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* * *

 


"It's weird you didn't get them done before,"
Kaden said as he nuzzled up closer behind Aldin and cupped one of
his breasts. They were no longer feminine, exactly,
especially considering the rest of Aldin's physique. The hormones
made him wiry, and gave him a dusting of light brown body hair that
trailed down to his newer, more overtly masculine anatomy. His
breasts were out of place, a relic left over from the old body.

Aldin smirked and stretched, arching his back
like a bow as he rolled onto his back make his chest all the more
apparent. "Are you saying you object to a man with tits?"

With a grin, Kaden sat up to rest on his
elbow. "Not at all. It's just weird you kept them is all. Most guys
get them taken care of first thing and worry about the other bits
later." He gestured lower. "Can't say I'm complaining about the
result."

"That's because you're a pervert."

"I'm a lover of ambiguity."

Aldin didn't say that he hadn't been able to
afford the full package, or that once they were across the border
and cashed in with Joli, he'd be off to the first good picosurgeon
he could find. That sort of talk strayed too close to actual
intimacy. Instead, he nipped at Kaden's bottom lip. "So get on with
it. Love my ambiguity."

"And they say romance is –"

The bed shook, rumbled by the creak and crash
of splintering wood and the shockwave of something else much
louder. Even the rumble of a fallen bookcase was muffled by the
ringing in Aldin's ears as he scrambled over the edge of the bed to
take cover and reach for his gun. Out of the corner of his eye he
caught sight of a Prefecture assault uniform in the haze.

Prefecture. Not local Authority, or even a
bounty boy. Big guns. Shit.

Aldin groped for his pistol on the
nightstand, fumbled it, and swore as it tumbled to the floor. One
of the troops shouted something indistinct, but the report of rifle
fire was clear enough. Aldin hurled the hotel lamp toward the
bedroom door and dove for his gun. This time his hand closed on the
grip and he whipped up to line up his shot.

"I wouldn't."

The familiar snap of Kaden's gun slide made
Aldin flinch, glance over. He wished almost immediately that he
hadn't.

Naked save for the dust of the explosion,
Kaden stood flanked by a pair of Prefecture troops. He grinned,
smug as he joined them in training his weapon on Aldin. "You might
want to put that thing away before someone starts feeling
threatened."

Aldin's hand tightened on his pistol grip.
"Bit late for that, don't you think?"

"I meant someone who matters."

Aldin's eyes didn't leave Kaden's as he tried
to get his bearings. There were four troops in view – two with
Kaden and two near the doorway – which probably meant more
elsewhere in the hotel or outside. Probably both. Aldin held his
aim. "What did they offer you? Can't have been much just for me.
Like you said, I'm not that important."

"Not you. Joli."

Aldin snorted. "Yeah right. Joli's not going
to come running into the Prefecture on my account. She's smart
enough to cut her losses."

"That's why I'm leading them to her," Kaden
said. He tilted his head to indicate the silver case that sat by
the bedroom door.

"You're making the drop with troops in tow?"
Aldin blinked.

"They're already sat-damping the whole area
around the drop point. No comms in or out. There's a whole shock
team in the mountains already waiting to follow her home. Her whole
operation..." He snapped his fingers and winked.

"And me?"

"You're just a bonus," Kaden said with a
shrug.

Aldin let out a breath and took his finger
off the trigger. He raised his hands slowly in apparent surrender.
The two troopers next to Kaden kept their weapons at the ready, but
the two in the doorway relaxed. One of them stepped in with a set
of restraints. Aldin closed his eyes, squeezed the grip of his
pistol one last time, and dropped his gun.

The pistol's grip split open on impact. The
panic mechanism exploded in a strobing light and a thick puff of
acrid dust. Aldin dropped low and rolled as Kaden's two troopers
opened fire. Someone – probably Kaden, hopefully Kaden – let
out a pained shout, like he'd got the dust in his eyes. That tiny
victory was enough for Aldin. He charged in the direction of the
door and the Prefecture trooper who blocked it.

Aldin's shoulder crunched into armor as his
tackle hit home. The trooper stumbled. Aldin took advantage,
grabbed for the helmet, and bashed the trooper's face into the
doorframe. He or she – it was always hard to tell through a
Prefecture uniform – let go of the rifle. Aldin made a grab for it,
yanked it free, and bolted naked into the corridor.

As he ran for the stairwell, he made a list.
One, a naked man (especially one with his particular
characteristics) would draw a hell of a lot of attention. Two,
communications. His earbud was back in the room with Kaden, but
even if he had it there was no guarantee he could get through to
anyone useful. Which led to three, transportation to get to the
drop point. He couldn't trust his own; if Kaden had planned this,
that meant the Dart was probably wired already. He'd need another
vehicle, and fast.
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