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Chapter 1
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“Please, Tor,” Lissi begged. “I will be safe. I promise.”

Her brother folded his brawny arms over an equally broad chest. To some the pose would have intimidated as he wore the black uniform customary to Jutak warriors. To Lissi it made him look cuddly since she’d snuggled against that chest all her life but she didn’t think he wanted to hear that. As a member of the elite teams for the Enotian military, Torkel took his role as Unit Leader and protective brother seriously.

“I’m not comfortable with you going to Rieker’s. It is known as a location for parties.”

Thankfully their parents weren’t home with them or Lissi wouldn’t have been able to have this conversation with him. She blew out a breath and shoved a hand through her trailing blonde hair. “That’s the point of going there for a party. People have fun.”

He only shook his dark head. “No. It is also building a reputation for illegals. Maman and Papan would not be pleased.”

Her brother was the real deal. A good guy who followed the straight and narrow. Usually Lissi didn’t have a problem with his calm and patient demeanor, though she occasionally pulled pranks on him to catch one of his reluctant smiles but today she wanted something different.

“Haven’t you ever felt the need to be free? To do something wild and crazy?”

When his brown eyes darkened, Lissi immediately regretted the question. She grabbed his forearm and squeezed. “Sorry, Tor.”

His arms dropped to his side and he wrapped her in a hug. Lissi leaned into the familiar embrace, her head to his chest as she remembered all the times he’d hugged her as a little girl. Her protector, her brother and her friend.

“It would not do for me to act in a reckless manner, Lissi.” Torkel kissed the top of her hair and after a firm squeeze released her.

Neither of them spoke of the reason her brother maintained an impeccable reputation. Her maman and papan adopted him when he was a baby and raised him as a true Enotian. On a planet of blond haired, blue eyed people, Torkel’s dark looks would have stood out regardless but his origins as a Marenian by birth cast an added light on his every action. Marenians were known slavers. Sometimes Lissi thought people wanted him to fail if only to prove their wild speculations about him correct.

Lissi clasped her hands together beneath her chin and fluttered her lashes in a trick she’d learned as a toddler. “Please, Tor-Tor.”

“Argh,” he groaned and raked a hand through the dark brown waves about his shoulders. “Do not call me that around others.” He pointed a blunt finger at her. “That face only worked when you were the same height as my boots. No longer.”

She couldn’t help but snicker and fell backwards onto the sofa in her maman’s living room. “You are no fun, brother mine. Also, I was never the height of your boots. Don’t forget only one of us had a delayed growth spurt.”

He braced his hands on his hips. “And you are a menace, sister mine.”

“Fine. Fine. Go about your soldier business and leave us poor, lonely individuals with nothing to do.” Lissi leaned her head back on the sofa, eyes closed. “I hope I don’t perish from boredom.”

His grunt signaled his disbelief at the notion and Lissi worked hard to hold back her grin. It wouldn’t do for her brother to figure out the root of her melodrama.

“I will stop by later to check on you.”

Lissi stiffened. That wouldn’t do for her plan at all. Remaining still on the sofa, she asked, “When?”

Her brother sighed and Lissi’s eyes popped open to stare.

“Two days from now. I’m taking Team One on a training exercise. Team Two is settling a riot off world and Team Three is out on a mission. Try not to get into any trouble.”

Torkel led three Jutak teams under his Unit. Men who were the best of the best in the military. Lissi sat up and propped her elbow on the arm of the sofa to place her chin on her fist. “You know me.”

Torkel’s chin dropped to his chest. “That’s what worries me.”

Lissi leaped to her feet with a bright smile. “I will be good, Tor. You’ll see.”

Torkel didn’t bother to answer. He turned on his booted heel and headed for the front door. Lissi skipped to keep up with his longer strides. At the door, he faced her, brows lowered. “When you do sneak out after I’m gone, make sure to take your portable comm and call if you need me.”

Lissi’s mouth dropped open. Her brother tapped her nose and smiled, revealing a lone dimple in his cheek. “I might not be able to get to you but I promise I’ll send someone.”

With those final words, he closed the door behind him, leaving Lissi to her plans. She leaned her back against the frame, impressed as always with her brother’s ability to unravel her plots. Then again, he’d had years of growing up with Lissi and her mischievous antics.

She straightened and used her parents’ desk comm to contact her graduate level school peers. In ten minutes, plans were set and a small group was put together. Lissi raced around her bedroom changing out her pants for an ankle-length sheer skirt in turquoise with fringe and beading on the hem. It was a favorite because the beads clacked together with each move she made.

Lissi discarded her shirt on a growing pile on her bed and switched it to a white top that reached her mid-driff. She stood in front of the mirror, turning from side to side. In the right light, she appeared nude beneath her clothing due to the thin material but the club would be dark and she really looked good. With a shrug, Lissi brushed out her blonde waves until they lay about her shoulders and enhanced her lips in bright scarlet red for notice. She hurried down the stairs and out the door as a hover-car pulled up front.

Madlyn waved madly. Lissi didn’t have a lot of friends due to her papan’s career with the Enotian government but there were a few people who didn’t mind going out with her. Being at Career Academy was different from attending the local school where everyone recognized each other. When Lissi went away for her upper level schooling, she was lost in the maze of eighteen year olds who seemed more mature and savvy.

Shy by nature, Lissi never knew who to trust and as a result became standoffish at CA. Those in her class assumed her to be arrogant or snooty. By the time she completed her certs five years later and realized her mistake, no one of interest wanted to be her friend except a small few and even those only in hopes of her paying for outings. Like tonight.

Heinlirk, one of Madlyn’s friends, slid over the seat and landed in the back with two other males. At least her heart no longer stuttered from his handsome features. Madlyn grinned from behind the wheel. “Come on, Lissi.”

Lissi ran the last steps and jumped in. The hover-car took off with a lurch as soon as her butt hit the seat. Rowdy laughter exploded from the males in the back.

“What did your brother say about you going out?” Heinlirk leaned over the seat, blond head bopping to music only he heard.

With a slight hint of citrus, his scent aggravated her nostrils but Lissi smiled through it. She never shared details about her brother with anyone. “Everything is good with Tor.”

“Tor.” Madlyn snorted and the hover-car increased speed. “Your brother is seriously scary and you call him Tor.”

Sometimes she called him Tor-Tor but Lissi knew her brother would bury her in the back of their parent’s farm if she let that slip. Instead, she shrugged her shoulders and rested her arm on the window as the wind whipped her hair about her face. Excitement beat at her chest. The evening was young and made for fun and good times.

***
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“I can not believe the music here!” Madlyn screamed to make herself heard over the wild pulsing beat. She tipped her blue glass to her lips and finished off the fizzy drink. “I feel really good.”

After guzzling two of the same drinks as Madlyn, Lissi’s insides danced and her vision developed a wavy texture. Drugs and other illegal dealings flowed freely but Lissi stayed far away from those corners. Reiker’s catered to all types. The club’s location was off the grid, making it attractive to those who understood the need for secrecy.

The only reason Lissi came was to fit in and she realized belatedly that wasn’t a good enough reason. Not to place herself in a potentially volatile situation. As the night carried on, the place grew packed and the crowd shifted. Lively past and current Career Academy students celebrating the school break gave way to older disorderly criminal types.

Bodies lined the wall as people talked animatedly. The center of the dance floor overflowed with gyrating males and females and already two fights had broken out. Security didn’t really exist here.

“We should go soon,” Lissi managed to yell in Madlyn’s ear.

Madlyn giggled and stumbled into Lissi, strands of blonde hair stuck to her sweaty cheeks. “Nooo! We just got here.”

A table crashed onto the floor behind them and people nearby roared with laughter as shattered glass and liquid spilled everywhere.

“Madlyn, it’s been a few hours. I really think we should leave.” Lissi’s common sense poked at her. A sense of foreboding sent a shiver down her spine.

Blue eyes shining, and a broad grin stretched across his handsome face, Heinlirk joined them. He wrapped an arm around Madlyn’s shoulders and she leaned into his weight. “Hello, females.”

Lissi studied his inebriated face. Long ago she’d once thought him attractive and revealed her interest to Madlyn about asking him out. Almost overnight the two then seemed to connect. She shrugged and passed it off as something else she didn’t miss as she glanced around. Heinlirk’s friends swayed and bounced to the music in the midst of the madness.

“Have you shared the news with Lissi?” Heinlirk asked, nuzzling the top of Madlyn’s golden blonde curls.

Madlyn’s blue eyes glowed with an inner light and this time it had nothing to do with alcohol. “Heinlirk and I are going to do the next presentation. We want to be Chosens.”

Lissi’s heart lurched. Her gaze traveled back and forth between them. She licked her lips and swallowed twice before she could speak. “I think that is wonderful news.”

Everyone was growing up and moving on to their adult lives. Except her. At twenty three, she had no job, no prospects and an unfulfilled desire for someone who didn’t notice her.

“Now back to the party!” Heinlirk cheered as he turned away with Madlyn and returned to the dancing mob.

“Wait!” Lissi called but neither heard. Or chose not to hear. She sighed and slumped against the wall behind her.

“Lissi Alonson?”

Lissi lifted her head. The redhead standing in front of her broke into a beaming smile and recognition flared. “Ellie?”

The woman squealed and hugged Lissi. Ellie pulled back, hands still on Lissi’s shoulders. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Ellie Cage’s father had worked with Lissi’s papan at one time. She and Ellie had formed a solid friendship despite the brevity of time together but this was the first time their paths crossed in months due to the Cage’s heavy travel.

“You look good, Ellie.”

Ellie wore her beautiful red hair on top of her head in a pony tail with curls spiraling down. Familiar blue eyes warmed. “Thank you, Lissi. You look good, too.”

“Are you on Enotia for long?”

Ellie’s mouth dipped. “No, my mother thought a visit here would help with my disappointment about moving again before we settle down on Rasta.

Lissi gripped her hands and squeezed. She knew all about having an important figure for a papan. At least her life wasn’t uprooted constantly as her friend’s was. “I’m sorry to hear that. I wish you had told me you were here. We could have spent time together. My family loved whenever you came to visit.”

Ellie shook off whatever dark thoughts bothered her. “You’ve always been nice and proven a good friend, Lissi. Anyway, I’m leaving. It’s getting a little too crazy in here for my taste.”

Lissi surveyed the club with its drunken partyers and winced. “I agree but my friends aren’t ready to leave yet.”

“I wish I could stay and spend time together. My mother will have a fit if I arrive on a later shuttle.”

“I understand.” Lissi hugged her friend again for good measure. “It’s nice to see you, Ellie. If you ever need me, I’m here.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

They parted ways, Ellie sliding through the masses until Lissi could no longer see her distinctive red hair. Left alone, her mood dropped further and the last effects of the alcohol wore off. Lissi approached Madlyn and Heinlirk on the dance floor to see if they’d reconsider leaving.

“That’s why we shouldn’t have brought her,” Heinlirk murmured to Madlyn, unaware Lissi could hear them as she neared. “She’s no fun and always whining about what we should or shouldn’t do.”

“I know. At least she paid for the drinks and our entrance fees.” Madlyn leaned into Heinlirk, swaying to the music. Neither noticed Lissi standing beside them. “Maybe she’ll go away if we ignore her.”

Lissi cleared her throat, shame coating her in its stickiness. Nothing Madlyn said surprised her. In fact, she would have been more surprised if any of them actually wanted to be her real friend.

When she tapped her friend’s shoulder, they jerked around. Madlyn blushed but Heinlirk only glared.

“I’m going to leave now,” Lissi said, mustering all the Alonson dignity she could grasp. She was better off without people like them in her life. “I think it best we not repeat this experience and I will pretend not to know any of you when our paths cross now that we no longer attend the Career Academy.”

Not allowing them the opportunity to respond, Lissi turned away and gracefully made her exit.

“Good luck getting home!” Madlyn yelled in a vindictive parting shot.

Outside, the full reality of her actions hit Lissi. She glanced around the darkened street, shivers running up her bare arms. What a mess. She’d essentially made a statement and left herself stranded with no ride.
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“Where are you, Bane? Vee needs help. They have him pinned!”

Khane’s urgent voice rattled in Rydak’s comm. Khane was new to their Unit but proving to be an asset. His nerves pricked at Rydak’s senses. Easing deeper into the shadows, eyes on the renegades blasting away from the office, Rydak tensed. The six-man gang they’d chased through the streets was down to three but showed no signs of surrendering to the military team which had them outgunned.

The owners of the shop where the criminals hid were long dead, their bodies on the front path of the entrance tossed away like trash.

Rydak inhaled deeply and calmed his rioting thoughts as he held his laser aloft. These men didn’t care about the innocents in the city. Over the last several days, they’d looted and killed without discrimination and now Jutaks responded. Everyone knew to give up if the military sent in the elite soldiers to quell resistance.

“I’m almost there,” Bane muttered, his deep bass rumbling.

Rydak searched the area and spotted his teammate scaling the wall of the building one handed, his other hand pressed to his side. Rydak switched channels until only his Team Leader Jahul would hear. “Bane’s hurt.”

“How bad?” Jahul’s steady response flowed over the line.

Rydak studied Bane a moment longer. It was hard to tell with the Ceraton. The fact that he climbed the wall at all would have one assume the injury to be minor but climbing one handed signaled a weakness. Bane would never reveal a weakness unless it was bad.

“Bad,” Rydak decided as Bane’s foot slipped but he regained his balance and never stopped his rapid ascent toward the top of the building.

“I’m fine,” V’hor chimed on the main channel.

Vee was far from fine. An abandoned rover provided his only cover and bio-fuel from the tank leaked into an ever-widening pool about his boots. One well aimed shot from the onslaught of laser fire and it would all blow.

Rydak’s gaze shifted back to the criminals desperate to make their escape. Glee lit their faces. Something about the way they concentrated their fire power on Vee hinted they knew how close they were to blowing up one of the famed Jutak warriors.

If it wasn’t for the decorative archway keeping the men partially hidden, Rydak’s line of sight would have been perfect for the take-out shots. He wished they’d brought Faruk, whose skill and ability with a weapon were without equal.

“I’m on top. A little longer, Vee and I will have you clear.”

Bane had finally cleared the top. After his announcement, he raced across the pitched roof. Rydak narrowed his gaze but the black uniform disguised any hints if Bane’s wound bled.

“In position, awaiting orders.” Bane stretched out flat on the edge of the roof, a sniper laser propped on his shoulder.

“Rydak, can you draw them out?” Jahul questioned.

He studied everyone’s position. Khane’s location proved negligible, able to see everyone but unable to help because the moment he moved their enemies would shoot. Same as Rydak’s position.

More lasers spit across the ground setting off sparks around Vee. Rydak went with his gut. “Yes.”

Jahul didn’t hesitate. “Proceed. Bane, as soon as Rydak clears, take them out.”

“Affirmative.”

Rydak drew a deep breath then launched from his spot and raced into the open toward his teammate. Vee’s green eyes widened and his mouth parted. Nice to know he could still surprise everyone.

Jahul cursed in his comm but didn’t reprimand Rydak. Khane’s deep chuckle filled his ears. Rydak ducked and ran in a zig-zag pattern as the men they wanted shifted their attention to him, giving up on the efforts to blow Vee up. They fired without care.

One brave soul determined to make a kill, yelled and straightened from behind the barrier. His head exploded in a spray of blood seconds later as Bane hit his mark. The other two shouted and increased their fire power once more. At the last second, Rydak rolled across the ground, gravel scraping his uniform and the side of his face mask as he hid beneath another unmanned vehicle.

His position placed him a few feet closer to Vee but didn’t improve his angle on the men they needed to take down.

The criminals must have realized the futility of their efforts. A concentrated barrage of laser fire once more hit the ground near Vee and the spilled fuel. The men burst into the clearing in an evident suicide run. One lucky strike later and flames ignited.

Bane picked off another. The man collapsed mid-step, falling to the ground on his front, weapon clattering as it skidded from his lax grip.

“Get out of there, V’hor!” Jahul ordered, his voice tight with command and concern.

Vee slung his weapon over his shoulder and rose from his crouch to follow the order. Rydak dragged oxygen into his lungs with measured breaths. He couldn’t do anything but watch, his heart pounding out an uneven rhythm. Curses rang out in his comm.

“Fuck! My laser cell jammed,” Bane announced.

Rydak flexed his thigh muscles, prepared to dash forward. Maniacal laughter came from the last man. He’d taken Rydak’s approach and crouched behind a tipped over hover-car. Vee leaped onto the top of the rover as the flames around the vehicle shot upward. Time seemed to slow and Rydak’s gaze tracked it all, unable to do anything yet.

Tossing his weapon to the side, Bane surged to his feet, palms toward Vee. Slivery lengths of white poured from his hands and wrapped Vee’s entire torso in a sticky cocoon.

“What’s he doing?” Khane murmured.

Rydak had an idea. The distance should have been too great for what Bane attempted but all of them waited with breath held. Bane yanked his arms back and Vee flew through the air in a controlled arch to land in a tumble beside Bane on the rooftop.

Vee fell to his knees as the webbing slid free. His shirt had torn and one sleeve hung off limply around the collar but other than that, he appeared fine. Rydak wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t witnessed it, despite his awareness of Bane’s skill set. Elation filled Rydak and he mentally cheered.

Khane charged the last criminal and tackled the screaming man to the ground, sliding electro-cuffs around his wrists once he pinned him down. Behind Rydak, the rover exploded, sending all of them diving for safety. Rydak covered his head, the chatter in his ear running together until he could make out Jahul’s words.

“Team Three report.”

“Clear.” Khane.

“Clear.” Bane and Vee.

Rydak shook off the grime and pushed up to kneel beside the hover-car providing him protection. “Clear.”

“Well done. Head out,” Jahul declared on an exhale.

***
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On the walkway outside of the club the quiet night settled about Lissi’s shoulders. Too quiet. She wished she’d left with Ellie and begged her friend for a ride. Too late now. Lissi bit her inner cheek and contemplated how much yelling she’d endure if she called Torkel.

Raucous laughter and a loud whine behind her decided the matter. Lissi eased to the side of the entrance as a group of drunk males stumbled outside. Sticking to the shadows kept her hidden as they made their way to their hover-car and left.

Lissi tapped the black band on her wrist with its built in mini-comm. It dinged twice before her brother’s harsh greeting snapped out. “What has happened, Lissi?”

She swallowed past the bitter acceptance that she should have stayed home. “I need a ride.”

“Wait one moment.” He whispered to someone in the background and Lissi wrapped her free arm around her middle. Torkel returned. “Where are you?”

Lissi hesitated. She leaned against the stone wall behind her and tipped her head back to stare at the pitch-dark sky. She was so in for it.

“Lissi,” Torkel’s deep voice rumbled.

“Reiker’s,” she croaked.

Torkel cursed. “We will talk of this later. Team Three is on route to Enotia. They will come to Reiker’s to get you. Less than ten minutes arrival time. Keep your comm open.”

Lissi closed her eyes as remorse filled her. “I am really, really sorry, Torkel.”

His heavy sigh came through loud and clear. “I am more worried your actions will see you in danger one day and I may not get to you in time. Do not place me in the position to lose the only sister I have.”

Her lids fluttered and Lissi blinked back tears. “Thank you, Tor-Tor.”

“Do not thank me yet. I plan to tell maman.”

Lissi gasped but before she uttered a protest her brother ended the transmission. Telling her maman was considered severe punishment. Shaya Alonson would sip kaffe and gaze at Lissi in silent disapproval.

The very thought pinched her conscience. Lissi straightened and wondered if using her brightest smile would get her out of trouble. No, bright smiles only worked on papan and sad eyes worked on her brother. Nothing worked on her maman, who was immune to every trick Lissi and Torkel had devised as children. Not that it mattered. Lissi vowed never to go anywhere without clearing it first with Torkel again. Her wild days in a desperate bid to find friends ended today.

The wind picked up and she huddled into herself, wishing she had dressed in warmer clothing. Her outfit was more fit for dancing and having fun. The cooler night temperatures hadn’t been taken into consideration.

Lissi wasn’t sure how long she stood in her spot waiting for her brother to send one of his teams to pick her up but the noise from the club spilled outside when a group of rowdy partyers burst through the door.

Everything would have been fine. They would have passed right by Lissi in their revelry if a really hairy multi-legged bug hadn’t chosen that particular moment to drop down beside her face. She screamed and jumped away frantically slapping at her clothes.

The five guys turned as one. And stared.

Lissa stopped. Slow smiles spread over their faces as they sauntered toward her en masse. Her heart thumped against her chest.

“What do we have here?” The one in the lead asked as he approached.

Lissi backed up, ending up deeper in the shadowy depths of the alley. “I’m with friends.”

For some reason, they found this funny and started to laugh. Lissi shivered and wished not for the first time that she’d learned how to use a weapon when Torkel had offered. Not that she would have carried one. Lissi worried too much about hurting people but the thought was nice.

“We can be your friends,” the leader said as he leered. “Right, Campo?”

Campo, she assumed, grinned, revealing a chipped front tooth. “Oh, yeah. I want to be her friend.”

All five spread in a semi-circle, blocking Lissi’s potential means of escape. Frantic, she backed up another step and her palms met the wall behind her. No longer worried about bugs, she considered screaming again.

Before she could put thought to action, a rough and smelly body slammed her into the wall. Lissi kicked out and received a sharp smack to the head which brought tears to her eyes.

“Hold her, Jimon. Let me get her first.”

Hands pawed at her clothing. A rip and tear to her shirt left Lissi gasping and struggling. She yelled out for help and a sweaty palm covered her mouth, muffling any noise she made as her skirt was yanked up.
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Cold silence filled the shuttle, a norm after such a mission. Dark tension coiled and swirled about the group of five men with an intensity thick enough to touch. Rydak leaned back in the leather seat with a groan, head tipped to the ceiling of the transport. Of all their latest assignments, this had been an exhausting one and lasted well over a week. He wanted home and his bed.

“Getting slow in your old age, Jaard?”

“No.” Rydak didn’t bother glancing to his side to see which teammate spoke to him.

Unfortunately, his Team Leader had no intentions of letting him off with the simple one word response and answered on his behalf. “Rydak’s getting his beauty sleep. Looks like his require work.”

As muffled male laughter surrounded him, Rydak tried to hide his smile but failed. Jahul had a way of releasing the tension of those on Team Three with gentle ribbing and soft words. Some would have thought his gentility completely contrary to being a Jutak warrior and yet his nature made him one of the best leaders Rydak had ever served under.

He cracked his eyes open and glared at his teammates. Rare grins flashed back at him but it was the smirk on Jahul’s face which held his attention. Blue eyes invited him to share in the humor at his expense.

“I am letting you say this because you took out two of the sharp shooters while I was down.”

Bane and V’hor grunted. Smug after drawing a verbal response from him, Jahul folded his arms and relaxed, legs stretched out in his black uniform and ankles crossed. “I will be sure and tell Torkel to add you to the training roster for more practice. You’re slow, Jaard.”

“Any time,” Rydak murmured, closing his eyes once more.

It was Khane who whispered overloud, “No one’s beat Rydak in training yet.”

“Hard to beat a man who knows your every thought once he touches you,” Bane returned with a disgruntled edge.

They continued to argue and banter around him but Rydak paid little attention to the conversation. After all, Bane only spoke the truth. Rydak’s family line traced back to the original five families on Enotia possessing psychic abilities.

The Jaard’s excelled in those natural born gifts. The strongest came from those with empathic skills via touch, a great tool since his family had a history of working in the justice system. Not so great for Rydak. As a young boy, he struggled to withstand the agony of invading thoughts and emotions if he so much as brushed hands against a playmate.

His family didn’t understand why the gift manifested itself in him with pain while others suffered nothing more than discomfort. After numerous black out sessions and medic visits, they resorted to gloves to save his sanity.

Rydak dozed lightly until Jahul’s startled curse woke him. He cracked his eyes open. The other three members on the team lost their slouch and sat up straight. Jahul held up one hand while his other cupped the black bud inserted in his ear.

They all wore similar comms but whoever had called used Jahul’s private line. There was only one person who would interrupt on a return op.

“We’re not far at all. I can send someone for her, Torkel.”

Torkel Alonson, Unit Leader for their arm of the Jutak warriors.

A frown pierced Jahul’s blond brows and his lips firmed. Rydak found himself leaning forward slightly in hopes of catching a word or two. If Torkel chose to comm Jahul privately, it wasn’t Jutak business. If it wasn’t Jutak business, it was personal. And personal for Torkel meant his baby sister, Lissi.

Rydak’s tormentor.

A woman he knew enough to stay away from and yet constantly fought to resist her pull. Rydak waited until Jahul ended the conversation. Unable to hold back any longer, he asked, “Is everything good, Jahul?”

His Team Leader shook his head. “Not sure. Torkel received a call from his sister. He wants us to stop by Reiker’s to do an emergency pick up before reporting to base command.”

Rydak’s fingers clenched into fists and his heart picked up a double rhythm. He wanted to be cold. Tried to be cold with her. But this was about Lissi. Lissi who stared at him with desire and possession. As if he belonged to her.

Bane looked up from replacing the fuel cell on his blaster. “Reikers is the new place where other world visitors go. Sometimes the crowd is unsavory.”

“Unsavory?” Jahul asked, blue eyes curious.

“Criminal types use it as a meet up to deal illegals. Guns, drugs, females. Sometimes fights break out.” V’hor’s calm recital didn’t seem to reflect any surprise.

Only Jahul appeared nonplussed. Rydak understood. He’d never been to Reikers either. Had no interest but he heard the whispers. He knew the club catered to the younger set, those Enotians wanting to experience wilder things. It was only a matter of time before the government got involved and shut the place down.

None of that explained why Lissi Alonson was there. As the daughter of a former government officer and sister to a Jutak Unit Leader, she knew better than to spend time at such a place.

Jahul exhaled and spread his legs wide. “We have to report our mission status as soon as we land, so I can afford a drop off there if someone volunteers. Thirty minutes tops. It needs to be quick and quiet. Not one whisper that Jutaks were seen.”

“I’ll go.” Rydak didn’t blink when his team all turned in his direction.

Bane snorted as his black eyes narrowed and white striations marked the dark pupils. “You?”

“I’ll go,” Rydak repeated, not breaking Jahul’s stare.

“Quiet, Jaard,” Jahul stressed with a knowing look. “That means nothing messy. As
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