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Psychic Mara Hendricks joins the rescue team after aliens from Yanura kidnap her best friend’s infant daughter. Not only will her special ability aid in tracking the baby’s location, but she’s also familiar with the Yanurans through her job as a cultural specialist. She runs into a snag when the arrogant mission leader accuses her of being too trusting, but she believes the Yanurans might have been set up to take the blame.

Commander Deke Sage knows the aliens are hiding more than the missing child. There’s something fishy regarding their claims about an age-preserving drug made from seaweed, and he’s been ordered to investigate. Mara is too naïve to see the truth but too captivating for him to ignore. As their mission progresses, they realize there’s a bigger conspiracy than either of them suspected. They’ll both have to open their hearts and their minds to save the missing child.

<><><>

“If you enjoy a little science fiction, a little fantasy and a lot of romance, this book is a definite read.” The Literary Times

“A futuristic romance both sensual and adventurous, Starlight Child is a captivating story of life and love in the vastness of space.” The Paperback Forum
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Chapter One
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A woman’s high-pitched screams of anguish tore through the night. The piercing cries lanced into Mara’s sleep-numbed mind and awakened her.

Sitting up abruptly in bed, she listened acutely. Dead silence filled the room.

Her gaze swept the bedchamber, resting upon her modern built-in shelving unit with its holovid array, the chest of carved wooden drawers from her home planet Tyberia, and the display case with her collection of sculptures. The room’s illumination had brightened automatically when she sat up, but still her heart raced and her spine chilled with fear.

Could the awful sounds have come from Hedy? An urgent need to check on her roommate propelled her out of bed, but a glimpse of the petite brunette sleeping next door reassured her that all was well.

After a hasty search of the rest of the apartment, Mara concluded she’d been dreaming. Letting out a breath of relief, she grabbed a wrap from her chamber and told herself to calm down. But the agonized cries kept reverberating in her mind as though they were real, and she couldn’t dismiss the uneasy feeling that something was wrong.

Trying to shake off the remnants of her nightmare, she strode to the fabricator in the living area to conjure a warm drink, hoping it would soothe her sensitized nerves. She stood watching the alcove in the wall as her beverage materialized in a large ceramic mug. Drinking a cup of wagmint tea always calmed her when she felt tense, and it had been a particularly aggravating day at work. Maybe that was why her sleep had been disturbed.

As soon as the notion came to her, she dismissed it. She hadn’t awakened because of insomnia. A woman’s screams had torn her from the fabric of slumber. They had sounded as real to her as the mug in her hand. Although it had been synthesized from a molecular matrix, the mug was solid. She believed the sounds she’d heard were just as substantial. It couldn’t have been a dream. And if not, then whose distress was so great that it had touched her while asleep?

She was just raising the cup to her lips when a loud chime shattered the heavy silence.

“Computer, open channel,” she said, her voice trembling. “Hello? Who is it, please?” Holding her breath, she waited for the response.

“It’s Sarina,” said her friend in a tense tone. The video was off, so Mara couldn’t see her face. “Can you come over?”

Her throat constricted. “It’s two-thirty in the morning. What’s wrong?”

“I can’t explain over the commlink. Oh God, Mara, what am I going to do?” Sarina’s voice cracked. “Please, come quickly!”

“I’ll be there.” Mara terminated the link, set her mug down, and obtained a set of lace underwear and a plum stretch jumpsuit from the fabricator. As she pulled them on, she wondered what could have happened.

Her imagination ran wild with all sorts of ominous possibilities, making her fingers quake so badly that fastening her jumpsuit required a major effort.

After sparing a brief glance at the reflector to straighten her long hair, she strode into the foyer. Her shiny black boots were where she’d left them beside the door. As she shoved her feet inside, she composed a voice message for Hedy. Normally her roommate slept as soundly as a hibernating bear, but Mara didn’t want Hedy to worry should she awaken alone.

Outside, the dark sky above the biosphere’s crystal domed ceiling was studded with stars. Breathing in the cool, crisp air, she focused on determining the quickest route to Sarina’s. They lived some distance from each other even though Bimordus Central was relatively compact.

Taking an airbus or a people mover meant she’d have to change vehicles along the way. It might be more expedient to walk three blocks to the transport terminal and requisition a speeder.

Making her decision, she strode at a fast pace along a paved walking path dimly lit by low footlights. Her surroundings faded into the background of her preoccupied mind. Wrinkling her brow, she wondered what could have happened to cause Sarina such anxiety.

Was her daughter ill? Seven months old, the pretty blond-haired, blue-eyed babe already showed signs of her exceptional heritage. Jallyn Diana bore the sacred sign of the circle on her palm in the same manner as her gifted mother.

Although Sarina was the legendary Great Healer, Mara knew that her healing power was limited. She hoped Jallyn hadn’t been stricken with a disease Sarina couldn’t cure. As the child’s godmother, she felt very close to her.

Moisture pricked her eyes and she sought to divert her concern by examining different possibilities. Perhaps Jallyn was not the cause of Sarina’s trouble. Could Sarina herself have been attacked? She’d made her share of enemies while becoming the Great Healer. Briefly, Mara reviewed the story that had become nearly as familiar to her as her own history.

Sarina had been abducted from Earth by Captain Teir Reylock of the Coalition Defense League. As ordered, Teir had delivered her to the High Council on Bimordus Two for her marriage to Lord Rolf Cam’brii. Through this union, it was believed Sarina would fulfill an ancient prophecy and become the Great Healer.

Mara could hardly believe that a mere two annums had passed since the horrible plague called the Farg had swept through Coalition space, followed by the dreaded Morgot conquerors. The Morgots had sought to stop the prophecy’s fulfillment. They’d hired Cerrus Bdan, a Souk slave trader, to eliminate Sarina and Teir, who was acting as her bodyguard. Bdan failed to meet his objective. When Sarina fell in love with Teir, her power activated and she became the Great Healer. She eradicated the Farg and chased the Morgots from Coalition territory.

Beside the Souks and the Morgots, who else would have reason to resent Sarina’s interference in their affairs? Mara supposed former Councilor Daimon could be considered a contender. The powerful statesman had been a leader of the Return to Origins faction, a secessionist movement that had gained favor during previous crises.

Daimon tried to have Sarina and Lord Cam’brii assassinated to prevent their marriage from taking place, fearing the legend’s fulfillment would strengthen Coalition unity. When Sarina became the Great Healer, Daimon was forced to resign. But Mara had heard his followers were active on other worlds.

As she mulled over the alternatives, her gut feeling told her that none of these pertained to Sarina’s current distress. Something else was involved here.

She’d just have to wait to learn the answers.

Twenty minutes later, she stood at the entrance to Sarina’s residential tower, a cylindrical structure made from glittery pink stone and white marbelite. An unusual number of security personnel patrolled the well-lit perimeter.

A middle-aged man with a stern visage stepped in her path as she neared the entrance.

“Can I help you, mistress?” The man wore a nondescript khaki jacket but his stiff military posture and firm voice proclaimed his authority.

“I’m Mara Hendricks, here to see Sarina Reylock.” Her heart thumped in her chest. She’d been here before at night and had never encountered any resistance. This couldn’t signify anything good.

The man examined a file on his hand-held datalink. After a moment, his face brightened, and he offered her a smile. “The Great Healer expects you. I’ll let you in.”

Her feeling of dread deepening, she entered the lift from the atrium lobby.

“Fourteen,” she spoke aloud, and the door slid shut. The different levels passed by in a blur as the lift sped upward. By the time it reached the fourteenth floor, her knees were shaking.

A pair of guards stood in front of Sarina’s door, frightening her with their fierce expressions. One of them announced her arrival over the comm unit.

Inside, Sarina rushed to greet her. “Mara, I’m so glad you’re here.”

After giving her a brief hug, Mara stood back, regarding her friend’s tear-streaked face and disheveled appearance. Sarina’s gray eyes were wide with shock. Her blond hair was in rumpled disarray, her nightclothes haphazardly covered by a crimson robe. A faint, sickly sweet odor was in the air. The casements were wide open, letting in a cool breeze that ruffled the hairs on Mara’s skin.

Her stunned gaze swept the living area, alighting on a tall, bearded figure seated on a double lounger in front of a black crystalline table. Glotaj, the supreme regent, was here.

He wasn’t the only guest. Lieutenant Wren, one of Teir’s crew, stood in front of the holovid entertainment center studying the flashy dials. He’d been injured on a recent mission and was on medical leave.

Great suns, had something happened to Teir that they were both here? The captain was away on assignment. Why else would Glotaj and Wren have come together if not to deliver bad news?

“What’s happened? Teir, is he—” She couldn’t get beyond those words.

Sarina shook her head. “It’s Jallyn. She’s been kidnapped.” Sinking onto a chair, the Great Healer covered her face with her hands.

Mara’s jaw gaped. “What?”

Glotaj rose from the lounger to greet her. “Mara,” the older statesman said, regally inclining his head. Wings of gray fanned his temples, flanking a forehead creased with worry lines. A pair of dark, piercing eyes met hers. Without preamble, Glotaj launched into an explanation.

“Someone showed up at Sarina’s door pretending to deliver a bouquet of flowers. She thought they were from Teir and opened the portal, wherein the delivery person disabled her with a noxious fume sprayer. When her life-form readings dipped, the automated sentry sent out an alarm. A security team found her out cold on the floor. We’ve already done a sweep of the apartment. Traces of quantum resolution activity were found in the baby’s chamber.”

He scowled as though that had a significance Mara didn’t understand. “The other results won’t be available for a few hauras yet,” Glotaj continued. “The security team picked up unusual readings by the stairs in the lobby.”

“Who do you suspect is responsible?” She wavered between talking to Glotaj and rushing to Sarina’s side. Her friend was in dire need of comfort.

“Speculation can wait,” Sarina snapped, lifting her head. “Will you do a separation, Mara? I have to know if Jallyn’s all right.”

As a Tyberian, Mara possessed extrasensory ability, but her power went beyond the norm for her people. She could actually separate her spirit from her body and jump into another person’s life space.

This allowed her to see what the other person saw and to experience their viewpoint as events unfolded. It was a gift she was loath to use because it had caused her an unhappy childhood. But in this case, she would do anything to help Sarina.

“Of course, I’ll help.” To ease her mind in preparation, she rested her gaze on various art pieces around the living space, souvenirs from Sarina’s travels. They would be meaningless if her baby daughter was lost.

“I need an object that’s touched Jallyn,” she reminded Sarina gently.

“Of course.” Sarina rushed from the room, returning a moment later holding a lavender woven blanket.

Mara took it from her and clutched it to her chest. Her eyes closed, and she began the inner flight along the astral plane. As she concentrated, a vibration hummed through her body, expanding outward. A buzzing noise rang in her ears.

She felt herself lighten as the sound altered, changing to a rushing noise like water gushing through a narrow gorge. All at once, her essence separated from her body and floated upward. She hovered a moment, feeling as airy as a feather. It was an incredible sensation and she wanted to savor it, to remain immersed in the peace and warmth of her new state.

Unencumbered by a physical body, she could go anywhere. Freedom beckoned her. The dimensions of time and space didn’t pose any restraints to her spiritual being. She still had a form of sorts, but it was different, like an energy signature of what she had been.

She focused her thoughts on the baby, on the pretty blond-haired child who’d be frightened and bewildered without its mother. She could feel its vibrations emanating from the blanket, guiding her. Almost instantly, she was with Jallyn, popping into her head.

Confusion struck her. Seeing through the baby’s eyes, it was difficult to make out the view in Jallyn’s perspective. She was lying on her back, squirming, her diaper wet and uncomfortable. Overhead a bright light shone in her face. When her head twisted to the side, rows of painted wooden strips obstructed her view. Beyond the slats was a curved metal wall.

Footsteps sounded. A woman’s face appeared, peering at her with a frown. Jallyn saw a large set of violet eyes, a pale complexion, brown hair knotted in a low bun. As the face neared, the nose seemed to expand, threatening to jab into her. She began to cry.

“Not now,” Mara whispered to herself. She couldn’t see well through the moisture in Jallyn’s eyes.

Huge hands grasped her pudgy legs, raised them, removed the wet diaper. She was cleaned and dried, then rediapered. As Jallyn was turned onto her stomach to have her back rubbed, Mara glimpsed a small round casement set high in another metal wall. A viewport, and outside all was dark.

Having seen enough, Mara separated. Instantly, she found herself back in Sarina’s apartment being sucked into her physical body.

She opened her eyes. The feeling of weightlessness had gone, but the serenity she’d experienced remained with her. Once more encumbered by her physical being, she took a moment to adjust.

“Jallyn is lying in a crib. A woman is caring for her,” she told Sarina, trying to keep the emotion from her voice.

Sarina stared at her, wide-eyed. “Thank God someone’s looking after her.” Her composure shattered, and tears streamed down her face. “Jallyn... Oh, dear God, what am I going to do?” Her face paled, and she slumped down onto the nearest lounger.

“She needs a medic,” Mara said in alarm. “Let’s call Hedy.” With the supreme regent’s permission, she gave Wren the coded signal that would trigger Hedy’s bedside alarm. Her roommate, a respected physician, could be relied upon for discretion.

Reassured that Hedy was on her way, Mara obtained a sedit beverage from the fabricator and handed it to Sarina.

“Drink this. It’ll help.” As her friend drained the contents, Mara wondered if she should get one for herself. It might help stem the flood of tears that hovered at her eyelids.

“What else did you notice?” Glotaj asked in an impatient tone.

“I saw a viewport and a metal bulkhead.”

“That sounds like a ship.” The supreme regent narrowed his eyes. “Computer, open channel. Get me the control center for Spaceport Operations.” When the connection came through, he identified himself. “I want the manifest checked for all departures within the past two hauras.”

“I’ll get right on it, Your Excellency,” said the controller. “Do you wish to wait on the line?”

“No, call me back.” Abruptly, he terminated the link and addressed the women. “If Jallyn isn’t on Bimordus Two, it will take us longer to find her, and the Elevation Ceremony is scheduled for sixty days hence. It will be disastrous if Jallyn fails to appear. We must keep this situation under wraps until she’s found.”

“I agree,” Wren said in a quiet voice. He’d been listening off to the side but now walked over to join them. “If Jallyn’s abduction becomes public knowledge, it will frighten the Auranians. They’ll fear they are still in danger from those who would oppose them.”

Glotaj nodded solemnly. “They might be deterred from revealing their legacy for another millennium. Jallyn has to be found so she can make her scheduled appearance.”

Mara considered his words as she took a seat next to Sarina. The Auranians were people of ancient descent who’d been persecuted because of their ability to mentally manipulate the aura surrounding living matter. Forced to flee their home planet of Shimera, they’d scattered among the stars, hiding their heritage to avoid further repression.

Sarina’s ancestors had been Auranians who’d landed on Earth. Teir was thought to be of Auranian descent as well. Ever since their joining, Auranians had been coming forward to share their legacy. Jallyn’s birth symbolized the reemergence of their race. The Elevation Ceremony would serve to recognize their right to freedom of expression, and Mara prayed Jallyn would be found in time to be there.

“Do you think Jallyn was taken because someone wants to discourage the Auranians from returning to power?” she asked, puzzled. She didn’t think the Auranians would pose a threat to anyone. Those who had come forward were learning long-forgotten skills based on Sarina’s experience. They were healers, albeit on a more limited scale than Sarina.

“Who would be against us?” Sarina’s voice rose barely above a whisper. “My people just want to live in peace.” Her fingers plucked at her crimson robe, opening and closing the folds in a nervous, repetitive motion.

Mara gripped Sarina’s cold hand in her own to offer reassurance. “Why else would someone take Jallyn? Do you think Sarina is in danger, too?” she asked Glotaj. A weight settled in the pit of her stomach at the possibility.

Glotaj shook his head. “The abductors had the perfect opportunity to take her, but she was left untouched. No, it was Jallyn they wanted.” The supreme regent paced the room, his hands folded behind his back.

Wren swept a sympathetic glance toward Sarina and Mara, and she drew strength from his presence. A strong, confident male, Wren was a Polluxite who served as Teir’s navigator aboard the Valiant. Like his captain, he ignored military convention and opted to wear leather breeches and a white shirt half open at his muscular chest.

Her gaze scanned his liquid hazel eyes and then rose to his layered eyebrows. A white streak was sandwiched between two chestnut layers darker than his head of brown hair. Combined with the rugged angles of his face, the unusual brows gave him a striking appearance.

Beside her, Sarina gave a tremulous sigh. Mara shot her a sharp glance, wishing Hedy would hurry up and get there. She squeezed Sarina’s hand, willing her to be strong. Her own heart fluttered rapidly in her chest. Jallyn... the poor child.

“Does Teir know?” Mara asked.

Glotaj responded. “He’s on a special assignment and can’t be reached. They have orders to observe radio silence.”

A cry of anguish escaped Sarina’s lips. The empty cup slipped from her fingers, tumbling onto the carpeted floor. Mara caught her by the shoulders just as she slumped to the side. “By the faith, she’s passed out.”

Wren hurried over. With his big arms, he scooped the Great Healer into his protective embrace. “She’s had a terrible shock. I’ll put her in her chamber until Dr. Te’larr gets here,” he said, using Hedy’s formal name.

As he headed away, Mara swiped at her moist eyes with the back of her hand. Emptiness beckoned at her mental doorstep, partly from fear for the missing child and partly from sharing her friend’s anxiety. She felt powerless when events were unfolding so fast and wished there were more she could do to help.

“I think we should consider different angles,” Wren said when he’d returned, his expression somber. “Jallyn could have been taken for reasons other than the Auranian issue.”

His tense state was betrayed by a large set of muscular wings that suddenly sprouted from his back. With a grimace of annoyance, he forced them to fold and retreat.

“Why are you looking at me?” he asked his audience. “You should be thinking of other possible culprits.

“Like who?” Glotaj queried, spreading his hands.

“This could be another ploy by the Morgots. Their leader, K’darr, tried to capture Sarina before she became the Great Healer. He could hope to gain through the infant what he failed with her mother.”

Mara gazed at him askance. “You mean, he’ll attempt to use Jallyn’s power for his own purposes?”

Wren nodded, his expression pained. “The extent of Jallyn’s ability is unknown at this stage. She may not even possess the healing gift despite the sign of the circle on her palm.”

“Jallyn does have the gift,” Mara stated. “I’ve sensed it in her, and she might be capable one day of doing even more than healing. The light of the aura is strong in that child.”

“Revenge could be a motive for the Souks,” Glotaj added, his face pensive. “They have reason to resent Sarina’s interference in their affairs.”

“I doubt they’re involved,” Wren retorted. “After Lord Cam’brii’s secret mission to Souk last annum, the pashas who gained power have been friendlier to the Coalition.”

“Where is Rolf?” Mara asked, aware that Lord Cam’brii and his bride had become good friends to Sarina and Teir.

“He and Ilyssa are visiting his family on Nadira,” Glotaj answered. “They know nothing about this. The fewer people who hear about it, the better.”

“What about former Councilor Daimon? Could he be making a replay for dominance?”

Glotaj stroked his bearded jaw. “I don’t see how stealing Sarina’s baby would fit into his scheme of things. The Return to Origins faction is a secessionist group.” His shoulders slumped, betraying his state of distress.

Normally the Coalition leader’s demeanor was calm and poised, as it had been through all the crises that had afflicted them recently. It proved how much he cared for Sarina that he let his emotions show.

“I’ve got it,” Wren said, jabbing a finger in the air. “It’s a ransom demand.”

“That’s absurd.” Mara’s head throbbed, and she rubbed at a pulsating point on her temple. “Sarina and Teir don’t have a lot of credits. What would someone stand to gain? In my opinion, you’re both off track. There’s something else we’re missing.”

The chime from the comm unit sounded, breaking the resultant silence.

“Greetings. This is Glotaj speaking,” the statesman said over the speaker system.

“It’s Controller Brecch from Spaceport Operations, Your Excellency. I have the information you requested. Three ships have launched within the past two hauras. One belongs to Fromoth Trun and the Yanuran delegation. They are returning to Yanura. Another craft is owned by Gregorski, a pilot who’s applied for mining rights to the Doby asteroid belt. The third is Ambassador El’Rik’s ship. He’s returning to the Minx system.”

“That’s very helpful, Controller. Thank you for your assistance.” Glotaj signed off, his brows furrowed in thought.

“I’ve been representing the Yanurans before the Admissions Committee,” Mara mentioned. “Their departure was expected.”

Glotaj nodded absently. “I’d like to have a private conversation with Admiral Daras Gog. I’m sure Sarina won’t mind if I use her upstairs office.”

While he was gone, the door chime rang and Hedy was admitted. Her haste in getting there was apparent in her disheveled appearance. She wore a pair of leggings and a pullover sweater, and she’d fastened her brown hair into a ponytail.

“Thank the stars you’re here,” Mara cried, rushing to her. Quickly, she filled Hedy in on what had happened.

Hedy’s face paled and her lips compressed. When Mara finished, she rummaged in her bag for her mediscan unit. “I’ll tend to her right away,” she said. Turning on her heels, Hedy headed toward Sarina’s sleeping chamber.

Mara paced the living area. Her mind filled with the issues they’d discussed. Had anything been left out, any item of small significance that would apply to the situation?

A thought struck her, and her heart raced. “Lieutenant Wren!”

Wren was at the holovid unit, studying Teir’s new image crystallizer. At her summons, he glanced up.

“The kidnappers knew Sarina would open her door to receive a bouquet of flowers, yet Earth isn’t advanced enough to be a member of the Coalition. First contact hasn’t been made. How would they know about the Earth custom of delivering flowers? It would have to be someone like me who’s studied their culture.”

Wren raised his layered eyebrows. “Has anyone discussed this topic with you recently?”

She regarded him thoughtfully. She worked as a cultural specialist for the Department of Interstellar Relations in the Diplomatic Affairs Bureau, representing new alien cultures applying for admission to the Coalition. In addition, she attended interdisciplinary team rounds at the wellness center, offering her knowledge of alien customs as they pertained to medical care.

“I don’t recall anyone mentioning Earth’s cultural practices. Then again, the database in the study center is open to all.” The main library on Bimordus Two had a huge directory, receiving input from over five hundred worlds.

“This could be an important clue,” Wren remarked, his voice a pitch higher with excitement.

“What could?” Glotaj descended the spiral staircase. When Mara explained her idea, he nodded his agreement. “You’re right. On Bimordus Two, we consider it a sacrilege to snip blooms and deprive them of their short lifespan. The kidnappers used a specific knowledge of Earth customs to trick Sarina. We’ll have to look into this possibility more thoroughly.”

He strode down the last few steps. Though dressed casually in a short tunic and trousers, his lined face, sharp gaze, and proud posture displayed his status as a member of the royal House of Raimorrda.

Teir also claimed lineage from that respected ruling family, Mara remembered. Was it possible the baby had been abducted by someone working against the Raimorrdans?

No, it couldn’t be. Destroying the Elevation Ceremony would harm Auranians, not those of Raimorrdan blood. She was grasping at straws. Hanging her head, she felt discouragement wash over her.

“I’ve notified Admiral Gog about the traces of quantum resolution particles found in the nursery,” Glotaj said, staring at a Carellian thorn vase displayed on a pedestal.

Mara followed the direction of his gaze. Pink veins highlighted the translucent white vase, while thorny prominences decorated the curved upper edge. It had been one of the best pieces she’d ever sculpted. The day when Sarina and Teir had accepted her gift with lavish praise had been one of her proudest moments.

Her eyes wandered to the holographic image of Jallyn fixed on the wall. The baby gurgled with laughter, her tiny hands and feet waving with uninhibited joy as the camera had captured her. She remembered how Sarina had beamed with pride when she showed her the picture, and her eyes misted.

Pushing aside her emotions, she focused on what Glotaj had said. “What’s the significance of quantum resolution particles?” she asked.

Glotaj’s mouth tightened as he moved closer to where she stood. “It means the abductors used transporter technology to escape. We’ve determined there were two of them, but our scans are inconclusive for further details.”

Her jaw gaped. Transporter technology? As far as she knew, their scientists were only able to transport a roomful of objects from one location to another, but they hadn’t perfected the technique enough to transfer people.

Transporter technology was not related to the molecular alteration process that ran their fabricators or allowed shuttles to be disguised in different configurations.

She stared at Glotaj. “How is this possible?”

“We know of several nonaligned species who possess technical knowledge in advance of our own,” Glotaj said, his face grim. “The Rakkians, Fire Weavers, and Bolons come to mind.”

“They should all be checked out,” Wren stated, frowning. “One thing I don’t understand—why the ruse with the flowers if the abductors could have gotten in using the same transporter method?”

“Apparently, they arrived downstairs in the lobby. They must have been uncertain as to the location of Sarina’s apartment. But once they found it and gained entry, they beamed directly out.”

“Is there any way to trace the pattern to learn where they went?” Mara asked.

Glotaj shook his head. “We don’t have that capability. We do know the child was taken aboard a ship. Admiral Gog is sending patrols after Boris Gregorski and Ambassador El’Rik. The Yanuran delegation is another matter. Their situation requires a closer look, so I’m sending a special team to Yanura.”

At Mara’s look of puzzlement, he explained. “The Yanurans have applied for admission to the Coalition. You’ve been helping them with the application process, so you’re more familiar with their situation. But Wren may not know the details.”

He directed his attention to the Polluxite. “Fromoth Trun, the Yanuran leader, has offered to share the formula for Vyclor, a miracle age-preserving drug derived from seaweed, as a trade incentive. The data seems conclusive, but the Admissions Committee requires a fuller investigation before reaching a decision.”

“The Yanurans don’t need a trade incentive to enter the Coalition,” Wren said. “So why are they offering something so valuable?”

“They’re demanding immediate access to our technology instead of having to wait the usual probationary period of one annum. This approval can only be granted if they’re given special trade status. We need to conduct a more thorough examination first.”

“If you ask me,” Mara interrupted, “the Admissions Committee is looking for an excuse to deny their application. No one likes their smell, and I think that’s why the committee is delaying its response.”

The Yanurans exuded a fishy odor that may have prejudiced the committee against admitting the amphibian race to the Coalition. Fighting intolerance had become Mara’s passion in life after her own personal experiences in this regard. In her opinion, the Yanurans were being discriminated against without reasonable cause.

Glotaj compressed his mouth. “I’m sending a team to Yanura regardless of your views, Mara. The mission will confirm the data regarding the drug and see if their delegates had anything to do with Jallyn’s disappearance.”

“Then I’m going. I’ve been working with Fromoth Trun for the past five weeks, and I’m familiar with his preferences. You won’t find anyone else better acquainted with Yanuran culture.”

“Agreed,” Glotaj said almost too quickly, as though he’d expected her to volunteer. “Lieutenant Wren, you’ll join the group as navigator. Consider your medical leave canceled.”

“We’ll need a medic,” Mara said. “Ask Hedy to go.”

A smile cracked the supreme regent’s face. “Excellent idea. Lieutenant Ebo, a Sirisian, will serve as communications officer. He’s also a qualified engineer. Lieutenant Commander Deitan Sage will serve as pilot and mission leader.”

Wren’s eyes widened. “Commander Sage? He’s a diving specialist in the SEARCH Force. We’ve worked together before.”

“What’s the SEARCH Force?” Mara asked, unfamiliar with that branch of the Defense League.

“SEARCH stands for Sea & Aerospace Command Detachment,” Wren answered. “It’s a commando unit whose operatives are trained to function in all types of environments. Commander Sage joined our crew last annum for a mission to Souk.”

“I think Sarina briefly mentioned this to me. You had to transport a couple of people off the Isle of Spears in the Scylla Sea?”

“That’s right. The commander dropped at forty kilometers offshore, swam to the island and laid out the laser markers to guide the rest of us in with our chutes. Luckily for us, Commander Sage took out a squadron of Hortha guards that would have pinned us on the beach. I don’t know anyone else who could have taken them on single-handedly without leaving one of them alive to sound the alarm.”

“Great,” she muttered. Just what they needed—a gung-ho soldier in charge of a mission requiring diplomacy and tact. She knew the best way to deal with the Yanurans, and muscle power was not the approach of choice.

Hopefully, Commander Sage was a reasonable man who would respect her opinions. But if he took an aggressive stance, she’d have to deal with him in the only way he might understand.

She loved a good fight, as long as the weapons were words.
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Chapter Two
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“Be careful. Those fish squirt acid if they’re handled improperly,” Lieutenant Commander Deitan Sage warned through the commlink embedded in his face mask. Beyond the glimmer of his lamp, it was difficult to follow the movements of his fellow divers. The reef stretched into the inky blackness and his vision extended only as far as his light source.

He checked his own net that had caught a school of flatfish. Careful not to touch any of them with his gloved hand, he twisted the net opening around a tensile bar knot to seal it.

He’d much rather be exploring the reef that teemed with marine life instead of capturing fish destined for Defense League research. Flatfish could change colors to match their background. The military hoped to isolate the chemical process responsible and apply it to camouflage uniforms. No longer would it be necessary to issue desert wear for dry terrain or white parkas for frozen ice lands or forest green bodysuits for verdant planets. Enhanced with a chemical color changer, a standard-issue uniform could be created to suit all types of missions. It wasn’t the kind of research Deke prided himself in.

For nearly the entire span of his thirty-five annums, he’d been fascinated by the watery depths. Having grown up on Eranus, where most people lived in floating cities atop vast oceans, that was easy to understand. But his father, the director general, had hoped Deke would follow in his footsteps with a military career. Jon Sage had enjoyed being a warrior, but not his son. Deke excelled at swimming and diving, and he chose marine biology for his career path. Despite his father’s disappointment, Deke had coaxed Jon into sending him to the Institute for Marine Studies.

The chancellor, Samuel Ho Chin, had recognized his potential and encouraged him to pursue the research that fascinated him. Deke had advanced rapidly and earned his doctorate. When he heard Sammy intended to retire, Deke considered applying for the position. His area of study focused on deep-sea vents, but to continue his work, he needed a large grant. Securing the chancellorship would get him the required funding.

He knew many other qualified people would be in competition for the position, and it would help if he could stand out from the crowd. Jon advised him to accept a commission in the Defense League. Serving in the military would provide him with a well-rounded experience and should win him points over the academicians applying for the chancellorship.

He’d joined the elite SEARCH force as a diving expert. Although he accomplished his missions with a high rate of success, the end of his two-annum term of service was rapidly approaching. Meanwhile, Sammy’s contract was due to expire in six months, and a rival was being considered for the job. Deke needed to distinguish himself before his best career opportunity dissolved.

He wouldn’t be earning any bonus points in these murky waters. Collecting schools of fish was a total waste of his time and talent.

His glance snagged on a patch of long, whitish tubes with blood red tips glimmering in the cast of his light beyond a piece of brain coral. The ghostly cluster swayed gently in the current. Nearby, small crabs crept among a rise of rocks while an eel slithered off into a crevice.

Great stars, could those be giant tube worms?

His pulse accelerating, Deke swam over. He’d never seen the eight-foot-long tube worms in the absence of hot sulfur-rich water before. Did this mean they could exist in environments other than a deep-sea vent community? Or was there something special about this reef that made the red-tipped creatures show up here?

He yanked a specimen container off his weight belt and had just obtained a sample of ocean water when an agonized scream sounded from the commlink in his ear. He looked up in time to spot one of his colleagues sinking to the seabed in a flurry of bubbles.

After snapping the collection jar onto his belt, he took off with the efficiency of a strong swimmer. Deke kicked his legs and thrust water out of his path with powerful strokes to reach his fallen comrade. One glance at the ruptured air-supply hose showed him that a flatfish had spewed its acid. Nueva was barely conscious.

Deke ripped the woman’s mouthpiece out and replaced it with his own. Sharing breaths, he revived her enough to get her to cooperate when he put his arm around her waist. He ascended toward the surface, his muscles straining. They stopped every few meters so he could give Nueva several intakes of air. Sweat dripped inside his dive suit, and his heart raced in a thumping rhythm. The passing minutes seemed like hauras as they slowly neared the light at the surface.

At last, they broke free. One quick glance, and his crewmates on the boat realized what had happened.

“Get her on board,” yelled Larse, the team medic. The bearded man helped haul her onto the dive platform. It wasn’t easy considering her weighted gear and the boat’s rocking motion.

Deke looked skyward. The weather was deteriorating, according to the moisture-laden clouds scudding overhead. A stiff wind created high crests that battered his face.

A pretty redhead appeared at the rail. Carmin, a biochemist from Eranus, was as unrestrained in bed as she was masterful over a microscope. She and Deke had gotten to know each other quite well during this voyage. She must have noted the oncoming weather since an orange slicker covered her body.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she hollered as he broke away from the dive platform.

“I have to check something below,” he called, meaning to obtain a tube-worm specimen.

“No, you don’t,” a fierce male voice said. Commander Brigarde strode into view. The executive officer’s large bulk was impressive even in his rain gear. His heavy dark brows furrowed in an angry line. “A message has come through from Command. You’re to report to the captain’s stateroom immediately.”

Annoyance rippled through him. “What? I can’t leave now. I’ve just found something—”

“Get your ass up here,” Brigarde shouted, his face reddening.

“Yes, sir.” Deke flipped onto the dive platform and removed his headgear. The clouds chose that moment to burst. Rain splashed his face and cascaded down his neck as he wrestled with the rest of his equipment on the swaying deck.

Still wearing his insulated wet suit, Deke clutched the specimen container in his hand and headed for the captain’s quarters. His thoughts raced as he wound his way through the gray metal corridors of the ship’s interior.

A message awaited him from Command. Did that mean he was needed for a SEARCH operation? It would sure beat floating around here and hunting schools of fish.

He identified himself on the comm unit, and Captain Manseur’s gruff voice invited him to enter. Deke stepped inside, closing the door behind him. Then he turned and gave a crisp salute.

“You can dispense with the formalities, Commander. What’s that?” The captain eyed the collection jar in Deke’s hand.

Deke grinned, appreciating Manseur’s blunt manner. “I found tube worms by the reef, sir. This is the first time I’ve seen them in this type of environment. I took a water sample so I could test its properties.” He ran a hand through his damp hair, wondering if he’d be allowed time in the ship’s lab.

Captain Manseur gave a curt nod. A stern military man who possessed a keen sense of humor, he was in charge of the fleet of oceangoing research vessels that Defense League maintained on Setai IV. The world was mostly water with a few land masses, much like Eranus. Setai IV was being explored with the possibility of colonization in the near future.

The captain didn’t claim to be a science scholar. He preferred fine wines, gourmet foods, and beautiful women as his hobbies. With Deke receiving new orders, no doubt he’d concentrate on getting to know the voluptuous redhead when Deke transferred off his ship.

“You’ll have to leave your specimen for our biochemists. Here are your new orders.” Captain Manseur handed a datalink to Deke.

Deke activated the device and peered at the contents displayed on the screen. He was to report for duty at the Defense League station on Bimordus Two, the Coalition capital. He’d be taking charge of a special mission. A space voyage of sixteen days duration was involved.

“What is this? Why me?” Deke stared at the datalink in stunned silence. His missions had always utilized his diving expertise. He belonged at sea, not piloting a starship. Appalled, he glanced at the captain as though his superior officer could change his orders.

“A transport vehicle is scheduled to arrive for you within the next haura, Lieutenant Commander. I suggest you pack your things.”

“The hell I will! This isn’t the kind of mission I’m normally assigned.”

“You wish to contact Vice Admiral Rutta to protest your orders?”

“They’re not from Rutta, sir. The Supreme Regent sent this message.” Deke didn’t care what the mission entailed. He wanted to remain on Setai IV to investigate those tube worms. Perhaps it was all a mistake. “May I use a secure line, sir? I’d like to learn more details so I’ll know what equipment to bring.”

“As long as you’re ready when the shuttle arrives, you can stop by the comm center.”

Deke nodded and snapped a salute. “It’s been a pleasure serving with you, Captain.” Still clutching his specimen container, he left the captain’s stateroom.

Detouring by the ship’s lab, he gave his valuable water sample to one of the biochemists before heading to the comm center. The duty officer left him alone so he could make his call in private.

Glotaj came on the line right away. Deke faced the older man on the monitor screen. From the background view, he could see the supreme regent was in his office.

“Sir, I don’t understand why you’ve put me in command of this mission,” Deke said. “My skills are better utilized in undersea operations.”

“Your diving expertise is one of the reasons why I selected you to lead the team to Yanura, Deke.”

He drew in a breath. He hadn’t known their destination. “Yanura? Why there?”

Glotaj patiently explained the purpose of the voyage. When he was finished, Deke let out a long breath. He had reasons of his own for wanting to visit the planet, so he didn’t need to be convinced. But he was still puzzled as to why Glotaj had chosen him as team leader. “Why didn’t you just assign me as science officer?” he asked.

“As you know, your father and I are friends. He’s spoken to me about your interest in the chancellorship. I thought I’d give you the chance to demonstrate your leadership skills. I’ve been following your career since you entered the service, Deke, and I believe you have the potential to go far.”

“Thank you, sir.” Deke’s voice choked with emotion. This could be the opportunity he’d been needing to distinguish himself from the other candidates. He’d better make sure his team accomplished their mission objectives. “The shuttle is expected at any moment, and I have to prepare for departure. I appreciate your faith in me, Your Excellency.”

Glotaj’s lined face creased into a smile. “May the Light of the Aura grace your voyage. By the way, the name of the vessel you’ll be taking to Yanura is the Celeste.” His eyes twinkled mischievously. “You’ll find she’s different, but that can have its advantages. Glotaj out.”

As soon as the supreme regent terminated the link, Deke went to his cabin to gather his personal belongings. While automatically piling his things into a single worn case, he thought about the problems Glotaj had mentioned.

He looked forward to investigating the seaweed farms on Yanura. Mariculture was familiar to him from his home planet, so he knew what to expect. If the Yanurans were fooling anyone with their story about an age-preserving drug, they wouldn’t get past him. And should the Yanurans be involved in Jallyn’s abduction, he’d find her, too. He wouldn’t let them get away with any more of their dirty tricks, not after what had happened to Larikk.

His good friend and colleague had disappeared on Yanura three annums ago. Deke had reason to believe foul play was involved, but the Yanurans had effectively blocked any attempts at an investigation. At the time, they were not members of the Coalition, so he couldn’t pursue the case. But now that they were applying for admissions status, they’d come under Coalition provisional law.

He halted his packing and gritted his teeth. If the Yanurans were being deceitful—and he’d be willing to bet this was the case—Deke would quickly and ruthlessly ferret out the truth.
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“I know we’re on the wrong track, Hedy,” Mara said to her roommate. “Fromoth Trun was extremely courteous in all my encounters with him. I’m sure the Yanurans have nothing to do with Jallyn’s disappearance.”

“We’ll find out when we get to Yanura,” Hedy replied.

They were home packing for the trip ahead. Hedy had finished stuffing her case and had wandered into Mara’s room. The medic sat on the lounger, examining her painted fingernails for flaws.

“I’m looking forward to seeing their planet after working so closely with Fromoth Trun. They’re an interesting species.” Mara folded a stack of data cards into her bag. “Did you know they are nocturnal? We’ll have to adapt to their way of life. It’ll be quite fascinating.”

Hedy rolled her green eyes. “I’m more excited about spending time in close quarters with that handsome Polluxite, Lieutenant Wren. Did you see his shoulders? By the corona, I’ve never met a man with a physique like his before.”

“Oh, yeah? How about that Fraisirian messenger from the finance ministry? Didn’t you say the same thing about him?”

Hedy shrugged. “That was last week.”

“Hedy! This mission is serious.”

The petite brunette grinned. “No one said we couldn’t have fun along the way.”

“Lieutenant Wren is a member of Captain Reylock’s crew. Normally he ships out on the Valiant.”

“So what? He’s barely recovered from a disrupter wound he got on their last mission.” She heaved a long sigh, her gaze heavenward. “I wish I had been his medic.”

Mara snorted. “You’re impossible. I keep telling you men are nothing but trouble, and you won’t listen.”

Her most recent relationship had been a disaster. She and Pietor, an advocate in the Enforcement Bureau, had been seeing each other for seven months when he’d invited her to his home planet to meet his parents. They’d taken one look at her dark hair and olive complexion and voiced their disapproval. Mara was nothing like the albino beauties on Sonoria. How could Pietor have taken up with someone like her?

Instead of coming to her defense, Pietor had told them about her special gift. The memory of his mocking words still cut her deeply.

“Pietor wasn’t worthy of you,” Hedy said gently. “If he’d really loved you, he would have appreciated your ability.”

“I was nothing more than an exotic plaything to him. What a fool I was to believe he cared about me.”

“He was weak, Mara. Be glad he didn’t marry you first and then take you home. You were lucky to get rid of him.” Hedy gave her a teasing grin. “Loosen up and you’ll have more fun on this trip.”

“I’m not joining this delegation to have fun. I intend to prove to the Admissions Committee that the Yanurans deserve an unbiased approval of their application.”

She threw a few cosmetics into her case despite her knowledge that the Celeste fabricators could supply most of what they’d need. She still preferred to bring along certain favorite items.

“I wonder what Lieutenant Commander Sage will be like,” Hedy mused. “I hope he’s not one of those stiff protocol types.”

“Wren speaks very highly of him,” Mara pointed out.

“We’re not in the military. He can’t order us around.”

Mara heard the note of defiance in her roommate’s tone. “We are under his command while on this mission, Hedy.”

Hedy raised her eyebrows. “Spoken like a real trooper. I can’t wait to see how you react when he gives you an order.” She rose, smoothing the skirt of her minidress. “In the meantime, I’m going to get ready to meet that gorgeous Lieutenant Wren again.” She indicated her brown waves of shoulder-length hair. “Do you like this style, or should I straighten it?”

Mara raised her hands in mock despair. “What am I going to do with you?”

Hedy flashed her a brilliant smile. “Try having a lighter outlook. It’ll work wonders on your psyche. Say, maybe you could jump into Wren’s viewpoint the next time we meet. You’ll be able to sense how he feels about me.”

That did it. Mara picked up a pillow and threw it at her roommate.

Hedy dodged the hit with a squeal and ran out. Mara stood looking after her, her hands on her hips, wondering how she was going to stand hearing Hedy’s ramblings about Wren for the entire trip.

Despite their teasing banter, Mara knew Hedy was just as worried as she was about Sarina and the baby. It seemed to be an unspoken agreement between them to focus on the political aspects of the mission and not the personal angle. Otherwise, thinking about Jallyn could paralyze them both with anxiety.

Mara packed her last item, the baby’s blanket. She’d need it to do separations to check on Jallyn’s status. Her heart filled with pain as she pictured the tiny infant girl, so sweet and innocent.

May the Light of the Aura shine upon us, she prayed. We’ll need all the help we can get.

Hedy was a competent healer, and Mara knew she wouldn’t be diverted by her attraction to Wren when her skills were required. Despite her passionate nature, Hedy could be quite serious when the occasion demanded it.

Mara, on the other hand, was always serious. She drove herself hard and needed to be constantly busy. On this trip, as cultural specialist, she’d be responsible for ensuring the Yanurans were greeted properly, according to their customs. It was a role she looked forward to with great anticipation. Hopefully the crew, and Lieutenant Commander Sage in particular, would be receptive to her suggestions.
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Chapter Three
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“Hedy, what’s the problem?” Mara asked, frowning.

They’d just stepped off the moving walkway at launch bay 72 and were facing the air lock that would take them out of the protective domed section of the city. The whine of engines and roar of thrusters coming from outside hurt Mara’s ears.

“I forgot something.” Hedy’s arms were loaded down with bundles. She’d dashed into a few of the shops along the spaceport concourse and now paused, staring at Mara. “I have to go back.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Mara glanced ahead, eager to get aboard the Celeste.

“You can go on. I won’t be long. Did you remember to call Sarina and tell her we were leaving?”

“Yes, I did. She’s so disappointed she couldn’t come along.”

Hedy raised an eyebrow. “Glotaj reminded her that she needs to stay home in case the kidnappers contact her.”

“He’s right, but I wish we could offer more in the way of support. With Teir and us gone, she’ll have no one else to confide in. Glotaj has clamped down on letting the news leak out.”

“Stop feeling guilty,” Hedy chided her. “You know you’re excited about this trip.”

Mara smiled sheepishly. “Yes, and we should be moving along. At least let me carry some of those packages.”

Hedy handed over several of her bags. “I’ll see you on board the ship,” she said before turning away and heading back toward the shops.

Mara stepped inside the air lock. A steel door hissed shut behind her, followed by a whoosh of air that clogged her ears. Another door slid open on the opposite side. She strode out into the late afternoon sunshine, shivering from the sudden drop in temperature.

Stopping in her tracks, she stared at the fat, cumbersome spacecraft standing on the launchpad.

“Great suns, what kind of ship is that?”

Instead of the sleek vessel she’d expected, the Celeste reminded her of a manatee, an Earth mammal she’d read about in her studies. Maneuverability for a ship this size and shape had to be minimal. She took in the reflective black surface. Maybe its purpose was to provide some sort of protective camouflage. With its odd design, the ship seemed more suitable for hauling cargo than for taking a crew into a potentially dangerous situation.

Not that she thought they’d run into hostilities from the Yanurans. On the contrary, the amphibians were sure to welcome the Coalition team, since this visit would give them the chance to prove their claims about a miracle drug. Fromoth Trun had left Bimordus Two to make the necessary arrangements for receiving an official inspection team.

Actually, it made sense for them to arrive in a civilian vessel. If they showed up in a warship, it would alert the Yanurans that more was at stake than a mere scientific expedition. Still, considering the hazards of space travel, she’d have felt better if the ship had been designed for speed and maneuverability. Pirate attacks may have diminished since the Souk slave runs had ended, but the thought of pirates still unnerved her. There were other rogues and thieves out there unrelated to the Souk conflict.

A security detail checked her in and directed her up the gangplank to board the Celeste. The embarkation area was located near the cargo hold on D deck. She spotted a schematic diagram of the ship on a far wall and hastened over to figure out where to go.

The bridge was located on deck A and the engineering section on deck C. Staterooms were to be found on deck B, two levels up. There were six private cabins, she noted. How would she know which one had been assigned to her and Hedy? Deck B also had a holovid lounge, a physio lab, a dining and conference facility, and other public areas that weren’t labeled.

Anxious to explore, she entered the turbolift. “Deck B,” Mara commanded, and the door slid shut. Hopefully someone was around who could tell her which cabin was hers. Odd that there wasn’t any reception committee to greet the civilians.

The lift rose, and a moment later, it came to a smooth halt. Its steel door opened to reveal a long, narrow corridor with soft lighting and ivory painted walls.

Balancing the packages in her arms, she stepped into the corridor. As she moved forward, a door to her right shot open and a tall, dark-haired man walked directly into her.

Crying out, Mara dropped her bundles and teetered backward. His arm shot out, catching her at the waist.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he snapped.

Pulled against him, she found herself staring into his face. Nearly a head taller than she, he reached a good six-feet-two-inches in height. They were so close she could smell the musky scent of his aftershave.

“I was just getting out of the lift.”

His glance drifted to her slightly parted lips. “You should watch where you’re going.”

“So should you,” she retorted, flustered.

Her senses flared as she regarded him, unable to move away. The man’s features were angular and even, sculpted like one of her art forms. He had heavy brows, a straight nose, and a perfectly chiseled mouth. His jawline was firm with just the hint of a shadow.

Imagining what it would be like to smooth her fingers over the planes of his face, her artistic persona itched to touch him. With that desire came the stirrings of something unwanted deep inside her. Her heart hammered in a rapid tempo of response.

“Ships have confined spaces,” the man said in a low, suave tone. “There isn’t room for tight maneuvers.”

“I can see that.” Her breath came short as she felt every point of contact between them.

“Try to be more careful, or we might run into each other again.” His mouth curved into a grin as though it would be a pleasurable event.

Gods, when he smiled, his brown eyes warmed like melted chocolate and two adorable dimples appeared in his cheeks. Never in all of her twenty-eight annums had she met a man this handsome.

“Who are you?” she demanded, barely recognizing the husky tone as her own.

His grin widened. “Lieutenant Commander Deitan Sage at your service. You can call me Deke.”

He was Commander Sage? She’d expected him to be a stiff soldier, not a rakishly attractive devil with a smooth tongue. Warning bells rang in her mind. This voyage might be more dangerous than she’d anticipated.

“Release me,” she ordered. Struggling to free herself, she tilted her neck back and found his mouth hovering centimeters above hers.

“This could prove to be an interesting journey... Mara.” His eyes danced as he continued to hold her without any apparent inclination to let her go.

“How do you know my name?” She tried to ignore the sudden weakness in her limbs.

“I’ve read your dossier. I know quite a bit about you.” His arm tightened. “But not as much as I’d like to know. You feel quite good in my arms.”

Someone cleared their throat behind them, and Deke let her go. She sprang back with a guilty expression. Hedy stood grinning at them in front of the open turbolift car. Her arms were loaded with bundles.

“Pardon me for interrupting,” she cooed.

“Hedy, this is Commander Sage,” Mara said, struggling to regain her composure. “Can you tell us which cabin is ours?” she asked him, her tone icy.

“Your stateroom is the third one on the left,” he told her, tugging his maroon and gray uniform into place.

Her skin heating under his scrutiny, she stooped to pick up the bundles she’d dropped. He bent over to help, and their heads collided.

“My, you do enjoy personal contact, don’t you?” he said, picking up the scattered packages.

Her heart somersaulted as he gave her another disarming grin. If he kept displaying those dimples, she’d be lost.

“Thank you.” She took the remaining bundles from him.

Deke nodded at Hedy. “You must be the medic. That stateroom is yours.” He pointed to the closed door opposite Mara’s.

“We have our own cabins?” Mara exclaimed. This bonus was unexpected.

“Yes, we want our guests to be comfortable. What is all this stuff you’re bringing aboard?”

“I went shopping,” Hedy replied. “Wait until you see the travel games I bought. We’re going to have a great time. I picked up some snacks, too, along with extra music chips.”

Deke’s brows drew together. “This is not a pleasure cruise, ladies. I suggest you use the next couple of hauras to stow your gear and familiarize yourselves with the ship’s interior. We’ll be meeting in the conference room at eighteen hundred hauras for a mission briefing.”

With an abrupt turn, he strode toward the hatchway at the opposite end and disappeared into another compartment.

“Whew,” Hedy said. “If this isn’t a pleasure cruise, he sure has a strange way of greeting his new crew. You two didn’t waste any time getting acquainted.”

Mara grimaced. “We accidentally ran into each other. It’s like he cast a spell on me. I couldn’t move.”

“Uh-oh, this sounds serious.”

“The only thing that’s serious is our mission.” For all the fun things Hedy had brought, they shouldn’t lose sight of their purpose.

“I need to make sure my equipment arrived intact,” Hedy said. “I suppose they put our luggage in our cabins. Did you check to see if your foot pan arrived?”

Mara winced. She couldn’t fathom why Hedy kept referring to her sculpting tray as a foot pan. “I figured it would be too big to fit in the cabin, so I had it delivered to the cargo bay. Do you want to take a tour with me after we’re settled in?”

“Sure. Maybe I’ll run into Lieutenant Wren the same way you met Commander Sage.”

Hedy’s green eyes sparkled with mischief as her mood shifted from somber to lighthearted. It was one of the features about her that Mara admired. Dealing with pain and suffering on a daily basis, Hedy was able to walk away from her job and enjoy herself on her time off.

After unloading Hedy’s packages, Mara entered her cabin
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