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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

​​NIVPUL EXAVENT'S BREATH hitched when June Trynamour pulled back, leaving his lips still warm with the shared fervour of her illicit kiss. Their first. Narrow green eyes he could lose himself in like never before gaped wide. What little self-control he retained shrivelled before such an unprecedented display.

She caught his arms before he could pull her back to himself. A touch of ice flickered across her face. "I shouldn't have let the moment overtake me like that."

Niv's pounding heart echoed her words. They were about to take the biggest step yet of their short courtship. Leave behind the narrow confines of this ship. His ship. His Grandfather's ship. Konhor.

He glanced around the common room in which they stood. To the trio of bow facing comfort seats between them and the bridge access. The starboard wall dinette. Door to the infirmary. Hatch to the aft passage. Utility lockers. Gangway controls beside the inner hatch out, now deployed and awaiting their exit, port. The core of their short time together since he rescued her from the crippled shuttle he'd hoped to glean intel from.

Until now.

She squeezed his arm a little too tight. "I've changed everything. How will this affect your ability to face those who will be waiting for us outside?"

Niv gulped. "We don't even know who that will be."

The fire in her gaze highlighted every feature that marked her as an outsider. Those high cheekbones. That skin so light next to his olive tones. The narrow set of her eyes. Someone who could not be trusted until she proved otherwise, and to some, not even then. "We knew that would be the case from the moment Prince Olak chose to sequester us aboard Frivoh."

"Did we?" So much had changed when Olak, third in line to the Great Bear Throne of the Siclian Empire, largest of the nine kingdoms, announced his intention to bring them home himself. All under the ever watchful eyes of an imperial chaperone that had kept them from discussing many sensitive matters when they needed it the most. All under the impression June was a member of the League of Freemen. An impression Niv allowed to stand by his silence. "He had us completely cut off from everything outside the bay until his big reveal, what, half an hour ago?"

"A mere detail. One we never had any say in. No. Your Grandfather Roggi, that's who we will find waiting for us outside."

How could he argue with her there? His Grandfather would move modules to reach this hanger now that he'd returned. His Grandfather, the one person least likely to look upon June with the disdain they would receive from so many others when they saw her.

Niv held out a trembling hand. "What about you? How has this changed what you want?" He wanted to sweep her back into his arms and return the kiss.

She sighed. "The Prince was right on this point, The closer we stick to proper decorum, the easier it'll be for your people to accept our courtship."

If only he could master the same level of forethought she showed at every turn.

He found the control to stop his hand from shaking when he took hers. "Then where do we draw the line?"

A sweet smile lit up her face. "I think the Prince has drawn it for us." She turned her hand to present her knuckles for a kiss.

Niv's desire for so much more yielded to the common sense of what she presented. He raised her hand to his lips. "I wish I could argue with you here."

"But we both know it needs to be this way, for now. Until then, it might be a good idea to head out before they start pounding on the outer hatch."

It was his turn to sigh. "You're right, of course."

She dropped her hand to take his. "Together."

One word. So full of meaning. So right. His strength renewed, he took the first step toward the gangway.

A right turn through the inner hatch put them on the ramp that led down to the deck of the hangar bay. The warmth of June's continued touch softened the pounding of Niv's heart. He fought past the urge to wait just a little longer to open the final door. The split hatch swung inward and hangar bay lighting washed over them. The familiar smell of the air where he'd been born and raised carried within it a sour metallic texture he'd never been away from long enough to notice before. June clenched his hand tighter as they stepped through.

"What have they done to our ship?" The gravelly voice of Misdrogen, senior engineer on the Konhor project, tore at Niv.

​~~~
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​MISDROGEN, HIS GREY beard always so scruffy in Niv's estimation, stood under Konhor's nose peering at the patch that covered the spot where a weapon mount should have been. Past him, a lady in station standard grey-green engineering coveralls Niv didn't recognise approached from the open hatch to the station beyond. She slowed, her brow darkening in a furrow as she caught sight of them, of June. Misdrogen turned, his eyes narrowing as he did.

June loosened her grip on Niv's hand.

The clatter of running feet preceded the appearance of another person in the hatch. His sister, Tocen, the only resident of the station he'd spoken to since the prince let them go. Never before had Niv seen so much of their mom in her narrow shoulders, lank face, and strawberry blond hair. She bent over, hands on her knees, her gasps for breath audible where they stood. Even with their delay getting off Konhor she must have raced all the way from flight control to get there so soon.

Tocen straightened, her gaze dropping to where he held June's hand before she hit Niv with her best 'what have you done this time' look. Her shoulders squared, then she stepped aside.

His mom swept into the space Tocen had vacated. Her gaze went straight to June, and the grip she had on Niv's hand. The flicker of a scowl much darker than her eldest daughter's crossed her face before she continued forward. Tocen maintained a respectful distance behind and to the right.

Niv swallowed against his pounding heart, frozen by so many feelings vying for supremacy within.

June pulled her hand from his. "This is your moment. Go on."

Her soft words cut through the maelstrom. He stepped forward. His mom engulfed him in a wholly unceremonious hug. "You're back. You're really back."

A hand settled between his shoulder blades as his sister made it into a three-way embrace. "Welcome home little brother."

Niv fought back tears.

Tocen rubbed his head with her fist. "You just had to make a big entrance after that snazzy little exit thing, didn't you?"

The crush eased and Niv became aware of the warning glare on his mom's face as she looked over his shoulder. Though reluctant to let go so soon, he knew his time had run out.

Niv's mom's face went blank as they separated. How should he handle this? At least June remained composed, though her heart had to be pounding like his. The same composure that had gotten them through many tight spots when his own lack of control would have cost them dearly.

Niv backed to her side. "Mom, I would like to introduce you to Miss June Trynamour."

June bowed her head in proper acknowledgement. "Missus Exavent."

Niv's mom succeeded in keeping her look congenial, in a diplomatic kind of way. "Miss Trynamour. Welcome to Deep Space Station Motherload, home of the League of Freemen."

"Grandpa!" The sharp tone drew Niv's attention back to the hatch, and his younger brother Baer, looking lankier than he remembered, struggling to keep their Grandfather Roggi from collapsing.

Tocen dashed back to assist. "Grandfather, you shouldn't have come this far on foot."

Niv had never seen his grandfather Roggi looking so old, or tired. Never once had he imagined the day would come that his grandfather would need to carry a cane in shaky hands.

Grandfather Roggi's grey eyes, so like Niv's own, took in the scene, seeing everything as always. His Exavent oblong face had sunken around its chiselled nose had since the last time they saw each other.

"Nonsense." Grandfather Roggi pushed on the cane to straighten and continued forward.

"Someone find a chair," Niv's mom said. "What do you think you're doing travelling without your scooter? Don't you care that another stroke could happen at any time?"

Grandfather Roggi looked past his daughter-in-law to meet Niv's confused gaze. "I believe you have an introduction to make."

Niv barely heard his grandfather. "A stroke? When? How bad?"

"Not so bad that it would keep me from this moment."

Niv swallowed. No one's opinion counted more than Grandfather Roggi's, and news of a stroke only made it that much more imperative that this went well. His hand felt clammy as he took June's and led her forward.

While Niv's mom maintained a strict formal air, he could have sworn he saw a twinkle in his grandfather's eyes. His chest grew tight as they drew closer. "Grandfather Roggi, may I present Miss June Trynamour."

The elder Exavent gave her a measured once over. "I have waited a long time for this moment. Welcome to our humble home."

Niv's mother gasped. His siblings exchanged side-eyed glances.

Grandfather Roggi looked at each of them in turn. "Is this how you greet the lady who is destined to become the newest member of our family?"

~~~
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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

​​NIV REMEMBERED TO BREATHE again when the lady he hadn't recognised stepped forward with a chair.

"Thank you Zergril." Grandfather Roggi gave the lady a nod before allowing Tocen and Baer to help him sit.

After a shaky moment, he placed his cane between his knees and set his hands on top of it. "Now, Nivpul, didn't I send you out to perform a simple series of tests of my new Maast drive design? You were never scheduled to go far enough to reach any star systems."

Chagrin morphed into relief as Niv recognised how his grandfather had set up this tease in a way that closed the subject of June's status. He turned to take in the same view of Konhor his grandfather enjoyed. Every mark had its story.

Blackened melt scars highlighted the many places where incoming fire had rocked the sleek delta wing vessel. Older than any of these, back to the first day of his adventure, mottled rivulets wider than a hand and coloured like welded metal before it had been ground smooth radiated out from the Maast emitters, most to end where the energy had bled off the wings when they should have shredded the hull. A few followed the main section forward from where the wings began further aft than other ships of this design while others highlighted the way the wings spread wider to the tips. What they couldn't see clearly from this angle was how those wings widened aft to create a ripple-free seam with the main body.

The memory of the moment when a spike in the Maast generation outputs had caught his attention seconds before the alarm whooped washed over him. A lurch had put the safety straps to the test. He'd made out enough of the jumbled engineering data to know the Maast generator no longer controlled anything. External monitors had recorded the impact of raw energy on the hull. The straps proved their worth once again. Everything had gone black.

A surge of water had crashed over his head, leaving him choking, sputtering, flailing hands and legs to keep his head free.

"Hold on!" The voice had come from all around.

An arm had appeared through the mist. "Take my hand!"

He'd fought to get closer. Reached up. Touched the person's wrist. June's wrist. Grabbed hold. Felt his grip begin to slip. Her hand had twisted around to grasp his wrist.

The current changed. Threw him to one side. When his head had breached the surface again he'd found himself in a calm spot. Before him, water had foamed to each side of a giant rock. A great hand reached from the rock and encircled the grip they shared with a strength so firm they could not have let each other go. A wave hit, tossing him from the water, and thrusting him back into his seat.

The firm touch of June's hand on his arm pulled Niv back. His heart pounded to a new, old, degree. An all too familiar twinge, not felt for some time, radiated from his left shoulder. Both he and his ship had come away from that field collapse crippled, and that hand had not released them.

After taking a deep breath, he turned to his grandfather. "With one glaring exception, I think you'll find the drive has passed with flying colours."

Niv's mother huffed. "Nothing that can't wait until Prince Olak has arrived. I have a duty to stand beside Peaul when His Highness disembarks. Then I will arrange lodging for Miss Trynamour with Missus Khakris. Nivpul, you will bunk with Baer until new quarters are allotted. Tocen, I am sure Lady Jizdna would like to see her finest apprentice back in Flight Control. Baer, your Grandfather needs his scooter before he decides to push himself even further across the line. I expect all of you to be on your best behaviour during this auspicious time."

"Yes, Mom. "Tocen headed for the hatch, followed by Baer.

Niv's mother had turned her attention to Misdrogen. "Please do your best to keep dad from pushing himself too far. Baer will be back with the scooter soon. That should help."

"I'll see if I can get the old man to cooperate, but you know how he gets when he's set his mind to something."

"That I do." She gave Niv a look that made him shiver. "We'll pick this up again later."

Grandfather Roggi looked at Zergril. "Misdrogen and I are old enough to remember the last time a member of Royalty visited our humble station. Go, find a place from which you can watch the arrival."

Zergril cast a wide-eyed glance at Misdrogen.

Grandfather Roggi tapped his cane on the deck. "Go on, we can handle things here. Misdrogen, shoo him out."

As the senior engineer ushered his junior toward the hatch Grandfather Roggi turned his attention back to Niv and June. "I don't know the details, but I do know you've strayed too close to a mess that may still come back to haunt you. I suggest you take every advantage of whatever breathing room I can give you. Now, what else have you done to my ship since the anomaly scooped you out of local space?"

​~~~
[image: ]


​NIV MASKED HIS WHITE knuckles below the briefing room table, thankful his Grandfather Roggi has released the junior engineers to attend the once in a lifetime imminent arrival of Prince Olak to the station's main docking terminal. Before them, a virtual rendition of the bridge display aboard Konhor filled the rooms viewer. Six sub-monitors, each active with a specific aspect of the test flight then in progress, sat below the main screen now centred on the emergent anomaly that had changed everything. False-coloured tendrils of Maast energy, blued and greened flashing in and out of existence.

Grandfather Roggi's comm buzzed. "Roggi here."

"Boss," Zergril said, "I'm sending a vid you'll want to see, all of you."

Misdrogen cast a dark glare at Trynamour. "What could His Highness have to say to evoke such a reaction?"

"Let's find out." Grandfather Roggi tapped play.

The vid began with Prince Olak stepping through the docking hatch onto the receiving deck of Motherload. His cheek-length hair, the second blackest Niv had ever seen, had the appearance of having been trimmed ever so slightly. Where he had worn a command rank blue shirt on the three occasions they'd spoken, he now wore a deeper royal blue trimmed with a jewelled collar. A fur-edged mantle of orange-red completed the ensemble. The ever-present marine escort remained one pace behind to his right and his left.

The operator pulled back until they could see a number of Elders and other senior League representatives straightening from their bows and curtsies, including Niv's parents, his father perfect in form going down and coming back up, his mother demure as befitting a Lady of their station in life.

Elder-of-Elders Rictokun stepped forward and bowed to the waist. Upon straightening, he said, "We the people of the League of Freemen bid your Highness welcome to this most humble of your deep space stations."

His Highness acknowledged this with a slight bow of the head. "I come bearing thanks from all those who are loyal to the Great Bear Throne, my father, your Sovereign Lord, and myself. Of all our subjects, none paid a dearer price during the recent crisis than representatives of the League of Freemen. The crews of two League ships, the Arcall and the Eigmere, stranded themselves on minimal life-support so that Frivoh could arrive in time to stop the raiders intent on my harm."

Niv wanted to shrink into his seat. The Prince had sealed them in one of Frivoh's cargo holds under full comm silence until that moment he announced the return of two wayward children and then granted them clearance to launch as a token of his thanks. This could be the moment everything went public. Including the misdirection that kept June's true identity from imperial attention.

"Before that, your own Major Gowert Osseida gave his very life to warn me of the impending danger. His aid, Ensign Coren Vancord, remains in the field, present location unknown. By this action, he enabled Ensign Nivpul Exavent and crewman June Trynamour to arrive in time to keep the raiders at bay until Frivoh could engage. Such sacrifice will not be forgotten."

The screen went blank, then refreshed back to the Maast generator output log. Niv didn't know what to think given all he and June knew about the link between the recent crisis and the ambitions of the power-hungry Duke Argodr, head of the most powerful Noble House in the empire.

"I've never heard of this Major Osseida," Misdrogen said.

All hope of allowing Niv's return to fade into the shadow of the Royal visit had been shattered.

"I seem to remember his name coming up a few months back in a discussion about the raiders. Could be he and Vancord were sent off on a mission to learn more." Grandfather Roggi looked from Niv to June and back. "Did you hold anything back defending His Highness' person?"

Niv's breath caught. As a test platform, Konhor incorporated a range of advanced technologies, and yet, only one crossed the line into revolutionary. His grandfather's life's work. His magnum opus. The first Maast generator in recorded history able to dynamically manipulate the forces that made travel between stars possible. "He's seen all of it."

"Define all," Misdrogen said.

That was Niv's grandfather's friend to a fault. Always the pragmatist needing every little detail spelt out for him. "We'd exposed Konhor's combat strengths from the start. For round two, His Highness lent us a pair of engineers to maximise our effectiveness. One of them dropped the defence grid. Warberger had a lock." Niv glanced at June. "She saw it, and energised the Maast generator in time for me to get us out of the kill zone. Then, when all attention had turned to taking down the Prince's ship we did the impossible by coming around and re-entering the fray off Warberger's flank."

"I see," Grandfather Roggi said. "Now, how did you learn that his Highness was in peril in the first place?"

Another story. An outcome he couldn't change. June squeezed his arm. He closed his eyes to better manage the memory "I didn't know our next contact would be Osseida. That he'd die in my arms." The strength of his outburst caused him to choke. He needed to get this out, and that required him to slow down. "The bolt caught him in the chest. I couldn't have done anything for him. Not even immediate access to an infirmary would have made a difference. The intel he ordered Vancord to hand over before his passing is what led us to the Prince."

Grandfather Roggi looked at Misdrogen. "What do you think, will the politics of all this make it possible for us to give the kids a little room?"
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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

​THE SOUND OF THE DOOR opening roused Niv enough to be blinded by the flood of light from the corridor.

"Rise and shine brother, we've got company coming."

The familiar hint of tease in Baer's voice caused Niv to glance at the clock. "It's my first day back, and look, I'm not scheduled to get up for another half an hour. Wait, you're not off shift until after that."

"Arrangements were made. Hurry up, you wouldn't want to still be in bed when your sisters arrive."

Niv shot up to sit on the edge of the bed. "Our sisters? Anyone else?"

"The whole family. Now get dressed in hygiene while I clean up out here."

Niv scooped up his clothes and ducked into hygienics. The whole family! How long had it been since scheduling permitted everyone to meet at a single time? A year? More?

He stopped before the mirror. Well before June, and the shadow of all Prince Olak revealed yesterday. What were the odds his grandfather Roggi hadn't been invited in order to sidestep his acceptance of her arrival?

With the sound of familiar voices came the waft of fresh baked goods with the hint of chives and garlic. His mom's special croissants. A symbol of the celebratory facet of this visit. If only that would be the limit of this get-together, but he knew better. He dressed, and faced the door.

Tocen saw him first. "Well good morning, hope we didn't rouse you too early."

Before he could react his little sister Couac had wrapped her arms around him. Over her curly brown hair, he caught her husband Likbah looking on with an amused smile from the corner he'd squeezed his lanky body into.

The crush of Couac's embrace aside, Niv had forgotten how crowded such quarters could become with six people inside. Once his father, older brother Markin and wife Parisca arrived it would verge on outright claustrophobic. Assuming they didn't bring the kids, much as he'd loved to see them again. He'd always wanted children of his own.

Couac let up on the pressure. "Things have been so crazy since your return. This seemed like the only way to give you a proper welcome home."

The door chime sounded before he could answer, and his father took over their room with his straight back arrival.

Taller than their father by a good three fingers, Markin closed the door behind him. "Parisca sends her apologies. She wanted to be here but couldn't get the time free after all."

Their father nodded. "Then we're all here. We'll say grace, then enjoy this time together."

So much so fast, Niv bowed his head for the ritual invocation, only to look up at his father in surprise when he said, "Oh Lord, we have so much to be thankful for, the blessing of this simple meal being the least of these. Our lost son has returned to us. The ache of not knowing his fate has been lifted from our hearts. We are truly thankful for this time together. Amen."

Though terse, his father's prayer had sounded more like the free form of grandfather Roggi, and now Niv himself, than anything in any Prayer Guide Niv had ever seen.

His mom put a pair of croissants on a plate along with a pat of butter and a knife before serving him first. "We had so little time since your return. Between the arrival of the Prince, and the subsequent demands of our positions, it's a wonder any of us were able to carve these few minutes out of our schedules on such short notice."

Markin delivered a steaming cup of steep to a convenient shelf. "How even you could bring this much turmoil back with you is beyond me."

The rattle of dishes filled the room until Tocen said, "How could Grandfather have ever allowed this to happen in the first place?"

"He did," their father said. "The question at hand is how to manage the consequences."

That was his father all right. Slip into damage control mode and seek the best way to get through this latest happening. His old self would have done everything in his power to acquiesce before his father. The new self had to stand firm. "Those consequences you want to manage are the result of my choices, freely made as circumstances dictated. If Grandfather Roggi is guilty of anything, it's making sure I had all the right tools to overcome whatever situation I found myself in."

"But you do admit there are consequences, and that they impact on the entire family."

The plate with his untouched croissant grew heavy as he took in the truth in his father's words. He hadn't given enough thought to what his choices would do to the rest of his family. No, not choices, choice. It wouldn't have changed the way his heart beat for June, but it may have given him a better idea of how to answer them when this moment arrived.

"I'll take that as a yes." His father held up a hand to cut Niv off. "You should know I've talked to your grandfather and do have a general idea of what you've actually been through."

His mother stepped forward. "We just want to make sure you think this out now that you're home."

The room had grown smaller. He found it hard to breathe. They didn't know everything. "I love June." The words he'd yet to say to her had burst out before he could frame a proper thought. "Miss Trynamour. Our courtship is real." He looked his father in the eye. "And as you have spoken to Grandfather Roggi, you know it has been proper from the start."

"Nevertheless, you are home now. Whatever you've experienced in the last day will only grow stronger as time passes."

Starting with his own family, until Grandfather Roggi intervened. "I do understand, and to make things easier for all of you, I'll arrange alternate sleeping arrangements first thing."

"That won't be necessary, will it Father?" Tocen joined the crush. "We're just happy you're home. That's why we arranged all this."

His dad looked at his daughter and sighed. "Your sister is right. We'll speak no more of this now."

​​~~~
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​​NIV LOOKED AT THE MUSCLE-bound corporal in his casual grey station uniform who manned the receiving booth to the hangar in which Konhor waited. The whir of a cargo truck headed for a bay further down the passage changed to signal it too had arrived at its destination. June remained silent as he puzzled through the challenge just thrown at him.

The corporal flexed his forearm. "Think back to your last hand-to-hand combat unit before graduation from the academy."

The memory of looking up at that same ovoid face while fighting to catch the breath that had been knocked out of him sprang to Niv's mind. "Private, that is, Corporal Gorough. Congratulation on the stripes."

"Thank you, Ensign." He tapped his terminal. "Here it is. You've been granted unlimited access." He looked at June through narrowed eyes. "Both of you. I'll buzz you in."

One more example of his father's warning passed, Niv took June's hand and walked with her through the opening hatch.

Where the space within had sat empty when they finished the day before, now it contained a few crates and a lift truck near the sealed inner hatch that opened into the hangar proper. Niv led June to the room on their left.

Through the open door, they could see Grandfather Roggi on the left, looking much better than the night before, seated beside Misdrogen. Three senior engineers, Marik, Jorign and Crodalm sat across from them. The design schematic of Konhor filled the far wall, with many of the locations where they'd been forced to adapt replacement parts highlighted, including the adaptor added to the gangway so they could pair with the incompatible docks in use out there.

Niv caught himself before the memory of those early days could show on his face. Only June's hand in his kept him from holding his left arm across his belly and rubbing his injured wrist. Lame like his ship, he'd had no choice but to allow outsiders to assist with the generic work while he concentrated on the unique aspects of the Maast generator controls no one else could be allowed to even glimpse. Not even the enigmatic lady he then called Trynamour.

All eyes turned towards them, including those of a greying officer in an imperial uniform, Lieutenant Folum, their imperial liaison from the moment they volunteered their services to the defence of the Prince.

"Good morning Ensign, Crewman. His Highness sends his apologies. Matters have forced him to cut his visit short. I've been charged with collecting answers to the questions your performance raised, plus a few that have arisen since I took up residence."

The journey home had presented Niv never-ending opportunities to perfect his trader face. The shock of finding Lieutenant Folum in attendance put all that to the test. He looked down the table. "Grandfather?"

Grandfather Roggi waved at the empty seats beside him. "Sit. We were just about to get into that. Lieutenant Folum, would you please repeat what you just told us."

Folum waited until they'd settled. "A look at the status reports received by his Majesty reveal a significant discrepancy between what they had to say and what we witnessed during the recent crisis."

The hint of a smile touched Grandfather Roggi's lips. "Yes, well, no one ever said the Konhor project would be limited to the specifications presented."

Niv's swallowed as his mind went back to that moment when Prince Olak first revealed he knew of the Konhor project, the way he'd recoiled at the thought of how such a deal put the independence of the League of Freemen at risk.

"There's also the troubling question of how someone with your grandson's lack of operational experience managed to retain command of such a valuable asset when it's clear Major Osseida's command is still in the field."

Niv stopped himself before he could give too much away by glancing at June. On this point they had allowed the Lieutenant, and, therefore, the Prince, to believe they were operating under Osseida's direction. A deception that could still fail if Folum put the pieces together too soon.

Roggi tapped the deck with his cane. "I think we've spent enough time with this distraction. Our main goal is to assess how well our ship handled the stresses of this mission, and determine what needs to be done to restore Konhor to full operational capacity."

"Of course." Folum stood. "I look forward to reading that report. We'll speak more of this later."

​~~~
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​NIV STOPPED HIS WORK as June emerged from the aft port crawlway into the elongated octagon that was main engineering and wiped away the sweat that had beaded along the elastic of her hairnet. It seemed inconceivable now that he'd never seen her without it during most of their time together. Not until that night she'd pulled it off in a ruse to make the man tracking them see a pair of clubbers who'd snuck off for a little privacy. After that, it had only come out when the task at hand required her lengthening tresses be held in check.

"And to think we've only been working together for four days." Zergril turned from the Maast controls that filled the aft wall of the room. "That kind of calibration would have taken me at least twice as long to complete."

"Why thank you. I do have—"

"Good, I found the two of you together." They turned to find Grandfather Roggi leaning on his cane in the open blast hatch that separated engineering from the crew quarters forward.

"Grandfather, what did the doctor say about using the scooter for longer distances?"

Grandfather Roggi smiled. "Is that the same doctor who insists I attend physiotherapy?" He stepped aside to let Niv see the scooter parked at the far end of the central corridor just inside the common. "Now, if the two of you will come with me, we can find a place for me to sit a moment. Zergril, Crodalm is waiting for your report on the hybrid power conduits."

"I'll get it to him right away."

Three doors on the left each gave access to cabins, two more on the right marked the lab, then hygienics with its two waste stations and a single shower stall.

Roggi opened the centre cabin door and entered the space June had quartered in throughout the duration of their time together. Niv knew he should hurry in to deploy a chair for his grandfather to sit on, but froze at the threshold. June had moved out, and an inspection team had since swept the space as part of their bow-to-stern analysis. He no longer had any reason to keep this private space for June sacrosanct.

Niv's grandfather wavered. He needed that chair. Niv broke through the invisible barrier of his own creation to seat his elder. June circled to the other side to offer an additional supporting arm.

Settled, Roggi switched his grip on both their arms and pushed the two of them toward the bunk. "Sit."

The imperative in his grandfather's voice led Niv to act without thinking until June's hand pressed down on his when she joined him. On the bed she'd slept in. In the room he'd refused to violate. Sharing a seat for the first time since they met.

She squeezed his hand in a way that said she felt it too, before giving him one of those smiles that caused his breath to catch.

"The magic of young love."

Niv turned to stare at his grandfather.

He responded with a sigh. "I can't tell you how many times I've wished I could reach out and just touch the hand of my sweet Ssilsnia. Niv's grandmother." He'd glanced at June, then back at Niv. "Alas, it doesn't work that way. She will never return to me, but one day I will move on to be with her."

Niv heard a subtext of weakness in those words that had been absent before he took Konhor out for the first time. He saw how much closer that day had grown, and how what had happened to him must have contributed to its approach.

June let his hand go. "Niv has told me the story of the Loabaycle. Hard as my life has been, I have nothing that compares to such a tragedy."

"I wonder."

Niv glanced at June to see that something of the old ice had fallen across her face. What had his grandfather seen?

Roggi leaned back wearily. "I left your upgraded security tech belt in the command locker for a reason, and now I know it's time to take the next faith step in the journey we are sharing."

Niv straightened. "I don't understand."

"I think I do," June waited until Niv had given her his full attention. "The Konhor project was never just about understanding what happened to Loabaycle, or working to bring honour to his lost love, or even giving his life new meaning."

She looked at Roggi. "I'm so new to what a true life of faith looks like. Only two others before Niv were genuine enough in their walk to give me a glimpse of the hope I am now beginning to understand."

Though he never had the privilege of meeting them, Niv knew she was talking about Carlos and Uno Yondu, the Samafm ambassadors to her Commonwealth of Planets. She'd told him so much about how they'd taken her into their care, in effect shielding her from agencies bent on making sure her considerable talents remained theirs to command.

"But I have studied enough to understand that those who are open to the still small voice of the Lord will sometimes receive what I can best describe as special knowledge to act upon."

"Not just sometimes, and you're headed in the right direction, but we've strayed off topic."

Caught between a sense of wonder at the depth of June's insight and his grandfather's call to put it aside, Niv said, "And what is that?"

"Your relationship." He held up a hand before either of them could respond. "This is a matter of clarification, not accusation, or insinuation. The Prince assigned you a chaperone on the belief that the loss of Major Osseida and disappearance of Ensign Vancord left the two of you in a vulnerable spot. He also hoped to curry favour with the Council of Elders by showing he understood our ways."

It pained Niv to think of where his grandfather could be going with this after all they'd gone through to do things right. "But that's not how—"

"What did I just say about no accusations or insinuations?"

"Sorry."

June touched Niv's arm, then met Grandfather Roggi's gaze. "He speaks for both of us."

"Thank you." Grandfather Roggi closed his eyes for a moment. "As I was going to say, it's clear both by the state of this cabin and the access logs, that June has resided here for the duration of your time together. Niv has likewise occupied the commander's quarters, and you have spent most of your time working opposite watches. Not proof in and of itself, hence my need to ask you directly."

He leaned on his cane as if preparing to stand, then settled back. "It's time the two of you stopped hiding in your work on Konhor. Nivpul, take June on a proper date. Show her what else life aboard Motherload has to offer. Make your own life together." He heaved a sigh. "You should know people have been talking about you. They don't know what to make of June given the way Prince Olak spoke of her. This will make your date more complicated than it should. Choose where you take her with care."

June's fingers tightened around Niv's trembling hand. His grandfather had spoken straight into his deepest fear. These people knew him. Knew June as an outsider. They had seen it on their tram rides to the hangar. The glances. The muffled talk.

Tight as Niv's throat had grown, one thought broke through. "Crob's Cafe. Yes, I think that's just the place we are looking for."

He stood and held out his hand. "Miss June Trynamour, would you do me the honour of joining me for dinner."

"Why certainly, Mister Nivpul Exavent." She took his hand and got to her feet.

"The magic of young love indeed."

​​~~~
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​​​ONCE A CARGO MODULE able to fit ten heavy transports two abreast, the promenade had grown into one of the most popular shopping destinations aboard Motherload. That fateful day Niv's first learnt he'd be the one to take Konhor out for that first flight, there had been a module wide sale, and resulting crush of shoppers. There were fewer today, but more of these looked their way.

A handful of people acknowledged them with polite nods, but except for a few kids who were quickly pulled back, the light crowd sidled apart to guarantee them free passage. The usual din dropped a few decibels as they continued forward.

June squeezed his clammy grip. "This place is everything you said it would be. Oh, and there it is, the famed Outcasts banner. Best Deals on Motherload. Clothing almost too good for life on a Deep Space Station."

He glanced at the familiar white lettering on its green background even as he heard one or two gasps among those close enough to hear her read it out. If only they knew enough for him to understand where such reactions fit in. "Crob's is to our left a little past Outcasts."

"Lead the way! I'm famished."

The ambient volume crept up as a murmur raced ahead of them, and the no-entry zone that surrounded them became more of a path before them. Niv hoped they'd be able to find a table away from Crob's front window.

A number of people exited the cafe as they approached. A couple at the far window seat stood as if to leave, stopped, eyes towards the kitchen, then sat back down. Old man Crob delivered plates to their table, then moved toward the door to meet Niv and June.

June's grip tightened harder than expected. Niv squeezed back as much to reassure himself as to send her a message.

Crob fidgeted with his apron. "Welcome back Ensign, and you must be Crewman Trynamour. I've reserved a table for you near the back, a little privacy in these tumultuous times." He'd looked past them at the milling crowd.

"That is most kind of you." June gave him a polite nod.

In the back meant near the kitchen where the whir of a ventilation fan in need of balancing sounded above them. Between that and the general background noise from the promenade, they could talk in low tones with minimal worry about being overheard. It helped that Niv didn't recognise any of the other patrons. A cosy setting in which they could relax a while, until June turned her gaze to the cafe entrance.

Senior cadet Jeev Cowtie, a man Niv knew by little more than sight, made his way toward them from the door.

"Nivpul—" His gaze drifted to June. "Crewman. I hope I'm not interrupting, but, well—"

Jeev grabbed the nearest chair, sat, and looked Niv in the eye. "Okay, here's the deal. I know we've never been close, and you probably only know Anmy Watkern in passing—"

A murmur from a nearby table had caused the cadet to look around.

Niv couldn't decide whether to be thankful or alarmed. This was the last thing they needed now.

"Am I correct in assuming Miss Watkern's honour is the reason why you're here?" June said.

A drop of sweat formed on Jeev's brow. "Not exactly, but yes. You see, Anmy and Ensign Vancord have grown close."

Niv tensed at the name. Nothing to do with Coren Vancord came easy.

Jeev centred his attention on June. "She's been okay with his assignment, till now. I mean, sure, she's struggled with the limitations the mission put on their ability to stay in contact. Any of us would under the same circumstances. Then to hear the Prince himself mention his name in the same breath as the loss of one of our own." He blew out a breath and looked from June to Niv. "She's beside herself with worry, and we were hoping you might know something that could put her mind at ease."

There'd been less than five minutes between the time they saw Vancord crash through that window to land face up on the sidewalk and Vancord deserting them. "Like what? That Vancord threatened to blast me—"

"Nivpul." June placed her hand on his fist. "This isn't about him, it's about Miss Watkern."

The impulse to remember Vancord chasing after their assailants as Major Osseida's body kept him pinned to the floor broken by June's intervention, Niv found the strength to take a deep breath. "Tell Miss Watkern Vancord was his usual focused self when we last saw him, and that there is no reason to believe that has changed."

Only the warmth of June's hand on his kept Niv from shrinking back at his awkward attempt at tact.

"Uh. Yes." Jeev stood. "It's something. Thanks. I'll leave you to your meal. Sorry for intruding."

Niv waited for Jeev to reach the door before turning to June. "Thank you."

She patted his now fist free-hand. "You know how much I understand. Would you prefer to call it a night, or should we place our orders?"

He looked around the familiar establishment, then back at the woman who held his heart in her hands. "We should enjoy every minute we have."
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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

​​BACK IN HIS ADOPTED seat in the hanger briefing room, Niv looked forward to a good stretch when this end of day debrief closed. Zergril had only to finish his recap on the weapon systems diagnostic suite and Misdrogen would be free to let them all go. He had no doubt June beside him entertained similar thoughts. Zergril pronounced Konhor's weapons suite combat ready and deferred to their Elder.

Misdrogen sat forward. "It's been a long day, I'll see you all back here in ten hours. Dismissed."

June touched Niv's arm. "Just in time to freshen up before dinner with Couac?"

He squeezed her hand. "I'm sure she's not planning anything awkward."

They logged out and headed in the direction of the tram past a pair of maintenance techs working through an open panel. One tech tapped his scanner. "This is getting annoying. I just had this thing recalibrated last week."

June tugged on Niv's sleeve. "I left something back on the ship."

He glanced her way at such an uncharacteristic lapse only to catch the we've-got-to-talk signal from her. "We'd better make it fast then."

June didn't stop until they were at the door to the commander's quarters aboard Konhor. "Did you get a peek at the readout of that scanner?"

"It was at the wrong angle. What about it?"

"I did. We need to take a closer look at the source of his glitch, and that will require an extra special toolkit."

"You want me to scan a fellow League member?"

"Not the tech, or his equipment. The circuit relays inside that panel."

So many of the relays used throughout the station showed their age enough for maintenance techs to encounter any number of glitches throughout their duties. June had worked in similar environments enough to know this, which meant they had to take that closer look. He opened the door.

Except for their earliest time together, when the state of his injury forced him to accept her help to get out of bed each morning, propriety demanded he maintain this space as a private retreat from her allure. Just as he'd given her the centre cabin. How the rules had changed, with new risks replacing the old. His gaze skimmed past the bed on his left to settle on the spot beside the commander's desk against the outer hull to his right where the locker waited. "Do you have any idea what the Elders could do to us if we're caught taking scans in a secure area?"

She brushed past him. "Imagine what the right person could do given an opportunity to weave security tricks taken from my world into the tech used in yours."

He gave her proposition a moment to sink in. "They could create a whole new class of tools that our existing tech is virtually blind to." Which led to a further thought. "It's also entirely possible we are the only people in all of the Nine Kingdoms who have a chance of identifying such a threat before it can do any damage."

His code opened the hidden locker to reveal a familiar, worn utility belt. He lifted it out and hesitated. "I don't know if I'm ready to re-enter that world."

June had a pensive look on her face. "Did we ever really leave? And, we need somewhere to analyse your readings. It wouldn't do for us to turn around a second time."

"That one is easy." He tapped his wrist comm.

Seconds later Couac said, "Hello Niv. I hope you're looking forward to dinner."

"Couac, we're going to be a little late, there's a package here we have to drop off at Grandfather Roggi's office on the way out."

"As long as it's only a few minutes. I wouldn't want to serve you a spoilt meal because you dallied too long. See you soon."

Niv closed the channel. "Now what?"

"We take a slow stroll past the panel while you do your thing."

"That may not be enough to get what we need."

"It'll be enough to give us direction on our next step. Put your belt on, Couac is waiting for us."

He cinched his old friend into place above his hips. "What if the techs are still there?"

She moved toward the door. "Wouldn't the still open panel make your job easier?"

"It might at that. If I can keep my instruments from interfering with theirs."

"You're over-thinking this. Now come on."

He caught a flash in her eyes as she turned. A reminder of who she was, of where she'd come from, and how much a part of her may miss that world.

​~~~
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​NIV KNEW JUNE HAD BEEN right about his over-thinking their next action. A truth that didn't stop him from checking into a misstep when he spotted the techs still at work at the target panel.

June took his elbow. "Do your job."

Her tone caused Niv to wrench free by spinning toward her. She made no effort to stop him. Neither did she flinch when their gazes met.

She could take him out faster than he could react. She could have done it already. That wasn't her desire. He'd slipped up in an inopportune moment.

She smiled. "Ready to continue."

Caught again, he hesitated before offering her the same elbow. "Let's do this?"

She slipped her arm in his. "I do hope this hasn't delayed dinner with Couac and family too long."

Beneath the innocent cover conversation he felt the subtle tension in her touch warning him to be ready for sudden action. Action that would prove he'd failed to perform his part. She'd never acted out of proportion to any situation they'd gotten into. She wouldn't now.

He aimed for a smile in his voice. "I know a few shortcuts. I'm sure we can make up for lost time."

A brush of his free hand across his belt brought his sneaker on-line as they approached their mark. "We'll have to take a trip to
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