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Excerpt:

 “Auto-controls not responding. Please use manual controls.” 

Sweat broke out on Freema’s brow. This wasn’t good. This really wasn’t good. They were fifteen minutes from the sun and falling, and the computer picked now to develop PMS. “Wanking piece of Talerian shit!” she spat, jabbing the button to release the controls. She wasn’t great at piloting by hand, but if the choice was that or burning to death, she’d pick the joystick. 

“I’ll thank you not to call me that,” came her engineer’s voice over the intercom. 

“No, the fucking auto controls have gone out,” Freema told him, swiping sweat from her brow with her forearm. “It’s the damn heat. Can you please fix those vents?” 

“This close to the sun? My spanners are melting. Nothing’s working.” 

“Well, make it work, Kal. We’re falling into the sun and we’re on manual.” 

There was a short silence. Then she heard footsteps coming up from the engine bay. Kal’s head came into view, as fine a head as she’d ever seen on a human, with thick dark hair, straight brows and marvelously sculpted bone-structure. His jaw was dark with a couple of days’ stubble and, like her, he shone with a black mixture of sweat, grease and smoke. 

His broad shoulders appeared next, then his strong chest and flat belly. He wore a flightsuit rolled down to reveal the grubby T-shirt beneath. Unfortunately, this meant it concealed the fine ass she’d scoped out once or twice when he wasn’t looking. 

“Manual,” he said. 

“Yeah.” She was already tugging on the controls. 

“We’re so fucked,” he said. 

“Yeah, well, you try then.” 

“No good,” said Kal, coming to stand beside her. Heat radiated from him -- but then, it radiated from everything. “They won’t work.” 

Sweat trickled down Freema’s back. “What do you mean, they won’t work?” 

“I mean, sweetheart, they’ll have melted into useless metal by now. Look at these,” he said, holding out a couple of mechanical tools that had fused together. “These were resting against the hull. It’s a couple of hundred degrees even a few centimeters away. They’re melting. Everything’s melting.” He brushed a damp strand of hair from the back of her neck, and Freema shivered despite the heat. 

“Are you telling me we have no control over this shuttle?” 

Kal’s eyes were dark and hot, reflecting the glow of the sun even as it was filtered by the viewscreen. He nodded. 

“How far away is the Sunraker?” Their mothership was supposed to have rendezvoused with them half a cycle ago, but had sent a communication that they were being delayed by those bastards from the Revenue. 

“Don’t know. Maybe a quarter hour.” 

Freema stared out at the flickering, pulsating glow of the sun, a ball of fire so immense it filled the whole screen. “How long until the ship starts melting?” 

“Maybe a quarter hour.” 

She swallowed. “Then what do we do?” 

Kal took a breath and let it out, standing beside her and staring at the sun. “We could have sex,” he suggested. 

For a second, Freema thought she’d misheard. She blinked at the sun, then turned and blinked at Kal. 

He shrugged. “Just a suggestion,” he said. “Great way to die.”
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