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PROLOGUE

 


 


“Here’s to your death, Agent Ward. May it
take place long ago and far away.”

Spencer Ward met the bleary, mustard-colored
gaze of the seven-foot tall Bojzhan warrior standing before him.
The azure-skinned alien flung ropy dreadlocks of black hair over
his battle-armored shoulder, raised a bubbling tankard of Rangorian
beer in Spence’s honor and drank.

Grinning, Spence did the same. The spicy brew
slid down his throat like a shot of battery acid, making him long
for a cold-Michelob or at least a frozen carbon-dioxide chaser to
soothe the burn. Unfortunately, when drinking to one’s own death,
he’d learned it was impolite to go with anything less than the
strongest spirits available.

Spence stifled a cough of surprise, swiped at
one suddenly watery eye and slammed his empty tankard on the bar.
“Thank you, W’Karo. And as my great-grandfather used to say, ‘May
you be three days in heaven before the Devil knows you’re
dead.’”

His dreads dancing over the slick surface of
his battle armor, W’Karo nodded, slapped Spence on the shoulder and
lurched away into the crowd of revelers filling the mess hall of
the Bojzhan Protectorate command ship, Decadence.

Spence let out a rasping breath. “Damn. I
think my lungs are on fire. And I’ll never get the hang of time
travel toasts.”

Next to him, Spence’s partner, Ruben “Ruby”
Throckmorton, threw back the last swallow of his own drink and
laughed. “You should be more concerned with how the Bojzhan tend to
equate marriage with death. All this drunken misery is your fault
for going and getting hitched.”

Spence shot Ruby a quick glance, followed by
a wide smile. Maudlin toasts aside, this was the happiest day of
his life.

Two decks below them, his new bride, Dulcinea
Crandall, was having a traditional post-nuptial meal with Y’Nori,
the Bojzhan ambassador to Earth. The two females had bonded during
the two-month trip back to the Milky Way from the Horse Head
Nebula, where Spence had met Dulcie during a daring rescue from an
Umayan organ harvest ship. Y’Nori, who had seven husbands, was
probably sharing tips on how to live in connubial bliss.

It should have made him nervous to think of
the woman he loved discussing the intimate details of their
whirlwind courtship with a venerable and battle-hardened elder of
the Bojzhan Protectorate, but any time sweet, vivacious Dulcie
crossed his mind, all of Spence’s worries seemed to melt away.

“I highly recommend getting hitched, Ruby.
This is the best thing I’ve ever done.”

“Not counting that time you saved the
integrity of the space-time continuum with nothing more than a
paper clip and a spit ball, of course. That was truly your
finest hour.” Ruby’s dark gaze dropped to his empty tankard, and he
studied the dregs of his beer for a silent moment.

Spence didn’t need any special abilities to
sense his partner’s concern. Things were going to be very different
for the two ISTA agents now that Spence had a wife to care for. He
wondered if the Myxmerian/human hybrid was feeling a little left
out since the dynamic of their four-year long partnership had
changed.

“Saving the time stream is just another day
at the office.” Spence clapped Ruby on the shoulder. “Now I’ve got
some really tough assignments to handle, like picking out a china
pattern and deciding how to divide closet space.”

Ruby swallowed hard and coughed. “Oh, no.
You’ve been completely domesticated. Where’s my blaster? The least
I can do is put you out of your misery—”

An explosion cut Ruby off mid-sentence and
silenced the four dozen Bojzhan crewmembers who’d been celebrating
Spence’s marriage. The deck beneath their booted feet rumbled and
rocked, and the dim light of the evening shift switched to the
blaring neon green of Bojzhan “red” alert.

“The Umayans must have followed us through
the last jump point.” Ruby’s hand flew to his gun belt, and he had
his blaster primed in a heartbeat.

Spence did the same, and together they raced
for the nearest airlock, caught up in the rush of alien warriors
while the voice of the ship’s steward blared over the public
address system.

 “All
units report to Ambassador Y’Nori’s quarters, Deck
twelve…Emergency. Emergency.”

Spence met Ruby’s gaze, and his heart leaped
for his throat. Dulcie! “No.” The word dropped from his
strangely numb lips like a rock. Panic like he’d never felt
squeezed his heart into a tight, hot ball in the middle of his
chest.

“She’s fine,” Ruby said, but his sudden
pallor belied his reassuring words.

The ISTA agents reached the lift at the same
time as thirty battle-ready warriors. The Bojzhan all wore
expressions of rage and disgust. The fact that the enemy Umayan had
tracked Decadence across the galaxy and struck now, without
warning, meant the ensuing war would be long and bloody. Spence
should have been concerned about the galactic consequences and how
this would affect his future missions for the Interstellar Security
and Time Agency, but all he could see was Dulcie’s face and her
sweet smile when he’d left her this morning in the stateroom they
shared on Deck Four.

The trip to Deck Twelve took forever. Spence
was shaking when he and Ruby spilled out of the lift with their
blue-skinned posse.

The smell of ozone filled the wide corridor,
and debris littered the deck. A phalanx of Bojzhan security huddled
at what was left of the door to Y’Nori’s quarters.

“It was an accident,” someone said. “Just an
accident. A servo-bot overloaded the food synthesizer. No hull
breach but—”

The rest of the security officer’s report was
lost in the rush of blood through Spence’s ears.

Ruby grabbed Spence’s arm and yanked him
through the assembled crowd. “Where’s the ambassador and her
guest?” his partner demanded.

G’Nifra, the ship’s medic, appeared out of
the press of bodies. Her white tunic bore smudges of yellow Bojzhan
blood and a few contrasting streaks of red. “Agent Ward, come
quickly.”

A gauntlet of broad alien shoulders parted to
allow Spence and Ruby access in G’Nifra’s wake. Scorch marks led
the way to the blast site, where pieces of a servo-bot lay in
smoldering ruins. A hole the size of a shuttle pod interrupted one
wall of Y’Nori’s once luxurious quarters, and a blue sheet covered
what must have been the decimated remains of the female
Bojzhan.

Spence’s knees buckled but Ruby held him up.
He managed the last few steps to the corner of the room, where one
of G’Nifra’s assistants sat on the floor with Dulcie in her
arms.

“Spence…?” Her voice reached him like air to
a drowning man, and he gulped for breath.

Breaking away from Ruby, Spence slid across
the floor on his knees and gathered his injured wife in his
arms.

She stared up at him, confusion and fear
battling with the warmth of love in her eyes. “I’m okay. I think
I’m okay.”

Spence’s relief was short-lived when over her
assistant’s shoulder G’Nifra shook her head. Her golden eyes held
limitless sorrow.

“Of course,” he said anyway. “You’re fine.
It’s going to be fine. What happened, sweetheart? Can you tell me
what happened?”

“It was a—” Dulcie coughed and cringed. Blood
splattered her lips.

Spence fought to hold in a sob. He brushed
her thick auburn curls from her soot-smudged face. “Don’t talk.
It’s okay. You can tell me later.”

“It looks like the ‘bot had a faulty
transmitter and drew power from the ship’s defense grid instead of
the service line.” Ruby’s voice seemed far away and his words
supremely unimportant to Spence, who saw only Duclie’s green eyes
slowly closing as the last of her strength drained away.

“Here’s the gurney,” G’Nifra said, pulling
gently at the sleeve of Spence’s uniform. “If we hurry, we may be
able to save her.”

“Come on, Spence, let her go.” Ruby wrapped
his arms around Spence’s waist and pulled him up as the medics
lifted Dulcie from the floor.

Her eyes opened briefly, and Spence lurched
into her line of sight. “I’m here, sweetheart. I’m right here.”

“Stay with me, Spence. It’s starting to
hurt.”

“I’ll be right here with you. I’ll never let
you go.”

G’Nifra slipped between them then, and strong
Bojzhan fingers pried Spence’s grip from Dulcie’s trembling hand.
“We need to go now. You cannot come.”

“No…please—”

Ruby held Spence back as the Bojzhan carried
Dulcie away.

“She’s not going to make it, is she, Rube? Is
she?”

Ruby only stared.

It was one of G’Nifra’s assistants who
finally answered Spence’s desperate plea. “No. Probably not, sir.
I’m sorry.”


Chapter One

 


 


Three years later

 


All around Dulcie, geysers of foul-smelling
steam belched from dripping pipes. Unidentifiable machinery hissed,
and lights flashed in macabre shades of crimson and purple. She
wasn’t supposed to be here, hiding in this dank place all alone,
driven by fear and some deep, desperate need to survive at all
costs.

She’d come here, though, to escape someplace
much worse. If only she could remember exactly what she was running
from.

Just when she’d reached the point where her
only option was to scream—not for help, but for the sheer, utter
hopelessness of her predicament—he appeared. He swept out of the
hot, churning mist, the broad-shouldered silhouette of a man
backlit by a strobe of acid green. He reached for her.

Some strange instinct bade her to take the
hand he offered, but rather than rise with dignity from her hiding
place and let him lead her out of this neon hell, she flew into his
arms, shivering and sobbing.

He murmured something soothing while she
buried her sweat-dampened face in his neck. His scent curled into
her lungs on her next shuddering gasp of breath, and she calmed.
Strong arms lifted her from the darkness, and Duclie melted into
his muscular caress. He smelled like sin, a curious mix of male
sweat, danger and an intoxicating cologne.

There was something about that smell—familiar
and wonderful—that told her everything from here on in was going to
be just fine. She tightened her arms around him, and he scooped her
up as if she weighed nothing. The steam faded then, offering a
momentarily clear view of the place. This time Dulcie tried to pay
attention to what she saw.

Miles of coiled wires, rusted pipes and
twisted fingers of metal and smoky crystal stretched before them.
In the still-shrouded distance a white light cut through the
gloom.

“That’s the way out,” he said. His voice,
like his scent, penetrated her weakened defenses and left her
dreamy-eyed and breathless. Beneath her splayed hand the muscles of
his chest, hidden under a black T-shirt, rippled as he strode
toward safety. “We have to hurry.”

“Hurry.” She nodded, but for some reason all
the urgency she’d felt a few moments ago had faded. She’d have
stayed in his arms forever, cradled against his rapidly beating
heart, cherished in his embrace.

“Hurry…” Dulcie awoke with that word on her
lips. Again. This was the third time this month. She might have
been more concerned about the details of the recurring nightmare,
except it always ended the same way, with her daring rescue.

Exhausted from the terror of the dream, she
lay still a moment, staring up at the plain white ceiling of her
bedroom. The details of the dream slipped away quickly as always,
leaving her with very little but the memory of a masculine chest
beneath her hands and muscled arms against her back and legs.

And that scent. Two weeks ago, on a whim,
she’d once again dragged her best friend Vivienne Marks to Macy’s,
where they’d spent the morning sniffing men’s aftershave and
cologne. She’d come home with a headache but still no idea exactly
what her mystery man smelled like.

That was probably a good thing since the
dreams, and the rich wood smoke and vanilla aroma of him, always
left her a bit turned on.

She had no idea where Dream Guy carried her
off to, but she secretly hoped it was someplace with a king-sized
bed.

With a sigh she rolled over, flicked off her
alarm clock one-minute shy of her seven AM wake-up call, and vowed
if she ever met a man in real life who smelled that good, she’d
jump him.

Dulcie’s bare feet hit the polished hardwood
of her bedroom floor, and she shivered. The chill of early October
had seeped into her apartment through the night, leaving the crisp
essence of autumn in the four tiny rooms she just barely managed to
afford on her teacher’s salary.

Energized by the bright sunlight filtering
through her pale pink curtains, Dulcie threw off her comforter and
hurried to the bathroom, stretching as she padded through the
hall.

A hot shower would wash away the lingering
thread of terror nestled low in her belly. If it wasn’t for the
fear, the recurring dream might not be so bad. Certainly being
rescued by a handsome man had an up side…hmmm. Handsome. She never
actually saw her savior’s face in the dreams. His physical
strength, the self-assured way he spoke to her and, of course, that
orgasm-inducing scent just seemed to imply he was gorgeous,
but really, all she remembered of what he looked like was the black
shirt and a brief glimpse of a stubbled jaw.

He felt so real to her—in fact, her skin
still tingled from where he’d touched her, but with some regret
Dulcie reminded herself he was only an illusion produced by her
romance-deprived brain.

Disappointed once again with Dream Guy’s lack
of…solidity, she started the shower and stripped off her boxer
briefs and Blue Man Group T-shirt. Three bald heads in a shade of
brilliant cerulean caught her attention, and she gazed at the logo
of the impressionist musicians for a moment. Other than the fact
she’d seen them in concert last year with Viv, something about them
seemed strangely familiar, like the man in her dream. It was déjà
vu all over again.

A feather of steam wafted up from the tub,
distracting her from distant thoughts and reminding her of the
terror she’d experienced while sleeping. She combated the sudden
unpleasant memory by cracking open the bathroom window to let in a
thin stream of cooler morning air.

She swiped a towel over the bathroom mirror
and met her own still slightly bleary gaze. “Good morning,
Sunshine. Get the cobwebs out.” Raising her eyes ceilingward, she
addressed her phantom rescuer. “If you want to come back tonight
I’ll be here, but this time plan on sticking around a little
longer.”

If the closest thing she could get to a date
was a sexy dream, she’d take it. After all, as her mother never
tired of reminding her, by the age of twenty-eight a girl really
couldn’t afford to be choosy anymore.

The phone rang then, trilling over the rush
of shower spray and interrupting a well-rehearsed comeback for her
mother’s imagined lecture. Dulcie grabbed a towel and wrapped it
around her before ducking into the hall and reaching around the
open doorway to snag the cordless off the table in the corner of
the living room.

Caller ID told her it was Vivienne. “Hey,
you’re early. What’s up?”

“I got the interview in Boston!”

Dulcie’s heart did a small, sideways shift.
Involuntarily her hand tightened on the receiver. Vivienne had been
working so hard to earn a promotion at the bank where she worked,
but moving up the corporate ladder also meant leaving their small
town behind and transferring to the bustling city. “That’s great!
I’m so excited for you.” Dulcie hated herself for not quite meaning
it.

Vivienne deserved the promotion, but the
thought of seven hundred miles separating her from her best friend
left her feeling a little more than blue.

“I’m so nervous! And I need a favor.”

“Let me guess, my navy dress? I can drop it
off before work.”

“Oh…that too, but really I called to ask if
you can walk Maggie for me while I’m gone. I have to leave today so
I can make the nine AM interview tomorrow.”

Vivienne’s sheep dog/poodle mix weighed forty
pounds, all of it fur. Dulcie adored Maggie, and knowing she’d be
saying goodbye to her as well if Vivienne got the job in Boston
intensified the strange longing she felt for someone she’d never
even met. Why couldn’t her Dream Guy be here to comfort her when
she lost her best friend? Why couldn’t her Dream Guy be here,
period?

A thought hit Dulcie then. “Aliens!”

After a moment of cautionary silence,
Vivienne’s curious question floated through the receiver. “I should
ask aliens to walk my dog?”

Dulcie slapped her head. “No, I’m sorry. I
had one of those flashes—I’m going to have my kids dress up as
aliens for the Halloween pageant. How cool would that be? It would
blow Missy Simpson in Pre-K3 right out of the water with her ghost
theme. I mean really, how many ways are there to dress a kid up as
a ghost? White sheet, eyeholes, paper chains. Seriously?”

“Sounds great, Dulce, but Maggie…?”

“Oh, right. Of course I’ll walk her while
you’re in Boston. No problemo. Tell her Auntie Dulcie will be there
to take care of her while her Mummy is away.”

Vivienne laughed, and some of the concern
seemed to drain from her voice. “Thanks, sweetie! I know I can
always count on you.”

“Of course you can. I’d do anything to help
you get this job, Viv.” Even if it kills me. Dulcie clutched
her sagging towel tighter and tried to keep a smile in her voice as
she said goodbye. She wasn’t sure how she’d handle it if the void
in her life grew any bigger, but no matter what, she wouldn’t let
her loneliness interfere with her best friend’s path to
success.

 


* * * *

 


“You don’t have to do this, you know. I can
handle it on my own.” Ruby Throckmorton met Spencer Ward’s gaze in
the small, square mirror that hung on the inside of the door of
Spence’s locker. He shrugged into his newly synthesized suit jacket
and lowered a pair of ISTA-issued black sunshades over his dark
brown eyes.

Spence adjusted his black tie, smoothed a
cowlick of sandy hair back into place and checked his teeth in the
mirror. “I’m fine. I can do this.”

“You don’t look fine. You look like you stuck
your finger in a matter conversion stream.” Ruby snagged a brush
from his own locker, which sat parallel to Spence’s in the men’s
locker room of ISTA headquarters buried deep in the lunar crust at
the far northern edge of the Sea of Tranquility. He styled his
black hair into his idea of early Twenty-First Century chic and
affixed his personal transmitter into the canal of his right
ear.

“Hey, if ISTA Command thinks I can handle
this job, I can handle it. Never let it be said Spencer Ward let
someone down.” His voice wavered on that last word. There’d been
one person he’d let down, one very important person. And now,
because the universe was a bitch, Spence was paying for it.

Some high mucky-muck in the agency with a
sick sense of humor thought it would be fun to watch Spence squirm,
so they’d stuck him and Ruby with this assignment. He could have
begged off. They’d given him the opportunity, but instead Spence
decided to show them he could be just as cold and heartless as they
wanted him to be.

“I could go alone. No one would ever have to
know you weren’t with me.”

“No. I can do this. I’m going to do
this.” Spence slammed his locker a little too hard. The metallic
clank reverberated through the otherwise empty locker room.

Ruby stared at his partner. “I’m serious. How
are you going to be when you see her again?”

“It’s been three years.” Three long,
miserable years since the Bojzhan medics had torn Dulcie’s battered
body from his arms and carried her off to the infirmary. There, not
only had they pulled off a miracle and saved her life, they’d also,
under orders from ISTA, blocked all her memories of her abduction
by the organ-harvesting Umayans and her rescue from their
ship—along with those of Spence, their love affair and their
marriage.

For the sake of galactic security, they’d
sent her back to Earth without so much as a scar from where the
Umayans had removed her appendix, and they’d left Spence bereft and
a few quarts low on his humanity in the process.

The integrity of ISTA had to be preserved at
all costs. He’d learned that the hard way. Interstellar security
trumped everything. Love was a liability a trained MIB like Spence
couldn’t afford.

“I’ve practically forgotten what she looks
like.”

Ruby made a skeptical sound.

Spence shrugged. No use pretending he didn’t
keep her picture in the drawer next to his bunk. No use pretending
to his partner and best friend in the universe that his heart
hadn’t gone with Dulcie Crandall back to Earth, leaving him with
nothing beneath his starched white shirt and Blue’s Brothers
double-breasted suit but a gaping hole where his heart had been.
They might as well have replaced him with a servo-bot, for all the
emotion he’d allowed himself to feel since that day.

“You’re a stronger man than I am.” Ruby
closed his own locker and leaned a shoulder against the cool metal.
“I’ll be there for you. Any time you want me to take over—”

Spence lowered his own sunglasses into place,
hiding his eyes behind twenty-seven millimeters of reinforced,
radiation-resistant UV-rated acrylic. “I’ll be fine. I can handle a
five-minute conversation with my ex-wife. Now let’s go get this
over with so you can buy me a Rangorian beer.”

Spence strode out of the locker room, his
polished shoes snapping smartly against the spotless deck. Ruby
hurried after him. “You hate Rangorian beer. It makes your eyes
water.”

“I hate a lot of things.” Spence adjusted his
tie once again, a sure sign he was a lot more upset about this
mission than he planned to admit. “I just don’t let it show.”


Chapter Two

 


 


Even if Dulcie Crandall hadn’t looked almost
exactly the same as he remembered her, Ruby still would have been
able to pick her out of the crowd of suburbanites milling around
drinking lattes in the dog park. Even if ISTA hadn’t been able to
zero in on her unique DNA signature and transport the two MIBs to
within a hundred yards of her exact location, he would have known
just by the look on his partner’s face the moment she appeared.

Her auburn hair was a little shorter and
curlier, her heart-shaped face perhaps a little plumper, though no
amount of torture would have prompted him to admit that to anyone.
Dressed in knee-length khaki shorts and a blue fleece hoodie,
Dulcie sauntered along one of the narrow, paved pathways winding
through a four-acre expanse nestled in the heart of Woodland, Ohio.
She had a hell of a sexy walk and that, Ruby recalled, had been the
source of Spence’s utter ruination. A shaggy mutt kept pace beside
her, attached to one delicate wrist by a red leather leash.

Standing next to Ruby in the deep shade of a
weeping willow tree, Spence stiffened at the sight of her. Hidden
behind his dark glasses, his usually expressive eyes told Ruby
nothing, but the set of his shoulders said it all. He shouldn’t
have accepted the assignment.

“We’re overdressed.” Ruby’s remark, designed
to draw Spence out of his emotional cesspool, received no
response.

Spence adjusted his black tie and the cuffs
of his jacket. He pursed his lips in concentration and followed his
ex-wife’s path along a small man-made pond, around which an
eclectic collection of four-legged pets and their largely oblivious
owners paced off their morning constitutionals. Those humans who
weren’t sipping half-caf lattes from Styrofoam cups or chatting on
cell phones clutched bright white or yellow “doggie doodie” baggies
in their free hands.

“We should have worn jogging suits,” Ruby
whispered.

“It doesn’t matter. This is just recon. I’m
not going to approach her now.”

Ruby stared sidelong at Spence. The whole
point was to get the mission over with as quickly and cleanly as
possible. Too much recon would just prolong Spence’s well-hidden
agony. “When, then? You don’t want to draw this out any longer than
you have to.”

“Soon. She’s heading around the pond. Let’s
go, keep visual contact.”

Ruby scanned the park. In the golden glow of
the autumn morning, their black suits would stand out like tears in
the space-time continuum. They’d already gotten a curious glance
from a lady walking two Irish Setters and a questioning yip from a
passing Chihuahua.

“Why don’t we request telemetry on her
apartment and meet her there when she’s done with her walk?”

“Because she’s not going there.”

Ruby raised a brow. Dulcie had reached the
far side of the pond now and stopped to talk to a woman on skates,
who led a slender platinum-brown Weimaraner by a silver chain. Her
floppy-eared mutt eyed the purebred dog with visible disdain.

“And you know this because…?”

“That’s not her dog. It belongs to her friend
Vivienne.”

“Oh.” Without Vivienne’s DNA, they couldn’t
get telemetry on her place.

“So we have to follow her.”

“I thought that was the plan anyway.”
Exasperated, Ruby initiated genetic resequencing. His ears and nose
began to elongate. His forearms and legs shortened, and his
clothing even transformed into a coat of coarse, mottled gray and
black fur.

With his head now at the height of Spence’s
knees, Ruby glanced up into his partner’s horrified face.

“What the hell are you doing? Somebody could
have seen you.” Spence did a quick scan around, but their shadowy
hiding place was secure for the moment. “I didn’t tell you to
shift.”

Ruby lifted a four-clawed foot. “I took
matters into my own…hands.” Half-Myxmerian on his father’s side,
Ruben possessed the ability to shift his molecular structure from
human to alien form. Myxmerians had perfected their long-tailed,
quadruped form as a defense mechanism, which allowed them to hide
in plain sight when the occasion called for it.

“And what is this going to do? No one’s going
to believe you’re a dog.” Spence’s harsh whisper grew louder.

Ruby snorted and pawed the grass. “Of course
not. This form is far more attractive than a canine but just as
serviceable.”

Spence closed his eyes. “Just how is a bushy
tail and a long snout serviceable in this situation?”

Ruby chuckled. With his voice somewhat
compressed to fit into a slightly smaller body, the sound came out
a bit too high-pitched. He tried to clear his throat, which in turn
sounded like a wet slurp. “It’s not the tail and snout that are
important at the moment.”

“Oh, and what is?”

“The extremely hyper-developed leg muscles.”
Ruby would have grinned, but his extra long upper lip didn’t move
that way. He snorted instead and took off running toward the
pond.

 


* * * *

 


The sight of his four-legged, fur-covered
partner loping across the manicured lawn leading to the artificial
pond might have been hilarious in some alternate universe. In this
one it was nothing short of a mid-air collision. Spence could have
named any number of realities he’d rather have been in at the
moment—most of them post-apocalyptic.

Cursing, he ran after Ruby. He should have
let him chance being picked up by a roving dog catcher, if any
still existed, but something propelled him from his hiding place,
halfway around the pond at a dead run and right into Dulcie’s
path.

When he and Ruby had left ISTA headquarters a
few hours ago, he’d thought he’d had the scenario all figured out
in his head. They’d find Dulcie, and she’d seem less vibrant and
beautiful than Spence remembered. There’d be no spark of humor in
her eyes, no lilt of laughter in her voice, nothing to touch the
empty spot her absence had left in his heart. It would be easy for
him to hypnotize her, take her statement about Y’Nori’s death and
be on his way to a cold, sour Rangorian beer and a long, lonely
night in his bunk. Case closed.

He’d managed thus far to ignore his own
racing pulse and the bittersweet memory of how she’d felt nestled
in his arms in the VIP stateroom the Bojzhan had given them aboard
Decadence after their wedding ceremony. He’d had everything
about this mission under control—except for Ruby.

On his stubby legs, the Myxmerian barreled
toward the fluffy, white dog standing next to Dulcie. It took the
mutt a moment to process, but once she noticed the black and gray
ball of fur heading toward her at warp speed, she did what any
canine in her position would do. She barked, ran around Dulcie’s
slender ankles looking for cover then yanked hard on the leash,
toppling Dulcie.

Now caught on the ground between a yapping
dust mop and a crafty alien, Dulcie spent all of three seconds
looking stunned.

Spence raced toward her, afraid she’d start
to scream and work herself into an emotional state not conducive to
hypnosis.

“I’m so sorry, miss. Are you all right?”
Those hadn’t been the words he’d planned on saying to her when he
saw her again. This mess bore no resemblance to the fantasies he’d
harbored of their eyes meeting across a crowded room one day as he
strolled back into her life to reclaim the love he’d been forced to
give up.

Her response, however, was dead on. “Oh my
God! I can’t believe it.”

Spence’s heart stopped. Did she recognize
him? Maybe the mind block ISTA had used to wipe her memories hadn’t
taken. He met her gaze, and his breath stilled in his lungs. “I
know…it’s—”

“Is that an anteater?”

Spence blinked. Wary of touching her, afraid
physical contact would make his brain explode but unable to just
leave her sprawled there on the asphalt, he reached down and
offered a hand to help her up. “Huh?”

The mutt growled.

“It’s okay, Maggie, calm down.” Dulcie
soothed the startled dog with a gentle pat on the head, released
her legs from the tangle of leather leash and grasped Spence’s
hand. She climbed to her feet and dusted herself off, leaning back
to run her curious gaze from the tip of Ruby’s twitching tail to
the end of his quivering snout. True to character, the Myxmerian
preened.

“He’s amazing! Where did you get him?”

“Uhh…an exotic pet store in Peoria.”

“Can I pet him?”

The wonder in her eyes arrowed to Spence’s
ravaged heart. He’d touched her. After only dreaming about it for
three years, he’d held her hand in his. That electrifying contact
left him momentarily stunned. “What? Oh, sure. He’d like that.”
Maybe too much, he thought with a warning glance at Ruby.

His partner hunkered down on furry haunches
and endured, or rather thoroughly enjoyed, having Dulcie ruffle her
fingers in his fur.

“He’s so friendly. My kids would just
adore him!”

A block of ice settled in Spence’s chest.
Kids? Dulcie had kids? No.

What kind of fool had he been, fantasizing
that she hadn’t moved on in three years? Surely men had lined up
for a chance to date her. That gorgeous smile, her sunny
disposition…even hiding in the depths of the Umayan harvest ship,
her indomitable spirit had shown through and blinded Spence with
heart-stopping passion.

Some lucky SOB here on Earth had made babies
with his wife, and now he might have to endure an encounter
with Dulcie’s new husband and her children if he wanted to get
close enough to retrieve her blocked memories.

Still scratching behind Ruby’s left ear, she
glanced up at him. His partner’s back foot shivered in ecstasy, and
jealousy clouded Spence’s vision. He nudged Ruby out of Dulcie’s
reach. “Kids?”

“My class. I teach preschool at Jefferson Day
over on Mackenzie Street. I’m sorry.” She stuck out her hand again,
the one his fingers still tingled from touching. “I’m Dulcinea
Crandall. It’s nice to run into you…?”

“Ward.” Relief made Spence a bit lightheaded.
He laughed, mostly at himself and the ridiculous notion that Dulcie
had found another man.

“Ward.”

“I mean Spencer.” Damn, why hadn’t he used
one of his aliases? That had been part of the plan. “Spencer
Ward.”

She didn’t seem at all fazed by the mention
of his name.

He clamped an iron lid on his emotions. This
was all business. It didn’t matter if the mere sight of him hadn’t
sent all her blocked memories bubbling to the surface of her
conscious mind. In fact, that was a good thing.

“Well, it’s not often you find an anteater in
the dog park. Does he have a name?”

“Ruby. His name is Ruby, and he’s usually
better behaved than this. He…uh…broke out of his leash.”

“Do you walk him here often?”

“No. First time. He’s new. I haven’t had him
very long, and I probably shouldn’t take him out, but he needed
some exercise. He’s getting a little…fat.”

Ruby snorted.

She eyed his partner again, and Spence took a
moment to drink her in. She looked fantastic, glowing with health
and vitality, a blush of excitement on her cheeks, a lock of dark
auburn hair falling jauntily across her eyes.

“I don’t want to impose, of course. If you’re
busy I totally understand, but it would be wonderful to let my
class meet Ruby. If I have to chase one more hamster all over the
classroom after show and tell, I’ll lose my mind.”

Ruby sniffed her ankle, and Spence nudged his
snout in irritation. “Stop that, you know it’s rude.”

“Oh, it’s okay. He’s such a cutie-wootie pie!
I could eat him up.” Dulcie tickled Ruby’s nose and looked deep
into his beady eyes. “You’re just gorgeous, aren’t you?”

There would be payback for having to endure
this, Spence promised his partner silently. Next to Dulcie, ‘Maggie
the Mop’ glared balefully.

“You wouldn’t have to stay long—twenty
minutes tops, right before snack time.”

Payback. Spence grinned. “Sure. It sounds
like a blast. Ruby loves kids.”

That remark incited a sharp glance from the
Myxmerian. Spence winked. “We’d love to come. How about
tomorrow?”

Dulcie rose from her crouch and wrapped
Maggie’s leash twice around her left hand which, Spence took note,
was ringless, naked except for the bright berry polish adorning her
nails. Not married. Not engaged. Not taken by someone else.
Yet.

“That would be great. Is ten-thirty okay for
you? It doesn’t interfere with your work, does it?”

Concern for his schedule, or was she fishing
to find out if he was gainfully employed? That was definitely the
question of a single woman.

His pulse quickened. “I work at night, so
that’s fine. Jefferson Day, you said, over on Mackenzie?”

She nodded, and her smile lit the entire
park. “That’s right. I’m in classroom two-B. The oatmeal cookies
and apple juice are on me.”

“Hmm. Sounds great.” Spence licked his lips,
and Dulcie’s gaze settled on his mouth. Ruby, staring up at them
from grass level, coughed.

“Oh, do you have a pen? I’ll write down my
phone number, in case you can’t make it or something.”

“I do. I have a pen.” Spence fished for a
ballpoint in his jacket pocket, carefully bypassing the hypno-ray
holstered next to his ribs.

Dulcie pulled a small sheet of heart-shaped
paper out of her purse and cupped it in her hand. After scratching
the pen tip on the paper, she bit her lip in frustration. Spence
watched her mouth.

“It won’t work.”

“I know,” he said. This whole thing was a
bad idea from the start.

“You know the pen doesn’t work?

“What? Oh, sorry. I…uh, don’t have another
one.”

“It’s all right. I just need something to
lean on.”

Aside from a tree, the park offered nothing
that would make a solid writing surface. Spence turned his back.
“Use me.” Any way you want to.

Dulcie giggled. The sweet sound played on his
frazzled nerves, and the scent of her lilac perfume curled around
the sex receptors in his brain and made him acutely aware of his
zipper fly.

He held himself still as stone while she
flattened the paper against his shoulder and wrote her number.

“There. Call me any time…if there’s a problem
with tomorrow.”

“There won’t be. I’m free all day.”

She smiled, blinding him again. “Great. I
can’t wait to see you and Ruby.”

“Yeah.”

After an awkward moment during which Spence
tried unsuccessfully to force his brain to produce coherent words,
Dulcie tugged on Maggie’s leash, waved and headed off across the
expanse of green grass.

Spence sighed.

From just below his knee, Ruby’s compressed
voice wafted up. “That was a disaster.”

“What do you mean? It was your idea.
Who told you to run off like that? Anyway, at least we made
contact.”

“And you made a date…one, I might add,
during which I get to be pawed by drooling yuppie spawn. You should
have let me handle this one alone.”

Spence reluctantly tore his gaze away from
Dulcie’s receding form and guided Ruby back toward the shelter of
the willow tree, where they could initiate transport back to ISTA
headquarters. “I couldn’t. You saw her. God, she looks exactly the
same. She’s so beautiful.”

“I saw her from the ankles down. Which, I’ll
admit, are pretty nice.”

“Keep your nose off her in the future, if you
don’t mind. I saw you slobbering on her foot. Remember, you’re not
a dog. You can’t lick people.”

Ruby waddled ahead of Spence. “I don’t
slobber. Come on, let’s get out of here so I can shed this fur
coat.”

“I don’t know why you did it, Rube. I had
everything under control.”

“No, you didn’t. And you still don’t. You’ve
seen her, talked to her. Now maybe you can put that awkward moment
behind you and get on with the job.”

Spence’s gaze hardened on his partner, who
lifted a back claw to nonchalantly scratch his ear. “I can handle
the job just fine without your interference. Let me call the shots
from now on.”

“Fine. You can call ‘em, but call
‘em—or I will.”


Chapter Three

 


 


“Don’t give me that look. I know I was hasty,
impetuous…rash, if you will, but you have to admit, he was
gorgeous. You can’t blame a girl for feeling a little swept off her
feet, especially considering I was literally swept off my feet.”
Dulcie placed a bowl of Succulent Selects Beef Medley in front of
Maggie, who offered no comment before diving into the dog food. A
creature of few words, though, the mutt didn’t have to say
anything. Her half of the conversation, prompted by a baleful look
from big, brown puppy-dog eyes, took place in Dulcie’s head.

Oddly, Maggie’s imaginary voice sounded an
awful lot like Vivienne’s, though void of her friend’s sardonic
wit. The dog had a drier sense of a humor and a sharper moral
compass.

While Maggie inhaled her food and polished
her plastic dish to a shine, Dulcie settled into one of her kitchen
chairs before her own dinner of Caesar salad and sautéed
chicken.

“It was his eyes that really did it. That
cobalt blue…mysterious but trustworthy somehow. He has a pet.
That’s a good thing, right? That means he has a nurturing side.
Someone who cares about animals, especially exotic ones, can’t be
bad.”

Maggie licked her chops and offered a curious
sniff in the direction of the kitchen table.

“His hands? Well, of course I noticed his
hands.” Vivienne would have too, and she probably would have had
the same momentary fantasy in which Dulcie had indulged. She
squelched the memory that had plagued her all day long, of handsome
Spencer Ward in his razor-sharp dark suit loosening his tie,
shucking his tailored jacket and revealing a tight black T-shirt
and the biceps of a Greek God.

Maggie plopped her back end on the floor and
whined.

“You’re right. He’s nothing like Dream Guy,
but Dream Guy isn’t here. Look, he was well-dressed, polite, easy
on the eyes…” She hadn’t stood close long enough to tell what he
smelled like, but when he’d turned around and offered his shoulder
for her to lean on while she wrote her phone number down—God, had
she really given a complete stranger her number just because he
owned an anteater?—she’d certainly felt some definition under the
clean lines of his suit.

Maggie stared at Dulcie, her backside
wiggling with anticipation of a taste of chicken. She let out an
impatient yip.

“It’s not like I’m going to marry him. He was
cute. I’ll see him tomorrow. Maybe I’ll offer to buy him coffee one
day next week, or lunch as a thank you for visiting the class.
That’s okay to do these days, you know. I’m a modern woman.”

The phone rang then, cutting off Maggie’s
imaginary reply.

Abandoning her dinner, Dulcie ducked into the
living room to grab the cordless. Vivienne’s cell phone number
displayed on the Caller ID. “How’d it go?” The question popped out
instinctively, even though she dreaded the answer.

“The interview was brutal, but I think they
liked me. I won’t know anything for two weeks. You might have to
shoot me. How’s Maggie?”

“She’s here having dinner. Are you at the
airport?”

“No. I tried to get my return flight moved
up. I’m on standby, but it looks like I won’t be back until noon
tomorrow. Can Maggie stay with you tonight?”

“Sure.”

“I hate to impose…”

“It’s no trouble, Viv.” Dulcie peeked into
the kitchen. Maggie now sat on her vacated chair, delicately
licking the empty plate where her chicken had rested. Dulcie
sighed. “She’s helping me lose weight.”

“You sound a little funny. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I’m pretty good actually.” Here
goes. “I met a guy today.”

Vivienne let out a low whistle. “Ooh, tell.
Another single dad from Pre-K?”

“No. I met him in the park while walking
Maggie. He’s…cute.”

“Not a rabid jogger?”

“No.”

“What does he do?” Occupation always
concerned Vivienne. To her, a man was his job. You didn’t date a
guy, you dated a lawyer, a dot com entrepreneur, or maybe a
celebrity chef.

“I don’t know. He said he works at night.”
Somehow that detail hadn’t sounded creepy until now. Dulcie
imagined Vivienne’s disdainful look.

“Oh, honey.”

“What? We met, we talked. He agreed to bring
his anteater to my class for show and tell and—”
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