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Chapter One
 
   A noise woke me from the first sound sleep I had had in weeks. Trying to remain perfectly still and silent, I listened. Had someone tried to enter my sleeping unit? Claws scratched against the vent unit, slipping before gaining enough purchase to scramble up to the small roof that I called my own. "Stupid squirrel." Waking up afraid did not give me a great deal of optimism for my day. Through the small plastic window in the center of the wall opposite of my door, the first beams of sunlight had begun to reach the foot of my cot. Small dust motes floated around in the wan light above my blanket. I turned my head to the left, making sure the bar across my door remained secure. Sitting up and swinging my legs from the cot to the floor, I stood up, stretched, and walked the three steps to the sink. Washing my face, brushing my teeth, and then using the waste disposal unit occupied my first waking moments. Then, I grabbed a towel and my clothing, which I had stacked neatly on the shelf before going to sleep. I stepped into a pair of flip flops before lifting the bar from my door and stepping outside of my housing unit. 
 
   Forty other units, identical to my own, had been placed in tidy rows, with twenty on one side and twenty on the other under the old highway overpass. The small eight-by-eight-foot tan units were called home by those of us who would otherwise be homeless. Closing my door, I placed my hand on the reader pad. It scanned my hand. Then, I heard the locking mechanism click into place, and the bar sliding across the door on the other side. Towel and clothing in my grasp, I walked to the building located in the center of the rows of housing units. Though much larger and with doors at each end on each side, the building was made of the same plastic material and was of the same tan color as the housing units. Everything matched. The building contained a cafeteria, showers, and cleaning units. Placing my hand on the scanner, I waited for my palm to register. When the door opened, I walked to the showers. 
 
   People in our small community kept all different hours. Although it was early in the morning, some of my neighbors had already made use of the facilities and gone to work. Others slept. I entered the showers and no sounds greeted me. Relieved to have some privacy, I placed my towel and clothing on a bench inside of the first of ten shower stalls and closed the curtain. I removed my shirt and carefully slipped my pajama pants and undies down over my feet, keeping my flip flops on. Cleaning bots kept every surface sanitized, but still, these were, after all, communal showers. Stepping to the back wall, I stood directly under the shower nozzle and placed my hand on the scanner. Only we forty residents were keyed to use the facilities or even gain access to the building, with the exception of the enforcers, of course. Using the showers was not free. As my palm was scanned, a credit was deducted from my account. The shower activated. The recycled, treated water contained enzymes designed to clean a person without the use of any other chemical agents. While cost effective and better for the environment, the enzymes did not stimulate the economy. Fancy soaps and shampoos were imported to Earth. However, only the wealthy could afford such luxuries. Quickly scrubbing my scalp with my fingertips, I sighed when the water stopped flowing. I squeezed the water from my hair and walked over to grab my towel. Dry, I slipped on clean undies along with a tight tank bra and then stepped into my uniform. My flip flops fought me at every opportunity. Sitting on the bench, I carefully rolled my dirty clothes in my towel and pulled on clean socks and my boots. Combing my hair back with my fingers into a ponytail, I slipped the elastic band off of my wrist and secured my hair. 
 
   Picking up my towel roll and walking out of the showers, I headed into the next room, the one with the cleaning units. Again placing my palm against a scanner, and being charged another credit, I watched as the cleaning unit door slid open. There were ten cleaning units along the back walls just as there were ten shower stalls against the wall in my previous location. I dropped my bundle inside of the cleaning unit and pushed the blue button on the top of its frame. The door closed and the light changed from blue to red. Ten seconds later and the light changed to green, the door opened, and there in the cleaning unit, I saw my towel, pajama bottoms, top, undies, and flip flops all sanitized and neatly folded. I picked up my clean stack of laundry and went to the cafeteria. Unlike the other rooms, the cafeteria hosted a few living, breathing people. Here a few people sat eating breakfast at tables. Always present in the mornings were the two ladies who served breakfast in the line. Taking a tray and a spoon, I placed the tray on the metal bars and pushed it down the line, nodding to Ms. Reeves.
 
   "Good morning, sugar," she said in a monotone that conveyed how much she did not really mean it. 
 
   "Good morning, Ms. Reeves," I replied trying to infuse my reply with some degree of perkiness. After all, so far today, Ms. Reeves had been my only human or alien contact.
 
   "What are you having this morning?" Ms. Reeves asked.
 
   "A cup of coffee and some yogurt with granola, please." 
 
   She gave me a look. The look was disapproving, but it was just too bad. I don't like breakfast. She poured strong black coffee into a cup and handed it to me. I placed it on the tray and then added the bowl of yogurt and granola she handed to me.               
 
   "Thank you, Ms. Reeves." 
 
   She just gave me a smirk and said, "You need to eat more." 
 
   I smiled at her and pulled my tray to the end with my right hand, while trying to keep my laundry secure under my left arm. Sara met me at the payment counter, where she entered my items and gave me the total charge. The poor were charged reduced rates for food from dispensaries around town anyway, but here in our community cafeteria, the rates were even lower.
 
   "That will be half a credit," Sara informed me. 
 
   Placing my hand on the scanner, the amount was deducted from my account. I have learned from experience that Sara is not as chatty as Ms. Reeves. Therefore, I simply lifted my tray with my right hand, used my left thumb to balance it, and walked away. Taking a seat at one of the tables scattered around the cafeteria, and putting my laundry down in the chair next to me, I took a large sip of coffee before quickly finishing my breakfast. I drank down the coffee, which would be the high point of my day, and took my tray to the corner behind Sara, sticking it in the cleaning unit. Walking back to my table, I picked up my laundry and exited the building. I looked up and saw the underside of the old overpass. Not the most scenic location for our neighborhood, but it did provide some protection from the summer sun. Walking back to my unit, I opened the door, took a step in, and placed my laundry on the shelf. A clattering and a thump told me the squirrel was still up there. Stepping back out, I closed and locked the door. Since I had already spent two and a half credits so far today, I figured I had better go to work. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
   While I didn't have specific hours or days for my job, I did get paid by the bag. Leaving the shade of the overpass, I walked down to the sidewalk that ran the full length of the street. My boots crunched against the gritty mixture of broken concrete and dirt that the street sweeper bots never seemed to clean up in this part of the city. Not wanting to spend any more of my credits on transportation, I walked around the group of people who were waiting for the ground transport. Walking at this time of day would be safe enough. The trouble makers tended to come out from dusk until dawn when the patrol bots had a harder time of making positive face scans. Still, I picked up my pace and walked the two miles along West Avenue to my designated section of the city and my reclamation station located on the corner. Walking inside I grabbed a large light weight bag, placed its strap over my head, and pushed the bag over to my left hip. Trash collection and reclamation wasn't the most glamorous job, but then, I wasn't qualified for much. Everyone had to work to be allowed to reside in the city. Picking up trash was better than going back to the place where I grew up. It didn't deserve to be called home, and I had left a minute after midnight on my eighteenth birthday. 
 
   Even though I didn't have specific hours or days to work, if my four square miles consisting of forty blocks didn't pass the controller's weekly inspection, I could lose my job to someone else. Leaving the building with my bag, I headed down the street. I pulled on the pair of gloves I had taken from the dispenser on my way out. I bent over and picked up a paper bag that had fallen from the first trash bin on my route and placed it in my bag. Then, I dumped the trash from the bin in along with it. While emptying the bins and cleaning up litter, I was supposed to be as unobtrusive and invisible as possible so as not to offend the citizens who worked in the buildings and frequented the cafes along my route. So, I did my job without interacting with the populace. I was good at being unsociable. Growing up I was mostly alone. My mother had left when I was very young to get away from my dad, but she had escaped without me. I guess she didn't want any reminders. It seemed to me that he made my childhood hell just to get back at her. Well, I was an adult now, and I was free, not as free as the starship that ascended far in the distance at the land port, but free. I watched as the speck disappeared. I would die before I would ever go back. Lost in pointless memories, my bag had filled up. I made it back to my reclamation station and dumped the bag's contents into the collector. The collector automatically separated trash for recycling and incineration. With an empty bag, I went back to the street and finished clearing the bins in the affluent section of my route, so I could go work on the friendlier blocks. Each full bag that I emptied into the collector earned me a credit. I had earned twenty while in the business sector. The sun had risen along with the temperature by that time. My stomach growled at the same moment as a drop of sweat slid down my left temple. Hot, thirsty, and hungry, I entered one of the public restrooms. Inside, it was cool and very clean. Mary, one of my neighbors who lived near me in unit eight, had the job of keeping the public restrooms in our section clean. I envied her air-conditioned indoor job assignment. 
 
   I heard Mary in one of the stalls, as she cleaned the walls with spray disinfectant, and said, "Hey, Mary!" I removed my gloves and dropped them in my bag. I slipped my bag over my head and dropped it against the wall. 
 
   "I didn't see you at breakfast this morning, Teagan. What happened to you?" Most mornings Mary and I had breakfast together and walked downtown to work afterwards.
 
   "A stupid squirrel woke me up earlier than usual, so I got started an hour ahead of schedule," I said. I went into a stall, appreciating how sparkling clean it was. After concluding my business, I left and walked to the sink, washing my hands and splashing cold water on my face. 
 
   "Do you want to go over to the Sun Palace for some lunch?" I asked.
 
   "Sure," Mary agreed. 
 
   She handed me a clean pair of work gloves which I stuffed into a pocket of my jumper. Mary locked her cleaning supply cart and walked outside. Grabbing my bag, I joined Mary and regretted leaving the cool climate-controlled restroom. A roar of sound greeted us. Mary and I looked up. In the distance we saw a starship rising up above the horizon. Gradually, it became a speck in the sky and then disappeared from view.
 
   "I wonder where it is going." Mary said.
 
    I didn't care where it was going. I just wanted to go with it. We walked down a block to the Sun Palace where fast and affordable Chinese food awaited us. The smell of orange chicken wafted toward us on the hot breeze making my mouth water. Mary and I were greeted first by blissfully cool air and secondly by Mr. Lee. 
 
   "Good afternoon, ladies. May I offer you a table?"  
 
   We smiled at Mr. Lee and sat where he indicated, which was the same place where he always put us, under one of the cooling vents. Bless him. Mr. Lee produced two tall glasses full of ice and water, putting them down on the table in front of us. I downed mine. I closed my eyes as the cold water slid down my dry throat and enjoyed the cold as it spread down toward my empty stomach. Mr. Lee refilled my glass from a pitcher.
 
    "Thank you, sir." I said. 
 
   "Are you ready to order or do you need a few moments?" Mr. Lee asked us.
 
   "I'll have my usual," I said.
 
    Mary responded to him in the same way. Mr. Lee walked away to fill our orders. I drank half of the refilled glass of water.
 
    "Well, where do you think that ship was going?" Mary asked. 
 
   "I have no idea, but I wish I were on it. I can't imagine anything better. There are so many planets being colonized and explored. There are other races of humanoids being discovered, and some of them have even visited our city. They might even still be here for all I know. Seeing the aliens on the vid-screen is one thing, but I want to see them in person. If I could just walk on another planet, just once, I would die happy." 
 
    Mary smiled at me. "Oh, Teagan. You're gonna need to fill that bag up a lot more if you're planning to save up enough credits for fare on a starship. The last I heard, it cost ten thousand credits to get off world passage on a ship." 
 
   My dreams crashed back down, and my eyes returned to the table.
 
   "You're right. That is a lot of bags of trash."
 
   Mr. Lee placed a bowl of rice and a large platter of orange chicken and broccoli in the center of the table. Then, he placed a plate in front of each of us along with napkins and sets of chopsticks. After a few minutes, my stomach and I were again on friendly terms. Mary and I thanked Mr. Lee, who deducted two credits from each of us, and we left the Sun Palace. Mary and I had hours of work to complete until we were able to return to our housing community.
 
   A couple of bags later, I was about to empty the next trash bin, when I heard a male voice yell, "Hey, garbage girl!"
 
   With a sigh I turned my head enough to see Henry. Like Mary, Henry had been working in the city longer than me and had a better job, a much better job. Henry and many of the other city workers came to this section for the food. 
 
   A few months ago Henry and I had met for the first time one evening. That night after working all day, I was about to head home. I had heard some men arguing. I turned a corner and saw Henry and some of the troublemakers, who came out in the evenings like mosquitoes, getting into it. Henry had earned some actual currency, and the other men were trying to take it from him. Instead of hiding I kept walking toward home and them. I yelled out asking what the problem was. At the same time that they saw me, a patrol bot rounded the corner, no doubt attracted by the noise. The other men split up and ran off leaving Henry alone with a bloody nose, a busted lip, and eyes that promised revenge. Henry had looked up at me and stood up of his own volition. We introduced ourselves. I gave him a tissue for his nose, and he walked me home to insure my safety. Henry stood at about five feet and seven inches which wasn't very tall for a man, and he weighed only about a hundred and thirty pounds. Henry earned appreciative looks from the occasional woman, not so much for his brown hair and eyes, but for the dimples in his cheeks when he smiled. I thought that I must look very short and dumpy next to him. Henry was nice to me whenever we ran into each other, but he didn't have any romantic interest in me.
 
   "Hello, Henry. How are you?" I asked in a pleasant tone even though the garbage girl nickname irritated me. I always let it go because Henry often redeemed himself to me with descriptions of the starships he got to see up close, along with the people who came and went at the land port where he worked. 
 
   "Teagan, you are looking at the man who is about to make all of your dreams come true." Henry winked while giving me a huge grin. 
 
   "But, Henry," I said, "I thought your feelings for me were strictly platonic."               
 
   Henry rolled his eyes at me. "Tomorrow is going to be a very busy day at the land port. Along with the usual military and company ships landing to refuel and supply, three off world ships will be docking. My supervisor handed me an extra work pass and asked me to get one of my buddies to come help with the cargo. And I thought to myself, Henry, who do you know who would love to come see these big spaceships? And I answered, Teagan Green would love to see these big spaceships," Henry said. 
 
   My mouth was hanging open, and my eyes were about to fall out of my head. Henry handed me the work pass, a pass that would grant me access to a part of the city where I had never been allowed to go. I hadn't even been allowed near the check point. I stared at the work pass in my hand, and tears started falling from my eyes. Embarrassed, I couldn't make myself stop. 
 
   Henry smiled at me and in a soft voice said, "Meet me at the Coffee Counter on East Avenue at sunrise, and we'll go through security together, and I'll put you to work. Do a good job and you'll make a hundred credits." 
 
   "A hundred credits in one day and I get to see the ships? Henry, how can I ever repay you for this?" I asked.
 
   Henry laughed and reminded me, "Sunrise at the Coffee Counter" and walked off to his own place. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
   Somehow, I managed to make it back home to my housing unit. Even though I was sweaty and tired, I was so excited that I could barely function. 
 
   "Really? Am I really going to see starships and aliens at the land port? Calm down before you drive yourself crazy, Teagan. Follow your schedule. Don't get your hopes up, and you won't be disappointed." 
 
   Taking my own advice, I grabbed my stack of clean laundry and headed off to the showers, but hid the work pass Henry had given me under my pillow before locking my door. Twenty minutes later and somewhat clean and refreshed, with free hands, having dropped my clean uniform off at my house, I entered the cafeteria. Looking around the room, I saw Mary at one of the tables. Mary sat with Paul. Paul is not one of my most favorite people in the world. He passed the entrance exams for the Galaxic Militia and was accepted as a new recruit. Paul would have a future involving starships, off world travel, and aliens. I did not pass the entrance exams. I didn't think I had a chance of passing certain portions of those exams. Even had I passed all of the tests, the physical fitness tests would have been my undoing. Yes, I could dump and haul garbage all day in the hot sun, trudging back and forth. No, I couldn't do a pull-up, run a mile, or complete an obstacle course. Whatever. Okay, maybe I disliked Paul because of the painfully jealous feelings I had toward him. Mary's feelings for Paul differed greatly from mine. Mary had stars in her eyes every time she looked at him. At the moment I thought the sparkles in Mary's eyes were so bright that they might jump out of her eyes and set the cafeteria on fire. I turned away and got in line. I picked up a tray and placed a napkin and utensils on it. Ms. Reeves was working. I decided to please her and ended up with a small salad, a piece of chicken, mashed potatoes, peas, milk, and water. Sara charged me a credit. The water was always free of charge. Feeling awkward about where to sit, I headed in Mary's direction, but didn't want to intrude. Mary waved me over and invited me to sit with her and Paul. After I sat down, Mary showed me her left hand where a small diamond ring sparkled almost as brightly as her eyes. I looked up and from a smiling Mary to a smiling Paul. 
 
   "Teagan, Paul asked me to marry him, and I said yes!" 
 
   Kind of in shock, I tried to focus as Paul proceeded to tell me that since he had been accepted into the Galaxic Militia, he and Mary had been granted a small apartment together at the base even though he was a new recruit. 
 
   "Mary, Paul, I am so happy for you! Have you set a date?" I asked.
 
   "Actually, we are leaving tonight and getting married tomorrow at the base. I think this may be goodbye, Teagan. Thank you for being such a good friend to me these past few months," Mary said. 
 
   Stunned I said, "I'm so happy for you both. You're going to have an amazing life together." 
 
   With that both Mary and Paul hugged me and then left the housing community we had shared for months, never to return. I felt like some farewell to poverty song should be playing for them in the background, not that I had any idea what one would sound like. I also felt completely and totally alone. With Mary gone I would have no one. I had no family, and Mary had been my only real friend. I pushed my remorse away. I headed back to housing unit fourteen and tried to get some sleep. At least I had one thing to look forward to. 
 
   An hour before sunrise found me sitting in the dark alone at a small table outside of the Coffee Counter sipping black coffee from a large lidded disposable cup. My excitement about getting to work for Henry at the land port warred with my conflicted feelings about Mary and Paul and had destroyed any chance I might have had of getting some sound sleep the night before. Losing the only real friend I had ever had made my chest feel like it was full of jagged old concrete. The few hours of sleep to which I had managed to surrender myself would have to be enough. The work pass Henry had given me poked my chest each time I raised the coffee to my lips for a sip. It comforted me to know I had not lost it, but made my hands begin to sweat because of my nervous excitement. Yesterday, I had eradicated all of the trash from the bins in my sector, all forty of them. Many of the bins were not even a quarter of the way full. This job today wouldn't put me in a bind tomorrow. However, tomorrow I wouldn't have a friend to run into throughout my sector or with whom to share lunch. I really would be invisible. I heard footsteps approaching. Looking in the direction of the sound, I saw Henry. This was really going to happen I thought as I jumped up. Henry walked up to the door of the Coffee Counter, pausing with his hand on the handle.
 
   "Good morning, garbage girl! Don't worry. I will do my best to call you Teagan for the remainder of the day, but why the hell are you wearing that?"
 
   I looked down at myself. The lighting from the store provided Henry with plenty of illumination. I wore my tan jumper, the uniform I wore while working my route in the city. It was the most professional outfit that I owned. All of the city workers were required to wear them. Also, other than my pajamas, I didn't own anything else. What was the point? Why waste my credits? On average I earned a hundred credits a week. I spent about five credits a day on food. At least fourteen credits a week went toward showers and laundry. My housing unit charge was twenty credits a week. Some spending had to happen on other frivolity as well, like toothpaste. My eyes had fallen to my boots. I felt my cheeks grow warm and hoped he couldn't tell. Henry knew where I lived. He had walked me home.
 
   I threw my eyes back up to his and in a somewhat snotty tone responded with, "Would you have preferred pajamas?"
 
   Henry looked at the door, opened it, and came back out with his own coffee.               
 
   "Let's go, Teagan." 
 
   Henry started walking, and I followed. We both finished our coffees as we arrived at one of Union City's public hover transports. Throwing my cup into some other city worker's trash bin, I followed Henry and got in line. A hand scan later and I took a seat next to Henry. The hover transport was quiet and fast, riding through the streets on waves of air.
 
   "Look, I'm sorry about what I said. You look fine, and I didn't mean anything by it."
 
   "Henry, I'm not upset with you. My situation is what it is. I've been trudging through from day to day watching people from the sidewalks going about their lives. I try to stay busy and when I'm not busy working, I'm alone. I haven't really had reason to splurge on fashion."
 
   I couldn't tell if what I had said had mollified him. With Mary leaving Henry was now, quite literally, the only friend I had in the world, aside from Ms. Reeves, who was more of an acquaintance. Maybe, I should get out more. Thankfully, the hover transport stopped, putting at least a temporary end to our uncomfortable conversation. Henry stood up and walked out with me close on his heels.
 
   "You still have the work pass I gave you?" Henry paused on the sidewalk, turning to look at me. 
 
   I nodded and put my hand into the front of my jumper and pulled the pass out of the inside pocket where I had placed it for safe keeping. Henry widened his eyes at me and gave me a little laugh.
 
   "Check point's this way." He turned around and started walking.
 
   "What?" I asked. 
 
   After multiple scans of both hands and work passes by different teams of enforcers in stations along the way, we were finally at the land port. The Union Land Port was the reason Union City existed. Interstellar travel, colonization off world, and the necessity of a military presence created the jobs of all of the men and women in the city, who ate in the cafes and left things for me to clean up. Without it the city would die. Henry and I were inside. I must have been looking around the land port with the same rapture with which Mary gazed at Paul. 
 
   Henry asked, "Well, what do you think?" 
 
   A wall several stories tall and longer than I could see stretched into the distance. It formed the back wall to the offices of the Union Land Port. It provided protection to the city in case of a malfunctioning ship, as a defense against hostile aliens, and as protection to any aliens from hostile humans. Anyone with an actual ship could land where ever they had enough space, but it was frowned upon and heavily fined if they got caught. In front of me, maybe two miles away, two giant space ships, each one the size of three large office buildings combined, were docked. Down the line other ships of varying size and design rested on land. They looked ready to leap to the sky at any moment. 
 
   "This is the most incredible thing I have ever seen in my entire life," I said.
 
   From our position at the entrance, the people working around the ships seemed small which made the ships look even larger.
 
   "You ready to get to work?" Henry asked.
 
   I wiped my hands on my jumper and said, "Yes."
 
   "Those two monsters over there are military ships. We won't be working over there. They use their own soldiers to load and unload cargo, to refuel, and to make repairs. We will be unloading cargo for a trade and exploration vessel, the Tora." 
 
   We hopped on the back of a motorized cart and were propelled to the docking ramp that led to Tora's cargo hold. Henry walked up the ramp and into the ship's hold. I followed and could have died happy at that moment. The cavernous space was filled with large crates constructed from some form of aluminum. Henry walked up to his boss. Mr. Ted Fennick stood at over six feet tall and had muscled arms that were larger than my thighs. He had thick short grey hair and wrinkles at the corners of his mouth from years of smiling. I thought I might understand why, now that I had a smile of my own. Ted and Henry shook hands. Ted nodded at me in way of a greeting, and Henry introduced me.
 
   "You know the drill. Everything in this hold gets loaded up, moved out, and left for Roger and Derrick to load into a transport. Fill up a cart. Take it to them and get back in here with an empty cart. This is gonna take all day, so try and make lunch fast. There's a bonus in this for us if it's done by midnight." 
 
   Henry's eyes bugged out a bit. "Shit, Ted. This is two days’ worth of cargo." 
 
   Ted said, "That's why I gave you a pass for your buddy. We done talking?"               
 
   Henry answered, "Yes, sir. You heard him, Teagan." 
 
   A large cart was ready for us. We loaded up a cart, and Henry took it down and brought up an empty one, over and over again. Eventually, I could hear Henry's stomach over my own. Henry, Roger, and Derrick invited me to grab lunch with them at one of the food counters inside of the Union Port building on the other side of the wall. We were all too hungry to talk, so after eating in silence, we got back to work. It was just as hot around the ships as it was in the sector where I worked, and it showed on all of us. After several hours and several loads, the cargo hold held nothing but a pleased Ted Fennick. Mr. Fennick approached us at the bottom of the ramp with a portable scanner. Each of the men scanned their hands, and credits automatically were added into their accounts. Then, it was my turn. One hundred and fifty credits had been added to mine. 
 
   "Thank you, Mr. Fennick! This opportunity has meant so much to me," I said.               
 
   "Then, come back in two days with Henry, and it can mean some more to you," Mr. Fennick said. 
 
   He nodded at me and walked away. Really? I had more credits than I had ever had before, had seen and actually been inside a real space ship, and I was invited to come back? I was thrilled but so tired that I could barely keep my eyes open. For the second time since I had known him, Henry guided me home from the land port so I wouldn't get lost.  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
   The next day I had to push myself hard to empty all of my bins. I decided to treat myself to lunch at the Sun Palace. Just as Mr. Lee seated me at the table that Mary and I used to share, Henry walked inside.
 
   "I thought I would find you in here, gar... Teagan. Mind if I join you?"
 
   I said, "Please, do and allow me to buy lunch for the man who made all of my dreams come true." 
 
   Luckily, Mr. Lee, having gone for a second glass of water for Henry, did not hear that part.
 
   "Ted was impressed with you yesterday. Keep it up, and he might offer you a permanent job." 
 
   I looked up at Henry. "That would be amazing!"  
 
   Mr. Lee came back with a glass of water for Henry and a pitcher with which to refill my glass.
 
   "Thank you, Mr. Lee," I said.
 
   "Are you ready to order?" I looked at Henry, not sure what he would like.
 
   "I'll have whatever the lady is having," he said. Lady? I was a lady, now? Wow. I was moving up in the world.
 
   "The usual, please, with the addition of an order of spring rolls," I said. Mr. Lee left to fill our order. I figured a man like Henry might need more to eat than Mary had. "So, why are you stalking me today?" 
 
   Henry rolled his eyes at me. "After lunch I am taking you to the lovely boutique frequented by me and other Union Land Port workers so that you can attire yourself in a way appropriate to creating a favorable impression on a Mr. Ted Fennick, not that the tan reclamation uniform doesn't look striking on you."
 
   It was my turn to roll my eyes at him, but I laughed instead. "Thank you, Henry. That sounds like a great idea."
 
   Mr. Lee arrived with our food. After making short work of it, I paid and we left for Henry's boutique. 
 
   The store sold sturdy men's work clothes and accessories in solid colors. A sales lady directed me to stand still while a palm sized orb zipped around me taking my measurements. The orb decided that I was a men's ten, in my size at least. Henry and the sales lady took over. Three pairs of black pants, three black shirts, a belt, socks, and a small backpack later and she tallied up the credits. It cost me the bonus portion of the credits I had earned at the port. She folded everything and placed the items in the backpack. 
 
   As we were leaving the store, Henry said, "Meet me at the Coffee Counter again at sunrise tomorrow, and we'll impress the hell out of Mr. Fennick." 
 
   "Will do. Thanks for helping me with all of this, Henry."
 
   "No problem. See you later, Teagan." 
 
   I spent the remainder of the day emptying bins. 
 
   Sipping my coffee in the predawn light, I waited for Henry. The few people entering the Coffee Counter didn't notice me. The dark clothes made me even less visible than the tan jumper. Looking down at my outfit, I was pleased. The pants had several pockets that were held closed with magnets hidden within the seams. My work pass rested in one such pocket above my right knee. The new black shirt was sturdy, but soft and kept its wearer cool or warm depending on the climate. I heard Henry approaching. He stopped and looked around searching for me.
 
   "Hey, I thought you had decided to sleep in and had begun to worry," I said.               
 
   "Well, well, well, look at you in your new land port dock worker attire. Looking good, Teagan. Let me grab some coffee, and then we'll go," Henry said. 
 
   Knowing what to expect, getting to the Union Land Port didn't seem to take as long as it did the first time. I noticed a tall female wearing a Galaxic Militia uniform, striding gracefully into the port's business offices. Her black hair was twisted up and secured behind her head, and her long straight nose combined with her uniform made her look regal. 
 
   "Who is she?" I asked.
 
   "That is Captain Espanoza. Her ship takes medical supplies, farming equipment, and soldiers to off world colonies." 
 
   "So, she travels all over the Galaxic Expanse. Is this Captain Espanoza as smart and tough as she looks?" I asked. 
 
   Henry said, "I heard that a couple of Parvac ships were giving the colonists on Aurilius a hard time. The colonists lacked the fire power of the Parvac’s who were trying to kill the colonists and take the planet. Captain Espanoza arrived and fired repeatedly at the Parvac ships destroying them. Captain Espanoza took the surviving Parvacs into custody and turned them over to a detainment facility. The Parvac Empire didn't make a big deal out of it, but we all need to watch our backs."
 
   Henry and I arrived, along with Derrick and Roger. Mr. Fennick gave us our assignments. Today we were loading cargo into the Tora's now empty cargo hold. With the first cart loaded, Henry and I headed up the ramp and began unloading. Mr. Fennick stood in the cargo hold listening attentively to a handsome, serious looking man.                             
 
   "Captain Hiroshi gave me specific orders on how to load his cargo, so pay attention. I'll be working with you both today so that I can show you where to stack the crates."
 
   By the time my stomach had started to complain, we had stacked and categorized over half of the cargo. Captain Hiroshi checked our progress and expressed his approval to Mr. Fennick. 
 
   Derrick, Roger, Henry, and I gobbled down another hasty lunch inside the Union Land Port and then got back to work. Several crates later Derrick and Roger entered the cargo hold of the Tora with the last of the load on the second cart. Mr. Fennick told them where to unload it. Finished, we secured the two carts against the hull near the ship's cargo door. As soon as Mr. Fennick had paid Roger and Derrick, they left. Captain Hiroshi approached the three of us who remained, watching silently until our transactions were completed. 
 
   "I have time to offer a brief tour of my ship, if anyone is interested," said Captain Hiroshi. I whipped my head to him so fast that my ponytail hit me in the eye. I brushed the end away with my hand. 
 
   "I'm interested, Captain Hiroshi!" I said in complete disbelief at my incredible good fortune. 
 
   "We'll leave you to it, then. See you in a few months when you're back to port," Mr. Fennick said. Before Henry could say anything, Mr. Fennick said, "Come on, Henry. I'll buy you a drink," ushering him out of the hold. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   Captain Hiroshi turned to me and when I looked up, I noticed for the first time the swirling rich brown of his eyes. Quickly, I looked away and hoped he hadn't noticed my appreciative perusal. Captain Hiroshi led me through a door in the back of the cargo bay and into a corridor.
 
   "Have you been on a ship before, Miss Green?" I followed Captain Hiroshi into a lift. The lift began to move as soon as the door closed. 
 
   "No, Captain Hiroshi. I never thought I would ever actually get to see a starship up close. Being here, right now, is a dream come true for me." 
 
   The door opened, and I followed Captain Hiroshi onto his bridge. Two men were already working at stations. Each was seated in a gravity chair in front of large clear free hanging vid-screens where they used their hands to open and close several different programs seemingly at once. Too many different technical things were on those screens for me to count. The captain's chair was in the center of the bridge, with compact rectangular vid-screens that were horizontal to the arms of the chair.
 
   "Report," Captain Hiroshi commanded. 
 
   "We are refueled, life support is optimal, and rations are restocked," said the tall blonde athletic man to the left. 
 
   "All repairs are completed, weapons systems are fully operational, and the shields are reinforced." The deep monotone of the voice to the right drew my attention more than his report. I could almost feel his words inside of my ribcage. I stared at him in shock without realizing it, until he turned to Captain Hiroshi. He was an alien. 
 
   "Allow me to make introductions. Yukihyo this is Miss Teagan Green. Miss Green meet Yukihyo Lee. Yukihyo handles security on Tora," Captain Hiroshi said.
 
   "It's nice to meet you, sir," I said. 
 
   Yukihyo walked toward me where I stood with my back to the lift's door. "It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Green," Yukihyo said. 
 
   Risking an upward glance and hoping I wouldn't blush, I said, "Really, the Miss Green sounds way too formal. Please, just call me Teagan." 
 
   The man who had been in the other grav chair suddenly placed himself into the space between Yukihyo and me. Throwing his right arm around my left shoulder, he said, "In that case, hello, Teagan. I'm Phillip." He flashed a brilliant smile at me and sauntered back to his chair and vid-screen.               
 
   Addressing Yukihyo, Captain Hiroshi said, "Would you please give our guest a tour of the ship? Forgive me. Teagan, but there is a matter to which I must attend. Do you mind?" 
 
   I shook my head. "No, sir. I don't mind at all. It is so very nice of you to even let me be here."               
 
   Captain Hiroshi gestured for me to follow Yukihyo from the bridge. The bridge opened onto a wide corridor with four doors along each side and one at the end. Yukihyo led me to the door at the end of the corridor. I followed Yukihyo into a large square room. All of the walls were made of same type of light grey metal as the bridge and corridor. When I looked up, I thought I saw what could be windows in the ceiling, but they were covered with metal on the outside of the ship. 
 
   "Do those open?" I asked while pointing up. 
 
   "Yes, in space you can see the stars from where you are now standing," he said.               
 
   "Well, shouldn't one of those couches be here rather than over against the wall? I can't imagine wanting to move away from this spot if I were looking at them from so close. It must be amazing." Lowering my eyes back down to the room, I noticed Yukihyo looking at me, and I felt self-conscious. 
 
   "Have you ever met anyone not of your world, Teagan?" he asked.
 
   I smiled and blushed. "No, I'm not really sure how I'm supposed to act." 
 
   Yukihyo looked human, almost. While Yukihyo seemed tall to me, since I thought the top of my head must be even with his shoulders, for a man his height was average. I was short for a woman. His skin was pale, but I assumed most people who spent much time in space would be lacking a tan. He appeared very muscular, and I tried not to be too observant of his arms and shoulders. Yukihyo's hair was grey, a soft grey like the color of a dove. He wasn't old though. He couldn't be over thirty. His eyes were the most alien thing about him. When I had first seen his eyes, I had thought they were solid white. Yukihyo's eyes had thick dark grey lashes outlining an almond shape. Looking into them now, they looked more like opals, if the veins of color within opals moved. His eyes seemed not to swirl in circles, but more like strikes of slow motion lightening, moving without any sense of direction. Yukihyo's eyes were mesmerizing. I couldn't tell how many colors were there in the milky white surface of his eyes.                             
 
   Blushing, I said, "Forgive me for staring, please." Deeply embarrassed, I couldn't think of what to say. 
 
   In his deep monotone, Yukihyo said, "There is nothing to forgive. I must seem strange to you, which is understandable. You will adjust. It is curiosity with which you seem to observe me. I sense no fear or hate from you, as with some of your species." 
 
   I drew in a surprised breath. "Oh, no! I'm not afraid of you or anything. I mean, we just met." 
 
   One side of Yukihyo's mouth lifted in what I guessed to be a smile. "Allow me to share the greeting of my people with you," he said. 
 
   "Okay," I agreed, hoping it wasn't complicated. 
 
   Yukihyo stood directly in front of me and lifted his hands with his palms toward me. "Place your palms to mine," he instructed. I did. He looked into my eyes. "Your eyes remind me of sunlight shining through leaves," he said. Then, Yukihyo bent down and pressed his forehead to mine. I felt a calm envelop me. He straightened up and withdrew his palms from mine. Gesturing toward the room in which we stood, he said, "This is an area for relaxation." Moving to the right, he entered the next room which was filled with exercise equipment, treadmills, and weight machines. A large mat took up the center of the room. It looked squishy, so I stepped on it and bounced a little. "Shoes are not to be worn on the sparring floor," Yukihyo admonished in his calm monotone. I stepped off of it, making sure that I hadn't left any smudges. Walking out through the relaxation room, and into the room on the other side, he showed me the kitchen and dining area. Cabinets and counters lined two of the walls. A large table stood in the center of the room, surrounded on all sides with benches. In the corner of one wall, was a small desk and vid-screen, and next to it was a large cold storage unit with large clear double doors. Next to the cold storage stood an equally large pantry. The lighting in the room changed to blue before changing back. 
 
   Curious, I asked, "What was that?" 
 
   Yukihyo explained, "The change in color to blue symbolizes the Captain's desire for us to return to the bridge." 
 
   "Oh." I did not do a good job of hiding my disappointment that the tour was over. I hadn't even seen everything yet. We exited the kitchen and entered into the relaxation room. From there we returned to the corridor and walked down its length to the bridge. 
 
   Captain Hiroshi raised an eyebrow and leveled a glance at Yukihyo. "Well, what are your thoughts?" 
 
   Yukihyo paused and said, "favorable." 
 
   Captain Hiroshi grunted and then offered me a small sly grin. "Teagan, it wasn't chance that brought about your being here. My crew and I have much work to complete keeping the ship functioning, and trading with different off world colonies. I decided to hire an additional crew member to serve as an assistant in matters both domestic and industrial. While visiting my uncle, I asked him if he knew of anyone who might meet our requirements. He suggested you." 
 
   I was completely puzzled. "Captain Hiroshi, sir, as disappointing to me as it is to admit this, I don't know your uncle. I don't know many people at all really." A wave of sadness hit me when I remembered that one of those people, Mary, had left. "I really don't like telling you this, but I think you've mistaken me for someone else." 
 
   Captain Hiroshi raised his eyebrow and said, " I have made no mistake. My uncle pointed you out to me himself at his restaurant. He told me of a hardworking young woman who yearned to see the stars. Uncle Lee said she reminded him of me, when I was a boy inventing stories of my adventures to tell him." 
 
   "Uncle Lee, as in Mr. Lee of the Sun Palace?" I asked. 
 
   Captain Hiroshi nodded. 
 
   "I never realized that he ever paid attention to Mary and me talking. Mr. Lee definitely never mentioned to us that he had a nephew with his own starship. Why didn't he tell us?" I asked. 
 
   "Uncle Lee wanted it kept quiet, until I had decided to hire you. Uncle feels you have been disappointed a time too many and did not want you to suffer from false hopes." 
 
   My brow wrinkled. "Henry gave me the work pass, though." 
 
   Captain Hiroshi met my gaze with his deep brown one. "Uncle had pointed Henry out to me as being a friend of yours, so I approached him and Ted at the land port and arranged for your work pass." Wow, so Henry was in on this, too. "Once Tora leaves orbit, many weeks will pass before we return. Do you wish to come with us?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   Eyes wide, I nodded and managed to release a whispered, "Yes." 
 
   Captain Hiroshi nodded. "Very well. Phillip, please escort Teagan home to collect her possessions. I plan to leave orbit in two hours." 
 
   "Yes, sir," Phillip responded. I just stood there overwhelmed. 
 
   "While you two complete your mission, I will meet with a land port official and transfer Teagan from her current position with the city, to employment through me on Tora. Teagan, if you decide that space is not what you had envisioned, I will secure living quarters for you along with suitable employment upon our return." 
 
   "Yes, sir. Thank you, sir," I said.
 
   Instead of going to the cargo hold, Phillip led me to an area somewhere behind it. Inside the area were different vehicles. Phillip hit a button, and a large door opened and lowered to the ground, forming a ramp. He opened the door of a sleek six-seater hover craft, ushering me to take a seat. I had never ridden in one before. Phillip closed the door and got in on the other side. Phillip drove out of Tora and onto a drive behind all of the ships that I had not noticed during my two days in the cargo hold. We left the Union Land Port through a tunnel in the towering wall. 
 
   "Which way, Teagan?" 
 
   Unsure, I said, "If you know how to get to West Avenue from where ever we are, I can give you directions." 
 
   Phillip took a few turns. Then, he spent several minutes driving in one direction. Finally, I recognized where we were. 
 
   "Phillip, about two miles down West Avenue, there's an old overpass. The housing community where I live is located underneath it. I live in unit fourteen." 
 
   Phillip had been chatting to me about different animals he had seen while on other planets. He promised to show some of them to me, during the jaunt we were about to go on. Phillip's chatter had dwindled down to nothing by the time he pulled up behind my unit. 
 
   "Is this the right address?" he asked. 
 
   "Yes, thank you for driving me. Without Henry to see me home, I was afraid that I would get lost. I've only been out to the land port twice." 
 
   Phillip got out, went around, and opened my door for me. He followed me around to the door of my home. I pressed my palm to the door, and entered, inviting Phillip to come inside. Inside my housing unit, Phillip looked like a giant. He looked around at my cot, window, sink, and shelf. 
 
   "This is where you live?" he asked. 
 
   "Yes, I'm lucky. I got this place a few days after I got to the city. The enforcers don't like it when you try to sleep on park benches." I grabbed my new black backpack and placed my two remaining new outfits inside along with my pajama bottoms, shirt, undies, socks, jumper, and flip flops. I placed my toothbrush, toothpaste, and comb in a small compartment inside. Having packed everything I owned, I closed the backpack. "Okay, that's everything. I'm ready to go." 
 
   "That's everything, huh?" Phillip asked.
 
   I gave him an excited smile, and he drove us back to Tora. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   Captain Hiroshi awaited our arrival and opened my door for me while Phillip raised the portion of the hull that functioned as a ramp. "The fair maiden has been rescued, Captain," Phillip announced. Captain Hiroshi took my backpack. 
 
   "You travel light," he said. "Perhaps you will find some things you like on our off world stops," he said. Realizing I had been in the same clothing since dawn, had worked all day loading Tora, and that the time approached midnight, I worried that I might be having an unsavory effect on my new captain. 
 
   "What kind of items do they have at our first stop? Where is our first stop?" I asked. Captain Hiroshi began leading us through a doorway and into a lift. 
 
   "First, we dock at the colony outpost Polybius on Scipio. Would you like to see your new quarters?" 
 
   With an enthusiastic nod I said, "Yes, I would. Yukihyo didn't have time to show me what a room," I corrected myself, "what quarters on a ship look like." 
 
   Hiroshi asked, "What have you imagined?" He stopped in front of one of the nine doors in the main corridor. It was one of the second doors down from the bridge. 
 
   "I figured they would be a little smaller than my housing unit, with a bed that pulls out of the wall or something like that." 
 
   Captain Hiroshi raised one of his brows and said, "Perhaps you will be pleased." The door slid open, and he entered. Curious, I followed. It was not what I had expected. Although the same grey metal covered all of the walls, the room was beautiful. It was rectangular in shape and longer than it was wide. At an angle in the far left corner, there was a large bed, not a cot. Covered in pillows and blankets in purple, fuchsia, and grey, it looked like something that might appear in a magazine. Up above in the ceiling over the bed, a long rectangular skylight remained covered. The bed had been placed under it. The skylight was longer by at least two feet passing over each side of the bed below it. My eyes traveled clockwise to the corner opposite the bed where walls formed a room. Next to the room, another corner was formed by its edge.  Around the room’s corner and against the wall of the ship, rested an oval metal vanity with a mirror that had a round cushioned stool with a purple seat in front of it. A foot or so of space separated the vanity from a long storage cabinet that stretched to the wall through which we had entered the room. Drawing my eyes from the right and back to the left near the door, I saw a long thin metal table that rested against the back of a grey couch that had been covered in more purple and fuchsia pillows. I reached out and touched the table with my left hand, unsure if what I saw was real. On the wall in front of the couch, hung a vid-screen that was longer than the couch. 
 
   In a soft and barely audible voice, I said, "It's beautiful. Are you serious? You can't be. Is this really where I get to stay? Really?" 
 
   Captain Hiroshi said gruffly, "Your quarters please you. That is good. Yukihyo hoped that you would like the colors he selected. While you and Phillip collected your things, I handled your affairs. These quarters on Tora are recorded as your official residence. Your work designation is that of domestic assistant on Tora, and officially, I am your employer. Your quarters here on the ship, food, and medical needs are included. Wages earned may vary depending on trade agreements, but I assure you better earnings than those of a land port worker. If this is acceptable to you, Teagan, the contract requires your hand scan. We can access it on your vid-screen." 
 
   In a quiet shaky voice, I said, "I think the bed is the size of my housing unit. This is like something out of a book, the made up kind with happy endings." Sensing I might be about to cry, the captain placed my backpack on the metal table behind the couch. He took my hands in his and just looked into my eyes for a few seconds. He rubbed his thumbs over the tops of my hands and then released them, crossing the room to the vid-screen. 
 
   "To activate the screen, all you have to do is touch it." Captain Hiroshi demonstrated. "Touch it twice to pull up the menu, and then you can point to categories, and drop menus." He pulled up the contract. I walked over and placed my palm where he indicated, and then, he did as well. With the contract completed, Captain Hiroshi submitted it and received instant notification of its acceptance. The contract on the vid-screen flashed, and my picture appeared with my name on a new official work identification permit that would and could be viewed by any government or military personnel who scanned me or searched my name. "I will leave you now for the night. Get settled in and get some rest. You may go anywhere on this deck, except for my bridge or the personal crew quarters, unless invited. Understood?" 
 
   "Understood, sir," I replied. The captain left, closing the door behind him. I walked to the room in the back right corner. The door to the room was across from the bottom corner of the bed. Inside, I found a bathroom with a shower, waste unit, and sink and mirror. I had my own private bathroom. It just kept getting better. I got my backpack, opened it, and withdrew my pajamas, placing them on the purple cushioned stool and my backpack on the vanity. I brought my toothbrush and toothpaste with me. I placed the items on the metal surface surrounding the sink. I scanned my bathroom, while availing myself of the waste unit. I put my boots and socks in the corner. Black pants followed. I removed the temporary work pass from its pocket. All of this had started with that pass. Not only had I gotten to see a real starship, but now I had my own room on Tora. A built in cabinet, between the sink and shower stall, held a basket at the bottom and towels on the top shelves. Large soft fluffy fuchsia rugs were in front of the sink, waste unit, and shower. My pants and socks went into the laundry basket with the rest of my attire. I took a towel and dropped it in front of the shower. The door slid open, and I entered. In a horizontal line, three buttons were on the shower’s wall. I pushed the center button. Water thrummed down on my head and shoulders, causing a moan to escape me. Best shower ever, I thought. I got my hair wet and wiped water from my eyes. The buttons had taken on colors, the one to the left, red, the one to the right, blue. I pushed the red one and the water temperature rose, so I pushed it again. I turned and let the hot water pound between my shoulder blades. A clear bottle, filled with a light pink fluid, rested on a small previously unnoticed corner shelving unit in the shower. I took it and opened the top. 
 
   "I guess they don't use cleaning enzymes here." I sniffed it. It smelled like roses and jasmine. I poured some into my hand, put the bottle back, and lathered it all through my hair. I thought of Captain Hiroshi's words. If I wasn't happy, if life on Tora wasn't for me, he would find me another job. 
 
   "Yeah, right." I had used too much of the pink stuff and used some of the suds to clean the rest of me. I knew I had been manipulated. That much was clear even to me, but it hadn't been in a malicious way. It had been in a way, as to not get my hopes up, while Captain Hiroshi formed an opinion of me, a secret interview. These quarters were spectacular. I would have to be completely out of my mind to give this up. I didn't mind cleaning a few waste units and loading and unloading cargo for this. Anything here had to be better than trash bins all day or even Mary's job, before Paul took her away. I rinsed off all of the soap. I squeezed water out of my hair and pushed the center button. That was the best shower of my life, and I didn't even need to wear flip flops. I dried off and brushed my teeth. The rugs felt soft and warm under my toes, which had been trapped for so many hours in my hard and unyielding boots. I went out and over to the vanity. I unwrapped the towel from my body and wrapped it around my hair instead, dressing in my pajama bottoms and shirt. I opened a drawer of the storage unit and put my clean clothes in it. I put the backpack in another drawer. Back in my bathroom, I got my boots and old work pass and put them in the drawer, too. Finished unpacking I headed for the bed. I pulled back the soft thick covering, blanket, and sheet, and slipped inside. I didn't know what type of fabric these were made of just that they were more luxurious than anything I had ever felt before. Another groan escaped me. This was a real mattress, nothing at all like my cot. It was both soft and firm, and the bones in my back ached as they began to relax. The pillows were soft and clean. I wrapped my arm around the blankets, and pulling them close against my chest, I was blissfully asleep before any more appreciative thoughts could occur to me. 
 
   Hiroshi Lee walked from Teagan's door down the corridor of his ship and onto his bridge. He sat in his chair and prepared the ship for departure. "Prepare for lift off," he told Yukihyo and Phillip. Tora lifted straight up, gaining speed until she reached orbit. Hiroshi laid in the course for Scipio. It would take two weeks to get there at their present speed. Hiroshi had worked with Phillip and Yukihyo for many years. He and Phillip had been boys together, and together they had rescued Yukihyo. Living and working on Tora had created a familial bond between the three of them, and mutual respect had created an even fiercer bond of loyalty. "Teagan liked the way you decorated her quarters," Hiroshi told Yukihyo. 
 
   "It's not like he didn't have the choicest textiles from Arachne to choose from," said Phillip. 
 
   "I felt her response," Yukihyo replied. 
 
   "You were able to form a mental link with her?" Phillip asked. 
 
   "No, I would need her consent for such intimacy. Bonding to her emotions required no effort, like taking a breath. I almost feel whole. I almost wept with my relief, but Hiroshi saved me from that embarrassment with his timely summons to the bridge. Unfortunately, this relief reminds me of what I lost when the Parvac scum murdered my clan."
 
   Years ago Yukihyo had fought and survived a bloody conflict with the Parvac that had left his entire clan dead. He would not have survived had Hiroshi and Phillip not found his life signs in the aftermath and carted him onto Tora. Since his rescue, Hiroshi and Phillip had become his brothers, but they could not provide the stability of the symbiotic link males of his race required in order to function in a civilized manner. The symbiotic links he had shared with his mother, aunts, and sisters ended with their deaths. Yukihyo had met a female with whom he could bond. However, her clan had rejected him, and her temperament and opinions had made her not worth the reward of pursuit. Yukihyo had decided to resign himself to a life of strenuous physical training and hours of meditation, when by accident he had found compatibility in Hiroshi's new hire. 
 
   Yukihyo said with an undercurrent of disbelief, "Teagan accepted me without fear or prejudice. Her eagerness to question me was tempered only by her fear of causing me insult. She accepted an emotional bond with me as a dry sponge accepts water."               
 
   Hiroshi grunted, "That must be why you gave her the most extravagant of our stores from Arachne." 
 
   Phillip laughed, "He's got to keep her happy somehow, boss. It won't be with his ugly face." 
 
   "I pay the whores on Scipio extra not to cringe when they first see yours and a bonus if they don't laugh at your humble male offering," Yukihyo replied. 
 
   "Enough you two," Hiroshi laughed. 
 
   "That girl was living in a damn crate and happy about it. Henry told me she had nothing to wear, but that reclamation jumper before he took her to get some things," Phillip said.               
 
   "Uncle said he pieced together that she was alone, with no family, having fled an abusive situation. She works and keeps to herself. I think that explains the sponge like quality Yukihyo observed." Phillip leaned back in his grav chair, made sure life support systems were optimal, and scratched his flat belly. 
 
   "She's better off with us. She has two handsome men and Yukihyo taking care of her," Phillip said. Yukihyo offered Phillip an offensive hand gesture. Phillip grinned at him and said, "We'll get a real smile out of her eventually. What do you boys say to a little friendly competition?" 
 
   "What do you have in mind?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   "The first one of us to get an honest laugh out of the kid gets a thousand credits," Phillip suggested. 
 
   "Deal," said Yukihyo. 
 
   "Agreed," responded Hiroshi. "It has been an eventful day. Let's get some sleep," Hiroshi said. Rising from his chair, he left the bridge and took the first door to the right into his quarters. 
 
   Phillip turned to Yukihyo and asked, "You feeling better now, brother?" 
 
   "I have only reached her emotions fully twice. She is guarded, but it is an indescribable improvement. I have been able to control myself more easily without the constant struggle and effort for a few hours now. Too long have I been without the comfort of female clan members." His species had evolved as feral hunters content with violence and bloodshed. Evolution had saved his race by tempering the aggressive males through emotional and mental links with their females that created cohesive family units and caused the male aggression to turn toward becoming more protective. Mothers bonded both with their mates and their children and linked fathers to their sons and one brother to another. Years had created a symbiotic relationship between the sexes that had become necessary for the healthy survival of both their males and females. Females had developed a passivity of nature that their harsh frozen planet and dangerous indigenous wildlife would exploit with ease. Through the links males sensed fear and used their aggression against the dangers to their females rather than against each other. Such had been true for Yukihyo until the Parvacs had come. Years of hunting and fighting had not been enough to protect his clan sisters from the overwhelming numbers and superior weaponry of the brutal Parvac force. His own father, their clan's leader, fell to their numbers, but not without first killing dozens of the invaders. The blood drenched snow still haunted Yukihyo. Yukihyo felt Phillip's hand grip his shoulder. Phillip remembered. Phillip and Hiroshi had seen what the Parvacs had left of his clan. Phillip entered the door just past Hiroshi's door. Leaving the bridge Yukihyo entered the first door to the left. Teagan's quarters were next to his. Yukihyo could feel her sleeping in calm serenity from his side of the wall. To be able to fight his destructive impulses, he needed her to stay with him, to remain on Tora. He couldn't help dreading her reaction when she learned of his need for her. Would she feel he was an intrusive creep? Whatever she felt, he would feel as well. What was natural to his people, some found to be an offensive forced intimacy. Yukihyo concentrated on the weak link to Teagan and slept. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   I began to wake up. Everything was still and quiet. Hunger had awakened me. I stretched, enjoying the incredible softness of the sheets and the warmth of the blankets. If I didn't have to pee, I wouldn't get out of bed. Regretfully, I slid out of bed and headed into my bathroom. All mine, I thought, as long as I didn't do anything to screw it up. After taking care of things, I lifted my hand and felt the towel that was still wrapped around my head. I took it off and put it in the laundry basket with my dirty clothes.
 
   "Oh, crap." My hair smelled beautiful. I lifted a chunk of it to my nose and inhaled the clean scent of fresh roses. My hair didn't look beautiful. It looked like a huge freaking mess. Thankfully, someone had been thoughtful and placed a brush in the cabinet under the towel shelf. I started working through the dirty blonde tangled mess from the ends up. Then, I wet my hands in the sink and ran my wet fingers through it and brushed it again. I decided to try to braid it since my scalp felt a little sore from sleeping with my hair in the towel and my usual ponytail might prove too uncomfortable. I secured the end of my braid with my hair tie and went to the storage unit, pulling out a new pair of black pants and a new black shirt. I really didn't want to put my boots on, so I slipped on my flip flops instead. Even though I was starving, I walked over and made the beautiful bed. I thought about how it had felt, waking up in it a few minutes ago. How, after opening my eyes, I had looked up and seen stars through the long window above me. A dark majestic backdrop to the glittering dots of light greeted me from above, as I awoke from below enclosed within the exquisite, luxurious warmth the bedding provided. This morning was incomparable to the mornings of the past several months. Having made the bed, I decided to be brave and leave my quarters in search of breakfast. 
 
   Once in the corridor, a deep monotone greeted me with, "Good morning, Teagan. Did you sleep well?"  
 
   "Yes, Yukihyo. Did you?" 
 
   "I was able to sleep last night," he answered. 
 
   "Don't you usually sleep?" 
 
   "Not always," he answered. Yukihyo offered me his hand. Not really knowing why or what to do, I took it, and he looked into my eyes with his milky white alien ones. The lines of lightening in his eyes darted as they had before. He placed my hand on his arm. "Please allow me to escort you to the kitchen." 
 
   "Okay, thanks. With so much going on last night, I forgot to eat dinner."                             
 
   Yukihyo frowned, "Forgive us for being so remiss in your care." Worried I had offended him, I apologized. 
 
   "It's no big deal. Really." The worry and feeling of impending anxiety that had begun to form under my ribs dissipated like smoke. Yukihyo explained that the first six doors were to crew quarters. Now, with my arrival, only two were empty. A set of skylights were centered and set into the corridor's ceiling above the doors to Phillip's and my quarters which were across from each other. A larger set of skylights were farther down at the end of the corridor, in front of the entrance to the relaxation room. 
 
   "The door to the right opens to the recreation room. We watch movies in there most evenings. The door to the left opens to the laundry room where there is another pantry and additional storage space," he explained. Yukihyo walked forward with me into the relaxation room. I looked up at the third set of twin rectangular windows in the ceiling. 
 
   "It's just like you said. I can see the stars. This is amazing." I felt like a dork for getting all emotional and teary about it, but Yukihyo just lifted his free hand to my cheek and brushed his knuckles and fingers gently down my face. He gave me a smile that held more kindness than any smile ever given to me, and I felt the imaginary protective brick wall that I had begun erecting around my heart as a small child and had repaired and strengthened daily since then, break a little. I felt vulnerable with Yukihyo, and it frightened me. He took my hand from his arm and placed it against his heart. 
 
   "Fear nothing here, Teagan. I will protect you as though you were my own blood." He released my hand. "I thought you were hungry. The kitchen is through here," he said. Not having the time to process whatever had just happened between us, I followed him. 
 
   "I am hungry." Maybe aliens are just weird I thought and then dismissed it. 
 
   "What would you select for breakfast given any choice?" Yukihyo asked. 
 
   "Strong black coffee for one thing and since I'm too hungry just for yogurt, probably some oatmeal." He opened the cold storage and pulled out one of several stacked, lidded containers. 
 
   "This is oatmeal," he said and placed it on the table. "In the cabinet by the sink are cups. The beverage dispenser is there on the counter." I found a cup, and Yukihyo taught me how to navigate the menu on the beverage dispenser to get it to produce a cup of coffee. I placed my hot cup of heavenly smelling coffee on the table. "The food warmer is here above these burners on the counter." He took my bowl, pointing to the heating instructions on the lid. Then, he demonstrated the heating process. While it heated, he showed me the drawer that held utensils and handed me a spoon. "Please, have a seat," he said. I sat with my spoon and had a sip of coffee. It was good which was a relief. Coffee had always been an important part of my life. Yukihyo gave me the bowl of oatmeal and went back to the cold storage unit. He pulled out a box and went over to heat it up. Then, he brought it over to the table, went over to the beverage dispenser, and made himself a cup of tea. He returned to the table with his cup of tea and a fork. After he had taken a seat, I opened the lid and stirred the oatmeal before having some. A few more spoonful’s and a sip of coffee later, and I noticed Yukihyo's breakfast. It looked like bits of seared meat. Seeing my attention, he offered me a bite. Not wanting to offend him, I ate it. Orange chicken it was not. It was tender and tasted okay, but had a wildness to it that was unfamiliar to me. 
 
   "What is that?" I asked. 
 
   "It is from an ice bear that Hiroshi, Phillip, and I hunted and killed." I took another sip of my coffee. 
 
   "I've never even seen an ice bear, and now I've taken a bite of one," I said. 
 
   "I will show you a picture of one on the vid-screen, and if you like, I can show you the rug I made of this one. However, ice bears are much too dangerous for you to see in the wild," Yukihyo said. My thoughts flashed to the regal and commanding presence of Captain Espanoza. I bet no one would ever say anything like that to her, but then, I wasn't like her. "Would you like another bite?" he asked. 
 
   "Sure." I ate the ice bear, finished my oatmeal, and got a second cup of coffee. "Would you like another cup of tea?" I asked. What I took for a look of surprise appeared on Yukihyo's face. "What kind is it?" I asked as I reached for his cup. 
 
   "Mint," he answered. As I refilled Yukihyo's cup from the beverage dispenser, Phillip and Hiroshi entered the kitchen. They also each decided on the ice bear for breakfast. I wondered what Ms. Reeves would think of their breakfast. I gave Yukihyo his cup of tea and then sat back down, out of the way, with my coffee. 
 
   In a bright and jovial tone, Phillip said, "Good morning! Did you sleep okay?"               
 
   "Yes, thank you. Did you?" I asked. 
 
   "I sure did," he said. He patted me on the head. What did he think, that I was like seven or something? 
 
   Seeing my expression, Hiroshi said, "Pay him no mind. Phillip treats all of us in the same manner." 
 
   "Tell her, boss," Phillip said. The men were quiet as they ate their ice bear. I finished my coffee. I didn't know what to do with my dirty dishes. Phillip ate faster than anyone I had ever seen. He took his dishes to the back counter and opened a cabinet door under the counter; he placed his dishes inside a unit hidden there, closed the door, and hit a button. The button changed in color from red to green. Phillip opened the door, removed his now clean fork, placing it back in the utensil drawer, and then pulled out the clean box with its lid and placed it in the cabinet in front of him. He put his cup away in the cabinet near the beverage dispenser. Mimicking his actions, I cleaned and put away my dishes. Then, I took, cleaned, and stowed both Yukihyo and Hiroshi's dishes as well. 
 
   "Thank you, Teagan." Hiroshi said. 
 
   "You're welcome, sir. I really want to do a good job. Thank you for this opportunity. What do you want me to do today?" 
 
   "I think it would be best if you took some time to familiarize yourself with your new home. Relax. There is no rush and not much to do," Hiroshi said. "I don't think you have even seen this entire deck. For instance, there is a laundry and pantry in the room next to his one. Have you seen it?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   "No, sir," I said. Hiroshi rose from his seat on a bench and pointed to the door occupying the little bit of space on the wall not taken by the corner desk, cold storage, and dry storage pantry. Hiroshi went through the doorway, and I followed. On the wall to my right was a lift entrance. Past that was a large commercial sized laundry cleaning unit. A long wide counter was in the center of the room, and the opposite wall was home to a huge walk in storage pantry. I looked inside of it. It contained all kinds of dried food goods. 
 
   "Uncle Lee insists that it remain fully stocked even though he knows we always eat the packaged cold storage items. He fears we may be stranded in space, and it keeps him from worrying. You are welcome to anything you would like." 
 
   "Thank you. That is a lot of food." He took the other door from the pantry and led us back out into the corridor. I looked up at the stars again. 
 
   Hiroshi walked across the corridor and through a door that slid open to a room that I had not yet seen. I saw a lift straight ahead, but to the right taking up much of the wall was a large vid-screen. Two cushioned lounge chairs were in front of it, and matching cushioned couches were to either side. "This is our recreation room. We tend to watch movies together in the evenings," he said. 
 
   "How can you tell?" I asked. 
 
   "What?" 
 
   "When it's evening, how can you tell, when stars are all you see?" I asked. 
 
   "We have wake and sleep cycles while in space to keep us from becoming disoriented. Would you like for me to set up your alarm for you in your quarters?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   "If it isn't too much trouble...." 
 
   "It is no trouble at all," he said. "It is our hope that you will feel at home on Tora, Teagan." 
 
   Looking around at the ship's opulence, I said, "It's so beautiful. I've never been anywhere this nice." I wasn't sure that I could ever feel like I actually belonged in a place like this, or that they would actually want me to stay. Captain Hiroshi owned Tora, a large interstellar spacecraft. He traded goods with I didn't even know how many planets. The credits with which he dealt were beyond my comprehension. He had a friend, a member of his crew, who was an alien. It was all so surreal. 
 
   "I am glad my ship pleases you. Are your quarters still to your satisfaction?"               
 
   "Yes, Captain. I couldn't have dreamed anything better." 
 
   "Teagan, may I ask a favor of you?" 
 
   "Yes, sir," I said. 
 
   "Then, it is this. When we are on the ship, call me Hiroshi. Only when we are off of the ship, is formality needed. We tend to function as a family here most of the time," he said. 
 
   "Hiroshi," I said, glancing up at his liquid brown eyes and then down at my toes. "I have even less experience with family than I do with spaceships." 
 
   Hiroshi said, "There is plenty of time. Take things at your own pace." On the back wall and to the left of the entrance, was another door leading to an exercise room. Yukihyo had shown it to me, and I remembered not to step on the mat. "We spend time in here each day. It is common to become weak in space, if one does not remain active," he said. 
 
   "I guess that's understandable. If I were in Union Port City today, I would have already walked a few miles and dumped a few bins by now." Hiroshi showed me how to operate one of the treadmills. Having me stand on it, he set it for two miles. Seeing my flip flops, he set it for a slow pace. Stepping onto the other treadmill, I saw him set it to four miles, raise it to an incline, and then begin jogging. Yikes! "I'm trying to put the layout of this deck together in my head. How many rooms are there?" 
 
   Hiroshi answered, “Including the bridge there are twelve. Six crew quarters, the kitchen, laundry and storage, recreation, exercise, and relaxation rooms make up the habitation deck. There are three decks. This is the third and where you will spend most of your time. The second deck contains engineering and weapons systems. The first deck, with which you are familiar, contains cargo and land transports.” I had walked half of a mile. The door on the wall beside and slightly behind me slid open, admitting Phillip and Yukihyo. I heard them as they stepped onto the mat that took up the center of the large room. I looked over my shoulder at them. Both men had bare feet and were wearing short-sleeved tightly fitted shirts and loose pants of the same fabric. Their clothes looked like fancy pajamas to me. Yukihyo's were a pale blue, and Phillip's were black. They began to fight. I tripped in shock. Without breaking his pace, Hiroshi caught me by my elbow to steady me. I decided to face forward and ignore them. I could hear a lot of swishing noises and the occasional impact of a punch. Once, I heard one of them hit the mat. By the time I had finished my two miles and Hiroshi had finished his four, their breathing had become audible. "Let's go." Hiroshi led me through the door to the relaxation room. I was relieved to be away from the fighting. I knew they were just sparring, but nevertheless, it frightened me. I followed Hiroshi into the kitchen where he took two glasses from a cabinet and filled them both with water from the beverage dispenser. He stood with his hip against the counter and drank. I sat and finished mine. He took both of our empty glasses to the cleaning unit and then replaced them in the cabinet. "Let's go set your alarm," he said. 
 
   "Okay." We left the kitchen and exited the relaxation room into the corridor, and walked down to my room. Hiroshi waited for me to enter first. Then, he walked over to the vid-screen, tapping it a few times. 
 
   "It is now synchronized with our wake and sleep cycles. If you look here," he pointed to the top corner, "there is a clock, so you will have a better concept of time as it passes. Space travel can be disconcerting at first." I thanked him. "I have some work to complete in engineering, so I will leave you to your own pursuits for a while." 
 
   "Yes, sir. Thank, you, again." Hiroshi frowned at me. 
 
   "We have discussed this, Teagan." I stared at him for a moment, unsure of his meaning. 
 
   Then, I sighed and said, "Hiroshi." At my use of his name, he smiled and left. I stepped out of my flip flops, walked over to the pillow covered couch, and sat down. I saw a device on one of the cushions and picked it up. The vid-screen activated. The device was cylindrical, about ten inches long, and about the diameter of my pinky. I learned how to use the device to control the vid-screen. I pulled up the menu. Under the surroundings option, I saw view port. I pointed at it, and the screen filled with stars, shining against empty black space. This must be the view from the bridge. Standing in the corridor, anyone could look straight into the bridge and through the now un-shuttered windows. This view from my couch had me in awe, and I sat and watched for a while. Then, I aimed the device, which I had decided to call a wand, at the vid-screen. Personally, I had never before used a vid-screen. They were in stores, and some were located outside of major buildings in Union Port City, but most of them were set to the news or Galaxic Militia recruiting videos. I stopped at a documentary program featuring the planet Scipio. One of the men had said that our first stop would be on planet Scipio and to a city named Polybius. I started to watch. It was a beautiful planet. Towering trees, mountains, steep cliffs overlooking large pools of water, and a temperature that consistently remained around eighty degrees, except in the mountains, made Scipio a popular spot for wealthy tourists. Scipio was heavily protected by a strong Galaxic Militia presence. The planet had a favorable environment for agriculture. Farmers there produced enough surplus to spawn a prepared food industry that catered to the restocking of spaceships and to supplying the militia. Tourists could enjoy the many shops, mineral baths and spas, or sightseeing trips that some settlers offered. All of Scipio's inhabitants looked beautiful. The women's faces were all adorned with smiles and their bodies with flowing gowns and short jackets. It looked like paradise. I couldn't wait to be there. I hoped that after I had finished loading and unloading cargo I would have a little time to look around. I wondered how long we would stay. The program ended. I figured out how to turn it off, used my bathroom, and then thought it should be time for lunch. The clock in the corner of the vid-screen remained, even after I turned it off. I went to the kitchen. 
 
   Phillip had managed to dodge one of Yukihyo's strikes, but the second one flattened him to the mat. Once Hiroshi had led Teagan from the room, they had gotten serious. From Phillip's position, flat on his back, sweat ran down his sides toward the mat. Yukihyo pulled Phillip up by his hands. 
 
   "Have you had enough?" Yukihyo asked. 
 
   "Yes, but have you? You seemed agitated when we began, more than usual. I thought she was helping you." Yukihyo gazed at nothing. 
 
   "We frightened her. She tried to hide it, but she cringed as though preparing to be struck. She would have fallen had Hiroshi not steadied her. It angered me, her fear. I may have transferred my anger to you. For that, I apologize." Phillip walked to the corner down from the treadmills and stepped into the unit that occupied the space. He allowed the sonic pulse therapy to repair his battered flesh. 
 
   "Concentrate on the fact that it's over. She's with us now," Phillip said. 
 
   "You are right. She will be happy with us. I know this in my mind, but after so long without my clan mother and sisters, and with a human female...." Phillip stepped out of the machine. 
 
   "So, what I'm hearing is that you feel inadequate as a male," said Phillip. Yukihyo drew himself up to his full height and glared at Phillip, before realizing that he was being teased. Then, he laughed, and Phillip joined him. Phillip said, "I need a shower." 
 
   Yukihyo nodded and said seriously, "Yes, you do." They laughed again and headed toward their separate quarters. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   I heard male laughter as I entered the laundry room. I liked that everyone got along, and I hoped I was making a good impression. I knew I wasn't good with people. I was good at being inconspicuous. Becoming part of a family seemed as foreign to me as visiting Scipio. I made myself a cup of black tea, set it on the table, and looked into the cold storage unit. There were stacks of ice bear. I spotted a container labeled chicken, black beans, corn, and tomatoes. It sounded fabulous to me. I opened the door and pulled it out of its stack. I followed the instructions on the box to heat it, finding myself a fork while I waited. Sitting down at the table, I tasted my selection. I was right. It was fabulous. I devoured every bite, drank my tea, washed the dishes, and put everything away. 
 
   I wandered into the relaxation room. There was a bookcase in the corner that held novels, military histories, biographies, classic literature, and even a few cook books. I found a large picture book featuring some of the more popular planets that had been colonized. I took the big book over to one of the couches and started carefully looking through the pages. I drifted off. I woke up on the couch with the book in my lap. How long I had slept, I had no idea. I put the book away. I wasn't sure what I should be doing. I stepped into the corridor. I could see Hiroshi in his captain's chair, but couldn't see the other work stations without standing right at the entrance to the bridge. 
 
   I went into my quarters. I brushed my teeth, unbraided, brushed, and re-braided my hair. I found a small square cloth and used it along with a drop of the pink rose scented soap to wash my face and neck in the sink. Dropping the cloth into the laundry basket, I decided to learn how the laundry system worked. It worked the same way as the one at my old housing community, except, I didn't have to pay. Returning to my room, I put everything away. "Now, what should I do?" I asked myself. The light above my door flashed. I stepped near it, so it would open. Yukihyo stood there. "Hello. Please, come in." He entered. 
 
   "Are you becoming acclimated to life on the ship?" he asked. 
 
   "I think so, but I'm not sure what I should be doing." 
 
   "You are doing as you should be doing," he answered. 
 
   "Yukihyo, what is that supposed to mean?" My exasperated tone elicited a smile from him. 
 
   "Would you like to play a game?" Yukihyo asked, in his deep monotone. I couldn't remember the last time I had played a game. 
 
   "Um, I don't know many, but okay." He walked over to the vid-screen and pulled a wand from the side of it. He found the one on the couch, handed it to me, and pulled me over to sit with him. Finding what he wanted on the menu, a board appeared on the screen. Its surface was divided into many squares. In the four center squares, were two blue stones and two red stones. Yukihyo told me how to play to capture stones. The player with the most stones would win. It was an old game, and I vaguely remembered playing it. Yukihyo called it Stones and said that he had played the game as a child, also. He beat me the first two games, but I beat him by three stones on our third game. The lights in my quarters began to dim. Turning off the vid-screen, Yukihyo returned the wands to its side. 
 
   "It is time for dinner. Will you join me and the others in the kitchen?" 
 
   "Sure. Let's go," I said. Yukihyo took my hand, placing it on his arm, and walked with me to the kitchen. He was very much the gentleman. No one had ever treated me the way Yukihyo did. They all were. Phillip, Hiroshi, and Yukihyo had opened doors for me and treated me kindly. It made me nervous. Phillip had beaten us there and had already started heating something up. 
 
   "Hey there, little sister! What 'cha hungry for?" Phillip put his food on the table. It was a large pizza with several toppings. My heart kind of stuttered a little, and I must have blushed. I wasn't accustomed to being greeted with such enthusiastic warmth. Phillip threw his arm around me and walked me to the cold storage unit. It was packed, and he started rattling off choices to me from a shelf that I was too short to see. 
 
   "Baked potato?" I said picking it out of the list. 
 
   "Your wish is my command," he said. Phillip removed his arm from me, took the container out, and went over to heat it up for me. I got a glass of water. Yukihyo made his selection, and then Hiroshi came in and found something he wanted. Eventually, we were all seated and enjoying our dinners. After dinner and some pleasant conversation, they invited me to watch a movie with them in the recreation room. Phillip and Hiroshi sat in the chairs in front of the screen, and I sat on one of the couches. Yukihyo sat next to me. It was an action spy film of some sort that they all seemed to enjoy. They laughed and groaned during various scenes. I jumped a few times. At one scary part, Yukihyo held my hand. It felt nice, all of us just sitting together and watching a movie. After it ended we said goodnight to each other in the corridor. Hiroshi went to check on things on the bridge. The rest of us entered our quarters. I brushed my teeth, changed into my pajamas, crawled into bed, and watched the stars until I fell asleep.
 
   I woke up to the sound of birds singing. The lights were on in my room. This must have been Hiroshi's idea. Better than the squirrel, I thought. I slid out of bed and headed into the bathroom. I showered, washing my hair and totally enjoying the fancy soap. Afterwards, I dried my hair, dressed, and then brushed my hair up into a low ponytail. I found my flip flops, put them on, and made my bed. Everyone was in the kitchen making their breakfasts when I got there. "Good morning!" I said to everyone.               
 
   "Good morning, Teagan." Phillip mumbled around a mouthful of pancakes. In the cold storage, I found a breakfast of scrambled eggs, hash browns, and sausage that I eagerly placed in the heater. I took my food and a fork to the table and then made myself a cup of coffee. Everyone ate. Hiroshi and Yukihyo talked about something technical that I didn't understand. Phillip managed to breathe in between bites. They started to clean up their dishes. 
 
   I said, "Wait, please. Let me do that. I am, after all the domestic assistant, right?" Their movements halted. They exchanged glances and consented. They each went off to check on different ship functions leaving me in the kitchen. I quickly cleaned the kitchen. I noticed the desk fitted into the corner near the cold storage, with a mounted vid-screen above it, and a stool in front of it. It all smoothly blended into the walls. I decided to investigate the laundry room. I opened every cabinet and drawer. In one cabinet I found a floor cleaning bot. It was easy to operate. I ran it over the floor of the laundry room. Then, I took it into the kitchen, relaxation room, exercise, and recreation rooms. I made it to the corridor and slowly took it up and down from one end to the other in straight lines. On a trip with it back toward the bridge, I saw three sets of eyes watching me. I took a hand away from the bot, waved, and smiled at them before making my turn. When I finished the corridor, I cleaned the floor in my quarters. Then, I stopped outside of the bridge. "Excuse me," I said. "Would anyone like for me to clean the floor in their quarters?" 
 
   "Uh, sure. Thanks," said Phillip. I followed him to his door. He ran around his room picking up discarded clothing and tossing them in his bathroom. He went back to the bridge. I ran the bot over the entire floor and then over the floor of his bathroom after I put his laundry in his basket. Afterwards, I carried his basket of laundry to the laundry room with me and placed his things in the cleaning unit. Once they were clean, I returned them to the basket, took the basket to his quarters, and left it by his door, taking the bot with me. 
 
   Stepping to the entrance of the bridge, I said, "Phillip, I'm all done with your floor." 
 
   "Thank you, Teagan. You didn't have to do that though." 
 
   "Yes, I did, Phillip. Isn't it what I was hired to do?" I sent a questioning look to the back of his head. He did not respond. "Yukihyo, may I clean your floor for you?" He turned to me. 
 
   "Yes, thank you, Teagan. The weapons systems are taking much of my time. It would be helpful of you to do so." I smiled. It made me happy to do something to contribute. Yukihyo met my eyes as he walked to me. His eyes had fewer lightning strikes of color. He took the bot to his door and opened it for me before walking back to the bridge. His room had nothing out of place. It was arranged similar to mine, but in pale yellow and orange and with only two pillows on the bed.  Instead of a couch in front of the vid-screen, he had a chair, ottoman, and the hide of what I presumed to be the much larger than I had expected ice bear. It was huge. It must have covered a quarter of the floor in the room. Its fur was white. I reached down to touch it. It was soft and thick, but coarse. I admonished myself for being nosey and ran the cleaning bot over Yukihyo's floor. His laundry basket was empty, so I took the bot and left. On the bridge Hiroshi said it was time for lunch and that he would gladly show me to his floor afterward. He placed the bot inside of his door for me. 
 
   After lunch I had to politely stop them from doing their dishes. I reminded them that I wanted to earn my pay. Exchanging glances with each other, they left and I cleaned and put away our dishes. Hiroshi had watched for me from the bridge, and met me at his door just as I got there. He let me in and then returned to the bridge. I found a sock under his couch and put it in his laundry basket which was otherwise empty. I finished up and left. I put the bot away. I decided to wait until they left the bridge to ask for permission to clean it. Bathroom cleaning supplies were on a cart half of the size of the one Mary had used. I decided that I would clean our bathrooms tomorrow. I hoped they would be pleased with the floors. I drank a glass of water in the kitchen, cleaned the glass, and put it away. I went to the exercise room and programmed the treadmill for two miles. 
 
   On the bridge Hiroshi said, "Are you sure she is okay?" He wasn't sure how he felt having another person cleaning up after him. 
 
   "She felt happy," Yukihyo replied. "She enjoyed feeling needed, and it is the job designation you hired her under," he added. 
 
   Hiroshi nodded, "Yes, however, when we dock on Scipio, we should take her shopping and to dinner." 
 
   "Agreed," said Phillip. "Ship systems are all functioning. Let's go to the gym." Phillip said. They left the bridge. They saw Teagan for a moment before she went into the storage room and came back out with the bot. 
 
   "May I clean the bridge now, Hiroshi?" 
 
   "Yes, of course." 
 
   I went to the bridge and was careful to clean every inch of the floor. When I finished I took the bot and put it away. I decided to have a cup of coffee. Afterwards, I went to the relaxation room and found the book I had started looking at yesterday. Scipio was almost as beautiful in the pictures as it had been in the documentary. I learned that while agriculture made food abundant on Scipio, there was a shortage of wool bearing animals for textile production, and the inhabitants did not want to use any of the valuable farmland as pastures. Therefore, most fabrics were imported. I wondered if Tora was one of their suppliers. Later that night during dinner, I asked how long we would be staying on Scipio. Hiroshi answered, "A few days at the least. We have cargo to deliver. We may trade some goods. I don't mind spending a day taking you to see something of your choice, since it will be your first time visiting another planet." I let out a screech. I couldn't help it. I jumped up and down in my seat. 
 
   "Really? What can we do?" 
 
   Hiroshi said, "There are many beautiful sights to see on Scipio." Phillip seemed to be enjoying my glee.
 
   The next days on board Tora continued in much the same way. I felt comfortable on Tora, and it was starting to feel like what I supposed a real home must feel like. I was carrying my basket of clean clothes from the laundry room when Phillip stopped me. "Teagan," he took my basket from me and carried it to my room. "You got a minute?" he asked. 
 
   "Sure." He put the basket on the floor. 
 
   "Come here for a second." Phillip sat on my couch. He moved a few pillows to the floor. I sat by him. "I made you something," he said. 
 
   "You made something for me? That was so nice of you! What is it?" Phillip had a thin gold colored metal band in his hand. 
 
   "This," he said, "is an identification bracelet complete with spending credits, tracking device, and a vital signs monitor all synced with Tora. If you wear it, I won't have to worry about you getting lost on Scipio, and anyone you encounter will see it and know if he messes with you. your big brothers will blast the hell out of him." I gave him a copy of a Hiroshi eyebrow raise. 
 
   "How would this imaginary 'he' know all of that?" I asked. 
 
   "He'll know," Phillip said with a smile. "Which wrist do you want it on?" I held out my left one. 
 
   "So," I said, "you don't want me getting lost?" 
 
   "Absolutely not. I've gotten used to having you around. Your sweet disposition is a refreshing change to the two grumps on board." I laughed at him and threw my arms around his neck. He patted my back. I let go. 
 
   "Thanks, Phillip. I can't remember anyone ever wanting me to stick around or caring if I came back or not." Embarrassed, I felt my eyes start to fill. 
 
   "Well, that's over, kid. Now, enough of this mushy crap." He took my left wrist and asked, "Is that too tight?" The bracelet could twist around and move about an inch up and down my wrist. 
 
   "It's good." Phillip took a small soldering device from his pocket and spent a few seconds sealing the edges together. 
 
   "Off world planets don't use hand scans. They'll scan your credit chip when you make a purchase. I've got some work to do on the bridge. I'll see you at dinner." Phillip left, and I put my laundry away. I kept looking at my bracelet and twisted my hand so that I could watch it move. 
 
   Yukihyo and Hiroshi were looking right at him when he entered the bridge. "You got her to laugh," Yukihyo said. 
 
   "I wish I could have heard the sound," said Hiroshi. 
 
   "It was a nice sound, but she could use more practice. Load my winnings onto the kid's brand new credit chip. That bracelet won't be coming off of her wrist and getting lost since I sealed it with a bonded molecular structure." 
 
   "She was not offended by it?" Hiroshi asked. Thoughtful, Hiroshi said, "The first time my father took me off world, I was a young boy. He insisted I wear a tracking device. I bristled and told him I could take care of myself. Father punished me for my defiance and at our first port, made me stay on the ship. I learned to follow his orders and did not argue again." Hiroshi chuckled at his memory of his lost battle of wills. Phillip shook his head. 
 
   "No, I think it made her feel special." 
 
   "It made her feel wanted," Yukihyo said. They heard the door to her quarters slide open. Hiroshi walked to the entrance of the bridge. 
 
   "Teagan, please come to the bridge. There is something I would like for you to see." I walked to Hiroshi who placed his body in front of mine. "Close your eyes." I did. I heard Hiroshi as he moved to stand behind me. He placed his hands over my eyes. "Please walk forward," he said. After a few steps, he said, "that is far enough." He removed his hands. "Open your eyes." I did. I was facing the large viewing windows of the bridge in the front top section of Tora. Through those large windows, I saw a small blue and green planet far in the distance. 
 
   "Is that Scipio?" I breathed out in a rush. "We're there?" I asked. 
 
   "We will land in the morning," Hiroshi answered. 
 
   "How long until morning?" I asked. Phillip laughed. 
 
   "About fourteen hours," Hiroshi said. 
 
   "Oh, can't we go any faster?" They all laughed. 
 
   "No. It is time for dinner. You can tell us what you want to see on Scipio while we eat," Hiroshi answered. Somewhat mollified, I followed Yukihyo to the kitchen. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   I heard birds chirping and opened my eyes. My skylight was closed. I jumped out of bed. My feet got tangled in my sheet and blanket, and I fell to the floor. "Oof," the breath whooshed out of me. Kicking myself free, I hurried through my morning routine and put my damp hair in a high ponytail. I put on black pants, shirt, and boots. My new bracelet shined prettily on my wrist. The men weren't on the bridge, and I had never used the lift by myself. Disappointed, I headed to the kitchen. That's where they all were. A cup of coffee waited for me. I didn't want to waste time drinking it. "What would you like for breakfast, Teagan?" Yukihyo asked. 
 
   "Coffee is fine," I said. 
 
   "No, you will eat something before we leave." 
 
   "Ugh, fine. Yogurt." Yukihyo got it for me, and Phillip handed me a spoon. I ate so quickly that I choked a little. I rushed to clean my breakfast dishes and put them away. "All done!" I said. They laughed at me. We took the lift down to the first deck in the transport section. Puzzled, while Yukihyo opened the middle door for me behind the passenger seat of the land transport, I asked, "Aren't we unloading the cargo?" 
 
   "No we hire workers to do that," Hiroshi answered. 
 
   "I thought that was one of my jobs," I said. 
 
   Hiroshi shook his head from side to side and said, "I will monitor their work." Phillip drove us out and remotely closed the ramp. He stopped around the other side of the ship where men were already unloading cargo. Hiroshi began to get out of the seat next to me. "I have orders for you, Teagan." 
 
   Remembering our agreement, I said, "Yes, Captain Hiroshi?" His eyes glittered in amusement at me. 
 
   "While in town here in Polybius, you will buy yourself a new wardrobe. Pretty young girls should not always wear men's black work clothes. And don't forget to get shoes and attire for the exercise room. I put an additional five hundred credits on your chip last night." My eyes grew wide. 
 
   "Five hundred? That's too much." 
 
   "It is a gift. Use it as I wish, if you want to make me happy." Hiroshi closed the door, tapped his hand against the top, and Phillip pulled away toward the land port's exit and the city. 
 
   "The most I've ever spent was the fifty I spent on these three new black dock worker uniforms," I said. 
 
   "Cupcake, he ain't the only one who loaded credits on your chip. Get everything you want." Phillip drove down a stone street lined with tall tapered trees that swayed in a gentle breeze. He parked against a curb amid a line of shops. Shutters were pulled open on windows, and pillars along the sidewalks held up long flower covered trellises that spanned the entire block of stores. Phillip said, "Our first stop, my lady. These shops are girlie lady stores. After we get you fixed up, we can do other things." 
 
   Yukihyo opened my door, helping me to not stumble while I paid attention to everything but my feet. In the next moment, we were inside the first shop. A beautiful woman, her hair piled in intricate loops on top of her head, greeted us. In a sultry soft voice, she said, "Phillip, have you traveled the galaxy to see me?" Taking her hand and lifting it to his lips, Phillip brushed a kiss across her delicate white knuckles. 
 
   "Felicia, you remain one of the most beautiful sights in the universes." Felicia's hands bunched the front of Phillip's shirt, and her arms rested against his chest down to her elbows. She smiled and looked at him through half-lidded eyes. 
 
   With a slight purr in her voice, she asked, "Who is this new face?" She forced herself away from Phillip and smiled at me. I peeked out at her from behind Yukihyo. 
 
   Phillip said, "This is Teagan. Teagan, meet Felicia." 
 
   "Hello, Teagan," Felicia said. 
 
   "Hello. It's nice to meet you," I blushed feeling really out of place. I was afraid to touch anything. Yukihyo stepped over to my side, lifting my chin until I met his eyes.               
 
   "You are here to have fun and to follow Captain Hiroshi's orders," he said. He released my chin. 
 
   Phillip said, "Felicia, Teagan has five hundred credits to spend in your store. Can you help her put some things together?" Felicia clapped her hands together in anticipation. 
 
   "Oh, yes. We will have so much fun together." Phillip turned to me. 
 
   "Okay, kid. Yukihyo and I will be across the street checking on some orders. We'll return for you in a little while." 
 
   "Okay, Phillip," I said. They left. I didn't know what to do with my hands and felt kind of scared. 
 
   Felicia said, "Little darling, come with me and let's see what you might like. Please, look." She directed me to a rack of long dresses. One was a soft pastel green with little tiny flowers in the pattern. Felicia lifted the fabric and draped it over my hand. "What do you think of this one?" It was so soft. 
 
   "It's beautiful, but it probably costs a fortune," I replied. She laughed.                             
 
   "Nonsense! You will try it on." She took me to a lovely dressing room with a long flowing white curtain that draped across its entrance. She made me remove my boots and clothes. Then, she left and came right back. Felicia said, "Remove those and put these on instead." She was referring to my undies. She placed new ones in my hands and left again. I did as instructed, slipping into a pair of cute pink undies and a matching shape conforming bra. The set was seamless, stretchy, and soft, but supportive and nicer than the two rather worn sets I had. Felicia came back and hung the pretty floral dress on a hook. She helped me step into it. The dress flowed out at the bottom, but cinched in at my waist. The scooped neckline had buttons at the back between my shoulder blades, but I could reach them. It had short little sleeves with a button on each one. I twirled around, and the skirt billowed out around my ankles. "Do you like it?" Felicia asked. 
 
   "It's the most beautiful thing I've ever had on," I said finally taking my eyes from its reflection. Felicia held out a sweater for me to slip my arms into. It had long sleeves, but a short waist that was just a little bit longer than the waistline of the dress. She put a pair of shoes in front of me. They were pink like the sweater, matching the larger of the little bouquets in the dress's pattern. I thought I looked pretty, wasn't used to it, and started to cry. Felicia took me into her arms, holding me and making soothing noises, while she swayed with me from side to side. It made me cry harder because I couldn't remember ever having been held by anyone before, especially not a woman, like a mother might. "I'm sorry," I sputtered. My throat felt like it was swelling closed. Felicia had a handkerchief in her hand and used it to dab at my eyes. 
 
   "It's okay, baby. Don't cry." I hiccupped a bit before I managed to stop. By now my eyes and nose were red, and Felicia put her handkerchief in my hand and sat me in a chair by some mirrors right outside the dressing room. She brought me a cup of tea and was then moving around her shop, pulling dresses, sweaters, jackets, skirts, tops, and shoes, and piling them into the dressing room. I drank the tea, dried my eyes, and calmed down, but I felt really stupid. I couldn't remember ever having cried like that. Felicia came back, took the cup from my hands, and drew me into the dressing room. At least two hours later, I was dressed again in the beautiful green dress, pink sweater, and shoes. Felicia had brushed my hair and arranged it in an intricate braid. She had created ten outfits for me complete with undies, and shoes. She had folded and arranged them into separate bags, so I would be able to put them away together and not become confused about what went with what. Felicia scanned my credits on my bracelet. Then, she walked around to me, gathered me into her arms, and kissed me on each cheek. "Sweet, baby. You will visit me when you come back to Polybius, yes? Promise? We will go to lunch, and until then, I will order more things I think you will like." She looked in my eyes. 
 
   "I promise, Felicia. Thank you for everything." Phillip and Yukihyo walked in just as Felicia kissed me on the forehead. 
 
   "Such a sweet child, Phillip. Be good to her or I will steal her form you," she said. Phillip took my hands and twirled me around. 
 
   "Well, well, well. Felicia, you turned a black depressing uniform into a little princess! Look at you, Teagan! Now, you look like your personality," Phillip smiled at me in approval. He walked over to Felicia, wrapped an arm around her waist, wound his other hand behind her head, cradling her head in his hand, and kissed her passionately. I blushed and turned away. She moaned before he ended the kiss. Yukihyo ushered me out of the store to stand under the flower covered awning. He began loading my bags into the back of the land transport. Yukihyo took my hand. 
 
   "You look beautiful, Teagan." I blushed. He led me into the next shop. Everything in the shop sparkled. A counter ran all along the walls of the shop. Yukihyo went to the left and began looking at the artfully arranged jewelry resting against colored silks. Stones of all shapes and sizes mounted in various ways glinted in the light. A large white stone with veins of pink and gold running through it had been framed in a working of overlapping gold leaves like those of the trees lining the street. The gem reminded me of the way Yukihyo's eyes looked when he was relaxed. I saw Yukihyo's hand reach down for it. He picked it up, the long gold chain attached to the pendant of leaves across his strong fingers. "This pleases you," he said. He draped the necklace over my head, pulling my braid out to hang down my back. 
 
   "Yukihyo, put it back or we'll get in trouble," I whispered. The shop owner had seen and was right by us. Yukihyo held up a scan card to the shop owner, who scanned it, and thanked him. My cheeks were on fire. 
 
   Yukihyo, taking my hand in his said, "Phillip gave you a gift" touching my identification bracelet, "as did Hiroshi. Why can't I buy you a small token? You will look at it and think of me together with you here on this day. Will you not?" His gift was in my hand. It was beautiful. 
 
   "I will. I could never forget. Thank you." He raised our clasped hands to his lips and kissed my fingers. My heart thrummed in my chest, and I was afraid to breathe. I said, "Shouldn't you let me buy you a present?" He lowered our hands to his heart. 
 
   "You give me a gift each day just by waking up, Teagan." Yukihyo walked with me back outside of the shop. Before I could think of a reply, Phillip left Felicia's shop. It looked like some of her lipstick was on his jaw. He looked really relaxed and had a huge satisfied smile on his face. Felicia must have made him a cup of tea, too. 
 
   "Got the bags loaded up? Good job! What's next?" he asked. We went into another store. This store had activity clothes and shoes. We all bought soft athletic shoes. They picked out things for me to wear in the exercise room and a pair of shorts and a tank top for any excursions involving water. We paid and drove back to Tora to pick up Hiroshi for lunch. He was closing the cargo bay door when we arrived. Hiroshi climbed into the back with me, and Phillip returned us to town. Hiroshi smiled and made the grunt he made when he was satisfied with something. 
 
   "You are beautiful, Teagan," he said in a soft voice. 
 
   "Thank you. Felicia put eleven outfits including this one together for me, with all of the credits you gave me." 
 
   Hiroshi grinned, "Excellent! Perhaps you will consider recycling your former wardrobe?" 
 
   "Captain Hiroshi, are you suggesting that after a mere two weeks you have grown tired of my black pants and shirts?" I asked. 
 
   "Yes!" the three of them said together. 
 
   "Well, okay then. You can teach me how to recycle them at your discretion." 
 
   Phillip stopped and parked the transport. Yukihyo opened my door and helped me out. I was careful with the hem of my dress. Yukihyo closed my door and took my arm. We all walked up a wide set of stone steps that were shaded by tall overhanging trees. At the top of the stairs, a restaurant spread before us. Half of it was inside, but the ceiling ended and opened onto a terrace with open sky above. Past the railing of stonework, a rock cliff rose so high that I had to lift my eyes to see the top. Water fell from it, sliding and spraying down the side. A beautiful woman with hair like sunlight that trailed down past her hips led us to a table near the waterfall. I noticed small blue and green flowers growing from the rocks, faces turned to enjoy the spray. The scent of the flowers combined with the fresh water into an intoxicating fragrance. It was the most beautiful natural thing I had ever seen. The woman came back. She was wearing a long white silk dress and had thin braids artistically arranged with tiny white flowers in her hair. She filled our glasses with a sparkling juice, smiled angelically and left. Hiroshi raised his glass. "A toast to new beginnings and family," he said. Yukihyo and Phillip raised their glasses, and uncertain what to do, I did, too. They clinked their glasses to mine and drank. I copied them. The woman served us delicate plates of fruits, a chilled soup, and a frozen dessert made of ice chips, sugar, and another type of fruit with edible flowers. It was so much better than ice bear. Phillip paid for lunch and we left. 
 
   "We have one more thing planned for today," Phillip told me. 
 
   Phillip drove while Hiroshi and Yukihyo discussed a deal they were making with one of the local merchants. Phillip parked. There were a few other land transports around. Hiroshi went to the back and pulled a large blanket out from under my bags. Yukihyo helped me out and closed my door. We began walking down a flowered path. Sometime later, we stopped. A large field covered in rocks spread out in front of us. We walked through the grass toward the left until we were well away from other people. Phillip helped Hiroshi spread the blanket over the grass. Yukihyo helped me sit down on it, and they all joined me. "I don't remember seeing this place on the documentary or in the picture book," I said. 
 
   Yukihyo said, "This is the Valley of Singing Rocks." The sun had begun to set. I heard it then, a soft trill. Then, a deeper thrum. The different rocks in the vast field began to resonate. Their different sizes and shapes made them give off different vibrating sounds. As the sun lowered, lights began to dance low on the horizon. 
 
   "What's that?"  I whispered in awe. 
 
   "The sun is reflecting off of frozen ice in the distance. Prisms of light are visible for a few minutes and then disappear," Yukihyo replied. Yukihyo pulled me back, letting me rest my head in his lap. We all listened to the music of the rocks, while the light surrendered to the darkness. I had started to fall asleep. Yukihyo lifted me to my feet and escorted me up the dark path to the land transport. I awoke curled up next to Hiroshi's side in the back as Tora's door was locking closed. Hiroshi pulled me into his arms, carrying me into the lift. He brought me to my room, sitting me on the edge of my bed. He pulled off my pink shoes and sweater and put me under the covers. I was asleep again before the door slid shut behind him. 
 
   I was walking along the singing rocks. As I passed each one in my path, they sang to me. Spreading my fingers over them, I could feel their songs. I lifted my hands to the sky, filled with joy. Yukihyo stood behind me, and I turned to him and threw my arms around his neck, laughing with happiness against his shoulder. The birds were chirping. Their song competed with that of the rocks. Then, they chirped louder than the rocks could sing. I could feel my blankets rather than Yukihyo pressed against me. I woke up. I realized it had been a beautiful dream, the most beautiful dream I had ever had. Pushing the covers down, I saw my beautiful, but rumpled soft green floral dress, and I was happy because my dream had been based on my new reality. I had singing rocks, waterfalls, and people who cared about me. My life wasn't just garbage and loneliness anymore. I carefully got out of bed and saw that someone had placed all of my bags from Felicia's shop inside of my room. I walked over to my vanity and carefully removed the beautiful necklace Yukihyo had given me. I gave the stone that reminded me of his eyes a little peck. He was so kind to me. Next, I pulled the pretty hair tie from the braid Felicia had done. I carefully unbuttoned the back of the dress and went to get cleaned up. 
 
   Wrapped in a towel, I began to put all of my new things in my storage unit. In one of the empty bags, I placed my old flip flops, jumper, undies, pajamas, and black uniforms. Felicia had destroyed everything that I was wearing soon after I entered her shop. I folded all of the bags and put them in one of the empty drawers. I made my bed. Then, I brushed my hair and dried it a little more. I decided to wear a long sleeved white V-necked top of a stretchy soft silk fabric and the long bright blue skirt that had threads of white and gold running through it. The top didn't go all the way down to the skirt. Felicia said it was on purpose. I thought having a bit of my stomach showing was a little weird, but the skirt went all the way down to my ankles. It twirled out wide when I spun around, too. I really enjoyed that. I put a gold metal belt around my waste, letting the end dangle the way Felicia had shown me. I put the matching gold sandals on my feet. I brushed my hair up into a ponytail and placed Yukihyo's beautiful necklace around my neck. 
 
   I went to the kitchen. I could hear Hiroshi, Yukihyo, and Phillip's banter already. "Good morning!" I said, heading for the coffee. Phillip started to choke. Hiroshi started pounding him on the back. Phillip dragged in a breath and managed to clear his throat. "Are you okay?" I asked. He nodded. Satisfied that Phillip was okay, I got a cup of coffee and some oatmeal. I sat down. They were quiet. "Is something wrong?" 
 
   "No," Yukihyo said. "I think you just surprised us. You look less like a little girl and more like a graceful beautiful woman this morning." 
 
   "Yukihyo, you say the kindest things. You all do though. In these past two weeks, well, this has been, here with you all.... I've never been happier." My voice had faded by the end, and I became very focused on my coffee. Hiroshi walked over and kissed the top of my head. 
 
   "Yukihyo we have deals to make. Phillip will take you into town for a while today, Teagan. We will have dinner tonight." They left. I finished my breakfast and cleaned the kitchen. 
 
   "Let's go, kid." Phillip said. We got into the lift and headed down to the transport. Leaving Tora Phillip took us to a different street. I saw a large mountain and asked if on the other side was the waterfall the restaurant terrace had overlooked. It was. "Teagan, one of the main attractions on Scipio are the mineral baths. It is where we will spend the day. Prepare yourself for a day of luxurious pampering." He parked, helped me out of the transport, closed my door, and walked with me into the baths. 
 
   "Phillip!" A woman with a large bouncing chest hurried to greet him. She threw her arms around Phillip's neck, and grabbing her around her waist, he picked her up and spun her around. When he did it caused her hair to fall free of the little pins that had held it up. The hair pins tinkled when they hit the stone tiles of the floor. It was warm in the baths. The water came from somewhere underground and not from the cold mountains. When Phillip and the woman withdrew from their embrace, she tossed her red hair over her shoulder. 
 
   Phillip gave her a sexy smile and said, "Becca, you remember me! I never thought such a beautiful woman could remember a poor interstellar trader such as myself." Becca smiled at Phillip. She wore a short, white, sleeveless tunic like all of the attendants who were visible. I thought it was plenty warm in the room, but judging from her chest, Becca was very cold. 
 
   Becca smiled, "I remember you Phillip, often when I am alone." 
 
   "I intend to replace all of those memories with new ones today, Becca. First, however, this is Teagan. Consider her my little sister, please. This is her first trip to Scipio and to the baths, and I want the kid to have a nice time." Phillip reached over and patted me on the head. I thought it really odd behavior, even for him, but since he was paying, I kept quiet about it. 
 
   "Aww, a little sister. You are such a sweet man, Phillip. I will arrange everything," Becca told him. 
 
   Phillip checked to be sure no one was listening. "Thanks for playing along. No reason to make Becca jealous. Now, promise you won't leave the bath complex without me. It's my job to keep an eye on you, okay?" 
 
   "I won't leave, but how will I find you if I need you?" I asked. 
 
   "Just tell someone who works here. It's safe." Becca came back with another lady. 
 
   "Hello, my name is Tina, and I will be your attendant today. Please follow me." Phillip shooed me off, and I followed Tina. She led me to a dressing room with long white drapes, stone benches, and a fountain that was in the center of it all. "Please remove all of your clothing and slip this on." It was a white bathing dress and very short, but looked like it would cover everything. "You may lock your dressing room with a palm scan. I will be here when you are done." When I came out and locked the door, she was standing there with a tall glass of sparkling juice on a tray. I took it and thanked her. "This way, please," Tina said. We entered another room where another attendant waited. They had me sit and several awkward and embarrassing minutes later, I had been divested of what they considered all unapproved body hair. This must have been the reason Phillip had made me promise not to leave. Tina took me to another room. I was nervous and afraid of what they planned to do, and my palms began to sweat. Tina must have known. The room had a pool with stone reclining seats built into its bottom. A breeze made the white curtains billow. Two older ladies, speaking to each other in soft voices, laid on two of the seats in the water. Tina helped me to get into the pool. The water was warm, and I started to relax. The water felt odd against my skin. I felt my leg which was smooth and soft. An attendant came for each of the ladies, leaving me alone in the pool. Tina came back and helped me to dry off with a fluffy white towel. In the next room to which Tina led me, ladies fussed over my hands and feet. They finished by rubbing a mineral into all of my nails that made them all look shiny and pink. It covered the white ends of my nails, too. The attendants told me that the color would last for a month. Next, Tina took me to a room that featured a waterfall as its back wall. A table stood in front of it, and soon I was enjoying a message. Sometime later, Tina woke me up and wrapped me in a long thin robe. I got a restroom break. Then, on a shaded terrace, I had a delicate lunch a few tables down from the ladies I had shared the pool with earlier. Afterwards, Tina collected me and handed me over to a lady who placed me in a chair, unfastened and brushed my hair, and then washed it. She then cut several inches off of the ends which she assured me had to go. Once she was satisfied, she massaged a thick substance through my scalp and out to the ends of my hair, wrapped it up in a towel, and had Tina take me to a steam room. Later, I was allowed to rinse off in a waterfall that felt even better than the shower on Tora. Tina helped me to towel off again and slip into a fresh robe. Tina took me back to the lady who had cut my hair. This time she dried it, and wrapped it in sections around long rollers. While I reclined in her chair with my hair full of rollers, a lady told me to close my eyes while she applied something to my lashes and lash line. She said that it would last for about as long as the pink color on my finger and toe nails. The rollers were being removed. I was allowed to sit up. My usual frumpy mess of dirty blonde hair had been replaced with a gentle cascade of spirals that fell across my shoulders and down my back. The dark mineral that had been applied to my eyes made me look mysterious. 
 
   "You look amazing! Every woman needs a little pampering now and again," said Tina. She took me to my dressing room. Once again dressed and with Yukihyo's necklace around my neck, I looked in the mirror. I touched my hair. It fell past my shoulders in the back. I looked like a new person and felt practically boneless. Tina showed me to the foyer and entrance where she thanked me for my visit. I looked around for Phillip, but didn't see him. As I looked for him, I saw a tall man with black hair, wearing a Galaxic Militia uniform that was covered in pins, staring at me. I glanced away and tried to act as though I hadn't noticed. He approached me. 
 
   In a deep sultry voice, he said, "I don't believe we've met. I could never forget meeting a woman as breathtaking as you." I blushed. He reached for my hand and brought it to his lips, but opened my hand and placed his kiss on my palm. His lips were warm and soft against my skin. I drew in a surprised gasp and lifted my eyes up his uniform, decorated with many pins, to eyes the color of a cloudless sky. "What is your name?" I could feel his words against my palm. He remained bent over my hand which brought his face closer to mine. He held me with his eyes. 
 
   "Teagan," I whispered. "What's your name?" I managed to ask. 
 
   "I am Captain Eric Alaric, at your service." Captain Alaric had moved my hand to his arm. Captain Alaric had a strong square jaw and a dimple in his chin. The top of my head reached almost to his shoulders. "Have dinner with me tonight, Teagan."                             
 
   Mesmerized by his eyes, voice, shoulders, and handsome face, I almost agreed, but I stammered, "Thank you, but I can't. I'm having dinner with Captain Hiroshi, Yukihyo, and Phillip. It was kind of you to offer, though, Captain Alaric." He flashed a beautiful smile at me, and I struggled to lift my gaze from his mouth back up to his light blue eyes. I felt my pulse hammering in my throat. 
 
   "Are they friends of yours?" he asked. 
 
   "Yes, but more like family. I'm one of the crew now." 
 
   "I see," he said. "Teagan, from now on whenever you see me, I want you to call me Eric." I caught myself looking at his full lower lip. He caught my eyes with his. "Say it for me," he smiled. I blushed again and smiled. 
 
   "Eric," I said. Eric again kissed my palm. That was when Phillip decided to show up. Eric kept my hand as he turned to Phillip. 
 
   "Phillip do you know this lovely creature?" 
 
   Phillip took my hand away from Eric and responded, "Why, yes. Captain Alaric, the kid here is with me." Phillip put his hands on my upper outer arms and turned me toward him. "Well, don't you look all grown up, Cupcake! Your hair looks real pretty!" Pleased he had noticed, I accepted his one armed hug and said thank you. Phillip's cheerful words and tone didn't match the look he exchanged with Eric. "You've had a busy day. Let's get you home," Phillip said. 
 
   "It has been a pleasure meeting you, Teagan. I hope to see you again." 
 
   "It was nice meeting you, too, Eric." He flashed a satisfied smile at me and nodded to Phillip, and then entered the baths. Phillip drove us back to Tora.
 
   Later that evening we were all seated near an outdoor fireplace. Our table overlooked a frozen lake. Snowcapped mountains rose to majestic heights in the distance. We had taken the land transport to a train station that had sped us to our destination on rails suspended high above Scipio's tree line. The trip had been breathtaking. Yukihyo hadn't let me out of his sight since our return from the baths. Our dinner consisted of platters of seafood, fish, and sauces. "This is the best food I have ever had," I said. I had to lean back in my chair to make room for my stuffed belly. I looked at Hiroshi. "Please don't tell Mr. Lee," I added. Hiroshi laughed. Hiroshi turned serious a moment later, tossing his napkin into his plate. 
 
   He said, "The Hadrian brings word of disturbances in the Laconian sector suggesting a delay of travel there while the militia ensures its stability. I am rerouting Tora to Malta to give things a chance to calm down." 
 
   "Aww, yes. The Hadrian. Our little Teagan met Captain Alaric this afternoon." Phillip said. 
 
   "Indeed?" asked Hiroshi. Yukihyo snorted. I gave him a look. 
 
   "Yep, it was like watching a baby seal with a shark," Phillip said. They erupted into laughter.
 
   Later that night as I got ready for bed, I realized my pajamas had been recycled. Last night I had been tucked in wearing my green floral dress. Deciding to sleep in undies, which I felt was kind of inappropriate, I crawled into bed and dreamed of frozen lakes and warm fires. 
 
   After my coffee the next morning, I discovered we would be spending the morning together and disembarking after lunch. Washing my hair had no effect on my curls after it had dried that morning. I thought it looked just as pretty today and wore it down. I wore a soft pink dress that fell past my knees, a brown jacket, and my pink flats. I felt to make sure that my necklace was around my neck. In town I asked if I could look in the stores. Yukihyo volunteered to go with me. He held my hand and asked if there was anything in particular that I wanted. "I need some pajamas. I recycled mine." 
 
   "I see," he responded. 
 
   We walked under the flower covered trellis and entered a shop. It was a busy place. Ladies were purchasing items as we entered. A couple of soldiers were being assisted by a shop girl. The ladies left with their bags, and the shopkeeper who had helped them came toward us. She was a tiny woman with multiple long thin braids that reached the backs of her knees. She smiled at Yukihyo and gave him a slight bow of her head. Then, smiling she turned toward me and said, "Welcome. I carry only the finest Arachnean silks and have beautiful choices for your lady." She turned back toward Yukihyo with her last words. "How may I be of service?" she asked. I pulled Yukihyo down so that I could whisper into his ear. 
 
   "Yukihyo, Arachnean silk? I just need some pajamas. This is a bit, no, this is way too expensive."  He ignored my words. 
 
   "My lady," he smiled, "wishes to buy sleeping attire." 
 
   "Allow me to show you some gowns of our highest quality silk," she said. I tried to think of how many credits I had. I selected a gown and was trying to complete my transaction, when Yukihyo pulled her away and added two more gowns and a shawl. I held my bracelet out so that she could scan my credits, but Yukihyo pulled my wrist down, tucking my hand between his arm and side. While he had me trapped, he paid. The price wasn't as awful as I had expected. She folded everything, placed it all in a bag, thanked us for shopping, and asked Yukihyo to give her mother a hug for her the next time he visited Arachne. 
 
   Back on the sidewalk, "You know her?" I asked. 
 
   "Of course, I know her. I know all of the shop owners. Tora is a trade vessel. Merchandise and supplies are our business," he said in his deep monotone. The breeze lifted the ends of his soft dove grey hair. That must have been why Felicia had put together all of those nice things for me and only charged five hundred credits. She could have made at least twice as much. 
 
   "Teagan, some relationships are mutually beneficial. When we reach Arachne, would you like to check on Sashka's mother with me?" 
 
   "Yes, sure." We met the others for lunch and then headed back to Tora. A massive military deep space vessel that I hadn't paid attention to underwent repairs.  Hiroshi saw my curiosity. 
 
   He said, "That is the Hadrian, Captain Alaric's ship." 
 
   "Yikes. I wonder if he gets lost trying to find the kitchen," I said. Back inside Tora we took the lift up to the habitation deck. Yukihyo handed me my bag of silk gowns. 
 
   Hiroshi said, "Teagan, we will be on the bridge preparing to leave Scipio."               
 
   "Okay, I'll be in my quarters," I said. I put my things away. I changed into exercise clothes and went to the treadmill. A mile and a half later and Phillip hopped onto the treadmill next to me. "So, why did we leave early?" I asked. 
 
   "Don't worry. We'll head back here, eventually. We always do. The Parvacs are causing problems along the outskirts of our system. Malta has evacuees coming in, and we got a message asking for medical supplies, so off we go. Don't be afraid. You're safe." 
 
   "If you say so, Phillip. How long will it take to get there?" 
 
   "At our speed it takes two weeks to get to Malta from Scipio. What are you going to do to pass the time? Tora is already so clean, she sparkles." I thought about it. 
 
   "Well, I'll spend some time learning about Malta, but I was wondering." 
 
   "What about, Cupcake?" 
 
   "Phillip, do you think that I could learn how to drive a land transport? I know I can't learn while I'm on the ship, but one day, maybe?" Phillip stopped his, and then my treadmill. 
 
   "You sure can. You can start learning right now," he said. 
 
   "How? We're not even on the ground anymore." 
 
   Phillip said, "There are rules to learn, instrument panels to study, and I can set a simulator program up on any vid-screen." Phillip looked excited. "You want to learn to drive? I'm the best. This is going to be great! I'll go create a program. See you later." Phillip left. Wow. If I could learn to drive, that would be so cool. I resumed my walk a few seconds later. Tora's course must have been laid in because a few minutes later, Yukihyo and Hiroshi came in to spar on the mat. They moved so fast that from the corner of my eye, they were a blur. Yukihyo did something with his feet, and Hiroshi went down to the mat on his back. He sprang back up without using his hands. Hiroshi flipped Yukihyo. He came up from the mat with a kicked aimed at Hiroshi's knee. He moved just in time. Realizing my jaw had dropped open, I turned off the treadmill and got off of it. 
 
   "You two aren't really trying to kill each other are you?" I interrupted. They paused. 
 
   "No, we're just sparring," Hiroshi answered. 
 
   "Teagan, this is just what big strong male warriors do to protect the sweet little helpless baby seals in their lives," Yukihyo said in his deep monotone. 
 
   "Excuse me? Helpless baby seal? I'm not helpless. I'm tough. I made it to Union Port City by myself, and I survived living in the street before I got my housing unit." I crossed my arms over my chest. Both of their eyes were full of mischief. 
 
   "Oh, can you do this?" Hiroshi asked. He did a handstand. I felt my right eyelid begin to twitch.
 
   "Or this?" Yukihyo decided to do push-ups with one hand. I felt like pushing Hiroshi over and sitting on Yukihyo. Instead, I took a deep breath. 
 
   "No, I don't think I can do either one of your little tricks, sorry." 
 
   Yukihyo said, "Then, your warriors must continue to train." He grinned up at me from the mat. Hiroshi finally righted himself. 
 
   He said, "In all seriousness, Teagan, if there were ever a time when one of us was not around, it would be best for you to know how to defend yourself. Physically, please do not be offended, but you would not have a chance against a male attacker. Most women could overpower you in hand to hand combat. This does not make you less in any way, but you are not a warrior. Learning to use a few weapons would be in your best interests." 
 
   "Like what?"  
 
   "I bought you a blast stick while we were on Scipio," Hiroshi said. 
 
   "Don't enforcers use those?"  
 
   "Yes, and I want you armed with yours whenever you are not on board Tora."               
 
   Yukihyo said, "I will teach you to use it, take it apart, and learn to repair it. Don't be angry with us, please. We care for you." 
 
   "Fine," I said. Hiroshi looked me in the eyes. 
 
   "Teagan, it is Phillip's fault." 
 
   "What is?" 
 
   "Your new nickname, baby seal." 
 
   "Hiroshi, no. You are not calling me that." 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   Later, in the kitchen as I was making myself a cup of tea, Phillip came in all in a rush. He sat in the corner in front of the vid-screen in between the cold storage unit and the wall. "Look here, Teagan," he said pulling up the menu. "I made you a program specifically for our land transport." 
 
   "Already?" I asked surprised. "That was what, two hours ago?" He grinned at me. 
 
   "Have a seat." Phillip got up from the stool and showed me the class he had created for me. I had diagrams to learn and tests to take. There were rules to learn for operating a land transport and a test. There was an on board systems training manual followed with reading comprehension questions. After completing each series in order, and not being allowed to progress until mastery, I would be able to begin simulated driving. Phillip said, "After you log twelve hours of simulated driving, I'll take you out someplace to try driving for real." It all seemed daunting, but I could do this. 
 
   "Thank you, Phillip. I'm going to study every day. I'll start right now." He rubbed his hands together, drank some juice, and pretended he was leaving me alone while I began reading about the different functions of all of the buttons on the land transport consoles. Some while later Yukihyo and Hiroshi came into the kitchen just as I had passed my first test identifying the basic command buttons. Fireworks filled the vid-screen making me jump. I banged my knee under the corner table under the vid-screen. Phillip laughed so hard that he almost fell off of the bench he sat on. 
 
   "Congratulations on passing the first test, Teagan." 
 
   Rubbing my knee, I said, "Thanks, Phillip." 
 
   "What is going on?" Hiroshi asked me. 
 
   "Phillip is going to teach me how to drive." Hiroshi's eyebrow lifted. 
 
   "Very good." We all shared a dinner of ice bear, rice, and vegetables. Then, we watched a movie with ancient warriors fighting for their feudal lord, for which I rewarded Hiroshi and Yukihyo with eye rolls. A princess even got rescued. Whatever.
 
   I kept busy for the next week studying the land transport systems, learning how to use my nifty shock stick, and fulfilling my duties as domestic assistant. Yukihyo and Hiroshi insisted on teaching me how to get away from anyone who tried to grab me. That wasn't going as well. It was hard to remember which way I was supposed to move in different situations. I wasn't impressing Hiroshi or Yukihyo, but Phillip was proud of me. Learning to drive was exciting. I thought Tora had traveled a little over half way to Malta, which didn't seem like an interesting place to visit. The main attraction of Malta was the mining colony. The mines made a lot of money since most of the ore mined there was used to create the powdered fuel used to power spaceships. Malta received heavy protection from the Galaxic Militia for that very reason. When there happened to be trouble along the outskirts, people fled to Malta for protection. 
 
   That night I slid into one of my luxurious Arachnean silk gowns and curled up under my covers. I watched the stars through my skylight and drifted off to sleep. I dreamt that I was speeding down a dirt road in the land transport, and the freedom I felt was glorious. Suddenly up ahead, rocks started to slide down a cliff up on the left. I didn't have time to stop, so I hit the break button and turned to the right trying to spin out of the way, but it wasn't enough. Rocks began pelting the land transport. A huge boulder rolled faster and faster straight for me. I screamed and woke up with a jerk. Then, I heard it in real life. I didn't have time to be thankful that it had been a dream. Through my skylight I could see brown rocks hitting the ship. Then, I saw a few hit my skylight. I panicked, throwing off my covers. The light above my door flashed white. I knew what I was supposed to do in case of an emergency. My escape pod was enclosed in the wall right outside of the door to my quarters. My heart pounded in my throat as I ran to the door. Yukihyo stood there, without a shirt, with bare feet, and only wearing pajama bottoms. He didn't rush to help me into my escape pod. He reached out and covered my elbows with his hands. In his calm deep voice, he said, "What's wrong, Teagan?" My panic lessened enough for me to take a breath. 
 
   "Shouldn't we get into our escape pods?" I asked as tears started to drip down my cheeks. Why was he just standing there? 
 
   "Escape pods, no. Why? There is nothing wrong." 
 
   "Don't you hear that?" I asked. The thumps of rocks hitting the ship would slow and then speed up at irregular intervals. 
 
   "Teagan, that is just a small asteroid cluster. It is no danger to the ship and definitely no danger to you. Tora's shields protect the hull from all debris. Her shields are even strong enough to defend against assault cannons from planetary defense systems. Should some large meteor head for Tora, her laser cannons would break it into rubble, little bits that would harmlessly bounce away." Yukihyo's hands had moved to the backs of my arms, and he had pulled me closer. "Please, don't be afraid. Back to sleep." He bent down and put an arm behind my knees and another behind my back, lifting me and carrying me back to my bed. He tucked me in. I cringed at each thump from the asteroids. Yukihyo laid on top of the covers next to me, put his arm behind me, and pulled me over to him, letting me rest my head on his shoulder. I put my left hand on his chest. Yukihyo felt warm and safe. When he began to speak, I could feel his deep monotone rumble through my fingers and my cheek. "Have you ever listened to the rain, Teagan?" I nodded a yes against his shoulder. "Close your eyes." I did. "Think of lying in bed with raindrops hitting the roof. Can a raindrop hurt or damage the roof?" 
 
   "No, they're just drops of water, hitting and rolling off." Yukihyo covered my hand that rested on his chest with his. 
 
   "The asteroids are like the raindrops that hit a roof. They bounce against Tora's shield like raindrops. The sound they make is similar in a way, too. For me, will you try to think of passing through asteroid belts as rainstorms?” I nodded, again. Yukihyo had begun stroking my hair as he spoke and combined with his voice, and the calm I always felt when he was near me, I slept. 
 
   Birds chirped happily from their safe warm nests, hidden from the rain that continued to fall. I awoke curled against Yukihyo's chest. One of his arms was around me, and the other hand had my hair wrapped around it. His breathing was calm and steady. He was asleep even through the singing birds. I had a feeling somewhere under my ribs. It felt like I wasn't alone anymore, like I would always be safe. The feeling was linked to Yukihyo in some way. It was almost like a giant magnet pulling me to him. I noticed that not all of Yukihyo slept. His pajama bottoms were not laying down flat in the front. He stretched and yawned. 
 
   "Good morning, Teagan." He turned toward me, hiding himself from my view. He brushed his fingers through my hair, drawing his hand down to my face. Then Yukihyo brought his lips down to mine, kissing me tenderly. His kiss became more passionate and deep. Yukihyo's arm cradled my back pulling me up so that my breasts pushed against his chest through the silk of my gown. I could feel his hardness pressing against my outer thigh through my blankets. A moan escaped from my mouth and into his. His breathing had become ragged. He pulled away and then returned to place a gentle kiss upon my lips. "You are beautiful when you wake, Teagan. I would choose to open my eyes to you every morning of my existence." Yukihyo stroked his fingers along my cheek once more and then rolled off of my bed. He headed for the door. 
 
   "Wait! You're leaving now?" His kisses had left me wanting much more. "You don't have to go, Yukihyo. Please, come back." He kept walking. 
 
   "Teagan, my sweet lady, I do not wish to leave you, but I must." He didn't turn around. Maybe he didn't realize that I had already seen and felt what he was trying to hide from my attention. The door slid closed behind him, and the birds had stopped singing. 
 
   As soon as Yukihyo had managed to force himself to leave Teagan's bed and get himself into the corridor, not wanting his physical state to frighten her, first Phillip and then Hiroshi exited their quarters. Phillip observed Yukihyo's disheveled appearance, pajama bottoms, and his erection that appeared to be trying to tear through and escape. Phillip burst out laughing, and as his laughter got louder he grabbed his sides. Then, Hiroshi started. 
 
   "Shut up, asshole," Yukihyo said to Phillip. "She might hear you." Phillip tried to stop, but he couldn't. 
 
   Hiroshi managed to say, "We can see what did not happen, just by looking at you." Phillip laughed harder. "What did happen?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   "You're both assholes. You know that, right? I'll tell you later. I'm going to take a shower." 
 
   Hiroshi called after him, "Do you have enough soap?" Phillip howled with laughter. 
 
   I showered and dressed in a pink long full skirt and a soft long-sleeved black stretchy top. I slipped my feet into a cute pair of black flats. I brushed my hair into a curled ponytail and went to the kitchen. I felt comforted, but cranky and frustrated as I made myself a cup of coffee. Hiroshi and Phillip were already enjoying breakfast. Phillip shoveled eggs into his mouth. Hiroshi said, "Good morning, Teagan. Did you sleep well?" 
 
   "No, well, not until I stopped panicking." 
 
   Phillip swallowed his eggs and innocently asked, "What happened? Did something big frighten you?" Hiroshi kicked him under the table. 
 
   "I thought we were all going to die, and the ship was going to explode." 
 
   Under his breath Phillip said, "It's not the ship exploding that you need to worry about." Hiroshi kicked him again. 
 
   Not looking at me, Hiroshi asked, "Why would you worry about such a thing?" Yukihyo entered the kitchen and having heard the question, he answered for me. 
 
   "She has never traveled through an asteroid belt and was frightened." Phillip and Hiroshi exchanged glances. 
 
   "I'm sorry, Teagan. I did not even think to prepare you for this." Growing thoughtful Hiroshi said, "Long ago when I was a boy traveling with my father, I too became frightened the first time I heard the sound. My father explained it, and I thought no more of it." 
 
   Phillip's brow furrowed, and he said, "Yes, the first time can be frightening." Hiroshi kicked him again. 
 
   "I trust you are alright, now?" asked Hiroshi. 
 
   "Yes, Yukihyo made me feel better." Hiroshi kicked Phillip again. "Why do you keep kicking Phillip? If it is because of all of his blatant sexual innuendoes, you can stop. I've observed his behavior with both Felicia and Becca, and I have no intentions of allowing him to embarrass me. I let him get to me once, when I met Captain Alaric." Phillip got up and made me another cup of coffee. 
 
   "I can't help myself, Teagan. You're just so cute and innocent. It's adorable when you blush." He patted me on the head. 
 
   "Where is my shock stick?" I asked Yukihyo.
 
   After I had completed my domestic chores and another component of the course work Phillip had created for me, I decided to have some lunch. That was when the cramps started. I went to my quarters and found the supplies I had bought for myself during an unsupervised moment on Scipio. The asteroids continued to hit the shields, and I made myself pretend it was rain. Girl crisis averted, I went back to the kitchen. Feeling cranky and hungry, I didn't really know what I wanted to eat. Phillip came in. I moved away from the cold storage unit, made myself a cup of tea, and sat down on a bench at the table. It felt like someone had stuck a fork in the left side of my guts and was twisting them around on it like spaghetti noodles. I put my elbow on the table and rested my forehead on my hand. Phillip tapped me on the shoulder. Actually looking concerned and serious, he said, "Hey, what's wrong?" 
 
   "Nothing," I mumbled. 
 
   "Tell me the truth." 
 
   "It's nothing. It's a girl thing. Don't worry about it." Wanting to give him a little pay back for all of his teasing, I said, "You know blood, cramps, fun girl stuff. I'm used to it." 
 
   "Cramps that cause you to go pale from the pain are not normal." 
 
   Yukihyo came into the kitchen. 
 
   "What's wrong?" Yukihyo asked. I decided to let my head bang softly against the table. Phillip decided to blab my business to him. Yukihyo made a cup of tea and placed it in front of me, removing the one I already had. I lifted my head and took a sip, making a face. 
 
   "It tastes like bark. I don't like it." 
 
   Yukihyo rubbed my back and said, "My mother used to make it for my sisters." Phillip left. I drank the tea, but it made me feel sleepy. Yukihyo took me to my quarters and helped me change into a gown. Then, he put me back to bed. 
 
   "You’re really making too big of a deal of this." Then, he was letting Phillip into my room. "Really, guys?" I felt my face turning red. Phillip sat on the edge of my bed and pulled my blankets down. Exasperated, I said, "What are you doing?" 
 
   Phillip said, "It is just a little scan. Don't be a baby. It won't hurt." He ran a scanner over my abdomen. Then, he opened a case and removed a small patch from a package, tore it open, and placed the patch behind my left ear. Then, the pain all started to seep away. Phillip asked, "How long have you been experiencing these cramps, Teagan?" 
 
   "Since, forever," I answered. All of my muscles had relaxed and felt like jelly. It was difficult to concentrate. 
 
   "Your mother didn't take you to a doctor?"
 
   "No, it was just me and my dad." 
 
   "I see," he said. "My scans indicate that you have been suffering with a debilitating form of endometriosis since the onset of puberty." 
 
   "So, she has suffered like this twelve times a year for how long?" Yukihyo asked him. 
 
   "This neglect has been occurring for, I would say, about seven years, Teagan?" I just smiled at him. It felt like I was floating. Rocks were still hitting the skylight, and I pointed at them and looked at my fingers. Phillip lifted my gown and sprayed my stomach with something cold. He placed something on top of the spray, and I heard a weird humming sound. Phillip said from somewhere far away, "This device will allow nanites to enter through your epidermal layer. The nanites will travel to your damaged reproductive organs and repair them." I felt an odd tugging in my stomach. "This will all happen while you sleep. I will be right here the entire time." Phillip smiled at me, and my eyes closed. I could hear Phillip talking to Yukihyo about updating my vaccinations and scans, and something called blood mapping. Then, the voices and the rain disappeared. 
 
   I woke up to everyone being in my room. Phillip still sat next to me, my hand in his. He smiled down at me. "Hey," he said. 
 
   "Um," I looked toward the bathroom. 
 
   "Okay," he said. Pushing the covers away and standing up, he lifted me into his arms and carried me there turning sideways to walk us inside. He stood me in front of the waste unit, making sure that I was steady, before he left, closing the door behind himself. I was a mess and replaced my lady item. I washed my face in the sink. Phillip must have known that I didn't want to come out because he tapped on the door before opening it, picking me up, and putting me back in bed. While I had slept, other patches had appeared on me. The back of my hair pulled. I frowned reaching behind my head where Phillip must have parted my hair and attached it. He gently pulled my hand away. Two patches were on my right arm. I had felt one on the back of my left leg. Yukihyo's back was turned to me. Hiroshi's face was a blank mask. Phillip drew my attention. 
 
   "Teagan, I noticed you had some pretty serious untreated injuries. Were you in an accident?" I thought about the patches and where they were and things I tried not to remember. 
 
   "No," I said. "I was just really bad when I was a kid and got in trouble a lot, but I'm not bad anymore, right? I've been good here?" Phillip still looked a little fuzzy around the edges. I was afraid Captain Hiroshi would want me to leave his ship. I felt sick inside with fear. I didn't want to leave. Yukihyo left my room. I started to cry. He must be mad at me. He had thought I was a good nice person, and now he knew I was bad. Hiroshi took my hands away from my face. I wouldn't look at him. I didn't want to hear him say he didn't want me here, that I was no longer welcome, that I wasn't good enough to stay. I started sobbing. I felt so ashamed. Hiroshi didn't say anything. He tightly put his arms around me and didn't let go, even though I got his shirt all wet. My nose started to run, and I pulled away. Phillip handed me a tissue from the bathroom, and I blew my nose. I couldn't stop making hiccupping noises. I wanted to hide, but had nowhere to go. Hiroshi had found another tissue and dried tears that I just replaced with new ones. He still hadn't answered my question, and I felt like all of my new happiness was dying. Hiroshi brushed my hair away from my face with his hands. He lifted my chin forcing me to look into his eyes which made mine swell over again with tears. I couldn't take leaving after I had been happy for the first time that I could ever remember. It hadn't lasted long enough. I sobbed again, and Hiroshi spoke. 
 
   "What you need to remember, Teagan, is that this is your home now. You are my family now. No one will hurt you ever again while I live." It wasn't what I had expected him to say. 
 
   "You don't want me to leave?" He lifted his eyes from mine and looked at the top of my hair as he brushed it down again. 
 
   "No, you must promise me never to think such a thing ever again. Okay?" I looked him in the eyes, checking if he really meant it. His eyes held a look of firm conviction. I felt a tug under my ribs, and the door slid open. Yukihyo entered with a glass of juice. He traded places with Hiroshi. When I reached for the glass, he drew it away, determined to hold it for me. 
 
   "Yukihyo, I can drink juice by myself." He relented. They all just stood around. My stomach grumbled. "Is it time for dinner yet?" I asked. 
 
   "Actually, it's time for breakfast," Phillip said. "You've been asleep since yesterday." He came to my side and ran his scanner over me, and then began removing patches from me. The patch in my hair pulled. 
 
   "I'll get you something." Hiroshi said. He took my empty glass. Phillip put the scanner and patches away. 
 
   Feeling that I should say something I said, "Thank you, Phillip. My stomach doesn't hurt anymore. What are you a doctor or something?" I gave him a weak smile.               
 
   "Yes, I am a doctor." What? Belly scratching ladies' man, Phillip who drove us around in the land transport and took me shopping was a doctor? Seeing my shock, he said, "Staying land bound isn't for me. Hiroshi, with whom I have been friends since childhood, convinced me that I could do just as much good out in the galaxies. He was right." Yukihyo gripped Phillip's shoulder. 
 
   "I would have died with my clan had you not found me." What was that about? Before I could ask, Hiroshi returned with more food than even Phillip could eat. I did the best I could with it. Phillip finished it for me. Only then did they allow me to go and shower. When I came back out, only Yukihyo remained. He insisted I wear a gown with a shawl. Then, we sat on the couch and played games on the vid-screen. Phillip came in and suggested I study driving for a while. He supervised. That evening, Yukihyo, who had not left my side, carried me to the kitchen for dinner. Throwing a tantrum and insisting that I could walk, had no effect on him. During our after dinner movie, my feet stayed in his lap. That night he again held me while I slept. 
 
   When I woke up, he kissed me and left. I showered, dressed, and got back to my routine. Within days I had completed all of the course work for operating the land transport. I started the simulation program. It helped to have something on which to concentrate. I felt exposed to Phillip, Hiroshi, and Yukihyo. Some things needed to stay in the past. I wanted to live a life made of my own choices. 
 
   Later, I managed to persuade Yukihyo to tell me what had happened to his clan. Yukihyo, his father, uncles, and cousins had fought Parvac invaders of their lands for weeks. They had led ambush attacks and defended their compound, but they were overwhelmed by superior weapons. The final battle had a bloody ending when Yukihyo's father managed to cause the Parvac ship to explode in a last effort to save his clan. He could not save them though. He did destroy the invading Parvacs, but he could not save his family. Yukihyo's father had died in the explosion. Yukihyo had fallen in battle after killing several enemy soldiers and was believed to be dead. The Parvacs entered the compound. There were no survivors. Yukihyo might have passed on with the other members of his family who had fought to the death, but two curious merchants making a run to the frozen planet investigated the explosion their ship's sensors had detected. Through the carnage, they found only one life sign. Hiroshi and Phillip took him from all of the death surrounding him to Tora and a new life. It took Phillip weeks and innumerable nanites to heal Yukihyo's devastating wounds, the physical ones. Surviving when everyone he had ever known or loved had been so brutally taken from him had broken him. The emotional and physical bonds his people formed had been severed one by one. He had felt each one cut off by Parvacs. His hate for the Parvacs and his desire for revenge had kept him alive. 
 
   While his need for revenge controlled him, Hiroshi made him realize that his father had avenged his family at the expense of his own life. Hiroshi convinced him that he must live to honor his father's sacrifice. To live Yukihyo had to start over without others of his kind and the bonds he had always known. Everything he knew had died on that planet, and Hiroshi and Phillip agreed never to speak the name of his home world. His memories of his mother and sisters, he could never abandon. They were at times all that kept him from becoming a mindless brutal killer. Memories were not bonds. He had asked for a new name. Hiroshi had officially adopted him. Hiroshi had suggested Yukihyo as a name because his new brother was rare, deadly, and grey like the snow leopard. He had become Yukihyo Lee, Hiroshi's brother. When the rage became too much for him, Hiroshi and Phillip would take him hunting. Therefore, the cold storage unit held large quantities of the ice bear that they had hunted prior to meeting me on Earth. Yukihyo told me that from the moment I stepped onto the loading dock ramp, he could feel my emotions. It had been chance. He had given up hope, finding only one other woman with whom he felt he could bond. Meeting me on the bridge had overwhelmed him. He had not wanted Phillip to drive me home. Yukihyo admitted that the greeting of his people that he had shown me had been a lie. It was a bonding ritual. He begged my forgiveness. It shocked me, not because it was an emotional violation, I didn't feel violated, but because I just never thought anyone would want to be tied to me in any way. Yukihyo now held me and spoke softly to me each night, watching the stars until we would fall asleep, but what he had done wore away at him.
 
   The light flashed above my door. Yukihyo entered. "May I speak with you, please?" he asked. 
 
   "Sure." We sat on the couch. 
 
   "Much has happened. We have learned a great deal about each other in these past few weeks. I do not ask you for forgiveness for bonding with you without your knowledge. I do not deserve it. I came to tell you that I will sever our bond. I must make things right between us." It frightened me. 
 
   "Yukihyo, stop it. Just stop it. I know this is important to you and that you feel you have dishonored me or something, and maybe we should have a discussion about boundaries or ethics or something, but I don't feel the same way." I couldn't figure out what he was thinking by looking at his face, or by his unwavering tone when he spoke, so I continued. "I don't want you to sever our bond. I need you probably a lot more than you need me. I know how hard it is to be alone, truly alone. For me, it was better to be alone than with someone who just hurt me all of the time. It must be harder for you, because you were living your life's dream when it was ripped away from you. I kind of know what it feels like to have a home now, and I couldn't stand losing you, Hiroshi, or Phillip. I want the weird feeling I get under my ribs when you're nearby. Okay?" Yukihyo dropped to his knees in front of me, and when he took my hands in his, I felt the magnetic pull between us strengthen. 
 
   Yukihyo said, "You have rewarded my dishonesty with acceptance, kindness, forgiveness, and love. From this day forward, I pledge my life to yours." He stood, pulled me to him, and kissed me. 
 
   Somewhat breathless I said, "You know, neither one of us is perfect. I don't think it would be right for either one of us to blame you for having a survival instinct." Yukihyo thought about that for a moment. 
 
   "Shall we start over, Teagan Green?"  
 
   "We shall, Yukihyo Lee." I raised my hands with my palms toward him. He placed his palms against mine, and we touched our foreheads together. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   Tora arrived on Malta the next day. Hiroshi informed us that after landing, we would unload medical supplies into the large land transport that I had seen, but never ridden in, and deliver them to medical staff operating within the refugee camp right outside of the city. Yukihyo commanded that each of us remain armed. The influx of refugees was more than Malta's enforcers could handle, and the Galaxic Militia had more pressing matters with which to deal than security. Hiroshi had asked me to change during breakfast. Phillip suggested something less "baby seal for starving sharks." The most somber outfit that I could put together ended up being a long full black skirt, whose folds hid my shock stick that was attached to a belt at my waste. I wore a grey top and sweater and my exercise shoes. Hiroshi, Phillip, and Yukihyo each wore bracelets with tracking devices embedded in them that were synced with both Tora and the land transports. The men were more heavily armed. 
 
   Yukihyo's white eyes were filled with more colors than they had shown for weeks. I had begun to learn his moods by looking at them, since his voice gave me no clues. "Teagan, promise me that while we are off of the ship, if I tell you to do something, you will follow the order without hesitation. I hope you realize that I would give you such a command only for your own safety," Hiroshi said. 
 
   Smiling, I said, "Yes, sir. I trust you." Hiroshi grunted and walked off to finish loading the large land transport that had two seats in the front, one for the driver, and one for a passenger. Behind those seats were two bench seats, facing each other. The cargo area was a long rectangular area open to the seats. The walls were stacked with supplies on each side and secured with a stretchy mesh netting.  Hiroshi drove us from the port through the city. Malta was nothing like Polybius. Rocks and mountains surrounded the small town. The streets were made of slag from the mining, but had been solidified and ground down to form even roads. Hiroshi drove us past one huge general store, a few bars, a restaurant, a hotel, enforcer headquarters, a doctor's office, and a brothel. That was it for Malta, other than the massive mining structures where men worked and lived, dotting the barren landscape. 
 
   The refugee camp looked like my former home. The familiarity comforted me. Three housing communities crouched outside of Malta's town and were occupied by refugees who had fled the enemy military incursions. I knew each community housed forty individuals, but I didn't know if each was full, or if people had to share units. People had heard the transport and came out to surround it. Two male doctors dressed in hospital uniforms rushed to Phillip's door, greeting him with clasped arms and expressions of relief. The older of the two men, bald and short, rattled off items for which he seemed desperate. Phillip shot into the cargo hold grabbing boxes and handing them to the doctors. He took as many as he could carry and rushed after the two doctors into the medical unit. I tried to help, but Hiroshi made me stay in my seat. Men stood everywhere. I was the only woman around that I could see. Within minutes the men who had surrounded us had carried all of the medical supplies to the doctors and had distributed all of the other various supplies to the housing communities. "What do we do now?" I asked Yukihyo. 
 
   "We wait. Phillip is helping to treat multiple injured patients. Those two doctor friends of his need his help. They haven't gotten much sleep." I thought sitting in the transport a stupid waste of time. 
 
   "Captain Hiroshi, may I go to the medical unit? Maybe they need some help cleaning if they haven't even had time to sleep." 
 
   "Permission granted," he replied. Yukihyo escorted me there. Inside it was packed.
 
   Injured men rested on cots along the walls in rows. Some of them bled. Some of them wore bandages or patches. The men who suffered from the worst injuries received treatment first. The others suffered stoically. A couple of men went from injured man to man offering water or trips to the waste units. I didn't see Phillip or the other two doctors, but then there were other rooms that I couldn't see. I approached one of the men who helped. When he saw me, he looked shocked. "Hello, my name is Teagan. Is there any laundry or anything I can do to help?" I had the attention of everyone in the room. Some of them whistled at me. 
 
   A loud voice yelled, "I must be dying 'cause an angel came." Another person made a hooting noise. Yukihyo's eyes looked like they would burst. After the noise died down, the man I had spoken to shook our hands. 
 
   "I'm Thomas. It's nice to meet you both. We can use all of the help we can get. There are towels and sheets I haven't had time to put in." 
 
   "I can take care of them. Just show me where they are along with the cleaning unit and where you want me to put them away."  
 
   "Yes, ma'am. Thank you." He took me to one of the rooms in the back. The pile of dirty linens was taller than me, and there were only two cleaning units. An almost empty storage unit along the wall awaited. 
 
   Yukihyo said, "I will help. Each of us can operate a unit." We got to work.               
 
   "There are all of those men out there. They unloaded the cargo in no time. Why aren't they in here helping?" Thomas overheard me when he came in with more dirty bed linens, exchanging them for clean ones. 
 
   "A lot of those men just got released from here and are supposed to take it easy for a few days. Some of the ones with less severe injuries are waiting to get in. It's a good thing you brought another doctor with you. Hell, our whores are even givin' up their beds to the men who got cut up the worst. The umm, ladies, are acting like nurses, and one or two of 'em might even have the costumes." Yukihyo laughed with Thomas. 
 
   I looked at Yukihyo, paused, and said, "No." He pretended for my sake to look properly chastised. Just when I thought we were finished, Thomas and the other assistant decided to change all of the bed linens. Yukihyo helped them, while I operated both of the cleaning units. My stomach grumbled. I thought everyone else must be hungry, too. The room across from the one I was in looked like a break room with a beverage dispenser and a table and chairs. I went inside. I cleaned all of the cups littering the counter, put them away, and cleaned the table. I washed my hands and decided to go to the nearest community room cafeteria for food. Yukihyo and the others were busy, so I went alone. Four men approached me as soon as I stepped outside. 
 
   "Hello, miss," one of them said. Most of the men I had seen looked middle aged. "Is there anything we can help you with?" 
 
   "Yes, sir. Thank you. The doctors seem to be working very hard. I haven't seen anyone take a break. I'm hungry just from doing laundry. I thought I would get them some food and put it in the break room. Do you think that would be okay?" He nodded.               
 
   Another man said, "We can help you with that, miss. I'm ashamed I didn't think of it myself." We entered the cafeteria of one of the communities, and the men told the men who were serving food our plan. The doctors had become heroes to most of the men who would have died without them. The men put together a platter of sandwiches, bowls of fruit, and sealed bowls of thick vegetable soup. They put plates and utensils in a bag. The men refused to let me carry anything. They followed me back and into the small break room, where they arranged everything for me on the clean table. 
 
   "Is there anything else we can help you with, miss?" 
 
   "Yes, thank you. Someone could help me with the other cleaning unit. The men might need help changing sheets." 
 
   "Sure thing," one of the men said. My new helper and I continued with the cleaning units. The other men took over for Yukihyo, Thomas, and the other man, insisting that they take a break and eat something. They ate all of the sandwiches. Someone returned the platter bringing back another one stacked even higher than the first. Phillip and the other two doctors came out of the surgical room. I discovered that it had taken the three of them all of that time to save one man's life. He had arrived with a few others in escape pods only hours ahead of us. The man who had been helping me with the second cleaning unit began to cry. He thanked the doctors. His son was the man who they had just saved. He had been fearfully waiting outside when I had come out, and he had learned that the doctors were still trying to save his boy. One of the doctors let him step into a decontamination unit, and then took him to sit at his son's side in a recovery area. Then, he, Phillip, and the other doctor, the bald one, dug into the food in the break room. One of the men filled drinks for the doctors. A short time later all of the doctors were helping new patients. Finally, the laundry was all clean, and the storage wall was full. I found a floor cleaning bot and ran it over the laundry and break room floors. When I made it out to the recuperating room, a man took over for me. I swayed on my feet. Hiroshi entered. He spoke to Yukihyo. We were going back to Tora for the night. Phillip decided to stay and save people. 
 
   During dinner in the kitchen, a thought occurred to me. "Hiroshi?" 
 
   "Yes?" 
 
   "Why do I call you Captain Hiroshi? Shouldn't I call you Captain Lee?" Hiroshi grunted at me and gave me a raised eyebrow. 
 
   "Only if you want me calling you Miss Green."  
 
   "No." Tired, we decided on showers rather than a movie. Yukihyo joined me in my quarters, crawling under the covers and cradling me in his arms. I sighed in contentment and enjoyed the draw I felt between us. 
 
   "You have many new admirers," he said. 
 
   "Me?" 
 
   "Yes, most of the men in the hospital have fallen in love with you." 
 
   "I don't understand how that can be true." Yukihyo stroked his fingers along my arm. 
 
   "A beautiful woman came to them in their time of need, giving them mercy and care. What choice do they have?" Rising up on my elbows and turning a bit, I looked into his white eyes. 
 
   "Well, I'm only interested in the love and admiration of one man." Yukihyo lifted his hand to the back of my head, his fingers threading through my hair. He lifted his lips to mine, kissing me passionately. I felt my pulse begin to hammer in my throat. His other hand wrapped around my back, and he shifted and turned, deepening our kiss as he pressed me to the mattress. Yukihyo moved his hand up my knee to the hem of my gown. He broke the kiss as he pulled it from me. His mouth descended. I felt his warm lips and tongue closing and pulling. Tingles shot from where he kissed and pulled to an ache that had begun in my center. I clutched at his hair, at the hard muscles of his shoulders. I felt frantic and desperate. The ache became unbearable. A whimper escaped me. Yukihyo ran his hand down my body and found the place where I ached. A surprised gasp escaped me as I felt him touch inside of me. He moved his hand inside of me, and his mouth enclose on my other breast. My existence shattered. Waves of tiny bubbles felt like they were bursting throughout my entire body. 
 
   "Yukihyo," I gasped. He removed his hand. "No, please," not wanting these feelings to stop, I tried to guide his hand back to where he had had it. He kissed me again. He replaced his hand with another part of himself. Yukihyo pushed against me. He felt too big, and I felt a moment of panic, but then I felt the draw of our bond. As the bond calmed me, Yukihyo pushed himself inside of me. There was a moment of sharp pain that caused me to cry out. Again, I felt him calm me through our bond. 
 
   As he kissed my face, my eyes, and cheeks, holding himself still inside of me, he said, "I have ached for you, wanting you each and every night. Never have I desired a woman as I crave you." He began to move inside of me. A place inside of me he touched, I wanted him to touch again. I tried to move so he would reach that place. Feeling him there in that spot consumed me. We moved again and again until the place inside of me that he continued to stroke burst, carrying me away, rolling on waves of pleasure. My consciousness scattered. All I felt was pleasure and Yukihyo who had quickened and deepened his thrusts until he too lay dazed and breathless, his body gently held above mine. He kissed me passionately, pulling me over to lay on his chest. He used his fingers to brush through my hair. His heart pounded against his chest. Yukihyo's flesh felt heated and damp against my cheek and breasts. 
 
   "I love you, Teagan," he said. His words made me fragile. "You have saved me from the emotional isolation that might have destroyed me where the Parvacs failed to do so physically. You have saved me from succumbing to a slow death at the hands of my enemies. With you I can survive." I couldn't feel his emotions, as he could feel mine, but I could feel the truth of his words through our bond. "I want to do something to show you how much you mean to me. Trying to express the magnitude of my feelings with words that don't come close...." I stopped his words with a kiss. 
 
   "I love you, Yukihyo. In hearing you say to me that you love me and feeling the truth of your words, you have just given me everything that I have ever desperately wanted." He wrapped his arms around me. 
 
   "My love belongs to you, Teagan." We held each other and slept. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   I groaned when the birds woke us much too soon. Yukihyo joined me in my shower. He insisted on washing my hair for me. He left my quarters wrapped in a towel. I could still feel him, a reminder of last night. The remnant effects of Yukihyo's love making reminded me of how I had felt with the pain patch behind my ear, relaxed and boneless. As if my thoughts had summoned him, Yukihyo entered my room. I slipped into my favorite green dress, while he picked up our discarded clothing. Yukihyo pulled my blankets off of the bed and removed the sheets as well. "I'll take care of these after breakfast," he said. 
 
   "I can do it," I offered. 
 
   "No, my lady. Please, allow me to do so." He took my hands, kissing my fingers. Yukihyo placed my hand on his arm. Starving, we went to the kitchen. Hiroshi greeted me with a cup of coffee. 
 
   "Oh, thank you. I so need this!" We all helped ourselves to breakfast. While cleaning up afterwards, I caught Hiroshi grinning at his brother, who gave him what went for an innocent expression. I turned to Yukihyo, sat down next to him, but with my back to the table, and took his face into my hands and looked into his eyes. 
 
   "Your eyes are completely white. There are no colors within them at all." Yukihyo kissed my nose. 
 
   "It must have something to do with the love of a beautiful woman." Hiroshi cleared his throat. I stood and finished what I had been doing. Yukihyo and Hiroshi began to discuss their work for the day.
 
   First, Hiroshi and Yukihyo decided that we needed to check on Phillip at the hospital. When we arrived there, a noticeable change had occurred. The extra help, some food, and rest had the hospital running more smoothly. Phillip and the other doctors had moved a cot into the clean laundry room and were taking turns of two hour naps. They didn't need their own fatigue to result in harm to their patients. I checked their break room, and it was clean and food was on the table. "Another day and they can handle it on their own. I've provided enough relief, and the medical supplies we brought came just in time for us to save a kid. They had just run out of the coagulant to keep him from bleeding out. Lucky kid," said Phillip. 
 
   "We will come back for you tonight," Hiroshi told him. 
 
   Hiroshi drove us into town, parking at the general store. Yukihyo opened my door, placing my hand on his arm to walk me inside. "You really are a sweet man," I said. 
 
   "You deserve my best behavior," Yukihyo responded. Hiroshi had entered the store and was being eagerly greeted by the shopkeeper. The shopkeeper sent two men with Hiroshi out to the transport. 
 
   "Keep her inside. I've got this," Hiroshi told Yukihyo. The shopkeeper and Yukihyo went over his new order. I looked around the store. It contained practical items. The shopkeeper carried foods from different planets in one section, in another personal hygiene and cleaning supplies, and medicine and first aid were in another. There were work clothes and shoes in a corner, along with a long bench that must have been for sitting to try on the shoes. Next to the clothing, the shopkeeper had a great variety of items that were used by the miners. Hiroshi came back, and the shopkeeper put one of the men, who he had sent to help Hiroshi unload the cargo, in charge of helping customers. The shopkeeper went with Hiroshi to check off the merchandise and to pay him. The man who had been left in charge of the counter asked Yukihyo of news in the system, and they chatted away until Hiroshi and the shopkeeper returned. 
 
   "As always it has been a pleasure doing business with you. You planning to head back here soon, I hope?" the shopkeeper asked. 
 
   "We will return as soon as we can, but it may be a month," Hiroshi told him. 
 
   The shopkeeper's expression turned thoughtful, and he said, "I should add a few things to that order, Yukihyo." We left soon after. 
 
   Next, we delivered crates to the bars. I stayed in the transport during those transactions. Most of what remained in this load went to the restaurant. All of the medical supplies had already been delivered on the day of our arrival. I learned that the owner of the restaurant also owned the hotel so we had only one additional stop to make. The brothel was a two story stone building. I didn't want Yukihyo to go in there. I imagined naked ladies lounging around with seductive smiles on their red lips. I felt angry and jealous. My feelings seemed to please my new stupid alien boyfriend. 
 
   "Maybe you can do some one armed push-ups, shirtless, while you're in there," I scowled at him. Hiroshi looked at Yukihyo. 
 
   "Teagan is right. We might get a discount," Hiroshi said. I scowled at him, too.               
 
   As soon as we entered, I heard a woman say, "Hiroshi, my darling. How I've missed you! Come give Laura a kiss!" He did. Laura appeared to be a bit older than Hiroshi, several bits. It turned out that the brothel belonged to her. Laura invited us to sit and have tea with her. Two of her ladies served us tea, little sandwiches, and tiny cakes. It was all very elegant. 
 
   "Thank you for inviting us to tea Ms. Laura. This is all so nice. I've never been invited to tea before," I said. 
 
   "Your company is a pleasure, my dear, and I hope you will visit with me again upon your return." 
 
   "Thank you," I said. I stayed seated with Ms. Laura while Hiroshi and Yukihyo unloaded the last of the cargo from the transport and put it all away for the ladies. 
 
   "I can tell being here makes you uncomfortable," Ms. Laura said. I blushed and lowered my eyes to my hands. I shrugged. I didn't know a polite way to agree. "The men who come all the way out here stay for years to earn enough credits to survive for decades. The money is good, but the work is hard, and they get lonely. We provide a necessary service." I shook my head from side to side. 
 
   "It's nothing like that causing me to be uncomfortable. I know we can't all afford the luxury of living to please the high moral standards of the few. Real life can get in the way, and some choices might not be the best, but might be the best we can manage." Ms. Laura looked at me. 
 
   "Well, what is it then?" She asked. I looked toward where Yukihyo had gone.               
 
   "Oh, I see. You're worried someone here might catch his eye?" Ms. Laura's eyes twinkled. I blushed. 
 
   "Girl, there's a big difference between a man who has sex with a woman, and a man who makes love to his woman. Even with those eyes of his, I can tell the difference in him. You've got nothing to worry about." 
 
   "You really think so?" I asked. "I guess you would know way more about that stuff than I." Ms. Laura chuckled. The door opened and four miners came into the brothel. 
 
   "Hello, gentlemen! It's about time you came back to visit!" Ms. Laura said. 
 
   "I'm glad we did. Who is this pretty little thing?" a big man with a build like a tree said. 
 
   "Hello, sweetheart. How are you doing?" another said. I was shocked silent. The tree pulled me to my feet. 
 
   "Leave her be. She doesn't work here," Ms. Laura interjected. The tree brought his face down toward mine, and I thought he intended to kiss me. I grabbed my shock stick. Before I could raise it, the tree flew across the room thudding against the stone wall and leaving a trail of blood behind as he slid down it. With my shock stick in my left hand and my eyes as large as the tiny plates we had used for our tea cups, I saw Yukihyo. He stood, his back to me corded in muscle, between me and the tree. Yukihyo had picked the tree up and thrown him away from me. His hands were at his sides and fury emanated from him. The tree staggered to his feet. 
 
   "Yukihyo, why the hell'd you do that?" asked the tree. 
 
   "The woman is mine. You will not touch her again and live." The tree put his hands up and moved aside and away. The other three miners did the same, slowly backing off. 
 
   "I apologize. It was my mistake. I got the wrong idea with her here on the sofa is all. It won't happen again. I swear it." The tree's head was bleeding. Ms. Laura called to some of her ladies to take the men to the back parlor and give them some drinks. 
 
   As she walked away, she looked at me and said, “I told you so." Ms. Laura gently laid her hand on Yukihyo's arm as she followed the others out of the room. I wanted to put my hands to his waist and pull his shirt up and over his head and trace all of his muscles. No one had ever protected me before. Yukihyo turned to me. He lifted my hands looking at them. 
 
   "Did he hurt you?" Yukihyo noticed the shock stick I still held in my hand. 
 
   "No," I said. "I'm fine." 
 
   Hiroshi said, "Very good! I see you remembered your training and drew your weapon to defend yourself." Yukihyo released me. I put my shock stick back on its holder on my belt. "I think it is time to pick up Phillip," Hiroshi said. Yukihyo led the way to the transport. He sat with me in the back saying nothing, looking at nothing. "Wait here," Hiroshi said after we arrived at the hospital building. He went inside to get Phillip. 
 
   "Are you angry with me?" I asked Yukihyo. His eyes whipped over to mine.               
 
   "No, never," he answered. 
 
   "Then, why are you acting like this?"
 
   "I am ashamed of how I have lost control and overreacted in your presence."               
 
   "Don't be," I said. 
 
   "My lack of control disgusted you. It still does. I can feel the emotion from you." Puzzled, I frowned at him. 
 
   "That's not true. I don't feel disgusted. Maybe you don't know how to judge my emotions as well as you think you do." 
 
   "Will you explain then? Teagan, I care more deeply for you than I can express. Losing your regard...." 
 
   "You haven't. Yes, it surprised me, and I don't like violence or for anyone to be hurt, but you were so fast. I knew you were strong, but the tree must weigh over two hundred pounds, and you just picked him up and threw him across the room and into a wall hard enough to draw blood. Then, you were in front of me like you were ready to do the same to anyone who came near me." 
 
   "His name is Devan. He and I have been friends for many years. I must apologize to him for my outburst. My actions have not offended you?" 
 
   "No, your actions, truthfully, made me want to tear off your shirt." Yukihyo drew back in surprise. I stood up and then sat down in his lap, putting my right hand behind his head and my left palm against his heart. I whispered, "Maybe you have made a huge mistake." 
 
   "What?" 
 
   "I think you confused desire with disgust which is a pretty big mistake." I kissed him. Yukihyo ran his hands up my back and then down my thigh, deepening our kiss. Then, the door flew open. 
 
   "Hey, kids! Did ya miss me?" Phillip shouted. "I just saw our old buddy, Devan. Patched up a pretty good bump on his head. One of Ms. Laura's ladies was treating him like a poor mistreated puppy though, so his night might well get better. I slipped her double her fee to ensure it," he said. I slid over to my seat. Hiroshi got into the driver's seat. 
 
   "Thank you, Phillip. I will speak to him tomorrow," Yukihyo said. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   We were almost back to Tora when the land shifted under the land transport. I would have pitched forward onto my face had Yukihyo not caught me. Then, there was a loud boom, and the land transport seemed to lift and accelerate. "One of the mining facilities just exploded!" Hiroshi yelled. Sirens were blaring in town, and people rushed outside to look behind us at the distant facility. Hiroshi sped the land transport into Tora. "Teagan, go to your quarters and stay there," Hiroshi ordered. The lift opened upon the bridge. I went toward my room. 
 
   I heard Yukihyo report, "Malta is under attack." 
 
   Hiroshi said, "I'm taking us up. Lock weapons onto the attackers and fire at will."               
 
   "Additional battle shielding is operational," I heard Phillip say. I entered my room and sat on my couch. I thought I could feel Tora shift, maybe from a recoil from her cannons, but I didn't know. I looked up to my skylight, but it was closed. I remembered my vid-screen. I used the control wand that I kept hidden between the cushions to pull up the menu and found the command that would show me the view from the bridge. 
 
   Those recoils did happen each time Tora fired. Right now she fired repeatedly at a Parvac ship as it tried to dart around a huge Galaxic Militia ship that fired upon two other Parvac vessels. Tora flew between the back of the Galaxic Militia ship and the enemy ship and unloaded shot after shot repeatedly into it until it exploded. Tora shook. I held onto the arm of the couch. One of the two remaining Parvac ships attacked Tora. It flew above us so closely that I feared it would scrape us.  Tora spiraled down. I couldn't feel it, but seeing it made me nauseous. Tora was under the Militia ship which had destroyed one of the Parvac ships and now fought the Parvac ship that targeted us. The last Parvac ship exploded. Pieces of metal pelted Tora's view screen, and I jumped back. Tora remained under the Militia ship for an hour. I didn't move from the couch. Then, suddenly a fourth Parvac ship became visible. Both Tora and the Militia ship surged forward surrounding it and firing. They destroyed the Parvac ship is seconds. The Militia ship flew off in one direction, and Tora veered in the opposite direction. The ships passed each other and continued to circle around Malta. I guessed they were sweeping for more enemy vessels. Eventually, we landed back in the docking area. The red light that had been blinking above my door had finally stopped. I managed to unclench my fingers from the arm of the couch. I had a headache and had to force my jaw to relax. I drew in a deep breath and then another. I got up and went to my bathroom. I was pleased that I hadn't peed myself. I washed my face. Feeling calmer I returned to my couch. The bridge view had closed when we landed, so I powered my vid-screen down. The light above my door flashed. It was Phillip. 
 
   "Hey, Cupcake! You okay?" he asked. I nodded, not trusting my voice just yet. "Hey, don't worry. Everything is okay. We got all of the bad guys." Phillip left. 
 
   Hours later Yukihyo came and got me. We met Hiroshi and Phillip in the kitchen. I heated up a big baked potato. Then, I found a cheese sauce and some chicken that I heated up and dumped on top of my potato. It proved to be a comforting combination. They filled me in on some of the details while we ate. The Militia vessel with which Tora had coordinated was under the command of Captain Espanoza. I remembered seeing her at the Union City Land Port. "Wow! That is so cool!" 
 
   "What is?" asked Yukihyo. 
 
   "That you all helped Captain Espanoza. I think she's amazing. She is so smart and tough, has her own huge spaceship, and I just got to watch while her ship blew up three enemy ships, from inside a ship that fought and destroyed another enemy vessel while defending her flank! Yes, I felt really scared and almost threw up once when Tora started spiraling, but that was amazing. Tora just blasted away at those ships faster than I could see."  
 
   "Well, Cupcake. Now you know how manly and dangerous we are," said Phillip. He puffed out his chest and flexed his arm muscles at me. I laughed at him. 
 
   "We have much work tomorrow. We must refuel and begin repairs to the ship. I want full diagnostics on every system. Captain Espanoza has requested that we stay on Malta until another Galaxic Militia ship arrives. She has scanned for life signs at the mining facility destroyed in the Parvac attack. Those who were there are lost. The Parvacs seek to destroy our fuel reserves by destroying the mines," Hiroshi said. With that we all headed off to sleep. 
 
   Yukihyo, instead of leaving me at my door, said, "Come with me." We entered his quarters. He drew me into his bathroom, where we undressed and showered. Yukihyo dried us both off with towels and then led me to his bed. I got in, and he covered me up before going to the other side and joining me. Yukihyo held me in his arms, and we slept. When I woke up the next morning, he was gone. Naked and panicking about it, I looked for my dress. Yukihyo had put my things in his laundry basket, but on his chair by his ice bear rug were folded clothes for me. I pulled on the undies and soft yellow dress. He had forgotten shoes, but then I remembered my exercise shoes and found them in his bathroom. I made Yukihyo's bed. Then, I picked up his laundry basket and took it with me to the kitchen. I was alone on Tora. I had coffee and breakfast, put all of our laundry through the cleaning unit, and began my other chores. Cleaning, and putting everything in order, calmed me and gave me a feeling of control. With no one around, I completed all of my chores. Tora's habitation deck was as clean as I could get it. With nothing to do, I got bored. I remembered the simulation program. Instead of driving appropriately, I sped the transport down streets and wrecked a few times when I tried to turn. I drove so fast down one long road that the transport lifted high above the ground when it hit a bump. I was spinning the transport in a circle, making rocks and dirt fly, while laughing gleefully, when Hiroshi entered the kitchen. He looked at the scene on the small vid-screen in the corner where I sat. He grunted at me. 
 
   "Hello, Hiroshi. May I get you something to drink?" He had opened the cold storage unit. 
 
   "Please, tea," he said. I made it for him and placed it on the table. "Did you clean all day? Tora looks good." 
 
   "Thank you. I still need to clean the bridge though." I didn't break that rule, ever. I made myself something to eat. "Where is everyone?' I asked. 
 
   "Phillip, the last I heard, went to the brothel to check on patients recovering there. Yukihyo may be on deck two running weapons diagnostics." Hiroshi finished eating. "It has been a very long day. I am going to bed." He started to pick up his dishes.               
 
   "Leave them," I said. He nodded to me and left. 
 
   I waited up for Yukihyo for as long as I could. When I woke up the next morning, it was just me and the birds. The covers and pillow next to me proved he had slept there at some point. I showered and dressed. I spent the entire day alone. I completed all of my simulation hours, driving in a very proper manner. I walked a few miles on the treadmill. I ate. I started reading a biography about Captain Espanoza. I watched a movie. On the vid-screen in my room, I learned that fifteen miners had lost their lives in the Parvac attack. Refugees helped salvage what remained. Recovery efforts were underway. A memorial service would take place tomorrow at the site with a dedication of a monument a few of the miners had created from stone and inscribed with the names of the friends whom they had lost. That was all that I could learn from the news. Trapped on Tora with nothing else to do, I went to sleep.
 
   The next morning when I woke up, Yukihyo was holding me the way he was supposed to. I hugged him tightly. "I've missed you. Where have you been?" He kissed me. 
 
   Then he said, "I made sure our weapons were completely operational. Then, I began repairs to a section of the hull. I supervised the refueling of Tora. Finally, I found Devan and apologized both to him and also to Ms. Laura." 
 
   "You've been busy." Yukihyo ran his hand down my arm. 
 
   "Hiroshi took an order for new drilling equipment. The refugees, some of them, have decided to stay and work under supervisors to establish a new facility. We are making a quick run to Amphictyon to make the purchases and then bringing them back here." 
 
   "When do we leave?" 
 
   "Tomorrow or late tonight. We will attend the service for the miners today." 
 
   "Did you know any of them?" I asked. 
 
   "We knew all of them." 
 
   "I'm sorry, Yukihyo." 
 
   "I know." I kissed his neck. He had already lost his entire clan. Now, the Parvacs had taken from him yet again. 
 
   "You helped avenge them. I watched through the vid-screen. I watched as you fired all of those shots and destroyed them." Yukihyo kissed me, rolling me underneath him. As I spread my thighs apart for him, his weight settled against me, and I could feel the soft hairs from his legs tickle my skin. Yukihyo buried himself inside of me. He cradled my head with one hand and with his other, he clutched at the back of my thigh. He rocked into me over and over until my thoughts shattered. Once we had disentangled ourselves, much of the morning had passed. We showered and I dressed. Yukihyo went to his quarters for clean clothes. I made the bed and went to the kitchen. 
 
   Phillip teased Yukihyo. "I'm glad you finally took my advice about that rigid appendage that has been plaguing you for so many mornings. Your ability to walk and think seems improved." Hiroshi kicked Phillip under the table. 
 
   "Thank you, Hiroshi. Now that I actually understand what Phillip is usually joking about, I appreciate your efforts." Still, I couldn't help the blush covering my cheeks.  It didn't feel like the blush was going away either. I made myself a cup of coffee while Yukihyo brought me some yogurt and granola. I got a spoon. Thankfully, Hiroshi changed the subject. We would leave for the memorial service in an hour. Hiroshi filled us all in on the load of mining equipment we would pick up on Amphictyon. It was at one of the manufacturing compounds located on the very industrialized planet. Unlike the abundant fuel resources found under Malta's surface, Amphictyon had an ample wealth of the ores used in the construction of all manner of metal workings. The inhabitants made their livings in extraction, processing, and manufacturing. The project leader of the new mining installation had already made contact with an administrator. The equipment Tora was picking up was being packaged for safe shipment. Hiroshi and Yukihyo left to check the cargo bay. Phillip stayed. 
 
   "I want to thank you, Teagan." I turned to him. 
 
   "You're welcome. I'm glad you aren't angry that I went into your quarters for it without asking." Phillip shook his head and laughed. 
 
   "Not for my laundry, but that was nice, too. Your volunteer work at the hospital helped us a lot. You were thoughtful to put that food in a clean break room. That gave us a boost in morale and some much needed energy." I blushed, again. 
 
   "Yukihyo helped along with some men who I don't really know." Phillip stayed seated at the table. 
 
   "Teagan, you realize I'm a doctor. You have been, and I still consider you to be a patient, as well as a younger sister. I know you and Yukihyo have begun an intimate relationship." I wanted to crawl into the floor and disappear. This could not be happening. "I also know, since treating you, that this is unfamiliar territory. I'm not trying to embarrass you. Just know that if you have questions or concerns, you can come to me, and I promise I will never tell anyone. Okay?" I thought my face might catch fire. "Teagan?" 
 
   "Fine," I managed. Phillip stood up and hugged me. 
 
   His mouth against my hair, he said, "I managed to save Yukihyo's body, repair the damage, all of those years ago, but his life only came back to him when he met you." Phillip kissed the top of my head, pulling away to look into my eyes. "Don't ever feel ashamed of that, Cupcake." I nodded. 
 
   "I just really don't feel right talking about the private physical stuff out loud." 
 
   "I know. It's okay." He left the kitchen. I was relieved. I knew he meant well, but the conversation had just about killed me. 
 
   The service for the miners was held at the site of the attack. Captain Espanoza and her officers presided in full dress uniform. She thanked Captain Hiroshi Lee for his brave assistance in the defense of Malta. Captain Espanoza assured Malta's citizens that another Galaxic Militia ship would arrive within hours. She and the captain of the other ship had already formulated a planned defense grid that soldiers would set up around the perimeter of each mining facility to better protect them against any future aerial assaults. The miners expressed their gratitude for the security upgrades. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   After the service we returned to Tora. Not long after, Captain Espanoza gave Hiroshi clearance to depart for Amphictyon, since the other ship was within planetary range. Our destination was only about a day and a half away. Yukihyo and Hiroshi spent most of that time on the bridge scanning for Parvac threats. The trip was uneventful. Tora arrived safely. At Amphictyon's land port, workers waited to begin loading the heavy mining machinery. I stood with Phillip on the dock. "Will Tora be able to get off of the ground with all of that stuff?" I asked. 
 
   "It won't be a problem for her. They will be at this for hours, Teagan. There isn't much to do on this planet, but it does have lots of pavement for all of the trucks bringing deliveries to the port." Phillip had my full attention now. I started to get excited. 
 
   "Phillip, are you saying what I think you're saying?" 
 
   "Come on." I followed Phillip to the back of the ship and up the ramp. I went to the driver's side, but he stopped me. 
 
   "I thought you were letting me drive." 
 
   "Yes, but not where it is crowded with people, ships, and expensive cargo." I went around to the other side, and for the first time, I opened my own door. Phillip drove us out of Tora, through the land port, and to a road that led out to a factory far in the distance. He stopped the transport, and we traded places. My palms were sweating. I wiped them on my skirt. Phillip noticed. 
 
   "Okay, Cupcake. Let's go." He had completely powered down the land transport. I took a deep breath, cleared my thoughts, and remembered all of the rules. I liked rules. I powered all of the systems. I checked all sensor readings for clearance. With each of my hands on the steering grips, I pushed my right thumb down on the acceleration button, and we began to move forward. I pressed forward on the grips to accelerate. I kept my hand grips parallel to keep going straight. 
 
   Phillip said, "Now, please bring us to a stop." I released the pressure on my right thumb while pulling back on the hand grips and pressing down with my left thumb.               
 
   "Alright. Good job. Now, take us to within a mile of that facility. Then, turn us around." I did. I followed all of the rules and was very careful. I drove us to our starting point. "Okay, stop here. How are our power levels?" I checked. 
 
   "We have a full charge and reserves from the solar collectors." 
 
   "In that case do you want to pick a new direction and keep driving?" I gave Phillip an enthusiastic yes. "Check your map, find an unpopulated area, and go." I pulled up the menu on the collapsible vid-screen. I brought up the course map and decided on the route with the fewest red population dots. I turned the transport and accelerated down the new path. I drove forward until we reached the intersection, and then I turned left. 
 
   "Is it okay if I drive along the perimeter of the city? It looks like the roads form a square around the edges of it." 
 
   Phillip said, "That's fine by me." Once we had skirted two edges of the city, I checked our systems. Everything was fine. I drove back to the area where Phillip had let me begin.               
 
   "Well, you're a natural. Do you want to try a few more populated streets now?"               
 
   "Sure!" I said. I didn't want to stop anytime soon. Phillip told me to drive to Flora's. I entered the name, and the vid-screen showed me the route. I had to turn around twice after making wrong turns, but eventually, I got us there. It wasn't very crowded.               
 
   "Now, I want you to park and power down." It took me a little time to park correctly, but I did it and powered down. We got out and walked toward Flora's. 
 
   When we entered, the beautiful smell of hot coffee hit me. I breathed in deeply. "It smells so good in here," I said. 
 
   "Phillip! Is that you?" A woman darted around the counter and threw herself into Phillip's arms. Phillip twirled her around. Then, he placed her on her feet and kissed her. Phillip tickled her ribs, and she jumped back, laughing and swatting at him with her hand. A second lady behind the counter had finished serving a customer and waved at Phillip. Being no stranger to this behavior, I stepped toward the counter. I ordered a fancy coffee with chocolate and raspberry flavorings and whipped cream. The lady scanned my credit chip. I sat at a small table in front of a window and enjoyed my treat. Phillip approached me. 
 
   "How would you like to take the transport out around the city again, but by yourself this time?" he asked. I perked up. 
 
   "By myself? Really? Do you think Hiroshi would be okay with that?"                             
 
   Understanding, Phillip said, "It's fine. It's my land transport. Just don't scratch it. Come back here to pick me up." 
 
   "It took over an hour to make it all the way around," I said. Phillip looked thoughtful. 
 
   "You're right. The bathroom's that way," he pointed, "and I'll get you another coffee to go." Phillip went to the counter. I went to the bathroom. When I came out, Phillip handed me a lidded cup of the yummy chocolate raspberry coffee and told me to have fun. 
 
   In the transport I raised a beverage holder on the left panel, brought up the systems, pulled up the clearest route, and carefully made my way to the roads surrounding the city. The power I commanded gave me an incredible feeling. I was in control and knew what I was doing. Phillip trusted me with his expensive transport. I, Teagan Green, navigated the roads of a distant planet, while sipping a fancy coffee. Not only had I accomplished learning to drive a transport, which most of the population would never do, but I was also seeing the galaxy from a spaceship. Then, of even greater magnitude, I had a beautiful, fierce, alien boyfriend, who loved and adored me. I had a family. I had never been happier. When I arrived back at Flora’s, I did a better job of parking this time. I sat down at a free table with the last bit of coffee in the cup and waited. Phillip and the lady entered from a door behind the counter. He looked like he was in an even better mood than I. Phillip walked over to me. 
 
   "Ready to go?" he asked. 
 
   "Sure." I put my coffee cup in a reclamation unit. Phillip walked over and got in on the passenger side. I got in. 
 
   "Take us to Tora," Phillip said. Once there he let me drive up the ramp and maneuver the transport into its place. In the lift, he said, "Let's use the vid-screen in the kitchen." I followed him.
 
   Phillip pulled up official looking screens and filled in some information. He pressed his hand to the screen for a scan, and then had me to do the same. "Congratulations," he said. "Teagan Green possesses official galaxy class credentials for land transport operation," Philip said. 
 
   "Seriously, Phillip? This is huge! If you guys were to fire me and kick me off of the ship, I could get a job making credits anywhere!" 
 
   "Well, yes, but that will never happen. Do you want to learn how to operate the large land transport next?" 
 
   "I'd love to. Phillip, thank you. I really enjoyed today." 
 
   He responded, "So did I."                
 
   "Yes, you seemed to enjoy grinding those coffee beans at Flora's." Phillip's eyes almost dislodged. Then, he burst out laughing. Yukihyo came in with Hiroshi. The workers had finished loading. After some dinner, we were heading back to Malta. "Phillip are you going to create another course for me for the large transport operations?" He smiled at me. 
 
   "I sure will." I was eager to begin. 
 
   "How did Teagan's first real driving experience go?" Hiroshi asked.               
 
   "She's a natural. I linked the transport computer to central enforcer licensing and let her go. Her miles were recorded and monitored. I gave witness authorization, and the monitoring enforcer approved her on her first try. Teagan's credentials have been officially recorded." Hiroshi was pleased. 
 
   Yukihyo said, "Way to go. I'm proud of you." 
 
   "Thank you," I said. The guys stayed on the bridge most of the time on the return trip. They worried about a Parvac attack with the ship full of mining equipment. The program Phillip created for me went quickly. The controls for the large land transport, while very similar, were less of an issue. It was the maneuverability that was much different. More of my time was spent in simulation with the large land transport. 
 
   Tora arrived on Malta. The cargo got unloaded. Hiroshi was paid. He also received a sizeable bonus from the Galaxic Militia. The higher authorities expressed appreciation for the speedy delivery of the mining equipment. Fuel production was important to the militia. Workers topped off our fuel reserves, and we left Malta. "We are about a week behind schedule. Our buyers wait for our deliveries. We should make good time to Arachne with an empty cargo hold," Yukihyo told me. 
 
   "Arachne is where the lovely silk gowns you bought me are from, right?" Yukihyo's head rested on my chest. 
 
   "It is, and I have plans to buy you much lovelier things once we arrive." I stroked my fingers through his hair. 
 
   "You have spoiled me plenty already," I said. He nipped gently at me. "Stop that," I admonished. 
 
   "Hiroshi and I will buy from many different producers while on Arachne. We may not have much time to spend together. The demand for Arachnean silk is high throughout the galaxies and for us, very profitable." 
 
   "I can find something to do. Maybe I'll get to practice driving some more." Yukihyo raised up on an elbow to look at me. 
 
   "With all of the credits Hiroshi just dumped into your account, you could do some shopping of your own. At some point in our brief stay, I must pay a visit to Sashka's mother. Do you remember her?" 
 
   "Yes, of course. She had braids down to her knees, right?" 
 
   "That is her. Will you go with me when I visit her?" Yukihyo asked.                             
 
   "Sure." 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   Through my vid-screen, I watched Tora's approach to Arachne. The planet looked like a green ball. As Tora grew closer, clearings, lakes, and streams became visible. Arachne was famous for its silk. The inhabitants bred and raised spiders and then harvested their webs that were processed into silk thread. People took the threads and wove the beautiful fabrics designers used to create stunningly luxurious masterpieces coveted by people all over the galaxies. Highly specialized groups participated at each level of the process. After landing we all took the lift down to the transport bay. 
 
   "Are you ready to invest those nice bonuses we made on Malta?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   "I sure am," said Phillip. "I've got some lady friends who might enjoy some gifts from here," Phillip said as he puffed out his chest. 
 
   "Right, Felicia, Becca, Flora, and who knows who else," I said. 
 
   Phillip frowned, "You're making me feel guilty. I was so overworked on Malta that I neglected at least two ladies there." Phillip winked at me. 
 
   "You're joking," I said. 
 
   "He is not joking," Yukihyo told me. I hoped Yukihyo didn't have lady friends scattered across the galaxies. Hiroshi worked all of the time as far as I could tell, and he didn't behave like Phillip. 
 
   Phillip drove us from Arachne's port to a business district. I followed Hiroshi, Phillip, and Yukihyo into a reception area where they were greeted by an older lady who brought us to a man who rose from behind a vid-screen and table to shake hands. The lady, noticing that I had no intentions of discussing business, offered me a seat near her desk and a beverage. I accepted. The lady introduced herself to me as Mrs. Sonners.               
 
   Mrs. Sonners and her husband, with whom the guys were negotiating, owned this building, selling sheets and blankets made of Arachnean silk. Hiroshi and Mr. Sonners had made a deal in transit to Arachne. They finalized the transaction. Uniformed employees began to appear with carts full of lined crates. Yukihyo used a scan pad to inventory each crate loaded into the back of the transport's cargo hold. Several trips later and the employees had loaded the last of the cargo. The cargo hold was filled from top to bottom with no space available. Mr. Sonners beamed at Hiroshi, Yukihyo, and Phillip. 
 
   "As always it is a pleasure doing business with you gentlemen. Please come to see us again on your next trip," Mr. Sonners said. 
 
   "It was nice meeting you, Miss Green," his wife said to me. I thanked her and returned the courtesy. We drove back to Tora and unloaded with a crew of hired dock workers. Yukihyo secured the hold, and we left again. The day continued in much the same way. Crates of all manner of silk clothing filled the hold. We had skipped lunch. It was early evening, and I needed some food, yet I kept my complaints to myself. Yukihyo could tell I was becoming grumpy though. 
 
   "Perhaps we should have dinner," he suggested. 
 
   "Terrific idea, Yukihyo!" I said. Eventually, Hiroshi pulled to a stop and parked the large land transport. I looked around for the eating establishment, but saw nothing but other parked transports. "Where are we going?" I asked. 
 
   "Look up," Hiroshi suggested. I lifted my eyes to a wooden structure high in the trees. We entered a wooden lift that carried us up to a restaurant in the tree tops. It was constructed of wood and plasti-glass. Sturdy solid wood floors grew into wooden walls of about three feet in height. From the walls up to the wood beamed ceiling was plasti-glass, which gave patrons an amazing view of the forest that stretched for as far as I could see. The table and chairs a waiter led us to were made of the same wood. The wood scent of the entire restaurant comforted me and made it feel like home. After taking my seat and looking closely into the trees, I could see birds and other small animals among the branches. 
 
   "Are you enjoying the view?" Yukihyo gazed at me through eyes that resembled pearls. 
 
   "It's almost as beautiful as your eyes today," I said to him. 
 
   "Teagan," Phillip said, "that's not the kind of thing you say to a man." 
 
   Smiling, I asked, "Phillip, do I tell you what to say to your women?" Hiroshi chuckled. 
 
   "No," Phillip answered. 
 
   "Then, please don't tell me what to say to my man. Thank you." Yukihyo took my hand, and he had to stop smiling so that he could kiss my fingers. Our dinner arrived. We shared platters of meats and vegetables. The guys talked about the business transactions they had planned for the next day. It was difficult to pay attention to it all. 
 
   Phillip said, "Teagan, if I map out a route for you, would you be okay taking the land transport and doing a little shopping for yourself?" 
 
   "Sure, that sounds fun." 
 
   "You remember how to use your shock stick?" Yukihyo asked. 
 
   "Yes, although the one opportunity I've had to use it, you handled for me." Yukihyo looked mischievous. After dinner, they made two more stops before heading back to Tora and unloading the cargo. 
 
   After breakfast the next morning, Phillip and I took the lift down. He drove the land transport out of the bay and then opened the door for me to trade seats with him. Phillip showed me how to pull up the maps of shops that he thought I would like. Yukihyo walked over to my side. 
 
   "We will spend today much as we did yesterday," he said. 
 
   "Do you want to meet back here, so we can go to dinner together?" I asked. 
 
   "Yes, and once you return, push this button to lower the ramp. After you park, press it again to secure the ramp."
 
   "Okay," I said. Yukihyo checked to make sure that I had my shock stick. 
 
   "Be careful," he said. 
 
   "I promise to be on my best behavior." He kissed my forehead. 
 
   "Don't be too careful. Have some fun!" Phillip said as he flashed his smile at me.               
 
   "Should I press the button to close the ramp now?" 
 
   "I'll do it from the large land transport, Cupcake." Phillip winked at me and went to join the others. 
 
   I checked all of the systems, my course, and then left. I successfully arrived at my destination and parked. The shopping area had been built a few feet off of the ground. Walking up wooden steps to a platform, I took a wooden bridge across to a shop. All of the shops had been constructed of wood and were connected by long wooden decks and swinging wooden bridges. The occasional spider's web glistened in the morning sunlight. Men and women walked in and out of shops. Children ran and stomped over bridges and giggled as their parents reined them in. The air smelled amazing. It was clean and fresh. A shopkeeper greeted me. 
 
   "May I help you, miss?" he asked. 
 
   I smiled, "I don't know. Can you tell me how to take this beautiful fresh air home with me?" 
 
   He laughed and said, "Yes, of course." I looked at him. 
 
   "Seriously?" He spread his hands. 
 
   "There is a store across that bridge where they sell perfume and soap."               
 
   "Thank you," I said. I spent a few minutes in his shoe store. I bought a comfortable pair of brown boots that came halfway up to my knees. I went in each store to look. One store sold sleepwear. I had one gown to sleep in. Yukihyo had caused some accidental snags and rips to two of the three he had bought for me on Scipio. Those had been fun evenings. The prices for gowns here at the source were much more reasonable. I bought beautiful pink pajamas, gowns with matching robes with floral designs in them, and some gowns that felt like cotton, but were silk. I got three of those in different styles. The store carried things for men, so I bought new pajama bottoms for Yukihyo in various shades of blue. I liked him in blue. All of my purchases cost fewer credits than the three gowns and the shawl Yukihyo had purchased for me on Scipio. I carried my bags down and placed them in the back of the land transport. 
 
   Then, I climbed the stairs and continued browsing among the shops. A woman beckoned me into her store. She created elaborate braids for women, and showed me examples of her work on a small mounted vid-screen. I selected a simple braid that turned into a bun. She worked quickly, and afterwards I bought some of the hair ties and pins that she also sold in her shop. I thanked her. I had never had my hair done up in a fancy braid before. Then, I went off to do some more exploring. I found a cafe and went inside. A lady seated me. She handed me a menu. They served the little sandwiches and cakes like those Ms. Laura had served. I ordered an arrangement of them for one along with some tea. As I gazed out of the window, I heard someone approach. Thinking it was the waitress, I was surprised to see a man standing by my table. He wore an expensive suit. 
 
   "May I help you?" I asked. 
 
   "I could not help but notice you, sitting here alone. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Simon." He extended his hand to me. I shook it. 
 
   "Hello. I'm Teagan." Simon smiled down at me from his considerable height. 
 
   "May I join you?" He sat before I could answer. I looked around. There were other tables available. Simon had bright red hair and very pale blue eyes. 
 
   "Excuse me, Simon. Is this some Arachnean custom I've never heard of?" 
 
   "I do not understand what you mean," he said. 
 
   "There are other tables...." 
 
   Simon laughed, "You are delightful! I saw you from across the cafe. I merely wish to know you better." 
 
   I frowned at him and asked, "Why?" Simon laughed again as though I had told him a joke. Simon had very broad shoulders. The waitress brought me my order. I really wanted him to go away, so I could eat. She cast an adoring smile at him. 
 
   "May I get you anything, sir?" 
 
   "No, thank you," Simon answered. The waitress blushed, curtsied, and walked away. Simon's attention returned to me. "Where are you staying?" he asked. 
 
   "Staying?" Simon smiled in what I thought might be a seductive way from my observations of Phillip. 
 
   "Yes, while you are here on Arachne." I blushed. 
 
   "On our ship and I have a boyfriend, if that's what you're getting at," I said.               
 
   Simon smiled, "A boyfriend, but not a husband? That means I have a chance to steal you away. Until we meet again, Teagan." Simon tipped his head to me and left the cafe. I breathed a sigh of relief and ate all of my food. The waitress returned. 
 
   "May I get you anything else?" 
 
   "No, thank you. I would like to pay, please." 
 
   She smiled, "Lord Montgomery paid your bill, miss." 
 
   Frowning I asked, "Who is he?" 
 
   "Lord Montgomery's family owns thousands of acres of land and provides most of the webs used to make Arachnean silk," she answered. 
 
   "I see. Thank you." I left. I found the store that sold perfumes and soaps. I bought shampoos for each of us that smelled like the fresh air from the Arachnean trees. I saw Simon watching me as I entered a clothing store. He made me nervous, so I waited until his head turned, and I left. I blended in with other people and made it back to the land transport. I drove as quickly as I could back to Tora. Opening the ramp, I parked, closed the ramp, and unloaded my bags from the back and entered the lift. I couldn't decide if I had been smart or totally paranoid. I did know that Lord Simon Montgomery creeped me out. 
 
   Yukihyo finally came home. "I felt your agitation earlier, but then tracked your location here. What happened?" I told him everything about my day and about my uneasiness in regard to Lord Simon Montgomery. 
 
   "Do you think I overreacted?" I asked. 
 
   "I think, if you needed to feel safe, coming back to Tora was the right thing to do." Yukihyo's voice soothed my nerves. "Your hair is elegant like this. It shows off the gentle curve of your neck," he said, placing kisses along the trail his finger made down the side of my neck. The light flashed above my door. Yukihyo opened it for Hiroshi.               
 
   "Are you ready to go to dinner?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   "I think I'll just stay home," I said. Yukihyo looked at me.
 
   "You have nothing to fear when you are with me." 
 
   Hiroshi said, "What is the meaning of this?" Yukihyo told him how I had come home early after Simon had flirted with me and paid for my lunch. The way he told it, it didn't sound as bad. Phillip had walked in and heard his explanation. 
 
   "Cupcake, get used to it. It's why you've got that shark stick." 
 
   "Don't you mean shock stick?" I asked. 
 
   "Not in this case, Cupcake. There are a lot of sad, lonely men out in the galaxies and not half as many women. Even fewer little pretty ones, like you," Phillip said.               
 
   Yukihyo said, "Phillip is correct. However, of the women I have seen on several planets, you are the most beautiful." I smiled and blushed up at him. He said such sweet things to me, and it melted my heart because I knew he really meant them. 
 
   "I'm hungry," Phillip said. 
 
   "Wait a minute, please. While you are all here, do you guys need any shampoo? While I was out, the air smelled so clean and perfect that I had some shampoo made for us that almost smells like it. Here." I opened the bag and pulled the clear bottles of light green shampoo out and passed them around to the guys. They opened their bottles and sniffed at them. "What do you think?" I asked. 
 
   "That actually smells nice and refreshing," Hiroshi said. 
 
   "Yes, the ladies will like it," agreed Phillip. 
 
   Yukihyo said, "It is a thoughtful reminder of Arachne, Teagan. Thank you." He took his bottle into my bathroom. When he came back, he suggested that we all go to dinner. Phillip made a point of checking every inch of the land transport before getting inside and driving us all to dinner. 
 
   Phillip took us to an outdoor restaurant. The floor was constructed of intricately placed logs that had been smoothed and polished. Beams held aloft canopies of patterned silk above it. The Pavilion, as it was named, was scattered with low tables and colorful cushions that surrounded them and served as seating. A waiter took us to a table. Pitchers of water, tea, and sparkling juice were placed before us. Yukihyo helped me to sit and then pulled a cushion closer to me before sitting beside me. I reached for his hand and brought it to my lap to hold. A feeling of love and contentment flooded my entire being at that moment as I looked into his eyes. I whispered, "I love you." Yukihyo squeezed my hand in response. I felt him reaching to me through the bond we shared. Yukihyo turned from me to join in the conversation between his brother and his friend. I released Yukihyo's hand and poured myself some water. As I looked up to replace the pitcher, I saw him. Simon walked across the floor to our table. Simon gave a slight bow at the waist. 
 
   "Good evening," Simon said to us all. Hiroshi, Phillip, and Yukihyo rose and greeted Simon with the same bow. 
 
   "Good evening, Simon," Hiroshi replied. Simon bowed toward me. I blushed and lowered my chin a bit. 
 
   To Yukihyo Simon said, "I had the pleasure of meeting your lady this afternoon. I hope I caused no offense." 
 
   Yukihyo said, "Teagan told me that you paid for her lunch. Thank you for seeing to her wellbeing." Simon smiled at him. 
 
   "Any time, Yukihyo. Please, accept an invitation to my estate. You may show your lady how the spiders of Arachne spin their silk threads. After a tour we can all sit and discuss a business venture I have in mind." They accepted Simon's invitation, and I thanked him for buying my lunch. Simon walked over to me and held his hand out for mine. I lifted my hand to shake his, but he kissed my hand instead. I lowered my eyes and blushed to hide how unnerved he made me feel. The feeling made me feel guilty, since he had only been polite to me. I wanted to wash my hand. Phillip and Hiroshi carried on with Yukihyo as if everything were fine, but when I saw Yukihyo's eyes shot through with traces of blue, pink, and gold, I knew he believed me. I leaned over and kissed his cheek. Yukihyo looked across the table at Simon who had watched. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
   Once we were in the transport early the next morning, I said to everyone, "Do I have to go?" 
 
   Phillip said, "I don't see a way out of it." 
 
   "You could say I'm sick. That would get me out of going to scary Simon's spider estate. I don't even like spiders." 
 
   Hiroshi sighed, "To refuse his hospitality would be a breach of etiquette and could cause future trade agreement problems. The Montgomery clan wields a great deal of power." 
 
   "Hiroshi is correct. While I agree with you and would prefer not to go, we must be as diplomatic as possible." 
 
   Phillip interjected, "Come on. We've known Simon for years. Sure he's rich, spoiled, and almost as handsome as me, but he wouldn't do anything to hurt anyone, especially not a woman. You're just jealous." Yukihyo smiled at Phillip. 
 
   "You know damn well it isn't Simon I'm worried about. You know what I did to Devan. If I beat the shit out of Simon for trying to charm her with his rich and dashing act, my trade agreements on Arachne might suffer irreparable damage." I had put on the plainest dress I could find from what Felicia had selected for me. It was a pale purple dress with a rounded neckline, sleeves to the elbows, and a hem to the ankles. I added a black belt to which I attached my shock stick, and I wore plain black flats. My hair, I hadn't washed last night. It had remained in its neat braided bun while I had slept. My charge stick was almost completely hidden in the folds of my skirt. Yukihyo had said I looked nice when he saw me. 
 
   I had said, "Oh, should I change?" 
 
   Simon's estate was located out in the middle of a forest. Hiroshi said most of Simon's estate was forested and home to many spiders. 
 
   "How many?" I asked. No one answered, and my palms began to sweat. Phillip had taken us away from the land port and the city. He took us down a long straight road with trees towering above on either side. The road was dark, even in the early morning hours. Thirty minutes had passed and still only the road and trees were in sight. "How long is this road anyway?" I asked. 
 
   "We are halfway there," Yukihyo answered. I heard a loud crack. A huge tree began to fall across the road. Phillip turned the grips hard to the left, but massive branches hit the back of the transport, crushing it. Branches and leaves had joined us inside, and the transport lifted up on the driver's side. My side pressed painfully into my door. Yukihyo had his feet braced and pushed with his legs to force his door open against the many tree branches. We were buried under limbs and leaves. 
 
   "Is everyone alright?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   "Yes," I answered. Yukihyo reached his hand down to me and helped me climb out. Phillip and then Hiroshi climbed over the back of their seats and climbed out of the door after us. Yukihyo began to lead us carefully out of the mass of fallen tree. Broken limbs still caught at our skin and clothes, and I felt a few scrapes. Yukihyo abruptly stopped. He pulled me down into a crouch. 
 
   He whispered to us, "We are not alone. I could swear that I just caught a glimpse of a Parvac soldier." Hiroshi's face turned dark with anger. 
 
   "Do you think they tracked us out here from Tora?" he asked. 
 
   "Getting us alone out here in a heavily forested area for payback after Malta?" Phillip suggested. 
 
   "What's our plan?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   "Are you both armed?" Yukihyo asked. 
 
   "Always," Hiroshi whispered. My heart thudded so hard against my chest, I thought it must be louder than Hiroshi. 
 
   "How many?" Phillip asked. 
 
   "I'm detecting five," Yukihyo said, holding a palm sized vid-screen that showed our cluster as a large dot surrounded by five smaller dots. He showed them which two he planned to attack, and Hiroshi and Phillip selected their own targets. 
 
   Yukihyo put the device away and held my face in his hands. 
 
   "Teagan, I'm going to give you an important task. Are you listening?" I nodded. "I want you to count to ten, silently. Then, I want you to run for as long as you can in that direction after you clear this tree." He pointed toward the direction we had been traveling, but at an angle, deeper into the trees. "When you can't run any farther, I want you to keep walking. Put your charge stick in your hand and lock it into active." I did. "We will find you." I nodded. "Start counting." 
 
   By the time I got to ten, they had disappeared. With a pounding heart, I cleared the tree and ran as hard as I could. I ran for at least half a mile. Then, I thought I heard someone running behind me. I turned thinking it would be Yukihyo. It wasn't. A man in a black uniform was catching up with me fast. I ran harder with everything I had in me. A Parvac soldier was running me down in the forest. Something hit me from behind in my back. I flew forward and into the dark brown dirt of the forest floor. I skidded to a stop on the dry fallen leaves. My breath had been knocked from me, and as I managed to drag in a ragged breath, a flash of sharp pain in my right hip caused me to moan. I drew myself up to my knees. My charge stick was still in my hand. The soldier attacked. He grabbed me from behind and shoved hard against my back flattening my face to the dirt. His strength was crushing. I managed to draw my legs into me and twisted onto my right side. It hurt, but I was trying to hide my shock stick. The soldier hit me hard in my left temple, the force of it pushed me freeing my left arm more. Warmth that changed to a sharp white pain seared my left eye from his blow. The soldier dug his fingers into my left arm to the bone, dragging me up. I lifted my shock stick and jabbed it between his legs. He let go of my arm. I pulled my shock stick back and hit him with it in the neck. Then, I hit him with it in his temple right before I hit him between the legs again. 
 
   Hoping he would stay down for a while, I took the weapon with which he had shot me in the back and pushed in the grip. It fired a blast that jarred my arm and rattled my teeth. I aimed it at him and pushed in the grip. I switched his weapon to my right hand and my charger stick to my left. I checked my direction and began running again as hard as I could go. Sweat dripped into my left eye. I tried to dry it on my left sleeve while I ran, but it was blood on the upper arm of my sleeve. My back and hip burned. My breathing was ragged. I heard running behind me. It had to be Yukihyo. It had to be. I turned to look. It wasn't him. It was the Parvac soldier coming for me again. Only this time, he was enraged. How had he gotten up? The soldier closed the distance between us like it was nothing. He was too fast and way too strong. I stopped running. It was pointless. I had to think of something. I raised his weapon and fired. The blast hardly slowed him. I fired again and again, yet nothing fazed him. The soldier's feet pounded toward me. He was close. I could see my death in his eyes. I had infuriated him and stalled him, but not long enough to get away. The soldier charged at me now from six feet away. I dropped into a fetal position, ducking my head under. The soldier sailed over me. I jumped up to run. The soldier turned his fall into a roll and was back on his feet. I fired at him again and again. The soldier smiled at me showing me his teeth. He looked human, like a really big angry human, but human. His black uniform had dirt from the forest floor and leaves marring it. My back and hip burned. Blood dripped into my eye. I shot him again. My hand slipped on the grip. I felt a button. I pushed it and the grip. The weapon fired a much stronger blast. It knocked the Parvac soldier to his back. I felt for other buttons. There was another higher up. I pushed it and squeezed the grip. A red hole spread from his chest where I had fired. He spewed out angry words at me and sat up. Blood poured from the wound. The soldier tried to stand to come after me, but dropped to his knee. I turned and ran as hard as I could. I ran until I couldn't get my legs to keep moving and each breath felt like a knife in my ribs. I found a hollowed out space at the base of a huge tree and stumbled into it.               
 
   My stomach heaved, twice, and I spit out bile. I had started to shake. Had he been a soldier we hadn't seen on Yukihyo's vid-screen scan, or had he killed someone I loved before coming after me? I started crying and then bit my lip, trying to stop. What if I never saw Yukihyo again? How could I live without him? I remembered my life in Union Port City, always alone except for brief conversations, during the endless weeks. Now, Yukihyo and I spent hours together. We talked quietly together wrapped in each other's arms watching stars until we fell asleep. Even when we were silent, just knowing he was there was enough. Phillip had become my wild and reckless older brother. Hiroshi sometimes seemed like an older brother and at other times felt like a father. What had happened to them? Able to breathe again, but shaking, I got to my feet. I had to get to that estate and make Simon help them. I walked for what felt like hours. Phillip had driven at a fast pace for thirty minutes and said we were half way there. Right? My feet burned where my shoes had rubbed them. I hadn't heard anyone behind me. I was afraid that I was lost. I could see nothing but trees. It was cold under them. I looked up trying to see how much time might have passed. I saw huge webs high above me, spreading from tree to tree. I must be somewhere on Simon's property. I thought. I walked for several minutes.
 
   Then, I tripped on a root and came down hard on my left knee. "Shit, shit, shit," I whispered. I rolled onto my back and held my knee to my chest. It throbbed and made my back burn more fiercely. I thought that if I waited long enough, the pain would dull. I heard something in the bushes. Leaves moved. I rolled up onto my butt and scooted back with my knuckles and feet. Each time I moved my knee, I felt a sharp pain through my knee cap. 
 
   "What now?" A long black leg appeared from under the bush, followed by another, and another, and another. Then, I saw its head. Several eyes blinked at me. 
 
   "Oh, shit, shit, shit!" It came toward me. Free of the bush, it was the size of a small dog. Its body was probably a foot long. Its legs made it seem even bigger. Antenna like things opened and closed under its head by its mouth. 
 
   "Back off!" I lifted my shock stick. I got to my feet. Sickening pain shot through my knee cap. 
 
   "I won't lose my family because of some nasty freakin' spider." I couldn't run. All I could do was limp forward. The spider followed me. The round back part of it was a greyish blue. Its legs and everything else were black. It crawled along and up the sides of trees as it followed me. Although I clutched weapons in each of my hands, I couldn't make my fingers move. 
 
   "You're waiting for me to fall, aren't you? Fucking asshole spider. After I fall what are you gonna do? Bite me? Wrap me up and eat me? Not gonna happen," I sobbed. "Come here and meet my nice blaster or shock stick." My stomach heaved again. The webs had become a white blanket in the trees above. I kept expecting spiders to descend on silk threads all around me and attack. My heart was too tired to thump against my chest. I heard something coming. I hid behind a tree. My stalking spider clung a mere two feet above my head. I was so cold. I dared not do anything to give away my position. The sounds came closer. It was a rumble from different directions.               
 
   "Teagan!" I heard a male voice shouting my name. It came from other directions, too. 
 
   "I'm here!" I yelled as loudly as I could, but not much sound came out. I moved from behind the tree and continued to limp toward the loudest voice. I saw someone through the trees. He sped closer. It was Simon. I could see his bright red hair. He drove a three wheeled roller. Simon stopped a few feet from me, threw his leg over the side, and rushed to me. 
 
   "Teagan, thank the stars! Let me get you to my doctor!" 
 
   "No! Lord Montgomery, please! You have to help them! They attacked my family, please! You have to help them!" I sobbed, pleading with him for help. 
 
   "Hush, Teagan. Hush. Everything is okay. Your family is safe. We've been looking for you for hours," he said. 
 
   "They're okay? But those soldiers...one came after me. He was so fast and strong. I got away, but now one of your spiders is trying to eat me." My teeth were chattering together. At some point Simon had picked me up. He looked around and saw the spider. 
 
   "That little guy?" Simon asked. 
 
   "Yes, that's the evil little shit." Simon laughed. 
 
   "He can't hurt you, Teagan. He likes you. He followed you around because he wants you to pet him." 
 
   "Oh, hell no," I said. 
 
   "Lady Teagan, after an attempted assassination, you develop quite the way with words," Simon smiled. 
 
   "Excuse me for my rude mouth." Simon chuckled and pushed a button on his roller. 
 
   "Teagan is safe. I have her and am heading back to the estate," he reported. I heard sounds coming closer. Simon took a step up, with me in his arms, and straddled the seat. I dropped my head to his shoulder. Simon was warm, and my teeth chattered. Simon pulled the blaster from my right hand. I had gripped it so hard and for so long that it marked my palm. He placed it in a compartment. He took my shock stick and added it to the compartment. My hands and wrists ached. The spider watched from a tree. Simon wrapped an arm around me, holding me firmly against his chest, my legs draped over his thigh. Simon turned the machine and drove away. Being found combined with the rumble of the machine lulled me to sleep. I could hear other machines around and behind us, but couldn't open my eyes. 
 
   I woke when the movement stopped. My left eye wouldn't open. All of the rumbling stopped. Someone lifted me from Simon's lap and inhaled my hair. 
 
   "Yukihyo, give her back to Simon. You're making your bleeding worse," said Phillip. 
 
   "Set up in the inner suite overlooking the courtyard," Simon commanded. I could feel Simon walking, but my right side was pressed against him, and I was too tired to lift my head. I thought we entered a lift. Then, Simon laid me down on a soft bed. Tears of relief seeped from my eyes. 
 
   "No, Phillip you care for Teagan. I will let Simon's doctor see to my injury," Yukihyo's voice said. I heard footsteps leaving. 
 
   "Help me get her undressed so I can assess her injuries," Phillip said. Someone pulled off my shoes. It hurt. My heels and soles felt raw and stung. I got my right eye to open. Hiroshi was removing my belt. Phillip put something sharp in my arm. Then, all of the pain went away. I managed a soft laugh and floated off to sleep. When I woke up, I couldn't move. I heard a storm. Wind howled, and rain pelted the roof. 
 
   "Yukihyo," came out as a weak sound. I saw him out of the corner of my right eye. He slept on his back. I tried to sit up but failed. I touched my stomach. Soft, soft silk caressed my fingers. The bed was covered in it. It covered me. Yukihyo laid on top of the soft sheets. Loud thunder sounded outside. Hiroshi's kind calm face appeared above me. 
 
   "You are awake," he said in a quiet voice. "Do you feel any pain?" 
 
   "Yes," I croaked. 
 
   Another voice said, "Can you tell me what hurts the most?" 
 
   "My head, arm, back, and hip, but I haven't tried to move." My throat was dry. Hiroshi gently lifted me with an arm behind my shoulders. He placed a straw to my lips. Cold water slid down my throat. He pulled it away. 
 
   "You can have more in a moment," Hiroshi assured me. An older man I didn't know gave me a warm smile. 
 
   "It amazed us all what you did, young lady. You escaped a Parvac soldier and shot him with his own weapon. You should be proud of yourself. You were brave."
 
   "I'm not brave. I was terrified. He was so fast and strong. He slammed me to the ground...." My heart had begun to pound against my throat, and my words had become high pitched. 
 
   "Shh, now, now, there's no reason to think of that anymore. You are very safe. Lord Montgomery has soldiers stationed all over his estate to protect you. He had the enforcers here, too. They may still be here. The Galaxic Militia sent a lieutenant out who has begun a full sweep of the system. The militia took the Parvac soldiers away. Everything is fine." While the man spoke, he applied patches to my left temple. He gave me a shot in my left shoulder. My arm was covered in a cast. He saw me looking at my arm. "The Parvac soldier broke your arm in two places. You will have to keep that cast for a few weeks while the nanites work to heal your bones." He lifted the sheet away and draped another one over my chest. Bandages covered my stomach. "You have some scrapes. I assume he tackled you from behind?" I nodded, but a sob escaped me, and I started to cry. Hiroshi appeared and dabbed at my eyes with a soft silk square. The patch or shot had begun to hide away the pain. The man pulled the sheet away, covering me with another piece so nothing super private would show. My right hip was an ugly purple, black, and blue. 
 
   "That's where I hit the ground when he slammed into me," I told him. He put two pain patches there. 
 
   "I believe a blast glanced off you there as well. What happened here?" He looked at my left knee. 
 
   "I tripped." He winked at me. 
 
   "Will you help me lift her up?" he asked Hiroshi. 
 
   "I can't feel anything anymore," I said. 
 
   "Good. Let's keep it that way for a few days," he said. While Hiroshi held me against his chest, the man looked at my back. "Looks like that soldier shot you in the back with a blaster," he said. 
 
   "I ran from him as fast as I could, but it was nothing to him." Everything looked like it was floating. "Can I go to the bathroom, please?" He applied a new bandage to my back. 
 
   "Sure, that would be fine. Can you carry her without touching here?" 
 
   "Yes," Hiroshi said. He wrapped a sheet over me. 
 
   "Don't leave her," the man said. Hiroshi carried me across the room and into a bathroom. He closed the door. Hiroshi carefully pulled the sheet away, sat me down, and draped the sheet over me. Hiroshi kept his hands on my shoulders. 
 
   "I'll be okay, Hiroshi."  
 
   "No, you won't." 
 
   "I can't go with you in here." 
 
   "Pretend I am not here." I tried. 
 
   "I can't." Hiroshi turned the water on in the sink with one hand and then quickly brought it back to my shoulder. That worked. It seemed like I peed forever. It was so embarrassing. Once I had finished, I noticed the waste paper was on the side of my broken arm. Hiroshi tore some off for me. Hiroshi carefully lifted and covered me. Then, he carried me back to the big soft bed. Pillows had been piled behind me, so that I reclined against them. The man who had put the patches on me also covered me with the soft sheets and blankets. I noticed he was wearing a Galaxic Militia uniform. He spoke to another soldier in the room. The soldier had an angry expression. 
 
   He said, "What kind of scum shoots an unarmed woman in the back?" 
 
   The man said, "Did you see the rest of it?" 
 
   "Yes, sir." They left. Hiroshi let me have more water. I saw Simon in a chair across the room. 
 
   "Who were they?" I asked. 
 
   Hiroshi said, "The doctor and soldier are with the Galaxic Militia. They came to see your condition and ours. The militia does not tolerate attacks against its citizens. They will retaliate." 
 
   "Why did they try to kill us?" Hiroshi gave me more water. 
 
   "We assisted Captain Espanoza." 
 
   "Right, but they started it. Is Yukihyo okay and Phillip?" I asked. 
 
   "Yukihyo will be fine. He took a strong blast from one soldier while fighting another. Phillip and I received no serious injuries. However, Phillip and Yukihyo refused to leave you all night.  The militia doctor drugged them, so they would go to sleep."               
 
   "You're still awake." Hiroshi showed me his side.               
 
   "I am still armed." I smiled at him. 
 
   "So, it's morning?"               
 
   "Yes." 
 
   "And it's raining?" I asked. 
 
   In a calm soothing voice, I heard Simon say, "The storms may continue on and off like this for the next two weeks. My home is sturdy though. I had it constructed of logs. I have armed guards, too." 
 
   "Okay." My eyelid closed, and I slept until morning came again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
   When I awoke, Yukihyo was staring at me. "I feared I would lose you." 
 
   "I feared I would lose you, too." He looked over me. 
 
   "Where can I kiss you that won't hurt you?" 
 
   "My top lip in the right corner doesn't hurt." Yukihyo placed a delicate kiss on my lips. He moved the sheet away examining all of my injuries. Someone had applied new patches while I slept. "You were hurt, too. What happened?" I asked. 
 
   "A Parvac grazed me with a blast. I am fine." Yukihyo showed me his side where the wound had sealed, but it still looked painful. Phillip entered through the open door. A large bruise healed along his jaw. I tried to sit up. It hurt too much. 
 
   "Here. Let me help," Phillip said as he lifted me. 
 
   "My back hurts. Did we get shot on the same power level, Yukihyo?" 
 
   "No, he didn't plan to kill you." 
 
   "That seems more frightening somehow. Are there more of them?" 
 
   "No," Phillip said, as he put a new pain patch on my back. 
 
   "Where's Hiroshi?" I asked. 
 
   "He is sleeping, finally," Phillip said. I groaned. "Why?" Phillip asked. 
 
   "I need to go to the restroom, and we've already survived the embarrassment together." 
 
   "I'll take you," Yukihyo said. 
 
   "No, the nanites don't need any more work to do. I'll take you, Cupcake." Phillip picked up a beautiful robe that had a pattern of roses woven into its hem. 
 
   "That's pretty," I said. Phillip slipped a sleeve over my cast and then guided my right arm through the other one. He wrapped its edges over each other and carefully tied the front. Phillip pulled the sheets away. My knee didn't look too damaged. My feet were wrapped in bandages. Phillip picked me up and carried me to the bathroom. He lifted the back of my robe and sat me down. "I'll be okay. Really." 
 
   "No, Teagan." 
 
   "It's fine." 
 
   "Could you sit up in bed by yourself?" 
 
   "Hiroshi turned on the water." Phillip turned on the water in the sink. While sitting there and enjoying no privacy, I looked out of my swollen eye and saw a huge deep tub. "Can I use that?" I asked. 
 
   "When you are strong enough to sit up, I will allow it." 
 
   Frowning I said, "Hiroshi handed me paper." He did and then carried me back to bed. Yukihyo was sitting up. My pillows had been propped up. Simon sat in a chair and spoke to him. 
 
   After Phillip had me tucked in, Simon asked, "Can I get anything for you, Teagan?" I thought. 
 
   "May I please, please have a cup of black coffee?" 
 
   "Of course." Simon spoke into a small wall mounted vid-screen. A man appeared a few moments later with a tray. He placed it on a table. Another man entered with bed trays, placing one in front of both Yukihyo and me. The first man placed a cup of coffee on my tray and a glass of juice. He put down a bowl filled with pieces of fruit too. Yukihyo's tray had eggs, steak, and pancakes. 
 
   "Well," I said. He had eaten four large fork fulls by the time I managed my first sip of coffee. Simon and Phillip sat and talked about spiders while we ate breakfast. Arachneans not only depended on the spiders for silk, but also they kept domesticated spiders as pets. 
 
   Simon asked Phillip, "Would you like to see mine?" 
 
   "Sure!" Phillip said. Simon left. I sipped my coffee. I couldn't run screaming from the room in my current condition. Simon returned. A blue and black spider with white lines on its blue abdomen clung to his chest. Simon stroked his hand down the creature's cephalothorax as one might stroke the back of a cat. It crawled down his body to the floor. Yukihyo started laughing. 
 
   "What does it do?" I asked. 
 
   "Oh, he keeps me company. Bugs don't last long in my home. He knows his name and comes when I call." Simon demonstrated. "Cass, come here, boy." I heard an unnerving skittering sound, and then Cass leaped from the floor to Simon's chest. 
 
   "Don't be afraid, my love," said Yukihyo. The man came for my tray. 
 
   "Thank you, sir." 
 
   "You are welcome, my lady." He left. 
 
   "If you pet Cass, you will no longer fear him," Yukihyo told me. 
 
   "He won't hurt you, Teagan. Will you try? Surely, after what you have just survived, my little pet here should not worry you." 
 
   Phillip joined in, "Pretend it's a puppy, Cupcake." 
 
   "Fine," I said. 
 
   Simon brought it over to me. My palms were sweating. I wiped my right palm on the sheet. Simon took my hand in his and moved my fingers over the spider's abdomen. It was soft. I petted it again. It crawled closer, and I stilled. 
 
   "Cass likes you. It's okay," Simon encouraged. "You know, Teagan. There is a certain little guy who has been pining away for you these past two days," Simon told me while I petted Cass. 
 
   "Who?" 
 
   "Do you remember the little guy who followed you in my forest?" 
 
   "The spider?" 
 
   "Yes, he followed you all the way here through the trees. He has been in the hall this entire time, refusing food, and trying to watch over you." Simon placed his hand on the bed for Cass who crawled up to his shoulder. Cass took up all of Simon's large shoulder. Simon asked, "Would you mind petting the poor little fellow, so his heart doesn't break?" 
 
   "What if he bites me?" Simon assured me he wouldn't. "Is he telling me the truth?" I asked. 
 
   Phillip said, "See for yourself." He pointed to a spot above the door out in the hall. I saw several eyes peeking at me. 
 
   "It is why we have left the door open. It seems that I am not the only one to bond with you," Yukihyo said. Simon stood in the doorway and lifted his hand. The blue and black spider crawled to his hand and onto his arm. Simon stroked its back. Its eyes focused on me. Simon brought it closer. 
 
   "I'll place him on the bed. Hold your hand out with your palm up." I laid my right hand down on the bed. The spider's feelers opened and closed. It inched closer to me moving its legs slowly. It reached my hand and touched its feelers to my palm. It made a soft chittering sound and came closer. It rubbed its mouth, or what Simon called chelicera, against my palm. It tickled, and I laughed at it. It chittered at me again. Slowly, I lifted my hand and petted it the way I had petted Cass. It blinked its eyes at me. It crawled onto my lap and pulled its legs under it. Simon returned to his chair. He, Phillip, and Yukihyo had a conversation. I stroked the soft hairs on the spider until I fell asleep.
 
   When I woke up, the spider was still in my lap. "It refused to leave you," Yukihyo said. He got up and went to the bathroom. 
 
   "Yukihyo, my hair hurts. Will you please take it down?" He helped me sit against the pillows and began removing the bun braided against my head. Yukihyo ran his fingers through my hair to comb it and massaged my scalp. 
 
   "Is that better?" 
 
   "Oh, yes. Please don't stop." 
 
   "Yukihyo, shame on you. Teagan is in no condition for your manly attentions," Phillip said as he walked in with Hiroshi behind him. I blushed. 
 
   Yukihyo said, "I'm going to walk around inside the house a bit. I'll be close if you need me.” The spider chittered in my lap. It calmed when I stroked its back. 
 
   "It looks as though you have made a new friend," Hiroshi said. He reached down and rubbed behind its eyes. 
 
   "I guess so." Phillip asked me to move my spider. "Come here, boy," I said as I tapped the bed by my hip. He moved which surprised me. Phillip checked the bandaged skin on my stomach. It was still a little pink where the worst of the scratches had been, but healed. My feet were better, too, but still tender. Phillip said my back had healed, but would remain sore for a few days. I could open my left eye again. My face, knee, and hip ached. My arm actually hurt. 
 
   The man, Stewart, brought me a tray with coffee, juice, and a plate with little bites of meat and vegetables. I put the saucer that had been under the coffee cup on the bed next to me. I put a piece of the meat on it to see if the spider would eat it. I drank the juice and had a bite. After I ate a bite, the spider ate a bite. I ate another bite and put another piece of meat on the saucer. He ate it too. He refused to eat any of the vegetables. After we finished, I drank my coffee. Stewart removed the saucer and the tray. Phillip gave me permission to soak in the tub on the conditions that I could stand with his help and walk to the bathroom with minimal help. I remained really sore, but I got up and made it there slowly, by myself with a little limping. Phillip filled the tub. 
 
   "Try to keep your cast out of the water, Teagan. No, I will not close the door. We will be here in these chairs. Someone will help you out of the tub. Do not argue." When he stepped out, I got my arms out of the robe. It fell. I left it there and carefully stepped into the tub. I sank in, and it was bliss. I dipped my head under the water and scrubbed at my scalp with my right hand. When I surfaced the spider watched me from the sink. I couldn't figure out how to open the shampoo with one hand. 
 
   "Phillip, is Yukihyo out there?" 
 
   "Yes," answered Yukihyo in his deep monotone. He came into the bathroom. "Let me guess," he said as he knelt down, poured shampoo into his hand, and began washing my hair for me. After I was clean and rinsed, I drained the tub. Yukihyo dried me off and helped me out. "Stay here for a moment." He returned with undies and a gown. 
 
   "Thank you. This is much better. I almost feel normal again. I got back into a bed that had been remade with clean sheets. I made a kissing noise. "Here, boy." The spider crawled up the bed and to my lap. Hiroshi raised an eyebrow and grunted. 
 
   He said, "Teagan, we have business to conclude on Arachne. I want you to spend the day here with Simon. Our hope is that you will be well enough to return to Tora tomorrow. Okay?" I frowned. 
 
   "I guess. Will you be back tonight?" 
 
   "Yes," Yukihyo answered. Yukihyo kissed me on the forehead, Phillip put a fresh pain patch on my arm, and then they left. Simon came in with Cass. 
 
   "Are you feeling better, Teagan?" 
 
   "Much. Thank you for letting me stay here." 
 
   "Of course, dear lady. You must promise to stay here whenever you visit Arachne. Have you decided what to name him?" I looked at the blue grey spider with his black legs. 
 
   "No, he comes when I say 'here boy.' Do you want a name spider?" It chittered at me. "What are those blue flowers over there called?" I asked as I gestured toward a flower filled vase. 
 
   "Those are salvia." 
 
   "Do you like that boy? Salvia?" He looked at me. "What about Foggy?" He gave no reaction. It still rained outside, and thunder boomed making me jump. "You do look like a big fat raindrop. How about Thunderdrop?" He chittered. "Do you like that? Here, Thunderdrop." He came to me and rubbed his feelers against my hand. 
 
   "I'll get Stewart to put cans of food and a few dishes in crates for you," Simon said. 
 
   "Why?" I asked. Simon smiled at me and turned his pale blue eyes to Thunderdrop. 
 
   "You will be taking Thunderdrop with you, of course. He loves you. You will find him to be a devoted friend." Thunderdrop and I exchanged glances, and then he crawled into my lap. "He has imprinted on you, Teagan."
 
   Other than giving me an eight-eyed pet, Simon had sent Stewart off to select an entire new wardrobe for me made of Arachnean silk. Another surprise came in the form of two ladies who descended upon me. One of the ladies spent time on my hair, and once she had finished, it hung in an intricate single loose braid. The other lady managed to repair the damage to my finger and toe nails. Being pampered all day did improve my morale. Thunderdrop enjoyed his own form of pampering. He had begun to make a purring noise whenever I rubbed the spaces between his leg joints. He crawled up my arm and nestled between my braid and shoulder. I went to sleep and stayed that way until Simon woke me. 
 
   "Teagan, you have visitors," Simon woke me by running his hand along my jaw. My eyelid slowly opened, followed more slowly by the still swollen one on the left. "May I help you sit up?" I pushed myself up to a sitting position, while Simon adjusted the pillows behind me. I scooted back against them. Simon carried a beautiful patterned robe with dark blue swirls on aqua silk to me. Simon helped me get my arms into it and then lifted me to straighten it out underneath before tying it in the front. Then, he adjusted my bedding. 
 
   "Thank you, Simon. You are very kind," I said. 
 
   Simon patted Thunderdrop and said, "I'll see your visitors up." Moments later Simon returned with the Galaxic Militia doctor and officer who had been here the day of the attack. Another officer who I didn't recognize accompanied them. Stewart brought coffee in on a tray for everyone and placed it on a table. 
 
   "Lady Teagan, we came to see how you are recovering. I trust Lord Montgomery treats you well?" the doctor asked. 
 
   "Yes, sir. Thank you. Lord Montgomery has been very nice to me. In fact, he spent the entire morning spoiling me." I showed him my braid. He laughed. 
 
   "That is good. Gentle young ladies should be spoiled." Simon welcomed the officers to enjoy some refreshments. They accepted while the doctor, who told me to call him Victor, asked, "May I see how your arm is mending, Teagan?" 
 
   "Sure." Victor came to the side of the bed and scanned my arm. 
 
   "It is coming along nicely. In another week or two, you will be as good as new." My pet spider chittered at the scanner. "Who is this?" Victor asked. 
 
   I said, "His name is Thunderdrop. Simon gave him to me, but I haven't asked Hiroshi if I can keep him, yet." 
 
   Victor said, "Arachnean spiders are very loyal friends to those whom they choose. You are a fortunate young lady." Simon spoke to the new officer. 
 
   "I hope that you might be able to grant Teagan an official permit allowing her to keep her pet with her at any ports she may visit. He is a non-egg producing male of the best breeding." The officer smiled at Simon and pulled out a small device from an inner breast pocket of his uniform. Then, with Simon's input he entered information into it. Victor lifted my chin with a finger and looked at the healed gash above my eye and the swelling. He patted my right hand and turned to the table. Victor poured cups of coffee for both me and him. I heard the lieutenant say that the eight Parvac soldiers who had attacked would never again threaten me or my crew.
 
   "Eight? I thought there were five," I said. 
 
   The lieutenant said, "Three Parvacs remained out of sensor range to attack any of you who managed to survive both the tree they shot down across your path and the five Parvac soldiers who had entered the debris to kill any survivors. Those Parvacs didn't have a chance even with their numbers against Yukihyo and Hiroshi, not that Phillip is a slouch." He chuckled, "I've bet on them both and won." 
 
   Wrinkling my brow, I asked, "Bet on them how?" 
 
   "In the fights on Malta...." Simon loudly cleared his throat, interrupting the lieutenant. 
 
   "More coffee, Teagan?" Simon asked. 
 
   "No, thank you." I frowned and took a sip. The other man introduced himself as Captain Flint. He led the enforcers on Arachne. Captain Flint lifted a box from a chair. 
 
   "On behalf of the Enforcers of Arachne, I would like to present you with a future means of self-protection. Though, may that day never come." Captain Flint brought the box to me and opened the lid. Inside of the box was a small blaster of a rich chocolate brown color complete with a matching braided silk holster and belt. 
 
   "Yikes! Thank you!" 
 
   Captain Flint said, "It is made of a light weight plasti-glass and is small enough to fit into your hand. In the case's lid are instructions, but you may pull up a manual on any vid-screen. I have provided you with the authorization to own and carry it." 
 
   Dr. Victor said, "No practicing until that arm is healed." 
 
   "Yes, sir," I said. Captain Flint closed the box and placed it back on the chair. "Phillip will probably create a month's worth of materials for me to learn, tests for me to pass, and simulation hours for me to complete before he lets Yukihyo teach me how to shoot it." 
 
   "That sounds about right," Dr. Victor smiled. "Has he done that before?" he asked. 
 
   "Yes, Phillip taught me how to drive his land transport. I got to drive it twice. It's crushed though. Isn't it?" 
 
   Simon smiled, "I'm afraid so Teagan." I shook my head in disappointment. Thunderdrop climbed into my lap, and I rubbed his leg joints. Simon said, "I hope you gentlemen will join us for lunch. The rain prevents us from enjoying the courtyard, but there are other views to be admired." They accepted. Stewart escorted them to the floor below. "You have been here for days and confined to this one room. I regret that. Allow me to help you dress and take you down to lunch." My stomach growled loudly.
 
   I looked down at it and said, "We accept." Simon laughed. 
 
   "I felt bad that your dress was damaged beyond repair, so I hope you like your replacements." Simon opened a door and pulled out a beautiful deep blue floor length dress with a flowing skirt. The sleeveless dress had a neckline that became v-shaped in the back. From the v in the back, additional folds of fabric ran and crossed, falling in spirals to the floor on each side. The fabric was so soft that it floated. My hands had flown to my mouth when I saw it. I had almost busted my lip with my cast. "Do you like it?" Simon asked.
 
   "Oh, Simon! It's the most beautiful dress I've ever seen." Simon helped me change, wincing at the colorful bruises he saw on my back and hip. He didn't peek at my front though. "Thank you for not looking." 
 
   "I am a strong man, Teagan." Simon winked at me. He went back to the closet and returned with soft matching slippers that couldn't be worn outside. He made sure that they didn't hurt me. Then, Simon picked me up and carried me to the lift. Simon's house was made of huge logs, stone, and massive rectangular windows. Many of the windows opened onto an interior courtyard within the center of the expansive two story mansion. From windows on the outer walls, I could see the tall trees swaying in the wind while the rain created ponds in the grass. 
 
   Stewart had laid a table that rested in front of one of the large windows. The men rose when Simon carried me toward the table. He allowed me to stand while he pulled out a small high backed padded chair for me. I sat, careful of my hip. The soldiers commented on the view. 
 
   "It really is beautiful," I agreed. 
 
   "Stunning," Captain Flint said, raising his glass. Stewart brought numerous dishes of tiny appetizers, soup, breads, salad, meats, vegetables, and dessert. 
 
   "My goodness, Stewart! This is the most amazing lunch I've ever had," I said. He bowed. 
 
   "You are gracious, my lady." Simon seemed pleased. I heard a chittering behind me. Thunderdrop clung to the back of my chair. I laughed. 
 
   "What are you doing, silly baby?" He crawled over the back of the chair and nestled against my neck and braid. Simon smiled at us. 
 
   "Gentlemen, please join us in the other room. We can enjoy the view from there," Simon suggested. 
 
   "How could it be better than this one?" I asked. Simon pulled out my chair. He gave me his arm and walked slowly with me into the next open space. 
 
   Flames danced in a stone fireplace with dimensions so large that I thought I could easily stand inside of it. Long couches were arranged facing each other in front of the fire. The walls of the room framed windows that afforded views of trees for as far as I could see. 
 
   "Oh, this is even more beautiful." I had stopped walking, entranced by the view. Simon encouraged me to sit at an end of a couch close to the warm fire. Dr. Victor suggested resting my left arm on the actual arm rest, which I did. Simon pulled a cushion from some place and lifted my feet onto it. They talked about silk production and the Galaxic Militia. Thunderdrop sat on the beautiful blue silk covering my lap and blinked up at me with his eyes. The food, quiet talk, fire, rain, and swaying trees put me back to sleep. The crackle of burning wood and movement of Thunderdrop woke me. Simon was thanking the men for coming and shaking hands. My cheeks turned to flames to rival the fire. 
 
   "Please forgive me. I'm so sorry," I said. They turned to me. 
 
   Dr. Victor said, "You are charming and delightful. Watching you sleep was a balm for a weary heart." He kissed my cheek. "I hope to see you again, my dear. Until then," Dr. Victor said offering me a small salute and a lopsided smile. The officers smiled, bowed to me, and followed him out. 
 
   "I'm sorry, Simon. I wasn't strong enough to fight my eyelids." Simon sat down beside me. 
 
   "Please do not apologize for paying us all such a compliment," he said. 
 
   "It was rude of me." 
 
   "No, after what you have been through, it was a compliment. You showed everyone complete trust without intending to do so. It endeared you to them." 
 
   "So, you don't think I made them mad?"  
 
   "No, never." 
 
   Simon lifted my hand in his and again gave me his arm to steady me and walked me carefully through the rooms on the first floor. In his office, he seated me at a small table where he had a board with stones. 
 
   "Would you care to play?" he asked. 
 
   "Yes, Yukihyo taught me how." We played a few times. I won once. Simon showed me to a small bathroom and then continued the tour. We ended up in an area overlooking the inner courtyard. Stewart brought us tea. Thunderdrop skittered away with Cass to climb a wall. The spiders made webs and used them to swing back and forth while upside down. I laughed at them, but it hurt my side. In the courtyard rain fell into a massive stone pool that was surrounded by the blue salvia flowers, some of which graced a vase in my room. It was here that Phillip, Yukihyo, and Hiroshi found us. 
 
   "You make a breathtaking sight in that dress gazing out at rain covered flowers," Phillip said. 
 
   "I do not need to ask. It is evident that Simon took excellent care of you. Thank you, Simon," Yukihyo said. Yukihyo kissed my forehead. 
 
   "I trust things went well today?" Simon asked. 
 
   "They did. Unfortunately, we must depart tomorrow in order to ensure delivery to Scipio and procure additional supplies for Malta," Hiroshi said. 
 
   Simon addressed Yukihyo, "I hope, upon your return, you will visit with your lady and accept my hospitality under better circumstances." 
 
   "Thank you, Simon. I accept your kind offer." Stewart appeared. 
 
   "Dinner will be ready shortly, sir." 
 
   "Thank you, Stewart."
 
   A short time later, we enjoyed a delicious dinner. Thunderdrop had returned to my lap. I found it odd that such a terrifying creature could be so soothing. 
 
   During a lull in the conversation, I said, "I had visitors today." 
 
   "Oh, who came to see you?" Phillip asked. 
 
   "Dr. Victor, the lieutenant, and Captain Flint." They all exchanged glances. "There were eight of them?" My voice cracked. "You might all have been killed. You had no intention of telling me did you?" I felt the end of my nose turning red and my eyes beginning to fill. They found other things to look at. 
 
   Hiroshi said, "It is over. There is no reason for you to suffer any more fear." My eyes started to spill over. Thunderdrop chittered and nuzzled under my chin. 
 
                 "That may be true, but all of this has made me realize how much I love you all. I couldn't bear losing any of you." I wiped my eyes with my napkin. "I've never had a family before, not a real one. And what is this I hear about you fighting in matches on Malta?" 
 
   Yukihyo said, "It's nothing, really. Right, Hiroshi?" 
 
   Shocked, Hiroshi said, "No, nothing." 
 
   Phillip smirked, "If you want, I'll tell you all about it back home on Tora, Cupcake." I nodded at him. I petted Thunderdrop. Another tear fell anyway. I wiped at it. "Please, don't cry. I can't take it," Phillip said. 
 
   "I'm trying to stop." Thunderdrop jumped on top of my head. I laughed at him. Yukihyo laughed, too. My eyes grew wide, and I looked at Hiroshi. 
 
   Alarmed, he said, "What is wrong?" I sniffed and wiped at my eyes again. Then, I raised my hand up to touch one of the spider's legs.
 
   "Hiroshi, will you let me keep him? Simon said I could have him. Please?" 
 
   Hiroshi grunted. "What choice do I have? Your tears have defeated me." Simon gave Hiroshi a smug grin.
 
   "Did you hear that, baby? Do you want to come home with me?" Thunderdrop crawled off of my head and down my braid where he clung and chittered at me. 
 
   Early the next morning, Yukihyo helped me to dress in a pair of soft, loose, black silk pants and a grey long sleeved shirt of matching fabric. The sleeves were loose enough to fit over my cast. I slipped on black sandals. Thunderdrop claimed my shoulder. I convinced them that I was capable of walking, but Yukihyo kept a gentle arm around my waist. A new cream colored transport with tan seats had been loaded with crates of canned spider food and bags and bags of clothes from Simon. As we were getting into the transport, I gave Simon a hug and a kiss on the cheek. 
 
   Looking into his pale blue eyes, I said, "Thank you for everything, Simon." 
 
   "Just promise you will come back," he said softly. 
 
   "I promise." The men all shook hands. Thunderdrop chittered at Cass. The ride home to Tora was long, but thankfully uneventful. The thick driving rain obscured my view of where ever our accident on the long road had been. 
 
   When the door to my quarters slid open, I said, "It's so good to be home!" My bags were still on the floor from my solo shopping trip. 
 
   "We are departing right away," Hiroshi said as he followed Yukihyo into my quarters. Phillip entered last. They all had their arms full. 
 
   "I think ole Simon bought you one of everything. Nothing twists a man up worse than a poor, sweet, injured, little female. Right, Yukihyo?" Phillip asked. 
 
   "This is true," Yukihyo answered in his deep monotone. 
 
   "Yukihyo, did you ever visit Sashka's mother? I totally forgot," I said. 
 
   "Yes, the three of us paid her a quick visit yesterday. She asked us to deliver a cake to her daughter. It will be difficult to resist eating it ourselves." 
 
   "Are we going back to Scipio next?" I asked. 
 
   "Yes, very briefly," Hiroshi answered. 
 
   "Where do you want the spider food?" asked Phillip. 
 
   "In the laundry room, please. I'll find a place to put it." Phillip and Hiroshi left. Yukihyo pulled me into his arms and kissed me until I was breathless. 
 
   "I intend to give you all of my manly attentions tonight." 
 
   "Why wait until then?" 
 
   "I will see what I can do. I miss being able to hold you and talk to you behind a closed door." 
 
   "I miss that too, but we're home now, my love." My cast was against his back, and I ran my right hand through his hair. He kissed me again. The blue light flashed above my door. He groaned and pulled away from me, going to the bridge. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
   I looked around me at the bags covering my floor. "Oh, Thunderdrop. Where do I put all of this?" I took everything out of the bags and laid it all on my bed. I took everything out of my storage unit. Then, I put the dresses in a long hanging cabinet on the right side. Shoes went in the two drawers on the bottom left, toes pointed down so I could see the matched pairs. I put my new boots in their own drawer. Then, I put undies in a drawer. Night clothes went into a drawer of their own. Shirts went in one and pants in another. Exercise things got a drawer of their own.  I put Yukihyo's pajama bottoms in with my nightgowns.  I spared a moment to think about all of his muscles. Those in his arms, back, and stomach were so well defined. Thunderdrop chittered at me.               
 
   "Okay!" I moved away from my full storage unit. I put my blaster box in a drawer in my vanity. I was glad that I hadn't worn the necklace Yukihyo had given me the day we were attacked. I couldn't believe my shock stick had broken. I placed my hair ties, pins, and clips in another drawer of my vanity. Simon had given me several beautiful scarves. I placed them in a drawer of the vanity, too. I let out a sigh of relief that everything had fit. I had never had so many things in all of my life. Thunderdrop followed me into my bathroom and climbed on everything while he waited for me. I washed my hands and face. 
 
   "Do you want to see the kitchen?" I held my arm out for him to climb. I picked up all of the bags and took them with us. I opened the crates and found my spider's food dishes. I filled one with water in the kitchen. I placed it on the counter in the laundry room. He jumped on the table and stuck his face in it. I opened a can and emptied it into another bowl, placing it by the water. Thunderdrop was hungry. I started opening drawers and looking in cabinets, trying to decide on the best place to put his food. There was an empty enough section in the pantry. I had to push some things over, but I cleared enough space and stacked his cans inside. Simon had told me to feed Thunderdrop two cans a day. While Thunderdrop enjoyed his breakfast, I recycled the empty bags. By then he had finished eating. 
 
   "Let's wash your dishes." I showed Thunderdrop the kitchen, cleaned his dishes, and returned them to the laundry room counter. Back in the kitchen, I made myself a cup of coffee while Thunderdrop explored. He liked the corner desk and vid-screen. "That's where I usually study, Thunderdrop." I cleaned and put away my cup. The coffee hadn't been enough to keep me awake. I was tired. "Let's go rest for a little while." He crawled up my leg and to my back. In our room, I slipped out of my shoes, and pulled back my covers. "Here, boy." I tapped the bed, and he jumped to it. "Good boy!" I crawled under my covers. The men had opened the skylights. With Thunderdrop draped across my shoulder, I fell asleep. 
 
   When I woke up at home and in my own bed, I felt so much better. I went to my bathroom, took out my braid, put everything I wore in my laundry basket, and entered my shower. I braced the shampoo bottle between my feet and unscrewed the lid with my hand. I washed my hair twice, as carefully as I could with one hand and my cast held out of the spray. I loved the smell of the shampoo I had made for us on Arachne. Thunderdrop, who spied on me, seemed to like it, too. I dried off and wrapped my hair in a second towel. What to wear? Not long ago, I had my reclamation jumper and my pajamas. Now, I had a wardrobe of Arachnean silk. I dressed in a knee length light green dress and found a pair of sandals that matched. I sat at my vanity and brushed through my hair until my arm grew tired. I left my hair down. My scalp was sore. The light flashed above my door. It was Phillip. 
 
   "How are you feeling?" he asked. 
 
   "Much better. It is so good to be home." 
 
   "I know what you mean. I'm much more relaxed here. See you at dinner," he said. 
 
   I looked at my reflection. The cut above my eye was almost gone. The swelling had diminished, and the huge bruise where the Parvac soldier had hit me had turned yellow. The pale green of my dress complimented it nicely. I laughed. Thunderdrop perched above my mirror, looking at me with all of his eyes. The curl had left my hair. I still had traces of the liner, just at my lashes. "I hope Yukihyo still thinks I'm okay looking." I sat on my couch and watched a movie. My spider went over every inch of my room. Then, he got onto my back, and we went to the kitchen. I fed Thunderdrop, and he stayed in the laundry room to explore and play during our dinner. 
 
   Finally, the day ended. Yukihyo and I curled together in bed. My cast rested against his chest. His manly attentions had been frustrating. He was afraid of hurting me. I had rolled out from under the push-up he seemed to be attempting and pushed him over onto his back. He laughed at me and in a temper, I sat on him. What had happened next was shocking, new, and extremely enjoyable for both of us. 
 
   "I do not believe I have ever been happier or more relaxed in my entire life," Yukihyo told me. 
 
   "I want you to tell me what happened after you told me to run." Yukihyo drew in a deep breath. He knew I meant it. 
 
   "After I took down one of them, and before I could take down the second, a third shot me from a tree. Enforcers arrived and finished off the last ones shooting at us. I tracked you and followed your path through the forest. I found the wounded Parvac soldier. I smelled your blood on him, and he laughed and told me you were dead, that he had raped you before he killed you. Enraged, I attacked and killed him. I knew he lied. I could feel you and your terror. Simon and enforcers found you first, moving faster as they were on rollers. It wasn't until I saw you, even battered and broken, that the feral rage left me. I am very proud of you. You fought and survived. I should have protected you." I pinched him. Shocked, he paid attention. 
 
   "What would have happened to me if you hadn't been there? If only Hiroshi, Phillip, and I had been there against eight Parvac soldiers, what would have become of us?" His white eyes locked on mine. "You did protect me." 
 
   When we woke up, Thunderdrop had a surprise for us. During the night he had created a magnificent web for himself spanning from the outside corner of my bathroom and over my vanity to my storage unit. The web looked like delicate lace. "Thunderdrop, your web is beautiful!" I told him. He blinked down at me from his perch. After our shower, Yukihyo wrapped himself in a towel and walked toward the door. "Wait," I said as I opened my gown drawer and showed him all of the pajama bottoms in shades of blue Arachnean silk that I had purchased for him. He dropped the towel. I looked. He pulled on a pair. 
 
   "Stop looking at me like that, or you will cause something to happen that Phillip will tease me about." 
 
   "Fine. You win." He left. That day I got back into my domestic assistant routine. Thunderdrop followed me everywhere. He had some difficulty with the ship's walls but jumped on me and everything else. The days went by quickly, and soon we docked on Scipio.
 
   Our first entire day at Polybius, I stayed on Tora. The men delivered their Arachnean merchandise throughout the city and made substantial profits. I read more about Captain Espanoza's career in her biography. The men came home for dinner exhausted, but pleased with themselves. Yukihyo fell asleep once his head rested on the pillow. 
 
   At breakfast the next day, Phillip said, "I'm off to purchase medical supplies. See you all tomorrow!" Then, he was gone. Yukihyo suggested that he and Hiroshi drop me off at the mineral baths for the day and pick me up before dinner. I didn't want to leave Tora, but hiding on board because of that Parvac soldier was stupid. Anyway, he was no longer a threat. "Let me take Thunderdrop to my quarters." I wore soft pants and a matching shirt in cream silk, gifts from Simon. "Thunderdrop, I'm going to spend the day at the baths. It will be a bunch of water all day long. You can stay here and have our room all to yourself. Be a good boy." I rubbed his leg. He blinked at me and jumped to my shoulder. "No, baby. Stay here." He refused. I bent over and couldn't even shake him off. When the door opened, this is how Yukihyo and Hiroshi found me. From the corridor, I heard the deepest loudest laughter that I had ever heard from Hiroshi. 
 
   In his deep monotone, Yukihyo asked the obvious, "Having problems?" 
 
   "He won't stay." 
 
   Yukihyo said, "Take him with you." 
 
   "In all of that water?" I asked. 
 
   "It rains a lot on Arachne. He'll probably like it." 
 
   "Fine." We all got in the lift. Hiroshi gave Thunderdrop a scratch behind his head and was rewarded with some chittering. I felt a little nervous during the drive. "If I finish here, I may walk over and say hello to Felicia. You can track me with my bracelet though, right?" I asked. 
 
   "Yes," Yukihyo answered as he helped me out of the large land transport and escorted Thunderdrop and me inside. I saw Tina. She gave me a warm smile as she glided forward. Yukihyo kissed my lips. "Enjoy your day. Thunderdrop, protect our lady." Thunderdrop chittered at him. Tina noticed him then. 
 
   "Is that a real Arachnean spider?" she asked. 
 
   "Yes, I'm sorry, Tina. I couldn't get him to stay home." Thunderdrop had Tina's attention. She smiled. 
 
   "It is fine, but he won't bite?" 
 
   "No," I assured her. "He is really sweet and very smart." Thunderdrop chittered at the praise. Tina led me into the changing room with the fountain. I changed into one of the white short swim dresses and locked up my things. Tina greeted me with juice and led me off to my least favorite of the bath's services. My hip still showed yellow remnants of the huge healing bruise. 
 
   Noticing it, Tina said, "What happened to your hip, if I may ask?" Tina stayed with me during the hair removing ordeal. 
 
   "I got tackled by a Parvac soldier who was trying to kill me," I answered. The attendants gasped. 
 
   With wide eyes Tina said, "How terrifying!" I nodded and a few tears fell before I could stop them. 
 
   "It's okay now. My crew, the Galaxic Militia, and the Arachnean Enforcers got them all." 
 
   "Got them all?" an attendant asked. 
 
   "Yes, there were eight of them," I choked out. They wanted to know what happened. I told them what had happened to me, but not what Yukihyo had shared. I had a small audience by the time I had finished. The attendants wanted to meet Lord Simon Montgomery. And after hearing about how my spider and I had met, they all wanted to pet him. Thunderdrop made his odd purring sound. An attendant brought me more juice and a bowl of water for Thunderdrop. Tina took me to the lounging pool. He sat on my head. After that, Tina took me to a pool I had never used. 
 
   "This bath is rich in therapeutic minerals. It will help restore you." Tina and two other attendants kept me company. I thought they must know that I was still afraid. The female companionship was nice after being surrounded only by men for weeks. While still clear, the water of the pool looked murky. The pool had been hewn from stone, and water appeared to bubble up from the pool's center. Thunderdrop jumped from my head to the towels that Tina had placed on a chair by the pool. The water was hot. Steam rose from its surface, and I began to float effortlessly. My hair streamed out behind me. I stayed there until my fingers started to shrivel. After getting somewhat dry, they sat with me near a small waterfall under the shade of a trellis, and we had a lunch of chilled fruits. One of the attendants, Patna, brought a small plate with tiny bits of meat for Thunderdrop. He chittered happily. We talked about his behavior. 
 
   "How exotic to have a pet spider who follows you everywhere and builds a web in your room!" Tina exclaimed. 
 
   "Would you like a massage now, Teagan?" Patna asked. 
 
   "No, not this time. My arm has only been cast free for a few days. I would like to have my hair done, though." Tina clapped her hands. 
 
   "Very well," she smiled. The same lady who had done my hair before was there again. She jumped when she saw Thunderdrop. 
 
   "Do you think he will sit with me?" Tina asked. Thunderdrop blinked at her and crawled from my arm to hers. He sat in her lap and allowed her to pet him. 
 
   "What shall we do today?" the lady asked. 
 
   "Well, I put it up when I can, but the ends seem really thick when I do. I did like the way you curled it before though." 
 
   She agreed and said, "Leave it to me." She trimmed the ends at an angle, layered. Then, instead of spirals, she curled it in cascading waves that tumbled around my shoulders. 
 
   "Wow! It's beautiful! I love it. Thank you," I said. She beamed, pleased with her work. They applied more of the color to my lash line. I didn't want a new manicure. I took Thunderdrop, changed, paid, and left the baths. 
 
   I had made a promise to Felicia to visit her when I returned. With Thunderdrop perched on my shoulder, I walked a few blocks until I saw the trellised sidewalk. I saw Felicia helping a lady inside her shop as I passed by her windows to the door. I walked toward the left to look at the beautiful arrangement of skirts that she had draped over a table. One of the skirts had a bright pattern of blues and pinks, and finding it to be quite cheerful, I picked it up intent on buying it. As the other customer left, Felicia walked toward me. 
 
   "May I help you?" Felicia asked me in her kind voice. 
 
   I turned to her with a smile and said, "Hello, Felicia! How are you?" She clasped her hands together and then hugged me. 
 
   "It is so good to see you! How was your trip?" 
 
   "It was eventful," I answered. 
 
   "I want to hear all about it. Come with me to lunch. I can close my door for a short time." 
 
   "I would like that very much," I said and placed the skirt on her counter. "I'm buying that when we come back." She laughed, and we walked down a few stores to a small cafe. We ordered coffee and sweet cakes. Thunderdrop stayed behind my hair. Felicia told me about her new love. 
 
   "His name is Soren. I met him while I was bathing at the Lake of Mist. He is so handsome and passionate." 
 
   "Does he live here in Polybius?"  
 
   "Yes, his restaurant is a few streets from here. He will make me fat!" We laughed. 
 
   "These cakes may do that." We ordered two more, finished them, and walked back to her store. "What is the Lake of Mist?"
 
   "Oh, it is a magical place. You must go. Near a waterfall a pond formed. Spray from the falls fills the air in tiny drops that evaporate on their way to the pond's surface. A mist remains perpetually just above the water's calm surface. It is hidden from the sun on three sides by the mountains and a secret kept from tourists, but you are of my heart, so I will share it with you." In her shop Felicia wrote the directions to the Lake of Mists down on a piece of paper for me. 
 
   "I would love to take Yukihyo there. It would be nice to be alone with him somewhere other than our quarters." 
 
   "It is so romantic," she winked. "Wait here!" Felicia went to the back and returned with a gorgeous light aquamarine dress. Thunderdrop peeked out at it over my shoulder. The dress had thin woven straps rather than sleeves. I tried it on. The hem fell to the floor. The bodice hugged my chest and waist becoming fuller from the hips down. The thin woven shoulder straps continued from the shoulders down to my hips where they twisted around each other and then fell past each hip to the hem. The fabric in back gathered behind those woven straps and gently billowed behind me. In the dress and with my curls tumbling around my shoulders, I thought I looked pretty. "Perfect!" Felicia congratulated herself. 
 
   "I'll take it! Is this too fancy to wear to dinner?" I asked. 
 
   "No, it is just right." I changed back, and Thunderdrop jumped back to my shoulder from the white curtain of the dressing room. He kept hiding from Felicia in my hair. I thought he sensed that she might be afraid of him. I paid Felicia, gave her a hug, and walked with my bags down toward stores I had never entered. 
 
   "The last thing I need is more clothing," I told Thunderdrop. A few of the stores sold sheets and bedding woven from Arachnean silk, along with pillows, drapes, towels, and other textiles. One store sold dishes and vases. Farther down and on the other side of the street, I saw the land transport. I crossed the street and began looking for Yukihyo and Hiroshi. I found them in a store that sold soaps, shampoos, and more expensive items like the curlers used at the baths. It looked like they had just finished the last of their deliveries. 
 
   I overheard Hiroshi say, "Tatiana wishes to see me this evening, and I very much wish to see her. Drop me off, and I can get a ride with Phillip in the morning." 
 
   "Hello, gentlemen," I said from behind them. Yukihyo, who had known I was near, turned a seductive smile my way that melted me. "I was listening. Who is Tatiana, Hiroshi?" Hiroshi blushed. "It's okay. You don't have to tell me," I said. 
 
   Yukihyo chuckled, took my bags, turned to Hiroshi, and said, "Let's go." Hiroshi rode in the passenger seat and said nothing on the way to Tatiana's place. When the transport stopped, he grunted his thanks, got out, and waved. I moved into his vacated seat. 
 
   "So, who is Tatiana and why is he so shy about her?" Yukihyo drove back toward town. Tatiana lived in an expensive part of Polybius away from the noise. 
 
   "Do you want to go to dinner early?" he asked. 
 
   "No, I want to go home, change, and feed Thunderdrop first. Well, who is she and why haven't I met her?" 
 
   "Promise to pretend you don't know." Thunderdrop jumped off of me and began exploring the transport. 
 
   "I promise to try really hard to pretend that I don't know who Tatiana is." He smirked at me. 
 
   "Do you know what a courtesan is?" 
 
   "No." 
 
   "Do you know what occurs at Ms. Laura's on Malta?" 
 
   "Yes," I blushed. 
 
   "Tatiana is very exclusive, seeing only a few men, and they pay her very well," he said. 
 
   "Oh, that's why he blushed. Why doesn't he just do what Phillip does and save his money?" Yukihyo's laughter echoed in the empty cargo hold. 
 
   "Hiroshi doesn't have the time to cultivate such relationships." 
 
   "He should make the time. It would be nice if he married and I had a new sister on Tora. Tina and Patna from the baths are both very nice. I should introduce him to them one day." We arrived home. I fed my spider and went to my room. I changed into the beautiful aquamarine dress, my gold sandals, and the necklace Yukihyo had given to me on my first trip to Scipio. I ran my fingers through my tousled curls. "How do I look, Thunderdrop?" He chittered at me and jumped up to his web. "Are you staying here?" He spread out and closed his eyes in response. I turned from my vanity mirror as Yukihyo entered. He was gorgeous. Yukihyo wore a blue shirt and black pants. His eyes shone like pearls beneath his thick dark grey lashes. His beautiful full lips smiled when they saw me. 
 
   "Surely, I am the luckiest male in the galaxies to have the attention of such an ethereal beauty." Yukihyo kissed me. 
 
   "You have much more than just my attention. I just so happen to love and adore my handsome alien boyfriend." He laughed at me. 
 
   "Dinner, my lady?" Yukihyo asked as he offered me his arm. 
 
   "Yes, please." 
 
   We took the large land transport through the darkening streets to the waterfall restaurant to which we had been before. At night it was lit by candles. "This is the first time we've had dinner alone together off of Tora," I said. 
 
   "Having you all to myself here is euphoric," Yukihyo said as he gazed into my eyes. He made my stomach flutter. I reached for his fingers. 
 
   "I love having all of your attention." 
 
   Yukihyo turned serious, "I would give it to you always if you would have it. The bonds of family mean much to me. It has always been the way of my people. Hiroshi is my brother, and I am grateful to him for becoming my family, but I find myself to be greedy. I want you to be a permanent member of my family as well, not as a clan sister, but as my life partner, my mate." I fully grasped his hand in mine in the flickering candlelight as the waterfall splashed in the darkness. I was deeply touched by Yukihyo's romantic words and smiled at him. 
 
   "I am yours. You know that, even without my words. You mean more to me than anyone I have ever known. I had doubts that love was a real thing until you proved it to me by loving me unconditionally. My home is where I lay my head upon your chest and listen to your heart beat until I fall asleep." Yukihyo looked down at our hands. 
 
   "I am not clear in my meaning. When I spoke to you of Hiroshi and I being brothers, I meant not only in our hearts, but officially as well. I wish for you to accept me as your mate officially, permanently." My heart began to hammer against my chest, as understanding hit me. 
 
   Shocked, I said, "Your wife? Is that what you mean?" Yukihyo thought. 
 
   "Yes, that is the word you understand for what I want." I stared into his eyes. 
 
   "You want me to be your wife? As in we will always be together, and you'll never leave me? Like that?" My heart and mind had joined into a tornado. I thought I might faint. 
 
   "Yes, but I do not understand your feelings. Does my desire displease you?" I didn't understand. 
 
   "What?" I asked. 
 
   "Do you need more time to decide what you think of me?" Yukihyo asked beginning to look hurt. 
 
   "No, no, I know. I would be honored to be your wife. I just didn't think...." Yukihyo rushed to my side before I could explain. His lips pressed to mine as he kneeled beside my chair. In time he released me. Yukihyo pulled me to my feet. 
 
   Instead of driving back to Tora, Yukihyo drove us to a familiar place. Smiling at me he got up and went into the cargo area of the land transport and grabbed a large blanket. Yukihyo got out and walked around to open my door. I held the hem of my dress up with my hand. Yukihyo took my other hand in his as we walked together down the dark path. In an empty space, he spread out the blanket. Yukihyo sat down in the center of the blanket and pulled me down in a pile of aquamarine fabric beside him. Yukihyo laid back on the blanket and pulled me down with him. I rested my head on his shoulder. Together, we listened to the last soft notes of the rocks. "It was here that I first realized, I never want to spend a day having not seen your eyes," Yukihyo said. I lifted up on my elbow and kissed him. Yukihyo sat up, so I did as well. He pulled a scanner pad from his back pocket. 
 
   "What do you have that for?" I asked. 
 
   "It contains a contract for us, for our marriage. I prepared it in the hope you would agree to a permanent relationship with me. Do you wish to read it before we are scanned? First, do you wish to keep your name as it is, add mine to it, or just change to mine?" 
 
   Stunned for a second time in the same night, I asked, "So, are we getting married right now?" Yukihyo kissed me and smiled at me. 
 
   "Of course, why wait?" I couldn't think of any reason to wait. Yukihyo asked, "How do you wish to be known?" I thought. 
 
   "Green is a name that I associate with bad memories. I don't mind dropping it." Yukihyo tapped a few times on the scanner pad. I saw his smile in the dim light and the illumination from the scanner. Yukihyo pressed his palm against the scanner's surface and then held it out for me to do the same. Yukihyo tapped it a few more times and then laughed. 
 
   "It is done!" Yukihyo showed me the official record that Teagan Green had married Yukihyo Lee. He showed me my official documentation and permits with my new name, Teagan Lee. I was a married woman? "Shall we go home, my lady wife?" he asked. I laughed with more joy than I had ever felt. 
 
   "How am I supposed to believe this is even real? What if I'm dreaming?" Yukihyo lifted me to my feet. He wrapped his arms around me. 
 
   "If you dream, you shall wake in my arms each morning and fall back into your dreams at night where I shall catch you." Yukihyo folded up our blanket, and we made our way back to the transport as husband and wife.
 
   Once inside my quarters, Yukihyo ran his hand from the base of my spine up into the back of my hair. He drew my lips to his and kissed me with a tenderness that melted my heart even further. Our clothes fell to the floor, and we fell into each other on the bed. I felt the emotional bond we shared deepen with the push and pull of our bodies. I ran my hands over the muscles in Yukihyo's arms as he moved above me. I tried to move closer as he pressed against the place within me that drove my thoughts away with each touch. My existence broke apart into bursts of fiery sparks. Yukihyo's movements became frantic until he too exploded in pleasure and collapsed on top of me. I stroked his hair as he rested his head upon my breast. As he brought his breathing under control, Yukihyo closed his lips around my nipple, sucking it between his teeth. I gasped and another wave of pleasure burst through me. Yukihyo kissed my breast and pulled himself from inside of me. 
 
   "I'll be right back, lady wife." He stood and left my quarters with nothing on. I sat up against my pillow and pulled my blankets up to cover my chest. Yukihyo returned and got into bed with me under the covers. "Will you wear this for me?" he asked. Yukihyo held a ring out to me. I took it and looked at it. The ring was made of a brown stone and was designed as two intertwining circles bound together with a thin dark wire that looped intricately around and between them, binding them together. The ring was a work of art, if ever I had seen one. 
 
   "Yukihyo, it's stunning. I've never seen anything like it. Where did you get it?" He thought for a moment and then put it on the ring finger of my left hand. 
 
   "I had it made for you. Hiroshi told me it is a custom of your people to symbolize a life joining. It pleases you?" I looked at the ring on my finger.
 
   "I'm your wife." It started to sink in. Yukihyo held my hand in his, enjoying the sight of his ring on my finger. "What are the brown stones?" I asked. 
 
   "On the way to Malta, you were frightened by the asteroid storm. I caught a few asteroids in a collector, so that I could show you they were nothing to fear. I became distracted after we landed, with work and the attack on the mine. When we arrived on Scipio, I brought them to a jewelry maker. I wanted you to remember that you have nothing to fear, and our love will bind us together through storms and the vastness of space, separate, but joined together with an unbreakable bond. The metal weaving through and around the sculpted meteors will grow and widen outward from the rock as the years pass, binding them more strongly, but crushing neither of them. However, the growth will not be noticeable to the naked eye." I had started to cry. Yukihyo wiped gently at my tears. 
 
   "You did all of this for me?" Yukihyo kissed my forehead. 
 
   "When you are afraid, I want to destroy your fears. When you feel sadness, I need to replace it with joy. When you feel weak, I will lend you my strength. All that I am and will be is yours my lady wife, for all of my days." I saw the truth in his pearl white eyes. I felt it in my heart and in the pull between us, centered under my ribs. 
 
   Thunderdrop spun a line of silk down from his web and walked to the bed, crawling up the blanket. He blinked at us. 
 
   "Yukihyo, you give me everything." My voice broke. "What can I give to you?" He kissed me. 
 
   "You are near me. You let me hear the sound of your voice and feel your touch. It is you who gives me everything. You became my wife today, as the rocks sang to us, Teagan Lee." We slept with my spider crawling about the blanket. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
   The next morning, we awoke to the chirping of birds. Stretching against his warm side, I said, "Good morning, husband." Yukihyo hugged me tightly to him and then spent some time making it a better morning. Then, in the shower, Yukihyo pushed my back against the shower wall, lifted me to wrap my legs around his waist, and made it an even better morning. "I should marry you every day," I said as I wrapped my hair in a towel. "We haven't even gotten dressed or had breakfast, and I'm already tired," I laughed at him. He reached for me again. "Thunderdrop is hungry." 
 
   "Fine." He grabbed some pajamas and went to his quarters to dress. I put on a light blue silk dress and some soft shoes to match, gifts from Simon. Thunderdrop climbed the dress to my shoulder. We went to the laundry room, and I gave Thunderdrop his breakfast. Then, I hurried to get a cup of coffee. Yukihyo waited for me at the table with cups for us both. 
 
   "Thank you, husband! Is that what you want me to call you or something else?" He flashed me a naughty smile. 
 
   "You may call me whatever you wish after this morning." I blushed. I sipped my coffee. 
 
   "May I get you some breakfast?" I asked. 
 
   "I would like to buy my wife breakfast at the little cafe near Felicia's shop. Then, we should deliver Sashka her mother's cake. After that, I will do anything my lady wife wishes." 
 
   "In that case after our first breakfast together as husband and wife, and our cake delivery, what do you think of visiting the Lake of Mist? Felicia gave me directions. We could play in the water and enjoy what she describes as a most beautiful setting." Yukihyo stood, held me, and approved our plans with a kiss. I washed our cups and Thunderdrop's bowls, and then the three of us prepared to go. We grabbed towels, our swimwear, and the cake, and then headed to the large land transport. Yukihyo drove us to the cafe. 
 
   After our breakfast, I ordered small sandwiches and bottles of juice for our lunch. Yukihyo delivered the cake, that had survived uneaten in our cold storage, to Sashka. As I exited the cafe with my spider on my shoulder, Yukihyo came out of Sashka's store and took the lunch bag from me. Using Felicia's instructions, Yukihyo drove us to the Lake of Mist. Just as Felicia had described, the lake rested in the protection of high cliff walls on three sides. Trees and flowers grew from the walls, protecting and darkening the cool water. Soft mist floated a few inches above the water's surface. We changed in the back of the transport to the excited chittering of Thunderdrop. As soon as we were free of the transport, he scampered away to play in the trees. 
 
   "I have never seen this place. It is remarkable," Yukihyo stated. Other people were enjoying the lake as well, but the lake was much larger than I had expected and provided privacy for its visitors. Hand in hand we stepped out into the clear fresh water. Yukihyo swam far out into the middle. I waded in as far as my chest. The stillness was interrupted only by a soft splashing from a low waterfall on the far left side of the enclosure. Yukihyo swam to me. His hair was slick with the water. His eyes, so like the color of the mist, were almond shaped and framed by dark wet eyelashes. 
 
   "I am pleased to have such a handsome husband." He picked me up in the water and held me in his arms. I kissed his jaw. Then, smiling wickedly, he tossed me! My butt hit the water, and I sank. I came up sputtering with wet hair plastered all over my face. "Yukihyo!" I moved my hair back and wiped my eyes. He laughed at me shamelessly and kept out of my reach in deeper water. 
 
   Smiling at me he said, "You must promise to forgive me before I will come closer." 
 
   "Okay, I forgive you." He swam to me. 
 
   "Put your hands on my back. Hold on, and I will show you what I have found." He turned his back to me, and I placed my hands on his strong shoulders. Yukihyo swam with me on his back to a small hidden grotto. It was shallow enough for me to stand. Hanging above and obscuring the entrance, flowers grew from vines that draped and fell toward the water. Pink and white flower petals floated on the water's surface. I felt Yukihyo's hands removing my shorts. My eyes widened in shock. Before I could protest, his lips were on mine. His strong hands lifted my thighs, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. I was helpless to prevent the moans escaping me. Yukihyo placed kisses along my neck. I threw my head back and clung to his shoulders as the waves of pleasure began to crash through me. When I came back to myself, mist shrouded water and delicate flowers surrounded us. I could feel my husband inside of me and relaxed my legs to give him his freedom. We replaced our clothing, and he swam with me back to the shore. We spread our blanket out and enjoyed our lunch together. After drying a little in the shade, we dried off a bit more with our towels and changed in the transport. I walked back toward the lake. 
 
   "Thunderdrop! Here boy! Time to go!" I made kissing noises. Scanning for him, I saw him climbing along an overhanging branch high above. He started to fall, and fear gripped me as I rushed forward, but he floated. I saw his trailing line of silk. He drifted to me, detached his line of silk, and crawled up my skirt to my shoulder. "Well, that was a fancy trick, Thunderdrop! Did you have fun?" He chittered at me as we walked back to the large land transport. Yukihyo opened the door and helped us to get inside. "Thank you. Today has been beautiful," I said. My husband kissed me again. Then, he got in and drove us home to Tora. Upon our arrival we were greeted with the sight of dock workers loading the cargo hold with crates of supplies. "What is all of that?" I asked. 
 
   "With the influx of refugees who decided to stay to open a new mine, they ordered a substantial amount of goods and supplies. We also procured orders for Amphictyon." Yukihyo drove up the ramp and parked. He grabbed our blanket and handed me our now empty lunch bag so that I could recycle the contents. We took the lift up to the laundry room. I disposed of our bag while Yukihyo placed our blanket and wet clothing inside the cleaning unit. I pressed my face into his back and wrapped my arms around him. 
 
   "I have never been as happy and content, as I am in this moment," I said. 
 
   "If this is so, I will endeavor to place laundry in the cleaning unit more often." I laughed at him, squeezed him with my arms, and let him go. 
 
   "I love you." 
 
   "I love you, lady wife." He put the blanket in a drawer by the cleaning unit and carried our laundry back to my quarters. 
 
   "I think I want to wash my hair after swimming in the lake," I said. 
 
   "I will do so later. Now, I feel I should help our brother." 
 
   "I like the sound of that, our brother." Yukihyo left to help Hiroshi. Thunderdrop followed me. After washing my hair, I dried off and decided to wear my new pink and blue skirt with a white top I had bought from Felicia to match. I had soft blue slippers from Arachne of the same shade. I brushed through my damp hair. I stared at my wedding ring for several minutes. 
 
   I knew once the cargo bay had been loaded, Hiroshi would lift Tora from Scipio and set our course for Malta. I hoped they would take a break for dinner. I gathered up my laundry basket. My wedding dress spilled over the sides. I giggled. I had never expected it to be my wedding dress. I had never even thought that I would ever marry. Thunderdrop trailed me to the laundry room and hopped up on the counter. With the task complete, he followed me as I first put away Yukihyo's things, and then went to my quarters and carefully put away my dress and other items. Next, we went to Hiroshi's quarters and then returned his cleaned laundry. It took longer to find all of Phillip's laundry, but I finally returned his basket full of clean clothing to the place just inside his door. From where I stood by Phillip's door, I could hear a joyous commotion from the bridge. Hiroshi strode from the bridge toward me. He wrapped his arms around my waist and spun me in the air while he laughed. 
 
   Placing me back on my feet and smiling broadly, he said, "I hear you have married my brother and become my sister!" I nodded and smiled. Hiroshi gave me a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek before returning to the bridge. 
 
   Then, Phillip whipped me up into his arms giving a loud "Whoop!" of sound. "Watch out, Cupcake! Yukihyo's gonna want to consummate your marriage!" I grew still and furrowed my brows. 
 
   I whispered, "Again? Phillip, I feel consummated enough for one day. How many times does it take?" my cheeks were flames. 
 
   "Once," Phillip said. 
 
   I raised my eyebrows and whispered, "Then, he should be caught up for a few days." Phillip put me down, kissed the top of my head, and walked back to the bridge where I heard him begin to tease Yukihyo without mercy. 
 
   Throughout dinner Yukihyo had to force his broad recurring smiles away so that he could chew. Our spirits were high on our return trip to Malta, and the trip seemed faster because of it. My husband prevented me from becoming bored on the way there. Only one odd thing happened the second day of the voyage. While in bed looking up at the stars, the bathroom door slid open and then closed. Then, it opened and closed again a few minutes later. I sat up and found Thunderdrop on the floor blinking at us. "What are you doing?" I asked him. Turning to Yukihyo I said, "Did you see him? He learned to set off the door sensor!" 
 
   Yukihyo said, "Thunderdrop and I had a talk about how happy a clean environment makes you. He allowed me to teach him the use of the waste unit." 
 
   "Wait. What? I didn't realize he even pooped." 
 
   Yukihyo sighed, "Oh, he poops. I have dealt with it." I curled my lips over my teeth and held them shut. 
 
   Then managed to say, "I'm sorry. That is so gross, and I'm so glad you cleaned it up. Was it a lot?" 
 
   "No, and not very often, but I am brave and manly to protect you. Am I not?" Thunderdrop chittered at him. Yukihyo said, "Thunderdrop, your name has new meaning for me alone." Thunderdrop climbed up into his web. 
 
   I was excited by our arrival on Malta. During my lunch with Felicia on Scipio, I had described Malta to her. The utter lack of shopping distressed her. We devised a plan. She had sold me more than the dress, shirt, and skirt that day, my wedding day. Once the workers had loaded the transport, I asked Hiroshi if I could ride along to the general store. I looked around at the store's arrangement while Hiroshi and the shopkeeper, Arthur Gregory, completed their business. Hiroshi and Yukihyo were ready to deliver to one of the bars. "May I stay here?" I asked. Yukihyo and Arthur exchanged glances.               
 
   "She'll be safe here. You have my word," Arthur said. After they had gone, I approached Mr. Gregory. 
 
   "Excuse me, sir. You have a very nice store." 
 
   "Thank you, ma'am." 
 
   "I notice you have a selection of men's clothing, but there do not appear to be any stores in town that sell women's clothing." Mr. Gregory thought about that for a moment.               
 
   "No, I guess we don't have anything much for ladies." He scratched at his jaw. 
 
   "I have an idea, if you would care to hear it." 
 
   "Go on, I'm listening," Mr. Gregory said. 
 
   "I thought Ms. Laura and her ladies might have an interest in shopping for new things or that men might like surprising ladies with gifts." Mr. Gregory became speculative. "I made several beautiful purchases on Scipio. If you like I could show them to you. Maybe we could create a nice display in the corner near the work clothes?" He agreed to try out my idea. I clapped my hands. "May I come back today?" My spider chose that moment to climb to his perch on top of my head. 
 
   "Aww!" Mr. Gregory jumped and started to pull back his arm to swat Thunderdrop off of me. 
 
   "No!" I lifted up my arms to protect him and stepped back. Thunderdrop chittered angrily. "He's my baby spider! Don't hurt him!" 
 
   A pale Mr. Gregory said, "What the hell kind of pet is that?" I rubbed Thunderdrop's leg and made soothing sounds to him. 
 
   "He's a sweet boy. Thunderdrop is from Arachne. Lord Montgomery gave him to me. Do you want to pet him?" 
 
   Hands held up to ward me off, he said, "No, no that's alright. You keep it."               
 
   "Okay, well, I'll see you again in a bit!" I said as I waved. 
 
   "Wait! Where are you going?" Mr. Gregory asked. I turned back to him. 
 
   "I need a ride to Tora, so I can pick up all of the pretty things I bought to show you. I'll be back in a bit." 
 
   Mr. Gregory said, "Wait! Let my boy walk you back to Yukihyo. I don't want him pissed at me." Mr. Gregory's son escorted me to Yukihyo in the bar and then returned to his store. I touched Yukihyo's arm to get his attention. 
 
   "Hey, is Phillip at the doctor's office?" He looked at me. 
 
   "I think so. Why? Are you hurt?"  
 
   "No, I'm going over there to see him. Bye!" I left before he could say anything. I crossed the street and stepped around Phillip's land transport to enter the office. It was spotless. A seating area was in a corner. A desk faced the room. No one was there. "Hello? Phillip?" A man came through a door in the middle of the back wall. He gave me a surprised look. 
 
   "May I help you, miss?" 
 
   "Yes, sir. Could you please tell me if Phillip is here?" Phillip stood behind him in the hall and scooted past him to get to me. 
 
   "Hey, Cupcake. Everything alright?" 
 
   "Yes, but I'm hoping for a favor." 
 
   "What is it?"  
 
   "May I borrow your land transport for a trip back to Tora? I need to get some things."  
 
   "Do you need help?" he asked.
 
   "No, I can do it. I'll put it back when I'm done. Promise." 
 
   "Okay, Cupcake. Be careful." 
 
   "I will!" With that Thunderdrop and I got in the land transport and drove home, lowering the ramp to drive into the bay. I closed the bay, and we went up to our quarters. I had filled the middle column of my storage unit with bags. It took me three trips to get them all out and next to the lift, and three more trips from the lift and into the back and last row of seats in the transport. Finished, I got into the transport, lowered the ramp, carefully drove out of the bay, closed up the ship, and drove back to the general store. I parked and began to unload. Mr. Gregory rushed from his store with his son and insisted that I go inside and allow them to bring things inside for me. Felicia and I had made a list of all of the items I had purchased. I had raised their prices at her suggestion to make a profit. Once they had brought all of the bags inside, I showed Mr. Gregory and his son a couple of the dresses, shirts, skirts, and accessories I had brought. 
 
   "The ladies will get a kick out of this," he said. Mr. Gregory and his son moved some things aside and made room in the corner. In storage they found a long metal rack from which I could hang the dresses and shirts. I had bought a bag of hangers on Scipio at Felicia's prompting. After I had hung all of the dresses by size, I did the same with the shirts. The men had gone back into their storage and found a table for me as well. We placed it perpendicular to the wall leaving space to walk around it. After I had given the table a good cleaning, I arranged the skirts across it as I had seen Felicia do. 
 
   "Do you have any baskets?" I asked. They found a few. I turned them upside down under the table and placed soft colorful shoes on top of and propped against the baskets. I showed Mr. Gregory my list of prices. 
 
   "This all looks real nice, miss. I think the ladies will appreciate it. We'll see." Mr. Gregory paid me in full. 
 
   "Thank you for giving this a try, sir. I'll check in with you before we leave to see if they liked anything." Mr. Gregory walked me to the transport and opened the door for me. Two ladies were entering the store as I returned the transport to Phillip.
 
   "You were gone for three hours. What have you been up to?" Phillip asked. He sat on top of the desk talking with his doctor friend. 
 
   "I was doing my best to improve the terrible shopping conditions on this planet, Phillip." He snorted. 
 
   "How's that?" I told him what I had done with Felicia's help. "Aww, Felicia. Such a woman," Phillip said. I waved to the doctor. 
 
   "It is nice to see you again, Miss Green," he said. I blushed. 
 
   "Thank you. It's Mrs. Lee now, sir. It is nice to see you again under calmer circumstances, too." 
 
   The doctor kissed my hand, "I should have known a kind, beautiful woman such as you wouldn't remain unmarried for long." 
 
   "Okay, back off there, Anders. This is Yukihyo's wife." Anders flinched. 
 
   "What was that for?" I asked. 
 
   "He's smart. He's a doctor. He knows the force required to break skulls and knows Yukihyo has it," he laughed. "See ya later! I'm taking her home!" Dr. Anders smiled and held the door open for us. I could see that the land transport had made it down to the brothel. Phillip and I went home to Tora. I thought I saw a can of spider food in my imagination. I shook my head to clear it. 
 
   "I could use a cup of coffee, Phillip. Would you like to join me? It is time for me to feed, Thunderdrop, too. He has been a good boy today." I scratched him as we got into the lift.
 
   Thunderdrop ate his dinner in the laundry room, while we sipped coffee in the kitchen. "How are your former patients on Malta?" I asked. Phillip wrapped his hands around his cup. 
 
   "All better. They closed down the emergency facility and are working from the office in town." 
 
   "I'm glad all of the suffering has come to an end. It made me prouder to know you though, seeing you helping all of those people." He lifted his cup to me and finished it off. 
 
   "I can only take so much of it for so long, Teagan. I changed my life for a reason." Phillip had grown pensive. Hiroshi and Yukihyo returned. During dinner they explained their plan to fill the hold with sealed containers of fuel for delivery to Arachne. Miners would begin loading Tora's hold in the morning. Hiroshi's eyes glittered. 
 
   "This will be profitable. It may also allow us to purchase enough Arachnean silk to sell on Earth. Most of our buyers here on Malta have requested both perishable and non-perishable food items and medical supplies. I propose selling the fuel on Arachne, investing the profits in Arachnean silk, making a brief stop on Scipio to buy soaps and goods, and then selling it all on Earth. Then, we load the hold with buyer requests and return to Malta." Yukihyo nodded his agreement. 
 
   Phillip said, "Sounds like a solid plan." 
 
   "When do we leave?" I asked. 
 
   "As soon as the miners have loaded the fuel," Hiroshi answered. 
 
   Yukihyo had gone before I woke up the next morning. I took my time getting dressed which turned out to be a good thing. My tardiness, in leaving my quarters to feed my irritated hungry spider, saved me from a terrible lady accident. "No more cramps means no more warning." I found supplies I had left in a drawer of my vanity and left some of them in the bathroom. Thunderdrop chittered at me to hurry. "Okay!" He forgave me after his bowl was filled. I drank coffee and ate a bowl of oatmeal. I cleaned our dishes. I looked around Tora and found I was alone. "Come on, Thunderdrop. Let's go see if anyone liked anything we picked out." He hopped to my shoulder, and we took the lift down to the cargo hold. All activity was centered there. Hiroshi came to my side.               
 
   "Is everything alright, Teagan?" 
 
   "Yes, but may I go to the general store for a moment?" 
 
   "I can't take you right now. Yukihyo and Phillip have each taken transports to our buyers to inform them of our trip to Earth and take any additional orders." I shrugged.               
 
   "It's fine. I can walk and catch a ride back with one of them. It's not far." Hiroshi flattened out his mouth.               
 
   "I will allow you to go, if you wear your blaster."
 
    Furrowing my brow, I said, "My blaster, why?"               
 
   "Because otherwise my brother would do more than spar with me in the exercise room. You do not wish to see your loving brother injured, do you?" Hiroshi asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
   I kissed his cheek and said, "Of course not." Thunderdrop and I went back to our quarters and got my blaster out of the box in my vanity. I buckled on the brown braided belt and slid the blaster into its holster. I put the box away, and we made our way once again down to the cargo hold. Thunderdrop's legs tickled my neck. I showed Hiroshi that I was armed. He grunted in approval. I kissed his other cheek and began the walk from the land port to the small town. 
 
   As we walked I saw in the distance a woman leaving the brothel unmistakably wearing one of the dresses I had brought. "Hey, Thunderdrop! A lady bought one of our dresses!" My spirits rose. We made it to the general store. When Mr. Gregory saw me, he rushed forward. In the corner, the baskets had been stacked on the empty table. "Did you change your mind, Mr. Gregory?" 
 
   "Change my mind? No, it's all gone! I've already sold everything you sold me!"               
 
   Tilting my head to the side, I said, "You sold it all? I brought ten dresses, five skirts, and shirts, and shoes." He nodded vigorously. I felt a few of Thunderdrop's claws sliding down the back of my collar and straightened my head. He hid behind my hair.               
 
   "Yes, when you come back to Malta, bring me as much as you want. Ms. Laura's ladies went nuts. Great idea you had. My boy is gonna make a nicer display area while you're gone. The ladies have got the money to spend, too. I'll buy fancy stuff from you!" I beamed. 
 
   "Thank you, Mr. Gregory! This is so exciting! Now, I'll have something to do when we come to Malta. I'll see you when we return." I waved goodbye to him. 
 
   Yukihyo waited with his arms crossed over his chest, leaning his back against the transport. I ran to him and kissed his cheek. His hands moved to his hips. His eyes sparked. He placed my hand on his arm and walked me to the passenger side door which he opened. He helped me inside and closed the door. My spider had become very still. He got in and drove us back to Tora. I smiled at my silent husband. "Your timing couldn't have been better. I hoped to find you." Yukihyo said nothing. He parked the transport inside, closed the ramp, got out, helped me out, and walked with me to the lift.               
 
   "Yukihyo, what's wrong? Are you okay?" His jaw clenched and released. He went to the kitchen and made himself a cup of tea. Phillip and Hiroshi happily discussed the deal they had made for the fuel. "May I heat up anything for anyone?" I asked.               
 
   "Sure! Thanks we were just waiting on you two. I'd like some of that chicken," Phillip said. I pulled it from cold storage. 
 
   "Hiroshi?" I asked. 
 
   "Are there any potatoes with toppings?" I found what he wanted. I heated up their choices and handed them forks. 
 
   "Yukihyo?" I asked. 
 
   "No, not at the moment," he answered. What had happened to him? I sat down on the bench beside him. Was he angry? Hiroshi chewed and swallowed a mouthful of baked potato. 
 
   "Something wrong?" he asked. 
 
   "You know very well what is wrong," Yukihyo answered. I didn't. "Teagan, I thought you were safe aboard Tora. Instead, I find you alone and unprotected in the general store. Do you give no thought to your safety? Do my feelings not affect your judgement?" My heart dropped through my feet and away from me. 
 
   "You're angry with me?" I asked in a small voice. 
 
   "You walked all alone from Tora, in a mining town of hundreds of men and few women. Someone could have taken you. It was reckless of you." 
 
   "You're disappointed in me," I realized aloud. 
 
   "Yes, I am," Yukihyo said. Cold chills began at my scalp and covered my arms. I wrapped my arms across each other, holding my elbows. Yukihyo, the only person who had ever loved me, was angry and disappointed with me. I had already ruined everything. A horrible ache penetrated the center of my chest and crawled up my throat, making it ache. My eyes grew hot. I left the kitchen, and as soon as I made it to the corridor, I ran to my quarters. I threw myself onto my bed and sobbed. They wracked through me. The ache in my chest had become a knife. What was wrong with me? Why did I have to screw everything up? Even when I tried to be good, I ended up doing something wrong. Had I lost Yukihyo? I felt a hand stroking my hair. I was afraid to look. What if it was Hiroshi telling me I was no longer welcome on Tora, my only real home. What if he said that Yukihyo had realized what a mistake he had made in marrying a girl who had slept on park benches? My blaster dug into my hip, but it was nothing compared to the ripping apart I felt in my heart. I moved my legs off of the bed to the floor and pushed myself off of the bed with my arms. I removed my blaster and put it in the box in my vanity. I turned to go wash my face in the bathroom, but strong arms surrounded me and crushed my face into a hard chest. My face was squished, my nose was running, and I still wanted to cry some more, but I really needed to blow my nose. My head was trapped by a chin on top of it, a hand holding the back of it, and a chest in front of it. I couldn't budge. Then, I felt a familiar calm rushing through me from Yukihyo. 
 
   "I need a tissue," I said. Releasing me, he darted into the bathroom for one and came back dabbing at my tears. I took the tissue from his hand and noisily blew my nose. As soon as I had finished, I found myself again crushed to Yukihyo's chest. He pulled away just enough to bend and pick me up. Yukihyo carried me to the couch and held me in his lap. 
 
   "I don't think I can ever forgive myself for causing your tears," he said while stroking my hair. 
 
   "I can't forgive myself for disappointing you." 
 
   "I'm not. I was angry. I could never be. I was disappointed in myself for not keeping you safe. You mean more to me than my own life." 
 
   I sniffed, "You said I don't care about your feelings." Yukihyo kissed the top of my head. Thunderdrop's legs were wrapped around my throat, but he began to crawl toward my shoulder.
 
   "That was probably the stupidest thing I have ever said. Especially, since I can feel your emotions as I feel my own. The pain I just caused you stole my breath. Can you forgive me?" 
 
   I pulled back to look at him, "but wasn't it all my fault?" 
 
   "No, it was all mine. You did nothing wrong. Hiroshi informed me that you asked him if you could go and wore your blaster. Tora isn't a cage, lady wife. You may come and go as you please. My fear of losing you clouds my judgment at times. I don't want to control you. I want to share my life with you." I looked down at my hands. 
 
   "I may have overreacted. Feelings from my past sometimes get all tangled up with my present and overwhelm me." 
 
   "The same happens to me. I couldn't protect my clan. I am overprotective with you. I will try to improve." 
 
   "Okay." I pulled back. "I think a shower and change of clothes will help me feel better," I said. Yukihyo followed me, removing his clothes and tossing them in the laundry basket. "I need to, umm, take care of some things." He shrugged and got in the shower. I peed and tossed my lady wardrobe protection. I worried he might notice my current state, but he washed my hair for me and ignored my biological situation. 
 
   After our shower I dressed in my soft grey top and black pants. Thunderdrop placed himself back around my neck. He had tried to move mostly to Yukihyo's shoulder in the shower, but Thunderdrop had managed to get bubbles on himself that required some rinsing off. He smelled nice. He scooted to the other side of my neck so that I could dry my hair. The three of us went to the kitchen to get something to eat. Hiroshi came in with his face dark with anger. 
 
   He shot his brother a look and asked, "Are you done being an asshole to my baby sister?" 
 
   "Yes," Yukihyo answered. Hiroshi grunted. Then, he walked over and kissed my forehead. 
 
   Hiroshi asked, "Teagan, what had your attention at the general store?" 
 
   "I wanted to see if anyone liked any of the clothes I had picked out." 
 
   "What clothes?" Hiroshi asked. I explained what I had done and that everything had already sold out. 
 
   "Mr. Gregory told me to bring back more and that he would buy it all. His son is making a nicer display area for me." Yukihyo had a surprised expression. Hiroshi looked proud of me. 
 
   "Excellent idea! You even made a nice profit. I had not given any thought to selling clothing to the women." Yukihyo groaned. Thunderdrop chattered at him. 
 
   "Will we make any stops on the return to Malta, or should I make my purchases on the way to Earth?" 
 
   Hiroshi said, "I suggest shopping in the mornings on the way. I plan to stay no longer than a day on Arachne and Scipio."
 
   The miners finished loading the cargo hold, and Hiroshi took us up minutes later. I got back into my domestic routine. Thunderdrop followed me everywhere. He began doing silly little things. He created elaborate webs in the corners of the kitchen, laundry, relaxation, recreation, and exercise rooms. Thunderdrop sat on his webs and watched me while I completed tasks. However, any time that I sat down, he ended up either on my lap, or any other perch he chose on my body. He became my inseparable companion. Upon occasion, although I thought perhaps I had an overactive imagination, I thought he could communicate his hunger to me. In other areas Yukihyo and I had survived our first relationship crisis. With my week of lady problems at an end, Phillip had insisted on running additional tests to make sure that all of my internal apparatus had healed correctly. Once he had satisfied himself with his proficiency as a healer, he congratulated me on my health. Phillip shot Yukihyo dirty looks for a few days after we left Malta, but eventually forgave him for causing my tears. Hiroshi and I spent daily time together in the exercise room. On our treadmills he jogged while I walked beside him. He explained some basics on trade and encouraged my ideas for purchases to sell to Mr. Gregory. It was completely new territory for me. 
 
   "Just have fun buying and selling. Malta is the least interesting of our regular stops," he said. 
 
   "Do you think we will have time for lunch at the Sun Palace one day while we are on Earth?" I asked. 
 
   Laughing, Hiroshi said, "Of course, Uncle will want to see that I am taking good care of you!" 
 
   "We need to stock up on orange chicken for the cold storage," I said wistfully.               
 
   Thoughtful, Hiroshi said, "I could send Uncle a long range communication and request some. He would be thrilled." I closed my eyes. 
 
   "How amazing would that be to open the cold storage and pull out my favorite thing? Yum. Just remember, orange chicken, okay?" 
 
   "Got it," Hiroshi winked. Thunderdrop tried to get onto the treadmill behind me. He flew to the exercise mat. Shocked, I stopped the treadmill and rushed to him. 
 
   "Poor, baby! Are you okay?" He stood up and gave himself a little shake. Then, Thunderdrop walked over to the treadmill and chittered angrily at it. Hiroshi had stopped his jogging as well. Hiroshi started laughing and so did I. When Thunderdrop turned to me and started to chitter angrily at me for laughing, I laughed even harder. I was down on the mat laughing so hard at the angry little spider that tears were running from my eyes. When, Hiroshi and I finally managed to stop, I picked Thunderdrop up into my arms. 
 
   "I'm sorry. I couldn't help it. You're just so cute when you're angry. I'm glad you're okay. Please don't be mad at us for laughing." With eight eyes Thunderdrop gazed up at me and blinked. Then, he crawled from my arms up a bit to my neck and nuzzled me under my chin. That moment started something though. Thunderdrop's new mission became making me laugh. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
   By the time we landed on Arachne, we were once again a cohesive family unit. Hiroshi and Yukihyo had made arrangements with buyers for the fuel in route and had distributed it within hours of our arrival. Phillip dropped Thunderdrop and me off at the raised shops I had visited briefly on our previous trip. "I'll pick you up in three hours right here," Phillip said. 
 
   Waving goodbye, I said, "See you then!" Thunderdrop decided to display himself prominently on top of my head once he sensed our arrival on his home planet. All of the Arachneans we passed told Thunderdrop how beautiful he was. I bought several pairs of shoes from the shopkeeper who had been so polite to me on my first visit. I remembered to buy different sizes. The shopkeeper placed each pair of shoes into its own drawstring silk bag before placing them all into a shopping bag for me. He thanked me profusely for my business. Next, Thunderdrop and I went to the store that sold gowns and pajamas. Yukihyo had explained to me the ladies' primary activities at Ms. Laura's brothel. Therefore, I concluded that alluring and costly Arachnean silk gowns and robes might sell quite well at Mr. Gregory's store. Phillip, knowing all of the ladies intimately, suggested buying only small and medium sizes. I bought twenty gowns of varying styles and lengths and ten of the beautiful robes the store carried. The bag, though filled to the top, weighed very little. Thunderdrop and I next visited the shop of the lady who had braided my hair. I declined having my hair done, but much to her delight, I purchased one of each of the hair accessories she sold. I entered the dress store that I had neglected on my previous visit. A shopkeeper followed me through the store carrying each of the silk dresses I selected. The shopkeeper ecstatically accepted my credit scan forty Arachnean silk dresses later. They filled three large dress bags and were by far the largest and most expensive purchase that I had ever made. It was a good thing that silk was light weight. Thankfully, the shopkeeper offered to carry the bags of dresses down to the land transport for me. Gratefully, I accepted. Phillip was true to his word and right on time. When he saw us coming down the stairs, he got out and opened the back of his land transport. Phillip took the bags from the shopkeeper, who bowed to us a few times before leaving. 
 
   "These Arachneans sure are polite," I said. Phillip grinned and put all of my bags in the back. "Thank you for picking me up. Did you get all of your errands completed?"               
 
   "I sure did, Cupcake. Ready to go back home?" 
 
   "I am." 
 
   "Did he stay up there the entire time?" Phillip asked while pointing at Thunderdrop.               
 
   "Yes, he has been complimented on his good looks and behavior repeatedly." Thunderdrop chittered. Workers loaded the cargo bay with Hiroshi and Yukihyo documenting each crate. "Did they get all of that from Mr. Sonners?" I asked. 
 
   "They sure did. They worked out an agreement on our last visit to have their order filled, stocked, and ready to go at a few hours’ notice." Phillip helped me carry my bags up to the habitation deck. 
 
   "You know, there is a completely empty room right next to mine. Is it okay if I just leave these bags there?" I asked. Phillip entered the empty room. 
 
   "I don't see why not." Two hours later and Tora was on a heading to Scipio. 
 
   Since I knew they would all remain busy on the bridge until dinner, I went to the empty room with Thunderdrop clinging to my back and tallied up my purchases. I had spent three hundred credits on shoes, four hundred on gowns, three hundred on robes, a hundred on hair accessories, and two thousand credits on Arachnean silk dresses. With my math it came out to three thousand and one hundred credits. I felt some panic. I pushed it away. I could do this. Now, how did I make a fair profit on my purchases? Mr. Gregory would want to make a profit, too. On Scipio, Yukihyo had spent much more on gowns of the same quality. The prices seemed to get higher the farther items came from their source. I decided to sell Mr. Gregory everything for four thousand and six hundred credits. That would mean that I would earn one thousand and five hundred credits for three hours of shopping. I thought that was fair because he could double the prices and still make a profit. A hundred credits for one of these beautiful dresses would still be a bargain. I decided to ask Yukihyo his opinion when he had time. Trying to puzzle out the credits that I had spent and how to earn a profit with my investment had taken me an embarrassing amount of time. I imagined a can of spider food. 
 
   Looking at Thunderdrop, I let out a sigh. "Come on, Thunderdrop. Let's go get dinner." In the laundry room, I fed Thunderdrop. Then, I waited in the kitchen for everyone to show up. It didn't take long. We ate dinner and cleaned up. "Teagan, will you join me for a moment?" Yukihyo asked.
 
   "Sure." I followed him into the laundry room where my spider showed me that he could balance on two of his legs. It was when he held the pose and then blinked at us that we began laughing. Thunderdrop jumped on top of my head. Yukihyo entered the lift. Surprised, I followed him. "This is new. I don't think I've ever been in the lift while in space," I said. The door opened, and I followed my husband into the area where the transports were parked. 
 
   "Lady wife, I would like your opinion on this transport." Yukihyo walked me around to the other side of the large land transport. The transport that had been hidden from view by it, was smaller than Phillip's transport. It had four seats and a large storage compartment in the back. It was a rich cream color with dark blue seats in the open cabin. Either the driver or passenger could stand up, almost fully, and walk over to the seats in back. Yukihyo showed me how other than the driver's seat, the others could be swiveled to face in other directions. 
 
   "Wow! This is definitely the nicest transport I've ever seen. I love the color and the seats." 
 
   "I am relieved that you like it." 
 
   I snorted, "Who wouldn't?" Yukihyo held the driver's door open for me. 
 
   "Have a seat," he said. 
 
   "Okay!" I slid into the seat. Yukihyo got in the passenger seat. The pretty blue seats were very comfortable, and the rich cream controls and onboard systems looked expensive, but very similar to Phillip's wrecked one. "It is set up like the transport Phillip taught me to drive." 
 
   Yukihyo said, "It is a compromise." I looked at him. 
 
   "What do you mean?" His eyes were white and calm. 
 
   "I became irrational when you walked to the Gregory's store. Therefore, you should drive yourself, and we can both feel better. Lady wife, I bought this transport as a gift for you. In ports you should have the freedom to come and go as you please. It is my wish that when you are alone and away from Tora that you will agree to wear your blaster, though." My eyes grew wide. 
 
   "Are you serious? This is for me? Really? Yukihyo? Really?" 
 
   He smiled broadly, "Good, it pleases you! This transport is in your name as your personal property. May I have your permission to install a tracking device and link your systems to Tora?" 
 
   "You can do anything you want," I said giving him a speculative look. Thunderdrop jumped down to explore the other transports. I said, "You know. We are down here all alone. Do you want to try out the seats in the back?" Yukihyo's answer to my question created some fogging of my transport's back windows. Sometime later and with our clothing all back in place, we returned with Thunderdrop to the habitation deck. Hiroshi and Phillip had already started a movie by the time we joined them. 
 
   "Did she like it?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   "Looks like she liked it a lot," Phillip said under his breath. I threw a pillow at him. 
 
   "My lady wife is pleased with her new transportation," Yukihyo said. 
 
   I hugged Yukihyo's arm to my chest and said, "Your lady wife is shocked beyond belief at your generosity and excellent taste."  
 
   "Excellent taste, huh?" Phillip smirked. 
 
   "Phillip..." I didn't even know how to respond to him. He gave me his innocent look.
 
   As I laid in Yukihyo's arms that night, he whispered, "I never meant to hurt you." I stroked my fingers along his chest. 
 
   "I never meant to frighten you," I whispered back. We twined our fingers together. 
 
   "I have always detested possessive, controlling males. I have no desire to become one. I hope you will be patient while I learn how to be a good husband to you." 
 
   "You are a good husband to me and the best friend I've ever had. When you were angry with me, I realized that the worst thing that could ever happen to me would be losing you. I can live without anything. I can live without all of the luxuries you have provided for me. Being without you, though, would tear the very life from me. Feeling your love and acceptance, along with that of Hiroshi and Phillip, has changed me. I couldn't go back to an empty world again. I just couldn't." He let go of my hand and wrapped his warm strong arms tightly around me. 
 
   "As long as I breathe, I will be at your side. Always be certain of that. Nothing will change this truth. Nothing you could ever do would cause me to leave your side. If you stopped loving me and chose another, I would beg to stay by your side as your loyal servant." I flew up. 
 
   "I would never do that!" 
 
   "And leaving you is something that I would never do. Are we clear on that, lady wife?" 
 
   "We're clear." The bathroom door opened. Thunderdrop came out. "I can't believe you taught him to do that. Can you set the other door sensors to let him come and go from my quarters to the laundry room, so he has more freedom?" 
 
   "I'll see what I can do." Thunderdrop chittered at us. I moved out of Yukihyo's arms and straddled his chest. 
 
   "So, if I fell in love with another man, you would just step aside?" I asked. 
 
   "Yes, I would have to step aside, so that you would not be injured by his limbs as I ripped them from his torso," Yukihyo replied in his deep monotone. I smiled and kissed his nose, pleased with his answer. 
 
   Tora landed on Scipio. I could barely contain my excitement, but managed to sit still through breakfast. 
 
   Once everyone had finished and I had cleaned everything, I asked, "Is it okay if I take my transport and show it to Felicia?" Yukihyo blushed and exchanged looks with Hiroshi and Phillip. 
 
   "Sweet wife, you do not need permission. It is kind of you, though, to let me know where I can direct my thoughts of you." Yukihyo rose and took my hand, kissing my palm. Color appeared in my cheeks. 
 
   "That was a sweet thing to say." 
 
   "Teagan, please do not distract my brother. I think he wishes to stay here, alone with you, but we have work to do. Please be back on board before nightfall." 
 
   "Yes, sir, Captain Hiroshi," I said. He smirked and grunted at me. 
 
   "Poor, Yukihyo. He's being torn from the arms of his beloved and forced to load up soaps and shampoos," Phillip drawled. 
 
   I got my blaster and Thunderdrop and then drove away from Tora in my brand new land transport. I drove my beautiful new transport, while cushioned in my comfortable blue seat, and parked it in front of Felicia's shop. As I got out, Felicia was standing in front of her door. "Wow, Teagan! That is a lovely transport." 
 
   I raised my eyebrows at her and asked, "Do you want to go for a ride?" Felicia glanced around the sidewalk for customers and then closed her door. 
 
   "Yes! Just around the block, though." We both got in and I drove us slowly around the block. "Is this Phillip's?" Felicia asked. 
 
   I smiled at her, "No, it's mine." I parked back in front of her store and powered down before telling her my news. "My husband gave it to me." 
 
   "Husband?" Felicia asked with sparkling eyes. 
 
   "Yes, that aquamarine dress that you sold me had magical powers," I said laughing. Entering her store, I showed her my wedding ring and told her about Yukihyo's proposal, our marriage at the Singing Rocks, and thanked her for the directions to the Lake of Mist where we had spent our first day together as husband and wife. 
 
   Hugging me Felicia said, "It is so romantic! You seem so very happy that I am happy, too!" 
 
   "How are things with Soren?" She filled me in on the details. 
 
   "I'm glad we are both happy and don't worry, he hasn't made you gain any weight with all of his cooking. I would tell you." We laughed, and Felicia made us tea. 
 
   "Tell me how your venture went on Malta," she said. I told her everything that had happened with Mr. Gregory. 
 
   "If he buys my merchandise, could I purchase my next supply of clothing from you in smalls and mediums? Hopefully, we will stay on Malta long enough for me to see what sells first, if all goes according to plan."  
 
   "Yes! I will begin putting things together and when next you are here, we shall select all that you wish to take. It helps me make money, you make a profit, Mr. Gregory makes a profit, and the ladies of Malta are happy. It works for all of us. Very good!" Felicia and I said our goodbyes and hugged. Then, Thunderdrop and I drove to the store that sold shampoos and soaps. I purchased a few shampoos, brushes, and one set of the curlers used at the baths. In the next store, we bought more hangers and some pretty bowls that matched them. I thought they could hold the hair accessories. As we put the last of our purchases into the back of my transport, Thunderdrop began chittering. 
 
   "What is it?" I looked around while closing the door. He hopped from my shoulder to the flowered trellis. Thunderdrop climbed upside down until he reached a spot right above a toy store's door. He chittered at me. "Okay, seriously? You want to go into a toy store? You can pick out two things because you are such a very good boy, but then we are going home. My bonuses are just about gone." I walked slowly through the store's door. Thunderdrop dropped to my shoulder. Once we were inside, he began to crawl around and examine everything, blinking at items curiously. He jumped into a basket of colorful balls. He chittered at me. I giggled at him. "You want a ball to play with? That's so cute! Which one do you want, baby?" A shopkeeper approached me as I bent over the basket. 
 
   "May I help you find a toy for your child, ma'am?" 
 
   "I think he wants a ball," I said. When I straightened back up, and the shopkeeper saw my baby, she jumped and clutched her chest. 
 
   "What is that?" she asked in a somewhat controlled manner. 
 
   "He is an Arachnean Silk spider of the best breeding, and he would like this striped ball, please. I promised him two toys, though." She took the ball behind the counter and stayed there. I rubbed Thunderdrop's back. "Don't be upset. I was afraid of you when we first met, too. And, I'm sorry for the bad things I said that day. I hope you can forgive me." I got a chirp for an answer. The new sound was similar to my morning alarm. Thunderdrop's second selection was a princess wand with streamers and sparkles. We paid and left which earned us a sigh of relief from the shopkeeper. I put Thunderdrop's bag in the passenger seat next to me. He crawled inside of it, poked his head up from the bag, and chirped. I giggled. "Aww, that was so cute. Yes, it was!"
 
   We made it back home and waved to Yukihyo, who flashed a brilliant smile my way. I picked up the bag that my spider sat in and the other bags from the back. All of it made it up to the room next to mine in one trip. I carried the bag from the toy store into my quarters. "Do you want me to get your toys out and put them on the floor?" Thunderdrop made his new chirp sound and crawled out of the bag. I pulled out the ball and placed it before him. Then, I pulled out his princess wand, carefully spreading out the streamers and sparkles. He touched each streamer with the tip of each of his claws very slowly. He looked at me and blinked. I sat on the floor near him. Thunderdrop crawled up to my neck and wrapped himself around my throat. I realized what was happening. 
 
   "Oh my goodness, Thunderdrop. You're hugging me to say thank you." I petted his back. "You did this when I was sad, too." I teared up. "Careful, I may start thinking you really love me." He chirped. A few happy tears fell down my cheeks. This is the moment when Yukihyo decided to walk through my door. He froze for a second and then rushed forward wrapping me in his arms. 
 
   "My love! What has happened? Are you hurt?" I started laughing. He pulled back and examined me. 
 
   "No, these are happy tears. I just realized Thunderdrop loves me. Look! He's hugging me. This is how he hugs. And he's smart! I swear he picked these two toys out himself. I told him he could have two toys, and he chirped on these two. Do you think I'm crazy?" Yukihyo raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
   "Maybe you should do some reading about Arachnean silk spiders, lady wife." He stroked Thunderdrop's back. "He is a very good boy," Yukihyo said. "Did your trip go well?" he asked. 
 
   "Yes, we had a lovely visit with Felicia. He still hides from her in my hair, though. If everything goes well with Mr. Gregory, I'll buy from Felicia on the next trip. Can I ask you something?" 
 
   "Anything." 
 
   "Okay, so I invested my bonus in things for Mr. Gregory's store. I have spent three thousand and one hundred credits, not counting today. I thought that I would add a thousand and five hundred credits to that amount and sell Mr. Gregory everything for four thousand and six hundred credits. What do you think?" He smiled and kissed my nose. 
 
   "I think it is a very fair deal and will generate good will between the two of you and foster future business." 
 
   "Really? You think so?" Pleased that I hadn't screwed up, I kissed him on the nose back. Thunderdrop chirped and let go of my neck to crawl down and play with his ball. He touched it with one of his legs, and it moved an inch. He moved closer to the ball and pushed it again. Thunderdrop repeated the action over and over, completely enthralled. Each time he looked up at me and blinked. I smiled at him and said, "You are such a good, smart boy! I'm so proud of you! Look how you can push your ball!" 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
   After dinner Hiroshi took us from Scipio's surface, and we began the trip back to Earth. The two weeks raced by. I had become so proficient in my role as domestic assistant that the habitation deck was spotless. Thankfully, the ice bear, taken down by my brave hunters, had been eaten. Yukihyo and I enjoyed having time together without interruptions from life outside of Tora. Happy and relaxed, we settled into our routine of family dinners and movies afterwards. Of course, during the second night of the trip, before our movie, I asked Hiroshi and Phillip if I could please have their attention. Yukihyo knew what was coming and sat grinning quietly. "Gentlemen, prepare to be amazed! The beautiful and talented Thunderdrop will perform a trick for your enjoyment!" I laughed gleefully and sat on the floor in front of the vid-screen. I smiled at everyone and showed them all the striped ball. Thunderdrop blinked up at me and watched his ball. I placed his ball before him. Thunderdrop pushed his ball a little bit at a time until it reached Yukihyo's feet. I started clapping. "Yea! Way to go Thunderdrop!" Phillip laughed at my pet spider and scratched his back. Hiroshi, much more easily amused by my spider, had completely cracked up. 
 
   "That was even better than the treadmill incident!" he laughed. Thunderdrop chirped at us, obviously pleased with the attention. 
 
   Tora docked at the Union Land Port. The men would be involved in their usual fluster of activity for the next few days. Other than the Sun Palace with my family, I had nowhere that I wanted to visit. Instead of leaving the ship, I stayed and played with Thunderdrop. After a while I said, "Let's take a break." Thunderdrop led the way. Yukihyo had re-modulated the sensors under the habitation deck doors to be sensitive enough to open for my spider. After Thunderdrop had discovered his new freedom, he almost drove us crazy for the next few days. The worst moment had been an evening when my door opened while Yukihyo and I were right in the middle of private husband and wife time. 
 
   Hiroshi had been in the corridor, but had yelled, "Didn't see anything!" Thunderdrop and I had a talk about staying away from the door when it was bedtime. He had blinked at me. I followed Thunderdrop to the kitchen. Then, I had some coffee while Thunderdrop rested on his web above the corner vid-screen. I decided to clean the cold storage unit. It had begun to look rather sparse inside. It needed to be restocked. Hiroshi said that Uncle Lee insisted that restocking it was his job whenever Hiroshi visited Earth. I re-stacked what remained by meal times and placed the containers on the bottom left shelf to provide plenty of room. Then, I cleaned all of the empty shelves and closed the door.
 
   That was when I noticed Yukihyo, Thunderdrop perched on his shoulder, with his arms crossed over his chest and his butt against the counter. I had only seen that pose once before on Malta, and I cringed inside. "What is this about?" he asked. 
 
   "I thought it would be easier for Mr. Lee." Once I had stepped toward the counter, Yukihyo trapped my back against it placing his hands on the counter on either side of me. Thunderdrop blinked down at me from Yukihyo's shoulder. 
 
   "That isn't what I mean." 
 
   "Then, I have no idea what you do mean," I said as I kissed his neck. 
 
   "Allow me to explain. We have been in port for two days and not once have you left the ship. Why is that?" I looked at his chin feeling sullen. 
 
   "There's no reason." 
 
   "You're afraid. I can feel it. Explain why." 
 
   "I'm not afraid. There just isn't anywhere I want to go." 
 
   "I'm not buying it. Take us for a ride in your transport, but first, go put on something pretty. You only wear that when you feel upset or fragile." Frowning, I checked out my clothes. I wore my comfortable black pants and grey shirt. "We will help you." Thunderdrop jumped from Yukihyo, to the table, and from there to a spot just in front of the kitchen door, chirping when it opened. I let out a sigh of resignation and followed my spider. "It has grown colder since last we were here," Yukihyo said. I sat on my vanity stool. Yukihyo fiddled in my storage unit. He pulled out a rich blue silk calf length dress, a chocolate brown shawl, and my brown boots. "What about this?" he asked. I shrugged and changed. He slipped my necklace over my head and pulled my hair free of it. Thunderdrop crawled up the dress and wrapped himself around my neck.               
 
   "You think I need a hug, boy?" Yukihyo placed my hand on his arm, escorted me down to my transport, opened the driver's side door for me, and then got in on the other side. 
 
   "Drive, lady wife." I drove down the ramp and out through the land port's back exit. 
 
   "Where do you want to go?" 
 
   "I want to know about your life when you were here. Show me where you lived." With a heavy heart, I drove all the way out to the housing community under the old overpass. "Which one was yours?" I pointed it out. 
 
   "What now?" I asked in a dull voice. 
 
   "How did you walk to work?" I drove all the way down to my former sector. Yukihyo wanted to see each of the streets that had been my responsibility. The business crowd had begun to thin out for the day. We neared the Sun Palace, and I smiled for the first time since leaving Tora. "Have dinner with me?" Yukihyo asked. 
 
   "Okay." I parked and we entered Mr. Lee's restaurant. I took a deep breath as soon as we entered. "Oh, it smells so good!" Mr. Lee rushed forward and wrapped me in his arms. I hugged him back. "It is so good to see you!" I said. Mr. Lee placed his hands on my shoulders and stepped back. He smiled in approval. 
 
   "I see my nephew is taking good care of his new wife!" Mr. Lee patted Yukihyo affectionately. I caught Mr. Lee's eyes with mine. 
 
   "Mr. Lee, if it hadn't been for you...." 
 
   "Shh, none of that. What is this Mr. Lee about, niece? You will respectfully refer to me as uncle. Now, come and sit. I know exactly what you want." Uncle Lee brought us glasses full of cold water and then hurried off to the kitchen. He brought out a plate of spring rolls. I leaned forward and grabbed one, dipping it in the sauce. My eyes closed in pleasure. I reached for another and discovered my husband had begun eating his third one. He offered me an innocent expression. Uncle Lee carried out a huge plate of steaming orange chicken. 
 
   "I'm in heaven!" I said as I spooned it onto my plate. Yukihyo laughed and pushed a bowl of rice toward me. Thunderdrop left my neck to examine the chicken.               
 
   "Who is this?" Uncle Lee asked. I introduced them. Uncle Lee went to the kitchen and returned with a plate containing small bites chicken, beef, shrimp, and eel. He placed the plate in front of Thunderdrop who chirped his satisfaction and began trying the new foods. He seemed to like the chicken best. We almost managed to eat everything. Uncle Lee sat with us, sipping tea and listening to the adventures on which we had been. I told him what had happened on Malta and how bravely Hiroshi, Yukihyo, and Phillip had rushed to the defense of Captain Espanoza, the unfortunate events on Arachne, but also how Thunderdrop had decided to be friends with me, and more happily of our wedding day on Scipio. I hugged my new uncle goodbye, before we got into the transport and started back to the ship. 
 
   After I had driven a few blocks, Yukihyo said, "Teagan, no matter where we are, I will never leave you behind, nor would Hiroshi or Phillip. If you ever wish to remain on the ship in port, that is your choice, but lady wife, please never stay there out of fear." Thunderdrop chittered at me. 
 
   "I didn't realize that was what I was doing." As I drove closer to Tora, I saw Phillip directing dock workers while they loaded medical supplies. "Hey! I know them. Do you want to say hello?" 
 
   "Sure. Drive over there." I pulled my transport to a stop and parked by the large transport vehicle. Phillip waved, walked over, and helped me out. 
 
   "Hey, Cupcake! Did you two kids go out on a date?" 
 
   Glancing at Yukihyo I said, "Yes, my dear husband tricked me into it." We all walked toward the ramp where I saw a few familiar faces. Henry's mouth hung open in shock. I rushed to him and gave him a hug. Thunderdrop climbed to his perch atop my head. "Henry! It's so nice to see you!" I released him. He blushed. 
 
   "Teagan? Is that you? You look gorgeous! Wow!" Yukihyo put a possessive hand on my hip. 
 
   "Hello, Mr. Fennick. It is nice to see you again. Hello, Roger and Derrick."
 
   "Ma'am," Mr. Fennick nodded to me. He shook my hand. Roger and Derrick both lifted their hands to me in greeting and exchanged quiet words with one another.               
 
   Henry said, "Was that you driving?" 
 
   Nodding I said, "Yes, Phillip taught me how. It looks like you're almost finished loading. Are you brave enough to let us drive you home? I can get you there faster than the hoover transport." Henry made eye contact with Yukihyo first and then grinned and accepted. 
 
   "What is that on your head?" Henry asked. I lifted my hand and rubbed a leg.               
 
   "This sweet boy is Thunderdrop. He's from Arachne." The men got back to work. Yukihyo leaned his back against the transport and pulled me to rest my back against his chest. Phillip closed the cargo bay door and walked over to us with Henry. 
 
   "Mind if I tag along, Cupcake?" 
 
   "Of course, not. Hey, Henry. Did you hear that? Some people are better with nicknames than others." 
 
   Henry grimaced, "Come on, Teagan. I quit that ages ago." 
 
   "Quit what?" Yukihyo asked. 
 
   "Oh, nothing," I said. I drove us out of the land port. 
 
   "You're really good at driving. Was it hard to learn?" asked Henry. 
 
   "Thank you! It took a lot of studying, but I had a really good teacher." 
 
   "She sure did," Phillip bragged. I stopped at the curb outside of Henry's place. We said our goodbyes, and I drove us back home. 
 
   In the lift my husband said, "See, you feel better now." A chittering sounded from the back of my hair. 
 
   "It was the chicken," I said. 
 
   "You ate without me?" Phillip whined. 
 
   "We can go back tomorrow," Yukihyo suggested. I nodded enthusiastically in agreement. 
 
   Hiroshi didn't come home until the next morning. Then the three of them left to complete more orders. Later that day, while they were gone, Uncle Lee arrived. At first I didn't understand what was wrong. My vid-screen started beeping at me. Thunderdrop perched himself on the couch and blinked at it. I joined him. Then, I tapped it. Mr. Lee's face appeared. "Hello, Teagan. Will you come down and lower the transport ramp for me?" 
 
   "Yes, sir. I'll be right down." We went down to the first deck and waited while Mr. Lee drove into the bay in a white medium-sized transport, with the Sun Palace in red lettering on a yellow sun decorating the doors. He got out and opened the back. Cold air rushed out. With an indulgent smile on his face, he said, "I have meals ready for your cold storage unit." 
 
   "What kinds of meals?" I asked hopefully. He raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
   "There is something for you on the front seat." I walked around and saw through the window a bag on the seat. I opened the door, then the bag, and found spring rolls and stuffed wantons. 
 
   "Yea!" Mr. Lee had begun placing aluminum crates on cart that he had brought. I started to help. Once we had completed the task, I followed him into the lift and to the kitchen. "May I get you something to drink?" I asked, as I placed the bag on the table. Mr. Lee looked pointedly at the bag, so I sat down and dug in, sharing little bites with Thunderdrop. 
 
   "I have never opened the cold storage door to be greeted with cleanliness and order. You have saved me from completing the task," he said. I mumbled a thank you for his compliment around a mouthful of shrimp stuffed wanton. I watched as he opened crates and filled the cold storage with food. Then, he went to the beverage dispenser, opened it up, and replaced the molecular flavor packets. I ate a spring roll. My mouth was stuffed when Hiroshi came into the kitchen and hugged his uncle, our uncle. I waved hello with sauce covered fingers. Hiroshi ate the remaining wantons. 
 
   On the fourth day docked at the Union City Land Port, not in the mood to go anywhere, Thunderdrop and I cuddled in Hiroshi's favorite chair in front on the large vid-screen in the recreation room. I navigated through the menu until I found an informative documentary about Arachnean Silk Spiders. 
 
   "I guess it is time for me to learn more about you. If you want to watch a documentary about humans next, we can," I told him. I learned a few things. While Arachnean Silk Spiders shared many traits with spiders of Earth, they far surpassed Earth spiders from an evolutionary stand point. Spiders of both planets had two main body parts, the cephalothorax and the abdomen. Each had eight eyes and eight legs. They produced silk, although Arachnean spiders made a finer silk by far than any produced by small Earth spiders. The documentary confirmed something that I had already figured out on my own. Arachnean Silk Spiders enjoyed making webs and often created them simply to amuse themselves. They preferred to hunt their prey, which ranged from mice to deer. They could eat fish, but it was not a favorite food. Arachnean spiders had jaws in their mouths that they used to grind prey, while a digestive enzyme sped up the process. Then, they sucked the fluid down. A frightening thing I didn't know was that they had fangs and when threatened could deliver a bite with a powerful neurotoxin that could paralyze a human for hours and produce considerable swelling. I learned that it was correct to refer to the tips of Thunderdrop's legs as claws. Arachnean spiders, unlike those of Earth, continued to grow and could survive for several decades. Female spiders typically grew to an average of five feet when measured from cephalothorax to abdomen. Male spiders usually grew to three feet. I looked at Thunderdrop and my eyes grew wide. 
 
   "So, you are a baby. Your body is just about a foot long." He chirped at me in response. Arachnean Silk spiders were very social creatures and had become somewhat domesticated. Their silk was harvested from tall trees in protected Arachnean forests. The spiders cooperated with humans as long as their trees were unharmed. "How did your spider family feel about the Parvac soldiers blowing up one of your trees while trying to kill us?" Thunderdrop chittered. Arachnean Silk spiders were coveted and prized pets. They were sentient and therefore, could not be bought, sold, or held captive. They chose human companionship occasionally. In rare circumstances they imprinted on a human, recognizing the person as a desirable companion and forming an unbreakable life bond. I stroked my fingers down what I still considered to be his back. 
 
   "Is that what we are, Thunderdrop? Did you decide to adopt me that day in the forest?" He chirped. Looking into his eyes, I said, "You chirp when you are happy or agree with something, and you chitter when you don't like something or disagree?" Thunderdrop chirped. "I can ask you yes or no questions. We can talk to each other." Thunderdrop blinked at me. "Do you want to watch a documentary on humans, now?" Thunderdrop chittered. I laughed.
 
   That night Hiroshi drove us all to the Sun Palace. Uncle Lee closed the restaurant for a private party and had dinner with us. It was the happiest I had ever been in that restaurant, surrounded by my new family. Hiroshi said, "We leave for Malta early in the morning. Tora is fueled and has passed all of our diagnostic tests." As we left the restaurant, I decided that the evening had been the happiest I had ever been while on Earth. Uncle Lee was a wonderful person, and I was grateful to him, but I was ready to leave Earth.  
 
   Hiroshi had set Tora's course for Malta. We weren't stopping anywhere on the way there. "We need to give them time to miss us on Scipio, or we won't earn as much," Phillip explained. 
 
   Hiroshi said, "Our itinerary is Malta, Amphictyon, Arachne, and then Scipio. The cargo hold is full of orders from our clients on each planet." 
 
   Thinking out loud I said, "How long is this trip going to take, four or five weeks?" 
 
   "We should arrive on Malta in four weeks," Yukihyo said. 
 
   "Why?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   "Well, while each of you have mysterious work to complete on the elusive deck two, I may need a new hobby." 
 
   Phillip said, "What kind of hobby?" 
 
   "I don't know. You already taught me how to drive."  
 
   "I could teach you how to fight," Yukihyo suggested. I made a face. 
 
   "I don't like fighting. Sorry. I guess I'll have to study hobbies."
 
   Two weeks into our voyage and yellow lights began flashing inside of Tora. I picked up Thunderdrop and ran from the relaxation room, down the corridor, and into my quarters like I was supposed to do. We sat on my grey couch, and I clutched a purple pillow. My vid-screen came on. It was Yukihyo from the bridge. "Everything is okay, lady wife. Please, do not be afraid. We have picked up a distress call from a small Galaxic Militia cruiser. We have made contact and are approaching to render assistance. Please remain in your quarters." He winked out. I turned my vid-screen back on and selected the view through the windows on the bridge. Tora closed the distance to a ship that drifted. Hiroshi communicated with the cruiser's captain. Some kind of device that regulated the dry fuel into power had malfunctioned as had its replacement. The captain said something about their energy reserves running their life support systems. The captain relayed information about the device to Hiroshi, who in turn examined his stock.               
 
   "I have a device with which to replace yours. I can place it into a propulsion unit and guide it into one of your collectors," Hiroshi suggested. The two of them worked out the particulars. About an hour later, I watched as a metal tube traveled from our ship into an array that trapped it in a force field and then closed. Two hours later the militia had repaired their ship, and we resumed our course and speed. 
 
   My days consisted of cleaning our dishes, which took seconds, an hour or so in the exercise room, playing with Thunderdrop, who had torn down his old webs and replaced them with new ones, watching movies, and talking with the guys. Of course, my nights were usually very entertaining. Laundry took me a few minutes a week, as did cleaning our rooms, bathrooms, and floors. I had even finished reading Captain Espanoza's biography. 
 
   I sat in the kitchen bored. I sipped an equally boring cup of tea. I needed a fun indoor hobby. I had no skill drawing or painting. I opened the cold storage, thinking I could eat something, just for something to do. Then, inspiration struck me along with the blast of cold air from the unit. I closed the door. The guys had gone nuts over the cake they had to deliver. They had to struggle not to eat it. I had the kitchen all to myself most of the time. I could learn to bake. That might be fun. I took my tea over to the corner desk and pulled up instructional videos on cake construction. More was involved in it than I had thought. I watched two more demonstrations. Many different variations of cake recipes existed. Most of the recipes shared common elements. Most of them used butter, flour, milk, vanilla extract, sugar, eggs, either baking powder or soda, and salt. Icing seemed to consist of confectioners’ sugar and sometimes cream cheese. I began searching through the dry pantry for the different ingredients. I hoped that dehydrated eggs would work. I found the final two things I had searched for in the bottom of the cold storage unit in a drawer. In the cabinets I found bowels, a mixer, and cake pans. I decided to study some more before making an attempt. Thunderdrop and I watched two cake baking demonstrations a day. Using the oven seemed frightening. What if I set fire to Tora? 
 
   One night during dinner, I decided to bring up the topic. "So, I have a new hobby I want to try, but it is a little dangerous, so I thought I would ask your opinions before attempting it." 
 
   Phillip's eyes darted to Yukihyo's and then Hiroshi's, "What kind of thing did you have in mind?" Yukihyo crossed his arms and looked at me. 
 
   "Well, the three of you seemed intrigued by that cake you delivered. I've been studying cake construction. We have the common ingredients. I thought I might try to bake one, but I've never used an oven, and I don't want to set fire to Tora or cause an explosion or anything. What?" Both of Hiroshi's eyebrows were raised at me. Phillip got up and left the kitchen. Frowning at his back, I said, "Oh, it's a bad idea. Isn't it?" Yukihyo cleared his throat. 
 
   "Lady wife, I eagerly await whatever you decide to cook. Please, allow me to be the first to benefit from your efforts." I smiled at him. 
 
   "Thank you. That is very sweet of you." Phillip came back wiping at his eyes. Hiroshi drew my attention from him. 
 
   "Please do not worry about using the oven. I promise there is no way you can damage the ship. It cooks on a molecular level and generates very little heat." Phillip rested his head in his hand. 
 
   "Phillip, what?" I asked. 
 
   "Only you would think baking to be dangerous!" 
 
   "You were laughing?" I asked. 
 
   "Come on, Cupcake! An explosion?" 
 
   Frowning, I said, "Well, how should I know?" 
 
   The next morning after breakfast, Thunderdrop and I studied another demonstration on the corner vid-screen in the kitchen. We looked each other in the eyes. It required more effort from me. "Are you ready to do this?" He chirped. "Let's get all of the bowls and pans we need first." The mixer, measuring cups and spoons, and cake pans lined the counter. Then, we got a cup of butter, four teaspoons of dehydrated eggs, three cups of flour, two cups of sugar, a cup of milk from the beverage dispenser, vanilla extract, and three teaspoons of baking powder into bowls on the counter. I mixed the egg powder with four tablespoons of water and worried about the result. I began putting it all into the mixer. The butter and sugar combined nicely. I added in the eggs. Slowly, I added the milk and vanilla. Then, I added in the dry ingredients. I turned off the mixer. Then, I poured the batter into the round pans. Next, came the scary part. I opened the oven. "Here we go, Thunderdrop." I put the pans inside, closed the door, and pulled up the menu on the display, selecting bake and three hundred and fifty degrees. I pushed start. The light inside came on, and we watched as the batter rose, and turned a light yellow color. The oven beeped. I found protective gloves and removed the pans. A sweet sugary smell greeted us. I looked at Thunderdrop. 
 
   "It smells good and looks right." I placed the pans on the cooling surface and cleaned up all of bowls and the mixer. Then, I began to make the icing. I placed a half of a cup of butter in the mixer. I slowly added the bag of powdered sugar, a teaspoon of vanilla extract, and two tablespoons of milk. It became creamy. I turned it off, grabbed a spoon, and tasted it. 
 
   "Hey, it actually tastes good." The cake pans had cooled, so I flipped one over onto a plate and smeared icing on top of it. Carefully, I turned the second pan over and placed it on top of the first. I smeared icing all over it and then covered the sides. "Well, it looks okay. It's not fancy or anything, but maybe it tastes good." I ran my finger through the icing in the mixing bowl. It was white, fluffy, and sugary sweet. Thunderdrop didn't want any. I was fine with that and did a good job of cleaning it before actually putting it in the cleaning unit. Once I had cleaned and put everything away, Thunderdrop and I went searching for Yukihyo. He and the others were on the bridge. I stopped at the entrance. Knowing I stood nearby, he turned to me. 
 
   "Will you come to the kitchen and try my cake?" Phillip jumped up first. 
 
   He said, "He may need a doctor afterwards." 
 
   "Hey! That's not nice." 
 
   "Just teasing you, Cupcake." They all went to the kitchen. I put the cake on the table with a knife, plates, forks, and cups of coffee. 
 
   "Okay, look. If it's really bad, don't eat it just to save my feelings. It's my first attempt ever at cooking." I sat and sipped my coffee. Yukihyo took the knife from Phillip. 
 
   "Me first. She's my wife." They each cut pieces, and then I cut a piece for myself. Thunderdrop went to his corner web above the vid-screen. Nervous, I watched Yukihyo's face as he took his first bite. He didn't make a bad face or spit it out. I took a bite of my piece. It was alright. It wasn't like the ones at the cafe down from Felicia's, but not bad for a first try. Yukihyo had finished his first piece of cake and cut himself a second larger piece. Phillip and Hiroshi did, too. By the time I had finished my cake and coffee, they had eaten the entire cake. 
 
   "Lady wife, I much enjoy your new hobby. Will you do it again tomorrow?" 
 
   "I may study a bit more, first." Hiroshi gave a grunt and went back to the bridge.               
 
   "That was great, Cupcake," Phillip said, scratching his belly on his way out. Yukihyo thanked me with a satisfying kiss. 
 
   "That seemed to pass the time and go over well with the guys." 
 
   "Chirp." I cleaned our dishes. 
 
   I practiced my new hobby once more on the way to Malta. After a little study, I made chocolate chip cookies. They required a lot less effort than the cake had taken. I arranged the cookies on a plate, put small plates and napkins, and cups of coffee on the table, and then Thunderdrop and I found the men in the exercise room. They had been busy exhausting themselves with the weights. 
 
   "If any of you are interested, I made something else." Hiroshi made it to the kitchen first. Thunderdrop and I followed in their wake. We found they had already begun eating the cookies. Phillip's eyes were closed while he chewed. 
 
   "What do you think?" I asked. 
 
   Hiroshi said, "Good cookies," around a mouthful. The plate emptied as I sipped my coffee. Phillip's eyes looked guilty. 
 
   "Teagan, we are terrible. We ate them all and didn't share with you. I'm sorry." Thunderdrop chirped and crawled up my leg, blinking at me. I sighed. 
 
   "It's okay. I had a few before I told you about them." 
 
   "Chirp, chirp, chitter!" Thunderdrop said. 
 
   "Okay, I had like maybe six of them." Yukihyo cleaned the plates and cups. Hiroshi suggested I join them in the exercise room and spend some quality time with a treadmill. I let out a sigh and got my exercise shoes. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Finally, we arrived on Malta. The usual flurry of activity surrounded the cargo bay and large land transport. They would be busy making deliveries both in town and also out at the mines. Excited to show Mr. Gregory my purchases, I began making trips to my transport with all of my bags. I wore my brown boots, a long pink dress, a chocolate brown cardigan, and my blaster. I draped my necklace over my head. "Are you ready, Thunderdrop?" 
 
   "Chirp!"
 
   I drove out of Tora and parked on the cargo bay side of the ship. Getting out I walked over to my busy husband. He narrowed his eyes at a man who stared at me.               
 
   "Husband, I am going to visit Mr. Gregory. I don't plan to go anywhere else today." Yukihyo brushed his finger down my cheek and lifted my hand in his placing a kiss on my knuckles. 
 
   "Have fun, my beautiful wife."  Smiling, I lifted up on my toes, and he bent down so that I could kiss his cheek. I drove the short distance to the general store. Mr. Gregory and his son came out of their store as soon as I pulled to a stop. Mr. Gregory opened my door and helped me out. Thunderdrop decided he wanted to perch on top of my head. 
 
   "It's good to see you, Mrs. Lee. My boy did quite a bit of work preparing for your visit." 
 
   Arthur Jr. said, "I hope you like it, ma'am." 
 
   "I would love to see your display area. I hope you like all of the things I brought with me." It wasn't at all what I had expected. In the back corner of the store, Arthur Jr. had made a wide arched open doorway. Mr. Gregory walked into another room, beckoning me to join him. Arthur Jr. followed me, nervously. 
 
   "Tell her what you have done," Mr. Gregory said. 
 
   "Well, Mrs. Lee, I framed in this room using part of the storage room in the back. I put the walls in and framed out the door. To each side of the door, I put in these changing rooms with these swinging doors for privacy. I built these shelves out from the changing rooms to the door, thinking you might want to put those pretty little shoes on 'em. I mounted that long rack against the back wall, so as soon as the ladies walk in, they see dresses. I built these tables and put one on each side wall to hold whatever you like," he finished. I turned in a slow circle. 
 
   "It's beautiful. I never imagined anything so nice. It's just amazing that you did all of this." I walked around the room examining it. "These dressing rooms were such a good idea." I walked over to the one on the left, pulled the door open, and went inside. A mirror hung to the right on the wall shared with the shelves. 
 
   "I put the mirrors on the sides like that so no one could sneak any peeks," Arthur Jr. said. 
 
   "That was thoughtful of you." I could see over the top of the swinging door. It covered the dressing room entrance from my chin down to my knees. I walked out. The cases he had built against each dressing room's side each had four shelves and framed the room's entrance. "This is so nice." The tables Arthur Jr. had made were identical and of the same wood as the swinging doors. I ran my hand along the smooth wood. The metal bar he had installed along the back wall was at about the top of my head and ran from one side to the other. 
 
   "I put it up high so the dresses wouldn't touch the floor, but so ladies could still reach it easily." 
 
   "It's perfect." 
 
   "Ha, ha! What did I tell you, boy?" Mr. Gregory patted his son on the back. "Let's see what you brought us," Mr. Gregory said. We went out to the transport and together carried all of the bags into the new room. 
 
   "Mr. Gregory, why don't you let me put everything where it goes, so that you can see it all, and then we can discuss prices." He agreed. I got to work while Thunderdrop explored the room. 
 
   I placed the pretty bowls I had bought on the tables. There were three on each table of varying sizes. I placed all of the size medium dresses on hangers on the left side of the rack, and then the smalls next to them. Now, I was glad that I had bought forty of them. I hung the ten beautiful silk robes up next and then the twenty seductive looking Arachnean silk gowns by size as well. I had bought ten pairs of shoes, but I could put a pair on the floor under each of the bottom shelves. I removed the shoes from their silk bags, spread each bag out on a shelf, and then placed the shoes on top of them. I thought it looked nice. I folded up all of the empty bags my purchases had filled. I delved into the bag of accessories and filled each small bowl with hair pins, each medium bowl with clips, and the large bowls with hair ties. I left the bag with the shampoos, soaps, and set of curlers against the wall. I brought the empty folded bags out to Mr. Gregory. 
 
   "Here are all the empty bags." 
 
   "Well, good. I can use them." 
 
   "I'm finished. Would you both like to see?" They were eager and curious. I followed them inside of their new boutique. All of the Arachnean silk hanging from the back wall looked gorgeous. Mr. Gregory let out a long low whistle. He touched the dresses, letting the fabric cascade over his skin. 
 
   "They'll love these," he said. 
 
   "Dang! The miners will sure love these," Arthur Jr. removed a hanger holding a gown from the right side of the rack. It was a deep red silk with a deep v-shaped neckline, trimmed in a delicate black silk lace. Mr. Gregory looked at the bowls filled with hair things and the shoes on the shelves. 
 
   "The shoes came in those little bags. Do you like what I picked out?" 
 
   Mr. Gregory nodded, "These dresses and things are much nicer than anything I imagined. The women's eyes are gonna pop out of their heads. How much is all of this gonna cost me?" 
 
   "Well, sir, the shoes were thirty credits each." He got out his scan pad and entered numbers. "The gowns were twenty a piece, the robes were thirty each, the Arachnean silk dresses were fifty a piece, and I spent a hundred credits on the hair accessories which were all made by hand by an Arachnean lady who does braids. It came out to three thousand and a hundred credits, if I'm right in my calculations. I had hoped I could sell you everything for four thousand and six hundred credits. 
 
   "You realize I intend to sell those dresses for twice what you paid, right?" 
 
   "So, wouldn't we both make about the same profit? Is that okay? I've never done this before." Mr. Gregory held out his hand and took mine shaking it. 
 
   "You've got yourself a deal," he said. Mr. Gregory scanned four thousand and six hundred credits into my account. I let out a sigh of relief. "What's that for?" he asked. 
 
   "I was worried about whether or not you would like everything. I invested just about everything I had in these clothes." 
 
   "That took guts. I like that. Yukihyo did right marrying you," Mr. Gregory said. 
 
   "Thank you, sir. That's a nice thing to say." 
 
   "What's in this bag?" Arthur Jr. asked. 
 
   "It contains some extra things I picked up on Scipio. You didn't ask for them, but I thought the ladies would like them." I showed them the brushes and let them smell the soaps and shampoos. Then, I showed him the curlers. "They use these in the baths on Scipio. I've had my hair done twice with curlers like these. The curls last for a month, even when I wash my hair once a day." 
 
   "How much for all of this?" Mr. Gregory asked. 
 
   "The curlers are expensive. I can give you all of this for five hundred credits."               
 
   "How much were those bowls and hangers?" he asked. 
 
   "Those are gifts. I wanted to help make it look nice." 
 
   "Deal." He paid me another five hundred credits. That was a two hundred credit profit. It would have taken me days to make that much on Earth. I had made a one thousand and seven hundred credit profit and had over five thousand credits back in my account. It felt amazing. We put the soaps and shampoos on one table and the expensive curlers on the other. Mr. Gregory and Arthur Jr. surveyed the room with pride. I joined them. It looked fabulous. Felicia would approve. 
 
   Yukihyo, Hiroshi, and Phillip entered the general store, presumably to check on me. Mr. Gregory rushed over to Yukihyo and shook his hand. "That's a fine lady you got there. You must be as proud of her as I am of my boy." Thunderdrop had returned to my head from one of the top shelves. "Come and see what they did." 
 
   "Yukihyo, look at the beautiful room Arthur Jr. built to put the dresses in!"               
 
   Arthur Jr. said, "Thank you, ma'am, but you sure did make it look nice the way you filled it up." I blushed. 
 
   "This is as lovely as any store on Scipio," Hiroshi complimented. Phillip winked at me. Customers came into the general store, and Mr. Gregory rushed out to greet them.               
 
   "I came to see what all of the fuss is about. What's going on in there?" It was Ms. Laura. The men stepped out of the room, but Mr. Gregory motioned for me to stay. Ms. Laura and three of her ladies walked under the arched entrance and into the new room. I watched as their faces lit up as they went toward the dresses. Ms. Laura gave the room a surprised perusal. 
 
   "My, goodness. Girls! There are dressing rooms!" 
 
   I heard, "Touch it. It's so soft" and "Look at this." It felt amazing. I felt kind of proud of myself. Mr. Gregory stood near them. "Everything on this rack is made of the finest Arachnean silk, ladies. Please feel free to try on whatever you like. Look around! I have hair do-dads and shoes, soaps, and shampoos!" Ms. Laura walked over to me.               
 
   "Hello, Ms. Laura. It is nice to see you again." 
 
   "It is a pleasure to see you again. It sure was thoughtful of you to get this started. My girls were overjoyed with the things you brought last time. I wish you would have dropped by to see me." I thought back as to why I hadn't. 
 
   "Yukihyo got a little upset with me last time we were here," I whispered. 
 
   "Well, I hope you can drop by for a visit." 
 
   "Thank you very much. Maybe tomorrow?" 
 
   Ms. Laura said, "I'll look forward to it." The ladies tried on dresses. One came out in a beautiful long, full skirted pale yellow dress with dainty spaghetti straps. She spun around, and it floated at the hem. 
 
   "Did you pick out all of these things?" she asked. 
 
   "Yes, ma'am." 
 
   "They are divine." 
 
   "Thank you." Yukihyo came back into the room. He bowed to Ms. Laura and the ladies. 
 
   "May I steal my lady wife from you, Ms. Laura?" 
 
   "Yes, of course. I hope you'll be a dear and bring Teagan to visit me tomorrow." 
 
   "My wife has her own transport and a blaster. She may go where she wishes." I waved goodbye. 
 
   Mr. Gregory stopped us on our way out. 
 
   "A moment, please, Mrs. Lee. I have a proposition for you. If you bring clothes and things when you come to Malta, I'll pay you for what you spent and add a fifty percent profit on to it. How does that sound?" I looked to Yukihyo, who nodded. 
 
   "Yes, sir. Thank you. Should I bring about the same amount?" 
 
   "That would be great, especially if we stay in the same price range." 
 
   "Sure thing. This has been a lot of fun," I said. Mr. Gregory and Yukihyo shook hands. Yukihyo and I got into my transport. 
 
   "Just drive down there and park behind the large land transport," he said, pointing. "We want to take you to dinner." Hiroshi and Phillip sat at a table in the back of the restaurant. We drank glasses of cold tea. 
 
   Hiroshi spoke, "The merchandise you selected for Mr. Gregory was tasteful and elegant. I believe it will provide the ladies a great deal of pleasure." 
 
   "Seeing one of them in one of those gowns would give me a great deal of pleasure," Phillip said.
 
   I rolled my eyes, "Phillip." I felt pride and love from Yukihyo, but also some trepidation. "What?" I asked him. A waiter brought us meat and potatoes. 
 
   "The miners invited us to join them in some physical activities tomorrow evening. Hiroshi and Phillip plan to attend, and I would like to join them if it is okay with you." 
 
   "Chitter, chitter, chirp," came from behind my head and under my hair. Thinking about Ms. Laura's brothel, I became wary. 
 
   "What kind of physical activities?" I shoved a bite of potato into my mouth. Phillip snickered. My eyes narrowed. Yukihyo felt embarrassed and nervous through the bond that had deepened after our marriage. 
 
   "A little sparring and boxing, probably," he said, giving me his innocent expression. 
 
   "My husband has a transport, several weapons, and may go where he wishes." Relief washed from him to me, which made me curious. 
 
   The next day after a leisurely breakfast with my family, they headed out to fill an order at one of the mining facilities. I wore a dark green calf length dress, my boots, blaster, and necklace. My wedding ring never came off of my finger. Every time I saw it, I felt Yukihyo's love. 
 
   "Chirp... chirp?" 
 
   "Do you want to go visit a brothel?" We closed the ramp and drove to visit Ms. Laura. Standing on the long covered porch, I wasn't sure if I was supposed to knock or just walk on in, so I decided on knocking. A beautiful woman in her late thirties opened the door. 
 
   She smiled and said, "Please come in." 
 
   From a sitting area, I heard Ms. Laura ask, "Who is it, Silvie?" Silvie wore one of the dresses of a blue and grey design that I had brought. It looked nice with her pale skin and black hair. I followed her. 
 
   "It is Mrs. Lee come for tea," Silvie told her. Ms. Laura welcomed me with a kiss on each cheek. 
 
   "I'm so glad you came!" Ms. Laura said. 
 
   "It was kind of you to invite me." Silvie went toward what I assumed to be the kitchen. 
 
   "Please, sit." The room had several couches in a rich brown shade and several dainty chairs and tables. A vid-screen hung on one wall. Paintings decorated the others. Colorful embroidered pillows were everywhere. It was very pretty. 
 
   "You have a beautiful home. Are those real paintings?" 
 
   Ms. Laura grinned at me and said, "Yes, a few of us enjoy painting." 
 
   "Wow! I've seen prints and stuff, but not the real ones." Silvie returned with a tray with tea and cups. A few other ladies came in with trays of little sandwiches and cakes. They sat and introduced themselves. Silvie, I had met at the door. The others present were Bianca, Terra, Fran, Kahra, and Annette, and they all wore dresses from Mr. Gregory's store. "It is very nice to meet you all," I said. We drank tea as they told me about all of the appropriate things they did on Malta to pass the time. Ms. Laura and Fran had created all of the paintings. They all made pillows and occasionally, quilts. I told them about the cake and cookies that I had made. Thunderdrop crawled from one lap to the next to be petted. 
 
   Thoughtful, Ms. Laura said, "We are very glad you came to visit. I worried the wife of a powerful merchant might not want to socialize with us." 
 
   Shocked, I said, "Why would you think such a thing?" 
 
   Kahra said, "Some ladies disapprove of how we make a living." I looked her in the eyes. 
 
   "As long as no one tries to make a living with Yukihyo, we won't have any problems." Laughter erupted around the room. 
 
   "It made me feel good that you brought such tasteful, pretty things," Fran said.               
 
   "It's a huge relief to me that you like the things I brought. I don't have a lot of experience shopping." 
 
   "That's surprising," Bianca said. 
 
   "What did you do before you met your husband?" asked Silvie. I told them about my job as a reclamation worker. Annette wanted to know where I had lived. 
 
   "You stayed there all by yourself?" Thunderdrop came back to me and plastered himself to my neck. The ladies could tell the turn of conversation had depressed me. Fran showed me the paintings. One was a portrait of the ladies seated together on a couch and a few chairs. Other paintings were of the mountains of Malta, the sky, and flowers. 
 
   "I didn't realize a person could make something so true to life with some paint and a brush," I said. They taught me how to play a card game. We sat at their dinner table and played for at least an hour. Fran and Kahra talked about the soaps and shampoos two of the miners had brought them last night as gifts. 
 
   "The jasmine and tea leaves has a beautiful scent," Terra said. 
 
   "Speaking of miners, Yukihyo asked me last night if I minded him going with Hiroshi and Phillip to some kind of sparring event. Do any of you know anything about that?" Ms. Laura chuckled. Yes, they all knew about it, and most of them were planning to attend. 
 
   "It isn't sparring, though. The men fight in matches, and just about everyone places bets on who will win. You can follow us out to the Cavanaugh Mine tonight. We have reserved seating and are encouraged to attend. The men like showing off," Silvie told me. 
 
   "Thank you. Yukihyo has made me curious. I think he's up to something. What should I wear?" We made our plans.
 
   Thunderdrop and I returned to Tora and took a nap. The men came home, and we had an early supper, so they could leave early. "No need to wait up for me, Teagan," Yukihyo said and gave me a passionate kiss goodbye. He was excited which made me even more suspicious. I changed into dark brown pants, a dark blue long-sleeved shirt, my boots, and blaster. I braided my hair and found a scarf of blues and greens to wear around my neck. 
 
   "Let's go." Thunderdrop and I got into our transport, closed the ramp, and drove to the back of the brothel where the ladies waited for me in their larger transport. Terra waved at me to follow them. It was a thirty-minute drive down a long smooth slag road. Several transports, mostly the kind used for work, were parked neatly around the mine. A metal framework several stories high had enclosed walkways that led all the way around it and away to a square solid looking building in which, I was told, the miners lived. Lifts at the corners of the massive frame went to the very top. 
 
   "Those lifts and metal beams go deep down. Most of the work they do is far beneath the surface," Annette shared. A second square building was connected to the habitation building with another enclosed walkway. Both buildings had exits at each corner "for evacuation purposes," Annette said. Everyone from the tea party, except Ms. Laura, had come. Annette, Thunderdrop, and I walked behind the other five ladies. They were all at least ten years older than me. It was nice to be around other women, though. The very little female socialization that I had had during my life did make me feel very awkward around other women. After Fran wheedled out more information from me about my life before Tora, the ladies seemed more forgiving of my poor social skills. They were all very close, having lived together in the same house for several years. I had never lived in a house with another female. At times it made me feel alien. I wondered if my new family and I would be as close as they were after a few years. 
 
   We entered the second square building. Metal benches were in tiers along the walls. In the center of the room, a large square elevated and roped off mat contained two men who were hitting each other with fast, powerful blows. I could hear the impacts of their punches over the yelling and cheering. It was awful. Hundreds of men had to be here. I hoped that so many intense emotions would mask me from Yukihyo’s notice. Kahra led us to a platform at the top that had couches, small tables, low walls at the sides and back, and an unobtrusive plasti-glass railing in the front. A man brought pitchers of water and tea, and another brought glasses. Bianca seemed to be on friendly terms with both of the men. 
 
   "How many men are in here?" I asked. 
 
   "Except for skeleton crews at the mines, all of them. Other than us, this is what they do once a month to unwind," Terra said with a naughty grin. 
 
   "There are probably about a hundred and sixty here," Annette said. One of the men knocked the other one down. The crowd cheered. 
 
   "He's bleeding. Yuck. They're both bleeding. They think this is fun?" 
 
   Silvie said, "They might have frustration to get out of their systems, a work related insult to settle, or in some cases, they may simply wish to test their fighting skills against another." I thought about Yukihyo sparring against Hiroshi and Phillip at the same time. 
 
   "Chirp! Chirp!" 
 
   "Yep, we're thinking the same thing." A man walked onto the platform and scanned the ladies' credit chips. "What are you all doing?" I asked. 
 
   "Placing bets," Bianca answered. 
 
   "How do you know who to bet on?" 
 
   "Look in the fighting arena. An opponent is in each corner," Silvie told me. A small wiry man with a bald spot and narrow shoulders leaned over the short side wall of the platform, eager to get Fran's attention. Terra tapped her knee and pointed toward him, waving. He smiled and bobbed his head at her, clearly pleased with Terra's attention. Fran got up from her seat and glided toward him. Her arm went around his back while he spoke in her ear. Fran kissed his cheek and said something to him in return. The bald man gave her a small card. A second man approached the platform. The man was older and had a long grey and black beard. A similar exchange occurred between him and Silvie. 
 
   "What is all of that about?" I asked Annette. 
 
   "They often place bets for us and give us the winnings. Then, we offer them rewards for their generosity." The match had begun. The opponents wore gloves, but no other protection. They circled each other. One hit the other in the ear. They missed each other a few times. Then, they began to pound away at each other before stepping apart. The man, who had been punched in the ear, hit the other man in the stomach and then again under the jaw. Then, he hit the man in the side of his head. His opponent went down, and Silvie cheered. The victor gained applause, and his felled opponent was helped from the ring by two men. 
 
   Thunderdrop moved to the top of my head, and I could feel his claws against my scalp as he moved his legs up and down. Hiroshi had entered the ring. 
 
   "Oh, no. I don't want anyone hitting Hiroshi like that." Annette patted my knee. Hiroshi's opponent was about his same height and build. The gloves that they wore were different than those worn by the men in the previous match. Rather than big padded mittens, they looked more like fingerless gloves. They both wore exercise shorts and shoes, but nothing else. Hiroshi's muscles were showing like he had been doing push-ups or something before coming out to the fighting ring. A man came by to take bets. 
 
   "How much are you betting?" I asked Annette. 
 
   "Two hundred," she said. 
 
   "Will you help me place a bet on my brother?" I asked. 
 
   "Sure." She waved the man over and helped me place my bet. The man scanned five hundred credits from my account, placed on Hiroshi to win. "If Hiroshi wins, you get your five hundred back plus an additional five hundred credits," Annette explained. I nodded. 
 
   The match began. Hiroshi kicked his opponent in the stomach and punched him in the head. They pushed away with each other with their fists. My palms began to sweat. Hiroshi hit the man in his side with his knee, and they moved apart. The opponent, wearing bright blue shorts, kicked Hiroshi in the hip twice. Both kept their fists raised with their elbows even with their chests. Hiroshi kicked out at the man's shin. Their feet never stopped moving, heals up and then down. The men in the crowd yelled so loudly that I felt the platform vibrating. The man lifted his leg high and fast, connecting high on Hiroshi's ribs. Hiroshi returned with a shin kick and then let loose a flurry of punches to the man's head, one after another, trapping him against the ropes. The man raised a knee and hit Hiroshi twice in his side. He returned Hiroshi's punches, until Hiroshi trapped the man's head with his arms. A referee separated them. 
 
   Then, Hiroshi lifted his leg in a kick that traveled over the man's head when he ducked in time. I wiped my palms on my pants. The man struck Hiroshi in the side with his knee. They unleashed more punches before head locking again and backing off. Hiroshi landed a knee to the man's side. The man kicked him in the side with one leg while sweeping Hiroshi off of his feet with the other. He backed off while Hiroshi stood. Hiroshi kicked out with his knee. The man lifted up on Hiroshi's raised knee with his hands while sweeping his other leg behind the one bearing Hiroshi's weight. Hiroshi went down again. The referee stepped between them while Hiroshi got back up. I dried my palms on my pants again. The man kicked Hiroshi first with one foot and then the other in his stomach. They moved apart. His knee shot forward into Hiroshi's ribs. Then, he straightened his leg and swung it at Hiroshi's head. Hiroshi landed a kick to the man's side that made him fall to the mat. Quickly, he returned to his feet. Then, Hiroshi hit the man with his fists several times. The man's back was against the ropes. The man returned with a punch to Hiroshi's face and a knee to his ribs. 
 
   "Oh, Hiroshi!" They head locked again, but this time Hiroshi rammed the top of his head into the man's face before the referee separated them. Their feet constantly lifted, and their fists were held high. They punched and kicked each other repeatedly. Hiroshi tried to land a kick to the man's side, but fell prey to the same trick of a hand lifting up on his knee while the man swept his other leg out from other him. Hiroshi fell, but rolled up to his feet, fists up and feet moving. They seemed to take turns kicking each other on the sides of their calves. Hiroshi kneed the man in the face, and then they each took turns kicking each other in the face. 
 
   "When will this end?" Annette patted my knee again. Hiroshi punched him with his left, right, and left again. Then, he head-butted him. The referee pulled them apart. The man's head bled, and he wobbled on his feet. The referee walked him over to the corner where Phillip checked him out and wiped at the blood. The man held the ropes. The miners went wild as the man held the cloth to his head and was walked out of the ring by two men. It was over. I sighed in relief. Hiroshi had won the match. I was just relieved it had ended. Phillip and the two other men took Hiroshi's opponent away. Hiroshi raised his arms to the cheers of the miners. The man who had taken our bets returned and placed a thousand credits back into my account. Thunderdrop danced on my head.
 
   "There will be a few minutes until the next match begins. Let's go use the restroom," Annette suggested. Fern and Terra joined us. A miner put his hand on my hip, trying to pull me against him as we passed by. A loud hiss and lunging of legs from on top of my head had the man jumping several feet back with the whites showing all the way around his eyes. 
 
   Frowning, I placed my hand on my blaster and said, "No, thank you." The men around him gave us plenty of distance. 
 
   Once we were in the restroom together, Fran said, "I didn't realize Thunderdrop had such big fangs." 
 
   "Does he? I've never seen them." I ran my hand up his leg segments. "You are such a good boy! Yes, you are!" 
 
   "Chirp, chirp, chirp, chirp!" After using the waste disposal unit, I gave my hands a thorough wash and dry. We went back to the platform. The miners gave us a wide berth and gave me cautious glances. 
 
   I raised my left hand and said, "I'm Yukihyo Lee's wife." The one who had touched me nodded and tipped his head to me. 
 
   We sat on the couches on the platform. People placed bets on the next match. Thankfully, I didn't know the combatants. Annette poured glasses of cold tea for each of us which I drank down greedily. The match began, and the two men pounded away at each other. I tried not to watch them, looking instead through the doors Hiroshi and Phillip had gone through. I hoped Hiroshi was okay. They didn't come back out while I watched. Thunderdrop had calmed down, but his claws dug in a bit too much on my scalp. The fight ended, and Annette, Fran, and Kahra collected their winnings.
 
   The next combatants entered the ring. I observed the first one to enter. He wore gloves like those Hiroshi and his opponent had worn. The man was huge with corded muscles in his stomach, arms, and back. He had black hair and a serious expression. The miners roared. "That is Gideon. He is magnificent in so many ways," Annette said.               
 
   "Gideon has won all of his recent matches," Kahra added. 
 
   "Gideon knows how to put all of his muscles to good use," Silvie laughed. All of the ladies agreed, laughing along with her. Gideon looked brutal. I felt sorry for his opponent. 
 
   "Oh, shit. No way! He must be out of his mind." I stood up. Annette pulled me back down. 
 
   "What do you think you're doing?" 
 
   "I'm gonna go down there and pull him out of that ring!" 
 
   "You can't do that! He would become a joke to all of them, and he would resent you for it," Kahra said. Pissed, I crossed my arms. 
 
   "Chirp!" The man came by to take bets. I stopped him. If Yukihyo wanted to be an idiot, then fine. I could take risks, too. 
 
   "I want to bet two thousand credits on Yukihyo to win." He scanned my chip. Bianca's eyes widened at me. "If he loses, he'll be in even more trouble. If he gets hurt, he'll never hear the end of it." 
 
   "Chirp! Chirp!" I cringed and clutched my pants with my hands. Didn't he release enough tension with me in bed?
 
   The match began. Yukihyo and Gideon both raised their legs kicking out and connecting. They punched each other. Gideon kicked Yukihyo, who moved and punched. Gideon punched him back, and Yukihyo raised his leg landing a kick to Gideon's side above his hip. They exchanged more punches. Yukihyo kicked Gideon in the stomach, first with one foot and then with the other. They backed away from each other. Yukihyo threw a punch that Gideon ducked. Then, Gideon's knee came up, hitting my husband hard in his side. My breathing was fast, and Thunderdrop's legs moved in a mimic of the men's. They kicked each other’s legs, punched, and moved away. Yukihyo delivered a knee to Gideon's side that made a noise I could hear from where I sat on the platform. They threw more punches. Gideon hit Yukihyo with a knee to his side. Yukihyo's other leg shot up with blurring speed and made a loud "Slap!" when his foot connected with Gideon's head. They backed away. Their feet were always moving. Gideon hit Yukihyo under his jaw. Yukihyo kicked out hard enough to move the big man back a few feet, before Gideon struck back. They ended up in a head lock that the referee parted. Yukihyo kicked him hard four times in the sides. Then, Gideon landed a hard punch to the side of Yukihyo's face. 
 
   "Yukihyo!" They punched and pulled away. Then, they kicked and punched each other again. Then, Yukihyo delivered an audible "Whack!" with his foot to Gideon's leg. The force of the kick had been much greater than any of his prior ones, and I jumped in my seat. They returned more punches. Gideon's foot came up, kicking Yukihyo in the stomach. Gideon punched Yukihyo in the face. Yukihyo waited for the next punch to land, twisting to the side and pushing Gideon's head down. Then, Yukihyo lifted his knee ramming it repeatedly into Gideon's face. The crowd gasped. My fingers dug into my legs. Then, Yukihyo let Gideon's head go and punched him in the face. Gideon hit the ropes and bounced back. They circled each other, feet always in motion. Yukihyo sprang. His foot connected with a loud "Smack!" right under Gideon's raised arm. They rained blows down on each other and parted. They kneed each other above their hips while in a head lock with Yukihyo’s back against the ropes. The referee parted them. Yukihyo kicked him high in the side. Their arms and fists seemed to grapple. Yukihyo broke free, landed another hard kick to Gideon's side, and Gideon dropped to his knees.  Yukihyo stood near the ropes, waiting. The referee stood between them, waiting for Gideon to stand. They both punched, kicked, and blocked. Yukihyo aimed a kick at the side of Gideon's head, but he shifted away just in time to avoid the blow. Yukihyo's foot sailed over where Gideon's head had been seconds ago. Gideon punched him and hit him with his knee in the side. Yukihyo delivered a fierce strike to Gideon's leg that sounded like a clap of lightening. Yukihyo swung, but Gideon moved out of the way. A bell sounded, and they parted from each other for a moment.
 
   Then, the bell rang, and they were at each other again. Yukihyo knocked Gideon hard in first one thigh and then the other, fast. Gideon lashed out hitting Yukihyo's inner ankle. Yukihyo stumbled, and I gasped, hands going to my mouth, as he almost fell. Yukihyo regained his balance. They locked their arms together following a series of fast and hard punches. Then, they twisted and fell. Yukihyo jumped to his feet and waited for the referee to move. Yukihyo kicked out hard, and I heard a thud when his foot connected with Gideon's face. 
 
   The crowd let out a combined, "Oh!" Yukihyo let loose his other leg and glanced a blow against Gideon's jaw. My husband's kicks were brutal. Loud "Snap" sounds accompanied each of his kicks, as though he had been playing with his opponent during the first half of the match. Yukihyo's facial expression was that of a predator, ready to take down dangerous prey. The two of them engaged in another series of fierce and fast punches. Sweat glistened on both of their bodies. Yukihyo's knee came up smacking loudly into Gideon's ribs. They struck each other in their faces, neither one backing away from the other. Then, Yukihyo's leg shot out and connected with Gideon's temple. Then, he punched and kneed Gideon in the side again. Gideon punched Yukihyo in the face, and Yukihyo's knee came up striking him in his other side. Gideon dropped to his knees with his head down. The referee stood between them. Yukihyo paced back and forth waiting for him to rise. The referee helped Gideon to rise. Then, the referee moved his arms, and the miners went wild with their cheering. 
 
   "Is it over?" Miners whistled and yelled. Yukihyo raised his gloves high in the air. His dove grey hair was now black from sweat. The referee held his hand up with Yukihyo's, while the crowd cheered. Gideon walked off with Phillip. The man who had taken my bet returned and put four thousand credits into my account. 
 
   "Ladies, I'm going to get back to Tora before they realize I even left," I said. The man who had taken my bets insisted on escorting me to my transport with the assistance of the two waiters. Safely inside our transport, Thunderdrop and I sped home to Tora. I had showered, dried off, slipped into a gown, and crawled into bed, laying there for an hour before falling asleep alone.
 
   Chirping woke me up. I silenced it, so that it wouldn't wake my husband, who slept soundly beside me. I couldn't find evidence of the terrible fight on the parts of him that I could see. I dressed in the bathroom and took Thunderdrop to the laundry room for his breakfast. While he had his spider food, I had coffee and a bowl of oatmeal. I cleaned both of our dishes and put them away before making myself a second cup. Thunderdrop crawled up to his corner web, and I began watching a cheesecake baking demonstration on the vid-screen. 
 
   Phillip came into the kitchen. "Good morning. Would you like coffee?" 
 
   "Sure, thanks." He opened the cold storage. "Morning, Thunderdrop." 
 
   "Chirp!" I made Phillip coffee, while he heated up pancakes and sausage. Yukihyo and Hiroshi entered together. 
 
   "Coffee?" I asked. 
 
   "Yes, please." Yukihyo kissed my cheek while I made two more cups. He said, "I didn't hear you wake."               
 
   "You got in so late that I thought I should be quiet and let you sleep." I smiled at him and kissed his cheek. I placed their cups in front of them on the table. 
 
   "Yes, thank you. I'll have what he's having, but with the addition of eggs and hash browns." I opened the cold storage. 
 
   "What about you, brother?" 
 
   "That sounds good, thank you." I heated their breakfasts, and placed all of their food in front of them, along with napkins, forks, and syrup. I continued watching the cheesecake video. After they finished I cleaned their dishes. 
 
   "Thank you for not being angry about last night." I looked at Yukihyo. 
 
   "Why would I be angry?" 
 
   "Well, we were out late and left you alone." 
 
   "I wasn't alone." 
 
   "Well, yes. Thunderdrop is a good companion." 
 
   "Yes, but that isn't what I mean." Yukihyo turned his head to look at me. 
 
   "Well, what do you mean? Was someone here?" 
 
   "No." 
 
   "Did you go somewhere?" 
 
   "Yes, Thunderdrop and I went out to the Cavanaugh Mine with Silvie, Bianca, Annette, Fran, and Kahra." The three of them turned pale. I got up and turned off the vid-screen. "Yukihyo, you should probably thank Kahra. She talked me out of walking down there and hauling you out of that ring." Hiroshi looked like he was about to try and sneak out. I pointed my finger at him. "You, too, brother. I thought my heart would stop, when that man swept your leg out from under you, and all of that blood was just gross. Sparring? That's what you told me," I said turning back to Yukihyo. "It didn't look like it when that Gideon kicked you in your ankle, and you almost fell. How many bruises do you both have? Are your feet purple with them? After all of those punches to your faces, why don't I see any evidence of them? Phillip, you aren't in trouble because you were helping the stupid bleeding men." Hiroshi didn't know what to say, so he just sipped his coffee. 
 
   "Lady wife, please forgive me. I was untruthful about the sparring. We know fighting distresses you in the exercise room. I only wished to protect your feelings." I felt shame coming from him. I held his head in my hands and gave him kisses where I remembered him being punched. 
 
   "I forgive you. At least you both won." Hiroshi raised both of his brows at me, and Yukihyo felt relieved. "It did end up being a profitable night for me. Did any of you know that Thunderdrop has fangs?" 
 
   "Chitter chitter chitter chitter." 
 
   "Why did he show his fangs?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   "He got mad at a miner for touching me, but after I told them who my husband is, they left me alone." I stared at Yukihyo, daring him to say anything. 
 
   Phillip saved him by asking, "How was it profitable, Cupcake?" I smiled. 
 
   "I made two thousand and five hundred credits betting on these two." 
 
   "You bet on us?" Hiroshi asked in a shocked voice. 
 
   "Of course, I thought for sure you would both win, but if you didn't, I could tease you about making me lose my credits." Yukihyo put his elbows on the table and dropped his head into his hands. Hiroshi grunted, and Phillip chuckled at their expense. I turned to Phillip. "How badly are they both hurt?" Phillip looked me in the eyes. 
 
   "They both have bruising and muscle soreness. In a few days, they will be as good as new." I gave Phillip what I hoped to be a helpless and sad look. 
 
   "Phillip, will you help me?" He bought it. 
 
   "What is it, Cupcake? What do you need?" 
 
   Pushing my bottom lip out just a tiny bit, I said, "I just can't take worrying about them today, not after last night. Please help me keep them on the ship today. Make them rest. After the short fight I got into on Arachne, I was in bed for days. I can't imagine how hurt they must feel after all of those kicks and punches." Hiroshi looked shocked.               
 
   "That is not even close in comparison. You were shot twice, and you're a tiny helpless female and..." He realized I was manipulating them back. 
 
   "You can both rest better in bed. You can get up for lunch, dinner, and a movie. If you behave you may both go about your business with my blessing tomorrow. Okay?"               
 
   "Fine," Hiroshi grumbled. Phillip snickered at Yukihyo, as I followed him out. He walked past my door. 
 
   "Where do you think you're going?" I asked. 
 
   "I can stay in your bed today?" I nodded. 
 
   "Yes, and I'll keep you company, unless you're too tired." Once we were inside, I opened a drawer and handed him some pajama bottoms. I put my shoes away and changed into a gown. I joined my husband in bed and cuddled against him. Then, worried, I pulled away from him. "Am I hurting you?" 
 
   "A little," he said. 
 
   "I'm sorry. Where?" I worried about his ribs. He flipped me over onto my back and pressed himself against me. 
 
   "Here," he said before he kissed me. At least I got him to take a nap afterwards. After lunch I made him return to his pajamas and bed. I ordered him to lie down on his stomach, and I did my best to try and give him a massage. I ended up giving him something else and ended up in the same situation as I had been after breakfast. 
 
   With my plan backfiring, the next morning I was the one too tired to get out of bed. Yukihyo chuckled mischievously and went to the kitchen to get me a cup of coffee. Hiroshi, Phillip, and Yukihyo spent the day making deliveries to the mines. I slept until lunch, had a long hot shower, and got dressed. Thunderdrop blinked up at me. 
 
   "Did someone feed you breakfast?" 
 
   "Chirp." 
 
   "Okay, good." We went to the kitchen, and I shared two pieces of my orange chicken with my spider. Next, we cleaned all of the laundry and returned Phillip and Hiroshi's baskets just inside of their quarters. Yukihyo got special treatment. I put all of his laundry away for him. "Well, boy. All of our chores for the day are done. Do you want to watch a movie?" 
 
   "Chitter." 
 
   "No? Well, what do you want to do?" Thunderdrop hopped up onto my vanity stool. Then, he hopped down and walked around me. "You want me to sit there?"                             
 
   "Chirp." I sat. Thunderdrop stood on his eight legs in front of me on the floor. He lifted one of his legs and moved it like a kick, while he moved forward and back on his other seven legs. Then, he lifted both of his front legs and moved forward and back with his other six and from side to side. I clenched my lips between my teeth so as not to laugh. I forced a serious expression onto my face. 
 
   "I see. You learned to fight last night, right, baby?" 
 
   "Chirp! Chirp!" 
 
   "I am very impressed with you, Thunderdrop! You are such a smart boy. Do you want to show Yukihyo, Phillip, and Hiroshi how you can fight tonight?" 
 
   "Chirp!" 
 
   "They are going to be very proud of you, too. May I have a hug from my sweet boy?" Thunderdrop crawled up my chest and wrapped himself around my throat to give me his spider hug. I ran my fingers down what I considered his back. "I love you, too."
 
   The next morning after breakfast, Hiroshi and Yukihyo left to take deliveries out to another one of the mines. Tora had been refueled under Phillip's supervision. 
 
   "I'm gonna go out and see how things are going at the doctors' office. Be back later," Phillip said. 
 
   "Okay, bye." Thunderdrop followed me to each of our quarters as I cleaned the bathrooms. Afterwards, we were going to watch a movie, when my vid-screen started beeping. I tapped it. It was Phillip. 
 
   "Hey, let's have lunch at the restaurant by the hotel!" Then, he blinked out.               
 
   "Thanks for waiting on my answer." I changed into soft grey pants, a long-sleeved blue top, my boots, and my blaster. 
 
   Thunderdrop and I closed Tora on our way out. We parked in front of the restaurant and went inside. I didn't see Phillip. 
 
   "I guess we should just wait for him," I told Thunderdrop. Other than a couple of men at other tables and the waiter, the place was empty. 
 
   "Are you ready to order ma'am?" the waiter asked. 
 
   "No, thank you. I'm waiting for Phillip. May I have some tea, though?" 
 
   He smiled, "I will return in a moment." A man got up from his seat. Before the waiter made it to the kitchen, the man hit the waiter over the head with a short solid pipe. The waiter went down. I jumped up with my hand going for my blaster and my heart racing. 
 
   "Chitter chitter chitter hiss!" A net went over Thunderdrop. I turned, ready to fire. I squeezed the trigger and stunned the man who had thrown the net enough to drop him, but before I could aim again, another man pushed my arm up and knocked my blaster out of my hand. One of the men grabbed the net trapping Thunderdrop and dropped it in a crate. I kicked and screamed, but a man had grabbed me from behind. I threw my head back, but it bounced off of his chest. I felt a sharp sting in my arm and heard Thunderdrop hissing and chittering to get out of the crate. The room began to blur, and I started to fall. A man threw me over his shoulder, and stepped over the waiter. Blood grew into a large puddle around the waiter's head. Unable to move I watched the floor as the man walked through the kitchen. I could see my hands hanging down toward the floor, but I couldn't move them. As footsteps sounded on the floor, everything went black. 
 
   Slowly, I began to return to consciousness. Hard cold ground bit into my right side. My head pounded in time with my pulse. Knives stabbed from inside of my skull through my eyes. My throat was dry. I didn't hear a sound. I opened my eyes and saw nothing. Fear washed over me. Was I blind? I tried to sit up, but my hands were bound in front of me. I tried to force them apart and discovered my wrists were tied. 
 
   "You've got to be kidding me. Am I gonna get attacked on Scipio next?" I rasped. I pushed my elbows into the ground and managed to sit up. My head spun with the effort. A blanket pulled under me as I shifted my weight. I could feel it under my feet. My feet were cold and bare. My ankles were also bound. I felt the bindings on my ankles. It felt like some kind of thin metal wire. My captures had looped it around my ankles several times. My head had finally stopped spinning. I stared out at the darkness. I started scooting back using my feet and my butt. My lower back came up against a wall. Turning to the side, I touched it with my bound hands. My fingers felt smoothed out rock. I wasn't on a ship. 
 
   "I must be underground. The miners hid me somewhere." I lifted my wrists to my face. I couldn't tell if I still wore my chip and identification bracelet through all of the wire. With it still on, Yukihyo could track me. Thunderdrop had been caught like some animal. Fury replaced any fear that had begun to take hold of me. I felt ashamed of myself for not protecting him. The little guy depended on me. Had the miners hurt him? I remembered the waiter and the pool of blood spreading out from his head. I had to get out of here and get help. Had Phillip shown up? Was he helping the waiter and freeing Thunderdrop? I needed a plan. I needed to get free. 
 
   I twisted so that I could feel around the wire binding my ankles. Eventually, I felt where it had been secured. I began trying to work it open with my fingers. The end was sharp, and I was cutting my fingers. I felt around under me and found a hard object under the blanket. I moved the blanket aside and found a thin flat rock chip. I used it to work open the end of the wire. The wire separated by a tiny fraction, but enough to give me hope. I kept at it. The end finally pulled free, and I began pulling the wire from around my ankles. I freed my legs. Circulation in my feet improved. 
 
   Now, how did I free my hands? I lifted my toes and pressed my heels into the ground. I put my bound wrists out and used my toes to feel where the wire had been tied. I turned a bit and put my wrists in between my feet. I used my feet and twisted the bindings so the tied part was pointing away from me. I got on my knees and faced the wall. The wall wasn't completely smooth. I felt around with the sides of my pinky fingers and found a rock sticking out enough to be useful. I used it to separate the wires. Over and over I scratched the wires against the rock. My hands and wrists stung feeling scratched and raw. It loosened a bit. I moved my hands, so that I could push against the rock from the other side. The wire released. I couldn't unwind it all, but I slid my wrists back and forth enough to be able to pull one of my hands free. I tore the coil of wire off of my wrist. 
 
   My bracelet was pushed as far up my wrist as it would go and under my sleeve. They hadn't seen it. I pulled it down and shook out my hand. Thinking better of it, I picked the wire coils back up. I uncoiled one and looped it around my waist. I looped the other one around my hand. I stepped off of the blanket and threw it over my arm. I put my hands on the wall and followed it around the room to a corner. Carefully, I felt my way along it and came to another corner. On the next wall, I felt a door. Moving my hands all around its edges, I found a panel next to it. Running my fingers over it, I found a button and pushed it. The door slid open. I peeked out, but saw only more darkness and heard nothing. I stepped out of the room and into what I thought must be a tunnel. The barest hint of light came from my left. With my hand on the wall, I crept forward. The rocks under my feet caused me to wince. 
 
   I stepped to the other side of the tunnel and peeked out again. A few dim emergency lights lit a cavernous space. Ledges formed of hewn rock lined the walls. It looked like the miners had gotten everything they wanted from the area and had moved on. A metal platform in the distance caught my attention. I tip-toed over to it, trying to avoid the rocks. Some of the metal under the platform looked sharp. Crouching down under it, I touched a corner of it. I used it to tear the blanket into strips. After I finished I sat under the platform, wrapping and tying the strips around my feet. Not only would the blanket protect my feet from the rocks, but it would also keep the miners from tracking my bloody foot prints. They had been stupid to leave the blanket. I opened up the wire in my hand and looped it around both of my hands, leaving a long bit of wire between. I crept forward close and low to the wall. It was a long silent walk to the end of the cavern. I made the only noise. My throat burned with thirst. Nervously, I approached the exit. My heart pounded in my chest. 
 
   I cautiously looked around the edge and out into another vast cavern sparsely lit with the same emergency lights. 
 
   "I guess they don't want to waste power down here," I thought. The lights barely illuminated the spaces around them, leaving most of the vast space in the same darkness as that which I now left. I continued moving slowly forward. No sound reached my ears. Where underground was I? My leg muscles told me that I had walked more than two miles. My feet begged me to stop, but my determination to save Thunderdrop drove me forward. I kept to the wall and the shadows, moving as fast as I could manage. The occasional sharp stone jabbed through the scraps of blanket binding my feet. The still emptiness and lack of sound had begun to give me the creeps. At the exit of this cavern, right outside was a huge metal beam, piercing the ground both below and above my head. It was huge, and spreading my arms wide didn't cover even half of one of its sides. Corridors stretched off in two directions. They were wide enough for a large land transport to pass through with room on the sides. I walked around the metal beam. No lift was inside, but an emergency ladder led up to a small platform and then seemed to continue. I looped the second wire around my waist with the other one. I began climbing the rungs. The blood on my wrists had dried and begun to itch. I made it up to the platform and knelt on it to rest. After I caught my breath, I tried to look up to see how far it was, but it was too dark. I coughed, so thirsty. I resumed the climb, and at the next platform there was an exit, but it led away into wide tunnels like the one I had just left. My arms ached. I heard a noise and froze. From somewhere above, the lift moved. I could feel the vibration through the rungs in the ladder. I hurried back down to the platform I had just left and the exit. With my heart racing, I made it out into the vacant corridor before it came close enough for anyone to see me. Who but my captures would be coming all the way down here? If they caught me again, I wouldn't get another chance to escape. The miners must be coming back for me. After the lift had passed, I hurried back onto the ladder and climbed as quickly as I could. It would take them some time to make it through the caverns and back to the room where I had been tied. One of my feet slipped, and I banged my shin hard on a rung before I righted myself. Then, my palms started to sweat. I continued with more care. After I had passed two more platforms, I began to hear sounds. There was another opening in the metal at the next platform. Now, I could hear many different men and terror consumed me. I pushed it away. Silently, I peered out. A vice like grip jerked me from my hiding place by my hair. It pulled my head back hard, and then I felt a knife against my throat. 
 
   "Stay back or I'll kill her!" said the man who gripped me by the hair. Suddenly, my terror vanished, replaced with a calm serenity. With my hair pulled back as it was, I was forced to gaze upward. I saw Yukihyo's wild, but deathly serious expression. Then, the knife was gone from my throat. I heard the man behind me scream, and then I was moving forward. My hair still pulled as though firmly grasped, but Hiroshi lifted me up into his arms and carried me away. I felt Hiroshi's hand in my hair, and then the pressure disappeared. I heard something hit the ground. Hiroshi tried to prevent my seeing the severed arm, but failed. I buried my face in Hiroshi's shoulder. Sickening sucking noises came from behind us. I saw Malta's enforcers rushing forward. Hiroshi placed me into Phillip's arms, turned, and ran back toward Yukihyo and the lift. They entered it with an enforcer, and the door closed. A bloody mess remained of the man who had threatened me, and the hilt of the knife that had been at my throat protruded from his right eye socket. Phillip turned as soon as he had me and took me to the back of our large land transport. Thunderdrop chittered from Phillip's head and blinked down at me. Other miners rushed about, and I saw Mr. Gregory and Arthur Jr. at the back of our transport with angry serious faces and blaster rifles harnessed on their backs. Phillip laid me down on the floor of the partially loaded cargo hold. He smiled down at me.               
 
   "Everything's okay, Cupcake. You're safe. I've got you." Thunderdrop had jumped down from Phillip, and I could feel him standing on my hair. Phillip tore my sleeve away and sprayed something cold on my arm. A sharp prick followed the spray. My back felt wet, as did parts of my hair, but everything began to fade away before I could think about it. 
 
   A warm cushioned surface was underneath me, and I was covered in a crisp white sheet and a couple of white blankets. Opening my eyes up a little more, I saw Thunderdrop resting on my chest and blinking at me.
 
   In a whispery voice, I said, "Poor baby. Are you okay? I'm sorry I couldn't protect you from those evil men putting you in a box." 
 
   "Chirp chirp." A hand ran through my hair, and Yukihyo appeared. He leaned over me and pressed a kiss to my forehead. 
 
   "I'm sorry that it took me so long to find you. It seems you were well on the way to rescuing yourself when I arrived." 
 
   "I wouldn't have made it past the man with the knife," I said. 
 
   "I'm sorry you had to see that," he said. 
 
   "Is the waiter alive?" I asked. Yukihyo pointed, and I looked. The waiter slept in a bed to the side of mine. Phillip came to my side with a scanner. Yukihyo held his hand down for Thunderdrop to climb. 
 
   Phillip smiled at me and asked, "How are you feeling?" 
 
   "I'm thirsty and my head hurts." Phillip lifted the bed up a little and handed Yukihyo a bottle with a straw. He let me have a few sips. "What happened?" Someone stepped toward my bed while Phillip moved my blankets and checked my bandaged wrists. It was a Malta enforcer. 
 
   "Mrs. Lee, I apologize for the traumatic experience you have endured. There is no need for you to worry. We have everything under control. I found Rick in the restaurant unconscious and bleeding and rushed to this office for help. Dr. Svenson and Dr. Anders came to assist. Dr. Svenson freed your Arachnean spider, and I put out a missing person's alert on you. Dr. Svenson notified your husband who sped back from several miles away and tracked your location. However, the depth at which you were held hostage made that difficult." 
 
   "When you managed to climb toward the surface, I was able to get a weak lock on you and find you," Yukihyo said. He gave me more water. 
 
   "Who is Dr. Svenson?" I asked. Phillip tapped me on the nose. 
 
   "That's my last name, Cupcake." 
 
   "Oh, I thought it was Lee," I said. 
 
   The enforcer continued, "When Rick regained consciousness, he identified the four men who attacked the three of you. Three of those men are in custody. They will be punished for attacking both you and Rick, and your beloved pet, for falsely imprisoning both you and your pet, for drugging and abducting you, and for hacking into a private communication system, stealing a message from Dr. Svenson to someone else, and using it to lure you from the safety of your home." 
 
   Shocked, I said, "It wasn't Phillip, who called to meet for lunch?" The enforcer shook his head. Phillip covered my arms up and went down to the end of the bed. He pulled the warm blankets away from my feet and ankles. I couldn't see them over the lump the blankets had made. "Why did they grab me?" I asked. 
 
   "My patient needs her rest. Perhaps this conversation can continue at another time," Phillip said. Yukihyo gave me more water. He tapped the bed, and Thunderdrop crawled back to sit on my chest and stare at me. 
 
   "Phillip, is Thunderdrop okay? Did you scan him?" Yukihyo answered for him.               
 
   "He was not hurt. Thunderdrop was very angry though." 
 
   "Chirp." 
 
   "They took my blaster and my new boots! Did you find them?" I asked. 
 
   "I've got your blaster," Phillip said. 
 
   Phillip made me stay the night at the doctor's office. Yukihyo remained with me. Hiroshi was on Tora. He was making the miners come to the ship to pick up their deliveries. Ms. Laura, Silvie, and Annette came to see me, and they also lavished attention on Rick. Mr. Gregory checked on me. Rick's boss brought food over to the doctor's office for everyone and offered sincere apologies about what had happened. He had been at his hotel at the time. The enforcer came back and spoke to Yukihyo. The three surviving miners had been treated by Dr. Anders for injuries they sustained from Hiroshi and my husband during their capture. They were in custody and awaiting transfer to the Galaxic Militia. Physical evidence in the form of my blood on the walls had been gathered from the Istria mine confirming my imprisonment and collaborating Rick's statement. Because Yukihyo acted in defense of my life against an armed assailant, he had been within his rights as my husband and would not have to pay any restitution. 
 
   Phillip finally said that we could all go home. He was satisfied that the abrasions and contusions on my feet, hands, and wrists were healed and that I had no signs of infection. Hiroshi walked into the room. Rick had been released earlier. He spoke with Phillip for a moment and then came to me and kissed my forehead. "Is my little sister feeling better?" 
 
   "Yes, can we go home now?" 
 
   "Yes, I have the transport outside," Hiroshi said. Yukihyo wrapped me up in the hospital's blankets and picked me up. Thunderdrop went around my neck and refused to go to anyone else. Hiroshi opened doors for us. Phillip followed our procession. Yukihyo held me in the back seat. Hiroshi climbed into the passenger seat, and Phillip drove us home. 
 
   "Thank you all for rescuing me," I said. "I'm beginning to think Malta is bad luck. The Parvacs followed us from here, too," I said.  Hiroshi grunted. 
 
   Yukihyo carried me from the transport all the way to my quarters. Even though I had woken up clean in the hospital, I begged for a shower. Thunderdrop refused to leave my neck, and other than a few trips to the restroom, Yukihyo hadn't left my side either. Therefore, it was no surprise to me that the three of us ended up in the shower together.               
 
   "Will you go to Yukihyo while I wash my hair? I don't want to get shampoo in your pretty spider eyes." Thunderdrop moved from my neck, to my naked shoulder, and up to Yukihyo's hair. I put my head under the spray and enjoyed the feel of it pounding into my sore scalp. I moved out from under the water and wiped my eyes. Yukihyo washed my hair for me twice with my comforting Arachnean shampoo. Once we were all rinsed off, my spider returned to my neck. Yukihyo helped me dry off. My arms were still sore from my climb. "Have you been fed?" 
 
   "Chitter." 
 
   Yukihyo said, "I'll take care of him." He sat me down at my vanity and handed me undies and a gown. I put them on and then got into my bed. The light flashed above my door. Phillip came in and put a pain patch behind my ear. He dried my hair with a towel while Yukihyo took Thunderdrop to feed him. 
 
   "You'll feel better in the morning, Cupcake. Give the nanites time to repair all of the remaining damage to your epidermal layer and strained muscles." 
 
   "How are Yukihyo and Hiroshi? Did they get hurt?" I yawned. 
 
   "They are fine. Those bad guys were way out of their league." Phillip found my brush and started trying to brush through my hair. Hiroshi came in. 
 
   "Enforcer headquarters has information to share with us. I told them it would need to wait until tomorrow," he said. 
 
   "Good. I don't want to leave Tora," I said. 
 
   "Are you hungry?" Hiroshi asked.
 
   "No, not really, but thanks." 
 
   Phillip said, "Hopefully, you will feel better by dinner." He put my brush away. Hiroshi sat by me on my bed and lifted my chin. 
 
   "What happened wasn't your fault. You were tricked and lured away. Furthermore, they watched Yukihyo and me and waited until we were away to spring their trap. After Yukihyo's reaction to such treachery, I do not believe you will have much to fear on Malta in the future." I furrowed my brow. 
 
   "Hiroshi, did you pull a severed hand from my hair, or was I hallucinating?" 
 
   "It was not wise of that man to hurt you in front of my brother, nor was it wise of him to threaten your life," Hiroshi answered. My door opened, and soon Thunderdrop sat in my lap blinking at me. 
 
   "Here's my baby! Did Yukihyo feed you?" 
 
   "Chirp!" I ran my hands down his leg segments and smiled at him. 
 
   "Hiroshi, we all need to get some rest. It's nap time. Doctor's orders. Teagan, I'm expecting you to have a big dinner," Phillip said. 
 
   "Yes, sir, Dr. Svenson," I said. Yukihyo entered in time to hear Phillip's orders.               
 
   Yukihyo said, "Teagan has been thinking Phillip was a Lee as well." 
 
   Hiroshi said, "Teagan, Phillip thrives on informality." 
 
   "See you at dinner, kids," Phillip said. The two of them left my quarters. 
 
   Yukihyo tapped the pillow, and Thunderdrop walked over to it. Yukihyo pulled back the blankets and pulled me to my feet. Then, he started to remove my gown.                             
 
   "Yukihyo, I love you very much, but I'm really tired." I really wasn't in the mood for anything but sleep and didn't want to hurt his feelings. He chuckled and continued removing my gown. 
 
   "Lady wife, please lie down on your stomach." 
 
   "My stomach?" He raised his eyebrow at me and gestured at the bed with his hand. I laid down. At least the pain patch had begun to work. My arms were sore from the climb. Thunderdrop rested on my pillow and used his claws to gently pull at my hair. Yukihyo sat at the edge of the bed and began rubbing my neck and shoulders. I groaned. He messaged down my spine. Then, he lifted one of my feet and rubbed my ankle, foot, and even my toes. Then, he repeated it all with my other foot. He rubbed my back and shoulders again. Thunderdrop pulled at my hair the entire time. The next thing I knew, birds were chirping, I was cocooned in blankets and had my big warm husband curled protectively around me. The previous events caught up to me. Now that I was safe, I indulged myself in a good hard cry. Yukihyo held me and rubbed my back, until I had gotten it all out of my system. Then, he handed me some tissue. I still wanted to be held though. Yukihyo laid down and pulled me back into his arms. 
 
   "You are safe now. I eliminated the threats to you. However, you have one male you must deal with on your own." 
 
   Alarmed, I asked, "Who?" 
 
   "Lady wife, you slept through lunch and dinner. Phillip worries about you. That is not something you have experienced. I have. I offer you my sympathy and constant companionship for the duration of his scrutiny, but I will not be able to interfere." I frowned at him. The light above my door flashed. Phillip barged into my room. He walked over to Yukihyo's side of the bed, since I was huddled over there against his side with my head on his chest, and began scanning me. 
 
   "Good morning, Cupcake. All of the rest did you some good, but you need to eat." Phillip pulled a tube out of his pocket and pressed it to my arm. I jerked when it stuck me. 
 
   "Ow! What was that?" 
 
   "Vitamins. Time for breakfast. Are you coming like that, or would you like a gown and robe?" Confused, I just looked at him. Then, I remembered Yukihyo had removed my gown, and I was only wearing undies. Yukihyo got up and brought me a gown and robe. Phillip waited. 
 
   Thunderdrop led the way to the kitchen. Phillip didn't let me have coffee. I had juice. I had to eat a bowl of fruit. I argued that the juice should count as fruit. It didn't work. Yukihyo and Hiroshi were of no help. "If you eat the fruit, you can have pancakes and syrup. Then, I'll let you have a cup of coffee." 
 
   "What if I don't?" Phillip lowered himself down to my eye level. He smiled at me. 
 
   "I can make you a nice breakfast shake to drink if you would prefer." I looked up and saw Hiroshi shaking his head no at me. I picked up the fork and ate the fruit. It was grapefruit. I didn't like it. It took several syrupy bites of pancake to get the awful taste out of my mouth. During my cup of coffee, Hiroshi said we had to go to the enforcers' office. 
 
   "Do I have to go?" I asked. 
 
   Yukihyo said, "Are you going to give those men, with whom Hiroshi and I have already dealt, the power over you to make you afraid to leave the ship, or would you like for me to help you pick out a pretty Arachnean silk dress to wear?" I sighed. 
 
   We all went to the enforcers' office together. The enforcers had applied chemical inducement to garner complete confessions. The usual swift punishment had occurred. The enforcers had confiscated half of each of the miners' credits and relocated the credits into enforcer coffers for operations and development. Each of the men had been forced to undergo electrochemical behavioral modification therapy in order to prevent any future contra-societal actions. Their citizenship on Malta had been revoked. The Galaxic Militia would relocate them to a distant mining planet. Enforcer justice was ever swift and harsh and usually the thought of the consequences served as enough of a deterrent to unlawful behavior. Yukihyo and I had been seated in the captain's office while Hiroshi and Phillip stood with a few of their enforcer friends within hearing right outside of the captain's door. Rick sat in a chair beside Yukihyo.
 
   "On behalf of the Malta Enforcers, please accept my sincere apologies for the suffering inflicted upon each of you by our former citizens. From their seized credits, you are each awarded five thousand credits in restitution. We learned from confessions that their motivation was lust. They intended to keep Mrs. Lee a prisoner." I dug my fingers into Yukihyo's arm. "The mine owners plan to meet and discuss implementation of new biochemical surveillance within the mines. Not only would the technology prevent any future abduction attempts, but it would also serve in the speedy recovery of miners in the case of the rare cave in." Rick nodded. 
 
   "I don't think Mrs. Lee will ever have to worry again. The other men want to tear the three who are still breathing to pieces, and none of the ladies at Ms. Laura's will have anything to do with any man from the Istria mine for the rest of the year," Rick said.               
 
   "Aw! That's so sweet," I said. I had made some nice friends. Phillip spoke up.               
 
   "The ladies are withholding services from the entire mine?" 
 
   Rick replied, "Yes, sir. Ms. Laura said they should have been paying better attention." 
 
   The captain said, "Mrs. Lee, at any time that you are on Malta, I will gladly provide you with a security detail. We want you to feel safe on our humble streets."               
 
   "Thank you, sir. Thank you for apprehending and punishing those horrible men.” He inclined his head to me. The captain motioned for one of the enforcers to enter his office. The enforcer scanned both Rick and my credit chips. Yukihyo shook hands with the captain, who bowed to me, and we left. "I guess we should stop by Ms. Laura's," I said.
 
   Kahra and Terra each took me by an arm and led me over to a couch where they and Ms. Laura fussed over me. Thunderdrop crawled into Fran's lap to be petted. Yukihyo sat across from me in a chair and received only polite, "Hello, Mr. Lee's" and refreshments. Hiroshi allowed himself to be led away by Annette. Phillip had disappeared before we sat down. After we chatted for a while, Yukihyo joined us at the dinner table for a few hands of the card game they had taught me. A smiling Phillip returned soon followed by a relaxed Hiroshi. I ignored them. We said our goodbyes and decided to stop at the general store. 
 
   Mr. Gregory and Arthur Jr. gave us an enthusiastic greeting. Arthur Jr. hugged me in the most awkward embrace I had ever experienced. It was like he thought too much pressure would cause my arms to fall off. I returned the odd pat he gave my back. "We sure are glad you're safe, Mrs. Lee." Men who had been in the store when we arrived hovered at the ends of aisles. I checked out the new room that I had filled with merchandise, surprised at how little remained. I turned a questioning look to Arthur Jr.               
 
   "They love what you brought us. The gowns and robes sold out the first day. Most of them were purchased for the ladies as gifts." 
 
   "Huh, guess I should bring more of those. I'm planning to make my next purchases on Scipio. I think changing things up will keep it more interesting." 
 
   "I like that idea. Mrs. Lee, when you're on Malta, dad and I talked it over, I can escort you anywhere you need to go, if Yukihyo is unavailable." 
 
   "Thank you, Arthur Jr. I appreciate it and may take you up on your offer." 
 
   "I think we're all kind of afraid you'll think it's too dangerous here, but they were just some bad people." I cringed inside. I had been starting to feel that way. 
 
   "That wouldn't be fair of me to think that way. I know there are good people here, like you and your dad." Arthur Jr. nodded at me and followed me out of the new general store boutique. All conversation stopped when I appeared. 
 
   "I believe we are all clear. We will return in a few weeks," Yukihyo finished. "My lady wife," he said offering me his arm. I waved bye to everyone as we got back inside of the transport. 
 
   "Yukihyo, I really do like these blue seats. By the way, what was that 'all clear' stuff about?" He gave me his innocent expression. 
 
   "Just business. Are you ready to depart? I believe we are making a brief fuel delivery to Amphictyon." 
 
   "Yes, I'm ready to leave." 
 
   Hiroshi spoke up. "Since you plan to do your shopping on Scipio with Felicia, Simon has invited you and Thunderdrop to stay with him on Arachne at his estate while we conduct our business there." 
 
   "Chirp chirp chirp chirp!"
 
   "I shall inform him that the two of you accept," Hiroshi said. 
 
   "Chirp!"  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   By the next evening, Tora had landed on Amphictyon. Transports came, and workers unloaded half of the fuel in the cargo hold. A few hours later I heaved a sigh of relief as Hiroshi flew us toward Arachne. The men worked on the bridge, so Thunderdrop and I took his toys to the relaxation room. I held his princess wand above his head, and he batted at the streamers with his claws. Thunderdrop practiced touching the streamers with each of his claws, turning sideways to do so. After Thunderdrop grew tired of his princess wand, we played with his ball. He had learned to push the ball with enough force to roll it across the floor. I rolled it back to him, but my aim was off, and the ball rolled over to the corner bookcase. Thunderdrop looked at the ball and blinked at it. "Chitter chitter." Then, he turned, shot a strand of silk at it, and drew it back toward himself while winding the strand into a ball. Once he had his ball, he removed his silk from it. 
 
   "Wow! That was a really good trick." He blinked at me and brought me the little ball of silk. It stuck to my hand. 
 
   The next night before our movie, Thunderdrop put on a show for Yukihyo, Phillip, and Hiroshi. He showed off his fancy fighting footwork, how he could touch each streamer with each of his claws, and how he could pull his ball back when I messed up. "You are most excellent. You have made us all even prouder of you than we already were," Hiroshi told him. Hiroshi's praise earned him a special spider hug, and I could have sworn Hiroshi teared up a bit over the rare affectionate display. Well, it was rare to anyone else, but me. I remained Thunderdrop's favorite person. Hiroshi grunted and patted my spider. 
 
   In my quarters Yukihyo and I played the stones game. Thunderdrop, all tired from playing, rested in his web above my vanity. Yukihyo had been quiet. "Is everything okay?" I asked. He locked his beautiful almond shaped milky eyes to mine. 
 
   "It is now." He made a move, capturing one of my stones. 
 
   "It wasn't before?" I captured one of his stones. 
 
   "Those men tried to take you from me." He captured two more of mine. 
 
   "No one can ever take me from you." He held my gaze. 
 
   "Are you certain of that?" I put all of my feelings into my next words. 
 
   "I know that I would have fought with my last breath to get back to you and our life together. Trying to describe my feelings for you with a little word like love seems insignificant. My soul needs yours like my lungs need air." He let out a breath. 
 
   "I failed to protect you, again. Those men spied on us, waiting for you to be alone, and used stolen communication to lure you from safety." I looked at my spider, resting in his web. 
 
   "I know how you feel." I sent him my feelings of anguish. "That little guy depends on me. He is my responsibility. I love him like a mother must love a child. I let him be trapped like an animal and thrown into a crate. I was supposed to protect him. I failed." I looked into my husband's eyes. 
 
   "There are things that we cannot control," he said. 
 
   "So, what do we do about it?"  
 
   "I suggest we make a pact. That if ever anyone tries to come between us, we fight ceaselessly back to each other. I also promise to protect Thunderdrop, as if he is our eight-eyed, eight-legged child." I started laughing. 
 
   "Agreed." We shook on it. 
 
   Yukihyo said, "Things won't always be perfect, but my love for you will be."               
 
   "Yukihyo, if I hadn't already married you, I would do it again. I haven't been able to think of a deep and meaningful way to make a wedding band for you, but I would like to buy you one." His eyebrow rose. 
 
   "A ring for me?" 
 
   "Yes." 
 
   "Men wear rings to symbolize a ritual mating?" 
 
   "Yes, it's a warning to other females." He laughed. He looked at my expression.               
 
   "You're serious?" 
 
   "Yes, can't you feel my jealousy and possessiveness where you are concerned?" Yukihyo's smile became seductive. 
 
   "I can, and I find your feelings attractive." 
 
   "Do you?" He got onto his hands and knees and stalked me from his end of the couch. Then, he pounced nibbling at my neck and tickling me. I screeched and giggled, unable to get away. Breathless with laughter he stopped tickling me so that I could breathe. Then, he began making me breathless in a different way. While attempting to free ourselves from our clothing, we tumbled from the couch to the floor. 
 
   "Umph!" Frenzied minutes later, we washed each other's hair in the shower.               
 
   "Ow," I said as soap stung my back. 
 
   "You're gonna have to let Phillip take care of that." 
 
   "Of what?" I asked trying to twist around to see. 
 
   "It appears that friction between your back and the floor has caused an abrasion."               
 
   "It stings." After we dried off, I dressed in some soft pants and a shirt and went searching for Phillip. It wasn't a serious injury, but it did feel uncomfortable with clothes touching it. I found Phillip with Hiroshi in the entertainment room. "Sorry to bother you guys, but Phillip do you have any Band-Aids?" Phillip got that concerned serious look of his. 
 
   "What's wrong?" 
 
   "It's nothing really. I just need a Band-Aid." Phillip's expression became uncompromising. 
 
   "Show me." I turned around and showed him my back. Hiroshi snickered. 
 
   "Come with me," Phillip said. I followed Phillip to his quarters where he pulled a bag from his storage unit. 
 
   "Lift it, please." I lifted the back of my shirt. A cool spray hit my back and the stinging disappeared. 
 
   "That's better." He pressed a patch over the spot. 
 
   "All done," he said. I lowered my shirt. Phillip put his bag away. 
 
   "Thank you, Phillip." 
 
   "I'm pleased that I was able to be of assistance." I walked across the corridor to my quarters. 
 
   "How did it go?" Yukihyo asked. 
 
   "All better," I said showing him that I was fixed. 
 
   "Phillip didn't tease you?" 
 
   "No, he didn't know what happened." 
 
   "He knew what happened." 
 
   "Well, he didn't say anything, so I don't think he did." We cuddled under our blankets and fell asleep while watching the stars. 
 
   The next morning at breakfast, I found out just how very wrong about Phillip I had been. As I contentedly chewed a mouthful of hash browns, Phillip joined Hiroshi, Yukihyo, and me in the kitchen. 
 
   "How's your first sex injury this morning, Cupcake?" I choked. Phillip was considerate enough to pat me on the back on his way to the beverage dispenser. I groaned and hid my face against Yukihyo's shoulder. 
 
   "I told you," he said. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Finally, Tora landed at the Arachnean port. The night before Yukihyo had brought me a large clothing case and had helped me to pack for my visit to Lord Simon Montgomery's estate. Yukihyo had thought that my black backpack might be put to better use for carrying Thunderdrop's toys, bowls, and food. Thunderdrop seemed pleased to have his own backpack. When we entered the kitchen for breakfast, Simon was there. "Simon, what a wonderful surprise! I never expected to see you in our kitchen this morning." Standing on my toes, I threw my arms around Simon's neck, and Thunderdrop jumped from me, up to Simon's bright red hair. 
 
   "Chirp chirp chirp!" Simon gave me a tight hug, rocking me from side to side.               
 
   "I've been waiting for Tora to land for over an hour. I've missed my adventurous friends.” Simon and Yukihyo clasped each other's arms. I heard a chirping noise and looked up to Thunderdrop's corner web where Cass had finally managed to attract Thunderdrop's attention. Thunderdrop leapt from Simon's head up to his web to play with his friend. 
 
   "Thank you for inviting my lady wife to stay with you during our visit. Our business will keep us from Tora for a few days." 
 
   Hiroshi said, "Please keep an eye on my little sister. She tends to wander off and get into trouble." 
 
   "I do not! That wasn't my fault." 
 
   "No, it wasn't your fault, but Simon deserves fair warning," Phillip agreed.               
 
   "Yukihyo has already told me what happened. Perhaps we will have time for me to give you some additional weapons training while you are with me," Simon told me. "Don't worry, Hiroshi. I plan to spoil Teagan while I have her all to myself." 
 
   "Do not attempt to entice Teagan away from me, Simon Montgomery," Yukihyo said. Simon gave him an innocent look. 
 
   "Yukihyo, my dear friend, you are going to have to beg her to come back to you. You should have gifts ready when you return for her." 
 
   Phillip said, "Simon, you do keep a doctor at your estate, right? Don't feel guilty when she hurts herself. Cupcake can hurt herself even on carpet." My cheeks flamed.               
 
   "Chitter chitter chitter chitter." 
 
   I caught Phillip's eyes.               
 
   "Phillip, one word from me on Malta and you sleep alone." That shut him up. Hiroshi and Yukihyo had a chuckle at his expense. Simon held his hands up. 
 
   "Don't look at me, Phillip. I've seen Teagan angry." 
 
   "When?" I asked. 
 
   "When you charged out of the forest with a blaster in one hand and a charge stick in the other, ready to fight off a team of soldiers to protect these guys," Simon answered.               
 
   Phillip let out an exasperated breath, "So, you have a physician on staff?" Simon nodded an affirmative response. 
 
   "Are you ready, my lady?" Simon asked. 
 
   "Yes, thank you." Cass jumped down from the web to Simon, and Thunderdrop hopped down to Yukihyo and then over to me. Yukihyo got our bags and carried them down in the lift. He put them in the back of Simon's transport. "I'm not taking mine?"               
 
   Simon winked at me and said, "If you wish to go anywhere, I have transports from which you may chose. However, I know where all of the best shopping is and am your willing servant." 
 
   Yukihyo patted Thunderdrop and said, "Take care of your human mother. She is your responsibility while I am away." 
 
   Thunderdrop blinked at him and responded with, "Chirp chirp." I gave my husband a kiss and a hug. 
 
   "I'll miss you," I said. I kissed him again. 
 
   "Other than Hiroshi and Phillip, there is no one else with whom I would entrust you. You will never leave my thoughts while we are apart. May I expect a warm welcome from you within minutes of my return?" 
 
   "Yes." Yukihyo nibbled at my neck making me giggle. Hiroshi drove the large land transport out of Tora, and Phillip followed him in his transport. Yukihyo helped me into Simon's transport. Then, Simon drove us out to his estate. 
 
   Simon drove away from the land port. "I've missed you," he said. 
 
   "I've missed you, too. I'm relieved to be back." 
 
   "Yukihyo told me what happened. You are a strong woman, Teagan Lee. You didn't just sit around waiting to be rescued." 
 
   Looking out of the window at the trees, I said, "I don't think I would have gotten away without Yukihyo and Hiroshi. I had to do something. I was terrified for Thunderdrop. The way they treated him...." 
 
   "Chitter chitter," supplied Thunderdrop. 
 
   "Click click click chitter," Cass sounded from behind Simon's seat. 
 
   "You and Thunderdrop seem to have grown close." 
 
   "I can't imagine my life without him. He's my spider baby." Thunderdrop crawled over the seat and into my lap. Thunderdrop blinked up at Simon, who rubbed a finger down one of his feelers. "Simon, Thunderdrop is really smart." A "chirp" interrupted me. "See? He just agreed with me. Chirp means yes and chitter means no. I'm not crazy either. It's true." Simon's eyes sparkled at me. 
 
   "I know. Arachnean Silk spiders were the most evolved species on Arachne when my ancestors first began to settle here hundreds of years ago. He may continue to surprise you." My stomach growled loudly. 
 
   "Sorry." 
 
   "Don't be. I dragged you away before you could eat on purpose. Stewart has been tracking our progress toward the estate and will have the table laid with breakfast, and plenty of coffee, upon our arrival." I closed my eyes and smiled. 
 
   "Stewart's meals are amazing. How much longer until we get there?" I glanced at the sensor screen. "Simon, are we being followed?" I asked as my heart sped up.
 
   "Yes, it is just a security detail. After what happened last time, I didn't want you to be afraid driving down my road." 
 
   "Thank you." 
 
   Simon drove through the tall gates that allowed entry to the grounds surrounding his home. Flowering shrubs clung to the bases of towering trees. "I didn't appreciate how beautiful it is here on the drive out last time." 
 
   "Thank you, Teagan." 
 
   "Thank you for letting us stay with you. We would have been lonely and bored on Tora all by ourselves. So, are you going to give me the tour you promised me so long ago?" Simon gave me a charming smile. 
 
   "Yes, but first, you get breakfast and a chance to unpack. Then, I will remain your humble servant for as long as Yukihyo allows it." 
 
   "Oh, Simon." He stopped and powered down the transport. As he opened his door and got out, one of his security officers opened my door and helped me out, while another removed our bags from the back. Simon walked to me, placing my hand on his arm. "Well, at least now I know why that waitress at the cafe practically fainted at your feet." 
 
   "Why is that?" Simon asked. 
 
   I smiled at him, "Because you treat even the lowest of us as though we were princesses." 
 
   "Do you dare refer to yourself as low?" Simon stopped walking and gently took my elbows into his hands. 
 
   "Simon." 
 
   "Teagan, are you telling me you aren't a princess?" 
 
   I rolled my eyes at him and opened my mouth to say, "I've never been within a mile of one that I know of, Simon." Cass and Thunderdrop skittered up a tree near the house. Simon's pale blue eyes looked down into mine. 
 
   "I can see that I have much work to do." 
 
   "What do you mean?" I asked. Simon moved his hands from my elbows down to grasp my hands. 
 
   "I mean that I feel it is now my duty to remove this low notion you have of yourself from your mind. I can't have you believing such a lie." 
 
   Embarrassed, I said, "Oh, Simon. I fear I have misled you in some way, and I promise it was completely unintentional. Now, I feel terrible." My cheeks burned. 
 
   "If you are referring to your struggle for basic survival alone and unprotected on Earth, you have misled me in no way. I knew everything I could find out about you before I sat down at your table. A life of privilege and connections does not make a woman a lady. Her character does. Your character is such that Thunderdrop and I both believe you to be a true princess." The end of my nose began to tingle and I felt my eyes start to spill. Simon released my hands and began to dry my tears with an expensive piece of Arachnean silk. 
 
   "You knew everything about me? Simon, that princess stuff is really sweet, but the investigation stuff is creepy," I sniffed. Simon shrugged. 
 
   "I'm a very wealthy man. I'm cautious. Let's eat." Simon ushered me inside where Stewart welcomed me and gave me a bow. I shook my head at him. 
 
   "I kind of thought you liked me well enough to give me a hug, Stewart." Stewart gave me a genuine smile and a hug. Showing us to the table, Stewart pulled a chair out for me. Beautiful, fluffy, thick waffles, bowls of berries, mounds of eggs, and a plate of sausages were spread over the table. "Oh, wow!" Stewart filled our cups with steaming hot coffee and then began to pile food onto my plate. I grabbed my fork and waited, watching for Simon to do the same. Simon picked up his coffee instead. I wrinkled my brow. He laughed, put it down, and picked up his fork instead. Relieved, I ate all of my eggs and then doused my waffles in syrup. I chewed blissfully with my eyes closed. After a few very satisfying bites, I had a sip of coffee. "Oh, that's so good." I remembered to use my napkin and then dove back into my breakfast. Stewart refilled our cups as I finished eating everything on my plate. "Thank you, Stewart. That was the best breakfast I've had since, well, since I was here." 
 
   "You are very welcome, Lady Teagan."
 
   Placing his napkin on the table, Simon stood. "Let's get you settled in. I'll help." Simon took me up in the lift to the room he had given me on my previous stay. 
 
   "Oh, I remember. This is the beautiful room with that huge deep bathtub." 
 
   Simon said, "You like your room?" 
 
   "Yes, it's the most opulent place I've ever stayed other than Tora." Simon seemed pleased with my response. 
 
   "You didn't see this last time." He pressed a button and the wall, behind the table that held the vase full of blue Salvia, slid away vanishing somewhere into the ceiling. The wall had hidden a plasti-glass wall that provided an amazingly clear view of the inner courtyard. I drew in a surprised breath. I could see the large rock pool and all of the beautiful flowers. 
 
   "Simon, it's so beautiful. Look! There are Thunderdrop and Cass!" They were playing on strands of silk. I heard my case hit the bed. I walked over to help. Simon helped me put all of my things away. Most of the clothes had been his gifts to me. Simon opened the backpack. 
 
   "What's this?" Simon pulled out the wand and waved it around. "I thought you denied being a princess." I smirked at him. 
 
   "Those are Thunderdrop's toys and things. I need to buy him some more food by the way." 
 
   Incredulously, Simon said, "He has toys?" 
 
   "Yes, he picked them out himself. We spend a lot of time playing. Are there any toy stores for spiders on Arachne?" 
 
   "Uh, no." 
 
   "Really? That's surprising. There are toy stores though, right?" 
 
   "Yes, there are a few," Simon answered. 
 
   "Can we take Thunderdrop shopping one day?" I asked. Simon raised his eyebrows at me. 
 
   "Sure." 
 
   "Simon, why are you acting like it's weird?" 
 
   "I'm not. I just didn't know a spider would play with children's toys." 
 
   Frowning I said, "Don't you play with Cass?" He shook his head. I was shocked.               
 
   "Are you ready for your tour?" 
 
   "Yes, thank you." I placed Thunderdrop's ball and wand on the bed and his bowls on the table. I filled his water and food dishes just in case he got hungry.
 
   Simon led me outside to a building behind his massive home. We walked through its wide opening, and I saw vehicles of many types. Simon slid into the seat of a two seater hovercraft. The front, top, and back were made of plasti-glass held in place by a frame. The sides were open and without doors. I got in. Simon pulled a strap across me and secured it to the seat. He did the same for himself. Simon propelled us forward and into the forest taking us above a rich dirt path and following it through the thick-trunked towering trees. I tilted my chin straight up and looked through the clear roof at the intertwining branches covered in green leaves. 
 
   "They look like they keep going up forever, and the air here is so fresh and clean." 
 
   Simon said, "This forest is new growth. My great-great-grandfather planted these trees." 
 
   "How long has your family lived on Arachne?"
 
   Simon winked at me, and said, "We have lived here for several generations, and my family tree is not entirely human." 
 
   "Really? Then, we have something in common, since my husband isn't human." Simon laughed at me. "That was funny what you said, too... your 'family tree'... because you have several trees." Simon rolled his eyes at me. 
 
   "The men who settled out here found wives for themselves in the Laconian sector. That expanse of the universe is home to several races of humanoids who look much like us, but who evolved to better survive in their environments. Yukihyo comes from the Laconian sector. His eyes have adapted to allow him to see as clearly in a blizzard as we see in this forest." 
 
   "I didn't know any of that. Thank you for telling me." Simon drove farther along the path. A dense growth of flowering bushes managed to flourish even with the little light reaching them. I rested the back of my head on the seat as I looked straight above at the light trying to make it through the leaves. Then, large webs, high up in the trees, came into view. "It looks like someone dropped large lace table clothes into the trees from the sky," I said. 
 
   "Other than the one in the kitchen, has Thunderdrop built you any webs?"  
 
   "Yes, his prettiest one is in my quarters, but he's built a web in each of the rooms where we spend the most time. So, had your great-great however many great-grandmothers adapted to their environments like Yukihyo?" 
 
   "Yes, amongst other things. They could communicate telepathically," Simon told me. 
 
   "Does that mean talk to each other just by thinking things?" 
 
   "Yes." 
 
   "Oh, is that why the spiders didn't eat the early settlers?" 
 
   Laughing, he said, "Yes, I suppose so." 
 
   "Can spiders make you think things, Simon?" 
 
   "Sometimes, why?" I shrugged. 
 
   "Sometimes an image of a can of spider food pops into my head out of nowhere. I thought maybe I was crazy." Simon gave me a half smile. 
 
   "You aren't crazy, and Thunderdrop is still very young," Simon explained while looking into my eyes with his ice blue ones. 
 
   Simon stopped by a meandering stream with a gentle current. "After a rain this stream turns into rapids. Look down there," he pointed. I looked where his finger was aimed. Near the stream, but far from our location, a few spiders moved stealthily along the ground. "They are hunting." Simon turned the transport, so we wouldn't interfere with the hunt. He drove us toward the right where another path came into view. I became thoroughly confused about in which direction we were going. We drove up on a scene that could have come directly from the documentary I had watched. Men stood under the trees holding long poles that had claw like ends. The men hoisted the poles up into the trees and while keeping the poles vertical, twisted the poles slowly in their palms to collect the abandoned silk webs around the claws. While I watched one man completed his harvesting of a web and retracted the pole. The pole shrank down to about five feet in length. He carried it over to one of their vehicles and placed the web covered clawed end into a box like device in the back. After a moment he withdrew the claw from the box, and it was completely free of the web. 
 
   Pointing at the box, I asked, "What's that?" 
 
   "That machine draws the silk away and compacts it. After the men have completed harvesting the webs, the boxes are taken to another machine that empties them and cleans the silk. Another machine turns the silk into thread." 
 
   "Well, I guess it's a good thing that you have all of those contraptions. Thunderdrop's webs are very sticky." 
 
   "Would you like to harvest a web?" 
 
   "Sure! Those poles look heavy though." 
 
   "They weigh a bit. They are heavier at the bottom than at the top. The pole retracts by nesting into itself. I'll help you." The men greeted Simon fondly. "Is there a web closer to the ground for Lady Lee to harvest?" Simon asked one of the men. 
 
   "Yes, sir. This way, please." He showed Simon one. Closer to the ground? I almost fell on my butt trying to look up at it. Simon placed a hand to my back. He stood behind me and put the pole in front of me. I was a couple of inches taller than the pole and had a clear view of the claw like end. The pole wobbled, and I had to keep it from falling with my shoulder. 
 
   "Simon, 'weighs a bit' to you means something completely different to me." He put a hand out to steady it. 
 
   "It's okay. I'll help. Do you see that lever? Be sure that your head is away from the end. Then, push up on it." I leaned my head back, hitting Simon's chest, and pushed up on the lever. The pole began to extend up into the trees. It reached the web and then stopped as soon as the claw touched it. "Now, we turn the pole slowly to the right, over and over, until we have the web." We twisted the web onto the pole like spaghetti noodles onto a fork. As we twisted the pole, the leaves and branches were drawn toward the claw as well. They sprang free as they touched the claw. "Okay, you've got the web. Be sure your head is back and then push the lever down," Simon instructed. The pole retracted. The sticky web formed a white ball on the end of the pole with a few leaves sticking out. "Now, let's remove the web." 
 
   "I can't carry this pole, Simon. I would have to drag it." He picked it up, and I followed and watched. 
 
   "That, my lady, is how we harvest the webs of Arachnean Silk spiders." 
 
   "You all make it look easy, but those poles are heavy. Their arms and backs must hurt by the end of the day."  
 
   "That is true at first, but after building up the right muscles, it isn't difficult." 
 
   "If you say so, Simon." We got back into the hovercraft. Next, Simon showed me were they took the boxes of harvested webs. We watched as webs were cleaned. Then, we moved farther along and watched the threads being formed. Simon had an entire building for each stage of the silk production process and several employees. 
 
   "Let's return to the house," Simon suggested. 
 
   As soon as I stepped into Simon's foyer, Thunderdrop climbed to the top of my head. "Hello, baby. Are you having fun?" 
 
   "Chirp chirp chirp."  
 
   "I suggest we enjoy the pool before the rain starts again." 
 
   "Sounds good. I don't know how to swim, though. Is it deep?" Simon smiled at me. 
 
   "It's okay. Stewart will get you a float." We went up in the lift to our rooms to change. I put on my exercise shorts and shirt and brushed my hair up into a high ponytail. Thunderdrop had eaten his food, so I rinsed his bowl in the bathroom sink and dried it. I took the towel with me. Simon was waiting. Stewart took the towel from me and placed it on a chair near the pool. He handed me a semicircular float and suggested that I hold it under my arms so as not to require "being fished out of the pool." Stewart then went about placing a pitcher and glasses on a table. Simon had already jumped into the water. I did as Stewart suggested and held onto the float. I walked over to the edge and looked into the pool. The stones made the water look like a dark shade of blue. I moved over to my left where I could see some steps in the water. I hesitated putting my foot in because it looked cold. I touched the water with my big toe. 
 
   "Oh, it's warm." I heard splashing around the other side of the pool behind a small island. The island's flowering bushes, stones, and flowers obscured my view of the other side. I stepped down, and once my feet touched the final step, the water reached my chest. Holding onto the float, I stepped off, and the float caught me under my arms. Above me Cass and Thunderdrop had attached lines of silk from one side of the roof to the other over the courtyard and practiced walking across without falling into the pool. Holding the float, I kicked toward the center island and peeked around it. I didn't see Simon. Something grabbed my foot, and I jumped. Simon came out of the water laughing. Then, it became a game of tag where I was at a disadvantage. We played in the pool until my hands and feet were shriveled. Then, we sat at the table by the pool and drank the juice and ate the sandwiches that Stewart had put out for us. Water dripped from us through the open metal work of the chairs to make little "pip" sounds while we ate. It had been impossible not to notice Simon's heavily-muscled shoulders and arms. I made an effort to avert my sight from the drops of water as they slid over his skin. I thought instead about Yukihyo in the fighting ring on Malta, shirt off, stomach and back muscles rippling with power, and glistening with sweat. I closed my eyes, took in a deep breath, and felt all better. 
 
   "Are you alright?" Simon asked. 
 
   "Yes, thank you." I finished my sandwich. 
 
   "In that case let's change. I want to take you to one of our local markets, one the tourists never see." That got my attention. 
 
   "What kind of market?" 
 
   "If you want to know, you will have to change," Simon said with a wink. 
 
   Stewart appeared with fresh towels. All wrapped up and mostly dry, we took the lift up. I put on a dark blue dress with short sleeves and a full skirt with a hem that reached my ankles. The dress drew in at the waist with pleating. I slipped my necklace over my head and pulled on my gold sandals. I brushed my hair into a new ponytail. I met Simon near the lift. He looked casual in pants, shirt, and soft boots. I wanted to replace my boots. I didn't want to think about the miners, though. Simon and I were joined by Cass and Thunderdrop on our way to the transport. 
 
   Simon drove us to a building of spectacular wooden construction. The top looked like a bouquet of wooden umbrellas, and the wooden base had been built high atop pylons. In order to enter, patrons had to walk up a set of stairs underneath the building. The bottom step stretched at least twenty feet across, and each successive step grew shorter in length nearer the top. Simon and I stepped underneath the large platform. I looked up at all of the massive wooden beams. "Are those entire logs?" I asked. 
 
   "Yes, the market is strong and well-built." We walked down a path lined with ferns and grasses to the base of the stairs. I held onto the railing on the way up. Stepping onto the platform, I noted that the railing curved around and behind the entrance to the stairs and the looped back down as railing on the other side of the stairs. Simon saw my curiosity and said, "That keeps people like me from falling down the stairs." I smiled at him. Shops lined the surface of the open air platform under one large series of interlocking umbrellas that were stunning from underneath. All about the platform was a riot of people, color, and sounds. "What do you think?" Simon asked. 
 
   "I want to see everything all at once." 
 
   "Well, my lady, since you can't do that, I will need for you to pick a direction, and we will try to get to everything." Thunderdrop perched himself prominently on top of my head. Cass crouched on Simon's shoulder. I took Simon's hand and walked over to the stores on the right. I touched Thunderdrop's leg. 
 
   "Thunderdrop, if you see anything that you want, be sure to let me know. Okay?"               
 
   "Chirp!" The first shop sold intricately woven blankets and pillows. I thought of Ms. Laura when I saw a set with the colors similar to those she had used in a painting of the sunset on Malta. 
 
   "Excuse me, how much is this set?" I asked the shopkeeper. 
 
   "Fifty credits, lady," she said with a curtsey. 
 
   "Deal," I smiled and held out my bracelet for her to scan. She put the blanket and pillows into a bag. A boy rushed forward. 
 
   "Tetho, please place this in Lord Montgomery's transport." The boy gave us a smile that showed two missing top teeth, took the bag from his mother, and darted off. She smiled and bowed to us. 
 
   "Thank you. I have a friend on Malta who will adore those," I said to her. 
 
   "Who is the friend?" Simon asked. 
 
   "Ms. Laura. She paints, and one of her paintings has colors like those in it. I've started my own hobby, though." 
 
   "What?" Simon asked. 
 
   "I learned how to make cookies and a cake. Maybe Stewart will teach me how to make something else while I'm here." Simon smiled down at me. 
 
   "I'm sure he would love that." 
 
   We continued into a shop which sold shampoos. I bought three bottles, remembering that our supplies had seemed low when last I cleaned the bathrooms. Again, Tetho appeared at Simon's elbow, gazing up at him with adoration before taking my bag from him. The next store had beautiful handcrafted jewelry. That was when I saw it. The ring had been formed of tiny strands of thin metal wire and sculpted into a band that resembled a beautiful web. It was perfect. A few diamonds were scattered around the web and mimicked the sun glinting off of a web in the early morning. I picked it up and slid it onto my thumb to see if it would fit Yukihyo's finger. I thought it would fit since the band was loose on my thumb. A man smiled at me as I examined the ring. 
 
   "How much is this, sir?" I asked. 
 
   "The lady has excellent tastes. This is some of my finest work. The best price that I can give you is a thousand credits." Yikes! I had received five thousand reparation credits when Yukihyo saved my life, though. 
 
   "I would like to buy this, please." The artisan scanned my chip and placed the ring into a small box and then into a small silk bag. Simon carried it for me. The artisan bowed to us and beamed with pride as we moved on to the next store. Thunderdrop began to chirp and lift his claws up and down against my scalp. He was messing up my ponytail. The store had sculptures carved from wood from the Arachnean forests. 
 
   "This is nice, Thunderdrop." I breathed in the clean wood scent. Thunderdrop leapt to the ground and scampered across the floor to a sculpture of one of the majestic trees that grew on Simon's property and across Arachne. This one only reached to about six feet or so and had realistic branches and leaves carved from the wood. Thunderdrop climbed its trunk and crawled over each branch all the while chirping happily. I threw back my head and laughed. Simon joined me. Thunderdrop blinked at me. 
 
   "May I be of assistance. Lord Montgomery?" an older lady with graying hair asked. 
 
   "It seems my little friend is enamored of your work," Simon said to her. Simon smiled at her and kissed her hand. 
 
   "I made this from one solid piece," she said as she lovingly caressed the trunk.               
 
   "How much is this?" I asked. 
 
   "I would like five hundred credits for this piece," she said. 
 
   "Okay. I just wonder how I'll get it on Tora." 
 
   Simon said, "Leave it to me, Teagan. Can you have it delivered to the foyer at my estate?"  
 
   "Yes, Lord Montgomery." I let her scan my chip. I held my arm up toward Thunderdrop, who crawled it back to my head. 
 
   "Okay. It's yours, Thunderdrop. Now, you need to decide where to put it." 
 
   "Chirp chirp chirp chirp!" 
 
   With sparkling pale blue eyes, Simon said, "If I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I would never have believed that you had taught an Arachnean Silk spider to shop." Simon chuckled to himself and shook his head from side to side. 
 
   "Hey! Do I smell coffee?" We entered a small cafe and ordered cups of the steaming hot brew. Our coffees were served with chocolate syrup and whipped cream. 
 
   The next store we entered sold extravagant hair combs, clips, and jeweled hair nets. I thought of Felicia and her love of wearing her hair up. I bought her a set of the carved wooden hair combs. When we entered the next store, I lifted my hands to my cheeks, and scanned the displays. It was the most amazing shoe store that I had ever seen, and I looked at everything. "Simon, do you mind if I try on a few?" 
 
   "Not at all," he said. I bought five pairs, two of which were boots in both black and brown. Tetho appeared for my bags. I turned scanning the area. I felt a chill like someone watched us. I reached for Simon's arm. Thunderdrop chirped down at me. 
 
   With a concerned expression, probably since I had a death grip on his arm, Simon asked, "Is everything okay?" 
 
   "I don't know." Simon patted my arm. Then, he waved at someone who was across the platform. 
 
   "Aw! Here is someone I would like for you to meet!" Simon said. A tall man, with black hair that reached his shoulders, shook Simon's hand. 
 
   "Eliot, allow me to introduce Mrs. Teagan Lee. She is the wife of our dear friend, Yukihyo." I released my grip on Simon and extended my hand. Eliot took my hand, turned it over, and kissed it. I blushed. My eyes chanced a look at his and beheld eyes of an ice blue even lighter than Simon's. 
 
   "It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mrs. Lee." Thunderdrop chirped. If Thunderdrop was chirping, maybe this person was safe. 
 
   "It's nice to meet you, sir. This is Thunderdrop." Eliot smiled at him and inclined his head. Simon and Eliot spoke for a little while, and then Simon invited him to join us for dinner. Eliot accepted.
 
   Cass led the way down the steps to Simon's transport. My bags were neatly arranged in the back. Simon handed me the silk bag with the ring and the bag with the combs. "Have you been friends with Eliot for long?" 
 
   "Oh, yes! I've known him all of my life. His family is even more prominent than my own." I looked at him askance. 
 
   "I find that difficult to believe, Simon." 
 
   "Why?" Incredulous, I turned to face him. 
 
   "You're the richest person I've ever met." 
 
   Simon smiled mischievously, "You've just met richer." 
 
   My forehead wrinkled. "How am I supposed to act around him?" 
 
   "Like you always do."  
 
   "Are you sure?" 
 
   "Yes." 
 
   Stewart met us at the door. He sent one of his assistants for my bags. I followed him to my room and put my things away. I opened the silk bag and box to look at my gift for Yukihyo. I couldn't wait to see it on his finger. It was stunning. I put everything away, washed my face, and replaced my ponytail. Thunderdrop touched his ball and chirped. 
 
   "Do you want your ball downstairs?" I picked up his striped ball, and Thunderdrop clung to my hip as we made our way down in the lift. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Eliot had arrived, and Simon sat with him in the room with the fireplace and all of the windows. They both stood when we entered the room. "Please, don't trouble yourselves on our account," I said. Thunderdrop crawled up to my shoulder. It was then that I noticed a massive Arachnean Silk spider behind the couch and near the left wall of windows. The spider's legs were at least as long as mine, and I thought, from cephalothorax to abdomen, it had to be at least three feet. Its legs were black, and its abdomen was a pale blue with white striations. I reached my hand up to rub along Thunderdrop's leg. 
 
   Eliot said, "Please, do not be afraid. ZeeZee will not hurt you." I walked over to ZeeZee and held my hand out to him. He touched my hand with one of his feelers.               
 
   "Hello, ZeeZee. I'm Teagan. I'm not afraid of you. I was alarmed when I saw you. I couldn't help but think that one day Thunderdrop may be as big as you. If he's as big as me, I won't be able to carry him around anymore." I turned toward Eliot. "Eliot, how do you manage to hold ZeeZee?" Eliot's eyes of frozen ice focused on me. 
 
   "Hold him?" I turned back to ZeeZee and tried to figure out how it would work. Thunderdrop chirped. ZeeZee just blinked and didn't say anything. 
 
   "Please, join us." Simon motioned for me to sit on the couch. 
 
   "Are you enjoying your stay on Arachne?" Elliot asked. 
 
   "Oh, yes! It's beautiful here, and the air is so clean. Of course, Simon has kept me entertained all day, too." 
 
   "Chirp!" Thunderdrop touched his ball that I still held in my hand and stared at me. 
 
   "Poor, baby! You want to play with your ball?" 
 
   "Chirp!" I sat on the floor and waited for Thunderdrop to move to his selected position. He decided to plant himself in front of the fireplace. I adjusted the skirt of my dress and then rolled his ball to him. He caught it with three legs and rolled it back to me. ZeeZee moved closer to watch. On the seventh roll, I rolled it too much to the right, and Thunderdrop shot a line of silk at the ball and brought it back. ZeeZee came right to my side. I caught the ball as it rolled to me. 
 
   "ZeeZee do you want to roll the ball to Thunderdrop?" 
 
   "Clack." 
 
   "I'll take that as a yes." I placed the ball in front of ZeeZee. He pushed it. The ball rolled to Thunderdrop, who rolled it back to ZeeZee. I moved back up to the couch. Eliot stared at me. Simon laughed uproariously when Cass joined the game, and they began to pass the ball between the three of them. Eliot still looked at me. 
 
   "What, Eliot?" I asked. 
 
   "It's a shame your husband and I are such good friends," he said. 
 
   "Why?" 
 
   "If we were not, I should try my best to win you away from him." 
 
   Laughing, I said, "Shame on you, Eliot." 
 
   "Shame on you indeed because you would have to get in line behind me as well!" Simon teased. 
 
   "You are both welcome to my friendship, but Yukihyo already has my heart."               
 
   "Dinner is served," Stewart announced. While we enjoyed baked fish and a pasta dish that had been baked with cheeses, I noticed a dimple in Eliot's chin. He caught me looking. 
 
   He said, "If you see anything you like, please let me know. I would love to share." 
 
   "Eliot!" 
 
   "Teagan, he's decided he likes you. He will flirt shamelessly with you now for the remainder of his days." 
 
   "It's nothing, Eliot. You just reminded me of someone for a moment."
 
   Eliot said, "I'm curious. Who could be handsome enough to remind you of me?" I cocked my head at him. Simon laughed. 
 
   "Someone I briefly met once on Scipio. He's friends with Phillip." 
 
   "Do you remember his name?" Eliot asked. 
 
   "He's a captain in the Galaxic Militia," I supplied. Simon roared with laughter. I turned to him in surprise. Eliot scowled at him. 
 
   Simon calmed himself and asked, "Was it by chance a Captain Eric Alaric?" 
 
   I nodded, "Yes, I remember now. He told me to call him Eric. He was very nice and invited me to dinner, but I had plans with my family. Then, Phillip scared him off and teased me about him." 
 
   With a straight face, Simon asked, "What did Phillip say?" I rolled my eyes. 
 
   "He tried to make my nickname, baby seal." 
 
   Curiously, Eliot said, "Why?" 
 
   "Phillip said watching me meet Eric was like watching a baby seal meet a shark. It's okay. He calls me Cupcake instead." Eliot and Simon started laughing pretty hard.               
 
   "Dessert, my lady?" Stewart asked.               
 
   "Yes, please." By the time Stewart brought out lemon cake and coffee, they had almost stopped laughing. Eliot wiped at his eyes with a silk square. 
 
   "Eliot, do you know Captain Alaric?" I asked. 
 
   He nodded, "Yes, I even had to change his diapers once or twice." Simon supplied the reason. 
 
   "Eliot is Eric's older brother." My cheeks burned. 
 
   "Oh, no wonder you look so much alike. I'm sorry about the whole shark thing."               
 
   "Don't be. I'm sure he is still kicking himself for not insisting on that dinner. I am pleased that I have had dinner with you and have had the chance to enjoy your company. It isn't often that one of our sisters is returned to us." 
 
   Puzzled, I looked to Simon. He met my eyes from across the table. 
 
   "Teagan, we have not discovered any instances of Arachnean Silk spiders bonding with anyone not of our ancestry, not that it isn't possible. What do you know of your mother?" Simon asked. I felt myself close down emotionally and had crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
   "Not much. She left when I was little." I heard a skittering sound, and Thunderdrop flew to me and wrapped himself around my neck. 
 
   "What is he doing?" Eliot asked. 
 
   "He hugs me when I'm upset," I answered. 
 
   "I did not mean to upset you. During the worst of our conflicts with the Parvacs, our grandmothers were targeted. The Parvacs tried to take the women for themselves, so that their offspring would inherit greater intellectual abilities. The Parvacs' efforts were thwarted, but not before some of the women were lost. Your mother may have been a daughter of one of our grandmothers. There is no other explanation. You are not from the Laconian sector or of direct Laconian descent," Eliot said. I looked at him quizzically. 
 
   "You think we might be related?" 
 
   Simon said, "We think it highly probable that you are related to one of the original Arachnean houses." 
 
   "I want to know which one. After all, it would be awkward to flirt shamelessly with one's own cousin," Eliot told Simon. I didn't think it was funny. I wanted to go to my room. 
 
   "Simon?" He prevented me from asking to be excused by getting up and walking over to me. Simon knelt in front of me. 
 
   He said, "You and Thunderdrop have learned to communicate. When he first bonded with you, I thought he had sensed your severe distress and decided to become your protector. It is very rare, but the circumstances warranted it. Now, I believe there must be more to it. How else would you understand ZeeZee and Cass? Having Laconian ancestry would also explain Yukihyo, and how you managed to save him." 
 
   "I didn't save Yukihyo. He saved me!" Simon gave me a small smile. 
 
   "Why don't you sleep on all of these ideas? Perhaps you will discuss this with us in the morning," Simon suggested. Simon lifted my hands and kissed each one. He helped me to my feet. Eliot bowed to me. I was eager to escape. ZeeZee and Cass watched us from the side of the room. 
 
   "Goodnight, ZeeZee. Goodnight, Cass." ZeeZee gracefully moved toward me on eight legs. I held my hand out to him in case he wanted to shake. Instead, he rubbed one of his feelers against my hand. "Well, aren't you a sweet boy," I whispered to him. I rubbed one of his front legs where it met his cephalothorax. 
 
   "Clack," he said. I went up in the lift. 
 
   "Did you hear them down there, Thunderdrop?" I filled his bowls. Stewart had closed the wall panel and turned down my bed. Feeling unsettled, I went into the bathroom and filled the deep tub with hot water. Shampoos and soaps lined a table. I sniffed each of them while I peed. I tossed all of my clothes in the laundry basket and made sure towels were within reach. I pulled the tie from my hair and sank into the tub. I had to wash my own hair. Also, I would have to sleep without my warm strong husband. "What would Yukihyo think of all of this?" I wondered if being related to someone on Arachne would be good for his business. After my fingers began to shrivel, I wrapped my hair in a towel, drained the water, and dried off with another towel. I brushed my teeth and found undies and a gown. Thunderdrop, knowing I missed Yukihyo, slept on my pillow. It wouldn't make any difference what Simon and Eliot found out, one way or the other. I had two men who had become my brothers, a man who had become my uncle, and a man who had become the other half of my soul. Also, I had a spider baby. I fell asleep.
 
   The smell of coffee and the touch of claws walking across my back woke me. My face was planted in a pillow. I had torn the towel from my head while I slept. I hugged the covers to my chest as I rolled toward the smell. "Good morning, my lady," Stewart said as he picked the towel up from off of the floor. I made a whining noise at him. Stewart stood with a cup of coffee, waiting for me to sit up. Once I did he placed the cup in my hand. I sniffed it, blew on the contents, and took a tentative sip. It was just right. I yawned and had more. I scratched the side of my head. My hair felt tangled. I got up and took the cup with me into the bathroom. My hair looked like one of the webs after it had been collected. I picked up my brush and began working on the snarls. I wet my fingers and tried to tame it some more. I got the tangles out and braided it. I secured the end with a green tie, so I had to wear something that would match it. I found a white dress with green polka dots and a matching green sweater. "Lady Teagan, Thunderdrop has gone down to breakfast with Cass and ZeeZee." 
 
   "Wow, really?" 
 
   "Yes, Arachnean Silk spiders are social," he said with a pointed look. 
 
   "Okay, I'm going down there." I slipped on some shoes. I took the coffee with me. 
 
   Stepping from the lift, I heard a commotion at the main entrance. Peeping around, I saw men bringing in Thunderdrop's sculpture. I was happy Thunderdrop had picked out something so pretty for our quarters. Stewart saw the men out, but more commotion entered. Stewart bowed low at the waist as two older ladies entered the foyer. I ducked back behind a stone and wood pillar and almost sloshed my coffee. I took a quiet sip from it. "Good morning, Lady Montgomery, Lady Alaric," Stewart said. Simon rushed forward from the breakfast table. 
 
   "Mother! What a surprise!" Eliot strode forward, kissing the other lady on the cheek. 
 
   "Mother," Eliot said. I judged the distance between the pillar and the lift. 
 
   "Word reached me that my son has a lovely house guest. Naturally, we came to meet her," Lady Montgomery said. "Why you did not bring her to meet me, I am unclear. Must your mother hear things from the community and not her own son?" Simon bowed over her hand. 
 
   "Forgive me, mother. Mrs. Lee is a dear friend and is married to one of my best friends. She is here for a brief stay, and I thought to keep her to myself." 
 
   Lady Montgomery said, "Yourself? Is that why your cousin Eliot is here?" Eliot bowed to Lady Montgomery as well. ZeeZee, Cass, and Thunderdrop entered from the kitchen. Thunderdrop crawled up to my shoulder. All eyes turned toward the massive ZeeZee and then, by default to me. I groaned. Lady Montgomery said, "What are you doing hiding over there? Please, come here, and let us see you." Stewart cleared his throat pointedly at my hesitation to comply, so I came out from behind the pillar and approached them cautiously. 
 
   In as unobtrusive a voice as I could manage, I said, "Good morning. I didn't want to intrude." 
 
   Lady Montgomery said, "Nonsense, it is you whom we have come to meet." Lady Alaric looked at Simon. 
 
   "Dear, are you going to invite us in or have us stand here in the foyer all morning?" Simon's face turned a red that almost rivaled his hair. 
 
   "Yes, Lady Alaric. Please, come in." Stewart led them to the breakfast table. I held back and sipped my coffee. Simon and Eliot held out chairs for their mothers. The ladies wore exquisite morning dresses of pale silk. Lady Montgomery's dress was yellow with large orange blooms. She wore a fitted white jacket over it. She wore her long strawberry blonde and grey hair down and curled at the ends. She was very beautiful. Lady Alaric's dress was cream, and she had a pale blue shawl draped across her shoulders. Her dark hair was done up in an elaborate braid. Strands of pearls fell around her collarbone. Her eyes fastened on me. I cringed. Thunderdrop chittered. 
 
   "Simon, pull out her chair! Where are your manners this morning, boy?" Lady Montgomery asked. Simon jumped. I sat where he pulled out a chair. The chair was not as far down the table as I had hoped. Stewart poured coffee and the interrogation began.               
 
   "Mrs. Lee is it?" Lady Alaric asked. 
 
   "Yes, ma'am." 
 
   "Where are you from, dear?" she asked. 
 
   "I'm from Union Port City on Earth." 
 
   Lady Montgomery asked, "What was your name prior to your marriage?" 
 
   "It was Teagan Green, ma'am." 
 
   Lady Montgomery said, "Green? Do you have family on Earth?" I looked at the rich dark color of the coffee filling my cup. 
 
   "Just one I don't care to speak of, ma'am." I started to get pissed. I didn't owe these ladies any explanations. Thinking about my father gave me achy chills in my chest.  Not looking up I asked, "You ladies mind if I eat?" Thunderdrop chittered and climbed down from me. 
 
   "Of course, not," Lady Montgomery replied. Stewart began filling our plates with eggs, sausages, and potato wedges. 
 
   "Mother, you look lovely this morning," Eliot said. She patted her hair. 
 
   "Thank you, Eliot." I gave my plate all of my attention. I could sneak out to the transports in the back and be home to Tora in an hour or so. Cass chittered away at Simon. Simon shot Lady Montgomery a look. I was too full to eat any more. Thunderdrop chittered at me from the wall. 
 
   Lady Montgomery smiled warmly at him and said, "What a handsome boy he is!" I gazed adoringly at Thunderdrop. 
 
   "Yes, he is handsome and very smart," I agreed. 
 
   "Have you been together long?" she asked. I thought about the Parvac soldier chasing me through the forest. Thunderdrop came to sit in my lap. 
 
   "Mother," Simon said. 
 
   Lady Montgomery blushed, "Oh, yes. Forgive me." 
 
   Lady Alaric said, "Mrs. Lee, please allow us to entertain you today. A dear friend of ours has invited us to tea and for a stroll in her gardens." I felt a moment of panic and exchanged a look with Simon. 
 
   "That is very kind of you to offer, but I don't want to impose." 
 
   Lady Montgomery looked abashed, "Impose? Nonsense!" 
 
   Lady Alaric said, "Come along, dear. Your dress is perfect for the occasion." I looked down at my dress. Thunderdrop blinked up at me. Simon and Eliot pulled out their mothers' chairs. Then, Eliot pulled mine out for me. Simon wouldn't meet my eyes or even attempt to rescue me. Lady Eliot entwined my arm with hers and escorted me to the doors. I couldn't go to tea with these ladies. I looked back to Simon, who looked at his shoes. Thunderdrop scampered up my skirt to my shoulder. I tried to catch Simon's eyes, but instead saw Lady Montgomery who smiled at me. 
 
   She said, "Change your expression, dear. You have the look of a small mammal surrounded by a nest of Silk spiders." Stewart snickered from where he held the door open. I frowned at him. A driver waited by the ladies' transport. He opened the doors, and I was ushered inside. Then, we were off to I had no idea where. 
 
   Eventually, we turned down a long drive that ended in front of a massive house. The front doors were constructed of plasti-glass and were twelve feet high. The roof came to a point several feet above the doors and then extended over the parking area. Huge log pillars braced the overhanging roof against the ground. As I stepped from the transport, I noticed more beams supporting the overhead structure and a giant web built amongst them. Two butlers opened the doors for us. I followed Lady Montgomery and Lady Alaric. I had never been more out of place in my life. Thunderdrop snuggled against my neck. An elegant woman, who was a little closer to my age, welcomed us. "Lady Alaric, Lady Montgomery, I am so pleased you have come. This must be the Lady Lee of whom we have heard so much. Please, come in," she said. 
 
   Lady Alaric said, "Lady Glaucia, please allow me to introduce Lady Teagan Lee. Our sons have been hiding her away it seems." I extended my hand. Lady Glaucia shook hands with me. 
 
   "It's nice to meet you, Lady Glaucia. You have a lovely home," I said. 
 
   "It is nice to meet you, but I must insist that you call me Jae." 
 
   "Please call me Teagan." Jae led us into a living room where two other ladies sat on a couch and another lady sat on a chair near them. 
 
   "Teagan Lee, our friends are Lady Quinn, Lady Chan, and the esteemed Lady Alaric," Jae said. 
 
   "Hello," I said as I touched Thunderdrop's leg for a bit of comfort. 
 
   Lady Alaric said, "Teagan, Lady Alaric is my mother-in-law and the grandmother of my sons Eliot and Eric. Eric is the captain of the Hadrian." I nodded.               
 
   "Yes, ma'am. I met Eric once on Scipio." She looked surprised. "It was amazing to meet him, a real Galaxic Militia captain. You must be very proud," I said. Lady Alaric beamed at me and took my hand, sitting with me on a small couch. The grandmother Alaric had the same light blue eyes as her grandsons. Lady Chan shared the same pale blue eyes as well. 
 
   "Well, I suggest we dispense with the titles and use our names. We should be able to relax when we are free from our societal constraints," said the grandmother Alaric. 
 
   Jae laughed, "Agreed." 
 
   "Teagan, I've grown accustomed to answering to Gram, so use that." 
 
   I nodded, "Thank you, Gram." 
 
   Lady Alaric said, "Call me Sydney." 
 
   "I'm Gerda," Lady Quinn said. 
 
   "Ling," said Lady Chan. 
 
   "Gina," Lady Montgomery said. 
 
   "Would you all care to walk through the gardens? We have some fragrant new blooms," Jae asked. 
 
   The gardens consisted of paths along which well-maintained beds of flowers bloomed in a wide array of colors. A few small wooden bridges took us over a stream that meandered through the hilly property. Thunderdrop ran through the flower beds. He stopped every now and then to see that I still followed. If I were too far behind, he blinked and waited. "You have quite the friend there," Ling said. 
 
   "He's become more than a friend. He's family now." 
 
   "My father enjoys such a bond with an Arachnean spider. Her name is Piter." 
 
   "That's an interesting name," I said. 
 
   Ling chuckled, "Father and Piter bonded when he was a very small boy. He thought he was saying spider, but the name stayed even after he was old enough to pronounce the consonants. How did you come up with Thunderdrop?" I smiled. 
 
   "I was on pain medication. He looked like a big raindrop, and it stormed that day. I did give him some choices. He picked his name." We continued to walk. 
 
   "The two of you are unique. Our spiders do not bond often. When they do, it has only ever been with those of us with mixed Laconian heritage. You must belong to one of the families represented here today." I stopped walking. Thunderdrop pounced on something. "This frightens you. Why?" Ling asked. I shook my head. 
 
   "It just doesn't make any sense." Ling took my hand in hers. 
 
   "Are you brave enough to discover the truth?" Thunderdrop approached me slowly on his eight legs. In his jaw he carried a bundle of silk. He placed it at my feet.               
 
   "What's this?" I asked. 
 
   "It seems your brave hunter has provided you with his kill." I looked at the bundle and then at Thunderdrop's expectant look. Oh, ick. 
 
   "Thunderdrop, thank you very much. Yukihyo, Hiroshi, and Phillip are going to be so proud of you for taking such good care of me!" 
 
   "Chirp chirp chirp!" Thunderdrop agreed before scampering back underneath the flowers. I looked up at Ling and then at Gram who had joined us. 
 
   "What do I do with this?" I asked. 
 
   Gram said, "You'll have to carry it back to the house or risk hurting his feelings. You can hand it off to a butler when we get back. Either one of them knows from experience how to deal with it." I picked it up. The silk made it stick to my palm. "Do not allow yourself to feel disgust or revulsion, or he will sense it," Gram told me. We walked toward Sydney and Jae. 
 
   "Someone caught his mistress dinner," Sydney said. 
 
   "Yes, what do you think it is?" I asked looking at Gram and forcing myself to smile. 
 
   "From the size of it, I would guess a mouse. You should see what ZeeZee brings home for Eliot." 
 
   Ling said, "Piter has brought father deer."
 
   We exited the garden and walked toward the house. One of Jae's butlers opened the door. Thunderdrop sat proudly on top of my head. Sydney waved him over. He looked at my palm. "My lady, it seems you managed to hunt while in the gardens."               
 
   "Please see that cook gets this," Sydney told him. He carefully took the cocooned mouse from my palm and bowed. I rubbed Thunderdrop's leg. 
 
   "Good, boy!" I said, so relieved that was over. 
 
   "Chirp chirp!" 
 
   Sydney showed me to one of the bathrooms. After washing my hands, I found all of the ladies back in the living room. A large chandelier sparkled above the seating area. Gram focused her light blue eyes on me. "Teagan, my sister was stolen from us many years ago when I was just a girl. If you are her granddaughter, or the granddaughter of one of my other lost friends, I need to know. Whoever your grandmother was, she would want you protected and home. Consent to a test." Ling held up a device. 
 
   "It will take seconds," Ling said. Panic began to grip me. Gram held her arms out to me. A deep furrow had set between my brows. 
 
   Gram said, "Come sit by me. I'll hold your hand, and it will be over before you know it." I took a small step forward. Gina strode forth, took me by the arm, and placed me by Gram. 
 
   "How about some coffee, Jae? Teagan adores coffee. Isn't that right?" Gina asked. I nodded. 
 
   "That's a great idea," Jae jumped up distracting me from Ling who pressed her device against my arm. I felt a sharp sting. Then, she pulled away and began tapping away at the device's menu options.
 
   Jae returned with the two butlers. One carried a tray with coffee and cups. The other carried a tray with cookies and little cakes. They served us. I wrapped my ice cold hands around the cup. Ling looked up. "Lady Alaric, will you permit a scan?" 
 
   "Yes, of course." Gram held out her arm. Thunderdrop curled on my shoulder. Everyone watched Ling. Ling looked up. 
 
   "Lady Alaric, Teagan is from your genetic line." The ladies made noises. Gram clutched my knee. Gina took my cup away as Gram put her arms around me and squeezed me close. I patted her awkwardly in return. 
 
   "I don't understand," I said. 
 
   Ling said, "My scans confirm that you are the granddaughter of Ettie Montgomery who was abducted during the Parvac Wars. She must have had a daughter, your mother." 
 
   "But, Gram's name is Alaric...." Gram kissed my temple. 
 
   "My name was Emma Montgomery before I married Lord Alaric. I had a sister named Ettie, who was older, and a brother named Ethan. Gina married my brother's son, my nephew Sherman. You know their boy, Simon. Sydney married my son, Ethan. You've met my grandsons, Eliot and Eric." 
 
   Sydney said, "I believe my sons are your cousins, as is Simon." Gram looked at me with wet eyes. 
 
   "Now, you can either call me Gram or Great-Aunt Emma." 
 
   Trembling, I said, "Growing up I just had a father who hated me. Now, you're telling me I have you, three cousins, and Yukihyo, Hiroshi, and Phillip?" Gina added coffee to my cup and handed it back. 
 
   Then, she said, "Actually, we are saying you belong to clan Montgomery." Gram shot her a look. 
 
   Sydney said, "Lord Ethan Alaric will insist upon Teagan belonging to clan Alaric." Gina shook her head. 
 
   "My dearest Sydney, Lord Sherman Montgomery will insist that Teagan belongs to clan Montgomery. Her grandmother was still a Montgomery when she was stolen. As the head of the Montgomery family, he will insist that it is his honor to care for Teagan."               
 
   "Care for? I'm married, and I have a brother and an uncle-in-law." Gram took my coffee cup and put it on the table. Then, she patted me and pulled me to her bosom where she trapped me and patted my hair. 
 
   "Well, we will just see," Gina said as she went over to the vid-screen to contact Lord Sherman Montgomery. Gram let me up. 
 
   "Sydney, let's take Teagan home to Ethan and Eliot." 
 
   Sydney said, "Eliot is at Simon's estate." 
 
   "Well, let's go to Simon's then. Call my boy and tell him to meet us there." Gram got up, pulled me with her from the room, and took me outside to a transport. Thunderdrop chirped on top of my head. Ling followed us. She hugged me. 
 
   "I had hoped to have you as a member of my family. I will settle for having you as a friend." 
 
   "Thank you. I'd like that," I said. I waved to Jae and Gerda. 
 
   "Come on," Gram said. Gram's driver opened our doors. Gram sat in the back with me, and Sydney sat in the front. 
 
   Sydney said, "Take us to Simon Montgomery's place." He drove. I saw Gina getting into the front seat with her driver, who followed us. "Are you alright?" Sydney asked. 
 
   "I don't know. This is a lot to process." Gram didn't take her hands from me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Stewart opened the door for us back at Simon's house. I escaped into the lift and up to my room. I washed my face in the sink with cold water. I looked at my reflection in the mirror. Maybe Ling had made a mistake. "I don't look anything like either Simon or Eliot. Do I?" 
 
   "Chitter." I sat on the bed and picked up Thunderdrop's wand. I watched as he touched each of the streamers. 
 
   "This entire situation is just bizarre. If it weren't for those Parvac soldiers, none of this would be happening." Someone knocked on the door. "Come in." Simon stepped in with both of his red eyebrows raised. 
 
   "You just had to send me off with Lady Montgomery." Simon sat beside me.               
 
   "You've met her. What choice did I have?" 
 
   "When is Yukihyo coming back?" I asked. 
 
   "In a few days. You've only been here one night." 
 
   "Well, it seems like a lot has happened. Maybe you should give me a ride back to Tora." Simon touched one of the streamers. 
 
   "Hiding from this won't make it go away. Would being my cousin be such a bad thing?" he asked. I met his ice blue gaze. 
 
   "No, it's nothing like that. It's just all so much. I don't know what to think or how to feel. It's all just confusing." 
 
   "Well, you may have a way out." 
 
   "How?" 
 
   "My father doesn't think Ling's scans are accurate. He insists our family physician scan you again and compare the results to his own genetic material. Eliot's father agrees and insists the procedure be repeated with his family physician and his own scans. 
 
   "Wow. That's the way to make a girl feel unwanted. It actually makes me feel so much more comfortable." An image of spider food popped into my thoughts. Stewart had requested of me that Thunderdrop join Cass in the kitchen for his meals and not in my bedroom. "Thunderdrop is hungry. Is there a way to sneak into the kitchen?" Simon let out a puff of air and lifted one corner of his mouth in something between a smirk and a smile. He led me out of my room and down the hall to a set of stairs that we took down to another hallway. We entered the back of the kitchen. Cass wanted some, so I fed him, too. Simon's hands were against the edge of a countertop, and he bent a little at his waist, leaning his weight against his palms. His eyes bore into me. 
 
   "Are you going to get this over with, or keep stalling?" Simon stood up and offered me his arm. I rubbed at the crease I was making between my eyebrows. 
 
   "I'm scared." Then, Simon moved his arm even closer. I took it and let out a breath I hadn't realized that I was holding.
 
   As Simon practically dragged me from the kitchen, thunder rumbled outside, and I jumped. The view through the windows showed me the same clear sky of the morning. I turned to look through the windows behind us and saw the clouds moving in. "That's why we swan yesterday. It will rain for the next few days. My men finished harvesting the last of the abandoned webs this morning." We entered the room with the huge fireplace and walls of windows. Stewart had started a fire that had just begun to lick at the logs. A stocky red haired man, older but corded with muscle stood with Gina. His eyes were the same ice blue that I assumed must be a trait in Gram's family. I kept a firm grip on Simon's arm. My hands began to feel cold and damp, and I tried not to panic. I clutched Simon's arm with my other hand, too. Thunderdrop and Cass chased each other into the room, found the ball, and began passing it back and forth to each other. 
 
   "Ethan, look at them! Have you ever seen such behavior?" I turned my head and saw Sydney and Eliot standing with a taller older version of Eric. ZeeZee followed Cass and Thunderdrop as they chased the ball from the room. 
 
   "Teagan, dear, come sit with me." I looked down at Gram where she sat on a couch. Simon propelled us forward and gently removed my fingers from his arm. He sat down, placing me in between himself and Gram on the couch. Gram claimed my frozen hand in her warm one. "Your hand is so cold. Don't be afraid, girl. Gina, can you get that husband of yours to look less intimidating? I think Teagan is about to bolt out of the door and up a tree." I scrunched my face up at her. 
 
   "I've never climbed a tree. Is that actually done?" 
 
   "We used to do it all of the time," Eliot said. 
 
   "Sherman," Gina said. 
 
   The big man took a few steps from beside the fireplace to stand in front of me. I stared at his knees. He squatted down, and I had to look at his chin. He lifted my chin and looked me in the eyes. "You have our grandfather's eyes. I remember his looked like the forest, and grandmother's looked like the sky. Don't be afraid of me." I heard a rustling sound. Sherman held out his arm and a man touched a device to him. It had a much more complicated design than Ling's device. "I need to see for myself that you are my family," Sherman told me. "My father never got over losing his sister. He spent his life trying to find her. You would have been precious to him." Until recently, I had never been precious to anyone. Gram started to cry, and she pulled my hand up to her chest. Gina walked behind the couch and put her hands on Gram's shoulders. Sherman reached down, taking my other arm and holding it out. The doctor pressed the device to my arm. I felt a zap and a sharp sting that made me jump. The doctor pulled the device away. Sherman rubbed at the spot on my arm with his thumb. He said, "I hear you are married to Yukihyo Lee." He touched my wedding ring. "Does he treat you well?" 
 
   "Yes, sir. He means everything to me. He, Hiroshi, and Phillip will be back for me in a few days." Sherman stared into my eyes. 
 
   "You're planning to leave?" 
 
   "Yes, sir. I have business on Scipio and a delivery to Malta." Ethan stepped closer and grinned down at me. 
 
   "It sounds like you enjoy being a merchant," he said. 
 
   "I don't know if I qualify as being a real merchant. I've just started delivering dresses and things to Malta. There was no place there at all to buy women's clothes. It was depressing, so my friend and I came up with a plan to fix it. The plan has been met with a great deal of enthusiasm." 
 
   Sherman said, "What did you do on Earth before you met Yukihyo?" I hated thinking about Earth. I blushed and glanced at Simon, who nodded at me. 
 
   "I was a reclamation worker in the business sector." 
 
   Gina asked in a shocked voice, "At your age? Didn't your father provide for you?" 
 
   "I left as soon as I was old enough. I can take care of myself." I stared Sherman back in the eye. I wouldn't be good enough for them now. 
 
   Sherman said, "Let me get this straight. Who did you live with when you left home?" 
 
   "Stay with?" I asked. 
 
   "Did you stay with friends or did you rent your own place?" he asked. I just looked at him. 
 
   "Neither, I spent all of my credits getting to the city. It was a little rough at first. One night I got caught sleeping on a park bench, but instead of arresting me, the enforcers helped me get my job and my own place to stay at the community center. Uncle Lee helped me get the dock work that led me to meeting Hiroshi." 
 
   Gram shuddered, "Ethan don't let her go. You can't let her go. I don't even want my hand off of her." I turned to her. 
 
   "Uh, what?" Sherman stood and moved to stand in front of the fire. Ethan rolled up his sleeve, and a female physician took a genetic sample from him. 
 
   Then, she said, "Lady Alaric, perhaps it would be more comfortable for Mrs. Lee to have the next sample taken from her other arm." Gram released my hand. The doctor held my wrist and zapped me with her device. Then, she put Band-Aids where all three of the samples had been taken from me that day. 
 
   "Thank you," I said. She smiled at me and moved away to run her comparisons. 
 
   Sherman's doctor spoke with him. Sherman lumbered over to me, picked me up from the couch, and crushed me to his chest. My feet dangled. My arms were trapped at my sides. Sherman returned me to my feet and readjusted his hug. He kissed the top of my head. "You're safe now. You are home on Arachne where you belong, where you should have always been," he said. 
 
   Ethan's doctor said, "I have results confirming genetic matches between both you and Mrs. Lee," she said. Ethan tapped Sherman on the shoulder. Sherman released me, and I was able to inhale. Ethan took my hand in his and placed a kiss on my knuckles. 
 
   "Welcome to the family. Your mother and grandmother were lost to us. Having you restored to our family means more to us than you can imagine. Sherman is correct. You do have grandfather's eyes, but they are in a much prettier face." 
 
   "Ethan, Ettie had a daughter, and Teagan is her granddaughter. Teagan never knew either of them. What happened to Ettie and her daughter? Why was Teagan left alone? If Ettie had been able to, she could have gone to any enforcer or militia soldier and been brought home." The nice doctor went to Gram and gave her a shot. 
 
   "Mother, please calm down. I will discover the truth. You have my word." I turned and punched Simon in the arm. He looked at me with a dumb expression. Then, he decided to pretend it had hurt. 
 
   "Ow, kind of, what was that for? Yukihyo hasn't taught you to hit, obviously."               
 
   Mimicking Simon as well as I could, I said, "I knew everything about you before I sat at your table." I rolled my eyes at him. Thunder crashed outside. 
 
   "It would be rude to subject a young woman to a genetic scan before buying her dinner first." I gave Simon a wistful expression. 
 
   "Dinner?" I touched my three Band-Aids. 
 
   The ball rolled across Sherman's foot, and Cass led the way chasing after it. Cass hit the ball with a line of silk and kept it away from Thunderdrop. "Simon, we should take them to a toy store tomorrow," I said. I noticed that Gram had the end of my braid in her hand. She released it and took my hand. 
 
   "I want you to come and stay with us. There is plenty of room and I have some things put away that belonged to your grandmother, Ettie Montgomery, that she would want you to have," Gram said. 
 
   "Thank you. That is very kind of you, but please don't go to any trouble. Simon doesn't mind me. Do you?" He laughed. 
 
   "You have your own room here, but I have a feeling I would lose a fight for you with Gram. Look at those sweet blue eyes. None of us stand a chance. We all end up doing whatever she wants." Sydney and Eliot agreed. 
 
   "Shall we all have dinner together this evening? It will be ready at our home shortly, and Gram will need her rest," Sydney suggested as she took Ethan's arm. 
 
   "That is a lovely idea, Sydney. If Eric were here, our family would be complete," Gram said. 
 
   "I can hail him through the vid-screen," Ethan suggested. Gram held onto my arm all the way to the Alaric house. Thunderdrop held onto my shoulder. ZeeZee took the entire third row of seats for himself. Eliot sat on my other side. Gina, Sherman, Simon, and Cass followed in a transport that must have been brought by Sherman. The earlier drivers had gone hours ago. The rain began to splatter against the transport and obscure my view through the windows. 
 
   The driver stopped underneath a massive awning like the one at Lady Glaucia's house. Protected from the rain, we were handed from the transport and into the foyer of one of the most magnificent places I had ever seen. The Alaric family had done well for itself over the generations. Lights from the tops of the polished stone walls reflected off of gleaming wooden floors. The entryway rose up to second and third floor balconies of curling metal work. Curved staircases lifted from the floor to the left and the right and opened at the second floor before trailing back up to the third. Against the wall under the balcony, a single round table graced the entryway, upon which rested a cream colored vase full of colorful blooms. I felt so out of place. The boom and roll of the thunder outside made me cringe. Ethan took my hand and placed it on his arm. I chanced a glance up at his pale blue eyes. Eliot walked in front of us and turned to face me. ZeeZee's claws tapped against the wood as he wandered off to the right. Cass appeared from the entrance and followed him. 
 
   "Chitter chirp chirp?" 
 
   "Yes, you can go, too," I said. 
 
   Ethan said, "Don't be nervous. You're home now." 
 
   Sherman piped up, "She may like the Montgomery clan home better." 
 
   I said, "You have a beautiful home, sir." 
 
   "Sir?" Sydney said. "Come along everyone. Dinner is ready." 
 
   Sydney led the way to a formal dining area. Ethan seated me across from Gram.               
 
   "Why are you putting Teagan all the way over there?' Gram asked. 
 
   "You can see her better this way. Also, she will need her hands to eat. While I am sure you would be content to feed her, she can manage," Ethan replied. 
 
   "Ethan!" Gram fussed. 
 
   Ethan and Sherman each sat at an end of the large table, their wives sat to their rights, and their sons to their lefts. Gram and I had the center seats. Simon sat to my right and Sydney sat to my left. Across the table Gram beamed at me and wiped her eyes. I was glad she was happy, but if it weren't for Simon, I would run. I felt as comfortable at the fancy table with all of the strangers who had claimed me as family, as the I had the first time I had visited at Ms. Laura's brothel. I froze when Ethan and Sherman rose and took turns formally welcoming me into their families. They argued over whether I was an Alaric or a Montgomery. I whispered to Simon, "Remind them that I'm married. Lee is my name." 
 
   He whispered back, "I'm not getting into the middle of that. I'm not crazy." 
 
   After dinner Gram had to go to bed. The rest of us had coffee. "Please stay the night with us, Teagan. Gram will want to see you as soon as she wakes up," Sydney said.               
 
   "Thank you for your kind offer, but all of my things are at Simon's house." Their vid-screen began beeping. Eliot activated it. The screen filled with Captain Eric Alaric. He was just as breathtakingly handsome as I remembered. 
 
   "Father, I received an urgent message to contact you. What has happened?"               
 
   Ethan said, "I did not mean to alarm you. Something good has happened. After all of these years, Ettie Montgomery's granddaughter is returned to us." Ethan held his hand out for me to join him at the vid-screen. Thunderdrop chose that moment to crawl onto my braid. 
 
   "How? Where?" Eric demanded. Ethan took my hand and pulled me to a stop in front of him. Ethan could see Eric clearly, since the top of my head was even with his shoulders. I waved. Eric looked shocked. 
 
   "Eric, this is your cousin, Teagan Lee. She is married to one of Simon's friends. This little guy bonded to her on her first visit." Eric gave me the brilliant heart-stopping smile he had given me when we met on Scipio at the baths. 
 
   "Teagan. It was Teagan Green when we met, before Phillip took you away."               
 
   "Hello, Captain Alaric. It's nice to see you again." His dimples appeared with a new magnificent smile.
 
   "I thought I told you to call me Eric. I felt there was something special about you, other than being one of the most beautiful women to ever walk on Scipio." I felt my face turning red. Sydney put her arm around me. Ethan moved a tiny bit to make room for her. 
 
   "Can you come home for a brief visit?" Sydney asked. 
 
   "Maybe in a few weeks when the Hadrian goes in for repairs and systems upgrades." 
 
   "Maybe?" Ethan said. 
 
   "Okay, yes, mother. I promise when my ship goes for repairs that I will visit. Teagan, I apologize for allowing you to escape investigation. It seems Simon deserves the credit for bringing you home, along with that little guy," Eric said. I patted Thunderdrop. Eric dipped his head to us and said, "Alaric out," ending the transmission. Sherman patted Simon on the back, and Gina kissed his cheek. Sydney and Gina decided I would be spending the night at the Alaric manor. After breakfast the Alarics would escort me to the Montgomery clan home where we would all visit until lunch.               
 
   "Thunderdrop needs his spider food, and all of my things are in my room at Simon's house," I said, trying to convince them it would be easier for me to stay with him. 
 
   "Don't worry, dear. Cook fed Thunderdrop with ZeeZee and Cass, so don't worry about that, and I have closets of things that will fit you," Sydney said. Gina hugged and kissed me goodbye. Sherman gave me another hug that lifted me from the ground. I clung to Simon's hand when he began to hug me goodbye, too. 
 
   Simon whispered into my ear, "Eliot has promised to hide you or help you escape." Louder, he said, "Teagan has a passion for coffee and deep tubs." 
 
   "Thank you, Simon. You're a good boy," Sydney said as she waved goodnight. A butler closed the door. I was all alone with people I had just met. 
 
   Eliot smiled, bent down to me, and said, "After seeing the way my brother smiled at you, I can totally see the baby seal thing."  
 
   Horrified that I had told him what Phillip had said, I begged, "Eliot, please don't tell anyone that." 
 
   He winked at me, and said, "I can't promise anything." Thunderdrop returned to me, since Cass had gone home with Simon. Sydney took my arm. 
 
   "I've chosen a lovely room for you, Teagan. It's on the third floor." I followed her up a set of stairs that were made of wood and inlaid with the same stone used to construct the walls. "If you need me, our room is the middle door here on the second floor," she said pointing. On the third floor, she took a left along the balcony and opened the door on the end. A big fluffy white bed was against the wall with tables to either side. A large walk-in storage closet was to the left, and a bathroom was to the right. The wall across from the bed had been adorned with a large painting of the Arachnean landscape. The bed had been turned down. Thunderdrop jumped onto it and curled his legs under himself on a pillow. 
 
   "He is tired from playing all day. However, you must be tired from all of the rapid changes to everything you thought you knew and all of the genetic samples. Now, you have two more families in addition to the one you created for yourself," Sydney said. The soft compassion in her voice had my eyes beginning to swell and my nose turning red. She put her arms around me, and I let my forehead drop to her shoulder. She patted my back. "Try to get some sleep while you can. Gram wakes early, and she will not let you out of her sight." 
 
   "Yes, ma'am. Thank you." I noticed Ethan and Eliot standing in the door frame. I wiped at my eyes. 
 
   "Goodnight," Ethan said as he collected his wife and began walking with her toward the stairs. 
 
   Eliot walked in. "Are you going to be okay?" I shrugged. 
 
   "I just can't seem to understand that this is real. Hiroshi adopted Yukihyo as his brother, and Yukihyo married me, so I have a family now, because they've let me into theirs. You are all telling me that I'm really one of your relatives, an actual real family member and not just some interloper, so I'm really not alone. I'm just really confused. I don't know. Do you hear the storm outside?" He nodded. "If you could see the storm, but not hear it, you could understand how I feel. It seems like I have that storm rolling around in my heart and mind, and I don't know whether I should be afraid of its possible destruction, or let it lull me to sleep. It has no sound yet. What if my grandfather was a Parvac? Was my grandmother raped and too ashamed to come home? Can the doctor's device tell me if I'm one of them? What would Yukihyo think of me if that were true? They killed his entire clan." The thought of losing Yukihyo caused me pain like a sharp knife tearing through me from my throat to my ribs. Eliot took my shoulders in his hands. 
 
   "Enough, enough. If your grandmother, my great-aunt, was captured, no shame befalls you for that. She can rest in peace knowing that you are home with your family where you belong. You are an Alaric and a Montgomery. I give you my word that as long as I live, you will have me and a home. You belong here. I know Yukihyo, and he does not make decisions lightly. You are his wife, and you have both suffered because of the Parvacs. Yukihyo chose you to be his because he couldn't imagine life without you, and now he will have all of us as well. Tell me you know this in your heart to be the truth." I nodded. "You should get some sleep. I'll see you in the morning." Eliot closed the door behind him. 
 
   I went into the bathroom. A huge deep square tub filled one corner. "Yes, please." I began filling the tub with hot water. Someone had stocked the bathroom with a new toothbrush and other toiletries. I brushed my teeth, unbraided my hair, folded my clothes, and placed them on top of my shoes. I sank into the glorious hot water and shut off the water flow. I dipped my head back under the surface and scrubbed at my scalp. After washing and rinsing my hair, I wrapped it in a towel, but stayed in the hot water. I rubbed at my eyes. "What is going on?" I yawned. Thunderdrop had bonded with me because he could smell my bloodline? I had a great aunt who was so happy I existed that she teared up each time she saw me. People wanted me in their families? I drained the water, dried off, and put on the borrowed gown that had been placed on the bed for me. I crawled into bed next to Thunderdrop. The storm boomed and cracked. 
 
   The rain thrummed and the wind blew. It lifted my hair from my shoulders, and the thunder rumbled. I lifted my hand to feel the rain, but silk fell through my fingers. I smelled coffee and moved my hands from underneath the soft pillow that I had pressed against my cheek. "No, Stewart. It's too early, but you can leave the coffee," I mumbled into the pillow. Yuck. I wiped at my mouth as I rolled over. Gram sat beside me on the bed with a brush in her hand. She looked down at me with her pale blue eyes. 
 
   "I'm sorry. I couldn't help it. I had to make sure you were real and not a dream. I saw you sleeping. There was a towel on the floor, and your hair was full of tangles," she said in a sweet soft voice. I looked from her eyes to the brush in her hand, and I started to cry so hard that I began to sob. I buried my face in my hands. "Oh, now don't cry. Please, don't cry! What's wrong?" I managed to choke out a few words. 
 
   "I'm sorry. I've always wanted.... No lady has ever done that for me before, except on Scipio and when I've paid to have my hair done. I'm sorry." Gram hugged me.               
 
   "There, there. Everything's okay. Let's dry those eyes that remind me of my father's." Gram got up and got me a tissue. I sniffled. 
 
   "Chirp." I took in a deep breath. I felt stupid. She handed me the tissue, and I wiped my eyes and blew my nose. 
 
   "Now, have a few sips of coffee. Then, wash your face." Gram put a cup into my hands and threw the tissue away. An older lady came in with a pile of dresses over her arm. Sydney followed her. 
 
   "What's this?" she asked taking in my red nose, eyes, and overall splotchy appearance. 
 
   "Nothing," Gram said. 
 
   "Corina, please put the dresses down on the bed for now," Sydney said. Corina left the room and then came back a few minutes later with a basket containing my now clean laundry from the night before. 
 
   "Thank you, ma'am," I said. 
 
   "You're welcome, Lady Teagan," Corina said. Gram took my cup away and pointed to the bathroom. I got up and went in, closing the door behind me. I tried to get my emotions together while I peed. I thought I had myself under control. I turned on the water to wash my face. After I had rinsed off all of the soap and brushed my teeth, I looked in the mirror. My hair looked soft and shiny. I felt it. She had just sat and brushed it for I didn't know how long and for no reason. The nice old lady with her blue eyes just wanted to be close to me. I started to cry again. 
 
   "Shit." I took a deep breath and wiped at my face with the wet cloth. "You can't hide in the bathroom. It'll be better if you don't make eye contact," I thought to myself. I took another breath, turned, and opened the door. 
 
   "Here," Gram said as she handed me my undies. "Well, put them on and pick out one of these dresses to wear. Then, you can have a fresh cup of coffee downstairs." I turned my back, removed the gown, and began getting ready. I saw a light blue dress with little purple flowers and green leaves that reminded me of my favorite dress, so I decided to wear it and slipped into my shoes. Gram said, "Hold still" and brushed through my hair some more. 
 
   "Chirp chirp!" Thunderdrop said as he blinked at me from the door. 
 
   "Thank you, Sydney," I said. 
 
   "You are very welcome. Are you hungry?" Corina had begun hanging dresses in the closet. 
 
   Gram said, "Well, of course, she is. Let's go. I'm not going down those stairs either." Gram led the way to a lift I had thought to be another room, since its door had been made to look like all of the others. 
 
   Breakfast ended up being on a large table in a sunroom bursting with potted flowering plants. Thunderdrop bounced away to play, while ZeeZee watched him with patient curiosity. "I've never seen a room like this before," I said. Located in the back of the house, the roof of the room had been made from plasti-glass that continued on and comprised the back wall of the house. Rain slipped down the outside of the roof and wall. The soft plinks and patters of the drops were soothing.
 
   "This is my favorite room in the manor. It has been since I came here to live with Lord Alaric after we married. I was maybe a year or two older than you are now, and I was terrified of my mother-in-law," Gram said. 
 
   "Why did she frighten you?" I asked. 
 
   "It wasn't that she was half Laconian. My mother was Laconian. Having only met the Lady Alaric socially a few times, she was a mystery to me. Unlike you, I had been very sheltered growing up. My father became even more protective after Ettie was stolen, and my brother watched me when my father didn't. Being away from the home and family I had always known, and moving here to be the lady of the house was frightening. However, the Lady Alaric became the best friend I had ever had. We used to sit in here together for hours." Sydney kissed Gram's cheek. 
 
   "Now, I get to sit in here with you, but I have to share you with Gina who loves you just as fiercely as I do." 
 
   Gram said, "Give Teagan some coffee, Eliot. It's the promise of coffee that got her out of bed." 
 
   After breakfast we went into a sitting room decorated all in cream and yellow. Gram sat on a couch. "Sit by me, Teagan," she said. Thunderdrop crawled up the drapes. ZeeZee "clacked" at him. Thunderdrop blinked at ZeeZee and crawled back down.               
 
   "Eliot, did Thunderdrop just mind ZeeZee?" I asked. Eliot nodded. Ethan placed an intricate carved box on the table in front of Gram. He lifted the lid from the top. 
 
   "This chest belonged to your grandmother. I've saved it all of these years, hoping. And here you are," Gram said. The last words had come out hushed and it made my heart begin to ache. Gram patted my knee. She pulled a framed print from the box. It was a picture of two girls and a boy. "Ettie is the one in the middle, I'm the little one, and that is our brother Ethan, Sherman's dad." She saw the question in my eyes as I glanced at Ethan Alaric who stood by a window with his back to us watching the storm. "I named my son after my brother. He was so proud of my boy, and then he had his own." Ettie had the same pale eyes as her brother and sister. She had a kind smile, and her hand rested protectively on her little sister Emma's shoulder. A spider peeked over Ethan's shoulder. The three of them wore expensive formal attire. 
 
   "Do I look anything like her?" I asked. 
 
   "A little around the eyes, but you remind me more of my father the more I see you." She pulled out a really old palm sized vid-screen and handed it to me. 
 
   "What's this?" I asked. 
 
   Gram smiled, "Ettie and mother used to spend a great deal of time in the kitchen making us all sorts of treats. Ettie put recipes on there just about every day." Finally, I had something in common with her. 
 
   "Really? That's so neat! In our kitchen on Tora, I made a cake and cookies! I can't wait to see what all she made." I hugged the vid-screen to my chest. Gram met my eyes. 
 
   "That's the first time I've seen you smile since we've met." She patted my knee. She pulled a small metal box shaped like an octagon out next. It appeared to have a web engraved into its surface. Gram placed it in my hand. "This music box was Ettie's favorite thing." I opened the lid and a tiny metal spider, with an abdomen made of a sapphire, moved in a circle around the web. Then, music began to play. It was a cheerful melody. I had heard a version of it before. She held me on her shoulder and hummed it, but she had made it sound so sad. Something bad had happened. My hands began to shake, and I closed the lid. I placed the music box on the table and concentrated on the wood grain pattern of the floor and the sound of the rain. Thunderdrop bounded up into my lap and crawled under my chin to hug my neck. I pushed the memory away and down just as I had closed the music box lid. I ran my hand down Thunderdrop's back. 
 
   His chirping was soft and soothing. Gram pulled out a bracelet made of the same metal as the box. It opened and closed with a hinge and clasp. The metal had been shaped to resemble the elaborate lace webs like those high in the trees and in the corner of my quarters. Attached to the web were three little spiders like the one in the music box. Gram said, "This was her favorite piece of jewelry. She wore it in the picture I showed you, but the sleeves of her dress hid it." I put it on and touched the delicate metal web with my finger. "She said there were three of us just like the spiders." I had something on my arm that my grandmother had worn on her own arm, that she had touched. 
 
   "It looks like the web Thunderdrop made in my quarters." I began to take it off to hand it back. 
 
   "No, Teagan. You'll keep that on, please?" I left it alone and took a deep quiet breath. Gram had begun to lovingly place the things back inside of the carved box. When she picked up the music box, I tried not to hear the humming woman. The memory hurt. 
 
   "Chirp." Ethan and Eliot spoke quietly by the window. The drapes went almost all of the way up to the ceiling, but were open so we could see the rain. 
 
   Gram said, "Ethan, will you put this in the transport, please?" Ethan picked the box up and took it outside. Gram stood up. "We had better go and meet that nephew of mine, or he may send out guards to collect us." 
 
   Outside, a driver had opened all of the doors of the largest luxury transport that I had ever seen. Other than the driver and passenger seats, there were eight swivel chairs and a storage area. ZeeZee climbed into the back by my grandmother's box. The humming started in my head unbidden. I took a breath and touched Thunderdrop. Eliot had his hand on my back. He gestured toward a seat. Ethan, Sydney, Gram, and Eliot, and I all took our seats. The driver closed all of the doors and began the drive over to wherever the Montgomery clan lived. 
 
   "Thank you for saving all of her things. It was very kind of you to share them with me," I said. 
 
   Gram said, "Whose things, dear?" 
 
   "What?" 
 
   "Whose things? Tell me who this "her" to whom you refer is," Gram said. Looking into me with her pale blue eyes, she waited for my answer.               
 
   Thinking carefully, I said, "Lady Ettie Montgomery?" Was I making her angry? What was I doing wrong? 
 
   "Chirp," Thunderdrop nuzzled my neck. I felt my heart start to pound as she watched me. The transport was moving too fast for me to jump out. 
 
   "I know my sister would not have wanted her little granddaughter referring to her as Lady Ettie Montgomery or with a pronoun. Ettie would have had your arms around her neck, and you would have called her something affectionate, but she didn't get to have with you what I have with my grandsons. Call Ettie grandmother from now on out of respect for her memory." I studied my shoes and the tiny flowers on the dress Sydney had let me wear. 
 
   "Yes, ma'am." I tried not to think or feel anything. Ethan tapped at the toe of my shoe and smiled at me when I looked up. 
 
   "You aren't in trouble, Teagan." I felt chill and achy inside. It kept rising up from my chest up to my throat. 
 
   "Yes, sir." 
 
   "What has you so sad, Teagan?" Ethan asked. 
 
   "Nothing." I tried to force a fake smile, but he knew it to be a lie. 
 
   "Tell me," Gram commanded. I stared her in the eyes. 
 
   "How can you say you know she would want me to call her grandmother? She might not have liked me at all." Gram looked shocked. "It's true. She might not have wanted anything to do with me." Gram's eyes might look like ice, but I felt like a chunk of it cut at me from inside of my chest. 
 
   "My sister would have loved you more than anything," she said with conviction. I crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
   "I don't understand how that's even possible. My own mother didn't even want me, so why would my grandmother?" 
 
   Ethan said, "Teagan, that isn't fair. We don't know what happened to either your mother or your grandmother. How could you possibly think they didn't love you?" I shrugged. 
 
   "I don't know what I did wrong, but my father didn't like me either, so it must have been me. Yukihyo knows me though, and he loves me." I twisted the band on my finger. 
 
   "That's what has you so terrified of us," Gram said. I didn't look up at her. My courage had gone. "You are practically paralyzed with fear that we will decide we don't like you and abandon you." 
 
   "Chirp chirp."
 
   The transport stopped, and the relief I felt when the door opened was almost tangible. Simon waited with a smile on the wide covered platform in front of the home's door. I rushed up to him and buried my face in his chest. "Just get me away from here for a few minutes, please," I said. Simon picked me up and carried me off through the house. Then, my heart shattered, and the ice that had formed the sharp grating mass inside of me burst out through my eyes, and melted out as tears. I didn't know where we were, but I cried on Simon until I was hiccupping, and his shoulder was soaked through to the skin. He pulled a fancy silk square out from someplace and put it in my hands. Simon patted my back. I wiped my eyes and blew my nose. I tried to use a clean corner to dab at Thunderdrop, since my face had leaked all over him, too. "I'm sorry about your shirt, Simon." I still wasn't breathing, right. 
 
   "It's okay. Your hair looks prettier than usual today. Did you use a new shampoo?" I met his eyes, ice blue like Gram's. 
 
   "No, she, Gram brushed my hair." Simon went completely blurry, and I started crying again. 
 
   "Oh, I see. She yanked and pulled and made your head hurt. That's why you're crying." I shook my head against his shoulder. 
 
   "No, she was nice and kind to me. No lady's ever treated me like she did. It makes me feel like I'm gonna break or something. I don't know. I don't understand how to react or what to do." Simon held up my wrist. 
 
   "This is beautiful, Teagan. Where did you get it?" I sniffed and wiped my nose.               
 
   "Gram gave it to me. She said it was my grandmother's, and there was a music box, and it made me remember my mother humming to me." 
 
   "It sounds like you've already had a busy day," Simon said against my hair. I drew in a shuddering breath. He said, "I bet a nice hot cup of coffee would make you feel better." I thought about how much I liked the smell of coffee. 
 
   "Chirp." I thought about Yukihyo. If he were here, he would make all of these feelings lessen through our bond, and give me time to sort them out. Simon helped me stand up from where I sat in his lap. I saw we were in a small sitting room. I had made a mess of Simon's silk square. Simon stood. Thunderdrop moved from my neck to my shoulder where he gave himself a shake. 
 
   "Simon, what should I do?" He put one of his big arms around my back. 
 
   "I think you should wash your face and have some lunch." Simon walked me down a hall.
 
   The vid-screen in the main living area gave an alert. Sherman tapped it, and Eric appeared. "Sherman, is father there?" 
 
   "Yes, he is." Ethan and Eliot went closer to the screen. 
 
   Eric said, "Is anyone else present?" Sherman scanned the room. 
 
   "Doors close." Sherman's command shut the room off from the rest of the house and prevented their conversation from being overheard. 
 
   "It is only the three of us and ZeeZee. What have you discovered about Teagan?" Ethan asked his youngest son. Eric tapped at his screen and information appeared on the lower corner of the vid-screen. 
 
   "What is all of this?" Sherman asked. 
 
   "Those are the medical records Phillip filed on Teagan shortly after she joined Tora's crew." Eric highlighted sections. 
 
   "Was she in a bad accident as a child?" Eliot asked. 
 
   "No, the dates are different," Sherman said. 
 
   "Keep reading," Eric said. Sherman's face turned red. Ethan stared at Eric. "Broken bones, skull fractures, and other untreated injuries sustained from early childhood until maybe a year ago is the short version. I have entrusted a team of militia investigators with this information, and they are searching for him now. Once I have him, I will find out what happened to Teagan's mother. I know what we should expect to learn. A man who could inflict repeated serious injuries to a helpless child could do much worse to a woman. I will find him. Alaric out.” The screen went blank. 
 
   Eliot powered it down and asked, "Are we going to tell Gram?" 
 
   The door opened and Gina, Sydney, and Gram were trailed by two butlers. They waited until the butlers had set out lunch and gone from the room. Gina approached Sherman running her hands from his wrists up to his shoulders. She stood with him in that pose for a moment. Then, Gina placed her hands on his cheeks and forced him to look at her. "Sherman, I have seen you this angry only a few times in all of the years we have been together. What happened in this closed door meeting?" Sydney took Eliot's hand in hers. 
 
   "Tell me what this is about," she said. Eliot looked at his father. 
 
   "It will upset you. Please do not ask," Eliot kissed her cheek. Gina's expression turned hard and serious. 
 
   "This has to do with Teagan. Tell us," Sydney demanded. 
 
   "Yes, tell us. I insist," Gram said. 
 
   "Eric contacted us. He has a team investigating her," Ethan said. 
 
   "Doors close," Sherman commanded. 
 
   "Well?" Gina asked as she walked toward Ethan to hear his quiet tone. 
 
   "Teagan suffered multiple traumatic injuries as a child at the hands of her caregiver. We assume it was her father." A look of revulsion took over Gina's expression. 
 
   "Are you saying she was beaten as a child?" 
 
   "Probably until she left," Sherman said. 
 
   "Mother!" Simon yelled. Gina looked toward the door and walked out of the room. "Mother!" I held on to Simon's arm, while he yelled for Gina. 
 
   "Yes, Simon?" 
 
   "Would you please show Teagan where she can wash her face? I'm going to borrow a shirt from father." I looked at Simon's soaked shoulder and felt my face turn red. Gina took my arm. "I'll be back in a moment," Simon assured me. 
 
   "Come with me," Gina said. We walked into a lift, and when the door opened, Gina led me into a beautiful room done in sage green with an immense window with a view of a small waterfall surrounded by a copse of trees. Thunderdrop moved to the top of my head. The bed had an elaborate carved headboard and at least twenty pillows.                
 
   "This is a beautiful room," I said. 
 
   "Thank you. This room belongs to Sherman and me. Give me that." I heard someone in an adjoining room. Gina took the silk square from my hand. "That's just Simon in our closet." 
 
   "I thought that was a room." Gina smiled. 
 
   "It is.  He spoils me. We will look through it, and you will take some things later. Come here and wash your face." The bathtub looked like one of the small pools at the baths on Scipio. A continuous fall of water sparkled over a stone backdrop and into the sculpted stone tub. It looked as though the water was almost three feet deep. The water level remained constant by disappearing over a hidden edge under the fall of water. "You like it?" Gina smiled fondly at the tub. 
 
   "Yes! Who wouldn't?" 
 
   "Here," Gina said as she handed me a wet wash cloth for my face. Then, she picked up a brush and straightened my hair. "Now, let's go have some lunch," she said. She took the cloth from me and ushered me out of the room. 
 
   "Gina?" 
 
   "Yes?" 
 
   "Are they still here?" I thought they must have gone after the way that I had acted. They probably didn't want anything to do with me now. 
 
   "Who?" she asked. 
 
   "Gram, Sydney, Ethan, and Eliot," I said. 
 
   "Yes, why?" 
 
   "I was rude to them on the way here. I thought they might have gone." 
 
   "What happened?" I touched one of the sapphire spiders. 
 
   "Chirp chirp."  I shrugged. 
 
   "You're just hungry. Sherman gets cranky when he's hungry, too." 
 
   We entered a small sitting area. Gram and Sydney shared a small couch. Sherman, Ethan, and Eliot stood by a table covered in food. Thunderdrop jumped from me and went to ZeeZee. I forced myself to stand a bit back, but in front of Gram and Sydney. "I want to apologize for my behavior. I was rude, and I'm ashamed of myself for it." I looked at my shoes. I felt too much like a coward to look up at them. I worried at the expressions they might have and that I had ruined things between us. 
 
   "Teagan, come here," Gram insisted. I stepped closer and dread began to close my throat. "Closer." She took my hand. 
 
   "You didn't do anything. I'm glad you let me know how you were feeling. I've been sitting here worried I had made you angry with me for being too pushy." Eyes wide I looked at her. 
 
   "Angry with you? I could never be angry with you! You're the sweetest, kindest person I've ever met! I'm the one who is rude and ungrateful. I hope you can forgive me." 
 
   Gram said, "You are neither of those things. You are just trying to deal with a lot all at once, and you are doing a good job."
 
   "Is lunch ready?" Simon asked as he walked into the room. I sucked in a breath and felt my eyebrows lift. I closed my mouth. Simon had changed his shirt, and rather than the elegant black silk I had soaked, he now wore a bright red, long sleeved shirt at least three sizes too large and with a hem that reached the middle of his thighs. It wasn't just red, it was a shiny red. "Let's eat!" Simon pulled out a chair for me. "Come along, Teagan," he said. I stepped over to him and stood on my toes to whisper in his ear.               
 
   "Simon, I can clean your other shirt for you. I know how. Just tell me where it is." 
 
   Where everyone could hear, he said, "What's wrong with this one? It's great!"               
 
   "Oh, Simon." 
 
   He said, "Please have a seat." I sat, and he pushed in my chair. Everyone else took seats. Simon sat to my right. Servers began filling our plates with spring rolls. I looked at my plate in surprise. Simon flashed me a smile. Once Sherman had taken a bite, I attacked a spring roll. The inside was perfectly fresh and crisp, and I dipped it into the little bowl of sauce on my plate. 
 
   "These are lovely. What are they called?" Sydney asked. 
 
   "They are spring rolls. Simon has spied on Teagan enough to find out her favorite foods," Gina answered. 
 
   "These are perfect," I said. A server gave me a pleased nod and placed soup in front of us. Next, he brought egg rolls, followed by rice and a spicy chicken with peppers. Gina seemed smugly satisfied each time I cleaned a plate or bowl. I drank some cold tea. It was too perfect. I looked over at Simon to see if he liked the food. Simon had food all over the cuffs of the terrible red shirt. I whispered, "Do you want me to help you roll the sleeves up?" 
 
   "No, why?" I tried to relax the crease in my forehead. 
 
   "Excellent, Gina," Sherman complimented.
 
   "Since the rain has stopped for the moment, what say you all to taking Teagan on a tour?" Sherman asked. 
 
   "That sounds like a good idea to me," Ethan said. We followed Sherman outside to a large open hover transport that had seven rows of bench seats. Sherman took the driver's seat, and Ethan sat next to him. Gina and Sydney sat in the back. I was directed to a middle seat, and Eliot and Simon sat to either side of me. Thunderdrop and ZeeZee climbed up on the seat behind us. I leaned against the back of the seat. The rain had been replaced with a cool breeze. It caught at the shiny red fabric of Simon's shirt. I laughed before I could stop myself. Simon turned his pale blue eyes on me. 
 
   "Something funny?" 
 
   "It's just... Simon." I pushed my hand against the front of his shirt, until I finally pressed the fabric against his stomach. Simon and Eliot started laughing, and I heard giggles from behind us. Gram turned around and looked at us from her seat behind Sherman and Ethan. 
 
   "That has to be the worst shirt I have ever seen," she said. 
 
   "I had to search all through their closet to find it," Simon admitted. Simon smiled at me and said, "Hearing you laugh was worth the effort," and placed a kiss on my forehead. 
 
   After the tour we sat in the living space and were served coffee. Thunderdrop began doing silly things to make me laugh, showing Simon how it was done. "Thunderdrop, will you show everyone how Hiroshi and Yukihyo fight?" Thunderdrop blinked at me. I lifted my fists. "Put them up!" I prompted. He lifted his front legs and balanced on his back legs. I giggled at him. "Now, how do they move their feet? Show me how to fight." Thunderdrop began moving backwards, forwards, from side to side, and kicked out his side legs a few times. I clapped, laughed, and smiled at him. Gram and Eliot both chuckled. Sherman and Simon were both laughing and wiping at their eyes by the time Thunderdrop had finished his demonstrations. "Good, boy! I'm so proud of you! May I have a hug?" Thunderdrop scrambled up to me and curled around my neck. I stroked his back. Cass and ZeeZee began trying to lift their legs the way Thunderdrop had. Seeing a three-foot-long spider attempting to lift his claws and do fancy footwork, had me laughing so hard I had to clutch my sides. ZeeZee started clacking at me, and then even Ethan started laughing. Simon made me a graceful bow.               
 
   "My lady, since you have finally given me my wish to hear your laughter, allow me to give you any gift you desire." 
 
   I laughed at him and said, "Okay. I want you to change your shirt!" Simon dropped to his knee in front of me and shook his head. 
 
   "I'm serious." 
 
   "So am I." Simon stared at me with pale blue eyes. 
 
   "Isn't there some gift I can give you, to please you?" 
 
   "Simon, you let Thunderdrop come with me. He's priceless." Simon took my hand in his. 
 
   "Yes, but he chose you of his own will. That was entirely out of my control." 
 
   "No, it wasn't. I was terrified of him at first. I thought he was going to eat me." ZeeZee and Thunderdrop chirped and followed Cass into the kitchen. 
 
   "Teagan, when Simon and his father get like this, all you can do is give him an answer," Gina said. I turned my head to her and then back to Simon. 
 
   "I did. Must I beg you to change your shirt?" 
 
   Gram said, "You can think of at least one thing you want, can't you?" I thought of Yukihyo naked and in the shower, but I didn't say that out loud. Eliot started to cough. Simon's eyes sparkled with mischief. 
 
   "I know! You promised me blaster lessons, so the next time some idiot tries to mess with me, I can knock him on his ass instead of missing. On his butt, I mean. Sorry." 
 
   "Done, but that isn't a gift." I showed him my bracelet. 
 
   "Simon, I have two bracelets, my wedding ring, a beautiful necklace, and bunches of clothes. I even have my own transport. It has blue seats. Uncle Lee made me bunches of orange chicken. I've even got loads of credits. I really can't think of anything I could want. Well, I want to buy Thunderdrop some new toys. You said we could take him to a toy store." Simon smiled at me. 
 
   "Eliot, would you like to help me escort our sweet cousin to a toy store?"
 
    "That sounds very amusing." 
 
   "Change your shirt, Simon?" He kissed my cheek and rushed off while I finished my coffee. Thunderdrop climbed onto my lap. "Does my sweet baby want to go look at toys?" Thunderdrop blinked at me and lifted up to my chest to rub a feeler against my cheek. That was new. I whispered, "Oh, you're such a sweet baby. I love you." I rubbed the space between his front leg and cephalothorax. Eliot extended his hand down to me.               
 
   We followed Simon and Cass into a transport just large enough to hold three people and three spiders. Simon drove us to an expensive looking street lined with buildings constructed of stone. Fountains and stone benches decorated the landscaped entrances of each building. Simon led us up the path to one and held open the door for us to enter. The store had a high ceiling, and suspended from it far above our heads a Galaxic Militia fighter model floated amongst glittering fabric stars hung from thin silk strands. "Wow!" I looked at Eliot. "Your brother has a real one!" Eliot pinched my cheek. 
 
   "Yes, and I am sure your cousin will give you a tour of it one day," he said.               
 
   "Seriously? Do you really think he might?" I asked. A store clerk came toward us and bowed deeply. 
 
   "Lord Alaric, Lord Montgomery, I am greatly honored by your presence in my humble store. How may I be of assistance?" 
 
   Eliot said, "You are most kind, sir. Our sweet cousin, recently returned to us, wishes to purchase amusements for her companion." Thunderdrop climbed atop my head to preen. 
 
   "Please, allow me to show you anything you would like, my lady." 
 
   "Thank you, sir, but if it's okay with you, the last time we visited a toy store, Thunderdrop just wandered around the store and told me when he wanted something. Is that okay?"  
 
   "Yes, my lady. Please do as you wish." 
 
   "Thank you. Did you hear that? We have permission to look, and no one will be afraid of you here. Go pick out what you want. I'll watch." 
 
   "Chirp chirp chirp," he said as he jumped down and wandered off. Cass darted after him. ZeeZee followed at a sedate pace. My cousins and I exchanged glances when chirping and clacking reached our ears. Upon our approach we discovered them pushing toy transports down the length of the store. 
 
   "That looks like fun," I said kneeling down. Twenty-four eyes blinked at me. "Are those the ones you want?" I asked. Blinking was their response. "Sir, we want these cars. Will you please put them in three separate bags?" 
 
   "Yes, my lady." 
 
   "Okay, I'm buying you each your own transport, and you get your own bags. Let's go look at some other toys, and the nice man will take those to the counter for us." They moved their claws from their transports and continued along. The man picked up the transports. 
 
   "I've never seen anything so amazing. They play with toys?" he said. 
 
   "Yes, sir. They like playing with our ball, too." Thunderdrop and Cass had become entranced by a pyramid. It was made of a shiny black plasti-material and reached my knee at its apex. When they touched it with their claws, colors appeared. I sat by them, touched a side, and a different color trailed my finger's path on its surface. Cass and I looked at each other. Thunderdrop chirped. "This is fun," I said. The store clerk watched us. "How much is this?" I asked. 
 
   "Fifty credits, my lady." 
 
   "Is that all? I thought it would be more." 
 
   Eliot asked, "Have you seen color shapes before?" 
 
   "No, I've never seen one before. You have?" 
 
   "Yes, Simon, Eric, and I used to play with those." 
 
   "Why did you stop?" I asked. 
 
   "Clack clack clack," Cass said. 
 
   "Okay, Cass. Sir, do you have two of these? I think both Cass and Thunderdrop want one." 
 
   "Yes, my lady. I will see to it at once." 
 
   ZeeZee became excited next. He pushed a ball that glowed when it moved. ZeeZee pushed it, bent down, blinked at it, and pushed it again. When the man came back, I told him that ZeeZee wanted that ball in his bag. He bent down in front of ZeeZee. He said, "Very good choice ZeeZee. I will place this in your bag with your transport." 
 
   "Clack clack." ZeeZee followed after Cass. Eliot wrapped my arm through his.               
 
   Eliot said, "ZeeZee has been enjoying the company of Thunderdrop and Cass. It has been years since I have seen him play." I smiled. 
 
   "Thunderdrop is always fun to be around. He's so cute." Thunderdrop and Cass each selected light weight bouncy balls, and then they were done. I held my bracelet chip out to the clerk, but Eliot chuckled at me and handed the clerk a card to scan. 
 
   "Thank you, Lord Alaric. Please come again." We each grabbed a bag to put in the transport. 
 
   "Thank you. That was fun. Thunderdrop loves toy stores. Cass and ZeeZee seemed to have fun, too." 
 
   Simon suggested a short walk to a store he wanted to visit. When we arrived at the door, Elliot opened it for us and followed us inside. 
 
   "Clack clack click," ZeeZee sounded. Thunderdrop sat still on my shoulder. Cass did the same on Simon. It was a sparkly store like the one Yukihyo had taken me to on Scipio. I felt the chain around my neck and looked at the leaves surrounding the milky white glittering stone. I followed behind Simon and Eliot. Simon spoke to a store clerk who looked at him with a love sick expression. When she left, I whispered to him so Eliot could hear. 
 
   "Simon, take your shirt off and flex your arm muscles. I want to see if she'll faint." They both laughed. 
 
   Simon said, "Stop it, or I'll tell Gram." The store clerk came back with a tray covered in jewelry. She fluttered long dark lashes at Simon. I poked Eliot in the ribs. I turned my back to Simon and the lady. I looked adoringly up at Eliot and fluttered my eyelashes at him. Eliot tried to keep a straight face, but failed miserably as laughter rumbled out of him. 
 
   Eliot said, "Let me buy you a gift." 
 
   "Me? Maybe we should buy Gram a present while we're here. It could be from the three of us, and we could each pitch in." 
 
   "That is a splendid idea." 
 
   "What do you think she would like?" 
 
   He put my hand on his arm and said, "Let's look." 
 
   There were rings, bracelets, earrings, pins, pendants, and gems of every color. A stunning pendant caught my attention. Gems of pale blue and green had been arranged in an elegant design on its surface. "That one is pretty, and it has blue like your and Simon's eyes and green like mine." A store keeper approached us. 
 
   "May I be of service, Lord Alaric?" 
 
   "May we see that piece?" Eliot asked. The man opened the case and laid the necklace over a piece of silk. 
 
   "This is an exquisite piece, Lord Alaric. The locket showcases the finest blue and green diamonds of the best clarity." 
 
   "Locket?" I asked. The shop keeper opened it. 
 
   "It will hold a small picture inside," he explained to me.
 
    I thought of the picture Gram had given to me with my grandmother in it. I realized that I was squeezing Eliot's arm. When he looked down at me, my eyes had started to tear. Eliot reached up and wiped my tears away. 
 
   I heard Simon say, "Eliot, what have you done? I had her laughing, and now you have her in tears." 
 
   "Simon, she thinks the three of us should go in together on a gift for Gram. Look at this." Simon bent forward to look. 
 
   "That is lovely. Gram would adore it," Simon agreed. 
 
   "Perhaps we could take a picture together and place it inside for her." I looked up at him. 
 
   The shop keeper said, "My lords and lady, there is a little garden behind the store where I could capture a lovely image of the three of you. I can have it placed within the locket in moments." 
 
   "Lead the way," Eliot said. He took us out to a wooden bench surrounded by bright red flowers. I started laughing. 
 
   "Look! The flowers would have matched your other shirt!" Simon flashed a brilliant smile at me that would have melted the other store keeper. For the picture I sat in the middle of the bench with Thunderdrop on my lap. Cass perched beside me and Eliot and Simon stood behind me each with a hand on one of my shoulders. ZeeZee stood to my side in front of Eliot. 
 
   "I'll print this out right away," the shop keeper promised as he led us back inside.               
 
   "Did you ask him how much it costs?" I asked. Eliot kissed my hand and trapped it beneath his arm. 
 
   "With blue and green diamonds, it will be a gift worthy of the Lady Alaric," he said. I started thinking about how many credits I could spend. The shop keeper returned with the locket suspended from a thick chain of the same rich platinum as the locket. The diamonds flashed in the light. He had placed it in a light blue silk box. He opened the locket and showed us our picture. I blinked fast so I wouldn't cry. I had never been in a family picture. "The Lady Alaric will be pleased," Eliot told him. 
 
   "How much do we owe you?" Simon asked. 
 
   "Seven thousand credits, Lord Montgomery." I bit my lip. 
 
   "Since you are both older and taller, I suggest that I pitch in a thousand, and the two of you split the difference." Simon grinned at me. 
 
   "That sounds fair to me, Eliot?" 
 
   "Agreed," he said. The shop keeper scanned a thousand from me and three thousand from each of my cousins. 
 
   He said, "Please allow me to wrap the Lady Alaric's gift. I will return in a moment." 
 
   "I hope she likes it." 
 
   "She will love it," Simon assured me. The man returned and handed a bag to me that held a box with a large bow. 
 
   "Thank you, sir. It looks very pretty." He brought three slim bags out. 
 
   "Please accept a small gift." He gave each of us a bag. I looked inside and pulled out a framed copy of our picture together. I saw myself with my two strong handsome cousins, my blood relations. My eyes went all blurry and began dripping all over again. Thunderdrop jumped to my head to avoid getting wet. 
 
   "Don't be alarmed. She cries when she's happy and smiles fiercely when she's angry," Simon told the shop keeper. "Do you have a square, Eliot? She ruined my last one earlier today." Eliot started patting at my face with his silk square. I sniffled. 
 
   "I'm okay. It's just seeing the picture makes having a family seem so real. Is my nose red?" 
 
   Eliot said, "Was Simon's shirt red?" Eliot guided me to the transport so I wouldn't trip.
 
   When we arrived back at Sherman and Gina's expansive home, we discovered the ladies playing cards, and the men playing a stones. "Did you have fun shopping?" Gram asked. 
 
   "Clack," ZeeZee responded. 
 
   "You did? What did you get?" Gram asked. Eliot laughed and pulled the transport and light activated ball out of ZeeZee's bag. ZeeZee examined his purchases and then pushed his ball toward the stones players. Simon and I put Cass and Thunderdrop's toys down for them to play with as well. Gina clapped in delight as they played. 
 
   Sydney said, "ZeeZee is playing. That is a joy to see." 
 
   "We got you a present, Gram," Eliot said. 
 
   "You did? How thoughtful!" 
 
   "It was Teagan's idea," he said. 
 
   "Go give it to her," Simon told me. 
 
   I blushed and took the bag over to Gram. She kissed my cheek when I handed it to her. I kissed her cheek back. It was soft. I moved back to stand with Simon and Eliot. Curious, Sherman and Ethan came over to look. 
 
   "What a pretty package," she said, taking it from the bag. She unwrapped it and opened the box. "It's beautiful." She looked up at us and back down. "Gina, Sydney, it's the color of our babies' eyes." 
 
   "Open it Gram. It's a locket," I said. She smiled and opened it. Then, her smile became more brilliant and radiant than any star I had ever seen through Tora's skylights.               
 
   "Oh!" Gram's hands trembled. "Put it on me!" Sydney helped her slip the chain over her head. "Thank you, children. This is a beautiful gift, and I will cherish it. Come here and let me kiss each of you." Eliot knelt at her feet for his kiss as did Simon. I wasn't sure what to do. When I got close, Gram grabbed me, pulled me into her lap, and covered my face with kisses. She didn't stop until I was giggling. Then, she let me up. 
 
   "Mother, Father, we have shared our cousin enough. We are taking her back to Stewart." 
 
   "She just got here. She hasn't even spent the night with us," Sherman complained. Simon went to him. 
 
   "She has done enough today. It will be different when Yukihyo returns, but I can't stand to see her cry again. Eliot and I will bring her back over here after breakfast." I kind of felt annoyed and that I should argue, but then I thought he might be right. Simon and Eliot loaded toys back into the transport. Ethan came out and moved the carved box from his transport to Simon's. He gave me a gentle hug and waved to us as Simon drove us back to his house. 
 
   I did let out a sigh of relief when I stepped inside of Simon's entry way. I felt a branch of Thunderdrop's tree. I moved my head from shoulder to shoulder. Tension had made it sore. Stewart brought in our bags. I walked through the dining area to the living room and sat on an end of a couch near the fire. A storm had begun to grumble outside. Eliot and Simon placed the toys on the floor between the couches. "Scooch down here, Teagan," Simon said as he patted the floor beneath my place on the couch. I slid off to sit on the floor. He took my vacated seat and put his hands on my shoulders and rubbed my neck. 
 
   "Ow." 
 
   "Yes, I imagine so. Your neck and shoulders feel like petrified webs." I closed my eyes and listened to spider claws sliding against color shapes. I yawned. Then, I yelped when Simon hit the sore spot right between my shoulder blades. "Sorry." He moved his hands back to my shoulders and neck. Then, he pushed his thumbs in a line behind my skull. "Better?" 
 
   "Yes, thank you." 
 
   "Now, Stewart is making you a bath. Soak until your fingers shrivel.  He has placed pajamas, a fluffy robe, and socks out for you. You will put them on. Then, you will come down here for supper. Then, you will go up to bed. Understood?" 
 
   "Yes, Gina. I mean Simon." He pointed to the lift. I got up and went to my room. Everything was just as he had said. 
 
   I sat, with a plate of stuffed mushrooms and little pieces of meat in a thick gravy, wearing pink pajamas and a soft fluffy robe with pink flowers on it. "Gram loved her necklace," Simon said. I winked at Eliot. 
 
   "Yes, it was a very nice store and the shop keepers were very helpful," I said. I giggled and batted my eyes. Eliot managed to smile. 
 
   "What?" Simon asked. 
 
   I simpered, "How may I serve you, Lord Montgomery? You look so hot. Let me fan you with my eyelashes." I batted my lashes at him. Eliot howled with laughter, unable to keep a straight face any longer. Simon shook his head and joined us. 
 
   "Dessert, sir?" Stewart asked. 
 
   "We know someone who wants to give Simon some dessert," Eliot whispered. I accidentally made a snorting noise. 
 
   "Yes, thank you, Stewart." Simon ignored us. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   The next morning Thunderdrop woke me up by walking from the back of my head and down to my feet over and over again until I woke up. "Why?" I groaned.               
 
   “Chitter chirp chitter." 
 
   "Fine." I dragged myself out of bed and opened the door, so he could get out, but before I could crawl back under the blankets, Stewart appeared. 
 
   "Good. You are awake, my lady." He handed me a cup of coffee. I took a sip.               
 
   "Stewart, I feel we know each other well enough for you to call me Teagan, if you want." Stewart bowed to me. 
 
   "Lord and Lady Montgomery await your presence this morning. Lady Montgomery had things delivered for you earlier." One of the Montgomery butlers carried bags into my room and left. 
 
   "Earlier? What time is it?" 
 
   "The sun has just risen," he said. I yawned. Then, I showered and dressed in what Gina had sent me to wear. The dress was a light blue with a sheer overlay of delicate silk. Wide straps at the shoulders met under the arms, laced back and forth down to each hip, and then fell to the hem at each side. Gina had even sent undies and shoes in the same color. I brushed my hair and put it up in a high ponytail. Then, I put on my necklace and my grandmother's bracelet with the three sapphire spiders on their metal lace web. I had placed my framed photos on the table. I picked up the picture of Gram, Ettie, and Ethan and traced her face with my finger. A knock startled me. 
 
   "Come in." Simon opened the door. 
 
   "You look beautiful. Mother has changed our plans. We are having breakfast there, and I am not allowed to give you a second cup of coffee until it is in one of mother's cups." 
 
   Forlornly, I said, "She knows how to motivate me, doesn't she?" Simon stood by me and gazed down at the picture in my hands. 
 
   "It isn't just you. ZeeZee, Cass, and Thunderdrop are the only ones of us who have been permitted breakfast." Simon extended his arm to me. I put the photo down and accompanied him out. Eliot had already begun loading all of the spiders into the transport. I climbed in behind them. While it seemed like a long drive, I discovered that Simon's property and that of his parents combined and covered many miles. I yawned a few times on the way there and stretched, trying to wake up. Early morning fog floated around tree trunks. 
 
   "What's that?" I asked. It looked like a white curtain floated across the road. 
 
   "The young spiders enjoy playing this prank. They leave lines of silk over the road. The strands stick to our transports and require effort to remove," Eliot answered.              
 
   "They sound bored. Maybe you should leave some toys out for them like a big color shape." ZeeZee clacked in agreement prompting my cousins to consider my idea. 
 
   Gina and Sherman waited for our arrival on their large shaded landing in front of their massive doors. Gina hugged me and kissed my cheek. She said, "Don't you look pretty! Come in! Come in! Breakfast is ready. You must be hungry." Fighting another yawn made my eyes water. Sherman pulled out a chair for me and another one for Gina. The spiders had gone off to explore the grounds, having already enjoyed their breakfasts.               
 
   "Simon, I have to get more spider food. Please don't let me forget." I lost my battle against another yawn and wiped at my eyes with the back of my hand. Chuckling, Sherman poured me a cup of coffee. "Thank you," I mumbled. 
 
   "Simon, I thought I told you to be sure Teagan got to bed early," Gina scolded her son. 
 
   "He did, but I couldn't fall asleep." 
 
   Gina said, "Why? Are you getting a cold?" She felt my forehead. 
 
   "No." 
 
   "What's wrong?" I thought about falling asleep to the sound of Yukihyo's heartbeat. 
 
   "Nothing." I hid in the coffee cup. 
 
   "I know what's wrong. Don't worry. He'll be back before you know it. I'm sure he misses you, too," Simon said as he put a donut on my plate. 
 
   "It feels like he's been gone forever," I said. I felt hands on my shoulders, big, strong, warm hands. 
 
   "Then, it is good that I left Hiroshi and Phillip to complete the remainder of our business." My heart leapt up with me as I sprang from my seat and threw my arms around Yukihyo. I breathed him into my lungs. 
 
   "You're back! I've missed you so much." I lifted up on my toes and kissed every part of his face and wrapped my arms around his neck. Yukihyo lifted me into his arms and carried me to an alcove off of the foyer. 
 
   "The past three nights have been unbearable," Yukihyo said. He set me down on my feet and placed his hand behind my head. He kissed me, crushing his lips to mine with tender passion. I slid my arms around him, flattened my hands against his butt, and pulled him forward to press against me. Need for Yukihyo burned through me, and my heart pounded against my chest. I could feel his need for me through the fabric between us. 
 
   "Is the transport outside?" I asked. I heard a lady clearing her throat. I froze.               
 
   "Teagan, dear. Bring Yukihyo back to the table. It's time for breakfast," Gina stood two feet away. 
 
   "Yes, ma'am. We'll be right there." I thumped my head against Yukihyo's chest.               
 
   "Eventually, lady wife, I will get you alone." I gazed into his eyes. 
 
   "Not if Gram comes over. I have so much to tell you." 
 
   "Teagan!" Gina called. 
 
   Yukihyo and I sat next to each other during breakfast. Some sugar from a pastry clung to the corner of his mouth. I wanted to lick it off. Sherman coughed. Yukihyo smiled his beautiful smile at me, but used his napkin. There had to be some place in this house where I could hide him. Thunderdrop clicked wildly across the floor and hurled himself at Yukihyo chirping and flattening himself to Yukihyo's neck. 
 
   "Ha, ha, ha! Hello, to you, too! I see you have protected our lady in my absence. For this I am grateful to you." I scowled at him. 
 
   "Yukihyo, three days was a bit much. I hope it won't become a bad habit." He ran a hand down Thunderdrop's back. 
 
   "I believe our agreements will require minimal future supervision." 
 
   "Let's go to the living room. We have plenty to discuss amongst ourselves," Sherman said as he stood and pushed back his chair. Sherman pulled out Gina's chair, as Yukihyo pulled out mine. 
 
   Yukihyo place my hand on his arm, and all of the anxiety that had started to build up within me at the prospect of telling him what had happened in the past two days, flowed from me as our bond washed it away. "I don't have the words to tell you how much I needed you to come back," I whispered to him. 
 
   During breakfast I learned that Hiroshi had introduced Yukihyo to Simon, Eliot, and Eric shortly after his rescue, and that they had all been on friendly terms since then. My husband knew my blood relations much better than I did. I had just met Eliot and everyone else. I had known Simon for a few weeks, but he was always there for me when I needed him, and I trusted him. However, I was more a stranger to my own family than Yukihyo, and I knew Yukihyo far better than I knew my family. I guess we had him in common. I wondered if they felt the same way. Yukihyo turned to sit on a couch and pulled me down to sit closely beside him. As he wrapped our fingers together, I nuzzled his neck. I finally felt truly safe again. 
 
   "Teagan, what were you saying last night at dinner about the jewelry store clerk?" Simon asked. I touched Yukihyo's fingers with my other hand and lifted our clasped hands to my heart, bending my head to kiss his knuckles. 
 
   "Who?" I asked. 
 
   "I believe our cousin refers to the woman whose eyelashes you now mimic with your husband," Eliot said. I hugged Yukihyo's arm to me. 
 
   "Our cousin?" Yukihyo asked. 
 
   "A lot has happened in a short amount of time." I started with Lady Ling wanting to know if I were related to her, and ended with Simon, Eliot, and I giving Gram the locket with the picture of us together inside of it. "The shop keeper gave us larger framed copies," I said. Yukihyo traced the web design of my grandmother's bracelet with his fingers. 
 
   "This explains much. It is why I was able to form a bond with you. Like blood has made us compatible." I met Eliot's eyes and felt fear as I began to suspect Yukihyo's thoughts had led him to thinking about my heritage. It might please him that a great-great grandparent of mine had been of his species, but what would he feel if my grandfather was an enemy of his people. Fear and panic began to war within me. Yukihyo stood bringing me with him. "My lady wife and I will go for a brief walk, with your consent, Lord Montgomery."  
 
   "Family calls me Sherman." 
 
   Yukihyo inclined his head, "Sherman." 
 
   We walked out of the house, down a path, and over a small wooden bridge before he spoke. "Why are you afraid?" he asked in his deep soothing monotone. I examined the grain of the wood railing with intensity. Thunderdrop climbed up the railing and jumped to a low hanging branch. Yukihyo stood behind me and wrapped his arms around me. Against my temple he said, "Wife?" 
 
   "What if..." I had to force the words out. "What if my grandfather was one of them?" Yukihyo turned me in his arms and kissed the tip of my nose. 
 
   "Then, we have in common that the Parvacs have hurt those who are dear to us."               
 
   "What if I'm...." He stopped my words with a kiss. 
 
   "Please don't let something from so long ago cause you pain. Look around." I looked at all of the trees and flowers. We walked over to a stone bench nestled under a flowering tree. 
 
   "It is beautiful. So, you're saying I should enjoy all of the good things and not let things I can't control hurt me?"  
 
   "Yes, but I meant I finally have you alone." Surprise and desire raced through me at his words. He unfastened the closure at his waist and sat down on the bench. I lifted the front hem of my dress out of the way, and the bench proved to be less cumbersome than the seats of the transport had been. 
 
   In time we made it back to the house. I had tried to smooth out the marks my fingers had made in the shoulders of Yukihyo's shirt. The bench had done nothing for my knees. I went into a bathroom to tidy myself up and to look for Band-Aids. Gina came looking for me. "Is everything okay between you and your handsome husband?" 
 
   "Yes, Gina. Everything's great."  
 
   "What are you doing back here then? I thought I would find you in need of a silk square." 
 
   "No, but do you have any Band-Aids?"  
 
   Concerned Gina asked, "Why? Did you hurt yourself? Let me see."
 
   "No, Gina. It's nothing, really." 
 
   "Show me right now," she demanded. 
 
   "Fine." I scowled at her and showed her my knees. 
 
   "How did you manage that?" Then she smirked and said, "Oh." 
 
   "I'm just trying to protect the dress, Gina." 
 
   Gina looked me in the eye and with a small smile said, "Yes, I suppose it's good that it is still even in one piece." Gina cleaned and bandaged my knees. 
 
   When we entered the living room, all of the Alarics had arrived. Gram fussed over Yukihyo. "Well, Teagan sure has found a handsome husband for herself," she said. I blushed as Gram smoothed the fabric at his shoulders that I had wrinkled. Gram asked Yukihyo, "When can I expect new babies to play with?" My face began to burn right along with my knees. "Well, there you are Teagan! Where have you been hiding? Come to Gram." She held her free hand out to me. 
 
   Sherman said, "Now that all but Eric are here, we have family business to discuss. Yukihyo, our families owe you a great debt. Had you not sensed a compatibility with Teagan, she would have remained lost to us. However, we have gained a daughter, who had been stolen from us, and she has made our clan greater through her marriage to you." 
 
   Ethan continued, "Teagan, we wish for a public acknowledgement of our filial ties. As is your birthright through your bloodline, Arachnean citizenship is yours and is extended through you to your husband, Yukihyo Lee." 
 
   "I'm a citizen of Arachne? Thank you. I don't know what to say." 
 
   Gram patted me and said, "Ethan and Sherman have argued over which family claims you. We ladies have decided we should all share you and want you and your husband to add Alaric and Montgomery to your name." 
 
   "Actually, I want you to change your name to Lee Alaric Montgomery," Sherman corrected. 
 
   "I think Montgomery Lee Alaric sounds more poetic," Ethan suggested. I made eye contact with Yukihyo over Gram. 
 
   "You offer clan ties to us between both of your esteemed families. This is a great honor," Yukihyo said. I felt strange emotions from him. Thunderdrop jumped to Yukihyo's shoulder. Family had meant everything to his people. Hiroshi had adopted Yukihyo to ease his horrible loss. 
 
   "What about Hiroshi?" I asked. Yukihyo looked at me with white eyes sparkling with gold and blue pulses. 
 
   "As long as his name remains, he will be pleased." 
 
   Gram said, "Well, you can decide the order after lunch."
 
   Yukihyo and I made our decision and officially became Lord Yukihyo and Lady Teagan Alaric Montgomery Lee. Ethan insisted on updating our identification chips and permits immediately. "So, I'm really a lady now? I don't have to feel weird in shops when people address me that way?" Yukihyo lifted an eyebrow at me. 
 
   "The title has been yours since you agreed to be my wife." 
 
   "But you aren't from Arachne," I said. His eyes twinkled at me. 
 
   "No, I am not." 
 
   "Teagan, please come sit by us," Gina called from a seat next to Gram. We went over to her. Sherman handed me a dark blue silk square. 
 
   "What is this for?" I asked. 
 
   "It is a precaution. We have missed too many years with you, Teagan. Each of us wants to give you a little something," Sherman said. 
 
   "Sherman, you've all given me way too much already. Gina just gave me this gorgeous dress and the shoes this morning." Sherman kissed my forehead. Thunderdrop and Cass chased a ball into the foyer. ZeeZee moved away from Eliot to watch their theatrics. Simon handed me a box. 
 
   "This is from me. Well, open it," he said with a grin. I pulled the end of the silk silver ribbon. I put it in my lap. I smiled at Simon. 
 
   "You know I would be happy just with the ribbon, right?" 
 
   "I hope you like what is inside better, sweet cousin." A case was inside the box. I pulled it out and lifted the lid. Resting inside was a stunning necklace. I drew in a breath. Small opals, similar in color to the large one in my necklace from Yukihyo, and blue sapphires, like those of the spiders in my grandmother's bracelet, were affixed to a necklace woven from gold and platinum. The weave of the metals and stones made the three pieces of jewelry seem like a matched purposeful set. My fingers were at my mouth. "Do you like it?" Simon asked. 
 
   "Yes, it’s beautiful," I whispered, and as I looked up at his face, the tears started to fall. Simon took the necklace from the case, stepped behind the couch, and I moved my hair out of the way so he could fasten it around my neck. Yukihyo put the square back in my hand so that I could dab at my eyes. "Thank you, Simon." 
 
   "Sweet cousin, I intend to spoil you rotten." 
 
   Eliot carried a crate over to me. He removed the lid. Inside were framed pictures. Eliot pulled one out and handed it to me. A man and woman stood together before a stand of Arachnean trees. The woman's eyes were the same white as Yukihyo's, but the man's eyes and hair were like mine. "This is my grandmother's father? This is the one I look like?" Here is where I finally fit into the puzzle. 
 
   Eliot said, "Yes, this is Lord and Lady Montgomery. I made you your own family pictures to keep." 
 
   "Oh, Eliot. Thank you. It means so much to see their faces." Eliot took the square from my lap and dabbed at my eyes. 
 
   "You can't see with tears in your eyes, cousin." He also gave me pictures of Gram and Lord Alaric, Ethan and Sara Montgomery, Ethan and Sydney Alaric, and Gina and Sherman Montgomery all on their wedding days. A sixth picture was of Simon, Eliot, and Eric as boys with a baby ZeeZee clinging to Eliot's shoulder. "Oh, how cute you all are!" Yukihyo enjoyed that picture. A seventh frame was empty. "Thank you, so much Eliot." Eliot held the empty one in his hand. "This one must be filled. It is a family tradition. We must go out into the forest and capture an image of you and Yukihyo. It is not too far past your wedding day." Eliot drew me up from my seat. 
 
   "Wait a moment," Gina said as she rushed away. She came back with a wet cloth that she dabbed at my face, and a brush. Satisfied, she said, "Okay." We all got into the large transport and drove for quite some time down the path through the woods. The trees here were old and the forest seemed to hold its breath. 
 
   "Does this seem like a good place?" Sherman asked. 
 
   "I think so," Ethan agreed. 
 
   "Teagan and Yukihyo, please go and stand in front of whichever trees you like, while I power up the imager," Eliot said. Yukihyo placed my hand on his arm, and I held up the hem of my dress with my other one. Thunderdrop chirped happily and climbed a tree. 
 
   I said, "I guess it's that one," and we followed him. "Come here, baby. Don't you want to be in the picture?" He blinked at me from upside down, but came to my shoulder. I let my hem fall. 
 
   "Perfect! Smile," said Eliot. I kissed Yukihyo, and then I smiled for Eliot. Having my own picture with my husband and my spider made me start to tear up again. 
 
   "These past few days have been difficult for you. You feel vulnerable. My lady wife, do not be ashamed and think your tears are a weakness. True weakness is hiding from your feelings." I squeezed his hand. 
 
   "I have been hiding for years. I've gotten good at it." 
 
   Yukihyo said, "There is a difference between hiding and dealing with things in your own time." Sherman, Ethan, Gina, and Sydney walked over to us. Sherman and Ethan each attached devices to the tree and activated them. I hoped they weren't going to cut it down. 
 
   Ethan said, "The four of us have a gift for you as well. This land lies on the dividing line between our families' lands. Sydney and I are gifting some of our land to you." 
 
   Sherman said, "Gina and I are gifting some of our land to you as well. You should be nice and safe with Alarics on one side of you and Montgomeries on the other." In confusion I shifted my gaze from one person to the next. 
 
   "I don't understand." Sherman bent down and dug his fingers into the forest floor. When he stood back up, he took my empty hand, opened my palm, and dropped the dirt and bits of leaves into it. 
 
   "This is yours, for as far as you can see." 
 
   "Mine?" I felt the soil with my thumb. "So, no one can make me leave, if I'm here? I can stay here? So, if I had nowhere to go, I could put a bench here and no one could make me leave?" 
 
   "Yes," Ethan placed his hands on my cheeks. "Do you remember the room in which you stayed the other night at our house?" I thought for a moment. 
 
   "It had a fluffy white bed and a pretty painting in it." Eliot smiled at me. 
 
   "That room is yours. It is yours even when you have other places to go. Anytime you want to stay in it, and for as many days or years you want, it is yours. You do not even need to ask. Do you understand?" I wasn't sure if I did understand, but I nodded. Yukihyo closed my hand around the dirt. He took the blue silk square from my other hand and opened it. He spread it out over my closed hand and held it in place as he turned my hand over. 
 
   He said, "Open your hand." The soil and bits fell into the square and I moved my fingertips against my palm to brush the rest away. Yukihyo tied the ends closed around the soil. I thought about that room. 
 
   "I might make you angry or do something wrong. What then?" 
 
   Ethan said, "Neither of those things would change that being your Alaric room. Okay?" 
 
   "Okay," I said. Ethan moved his hands from my cheeks to around my back and hugged me. When he let me go, Thunderdrop moved from my shoulder to the top of my head. Then, he leaned over and peeked into my eyes from upside down. Giggling, I said, "You're so silly." 
 
   "Chirp." Calm washed through me from Yukihyo. 
 
   "How will I even find this place again?" I asked. 
 
   Ethan took my hand in his and said, "I will program this location into your transport and all of ours. Anytime you want to come here, just open the menu and press your name, and you will be led here from anywhere on Arachne. Also, you can sync your transport to Tora and be able to watch your land from your vid-screen on the ship or from any vid-screen here in our houses. Okay?" Ethan rubbed my hand with his and then moved when Sydney and Gina stepped closer to hug me. 
 
   "There is one condition. The land stays in our families. You and Yukihyo can pass it on to your children and grandchildren, but it can never be sold," Sherman said.               
 
   "Agreed," Yukihyo replied. 
 
   We all returned to the transport. 
 
   Sherman said, "Perhaps we should have an early dinner and call it a day. Yukihyo, you and Teagan will stay with us this evening, I hope." I felt Yukihyo move his free hand around my back and then rest it on my hip. 
 
   "Thank you. Teagan and I will feel most welcome to stay in your home." I looked back and up into the leaves lifting and dropping again in the breeze. "You feel less fear after escaping from an underground mine, than you do being lavished with gifts," Yukihyo said as he applied gentle pressure to my hip to get me moving. I noticed a strand of web in a bush and plucked it free. A drying leaf had been trapped in the strand at some point. I carried them with me.                "Yukihyo, I didn't like being separated from you for so long."
 
   "I didn't like it either." 
 
   "I got you a present, but it's at Simon's house." On the way back, I untied the blue silk square and placed the web trapped leaf in with the soil. I tied the ends of the square back together. 
 
   After dinner Eliot placed the previously empty frame into my hands. Within it now, Yukihyo stood. Strong shoulders and arms, a narrow waist, and a handsome face with dove grey hair and white almond shaped eyes framed by thick lashes stared out at me. He stole my breath. Eliot had taken the picture just as a gentle breeze lifted Yukihyo's hair. My right arm and his left entwined, and my fingers clutched his biceps.  I stood beside my strong, tall husband in a light blue princess dress, glittering with jewels, with Thunderdrop on my shoulder. Opals like stars and sapphires like the night sky were draped across my throat. I thought the sapphires in my grandmother's bracelet and in the necklace from Simon must have been selected with Arachnean Silk spiders in mind. Thunderdrop's abdomen was a similar shade. I looked tiny next to my husband. He looked powerful, and my thoughts turned from the picture to having him to myself with some privacy. I took the picture over to the others Eliot had given me. Finding the one with great-grandfather Montgomery, I examined his likeness and mine searching for similarities. Other than our eye color, I thought our chins kind of looked the same. 
 
   I said, "We also have in common our choice in mates." Lord Montgomery's wife could have been a relative of Yukihyo's with her dove grey hair in its intricate braids and her white eyes, free of discernable pupils or irises. Gina placed another frame on their mantle amidst others resting there. I felt Yukihyo's hands on my shoulders, and calm serenity filled me. He had prepared me for seeing a copy of our picture there on the Montgomery mantle next to the one of Eliot, Simon, and me with our spider companions. I laid my pictures down, went to Gina, and tightly hugged her. 
 
   Sherman and Gina had shown us to a room far at an end of a hall. The room had been decorated in shades of blue. I slipped out of my shoes and felt my feet sink into a thick rug. I found the bathroom and while the tub wasn't on the same scale as Gina's, it had been made of the same molded stone and could easily fit two. I began to fill it with hot water. I loosened the ties and lacings of my dress and slipped out of it, placing everything I wore in the laundry basket. I stepped out of the bathroom and to Yukihyo who watched my approach with pink and gold flashes within his eyes. He had removed his shoes and shirt. I ran my hands from his stomach up his chest. He reached up to hold my breast. I jumped back and laughed. He came after me. 
 
   "Please, take those pants off before you join me in the tub, husband." Yukihyo practically growled as he watched me stepping into the deep water that filled the tub. His pants fell to the floor. Yukihyo placed his foot in the water, and I watched as the water rushed to envelop it. His foot sank to the bottom, and the water encased his muscular calf and then reached his knee. My gaze traveled up his body as his other foot joined the first. Light curling grey hair on his legs darkened in the hot water, and my hands moved of their own accord to touch those on his thighs and lower stomach. He lowered himself into the tub and pulled me against his chest and onto his lap. He kissed me. His fingers moved through my hair. His lips broke from mine and moved to my eyelids only to return to my lips moments later. He pressed my chest close to his wrapping his arms tightly around me. We held onto one another and made up for three days’ worth of kisses before finally washing ourselves. By the time we were dry, we both sported shriveled fingers and toes. Yukihyo sat naked against the bed pillows with me leaning back against his chest. He dried my hair with a towel and then carefully brushed through it. Afterwards, we did our best to make up for the three nights we had spent apart. Between our bouts of lovemaking, I slept with my head resting on Yukihyo's chest, my arm across his stomach, and the tops of my toes pressed into the soles of his feet. I woke to the feel of his warm wet mouth closed over my left breast. An ache spread from his mouth down to my center. I spread my legs and wrapped them around his waist. Yukihyo felt like stone and moved inside of me with a fierce possessiveness. An aching tension grew inside of me becoming almost painful in intensity. I gripped him tighter inside of me. 
 
   "Yukihyo, please!" I moaned against his neck. My back arched thrusting my breasts against his chest. A tingling spiral of feeling burst inside of me, and then I collapsed against the bed boneless and feeling as though bubbles were bursting from under my skin. Yukihyo's breathing had grown harsh and fast as he increased the power and speed of his thrusts into me. He jerked and pushed as far into me as he could reach. Then, he pushed again, yelling into the pillow behind my head. I felt him shudder, and he laid panting on top of me. I released my legs from around his hips and stretched.  "Umm...." I sighed, feeling very pleased. I rubbed my foot down from behind his knee to his calf, enjoying the feel of the soft springy hair beneath the sole of my foot. Yukihyo kissed me and pulled himself from within me. 
 
   "Someone is coming," he said. He hopped out of bed and vanished into the bathroom. A knock sounded against the door. 
 
   "Teagan, are you in there? It's Gram. Can I come in?" I panicked and yanked the blankets up over myself. The door opened, and Gram came in with a servant who carried a tray with a carafe and two cups. He placed it on a table and left. I felt something Yukihyo had left behind slide from me to the sheets and felt my face turn to flame.               
 
   "Gram, thank you for the coffee. I'll see you in a few minutes in the living room, okay?" Gram poured a cup and placed it in my hand as I clasped the blanket tightly to my chest. She settled her pale blue eyes on me, and I burst out with unexpected laughter. "Gram, please get out. Shame on you. You know exactly how embarrassed I am." A small smile made her soft cheeks wrinkle.              
 
   "Fine. Go get in the shower. I'll have clean clothes on the bed for you both when you come out." Gram left the room, and I darted from the bed and into the bathroom.               
 
   "Thanks for nothing," I smacked Yukihyo on the butt with my hand. He chuckled darkly. 
 
   "I warned you." While he scrubbed my back, I forgave him. 
 
   Wrapped in towels, we cautiously peered out of the bathroom and found the promised clothing on the bed. I watched as Yukihyo dressed in black pants and a fitted black shirt. The clothes were divine and hugged his physique in all of the right places. "Please, do not tempt me. Your feelings at the moment make it difficult for me. I want nothing more than to rip the towel from you and ignore your Gram when she enters the room." 
 
   Blushing, I dressed as fast as I could. The dress was a dark grey with a few electric blue swirling stripes on the left that framed a slit from the side of my knee down to the hem. Luckily, the Band-Aids were gone and my knees were just a little pink. Phillip would never know. I slipped soft shoes of a matching blue onto my feet. Yukihyo helped me with my jewelry. 
 
   We had breakfast with the entire family. Afterwards, Yukihyo explained our flight plan to our new family. Gram was not pleased. "Yukihyo, Teagan would be perfectly safe here with us. You can go off to Scipio and Malta and then return here. That would give us more time to get to know each other." 
 
   Terrified, I said, "No! I will not be separated from you for three or four weeks. No way." I shook my head. "If you try to leave me behind, I will have to do something desperate, like hide on a freighter and follow you." Yukihyo kissed Gram's hand. 
 
   "She would do it. She may cry when she's happy and seem to be emotionally fragile, but she has powerful determination and does whatever she decides to do. Perhaps I can convince Hiroshi to stop here for a night or two on our way back from Scipio. You may also communicate with Teagan as much as you wish on the vid-screens. She has one in her quarters and in her favorite room on the ship." 
 
   "Where is that?" Gina asked. 
 
   "The kitchen," he answered. I nodded. I did love that room. 
 
   "Oh, Yukihyo! My grandmother had recipes. I can't wait to play with those."               
 
   Somewhat mollified, Gram kissed me and allowed us to leave and follow Simon to his house. Stewart helped us load things into the transport. While I had Yukihyo alone in my room, I took out the silk bag. "I got his for you. I hope you like it." I placed the bag in his hand. He gave me a sweet little smile and opened the bag. He pulled out the small box and opened it. "I got it for you before everything got so out of control." After checking on which finger I wore my ring, Yukihyo put the ring on his left ring finger. I was relieved it fit. 
 
   "This is a perfect ring for the lucky husband of a beautiful Arachnean bride. I am honored, lady wife." Yukihyo slipped his fingers into the back of my hair and placed a tender kiss upon my lips. 
 
   "I love you, Yukihyo." 
 
   "As I love you, Teagan." 
 
   Earlier Simon had sent men with Thunderdrop's sculpture to Tora where Hiroshi and Phillip prepared the ship for departure. Thunderdrop had made certain that we collected each of his toys, and he checked both his backpack and toy bag carefully. I made sure I had all of my things as well. Simon gave me a strong and protective hug before allowing me to leave. He kept his arms around me when he said to Yukihyo, "Do you promise to bring her back in a week?" 
 
   "We will spend at least two days on Scipio, but I promise I will return her soon." Only then did he release me. Simon's pale blue eyes met mine. 
 
   "The only reason we are allowing you off of this planet is so your heart doesn't break from missing Yukihyo. I'm not saying that to be cute either." There was a hard seriousness to Simon's eyes I had never seen in them before. It was a dangerous look. Rather than making me mad, I felt wanted, like I truly mattered. I threw my arms around Simon's neck and didn't let go until I was sure I could keep from crying. Then, I kissed him on his cheek. In that moment my feelings of friendship for Simon evolved into the familial love that I felt for Hiroshi and Phillip. I pulled back and looked deeply into his eyes. 
 
   "I'll see you when I get back. You still owe me blaster lessons. Is there anything you want me to pick up for you on Scipio?" 
 
   "No, but try to have fun and do some shopping." Simon opened my door, and Thunderdrop jumped into the back. We waved goodbye.
 
   I watched my husband's hands on the transport controls as he drove us down the long road from Simon's estate to Tora. He glanced at me and asked, "How are you feeling about leaving Arachne? I do not understand your emotions through our bond." I took a deep breath. 
 
   "I feel all mixed up. I'm excited to go home with you to Tora. I want to put our things away and get back into our routine. I want to see Felicia, shop for Mr. Gregory, and visit the baths, preferably with you. I want to try to make one of my grandmother's recipes. I want to sit at Gram's feet while she brushes my hair, to have Gina bossing me around, to tease Simon and Eliot, and to watch Thunderdrop play with Cass and ZeeZee. I want to hear Hiroshi's satisfied grunting noises and laugh at Phillip's belly scratches. I want all of that while holding your hand in mine. No, I don't want to leave Arachne, and I don't want Tora leaving without us either. That's how I feel. Simon was right. Being without you would do more than break my heart." Yukihyo took my hand and kissed my knuckles as he drove us home to Tora. He smiled at me. 
 
   "Whatever we do, we will do together. Don't worry. You have a very powerful and intelligent family. I believe they plan to entice Hiroshi into much more profitable business with Arachne in order to see more of you. He will not turn his back on profits."               
 
   "Ha, ha! That would help!" 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Tora came into view. She appeared ready to go. Yukihyo pulled up the ramp after he powered down the transport. "It does feel good to be home." 
 
   "Chirp chirp!" I started to help Yukihyo unload. 
 
   "No, my love. Allow me to bring everything to your quarters." He carried my grandmother's box into the lift, and I followed. The lift opened up in the laundry room. Thunderdrop led the way to our quarters. In the corridor Hiroshi strode forward with a toothy smile and spun me around in a dizzying hug. 
 
   "I have missed you little sister. Home is now only when you are with us." 
 
   "I missed you, too. Three days felt like a life time, and I have so much to tell you." I breathed in Hiroshi's scent and felt safe and at home. He had no idea how much he meant to me. 
 
   "Yes, he does," Yukihyo said. 
 
   "What?" Hiroshi and I both said at once. Yukihyo looked shocked. 
 
   "I heard your thoughts." 
 
   "Huh," I said. That might be interesting. 
 
   "Well, well, well. Looky here. Cupcake came back looking like an Arachnean princess! Dang girl, is that real?" Phillip pointed at my necklace. 
 
   "Simon gave it to me, and Gram gave me this." I held up my right arm so Phillip and Hiroshi could see the sapphire spiders. Thunderdrop chittered in my quarters. I turned to look at him. The sculpture stood in the center of my room. We all followed him inside. "Well, where do you want it?" Thunderdrop walked over to the corner between my bathroom and vanity under his web. 
 
   "Okay, little buddy. Move out of the way, and Uncle Phillip and Uncle Hiroshi will move it over there for you." 
 
   "Chirp chirp chirp chirp!" I laughed at them as they struggled to place it just where Thunderdrop wanted it. 
 
   Yukihyo said, "The sooner we are underway, the sooner you can discover how Teagan has become the Lady Teagan Alaric Montgomery Lee in her absence from us." Hiroshi and Phillip's eyes both showed the whites all the way around. I shrugged. Thunderdrop climbed his tree's branches. The three of them brought everything up to my room except the spider food which they left in the pantry.
 
   I walked into my bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror. I no longer looked like the Teagan Green of Union Port City. Above the neckline of the expensive silk dress, sapphires and opals glittered, as did the large opal hanging between my breasts. I held up the masterpiece on my right wrist. I moved closer to the mirror. On the necklace the prongs holding the opals and sapphires to the strands of platinum and gold resembled tiny spider legs. Eight tiny prongs held each gem. My vid-screen beeped from my room. I went over and tapped it. Gram's concerned face greeted me. I gave her a huge smile. "Gram! It's so good to see you here in my room." 
 
   "I hope it's not too soon. I just wanted to be sure you got there safely," she said.               
 
   "It isn't too soon. You can contact me every day if you want." Her face lit up at that offer. Ethan and Sydney were standing behind her. "Can you see my room, Gram?"               
 
   Ethan said, "If you tap the icon with the arrows going in each direction, we will be able to see the entire room." I found it and did as instructed. 
 
   Gram said, "It is a lovely room! I see Thunderdrop up in his tree." He blinked.               
 
   "He made Hiroshi and Phillip adjust it three times before he was satisfied. I'm glad it fit through my door." I walked behind my couch. "I thought I would put our pictures here." I patted the table. 
 
   "That would look nice," Sydney said. 
 
   "Mother, let Teagan unpack, and you can talk to her tomorrow," Ethan said.               
 
   "Ethan, how do I see the place, the one you said was mine? You said I could see it from here."  
 
   "All you need to do is find your name in the menu and tap it. Your transport should have synched with your ship once you boarded." 
 
   "Thank you. Gram, do you want me to call you after dinner?" 
 
   "Oh, yes! Please do." Her blue eyes swelled. 
 
   "What do I do?" I asked. Ethan did some more tapping. 
 
   "I am adding Alaric, and Montgomery names to your menu. All you have to do is tap the name of the person you wish to call." 
 
   "Thank you, Ethan." Ethan ended the transmission. 
 
   My grandmother's box rested near my door. I opened the lid and removed the picture of her, with Gram, and Ethan Montgomery. I placed it in the center of my table. I couldn't decide which way to turn it, toward the door or toward the vid-screen. I put the picture back in the box and moved the table to the wall beside the door. That way if I were sitting on my couch, I could turn my head to the left and see them all. I took the picture from the box and placed it in the center of the table. I added to it the pictures I now knew to be wedding photos. Lovingly, I placed my own among them. Simon, Eric, and Eliot with a baby ZeeZee were adorable. Lastly, I placed the larger version of the picture we had taken for Gram's locket. I saw myself with my two strong cousins at my back, each with our own spider companion. I would never be alone again. I felt tears coming, but Yukihyo entered followed by the most curious versions of Hiroshi and Phillip that I had ever seen. I handed the photo to Hiroshi and pressed myself into Yukihyo's chest. Pretty sure that I had regained some composure, I turned my head to Hiroshi. "Simon, Eliot, and Eric are my cousins. My grandmother, Eliot and Eric's Gram, and Simon's grandfather were brothers and sisters. They said my grandmother, Ettie Montgomery, went missing during the Parvac War. Do you want to see a picture of her?" 
 
   Hiroshi, his voice thick with emotion, said, "Yes, I would." I took his hand and showed him. Hiroshi placed my picture with Simon and Eliot on the table. I showed him and Phillip the pictures of our new family members. 
 
   "I wish I could have had some way of knowing. I could have figured this out," Phillip said. 
 
   "How?" I asked. 
 
   He said, "We've been friends for years. They mentioned Lady Ettie Montgomery to us years ago when we introduced Yukihyo to them." 
 
   "Phillip, the thought of testing me just occurred to them a few days ago. I think it was because Thunderdrop and I were talking about buying his tree sculpture and word of it got back to the ladies. Simon and Eliot's mothers came and got me and took me to a fancy rich lady tea party where their plan had been to serve me up. Lady Ling Chan wanted to know if I belonged to her family or to one of the others and took a genetic sample from me and Gram, the Lady Alaric." Hiroshi picked up Yukihyo's and my wedding picture. 
 
   "You are a beautiful couple." I showed him the picture of my great-grandfather and his Laconian bride. I placed the blue silk square in front of our wedding picture.               
 
   "What's in there, Cupcake?" I put my lips in between my teeth and tried not to cry. 
 
   "They gave us land, Phillip. They took the picture of us in front of trees on land they gave to us. I can even show it to you." The last words came out soft and husky, but I didn't cry. I found my name in the menu just as Ethan told me I could. I tapped it, and the screen filled with tall old trees. The sun fell through their leaves. "Look, those are the ones we stood in front of, and the soil came from right... there." Someone had placed a stone bench below the trees. Yukihyo adjusted the view so it was more visible. I put my hand to my throat. Hiroshi pulled me to his chest and patted my back. With Yukihyo near me, I managed to calm myself and breathe. "Hiroshi, they've been doing stuff like that for three days now. They even made me spring rolls." Hiroshi looked down at me with his warm eyes. 
 
   "You are precious to them, and they have lost much time with you. I am surprised they allowed you to leave." 
 
   "Well, I will be talking to Gram every night after dinner." Thunderdrop had fallen asleep in his web above his tree. 
 
   "Nice symbolic ring designed as a female deterrent, Yukihyo," Phillip said.               
 
   "Thank you. It was a gift from my Arachnean bride and seems to denote her ownership of me." 
 
   "What?" I looked at their faces. They were trying to make me laugh. I rolled my eyes at them. "Hiroshi, do you think I should put my grandmother's box here under the table?" 
 
   "Yes, I will move it for you. There are still things inside of it," he said. Hiroshi handed me the music box. Seeing it made me think of the woman, who I assumed was my mother, and the sad humming. "What is it?" Hiroshi asked. 
 
   "It's a music box. It plays a song I remembered being hummed to me. I guess hearing a happy version of it from that box made me realize what they were saying was true." I took the music box and placed it on top of my vanity. 
 
   "What is this?" Hiroshi asked as he pulled out the old palm sized vid-screen. 
 
   "It has recipes my grandmother Ettie and her mother made." 
 
   Hiroshi said, "I can save this all to a new device and sync it all to Tora for you."               
 
   "Thank you, that would be good. Then, I wouldn't have to worry about breaking it or losing it." 
 
   Phillip snorted, "We leave you alone for three nights, and you come back being related to two of the most powerful ruling families on Arachne. What are we gonna do with you, Cupcake?" 
 
   "Ruling families?" 
 
   Yukihyo said, "Leave it alone, Phillip." 
 
   "Teagan, do you think you might be able to clean some laundry for me? Without you along on our trip, things really began to pile up. We each brought back quite a lot."               
 
   "Of course, Hiroshi. I should change first, though." 
 
   I put away my clothes, placed Thunderdrop's toys on the floor under the vid-screen, and changed into a shirt and a soft pair of pants. I placed my jewelry in a drawer of my vanity and braided my hair. Hiroshi, Phillip, and Yukihyo worked on the bridge. Thunderdrop rested. I was shocked to find a full basket of laundry in Hiroshi's quarters. I carried it to the laundry room and ran it all through the cleaning unit. I returned Hiroshi's basket full of clean laundry to a spot just inside of his quarters to the side of his door. With dread I entered Phillip's quarters. It was even worse than I had expected. I put his basket in the center of his floor and began tossing dirty clothes into it. Phillip had made an effort. Two sets of clothes were in one pile, and a third was in his bathroom, but the forth was scattered about the room. Finding a missing sock under his couch, I threw it in the basket and brought it all to the cleaning unit. While I waited, I put all of Thunderdrop's food in the pantry. After I had placed all of Phillip's clean laundry in his room, I went across to Yukihyo's quarters. His room was just as I had left it. Only his bathroom showed any use. All of his garments were placed neatly in his laundry basket for me. After I had cleaned and put away his things, I ran the cleaning bot over all of the habitation deck's floors. Falling back into my domestic assistant responsibilities centered me. I finally felt like myself again. 
 
   After dinner that evening, I pulled up the menu on my vid-screen and called Gram. She asked about my day, and I explained to her what I had done. I showed her where I had moved my table and placed my pictures. "Gram, I watched the land Ethan and Sherman gave me on my vid-screen today. I wanted to show Hiroshi and Phillip. A bench was there. Do you know where it came from?" Gram's eyes crinkled in the corners. 
 
   "Ethan thought you might like it," she said. 
 
   "I do. I like it very much." 
 
   "Teagan, you can call me after breakfast, if you like. I miss you so much already." I thought of how comforting it had been to kiss her soft cheek. 
 
   "I already miss you, too, Gram." 
 
   "Good night, Teagan." 
 
   "Good night, Gram." That night Yukihyo and I fell asleep watching the stars.
 
   The next morning, I woke up before my alarm. I felt a wetness and jumped from the bed in a panic that I had made an accident in my sleep. "Well, crap," I said in disgust. Blood soaked my undies and made a mess of my sheet. I fled into the bathroom. By the time I had showered and wrapped myself in a towel to venture out to my storage unit, Yukihyo had vanished taking my sheets with him. "How embarrassing." I grabbed clean undies and went back for my hidden bathroom supplies. I had dressed when Yukihyo returned with my clean sheets. "I'm sorry. Here let me take those." He handed them to me, nodded, and left. "Great. He must be grossed out." 
 
   "Chirp chirp." 
 
   "Thanks." I made my bed. Then, Thunderdrop and I went to the laundry room where I set out his food and water. Phillip had eaten half of his breakfast, and Hiroshi had just heated his. 
 
   Around a mouthful of food, I got a "good morning" from Phillip. 
 
   "Hey," I replied, getting some juice. 
 
   "Are you sick?" Phillip asked in alarm. 
 
   "No." 
 
   "Why are you having juice?" he asked. 
 
   "I'm thirsty. Don't worry. I'm having coffee for breakfast." Hiroshi sat down to a stack of pancakes. Yukihyo didn't join us. I did the dishes and then got my laundry, hoping I hadn't ruined anything. 
 
   Back in our quarters, Thunderdrop played with his color shape, while I called Gram. "Good morning!" Gram's sweet face greeted me. Sydney and Gina sat to either side of her. 
 
   "Good morning, everyone! What are you all doing today?"  
 
   "We are going for a walk in Sydney's gardens today. I do so wish you were joining us, Teagan. Instead of being so far away, I want you with us." 
 
   "I'll be back. Maybe next time you might want to come with us to Polybius. It's beautiful and you would love the baths. I do." I hoped I would be able to go, and that my little problem would be over with by then. 
 
   "What was that expression about?" Gina asked. 
 
   "Nothing." Sydney shook her head. 
 
   "Gina will find out what is wrong. Evasion is pointless. You actually look angry." 
 
   "I'm not angry. I might be a little cranky." 
 
   Gina frowned, "Has someone upset you?" 
 
   "No." 
 
   Gina said, "Well, what happened?" I blushed. 
 
   "Is this a private conversation?" I asked. When they assured me it was, I mentioned my problem. 
 
   "You weren't expecting it?" Gram asked. 
 
   "Well, since Phillip fixed me, I don't have warning cramps for a few days before it happens, so I forget." The next part of our conversation was very informative until Eliot and ZeeZee entered the room, and then I turned red, and Sydney changed the subject to how lovely my pictures looked on my table. 
 
   "You will call after dinner, will you not?" Gram asked. 
 
   "I'll call. Enjoy your walk." Huh? Who knew? I pulled up the program they had told me about through my vid-screen and entered in the date. After I entered in the end date of my current annoyance, it would warn me next time. Then, I could sleep prepared.               
 
   "Chitter chitter chirp." 
 
   "Well, how was I supposed to know?" Thunderdrop drew his front claws down his pyramid and colored lines appeared. "I guess I'll go take a walk, too. Do you want to come with me?" He followed me. In the exercise room, I began my usual walk, but at some point my mind began to wander. Things I had learned about my family and myself, my past, and how my Arachnean family had treated me, circled through my thoughts. 
 
   "There you are. I have been looking for you." Hiroshi stood inside the door. I stopped the treadmill. Hiroshi looked at me and at my distance. "You walked five miles? Good for you. Perhaps you may run with me in time." I was as sweaty as I had been after mornings of reclamation work. 
 
   "I was thinking." Hiroshi placed his hand on the treadmill's handrail. 
 
   "You have much to think about. Do you want to talk about it?" 
 
   "Yes, but I don't even know what to say. How are you with all of this? Is it okay that I let them add their names to mine and Yukihyo's?" Hiroshi's warm chocolate eyes had love in them. 
 
   "Yes, it is okay. Your family wants to claim you. Had you been born as you should have been, on Arachnean soil, your life would have been much different. They must suffer with that knowledge and wish to replace your pain with happiness."  
 
   "They don't need to try and make up for anything." Hiroshi looked down at his hand where it rested on the handrail. 
 
   "The Alaric and Montgomery families control Arachne. They are accustomed to power and wealth, along with the respect they have earned through their fairness and generosity toward their peers and community. One of their own, stolen decades ago, had a child they never knew. That child never knew their love, and they mourn her loss. They have been given a chance with you, though." I felt a furrow forming between my brows.               
 
   "I want to be with them, too. But, Hiroshi, being without Yukihyo, you, and Phillip would be too painful. I could never be happy without you all. Yukihyo would be destroyed without you and Phillip. You know that as well as I do. I ache to be back with Gram, Simon, Ethan, Eliot, and Sherman. It seemed like something just clicked together in my heart with them. I don't know what to do or feel. I'm happy and frustrated at the same time." Hiroshi smiled. 
 
   "It will all work out. I can only assume that the Alarics and Montgomeries are planning a way to manipulate me into a new trade route. This may be our last trip to Malta for some time." 
 
   "Hiroshi, I'm sorry." 
 
   "Don't be. Someone else will take over delivery to Malta, and I am sure, whatever our new family is planning will be too good for me to pass up. You forget. Simon, Eliot, Eric, and I have been friends for many years. They know me well. They know Yukihyo and Phillip, and we know them. Enjoy this trip. I have already been offered an amazing deal on Arachnean silk, should I return Tora first to Arachne, before continuing to Malta. Now, sister, you may wish to clean up before your husband finds you." 
 
   "What? I don't look and smell pretty?" 
 
   "Chitter chitter." 
 
   "Fine." 
 
   "Oh, Teagan. I came to give you this." Hiroshi held out a new small vid-screen. "It has all of the files from the previous device, which I saved for you in case you wish to keep it. Ettie did hold it in her hands long ago." 
 
   "Thank you, Hiroshi." 
 
   "You may hug me when you are no longer damp," he said. I let out a deep breath.               
 
   "Great." He went back to wherever he had been on deck two, in his private engineering domain. "Come on, boy." We went to my room where I had another shower and got a change of clothes.
 
   While in bed looking up at the stars in Yukihyo's arms, he told me what had bothered him. Yukihyo wanted a child. "We have only been married a short time. It may be years until we are blessed with a child, but knowing this does not prevent my irrational hopes." The thought of kids made me nervous. 
 
   "I don't know anything about kids or mothers, Yukihyo." He squeezed me to him.               
 
   "We have three new female family members who would enjoy telling you everything you need to know. Do not forget Phillip. He and Hiroshi would compete for the title of over-protective uncle." I moved my hand across his chest.               
 
   "Well, thanks for telling me what upset you. I'm glad it wasn't because you were totally grossed out this morning. That's what I thought was wrong." Yukihyo patted my back. 
 
   "It was quite gross, lady wife." 
 
   "Chitter." I put my arm over my head. 
 
   By lunch the next day, I had the habitation deck sparkling once again. We were all eating an Uncle Lee feast, and I made a grab for the last spring roll before Phillip could take it. "I was wondering. Who cleans the transport and cargo areas on deck one?"               
 
   "I clean the transport area and maintain the transports. Their systems are so simple compared to humanoid physiology that I find it relaxing," Phillip said. 
 
   "I manage the cargo bay," my husband answered. 
 
   Hiroshi said, "You know deck two is mine. I make sure Tora's systems are repaired and maintain that deck." I puckered my lips. 
 
   "So, when it seems as though each of you has disappeared, you are just on other decks?" Nods answered my question. "Are you ever going to let me see deck two? I asked. 
 
   Hiroshi frowned, "I suppose, but do not touch anything." 
 
   "I want to come, too!" Phillip said. 
 
   "What? He doesn't let you down there either?" 
 
   "Not very often, but he lets Yukihyo down there."  
 
   "He only lets me into weapons to ensure our safety. He becomes rather obnoxious, if I venture too near anything else." 
 
   "I'll keep my hands clasped in front of me, and I won't touch anything, brother. I promise." I tried to give him the sweetest face I could make. Hiroshi made a stern face and placed his hands on his knees. 
 
   "I will give you a brief tour, but no touching. Understood?" 
 
   I smiled and said, "Yes, Captain Hiroshi." As Hiroshi took us down in the lift, I was bubbling with curiosity. The first things to capture my attention were the two massive cylinders across from and down a little from the lift. I turned my head to the right and saw next to us two other cylinders that were identical to them. 
 
   I pointed and asked, "What are those big things?" 
 
   "They contain Tora's fuel," Hiroshi answered. I walked closer, but kept my hands clasped. The cylinders were made of a thick clear plasti-glass, and I could see the fine black powder inside of the tubes. 
 
   "Why is the ceiling so low? Can you reach it?" I asked. 
 
   "The floor is raised. Under your feet are panels that can be removed to grant me access to things that need repairs. The panels spread across the entire deck and are elevated by two feet to provide cover for systems that usually require very little maintenance, but require occasional access." To the sides of each set of powder fuel cylinders, were triangle shaped compartments that went from floor to ceiling. 
 
   "What are these things?"  
 
   "Those are housings for our landing gear." 
 
   "I had never thought about where those went. I thought they just stayed down." To the left of the lift was a triangular section which I thought would be directly under the bridge. A chair sat in the center of the space. Vid-screens were to either side of the chair which had controllers at the ends of each side of its semi-circular arm rest. "That must be weapons." Hiroshi nodded. I turned my back to the weapons station. The deck had no rooms or partitions. From where I stood, I could see all the way to the back. The only obstruction, which reached all the way to the ceiling, was a large square set so that one of its corners pointed toward me and weapons rather than a flat side. Its position allowed me glimpses of the control panel lights on the two sides nearest me. "What does this big thing do?" We walked what I assumed to be the length of the corridor on the habitation deck to reach the device. Standing in front of it, Hiroshi pointed at it. 
 
   "Each side controls a primary system." He pointed them out as we walked around the square, "shields, life support, propulsion systems, and power supplies." 
 
   "Don't you control those things from the bridge?"  
 
   "Yes, but if something stops working the way that it should, this is where I come to fix it," he said. Hiroshi shot Phillip a stern look, when he got too close to something.               
 
   "What are those things in the very back?" 
 
   "Those are also weapons and controlled from the bridge." 
 
   "Unless something goes wrong?" I asked. Hiroshi nodded. He escorted us back to the lift. "Well, that wasn't what I expected. I thought it would be a big work room with tools and little mechanical parts laying around." Hiroshi smiled. 
 
   "Those things are stowed under the panels in special compartments. I keep replacement parts for key systems located under each section so that I can repair any problem quickly and effectively." 
 
   "Hiroshi, how did you learn how to do all of this?" We stepped off of the lift and onto the bridge. 
 
   "My father taught me from a very young age. I have many fond memories of learning from him." 
 
   "Where is he? Does he live on Earth with Uncle Lee?" I asked. 
 
   "He and mother have a home on Earth, but the last I heard mother forced him to go with her to visit some of her cousins in a different system," Hiroshi chuckled. 
 
   "Why is that funny?"  
 
   "Mother's family, the Uchidas, did not approve of father. He has not forgotten."               
 
   "How come?"  
 
   "Mother's parents did not think life exploring the galaxies appropriate for their daughter." 
 
   "Oh." The others dispersed. "Thank you for showing me what it looks like in engineering." 
 
   "You are welcome." 
 
   "Chitter chitter chitter chitter!" Someone was mad at me for leaving him behind.               
 
   "I'm sorry, but it was Captain's orders. Let me make it up to you. Do you want to go watch our trees?" 
 
   "Chirp." 
 
   "Okay, come on." 
 
   I filled the vid-screen with our forest. Then, I sat with my grandmother's recipes on my couch. Some of the first recipes Ettie had learned to make with her mother, while simple, contained some ingredients of which I had never heard. The first contained something called ceshoosh that was peeled, boiled, mashed, and mixed with egg and flour, formed into cakes, and fried in animal fat. It sounded disgusting. I searched ceshoosh on my vid-screen. It looked kind of like a sweet potato to me, but I had no idea if it tasted like one. Maybe Gram had been coerced into tasting the recipe. I found a nice normal sugar cookie recipe and went off to the kitchen to try it out. A short time later, the kitchen was filled with the smell of warm cookies. I filled a platter with them and set out plates and coffee. Then, I carried a cookie with me and used it to lure the guys into the kitchen.
 
   As the trip to Scipio neared its end, I began to feel more comfortable with the idea of having so many new family members. However, the thought of all of my expenditures while on Arachne made me uncomfortable. So many things had been on my mind that I had lost track of my credits. I had business with Felicia, and I feared I had spent over three thousand credits while out with Simon. I decided to go find someone and ask for help checking my balance. The three of them were pounding each other into the mat in the exercise room with their feet, fists, and knees. I didn't interrupt. Instead, Thunderdrop and I went to the kitchen where he went to his web, and I had a cup of coffee. "Are you okay, baby? You've seemed quiet since we left Arachne." 
 
   "Chitter." 
 
   "Do you miss Cass and ZeeZee?" 
 
   "Chirp." I finished my coffee and went to my quarters. Thunderdrop followed behind me and climbed up into his tree. 
 
   "Do you want to try and call Cass and ZeeZee?" 
 
   "Chirp!" I found Simon Montgomery in my menu and pointed at his name with my controller. After a moment Stewart appeared. 
 
   "Lady Teagan, it is very nice to see you. Please wait a moment while I find Lord Simon." 
 
   "Thank you, Stewart." Thunderdrop and I looked through our vid-screen into Simon's living room. 
 
   "Chirp!" 
 
   "Yes, see Simon's house? We play in that room." Simon came into view smiling broadly. 
 
   "Sweet cousin, what a wonderful surprise it is for you to call me. I've been jealous of Gram." 
 
   "Hello, Simon. How are things?" 
 
   "Terribly boring without you, and Cass misses his playmate." Cass climbed into view on Simon's large well-muscled shoulder. Then, he began to chirp wildly back and forth with Thunderdrop. Simon and I exchanged wide eyed stares and listened as they continued to chirp and click with each other. Cass blinked oddly while making his sounds. 
 
   "Is Thunderdrop doing anything weird with his eyes right now?" I asked Simon.               
 
   "Yes, and it does not appear to be random." 
 
   "Cass is doing it, too. They really are communicating with each other, aren't they? I wonder what they're saying." Thunderdrop and Cass slowed down their chatter and each wandered off to play. "Thunderdrop has seemed kind of sad since we left. Is it okay if we call every now and they?"  
 
   "You may call as often as you like," he said with a smile. 
 
   "Okay. Bye, Simon." I ended the transmission. A sweaty Yukihyo came into the room. 
 
   "Were you looking for me, lady wife?" 
 
   "My question can wait until after your shower." Yukihyo stalked toward me on the couch and spread his arms. "No, I don't want your sweat all over me." He came closer with a mischievous expression. "Yukihyo! No, get back." He grabbed me and tackled me back against the couch. "You're all wet." Then, he kissed me passionately and lifted away from me enough to remove his shirt. He kissed me again and pulled away to look at my eyes with a question in his. I answered by removing my shirt as well. 
 
   A shared shower and sets of clean clothing later, and we sat in the kitchen together enjoying some lunch. "So, what was your question?" Yukihyo asked. 
 
   "Will you help me check how many credits I have to spend on Scipio? We'll be there in the morning, right?" 
 
   "That is correct. What are your plans?" 
 
   "I have some shopping to do at Felicia's and hope to spend a day at the baths. Would you like to join me?" 
 
   "I believe I will join you at the baths," he said. 
 
   "Really? That's great! You can meet Tina and Patna!" 
 
   "Chirp!" 
 
   "Yes, Thunderdrop. You will get lots of attention from the ladies." Back in our quarters, Yukihyo showed me once again how to check my credit balance. I thought I had left Malta with close to ten thousand credits. I hoped to have over six thousand credits left. Not knowing when we would visit Malta again, I thought I should bring as much as possible. Any extra clothing I brought could be kept in Mr. Gregory's store room and brought out as needed. I also wanted to buy presents for Gina and Sydney. Yukihyo pulled up my balance. I looked at it and then looked at it again. "Something is wrong. That isn't right. I should have somewhere around six thousand. There is no way I have twenty-seven thousand credits." 
 
   "Lady wife, recently we have done well in our trade agreements. I placed the credits into your account. I wish for my lovely bride to have the freedom to spend as she wishes." 
 
   "Yukihyo, this is too much. Did you give all of the credits you earned to me?" He chuckled. 
 
   "No, did you ever read our marriage contract?" 
 
   "No, why?" 
 
   "You married a very wealthy merchant, who has had nothing on which to frivolously spend his credits. The credits in your account are only for your amusement."               
 
   "Thank you," I said, somewhat shocked. 
 
   "Let me know if you require additional funds. Now, if you will excuse me, I have some work to complete before we arrive. I will be in my quarters should you need me." He kissed me and left. 
 
   "With that much money, we could buy our own housing unit and spend a few nights on our land when we visit Arachne, Thunderdrop." 
 
   "Chirp!" Thunderdrop sat on my lap and we began looking at units on our vid-screen, but our search changed when we discovered how cheap housing units were and how nice deluxe aluminum tents were. The type of housing unit I had lived in was marketed as emergency shelter and was listed alongside sheds. That was embarrassing. Thunderdrop and I began looking at all manner of sophisticated camping gear. We found a nice two-bedroom tent that could withstand the storms of Arachne and with a portable waste unit, foam mattress, and portable cold storage and heating unit, the credits totaled up to a little over twelve thousand. "Oh, Thunderdrop! Wouldn't it be amazing to stay on our very own land with trees that belong to us?" He chirped and lifted his legs up and down in excitement. Yukihyo came in. 
 
   "What is going on in here, wife? Both of you are so excited that I find concentration elusive." 
 
   "I'm sorry, husband, but sit, and we'll show you!" Thunderdrop jumped to the top of Yukihyo's head. "Have you ever been camping?"  
 
   "Many times. Have you?" 
 
   "No, but I've been homeless. Camping looks a lot easier, especially with a roof, bed, and everything. Look what we found." We showed him everything we wanted. "And look! We found a perfect spot in the trees where we think the tent would fit." I pulled up our forest, and Thunderdrop chirped excitedly when I pointed it out. "What do you think?"  
 
   "I think it sounds relaxing and like a great deal of fun. Please allow me to see to the purchase of the tent and gear. I know a man in that business and can get a much better deal." 
 
   "Okay, but use the credits you gave me." Yukihyo frowned.
 
   "I will not. I think this is the first time since I have known you that you have expressed an interest in buying something that isn't a necessity." He left again to go work on his contracts. Thunderdrop and I blinked at each other. That night after dinner, we told Gram and Sydney all about our plans and that Yukihyo was going to buy us everything. Thunderdrop hopped around and chirped happily. Gram clapped her hands and smiled. 
 
   "That is a wonderful idea, dear! The three of you will have so much fun. You mustn't worry about water or food. You will let Gram see to that." 
 
   "Thank you, Gram." 
 
   "Teagan, did you remember to put your end date into your calendar?" Sydney asked. 
 
   "No, I forgot." 
 
   "Well, do it now before you forget. It needs to become a habit," Sydney told me. 
 
   The next morning, we had docked on Scipio by the time I woke up. Yukihyo and Hiroshi had gotten an early start. Thunderdrop and I had breakfast with Phillip before he went off to handle his own deals. "Are you ready to go see Felicia?" 
 
   "Chirp!" 
 
   It seemed like forever since I had driven my land transport. I wore the pale blue dress with the side laces and matching shoes that Gina had given me and all of my beautiful jewelry. I was excited to see Felicia and hear how things were going with Soren. Also, I had a gift for her from Arachne. When we parked and entered Felicia's store, she was busy helping a Galaxic Militia soldier and his wife. Thunderdrop and I stayed out of the way until they were finished. As the man took the bags and the couple turned from the counter to leave, I saw their faces and my heart began to beat wildly.               
 
   "Mary! Is that you?" My hands had flown to my mouth, and my eyes had begun to fill. Mary looked surprised and curtsied to me. 
 
   "I am Mary, but I don't believe we have met, my lady." Tears had started to fall from my eyes. 
 
   "If I were dressed in my reclamation jumper and met you for lunch at the Sun Palace, you would know me." Mary's face changed from surprised shock to one of glee, and she made a happy screeched as we threw our arms around each other. We rocked each other from side to side. We pulled apart to look at each other. I wiped at my tears with my hand. 
 
   "Teagan Green, is that really you? I can't believe it. I tried to find you at the housing community months ago, and they said you were gone. Paul couldn't even find you." Mary had tears on her face as well and threw her arms around me again. 
 
   "Chitter chirp!" Thunderdrop jumped to my head, and Mary jumped back.               
 
   "Teagan, what is that?" Mary yelled in fear.               
 
   "Chitter chitter." 
 
   "Don't be afraid. He won't hurt you. This is Thunderdrop, and he is very dear to me. He is an Arachnean Silk spider," I explained. Mary's eyes were large in her face, and her eyelashes were wet with tears from our reunion. 
 
   "Does he bite?" Mary asked. 
 
   "Thunderdrop would never hurt you, Mary," I said. 
 
   "Chirp." Trusting me Mary relaxed and came close again. 
 
   "Paul, it is nice to see you. That uniform looks good on you," I said. Paul bowed to me. 
 
   "Teagan, it is a relief to see you. I'm glad you are doing so well. We were unable to discover your location." 
 
   Felicia said, "That must be because my sweet friend changed her name when she married. Teagan, are you going to introduce me to your friends?" Felicia came around the counter to hug me and kiss my cheeks. 
 
   "I have missed you and have so much to tell you. First, please allow me to introduce Mary and Paul. Mary was my only true friend until I joined Tora." Felicia and Mary shook hands. "This is Mary's husband, Paul." Paul bowed to Felicia. 
 
   "Teagan, what is your name now? Do you have access to a vid-screen, so we can talk?" Mary asked. Mary and I had a hold of each other’s hands and were both crying again. 
 
   I nodded, "Yes, I have one in my quarters." 
 
   "You have your own vid-screen?" 
 
   Paul said, "Wait. You're the lady who pulled up in that transport? You can drive?"
 
   I laughed. "Yes, to you both. My husband bought me the transport. He didn't want me walking alone on Malta. My name just got much more complicated though. My name was Teagan Lee until a week ago on Arachne." 
 
   Alarmed, Felicia said, "You are still married to Yukihyo?" 
 
   "Oh, yes! His name changed, too. Because of my being able to talk to Thunderdrop, people got suspicious and decided to run all sorts of genetic tests on me. Mary, I have real family. I 'm not all alone anymore. I'm related to really nice people and they like me." 
 
   Paul asked, "Teagan, who are you related to?" 
 
   "That would be me," a deep sultry male voice answered. 
 
   Paul came to attention and gave the Galaxic Militia salute. Mary blushed. I turned and looked up into ice blue eyes framed with black lashes in an incredibly handsome face. Eric Alaric's shoulders were more heavily muscled than Eliot's, and Eric could make any woman blush. Eric took the hand Mary didn't hold and bowed over it placing a kiss on my knuckles. 
 
   "Dear sweet, cousin, I finally have you all to myself. Simon and my brother have been selfish." 
 
   "Hello, Eric. I never thought the first time we met that I could ever be related to the brave Captain Alaric of the Hadrian." 
 
   Taking notice of Paul, Eric said, "At ease, ensign." Paul change his stance and placed his hands behind his back, but he continued to stare straight forward. "Tell me you don't have any plans for today," Eric said. 
 
   "Chirp!" 
 
   "My only plan was to shop here with my friend Felicia." My eyes teared up. "Eric, this is Mary." I didn't want to embarrass either of us by bringing up the housing community. "Mary and I were friends on Earth, but I thought I had lost her." Thunderdrop jumped to Eric as Mary and I hugged and cried some more. 
 
   "I've missed you so much," Mary said. 
 
   "I've missed you, too. I didn't know Paul's last name or where you had been sent," I said. We pulled away from each other. Mary laughed. 
 
   "You're all red and splotchy now," Mary said. 
 
   "You look all adorable and helpless when you cry. It's not fair." 
 
   "So how do I contact you now?" Mary asked. 
 
   "I will program my cousin's information into your vid-screen, so you may contact each other whenever you wish," Eric grinned showing a dimple. Mary blushed. I turned to Eric. Understanding what my look meant, he said, "Your quarters will have one within the hour, Mary." 
 
   Mary curtsied, "Thank you, Captain Alaric." 
 
   Surprised I said, "Do you know Mary and Paul?" 
 
   Eric nodded, "Ensign Lunders is a new member of my crew. Crewmen are encouraged to bring their families with them." Relief flooded through me. 
 
   "Eric, I'm so glad my friends are safe with you on the Hadrian." I took Mary's hand again. "I didn't think I would ever see you again. I see Paul is taking very good care of you. You look beautiful." Mary teared up again. 
 
   "Neither of us ever dreamed up lives like we have now. All you ever wanted was to get up into the stars once, and now you've been everywhere," Mary said. 
 
   I smiled. "I get to fall asleep watching them and look." I showed her my wedding ring. "My husband had it made for me out of asteroids he collected while we were in space on my first trip to Malta." Mary looked into my eyes. 
 
   "That is so romantic." I nodded vigorously in agreement. Mary glanced at Paul. "Teagan, we have to get back." Mary and I hugged again. Paul bowed low to me and escorted his wife out of the shop. 
 
   Felicia wrapped me in one of her hugs. When she let me go, she said, "That was the girl you thought you would never see again? See, sweet baby? Everything is okay."               
 
   "I'm okay. It was just a huge surprise," I said. Eric handed me a silk square. I took it and laughed. "Have you been talking to Simon?" Eric showed me dimples, and I heard Felicia's intake of breath. "Felicia, this is my cousin, Captain Eric Alaric." Eric bowed to her without taking his eyes from hers. She blushed and curtsied. 
 
   Eric said, "Please allow me to simply sit and watch you shop." 
 
   "Eric, it's okay. I can do this tomorrow." 
 
   "No, please. I'm a very patient man and excellent at loading shopping bags into transports. You can ask my mother." I laughed at him. 
 
   "Okay, then." I gave Felicia my attention. Thunderdrop jumped onto my head. I rubbed one of his legs. "Well, they loved everything I brought to Malta. Everything I brought from you sold out in two days!" Felicia clapped her hands. 
 
   "That is great news. I have racks all ready for you to see in the back." Felicia cast her eyes back upon my dashing cousin. "Captain Alaric, please come with us. I have very comfortable chairs and shall make you a cup of tea." Eric gave Felicia what Phillip would probably describe as a shark grin. Felicia blushed and patted at her hair. 
 
   "Felicia, I almost forgot." I noticed I still held Eric's silk square and handed it back to him. "Thank you, Eric." He inclined his head. "I got you a little present when my other cousin, Simon, took me shopping on Arachne." I handed her the silk bag. She opened it and pulled out the hand carved hair combs. 
 
   "Oh, Teagan! These are divine." She smelled them. "What a beautiful scent the wood has." Thunderdrop chirped in agreement. "You are so kind to think of me," she said. 
 
   "I think of you quite often and also of what pretty things I think you have most likely selected," I said. An hour and four thousand credits later and Eric was loading my transport full of bags. We had said our goodbyes to Felicia inside. 
 
   Eric closed the back of my transport and came to my side under the flowered trellis. His eyes fell to my neck. "That is a beautiful necklace," he said. I reached up to touch it. 
 
   "Simon gave it to me. He had it made to match the bracelet from Gram and my necklace from Yukihyo." 
 
   "I hear my brother has given you a gift as well." My face lit up. 
 
   "He gave me family pictures, even one of the three of you as little boys. ZeeZee was the size Thunderdrop is now." I teared up a bit at the thought that I had family pictures. 
 
   "I have been jealous of them. Now, I finally have a chance to get to know you. Come back to the landing port with me. I would love to give you a tour of the Hadrian." My eyes grew wide, and my heart thumped in excitement. 
 
   "Really? You'll let me see inside? I would love to see it. When can we go? Are we taking my transport? What do you want to do?" Eric gave a hearty laugh and his eyes glittered. 
 
   "Drive to your ship and leave your transport there. I'll follow you and drive you to my ship." 
 
   Thunderdrop and I drove into Tora. I asked my spider, "How do I close the ramp from outside?" I walked down the ramp with Thunderdrop on my shoulder, a frown on my face, and a wrinkled brow. Eric waited against the side of his sleek black transport.               
 
   "What's wrong?" I looked back at Tora, and then I looked to Eric. 
 
   "I don't know how to close the ramp. I guess I need to leave my transport out here, so I can close it with the button." Eric strode forward. "If you close it, how will I get back in later?" 
 
   "Give me one moment," he said with a wink. Eric went up the ramp, opened my transport, and pulled out a small device. He closed my transport, walked back down to me, and clicked the device. The ramp closed. "This is your remote entry device for situations just like this." Eric handed it to me. 
 
   "I've never seen this before. I don't have a pocket in this dress." 
 
   "I'll hold it for you." Eric placed it in a front pocket of his uniform. He flashed a smile at me. "Are you ready?" he asked. 
 
   "Definitely," I said. 
 
   Eric drove farther down the land port docking area and past a few other ships. Then, the Hadrian came into view. I drew in a breath. "She's beautiful, Eric." The Hadrian looked sleek, black, dangerous, and massive. "She must be at least six times the size of Tora," I said in awe. I recognized the pride in Eric's expression. 
 
   "She is a fine ship with a dedicated crew." When Eric drove his transport into the Hadrian, a soldier opened his door and saluted. Eric opened my door and offered me his hand. Once I stood free with Thunderdrop perched on my shoulder, Eric placed my hand on his arm and escorted me to a lift. As we passed soldiers stopped working on transports to salute Eric. I stopped. I stood riveted. Shiny black fighter ships lined the forward and back sections of the bay. There were eight of them. 
 
   "Eric, can we look at one of the fighters? Have you ever gotten to ride in one?" He led me toward one. A soldier came forward and saluted. 
 
   "Yes and yes. Would you like to sit inside of one?" 
 
   "Really?" I squealed in delight. The soldier opened a side of the fighter, and thin steep steps were on the inside of it. Eric held my hand and kept his other hand on my back while I climbed inside and sat in the contoured seat. I kept my hands away from everything, but I was mesmerized by all of the vid-control panels and the view port. It was magnificent. Other than the panel lights, everything was solid black. I wondered what it would be like to fly it through space. Thunderdrop danced on my head. Eric held his hand up to help me down. His eyes sparkled with amusement at my excitement. "I can't believe I just got to do that! I can't wait to tell Gram." Eric kissed my hand. 
 
   "I very much enjoy seeing a smile on your face," he said. Soldiers had stopped their work on the deck as we walked to the lift. They stood rigid until the lift doors closed. 
 
   "You've flown a fighter ship?" I asked Eric. 
 
   "Yes, it is exhilarating. I see you have become a proficient operator of your transport." 
 
   "Phillip taught me how to drive. He made me a program with driving simulations." I turned to Eric. "I want to learn to fly a fighter ship." Eric smiled down at me from his vastly superior height. 
 
   "I don't think my mother or Gram would like that at all." I raised my eyebrows at him. 
 
   "Fine, so we don't tell," I suggested. 
 
   "I'll think about it," Eric said. The lift opened onto the bridge. Someone announced Eric's presence. Eric made a response, but I couldn't pay attention to them when the bridge had arrested all of it. Vibrant vid-screen displays, officers working at different stations, and one man in a jumper who had removed a floor panel and used a tool with some kind of light on the end of it had my attention scattered everywhere at once. When I looked back up, Eric stood smiling with his hand extended to me. 
 
   I whispered, "I get to walk onto the bridge?" I gave him my hand. 
 
   "I want you to meet my first officer," Eric said. Eric led me over to a man of average height with short blonde hair cut in the same way as every other Galaxic Militia officer I had ever seen. The man's eyes were such a dark brown that they were almost black. "Commander Bosh, please allow me to introduce my cousin, the Lady Teagan Alaric Montgomery Lee." Commander Bosh took my hand and kissed it. 
 
   Then he said, "It is a pleasure to meet you." 
 
   "It's nice to meet you, too," I said. Commander Bosh released my hand. 
 
   Eric said, "There is only one thing I thought you should do while on the bridge." I thought not touching anything would be a good idea. Eric held my hand and walked me over to the captain's chair and gestured with a grin for me to sit in it. My heart pounded and my palms began to sweat. It was a very serious looking chair, an intimidating one.               
 
   "Oh, Eric. I couldn't." 
 
   "Teagan, you know you want to." 
 
   I whispered, "What if I touch something and blow up the land port?" 
 
   Eric said, "That won't happen. Sit." I blushed, ran my hands down my dress, and raised up on my toes to get into Eric's chair. Once my rear was on the seat, my feet didn't touch. Commander Bosh and someone else chuckled. Eric joined them. "You are adorable sitting there, in a pretty dress, with an Arachnean Silk spider on your head, with your little feet dangling above the floor," Eric said. 
 
   "Chirp chirp." 
 
   "Hiroshi has never let me sit anywhere on his bridge, not even the floor. Wait until I tell him about this," I said smugly. 
 
   Eric helped me from his chair, and I followed him off of his bridge and down a short corridor. It only had three doors. The door to the right opened onto Eric's office. It had a small couch against the wall to the left upon entering. To the right an expensive silk rug had been placed under a chair that faced a large vid-screen. The corner opposite the couch, that shared the wall with the door, had a corner desk similar to the one I often used in Tora's kitchen. The next rooms Eric showed me, opposite his office, were his living quarters. The first thing I noticed was a neat living area. A couch rested against the wall with a table in front of it. A second couch had been placed sideways next to the first and served as a kind of partition in the open space. The first couch faced a large vid-screen. The left side of the room contained Eric's bed, covered in the finest Arachnean silk bedding I had ever seen, a large storage unit like mine, and a door leading to his bathroom. All of the furniture in the room was made of black fabric. All of the pillows, rugs, and bedding were in cream and soft silver. "This is beautiful, Eric. No offense, but did Sydney decorate your quarters? It reminds me of her house."  A gentle expression came over Eric's features at the mention of his mother. 
 
   "Yes, mother selected all of my furnishings. She was not pleased when I joined the militia. However, I feel this is what I was meant to do." 
 
   "I agree. You make a dashing captain. Seriously, I completely understand. After I made it to Union Port City, I wanted to join. However, I didn't score high enough to get accepted. I was very jealous of Paul for getting in." I walked around Eric's quarters. I felt one of the pillows. When I turned toward the vid-screen, I noticed the table under it and the pictures on its surface. There was a picture of Ethan and Sydney with Eliot, Eric, and ZeeZee. There was a picture of Gram hold a baby Eric with a toddler Eliot sitting next to them. Then, there was the one with Eliot, Simon, and me with our spiders. It made me cry. 
 
   "Hey, why the tears? Don't cry, please." Eric patted me awkwardly. I laughed at him. 
 
   "I'm sorry. It's just so kind and unexpected of you to be displaying that picture. It means a lot to me. Thank you." 
 
   "May I hug you?" Eric asked. 
 
   "If you want to." Eric gave me a careful hug and another pat on the back. Then, he took a half step back and handed me his silk square. 
 
   "Shall we call my mother? I'm sure seeing us together on my ship would make her happy." 
 
   "Chirp!" Thunderdrop jumped down from me to inspect Eric's quarters. 
 
   "It would be nice to see Sydney," I said. A moment later and Ethan appeared on the vid-screen. 
 
   "Father, look who has decided to pay me a visit." 
 
   "It is always good to see you, son, and it is even better to see that you are watching over your cousin while she is so far from home." I thought about what Ethan had done.               
 
   "Ethan, thank you," I said as I looked down at my shoes and back up at him. "That was really nice of you to put the bench there for me." 
 
   "You are very welcome. Is my youngest son paying you enough attention?"                
 
   "Eric let me sit in his captain's chair! He even let me sit in a real fighter ship! Also, he waited for me to shop and then put all of my bags in my transport for me."               
 
   "Eric's mother will be glad to know he is well-mannered and entertaining." 
 
   "Is mother there?" 
 
   "No, the ladies have gone off somewhere to have lunch, but I will tell her that the two of you called. Both of you should come home soon." 
 
   "I will speak to you later, father." Eric ended the transmission. Thunderdrop examined the top of Eric's storage unit. 
 
   "Will you join me for lunch, Teagan?"  
 
   "Yes, that sounds like a good idea." Eric walked toward his door. "Thunderdrop, come on, baby." Thunderdrop moved his legs so gracefully now, that he appeared to float across the floor to me. He climbed my skirt and stopped at my back. I followed Eric down his short corridor, and through another one that had five doors on each side, and then into a large sitting area. "Where do all of those doors go?" 
 
   "Those are the quarters of my bridge officers. This is our off duty lounge, and the next area is our private dining room. Each of the lower habitation decks has its own cafeteria and recreational spaces. 
 
   "How many living quarters are on each deck?"  
 
   "That depends on the deck. Higher ranking officers have earned more space. Don't worry though, low ranking ensigns with wives living on board get enough space to be comfortable." Eric flashed his smile at me. 
 
   "You have no idea how happy it made me to see Mary. I'm so glad she and Paul are here. I didn't think I'd ever see her again." 
 
   We had entered a dining room that could pass for a nice restaurant. The tables were covered in white clothes. Plates, silverware, and glasses had been placed with care on each of the ten tables. Eric pulled out a chair for me and then sat across from me. A man in a waiter's uniform brought us chilled water and tea. Then, he brought us bread and a seafood chowder. Next, the waiter brought out plates with fish and fried potatoes. It was fabulous. "I can't eat another bite. Do you eat like this every day?" He winked. 
 
   "The Hadrian's chef is the best in the fleet. It may hurt his feelings if you don't have dessert." I knew there was no way I could eat anymore. 
 
   "Well, I might manage one bite, but then you'll have to finish it for me along with your own. I can sip coffee while you hide it all." I lifted my eyebrows and smiled. "It's a good plan, right?" Eric shook his head. 
 
   "I can't eat two desserts." He instructed the waiter to bring me coffee. I wondered if I could unobtrusively loosen the sides of my dress, while he enjoyed his piece of lemon pie. Eric asked, "Are you ready to continue your tour?" 
 
   "I think a walk would be a good idea."  
 
   As we walked through the lounge, I noticed four officers playing cards. One of them was a woman. I also noticed restrooms. "Eric, do you mind if I tour over there for a moment?" 
 
   "Chitter chirp!" 
 
   "Not at all. I'll see who is winning that card game," he said. 
 
   Thunderdrop jumped down from me and used a waste disposal unit as well. I checked to make sure he had pressed the button and then washed my hands and checked my teeth. "Okay. Are you ready?" 
 
   "Chirp." He climbed to my shoulder. 
 
   "You are being a very good boy today." 
 
   "Chirp." 
 
   Eric introduced us to the officers who were playing cards. It made me blush when they stood to greet me. Then, Eric took me to see through the windows of science laboratories, let me watch cosmonautical charts being constructed, and showed me a room full of vid-screens where people worked on celestial cartography. Eric showed me a large central medical bay full of advanced healing and surgical units. I saw a doctor and two nurses inside. Every time we passed a crew member, the person moved to the side and saluted until Eric had passed. Overall, the crew seemed extremely smart and efficient. I saw a few crew members who were from the Laconian sector. I concluded that Commander Bosh was Laconian as well. I decided to ask my husband about those almost black eyes. 
 
   Eric tapped into a device. "Your friend Mary appears to have entered the lounge area on her assigned deck. Shall we surprise her?"  
 
   "Yes, I would like that." We took the lift down a few decks. The corridor was much longer. 
 
   Eric said, "Without the bridge and other command centers, there is more room for crew quarters." There appeared to be twenty crew quarters on each side. A few off duty soldiers saluted as Eric passed them, and ladies curtsied. I tried to keep a calm smile on my face and my hand on Eric's arm. All talking and laughter ceased upon the sight of Eric in the lounge, and at least eight soldiers rushed to stand. Eric gave a sharp, "As you were." Then, they resumed their previous pursuits, while trying not to look like they were watching us. Thunderdrop jumped to Eric. When Mary and I saw each other, we rushed forward and hugged. 
 
   "Teagan, it is so wonderful to see you here! I regretted not telling you earlier how beautiful you look," Mary said. Mary clasped my hand in hers. "Come and meet two of my new friends. Their husbands serve on board the Hadrian, too." Her new friends were sitting together in a quiet corner. One of Mary's friends held a tiny baby in her arms. "We have been taking turns holding him," Mary said in a hushed voice. I could hear soft little sounds coming from within a soft looking blanket. I moved closer when Mary pulled at me. A tiny little nose and mouth were above the blanket. I saw the baby's hand. It had tiny little fingers with itty bitty little finger nails. 
 
   "Would you like to hold him, my lady?" His mother asked in a voice that sounded as soft as the blanket looked. I must have had a shocked expression on my face. 
 
   "No, that's okay," I said. 
 
   She asked, "Have you ever held a baby before?" 
 
   "Me? No," I said. Eric walked over to us and smiled at the baby. 
 
   "He is a strong and handsome boy," Eric said. 
 
   "Thank you, Captain Alaric," the mother said. The woman who sat beside her moved over and motioned for me to sit down. Mary made me. The mother started moving the baby toward me. 
 
   "What do I do?" 
 
   "Just hold your arms the way I have mine, and I'll lay him in them. I'll be right here, and Mary will be right in front of you." Mary kneeled down on the floor in front of me which made me feel a little less freaked out. She placed the warm solid bundle in my arms. I could feel him moving his arms. I could hear him breathing and looked at his tiny fingers. I lowered my face toward his neck and breathed in his scent. My heart completely melted. I whispered to him. 
 
   "You are the most beautiful baby I've ever seen. Look at you." He made little noises with his mouth, and I gave a very soft little laugh at the sight of his little tongue as it pushed through his lips and made a tiny spit bubble. He started to move a bit and seemed like he might be getting tired of me. He made a little whimpering noise. His mother had begun to unbutton the top of her dress. Eric turned and walked toward the crew members. She took her baby back and placed him against her breast where he began to suck hungrily. I looked away, and Mary rose and pulled me to my feet. "It was nice meeting you all. Thank you for letting me hold your baby," I said. Mary and I hugged goodbye. Thunderdrop was standing in the middle of a table with his front legs up doing his fancy footwork. 
 
   "Teagan, what is he doing?" Eric asked. 
 
   "Thunderdrop is showing you all how to fight." Two of the soldiers got up, mimed Thunderdrop's actions, laughed, and told him how smart he was. 
 
   "Chirp chirp chirp." 
 
   "He says thank you." 
 
   "Chirp." 
 
   Eric took me to one of the lower decks. Soldiers, both men and women, sparred on mats, ran on treadmills, used exercise machines, and hit bags with gloved fists. He led me to a side room. A soldier stood behind a counter and on the wall at his back were all manner of hand held weapons. 
 
   Eric said, "One set of protective gear in a size small." The man placed a jacket, helmet, and pair of glasses on the counter. Eric held the jacket for me to put on. "Eliot tells me you asked Simon for blaster lessons. I'm much better, and I have weapons that are more fun than blasters." Eric put the helmet and glasses on me. The soldier behind the counter started laughing hard. He tried to say something and held his hand up because he couldn't stop. I gave him a quizzical look. 
 
   "Chirp." Eric looked at me and gave me a huge grin. 
 
   "What?" I asked. 
 
   The soldier said, "I've never seen a petite little princess with a poufy dress and jewels in combat gear." He started laughing again. 
 
   "The princess would like a blaster," Eric said. Still laughing he handed one to Eric. 
 
   "Do I look that silly?"  
 
   "You look absolutely adorable," Eric said. In the next room, a couple of soldiers practicing with shoulder pulse cannons elbowed each other when we entered. The place had different designated areas for practicing with the different kinds of weapons. Eric took me to a blaster targeting section. "Show me what you have learned." I checked the blaster, powered it up, and aimed at the target. I depressed the button and hit the bottom of the target. "Good job, Teagan." Thunderdrop sat on Eric's shoulder. Eric spent several minutes teaching me how to aim. Now, I was actually able to hit inside of the target. I wasn't close to the center, but I was inside of the rings. I powered down the blaster.               
 
   "How do I keep a man from knocking my blaster out of my hand?" 
 
   Eric looked me dead in the eyes and said, "If he's that close, kick him as hard as you can in the nuts and press that blaster button until he's no longer moving." 
 
   "Oh!" 
 
   "Are you worried about Malta?" Eric asked. 
 
   "A little. It made me warier of every place I go. I won't have any more problems on Malta though." 
 
   "Why is that?" 
 
   "Well, Arthur Jr. and the enforcers have all insisted on escorting me everywhere I go, from the second I leave Tora until after the ramp closes me up inside. I know with absolute confidence that Yukihyo, Hiroshi, and Phillip will encourage them, too." 
 
   Eric looked thoughtful, and said, "Good." 
 
   We took my blaster and protective gear back to the man behind the counter. I had an audience as Eric helped me out of the jacket and helmet. I removed the glasses. The soldiers just stood around grinning. Thunderdrop jumped to my head. "Teagan, these soldiers, though you may not believe it by looking at them, are members of one of my elite squads." Elite soldiers. I thought about the elite Parvac soldier I had met on Arachne. I nodded at them, but I felt afraid of them. 
 
   "Ma'am," one of them said. I took Eric's arm. He exchanged a few words with the men, who appeared to be his friends, and took me to the lift. 
 
   "Why did you become afraid just now?" I answered with silence. Eric stopped the lift. He turned to face me. "Tell me," Eric demanded. 
 
   "Eric, you remind me more of Gina than you do of Sydney." Eric crossed his arms and waited. I let out a breath. "Fine. That Parvac soldier on Arachne, who tried to kill me, was referred to by someone as being an elite soldier. I just thought of how bad it would be to get hit by one of those men." I looked at my shoes and shrugged. "I'm sorry. I didn't think it on purpose." 
 
   "Well, you are correct." I looked up at him. "However, those men hit harder, run faster, fight dirtier, and shoot better than the soldier who came after you. Another difference is that each soldier under my command will use their strength and skill to protect and defend you. Not one of them would ever do anything to hurt you." I worried I had offended Eric and I didn't know what to say. 
 
   "Eric, I'm sorry. Please...." 
 
   Eric interrupted me, "Wait, are you feeling sad now, thinking you have angered me?" 
 
   "Well, yes. You've been so nice to me all day. I wish I could have hidden what I was feeling. I shouldn't have told you." 
 
   "Chitter," Thunderdrop disagreed.  
 
   "Teagan, if you hide things from me, how am I supposed to fix them?" I didn't say anything. We ended up back in the dining room. "Grandmother told me to give you coffee if you became silent and withdrawn. She also suggested covering your face with kisses and tickling you." Thunderdrop jumped to a chair. I turned to Eric in alarm looking at some of the officers at the tables. 
 
   "Eric, you wouldn't dare." Eric gave me a predatory grin. 
 
   "Have you forgotten? I am the daring and dashing captain of the Hadrian." Eric grabbed me, lifted me up into his arms, and kissed me loudly on the center of my forehead. 
 
   "Eric, put me down! People are looking." He smirked and kissed my nose. "Eric!" He put his lips against my neck and blew hard making a horrible farting noise. I shrieked and giggled. "Stop or I'm telling your mom!" That got laughs from the onlookers. Eric spun me around in circles first and then put me on my feet. Dizzy, I sat when he pulled out a chair for me. Commander Bosh approached the table and handed a large box to Eric. 
 
   "Very good," Eric said. Eric placed the box at my feet. "Please, open that," Eric said. I lifted the lid off of the box. Something white and fluffy was inside. I pulled it out. It was a large stuffed toy ice bear in a Galaxic Militia captain's uniform. 
 
   "Oh, my goodness! How cute!" I hugged the bear. 
 
   "Chirp!" The waiter came and brought coffee for me, Eric, and Commander Bosh. 
 
   "Thank you, Eric. He's adorable." I knew I had a stupid grin on my face. "I've never had one of these. Well, Yukihyo keeps giving me ice bear for dinner, but I much prefer ice bear in this form." 
 
   "Chitter chirp." 
 
   "Thunderdrop disagrees with me. He likes eating ice bear." 
 
   "Chirp." I pulled out the fourth chair and let my bear sit in it which made me laugh. 
 
   "What's so funny?" Eric asked. 
 
   "I think it's funny that the brave captain of the Hadrian and his fearless first officer are having coffee with a big stuffed bear." Eric gave me a warning look. 
 
   "There is no need for Eliot to know this." I bestowed my sweetest smile on Eric.               
 
   "He's the first person I plan to tell." Commander Bosh hid behind his cup. "Not really, Eric. Gram will probably be the first to know. I call her every night after dinner and end up telling her everything, even really boring stuff."
 
   "It is good you call her. She misses you." 
 
   "I miss her, too. What do you think my chances are of getting her to go with us to Malta?" 
 
   Eric leaned back in his chair and said, "They are nonexistent. I can't even get her to come upon the Hadrian for a tour." 
 
   Surprised, I said, "Seriously, being here is a dream come true for me. I never thought I would ever get to see inside a Galaxic ship. All I ever dreamed about was getting to be up in the stars. I would have thought everyone would want to visit you here anytime you landed on Arachne." 
 
   Eric gave me a look of complete understanding and said, "Gram can be a little claustrophobic and just the thought of being in a ship with no oxygen outside of the hull panics her." I frowned and shook my head. 
 
   "Well, that's a shame. The only time I feel completely safe and at home is when I'm looking up at the stars in my quarters. I have a big view port above my bed. I watch the stars until I fall asleep. Maybe I can convince her to give it just one try." Eric gave me a searching look. 
 
   "Teagan, that is what we have in common. I love Arachne and our family, but I had to get into space. I had to see other planetary systems and experience other cultures. When I'm out there, I feel truly alive and like I make a difference." I couldn't help the look of adoration I gave my cousin. 
 
   "You do make a difference, and I am very proud to be related to a Galaxic Militia captain. Also, I completely understand. My heart pounds with excitement every time Hiroshi tells us his flight plan." 
 
   "Even when he tells you you're going to Malta?" I drew in a breath and raised my left eyebrow. 
 
   "I can't blame everyone for a couple of horrible men. There are many good people on Malta. I even came up with a way to make the planet less boring. You even helped today." A wrinkle formed between Eric's eyebrows. 
 
   "How?"  
 
   "You loaded up all of the things I intend to sell to Mr. Gregory for a nice little profit." 
 
   "He owns the general store on Malta, correct?" Commander Bosh asked. 
 
   "Yes, sir. His son, Arthur Jr., built a dress shop for me in the back of their store. It really is beautiful and just as nice as any of the stores I've been to here on Scipio."               
 
   Incredulously, Eric asked, "The man built you a dress shop?" 
 
   "Yes, the things I brought were a huge success and made the ladies there so happy. Mr. Gregory even treats me like I am a professional merchant." It made me feel good about myself that I had earned Mr. Gregory's business respect. 
 
   "The next time I am on Malta, I will go and see this shop for myself," Commander Bosh said. I smiled. 
 
   "Thank you, sir. I hope you like it." Eric became pensive. "Eric, what are you thinking about?" His ice blue eyes met mine from across the table. 
 
   "I'm thinking about you. I understand you need to travel the stars and be with your crew, but I believe both you and our family need for you to spend some time on Arachne." I looked down at my cup. 
 
   "You're right. Hiroshi and I have talked about that. He's trying to figure out some kind of compromising solution, so we can all be happy. I hope he can, because I can't be two places at once and my heart feels torn in half over it. Do you know what your dad and Sherman did?" 
 
   Eric gave me an unreadable expression, "What?" 
 
   "They gave us some land." 
 
   "Chirp chirp chirp chirp." I patted Thunderdrop. "Thunderdrop loves the trees. I have a real place where I can be that I don't ever have to leave, and your dad even gave me my own room at your house."  
 
   "Arachne is your home, and the land is your birthright. You could harvest your own silk and sell it through the family business, if you wanted to do so." 
 
   "Would my other family members be content to stay on the ground?" I asked.               
 
   "Everything will work out. Promise me you will not be troubled by being wanted and loved by two families." His words stunned me. 
 
   "I hadn't thought of it like that." Eric showed me his dimples along with his charming smile. 
 
   "What are your plans for tomorrow?" 
 
   "That depends on Yukihyo's schedule. He has promised to spend a day with me while we are here. I just don't know which day." 
 
   "I should get you back to Tora. If you should need anything, or just want to talk, will you call me?" 
 
   "I will. I know you must be very busy though." 
 
   "I will never be too busy for you, Teagan. I hope to have you all to myself for the day you are free." Eric stood and pulled out my chair. Thunderdrop chirped when I picked up my bear. 
 
   "Would you like to put your bear in the box?" Commander Bosh asked. 
 
   "No, sir. He would be afraid in the box, even though he's a captain. Anyway, no one can see him if he's trapped in there." Looking at the box, I said, "If you show me where to go, I'll recycle it." 
 
   The waiter stood nearby and said, "Leave it to me, Lady Alaric." 
 
   "Thank you," I replied. Commander Bosh walked with us as far as the lift. "Eric, thank you for showing me your ship, giving me my bear, the blaster lessons, lunch, and everything. I had so much fun." 
 
   Flashing his grin at me, he said, "I'm glad you had a nice time. I want to get to know you, and I want you to learn to trust and depend on me." 
 
   "Will you tell me something?" I asked. Eric stood close to me by the door of his transport. I could see all of the decorations on his uniform. 
 
   "What?" 
 
   "Did they really come back for me? Mary and Paul said they tried to find me," I said in a quiet voice. Eric opened the transport door for me, and Thunderdrop jumped into the back. I sat down, and he closed the door and got in on the other side. Then, Eric spoke. 
 
   "Ensign Paul Lunders searched the citizen data bases, the city work logs, and transportation logs of Union Port City searching for Teagan Green as soon as he qualified for his security clearance. He didn't suspect marriage or off world travel, but he's young. He'll learn." I made myself take a deep breath so I wouldn't cry again. 
 
   "They didn't just leave and forget about me." 
 
   "No, his search for you is why he and his wife are on my ship. I know everything there is to know about the Lunders. Mary was your main human contact on Earth." 
 
   I looked over at Eric and stated, "It wasn't chance that they were at Felicia's shop." 
 
   "I wanted to see what you look like happy. Ensign Lunders happened to win a gift certificate to Felicia's store, and his shore leave conveniently coincided with your arrival on Scipio. He figured it all out when he saw you." My forehead felt all scrunched up and all hope of fighting off my tears was gone. 
 
   "Let me get this straight. You discovered someone trying to find me. When you found out it was my friend's husband, you had him transferred to your ship. It probably takes years of service to get on your ship. Then, you arranged for Mary and me to run into each other." Eric clenched his jaw. 
 
   "Are you angry with me?" 
 
   "Angry with you? Other than my wedding band, what you did is the nicest, most thoughtful and considerate thing anyone has ever done for me. They came back for me. Just knowing that means so much. Now, you have them with you, and Mary is happier than I've ever seen her." A sob escaped me. "You did all of this for me?" My door opened, and Eric kneeled next to me on the docking bay floor. He patted at my face with his silk square. 
 
   "Please, don't cry. I hate it when you cry." Eric's face showed his distress which made me start laughing. "What's so funny?" he asked. 
 
   "You are. You make all of the women swoon with your smile, and you know how to command a ship, but I cry a little, and you panic." 
 
   He smirked and said, "I'm glad I amuse you." I threw my arms around Eric's neck. He hugged me back.
 
   Eric managed to get me back down the land port to Tora, to open the ship, and to drive into the bay. He replaced my remote entry device in my transport. Just as Eric opened my door for me, Yukihyo stepped out of the lift. As Eric helped me and my bear to get out, Thunderdrop bounced out and over to Yukihyo, whose shoulder he climbed and in whose ear he began to chirp in an animated fashion. "Eric, I wondered when I would see your face!" Yukihyo greeted my cousin and his friend with a large smile and a manly arm clasp. 
 
   Eric said, "It seemed I was the only member of the family who had spent no time with Teagan." I walked over to Yukihyo with my big bear under my left arm and put my right arm behind and around his waist. 
 
   "I missed you today, lady wife," he said as he kissed the top of my head. 
 
   "My little cousin informed me of her plan to spend a day with you while docked on Scipio. Might I have the pleasure of her company on the other day?" 
 
   "I still have business to complete for tomorrow. If everything goes as planned, I will have concluded my business by dinner." 
 
   "In that case may I pick you up here in the morning, Teagan?" Eric asked. 
 
   "I would like that, and if you can promise to try not to do anything too sweet or compassionate, I could try not to cry." Yukihyo shook his head. 
 
   "When Teagan decides to do something, she succeeds with one exception. No matter how hard she tries to prevent it, if she is deeply moved, she will cry," Yukihyo explained to Eric. I shrugged. Yukihyo and Eric clasped arms again in a manly goodbye, and Eric returned to the Hadrian. Yukihyo closed the ramp.               
 
   "Thunderdrop is hungry. Let's get him to his bowls," I suggested. 
 
   "Chirp." Yukihyo eyed my ice bear. 
 
   "Did Eric take you hunting?" 
 
   "No, like you he gave me this ice bear already prepared." 
 
   "Did you enjoy your day?" I placed my bear on the counter and filled Thunderdrop's bowls. I smiled, teared up, and nodded. "What did he do?" I told him about Mary and Paul, my tour of the Hadrian, and Eric's blaster lessons. 
 
   "Guess what else." 
 
   "What?" he asked. 
 
   "One of Mary's friends on the Hadrian let me hold her new baby. I had never held one or seen one that close. No wonder you want one. He had such tiny little fingers. Have you held one before?" Yukihyo's expression was closed. 
 
   "Yes, many times." 
 
   We entered the kitchen and heated up dinner. Afterwards, we got Thunderdrop and my ice bear and went to my quarters to call Gram. Gram and Sydney were overjoyed that Eric and I were getting to know each other. I remembered to compliment Sydney on how nicely she had decorated Eric's quarters. I convinced Gram to go aboard the Hadrian just once and enjoy a nice lunch with Eric, if and when it docked on Arachne. Sydney was completely shocked to hear her agree. Yukihyo and I said goodnight to them and went to sleep.
 
   The next morning Yukihyo woke me up with kisses and later washed my hair for me in the shower. "I will see you at dinner, my lovely wife," he said, and then he was gone. 
 
   "I don't want any princess jokes today, Thunderdrop." I selected loose soft chocolate brown pants and a cream colored shirt. I wore my new brown boots, and brushed my hair up into a high ponytail. I wore my opal necklace. "How's this? I think it is in between casual and dressed up, so it will work with whatever he wants to do today."               
 
   "Chirp." Yukihyo had made the bed and placed Captain Ice Bear against the pillows. Thunderdrop and I had breakfast and cleaned up the kitchen. I had begun thinking about calling Eric to ask when he planned to pick me up when the vid-screen beeped in the kitchen. I tapped it to see Eric in his transport. 
 
   "Are you ready?" 
 
   "Yes, we'll be right down." As I lowered the ramp, Eric walked up and retrieved my remote entry device from my transport. Then, Eric placed my hand on his arm and helped me into his transport. Thunderdrop explored the back. 
 
   Taking his seat Eric said, "Yesterday, I believe you asked me if I knew how to fly. I'm one of the best. I thought I would prove it to you today, if you're up for it." 
 
   I tried to figure out his exact meaning, but said, "I'll give you a chance to prove yourself. What do you have in mind?" Eric's answer was a wicked grin. Eric parked his transport in the same place he had used yesterday. A uniformed woman opened my door for me. I blushed when she offered her hand to me, smiled, and declined. I followed Eric over to storage units and benches that were against a wall. He opened a drawer and pulled out a black jumper. 
 
   "This should fit over your clothes. Put it on." I sat on the bench, slipped my boots carefully through the leg openings, and pushed the loose legs of my pants back down inside of the jumper's legs. I slipped my arms in and allowed the front seam to magnetically seal itself closed. Eric did the same. Then, he handed me gloves to put on. Eric said, "Thunderdrop, are you coming with us? It will be a little cold." 
 
   "Chirp chirp." Eric handed me a thermal blanket. 
 
   My brain finally caught up, and I said, "You're taking us for a ride in a fighter?" Eric gave me a cocky smile for an answer. 
 
   A pilot in a flight suit entered a fighter near the one Eric climbed into. Eric pressed something, and a shelf extended from under the top step to provide access to the seat behind his in the cockpit. Eric sat and bent over extending his hand down to me. I clutched the blanket under my arm, reached for his hand, and began climbing up. Eric kept a firm grip on my hand. "Place your right foot on the platform I just lowered and get in the seat behind me." I did. Eric turned in his seat to look at me. He showed me how to secure the flight harness. "Thunderdrop, secure yourself with silk to Teagan." Thunderdrop blinked. Then, he got comfortable and cocooned himself to my harness with one of his own making. "Open the blanket and cover Thunderdrop's abdomen so he stays warm. Tuck it under your thighs to hold it in place." He watched while I complied. Thunderdrop's sticky silk also helped to hold the blanket. "Look down by your right knee. There is a helmet. Put it on." I did that, too. 
 
   "Eric, I have to go to the restroom." Eric turned to me with a look of utter shock. I threw my head back and laughed at him. "Just joking! You should have seen your face." Eric grinned at me. Then, he was all business. I wasn't tall enough to see what all he did. He spoke into his helmet, but with mine on it was too muffled to understand. Suddenly, I heard Eric inside of my helmet. 
 
   "Teagan, I am magnetizing your seat. It will react with the flight suit and helmet, securing you more firmly to your seat. Your arms will not adhere." All along my legs, back, and head I felt pulled against the seat. I tried to lift my legs and couldn't. 
 
   "Weird."               
 
   Eric drove the fighter out of the Hadrian and down a ramp. Three other fighters followed us. "Eric, are they coming, too?" 
 
   "Yes, I have to be sure to keep you safe." Soldiers in uniform kept the path clear for the fighters as they rolled to an open docking area. With the exception of the fighter's frame, the area from just behind my seat, over our heads, and to the front provided a clear view. I watched as two fighters shot straight up into the sky in a blur of speed. "Teagan, are you ready?" 
 
   "Yes!" I shouted in my excitement. Seconds later and we were surrounded by stars. "Oh, Eric! Can we do that again?" 
 
   "You want to do that again? I have something else in mind first." I heard laughter from the other pilots. 
 
   "She is definitely related to you, Captain!" 
 
   "Eric, can they hear me?" 
 
   "No, they can't hear you. Scream all you want." Distant laughter erupted through the helmet. 
 
   "That's the first time I've ever heard you say that to a woman while vertical, Captain." More filtered laughter ensued. 
 
   "Eric, do they know that I can hear them?" 
 
   "Yes, but since they are off duty, I'm going to try to forgive them." 
 
   "Eric, you aren't really mean to women are you?" 
 
   "No, Teagan, I'm not mean to women." 
 
   "Why did he say you make them scream? That sounds mean." 
 
   Eric said, "Gary, do you want to explain your comment to my sweet little cousin?" 
 
   "No, sir. Sorry, sir." 
 
   "Teagan...." I interrupted him. 
 
   "Eric, they can't hear me, right?" 
 
   "Right." 
 
   "Eric, I am married. I recognize Gary's voice. He had quite the laugh yesterday at the shooting range. I'm just having a little fun of my own, giving him a little pay back. He should be careful what he says in front of a princess. Are you going to play along or not?" 
 
   "What do you have in mind?" 
 
   "Not much. I'll just act shocked and confused at every innuendo one of them makes. They must not realize Phillip is my big brother, and he could make them blush." Laughing, Eric heartily agreed. 
 
   "Teagan, I think you share Gram's sense of humor." 
 
   Thinking back, I said, "Yes, she played a joke on me one morning at Gina and Sherman's house." 
 
   "Chirp." The view was breathtaking. 
 
   "Eric, this is the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. What do you think, Thunderdrop? Look how close we are to the stars." 
 
   "Chirp." I made sure the blanket was still wrapped around him. My nose did feel kind of like it did when I stood too long looking inside of the opened cold storage unit. Eric flew us around one of Scipio's moons. I tried to memorize its surface. I couldn't believe what we were doing. Eric increased speed and took us away from the moon. 
 
   Stars became a little blurred. Then, Eric took us into a spin while speeding through the vast darkness. I yelled, screamed, and laughed. Then, Eric took us into a series of loops. I could feel myself lift from the seat. The flight suit adhered to the seat, but I could feel my thighs and chest pushing against its fabric during the fighter's spins. A meteoroid appeared in front of us. Eric fired a shot, and it became dust that swirled as the fighter passed through it. I clapped my gloved hands together. "Ooh! That was pretty." Eric and the other pilots began going through other maneuvers that had me gasping in awe and screaming with excited joy. "I've never laughed so hard or had so much fun before in my entire life!" I told Eric as we seemed to drop straight back down to Scipio's surface. I screeched as the blackness of space abruptly changed to the blue afternoon sky of Polybius. I felt a rush of adrenaline as the fighter plummeted toward the ground and then relief when it slowed and hovered. Then, Eric was rolling the fighter toward the Hadrian and back up to its position.
 
   I started laughing, and Thunderdrop chirped along with me. Eric pressed several different lights and then removed his helmet and harness. When he looked back at me, he had a huge grin on his face and sparkling eyes. He showed me how to put my helmet back correctly. I pulled the blanket away and tried to fold it while Thunderdrop used his claws to sever his threads. He rolled them all into a ball and pressed it to my chest. "Thanks." I got out of the harness as Eric began climbing down. He reached up to take the blanket. Thunderdrop moved to my head as I climbed down. The pilots, who had flown the other fighters, waited while Eric helped me reach the deck. The older soldier, Gary, with a little bit of grey at the temples of his brown hair, looked a bit chagrined when I looked at him with what I hoped was a sweet innocent expression with a touch of a question in my eyes. Gary looked like if he weren't so big and brave he might like to escape about right now. I followed Eric to the bench and removed the flight jumper. I looked at the fabric, but didn't see any magnets. 
 
   One of the pilots said, "The fabric is woven with magnetic threads." 
 
   "Oh, it was pretty weird, but better than hitting the fighter's big window." He chuckled at my terminology and took my jumper and gloves over to a cleaning unit, and then put them back into their drawer. As Eric was putting his things away, I inched closer to Gary, who turned a bit pale. "Gary, is that your name?" 
 
   "Yes, Lady Alaric." I looked up at him with big concerned eyes. 
 
   "Gary, sir. What did you mean about my cousin? Does he hurt the ladies?" 
 
   "No, miss. Not at all. They seem to like him very much." 
 
   "Well, what did you mean?" 
 
   "Nothing, miss. I meant it in a good way." Eric saved Gary from my next question. 
 
   Eric said, "Let's all go get some lunch." Once we were all in the lounge area, I excused Thunderdrop and myself for a trip to the restroom. They had waited for us to return. Eric's eyes caught mine, shifted to Gary who looked flabbergasted, and returned to me. I shrugged. In the dining room, Eric held out a chair for me at a large table. He had Gary sit to my left. I awarded Eric with a stunning smile. The waiter from yesterday brought us chilled water and bowls of fruit and cheese. From the corner of my eye, I saw Gary looking at my wedding ring. I turned to the right and shared a silent laugh with Eric. The pilot next to him put it together, but didn't tell on us. I ate a piece of cheese.               
 
   While I chewed, Gary said, "That's an interesting ring, Lady Alaric. Is that made from an asteroid?" 
 
   "Yes, sir. It is." 
 
   "I've never seen anything like it before. Do you mind telling me were you purchased it?" I clasped my left hand to my chest with my right and smiled at Gary. 
 
   "It was a gift from Yukihyo on our wedding day. He had it made just for me."               
 
   "Wedding day? You're married?" Eric started laughing at his friend, and the man next to him joined in. 
 
   Eric said, "You should have seen your face. Wait, I'm sure we can pull up a security video with the right angle. Teagan really had you going." 
 
   I met Gary's eyes and said, "You started it." Gary laughed just as hard as he had at the weapons range. Then, he raised his hands and formally surrendered and promised he would behave better in the future. "Yes, you will need to be on your best behavior in front of Gram," I said. 
 
   Eric said, "When would Gary ever meet Gram?" I turned to Eric. 
 
   "Last night when I showed her Captain Ice Bear and told her how much fun I had here with you, she agreed to have lunch with us on the Hadrian the next time you're on Arachne. If you don't believe me, ask your mom. She was right there, and your expression right now and hers look very much the same at the news." 
 
   Gary said, "Captain Ice Bear?"  
 
   "Eric gave him to me." 
 
   Gary said, "But you're a married lady." 
 
   "So? He's adorable, and I've always wanted my own stuffed animal, so I'm keeping him. Yukihyo put him against the pillows for me this morning." 
 
   Gary said, "What did you play with then, transports?" I didn't spend much time playing, but I didn't tell him that. 
 
   "I played a lot of hide and seek," I told him. It was sort of true. I didn't want to think about it.
 
   The waiter brought us large bowls of meat filled pasta in a creamy sauce, so I gave it all of my attention. Eric had changed the subject. If he knew about Mary, he might know about other things. I hoped he didn't. I needed to be more careful with my big mouth. I ate all of my pasta and agreed to dessert to avoid using my mouth for anything but chewing. I was glad I wore loose pants with a stretchy waist. I fed Thunderdrop a few small pieces of meat the chef had prepared for him. When I felt sad, Thunderdrop felt it, too. I tried to cheer up for his sake. "You have been such a good boy today. Are you going to tell Cass and ZeeZee all about flying in the fighter with Eric?"               
 
   "Chirp chirp chirp!" Thunderdrop tapped each of his claws against the table's surface in his excitement and made us all laugh. 
 
   "Gentlemen, if you will excuse us, I have other plans for my cousin." They stood and gave me little bows. 
 
   "It was nice to see you all again. Thank you very much for today." Thunderdrop hopped to Eric's shoulder, and we walked to his quarters. 
 
   Eric called Simon for us once we got there and spoke to him for a moment. Then, he invited us to speak together for a moment while he attended to an important matter. Simon and I watched as Cass and Thunderdrop had another animated conversation. "Are you having a nice time there?" Simon asked. 
 
   "Yes, today has been amazing! I had no idea anyone could fly like that!" 
 
   "What do you mean?" Simon asked. 
 
   "Eric took Thunderdrop and me up in a fighter ship. Simon, it was even better than traveling in Tora. It was so beautiful up there." Simon had an annoyed expression.               
 
   "Maybe you shouldn't tell mother, Sydney, Gram, or anyone here about that," Simon suggested. 
 
   "It was safe. Eric would never let anything happen to us. Right, Thunderdrop?"               
 
   "Chirp." Eric returned and we said our goodbyes.
 
   Eric sat on the other couch catty-cornered to me. Eric took my hands in his and his expression turned serious. I became still, and a wariness overcame me. Eric said, "I have many responsibilities. One of the most important of my duties is to protect the Galaxic Expanse and its inhabitants. No matter how diligently the other captains and I patrol and prevent incursions into Galaxic territories, occasionally well trained enemy spies and assassins sneak in. You experienced that on Arachne, and your grandmother, Ettie Montgomery, experienced it seventy-one years ago. Part of my job is to find out how it happened and prevent it from happening again. With this case it is very personal. I am investigating with the full support of the Galaxic Government. The trail went cold for those captains all of those years ago who searched for your grandmother, my aunt. In you I have a new lead. To discover new information, I am working backwards from you. Will you help me?" As I listened to Captain Alaric, I returned to my former self, the one with a protective barrier around her feelings and her thoughts, the one who had begun to fade away on Tora and Arachne. 
 
   "Yes, I'll help you." Eric released my hands, but held onto my eyes with his own pale blue ones. 
 
   "I need to know everything I can about your mother." I pushed the feelings that word, mother, summoned into a black box in my head and then shoved the box far away into the blackness in my mind, making it one with the darkness and impossible to find.               
 
   "I don't remember much about her. She left when I was very young," I supplied.               
 
   Eric's eyes became glacial and his voice was just as hard when he said, "After studying your medical records and seeing proof of Nathan Green's abuse, I do not believe she left you. It's time you looked at the facts as a grown woman and not as an abandoned and abused child." Thunderdrop clung to my left leg and stayed very silent and still. 
 
   "What are you suggesting?"  I couldn't hold Eric's gaze anymore. I shoved more of my feelings away and took a deep breath and then another. 
 
   "I suggest that Nathan Green murdered your mother in a fit of rage," Eric said. Chills spread over my arms, and I heard her hauntingly sad humming of the song from the music box. "Nathan Green can tell me about your mother and what happened to her, if I can find him." I looked up. 
 
   "What do you mean, if you can find him?"  
 
   "Nathan Green went missing from Earth roughly two days after your genetic scan on Arachne." 
 
   "Missing?" I asked. 
 
   "At first I thought he knew who your relatives were, and that he feared punishment for your abuse. I searched all communications of any and all individuals at Lady Glaucia's tea party and even those of our own family along will all of the servants and staff. I searched all of Nathan Green's communications, up until he went missing. No one told him your true identity. No one warned him. Tora's crew have alibis on Arachne as do all of our family members, so none of us made him disappear." 
 
   Confused and scared I said, "If he didn't find out about me, and if none of us were involved, then what do you think happened to him?" I looked back up at Eric's face. 
 
   "Someone else took him. Someone carefully watching Arachne for particular genetic markers to appear in medical data bases could have traced back from you to Nathan Green and had him taken," Eric explained. I shook my head. 
 
   "Why?" 
 
   "For the same reason I want him." 
 
   "Other than all of us, who would care?" Eric took my hands in his. 
 
   "Your mother's family would care. She could have siblings or cousins looking for her, as we searched for Ettie Montgomery." Eric had a patient expression. 
 
   "Her family? Eric, her family.... If my grandmother was taken by the Parvacs, then my mother's father would be one of them. Right?" 
 
   "Yes, the probability that your grandfather was a Parvac is very high," Eric didn't blink as he spoke. 
 
   My voice shook as I said, "You know. You know from studying my medical records and from the genetic scans. Laconian heritage shows up in both of us, cousin. Does Parvac show up in mine?" 
 
   "Yes, it does. I have no way of knowing who he was, but I do know he was Parvac." I stood and paced Eric's quarters. Thunderdrop moved to the couch were he watched me intently. 
 
   "You think the Parvacs had spies on Earth and maybe even Arachne just waiting and watching, and they took him?"  
 
   "Yes, I do. If the Galaxic Militia has informants scattered about the expanse, the Parvacs must have them as well." I turned to Eric. 
 
   "So, the Parvacs know who I am. What if they try to take me, too?" 
 
   The thought of being ripped away, just when I had more than I had ever dreamed possible, horrified me.  
 
   "It won't happen. I've had you under constant surveillance since I found out you were my cousin. I won't let anyone take you." Eric's gaze was unwavering.                             
 
   "Surveillance, how?" 
 
   "I have armed soldiers follow you everywhere. I had a long range stealth fighter trailing Tora from Arachne." I felt staggered by the amount of power at Eric's command.               
 
   "I guess it's a good thing you're on my side," I said in a shocked tone.  
 
   "You are free to go where ever you wish. I know you plan to go to Malta. Captain Espanoza has been apprised of the situation and will protect Tora and her crew. However, I would take it as a personal favor, as all of the Alarics and Montgomeries would, if you would remain on Arachne until my investigation is complete." 
 
   "Being away from Yukihyo for that long would be unbearable," I choked. Eric stood and took my hands. 
 
   "If the Parvacs did manage to kill your security detail, and grab you on Malta or Amphictyon, do you think Yukihyo or any of us would ever see you again?" A sob escaped me and I couldn't push my feelings away fast enough. I tried to breathe slowly. I got myself under control. 
 
   "All of this that you've just told me, do Yukihyo, Hiroshi, and Phillip know? Does our family know?" 
 
   Eric paused and said, "They know." The next thing I knew, I was seated on the couch by Thunderdrop. 
 
   "What do they think?" I asked. 
 
   "Yukihyo, Hiroshi, and Phillip will protect you with their lives. They know all of the men on your security detail and trust them." I came to a horrifying realization. 
 
   "I may be putting them in danger. What if the Parvacs go after the people I love to get to me?" 
 
   Eric shook his head, "Whoever is searching for you doesn't want to hurt you in any way. They want you, just as your Arachnean family does. On the other hand, if your Parvac relatives do have Nathan Green, they most assuredly are hurting him, and will take all of the answers they want from him as they do." I shrugged. 
 
   "I don't care what they do to him." Thunderdrop blinked up at me. I ran my hand down his back. Eric put his big uniformed arm around me, and I rested my head against his shoulder. 
 
   "I will keep you safe. You will not live in fear or as a prisoner. You will do what you want and go where ever you want to go. It is your right and my duty to uphold," Eric murmured into my hair. Thunderdrop continued to blink at me. 
 
   "I understand that Eric, but continuing on like nothing is wrong would endanger my family needlessly. If my selfish desire to go to Malta, to play at being a merchant, put everyone I love in danger, including this little guy, I would never forgive myself. I'll talk to Yukihyo." 
 
   "Teagan whatever you decide to do, you have my support. I promise to discover the truth." 
 
   I huffed, "Over seventy years have passed with people trying to find out the truth." Eric squeezed my arm. 
 
   "You won't have to wait that long. Someone will make a move and when he or she does, I will be ready." Thunderdrop rubbed a feeler against my wrist. 
 
   "If I'm on Arachne, surrounded by family, you won't have to spread your resources out as far to keep me safe." 
 
   "You will be alright. The initial shock of discovering your heritage is over, everyone loves you, and you can survive two weeks without Yukihyo. I can get a lot done in two weeks. Would you like to go down to the firing range and try shooting something with more power than a blaster?" I lifted my head from Eric's shoulder. 
 
   "That sounds nice. Eric," my voice choked on the rest. Then, "Do you really think my father killed my mother?" Eric moved his hand in small circles on my back. 
 
   "I do. Teagan, she wouldn't have left you with him." The inside of my throat felt like it was clenched in a fist. 
 
   "Chirp chirp." Thunderdrop curled against my neck and shoulder and I closed my eyes and tried to breathe. I concentrated on his claws hugging my neck and the whisper of sound he made as he blinked. The fist inside of my throat began to relax, but the ache seemed to move and settle in my chest. 
 
   "Yes, shooting targets sounds like a good idea," I said. 
 
   Eric held the blaster cannon on his shoulder, but he let me pull the trigger. After we finished shooting things, Eric took Thunderdrop and me back to Tora. He knew I needed time to process everything we had talked about. Eric drove us inside, replaced my remote entry device, and waited outside until I closed the ramp. "Let's go to the kitchen. I could use a cup of coffee." 
 
   "Chirp." I took the lift to the laundry room. I made a cup of coffee and Thunderdrop sat up in his corner web and watched me. 
 
   "Well, spider baby, what should we do?" He just blinked at me. I put my elbows on the table and rested my head in my hands. The door slid open and I looked up. 
 
   "Hey, Cupcake!" Phillip said with a rakish grin on his face. "What's wrong?" he asked after observing my expression. 
 
   "I just had a long talk with Eric." Phillip sat across from me. 
 
   "What about?" he asked. 
 
   "I thought he said you all knew. He told me about his suspicions and fears for my safety, about armed security he has assigned to me, about Nathan Green's missing status, and everything else." Phillip clasped his hands together on the table. 
 
   "I wish he hadn't told you any of that." 
 
   "Why not?"  
 
   "You've had enough to deal with." I laughed and smiled at Phillip. 
 
   "What are you laughing about?" Phillip looked at me as though I were crazy. 
 
   "What Eric had to say to me was hard to hear, but it didn't tear me up the way Gram did when she brushed my hair. Oh, Phillip, why does doing the right thing have to feel so bad?" Yukihyo and Hiroshi chose that moment to walk into the kitchen. I jumped up and threw myself into Yukihyo's arms. Yukihyo stroked my hair. 
 
   "Eric told you," he stated. I nodded against his chest. "I don't want you to worry. Everything will be fine." 
 
   Hiroshi said, "Yes, you are safe. We will protect you." 
 
   "I know that you would. I know that if Parvac soldiers tried to take me, the three of you would fight to the death protecting me." I pulled away from Yukihyo enough to see their grim nods. "That isn't something I can allow." 
 
   "What are you saying?" Hiroshi asked in a gruff voice. Yukihyo answered for me. 
 
   "She is going to stay on Arachne while we go to Malta." Hearing Yukihyo say it was like a knife in my heart. He pulled me back against his chest. 
 
   In a low soft voice, I said, "Two weeks is a long time. Being separated from you for three days made me miserable." Yukihyo lifted my chin in his hand, looked deeply into my eyes, and kissed me greedily right there in front of everyone. When he ended the kiss, I was breathless. 
 
   "Each day you remind me what an excellent choice I have made in begging you to be my wife," Yukihyo said. I blushed a bright shade of pink. 
 
   "You did not have to beg." Yukihyo stroked my hair. 
 
   "Teagan, if this is your choice, I'm sure we can speed up our business on Malta and return a couple of days ahead of schedule," Hiroshi suggested. 
 
   "Don't forget, Hiroshi. I had my own business with Mr. Gregory. My transport is full of dresses." 
 
   "I will see to Mr. Gregory for you," Yukihyo assured me. "What are they all going to think when I don't show up? I don't want them to know the truth. What would they think of me to know my Parvac relatives might be hunting for me?" I took a deep breath. 
 
   "That is no fault of yours, your mother's, or Ettie Montgomery's," Phillip said. 
 
   "It doesn't change the fact that enemy blood runs through my veins. Does it?"               
 
   Yukihyo said, "Laconian and human blood runs in your veins as well, lady wife. You come from the noble clans of Alaric and Montgomery. I do forbid you to be ashamed of who you are." I couldn't recall ever having seen such a serious expression on his face. 
 
   "You are also a Lee. Don't forget that," Hiroshi said.  
 
   "That is something I swear never to forget." 
 
   Phillip clapped his hands together. "Well, now that is all settled, let's eat." We decided to have a special Uncle Lee feast. 
 
   Once I had a mouthful of orange chicken, Yukihyo said, "Eric has become even more protective of you than I am, lady wife." I finished chewing. 
 
   "How?" Yukihyo winked at Hiroshi and Phillip. 
 
   "Your cousin has placed the most advanced tracking devices I have ever seen in your stuffed bear, your transport, and in Tora's bay." I didn't know what to say. 
 
   "Yes, they are much more advanced than the one Simon had placed in the beautiful necklace he gave you," Hiroshi agreed. 
 
   Yukihyo nodded, "Yes, that device is the same as the one Eliot placed in her picture frame." 
 
   In exasperation I said, "You have got to be kidding." Phillip gave me a sly grin.               
 
   "I told you about the one I placed in your identification and credit chip bracelet, so don't be annoyed with me," he said. 
 
   "Yukihyo, I thought you already placed a tracking device in my transport. What do I need two of them for?" 
 
   Yukihyo shrugged and said, "Eric wants his own. Do you want me to remove them?" 
 
   With a furrowed brow, I asked, "I don't know. Do you think we should remove them or keep them?" Hiroshi snorted. 
 
   "I can't believe you just asked that question," Phillip snickered. 
 
   "Fine. Leave them," I said. 
 
   That night as I rested my head on my husband's shoulder, with his arm wrapped around my back, I asked, "Are you spending the day with me tomorrow?" Yukihyo's deep monotone rumbled through the ear I had pressed against him. 
 
   "Yes, and I can't remember the last time I went to the baths. Other than the time I spend with you, I am busy working." His chest felt warm and safe under the palm of my hand. Thunderdrop walked gracefully over the blanket covering our legs and to the floor, before climbing up into his tree. 
 
   "I appreciate how hard you work. It feels good going into the stores and buying whatever I want. I used to have to save up to afford lunch at the Sun Palace." 
 
   "You never have to worry again, my wife." I rubbed a few of his chest hairs between the pads of my thumb and index finger. 
 
   "I am worried about the Parvacs. If they did manage to take me, I would end up like grandmother and never see you or anyone else I love ever again." Yukihyo stroked my hair. 
 
   "I, along with everyone else, am doing everything we can to protect you. Hiroshi, Phillip, and I have begun selling our trade routes to other merchants we trust. We will operate from Arachne. Hiroshi is even trying to convince Uncle Lee to move to Arachne and open a new Sun Palace there." I raised myself to a sitting position. 
 
   "Then what will we do?"  
 
   "Lord Alaric has suggested we sell his silk in the Laconian sector. I may have better luck negotiating with them than the Arachneans who have attempted to establish trade with them in the past." Yukihyo pulled me back down to him. "It will take a few months to make the transition, but I know you will be safe on Arachne." Yukihyo kissed me and rolled me beneath him. Then, he parted my thighs with his knee and drove all thoughts, but those of him from my mind.
 
   Thunderdrop, Yukihyo, and I arrived at the baths and as soon as we entered, Tina and Patna came forward to greet us. "Teagan, it is so good to see you! Hello, Thunderdrop. It is also good to see you," Tina said. 
 
   "Chirp." 
 
   "Tina, my husband will be joining me today." 
 
   "Excellent. If you will both follow us, we will see you to a dressing room," Patna said. 
 
   After we had changed, I said, "Husband, you look so good in those swim shorts, I don't know if I can let you leave this dressing room." The white trunks left little to the imagination and I wasn't sure I wanted Patna and Tina ogling the muscles of his stomach, sides, arms, and back. My heart rate had begun to speed up. Yukihyo gave me a seductive grin. 
 
   "Lady wife, you are feeling possessive, jealous, and aroused. I am intrigued. However, we are here." I frowned at him. 
 
   "I just don't like the idea of other women looking at you. They can't help but want you. When they realize they can't have you because you are mine, they will suffer from broken hearts." Yukihyo laughed and took my hand, pulling me from the dressing room. Patna and Tina led us away with Thunderdrop crawling up my hair. I didn't enjoy the usual hair removal, but I did enjoy watching as my husband became smooth faced. Later, during our massages, as I watched an attendant use her hands on my husband's back, shoulders, and arms, I felt an overwhelming surge of anger and jealousy. 
 
   "My lady, your shoulders are so tense. Please try to relax," my attendant admonished. Yukihyo chuckled. Thunderdrop chittered at Yukihyo. 
 
   "Good boy," I told him. 
 
   "Chirp." 
 
   Afterward, Tina and Patna took us to a different pool that I had not seen. The water was warm and soothing, and I finally began to release my Parvac induced tension. Yukihyo pulled me through the water and sat me on his knees. I placed my head on his shoulder and closed my eyes. The barrier I had resurrected around myself during my conversation with Eric began to dissolve. Thunderdrop chirped. "That feels better, lady wife." 
 
   "What does?" 
 
   "The connection between us has felt muffled for several hours." 
 
   Tina and Patna took us to the lady who always did my hair next. Her eyes widened when they took in Yukihyo, and then she blushed and tried to hide it. I saw Tina and Patna eyeing his backside. Yukihyo got his hair cut while I got my manicure and pedicure. Tina whispered, "You deserve to have such a handsome and strong husband."               
 
   "Please forgive me for looking," Patna said. She gave me a mischievous grin. 
 
   "I forgive you. It is difficult not to look at him, especially when he is so uncovered," I said. When it was my turn to have my hair done, Yukihyo spoke up. 
 
   "Lady wife, when last you came here, I thought your hair looked more beautiful than ever before." Patna sighed. The lady, who had cut his hair and now washed mine, blushed and smiled. 
 
   "Would you please curl my hair the way you did last time?" I asked. 
 
   "Yes, of course!" she said. We didn't eat at the baths. When we left, Yukihyo drove us to the waterfall restaurant where he had asked me to be his wife. We fed Thunderdrop little pieces of meat and enjoyed the rush and splash of the water, the gentle breeze, and the warmth of the sun. I noticed a man watching us, but he quickly moved from my sight. 
 
   "You finally noticed one of your guards?" Yukihyo asked. 
 
   "Yes, that was one of the men who piloted one of the fighter ships." 
 
   "Eric selected his best men to protect you. It gives me much relief. The Parvacs have taken enough from me. I could not survive losing you." I got up from my seat and went to him. I pulled his chair out enough so that I could sit in his lap. 
 
   "I know how you feel, because I feel the same way about you. In fact, I love you even more with your new haircut." He laughed at me, and I kissed him on the nose and moved back to my seat. "I also love your deep voice," I told him.
 
   As I slept the next morning, Tora had begun the week long journey back to Arachne. The singing of birds from my alarm woke me, and I stretched out in the empty bed. The bathroom door opened, and Thunderdrop came out. "Good morning. I'll get up, and we'll get our breakfast. Are you excited about going back to Arachne?" 
 
   "Chirp." 
 
   The lady had done a really great job with my hair. When Yukihyo had complimented her and kissed her hand, she had practically fainted. My eyes were once again lined in black which was something I really liked. After my shower I put on my comfortable black pants and grey shirt and took Thunderdrop to get his breakfast. Gram was very relieved when I told her that I would be staying on Arachne while Tora went to Malta. 
 
   "Don't be sad, darling. Two weeks seems like a long time to you because you are so young, but it will be over before you realize it. We all want to spend time with you. I may have only had a few days with you, but I already love you as though you are my own granddaughter." 
 
   I spent the day cleaning and then made a chocolate pie from one of my grandmother's recipes. I kept it hidden until after dinner and then placed it on the table as a surprise. I spent the entire trip back to Arachne cleaning and making sure everything was perfect. The evening before our arrival, during the last dinner we would have together for two entire weeks, I remembered something. Yukihyo knew all of the particulars of my deal with Mr. Gregory, and I knew he could do a better job than I could, but I had another errand I needed done. Hiroshi or Phillip, do either of you think you will have time to make a personal delivery for me?" 
 
   Phillip said, "I'll have time. What do you need, Cupcake?" 
 
   "I bought a gift for Ms. Laura when I was on Arachne. Will you give it to her and explain what has happened?" Phillip's eyes glittered with amusement. 
 
   "Cupcake, are you asking me to visit a brothel for you? I'd be delighted. I don't mind if I do, and I'll deliver your gift while I'm there." 
 
   "Thank you, Phillip." I looked at each one of them. "Do you think we will be going back to Malta?" 
 
   Hiroshi said, "Lady Teagan Alaric Montgomery Lee, we have been offered a much more profitable arrangement. Our new family made us an offer that only a madman would refuse. Even with that aside, the Laconian planetary system contains worlds of stunning beauty. You will find them to be far more intriguing than Malta." 
 
   "It sounds really exciting, but Arthur Jr. made a shop, and I feel bad about abandoning the Gregories," I said. 
 
   "Trust me. I will work out a deal between Felicia, Mr. Gregory, and the new merchant. Okay?" Yukihyo asked. I took a deep breath. 
 
   "Okay." 
 
   Sensing my feelings, Yukihyo said, "I will explain to them what has transpired. They would never want you to be in any danger out of loyalty to them." Yukihyo covered my hand with his strong large hand. I nodded. 
 
   "I have something I need to tell you all," I said. I stood up and walked over to the cold storage. I opened the door and pulled out a three-layer chocolate cake and placed it on the kitchen table. Their eyes lit up. I put plates, a knife, and forks out for them. "Just so you know that I'm thinking of you and missing you while we are apart, there are four other cakes on the bottom shelf of the cold storage. You can share two on the way there and two on the way back to me." I wasn't sure they heard me and half of the cake was already being devoured. I made us cups of coffee. 
 
   That night in bed with Yukihyo, I dissolved in tears while I laid in his arms. "This is our last night together for two weeks. I don't want to be away from you," I sobbed. I felt a very smug satisfaction coming from my husband. I sniffed and lifted up to look at him. His chest was wet with my tears. I wiped my hand through them. "What are you feeling? I'm despondent and you're not. Won't you miss me at all?" He wiped my tears away with his thumb. 
 
   "You know I will miss you, but I won't have to worry about your safety. Feeling how much you love me and want to be with me, does not cause me any sadness." Yukihyo spent most of the night repeatedly showing me what it did make him feel.
 
   I woke the next morning feeling sore and tired in a very good way and with a satisfied smile of my own. Yukihyo sat watching me in a pair of blue pajama bottoms with a cup of coffee in his hand. "You look incredible like that," I said. He handed me the cup as I sat up and held the sheet against my chest. 
 
   "You look beautiful with your sleepy eyes and your tousled hair. Remember last night wife. When you begin to feel sad and miss my arms around you, imagine what I will do to you after two weeks without being inside of you." My eyes grew wide and I blushed. "I promise you I won't be allowing you to leave our bed the next morning as I am allowing you to do now. I will try to be gentle, but I may be completely mad for you once I return," Yukihyo said. I blushed an even deeper shade and sipped my coffee while he went to shower. I put my cup down on my vanity and followed him. 
 
   I dressed in a light purple dress with a full skirt that almost reached my ankles, my new black boots, a black long-sleeved sweater, and my jewelry. I left my hair, full of tousled curls, down and falling around my shoulders and down my back. Yukihyo had helped me pack the night before. I knew our wedding picture would be in every home I visited, so I left our pictures on the table, but took the newly transferred recipes of my grandmother with me. If I got bored, I could read through all of them at least. Tora was being refueled, and Hiroshi planned to leave upon its completion. I found all of Thunderdrop's toys, but he agreed to leave his color shape on Tora. Panic started to grip me. "What am I doing? I can't do this." Yukihyo came through the door. He kissed me.               
 
   "When you start to feel this way, call me. We can agree to call each other every morning after we wake and each evening before we sleep. Is it a deal?" I took a deep breath, breathing him in. My eyes began to ache with tears and the end of my nose tingled. I couldn't answer him yet. He held me and waited. Thunderdrop held onto my shoulder. 
 
   "Yes, it's a deal." Yukihyo had already taken my bag down to the transport bay and now picked up Thunderdrop's backpack. 
 
   "Chirp chirp chirp!" 
 
   "I know. You want to play with your friends," I said to him. 
 
   Yukihyo gave me his arm. I took it and let him take us down in the lift. The ramp was down, and Hiroshi and Phillip spoke amiably with Ethan and Sherman. They had brought Ethan's large transport. Sherman strode up the ramp with a huge grin on his face and scooped me up. "It's good to see you again! Everyone has missed you." He put me back on my feet. Ethan waited until we were on the ground to give me a hug. 
 
   "Did you enjoy your trip to Scipio, Teagan?" Ethan asked. 
 
   "Yes, thank you." 
 
   "Are you ready to go?" Sherman asked. I froze, feeling the panic again. I took a deep breath. I stepped closer to Hiroshi and gave him a long hug. I did the same with Phillip. I found the courage to lift my focus from their belts up to their eyes. 
 
   "I will miss you both very much. Be careful." 
 
   In a gruff voice, Hiroshi said, "I will miss you little sister and Thunderdrop. I enjoy watching him push his transport across the floor more than most of the movies we watch." Thunderdrop blinked at Hiroshi, and then jumped to his chest. Hiroshi rubbed Thunderdrop between his leg and cephalothorax. "You will keep her spirits up for me, won't you?" Hiroshi asked Thunderdrop. 
 
   "Chirp." 
 
   "Look here, Cupcake. Don't get all weepy. We'll be back. When you're missing me, get Simon to take you shopping," Phillip suggested. 
 
   "He wouldn't be able to afford it, Phillip," I said. 
 
   "Well, that's real sweet of you to say, but he can afford it," Phillip said as he gave me a wink and a peck on the cheek. Yukihyo wrapped his arms around me from behind and kissed my left cheek. 
 
   "Lady wife, I will call you tonight before I go to bed." 
 
   "I guess that will make being away from you a little more tolerable," I said.               
 
   Hiroshi said, " I placed some credits into your account. Please, spend them as you wish." 
 
   "Thank you, brother. Would you two please promise me not to go and fight in any matches while you are on Malta?" 
 
   Yukihyo said against my neck, "I promise that I will work, eat, sleep, and think of you. I will have no time for anything else." 
 
   Hiroshi said, "I too will conclude my business arrangements, and then we will return here." 
 
   "I'll keep them out of trouble," Phillip assured me. 
 
   Yukihyo gave me a chaste kiss, but said in a whisper, "Remember what I told you, and I will call you tonight." I nodded. Thunderdrop jumped back to me. Ethan offered me his arm. I took it and turned with him toward the transport. 
 
   "I'm not turning around and making eye contact with any of you because we all know what will happen. Just be back here in two weeks, or all three of you are in trouble." The three of them had the gall to laugh. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   I soon discovered the reason for the large transport. "Chirp chirp!" Waiting inside were Cass and ZeeZee, but Simon and Eliot weren't with them. The three spiders began making noises and blinking at each other. At least Thunderdrop was happy again. He had seemed kind of depressed since we had left Arachne. I waved goodbye to part of my family as Ethan's driver began to take us away from the land port to join the other half of my family. Two sets of ice blue eyes looked at me. "I'm relieved to have you home," Sherman said. From the corner of my eye, I thought I saw Gary from the Hadrian. I frowned. 
 
   "I thought I just saw one of Eric's men," I said. 
 
   "I'm sure you did. He had a stealth ship follow Tora here. One of Eric's special teams will be quartered near you," Ethan said. 
 
   "We had a long uncomfortable talk. Eric said I could go where ever I wanted to go, but that it would be safer for me here, and allow him to focus his attention elsewhere." 
 
   Sherman said, "I know this was a difficult decision for you, but it was the right one. They'll be back before you know it." 
 
   "Eric sent an additional ship to shadow Tora. He wanted me to let you know to ease your mind. However, when you speak over the vid-screen, you must not mention either it or your security in case your transmissions are being monitored. Do you understand?" Ethan asked. 
 
   "Yes, sir." 
 
   Sherman said, "We have also taken under advisement that the safest and most defensible of our estates is Ethan's. Also, he has plenty of room to house the additional security that Eric sent to guard you." 
 
   "You would also have ZeeZee protecting you," Ethan cajoled. 
 
   "Click," came from ZeeZee. I inclined my head to the massive spider. 
 
   "With Thunderdrop, ZeeZee, and Cass protecting me, the guards probably aren't necessary." 
 
   "Chirp." 
 
   "Will you stay with us?" Ethan asked. 
 
   "Yes, sir. Thank you." Ethan and Sherman seemed relieved at my response. My room at Ethan and Sydney's house had the large square corner bathtub. It wasn't as large as the one at Sherman and Gina's house, but it was fabulous. I would be soaking in hot water tonight. 
 
   Sherman said, "What are you thinking about?" 
 
   Turning my head to him, I smiled and said, "the bathtub." Sherman's mouth turned up at the corner. The driver turned down the long flowered drive to the Alaric estate. "I wonder what Eric's men will think of his family home when they see it," I said. It was elegant, stately, spanned across the beautiful landscape, and would be my home for the next two weeks. 
 
   The driver pulled to a stop under the large covered awning that reached from the house and across the drive. The driver walked around and opened the transport door. Sherman stepped out, offered his hand to me, which I accepted, and helped me from the transport. Ethan stepped out next, followed by three happy Arachnean Silk spiders. A butler opened the door, and the spiders marched through it. Sherman and I followed Ethan. Sherman withdrew his arm as we cleared the door because Simon loomed out of nowhere, picked me up, and whirled me around. I clutched at his shoulders and laughed at him. "Put me down!" Simon lowered me to the floor. Not to be outdone, Eliot picked me up with an arm behind my back and another behind my knees. He whisked me from the foyer, with the balconies that overlooked it, and into the large living room, where Gram, Sydney, and Gina greeted me. Eliot placed me on a couch in between Gram and Gina. 
 
   "I am so glad you are home. I didn't have enough time with you," Gram said. Gram's soft wrinkled hand reached for and held mine. 
 
   "Well, you have me now," I said. 
 
   Gram sighed and said, "I am so relieved to have you home. I worried about you constantly. I think I would have grown sick if we had not spoken each day." I kissed her cheek. I smiled at her. 
 
   "I remember talking twice a day, Gram." I saw the butlers carrying Thunderdrop's and my bags up in the lift. 
 
   Gina said, "I hope you packed lightly. We did a little shopping for you while you were gone." 
 
   I found out that a little shopping meant that half of the walk in storage was full of dresses, gowns, robes, and shoes. More items filled the drawers. A small ten-inch vid-screen rested on a stand on one of the bedside tables. Ethan assured me that he had all of my contacts loaded into the menu. I lined all of Thunderdrop's toys on the floor to the left of the bed. I didn't want to step on any of them on my way to the bathroom. I had left the door to my room open, and Eliot now stood in its frame. "Are you all settled?" he asked. 
 
   "Yes, but I didn't really need to pack, did I?" Eliot leaned his shoulder against the door frame which he filled with his height. 
 
   "All of that was with father urging restraint. He suggested you might enjoy shopping for yourself." I grew thoughtful. 
 
   "Do you think it would be wise for me to leave the house?"  
 
   "You don't have to worry about your safety on Arachne. Aside from your security teams, the other clans, the enforcers, shopkeepers, and citizens have been put on alert. We and the other clans have increased security and surveillance on our lands."               
 
   "You're kidding," I said. Eliot's midnight black hair fell to his shoulders in layers. His pale blue eyes held no humor. 
 
   "No, I'm not. Our people haven't forgotten the Parvac War. Many of Gram's generation survived it and refuse to allow any of our people to ever again be taken from us. Now, I have been sent to escort you to lunch." 
 
   Lunch ended up being an amazing mushroom and pasta dish drowning in a thick creamy herb sauce, served with slabs of crusty bread for wiping up any sauce that remained. We spent a quiet day together inside. Thunderdrop and his friends played outside, but checked on us from time to time. I said, "I think Eric's soldiers deserve at least today where I stay put and allow them to get accustomed to their surroundings." Gram patted me. 
 
   "That is very thoughtful of you." After dinner, Sherman and Gina went home for the night. Soon after, Simon kissed my cheek and left for his home as well. 
 
   After Gram went to bed and Thunderdrop returned to me tired from playing with Cass, I said good night, and we went to our room. Thunderdrop climbed up onto the fluffy white bed and went to sleep. I decided to enjoy the big bathtub and wait for Yukihyo to call. I filled the tub with comfortably hot water and soaked until I shriveled. Wrapped in soft thick towels, I found cute pink pajamas with shorts rather than pants. I dried my hair and tidied up the mess I had made. I climbed inside of the soft covers and had begun to doze when the vid-screen beeped. I sat up and tapped it. Yukihyo sat on my grey couch amid purple and fuchsia pillows. He wore pajama bottoms and a sleep shirt. 
 
   "Good evening, my wife." 
 
   "I can watch you speak to me with your beautiful mouth, but I'd rather be kissing it," I said. He groaned. 
 
   "How was your first day back?" 
 
   "Perfect, except for the three of you not being here." 
 
   "What did you do?" I told him about visiting with everyone, the food, the tub, and the storage unit full of clothes. 
 
   "Wait! I can show you." I picked the vid-screen up from its stand and aimed it at Thunderdrop. "Here is our sleeping spider baby. He wore himself out playing outside with Cass all day under ZeeZee's supervision." I got out of bed, walked into the bathroom, and directed the screen at the tub. "Look at this thing. I only got out of it because my fingers were all shriveled." I turned the screen back to me. 
 
   "Lady wife, what are you wearing?" I looked at my pink pajamas. 
 
   "Aren't they cute?" Yukihyo's eyes became clouded. 
 
   "No, they are not. They are torture. Rather than sleeping, I will be thinking of you wearing those." 
 
   "I'm sorry, Yukihyo. Try to get some sleep. I love you." 
 
   "I love you. Good night." He ended the transmission. I fell asleep giggling to myself about Yukihyo's pretended distress. 
 
   I woke up to a soft groaning noise and realized I was making it. I had a terrible cramp in my stomach. Thunderdrop ran his claws through my hair. I kneaded at my stomach with my fist. Then, I went to the waste unit. Nothing helped. I curled up in a ball on my side while Thunderdrop did his best to comfort me. It felt like my stomach was being twisted inside with a fork. I stayed still and dozed off again for a while. My vid-screen beeped, and I rolled over and tapped it. I lifted it and brought it over to rest on my blanket covered thighs. "Good morning, lady wife," my sleepy looking husband greeted me. 
 
   "Good morning. Did you manage to get any sleep?"  
 
   "Some. I find comfort in being surrounded by all of your things." 
 
   "Yukihyo, have you thought about either moving all of your things into my quarters or moving my things into yours?" 
 
   "I will think about that today and talk to you about it tonight." 
 
   "Okay. I love you, husband." I ended the transmission as a cramp intensified. "No more mushrooms," I told Thunderdrop. A knock sounded against my door. "Come in." Gram entered and placed the vid-screen back on its stand. 
 
   "Something is the matter." I shook my head. 
 
   "It's nothing, Gram." 
 
   "Well, I want company in the sunroom. Will you get dressed and join me?" 
 
   "Yes, ma'am. I'll be down in a few minutes." Gram patted my hand and closed the door behind her. I laid my head back against the pillows, took a deep breath, and told Thunderdrop how much I really wanted to stay in bed. 
 
   Instead, I got up, brushed my teeth, washed my face, and stepped into the storage closet. I found a caramel colored dress with decorative red lace accents and matching shoes to wear. I changed, threw my pajamas into the laundry basket, brushed my hair, and followed Thunderdrop into the lift. We found Gram in the sunroom. Thunderdrop began investigating flowers, and I sat down and had coffee with Gram. She said, "You look beautiful this morning. I picked that dress out for you, and it looks even more beautiful on you than I imagined." 
 
   "Thank you, Gram. I've never seen one like it before, and I love it." Ethan and Sydney joined us, and Eliot and ZeeZee soon followed. 
 
   "What would you like to do today, Teagan?" Sydney asked. 
 
   Sheepishly, I said, "Truthfully, I want to snoop around your house. I've only seen four of the rooms, and I'm curious." Sydney and Gram were delighted. 
 
   "That might take all day, Teagan," Eliot warned. 
 
   "Why? How many rooms are there?"  
 
   Sydney said, "Well, there are nine areas on the first floor. There are three rooms on the second floor and five rooms on the third floor. Then, there are the servants’ quarters, the garage, and various other buildings scattered about the property." 
 
   Surprised, I said, "Oh, that is a lot." After breakfast Ethan and Eliot excused themselves.
 
   Sydney and Gram began to give me a tour of my home for the next few weeks. We walked to the living room and under the staircase to the foyer. They decided we would go to the left and travel in a circle around the first floor. They led me through the arched entrance under the stairs into the sitting room, resplendent in creams and yellows. The wood floors kept their luster through each of the rooms. From the sitting room, we passed into a hall with a small corner restroom, and toward the right, I saw the lift. I followed them down the sunlit hall decorated with sitting areas and plants, and to the right where the hall continued down to the sunroom. Doors to the right opened into two large rooms. The first held a large pool in the center surrounded by groupings of chairs and tables. Unlike Simon's courtyard pool, this one had no decorative plants or landscaping. It had been constructed of the same stone that had been used to create the home's walls. "This looks like a nice way to spend a day," I said. 
 
   "Do you enjoy swimming?" Gram asked. 
 
   "I don't know how, but Stewart gave me a float to use at Simon's house." 
 
   "We can teach you to swim," Sydney assured me. The room next door held all manner of exercise equipment. 
 
   Looking around I said, "Yukihyo, Hiroshi, and Phillip would love this room." The sunroom was at the end of the hall, and we turned to walk along its side and behind it where another sitting area with couches and bookshelves made a relaxing looking place to hide. Gram said the sitting area shared the back wall with the foyer. We passed a door that led into the back of the living room and walked down the other side of the sunroom and took a right where the sunlit hall continued. Sydney knocked at the first door to the right and then entered. It was a large office and Ethan and Eliot each sat at massive wooden desks immersed in work. We peered inside and then left them in peace. The next room held a large vid-screen and a lot of comfortable seating. Plush silk rugs were scattered across the floor. The next room ran the length of the house. It had only one support wall dividing it that remained open at each end allowing us to see from where we stood at the back and all the way to the front. The butlers, maid, and chef all occupied the space which contained a laundry and storage area on our end and a beautiful kitchen at the other. 
 
   Sydney said to them all, "Please don't mind us, we are just giving Teagan a tour around the house." At the end of the kitchen was another corner restroom. We turned through a door that led us back into the dining room and living room. Then, we were back in the foyer. 
 
   "Wow! That was a good walk. Instead of using the treadmills, we can just walk through the house." 
 
   Gram nodded and said, "We have done that, but let's take the lift upstairs." We walked back through the foyer and sitting room to the lift. 
 
   The lift took us to the second floor and opened up on the balcony overlooking the foyer. The door to the left as we stepped out, belonged to Gram. Gram's room, while arranged similar to mine, contained beautiful mementos she had collected over the years. Instead of one large painting across from her bed, she had a collection of paintings in different sizes. One had me gasping. It was a portrait of Gram in her early thirties. Gram was beautiful, but the man standing behind her chair was gorgeous. "Wow, Gram! You look beautiful, but after seeing your husband, I can really see where the men got their looks." Gram smiled at his image with pride. 
 
   "Lord Alaric was a fine man, an excellent husband, and all of the other girls were so jealous. I had a very enjoyable marriage." From Gram's room, we passed the stairs and entered the single door in the center of the wall that led into Sydney and Ethan's master suite. Their rooms spread across the entire back of the house. Their bedroom contained a small breakfast area near the door and to the right. Opposite it to the left was a couch and vid-screen. Their bed and side tables were against the back wall. Two doors were to the left. One led to a closet half as large as mine and Gram's combined bedrooms. The door next to it led into a bathroom of equal size with a beautiful stone bath, shower, and sinks, and with private waste units. The door on the right side of the room opened into Ethan's private office, held a safe in the far corner, and a small corner restroom across from it. We went back out to the balcony and passed the second set of stairs to look inside of the other bedroom on the floor. It didn't belong to anyone and contained only a bed and side tables. 
 
   We went back to the lift and up to the third floor. The lift opened near my room, which I learned was right above Gram's room. As we walked along the third floor balcony, I stayed close to the stone wall and away from the curved endings of the banister leading down the stairs. Three rooms were along the back wall and above Sydney and Ethan's room below. The one in the corner next to mine was empty with the exception of a bed and tables. The center room belonged to Eric. The room on the other side was also uninhabited. The room, on the other side of the balcony and across the open space overlooking the foyer and directly across from my room, belonged to Eliot. I heard Thunderdrop chittering. I held onto the railing and leaned out a little to look for him. "Hey! I'm up here. Stay there. We're coming down." 
 
   "Chirp." We walked back to the other end of the balcony and took the lift down. Thunderdrop crawled up my dress to my shoulder where he nuzzled my neck. 
 
   "Oh, you finally started to miss me?" 
 
   "Chirp." Gram sat down on one of the couches in the sitting room. 
 
   "Sydney, you three go on without me. I will order tea for your return." 
 
   Sydney took us through the kitchen, out of the main house, and down a lengthy enclosed walkway that connected to a two story building. It had been constructed of the same materials as the main house and was just as beautiful. A long hall ran the length of the first floor. There were eight doors on the first floor. The three on each end were two bedroom apartments. The two doors in the middle led into a kitchen and an entertainment room. On the second floor, the first two doors contained a doctor's office and an infirmary. "Lady Alaric, are you well?" the doctor asked. 
 
   "Yes, I'm just giving Teagan a tour," Sydney told her. I recognized the doctor. She had been nice to me during all of the genetic scans. 
 
   "Teagan, this is Dr. Perry. You have met once before." 
 
   "It is nice to see you again, Dr. Perry." She appeared to be around fifty years old, had short brown hair, brown eyes, and was even shorter than me. 
 
   Dr. Perry said, "It is nice to see you again. Please don't hesitate to call for me at any time should you need me." 
 
   Sydney showed me the spacious area next to the doctor's office where there was a living area with a magnificent view of the grounds and the forest. The last two rooms were apartments being used by Eric's soldiers. 
 
   From that building we walked through another covered walkway to the two story garage. With the exception of the large doors on the first floor, the building appeared almost identical to the one we had just left. A man was busy cleaning silk lines from a transport when we entered. When he heard Sydney as she described the second floor with its apartments for the driver, mechanic, and groundskeepers, he turned and bowed. Sydney waved hello to him, and we walked back to the main house. "Other than family and Eric's men, how many people live here?"  
 
   "Ten," Sydney answered. By the time we got back to Gram, I felt tired. 
 
   Gram sat with a tray of tea, sandwiches, and little cakes. Thunderdrop moved from my shoulder to sit on the couch's back behind me. "What do you think of the house?" Gram asked. 
 
   "It's beautiful and so big. There is so much to do." I finished the two tiny sandwiches on my plate and had a sip of tea. Gram placed two more on my plate, so I ate them, too. After we had our fill of the little cakes, Gram stood. 
 
   "Teagan, please excuse me. I usually have a nap after tea." I felt really tired, too.               
 
   "That sounds like a good idea, Gram. I could use a nap. Is it okay with you, Sydney?" 
 
   "Yes, of course." As Gram exited the lift to her room, she gave me a kiss on the cheek. 
 
   "I'll see you in a bit," she said. Thunderdrop and I entered our room. I found a gown and changed, crawled under the soft blankets, and immediately fell asleep.
 
   When I woke up, Thunderdrop blinked at me and rubbed his feeler against my cheek. I yawned and stretched. "That feels better." I got up, used the bathroom, washed my face, and changed. Thunderdrop stayed in the hall when I entered the lift. "You're not coming down?" He blinked four of his eyes at me and walked off. When I entered the sitting room, I was shocked and embarrassed that it was getting dark outside. No one was in that room, so I walked through the foyer where I found Thunderdrop hanging upside down from a line of silk from the third floor balcony. 
 
   "Chirp." I gave him a gentle push and watched him swing. He chirped at me, and I laughed at him. 
 
   "You're a silly spider baby."
 
   Eliot caught us as he entered the foyer. "You seem in good spirits," he said.               
 
   "Yes, but I'm ashamed of myself for sleeping all day." Eliot placed my hand on his arm and walked with me into the living room. 
 
   "Don't be. You have been under a great deal of stress for the past few weeks." Eliot sat next to me on the couch. Thunderdrop appeared and blinked at me before sitting on my leg. ZeeZee just sat and blinked. Ethan leaned back against a couch opposite us.               
 
   "What did the two of you do today?" I asked.  
 
   "We made sure to pay all of our employees and staff today. With over a hundred employees, it takes a while." 
 
   Surprised I said, "That many people work for you?" 
 
   "For our family, yes, they do. We employ web harvesters, silk cleaners, weavers, designers, seamstresses, rangers, and security personnel, not to mention our staff here at the estate," Ethan answered. ZeeZee came right to my knee, blinked at me, and rubbed his feeler against my hand. 
 
   "ZeeZee you are being so sweet," I said as I stroked my hand down his front leg. 
 
   Gram and Sydney entered the living room. "You really did need a nap," Sydney said. I shrugged. "I thought we would have a quiet dinner at home tonight. Gina has invited us all over to her house for dinner tomorrow," Sydney said. After dinner as we sat in the living room, the vid-screen beeped. Eliot activated it and smiled at his brother.               
 
   "It's good to see you Eric," he said. 
 
   "It's good to see you, too. How is our little cousin?" Eliot turned his head to look at me. I walked over to him, with Thunderdrop back on my shoulder. 
 
   "Hello, Eric. Any news?" Ethan asked as he and Sydney joined us. Eric clenched his jaw and looked at me. 
 
   Then he said, "The Galaxic government received confirmation from the Parvac Empire that their operatives took Nathan Green into custody on kidnapping and murder charges." My heart began to pound, and I grabbed hold of Eliot's arm. "The Parvacian high court ordered Nathan Green's execution for his crimes against Neema Valen, the daughter of a prominent Parvacian general." My other hand shook where I held it against my mouth. 
 
   "Neema Valen is my mother's name?" I asked. 
 
   "Yes, Teagan. The Parvac Empire has not released any information to us other than her name." I moved my hand from my mouth to my throat. 
 
   "Thank you, Eric. It means a lot to me to know her name." Gram sat down carefully. 
 
   "So, Ettie had a daughter named Neema Valen. Is this General Valen the one who took her from us, Eric?" 
 
   "I don't know that for a fact yet, Gram. I wish I could tell you more." 
 
   "You've found out more in a few weeks than we did in seventy years. Thank you for giving me some answers," Gram said. Eric dipped his head. 
 
   "Mother, you look well." 
 
   "I miss you. When are you coming home?" Sydney asked him. 
 
   "As soon as I can, I will come for a visit. It may be a few weeks. I will contact you with any new information that I can share." Eric and Eliot's eyes met briefly. Then, the communication ended. 
 
   "He knows more than he was able to tell us," Eliot said. 
 
   "How do you know?" I asked. 
 
   "I know that look he gave me," Eliot answered. 
 
   "My mother's name was Neema Valen. He took her from me. I wasn't allowed to ask about her. He would get really angry." Eliot pulled me into his arms and held me tightly against his chest. "Eliot, she didn't leave me. He killed her. He told me she left because she didn't want me. I hope the Parvacs made him suffer." I pulled away. "I'm going to call Yukihyo." I took the stairs up to my room from the foyer. 
 
   Yukihyo answered from the bridge. "What is wrong?" he asked. 
 
   "You can tell that just from my expression, husband?"  
 
   "Are you alright?" Yukihyo asked as tiny veins of color began to creep into his eyes. 
 
   "Eric called with news. Is it okay for me to tell you?" Hiroshi and Phillip walked over to stand behind Yukihyo, who tapped a few times at a display that they could see and I could not. 
 
   "Our end is as secure as I can make it," my husband said. 
 
   "Eric told us my mother's name." Yukihyo's eyes calmed. "Her name was Neema Valen. She didn't leave me. He killed her." I took a deep breath. I heard a gentle knock at my door. "Come in." It was Sydney. She sat down beside me on the bed and put her arm around me. I held her hand. Sydney filled them in on the remainder of what Eric had relayed to us. "Will you please call me back tonight?" I asked. 
 
   "Yes, my lady wife. I regret that I am not there to comfort you myself. Lady Alaric, thank you." She inclined her head to him and ended the call. 
 
   "Ethan called Sherman and Simon. Are you okay?" 
 
   I said against her shoulder, "I don't feel like bursting into tears. I'm sad, but I'm glad they punished him. He killed her and might have ended up doing the same to me during one of his rages. Also, I have her name now and not just the one memory of her humming that melancholy version of the song from the music box." The music box rested on my vanity in my room on Tora. "I kind of feel like a weight has been lifted from me. I don't have to worry about him finding me or hurting me again." My stomach growled loudly. Sydney and I locked eyes and laughed. 
 
   "You did sleep through lunch. Let's see if dinner is ready." 
 
   When we entered the living room, we saw Ethan with his arm around his mother. She dabbed a silk square to her eyes. ZeeZee rested a claw on her knee and clicked at her. Sydney rushed over to hug her. I walked forward and sat at her feet, leaning my side against Ethan's legs to avoid pushing ZeeZee out of the way. Gram reached down and pulled some of my hair through her fingers. "What is this? I am crying and you are not?" Gram asked. I looked up at her and rested my chin on her free knee. 
 
   "One of my biggest fears has been executed and the source of my greatest pain was one of his lies. He told me she left because she couldn't stand me, amongst other things. He lied. I'm not sure how I feel, but I don't feel like crying. I feel more like my mother and I both got justice." My stomach growled loudly enough to make ZeeZee jump and Gram laugh. She patted my hair. 
 
   "We should go to the table," she said. Dinner was a somber affair. 
 
   "I wonder if there is any way Eric can get us a picture of her," I said later as we sat together in the living room. 
 
   "Eric will get every bit of information he can. He is relentless when he puts his mind to something," Sydney said. 
 
   Sydney helped Gram to her room. Eliot walked up the stairs with Thunderdrop and me. "You have handled this news very well," he said. 
 
   "Thank you. Do you think Gram is okay?" 
 
   "Yes, but she needs some time. She has lived with uncertainty for years and now has some answers." Eliot kissed my hand and walked to his own room. Rather than jumping to the bed, Thunderdrop climbed to the top of my head while I filled the tub. 
 
   "You don't have to worry. I'm okay. Why don't you go get your transport? You can play with it on the floor in here and keep an eye or eight on me at the same time."               
 
   "Chirp." Thunderdrop jumped from my head, to the sink, and from there into our room. I took advantage of the minute or so of privacy. After my bath, I found a pretty gown and matching robe to put on. Thunderdrop did not let me out of his sight. 
 
   "What is going on with you? Are you sick?" 
 
   "Chitter." My vid-screen beeped. I tapped it expecting to see Yukihyo, but it was Eric. 
 
   "Hello, Teagan. I wanted to make sure that you are alright." 
 
   "I am. Gram seems shaken though. Thank you so much for finding out the truth. You were right when you told me I could trust you." 
 
   "I will always be here for you. If there is ever a problem, or you just need a friend to talk to, know you have me," Eric said. 
 
   I picked up Captain Ice Bear, made him salute Eric, and said, "Aye, aye, Captain!" 
 
   Eric laughed and said, "I have a surprise for you." 
 
   "What is it?" I asked. 
 
   "Something for you to play with, so you don't get bored. I'm loading it into your menu as we speak. The rainy season begins soon." 
 
   "Thank you, Eric. Sydney and Gram gave me a tour of the house today. I needed a nap afterwards. There is a lot to do here. You and Eliot must have had lots of fun growing up in your forest palace." Eric grinned. 
 
   "We spent most of our time in the pool and in the trees."
 
   "I'm hoping to get to play in the pool tomorrow." Eric met my eyes with his pale blue ones. 
 
   "I hear you haven't left the estate. Is there a reason for that?" I rolled my eyes at him. 
 
   "I know everyone is making it as safe as possible, but I'm still afraid. I can't help it. If they could take him so easily, they could take me, and being ripped away from everyone I love would destroy me. I'm trying not to think about it."
 
   "Please don't be afraid."
 
   "Okay, tell me how to stop. How can I feel safe?"
 
   "You do feel safe where you are, correct?" I nodded.
 
   "I'm not ready to go anywhere. I don't really have any reason to go anywhere any way. Eric look." I got up and brought the vid-screen with me into the huge closet, as Sydney referred to it. I turned it so he could see all of the dresses. "I don't need to go shopping. Sydney, Gram, and Gina bought me all of these dresses and there are even more things in the drawers. I turned the screen so he could see a different section. "These are the clothes I brought with me. Oh, and look at all of the shoes!" I pointed the screen downward. Then, I turned it back to me and went back to bed. "What could I possibly want?" Eric's eyes glittered. 
 
   "I see." 
 
   "Ethan and Sherman said it was safer here anyway, so why bother leaving? However, I may get Eliot and Simon to take me to the jewelry store. Hiroshi gave me credits and insisted I spend them frivolously, and I enjoy watching the way one of the shopkeepers dreamily bats her eyelashes at Simon. It's hilarious." Eric grew thoughtful.               
 
   "Then, there is a bakery not far from the store to which I believe you are referring, where Eliot will suffer the same fate." Eric chuckled at my expression. 
 
   "That sounds like fun! Thank you for the suggestion. Eric, are you going to come here for a visit?" 
 
   "Soon. Good night, Teagan." 
 
   "Good night."
 
   I had finished brushing my teeth, when my vid-screen beeped again. Yukihyo looked out at me from it with concern etched into his features. "How are you?" he asked.               
 
   "I'm fine. I miss you, though." 
 
   "Chirp." 
 
   "Hello, Thunderdrop. Are you taking care of my wife?" 
 
   "Chirp." Yukihyo examined my eyes and my expression. 
 
   "I worried the news would cause you to become distressed." I shook my head. 
 
   "No, it is quite the opposite. I feel my mother got the justice she deserved. However, I am doubting my own character." 
 
   "Why?" Yukihyo asked. 
 
   "I'm glad they took him. I hope he felt terror. I hope he felt helpless. I hope he felt pain. I hope he felt hopeless and weak. I hope he died screaming. What does that say about me?"  
 
   Yukihyo sympathized, "I have felt as you do now. You want him to have experienced the way he made you feel. He has been judged and executed. I assure you. The Parvacs used a painful neurotoxin to extract all of the information they wanted. They have talented inquisitors who probably made the questioning uncomfortable for him. Nathan Green insulted a very powerful man just by seeing his daughter without his approval. Had he treated your mother like a queen, he still would have suffered. However, he beat and murdered her. Her father took his revenge." 
 
   "I hope she can rest now." 
 
   "Lady wife, I find no fault with you for feeling as you do. You seemed to gain peace with this news."  
 
   "Today changed me. I grew up believing his lies, lies he told just to hurt me, and now I know the truth."  
 
   "You are beautiful, my wife. I will call you in the morning. Please do not be troubled. I will return for you from Malta, and we will put all of this behind us. For now, enjoy the opportunity you have been given to become acquainted with your family." 
 
   "I'm trying to, but what about the Parvacs? I have more than I ever dreamed possible, you, family, and a home. What if they rip it all away?"  
 
   "You are safe. Had I thought otherwise, I never would have left you. Sleep, lady wife. All will be well." 
 
   Left with those words, I fell asleep and hoped Yukihyo's reassurances were true. I dreamed of a future in the stars with Yukihyo and of a home with Arachnean soil under my feet and spiders swaying through the trees on lines of silk. 
 
   The End
 
    
 
   Teagan's adventures continue in The Space Merchants of Arachne.               
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