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“What in the seven hells do you mean ‘phantom pain’?” I damn near took the head off the little piece of snake shit’s body. Ruket would have had a bunch of words with me, none I wanted to hear. Up there on the chain of command that directed the Life Foundation, his dressing down would carry weight. 

And I liked him... well, more than liked, adored him for what he was and how hard he worked to make the universe a better place for all life forms. 

“You’re fully healed. We’ve done every test we can, and you shouldn’t be waking up in pain.” The Kazzemian med tech watched me with puzzlement in his eyes. He reached out one dark blue hand toward my shoulder. “I’m truly sorry. You’ve done the monarchy a great service. If there was anything more that...”

“You have my apology. What you call phantom is extremely real to me.” I sighed and acknowledged they had kept me alive when I should have died. Their quick action of getting me into a med bed within minutes of the Iskonian’s nearly finishing me off had worked. I had held the crazed colossus off long enough for the palace guard to subdue the assassin. 

It had been costly—for me. Weeks in and out of consciousness in the med bed. Then more time trying to get rid of what he called phantom pain. Saving the life of the heir apparent to the throne had me well taken care of. 

My debriefing from the head of security had been informative. The Iskonian wanted me to know how sorry he was for causing me harm. It seemed someone had taken control of his mind and, after messing with him, set him loose to do their dirty work. 

A Fjellskoglander against an Iskonian was like pitting a Houser against a Fjellskoglander. Housers were mostly farmers, those not employed in the Greenhouse 2 shipyard, anyway. They didn’t get much taller than one and a half meters, the equivalent of two heads shorter than me and I was a moderate height for a Fjellskoglander female, one point eight meters. 

I knew the chances of coming out of that fight alive were minimal at best, but there wasn’t a lot of choice. It was me or the heir. Just a child, the little Kazzemian princess had only me to protect her. Something the head of their security had since changed. 

Granted a pension by the queen, which I didn’t need, but took rather than upset the royal. I had signed on as a lifer with the Foundation five years before after leaving the Mercenary’s Union. Being a Merc was great fun when I was a young recruit full of swagger and too dumb to be afraid of anything. It only took five SUN years to knock that nonsense out of my head and scar up my body in the process. 

Credits were fine; I had a decent-sized account on Royal Joloa. What I didn’t have was a good feeling when I looked in a mirror. Which I blamed fully on Mother, with her filling me full of tales of quests, honor, and all that crap. Trying to see if I could ease my conscience, I took a short-term contract with the Life Foundation that graduated into a lifetime sign-up. 

Which found me on Kazzem at the right time and place to keep that Iskonian from doing something which would have surely started a war between Iskonia and Kazzem. Something no one wanted. For the Kazzem, it would have been a holy war, the very worst kind. 

I’d saved a young Iskonian from being destroyed permanently and the entire Kazzemian empire from war. In the process, I’d cost myself a position as the princess had been so traumatized by witnessing the bloody fight, the queen declared it would be best if I left. The princess didn’t need a reminder of the matter. 

Exiting the last meeting with the med tech, I took my gear and got myself to the port. There, a Life Foundation Security ship would pick me up and we would rendezvous with Ruket Remse on the Futura. I understood Ruket wanted me to go home and take a sabbatical. 

That had me clenching my jaw every time I thought about it. No. Not just no, but fuck no. Mother would be on me the entire time about allowing some Iskonian to nearly kill me, and in her spare time, I’d hear about how I needed to pick myself up and get back to work. 

Visiting home when I was coming off a successful mission, I had no problem with that scenario. Mother could deal with that. I was Arndis Asgeirs Rannveigdottir, daughter of Rannveig Asgeirsdottir who had a successful career with SUN and retired to Haakonlan just in time to produce two daughters. Me, the eldest ,who was to go out and make her proud and Dagmar, the heir to the estate.

I had a history to live up to. Rolling my eyes, I settled into a seat. There was another hour at least to go before my ride arrived. Then, a deep voice over my left shoulder had me shutting my eyes. 

“Warrior Rannveigdottir, may I take this seat?”

Pulan! The unwilling assassin. Saint Michael, give me the strength to keep from jumping the youth.

“I don’t own the cursed thing. Sit.” 

“I’ve tried to speak with you.”

“Yes. And I’ve been avoiding you.

“So I heard. It wasn’t your fault, they explained. End of tale.”

“I must know that you don’t hold this against me. I’ve thought about it all and... I suspect that a bottle of atta fruit brandy may have had a part in my stupidity.”

“Listen, Pulan. It’s all over. I’m off to meet with my superior and get a new position.”

“Ruket Remse, correct?”

That question had my head snapping around to the Iskonian. “What do you know about him?”

He nodded his fur-covered, blue-gray head. “Security helped me contact Sir Remse. I wish to join the Life Foundation and asked to be assigned to you.”

My first inclination was to try gutting him right there and then. Pushing down that urge, I stared at Pulan. “Why?”

“Ah.” He ducked his head and looked at the tiles beneath his feet. “It’s complicated.”

He filled his lungs and let loose a sigh that would have knocked down a tree. “You didn’t kill me.”

Because I couldn’t. Saint Michael knows I tried.

“Yeah, but it was close.”

“Please. My honor is now tied to you.”

Honor? I closed my eyes. I had a feeling I just gained a hanger-on. 
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“Please, sir. Don’t do this to me. If you force me to go home, I’ll... I’ll just go re-up with the Union. Mother will make my life a living hell when she finds out about that cursed Iskonian.”

Ruket eyed me as if I might be covered in blood. Holding in a curse, I sighed. Ruket Remse could sense things probably every bit as well as any Kazzemian ever born. Having lived among them for the past eight SUN months, I knew how sensitive they were to other’s emotions. 

“The thought of taking a rest is really upsetting you.” He folded his arms across his chest. “Well, how about a rather easy assignment? Will that suit?”

By every Selvian household god, I didn’t want to ask but had to. What the med tech called phantom pain had eased up, but not entirely. I wasn’t ready for a bodyguard position yet. “How easy? Another babysitting job?”

“Not exactly. More of a building from the ground up sort of thing with almost no potential for a fight the likes of which you just went through.”

“Might I have a little more information?” Sometimes gifts just do not fit the giftee.

“A rather out-of-the-way desert world needs help to organize a security force. The port has separated from a city that did nothing but take the fees collected and left one poor, overworked port authority official alone to deal with everything. There isn’t even a police presence in the port. It’s wide open.”

“Really? By the pit, how have they survived until now?”

“Estevan is a poor planet with nothing in the way of goods to export. Until a few years ago, the only thing Estevan had to entice anyone there was the largest salvage yard on any known planet.”

“A junkyard planet? By Saint Michael... what changed?”

“The salvage yard has always attracted free traders, individuals with older ships, as you can find almost anything there you need.”

About to scoff again, a glare from Ruket silenced me. “Estevan is now the home port of CNY Universal. Have you heard of them?”

It took me a minute of thought to recall what I knew about the organization. “Oh, they make after-market stuff for older ships. That makes sense that they would base it where most of the older stuff goes for parts.”

Not pleased with my attitude, Ruket glared up at me again. Even being in the middle height range for a Fjellskoglander female, I was still taller than Ruket. Not that it mattered, the male could stare down a pit snake. 

“Rannveigdottir, your arrogance is likely to get you carbonized some day. There are many, many older ships out there in need of parts. Estevan has a decent port with the lowest fees in the universe. They have asked for our help, and we will deliver. Since you refuse to rest, this is perfect for a form recovering from what you suffered. A free trader, the Demon Lair, will meet us on Greenhouse 2. Then you and your friend, Pulan, will transfer to the Demon and jump for Estevan. There you will contact Neelah Orn. She is now the head of the Port Authority for the planet...”

“Wait! Why am I taking Pulan? That fool nearly killed me.”

Ruket huffed, “Which was not his fault in any way. Someone manipulated him into that position. And might I add, that in the fight with a Iskonian male, one much larger and far stronger than yourself, you effectively killed him. Had a med bed not been close by, he would have had to suffer resurrection.”

“I nearly had to,” I grumbled.

“But didn’t. You are a fierce warrior and just the person Port Este needs to help them set this up. Nor will it hurt Pulan to help you and see what the Foundation can accomplish for good.”

“Ha! Right. If I can keep him from liquor.”

“Stop and consider how much you can help Pulan. He needs to learn control, which you have far more of than any other Fjellskoglander I have ever met.”

The expression in Ruket’s eyes, a warm compassion for “poor Pulan” finally had me acknowledging the truth. I had no choice—home or Estevan with Pulan on my heels, take it or leave it. “Fine, sir. When do we reach Greenhouse 2?” 
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Well, now. What in the seven hells had I left myself open for? I’d wondered about the ship I’d be taking to Estevan. The name itself set off a few warning beacons. What the hell kind of name was ‘Demon Lair’? 

From what I could see of the outside of the ship, a little older but still in good shape, the Tuff-Built hull didn’t seem to have a lot of wear which could be due to two things. First, the ship and its crew had little time in space. Second, maybe it had undergone a refit recently? I sincerely hoped the second assumption to be correct. I hated sailing with green crews. Maybe the captain was experienced. Ruket swore their reputation sat right up there with the best.

He wasn’t getting on that ship, though.

“Nice ship.” Pulan rumbled out behind me. “Kicking name. And look at that paint job. That thing looks awesome.” 

I couldn’t contain an eye roll. One maneuver certain aliens wished they could do as well as Humans, along with a few other things they wished they could match Humans in. We didn’t have a corner on the procreation-can-be-fun niche but were up there in the top four. A fact that kept Humanoid species near the pinnacle in the slave trade. Another reason I did not want to be caught in some tub that couldn’t defend itself.

“Yeah, but can it fight like that demon?” The one painted or etched on the hull looked pure evil. A green face filled with teeth and tusks, wearing a gold crown, it clasped a pock-marked world in sharp claws.

“Maybe,” he drawled out behind me. “Right there behind the picture, isn’t that a...”

“Weapons array? Looks like it. But they have it camouflaged, if that’s the case. All that fancy lettering may conceal something.” I took a step back on the catwalk to get a good look at the ship. 

“That name... I may have heard it before.”

I glanced up at my hairy protégé and waited. 

“I have. But how and why isn’t coming through.” Pulan sighed and the force of it ruffled my hair. “I lost so much...”

Letting him get bogged down in regrets wouldn’t help. “It might be better to go into this without expectations. Don’t bother trying. We’re flying in it. The arrangements have already been made.”

“That makes sense.” The blue-gray youth who had nearly cost me my life seemed to perk up. 

Staying angry at Pulan couldn’t go on. Ruket had made it clear, and I grudgingly acknowledged the truth. My mentor had a point. Nothing but a youth, Pulan went out on his own far too soon. Ruket had traced his progress from Iskonia on a freighter belonging to Nipponese Mining & Development. A company I knew well. NM&D had begun life as a small shipping company on the Nippon side of the planet Haakonlan. A planet we Fjellskoglanders shared with the Nipponese. 

They thought he jumped ship on Calius, but Pulan hadn’t meant to get left behind. Someone had taken one look at him and understood how green he was and what they could do with him. He remembered the liquor, the first few rounds of Spodahn whiskey, bought by a Human female. Then came the atta brandy. From there, his memories faded. All that remained were those of his early childhood. 

Ruket thought he might regain a few with time. But surmised his attempt to kill the Kazzemian princess and my fight to keep him from harming her might be lost forever. He only knew he had injured me, nearly taking my life. That I had almost succeeded in killing him in return didn’t matter to Pulan. He knew he had committed a grave crime and the only reason he hadn’t been consigned to a cell for life was because someone or something had wiped his memory. He had been a weapon aimed at the princess, nothing more. One didn’t punish the weapon—it didn’t know any better. 

Straightening to my full height, I tried to take the bag from Pulan, only to have him lift it out of my reach. “Are you ready?”

Damn blue-haired fuzz ball had determined he was my de facto slave. Arguing got me nowhere. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

Feeling slightly embarrassed, I made sure nothing blocked our path and strode off to the starboard opening of the ship.

“Halt!” the AI barked out. “Name and business, please.” The second command had a slightly more deferential note. 

“Arndis Asgeirs Rannveigdottir and Pulan of Iskonia here to board for passage to Estevan.”

“One moment, please, and our second mate will attend.”

Within a few minutes, the second mate arrived, and I sucked in the comment. No use getting on the wrong side of this youth. But, damn, he was young. How in the name of Saint Michael had he become a second officer? A Fantanian, with bright yellow hair and amazing blue eyes, he didn’t smile. A good thing. Any smiling Fantanian is almost enough to strain credulity, a youth...?

He gave a slight bow. “I am Trund.” He took a step to the side and another form stepped forward. 

“This is Bunde, our steward.” Trund’s gaze went to Pulan standing behind me. “Is there any baggage you need assistance with?”

“No. I have everything,” Pulan huffed out.

“Very good. Then I will leave you in Bunde’s care. The Demon Lair is ready to deal with any needs you may have.” Trund turned and marched off. 

I had a moment to get a good look at Bunde. Gossican, but also not quite that species. Something seemed slightly off. I didn’t ask. About the same age as the second in command, the not-quite Gossican smiled at me, giving me a glimpse of the second set of teeth concealed in her mouth. “Follow me, please. We have your quarters prepared. The Demon is always ready to assist the Foundation and Sir Remse.”

“When do we leave?” I asked the curvy female who turned to again smile at me. 

“As soon as we have you settled, and Greenhouse 2 gives us a spot. Business on Greenhouse 2 has picked up lately. In this economy, good value for credits spent is prized.”

“In any economy, a good job for a decent rate is a find.”

She led us to a transport tube. “Pulan, is it?”

He nodded.

“Sorry, but you won’t fit in with us. As soon as we get to the proper floor, I’ll be back for you. Don’t wander off, please.”

Her bright smile seemed to put my shadow at ease. “It won’t be very long. I’ll see Rannveigdottir to her quarters, just off the hall, and return.”

Which she did. Pulan deposited my bag in my room and went to his, next to mine. I came out of the cleaning unit and the AI’s notification came through the speakers. “Leaving Greenhouse 2 in five SUN minutes. Unless otherwise specified, all time on this ship is in SUN parameters. Make yourselves comfortable. The kitchen will be open after we make the first jump. Our destination, Estevan, is three jumps away. Captain Camat will see you soon.”
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Youths, nothing but children. Not only that, but oddities that caused me to question how they had all come together. Camat, their captain, had the fresh face of one barely old enough to grow a beard, if he could now. And that greenish tint to his hair had me bewildered. 

But the young male could charm a Royal Joloaian banker out of a loan. Damn near an impossible mission without some rather huge assets under your control. 

Then the lizard wandered into the mess hall. I nearly bit my tongue trying to keep any of my shock from showing. Demon Lair indeed. I’d never seen anything like the form that strolled in and promptly began a chat with the Human female in the cook’s station. Something about Selvian rolls. 

How in the seven hells had this bunch of misfits gained control of a ship? Some mystery here had my brain spinning so hard, sparks should be flying off my body. Curiosity at level ten, I had to keep myself under control. 

Worse, the young captain grinned at me and his eyes flashed red for a moment. Ellaerian. At least partially. 

“That’s Zet, our Chief Assistant Engineer. Don’t bother asking what species he is. Zet doesn’t even know. Please don’t mention it to him as it’s a sensitive matter. Now,” Camat pinched off a piece of roll and washed it down with tea.

I knew tea after living on Haakonlan with Nipponese on the other side of the planet.

“As to your mission, helping get the new port authority security force in place, if we can help you, please ask. Estevan is our home port, and we want it functioning as it should. Up to now, things have been lax. I suppose that’s the reason the pirates were able to dig in. There’s a real mystery there.”

I held my questions and let him talk. Information is valuable, particularly when brought to you by a local. Not to mention, the tea had been made as the Nipponese did. And I could get addicted to Selvian rolls if that was what Caran had given me. Tasty stuff.

Camat swallowed another sip of tea and grinned at me again. One cute young male, the youth had what it took to attract females. 

“Ruket said to tell you what I knew as you could be trusted with secrets. How in the seven hells did the pirates manage it? You see, we can’t figure out how they got into the mountain. Estevan once had an indigenous population. At least we think they were. No one knows if they were the reason the ocean dried up or not. At some point, they moved underground to get away from the heat. Make no mistake, Estevan is hot and dry. I suspect your companion is going to suffer with all that hair on him.”

That got my attention. Ruket said the place was a desert world but didn’t go into details. Would that be enough to send young Pulan on his way?

Camat put his cup down after draining it. “Getting into the mountain with a ship... well, considering what the Waste does to flyers, all tech, how did the pirates establish a base there? The tech we have does not work out in the Waste. We think they had advanced shields and that kept them from falling out of the sky. Flyers do not work on Estevan. Don’t bother trying. There is too much dust and dirt in the lower atmosphere. When landing, we must use full shields coming in. Otherwise, we’d make a gigantic crater.”

“Does it work in the port?”

With a short nod, Camat replied. “It does. To a degree. But it wears out fast if not fully protected from the dust and dirt. Itty, our med tech, makes sure everything is sealed before we land and does another check after we leave the planet. She says something called loess is the problem.”

That I fully understood. “I know of it. In the far north and deep south of Fjellskogland where the ice sheets have receded, they must take measures against it. It is a fine dust left over from the ice grinding rocks into powder.”

“I understand why Ruket is sending you. The far north of Estevan is cold and dry as opposed to the hotter zones. The temperate areas above and below the equator are not as welcoming as one might think. There is only one area colonized, a flat plain above where the ocean was. One major continent. 

“A second, smaller land mass exists roughly three quarters distant from the city. A city which opposed giving the port autonomy and will probably try its best to thwart any plans you make if they can. Anyway, that part of the planet is too hot for a settlement. It would require a dome with light and heat-filtering capabilities, something the Estevanana admin can’t afford now. I suspect, as do others, they would try erecting something if they could. The populace of the city would toss the lot of them into the Pit of Shealin with the snakes if they began work on anything else while the dome over the city desperately needs refitting.” 

“So, the city isn’t in favor of the port collecting fees and fines on its own. Is there any kind of manufacturing at all there? How do they make a living?”

“Sebe, our attorney, says everything comes from a settlement made with the company that originally brought the colonists out here to work a mine that proved to be little more than a surface deposit. It’s the reason the Watchers split from the community on the plain.”

“Watchers? Who are they?”

“We’ll get there in a moment. To continue, the suit that all but a few of the colonists filed against the mining company caused it to close after the settlement. But admin went to a consortium of Royal Joloa bankers and set up a trust. There are stores and the like in the city, and they provide a living for those not part of the original settlement. That bunch has a guaranteed income from the trust. Granted, the present recession the universe is in has put a dent in the credits, but there’s still enough to keep them going. The newcomers who set up businesses and stores have established an economy, small as it is.”

“This recession gets any deeper, there are likely to be a bunch of very broke forms on Estevan.”

“I agree.” Camat pushed his empty mug to the side. “It’s the reason the Life Foundation has been called in. We can’t expect any help from SUN. They aren’t about to let in a nearly broke desert world with nothing much in the way of assets. Like Chief Engineer Brown says, ‘Ain’t happening.’ Unless...”

The captain knew how to keep an audience interested. His pause had me on the edge of my seat. “Yes?”

“We have CNY Universal. Do you know about them?”

“I do. They have the largest salvage yard anywhere in the universe, and it has a lot of old, not easily found stuff. It’s located at the edge of the port area, I believe. They also make after-market parts for different applications.”

“Correct. And CNY is helping financially with the port’s move to become self-governing and independent. You’ll get to meet all three of the principals in the business. I understand Cat and CoDee could be there when we make planetfall or will arrive shortly thereafter. That help?”

“Close. Tell me about the Watchers.” 

“I’ll do better than that. I’ll let Zet tell you. One of them is his mate.” 

Camat fell silent for a moment, using his implants to call the Chief Assistant Engineer back into the mess hall. Zet arrived a few minutes later, took a seat, and leaned both forearms on the tabletop.

Amenities didn’t seem to matter to him. “You want to know about Watchers.” with no preamble he began. “The LaDonna took to the desert shortly after the colonists realized they had been cheated. The promised vein of kiar crystals went little more than surface deep and was exhausted within two years of settlement. Watchers know where water comes to the surface naturally out there. Different families have ‘kinholds’ they care for, and they never stay in one place long enough to use up the local resources. They limit both their breeding and that of the tryanots. Tryanots are what they use for travel. After centuries of living in the Waste, Watchers are more nocturnal than otherwise. The two moons assist with that. When Estevan is at its aphelion, they will travel during the day. Watchers don’t like a lot of noise and chaos, nor do they like ‘townies.’ They tolerate the port forms and spacers. Is there anything more?”

Those compelling eyes of his, golden with an elongated purple pupil, blinked. A clear membrane slid over them and retracted again. Curiosity about that life form buzzed away inside me. I’d sure love to find out more about him. I wondered what Ruket knew.

“Not now. Might it be possible for me to talk with your mate at some point?”

Zet straightened in his seat and did another slow blink. I suspected he and Camat were having an internal conversation using their implants. “That will be up to Malada. However, as she is assisting Neelah, it can probably be arranged. I need to go relieve Brown before he comes hunting me.” He rose and pushed his thick tail to the side so it wouldn’t hit the leg of the table.

Damn, that one had me wishing I could pick his brain. Being slightly angry with Ruket for being pushed in this direction, I hadn’t sat down and studied the encrypted information on the holo I’d been given regarding this mission. Time to rectify that bit of childishness on my part.

I turned to Camat. “My thanks, Captain. I think I’ll retire and stay out of your way. I’ve material to review. Thanks for the information.”

I pushed the chair back, and after standing, returned it to a proper position under the table. Ship’s protocol came easily to me, having spent a good portion of my adult life on one. You always returned an item to its proper place. Button up and tie down. 

In the hall, I chanced on a young Houser female. She smiled at me before moving along at a good pace for one so small. What was her position aboard? A truly interesting vessel. 
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With the information from the holo in mind, I thought I knew what to expect. How wrong could a life form be? Standing just inside the ship, looking out at the port area, the heat hit me like an Iskonian fist. Behind me, Pulan sucked in a gasp. That poor form needed an all-over shave. What felt horrible to me had to be exponentially worse for Pulan. 

It had been a difficult night, the pain zinging around my body making it hard to get comfortable. I felt twice as old as I was. I inhaled a deep breath and walked down to the planet's surface. What I really wanted to do was get back on the Demon Lair and get the hell away from this desert planet. Knowing that to be impossible, I straightened my shoulders and followed Camat toward the Port Authority building.

Over my left shoulder, Pulan puffed. He mumbled something about wasting away and although I agreed with him, I didn't say it. Somehow, we would have to survive this. Getting the job done and over with might get us out of here sooner. The sooner, the better. Estevan was no place for two cool planet expats.

Another thing about this planet, I hadn't seen one building in the port over three stories tall. That brought up something I'd seen in the holo information about planet-wide dust storms. Glacial silt and tech of almost any kind did not mix.

The mumbling behind me turned to panting. I needed to get my Iskonian shadow into the Port Authority building fast. Inside, I turned to look at Pulan. His blue fur surrounded a pasty white face. The young male wasn't doing well at all.

This section of the building, the entranceway, extended all the way to the ceiling. Three quarters of the upper floors had balconies and, I guessed, transport tubes. I could hear voices coming from what I assumed to be the officers of the customs service and followed Camat in that direction.

“That makes the third one in the last five days.” 

“I wonder what is going on?”

Inside the office stood two women staring at the screens mounted at eye level on the wall facing the port. Both females turned toward Camat when he laughed.

“I can help you with that,” he said with a wave of his hand toward the berths. “There's a real need for housing on planets in the central SUN Sector. So, all kinds of life forms are buying up old ships and living aboard. Since Greenhouse 2 has one of the cheaper shipyards, it's getting a lot more business. It's no secret that CNY Universal’s salvage yard supplies used parts. Those live-aboards aren’t dumb, you’ve got to have smarts to get a ship out this far. So, they ask around and find out Estevan has some of the cheapest berth fees out this way. You can expect more inquiries about how to make Estevan a home port.”

The shorter woman with the dark hair and dark skin turned to Camat. “We don't have enough water to support an influx of live-aboards.”

I recognized her as having some Houser in her. Maybe half or three quarters of her genetics originated on Greenhouse 2. 

“I agree. But that's not going to stop them,” the captain said.

The taller, slender young female with spiky brown hair turned toward the young captain and, from the corner of her eye, assessed me while speaking to Camat. “We can barely support the population we have. There's simply isn't room for permanent residents.” 

Her gray eyes widened when she glanced out the door and spotted Pulan leaning against a wall. “He looks on the point of collapse. Is he covered in hair?”

Lips a straight line, she glared at me. “You should never have brought that form here. He needs to leave.”

“I agree. It wasn’t my choice to bring him along. He’s an Iskonian, and his name is Pulan. I hope he can somehow adjust. The Life Foundation sent me to help you get your security force up and functional.”

The Houser female turned to me with a smile. “I’m so glad you’re here. We really need you. How soon can you get to work evaluating the list of candidates we have?”

“How about after I find out where I’m to live while we do this, and”—I waved a hand toward Pulan—"I need to see to him. Maybe we can put him in a med bed and see if his metabolism can be adjusted.”

“Oh, we have been lax. I am sorry. My name is Neelah Orn, the head of the Port Authority.” She turned to the other female with the spiky hair and gray eyes. “This is my deputy in training, Malada. While I deal with the newcomers, Malada will take you to your quarters.”

She stopped and frowned. “Or perhaps it would be better to take your friend to Dave Yerks first. He has the best med bed in the port.” 

“I think it would be wise to deal with Pulan first. He needs help.” 

“I’ll find him a transport. Most of them have climate control. We can walk; Dave’s shop isn’t far.”

I wanted to countermand that one but thought about wedging myself into a transport with a sick Iskonian and decided Malada had a point. I just hoped her “not far” and my estimation of distance meshed. This heat drained me as well. Not as much as Pulan but enough. 

By the time we reached the shop with a small sign declaring it to be Yerks Manufacturing, I felt as if my lungs had been toasted over a fire. I tried hard not to show how much this affected me. 

Malada stopped me at the door. “When we get inside, I’ll introduce you to Dave and then I’m leaving.”

A smile tipped the corner of her lips up. “Zet is here, and I want to see him if possible.” The smile vanished. “I can’t leave Neelah alone until we get the newcomers down and berthed. You’ll be fine with Dave. Just tell him the problem and he’ll get to work on it.”

Inside, the cooler air was a relief. Malada walked to another door and gave a sharp rap. “Dave? You in there? We have a problem and need your help.”

“Come on in. What’s up?”

She pushed the door open and gave me a light push. I really wanted to turn around and give her something to think about. I didn’t like being handled that way. Then my eyes found the male kicked back in the chair, and I thought my heart might stop. 

The smile on his face calmed me. His feet hit the floor, and he stood. A glorious nearly two meters of male. Lean but with broad shoulders, dark-blond hair with wings of gray and eyes that smiled, I had to tell my mouth to close. 

“Dave, this is the individual Ruket sent to help train and set up the security service. Rannveigdottir is her name.”

I found my voice as he held out a hand. “Arndis Asgeirs Rannveigdottir. Arndis, please. But we have a problem. An Iskonian accompanied me. He’s one of the hair-covered ones and this heat is killing him.”

Malada added, “He’s in a transport outside. Can your med bed help? And I must leave now. You two can handle this.” Without waiting for an answer, the young female left. 

“Outside? Well, let’s get him in and see what we can do,” Dave said as he started toward the door. 

When his hand touched my shoulder, I thought I’d been hit by a grazer. Saint Michael, help me! I had an instant case of lust for a male I didn’t even know. Estevan could well be the death of me yet. 

Together we got Pulan into the shop and seated until his breathing normalized and his color went from a bleached-out blue to his normal deeper color. Dave had him drink at least a liter of water before asking him to go to another room where I found a complete gym setup along with the med bed. 

This was going to take a while, or so Dave advised me. Something I’d already decided. Time to leave before I made a nuisance of myself. Before I did, he asked me to let Neelah know that the Bond would be inbound in about seven SUN hours.

I’d heard of that ship before. Ruket had mentioned that the pair who owned it called Estevan their home port and would assist me. I walked back to the Port Authority and hardly felt the heat as my mind ran around like a mad creature trying to deduce exactly what about the male had me so worked up. 

A useless exercise. What made Malada and Zet a couple? What made my parents come together? I had no idea.
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He set up the med bed to scan the young Iskonian and do whatever was necessary to return him to normal. That done, he brought a chair over and sat. Dave’s mind was on the female he would work with to create a security force for the newly independent port. 

A feeling of being slightly out of his body made it hard to concentrate on the Iskonian’s problem. It had been nearly twenty years since he felt bowled over by a female. Twenty long and lonely years. He’d had a few liaisons during that time, but Marva, CoDee Nellis’ mother, had been his first love and the only one... so far. 

The Fjellskoglander female could well change that. If he allowed it. Did he dare? She wouldn’t stay on Estevan after the security service got set up. A member of the Foundation, she went where she was needed. 

Arndis. He rolled the name around in his head. It certainly fit the female. A little over a hand’s span separated them in height. He didn’t need to bend his head too far to look into those eyes that seemed to change color even as he watched. By the pit, her hair seemed to radiate sparks even tied up in a thick braid. He worked metal, all kinds of it, and knew how beautiful sparks could be. 

As the hardest metal he’d ever worked gave off the brightest and most colorful sparks, so did that woman. He would put his heart in harm’s way if he let her in. No, that would surely earn him another huge scar, one he might not recover from. 

People here needed him. At last, free to navigate its destiny apart from the domed city, Este needed everyone functioning at their best. Stepping off into the chasm the female represented would do no one any good. Him, least of all. 

A whisper of sound brought his attention back to the med bed. He’d neglected to engage communication mode.

“You need something?” Dave asked after he made sure the young male could communicate. 

“Please, call me Pulan. How long may I stay in here?”

“As long as you need. There’s no limit. You need to reset your systems.”

Dave gave the scan a perfunctory glance until he noted the mental section. Something had happened to the youth’s brain at some point. “Pulan, what happened to you?”

“Can you give me your name?”

“Dave Yerks, but you can call me Dave. Now how about you explain what I’m seeing on the scan.”

“That’s the problem. All I remember is leaving the Hot Button because we got leave on some backwater mining world, Dieder 3. The Button was a small freighter on contract to NMD, you know who they are?”

“I do. Nipponese Mining & Development, continue.”

“Well...” Inside the med bed, the youth turned a darker blue. “I remember a sign with a foaming container held by a barely-covered Gossican female. I have a vague recollection of Spodahn whiskey and atta fruit brandy. That’s all I could find in my head until I woke in another med bed, strapped in and unable to move. She was there with four other life forms. They were talking about me, the Iskonian assassin. They wanted to put me on trial, and she asked why they wanted to bother when I couldn’t remember a thing. Someone had used me as a tool, nothing more. Arndis saved me. And she was the one who kept me from murdering the princess.”

Pulan sighed. “She could have killed me. I don’t understand why she didn’t.”

Dave thought of several reasons. The first one being she hoped he remembered something one day that would point to the person responsible, and it wasn’t the young male in his med bed. “She was the princess’s guard?”

“That’s what they said. I—” his voice broke slightly. “I wounded her. Arndis. But the Kazzemians have some skilled healers and first class med beds.” 

As Dave watched, the young man turned his head, taking in the med bed's interior he now occupied. 

“This is another premium healing bed. I wouldn’t have expected to find one here.”

Agreeing with a simple nod, Dave kept his thoughts to himself. Ruket Remse sent the Fjellskoglander and her shadow here for more than one reason. Cat and CoDee planned a visit to Estevan and Ruket, fully aware
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