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        I always write to music, and I select a different piece of music for each story, one that feeds the mood I need to get the words flowing. If you’d like to experience this story the way I did, listen to the film score for Captain America: The First Avenger while you read.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Kire, run!”

      Captain Aurora Hawke grabbed Kire Emoto’s upper arm and yanked him forward as her boots dug into the loose sand of the wide beach.

      The thunder of a lake’s worth of water hitting the ground fifty meters behind them kept her first officer from offering any resistance. Together, they sprinted toward the grove of trees that swayed gently in the balmy tropical breeze.

      Aurora smacked her comband, praying her navigator hadn’t taken the rest of the team too far into the island’s interior. “Kelly, get back here. Now!”

      “On our way.” Bronwyn Kelly’s complete lack of emotional inflection didn’t indicate a sense of urgency, but Aurora had no doubt she’d have the shuttle at their location in record time.

      Aurora snuck a quick glance over her shoulder as the sand trembled beneath her feet. What she and everyone else onboard the Starhawke had mistaken for giant lava rocks at the edge of the coast had just been revealed as something altogether different. The creature that was making its way up the beach with enormous strides resembled a moving rock formation, but with limbs the width of redwoods and a hinged mouth rimmed with saw blades.

      She grabbed her pistol from her utility belt and whirled around, striking the creature’s leg with a sizzling pop. It was like hitting the broad side of a barn. As a deterrent, however, the blow failed completely. The monster charged toward her with a roar of rage.

      The beast’s bellow and the fishy stench that came with it triggered her gag reflex and she stumbled backward.

      Several answering roars reverberated through the air as more of the creatures lifted out of the ocean and turned in her direction. Great. The lava rock had friends.

      She took off after Kire as the creature’s shadow chased them across the sand. And to think only a few minutes ago she’d been walking along the shore enjoying a moment of peaceful tranquility.

      Until she’d realized she was being watched.

      “Any great ideas?” Kire yelled as she drew even with him.

      “I’m open to suggestions.” They were getting closer to the trees, although the fragile trunks wouldn’t slow down the rampaging behemoth intent on making the visiting Earthlings a mid-morning snack. But they might provide some cover until the shuttle arrived.

      She spotted movement to her right a split-second before a pinkish-green tongue whipped around them like a lasso, yanking their bodies together and halting their forward momentum. The noose tightened, dragging them backward toward the creature’s gaping maw.

      Enough of this! Being assaulted by an oversized boulder was not how she’d planned to spend her morning. Time to let this walking nightmare know they were not a tasty treat.

      Pressing her left hand against Kire’s back, Aurora shifted her focus inward, summoning her energy field. Its pearlescent glow coalesced around her and pushed outward, counteracting the pressure on her torso that was making breathing a real challenge. She spread the shield to include Kire, then channeled an electrical charge into the soft, wet flesh that encircled them.

      The acrid smell of charred tissue filled the air. The beast made a horrible mewling sound and released them instantly, its tongue flopping around like a dying fish in the sand.

      Aurora hated inflicting pain, but then again, the creature was trying to eat them.

      Flashes lit up the sky overhead as the Starhawke’s shuttle swooped into view. A volley of blasts streaked in the direction of the rock monster’s companions, who resembled a mobile mountain range trudging up the beach. The shots found their marks in rapid succession and generated more ground-shaking roars of anger.

      The beast in front of Aurora snarled at the new threat. Its scorched tongue slid rapidly back into its mouth as it swung one of its tree trunk legs in a slow arc. But it never came close to touching the agile craft.

      The shuttle’s weapons fired, successfully striking the tender underbelly the creature had revealed. The monster screeched, stumbling as it lost its balance and crashed to the sand. The resulting impact tremor knocked Aurora and Kire to their knees.

      The shuttle dove toward them, leveling out a few meters from where they crouched. The hatch opened and they leapt inside in a tumble of arms and legs.

      As the shuttle shot forward, Aurora snagged the collar of Kire’s tunic and engaged her shield to protect him as their bodies smacked into the row of seats behind them. She felt a gentle but firm hand on her arm and looked up into the warm brown eyes of Dr. Mya Forrest.

      “Welcome aboard.” Mya’s gaze swept over them, checking for signs of injury that her Lumian heritage enabled her to see without the aid of a medical scanner.

      Aurora didn’t feel worse for wear, but she wasn’t sure about Kire. He gave her a nod of reassurance that he was in one piece, and she released the energy shield as they both pushed to their feet.

      “You two okay?” Celia Cardiff, the Starhawke’s security officer, glanced back from the co-pilot’s seat.

      Aurora’s legs wobbled from the aftereffects of the adrenaline rush. “We’re fine.” She dropped into the nearest seat and fastened her safety harness. “Nice shooting.”

      A frown marred Celia’s smooth complexion. “I hate bullies.”

      “I second that.” Aurora tilted her head toward the viewport and gazed at the coastline in the distance. She could still make out the shapes of the lava rock creatures as they trudged back to the water. She shook her head. At this height, they really did look just like… well… rocks.

      “Destination, Captain?” Kelly asked.

      “To the Starhawke.” Tapping her comband, she opened a channel to Jonarel Clarek, her ship’s engineer. “Hawke to Clarek.”

      Jonarel’s deep baritone boomed out. “Yes, Captain?”

      “We’re on our way back.” Several hours early, which explained his next question, and the tone of concern that went with it.

      “What happened?”

      She glanced at her filthy tunic. She’d save the full explanation until they were safely onboard. For now, the less Jonarel knew the better. No reason to trigger his Kraed overprotective streak any sooner than necessary. “We encountered a native lifeform that wasn’t very happy to see us.”

      His low growl indicated he wasn’t fooled. “Are you okay?”

      She sighed. He wasn’t asking about the team. He meant her, specifically. They’d been through some challenging moments recently during their mission to Earth’s sister planet, Gaia, culminating in their current assignment. But she wished he’d stop worrying about her safety. “We’re fine. I’ll give you the full details when we arrive. Hawke out.”

      She closed the connection before he could reply and settled into her seat. Kire sat next to her, his straight brown hair sticking up in a couple places where the creature’s tongue had slimed him, and his leggings and boots coated in grit. He resembled a child’s discarded sandbox toy. She probably looked much the same.

      But a sparkle of mischief lit his eyes. “So, not a good choice for the new Lumian homeworld?”

      Aurora snorted at the gross understatement. As the absurdity of their encounter sank in, her chuckle rapidly escalated into a full body experience. Her meltdown triggering his, and they both doubled over in hysterics while Mya watched them with amusement.

      Kelly and Celia glanced back from the cockpit, apparently uncertain why she and Kire found the situation so hilarious.

      Aurora wiped the tears from her eyes as she grinned at Kire. “No.” She shook her head. “I would say this is definitely not a good choice for the new Lumian homeworld.”
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      In the vast sea of space beyond the outer edge of the Gaian system, a lone transport ship chugged across the velvet black, its running lights flashing in the darkness.

      The craft wasn’t much to look at. In fact, the most remarkable thing about it was its complete lack of distinction. The dull expanse of grey that comprised its hull was devoid of emblems or designations that would signify where it came from or what purpose it served. Even the muted glow that fought to escape through the small portals at the bow and stern failed to add any definition to the shapeless hulk.

      Inside, deep shadows ruled, creating lurking monsters around every corner. The air was sharp and cold, like an arctic tundra. The only sign of life was the steady hum of the engine as it propelled the ship to nowhere in particular.

      And on the bridge, the captain’s chair sat empty. Three long days had passed since anyone had occupied that chair.

      The communication console pinged as it transmitted an automated message to an unknown recipient. A moment later a proximity alarm blared to life, the shrill sound cutting through the silence like a knife. The lights on the bridge shifted to a red glow of warning as the ship’s automated systems altered the vessel’s course to avoid a collision. A second alarm went off a few seconds later, indicating a new threat, and the system adjusted course again in an attempt to find a clear path.

      Something connected with the hull and the ship shuddered like it had been snatched into the hands of a giant toddler. The engines whined in protest as they fought to push through the unexpected resistance.

      But it was a losing battle. The floor vibrated from the effort, alerts flashing on every console as the engines labored and finally overloaded, threatening to rip the ship apart. The internal system followed the only protocol available to preserve the ship’s structural integrity. It shut down the engines.

      The alarms cut off in mid-screech and silence dropped like a blanket, broken only by the groans of the hull. The communication console lit up briefly as the automated controls attempted to send a message, but this time the soft ping was replaced by the hiss of static.

      The ship jerked to a halt. Loud clanging echoed through the corridors, followed by the scrape of metal on metal and a muffled bang. Heavy footsteps tromped along the passageways, growing louder as they approached the bridge. When they reached the entrance, the doors blew apart in a shower of metal and wiring that rained down on the instrument panels and empty chairs.

      Muscled figures flowed onto the bridge, weapons at the ready. But the ship offered no resistance to the invaders. It sat quietly, accepting its fate.

      Snarls of anger and frustration reverberated in the room. Several of the figures lifted their weapons, blasting the consoles into oblivion. The communication console exploded in a rainbow of sparks, forced to give up its quest to send the final message through the wall of static.

      Smoke filled the air, creating a dense cloud that drove the invaders back through the doorway, their footsteps fading in the distance. A boom sounded from the depths of the engine room and the bridge fell into darkness.

      Overhead, a lone emergency light glowed, fighting for life as the ship bled out. It pulsed, flickered…and died.
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      Cade Ellis gazed at the display on the Nightingale’s navigation console. Another hour until they’d reach their destination.

      He’d been in a lot of strange situations during his nine years with Admiral Schreiber’s Elite Unit, but he’d never envisioned becoming the caretaker for three hundred displaced humanoids rescued from a life of imprisonment and coercion. And yet, here he was, piloting a borrowed medical freighter and heading for a remote planet where he planned to hide the three hundred Lumians while Aurora Hawke and her crew located a suitable homeworld.

      Officially, the Lumians had been placed on a personnel ship, which had set off from Gaia shortly after the Starhawke left orbit. But the ship was a decoy. The Lumians had remained on a remote island on Gaia with Cade’s team. The Admiral had monitored the decoy’s progress to see if it attracted any attention. Apparently it had. Five days ago, the ship had disappeared without a trace. Cade had taken that as his cue to get the hell out of Dodge.

      It was unlikely anyone on Gaia had noted the Nightingale’s departure. He’d planned their flight path using the planet as a visual shield, keeping the Rescue Corps Headquarters and the orbiting Fleet starship Argo on the opposite side. Gaia didn’t have the elaborate satellite systems that surrounded Earth, which made it easier to slip away unnoticed.

      Besides, the Admiral was keeping everyone on the Argo and at the RC busy with the continuing investigation into the attack by the Etah Setarips, the alien race responsible for bringing the Lumians into Cade’s life.

      The Admiral had been crystal clear that Cade needed to keep the Lumians away from any location where word could get back to the Galactic Council. Unfortunately, that left him with limited options. He’d suggested taking the Lumians to Drakar, the Kraed homeworld, since Siginal Clarek, the leader of Clan Clarek and father of Jonarel Clarek, had agreed to help build the Lumian settlement when a suitable planet was found. Hiding the Lumians on Drakar seemed logical. No one visited Kraed space without an invitation.

      The Admiral’s pained expression had spoken volumes. “Don’t take the Lumians to Drakar, Cade. That’s the first place I’d look. And I cannot know where they are.”

      He hadn’t elaborated, but his comment had left a nagging sense of unease in Cade’s stomach.

      Despite the dire warnings, the journey from Gaia had been blissfully uneventful. Burrow, the planet he’d finally selected as their hiding place, wasn’t ideal by any stretch, but it was the best he could do under the circumstances. He didn’t know which direction Aurora had gone in her search for a homeworld, but since the Kraed were going to be part of the solution, it seemed logical she’d start her search in the quadrants near Drakar.

      The smart move was to follow. Even if he guessed wrong, bringing the Lumians closer to the Kraed seemed like the best plan, as long as he didn’t ignore the Admiral’s warning.

      That had left him with the question of where to land. Docking at one of the independent outposts wasn’t an option because the Nightingale didn’t have any valid credentials. While the dedication plaque was still affixed to the wall of the bridge, the ship’s exterior Fleet designations had been scrubbed clean. From a distance, the freighter could be mistaken for a privately owned vessel. Maybe. But the subterfuge wouldn’t hold up under scrutiny. Even if it could, requesting provisions for three hundred visitors, a third of which were children, was guaranteed to draw attention. It would be like holding up a neon sign that said Lumians here.

      But even more critical was the issue of time.

      The Nightingale had been designed for a standard crew of five and a maximum of twenty-five short-term passengers. Primarily, it was a cargo ship, hauling medical supplies and personnel to locations that had suffered an epidemic or natural disaster. It could also serve as a mobile medical unit.

      It had never been intended to house three hundred individuals during a prolonged interstellar flight. Since leaving Gaia, the situation had deteriorated rapidly. They had plenty of food provisions, but their water and air supplies were reaching critical levels.

      That’s why he’d finally settled on Burrow, a habitable planet orbiting a yellow-white dwarf star. Until four years ago, the system had been the site of an ambitious biological research project that focused on the planet’s dominant species, the Meer. While the race bore a remarkable resemblance in body shape and coloring to their namesake, the meerkat, they stood at shoulder height to an average human and had developed a mostly upright posture and opposable thumbs. They lived in tribal groups, moving among several semi-permanent underground locations as they followed the herds of cow-like animals that provided them with much of what they needed to survive.

      The scientists had hoped to gain insight into how the Meer’s development paralleled human evolution, and the reports for the first few years had been promising. But all that ended the day one of the Setarip factions had decided to raid the research station.

      No one in the Council had ever considered the research facility as a possible target for Setarips because it didn’t house the militaristic hardware and weapons that the Setarips needed for their civil war. It was also located near the Kraed border, which should have made it untouchable. The Setarip factions rarely ventured through any of the systems that bordered Kraed space. Not since they’d learned how deadly the race could be when angered.

      Unfortunately, the misconception that Burrow was safe from Setarips had cost many lives. The orbiting space station had been hit first. Several members of the team had escaped to the planet’s surface in a shuttle while the Setarips had slaughtered the rest. After the Setarips had stripped the station clean, they’d headed for the planet’s surface. They’d captured the escaped shuttle and dispatching the crews of two of the three mobile research pods before the Fleet ship Armstrong had arrived on the scene in response to the distress call.

      The Setarips had beaten a hasty retreat, leaving behind the bodies of sixty-three researchers and an unknown number of Meer who had been caught in the crossfire. The Meer had made a valiant stand against the monsters from the sky, but the Setarips hadn’t hesitated to destroy the entire settlement and every Meer they’d encountered.

      It was a dark chapter in the Council’s recent history, one they’d vowed never to repeat. The Armstrong’s crew had been put in charge of dismantling the space station while Cade’s team had been sent in to clean up the mess on the planet’s surface. They’d had strict orders to avoid all contact with the Meer, which had been easy considering the devastation to the local tribe. But the scene had hit Cade hard. Not being able to offer the Meer any assistance had been even harder.

      By Council orders, Burrow had been placed in a rare category of one — a habitable planet in Fleet territory that was strictly off limits. Cade was breaking at least a dozen Galactic laws by going there, but he didn’t see any other options. The Lumians needed a temporary hiding place, and Burrow was his best bet. He’d just have to make sure their presence went unnoticed.

      And then there was the other complication in his current situation — Aurora Hawke. He’d only heard from her once since the Starhawke had left Gaia the previous week. They’d each sent a message to test their relay system, which routed everything through Drakar to ensure the messages couldn’t be traced to the location of either ship. Admiral Schreiber had placed his faith in the Clarek clan, so Cade had as well, even though he had personal reasons for disliking Jonarel Clarek, Aurora’s engineer.

      “We must be getting close.” Justin Byrnes, his executive officer, stepped onto the bridge.

      Cade glanced at the chronometer on the console. “About fifteen minutes until we reach the system.”

      Justin settled into the chair to his right. “Good.” He stifled a yawn with his hand. His curly blond hair was flattened on the left side of his head and his clothes were rumpled, indicating he’d just woken up.

      Cade grinned. “Looks like you’ve been hanging out with the Sandman.”

      Justin nodded. “Those bunks aren’t half bad. I passed Williams on the way up here. He was heading down to the med bay to check on the Lumians.”

      Tam Williams, the team’s doctor, had spent most of the trip to Burrow in the large med bay, which doubled as a cargo hold. Currently, that cargo consisted of the three hundred refugees. Like the rest of the team, Williams found the Lumians fascinating.

      Justin ran his fingers through his hair, restoring a modicum of order to the tousled locks. “The Lumians are still sleeping on the floor.”

      “I know.” The last time he’d checked on them, they’d been curled up together like kittens on top of a mountain of blankets at the center of the room, rather than sleeping on the convertible med platforms his team had set up. “After all the time they spent in their cells, it’s what they’re used to.” Even med blankets would feel like a cloud compared to the atrocious conditions the Lumians had endured in their rows of tiny cages on the Setarip ship. “Besides, I think they need the feeling of connection right now.”

      “Yeah. That makes sense. Reynolds is down in the bay, too. She plans to stay with them until we land.”

      “Good. That should help.” Tracy Reynolds, his security specialist, had been responsible for getting the Lumian children safely off the Setarip ship. She and Justin had taken care of the kids until the rest of the team had defeated the Setarips and rescued the children’s parents. Most of the kids looked at Justin and Reynolds with hero worship. “They really respond to her. And to you, too. You’re good with them.”

      Justin shrugged off the compliment. “They’re easy to like. I’ve never seen a group that’s so well behaved. And they’ve been doing a great job teaching me their language.” As a communications specialist, Justin had been eager to bridge the language barrier. “I’ve been inputting the data into the translator, and I think with another week or so of fine tuning, I’ll have it up and running to the point that we’ll be able to have real conversations. That will help.”

      “Definitely.” Communicating with the Lumians had been a challenge. His few interactions had involved a lot of nodding and gestures, which was frustrating. He wanted to know more about them, in particular how they’d ended up as prisoners of the Setarips.

      They shouldn’t have existed at all. According to what Aurora had told him when they were at the Academy together, the Lumian race had been exterminated during an alien invasion of their homeworld more than forty years ago. Aurora’s mother had been part of a small contingent that had escaped and sought refuge on Earth. They’d successfully passed themselves off as humans, since biologically the two races were virtually indistinguishable.

      However, the Lumians had an ability that humans did not — they could generate energy fields that affected the cellular structures of living things. They’d developed the skill in order to grow food and to promote healing and protection for each other. Unfortunately, at some point the Setarips had figured out they could weaponize the ability by reversing the process, leading to destruction and death rather than growth and life. For a while, they’d turned the Lumians into Necri slaves.

      That was why Cade needed to keep the Lumians hidden. Recent events, including the disappearance of the decoy ship, indicated that whoever had imprisoned them was still on the hunt, intent on reclaiming their prize.

      “We should be entering the system in a few minutes,” Cade said. “Why don’t you join Reynolds and Williams for the trip down and send Drew and Gonzo to the bridge.”

      “You’ve got it.” Justin headed for the hatch.

      Bella Drew and Christoph Gonzalez appeared a few moments later. Cade relinquished the navigation console to Drew, who slid onto the seat and tucked her short dark hair behind her ears.

      “Any issues?” she asked.

      Cade settled into the captain’s chair. “Nothing so far, but we need to keep our eyes open when we enter the system.”

      Gonzo brought up the tactical display as Drew took them out of their interstellar jump.

      The bridgescreen filled with the image of the large debris field that formed a near-perfect disk encircling the interior planets of the system. The mystery of the disk had been another selling point for constructing the Burrow research station. The total mass of the debris in the disk equaled twice that of Earth, as if two planets had been broken apart and the remnants sprinkled to create the disk. By comparison, the total mass of the asteroid belt in Sol’s system was only one one-thousandth the mass of Earth.

      The scientists had hoped to figure out how or why the disk existed, especially since Burrow didn’t appear to be negatively affected. The presence of the disk, however, acted as a barrier for interstellar jumps. Any ship that approached Burrow had to arrive and depart through the debris to access a jump window.

      “Anything on scanners?” Cade leaned forward, his body poised for action. After so many surprises on Gaia, he couldn’t help feeling cautious.

      Gonzo’s fingers moved over the console. “Scanners are clear. No indication of ships in the outer regions of the system. We’ll need to get to the other side of the disk to check the interior.” He gave Cade an encouraging nod. “But it looks good so far.”

      Cade’s shoulders relaxed. At least it was a start. “Then let’s head into the disk. Take it slow. Shields at maximum.”

      Avoiding the large objects wasn’t difficult. They floated along like space balloons. But the smaller pieces filled the gaps like a thin mesh screen. The shields flared as they made contact, creating a light show as the ship made its way to the other side.

      The frequency of the flashes decreased as they reached the interior edge of the disk. Burrow appeared in the distance, the light from the star bathing one side in its glow, revealing shades of blue, brown, and subtle green.

      Water covered less than fifty percent of Burrow’s surface, compared to seventy-one percent on Earth, giving it a distinctly arid visage from space. However, vast channels of water flowed beneath the soil and rock, far more than expected. Despite appearances, water on Burrow was plentiful. You just had to scratch the surface to find it.

      Drew guided the ship into their approach, the planet steadily filling the bridgescreen.

      “Take us to the northwest region,” Cade said. “Head for the canyon we used last time. But go easy. We don’t want to wake up the locals.”

      Drew made the adjustment to their course. “We can stay on the night side. If any of the Meer are still in the area, they shouldn’t see us. I’ve switched over to near-infrared illumination.”

      “Noise reduction settings are on full,” Gonzo said. “That’ll cut down the engine noise as much as possible.”

      The ship dropped through the planet’s upper atmosphere before leveling off when they reached the cloud layer.

      Cade gazed at the bridgescreen as the darkness outside wrapped the ship in its embrace.

      “We’re in range of the canyon,” Gonzo said. “Scanning for habitation.”

      Cade gave him a few seconds to check the results. “Any sign of the Meer near our landing site?”

      Gonzo shook his head. “No. Not surprising, considering the destruction the Setarips caused.” He held Cade’s gaze, his expression uncharacteristically somber. “It looks like they’ve abandoned the area.”

      Cade nodded. It made sense. Why would they stay in a place where their tribe had nearly been wiped out?

      Drew guided the Nightingale toward the canyon, skimming the tops of the rugged trees that grew in the crags and crevices of the rocks. The roar of the engines cranked up as she brought the ship into a hover over the southwest end of the box canyon and extended the landing gear. The ship touched down on the rocky surface with a small bounce as the supports took the ship’s full weight, then settled down with the mechanical equivalent of a sigh.

      “Well done.” Cade left his chair to join Drew as she powered down the ship’s flight systems.

      He was the most experienced pilot onboard, but his unit had learned long ago that smart strategy required having more than one person who could perform each of the team’s essential tasks. As an engineer, Drew had a natural interest in all things mechanical, so she’d been a logical choice to train as a back-up navigator. Gonzo wasn’t half bad in the pilot’s chair, either.

      “Thanks.” Drew gave the console an affectionate pat. “She’s a good ship. Very responsive.”

      He agreed, although nothing would ever compare to flying the Starhawke. Talk about responsive. It was like the ship could read his mind.

      “Anything we should know before we venture outside?” he asked Gonzo.

      Gonzo shook his head. “I’ve set the ship’s perimeter alarms and calibrated them to recognize the Lumians and our team. If anything larger than a rabbit approaches the canyon, we’ll know in plenty of time to make a move.”

      Cade slapped his hand on Gonzo’s shoulder. “Then let’s get some fresh air.”

      They walked single file down the short set of stairs to the crew deck and continued to the spiral stairway that led to the lower deck.

      Justin was waiting for them next to the main hatch, but the wide doors to the med bay were closed.

      “We’ll take a look around,” Cade said. “After I give the all clear, you can see if any of the Lumians want to join us.”

      Drew touched the panel to the right of the hatch and the two sections opened along the midline, creating an overhang above and a ramp below that settled onto the ground with a soft thump. Outside, the hush of night lay like a sheet over the scattered trees and massive boulders that surrounded them. Light from the crescent moon near the horizon combined with the halo effect of the disk in the distance to provide soft illumination to the scene.

      “Hasn’t changed much since last time we were here.” Gonzo gazed at the readings on his comband. The glow from the device cast his angular features and goatee in sharp relief. “The underground river is still accessible from the side canyon. We’ll have plenty of fresh water.” He glanced at Cade. “Since we’re going to be here a while, we should consider building a well.”

      “Good idea.” Their water needs would be substantial. At least they’d have plenty of hands to help with the work. The Lumians weren’t shy about pitching in.

      He nodded at Drew and Gonzo. “Let’s get started.”
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      The soft fronds of low-lying ferns brushed against Aurora’s boots as she pushed toward the distant sound of rushing water. Behind her, the heavier footfalls of her companion kept in perfect sync. After the incident with the rock monsters, Jonarel had insisted on partnering with her for all planetary visits.

      If anyone else had acted that way, Aurora would have objected, but Jonarel’s overprotectiveness was part of his Kraed DNA, and his special bond with her intensified that instinct. Resisting would have just gotten in the way of the job they had to do.

      She didn’t need that, or any other new challenges. This was the fourth planet they’d visited since encountering the rock creatures two weeks ago, and her hopes were fading with each one they crossed off the list.

      The first planet hadn’t made it past the orbital survey. It had suffered a recent meteor strike that had filled the atmosphere with a thick ash cloud, dropping the surface temperature into arctic ranges and killing off most of the flora and fauna.

      The second had seemed promising until it revealed its predilection for sudden violent electrical storms. She could channel electrical energy, but she’d had zero interest in testing whether her energy shield could deflect lightning. The barrage had rocked the planet’s surface for half a day without a break while she, Jonarel and Mya had taken refuge in a nearby cave until they could safely return to the ship.

      The third planet had been nixed because it sat a little too close to its parent star. Jonarel hadn’t seemed to notice, but the glare and the sweltering heat had taken a toll on the rest of the crew during the few hours they’d spent exploring potential sites.

      Which brought them to their current location. The tropical island in the mid-latitudes looked promising, but Aurora was keeping a tight rein on her emotional investment. Too many things could go wrong. But the list of potential planets was dwindling. If they didn’t find something soon, they might have to seriously reconsider the possibility of co-existence with the rock monsters.

      Mya had helped Aurora select this particular island from the loose grouping that pushed up through the azure water and stretched beyond the horizon. At the moment, Mya and Celia were exploring the landscape to the north. They’d acted like a couple of kids at Christmas as they’d set off to begin testing the local flora for safety and food viability. Hopefully the lush vegetation would prove to be edible as well as beautiful.

      Kelly had remained with the shuttle at the landing site, and Kire was in command of the Starhawke, conducting planetary climate and environmental studies with the help of Star, the ship’s Nirunoc. She was the Star part of the Starhawke, a sentient non-biological intelligence who inhabited the ship and managed its functions.

      Like Jonarel, she was from Drakar. Her race had been created by the Kraed long ago, in much the same way that humans had created AI, but without the negative consequences. While the AI beings from Earth had eventually chosen to abandon their human creators and form a new society in a distant system, the Nirunoc lived in harmony with the Kraed, managing the functions of their advanced technology and living as equal members of the clan to which they were born. The Nirunocs were a carefully guarded secret in the Kraed culture, one the Kraed had chosen not to share with the human race. To her knowledge, Aurora and her crew were the only ones who knew of their existence.

      As Aurora continued walking through the dense foliage, the roar and burble of falling water grew louder. She ducked under an overhanging branch and navigated through a small maze of waist-high boulders before finally reaching the river’s edge. Sunlight glinted off the clear water, the deep browns and purples of the surrounding rocks providing the perfect balance to the lush greenery.

      Jonarel stopped beside her, his tall form casting her in shadow. The light filtering through the trees made his deep green skin and mahogany hair glow. His coloring was so different from her blonde hair and pale skin. Moments like this emphasized their contrasts. He blended with their surroundings in a way she couldn’t.

      He’d grown up in the tropical forests of Drakar, an area famous for its warmth and humidity. The rich coloring of his skin and the tendrils of brown that meandered across it fit in perfectly with the foliage, as did the thick hair that flowed down to his shoulders, adding to his natural camouflage. Only his golden eyes gave him away, revealing the sharp intelligence within the breathtaking exterior.

      Aurora unhooked the bio-scanner from her utility belt and panned it across the surface of the water, checking for signs of life. The device registered various aquatic creatures, but nothing larger than her hand. Definitely no rock monsters. She glanced at Jonarel. “See anything?”

      Drakar teemed with life, some of it of a very large and predatory nature. While Jonarel’s race had learned long ago how to thrive in their environment, they still maintained their survival instincts and had an uncanny knack for sensing danger. Their keen eyesight and hearing didn’t hurt, either. If he’d been with her on the beach two weeks ago instead of Kire, she probably wouldn’t have taken more than a couple steps onto the sand before he would have hauled her off the ground and rushed them back to the shuttle. Hence his presence with her today.

      He met her gaze. “No.”

      She smiled. “Alrighty then.” Pulling a small vial from her belt, she approached the water and crouched on one of the damp boulders. Lowering her hand, she allowed the liquid to run into the glass tube, caressing her fingers in the process. She was a water addict, and the tactile pleasure of the coolness gliding over her skin made her whole body tingle.

      Lifting the full tube, she slid it into a compartment on her scanner and waited a few moments while it analyzed the results. “Wow. No dangerous bacteria or contaminants of any kind. I wonder if this is what water used to be like on Earth. You could drink this stuff straight from the river.” She returned the scanner to her belt and stood. “Star said this was one of three water sources within walking distance?”

      Jonarel nodded. “There is a large waterfall to the northeast that feeds a river about a kilometer away, as well as a small spring located about the same distance to the south.”

      So fresh, clean water would not be a problem. That was a major plus. She glanced at the sky, where pale grey and white clouds were thinking about having a meeting of the minds sometime soon. Judging by the surrounding greenery, it was a daily event. “Let’s scope out possible building locations.”

      She led the way through the overgrowth, climbing uphill as the sounds of the river faded into the background. The terrain was fairly easy to traverse thanks to patches of rock and sand that created natural pathways.

      When the ground began to level off, she paused and did a slow three-hundred-and-sixty-degree survey of the surrounding topography. This section was elevated from the rivers that ran on either side, and the incline continued to the west, rising to the peak that housed the dormant volcano that had created the large island. Visible through breaks in the foliage, the coastline stretched like a tan ribbon along the ocean’s edge five kilometers to the south.

      It was… perfect. She couldn’t imagine a more ideal setting. Unfortunately, she also didn’t want to get her hopes up. This was their first day, so there was still plenty of time for the planet to show its ugly side.

      Jonarel ran his hand along the trunk of one of the trees, then gripped it and gave it a good shake. The tree’s branches swayed, creating a subtle whooshing sound. “This would make good structural material.” He glanced at her. “What type of design did you have in mind for the buildings?”

      The question caught her off guard and she stumbled over her answer. “I…I don’t know.” She honestly hadn’t given it a moment’s thought. She’d been focusing on finding the location, not planning out what would happen afterward.

      That had been shortsighted. She’d have to oversee the development of the settlement as well. But she had no idea where to begin. “I’ve never built a house before, let alone designed an entire community.” She shrugged. “You’re the engineer. You tell me.”

      He leaned against the tree trunk and folded his arms, the muscles in his biceps bulging. “It should be something that pleases you.”

      “I suppose so.” She gazed at the trees as they swayed in the gentle breeze. “We definitely won’t be replicating the treetop design you use on Drakar.” Even though a part of her would love to. She’d always enjoyed spaces that were up high, whether it was in the trees, the mountains, or out in space. She’d been enchanted by the Kraed dwellings on Drakar for that very reason.

      “I’d like to camouflage the community as much as possible.” She stroked the leaves of the nearest plant and felt its energy pulse in sync with hers. The sensation felt like a gentle caress. “We’ll need to integrate the native vegetation with the interior and exterior, so that the structures blend in with the foliage.” The longer she stood surrounded by the greenery, the more the sensation of deep nurturing grew.

      The low rumble of distant thunder brought her attention to the clouds. They were gathering momentum, and the scent of rain carried on the breeze. She breathed it in, exhaling on a sigh of happiness. This could work.

      She glanced at Jonarel. He was watching her. “What?”

      “It is good to see you enjoying yourself.” He pushed away from the tree and rested his hands on her shoulders. “You have been working too hard.”

      The tenderness of his touch warmed her through the material of her tunic. “We’ve all been working hard. Including you.” She tapped him lightly on the chest for emphasis.

      He caught her hand in midair. “Perhaps. But you never slow down.”

      She shrugged. “Comes with the job description.” As if to emphasize her point, her comband pinged. Jonarel released her and she opened the connection. “Yes?”

      Celia sounded almost giddy, which was not a tone Aurora heard from her friend very often. “I’ve identified at least thirty plants that should be edible, and that’s just to start. I’ve gathered samples to take back to the ship. After Mya and I analyze them, I’ll test them out in the kitchen to see if they’re palatable.”

      Cooking was one of Celia’s greatest pleasures, and this mission had provided her with an excuse to experiment. The large galley that was housed between the observation lounge and the greenhouse on the Starhawke had become her unofficial domain. The crew ate well on the days she had time to make use of it.

      “Mya has roughly the same number of plants to take back for her medicinal studies. We’ll both have plenty to keep us busy for the next few days.”

      A flash of light and a loud rumble brought Aurora’s head up. The afternoon rains were getting serious. “Then let’s pack it in for now. We’ll meet you at the shuttle.”

      “On our way.”
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      The Nightingale had turned into a prison.

      After more than two weeks on Burrow with nowhere to go and nothing to do, the feeling of claustrophobia was beginning to wear on humans and Lumians alike.

      Cade was no exception. The spacious box canyon where the ship rested had dwindled to the size of a thumbnail. He’d decided to climb to the top of the surrounding rock formations to trigger endorphins and get some breathing room. He’d left Justin in charge and set out before dawn, when the temperature was still bearable. This hemisphere of Burrow was in midsummer, with long, sweltering days, and nights that seemed to go by in a blink.

      When he reached the peak, he stretched out on his back and gazed at the blanket of stars. Somewhere out there, one of those beacons of light represented the star system for the planet Aurora was currently investigating. He’d received a brief communication from her yesterday. She’d estimated her crew would finish their assessment in about a week. If everything checked out, they’d head to Drakar to gather supplies. That was the good news.

      The bad news was that even if things went according to plan, building the settlement would take four to six weeks. Minimum. And until it was completed, his team and the Lumians would have to remain on Burrow. Given the current level of tension, another month of confinement and inactivity might stretch them to the breaking point.

      What they needed was a distraction, something to keep everyone occupied while they waited. But so far, he’d come up with zip.

      The rattle of pebbles alerted him to the presence of visitors headed his way. He sat up and glanced over his shoulder, expecting to see Reynolds or Gonzo. Instead he spotted a familiar trio of teenagers climbing the steep incline in the dim light of dawn.

      Raaveen, the current de facto leader for the Lumians, was in front, her dark hair standing out in sharp contrast to the beige and tan of the surrounding rocks. Paaw was right on her heels, her blue-eyed gaze focused on the summit as she pulled herself up. She reached back to offer a hand to Sparw, a brown-haired boy of fifteen who was the smallest of the three.

      Cade lifted a hand in greeting. “Good morning.”

      The teens returned the gesture as they reached the top. “We join you?” Raaveen asked in Galish, folding her hands in front of her.

      Justin had uploaded the Lumian language translation into all the team’s combands the previous week, which had solved the ongoing communication issue. But Cade’s translator wasn’t turned on at the moment. Raaveen, Paaw and Sparw were all learning Galactic English, or Galish as it was commonly referred to, from Justin.

      Cade nodded. “Of course.”

      Raaveen stepped around him and settled on his right while Paaw and Sparw sat to his left. The teens mimicked his posture, ankles crossed and arms
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