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      Blurb

      

      
        3 books. One volume. Binge the complete A Plain Jane series.
      

      

      
        What if you lived your life thinking you were normal?
      

      No, worse - plain? What'd happen if the deadliest assassin in the galaxy attacked you one warm summer's night? What would you do if you were thrust into an adventure with the galaxy's greatest heroic heartthrob?

      What would happen if a mysterious, ancient race appeared to kill you? Would you run or fight?

      Jane grew up knowing she's nothing but normal. Then one run-in with an assassin robot threatens to destroy everything she knows about herself. Soon she's traversing space with Lucas Stone, the galaxy's number one pin-up hero. Together, they must discover who Jane is and what's after her before the galaxy's plunged into a war that'll destroy all.

      ....

      A Plain Jane follows a hero and a hidden princess fighting to stop a galactic war. If you love your space opera with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab A Plain Jane today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    A Plain Jane Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    Jane sat at her desk, staring down at the console in front of her. Blue and green holographic images moved around above the console display panel. She stared at them glumly, her head propped on one hand. She’d been staring at the same images for the past hour, and now her eyes were losing focus.

    Around Jane, her co-workers chatted, laughed, and socialized. Mandy – a beautiful blue-skinned Hoya who sat alongside Jane – kept chortling as she talked loudly about everything other than work.

    “You should have seen what he said to those new recruits.” She laughed, her lips spreading wide as her large eyes sparkled.

    “Well, I suppose the rookies weren’t expecting a lesson from a professional,” noted Tarta. He came from an insect-like race, and he spread his pincers as he chuckled wildly.

    Jane knew who they were talking about because there was only one person they ever talked about: Lucas Stone. The shining star of the Security Division of the Galactic Force. When he’d been a student, he’d thwarted an attack on the Galactic Union Senate. That same rookie had once single-handedly saved an entire battlecruiser by heroically plugging an engine leak with his own armor. He was also the man who’d practically rewritten the book on security procedures throughout the Galactic Force. Most importantly, he was the guy everybody knew would be picked to lead the new expedition to the outer rim. It felt like when it came to the Galactic Force, he was the only one anybody ever talked about or acknowledged. The legendary Lucas Stone.

    As for Jane, she was Lucas’ polar opposite, a plain, boring woman who did nothing but work. She was also getting bored; the strain of focusing so hard was giving her a headache.

    “I heard from one of the med students that they’re just going to give the new expedition to him. They’re going to let him pick whatever ship he wants and whatever crew he wants, too,” Mandy continued, her long tail flicking around as she gesticulated with it.

    Tarta nodded soberly. “Of course, that makes perfect sense. Lucas is the best we’ve got. He’ll know how to make that mission a success.”

    Jane fought the urge to close her eyes. Everything was so boring. People always accused her of being boring. Fair enough, she hadn’t gone out last night to see Lucas Stone give an impromptu lesson to a couple of first-year security students on how to save the Galaxy. She’d stayed at home. Yet while she had, her mind hadn’t. Jane had an imagination, see. And she used it to stop up the gaps in an otherwise dreary existence.

    Last night, Jane had traveled the Galaxy, in her dreams, at least. Now she was here again – back at work. While she was fighting it, her mind was wandering. She’d heard about the dreams that humans had. She’d even learned about something called daydreaming. Well, Jane was a daydreamer. A serious, serious daydreamer. It was no doubt a quirk of her peculiar alien DNA.

    She tried to open her eyes but found herself closing them languidly.

    She could feel her cheek bunching against her hand, her mouth drooping open as her head nodded forward. Her muscles relaxed as her body succumbed to the boredom and transported her to dreamland….

    Just as her head nodded forward again, someone jabbed her hard in the back.

    She spluttered, making a choking, startled noise halfway between a hiccup and a yelp.

    “Wake up, Plain Jane.” Mandy whipped her tail in front of Jane’s face, the same tail that had poked Jane in the first place. “We’ve got company.”

    Jane blinked as she looked up at the door on the other side of the room. It was still hard to focus, but….

    Wow.

    Talk of the devil.

    It was Lucas Stone.

    He was standing just inside the doorway, one of his trademark smiles on his trademark face. The head of the Administrative Division was standing next to him.

    It was such a surreal scene that Jane thought she’d wandered off into a daydream, after all. All her colleagues were on their feet, eyes sparkling. How wonderful it was for a living legend to pop in before morning break to parley with them.

    But why exactly was Mr. Universe taking time off from saving the Galaxy to come to see the admin staff?

    Was he just walking into the room so he could get a glass of water from the sustenance terminal on the other side? Or did he like to play this kind of game all over the city? Occasionally popping into random offices, workstations, schools even, flashing that amazing smile of his, then waiting for his adoring fans to cheer?

    Jane blinked but remained seated, even though most of her colleagues had been standing from the moment he appeared in the doorway. It was a peculiar thing, but usually she wasn’t all that cynical. She was the kind of person who preferred to see the better side of somebody and who didn’t like to say anything unless it was positive.

    Then there was Lucas Stone. When it came to Jane, he was different – he got on her nerves. Perhaps it was the fact that whenever anybody concluded she was boring, they would always contrast her with Lucas. Look at Lucas Stone, they would say, how interesting, how handsome, how accomplished. He saves the world on Tuesday, teaches the next generation on Wednesday, and woos the daughter of Senator Cooper on Thursday. A busy boy, a perfect boy, an immensely interesting boy. Then there was Jane, who went home every single night and stared up at exactly the same night sky and dreamed about adventures but never, of course, had one.

    So while it went against most of her personality, she had a bone to pick with Mr. Stone. Though she’d only met him once and was sure he wouldn’t remember it. She’d run into him on his first day at the Galactic Force. It had been her first day as well, but unlike Lucas, she hadn’t gone on to rule the universe. How had they met, again? Had she done something clumsy, stupid, and incredibly embarrassing in front of him? Had she fallen from a transport only to be caught by Lucas at the last moment? Had she tripped over one of the cleaning robots only to smack right into his chest? Nope. Those were the types of amusing if not embarrassing things that happened to interesting people. He’d simply asked for directions.

    They’d crossed paths several times in the corridors over the years, and each time Lucas would have different colored stripes down the arms of his armor or uniform, indicating that once again he’d been promoted. A couple of times, he’d asked what the time was or where the nearest sustenance receptacle was. On another occasion, he’d even asked her where the bathroom was. That was the total sum of their interactions. Jane had no question in her mind that Lucas didn’t even know who she was.

    She was sick of being compared to the best the Galaxy had to offer.

    “Don’t do anything embarrassing,” Mandy hissed from her side.

    While her colleague’s tone was terse, Jane didn’t pay any attention to it; when it came to rationalizing or making excuses for other people’s behavior, she was well trained.

    Jane waited silently for whatever would happen to hurry up so she could return to her task – trying not to daydream at her desk while avoiding work.

    The general manager clapped his hands together, his green scaly flesh glinting under the light. “I have some exciting news.” He smiled broadly. Though he was from a race who didn’t usually show emotions through facial movements – preferring instead to communicate solely with their hands – even he had to crack a grin around Lucas Stone. “Now, Lucas here needs no introduction.”

    There was a smattering of overjoyed laughter, a smattering Jane didn’t join in with.

    “I have some incredible news,” the general manager continued, his green skin turning purple, indicating his uncontrollable excitement, “but perhaps I should now step aside to let the man of the moment fill you in.”

    The general manager bowed out as he gestured for Lucas to step forward.

    Lucas stood there, smiling heartily, his teeth practically glittering. He didn’t have his armor on today; he was in his dress uniform. As with everything he wore, he looked almost perfect in it. Or at least some version of perfect – a version of perfect that Jane didn’t share. While she went home every single night and dreamed up romantic fantasies for herself, the likes of Lucas Stone were never included in them. Her romantic leads weren’t anything like Lucas; they were kind, bashful, capable but dignified men. They had flaws, fears, and limitations, with a great sense of humor added in. And most importantly, they always displayed modesty and humility.

    Jane watched Lucas take a big breath, his chest puffing out against the white, black, and gold of his dress uniform. “I’m sure you have all heard of the upcoming mission to the outer rim.” He kept on smiling, but now there was a glint in his eyes, a glint that appeared to suggest there was nothing more important in the world to him. “I don’t need to tell you that no ship has traveled through Hell’s Gate for almost one hundred years. The scientific and technological discoveries to be made could redefine our generation and pave the way for a brighter future for all the races of the Galaxy.”

    Everyone in the room gave a smattering of applause. Of course they’d all heard about the mission, and everyone knew that nobody had passed through Hell’s Gate in over one hundred years.

    “If we pull this mission off, we will be the first people to cross beyond the Pillars and to come back again. The scientific data we gather by studying the unique singularities throughout Hell’s Gate could advance our current understanding of quantum field theory by decades….”

    Jane started to tune out. She could still hear Lucas speaking, but she began to pay less attention to him. She let her gaze wander to her left until it settled on the view outside of the huge flex windows. She could see the other buildings of the Galactic Force, see the rest of the city stretching out behind and especially the sky above. She loved the sky; it was always so big and inviting and, quite frankly, non-judgmental. The sky didn’t care that Jane was boring. The sky hadn’t once called her plain.

    As always happened when Jane started to get distracted by the view, her mind began to wander.

    Mandy whipped out her tail, poking Jane hard in the back.

    Jane spluttered, falling forward right into the holographic display of her terminal.

    Everyone turned to stare, except for Lucas. Rather than stop to admonish her in front of her colleagues, Lucas didn’t appear to notice. He might have glanced her way once, but that was it.

    In fact, he seemed to be finished. Everyone was now back on their feet, clapping.

    He gave a bow, turning on his heel as he immediately left the room, leaving them in peace. Well, not peace, because the second he left was the second the entire room erupted in happy chatter.

    Mandy turned to Tarta, her face alight with interest. “By the Lord of Yarla, can you believe it?”

    Tarta nodded. “I have never been wrong about that man; he has, as the humans say, a head on his shoulders.”

    Jane wanted to point out she had a head on her shoulders too – having such a feature didn’t mean a great deal.

    She turned back to her holo terminal to get on with her work. Though she didn’t want to know what Lucas had said, she couldn’t help overhearing everyone in the room. You would think Lucas had come in offering everybody signed autographs or a personal dinner with him that night. Nope, it was nowhere near that grand. He hadn’t offered anybody a role in the team of his upcoming mission, but he had said that their division would be involved in the administrative side of putting the team together from the best, most promising recruits and seniors at the Galactic Force. By the way everybody else was talking, you would’ve thought they’d all won the Galactic lottery – not been assigned extra work that they wouldn’t get paid anything more for. Ordinarily, Jane didn’t think too much about money. She didn’t gripe about how much she was paid, but the thought that Lucas Stone was trying to give them more work made her want a small moon in return and maybe even a large planet, too.

    The administrative unit she worked for was responsible for the data collection, consolidation, and maintenance of low-security data from across the Galactic Force. It was a simple job and didn’t require a great deal of skill or training, but Jane liked to think she was at least okay at it, if that was something worthy to admit on the same day the great Lucas Stone had popped his head through the door.

    The best and the brightest, that was what Lucas wanted on his trip. Fair enough, everyone always wanted the best and brightest; nobody ever wanted the slightly okay and the moderately interesting. Well, nobody but Jane, that was.

    …

    Jane worked late that night. With the hullabaloo over Stone’s visit, everyone else had been far too busy talking about his heroic mission to bother getting any more work done. So Jane, being Jane, had offered to stay late and do what was needed. She liked working late, anyway. If she had her way, she would work alone.

    Plus, she didn’t sleep, though she did suspect her nightly reveries were a necessary form of regeneration, as she got grumpy if she skipped them. But even during her daydreams, her mind wouldn’t fully shut down. It was as if her brain never wanted to lose control of her body.

    It was when Jane had almost finished her work and was getting ready to leave that the building shook. It was slight, and she hardly noticed it. But when the Central Intelligence – an interconnected computer system that ran throughout the entire Galactic Force – began to blare in warning, she realized something serious was up.

    “Ci, what’s going on?” she asked the computer. She always called it Ci for short – its full title being the Centralized Intelligence Unit, but Ci being far shorter and far cuter.

    “Depressurization has occurred in containment chamber one,” Ci replied, her synthesized voice expressing no emotion.

    While technically Ci didn’t show any outward feeling, Jane liked to think there was a certain warm efficiency about her.

    “Thank you, Ci. Is it serious?” Jane asked.

    “Containment has been re-established. The correct personnel have been notified. There is no risk to life or property,” Ci advised, her voice maintaining an even tone.

    “Thank you, Ci,” Jane said with a sigh. Which was a little silly, really, because she shouldn’t be sighing at the pleasant fact the building and everybody in it were fine. Perhaps a deeply buried, mutinous part of her personality had wanted something more exciting for a Monday night. Jane buried that voice, said goodnight to Ci, and walked out of the office.

    It was when she was walking across the campus to one of the transport hubs that the thing attacked her. She had no warning, she had nowhere to run, and she had no chance.

  
    Chapter 2

    Lucas Stone

    “Prack, how could we lose containment?” Lucas slammed his hand down on the bench, his armor suddenly deploying.

    “No idea, but we’ve got it back now. No problem,” Alex replied.

    No problem? Like hell. If there’d been no problem, they would never have lost containment in the first place. No problem meant the experiment going off without a hitch and Lucas finally getting one freaking night off.

    With his armor now in place, he was picking up readings from his environment that were being transferred directly to his central nervous system. It sharpened his senses, giving him details that he couldn’t see with his ordinary eyes and couldn’t hear with his ordinary ears. The armor was like a living second skin. As soon as he activated it with a single thought, it would grow up and cover his whole body in a second. He had to admit that he thought it was some of the coolest technology out there and definitely the most fun.

    Fun was nowhere on his mind right now.

    “That thing is meant to be dead.” He crossed his arms, the move easy despite the bulk of his armor.

    “Well, it is still dead,” Alex replied.

    “I just saw it move, Alex,” Lucas snapped, tone tense. He knew he should relax. Alex was right, and the containment field was back in place. Nothing was damaged, and nothing had happened. But Lucas couldn’t shake the feeling that this was important. Hell, ever since he’d been given this command, he hadn’t been able to shake the feeling it would be the most important thing he would ever do. He was hardly sleeping at night because he would spend every minute of every day going over the troop manifest, the personnel list, the supplies, even the programs that were to be loaded on the computer. Every detail, every hour of every day – he was already living his mission non-stop, and it hadn’t even started yet.

    “It could have simply been a fluctuation in the power grid,” Alex said, his voice calm and reasonable.

    “I swear I saw it move.”

    “I’m pretty sure you haven’t slept in the past 48 hours.” Alex raised an eyebrow as he popped his head up from staring at the computer panel. “As I’m soon to be your Chief Medical Officer, let me tell you that’s not a good look.”

    “Soon to be Chief Medical Officer, Alex. I think you will find I’m fine and that I look great,” Lucas added with a chuckle.

    Alex put his hands up. “Far be it from me to say that the great Lucas Stone doesn’t look fantastic. What exactly would the good Senator’s daughter say?”

    “Don’t bring that up again,” Lucas warned, but his tone was playful.

    Perhaps Alex was right – perhaps he was just tired, and he’d imagined the whole thing. Because now Lucas had his armor on and he had access to the onboard computer and his augmented senses, he couldn’t deny that there was no evidence that the specimen had moved a nanometer, let alone an inch.

    Lucas let out another massive sigh, finally allowing his armor to melt back into his implants.

    “I’m telling you, you need to get some rest.” Alex waggled his finger. “Our friend can wait. After all, he has waited for the past 100 years. I really don’t think he’s going to mind if you take the night off.”

    “Right,” Lucas managed.

    “Really, that’s your comeback? I thought the great Lucas Stone was meant to be charming and witty? You call that witty?” Alex smiled.

    “Knock it off.” Lucas put a hand up to his brow and started to massage it, letting his eyes close for a thankful moment. “I just don’t want anything to go wrong; this is probably the most important mission I will ever go on.”

    Alex shrugged. “Why would anything go wrong? You will have the best team, the best ship, and the best leader: you.”

    Lucas rolled his eyes. He knew Alex was just teasing him, but it was fair to say Lucas was starting to get fed up with all the attention. Lieutenant Saber had run up to him only last week to let him know there was going to be a documentary series on Lucas’ life that was going to run on all the major Galactic news channels before the mission. That was on top of the fact he’d learned only the month before that he had a fan club with a subscription of over 1 million Galactic citizens. It was all too much. Hell, Alex had told him yesterday there were some people on the moons of the Dia System that now worshiped Lucas as a god.

    Lucas hated it. He’d never done this for the attention; despite what everybody liked to believe, he hated attention. Though the Galactic media liked to think he did it all because he was some kind of hero, they were wrong. He just always found himself the only person around when trouble erupted, and it always seemed to be up to him to solve it. He didn’t seek it out; he just found himself having to face it alone. Prack, sometimes he thought he was cursed. The number of transports or cruisers or battleships he’d been on that had faced terrible crashes or some dastardly plot that only he could solve – it wasn’t normal. Or maybe it was normal and other people were doing what he was doing, but they weren’t getting the attention for it.

    Now, that was something that kept Lucas up at night. He had a whole Galaxy telling him he was the bee’s knees, in the prime of his game, the absolute perfect man for the job. But what if he wasn’t? What if he’d always simply been lucky? What if there was somebody out there, or millions and billions of people, who could do the job better than he could?

    He knew he was tired and he was thinking negatively, but Lucas also knew he wasn’t going to get any less tired. For the next several weeks, he would be planning the mission, and then for the next several months he would be implementing it. As everybody kept telling him, it would be the most important operation of his life and perhaps the most important mission mounted by the entire Galaxy in the past 100 years.

    Lucas swallowed hard and massaged his brow again.

    That wasn’t the worst part.

    The worst part was in the containment field two meters to his left.

    That was the real reason they were heading through Hell’s Gate. It wasn’t to study quantum singularities. It wasn’t to investigate the planets beyond the rim. Oh no, it was all about that thing two meters to his left.

    “Look, Lucas, just go home. There is nothing more you can do here tonight. I’m running the tests, but I really don’t need you to stand there looking sullen. Go home and stand in your own house and look sullen.” Alex kept shaking his head as he looked up from his console. “If you keep staying up all night and poring over all of that data, you will find the mission short indeed, because I will call you up and send you home the second we get out of space dock.”

    Lucas looked up from under his hand.

    “Go home,” Alex mouthed again.

    Lucas shrugged. “Fine, fine, but I don’t want to run any risks, so have the computer triple the containment field.”

    Alex gave an impressed whistle. “Triple the field? That’s going to be a mighty drain on power. Lucky you are Lucas Stone, or you would be getting dragged up before the Chief Engineer in the morning.”

    Lucas replied with another massive sigh, turned on his heel, and walked out of the door.

    Alex was right – he needed sleep. Then again, the Galaxy needed him to pull this mission off. If he didn’t… hell, he had no idea what would happen. Because that was the thing, there was much more to this mission than the public was being told. Of course there was more to it. The powers-that-be wouldn’t fund such an enormous operation if all they wanted to do was have a look at a couple of swirly whirly space oddities.

    It had to do with them. Those things they’d been finding. The peculiar, frightening things that had been popping up throughout that area of space for the past 50 years. Nearly every day they would find new samples, new signals, new artifacts that hinted at something far darker, far more menacing than a bunch of quantum singularities.

    That was why Lucas Stone was going on this mission, and that was why he was populating his team with more than scientists.

    He was aware that his thoughts were rambling; he was so freaking tired. He clamped a hand on his head and tried to push the fatigue and worry out. It wouldn’t work, but at least it would distract him. Plus, he had every intention of ignoring Alex’s demand. He was going home, not to sleep, but to do more study. Lucas wouldn’t go on this mission, with so much at stake, without knowing exactly what he was up against.

    He didn’t live far out of town. While everyone else he knew chose to live in the city, in one of the beautifully appointed apartments full to the brim with modern technology, he chose to live outside. He had a rustic-style house from 300 years ago out in the mountains. It was an old but well-preserved log cabin, and it had something that nobody seemed to talk about anymore: charm. When Lucas had been growing up with his grandfather, he’d learned the importance of charm. The future could bring you every technological advantage you could imagine. It could bring you convenience beyond your wildest dreams. It could open up your mind to frontiers humans had once thought impossible. But it couldn’t give you charm. Waking up in the morning to see the sunrise from an old log cabin in an old-style bed had a hell of a lot of charm. Lucas had been nearly everywhere you could go in this Galaxy, and he’d never found charm like that anywhere else.

    It would definitely be something he would miss on the mission, as he was well aware it was scheduled to take several months. Scheduled, that was. If they found whatever mysterious race was out there, then… god, he had no idea. He just hoped it wouldn’t come to war.

    Lucas realized he was on automatic pilot as he jogged across the Galactic Force grounds toward the nearest transport hub. There was a report on recent archaeological activity close to the rim that he hoped would give him valuable insight on what was out there, and he was keen to get home to it.

    As he jogged, he paid the bare minimum attention to his body and surroundings so he didn’t fall over or trip into a bush. He was in such a daze that it took a while to realize there was a hum in the air. This close to the transport hub, there was always a low vibration to be heard. Yet the hum he was detecting was a higher, discordant pitch. When he looked up, his eyebrows pressed down in confusion, he saw something.

    That was when he ran.

    …

    Jane

    It happened too fast for her to react. One minute she was walking toward the transport hub, the next something had flown at her from out of the shadows, pressing into her shoulders and pushing her to the ground in a snap. She didn’t scream; the thing was on top of her chest, crushing her lungs in an instant, and she didn’t have the breath.

    The thing, whatever it was, pulled back its lips and let out a sharp and intense hiss. Out of the corner of Jane’s eye, she saw something like a tail with a sharp, pointed end whip around from the side. It flashed around, the light from the nearby transport hub glinting off it.

    It shot toward her. As it did, her mind, far from filling with fear, filled with a heavy, charged energy.

    There was a buzzing in her head, one that vibrated through her skull.

    The tail was milliseconds from skewering her.

    Before it could strike, something slammed into the side of the creature, and she heard a considerable grunt as it was pulled to the side.

    Shaking, blinking wildly, her breath coming in short, sharp bursts, she remained on the ground, stock still.

    The buzzing in her mind started to abate, leveling out and disappearing behind the wall of fear that now pressed in on her from every side. She could see a security officer in full armor grappling with something. She could discern him because of the distinct blue and white lines down one shoulder which glowed in the dark. But whatever he was fighting was black and indiscernible.

    It was over quickly, and in a few seconds, the security officer snapped up, punching a hand to the side and latching it onto the same tail that had almost killed Jane only moments before. He tugged on it then pulled a pulse rifle from his back holster and shot the thing.

    … It had barely lasted 30 seconds, yet now it was over.

    But what was over? What on Earth had just happened?

    “Are you okay? Are you okay, ma’am?” The soldier straightened up but kept his rifle trained on the black shape. His head was half-turned toward her, but she couldn’t see his expression as his face was covered by the dark black of his helmet and visor.

    Jane didn’t answer him. She just kept standing there. She was aware that her mouth was hanging open, her lips pouted, not in an attempt to look attractive, but because she didn’t have any control over them. Her gaze, though it did flick up to the soldier, now locked on the creature at his feet. She couldn’t tear her eyes off the weird black tail – the glinting, pointed tail that had only moments before been ready to slice right through her chest. It felt as though her body had frozen in place, as if she had no control over it whatsoever.

    The buzzing was still in her head, but the more she stared down at the creature, and the more it remained still and lifeless at the soldier’s feet, the more the ringing subsided.

    “We need a security team here,” the soldier snapped. He didn’t move or clutch a hand to any kind of communication device. He just spoke. Though Jane had never had the fortune of trying out one of the fancy biomechanical armor suits that all the security forces wore, she knew what was happening here. They could connect to the wearer’s motor and sensory systems, winding right in there as if they were an extension of the wearer’s body. They were controlled by thoughts alone. So if the guy wanted to make a call, all he had to do was think about it.

    “Make it quick. We need a MAG team as well,” the soldier snapped out his words quickly and efficiently but didn’t once shift his gun, keeping it pointed at the thing by his feet.

    Jane began to shake. It was a seriously delayed reaction. But as the ringing subsided, the fear flooded in and filled her like a balloon ready to pop.

    “What the hell is this thing?” the soldier asked. His voice was low, his words directed more at himself. “How did it get to Earth?” There were long pauses between his words as he no doubt accessed the onboard sensors of his armor to scan the creature.

    Jane didn’t have that advantage, and the only thing she could use to gain information on the now lifeless carcass that had almost killed her was her sight. And she couldn’t stop looking at it.

    “Are you injured?” the soldier asked again. “Are you okay?”

    Jane could hear the man, and she also knew that she wasn’t injured, but she still didn’t answer.

    “You work in the Administrative Division, don’t you?” The soldier kept trying to engage her in conversation.

    How did this man know where she worked? The question was enough to break her out of the pall of fear and surprise she was drowning in, and she tore her gaze from the black creature.

    “I’ve seen you around. You’ve been here for a while, right? What’s your name?” While he still had his gun pointed at the creature, and he only half turned to Jane as he spoke, it appeared that the note of concern in his voice was genuine.

    As Jane heard the sound of heavy footsteps running over the Galactic Force grounds toward them and the sharp blare of a warning alarm as a security field was set in place around the building and grounds, she recognized the voice she was hearing. It was Lucas Stone. It had to be. She knew that distinctive deep baritone.

    Before she could ask him, the security group arrived, and the commotion began anew.

    Soon, Jane was whisked away by a medical bot, even though she was plainly not injured. And soon, though not soon enough, she whispered her name. “Jane.”

    But Lucas Stone was no longer there to hear it.

  
    Chapter 3

    Lucas Stone

    What in the hell had happened? He’d been walking across the Galactic Force grounds only to see something moving through the dark. His armor had activated itself instantly. Even when it wasn’t in place, it was linked to his nervous system. When a part of his brain felt impending danger, even if he wasn’t conscious of it, the armor would activate itself.

    He was bloody lucky it had, because if it hadn’t, he wouldn’t have been able to move that creature off her. It was fast, it was strong, and it was illegal in nearly every single Galactic nation.

    It was an assassin robot. It was a model he’d never come across before.

    Lucas knew he’d been lucky. He’d only defeated it through the element of surprise. If the thing hadn’t been so consumed by attacking the woman, it would have put up one hell of a fight. That was why assassin robots were illegal; they were too fast, too strong, too agile, too technologically advanced, and hell, they were only there to kill people.

    They also regenerated, and that was why Lucas had never taken his gun off the creature. Though he’d fought every instinct to run up to the woman to check she was okay. An assassin robot could regenerate even if only one-tenth of its synthetic tissue remained. You could chop it up, slice it in half with a plasma ray, blow up most of it with a linear mine, but as long as one-tenth remained, it would regrow. Sure, it might take a couple of hours, but soon enough the creature you’d lost half your team to would be back on your tail.

    Lucas had only ever fought one once, and it wasn’t an experience he could forget. It had been on a planet far from Earth, one that was a hotbed of pirate activity. It hadn’t been one of the most protected planets in the Galactic Union.

    “I don’t get it, what was it after?” one of the security officers at the security station asked.

    “I have no idea,” Lucas mumbled to himself as he stood in the corner, arms crossed, gaze directed at somewhere in the middle distance. He didn’t need this right now. Weeks away from beginning his mission, he should be spending every last second picking the crew and consolidating his plan.

    He heaved a great sigh and shook his head several times, finally letting it rest back on the wall behind him. “Any news from the med bay?”

    The security officer shrugged dismissively. It was clear that wasn’t where his priorities lay. Lucas couldn’t blame him. If you were in charge of security at the Galactic Force and one of the most illegal and highly trained killers in the universe violated your grounds and attacked one of your staff, it should command your full and total attention. The blowback from this would be extraordinary.

    “Are we sure we’ve got it contained?” Lucas asked, shifting his eyes toward the security officer but not shifting his head from the wall behind him. He was tired, seriously tired. It hadn’t just been the impromptu battle with the fiend on his way home – it was everything. He was weary, and he was running out of time before he went on the most important mission of his life. The truth was, he didn’t feel he was ready.

    “I’m going to head up to the med bay to see how that woman is. Ensure proper security protocols; I don’t want that thing getting out again.” Lucas uncrossed his arms and pulled away from the wall. He realized he didn’t need to be telling the security officer what to do; Lucas was no longer in charge of Galactic Force security. The security officer, though surprised, would still know his job. Hell, anybody who knew the slightest thing about assassin robots would know what to do with them, and they would know not to leave the containment field open while they went to get a coffee or a snack. But Lucas had to be careful – he always had to be careful. He couldn’t afford mistakes, because the whole Galaxy was relying on him.

    His armor was still engaged, and though he’d let his helmet turn transparent, he wasn’t about to deactivate it. Too many surprises. First, there’d been the problem with the containment field in the basement, and now a bona fide assassin robot had popped up on the grounds. Next, he would probably find a gang of space pirates dancing around in the cafeteria, stealing all the hotdogs and destroying the chairs and tables.

    When he made it to the med bay, he didn’t see the commotion he’d expected. In his mind, if someone had just had a close scrape with an assassin robot, a team of physicians would be caring for them around the clock. Lucas had seen what an assassin robot could do; he’d lost two good people to one. The robots were focused, they were brutal, and they were effective. While he’d seen the woman sit up and even stand, it didn’t mean much. He knew another thing or two about assassin-bots – they could create interference fields that could send a person into a coma or scramble their endocrine and neurological systems, killing them in an instant or shutting them down in a slow, excruciating way.

    Yet when he entered the med bay, it was to the sight of the woman sitting up on the edge of one of the beds, staring out the window at the night sky beyond. There were several doctors attending to other patients, but they weren’t all crowded around her, ensuring her body didn’t shut down.

    The woman hardly glanced at him as he walked past, her gaze fixed on the view outside. It was the same look she’d given that creature after it had attacked her. At first, Lucas had put it down to shock, but now he noticed there was a strange quality to her attention. Before he could assess it further, one of the doctors walked over to him, shaking her head and looking as though it had all been his fault.

    “Lucas,” she said, voice curt as she crossed her arms, a holographic datapad in her hand.

    “Miranda,” he noted through a swallow. Lucas had known Miranda ever since he’d been a recruit. And ever since Lucas had been a recruit, Miranda had always treated him in the same way – as a reckless individual who needed her services far too often. She’d told him on more than one occasion that she was sick of fixing him up after fights. Though Lucas would point out that he was saving the Galaxy here and she should cut him a bit of slack, she never did.

    Yet he liked Miranda. She was one of the rare people out there who didn’t treat him like a walking god. Hell no, Miranda treated him like a walking accident.

    “I should have guessed you were involved in this,” Miranda said as she raised a single eyebrow, her head still shaking and her expression crumpled with disappointment.

    Lucas felt the need to put his hands up in surrender. “It wasn’t exactly my fault. I just intervened. If I hadn’t, we’d have a body bag instead.” He let his gaze shift back to the strange woman on the edge of her bed.

    While he didn’t know her name, he’d seen her around. Heck, he could remember the first time he’d met her: as a recruit, he’d asked her for directions. She’d mumbled that it was her first day too and she had no idea where she was. The only reason he remembered the interaction was because she’d been painfully cute. There’d been something about the way she’d blinked at him, her lips wobbling, that had stayed with him over the years, even though he’d only rarely seen her since. Sure, he’d noticed her today in the admin office when the general manager had made him give that seriously awkward speech. While everybody else had been on their feet clapping, she’d been sitting down, staring out the window. And yeah, he’d also noticed she’d been nodding off when he’d given his speech.

    Once a pleasant curiosity, now she was an enigma. Because now she was sitting on a hospital bed after she’d been attacked by the most illegal and dangerous synthetic life form in the Galaxy.

    Lucas glanced back at Miranda, and he could tell she’d been looking at his expression the entire time.

    “A friend of yours?” Miranda had a slight but suggestive smile on her face. “Should I be calling the papers or the good Senator and his daughter?”

    He let out a small laugh and shook his head. “What have you got for me, Miranda? And why aren’t you dealing with her?” He nodded toward the woman. “I’ve seen what one of those robots can do, and I know you don’t just walk away from that.”

    Miranda set her head to the side and gave him a look that said it all: she was the doctor and didn’t need to be told what to do by a little soldier boy. “I have run all the tests, Lucas, and I can assure you that Jane is fine.”

    “Jane?” His eyebrows descended.

    Miranda pointed to the woman on the bed. “You don’t even know her name? Oh, Lucas, you are lame.”

    That was another thing, another thing that dogged him. If the fame wasn’t bad enough, for some reason the rest of the Galaxy thought Lucas was a womanizer. They believed that every single night he wasn’t on duty, he was out with somebody new. That he didn’t just blaze his way across the universe, but he slept his way through it, too. No matter what Lucas did or said, he couldn’t shake that view from his friends, let alone the media. So he just wore it these days. He stopped fighting it and went silent whenever anyone would mention it.

    “Just tell me,” Lucas said with a sigh.

    “Lucas Stone, you sound tired. Do I need to fix you up again? Have you broken something? Have you scratched something? Have you been in a bar fight? Have you taken on an entire group of mercenaries? Have you dived into the dying engine of a cruiser with nothing but stupidity and a gun again?” Miranda asked, her eyes narrowing.

    Lucas shook his head, even clapping a hand to one of his temples and looking around from underneath it. “Believe it or not, Miranda, I’m just tired.”

    “I have trouble believing that. You are not just tired – you are overworked. If I had my way, you would be taken off duty and you would be forced to have a holiday. When was the last time you had any recreational leave?”

    Lucas offered her a thin smile. “I’m afraid you no longer have the authority to order me off duty for medical reasons.”

    Miranda looked at him darkly. “So much the worse for you, Lucas. Because if I had, I would be delaying that little mission of yours until you are properly rested, maybe even until you get a life outside of work for a change.”

    “Thank you, Miranda, but I do have a life. I would have thought, as a physician, you would have picked that up already.”

    “Oh, I don’t mean that kind of life, Lucas. I mean the kind of life with meaning, with happiness. You know, the kind of life everybody else has? With recreation, with holidays, with something other than endless work.”

    “I don’t need one of those,” Lucas replied with another thin smile. “But I really do need you to tell me that the woman over there, Jane, is okay.” Lucas could tell that his expression had changed. Before, he’d been sarcastic; now, he was concerned. He couldn’t help it. That woman had just been attacked by one of the most vicious and capable robots in the galaxy.

    Miranda shrugged. “She’s fine. In fact, she’s better than fine. If you asked me, and you’d just brought her in off the street, I would have told you that this woman was in peak physical condition and hadn’t just had a run-in with an assassin robot.”

    Lucas could feel his eyes narrowing and his lips spreading wide, not in a smile, but in a confused frown. “Excuse me?”

    Miranda shrugged her arms and shoulders, the move expressive. She looked confused, but then the usual control and barely suppressed annoyance that always commanded Miranda’s expression returned to her. “I don’t know, Lucas. The important thing is she’s fine. She’s also not human, which might have helped her rebound.”

    “Not human?” Lucas glanced back at Jane. She looked human. Though these days, that didn’t mean much. The Galaxy was a big place, and if there was anything the last several centuries had taught humanity, it was that their idea of an alien had to be expanded. He’d read a little about Earth’s history, and for a period there, their idea of aliens was of the giant-headed, beady eye, slimy, gray-skinned variety with three fingers and a penchant for crashing into military airbases. In reality, there were so many planets and so many aliens out there that the range of forms that life came in was innumerable. Some aliens did look almost exactly like humans. Some of them could make themselves look exactly like humans, and yet again, others underwent simple surgery to obtain the same effect. Though such surgery was rarely effective. The point was, you could never be too surprised if the apparent Homo Sapiens in front of you was, in fact, a creature from the planet Alpha Terra.

    That being said, Lucas was still shocked. Jane just looked… he couldn’t quite get a handle on it, but she looked plain. No, that wasn’t the right word, because she wasn’t plain. The way she looked so fixedly out the windows was intriguing, not boring. And while she didn’t have the kind of standout features that would see her getting work as a Galactic anchorwoman or the like, she wasn’t ugly, even though that was a term he hardly used. There were so many aliens out there with such different looks and concepts of beauty that ugly didn’t mean much these days. By human standards, while Jane looked normal and wouldn’t stand out, there was still something unique and intriguing about her….

    She’d also had a run-in with an assassin robot and was now apparently okay, which was something Lucas was having trouble believing.

    He crossed his arms and stared over at Jane, his eyes pressed half-closed, his jaw set.

    She looked around at him, tearing her gaze from the view. She took one look at his expression, blinked, and turned right back to the window.

    She’d obviously thought he was staring over at her in anger, as his expression hadn’t exactly been friendly.

    He was putting it off, but he took a sigh and walked over to her. “Are you all right, Jane?”

    It took a moment for her to look up at him, and when she did, she still had that same pursed-lipped expression on her face, her eyes filled with a wary look. She nodded.

    Miranda walked up beside him, her holo-pad still in her hand as she flicked through some readings. “Your readings are fine, perfect even. You really don’t need to stay here much longer.”

    Jane gave a brief nod. “Thank you, Doctor.”

    “That being said, I’m sure Lucas probably wants to ask you some questions. If he gets too annoying, just call me, and I’ll sedate him.” Miranda winked.

    Jane gave a small, flickering, awkward little laugh, and Lucas couldn’t stop himself from smiling at it. It was cute in a weird way.

    Miranda walked off, but not before patting a hand on his shoulder and bending in to tell him that if he didn’t get any sleep, she would get into his house, break his legs, and put him into an induced coma.

    Finally, the two of them were alone. It was odd that Lucas could remember the first time he’d met Jane. It was odd because Lucas had met many people over the years, done many things, and had a head full of memories with a hell of a lot more power and import. Yet he couldn’t deny that it had stuck with him, anyhow. “I need to ask you a couple of questions,” he managed, realizing that his voice was quieter and more hesitant than it usually was. He was used to questioning people after security incidents, and he’d fought one-on-one with some of the deadliest creatures in the Galaxy. He was also accustomed to salvaging crucial missions just in the nick of time. And yes, his friends were right about one thing: he was used to talking to women, even if he didn’t deserve the wild reputation they’d invented for him. Yet now he was having trouble.

    Jane looked up at him.

    “Umm.” Lucas found himself trying to pat a hand over his short, sandy-blond hair. But his armor got in the way, and his hand glanced off the transparent but still rigid structure of his helmet. He tried to hide the move by coughing and tucking his hands behind his back as if he were on parade. “What happened before I arrived?”

    Jane looked down at her hands, then out at the night sky above, and then finally back to him. Her expression still hadn’t improved any, and he had to note that it was at odds with the kind but awkward smile she’d offered Miranda. “I don’t know. I was just walking to the transport hub, and then…” she trailed off. She looked confused, and her features crumpled, her hands forming fists.

    She was probably frightened, probably scared out of her mind, probably shocked. Maybe Miranda’s biological readings were wrong and something was confusing the medical scanners, because Lucas could tell that this woman was still scared out of her wits. “It’s okay,” he said gently, nodding his head. “You are fine in here.”

    She flicked her gaze back up at him. Her expression was pained, almost annoyed.

    “Ahh, do you… do you have any enemies?” Lucas asked, even though he knew it was a ridiculous question. He’d already looked up Jane’s file and could tell that she was about the most normal Galactic citizen you could hope for. She had no fines, no tickets, no warnings, and she’d never been in any trouble. In fact, it appeared as if she’d led the quietest life possible. Yet people with such quiet lives didn’t find assassin robots trying to hunt them down. No, he’d already made up his mind that for whatever reason the robot had attacked her, it hadn’t been because she was its target. Perhaps she’d seen something, and it had come after her in order to cover its trail. That was the only version of events that made any sense to him. So the entire point of asking her if she had any enemies – if she knew of anybody rich enough, brazen enough, and capable enough to smuggle one of the most illegal creatures in the Galaxy to Earth – was a waste of time. She wasn’t the real target. But her odd, clearly annoyed look had thrown him.

    Lucas wasn’t accustomed to receiving looks like that, especially not from women and especially not around the Galactic Force. While he spent most of his time complaining about it to Alex, it was a fact that most of the people around here treated him like an untouchable celebrity. Whenever he asked anyone anything, whether it be for directions, the time, you name it, people would drop whatever they were doing and organize a crack team to get him the best directions, estimation of time, or response possible. Lucas honestly hated all the attention, but he couldn’t deny he was used to it. Now to have a woman he hardly knew look at him with such annoyance… well, he didn’t understand. Perhaps she blamed him for the assassin robot getting on the grounds in the first place? Perhaps she thought he could have acted sooner, intervened before it had even touched her? Yeah, that was probably it.

    “Enemies?” The same annoyed look of confusion still crumpled her nose. “I don’t have any enemies. I’m far too plain for that.”

    While Lucas was still smarting under the force of her irritated look, he couldn’t help but let his lips curl. “Plain?” he questioned. What would that have to do with anything? It was an odd way to describe oneself. Lucas had seen enough violence and destruction throughout the Galaxy to know that whether you were plain or interesting, danger could still knock on your door. You could still be on a cruiser when it lost life support; you could still be on a planet when it got wiped out by a supernova; you could still be on a street when space pirates attacked. Plain had nothing to do with how this Galaxy operated and how you got along in it.

    “I’m plain,” Jane repeated, “and nothing like this has ever happened to me.” Her features crumpled, returning to the confused look he’d noted before.

    He wanted to laugh, and he had to grit his teeth to stop himself. It wouldn’t look good to laugh at the woman who’d just had a harrowing experience and had almost died at the tail-point of an assassin robot. News like that would spread quickly, and Lucas would get a letter from his fan club telling him to treat damsels-in-distress better.

    He tried to flatten his hair again, and once again his hand jammed against his helmet. “Okay,” he said carefully. “Do you….” He was going to ask her whether she had any idea why the assassin robot might have attacked her, but it was stupid. It hadn’t been after her. Honestly, there was little point in questioning her at all. If Lucas wanted to find out what was going on, he should just go to the security headquarters and trawl through the various computer files and sensor readings that had been picked up before, during, and after the attack. He could attempt to trace where the assassin robot had come from, and maybe if he was lucky, he could find the name of the person who’d imported it by the end of the night. Questioning Jane was pointless. Yet while he knew that, he couldn’t drag himself away.

    “Why were you here so late? Doesn’t your division close at…” he trailed off. He had no idea what time the Administrative Division of the Galactic Force closed; it wasn’t his area. He could guess that they normally didn’t hang around until 11 o’clock at night, though.

    “I was working late,” she said primly.

    “Okay.” He wanted to say something more sophisticated, but he couldn’t think of anything. Her standoffish attitude was throwing him. He wasn’t used to negative attention like this. “Look, I’m really sorry that this has happened, and I’m sorry I didn’t get there sooner,” he tried, swallowing loudly at the end.

    Jane didn’t reply immediately. “How was it your fault?” she asked.

    “Well,” he shrugged his shoulders, his arms suddenly feeling awkward as he moved them around, not sure of where to place them, “I’m in security—”

    “I know what you do,” she said quickly, “and it isn’t your responsibility to ensure that nothing at all goes wrong at the Galactic Force ever,” she pointed out curtly.

    Lucas nodded, now totally confused. It wasn’t the response he’d been expecting. He had, over the years, saved many women, men too, of course, from hundreds of different species. Yet this would be the first time someone he’d rescued had been so… so unresponsive about it. Hell, only last week he’d prevented a woman from getting electrocuted by a badly installed holographic panel, and when she’d turned out to be a card-carrying member of his Fan Club, she’d demanded a holographic scan of the two of them so she could send it to her parents and friends. Yet here was Jane, sitting carefully on the edge of the bed, splitting her attention between looking mildly annoyed at him and looking back out of the window, up at the night sky.

    “I…” he began, no real idea of what to say next.

    “It must have been a mistake,” Jane said. “Perhaps that creature was confused and thought I was someone else. Or perhaps it thought I’d seen something or overheard something, and it was coming after me in order to cover its trail,” she suggested. “No, it must have been a mistake. Things like this don’t happen to me.”

    There was a great deal of authority and certainty behind her words, and once again Lucas found himself smiling at her, although he wasn’t sure why.

    Things like that didn’t happen to her? What kind of rationale was that? Just because she’d never been attacked by an assassin robot before didn’t mean she would never have the misfortune of being attacked by one ever. Just because she’d never received a ticket or even a warning didn’t mean she couldn’t find herself in a Galaxy full of trouble. And just because she referred to herself as being plain didn’t mean that she couldn’t intrigue the hell out of him. That was exactly what she was doing. She seemed so certain about the fact everything had been a mistake, and she stared up at the night sky with such a fixed look in her eyes that, well, Lucas was dying to know more about her.

    He didn’t get the chance, because at that moment a live communication feed filtered in, being redirected from his armor. For the sake of privacy, he turned from her and took several steps away from her bed.

    …

    Jane

    Lucas Stone. It had to be Lucas Stone. She couldn’t have been saved by anybody else in the Galaxy. Oh no, just Lucas Stone. She was right about him, too – he was seriously annoying. From the way he looked, to the way he acted, to the way he seemed put out because she wasn’t throwing herself at his feet and kissing his boots because he’d saved her.

    Jane realized she was obsessing over Mr. Universe as a distraction from a far more important thought: she could have died. That creature, whatever it was, it could have killed her. It had tried – it had tried really hard to kill her. She’d seen the glint in its eyes, she could still hear its hiss echoing around her mind, and she’d watched that tail pull back ready to strike her through the heart.

    Jane just couldn’t process this. It didn’t help that she was tired, not for want of sleep, but from the need to stare up at the sky and let her mind roam free. She was constantly being interrupted. Doctors coming over to do readings on her, telling her that she was fine, looks of surprise on their faces as if they rather preferred that she was on the verge of death. And now Lucas Stone.

    When Lucas finished his conversation, he appeared to hesitate before turning back to her. His expression was one of confusion, and perhaps he was having trouble figuring out why she wasn’t throwing herself at him in praise and thanks for his brave deed. Instead, she sat there, her arms still crossed, knowing that her expression showed clear irritation.

    He tried to pat his hair again, and once again his hand glanced off something. Jane knew enough about his armor to realize his helmet was still on but set to transparent. She doubted Lucas Stone would ever forget his helmet was on, so she figured that rather than trying to pat his hair, he was probably checking for faults or imperfections along the back of his armor.

    Before Lucas could begin questioning her about whether she had enemies again, she pushed off the bed. “Can I go home now?” she asked directly. “The doctor said I was fine,” she pointed out, crossing her arms. There was something about Lucas Stone that made her want to cross her arms and keep them there.

    He looked a little taken aback. “I…” he trailed off.

    “I’m fine. I’m not scared or anything,” she added quickly.

    He looked at her for a long moment, and though Jane wasn’t the kind, she felt a blush paint her cheeks pink. She repressed it immediately by crossing her arms even tighter. While she spent most of her nights fantasizing about romantic adventures, Lucas Stone was never in them.

    “No,” he said, and a great deal of confidence ran through his tone. “Until we know exactly why that thing was after you…” he began. Before he could finish his sentence, he turned away once again, his eyes flicking to the left.

    He was getting yet another call on his com-line.

    She stuck her bottom lip out and blew a puff of air up until it played against her fringe.

    After a while, it became clear that whatever conversation Lucas was having was an important one, so she sat back down on her bed.

    Lucas swore bitterly. She even saw his shoulders hunch over for a second.

    That managed to get her attention, and rather than stare at him like he was a giant universal creep, she found herself wondering what could make the great Lucas Stone express such bitter disappointment. She didn’t have the chance to find out, because he turned, jogged across the room to the doctor, told her something, and then headed for the door. Before he went through it, he paused, half turned to Jane, his mouth open as if he wanted to say something, but then stopped, shook his head, and exited the room.

    Jane stared on, her eyes narrowed, her eyebrows furrowed with confusion, and her arms still crossed.

    Then she couldn’t resist it any longer. She turned her head back up to the night sky outside, and she let her mind wander off.

  
    Chapter 4

    Lucas Stone

    It was all going to hell. He hadn’t had any sleep all night long, and now he was in his third meeting, and the morning wasn’t even over. This one was with the Chief Engineer, who was telling him curtly, though still politely, that it was taking too much energy to keep two level-three containment fields running around the clock.

    Lucas sat there, wincing, his breath heavy.

    “We just can’t keep running them much longer. We’ll exceed our generating capacity,” the Chief Engineer repeated as she sat back in her chair, crossing her three long green arms.

    “I know. I understand that,” Lucas acknowledged as he rested his head in one hand, “but I don’t see any way around this.”

    “Just disintegrate it,” the Chief Engineer said, tapping one of her hands on the table quickly. “You know it’s an assassin robot. We’ve taken all the readings we can, and we don’t need it anymore. Keeping it in that containment field and stopping it from regenerating is pointless. They are illegal, and there is a Galactic Senate decree that they have to be destroyed if found. Disintegrating it is the only option. We don’t need to keep it around any longer.”

    Lucas nodded. He could see her point. Still, he couldn’t shake the niggling feeling that he needed to keep that robot around for some reason. But the Chief Engineer was right, and they had taken extensive scans of the creature which should give them all the information they required. There was also sufficient evidence to hold up in court should he find the idiot who’d imported the creature in the first place. The most sensible and smartest thing to do was to destroy it. Still….

    “I do understand that I don’t have clearance to know what you’re keeping in the basement, but if you want whatever is down there under a level three, then you can’t have the assassin robot under one at the same time. We just don’t have the resources. There are too many other systems we need to run, too many other experiments that people are conducting, and if you keep these two containment fields up, we’re going to have to start draining from the city’s energy grid, and you know how much the Mayor hates it when we do that.”

    Lucas nodded several times as if he were just a leaf flapping in the wind. Which was kind of how he felt at the moment, with no energy, no control, and pretty much zero idea of what was happening. “How long can we keep it operating before we have to drain the city’s power supply?” he asked, looking the Chief in the eye.

    The Chief was annoyed, and she drummed all eight fingers of her far left hand on the table. “If it were anyone else, Stone, I wouldn’t be telling you this – I would just go and pull both fields myself…. But you’ve probably got at least two days before it becomes a major issue. And you will owe me several Edarian beers for this.”

    Lucas let out a small laugh and nodded. “Thank you, Chief.”

    “They’d better be a good brew, too,” the Chief added as she stood up from the table and left the room.

    Now Lucas was alone. He hunched his shoulders forward and closed his eyes, pressing against his eyelids with his thumb and forefinger. Things were happening too quickly. Not only had there been the mess with the assassin robot, but he’d also received a priority call from a scientific mission out on the rim with some interesting if not disturbing information about an archaeological site they were at. He should have spent the whole night reading their report, not running around trying to find out how somebody had managed to ship an illegal synthetic life form onto Earth.

    Plus, he couldn’t get her out of his head. He’d called sickbay several times to ensure she was still there, and she hadn’t walked out. Each time Miranda had confirmed that Jane was still sitting right on the edge of her hospital bed, staring up at the sky as she’d done all night long. At first, Lucas had thought that sounded odd and had urged Miranda to check that there was nothing wrong with Jane. Miranda had snapped back that it was
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