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Chapter One

 


The high-pitched squealing echoed through
the silent cargo bays as
the rhythmic thumping of boots against metal grating joined the
raucous noise of a six-year-old at play.

“Come on, Aunty Sash!” the little boy
yelled as the young woman chased him around the pallets filled with
cargo and supplies. “You can’t catch me!”

“Oh yes, I can, Krel!” The woman laughed as
she chased her nephew. She ran at the little bundle of energy as he
tried to dodge her outstretched arms, capturing him
easily.

“Ha-ha-ha!” she said in a mock-villain voice. “Now I have you,
and you’re all mine to…”

“Oh no!” The little boy giggled, wriggling
in his aunt’s clutches as he must have guessed what she was about
to say next.

“Tickle!” Sasha declared as she laid Krel
down on the rubbery matting of the cargo bay floor. Her fingers
found his sides, and she tickled him fast and light, eliciting
peals of laughter as he kicked and wriggled helplessly under the
tickling assault his aunt gave him.

Chuckling joined the shrieking laughter of the hapless boy
as the rest of the family watched from the small mezzanine level
that led to the crew and operations quarters of the cargo
ship.

“Mama!” the boy pleaded between giggles. “Papas! Help! Aunty
Sasha got me!”

“You give in?” Sasha asked, pausing her
tickling.

“No!” Krel giggled.

“Say ‘Uncle’!” Sasha tickled him again,
grinning at the giggles that shot out of Krel’s mouth.

“Uncle!” Krel giggled.

“Okay then.” Sasha relented, but not before
she pulled his tunic up and blew a wet raspberry on his tummy. She
sat back up as Krel got
to his feet and gave her a sweet hug. Sasha wiped her mouth and
stood, tucking the strands of mousy-brown hair that had fallen from
the bun she’d fixed before coming down to say good-bye to her
family. She was due to leave for her first assignment working for
the family inter-system transport business.

One of their older cargo ships needed a
new junior engineering
officer, and she was ready to take on the responsibilities of that
role.

What made the position even better, was
that Marco was going to be the commander of that ship. The man whom
she’d had a crush on since she was nineteen. Now at twenty-two, she
felt like she was old enough to attempt to pursue something with
him. She’d noticed the looks he’d given her when they were in port
together, or when her mother would invite all the crews who were
off rotation to an old-fashioned cook-out at their home on the
human-run colony world that was their new home since leaving
Earth.

Sasha was excited to be given the opportunity, but she was also
sad that she’d be separated from Celeste, her twin, who piloted
another cargo ship in their fleet.

She helped Krel up to his feet and dusted
him down before she patted him on the butt and sent him running up
to his mother and
fathers.

Krel was a half-human, half-Trenin. The
product of her elder sister, Sam’s, mating with not one, or two, but
three
Trenin males. The Trenin were
an alien race that had waged war on Earth, giving the human
governments no choice but to surrender. The Trenin had wanted
female humans for breeding, as well as the resources that Earth
still held.

Shortly after Earth’s surrender, a
political change on the Trenin home world changed things
for the better for Earth. The
new Trenin Alliance offered a more compatible peace treaty for the
humans. Women were no longer stolen by the Trenin, except for those
clans who rebelled against the new leaders. But the damage done to
the Earth had made the planet barely livable. The ice caps had
melted, the oceans had risen, and people had died by the millions,
forcing the survivors to huddle in camps. An alliance with the
Trenin was the only way humans might have a hope in hell to
survive—by relocating to the Trenin colony frontier.

Sasha sighed, smiling up at her parents
and twin, who had come along to see her off at the trading station
where her new ship waited.

Her mother wept, while her dad put his arms
around his wife.

“The little bird is leaving the nest,
honey,” he said, wiping a stray tear from his eye.

“Aw, Dad!” Sasha said.

“Just something in my eye, sweetie.”

“Yeah, an eyeball.” Celeste
chuckled.

“So proud of you sweetheart.” Her mother
sobbed.

“Oh, come on, Mother, I’m not getting married.”
Yet … but if I play
my cards right with Marco, who knows!

“Oh, I know, darling, it’s just hard to see my babies all
grown up.”

“Oh my God, Sasha! Did you give that boy sugar?” Sam waddled up to
her, her hands pressed against the small of her back as she
grimaced slightly. Her rounded belly showed she was nearly ready to
pop with baby number three. “If he wakes up Lora, you get to put
her back down to sleep!”

“You know the only one who can get her to
sleep is Lorg. It’s obvious his super alien sperm got you that time.” Sasha
chuckled.

“Sasha Louise Ellis!” Their mother shook
her head in dismay.

“It’s true, Mother!”

“That may be, but I certainly don’t need to
know about Lorg’s super alien sperm and my daughter!”

“Captain to the crew and
passengers. We are on approach to Trading Station Zhesa. Prepare
for docking.” The voice
of Kren, one of Sam’s mates, sounded over the intercom. The docking
procedures took mere minutes, and they waited for the three Trenin
males that were Sam’s mates to lock down the ship before they
departed.

Their heavy bootsteps thudded down the
metal stairs, Reln holding Krel in his strong arms as they approached the docking
ramp.

“Ready?” Kren asked Sasha. She nodded,
shouldering her carry-all bag. Most of her possessions were back
home, but she took a few treasured items with her to make her small
cabin on her new ship feel homier.

“Yeah, I’m ready,” she said.

“Damn, I’m gonna miss you, Sissy.” Celeste ran to her and
wrapped her arms tightly around her sister.

“Don’t get all mushy on me now, Sissy.”
Sasha grinned, fighting her own tears.

“You be careful out there, okay? There’s a
few Trenin rebel vessels sighted in the outer shipping lanes
hunting for pretty gals like us, so you be careful,” Celeste
whispered against her ear.

“I got it. I’ll be fine. Besides, Marco is
an awesome captain.” Sasha blushed.

“Oh, I know Marco is an awesome captain.”
Celeste grinned. “Oh Marco, you’re so big and strong, you can be my
captain all night long…” Celeste hugged herself and made kissing
faces until Sasha punched her twin in the arm. “Ouch! Mother! Sasha
hit me!”

“You probably deserved it!” Sam called out
from the mezzanine as several heavy thuds shook the cargo ship.

“Docking procedures complete.
Passengers prepare to disembark.”

“Well,” Sasha said. “This is it. I’ll see you when we’re back from
this rotation!” Sasha hugged her family one last time before she
turned and left, departing out of the cargo bay’s
airlock.


Chapter Two

 


“Gods-fucking-damnit, piece of shit gravity
drive!” The brusque
voice of Marco echoed down the old corridors of The Xelis louder than the hard rock music that was
playing from a small, old Earth player. One of the large Trenin
male crewmembers had directed Sasha to the belly of the small but
sturdy old ship when she’d asked where the captain was.

Already she felt the lighter gravity in
this section. There was obviously some calibration problem with the
gravity drive, though Marco’s cussing out the system was more than
a good indication of a
problem. His booted feet were sticking out under an open panel in
the ship’s engineering bulkhead section, where a lot of sensitive
systems were housed.

“Marco?” Sasha called. She got more cussing
and a metallic clang as Marco dropped something. She picked up the
tool, identifying it as the wrong one for calibration. His hand
blindly reached out to pick up the lost tool. “Marco!” Sasha called
out again as she crouched down beside him.

“Fucking Trenin junker … should have left you on the scrap pile,”
he grumbled.

“Don’t you talk to my ship like
that. The
Xelis is a good girl,”
Sasha said, a hand stroking the bulkhead affectionately.

Marco’s body jolted up in fright, his head
connecting with something under the bulkhead.

“Fuck!
Motherfucker-cock-sucking-sonofabitch!” he grumbled. “Pull me the
fuck outta here before I break something!”

Sasha gripped his ankles and hauled him
out on the roller trolley he was lying on. The tall
African-American man stood up, a hand nursing a small bump that was
already swelling
up.

“Sasha!” Marco grinned, opening his arms to
hug her tight. Sasha grinned, surreptitiously inhaling the scent of
man and engine-related odors as he pulled her into an
embrace.

“Hey, Marco, what are you doing to my girl
here?”

“Damn grav calibration is off, been trying
to get her fixed up since Tao left this morning. Something about
him getting married and the father-in-law wanting him to move back
to the colonies to be with his wife.” Marco sighed, the stress
showing in the dark circles under his eyes. “I hate to do this to
you before you even get settled in, but I may need to promote you
to head engineer—heck, you’ll be the only engineer. I’ll have one of the men keep an eye on
everything for you while you’re off duty, at least until we can
find another reliable engineer.”

“That’s okay. I’m just glad to be here.”
Sasha smiled, keeping a hand on his arm. His dark eyes brightened.
“Were there many other candidates you could call back for the
job?”

“I’d be lying if I said I looked for
someone else to fit the job, Sasha. I wanted you here. You were the only engineer I
asked for,” he admitted.

“Captain to the bridge.”
The gruff Trenin-accented voice
called out over the ship’s intercom system. Marco went to a wall
panel and pushed a button, activating the point-to-point
comms.

“I’m on the way,” he said into the intercom. He turned and smiled
warmly at Sasha. “Sorry, I gotta go.”

“I’ll get this fixed up. Oh, and get some
ice on that bump.” She gestured to the still uncalibrated grav
drive and then to his head.

“Thanks, Sasha. It’s good to have you with
us. Once we’re underway,
we’ll have a meet up with the crew in the mess.”

“Sure thing,” Sasha said, as she watched him head to the
hatchway “Oh, and Marco?”

“Yeah?” He turned and looked at
her.

“Thanks for asking for me.” Sasha felt her
cheeks heat up in a blush as she looked over the decidedly
delicious man in front of her.

“Anything for you,
sweetheart,” he said
with a sly wink, his voice barely above a whisper at the
last.

Sasha grinned as she watched Marco run up
the metal stairs to the upper levels of the cargo ship, her eyes
unashamedly ogling his butt. “Right, my lovely, let’s get you
working right,” she said, lying down on the roller trolley, her
tools in hand.

****

“And then he went up to the port master and
told him exactly what he thought about his port speed…”

Laughter rebounded against the harsh metal walls, which had
been decorated with pictures of the crew and their friends and
families, images of old Earth and beautiful starscapes that had
been photographed by James, one of the two pilots.

“In my defense, I was drunk!” Marco
claimed, holding his hands up in placation.

“And just how drunk were you?” Sasha asked,
as she pierced some pasta-like food with the two-tined fork the
Trenin used at meals.

“Not that drunk…” Marco said innocently.

The crew chuckled.

“He was so drunk, he thought he could make
things better by kissing the port master, who was one of the
biggest Trenin I’ve ever seen,” James said, trying not to laugh but
failing miserably.

“The next day, he woke up with a sore head,
a thousand-credit fine for exceeding port speed, and a bonding
proposition letter from the port master!”

“He’s still asking me for a response to
this day,” Marco muttered with his hands over his face. The crew
laughed harder before they began to settle down and pack up their
empty plates. It was nearing the night watch hours on the ship, and
they’d been running cargo for over three weeks now. Sasha had
managed to keep The Xelis running at near-peak, despite the age of the vessel. She
cleared the plates and moved them to the small crew kitchen, where
she ran them through the cleaner.

“Hey,” Marco said, from the hatchway. “Been meaning to ask you,
how are you going? Settled in?” Sasha turned and watched as he
walked over to her, leaning his ass against the kitchen bench as
she pulled each plate from the cleaning unit and put it
away.

“I’m going well, settled in nicely. The
crew are great, no problems whatsoever.”

“That’s great, just great,” Marco said with a smile. He looked at
her. “Sasha, I’ve been meaning to ask you something for a while
now, but just wanted to make sure you’re settled in here
first.”

“Oh?” Sasha said, grabbing a cloth and
drying her hands after she put the last plate away and washed up.
“What’s that?”

“Well…” Marco began, his dark eyes shooting
off to the side. He scowled, lifting his chin to dismiss the
eavesdroppers. Sasha glanced over to the hatchway, and two males
darted out of view. Marco shook his head. “Damned adults acting
like curious children,” he muttered under his breath.

“What?”

“Nothing. Anyway, I wanted to ask you, when
we are at our next port, if you’d like to come out with me?” He
looked at her with hopeful eyes.

“Out? Like on a date?” Sasha
smirked.

“Maybe.” Marco tried to look nonchalant
about it. “I mean, only if you’re up for it?”

Sasha grinned and hung up the cloth to dry.
“I’d like that.”

“Really?” Marco said, sounding
surprised.

Sasha nodded. “Yeah, I’d like that, a lot.”
She leaned up on her tippy-toes and pressed a gentle kiss against
his cheek.

“Took you long enough to ask,” she said,
tossing him a wink over her shoulder as she headed for the engine
bay.


Chapter Three

 


“All crew, man your stations. We have an
unidentified ship approaching on an intercept vector! She’s coming
in fast!”

Sasha looked up from the cargo operations
console she was working on. Lexo, a Trenin crewmate and head of
their security, nodded to her to get to the engine bay.

“Go, it sounds like we may have trouble.”
He turned and unlocked a nearby weapons locker, grabbing out blasters and handing
them out as other crewmates arrived to pick up their
weapons.

Klaxons blared at the ship rocked against
the first barrage of energy weapons fire.

Marco’s voice crackled over the ship’s
intercom. “All crew, we are under attack. Get to your stations and
prepare for a possible boarding, I’m not going to let them get us
without a fight!”

The ship shuddered again. Marco continued as if he’d forgotten to
cut the intercom off. “Evasive maneuverers! Let’s make for that system
here, with the three stars. We can land and make repairs if
necessary. The fourth planet looks habitable. Damnit! Scanners
aren’t working properly…”

The ship rocked as Marco directed the pilot into the system.
Lights guttered and went out, and the emergency illumination
flickered on, dim and daunting as Sasha ran down the steps to the
belly of The
Xelis

“Engineering! Sasha, I need more
power. We’re
having major fluctuations here, and those bastards are hot on our
ass!” Marco’s voice
sounded strained over the comms.

“I’m on it, Marco!” Sasha said into the
comm unit. She ran over to the console, adjusting the power
distribution to the engines. The engine’s core vibrated with the
command, and Sasha knew that any more asked of The Xelis’s engines could prove dangerous, even
catastrophic for the vessel.

The ship rocked again, more warning
klaxons sounding in the
engine bay. Power fluctuations were causing major issues with the
ship. Gravity drive was working in some areas and not others, and
an EM field proximity warning alarm sounded. Sasha glanced at the
monitor, bringing up the field onscreen with a few deft touches on
the keypad.

It was huge, and it spelled disaster for
any ships entering it. And on their current trajectory,
The Xelis
was one of those ships. She
checked the directional thrusters and saw that their power was
fluctuating as well, rendering them unreliable.

“Shit!” she muttered, trying to
get the system to push a surge
of power to the failing systems in the hopes that they might just
escape any gravitational pulls from the planets in the system, or
the Tri-Star itself.

“Warning! Hull breach, evacuate
section five. Warning! Hull breach, evacuate section five…”
The ship’s computers droned on
over the klaxons as the ship’s air became noticeably
thinner.

“Engineering!
In fifteen seconds
lock down section five! See if we can’t seal that breach! If anyone
is in section five, you got fifteen seconds to get your asses
out!” Marco’s stressed
voice cut over the intercom.

“God-damnit!” Sasha growled, as she ran
over to the console to lock down the affected sections. The console flickered and
died under her hands.

“What the fuck? We’re losing
control! Systems are going down. I’m losing power through the
ship!”

The intercom crackled and fizzed out, all the ship’s klaxons
going dead silent. The ship shook with the barrage from the enemy
vessel. Sasha looked at the engine core. Without the energized
shielding, the core would become unstable and destroy the ship. The
lights and computer systems finally flickered and went out. The
ship was dark and quiet, but for the shouting of the other crew as
they scrambled about in the darkness. She began to feel lighter as
the gravity drive failed and her feet left the ship’s
floor.

Her inner ear screamed for equilibrium as
her stomach roiled.

“Holy fuck, we’ve entered that EM field!” she said, muttering
her realization.

“Yeah, I know, Sasha. We’re fucked. Abandon ship!” Marco shouted
from the top of the stairs through the darkness. There was a
cracking sound as he activated a chemical light stick, the green
light bright against the black.

“What? No!” She watched the beam of light
from his torch.

“That’s an order, Sasha. Get your ass into
that pod.” He pointed in the green gloom to the lifepod that stood
ready and waiting for her.

“It won’t release! It needs power!”

“It will, with an external manual release,”
Marco said, as he grabbed her arm and pushed off from a dead
console. Floating freely now in zero-G, he guided her over to the
wall where the escape pod waited. He opened the pod and pushed her
in, ignoring her struggles against him as he strapped her
in.

“External… What? No! Marco, you can’t!”

“I can, and I will. Besides,” he said,
stopping to look at her. “By tradition, the Captain goes down with
the ship, and we’re definitely going down.” The ship shuddered.
“That would be the mesosphere of the fourth planet.”

“We’re going down? To the
planet?”

“Just said so, I think we got about a
minute, maybe a minute and a half left before it’s too late to get
you out of here and we
hit the stratosphere.” The ship shuddered again as he checked over
her straps.

“Fucking hell,” Sasha muttered. “What about
you?”

“Like I said, I won’t have time to get you
all out and myself, too.”

“No! No, no, no, no! Marco, please, you got
to get out of here, too! Come with me—there’s room!”

“Sorry, Sasha. I have to. It’s the only way
to make sure you survive.” Marco pushed himself forward gently, his
lips meeting hers in a soft, tender kiss.

Her hands reached up to
caress the rough stubble
on his face, wanting to hold onto him forever.

“I’m sorry we never got to have our date.
Maybe in the next life, hey?” he said sadly, as he pushed
away.

“Marco, please, don’t do this.” She reached
out for him as the distance between them grew, the beam from
the chemical light
lazily turning in zero-G like a lighthouse of doom. The ship was
shuddering constantly now, jerking her around in her prison that
would ensure she survived.

“Promise me something, Sasha. Live,” Marco
said as he pushed the cover down over the pod. Sasha screamed his
name as he locked her down, her hands beating uselessly on the
thick, heat-resistant glass that served as a small viewing port in
the pod.

Her voice was loud in her ears as she
shouted for him to come with her. Marco placed a hand on the glass,
and Sasha pressed hers against the same spot on her side, the cold
glass fogging slightly around her warm hand as they tried to make a
connection one last time.

“Marco!” she cried out as he moved to the
manual release mechanism for the pod. “No!” She screamed as the pod
dropped away, pushed by three explosive bolts that shot it to a
high speed. Darkness greeting her eyes as the pod slid down through
the shaft and out of the underside of the tumbling ship. Bright red
flashes of fire greeted her as the planet’s gravity took over and
the pod dove through the mesosphere of the planet.

The pod shuddered as it hit the stratosphere, slicing through
the thicker atmosphere. Sasha cried, her sobs loud against the
rattling noises of the pod’s descent to the planet below. It would
have been so easy to let the pod smash into the ground, but she
knew she had to keep her promise to Marco. With heaving, sobbing
breaths, she reached down to the manual stabilizer release. She
tugged hard on the small lever, popping out two small wings to help
stabilize the pod and turn it into a glider for what she hoped
would be a safe and survivable descent.

The pod lurched as the upper winds of the stratosphere caught the
wings, and she began to spiral lazily down. A thick, burning cloud
lit up the night sky as it thundered down a safe distance to the
left of her. Sasha watched as, miles away, the large hulk of
The Xelis
plummeted to the surface of the
planet below. The pod shuddered again as the dark line of the
surface came closer and she entered the troposphere.

The clouds below the impact zone separated as a powerful shockwave
buffeted them. The Xelis and
those of her crew who were still on her had been
destroyed.

Hot tears of grief slipped down her cheeks
as she wept for her friends, her crewmates, for the life she had
lost with Marco. As the small lifepod glided in a slow spiral to
the world’s surface, she took note of the world below her.

It was a harsh terrain, all desert.

She wondered
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