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        To the one I love. We’re never handed what we can’t handle.
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      No matter how many light years you travel, the past is never far behind. Tired of a life on the run, Kiwi has put down roots on a science vessel. She finds more than she bargained for in the form of cocksure, overachieving, too-sexy-for-his-own-good Dr. Conell Ballou. His arrogance is infuriating--which, strangely, makes her want him more.

      Since the tiny spitfire of a mechanic boarded his vessel, Conell hasn't been able to focus on much of anything except her. Kiwi's mere presence pulses through every synthetic and humanoid part of his body. And, unknown to both Kiwi and Conell, her past is entwined with his.

      But a deranged captain of the Vanos, the alien race from which they're defending mankind, is still hunting for Kiwi. Against all the odds, Conell and Kiwi have a second chance at happiness--if the enemy doesn't find them first.
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      Orbiting Planet Rhesus in the Prometheus Quadrant of the A-QPT46 System…

      

      “Pegasus’s balls,” Kiwi cursed softly as she twisted the last torque nut into place. The couplings had needed replacing, and once there, she’d realized her ship’s thrusters were in need of work too. The exothermic reaction sections of the engine had seen better days as well. Still, she made do. Her ship was a thing of pride to her. It represented freedom, regardless how pristine it was—or wasn’t, in her case. In the scope of the fleet, her cargo ship wasn’t the worst. Not by far. Out of necessity she’d learned to do her own repairs. It wasn’t a glamorous life, but it was hers to do with as she pleased. Besides, since she’d taken up residency on the science vessel, which had been created to house a thousand, Kiwi found life wasn’t nearly as hard as it had been on her own.

      Still, laying down roots wasn’t her style, regardless how right the situation seemed to be. Not anymore. There had been a time she would have, but that was before the attack—when she was a different person. A person who thought she was entitled to everything and worked for nothing.

      That girl is long gone.

      Kiwi shimmied out from the smoky gray shaft, her palms sliding over the slick surface. She double-checked the work she’d spent the last three hours doing, before exiting her personal ship. The thruster engines had required a complete overhaul, and she’d needed something to keep herself occupied. Her thoughts had been on a man she shouldn’t be worried about. For some reason, she couldn’t help herself.

      The weight of someone’s stare made her backside burn and her face flushed with the knowledge of who was there—the same man she’d been working overtime to not think about. She smiled, still facing the ship. “Enjoying the view?”

      “You have no idea.”

      She hopped to her feet and used a hand to steady herself. The exterior of her cargo ship was smooth to the touch. Almost as smooth as one Dr. Conell Ballou, who happened to be standing directly behind her. She wasn’t sure how long he’d been there, but if how hot her ass felt was any indication, he’d either been there a while or was looking damned hard at her. Whenever he was around, she had issues keeping her body temperature regulated. Hot flashes were a constant threat.

      His sandy-blond hair flopped down over emerald green eyes, and the faintest hint of a beard showed on his face. He was always in need of a shave. The look suited him. There wasn’t much about the man that didn’t seem just right. Except for his attitude, of course. He was some sort of super genius and his ego was even bigger than his IQ, and that was saying something.

      Last she knew, Conell had been planetside, doing recon work and posing as one of the enemy. With a planet as large as the one they were orbiting, it was entirely possible to drop by and blend in, seemingly unnoticed. It wasn’t as if the enemy had taken total control of the planet—yet. They were only in the starting phases of the act. The Vanos weren’t to be toyed with, and if left unchecked, they would rid the universe of anyone other than their own kind.

      Kiwi hated when Conell volunteered to go on missions that put him on the front line of danger, mainly because his background was that of an academic, not a soldier. Though time and the pending war had hardened him slightly. It hardened everyone it touched. Including her.

      “Thought you weren’t due back for three more days.” She was more than excited to see him but refused to show any sign of it. Whatever was happening between them was coming to a head. She knew it and suspected he did as well.

      A devilish grin slid over his entirely too-kissable lips. “Keeping track of me?”

      Wiping her grease-covered hands on the back of her overalls, Kiwi stared at him, fighting the driving need to touch him. “Did you want something, Ballou?”

      His hungry gaze moved over her and she had a fairly good idea of what he wanted. Problem was, she wanted it too. Getting involved with him wasn’t an option. Kiwi had too many secrets she needed to keep under wraps to let anyone too close, and Conell was a man she could see herself opening up to. He wasn’t the only one on the ship. That scared her.

      Dr. Aeron Braxton-Fairbanks was an amazing woman who had given Kiwi her life back by rebuilding some of the damage the Vanos had inflicted upon her, and even Aeron didn’t know all of Kiwi’s secrets. She wasn’t sure anyone ever would. So many people aboard the vessel weren’t what they appeared to be. Many were composed of synthetic parts. Some were part Vanos. Others full Vanos. They’d found a way to get along well enough and had become an odd sort of family. That being said, Kiwi still couldn’t imagine telling them everything, even though she knew they wouldn’t look at her differently—it was how she viewed herself that left her keeping to herself.

      Conell’s green gaze slid lower and Kiwi almost asked if he was mentally undressing her. Knowing Conell, he’d only say yes and leave her on the spot—again. He tended to run away whenever a revelation about the need between them came to light.

      “You about done for the day?” He cast a sexy grin in her direction and it was all Kiwi could do to keep from biting a knuckle and moaning. The man’s voice alone brought her close to orgasm. Add in the rest of the packaging and Conell required her full concentration to ignore.

      She glanced at the mounted timekeeper and realized her shift, for lack of a better word, had ended several hours ago. “I guess. But I’d like to finish fitting the thermal—”

      “Some of the crew are headed planetside to find a watering hole and relax.”

      By watering hole, he meant a bar, she was sure of it.

      Kiwi almost declined, as she normally did whenever the invitation was presented. She nodded and Conell actually took the smallest of steps backwards.

      “Really?”

      “Unless you don’t want me. The look you’re giving me now makes me wonder.”

      “No. I want you.” He cleared his throat. “I mean, we want you to come with us.”

      “Do I have time to get cleaned up?”

      He beamed. “You sure do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Conell brought the passenger shuttle to a port and docked her with ease. Kiwi even looked impressed with his abilities. Prior to her coming into his life, he’d only piloted one size of vessel and hadn’t done an exactly stellar job with that. It had been a long-running joke between Kiwi, Aeron and her husband, Brad. They liked to razz Conell about the time he’d sideswiped a fueling station and the time he’d forgotten he was still hooked to said station, ripping a huge chunk of it into orbit. Thanks to Kiwi’s tutelage, he could now fly whatever was presented to him. Well, almost anything. Kiwi’s cargo ship was strictly off-limits to him or anyone else. She was the only one who piloted it, and any who asked found themselves on the receiving end of a pointed stare. It wasn’t as though her ship was in prime condition. It had seen better days, but it was hers, and Conell guessed she liked knowing she could go anytime she wanted. What she didn’t know was that he’d follow her to the ends of the universe.

      He’d considered offering to let her fly his ship, which was docked in the oversized vessel bay aboard the main ship, but he worried the gesture might be taken the wrong way by her. The last thing he wanted was for Kiwi to feel he was trying to bargain for her affections, but he’d noticed
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