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 Chapter One 
 
    Maxwell Cassidy had a bad feeling about this gig. Every instinct told him to turn around and head for some other planet. Any other planet. But he’d promised to pick up a mysterious package on Naxion and deliver it to his friend Rafe Cortez in Port City on Danalon. 
 
    He put the Golden Fleece into low orbit around the dark planet, checked the coordinates for the rendezvous point, and then sent a brief burst of syllables to the men who were supposed to be waiting for him. 
 
    The quick reply didn’t necessarily reassure him. There was always the possibility of an ambush when you played outside the law. And this trip definitely fit that description. Naxion was off-limits to normal contact. But Rafe had promised Max that the Feds would look the other way. 
 
    Before powering up the shuttle, he checked the charge in his beamer and set it on half power. If he got into a fight with these guys, he preferred not to add a murder charge to smuggling. 
 
    After taking care of a few more strategic preparations, the last thing he did was pull on the synthoskin mask Rafe had told him to wear. It covered his whole head and featured a collection of bumps and warts that would have sent a garamonster scuttling for cover. 
 
    “They don’t look like us,” his friend had said. “Better to fit in as best as you can.” 
 
    He shuddered at the ugly visage that stared back at him in the mirror, then grabbed the bag of gems he’d brought as payment for the contraband and secured it to his belt. 
 
    Satisfied there were no more precautions he could take, he climbed into the shuttle craft. As he approached the surface, he saw patches of low vegetation, massive forests, walled compounds in widely separated locations, and gaping swaths of land that looked like they had been blasted by giant energy beams. Probably true, because the word was that factions on Naxion had been fighting for decades—one of the chief reasons the planet was off-limits. At least in this area, there were no cities, only isolated strongholds. 
 
    He would have preferred to sneak up on the rendezvous spot, but there was no way to hide a small craft coming down like a meteor from a wide yellow sky. Too bad rock outcroppings were the only cover. 
 
    He flew over a group of people clustered twenty meters outside a circle outlined with small rocks—a landing marker that could easily be broken up to disguise the purpose. The tactic told him something about the meeting. It was probably just as illegal for the natives to welcome an offworlder as it was for him to be coming down from orbit. 
 
    The reception party all wore long, hooded cloaks. Three raised their heads to stare at him. One kept his face down. 
 
    Not far from the group was a wooden wagon pulled by what looked like an ox. Oxcarts and energy weapons—an interesting combo. 
 
    Circling the area, Max noted the mucky patches around the landing spot and wondered why they hadn’t found a better place. He checked to make sure nobody else was hiding within shooting distance, then set down behind some huge boulder that separated him from the designated landing spot. 
 
    After opening the shuttle door and securing it behind him, he stepped around the natural barrier and faced the group of four. 
 
    Three of them threw back their hoods and looked at him expectantly. The third was still hiding his face. 
 
    Max struggled not to gasp as he took in the appearance of the welcome party. Any of them could have stepped out of a children’s nightmare. All were short and wide, with the blotchy red faces of skin cancer victims. Adding to the nauseating effect were the various-sized lumps that dotted their skin, He’d thought the mask he was wearing was hideous. It was nothing compared to what these guys woke up to every morning. 
 
    One of them took a step toward him and spoke in heavily accented standard speech. “You bring . . . payment?” 
 
    “If you have my merchandise,” he replied. He was outnumbered, and he didn’t like the confident look in the alien’s bloodshot eyes. This guy was sure he had the situation under control, and he was planning something tricky. 
 
    “Show.” 
 
    “Where’s my package?” 
 
    “No package. Kawanda.” 
 
    Another of the men pushed the hooded figure forward. 
 
    At the rough shove, the captive almost lost his balance and fell in the mud. As he fought to steady himself, Max saw his hands were secured behind his back. 
 
    Fates, what was this guy? A criminal? Or just dangerous? And what the hell did Rafe want with him? 
 
    He wavered on his feet a few meters away. 
 
    Unprepared for this new development, Max blinked. “The cargo is a person?” 
 
    “Dung to us. Valuable—to you.” 
 
    “Gods,” he muttered. He’d come here for merchandise. What kind of exchange was this anyway? 
 
    “You no want?” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    His immediate reaction was, No want. He’d thought he was bringing expensive goods back to Danalon, and he hated the smell of this deal. His best guess now was that the bound man was a slave. 
 
    The idea of human trafficking made Max sick. He wanted to turn around and head back to his shuttle. But that could be dangerous under the circumstances. These men were expecting payment. Not only that, what would happen to the prisoner if Max rejected him? 
 
    He silently cursed his friend Rafe for getting him into this mess. What he said was, “Okay.” 
 
    The victim shuffled forward on his own, still with his head down. He was taller than the rest of the ugly crew. When he reached Max’s side, he spoke in a barely audible whisper. 
 
    “They mean to kill you. And sell me to another trader.” 
 
    Max blinked, his gaze flicking from the sellers to the prisoner and back again. 
 
    “You have Kawanda. Where is payment?” the spokesman demanded, his voice turning hard. 
 
    Glad that he hadn’t already handed anything over, Max fumbled for the pouch at his belt. He saw their greedy eyes follow his movements as he detached the small carry bag. With subtle pressure from his fingers, he loosened the drawstring at the top. Then in one swift movement, he grasped the sack from the bottom and gave a mighty swing of his arm, scattering the jewels in all directions. Some bounced on hard ground, others sank into thick muck. 
 
    The sellers gasped. Dropping to hands and knees, they began scrabbling around to recover the precious rocks. 
 
    Max pulled out his beamer with one hand and clamped the other hand firmly around the captive’s arm. 
 
    He hauled him back toward the rocky outcropping, steadying the guy to keep him upright. 
 
    As they drew even with the boulder, an energy blast drilled into the stone beside his head. He returned fire, hearing what must be a curse as he hit one of the assailants. 
 
    He kept firing, hoping to hold the bastards at bay as he rounded a boulder, then pressed his hand to the lock plate beside the shuttle door. It glided open, and he pushed Kawanda inside. 
 
    He’d closed the door behind them when the three pug-ugly natives surged around the outcropping, firing at the shuttle. And their beamers were not on half power. He could hear the metal of the small craft sizzling as he fired up the engines. Praying they hadn’t hit anything vital or punctured the skin, he took off. 
 
    For a heart-stopping moment he thought the continued fire was going to take him down. 
 
    He used the onboard guns to lay down his own deadly spray, which drove the marauders back around the natural shield, where they crouched to make themselves smaller targets. No longer in immediate danger, he rose far enough to clear the atmosphere, then set the controls for auto-return to the ship. 
 
    He was sweating under the damn full-head mask. Ripping it off, he tossed it into the cargo area behind him. When he turned back to the shuttle controls, the figure beside him gasped. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I did not believe the stories. But you are like me.” 
 
    “Like how?” 
 
    The guy shook his head, trying to dislodge the hood, but he couldn’t do it with his hands secured behind his back. “Wait a minute.” Max use a folding blade to cut the bindings. 
 
    The captive rubbed his wrists. They were thin and covered with red marks from the bonds. Below them, narrow hands and slender fingers ended in ragged nails. They didn’t look like a man’s wrists or hands. And now that Max thought about it, the voice was much too high for a man. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Curious, he reached up and pulled back the hood. It was his turn to gasp. He was staring at the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Two 
 
    He stared at blue eyes like twin swazi pools framed by thick lashes, a delicate face, a perfect little nose, and lips that held the promise of sensuality. 
 
    “Sagan’s balls. What the hell is going on?” Max growled. Those trolls keep gorgeous women captive?” 
 
    She made a scoffing sound. “Do not mock my ugliness.” 
 
    Max struggled to make sense of the absolute conviction in her voice. “You are not ugly. Far from it.”               
 
    She kept her gaze on his face. “Are you trying to trick me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He saw her grappling with his words—and his reaction. “On Naxion, I am one of the unfortunates—a hideous parody of my race.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Maybe on Naxion, but not in the rest of the known universe.” 
 
    She stared at him, taking in his features, then raised her hand and touched the blade of his nose, the skin of his face, running her finger over the stubble on his cheek, the curve of his upper lip, sending a shiver through him. Her voice had taken on a note of wonder as she said, “You have no beauty bumps.” 
 
    “Beauty bumps! Is that what they call them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank the gods I don’t.” 
 
    “This is not a dream?” she whispered. 
 
    “No. It looks like I rescued you from a nightmare.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, as he asked, “But why are you different from the rest of them?” 
 
    She looked down at her small, white hands and spoke in a low voice. “I do not know. I was from a highborn family, but when I failed to develop properly, I was sold into slavery.” 
 
    He whistled through his teeth. “You are saying everyone starts out with smooth skin—like yours and mine?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He thought about how it could happen—and an explanation struck him. “Then I’m guessing there’s some virus or bacteria in the air or water on your planet.” 
 
    Her brow wrinkled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Most people catch a disease and get ugly. Since there’s nothing they can do about it, they flip the notion of normal on its head and punish the ones who have natural immunity—who escape the disfigurement.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You call it . . .. But on Naxion, I am a slave, only good to be worked to death. What am I in the rest of the universe?” 
 
    “Like I told you, a very beautiful woman.” 
 
    The shuttle had reached the ship and docked with a small vibration. 
 
    He made sure the air locks were in alignment, then opened the hatch. 
 
    “I thought your ship was so small.” 
 
    “This is only the shuttle,” he answered as he helped her inside before pressing the mechanism that slid the ferry craft to its bay on the underside of the Golden Fleece. 
 
    “We cannot linger here,” she said. “They may shoot at you.” 
 
    “Why? I paid them.” 
 
    “They are the worst of the worst. You got the better of them, and they will hate you for it.” 
 
    When the pressure in the air lock had equalized with the ship’s interior, the far door opened, and they stepped into a short companionway. Now that she was inside the Golden Fleece, he wasn’t sure what to do with her. But he was sure her advice about getting the hell out of Naxion space was sound. 
 
    He saw her looking around wide-eyed, then press her hand to a metal wall and run her fingers along the surface. 
 
    “So smooth.” 
 
    Her reaction told him something about the technology on Naxion, but there was no time to explain what to expect in the Confederation of Planets as he led the way to the cramped control room and took the pilot’s chair. As he scanned the view screens, he saw a fireball blossom on the surface not far from where he’d set down the shuttle. 
 
    “Fek,” he muttered as he powered up the engines. “Better sit down,” he advised, gesturing toward the copilot’s seat. 
 
    He no longer needed the screen to see the energy beam looming in the blackness, hurtling toward them from the planet’s surface. 
 
    There was no time to set a course. All he could do was fire the thrusters, jerking the ship out of orbit. As the Golden Fleece leaped from its previous position, the energy ball shot past, so close that he could make out the wavering colors in the fire trail. He spotted another on the way, but he was already heading outside the planetary system. When he knew they were out of range, he let out the breath he was holding and set a course toward Danalon, although he still wasn’t sure what he would do when he got there. 
 
    Turning toward his passenger, he saw she was clutching the arms of her chair. 
 
    “We are really away from Naxion?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you are not going to take me back?” 
 
    He heard the quaver in her voice as she asked the question. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    “Of course not,” he answered, still trying to rearrange his thinking. He’d come down here expecting to pick up a clandestine package, and instead he’d rescued a woman from slavery. But what did Rafe want with her? He could think of several possibilities, and he didn’t much like any of them. This woman would be an undoc on Danalon, which meant she had no legal rights. 
 
    “How did you learn the standard language?” he asked. 
 
    “I told you, I belonged to an upper-class family. I had extensive training in many skills. I can play the harp, sing the classic songs of my people, do fine embroidery.” She paused and laughed. “I embroidered pillowcases for my wedding chest—until it was clear I would have no wedding.” She started again, speaking very fast. “Which makes my training for overseeing household accounts or running an estate of no use.” On the last words, her voice broke, and he could see her struggling for control. She drew herself up straighter. “My education was of no importance once I failed to develop. I saw the sadness in my mother’s eyes. She would have hidden me. But nothing takes place on my planet without the permission of a man. My father couldn’t stand the sight of me. He sold me to a traveling slaver.” 
 
    He felt his throat constrict as he tried to imagine how her life had suddenly morphed from luxury to misery. “Were you abused?” 
 
    Her head jerked toward him. “I was beaten if I did not do my work.” 
 
    “What was your work?” 
 
    “Cleaning stables. And worse. You’re lucky they gave me a bath before they took me to the meeting place.” 
 
    He winced. “I meant, were you abused sexually?” 
 
    “No. What man would want me? It would be like bedding a field beast.” She dragged in a breath and let it out. “And slaves are given drugs to deaden their . . .” She waggled one hand. “Their appetites.” 
 
    “Oh.” The implications of that slammed him in the gut, but he tried to keep his face impassive. 
 
    “When did you have your last dose?” 
 
    “The others got it five or six suns ago. I did not.” 
 
    Oh yeah? And why was that? He held onto that question, even as he cursed Rafe. Did the bastard understand the consequences of withholding the drug? Or was that the payoff for this whole exercise? 
 
    “What is going to happen to me now?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I said I’d deliver you to the friend who paid for you.” 
 
    “And you do not know what he wants with me?” 
 
    “He didn’t tell me,” he hedged. Did Rafe want her for himself? Probably he had another transaction in mind. And what was Max going to do about it? Not turn her over to someone who was planning to take advantage of her. But that left him up slat creek. 
 
    “Am I illegal cargo?” 
 
    He hated the directness of the question, but he wasn’t going to lie to her. “Yes.” 
 
    “Maybe I am no better off than I was on Naxion.” 
 
    He tried to put himself in her position. She must feel like she’d leaped from a nest of snakes—perhaps into a cave of spiders. 
 
    ### 
 
    Somehow, she maintained her composure as she waited for his response. 
 
    “We’ll figure that out when we get back to Danalon.” 
 
    “Danalon is your planet?” 
 
    “My home planet, yes. I travel through the seven worlds—hauling cargo.” 
 
    “Cargo. Like when men on my planet take goats to market?” 
 
    He winced. “Not usually anything alive.” 
 
    She watched his reactions carefully. It appeared he did not like the assignment of transporting a slave from Naxion. Because he thought it was immoral? Or because it was too much trouble, now that he realized what he’d stepped into. 
 
    Whichever it was, she was stuck with him for now. Stuck with him while she was on this ship because she had no idea how to fly it. She was totally dependent on him. But perhaps that situation would change. 
 
    What would he want her to do? Just be herself? She didn’t even know what that was anymore because she was playing a part—based on her experiences, her expectations and her fears. She had been helpless for so long. In the clank of a cone bug’s jaws, everything had changed. But how—exactly? 
 
    ### 
 
    Max wanted to tell his passenger to trust him, but he couldn’t get the words out because Rafe had put him in an impossible situation. 
 
    She sat with her hands clasped in her lap. “I see I am a problem for you.” 
 
    “Let’s not make any judgments until we find out the situation,” he said, silently cursing Rafe Cortez. 
 
    Trying to change the subject, he said, “I’m Maxwell—Max Cassidy. Your name is Kawanda.” 
 
    She gave a mirthless laugh. “No. That is the word for worthless slave.” 
 
    He suppressed a curse. “What is your name?” 
 
    “I lost my name when I was forced into slavery.” 
 
    “What was your name?” 
 
    Her voice turned hard. “I will not take it back. That girl is dead.” 
 
    “I have to call you something.” 
 
    Did he sense defiance in her voice when she said, “You can choose.” 
 
    He thought about alternatives. Once he had had a sister. She had died long ago, and he wasn’t going to borrow her name. But she had loved tending her flower garden. Her favorite blossom had been the delicate Amber Lily. And the flower had another meaning, too. 
 
    “Amber,” he finally said. 
 
    “Was she someone you loved?” she asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why did you choose it?” 
 
    He didn’t mention his sister but instead chose the other meaning. “She’s a singer who was popular on the vids when I was growing up. You look a little like her.” 
 
    “What is a vid?” 
 
    “A moving picture.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    He reached toward the console, flicked a switch and turned on a zero-gravity wrestling match he’d been watching. 
 
    Her eyes bugged out as she took it in. “How do you do that?” 
 
    “It’s recorded.” 
 
    “What does that mean? 
 
    “I can explain later,” he answered, realizing there were going to be a lot of things a Naxion slave didn’t know about. 
 
    “Okay,” She cleared her throat. “The singer, she is not popular now?” 
 
    “There was a ton of pressure on her to stay at the top,” he answered, wishing she hadn’t asked. “She took a lot of drugs and died of an overdose.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure if she really understood, but she looked sad as though contemplating the fate of a woman she had never known. Then she brightened and said, “I can sing. I haven’t been allowed to sing in years.” 
 
    “Not allowed?” 
 
    “I told you, slaves are deprived of pleasure.” 
 
    “Sagan’s balls. Why?” 
 
    “To punish us, I think.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For failing to develop in the proper way.” 
 
    “For failing to grow ugly,” he growled. “I think your people know they are deformed. They punish you for not catching the disease.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “It makes a weird kind of sense. If you want to sing, go ahead.” 
 
    He could see from her face that the idea of trying it again excited her. Yet she also looked nervous. 
 
    “What if I cannot?” 
 
    “Try it.” 
 
    “I am embarrassed.” 
 
    “It’s only me.” 
 
    “That’s the embarrassing part.” 
 
    He spread his hands. “I don’t even know what Naxion music is supposed to sound like.” 
 
    She lifted her head and trilled out a series of notes that could have come from someone trained for the vids. Then she sang the words of a song with a heartfelt mixture of joy and sadness. 
 
    The flame bird flies from its nest in the taradon tree. 
 
    And the sky receives the glory of its plumage. 
 
    All the world is hushed as it wings across the sky. 
 
    She poured herself into the song, then stopped abruptly and flushed. “I am sorry. I do not know what came over me.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I liked it. Maybe you were thinking about your own escape” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Each thing she revealed cut into him. This magnificent creature had been punished, repressed, made to feel like she was no better than a worm. 
 
    She tipped her head to the side, staring at him. “What are you thinking?”                             
 
    A lot of things, but he settled on, “That I want to make your first meal—good.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because eating should be a pleasure, and I know you haven’t had much of that” 
 
    He stood, and she stayed where she was, hesitating. Seeing the uncertainty on her face, he asked, “What?” 
 
    She shuffled one sandal against the deck. “Can I take off my slave clothes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She stood, dragged off the cloak, and tossed it away. Beneath it she was wearing mud-colored pants and a ragged top that barely contained her breasts. 
 
    As she reached for the hem of the shirt, he caught her intention and shouted, “Wait.” 
 
    But it was already too late. Unconcerned that he was standing a few feet away, she pulled the top over her head and tossed it to the deck, revealing a pair of magnificent breasts. They were large and rounded, crowned by rose-colored nipples, breasts from a vid-inspired wet dream. 
 
    He should stop looking at her, but he couldn’t make himself drag his gaze away. 
 
    “Kahlad,” he muttered when a jolt of arousal shot through him. 
 
    As he watched, her hands went to the waistband of her calf-length pants. The action snapped him out of his trance. 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    She tipped her head to the side, looking at him inquisitively. “Why not?” 
 
    “You can’t just take your clothes off in front of me.” 
 
    “Why not?” she pressed. 
 
    He clenched his fists in frustration. “It’s not . . . proper. And, I can’t help reacting to you.” 
 
    “But I am . . .” She stopped and started again. “I am . . . less than an orex who pulls a cart of vegetables bound for market.” 
 
    “Not in the real world.” 
 
    “Naxion is the real world.” 
 
    “Not anymore. Whatever you used to be, you’re going to have to start thinking about yourself differently.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said in a low voice, sounding unsure. 
 
    “Keep your pants on until I get you something to wear. Pick up your cloak and shirt and come on.” He turned and headed for his cabin, glancing briefly over his shoulder to make sure she was following. 
 
    From behind him, she asked, “I think from the way you sounded that I made you curse— “Kahlad” is a curse?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “What does it mean? Is it another word for slat or fek?” 
 
    He made a rough sound. “No. Kahlad was an evil ruler from a . . .” He stopped and thought for a moment. “A twenty-second century kingdom on old Earth.” 
 
    “And I make you think of this evil ruler?” 
 
    “No. It’s a common expletive. Like saying Christ!” 
 
    “Another evil ruler?” 
 
    He made a rough sound. “No, he was revered religious figure.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. One is good and the other bad?” 
 
    “Yeah. Not everything is going to make sense.” 
 
    They had reached his cabin, and he pressed the door lock. Stepping inside, he said, “You need to get dressed.” 
 
    She had folded her arms across her breasts. “Yes. I was not considering what I could put on when I discarded the slave shirt. I just wanted to get it off me.” 
 
    He was thinking she would look gorgeous in a sexy gown, but he didn’t have any of those on board. Plus, he didn’t want to keep getting charged up. 
 
    She was glancing around the small space with its bunk built into the wall and storage compartments above and below. 
 
    “It smells good,” she murmured. 
 
    “Does it?” 
 
    “My bed stank.” 
 
    He repressed another curse as he took one of his own work shirts from an upper cabinet. 
 
    You can roll up the sleeves, he said as he handed it over without looking directly at her. 
 
    “This is yours?” 
 
    “Who else’s would it be?” 
 
    “And you do not think I will contaminate it.” 
 
    This time the curse spilled out. “Sagan’s balls. Of course not.” 
 
    “Was Sagan a good man or a bad?” 
 
    “He was a scientist interested in space travel and alien civilizations before most humans thought about leaving Earth or what it might mean for humanity.” 
 
    “And why are his balls a curse?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    He breathed out a sigh of relief as she slipped on the shirt and slid the buttons closed. The garment hung almost to her knees. It would give her the appearance of modesty, but he thought she should have something covering her butt. From a bottom cabinet, he extracted a pair of boxers. She pushed her fingers through the slit in the front before quickly shucking her torn slacks and pulling on his shorts. 
 
    He gave her a long look. “That will do for now. Let’s eat.” 
 
    After stuffing her old clothes into the refuse chute, he led the way to the galley where he watched her take in the metal table bolted to the wall, the narrow counter, and the synthesizer. 
 
    She gave him a skeptical look. “This is where you prepare food? I see no chopping block or cooking fire. Cooking is different on a spaceship?” 
 
    “Yes. I can syntho what I need.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’ll show you. What do you want?” 
 
    Her eyes took on a faraway look. “My mother used to make a kind of cake, with honey, spices, and jobo nuts.” 
 
    “I can manage honey. I don’t know jobo nuts.” 
 
    She lifted one shoulder. “Of course not. It is okay.” 
 
    “Let me see what I can do.” 
 
    He was thinking about a confection that was sometimes served on Danalon—one of the heirloom dishes from old Earth. It was made of ground nuts and cinnamon bound together with honey, then layered between thin leaves of dough. It was called . . . He struggled for a moment to recall it, then asked for “baklava.” 
 
    The syntho unit did its thing. Thirty seconds later, a plate with a triangular serving of the confection appeared behind a glass door. He opened it and held out the plate. 
 
    “That is how you make food?” 
 
    “On the ship. And in my unit in the city.” 
 
    “They do that all over Danalon?” 
 
    “Some people in the city would call this slop. They only eat what they call ‘real food.’ High-class restaurants would never syntho anything. And there are people living out in the swamps who don’t have those choices.” 
 
    “You mean they cook with fire?” 
 
    “And get their food by hunting and fishing. They live in houses on stilts, so they won’t get flooded out.” 
 
    She switched back to the rectangle of layered dough and filling on her plate. “Perhaps I should not have asked for dessert first.” 
 
    “How long has it been since you’ve had dessert?” 
 
    “A long time.” 
 
    “Then I hope you like this.” 
 
    He set the plate and a fork on the table, then turned back to the synthesizer. When he joined her with his portion, she was staring at the baklava. 
 
    “You don’t want to try it?” 
 
    “Is it okay to start?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You go first.” 
 
    She watched him cut into the confection with the side of his fork, then lift a portion to his mouth. 
 
    She did the same thing. As she caught the flavor, her eyes widened. “This is so good.” 
 
    “Like what your mother used to make?” 
 
    “Similar. It did not have the thin parts or quite the same taste.” 
 
    She kept eating, and each bite she took looked like she was experiencing a small miracle. When she was finished, she scraped the side of the fork against the plate, then licked the edge. As soon as she’d done it, she flushed and lifted her gaze to his face. 
 
    “That was rude, I think.” 
 
    “Not under the circumstances. Do you want another?” 
 
    “Yes, but I have had nothing this rich in . . . years. It might make me sick.”                             
 
    “You should have something more substantial. Do you eat meat?” 
 
    “I used to. I have not had it in . . . a long time.” 
 
    Sagan’s balls. Every time he asked her a question, he got the worst possible answer. 
 
    “But you like meat?” he pressed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She was right. It was probably best to go easy on rich food. Standing again, he asked for a beef and vegetable stew, seasoned with wine and herbs and served over whole grain. 
 
    When the food arrived, he put a steaming bowl in front of her. She forked up a bit and blew on it. Then, as she tasted the dish, she raised her gaze to his. 
 
    “This is better than anything we serve on Naxion.” 
 
    “You don’t have anything similar?” 
 
    “Similar, but not like this.” 
 
    She ate several forks full, and he sensed she was struggling not to gulp down the food. 
 
    To give her a reason not to bolt the meal, he said. “I have some questions—about your civilization.” 
 
    She put down the fork. “Yes?” 
 
    “When you and the men met me, you arrived in a wooden cart, pulled by a big animal.” 
 
    “An orex.” 
 
    “But when we fled, they fired at us with an energy bolt. From the cart I’d say your civilization is primitive. But the blaster is much more advanced.” 
 
    “They can buy . . . advanced goods from off planet.” 
 
    “Contact is forbidden.” 
 
    “Well, you came to get me.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Does anyone from your planet travel off world?” 
 
    Her gaze narrowed. “I do not think so. But I do not know for sure.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Are all of the slaves women?” 
 
    “Where I lived, they were. I suppose there are male slaves in other places.” 
 
    When she picked up her fork again, he said, “I can understand better than you might think about everything suddenly changing.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I do jobs that skirt the edges of legality—and sometimes cross the line. That wasn’t the life I had planned. Once I was going to be a pilot in the federation fleet. I was in training when a bunch of guys in my squad got caught in a smuggling scheme. I wasn’t in on it, but because they were in my group, the authorities lumped me in with them. We were all kicked out of the service together.” 
 
    “You had no way to make a good living.” 
 
    He dragged in a breath and released it with a hiss. “Luckily, I had already learned to pilot a ship, and a group of investors saw me as an opportunity. They staked me to a junker craft and hired me to haul freight. I didn’t see a bright future in working for them, and as I got to understand the business better, I started having side deals going. I made enough to buy them out and then enough to buy this ship at an auction.” 
 
    “Okay. I guess I understand that you had a better life planned.” 
 
    “I fell into this one, and it works okay. Maybe I was lucky. I might not have enjoyed getting bogged down in regulations.” 
 
    She stopped eating when there was still food in the bowl. 
 
    “You’re full?” 
 
    “I’m feeling weird.” 
 
    “Like how?” 
 
    “Nothing I ever felt before. I could be getting sick.” 
 
    “I hope not. But you’ve had a lot of stress today. Maybe you should try to sleep.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He took her to the tiny guest cabin, smaller than his own, then showed her the shared head facilities. After demonstrating how to flush the toilet, he said, “There’s water to wash your hands and face. But to clean your body, I have a cleansing unit.” He gestured toward a transparent enclosure. “It will do the job in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    In the guest cabin, the bunk was about the size of his, but the floor space was almost nonexistent. 
 
    “Sleep in your clothes,” he said, not wanting to take a chance on coming across her naked again. 
 
    “My sandals, too?” 
 
    “You can take them off.” 
 
    She kicked off the leather sandals she was wearing and eased onto the bunk. “So soft,” she murmured. 
 
    “Get some rest.” 
 
    The light had dimmed when she lay down. “If you sit up, you’ll have light again.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I’m going to close the door. You can open it with this handhold.” He grasped the finger niche and demonstrated. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He eased the door closed, then headed back to the control room. Before he proceeded to Danalon, he wanted some answers from Rafe. Did his friend know what he was buying? And, if so, what was he planning to do with a slave? 
 
    ### 
 
    “Amber.” She said the syllables aloud, testing them, listening to the sound. She had to remember that’s who she was now. 
 
    She dragged in a deep breath and let it out, willing herself to be calm, but she simply couldn’t stop her heart from thumping inside her chest. 
 
    She had let Max Cassidy pick her name because she had no idea of what would sound pleasing to the ears of an offworlder. It was a good choice—short and clean. 
 
    “I’m a new person,” she whispered into the darkness, pleased with that realization, then found that tears were leaking from her eyes. She dashed them away with the sleeve of her borrowed shirt, unwilling to break down now that she had come so far. 
 
    You are strong. You can make this work a voice said inside her mind. It wasn’t her voice. Although Amber was saying it to herself, in her head she heard the low tones of her friend Esme, whispering to her as they had done at night in the slave quarters. They’d arrived at the facility about the same time. And they’d quickly become friends, both worried about their future. 
 
    She clenched her hands at her sides, fighting off guilt. She was on this ship, heading for a destination unknown. And Esme was still back in their living nightmare on Naxion. Would the masters know Esme had helped with the escape? “Gods, no,” she whispered, praying that it had all come across as an innocent accident. 
 
    Esme had dropped one of the slop bowls as she was cleaning up from breakfast. Then she’s been slow to get the rags to wipe it up. 
 
    The guards had yelled at her, and one of the chiefs, a brutish bastard named Zobar, cuffed her on the side of the head and stayed to supervise the cleanup. Which meant Zobar wasn’t one of the men who marched Amber off to the cart that took her to rendezvous spot. And the remaining swine were not as competent. 
 
    She lay with her heart pounding, trying to process everything that had happened since Max had scattered the jewels on the ground, giving himself a head start in getting them away. If he hadn’t used that trick, perhaps one of them would have gotten killed. Or both. That realization made her shudder. What if they had killed him and taken her back? She would have been responsible for the death of an innocent man. 
 
    Steady her friend said, her familiar voice reassuring. Everything’s going to be fine. 
 
    She almost laughed out loud at that analysis. Esme did not know what would happen now. Neither did Amber—and imagining reassurances didn’t change anything. 
 
    She’d already taken terrible risks. But she had been desperate enough to try and change her fate. Now here she was, on a ship speeding away from everything familiar—with no idea how much she did not know about the worlds outside her home planet. If she let herself think too much about her ignorance, she might have given up in fear. Instead, she had plowed ahead with her crazy plan. And now that she was off her cursed home world, she was trying to learn as much as she could about her new situation—and about Max Cassidy. In truth, she had boldly pulled off her shirt to gauge his reaction to her body. In retrospect, that had been a dangerous idea. He was the only other person on this ship. He could do anything he wanted to her. He could have grabbed her right then. Or he could invade her privacy now. 
 
    She stopped trying to let the shade of her friend reassure her and tuned her ears to her new environment, listening for sounds in the corridor. There were none, only the steady throbbing of the ship’s engines as they propelled the craft through the blackness. 
 
    When Max did not slip into her room, she let herself relax a little, although feeling comfortable was beyond her. Too restless to sleep, she got quietly off the bed and tiptoed to the door. Quietly she pressed her fingers into the grip and pulled to the side. When it moved a few inches, she let out the breath she’d been holding. Despite what he had said, she had thought he might have locked her in, but she could get out. And go where? 
 
    The illumination in the hallway was dim, but she saw a light shining somewhere to her left. She quietly followed it and found the man in his driver’s seat, or whatever he called it. 
 
    He was fiddling with equipment that she did not recognize. 
 
    In front of him a . . . picture . . . flickered to life. Like the scene of the two men fighting. But this was the image of one man, and it stood still like in a painting. The face hung in front of him for only a moment before the picture disappeared and was replaced by a black and white pattern. A disembodied voice said. 
 
    “Who is calling this unit?” 
 
    Max leaned forward and said, “Cut.” The next word out of his mouth was a curse. “Slat.” 
 
    When the picture snapped off, he sat drumming his fingers on the arm of his seat, his shoulders rigid. 
 
    It seemed the voice hadn’t been what he was expecting, and he obviously wasn’t pleased. Too bad she did not know more about communications on Danalon. For that matter, too bad she had jumped into this situation virtually blind. 
 
    Before he could turn around and catch her spying on him, she backed away and slipped quietly down the hall 
 
    Now what? 
 
    She was feeling a very strange heat seeping through her. She had worried that she might be getting sick. Now she did not know what to think. Maybe if she lay down, it would pass. 
 
    Her legs were shaky, and she pressed her palm against the cool metal of the hallway as she headed back to the small sleeping space, closed the door behind her and slid onto the bunk. The bed had a blanket, but the idea of pulling it over herself made her feel slightly sick, and she kicked it to the side. 
 
    He’d told her to sleep in her clothes. But they had turned scratchy against her skin, and she pulled at the front of the shirt. Her breasts felt hot and swollen. He had said that most people on Naxion had a disease. Was this a disease you got when you left the planet? Overlaying the heat surging through her body came a stab of panic. Had she made a horrible mistake? 
 
    No, she assured herself. Any way you considered her new circumstances, she was better off. 
 
    ### 
 
    Max clenched the arm of his chair. The transmission could have been caught by a normal answering bot, but he didn’t think so. He clicked off immediately, hoping he hadn’t been on long enough to be traced. “Fek.” 
 
    After sitting for a few moments with his eyes closed, he called up some of the government databases that he’d paid a hacker to access for him. 
 
    His worst fear was confirmed. Rafe Cortez had deactivated his communications account. 
 
    Why, exactly? Like, maybe he’d been arrested? 
 
    But if so, why? For agreeing to bring in illegal cargo from Naxion? And would he have implicated Max? 
 
    At the moment, there was no way to find out what was going on. And the uncertainty meant that returning to Danalon could be dangerous—for both himself and Amber. 
 
    But he couldn’t exactly fly her around in space forever. He’d need fuel. And he’d need to know where he stood with the law. 
 
    He was still contemplating his next move when he heard a low moan over the comms unit he’d left open. It was coming from the guest cabin. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Three 
 
    The cabin door burst open, and Amber reared back. Then, in the light coming in from the hall, she saw Max Cassidy standing in the doorway. 
 
    She stared at him, trying to lie still, but she could not stop herself from rocking back and forth in the bunk. 
 
    When he crossed to her, she struggled to control her features, but she knew she probably looked like a panicked orex. 
 
    “What is it? Did the food make you sick?” 
 
    “It is not my stomach.” 
 
    “What hurts?” 
 
    Trying to explain, she said, “Not hurts exactly.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    She looked away. “I cannot tell you.” 
 
    “I can’t help you unless you do.” 
 
    She swallowed hard, then pressed her hand against her breast before moving it to the juncture of her legs, where the throbbing was worst. “Here. And here,” she whispered. She wanted to keep her hand there because it felt good, but she forced herself to pull it away and press it against the mattress. 
 
    “Slat.” 
 
    A jolt of alarm seized her. “Is it something bad?” 
 
    “Not under ordinary circumstances.” When he crossed the small space, the lights came up, and she blinked and turned her head away. 
 
    He pressed a plate on the wall to lower the illumination. 
 
    “What is wrong with me? Did I catch some disease when I left Naxion?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I think it’s fallout from the drug they were feeding you.” 
 
    She was still struggled to lie still. “How?” 
 
    He dragged in a breath and let it out before speaking. “You said you were forced to take something that . . . repressed your sexuality.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But they skipped your latest dose.” 
 
    She answered with a little nod. 
 
    “It looks like it’s worn off—with a vengeance.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out.” As he spoke, he lowered himself to sit on the edge of the mattress, his feet still on the floor. He was close to her now, closer than he had been except when he had hurried her into the shuttle. She was suddenly aware of the male scent of his body, of his breathing that was not entirely even. 
 
    She was not sure why she closed her fingers around his arm, but her panicked grip made him wince. 
 
    “Sorry.” She loosened her clasp. 
 
    “It’s all right.” 
 
    “No, it is not. I feel like something bad is building inside of me.” 
 
    “Not bad. Just intense.” 
 
    She heard desperation in her own voice. “I feel like I am going to come flying apart. Can you help me?” 
 
    “Yes. If you let me.” 
 
    “Anything. You have to make it go away.” She had clenched her legs together like she had done when she was a child trying to keep from wetting herself. That helped a little—but at the same time, it increased her need for . . .. She did not know how to finish the rest of the thought. 
 
    In the dim light, she could see the color had risen in his cheeks. 
 
    “This is making you angry.” 
 
    “Not angry,” he said sharply. 
 
    “Then what.” 
 
    “Maybe embarrassed.” He made a low sound. “We’re strangers.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But to help you, I have to touch you—in places where strangers don’t touch each other. The places you touched yourself a few minutes ago.” 
 
    Heat rose in her cheeks as she imagined his hands on her. Somehow that imagining increased the throbbing feelings surging through her. 
 
    “Will it hurt?” she managed to ask. 
 
    “Well, it’s going to be hard on me.” He laughed. 
 
    “Why is that funny?” 
 
    “It’s not. Sorry. This is difficult—for both of us.” 
 
    She glanced toward the door, wishing she could flee. But she knew there was no place for her to go. 
 
    He leaned over, stroking his fingers against her hot cheek, and she turned her face so that the finger stroked her mouth instead. 
 
    The finger traced the outline of her lips as he asked, “Do you know anything about sex?” 
 
    She swallowed hard, struggling for coherence when she felt her thoughts swirling away like dry leaves in a raging windstorm. She managed to say, “You mean mating?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, his voice sounding thick. 
 
    “I’ve seen animals do it. The male climbs on top of the female’s back.” 
 
    “That’s not how people do it.” 
 
    “How?” Simply asking the question sent a bolt of heat through her. 
 
    “It’s usually face to face.” 
 
    She heard her tone turn high and uneven as she asked. “Are you going to mate with me?” 
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them. “We can’t do that.” 
 
    She felt a jolt of panic. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I’m guessing you’re a virgin. Are you?” 
 
    “A virgin? Do you mean have I not had sex?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    She gave a small nod. 
 
    “Then mating would be taking advantage of you.” 
 
    Her hand on his wrist tightened. “But if that’s what I need?” 
 
    “Arousal is building inside you. It won’t stop until you reach sexual climax.” 
 
    Her only answer was a little moan. 
 
    “I can help you do that—without mating.” 
 
    The whole conversation felt unreal and full of restless urgency. At the same time, she was coherent enough to realize that with another man, she could be in a world of danger. But not with this man. Not with Max Cassidy. 
 
    “I trust you,” she whispered. 
 
    He looked like he wanted to contradict her. Instead he said, “Lie back.” 
 
    She did as he asked, and he dimmed the lights. She wished he would make it all the way dark, so she could fade into the blackness. She wanted to turn her head away, but she wasn’t going to be a coward. Not now. 
 
    “I’m going to unbutton your shirt.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She had taken off her slave rags in front of him, but somehow this was different—more intimate. 
 
    He lowered his gaze as he undid the buttons. Her skin tingled where he touched her, and she could feel her heart drumming like she’d been running hard. 
 
    He pushed the sides of the shirt back, not exposing her entire chest, but she could see the tip of her right nipple had contracted to a tight point. 
 
    “It looks like I’m cold,” she whispered. “But I’m hot.” 
 
    “Yeah. Me too,” he muttered. 
 
    Her gaze dropped to the front of his pants, and she could see the rigid outline of his man part. What was he going to do with it? 
 
    Her attention switched back to her own body as he stroked the sides of her breasts, the under curves. 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    “Does that hurt?” 
 
    She looked at his tanned hands against her white skin, the image adding to her arousal. 
 
    “No. It feels good.” 
 
    Her nipples were even harder now, and he brushed his fingers across the tips, then drew circles around them, the circles growing smaller until they were teasing the upright edges. 
 
    She gulped in air, glanced at him and then away. “It feels like I need more. Not just there. Between my legs.” 
 
    “We’ll get there.” 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut, riding with the heat that seemed to be burning her from the inside out. The hidden place between her legs felt wet and swollen. She should be embarrassed, but she was beyond embarrassment. 
 
    She could feel him pulling down the short pants she wore so they rode at her hips. Fighting against the constriction, she tugged them down farther and kicked them away, hearing him drag in a breath as she did. 
 
    “Open your legs for me, so I can . . . build your pleasure,” he whispered. 
 
    She did as he asked. He kept a hand on her breasts, squeezing one nipple and then the other as he ran his fingers through the triangle of hair at the top of her legs. When she bucked her hips, he reached lower, into the folds of her private parts. 
 
    His fingers slipped easily along that hidden valley, slick with unaccustomed moisture. 
 
    She felt one finger dip into her opening, turning in a circle, making her need more. He seemed to know what she wanted, because his hand traveled upward toward a bud of sensation at the top of her woman’s part. 
 
    He circled there as he had with her nipples, then stroked downward again, keeping the top of his hand pressed to the throbbing place. 
 
    “Harder,” she gasped. 
 
    In response, he angled his hand, pressing more firmly, sliding against her, building the pressure inside her to an unbearable peak. Her hips rose and fell, as she strove to increase the friction. She heard her own harsh breathing, felt her heart pounding. Then a dam broke, and sensation burst through her. She cried out as the tension released in a quaking explosion. An explosion of pleasure. 
 
    She flopped back against the mattress and lay with her eyes closed, breathing hard, mentally finding her way back to the bunk where she lay. She wanted to hide from him, but that was impossible. 
 
    When she finally opened her eyes, she saw Max staring down at her, his features rigid. 
 
    “What did you call that—that pleasure that swept over me?” 
 
    “Sexual climax.” 
 
    “They took that away from me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She made a small sound. “It was so good. Like nothing I ever felt in my life.”               
 
    “I’m glad I could give you that,” he answered, but she caught the tension radiating from him. 
 
    “You need to tell me things.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “This is what men and women do together?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    She had tried to talk to him a few minutes earlier, but she’d been incapable of listening to his answers. 
 
    Now she pressed for context. “That was like mating?” 
 
    “Not quite.” 
 
    “Because you didn’t put your thing inside me the way a male animal would do with his mate.” 
 
    “My penis. Or my cock, rod, joystick. Guys have a lot of words for it.” 
 
    “Is sex called mating when people do it?” 
 
    “Sexual intercourse.” 
 
    “And not feking?” 
 
    “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    “I have heard men say it. I guessed what it might be . . .” She turned her palm up. 
 
    “Feking is probably the least polite way you can say it. There are lots of other words. Screwing isn’t quite so bad. But you can have a climax without doing it, as you just found out.” 
 
    She felt her cheeks redden, but she wanted more information. Clearing her throat, she asked, “And that place—the place where the sensation was greatest—what is that called?” 
 
    “Your clitoris. Or your clit. It’s the center of a woman’s pleasure.” 
 
    She nodded, then said in a whisper, “I think you had no pleasure.” 
 
    ### 
 
    “I’m fine,” Max said, hearing the strained quality of his own voice. He should get up and leave the damn bunk, but he was thinking he wasn’t going to be very steady on his feet. 
 
    Amber rolled to her side and put her hand on his swollen cock. “I do not think you are fine.” 
 
    “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I’m already charged up enough.” 
 
    “I know what to do about that.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Instead of answering, she pushed him to his back and undid the zipper at the front of his pants. 
 
    He caught his breath as she pulled out his throbbing cock and clasped him in her hand, squeezing and releasing with the skill of a Port City whore. 
 
    “What . . .” 
 
    Before he could get out the rest of the question, she leaned over, taking his swollen rod in her mouth, moving her mouth up and down his length while she sucked on him with shocking expertise. 
 
    His hands dug into the sheet as she compressed her lips and took more of him in. He knew this was wrong, but she’d caught him by surprise, and now that she’d started pleasuring him, he was helpless to do anything besides go with the moment, feeling his supercharged body build toward orgasm. He was so hot from bringing her to climax that it didn’t take long. His hips jerked, and he groaned as he came in her mouth. 
 
    He saw her lift her head, saw her swallow his semen with a little grimace. As he watched, he couldn’t help questioning everything she had told him. 
 
    “You’ve done this before,” he said, his tone gritty. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You said no man would want you. But that was an excellent blow job” 
 
    Her voice was low, but her gaze was steady. “No man would want to do it in the proper way. But some come to the slaves in the night and make them do what I just did for you. They clamp their hands on your head and force you to—service them. And if you do not do a good job, they . . . punish you.” 
 
    He struggled to process her words. “They hate you, but they use you like that?” 
 
    “You have not heard of men who use animals for their pleasure?” 
 
    He’d been questioning her veracity. Now the matter-of-fact way she spoke about her status cut into his gut like a knife. He felt torn between rage and despair at the way she’d been forced to live. 
 
    “You did not hold my head,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    “I would never do that to a woman.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s not something a woman should be forced to do.” Just like a lot of things she had said, that idea made him sick. “Sex should be a choice—not forced on a woman. Or a man.” 
 
    She flopped back onto the mattress beside him. “That is the first time I ever wanted to do it—or had a choice about it.” 
 
    “Why did you want to?” 
 
    “Because I could tell that touching me was making you need . . .” She stopped and lifted one shoulder. “What men need.” 
 
    “I could have lived with it.” 
 
    “I could not.” 
 
    Really? The past few minutes had made him want to understand her better. Was she concerned about him? Or was she trying to make sure she stayed on his good side? 
 
    He turned his head away as she sat up and put her clothing back together. 
 
    As he zipped his fly, he wondered—what would he do if he were in her position? She was entirely at his mercy, yet at the same time, he sensed qualities in her that he admired. She was strong and resourceful. But was she telling the truth about her experiences as a slave? He guessed most of it was true—at least from her reactions during the short time she’d been on the ship. But was she trying to create an impression that would get her what she wanted? 
 
    Which was what? 
 
    Neither of them spoke for several moments. 
 
    Finally, he cleared his throat. “Is there no hope for slaves on Naxion?” 
 
    A guarded expression crossed her features. 
 
    He closed his hand around her wrist. “What are you hiding from me?” 
 
    He saw her swallow. “Some slaves escape.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    “I am not sure.” 
 
    “How do you know they escape? Maybe they just got taken somewhere—by their masters.” 
 
    “No. A slave would be missing, and the household would be in an uproar. You could tell something bad had happened. Something they didn’t plan. And after that, security would be tighter for a while, until they slipped back to their old ways.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “What did your friend want to do with me?” she suddenly asked, changing the subject. 
 
    He had his suspicions, but there was no point in speculating. He said, “I don’t know.” 
 
    But Amber was smart, and she had come to a logical conclusion. “I could not believe you threw those jewels on the ground. He paid a lot for me. I think he wanted to sell me.” 
 
    “Too bad for him.” 
 
    “You will not turn me over to him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “As soon as I realized you were a commodity, I knew I wasn’t going to let you be sold.” 
 
    She took that in and said, “And now what will you do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Four 
 
    Elgin Tudor leaned back in his contour chair, custom made to fit his five-foot-ten frame. Since becoming Deputy Director of Planetary resources on Danalon, he had taken full advantage of his position to surround himself with anything he needed—or wanted. Although the government job was heavy on prestige, it didn’t pay enough to support the lifestyle to which he’d become accustomed. Back in the projects, when his name had been Erno Dupar, he’d been dirt poor—with a father who came home drunk most nights and took out his frustrations on his son. Mom had known about it, but she had been too cowardly to confront her husband, lest she end up getting slammed against a wall. If she hadn’t been a coward, she would have taken her son and run away. But since she’d been too weak to be in charge of her own fate, she’d let her son be abused on a regular basis. 
 
    But there had been something about the beatings that was sexually exciting to the young Erno. At first, he’d been ashamed of admit it—even to himself. Then he had stopped fighting his true self and jerked off while he could still feel the pain of his father’s blows. Solitary pleasure had given way to a more entrepreneurial bent. 
 
    As a teen, he’d changed his name to Elgin and embraced the truth of his nature. He liked sex with men as well as women, and he liked encounters with an edge of pain and danger. Looking to score at some of the exotic clubs in Port City, he’d made himself available to the power brokers who couldn’t risk having their S and M tastes known. And a club owner named Walder Cunningham had realized the young man’s talents could make them both a pile of credits. 
 
    They’d formed a partnership in providing erotic favors for the rich and well-connected. Walder had provided him with a secret room at the back of the club where he could take special guests. Sometimes Elgin would play the role he had with his father but going further into forbidden pleasures like letting a client stop and fondle Elgin’s cock during a whipping—both knowing that the encounter was building to hot sex. And sometimes he’d be the slave master dishing out pain to men who craved punishment as part of their erotic play. After a wild and strenuous night, the men would be relaxed. And with a little encouragement, they would reveal confidential tidbits. 
 
    Their pillow talk had given Elgin access to government secrets—which he’d used to secure himself a good job—in the planetary government, no less. 
 
    He’d worked his way up to his current position, where his real money came from his under-the-table activities. The information he was able to sell to investors looking for the best return on their money was like a private catborn mine for him. Add to that the bribes he took for granting licenses, he had quickly amassed a small fortune, which in turn allowed him to pay for goods that were out of reach for ordinary citizens. 
 
    He had luxury wines and spirits, the finest coban leather upholstery on his furniture, drugs that would give you an instant high—or an instant low—and not kill too many of your brain cells. 
 
    And now he was awaiting one of his most enjoyable shipments. The smuggling process had worked smoothly for him for the past ten years. This was the first time he had encountered a problem. 
 
    Annoyance flickered on his pudgy lips as he made another call to Rafe Cortez. Once again, he got the same robot voice asking for information. 
 
    This was his third try to contact the importer he’d forced to take an illegal job, and he wasn’t pleased with the results. Because his name and location were blocked, he could leave a message. 
 
    “This is your client,” he said in a voice that was hard as a lump of swagu crystals. “What is the ETA of my package?” 
 
    There was no answer from the black and white pattern floating in front of his face. 
 
    Swinging away from the comms unit, he picked up the wrist restraints he’d laid out in preparation for the arrival of his latest purchase and turned the padded cuffs in his hands. He knew there were men who viewed the stunning women illegally imported from Naxion in a different light. They liked being seen with a beautiful blond or brunette on their arm at social events. And some fools had even married a slave. He didn’t care about marriage—or showing off his trophies. His pleasures were private and having a woman who was a nonperson meant that he could enjoy her to the fullest. Since his childhood, his tastes had matured. Beatings still charged him up. But switching from bottom to top was even better. 
 
    He’d asked for a new slave with spirit. He hated the wimps who just rolled over and let him do anything he wanted to them. The fighters were more of a challenge, but they always gave up in the end. Part of the fun was breaking them. 
 
    He had been aroused for days, primed to have his new captive delivered for his sexual enjoyment. As a substitute, he could have arranged for a whore from one of the high-class establishments in the city. But he was damned if he was going to pay for a temporary companion when a slave was already on order. 
 
    He clenched his fists in frustration. When he got hold of Rafe Cortez, he was going to make the bastard wish he’d never crossed Elgin Tudor. 
 
    He considered his options. If he couldn’t contact Cortez, was there some way to get a line on the property he’d purchased? 
 
    He’d been keeping track of Cortez—until the man had suddenly dropped off the radar. Which might mean he’d sent someone else to bring back his purchase. Or perhaps not. There was always the possibility that something had gone wrong on Naxion. It was a dangerous place. Either Rafe or a courier could be in trouble—or dead. 
 
    He pushed himself out of the chair and went to the door of the playroom he’d gotten ready for his new purchase. 
 
    Inside he surveyed the restraint table, the wall rings, the racks of whips and implements he might use. 
 
    Sagan’s balls. Looking at them was making him hard as a Palamar pump handle. 
 
    He reached down to press his hand against his fly, rocking his palm against his swollen cock. Maybe he should reconsider using a prostitute. If he was out of his mind with frustration when his purchase arrived, he’d be too impatient to enjoy her properly. Maybe he needed a quick orgasm now to calm himself down. Yes, quick by his standards. He was powerful, but he couldn’t kill a prostitute from the city—or damage her too badly. 
 
    ### 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Max considered Amber’s question. What was he going to do now? It might be possible to sneak her onto Danalon, but then what? Someone was expecting her arrival, and they’d be on the lookout for her, which meant he couldn’t take her to Port City or anywhere else the authorities would be checking the credentials of newcomers.                
 
    There was another option, of course. When Danalon had first been settled, it quickly divided into two factions. Most colonists had come there fully committed to living within a space-age society. A secret minority wanted no part of the Confederation and its laws. Because they’d studied the geography of the planet, they’d known it would be a good place to form their own community. The rebels had defected soon after arrival, fleeing into the swamps that lay to the east of Port City. Away from the main group, they formed their own culture. By modern standards, they lived a hardscrabble existence, getting their food from the land and trading with the city for some of the things they needed—like tools and weapons. 
 
    Were they more primitive than the people who lived on Naxion? Maybe. And from what Max knew of their society, men ran the show, and women were second-class citizens. He could leave Amber there, but it would be a life with few options. Of course, she’d had no options on Naxion, but he hadn’t plucked her out of that hellhole to leave her in a swamp rat’s camp. 
 
    But thinking about the defectors gave him an idea. Some swamp dwellers did leave that community for modern life, and if she said she’d come from there, the authorities would probably not be able to prove she was lying because nobody was issuing birth certificates out in the backcountry. 
 
    He heard himself saying, “We need to get you a forged identity.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “You have no legal status on Danalon. If we get you into the system, you could go to one of the other planets and pretend that you’re a Danalon resident who’s changing locations.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “Then I forget I ever met you.” 
 
    The words sounded harsh, even to his own ears. He was going to get rid of her, just like that? Was that really his plan? Well, he wasn’t exactly set up to drag along a woman on his trips around the planets. 
 
    She lifted her chin and asked, “What happens when your friend—Rafe—wants the merchandise he purchased?” 
 
    “I tell him the truth—with a slightly different ending. The men who met me stole the jewels and planned to kill me. I got away. But you didn’t.” 
 
    “How did all that happen?” 
 
    “I have time think about my story.” 
 
    “Are you good at telling stories?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Where do I get a forged identity?” 
 
    There was really only one option. And on balance, he figured the benefits outweighed the risks. 
 
    “On the Freedom One Space Station.” 
 
    “You don’t look certain.” 
 
    Annoyed that his expression had betrayed him, he said, “I’m talking about the station that operates outside of Confederation control. We’ll have to be careful if we go there.” 
 
    Even as he spoke, he was wondering if arriving at Freedom One with contraband from Naxion was a good idea. He wished he could dock and leave her on board. But that was impossible if he wanted to get her credentials—and stupid to boot. He couldn’t give her the run of his ship—unchaperoned—where she could get into a lot of trouble in a few hours. Just a little of her poking around could cost him a boatload of credits for repairs. 
 
    “Careful of what?” she asked, bringing him back to his previous comment. 
 
    “Men who think they can take advantage of you—or of me.” 
 
    ### 
 
    The observation sent a shiver traveling down Amber’s spine. She could tell Max didn’t love the idea of going to the station. Did that make it an opportunity or a disaster for her? 
 
    There was no way to tell—yet. And she had to take Max’s word that he was trying to do his best for her. As he saw it. 
 
    “Before we get there, we have to set some ground rules,” he was saying, his voice turning hard. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “You will stay beside me at all times. You will not make eye contact with anyone.” 
 
    “It is not safer to leave me on the ship?” 
 
    “Actually, you have to be there so they can record your biometrics.” 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    “Physical characteristics that are unique to you—that prove your identity.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “Like I said, you make a new life for yourself.” 
 
    Instead of objection, she asked, “If the station is outside Confederation control, who built it? How did it get here?” 
 
    “It was constructed about fifty years ago as part of a Federation plan to monitor Danalon communications. But the workers took it over, kicked the Feds out, and renamed it the SS Freedom.” 
 
    Amber tapped her knuckle against her lips. “Didn’t the . . . soldiers from the Federation have more firepower than a bunch of workmen?” 
 
    “Of course, but using it could have destroyed the station. They let it go, and maybe they decided that it could draw off bad actors.” 
 
    “Bad actors?” 
 
    “Criminals.” 
 
    She did not understand it all, but she got the idea. 
 
    “We need to talk about your story.” 
 
    “My story?” 
 
    “Yes. Why are you here and why do you need a new identity?” 
 
    “I suppose you are going to tell me.” 
 
    “Yeah. When Danalon was first colonized, some of the settlers saw the new planet as an opportunity to separate themselves from Confederation rule and form their own society. Not long after they landed, they stole some of the supplies earmarked for getting the city established and disappeared into the swamps east of the city. The Feds tried to round them up, but there were too many places to hide, and the government decided not to expend resources on the effort. Their descendants still live there, and they bring various goods downriver to the city when they want to trade for things they can’t make. They sell animal pelts. Exotic foods and plants. But not all of them love their primitive existence. From time to time, some of the swamp rats jump ship and join the general population.” 
 
    “I am supposed to be one of them?” 
 
    “I’m thinking your mother escaped from a bad relationship and brought her daughter to the city because she didn’t want you falling into the same life she was forced to live. That would explain why you don’t have any kind of standard education.” 
 
    She felt a surge of admiration for his cunning. “You are good at making up stories.” 
 
    He acknowledged the observation with a twisted smile and continued, “She got both of you into the system shortly after she arrived. That explains why you weren’t registered at birth, then had your information updated every five years.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You can use the name we picked—Amber. But you need a last name.” He looked thoughtful. “How about Tradeau?” 
 
    “Why that?” 
 
    “It’s fairly common in that population. I think it wouldn’t draw any special attention to you.” 
 
    Again, she agreed because she must bow to his superior knowledge of this society. 
 
    “We can set a course for the station.” 
 
    She followed him to the control room where he took the driver’s chair and she resumed the secondary position, although she had no idea how to fly the craft. 
 
    “How long will it take to get there?” she asked. 
 
    “Only a couple of hours. I was already heading in the general direction of Danalon.” 
 
    “And I’m going there dressed like this?” she asked. 
 
    He glanced at her and pursed his lips. “You look a little rough. But that’s probably okay.” 
 
    She studied her clothing. “You’re saying women on the space station dress like men?” 
 
    “Some do. Others like to look feminine. But if you look like that, it should help keep the guys from bothering you—I hope,” he added under his breath. His gaze turned inward. “We should do more to make you unattractive. Too bad your breasts aren’t smaller.” 
 
    “Why should they be smaller?” 
 
    “A lot of guys are turned on by big boobs.” 
 
    “Boobs?” 
 
    “Breasts.” 
 
    She filed that information away. 
 
    “Too bad you don’t have a bra.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “A garment that supports a woman’s breasts and keeps them from jiggling.” 
 
    When she saw him staring at her chest, she pressed her hands against her breasts. 
 
    “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s suggestive.” 
 
    “I was thinking we could wrap a long strip of cloth, around the top of me several times. That would—keep them from— jiggling.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea.” 
 
    “You would have to help me.” 
 
    “Kahlad.” 
 
    “Why did that make you curse?” 
 
    “I’d like to avoid touching you?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m trying not to have sex with you,” he snapped. 
 
    “I would like it if you did.” Before she could change her mind, she unbuttoned the shirt and pushed the sides away, then cupped her breasts, holding them toward him. 
 
    “Slat. You can’t just do stuff like that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s not appropriate.” 
 
    “No one will see us. No one will know.” 
 
    “I’ll know.” 
 
    “That feeling I had before is coming back. Maybe it’s from not taking the drug.” She gave him a direct look. “Would you do what you did to me before? Or maybe you can, you know, do it the intercourse way.” 
 
    ### 
 
    Max cursed again. Did she know how provocative she was being? Or was this just an innocent reaction to how her body was feeling? Was it the drug, or was she attracted to him? 
 
    All sorts of images ran through his head. He could cut the power to the engines, and drift in space for a while, doing whatever he wanted with a very beautiful and very willing woman. Not just whatever he wanted. She was making it clear that she wanted it too. 
 
    He started thinking about the purpose of smuggling a beauty into Danalon. If it was to use her as a sex slave, then the buyer would want her to be a virgin. And if she was not a virgin, that would lower her value for her first buyer. 
 
    Maybe he’d be doing her a favor if he took her virginity. Or was that logical? It would make the buyer angry, but what good would I do her? Maybe the buyer would even think she’d done it on purpose. Which she would have. 
 
    All that was a great rationalization. And he couldn’t stop more hot thoughts from racing through his mind. He could stand up, lead her down the companionway to his cabin, and pull the lever that allowed him to widen the bed. Then there’d be plenty of room to have a good time together. 
 
    His cock was hard as that metal lever now. His mouth was as dry as a sand dune. 
 
    He could sweep her into his arms, bring his mouth down on hers, and kiss her with all the lusty abandon that he craved. 
 
    He pictured his hands on her breasts, on the curve of her butt, inside the slick folds of her sex, everywhere that would be arousing to both. He knew exactly how good it would feel to have her channel sheathing his aching cock. The images and the sensations he was generating were so vivid that he had to grab the arm of the chair to keep himself from standing up and pulling her body against his. 
 
    But even as temptation tore at his resolve, he struggled to cool himself down. Too bad that on a spaceship there wasn’t any equivalent of a cold shower. 
 
    But he could imagine stepping naked into the air lock, pressing his body against the outer door, feeling the cold of space seep into his skin, his blood. 
 
    That helped. 
 
    “We are not going to do anything that I will regret later,” he said, punching out the words. 
 
    He watched her tongue sweep across her lips. An invitation? Or a sign of nerves? 
 
    “You need to control your sexual impulses,” he said, hearing the thickness in his own voice. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because that’s what civilized people do. Did your father fek your mother on the dining room table?” he asked, deliberately putting it in the crudest possible terms. 
 
    “He probably didn’t fek her at all.” 
 
    “As far as I can see, he must have done it once.” 
 
    She kept her gaze fixed on his face, and she must have read the determination in his eyes. 
 
    “We’re going to practice being civilized now.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By getting you dressed.” 
 
    He led her back to one of the storage compartments where he found a spool of fabric that he could cut into pieces for wiping machinery. Cutting off a strip, he handed it to her. “Go into the head and do that thing you suggested. I mean bind your breasts. And have your shirt on when you come back.” 
 
    She nodded and closed the door behind her. 
 
    While she was gone, he rummaged through his clothing and found an old pair of pants that he’d been saving for dirty jobs around the ship. He cut off the bottoms of the legs and found a piece of rope she could use as a belt. When she came back, he handed them to her. 
 
    “Put these on over the shorts.” 
 
    Again, she complied, and he surveyed the effect. She was scruffy, better covered, and her breasts were not so prominent. 
 
    She gave him a long look. “Do I pass your inspection?” 
 
    “Basically.” 
 
    “How long until we get to the space station?” 
 
    “Not soon enough,” he growled. 
 
    Another thought occurred to him, and he tapped his knuckle against his lips. “We should try to fix another thing, he said.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your speech.” 
 
    “You said it was standard.” 
 
    “Not quite. You don’t use contractions.” 
 
    She waited for him to explain. 
 
    “I say I’m going to do something.” 
 
    “You say I am. Or I say they can’t. And you say they cannot.” 
 
    “I was taught that way.” 
 
    “I realize that. But if you could use contractions, it would make you blend in better.” 
 
    She considered that. 
 
    “Try saying, I can’t come to the door right now.” 
 
    “I can’t come to the door right now,” she repeated in a tentative voice. 
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    “I . . . am used to the other way. It will be hard to remember.” 
 
    “I understand, but try to keep it in mind.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. 
 
    “Try another sentence.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “You think of something by yourself.” 
 
    She dragged in a breath and let it out. “I’m learning a new way of talking.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I am, I mean I’m trying to get it right.” 
 
    “You’re a smart woman. Eventually it will come more naturally.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Five 
 
    Before the station was in view, Max sent a message. “This is The Golden Fleece, on vector 1037. Permission to land.” 
 
    A message came back quickly. “Captain Maxwell Cassidy?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Show yourself.” 
 
    He switched the big screen to video and saw a guy dressed like a refugee from a desert wasteland sitting at the console. The guy wore a barely-there muscle shirt, showing off impressive tats on both arms. His hair was buzz-cut short, and he sported a ring in his bottom lip and one on the left side of his nose. 
 
    Beside him, Max saw Amber blink as she stared at the scruffy representative of authority on the SS Freedom. 
 
    He flicked his gaze back to the screen. 
 
    “Cassidy,” the man said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Hold your position.” The screen blanked out, and Amber looked at Max. “You know him?” 
 
    “Yeah. He’s an ex-trooper named Fish.” 
 
    The man clicked back into view. “How long is your estimated stay?” 
 
    “No more than twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “What is the purpose of your stay?” 
 
    “Picking up supplies.” 
 
    Fish consulted a computer to his left. 
 
    Max stayed where he was until the guy looked up and said, “You are cleared for docking at bay twenty-five.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    As Max powered up again, Amber asked, “Isn’t that a lot of . . . regulations for an outlaw station?” 
 
    “They have to be careful about who they let in. There have been a couple of stealth attacks by the Feds—innocent-looking ships docking who turned out to hold armed boarding parties.” 
 
    He steered the ship to bay twenty-five, completed the docking maneuver and cut the engines. Next, he connected his fuel cells to the chargers the station provided. 
 
    “We just walk off?” Amber asked. 
 
    “Well, I’ve been thinking about what else to do that will make you less attractive?” 
 
    “Give me beauty bumps?” 
 
    He shuddered. “Not quite that bad. Come back to the galley where I can work.” 
 
    At the table, he pointed to a chair. “Sit.” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “I could cut your hair.” 
 
    “No,” was her instant answer. 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “It is . . . I mean it’s the one thing that made me normal on Naxion.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s try some other stuff.” He got out the makeup kit he sometimes used when he was going into what might be hostile territory. Studying her, he said, we can do something about your nose.” 
 
    She looked alarmed. “Cut it off?” 
 
    “No. Make it a little bigger.” 
 
    He pulled out a tube of facial putty and squeezed some of it into his hand, then mashed it into a paste. Before applying it to her nose, he added tint that looked like it would match her skin color. Proceeding carefully, he built up the sides, then the tip, so that it was not so small and delicate looking. She closed her eyes as he worked, and he admired her long, dark lashes, but he was also aware of the way her soft skin felt under his fingertips. It was hard to stay focused on the task as stroked her, and he saw from the faint quiver of her lips that she was reacting to him as well. He wanted to stop touching her. No, that was a lie. He wanted to keep touching her, and not just her face. Instead he doggedly kept to the task at hand. There was one more change that could make a big difference. He added some water to the putty, thinning it out, then applied it to the edges of her full lips, narrowing them so that they were much less enticing. 
 
    When he finished, he stepped back and inspected his work. 
 
    Her eyes blinked open. “How does it look?” 
 
    “Pretty effective,” he answered, trying for objectivity. “It’s good but it doesn’t go overboard.” 
 
    “Let me see.” 
 
    He handed her a mirror, and she gasped as she took in her own image. “I look . . . different.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You said I am attractive woman. You changed that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Well, you are still good-looking, but I toned it down.” 
 
    She dropped her gaze to her feet. “I can’t go out there barefoot.” 
 
    “No.” He returned to his cabin and got a pair of sandals that a long-ago bedmate had left. 
 
    When he handed them over, she asked, “Who do these belong to?” 
 
    “A woman who once forgot them here.” 
 
    “She left barefoot?” 
 
    “No, she had another pair of shoes.” 
 
    “She was your lover?” 
 
    “Briefly.” 
 
    “Why briefly?” 
 
    “My life isn’t set up for permanent relationships.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said in a small voice, and he wondered if she’d been thinking she could persuade him otherwise. 
 
    “Stay close to me,” he said as he checked the charge in his beamer, then slipped it into a belt holster. 
 
    “Men here carry weapons?” 
 
    “Yeah.” And a lot of women, too. But he wasn’t going to give her a beamer she had never used before—or any weapon for that matter. 
 
    “Try not to act like you just kicked slat off your heels,” he said as he stepped to the air lock. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just got off the farm.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    He opened the lock, and they stepped out into a featureless metal corridor, much like what was on the Golden Fleece. It led to a wider corridor with numbered doors indicating docking stations. At the end was an exit. He ushered her through, and suddenly everything changed as they emerged between a Copa bar and a shashlik house in the main trading hall. 
 
    He looked back to mark the location as he heard Amber drag in a quick breath. He glanced into her wide eyes and tried to take in the scene from her perspective. He didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but it probably wasn’t this. He supposed it could be compared to a market plaza in a rural village on one of the planets except that there was a ceiling high above the stall. The lower floor and a balcony were filled with colorful stalls selling everything from Danalon herbal medicines and Palamar farm tools and minerals to Farlian jewelry, and surplus Confederation weaponry. Other entrepreneurs cut hair, did beauty treatments, piercings, tats and tarot card readings. Interspersed with the goods and services were food stalls offering selections from around the nearby planets.               
 
    The visual collage was overlaid with aromas—unwashed bodies. Exotic perfume. Cooking smells. It all came to them in a babble of voices of shopkeepers and would-be customers wandering through the aisles, looking for a bargain or just something unusual to take home. 
 
    He saw many of the sellers eyeing him and Amber as they walked along the aisles—evaluating them as potential customers—or easy marks. Some called out, offering good deals. 
 
    “Special for you.” 
 
    “On sale now.” 
 
    “You’ll be sorry if you don’t stop.” 
 
    He ignored the come-ons and hustled Amber through the crowded aisles. They were almost to the other side of the trading hall when he realized she had stopped short in front of a dress shop called Ilina’s, which was packed with brightly colored feminine wearing apparel. 
 
    “Those are . . . beautiful,” she murmured as she reached out to touch a silky scarf. And so soft.” 
 
    “Maybe we can stop back later. We need to finish our business here.” 
 
    They had entered at one of the most crowded sections of the great hall. At the other side the crush was thinner because there were more restaurants and bars than stands, and Max steered Amber in that direction. 
 
    ### 
 
    On one of the metal balconies above the main floor, two men leaned casually on the railing, drinks in hand as they scanned the crowd. Both wore standard attire favored by the lower class of station dwellers—in other words mismatched pants and shirts. One had close-cropped blond hair. The other had dark hair tied at the back of his neck. Neither looked like they were doing anything besides idling time away, in fact they had picked up a temporary assignment the day before. Because they knew all the people who frequented the station, they were watching for visitors. 
 
    “Down there,” the blond one gestured with a tip of his head. 
 
    The guy with the long dark hair followed his companion’s direction and saw a man and woman making their way through the aisles. 
 
    After a moment, he scoffed. “Naw. She’s not pretty enough.” 
 
    “You think somebody’s just going to parade a Naxion beauty through here like she was a prize pony?” 
 
    “Okay,” the other man conceded as he watched the couple. 
 
    The guy who had pointed out the visitors was named Kado. His partner was Lomax. They were regulars on the Freedom Station and did various jobs—legal or illegal—for anybody willing to pay them. 
 
    “I’m going down,” Kado said. “You stay here in case something more interesting turns up.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Kado headed for one of the stair towers. When he reached the ground floor, he checked his communicator. “You read me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear.” 
 
    “Okay. If I need you, I’ll call.” 
 
    He vanished into the throng, and Lomax kept scanning the crowd. They’d been alerted to look for a woman illegal arriving in the next few days, and if they found her, it would mean a nice fat finder’s fee—plus a little unauthorized fun before they took payment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Six 
 
    Max scanned the crowd as he steered Amber past a place selling sea delicacies—grown in tanks. A flash of movement from above caught his eye, and he looked up. But he saw only a guy wavering at the railing, then turn on unsteady legs toward the bar behind him. 
 
    “What,” Amber whispered. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    “Just a drunk,” he said as he led her into a walkway lined with specialty shops. They turned a corner and then stepped into the establishment he’d been heading for. It sold reproduction art, and he ushered Amber to the back where a bearded man who looked to be in his fifties was shifting through a bin of twenty-first century advertising cards. It was Harry Makro, who ran a legitimate business to cover for the money he took in under the table. 
 
    Harry looked up, a smile spreading across his face, probably because he knew Max wasn’t simply paying a social call. 
 
    “Maxwell. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Can we talk in private?” 
 
    Harry glanced toward the front of the shop. No one else was there, and he swept aside a bright fabric curtain that hid a metal door. 
 
    He pressed his palm to the lock plate. When it opened, he stepped inside, and Max started to follow. When Amber held back, he took her arm and ushered her into a cramped office. As the door closed behind them, she went rigid. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Max said. 
 
    “Why are we locked in?” 
 
    “So, nobody knows what we’re doing here.” He looked at Harry. “My lady friend needs papers.” 
 
    Harry turned up the lighting and gave Amber a long look. “Nice disguise job.” 
 
    “You can tell?” 
 
    “Oh, come on. I’m a makeup expert.” 
 
    “I hope my work holds up better in the general population.” 
 
    “You’ll have to makeup it. I need to take a picture of her to go with the file.” 
 
    Max swore. “Since when?” 
 
    “Since too many people were taking advantage of the Danalon system.” He rummaged in one of his drawers, took out a pack of wipes and handed them to Amber. “Go in the bathroom and clean yourself up.” 
 
    Harry didn’t ask why Max had brought this woman here. He didn’t ask where she had come from and why she needed an identity. He might be curious, but he would never pry. 
 
    He pointed toward a door to his left, and she stepped inside. 
 
    When she was gone, Max said. “And one other thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, what?” 
 
    Max told him. 
 
    “You don’t trust her?” 
 
    “Just a precaution.” 
 
    The men waited for a few minutes before they heard water running inside. 
 
    “How are you paying?” Harry asked. 
 
    “Not my credit account. I brought some credits from a transaction on Palamar.” 
 
    “Okay.” Harry held out his hand, and Max laid some credit slips on his palm. 
 
    Harry shuffled through them. 
 
    When Amber stepped out, Harry gave a long whistle through his teeth. “I see why you wanted to disguise this beauty.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “First and last names,” Harry said. 
 
    “Amber . . .” 
 
    “Jackbo,” Max supplied 
 
    “DOB?” 
 
    “What . . .what is that?” Amber asked. 
 
    “Date of birth.” He gave one that would fit her apparent age. 
 
    “How much are you putting in her credit account?” the hacker asked. 
 
    Max named a modest sum and handed over more credits. They wouldn’t get her far, but it would look odd if she had nothing in the bank. 
 
    “Stand over there,” he said to her. 
 
    She did as he asked, and he raised a device that was hooked up to the service unit on his desk. 
 
    When he had taken a picture of her face and a close-up of her eyes, he had her press her fingers and palm to the view screen. 
 
    Harry bent over the keyboard, processing the information he had obtained. 
 
    “Accessing the Danalon database,” he said. 
 
    Max didn’t ask how he got into a restricted government account. He only trusted that Harry wasn’t slatting him. He’d done business with the guy before, and it had always turned out okay. 
 
    It took only a few minutes for a picture to appear on the screen. It showed a headshot of Amber. Below it was her handprint and a scan of her retina. 
 
    Next, he showed them the Danalon central records, where they could see Amber Jackbo listed between Acana Jackbo and Arturo Jackbo. 
 
    “All done.” 
 
    Max bent to the screen, seeing there were more credits listed than he’d given Harry. 
 
    “Where’d the extra heavy come from?” he asked. 
 
    “As long as we’re starting from scratch, I can increase her pot a little. Not enough to make anybody wonder where the money came from. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Amber stared at the screen. “I have means of payment?” 
 
    “Don’t get excited,” Max said. You could probably live on that for a month.” 
 
    “How would I spend it?” she asked. 
 
    “Your print will tell how much heavy you have.” 
 
    “You didn’t use a print.” 
 
    “Because I’m keeping this off the record.” 
 
    “But I’m legal?” she whispered, looking a bit dazed and maybe a little apprehensive as she contemplated everything that had just happened. 
 
    “Yup,” Harry answered. 
 
    ### 
 
    “Do I get a card or something?” Amber asked.She was pretty sure she didn’t, but she was stalling for time, trying to decide what to do. 
 
    She was legal now. A citizen of Danalon, as far as anyone knew—if this man named Harry could be trusted. 
 
    She could disappear into the crowd of people on the station, and Max would never find her. But was that what she really wanted? 
 
    She might be legal, but she knew nothing about this place, nothing about life in the worlds outside Naxion besides a few things she’d learned from Max. 
 
    The man named Harry was speaking. 
 
    “No. The ID is in your hand and fingerprints—and in your retinas.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Harry came up behind her. “Hold on a minute.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just adjusting your collar.” He touched the back of her neck, then stepped away. 
 
    When she turned, she saw Max staring at her face with a mixture of admiration and unease. “I didn’t bring more makeup. Do you by any chance have a cloak with a hood she could wear?” 
 
    “No. Sorry,” the print dealer said. 
 
    Max repressed a curse. He should have thought of this further precaution before they left the Golden Fleece. When he contemplated taking Amber back through the central bazaar area, he shuddered, then remembered a boutique where Amber had wanted to stop. 
 
    “Probably that dress shop will have something.” 
 
    “We can stop there?” 
 
    “Yeah. And I can get you something you’ll like better than my shirt and pants. 
 
    She couldn’t keep excitement out of her voice. “Real women’s clothes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Will it use a lot of my heavy?” 
 
    “I’ll pay.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “My treat. But we don’t want to stay here too long. Let’s go.” 
 
    Amber turned to Harry. He was looking at her with an expression she thought was lust. It was another proof of what Max had told her. She was a desirable woman here. 
 
    She raised her chin. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No prob,” the man answered, and she wondered what he would have done if Max weren’t with her. 
 
    That reminded her once again that Max didn’t just lust for her. He seemed to care about her. And that was certainly worth a lot. 
 
    Out in the corridor again, she whispered, “Harry—you trust him?”               
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He spent some time on Ameti. He’s no fan of the system.” 
 
    “What, what’s Ameti?” 
 
    “A very nasty prison asteroid.” 
 
    “What did he do to get there?” 
 
    “He was in the wrong place at the wrong time, like I was in the pilot training program,” Max answered, apparently unwilling to elaborate. “Come on. We’d better stick to business.” He turned to her and pulled some of her long hair to the front, partially hiding her face. “Keep your head down when we’re in the crowd.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    They retraced their steps, heading for the dress shop called Ilina’s. Glad that it wasn’t too far away, Max whisked her quickly inside. 
 
    A slender woman wearing a bright blue dress that flattered her pale skin tone glided up to them. She was aging, Amber thought, but she wanted to stay as attractive as possible. For her job? Or for her vanity? 
 
    She gave Amber’s clothing a doubtful look, and her voice was questioning as she asked, “Can I help you?” 
 
    Max ignored her reaction to the scruffy disguise. “We want to buy a cloak. And some practical outfits,” 
 
    “What kind of cloak? And what kind of outfits?” 
 
    “A cloak that will cover her head.” 
 
    Amber was struck by the way Max had just walked in here and decided to buy a bunch of clothing. On Naxion, you made your own or hired a seamstress. 
 
    She saw the woman’s attitude change. If these were legitimate customers, she would do her best to make a sale. This time her gaze was appraising on a different level as she studied Amber’s face and figure. 
 
    “You would look stunning in evening attire.” 
 
    “We don’t need any,” Max snapped. 
 
    Amber kept her voice steady. Wondering if she was testing Max, she said, “I have my own money. I can buy something pretty.” 
 
    “Save your credits for something you really need,” Max snapped. 
 
    “A woman is entitled to look her best,” the woman said in a knowing tone. 
 
    “Are you Ilina?” Amber asked. 
 
    “Yes. And I do have some very nice half-price sale items that you might like.” 
 
    “Why are they half price? Is something wrong with them?” Amber asked. 
 
    “No, they are six months old, and I need to make room for new inventory that has just come in. Would you like to see them?” 
 
    Max shrugged. “Okay, I guess we’ve got some time. Look at them if you want.” 
 
    She longed to say she didn’t need his permission, but perhaps that was going too far. If he hadn’t rescued her, she wouldn’t be here at all. Had she won a victory, or did he just think that her spending her own money wasn’t an argument worth winning? She flashed him a little smile, as the shopkeeper pointed toward the back of the establishment. 
 
    As Max turned toward a rack of blouse and trouser outfits, movement at the door caught Amber’s attention. 
 
    A new customer? Someone who was a better prospect for Ilina? 
 
    She turned, just as two men stepped smartly into the shop. 
 
    Immediately she revised her assumption. They were not customers. They were criminals, she thought as she took in their hard-faced appearance. She took a step back but one of them lunged forward and grabbed her, quickly shifting his hold so that she was positioned in front of his body like a shield. 
 
    Max instantly whirled, but the other man raised a metal stick and brought it down on Max’s head. 
 
    As he crumpled to the floor, the shop woman screamed. 
 
    “Max,” Amber gasped, before the man holding her clamped his hand over her mouth. When she bit down on his finger, he did something to her ribs that was like the stab of a fire stick in her side. 
 
    She gasped and struggled to stay on her feet. 
 
    His voice was hard and cold as one of the ship’s metal walls when he said, “Cooperate—if you want to live.” 
 
    She was in too much pain to answer, but she was aware of her surroundings as he pulled her into the corridor. Desperately, her eyes scanned the people around them. Didn’t anyone care what was happening to this raggedly dressed woman? 
 
    It seemed not. Residents here were intent on minding their own business. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Max felt something wet press against his forehead. His eyes blinked open, and he found himself staring up into the worried gaze of the shop woman. 
 
    His head was pounding like a son of a bitch, and it took him a moment to remember what had happened. When he did, he tried to push himself up, but Ilina laid a restraining hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Stay down. You’ve been hurt.” 
 
    “The woman who was with me?” 
 
    “Two men snatched her and hustled her away.” 
 
    “Fek,” he growled. Then, “Sorry.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “How long was I out?” 
 
    “A short time. Maybe a minute.” 
 
    He fought panic. “I have to find her.” 
 
    He pushed himself up. When he got to his feet, he almost fell over. He stood swaying for a long moment, breathing hard. When he put his hand to the back of his head, it came away sticky with blood. 
 
    “Slat.” 
 
    “Let me see how bad it is,” the woman said. 
 
    He wanted to rush out and find Amber, but in this kind of shape, he’d probably get himself killed instead of doing her any good. 
 
    The woman was back with another cold compress, which she used to wipe some of the blood out of his hair. 
 
    “Leave it,” he growled, knowing that the best thing to stop the bleeding now was to let it clot. Unless they’d split his skull. 
 
    He winced as he probed the wound. It seemed to be only skin deep. 
 
    “I can give you a stim.” 
 
    He hated relying on drugs, but under the circumstances, he knew he could use some extra mojo.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    He took the bright orange tablet she offered and sucked on it as he headed for the door of the shop, then stopped short as he realized he needed to figure out where he was going. He hadn’t completely trusted Amber, and he’d asked Harry to slap a transponder on her when they’d finished the process of making her a citizen of Danalon. Now he thanked the fates that he had a way to find her. 
 
    Leaning against the doorjamb, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the tracker, which he activated with his thumb. For a moment, there was nothing on the small screen, and an icy chill went up his spine. Could she already be off the station? 
 
    Then a green dot appeared and began to pulse. 
 
    It was over at the extreme right edge of the screen, and he hurried off in that direction, teeth gritted as he fought the pain still pulsing in his head. 
 
    The dot slipped off the side of his monitor. When he got it back, it was moving in a direction that should be down the corridor he was following. He quickened his pace, expecting to see Amber around the next corner, but she wasn’t there. 
 
    Still, it looked like he was at the same position as the dot. There could only be one explanation for the readout. 
 
    He began searching the walls of the corridor and came to a door that was almost invisible in the dim light. With his beamer drawn, he cautiously opened the door. Nobody was on the other side, but he saw metal steps descending—confirming his guess that the men must have taken her to a lower level of the station. 
 
    Stopping, he listened intently. There was no sound of footsteps on the stairs. Amber’s captors must have reached a lower level and taken her into a hidden corridor. 
 
    With his beamer in his hand and his senses alert, he proceeded cautiously. The next door he came to was easier to see. He stepped through and consulted his tracker. He still saw Amber’s signal, but she wasn’t in this corridor. 
 
    He went back to the stairs and repeated the procedure. Once again, when he saw Amber was not here, he cursed. How many levels did this damn place have? 
 
    And who were these men? The best he could figure, they were hang-arounds—guys who had no steady job but who would do almost anything for money. 
 
    Was this simply bad luck? Had they seen an opportunity to hold a beautiful woman for ransom? Did she look like she had arrived illegally? Or was somebody specifically looking for her? He couldn’t figure out their motive, but at least he was sure the men were still in the station. They could have hustled Amber directly to a docking bay and into a ship. This far into the depths of the station, they were either taking a tricky route to make it hard to follow, or they were taking Amber to a storage area. 
 
    To do what? He shuddered as he kept closing the distance between himself and the pulsing beacon on the screen, wondering what he was going to do when he caught up with the trio. 
 
    ### 
 
    The man had moved Amber rapidly through the crowd and down several flights of steps. From there they accessed a musty side corridor, where water dripped down one of the walls. When they stopped, she wondered if they’d reached their destination. Instead, one of them opened a door and shoved her into another stairwell. The steps went in only one direction—down. 
 
    “Hurry up,” the one who held her ordered, and she struggled to keep her footing as he hustled her along. 
 
    She felt like she was being ushered into an underground cave. When she tried to wrench away, he slapped her. 
 
    “Behave.” 
 
    A few minutes ago, she’d been sparring with Max over whether she was allowed to buy a pretty dress. Now she prayed that he could find her. But how? 
 
    She was on her own, and she knew that if she let these men take her where they wanted, she was dead. Or maybe she would only wish she were dead. 
 
    Desperately, she dug her elbow into the side of the man who held her, trying to wrench away. 
 
    He grabbed a fistful of her hair. Behind her, the other guy moved up, pressing something hard into her back. “You want me to cut you in two with a beam?” 
 
    She didn’t think he’d do that. He’d gone to a lot of trouble to get her. But he could burn her. 
 
    She was thinking that maybe she should take the risk, when the one holding her stopped before another featureless door. His friend leaned forward, stabbing the gun into her back as he pressed his palm to the lock plate. It opened, and her captor shoved her inside. She would have fallen forward, but he grabbed her hair again to steady her, and she yelped in pain. 
 
    They were in a dimly lit room, furnished with a few pieces of derelict furniture—a sofa with one corner chewed away by something—a couple of chairs with half the upholstery gone. There were boxes piled along two of the walls. The far wall was empty, except for a couple of metal rings hanging high up. The man holding her pushed her across the room. The other raised her arms and used cuffs to secure her hands to the wall above her head. She was prepared to kick out at them, but one pounded her knee with the metal bar he’d used on Max. He had short blond hair and a metal disk hanging around his neck. The other had long dark hair and some very nasty artwork on his arms. Skulls and horrid looking animals. 
 
    When she cried out, he grinned. 
 
    “Don’t damage her,” the other one cautioned. “Tudor don’t want damaged merchandise.” 
 
    “I know.” The man bent and secured Amber’s ankles to rings on the floor. 
 
    “Got ya,” he said with grin that made her feel sick. 
 
    His partner wasn’t quite so confident. “We gotta call Tudor and say we found his shipment.” 
 
    “Not yet, Kado. He don’t even know if we can score, and I want to have some fun with her. Plus, we gotta think how to negotiate. I want an extra finder’s fee.” 
 
    His friend made a low sound. “Everybody knows Tudor’s dangerous. You want to make him mad?” 
 
    “We scored what he wants.” 
 
    “And she’s gotta be a virgin when he gets her.” 
 
    “Sure, but we can still do other stuff. Like fek her in the ass. I’ll bet she’s got a nice tight asshole.” 
 
    Amber made a pleading sound. “Don’t.” 
 
    “Cause we’re too crude? What do you think your new master is going to do with you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Just let me go.” 
 
    “You ain’t goin’ nowhere until we say so. And then it’s onto a transport.” As he spoke, he stepped toward her and yanked at the front of her shirt, tearing off the buttons which made a rattling noise as they bounced to the floor. The garment came open, but the fabric she had wound around her chest kept her breasts from springing free. 
 
    “Let’s see what you’ve got under there.” 
 
    “No,” she moaned, trying to twist her front toward the wall. 
 
    With one hand, he flattened her shoulders against the cold metal. With the other, he clicked open a knife. She gasped as he slashed the cloth and pulled the raw edges aside, exposing her breasts. He took a moment to stare at them. 
 
    “Nice titties.” Lifting them in his hands, he felt their weight. “That cloth made you look small, but you got some heft on you, baby.” 
 
    She made a gagging sound. 
 
    “You don’t like me touchin’ you? “How about this?” He squeezed her right breast hard, and she cried out. 
 
    Dipping his head, he bent to lick one nipple, sucking it into his mouth and closing his teeth on the tender tip. 
 
    She yelped. 
 
    “Let’s get those pants off so we can see your snatch.” 
 
    As he pulled her pants down, the other one was getting into the spirit of terrorizing her. “Did the guy you was with already fek you? Is that why you’re wearing his drawers?” 
 
    When she pressed her lips together, he slapped her. “When I ask you a question, you answer me.” 
 
    What was the best answer? “No,” she finally said. 
 
    “So, he knew he couldn’t ruin you.” 
 
    “He didn’t know anything. He was being a . . . gentleman.” 
 
    The questioner sneered. “Then why did he steal you?” 
 
    Again, she hesitated. Finally, she said, “That was my fault. I tricked him into it.” 
 
    “Well you got him in big trouble. Tudor’s gonna go after your friend, and when he catches him, he’ll cut off his balls and let him bleed to death.” 
 
    “No,” she gasped out. 
 
    “If you didn’t want him to get hurt, you shoulda let him do his job.” 
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    The hang-arounds had whisked Amber away, but as soon as they’d thought they were safe in a hidey-hole, they’d grown careless. Neither of them had locked the door behind them. 
 
    Beamer in hand, Max eased the portal open, then angled himself so that he could see inside. 
 
    He held back a curse when he saw Amber fixed to the wall by bands around her wrists attached to metal rings. 
 
    He might have rushed in, but the men were talking to her, and the stuff they were saying stopped him. 
 
    It was her fault Max had stolen her? She’d tricked him? What the hell did that mean? 
 
    When he saw one of the men yank her pants down, he figured he’d worry about the conversation later. 
 
    “Nice snatch,” the guy said as he ran his fingers through her pubic hair. But probably Tudor’s gonna shave it. I hear he likes his pussy naked. Part of making his girls feel helpless.” 
 
    With the kidnappers’ attention focused on Amber, Max eased the door open farther. 
 
    It gave a small squeak. One of the bastards must have heard the noise because he whirled, pulling his beamer as he turned. Max drilled him, and he dropped, but the other guy also had a gun. He leveled a blast at Max. He’d already ducked to the side, and the blast burned his shoulder instead of the middle of the chest. 
 
    It stung like hell. Before Max could fire back, the guy moved in front of Amber. Max’s only option was to dodge back around the door frame and wait. 
 
    “I’ll kill her,” the guy called. 
 
    ### 
 
    Amber stared at the man lying motionless on the floor. 
 
    His friend could have rushed to help him. Instead, he had backed up, putting Amber directly in the line of fire. Both actions made him lower than a dung beetle. 
 
    Taking a chance that he wasn’t also insane, Amber shouted, “He won’t. I am too valuable. A powerful man bought me.” 
 
    “Cunt,” her captor shot back. He kept his face and his weapon pointed toward the door, watching for Max to come back in. 
 
    The man couldn’t see what she was doing, and she pointed her foot downward, trying to wiggle out of the restraint that held her ankle in place. 
 
    She worked slowly, patiently, praying that the guy wouldn’t feel her moving and notice what she was doing. 
 
    Finally, she eased the foot free. Pulling her leg up, she aimed a mighty kick at the guy’s ass. 
 
    The man gasped and flailed. Unable to keep his balance, he landed on the floor. 
 
    “Max, he’s down!” 
 
    She saw him risk a look around the doorframe and spot the guy sprawled on the floor. 
 
    Her heart leaped into her throat as he charged into the room. 
 
    From his prone position, the kidnapper raised his gun hand. Before he could fire, Max burned him. The man went still. 
 
    Max hurried to check the two dung beetles on the floor. Both were dead. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he and Amber both asked. 
 
    “More or less,” he answered. 
 
    “I kicked him,” she gasped out. 
 
    “Yeah.” He crossed to her and began working at the hook that held her wrist to the wall rings. The moment he freed her hands, she wrapped her arms around him and clung. 
 
    She had never been so glad to see anyone in her life, and it seemed his feelings were also strong because he held her tightly, whispering that everything was going to be okay. 
 
    Was it? 
 
    Or had she messed up so badly that neither one of them would ever recover? 
 
    “Thank you,” she breathed. 
 
    Again, he asked, “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I am now.” 
 
    “You kicked him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did you get your foot out?” 
 
    “When he was focused on you coming through the door, I angled my toes downward and slipped out of the ring.” 
 
    “Good work.” 
 
    When he eased away, she protested. 
 
    “We can’t stay here.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    As he stepped away from her, she made a small sound. She could see him taking in her nudity, but she knew he was nothing like these men. Turning slightly, she pulled her pants up and tried to tug the front of her shirt together. 
 
    She knew there were things Max wanted to ask. And more things she should explain. But there was no time for that now. When he said, “Tie the tails of your shirt under your breasts,” she nodded and complied. 
 
    As she put herself back together, she saw him looking around the room. Two of her buttons were nearby on the floor. He picked them up and put them in his pocket. 
 
    “Try to find the rest.” 
 
    She began searching the floor while he studied the two dead men. 
 
    He shifted both of them slightly so that they were facing more toward each other and not the door. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Making it look like they could have gotten into an argument and killed each other.” 
 
    “You think that will work?” 
 
    “It’s plausible, given the kind of trash they are. Did you find the rest of the buttons?” 
 
    She held them out, and he counted them plus the ones in his pocket. Then he matched them against the number of buttonholes, like their lives might depend on getting the numbers right. Which might well be the case. 
 
    “We have to make sure nobody knows you were here.” He snatched up the length of fabric that she had wound around her breasts. 
 
    “Anything else you brought in?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Okay. Then there’s no evidence that anyone else was here besides these two hang-arounds.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Guys who hang around a station or a spaceport—looking for work. Preferably illegal. 
 
    “Why do they want to be illegal?” 
 
    “It pays better than unloading ships.” 
 
    He looked toward the boxes that were lined up against the wall. 
 
    “You said we have to leave.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’d like to find something different for you to wear—and maybe me too. Probably those cartons are full of smuggled or stolen goods. Hopefully some of it is clothing.” 
 
    Using his shirt to shield his hands, he opened some of the cartons. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” 
 
    She crossed to the wall. “Give me that cloth.” 
 
    When he did, she imitated him and used the fabric to keep her fingers off the box flat surfaces. 
 
    She saw hand tools that a farmer might use, medical supplies, food packs. 
 
    “All of this is stolen?” 
 
    “Unless they bought odd lots from ships coming in. Which isn’t too likely, given their likely credit balance,” he answered over his shoulder as he kept searching. He sounded very matter of fact and very focused on what he was doing. And she knew he was keeping his emotions in check. 
 
    She was trying to do that too, although it wasn’t easy after her brush with disaster. When they got back to the ship—if they got back to the ship—there was going to be a reckoning. 
 
    Finally, she found a useful cache. “I think I have something,” she called out. 
 
    He crossed to her and watched as she pulled out a colorful dress. 
 
    “Okay, good. Pull it on over what you’re wearing.” 
 
    She did as he asked, and the clothing underneath made her look like a woman too heavy for the outfit she’d chosen. That was probably fine. In fact, he confirmed the assumption by asking her to pull on another dress over the first to heighten the effect. 
 
    She pulled it on and stepped back. “Does this work?” 
 
    “Yeah. But we gotta do something about your face.” 
 
    He dug in the box, found another dress, and used it to fashion a kind of head covering that hid her hair, came down low over her forehead and trailed down her back. She touched the side portion. 
 
    “This looks good?” 
 
    “It’s not supposed to be good. You can just be another station weirdo. And as you saw, there were plenty of them.” 
 
    She nodded, then watched as he pulled out a man’s shirt from another box. When he started to stick his arm through the sleeve, he cursed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “A little burn.” 
 
    She looked at his upper arm, seeing that the fabric of his shirt was scorched. When she pulled it away, she focused on a patch of fiery red flesh. 
 
    “He hit you,” she gasped. 
 
    “It’s not bad. I can take care of it later.” 
 
    She bit back a protest because there was nothing she could do for him now. 
 
    He clenched his teeth as he put the new shirt over the one he was wearing, the double layer padding his body. 
 
    He took out another shirt and used it to wipe the rings on the floor and wall, then walked back to the door and wiped the knob. When he was finished, he ushered her into the hall and stood surveying the room. She looked around him, trying to evaluate the scene from the perspective of someone who stumbled in here and discovered two dead bodies. 
 
    “How long before someone finds this place?” she murmured. 
 
    “Depends on how long it takes for the smell of rotting thugs to drift into the corridor.” 
 
    She winced, reminded that Max had killed two men. But they were guys who had tried their best to kill him. 
 
    He pulled the door shut, using the shirt to shield his fingers. 
 
    With the door closed between herself and that awful room, she felt like a weight had been lifted off her chest. But she wasn’t kidding herself. There would be fallout from this visit to the space station. 
 
    “How did you find me?” she asked in a low voice. 
 
    He turned to face her. “I put a tracker on you, in case you got lost.” 
 
    “Or you thought I might try to disappear.” 
 
    He shot her a startled look. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “You had to be cautious.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    There was so much more that they needed to talk about, but there was no time for explanations now. 
 
    “We have to get out of this corridor before someone sees us—and back to the ship,” he said. “And lucky for us they don’t have cameras on Freedom Station.” 
 
    He started walking, and she followed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If this were a Confederation facility, they would have devices that make moving pictures of everything.” 
 
    She shuddered, thinking that would make it more difficult to pull off their escape. “Why not here?” 
 
    “Because people who come to the station value their privacy. That’s how the place stays viable.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He kept up a steady pace as he talked. “I want to avoid the great hall as much as possible.” 
 
    She wanted that too. A few hours ago, she’d felt like she was having an adventure as they’d walked among the stalls and the throng of people. She’d thought she had a lot of options, but she hadn’t been aware of the danger. Once she had gotten off Naxion, she’d started feeling safer. But she hadn’t seen the whole picture. The man who had bought her had hired thugs to find her if she showed up at Freedom Station. And she knew she had barely avoided falling into his clutches. She had told the bad guys Max was a gentleman. He was more than that. He had been determined to find her, and she knew she was walking down this corridor only because of him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Max led Amber along the down-under corridor, still considering his options. The shop owner—Ilina—had seen the two hang-arounds grab Amber and whisk her away. But no one else had been in the store. Perhaps the woman was the only one who had taken notice. 
 
    “I didn’t see what happened after they grabbed you,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
    “Yes, the one with the pipe knocked you out.” 
 
    “Not for long. What about the people outside the shop? Did they see you were in bad trouble?” 
 
    “Maybe. But I think they were determined to mind their own business.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Was anyone else looking for Amber on the station? He hoped not, but he still thought their best bet was to stay out of sight as long as possible and leave as quickly as they could. 
 
    He kept going along the corridor until he came to a set of stairs that led upward—not the ones he’d taken down. 
 
    Cautiously, he opened the door. When he saw the stairwell was empty, he led Amber upward. Since he’d never been down here before, he didn’t know where they would emerge. He was hoping they’d be close to the shuttle bay where he’d docked the Golden Fleece. But they came up into the great hall not far away from the dress shop. As they stood at the edge of the crowded marketplace, Amber reached for his hand and held tightly. He squeezed back, sure that she was seeing this place in a different light than when they’d first arrived. Maybe coming here had been a fun new experience. Now tension wafted off her as she scanned the crowd. 
 
    “Try to act normal,” he said. 
 
    “If I can.” 
 
    He wasn’t feeling so normal himself as he took in the balconies and the throng on the main floor, wondering if they were going to encounter another pair of lowlifes on the lookout for them. Or what if someone had already discovered the bodies and had alerted the authorities? 
 
    He cursed under his breath when he wondered if he’d outsmarted himself. He and Amber were wearing clothes from the boxes in the storage room—a dead giveaway that’s they been in that room if they were caught in the station. 
 
    But as far as Max could tell, nobody seemed to be paying them any attention except for occasional glances—probably at their odd appearance. 
 
    Looking like a man headed for a shop or bar, he kept up a steady pace as they wove their way through the stalls—except when he had to stop and orient himself. He took as direct a route as possible, avoiding eye contact but watchful in case someone looked like a threat. To his relief, they finally reached the corridor leading to docking bay twenty-five. He was about to enter, then realized that he’d better have a reason for coming to the station—besides charging his fuel cells. The only other transaction he’d made had been with Harry, and he’d paid in cash—to keep that bit of business off the books. 
 
    “Hold up a minute,” he said to Amber, stopping in front of a display of exotic teas. He made a hasty purchase of some leaves, then decided that wasn’t reason enough to come here—unless he was a tea freak. Across the aisle was a woman with antique jewelry. 
 
    She saw him eying her display and said, “I have pieces from Old Earth.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s a little rich for me,” he said. 
 
    “I have Farlian jewelry from the prerevolutionary period. The artist Colmar was popular with the nobility then. I have some of his best work here.” She held out a tray. 
 
    Max knew nothing about the artist, but a bracelet with an intricate design caught his eye. 
 
    Picking it up, he turned it in his hands, then held it out to Amber. “Do you like it?” 
 
    She looked shell-shocked, as if she couldn’t believe they had stopped to look at jewelry when they had just left two dead men in a storage room. 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    He undid the clasp, fastened it onto her wrist. “How much?” he asked the woman. 
 
    “For you, a thousand credits.” 
 
    “Still too much.” 
 
    “Eight hundred.” 
 
    “Six fifty.” 
 
    She made a face but accepted the offer. After paying electronically, he ushered Amber into the hallway leading to the bay. 
 
    She kept staring at the bracelet. “This is beautiful. But you shouldn’t have gotten it for me. Not now.” 
 
    “I wanted to,” he answered, not quite sure why he had done it. “Now let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    They were back in the Golden Fleece a few minutes later. As soon as they were inside the ship, he heard Amber let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed as he stripped off the extra clothing he was wearing. When he pulled his arm through the sleeve, he gritted his teeth. 
 
    She stared at the charred fabric of his sleeve. “Your burn! I wasn’t even thinking about it.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it later.” 
 
    She pulled off the headgear he’d made her wear and stripped away the two dresses over her shirt and pants. 
 
    Turning, he headed for the bridge, and she followed, plopping into the copilot’s seat beside him and leaning back with another long sigh. 
 
    He gave her a quick glance, noting the way the color had drained from her skin. He knew she was reacting to her close brush with disaster, but he didn’t have time to deal with that now. 
 
    After checking the fuel readout and seeing that he had almost a full charge, he signaled his departure to the controller. Five minutes later, they were out of there. He didn’t know his ultimate destination, but he figured the nearest asteroid belt would be a good interim stopping point. 
 
    As they pulled away from the station, Amber spoke. “You should be angry with me.” 
 
    “Who says I’m not.” 
 
    “You didn’t beat me.” 
 
    “I don’t beat women,” he snapped. Turning toward her, he added, “I’ll deal with you later. Now, I need to pilot us to somewhere safer.”               
 
    “I should get out of your way.” 
 
    He felt some of his tension drain away when she left the control room. He didn’t really want to talk to her. But her conversation with the bastards kept playing in his head. Had she betrayed him? Or what? For his own safety, he had to find out, but he wanted to wait until he felt in control of his emotions before he heard any answers she had to give him. Plus, he’d better be sharp enough to know when she was lying. 
 
    He remembered the pipe coming down on his head. He’d been out for about a minute, the shop lady had said. Maybe he had a concussion. Maybe that accounted for his out-of-pattern reactions. 
 
    While he set the ship’s course, he couldn’t stop questions about Amber from swirling in his mind. What did she mean about the situation being “her fault?” And how had she tricked him? He was pretty sure she’d done something he wasn’t going to like hearing about. 
 
    Because he didn’t want to deal with Amber, he stayed in the pilot’s chair for several hours, simply focusing on the task of putting distance between the Golden Fleece and Freedom Station. As he felt his energy draining like a fuel cell with a leak, he acknowledged that the ship was better off using the automatic pilot. He set a course for a spot in the asteroid belt where he had hidden out before. 
 
    As he made his way down the companionway, he noted that the door to Amber’s cabin was closed, and he knew she was staying out of his way, which was a wise move at the moment. He thought of knocking and asking if he could trust her while he got some sleep. Imagining that confrontation made him snort. Why bother if he couldn’t trust her answer? 
 
    He stopped in the head, used the facilities, then got out the medical kit and pulled off his shirt. He’d been too busy to think about the burn, but removing the shirt made the scorched skin sting like a bastard. Still, as he examined the damage, he could see it was only superficial. He slapped on some healing salve, then gingerly touched the spot on his head where he’d been hit. It was sore, but he decided the best thing to do was leave it alone. 
 
    Leaning toward the mirror, he checked his pupils. They were the same size. That was good, but was it all right for him to sleep? 
 
    Knowing he didn’t have a choice about that, he went to his cabin where he dimmed the lights, kicked off his boots, shoved his beamer into a storage compartment, and flopped onto the bed. 
 
    Almost as soon as his head hit the pillow, he was asleep. 
 
    ### 
 
    He woke sometime later when he felt the mattress shift.In the dim light that had switched on, he saw Amber sitting on the side of the bed. She was wearing one of the dresses he’d pulled from the boxes. In their mad rush to fashion a disguise, it had done nothing to improve her appearance. But she’d arranged it in a different way, and now it looked sexy. 
 
    “Are you feeling better?” she asked. 
 
    He flexed his arm. The salve had helped. “Yes. The burn wasn’t deep.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” She swung her legs up onto the mattress. And rolled to her side so that she was lying with her body wedged against his. 
 
    He could have pushed her away. Instead he asked, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I want to give you something, but there’s only one thing I can give. Myself.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? I heard one of those hang-arounds say you were more valuable as a virgin. Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What are you up to now? Making sure I ruin you?” 
 
    “Don’t call it that. I want to be with you tonight. For you—and for me.” 
 
    “So, you can make sure I’m on your side.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He dragged in a breath and let it out. 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Let me be normal with you.” 
 
    “I think you don’t know what normal is.” 
 
    Her breath hitched. “You may be right. It’s been a long time since I lived a life anyone would have chosen.” She considered for a moment. “Well, maybe never. But nobody ever asked what I wanted.” 
 
    Despite his resolve not to react to her, he could feel himself falling under a spell she was weaving around the two of them. Fighting the pull, he asked, “What did you mean when you said you’d tricked me?” 
 
    “I don’t want any of that in your head now. I will tell you—I promise. After this.” As she spoke, she slid her hand across the front of his body, landing on his cock and staying there. 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    “Let me.” 
 
    He should push her away and demand to know what game she was playing. Yet, he couldn’t stop himself from responding to her sensual touch. 
 
    He made another attempt to pull himself back to reality. “Were you lying when you said you’d never had an orgasm?” he asked, hearing the thickness of his own voice. 
 
    “I wasn’t lying.” 
 
    “Then . . .” 
 
    “Just let me be with you now. Then I’ll tell you everything. I promise.” 
 
    Was she offering a trade? Stalling? 
 
    He looked into her eyes, seeing desire—and hope. If she thought seducing him would make a difference, maybe she was right. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Nine 
 
    All the while they’d been talking Amber had been caressing him, making his skin heat, the blood rush hotly through his veins, and his brain fog up. 
 
    Was he making a big mistake by letting her entice him? He struggled for coherence and wondered if he could discourage her by asking, “Do you know it hurts a woman the first time she has intercourse?” 
 
    “Yes.” When she started to climb off the bed, he reached to grab her wrist, but she was too quick for him and he wondered if she’d only been teasing him—or if she’d decided that she couldn’t go through with the seduction. 
 
    In the next moment, she reached to adjust the lights, bringing them up so that the cabin was flooded with a warm glow. Stepping away from the bed, she swayed her hips, tantalizing him with the way the fabric of the dress caressed her body, then arching her back, thrusting her breasts toward him as she lifted her rich, silky hair from her neck before slowly sifting it through her fingers. 
 
    She’d aroused him with her touch. Her sensual gestures made his breath quicken. 
 
    He watched transfixed as her hands went to the front of her dress. Slowly she began to slide the buttons open, and at the same time she started to sing. She’d charmed him with her voice when he’d first brought her to the ship. That song had been plaintive. This one was low and sexy. He couldn’t catch the words, but they didn’t matter. It was the timbre of her voice, the combination of notes, and the skill of her control. That first tentative performance had been only an introduction; now he realized she was a master of the art. 
 
    Her singing seemed to pin him in place. And he could barely breathe as he watched her open the front of the dress, sliding one more button open and then another. He wanted to shout at her to hurry up, but his voice was frozen in his throat. 
 
    She opened the top of the dress and pulled the sides away, folding them so that they cupped her breasts. The image was so erotic that he had to grab handfuls of the sheet to keep from reaching for her. 
 
    She held the bodice in place as she slowly raised the long skirt, showing him her knees, her thighs. The revelation of the lower part of her body was no more than he’d see if a woman were wearing a bathing costume, but the combination of her bared breasts and her legs made his breath grow ragged. He’d questioned her motives for coming in here, but she’d pulled him in with her erotic performance. 
 
    Now he was unable to simply watch her performance. Surging off the bed, reaching for her, gathering her in his arms, pressing the length of her body to his for a long breathless moment. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him, holding tight. 
 
    “I need to touch you,” he growled. 
 
    Her gaze questioned him as she untangled her arms and stepped away from him. 
 
    He kept his focus on her face as he cupped her breasts, balancing them in his palms, squeezing gently before taking the nipples between his thumbs and fingers, pressing and twisting. 
 
    She made a small needy sound, then gasped as he took one distended nipple into his mouth, swirling his tongue around the pebbled tip before sucking strongly. 
 
    Her hands went to the sides of his face, holding him in place as her breath turned ragged. 
 
    “That’s good. So good,” she crooned. 
 
    He stayed where he was for long moments before lifting his head. His gaze burned into hers as he reached to pull the dress off her shoulders. She helped him by shrugging out of the sleeves, and the garment fell to the floor, leaving her standing naked in front of him. 
 
    He heard her clear her throat. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    In a tentative voice she asked, “Do you need to use something to keep me from getting pregnant?” 
 
    “I take a long-term contraceptive.” 
 
    “A man would take that responsibility?” 
 
    “Yes. If he doesn’t want to leave children scattered around the seven planets.” 
 
    She answered with a small nod. 
 
    With that detail taken care of, he turned his attention back to her body. He had seen her when she’d stripped off her slave clothes. He’d reacted to her then. Again, the sight of her high breasts, narrow waist and rounded hips was like an erotic vision. 
 
    “You are perfect.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You are wearing too much clothing, I think.” 
 
    She had unbuttoned the front of her dress. Now she did the same for his shirt, opening the front so she could ease the sleeve off his burned arm before turning to the other side. 
 
    As his shirt fell to the deck, she swept her gaze across his chest. “And you are a magnificent man.” 
 
    She stroked her hands across his heated skin, then found his nipples, pulling on them the way he had pulled on hers. 
 
    He sucked in a breath. 
 
    “Is that all right?” 
 
    “It’s good.” 
 
    Her hands slid downward to the waistband of his slacks where she opened the button at the front, then spread the placket. 
 
    When she reached inside and wrapped her fist around his aching cock, he caught his breath, allowing himself to enjoy the pleasure for a few moments before lifting her hand away. 
 
    She gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “You’ll make me come.” 
 
    “I want you to do that—inside me.” 
 
    She walked around him to the bunk and lay down, looking up at him. “Show me how to do it.” 
 
    Following her down, he began to touch her again, loving the feel of her silky skin as he stroked the sides of her breasts, the curve of her hip, avoiding the center of her body until he reached the juncture of her legs, where he combed his fingers through her crisp thatch of hair. 
 
    She raised her hips, thrusting toward his hand. “Go lower,” she whispered. 
 
    He did as she asked, dipping into her intimate folds, finding her slick and swollen for him. 
 
    She rocked her hips against his fingers, and he watched her face as he stroked from her clit to her vagina, then back again. 
 
    Her breath came in little pants. 
 
    “Do it now.” 
 
    As she spoke, she reached for his cock and guided him to her. He did it fast, hoping that would get the pain over quickly. 
 
    Still, she made a muffled sound, and he went still. 
 
    “I hurt you.” 
 
    “Only a little.” She circled his shoulders with her arms as she tipped her hips upward, drawing him farther inside her. Rolling her to the side, he moved slowly in and out of her as he caressed her breasts, her clit, bringing her back to the level of arousal where she’d been a few moments earlier. 
 
    He heard her gasp, felt her inner muscles clench, then spasm. She cried out again, and he shouted his own pleasure as he followed her over the edge into ecstasy. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ### 
 
    Amber pressed her forehead to Max’s chest. He had made wonderful love to her, as she’d known he would, and she wanted to stay in his arms like this for as long as she could. It wasn’t just the lovemaking. He could have left her to her fate on the space station. Instead he had risked his life to rescue her. That thought made her chest tighten. 
 
    What would it be like to have a good man trust you? Be committed to you no matter what? She hadn’t known him long, but she had quickly discovered his character. He might not follow all the laws of his world, but he did what he thought was right. In addition, he was brave and smart—and the master of many skills. When they’d first met, she had been using him to get off Naxion. Anyone would have done. Now it was painful to admit he was the kind of man she would have wanted to spend her life with—if she’d had any kind of choice. But above and beyond the jeopardy of her basic situation, she had given him little reason to offer her his loyalty. 
 
    He held her for long moments, and even when she felt the air cooling around them, he stayed where he was. But finally, she felt him stir. 
 
    He sat up, reached to the end of the bunk and pulled up the blanket that was folded at the foot. 
 
    “You were going to tell me what you’ve been hiding,” he reminded her, his voice gritty. 
 
    He’d covered them, but they were still naked, and she wanted to be dressed for this conversation. 
 
    “Give me a minute to clean up,” she whispered. 
 
    He answered with a little nod. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Climbing off the bunk, Amber reached to scoop up the dress where it had fallen. She carried it over her arm as she hurried down the corridor to the head. 
 
    She’d bought herself a few more minutes before she had to tell him the awful truth. When she used the facilities, she found she was bleeding. He hadn’t mentioned that, but she knew it made sense. She used toilet tissue to wipe the blood from her thighs. 
 
    It was proof that he’d ruined her—as the kidnappers had called it. She called it insurance, although she wasn’t actually sure how much good it would do her. 
 
    She shuddered when she thought about how different this sexual experience could have been. Max had been warm and tender with her. Another man might have showed her his anger—or taken his own pleasure with no regard for hers. 
 
    After pulling on her dress, she rebuttoned the front and studied herself in the mirror. She looked pale and worried. 
 
    She pinched her cheeks to give them a little color, then strode back to the captain’s cabin. 
 
    When she stepped inside, Max had put his pants back on and was sitting in the only chair in the room. 
 
    She stiffened her legs and knitted her fingers in front of herself as she stood before him. 
 
    “You can sit down,” he said. 
 
    The only place was the edge of the bunk, where she perched awkwardly, bracing her feet against the floor. 
 
    “It’s past time. What did you want to tell me?” he asked. 
 
    “I told you some lies,” she said. 
 
    “Are you saying you weren’t a slave?” 
 
    “No. I was a slave.” 
 
    “Then what? Just spit it out.” 
 
    She swallowed hard, wishing she could sink through the floor. But to where? 
 
    “I lied to you when I said they were going to kill you and take me back. I said it because I wanted you to get me away from them and not take me to the man who had bought me.” 
 
    His face flushed with anger. “The hell you say. You mean they weren’t going to kill me back then? But now they’d be glad to.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Let’s be clear. You’re saying it was a legitimate transaction.” 
 
    “If you call selling a person legitimate.” 
 
    He winced, and she thought she had scored a point. 
 
    She hurried to consolidate her position. “If you really didn’t want to participate in the sale of a slave, maybe you shouldn’t have taken the job.” 
 
    Punching out the words, he said, “My friend didn’t tell me what I was picking up.” 
 
    “Because you wouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I know what kind of man you are.” 
 
    “You’ve only been with me a couple of days.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to give me a good meal. You didn’t have to take me to the space station to get a new identity. You didn’t have to rescue me when those men took me away. Someone else would have been glad to wash his hands of me.” 
 
    He answered with a little nod. “But let’s get back on topic. You’re directing this conversation away from your lies. What were they exactly? You said you were a slave. Did you really spend your days cleaning toilets and other noxious jobs?” 
 
    She looked down at her clenched hands. 
 
    “Answer me.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I did.” 
 
    He sighed. “This is like pulling out teeth one at a time. What was your job?” 
 
    She raised her head and looked him in the eye. “I was being . . . groomed to be a sex slave.” 
 
    ### 
 
    Max tried to control his anger as he stared at the woman who had just made love with him. She’d started with one story and jumped to another when it hadn’t worked out. “That makes no damn sense.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You told me you were given drugs to deaden your sexuality.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why in the hell would they do that—if you’re supposed to be a—party girl?” 
 
    “They taught us technique.” 
 
    “You mean like how to expertly suck a guy off?” 
 
    “What I did with your penis in my mouth?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said in a low voice. “But they wanted us to be innocent. They wanted the man who bought us to have the pleasure of witnessing our awakening.” 
 
    He couldn’t hold back a string of curses. It sounded diabolical. Yet explained that way, it made some kind of perverted sense—if you were going to sell a woman to a pervert. 
 
    “And what’s the rest of it?” he asked, sure that he wasn’t going to like the answers. “You made up all that crap about being punished for being beautiful?” 
 
    She sat stone-still as she answered, “It’s truer than not. They hated us for being desirable in the rest of the universe while they’re stuck on Naxion, covered with bumps and splotches.” 
 
    He dragged in a breath and let it out. “Yeah. I can see that.” 
 
    What was he going to do now? Leap out of his chair, cross the room and throttle her? Her slave masters had probably done that for a lot less. 
 
    He gripped the arms of his chair as he asked in an even voice, “You said you were a slave who scrubbed toilets so I’d feel sorry for you? And help you.” 
 
    She must be struggling to keep her voice steady. “Yes.” 
 
    “And what about my theory that most of the people on your planet catch a virus that makes them ugly? I suppose that was crap, too.” 
 
    “I’m part of a special breeding program.” 
 
    “A breeding program? What does a primitive civilization know about genetics?” he demanded, even as he remembered that people had been breeding animals since the dark ages on Earth. 
 
    “Genetics is breeding?” 
 
    “The science of breeding.” 
 
    “I guess they know enough. It didn’t always work. Maybe the virus theory is right. Some women in the program go through the change when they mature. They’re the lucky ones. They can have a normal life. If we don’t get the beauty bumps, we’re taken away for training.” 
 
    “And your claim that you grew up in an upper-class household?” 
 
    “That was a lie. My father was a traveling merchant. He took a concubine who was—ugly. She wasn’t a beauty by your standards, but her skin was mostly clear, which meant she was more likely to have a girl like me. They paid him to do it. And they paid him more when I turned out to be prime stock.” 
 
    “And that story about loving her cooking? And your singing?” 
 
    “Singing—and learning standard speech—are part of our training. And, yes, she was also the cook in the house.” 
 
    “Did she mother you?” 
 
    Her voice turned soft. “Yes. She loved me, maybe because we were stuck in the same nightmare. And she was scared for what was going to happen to me, but there was nothing she could do about it.” She swallowed. “I told you my father traveled. He left us at home, and those were the best times, when my mother and I were on our own. Well, she had to make sure I kept up my studies. But we really talked to each other when he was gone. And she did teach me the skills a wife would need to run a home—in case I developed beauty bumps and could lead a normal life.” 
 
    He didn’t let her tale of woe get him off track. “How did you come up with your elaborate story?” 
 
    “I had a lot of time to figure it out.” 
 
    He thought back to their first hours together. “You pretended that you didn’t know how to behave in normal society, but you took off your clothes to turn me on—right?” 
 
    She gave a little nod. “And to test whether I was really. . . attractive to you.” 
 
    “Anything else?” he asked in a voice that sounded to his own ears like ground glass. 
 
    “The slave masters were talking about the man who bought me. Someone named Tudor. A . . . bad man.” 
 
    His memory spun back to the scene on the station when she’d been chained to the wall. “I heard the hang-arounds mention his name.” 
 
    “Yes. Do you know who he is?” 
 
    “No. But I can probably find out.” 
 
    “He’s a regular customer, and he pays well. Over the years, I heard the guards discussing him. Apparently, he gets pleasure from torturing and killing women. They assume none of the slaves he buys live . . . through his attentions. That was why I was desperate to—escape. I was sure I was headed for a painful death.” 
 
    “Kahlad.” 
 
    ### 
 
    Elgin Tudor had recorded the report from Freedom Station. Then he had poured himself two shots of vintage Farlian brandy and downed them in two gulps. 
 
    The liquor didn’t make him feel any better, but it took the edge off his fury. 
 
    He’d barely kept himself from throwing a crystal gewgaw at the transmission. At the last minute, he’d told himself there was no point in destroying a perfectly good unit. 
 
    He poured himself more brandy, then sipped as he replayed the message. It came from what passed for the authorities on Freedom Station. 
 
    Two hang-arounds—known as Lomax and Kado—had been found dead in a musty storage unit in the lower reaches of the station. Either they had killed each other, or someone else had done it and made the murder seem like a fatal fight between two men who would as soon kill a friend as an enemy. 
 
    It looked like they’d burned each other at the same time, after quarreling over stolen merchandise. Boxes of contraband were open, with the contents strewn around. And there was also the suggestion—although no hard evidence—that someone had been held captive in the room. 
 
    And then what? 
 
    As it happened, these were the two men Elgin had hired to look for his cargo.                             
 
    He spun out a scenario that fit the situation if you cranked himself into the equation. 
 
    What if these two slime worms had spotted his merchandise at the station and scooped her up? But instead of turning her over for transport right away, they had decided to play a power game with her first. Then whoever had brought her to the station had killed them and gotten her back. That was as good as any other explanation. 
 
    He had put out a demand for information on which ships had docked at the station prior to the discovery of the bodies and after the likely abduction from Naxion. So far, the bastards who ran the place were not cooperating. 
 
    Too bad he couldn’t force them to cooperate. And too bad there was no surveillance footage from the facility, but that was part of the insane way the place was run. They hated government interference and bent over backwards to thumb their noses at the authorities. 
 
    He’d been lucky to get the official report about the dead men in the storage room. He’d have to rely on snitches and generous offers of credits to give him more information, but he thought there was a good chance that his merchandise had passed through there. Had anyone else seen her? When and where? How long had she been there, and what had she been doing? 
 
    He set down his glass with a clunk as he considered that crucial question. Why would a pilot have taken a slave to Freedom Station? He could have thought to sell her—or set her free. If she was going to be freed, she’d need clothing—and official status. Probably there was someone up there who provided forged identities. 
 
    ### 
 
    Max clenched his hands into fists, imagining Amber’s desperation to escape. He’d fallen for everything she’d told him, and now he was in a slatload of trouble. If this Tudor guy was powerful enough to import women to use as snuff slaves, one of two things had to be true. Either he had a secret life completely under the radar. Or he had a lot of power in other areas that allowed him to subvert the law. Or both were true. 
 
    But Max wasn’t going to fool himself. He hadn’t known it, but he’d been in trouble since the moment he took the job from Rafe, and then realized the true nature of the cargo. When he’d decided that he couldn’t be part of transporting a slave from Naxion to Danalon, it seemed he had made a dangerous enemy. 
 
    Which didn’t change his original decision. In fact, it reinforced it. He couldn’t deliver this woman to the man who had paid a substantial sum so he could enjoy torturing her to death. 
 
    “I have a few more questions,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Why were you dressed in filthy rags when they turned you over to me?” 
 
    “So, you wouldn’t know what was really in store for me.” 
 
    “And why did you have to make up a story about their going to kill me? Wasn’t it good enough to tell me what was really going on?” 
 
    “No. Part of the transaction is to have the ship’s captain give the slave a sleeping draft to keep her controlled during transport. I needed to make sure I could talk to you and . . .” 
 
    “And get me on your side?” he finished for her. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered in a low voice. 
 
    He was silent for long moments as he thought about the nasty details she’d shared. 
 
    He saw her lower lip quiver, then firm. “Are you going to turn me over to him?” she asked in a voice he could tell she was struggling to hold steady. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He watched the relief wash over her face. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “For the same reasons I wasn’t going to do it in the first place. I accept a lot of cargo—but not slaves.” 
 
    “And what happens now?” she asked. 
 
    “That depends. The first thing I need to do is find out who this Tudor guy is.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You’re sure you were going to Danalon?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s what I thought, but I can’t be sure.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll assume he lives there.” 
 
    He called up the comms connection in his cabin, then accessed the ship’s main computer, conscious of Amber sitting on his bed, watching him. 
 
    “This Tudor guy, do you know his first name?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Too bad it can’t be easy,” he muttered as he opened a database. 
 
    Still, he found out quickly that Tudor was not a common last name, which argued that the guy might not have been born with it. 
 
    “How many people did you find?” Amber asked. 
 
    “There are fifteen here.” 
 
    She looked like she thought they were facing an impossible task. “That’s a lot.” 
 
    “But four of them are dead.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He ran his finger down the screen. “And six of them are women. Unless I hit a dead end, I’m going to assume that a woman wouldn’t be buying a series of expendable female slaves.” 
 
    She shuddered. “I hope not. And the guards talked like he was a man.” 
 
    He drilled down into the remaining five men. One was a mechanic at the spaceport. One was currently off planet on a mining expedition. One was a clerk in the office of Human Services. None of those would have had the credits to regularly import women unless they had a secret source of income. Another thought struck him, and he stopped short. 
 
    His expression must have changed, because Amber leaned toward him, alarm registering on her face. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    He wasn’t going to tell her he was wondering about how this guy was getting rid of the bodies. 
 
    His lips set in a grim line, he went back to the men named Tudor. The fourth was in long-term senior care. Unless he was faking the address, that wasn’t him. 
 
    His fist clenched as he zeroed in on the last guy. He turned out to be the Deputy Director of Planetary Resources. Elgin Tudor. 
 
    Max whistled through his teeth. 
 
    “Did you find him?” Amber asked. 
 
    “It looks like it.” 
 
    She got off the bed and came to stand beside him as Max brought up a more detailed screen of information—starting with a holo of a middle-aged man with jet black hair that must have been dyed. 
 
    His nose was hawk-like. His lips were so narrow they almost didn’t exist. His features looked like they had once been sharp, but his jawline had just begun to sag. 
 
    “He’s sixty,” Amber murmured. 
 
    “Yeah. And his skin is pale, as though he spends most of his time indoors.” 
 
    He studied the look in the light eyes. He seemed both smug and watchful, as though he was evaluating the operator who had snapped the holo. 
 
    “You’re sure that’s him?” Amber asked as she peered at the image. 
 
    “I can’t be sure. Let me do a quick read on the other guys.” 
 
    He went into the details on the other men. Two were married to women who had also shown up on the list. And all of them except Elgin lived in modest to underclass surroundings. 
 
    Max went back to the prime candidate and saw Amber staring at the words floating below the man’s picture, her lips moving as she sounded them out. “Deputy Director of Planetary Resources. He’s in the government.” 
 
    “If that’s him.” 
 
    “And the authorities allow him to . . .?” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “It’s obviously illegal. But it looks like he’s in a position to cover up anything he wants.” 
 
    “So, the government is corrupt.” 
 
    “On some levels.” 
 
    “You said the space station wanted to get out from under . . . Federation rule. And the same for colonists who fled into the swamps.” 
 
    He gave her a direct look. “On Naxion, do you think the men who raise women to be slaves are doing it with government approval— or are they running a criminal operation?” 
 
    She thought for a moment. “I can’t be sure, but I think it must be illegal.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You saw the way the sellers met you. They weren’t exactly operating in the sunlight.” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess people will push the limits of what they can get away with—if the money is worth the risk.” 
 
    Max went to another site—not something official from the government but a safe place where men and women who operated at the edge of the law could exchange information or put up warnings about people and places to avoid. 
 
    Did Tudor know about this secret location for exchanging information? Did he check in occasionally to find out what was being said about him? Or about his enemies, for that matter. Max had no way of knowing for sure, but he figured he’d better be cautious. 
 
    He had an account he thought couldn’t be traced. Still, he wasn’t going to give anything away. Instead of going in and asking a question, he searched on Tudor’s name and title and got some interesting information. 
 
    As he scrolled through entries mentioning the man, Amber said, “I can read, but not fast. What are you seeing?” 
 
    “He has a penthouse in one of the Port City towers. But he spends a lot of time at an estate in river-rat territory.” 
 
    “The swamp? Where you said I could live but I wouldn’t like it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why does he want to go there?” 
 
    “It’s not all mud and mucky water, and he’s not living like a river rat in a shack on stilts. He has a big house with servants, and he brings luxuries from the city.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but I know he’s the kind of guy who looks out for his own comfort.” 
 
    Max kept reading and summarized for Amber. “Several times he’s hired workers from the local community, then paid them far less than the agreed-upon wage. And there was nothing they could do about it because they’re not living there legally. If they objected, he could make trouble for them.” 
 
    “That’s nasty of him, but it doesn’t prove he imported sex slaves.” 
 
    Max skipped to another entry. “He paid off an inspector at the spaceport to look the other way when some merchandise came in.” 
 
    “By merchandise, do you mean a woman?” 
 
    “I can’t tell. But apparently something illegal.” 
 
    He found another entry. “Slat.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “One of the worker’s dogs followed him when he came to the estate. It was digging in a flower bed, and Tudor shot it. He said that if the owner couldn’t control it, it was his right to take action.” 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath. “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    Max kept reading the entry and went very still. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That same man says he would have quit, but he stayed on the job trying to find out something he could use against Tudor.” 
 
    “And he found it?” 
 
    When Max clicked to another section of the file, Amber gave him a sharp look. “What do you not want me to see?” 
 
    He glanced at her, then back at the screen. “Okay. He says Tudor was holding a woman captive in an isolated part of the house. He’d hear her screaming—and pleading for the master to stop what he was doing. Then the pleading stopped. Either he sent her away—or she was dead.” 
 
    Amber’s face turned pale as moonstone. When she stood and headed for the door, Max stopped her. 
 
    “Stay here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s not a good time for you to be alone.” He stood and wrapped his arms around her, stroking his hands up and down her back. Lifting her against his chest, he returned to his chair and sat, cradling her in his lap. 
 
    He felt her shivering. Her worst fears about the man who had bought her had been confirmed, and all Max could do was hold her and stroke her. He couldn’t lie and say he knew everything was going to be okay. The only thing he knew for sure was that they had pulled a fast one on a very powerful man. 
 
    Amber pressed her forehead against his shoulder. She was a very strong woman. She’d conceived a desperate plot and pulled it off. Now she was shattered. 
 
    When she began to speak, it was in a flat voice. 
 
    “We used to talk.” 
 
    He gazed down at her. “Who?” 
 
    “The slaves. Late at night when we were alone, we used to talk about the future—what kind of man would buy us, what we could hope for. We knew we were valuable property, and we prayed to the gods that we would go to someone who would appreciate us and wanted to keep us around for a while. Maybe a few years—until we started to get old looking. 
 
    He winced, imagining those late-night confabs among captive women who had no control over their future. “We knew from what the guards said that there was hope our life might not be too bad. We knew we were beautiful and desirable. And we knew there were men who might want to . . . have a real relationship.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We also knew there were some very bad masters, and we knew their names. Tudor was one of the ones we feared. He ordered a lot of women, so we were pretty sure he wasn’t keeping any of them around for a long time.” 
 
    Max winced. “He could have been buying them to sell them.” 
 
    “That could be true, but not from what we’d heard. When I found out the guards were saying I was going to him, I was desperate to get away.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand.” 
 
    “I mean off planet. If I tried to stay on Naxion, they could recapture me—and the punishment would be severe.” 
 
    “But trying to escape still could have come out horribly.” She gulped in a breath and let it out. “I was so lucky it was you who showed up.” 
 
    He tightened his hold on her, hating to imagine this brave, determined woman going to a man who meant to abuse and kill her. She would be with Tudor now if she hadn’t pulled that trick at the beginning—telling him that the slavers meant to kill him. 
 
    He could have been angry. Instead he admired her. She had an agile mind—and a knack for survival. The same traits that had kept him alive for years in a field where a lot of guys made a fatal mistake and ended up as space debris. 
 
    When she raised her face, he gazed down at her. There was a charged moment when they stared intently at each other. Then she reached to bring his face down to hers. 
 
    He could have pulled back. He could have protested that they should be thinking about how to get themselves out of the swamp where they had landed. But he told himself that it wouldn’t hurt to give himself time to think. Sometimes when you didn’t focus on the answer to a problem, it suddenly came to you. 
 
    When she began to kiss him, he kissed her back—with passion but also with a sense that she was a woman he never would have met under ordinary circumstances—and that she had come to mean a lot to him in a very short amount of time. 
 
    Never mind that she had worked to make it happen. It wouldn’t have been possible if he hadn’t been attracted to her—and if he hadn’t admired her on more than a superficial level. 
 
    ### 
 
    Amber pulled back so that she could search Max’s face. What she discovered stole her breath away. His gaze was dark, superheated, and—vulnerable. Although she’d started off by tricking him into rescuing her, it hadn’t taken long to figure out that he was strong and capable—as well as honorable. All the things she’d done to get him on her side had worked because he’d known she was in trouble and felt compelled to help. 
 
    At first, she’d just wanted to be rescued. She’d even considered disappearing on the space station if she thought that would be to her advantage. She’d known that was a foolish plan as soon as they’d set foot in the great hall, and she’d realized she was like a toddler thrown into a jungle pit. 
 
    She’d understood that leaving Max’s protection was foolish. And she wasn’t proud of her reasons for staying. 
 
    Now she knew how much more she wanted from him than what she’d envisioned at the beginning. She knew nothing of what really went on between men and women, beyond the superficial knowledge of how to please a man. But staring into his eyes made her ache for something real. If that was possible. 
 
    Could he want that too? Once she might have tried to force the issue. But she knew that wouldn’t get her what she really wanted. 
 
    She caught her breath as his fingertips caressed her curves, the look in his eyes going dreamy. 
 
    Was he thinking the same thing as she? She didn’t dare to hope for that much. But she knew she had made him desire her. 
 
    He set her on the floor and stood so that he could yank his shirt over his head, then opened the buttons at the front of her dress and pulled it off her shoulders as he gathered her to him. They both gave a little cry as the softness of her breasts contacted the hard planes of his chest. For a long moment, he held her still against him, and she savored the warmth of the contact. Then he began to shift her body from side to side, sliding her breasts against the springy hair of his chest, bringing glad little cries to her lips. She felt her knees buckle, yet she didn’t fall because he was supporting her weight. 
 
    Her breath came in little gasps as he backed her against the wall before his hands moved inward to play with her breasts, balance their weight in his palms, and reshape them to his grasp. Taking his time, he switched his attention to her nipples, drawing smaller and smaller circles around them. 
 
    “Please,” she gasped out. 
 
    “You want this?” He took the crests between his thumbs and fingers, squeezing and twisting, turning them into unbelievable points of sensitivity. The pleasure of it was almost more than she could bear. 
 
    One of his hands glided to her hips, urging her more firmly against the hard shaft behind the fly of his pants, rocking her against him. Quickly, her instincts took over and she began to move on her own, pressing, stroking against him, her need becoming more frantic as his hands did wildly erotic things to her breasts. 
 
    The heat built relentlessly, making her body tingle and her ears ring. 
 
    When he pulled abruptly away, confusion swept over her. It took a moment to realize she was really hearing something external, not in her own head. 
 
    “What?” she gasped out. “What is that?” 
 
    “An alarm.” He scooped his shirt off the floor and pivoted away from her, heading out the door. 
 
    She pulled the front of her dress together, buttoning it as she followed him down the short corridor to the bridge. 
 
    He was alternately staring at the view screen in front of him and powering up the engines. 
 
    In the center of the screen, a spaceship loomed, closing in fast on their location. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    As Max muttered a string of curses, Amber lowered herself into the chair beside his. “Who is it? Did Tudor find us?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’d better take evasive action.” 
 
    “Can you . . . shoot at him?” 
 
    He answered with a harsh laugh. “Merchant ships aren’t equipped with external weapons. If someone boards us, I can try to fight them off, but not when they’re in another vessel.” 
 
    She watched him check several readouts, then ease away from the lumpy chunk of rock beside where he’d parked the Golden Fleece. There wasn’t much room to maneuver, and she could see that any miscalculation could lead to a fatal crash with one of the rocks floating in space. With agonizing slowness, he pulled around the asteroid, putting it between himself and the ship that was closing on them. Out of sight, he executed a second maneuver, rounding another of the rough-looking bodies. They were so close that she felt like she could reach out and touch the hard surface. 
 
    She could see why this was a good place to hide. There were lots of these chunks of debris where ships could make themselves inconspicuous. On the other hand, she could also see that no pilot who wasn’t in complete control of his vessel should venture in here. 
 
    He wove around several of the floating bodies, apparently heading for a region where there hardly seemed to be space to wedge a ship between the obstructions. 
 
    She held her breath as they glided between two wicked looking specimens, then executed a sharp turn. 
 
    He had split the screen so that he had both a view of what was ahead of him and what was behind. She breathed out a small sigh when she didn’t see the other ship. She had just started to relax when the nose of the pursuing vessel rounded a rocky outcropping. 
 
    “Crap,” Max muttered. 
 
    “He’s as good as you,” she whispered. 
 
    He laughed mirthlessly. “Unfortunately.” 
 
    As she gripped the arms of her chair, another burst of noise—high pitched and ominous—rang through the control room. 
 
    Max sat up straighter, then flicked a switch on the control panel in front of him. Once again, she heard the intruding sound. 
 
    “What’s that?” she gasped out. 
 
    “A message.” 
 
    He adjusted the frequency, and she heard what sounded like a garbled word. “Tubendan.” 
 
    “What?” she asked again. 
 
    “Maybe we’re not in the slatter after all.” 
 
    Using the same channel, He sent his own reply, which also sounded like a random collection of syllables to Amber. 
 
    The person sending the original message replied, and Amber waited tensely to find out what was going on. 
 
    “It’s someone you know?” she asked. 
 
    He glanced at her, then away. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they warn you they were coming?” 
 
    “They wanted to wait until they were within range to use short-distance communications.” 
 
    “You mean, they didn’t want anybody else picking up the transmission?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And how did they know you were here?” 
 
    “They didn’t for sure. But this is a place we’ve used in the past.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    He kept his gaze on her. “Rafe Cortez.” 
 
    She felt like he’d just hit her in the stomach with a blast from his beamer. If she had been standing up, she would have fallen over. 
 
    “No,” she gasped. 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    “He’s going to turn me over to Tudor.” 
 
    “No,” he said again. 
 
    She searched for absolute conviction in his voice and didn’t hear it. 
 
    “Let me deal with him.” 
 
    And let him finish the job he was hired to do. Not if she could help it, she thought, but she kept the words locked in her throat. Right now, she had to look like she was going along with Max’s plans. 
 
    The Golden Fleece stayed in position, and the other ship maneuvered to its side. 
 
    “Permission to come aboard,” a deep male voice said. 
 
    “Granted.” 
 
    Max turned to her “Stay here” 
 
    She gave a little nod. 
 
    Her heart was already drumming inside her chest as he stood and headed toward the air lock. The moment he was out of sight, she began looking wildly around the control room. If only Max had another beamer, she would have picked it up and hoped it was set to kill. But there were no guns or any other weapons lying around the bridge. 
 
    What could she use to defend herself? She saw a clear plastic box clipped to the underside of the control panel. Through it she spotted a variety of tools. Leaning forward, she fumbled for the catch on the box. Because there wasn’t much time to paw through the contents, she snatched up a heavy wrench, closed the box again, and wrapped her hand around the handle of the tool. It felt reassuringly solid in her grasp. 
 
    A quick glance told her she was still alone. Standing, she walked to the side of the doorway and waited with the wrench held down by her leg. 
 
    In the corridor she heard male voices talking, the conversation clipped and urgent. Were they talking about her? Was Cortez asking why Max hadn’t completed the assignment? Was he explaining where he’d been? Was he angry with Max for rescuing her? 
 
    She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she was sure of one thing. Why else would Rafe Cortez be here if he hadn’t come to grab her and take her to the man who had bought her? She wasn’t going to let that happen, and if that meant dying to prevent it, she was ready to accept that. 
 
    Every nerve in her body sizzled as she pressed herself against the cold metal wall.                                            
 
    Because she didn’t want to make a mistake and kill Max, she had to wait for the two men to enter the control room. Max was in the lead. 
 
    He glanced toward the copilot’s seat and stopped short. 
 
    “Amber?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, and he walked quickly to the other side of the chair, looking to see if she was hiding. 
 
    Rafe followed him into the room. 
 
    He was a tall man, with dark hair and what looked like a two- or three-day growth of dark stubble on his cheeks and chin. 
 
    As soon as she saw him clearly, she sprang away from the wall, raising the wrench and aiming a blow at his head. 
 
    But Max had turned, saw her, and shouted, “Watch out.” 
 
    A look of shock on his face, the other man dodged enough to keep the tool from coming down on his skull. It bounced off his shoulder, and he grunted. 
 
    Max was already in motion. Leaping forward, he grabbed Amber’s arm and tried to wrestle the weapon away from her. But fear and determination had given her strength to hold on. And she could tell from the way Max was fighting that he didn’t want to hurt her, only keep her from killing his friend. She didn’t want to hurt him either, which limited her options. 
 
    He could have bent her elbow back and twisted painfully until she dropped the tool. Instead he tried to immobilize her arm at her side. 
 
    “Kahlad,” Rafe shouted, rearing back in shock, then surging forward, trying to assist Max as she kept struggling. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he shouted. 
 
    She only gritted her teeth and tried to raise the weapon. 
 
    With a curse, Max threw her to the deck, coming down on top of her, circling each wrist with a fist, pressing her hands to the floor. She could have tried to bite him. Instead she kicked her legs, landing a couple of blows, but Max only made a sound of pain and kept his grip on her while Rafe darted in and grabbed the weapon. 
 
    When the other man stepped back with the tool, she glared at Max. 
 
    “Kill me now.” 
 
    His face contorted. “What?” 
 
    She sucked in a breath and let it out. “He came to take me to that man—Tudor. I’d rather have a clean death than what he’s going to do to me.” 
 
    “No,” Rafe said. 
 
    “You want me to suffer?” she shot back. 
 
    “No, I’m not taking you to Tudor.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because Max went to a lot of trouble to scuttle the mission. There has to be a good reason.” 
 
    From her position on the floor, she stared from him to Max and back again. 
 
    “Then why are you here? Why did you ask him to transport me in the first place?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t know the package was a woman.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. You’re here to complete the job and get your pay.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    From where Max held her captive, her gaze drilled into the other man. “Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Because we’re all in deep slat, and I’m trying to get us out of it.” 
 
    She felt Max ease up a little on his hold. “If I let you go, will you behave?” 
 
    She had silently vowed that she would never lie to him again. But did it work the other way? Could she really trust Max or his friend? 
 
    “Will you behave?” he asked again. 
 
    She thought about it. She probably wouldn’t be able to fight these two strong men on her own. And probably she did need their help to get out of trouble—if that was possible and if it was what Rafe really intended. 
 
    “Okay,” she answered Max. 
 
    “Okay what?” 
 
    “I won’t try to kill him.” 
 
    “Or hurt him.” 
 
    “Or hurt him.” 
 
    He could have kept his hold on her. Instead he pushed himself away from her, stood, and offered her his hand. 
 
    She let him help her up. “How do I know I can trust him?” 
 
    “Because he’s been my friend for ten years.” 
 
    “You have friends who would bring slaves to a man who tortures them to death?” 
 
    Rafe winced. “Like I said, I didn’t know he was buying a slave. Are you telling me the truth? He really buys women to torture and kill them?” 
 
    “We have . . . circumstantial evidence that’s what he’s doing.” 
 
    “What kind of evidence.” 
 
    Amber answered. “The slave masters talked about him, about his reputation. And Max looked him up on a . . . database. One of the . . .” she paused and fumbled for the right term, “swamp rats heard a woman at his estate over several days screaming and begging him to stop what he was doing. Then she was silent.” 
 
    The color had drained from Rafe’s face. “The hell you say.” 
 
    “That’s what we know—and that he orders women fairly often,” Max answered. 
 
    “Kahlad. I knew he was a bastard. I didn’t know about the torture and murder part.” 
 
    Max kept his gaze steady. “Maybe you should tell me how you got mixed up with him in the first place.” 
 
    Rafe swallowed hard. “Can we sit down?” 
 
    “So, you have time to think of an answer?” Amber demanded. 
 
    “Because I’m a little shook.” 
 
    “What does shook mean?” Amber asked. 
 
    “Shook up. Upset.” 
 
    Max nodded. “I think all of us are. We can sit in the galley.” 
 
    When he started to usher her down the corridor, she said, “You two go first.” 
 
    “Sure,” Max said, picking up the wrench and slipping it back into the tool kit before leaving the control room. 
 
    In the galley, while Max opened a storage closet and got out a third chair, she and Rafe stared uneasily at each other. When Max had set the chair on the deck, they all squeezed around the small table. The two men were across from each other. Amber took the position at the end of the table—separating herself from them. 
 
    Max looked at his friend. “Maybe you should tell us why you suckered me into doing a nasty job for Elgin Tudor.” 
 
    Rafe sighed. “Three years ago, Tudor could have had my cargo confiscated when I arrived on Danalon because my papers weren’t in order. I’d paid a lot for spices from the rim, and if I’d lost the cargo, I would have been in trouble. He read me pretty well, and he made the problem go away, but he also made it clear that he would want something in return. When he contacted me about picking up a package on Naxion, I couldn’t say no.” 
 
    He shifted in his seat. “But I’d already taken another job—delivering medical supplies to the Hawkings colony. Supply ships had been ambushed recently, and they thought I had a better chance of slipping through than other pilots. So, I couldn’t just blow them off.” 
 
    He looked from Max to Amber and back again. “I had agreed to keep radio silence until I’d finished the delivery. And I couldn’t leave a message on my comms unit saying where I’d gone. 
 
    It wasn’t until I was heading back to Danalon that I heard from Tudor and found out that Max had disappeared with the package.” 
 
    He looked at his friend. “I knew you wouldn’t steal from me, so I figured you had a good reason for not finishing the job. So, when Tudor asked where you’d gone, I said I didn’t know. But I had a pretty good idea.” He switched his focus to Amber. “Max and I have hidden out here a few times. I figured this was where he’d go if he needed to disappear. But now I knew Tudor was looking for me, and I couldn’t just send Max a message. When I got close, I tried a code we’ve used in the past. He knew it was me.” 
 
    “And I knew I could trust him,” Max added. 
 
    Amber shifted in her seat, watching these two men. They obviously knew each other well. They had worked together often. And she could sense the bond of trust between them. 
 
    She was pretty sure Max was on her side. He would help her get free of Tudor. She still wasn’t sure of the other guy. 
 
    “You say Tudor is after you?” she said. 
 
    “Yeah. And he’s relentless. Once he puts you on his enemies list . . .” He spread his hands. 
 
    “What will he do if he catches up with you?” 
 
    “Have me killed, I expect. Or, to put it another way, I’ll simply disappear. It’s not like anyone would miss me.” 
 
    Max muttered a curse under his breath. “I would. But I expect I’d be dead with you.” 
 
    She winced. She was the reason these friends were in bad trouble, and if she could help get them out of it, she would. “What were you planning to do—to stop him?” 
 
    “I was hoping Max had some brilliant suggestions,” Rafe answered. 
 
    She looked at him. Do you?” 
 
    “I wish I did.” 
 
    “We won’t be safe until he’s dead,” she murmured. 
 
    Max laughed. “That might be right.” 
 
    An idea was starting to form in her mind, an idea that was almost too frightening to contemplate. Yet the way they had described this man named Tudor, it seemed like he wouldn’t give up easily—or ever. 
 
    Still, she wasn’t going to jump into anything without more information. 
 
    “Where were you supposed to deliver me?” she asked Rafe. “To the spaceport or what?” 
 
    He looked down at his hands. “I hadn’t decided where to hook up with Max. But for the delivery, I supposed to take a shuttle down to a landing spot near his country estate.” 
 
    “The place that’s out near the edge of the swamp?” 
 
    He nodded. “Where he can be nice and private—except for people who work there, and they’re not in a position to do anything about his activities.” 
 
    “Yes, he could have them killed, too,” she said in a small voice. 
 
    The idea circling in her mind was making her head pound, demanding that she give it voice. 
 
    Before she could stop herself, she said, “I could kill him.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Max’s head turned toward Amber, his gaze boring into her. “And how would you do that?” 
 
    She pulled herself up straighter. “I will need your help. You will take me to his estate and explain that delivery was delayed because the men on Naxion tried to kill you. You have a burn to prove it. We’ll figure out a way for me to get in there with a weapon.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. Too crazy dangerous,” he shot back. 
 
    She kept her voice steady. “You have a better idea?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Across the table, Rafe shifted in his seat. “Maybe she’s on to something.” 
 
    Max jerked toward him his eyes flashing. “I’m not putting her in danger to save our asses.” 
 
    Amber leaned forward. “He wouldn’t be expecting it. You’d have surprise on your side.” 
 
    Max clenched his fists. “That sure as slat isn’t enough.” 
 
    Rafe kept his voice even. “I think we could do it, if we had help.” 
 
    “From whom?” Max demanded. 
 
    “The swamp rats.” 
 
    “Like hell,” he spat out. 
 
    Amber kept her voice calm as she looked toward Max. “What can you tell me about them?” 
 
    “They keep to themselves.” 
 
    “But they can’t be a compete mystery,” Amber pressed. “You said some of them leave and go to Port City.” 
 
    Max thought for a few moments. “Okay, what I know is that they come originally from a place on old Earth that was a lot like where they live now. They were always clannish. The story is that they stuck together on the transport ship, and when they got to Danalon, they stole a bunch of the provisions intended for the colony and disappeared into the swamp. The authorities tried to round them up, but they were too good at fading into the wild country. And they can still disappear when they want to. They have a society where the men make the decisions. They’re hard workers.” He stopped for a moment. “And they are fierce and unpredictable.” 
 
    “How do you know all that?” 
 
    “Everybody knows their background on Earth and their early history. And the life they’ve chosen takes hard work. They don’t have replicators or other modern conveniences. They catch their food in the swamp and cook it.” 
 
      
 
    She swung toward Rafe. “What else do you know about them?” 
 
    Rafe spread his hands. “Not a lot.” 
 
    “So, we’d be taking a chance.” 
 
    “If we want their help, we have to,” Max interjected. 
 
    “You told me one of the workers on his estate already has a grudge against him. I’ll bet there are a lot more. Tudor is already sure he can do anything he wants to those people.” 
 
    “What was it that he did?” Rafe asked. 
 
    “He killed the guy’s dog for digging in his flower bed.” 
 
    “And that’s only one person who reported something,” Amber said. 
 
    “We’re not going to rush off and implement any plans until we’ve . . .” 
 
    “What?” Amber demanded. “From here, we can’t tell the situation at all.” 
 
    “Since when are you running this operation?” Max demanded. 
 
    She dragged in a breath and let it out. “I am sorry. Of course, I am not. But I think we need to go down there and find out if the . . . swamp rats would be willing to help someone get rid of him.” 
 
    Rafe jumped into the conversation. “You’d have to do that carefully, because if they’re not on your side, someone could turn you in. And then Tudor would have you where he wanted you.” 
 
    She swallowed hard. “You’re right. But I hope you’re willing to take the chance.” 
 
    “We can’t just show up there,” Max said. “What’s our reason for contacting them?” 
 
    “We have some choice goods to sell,” Rafe suggested. 
 
    “Like what?” Max asked. 
 
    “I told you I was delivering medical supplies to one of the colonies. While I was there, a group of the local ladies thought I might be able to make some money for them. They gave me a shipment of . . .” he waved his hand. “I guess you’d call them one of a kind clothing they’d made.” 
 
    Amber’s eyes lit up. “Women’s clothes?” 
 
    “Some. And men’s shirts.” 
 
    “Can I look at them?” 
 
    “You can have some,” Rafe said. 
 
    She gave him a broad grin that quickly turned into a more cautious smile. 
 
    “I’ll bring some over from my ship,” he said as he pushed himself away from the table. 
 
    As he stood, Amber did too. Her arm stretched out, then flopped by to her side. “I’m sorry I attacked you,” she said. 
 
    “I can understand why. I’m sorry I ever got involved with Tudor.” 
 
    “I imagine he’s the kind of man who goes around looking for opportunities to set up favors so he can have a hold over people.” 
 
    Rafe flushed. “Probably true. I would have been better off if I’d just accepted a short term in jail—in the first place.” 
 
    Amber’s face contorted. “Not many people would have done that.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe we get the chance to wipe out my mistake once and for all.” 
 
    As he turned and walked toward the air lock, Max followed. 
 
    Rafe glanced over his shoulder, then at Max. “What do you think our chances are of pulling it off?” 
 
    “It depends on the swamp rats. If we tried it by ourselves, it would probably be a suicide mission.” 
 
    “It might be, anyway,” Rafe muttered. 
 
    “You don’t have to do it,” Max said. 
 
    “I think I do. I got us into this mess. But I’m not going to go through with any plan unless I think it has some chance of success.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Max said, although he was wondering what Amber would do if he put his foot down. And if he did, then what? 
 
    They waited for first one air lock to open, then the other. When they were inside Rafe’s ship, he led the way to the storage area, where he pulled out several crates of merchandise. 
 
    Max looked through the contents and held up several pieces of clothing. Mostly they were loose shirts and gauzy dresses handwoven of bright threads. “Yeah, these are appealing in a native culture sort of way. I think the women would like them.” 
 
    “I would, too,” a voice behind them said. 
 
    Both men whirled around to see Amber standing in the doorway of the cargo bay. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing in here?” Max demanded. 
 
    “I followed you.” 
 
    “That meant you had to work the air lock.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Kahlad. You could have gotten yourself killed. Or you could have gotten us killed.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    Rafe looked from Amber to Max and back again. “You take chances.” 
 
    “You mean like tricking Max into not delivering me to Tudor? You get used to taking chances when you have nothing to live for.” 
 
    He answered with a little nod. “Why did you come over? Did you think we’d start plotting against you when we were alone?” 
 
    “I wanted to see the clothing. I don’t have much to wear. And I was thinking that if the things looked good on me, they’d make a nice advertisement.” 
 
    “I guess that’s right,” Rafe said. 
 
    He gestured toward the shipping containers, and she began pulling out pieces of clothing and making small exclamations. Max watched her, thinking she was acting like most of the women he’d known, reacting to pretty apparel. But she wasn’t most women. She’d had a miserable life so far, so miserable she was willing to take chances few would consider. 
 
    “These are so pretty.” 
 
    Max glanced at Rafe and saw he must be having a similar reaction. 
 
    “Take what you want,” his friend said. 
 
    She eyed the treasure trove. “That would be too much. I’ll just pick out a few things.” 
 
    Her face grew serious as she sorted through shirts and blouses, dresses and slacks. “I assume the women in the swamp wear long pants,” 
 
    “Unless they’re dressed up. Then I think they wear long skirts,” Rafe answered. 
 
    She selected several items, then glanced around, looking suddenly shy. “Where can I try them on?” 
 
    “My ship’s laid out like Max’s. You can use the guest cabin.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank You.” 
 
    When she had departed with an armload of clothing, Rafe looked at Max. 
 
    “She’s resourceful.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t get too wound up with her if I were you.” 
 
    His head snapped toward his friend. “Why not?” 
 
    “She can get you in trouble.” 
 
    “We’re already in trouble.” 
 
    “A different kind.” 
 
    Max cocked an eyebrow at his friend. 
 
    “Other guys are going to want her. Are you prepared for that? And prepared for your reaction?” 
 
    Before Max could answer, Amber returned wearing a gold-colored shirt and slacks in a slightly darker shade. 
 
    A zing went through Max as he took in the effect. He’d known from the first good look at her that she was gorgeous, but in the right clothing, she was even more stunning. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Rafe murmured. 
 
    As if he were illustrating the conversation they’d had a few minutes earlier, Max said, “Don’t get any ideas.” 
 
    Rafe turned his hands palm up. “I’m not.” 
 
    Could he count on that? Then he reminded himself that Rafe was the one who had brought up the problem of Amber’s looks. 
 
    Apparently unaware of the tension between the two men, Amber departed. 
 
    “I’d never cut in on you,” Rafe said, punching out the words. 
 
    “I know—on an intellectual level.” 
 
    “Yeah. You’ve got a chick who’s gorgeous. And you don’t know if you can trust her.” 
 
    Max answered with a tight nod. Amber didn’t think like a woman who had grown up on a civilized planet. In any situation, he couldn’t be sure of how she would react. She’d been willing to risk both their lives to get off Naxion. What else was she willing to do? Maybe if she found a guy who seemed more likely to protect her, she’d go with the better prospect. 
 
    Well, there was nothing he could do about it now. And maybe if she jumped ship, that would be for the best. 
 
    He repressed a laugh. Was that really what he wanted? He wished he knew. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted as Amber returned a few minutes later wearing another outfit. He struggled to control his expression. With her uncanny knack for picking clothing that would accent her best features, she looked beyond stunning. He clenched his fists. It wasn’t just Rafe who had reacted to her. He could bet a lot of swamp rats would want her. 
 
    Maybe he wasn’t hiding his feelings as well as he thought. 
 
    “What?” Amber asked. “You don’t like this outfit?” 
 
    “It looks great on you. But remember when we were going to the space station, and I was worried about people noticing you? This is worse. We’re going to be interacting with a bunch of lusty males, a lot of whom are going to want you.” 
 
    She considered that. “You can do the same thing, use makeup to make me less . . . desirable.” 
 
    “I think I have to.” He studied her face, loving the shape of her lips and cheekbones. “But maybe not quite so drastic as last time.” 
 
    “You have to be the judge of how to work it.” 
 
    He continued to think it through, “It’s best if they don’t know at first that we plan to go after Tudor—or why. First we can just be there as traders.” 
 
    “Yes,” Rafe agreed. 
 
    She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “And you have to make sure there are no people spying for him.” 
 
    Max stared at her. “Why are you thinking about spies?” 
 
    “Because powerful men are likely to have them.” 
 
    “How would you know about that?” 
 
    “I knew there were the guards in my camp reporting back to headquarters.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    She spread her hands. “When men came to check up on us—they already had details of what went on.” 
 
    Max nodded. 
 
    “And it was known you shouldn’t call yourself to their attention.” 
 
    “But you did. And that’s why they decided to sell you to Tudor. What did you do exactly? 
 
    “You can probably guess. I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. I kept seeing that my friend, Esme, was being punished for things she hadn’t done, and I defended her.” 
 
    “Like how?” Max asked. 
 
    “Like I’d point out she hadn’t been anywhere near the table when the cup fell off and broke.” 
 
    Max wanted to hear more, but this probably wasn’t the time. 
 
    Rafe cleared his throat. “Some powerful men are so sure of their status that they don’t pay attention to lowly misfits living in the swamp.” 
 
    Amber swung toward him. “Do you want to bet your life on that?” she asked.               
 
    He scowled. 
 
    “Let’s not start fighting with each other,” Max said. 
 
    “I’m not fighting,” Amber and Rafe both answered. 
 
    “We should get some rest, then have a planning session in the morning,” Max suggested. 
 
    Rafe nodded. “You go back to your ship. I’ll be more comfortable here.” 
 
    Max knew his friend was right. They’d all be better off if they got a little distance from each other. 
 
    “And I can take a couple of the outfits?” Amber asked, looking at Rafe. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The one I’m wearing and . . .” 
 
    “The gold one you started with,” Max finished. 
 
    She went back to get the first outfit. 
 
    Rafe rummaged in a storage compartment, produced a carry bag, and handed it to her when she returned. 
 
    She gave him a look from under lowered lashes. “Thank you. We got off on the wrong foot. I think that is the expression.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I am sorry I attacked you.” 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    Max was silent as they made their way back to the air lock. Really, he wasn’t sure what to say. He should read her the riot act for attacking Rafe, but like his friend, he did get it—probably better than Rafe. He’d spent time with Amber, and he had seen her fierce determination not to end up in the hands of a sadist. Still, there should be rules of civilized behavior. Perhaps he didn’t always adhere to what the planetary authorities considered lawful. But he had his own moral code, and that didn’t include shooting first and asking questions later when you were dealing with a friend. 
 
    Amber had grown up under conditions that might have made her meek and submissive—ready to accept whatever fate her masters decreed. Instead she’d had trouble accepting her role. And then when she’d learned her fate, she’d fought back. 
 
    He gave her a quick look, seeing that she was keeping her eyes cast down while they waited for the pressure to equalize in the air locks. 
 
    Finally, when they were back in the Golden Fleece, she turned to him with a fierce look on her face, and he braced himself for whatever was coming. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    She lifted her chin as she clutched the handles of the carry bag. 
 
    “You must punish me.” 
 
    He blinked. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “I tried to kill your friend. I will not feel right until you punish me for that.” 
 
    “I understand why you did it. He understands.” 
 
    “That doesn’t excuse me—or make me feel better.” 
 
    “I’m not going to punish you.” 
 
    “You must.” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “I must do it.” 
 
    “And how would you punish yourself?” 
 
    She raised her chin. “With a knife. I must cut myself. Perhaps across the palm of my hand.” 
 
    He heard himself shout, “No.” 
 
    “Then you have to do what is your right.” 
 
    “Cut you?” 
 
    She kept her gaze steady. “You don’t have to do it that way.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” 
 
    “But I must be punished, one way or another. It is the code.” 
 
    He clenched his fists. “You’ve not on Naxion now. You don’t have to adhere to any code you learned there.” 
 
    “You are trying to be logical, but I feel the pressure in my chest. In my throat. I won’t feel better until I have satisfied the need for atonement.” 
 
    He muttered under his breath. “And what is it that you want me to do?” 
 
    “I have been thinking about it. When you rescued me on the station, you saw what those men did. They chained my arms to the wall. That’s what the guards always did when we rebelled. And then they whipped us.”                             
 
    “Kahlad. That might be the way on Naxion. Not between you and me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to keep arguing about it. The sooner you punish me, the sooner it will be over.” 
 
    He clenched his teeth, wondering how he was going to get out of doing this. Then an idea came to him. 
 
    “It has to be a whipping?” 
 
    “Or cutting. What else would it be?” 
 
    “I guess you have to let me be the judge of that.” 
 
    “Where can you fasten me to the wall?” 
 
    “In the cargo bay.” 
 
    “Then we should do it. Do you have something you can use as a whip?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “A leather strap.” 
 
    “I’d rather use my hand.” 
 
    She tipped her head to the side. “That might be all right.” 
 
    He made his voice hard. “This is punishment, and what I do is my choice. I’m not going to take directions from you. And I’m not going to ease your mind by answering any questions.” 
 
    She kept her gaze steady. “You are learning how to be stern with me.” 
 
    The last thing he wanted to learn was to be an abuser. But he knew there was no point in arguing with her. 
 
    Instead, he said, “Right. And not another word from you until I say you can speak.” 
 
    She answered with a tight nod. 
 
    “Let’s go. March yourself down to the cargo bay. Hurry up.” For emphasis, he gave her a little push in the right direction. 
 
    She started off, her head down, and he guided her toward the interior bay doors. As they walked, he considered what he might do. She wanted to be punished. Or maybe needed was a better word. But the last thing he wanted to do was hurt her. He felt caught in a trap that she’d sprung on him. But at the same time, he felt a kind of pressure building inside his own chest. He silently admitted that he had been angry with her since they’d gotten back from the space station. First, she’d told him a pack of lies. Then she could have killed Rafe if they hadn’t stopped her. She was impulsive, and that could be dangerous for her—and for anyone around her. 
 
    He didn’t want to think too much about what he was feeling, so he tried to focus on practicalities. 
 
    After they’d stepped into the cargo bay, he looked around. 
 
    She had asked him to fix her to the wall. But after seeing her in that Freedom Station storage room, the image made his stomach churn. No, it would have to be something else. 
 
    He spotted a folding table and opened it up, then laid a padded cargo mat across it. 
 
    “Permission to speak,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Do you want me to lie on that?” she asked. 
 
    “No.” As he spoke, he found some of the leather straps for securing the ends of packing cords. He used hooks to attach the straps to one end of the table. 
 
    “Those won’t hold me.” 
 
    “I know. It will make it worse for you if you have to hang on to the loops by yourself. And if you let go, the punishment will be worse.” 
 
    She thought about it, then nodded. 
 
    “Try them out. I want to see you bend over and grip them,” he ordered sternly. 
 
    He had never exercised control over another person like this. He couldn’t help feeling the power of it building inside himself. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    She gave him a quick glance and stood at one end of the horizontal surface before bending over and reaching for the leather. 
 
    When she had grasped the loops, he felt a little jolt of sensation that he didn’t want to examine too closely. 
 
    Hearing his voice thicken he said, “Now stand up again and face me.” 
 
    When she had complied, he said, “Take off your clothes. Do it slowly.” 
 
    “Yes, master.” 
 
    He might have said he wasn’t her master, but for the time being, he was. 
 
    He gestured toward a carry box at the side of the room. “Fold everything neatly and lay them there. Then bend over the table and grasp the straps again. 
 
    He watched her take off her dress, folding it carefully before reaching for her underpants. He let out a little breath when he saw her hands trembling slightly. This was real for her. And it was becoming real for him as well. 
 
    When she was naked, she crossed to the thongs and stretched to reach them, her hands clenching around the leather. 
 
    “Spread your legs,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I said to,” he snapped. “And you did not have permission to speak. For emphasis, he gave her a swat across the bottom and felt her wince. 
 
    When she’d spread her legs, he checked her position. 
 
    “Move back a little.” 
 
    She scooted back, still holding the thongs, and he knew he had her where he wanted her. 
 
    With her positioned just so, he permitted himself the luxury of stepping back a few paces and looking at the tempting sight of her bent across the table, her pretty ass facing him and her cunny within easy reach. 
 
    He had wondered if he could go through this. Now he was thinking she was right. The punishment would clear the air between them. Plus, he couldn’t stop himself from reacting to the erotic possibilities of the situation. He would never have done this to a woman if she hadn’t insisted. He silently admitted it was charging him up. 
 
    When she started to turn her head to look at him, he slapped her on the bottom. “Keep your face away from me.” 
 
    He had swatted her butt. He did it again, feeling his palm connect with her soft flesh. He spanked her several more times, watching her skin redden and listened to her breath accelerating. 
 
    He pinched the reddened flesh, then reached down between her cheeks, to the front side of her, finding the hidden valley between her legs. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she gasped out. 
 
    “What I want to do.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You said I could choose your punishment. I want you to suffer with the need for release.” 
 
    She made a small sound of surprise as he circled her clit, then dipped into her vagina, sliding his finger in and out. When she turned hot and wet, he took his hand away. 
 
    He wanted to pull off his own clothing, but he wasn’t sure what he’d do if he shed his pants. He settled for shucking his shirt and walking over to fold it on top of the clothing she’d left on the storage box. 
 
    He’d said he wanted her to suffer with the need for sexual climax. He was doing the same damn thing to himself, making his blood rush hotly in his veins. This woman had given him control over her body. He could do what he wanted to her. And he was finding he wanted to fek her brains out. But not yet. 
 
    When he returned to her, he moved in close, pressing his aching cock to the curve of her thigh, torturing himself before pulling away. The trouble with this game was that he didn’t know how long he could play it without exploding. 
 
    Ideas flitted through his mind. He could make her kneel in front of him and give him a blow job. But he didn’t want to do that. He didn’t want to spoil the pleasure of feking her by taking away any of his own need. 
 
    He bent over her, his teeth playing with her shoulder. 
 
    “Raise your chest,” he ordered, and she complied so that he could stroke her breasts before squeezing first one nipple and then the other. 
 
    When she made a small needy sound, he pulled his hand away and watched her flop back to the table. 
 
    When he laid his hand on her ass again, he could feel her body quivering, feel the heat coursing through his own body. He pressed his cheek to her shoulder while he stroked the curve of her hip, the ridges of her ribs. 
 
    Then he pulled away, giving her swats on the bottom again. 
 
    “Does that make you hotter?” he asked in a gritty voice. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    He didn’t know why it was doing the same to him, either. Perhaps it was the feeling of total control over her. 
 
    “But it won’t make you come, will it?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    He spanked her one more time, then reached between her legs again, dipping in and out of her vagina, being careful to stay away from her clit. She was quivering harder, her whole body vibrating. 
 
    “You need to come.” 
 
    “Yes,” she gasped. 
 
    “But you can’t do it until I’m ready to give it to you. What are you feeling?” 
 
    “I . . .” 
 
    “Answer me,” he demanded, forgetting that he had ordered her to silence at the beginning of this session. 
 
    “Like my whole body is on fire.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “The guards never did this to us,” she whispered, a pleading note in her voice. 
 
    He laughed. “They gave you drugs to deaden you sexually. There wouldn’t have been any point in trying to charge you up, would there?” 
 
    When she said nothing, he demanded, “Answer me when I ask you a question.” 
 
    “I guess that’s right. There would have been no point,” she conceded, her voice thick and high. 
 
    He stepped away. “I need a cold drink. Don’t move. If you do, you’ll be sorry.” 
 
    He stepped out of the bay, hurried to the galley and filled a glass with cold water, which he dumped over his head. The shock helped a little, but not much. 
 
    Leaning against the table, he sucked in air and expelled it in a rush, wondering how much longer he could keep this up. One thing he was pretty sure of; the two of them weren’t going too far from where she was standing when he released her. 
 
    He strode to his cabin, scooped up a wad of bedding, and carried it back down the corridor. 
 
    From the doorway, he watched her hands clench on the leather straps. Walking with light steps, he crossed the room and threw down the bedding. 
 
    “Have you cooled down?” he asked, making her jump as she heard the question. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Let’s see.” He reached between her legs, feeling her wet, swollen sex. 
 
    “Are you sorry you attacked my friend?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you think you’ve been punished enough?” 
 
    “You must decide.” 
 
    One thing he knew, he’d been punished enough. 
 
    He took off his pants and kicked them away before moving between her spread legs. Slowly, standing behind her, he eased his penis inside her. It took every ounce of control he possessed to hold himself still. 
 
    She made a little whimpering sound, and it occurred to him that he could easily come like this. But he didn’t want to do it alone. He reached to press his fingers against her clit, caressing her as he began to stroke in and out of her. 
 
    He came in an explosion of pleasure and felt her follow him while he worked her with his hand. 
 
    They were both gasping as he leaned his hand against the table for a moment, then straightened. 
 
    When he’d caught his breath, he said, “Let go of the straps.” 
 
    She did as he directed. 
 
    “Stand up and turn around.” 
 
    She stood, her eyes downcast. He saw her lower lip was quivering. 
 
    “Are we finished?” she asked. 
 
    “No. I think there’s more where that came from.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    She raised her head, and he waited several beats before saying, “Lift your hands. I want to see you play with your breasts.” 
 
    Shock flashed across her face. He knew she wanted to refuse, but she raised her hands, stroking her curves, making the tips harden. 
 
    “Now do your nipples. Twist them. Tug on them.” 
 
    When she complied, he asked, “How does that feel.” 
 
    “Good,” she gasped out. 
 
    “Are you embarrassed to do it in front of me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” He smiled. “Now play with your clit. Not enough to make yourself come, but enough to charge yourself up again.” 
 
    Her face was flushed, and she was breathing in little gasps as she did his bidding. 
 
    “Stop. Pull your hand away.” 
 
    When she did, he said, lick your fingers. 
 
    Again, he knew she wanted to refuse. Instead she tentatively touched her tongue to her fingers. 
 
    “I said lick.” 
 
    “She did.” 
 
    “How does it taste?” 
 
    “Like . . . desire.” 
 
    “Ah. Desire for what?” 
 
    “For you,” she said in a choked voice. 
 
    His own desire leaped inside him, but he said only, “Hands at your sides.” 
 
    She obeyed the order, swaying slightly. 
 
    “You desire the man who punished you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment. “Because you charged us both up.” 
 
    “Are you truly sorry you attacked Rafe?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Step forward.” 
 
    She looked uncertain as she obeyed. 
 
    When she did, he reached for her, pulling her into his arms. 
 
    He wanted to say he was sorry that he’d punished her that way. But he knew it was better than whipping her as she’d first proposed. And he also knew that if he said he was sorry, that might negate the punishment in her eyes. 
 
    His skin burned against hers as he backed up, taking her down to the pile of bedding he’d thrown on the bay floor. 
 
    He laid her on her back, this time entering her in one swift stroke, his hips starting to move the moment he was inside her. She matched the frantic rhythm he set, and moments later, he cried out as climax grabbed him. She kept moving, her hips rising and falling, and he felt her inner muscles clench as she came again. 
 
    He stayed inside her, rolling to his side and cradling her in his arms, stroking her and kissing her. 
 
    “That wasn’t what I expected,” she whispered. 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “I didn’t know it would charge me up like that,” he admitted. 
 
    “You’ve never done anything like that before?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s something we shared together—for the first time.” 
 
    He reached to pull some of the covers over them, cradling her against himself. 
 
    “We’d better get something straight. I’m not your master,” he said. 
 
    “I’ve been in captivity for so long, it’s hard to realize I don’t have a master.” 
 
    “I know,” he answered, trying to imagine what it would be like to belong to someone—to not be free. “You did pretty well when you tricked me into rescuing you,” he murmured. 
 
    She raised up, looking down at him. “I was desperate.” 
 
    “I know. And you were desperate when you attacked Rafe.” He kept his gaze on her. “You have to trust me, if we’re going to work together to defeat Tudor.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” he asked, watching her face. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    “I want to.” She dragged in a breath and let it out. “But there has never been a man I could trust—starting with my father. He didn’t love me. He only saw me as something that might be valuable. And if I turned out right, he could sell me to the slavers. Then there were the men who kept us at the slave camp. They gave us training, but they didn’t care about any of us. They were like my father. They saw us as commodities. Only they knew they could get return on their investment by selling us.” 
 
    He clenched his teeth, hating what she was telling him but understanding. 
 
    He kept his gaze steady. “I understand all that, but I think you trust me more than you realize.” 
 
    She also kept the eye contact. “Why do you think so?” 
 
    “Because you asked me to chain you to the wall. If I’d chained you the way those men did at the station, I could have done anything to you.” 
 
    She looked thoughtful. “But instead, you did something that you knew would bring me pleasure—in the end.” 
 
    “And we both found out something about ourselves.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Max stirred beside Amber. When he sat up, she caught the serious expression on his face. 
 
    “I want you to understand something important. I punished you because you were very insistent. I’m not going to punish you again for something you did or didn’t do.” 
 
    “But . . .” she tried to interrupt. 
 
    “Let me finish. I saw I couldn’t fight your value system when you were so set on having a ‘master’ responsible for your fate. But you’re not a slave anymore. You’re free. And you’re going to have to deal with the consequences of your actions on your own.” 
 
    She took her bottom lip between her teeth. “My whole life turned upside down.” 
 
    “You’re the one who turned it—by tricking me into rescuing you.” 
 
    “I tricked you, yes,” she said in a low voice. “Because I was desperate.” 
 
    “I understand that. But we’re going to stop looking backward now. We’re going to figure out how to neutralize Tudor.” 
 
    She answered with a small nod, wondering if it were possible to defeat the powerful man and at the same time wondering what would happen after that. It was still hard to come to grips with her freedom. She’d told herself she was going to escape or die trying. And secretly she had always thought it would be the latter. Could she go on with her life in a way most people would consider normal? And another question loomed. When all this was over, did Max still intend to leave her on some planet at the edge of civilization? 
 
    She struggled to keep her expression neutral. She wasn’t going to bring that up. They had work to do, and she intended to focus on defeating Tudor before she lost her nerve. 
 
    ### 
 
    Amber went back to the guest room for the night. She’d wondered if she would be able to sleep. Apparently, it wasn’t a problem because she woke to hear voices from the galley. Max and Rafe were already up and planning their next moves. 
 
    She saw that Max had put the bag with her new clothing inside the cabin. She dressed quickly in one of the outfits she’d picked out the day before, then stopped to look at herself in the mirror, swaying one way and then the other as she swirled the long skirt. She liked the way it hugged her curves and then flared out below her hips. 
 
    Down the hall, she could hear the two men talking in the galley, their voices muted. Were they talking about her? She was pretty sure Max wouldn’t tell his friend about what had happened after they’d left him, but she couldn’t keep her nerves from jumping as she stepped into the room. 
 
    Both looked up as she entered, and she went still. 
 
    After a moment of silence, Max asked, “Did you sleep okay?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The bland exchange did not make her feel any calmer. 
 
    “Why were you keeping your voices so low?” she blurted. 
 
    “So, we wouldn’t wake you,” Max answered. 
 
    She studied his face, trying to determine if that was the real reason. “Okay.” 
 
    Rafe had stayed out of the conversation. Now he asked, “Do you want some coffee?” 
 
    “That’s what you’re drinking?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The tempting aroma wafting from the cups was rich and full of a flavor she had never smelled before. 
 
    She dragged in a deep breath. “It smells good.” 
 
    “It’s a mild stimulant. A lot of people drink it to wake up in the morning. Some people drink it all day. Others have to stop so it won’t keep them up at night,” Max answered. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You can have it with cream and sugar. Or just one of those. Or you can drink it black.” 
 
    “How do you drink it?” 
 
    “Black,” he answered, explaining the dark color. 
 
    “I’ll try that.” 
 
    She sat down at the table, and he brought her a cup from the food replicator. But when she tried it, she couldn’t stop herself from making a face. “It smells a lot better than it tastes.” 
 
    “Try it with cream and sugar,” he suggested, taking the cup back and making another with the two additional ingredients. 
 
    She tried again and found it more palatable, although she suspected it would take some time to get used to the stuff. 
 
    “We should go to Danalon in my ship,” Rafe said. “That way, it makes sense that I’m selling goods from my last stop.” 
 
    “They don’t know where you’ve been and when, do they?” Amber asked. 
 
    “They may want to check.” 
 
    “I thought they were primitive,” she said. 
 
    “It’s not like they’re cut off from communications,” Rafe answered. “If they want information, they can get it.” 
 
    “Before we leave, we should eat something,” Max said. “What do you want?” 
 
    “What are you going to eat?” 
 
    “Scrambled eggs, bacon and hash browns.” 
 
    “What is all that?” 
 
    “A traditional breakfast from old Earth,” Rafe answered. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Max ordered three portions. The men tucked in, but she was too unsettled to eat much. 
 
    Max watched her pushing eggs around her plate. “You need to get some food in your stomach.” 
 
    “I was thinking we’re going to be close to Tudor.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He gave her a considering look. “Have you changed your mind about the plan?” 
 
    “No,” she said and took another bite of the eggs. 
 
    When they’d cleaned the galley, Max said, “Let me put some makeup on you.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    She sat down again while Max got out the makeup kit he’d used before. Feeling self-conscious, she kept her gaze downcast. As Rafe watched Max work on her, he made a few suggestions. She tried to keep her mind in neutral, but she couldn’t keep herself from reacting to Max’s hands on her face. This was the first time he’d touched her since last night, and his fingers brought back thoughts of that heated scene. She struggled not to blush as she remembered their passion. And when she gave him a quick glance, she saw color in his cheeks. She wished that they had some privacy now. Or maybe it was better that they didn’t. 
 
    Both men stepped back when Max had finished, and she felt even more self-conscious as they inspected her. 
 
    “Nice job,” Rafe complimented. 
 
    Amber sprang up and strode down the hall to the head where she looked at her face in the mirror. Max hadn’t altered her as much as before they’d gone to Freedom Station. The effect was more subtle, but somehow, he transformed her from what he considered a beauty into a woman with a pleasing face. She wasn’t sure how he’d done it. It seemed more a matter of shading and contouring than anything else. 
 
    She heard footsteps behind her and whirled around to face him. 
 
    “Well?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s good. Not drastic. But you’d better show me how to do it, in case we’re there for a while and I have to fix it myself.” 
 
    “Yes.” He pointed out the places where he’d made her skin darker, like under her eyes, giving her a kind of tired look. And he showed her where lighter makeup had made her nose and chin appear to be a little larger. 
 
    “Can you give me the tints?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    As she stared at his face in the mirror, she wanted to say, “We need to talk,” but she kept the words locked in her throat. What was the point of that now? They might be dead soon. Or maybe her crazy plan would work—and then? She couldn’t finish the thought. 
 
    Max also looked like he wanted to say something. But before either one of them could speak, Rafe called out, “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “We’re coming,” Max answered and turned away. 
 
    Back in the galley he put the tubes of makeup he’d used for the contouring into a small bag that hung on a strap. 
 
    “This is a purse,” he said. “Women carry them for stuff they need.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Things someone might expect to see if they searched you. Like the makeup.” He handed her a comb and a nail file, and she put them in the bag. 
 
    “The file looks harmless, but it’s sharp,” he said. “You could probably kill someone with it if you had to.” 
 
    She sucked in a quick breath. “Are you expecting trouble down there?” 
 
    “I’m trying to be prepared.” 
 
    She looked for his beamer and saw he wasn’t carrying it. “You aren’t armed.” 
 
    “They could consider armed men hostile.” 
 
    “What if they attack?” 
 
    “Let’s hope they don’t.” 
 
    With the preparations completed they transferred to Rafe’s ship, the f. The control room was arranged like the one on Max’s craft. Amber eyed the two seats and started to say she could sit in the galley. But Rafe pulled down a third seat for her from a slot in the wall. 
 
    Then he took the controls. 
 
    As they drew closer to Danalon, her anxiety built, and she felt the food she’d eaten at breakfast weighing in her stomach like rocks. Although she’d suggested this plan, she couldn’t help worrying that they might not be able to pull it off. It was one thing for her to be in danger from Tudor, but what if she got Max killed, too? Or Rafe. 
 
    She had to press her lips together to keep herself from shouting at Rafe to turn around and go back. Instead she tried to think calming thoughts as she watched the green and blue surface of the planet swim into view. 
 
    “I can’t see where the—swamp rats live,” she murmured. 
 
    “They don’t live far from the river.” Rafe pointed toward a broad patch of green, “That’s one of their fields where they grow crops.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He laughed, “Sorry, I can’t tell one crop from another.” 
 
    When he’d parked in a high orbit around the planet, she couldn’t stop herself from shuddering. 
 
    “What?” Max asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” she answered. She wasn’t going to tell him that she was thinking this whole plan was crazy. Of course, her escape from Naxion had been crazy, too. That thought gave her some hope. 
 
    To distract herself, she asked Rafe, “You’re not letting the—swamp rats—know you’re coming?” 
 
    “Safer for us to maintain communications silence. We don’t exactly want the authorities—or Tudor—to know we’re here.” 
 
    Once they’d transferred the goods and themselves to Rafe’s shuttle, they headed for the planet’s surface. 
 
    She was still worried, but she couldn’t help watching wide eyed as they descended to this unknown world. The only thing she knew about it was that Elgin Tudor was waiting for her there. On the way up to Max’s ship from Naxion, she’d looked back at her planet, seeing more brown and orange patches than green—interspersed with huge bodies of blue water. 
 
    Danalon was very different. There was more green and blue than brown, with an anomalous area she couldn’t identify along a large river. 
 
    “What’s that,” she asked, pointing. 
 
    “A city. Port City.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    Rafe’s head swung toward her. “An area where a lot of people live together. There are none of those on Naxion?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. At least I never saw one or heard people talking about them.” 
 
    “Where do people live?” 
 
    “In freeholds. A freehold with three hundred people would be large.” 
 
    “Why are you so spread out?” he asked, maybe to keep her from dwelling on what was ahead. 
 
    “I think there’s too much fighting for people to gather together where they would be vulnerable.” 
 
    “A small population would be vulnerable,” Rafe pointed out if a couple of groups banded together. 
 
    “From what I heard, there are small squabbles going on all the time.” 
 
    “And nobody gets together to attack any group?” Max asked. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “To rule over a large population.” 
 
    “I never heard of it. But, of course, they didn’t exactly discuss politics with the slaves,” Amber answered. 
 
    “True.” Max conceded. 
 
    Switching the subject to the planet below them, she asked. “How long ago was Danalon settled?” 
 
    “A hundred years,” Max answered, “But hacking civilization out of the wilderness takes time, policing, and credits. That’s why there’s only one big population center.” 
 
    “And nobody wants to spend the money to make more?” she asked. 
 
    “They seem content to do it slowly,” Max answered. “After the swamp rats revolted, the government decided it was best to keep control of what they could dominate.” 
 
    Amber nodded. “But we’re going to a lawless area.” 
 
    “They have their own laws. We just don’t know what they are.” 
 
    There was no point in arguing. They were coming in closer now, and she leaned forward, looking toward the city. It was so different from her experience that she asked, “Can we fly over there and have a look?” She pointed toward the large buildings in the distance. 
 
    “No, a ship can’t just fly into town. You have to make arrangements with the spaceport—and we don’t want to identify ourselves.” 
 
    That made sense, but she was still disappointed. 
 
    Rafe followed the water into territory that was blanketed with green vegetation. It was so dense that she wondered where they could land. 
 
    He came down lower, skimming over a thick canopy of trees, and she couldn’t see how they were going to set down. Finally, she saw a spot that looked clear. 
 
    “There.” She pointed. 
 
    “Let’s make sure it’s not sucking sand,” Rafe said. 
 
    “What is sucking sand?” she asked. 
 
    “Something like dirt and something like water, only the mixture is thick and goopy. If you land on it or step into it, you’ll be pulled below the surface, and once you’re in there’s it’s almost impossible to get out. 
 
    She caught her breath, imagining it. 
 
    Max took in her horrified expression. Turning to leave the control room, he said, “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He returned in a moment, holding one of Rafe’s storage containers. 
 
    “Hey,” his friend objected. 
 
    “You got a better idea?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no.” 
 
    Rafe slowed the shuttle’s speed, and Max moved to the hatch, opening the lock. 
 
    “Stay back,” Amber warned. 
 
    “I don’t plan to fall in.” He opened the door and leaned out, gripping the door frame in one hand and the box in the other. Rafe skimmed the ship over the solid-looking brown patch. 
 
    When Max tossed the box out, it landed on the surface, then began to sink out of sight. In less than a minute, it had disappeared. 
 
    “Sucking sand,” she breathed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Max answered. 
 
    “Next time, toss something I don’t need,” Rafe said. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Your shirt,” his friend shot back. 
 
    “That will just float. You got any old shoes?” 
 
    “Okay. Yeah. In the bottom of my clothing compartment.” 
 
    Again, Max disappeared and came back with shoes that were scuffed and bent out of shape. 
 
    Again, Rafe flew low over an open space. And when Max tossed out a shoe, it sank just like their previous experiment. 
 
    Amber was wondering if they were ever going to find a spot, when Max pointed to another brown patch. “I think that’s a field where crops were harvested. It looks like nothing’s growing there now.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s not freshly planted,” Rafe muttered as he headed in that direction and skimmed low. This time the shoe Max pitched out landed in a patch of soil and stayed on top. 
 
    “This looks like we can set down,” Max said as he closed the door. 
 
    “All right.” Rafe cut their speed and gently lowered the shuttle. 
 
    “Now what?” Amber asked. “We still don’t know where to find their village. 
 
    “I’m sure they know we’re here,” Max said, his voice tight. 
 
    Amber peered out at the dense greenery all around the open area. There were many types of trees, some with huge leaves, some with fronds, and some with delicate little circles that shimmered several shades of green as the wind blew. 
 
    She’d never seen anything like it, and she thought the scene was beautiful, so much lusher and more alive than the vegetation on Naxion. Yet at the same time, she knew dangers lurked in the shadows beneath the trees and behind the low, spiky bushes. 
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Max opened the hatch and stepped out, his hands hanging easily at his sides. Amber and Rafe followed, both imitating his stance. They stood beside the little ship waiting for what would happen next. As she peered into the greenery, Amber saw the vegetation around the perimeter of the field stirring. 
 
    Then all at once, men came out of the underbrush, making a semicircle around the side of the ship where the trio waited. They were all dressed in rough trousers and long-sleeved shirts that blended well with the trees and bushes. Most had cloths around their necks, and some had similar pieces of fabric tying up their long hair. The majority were armed with long knives, but a few carried beamers which were pointed toward the new arrivals. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a welcoming committee,” Max muttered without turning his head because he wasn’t going to give these guys a chance to get the drop on him. 
 
    “It depends on what you mean by welcome,” Rafe answered in the same barely audible voice. 
 
    Coming here had sounded like a good idea when they’d talked about it. That was before they’d been greeted by an armed contingent that outnumbered them almost five to one. 
 
    “You got a reason for being here?” one of the men called out in a challenging voice. 
 
    Before Max could answer, Amber pushed her way between the two men and stepped in front of them. 
 
    Max made a grab for her, but she was too fast for him as she took several steps away from the ship, her hips swaying seductively. 
 
    Kahlad, now what? 
 
    She stood tall, her lithe body commanding the attention of every guy in the clearing as she executed a sexy little dance. 
 
    As she moved her hips and arms, she began to sing what might have been a love song in the high clear voice that had captivated him the first time he’d heard it. 
 
    Max quickly saw that she was an excellent performer, snapping her fingers in rhythm to her voice, executing a captivating dance to the music she was making. 
 
    Like everyone else, he watched transfixed, and as the words registered in his brain, he struggled to keep his jaw from dropping open in astonishment. She wasn’t singing a love song. The words were about wearing apparel—about the shirts and pants and dresses they had brought. 
 
    She was telling the watching men that they had come bearing comfortable and beautiful clothing that everybody would want. She went through the sales spiel, then repeated it a second time, making the melody a bit more elaborate. 
 
    When the song came to an end, she lifted her arms in a flourish, bent a little at the waist, and slid one foot in front of the other. 
 
    Long seconds of absolute silence passed, and Max wasn’t sure of what would happen next. Then the man who had first spoken stepped forward. He was carrying a beamer, but he had lowered it, with the business end facing the ground. 
 
    “We keep our distance from outsiders,” he said. His voice was stiff, but his eyes traveled over Amber as he said, “But your chere just did a star turn.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Max answered. 
 
    “She shares other talents?” 
 
    Max wasn’t sure how he had planned to answer, but he heard himself say, “Her other talents are for me. She’s my wife.” 
 
    Amber whirled toward him, her eyes wide, and he knew his words had been the last thing she had expected to hear. But he had seen the swamp rats’ reaction to her performance. If they thought she might be a loose woman aiming to pick up some extra credits on the side, he wanted to make it very clear that she wasn’t for rent. He drew her close and explained, “She loves the chance to brag about our merchandise in her unique way.” 
 
    “Quite unique. Does she know more songs?” 
 
    “Many,” Max answered, squeezing her arm and hoping she wasn’t going to jump into the conversation. 
 
    “You trained her bon,” the spokesman said. 
 
    When Amber stiffened, Max answered quickly, “I didn’t train her. She has natural talent.” 
 
    Rafe interjected a comment designed to steer them back to business. 
 
    “She’s wearing a sample of the clothing we’ve brought.” 
 
    The man reached toward her skirt, but Max pulled Amber back. “Your women may want to examine the fabric of this dress and some of the others, but I do not allow strange men to touch my wife.” 
 
    “No harm meant.” 
 
    “No offense taken,” Max answered. “I’m Maxwell Cassidy. And my wife is Amber.” 
 
    Rafe stepped forward. “And I’m Brad Cambridge.” 
 
    They hadn’t discussed names, but Max understood why his friend had come up with an alias. They were all hiding out from Elgin Tudor, but Tudor didn’t know Max’s name, only Rafe’s. 
 
    “And I am Salvo Dubois,” the spokesman said. 
 
    Max looked around at the other swamp rats, who had relaxed somewhat during the conversation. He turned back to the speaker. “Are you the leader of this group?” 
 
    “I oversee . . . I think you would call it security.” 
 
    “You saw us flying over and came to investigate?” 
 
    “Oui,” which must mean yes, Max figured. 
 
    “When can we show our goods to your people?” he asked. 
 
    “After you come back to our camp.” 
 
    Max eyed the weapons that the men carried. “There are dangers in the swamp, and you are armed. May we bring our own weapons?” 
 
    “No need. Our kin group will keep you safe.” 
 
    Max didn’t like it, but he bit back a protest. 
 
    “Bring your goods.” 
 
    “We will bring some of them.” 
 
    “You don’t trust us?” Dubois shot back. 
 
    “We can’t be sure of your tastes. In case you don’t buy, we won’t have to carry them all back.” 
 
    Apparently, that made sense because the swamp rat nodded and said. “Allons.” 
 
    Max and Rafe each took a carry bag of clothing before Rafe set the door lock on the shuttle. 
 
    Dubois and some of the group led them across the open field to a trail hidden in the thick vegetation. Other swamp rats walked behind the trio. 
 
    “Don’t step off the trail,” the security chief cautioned. 
 
    Max could see why. The dirt track wound past mud holes, trees so tall he couldn’t see the tops, and patches of swamp. The branches overhead dimmed the light around them, and in the bushes, he kept hearing the rustlings of unseen creatures. 
 
    There was danger here—but also beauty. Bright flowers, lush greenery. And above them birds with brilliant foliage flitting through the trees. 
 
    Dubois, who saw him taking in the surroundings, said, “The bayou’s got snakes, gator lizards, wild hogs, and other beasts you wouldn’t want to meet.” 
 
    “You call the swamp the bayou?” Max asked. 
 
    “Oui. The word is from our home place back on old Earth.” 
 
    Max nodded. “Thanks for the warning.” As he spoke, he was calculating the odds of getting back to the ship on their own if this gig went sour. 
 
    They rounded a curve in the path, and at first Max thought he was staring at a huge patch of greenery. Then he realized that a group of perhaps two dozen small wooden houses was hidden under the branches of large trees. All the dwellings were elevated on stout poles that lifted them about two meters off the ground. Guarding the perimeter of the settlement was a fence made of narrow poles, sharpened to a point at the top. And beyond the houses was a wide, slow-moving river and a wooden dock where several homemade boats were tied up. 
 
    As the party approached, Max heard barking, and several lean brown hounds leaped toward the returning men. 
 
    One came bounding toward Amber, and she shrank back against Max. From her reaction he guessed the creature was new to her. 
 
    He put himself between her and the animal, leaning down to let it smell his hand before stroking its head. “Good boy. That’s a good boy,” he crooned. 
 
    “What is it?” Amber asked as she kept her gaze on the beast. 
 
    “A dog. You never saw one before?” 
 
    “They don’t have. . .,” she started to say but bit off the end of the sentence before she could slip up and mention Naxion. Eyeing the sizable teeth, she asked. “Will it bite?” 
 
    Dubois was listening to them and answered, “Non. Unless you threaten one of us.” 
 
    The security man kept his gaze on Amber. “You’ve never seen a dog? Where’d you grow up?” 
 
    She froze. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “You are a curiosity.” 
 
    She shot Max a quick glance before saying, “My parents ran a shop on the Freedom Station.” 
 
    “Ah. That is interesting.” 
 
    Embroidering the lie, she added, “It’s quite different from here. You have so much . . . open space. And such pretty plants.” 
 
    “Oui.” 
 
    “Our marketplace is in a huge chamber within the station.” 
 
    Max jumped in to change the subject. “You say this is a camp, but it looks like a village.” 
 
    “It’s better for us to move from time to time, when we have hunted out the game in the area, or if the waters rise in one location.” 
 
    Max nodded, thanking the fates that there was no more time for a private conversation as men, women, and children had come out of the houses to stare at the newcomers. Some of the women and children looked fearful. 
 
    “No need to worry. They are traders,” Dubois called out. 
 
    A tall man with iron gray hair stepped forward. “What do they have to trade?” 
 
    Dubois gave the man a respectful nod. “This is our chief among equals, Charner Gatroux.” 
 
    “Thank you for allowing us to speak to your people,” Max said. He, Rafe and Amber all introduced themselves. 
 
    “We have unique handmade clothing from off world,” Rafe said. 
 
    Several women scoffed. “We can make our own clothing,” one of them said. 
 
    Amber fingered her skirt. “I am wearing one of the dresses we brought. They’re for special occasions, when you want to look your best for your man.” 
 
    She held out the delicate fabric, then let it fall gracefully back into place before raising her arms and executing a couple of twirls. 
 
    A crowd of women rushed forward to have a closer look, and Max could hear them exclaiming. 
 
    A tall woman with salt and pepper hair and wrinkled skin gave Amber a speculative look, and Max wondered what she was thinking. But his attention was pulled back to the gray-haired chief. 
 
    “You have not come here in the past,” he said. “Why do you venture into the bayou country now?” 
 
    “Because we are always looking for new customers,” Rafe answered. 
 
    “We were hoping we could stay the night,” Max said, “And talk about what other goods might interest you.” 
 
    “That can be arranged,” Gatroux said. 
 
    “Can Madam Amber show us more of the dresses?” one of the women asked, her gaze fixed on the head man. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We brought two carry bags,” Rafe said. “We have more clothing in the shuttle.” 
 
    Gatroux looked toward the female contingent, then back at Amber. “You go off with the woman. The men will talk.” 
 
    Her gaze shot to Max. “Is it allowed?” 
 
    He didn’t love being separated, but he said, “Okay.” 
 
    ### 
 
    Amber followed the ladies and some of the children to a cleared space between two of the houses. A couple of the younger women had gone off and now came back with blankets which they spread on the ground. 
 
    “Lay your goods out where we can see everything,” the woman with salt and pepper hair said. 
 
    “Thank you. What is your name?” Amber asked as she took dresses from one of the carry bags. The other had men’s shirts, and she spread them out, too. 
 
    “Camilla,” the woman answered as she held up a dress that drew murmurs of approval from the ladies. But Amber noticed that they didn’t just admire the pretty fabrics; they also examined the seams and other details to assess the workmanship. 
 
    “What is the cost?” a petite blond asked. 
 
    Amber thanked the gods that she’d talked about this with the men. She told the women what Rafe had said. 
 
    “We don’t have the machines where you pay,” one of the women said. 
 
    “Paper credits are fine.” 
 
    It seemed that some of the women badly wanted to buy dresses—and shirts for their men. 
 
    A couple of them went off and came back with the kind of money Max had used on the space station when he’d paid the forger. 
 
    Many of the women bought the dresses and shirt, and in a very short time, Amber had collected a lot of money. She was relieved when Max and Rafe showed up. 
 
    “Look how much I’ve sold,” she said, turning over the payments. 
 
    “That’s great,” Rafe approved, like this was their prime reason for being at the camp. 
 
    “It wasn’t hard. The dresses sell themselves.” 
 
    “We’ll have to bring back more,” Rafe said, keeping up the pretense that they were traders focused on business. 
 
    “The head man has invited us to have dinner with them,” Max said. 
 
    “Then we’d best get the meal together,” Camille said. 
 
    The women stood, put the unsold clothing back into the carry bags, folded up the blankets and took them away. 
 
    When they were alone, Amber spoke in a low voice. “Did you mention anything about. . .?” 
 
    Max gave a quick shake of his head, and she didn’t finish the question. 
 
    “Later,” he said. 
 
    She badly wanted to know if they could trust these people and if they could get some help, but she saw that Max didn’t think it was safe to discuss the subject. 
 
    He led her back the way they’d come to a spot where women were setting up long wooden tables with short legs. 
 
    “No chairs?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    She went over to one of the ladies who had bought a dress and a shirt. “Can I help get the meal ready?” 
 
    Camille came over and looked her up and down. “You know how to cook?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Real cooking—with fire? Not food from those . . .” she stopped and thought. “Those syntho things they use in town?” 
 
    “I know how to do it the real way.” 
 
    “Where did you learn?” 
 
    Maybe she should have just kept her mouth shut, she thought as she murmured. “My mother.” 
 
    She was relieved when the older woman said, “Then we’d appreciate the help.” 
 
    She followed Camille to another open area where cooks were busy stirring pots, cutting bread and putting food into serving bowls. Babies were in a penned-off area. Some older children played quietly at the side of the kitchen. 
 
    “Can you fry vegetables?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Camille pointed to a grill set over an open fire. On a table beside it was a large bowl of vegetables, some of which looked vaguely familiar. She thought she saw chopped onions and maybe carrots, but the color wasn’t quite right. Then there was a green thing that looked like a small tree. 
 
    “I need a pan and fat. What do you use?” 
 
    “Butter, made from sheep’s milk.” 
 
    After the woman brought a slab of butter, a skillet, and a large wooden spoon for stirring, Amber set the pan on the grill, added butter and waited for it to melt. Then she added the vegetables and stirred them while they cooked. 
 
    All too aware that the others were watching, she took extra care not to overcook the contents of the skillet. When it seemed like the vegetables were getting done too quickly, she grasped the handle of the pan with a wadded cloth and moved it to the side. 
 
    One of the women came over and inspected her work, pronounced it “bon.” Next, she was given a knife to cut up bread and put it onto shallow trays made of what looked like long strands of woven grass. 
 
    When the meal preparation was finished, she and the other women carried the food to the eating area and set it on the low tables. In addition to the vegetables she’d cooked and the bread she’d cut, there was a meat stew and chunks of yellow fruit she didn’t recognize. Dark was descending over the swamp, and the area was lighted by torches on long poles driven into the ground. 
 
    She’d been worried about when she’d see Max and Rafe again and had mostly succeeded in repressing her anxiety. Now she felt a little surge of relief when she saw them again. They were standing at one side, talking to the men and drinking glasses of amber, bubbly liquid. She recognized the first among equals and the security chief and some of the others who had surrounded the ship when they’d landed. 
 
    Because none of the other women were approaching the males, she hung back. 
 
    When Max saw her standing at the edge of the female group, he motioned her over. 
 
    She came slowly, ready to step back if one of the swamp rats objected to the intrusion, but none of them indicated she was unwelcome. 
 
    “What are you drinking?” she asked Max, gesturing toward the glasses. 
 
    “Beer. But you probably won’t like it.” 
 
    “Maybe I would.” 
 
    When he handed her the glass, she took a taste, then wrinkled her nose. “You’re right. It’s bitter.” 
 
    “You can get used to it—like coffee.” 
 
    Most of the women, along with the children old enough to join the group, were gathered together at one of the long tables, but before Amber could detach herself and sit with them, Max took her hand and gestured to a seat beside him. 
 
    “It’s okay to sit with you?” she whispered. 
 
    “It better be.” 
 
    Hoping the defiance of the group’s customs wouldn’t cause a problem, she sat down. 
 
    Everybody passed around the serving dishes, and Amber took a little from each. Then she watched what the swamp rats were doing and saw that they scooped up the stew on pieces of bread and ate the vegetables with their fingers. When she’d been a slave, she’d eaten without utensils, and she had no trouble doing the same here. But she saw that both Max and Rafe were a little awkward as they imitated their hosts. 
 
    She was hungry, and the food was surprisingly tasty. 
 
    The talk turned to the dresses and shirts the “traders” had brought. 
 
    “Where did you get these goods?” one of the men asked. 
 
    Rafe paused with bread and stew on the way to his mouth. “From the Hawkings colony.” 
 
    “You go there often?” 
 
    “Not in the past, but we will now.” 
 
    “Where else do you trade?” 
 
    He and Max talked about some of the other stops they’d made during their careers, and she listened with interest since she had never been to anywhere but Naxion until a few days ago. Their stories made her realize how little she knew of the universe and how much of a chance she’d been taking by putting her fate into the hands of a man she’d just met. One of their stops was a colony on a planet called Palamar that had been settled after a plague had wiped out all the women on the settler’s home planet. Only men and their sons were sent to the new world. 
 
    “So, they had no gals to fek,” one of the swamp rats said. 
 
    “Not for almost twenty years.” 
 
    “There must have been a lot of flogging the log.” 
 
    Male laughter around the table followed the comment. Amber felt her cheeks flame. She had never heard the term before, but she had a good idea what it might mean. 
 
    Max jumped in to refocus the conversation. “Bride ships have been arriving for the past few years.” 
 
    But the swamp rats weren’t about to let the interesting subject go. “And the young guys were all virgins?” another diner asked. 
 
    “Must have been.” 
 
    “Unless they fekked their farm animals.” 
 
    The crude talk made Amber look down at her plate and wish she wasn’t sitting with this group of men. Was this the way people on Danalon usually spoke to guests? Or were the swamp rats just earthier? 
 
    “How’d you meet your gal?” a dark-haired man asked Max. 
 
    “On the Freedom Station.” 
 
    The man turned to her. “So, you’ve gabbed with all manner of folks from the seven planets?” 
 
    She floundered for an answer, hating to lie. But she knew she had to come up with something and said, “My parents kept me very secluded.” 
 
    “Then how did you and Max hook up?” 
 
    He jumped in with an explanation. “I liked what I saw, and I didn’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    “Your parents made the decision?” 
 
    She squirmed in her seat. “I’d like to keep some things private.” 
 
    That drew several annoyed looks, but the head man said, “Don’t mind our curiosity. So few strangers come here.” 
 
    “I understand,” Max answered. 
 
    She felt like everyone was watching her until Max said, “We’re also curious about you, since you keep to yourselves.” 
 
    “By choice,” Gatroux answered. 
 
    “In Port City you are called Swamp Rats. What do you call yourselves?” 
 
    “The Lucky Ones.” 
 
    That drew laughter from the group. 
 
    “Do you have a more formal name?” 
 
    “We are not tied to formality. But when we have negotiated with the authorities, we have styled ourselves the Tribe. But among our people, we call ourselves the Inheritors.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they are on the wrong road, and we are the ones who will inherit this planet.” 
 
    “Why do you think so?” 
 
    “Because we understand this land. We take what we need from it, but we do not destroy precious resources. Those in the city have lost touch with nature. They only come in and lay waste. And if their machines failed, they would not know how to live. 
 
    “I can see your point,” Max conceded before asking, “Do the Feds give you any trouble?” 
 
    “They’ve learned not to test themselves against us,” one of the younger men answered, his tone brash. 
 
    “Even the guy who’s got a big house not far from here?” 
 
    The question drew mutters around the table. The security chief, Dubois, had said little. But he was the one who answered. “Mostly.” 
 
    Max didn’t ask for any details. 
 
    Amber focused on her food. Maybe the dinner was supposed to be a relaxing get-together, but it was a constant strain for her. 
 
    One of the younger men from the greeting party cleared his throat and looked at Max. “Would your wife sing for us again?” 
 
    Amber went very still. 
 
    Max looked at her. “Would you mind?” 
 
    She saw in his eyes that he thought it might be a good way to steer away from the tension that had suddenly spring up. 
 
    “I’d love to,” she said, mouthing another lie. Standing, she walked a little way from the table and composed herself. In the flickering light from the torches, she began to sing that first song she had sung for Max when they’d gotten to the Golden Fleece. 
 
    All eyes were on her, and she tried to stand straight and tall, losing herself in the emotions of the song. But she had never sung for so many people, and she couldn’t help being nervous about the reaction of the audience. They seemed to be paying close attention to her, and she thought that was a good sign. When she was finished, there was a moment of silence. Then the men began to clap their hands together, and the women at the far end of the gathering did the same. From the looks on their faces, she judged that the clapping was a sign of approval. 
 
    “Your wife is very talented,” Gatroux said. 
 
    Max’s voice was steady. “Tell her, not me.” 
 
    The head man nodded and addressed her. “My apologies, Madam. Your customs are different from ours.” He turned to Amber. “That was lovely.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Before anyone could ask for another song, Max said, “I hate to break up the party, but it’s been a long day for my wife. We’d like to go to bed, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    There it was again—wife. Every time Max said it, Amber felt a shiver go down her spine. It might mean nothing to him, but it was like a tantalizing dream that she wished were reality. 
 
    “Of course,” Gatroux said. “A thousand pardons for prolonging the meal.” 
 
    “No apologies necessary,” Max said. 
 
    The head man looked toward the women’s area. “Camille will set you up for the night.” He snapped his fingers and the older woman came forward—acting like a slave when the head man summoned her. But Amber thought she was no slave. Not the way she carried herself with authority. 
 
    “Thank you for your hospitality,” Max said. Everybody stood, and the older woman took a torch from one of the holders and gestured. “This way.”                             
 
    As they exited the eating area, she could hear some of the men talking in low voices. Their tone worried her, and she wanted to stop and hear what they were saying. Instead she kept walking. 
 
    Night had fallen, and the sounds of the swamp were all around the camp now. She heard the low buzz of insects and the growls and calls of animals, some of which sounded quite large. 
 
    Rafe had joined them, and their guide led them to a part of the camp where most of the raised houses were located. She gestured to two of the small ones that were set a bit apart from the main group of buildings. Camille gestured with her torch. “This one is for the married couple. And this one for the single man.” She turned to Amber. “And we put some clothing in the room that you might find more comfortable for wear around the camp.”               
 
    “That was thoughtful. Thank you,” she answered. 
 
    Camille nodded and addressed the three of them. “You should use the washroom before you go to bed, since you might have trouble finding your way around in full dark. She gestured toward two low buildings with walls made of sturdy sticks like the fence around the camp. But mud had been smeared between the posts, providing privacy. Torches marked the entrance to each. 
 
    “This one is for women and this one for men,” Camille said. 
 
    Rafe and Max went into the men’s building, and Amber went to the other. It had several stalls inside, with wooden toilets set over a pit dug in the ground. They weren’t much different from the facilities at the training camp where Amber had been held back on Naxion. She used one of the toilets, then went to a counter with large pitchers of water, bowls, and soap. At one of the stations, towels had been laid out, and she assumed they were for her and that other women would bring their own. 
 
    She washed her hands and face, then took off her dress and quickly washed the rest of her body. 
 
    When she came back outside, she saw Rafe and Max waiting for her—talking quietly. 
 
    “I’m going to stretch my legs,” Rafe said. 
 
    She caught her breath, hoping Max didn’t have the same idea, and she let out a small sigh when he walked toward the guest house with her. 
 
    He was right behind her as she climbed the ladder, pulled aside a curtain, and stepped into a room lit by the warm glow of a small oil-filled lamp. She scanned the interior, which was furnished with a low bed, a chest, and a small table with two cushions set on either side. A flat woven rug covered the wood floor. A woven shade hung over the one window. 
 
    She took in the chamber in one sweeping glance, then turned to Max and reached for him with a trembling sigh. Too much had happened today, and she was thankful to finally be alone with him. 
 
    He pulled her into his arms, folding her close and swaying in the center of the room. 
 
    She had been holding herself rigid for hours. Now she slumped against him, willing some of the tension out of her body. 
 
    Max stroked his hands up and down her back, and she lowered her head to his shoulder. Since they’d arrived in this strange settlement, she’d been putting on a performance for the inhabitants, and at last she was free to be herself—whatever that was, because she wasn’t entirely sure anymore. 
 
    “I felt like every question they asked me was a trap,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know. That’s why I agreed to your singing—and why I said you were tired.” 
 
    “Thank you for getting me away from the table. I hope I gave the right answers.” 
 
    “Who the hell knows?” 
 
    “Were they just curious, or were they trying to see if I was lying.” 
 
    “Again, I wish I knew.” 
 
    She raised her head and gave him a questioning look. “Why did you say I was your wife?” 
 
    His explanation came quickly. “It seemed safer. If you are claimed, none of the men would go after you.” 
 
    She would have liked a more romantic answer, but she understood the practical one. To defuse the tension when they’d arrived, she’d given the Inheritors a sexy performance—even if it was supposed to be for selling clothing. But Max had read the men’s response, and he’d know it was better if these people thought she was unavailable. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He nodded and eased away. Sitting down on one of the cushions, he pulled off his boots. Without removing anything else, he turned the covers back on the bed and lay down. 
 
    She looked toward the clothing hanging on pegs on the wall. It looked rough and practical, and she might change into trousers and a shirt in the morning, but not now. 
 
    Crossing to the oil lamp, she turned the wick down so that it gave less light. 
 
    “They have those on Naxion?” Max asked. 
 
    “Similar.” 
 
    She kicked off her sandals and eased down beside him, then eased over until her hip was against his. Rolling to her side, she slid her fingers inside the placket of his shirt. 
 
    “We shouldn’t,” he said in response, his voice thick. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I need to pay attention to our surroundings.” 
 
    “You think something’s going to happen?” 
 
    “I’d like to know what those guys were talking about as we left. I didn’t like the vibes.” 
 
    She had not heard that word before, but he had made the meaning clear, especially since her reaction was similar. She nodded against his shoulder. Although she understood his concerns, she ached to feel connected with him. There had been no firm plan in her mind when she’d determined to escape from Naxion. She knew now that she would surely have flown into the arms of disaster without Max Cassidy. 
 
    Rising, she moved so that she was half on top of him and found his mouth with hers. 
 
    At first, she knew he was fighting his instincts. Then he gave in and returned the kiss. It was a relief to feel him respond to her. Since they’d arrived at this place, she hadn’t known what to expect from him. Now he was kissing her with all the enthusiasm of a man who hadn’t had sex in months—when they’d both been satisfied the night before. 
 
    She let him fill her senses, so thankful once again that he’d been the ship’s captain who had picked her up on Naxion. Deep down, was he glad that they’d been thrown together by Rafe, or did he wish he’d never gotten involved in his friend’s illegal trip to the forbidden planet? 
 
    She couldn’t know his hidden feelings, but it seemed he might go back on his vow to keep watch. Using her powers of persuasion, she pushed him further toward the point where he would start to take off her clothing. 
 
    He made a strangled sound as she pressed her breasts suggestively against his chest. 
 
    “You devil,” he muttered. 
 
    “But a good devil.” 
 
    Things were going the way she wanted, but she never got a chance to find out how far he would go. 
 
    Just as he was reaching for the buttons at the front of her dress, they both heard a noise on the ladder outside their hut. 
 
    With a barely audible curse, Max sprang off the bed, crossed to his boots and pulled out a knife. Amber rolled off the bed and stood, just as a hand reached to pull aside the curtain hanging over the doorway. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Every nerve in Amber’s body vibrated as a figure stepped through the door. 
 
    Then, in an instant of recognition, she saw it was Rafe. 
 
    Max lowered the knife he had raised. “What the hell are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    He gave them a considering look. “Sorry to interrupt your playtime, but I heard a bunch of the men talking. Some of the younger guys. They don’t trust us.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I didn’t get that far.” 
 
    “Crap,” Max exclaimed. 
 
    He looked toward Amber. “You’d better change into something more suitable for a trek through the swamp.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Back to the shuttle, if we can make it.” 
 
    She turned around, discarded her dress and pulled on a rough shirt, then a pair of pants. 
 
    When she pivoted back, she saw Max and Rafe looking around the room and cursing. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have this knife, but nothing bigger,” Max said. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Rafe muttered. 
 
    She joined the search and saw a pole leaning against the wall. “Can you make this and the knife into a spear?” 
 
    “How?” Max demanded. 
 
    She picked up the dress where she’d tossed it. “Give me the knife.” When Max handed it over, she ruthlessly began cutting long strips from the beautiful fabric of the skirt. 
 
    Max used the thin lengths to bind the handle of the knife to the shaft, tying it off several times. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    Max’s head snapped toward her. “What?” 
 
    “I was just thinking. I know where we can get more weapons.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “The kitchen.” 
 
    He looked torn between a quick escape and the possibility of securing better armaments. Finally, he nodded and turned to the doorway. 
 
    Pulling the curtain aside, he looked out, scanning the compound. After a few moments, he said softly, “Let’s go.” 
 
    He climbed down first. Amber was second, and Rafe brought up the rear. 
 
    At the bottom of the ladder, she stood in the semidarkness, thankful that two moons had risen, sending tendrils of silver light between the leaves of the trees that sheltered the camp. The orbs gave enough illumination for them to see where they were going. But it would also expose them to anyone who was keeping an eye on the visitors. Now, however, she saw no one nearby. And when she strained her ears, she heard nothing but sounds from the swamp—insects buzzing, and the roar of a large animal. What was that? She didn’t want to meet it, but she knew they couldn’t stay here. 
 
    “Which way?” Max whispered. 
 
    She moved off to the right, with the men following, hoping she wasn’t going to get turned around in the dark. 
 
    After they had slipped quietly past several huts, some with soft light glowing inside, she wondered if it really was this far to the outdoor kitchen. Then, to her relief, she spotted the open area where she’d helped the women prepare the evening meal. 
 
    She’d worked here as part of the dinner prep crew, but the kitchen looked different in the darkness. Teeth clenched, she poked through boxes and open shelves, trying not to make any noises. 
 
    A sound to her rear made her whirl. She went rigid when she saw two of the dogs who had rushed over when they first entered the compound. 
 
    Max saw them too. “It’s okay,” he said, crossing to the animals and bending to pat their heads and scratch their ears. They seemed friendly, but she didn’t feel comfortable around the big animals. What would happen when the visitors left the camp? 
 
    She looked at Max, then saw Rafe coming toward her, holding a knife. His voice was low as he said, “I found them. How many do you want?” 
 
    “What about the dogs?” she whispered. 
 
    He held up his other hand. In it was a container of the stew they’d had at dinner. He put it on the ground, and the dogs rushed over 
 
    While the animals were eating, he led the way to a storage cabinet with the cutlery. Amber took two. She cut a slit near the waist band of her trousers and put the smaller weapon through it. She kept the larger one in her hand. 
 
    When they’d finished raiding the kitchen, Amber looked around, trying to orient herself. Although she’d led the men to the cooking area, she couldn’t be sure where to find the gate. Maybe Max wasn’t sure either because he hesitated before leading them quickly across a cleared area. Her heart gave a little leap when she saw the fence. They followed along the line of staves, walking on ground that was beaten down, making their passage easy. But she knew it wouldn’t be as level on the other side. 
 
    Still it was a relief to find the gate and step through. As they headed for the darkness of the swamp, she kept looking back over her shoulder and saw several figures walking between the huts. But they seemed to be in no hurry. Maybe they were simply people on their way to the bathrooms. 
 
    And the dogs were still in the kitchen. 
 
    Max had seen the villagers too. Quickly he led her and Rafe to the darkness under the trees, where the trio faded into the shadows. 
 
    “Do you know where to find the trail?” she asked when she was sure they were out of hearing distance. 
 
    “I’m trying to remember how far they brought us along the fence after we came out of the swamp,” Max answered. 
 
    As he spoke, he looked back at the line of the staves in the ground. “Too bad we didn’t have a chance to tie a marker to one of the posts.” 
 
    “Well, we came from the right,” Rafe said. 
 
    Reversing their direction, they moved slowly to the left, staying in the shadows, as they searched for the entrance to the trail. Amber wasn’t sure how much ground they had covered when a shout from inside the camp made them all go rigid. Then the dogs began to bark frantically. 
 
    “They know we’re gone,” Max muttered as he grabbed Amber’s hand, and pulled her into the underbrush where she landed on something dank and squishy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Amber couldn’t hold back a disgusted sound. 
 
    “What?” Max whispered. 
 
    “I’m sitting in . . . I don’t know what it is, but it smells awful.” 
 
    She moved a little, pulled some leaves off a nearby bush, and swiped decaying vegetation from her pants leg. 
 
    But sitting in smelly muck was the least of her worries. Teeth gritted, she kept quiet as she watched light moving around inside the fence. 
 
    “They’re looking for us,” Rafe muttered. He leaned toward Max, and the two men had a whispered conversation. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Amber asked. 
 
    “Sit tight.” 
 
    “But we’ve hardly put any distance between us and them.” she objected. 
 
    “Right. They won’t think we’d stay this close to the camp,” Max answered, but she caught the uncertainty in his voice. Maybe this was the right strategy and maybe not. 
 
    As she watched, some of the lights came closer, and she saw men who looked like the ones who had hosted them at dinner. Now they held electric torches, which they shined into the vegetation. Some were holding dogs on tethers 
 
    She didn’t need Max to tug her into the damp leaves that carpeted the ground. Luckily the spot where she was lying wasn’t as bad as the previous muck. 
 
    The three of them stayed stock-still as the torches came closer, and she silently prayed to whatever god would listen that the villagers or the dogs wouldn’t spot her or the two men. 
 
    When the group paused nearby, the breath froze in her lungs, and she didn’t let it out until the beams finally moved on. 
 
    By the light of the moons, she could see the hunting party. It consisted of men, mostly young, but she did see some of the ones she’d considered to be tribal elders. 
 
    They reached the gate in the fence that guarded the compound. Most of the men and the dogs went out, but a couple stayed behind to guard the entrance. 
 
    When the main body had moved away, Max squeezed her arm. “We have to find a better hiding place. Deeper in the swamp.” 
 
    “Isn’t that more dangerous?” 
 
    “What choice do we have?” 
 
    She didn’t like it, but she knew he was right. 
 
    “Why didn’t the dogs find us?” she asked. 
 
    “I think they couldn’t catch our scent above the smell of the stuff you fell into.” 
 
    “Lucky for us.” 
 
    He turned and looked behind him at the dark swath of vegetation where too many dangers lurked. There was no way to tell what was out there. 
 
    She followed his gaze. “Maybe it’s better to just go back,” she murmured. 
 
    “We can’t,” Rafe shot back. “No telling what they’d do to us—now that we’ve showed we can’t be trusted.” He pulled down a small dead branch and held it in front of himself, testing the ground. When he was satisfied, he moved farther into the unknown. 
 
    She watched his careful progress. Max stayed behind him. 
 
    “Why don’t you walk beside him?” she asked. 
 
    “Because it’s safer if we don’t make a wide trail for them to follow.” 
 
    “Probably they can do it anyway,” Rafe muttered as he kept moving. 
 
    “Are we going toward the ship?” she asked. 
 
    “I hope so,” Max answered. 
 
    She wanted to say they could easily get lost in the vast wilderness surrounding the Inheritors’ camp, but there was no use in pointing out the obvious to the two macho men who oversaw this escape. Instead, she followed, alert for the dangers around them. It was hard not to imagine the worst. What if a snake was hanging from a branch above? What if it dropped onto one of them? That thought made her shudder. There was nothing she could do about animals in the tree branches. But she kept her ears tuned for any change in the constant night sounds around them. 
 
    Their progress was slow, and despite their best efforts to move quietly, she kept hearing the swish of vegetation as they passed or the crack of dried branches that they didn’t see on the ground. Each sound made her cringe. And she thought she might be hearing something else—leaves and branches moving behind them. She strained her ears, sure it wasn’t just the three of them disturbing the night. Something or someone was tracking them. 
 
    Had someone from the search party found them? Did he have communications equipment, and had he already called in the rest of the searchers? 
 
    As the stalker edged closer behind them, she grabbed Max’s arm. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s something behind us. Maybe one of the dogs.” 
 
    Rafe had heard her warning, too, and they all stopped and strained to see into the darkness. Once they turned, it wasn’t hard to spot a pair of glowing green eyes not too many meters to their rear. 
 
    Max dragged in a quick breath. “A wild animal. Not one of the dogs.” 
 
    “It thinks we’re going to be dinner,” Rafe added. 
 
    Max cupped his hands around his mouth to magnify the sound and roared like a savage beast. 
 
    In response, the animal leaped back, but it didn’t fade into the darkness of the swamp and disappear. 
 
    “Slat,” Max whispered. “I can’t keep making noises. Too bad we don’t have a beamer.” 
 
    As if the thing understood his words, it closed the distance between itself and them again. 
 
    Amber saw Max take a threatening pose. Then before she could stop him, he raised the homemade spear and charged toward the only part of the animal they could see clearly—the eyes. 
 
    Amber fought to stop herself from screaming at him to come back. Instead she went rigid, every muscle in her body taut as she waited for a clawed paw to streak out and cut a swath across Max’s shoulder—or face. 
 
    Max’s body blocked her view of the animal, but she heard the beast give a warning growl—which failed to stop the human’s charge. The next sound she heard was a yelp, then a scuffle of clawed feet as the beast made a hasty retreat. 
 
    “Max?” As she tried to rush forward, Rafe stopped her. 
 
    “Let me go.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Max called out.” 
 
    When he appeared on the narrow trail carrying his spear, Amber leaped toward him, and he caught her in his arms. “I’m okay,” he said again. 
 
    “You cut him?” Rafe asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m not sure what part of him I hit, but I think he’ll stay away from us.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “Some kind of big cat, I think. I can’t be sure.” He held Amber for another moment, then eased away, “Come on. We’ve made a lot of noise. We have to put some distance between us and this spot.” 
 
    He cupped his hands on Amber’s shoulders and moved her forward. “I want you between us.” 
 
    She didn’t object as they started forward again, with Rafe continuing to test the ground before every step. 
 
    Every nerve in her body was now screaming danger warnings. What was going to spring at them next? Another animal? A search party from the camp? 
 
    She was conscious of Max guarding her back. She should be the one at the rear of the column, not him. She was the one who had suggested coming to this damn swamp. 
 
    They were tramping through dense vegetation. All at once one of the moons came out from behind a cloud, casting a silvery glow on a wide expanse of ground in front of them. 
 
    Before she could figure out what she was seeing, Rafe stopped short, and she bumped into him. 
 
    He made a strangled sound and started to tumble forward. Acting on instinct, she made a grab for his shirt, but he was taller and heavier than she, and the only effect was to send her falling onto his back. It seemed like a slow-motion disaster as the two of them fell down, down, down toward a gray surface that spread out like a lake in the middle of the greenery. 
 
    But it wasn’t water. It was thick muck. Rafe slapped into the sludge with a terrible thunk. Moments later, he began to sink, his arms and legs flailing as he tried to free himself. She was still on top of him, pushing him farther under the surface. 
 
    Someone was screaming, and she realized it was her. Letting go of Rafe’s shirt, she tried to roll off him. All she accomplished was to dump herself into the gunk where she quickly started going down, struggling to keep her head above the viscous surface. Just before she slipped under, something grabbed her foot, and began to pull. 
 
    When she tried to kick away, Max shouted, “Don’t fight me. Just let me get you out.” 
 
    She tried to cooperate as she struggled to keep her nose and mouth free of the sucking sand. Slowly, slowly she felt herself being dragged back. Centuries later, he hauled her onto solid ground where she sprawled, panting. 
 
    “Stay there.” 
 
    From where she lay on the firm surface, she saw Max rush back to the edge of the ooze. 
 
    Although she was still struggling to catch her breath, she pushed herself up and followed. Max was leaning over the edge, trying to reach Rafe who looked like a turtle that had flipped onto its back and was trying to right itself. At least his head was above the surface, but she could see that he was sinking as he flailed his arms. 
 
    “Don’t move,” she shouted. “Try to just float.” 
 
    His gaze shot to her as he tried to comply. 
 
    Desperate to help, she looked wildly around and saw vines hanging from a nearby tree. Pulling out her knife, she cut off a length and rushed back to Max. 
 
    “Can you use this?” 
 
    “Thanks.” He took it from her, tied a knot in the end, and threw it toward Rafe who made a grab for it and missed. In the process he pushed himself farther into the morass. Most of his body disappeared, and now all he could do was desperately try to keep his nose and mouth out of the muck. 
 
    With a curse, Max threw the vine again, and this time the knot landed in the middle of Rafe’s chest—if they’d been able to see his chest. He began to work his right arm up, trying to grasp the makeshift rope. The struggle to free the arm threatened to push his body down, but at last he was able to wrap his hand around the lifeline. 
 
    “Hold on,” Max called as he began to pull Rafe toward the edge of the morass. It was a slow race to see if he would go under before he reached the edge. By the time he reached the shore, he was sputtering and coughing as the stuff slopped into his mouth. 
 
    Max handed her the vine and lay down on his stomach, stretching out his arm and grasping Rafe’s wrist. 
 
    He pulled his friend closer, and when the drowning man was almost to the edge, she lay down beside Max, scrabbling to get a hold on Rafe’s shirt. 
 
    Together they heaved up the man’s limp body, which made a gigantic sucking sound as it came free of the muddy pit. To Amber’s horror, he looked like he’d stopped breathing. 
 
    When he was finally on dry ground, Max turned him over and pounded on his back. 
 
    At first nothing happened. Max cursed as he pounded harder. Finally, his friend began coughing. Max turned his head, and Rafe spit several gobs of mud from his mouth. When the hacking fit was over, he sat up, looking groggy as he swiped a hand through his hair. The gesture did nothing to sweep away the muck. It seemed to be glued to him, and when Amber looked down at her own clothing, she saw that she was in the same condition. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Max asked, his voice urgent. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks to you two.” 
 
    “I just made it worse,” Amber murmured. 
 
    “Only when you fell on top of me.” He laughed, then sobered quickly. “Then you were doing everything you could to get me out. You’ve come a long way since the first time we met—when you tried to kill me.” 
 
    She felt heat rise in her face. “I didn’t know you then. I made the wrong assumption because I thought you had agreed to transport a slave.” 
 
    “It was logical—from your point of view.” 
 
    Max broke into the conversation. “And now I think we know none of us is going to get out of this alone.” 
 
    For long moments, nobody spoke. 
 
    Looking from Max to Rafe and back again, she said, “That was too close.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Max answered. 
 
    She could feel the thick mud starting to harden on her clothes and skin. Maybe when it dried, she could brush it off. 
 
    She gave each of the men a direct look. “If we keep on like this, we’re going to get killed.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Max asked. 
 
    “Staying put until morning when we can see where we’re going.” 
 
    “That may not be any safer,” Rafe objected. 
 
    “What if we find a spot to sit down in a circle with our backs against each other? Then each of us is standing guard in one direction.” 
 
    “Okay, that make sense,” he conceded. 
 
    “But not here,” Max put in. “In case the Inheritors heard us making all that noise.” 
 
    She nodded, accepting his logic, yet at the same time thinking that she didn’t want to walk very far through the darkness, now that she’d had a couple of lessons in the dangers of this place. Every step could be deadly. 
 
    Rafe had lost his staff. Looking around for a replacement, he found a slender dead branch and pulled it down from a tree. 
 
    “Amber needs one, too,” Max said. 
 
    Rafe nodded and handed her the staff. When he had acquired a replacement, they started off again, moving carefully and skirting the lake of muck. 
 
    They were walking up a slight incline. Every time they emerged from under the dense vegetation, Amber took advantage of the moonlight, trying to see where they were going. 
 
    The men were apparently doing the same thing because Max called out, “There’s something over there.” 
 
    She and Rafe stopped short, looking in the direction he was pointing. At first, she saw only trees, underbrush and more mucky ground. Then something out of pattern coalesced in the greenery. 
 
    Peering at the anomaly,” she said, “That looks like a building.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rafe agreed. 
 
    She took a step back. “We’d better stay away from it.” 
 
    “Or maybe not,” he countered. 
 
    “What if the Inheritors are in there?” she asked. 
 
    “Does this place look like anything you saw in their camp?” Max asked. 
 
    “No . . . but . . .” 
 
    “You two stay here,” he said, “I’ll have a look.” 
 
    A dart of fear stabbed at her chest. “Wait. Don’t go over there.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    When he started off, she tried to follow, but Rafe held her in place. “Safer if just one of us investigates.” 
 
    Max was already halfway to the building. Maybe he was trying to move quietly, but now that they were stopped in the darkness, every sound he made seemed to boom out at her like the thudding hoofs of a herd of orex. 
 
    She kept her gaze glued to him when he ducked low, making himself a smaller target as he approached the closest wall. He reached the side of the building, and she breathed out a sigh when nobody rushed out to attack him. He stayed there for several moments, then moved out of view, making her heart start to thud. She clenched her teeth, willing herself not to call out to him. 
 
    Seasons passed before he came around the corner again—this time from the other direction. 
 
    He looked back to where they were standing and made a “come ahead” gesture. 
 
    Amber started to run forward, but Rafe restrained her. 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    Together they followed the route Max had taken through the muddy growth. 
 
    “It’s an old house,” he said when they were close enough to talk in low tones. 
 
    “Not like the villagers?” Rafe asked. 
 
    Max shook his head. “No. It looks like someone from the city built a place out here, then abandoned it.” 
 
    “Why would they come out here?” 
 
    He shrugged. “To hunt or gather plants?” 
 
    As he spoke, he led them around to a sagging front porch, where she saw a door hanging crookedly on broken hinges. The windows had once held panes of glass, but it was mostly broken. 
 
    After following Max inside, she waited for her eyes to adjust to the dimmer light. Finally, she could make out a room sparsely furnished with a couple of chairs and a long piece of furniture with a padded seat, back and arms. It looked like it was made to hold several people—or one if they used it like a bed. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked, pointing. 
 
    “A sofa. You don’t have them on Naxion?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “People sit together on it. This one’s seen better days.” He gestured toward the rear of the house. “There’s a kitchen back there. And it looks like a fight broke out.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I can see a burn mark on the wall.” 
 
    She cringed back. “Then this is a bad place.” 
 
    “Maybe that keeps people away.” 
 
    While they were talking, Rafe climbed the stairs and came halfway down again. “There are three bedrooms. And—good news—running water in the sink.” 
 
    “From where?” Max asked. 
 
    “A well, I guess. We can wash up.” He turned and ascended to the second level again. 
 
    Max and Amber followed him up, where they found him opening closets. “There are some clothes in here. Some pants and shirts. Maybe Amber can wear a shirt, and we can take the pants—until we can brush the mud off our clothing. 
 
    Amber crossed to the closet. The clothing smelled musty, but she supposed it was better than the muck on what they were wearing. 
 
    She pulled down a shirt and held it up, judging the length, which seemed to be long enough to cover her thighs. 
 
    “You go wash,” Max said, and we’ll keep looking around.” 
 
    Gratefully, she stepped into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. Before she could take off her ruined outfit, someone knocked on the door. When she opened it, she saw Max was holding a second shirt. “Use this for a towel.” 
 
    “Yes, thanks.” 
 
    Quickly she took off her clothes and hung them on a wall hook before stepping into the tub. She didn’t want to sit down, so she stood in the tub and turned on the water, which ran cold. There was no soap, but she used the water to wash the parts of her body that had landed in the muck. When she’d cleaned up, she climbed out and peered in the cracked mirror over the sink, studying her face. The swamp and the washing had taken off part of the makeup Max had applied before they left the ship. Now it made her look like part of her skin was peeling off. With a grimace, she removed the rest of it, although she still looked like she’d crawled out of the bayou. 
 
    When she had dressed in the musty shirt and opened the bathroom door, she saw Max through a bedroom door. 
 
    “You can sleep in here,” he said. 
 
    “With you.” 
 
    “Rafe and I have to stand guard.” 
 
    “You can take turns.” 
 
    “I should . . .” 
 
    Before he could finish, she crossed the space between them. “You should stay with me—because maybe it’s the last time we’ll have together.” 
 
    She saw he wanted to protest. She also saw he recognized the truth of her words. 
 
    “Let me talk to Rafe—and get cleaned up,” he said. 
 
    “Then you’ll come in here with me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She hoped he wasn’t trying to trick her as she closed the door and looked around the small room. It had a bed, with a little table that held a lamp beside it. Across from the bed was a chest with drawers. The lamp didn’t work, but in one of the drawers, she found some folded sheets. Getting them out, she laid two on the bare mattress. They did nothing to improve the look of the ugly little chamber, but at least they’d be a clean place to lie down. 
 
    Still standing beside the bed, she looked up to see that Max had opened the door. He’d washed and was wearing only a pair of rough pants. In her own eyes, she still looked bedraggled after cleaning up. He looked like the sexiest man she had ever seen. 
 
    The intensity of his gaze as he closed the door almost took her breath away, and she realized that he must be thinking about what she’d said earlier. This might be the last time they ever hold each other. 
 
    They each took a step across the worn floorboards and met in the middle of the room. When he reached for her, she came into his arms, clasping him to her. 
 
    The words he spoke surprised her. “Sing to me.” 
 
    “Sing?” 
 
    “With that sexy voice of yours. I love to hear it.” 
 
    She felt almost too choked to comply, but she cleared her throat and took a small step back, looking up at him as she began a song she hadn’t dared to sing in years. 
 
    “My lover is far away, and I think I will not see him forever. But the wind sweeps down from the mountains, swirling leaves off the trees, and blowing him toward me.” 
 
    She sang in her own language, and he asked. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “Lovers reunited.” 
 
    “Where did you learn it?” 
 
    “I made it up.” 
 
    He stared at her, shocked. “It sounds very . . . polished.” 
 
    “Thank you. It’s from my childhood, when I still dared to think that I was normal.” 
 
    “You are!” he said, punching out the words. 
 
    “No. Not on Naxion, and not here.” 
 
    “Why not here?” 
 
    “Because, I am a fugitive.” 
 
    “And we’ll take care of that.” 
 
    She wanted to tell him it seemed less and less likely, but she wasn’t going to waste this time with him by laying out her fears. Instead she cupped the back of his head, bringing her lips to his as they swayed in the middle of the room. 
 
    This time was different from the others. The first time she hadn’t known what to expect. And in the cargo bay their passion had been fueled by Max’s anger and the aftermath of her shame at attacking Rafe. 
 
    But this time was slow and sweet—a celebration of love between a man and a woman. She couldn’t tell him it was love. And maybe that wasn’t what he felt. But if she had a lifemate, this was the way she would want him to show her his true feelings. 
 
    As they kissed, he reached for the buttons at the front of her shirt, slipping them open, fumbling a little. He had no shirt, and as he pushed the sides of hers out of the way, she laid her hands against his chest, stroking him as he was stroking her. But she could only do it a little because his skillful touch on her breasts made her dizzy with desire. 
 
    She wanted Max with a strength she would never have believed possible. She wanted him now. Yet at the same time, she didn’t want this magical time to end. So, she let him play with her breasts, closing in on the aching crests, drawing smaller and smaller circles around them, then sliding a finger along the side of each erect nipple. 
 
    The sensations made her gasp. And when he bent and sucked one peak into his mouth, she gasped again. 
 
    “I can’t stand up any longer,” she managed to say. 
 
    “I’m with you.” 
 
    They made their shaky way to the bed. Lying down, she eased over to make room for him. He came down beside her, half covering her body, his erection wedged against her thigh. 
 
    When she reached to clasp it, he moved her hand away. 
 
    “You’ll push me over the edge,” he said in a gritty voice 
 
    “I want to push you. I want you inside me.” 
 
    “And I want to feel this charged up for hours.” 
 
    “Could you?” 
 
    He laughed. “I don’t know.” 
 
    She laughed with him, just for the pleasure of doing one more intimate thing together. 
 
    Then she began to caress and kiss him, avoiding the part of him he had told her not to touch. She sucked on his earlobe, stroked her hands along the muscles of his arms, and then switched to his chest, drawing circles around his nipples as he had with her, inching inward, finding they had tightened to hard points. 
 
    He groaned, levering himself over her. And this time, when she took him in her hand, it was to guide him to the warm, wet, welcoming place between her thighs. 
 
    He plunged into her, then went still, looking down at her as though trying to commit this moment to memory. 
 
    And she did the same, staring up into his taut face. 
 
    She wouldn’t push him. She would only go where he led. And when he began to move, she did the same, her hips rising to meet each of his thrusts. 
 
    The intensity couldn’t last for long. They exploded together in a burst of rapture, and she felt him come down on top of her. 
 
    She clung to him, knowing that something beyond her imagining had happened between them. 
 
    He rolled to his side, and she adjusted herself to him as he cuddled her in his arms. Closing her eyes, she pressed her cheek to his sweat-slick chest, breathing in his scent. She had thought her life was going to be a disaster. It still might. But she would always have the memories of this man. 
 
    They lay together for long moments. After their breathing returned to normal, she wanted to say they should start giving each other pleasure again, but she sensed that he had put a little silent distance between them. 
 
    “What?” she murmured. 
 
    “I want to stay here with you, but I can’t leave Rafe down there alone. I need to help him keep guard—or let him get some sleep.” 
 
    She longed to protest, but she knew he was right. Rafe had given them this private time, and she couldn’t make him take all the responsibility for guard duty. 
 
    “You get some sleep,” Max said as he climbed out of bed and reached for the pants he had discarded. She got up, too, and found the long shirt she had been wearing. 
 
    Sure she wouldn’t sleep, she made a quick trip to the bathroom, then came back and straightened the sheets before climbing between them. 
 
    But the long day and the dangerous tramp through the swamp had taken its toll. Her eyes closed, and she was soon lost to the world. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how long she slept, but when she opened her eyes, she saw weak sunshine streaking in through the broken window. Still, the light hadn’t woken her. It was the sound of loud voices coming from the floor below. And from outside, the barking of dogs. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Max’s voice came shooting up the stairs. “She isn’t here. Get the hell off us.” 
 
    Amber knew at once that a search party had found them, and Max was trying to warn her so that she could get away. 
 
    She shot out of bed, found the boots she had worn in the swamp, and looked toward the window. There was a large tree outside with a branch within reach, and she moved instinctively toward the escape route. 
 
    Raising the sash as quietly as she could, she stuck one leg outside—then stopped. 
 
    Suppose she got away? Then what? 
 
    Escape into the swamp by herself? She didn’t even know where to find the ship. And she certainly didn’t know how to fly it. Plus, she wasn’t going to leave Max and Rafe to the mercies of the swamp rats.              Pulling her leg back into the room, she picked up the knife that she had laid on the bedside table and started for the door. 
 
    With the weapon in her hand and wishing she had on more clothing, she walked down the stairs toward the room with the sofa and chairs. 
 
    Halfway down, she stopped, staring at Max and Rafe who stood with their hands tied behind their backs and with a mob of swamp rats around them. Most were young men, and all were disheveled from a night in the wilderness. But neither the head man nor the security chief was with them. She was pretty sure that meant this was a rogue search party. 
 
    Max looked up when he heard her, his eyes full of pain. She knew he had hoped she would try and escape, yet here she was walking toward the men who had hunted them through the night. 
 
    Those men were staring at her, too, and what she saw in their eyes was hostility and determination—along with an appreciation of her bare legs. Again, she wished she were properly dressed, but there was nothing she could do about it. 
 
    “You were stupid to think you could get through the bayou at night,” one of them said. 
 
    “We made it this far,” Max shot back. 
 
    “Yes, to the house that the outlanders from the city used when they came to steal our wealth. Before we rid ourselves of them.” 
 
    “Oh great,” Rafe muttered. 
 
    “And now you have brought a spy to our camp.” 
 
    “No,” Max objected. “None of us is a spy.” 
 
    “LaTour speaks the truth,” another man yelled, and there were murmurs of agreement. “The woman is a spy for Commissioner Tudor.” 
 
    The attention of the group switched back to Amber, and she held up the knife, making a slashing motion. “Stay back unless you want to get cut.” 
 
    Some of the men took a step back. Good. 
 
    Her eyes fixed on the man who had accused her. “Why do you think I am a spy for him?” 
 
    He raised his chin. “The disguise is washed off your face. You look like the women who are brought to Tudor’s house. But I could tell who you were, even with the camouflage.” His voice hardened. “Put down your knife, little deceiver.” He made a harsh sound. “Why don’t you try another song instead? Maybe that will charm us.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He turned, saying something she couldn’t hear to the men behind them. In the next instant, four of them sprang into action, grabbing both Max and Rafe by the arms and holding them in place while two other men pulled out knives and held them against Max and Rafe’s throats. 
 
    “Put down the weapon,” LaTour said again, “Or they die.” 
 
    Suddenly Amber felt as though she’d been frozen inside a block of ice. She had come boldly down the stairs without a plan. Now she was going to get Max and Rafe killed. 
 
    Her mouth was so dry that she could hardly speak, but she managed to say, “Yes, I look like those women. And yes, I am one of them.” 
 
    “You admit it.” 
 
    She ignored him and kept talking. “He brings us to his secluded house to torture and kill us because it gives him sexual pleasure. And I have vowed to die rather than let Tudor do the same to me.” As she spoke, she turned the knife around, aiming it at her own chest, willing herself to keep her hand steady. 
 
    The whole scene seemed fixed in an endless second of time. 
 
    But something did change. A look of panic crossed LaTour’s face. “Wait.” 
 
    “I will die before I let him have his pleasure with me,” she repeated. 
 
    Into the roiling mix of her emotions, a voice from the back of the room rose. “I have seen it.” 
 
    LaTour whirled around. “Seen what?” 
 
    “You know I work on the grounds of the estate—for a pitiful amount of credits. I have seen the women. I have seen them walk in. And I have seen them carried out—dead.” 
 
    Amber shuddered at the image, as a babble of conversation erupted around the room. 
 
    The man named LaTour turned his attention back to her. “Why did you not speak up?” he demanded. “Instead of coming to our camp posing as merchants.” 
 
    “Would you have believed me?” 
 
    “We still have no proof of what you say.” 
 
    She raised her voice above the din. “Take the knives away from my friends’ throats so we can talk.” 
 
    For long seconds, nobody moved, and she was afraid her words had had no effect. Then LaTour said in a grudging voice, “Do it. We still have control of them.” 
 
    The men with the knives lowered them. And the ones holding Max and Rafe let go of their arms. 
 
    Amber saw them both let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    The spokesman’s gaze drilled into her. “If your story is true, why did you come to our camp with your pretense of selling clothing?” 
 
    She wanted to look down at her hands, but she kept her gaze fixed on him. “Because we intended to ask for your help, but we had no idea what you thought about Tudor. We couldn’t just walk into your village and assume you’d be willing to go against a powerful man who works for the government. We had to find out how you felt about him. For all we knew, you could be working with him. Or you could be so afraid of him, that you would prevent us from attacking him.” 
 
    A muscle ticked in Latour’s jaw. He said, “You made no mention of him.” 
 
    Max spoke up. “I did,” and he repeated the question he’d asked at dinner the night before.” 
 
    “That was hardly anything.” 
 
    Max’s gaze bore into the spokesman. “What I wanted to ask was, ‘Does he treat you fairly? Or does he lord it over you because he is high up in the government?’ But your security chief acted like he didn’t want to discuss the subject, so I decided to speak to your head man in private.” 
 
    Talk erupted around them once more, and this time Amber sensed a change in its tenor. 
 
    She saw Max drag in a breath and let it out before continuing. “There are only three of us. We need your help to get rid of him and make sure nobody finds out what happened.” 
 
    LaTour scoffed. “You want us to attack his compound? He is well guarded. He would send his troops to wipe us out.” 
 
    “No, we will operate by stealth. We were hoping you could help us come up with a plan.” 
 
    “You must have some strategy in mind,” the interrogator said. 
 
    “We can’t finalize any strategy until we know the situation better.” 
 
    When LaTour made a dismissive sound, Amber answered. “You live in the swamp because you pride yourself on being free. I had no such choice. Like all the women who are brought to his house out here, I am a slave—sold away from my home world.” 
 
    She heard exclamations from some of the men, but she kept speaking. “He bought and paid for me. But I will not let him torture me to death. No woman or man should be sold as a slave—a slave who will face only horrors before the mercy of release.” 
 
    There was absolute silence in the room. 
 
    It was broken by a voice from the doorway. “I agree.” 
 
    Everyone turned to find out who it was, but from her position halfway up the stairs, Amber could see the newcomer plainly. 
 
    The speaker was Gatroux, the leader who had been their host at dinner. 
 
    He pushed his way into the room, then through the throng to the stairway where he climbed onto the first step and turned to face the room. 
 
    “We have talked many times about driving the interloper from our territory, but nobody has been brave enough to make a move against him.” 
 
    “Because the Feds will come after us for murdering one of their officials,” someone shouted. 
 
    Gatroux shook his head. “Not if his death looks like an accident. Not if it looks like it’s too dangerous for city dwellers to live out here.” 
 
    “How would we accomplish such a scheme?” LaTour demanded. 
 
    “I have been thinking about that for a long time. The swamp will swallow up his house,” the elder said calmly. 
 
    Again, talk sprang up around the room. 
 
    “How?” LaTour challenged. 
 
    “By digging under the foundations until the water rises up to take the structure.” 
 
    “You must be mad,” the younger man countered. 
 
    “The water is just below the ground. That’s why our houses sit on stilts. That’s why we change locations if the water rises.” 
 
    The man in the back who had supported Amber’s claim spoke up. “I have worked at the estate many times. The ground is boggy, and there are open pools.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gatroux agreed. “If enough of us work at flooding Tudor’s mansion, we can do it.” 
 
    “Especially if our ship’s weapons blast into the ground,” Max added. 
 
    All around the room, men were talking excitedly as they sensed that this new strategy could work. 
 
    Gatroux let the conversation swirl for several minutes before raising his hand and calling for silence. When the babble had stopped, he said, “We should get on with it.” He looked at Max and Rafe. “Untie them.” 
 
    The men on either side of the captives complied, and Max rushed to Amber. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. Are you?” 
 
    “Yeah. Because you saved our butts.” 
 
    A whole room full of people was watching. Ignoring them, he took her in his arms, holding her close, and she reached to return the embrace. He held her for only for a few moments before he eased away. 
 
    She wished they could be alone—in the room where they’d spent the night, but she knew that was out of the question now. 
 
    Before they could say more to each other, the older man was speaking again. “Our guests will come back to the camp with us, and we will make our plans. But first. . .” He gave LaTour a stern look. “Where did you get the notion that you could simply act on your own without consultation?” 
 
    The other man scuffed a booted foot against the floorboards. “I knew they were lying. That made them a danger to us.” 
 
    “If you thought that, you should have brought that concern to me or Dubois,” he said. 
 
    The hothead raised his voice. “I knew you wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    “And look what almost happened. We have a chance to rid ourselves of a murderer, and you were about to cock it up.” 
 
    LaTour’s face reddened, and he turned away. As Amber watched him, she couldn’t repress a surge of worry. Obviously, he didn’t like being reprimanded in public. What if he tried to make trouble again? 
 
    But there was nothing she could do about him on her own. She’d have to trust the elders. 
 
    The leader beckoned the three outlanders to his side. “We will return to the camp where you can clean up and change your clothes.” 
 
    “Yes, thanks,” Max said. 
 
    The older man looked around at the crowd. “Let them follow close behind me.” 
 
    He started back through the crowd, and this time the men made a path for him—and for the three fugitives they had tracked through the swamp during the night. 
 
    Amber wrapped her arms around her shoulders, trying to avoid touching any of them. She wasn’t sure what these men had been prepared to do to her, Max and Rafe, and she was glad she wouldn’t have to find out. 
 
    Gatroux was waiting for them on the porch. 
 
    “Walk where I do,” the head man said. “I wouldn’t want you to fall into a tarn.” 
 
    “We already did that,” Max muttered. 
 
    The men who had formed the search party held back and Max stepped behind the leader—with some of the other older men behind them. 
 
    Amber knew that in this male-dominated society it would be natural for Rafe to fall in line next, but he held back, swept out his arm, and said to Amber, “You go ahead.” 
 
    She gave him a grateful look and stepped behind Max. 
 
    Gatroux turned and focused on Amber for a moment. She thought he might order her to step back. Instead, he faced forward again and started walking. And Amber hurried to keep up with the men’s long-legged strides. 
 
    In the dark the swamp had felt like a place of danger. It still was, but in the daylight she could enjoy the bright flowers, the bird calls and all the variations in the foliage. 
 
    As far as she could tell, there was no path, but Gatroux seemed sure of where he was going. And in a surprisingly short time, she saw the small houses on stilts rising above the foliage. 
 
    She felt a pang as they neared the village. What would the women think when they saw her again? She’d helped them cook. Then she’d helped steal a bunch of knives—which probably wasn’t the best opening for renewed relations. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    As she’d expected, the women and children watched them enter the compound. Some of them looked surprised, and she wondered if they’d expected the fugitives to be dispatched in the swamp or brought back in bonds. 
 
    Others seemed fearful. And still others looked at Amber with respect, as though she’d done something none of them would have dared. 
 
    The line behind them broke up, and many of the men went to the females, speaking to them in low voices that nevertheless made a swell of sound around the small clearing. 
 
    As the story spread, Amber felt like everybody was focused on them and talking about what had happened. She reached for Max’s hand, wishing she wasn’t the center of attention. True, she’d made these people pay attention to her twice before. But that had been her choice. This was a spontaneous expression of interest that made her wish she could disappear into the hut where she and Max had started the night. 
 
    She saw a woman detach herself from the group and recognized Camille, who had shown her to that hut the night before. 
 
    Was it only that long ago? 
 
    She spoke in low tones to Amber. “You will want to clean up and change your clothing.” 
 
    “Yes, thanks,” she said, then glanced at Max. 
 
    “Go on,” he said, then looked at Camille. “Where should we meet again?” 
 
    “She will stay with the women until dinner while the men make plans.” 
 
    Max’s eyes flashed. “No, she will come to the meeting where we discuss how to proceed.” 
 
    Into the sudden silence, the head man finally spoke. “Women do not plan attacks.” 
 
    “This whole deal was her idea. She was willing to risk her life to free herself from this man. If you can’t include her, we will have to go back to our ship. And you can keep enjoying Tudor’s presence in your territory. 
 
    Again, there was silence while Max and the older man stared at each other. 
 
    It was Gatroux who blinked first. 
 
    “If that is your wish, she may join us at the council circle,” he said stiffly. 
 
    “Thank you,” Max said just as stiffly. 
 
    “I’ll bring your wife when she’s finished,” Camille added. 
 
    One of the young men came up to Max and Rafe. “And I will show you where to wash.” 
 
    Amber followed Camille to a smaller bathhouse, where a curtain closed off the door and there were only two washstands and toilets. And in one corner, there was a shower arrangement. 
 
    “You’ll have some privacy here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Camille looked toward the door, then said. “Gatroux does not give in lightly.” 
 
    “You seem to know him well. Are you his wife?” 
 
    “Yes. I know his moods, his likes and dislikes.” 
 
    “You have been with him a long time?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Amber nodded, wondering if she and Max would be together for years—or only for a few more days. 
 
    Camille spoke again, pulling Amber’s thoughts away from Max. “You are brave to go up against the man in the big house—Tudor.” 
 
    “It was either that or hide from him for the rest of my life.” She dragged in a breath and let it out. “But it’s not just about me. It makes me sick to think what he’s done and what he will do in the future if he’s not stopped.” 
 
    Camille gave her a respectful look. “I admire your determination. I will be waiting outside when you finish.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Amber eyed the shower. “How do you use it?” 
 
    Camille walked to the spray device and pulled on a cord. Water came from a metal circle in the ceiling. 
 
    “The water has been warmed by the sun. When you’ve washed, change into the fresh clothes I’ll set there.” This time she pointed to a small table just inside the door. 
 
    Again, she thanked the woman. When Camille had left, Amber turned to a long mirror propped against the wall. She might have washed last night after her adventure in the sucking sand, but she still looked like she’d spent the night sleeping with livestock.               
 
    Pulling off her grungy clothes, she dropped them in a pile near the door and headed for the shower.                             
 
    It felt wonderful to wash her hair and body, although it was a little awkward. She found you had to leave one hand on the pull cord to keep the water flowing, so she alternated between soaping herself and rinsing, luxuriated under the warmth flowing down on her and luxuriated in how good it felt to be doing something normal. 
 
    Not wanting to use up the water supply, she finished as quickly as possible. As she dried off, she eyed the clothing that had been laid out for her. 
 
    Camille or one of the other women had given her back a dress from the collection the “traders” had brought. 
 
    It was a perfect fit and a good color for her hair and skin. 
 
    “Are you dressed?” the older woman called from outside the wash shed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Let me help you dry your hair.” Her hostess came in with a towel of some soft material Amber didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Sit down.” 
 
    She sat in a chair facing a small table and a mirror, where Camille rubbed her hair vigorously with the towel. 
 
    Flushing slightly, she said, “I’m not used to having anyone do things for me.” 
 
    “Then just relax and enjoy the attention.” 
 
    She took the advice, closing her eyes and letting the rubbing of the towel relax her. And to her surprise, it took only a short while to dry her hair. 
 
    When she was finished, Camille reached into her pocket and brought out what looked like a hair ornament. “I have something for you—to pin it up,” 
 
    She displayed the slender shaft with a pointed tip and beads covering a bauble at the end. “It will keep your hair up. And it will do something else.” 
 
    As Amber looked at her inquiringly, the head man’s wife pulled on the beads at the top of the shaft. Underneath the cover was a thin and very wicked-looking knife. 
 
    Amber eyed it in surprise. “A secret weapon?” 
 
    “You may need this if you get close to Tudor,” Camille said. 
 
    The words made Amber shiver. “That wasn’t exactly the plan.” 
 
    “Keep it with you—as an insurance policy.” 
 
    Camille showed her how to arrange her long tresses on the top of her head, then use the sheathed knife and a few more pins to hold the knot in place. 
 
    “Why do you have such a weapon?” Amber asked. 
 
    “There are women here who . . . need protection from the dangerous attentions of a man. But this weapon would only be used in extreme cases.” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
    “Now you must attend the council and make sure you are heard when the men make their plans. If you contribute an idea, make them think it came from them. 
 
    Amber smiled, thinking the men here didn’t have as much power as they assumed. 
 
    Camille led her to the open area, which was near where they had eaten the evening before. 
 
    ### 
 
    Max picked at his plate of food he’d taken from the serving table, knowing he wasn’t going to eat much until Amber arrived. The head man had sent her away with the women to clean up. Then a group of guys had escorted Max and Rafe to the washhouse and kept guard while they cleaned up and put on fresh clothing. They were never allowed out of someone’s sight, and Max understood why. He, Rafe and Amber had come into the camp with a false story. Now they had another story. He knew the Swamp Rats hoped it was true. They saw the trio as a way to get rid of a man who had toyed with their lives for years. But they weren’t willing to completely trust the pretend traders. 
 
    Once again Max looked up. And this time he saw Amber. His breath caught in his chest as he watched her walking toward them. He’d been secretly afraid they would keep her away from the “man talk.” Now here she was—all cleaned up and looking breathtakingly beautiful. 
 
    She was wearing one of the dresses they’d brought to sell, but something about her seemed different. 
 
    After a moment he figured out that her hair was artfully piled up on top of her head with only a few seductive tendrils hanging down. 
 
    He crossed rapidly to her, glad to see that she seemed as relieved to see him as he was to see her. Instead of commenting on their feelings, he said, “I like the way you’ve done your hair.”                            “Camille helped me fix it.” 
 
    “It’s perfect.” 
 
    She flushed, hesitating for a moment, and he thought she was going to say something else about getting ready for the meeting. Instead, she asked, “Did you know she’s Gatroux’s wife?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “She’s got a lot of experience dealing with male egos. She told me to make sure the men listen to me—and to make them think that any good ideas I had came from them.” 
 
    He laughed. “I’m all for that.” He gestured toward the table “You should get something to eat. It’s all finger food.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Food that’s easy to eat while we have a meeting. We’ve got chunks of fruit, cut vegetables and sandwiches.” 
 
    “Sand?” 
 
    “No meat or cheese between slices of bread so you can pick it up easily. I think a guy named Sandwich invented it a long time ago so he could eat while he was at the gambling tables.” 
 
    She knew about gambling. It was one of the ways the guards at her training camp had amused themselves. 
 
    “Okay.” She filled a plate. 
 
    “You may want the tea to drink,” Max said. 
 
    “You’re drinking beer?” 
 
    “No,” he answered. “I want to keep my mind sharp.” 
 
    “What kind of tea?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it tastes good. Spicy and a little sweet.” 
 
    She poured from the pitcher into a pottery cup and took a cautious sip. “You’re right. It’s good.” 
 
    There were high tables scattered around the area, where they could set down their plates and cups and eat while standing. 
 
    They were halfway through the meal when Gatroux and several other men came in. Again, there were no women in the group. 
 
    One of the men had brought a rolled-up sheet of paper which was tucked under his arm. 
 
    He walked over and addressed Max and Rafe. “My name is Henri. I have some information for you.” 
 
    “I’m Max,” he answered. 
 
    “Rafe,” his friend said, then flushed and glanced at the head man. “I gave you a false name when we first arrived because Tudor knows my real name—but not Max’s.” 
 
    The head man nodded. 
 
    Max returned to the introductions. “And my wife is Amber. What have you got for us?” 
 
    “I have worked inside Tudor’s house many times,” he said, “It is not like our dwellings.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s much larger,” Max said. “And more solid.” 
 
    Henri nodded. “I have walked through the rooms, and I have drawn the interior from memory.” 
 
    He unrolled the paper, and they all peered at the drawing. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Amber said. “This looks like a set of boxes. Where is the house?” 
 
    Max could understand her confusion. Probably she’d expected to see a facade with a front door. 
 
    “It’s a floor plan. It shows the rooms of the house as though there’s no roof and you are looking down on them from above.” He pointed. “See, this is the front door. You walk into a reception area—and from there into other rooms.” 
 
    He mentally traveled through the grand edifice, then stopped, looking inquiringly at the man as he indicated one side of the structure where there was only a large blank space. “What happened here?” 
 
    “I have never been allowed in that area. There is a stout door with a lock.”                             
 
    “So, we don’t know what’s in it?” 
 
    The man spread his hands. “It could be a storehouse for goods he steals from the bayou. Or it could be where he takes the women to . . .” He stopped and made a waffling motion with his hand. “There is always a guard.” 
 
    Max nodded. Beside him, Amber pressed her arms against her sides. 
 
    Rafe jumped into the conversation. “And this is another door to the outside?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There are only two?” 
 
    “Two that I know about. There could be a hidden entrance—or an escape route. That would make sense for a man like him.” 
 
    “Right.” He thought for a moment. “Do you know who built the house?” 
 
    “Men from the city.” 
 
    “So we won’t be able to get any information from them.” 
 
    “How many guards does he have and where do they live?” Max asked. 
 
    “When I am there, I see perhaps four or five. Others may be sleeping—here,” He pointed to a building that was separate from the main structure. 
 
    “Right. He wouldn’t want the nasty guards sleeping in his palace,” Rafe muttered. 
 
    “So, anyone in there could be eliminated in a stealth attack,” Max added, then asked, “How are they armed?” 
 
    “All of them have the powerful beamer weapons, but some also have those long guns.” 
 
    “Cannons?” Rafe asked. 
 
    “I think that’s what they are called.” 
 
    “Great,” Max muttered. 
 
    “All of the rooms are furnished?” Rafe asked. 
 
    “I think so.” Henri pointed to a side room. “This is the place where a servant prepares food.” 
 
    Max nodded. His gaze narrowed as he thought about communications at Tudor’s estate. Except for the swamp dwellers, most people on Danalon carried comms units. Max and Rafe didn’t use them when they were on a job because every unit had a tracker which would give away their whereabouts. 
 
    He looked at Henri. “Where is his main comms center?” 
 
    The man pointed to one of the rooms. 
 
    “And does he wear a personal unit?” 
 
    The man looked blank. “Does he talk into a device that lets him communicate with others on the estate—like his guards?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Max and Rafe exchanged glances. “If he knew he was under attack and sent a distress call, that would be a problem,” Max said. 
 
    “Right. We wouldn’t be dealing with just the house guards. We’d be fighting off the authorities from Port City.” 
 
    “We’ll have to get in there before anybody realizes what’s happening and get his communicator away from him,” Max muttered. “Perhaps our best bet is to take out a couple of the guards and change into their uniforms. That way, Tudor won’t know he’s under attack.” 
 
    Still thinking about logistics, he asked, “Does the house have a basement?” 
 
    Henri laughed. “We were talking about the ease of taking the house down into the bayou. A basement around here would fill with water.” 
 
    “Duh.” 
 
    Max racked his brain for other questions to ask. He’d been in a lot of impromptu skirmishes, but he’d never planned a military assault.                             
 
    Before he could think of anything, Amber asked, “Do you see much traffic in and out of his compound?” she asked the group. 
 
    Several of the men shot her a disapproving look. But others shook their heads in answer to her question. “He comes to the bayou, but we see few outlanders,” one of them answered. 
 
    “Good,” she murmured. 
 
    Max turned to Gatroux. “The guards have standard weapons. Are you going against them with knives and spears?” 
 
    The head man kept his gaze steady. “We have a few beamers. But we rely on our knowledge of the bayou.” 
 
    “Like how?” 
 
    “You will find out—as you found out we could track you.” 
 
    Max nodded, wanting more information but he was pretty sure that he wouldn’t get it. 
 
    “When do you want to attack?” the head man asked. 
 
    “When do you think is best?” Max countered. 
 
    Gatroux looked thoughtful. “Two in the morning.” 
 
    Max blinked. That was the best time for a surprise raid. Gatroux must be a better tactician than they had imagined. 
 
    “Rafe and I will want our weapons,” he said. 
 
    “Some of my men will go to the ship with you.” 
 
    Max nodded, then turned to Amber. “I’ll see you when I get back.” 
 
    “No,” Gatroux said. “You will not see her until the time of the raid.” 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Amber had been counting on spending the remaining time before the assault with Max, in a private hut where they could make love. Now she gave the head man a confused look. “I should be with Max.” 
 
    “No. You will be with the women.” 
 
    Her mouth had gone dry, but she managed to ask, “Why?” 
 
    “To make sure everything goes as planned,” the chief said, his voice edged with iron. 
 
    Because you don’t trust us, she silently translated, knowing there was no point in arguing. 
 
    He pointed toward where Camille was waiting at the edge of the council area. “Go with her. We will call for you when we are ready for you.” 
 
    Her gaze swung from the woman to Max. 
 
    “It will be okay,” he said in a low voice, and she wondered if she believed it. She had wanted to feel safe in his arms for a few hours longer. That option had been yanked away. 
 
    On wooden legs, she walked toward the head man’s wife. 
 
    “We will take care of you,” Camille said. 
 
    She bobbed her head, knowing she must comply with the rules of this strange tribe if she wanted their help in freeing herself from slavery. 
 
    Camille led Amber through a group of huts to one that stood apart from the others. 
 
    “Climb up,” the head woman said. 
 
    Amber climbed the ladder and then through the door. Inside, she found herself in a room like the one where she and Max had retired the night before. But this chamber was more opulent. There was a fur rug on the floor, the bedcovering was silky and decorated with intricate embroidery, and the windows were screened with draperies that filtered out much of the light. To compensate, a small lamp burned on a stand in the corner, sending a spicy fragrance into the air. 
 
    “What room is this?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a room the newly married can use for their wedding night.” 
 
    “Too bad you’re wasting it on just one occupant.” 
 
    Camille smiled. “It won’t be wasted. It’s a good place for you to retire where you won’t be disturbed. Turn around and let me undo your hair.” 
 
    Amber turned and felt Camille remove the hair ornament she’d given her earlier. After the woman had set the sheathed knife on the table beside the bed, she said, “You must sleep now. And when the men are ready to leave, you will wish them the blessings of the gods on their mission.” 
 
    Amber looked from Camille to the bed and back again. “I don’t think I can even relax. I feel like one of those child’s toys where you wind up a spring, then watch it turn in circles on the floor.” 
 
    “I knew you would say something like that.” She picked up a flask from the table. “This drink will relax you and clear your mind.” 
 
    Amber eyed the small bottle. “What is it?” 
 
    “I suppose you could call it a sleeping potion. It won’t harm you, and it will help you slumber.” 
 
    She might have refused, but she knew Camille was right. She would be better off not lying in the bed and worrying about Max and Rafe going off with the raiding party. 
 
    “All right,” she agreed, taking a cautious sip from the narrow opening at the top of the flask. The liquid inside tasted a little sweet and a little sharp. 
 
    While she finished the draft, Camille turned back the bedcovers. 
 
    “Lie down now.” 
 
    Amber was already feeling a little light-headed as she swayed on unsteady legs. 
 
    Camille guided her to the bed, and she plopped down heavily. 
 
    When she was horizontal, the other woman pulled up the covers. 
 
    “No one will disturb you. I’ll be back to wake you when it’s time to get ready.” 
 
    “Yes,” Amber murmured, feeling the room start to spin around her. 
 
    She closed her eyes and flattened her hands against the silky surface below her, trying to ground herself. She heard Camille leave and knew she was alone, yet it felt like people were crowding in around the bed. 
 
    “My imagination,” she murmured. Or was she already asleep? Was this a dream or a nightmare? She thought she could sense Max nearby and behind him a malevolent figure that she knew must be Tudor. She couldn’t see his face clearly, but she felt he was staring at her, anticipating the moment when he got her under his control. 
 
    She shuddered and once again vowed to die rather than let him kill her. But if the plan worked, she wouldn’t have to see him. 
 
    Max stayed between her and the evil man, but there was a crowd behind him, and she realized with a shock of recognition that all the other people were women—women Max would have called beautiful. Were there ten? Twelve? She wasn’t sure because they kept moving, merging and blurring, but she knew they were the other slaves Tudor had brought to Danalon and killed for his own pleasure. 
 
    All of them looked at her with pleading eyes—begging her to stop the slaughter. 
 
    The knowledge that she had dared to defy this man awed her. Yet at the same time, she knew that it could all go wrong as quickly as Max had tossed the gems on the ground back on Naxion. 
 
    She stirred in her sleep, hearing herself moan. Then a soothing voice drifted toward her. 
 
    “Charobina.” 
 
    If she could have sat up, she would have done it. But her body felt chained to the mattress. All she could do was turn her head as a figure emerged from the crowd. 
 
    “Charobina,” the woman said again. 
 
    That was the name she had back on Naxion, the name she had been unwilling to tell Max because it was a token of her slavery. At first, she thought it was Esme calling her. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    But the speaker wasn’t Esme; it was Devora, her mother, who had raised her until she had failed to make the change. A fogginess obscured her face so that Amber could not see the “beauty bumps” that covered her skin. Back on Naxion, Amber had thought that was a person’s normal appearance because she had known nothing else until she had been sent to the slave-training facility. Now that she had seen the kind of people who populated the rest of the planets, she felt revolted. 
 
    She must have made a sound that gave away her feelings. 
 
    “You find me ugly,” her mother said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do not lie to me.” 
 
    She swallowed hard. “I am ashamed to feel that way about you. You were always good to me. And I knew how you feared for my future.” 
 
    “Do not be ashamed. You have grown, and you have changed your thinking about what looks normal.” 
 
    “I am sorry.” 
 
    “Never be sorry. You have come far. I was so frightened for you when the slave masters came to the house in the night. They gave your father his final payment and took you away. Now I know how well you have done for yourself.” 
 
    “And that may end very abruptly. And soon.” 
 
    “Your champion will win out against the evil man who bought you.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I sense it.” 
 
    “But I’m not going with him,” she protested. 
 
    “As you say.” 
 
    The tone of her mother’s voice shook her. “I am afraid that something will go badly wrong,” she murmured. 
 
    “Of course. Any sane person would be.” 
 
    Amber laughed. “You were always so practical.” 
 
    “I came to tell you I have faith in you. And I know you have found the perfect man.” 
 
    She flushed. “I think so too. The part about Max. But I do not know if he will want to stay with me.” 
 
    “I have faith in that, too.” 
 
    “Are you here to give me faith?” 
 
    “I wanted to see you one more time and tell you that the gods bless your mission.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I feel it.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “But now I will leave you with him who has joined you in this dangerous task.” 
 
    As suddenly as Devora had come, she vanished, and Max was standing beside the bed. He lay down beside her, taking her in his arms. 
 
    She was still dreaming. She understood that. But she rolled to her side and clung to him, taking comfort from his presence. 
 
    “My plan was crazy from the start,” she whispered. 
 
    “No. You’re a strong woman,” he answered as he stroked her back and shoulders. 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “Of course. You took your fate into your own hands.” 
 
    She still didn’t know how that would come out. But she understood that what she had done was better than letting the slave masters on Naxion determine her fate. 
 
    Max kept talking to her, settling her nerves. Then he, too, was gone, and she was lost to sleep. 
 
    A voice woke her. “It’s time.” 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    “No, it’s Camille. Did the potion bring your mother to you?” 
 
    “Yes.” her eyes blinked open, and she stared at the tribe’s head woman. 
 
    “Was it a good visit?” 
 
    “Yes. It was a blessing.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” 
 
    She sat up and looked toward the window, aware that outside the hut was blackness, but inside warm candles flickered. In their light she saw there were three other women with Camille. Two were dark-haired and the third was blond. She had seen all of them the night before when she’d helped with the dinner preparations. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Camille asked. 
 
    She took a quick inventory of herself. “Much better,” she answered. 
 
    “Good. You will show your strength to your husband—and that will spur him on to conquer the evil man. And when he comes back, you will be his reward.” 
 
    Pushing herself up, she stared at the group. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “To prepare you. Because you are the focus of this war. Your man risks his life for you.” 
 
    The words made her throat constrict. She wanted to scream that it was all a mistake. Max should just take her to some corner of the worlds where she could hide out for the rest of her life. 
 
    One of the young women reached out a hand and helped her stand. They led her to the side of the room, surrounding her as though they meant to hold her captive. In a way they did, not by physically restraining her, yet she felt as though she couldn’t move beyond their circle. 
 
    One by one they gave their names. Paulette, Jacqueline, Maura. 
 
    Paulette reached for the buttons at the front of Amber’s dress and slid them open. Jacqueline and Maura pulled the dress over her head, and she stood naked in the center of the group. 
 
    She wanted to slide one arm across her breasts and drop the other hand to hide the triangle of hair at the juncture of her legs, but she kept her arms at her sides. 
 
    Paulette picked up a jug and began to pour water over her body. It was warm and felt good against her skin. And it had a subtle scent that clung. Maura dipped a cloth in a bowl and gently washed her face. 
 
    “Raise your arms,” Camille said. 
 
    She did, and Jacqueline used foam and a device with a blade to scrape away the hair in her armpits. Paulette stooped down and did the same for her legs. When they were finished, they used more water to wash off the foam. 
 
    Paulette dried her, then Maura brought over a little pot of red coloring. 
 
    Amber made a small sound as the woman stroked a bit of it onto her nipples. 
 
    “Why are you doing that?” she managed to ask. 
 
    “Making them stand out.” 
 
    Camille brought over a dress. It was flowing but short, reaching just to her knees. And when she looked down, she saw that the bodice was filmy so that it showed off her breasts and the reddened nipples. They added a short vest, covering her breasts so that only Max would see it later. 
 
    Once she was clothed, they sat her down at a dressing table and began to work on her face. Max had done this several times, but his goal had always been to lessen her attractiveness. 
 
    When Camille held up a mirror, she saw that her looks had been enhanced. Her eyes were accented by blue coloring below her brows and on her lids. Her skin was smooth and pale. Her lips were redder than her nipples, and her cheeks looked touched with a permanent blush. 
 
    She stared at the woman who looked back at her, stunned by the effect. 
 
    “Yes,” Camille murmured; you will take all men’s breath away. And your husband will be stronger because he knows what he would lose if he failed.” 
 
    “He’s not my husband,” Amber blurted. 
 
    “Ah . . . but he wants to be.” 
 
    “He said it to protect me from your men.” 
 
    “He might think that, but really he imagines himself as your life partner.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I know men.” 
 
    As she spoke, she dressed Amber’s hair again, drawing it up and holding it with the small sheathed knife and a few more pins, then pulled down a few tendrils over her ears. 
 
    “Why do I need this?” she asked, touching the blade. 
 
    “Because women cannot always depend on men.” 
 
    The words made a wave of cold sweep over her. “Do you know something I don’t?” 
 
    “You have had visions tonight.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So have I.” 
 
    “What visions?” 
 
    “I am not permitted to say. But Maxwell and his friend have made our men embrace a responsibility they have shirked for years.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “From time to time, when we are camped in this area, a young woman from our community goes missing, and we know Tudor is responsible—even if the men won’t go after him and demand to have her back.” 
 
    Amber swallowed painfully. For the first time, she realized that this wasn’t just about her and the slaves from Naxion. This was just as personal for Camille and the other women in the camp. 
 
    “We should go,” the older woman said. “We do not want to hold them up.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    As soon as Amber stuck her head out the door of the special hut, she saw that the council clearing was marked by a few torches. As she approached, she could see dozens of men gathered around Max and Rafe. Most of them were the young swamp rats who had formed the hunting party the night before—including LaTour. He had done a lot of bold talking at the old house. Now, as she took in his expression, she saw an uncertain look in his eyes. Did he have more to prove than the other men? Or maybe he was a coward—afraid to risk his life when he wasn’t hunting down two unarmed men and a woman? 
 
    But her attention switched abruptly away from him as she saw Max step forward. A look of wonder and a warmth came over his face and increased as she approached. “You look . . .” He struggled for a word and came up with “smashing.” 
 
    It sounded weird, but she assumed it was a compliment. 
 
    “So do you,” she answered. Of course, it was true any time she saw him, but now he was dressed for combat in dark clothing that accented his dark good looks. 
 
    When he reached for her hand, she folded her fingers around his. “What have you been doing?” he asked. 
 
    “The women wanted to do some kind of good luck ceremony with me.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’ll tell you when you come back.” 
 
    His jaw firmed. “Yes.” 
 
    Gatroux walked up to them. “You should leave now while the night is the darkest.” 
 
    Max’s grip tightened on Amber. “Be careful,” she murmured. 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    He was about to say more, when she heard a noise in the distance. At first, she thought it was a flock of birds flying toward them. 
 
    She saw the men look uneasily at each other. Seconds later, the air above them seemed to stir and brilliant lights blazed on, turning the clearing where the raiding party stood into a sea of blinding brightness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    The lights came from flying machines that zoomed into the damp and hovered above the clearing like giant birds of prey ready to strike. From the invading ships, Amber heard the hiss of weapons. Beamer blasts raked the area. Around them, men toppled to the ground or sank to their knees. She could hear them moaning in pain as blood oozed from huge beamer burns. The cries of the wounded made her gasp, but not as much as the silent men—the ones who lay still—absolutely still, their bodies limp and twisted. At the edges of the clearing women were screaming. One ran toward her man and was felled by an angry blast. The others shrank back lest they suffer the same fate. 
 
    When some of the men tried to escape from the killing field, a harsh voice from above boomed out, “Don’t move, or you will all be killed.” 
 
    Everyone froze. 
 
    It was happening so fast that Amber had no time to process the disaster. 
 
    Behind the lights, she could see two flying ships hovered over the crowd, sending bursts of fire around the edge of the clearing to make it clear that no one should cross that line. Another flyer landed, and four men wearing dark blue uniforms with a gold crest on the left side of their chest emerged. 
 
    They marched toward where she, Max, and Rafe were standing. 
 
    “You don’t have to sneak up on Commissioner Tudor’s compound,” one of them barked. “We are taking you there directly.” 
 
    Amber watched in horror as the men in blue disarmed and searched Max and Rafe and led them toward the air car. One of the others grabbed Amber and brought her along. 
 
    The remaining guards, walked backwards toward the ship, spraying the ground with beamer blasts as they went. 
 
    In moments she, Max and Rafe were in the ship. 
 
    One invader stopped before reaching the ship where the fugitives were being held. He whirled toward the swamp rats. “If you are stupid enough to follow us, more of you will get blasted. And we will come back to destroy this miserable settlement.” 
 
    Turning, he climbed into the ship and signaled to the pilot. They lifted off and skimmed over the trees. All too soon, in the light from the moons, Amber saw a large white structure looming in the distance. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
     She fought not to tremble as she stared at the forbidding house that looked nothing like the drawing Henri had showed them. Those had held no hint of the fortress confronting her. She shuddered, thinking that if she went inside, she would not come out alive. 
 
    They landed, and the door of the ship opened. 
 
    “Get moving.” 
 
    She might have tried to run, if she hadn’t been afraid she would get Max and Rafe killed. 
 
    They were shoved out of the ship, and she almost lost her balance. But one of the guards caught her arm and jerked her up. She was hustled toward a high, wide doorway, and as she stepped through, her fear rose to clog her throat. 
 
    She looked around the entrance chamber that had been a flat rectangle on paper. Now she saw that it was a massive room, bigger than any of the huts in the swamp rat camp. 
 
    Every aspect of the interior screamed “obscene luxury.” The ceiling was impossibly high. The walls and floor were of polished stone, glowing in places where hidden lights were positioned. Against one wall was an intricately carved wooden side table with a metal vase of flowers, of all things. 
 
    It felt like several centuries passed before a man emerged from a door at the other end of the room. 
 
    This had to be the powerful Elgin Tudor, although he didn’t look particularly impressive. He was not tall. His face had a slightly pudgy look, his eyes were red-rimmed, and his hair was an unnaturally dark black from the dye he apparently applied to maintain the color. He was dressed casually in a gray tunic, pants and high leather boots. 
 
    His gaze flicked to Max and Rafe, then focused on her. She didn’t have to fake a wave of terror as she confronted him. This was a man who took pleasure from hurting women. From torturing them to death. Sickened by everything he represented, she lowered her head, giving a good impression of the cowering slave she was supposed to be. 
 
    “You are not permitted to hide your face. Raise your head for your new master,” Tudor ordered, his voice sharp. When she didn’t comply immediately, the man holding her wedged a hand under her chin and jerked her head up, making her neck muscles pull sharply and her ears ring with the sudden movement. 
 
    She watched Tudor sweep his gaze over her body, stopping at her hips and waist. “Take the vest off her,” he ordered the man who held her. The guard roughly yanked the garment off her and tossed it to the floor. 
 
    The master of the house grinned as he ogled her breasts. 
 
    “Who prettied you up for me?” 
 
    When she shrugged, his voice rang out. “Answer me.” 
 
    “The women.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, you will tell me later,” he said, his hot gaze sweeping over her face and body again, burning her flesh. “My Naxion dealer promised me a beauty with an excellent figure. That part’s not a lie,” he bit out before his voice softened. “And worth the wait. I’m going to enjoy you.” 
 
    Dismissing her for the moment, Tudor focused on Max and Rafe. “Welcome to my humble abode.” 
 
    Max made an angry sound. One of the guards charged at him, and Max kicked him in the stomach, sending him sprawling to the floor. 
 
    From his position on the polished marble, the guard reached for his weapon. 
 
    “No,” Tudor screamed. “Remember, what I said. I want them alive—for now.” 
 
    The order said volumes. 
 
    The security men went into what must have been a prearranged formation. Six guards handed their weapons off to two who backed to the sides of the room and dumped the extra beamers onto a hidden shelf under the table at the side of the room. The two guards who retained their weapons stood back, keeping their beamers trained on Max and Rafe. 
 
    Max straightened, his eyes meeting Amber’s for a split second before he turned his full attention back to the circle of men surrounding him and Rafe. Both were standing with their arms at their sides, looking relaxed and at the same time alert. 
 
    Another guard charged forward. Before he could reach Max, Rafe stepped between them and slammed a fist up and under his chin. He made a wheezing sound and fell to his knees. 
 
    Seeing what had happened to their compatriots, the rest of the guards hung back while the two on the floor slowly got to their feet. 
 
    This time four guards came forward at once, two going for Max and two for Rafe. 
 
    These four were better fighters than the previous lot. Their tactics were coordinated, forcing Max and Rafe to divide their attention between one man and then the other—leaving little time to recover from one parry before another struck. 
 
    She saw her heroes take sickening blows, but even outnumbered, they gave better than they got. Both fought with a skill she hadn’t realized they possessed. Still, the hand-to-hand combat raged in front of her like some kind of horror show—an entertainment for Tudor alone. Max and Rafe were fighting for their lives. 
 
    Max went down on one knee, but he was up again almost at once and charging forward to seize a guard around the waist, lift him off his feet and dash him to the floor. 
 
    Two men pummeled Rafe, but Max leaped to his rescue, pulling one man off and slamming him against the rock-hard wall. 
 
    A pile of men, some with what looked like broken bones, were now writhing on the white marble with blood spreading out in several patches. Max and Rafe were still standing but breathing hard. 
 
    But two armed guards still held the back of the room. 
 
    Was there any way to defeat these men? Or would they disobey Tudor’s order not to shoot? 
 
    Then a noise in the doorway grabbed Amber’s attention. To her horror, she saw three more guards blocking the entrance. 
 
    Both Max and Rafe saw them too. Gods, what now? 
 
    She was so intent on the scene before her, that she didn’t notice Tudor edging up beside her. With a grunt of satisfaction, he grabbed her, holding a beamer to her left breast as he pulled her back against his body 
 
    “Enough,” he called out. I’ve got the woman. Stop fighting, or I’ll burn a hole in her pretty boob.” 
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 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Both Max and Rafe went stock-still. Both looked queasy as they watched Tudor press the beamer to her flesh. 
 
    Max held up his hands in surrender. “Okay.” 
 
    Tudor looked at the new guards who had come in. “Restrain them.” 
 
    Two of the blue-uniformed men came forward. One backed Max against the wall. The other did the same to Rafe. The henchmen manipulated four of the wall tiles, revealing metal rings, another proof that Tudor had been waiting for their arrival. When Max and Rafe were secured to the shackles, both breathing hard, the guards stepped back. It all happened so fast that Amber barely had time to blink. 
 
    “That’s better,” Tudor said, sounding more relaxed, and Amber realized that he hadn’t been quite as confident as he’d appeared. He shifted slowly, stepping far enough to the side so that he could meet Amber’s gaze. “That was quite a show of old-fashioned chivalry from your knights in tarnished armor. It seems they have an investment in you.” 
 
    “No,” Max answered, but she saw the look of horror on his face. 
 
    Ignoring the denial, Tudor asked Amber in a conversational voice. “Did you fek both of them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out.” Addressing Max again he said, “I’ve been wondering whether you were going to show up, after that incident on the Freedom Station.” 
 
    Amber couldn’t hold back a small strangled sound. 
 
    She didn’t have to ask what incident. 
 
    Tudor addressed her again as he said, “When Cortez didn’t deliver you as expected, I contacted eyes and ears in places where you might show up. The two men who tried to bag you were found dead on Freedom Station. It looked like they had killed each other over some petty dispute. But what if that was a setup? What if they’d really run into you—and your friend? I couldn’t discount that possibility, so I kept digging. And I contacted my spy in the Swamp Rat’s camp.” 
 
    When Amber sucked in a sharp breath, he grinned at her. 
 
    “What spy?” she asked. 
 
    Instead of answering the question, he went on taunting them. “Did you think I wouldn’t keep up with the goings-on over there? Those men think they are so macho, but really they are like little boys playing warriors and lording it over their women.” 
 
    He set his beamer on the table so that his hands were free, then stepped behind Amber once more. Bringing his arms up in the parody of an embrace, he cupped her breasts, stroking them like a lover. His touch made her skin go cold and her stomach knot. When she heard an angry growl from across the room, she kept her gaze down because she didn’t want to see Max’s face. 
 
    Tudor’s touch grew worse as he gave a savage twist to each of her nipples, making her cry out. 
 
    “I can tell you’re dying to know who is working for me over there. Is it one of the women? That arrogant bitch who’s married to Gatroux? One of the young bloods?” 
 
    When she made a low sound he continued, “I know a lot about them. My spy brings reports when he’s supposed to be hunting. He’s a devious lad. Guess who it was.” 
 
    “LaTour,” she spat out. 
 
    His hands went still. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I saw his face as we were getting ready to leave, and I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t know what.” 
 
    “Well, no matter. I made sure my guys didn’t harm him when we took down some of the eager marsh pigs. He’ll still be there to keep me up on the camp.” He laughed. “He would have brought the guards this morning, if you hadn’t played with everyone’s head.” 
 
    From across the room Max made an angry sound, but Tudor ignored him, still speaking to her. 
 
    “Let’s get you secured too,” he said. “Horizontally with your legs in stirrups so I can have a good look at your cunt.” He turned to one of the men in blue. “Bring me the medical table from the other room.” 
 
    Lowering his mouth to Amber’s ear, he gave a painful bit to her lobe, then said, “If I don’t find your maidenhead intact, I’ll have to cut the balls off your friends.” 
 
    Amber whimpered. Her heart was pounding so hard that she thought it might break through the wall of her chest. Everything that had happened in the past few days played through her head, and the scene with Camille and the knife came into sharp focus. 
 
    Her captor flattened his hand against her crotch, making her jump. 
 
    “Ah. I see I’m frightening you. I like that. But why are you so scared? Because you know I’ll find out what you’ve been doing?” For emphasis he slid his hand into her most private flesh, pressing painfully. 
 
    Amber fought desperately to hold herself together, knowing that she would have only one chance to save herself—and Max and Rafe. 
 
    Making her voice shaky, she begged. “Don’t hurt me.” 
 
    “You wish,” Tudor answered, pressing his swollen cock against her bottom, letting her know how much he was enjoying this. The knowledge made her sick, and at the same time gave her a jolt of hope. He thought he had this horror scene under his complete control. 
 
    Because the slave girl now cowering in fear was no threat to him, he stepped from behind her. Amber swayed when his body no longer held her upright and had to stiffen her legs to keep from falling over. 
 
    As Tudor saw her waver, he laughed. 
 
    She kept only one thought in her mind as she reached up to pull the blade of the hair ornament from its sheath. She was remembering seeing a butcher slaughter a swine, remembering how the man slashed the animal’s throat from one edge to the other and how the blood spurted from arteries on either side. 
 
    In one swift motion she reached out and brought the weapon down, aiming for Tudor’s neck and slicing the razor-sharp knife horizontally across his carotid arteries. 
 
    He gasped and grabbed at her wrist, his grip still strong as he yanked her hand back. But the damage was already done. 
 
    “You . . .” The word came out as a bubble of sound. 
 
    She stared at him, hardly able to believe what she’d just done. Blood spurted from his neck as she wrenched away from him. He scrabbled for the knife, grabbed her hand and pointed the weapon toward her chest. But she clenched her teeth and kept her muscles locked, maneuvering the weapon downward and stabbed him in the thigh. As he gurgled another sound of pain, she raised her foot and landed a solid kick in his stomach. 
 
    He fell back against the wall, clutching at the neck wound, trying to stop the spraying blood that gushed from between his fingers. His eyes bulged as his expression turned to disbelief, but his gaze was already going cloudy. He stayed on his feet for a few more seconds, then toppled to the floor. Blood spread in a crimson lake around his head, staining the beautiful tiles. As she watched, his lips moved, but no sound came out. Then she saw the life go out of him. 
 
    She dragged her gaze away from his bloody body, sucking air into her lungs and gasping it out again. Only seconds had passed, but everything had changed. 
 
    Too dizzy to stand on her own now, she leaned back against the wall, still hardly able to grasp what she had done. Perhaps it was Max’s voice that kept her from fainting. 
 
    From where he was chained to the wall, he was speaking to the remaining guards—some stirring on the floor and some still standing. “Your master is dead. You’d better unshackle us and get the hell away from this place before the swamp rats get here and slaughter you.” 
 
    “The swamp rats?” one of the blue uniforms answered, his angry gaze on Max as he raised his beamer. “They’re too scared of us to try anything stupid.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Behind the man who had raised his gun, Amber pushed herself along the wall toward the table where Tudor had laid his weapon. She saw Max watching her and mouthed, “Stall.” 
 
    Max addressed the guard. “Wait. Perhaps we can offer you more than you got from Tudor.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “We have a very successful trading operation. And we have jewels that can’t be traced. I can compensate you very well for letting us go.” 
 
    Amber could see Max keeping his focus on the man—not her. She reached the table. As quietly as possible, she picked up the beamer. 
 
    “And how would I get these jewels?” 
 
    “Let us go, and I’ll take you to our ship.” 
 
    The guard scoffed. “Nice try.” 
 
    As he swung his weapon toward Max, she drilled him from behind, and he dropped to the floor with the others. 
 
    For a moment there was utter silence in the room. Then she caught a noise outside that sounded like a herd of running feet. 
 
    For a terrible moment she thought more guards were coming. But it wasn’t a contingent of blue uniforms. Instead, men from the Inheritors’ camp poured through the door. They used their beamers to kill the remaining guards. Only when they were all down did they turn to Max and Rafe, attacking their shackles with axes and freeing them from the wall. 
 
    “Watch out,” she heard Max warn as they freed him. “There’s one more guy—in the back.” 
 
    Two of the Inheritors pounded across the room toward the interior door. It was just opening as the unsuspecting guard pushed a medical table through the opening. They shot him in the chest, and he sprawled on the horizontal surface. 
 
    The rescue team worked so fast that Amber barely had time to catch her breath. Her gaze flicked from the invading force to the men lying on the floor. Tudor’s private security force. They had killed a lot of the swamp rats—and now they had gotten the same treatment. 
 
    Movement on the other side of the room caught her attention. It was Max, making his way around the pile of bodies. When he reached her, he pulled her to himself. She leaned into him, feeling her knees threatening to give way. 
 
    “Is it over?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She heard his words, but she was hardly able to believe him. She had lived with this threat hanging over her for so long, and now the man she feared most in the universe was vanquished. 
 
    “Thank the fates you’re all right,” Max murmured. 
 
    “And you.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of this house of horrors.” 
 
    He picked up her vest and led her along the side of the room and toward the door. 
 
    She twisted around to look back, fixing the scene in her mind. “So many dead.” 
 
    Someone behind Max spoke, and she saw it was Gatroux. “They chose to work for an evil man. And they have paid the price.” He turned to Max. “How did you manage it?” 
 
    He answered with a harsh laugh. “We didn’t. Tudor had us chained to the wall. And he thought he had a petrified woman under complete control.” 
 
    “Then how?” the head man asked. 
 
    “He was . . . molesting her . . . and . . .” 
 
    Amber slipped on the vest, covering the almost transparent fabric over her breasts. “I had a small knife with me, and I knew that if I didn’t use it, we were all dead.” She pulled the hair ornament free and showed it to him. “The blade was inside this. It’s on the floor next to Tudor. Someone should clean it, then give it back to me.” 
 
    “It will be done.” He gave her an appraising look. “My apologies. I didn’t know you had such fortitude.” 
 
    “I had no choice,” she answered. “The knife was a present from . . .” She stopped and started again. “From a friend. Thank the gods she gave it to me.”               
 
    “I want to get her out of here,” Max said. He kept an arm around Amber, holding her close as he quickly shepherded her into the cool air. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    The chief went into the building, and Max pulled Amber into his embrace. Still coming to grips with what had happened, she started to shake. 
 
    “It’s over. You’re all right.” 
 
    Was she?” She still couldn’t be sure. 
 
    Max held her and soothed her. “You were so brave. You saved our lives.” 
 
    “I didn’t know I could go through with . . . killing someone. Even him,” she said, wanting to hear herself acknowledge what she had done. “But I had to, to keep him from killing us all.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know. And, as you said, thank the fates you had that knife.” He looked at the hair ornament that was still in her hand. Camille gave it to you?” 
 
    “Yes, but don’t tell Gatroux.” 
 
    One of the men came out and gingerly handed Amber the knife. It was now cleaned of Tudor’s blood. She fixed the blade back inside the covering, then returned it to her hair. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Two of the men took off, running back to make sure the people at the camp knew they were no longer in danger. 
 
    Max turned to one of the Inheritors. “Can you get your chief back here? I need to tell him something important.” 
 
    “Oui.” 
 
    He rushed off, and a few moments later, the older man was back. “What do you need?” 
 
    “Where is your security chief?” Max asked. 
 
    “In the camp. One of us is always there.” 
 
    Just then, some of the invasion force came out of the house, many carrying loot from inside. Plates, bowls, ornaments and linens. 
 
    Gatroux gave them a stern look. “You must put those things back immediately.” 
 
    A man spoke up, his voice challenging. “Why? He doesn’t need this stuff anymore.” 
 
    “And you certainly have not earned it. But more important, there must be no clue that we were ever here.” The head man walked to the door and shouted a repeat of his edict. “Take nothing from the house. Put any loot back in its place. If you go against this, you may bring the authorities down on all of us.” 
 
    Rafe came out, a look of disgust on his face. “I found his torture room. You don’t want to see it.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Amber agreed. 
 
    “I will get a crew of men digging along the foundations,” Gatroux said. 
 
    “And get some breaking up the floor,” Max said. “That should speed things up.” He glanced at Amber then back to Gatroux. “This is your business as well as ours. Where’s that guy who led the hunt last night. LaTour?” 
 
    “He stayed back to help guard the women.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Max pulled the head man aside and spoke to him in a quiet voice. Amber saw the leader’s eyes widen. 
 
    “This is a serious charge. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. Tudor bragged about it—because he was sure we would never be able to pass on the information.” 
 
    “LaTour. A traitor,” Gatroux said slowly as if trying to wrap his head around the reality. “I thought he was just a hothead.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s how he started out,” Max answered. “We’d better go back to your camp and find him. If he’s not there when we get back, you’ll know it’s true.” 
 
    “Oui.” 
 
    “You go on. I’ll stay with the work crew,” Rafe said. 
 
    Max and the head man started to leave. Amber caught up with them and grabbed Max’s arm. “I’m going with you to confront him.” 
 
    “Women do not . . .” the head man began. 
 
    Max cut him off. “She saved our butts—and changed everything for you. If she hadn’t slit Tudor’s throat, we’d be dead, and the spy in your midst would still be happily finking you out. She’s earned the right to be in on this.” 
 
    “Oui. I understand.” He turned to Amber. “But we must hurry. Can you keep up?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. She was going to stay with the men if she used her last breath getting back to the camp. 
 
    They had come to the house in an airship. It took a lot longer to walk at a fast pace through the jungle. She followed the men, listening to them making plans as they wove through the vegetation. 
 
    When they arrived in the council clearing, Amber saw that the area had been cleaned so that there was no sign of the attack and the slayings. She wondered how many men had died, but she didn’t waste her breath asking. 
 
    Two men snapped to attention when they saw Gatroux. He crossed to them. 
 
    “It is urgent that we speak to LaTour.” 
 
    The two swamp rats exchanged glances. One of them shrugged. “I heard him say he would take perimeter guard duty.” 
 
    “Merde,” the head man muttered, then turned to Max. “You were right, I think he’s trying to get away.” 
 
    To the guardsmen he said, “We must find him. He was spying for Tudor.” 
 
    They looked doubtful. 
 
    Amber heard a gasp from the edge of the clearing and saw several women who were keeping their distance but listening avidly. 
 
    Max jumped into the conversation. “Tudor bragged about it—when he thought we were two dead men and a dead woman.” 
 
    “How do we know you are telling the truth,” one of the men on guard duty asked Max. “You have reason to . . . get him in trouble.” 
 
    She could see Max trying to stay calm. Gatroux had believed them, but it seemed the other men didn’t trust such a wild tale about one of their own people. 
 
    Max made a frustrated sound as the other man spoke up. 
 
    “He wouldn’t. You remember, his little sister went missing a couple of years ago. He was sure Tudor was responsible.” 
 
    It was obvious these guys would not be easily convinced. 
 
    Amber saw Max swallowing his frustration as he said, “Yeah, well you know he’s a man of action. I’m thinking that after his sister disappeared, he went after Tudor. Only Tudor caught him—and said he’d let LaTour live if he kept him informed about the situation here.” 
 
    The man didn’t look convinced. And the longer they stood here arguing, the more chance that the traitor would get away. 
 
    “Where is his hut?” Gatroux demanded. 
 
    “I’m not sure . . .” 
 
    A woman stepped forward. It was Paulette, one of the group who had joined Camille to get Amber ready. 
 
    She gave the guardsmen a steady look. “I can take you.” 
 
    Amber gave her a grateful nod as she stepped up beside her. 
 
    With the four men trailing behind, they crossed the clearing and headed into the group of huts. 
 
    Paulette led them to one of the structures, then stood back. Gatroux, Max and one of the guardsmen climbed the ladder. 
 
    Moments later, Max called down. “It looks like he took some of his stuff and cleared out.” 
 
    Amber turned to the man standing beside her. “Are you finally convinced?” 
 
    “What stuff?” the swamp rat shot back. 
 
    “A spear. A knife.” 
 
    “He would need that for guard duty.” 
 
    “Would he also need shirts and pants?” 
 
    “No,” the man conceded. 
 
    Amber wanted to say, “And while you’re arguing, you’re giving him a nice head start.” But she kept the bitter observation locked behind her lips. What good would it do to point out the obvious? 
 
    “How are we going to find him?” Max asked. 
 
    “He has a favorite dog,” Paulette said. “I think he will try to find LaTour if we ask him.” 
 
    Amber remembered the dogs that had greeted them that first day at the camp. Probably the animals had been the ones to find them on the night of their escape, not the men. 
 
    Paulette ran off and came back with a hound following closely behind. “This is Bernard,” she said. “He’s a good boy. Good Bernard.” 
 
    Amber saw the dog was pleased with the attention. He wagged his tail, then licked her hand. 
 
    One of the guardsmen climbed back into the hut and came out with a shirt. 
 
    “Not yet,” Gatroux ordered. “We must have more men.” 
 
    Amber waited impatiently while three more Inheritors joined the party. 
 
    “Will LaTour be armed?” Max asked. 
 
    The head man looked uncertain. “We know he has his spear. And I gave out our arsenal of beamers before we left for Tudor’s. I don’t know if he has one.” 
 
    “Great,” Max muttered, then looked at Amber. “I want you to stay here.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Please,” he said, his voice thick. “I can’t risk having something happen to you now.” 
 
    The look in his eyes tore at her, but before she could speak, Paulette came up beside her. “I think you’ve done your part. Let him take care of it.” 
 
    The tone of the woman’s voice clued Amber into the urgency of her request. And the intensity of her expression reinforced the conviction. 
 
    “All right,” she murmured. 
 
    “Thank you,” Max said, then turned to the group of men. “We’d better go.” 
 
    The man with the shirt held it out to the dog—who sniffed. “Find LaTour,” he said to the dog. 
 
    The animal barked, then started off for the gate. 
 
    Amber’s stomach clenched as she watched them go. 
 
    “I understand your worry,” Paulette said. 
 
    “Then why did you keep me from going with the search party.” 
 
    “Because of what the men who came back said. You were the one who saved your companions from Tudor, non?” 
 
    When it was put that way, she wanted to deny it, but under Paulette’s watchful gaze she had to say, “Yes.” 
 
    “Being saved by a woman is hard for a man to deal with.” 
 
    Amber started to speak, but the woman kept talking. “He may be glad you kept the monster from killing him. But in his own eyes, he needs to do something to redeem himself.” 
 
    Amber sucked in a breath. “He has nothing to redeem.” 
 
    “He thinks he does. Let him be the one to finish things.” 
 
    She could understand the logic of that and nodded. 
 
    “And you will come with us.” 
 
    Paulette led her to the hut where she had waited before the raid on Tudor’s house. 
 
    The two other young women, Maura and Jacqueline, were waiting for them, along with Camille. 
 
    Amber looked at the head man’s wife. “Did you know what was going to happen?” she demanded. 
 
    “My dreams gave me a warning. But I could do nothing to change things.” 
 
    “You knew men from the camp would be killed?” 
 
    “Oui.” 
 
    “And you said nothing?” 
 
    “Would they have believed me?” She answered her own question with a quiet, “I think not. And if I had said something, they might have decided that I was involved.” 
 
    Amber sucked in a sharp breath. “No.” 
 
    “They were worried about a spy. Maybe it was me.” 
 
    “No,” Amber said again, but she could see how they might have used her words against her. 
 
    Camille gestured toward a pile of comfortable looking cushions. “You look worn to the bone. Sit down.” 
 
    The moment the older woman said it, Amber felt a wave of fatigue sweep over her. She swayed on her legs, and two of the others caught her and helped her down. Suddenly she felt light-headed, and she knew she had been going on grit for the past few hours. If she had gone with Max, she would have been a hindrance, not a help. 
 
    Camille came over with a cup of something that smelled pungent. 
 
    “Drink this.” 
 
    “It’s not another sleeping potion, is it?” 
 
    “No, this will help restore your strength.” 
 
    She took a cautions sip. It was strong but not unpleasant. 
 
    She leaned back, closing her eyes, allowing herself to relax for the first time since she’d thought Max and Rafe were going off by themselves to take down Tudor. 
 
    For long moments, there was silence in the room. 
 
    Finally, Camille spoke. “We heard a little from the men who returned first. But they didn’t see the whole thing. Tell us what happened.” 
 
    She looked at the older woman. “You already know, don’t you?” 
 
    “I know some of it. But we want to hear all of it.” 
 
    Amber began to speak, telling the story of what had transpired since the airships swooped down on the camp. And as she spoke in a low voice, she realized she wasn’t just addressing these women. She was telling her friend, Esme. She would never see the slave back on Naxion, but she longed to let her friend know she was safe from the monster who had bought her. 
 
    “He thought he had me in his power, but I’m the one who walked away.” 
 
    She told how he had chained Max and Rafe to the wall, and how he had started hurting her. But he’d been too sure of himself. 
 
    “And that gave me the opportunity to slit his throat.” 
 
    She had been so wound up in her story that she’d forgotten the women in the room. But their gasps brought her back to the here and now. 
 
    “I don’t think I could do that,” Maura whispered. 
 
    “You could if it was the only way to save your life. And your man’s life,” Amber countered. 
 
    Maura nodded. 
 
    “That was a horrible experience,” Camille said. “Are you truly at peace in your soul?” 
 
    “I think so. I knew for a long time that if I fell into his hands, he would kill me—unless I could kill him first. I had thought about that because my guards had taunted me with my fate. They thought I could change nothing.” 
 
    “But you proved them wrong.” 
 
    “Yes, I vowed to get away from Tudor any way I could.” 
 
    “You are brave,” Maura murmured. 
 
    “No. I was desperate.” She looked at Camille. “And without that knife, I would be in a living nightmare now.” She couldn’t repress a shiver. “I have you to thank for giving me that weapon.” 
 
    “I had a feeling you might need it.” 
 
    Telling the tale was exhausting, and Camille could see it.” 
 
    “You should rest now,” she said. 
 
    “I’m too keyed up—worried about Max.” 
 
    “But there is nothing you can do. It is in the hands of the fates now.” 
 
    She wanted to beg Camille to tell her what was happening out there in the swamp. But she only pressed her lips together. 
 
    “Can I pray to my gods? Pray for his safety?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course. And if they consider your own valor, they will favor you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Max ached to take point, but he was the least qualified of this group to guide anyone through the swamp. The lead man, whose name was Allan, had put the dog on a tether so that he couldn’t run off into the dense underbrush as he led them toward LaTour. Dubois was also on the team as were three other young men—Paul, Tip, and Henri who had been eager to catch the spy. Perhaps they had been in the party searching for him, Amber and Rafe, and now they wanted to make up for letting LaTour get the better of them and the rest of the camp. 
 
    They kept up a steady pace, into a part of the bayou that Max had never seen. But several times he recognized a tree or a patch of brush that he thought he’d seen earlier. 
 
    “It seems like we’re circling around,” Max said. 
 
    “You are right,” Dubois said. “He headed off into the swamp where it will be hard to follow, but now he’s cutting back toward the river. I’m calculating he won’t be that far from camp when he reaches it. Perhaps he has a boat hidden in case he needed to escape. If he can get to it, he may make it to the city.” 
 
    “Kahlad. And then he can tell the authorities a slanted version of what happened at Tudor’s house.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Max thought about the consequences. LaTour had been spying for Tudor, the man who had killed many of the Inheritors in the airship raid. Now, he could hardly go back to his old life. He’d have to join the civilized world and live in Port City. But to make it work, he’d have to send the wrath of the Confederation down on his kin group. 
 
    The dog tugged at the lead, impatient to find his friend, and Allan let the animal guide them into the greenery. There was no trail, but the Inheritors were skilled at travel through such country. The bayou was in their blood, from the time when they had lived in such a place on Earth, and the skill of navigating this wild land had been handed down through the generations. 
 
    The trek through the backcountry seemed endless, with the party having to pick their way around several sucking sand pits. Max had always thought of this area as “the swamp.” But now he noted that it wasn’t all of a piece. Sometimes they tramped through mostly brush. Sometimes they encountered small trees. Other times they sloshed through water. 
 
    The scenery changed once more as they rounded a curve and came to a grove of taller trees, growing densely together. 
 
    Dubois pointed. “Patamas. The tallest trees in the bayou.” 
 
    All at once, the dog began barking and pulling furiously on the lead, heading for the trees. 
 
    “Watch out,” Dubois warned. “He says we’re getting close.” 
 
    Allan tugged the animal back sharply, just as an energy bolt sizzled through a screen of leaves. 
 
    All the men, including Max dived into bushy vegetation. 
 
    “I believe we have found him,” Dubois said as he eased along the ground, putting a large tree between himself and the direction from where the blast had originated. “And he stole a beamer.” 
 
    One of the younger men looked up, trying to penetrate the dense foliage. “Why would he trap himself in a tree?” 
 
    Max followed his gaze. “I think we would have missed him without the dog. He could have waited until he was safe, then slipped down and made for his boat.” 
 
    “Oui,” the security chief agreed. 
 
    Max and Allan belly crawled to Dubois so that the three of them could talk in low voices. 
 
    “Even now,” Allan said, “if he can keep us pinned down, maybe he can escape.” 
 
    Max muttered a curse. “We’ve got to stop him. What if you draw his fire, and I circle around back of him?” 
 
    “You don’t know the bayou,” Dubois objected. 
 
    “I want to make him pay for what he did,” he said, although he silently admitted that wasn’t his only motivation. After Tudor had captured them, Max and Rafe had ended up chained to a wall, helpless to save Amber. That failure had been eating at him ever since, and he was determined that this take down was going to be a success. 
 
    Dubois spoke. “You surely will not accomplish your goal—if you get yourself killed.” 
 
    Max sizzled with frustration, but he knew the security chief was right. 
 
    “What’s your suggestion?” 
 
    “Send the dog so we can pinpoint his location. He won’t shoot his favorite hound.” He added “I hope,” under his breath. 
 
    Allan spoke to the animal in a friendly voice. “Go find LaTour. He’s playing hide and seek with you. Find him and tell us where he is.” As he spoke, he detached the lead, and Bernard bounded off into the small grove, barking. 
 
    There was a shout of anger as the fugitive realized the ploy. The dog stayed at the base of a tall tree, barking and dancing. 
 
    “Got him, Tip crowed. He and Henri started forward. They didn’t get far before another energy bolt hit Tip in the shoulder. He gasped and went down. 
 
    “Merde.” Keeping low, Allan crawled forward. He and Henri pulled the wounded man back and propped him against a slender tree. 
 
    “What did you think you were doing?” Dubois demanded, looking from Tip to Henri and back again. “You have no more sense than the hound.” 
 
    Tip’s face was flushed. “I got excited,” he wheezed. 
 
    Dubois ripped the man’s sleeve open and examined the wound. “You’re lucky it’s not worse.” 
 
    “Oui.” 
 
    “And now you are out of the action.” He looked around the group. “No more stupid chances.” 
 
    The men answered with nods of agreement. 
 
    Through the thick foliage of the Patamas, Max tried to get a look at the fugitive. It was impossible to see all of him at once, but from the glimpses Max got, he seemed to be standing on a platform that had been built high up in the tree where Bernard was still acting out his excitement. 
 
    “He’s set up a defensive position,” the security chief muttered. “Giving himself the advantage of the high ground.” 
 
    There was a stirring in the foliage. Then before anyone could react, a rope swung out, and a figure flashed through the air, disappearing into the foliage of another tree. 
 
    “Merde,” Dubois muttered. “He must have spent a lot of time working this out.” 
 
    “And he could have more of those escape ropes—to take himself closer to the river,” another man said. “Maybe he can land right in the water.” 
 
    “Can we burn him out?” Max asked. “I mean start a fire in the tree?” 
 
    The security chief gave him a horrified look. “Never. If you start a fire in the swamp, you have no control over where it goes. It might destroy acres of vegetation. It might travel back to the camp.” 
 
    Max nodded in acknowledgment, already scrambling for another idea. 
 
    “How do you keep your beamers charged at the camp?” he asked. 
 
    “We try not to use the tools from the city. But we must employ some. We have several small charging units.” 
 
    “Can we make him draw down the power pack in his weapon?” 
 
    “Not without drawing down ours.” 
 
    “Yes, but there are more of you. You can fire in turn. He only has one sidearm.”                             
 
    “We hope,” Dubois said. 
 
    “We have to take the chance,” Max said. “I’m going to circle behind him.” He looked at the rest of the men. “One of you will come with me and make sure I don’t crawl into a sucking sandpit or something worse.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” the man named Paul volunteered. 
 
    “Okay, good.” 
 
    Max turned to Allan. “Call the dog back so he won’t get hurt.” 
 
    Allan whistled for Bernard, but the hound stayed put, unwilling to abandon the man he had come to find. 
 
    “Slat.” Max muttered, hoping the dog wasn’t going to get caught in the crossfire. He turned back to Dubois. “Keep LaTour busy with periodic bursts. Move around so he won’t know where they are coming from next. When the dog starts barking again, lay down a stream of fire. But don’t aim to hit LaTour.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I’m going to climb a nearby tree.” 
 
    “A suicide mission if he sees you,” the security chief said. 
 
    “He won’t, because you’ll keep him busy.” 
 
    Dubois looked like he was about to object. Then he took in the determination on Max’s face and shrugged. “It’s your funeral.” 
 
    “I hope not.” He held out his hand to Allan. “Give me the dog’s lead.” 
 
    Allan handed it over, and Max stuffed it into his pocket. Turning to Paul, he said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    The young man started off through the underbrush, moving stealthily and staying low. Max followed closely behind, slithering along, feeling mud and brambles tug at his clothing. 
 
    As directed, the rest of the team sporadically shot at the fugitive’s high refuge—and he returned the fire. 
 
    Max and Paul wormed their way along the boggy ground, sometimes having to backtrack to avoid a deep pool of water. Max wondered if they would ever get to the right tree. But finally, Paul pointed. “He’s in there.” 
 
    Max studied the tight-limbed broad-leafed specimen and the one next to it—the one LaTour had initially climbed. Both were sturdy, with many limbs that would provide hand- and footholds. If Max could keep the trunk between him and LaTour, he’d be protected. And hopefully, the other men would keep the bastard too busy to realize anyone was sneaking up on him. 
 
    “I’ll wait for you to move to the other side,” Max told Paul. “When you get there, start shooting. You and the others have to keep him occupied while I climb.” 
 
    As the young man slithered off, Max made sure his weapon would not discharge until he was ready. Then he took the rope from his pocket, tied the beamer up with several knots, and then hung the weapon around his neck like a huge obscene bauble. 
 
    With his preparations completed, all he could do was wait until the right time to make his move. 
 
    As the rest of the men continued to fire from time to time, he saw Paul belly crawling in a circle to the other side of the tree, his progress agonizingly slow. 
 
    Max lost sight of him in a clump of tall grass. Then the man began firing, signaling that he was in position. 
 
    As the beamer buzzed, Max dashed for the adjacent tree. The dog began to bark, and the other men started shooting, laying down more fire. 
 
    Bernard trotted over to Max. “Good boy,” he said, scratching the hound’s head as he looked up into the foliage. “Do me a big favor and don’t bark now.” 
 
    Hoping the dog would not alert LaTour, Max stretched up to reach for the lowest branch on the tree opposite the fugitive’s perch and swung himself up, half expecting an energy bolt to hit him while he dangled in the air. He scrambled onto the horizontal surface, using the trunk for as much of a shield as he could while he reached for the next handhold. Once again, he made it to the next level. 
 
    Looking up, he tried to calculate how long it would take. But that depended on too many variables. And as he repeated the process, he couldn’t help thinking that when he got to the top, he might find LaTour staring at him, weapon in hand. 
 
    Maybe Dubois was right. Maybe this was a suicide mission. But if he couldn’t take the spy down, then he could never go back to Amber. 
 
    That thought slammed into his chest like a piece of space junk whizzing through the void. He hadn’t put this mission in terms so stark before, but he knew the notion had been in the back of his mind all along. How could he face her when he’d let her down so badly? 
 
    She might not see it that way, but he did. 
 
    As he climbed, he played through his memories of her—starting with the first time he’d laid eyes on her with her face deliberately hidden by a rough hood. Then he saw himself discovering her beauty as they sat in the ship’s control room. Their first meal together. Making love for the first time. Her beguiling him and then the swamp rats with her singing. But the image that stabbed into him was himself chained to the wall—helpless—while Tudor held her in an obscene embrace, enjoying his power over his captives as his hands caressed Amber’s body. 
 
    Max was unable to banish that sick image. Gritting his teeth, he kept hoisting himself upward. One way or the other, he was going to wipe that terrible defeat from his mind. 
 
    He looked across at the next tree and finally saw LaTour. The traitor was busy shooting back at the men on the ground—men who had been his friends until today. No longer. All of them knew he had been a poison snake in their midst. And if he escaped, he might be the death of every man, woman and child in their kin group. 
 
    The Inheritors were putting on a coordinated attack, continually moving, making the bastard twist this way and that to get a shot at any of them. The man’s energy bursts were definitely getting weaker now. Obviously, he didn’t have a full charge. Or was that Max’s wishful thinking? 
 
    Finally, he reached the platform where LaTour had originally been standing. It was a nice steady perch, well-constructed from rough logs lashed together with vines. 
 
    As Max stood up, he noted that he was almost as close to LaTour as they had been the other morning—when the bastard had burst into the house in the swamp with a bunch of men who surrounded him and Rafe. 
 
    He grimaced. Another painful memory he wanted to forget. 
 
    Then the traitor had been confident that he could make his friends think Max, Amber, and Rafe had come to the camp as spies. Now Max could see the sweat beading the back of the man’s neck as he twisted to peer through the leaves, trying to get a clear shot at the attackers on the ground. 
 
    With one hand Max clicked his beamer to full power. His quarry was facing away from him. He could shoot the bastard in the back, but he had no intention of taking the coward’s way out. 
 
    Steadying himself against the tree trunk, he shouted, “Stop worrying about your former comrades on the ground.” 
 
    The man whirled, his eyes widening as he spotted Max at his level in the neighboring tree. He raised his beamer, pointing it at Max. 
 
    “You.” He got off a shot, but the blast barely registered in the foliage next to Max’s arm. 
 
    “Merde.” 
 
    “Out of juice?” 
 
    When LaTour didn’t answer, Max said, “Tell me why you did it.” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “Dubois will want to know.” 
 
    The fugitive swallowed hard, then shrugged. “All right. My sister disappeared. I went charging over to Tudor’s place to look for her. He caught me and took me to his secret room. She was still alive when he let me see her.” 
 
    Max’s stomach knotted as he thought of what the man must have seen. Worse, he couldn’t stop imagining Amber in that room playing through his mind. 
 
    “He made it clear that the same thing would happen to me if I didn’t start working for him.” 
 
    “You could have told Dubois.” 
 
    “That faint-livered woman in man’s clothing? What could he have done?” 
 
    “More than you think. He’s down there now.” 
 
    All at once, with his other hand, LaTour pulled out a second beamer that must have been in the pocket of his pants—held in reserve until he needed it. 
 
    He fired with a full charge, but jerking out the gun had thrown him off balance and the shot went past Max’s head and into the tree trunk. 
 
    Max hadn’t moved from his position with his back braced against the tree trunk. Willing himself to steadiness, he aimed and fired, his shot striking the man in the chest. He fell backwards, crashing through the leaves and hitting branch after branch as he plummeted to the ground—strange fruit falling from the Patamas tree. 
 
    Max heard an exclamation from the ground. Then Dubois called out, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Come down.” 
 
    “As soon as I have a look around.” 
 
    Max climbed out on a limb and used it to scramble into the boughs of the tree where LaTour had been standing. On the platform he found a cache of food, knives, and another rope that could have taken the fugitive to still another tree if he hadn’t been surrounded. 
 
    “There’s food and knives up here,” he called down. “Do you want them?” 
 
    “Someone will come back later,” Dubois answered. 
 
    Max climbed slowly down. He’d expected to feel exalted after accomplishing his mission, but instead he felt a kind of numbness as he joined the group of men gathered around the body. Bernard the dog hung back, and Max could only imagine what he was thinking. He had led the way to his friend, and he had come plummeting out of a tree. Did Bernard blame himself? Or could a dog make that connection? 
 
    “Are we taking him back to camp?” Max asked. 
 
    Dubois made a rough sound. “Waste of energy. We’ll dump him in the first bog we find.” 
 
    “That suits me.” 
 
    “But first we should find his boat.” 
 
    Max silently agreed. The dog followed as the party headed for the river that flowed toward Port City, with the wounded Tip doing his best to keep up. 
 
    “Stay back,” Dubois ordered, “The banks can be treacherous.” 
 
    Max watched as some of the men began prowling along the river’s edge, investigating the thick foliage that hung over the slow-moving water. 
 
    As the search party worked, Dubois turned to Max. “You achieved your goal. Why are you not happy?” 
 
    “I brought evil down on your kin,” he said. 
 
    “No, the evil was here long before you arrived,” the security chief countered. “You did us a service by unmasking it—and making sure LaTour did not get to the city where he could do great damage to us.” 
 
    A shout from the riverbank brought them both over. Henri had pulled away some brush and revealed a small, flat-bottomed craft stocked with provisions. 
 
    Dubois gestured toward Allan. “Paddle this pirogue back to the camp, and take Tip with you.” 
 
    “Oui, captain.” 
 
    “I can walk,” Tip said stiffly. 
 
    “You are wounded—because you were eager to deal with the traitor. Go in the boat now.” 
 
    The younger man nodded. 
 
    When the boat had departed, the rest of the men returned to the body. As Henri and Max each took one of LaTour’s booted feet and began to pull him along the ground, Bernard growled. 
 
    Max gently lowered the boot he was holding and approached the dog. Getting down on his haunches, he said, “I know you don’t understand. LaTour was nice to you. He probably needed to tell someone what he was doing, and he could talk to you.” 
 
    The dog seemed to be taking in the words. 
 
    Max continued, “But he was only pretending to be your friend. You’ll find another man to play with.” 
 
    The dog gave him a solemn look and a little woof. 
 
    “I’m going to take him away now,” Max said. “But it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    The dog followed as they dragged the traitor along the ground—back the way they’d come. 
 
    Paul scouted the swamp on either side of their route, and it didn’t take long before he was back and shouting that he had found a tarn. 
 
    Max and Henri dropped the boots, and they all stopped at one of the brown expanses that looked like a lake of mud. 
 
    The security chief gestured to Max. “You switch to his arms.” 
 
    Max complied. He and Henri began to swing the body. They threw it into the muck—a fitting grave for the traitor. 
 
    Bernard howled once as the body sank and then was silent. 
 
    Seeing LaTour sink out of sight took a weight off Max’s chest, but now he had to return to camp and face Amber. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    The closer Max got to the Inheritors’ village, the more leaden his legs felt. But he kept pace with the other men because he knew they were anxious to get back and tell everyone about the victory over the spy. 
 
    They arrived at the camp, and he watched those who had stayed behind greet the returning victors with relief and thanks. 
 
    He saw men embracing their wives and children. And he saw Dubois reporting to Gatroux. 
 
    He remembered that when he’d thought of Amber as a responsibility he didn’t want, he had considered leaving her with these people, but after living with them for a few days, he knew that wasn’t a solution. 
 
    He still wasn’t sure what to do, and he was glad to get a little reprieve when he saw Rafe. 
 
    He and his friend had parted back at Tudor’s house and now they each needed to find out what had happened with the other. 
 
    “I take it the emergency’s over, and you got LaTour,” Rafe said. 
 
    “Yeah,” he clipped out. “What about Tudor’s house?” 
 
    “The swamp swallowed it up.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Now we just have to wait and see what happens when he doesn’t report back for work.” 
 
    Max nodded. 
 
    “Amber’s in one of the houses. She’s worried about you. You should go tell her you made it back in one piece.” 
 
    Max didn’t move for several seconds. “Which house?” he finally asked. 
 
    Rafe pointed toward a hut that was set apart from the others and a little larger than the rest. 
 
    Still unsure of what he was going to say, he crossed the central area, conscious that some of the women were watching him with interest. 
 
    Trying not to feel like he was on display, he began climbing the ladder that led to the entrance. He went very still when he heard Amber’s voice coming from inside. 
 
    She was singing, but not one of the songs he’d heard before. And as he listened, he decided that no one had heard it before because Amber was writing it as she sang. 
 
    It was a sad song about a woman who loved a man. But he went away and left her, and there was no way to find him again. 
 
    The sun sets on this planet 
 
    And he is on another world. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    When does the sun set in that faraway place? 
 
    And does he think of me? 
 
    She stopped for perhaps twenty seconds before starting again. 
 
    And does he think of us, of what we had together. 
 
    Does he cling to the memories as I do? 
 
    Should I follow him? Does he still want me? Or has he found another love? 
 
    Max quietly climbed into the hut, taking in the sight of her. Seeing her again made his heart squeeze painfully. She was wearing one of those pretty dresses that Rafe had brought from Hawkings, the soft fabric clinging to her hips. He said nothing, but something must have told Amber that she was no longer alone in the hut. She turned slowly and saw him standing in the doorway. 
 
    Neither of them moved as they stared at each other. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were coming back,” she finally said. 
 
    “If I hadn’t killed LaTour I wouldn’t have been able to face you. Not after I let Tudor get his hands on you like that.” 
 
    Those words and what must be the strained look on his face sent her flying across the room, where she wrapped her arms around him and held him tight. 
 
    “You didn’t let him do anything,” she said. “His spy told him we were here. He planned how to grab us.” 
 
    “I should have . . .” 
 
    She raised one hand and pressed it over his mouth. “Stop blaming yourself for something you couldn’t control. I’m the one who thought we should come to the Inheritors. If anyone is at fault, it’s me.” 
 
    He pried her hand away. “No.” 
 
    She glared at him. “I think you cannot see reason.” 
 
    He glared back, unwilling to give way. But she looked equally adamant. How could they possibly resolve the situation? 
 
    Her next words astonished him. “I think I must punish you.” 
 
    Had he heard her right? “What?” he choked out. 
 
    “You feel guilty.” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    “There is a remedy. Remember how much better I felt when you punished me for trying to kill Rafe?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can . . . do the same for you.” 
 
    He dragged in a breath and let it out. She could be right. He couldn’t let go of the conviction that he had wronged her. And maybe she was the only one who could absolve him. 
 
    “Punish me how?” he asked in an uncertain voice. 
 
    Her voice was stern. “You will find out when I do it.” 
 
    ### 
 
    Amber swallowed hard. The idea of punishment had leaped into her head as she’d taken in the distress on his face. But where was this leading—exactly? Well, she had better act like she knew what she was doing. 
 
    One thing was sure, she was an expert at punishment although until now she’d always been on the receiving end. 
 
    She met his eyes with a steady gaze. “Will you let me be the master over you now?” 
 
    He didn’t answer for long seconds, and she waited with every cell in her body vibrating. 
 
    When he finally answered, “yes,” she let out the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. 
 
    Trying to sound bold, she raised her chin and said. “Then from now until I say so, I will be in total charge of your body.” 
 
    He tipped his head to one side, as he considered the implications. “Are you talking about tying me up?” 
 
    “I’m talking about obedience.” 
 
    “What . . . uh . . . does that mean?” 
 
    She stiffened her posture and made her voice hard. “It means I want you naked on your back on the bed. With your arms spread out to your sides. And I expect you to stay that way, until I say you can move.” 
 
    She finished by marching past him to the bed and yanking the embroidered spread and blanket to the floor so that only an expanse of soft fur was covering the mattress. 
 
    Whirling back to him, she ordered, “Now take off your clothes, and lie down. And fold everything neatly,” she added, remembering what he had required of her in the cargo bay. 
 
    With her breath frozen again, she waited to see what would happen. 
 
    When Max started to unbutton his shirt, she let the captive breath trickle out. 
 
    He turned away from her, intent on carrying out her orders. She had never stared at his body before, but as he folded his shirt onto the chair, she admired the taut muscles of his broad back and nicely shaped arms. When he pulled off his pants, she took in his very masculine butt. Seeing him naked was charging her up, but she made her voice hard and commanding in keeping with the role she had set herself to play. 
 
    “Lie down.” 
 
    He hesitated a moment, then did as she asked, and she was pleased to note that his cock was taut with arousal. 
 
    “Well, you’re hard as one of the staves in the fence out there. I see I’ll have something to work with,” she said in a conversational tone. 
 
    Ignoring his strangled exclamation, she moved toward the edge of the bed and looked down at him. “You are my slave now. Under my complete control. Put your arms out to the sides. The way I told you I wanted them.” 
 
    He did, but not to their full extension, as though he was afraid to trust her that far. 
 
    “I want your arms out all the way, like they’re tied in that position, she ordered,” and he slowly did her bidding until he looked like a sacrificial victim. 
 
    His eyes were wary. “What are you going to do?” he asked in a taut voice. 
 
    “You think I’m going to tell you?” She kept her gaze rigid. “Let’s use your rules. I don’t want you to speak unless I give you permission.” 
 
    He gave her a doubtful glance but pressed his lips together. He looked so vulnerable that her heart turned over, but she wasn’t going to stop this yet. 
 
    “I think we’re ready to begin.” 
 
    His gaze never left her, and she struggled to keep from smiling as she reached to the placket at the front of her dress and began releasing the buttons. Knowing she had his full attention, she opened the bodice just above her waist and pushed the fabric out of the way on either side, exposing her breasts with their tight, aroused tips. Arching her back, she lifted the mounds in her hands, then stroked them, hearing Max make a muffled moan as he watched. 
 
    Smiling again, she circled her taut nipples with her fingers, then squeezed and tugged at them, watching the avid expression on his face. 
 
    “You’re letting me know how much you like this,” she murmured. “But, of course, you can only watch.” 
 
    She stood there for another few moments, torturing herself and Max. But finally, the need for contact drew her to him. When she eased onto the bed, she heard him draw in a strangled breath. 
 
    “You aroused me in the cargo bay. And then you made me wait for satisfaction. How do you like it?” she whispered as she stroked his shoulders, then combed her fingers through the hair on his chest before finding his nipples and doing what she had done to herself, wringing a gasp from him. 
 
    Before he could enjoy that too much, she glided her hand lower, over his ribs, then his abdomen. His muscles jumped under her touch. When she bypassed his cock and ran her nails up one thigh, he made a pleading sound. 
 
    He had spanked her. Did he need physical punishment as well? Or was arousing him and then denying him release enough? She hoped so because she couldn’t bear to strike him. 
 
    She went up on her knees then, pulling the dress up to her waist, letting him see that she was naked underneath. 
 
    Gathering the skirt up with one hand, she used the other to play with the curly hair at the juncture of her legs, then slid her hand a little lower. But she stayed away from the throbbing place she wanted to touch, because she had vowed not to lose control. 
 
    She’d gotten into the spirit of this torture session. Lifting one shoulder, she said sweetly, “You know, all this fabric is in the way.” Then, very slowly she eased her arms out of the sleeves, pulled the dress over her head and tossed it onto the floor. 
 
    “Gods, this is making my body flame,” she said, arching her back and fanning herself with a flattened hand, knowing his gaze was following every tiny move she made. 
 
    His teeth were clenched, his hands dug into the fur under his fingers, and his breath sawed in and out of his lungs. She must be driving him mad—because she knew what she was doing to herself. 
 
    When she reached out and delicately glided one finger along the length of his red, swollen cock, she felt his whole body jerk. She kept her gaze downcast because looking into his pleading eyes would undo her. 
 
    With her teeth clenched, she continued to stroke him with two fingertips, before closing her fist around his rod, moving up and down the shaft in a way she was pretty sure would drive him insane with need. 
 
    But how much more of this could she take? Teasing him, touching him like this was almost more than she could stand. 
 
    Leaning over, she stroked him with her tongue, hearing his strangled exclamation. From the corner of her eye, she saw his hands jerk against the fur. When she took him into her mouth, he made a low animal sound. 
 
    She gave him only a few seconds of such pleasure before pulling back, looking down at him. 
 
    He was panting, and sweat had broken out on his skin. 
 
    When she laid a hand on his chest, she could feel his heart’s frantic pounding. 
 
    “Do you know what it is to suffer?” she asked in a low voice. 
 
    He answered with a tight nod. 
 
    “And what if I let you cool down a little, then start all over again?” 
 
    He made a sound of protest, deep in his throat. 
 
    Perhaps it was that pleading gasp that undid her. Raising up, she straddled him, so that she could bring his rock-hard cock inside her. For long moments, she held herself still, feeling his body quiver under hers. 
 
    Finally, she began to move. Raising her head, she took in his look of relief. 
 
    Seconds later, he came, his shout of satisfaction rocketing through the hut. She was almost as far gone as he. Leaning forward, she pressed her clit against him, moving frantically until she followed him over the edge, her own orgasm soaring through her. 
 
    She hadn’t given him permission to move. But he broke his slave’s bond, clasping her to him as he kissed her and stroked his hands over her back and hips. And as he did, she hoped that her punishment had worked. Closing her eyes, she allowed herself a little time to enjoy just being with him. Then she finally whispered, “Do you think we can stop blaming ourselves and just be glad we’re both alive—and both here?” 
 
    “I think you’ve made your point,” he answered, yet she couldn’t help feeling that everything between them was not settled. 
 
    Well, better to find out now than clinging to false hope. 
 
    She sat up so that she could meet his gaze. “I want to stay with you.” 
 
    A look of hope mixed with pain flashed across his features. “I live on my ship. I have no fixed home.” 
 
    “Do you think I care about that?” 
 
    “You should. You should want to make a life for yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, with you. Don’t you think we are good together?” 
 
    “I know we are,” he answered in a strangled voice. 
 
    “Then stop fighting the idea of finding happiness.” She lay down again, resting her head on his shoulder. “Give it a try. You might like it.” 
 
    “Fates, Amber, what am I going to do with you?” 
 
    “Love me—the way I love you.” 
 
    A look of shock crossed his face before he said, “I do. I didn’t want to. I tried to tell myself you would be better off without me.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask me what I wanted.” 
 
    “I think I was afraid to hear the answer.” 
 
    She reached for his hand and knitted his fingers with hers. She had come a long way from the slave girl she had been on Naxion, but he had also traveled far. He had made a life for himself, and he thought it had to be that way. Now he had let her past the shield he had built up around himself. 
 
    “Have faith that this will work out,” she murmured. 
 
    His answer filled her with joy. “If you have that faith, I do, too.” 
 
    ### 
 
    The smell of food cooking coaxed them out of the hut a few hours later. They were still holding hands as they walked toward the main gathering area. 
 
    It was growing dark, but Amber could see many of the tribe watching them as they walked toward the clearing. 
 
    Gatroux stood up as he saw them approaching. “I wasn’t sure you would join us, but we saved you a place.” 
 
    “Thank you,” they both said as they sat down close together. 
 
    Rafe gave them a grin. “I have the feeling things have worked out okay.” 
 
    Amber flushed. 
 
    Max grunted his agreement. 
 
    To change the subject, Amber asked, “Did you take care of Tudor’s house?” 
 
    “It went into a sinkhole. You might know something used to be there. But you’d have to go far down in the muck to find it.” 
 
    “Good. Did you use the ship’s guns?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She didn’t want to waste more time on Tudor or his house. Max sensed that and told her how they’d tracked LaTour. She winced when Dubois related the story of how Max had climbed up the tree after him. She understood that he’d had to do it—for his own sense of self-worth, even when she didn’t agree with his reasoning. 
 
    She was glad when the meal was over. She gave Rafe a questioning look when he pulled them aside. 
 
    “I guess I take the two of you back to your ship in the morning,” he said to Max. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Amber spoke up. “And maybe we can give the rest of the clothing to these people, to pay them back for helping us out of a nasty situation. 
 
    “Good idea,” Rafe agreed. He cleared his throat as he looked at Amber. “You saved my life. I figure I owe you something for that.” 
 
    She started to say it wasn’t true but stopped herself. “There is something you could do for me. But it’s dangerous.” She kept her voice steady. “My friend, Esme, helped me escape from the slave camp on Naxion.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “She helped me plan. And she . . . caused a disturbance. The most senior guard had his hands full with her, and he sent a man to meet Max who was less experienced. If Harner had been there, maybe Max wouldn’t have been able to get away with me.” 
 
    “And what do you want me to do?” Rafe asked. 
 
    “Rescue her.” 
 
    He considered for a moment, then nodded. “I’m up for it, but I don’t think I can do it by myself. I’ll need help from you and Max.” 
 
    She looked at him, waiting to find out if he was willing to go back to a planet where he had almost gotten killed. 
 
    Instead of answering, he asked a question. “You would go back there? When you’re risking falling into slavery again.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If you’re willing to take that chance, then I won’t let you do it alone.” 
 
    Her eyes were shining as she looked at him. And once again she thanked the gods that she had stumbled into his embrace. He was a man of honor. A man of courage. And she knew now that he would always be by her side—no matter the dangers they might face. 
 
    THE END 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 AFTERWORD 
 
    Thank you for purchasing Escape Velocity. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I loved writing it. 
 
    If you enjoy my books, do me a huge favor. Please go back to your favorite online bookstore, and leave an honest review. Authors live and die by their reviews. The few extra seconds it takes are really appreciated. Thank you! 
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 Chapter One 
 
    Had she leaped into the middle of a family feud? Or was this her chance to heal a twenty-year-old rift between two brothers? Francesca Turner wasn’t sure, but she knew that her dying father kept saying he wished he could see his older brother, Angelo, one more time. 
 
    She ached to grant that wish. But she wasn’t foolish enough to break the rules and simply invite her uncle to visit. She wanted to see what he was like first, and so she’d done a little research and called him on the phone. 
 
    The call coming out of the blue must have startled him. 
 
    “This is little Francesca?” he asked, his voice skeptical and at the same time hopeful. 
 
    “Yes. But I’m not a little girl anymore.” 
 
    “It’s been so long.” His tone took on a note of urgency. “Where are you? Is your dad okay? Can I come and see you?” 
 
    “You know it’s complicated. Why don’t I come down there, and we’ll talk first?” 
 
    “Of course. Wonderful. I’ll send you the air fare. Just give me a few days to finish some important business.” 
 
    She’d agreed, and now here she was pulling into the driveway of his place in Naples, Florida—in what looked like a very plush neighborhood. 
 
    She hadn’t told Dad about the trip. It was a secret—until she could be sure everything was okay. 
 
    There was a fence around the property. And when she pressed the buzzer on a post beside the high gate, she could see a camera inspecting her through the side window of her rental. Then a disembodied voice asked her to state her name and date of birth. 
 
    She blinked. That was what they always asked when you were calling to make a doctor’s appointment—to double-check it was really you. The request from her uncle was like a little jolt from a stun gun, and she wondered if she’d made a serious mistake coming down here. 
 
    She looked behind her, wondering if she should just back up and return to the airport. Then she told herself she was overreacting. 
 
    When the gate swung inward, she proceeded up a curving driveway bordered by lush foliage you’d only see indoors back home in Massachusetts. Among the green leaves were low plantings of bright impatiens and begonias that had long since been killed off by frost in New England. 
 
    The house had been invisible from the street, but as she rounded a bend, her jaw dropped. The white stucco structure sparkling in the tropical sun was the size of a small apartment building, but a lot more stylish, with shady verandas, a huge second-story balcony, a four-car garage and a front door that looked like it had been stolen from a Spanish castle. 
 
    As soon as she parked her rental Hyundai in the brick-paved circular drive, the massive door opened, and a short, dark-haired man wearing a bright Hawaiian shirt stepped out. He looked so much like her father that her breath caught. Well, she corrected herself, like Dad had looked before he’d gotten sick. But the prominent nose, the deep-set eyes and the wavy dark hair were the same. 
 
    As she climbed out of the car, he hurried to the driver’s side, seeming a little nervous, and she suspected that he was wondering how to act, now that she’d arrived. 
 
    “Honey, you’re all grown up. And you’ve turned into a beauty like your momma.” 
 
    Mom had died a couple of years ago, and Francesca still missed her. 
 
    “I’m sorry you didn’t want to stay with me,” Uncle Angelo continued, then looked like he wished he hadn’t said it. 
 
    “I didn’t want to put you to any trouble,” she answered cautiously. Really, she had good reason to keep some distance between them. 
 
    “Well, I’m so glad you came. Come in. Come in. You must be worn out from your trip.” 
 
    She studied his tanned face. Now that the greetings were over, she saw that his features were drawn, and his eyes darted around the garden before coming back to her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Nothing. I’m just trying to finalize a business deal.” He led her into an entrance foyer as large as Dad’s living room back home, then through to a covered veranda. The view swept down to the Gulf, where she saw a wrought iron fence blocking direct access to the beach. She might have asked him if he ever went down there, but she didn’t want to start off this reunion by bringing up his security concerns. 
 
    Searching for something to say, she murmured, “This is a beautiful setting.” 
 
    “Yes. I was lucky to find the property.” 
 
    At one side of the seating area was an alfresco kitchen, where he opened the fridge and brought out a bright red plastic pitcher. 
 
    “Fresh-squeezed orange juice,” he said. “A perfect welcome to Florida. And some little sandwiches. Chicken salad. Tuna. Ham and cheese. Egg salad. I had my housekeeper make them before she went home for the day. What’s your pleasure?” 
 
    It was hard to focus on the question because she was having trouble taking in everything. Before he’d started getting nostalgic, her father had called Uncle Angelo a selfish bastard, and this man was all solicitude. Or maybe he was working overtime to show he’d changed since the good old days. 
 
    She put two triangular sandwiches on her plate—tuna and ham and cheese. 
 
    “Try the orange juice,” her uncle urged. “The oranges are from the trees right over there.” 
 
    Dutifully, she picked up her glass and took a swallow. “It’s good.” 
 
    “How come you decided to contact me?” Angelo asked. 
 
    “Dad’s not doing too well. He’s had Parkinson’s disease for a couple of years, and it’s gotten worse.” 
 
    “Oh no. I’m so sorry. What about your mom?” 
 
    “She passed away.” 
 
    “So, you’ll be alone in the world when your father dies.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “All the more reason it’s good you phoned me. We gotta keep in touch.” He reached into his pocket and produced a small velvet bag. Opening it, he took out what looked like an antique gold locket. 
 
    “This was your grandmother’s. Dante’s and my mom’s. From the old country.” Dante had been her dad’s name before he changed it. 
 
    She stared at the piece. It looked old and valuable. “I’ve never seen it.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve had it for years, but I don’t have a daughter. I’d be so happy if you’d take it.” 
 
    She fingered the scrollwork on the front. “I . . .” 
 
    “Put it on. and wear it with pride,” he urged. 
 
    She hesitated, then slipped the heavy gold chain over her head and felt the locket settle against her chest. 
 
    “Beautiful,” he breathed. “It looks like it was made for you.” 
 
    Since he obviously wanted to get closer to her, maybe it was the right time to ask, “What happened between you and my father?” 
 
    He shifted in his seat, looking like he wished someone would come and rescue him. 
 
    “You know how it is when you get mad at someone and can’t let it go?” 
 
    “Actually, no.” 
 
    Before he could elaborate, a flicker of movement down by the beach caught her attention. Two large tough-looking men dressed in knit shirts and jeans were coming across the sand toward the fence. 
 
    As Angelo turned to see what had caught her attention, he made a strangled sound. 
 
    “Oh no. Not now.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Come on. Quick.” He turned and took her arm. 
 
    Dragging her up, he propelled her toward the house. Inside, he headed back to the front hall and opened the double doors to the coat closet. He swept the hanging clothing aside and pressed the edge of the back wall. A door slid open, and he shoved her into a dark, closed space. “Don’t make a sound if you don’t wanna get dragged into this.” 
 
    Quickly he closed the door, and his footsteps receded. 
 
    It had all happened so fast that she hardly had time to absorb his words. But as the implications slammed into her, she started to shake. 
 
    Voices drifted toward her from the back of the house. 
 
    “Don’t try it, old man,” a threatening baritone advised. 
 
    She heard something that sounded like a fist slamming into flesh, and someone made a gagging sound. She had to assume one of the men had hit her uncle. 
 
    God, if she could only call 911 and ask for help from the police. But her phone was in her purse, and it was still on the table on the veranda. 
 
    Oh no. Her uncle had shoved her into this hidden space at the back of the closet, but the men had surely seen her pocketbook and knew she was here. 
 
    One of the men was speaking again. “You think you can go up against the boss?” 
 
    “I’m not.” Her uncle answered, his voice sounding high and thin. 
 
    “What would you call it?” 
 
    “I was going to let him in on it.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    There was a pause in the threatening conversation, and she held her breath, waiting for what might come next. 
 
    Not more words, only another cry of pain. 
 
    She hardly knew her uncle, but it was torture standing here in the dark listening to him being hurt. And there was nothing she could do. If she went out there, they’d just beat her up, too. Or maybe they’d kill a witness. 
 
    Could she get out of the closet and make it to the street? She wasn’t even sure how the hidden door worked, and if she tried to open it, the noise might give her away. 
 
    “You got one more chance.” The murderous voice threatened from the back of the house. 
 
    There was a long pause. It was followed by two little popping sounds that might have been firecrackers. Under the circumstances she was pretty sure they had come from a handgun. 
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