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Seven years of peace between the Tomajian Empire and the Unified
Alliance of Planets have enriched both the Empire and the UAP.

Lady Ev D’Ander returned to her home on Senett between concerts
after a leak was discovered that almost cost Ev her life. While saving an
occas and her calf, Ev bonds with a mature swamp cat and sky hawk. A
newly hatched poisonous rope snake fresh from the shell also bonds with
her. Ev becomes the interface, the switchboard between the four of them.
After two years of intensive training with Tracker Masters, Ev becomes a
tracker. Her once blue green eyes have changed to deep brown with flecks
of green, her long tawny hair is now short. Missing her musical days, she
practices, whenever she gets the chance, on the Tomajian pipe organ
gifted to her by the Tomaj emperor, Emperor Sa-sanada.

Ev would be happy living the rest of her life on her home planet,
Senett, directing her team in their chase of robotic prizes, waiting for her
lover, now Captain Jason Roka, to visit. But her team has other ideas.
Having bonded with Ev, they have seen in her mind the far away worlds
she visited as a musician, they have tasted her elation when she outwitted
the enemy while she was a courier. They want more than robotic prizes.
But missions can come with a price: there is still a bounty on Ev’s head.

Can the partners protect her?

Chapter 1

Bored. I'm really bored. I've read all the information | can get my
hands on about the planet Torabi and its planetary system during our

inbound 15-hour flight. But now, Major Tappen, clearly not humbled by his



experience at the tracker trials two days ago, is pushing his rank around
and kicking Tren’s anti-grav case to punctuate his words.

“I will not have an inexperienced woman stumbling around getting in
my way, do you hear me?” He kicks Tren’s case again. “You,” he points at
me, “will stay with the ship, no matter what.” He kicks the case, “Do you
understand?”

| stare back at him, balling the loose pant fabric of my dark blue
uniform in my hands. “What | understand is that if you kick Tren’s case
once more, when he comes out you will not be on his favorites list.”

“Is that a threat, Tracker?”

“Warning, Major. Just a warning.”

“‘Make sure it doesn’t get beyond that.” He turns on his heel and
marches back onto the ship’s bridge.

| push my hair out of my all-brown eyes and glare at the Major’s back.
“‘May you meet the treeocs,” | snarl.

“Wrong planet, Lady D’Ander.” A man peels himself out of the
shadow he’s been relaxing in. “Besides, treeocs are just a myth.”

“I know.”

“‘Please forgive my brother, Lady D’Ander, this is his first mission after
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three years as an aide.” “I'm Mike Hazner, the military tracker you beat out
at the last tracker trials.” He towers over me, but his slight body frame
keeps him from being overbearing. His all brown eyes search my face.

“You’re the canus partner | saw at the trials.”

Hazner’'s smile is friendly as he holds out his hand. Yet | sense
something sad about him.

| take the offered hand, “Pleasure to meet you! Tren was sorry he

scattered you.”



“‘Really?”

| laugh, “A little sorry.” | shake my head, “I'm not worried about the
major. Colonel Zebber made it clear | am assigned to Captain Roka’s team,
and that Captain Roka is to move independently of Tappen to find and
release the watcher. Tappen is backup.” | shake my head again. “My guess
is the Major is feeling a bit redundant.”

“He’s also trying to prove he doesn’t need any of us,” Jas Roka adds
as he finishes climbing up the ladder from the cargo bay. “Can’t understand
why he’s so sure you can’t hold your own, though.” He stands next to me. A
head taller than | am, he looks down at me and smiles. | like his smile; it
goes all the way to his dark hazel eyes.

“It's because she beat us so soundly at the trial!” Hazner laughs. “And
I’'m an accomplished tracker, just doing the trial to see what | need to
improve on in the military tracking training program.” He looks at me, “I'd
say we have a lot to learn.”

| smile, “I can arrange a meeting with Master Todran. He would be
honored to help you out.”

“I might take you up on that.” He punches in a 3D map that springs to
life in the middle of the floor. “We received a call to evacuate the Watcher
installed on Torabi to monitor the system. Apparently, the planet has been
overrun by pirates and seismic activity has increased. United Alliance of
Planets was unaware we even had a watcher in the system, but a call for
help still requires a rescue mission.” He pointed to the 3D map, “Tell me
what you see.” Then he adds, “Don’t look for treeocs.” The soldiers

gathering around us for the final briefing laugh. My cheeks burn at the joke.



| laugh as | study the map, share the images with Tren, Ing and Ju-a
as they are tucked in their cases. Mind’s eye shows a myriad of possible
paths. “Which way is the Major determined to go?”

Hazner uses a pointer and lays a path to the south of the landing
area. “I'm concerned though. There’s been recent tectonic plate shifts.
Major quakes.” He moves the pointer to highlight a rift just west of the
landing site. “We don’t have any new images. But I’'m guessing that this rift
has opened up more, maybe even joined this one,” he highlights another
rift due south of the landing site. “We could be stopped in about half a mile,
maybe a mile.”

| nod. | don’t envy him his job of tracking for the Major. “Where is the
watcher?”

Hazner uses the pointer to highlight a small plateau on the other side
of the rift just north of the landing site, about two miles away. “Get your bird
in the air, Tracker. Captain Roka, you should be able to slip into the forest
here,” he pinpoints a path just northeast of the landing.

“Do you know the picture lines?” he asks. “The natives will help
anyone who can add the lines to their drawing in the right order. It's an old
trick used to identify friends. If you can’t do it right, you don’t get to move
forward, or backward. Truth be told, if you can’t do the picture right, you
won't leave the planet alive.”

| nod.

“Be sure at least two others in your team know them too,” Jas
advises.

“‘Got it.” Hazner looks at us. “We’ll bring up the rear. If anyone tries to

follow you, we can put them in a squeeze.”



| move around the map one more time. “Do you know the quest
signs?”

“We don’t use them much, but | remember them.”

“I'll leave sign based on what Ing tells me. The forest canopy is pretty
thick, but what he sees I'll pass on to you.”

“I appreciate that. Usually, we have someone at our back. It's strange
to be on the other side this time.” He gives a half smile and rolls his
shoulders, then breathes deep. “Do you do any casting?”

| tilt my head a bit, “I'm learning. | still trust my eyes too much. How
about you?”

Hazner shakes his head. “I've tried it, but I've no idea what I'm
listening to.”

“Casting?” Jas asks.

Hazner looks to me to explain.

“Casting is the process of sensing what the animals in the area are
experiencing. It helps keep the surprises down.”

“It should be an easy pick up. We'll be just fine,” he says to dispel any
doubt.

As we buckle in for landing, | check with the flitters in my stomach.
First big gig with the big guys? Some, but not all of it. Everyone believes

this pick up will be easy. Why do the flitters in my stomach disagree?



