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P.F. Ward

Notorious thief Ruby Wolfe races away from the scene of her latest heist with the authorities in hot pursuit, but her getaway plan goes awry when a malfunction forces her starship far off course. After seeking refuge on a remote space station, she makes a shocking discovery: a scientist lives there alone under mysterious circumstances.

With her ship permanently disabled and no other means of escape, Ruby is trapped. She soon faces another danger—her growing attraction to Alex. He's smart, geeky, and irresistibly cute. Hooking up with him for a wild night of passion shouldn't be a problem, except for the fact that his job involves studying a top-secret group of newly discovered aliens—including one who had physically attacked him.

That revelation alone should have been enough to dissuade her. But her body had other ideas....

Ward, P.F.. (2021). Mated to the Alien Mutant. Crackerjack Creatives, LLC. (Original work published 2017).

Chapter One

The odds were stacked three to one against Ruby Wolfe and growing worse by the second.

Escape was imperative since she'd just stolen a shipment of powered armor from a freighter docked on Jubilee Station. Only one generation away from the company's prototypes, the new, advanced models were just out of beta and weren't yet available commercially. This batch had been on its way to a private buyer, but Ruby had set up the heist long before the delivery had been scheduled. The freighter carrying the shipment had made an emergency stop because of a virus in the life support system. She knew all about the problem since she had sabotaged the freighter herself.

Though no one knew her true identity, the news feeds had dubbed her "The Crimson Ghost" because of her ability to infiltrate high security vaults and other areas where wealthy people and corporations kept their valuables. Only one security camera had ever managed to capture her image, and a blurry one at that. It only revealed a streak of red from her cloaked outfit that for whatever reason had gone on the fritz for one tenth of a second.

She had to find a way out of her current mess if she didn't want to die a fiery death — or worse, a lifetime in prison. If not for the stolen container being half a meter longer in width than she'd anticipated, she wouldn't have had to spend an additional half hour reconfiguring a way to load it into her cargo bay.

But it had been, and now three Jubilee Station cruisers were in hot pursuit.

The stakes were higher than at any other time in her career. Selling the sophisticated exoskeletons on the black market would make her a fortune and increase her influence in the underworld a hundred fold. Now she'd have to calculate a more circumspect route to Valhalla, home of the largest underworld market in the Ring Planets. Any criminal caught bringing unwanted attention to that den of rogues risked brutal punishment at the hands of its leaders, the ruthless Mogilevich brothers.

Valhalla boasted heavily fortified defenses that gave most military outfits a run for their money, but no criminal worth her salt wanted the authorities nosing around when there was loot to sell, drugs and weapons to buy, and illegal deals to make. In fact, she wouldn't mind ruling that particular kingdom herself, or something similar. What petty thief didn't dream about achieving untold riches and power?

Currently, though, she had to focus on survival. With her criminal record—she'd made a few mistakes in her youth—plus her latest heist, she'd be shipped to a prison planet for life if caught. No way would she allow that to happen. She had too many dreams at stake to risk imprisonment. Very important dreams like wealth, power and kicking ass.

She gritted her teeth. It was time for one of her infamous disappearing acts.

The bridge comms pinged, followed by the sultry tone of Lizzy, the ship's AI. "Incoming audio message from Jubilee Station Authority."

Damn. They must have been serious about apprehending her if they had found a way through her ship's communications blockade. Ruby would get an earful whether she wanted it or not.

"Crown Jewels, this is Captain Sheridan of the Firebolt. We consider you armed and dangerous. You have been charged with multiple violations of Jubilee Station Security protocols. Surrender now or we will forcibly disable your ship. I repeat, surrender now or we will forcibly disable you."

We’ll just see about that! She pushed back an errant lock of her black hair and raised her voice. "Pardon me? I couldn't hear you."

Captain Sheridan repeated the warning, clearly having taken her response at face value. Ignoramus. She needed to buy herself some time, and sometimes basic stalling paid off more than antagonism.

"I'm not sure I understand," she continued, playing dumb. "What's a 'protocol'?"

While the captain sputtered indignantly, she pulled up the shields. The time for pretense was over. Her nimble fingers danced across the console. She couldn't stop him from talking, but that didn’t mean she had to listen to him. “Muting you...now."

Sheridan's voice abruptly cut off.

"Get us to the jump gate, Lizzy, double time!"

With that, the Crown Jewels zipped away, leaving the Firebolt in her space dust. Thank goodness she lived during a time when humans weren't tied to just one planet. Mavericks like her needed all the escape routes they could get. These days, hundreds of gates existed throughout Earth's solar system and beyond. They'd enabled humanity's expansion to other habitable planets, and all because scientists had learned how to reverse engineer technology discovered aboard an abandoned, derelict alien ship. The strange craft had drifted into Earth's atmosphere about two hundred years ago, in the year 2068, and the rest, as they say, was history.

She wove her ship in and out of the jump gate's traffic of freighters, cruise ships and private vessels. After she'd settled into a life of crime, one of her first major investments had been the Crown Jewels. Illegal fusion boosting technology had made her ship one of the fastest around.

"Out of my way, slowpokes." She fired her plasma cannons to encourage other ships to clear her a path. If nothing else, she was the accommodating sort. 

"Firebolt closing in fast," Lizzy announced.

Ruby eyed the radar. "I see it."

Alas, Captain Sheridan wasn't about to give up so easily. The Firebolt chased her relentlessly all the way to the jump gate. As Lizzy engaged in evasive maneuvers, alarms blared warnings about an impending cyberattack. Jubilee Station security had begun transmitting their apocalypse codes. Lizzy was squashing the malware as fast as she could, but she wouldn't be able to hold such a targeted attack off forever. Damn it!

Ruby had no choice. She'd have to enter hyperspace without the safety net of the jump gate. "Initiate hyperdrive!"

"Not advisable this close to the jump gate, Captain. The Felber Gauge indicates—"

"I don't care!"

A split second passed before Lizzy responded. "Acknowledged. Initiating hyperdrive...now!"

She clenched her teeth as the Crown Jewels sped dangerously close past the first ship in line for the gate. A glance at the radar indicated only a dozen meters separated the two hulls. Seemed like "cutting it close" now had a new definition.

"Entering hyperspace now," Lizzy announced.

A smooth ride marked the initial transition into hyperspace, but a batch of new reports immediately following the ship's entrance indicated the systems weren't as responsive as they should have been. A shudder ran through the hull. Not good.

"Particle stabilizers at eighty-percent capacity," Lizzy conveyed.

Shit. They were supposed to remain at ninety-eight percent or higher. Her hasty jaunt into hyperspace might have introduced some kind of exotic matter interference into the ship's engine.

"Shut down all non-essential systems."

"Yes, Captain."

The bridge lights dimmed, conserving energy for only engines and life-support.

The ship bucked again, harder this time.

She frowned at the wildly fluctuating holographic data streams before her. She'd escaped one danger only to tumble head first into another. An engine malfunction in hyperspace could mean being stuck here forever....

Fuck it. She didn't care for those odds one bit. "Commence exit from hyperspace."

Lizzy quickly responded. "Not advisable."

Of course that's what Lizzy would say. It was never a good idea to leave a wormhole before the designated exit point because a ship could theoretically end up anywhere. Or nowhere, as the case may be.

However, better to be stranded in normal space than the nothingness of hyperspace. "Screw that, just get us out of here!"

The Crown Jewels shuddered with teeth-jarring force as Lizzy complied with her orders. Her harness bit into her chest. For a few heart-stopping moments, she couldn't even breathe. Painful pressure filled her ears. Either the whole bridge had gone silent, or she'd lost her hearing.

Then everything went black.

Chapter Two

With a hard jerk, the Crown Jewels shifted back to sub-light speed. Ruby blinked away her disorientation and raised a hand to her mouth in an attempt to suppress her nausea. After getting her stomach under control, she checked the navigation hologrid. The coordinates looked unfamiliar. Not surprising, but...where the hell was she?

"Where the hell are we, Lizzy?"

"One moment, please."

Ruby used the time to visit the sani and grab a pouch of iced coffee while her AI calculated where they'd emerged. Minutes later, she sank back into her command chair. "Any luck?"

"We're fifty-two clicks from a jump gate called Vulpes."

She searched her memory while sipping her drink, glad of the quick-acting, side-effect free stimulant. "Never heard of it."

"It serves a mining colony in this sector, although it's currently inactive. My records indicate the parent company sold it to Zymantek Corporation four years ago, but apparently the new owner did not resume operations."

They acquired a mining company only to shut it down? Weird. Even stranger, Zymantek was a biotech company. It had made a fortune in nanomedicine, gene therapy, and innovative drug delivery systems. The last time she had checked, none of those things had anything to do with mining.

She studied her holo display, flicking her fingers to enlarge the image of a nearby object in the vicinity. "Say, what do we have here?"

"It's a space station, but I can't access any information about it," replied Lizzy. "I keep hitting a firewall."

Earth's solar system as well as those beyond it had stations galore, but she'd never heard about any this far off the beaten path of known space. "Military?"

"Possibly, but it doesn't match the general design of military installations. Zymantek owns it, most likely, or it had been built to serve the mining colony."

The ship's sensors soon delivered a higher resolution image. The station was roughly the shape of a squat mushroom. Standard light beacons ringed its surface and an array of antennas extended from the cap. Its dark hull lacked any distinctive markers. Interesting. The station looked so non-descript she wondered if it had been designed to avoid attracting notice.

"Lizzy, ping them and see if anyone responds."

"Initiating contact. Please stand by."

Ruby continued studying the image. Curiously, no ships were docked there. The lack probably indicated an empty station; otherwise there should have been at least one ship available in case the inhabitants needed to leave in a hurry. Either that, or the station was fairly new and the workers simply hadn't arrived yet.

She gulped the rest of her coffee while considering her choices. Fencing her loot sooner rather than later was ideal. She could head to the jump gate and zig-zag her way to Valhalla. Or she could investigate this station and potentially show up there with an even greater haul. Decisions, decisions....

Something about this mysterious station intrigued her. She'd always had a fascination with making discoveries and any risk just added to the excitement. The craving might even be in her blood. If not for the deadly cave-in that had stolen her parents' lives when she was a child, she might have become an interplanetary archeologist having fabulous adventures throughout the Milky Way. Instead, a life of crime had been the only way she'd been able to support herself. Stealing also helped her fill the emotional void left by their deaths.

Their sudden disappearance had terrified her. There'd been no extended family to adopt her, so social services had dumped her into foster care. Nothing could have prepared her for the constant parade of strangers and unfamiliar environments. In an attempt to manage her fear, she'd cultivated a mask of anger, wearing it for years. She'd been a moody, impulsive kid, prone to fighting rather than talking about her feelings.

She'd run away from so many foster homes that social services eventually quit trying to track her down. She'd also disabled her government-mandated tracking device from beneath the skin of her forearm. They'd buried it deep, which meant lots of blood and an ugly, permanent scar after she'd cut it out.

Over the years, her anger and fear had never quite dissipated, but she'd learned to channel them into being one of the best thieves on the Ring. If the universe refused to return her parents, she intended to claim whatever she wanted from the universe in compensation.

A newly discovered station meant a new opportunity to fill her coffer. Might as well take advantage of her random visit. She could also sell the coordinates and other information about the area to others eager to exploit it. Heh. There was often more than one way to profit from a heist.

"Lizzy, let's go exploring. Take us to that station!"

"Aye, Captain."

As soon as her ship came within five clicks of it, the comms chirped an alert. "This is a restricted area," Lizzy announced. "An automated message is instructing us to leave."

"Of course it is." Ruby smirked. The Crown Jewels was stuffed to the gills with hacking technology she'd paid an arm and a leg to possess. The paltry warning was hardly a deterrent. And an automated message was further proof the station was indeed empty. "You know the drill. Launch the cyber kraken."

"Yes, Captain. One moment, please," Lizzy said.

While Lizzy worked on breaking through the station's cyber defenses, she headed towards the cargo bay. Time to gear up.

She had to prepare in case the station's atmosphere wasn't breathable. She ran a check of her red and black enviro suit and matching helmet to ensure they were in working order. Next, she assembled her other gear. Fully-charged hover cart for loot, check. Plasma gun in case of hostiles, check. Emergency medkit, food, water supply, check, check, check.

The cargo bay speaker flared to life. "Defense override complete."

"Okay, take us in!"

She used the intervening time to hydrate with a nutrient-rich drink and empty her bladder. On her way back to the carbo bay, a slight vibration ran through the floor beneath her feet as the Crown Jewels docked.

She donned her enviro suit and wrist microband, which would keep her in communication with the Lizzy, along with providing other services. She could link up using the comms in her helmet, but always preferred having a backup. In her world, it often paid to have multiple strategies in place.

"Station system scan complete," Lizzy announced.

"What's the verdict?"

"The station atmosphere is breathable. All systems are at full capacity. No hazardous airborne substances detected."

She raised a brow. Interesting. If no one resided here, someone sure had a shit ton of credits to burn in order to keep the station powered. At least she wouldn't have to mess with her helmet. She'd still take it along, of course.

Lizzy connected the airlock between the Crown Jewels' cargo bay hatch and the station proper. Ruby stood before the doors, towing her hover cart behind her. She hefted her plasma gun in her other hand for good measure. Lizzy hadn't been able to completely rule out life forms, so she ought to be cautious.

The door slid apart with a whoosh. Nary a soul appeared on the other side of the airlock. Good.

She consulted the station holo-schematic generated by her microband, but the map wouldn't be entirely useful until she needed to find her way back. Most stations had similar structures, anyway.

Lights flared to life as she entered the cavernous receiving area. That meant it couldn't have been in regular use at the moment—the other clue being that this section was empty save for a row of neatly stored hover carts and other types of transfer equipment. The smooth walls and floor appeared clean and new. Neutral colors dominated. Every so often, she encountered the company's elegantly simple "Z" logo. 

Nothing here indicated Zymantek had been involved in mining. She wouldn't be surprised if it turned out to have been a science station. But why such a remote location? Were they that paranoid about competitors discovering their latest products?

After consulting her map, she headed toward a door that would deliver her to the main station hub. Upon reaching the brightly-lit corridor, she removed her helmet. Wow, was it ever quiet here. Downright spooky compared to the usual hustle and bustle. No matter. It would only make her job that much easier. She tugged her cart along and began hunting.

She poked her head into the first room she passed. Strange how all the doors so far had opened at her approach. Beyond the initial defenses that Lizzy had overrun, the station overlords apparently weren't worried about security inside the station.

She experienced mixed feelings upon discovering a fully-stocked storage room. She'd hit the jackpot, but this implied the station might not be empty after all. Either that, or a crew was going to arrive at any minute.

Of course, when had a little danger ever stopped the Crimson Ghost?

After loading her cart with a few choice items, she continued searching. Other storage rooms yielded additional lucrative items. Then she hit up the personnel quarters. Instead of being completely empty, she discovered they contained a surprisingly high number of items. She found hygiene supplies, holopics, clothes, entertainment devices, and even candy. Why did it seem as though the station hadn't been empty for very long? 

Okay, now this heist was turning weird. The last thing she needed was to encounter dead bodies or worse, a serial killer roaming the station. 

Despite the risk, she couldn't resist grabbing a few more items. One thing that hadn't changed with the advent of space travel was poverty. Someone always needed a handout or cheap clothes. And Valhalla had plenty of markets for selling items folks needed for daily functioning. As long as she didn't mind the laborious collecting aspect, petty theft sometimes paid off.

Having been poor for years in the worst sorts of places, she was determined to avoid the experience again at all costs. She'd paid some pretty steep prices in her life doing just that. Selling one's body for sex used to be viewed as the most desperate kind of business exchange one could do to survive. Now it was a luxury compared to other ways one's body—and mind—could be exploited. A shudder ran through her at the memories.

She distracted herself by filching items from the next room on her route. Her cart was growing full, so she decided to return to her ship to unload the first haul. At this rate, she might very well fill her cargo hold to the brim.

Ruby grinned at the comforting thought as she consulted her map for the quickest return route. Then, hover cart in tow, she turned the next corner, only to discover a man standing in the middle of the corridor.

Chapter Three

Her hackles rose. Shit! Of all the nasty luck. Where the hell had he come from?

The shock on his face must have mirrored her own, for he stood there frozen in place. He stared at her, a bulge in one cheek and holding a cookie half-way to his mouth. She couldn't help but stare back because of his height. He was easily a foot taller than her five feet, eight inches. Plus, his lanky frame gave new meaning to the word "thin." A dark purple t-shirt clung like glue to his lean torso. Below that, he wore black underwear and nothing else—unless one counted the huge bulge at his crotch.

"Who are you?" he asked through a mouthful of cookie.

Ruby snapped her gaze back to his face and aimed her plasma gun at him. "No one special. Just here to pick up a few things. I don't want any trouble, so don't even think about giving me any."

He quickly swallowed the food in his mouth. "But how did you get in here? The station's supposed to be restricted."

"I have my ways." She kept her weapon trained on him. He appeared unarmed, but looks could be deceiving. He could very well have been trained in hand-to-hand combat. Actually, she didn't think this guy, with his tousled brown hair, prominent nose and heavy-lidded gaze, had ever thrown a punch in his life, but in her line of work it was best not to assume anything. "How could you not have known my ship docked?"

"Uh, like I said, this station is restricted, so I haven't been bothering to monitor for visitors."

"Who else is here?"

He shook his head. "No one. This station is under quarantine."

Shit. Was that possible? Difficult to know if he was on the level. Maybe he was nothing more than a squatter trying to scare her off. She narrowed her eyes and raised her gun higher. "Try again."

"It's the truth. Do you think I'd be hanging out in my underwear otherwise?" He frowned. "I wish you hadn't come. It's dangerous here."

An icy sense of dread passed through her body. His low, rumbly voice implied she'd stumbled into a Pandora's box of trouble. "What kind of danger? Contagion?"

"No, I...well, I'm not supposed to discuss it. I mean, except with authorized personnel, which you're definitely not." He tossed aside the cookie and sighed. "I don't know how you got past the defenses, but you just made the biggest mistake of your life."

"Well, if it's not disease I have to worry about then I'll just cut my losses and leave right now." She kept her gun trained on him and began backing away, guiding the cart behind her.

"You won't be able to."

"The hell I won't." As she increased her pace, she considered leaving the loot, but quickly decided against it. The haul was too lucrative to pass up. Besides, this guy didn't seem remotely interested in seizing it from her.

"They installed a failsafe defense," he called after her. "Your ship is probably kaput by now."

"What are you talking about?"

"The minute your ship docked, the station's AI gave it a virus to prevent it from leaving."

She stopped in her tracks. He seemed awfully earnest about his warning. Tapped her comms. "Lizzy?"

"You're under quarantine now, too."

"Quiet!"

She tapped the comms again. "Lizzy, report!"

No response.

Leaving the cart behind, she sprinted back to her ship, her heart thundering in time to her footsteps. She slapped her palm against the airlock hatch panel. Nothing happened. She hit it again. "Come on, Lizzy, open up!"

Regardless of the cause, she had a deadly serious problem. Was she truly cut off from her ship? How could she have known the station would prevent unauthorized personnel from leaving as well as coming? It didn't make sense, unless....

Unless that man had been telling the truth.

"I told you."

She whirled around. The strange man had followed her. "What the fuck? Why can't I leave?"

The station's lone resident slouched against the wall, arms folded across his chest. "Like I said, quarantine."

She fisted her hands in frustration. "Why? What happened?"

"It'll make more sense if I show you." He pushed himself off the wall and motioned for her to follow. "But first I should throw on some pants."

Chapter Four

Ruby paced outside the stranger's quarters while he changed. What had she gotten herself into? This day had gone from bad to catastrophic in a matter of hours. A quarantined station? An event like that should have been all over the news. Was Zymantek involved in a massive cover up? And if so, why?

She turned to face him as he stepped into the corridor. His form-fitting pants did little to conceal what his underwear had so freely advertised. And why was she even looking at a time like this? Gah!

"I'm Alex, by the way."

She noted the way he hung back. Most people stuck out their hand for a shake—why didn't he? Not that she would have reciprocated anyway. Nothing about this situation was trustworthy. "Ruby," she muttered.

"Pretty name. Well, Ruby, follow me and prepare to have your mind blown."

She whipped out her plasma gun and leveled it at his head. "Come again?"

He threw up his hands, palms out. "Uh...poor choice of words, sorry. I didn't mean that literally. I'm unarmed. You don't have to worry about me. Weapons aren't part of my skill set."

"I'll be the judge of what I should worry about, thank you."

After a nervous glance at her gun, he led her into the bowels of the station. They passed through several security checkpoints—all non-operational. The station seemed to be as unpopulated as he'd indicated. The parade of empty rooms and eerie silence gave her a constant case of the goosebumps.

"How do you stand this?" she asked as they strode along a particularly lengthy corridor. She walked quickly to keep up with his long strides.

"Stand what?"

"Being so alone. This place is like a ghost town."

He shrugged. "When you don't have a choice, you find ways to cope. It's either that, or curl up into a ball and die. Plus, I have my work. It passes the time."

"I...guess that makes sense. How long have you been here?"

"About two years before the quarantine, and one year after it."

He'd been living alone for a whole year? "Damn, that's harsh."

"That's one word for it." He cleared his throat. "So, uh, what do you do for a living? Besides steal, I mean."

"That is what I do for a living."

His brows shot up. "Really? You're a thief...and that's all you do?"

"I'm a damn good thief, don't forget that part."

"I'll take your word for it." He grinned. "Is it as fun as it looks in the movies?"

She snorted. "Hardly. Heists involve just as much work as any other job, legal or otherwise."

"Where are you at in the...criminal hierarchy? Are you rich? Just starting out?"

His rapt expression betrayed a keen interest in her job. Was he that hard up for excitement?

"That's kind of personal." She tilted her face up to him and frowned. "Do you always ask so many questions?"

He shrugged. "I'm a scientist. It's what I do."

She rolled her eyes. "Riiiight."

"Here we are."

They'd arrived at a set of double doors. This entrance, too, had a closed checkpoint station. A face scanner occupied one side of the door, but Alex led her through without using it.

She followed him into a vast, softly-lit laboratory. Work stations, storage cabinets, monitors, holo devices, desks and other equipment she couldn't even begin to describe filled the chamber from end to end.

Her calculated gaze swept over the room. The equipment here alone would be worth plenty of credits, let alone any scientific knowledge that might be gained. That is, if she even got the chance to smuggle it out. Damn it!

"This way," he said. "The good stuff's back here."

‘Good stuff?' Her heart thumped as she followed, studying him on the way. She still couldn't get over how tall and thin he was. Not in an undernourished way, just naturally lean. She blinked away the unexpected musings regarding his body. She had to stay focused. What did he intend to show her, anyway?

As they rounded a partition, she found her answer. Tanks. Lots and lots of glass tanks. Three elephant-sized ones occupied the center area, while others of varying sizes were grouped in orderly rows. Monitoring equipment hummed as holographs displayed a dizzying amount of data.

Ruby gasped. The tanks contained bizarrely contorted life forms, all of which were suspended in what appeared to be a thick, jelly-like substance. Lit from within, the tanks cast an eerie glow. The sight unnerved her, and she could barely force her next words out. "What are they?"

Alex studied her. "It must be strange seeing them. Hope I didn't shock you."

"Huh? You shocked me a lot. This kind of news is downright monumental."

"I'm sorry...."

She waved a hand. "It's okay. I'm not going to faint or anything. So what exactly is this place?"

He hooked a thumb in his pants pocket. "I'm an exobiologist and as you can see, this is a science station. About a year ago, Zymantek—that's the company I worked for...." He looked askance. "Maybe I shouldn't have revealed that...."

She cocked a brow. "You're in pretty deep now just by showing me all of this, so might as well run with it."

Alex sighed. "Yeah. It's not like you can share the information with anyone."

She glared. "That's not set in stone."

He gave her a sympathetic glance. "I'm sorry, but it is."

Her expression faltered. What if he was right? Cold dread gripped her body. What if she was stuck here for the rest of her life? No. She couldn't afford to think that way. It was far too soon to give up. With a shake of her head, she redirected the conversation. "You were saying?"

"Anyway, Zymantek sent out an expedition beyond the Ring. When the team returned, they brought back an alien life form."

"Wait a minute. Had they known what they were going to find?"

"No. They mostly expected to gather samples of previously undiscovered, plant-based life forms."

"For what purpose?"

He shrugged. "It's a biotech company that's always interested in expanding their products."

"Swimming in that much money, huh?"

He nodded.

"So what are these things?"

"The closest comparison, at least in terms of appearance, is cephalopods. However, this life form seems to have evolved far beyond the kind we have on Earth."

"Evolved how?"

"That's what we've been studying. Our own cephalopods are intelligent, but these specimens have demonstrated brain capacity far beyond that. They may, in fact, be sentient." He motioned for her to accompany him down one of the rows. They stopped before a medium-sized tank. The creature's gold-tinged hide glowed with an otherworldly bioluminescence. Its tentacles bunched together, tapering to a point like some kind of grotesque ballerina.

He paused to stare at it for a moment, a look of awe on his face. "Isn't she beautiful?"

Her head swiveled from the tank to the alien cephalopod-struck exobiologist and back again. "If she weren't so ugly, yeah."

"Shhh. What if she heard you?" He rested his fingertips against the glass. "It's okay, sweetheart. She didn't mean it."

Ruby bit back her protest, but couldn't resist rolling her eyes. "Sweetheart"? Oh, brother. The man had reassured his science experiment, one that probably didn't even understand human language. Were all scientists this dorky?

If he'd noticed her reaction, he didn't let on. "We've been doing all kinds of research, like testing their intelligence and experimenting with their reproductive systems."

She stared at him in alarm. "What, you've been breeding them?" No wonder there were so many. Visions of space squid armadas invading human colonies and worlds flashed in her head. Maybe all those cheesy science fiction films had been more prescient than folks realized.

Alex pursed his lips. "Breeding is such a coarse term, but essentially, yes. We've been recombining their DNA, along with introducing new variables, and studying the various mutations. Occasionally, we've placed several specimens in the same tank to see if they'll mate naturally. Some took advantage of it." He turned to her with an excited gleam in his eyes. "Just like the cephalopods on Earth, the females select potential mates using olfactory cues instead of visual ones."

"Fascinating."

"It really is. And the mating process can last anywhere from several days to a month."

Apparently he'd mistaken her sarcasm for true interest. She gestured to the whole of the lab. "So you and your team were all about the squid porn, basically."

His cheeks flamed. If she weren't so on edge, she'd have found it cute. Frankly, she admired his devotion to his work. She had the same devotion to thieving, after all.

"Ah, well...there's much more to it than that."

"Uh-huh. Sure."

She turned her attention back to the tank. Sentient or not, Zymantek had kept this station highly classified for obvious reasons. If news were to spread about this alien race, she could only imagine pandemonium breaking out. And then heists of epic proportions as criminals everywhere attempted to profit from illegal squid DNA and whatever special qualities it might offer. Of course, it'd be a great joke if the alien cephalopods turned out to be just regular ocean creatures.

She followed him as he headed deeper into the lab. "Before the quarantine began, I oversaw the mating of a pair that resulted in this group. He pointed at the nearby row of tanks. "This is Mr. Patel. That one is Kassie. These two are conjoined twins. I call them Holy and Shit."

"Sounds real scientific."

Alex grinned. "I do my part."

Then he pointed to the farthest tank. She studied it with morbid fascination. The alien had a bulbous head, green and blue coloring, and a huge nest of thick, coiled tentacles, like a cinnamon roll gone horribly wrong.

"And that young'un is Herb Jr."

Her brows furrowed. "But your name isn't Herb."

He shrugged. "Not now, but I might decide to change it someday."

She barked out a laugh despite herself. She couldn't figure out if his normal sense of humor was on display or if being so isolated had forced him to adapt with weird coping skills.

She gestured to the tanks. "Are these aliens the reason for the quarantine?"

He hesitated.

She raised a brow.

"Something like that."

"Sorry, Alex, but you can't bluff for shit." She narrowed her eyes. "Was there an accident of some kind? Or maybe accidental contact between a station resident and one of these aliens?"

His eyes darted away and then back to her face. "Yeah."

She took an instinctive step back. "What kind of accident?"

He rubbed the back of his head. "What can it hurt, I suppose?" He pointed to the tank. "See these access ports?"

She nodded. A pair of iris-type ports occupied one section of the tank, large enough for human hands.

"While collecting a tissue sample one day, the subject attacked me. Tore the seal on my glove."

She took a few more steps back. 

"No need to be scared," he said softly, and then held out the back of his right hand. "The scar's not that big, see? It healed quickly and without complications."

True, it was only a couple of inches long, but that didn't mean he ought to downplay its significance. She stood her ground and crossed her arms, but her defensive stance did nothing to prevent the chill racing down her spine. Alien cephalopods were one thing; pissed off alien cephalopods were quite another. "So it breached your skin, too? What if it infected you with some kind of bizarre alien disease?"

"If it did, I'm not aware of anything. In fact, every medical scan since revealed I'm in perfect health. I can prove it if you want."

"But they still evacuated the station and placed it, along with you, under quarantine."

He dropped his hand. "True. Did they overreact?" He shrugged. "Probably. I mean, a squid is a squid, right? This is hardly the first time anyone's come into contact with one."

She rubbed her arms, though the lab's temperature felt perfectly comfortable. "Correction—it's apparently the first time someone's come into contact with an alien squid."

"Point taken. Having studied them closely, I don't experience the same repulsion as you apparently do. Still, I can't blame the company for taking precautions." He gave her a reassuring smile. "I'm not necessarily doomed, though. They indicated a possibility of reevaluating the situation in the future.

"But right now, it's 'Don't call us, we'll call you'?"

His smile faltered. "Basically, yeah."

Ruby frowned. He seemed so calm about his predicament. She would have been climbing the walls ages ago. Did Zymantek Corporation have true cause for concern, or had they inadvertently revealed an extreme case of xenophobia? If Alex hadn't exhibited any alien-related symptoms, why risk losing so much money?

Never mind the fact that they'd treated him in such a rotten way. Shouldn't they have set him up with a liaison to ensure he was as comfortable as possible? How long would the food supplies last? Had they told him the truth, or did they actually intend to leave him here until he and the aliens died? Having been alone most of her early life and not by choice, she wouldn't wish enforced isolation on anyone. "Taking precautions is one thing, but from what you're telling me, they just left you here to die. Aren't you angry?"

He paused, appearing deep in thought. "I don't know. Maybe. I can't let it get to me, though. The stress of being here by myself for who knows how long is bad enough as it is." He met her gaze, his eyes filled with an emotion dangerously close to hope.

He didn't have to say a word for her to know what he was thinking. She was here now, too. Maybe he thought the two of them....

No fucking way! She sympathized with him, but not enough to become his quarantine buddy. She extended a compromise. "After I figure out a way to escape from here, I'll take you with me, if you want. Drop you off at the nearest spaceport."

He shook his head. "Thanks for the offer, but it wouldn't be ethical of me to leave."

She stared at him in disbelief, and then shrugged. "Suit yourself."

He crossed his arms. "It wouldn't be ethical for you to leave, either."

She cut him a look. "Unlike you, I don't work for Zymantek. Nor did I take the Hippocratic oath."

"That's for doctors."

"Whatever."

An uncomfortable pause followed as they looked anywhere but at each other. Seriously, how could he expect her to pledge loyalty to anything but her own survival? Besides, he had offered no proof whatsoever that the quarantine was justified. If Zymantek wanted to err on the side of caution, great, but she had no obligation to put her life on hold because of it.

He cleared his throat. "Since you'll be staying here...at least for a while, I'll show you some quarters you can use." He smiled wryly. "We pretty much have our pick of everything."

She clapped her hands in mock excitement. "Oh, joy."

"If you want to clean your suit I'll show you the facilities as well."

"Thanks, but it's self-cleaning. Black market tech and all that."

"Impressive." He gave her suit the once over. If he hadn't been coming at it from such a scientific angle, she might have punched him out for ogling her body so openly. "Maybe a change of clothes, then? There are loads of outfits left from before the quarantine. Everyone was instructed to leave just about everything behind."

She glanced down at her enviro suit. Did she want to change? Well, she could use a nap and some down time in something more comfortable before solving the mystery of being locked out of the Crown Jewels. Couldn't hurt to see what kind of clothes she could pilfer. "Sure."

After he gave her a grand tour of the residential level, she picked a spacious suite. Probably belonged to one of the executives. It included a sitting and entertainment area, a bedroom, a sani, various
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