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Chapter One

Of all the worlds to be marooned on, Algora
had to be the worst, as far as Raven could tell. Sure, it had
spaceport facilities but she couldn't leave the port. This was a
closed planet, its inhabitants subjected to archaic rules and
regulations.

And her passenger… Raven ground her teeth.
The annoying scientist had left a message for her at the front desk
saying he'd be a day late. At least he pre-paid a room for her and
he was paying good money to get off this rock. She'd wait for him,
even though it irked her to do so.

She scratched her head, fingers grazing the
tiny implant behind her ear, and pulled a few long strands of hair
forward to cover it. The port's medical facility had offered to
remove the link-up to her navigational system but Raven politely
declined. Artificial implants were one of the many taboos on this
natural world.

Screw them. Her eyes glumly scanned
the meager offerings on the menu of this backwater planet. For a
pastoral colony, she'd expected the foodstuff to have more variety.
At least they had transient spacer accommodations—if you could call
a fold-down bunk and sonic-scrubber shower an accommodation.

Staring at the vid-screen on the ceiling
while lying on her bunk—the only way to view the shivarking
thing—Raven flipped through the channels. Nature shows and
religious offerings bombarded her, all designed to promote their
way of life. The only thing of interest was the history of the
Oracle but Raven didn't care to worship their deity so she shut the
vid off and closed her eyes.

Why did her passenger want to get to
Trivorn? Of the six planets Terrans colonized in this system over
three hundred years ago, that one never became a real colony. Life
was so difficult there the people soon abandoned it.

Raven imagined the next three weeks filled
with scientific chatter from him and groaned. Maybe she could tell
him he had to stay in his room.

Her implant beeped. Ben, her co-pilot,
started speaking before she had a chance to acknowledge the
call.

"Are you all settled in?" His quirky voice
ran through a couple of octaves, making her smile despite their
predicament.

"If you can call living in a shoebox settled
in. I wish I could have stayed onboard the Vattra with you, blast
their rules."

"I'll admit some of us have all the
luck."

"Yeah, well, just make sure they don't find
you. I don't want to have to pay a shivarking fine on top of
everything else."

"I'm a BN-4. Discretion is my middle name."
Ben managed to plunge his vocalization into the lowest register of
human hearing.

Raven snorted. "Just be careful. Hide or
something until we're ready to leave."

"You worry too much. It stresses your
delicate human digestive system. I can hear your bowels gurgling
over the comlink."

"Quit doing things to give me stress and
leave my bowels out of the conversation. You're disgusting." Raven
laughed as she disconnected. Leave it to Ben to put a smile on her
face.

She left her sorry excuse of a room and
headed down to the cafeteria, ordering a casserole that tasted like
nothing more than protein paste. From her corner table, Raven
watched the other patrons while she forced the bland food into her
mouth.

One group sat with military precision, their
uniforms clean and crisp. She didn't recognize the insignia patch
on the upper right sleeve but they must work for a large freighter.
They ate quickly, without any conversation amongst themselves.

The other group sat at the small bar, voices
carrying as they laughed and traded insults. One woman and two men,
dressed similar to Raven in the unofficial spacer uniform—pants
with multiple pockets, black boots, long-sleeve shirt and a vest
with more pockets. She wondered if they were haulers or
smugglers—or a little of both. Legitimate jobs could be hard to
come by out here.

One of the men cast an interested glance her
way but Raven ignored him. Casual romps weren't her style and the
last relationship she had didn't end well. Flying solo suited her.
Nobody to worry about but herself. Getting up from the table, she
slid her food tray into the slot by the door and went back up to
her cubicle to get some sleep.

***

The next morning Raven was down in the lobby
by sunrise, looking for caffeine to clear the muddle from her mind.
A nice-looking man walked by her, carrying two cups of coffee in
his hands. He smiled as he passed, his dark blue eyes twinkling in
the dim light. Raven surprised herself by smiling back. Too bad he
wasn't her scientist. The trip might not totally suck with him
aboard. He walked up to the desk while she continued to scan the
travelers.

"I'm looking for Raven Daniels. Could you
call her room?"

Raven turned at the sound of her name. It
was him, Mikael Something-or-other. "I'm Raven," she said and
walked over.

"Then this must belong to you." He grinned
and handed her a cup. "I'm Mikael Turner. I apologize for not being
here yesterday. I stopped in to see my parents and say
goodbye."

Raven released the breath she'd been
holding, chastising herself for reacting with her hormones. She
didn't know anything about this man. He could be married, for all
she knew.

"That's okay. I, uh, was expecting someone
older." Nice one, Jen. Complete your disgrace by getting
tongue-tied. Would you like to kiss him next? "Thanks for the
coffee. Are you ready to go?"

He held out his arm. "Lead the way."

They walked in silence toward the pad that
would take them to her ship. When they got closer, she called Ben
on her comlink. "Start the check, Ben. We're almost there."

"Ben is your pilot?"

"No, I am but with Ben along I don't need
any crew." She watched his eyebrows raise.

"I'm impressed. I have a confession of my
own to make—I thought you'd be older too."

Raven laughed and relaxed. This guy didn't
seem like a stuffy scientist type. Maybe she wouldn't have to
banish him to his room after all.


Chapter Two

As soon as they boarded the ship, Raven took
Mikael down to his room and showed him where to stow his belongings
before leading him up to the commons.

"I'll give you a tour of the ship after we
break orbit. For now, strap yourself in and we'll get going." She
heard the door slide open behind her and turned around.

"Ben, this is our passenger, Mikael Turner."
She glanced over her shoulder to make sure Mikael was settled and
smiled at the delighted look on his face.

"Oh, I get it. Ben…you're a BN series. Are
you a three or a four?"

Ben drew his seven-foot silver body up in a
surprisingly human manner of arrogance, the sheen of metallic skin
rippling as he moved. "A BN-4, of course. The threes were a waste
of good parts."

"No offense intended, I assure you," Mikael
said. "Tell me, are you—"

Raven rolled her eyes and interrupted. "I'll
go lift off. You two get acquainted." No doubt they'd be discussing
theoretical physics by the time she broke orbit. It could be a dull
three weeks after all.

Once they'd left orbit, Raven entered the
coordinates for Trivorn and returned to the commons. Ben had
disappeared and Mikael looked a little green.

"Haven't you been off-planet before?"

He shook his head. "Ben went to get me
something for my stomach." His face reddened slightly.

"Don't worry. You'll only feel shaky the
first time or two. I'm sorry I didn't think to ask." She gave Ben a
grateful smile as he walked back in with a glass of juice.

Mikael downed the liquid and leaned back.
"Thanks. It's already passing. I've only traveled in hoppers around
the planet. They don't have that kind of thrust."

"That's a good thing," Ben said. "Can you
imagine a little hopper orbiting a planet?" He twirled his eyes in
an approximation of an eye roll.

Mikael sat up straighter and chuckled.
"That's a horrific thought. I'm glad it never occurred to me while
I was in one."

Raven sat down on one of the sofas. "You can
unbuckle your straps now. We should have three weeks of smooth
flying. Whenever you're ready, I'll give you the tour."

Mikael grinned. "I've spent most of my life
looking at the ground. Is there a view screen where I can see the
stars?"

"On the bridge." Raven stood up. "Follow
me."

"What kind of scientist are you?" she asked
as they made their way up a flight of stairs.

"I'm an archaeologist. I dig in the dirt,
looking for earlier civilizations."

"Have you found anything?"

"That's what our Oracle is…" He stopped
talking as Raven opened the door, his eyes riveted on the wide
windows at the front of the ship.

"Impressive, isn't it?" She guided him over
to one of the chairs, in case the vastness of space overwhelmed
him. He sank down into the seat, never taking his eyes off the
view.

"Magnificent." He inhaled sharply as if he'd
forgotten to breathe and reached up, taking her hand in his.

Raven squashed the sudden burst of emotion
that surged through her. He probably just needed to feel human
contact, facing the darkness for the first time.

"I'm sorry," he said and dropped her hand as
if burned by it.

"Don't apologize." She strove for a light
tone. "I know the feeling. It can make you feel rather
insignificant." Her hand still tingled from the brief contact.

He cleared his throat. "Do you spend much
time out here—in space, I mean?"

"As much as I can." Raven moved over to the
other chair and sat down facing him. "I've lived on this ship for
the past three years."

"Don't you get lonely? Forget that—I
shouldn't be asking such personal questions."

"I don't mind. Really. Sometimes it's lonely
but I have Ben so I'm not really alone." An image of Kaden sitting
in the same chair as Mikael flitted through her mind but she
banished it. No sense sharing that relationship with a stranger.
She changed the subject.

"Are you hungry? Let me show you the rest of
the ship and then I'll introduce you to the gastronomical delights
of shipboard cooking."

He looked startled then smiled. "I guess I
am. I forgot all about food when I saw—" Mikael looked out the
window again and waved his arm at the view "—that. Lead on,
Captain."

***

Ben ducked his head as he carried their
empty plates back into the small galley. Mikael stretched and
patted his stomach.

"That was delicious, thank you."

"It's all processed protein and carbs but
Ben is a much better cook than I am," Raven whispered. "Don't tell
him I admitted it though."

"I heard that." Ben's voice floated through
the doorway.

"Show-off," Raven mumbled with
affection.

The silence stretched and grew awkward.
After a few minutes, Mikael rose from the table. "I don't want to
keep you from your duties. Do you mind if I bring my netpad up here
to work on, or should I keep to my room?"

She didn't have any duties to speak of, but
maybe that was his way of politely saying he had work to do.

"Feel free to roam about the ship. Wherever
you want to work is fine with me." Raven rose and headed for the
bridge to give him some space. She didn't know why he fascinated
her anyway. He'd be out of her life in a few weeks.

Mikael sparked the first glimmer of
attraction she'd had for a man in the last two years. Why him? A
groundside scientist who'd never been intrigued enough with space
to step on a ship and see what's out here? What would she, a roamer
who never stayed in one place, have in common with a man like
that?

Why are you afraid of exploring the
issue? a voice inside her head asked.

"Shut up," she grumbled and looked out the
window. The view of the stars beckoned to her—as it always did. She
sat down in her chair and stared at the blackness of space,
wondering if she'd set her life on autopilot as well.


Chapter Three

Ben's voice came over her comlink. "If
you're done hiding, lunch is ready."

"I'll be right there…and I'm not hiding."
Raven heard a chuckle before she switched off.

Cramped muscles protested as she stood up.
Raven couldn't remember the last time she'd sat up here for so long
doing nothing. Finally working the kinks out and moving with a
semblance of normality, she headed into the dining area.

Ben made a sound like an old dinner bell
ringing as she approached the table, making her laugh. The
androgynous silver giant had a remarkably humanoid face, which he
used now to smile at her. Only his photoreceptor eyes behaved
abnormally, by human standards. They could spin, twirl and cause
some people to run when he looked in two directions at once. They
were also red.

"Where's Mikael?" she asked.

"He'll be along in a minute. He went back to
his room to freshen up." Ben swept his gaze over her and frowned.
"You look like you slept in your clothes—again."

"As a matter of fact, I did," Raven retorted
but she felt herself blush. How long had it been since she cared
about what she looked like? She wondered if she even owned any
clothes that didn't belong on a member of a raiding party. Rubbing
her head, she missed Mikael's entrance.

"Does your head hurt?"

Raven swept back long auburn strands of hair
that hung in her face and sat up straighter. "No, just thinking.
You look nice."

He'd changed into tight black pants and a
black t-shirt that showed off a muscular body. With those clothes
and dark hair, his blue eyes shone like sapphires. She had to force
herself to look away and act casual although, judging by Ben's
smirk, she was sure he heard her racing heartbeat. His superior
hearing could fast become a nuisance.

"Be sure to let Ben know what your favorite
foods are," she said as she picked up her fork and took a bite.

"He already asked me. We spent most of the
morning talking."

Raven noticed Mikael studying his plate with
great intensity and shot a glance at Ben. His perfectly blank face
made him look like the android he really was—and therefore
suspicious.

"That's nice." Raven attacked her food, not
caring to think of what might have been said. She blurted out the
first thing that came to mind.

"You started to tell me something about your
planet's Oracle being an archaeological find. I thought it was part
of a religion?"

"It's both. Three hundred years ago, one of
the first settlers found the Oracle and stumbled into the cave it
protects. The council swore him to secrecy when they discovered
it's a talking record of an ancient civilization with an enormous
amount of information."

Raven forgot all about her food. "Why did
they keep it a secret? Isn't that an important historical
find?"

Mikael shrugged. "No one really knows. Maybe
they didn't want it destroyed by people asking it silly questions.
Whatever the reason, they appointed someone to talk to it—an
intermediary if you will—and eventually a religion grew from
that."

"How did your people understand it?" Ben
asked.

"That's the interesting part. The records
say it spoke in a different language at first but switched to ours
when the council was down there talking amongst themselves."

Raven puzzled over that for a minute. "I
still don't understand why it's worshipped as a god."

"I think you'd have to see it to understand.
It's so much more advanced than us."

"I guess. But we can accept things more
advanced without worshipping them."

Mikael grinned at her. "Perhaps you'll get a
chance to put that theory to the test—if you stick around on
Trivorn for a while."

"Why's that?"

"I've been studying the Oracle for the last
five years—there's much we can't access yet—and I think I've found
a star chart that indicates another Oracle on Trivorn." Mikael
studied her for a moment, his gaze penetrating. "That is, if you'd
like to."

"I don't know…" Well, why not?

"You don't have to decide now. Just think
about it." He flashed a smile at her and continued eating.

Raven picked at her food, lost in thought,
until Ben snatched her plate away.

"I think you've moved it around enough. It's
thoroughly dead now."

"I'll go study my notes, maybe take a nap,"
Mikael said. "I have a feeling I'll be getting my days and nights
mixed up out here without a sun to keep me on track."

"You get used to it," Ben said. "I'll make
sure you don't miss dinner."

Raven turned to Ben as soon as Mikael left.
"Spill it."

"Spill what?"

"What were you two talking about all
morning—more specifically, were you talking about me?" She crossed
her arms and craned her neck to look at his face.

"Ah. He was picking my brain—to use an
eloquent phrase of yours."

"About?" She noticed her foot tapping and
adjusted her weight to control it.

"Nothing out of the ordinary. He wanted to
know if your eye color was enhanced—"

"Huh?"

"You must admit your eyes are a rather
startling shade of green—I think he called them emerald."

"Go on. You're really drawing this out."

"No. You keep interrupting," Ben replied
with a slight smile. "Not much else. He asked if you were seeing
someone."

"Really? He's not married, is he?"

Ben twirled his eyes at her. "I doubt it.
He's twenty-five and lives alone. I thought you'd want that
information, so I asked. Now, if I might make a suggestion?"

"What's that?"

He smiled at her in what she'd come to think
of as his devious look. "Why don't you spend the afternoon
rummaging around in your closet?" He plucked at her sleeve. "You
never know what might be buried in there."

"I think I will." Raven winked at him and
headed toward her room.


Chapter Four

The small room displayed an explosion of
clothes, covering a bed too large for one person, and trailing to
cover the floor. Boxes that hadn't seen the light in two years now
sat empty, reminders of days gone forever. Raven stood in the midst
of it all, wondering what she'd been thinking when she started this
project.

The lacy black camisole hugged her breasts;
the thin straps left her shoulders bare. She'd forgotten how good
the silky material felt. It looked nice on her too, accentuating
the gold streaks in her light auburn hair that fell below her
shoulders. Her skin was unaccustomed to the feel of it as well.
Raven turned sideways to the mirror and caught sight of the long
scar snaking down her right bicep.

She sank onto the bed, heedless of what she
might be crushing. The knife loomed before her, having grown in
proportion to the age of the memory. The old adage time heals
all wounds didn't apply to her. She picked up a soft jacket and
shrugged into it, feeling better once her arms were covered again.
Scooping up the discards, Raven piled them back into the boxes. At
least Ben couldn't say she hadn't changed her clothes.

Mikael was tapping away on his netpad when
Raven walked into the commons. He looked up and smiled, his eyes
dropping to her cleavage before rebounding back to her face.

"You look be—very nice this evening." He
glanced back down and brushed at something on his pant leg.

"Thank you." Raven moved closer, sitting
next to him on the sofa. He had a shadow of a beard along his jaw
line. She folded her hands in her lap so she wouldn't do something
dumb like trail her fingers on his face. "I noticed you using your
fingers on your netpad. Don't you have a voice interface?"

One corner of his mouth turned up, giving
him a mischievous look. "Algora doesn't believe in interface links
of any kind."

"I noticed. At the spaceport they offered to
remove my datalink." She patted the link behind her ear. "Why is
that?"

He glanced at her, then his eyes slid back
to his netpad. "It's always been that way. I'm not sure… Anyway,
you can't miss what you've never had, right?" His smile threatened
to split his face in two.

"Right. I'll let you get back to work.
Dinner will be in about an hour." Raven didn't wait for an
acknowledgment. He was hiding something—but what? And was it any of
her business?

No. Just because she felt an attraction to
him didn't mean she could overstep the boundaries of privacy. She
was his transport pilot—nothing more, nothing less. Unless he
carried illegal contraband, what he did was none of her concern.
She went looking for Ben.

"Did Zyrta check out the hire order?" she
asked when she found Ben on the bridge.

"You know he did. He's always thorough." Ben
twirled his eyes at her. "Nice jacket."

Raven ignored his jibe, pacing to the other
side of the control panel. "Would you pull up the hire order and
search the request?"

Ben tapped a panel and a screen lit up,
Zyrta's original request flowing across the screen. "It says here
the government of Algora initiated the request. Odd…"

"What?" Raven tried to see around him but
Ben stood too close to the screen for her to get at the right
angle.

"Well, it has verified government codes but
both request and payment were made by Mikael Turner. There's
nothing wrong with that though. Perhaps he used an expense
account."

"Maybe, but he seems to be hiding
something."

Ben patted her on the shoulder. "Governments
are known to have a secret or two. Why the worry?"

"I'm not sure," she admitted, "except he's
such a bad liar."

Ben burst into laughter, trilling in soprano
before plunging to bass. "That's a bad thing?"

"I just don't like being lied to." She knew
she should drop it. It wasn't her business what his shivarking
government did.

"Don't you think it's too warm in here to be
wearing a jacket? Let go, Raven. Have a little fun for once."

Ben's kindness threatened to rip away the
mask she'd worn for the last two years. "I'll see you at dinner,"
she replied and ran out the door.

***

Raven showed up for the evening meal in her
usual attire—long-sleeve shirt and crappy vest, pockets holding
bits and pieces of her life. No one commented on her change of
clothes but she caught both Mikael and Ben looking at her several
times while she ate.

"Are you all right?" Mikael asked after Ben
cleared the dishes.

"Sure. I'm fine." And she was. She'd decided
to forget any flirtations with this man. He was just another
passenger, paying enough money for a trip to a fuel dock and to
take on supplies. Just a business deal. The way it should be.

Ben brought out two mugs and a pitcher of
beer—her favorite kind, from the sly smile on his face. He walked
straight past them and into the commons, setting everything down on
a table in front of the sofa.

"Where'd you get the Fausters? I thought we
were out." Raven could have sworn it was all gone.

"I have my contacts." He seemed pleased with
himself. Raven laughed and followed him into the other room. The
evening looked brighter already.

"I've never heard of Fausters," Mikael
said.

"Then you're in for a treat." Raven poured
them both a glass and sat back on the sofa, sighing as she took her
first sip.

After the second pitcher, they laughed and
traded jokes like old friends. Mikael had an easygoing
personality—nothing stuffy about him at all.

He told her of growing up on a farm, which
his parents still ran, trying to make ends meet. "They were
thrilled when I made it into the academy when I was fifteen. It
meant a government stipend for them for as long as I worked on
state projects."

He looked down at the mug in his hands,
turning it round and round before taking the last swallow. "Of
course, they were happy for me too, but money like that means the
difference between comfort and poverty."

Mikael set his glass down and slowly raised
his fingers, brushing her cheek as softly as a whisper. Raven
looked into his eyes, so dark with emotions lying bare on the
surface. Her fingers curled and she froze, trying to decide what to
do next.

"Goodnight, Raven," he said in a rush of
breath. "I enjoyed our evening."

Raven watched him leave and drew a ragged
breath. Shiv. She couldn't let go and enjoy life. The knife would
cut too deep if she tried.


Chapter Five

A proximity alarm rousted Raven out of a bad
dream, its effect still disorienting her as she called for the
lights. Jamming her legs into pants, she climbed barefoot up the
ladder, buttoning her shirt as she ran down the corridor.

Why hadn't Ben responded to the first
warning? Granted, they weren't in imminent danger, but it was a
hell of a way to wake up. She wiped the sweat off her face with her
shirttail and collided with Mikael as she turned the corner into
the commons. He grabbed her, holding her in his arms until she
found her feet again.

"What…?" Raven noticed his hair sticking up
and the fact that Mikael only had on a pair of shorts as he
continued to hold her. His bare skin was nice and warm too. The
silence suddenly penetrated her errant thoughts and she pushed
away.

"Good morning, you two."

Raven blinked at the sinuous ripple effect
of Ben's skin as he stood in the corner quietly laughing.

"Breakfast will be ready in half an hour, if
you want to go freshen up…and get dressed."

She stalked back to her room before she
tried to dismantle the android, leaving Mikael with his mouth
hanging open and no explanation. Of all the rude tricks to play on
a passenger, that was the worst—making him think something was
wrong with the ship.

Raven climbed down the ladder and made the
mistake of glancing at the mirror, shrieking as she took in the
rumpled nightmare staring back at her. A slick sheen covered her
face and her hair stuck out at all angles, as if she'd been
wrestling with someone while she slept.

Of course, she had been. The same
dream—still trying to wrench the shivarking knife away and change
the outcome of that day. Buried in guilt, Raven grabbed some fresh
clothes and headed for the shower.

Laughter greeted her when she came to
breakfast. Apparently, Mikael appreciated Ben's wake-up call, even
if she didn't.

"I'm sorry, Mikael. That was in poor taste.
Passengers shouldn't be disturbed except in a real emergency." She
glared at Ben but he only smiled and handed her a glass of
juice.

"No harm done." Mikael waved his hand in the
air as if to fend off her anger. "It reminded me of the pranks we
used to pull at the academy."

"And it won't happen again," she continued
as if Mikael hadn't spoken.

What had gotten into Ben? He'd never done
anything like that around passengers before. He treated Mikael like
part of the crew. Did he like him that much?

She chewed mechanically, lost in thought,
while the conversation floated around her. Ben was an excellent
judge of character, someone she relied on to see past the false
faces of people who could trick her. Was she judging Mikael harshly
as a defensive ploy to keep him at arm's length? Maybe Ben was
right and the lies were only government secrets that Mikael
couldn't divulge.

The boards on the bridge all showed green
when Raven went up to check ship's status after breakfast. She sank
in the chair and communed with the view outside, enjoying the peace
of nothingness.

Growing up in crowded conditions on Sheelon,
Raven never thought she'd have the luxury to spread out, to go
where she wanted at a moment's notice, to not be at somebody's beck
and call. A slave working in a tavern or breeding was Raven's only
future until Kaden arrived and showed her there was more to life
than just existing.

She slammed her fist into the console. What
had she done with that hard-won knowledge? Coast. Exist. Nothing
more.

The door opened behind her. "Am I disturbing
you?" Mikael asked.

"Not at all. Come in." At least she couldn't
mope anymore with someone watching.

"I can't get enough of this view." He walked
over to stand next to her. "I never knew it could be like
this."

"I know what you mean." Raven smiled at him.
"Sit down and join me. You're always welcome to come in here." Not
that she'd ever said that to any other passenger. He grinned like
he'd won a prize.

"I can't imagine the freedom you must
feel."

"It's a hardscrabble life at times," Raven
said softly. "But I don't think I could ever go back to living
planetside."

"I don't blame you." He sounded wistful.

Raven looked at him in surprise. "Aren't you
happy being an archaeologist?"

Mikael glanced away from the view and
focused on her. His eyes gleamed in the light from the console. A
shiver raced down her spine.

"I love archaeology but it's more than
digging in the dirt. In fact, now that I've experienced this, I
might have to find a way to combine the two." He gave her a warm
smile and her heart tripped.

"Besides," he continued, "it might be awhile
before I go back to Algora."

He stopped, not explaining the comment. She
bit her tongue against the obvious question, not wanting to pry.
Something about his expression made it clear he wasn't ready to
talk about it.

Mikael took one last glance into the void.
"I'll let you get back to work." He turned and walked away.

"This is where I belong now," he said in a
voice so low he must have been talking to himself as he closed the
door between them, leaving Raven to puzzle over what he really
meant.

She jumped up out of her chair, wiping damp
palms on her pants and considered going after him. Instead, she
headed to the engine room. The rumblings of the core of this beast
could often wash her conflicted thoughts away. The rhythmic sounds
supplied a tonic to her overactive mind whenever she was
troubled.

There, in the heart of the ship, Raven found
peace. Relays and switches talked to her as the thrum of the engine
vibrated through her body. No confusion existed here, only order
and clarity. She fell into the rhythm, making adjustments here and
there, communing with a heart that only knew order.


Chapter Six

"We'll be passing by the Musay Space Station
later today, if you want to see it," Raven mentioned to Mikael
after breakfast the next day. She'd avoided him after their
conversation on the bridge yesterday, only seeing him at meals. He
probably thought she was mad at him.

"I'd like that. Will we be stopping there?"
His face lit up with a hopeful look.

"Uh, no. Sorry." Raven didn't want to
babysit a neophyte in there. The station, nicknamed muscle
because you could hire any number of thugs to do your dirty work
for you, was a treacherous place to navigate—if somewhat
fascinating at the same time because of the teeming humanity that
passed through there. "We usually stop for supplies at the outpost
on Domus, Telskin's fourth moon. Musay can be a little rough."

"I understand. I find that now that I'm out
here, I want to see it all." Mikael chuckled. "I never knew what I
was missing before, I guess. This is a whole new way of life for
me."

Raven hesitated for a moment before asking
her next question. "I don't mean to pry, but you've made several
statements that sound like you're relocating—not going back to
Algora. Surely you don't mean to stay on Trivorn. There's nothing
there."

"No, nothing like that… I mean, I might be
staying on Trivorn for a while for my work…"

He stopped, looking flustered. Raven dropped
the subject. What business was it of hers?

"Well, if you ever decide to hop on a
freighter and do some roaming through the system, I can give you
the names of a couple of trustworthy ones."

"Thanks. I might take you up on that." He
stood and stretched his arms above his head, twisting his body left
and right. Raven could see the muscles tighten in his chest through
the body-hugging shirt he wore. She cleared her throat.

"Be on the bridge at 1300, okay?"

Mikael gave her a crooked smile. "Don't
worry. I'll be there."

As soon as he left the room, Ben drummed
metallic fingers on the table to get her attention. When she
glanced over at him, he scrunched down to her height like a
contortionist.

"You spent most of the day yesterday in the
engine room. Were we having a problem?"

Raven heard the stress on we and gave
him a serene smile. "No, we weren't. I had to make some
adjustments, that's all." She crossed her arms over her chest,
daring him to contradict her.

"I can see I'll have to break out more of
the beer," he muttered and ducked into the kitchen.

Raven shook her head, exasperated with Ben.
And herself. And Mikael, for that matter. She strode to her room
and climbed down the stairs. Hauling a box of clothes out of the
corner, she dumped the contents on the bed and looked for something
to wear.

***

Mikael poked his head in through the open
bridge door. "Am I too early?"

"You're right on time." Raven waved him over
to the other chair. She switched the view to maximum magnification
and a bright star appeared. "You'll be able to make out the details
in a couple of minutes."

She watched Mikael, his eyes glued to the
screen, and recalled the first time she'd seen the station from
space. Seeing documentaries of it on the vid didn't compare to the
experience of flying toward the real thing.

It was gaudy—haphazard construction like a
child's blocks stuck together at odd angles, lights glittering
everywhere, ships docking and leaving that seemed destined to crash
into one another, adverts scrolling across giant sections of wall
hawking various products—and the most beautiful sight hanging in
the dead of space you ever witnessed. One never really forgot their
first time confronting it.

"Vids don't do it justice," Mikael murmured.
"This is incredible."

He twitched as the behemoth swam closer,
filling the screen until he unconsciously leaned back in his chair.
Raven pushed a panel and the window reverted to normal view,
showing their actual distance from it.

"Oh! I forgot it was magnified." He glanced
at her, sounding sheepish. "For a moment I felt like we would be
swallowed by it."

"It takes some getting used to," Raven
assured him. "Your reactions are well-founded. Space is a dangerous
place. You can never let your guard down."

"Does that apply to everything in your
life?" He spoke softly and she wondered how to answer him. He
waited patiently, never taking his eyes off her.

"It's been a way of life for me for a long
while," she finally said. "But all things change eventually. I
suppose I will too."

Mikael rose out of his chair and walked over
to stand behind her, placing his hands lightly on her shoulders. He
remained frozen there, not speaking, letting the moment talk for
him.

Raven didn't know if he was still watching
the station or not. She couldn't see anything but a blur as her
senses concentrated on the warmth of his hands through the thin
silk of her shirt. His energy vibrated through her body from the
contact. She began to anticipate his fingers sliding down over her
collarbone and advancing toward her nipples, hardened already into
peaks.

She fought against leaning back, perhaps
resting her head on his chest or turning so he could brush his lips
against hers. Her body ached with the stillness in the room. Did he
feel the same pressure? Raven thought he did. One slight movement
from either of them would break the deadlock.

Footsteps coming through the open door
behind them rescued her from having to make a decision. Mikael
dropped his hands as Ben approached.

"Anybody hungry?" he asked.

"Famished," Raven said, glad to escape back
to her self-imposed prison where she knew the rules and what to
expect. Mikael stepped to the side as she stood.

"By the way, that rose color looks beautiful
on you," Mikael said. "I hope you wear this one for longer than ten
minutes." He winked at her and followed Ben out the door, leaving
Raven with the irrational urge to go change into something
scruffy.


Chapter Seven

As threatened, Ben served beer again after
dinner but one glass later, Mikael excused himself, saying he had
to wait for a call concerning his work on Trivorn. Raven watched
him go, downing her second glass in one swallow rather than stare
at the bubbles exploding in the golden liquid. It didn't help relax
the knot in the pit of her stomach.

"Did you scare him away?" Ben came over and
gingerly perched on a chair, its frame cowering at the threat of
imminent collapse.

"No. He had work to do." She kicked off her
boots and propped her feet up on the table, trying to tell herself
she didn't care.

"I think we should take Mikael up on his
offer," Ben said. "Stay planetside for a few days with him. The
fresh air would do you good."

"The air's plenty fresh in here." She knew
what Ben was trying to do but it wasn't going to work.

"You need a break, Raven. You've been
working non-stop for the past two years. You've got to let go of
the past."

"Since when were you elected ship's
counselor?" She tried for sarcasm but moisture filled her eyes
instead. He was right. "I don't know how."

"That's a start. It's the first time I've
heard you admit it." Ben stood, relieving the chair of its burden.
"Come on, I'll play you some hoops."

Raven smiled and got up. "Are you gonna
cheat?"

Ben twirled his eyes. "Of course. Don't I
always?"

They both laughed and headed for the cargo
bay.

A couple of hours later, Raven headed down
the passageway that led to the shower, intending to wash the sweat
off her body before going to bed. She passed by Mikael's room and
considered knocking on the door with the excuse of saying
goodnight.

She had her hand raised but stopped before
her knuckles touched the metal. It was a lame excuse and he'd see
it for what it was—an interest in him. Was she ready to make
herself that vulnerable?

Feeling sticky and sweaty, Raven dropped her
hand and moved on. Maybe tomorrow. She shivered at the thought and
walked faster.

***

Raven tossed in her sleep, reliving the
patrol stop in her dream. She answered their call, the computer
verifying the codes, and granted permission for them to lock on and
come aboard. They had nothing to hide… She woke Kaden next, giving
him time to go down to the cargo bay and properly greet them.

A scream woke her up. Raven listened to the
silence of the night before remembering the dream. The sound had
come from her, not somewhere on the ship. Ben would have advised
her of any threat.

She lay back down but her eyes refused to
close. Getting up, she padded into the kitchen and made a cup of
tea, carrying it onto the bridge.

"Couldn't sleep?" Ben asked as he stood
watch over the endless night.

"No." Raven sighed and sank into a chair,
sipping the fragrant liquid. She'd never had tea on her home
planet; it was a luxury her family couldn't afford. The soothing
flavor of jasmine rested on her tongue and she began to relax. "I'm
having those dreams again."

Ben knew which ones she meant. She could
tell from the fact that he didn't ask her about it. For the first
several months of their partnership, she'd spent many nights
talking to him about what happened—her remorse, her guilt, her
failure.

"I thought you weren't having them
anymore."

"I wasn't…not until Mikael came onboard,
anyway." Her bare feet felt cold on the metal deck and Raven pulled
them up on the chair, resting her chin on her knees.
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