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      A fully functional cyborg is balanced. His machine half and his organic half work together to produce the perfect warrior.

      Doc isn’t fully functional.

      The G Model operates at the two extremes. When his machine is in complete control, he’s the logic-driven medic, saving lifespans. Once his organics take charge, he becomes the savage beast…and beings die.

      Both sides of Doc want to be the first to claim his female.

      Allinen is one of the few beings in her small settlement who wasn’t born with a fated mate. Determined to belong somewhere, she has crafted a plan to leave the planet.

      That plan doesn’t involve a huge stormy-eyed male who alternates between cool seduction and out-of-control ravishment. Doc isn’t her fated mate. Allinen knows that. But his dual nature and forbidden embraces tempt her to forget forever and indulge in more immediate delights.

      Neither side of Doc views their relationship as being temporary. Her conflicted cyborg is prepared to battle her family, her planet, and death itself to keep her.
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      Doc’s Orders is a STANDALONE Cyborg SciFi Romance set in a dark, gritty, sometimes-violent universe.
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      Doc wasn’t fully functional.

      A fully functional cyborg was perfectly balanced. He was half organic, half machine. Circumstances might call for more logic or more emotion, and during those times one of the sides was dominant. But both parts of a cyborg were always present, moderating the actions of the other.

      Since the moment he was manufactured, Doc had swung between the two extremes. If his machine was in control, his organic side was silent. If his organic side was in control…beings died.

      While serving the Humanoid Alliance, he had utilized both of his sides. He released his organics during battle, killing his opponents with a fervor that shocked even himself. Off the battlefield, his logical half had been fully in charge. He became the cold machine the humans assumed all cyborgs were.

      Since he and his brethren had escaped their cruel manufacturers, there had been no reason to release his organics. The machine side suited his role as Chief Medic on board the Reckless, a cyborg-controlled warship. He was expected to be calm and rational. His decisions were based on calculations and science, not emotion.

      No one realized he was damaged.

      Everyone realized Captain, and Chuckles—the Communications Officer, were damaged, and that made Doc uneasy.

      A damaged cyborg was a dead cyborg. He’d learned that from the Humanoid Alliance. Some of his brethren had been decommissioned, killed in the most painful way possible, because they had experienced a minor malfunction.

      Doc was determined to repair the Captain’s stripped-to-the-frame feet and Chuckles’ malfunctioning knee.

      Seeking to do that, he experimented on himself.

      He grimaced as he slashed the scar on his forearm multiple times with the tip of one of his daggers. Blood gushed. His mechanics were exposed, the silver metal reflecting the lights shining above his head.

      Wanting the test to be pure, to be uninfluenced by additional inputs, he hadn’t injected himself with pain inhibitors. The hurt he experienced was intense but it was manageable.

      Much of his lifespan had been spent in anguish. The Humanoid Alliance had enjoyed torturing their cyborg warriors. Pain had been constant, became normal. It didn’t trigger his organic side.

      Doc attached circuits to his now-mutilated flesh and directed bolts of energy into the self-inflicted wound.

      Fraggin’ hole. His lips flattened as the pain intensified.

      Once, during battle, the enemy had plunged a heated blade into him again and again. That was the level of agony he was now experiencing.

      The doors to the medic bay opened and closed. Doc didn’t look up. All of his attention remained focused on his task. He didn’t have to visually verify the being’s identity. He could sense Truth’s presence.

      “I’ll run a diagnostic on you in a moment,” he told the cyborg.

      “You should run a diagnostic on yourself, G Model.” Truth snorted. “We’re nearing Khambalia 5 and Captain expects us to be positioned on the bridge.”

      “I’m aware of that requirement.” Doc stopped the energy flow, removed the circuits, and frowned down at his arm. Blood pooled around it. “It was saved in my databases. There’s no need to mention it a second time.”

      That part of him wasn’t malfunctioning.

      “We approach the planet mere moments from now and you remain here. That’s why I’m mentioning it a second time.” Truth’s shadow fell across the wound. “Are you still trying to delete that scar you gave yourself?”

      “I projected if I stimulated the scarred flesh, my nanocybotics might view it as a new wound and repair it.” He could then apply the same process to Captain and to Chuckles, repair their older damage. “My projection was wrong.”

      His nanocybotics, the part of him that repaired damage, was restoring the raised skin. His scar would remain.

      Truth narrowed his eyes at him. “If you’re doing this for Chuckles, that grumpy bag of bolts hasn’t grumbled about a repair since he found his female.”

      “The repair could be applied to Captain also.” Doc wrapped his arm with gauze. That feat would have been much easier to accomplish if he still had an assistant.

      “Captain has never expressed any interest in repairing his feet.” Truth shook his head. “You’re damaging yourself for no reason.”

      “Knowledge always has a purpose.” Doc tapped on a private viewscreen. Cleaner bots rolled out of compartments in the walls and rushed around, sucking up the blood, polishing the floor tiles. “And there’s no need for them to express interest. Every cyborg wants to be fully functional.”

      “Tell Captain he isn’t fully functional, G Model, and your next experiment will be determining how long you can survive after being jettisoned into open space.” Truth grinned.

      The warrior was right. Captain wouldn’t take that insinuation well.

      “No logical being would ever challenge whether or not Captain or Chuckles can perform their roles.” Doc replaced his body armor and rolled down the sleeve of his white medic jacket. “They both excel in them.”

      “They also both have females.” Truth’s tone was edged with envy.

      A cyborg warrior was genetically compatible with only one being. Many of them would never find their females.

      “There’s no correlation between having females and having permanent damage.” Doc should know. No female had been found for him in the combined databases and he was permanently damaged.

      Not that anyone was aware of that. He kept that concealed.

      “Are you certain about that hypothesis?” Truth lifted his eyebrows.

      “I’m 99.6932 percent certain.” Doc grabbed his black medic pack. Since he had escaped the Humanoid Alliance, he never went anywhere without it.

      “Then I shouldn’t permanently damage myself to try to get a female?” Truth kept pace with him as they walked along the hallways. “Because I was considering doing that.” The D Model was never serious.

      “If you do that, I’ll have to add you to my list of beings to repair.” Ensuring the beings Doc considered to be his responsibility were fully functional was his role, one he took great pride in undertaking.

      They entered the bridge. The rest of the core crew were already there. Captain overlooked the space. His female was seated on his lap.

      Their cyborg offspring, Future, was missing. Doc projected the likelihood to be 98.6958 percent that the male was training. Captain wouldn’t allow Future to participate in missions until his skills were honed, and the newly manufactured male was determined to prove himself to his father.

      Chuckles’ female, the other non-cyborg on board the ship, was also present and impossible to miss. She was dressed in a bright-pink flight suit—matching her bright-pink hair—and she shared her warrior’s chair.

      The two human females added complexity to Doc’s duties. They were more fragile than cyborgs, required more maintenance.

      He scanned them with a handheld as he claimed his regular chair. Their specs were normal. To be thorough, he took the readings for the rest of the occupants.

      Chuckles glared at him. The D Model was sensitive about his damage, resisted the regular diagnostics Captain had insisted be scheduled.

      Dissent, the human-appearing J Model, frowned. Having only recently been freed, he wasn’t accustomed to having a Medic.

      North, Captain’s Second-In-Command, had his head bowed over the private viewscreen embedded in the console. The male was focused on his role.

      Truth spread out his arms as though he sought to give Doc more of him to scan.

      “Truth, slow our speed as we orbit the planet.” Captain didn’t find the male’s antics amusing. “North, perform lifeform scans and other readings.”

      A magnified image of Khambalia 5 was on the main viewscreen. The planet was small, consisted mostly of water. The one detectable land mass was covered with clouds.

      “Early readings indicate a high level of toxins in the air, Captain.” North displayed that information on the main viewscreen.

      Doc studied it, comparing the readings to information in his databases. “It’s within acceptable ranges for cyborgs.” They had been manufactured to tolerate toxins. “Prolonged exposure will cause damage in humans.”

      “There are no humans on board the Reckless.” Chuckles’ female lifted her chin.

      Chuckles frowned at her.

      “Are there, sir?” She gazed defiantly back at her warrior. “You said I was no longer human.”

      Chuckles was correct. The two females sported their warriors’ nanocybotics. That made them no longer human.

      “There are no specs on the effects of toxins on cyborg’s females, Captain.” Doc was forced to admit his lack of knowledge about that new group of beings. “I project with 56.0258 percent accuracy that the acceptable range should be greater than a human’s is, but tests are required to confirm that.”

      “We will not be testing the effects of toxins on any warrior’s female.” Captain severely limited his gathering of information. “Our females will stay on board the Reckless.”

      Chuckles’ female’s bottom lip curled.

      In contrast, Chuckles appeared pleased with that decision.

      Doc applied a section of his processors to the challenge of determining acceptable toxicity levels on warrior’s females without testing toxins on those same females.

      “I’m relaying all of the information I could access about Khambalia 5.” Dissent transmitted the data.

      Doc scanned it at cyborg speed. It appeared to be mostly anecdotal, much of it illogical. There was nothing about the local humanoid or human population.

      “Skin-melting vegetation, invisible four-legged predators with glowing eyes and venomous fangs, ship-destroying pockets of lava shooting from the ground.” Truth grinned. “I love this planet already.”

      The D Model’s processors must be malfunctioning. No logical being could love a planet like that. But Doc had never been able to locate damage in any of Truth’s diagnostics.

      “Humans scare easily.” Chuckles shrugged.

      “There might be some logic behind their fear. This is the first lifeform scan.” North displayed a flattened image of the planet.

      A gathering of four hundred and sixty-seven humanoids was situated in one area. There were also several small groups of beings spread out on the land mass. Some were human. Most were humanoid.

      “This is the second lifeform scan.” North shared that image.

      The large gathering remained. Many of the small groups were gone.

      “If we wait, we won’t have to collect any genetic information.” Chuckles pulled his female closer to his body. “They’ll all be dead.”

      “The large group will remain.” Captain studied the main viewscreen. “Their numbers were static.”

      Captain had been given orders by Power, the leader of the Cyborg Council. He and the Reckless’ crew were to gather information on life-sustaining planets in the cyborg-controlled sector. Power expected Captain to transmit data about one of those planets within sixty-two planet rotations.

      “Scanning a group that size should take less than a shift, Captain.” Doc assured their leader.

      The crew of the Reckless had never failed a mission. And they wouldn’t fail this one. He and the fingertip sensors he’d developed would ensure they didn’t.

      “We have sixty-two planet rotations.” Captain didn’t move on that deadline. “We won’t put warriors in peril to complete the task early.” He looked at Doc. “Are the fingertip sensors functional?”

      Doc tilted his head. “I’ve tested them.” The sensors resembled a thin layer of skin, were designed to be attached to a cyborg’s fingertips and had the ability to gather vast amounts of genetic and other biological information about any being that warrior touched.

      “He’s tested them on himself.” Truth’s tone was dry.

      “Those tests were in controlled situations.” Doc ignored the D Model. “There might be some modifications needed once we’re in the field.”

      “Then you will lead the team.” Captain made that assumption.

      Doc should have expected to be assigned the role of team leader. They were gathering specs about living beings. As Chief Medic, he had the most experience performing that task.

      The prospect of exploring an unknown planet, facing danger and extreme challenges, filled him with trepidation. He had intentionally chosen a ship-based role, seeking to control his stimuli, attempting to keep the organic part of him restrained.

      With this assignment, that buffer would be stripped from him.

      There might be substances on this planet no one has yet encountered. Truth transmitted that message through a private line. Think of the experiments you could run utilizing them, G Model.

      That suggestion was more valid than the D Model realized.

      If Doc focused on gathering substances, on future experiments, on the science of the mission, he should be able to complete it with no negative repercussions.

      “I’ll lead the team.” Doc accepted the responsibility.

      Yes. Truth cheered through the transmission lines.

      Captain nodded, appearing pleased with Doc’s response. “You’ll be accompanied by two other warriors.”

      Oh. Pick me. Pick me. Truth’s transmission bubbled with excitement.

      “If the humanoids in the large group resemble humans, having a J Model in the party might put them at ease.” J Models were the most human-like cyborgs on board the warship. “I choose Dissent.” He deliberately shared his number two choice first. “And…”

      And me. Truth was relentless. I have your back, G Model. Didn’t I remind you about this debrief?

      I’m a cyborg. I don’t need to be reminded…about anything. But the male did have his back and that might be needed on this mission. “Truth is skilled with communications.”

      Chuckles, the Communications Officer, grumbled his disagreement.

      Yes. Truth cheered again. This is going to be so much fun.
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      A shift later, the D Model was having fun. Doc, however, was annoyed.

      They had been dropped on the surface of Khambalia 5, their systems immediately adjusting to the planet’s high temperatures and the toxins in the air.

      The shuttle had returned to the Reckless.

      There hadn’t been a safe site for it to land. Very little of the land mass was stable, its fragmented crust constantly shifting

      And some of the locals were hostile. Their arrival had attracted a pack of four-legged creatures.

      The beasts circled them, growling and snarling. Saliva dripped from their muzzles.

      A fog hung over the terrain, layering a haze over their surroundings. The gray eyes and gray fur of the predators almost blended into their surroundings.

      The creatures sported sharp claws on all of their feet and long canine teeth. And they were fast. Their movements would be undetectable to human eyes.

      Doc and his two brethren were cyborgs, however. They could easily track the beasts, could avoid the teeth and claws.

      That would take time and Doc preferred to concentrate on their mission. “Leave us alone.” He communicated to the beasts in their language, issuing a barrage of short barks. “And we’ll cause you no damage.”

      They won’t believe you. Dissent relayed that projection through a transmission. We were manufactured to inflict damage on others.

      The parameters of this mission restrict the damage we can cause. Doc reminded the J Model.

      Captain had authorized them to match yet not exceed the aggression levels of the locals. They could inflict damage only if beings attempted to inflict damage on them first.

      The beasts don’t know our parameters. Truth’s eyes shone with anticipation. They won’t believe us when we say we won’t damage them and they will attack us. Then we can fight back.

      “Smell good.” One of the beasts raised his muzzle. “Nourishment.”

      “We are not nourishment.” Doc slashed the air with his hands, seeking to dissuade their opponents. “You cannot consume us.”

      “Eat.” Another beast bared its teeth. “Eat.”

      The entire pack repeated that word. Doc stifled a sigh. The beasts didn’t have the processing power to view them as anything other than prey.

      Distract them as I analyze the vegetation. He gave that instruction to his two brethren. Don’t end their lifespans.

      Yes. Truth grinned. The warrior was eager to fight.

      Even the normally solemn Dissent appeared pleased with those orders, the J Model repositioning to protect Doc’s back.

      The beasts attacked. Dissent and Truth fended most of them off, happily knocking them in the direction from which they came.

      Doc crouched, took a soil reading. The ground was as toxic as the rest of the planet. Its temperature was high.

      A beast approached him from the side. It lowered, coiling its body, and leaped. Without looking up from his handheld, Doc punched it in the nose.

      It flew backward and smacked into a tree, then fell to the ground whimpering.

      Doc stored the genetic information he’d taken from the brief contact in his databases. Toxins were incorporated into the beasts’ fur.

      Have you sampled their saliva? He asked his brethren.

      I haven’t sampled it yet. Truth, that malfunctioning warrior, shed his body armor. Come and get me. He waved his arms.

      A beast took the bait, pouncing. Its jaws clamped around the D Model’s right arm.

      Got it. Truth grinned. Relaying the information.

      He shook the beast loose. Blood spurted from the warrior’s wounds.

      It was minor damage, would repair on its own. Doc concentrated on the data. The saliva is extremely venomous, would kill a human.

      I’m taking a blood sample. Dissent extracted daggers from sheaths on his body armor.

      The beasts attacked, were pushed back, recovered, attacked, were pushed back, recovered. The constant assault slowed Doc’s evaluation of the terrain.

      Even a human would have processed the futility of their actions by now. He grumbled as he took a sample of a tree’s bark.

      Humans aren’t nearly as much fun as these creatures. Truth caught two beasts by the scruff of their necks, slammed their skulls together and tossed them over his shoulders.

      “Lava pocket.” Dissent shoved Doc forward.

      Heat blazed over his back as molten rock shot into the air. The lava pockets were one of the reasons why the ship transporting them hadn’t landed.

      Are you feeling any aftereffects of being bitten? Doc scanned Truth.

      The warrior’s specs were within range. His nanocybotics had neutralized the venom in the beast’s saliva.

      My processors say I’m not experiencing any aftereffects. Truth swatted a beast away from him. But they must be malfunctioning. I’ve never felt this strong.

      The male might merely be buzzed on the beasts’ venom or he could be affected by the toxins in the air or impacted by a number of other inputs.

      Needing his hands free, Doc hung his medic pack on a limb of a tree. The trees grew on the most stable ground, terrain unaffected by lava pockets.

      A beast attacked him. He punched it harder than he had hit its previous pack member.

      The creature slammed against a boulder and went limp. It continued to breathe, would live, but it wouldn’t bother him for a longer duration.

      That was a good thing for the mission and for Doc. With each violent confrontation, his organic side emerged more and more, seeking to take complete control, to eliminate all threats.

      He didn’t have his white jacket to combat the turbulent emotions inside him, to remind him why he needed his machine side to be in command. That symbol of his medic role was too visible to wear on a hostile planet, could draw prospective enemies to him and his small team.

      But without his white jacket, he resembled the warrior he’d once been. Clad in black body armor and boots, the sheaths and holsters on his protective garment filled with weapons, he was outfitted to hurt, to kill.

      To release the primitive part of himself.

      Seeking to prevent that from happening, Doc scanned the nearby tree, focused on those findings, those specs. He derived formulas in his processors, performed calculations, determined probabilities.

      That pleased his machine, bored his organics.

      This approach is illogical. Dissent swiped at the circling beasts with his daggers. If we kill the beasts, they won’t return. We could—

      “Danger.” One of the beasts on the edge of the pack yelped that warning.

      The rest of the four-legged creatures ran at full speed in the opposite direction, their tails tucked between their hind legs, their heads down.

      Doc, Dissent, and Truth looked at each other.

      What could be more dangerous than lava pockets and venomous beasts? Dissent frowned.

      We’ll soon find out. Truth’s grin spread as he donned his body armor. I love this planet.

      Doc felt no love for Khambalia 5.

      He wanted to focus on their mission, on scientific discovery, not on threats and not on situations that provoked the unstable, emotional part of himself.

      Deal with the new danger. Doc delegated that task to Truth and Dissent. I’m gathering the information we require.

      He would ignore everything and everyone else.
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      Allinen was sitting on a top branch of her tree when the flying domicile passed over the settlement. If she had blinked, she would have missed it. She’d never seen anything move that quickly.

      The flying domicile had made a sound louder than a paha’s growl. Its exterior had dazzled her. Light, the little that filtered through the clouds, reflected off the flying domicile’s shiny gray walls.

      The structure was alien and powerful, and its appearance brought her hope. Other flying domiciles had arrived on her planet in the past. The beings inside those hadn’t stayed alive long enough for her to make contact with them.

      This flying domicile was different. Perhaps the beings inside it would be different also. Perhaps this was the opportunity she had been waiting for.

      She would track the flying domicile to its landing site, communicate with the beings from inside it, learn more about their culture, their customs.

      When the time came, when her niece was happily residing in her own domicile, had her own family and no longer needed her, Allinen would be prepared to leave the planet…forever.

      She would have the knowledge to negotiate with a future set of outsiders, would have skills she could offer them in exchange for a transport. They would take her wherever they were going next.

      She might belong in that unknown place, might find happiness there.

      A slight delay in implementing her plan was necessary. The guards were always extra vigilant after a flying domicile passed. If she left now, they might see her, stop her, guess where she was going.

      That would be disastrous. Associating with outsiders was forbidden.

      Allinen forced herself to wait, to suppress her recklessness and be patient.

      Her gaze drifted to a gathering in an open space below her. It was one of the many mating celebrations, a means for not-yet-joined couples to become familiar with each other and for mated couples to revel in their status.

      Beings chattered and laughed. Nourishment and beverage were consumed. A young Khambalian male gave his equally young mate a doll carved out of wood. The girl’s face turned dark gold. Her mouth moved. She held the gift to her chest.

      The two of them had known since birth they were meant for each other. When they reached eighteen solar cycles, they’d join.

      Allinen had known since birth she was destined to be alone. There was only one settlement on the planet and her mate hadn’t been found within it.

      Unable to linger any longer, unwilling to watch others experience a sense of belonging she was denied, she climbed down the tree and jumped from the lowest branch to the ground. Her bare feet smacked against the surface, her toes spreading in the compacted dirt.

      Excitement bubbled inside her. Adventure waited.

      Then she saw who was approaching her and some of her enthusiasm vanished. She quashed her frustration, waited for the confrontation.

      And it would be a confrontation.

      When they were children, Allinen had considered her younger sister to be her best friend. They had been inseparable, the two of them always laughing and joking.

      But Sisko had a mate and she didn’t.

      That difference between them, small at first, grew greater and greater. Now, it seemed she only saw her sister when she’d done something wrong.

      Allinen forced a smile. “This is a surprise.”

      “It clearly is a surprise.” Sisko cast a critical glance over her. “You have a twig in your hair.” She sounded like their deceased mother.

      Allinen plucked the offending debris out of her hair. Their mother had constantly disapproved of her also, blaming her many deficiencies and not the cruelty of fate for her unfortunate unmated state.

      There was a time when Allinen had believed that lie, had tried to change, attempting to fit in, to belong—something she desperately wanted to do.

      Now that she had more solar cycles, she realized that was impossible. Khambalian society was designed around couples, had no role in it for unmated beings.

      And it never would have a place for her. Her kind valued conformity and tradition. No one would ever change the rigidly set rules to accommodate her.

      She would always be excluded.

      “A disheveled female brings shame to her mate.” Sisko recited that tired piece of advice. Both of them must have heard it a hundred times or more from their mother.

      “I have no one to bring shame to.” Allinen met her sister’s gaze squarely. “I don’t have a mate.”

      Her blunt response rendered her sister speechless for a couple of heartbeats, a feat Allinen hadn’t believed possible.

      “You set a bad example for Vauva.” Sisko reverted to that often utilized argument. “My daughter has a mate to bring shame to.”

      Allinen loved her niece, would never do anything to harm her. “Her mate has nine solar cycles.” He had one more solar cycle than Vauva. “He’s a child. I doubt he perceives untidy hair as a source of shame.”

      “You speak like you have knowledge of mates, of children.” Her sister huffed. “You know nothing.”

      Allinen might not know about children or mates but she did know her niece preferred to share her planet rotations with her aunt and that irked Sisko.

      If it irked her too much, she’d forbid Allinen from seeing Vauva and that would be devastating to both of them. They cherished the time they spent together.

      She had to tread carefully. “I will strive to keep my hair tidy in the future.”

      “I could hear your feet hit the ground from five domiciles away.” Her hair wasn’t the only thing her sister found fault with. “You clump around like an outsider.”

      Her sister’s information about outsiders was limited. Interaction with them was forbidden and Sisko always followed the rules. She prided herself on being the perfect Khambalian.

      Allinen was far from perfect, but she would give the appearance of it if it meant being with her niece. “I will strive to be more graceful.” She dipped her head.

      “Lanko tells me there have been more and more outsiders spotted nearby.” Finally, her sister came to the point of her visit. “Vauva is not to leave the settlement unless Lanko or I accompany her.”

      Paha teeth. Allinen swallowed a curse. Sisko must have somehow become aware of their trips outside the settlement. “I would never place her in danger.”

      She would trade her lifespan for Vauva’s in a heartbeat. Her sister should understand that.

      “You left the settlement with her.” Accusation edged her sister’s voice.

      “She was planning to leave the settlement by herself.” That wouldn’t have been her niece’s first solo adventure. The girl was as fascinated by the outsiders as she was. “I believed it best if I accompanied her. She was never out of my sightlines.”

      She had ensured her niece hadn’t ventured too close to the outsiders, hadn’t placed herself in peril.

      “Vauva wouldn’t leave the settlement on her own.” Sisko scoffed. “Unlike you, she follows the rules set for her.”

      Allinen stared at her sister. Vauva was more of a rebel than her aunt had ever been. The girl had left the settlement on her own in the past.

      But that revelation had been relayed in confidence. Allinen couldn’t share that with her sister. She wouldn’t betray her niece’s trust.

      “Vauva is interested in the world outside the settlement’s perimeters.” More and more flying domiciles were landing close to them. They were impossible for anyone, especially someone young and bright and full of curiosity, to ignore. “If someone doesn’t explore it with her, she’ll venture into it alone.”

      “No, she won’t.” Sisko’s jaw jutted. “You don’t know her. And, even if you did know her, which you don’t, this isn’t your decision. She’s my daughter and either you agree not to leave the settlement with her or…”

      Or she wouldn’t see her niece again. Her sister didn’t have to voice that threat. It hung between them like a weapon, palpable and sharp.

      Sisko was making a mistake with Vauva, but Allinen didn’t have a choice, not if she wanted to see the girl again. “I won’t leave the settlement with Vauva. You have my vow.”

      Her sister narrowed her eyes yet didn’t push back. She knew better than to question Allinen’s word. “Your garment is frayed.”

      Having issued that last piece of criticism, Sisko turned and walked away.

      Allinen watched her, missing the younger sister she once adored.

      The change was inevitable, she supposed. Sisko had always been hypersensitive to the opinions of others. Their mother’s criticisms had hurt her the most.

      And that had escalated once her sister joined with her mate. Lanko was often held up to others as an example of what a Khambalian male should be…and he was well aware of that.

      He hated Allinen, barely tolerated her messy, unmated, imperfect presence, and made that known to everyone, including Sisko.

      A force smacked against Allinen’s side, almost knocking her over.

      “That was the most incredible flying domicile I’ve ever viewed.” Her niece grinned up at her, her pale-gold eyes flashing with excitement. “You must have seen it, Auntie Allinen. It flew right over us.” Her slender arms reached up to the sky. Her voice lilted with enthusiasm. “It was so fast.”

      It had been fast. “I saw it, but—”

      “I bet these outsiders have more than two arms.” The girl danced around her. “They would need additional hands to handle it. When it whizzed by me, I almost fell out of my tree.”

      The clouds above. She loved her niece. “Your mother wouldn’t have been happy about that.”

      “She isn’t happy about anything.” Vauva rolled her eyes. “Come on, Auntie.” She pulled on Allinen’s arm. “I want to see the outsiders before they’re eaten by pahas.”

      Allinen didn’t move. She couldn’t. “I promised your mother I wouldn’t leave the settlement with you.”

      “She said she’d make you do that.” That earned her another eyeroll from her niece. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell her.” Her niece tugged on her arm again. “We have to see this flying domicile.”

      Allinen would see the flying domicile but she’d be alone when she did that. “If you want to see it, ask your mother to take you.”

      “She won’t take me to see it.” Vauva’s tone communicated that Allinen should know that. “She’s scared of the outsiders.”

      “Your mother has a reason to be scared.” She turned her niece in the direction of the domicile. “The outsiders are dangerous. They’ve killed our kind in the past.”

      The elders had told them stories about vicious outsider attacks, how the beings had killed for sport, enjoying the ending of lifespans.

      “They won’t kill us.” Vauva lifted her chin. “We’re too good at hiding from them.”

      Allinen suspected the danger was part of the appeal for her niece. “The best place to hide from them is in your domicile.” The settlement was surrounded by guards. No one would harm her niece inside its perimeters. “Your mother is expecting to see you there.” She nudged the girl forward.

      “But the flying domicile—”

      “She’s expecting to see you there. Now.” Allinen stressed that timing.

      Her niece looked over her shoulder at her.

      Allinen gazed back at the girl. Relenting wasn’t an option. If she left the settlement with her, Sisko would find out and Allinen would never see Vauva again.

      “You’re no fun.” Her niece pouted.

      “That is a burden I’ll have to bear.” Allinen’s lips twitched. “Go home, Vauva.”

      “I’m going.” The girl stomped away. “But I’m not going home.”

      As long as she didn
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