photon waveshock still rattled her ship as it passed, but she breathed easier as she noted the blast beam disappearing into the blackness of space ahead of her ship. Okay, her pursuer was good, she’d give ‘em that, but not perfect.

Maybe...

Behind her, Oolo and Lart clicked and whistled in alarm. The Blarmlings’ fear was palpable. She had a moment before her pursuer could recharge his cannon, so she turned to confront her little friends, offering her condolences.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know how they found us.” Phoebe’s heart sank. What’s a galactic marshal doing this far from the main shipping lanes?

Oolo and Lart’s silver fur stood on end; their purple eyes whirled in terror. Phoebe couldn’t blame them. Her stomach was in knots, but she refused to let panic paralyze her. Hell no. She needed to pull it together and get them out of this. If she couldn’t escape, she was looking at years of incarceration on a prison planet. And what the Blarmlings faced was far worse. She was their only hope of survival.

Warning buzzers and flashing lights lit up her control panel, drawing her attention back, as the ship’s systems sent encoded pleas for repair and maintenance. The big, main engine hummed and whined while Phoebe worked desperately to pull every ounce of thrust she could from it. Perspiration dotted her brow as her hands flew over the controls, initiating repairs, and bringing backup systems online.

How had they found her? She’d been so careful in choosing her route, timing her jumps. This marshal either had incredible instincts or absurdly dumb luck on his side.

Phoebe launched a quick scan of the attacking vessel. Information scrolled down the display screen. A P-86? You have got to be kidding me?

Who was this guy?

No self-respecting galactic marshal would be piloting something that ancient. Hell, she’d seen photovids of her grandfather in his young years standing in front of one of these ships. On top of that, the craft was leaking gandisol like a sieve. How in the galaxy can that rusty trash heap even fly, let alone shoot at me?

A second blast rocked her, this one taking out her stabilizers. Whoever was flying the P-86 had a good eye and a quick trigger finger. She adjusted the ship’s trajectory and checked the targeting computer display. She’d managed to get a lock on the main gun. If she could take that out, she might still have a chance. But as she reached toward her gunnery controls, she spotted the flashing warning.

This shot has a 6% chance of a Hull Integrity Breach

Damn, the targeting computer wasn’t even taking into effect the P-86’s gandisol leak. Phoebe pulled her finger back from the fire button. She couldn’t take the chance. Disabling a craft’s weapons was one thing; killing someone, even someone shooting at her, was something completely different. Even with a low probability, she just couldn’t do it, even to save the Blarmlings.

Lart put a furry paw on her shoulder and she turned to meet his solemn gaze. Did he really understand? Phoebe hadn’t been able to communicate with the gentle creatures, yet they seemed to know what she was telling them, sometimes even before she spoke the words. She suspected they possessed some sort of telepathy or empathy.

They were so cute. How could anyone want to harm them? She gathered Oolo and Lart in a quick hug, and they responded with ardent coos. Their soft fur tickled her cheek as she nuzzled them.

The silver furred, purple-eyed bipeds resembled baby bears from old Earth recordings, though their snouts were less pronounced and their front paws more hand-like, with opposable thumbs. There was much humans could learn from these amazing creatures. But that doesn’t give United Research and Technology the right to treat them like lab animals.

Phoebe frowned. She was left with only one strategy. “You guys better hide. I’ll play dumb. Maybe—”

The third blast took out her ion engine. The controls went dead. Lights on the panel flickered, then went out. The steady hum of the ship engine faded. The sudden silence was deafening.

She took a deep breath. In the silence her heart thundered in her ears.

It was over.

The P-86 was on an intercept vector, its connection tunnel already extending toward her hatchway. She’d be boarded, arrested...she wasn’t sure what all. She’d never been on this side of the law before. Her heart raced frantically. Her mouth dry.

The orange light on the com indicated an incoming call. At least her comnet was still operative. Not that it helped her any. She was caught, dead in the water. Phoebe wondered what the prison planets were like. Had her rescue attempt been worth it?

Oolo and Lart scampered into the ship’s ventilation shaft. She turned and watched her two furry friends pulling the grate closed behind them. Oolo’s big purple eyes met hers. The female Blarmling trilled a reassuring tone and nodded her head toward Phoebe.

Yes. It was worth it, even if her plan had failed. She squared her shoulders and faced the com, taking a deep breath. Phoebe couldn’t have just let them be killed. Maybe her trial would generate some publicity and sympathy for the creatures. She could only hope. There could be more Blarmlings in captivity in other U. R. T. facilities. A chill fisted in her stomach at the thought of what could be going on. Were hunters already on their way to Blarm to secure more of the helpless creatures?

Cursing, she hit the com button, answering the call. Maybe it wasn’t a marshal. It could be one of the outer rim pirates, or an escaped spacer, just wanting to rob her. That would be okay. She didn’t have anything they’d want, well except maybe her ship. The ZP-2, while smaller and lighter than the P-86, was a much newer model.

The view-screen flickered to life as Phoebe engaged the audio-only-send feature and moved her hand to cover the in-dash camera in case her assailant had the tech knowhow to override her settings. The rugged image that stared back at her from the view-screen had at least a two-day’s growth of beard, unruly dark brown hair, and the most intense blue eyes she’d ever encountered.

“Phoebe Callista.” The man’s voice was deep-toned. “By the authority vested in me...”

Damn, he wasn’t a pirate, although he’d have made a great one. He looked the part. Rugged, handsome, unkempt. What he didn’t look like was a galactic marshal.

“...under arrest for...”

The man droned on. Phoebe, lost in her thoughts, missed most of what he was saying, but with a life spent in front of the holovision watching crime vids and mystery dramas, Phoebe could probably have recited the Rights of Federated Citizens by heart.

Shaking her head, she forced her concentration. Damn it, this wasn’t a vid. She was being arrested.

“Rigel Antares, Vogel Colonies of the Theiler Star System—”

“What the hell?” Phoebe’s stomach knotted tighter as her shout interrupted the man’s litany. “Did you say the Theiler System?”

“Yes, I am from the Theiler System, Miss Callista. Please let me finish. It’s not like this isn’t hard enough.”

The Theiler System was a collection of prison planets on the outer rim of the galaxy. Probably where she’d end up when this was all over. The entire system was essentially one big penitentiary. This man wasn’t a galactic marshal at all, he was a spacer. Phoebe was being arrested by a criminal.
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Rigel checked the rap sheet again, hoping to decipher the cryptic symbols at the bottom of the page. Like everything else on his rattletrap of a starship, the printer was almost working properly.

Callista, Phoebe – Wanted for theft, transporting stolen goods across system boundaries, and resisting arrest.

Reward: 50,000 Galactic Credits.

Subject has in her possession biological specimens stolen from United Research and Technology. Specimens are bllings  frm the plnet Blrm...

The rest of the rap sheet was unreadable garbage. Still, the important parts were there—who, what...and fifty thousand galactic credits. Someone wanted this woman pretty badly. With that kind of money, he could finally get a new printout inducer and pay someone to fix the gandisol leak in the main fuel compressor.

The woman’s picture, of course, hadn’t printed at all, but the Intelcomp had positively identified the woman’s ZP class star cruiser.

Why is a woman who can afford that kind of ride, filching bio from U.R.T.?

Maybe she’d stolen the ZP as well, and it just hadn’t been discovered yet, or was noted lower on the rap sheet, beyond the point where his printer malfunctioned. He had the Intelcomp going through the Starship Registration Database, but that could take hours this far from the galactic core. Hopefully, it was stolen and there would be an additional reward offered for its recovery on top of the fifty thousand credits he’d earn from bringing Phoebe Callista in. Two for one was always a good deal. He hadn’t damaged the craft too much and the real owners would probably be happy to get it back, even without a working hyper-drive.

Rigel figured the woman would be the rough type. He’d dealt with them before. Big, tough, and desperate. Probably a wacked out user, so he’d have to be careful. Addicts tended to be unpredictable. He had the scars to prove that.

She hadn’t said much when he’d opened the initial com-link and she’d blocked her internal camera. He’d been bounty hunting long enough to know what to expect when he entered her ship. Rigel set his blaster to stun and checked the charge. Fifty-seven percent, that should be plenty. He hoped she wouldn’t make him blow her ship’s hatch. His supply of plastine was getting low, and that stuff was expensive.

He felt the impact of the connection tunnel locking onto her craft. The pressure gauge said there was still no air in the connecting chamber, but Rigel knew better. It took two flicks of his finger on the gauge before it began to register. Yup, his ship needed a complete overhaul, and this woman was his ticket to getting all these irritations fixed. Now he just had to secure her and get her back to a galactic security facility.

Fifty thousand galactic credits. This just had to be one bad-assed criminal.

He unbuckled his seatbelt and drifted across the main ship compartment. He hoped the grav generator would power up properly. He preferred zero-G when he flew, but with a prisoner onboard he’d need to crank it to at least .5. Couldn’t have Miss Callista floating around in her cell, she might bang her head on a pipe or something. Even if he could afford the insurance, it wouldn’t cover a lawsuit like that.

He felt the pull toward the floor as he approached the exit. Good, the grav generator was working...for now anyway. The ache in his right leg returned as his feet met the deck, but he forced himself not to limp.

As he opened his outer hatch, he heard the hiss of the gasses escaping into the connection tunnel and felt the pressure stabilize between the two compartments. Was she there, right behind the door, waiting to jump him? It had happened on more than one occasion. The external camera should have been able to tell him for sure, but just like everything else on his ship, it only seemed to work when he didn’t need it.

He kicked the door open and stepped back, covering the entry with his blaster. Nothing. Rigel looked down the empty tunnel at the hatch of the other ship. More than likely her camera worked just fine. She’d see him coming. Cautiously, he stepped forward. The harsh odor of gandasol wafted past, causing his gorge to rise. It wasn’t a scent one ever got used to. It took three thumps on the baffle to get the extension tunnel’s exhaust fan running to clear it.

Gods, please don’t make me blow that hatch.

He hated the thought of breaching the hull of any craft, even in the safety of the tunnel. Unexpected solar winds or ion storms could rip two tethered ships apart, and this sector of the galaxy was rife with them.

He was still ten meters away from the hatch when the door swung open.

“Come on in.” The voice crackling over the entry hatch speaker sounded timid, defeated. A trap?

His blaster held at the ready, he edged his way inside the ship, warily checking around every corner. The air was lighter, and pleasantly floral. The ship’s decor had a decidedly feminine touch.

Must have been stolen from some Prepstine Debutant or Stackturn Wife.

The woman standing in the center of the control deck with her hands raised was nothing like he’d envisioned. Young, petite, and wearing a tight-fitting jumpsuit that clung to some very alluring curves. Her head was down, submissively. Long hair, so blonde it was almost white, covered her eyes, but when she raised her head and shook back the strands, bright green orbs stared back at him. 

“What do you want?” Her voice was clear, almost musical. This was certainly not the big, bad, quintsom-addicted criminal he’d expected, but he kept his gun on her. This had to be a trap of some kind. Maybe this was a hostage and not Phoebe Callista at all. Damn his malfunctioning printer, he could have used more information before coming in here.

“Are you Phoebe Callista?” 

The woman nodded and again bowed her head—the lush spill of blonde curls obscuring her facial features.

It seemed incredible that this slip of a girl could have pulled off a theft, any crime really, which would put a fifty thousand-credit reward on her head. She didn’t look the type, and Rigel was pretty sure he’d encountered just about every type of criminal.

“Where are the biological specimens?”

Her head popped up, determination hardening her visage. “I didn’t take any biological specimens.”

She’s either telling the truth, or a damned good liar.

Rigel sighed. Without the full rap sheet, he didn’t even know exactly what she’d stolen. It could be anything from a subatomic particle to a Ramuligan Horned Calophant. He’d hoped she’d just hand him the merchandise. Maybe a bluff?

“You know I’ll be searching your ship.”

The woman nodded, but her eyes never left his. “You will find no stolen biological specimens on this ship.” Her gaze never wavered.

The statement, and the honesty behind her words, floored him. Rigel wanted to believe her. Her sincerity and defeated attitude made him feel like a pirate. Deep in his soul, something knotted. Should I let her go?

Realization of what he’d been tempted to do hit him like a gut-punch and new resolve flowed through him. Oh yes, this woman was dangerous. With just one look in those incredible emerald eyes, he’d almost melted.

Phoebe Callista was possibly the most dangerous criminal he’d ever faced.
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It hadn’t been a lie...exactly. Oolo and Lart were not biological specimens. They were people. People who deserved to live free, and not in the cages United Research and Technology imprisoned them in.

Phoebe paced the small cell on the bounty hunter’s starship.

Imprisoned. Damn it all.

Her gut wrenched at the unfamiliar feeling, though it was probably something she’d need to accustom herself to. She was an outlaw now.

She paced two strides then turned and retraced her steps. It was all the room the cell had. A thin, folded up cot lined one side of the small chamber, and a hinged table and seat occupied the other. The room was so thin that both could not be folded down at the same time. The toilet and sink at the back of the cell could, thankfully, be closed off by an opaque screen. That room also served as a body cleansing station, though it would be far more cramped than Phoebe was used to. Privacy in the sanitary facility certainly wasn’t mandated by the Federated Prisoner Code and the screen gave her some assurance the bounty hunter had compassion and empathy for his prisoners, or at the very least some measure of propriety.

Of course, for a spacer, that wouldn’t be unusual. He’d probably been in a few cells himself. Funny, she’d never thought much about what a criminal’s life was like. Now, she was one.

She paused to watch the bounty hunter through the clear, steel-glass cell door. He was tall, probably over two meters. Broad shoulders filled out the dark green Torgan flight jacket that tapered to a trim waist. Loose, black Ifindale slacks covered legs that wobbled a bit as he moved around the flight deck, indicating the man must spend most of his time in zero-G. Heavy brown Zuck boots completed his ensemble. He was eight years behind the fashion trends, but still looked incredibly good. Ifindales could definitely make a comeback in the coreworld boutiques with this guy as their cover model.

She’d rarely seen chin-stubble on men of the inner worlds. It had been a short-lived fad about five years ago, but made most men look unkempt. On Rigel Antares the scruff looked good...sexy.

He fiddled with the ship’s controls, and she couldn’t help but giggle when he thumped the panel with his fist for the third time, though she could sense the man’s annoyance.

Finally, he turned back and strode toward her cell door. His frustration evident in the frown lines and a creased brow marring his otherwise handsome face.

“Are you comfortable, Miss Callista?”

She shrugged, meeting Rigel’s frowning gaze with one of her own. “No. Should I be?” She wasn’t about to make this easy on him.

He sighed and turned away. “Let me know if you need anything.” He took two steps, stopped, then spun back to face her. “I don’t suppose you’re ready to tell me where you’ve stashed those biological specimens you stole?”

She turned her back to him, unsure if her face would betray her. “I told you, I didn’t take any biological specimens.”

He hadn’t mentioned the Blarmlings once, giving Phoebe the impression the man didn’t know what he was looking for. Surely, if he knew she was wanted, he’d know what she was wanted for. U.R.T. had no reason to hide the theft of the Blarmlings.

The back of her neck tingled. She was sure he was staring at her. Then the tension lifted and she heard the bounty hunter’s boots thump loudly on the titanium decking as he strode away from her.

She sighed her relief, now free of his scrutiny, but at the same time worry pangs shot through her stomach. He was probably going back to her ship to search. Would Oolo and Lart be able to stay hidden from him?

To take her mind off the Blarmlings, she popped the small bench and table. As she’d hoped, the tabletop contained an attached touch display. The Supreme Judicial Council decreed a decade ago that Galaxynet access was a fundamental human right, but Phoebe had heard many of the backwater bounty hunters still hadn’t complied. This unit was ancient, by technology standards, but when she tapped it, the display came to life.

Seriously, a PIZO-57 browser?

Not the newest software, but at least it was something she could work with. She began navigating the ancient system and found it had over one hundred updates waiting in the queue. Didn’t this guy ever update his software? She wouldn’t be able to upgrade to a newer system, or get into any of the ships controls, at least he seemed to have that locked down properly, but the control settings did allow her to apply standard software patches and scan for microbugs. It would take some time, but she wasn’t going anywhere anyway, and this old thing would probably be her only link to the outside world for a while.

As she began to work, the system slowed to a crawl. Even this far off the main star-lanes, connections should have been faster. Suspicious, she stopped the updates and pinged the Pelingham.FNT site. As she suspected, the ship’s network was crawling with microbugs. There was no way she would dare access her mailpod or appbank from here, at least until she got the network cleaned.
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“Okay.” Rigel paced the deck of Phoebe’s cruiser, talking out loud to himself. “If I was a biological specimen where would I hide on this ship?”

The ZP-2 wasn’t a big ship. It possessed a single seat cockpit and command area, a sleeping chamber with an attached head, and a really small, and really empty, cargo hold. He’d been through the entire ship twice, but it didn’t help that he had no idea what he was looking for.

He felt like a jerk rummaging through her personal belongings. It didn’t help that her underwear drawer was filled with slinky items, and that he could vividly envision the woman wearing each and every one of them. His fingertips tingled at the mere thought of the silky softness of her underthings, but damn it, she could have hidden something in that drawer. He felt so guilty he’d skipped the drawer on the second go through. Still, just the thought of what was there made his body harden. Yup, he’d been in space alone far too long.

He had to get his mind back on business. What was she hiding and where was it?

“Wait a minute!”

This ship had to have a working comlink and printer. He made his way back to the cockpit and brought up the comlink display. 

Damn. It was a Zettia 12 system. The latest frackin’ release. He had no idea how to run a Zettia system. Why the hell did they have to keep updating this stuff? The PIZO system worked great, and he understood that.

Damn technology, and the constant changes it brings.

He didn’t have the time or resources to pursue the latest gadgets and their upgrades. He learned just enough to do his stuff. That was all that mattered. Sure, he’d had to pay more to get his PIZO unit cleaned out and rebooted the last time he’d had the ship in for repairs and maintenance, but at least he didn’t have to learn a whole new system. Had that really been two years ago?

More than likely he wouldn’t be able to link to her print-core from his system either, even if he knew how. He’d just have to take Phoebe’s ship with him and keep looking. As it was, he had at least two days flight time to the nearest Federal Security Station. If he didn’t find the specimens by then, he could just turn the whole frackin’ ship over to the Feds.

He found the controls for the tether ports and opened them, then headed back to his own ship. Relying on only the connection tunnel to keep the ships tethered was dangerous, and he didn’t want to risk losing any evidence.

Back in his own control room, he shot and connected the titanium tether lines, securing the woman’s vessel to his. As he worked, he could feel her eyes on him from the cell behind him.

Her heavy sigh drew his attention. “Don’t you ever pars-scan your comnet?” 

“When I have the time,” he shot back. He would have been more specific, if he’d had any idea what she was talking about. He remembered the comtech telling him something about scanning and updating during his last overhaul, but he hadn’t really listened. In his world, things either worked or they didn’t, and when they didn’t, he got them fixed...by someone else.

“You had over a thousand microbugs.”

She was just trying to confuse him, he was sure. Rigel had to keep reminding himself how dangerous this woman was. It was time to distract her.

He punched up a meal menu on the food extractor unit. Lacto-proteins weren’t the most flexible foodstuffs, but they were filling and cheap. With the right programming, they could be made to taste like just about anything, but how the food tasted really didn’t matter to Rigel. He usually worked through any meal and didn’t taste the food anyway.

The door on the unit opened and expelled a steaming plate full of...something. Walking to the cell door, he opened the access panel and slid the plate through.

“Food.” He saw the woman eyeing the plate skeptically.

“If you say so.”

Rigel found himself staring at her face as she maneuvered a dainty portion of the foodstuffs into her mouth. Perfectly distractible lips closed around the fork, and he felt his body react. She was quite beautiful. He hadn’t taken the time to notice that earlier.

Shaking his head, he turned away. The long months alone in space were getting to him. Too much time without contact with other people. Well, the bounty from this woman would fix all that. Repairs to his ship, better foodstuffs, and a couple of nights drinking himself dead in a star port bar would go a long way toward making things right.

Preparing another plate of foodstuffs for himself, he took it back to his command station. The Intelcomp had finally finished his query about the registration on the other ship.

OWNER: Callista, Phoebe. Giraud System, Belljoan Minor

Damn, the ship did belong to her. There’d be no additional bounty. Still, a ship that new and expensive told him something about the woman. Either she was a very successful thief or...

Deep in concentration, the plate of foodstuffs was half consumed before he realized just how horrible it tasted. Gods, what recipe had he dialed up? The woman hadn’t even complained.

“You’ve got a huge gandisol leak in your main fuel compressor.” She interrupted his thoughts. “That’s kind of dangerous.”

She said it conversationally, like she wasn’t the least bit concerned.

Who was this woman?

It hadn’t been luck finding her out here in dead-space. Some of the smarter smugglers were using the almost empty Lortos to Omega 9 corridor to make the jump to Gangies. It would effectively take them around most of the sectors patrolled by the galactic marshals. Rigel routinely monitored any traffic through here. It’s where someone who didn’t want to be found would go. The woman’s ZP-2 was so out of place, in the galactic backwash, he’d just had to check it out.

“You’ve got a pretty nice ship there, Miss Callista. ZP’s don’t come cheap.”

“I’ll trade you ships, if you’ll let me go.”

Yeah, like that was going to happen.

He shook his head. “Your ship wouldn’t do me any good without a working ion drive and warp core.”

“Heck, I could fix the ion drive in a couple of hours. I don’t have an extra warp core, but if you got one I could fix that too.”

She was bargaining, but he wasn’t buying. Still, he was interested.

“You some kind of tech?”

She reached back and pulled her long hair over her shoulder, idly playing with the end strands. The gesture made her chin raise. For a moment, she looked haughty, regal. Shrugging, she lowered her gaze to the floor. “I work Bio-Mechanical at United Research and Technology.”

“Worked you mean. My guess is you don’t have a job there anymore.” Rigel hadn’t meant it to sound as harsh as it came out.

She shrugged again. “Yeah, well, that’s not a big loss.”

Despite his interest in her, a wave of exhaustion clouded his vision. He’d been up almost a cycle and needed some shut-eye. “Look, I’m gonna crash for a couple of hours. There anything you need?”

Her eyes widened; her expression steeling. “I need to get out of here.”

He sighed and turned away. “Good night, Miss Callista.”
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Rigel stripped off his clothes and threw them in the corner. He’d been awake too long. It was easy to lose track of time in space. At least on a planet, any planet, you had a true cycle. It might be longer or shorter, but eventually the orbited star set over the horizon, darkening the planet and encouraging sleep.

His barely used bed stood clean and waiting. Crisp sheets and warm blankets he never used in zero-G, because it was easier to just float. How long had it been since he’d slept in a real bed? How long had it been since he’d done anything in a real bed?

His thoughts drifted to the woman out in his cell. The barely-there undergarments he’d discovered in his search of the other ship already had him wondering what she’d look like stripped of her ship-suit. His body hardened.

“Frack!” He didn’t dare go there. It was precisely what she wanted. It wouldn’t surprise him if the little minx had seduced her way to freedom on more than one occasion. 

Rigel felt dirty, in more ways than one, and decided it would be better to cleanse before he went to bed. He stepped into the cleansing chamber, programmed the cycle, and slipped on the face protection. Warm, soapy spray enveloped him as he raised his arms. In zero-G the unit would have spun him automatically, but with gravity he had to turn on his own. Just another disadvantage. The sooner he got rid of the woman and got his reward, the better.

The invigorating mint-scented body sterilizer fizzed as it hit his body. He closed his eyes, trying to relax, but his mind filled with the vision of her soft, delicate fingers on his body, lightly stroking.

“Damn it!” He spun around and reprogrammed the rinse cycle for cold. The icy blast of water brought gooseflesh to his skin and shocked him out of his reverie. By the time the warm air started to blow through the chamber he was shivering. Rigel canceled the drying cycle early, and even though his hair was still wet he exited the cleansing chamber.

He knew he should probably pull on some sleep pants, just in case of emergency, but he didn’t have the energy. His head spun and he had to force his eyes to stay open as he dragged himself to bed, pulling the clean sheets over his naked body and burying his face in a pillow. He dropped off to sleep almost immediately.

Still, he saw her face—pictured her body. As slumber overtook him, he wrapped his arms around another pillow, crushing it to his chest. The pillow did not hug him back, but in his dreams, slender arms wrapped around his waist and soft breasts pillowed against his chest.

***
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Phoebe sat fiddling with the touch display, while she waited for the scanner to finish cleaning the microbugs from the ship’s network. She couldn’t imagine how anyone could have let it get this bad. Most five-year-olds knew how to scan and update a com system. But this man was a spacer, and they were different. At least that’s what she’d heard. Phoebe had never actually met one before. Security was tight in the core worlds, and she’d lived a sheltered life.

Spacers were something she read about, or watched on holodramas. A criminal element to be avoided. Not fit for polite society.

As the old Korg Empire fell to pieces and the new Galactic Federation consolidated around the Destiny colonies, the new government faced the growing problem of what to do with Korg war criminals, space pirates, and the rest of the criminal element. “Just space them.” Became the rallying cry, and the undeveloped Theiler System became the target.

With thirteen habitable worlds, the Theiler System spun at the edge of the galaxy, far away from the civilized planets of the central core. The first spacer ships were massive, transporting thousands of prisoners in cryo-sleep to their new homes. They were one-way trips. The ships landed, fuel-exhausted and crippled with just the barest essentials, and the inmates had to fend for themselves.

Thirteen different designations, aligning with the severity of the crime committed, gave the Theiler planets their names. Theiler 1 for victimless, non-violent criminals all the way through Theiler 12 for the most hardened criminals, mass murderers, brutal rapists—the worst of the worst.

Then there was Theiler 13. The only way out of the system was through Theiler 13. The amnesty ships came once a year, stopping at each of the planets, starting at 12. The judges heard pleas and assessed any rehabilitation. If the evidence warranted, the inmate was moved one planet up in the system. Thus, anyone could earn their freedom, but it would take 13 years and a pristine record for the most hardened criminals. From what she’d heard, most never made it off their starting planet.

Phoebe began to pace again. So, what kind of guy was this bounty hunter? What kind of criminal had he been before he’d worked his way out of the Theiler system? Maybe he’d been a pirate.

Well, if he came from the Theiler system he was a criminal of some kind. Hell, now that she had time to think about it, so was she. Maybe he could give her some tips on working her way off the prison worlds, should she be sentenced to them.

Gods! What had she done? Her life had been so simple. Get up, go to work, and hang out with friends. There was a Lunarfest party, starting in ten hours, at Quinskies Hideout on Marla 4. It would have been a blast.

Her parents were supportive and loving, and she’d had a good, well-paying job...with a really rotten company.

She’d felt fortunate to secure a position at United Research and Technologies. While her tasks seemed simple and below her extensive biomechanical training, she’d gotten the impression from her superiors she was being groomed for something better.

The animal testing area always bothered her to a certain extent, but she believed some testing was necessary to assure the safety of humans and other intelligent life forms throughout the galaxy. And the animals were treated humanely, for the most part, at least in the lab she’d worked in.

Then the Blarmlings arrived, and everything changed. The creatures, from a planet on the galactic rim, had been discovered decades ago, and been mostly ignored. But two years ago, the Pumbus Plague swept the inner planets, killing every dog and cat it came in contact with. Less than one percent of the household pets survived to get the cure, with some breeds going completely extinct.

Supply dwindled to almost nothing as demand for a replacement pet rocketed across the major systems. It had to be cute, furry, and docile...just like the Blarmlings. U.R.T. and other companies pushed the central council to allow capture and testing of the creatures. Oolo and Lart had been their first victims.

Hoping they had a breeding pair, U.R.T. kept the two caged together. Blarmling reproductive methods had never been studied. Outwardly they had no apparent sexual organs, merely a fleshy slit between their legs. But one night, cameras caught the act...or at least what they assumed was the act.

As Oolo and Lart lay quietly in each other’s arms a fleshy protuberance grew out of Lart’s slit and entered Oolo’s. Had they done it? Was Oolo pregnant?

Questions flew, but with no apparent change in the Blarmlings after weeks of study, U.R.T. decided on a radical plan. The Blarmlings were separated—placed in cages, only a few feet apart.

The change in behavior was instantaneous. Lart became frantic, hammering at the bars of his cage, and crying out in piteous wails. Oolo spent most of the time hugging herself and rocking, as tears slid from her big purple eyes. The Blarmlings were miserable, and caring for them became a trial for Phoebe.

She’d badgered the techs. Why were they doing this? Obviously the Blarmlings were in anguish.

“Your job is to see to their care. Leave the science to us,” they’d said. But she couldn’t.

The final straw came that night she’d returned, on her own time, to check on the Blarmlings. Oolo had seemed sick, almost comatose, all day long and Phoebe worried. As she entered the lab, she saw the two Blarmlings sleeping. Their cages were moved so far apart that their fingertips could barely reach each other, but that was how they slept, both stretched out just touching.

Phoebe’s heart ached for them. How could they do this? Didn’t they see that these weren’t lab animals? They were people!

A touchpad lay carelessly by the cages. One of the techs must have forgotten it. Phoebe seized the opportunity to find out what they were planning for the Blarmlings.

What she found out filled her with rage. Another pair of Blarmlings were to be procured. Oolo and Lart were scheduled to be put to sleep and autopsied in the morning. Outward scanning techniques had failed to provide the necessary data on internal organs and biological functions.

The Blarmlings were going to be killed.

But Phoebe wasn’t about to let that happen. Alarms echoed throughout the complex, as she released the Blarmlings from their cages, and carried them to her ship. At the time she didn’t know where she was taking them, just that they couldn’t stay at the U.R.T. complex.

Three hyper jumps later she’d decided the Blarmlings had to go home. It was where they belonged, and no matter what happened to her, she’d get them back to Blarm.

Phoebe’d plotted her route, sticking to star lanes as far away from the central planets as she could get. It would take longer but be much safer. She’d been only two days, and eleven hyper-jumps away from the Blarmlings’ planet, when she’d run into Rigel Antares.

Damn the man.

Phoebe hung her head over the display screen on the table in her cell. What was she to do now? What would happen to Oolo and Lart? 

She really wanted to connect to her mail, and at least let her parents know she was all right, maybe contact a lawyer as well, but it would take another few hours for the system to clean out, and she certainly couldn’t use it before that. She might as well try to get some rest.

With a sigh, she turned off the display and flipped the table and bench up so she could bring the cot down. Her cell was compact, but efficient. She lay down and brought her forearm up to cover her eyes.

The cell shared lighting with the main cabin, but the bounty hunter had dimmed the lights before he retired.

Handsome and considerate. Gods, he was making it hard to dislike him.

The bunk was comfortable enough, but sleep eluded her. Even with her eyes covered she could still picture him. There was something about Rigel that attracted her on a base level she didn’t even want to understand.

She wanted to hate him. He’d completely ruined her plans to take Oolo and Lart back to their planet. She certainly didn’t like the position the man had placed her in, but she couldn’t bring herself to hate him. After all, he was only doing his job.

And Gods, why did he have to be so sexy? Those dark eyes—that rugged look. Even through the flight jacket, which tapered from broad shoulders to trim waist, she could tell the guy was ripped. A part of her wondered what he looked like naked.

Be careful what you wish for, girl.

It took her a while to drift off to sleep, and even then, he haunted her dreams.
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Chapter 4
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An insistent pounding brought Phoebe out of her slumber. Intense purple eyes stared at her through the steel-glass door of her cell. Oolo bashed her fist, again and again, against the transparent metal. A frenzied jitter coursed through her silver fur. The Blarmling’s eyes darted frantically around the doorframe.

Across the control room, Lart had his head cocked, staring at the ship’s controls. He reached out and touched one of the buttons, and Phoebe felt the ship pull slightly starboard. Lart shook his head.

Considering the appendage that appeared from his nether slit during their mating, or whatever that had been, Phoebe considered Lart male, and Oolo female, though she was far from sure. Lart was certainly dominant, and completely protective of the smaller Oolo, but she wasn’t even sure Blarmlings had genders.

Oolo looked panicked as she began banging harder on the door, then running her hands around the doorframe. She must be looking for a way to open it.

Her eyes locked right on to Phoebe’s and the Blarmling nodded, chittering loudly. Had she read Phoebe’s thoughts?

Bringing her finger to her lips, Phoebe tried shushing Oolo. “Keep quiet. Go back and hide. You’ll wake the bounty hunter.”

Too late.

Phoebe heard pounding footsteps, out of sight around the side of her cell. 

“What in Saturn’s rings...get away from there.” Rigel’s voice boomed through the control room.

The doorway to his sleep chamber was blocked from her view, and Phoebe saw only the man’s shadow moving along the wall toward the control panel and Lart. When he did appear, she got only a quick impression of a lot of tawny skin before the ship began rocking wildly, throwing the bounty hunter back out of sight once again.

Phoebe braced herself between the doorway and bunk, but lost her hold and floated toward the center of the cell when the gravity on the ship ceased to be. The vessel gyrated and shook.

Glancing out the viewport Phoebe could see the ship was spinning. The stars whirled past dizzyingly.

Thunk!

The ship quivered. Three more thunks were followed by the screeching sound of metal giving way. Through the steel-glass portal, Phoebe watched her ship, torn loose from its tethers, tumbling away from the bounty hunter’s craft, into the darkness of space.

Now floating in zero-G, Phoebe grasped a ceiling pipe to keep from being thrown about the small cell. Lights flickered and alarms wailed. She could see Oolo and Lart struggling to find something to hold on to, in the control room outside her cell. Their wails were frightened and frantic. Wishing fervently she could reach them to give them comfort, she wrapped her arms around the pipe and held on with all her might. It was all she could do.

The cabin illumination flickered. Each time the lights came back on, they were dimmer. Phoebe’s head pounded, irritated by the strobing lights, and nauseated by the spinning
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