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Chapter One

 


Alexander the Great.

Yeah, right. Alex Hambly was an operative, plain and
simple. Not great. And nobody called him Alexander. Well, nobody
except Della. She didn’t do it often, but she was the only one with
balls enough to even try.

Every once in a while she teased
him about her beloved deck of cards and the King of Clubs. It was
also called the King of Cups in Della’s ancient tarot deck, and she
swore the card represented him. Alex shook his head. He was king of
nothing except maybe the rectangular patch of deck behind the bar
in The Rabbit Hole. That was the unlikely moniker of the small tavern on
Madhatter Station that
was his domain. For now.

He’d moved around a lot in his profession, both as a
special ops soldier and now as a supposedly retired, very special
operative. He’d retired from the service after his time was up but
the Enhancement he’d volunteered for and his own particular set of
skills made him the perfect choice for spy work.

Alex didn’t have family. None that he was close to,
anyway. He liked covert work and he even liked tending bar. It was
a natural fit that he’d taken over the little establishment out on
the galactic rim. The Rim was where the real action was anyway. It
was where he’d spent most of his youth as a grunt, fighting the
jit’suku, a humanoid alien race from a neighboring galaxy bent on
conquest of the Milky Way. His deeds on the Rim as a young grunt
were what brought him to the attention of the special ops community
and what earned him the invitation to volunteer for genetic
Enhancement.

Enhanced soldiers were top secret but they did
exist. Scientists had cooked up a genetic manipulation cocktail
that changed them on a molecular level. Alex was so much more now
than he had been before. He had sharper senses, stronger muscles
and faster reflexes.

He was a so-called
super soldier, but he
wasn’t, and never would be, king of anything.

That Della though, she would insist on tweaking him
every few days with the nickname only she used for him. She’d sidle
up behind him while he was working at the bar and utter some
request or other in that sexy dark voice of hers, following up by
calling him king in some way. Usually by calling him sire, or my
liege with that little smile she reserved just for him.

It never failed to get a rise out of him. Just like
Della never failed to provoke a rise further down on his anatomy.
The woman was hot. Smoking hot, in fact.

She was also clairvoyant. Markedly so. It was a
trait shared in her family, or so she had explained when her niece
Adele had shown up a few months ago and helped stop a pirate
takeover of the station. Della still looked too young to be Adele’s
auntie, but apparently she had an older sister who’d married young,
so there were only a few years between lovely Della and her niece.
After both women had seen visions of the pirate attack Alex had
learned to respect their premonitions and warnings.

So when Della nearly fell off her chair one night
right before closing time, he sat her down at a quiet booth where
he could keep an eye on her and brought over a steaming cup of
espresso. He knew from prior experience that the caffeine helped
her recover after a strong premonition.

“Thanks.” Della gave him a tired
smile as he put the tiny cup and saucer on the table in front of
her. He kept this special china especially for her use. Not that
he’d admit it aloud. Showing a soft spot for anyone in his line of
work was dangerous. He watched as she lifted the delicate cup and
took a cautious sip of the hot beverage.

“You okay?”

“I will be in a minute.” She
drank, closing her eyes as she breathed. Deep, calming
breaths.

“Want to talk about
it?”

“Not particularly, but we’re going
to have to.” She sighed, displacing the fringe of her wispy bangs
with the delicate puff of air. He always found the action
endearingly feminine.

“I don’t know if I like the sound
of that.”

“And I don’t know what to make of
what I’ve been seeing.” She seemed genuinely frustrated. “It’s
disjointed but it pertains to you. I think maybe you can help sort
it out. If you’re willing, that is.” She looked up at him from
under her lashes and there was no way he could refuse her appeal.
The woman held him in the palm of her hand and she likely knew
it.

“I’m willing, Del. Let me close up
and we can talk here. No place safer on the station.”

She nodded. He knew she was well aware of the
special safety precautions built into the fabric of the bar itself.
This tavern had been designed as a secure place where information
could be passed from operative to handler and vice versa. Alex had
stepped in as the proprietor when the last man retired—this time
for real—and had inherited a number of operatives that he now ran
as their handler.

Alex had retired from the more active parts of the
game, going from field agent to field handler. He liked the job. It
allowed him to stay in one place for a longer period of time. Put
down roots. Make friends.

Della was one of those, yet she was also part of the
game. During the last crisis, she’d told him—and him alone—out of
the group of spec ops soldiers they’d been stranded with, that she
was a secret agent. She’d done it subtly. She’d given him a name
and a code. He recognized both and knew that her clearance was
above even his. She was probably working for his boss’s boss.

What she was really doing here, dealing cards in his
bar, he still didn’t know. He wasn’t authorized that high and he
knew better than to ask.

He closed up shop quickly. The bar had been mostly
empty anyway. He didn’t bother with the mundane chores. Anything
the bots didn’t handle he could do tomorrow before he reopened for
first shift lunch break.

Della was his priority now. Della and her mysterious
visions of the future.

Alex poured himself a Pearson’s Star Ale and brought
a cup of regular coffee over for Della. She still looked a little
pale.

“How are you feeling?” he asked as
he placed the larger cup and saucer in front of her, pushing the
empty espresso service to the edge of the table where the server
bot would pick it up on its next round.

“Better.” She pushed her hair back
from her face with a pale, trembling hand.

“Drink the coffee. It’ll help.” He
took the seat opposite her in the cozy booth. “So what is it? What
did you see?”

Alex was one of the few people who knew the very
real power of Della’s gift. She played at telling fortunes in the
bar every once in a while but most of the patrons figured she was
just scheming for entertainment or coin. Then again, her
predictions of the future had an uncanny way of coming true.

He’d seen her in action more than a few times and
knew her foresight was the real deal. It was him she turned to when
the particularly powerful visions took her by storm. She had to sit
down for a minute to regroup when that happened, as she’d done just
now.

Her color was looking better as she sipped at the
coffee. He was pleased to see Della’s pretty face vibrant with life
once again, though her brows drew together in an expression of
dismay.

“It’s hard to explain.”

“Try.” The deliberately sultry
tone of his voice startled her gaze up to his. He sent her a smile
and immediately the frown lines eased just a bit.

“All right. Here goes.” She took a
deep breath before continuing. “Remember when the pirate jit’suku
ship tried to take the station? There were a few jits who stayed on
board their ship during the action. A young man, an older fellow
and a couple of soldiers. They were released without charges
because they hadn’t actually taken part in the siege itself. When
the rest of the crew boarded the station and tried to take it by
force, that small group stayed on board their ship for whatever
reason, and didn’t engage in any combat.”

“I remember.” Between the small
group of retirees in the bar with Alex and one of his friends
stealing the pirate ship, they’d managed to reverse their fortunes
in a hurry. It had been fun to be engaged in field action once
more.

“Tomorrow, that young jit man and
his…entourage, for lack of a better word, will be back on the
station, despite my niece’s admonitions to him to stay out of human
space. The fool.” She made a face. “I see him. Sometime after first
shift lunch break. On the departure concourse.” Her eyes squinted
as if she tried to look at something that wasn’t quite
there.

“Is this something you know from
your contacts or something you know?” Alex thought he recognized
the signs, but wanted to be sure.

“A little of both, actually. You
know I can’t talk about certain things, but they do give me a lot
of leeway in how I conduct my work, making allowances for my gift.
Right now, my gift is telling me that I have to be on that
concourse tomorrow.”

“Why?”

She frowned. “I don’t know exactly. All I know is
that we have to be there or...”

“Or what?” The expression on her
face didn’t bode well. And it didn’t escape him that her plans had
gone from I to we in
the blink of an eye. It didn’t really matter. Whatever the
situation, there was no way he was going to let her face it alone.
At least this way, he wouldn’t have to argue with her about
it.

“If we aren’t there to stop it…”
she paused, her expression grim, “…that young man will die and our
war with the jits will escalate beyond anything that’s come
before.”

The war had been going on for centuries. It had
started with small incursions into the Milky Way Galaxy, then
spread until the human population of the Milky Way decided they’d
lost enough ground to their rival humanoids and started pushing
them back. System by system the jits had been pushed out of the
human dominated galaxy, back into their own corner of the
universe.

It had been going on for generations and the forays
by jits seeking a foothold in the Milky Way never let up. Oh, there
were lulls now and again but the jits kept mounting small
offensives, constantly testing human defenses along the galactic
rim.

The war had kept Alex and his friends employed and
would serve the next generation of soldiers as well. It had gotten
so that soldiers were almost like a different breed of human. The
big, strong, fast men from each planet were culled at a certain age
and put into soldier training. From that point on, their lives took
a new path. They weren’t quite welcome among regular humans after
that. They’d seen too much, done too much, to ever be considered
harmless again.

Most soldiers shared a common distaste for the
ongoing war. The young ones were usually more idealistic, but the
older ones who’d seen too many friends fall in battle knew to be
more wary. If there was a way to prevent the war from escalating,
Alex had to take it—whatever the cost.

He’d take a bullet if it meant saving his comrades
and sparing his galaxy even more bloodshed. He’d die if he had
to.

“I’ll go.” His voice was pitched
low, echoing the grim feeling that filled him. “After first shift
lunch, I’ll stake out the departure concourse.”

“I’m going with you, Alex.” She
put her hand over his where it rested on the table top. The feel of
her skin always made him sweat. She was so soft, so womanly. He
couldn’t afford the distraction. This was too important. Protecting
her was too important.

“No, sweetheart. You stay here,
where it’s safe.”

“I can’t.” Agony touched her face
and he flipped her hand, taking it in his, offering comfort. “I
don’t know what the threat is but I see a man. I see his face. He’s
the one. The assassin. Maybe part of a team. I see myself
struggling with him and then you arrive. And then…” Her eyes stared
straight ahead and glistened with emotion.

“Then what, Del?” he asked softly,
coaxing her to spill the rest.

“I don’t know.” She shut her eyes
against the memory of the vision. “We tumble and fall. People catch
us but I don’t know… It’s all so jumbled. Confused. Unclear. But it
has to be both of us. Without me, you won’t recognize the
man.”

“Why? You could give me a
description.”

“That’s just the thing. I can’t.
He has some sort of chameleon suit. He changes his appearance at
will. But I see his true self. No matter what form he wears on the
outside, my vision will guide me true. It’s one of my lesser
abilities.”

“You’re kidding.” He let go of her
hand and sat back, leaning against the cushion of the booth. “You
can actually see through chameleon tech?”

“I’m afraid so.” She looked a
little bashful. It was charming, really. “They never figured out
how I do it or how to reproduce the effect but it’s been tested and
confirmed. I can always see the true self beneath any kind of known
chameleon tech.”

“You are one amazing freaky talent
after another, aren’t you?” He stared at her, enchanted all over
again by the wondrous things this little woman could do. He
realized as he watched that she was growing uncomfortable. He’d no
doubt said the wrong thing. Even after all the years and effort
he’d extended to learn to fit in among regular humans, he still
reverted sometimes to the blunt grunt he’d been when he was a raw
recruit. “I’m sorry, Del. I didn’t mean to insult you. I think your
skills are impressive.”

She brushed off his apology and stood from the
booth. A false smile pasted on her face, she straightened her
skirt, looking for imaginary lint.

“I suggest you get your affairs in
order and set up the bar to run without you for... maybe a few
weeks. Maybe longer. Just in case. I’m going to contact my chain of
command and let them know you and I are both likely to go off the
grid for a while. My boss will no doubt pass it down to yours if
you don’t have time to report.”

She probably knew he was on a reporting schedule.
Unless there was something critical going down on the station, he
only reported to his superiors via roundabout methods that weren’t
likely to be discovered. The next report would be sent the day
after tomorrow. He could send a special urgent message through more
direct channels, but what did he really have to tell them? Just a
few vague visions from Della. He couldn’t report that.

“Sounds good,” he agreed, standing
also. He walked with her toward the front door. “Do you need an
escort home?”

“No, I have a securecart waiting
for me.” She stopped as he unlocked the front portal. He stepped
outside with her and handed her into the robotic unit that would
drive her straight from the bar to her room without stopping. Once
inside, she’d be safe from anyone who might otherwise try to waylay
her.

She paused with her hand on the front panel. Once
she closed it, the cart would lock down and start its journey
through the darkened, late shift station night.

“I don’t think it’s going to be
final, if it’s any consolation.” She was speaking in vague terms
now that they were outside the secure zone of the bar.

“I wouldn’t be telling the truth
if I didn’t say that eases my mind somewhat. Then again, past
experience tells me that in these kinds of situations anything can
happen.”

Alex leaned down and kissed her. It was a short
kiss, but it was the first time he’d initiated any sort of intimacy
with this woman. The one woman he wanted above all others. The one
woman he could never have.

She was human. He wasn’t—not anymore. He’d
volunteered for Enhancement. That meant he’d been changed forever.
He’d promised himself when he’d made the decision to go ahead with
the Enhancement that he’d never get involved seriously with a
woman. The same treatment that made him a better soldier also took
away his virility. Maybe that was the wrong word, he reflected as
he looked at her beautiful face. He could still get it up. Della
could make him hard with just a smile. His equipment still worked,
but the Enhancement had made him sterile.

That would mean something to a woman. Especially a
woman as soft, warm and loving as Della. She was the perfect woman
for him and she was all wrong. He’d known it almost from the first
time she had walked into his bar. She was the one. The only one for
him.

The only one he’d never have.

But if he was going to face death with her by his
side on the morrow, he thought he deserved just one little kiss. A
dream of a kiss to live on should the worst happen tomorrow.

Stepping back, he closed the hatch of the securecart
on her lovely, startled expression. The mechanism clicked into a
locked position and the cart took off under its own power. He saw
Della look back and he raised one hand in a subtle wave, saluting
her as she drove off in the cart.

He’d see her tomorrow. Tonight he would live on
dreams of her soft lips under his.


Chapter Two

 


Della hadn’t shown her face
at The Rabbit Hole until the tail end of first shift lunch break on purpose.
That little kiss last night had left her in a tailspin. She’d given
up on Alex and then, all of a sudden, he’d turned the tables on
her.

She was confused by his behavior to say the least.
For months now, she’d been working as a card dealer at his bar.
She’d watched him. What sane woman wouldn’t? He was gorgeous and
smart. He also had a kind heart though he did his best not to let
others see it. He had been courageous and ingenious, helping to
defend the station when it had been overrun by pirates.

In short, he was damned close to the perfect man. At
least in her eyes. Except he had made it pretty clear from the
outset that he wanted nothing to do with her. Oh, he’d been
friendly enough, but nothing more.

He’d greeted her with a nod when she arrived near
the end of first shift lunch break. That was all. No intimate smile
to acknowledge the small step he had taken toward intimacy the
night before. Not even a raised eyebrow. Nothing. Zip. Zilch.

Della was deflated. She’d been both dreading and
looking forward to seeing him this morning but after all her
internal conjecture and worry, he hadn’t even given her a little
conspiratorial wink.

Damn the man. Sometimes he was the most frustrating
creature in the entire universe. He never did as she expected and
she rarely received premonitions that featured him even in a
supporting role.

That’s why she had been so surprised by the vision
the night before. Seeing Alex in her mind had been startling. He’d
been fighting. She’d only seen him in action once before, during
the pirate attack, when he’d taken her and a group of military
retirees from the bar to his secret weapons cache. He’d handled
those weapons with easy familiarity and discharged them with
incredible precision. She hadn’t seen him fight anyone hand to
hand, yet his display of martial arts skill in her vision was
somehow familiar.

It was as if she knew him from some other place.
Some other time. As if they’d been together before. To her certain
knowledge, she’d never met retired Special Ops Colonel Alexander
Hambly before arriving on his doorstep. Even then, he’d been
familiar to her. She’d seen his face only once before that
momentous day—in a vision. The same vision that had prompted her to
take the job as a card dealer in this unlikely corner of the
universe.

Much of her job was about timing. She had an uncanny
knack for knowing where she needed to be and when she needed to be
there. Psychic abilities were not common among humans. Only since
branching out into other parts of the Milky Way galaxy had psychic
phenomena become more accepted. When faced with telepathic races
like those living under the Trylidex Phenom in a small star system
on the opposite side of the galactic spiral, humanity had come to
believe that such things truly did exist.

It was rare, of course. Humans had only ever
produced a small number of gifted individuals in each generation.
Della was one. The gift of foresight had run in her family for
generations. She was but one of many seers in her familial line,
but her gift was the strongest in centuries.

“You ready?” Alex had positioned
himself next to her without her even being aware of his presence.
He moved like a cat, he was so silent. She tried not to let it
startle her. Over the past few months she had trained herself not
to react when he surprised her. It didn’t always work, of
course.

“Ready when you are.” She pasted a
bright smile on her face that she didn’t really feel. Apprehension
filled her at what would happen next if her vision held true. The
really scary part was, her visions usually did hold
true.

Alex put a guiding hand on the small of her back,
making her jump the tiniest bit. He usually didn’t touch her if he
could help it. And since their farewell the night before, she was
overly sensitive to his every move.

They left The Rabbit Hole and waited at the
transport tube station for only a few seconds before a private car
coasted to a stop in front of them. Alex ushered her into the
cramped compartment, then sat next to her in the two-seater he’d
called from the console. She was surprised he had opted for the
smallest of the cars available. He was a big man. This tiny bubble
was hardly big enough for them both.

She felt the warmth of his tall, lean body all up
and down her side where he pressed against her. He stretched his
arm over the back of the seat as the hatch closed on the bubble and
the car coasted out into the stream of zero G pods racing around
the station’s structure.

It wouldn’t take much time to get to the departure
concourse, yet she found herself wishing for the ride to take just
a little longer. Being this close to Alex was a treat. He was in
her personal space, as she was in his. She inhaled lightly,
enjoying the subtle scent of his soap and aftershave. He always
smelled so good. So enticing. He made her want to stroke him and
lick him like a favorite treat.

But aside from the night before, he had rarely given
her any indication he might return her feelings. Never one to pine
over what could have been, Della had tried her best to ignore the
sparks that jolted between them anytime they brushed against each
other accidentally in the bar. Alex usually kept his distance, but
every once in a while, a certain amount of contact could not be
avoided.

“When we get there, I want you to
stay toward the back and observe the crowd.” Alex reached into his
shirt pocket and took out two small, flesh colored earpieces. He
handed her one. “Put this in. You know how to use it, right?” He
swiveled his head to look directly at her in the confined space. He
seemed to be searching for something, perhaps seeking knowledge
about the extent of her abilities and training. Fair
enough.

“I do.” She held his gaze,
reinforcing the strength of will and surety of her own abilities
behind her insistence on being included on this mission.

He turned away, slipping the matching earpiece into
his ear. She followed suit.

“Com check.”

“Roger,” she gave the standard
military reply. “Check delta gamma.”

He sent her a sharp look at her
use of what amounted to military slang. Delta gamma also
meant damn good in the vernacular used by many soldiers. There were lots of
little things she knew that would astound him. She hadn’t gotten
the job—or the security clearance—she had without picking up a
thing or two along the way.

She was an unconventional operative, to be sure, but
she did have training and skills beyond her gift of foresight. She
could take care of herself. Maybe not as well as Alex could. After
all, he had years of combat experience. He could probably kill a
man fifty different ways with his bare hands. She couldn’t compete
on a brute force level and she knew it. She could, however, bring
down a man his size easily. Especially when they made the mistake
of underestimating her.

“No recording,” he said shortly.
“I don’t allow records of my ops anymore. So we can talk
freely.”

“Wise precaution. I assume the
earpieces are non-traceable as well.”

“Is there any other kind?” He gave
her the ghost of a smile.

“Not in our world, no.” She shook
her head. “Look, Alex, about last night—”

“Stop right there, gorgeous. I
lost my composure for a minute, that’s all. I
apologize.”

So that’s the way he wanted to play it, eh? Fine.
She would let him get away with that for now. There was too much
going on to let their personal issues into the mix at the moment,
but the time would come soon—if they survived the next few
hours—when they could no longer ignore the attraction that affected
them both.

“Apology accepted.” She turned her
face away, glad to see their pod coast out of the main tube and get
in the queue waiting for space at the disembarkation platform on
the departure concourse. “Looks like we’re on. I’ll station myself
on the northwest walkway up there. I’ll have a good look at the
crowd from that vantage point.”

“I’ll be right below you. All you
have to do is point out the man in the chameleon suit. I’ll take
care of the rest.”

He might think so, but her gift said different. She
knew she had to do a lot more than just identify the assassin from
afar. In her vision, she’d seen herself grappling with the man,
hand-to-hand. She knew she wouldn’t end this day without more than
a few bruises.

Of course, Alex would go ballistic if he thought she
was in any danger. She chose the path of least resistance, telling
him only what he needed to know. The rest would unfold as Fate
demanded.

They departed the pod and with a final nod, she
headed for the upper level walkway from which she would scan the
crowd. Alex could hear and speak to her through the earpiece and
she welcomed his low-voiced updates in her ear as he made his way
into the sea of people, cargo and luggage filling the vast area.
From this concourse, people and things would enter or leave the
giant passenger and cargo ships that docked with the station every
day. It was organized chaos but it seemed to work.

“See anything?” Alex asked.
Hearing him like that, over the earpiece, was like having him
whisper into her ear. She had to suppress a shiver of response at
the intimate tone. She knew he didn’t mean it to be arousing. Silly
her, she couldn’t help but get excited by Alex’s least gesture,
touch, or even the murmur of his voice in her ear.

“Nothing yet.” She got a grip on
herself and searched the crowd from top to bottom. “He’s not here
yet,” she reported a moment later. “If we see the party of jits,
we’ll know the assassins aren’t far behind.”

“I remember the kid,” Alex told
her. “I’ll know him again if I see him.”

“Good. Let me know if you spot
him.” That would at least give her a clue that the time for action
was near. Nothing could happen without the target being present.
She knew that much from her vision.

“Roger that.”

Della settled down to wait, scrutinizing every
person that passed through the large concourse as best she could.
Every few minutes, she completed her scan of the entire cavernous
room and started over from the beginning. She was on her fifth or
sixth pass when she spotted something amiss.

“The kid’s here,” Alex reported.
“He’s behind your position. Just walked in with his friends. The
old guy and the soldiers.”

She resisted spinning around to look. Something was
off in the sea of faces in front of her. She had to reach inside to
where her gift lived. She needed to see what was true and what
wasn’t.

There. She tapped the psychic part of her mind and
what was revealed made her want to scream.

“There’s a team of them, Alex.
Waiting in ambush below the walkway. Four men. Two on each side.”
She was breathless as she sought a way to stop what she dreaded was
coming. Would they be too late, or too little, to save the young
man after all?

“I’m coming. Hold position!” Alex
shouted in her ear even as she lifted one leg clear of the railing.
People around her on the walkway gasped as she bypassed the
security features and balanced on a thin ledge, waiting for her
perfect moment.

“I can’t, Alex. I’m taking the two
on your right. You need to get the two on the left.”

“Dammit, Della!”

“We can’t wait, Alex.” So saying,
she stepped off the ledge, aiming her fall to the unsuspecting
assassin below. With any luck, she could take out both of them in
one shot.

But luck was not on her side. Not at that moment.
She landed on one man, quickly disabling him with a blow to the
temple. He’d be out for a while. His friend was another story.

The two on the other side of the corridor didn’t
engage her, but the one who’d been with the man she’d clobbered
came at her, fists flying. She ducked as best she could, but a few
hard punches got through her defenses. Someone called station
security as chaos erupted around them. People ran, women screamed,
one or two civilian men probably thought about helping her but one
look at the giant swinging at her made them think twice.
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