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      “You can’t save him.”

      The imperious certainty in the harsh mechanical voice scraped across Aurora Hawke’s senses, a steel blade on ice. She crouched low, her weight balanced in readiness for the attack she knew would come.

      Shadows loomed with outstretched fingers all around her, their insubstantial darkness greedily devouring every bit of light they touched.

      Aurora’s gaze searched the gloom that hovered like midnight fog.

      The Sovereign was out there. She couldn’t sense her, but she knew she was there, taunting her, just out of reach.

      “You can’t save him,” the voice repeated in a stage whisper behind her.

      Aurora whirled, hands raised, palms out.

      Nothing there.

      The chilling laugh that followed made her shudder.

      She gritted her teeth. “You won’t win. I will free him. And I’ll stop you.” The wooden planks beneath her boots creaked as she crept forward, watching and listening. “You can’t hide forever.”

      “You will fail.” The metallic tones transformed, giving way to a mockingly familiar voice.

      Rage ignited, her chest burning, explosive heat expanded to every cell in her body. “No, I won’t. I stopped you once. I’ll do it again.”

      Another laugh — dismissive, condescending, coming from everywhere and nowhere. “You’ll never learn, Aurora. You can’t save him. You can’t save any of them.”

      Any of them?

      A bolt of terror slammed into her as she sensed a new presence nearby. Lelindia.

      No, no, no, no. She couldn’t be here.

      Panic grabbed her throat. If the Sovereign found out about the baby…

      She reached out with her empathic senses, frantically searching for Lelindia in the darkness. Why had she come here?

      “You can’t save them. You can’t even save yourself.”

      Ice flowed in her veins. Lelindia was getting closer. But she couldn’t pinpoint her. “Show yourself, you coward!” She flung the challenge into the void. If she couldn’t find Lelindia, she could distract the Sovereign.

      The shadows swirled around her, reforming in linear lines. Her heart pounded a staccato beat as she recognized the row of thick metal bars enclosing her.

      A cage.

      The door swung shut behind her with a click.

      She spun, the power of her energy field vibrating beneath her skin. She held it in, tightly leashed.

      It pushed against her, demanding to be set free.

      A cage wouldn’t hold her. But it could prevent her from reaching Lelindia before⁠—

      A steady footfall approached the bars, very close now.

      She tensed, balancing on the balls of her feet.

      She would end this. Right here. Once and for all.

      “Aurora—”

      Her energy field surged, light and heat lashing out at the figure emerging from the gloom.

      And met a wall of ice.

      The jolt snapped her eyes wide. But what she saw didn’t make any sense.

      The figure crouched beside her wasn’t the cloaked threat she’d expected. This face showed dark hair framing warm brown eyes and a furrowed brow.

      “Lee-Lee?”

      “It’s okay, Sahzade.” Lelindia Forrest brushed a loose strand of hair out of Aurora’s eyes, smoothing it into her braid. “You were having a nightmare.”

      Aurora blinked, slowly taking in her surroundings.

      Solid wood desk, carved wood chair, wooden plank deck.

      Her office on the Starhawke.

      She slumped against her desk and blew out a breath. “I fell asleep.”

      “So I gathered.”

      The dream was already evaporating like mist, but the rage still burned. So did her energy field, which she finally noticed was swirling inside the protective emerald-green embrace of Lelindia’s.

      She met Lelindia’s unruffled gaze. “Did I just attack you?”

      Lelindia’s mouth relaxed into a smile. “You tried.”

      “Oh, hell.” Aurora dropped her face into her hands, shame suffusing her skin. Thank goodness her energy field couldn’t harm her energy sister. Apparently the continual stress of the past month had created serious holes in her self-control. “I’m sorry.”

      Lelindia placed a hand on Aurora’s arm and squeezed. “Don’t worry about it. It was a sleep shot, about as effective as swinging a pillow.”

      Weird. In the dream it had felt like she was giving it everything she had. But she’d been yelling in the dream, too, and if she’d done that in her sleep, she would have woken herself up.

      “You may not remember, but you used to do that a lot the first couple years after your dad and Micah left.” Lelindia rose to her feet and leaned her hip against Aurora’s desk. “Your nightmares were bad then, too, and I got quite adept at containing the bursts. Besides, I could use the energy boost. Little Nedale needs her fair share these days.”

      The baby.

      Her gaze dropped to Lelindia’s abdomen. She could sense the baby’s presence, the pulse of life similar to Lelindia’s but with a vibration that was distinctly unique, a blend of Suulh and Kraed.

      While the ship and crew had been in Teeli space attempting to capture the Sovereign, Aurora had pushed Lelindia and Jonarel’s child to the back of her mind. But ever since Siginal had shown up with the news of Admiral Schreiber’s indictment for treason, her focus had shifted to her crew, which sometime this year would include a half-Suulh, half-Kraed little girl.

      Aurora rubbed her eyes to clear the grit.

      Lelindia’s gaze swept over her with a doctor’s thoroughness. “You really should try sleeping in your cabin.”

      “I have tried. It doesn’t work.” Thoughts of the Teeli, the Suulh, and the Sovereign chased each other endlessly through her mind the minute she set foot inside the isolation of her cabin. At least when she was in her office off the Starhawke’s bridge, her mind settled enough that she could doze.

      She propped her head in her hands. Stellar light, she was tired. Twenty-seven mostly sleepless days in Teeli space waiting for an attack that never came, and another two days racing back out of Teeli space headed toward Earth to stop the Admiral from being unjustly incarcerated. “Have we crossed the Fleet border yet?”

      “We just did. Kire notified you over the comm, but when you didn’t answer Tehar suggested I come check on you.”

      “Good call.”

      “I’m guessing you were dreaming about the Sovereign?”

      “Yep.”

      Lelindia was silent for a moment.

      Aurora stared out the viewport on the far bulkhead, even though the starfield was lost to the interstellar jump.

      “It’s going to be okay, Sahzade.”

      Aurora grunted.

      “I mean it. We’ll get through this.”

      “Or fall headfirst into another one of the Sovereign’s traps.”

      “That’s the exhaustion talking.”

      Aurora sighed, the tension in her muscles making them creak as she stood up. “You’re right.” She tilted her head side to side, working out the kinks. “And now that we’re in Fleet space, I have work to do.”

      Lelindia put a restraining hand on her arm, stopping her. “Now that we’re in Fleet space, I’m using my prerogative as ship’s doctor to order you to stop all work. You’re going to report to Micah’s cabin, drink a tea infusion that will help you relax, then settle in for a massage and a nap. He’s going to keep you company so you can sleep. Really sleep.”

      She stared at her energy sister. Maybe she was still dreaming. “You’re joking.” But she knew she wasn’t. She could sense Lelindia’s resolve.

      “I’ll get Jonarel in here to escort you down if I have to.”

      Aurora’s lips twitched. Jonarel Clarek had her beat when it came to muscle mass, but she and Lelindia both knew he couldn’t move her unless she let him.

      To be honest, the idea of a massage sounded heavenly. Her brother had professional training, so she had no doubt it would be effective. Besides, while they were in the interstellar jump racing toward Earth, nothing was going to happen that would change their situation.

      “Come on, Sahzade. Give yourself a break.”

      She met Lelindia’s concerned gaze. “Okay. But I want to check with Kire to make sure the message to my dad has been sent.”

      Lelindia nodded. “Fair enough.”

      She’d composed the message as soon as they’d left the binary star system in Teeli space. As owner of Far Horizons Aerospace, her dad was the one person she knew with the funds and contacts to mount a successful defense for the Admiral, regardless of the machinations the Sovereign had orchestrated to get the Admiral charged in the first place.

      Aurora led the way onto the bridge. Kire Emoto sat in the captain’s chair, scrolling through data on the chair’s command console. One of the egg-shaped, green-scaled mobile iterations of the Yruf Setarips’ non-biological entity Unity, U-1, hovered beside him.

      Kire shot her a wary look. “How you doing?”

      She grimaced. “Nightmare.” She hooked her thumb in Lelindia’s direction. “Doctor’s ordering me to get a massage and take a nap.”

      The wariness dropped away, replaced with the sparkle of good humor that was Kire’s standard setting. “Glad to hear it. And before you ask, your message to your dad already went out through Far Horizons’ comm system. I’ll notify you as soon as we receive a reply.”

      “Thanks.” One item off her checklist. She turned to Unity. “How long before the Yruf ship reaches Earth?” Cade Ellis and his team, along with their ship, Gladiator, had hitched a ride on the much faster Yruf vessel when they’d left Teeli space. She hated the distance that separated them right now, but she felt better knowing his team would be able to offer the Admiral support while waiting for her ship to arrive.

      “Seven hours, twenty-six minutes,” U-1 replied.

      Hearing Unity speak in her brother’s voice no longer freaked her out, but it was still strange, especially when Micah wasn’t in the room. She seemed to be the only one having an issue with it, though. Maybe that was a result of her exhaustion, too.

      Lelindia cupped her elbow. “Let’s go, Captain.”

      The use of her rank was intentional, reminding her that she had a responsibility to everyone onboard, including herself. She’d procrastinated for as long as her crew — her family — would let her. They were working hard to take care of her. She needed to let them.

      She swept a hand toward the lift. “Lead the way.”
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      Unremarkable.

      The stark room could claim no point of interest, no obvious purpose. Only barren walls encircling a barren floor. The subdued light filtering from above created a visual haze.

      Figures moved through the bland interior, their appearance as unremarkable as the room’s. Their dark grey skin and silver-grey-hair was nearly invisible against the grey of their surroundings. Their guttural voices created a background rumble like rocks tumbling down a chute. As they worked, the clinks and clatters of tools and machinery provided an erratic heartbeat for the room.

      Section by section, piece by piece, an object took shape in the room’s center. It had no color, made no sound, did nothing to bring life to the desolate space.

      It simply… was.

      No purpose. No function. Unremarkable.

      With a whisper of warning, the room’s lone door opened.

      All motion ceased.

      Silence descended, a grey cloud in the barren room.

      Eyes turned, staring at the door with trepidation.

      Two shadows glided across the floor.

      Feet shuffled, flinching back, clearing a path to the object squatting in the center of the room.

      A dark-gloved hand extended from beneath a billowing cloak. A commanding finger pointed at the object.

      The second shadow moved.

      The room held its breath.

      A flash as bright as starlight, a crackle and boom.

      The room quaked.

      The grey figures stood frozen in a jagged circle, sentinels at an ancient burial ground.

      The stench of fear rose like steam, thick and cloying.

      A huffing metallic rasp sent aftershocks through the room.

      The grey figures shrank from the shadows.

      The dark-gloved hand rested on the object, fondling the surface with a lover’s touch.

      Yes. Soon.
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      Micah Scott knelt beside the couch where Aurora lay still as a statue, dead to the world.

      He’d be willing to bet this was the first solid sleep his sister had allowed herself in more than a month. She’d dozed off several times during the massage, and had conked out immediately when she’d laid down on the couch in his cabin.

      Guilt tugged at him as he watched her. He should have realized sooner that she’d sleep better if he was with her. Alone, she was always on duty, drifting on the surface of sleep so that she could leap into action at the slightest provocation. But with him, her trust was absolute. She’d given up the need to be in control, secure in the knowledge he would alert her if the crew had any issues.

      He hated to disturb her, but he knew she’d want to hear what he had to share. “Hey, sis,” he whispered.

      Her eyelids fluttered, like her subconscious had heard him but her body was resisting the summons.

      He rested a hand on her shoulder and increased the volume a few notches. “Ror. We got a reply from Dad.”

      This time her eyes opened to slits, a frown scrunching up her forehead. “I’m awake,” she groaned, flopping over to her back and drawing in a deep breath. “Really, I am.” But her eyes closed again. “Dad sent a message?”

      “Yeah. You want me to read it to you?”

      She nodded. Even that small movement looked like it took a supreme effort.

      How exhausted was she?

      He pulled the message up on the Far Horizons comband his dad had given him. He’d never expected to have a reason to use one, let alone be the one traveling out of Fleet space while his dad was still on Earth. A lot had changed in both their lives in the past couple months.

      “Aurora and Micah, Reynolds contacted me immediately after the Admiral was arrested. She’s also the one who told Siginal where he could find you. I offered to arrange representation for the Admiral, but Reynolds said the Admiral had someone in mind who already agreed to take the case. I’m glad you’re on your way. Your mother and I are at the Hawai’i house. We’ll have a lot to discuss when you get here. Love, Dad.”

      Aurora turned her head, meeting his gaze. “I should have known he’d already be handling things.”

      Micah smiled. “That’s Dad for you. Always there when you need him.”

      Her answering smile was sweet. “Just like you.”

      He cringed. “Not really. I should have offered you my couch long before now.”

      She rolled to her side, tucking the pillow more firmly under her head. “I’m the captain, remember? I watch out for the crew. It’s not your job to watch out for me.”

      “Of course it is. I’m your big brother.” He leaned closer, giving her his most intimidating stare. “A big brother outranks a captain every time.”

      She laughed, just as he’d hoped she would. “Yes, sir.”

      He sat back on his heels. “Now that we have that settled, I’m going to sit right over there,” he pointed at one of the upholstered chairs near the couch, “and you’re going back to sleep. I promise to wake you if anything exciting happens.”

      Her gaze sharpened, like she was going to give him an argument, but a jaw-popping yawn made her look more like a sleepy kitten than a starship captain. “Okay,” she agreed, her eyes drifting shut and her muscles relaxing.

      Less than a minute later, she was fast asleep.

      Micah settled into his chair and pulled up the other message on his comband, this one from Celia Cardiff, the ship’s security officer.

      How’s she doing?

      Better, thanks to you.

      Celia had given him the idea to set Aurora up in his cabin and give her a massage to help her relax. They’d shared the plan with Lelindia, who’d taken charge of getting Aurora to agree.

      I read her my dad’s message, and now she’s sleeping again.

      Peacefully?

      Yeah. No nightmares.

      From little tidbits Celia had dropped during their interactions over the past few weeks, he’d gathered she was dealing with nightmares, too. He would have offered his cabin as a refuge for her, but he feared she wouldn’t take it in the platonic way he meant it. He didn’t want to do anything that might put her on guard and mess up the friendship they were building.

      His sister had warned him Celia didn’t do romantic relationships, only brief sexual ones. He definitely didn’t want to be placed in that category. Not that he didn’t want her. He most certainly did. Her athleticism and discipline were drawing a primal response from him that he was fighting tooth and nail to suppress.

      But since he couldn’t be her romantic partner, he wanted to slot himself solidly into the role of her first male friend. That was the only road that gave him an excuse to spend time with her without triggering her subconscious defenses.

      You up for a sparring session later?

      He smiled. They’d managed three training sessions while in Teeli space, including one yesterday. But now that they were back in Fleet space, he issued a new challenge.

      You up for a dip in the hydrotank afterward?

      Neither of them had been in the tank since the extremely awkward encounter where she’d gotten a leg cramp from overexerting herself and he’d pulled her to safety. He wanted a do-over where they both could have fun in the water.

      Her reply was a little late, which he’d expected. Celia didn’t like thinking about her failures. But she couldn’t back down from a challenge, especially from him.

      You bet.

      His smile widened. The game was afoot.
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      “When do you want to tell your father about our daughter?”

      Jonarel Clarek tightened his arm around Lelindia, drawing her snug against his bare chest.

      They were taking advantage of the reprieve from their duties offered by the interstellar jump back to Earth, staying in bed longer than usual. He still had trouble believing this life was his new reality. His mate. His child. The wonder and joy of it pushed all other thoughts out of his mind, especially when they were alone in their joined cabins.

      But he forced himself to focus on his mate’s question. “How long before you will show physical signs of pregnancy your clothing will not conceal?”

      She tilted her head back, meeting his gaze. He bathed in the warm light in her brown eyes. “Hard to say for sure. There are no guidelines for a half-Suulh, half-Kraed baby. But based on her development so far, I’d say another month. I think she’s going to be smaller than a typical Nedale at birth, but larger than a Kraed infant.”

      A coil of anxiety spiraled inside his gut. “But still healthy?”

      Lelindia’s smile was indulgent, a look he had been getting a lot during the past month. “She’s doing fine, I promise. Nothing to worry about.”

      How could he not worry? His checana was carrying a child who was unique in the universe. Anything could happen. Anything could go wrong. He had never felt so powerless to protect those he loved.

      Lelindia’s eyes narrowed. “I mean it, Jonarel. Our daughter will be fine. I’ll make sure of that. It’s your father who concerns me.”

      The anxiety started spinning in the opposite direction, growing as it turned. “He concerns me, too.”

      His father’s appearance at the binary star system in Teeli space had been unexpected. It had given Jonarel no time to think or worry before he faced him down. He had also benefitted from not being in the same room. His father was a lot more intimidating in person than on the Starhawke’s bridgescreen.

      That did not mean he would be quelled by his father’s antagonistic behavior. He had stood against him once before, back on Drakar. Rage had prompted the blow that had knocked his father to the ground after his father’s inadvertent backhand had crumpled Lelindia. He should have known at that moment that she was his mate, but he had been too blind to see his reaction for what it was. And Lelindia had hidden her feelings for him too well.

      “So what do you think?” Lelindia trailed her finger over his chest, tracing the tendrils of brown that overlaid the dark green of his skin. “Should we schedule a time to talk with him after we’re planetside?”

      Her touch distracted him, even though there was nothing sexual about it. Her actions since their first night together made it clear she enjoyed touching him as much as he yearned to touch her. A rare gift in a non-Kraed female. Any fear that his continual desire for physical closeness would overwhelm her had melted away. Her fascination with the color patterns of his skin had already brought him endless hours of pleasure and contentment. “He may refuse to meet with me, as I am no longer part of the clan.”

      Lelindia made a noise that was remarkably close to a Kraed growl. “Like hell. He used you as a pawn in his chess game with Aurora. I’ll be damned if he’s going to punish you for standing up for her. And me.”

      Warmth spread through his chest. He hugged her closer, nuzzling her hair. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll get Aurora to mediate the meeting if I have to. No way will Siginal say no to her.”

      No, he would not. He had seen the fear in his father’s eyes when Aurora had challenged him, telling him exactly how much she condemned his actions toward her and the crew. It took a great deal to inspire fear in his father. It was a testament to how powerful Aurora was that she had achieved it.

      Not that she had enjoyed it. He had noted her reaction when she had realized what her anger had inspired. She had backed off immediately, worked to find common ground. Her incredible wellspring of empathy was part of what made her a respected and beloved leader. And a treasured friend.

      He found it increasingly difficult to remember what it had felt like when he had believed himself to be in love with her. All romantic inclinations toward her had evaporated like dew touched by a blazing sun the moment Lelindia had kissed him for the first time. The feeling of completeness, of bonding, had hit him with the force of a meteorite. Intoxicating, and world-changing. Comparing what he had felt for Aurora to what Lelindia drew from him was like comparing a babbling brook to a cascading waterfall.

      “Having Aurora mediate is wise. Her presence during our discussion would keep my father civil.”

      Lelindia sighed. “Too bad your mom’s not here.” She snuggled closer. “She’d be happy for us.”

      “Yes, she would.” Tehar had shared the conversations she and his mother had had regarding Lelindia, and their mutual wish that he would mate with her because she would bring him joy.

      They had been correct. And he had been too wrapped up in his father’s expectations to see it. Thank goodness Aurora had refused to fall in with his father’s plans. She had saved him from his own ignorance.

      “Tehar’s pretty excited, too,” Lelindia said. “She and Unity were talking to me about the baby while I was working in the greenhouse yesterday. Unity wanted to know when I would lay my eggs.”

      “Your eggs?”

      “Yep.” Lelindia chuckled. “Turns out Setarips lay eggs, usually two or three at a time. I’d suspected that was the case, since their physiology is more reptilian than mammalian, but Unity confirmed it.”

      “So Unity assumed you would lay eggs?”

      “Uh-huh. They have mammalian animals in their biosphere, so a live birth wasn’t a completely foreign concept, but it hadn’t occurred to Unity that we wouldn’t reproduce like the Yruf. They’d assumed all bi-pedal, technologically advanced species would be like the Setarips.”

      “Hmm.” He, for one, was very grateful the Suulh did not lay eggs. Lelindia’s abilities for nurturing life were incredible, but bridging an egg-laying and live-birth reproductive pair was probably beyond even her. “Have you gathered a list of potential names for our daughter?” Our daughter. He loved saying that.

      She shook her head. “I still can’t decide whether she should have a Kraed first name and my family’s last name, or a Suulh first name and your clan’s last name.”

      His fingers glided over her silken hair. She had let it grow, and now it was almost as long as his, perfect for stroking. “I assumed in Suulh culture the last name of the Nedale and Sahzade passed down from mother to daughter.” That was certainly the case with Lelindia and Aurora.

      “I don’t know if that’s true or not. When my parents left Feylahn they were forced to choose new names to avoid leaving a trail the Teeli could follow. My parents and I are the only three Suulh with the last name Forrest. And Libra and Aurora are the only Hawkes.” She frowned. “I don’t even know what my mom’s last name used to be. Come to think of it, I’m not even certain Suulh have last names. All the Suulh I’ve met have introduced themselves with a single name.”

      “You can ask your parents when we reach Earth. That knowledge might help you decide.”

      Lelindia’s nose wrinkled like a baby clestok’s. Utterly adorable. “Or it could give me a third option that makes the choice even harder.”

      Her consternation brought a small smile to his lips. “How did your parents choose your name?”

      “They wanted something that would harken back to our Suulh roots without being obviously Suulh. Lelindia is a Galish spelling for a type of tree on Feylahn, my mother’s favorite. Its branches provide dappled shade that nurtures the growth of other plants beneath its canopy.”

      “Your name is well chosen.” No wonder he had wanted to use it rather than her nickname when their relationship changed. Mya had never quite fit her. It lacked the richness of her given name. “Perhaps you should consider the names of living things you love.”

      She grinned at him. “I don’t think I can get away with naming her Jonarel.”

      His startled laugh made her grin widen. Ever since she had learned he could laugh, she seemed to have made it her mission to spark that reaction when they were alone, and she was getting very good at it. Another gift he had never expected in his life. “No, that would not be appropriate.” He brushed a kiss across her lips. “But I appreciate the sentiment.”

      “Back to the drawing board then. Maybe I’ll have a better idea which way to go after we talk to your father.”

      The happy bubble popped. “Do you want to tell him when we see him?” His protective instincts screamed NO. He did not trust his father to treat Lelindia with the respect she deserved, not after his behavior on Drakar. But he believed in his mate, and the good that could come from revealing the existence of their unborn child to the clans.

      Her gaze grew serious. “I think we should. The longer we keep her a secret, the more we risk your father resenting us for hiding her from him. I’m hoping once he gets over his shock, he’ll see her for the miracle she is. Her existence has the power to bring the other clans together to fight the Teeli.”

      He cupped her jaw in his hand, his thumb brushing the velvet softness of her cheek. “You are the bravest person I have ever known.”

      A flush suffused her skin. “No, I’m not. Aurora’s much braver.”

      He shook his head. “As the Sahzade, she was born to be a guardian. Her bravery and courage are part of who she is at her core. But you are the Nedale, born to nurture and heal, not fight. Yet you choose to stand tall in the face of danger, to defend what you believe in, even against insurmountable odds. That is why you are the bravest person I know.”

      She rested her hand over his, her eyes luminous. “I’m braver when I’m with you. You give me strength I never knew I had.”

      “As you do for me.” He kissed her again, lingering as he tasted the sweetness of her full lips. When he lifted his head, he saw the same determination in her eyes that had settled into his heart. “We will face my father together, and with Aurora’s help, we will show him that our little Nedale is the greatest blessing we have ever received.”
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      “Gladiator’s systems are warming up.” Cade Ellis glanced at U-2 hovering to the right of the pilot’s seat in Gladiator’s cockpit. The egg-shaped mobile unit’s emerald-green scaled exterior reflected the warm yellow light of the Yruf docking bay filtering through the viewport. The Yruf ship had cocooned Gladiator for more than a month, but the time had come for Gladiator to leave the sanctuary the Yruf had provided and take flight. “Have you finished disengaging from Gladiator, Unity?”

      “Yes, we have,” Unity replied in Micah’s voice.

      “Good.” His team was taking Gladiator to Earth, where they’d be docking at Sol Station, the transportation hub orbiting the planet, while the team was planetside. Ifel, the Yruf leader, had agreed with Cade that it would be unwise to leave Unity integrated with Gladiator, or have U-2 onboard, while the crew was absent. The Yruf’s presence in Fleet space needed to remain a secret, and he wasn’t about to tempt fate by having Unity onboard his ship. His technically stolen ship. Not with the Sovereign as his adversary.

      Unity was integrated with the Starhawke too, but Aurora and her crew wouldn’t have the same issue when they docked at Sol Station in a couple days. As a Kraed ship, unauthorized access wasn’t a concern. Star could make the ship impenetrable if she wanted to.

      Cade would remain on the Yruf ship a little longer than his team. He still had one of the Starhawke’s shuttles, currently sitting next to Gladiator in the Yruf bay, which he’d be taking to Brendan Scott’s house on Hawai’i. Since the shuttle didn’t have interstellar engines, the Yruf were giving him a lift into the Sol system. Their cloaking ability and the shuttle’s camouflage would allow both vessels to remain undetected when the Yruf dropped Cade off on the dark side of the moon.

      U-2 would be going with him, providing him with a conduit to the Yruf and Aurora while he was at Brendan’s. He also wanted Brendan to have a chance to meet Unity. The combination of the Yruf’s advanced alien technology and Micah’s voice was certain to pique Brendan’s interest.

      During the flight from Teeli space to Earth, Bella Drew had been working with the Yruf engineers to construct a charging alcove for U-2 in the main cabin of the Starhawke’s shuttle. Unity had passed along Jonarel’s and Star’s detailed instructions for the necessary modifications. Unity had also been working on integrating with the shuttle’s systems the same way they were integrated with the Starhawke.

      “Are you finished integrating with Star’s shuttle?” he asked Unity.

      “Snug as a bug in a rug.”

      The cadence of the delivery was pitch perfect in Micah’s voice, as though Aurora’s brother was standing by Cade’s shoulder.

      Justin Byrnes chuckled as he slid into the seat beside Cade. “Micah must be working overtime on the Starhawke teaching you colloquial Galish phrases.”

      U-2 bobbed in agreement. “We’ve learned all kinds of fascinating idioms, though Micah had some trouble explaining why we would want to be a bug in a rug.”

      Cade grinned. Having a conversation with Unity was becoming more like talking to Micah every day.

      “We’ve reached the drop-off point for Gladiator,” U-2 informed him, slipping out of his peripheral view toward the cockpit hatch.

      Justin tapped the ship’s comm. “Bella, you’re up.”

      “Be right there,” she replied.

      Cade stood, glancing out the viewport to where the Starhawke’s shuttle waited for him. Thank goodness they had it. It gave them flexibility in this situation.

      Bella would be piloting Gladiator to Sol Station from a location well outside the Sol system. Because the Yruf ship was significantly faster than Gladiator, Cade and the Yruf would end up reaching Earth before them.

      Cade and his team had spent the trip from Teeli space to Earth analyzing all the potential angles the Sovereign’s minions could have used to convince the Court of Justice to indict the Admiral for treason. He’d been accused of conspiring with the Setarips to undermine the Fleet, so they all agreed the case would be strongly based on the Admiral’s secret mission to Gallows Edge to uncover the truth about the Sovereign’s connection to the Etah Setarips.

      The fact that the Admiral had been a prisoner of the Etah, not a co-conspirator, and had almost died as a result, would have been conveniently omitted from the file. The Sovereign excelled at shifting blame for her machinations.

      Reynolds had sent them updates, alerting them that a vocal minority of public opinion had already turned solidly against the Admiral. Demonstrations were taking place outside the Court of Justice and Fleet HQ buildings.

      He had zero doubt the Sovereign was behind the protestors, too.

      Reynolds had been providing security for Knox, Admiral Schreiber’s son and Aurora’s former captain, at the Admiral’s house. According to Reynolds, protestors had shown up there a few days after Knox arrived. The rest of Cade’s team was joining her as added security until the Starhawke reached Sol Station.

      Justin held up his hand for a fist bump. “See you when the Starhawke crew arrives.”

      Cade tapped his fist against Justin’s. “Watch your six.” With the Sovereign on the attack, they had to be ready for anything.

      Justin nodded. “Always.”

      Cade passed Bella at the top of the stairs leading to the ship’s lower level.

      “Everything set?” he asked her.

      “Good to go. All that down time in Teeli space worked to our advantage. This ship’s in better shape than when it first launched. I’ll be able to shave a few minutes off our arrival time without any extra power drain.”

      “That’s a silver lining.”

      “Shields are reinforced, too. The Yruf taught me some tricks to improve strength and efficiency, and Unity was able to help with the detail work. I’m going to miss having an invisible assistant.”

      “We are always happy to help,” U-2 piped up from the end of the corridor. “We like learning new things.”

      Bella glanced at Unity and smiled. “You’re good at it. Thank you.”

      Unity gave a little spin, a behavior they had started doing to express happiness. “You’re welcome.”

      Tam Williams and Christoph Gonzalez were waiting for Cade in the main cabin as he followed U-2 toward the ramp.

      “You sure you don’t want to stay with us?” Gonzo asked, his lean face solemn. “Providing security for Knox sounds like a lot more fun than flying a camouflaged shuttle to a beach house on Hawai’i.”

      Williams snorted.

      Cade lifted his brows. “As I recall, you told me you enjoyed piloting that shuttle during your brief rescue mission on Feylahn.”

      The corners of Gonzo’s eyes crinkled, but he kept his tone nonchalant. “It was okay.”

      “Uh-huh.” His gaze flicked between Gonzo and Williams. “Try not to get into too much trouble while I’m gone.”

      Gonzo grinned, but his eyes remained serious. “No promises.”

      “We’re going to miss them,” Unity said as they followed Cade down the ramp and crossed the short distance to the shuttle.

      “Really?” It had never occurred to him that Unity might become emotionally attached to his team.

      Unity swiveled a quarter turn. “Really. We’re not used to goodbyes, except when someone dies.”

      “Ah.” Now he understood. Parting was a new experience for Unity. The sadness Unity was expressing showed new depths to the non-biological entity’s emotional range. “They’re going to miss you, too.”

      Unity hovered beside him as he waited for the shuttle’s ramp to descend. “Why do you leave each other so often when it causes such unpleasant feelings? Why don’t you stay together?”

      A pang jabbed Cade’s chest. That question hit a little too close to home. “Our society doesn’t function like the Yruf’s. Our work, our interests, and our families often pull us in different directions. And we don’t have a non-biological like you to help bridge those gaps, to keep us interconnected.” But the Kraed did. He’d envied them their relationship with the Nirunoc ever since he’d met Star.

      Not that the presence of the Nirunoc kept the Kraed from causing each other unpleasant feelings. Siginal’s horrified reaction when he’d discovered Jonarel and Lelindia were mated was still fresh in Cade’s mind.

      However, he’d take anger over apathy any day. His parents didn’t seem to care whether he lived or died. For all intents, he was dead to them. His refusal to follow their pre-set plans had ostracized him. Maybe that’s why he’d felt such empathy for Jonarel’s current situation with Siginal.

      Unity bobbed beside him as he walked to the cockpit. “Wouldn’t you rather find a way to stay together all the time? We know you miss Aurora. And she misses you.”

      He settled in the pilot’s chair, keyed in the command to close the ramp, and swiveled to face Unity. “How do you know?”

      Unity laughed, another habit they’d integrated into their responses. “It’s obvious. Your lackluster behavior since separating is completely different from how you acted together on our ship. You smile and laugh much less, and your sleep is irregular and turbulent.”

      He stared at Unity. “You’re watching us while we sleep?” That was a little creepy.

      “Not watching. But we monitor the vital signs of the crew. It’s one of our duties. Your vital signs have deteriorated in the past month. So have Aurora’s, in sync with your own.”

      “I know.” He stared out the viewport. The air in the bay shimmered as Gladiator’s engines heated up, then the interlocking scales of the Yruf ship’s exterior hull undulated apart, revealing the inky black of space.

      Gladiator rose off the deck, the landing gear sliding out of sight as the ship glided through the opening. A moment later the outer hull swirled closed again, leaving the shuttle alone in the bay.

      He felt the soft ache of parting, just as Unity described. His team had become his family, like the brothers and sisters he’d never had.

      But if he was completely honest with himself, the dominant emotion suffusing his chest right now wasn’t sadness. It was eagerness — to reconnect with Aurora’s parents, and in a couple days, Aurora. “It’s complicated,” he said, as much for his own benefit as to answer Unity’s question.

      Unity laughed again. “Micah has told us that many times.”

      A grin spread across Cade’s face. “I’ll bet he has.” He could imagine the challenges Micah had encountered as Unity’s primary teacher. As a pupil, Unity had the exuberant curiosity of an innocent five-year-old paired with the learning capacity of a certified genius. Explaining the breadth of human history, language, and behavior would be very complicated indeed.

      Especially when factoring in the actions of a certified psychopath like the Sovereign.

      The thought sobered him, bringing his focus back to his mission. “Can you please thank Ifel for getting us here so quickly.” He’d told her himself when they’d said their goodbyes earlier, but it bore repeating.

      Unity bobbed. “We have. She’s as eager to learn more about Aurora and Micah’s parents as you are to see them. She’s grateful you allowed us to join you so we can meet them and share our experiences with her.”

      His grin resurfaced. “It’s a win-win scenario. I feel better knowing you’re with me. And I’ll still have a connection to the Yruf and the Starhawke. Besides, Brendan’s gonna love you. I’ll bet it won’t take more than ten minutes before he expresses an interest in visiting the Yruf ship in person.”

      “A bet? As in a gambling wager?”

      Cade chuckled at Unity’s enthusiasm. “Micah’s taught you about that, huh?”

      “Oh, yes. Micah enjoys poker. We played a few digital versions together, but he said it’s not the same as sitting around a table with paper cards.”

      “He’s right. Brendan likes poker, too. He’s a tough player, hard to read.”

      “Read?”

      “Figure out what he’s thinking, what his next move is going to be. That’s a necessary skill to be proficient at poker.”

      “Oh.” Unity was silent for a moment. “We can read the Yruf very well. But anticipating the actions of Aurora’s crew and your team is more difficult. You often do the opposite of what we believe you want to do, especially in your relationships with each other.”

      “How so?”

      “You remained on our ship when you clearly preferred to be on Aurora’s. Justin and Bella’s interactions indicate they both want to become physically intimate, yet neither has initiated that part of their relationship. And Micah insists he and Celia are just friends, but he watches her in much the same way Jonarel watches Lelindia.”

      “He does?” The other two observations weren’t news, but the last one was a doozie. Apparently in the past month Micah had shot right over his anxiety regarding Celia and moved solidly into infatuation.

      “Oh, yes. They’re sparring right now and his vital signs indicate intense physical attraction.”

      Strange to hear that comment in Micah’s voice, like he was talking about himself in the third person. Also, note to self. Unity could read his team and Aurora’s crew just fine.

      Thank goodness his and Aurora’s feelings were out in the open. Justin and Bella probably wouldn’t care if Unity said anything to them. Their reticence to get involved seemed to have more to do with being teammates than any emotional hang-ups. But Micah’s interest in Celia was problematic. That was a relationship dead end if he’d ever seen one. Celia was about as romantically inclined as a cactus. He’d hate for Aurora’s brother to get his heart sliced into pulp. “Does Aurora know about Micah’s interest in Celia?”

      “We’re not sure. She’s never spoken about it in front of us.”

      Unity didn’t monitor the crew’s verbal interactions onboard the Starhawke. That was Star’s job. If one of Unity’s mobile units wasn’t in the room, or a crewmember didn’t speak to Unity directly, Unity didn’t listen in.

      “But Micah’s not acting on his attraction?”

      “No. We’re not sure why not.”

      He could come up with a laundry list of why nots. So could Micah, apparently, or he would have made a move to change the dynamic with Celia. The fact that they were sparring together proved he hadn’t. Celia wouldn’t willingly spend time with someone she knew was romantically inclined towards her. Micah must have figured that out, too.

      Cade felt for the guy. The situation reminded him a bit too much of what he’d endured working side-by-side with Aurora on Gaia, before they’d dealt with all the baggage of their past.

      Not fun.

      Time for a change in topic. “How long before we’re in position behind Earth’s moon?”

      “Three minutes, forty-four seconds.”

      He blinked. “You mean we’re already in the Sol system?”

      “Yes.”

      So much for chit chat. “Then I guess it’s time to get this show on the road.”
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      The cool water of the hydrotank lapped at Micah’s skin as each stroke pulled him forward against the waves. The rhythmic caress sparked an internal stream of euphoria that suffused his body like sunshine on warm sand.

      He’d never thought of swimming as essential to his wellbeing, but he’d also never spent a month on a starship in Teeli space, waiting for an attack that never came. Come to think of it, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone more than a few days without swimming. The weather on Hawai’i was rarely inhospitable for prolonged periods, and whenever his schedule kept him busy all day, he’d usually fit in a short swim at his dad’s house.

      He dove underwater, switching to a modified breaststroke. His gaze swept the projected images of the tropical fish and other aquatic creatures native to the islands. They flitted on either side of him, a beautiful array of yellow, blue, white, black, brown, and green.

      He drank in the sight, hydrating his soul. But the view also served a secondary purpose — giving him something to focus on besides the gorgeous contours of his swimming companion.

      Celia had submerged below the surface as well, her movements as graceful as a dolphin’s, her dark hair braided tight to her head in the configuration she preferred for sparring sessions. Her navy swimsuit outlined her lithe curves and set off the golden glow of her skin. She glanced his way and smiled — a mermaid pulled right out of his fantasies.

      He smiled back, quickly putting a stranglehold on the inappropriate reaction her nearness sent flowing through his body. Returning his attention to the fish, he focused on stroking through the water with steady precision. The muscles in his arms, chest, and legs ached from the blows Celia had landed during the sparring session they’d just finished, but he didn’t mind in the least. In fact, he cherished each point of discomfort like a badge of honor.

      Every time she agreed to meet him on the mat, every moment they spent alone together, was a small victory.

      Against all odds, he had become her friend.

      He surfaced, drawing air into his lungs while he continued to stroke through the water.

      She glided to the surface as well, the mermaid image holding as droplets of water shimmered on her dark lashes and silken skin like diamonds. “How are your muscles? Still sore?”

      The question was tossed out with a teasing lilt. She knew he’d been worked over, but it was his own fault. He’d encouraged her to teach him how to break holds and flip an opponent, and then she’d demonstrated the techniques quite effectively on him. He’d lost track of how many times he’d hit the mat.

      She’d allowed him to flip her, too, but she’d always managed to land on her feet like a cat. She’d suggested next time they invite Jonarel to join their session, so Micah could try out what he’d learned on someone larger. He’d given a noncommittal response. It made practical sense to follow her advice — he wanted to be able to defend himself against potential adversaries they might encounter — but he wasn’t excited about losing their alone time, even for a single session.

      That realization had forced him to reevaluate how well he was reining in his emotional response to her. The news wasn’t good.

      He lobbed her teasing tone back at her with a crooked grin. “Cooling down just fine. How about you?”

      Her eyes narrowed, picking up on the subtle reference to their last ill-fated swim together. “I’m good.”

      “Glad to hear it.” They’d agreed to use level three this time. The wave setting still offered enough resistance that they could remain in the center of the tank while swimming, allowing them to cool down after the sparring session. He let his breath out on a happy sigh as his arms and legs kept easy pace with the waves. “I’ve really missed this.”

      “You need this,” she corrected. “Now that I’ve seen what you’re like when you’re kept away from the water, it’s pretty clear this isn’t a luxury for you. It’s a necessity.”

      “You could be right.” And the fact that she was echoing his earlier thoughts showed how well she’d tuned into him. That tickled him red, white, and blue, especially since she’d given no indication she’d picked up on his strong attraction to her. Either he was doing an excellent job of hiding it, or she’d dismissed it as an impossibility and wasn’t looking for the signs.

      Or — and this was an even wilder idea — she might not have any idea what an attraction that was more than skin deep looked like. He had to believe she’d been propositioned by hundreds of men, maybe even thousands. She was too strikingly beautiful not to be an object of continual attention. But Aurora’s statement that Celia had never had a male friend before indicated none of those knuckleheads had bothered to get to know the fascinating woman beneath the surface.

      Their loss. And his gain. Sex with Celia would no doubt be spectacular — how could it not — but certainly not worth losing her friendship over. That’s exactly what would happen, too. He had no illusions. She might agree to a one-night stand with him if he let his interest show, but afterward she’d carve him out of her life with the same precision she used when wielding a knife.

      Not happening. He wanted as many hours in her company as he could earn during his time onboard. His libido would have to stay on permanent lockdown.

      “Ready to head to the galley?” he asked her, tilting his head toward the decking surrounding the hydrotank.

      She changed direction. “You bet.”

      That was another bonus. Celia loved to cook as much as he did, and fixing a meal together was quickly becoming one of his favorite things.

      To his surprise, she seemed to enjoy their combined efforts as much as he did.

      What he didn't know is if all of that would change as soon as they arrived at Sol Station. “What will the crew assignments be like when we arrive at the station?” he asked as he pulled himself out of the water and snagged a towel.

      “I'm not sure.” Celia picked up her own towel and dabbed the moisture off her arms and legs.

      He caught himself staring and pivoted so he was facing the hydrotank as he briskly dried his hair with his towel.

      “Aurora will probably want to head down to the planet as soon as we arrive,” Celia continued, “but she might not take the entire crew. She may want me to stay with the ship. But I'm guessing you'll want to see your folks. And maybe check on things at home.”

      He slowed the vigorous scrubbing and draped the towel around his neck. “My place is pretty self-sufficient. Birdie said she'd check on it while I was gone. To be honest, I don't spend much time there. Usually I'm at the beach, in town, at work, or at my dad's house.”

      Celia gave him a wry grin. “We have that in common. I don't spend much time in my cabin, either.”

      He'd noticed. When she wasn't on the bridge or in the galley, he usually found her in the training center or the greenhouse. “I guess neither of us is much of a homebody.”

      She chuckled. “That's putting it mildly. I've never been big on confined spaces, even when they’re mine.”

      He barely hid his wince. After spending most of her youth in a prison camp, it was no wonder she avoided confined spaces. It was a minor miracle that she was able to tolerate living on a starship.

      Freedom of movement was something he'd always taken for granted. He doubted she ever did.

      Anger heated his chest like a banked ember. How could anyone do that to another person, let alone a child? He wasn’t normally vengeful, but if the people responsible for her suffering were ever facing him, he'd use every technique she'd taught him to make them sorry for what they'd done to her. Then again, if she was with him, he probably wouldn't get the chance before she'd handled them herself.

      “Micah? You okay?” She was peering at him with concern.

      He gave himself a mental shake and unhooked his hands from his towel. “Yeah, I'm good. Just wool gathering. So, what do you wanna fix this time?”

      She gave him a strange look, but let it go. “The bok choy is almost as big as palm fronds. How about we make a stir-fry?”

      “Works for me.”

      She backed towards the staircase, a mischievous gleam lighting her eyes. “Last one to the lift cleans up?”

      He grinned, following her. “I thought that was my line.”

      “Not when I'm the one closer to the lift.” She walked backwards down the stairs without so much as a glance at where she was going. Her spatial awareness and balance were remarkable.

      She was also taunting him. And seriously turning him on. Good thing his swim trunks were loose, wet, and cold. “You don't have your shoes on yet,” he reminded her.

      “Neither do you.”

      They reached the bottom of the stairs. “You gonna put them on?”

      The gleam in her eyes glowed brighter. “Yep.”

      He didn’t trust that gleam. “On your feet?”

      She smirked.

      Aha. So that was her strategy.

      “No cheating.” He tried to sound stern but didn’t pull it off. “First one to the lift wearing their shoes on their feet doesn't have to clean up.”

      “Deal.”

      They raced to where they’d left their shoes, snatched them up, and then both started laughing as they struggled to shove their damp feet into the dry shoes.

      The back of his left shoe got trapped under his heel. She took off for the door. He ran after her, his shoe thumping the sole of his foot with each step, her laughter driving him forward. He reached the lift two steps behind her.

      She executed a perfect pirouette to face him, then gave a jaunty flip of her raised foot to show off the shoes that were solidly on her feet. She glanced down pointedly at his loose left shoe before shooting him a disarming smile. “You lost.”

      He was way more than lost. He was a goner.
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      The midday sun sparkled like cut crystal on the aquamarine water surrounding the island of Oahu as Cade brought the Starhawke shuttle in for a landing. Brendan’s house was easy to locate and access from the air, perhaps one of the reasons his family had originally bought it. The two-story structure was nestled on Diamond Head’s hillside facing the ocean, well out of the flight path of any passenger or freight traffic to the island’s airport.

      The surrounding rockface appeared to embrace the house like a child nestled in its mother’s arms, the curved pool beckoning on one end and lush greenery creating a shaded canopy on the other.

      Cade had reconfigured the shuttle to a compact design to fit comfortably in the cobblestoned courtyard at the top of the driveway. The hull camouflage was in effect, so the shuttle was invisible from the outside and the soundless descent didn’t attract any notice from the neighbors. The perimeter vegetation barely fluttered as he set the shuttle down.

      “Hawai’i is beautiful.”

      Cade glanced over his shoulder to where Unity had detached from the charging alcove above him. “Yes, it is.” He caught a wistfulness in Unity’s voice. Images Ifel had shared with him of the former Setarip homeworld showed it looking a lot like Earth before the Setarip civil war had destroyed it. Unity might be feeling a little nostalgic. “Maybe before we join the Starhawke in a couple days, I can give you an aerial tour of the islands on the way out.”

      Unity bobbed. “We would love that!”

      “Then it’s a plan.”

      Cade had sent a message to Brendan as soon as he’d exited the Yruf ship, giving him his ETA, so Aurora’s parents were already standing outside the front entrance to the house. While Cade went to greet them, Unity waited in the shuttle.

      To Cade’s surprise, Libra approached him first, opening her arms and pulling him into an affectionate hug. He gave a startled laugh before hugging her back.

      “It’s good to have you here,” she said as she stepped away, allowing Brendan to hug him, too.

      Brendan’s gaze swept over him. “Looks like you could use a solid meal and a good night’s sleep.”

      He grimaced. “That obvious, huh?” His clothes fit a little looser around the waist than they had a couple weeks ago, probably because he routinely forgot to eat.

      The corner of Brendan’s mouth lifted. “It helps that I can feel your exhaustion. And your stomach just growled.”

      Cade chuckled. “Fair enough.”

      “Come on you two.” Libra ushered them toward the front door. “Lunch is almost ready and we have Aurora’s room all prepared for you.”

      “Hang on.” Cade motioned toward the shuttle’s ramp, the only part of the shuttle currently visible. “There’s someone I want you both to meet first.”

      “Oh?” Brendan’s gaze had the unfocused look that signaled he was reaching out with his empathic senses.

      “Unity, come on out,” Cade called.

      The emerald-green mobile unit floated out of the opening and drifted toward them. The shuttle’s ramp closed silently, the shuttle vanishing from sight.

      “Unity?” Libra asked.

      “Turns out the Yruf have a non-biological entity similar to Star. This is U-2, one of the mobile units that allows Unity to be separated from the Yruf ship but still connected with the whole. Oh, and Unity uses Micah’s voice to communicate with us.”

      Unity halted half a meter from Cade’s shoulder. “Hello.”

      Libra’s lips parted in surprise. She looked very much like Aurora had during her early interactions with Unity. “Uh, hi.”

      Brendan’s reaction was the complete opposite. He zeroed in with rapt attention. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Unity.”

      “You as well, Brendan. We’ve spent a lot of time with Micah and Aurora during the past month. We’ve been eager to meet both of you.”

      Brendan shot Cade a speculative look. “I’m sure we’ll have a lot to talk about, then.”

      Cade caught the scent of sauteed onion and spices wafting from the entrance to the kitchen as he walked into the wide foyer behind Brendan and Libra, Unity by his side. The Christmas tree that had been in the living room down to his left had been replaced by a tall plant with glossy draping leaves. Ficus, maybe?

      In fact, a quick glance around the open floorplan revealed quite a few new plants in residence. Libra’s influence, no doubt. Maybe she’d brought them with her from Hawke’s Nest, her plant nursery in northern California.

      “I have a few finishing touches to put on lunch,” Brendan said. “Unity, would you mind keeping me company while Libra gets Cade settled?” The eagerness in Brendan’s emotional field belied the offhand request. He was like a kid staring at a birthday present he couldn’t wait to unwrap.

      “We’d love to!” Unity replied, floating past Libra and following Brendan as he headed for the kitchen.

      Libra’s gaze stayed on Unity, a small frown tipping down the corners of her mouth. “Why Micah’s voice?” she murmured, turning back to Cade.

      “He was the one acting as interpreter during our initial meetings with the Yruf. It gave Unity a wealth of words to work with, both to figure out Galish, and to reproduce when talking with us. Micah’s been helping Unity expand their vocabulary ever since.”

      “Hmm.” Libra clearly wasn’t thrilled with his answer, but the anxiety in her emotional field eased.

      “Are Gryphon and Marina here?” he asked as he followed her up the stairs.

      “Not right now. They’ve spent the last couple weeks up north seeing patients and interviewing healers in various modalities.”

      “Does that mean they’re keeping their clinic?” With Stoneycroft reduced to a pile of ash, he’d been wondering what the two couples’ living arrangements would be going forward
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