
  
    [image: Mine to Hold]
  


  
    
      Mine to Hold

      Dirty Sexy Space Four

    

    
      
        Shona Husk

      

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Dirty Sexy Space
        

        
          Back Cover Copy
        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1
        

        
          Chapter 2
        

        
          Chapter 3
        

        
          Chapter 4
        

        
          Chapter 5
        

        
          Chapter 6
        

        
          Chapter 7
        

        
          Chapter 8
        

        
          Chapter 9
        

        
          Chapter 10
        

        
          Chapter 11
        

        
          Chapter 12
        

        
          Excerpt: Mine to Keep
        

      

      
        
          About the Author
        

        
          Other titles by Shona Husk
        

      

    

    


  
    
      Copyright © 2018, 2015 by Shona Husk

      Cover Art by Emmy Ellis http://www.studioenp.com/

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

    
      
        
        [image: ]
        
      

      
        
          
          Created with Vellum
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Dirty Sexy Space

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: 1st chapter collection]
          
        

        Free sampler of the Dirty Sexy Space series

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: yours to desire]
          
        

        Book 3 in the series: Yours to Desire

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Back Cover Copy

        

      

    

    
      Getting caught between two lovers has never been more dangerous.

      Captain Leo Grady is making his third trip to Solitaire. He’s spent five years in space and is ready for a change. Not wanting to go back to Earth, he’s chosen to pay off on Solitaire. All he needs is a woman willing to be his wife. Given that women are heavily outnumbered on the fleet of first settlers he knows he can’t sit around and wait. He has to act.

      Vance Knox has been working with vet, Silke Rask, for the last six months. He fancies her, but refuses to do anything about it because he still has a twenty year sentence to serve. He has nothing to offer any lover and he expects nothing. He made his choices a long time ago. But it burns to see her getting closer to Grady.

      Silke is torn between the sensible choice of Grady and the more dangerous attraction she has for Vance, but as secrets are revealed she realizes that she has to fight for what she wants. Not everyone on the ship is there because they earned their place, and old Earth money still has power.

      When disaster strikes and threatens the lives of everyone on board she realizes that sometimes no choice has to be made. Why should love have limits?

      

      The Dirty Sexy Space series:

      Your to Uncover

      Yours to Command

      Yours to Desire

      Mine to Hold

      Mine to Keep

      Mine to Serve

      Ours to Embrace

      Ours to Share

      Ours to Save
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      “Tasty. Male.” Silke put the little brown guinea pig in a cage and picked up the next one. “Delicious … also male.”

      “They’ll be eating well this round.” Vance updated the animals’ notes on his portacomp. Vet Silke Rask kept very strict control of the guinea pig breeding. She didn’t want an inbred population by the time they reached Solitaire. They were, however, a source of fresh meat on the ship—for some people anyway. Not for the likes of Vance. And probably not for Silke either.

      “I know. Oh! We have a girl. Yummy.” Silke gave the animal a little pat.

      While she was quite happy holding them and being nice to them, Vance kept his distance. The animals were going to be eaten. They weren’t pets. He could have one dead and ready for cooking in about fifteen minutes flat. He’d caught and cooked a lot of things in the slums. Guinea pig would’ve been a luxury. Still was.

      He looked at the little bundles of fur. They were still too small for eating, but not so small that they wouldn’t try getting it on with their siblings.

      Vance glanced up as a man in Air Force blues walked in. “Grady’s back,” he murmured.

      “Routine checks on the hold to make sure we don’t all get sucked into space.” Silke’s gaze flicked to the officer and lingered for a moment before returning to the animal in her hands.

      Routine checks. Sure. It wasn’t the integrity of the ship Captain Grady was checking out. Vance had noticed the way he looked at Silke. He’d also seen the sparks between Silke and Grady when they talked. Not that he was in a position to be jealous. He was her assistant on a good day, a high-risk whites prisoner with another twenty years to serve—once they reached the planet—on a bad day.

      If they reached the planet.

      He didn’t care either way. He’d stopped living for the future a long time ago. It was much easier to focus on enjoying each day as best he could, sleep, and then repeat.

      “Juicy is a boy.” Juicy also wriggled and tried to get free. They’d started giving the litters silly names after two very boring alphanumeric designated litters. They still had their alphanumeric designation, but life was more fun when the guinea pigs had more appropriate names.

      “And I bet he would be juicy, too.” Vance hadn’t had real meat since leaving Earth, and even then, what they’d been given in prison was more ground up mystery meat than anything recognizable.

      “In a couple of weeks.”

      “I’ll go you halves. We’ll cook him over one of your burners.”

      Silke smiled at him as if she were half considering the idea. Sometimes when she looked at him it was as though she was thinking of something very different to work. He didn’t let himself explore that thought. At least, not here. Alone and at night … that was a different story. He liked Silke a lot more than he should. She’d always treated him as a person, not a number, or a con.

      “You’re discussing an offense within earshot of an officer … I could report you.”

      Vance doubted Grady would do anything that might get Silke in trouble or anything that would damage his chances of hooking up with her. It was almost painful to watch what was happening. One of them needed to make a move or he’d do it for them.

      Silke looked up, clearly surprised to see Captain Grady had moved closer. She recovered fast. “There are four legs. We’ll cut you in.”

      She held the guinea pig out to him, but Grady wrinkled his nose and didn’t take it. He didn’t say no either.

      Interesting.

      Grady sighed and shook his head. “Above my pay grade.”

      “No, this one is Juicy … but I like that as a name. Above My Pay Grade …” She turned to Vance. “Let’s use that in the next litter.”

      “Above My Pay Grade, Not In This Lifetime …?” He raised one eyebrow but noted them down.

      She gave him that smile again and his insides tightened and turned. Being attracted to the woman who was in charge of his work placement was not going to end well, and he really didn’t want to lose this job. He’d had to fight for it, even though he was the most qualified. He’d spent his prison years on Earth studying so he could work on the prison farms—also known as labor camps by many slum dwellers: why pay minimum wage when you can get them to work for free?—as something other than a shit shoveler.

      In the end it had been Silke who’d made the decision. For the first month there’d been a guard shadowing him, just in case he went homicidal and killed her. The three people he had killed had deserved it, and he hadn’t hurt anyone since. He couldn’t bring himself to regret their deaths, and that distinct lack of remorse had counted against him in court.

      Although his heart had broken for his mother, losing first a daughter and then a son.

      “You’re joking?” Grady frowned, as though he wasn’t sure if Silke was kidding.

      “No, we take the naming of the food very seriously,” Vance replied, keeping his voice level.

      Grady shot him a look before shaking his head and smiling. “You’re cracked.”

      Because of what he’d just said, or because of what he was wearing? Not everyone had the good fortune to be born to wealthy tower-dwelling parents who could afford to buy an education and a commission. Not that Grady had ever rubbed his good fortune in. No, when he was in the barn—the hold where the animals were kept in the belly of ES Siren—Grady was friendly. Grady even talked to him as if he was a person, not a thing to be ignored. Which made it very hard to hate the man. Instead, they had become something close to friends.

      At least, as friendly as an officer and a con could ever be, especially when they both fancied the same woman. Not that Grady knew that. Vance was very careful to make sure no one knew that. He knew Silke would end up with someone like Grady and he wasn’t going to get tangled up because he’d be the one who ended up getting hurt.

      “And what do you do for fun, Grady?” Silke tilted her head as she gazed at the Captain with a smile on her lips.

      “On Siren? Fun? I just try to pass the time.”

      “That’s a bit of a waste. A year of your life spent passing the time?” Silke was making fun of him and Vance was pretty sure the Captain had no idea.

      “This is my third trip to Solitaire. I’ve already done most of the required courses. I teach a couple, go to the gym and make sure this ship remains in one piece.” Grady smiled at Silke. If Vance was smart, he’d move away and let them talk. He didn’t. He was working, while Grady was loitering with intent.

      “So you’ve been to Solitaire?” Silke gave Grady a little more of her attention. This was moving beyond their usual polite conversations.

      Grady shook his head. “I’ve only seen it from the air. Most flight crew aren’t allowed down because then we’d have to be quarantined.”

      “So there really is a base?” Vance, and many of the other prisoners on board Siren, had suspected that this was just a trick by the government to clean out the prisons and that there was nothing on the planet … maybe even no planet. While he’d heard there were civilians on board, he’d only seen a few aside from Silke. He knew from talking to Silke that she hadn’t exactly been a volunteer, but she hadn’t gone into details. If he wanted to know that, he’d have to share what he’d done, and he wasn’t sure he wanted her to know.

      Hell, maybe she already did. Perhaps Chief Songworth, who was in charge of prisoner placements, had warned her. It didn’t seem to matter though, as the subject had never come up again. After working here for the best part of six months he knew the routine as well as Silke. The only thing he didn’t have was the degree in veterinary science. Not yet anyway. He was working on it. He was planning on being the most overqualified prisoner onboard.

      Vance had accepted his place in life about four years into his sentence, after being involved in a brawl in the overcrowded prison. After doing some time in solitary confinement he’d realized that this was all he had, and he’d made that choice with the first throat he’d slit. From then on he’d been a model prisoner. Around the same time he’d also realized that if he ever wanted to get laid or have a relationship again he was going to have to turn over a new leaf.

      That had been harder.

      But then the right guy had come along. They’d had a good thing going before Vance had been told he was going to Solitaire. He cast his gaze over Grady again.

      He was handsome—in an I’ve never actually done any real hard work way—and as an engineer, he was probably pretty good with his hands. Grady shot him a look that was clearly meant to make him shut up and move on. Grady was going to have to do better than that if he was trying to pull rank while still being subtle. Vance wasn’t going to make it easy for him to steal Silke away.

      Vance smiled and puckered his lips, as if for a kiss. Grady ignored him.

      “Base, acres of farm … plenty of native plants.” He spoke directly to Silke. “It looks alien from the sky. The continents are unfamiliar, and there are no smog clouds.”

      “Give us a hundred years.” Silke shook her head. “So are the animals still safe?”

      “Yes. The skin and sensors are fine. An alarm would sound if there was a breach.”

      “And you come here to check so frequently because?” Vance only asked to piss Grady off. That was almost as much fun as naming the guinea pigs. It was obvious that there was something between Silke and Grady, even if neither of them was acting on it. It made him wish he was in Grady’s shoes. He wouldn’t be dancing around and playing it safe.

      “The engineering crew do manual checks of the whole ship. We test the sensors and also look for signs of a weak spot to catch it before it becomes a breach. This is part of my designated area. I’ll be seeing you around, 1113, Silke.” Grady nodded at them and strode to the next panel and sensor.

      Vance gritted his teeth as the use of his number—the one that was stamped on every piece of clothing he had, just in case he forgot who he was. Grady had used it deliberately because Vance had refused to leave so they could be alone. Vance wasn’t sure who’d won that round. Maybe there were no winners.

      Silke was watching the man in blue finish his inspection of the barn. It was one of the largest areas on the ship. It had to be. They had a small flock of female goats, some female chickens, and a giant freezer of goat and chook jizz. Silke called it the ark. More genetic diversity for when they landed. Silke planned on having all of the goats pregnant before they landed. That was going to be more fun than he could handle.

      “I think he likes you.” Vance grinned and hoped his words sounded lighthearted. Silke and the Captain. He couldn’t see it. Grady was just so … boring.

      She shrugged. “I’m female and single and of breeding age. I get that all the time. He was just being friendly—maybe he does want a leg off Juicy.” She smiled at Vance and winked.

      They both knew they were never going to keep a guinea pig for themselves. Stealing food was pretty much the worst thing a person could do on Siren, aside from murder and rape. Vance had no desire to get another strike next to his name, and he didn’t know if Silke could actually bring herself to eat the animals she’d bred. He knew she was from the Scandinavian Conglomerate, and that they didn’t have slums over there the way America did. She’d probably never had to struggle for anything.

      As a teen he’d been bitter and angry about the unfairness of life. Now he’d just accepted it and moved on. The same way he knew that Silke would end up with Grady, eventually, if one of them actually made a move. So maybe it would never happen.

      “You’re not jealous, Vance?” This time there was more to her tone than simple teasing.

      He didn’t want to mess up the friendship they had by admitting that maybe he was, just a little. She’d never used his number and always took the time to explain something new, to give him the opportunity to learn. He studied the portacomp. There were still another three litters to sex and separate. Curries, chocolate bars, and fruits. The first few litters had been named after places and people they’d never see again.

      Every third day some civvie rich kids who were also studying to be vets would come down for a day on the job. And while he knew that the year-long voyage was all about training people up to be useful, he still resented the intrusion. Without fail those kids either looked at him with fear or pretended he didn’t exist. Some were downright rude, as if he was their servant or something. That burned.

      He’d killed three snobby bastards just like them and hadn’t shed a tear as they’d bled out.

      Vance shrugged. “You deserve to be happy.”

      Just as it had been on Earth, he had nothing to offer a woman, or a man, who was so far above him. Silke was free. He wasn’t. Some things didn’t change. So he tried not to think about it. Most of the time, he was successful.

      

      Silke watched as Vance moved on to the next lot of guinea pigs. Happy? What was “happy” on ES Siren? Being alive for another day? Making it to Solitaire? She looked at the little guinea pigs, who didn’t know they only had weeks to live. Most of the time she was happy, as she liked working with animals. Working with Vance was also nice, and not just because he was nice to look at. Light brown skin that was probably more golden when he was in the sun, cheekbones she could cut herself on, and shoulder-length black hair, which he always wore half up.

      While the white shirt and pants stamped with 1113 were loose and unflattering, he moved well, and she’d like to know what was under the uniform. Did he work out when he wasn’t here? They’d spoken about almost everything except themselves since they started working together. As if acknowledging the attraction would lead somewhere neither of them was willing to go. But she’d always believed lines were there just to see who was brave enough to cross them.

      She picked up the tub of male guinea pigs and followed. Some days she couldn’t figure him out. He was supposed to be dangerous—only the worst prisoners onboard wore white, as a warning to others—yet he handled the animals with care.

      He claimed to be from the Cali slums, and yet he was educated.

      He refused to admit he was jealous of other men paying her attention, when he obviously was … and yet he made no move himself. Which she liked. Really liked.

      She was so tired of having guys ask her out, or sit next to her in the mess, ask a few get-to-know-you questions and then expect to jump straight into her bed.

      She liked sex, missed having sex, but she was not going to sleep with every man who asked. If they were feeling the pinch, they could do what she did and use their hand.

      At the other end of the barn, Leo Grady was working. Every time he came down he stopped to chat. At first she’d expected him to make a pass, but he hadn’t. They spoke a few words and he moved on. Now she’d decided that he was just being friendly. No doubt he had a wife on Earth waiting for him to return. Although if this was his third trip, maybe not. The trip between Solitaire and Earth was a year each way.

      Maybe he had a lover on the ship.

      Maybe she should ask him out for a drink, and he could tell her more about Solitaire. She scratched that idea almost immediately. If they started talking, he’d ask questions and she doubted that a man who’d grown up in the elite towers would appreciate what she’d done. No, she’d rather just flirt a little than tell him the truth.

      She sighed and turned back to Vance. “What makes you happy?”

      Did Vance have a lover in the prison? She didn’t know enough about him to even guess.

      He turned and raised one dark eyebrow. His brown eyes were unreadable. “I’m not here to be happy.”

      She put the tub down and opened up the next cage. The animals were locked up, just in case anyone felt like helping themselves to a free dinner. It was damn tempting some days. She hadn’t eaten real meat since being arrested and leaving the cattle ranch. The only reason she wasn’t in prison yellows was because her father was a diplomat, and no one wanted that scandal. Instead she’d disappeared—oops—been given this tremendous opportunity.

      “I don’t think you believe that. I’ve seen you smile as you feed Satan.” Satan was a particularly evil black goat who’d nibbled Silke’s clothes while she was still wearing them more than once.

      “We have an understanding. I sold her my soul.” He grinned.

      “Oh, yeah? What did you get in exchange?” She reached in and grabbed the first furry body she could.

      “I get to work here.”

      Vance, the master of the non-answer. She’d be better off headbutting Satan. “Here you go, you sex this lot.” She handed him the brown wriggly guinea pig.

      For a moment he looked a little uncertain. “I don’t want to hurt it.”

      “You won’t.” She’d seen him with the animals enough to know he wasn’t going to press too hard. “Just move your fingers a little …” She moved his finger then gave it a little press. “There you go, Madras is a boy.”

      “This is Vindaloo.”

      “I was testing you.” She took the guinea pig off him and put it in the tub then picked up the portacomp that Vance had been using and updated the record. All the litters were also known by their alphanumeric designation, the number reflecting the father and the letter the mother, but “litter G18” didn’t have the same ring as “Curry”.

      His lips curved. He did like working here. This was no random assignment, he’d been the most qualified. And while some people couldn’t understand why she’d want to work with a white, she’d wanted someone who knew what they were doing.

      “Are you still working on your degree?”

      He nodded. “Got nothing else to do. Not like I can duck out to the beach for a quick swim.”

      “How’s it going?”

      “Fine.”

      “Civvies giving you shit?” She’d seen the other students sneer when they came down. But she’d also been through a lot of test results, and lectured them all … and so far, she was more impressed with Vance. He didn’t complain about doing anything. They did. One guy had even had the gall to suggest leaving the cages and pens dirty for a day so Vance could clean them when he was back from his day off. Vance got one day off every ten. She had no idea what he did on his free day. Probably study.

      Leo waved and left the barn. Silke raised her hand. Sometimes he came over to say goodbye, but not today. She was too busy with Vance. Leo would be back, and as always, she’d look forward to it. He was a break in routine.

      “I’ve been getting shit from civvies like that my whole life. Tikka, girl.” He placed her back with the other girls. “You should go out with Grady.”

      “I don’t think so.” Aside from the fact that Leo would be temporary, as he was flight crew, he was also what she hated. The rich kids in the tower schools had always made her feel unwelcome. She wasn’t one of them and the only reason she’d been there was because of who her father was. It had been the same all her life, even now. It was why she worked so hard to keep the truth quiet. She didn’t want to be known as his daughter, she wanted to be known for who she was. “Not my type.”

      Vance snorted. “I was standing right there.”

      “It’s not going to happen.” Maybe it could if they just got together and had sex and didn’t try to get to know each other. She didn’t need to learn more about Leo to enjoy screwing him. And she was pretty sure she would enjoy it. There was something in his eyes when he looked at her … but it wasn’t the red-hot desire that she sometimes saw when Vance looked her way.

      She’d been holding herself apart from everyone since boarding Siren. Was she going to do that forever? She didn’t want to spend the rest of her life lonely just because she was afraid of what people would say. Until her arrest she’d never cared what people thought. She’d always followed her heart.

      But her heart didn’t know what it wanted anymore. Leo or Vance? Safe, sensible, but a man who would break her heart if he found out the truth? Or Vance, the man she shouldn’t want and couldn’t have, but who wouldn’t care?

      She glanced at Vance, glad he didn’t know what she was thinking right now. Her cheeks heated anyway.

      The corner of Vance’s lips twitched as if he knew what was on her mind. “I’ve been a prisoner longer than I was ever free and I still have twenty to go. You don’t want me. You can do better, Silke.”

      He was giving her the brush off?

      He picked up a patchy brown and white guinea pig and patted it, keeping his gaze on the animal.

      She patted the animal in his hands, then let her fingers drift over his skin. He didn’t pull away. “You’ve thought about it.”

      “Of course I have. But I don’t want to lose this position.”

      Silke let her hand fall away. She could respect that. At least they’d had the conversation, acknowledged that the attraction existed. Maybe she should burn off some tension with Leo.

      Vance caught her hand, the guinea pig still in his other hand. “I’d love nothing more than to pretend we are free to do whatever we want … well, you are. But I’m not. I accepted that years ago because I had to. I can live within my boundaries and be happy. That I get to see you and give the litters stupid names and study—”

      “What about love?” She hadn’t meant to ask, but she wanted to know. What people thought about love was often revealing.

      “What about it?”

      “Don’t you want it?” She did. She liked that feeling when she saw him walk into the barn in the morning. It was lust, but if tended to, it would grow. She knew that. She’d been in love more than once, been burned and also done the burning.

      He pressed his lips together. “I was arrested when I was sixteen. I didn’t even know what love was. Lust, yes. But I’m thirty-six now.” He shrugged and looked away, as if reluctant to go on. “I live within my boundaries. If I don’t dream outside of them, then I don’t get bitter about what I don’t have.”

      “Glass half-full kind of guy?”

      “I guess so.”

      How did he live like that? He was only one year older than she was. She’d be trying to climb out of the glass to see what else was out there. Not that she’d been doing much climbing on Siren. No, here she’d been hiding at the bottom of the glass. That wasn’t like her at all.

      “I didn’t used to be. I was an angry teen.” His lips moved in a small, sad smile. “You don’t know what it’s like in the slums. And after the earthquake of 2176 it only got worse.”

      “I spent half my childhood in the US. And all of my working life there.”

      “Which is why you’re here.”

      In a roundabout kind of way. “Yeah.”

      She didn’t want anyone knowing the real reason she was here. Not because she was ashamed of what she’d done—hell no. She’d helped when no one else would. Unlike the hospitals, she hadn’t charged the poor when they’d needed help. A broken bone was a broken bone. Stitching a wound, assisting a birth … humans were animals, and if she’d refused to help, people would’ve died, or gone into debt that would financially cripple the family even further.

      But someone hadn’t agreed. Someone had told, and her illegal surgery had been reported.

      The dollar was more important than people. The ranch she’d worked for had had the nerve to demand payment for all the equipment she’d used when treating their workers. The ones who were too poor to afford proper medical treatment because the ranch didn’t pay well enough.

      She wanted to keep her so-called ‘crime’ a secret because there were plenty of people from old tower money on Siren who would make sure she lost everything all over again. She couldn’t go through that. Her work was her life. Right now it was all she had.

      Silke sighed. When she glanced up, Vance was looking at her, his dark brown eyes full of lust that he wasn’t bothering to temper.

      “Now I can’t stop thinking about it.”

      “What?” she asked cautiously. She didn’t want to push, even though she wanted him. Now the subject had been raised, it couldn’t be reburied.

      “Kissing you.”

      “It might be terrible.” She knew it wouldn’t be.

      “It might be good.” His eyebrows drew together, as though he was weighing up the odds.

      “Close your eyes. You’re overthinking things.”

      “I like to work out what’s the worst that could happen. If I can live with that, then I take the risk.”

      That was a pretty dark way to make decisions. “Worst case scenario?”

      “It’s good, we end up having sex, something goes wrong, we fall out, I lose my placement, and some civvie prick gets to work here while I rot.”

      So his worst case scenario was that it was good. “You want this to be bad?”

      “No. But I can’t live with losing this job.”

      She took a step back. “Okay. You do realize that even once we land, in another six months, that prisoner placement is still not guaranteed. You’ll always be waiting for the axe to fall.”

      He grimaced. “I try not to think about that. But that’s the only power they have over people like me. I have nothing else they can take.”

      That wasn’t true. He had pride, and integrity … she’d love to know what he’d done.

      He looked at her for a moment and she could see him thinking through various scenarios and weighing each one. His gaze hardened and he took a step toward her. “Close your eyes,” he murmured.

      She did. One heartbeat, two heartbeats.

      “It’s just a kiss. I haven’t kissed a woman in twenty years though, so I’m going to be rusty.”

      “You been kissing guys?” she said with a smile, intending it as a joke.

      “Yep.” His lips brushed hers before she had time to be surprised.

      His mouth was hot and soft. After a moment his tongue touched her lip. She opened her mouth a little, wanting more. Needing a touch, and to feel him against her. But the kiss didn’t develop the way it should. Instead, he drew back, and she opened her eyes.

      “Not too rusty.” Her voice was a little rougher than it was supposed to be.

      Her pulse was fast and the sudden heat in her belly was more intense than she’d expected. He’d kissed like a gentleman on a first date, not like a man who hadn’t kissed a woman in two decades … Yeah, but he’d been kissing. He hadn’t been celibate. That only spiked her curiosity more. Vance was far from the average con, or even the average man.

      “Not terrible, either.” There was a hunger in his eyes that made her want to step closer and kiss him again. He looked away. “Not going to happen again.”

      She knew that, but it had been nice to pretend for just a few moments.

      For the first time since getting on Siren she felt like she was living, instead of just showing up every day and waiting for something to happen. She didn’t like being boxed in and having every part of her life dictated. She couldn’t take Vance as a lover any more than he could wear civilian clothing. She was his boss. And while desire didn’t follow rules, she had to, and so did he. Everyone on this ship was a prisoner, really. Some just had a few more privileges.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Leo put the crate of knitting supplies on the table. He’d had to sign them out of stores, and any civvie who wanted to keep a set of knitting needles would also have to sign. It was the same for yarn. They had a limited quantity, so any item that wasn’t up to standard got unraveled so the yarn could be reused.

      Somewhere there was also a spinning class. He’d learned how to spin and knit on his first trip. He’d also learned three languages and how to play the guitar on his second. At least on this trip there were plenty of classes happening. On his previous supply runs to Research Base Unity it had simply been the crew. There were only so many games of chess that could be played before boredom became a real problem.

      It had been one of the scientists who had taught him to knit, along with a few other things. Naomi had been on the base for four years, was nearly twenty years older, and hadn’t taken no for an answer. It had been his most educational flight. They’d got back to Earth and she’d returned to her life without even an email. She might have wounded his heart more than a little. He’d thought they had something; apparently it had just been sex. And knitting.

      It had been another reminder that he shouldn’t try to hold onto things. Anything he liked got taken away. He’d forgotten that one simple truth. Since then, he’d been much more careful.

      Not only were there classes on this trip, there were also lots of people to talk to. Like Silke Rask, the vet. The manual inspections were something he looked forward to simply so he could see her. He should ask her out for a drink at what passed for the local bar on Siren, but so far it hadn’t come up in conversation, and her assistant, Vance, was always there.

      He’d worried about her working with a white, but over the months he’d got to know Vance, and while he didn’t know what the man had done, he seemed like a decent guy. Even if he had refused to wander off so Leo could talk to Silke alone. He knew why Vance hadn’t left. Vance liked Silke too. But from everything Leo had seen there was nothing going on. And there was nothing on either of their files. Not that that meant anything. Plenty of prisoners didn’t do the paperwork after entering into a relationship with a civvie or military personnel. The Army’s “permission to fuck” form wasn’t particularly appealing. No one wanted their sex life documented for scrutiny.

      At least he didn’t have to worry about shit like that. There was plenty of other paperwork to fill his time. But he’d volunteered to teach the class as a way to keep busy when he was off duty. Today he was expecting about a dozen people to show up. And he was expecting half of them to scoff at the idea of knitting socks. Most people didn’t seem to grasp the idea that there were no malls or chain stores on Solitaire.

      He’d knitted enough socks that he could do it in his sleep. However, when he handed four double-pointed needles to most people they paled, and then looked confused. There were easier ways to knit socks, but on Solitaire, where they would eventually have to make their own everything, a straight stick with pointy ends was going to be easier to make than a circular needle.

      People started drifting into the classroom. Some would be willing, others would’ve been told to attend—strangely, not everyone was taking advantage of all the classes on offer. Were they expecting everyone else to do the work while they polished their asses in their new home?

      When he wasn’t working, sleeping, or exercising, he was going to any class that would have him. He wasn’t returning to Earth. This was his last trip. Solitaire would be his new home and he wanted to be prepared. There was only one part missing from his plan … a wife.

      A couple of lemon drops—regular prisoners in yellow—came in and sat down, an Infantry guard with them. He’d get some needles, too. It was always fun to watch a grunt struggle.

      Silke walked in. Leo almost did a double take. She did. She stopped and blinked before looking quickly away and finding a seat in the middle.

      Did she like being the center of attention? Or had she chosen the middle because everyone else was hugging the edges of the room and she didn’t want to be part of the herd?

      “Welcome to sock knitting. I’m Captain Leo Grady. You may call me Captain or Grady.” As usual, the class had more women than men … did the guys on Siren think some chick was going to knit their socks for them? Good luck. Women were outnumbered 1:4. Not every man was going to get a wife. Something he was acutely aware of. When he’d decided to leave the military and take the resettlement option instead of going back to Earth, he’d been expecting a better ratio. Even if he discounted the prisoners, the balance was still 1:2 at best.

      He made a mental note to talk to the class coordinator about ensuring more male participation.

      “Okay, we’re going to be meeting every second day for the next few weeks. Please introduce yourselves, and tell me your preferred name.”

      They went around the room. One of the male prisoners hesitated, then gave his number. Leo stopped him. “If you want us to use your name, you have to tell us.”

      The man gave his name. Sias. The guard sneered. Every freaking time. What did they feed these jerks? Wanker flakes for breakfast?

      “This is a classroom, we are all equal here. You want me to use your surname, Treloar, or did your mama give you a first name?”

      “Treloar,” the guard said. He pointed at the lemon drops. “They don’t have names.”

      “They don’t have names, Sir,” Leo corrected, pointing to his epaulettes. “And yes, they do.” He turned back to the prisoner. “How long is your sentence?”

      “Three years.” The prisoner was looking less than comfortable.

      “Listen everyone. In three years, Sias will be one of you, a free settler. Until then he is one of the men who will be doing the hard labor of building your homes and settlement. He deserves a little respect, not eternal condemnation. Whatever he did on Earth, this is his second chance. Treat him like a con and he will act like one. Treat him like he is part of the team and he will be. Up to you.” Leo shrugged. Most people would at least pause to think.

      About fifty percent of the prison population would be free, or dead from hard labor, in ten years. He hoped the people at the top were considering how to integrate them instead of creating an underclass like they’d had on Earth.

      “For the duration of this class, needles will be returned at the end of each session. If you would like to keep knitting after this you will have to sign some out of stores. You may sign them out for two weeks at a time. You may not just keep them in your room. If you aren’t using them, please let someone else sign them out. Be considerate.” He smiled and started handing out the sets of needles. Some were bamboo, some were metal, and some had been made out of wood native to Solitaire. It was kind of green tinged.

      As he handed Silke a bamboo set he let himself look at her. She smiled, her fingers brushing his for a moment as she murmured her thanks. She obviously wasn’t here because she’d discovered he was teaching. This was simply a happy accident. He’d been to the bar and the gym but had never managed to see her outside of work. Today was a first.

      “Today’s yarns include hemp, wool, and fuzz. Fuzz is taken from the seed pods of some funky tree on Solitaire.” He held out a piece of the creamy, purply fiber. “It is quite soft, but it is also hard wearing.” He bent down and pulled up the leg of his pants to reveal a sock that was obviously not regulation Air Force uniform, as it was cream with flecks of purple. “I made these over a year ago.”

      He watched as everyone leaned down to get a better look at his sock.

      He let the leg of his pants fall back into place and started handing out the yarn. “One ball should make two socks. The pattern is on your portacomp under knitting, Siren socks. I suggest you take the time to write it into the back of your Solitaire survival book, because when those things die, so does all the info stored on them.” He doubted there would be enough solar electricity generation to recharge all the portacomps, at least not at first.

      A few people’s eyes widened. They always did. He was sure some people were expecting a level of technology that couldn’t be supported. What did they think pre-industrial meant?

      He believed that humans could colonize other planets and he had no doubts that they’d all arrive—after all, he’d done this trip twice before—but he suspected that plenty of people were going to be disappointed, and would wail about having to do actual work.

      It was the conspiracy theorists who claimed there was no base that really pissed him off. Even when he told them he’d seen the planet, they refused to believe there was a base. After all, he’d never been to the surface. Quarantine regs were apparently a poor excuse.

      “Today we will cast on at the toe.” By the end of the first class several people would be begging to be let go, or contemplating stabbing themselves with a needle. He was an asshole so he made everyone do the minimum number of lessons, and if they didn’t try hard enough, he recommended that they came back for more.

      Silke had obviously knitted before, but like most people, finding a way to juggle the four needles had her frowning. Her tongue stuck out just a little as she worked. It was cute … but he knew enough about her to know that she wouldn’t appreciate him thinking that.

      While they spoke when he did his inspection, they had never actually talked. That hadn’t stopped him from looking up her bio on the portacomp. She wasn’t just the vet in charge of Siren’s animals. When they landed, she would be the vet in charge, period. She’d held similar roles on some of the vast meat-producing ranches in the US. She didn’t look old enough to have done some of the things in her bio.

      Yet when he watched her work, both with Vance and the civvie students, he could see that she gave orders and expected to be obeyed. The animal hold was definitely her domain. He always felt like he was intruding when he was there, even though she always had a smile for him.

      “How are you going?” He perched on the edge of her table, his fingers moving as he knitted without even looking. He was making kiddie-sized socks at the moment. Something that could be added to the stores. People would start breeding once the enforced birth control wore off. There was no point in having babies in a fledgling colony that needed everyone working.

      “It’s like operating, only with less blood.” She finished the stitch and looked up. “I didn’t expect you to be teaching this.”

      Most people didn’t. “It’s a hobby. Long space flights need to be filled somehow.”

      She nodded, her gaze on his hands. “You hold your yarn differently.”

      “I find it easier.” He stopped knitting and showed her how he looped the yarn over his left hand instead of his right.

      She copied, then tried to knit again.

      “It takes time to adjust to the change, but I think it is faster in the long run. Most people don’t learn to knit.” Unless they had to. Well-to-do citizens certainly never did. They had people to make their clothes. Among the poor there had been a resurgence of hand-knitted and hand-sewn clothing. He knew from his history lessons that clothing had once been manufactured cheaply and imported. The waste of the early twenty-first century had paved the way for the split society. But Silke wasn’t American, and the Conglomerate was a very different place to the US.

      “My grandmother travelled with my father and I. She taught me to knit … she also taught me how to use the needles in self-defense.” There was a challenge in her grey eyes, as if she was daring him to ask for a demonstration.

      Leo looked at the bamboo needles in her hand. They weren’t that sharp, but they could definitely do damage. “She sounds like a lovely lady.”

      “She was ex-Navy. Knitting was rehab after she lost a hand and got it replaced with a biomechanoid one. I’m sure my father brought her along because she could double as both gran and bodyguard.” She glanced up suddenly, realizing she’d said too much.

      If she’d needed a bodyguard growing up, that suggested she was important. That wasn’t in her official bio. He wanted to press, but held his tongue. Biomechanoid limbs weren’t cheap. They were top of the range, specific for the individual, and impossible to pick without an Xray. Silke came from money. Big money. Was that how she’d ended up on the expedition? Had her father donated, the way so many civvies had? But she didn’t hang out with that crowd. She seemed to keep to herself.

      “I’m sure you’ll have no problems with the socks.” He smiled and moved on to the next student. It nearly killed him to do so. She had him intrigued. The first time he’d seen her, he’d been attracted. The more he learned, the worse it became. He glanced over his shoulder at her back, and the neat blond bun at the nape of her neck. Would she enjoy being kissed there, he wondered? But this wasn’t the time or place.

      He needed to ask her out, but he wasn’t going to do it here, or in front of her assistant.

      She was the kind of woman he wouldn’t mind settling down with on Solitaire.

      She was also the kind of woman who would stab him with a knitting needle if he suggested it. As risks went, it was acceptable.

      

      Silke was aware that he was behind her, she could feel him. She closed her eyes and drew in a breath. She’d come so close to revealing exactly who she was. Leo made it so easy to talk, and he actually seemed to listen. She needed to be more careful. She didn’t want people deferring to her because of who her father was. She’d been fighting his shadow for a long time. She wanted to be respected because of what she did.

      The best part of this one-way trip was that she was free. But not if she told men like Leo the truth.

      He moved a little further away and she watched him out of the corner of her eye. He was explaining something to one of the prisoners. Calm and fair, he seemed like a genuinely nice guy. Which meant he was probably seeing someone. The really nice guys were busy pairing up with women who were happy to secure a husband fast. It was as if someone had mentioned the gender imbalance and pushed them into action.

      The people who had put this trip together hadn’t thought about it from a biological point of view, only from a practical one. What did they think people were going to do for sex? How did they expect the colony to grow if there weren’t enough women?

      How was it that men in charge could forget that women were essential to the strength and growth of a colony? They had actually argued for fewer women, because they were weaker, and less capable. Her fingers tightened on the needle. Fortunately, those men had been ignored.

      She wanted a husband eventually. But she didn’t want to be pushed into it just because of someone’s poor planning. All she wanted now was a little fun. She’d been busy keeping her head down and working and not drawing attention, like her father had warned. But it wasn’t enough.

      She watched as Leo gathered up the knitting and put it into the crate for next time. While he didn’t smile much, he wasn’t grim, either. He was attractive—dark hair, blue eyes, brown skin. Despite his many trips in space, he hadn’t turned pasty.

      She, on the other hand, had lost all of her tan.

      He also knew how to use his hands. She’d watched him knit and noticed the way his fingers moved. She liked that in a guy. Dexterous fingers hinted at sensual potential.

      One kiss with Vance and suddenly she was mentally assessing every guy’s suitability as a bed partner.

      It wasn’t going to happen with Vance, they had both agreed. They had also agreed that they would like it to, if things were different, which they never would be—at least not in the next twenty years. Vance also reckoned Leo had a thing for her.

      Maybe Vance had a thing for Leo.

      Her lips turned in a smile. She needed to get out more and find a random. Although was anything truly random on Siren? No, if she found a random they would think they had a shot at more. She’d just get dinner and spend the night alone again.

      She gave Leo a wave and walked out of the classroom.

      

      The mess was fairly empty. She grabbed a table and opened up her portacomp to track down the sock pattern. Sure enough, there was a section on knitting and spinning, explaining how the fibers were worked and turned into yarn for weaving and knitting. Someone had put a great deal of effort into this section. Probably because once these clothes wore out, they’d have to make their own. She doubted there’d be many supplies coming from Earth. The whole idea was that they became independent.

      She really hoped that was possible in her lifetime … and that she had a long life. She scrolled through to the pattern and flagged it. She would write it in the back of her Solitaire survival book. She’d already made many other notes in that book, well aware that if the portacomps couldn’t be charged, there was no backup.

      While she knew the base must be generating some power, the reality was that not everyone would have power in their homes. Essential services would come first.

      Was there a section on candle making, or would it be bedtime once the sun set? What would the sunset be like on an alien planet? She’d seen pictures but that didn’t tell her what the breeze would smell like or feel like. What were the sounds of the planet? And who would she be watching the sunset with?

      Not Vance … he’d be back in his cell by nightfall, unless he was granted special approval. Given the color of his uniform, that was unlikely. She pressed her lips together, remembering his kiss and the desire in his eyes. He was right. But she didn’t have to like it.

      Then there was Leo. Always ready with a smile and friendly with everyone. She’d had enough of rich kids when growing up. They always had an attitude, but he didn’t. Maybe the Air Force had kicked it out of him, or the years he’d spent in space had. Either way, he wasn’t what she expected. In a good way. What would it be like to kiss him? He had nice full lips … she closed her eyes and let the thought grow.

      Someone sat down opposite her. She tried to ignore whoever it was.

      “Silke.”

      She opened her eyes with a sigh. It was one of the civvie vet students, Robert. “You mean Doctor Rask.”

      “Er, but we aren’t at work.”

      Silke glared at him. “No we aren’t. I was enjoying some free time.”

      “I was hoping to join you.”

      “You did.” And you are intruding.

      Robert smiled. “I was hoping you could help me out after dinner with some extra study.”

      Did he actually mean extra study or was that a new euphemism for sex? Either way, the answer was the same. Robert was as slippery as they came, and also lazy. He was failing the course and he had to have only just realized. Maybe he thought he could get on her good side.

      “No.” She paid more attention to her food so she could finish it faster.

      “What do you mean, no?”

      “I have other plans.”

      “I don’t want to fail the course.”

      “So study harder.” All of the information was available through the library to download to his portacomp. All he had to do was apply himself. She knew he hadn’t done any of the extra reading or questions. All of that information came to her so she could monitor the students’ progress.

      “I think I’ll have a better chance if I spend more time on the job.”

      “You want to volunteer for extra days?” She really didn’t want him in the barn. She liked the days when it was just her and Vance. They had a good thing going. Robert would screw that up, and she already knew he wouldn’t put in the effort. He’d expect Vance to do the work.

      “No, I want the job as your assistant. You can finally get rid of that white.” He smiled, but it was cool and calculated, like he’d thought this through for far too long.

      “1113 is the most qualified and experienced vet nurse onboard.” She was careful to use his number and not his name. “He is studying, as well as working, to become a fully qualified vet. The job is his.”

      Robert blinked, as if confused. Which part had confused him?

      “Why would you pick him over me?”

      “He’s qualified, and he does the work without complaint.” Silke gave Robert a pointed look. She knew what he tried to get up to and what he tried to avoid. He was only on this course because his aptitude test had recommended it. He didn’t even seem to like animals. And they didn’t like him. Even Satan refused to chew his clothes.

      “That is not fair. I have more rights than him and that job should be mine.” He picked up his plate and dropped it down a few tables away, sitting with his back to her.

      Silke made a note in her portacomp to watch him. He definitely knew he was failing, and was looking for ways to shore up his position onboard. But he’d get Vance’s job over her dead body.
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      The lights were set to night in the animal hold. A soft red glow coated everything and cast multiple odd shadows, giving the place an alien look somewhere between a whorehouse and what Silke imagined hell to look like. When she left and locked up, she’d turn them down further.

      For a moment she scratched Satan’s ears and tried not to let the goat chew her sleeve. This was her only unchewed shirt, and her pants had a patch in the ass where Satan had torn the pocket off. The other goats were just as bad, but not as determined.

      “You make sure you give Robert a headbutt to the crotch tomorrow.”

      Satan nodded in agreement. She wasn’t going to get on with everyone. She knew that, and she didn’t expect to, but some people pushed the wrong buttons—repeatedly. Silke made her rounds then turned down the lights. She left the animal hold, the hatch snapping closed and locked behind her.

      Leo was in the corridor, leaning against the wall. He’d taken the shirt of his uniform off—was that his idea of being off duty? His blue T-shirt stretched across his chest, leaving no doubt that he did work out. “I saw you go in and didn’t want to disturb you.”

      “So you waited?” Why? Her heart gave a little dance of excitement, even as her stomach filled with dread.

      “I wanted to see you outside of work.”

      Vance had been right, Leo was interested. She didn’t have to tell him the truth. He didn’t have to know why she was here. He was flight crew. Temporary fun. She could do that. She needed some of that. If Leo asked her out for a drink, she’d say yes. If he asked if she wanted sex, she’d say yes. It was time to stop hiding.

      “I have a business proposition.”

      “Business?” Her heart sank. He wasn’t supposed to say that.

      If he was about to suggest some kind of illegal trade in guinea pig or chicken eggs, she’d have to report him. He wouldn’t be the first she’d reported for offering her bribes to look the other way. She and Vance had been joking about keeping and eating a guinea pig. It’s what they did. They were friends.

      Who had kissed.

      Once.

      Leo nodded, but didn’t look entirely comfortable. That made two of them.

      “If it’s about the animals, the answer is no. What you overheard the other day was just a long-running joke.”

      Leo frowned before smiling. “I’d forgotten about that.”

      Bullshit. She was sure Leo didn’t forget anything. “Okay then, what’s your business proposition?”

      He looked at her for a moment, then glanced along the corridor. “Did you want to go back to my room?”

      “I don’t take payment.” Just what did he think he was proposing? Was that how he usually got laid … did he have a really small dick? Her gaze lowered to his pants. Maybe it was a sock in his shorts?

      “That’s not what I meant. I’m messing this up.” He pushed off from the wall. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll see you in class.”

      She grabbed his arm to stop him from walking away. He stopped and glanced down at her hand. Right now he looked just as uncertain as she did. If she didn’t say something he was going to leave, and she was willing to bet that if he left tonight, there would be no casual chat the next time he was in the barn. Whatever had been happening would be dead. In her next heartbeat she realized she didn’t want that. She’d miss their chats. If she couldn’t have Vance, she could at least waste some time with Leo. Sex, no strings. Her body buzzed with excitement.

      Vance’s kiss had woken her sex drive … if only he knew.

      “If you want to have sex, just say so.” This could be an arrangement that suited them both. “I know this will only last the trip.”

      

      Leo looked at Silke and blinked. She thought he was here because he wanted a partner for the trip. She didn’t know he was leaving the military to live on Solitaire. For a moment he was tempted to tell her the truth, that he was looking for a wife, but he held back. He’d already botched this up enough. He wasn’t good at this stuff. He hadn’t had enough practice.

      Maybe the best thing he could do right now was go with that expectation, and if it went well he could tell her he was going to be around on a permanent basis, and that he’d like to marry her.

      While love didn’t guarantee a happy marriage, he was sure that picking someone he respected and could talk to—and occasionally have sex with—would. The first two points had already been proven. Number three was about to be tested.

      “I thought we’d go on a couple of dates first.” That had been his plan for tonight. Go to the bar and get to know her a little better. But when he’d seen her, his mouth had started working without permission. He’d wanted to ease into the conversation about what would happen on Solitaire and the gender imbalance, and see what her thoughts were before bringing up marriage and sex. He hadn’t expected her to jump straight to sex.

      He also knew that she was the one who could pick and choose. Maybe he wasn’t what she was looking for … and yet, she’d always smiled at him and spared a moment to talk to him when she could’ve just ignored him as he went about his work.

      Silke shook her head. “I’ve already had dinner, and in the bar they are either watering down the real stuff or are offering that liquid gut rot. I’d rather save my credits.”

      “Yeah, the stuff they serve is pretty bad.” But there was really nowhere else to go for a date.

      Not that they were dating. He wasn’t going to be an idiot this time. He wasn’t going to let his heart get involved like he had last time. This was business, pure and simple, even if they were skipping the dates and going straight to sex. It was no different to any of the other negotiating he’d done with any of the other partners he’d had on flights. Clear expectations made it easy for everyone. Sometimes it was very casual and non-exclusive. Sometimes it was something more and lasted most of the trip, but there was always the understanding that it would end. And it always had.

      This time he was looking for something more permanent. The only reason he was thinking of the future was because he didn’t want to be left high and dry on Solitaire. It was why he’d made an effort to meet people on this trip.

      Knitting class had been a good excuse. A few female prisoners had offered him whatever he wanted—for a price. He knew guys who were using that service, but that wasn’t what he wanted. He didn’t want just sex. He wanted someone he could have a conversation with. He wanted to be able to enjoy their company.

      He wanted Silke.

      “So … your room or mine?” she said with a smile.

      “I think I’m supposed to ask that.” But he was kind of glad that she wasn’t expecting him to take the lead—he didn’t want to muck up this chance after barely salvaging it. He’d been ready to walk away and try again another day.

      She shrugged. “You were taking too long.”

      “Come to mine.” He’d cleaned up, and it would be nice to have someone visit. No one had on this flight. He offered her his hand and she took it, her palm sliding over his, her finger wrapping around his.

      It was only then that he realized how much he’d missed being touched. It had been months ago on Earth. When had she last had a lover? She and 1113—Vance, he knew his name, but he used his number when making a point—were close. How close? He’d seen the looks that had passed between them, and heard the way they laughed at some joke only they got. And yet there still seemed to be a distance between Vance and Silke.

      “You’re not seeing anyone else?” Ground rules were important. They both needed to know where they stood. He didn’t want to be stepping on Vance’s toes if they were together. No one deserved to have their lover whisked away.

      Although Silke seemed to be the one doing the whisking. As if she’d made up her mind before she’d even seen him in the corridor.

      “No. Not since Earth. You?” She glanced at him.

      “Same.” So nothing was happening with Vance. He hadn’t expected that. He’d expected her to say yes, but that it was casual, or something along those lines. The same way she was treating him. Casual. Temporary. He wasn’t sure he liked those words.

      “Does it usually take you months to find someone to sleep with?”

      Both of his eyebrows lifted. He wasn’t used to someone being quite so forward. “It depends. In a small crew, no, but things can get pretty incestuous if you aren’t careful. Gossip travels fast and the transport ships only had a crew of a hundred.”

      “On Siren you’re spoiled for choice.” She smiled. There was a mischievous glint in her eyes.

      “I think it’s the women who are spoiled for choice.” He almost held his breath as he waited for her answer.

      “I think you’re right. So why did you wait so long?”

      He nodded to a couple of other flight crew as they passed them in the narrow corridor. He was off duty and out of uniform—mostly—so no one saluted. “I liked seeing you.” Which was true. He’d wanted to get to know her a little. “If I’d moved too early I’d have screwed that up.” He’d almost done that anyway.

      “You would’ve.”

      She wasn’t supposed to admit things like that. They went up another flight of metal stairs, then he stopped outside his room. She glanced at the number, no doubt to memorize it.

      The ship was split into four zones from front to rear, then horizontally into levels. Each level in each zone could be sealed in case of emergency. Most rooms on the ship were part of the modules that would form the settlement. Flight crew got to stay in the permanent structure, which was technically the fifth zone, E.

      Usually taking a woman back to his room was exciting and something Leo looked forward to. Tonight, though, it was feeling far more serious. He was thinking too far into the future. This time there was a chance that it could last beyond the flight. He wanted to have a real relationship, not just convenient sex. His longest relationships were the ones he’d had onboard and they hadn’t really been relationships. They were friendships with mutually beneficial recreation. After Naomi he’d been careful to make sure that he didn’t accidentally fall in love.

      When he glanced at Silke though, he wondered if he’d already made a mistake. He liked her too much and was just a little jealous that Vance got to spend all day with her. That’s why this felt different. He cared what she did, and with whom.

      He opened up his door so she could go in.

      It wasn’t much. Bed, desk, chair, and some personal items. Flight crew were able to take a little more, simply because they were doing a two-year trip. He wasn’t going to miss Earth, but he was going to miss being in space. He’d grown used to not seeing the sun or feeling rain or wind on his skin.

      After twelve years in the Air Force he was ready for a change, and he didn’t want to end up retiring on Earth. No, he’d decided that his best chance for a good life was as part of the first settlement.

      She walked in. “It’s bigger than mine.”

      “The luxury of being crew. You have a room to yourself?”

      “Yeah, perk of being the most senior vet.”

      “Only vet on board.” He’d done his research.

      “Vance is a vet nurse and there are several civvies who are almost vet nurses. I don’t work alone.” She picked up his guitar and plucked a few notes.

      “Ah, that explains why he works with you. I had wondered.”

      Silke looked at him. “There’s nothing going on. He is simply the best person for the job.”

      “I didn’t suggest that there was.” And yet she’d been very quick to deny it. If there was something happening, though, why would she be here? Did he care what her relationship with Vance actually was? Yes. But not enough to push it tonight. He’d figure it out.

      “Do you play?”

      He nodded. “Long flights need to be filled somehow.”

      “I thought you said you just pass the time.” She took a step toward him.

      “I do. There are lots of ways to pass the time without actually having a goal in sight.” He caught her hand and drew her close. With Silke, he definitely knew where he wanted to get to.

      “Is that right?”

      “Mmm.” He lowered his lips to hers. Tasting and teasing, waiting for her mouth to open to him. Which it did, as her hand slid up his chest to rest on his shoulder. She leaned closer until she was almost pressed against him.

      His nerves at being with someone new tangled with the desire to be with her. He’d spent so much time thinking about what it would be like, and nothing had gone the way he’d expected so far. He placed his hand on her hip and moved closer. She melted against him.

      A shiver traced through his blood, leaving heat in its wake. It really had been too long, but he’d wanted this trip to be different, and if he’d had a casual partner it would’ve been harder to commit to finding someone more permanent.

      He hoped it had been worth the wait.

      She drew back a fraction and looked at him. There was heat in her pale grey eyes and a curve on her lips, as though she was about to smile. He kissed her before she could say anything, his fingers fumbling with the buttons on her shirt. Beneath it, she wore a singlet.

      Her hands slid under his shirt and skimmed over his stomach muscles. “You spend a bit of time at the gym.”

      “It would be easy to get out of shape.” He wasn’t ready to admit he wanted to be in excellent shape by the time they landed. From everything he’d heard from the researchers who’d lived on Solitaire, life was just as hard as it was in the slums.

      Some people were definitely going to struggle with the physicality of the work … although he also suspected that some would dodge the hard work and sit in a nice little module and call themselves ‘supervisor’. Silke wouldn’t be one of them, even though she would be entitled to do just that.

      He was going to be part of team that worked on anything mechanical, from transport to wind turbines. There were a couple of small shuttles that researchers used to get to different sites. Spare parts were going to have to be fabricated—it was going to be a whole new set of challenges. He was having to study basic metalwork … as in, how to extract it from ore. But if primitive humans had managed to mine copper and work it, he was sure they could do the same.

      A mechanical engineer, even one who worked on spacecraft, was just a really advanced blacksmith. Only, there would be no horses to shoe on Solitaire.

      The animals being taken were the hardy type that didn’t damage soils. Sheep, horses, and cattle were considered too damaging. Thus, goats and alpacas and guinea pigs.

      His fingers traced the edge of her shirt, fingering the loose threads. He’d noticed that about her clothes before. He picked up the edge. “You could get new shirts from the store.”

      She laughed. “Satan would just destroy them too.”

      Leo raised his eyebrows.

      “The black goat. Everything I own has been nibbled. When I boarded Siren all my clothes were new. Now I look like I grabbed things from the rag bag.”

      “She didn’t chew your singlet.” He pulled her shirt aside and kissed her shoulder.

      “I’m pretty sure she didn’t chew my underwear either … but no one sees them.”

      “I’m about to.” At least, he hoped it got that far.

      “True.” She tilted her head as he kissed up her throat.

      He eased her shirt off her shoulders then tossed it in the general direction of his desk. She was fit, her shoulders and arms were muscled from dealing with the animals, although for all he knew she used the gym too. There was one in the civilian area, although he generally used the one for the Air Crew. Maybe he should spend more time with the civvies. Given that his meals had to be taken in the E zone mess, he had to make an effort to get out and meet the other colonists. He’d be one of them when they landed, and he didn’t want to be an outsider.

      He traced the faint line of a scar on her arm.

      “That was from a bull that almost got me.”

      A few inches in and it would’ve been her chest, not the edge of her arm. “You were lucky.”

      “I was young, and not as careful as I should’ve been.” There was something in her voice that suggested there was more to the story, but she didn’t say any more. “You got any cool scars?”

      “No.” He shook his head, wishing he did so that the conversation would keep rolling. Even though he’d known Silke for months, now that they were here it was still kind of weird. The conversations they’d had in the barn had been carefully neutral, and they’d never been alone together.

      There was a lot to be said for more casual hook-ups. They were less loaded. This was taking friendship somewhere else. They should’ve gone for drinks. A little alcohol went a long way.

      She tugged at his shirt. “I don’t believe you. Not a single scar?”

      “Nothing.” He pulled his arms free of the shirt and turned around to prove he was unscarred. If she was using it as an excuse to get his clothes off, that worked for him. Her fingers trailed across his back.

      “I guess there isn’t much chance to get injured in the towers.”

      He was about to argue and say that he hadn’t lived all of his life in the climate-regulated towers, where the rich were protected from all hardship and reality. But that was where he’d spent the first sixteen years of his life. People generally assumed that his commission had been bought, and for the most part he didn’t dissuade them of that opinion. The wealthy civvies and other officers on the ship liked to think that he was just like them. They wouldn’t appreciate the truth. Neither would the non-enlisted. To them he was a sell-out. Someone who had jumped to the elite side of the fence. He’d never belonged on either side, even when growing up.

      “Or in space.” He’d never been frontline in any of the conflicts. His whole career had been spent working on the craft that flew to Solitaire. Plenty of officers hadn’t wanted to be posted away from their luxury and families, so it had been easy for him to put his hand up and advance.

      “I guess not. Do you miss Earth?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t usually think about it.”

      “But grass and trees and rain …” She was doing that almost-frown again.

      “I grew up in a city. There was no grass. Rain was just rain.” He’d never romanticized it. In the tower it had never bothered him and in the slum it had made everything soggy and, if he was unlucky, moldy.

      “I’m going to miss that stuff.”

      “There’s grass and trees and rain on Solitaire.” He’d listened when the researchers he flew with talked about the planet. He’d sucked up the knowledge and read everything he could.

      “I know, but it won’t be the same. The trees will be odd and the grasses aren’t really grasses as we know them.”

      “It might be better.” It would certainly be cleaner. And strange wasn’t always worse.

      She looked at him. “Maybe. I guess I can’t back out now.” A smile danced over her lips. Then she pulled on his belt. “We’ve got months to waste before we get there.”

      He let her pull him closer to the bed. “I don’t consider this a waste of time.”

      He wanted to tell her that he would be around on Solitaire, but it felt wrong. For the moment, they were just exploring a different part of their relationship. That he was thinking further into the future was his problem.

      “Neither do I.” She undid his belt and then her fingers skimmed lower, over the ridge of the erection pressing against his pants.

      He should’ve asked her out weeks ago.

      Leo cupped her cheek and kissed her. His other hand brushed over her ribs to her breast. Her nipple peaked under the thin fabric and she made a little moan of pleasure as his thumb swept over the nub.

      She got his pants open and eased her hand in. His briefs were in the way. All he wanted to feel was her skin on his. She obviously felt the same way. All other thoughts were forgotten as they finished pulling off clothing and kicking off boots.

      Naked, he lay down and drew her onto the bed. Like all of the beds it was a standard narrow single bed, which meant that she was half on top of him. Not that he minded. Her legs tangled with his and her breasts pressed against his chest as they kissed some more. Slower, hungrier.

      Her fingers wrapped around his length and stroked.

      She moved her leg so his hand could ease between hers. Moisture dampened the hair on her mound. He teased her for a moment, enjoying the way her hips moved, before sliding his fingers along the lips of her sex and dipping into her core. She drew in a breath as he circled her clit. Then she moved to straddle him. He looked up at her, her hair still neatly pulled into a bun even though she was naked in his bed. She was almost too prim to be here.

      Silke rolled her hips so his shaft slid between the lips of her sex. So close to sliding in. He inhaled and let it out slowly. He was sure he’d never wanted anything quite as much. Tension thrummed in his blood and drew his balls tight as he watched her. His hands smoothed over her thighs.

      “You’re killing me.” His voice was rough.

      She smiled. “But it’s a good kind of dying.”

      It was. He placed his hands on her hips and worked her over his length, enjoying the way she slid over him. It was a torment when all he wanted to do was lift her up so she could slide onto him.

      But he wanted to make sure she came. He didn’t want her to walk out of here unsatisfied, otherwise she’d never come back for more. She leaned forward and angled his cock so the head nudged at her core. Then she was slowly sinking onto him.

      She shuddered and tightened around him, but that was just enjoyment, not a climax. Naomi might have used him the whole flight home, but she’d also given him more than a few lessons on the female body and sex, which he hadn’t forgotten. Before her, he hadn’t known anything worth knowing.

      He let Silke set the pace. Each stroke was slow and a little deeper than the last, as though she was getting used to the feel of him. Around him she was tight and wet. She bit her lip and almost closed her eyes.

      He wanted to undo her bun and let her hair tumble around her. Flip her over and drive into her … not this time. He let her lead this dance, even though his balls were tight and he wanted to let go. He started trying to remember exactly how the Meijer Jump Engines worked, as a distraction.

      It didn’t work. Watching her move was too much. He circled her clit, but she covered his hand with hers to stop him.

      As she moved faster he knew he wasn’t going to last. Damn it. He thrust into her hard. She gasped but met him thrust for thrust. He groaned as he came, his fingers pressing into her hips as he held her there. He was such a dumb ass. He should’ve gone down on her first. That would’ve gotten her there.

      Then she started playing with herself, her body still moving just a little. He let his fingers join hers in caressing her clit. It was hard and slick and after a couple of seconds she clenched around him as she came. Her hips ground against him and she jerked again with a moan on her lips. Then she was still, her breasts lifting with each breath.

      Her gaze refocused on him. “Takes forever by hand before. After …” She snapped her fingers to make the point.

      “Good to know.” How many guys actually cared once they were done? “What do you do alone?”

      Her eyebrows lifted.

      “Too personal?”

      “I take my time. But I didn’t want you to spend half the night trying when I knew a shortcut. I’m not that mean.” The half-smile suggested that she could be.

      She could’ve laid back and said nothing and made him work for it. But that wouldn’t have been as much fun for either of them. He drew her closer for a kiss, enjoying that intimate moment for just after a little longer before he slid from her body.

      “Thank you for showing me the shortcut.”

      “My pleasure.” Her tongue flicked against his. “How long have you been thinking about this?”

      “A while.” His fingers traced shapes on her back. “You?”

      “A while.” She grinned and he knew he wasn’t going to get a straight answer. “I thought about asking you at one point, but I didn’t want it to come across as though I was using you for sex.”

      He laughed. “I’m sure I would’ve got over it.” He was pretty sure any guy she asked would’ve gladly been used. But he also understood why she’d been careful. The wrong guy might think it gave him some kind of claim. The wrong guy could also talk too much, and he knew how fast gossip spread on the ship.

      “You were one of the few guys who never made a pass. I liked that we could talk without that.” The smile left her lips, but her fingers still traced shapes on his chest.

      “And now I’ve busted it.” They could never go back to the way it was. They could only move forward. He needed to be honest with her. “I’m thinking of becoming a civvie on Solitaire.”

      That was almost honest. The paperwork was done. This was his last flight, then he was out.

      She propped herself up. “Why would you do that?”

      “I wanted to make sure I didn’t get stuck on Earth.”

      She blinked, as if not understanding what he was implying.

      “I like you and I want to keep seeing you.”

      “I thought this was just sex. Temporary sex.” She pulled away and got off the bed.

      He missed the warmth of her body immediately. “Isn’t it better that there’s a chance this could be more?”

      She pulled on her clothes and he wished he hadn’t said anything. She paused in her singlet and underwear, then looked straight at him. “This wasn’t about sex at all. What was your business arrangement?”

      Shit. He’d thought she’d forgotten about that. He sat up and reached for his clothing. Any reason not to look at her.

      “Marriage.”

      “Marriage?” She crossed her arms, managing to look fierce in her underwear.

      “I want a wife. You’re smart and we get on well. I thought that you might want something similar.” His lips curved. “You were keen to jump into my bed.”

      “Because I thought it was temporary.”

      That hurt. A lot. More than it should. It took a moment for him to be able to breathe again. She shouldn’t be able to wound him like that.

      Her face softened as if she realized the damage she’d caused. “That came out harsher than I intended.”

      “Did it?” He was pretty sure she’d intended to make a point. He was good enough for sex, but not good enough to marry. Leo dragged on his pants and she finished dressing.

      With a sigh she turned to face him. “I like you, but I don’t want to marry.”

      He should accept that and move on. He was sure there was another smart, funny, and beautiful woman on board. But he didn’t want anyone else. “Why?”

      “Because I don’t.” She shrugged, then sighed. “It really isn’t you. I know women are in short supply and I don’t want to feel like I have to marry to breed for the colony.”

      She made it sound so … so businesslike. Which is exactly what he’d wanted. He’d been thinking compatibility, but she was thinking practicality. The women would be expected to have babies once the birth control wore off. No babies, no colony. Did she not want children? He hadn’t even thought that far into the future. That was five years away. A lot could happen in a new colony in five years.

      “I don’t expect you to breed. I just wanted companionship and sometimes sex.” It didn’t seem like too much to ask. Surely she’d want the same? What else was she going to do? Be celibate for the rest of her life?

      She shook her head but the anger was gone. If anything, she looked sad. “You don’t know enough about me to want to marry me.”

      He didn’t need to know more. He’d read her bio and had been talking to her for most of the trip. He’d seen how she treated the people she worked with, and that was enough for him. “Don’t you want to give this a chance?”

      He wanted to say more, but if he did, he risked sounding desperate. He was many things, but desperate wasn’t one of them. He was practical, thorough, dedicated … all words that had been used on his file when recommending him for promotion. Probably not the best words to describe a relationship.

      Did she want more than business? Love?

      But love was so … dangerous and unpredictable. He didn’t want to get burned. Again.

      She hesitated, and for a moment he thought he was in with a chance of at least seeing her again. “No.”

      Then she walked out of his room, dragging his flaming heart with her.

      Damn it. His heart had been involved for months. He’d just been too dumb to see it. Now it was too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      Silke hadn’t slept well, and in the morning she was still … well, not fuming—that had worn off in his room, along with the shock—but perplexed at Leo’s offer.

      Marriage? Leo didn’t know what he was asking. He certainly wouldn’t be asking for anything from her if he knew why she was here. People like him didn’t appreciate what she’d done.

      Even her father had asked what she’d been thinking, risking everything to help a few people.

      She’d been thinking that if she didn’t do the emergency C-section the woman would’ve died. That if she hadn’t reset the leg the child would’ve been crippled. Or those families would’ve gone to hospital and then been faced with debts they could never work off. Then someone would’ve had to go to prison—which would have pushed them even further.

      With a sigh she finished doling out feed to the goats and gave them a scratch before moving on to the guinea pigs. There was no Vance to help her, as it was his day off. It was also student day. Which she was dreading, after her run-in with Robert. Now there was a tower-bred, attitude-filled prat. He acted like people should jump when he spoke. She’d seen the glint in his eyes when she’d told him no. It was obviously something he wasn’t used to hearing. He probably had no idea what life was like outside the secluded world of the towers.

      She didn’t understand why people had let it get so bad. It wasn’t like that in the Scandinavian Conglomerate. People and businesses paid taxes, and education and health were virtually free.

      It wasn’t a perfect system. Countries had been forced to join together to create a big enough economy after the European collapse of 2058. Like most countries, though, they were feeling the pinch of pollution. Too many developing countries and big manufacturers had been able to get away with too much for too long. By the time the governments had acted, it had been too late.

      None of that was her problem anymore. Her father had told her to make the best of this new start and to keep her head down and follow the rules.

      She’d tried. She’d been good for six months, but she was lonely. Being with Leo had reinforced that. Her skin remembered his touch and the way he’d felt beneath her. The way he smiled and kissed. Why couldn’t he have been happy with sex?

      She’d have been perfectly happy with sex.

      Could she lie to him? Lie by omission? Maybe her past would never come up in conversation … no, her luck wasn’t that good. It would only take one person to realize that her father was Olaf Rask and then people would connect the dots. So far no one had said anything, but then, she’d done nothing to warrant scrutiny.

      A knock rang on the hatch. Very few people had the clearance on their implanted ID chips to enter the barn. The livestock was too precious. None of the students did. None would, until they qualified.

      She sighed and wished it was Vance, instead of the students arriving. Then they could’ve talked. But what exactly would she have said? “Hey, I slept with Leo but I knocked back his proposal even though it had merit.”

      That was the most annoying thing. Leo’s offer was actually a good one, and it made sense in every way. They got on, they would both have good positions in the new colony, and there was certainly a spark of lust. Was that enough? He seemed to think it was.

      She opened the hatch with a quick swipe of her chip. Robert smiled at her like they’d never spoken in the mess.

      He was one of those people whose family had made sure he had a ticket on the first ship. Their donation and him volunteering as trainee vet staff had ensured his place.

      He was everything she hated. While his money might have mattered on Earth, here it was more about what you could contribute. So far, he wasn’t contributing much.

      She set the students to work cleaning the pens and feeding the rest of the animals while she went through the class notes. It was time for a pop practical assessment. She already had a fair idea of who was going to struggle. She smiled as her mood improved. For a few hours she was able to push Leo out of her mind.

      

      “Did I miss anything exciting yesterday?” Vance poured food for the goats. He didn’t enjoy his day off the way he should. He missed the animals and being with Silke. And he didn’t like the idea that someone else was doing his job, even if other people needed the experience. How long until he was no longer needed?

      “Nope. I made the students do health checks on the goats. Most of the goats behaved.” She didn’t smile and didn’t elaborate. It had been several days since their kiss, so he knew that wasn’t what was on her mind.

      “And the students?”

      “Most of them behaved too.” Silke still didn’t meet his gaze. Something had happened. Before the kiss he wouldn’t have hesitated to ask … now, though? Something had changed between them, even if they’d vowed that the kiss didn’t matter and would never happen again. She sighed. “Robert was his usual lazy self.”

      Robert was a prick who always used Vance’s number, not his name, and who tried to boss him around. Silke had made it clear she was the only one who gave orders, and Robert hadn’t liked that much.

      They worked in silence for a bit before Vance dusted off his hands, leaving marks on his whites. Working in the barn meant there were always stains on his clothes. He’d once joked before that by the end of the trip it would look like he was wearing camouflage. He was sure the cons in the laundry loved getting his filthy bundle.

      The silence grew. It was odd and it made him uncomfortable. Silke was upset about something, and he couldn’t let it fester. He needed to know. “Got something on your mind?”

      For a moment he thought she wasn’t going to share. Then she shoved her hands into her pockets. “Guess who teaches sock knitting?”

      Obviously someone he knew. Given that most of the people he knew were cons or guards, that limited the options. “Grady?”

      She nodded. “And you were right about him. He asked me out the other day.”

      Oh. He hadn’t actually expected Grady to do anything about it; after all, he hadn’t in the last six months. “Did you say yes?”

      He hoped she had, even though the idea of her kissing Grady was like swallowing razors—it cut all the way down. He didn’t want to think that they may have done more than kiss. He knew he would’ve if he was able to date Silke. While he knew some prisoners, and even a fellow white like him, had successfully married, it was different when your lover was your boss.

      Although the kiss was making him wonder if he was doing the right thing. He wanted her and she wanted him. It should be that easy. But it wasn’t, and there was no way he was going to risk this job just to have Silke as a lover. He’d rather keep Silke as a friend and his boss. Which meant he also wanted her to be happy. Even if it was with someone else.

      “You could do a lot worse.” Like me. “Grady is all right.”

      You could tell a lot about a man by the way he treated the cons on the ship. Grady had been distrustful at first—which was to be expected, given the white of his uniform—but now they got on fine.

      “He’s from tower elite.”

      “That doesn’t make him evil.” He couldn’t believe he’d just said that. His mother would’ve washed his mouth out.

      The rich lived in a totally different world to the rest of the population, and they usually acted like they deserved special treatment. Maybe Grady’s years in space had cured him of the attitude. After all, possible death by asphyxiation was a great equalizer. Plus, there was nowhere to spend all that money he’d been born into. Vance tried to imagine the size of the bank account. He’d never had a bank account, he’d always considered himself lucky if he had a couple of dollars in his pocket. These days he earned tokens, not money. But there wasn’t much he could spend his tokens on. Fruit or sex, basically. So far, he’d always chosen the former.

      She wrinkled her nose as though she didn’t believe that. “You want to know something I’ve never told anyone else?”

      The ground seemed to shift beneath him. It became fragile and he wasn’t sure if he should take another step forward, although he wasn’t sure that turning around and running would be any better. “Sure.”

      “I have more in common with you than with him. I’m pretty sure that if he knew the truth, he wouldn’t be interested. None of them would be.” This was about more than just Grady.

      “I doubt you have much in common with me.” She hadn’t been raised in the slums, and she hadn’t killed.

      “The ranch where I worked, most of the staff couldn’t afford health care, so I treated them.” She glanced at him, as if to gauge his reaction.

      Silke may not be a doctor, but he could imagine how grateful the people would have been. He knew how hard it was to see a doctor. Even in the slum hospital, care was hit and miss, and dependent on how much money you had. He’d known people to skip hospital to avoid leaving their families in debt. His sister’s medical care had left them in debt … the fuckers who’d put her in hospital hadn’t cared. Slum girls were an expendable resource, there for their fun. The anger was still there, but it didn’t burn like acid anymore.

      When he didn’t say anything, she went on. “I got caught and charged.”

      “They charged you? With what? Saving lives?” He couldn’t see the problem. She probably didn’t expect payment from the people she was helping. That the ranch didn’t pay enough that people could afford healthcare didn’t surprise him. Most places didn’t. If someone got sick, there were ten more willing to take their place, and they’d work for half the amount.

      “Practicing without a license. I was operating and everything.” She shook her head. “The only reason I’m not here in yellow is because my father is a diplomat. He hushed it all up. The only condition was that I join the trip as they were having trouble getting vets and doctors, apparently.”

      Well, of course they were. Why would someone give up a nice, safe Earth-based job to risk life on a colony? Vets and doctors were well paid on Earth and usually made up of tower elite who could afford the expensive education required. He’d received a better education in prison than he had in the slums, and had received more opportunities to better his life, too. While he knew he was fortunate, it was also a sad indictment on society.

      “And you can be both.” He grinned at her, but she didn’t return his smile.

      “I doubt the new citizens of Solitaire would be thrilled to find that the head vet is technically a criminal.”

      Vance shrugged. “But you aren’t. The charges were obviously dropped, and like everyone else, you get a second chance.”

      She didn’t look convinced, yet she trusted him enough to share the secret. Who was going to believe him anyway? He touched her arm. “I’m pretty sure Grady wouldn’t care.”

      He didn’t care. It made him like her that little bit more. The more he thought about it, the more he wanted to be a detour on her path. He knew he’d be temporary, but after several nights alone in his cell, thinking about the kiss, he was okay with that. His resolve to just work had melted into just be friends, into just kiss her once, into who cares, take what you can get and enjoy it. She was right, this placement could be taken away at any time, so instead of waiting for the end he needed to enjoy it. Usually he was really good at that, but for some reason being on the ship had made him more cautious.

      She was going to end up with someone like Grady in the end. An officer, or someone who came from money. Money stuck together. It’s why the rich got richer and the poor ended up in yellow.

      “He asked me to marry him.” Her words were soft but they cut through him.

      Vance pulled away as if she’d burned his hand. That was fast.

      “I said no.” Silke met and held his gaze. So that was what she’d been thinking about all morning.

      “I wouldn’t have said no.” If an Air Force officer had proposed to him, he’d have said yes in a heartbeat. Two reasons, rank and privilege. Plus, if you were married you never had to look for sex again. It was in bed with you every night.

      “I’ll let him know you’re interested.” She managed a smile.

      “I’m not his type.” Vance was sure that Grady was as straight as they came. Then again, he’d also thought that about himself once, but what does a sixteen-year-old know about anything? “You want to know why I’m here?”

      She nodded.

      He wanted her to know. He didn’t want to pretend with Silke. But he didn’t want to wreck her chance with Grady, either. As much as he wanted Silke, he couldn’t have her. He was a detour that could derail her. She deserved better than him. He’d only drag her down and make her look bad. Telling her the truth might push her away. It would be easier if he didn’t have to see the desire in her eyes and hadn’t tasted it on her lips. There would be no more kisses.

      “I actually deserve this uniform, and I’m probably the worst man on this trip.” There was, of course, the woman who’d blown up several dams to free up the water supply, but the deaths she’d caused had been accidental. She was an ex-Army demolition expert who’d taken matters into her own hands. He’d actually been kind of impressed. The government and industry hadn’t been.

      “Bullshit.” Silke crossed her arms.

      “I executed three men in cold blood.” He remembered the judge condemning his actions as vigilantism. No one had wanted to hear how the police had failed to catch and charge the three men because they were young men from the tower looking for some cheap fun. Everyone simply looked the other way. “They were rich men who had a habit of grabbing a girl from the slums, using her for a couple of days, and then dumping her broken body. We all knew they did it and we knew who they were. My sister was usually very careful. They grabbed her on her way home from school. She was fourteen.”

      Silke’s eyes widened but she didn’t step away from him. “They sound like monsters.”

      “They hunted in packs. Numbers didn’t help them. I set the trap and they walked into it believing they were untouchable. It’s not something I’m proud of, but it needed to be done.” He’d been given three life sentences, no parole. His sister had died in hospital of her injuries.

      He still couldn’t bring himself to apologize for their deaths. In his heart he still believed he’d done the right thing. Justice in the slums was hard to come by. He’d only got on the trip because he was a vet nurse and because they thought he had a low risk of reoffending. He’d killed for a reason—for revenge, and not randomly. He had no plans to kill again, although if Grady hurt Silke he’d better watch his back.

      “Do you regret it?”

      “Only being caught.” If he’d taken his time he might have gotten away with it—maybe. Three dead rich boys would have drawn attention, and their parents would’ve demanded action. Those same parents probably didn’t give a damn why their darlings had been in the slums. But Vance had planned and struck while the need for revenge had burned hot. At the time he hadn’t cared if he was caught or not. He thought he’d be able to live with the consequences. If he had the chance to go back, he’d do it again, only he’d plan his escape better and he’d make sure everyone knew what had really happened, so it couldn’t be covered up again.

      She nodded. “Me too. I’m sure that says something pretty awful about us.”

      He smiled. “Nah. I prefer to think that it shows we have heart and aren’t afraid to act on it.”

      “But I am afraid.”

      So was he. He couldn’t say how much he liked her, maybe even loved her. Vance turned away. “Tell Grady and see what happens. I guess then you’ll know what kind of guy he is.”

      “Maybe I don’t want Grady.” She took a step toward him. If he reached out, he could pull her close, kiss her again. He wanted her more than he wanted to breathe right now. Vance closed his eyes. As much as he liked those words, he didn’t want to hear them.

      “Well, there are plenty of other guys onboard. I already have a boyfriend.” He was sure he was going to regret that lie later, but right now he didn’t care. It was for the best.

      When he opened his eyes she was watching him. “You’re right, there are. Will you keep my secret?”

      “Of course. That’s what friends do.” He forced a smile. No one would hear it from his lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      Silke had to show up for sock knitting class, even though it was the last place she wanted to be. She didn’t want to sit in the same room as Leo today. It had been hard enough working with Vance, knowing that even though she wanted him, it had been Leo she’d slept with. Maybe she shouldn’t have. If she hadn’t, he wouldn’t have asked her to marry him and everything would still be exactly as it had been.

      Which wasn’t perfect, but at least hope had still been there.

      Now Vance had confessed to having another lover, she’d confessed her secret, and Leo had revealed his intentions, and everything was a mess. She didn’t trust Leo the way she trusted Vance, yet Vance could never be hers. She knew that, but it didn’t stop her from wanting him.

      Leo was already unpacking his crate of supplies and handing out people’s work when she walked in and took her seat. Once again, all the seats at the back and on the edges were taken, so she had to sit in the middle. She really had to start getting here earlier.

      He smiled and nodded at her. Was he going to pretend it had never happened?

      She drew in a breath. Yes, it appeared he was. Maybe it was for the best. Her body didn’t agree. Her skin tingled at the sight of him and her heart skipped a beat before racing away. It was just lust. He was an attractive man and they’d had fun, but that didn’t mean anything would happen again.

      He was probably already looking for someone else. Someone who would say yes to his marriage of convenience.

      He was a good catch and his job in the new colony would be secure. No doubt he’d be given a large chunk of land as well as part of his military payout. He’d be a rich man on Solitaire, just like he had been on Earth.

      She accepted her knitting with a nod, trying to ignore the heat rising on her cheeks. He didn’t bother to hide the desire in his eyes and his fingertips brushed her hand for a moment longer than needed. Heat slid through her body and settled in her belly.

      She’d gone months without sex, and now it was all she could think about.

      Humans were animals who thought they could control their baser instincts. Apparently she had no longer had any control over hers. Not when she was around a good-looking man.

      As she worked—determined to get the required pair of socks knitted in record time so she could stop attending the class—she couldn’t help but listen to the talk around her.

      As people knitted, they introduced themselves, and talked about what they did or were training to do. And the whole time, Leo moved around the class, helping those who were truly stuck and letting everyone else get on with it.

      He didn’t seem to lose patience. Toward the end of the class he got everyone to take off their shoes and measure their feet so the socks could be made in the correct size. He wrote each person’s measurement on the back of their hand so they could add it to their pattern. She waited until last so they could talk without being overheard. If she didn’t make the time to talk to him on her terms, she had no doubt he would search her out to talk on his.

      She measured her feet under his supervision. As he held her hand and wrote twenty-seven centimeters, he smiled.

      So did she, even though every muscle in her body tensed as she waited to see what he’d say.

      “We good?” He lifted one dark eyebrow.

      She should lie and say no, that she never wanted to see him again. But she did want to see him; she just didn’t want him to learn the truth about her. She didn’t want to see the repulsion or lack of comprehension in his eyes—a look she had seen before, on her boyfriend’s face when she’d been arrested. He’d dropped her fast, wanting nothing to do with her or the scandal that followed. Her name had been in the news, but the charges hadn’t been mentioned. Once her father had gotten involved, she had vanished into obscurity again.

      “Yeah, we’re good.” It would be too hard to avoid him, and she didn’t want that. She wanted to be able to have a relationship, but the idea that she’d be judged for her actions on Earth did scare her. There was nowhere else for her to run, either on Siren or when they reached Solitaire.

      Was she really willing to let that threat dictate how she lived? It had been working for the past six months. Keeping to herself and focusing on work … yeah, and it had also left her with very few friends, male or female.

      “I’m sorry if I offended you.”

      “I wasn’t offended. More … surprised.” Although she was glad he’d told her he’d be staying on Solitaire, as it put their relationship in a new light. “Maybe we should take the time to date.”

      There, she’d said it. She could learn a bit more about him and decide if she was going to trust him.

      He nodded. “I’d like that.”

      “No promises.”

      “None expected. I’m glad you’re giving me another chance.” He sat on the edge of the table, the crate next to him.

      The blue of his uniform brought out the blue of his eyes. He should’ve had brown eyes. He had an unusual coloring. Light brown skin and dark hair … then those dark blue eyes. Maybe that was one of the reasons she’d first noticed him.

      “Do you usually ask women to marry you on the first date?”

      “That was a date, was it?”

      “Not really, there wasn’t much talking.” Heat crept over her cheeks again. It had been a little awkward and rushed. Being with someone new was always weird, but there was also a level of excitement. And once the first time was over, the next was usually better. They could find out …

      “We’ve done a lot of talking on this trip.”

      True, but they hadn’t delved into personal territory. “Not the right kind.”

      “I never pictured you as a romantic kind of woman.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve never really thought about it. But I know I want more than a smart business proposition.”

      “So you admit the marriage is a good idea on paper.” He grinned.

      “Yes. But that doesn’t mean it’s a good idea in reality. We might have nothing in common except lust.”

      His grin broadened at the admission that she wanted him, even if it was only for sex at the moment.

      “You’re impossible.” She felt her lips curve into a smile that she couldn’t fight.

      “I like you. I’ll do whatever it takes to make this work.” He lifted her hand and kissed the number he’d written there. “You have lovely feet.”

      She rolled her eyes and looked away. “If you have a foot fetish, I’m out of here.”

      Leo laughed. “I don’t. I know how bad feet can smell after being stuck in boots all day.”

      So did she. “Shall we waste some credits at the bar?”

      “If I take my guitar, I can probably get us a free drink in exchange for a few songs.”

      She looked at him for a moment. It sounded like a nice way to spend the evening, far better than reading the report on the native fauna and flora of Solitaire. It was a very large report and the person who’d written it seemed to have done their best to make it as dry and unpalatable as possible.

      “That sounds good.”

      “Eight?”

      She nodded. That would give her time to shower and eat. “I look forward to it.”

      

      Leo walked into the area that passed for the civvie bar just before eight. He had his guitar with him. While he wasn’t the best musician on board, he was by no stretch the worst, either. That didn’t mean he enjoyed performing, though. But he did it—in part because he hated it, so it was a challenge to be overcome.

      He hoped Silke didn’t hate his performance. He looked around but didn’t see her, and he began to doubt she’d even show up. No one was in the corner that doubled as a stage. He lifted his guitar and nodded to the barman. The barman held up two fingers.

      Two free drinks, but so far no one to drink them with. He’d wait until she arrived.

      If she arrived.

      People saw the guitar and started clapping and cheering like he was their favorite rock star. That bit he didn’t mind. It wasn’t as though people thanked him or cheered him for maintaining their safety … no, they probably never gave that a single thought.

      With a slightly forced smile he made his way over to the microphone.

      While there was no way he was going to play any of the songs he’d been attempting to write—he was trying to learn from one of the other, more talented guys, but frankly he sucked at composition—he did some pretty good covers. As he looked at the small crowd he realized he should’ve had a drink first.

      Too late. “Hi. Since no one else was up here, I’ll give you a couple of songs.”

      More clapping.

      “I didn’t promise I’d be any good.”

      That got a laugh. If only they knew he wasn’t entirely joking. Still, it wasn’t like there was much choice. There was only one bar in the civilian zone and the only entertainment was when people volunteered. Usually the payment was a couple of drinks, but even that wasn’t guaranteed.

      He gave the guitar a couple of test strums, even though he knew it was in tune. His stomach was a bundle of nerves that tightened with each breath. He could feel sweat starting to form between his shoulder blades. It was time to just dive in; once he started, he’d be okay. He scanned the bar once more, looking for Silke’s pale blond hair in the sea of browns and blacks. Nothing. She had three songs, then he was out of here.

      During the second song he sensed her. Something made him glance over to the bar—which was really just a repurposed table—and there she was, glass in hand, watching him. It was enough to make him miss a note, but he didn’t think anyone noticed. They were either singing along, dancing or talking. He was either the main attraction or background noise.

      She smiled as they made eye contact. She still had her hair in that tight bun.

      He was going to unravel that tonight.

      “One more song and then I need a drink.” He didn’t give people the chance to object before he launched into his third and final song. While it was nice that they knew the words, at some point everyone would get sick of hearing old Earth songs. He was going to have to try harder at learning how to compose, or join a band where someone was writing new music.

      He finished to a round of applause, but he only had eyes for Silke. She was clapping and smiling. Then she picked up a couple of glasses and walked over to him. Leo met her halfway.

      “You have a good voice.” She kissed his cheek as she handed over his drink.

      “I can hold a tune.” On Siren it was enough. He was glad he’d got up there—it had been too many days since he’d played in public. He knew the more he did it the easier it would become, but it was just as easy to find an excuse not to play.

      “That’s more than I can do.”

      That surprised him. “Really?”

      “The goats sing better than I do.”

      He’d heard the goats bleating—it sounded a lot like a human calling out in agony. He laughed. “That can’t be true.”

      “I’m not going to torture you to prove it.” She sipped her drink. “So you lured me here to liquor me up and impress me with your musical talents in the hope that I’d sleep with you again?”

      “Is it working?”

      “Maybe. You’re a man of many talents.”

      “I’m a man who’s had a lot of time on his hands over the last five years.” Filling the time and learning new things had been necessary. Some people went a little crazy on the long trips. That was one of the reasons there were so many classes on offer to civvies and cons. “What do you do when you aren’t working?”

      “My days are quite long, but I like to read. I’m trying to learn everything I can about Solitaire. Some of the research is very dry.”

      Naomi had written some of that research, but he didn’t say that. “There’s fiction on the database.”

      “I know, and I do break it up. And now of course I have sock knitting to look forward to.”

      He smiled and sipped his drink, ignoring the burn as it went down. He was really glad that she’d showed up in his class sooner rather than later. “Did you volunteer or get sent?”

      “It came up as compulsory attendance. I have something on the plants coming up afterwards.”

      “Just remember, someone is sitting at a computer assigning all these classes and making sure that people attend.” That same person was probably making notes of who went voluntarily to extra classes too. He was sure that everything they did was noted somewhere.

      “Glad it’s not me.” She finished her drink. “Did you want another?”

      “Nah, it’s getting a little crowded in here.” And the noise level was going up. He’d rather be sitting somewhere quiet with Silke … somewhere quiet that required less clothing. He put his arm around her waist, and when she didn’t pull away he drew her closer. “Got plans for tonight?”

      “They involve you.” She lifted onto the balls of her feet and kissed him.

      “I like the sound of those plans.” His hand slid from her waist to her butt. She’d dressed up and put on a skirt. He was kind of hoping that she wasn’t wearing underwear beneath. Even if she was, the idea that she wasn’t was enough to make his shaft stir. He finished the rest of his drink in a couple of swallows. “Shall we go?”

      She nodded. “Your place?”

      He’d been hoping to see her room, but if she was more comfortable going to his, he was willing to let it slide. For the moment.

      They left the bar hand in hand. What he had with Silke was already more intimate than anything else he’d ever had. Other relationships, if they could truly be called that, had involved very little touching outside of bed. He liked that she wanted to hold his hand in public. She’d chosen to be with him, for the moment. And he was determined that he wouldn’t be temporary.

      

      When he’d said that he played guitar she hadn’t expected him to also sing. Listening to him had been sexy, as if he was singing just for her. A stupid thought, really—he was performing for everyone in the bar. If she hung out at the bar more often, she’d have seen him play before tonight.

      Now, with the alcohol buzzing in her body—after months of mostly going without, it really didn’t take much—she was relaxed, aroused, and curious. She wanted to know more about him. Have a proper conversation, instead of the Siren equivalent of “how’s the weather?”. As they made their way through the corridors, past open module doors and closed, she tried to find the best place to start.

      “Whereabouts did you grow up?” She glanced at him from the corner of her eye.

      “Washington. My mother was a teacher in the Berrington Tower.” His steps slowed. “I grew up in the tower because of her job.”

      “Oh … I thought …”

      “… because I was an officer I must come from money?” He shook his head. “It’s easier to let people assume what they want to believe.”

      “And I spent all that time thinking you were a moneyed prat.”

      He placed his hand over her heart. “I am offended. Have I ever acted like those entitled dicks?”

      If not for the grin, she might have thought he was being serious. “No, and it had me confused.”

      “You could’ve asked.”

      She could’ve, but then he’d have asked about her upbringing and as soon as she’d said that she had no real home because they’d always been moving to the next posting, he’d have started making some connections. Leo was many things, but stupid wasn’t one of them. Although he might have missed the gossip because he was in space. She wasn’t game enough to risk it. “Would you have told me?”

      “Not at first. It’s not something that I flash around.”

      She understood that, but he’d also trusted her with that knowledge. It was a pity her secret wasn’t as harmless. Maybe she shouldn’t go to his room. She could kiss him goodnight at the door and leave.

      But her bed was cold and her room was empty and she was enjoying his company. It was nice to do something other than read or visit the animals in the evening. When had her life got so dull? Once, she would’ve been out almost every night … okay, some of those nights were in her illegal capacity as a doctor, but she was still out, and with people.

      “I know where you’re from, but what’s it really like in the Conglomerate?”

      She’d spent so little time there she couldn’t really say. “Big city. Same pollution, but without the slums.”

      “I can’t picture it.”

      “A slum?”

      “Oh, I know what they’re like. My mother died when I was sixteen and I spent a year on the streets before I could join the Air Force.”

      Silke took the opportunity to redirect the conversation back to him and away from her. “Why Air Force?”

      “They had vacancies and I passed the tests. My mother had made sure I had the grades to get into the military. She wanted me to have a secure future. As a teacher she only got to live in the tower if she was teaching. At the end of every school year she fretted about not getting her contract renewed and that we’d be out.” He grimaced. “When they started training people for space flights, I volunteered. By that stage I’d made it across to officer training.”

      If he’d made the jump on merit not money Leo was a hell of a lot smarter than he let on. “I’m sure she’d be proud.”

      “I’m sure she’d like you.” He stopped outside his door. “You’re coming in?”

      She ran her tongue over her lower lip. Say no, leave now. But the words wouldn’t form.

      “I’d like that.”

      He swiped his wrist over the scanner and the door opened. It had taken her ages to get used to opening the doors and hatches with her chip instead of with the handles. They had handles—there had to be a manual override—but all doors had the chip readers. Leo moved around the ship as if he’d been doing it all his life.

      While for most people this was their first and last trip in space, he’d been doing this for years. She smiled at Leo and stepped into his room.

      As before, it was really tidy.

      He closed the door and they were alone. This time the nerves weren’t quite as bad. He drew her into his arms and kissed her, his lips moving over hers, hungry and hot. She slid her hands over his shoulders. He had more muscle than she’d expected from someone who had spent the last few years in space. She liked the way he moved with her, drawing her closer to the bed. No words needed to be spoken.

      He shrugged off the guitar and, barely breaking the kiss, rested it against the wall. She tugged off his shirt, needing to feel his skin against hers. She had missed having a lover. Had forgotten what it was like to be held and kissed instead of just working and giving orders.

      Leo had taken her on her first date on Siren. They’d talked, really talked. And she liked him. Which confused the hell out of her, because when she was with Vance, she liked him, and it was his hands that she wanted to feel on her body. But she couldn’t have him … Was she using Leo for sex?

      “Not changing your mind?” Leo murmured in her ear as his hands slid under her shirt and across her lower back.

      “No …” She did want him, and she liked spending time with him, and looked forward to his visits to the barn. However, she had to say something to explain her silence. “Just wondering why it took us so long.”

      She knew the answer. She hadn’t been ready to see anyone. She’d been too scared about what people would think. On Earth she’d never really cared … which was how she’d ended up here.

      “I’m good with mechanical things. You’re good with animals. We don’t have to be good with people, too.”

      She smothered a laugh. She’d always preferred animals to people. Animals didn’t behave despicably toward each other. “True.”

      He kissed down her throat and took her shirt off. Today was definitely less awkward and tentative. Being naked once made the second time that much easier. Her hand brushed the front of his pants, enjoying the feel of his erection.

      His hands cupped her butt, then traced along her panty line. “You wore underwear.”

      “Of course I did.” She wasn’t running around the ship with no panties on. She drew away for a moment and shimmied out of them. “Better?”

      “Much.” His hands smoothed over her butt again and tugged her closer.

      They moved closer to the bed and when he sat he pulled her down with him, so she was sitting on his lap. While she’d taken her underwear off, there was still too much clothing between them. But Leo didn’t seem in a rush, so she allowed herself to relax into what was happening.

      Gradually, the rest of their clothing came off. His hand skimmed over her body, then his lips followed as he kissed his way lower. She almost stopped breathing when his tongue darted between the folds of her vulva. She couldn’t stop the groan from escaping. Her fingers brushed over his short hair, but found nothing to grab.

      When he pressed two fingers into her, her hips lifted off the bed. She needed more. Wanted more. She wanted to feel him inside her again.

      She grabbed his arms and pulled, hoping he’d get the hint.

      He glanced up. “You don’t like?”

      “I do … I just …” She didn’t want him to be there forever trying. Previous lovers had tried and failed. It just wasn’t worth it in the long run.

      “Are you getting bored?” He lifted one eyebrow, but his fingers kept moving.

      “No?” Was that the right answer? What he was doing felt good, really good. “But don’t you want something?”

      He didn’t answer. He licked her clit and fucked her with his fingers. Her nails pressed into his shoulders, and while the tension was there, building and knotting in her belly, nothing happened.

      “Fuck me now.” Her words were more beg than command, but it didn’t matter, because he moved.

      He lay over her, his cock so close, but not close enough. She wriggled her hips.

      “Say it again,” he whispered in her ear.

      She swallowed and managed to form the words. “Fuck me now.”

      If he’d been a little further away, he wouldn’t have heard her. She knew he had though, as he thrust forward, filling her in one smooth motion. She gasped as she came.

      Her leg looped around his hips as she encouraged him to go deeper and harder with every thrust. Her hips lifted to meet his and another climax gradually built. Her breathing became tight and shallow. He thrust in again, groaning as he came, and she let the sounds of his pleasure take her over the edge again.

      They lay tangled together, their skin slick. She didn’t want to move, even though she was getting uncomfortable. She was sure her hip was going to start cramping, but as soon as she moved her leg the moment would be over, and she wasn’t ready for the night to end.

      Leo kissed her and eased away to lie next to her. “Did you want to stay?”

      “It’s not going to be overly comfortable.” The bed wasn’t really big enough for two to lie side by side.

      “We’ll just have to sleep really close together.” His arm was draped over her waist, drawing her closer.

      She should go back to her room. She’d sleep better in her room. But this wasn’t about either of them sleeping well. It was about the need to be with someone. His body was warm and she was relaxed in his arms. It was easy being with Leo. Too easy. And she didn’t want to sleep alone tonight. She snuggled in closer, determined to enjoy what they had without questioning what it meant.

      He kissed her, slowly. “I’ll set my alarm early so we can get ready for work.”

      “You’re so practical.” She didn’t want to be thinking about tomorrow already. If she did she’d start thinking about work, and then Vance. She’d never been so undecided about anything in her entire life. It felt as though her heart was being torn in two different directions. The smart, safe option, and the one that would make life hard. Harder, she corrected. The new colony wasn’t going to be a picnic. She’d never chosen the easy path.

      And she already knew that Leo wanted to be more than just her lover. He wanted it all on paper. His life neatly parceled up. But life didn’t work like that.

      He smiled and turned off the light. “Just want to make sure we have time in the morning.”

      His lips found hers in the dark and she knew he wasn’t talking about work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      “What is the meaning of this?” Robert banged his portacomp down in front of Silke, once again interrupting her meal without any consideration. She’d been thinking about last night with Leo, and how Vance would feel if he knew. Hurt was the word that sprang to mind. But he’d been the one to push her away. To tell her that it wasn’t going to happen. And he was right, but that didn’t stop lust from creeping up and surprising her, when he smiled, or tucked a strand of hair behind his ear.

      Then she felt guilty because she’d been lusting after Vance, not Leo. Her life was becoming a mess. The only good bit was that no one knew.

      She looked at Robert. He was spoiling her meal, and her musings about what it would be like to have both Vance and Leo. Not that she could see the guys going for it, but a woman could dream. And if anyone found out, she was sure there’d be some funny looks.

      “Well?” Robert demanded, like she owed him an explanation. She didn’t owe him anything.

      She’d expected him to be pissed when he got the results and her recommendation. In her private note to the woman in charge of Human Resources she’d mentioned that Robert struggled to get along with the other students, didn’t respect authority and had problems working with prisoners.

      “It means that you didn’t get good enough grades to continue.”

      “You did that deliberately because you don’t like me.”

      “Actually, the online quizzes are all blind. You can check your scores. They were below average. Even if you had scored full marks in the practical it wouldn’t have saved you.” She met and held his stare, daring him to continue. Other people were listening.

      His left eyelid twitched. “Is this some kind of payback because I want the job your con has?”

      He certainly had an inflated sense of self. “As I said, check your test scores, and then see Lucy Hassan if you have any further issues. Hassan is the one who ultimately determines who does what in order to make the best use of the resources we have. Vet nurse is a perfectly respectable job, and will be much in demand once we get the farms up and running.”

      “I don’t want to be a nurse. Do you know who I am?”

      “An arrogant boy who thinks that this trip is all about him?”

      There were a few sniggers in the mess. Silke wondered how many other people he’d pissed off with his attitude. This was why rich boys from the tower were bad news. No wonder the men who’d attacked Vance’s sister had expected to get away with it. They were raised with the belief that they were untouchable, and that somehow everyone owed them.

      Robert’s eyelid twitched again. “This won’t go unchallenged.”

      “Take it up with Hassan.” Silke’s voice was as cold and slick as ice.

      “Oh, I will.” He snatched up his portacomp and stormed out of the mess.

      Silke watched him leave. There was no way he would calm down and see reason. He’d be back to make more trouble.

      

      Someone knocked on the hatch just as Silke was about to call it a day. When Silke opened the hatch, Lucy Hassan was waiting on the other side.

      “Do you have a few minutes?” Hassan had been in HR both in the military and civilian sides of life. Her husband was a marine biologist who planned on exploring Solitaire’s oceans. From what Silke had read, that involved a lot of invertebrate life and squid-like things.

      There were lots of things on Solitaire that didn’t meet the requirements for known Earth classifications. Some of the scientists were having lots of fun making up new ones.

      “Sure.” Silke already knew what it was about. “Come into my office,” she said, gesturing to a module decked out as a lab situated in the center of the barn.

      She glanced over at Vance, who was busy giving the animals their dinner and making sure they were ready for the night. Lucy looked, too.

      “Is he a good worker?”

      “Yes. Quick to learn and always willing to muck in.” Literally. They had started giving the goats hormones to bring them into heat this week. Next week those that were ready would get inseminated. Vance had looked thrilled at the concept … and by thrilled, Silke meant horrified, as if she’d asked him to personally fuck the goat. She’d found his weak spot. Everyone had them. Hers was that she hated cleaning animals’ teeth. Ugh. Yet it had to be done.

      All of the students were involved. The health checks would be repeated in a couple of days and would be followed by close monitoring to see who got pregnant. They hadn’t brought a lot of hormone, as once they landed they would let the animals’ natural cycle take over, but this time they wanted to at least double the herd before they landed.

      “You’ve never had any problems with, er … well, you know he’s a white.”

      Silke lifted an eyebrow. “None. He’s very good with the animals and I believe he will make a great vet.”

      He was also a great guy, but things had been a little weird today. Mostly because she’d been thinking about what had happened with Leo. Staying the night hadn’t been in her original plan. She’d had no plan, really. If Vance suspected, he hadn’t said anything, which only compounded her guilt. She kind of felt as though she was cheating. It wouldn’t matter who she was with, the feeling would be the same.

      Lucy nodded. “I’ve had a civilian student request that job.”

      “Vance is a qualified vet nurse with several years’ experience on the prison farms.” No civvie was as qualified, and she didn’t want anyone else. She liked working with Vance. It was easy. She kept the smile from forming, and refused to glance through the lab window to where he was working.

      Lucy didn’t look at her. “The student also raised some concerns about your relationship with 1113. You just used his name.”

      Silke stared at Lucy. Her blood turned to sludge and her heart struggled to beat. “Of course I did. I’ve been working with him for six months. Surely you can’t expect me to call him 1113? As for my relationship with him … we are friends and colleagues. Besides, I’m seeing someone else.” She was very relieved that she’d gone to the bar with Grady, that people had seen her out with him. If she had been screwing Vance, then Lucy would have every right to suspect what was going on down here.

      Even if she’d done the stupid Army paperwork that allowed prisoners to date, there could still have been questions raised about propriety, and she knew how much Vance valued this job. But he would never get the chance to fight for it. She had to do that for him. Which meant respecting boundaries, even if she wanted to erase them.

      Lucy frowned.

      Silke crossed her arms. “Let me guess, Robert wants the job? He’s trying to save face because he’s realized that he’s failing, and that there won’t be a job for him on Solitaire.” Silke shook her head. “I’m not spending all day working with him. I don’t trust him and he’s lazy. He even argued with me about my recommendation that he not progress in his studies.”

      “That’s been overruled.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Robert comes from a very well-known family. We are supposed to make sure he gets a good position in the colony.” Lucy said it as though the words left a bad taste in her mouth.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me. He will not make a good vet.” How many other people were on this ship because daddy had bought them a ticket—also known as “donating heavily to the trip”?

      “Research?”

      Silke shook her head. “That would require an original thought.”

      “His parents contributed a lot to this trip. Robert’s tests and desire put him into something medical.”

      “But not human medicine?” She could only imagine what his bedside manner would be like. Lucy didn’t say anything. “He can continue studying with the rest of them. But I will mark him accordingly.”

      “No one is asking you to change his grades.”

      “And when he fails?”

      “Well, I guess at some point, someone in the colony will cut the apron strings and set him straight. But right now, we have to do the best we can.”

      “And the vet nurse job?”

      Lucy pressed her lips together. “Maybe he can’t have both. He either studies or gets the job.”

      “He knows that Vance is doing both … he probably also knows that Vance is years ahead of him.” Vance had been studying to become a vet on Earth.

      Lucy nodded. “Leave it with me. I might talk to Chief Songworth, too.” She hesitated. “I’m going to have to ask who you’re seeing and confirm that, too, since the complaint was put in writing.”

      That slimy little toad. Who the hell did Robert think he was?

      “Captain Leo Grady. I’m sure he’d be delighted to answer your questions. Did you need me to put anything in writing?”

      Lucy noted down the name. “Not at this stage. Leave it with me.”

      Silke stood in the doorway to the lab and watched Lucy leave. This wouldn’t go away that easily. Vance strolled toward the lab, wiping his hands on his pants. The white of his uniform only emphasized how much work he actually did. Whose dumb idea was it for them to wear white as a warning to everyone? Red would’ve been better, black more practical.

      “Why was HR down here?”

      “Someone wants your job.”

      Vance’s face hardened for a moment, his lips thinning and his eyes flashing with annoyance. Then he took a breath and it was gone, replaced with resignation. “I knew it wouldn’t last. Civvies get priority.” His words were clipped, betraying what he really thought.

      “I was also accused of improper behavior with you.”

      He snorted. “Good thing you’re seeing Grady, isn’t it?”

      Silke nodded. “Yeah.” The timing was very convenient. Had Grady said something? Did he not want her working with Vance? If he had, he was going to find himself very single again. “I’ll keep you posted.”

      “It was a good run while it lasted.” There was a knock on the hatch. “That will be my escort.”

      Every evening at exactly six a guard came to walk Vance back to the prison. Every morning someone brought him to work, too. She had no doubt it would be easier for the guards if he didn’t work here. But she really didn’t care about making some infantry grunt’s life easier.

      “Have a good night.” She forced a smile, as if she really believed that everything would be settled without a drama.

      “You too.” He shut the hatch behind him, and for a moment she was alone in the barn.

      She needed to figure out her next step, and she needed to take it carefully.

      

      Leo was lying on his bed, reading. He was very grateful for the vast electronic library on the ship, and that not all of it was useful stuff. Sometimes he just wanted to escape into fiction. The operating schematics for the solar-operated desalination plant would be waiting for him tomorrow.

      Not that he’d done much study over the past few days. He’d been spending almost all his free time with Silke. He smiled as he swiped the screen. He hoped the scientists were working on a way to keep the portacomps alive on Solitaire. Not that they had any means of making new ones. There were no factories for the plasti-screens or any of the other tiny components. The vast library would be lost unless there was a printer at the other end.

      Maybe someone was in charge of printing and there was a library already happening at Unity. The thought gave him another reason to smile. He needed to read up on paper making. He knew they were using a native plant to make something paperish.

      Someone stopped in his doorway. Like most people, he didn’t bother shutting the door unless he wanted privacy or was out. Silke stood there, and she didn’t look particularly happy. He sat up, aware that he was underdressed in just his shorts and a T-shirt. It was nice to get out of uniform, but if he’d known she was going to visit he’d have put on more clothing—before removing it with her. His bare feet hit the cold metal floor as he sat up. Unlike the module rooms that the Army personnel were housed in, he didn’t have any kind of carpet. He was used to it, though.

      “Hey, come in.”

      She crossed the threshold and sat on his chair. He noticed that she hadn’t bothered to close the door. Not a visit that was going to involve the removal of clothes, then. Damn. But they hadn’t made plans for tonight. Not yet, anyway. He’d been planning on going down and seeing her a little later. Maybe they could go and enjoy staring out into space. Not that there was much to see while the Meijer Jump Engines were running. Just black. But still, it made a change from the gray metal walls. Or they could go and sit in the hydroponic orchard and pretend to be in a garden somewhere. He knew a few guys who’d paid off the tech to take their dates there. As long as no fruit was stolen, it was cool.

      “You know Vance and I are friends.”

      “Yeah,” he said carefully.

      “Someone has been spreading a rather unflattering rumor about me and him. People are taking it seriously enough that he might lose his placement.”

      Leo sat up straighter. “You think it was me.”

      “Was it?” She gave him a cool stare.

      “Why would I do that?”

      She shrugged but didn’t look away. She was quietly assessing his responses. “Because you’re jealous.”

      Leo shook his head. Did she really think he was capable of that kind of underhand behavior? Obviously she did. Did Vance think he’d set him up?

      “I haven’t said a thing to anyone about anything. Shit, I haven’t even told anyone I’m seeing you.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re going to get asked about that too.” That admission made her look extremely uncomfortable. Was she embarrassed to be seeing him?

      “Why?”

      “Because I used you in my defense of Vance.”

      In that heartbeat he was really glad she’d said no to his offer of marriage—it would look entirely too convenient. Had she only agreed to date him because she knew that someone was stirring up trouble? No, that didn’t make sense, not when she’d just come in here accusing him of being the one doing the stirring.

      “Oh. Okay.” Although he wasn’t sure it was okay. “Do you know who is behind the rumor?”

      She nodded. “I needed to be sure that you weren’t involved. After all, I turned you down and now this starts up.”

      He looked at her. “You were also the one who asked me to go to the bar.”

      To deflect suspicion? Or because she wanted to? He leaned forward, rested his elbows on his thighs and studied her. He liked her, he really did. But at the back of his mind he couldn’t shake the niggling doubt that there was more to her relationship with Vance than she’d admitted.

      He’d seen them interact. The way they joked and laughed. And yeah, that made him jealous—he wanted to be the one making her smile like that. But he wasn’t petty enough to destroy another man’s career, or mess with her job.

      “When they come knocking I’ll tell them that we’re dating.”

      She sighed and almost smiled. “Thank you.”

      “But I also think it would be a good idea if you didn’t stick around tonight.” He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he knew that rolling around with her right now would only make the mess worse. “I’ve got some study to do.”

      He’d just lied to her face. While he did have things he could study, that wasn’t how he’d planned on spending the evening.

      “Me too.” But this time she didn’t sound nearly as tough or convincing.

      He almost changed his mind. But he made himself get up and walk her to the door. He caught her hand just before she stepped out, and leaned in toward her.

      “If I find out you’ve been using me …” He had no idea what he was going to do, but he’d be angry and hurt. He didn’t like being played for a fool. “There will be hell to pay.”

      She turned her head a fraction; her lips brushed against his cheek. “I’m not, but someone is determined to set me up.” She pulled her hand free and walked away.

      One of the navigators walked past her, checked out her ass and then gave him the thumbs up.

      Leo stepped back and shut his door.

      After less than thirty seconds he decided he didn’t want to be alone. He wanted to start unraveling what was really going on. He glanced at his wrist, even though he couldn’t see the ID chip embedded in there. He was supposed to be able to access all areas, no questions asked. Few had that privilege. He’d be abusing it. He hesitated. Screw it. It was time he went to D zone and paid 1113 a private visit.

      

      Vance didn’t get the luxury of being able to wander around. After eating his meal in the prison mess, he was locked in his cell. He had scheduled meal times and exercise times and was always accompanied by a guard during those times … except when he was working with Silke. For those hours, he felt almost like a person.

      He’d thought after six months they’d be over babysitting him. He hadn’t done anything wrong in that whole time. In fact, his record had been clean for years. However, you kill a couple of rich kids and no one trusts you ever again. That was probably the bit that chafed the most. Everyone still judged him on something he’d done twenty years ago.

      Except Silke. She looked past his clothing and saw a man. When he was around her, it was easy to pretend that it didn’t matter what he’d done.

      There was a sharp rap on his door before it slid open.

      Like all of the whites, he had a small single room. Did they think if he had a cellmate, he’d kill them while they slept? Probably. At least he had a room and a bathroom to himself. He thought of the overcrowding in Earth’s prisons. Privacy was definitely not something to sneer at.

      Captain Grady stood in the hallway with a guard next to him. The guard did something to the door so it stayed open, instead of shutting automatically. “I’ll be down the hallway.”

      Grady nodded and the bug walked away. This was the prison version of a private conversation.

      “You want to come in?” Vance stood to the side and indicated that Grady was welcome. He was guessing this wasn’t a social call, or a booty call. Grady had never just dropped by before.

      Did the guard think Grady was here for sex? Vance gave him a slow once-over. He was dressed in blue camo pants and a dark T-shirt. Not full uniform. A lot of the military did that to indicate they were off duty. What were they saving their civilian clothes for? Maybe they hadn’t packed any. He hadn’t. It didn’t seem to matter what Grady wore, or didn’t wear, he still looked good. It must be the way his biceps stretched the sleeve of the T-shirt.

      Vance let a smile form. Yeah, it might be nice to push Grady up against a wall to see what happened next. His dick started hardening. When he’d told Silke she could do worse, he hadn’t been joking. If Grady was here for a few minutes of fun then Vance wasn’t going to say no … Wait, yes he was. Grady was dating Silke.

      Damn it.

      “So …” Grady took a look around the room. There was nothing to see and nothing to hide. The toilet/bathroom was against one wall with zero privacy. On the other long wall was the bed, and bolted to the back wall was a tiny desk and chair. None of his furniture was going anywhere in a hurry. “At least you don’t have to share. I hear the usual is three to a room.”

      Some days, sharing wouldn’t be bad. At least he’d have someone to talk to. “Gets lonely.”

      But another person might mess up his study notes or resent the time he spent studying. At least when he was in his cell, his time was his own, and he didn’t have to answer to anyone.

      Grady nodded. “You like working with Silke?”

      Vance immediately went on guard. His smile dropped and his spine straightened. “I like working with animals. I was a vet nurse on Earth for three years before joining Siren.”

      Grady wasn’t here to investigate what was going on. Grady had no power to take the job from him—only Chief Songworth and the civvie HR woman Hassan could do that. So why was he here?

      “I know you and Silke are close … I want to know how close.” Grady’s gaze landed on him with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer.

      “How’s that any of your business?”

      “I’m seeing her, and someone is making her life hell, so I think it is my business to find out if the rumors are true.”

      Vance leaned against the desk. Silke hadn’t mentioned any rumors, only that a student wanted his job, but it wasn’t hard to work out what was going on.

      “I like Silke, a lot. I like her enough to know that if anything happened it wouldn’t be good for her or me.” He plucked at his white shirt. “I’m not so stupid that I forget what I am.”

      “So nothing has ever happened?”

      Vance looked away. He couldn’t lie. “One kiss. That’s all, just to see what it would be like.”

      He could almost hear Grady’s teeth grinding, but when he looked up Grady seemed calm. Steely, but calm. Maybe it was Vance’s teeth. He made an effort to relax his jaw.

      Grady hadn’t moved. He wasn’t done yet. Vance waited—it wasn’t as though he could go anywhere.

      “Do you love her?” Grady studied him, looking for a lie.

      In another life he would have. “I want her to be happy. I have another twenty to serve. I’m not that man. Maybe you are.”

      Grady sat on the edge of the bed and ran one hand over his short dark hair.

      “The guard catches you on my bed they are going to think all kinds of things.” While Vance didn’t care, he suspected Grady would.

      Grady bounced up as if the bed was electrocuted and glanced at the door, perhaps expecting an audience. “They probably already think that.”

      As if on cue, the guard walked past and paused to look inside. “Are you done yet?”

      “No,” Grady snapped.

      “Keep your shirt on. Most men are done in a few minutes,” the guard said, before moving on. He was just doing his job—making sure Vance didn’t kill his visitor.

      Grady looked at Vance again and raised one eyebrow. “You get male visitors often?”

      Vance shook his head. “I haven’t had a lover on this trip.”

      Being dressed in white complicated everything. And while he’d made a few friends, he hadn’t met anyone he wanted to be intimate with on a regular basis. He couldn’t do random one-nighters the way some guys could.

      Grady appeared to be thinking pretty hard about what that meant. “You love Silke, but have male lovers?”

      “There wasn’t much choice in prison. I adapted.” He smiled at Grady. “I told Silke that if she didn’t date you I would.” He didn’t need to say that, but it was ever so nice to see Grady’s skin darken as he blushed.

      “I don’t swing both ways.”

      “That’s what I used to say.” And while Vance was tempted to touch Grady’s arm, he knew the other man would jump out of his skin. Right now he was a useful ally, and it was better to keep him on side than scare him away.

      That made Grady pause for a heartbeat. Vance smiled. Grady made it too easy. Did the man not know how to pick someone up, or when he was being picked up?

      “Back to Silke. Do you know who would be spreading rumors about you two?”

      Vance frowned. The students liked her. She was friendly and helpful and answered all their questions or pointed them in the right direction. If people wanted to learn, she was there with them. His thoughts suddenly hit a snag. “Maybe. It might be unconnected though.”

      “Yes?”

      “She recently failed one of the students and recommended that he cease further training. He didn’t take it well. He has since put in a request for my job.”

      Grady rocked back on his heels and nodded. “If he creates a suitable lie, and gets you removed, he gets your job. That can’t happen.”

      “And that’s why I like you. You’re not a dick like some rich brats.” Grady was an unexpected alibi, as well as ally. And he was actually putting Vance before a civvie. That meant a lot. He was so used to being put last, for everything.

      Grady lifted an eyebrow and frowned. “I earned my commission the old-fashioned way.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, really.”

      “That explains why you never acted like a dick. Now I can go back to hating rich brats unconditionally.”

      “Including the one giving Silke a hard time.”

      “Especially him.” Vance smiled.

      Grady looked at him for a moment. On anyone else it might have been that moment too long—a look that indicated interest, and that was followed by the removal of clothes. It was a pity he was convinced he was straight. “Does Silke love you?”

      For a moment Vance had no words. “She’s never said anything.”

      “Don’t play dense. I know you aren’t—not if you’re studying to be a vet.”

      “Maybe. Like I said, it was one kiss and we both knew it shouldn’t have happened. No one saw it, though, so only three people know. If more find out, I’ll know where to look.” It was almost a threat.

      “I think we’re on the same side.”

      “But only one of us has an actual chance at winning,” Vance said softly.

      “You think I have a chance?”

      Vance nodded, even though it nearly killed him. “Just don’t cut me out of her life. I don’t want to lose her as a friend.”

      “I won’t. She wouldn’t want that either.” Grady stuck out his hand.

      Vance looked at it for a moment before shaking it. No one had ever offered him their hand before. He knew what the gesture meant on the surface, but to him it meant more. It was an offer of friendship and truce. They had an understanding. Then Vance drew Grady closer and embraced him. The other man went rigid in his arms.

      “Relax. I’m not going to do anything.” That was a lie. He kissed Grady on the cheek, then let him go. “But if you ever change your mind …”

      “I’m not sure Silke would be impressed.”

      Vance shrugged. “She might not care.”

      The thought of all three of them in one bed would entertain him tonight. However, he wasn’t going to share those thoughts with anyone.

      “I’ll see you round, Vance.”

      “I hope so.” The last thing he wanted right now was more alone time in his cell.
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      Leo wiped off the treadmill and walked out of the gym in the Army zone. He was making the effort to get out of E zone and get to know more people. Well-connected people were going to do better in the colony, and he intended to be one of them. There were always people moving around C zone, either getting ready for work or just coming off duty. But they weren’t all Army personnel. There were female prisoners here as well.

      No doubt collecting privilege tokens the oldest way known.

      That would’ve been the easy way to get sex.

      He grimaced as he swiped his chip over the sensor to open the hatch between zones, and headed back to his room. That was the problem, though. His attraction to Silke had never been just about sex. He’d spent most of the night awake contemplating what Vance had said. There was something between Vance and Silke, even if they weren’t acting on it.

      And now he was mixed up in whatever was going on, all because someone had a grudge.

      Whatever it was, he didn’t want to be caught up in it.

      Yet if he walked away from Silke now, that would only add fuel to the fire. He didn’t know what he was going to do. Vance was all right. Leo rubbed his cheek where the other man had kissed him, well aware that Vance had made a not-so-subtle pass at him. It wasn’t the first time a guy had made an advance, and it was flattering … but it was just another layer of complication that he wasn’t sure he wanted.

      Vance had all but admitted that he loved Silke, and that if he was a free man they’d be together. Where did that leave Leo? Was she only with him because her first preference was a no-go?

      He didn’t like that thought either. Silke had never made him feel like second best.

      So what should he do? Keep seeing her and hope that everything would shake down in his favor, knowing that Vance would always be a part of Silke’s life and, by default, his? Or walk away because he didn’t like the idea of sharing her heart, let alone her, with another man.

      He had no idea. As he slapped the button for a shower he knew the ridiculously short burst of hot water and air that he was supposed to wash in wouldn’t give him time to think. Usually he didn’t mind what passed for a shower in space. Today it was just another annoyance. Part of him wished he’d never asked Silke out.

      

      Silke knew that something was wrong as she grabbed her breakfast. Like most meals on Siren, it was perfectly balanced for nutrition, and totally bland. It was probably supposed to be some kind of porridge, but was more like goop. Some days she’d rather eat the pellets she fed the animals. They certainly looked more palatable.

      A few people watched her as she sat down.

      Maybe they had learned that she’d failed Robert, or that she was seeing Grady. Although after last night, she wasn’t sure she still was. She’d accused him of underhand behavior and in response he’d been frosty, which was to be expected. She was very good at pushing people away and not very good at keeping them close. Her last boyfriend had accused her of making their relationship more like a trial than a pleasure. Perhaps she was one of those people who was just better off staying single.

      One of her students sat down next to her. “Is it true?”

      “What?” There was no way she was volunteering any information.

      The woman looked uncomfortable for a moment. The wife of an Army officer, she was studying because everyone had to be useful in the new colony. There were no free rides, regardless of rank or Earth-based status. “I heard that you were seeing that prisoner who works with you.”

      Silke blinked and took another mouthful of food before responding. “And what if I was?”

      “Well, it just doesn’t seem right when there are so many other decent men.” The woman smiled as though she was offering some well thought-out advice.

      “What I do in my spare time really doesn’t matter. Who I see also isn’t your concern. If by decent men you mean men those whose parents donated heavily to this trip and who then get snotty when they don’t measure up, I’ll pass. I like men who aren’t afraid of hard work and who have integrity.”

      “So it is true.”

      Really?

      “No, it’s not. I’m seeing an Air Force officer.” Once again, she was using Leo as an alibi and she didn’t like it. She shouldn’t have to explain herself. But she believed he wasn’t behind the rumors. He’d seemed genuinely surprised, and as he’d pointed out, it wasn’t his place to interfere with her job. No, only one person had anything to gain from that. Robert.

      “I’d feel safer working in the barn if that white wasn’t there.”

      Silke looked at the woman, who had obviously been coerced into being the mouthpiece. “1113 is a fully qualified vet nurse. He is non-violent and good at his job. He stays. Given that you have been doing work experience for the last six months without an issue, I’d like to know why the change of heart? Has Robert been in your ear about how he deserves the job? About how prisoners shouldn’t be able to study?”

      The woman swallowed. “He might have said something to all of the students. He told us to watch how you behave with 1113.”

      “He’s trying to get 1113 kicked out of the barn so he can take the job. He’s not doing it for the rest of you, he’s trying to save his own ass, and you fell for his manipulation.” How many other people had Robert told?

      “We need to know the truth … I mean, if you are treating prisoners better than us, it isn’t fair.”

      “What’s not fair is people sticking their noses into my life and then making up lies with the sole aim of discrediting me. Plenty of people, Army and civilian, are seeing prisoners. It shouldn’t matter. Once we are on Solitaire do you really think old Earth money is going to count for anything? You can’t eat money. You can’t shelter in status.”

      The woman leaned back, her mouth open. “I never realized you were one of those socialists who think the rich should be brought down.”

      Silke drew in a breath. “I’m not, but I do believe that everyone should get the same opportunities.”

      The woman stood up. “It’s pretty obvious what you believe. You Scandinavian Conglomerates are all the same.”

      Shit. But it was too late. The woman was striding away, no doubt to spread the word that the vet on board thinks everyone is equal. Which, while true, wouldn’t win Silke any friends. Plenty of people would be horrified.

      Silke finished the last of her breakfast, dropped her bowl off by the galley and made her way downstairs. She had to get ready to face the students, and their gossip.

      At least Vance would be there today.

      Leo was on his way up. “I’ve just been down looking for you.”

      “I got waylaid.” She touched his forearm. “I’m sorry about yesterday.” She should’ve thought it through a bit more but ever since she’d kissed Vance, everything had been spinning out of control.

      “I spoke to Vance last night.”

      Her eyes widened. What had Vance said? Had he told Leo everything? She swallowed and hoped that he hadn’t. “Why?” She managed to force the word out.

      “I needed to know if there was fire as well as smoke.” He held her gaze. “Bit of a smolder, isn’t there?”

      She looked away. He knew about the kiss. Robert’s rumor was damaging more than just her reputation. “We’re friends. If things were different maybe we’d be lovers, but they aren’t, and I’m seeing you.”

      “So I’m your second choice.” She could see the hurt in his eyes.

      “It’s not like that.” It wasn’t. She liked them both, but they were completely different people. “I wouldn’t have agreed to a date if I wasn’t attracted to you.”

      He was quiet for a moment. People moved past them in the narrow hallway, careful not to bump into one another. People had learned to respect each other’s space. It was too easy for tempers to fray when locked inside a ship for a year.

      “You thought I was a temporary fling.”

      “Yeah, I did. I wasn’t looking for anything serious or long term.” She hadn’t really been looking for anything, she’d just needed someone. Most people didn’t try to get close. She’d made sure she was too prickly. Leo didn’t seem to care, or notice.

      “Because of him?”

      She shook her head. “Because of me.” She smoothed her hand over her hair, as if to tidy it, but there wasn’t a strand out of place. She was going to have to tell Leo and let him decide if he kept seeing her or not. If he told, she’d lose what was left of her reputation. But at least she’d no longer be living with the fear of people finding out. She wouldn’t have to remain alone because she was afraid of her lover discovering her criminal past. “I can’t do this now. I have the students today. I have to try and sort out this mess before it spreads any further.”

      “How far has it spread?”

      “Obviously not into the military yet, but it seems to be spreading through the civvie area, and I don’t think they like the idea of the vet sleeping with a con.”

      “But you aren’t?” She could see the question in the slight lifting of his eyebrows. He was looking for confirmation, for something from her, and right now she didn’t have it in her.

      She shook her head. “I need to get to work. I’ll see you tonight?”

      He hesitated. He was going to say no. He was going to cut her free without an alibi. She immediately hated that the thought had even surfaced and that she was thinking of him that way.

      “Do you want to see me for me or because of what is going on?”

      Forget it. She didn’t need him to defend herself. “Whatever. You know where I live. You come and see me if you think I’m worth your time.” She spat out the words.

      He wouldn’t if he knew the truth anyway. Maybe it was for the best if this ended.

      She could get Vance to sign the Army’s stupid approval to fuck form—it had an official name but she couldn’t remember what it was—and then their relationship would be legit. Plenty of people were doing it. The paperwork would protect his job and him, and also the people in charge, should he snap and kill her. The Army loved its paperwork, and loved to cover all asses.

      She didn’t wait for his reply, just hurried down the stairs, trying to ignore the fact that they were blurring beneath her feet. She blinked and swiped away the tears. All of this was the reason she hadn’t planned on getting involved with anyone. It was too hard.

      But even if she’d remained single Robert would have still made trouble. It was who he was.

      Vance and his guard were already waiting by the hatch to the barn.

      “Sorry, I’m running late.” She unlocked the hatch.

      “It’s okay. See ya.” The guard wandered off without even waiting for the hatch to be opened.

      Seriously, they should just let Vance walk to work on his own. He had to cross through the Army zone anyway.

      “You okay?” Vance said as he stepped into the barn and started changing the lights from night to day. The red glow was replaced by the harsh blue-white of the artificial lighting.

      “Yeah. Just more gossip over breakfast.” She didn’t want to talk about it anymore.
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      Leo watched Silke walk away. He should let her go, that would be the easy thing to do. But he couldn’t. He liked her a lot, and someone was jerking her around. That pissed him off. He hated it when people took advantage or tried to throw their weight around. He’d been on the receiving end far too many times growing up. As soon as the rich kids realized he wasn’t really one of them, they made sure he never forgot it and they made his life hell.

      A group of people walked past him. They were a mix of ages—some youths who must have just finished school, some older and re-training. He smiled. Silke was certainly doing her bit for the colony.

      But when he listened to what they were saying, the smile faded.

      They were talking about Silke and Vance. How she obviously preferred animals to people, and other nasty comments. One guy in his mid-twenties seemed to be leading the gossip and hate.

      While Leo wasn’t a betting man—he didn’t like to lose his hard-earned money on anything as risky as chance—he’d put his money on that prick being the one behind Silke’s troubles.

      Once they were gone, Leo checked his portacomp. He had nothing scheduled for the morning. Some maintenance in the afternoon. Perhaps the barn could use another manual inspection. Only this time, it wouldn’t just be the internal skin of the ship and the breach alarms that he’d be checking.

      No. He wanted to find out what was going on once and for all.

      He went back up and grabbed his satchel. It held his tools and a few other essentials, like orange metal patches for any holes he found, and also a breather that would give him thirty minutes of air if a compartment lost compression. He’d fixed holes before on different trips to Solitaire. It was an adrenalin-filled, nausea-inducing, hair-raising experience. And a reminder that death was only a few millimeters away.

      Really, there were only two metal skins between the vacuum of space and everyone inside. And out here, there was no chance of help.

      The last hull breach he’d repaired had been a simple failure and it had happened only weeks out from Solitaire, on their way back to Earth. Some of the scientists had wanted to return to Solitaire and do a proper fix, but they’d continued on to Earth. Running out of fuel was the other big consideration.

      That was what played on his mind the most.

      No fuel meant no travel, and no life support. At least being sucked into the vacuum would be fast.

      As casually as he could, Leo entered the barn. At first glance everything seemed fine. Vance gave him a frown and then a wave. His other hand was busy holding a goat. Silke glanced up, but that was the only acknowledgement she gave him. She was talking to the students.

      He’d kind of expected a warmer welcome from her, especially if she was just using him to defer suspicion. Had he misread their relationship?

      Perhaps it was genuine, and everything else was bad timing.

      That would be more his style. His whole life had been mistimed. As a result, he’d slipped between the cracks and belonged nowhere.

      He started doing his manual check. That meant scanning the seams as well as testing the alarms that were housed between the skins of the hull. The barn, like his room and the machinery deck—where the flight crane and shuttles were stored—were all part of the main ship and as a result, only had the two skins. Every other room on the ship was a module that would be removed at Solitaire. It was a very clever system as it also meant that the ship would be much lighter on the return trip, thus using less fuel. It also meant people would have accommodation on the planet.

      Gradually he drew closer to the students and the goats. A black goat was chewing on the cuff of Silke’s pants, and even though she kept nudging it away, it kept coming back for more.

      He knew exactly how the goat felt.

      Vance was holding a goat while the mouthy prick drew blood. He was clearly saying something that Vance didn’t like. His lips pressed together and his eyes narrowed, his face taking on an edge that made Leo’s heart bounce hard. He moved closer. To listen, but also so he could step in. If Vance reacted to the goading, he’d lose this job, which was just what Mouthy wanted. Leo didn’t know what Vance had done to be wearing white, but right now even he could sense the threat.

      So could Mouthy. He looked up with a smarmy leer on his face.

      “You’re just another animal to her. She’s slumming it until something better comes along. She’s going to end up on her knees in front of me and loving it. I’ll show her what a real man can do.” He leaned closer to Vance.

      Leo glanced at the other students but they were too far away. So was Silke. He watched as Vance let go of the goat and his fingers curled into a fist. This was going to end badly.

      “Do it, prove why you’re wearing white, slum scum.” Mouthy gave Vance a nudge.

      Leo grabbed Vance before he could do anything. Mouthy started laughing. With his free hand Leo punched him in the cheek. Mouthy hit the deck.

      Leo released Vance and stood over Mouthy. “If you ever talk about my girlfriend like that again, I will have you out an airlock before anyone even knows you’re missing. I don’t care how much money your family donated, you’re a useless little shit.”

      “You hit me!” Mouthy scrambled back as if expecting Leo to hit him again. It was very tempting, even though Leo was sure he’d regret it later.

      Leo took a step forward. Vance put his hand on Leo’s back. “Don’t waste your energy on dicks like that.”

      Leo glanced at Vance. The rage was gone, but he was still tense. His dark eyes were filled with annoyance, even if his voice and words were calm. Vance still wanted to hit Mouthy, and Leo had taken that away from him. He’d had to—Vance would get in much more trouble than he would. But having someone else fight your battles had to suck.

      And having someone else date the woman you wanted had to burn. He’d felt it when he’d thought Vance and Silke were together. Leo unclenched his fist and tried to shake off the tension. Vance’s hand was still on his back. It was oddly intimate, and also reassuring. He pushed aside the thought, not wanting to dwell on it.

      Mouthy grinned and went to stand.

      Leo re-clenched his fist. “I’ll floor you again without a second thought. You don’t pick fights with men who can’t fight back.” While he was sure that Vance could’ve taken Mouthy on and won, he’d have faced time in the Box, and would definitely have lost his job. It wasn’t worth it. Worst-case scenario Leo would have to have a chat with MP Sandy, get a note on his file and a warning about hitting civvies. Which he didn’t care about right now.

      “He’s a fucking white,” Mouthy snarled, as if he couldn’t believe that anyone would side with a con over him.

      “He’s my friend. And if I hear a whisper that you have upset him, you will learn how long it takes to die in space.”

      Mouthy started getting up. He looked around as if hoping someone would come to his aid. No one did, but they were all watching. “You can’t talk to me like that. I’m Robert Foley.”

      “I don’t give a shit who you were on Earth. You’re not there anymore, and Solitaire doesn’t need assholes. The colony needs people who are willing to work and make it succeed. You really want to piss off the woman in charge of keeping your meat alive? Or her assistant, just because he happens to wear white?”

      “He shouldn’t be here.” Mouthy rubbed his cheek, but the fight was going out of him.

      “Actually, out of all of us, it’s you who shouldn’t be here. You’re the one who used your connections to stay on the course even though you’re failing.” Silke walked over. She touched Leo’s arm and smiled. “I bet you didn’t tell anyone that while you were spreading lies about me and Vance.”

      Some of the students started whispering.

      “You’re failing me because you don’t want me to have the job. You don’t want me to have the job because you’re screwing the con.”

      “Think about what you’ve just said and then apologize to Silke and me.” Leo glared at the civvie piece of shit. Was he extra stupid?

      Robert shut his mouth and glared.

      “I’ve already told you, I only mark the practical assessments. All the quizzes are computer generated and graded. I only see the results and make my reports.” She glanced at Leo. This time there was a warmth in her gaze that she didn’t hide. He got the feeling that she did really like him. Either that, or she was a really good actress, because when they were alone there was definitely something between them. It was only in public that things became strained. He could see why. Had she been afraid that it would make things worse?

      It was too late now. At least she hadn’t denied his claim.

      “I’m going to check Leo’s hand,” Silke continued. “You are going to finish the checks on the goats. Unless of course you’d like to withdraw from the course?”

      “I’m entitled to be on the course. My parents paid—”

      “Really?” Leo shook his head. People like Robert just didn’t get it. They weren’t entitled to anything. Yet Robert had obviously been raised with the attitude that he could have whatever he wanted, just because he had money.

      He could only hope that a few months on Solitaire would straighten him out. But there were others like him onboard, thinking they should get some special rights because of their old money.

      “Vance, can you supervise for a moment?” Silke said as she slid her fingers around Leo’s hand.

      Leo noticed Vance’s gaze dropping for just a moment. There was no anger anymore, just a flicker of pain at the knowledge that Silke couldn’t be his. It didn’t feel like a win to Leo either. She’d chosen him because she couldn’t have Vance.

      No, he couldn’t think like that.

      Vance nodded and most of the students turned to him as he started giving instructions. Eventually even Robert got on with it.

      Leo watched for a moment. “He almost hit that prick.”

      “No doubt exactly what Robert was hoping for. He’s been angling for Vance’s job.”

      “Which is why he started the rumors.” Which were based on something … the students must be able to see the snap of attraction between Vance and Silke. He could certainly see it.

      Silke nodded and led him into the modular lab. “Let’s have a look at your hand.”

      “It’s fine, it was just one punch.” Robert was going to have a nice bruise tomorrow.

      Silke ran her fingertips over his knuckles. They were a little tender, but there was no visible damage. “Thank you for standing up for Vance and me.”

      He shrugged. “I needed to know what was going on.”

      “And now you know, and you’re part of it.”

      “I don’t mind. I like you.”

      She smiled but it was kind of sad. “I know you do, and I like you. You have such a well-defined sense of right and wrong. You stood up for Vance when you didn’t have to. You could’ve let him lose the job and been secretly happy that he was out of my life.”

      “I couldn’t do that.” For so many reasons. “Robert needed putting in his place. Vance loves this job, and he loves you. I can see it when he looks at you. I’m sure Robert could too.”

      “Leo …” She shook her head. “We’ve been over this.”

      “I know. But I get it.” And he didn’t really like that he got it, because it meant that he’d always feel like he was screwing over his friend. He’d got the girl, but it was bittersweet. There had to be a better way.

      “No, you don’t. I avoided dating anyone for a reason. I didn’t volunteer for this trip. I came very close to wearing yellow.”

      Leo frowned. Prisoners, the non-dangerous ones, wore yellow. “What do you mean?”

      Silke looked away. “I was caught giving medical assistance to the poor. My father stepped in, and to avoid the scandal of a diplomat’s daughter being charged, this agreement was reached.”

      Her words slowly filtered into his brain, but it was several heartbeats before he worked out what she was saying. “You must have known there’d be trouble if you were caught?”

      “I did. I just assumed I wouldn’t get caught. I mean, the people I was helping weren’t going to say anything.” She shrugged. “But someone must have.” She lifted her gaze and looked at him. “I didn’t feel like I had a choice. They couldn’t afford to go to hospital. I grew up traveling with my father. I saw the best and worst. I’m not the only vet who provided medical care in the slums. I learned about it when I was studying.”

      “Why not just study medicine?”

      “I could’ve … but I love animals and I didn’t want to be cloistered in a tower treating people like Robert and I didn’t want to be in a slum hospital charging people who couldn’t afford it. I could’ve gone home and not thought about it. In the Conglomerate, healthcare is covered. But I couldn’t. Not once I’d learned about what other vets were doing.”

      “You knowingly broke the law.” She’d put herself on the line for strangers.

      “Yeah, and I’d do it again. My only regret is getting caught.” She sighed. “If it’s too much and you want to walk away I understand, but I’d appreciate it if you could keep it to yourself. No one, except maybe the organizers right at the top, knows.”

      Leo stood still for a moment, not quite sure how to respond. He didn’t want to stop seeing her. That she cared so much was part of what he loved about her. That she’d knowingly and willingly broken the law was a little harder to swallow. While he didn’t agree with all the laws or the way the wealthy often interpreted them, they were there for a reason. What else would she casually dismiss or ignore because it suited her purposes? But she hadn’t broken the law for personal gain … she’d done it to help others. How many people were on this ship for a similar reason? He’d only spent one year in the slums and while it had been hard, he’d had a little money that his mother had left him, and kept his nose clean so he could join the military.

      He glanced at Vance in his white uniform. What had he done that was so bad? Most of the whites had blood on their hands. He’d seen a glimmer of menace when Robert had been needling Vance, but the rest of the time Vance seemed like anyone else, friendlier than some of the civvies. “Does Vance know?”

      She nodded.

      She’d told the con before she’d told him. As the burn started, he reminded himself that this wasn’t a contest to see who knew Silke the best, who wanted her more, or who she loved and trusted more.

      Maybe not, but it felt that way. However that was his issue to sort out. She was waiting for his response. He put his arms around her and kissed her temple. “I won’t say anything.”

      She hadn’t told him before because she’d thought he was from tower money. Anyone who came from the towers would be horrified at what she’d done. He could imagine the scandal that it would have caused on Earth—of course those who pushed for her punishment would’ve been the ones with money, the people who’d never counted down the days until they could sign up to the military just so they could get three meals a day.

      He might’ve grown up as the poor kid in the towers, but it had been the year in the slums that had really opened his eyes. Silke was either completely fearless or completely selfless. Maybe both.

      “Thank you.” She relaxed into his embrace and her arms slid around his waist.

      For a moment he just held her. He didn’t want to let her go. “You aren’t going to do that on Solitaire are you?”

      “No. I’m hoping that the colony will be kinder to all, since money will have little meaning.”

      At first that would be true, but he suspected that it would only be a matter of time before people started trying to put themselves above others. Someone always wanted to rule the world and be in control. It was a pity that people like Silke didn’t have that ambition … instead it would be the Roberts of the colony who tried to twist it to suit themselves without thought for anyone else.

      Leo drew back. He touched her cheek then kissed her lips. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      She smiled. “Good. I look forward to it. I’d better check on the students …”

      “Yeah, I should go and do some real work.” He’d rather spend the rest of the day in the barn, but that wasn’t going to happen. Hopefully he’d given Robert a big enough fright that he’d behave himself.

      

      Vance watched Leo and Silke leave the lab. Both of them were smiling. He tried not to let the bitterness rise and choke him. He’d pushed her away and it was for the best. Leo had once again proven that he was one of the good guys.

      If Leo hadn’t stepped in, he’d have knocked Robert on his ass and would’ve been out of here and in the Box before he could count to three. He’d almost walked straight into Robert’s trap … even though he knew that’s what the prat wanted. Anger still simmered in his blood. He’d have to run it off at the gym.

      He moved away from the students and let Silke take over. As Leo reached the barn door, Vance caught up with him.

      Leo turned and gave him a tight smile, as if he didn’t really want to be talking to him in public.

      Vance stopped short. Out of touching range. “I just wanted to say thank you. I almost made a very big mistake.”

      One he should have avoided. He knew better and he knew Robert’s type. But he’d been insulting Silke, and that had been too hard to ignore.

      “Would you have done it?”

      Leo already knew the answer or he wouldn’t have stepped in. He’d had no reason to save Vance from himself. Vance reluctantly nodded. He wasn’t proud of that. He liked to think he wasn’t a violent person anymore. Maybe he was wrong and he did deserve to be wearing white. The careful balance that had taken him years to attain started to wobble.

      “He deserved it,” said Leo quietly.

      That might be true, but Vance wasn’t in a position to make that claim. “No one has ever stood up for me before.” Leo could have just stood there and watched Vance throw the punch that would have sealed his fate.

      “I did what anybody would’ve.” Leo stepped closer and touched Vance on the shoulder for half a second. “You don’t have to thank me.”

      Good. He didn’t want to be indebted to the man who was stealing Silke’s heart. As he watched Leo open the hatch and leave the barn, his gaze may have slipped to the man’s ass. Vance realized that he didn’t want to only see cons for the rest of his life. He wanted more than that. But the twenty years he had left to serve loomed large and blocked out almost all hope that he’d ever have a real life. He drew in a breath and turned around. At least he still had his job. That was something. He had to be more careful in the future.
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      It was the end of the day when the goats started acting up and bleating. Silke looked up, but Vance was with the guinea pigs, getting them ready for the night.

      Was that a pop? Or a hiss? The hair along her arms prickled to attention and the feeling quickly raced along her skin and up the back of her neck.

      Something pinged across the deck of the barn.

      The screech of alarms cut through the questions that had been forming.

      It took a moment for Silke to realize that they weren’t the fire alarms, and this wasn’t a drill. The light above the hatch that indicated that the barn was pressurized had gone from green to orange. They were losing air.

      Her heart cramped and seemed to stop. She couldn’t move as panic gripped her. This couldn’t be happening. But it was. They’d done drills. A one in a million chance, they’d said. At the time she’d thought if something hit the ship they’d all be dead in minutes anyway. She watched the light. Still orange. If it went red, that meant there wasn’t enough air to sustain life.

      “Get the animals into the lab.” The lab would be secure. It was designed to be an airtight refuge … all the modules were. She hoped it still was.

      Vance started packing up the guinea pigs. His gaze slid to the light, but he said nothing.

      Silke raced over to the goat pen and opened it up. Then she grabbed a handful of pellets and started guiding them toward the lab. She knew she was supposed to leave the animals and save herself. But she couldn’t. They were needed on the colony … assuming that they even made it there. The goats bleated and bounced around, but they followed. She opened the lab door and was sure she felt a breeze caress her skin.

      It was just the pressure differential.

      She swallowed down her fear and got the goats in, then ran back to grab a crate of guinea pigs from Vance.

      The light was still orange. They had time.

      At least there were no students down here. Was it worse elsewhere on the ship? She’d make a report once everyone was in the lab. She pushed past the goats and dropped the crate on the counter, then ran back for another.

      All her careful breeding control was going out the window.

      It didn’t matter.

      She and Vance placed more panicked guinea pigs in crates on the counters, but he stopped her from going out again. “You can’t risk it.”

      “I’ll use a breather.”

      He shook his head. “Every time this door opens we lose pressure in here.”

      Half of the guinea pigs were still out there. He was right, though. They’d saved half. Maybe it wasn’t that bad. Should she grab a breather and a patch kit and try to find the holes? She glanced at the emergency box that she’d thought they’d never need. Her heart thudded hard as fear coursed through her veins. Before she could decide, Vance sealed the lab door.

      It was enough to make her move. She hit the comms button in the lab. “Silke Rask reporting loss of pressure in the barn. Repeat, the barn is depressurizing.”

      They must know that. It would be flashing on the consoles on the bridge.

      No one replied. Had the bridge been hit? Were they all dead? If they were, then who would fly the ship? They’d die halfway between Earth and Solitaire. Panic squeezed harder.

      She forced herself to breathe, slowly inhale, slowly exhale. She was not going to have a panic attack. That wouldn’t help anyone. After what felt like hours, but was probably less than a minute, the comms came to life with a quick burst of static.

      “Acknowledged. We are experiencing multiple decompressions across the starboard side of the ship. Teams are being deployed. Are you in the module?”

      “Yes, Va— 1113 and I are in the lab, and so are the goats and about half the guinea pigs.” Vance was moving things around so that they wouldn’t prove tempting to curious goats. Satan had her front hooves on the bench and was looking around for something to destroy. If she wasn’t careful, she’d be getting kicked out of the lab.

      Silke glanced at the light above the lab door. It was still showing orange. She’d never really paid much attention to the warning lights above any of the hatches or modules since she’d been on the ship. They’d always been green and kind of invisible—just a part of life. It was only when they changed color that they stood out and became sinister.

      “Acknowledged. A repair team will be down shortly.”

      “How long is shortly?”

      Silence. Several heartbeats later the man was back on the other end. “I can’t say. There are multiple decompressions and priority is being assigned. Damage reports are still coming in.”

      What he meant was there was a lot of damage and they were on their own for the moment. “Should we evacuate the barn?”

      “Negative. Remain where you are. The barn is high priority, but it could take time.” She heard other voices in the background. “Can you see any of the breaches?”

      Vance moved around the lab looking out the windows. He shook his head. She hadn’t seen any either.

      “No. Do you know what happened?”

      “I have more damage reports coming in. Please leave the comms open for instructions.” Static returned. The man was gone.

      Silke released the button. In other words, “get off the line, I don’t have time to chat,” coupled with “I have no idea and I’m not willing to admit that to you”.

      “So we’re on our own.” Vance leaned against the counter. He had one hand on top of Satan’s head, in an attempt to stop her from climbing up. Satan turned her attention to Vance’s sleeve and started tugging at it. He glanced down but didn’t tell her off.

      “Yeah. I have no idea how long for.” The light for the lab was still a healthy green color, and unless the lab had been damaged, it would stay that way. Although with all the animals in here she had no idea how long the air would last. They would have to break out an oxygen candle before the carbon dioxide level got too high. 

      Vance nodded. “Did you want to take a breather and leave the barn?”

      “No.” At the moment she had no idea what the rest of the ship was like. Smart people would be in their rooms, or the closest module, and they wouldn’t risk opening it if the warning light said the hallway had no air. While she could travel quite far on thirty minutes of air, if there was nowhere to go, there wasn’t any point. “Until they tell us more I think we wait it out.”

      They were silent for a little while, but the silence made the time pass even slower. “What do you think happened?”

      Vance shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m more worried about how extensively the ship is damaged.”

      She was trying not to think about that. “I don’t think we’ve dropped out of the jump.” Which meant that the engines were still working. That was a plus. As she spoke, the ship shuddered and she lost her balance and fell over two goats.

      “You were saying?” Vance looked at her, trying not to laugh.

      The goats nudged at her clothes, no doubt smelling their feed pellets on her, making it impossible to get up.

      “Fuck.” She pushed a couple away, but they were nimble and determined. If they were dead in space they were well and truly fucked.

      The comm pinged to indicate that a general announcement was about to be made. “Be advised we have shut down the engines as a precaution as we assess the damage done to the fleet. Remain where you are. Repair teams are being assigned.” It pinged again, then went quiet.

      She wished the alarm would go quiet, then changed her mind. If she could hear it, that meant that there was still air in the barn. Those poor guinea pigs. Would they survive?

      They were going to get eaten anyway. It wasn’t as though they were destined for a long life, but this didn’t seem fair. Could they still be eaten after this? Probably.

      Vance offered her a hand and she took it, glad to get out from under the goats. He hauled her up easily and she ended up standing extremely close to him. One more step and they’d be chest to chest. Unlike Leo, who was taller, Vance was about her height.

      “So we’re stuck here,” he said.

      “Yeah.” He was still holding her hand and she was still standing too close. Ever since their first and only kiss they had been very careful to respect each other’s personal space. Don’t get too close, don’t hold eye contact for too long … but there was no pretending that the attraction didn’t exist.

      There was no hiding it now, either.

      “We could die in here.” The words bubbled from her lips.

      If there were too many holes or the ship lost too much air, what then? What if the water manufacturing plant was damaged, or the air scrubbers, or they were leaking fuel?

      Were the other two ships okay, or were they all now drifting and doing damage assessment, too far from anywhere to call for help? While no one had ever come across an alien ship, or any sign of intelligent life, yet, she was beginning to hope that they were out there and that they would come and help. The idea that they were truly on their own was terrifying.

      Was this how the first explorers had felt as they’d crossed the oceans of Earth?

      Or had they reveled in the adventure and the danger?

      Plenty of those explorers must have died, swallowed up by the sea or killed on arrival, but no one had recorded their adventures. Those who had survived had written the history books, and lived as legends. If they made it to Solitaire, is that how people would view them in a hundred years? As intrepid explorers who’d looked fate in the eye and laughed when she’d tried to stop them?

      Silke shivered and Vance pulled her close.

      His body was warm and strong, but his touch was hesitant. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      “I know … I think we must have been hit by micrometeoroids.” That was the only answer.

      “But they have long-range scanners on the ships to avoid asteroids and comets.”

      She lifted her head and looked at him. That was true, but comets had tails that could stretch for a very long way, and micrometeoroids were tiny. They might have thought they were clear. “What else could have caused such widespread damage?”

      “The ship itself is failing?”

      Silke shook her head. “No, Leo has done this trip twice before. They haven’t set this mission up to fail.” The governments of the world wouldn’t have sent them to their death. She wouldn’t believe that. On an overcrowded planet the loss of fifteen thousand people wasn’t much. It wouldn’t be worth the effort.

      But if Siren was riddled with holes and leaking like a sieve, they were in big trouble. Hiding in the lab module would buy them time, but time for what? To write goodbye notes that would never be found?

      There were no last meals to be had in the lab. Unless they feasted on guinea pig. No, she couldn’t bring herself to kill one of them.

      She looked at Vance. If they were going to die, there was only one thing she wanted. Him. She kissed him before she could re-think. His lips moved beneath hers, his mouth opening as he pulled her closer so her body was pressed to his. Her hips against his. She felt him harden as the kiss deepened, her tongue seeking him out.

      This time the kiss wasn’t delicate. Vance kissed as though he was hungry and might never eat again. She knew that feeling. And while she knew she should feel guilty, she didn’t. Leo wasn’t here, and if she was going to die she wanted some pleasure first. She’d wanted Vance for such a long time. They’d been best friends since their first few weeks of working together. She couldn’t have had a better partner.

      Choosing between the two men hadn’t seemed fair. And Vance knew that—that was why he’d stepped away, so she didn’t have to choose.

      His hands slipped lower to cup her butt. “I have wanted you for so long.”

      “I know, and if this is it …”

      “And if it isn’t?” He kissed her again.

      He was right, what if the holes got fixed, the lights went back to green, and the alarms stopped? Did she have to choose between Leo and Vance? They were so different, and the life she could have with them would be so different. Vance had twenty years to go, and while he could marry, if given permission, it was a long time to live under that cloud of uncertainty. Leo would be a valued free settler.

      An echo of something he’d said resurfaced. Not enough women for every man who wanted a wife to have one … Did she have to choose? Could she have both?

      She had no idea how that would work, and she was sure that someone would disapprove. But right now she didn’t care.

      “Then we deal with it then … you like Leo.” She knew that Vance hadn’t been entirely joking when he’d said that he’d sleep with Leo and marry him.

      “He doesn’t like me that way. And I don’t think he’s the kind of guy who likes to share.”

      Silke drew in a breath. “Are you?”

      Vance held her gaze for a moment. “I don’t know … I think I could.”

      

      He’d thought about it many times alone in his cell. While he’d never actually had a threesome, the idea had appeal and he hoped that Grady would come around to the idea in time. If not, Vance would step aside. He wouldn’t tie her to a con for the next twenty years. He didn’t want to be responsible for wrecking her second chance on Solitaire.

      The alarms were still going and they were pitched perfectly to make coherent thought hard work. No doubt this was so when orders came through, people obeyed without question. Anything to make them shut up.

      Right now he had stolen time with Silke. Whatever happened now could be written off as being because they’d thought they were going to die. They could pretend it had never happened if they had to. He nudged a goat away from his leg. He didn’t need extra holes in his pants.

      However, he’d always know what had happened, and he wasn’t sure he’d be able to look Grady in the eye again. He considered Grady a friend, and Vance had precious few of them. Could he do this?

      Lust was burning in his blood, his dick was achingly hard, and Silke was in his arms … and they could all be dead soon. If not in minutes then in hours, or days.

      He’d rather it be a fast than a slow death.

      Vance had imagined himself growing old on Solitaire. He’d imagined him still working side by side with Silke when he eventually got the magna-cuffs off and was a free man. Somehow he’d let himself dream, instead of just making it through each day. And Silke had always been part of that dream.

      He was going to live that dream, just once. To hell with the consequences.

      If they all died in the next few days it wouldn’t really matter. And if they didn’t? Well, right now he didn’t care. He had to live each day and enjoy it as best he could.

      He kissed Silke and lifted her onto the counter. She gasped, her hands landing on his shoulders, but she didn’t stop him or say no. Instead, her legs wrapped around his hips and drew him closer. It had been a very long time since he’d been with a woman, but that didn’t mean he’d forgotten anything … not that a sixteen-year-old had much to forget.

      She unbuttoned his white shirt and pushed it off his shoulders. He pulled his arms free and then placed his shirt on the bench. If he dropped it on the floor, Satan would have it in less than a heartbeat. Silke smiled as her fingers traced over his chest, only the thin fabric of his singlet between her skin and his. He was aware as her fingers skimmed over the number that had been stamped in large writing. Then her hands were sliding over his shoulders and his arms.

      The heat of her touch flooded him. He hadn’t had a lover for nearly a year. He missed the intimacy and the companionship that came from being close to someone.

      Her hands cupped his jaw. “I like that you don’t shave every day.”

      Like most prisoners, Vance felt that shaving was generally unnecessary and a waste of the limited water rations for bathing. So half the time he sported a rough beard … although “beard” might be generous. He never left it for too long though, as it did look pretty bad. He just wasn’t the kind of guy who could grow an impressive beard, not like some of the cons. He’d shaved on his day off so at the moment it was little more than stubble.

      Her thumb brushed across his lip and he kissed it before drawing it into his mouth. His hand smoothed over her thighs, the fabric of her pants bunching beneath his palms. He wanted her naked, but the metal counters of the lab and the milling goats probably weren’t conducive to nudity. However, that didn’t stop him from unbuttoning her shirt.

      She wasn’t wearing an undershirt, just a plain beige bra. Her nipples were pressing against the thin cloth. Unable to resist, he leaned down and gently raked his teeth over the peak. She arched her back and he sucked, his tongue rasping over the fabric before releasing her hard nipple.

      Her hands had slid under his singlet, then glided over his belly, and lower. His breath caught as she undid the button of his fly. She watched him, waiting for a reaction as she took hold of the zipper and then dragged it down. Her knuckles grazed the length of his shaft. He was sure it was deliberate. He wanted to feel her hand wrapped around his length.

      No, he wanted to bury his shaft deep in her core and feel her come around him.

      Before rescue came, or the ship broke apart and they died.

      As her hand eased into his briefs and she grasped him, all thoughts flatlined.

      “Get my pants off,” she whispered.

      He wasn’t sure he could while she stroked his length with gentle, sure caresses that seemed designed to torture. His heart was beating too hard and too fast and every touch made him want more.

      But he obeyed. His fingers fumbled at the opening of her pants. Once they were undone, she lifted one hip and then the other so he could drag them down. Her legs eased from around his hips. He tugged off her boots and then her pants, dumping the clothing on the counter next to her. Then she was naked from the waist down.

      He brought her closer to the edge of the counter, then bent to taste her.

      She gasped as his lips touched her labia, her nails pressed into his shoulders as he parted her lips and his tongue flicked over her clit. He had forgotten what a woman tasted like. The musk of sex and the slipperiness of her desire. She spread her legs wider as his tongue delved deeper, and this time he was rewarded with a moan and an increase in the pressure of her nails.

      If this was his last meal, it was as good as it got.

      Better than he could’ve hoped for.

      His fingers slid up her thigh then dipped into her core. She shuddered and sighed, her fingers kneading his shoulders.

      “I want to feel you in me.” Her words were breathy.

      He lifted his head so he could look her in the eye, then slowly thrust two fingers into her core.

      She reached down and grasped his cock. “That’s what I want.”

      Her fingers circled the head before sliding down his shaft. Her touch sent a jolt of lust to his balls that then spread through his blood. It had been a while since he’d wanted anyone so much.

      But he didn’t want this to be over too fast. His thumb touched her clit and caressed. She squirmed, her hips rocking and her eyelids half lowered. Then she wrapped her legs around his hips again and drew him closer. She leaned back a little, making it all too easy for him to slide in. He couldn’t resist.

      Vance gave in. He gripped her hips and brought her a little closer, the head of his shaft nudging at the slick folds of her sex. He hesitated a moment, enjoying the tease, knowing that he may never get this chance again. He wanted Silke to remember this, but he knew he had no control over that. All he could do was try and make it good.

      What the hell did he know about good sex? Enough, he hoped.

      Inch by inch, he eased into her, the short, incomplete thrusts teasing him as much as they were teasing her. She was tight and wet and hot around him. It was a sensation he’d never forget. Nor could he forget the way she was looking at him, with raw heat and desire in her gaze. It had been a while since anyone had looked at him like that.

      Her legs tightened around him and he sank into her fully. He paused for a heartbeat to enjoy her before moving, making each thrust count. Her wet heat encased him. The slippery tightness was something he had missed. The curves of a woman’s body. His hand slid over her breast, cupped her cheek. Her skin was smooth in the way a man’s could never be. When he kissed her, her lips were soft, but demanding. She was as hungry as him. Her desire fed his.

      It didn’t matter where they were, for the moment it was just them.

      Silke’s eyes closed and her head tilted back. As her breathing became rough against his lips, Vance felt his control slipping as desire overtook. His balls were tight and aching and his blood was hot.

      He touched her clit and circled, wanting to see her come. Hoping he wouldn’t fail her. Silke bit her lower lip, her hips moving in time with his, then she gasped, and her core clenched around him as she came. He groaned and let any pretense of control slide away. He thrust into her hard, gripping her hips as his climax rushed through him. He leaned forward and kissed her, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. And for a moment they clung together, her breath hot and fast on his skin and her heartbeat racing with his.

      Words formed on the tip of his tongue, but he swallowed them down.

      Now wasn’t the time to say he loved her.

      But if now wasn’t the time, would there ever be one?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    

    
      Leo had known the moment the alarms sounded what had happened. Something had gone wrong. From the sound of the alarms he knew it was a hull breach. He had immediately gone to his station and pulled on his close-fitting suit, hoping some clear instructions would follow. At first the comms were filled with people panicking. He pulled up the schematic of the ship to look at which alarms had been triggered. Several other flight crew looked over his shoulder.

      There was more than one red light and plenty of orange.

      How had that happened so fast? The starboard side was lit up like the Christmas trees he’d seen in the fancy shops in the tower, the ones his mother had never been able to afford.

      Leo couldn’t wait for a direct order. He started assigning crew to the areas with orange lights. They needed to stabilize the ship as fast as possible and stop any more air from venting. Those compartments that were already red would have to wait. The bulkheads would stop any more leaks.

      His gaze lingered on the barn.

      He heard Silke’s voice on the comms and the reply from the comms operator. Before he could get to the barn he’d have to go through several other orange zones that would need patches first.

      He wanted to race straight to Silke, but she was alive and in the lab. She was safe. She wouldn’t be safe if the areas around her continued to leak. He loaded up his satchel with repair kits. They weren’t designed to be permanent, but he knew from his previous trip that they could last for several months, giving the repair crew the time to go around and fix every leak properly during the scheduled maintenance periods when the ship dropped out of jump.

      Looking at the damage, he figured he’d be kept busy for the rest of the flight just doing repairs.

      Using the comms, he coordinated the teams, and kept the bridge informed. No one counteracted his orders—because there was no one or because telling him to fix the civvie quarters first would look bad? For the moment it was safest if everyone stayed where they were … unless they were in a venting area and trapped.

      But rescue teams had already been dispatched to those areas, and that wasn’t his problem.

      The breathers had thirty minutes of air. He had six of them, as he didn’t intend on going back to the recharge station. Hopefully he didn’t run out of patches. The thin adhesive pieces of metal could be cut smaller to limit wastage. He’d told everyone to trim to minimum size.

      If he was right and it had been micrometeoroids then the holes would be small. The biggest problem would probably be finding the holes. He unlocked the hatch with a swipe of his chip and stepped into an orange zone. The three crew he had with him followed through fast and resealed the hatch. Getting down to the barn was going to take forever if every single hatch was sealed and every corridor had damage.

      

      Two hours later, having lost count of the number of holes he’d sealed, Leo was at the barn hatch. The lights on his portacomp were slowly changing from orange to green. They couldn’t just reopen every hatch at once though, it had to be done slowly, to ensure that the seals held and that the atmosphere on the ship didn’t get too thin from being spread too far. It would take time for the air scrubbers and generators to make enough to replace what had been lost. Days. And there would be parts of Siren, the parts currently glowing red, that would be off limits for weeks … maybe for the rest of the trip.

      He was down to one crew member. One had gone back for more supplies because several breathers had to be given to people who’d become trapped when the hatches had sealed. Only the flight crew could open hatches that had automatically sealed due to decompression. It was a safety precaution to stop people—Army or civvie—from running around and making things worse.

      The barn was still showing orange, but orange covered everything from minor venting to about to turn red, so Leo checked his breather, then stuck the end through the opening in the face shield and into his mouth. He hated the taste of the rubber mouthpiece.

      He swallowed and then tried to smile to stop himself from gagging. Fingers crossed there’d be enough air to breathe in there. In some areas they’d been lucky. Others had turned red before they’d even got there. Some of the areas he’d left as they were non-essential, and they’d just rescued people trapped in a module that opened onto the red corridor. Too many detours.

      He opened the hatch and while he didn’t feel the breeze on his skin, because he had no exposed skin, the sensor on his suit indicated air movement. Well, “sensor” might have been overly elaborate—it was really just a fringe of fabric, no longer than an inch. A quick low-tech guide to how air was travelling. All the tech in the world didn’t help if it wasn’t working in an emergency. Sometimes low tech was the safest option, something that had been learned the hard way. 

      The two of them stepped through and closed the hatch. Over the alarms he couldn’t hear any animals. He glanced at the lab and saw Silke and Vance waving. He lifted his hand, then gave them a stop signal so they wouldn’t come out. Something crunched under his boot. He squatted down and saw a small rock, now partially ground to dust. Then he glanced at the inner wall of the hull.

      At some point the outer hull was going to have to be repaired.

      He sighed. That would have to happen soon, while they weren’t using the jump engines. Outside walks were his least favorite part of the job. While he’d only have to go out to inspect, that would still be far longer than he liked to be outside of the ship.

      Leo checked the air quality. It was borderline and heading toward red. He kept the breather on and started the slow manual check of every square inch of hull wall. When he found a hole he cut the smallest patch he could and sealed the breach.

      If they were hit by more micrometeoroids they were going to start running out of patches. If they were hit by something bigger, they were fucked anyway. He hoped that the person who was supposed to be watching for these things was getting torn a new one. Although how all three ships missed it was a mystery … unless they weren’t able to scan for micrometeoroids while jumping. That wasn’t a comforting thought.

      He stopped near the guinea pig cages. There were less than normal. Silke had managed to save some. While none were moving, they wouldn’t be dead yet. Just unconscious.

      What had Silke and Vance been talking about while they were in the lab? Two hours of being locked in a room with Silke, thinking he might be about to die, he knew what he’d have been doing. He stopped as though punched in the stomach. For a moment he couldn’t breathe, even though he had air.

      Maybe they hadn’t.

      But Leo wasn’t very good at lying to himself, and Vance and Silke weren’t very good at hiding the desire in their eyes, either.

      If it had happened—and really, it had only been a matter of time until it did—what did he do now?

      He still loved her and he still wanted her. He knew she liked him, maybe even loved him, now she’d let down her guard and told him why she was here. But he also knew that she was never going to stop loving Vance.

      And Vance would never stop loving her.

      It was too complicated. Leo liked his relationships simple. But then, he’d never had anyone like Silke in his life. The last woman he’d been in a relationship with had used him for sex and dropped him like a hot meteoroid the moment her feet had touched the Earth. After that it had been one brief affair after another.

      He already knew he didn’t want to continue down that path. He wanted something more. Silke certainly came with more. She came with Vance.

      Leo saw another hole and cut a metal patch to size. Would fixing his relationship with Silke be as simple?

      Was there anything to actually fix?

      He frowned as he waited for the sealant to set.

      They weren’t broken. In fact, there was absolutely nothing wrong. He couldn’t even call what she’d done cheating because at the bottom of his heart, he’d expected it. Maybe he was even okay with it.

      That was unsettling.

      He pushed the thought away. It was much easier and less troubling to think about the damage done to the ship.

      

      Silke watched as the two men in blue suits moved extremely slowly around the barn. She was guessing they were both men, as neither had breasts. Although the suits could be squashing everything flat. They weren’t exactly what she’d call flattering. However, they were sealed and practical. She couldn’t see their faces because of the masks and there were no names on the suits, so she didn’t know if one was Leo or not.

      Vance put his hand on the small of her back. “You’re thinking of him.”

      She nodded. “Looks like we get to live.” For the moment.

      “Yeah.”

      She should say something, but she didn’t know what. She didn’t regret what she’d done. That probably made her a bad person, as she’d technically cheated on her boyfriend. Where did that leave her and Leo, and her and Vance?

      “What now?” she asked, even though she didn’t expect Vance to have the answer. She wouldn’t take back what they’d shared even if she could. It was a pity it had taken facing death to make them act on what they felt.

      He shrugged. “Now we go back to our regular lives.”

      “No.” She didn’t want things to go back the way they were.

      “You belong with Grady, not me. He can give you a better life on Solitaire than I ever will.” He cupped her cheek, his thumb brushing her skin. “I will walk away.”

      She didn’t want to lose him as a friend, a colleague … or a lover. “You’re only doing that because you think it’s the right thing to do.”

      “It’s the only thing I can do. I will never marry you.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      Vance’s lips twisted into a smile. “Grady won’t share.”

      “And if he will?” The idea that she could have both of them … it was enough to make her heart skip and tumble and forget how to beat in rhythm. Why should she have to choose? There were four men on board for every woman. Surely that meant she could have whoever she wanted?

      “How’s it going to work, really?”

      She had no idea. She hadn’t exactly planned for this to happen. She’d planned to be single for as long as possible, to avoid the truth coming out, but now Vance and Leo both knew. And neither had judged her for it. She was sure others would though, if they ever found out. Others like Robert.

      “I don’t know. But I do know I can’t lie to Leo about us.”

      Vance pressed his lips together. “Is there an us?”

      “Do you want there to be?” Maybe all he’d wanted was sex with a woman, and she’d been available. If so, she had misjudged him and their friendship.

      He closed his eyes. “You know if I was free that’s what I’d want.”

      Then why did he step aside so quickly?

      “You can’t put your dreams on hold for another twenty years.” She put her arm around him and leaned her head on his shoulder.

      “I think my uniform says otherwise.” But he held her close and kissed her cheek, both of them knowing that when the light went from orange to green, their stolen time would be over, and decisions would have to be made.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    

    
      Leo took the breather out of his mouth. It was almost out of air anyway. Although the light was still orange, the barn was slowly coming up to pressure. It was time to face Silke and Vance.

      He pulled off the face shield and hood of the suit and strode over to the lab. Silke and Vance were talking. Both seemed concerned. As he approached, Silke’s face lit up. It was that smile that gave him reason to hope.

      But if she lied to him, they would be over. He didn’t want any more secrets. If she was going to sleep with Vance then it had to be open, and they had to find a way to navigate this like adults. It wasn’t as though they could get off the ship to escape each other.

      The lab door opened and a waft of goat and goat shit followed. He should’ve left his suit hood on. His nose wrinkled. Did it always smell so bad down here? He didn’t think so. But then, they’d been in a sealed lab with no fresh air coming in for hours. They’d obviously lit an oxygen candle to keep the air fresh-ish.

      The goats pushed out the door, bleating and making straight for their food. Vance went to follow, but Leo caught his arm. “Wait up. I’m sure they’ll be fine for a moment.”

      The goats bounced around as if enjoying the space. Hopefully they wouldn’t trash the place.

      Vance didn’t resist, but he leveled his gaze at Leo. It was cool and unflinching. Leo made himself smile. He’d probably looked as though he was gearing up to do something unpleasant.

      At his smile Vance relaxed a little and Leo released his arm. Silke stood in the door of the lab, one hand shoved into her pocket. She didn’t throw herself into his arms the way he’d hoped. The tension was back between them.

      Someone had to say something, and Leo decided it might as well be him. “Did you find a way to pass the time?”

      It almost came off as casual, even offhand.

      Silke’s gaze darted to Vance and a slight blush colored her cheeks. He knew then what had happened without a doubt. Either she admitted it now or they were done.

      “Yeah, but …” She looked at him. “We thought we were going to die … we aren’t going to die, right?”

      “The ship is okay for the moment. But there are a lot of repairs needed before we get underway.” What kind of repairs did their relationship need?

      “Not safe yet.” She looked down at the floor. “You obviously worked it out. I don’t want to apologize. I don’t regret it.”

      Vance shook his head and looked away. Did he regret it? Leo doubted it, but he also knew Vance wanted Silke to be sensible and forget him. Even Leo could see that was never going to happen.

      “I don’t want a fake apology, just the truth.” That was the only way he could see this working.

      “It was my idea. I wanted some pussy before I died.” Vance looked like a man who had just discovered a spider in his pants but didn’t want to drop them in public.

      “I suspect quite a few people spent what they thought were the final hours of their lives fucking.” Leo crossed his arms. Silke still hadn’t actually admitted anything, just said that she wasn’t sorry.

      “It takes two.” She glanced at Leo. “If you’d been there …”

      “What? It would’ve taken three?” That he could imagine Silke between Vance and him so easily was disconcerting. He’d never done anything like that. Or wanted anything like that.

      She shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Leo frowned. Had they been talking about what he’d been thinking? “Is that what you want?”

      Vance was watching him, his face completely unreadable.

      “I want to be happy and I don’t want to have to cut someone out of my life to make you happy,” Silke said.

      “I’m not asking you to.” He drew in a breath. This was when he had to say something. Where he had to admit to looking at the bigger picture and to having weighed the dangers and benefits and the risk to his heart. The only risk was that he lost Silke totally, and if he did that he’d also lose Vance as a friend, and he’d have to sleep with one eye open.

      “I’m just asking that …” It was much harder to put into words than Leo had thought, probably because he wasn’t entirely sure what he was asking or what exactly he wanted. “That we be honest about it.”

      That wasn’t quite right either, but for the moment it would have to do. He’d have never considered something like this when posted to Earth, but the old Earth rules didn’t apply here. The colony was too far away for that, and until things became more balanced—which could take decades—relationships would form that would’ve been frowned upon back on Earth.

      This was one of them.

      Silke lifted one eyebrow, and Vance was watching him closely too. The suit he was wearing seemed too tight and restrictive. It pressed against his skin and tried to smother him. He resisted the urge to tear it off. He had to finish what he’d started.

      “Marry me. I won’t stop you from seeing … sleeping with Vance, if that’s what you want.”

      Silke shook her head. “I don’t want you to settle. You need to be happy too.”

      “I’m not settling.” It didn’t feel like he was settling. He didn’t know exactly what he was doing. Making the best of it?

      “You want a relationship that includes Vance?” Silke didn’t look any more certain.

      “Who is standing right here … Were you going to ask me what I want in this, Grady?”

      “I know what you want.” Leo remembered the kiss on the cheek.

      Vance smiled. “No you don’t, you just think you do. I love Silke.” He paused as if anticipating a response. Leo wasn’t surprised; he’d known that for a long time. Silke glanced away, her cheeks pink. “But I will not marry her. Twenty years is too long to live half a life. I don’t know what the prison will be like on Solitaire but I may not be able to leave except for work.” He held up his hand to stop any comments. “I’m okay with that. I have to be. I made my choice a long time ago. However, I appreciate that you understand my relationship with Silke and aren’t seeking to destroy it. That means a lot.” Vance’s voice caught in his throat.

      Leo took half a step before he realized he’d done so. To hell with it. He closed the gap and embraced Vance. “I wouldn’t do that.”

      When Vance put his arms around Leo, Leo resisted the urge to pull away. After a couple of heartbeats, both men drew back. It wasn’t as weird as it could have been.

      Leo glanced at Silke.

      She stepped forward and into his arms. “I thought you were going to be burned, and then we’d be over.”

      “If you’d denied it … yeah, I would’ve walked.”

      She nodded against him. “I wouldn’t have done that. Lies always get discovered.”

      “And so do secrets,” Vance said. “I’m not supposed to have any relationship without it being on paper … but I’m not sure about it, not after Robert. That would be like throwing oil on a fire.”

      Leo released Silke. He clasped her hand, but couldn’t feel her skin through his gloves. He hated the damn suit. His portacomp beeped and then his comms buzzed.

      “Shit.” He stepped away from Vance and Silke before answering. “Grady.”

      “Assemble a repair team for transfer to Sprite, they need extra assistance.”

      Leo swallowed hard. He knew enough to read between the lines. He was doing a ship transfer and Sprite was in worse shape than Siren. That wasn’t good. “How many?”

      “Whatever you can spare from Siren. They were hit worse and are experiencing catastrophic system failure and multiple casualties.”

      Siren had lost people too. Not many, though. “How bad is it?”

      “They’re still reporting in … but it’s bad. We are going to evac people from the ship.”

      Cold sweat trickled down Leo’s spine. If they were taking people off Sprite, the ship must be in dire condition. “Is it worth patching?”

      He had to ask. If they used all their remaining patches on Sprite only to have to abandon her like an old soft drink can, they’d be up shit creek if Siren got hit again.

      “They can get her moving if we can get her airtight. They are sealing off multiple areas. Repairs will be restricted. Sphinx is also sending a repair team. You are to liaise with the other crews and determine which parts can be fixed and which should remain sealed for the rest of the trip. You have two hours to prep, then the shuttle will take your crew over and return with refugees. Understood?”

      “Understood. How long will I be on Sprite for?”

      “Several days. We won’t leave you there. But we don’t want to be drifting for longer than a week.”

      What the comms operator wasn’t saying was that supplies had been calculated to the day. The longer they drifted, the more the supplies would have to be stretched.

      “I’ll be in the shuttle bay in two hours with a team. Grady out.” He released the button, well aware that Vance and Silke had overheard. “We got lucky.”

      It could’ve easily been Siren experiencing catastrophic failure. If something bigger had ripped into the barn, Silke and Vance and all the animals would be dead. Accepting that Silke had another, part-time lover was nothing compared to the fact that they were all alive.

      “I have to go.”

      “Be safe.” Silke threw her arms around him. “We’ll figure this out when you get back.”

      “There’s nothing to figure out. We are in this together.” He beckoned Vance over. If they were going to do this, it was going to be properly. Vance joined the embrace.

      For a moment they clung together. Then Leo sighed and pulled away. “I’m sure someone will inspect the repairs, but keep an eye on them. Any sign of a leak, call a repair crew.” The barn was dotted with bright orange patches. “I’ll let you know when I get back.”

      He didn’t want to be leaving, but he didn’t have a choice. This was his job. If Sprite needed help he had to provide it, now that Siren was stabilized. He’d never transferred ship in space and the idea made him a little queasy. Humans were too fragile for this. They were supposed to be on the ground, not in the airless vacuum of space. The thrill of space travel had worn off and he was looking forward to landing on Solitaire.

      He gave them both a smile that he hoped looked confident, then turned and walked away before he got choked up.

      At the hatch he paused and called out, “You might want to check on the guinea pigs … I think they survived the decompression.”

      He stood for a moment, watching, as Silke and Vance moved toward the cages. He saw her smile of delight and knew that at least some had survived.

      It gave him hope that they would survive, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    

    
      Silke had spent far too much on a single bottle of red wine, which may or may not be worth it. She’d also informed the guard that Vance had to work late tonight. Vance had used his hoarded privilege tokens to get a half dozen pieces of hydroponic fruit. And Leo had managed to get dinner and a blanket. She had no idea how many favors he’d called in with the cooks in the mess.

      The result was a picnic in the barn under soft red night lights.

      It looked more hellish than romantic.

      However, it meant they wouldn’t be interrupted. Given that Vance couldn’t wander freely, this had to be the location … it was here or his room, and quite frankly, she preferred the barn to the idea of going into the prison.

      Leo spread out the blanket, the one from his bed, and unpacked what he’d brought down. “It’s everyone’s favorite soyroom stew. And I have a few slices of bread.”

      “Bread?” She hadn’t eaten bread since she’d left Earth.

      “As an officer I get a couple of pieces a week. There’s no butter, though.”

      “Anything else you get that we don’t?” Vance picked up a slice and took a small bite.

      Leo shook his head. “I still don’t get fresh meat.” The guinea pigs in their cages squeaked, as if on cue.

      Aside from a quick visit to say he was back, this was the first time Silke had seen Leo in almost a week. She’d been kept busy making room for some rescued alpacas and some extra guinea pigs, all refugees from the stricken Sprite.

      The jump engines had started up yesterday and they were heading toward Solitaire again. The crisis was over, but the ship was now overcrowded. Sprite had been too badly damaged for all five thousand people to remain on board—not that all had survived. Over one thousand had died, either in the immediate micrometeoroid shower or from being trapped when the hatches sealed. Something bigger than a micrometeoroid had hit Sprite.

      While Leo hadn’t given details, he’d sketched out how bad it had been over there. She was just glad he was back. She’d missed him. This was his welcome home picnic as well as being a chance to cement what they had.

      Every time she thought about it, her stomach tangled and knotted. For the moment, they had agreed on no paperwork of any kind.

      Leo pulled something out of one of his pockets. “I made these for you.” He handed the little bundle to Vance. “I figured no one else would be making you any.”

      Vance unfolded the bundle. Socks. “You even put my number on there.”

      Sure enough, knitted into the sock in a different color was the number 1113.

      Leo shrugged as if it was nothing. “So no one can take them.”

      “Thank you.” Vance smiled. Silke knew how much something like that would mean to him. They’d talked a lot more over the last week.

      So far, nothing had changed between Vance and Leo. They were still friendly, and both of them were making an effort to keep it that way. Vance had confided in her that he was hoping Leo would come around and experiment a little.

      Maybe he would … she wouldn’t mind seeing the two of them together. She might have let that slip during that conversation with Vance. Had Leo felt his ears burning while he was on Sprite?

      The three of them sat on the blanket and ate dinner. The wine was all right, but more importantly, it slid through her body and took away the edge of tension. They talked about the overcrowding. Many of the classrooms were now being used for accommodation, and Silke no longer had a room to herself. Small changes that, at the moment, were okay. But she had her doubts about the long term.

      As she sat between her guys, though, any doubts about their future melted away.

      The people she cared about most were with her. They would make this work. Since she was the one in the middle it was up to her to make sure it worked. She glanced at Leo, who was eating an apple, then at Vance, who was sipping his wine. It was the first alcohol he’d had in years, and he was taking it easy.

      Choice made, she leaned over and kissed Vance. His lips tasted like wine. And while he didn’t say anything, she sensed his hesitation at doing this in front of Leo. His nerves made hers spike again. What if she was doing this wrong? She drew back a little, unsure what to do next … if anything. She glanced over her shoulder to gauge Leo’s reaction.

      “Dinner and a show. Excellent.” Leo stretched out on the blanket and topped up his wine.

      “You can join in.” Had she really just said that? But of course, that was what was going to happen. It was what she’d been thinking about all day. It was why they had arranged this picnic. Sometimes it would be the three of them.

      “I will, in a little bit.” He smiled. The red lights gave him a devilish look that made her heart beat a little harder.

      She drew in a breath and tried to find calm, but it was impossible knowing Leo was watching. Vance touched her cheek and turned her head back to face him. He kissed her softly again. Leo wanted a show … well, she’d attempt to give him just that. He had to be feeling just as awkward about this as she and Vance were, but they had to get past it if this was going to work. And she wanted it to work.

      “Let’s give him something to watch,” she murmured against Vance’s lips as she started unbuttoning his shirt. Her hands smoothed over his chest, and while she tried to concentrate on the man in front of her, she was very aware of the man to the side, sipping his wine and eating the apple. She was sure once both were finished he’d join in. That was how these things worked … maybe.

      When she glanced over she saw that he was taking very small bites. Leo grinned and took another almost microscopic bite.

      Vance removed her shirt so she was just in an undershirt … she’d left her bra off deliberately. They’d taken their shoes off before they’d started eating and lined them up off to the side. Vance traced the outline of her breasts and nipples, teasing them into hard peaks.

      “Might as well do this right.” He pulled her undershirt off and then started unbuttoning her pants.

      No way was she going to be the only one naked. She stripped off his shirt and singlet, then let her hand glide lower, over his golden skin to where his erection was pressing against his pants.

      While she could hear every bite that Leo took, she had no idea if he was making them bigger or if he was determined to drag out his viewing pleasure for as long as possible. Maybe he didn’t want to join in. Doubt lingered, even as she tried to push it aside. She had to focus on Vance. The way his skin was warm beneath her fingers and the way his mouth moved with hers, teasing and tasting.

      Vance nudged her onto her back and she lifted her hips so he could tug off her pants and underwear in one move. He kissed her belly then moved higher until his lips closed over one aching nipple. As he sucked, her breath caught in her throat.

      She fumbled for the fly of his pants. It took two tries before she got them open and was able to push them over his hips, but that was as far as she could reach. He kissed his way over to her other breast and she freed his shaft from his briefs.

      Leo inhaled and for a moment there was no sound of apple being eaten. She glanced over. He was watching as she stroked Vance’s length. Comparing size or wishing it was him she was caressing?

      Vance drew back and shucked off his pants. He was a lot less concerned about being naked in front of Leo, and knowing that he was watching, than she was … or at least, it appeared that way. He took his own shaft in hand and gave it a stroke while he looked at Leo before kneeling on the blanket between her legs.

      She tore her gaze from Leo, back to Vance, not sure she was ready to have sex. Her body was ready. She could feel the slickness and the ache in her belly. But Vance just ran his hands up her legs, stopping just short of her vulva, before lowering his head and kissing her clit.

      For a moment she lay there and closed her eyes as Vance’s tongue did all the right things. The crunch of the apple punctuated each breath. Leo was eating faster. He was going to join in. Her belly tightened and she felt the edge of the climax brush against her nerves, but it didn’t happen.

      She grit her teeth in frustration and propped herself up on her elbows. Vance lifted his head, his eyes dark and unreadable in the red light. She pushed his shoulder and sat up fully. He got the hint and lay on his back. His shaft lay thick and hard against his belly.

      She hadn’t got a proper look at him naked in the lab. It had been too rushed and desperate and uncertain.

      Now she took her time checking him out as she moved. He was all lean muscle and golden skin. He had a smattering of dark hair, but not a lot. And his cock was longer, more curved than Leo’s. But she knew that Leo’s was definitely thicker.

      Her fingers traced over Vance’s chest, his stomach, and finally his shaft. It twitched beneath her hand. His lips curved in a smile. There was no way Leo was going to resist any longer. Silke got onto her knees, giving Leo a clear view of her ass and pussy.

      “Fuck this.” Leo’s voice was rough.

      She heard clothing being removed, but didn’t turn to look. Instead, she focused on Vance. She wrapped her fingers around him and stroked a couple of times before taking him in her mouth. He groaned. And she used her tongue to taste every inch of his hot, hard flesh.

      His hands tugged at her bun and then freed her hair. He ran his fingers through the long, pale strands. And while he didn’t grasp her head, he didn’t exactly let her go either.

      Lips pressed against her spine as fingers trailed up her inner thigh. Her first response was to turn around, but Vance had his fingers tangled in her hair so she couldn’t … which was no doubt part of his plan. She swallowed him deep and then drew back slowly. His hips jerked in response.

      “Do that again,” Leo whispered behind her.

      As she did, Leo’s finger sank into her, giving her a hint of what was to come. As she sucked Vance’s cock, Leo alternately teased her clit or thrust his fingers into her. The tension in her belly grew and she was sure her legs were shaking. She could barely concentrate on what she was doing.

      She moaned around the shaft in her mouth as she came, her hips rocking as Leo kept caressing her clit. She had to draw back and catch her breath. That had been unexpected, almost too easy. Then the head of Leo’s cock was pressing against her core and easing in, the thick length of him stretching her. He gave a couple of thrusts and then pulled out, leaving her aching for more.

      Vance’s shaft was still in her hand, clear fluid beading at the top and sliding over the smooth head. She lapped it off, then moved forward to straddle him. If Leo wasn’t going to fuck her, she’d get it another way.

      Leo stood, his hand wrapped around his cock. “Think you can do two at once?”

      She had no idea, but she was certainly going to try. She nodded, and angled Vance’s shaft so she could take him into her core. His hands gripped her thighs and he groaned, but his gaze was on Leo. As she sank onto Vance, Leo moved closer, his hand stroking his length as she watched. His cock glistened with her juice.

      Then he was close enough that if she leaned forward a fraction she’d be able to kiss the head. So she did, using her tongue to circle the crown and taking her time to tease.

      She’d forgotten to move. She glanced down at Vance.

      He held her still. “If you move, I’ll come. Let me watch you suck him for a bit.”

      Silke swallowed and nodded. If she moved, she was sure she was going to come again too. Leo edged closer and Silke replaced his hand with hers. Knowing that she didn’t have to do anything else for the moment meant she could concentrate on Leo. She tasted her desire on him, and the salty musk of his as she licked around the crown and over the slit in the head. When she glanced up his eyes were half closed. His hand stroked her cheek as his hips rocked in time with her movements.

      Vance’s hands moved over her thighs to her hips. Slowly, he started rocking her so she rode him. The sensations were almost too much. Every nerve felt too raw. Leo’s breathing became faster and his thrusts more urgent.

      She couldn’t think, could only do, and feel. Then she was coming again, her core clenching hard around Vance. He swore as his fingers pressed into her skin. She moaned, but Leo didn’t let her pull away. He gave two more shallow thrusts into her mouth and then he came and she was swallowing, her climax still rippling through her.

      Every inch of her was too sensitive and yet she didn’t want either of them to stop touching her. She didn’t want to pull away, didn’t want it to be over.

      Vance was breathing hard. His grip softened and became a light rub, as if he were apologizing for holding too tight. Right now she didn’t care. She’d never felt so good.

      Leo smiled at her and drew away. After a couple more heartbeats she and Vance separated. She rolled onto her back on the blanket with her eyes closed, pretty sure her bones had all melted and that she’d never be able to walk again.

      Someone kissed her … Vance, judging from the stubble. His tongue dipped into her mouth and she responded. But there was no lust this time. Just love.

      With a last caress he moved away. Leo kissed her cheek. He nuzzled at her ear. “That was fun.”

      “Mmm.” It had been. She had no idea how they were going to arrange to do it on a regular basis. That was just another thing they’d have to figure out.

      She lay there, catching her breath. She could hear rustling sounds—someone was putting their clothes on already. She should move. They had to pack up and Vance had to get back to his quarters. They couldn’t spend the night together.

      Maybe, eventually. Once they landed.

      Silke opened her eyes. Leo and Vance were standing close together. As she watched, Leo closed his eyes and Vance kissed him on the lips. It wasn’t a long kiss, and it was very chaste … but they weren’t in a rush. Maybe one day she would get to see the two of them together before joining in. Her lips curved as she watched.

      And if the two of them wanted to experiment without her at first, that was fine too.

      As Leo had said, as long as there were no secrets, they would find a way to make this work. She closed her eyes … she’d get up in a moment. Right now she wanted to enjoy the afterglow a little longer. For the first time in a long time, she knew what it was to be happy.
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      He's all puppy charm, but he smiles like a wolf. Trust him? She'd have to be out of her mind.

      All Sandy wanted was some R&R in Sydney before joining the Earth Ship Siren as head of Military Police. What she gets is a night of mystery and pleasure with a man so wickedly fascinating he can't possibly be law-abiding.

      For professional con man Peter Stanton, Master Sergeant Alanna Sanderson, with her kick-ass body and cool blue eyes, is the most fun he's ever had. Eight months later, on the Siren, he gets to meet her again, but now he's Prisoner 141, and they're out among the stars, half way to the penal colony on Solitaire.

      When a micrometeroid shower strikes the convoy, Sandy and Prisoner 141 are stranded on a stricken ship. Will he pull off the ultimate confidence trick and sacrifice Sandy for his freedom?

      If only she could command her heart as easily as her stun gun, because when he betrays her, as he surely must, she's going to have to kill him.

      [image: ]

      Chapter One

      Spring, 2202. Sydney, Australia.

      Aussies weren’t a bad lot, mused Sandy, but they couldn’t sing for shit. Every drunk in the pub bellowed along with the karaoke machine. God only knew what the tune was, but they’d killed it deader than the fishes floating in the harbor. A night in the Siren’s brig would do them the world of good—not that she had the power to put them there. Which was a crying shame in her opinion, but they were civilians, not her people.

      Hooking a boot heel over the bar rail, she leaned back to tally the prospects. Oh, yeah, she was restless tonight, all keyed up and burning to cut loose. By god, she was due a celebration! Her grin kicked up a notch. Twenty years of sweat and dedication, but she’d done it. Master Sergeant Sanderson. Ah, it was sweet. Master Sergeant. Finally. She rolled her shoulders, enjoying the easy flex of strong, supple muscle, savoring the sense of achievement fizzing through every cell in her compact body.

      All she needed was— Her mouth thinned as her gaze moved from man to man. Quickly, she summed them up: falling down drunk; already taken; lard ass; obviously gay; just a kid; passed out on the floor. Dammit, Sydney was a bust. She might be ready to roll, but she had her standards.

      The stentorian chorus grew loud enough to drown out the rumble of the air scrubbers, though it wasn’t as if the stupid things were any use. The fog inside the building was only marginally more breathable than the smog outside. No wonder slum-dwellers got chem-lung, especially the young and the vulnerable.

      Here’s to you, Sis. Sorry, honey, I’m so sorry. With a shrug, Sandy lifted her bottle and drank deep, the beer slipping thin and bitter down her throat. Poor Sis. There’d been nothing left of her by the end, just a small bony face, and the bright blood that flecked her lips and chin with every racking cough. But there wasn’t a fucking thing she could do for her little sister, not then, when they’d been slum kids, and not now, when she’d got her promotion and a berth on the Siren, heading for the stars.

      Well hell. Blessed be those who had the lung tissue to make any kind of noise. She drank another toast, this time to the healthy and tone-deaf.

      Ah! Her attention sharpened. Broad shoulders, shaved head, trim waist. But when the man strode across the floor to a raucous group in the corner, his military carriage was unmistakable despite the civvies he wore. Sandy frowned. Nope, not another soldier, no way. Sure she had an itch to scratch, but tonight she felt like something—someone—different.

      Irritated, she looked away, this time out the big windows that gave a view down the street.

      Whoa.

      In the courtyard of a restaurant two doors down, black pants stretched tight over a taut, rounded ass. Sandy blinked. The man had left his chair and bent over to retrieve something from the floor behind a potted palm. He stretched and wriggled as he reached.

      God have mercy.

      She let out a hasty breath, resisting the urge to fan herself. Would the face match?

      Mr Nice Ass straightened, his back still turned, damn it. He wasn’t a big man, but lithe and well put together, with thick dark hair and good shoulders. With a quiet comment, he handed something small—it looked like a data chip—to a well-dressed woman in her fifties. She and her male partner were obviously his dinner companions. Nice Ass seated himself opposite and raised his glass in what was clearly a toast. The up-market couple smiled broadly, leaned forward and clinked.

      Sandy grinned fiercely. If she was lucky, tonight would be good, very good. If she wasn’t, well, she could still enjoy the show. The couple facing her were Tower elite, out for a night of slumming, she’d bet her stripes on it. And she had a funny feeling about Mr Nice Ass …

      The setting was perfect—the trio might as well have been spotlight on a stage, placed there purely for her entertainment. The restaurant was trying hard, she’d give it that. Small tables were set among potted palms so sprightly they must be fake. There were napkins and waiters—the works. Ritzy.

      The pub was on the highest point of a gentle slope. If she lifted her gaze above the rooftops, she could see the fallen arch of the Harbour Bridge, looming out of the smog like an enormous broken tooth. Sydneysiders continued to use it, putting convenience above safety. How long before the bridge simply folded in the middle and sank beneath the filthy water? Not long, surely? But foot traffic streamed across it at all hours, even the occasional heavy freight hauler. Aussies were mad, everyone said so.

      At the table below, Nice Ass was talking a blue streak, sketching something in the air with his right hand. But under the table, the fingers of his left were clenched in a fist, the only evidence of tension in his body.

      Sandy’s distance vision was excellent. The corrective operation was one of the things she’d bought with her first real pay, along with a martial arts sensei to teach her all the ways a small female could fight—and win. She had no problem recognizing the other woman’s predatory expression as she leaned forward to catch Nice Ass’s hand in hers. Sandy’s eyes narrowed.

      She had to see his face!

      She drained the last of her beer, slammed the bottle down and headed over to the windows. A beefy man with a beer in one paw and a frothy pink concoction in the other sidled along the bar toward her, grinning hopefully. “Hey, blondie, look what I—”

      She brushed past without breaking stride. “Not now, friend. I’m busy.”

      Grabbing a stool, she hopped up and peered out. Perfect!

      When a waiter approached, Nice Ass turned his head. Sandy’s breath caught.

      Oh. Oh.

      Damn! Too young.

      She slumped, absurdly disappointed.

      She wasn’t an ageist, but she had her limits, and cradle robbing was one of them. She braced her elbows on the sill and rested her chin in her hands, brooding as she watched.

      Mr Nice Ass had attractive mobile features, a face that showed every thought passing through his pretty head. Right now, he was thrilled about something, but more than a little overawed. His generous mouth seemed to tremble on the brink of a boyish grin and his deep brown eyes glittered. He was clean-shaven, olive skin nicely flushed over high cheekbones. The dark red fabric of his nicely tailored shirt flattered him outrageously. He couldn’t have been more than twenty five. Godammit!

      When the older couple rose, Nice Ass leaped to his feet, draping the woman’s coat over her shoulders with charming deference. They all shook hands. Nice Ass hesitated a moment, then leaned in to give the woman a shy peck on the cheek. When she moved right in, pressing her lips to his for a long moment, he blushed.

      His back to Sandy, he stood and watched them all the way to the sleek ground vehicle waiting on the street. As it purred away into the smoggy night, he blew out a long breath, his whole body relaxing. Then he turned, grinning, and fell back into his chair. Lounging in an elegant sprawl, he lifted a hand to summon the waiter.

      Sandy stared. What the—?

      This was a different man, a man who’d removed a mask. He was still flushed, still excited and smiling, but now triumph, not pleasure, curved his mouth. His face had gone hard, the pretty brown eyes filled with a grim purpose. Something delicious fluttered in Sandy’s stomach. Forget the handsome puppy—this man was a full grown wolf.

      She was off-duty, fancy free, but tomorrow she’d be back on the Siren, sorting out her new command. Why not indulge herself? Down there waited a night of mystery and adventure, all wrapped up in a dangerous, attractive package. The man’s youth and innocence had dropped away with the mask. The change added a good ten years, so she’d still be older, but she needn’t trouble her conscience. Mr Nice Ass was plenty old enough to take care of himself.

      Decision made, she swung out the door and out into the street. By the time she reached the restaurant, her quarry was deep in thought, contemplating the heavy-bottomed glass he held. He had beautiful hands, she noted with pleasure, an artist’s hands, with long fingers and well-kept nails. She waved the hovering waiter aside and made directly for his table.

      “Mind if I sit here?”

      His head jerked up. She got a quick comprehensive glance, head to heels. His chocolate eyes warmed. “No worries,” he said after an electric moment. “Make yourself at home.” He pushed the other chair toward her with a casual foot.

      They stared at each other. He cocked his head to one side, the smile growing. “Very nice,” he said with real appreciation. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “I saw you with your friends.” She pointed to the pub. “From up there.”

      Immediately, his expression shuttered. Taking his time, he twisted to look back over his shoulder. “Really,” he said evenly. “And what, exactly, did you see?”

      “A man with a reason to celebrate.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      Being on the other side of an interrogation was a novel experience. And that’s clearly what this was—an interrogation. Behind the puppy charm lurked a wolf’s bite. Sandy’s pulse rate picked up. She suppressed a grin.

      “You closed some sort of deal, drank a toast, parted on excellent terms.”

      His eyes narrowed, though the smile lingered on his mouth. “You’re quite the observer. Cop?”

      “Army,” she said honestly. If the thought of a cop made him this wary, she wasn’t going to spoil her chances by telling him she was Military Police. It didn’t matter anyway, not for one night.

      “Ah.” He beckoned the waiter. “Let me buy you a drink.” Pointing at his tumbler, he held up two fingers.

      “Thanks.” She held out a hand. “Alanna Sanderson. Call me Sandy, everyone does.”

      His grip was warm and firm. “Alanna.” This time the smile reached his eyes. “Pretty name.”

      She couldn’t help but snort. “Not really me.”

      Again, that tilt of the head. “Oh, I don’t know,” he murmured, long lashes fluttering. He enfolded her hand in both of his.

      Smooth, very smooth.

      “And you?” she prompted.

      “Peter.”

      It wasn’t his real name, she was almost certain. “Peter? That’s all?”

      “Stanton,” he said without missing a beat.

      And she was Mother Teresa.

      Sandy turned her hand in his, drifted a finger over the calluses on his palm. “What sort of training do you do?”

      “Much the same as you, I imagine.” Bringing their joined hands to his mouth, he touched his lips to her knuckles, feather light. A jolt of sensation hit Sandy in the solar plexus. Before she could catch her breath, he transferred his attention to the rough patch at the base of her thumb.

      "Stun gun?" He kissed the spot, his lips soft and warm, his breath hot.

      Thoughtfully, she studied his bent head. A thick dark wave fell artlessly over his forehead. "Could be."

      He glanced up. The amusement in his chocolate eyes invited her to share, to be complicit in her own seduction. "I'm on the right track then. Which makes these others—" With a fingertip, he traced the marks that were the legacy of the short staff and the wooden sword, the bokken. "Let's see—karate?"

      Sandy laughed, a little startled by the strength of her response, the depth of her pleasure. "Mixed martial arts, a little of whatever works, but mainly aikido. I like the discipline."

      She had to admit, she was enjoying the hell out of this, out of him. God only knew what he really was, but lord, he was going to be the most fun she'd had in three years, since her unit had been called in for the gang clean-up in Chicago. It had been a brutal roller-coaster of an operation, and incredibly dangerous, but she’d never felt more alive.

      Without fuss, she freed her hands and met his gaze. “What about you?”

      He shrugged. “It’s a dog eat dog world. I can look after myself.” Well, that certainly had the ring of truth.

      She’d bet a year’s pay he was armed, but he wasn’t wearing a holster—not under such a closely tailored shirt. Most likely he had a knife somewhere, or a small weapon in his boot.

      Before she could follow up, the waiter arrived with their drinks. At the sight of the bill, Peter produced a portacomp in a case that was either real leather or an excellent imitation.

      Cynically, Sandy wondered if he was hoping she’d stop him, offer to pay for her own or—even better—both of them. Then she took her first sip and nearly choked. “Holy shit!” She stared into the depths of the amber fluid, savoring the smooth, peaty bite. “Is this whiskey?” Jesus, her mouth was busy with an orgasm all of its own.

      Peter finished the transaction on his portacomp and dismissed the waiter. Leaning back, he cradled his glass. “Yeah, the real thing. You like?” He favored her with a twinkle so blatantly, unrepentantly charming, he must have practiced in a mirror.

      “Are you kidding?” Cautiously, she took another sip, rolled it over her tongue. This was nothing—nothing—like the rotgut her father had used to drink himself to death though he’d called it whiskey. “I’ve never had anything like it. Didn’t think it existed.” She closed her eyes. “Oh. My. God.”

      On a master sergeant’s pay scale, the nip of heaven in her glass had to be worth three months wages. Sandy shot a sidelong glance at the waiter, half-expecting a scene when the transfer bounced, but the man continued folding napkins, unperturbed.

      Her brows rose. Peter was either loaded or he’d just committed a felony. In any case, he was mighty slick.

      “So,” she said. “You must be elite. Which Family?”

      He shrugged. “That was a long time ago.”

      His accent was a pure Aussie drawl, but beneath the flattened vowels lurked the cultured tones of the Tower elite. Sandy racked her brains. The Kwans had interests in Australia, but so did the Girandellis and the Steinbergs. Peter certainly wasn’t a Kwan, but beyond that—? She had no way of telling.

      “Think of me as a black sheep.” His smile was rueful. “They do. I get by fine without them.”

      “Doing what?”

      The smile became a frown. “You’re very direct.”

      Sandy grinned. “Yeah, I am. No sense in pussy-footing around.”

      “I’m a broker, a go-between.”

      “You wheel and you deal. Is that how it goes?”

      For a split-second, the wolf looked out of his eyes. “Something like that.” He repossessed himself of her hand. “. But I’m boring. Tell me about you, Alanna.”

      “Sandy.” What the hell. She let him see the pride, the excitement. “I made master sergeant. Only found out day before yesterday.”

      “Hey!” He lifted his glass to her, beaming. “Congratulations.”

      She took a sip, rolled the whiskey reverently over her tongue. “I’m stoked. And tomorrow I join my new command on the Siren.”

      “The Siren? Isn’t that one of the Earth Ships going to Solitaire?”

      She nodded. “We’ll spend this month getting outfitted, but after that—” She shifted in her shouseatlders, suppressing the urge to get up and dance. “—the adventure begins.”

      He looked grave. “They say there’s every chance you’ll be stranded there, light years away.”

      “Yeah, it’s awesome.”

      “But—”

      “There’s nothing here for me, nothing and no one. Earth’s a shit-heap, but Solitaire’s brand new, all squeaky clean.”

      “I can’t imagine it.” Peter grimaced. “God, I’d die. Earth’s home for me.” His gesture encompassed the street, the broken bridge and the murky water. “Sydney’s a blowsy old girl, but she’s my city.”

      “I haven’t been here before.”

      He emptied his glass. “Seen the sights?”

      Sandy shook her head. “I only got a twenty-four hour furlough.”

      “Well then.” He rose, all lean, dark grace. “Drink up and let me show you. Unless …”

      He drew her to her feet and into his arms. Jeez, he had some moves. Bending his head, he nuzzled her cheek, drifted his mouth to hers. “Unless you’d rather not waste time.”

      His breath was whiskey scented and very warm. When the tip of his tongue crept out, sleek and knowing, to slide across her lower lip, a sizzle shot down Sandy’s spine, making her toes curl in her boots. Then it ricocheted up. He might as well have slid a hand between her thighs and cupped her. She gasped.

      “Where are you staying?” he murmured, running a leisurely palm from the nape of her neck to the swell of her ass.

      Sandy jerked back, eyes narrowed. “What’s wrong with your place?”

      “You wouldn’t like it there,” he said, not at all discomposed.

      When he grinned, his whole face lit up, and she had to brace her knees to keep from clutching at him like a green girl. Irritated with her own weakness, she glared.

      “Tough lady.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “Is that your sergeant’s face?”

      “Yeah.”

      He gave a theatrical shiver. “Should I be scared?”

      She couldn’t help but laugh a little. “God, you’re good.” Going up on tiptoes, she gripped a fistful of shirt. “I’m a twenty year veteran, Peter.” She gave him a quick shake. “You betcha sweet ass I’m tough. You don’t want to know how much.”

      His lips tucked up at the corners. “Is that a warning?”

      “I guess it is.” She was pleased to discover she only had to look up a few inches to meet his eyes. Most men loomed over her. “Do you care?”

      “Nah, not at all,” he said, all Aussie now. “Nothin’ like a challenge.”

      She studied him. “I want you,” she said. “I wanted you from the moment I laid eyes on you, but don’t think I’m an easy mark.

      He gave a wry smile. “Duly noted. Kick-arse blonde, icy blue eyes, not an easy mark.” He brushed his knuckles along her jawline. “How many different ways do you know to kill me?”

      “With or without a weapon?”

      Peter chuckled, but for the first time, his gaze slid away from hers. “Shouldn’t have asked,” he said under his breath.

      He slid an arm around her waist. “Okay, Sergeant Kick-arse, what’ll be? Do you get to see the sights—or do I?”

      Sandy stepped away and grabbed his hand. Pleasantly conscious of the blood fizzing in her veins, she towed him toward the door. “Show me Sydney first?”

      “Ah,” he said. “Foreplay on a power bike. I can do that.”
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