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      Georgia never chose to work as a space pirate. Abducted from Earth by aliens as a teenager, she's had to become tough to survive the depths of lawless space. Violence and deceit are all she knows... until she steals from the wrong woman.

      When alien Captain Ellabee responds to a stranded ship's call for aid, she's astonished to find a human and her sassy pet bird on board. But the gorgeous female isn't all she seems. Suddenly, Ellabee's ship and crew are in danger, and Georgia won't help unless she gets what she wants.

      Once the crew unravels some of Georgia's past, Ellabee's anger and frustration give way to compassion for the clever human... and something else she never expected to find. Love.

      Georgia is torn between fear that Ellabee's kindness is a trick and hope that Ellabee is as good as she seems. Can two lonely women surrender their hearts to love, or is the mistrust and betrayal too much to overcome?
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      GEORGIA

      I carefully manoeuvred through the thick jungle part of the planet, the rough orange leaves threatening to cut the underside of my arms. Luckily, I was wearing my makeshift guards. That was the advantage of camping somewhere familiar.

      And Planet Bevba was definitely familiar. To most, it was just one of the many deserted island planets around the Tarran sun, but it was my playground.

      A shrill cry alerted me to the menace from above, and I held up my hand to receive the visitor. A medium-sized bird with blue wings attempted to land on my forearm, his sharp talons scratching into the material of my brace as he missed his landing. He crashed into the sharp plants in front of me, and it wasn't the first time I was glad he was covered in scales to protect him.

      "You're no falcon, are you?" I said, sighing as I plucked him from the mess.

      Aba let out a soft thrilling noise. "No falcon," he mimicked.

      A pang of longing shot through me as it always did whenever he repeated something I said. As human as it sounded, it was nothing compared to the real thing. A real conversation with someone who cared.

      This was as close as it got.

      I plucked some of the thorns from his scaly chest and he looked at me with adoration in his four eyes.

      "Four eyes and still no depth of vision, huh?" I teased while stroking the top of his head where his feathers were the softest. As much as I liked ribbing on him, he was my dearest companion and I wouldn't trade him for anything. Not for all the money in the world or the fattest cargo ship in the galaxy. Maybe for a Mister Whippy from the seaside, maybe, but only if he was particularly annoying that day.

      My mouth salivated just from thinking about ice cream and I quickly pushed the thoughts to the back of my mind. There was no use longing for something I couldn't get.

      Aba whistled to himself as I let him ride on my arm and I enjoyed the familiar weight. It reminded me of when I trained birds of prey with my grandfather and it was moments like this that made me feel like myself.

      I trekked through the wilderness until I arrived at the landing site of my space shuttle and Aba flew up, cawing happily at the sight of home. The loading bay door slid open when it sensed the unlocking technology embedded in my shoulder, a crude piece of technology compared to what was out there, but it did the job.

      I instantly felt a sense of relief as I got out of the sun. Even though these planets circled around a yellow star, it was much harsher than what I was used to, certainly compared to the poor excuse of summer in England.

      "I need some more sunblock," I told Aba.

      "Sunblock. I need more sunblock," he replied, flying up from my arm. "Sunblock! That damned sun is going to kill me one day!"

      There was something uncanny about hearing my own words echoed back to me, especially things I said a while ago. It made me hopeful that one day, he could master the language and say things of his own though. One day, maybe.

      I unlocked the second door to the main part of the ship by pressing my hand on the modified scanner.

      "Welcome back, Captain Georgia," an automated voice said.

      "Good to be back," I replied gruffly.

      The doors slid open while simultaneously locking the loading bay behind me. If there was anything I'd learned from my time in space, it was to never leave anything unlocked. That was a cardinal rule.

      I did a quick check around as I walked in but everything was how I left it. Perks of being on an uninhabited piece of land. Besides, what could people want from this piece of junk?

      Aba flew towards the pile of pillows that was his bed, landing badly in it. He was definitely not made for confined living spaces but it wasn't like I kept him on a string. He was free to go if he wished.

      I pulled my arm guards off and put them back in their compartment by the door. They were starting to get worn out but I didn't have the material to fix them up.

      "Shall we listen to some music?" I proposed, hitting the old radio I acquired not that long ago. It sprung to life and an unfamiliar song came on through the static. It sounded Ralish or maybe even Kyvenish in genre, not that I cared. None of those were planets worth visiting. The aliens there were just like anywhere else, cold, foreign, and without compassion for someone like me. To them, I was just a non-Galactic entity without rights, something that had been made clear to me time and time again.

      I involuntarily traced the raised scars on my underarms, memories of a time I'd rather forget.

      "Maybe no music," I decided. I turned the radio off and made it through the living space into the small kitchenette. My stomach rumbled and I searched the cupboards for something easy to eat but came up short. My last haul hadn't been very successful and it showed in the sad selection of canned food I had left.

      I selected a packet of ship crackers and some pink slurry in a jar that didn't taste unlike mashed potatoes when heated right. It would do for my immediate hunger, but it wasn't exactly a good home-cooked meal. For that, I'd have to go ‘foraging’ first.

      Aba watched me with four greedy eyes when I sat on the threadbare sofa and started munching my food.

      "You had an entire snake yesterday, you don't need any food for at least a week," I told him sternly. That bird was prone to overeating, which usually resulted in me having to clean the ship. Even at three years old, he still hadn't learned that he only needed to eat every ten days or so. Or maybe he simply didn't want to understand.

      I reached for my tablet, cringing at the cracks on the screen. I really needed a new one soon, but none of the ships I'd encountered recently had contained tech compatible with my own ancient vessel. One day, I'd have to upgrade, but my entire process depended on having an old ship. The ruse wouldn't be as believable with a modern starcruiser, as much as I'd prefer to live in one.

      Repressing a sigh, I swiped through the maps of the sector, plotting my route. As nice as it had been to feel solid ground beneath my feet, I never stayed in any place for long. Even though I hated to admit it, the B3RR-Y had become my home. Not that I'd ever admit that to anyone, not even Aba. The alien parrot was still eyeing me jealously. At least he didn't beg for food. Despite his intelligence, it wasn't easy to train him, mostly because he was a moody male who refused to do my bidding ninety per cent of the time. The fact that he was behaving now probably meant that he had plans to make my life difficult later on. As much as I loved the silly bird, he was also a pain in the arse.

      I was so lost in thought that I hadn't realised I'd eaten the last spoonful of pink slurry. I was still hungry. Ugh. I didn't feel like foraging. It was time to leave this planet and go back to work.

      "Ready for takeoff," I announced, waiting for my avian echo. Aba promptly repeated my words. If he'd been human, I would have interpreted his chirpy voice as joy, but it was hard to tell for sure. I sometimes suspected that I read too much into Aba's behaviour, seeing emotions and intention where there was only mimicry. I knew nothing about his species. Stars, I didn't even know if he really was a male. If I had friends, I'd ask them what he was exactly. No, first I'd tell them the story of how I'd almost eaten him as an egg. That would make them laugh. We'd laugh together, slap each others' backs, then someone else would tell an equally funny story.

      "Ready for takeoff," Aba cawed for a second time as if to remind me that I had work to do.

      "Thanks, buddy. You're right, dwelling on the impossible isn't good for me. Let's get off this planet. Time to fly."

      Aba shook his wings in agreement and flew over to the main console, landing in his favourite spot where he had the perfect view of both me in my chair and the large, if slightly blurry, viewscreen.

      I entered our course and crossed my fingers. With a bit of luck, I'd eat a proper meal soon.
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      ELLABEE

      Some days, I hated being in charge. Every time I thought I'd have a moment to myself, someone else came to ask for my permission, advice or simply seemed to seek my company. I glared at Katak's back as he shuffled off, clearly not happy with the answer I'd given the pilot. It wasn't my fault that he'd had to move into a smaller cabin. Space on the P0TA-2 was limited and now that we had another mated couple on board, I'd had to make changes. I'd given Katak an extra day off to make up for it, but he still wasn't satisfied. So be it. As much as I wanted my crew to be happy, I also valued my reputation as a strict captain. I had to set boundaries and rules.

      I cautiously looked around the bridge. Everyone was focused on their consoles, ignoring me. Finally, this was the moment I'd been waiting for.

      "Crew, I'll be in my quarters," I announced. I'd be relaxing in my soft podchair in just a few clicks. "If you need any-"

      With a soul-destroying beep, the emergency sensor flickered to life.

      Rak. Seriously? This was the worst timing ever.

      I forced down the string of curses threatening to spill from my lips and turned to Lini. "What's triggered the alarm?"

      "A nearby vessel is sending an emergency signal. I'm having trouble receiving more than just a basic life sign from the ship."

      "Show me the ship on the screen. Inil, scan on all frequencies. I want to know what's going on."

      The small green Biblib nodded which made his mohawk bounce. "Aye, Captain."

      I turned towards the left cockpit where my pilot was being distracted by her mate. I couldn't be too mad since Atina had been a lot happier since Heather joined our crew, but still, this was not the time for frolicking.

      To break them up, I snapped my fingers at them. "This is not the time."

      The two broke apart, both with a sheepish look on their face. Even if Atina was the normal Kyven blue and Heather had pale skin from her Earth planet, it was true what they said about couples who spent too much time together. They did start to look alike.

      "Sorry, Captain," Atina said, turning her attention to the command.

      Heather chuckled awkwardly. "Yes, sorry. I'll get out of your hair."

      I involuntarily touched my braids, confused about what she meant until I remembered that they used a lot of weird expressions on their Earth Planet. I could ask for clarification but this was not the time. She was leaving, that was all I wanted.

      "Lini, what did the scan reveal?" I called, keeping a close eye on the map.

      "Distress signal has come from an Xcruiser174. That's a small vessel, four-unit capacity. The signal was sent 24 clicks ago and I located it to Planet Torrap." Lini said as he ran a hand through his colourful mohawk. "I also did another scan, we're the only ship within a xx radius."

      That was bothersome. Planet Torrap was only a small detour but that wasn't my main issue with the situation. Depending on what we'd find, it would delay our course and shipments which was an issue by itself. Delayed shipments meant dissatisfied clients and dissatisfied clients meant no payment.

      But on the other hand, could I really ignore a distress signal?

      "Lini, is your brother healthy enough to function?

      "Inil is virus-free, Captain."

      "Good. I want a report of our ship. Are we in any condition to respond to this emergency call?"

      The eyes on the back of Lini's head opened and turned red as he performed a diagnostic scan. It was good to have them back in shape and able to run the ship.

      Lini turned around to give his twin on the other side of his head a chance to talk in his monotone voice. "System scan complete. P0TA-2 is operating at optimum capacity. Energy reserves, five out of seven. Food reserves, nine out of eleven. Weight capacity, four out of five. We are ahead of schedule by twelve centi-clicks."

      Those were good numbers. It certainly confirmed that we could make a detour and help the Xcruiser174, even if it was at full capacity.

      "Atina, set course towards the vessel. Approach with caution. We don't know what condition the ship is in. Let's stay clear of any explosions this time," I said.

      They all sprung into action, not needing any further instruction from me. Despite my exhaustion, I couldn't help but feel proud of my crew. Receiving an SOS from a ship in peril didn't happen very often. I couldn't even remember the last time we'd responded to an emergency like this. Space was so vast that we rarely ever encountered another vessel outside the main shipping routes. Right now, we were quite a distance from the closest space station, with just a few uninhabited planets showing up on the star map. What were the chances of us being here just at the right time to come and help the stricken ship?

      The signal grew stronger as we neared the planet. Another scan brought up a more accurate picture of what we were getting into and I could make out the Xcruiser174 stranded on a flat meadow with yellow grass. The image was blurry but I could make out some dark smoke and what looked like perhaps a dent in one of the wings. I wasn't an expert in these kinds of vessels but it looked like an unfortunate crash.

      They were lucky we’d received their distress signal.

      "Do we know how many sentient life forms we're dealing with yet?" I asked.

      Lini activated another scanner. "Looks like just one, but I can't get a data code. It's saying Unknown, so it must be a sentient entity that isn't part of the Galactic Union. Shall we return?"

      That made the situation a little trickier. The guidebook of the Galactic Union
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