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Chapter One
Protocol was such a royal pain in the ass, Ranger Lana Eloy thought as she knelt and bowed to the monarch of Ata Prime, in the Kilkain Galaxy. “Your highness, I am Ranger Lana Eloy of the United Confederation of Planets’ Intergalactic Rangers. I have tracked a killer to your world and seek permission to apprehend the criminal on Ata Prime soil.”
Rex Pimetrius, an ancient with steel colored hair and fierce eyes, studied her skeptically for several moments. “A female killer?”
Lana’s lips tightened. She knew what was coming. The patriarchal society of the barbarians of Ata Prime was well known for their attitude toward women—which was why she’d been ordered to stand down when she’d tracked the serial killer, Sadin Quyz, to Ata Prime until another ranger could be sent—a male.
She wasn’t about to let the son-of-a-bitch have the chance to slip through her fingers again, however—and she sure as hell wasn’t letting someone else make her bust when she’d been trailing this bastard for three years.
Resisting the urge to glare daggers at the man for his condescending attitude, Lana kept her gaze trained on the Rex Pimetrius’ hairy toes, left bare between the leggings and the scandals he wore. “He is a murderer of women, sire,” she said coolly.
“Perhaps his woman displeased him,” Rex Pimetrius responded, equally cool.
Rage boiled through Lana, suffusing her pale skin and giving her anger away even as she fought to control it. “Sadin Quyz is a predator. He has raped and killed more than a hundred women—that we know of—on ten worlds. He will continue killing—because he enjoys it—until he is stopped.”
“He will not dare to harm one of our women,” Pimetrius said confidently. “I cannot fathom why they would send a female to do the work of a man if this Sadin Quyz is so dangerous.”
He sounded genuinely curious, which was almost as bad as when he was being deliberately insulting. She felt like informing him that she’d been assigned the case because she was the best ‘man’ they had, but not only did she doubt that he would believe her, most likely he would be amused, and she wasn’t certain her temper could handle much more of his superior male attitude. She lifted a limpid blue gaze at him. “Because they had no one else, sire,” she said, smiling with a tremendous effort.
His brows rose then his eyes narrowed on her face. After a moment, he turned and lifted a finger, summoning someone from the rear of the royal audience chamber.
A shadow fell over Lana that was so massive she couldn’t prevent the instinctive glance she sent toward the mountain of a man that had come to kneel beside her. Like all the Ata Prime males she’d seen since she’d arrived a couple of hours earlier, his skin pigmentation combined with their sun had produced dark red flesh tones. Typically, they seemed to be dark haired. This one’s hair was as dark as a black hole, glinting with silver and bluish highlights in the light from the torches that lined the chamber walls. Though his hair was darker than most, the style was the same—plucked, or shaved, from all but the center of his head and running from the front hairline to the base of his skull, but allowed to grow long instead of trimmed to a spiky ridge as the statesmen wore theirs.
He wore the armor typical of the Ata warrior—the stiff but flexible hide of some armored type of animal—which consisted of leggings, lower arm and elbow guards, shoulder guards and a cod piece.
The specimen beside her was wearing a shoulder guard and cod piece ‘trimmed’ with the teeth of one hell of a beast and she wondered if the tattoo on the upper right of his chest, which disappeared beneath one shoulder guard, was the same that sported those wicked four to six inch teeth.
The cod piece was impressive enough without the teeth—if the anaconda sleeping inside of it looked anything like the rest of him ….
The muscles of his upper arms were massive—certainly as big as and very likely bigger than her thighs—his body was a mass of muscle, period.
Reluctantly, she conceded that Rex Pimetrius might be right about the women of Ata being safe from Sadin Quyz. He was insane, but he wasn’t stupid—she didn’t doubt in the least that Quyz had headed for Ata primarily to get her off his tail.
Unless these monsters were in the habit of allowing their women to roam unprotected—which she doubted—it seemed unlikely Sadin would get the opportunity to snatch a female here.
She hadn’t seen a female since she’d arrived and had to wonder what the women looked like.
“The captain of my guard, Corin Thantos, is an excellent tracker. He will capture this criminal and we will give him to the rangers when they come for him.” He waved a hand at her. “You may go and tell your people.”
Lana ground her teeth at the dismissal and sent a narrow eyed look at the man beside her.
A jolt of surprise went through her when she discovered that he was looking directly at her now. His face had the lean, chiseled look of the high testosterone male, made even more fierce by the dark, predatory eyes and the red war paint that covered the upper half of his face.
Despite the jolt of surprise, she met his speculative glance steadily. “You are most gracious, your highness,” she said, dismissing Corin Thantos after a moment and returning her attention to the Rex. “I will report your suggestions to my superior. I’m sure he will appreciate the fact that, as a member planet of the United Confederation of Planets, which falls within the jurisdiction of the Intergalactic Rangers, you have graciously agreed to cooperate fully with the ranger assigned to the case. As the ranger assigned to apprehend Sadin Quyz, I will take possession of the prisoner—once I have captured him—and remove him from Ata. I appreciate your offering Captain Thantos as a guide since I’m not familiar with the terrain of Ata.”
Rising, Lana bowed once more and backed across the chamber until she’d reached the point where it was considered polite to turn her back on Rex Pimetrius.
The ‘mountain’ fell into step beside her as she left the audience chamber.
Lana ignored him, stalking furiously down the corridor toward the great room of the Rex Pimetrius’ palace. Any hope she’d nurtured that she would lose him along the way was dashed when they reached the great doors of the palace. He followed her through.
She stopped once they’d put some distance between themselves and the palace, planting her hands on her hips as she turned to face him. “Look, I know you don’t want to be bothered with my little problem—and the truth is, I work best alone—so why don’t we see if we can’t come to an agreement that makes us both happy?”
He looked her over speculatively. “You are fortunate you are an outworlder and wear the badge of the Intergalactic Ranger, otherwise you would be sitting in the dungeon now. Are you a ranger?”
It was too much. Grinding her teeth, Lana poked him in the chest with her index finger. “I am not just ‘a’ ranger. I happen to be chief detective in the homicide division, Captain Thantos. I followed protocol as a courtesy to your government, but I don’t take orders from men, no matter how damned big they are! Got that? And you and I both know that the only reason Rex Pimetrius offered me any courtesy at all was because he didn’t want a war with the CPA.
“I followed protocol. I introduced myself, explained my mission—now, I’m going to complete my mission.”
A bemused expression clouded his features as he stared down at her. Slowly, a frown gathered between his brows. “Rex Pimetrius has ordered me to find the man. There is no need for you to endanger yourself, little one.”
Lana blushed to the roots of her hair, too stunned at first even for anger to set in. Little one? She was five nine and weighed a hundred sixty pounds, most of it muscle, and she could go toe to toe with just about any man and come out on top. Was the asshole calling her a child? She opened her mouth to annihilate him, but just what did one say to a barbarian twice their size who considered the fact that she wasn’t as big as he was made her inadequate and/or incompetent? After a moment, she merely turned and headed back to where she’d left her craft.
He didn’t follow her. That was a relief, at least.
Having gathered what she needed, Lana secured the craft and checked her tracker. She’d had the good fortune to gather a sample of Sadin’s DNA from one of the more recent crime scenes, which was the only reason she’d managed to stay on his tail for the past six months. Unfortunately, the device, a newly developed crime tool, didn’t have much of a range. It could pick up his DNA signature if he’d been in the general vicinity within the past sixty to seventy two hours, but that was about all it was good for—telling her where he’d been, not where he was.
She wasn’t knocking it. Whatever her fellow rangers thought of the tracker, it had not only saved her a lot of wasted time, it had kept her so hot on Sadin’s tail he hadn’t had the chance to snatch a woman in months. She’d come within a hair’s breadth of catching him twice since she’d gotten it. This time, she would.
He hadn’t made a kill in months. He was bound to be on edge, desperate to find another woman—which meant he was going to slip up. This time, on this world, he was going to make a mistake, and, when he did, she was going to nail his ass to the wall.
She had a mountain of hard evidence on the bastard. All she had to do was catch him and the court system would see to it that he paid for every life he’d taken.
Which was one of the main reasons she hadn’t wanted the barbarian giant along with her. She knew the brute mentality that typically went with that much brawn. If he caught up to Sadin, likely all she’d get was a stinking carcass.
She wanted to watch Sadin squirm when he was led to his execution. She wanted him to have time to think about the fact that he was going to die as horribly as those he’d murdered.
An eye for an eye. It might be gruesome as hell, but it sure made killers think twice about torturing their victims—most of them anyway.
Shaking her thoughts, Lana swept the area with the tracker. The strongest signature was coming from the narrow trail that led from the landing field into the forest.
Lana felt her nerves jump. He was on the hunt already—looking for a likely victim in an out of the way place where he could torture her at his leisure.
“Shit!”
Lana took the trail at a jog. Ground transport would’ve been helpful, but somehow she doubted Rex Pimetrius would furnish anything for her. According to the computer, Sadin had landed two days before. She tapped the button in her ear jack. “Computer—call me up a map of this area.”
“Working.”
The computer was silent for several minutes. “The most current map of this area of Ata Prime is ten years old.”
“Well, shit!” Lana exclaimed in disgust. “That’s really helpful.”
“Shall I try to communicate with the local computer?”
“There isn’t one.”
The computer didn’t respond to that. Either it was trying to figure out what ‘no computer’ meant, or it was trying to figure out another solution. “Shall I activate the ship and execute a fly over to map the area?”
“Good thinking. Send me the map as soon as you’ve compiled it.”
A mile and a half into the dense forest, the narrow track Lana was following forked. One side continued pretty much as the trail had thus far. The other narrowed to little more than a foot path. Lana scanned the area, but it was impossible to pin down a precise reading. Sadin had obviously tried both. She didn’t want to waste her time on the trail he’d decided to discard and settled down to wait for the onboard to download a map.
Fifteen minutes passed. Just as she was beginning to grow impatient, the computer signaled that it was ready to download a grid image showing a ten mile radius of the area.
Lana studied it thoughtfully. There were three dwellings within the area. Two were good sized farms. The third, accessible along the footpath, was little more than a one room cabin. Plucking her bottom lip thoughtfully, Lana considered whether Sadin would have done as she’d done and mapped the area or used whatever was available.
She had located the ship he’d used to get to Ata Prime, but it had been hidden, and it seemed most likely that he’d spent his time hiding the ship, not using it to scout for him, particularly since he must have known she was right behind him.
“Give me a comparison between the mapping you just did and the one previously available.”
The computer promptly overlaid the new map with the older one. The small cabin was the only structure of the three that appeared on the old map.
But the narrow track indicated that the closest of the two farms had some access to inhabited areas—which most likely meant a family.
“Give me a twenty five mile radius scan.”
After studying the wider area for a few minutes, Lana decided to start down the cart track. Her gut was telling her Sadin was looking for a kill. If that was the case, it seemed improbable that he would’ve headed for the small cabin, which seemed less likely to yield a victim for him.
Having decided on her direction, Lana stowed her map in her pack and set out once more. The closest farm lay a good eight miles up the track she was following. The second farm was approximately twelve miles if she continued to follow the cart trail, which forked again several miles before it reached the first farm and veered north. She had time to check the first before dusk, but even if she cut across through the forest, it seemed unlikely she’d reach the second before full dark caught her.
She reached her first objective just as the sun dropped below the tops of the trees and stopped to observe from a little distance and check the readings on the tracker. The signature indicated that Sadin had been close, possibly even where she’d stopped to check the place out. Obviously, he’d decided to move on, however, and in a few moments, she saw why. The farm appeared to belong to an older couple with a number of grown, or nearly grown, children. As she stood watching, two strapping young men appeared in a distant field, herding some sort of domesticated animals toward the pasture nearest the main house. An older man and another young man were working near a barn.
While she stood watching, a woman exited the house.
She assumed it was a woman. She was draped from head to foot in some sort of flowing robe and scarves, with little more than her eyes exposed. She could’ve been young and beautiful, or ancient. She moved with the ease of youth, however. A daughter of the house?
Lana decided to approach and see if she could glean any information from them. It was possible that Sadin might have waited until the men were away from the house and snatched one of the women, but she could see no indication of distress. Surely, regardless of how they treated their women they would’ve been out looking if one had been taken?
As she neared the house, the men working at the barn stopped what they were doing and stood watching her. She stopped a few yards from them and displayed her identification.
“I am Ranger Lana Eloy of the United Confederation of Planets’ Intergalactic Rangers. I’m looking for a man not of Ata Prime. Have any strangers passed this way within the past several days that you saw?”
The elder of the two men ran a piercing, unfriendly gaze down her length and up again. “None have passed this way.”
Lana studied him and finally decided that he was telling her the truth so far as he knew it. “Perhaps I could ask some of the others?”
If possible, his demeanor became even more unwelcoming. “I am master here. Naught happens here that I am unaware of.”
Lana frowned, but she hadn’t really expected to gather any information. Finally, she nodded. “This man is fair, as I am. He is a killer of women. Take care that your women are guarded. They should not be left alone or allowed to go far from the house without a man to escort them.”
He grew angry then and made no attempt to hide it. “The Confederation holds no sway here. I am master.”
Lana’s lips tightened. The only thing she hated worse than domineering men was stupid domineering men. “That was not an order, only a warning for the sake of your women’s safety. He is hunting. If the opportunity arises, make no mistake, he will take one and you will not see her alive again—or in one piece.”
Nodding, she turned and strode from the yard. She doubted seriously that any of the women were in danger. She couldn’t see much possibility that the women were ever out of sight of at least one male at all times.
When she’d reached the track again, she pulled the map from her pack and studied it in the dwindling light. There was a stream roughly half way between this farm and the next. It would be too dark soon to be stumbling about in the woods, but she wasn’t willing to waste the time it would take to follow the track back to the fork and take the track to the next farm. She decided to cut through the forest and make camp by the stream for the night and approach the next farm in the morning.
 




Chapter Two
He approached from behind her so that the light from her campfire threw his shadow away from her instead of allowing it to fall across her. He advanced with stealth, with hardly a whisper of sound. If she had been sleeping, she would have been easy prey, but, as a hunter who knew she could become prey at any moment, she had developed a sixth sense for the furtiveness itself. The moment the woods around her went quiet, she woke to full alertness, commanding her body to remain as it was so as not to alert her stalker.
He stood for long moments, staring down at her when he’d come to a halt beside her. She breathed easily, waiting until he squatted beside her. Before he could strike, she burst into action. Jackknifing upright, she slammed into him. She followed him as he pitched onto his back, straddling his middle, her blade against his throat, slamming her knees against his arms and pressing them into the dirt on either side of him.
There was no tussle for dominance. He gave up the fight without a struggle. As the adrenaline rush subsided, Lana saw in the dim light that it was Captain Corin Thantos she had pinned between her thighs. A mixture of amusement and irritation surfaced as she watched the surprise in his eyes slowly supplanted with chagrin. She lifted one arched brow, a feline smile curling her lips. Very deliberately, she allowed her gaze to move down his face to his chest. Removing her blade from his throat, she sheathed it then placed her palms over his bulging pecs, testing the taut muscles. “Nice.”
Catching his gaze, she moved her hands to the bulging biceps of his upper arms. “Very nice.” Still gripping his arms, she leaned forward until they were almost nose to nose. “I like to break my bulls before I ride them,” she murmured, feeling a rush of desire replace the murderous impulse of before as she plucked almost playfully at his lips.
A rush of breath escaped him, as if he’d been holding it. His taste and scent filled her, igniting the glowing embers of desire and bringing a flush of sensitivity to her skin.
Sitting up, she reached behind her, skating a hand over his hard, flat belly and burrowing her fingers beneath his cod piece. “What sort of pretty are you hiding here, I wonder? Something I would like to play with?”
He sat bolt upright as her fingers curled around his cock. She’d anticipated as much, however, and snatched her hand free, gripping his arms once more. “What? You don’t want to play?”
Confusion filled his eyes—as well as desire. “Why have you followed me, little one? There is danger in this forest for those who do not know the lands.”
Lana’s lips curled. She’d meant only to tease him, but the truth was, she was horny as hell. She hadn’t had a man between her legs in a while and certainly not a specimen as magnificent as this one. He was a barbarian, of course, and probably had no idea of how to please her even if he was so inclined, but she didn’t allow that to dissuade her. She was perfectly capable of wringing her own pleasure from him. Slipping her palms up his arms, she looped her arms around his neck, tightening her hold until her breasts brushed against him with each heavy breath she drew. “You followed me, big one, but who’s keeping score?”
Something flickered in his eyes—a touch of amusement, doubt, desire.
Lana settled more fully against him, allowing the heat of her cleft to engulf the rigid cock striving to escape his cod piece. To her satisfaction, the material the cod piece was formed from was pliable—not nearly as stiff as the dick pushing up against it.
“You mean to--ravish me?” he asked in a deep growl.
Lana gnawed a path of love bites along his jaw to his ear. “You’re not going to resist, are you?” she asked huskily, nipping at his earlobe.
His answer was to roll over and toss her onto her back. He stared down at her a moment, holding himself off of her with his arms and finally dipped his head, opening his mouth over hers. He tasted of man and forest, wildness and passion. A heady rush of molten desire spilled through the throat of Lana’s sex, the muscles fisting in anticipation. Wrapping her legs around his waist, she arched upward as she dueled with his tongue, stroking her tongue along his as she lifted toward him, undulating her hips and pressing her cleft against his engorged flesh, easing slightly away and pressing again, in a massaging motion that teased her clit, evoking tremors of pleasure in her.
Sucking his tongue, she slipped her hands downward and cupped his buttocks, pressing him more tightly to her.
Groaning, he tore his mouth from hers and charted a course down her throat, burying his face in the cleft between her breasts for a moment before he scooped her breasts from the neck of her vest and covered first one tip and then the other with his mouth, suckling, teasing the sensitive tips with his tongue.
Lana released her grip on his buttocks and grabbed a handful of his hair, holding him close, moaning at the exquisite sensations that rocketed through her at the feel of his mouth and tongue. Abruptly, she reached between them, digging beneath his cod piece and gripping his cock in her hand as an urgency filled her to feel his cock plunging inside of her.
He pulled away from her long enough to release the knot that held the piece in place, tossed it aside and executed a short search for the fastening of her thigh length breeches before he gave up and wedged his hand beneath the waistband, digging his fingers into the wetness of her cleft.
Lana gasped, squeezed her eyes closed as his questing finger nudged her clit, assaulted the sensitive bud, sending jolts of keen sensation through her and making her belly clench in hard spasms. She felt as if she would come any moment and a sense of desperation seized her. She wanted to feel his hard cock inside of her when she climaxed, wanted to feel him pounding into her.
Dragging his hand from her pants, she pulled the release strip along each side of the front and lifted her hips to shove the breeches down her legs. He rose up, pulled the breeches from her legs, and dropped them. Grasping her legs, he pushed them apart and settled between them, pressing his cock head against her.
Dizzy, breathless, Lana lifted her hips to meet him, feeling the blunt head slip along her cleft and wedge itself into her opening. Heaving upward, she impaled herself on the rigid shaft, felt the head of his cock inch its way into her wet passage. He withdrew slightly and plunged against her again, gaining ground. As he withdrew once more, Lana planted her feet flat against the ground and heaved upward to meet him.
His cock was so big, so hard, so hot. She couldn’t get enough fast enough, bucking against him with each fresh assault until she felt him imbedded to the hilt inside of her, felt him grinding his pubic bone against her own, and a heady rush of passion scoured her.
Gasping for breath, groaning with the delightful friction of his hard cock thrusting in and out of her, Lana gripped the cheeks of his ass, forcing him into a hard, furious pace as she felt the tension inside her body tightening toward an explosive release. He resisted, tried to hold himself in check, but the pace she set sent him careening out of control.
As she felt his body jerk with imminent release, she slipped her hand between them and massaged her clit. Within moments, she felt her body convulse. A jolt hit her and then another, and then ecstasy exploded in fiery waves throughout her body. She gripped his buttocks, burying her face against his neck to muffle the cry of completion that scraped from her throat.
He shuddered, groaned as his own release thundered through him, slamming into her over and over until the spasms of his climax began to dissipate. Finally, still wracked by random shudders, he caught her thigh and pulled her with him as he rolled onto his side, gasping for breath.
Lana lay limply beside him, basking in the warm glow that suffused her entire body in the wake her of release, struggling to catch her breath. Slowly, her heart returned to normal, and her breathing, and the warmth began to disperse. A shiver went through her with the loss of internal heat.
Dragging in a deep, shuddering breath, she reached up and patted his cheek. “It was as good as I’d hoped,” she said smiling faintly. “Thanks.” Untangling herself, she got up and moved down to the small creek to clean herself.
Corin was sprawled beside the fire, regarding her curiously when she returned. Ignoring him, she went to her pack and withdrew a towel to dry herself off before she retrieved her breeches and stepped into them once more. She discovered once she’d dressed that Thantos had parked his oversized carcass on her bedroll. Planting her hands on her hips, she gave him a look. “Uh—that’s only big enough for one.”
His brows rose, but after a minute he moved off of it.
“You didn’t bring one?” she asked disapprovingly.
He eyed her frowningly for several moments and finally got up and disappeared into the brush. When he returned several minutes later, he was carrying a bundle slung over one shoulder. Yawning, Lana settled on her bedroll, pulled her cover over her shoulders, and composed herself for sleep once more. Within a few moments, she drifted into oblivion.
Light was just beginning to filter to the forest floor when Lana woke. Generally, the moment she woke, she got up, but a vague sense of well being made her reluctant to give up the dregs of sleep entirely. She lay for several moments with her eyes closed, allowing herself to come slowly to full awareness of her surroundings.
She felt more relaxed than she’d felt in a very long time—warm, surprisingly comfortable—someone was breathing on her neck.
Fully awake now, Lana looked down at the weight lying across her waist and saw that it was a massive arm. She stared at it while memory of the night before flooded back, wondering if she should’ve fucked Corin Thantos after all.
She hadn’t stopped to consider the attitude these barbarians had toward women.
Shoving his arm off of her, she got to her feet and went to her pack. Digging through it for the things she needed, she headed down to the stream to perform her morning ritual. On her way back to the campsite, she passed Corin heading down to take care of his own needs.
She saw when she reached the campsite that he’d stirred the smoldering remains of the fire from the night before and set a small pot in the coals. Shrugging, she bundled her bedding and stowed it. Digging a bar of food from her pack, she looked around for her bearings and set out for the farm, munching her protein bar as she walked.
When she’d finished, she shoved the wrapper into her pack, and dug out her locator. It wasn’t picking up Sadin’s signature, and she wondered if she’d gotten completely off track or if the forest was interfering. She stopped, turning in a circle as she did a 360 degree sweep.
Maybe she should’ve just stayed with the trail instead of cutting through the woods?
The trees were massive, their trunks anywhere from three feet in diameter to six. The density of their fiber must be interfering with her equipment.
While she was considering the situation, an Ata Prime warrior in full war paint and carrying their weapon of choice, a trident, stepped from the trees only a few yards from her. A jolt went through her as she caught sight of him. She hadn’t realized until that moment how well his garb and skin coloring allowed him to blend with the forest.
It was stunning to think a man nearly seven feet tall and a good three feet across the shoulders could become the next thing to invisible so easily.
It took her several moments to realize the giant holding the wicked looking trident was Corin Thantos.
He looked pissed.
Maybe he wasn’t a morning person?
Uneasy, but unwilling to show it, Lana focused on stowing her locator as he advanced on her.
“Why did you leave?”
Lana looked up at him in surprise. “I’ve got business here. The only reason I cut through the forest was so I could reach the next farm early this morning.”
He studied her angrily for several moments and finally lifted his head, as if he was listening to something. Frowning, Lana lifted her head and listened, too. She couldn’t hear anything, however.
“He did not pass this way,” Corin said finally.
“I know. He probably took the trail, but I’m trying to catch up to him,” Lana responded tartly and turned, striding away. Without a word, Corin fell into step beside her. After glancing at him with a mixture of curiosity and irritation several times, Lana ignored him.
She knew the moment the farm came into view that something was wrong. She didn’t have to be familiar with Ata Prime to know it. Farmers were the same, whatever world they hailed from. It was full light. The farm should have been buzzing with activity. Instead, a deathly quiet lay over it.
Drawing her pistol, Lana stepped back into the line of the trees and made her way as closely as she could to the farm before she stopped once more and scanned the area carefully.
There was nothing to indicate that the farm had been abandoned, no sign of deterioration from lack of care. It was possible, of course, that the owners had gone to market.
“Do you know the people who live here?” she asked Corin quietly when he crouched beside her.
“No.”
She turned to study him a moment. “Check the outbuildings. I’ll take the main house.”
Corin’s lips tightened. “We will go together and check.”
Letting out an irritated breath, Lana conceded that there wasn’t much possibility that she could shake Corin at this point, or induce him to follow orders either. Shaking her head in irritation, she began to make her way carefully toward the main structure, moving from cover to cover, stopping to survey the area for any signs of movement before she moved on.
When she reached the building, she flattened herself against the wall and inched forward until she could glance through a window. The room appeared deserted and she could see no signs of a fight. Corin, she discovered when she glanced around, was right beside her.
A start of surprise went through her. Irritation quickly followed it.
The man was a mountain of flesh. By rights, he should move like a thundering herd of buffalo, not like her shadow.
Dismissing it, she jerked her head in the direction of the door. “I’ll take this door. You go around to the other one,” she said on a breath of sound.
His eyes narrowed. He lifted his head, as if listening, or perhaps considering whether he wanted to follow the order or not and finally moved away. Ducking beneath the window, Lana moved forward slowly until she was standing beside the door. Catching hold of the handle, she tested it and found that it was unlocked. After taking several deep breaths to calm the adrenaline surging through her system, she grabbed the handle and burst inside, immediately executing a dive and roll that brought her behind a section of wall.
She glanced around. Here, there were signs of a struggle—a basket on the floor, strewn vegetables, several smears of blood. Sickness welled inside of her. Sadin had been here and left.
After a moment, she moved away from the wall and began a careful room by room search. She met up with Corin in the kitchen area.
The woman was completely naked and pinned to the floor, spread eagle, with a knife driven through the palm of each hand into the floor.
Her entrails were wrapped around her neck. It looked like he’d used her intestines to strangle her.
Lana coughed but managed to keep from throwing up.
“He has gone from this place.”
Lana nodded a little jerkily. “You checked the other buildings?”
“No.”
She was on the point of demanding to know how the hell he knew Sadin was gone if he hadn’t checked but decided against it. She knew Sadin was gone because she knew Sadin.
Shoving her pistol into her holster, she moved toward the victim and squatted down, prying one of the knives from the woman’s palm. The arm was cold and limp. Blood had pooled along the bottom side of her arm.
“Shit!” Lana ground out furiously.
The woman had been here, dying by inches while she fucked around at the other farm the day before. Tears of rage filled her eyes. If she’d come straight here instead of deciding to check on the other farm first …. “The son-of-a-bitch is a day ahead of us … at least. He’ll be moving fast now that he’s made a kill.”
After a moment, she rose and strode outside. There was a well between the house and the barn. She went to it, dropped her pack to the ground beside it, and pulled up a bucket of water, scooping up handfuls and splashing it on her face before she cupped several handfuls and drank. Drying her hands on her breeches, she looked around.
Like her shadow, Corin had followed her. He was studying her, his own expression impassive. She offered him the bucket, glancing around while he drank. “Her man will be in the fields.”
Corin set the bucket down. “He would be tracking the killer.”
Lana shook her head. “Sadin doesn’t leave witnesses.”
As she’d expected, they found the man in the back section of one of his fields. He was lying on his back and looked to have been dead for some time. Lana squatted beside the body, examining it.
“He followed the man to the field and killed him first.”
Corin squatted down beside her. He was frowning as he studied the man. “He has been here much longer.”
“Exactly. As I said, he followed the man and killed him so that he could take his time with the woman. From the deterioration, the man has to have been dead three or four days … of course, without an autopsy, it would be impossible to pin it down precisely, but it looks like Sadin’s MO.”
“This man was killed by a wild beast.”
Lana shook her head. “He’s an animal, but he’s no wild beast.”
Corin’s lips tightened. “The claw marks … here and here. What weapon would he use?”
Lana rose. “What beast did those claws come from?” she asked, pointing to Corin’s garments.
“The manazir.”
She nodded. “My guess is, probably one of those.”
He glanced from her to the body in confusion. “He slew a manazir and used its claws for his weapon?”
She shook her head. “Sadin Quyz is not human. He’s a chameleon of the Diem star system. He assumes whatever form he pleases. That’s one of the reasons it’s been so hard to catch the son-of-a-bitch. Or did you think I was just that damned incompetent?”
 




Chapter Three
His lips tightened. “You do not know what I think. Do not make assumptions based on your own prejudice. I did not become captain of the royal guard only for my abilities as warrior.”
Lana was taken aback. Finally, she shrugged. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m too touchy about it, but Rex Pimetrius certainly gave me the impression that women here are nothing but chattel and considered of no worth.”
“That is not true. Our women are of great worth to us. That is why we protect and care for them. But you are nothing like the women of Ata Prime. Beyond the fact that you neither dress nor behave as the women here, I had not known what to expect of a woman of Earth—but I learn quickly.”
Lana felt a faint flush rise in her cheeks. Obviously, he wasn’t unaware of the fact that she’d dismissed the Ata Prime male as big, brawny, and stupid, besides being control freaks. “Touché.” Uncomfortable under his gaze, she surveyed the field, wondering which direction Sadin would have taken from here. “Someone needs to inform the authorities about what’s occurred here. And since I can’t picture them paying me a lot of attention, I’m thinking it should be you.”
Corin nodded. Lifting his head, he scanned the area.
Curious, Lana followed his gaze. Above them, a small speck circled overhead. As she watched, it dropped lower and lower and finally settled on Corin’s outstretched arm. The bird-like animal turned its head, staring Corin in the eyes for several moments. Finally, it took flight once more, behaving for all the world as if it had somewhere to go and something to accomplish.
“That was weird.”
Corin glanced at her. “It is done.”
“What’s done?” Lana asked blankly.
Corin nodded toward the speck in the sky. “She will tell them.”
“The bird?”
He glanced at her. “She is gehuwk.”
Lana was silent for several moments. When Corin turned and stepped into the forest that edged the field, she followed him. “The bird … the gehuwk, it’s telepathic? Or something like that?”
Corin frowned. “I do not know this word.”
“Speaks with its mind.”
His frown deepened in thought. “It is something like that.”
Lana’s brows rose. “I hadn’t realized the people of Ata Prime were telepathic. It isn’t in the reports.”
“They are not.”
She would’ve questioned him further, but he motioned her to silence and lifted his head as she’d seen him do several times, as if he could hear something she couldn’t. “He headed north from here … before the sun had set yesterday.”
He seemed so positive Lana had no doubt that he believed he knew what he was talking about. Unfortunately, she wasn’t exactly sure of how he’d gotten the information, or that, if it was as she suspected, it was something she really wanted to base her decision on. She glanced around but couldn’t see any sign of another gehuwk. “And you know this, how?”
He glanced at her. His expression was impassive, as was typical of him if not the Ata warrior in general, but there was a faint gleam of amusement in his eyes. “The forest whispers of a strange one with pale hair and skin much like yours.”
Lana surveyed him doubtfully, wondering if he was amused because he’d expected the reaction he got, or if he had a warped sense of humor. She might’ve leaned toward the latter, except that, despite his habit of remaining stone faced whatever occurred, there had been fury and revulsion in his eyes as he had studied the dead woman. It seemed unlikely, unless she’d read him wrong, that he would feel inclined to joke now.
Still, it was hard to swallow. She figured she’d seen just about everything since she’d been working for the rangers, but this was the first time she’d run up on anyone who claimed to be able to communicate with animals—at least to the degree he claimed. “The forest?” she echoed. “I doubt there’s an animal within a mile of us.”
“There are not.”
She watched him as he strode away. Animals were a stretch, but she could get her mind around that. Animals had brains and intelligence of a sort. If he was talking to the trees now, though, she didn’t think she could swallow that.
Shrugging, she pulled her map from her pack. “Computer. We’ve missed him. I need a wider range. He’ll be traveling fast now that he’s made a kill. Give me a fifty mile radius of this position.”
Shoving the map back into the pack, she pulled the locator out and scanned the area. As she’d suspected, his signature was so strong in this location, the locator was virtually useless. When she’d stowed it once more, she looked around.
Corin had stopped at a little distance from her and turned to study her curiously.
“You are not coming?”
She waved him on. “I’m waiting for the computer to survey the area and download a map for me. You go ahead.”
He frowned. His lips tightened with anger. For several moments, he seemed undecided. Finally, he settled to wait with her.
Lana sighed irritably. She’d hoped he would go on about his business. Obviously, he knew she would, too, and he wasn’t planning on letting her out of his sight. Mentally, she shrugged. She’d expected to have a local tagging along when she’d spoken to Rex Pimetrius. She didn’t like it, but there wasn’t a lot she could do about it.
The wait made her tense—it took an effort to resist the urge to pace—but she knew the value of resting while she could.
Surreptitiously, she studied Corin Thantos, remembering the passion that had blossomed between them the night before. She’d put it down to prolonged abstinence when she’d felt desire stir inside of her, but she wasn’t prone to lying to herself. Sex was something she could enjoy thoroughly, but she could leave it as soon as take it. Her libido never got in the way of her work—not that she’d allowed it to this time, either, but she didn’t habitually take time out in the middle of a chase for sex. Ordinarily, she was far too focused on the job even to think about her sexuality, and certainly too focused to look at a man as an object of lust.
She wasn’t entirely certain of just why Corin Thantos had had the effect he’d had on her. Granted, he was a gorgeous specimen—he would’ve been with that body even if she’d felt like she had to close her eyes—or put a bag over his head, but even the fierce war paint failed to hide the fact that his face was as pleasing to the eye as the rest of him.
There were other aspects, however, that should’ve been a complete turn off for her—first and foremost being the attitude typical of the Ata Prime male of being supremely superior only because they’d been born with a dick and a set of balls.
Her computer beeped, dragging her from her speculation about Corin and back to the task at hand. Pulling it from her pack, she studied the map the computer had downloaded to her. As much as she hated to admit it, she could see at a glance that Corin was probably right.
The terrain east and west of their location didn’t look promising … which was probably why Corin had decided Sadin must have gone north, whatever he said about talking to the trees.
Shrugging mentally, she stowed the map and stood up, shouldering the pack. “North it is.”
Corin gave her a look, which she ignored.
Crossing the farm, they caught the cart track north of it. The track meandered but basically led northward. When they stopped briefly to eat, Lana pulled her map out and studied it, wondering if they could cut some time off their walk by taking to the forest at any point, but, considering the rougher terrain would slow them, it seemed the trail was the best bet.
“What is that you eat?”
Lana looked up at Corin in surprise. “Food.”
He frowned. “It looks the same.”
“Same as what?”
“That you ate this morning.”
Lana looked down at the bar. “I guess it does.” She thought it over for a moment. “I guess it is the same. I hadn’t really thought about it. It’s field rations—perfectly balanced to meet nutritional requirements … for humans.” She broke off a piece and handed it to him.
He looked it over skeptically, sniffed it, and finally popped it into his mouth and chewed.
His expression was priceless.
Lana chuckled.
He shuddered as he swallowed. “Dirt has more taste.”
Lana looked him over with amusement. “I don’t eat it for taste. I eat it to keep strong and stay physically fit.”
A faint smile curled his lips in response, but his gaze was assessing. “You live much like a warrior. Did you choose this?”
Lana wasn’t really surprised by the question, all things considered, but she was far less amused. “Not only did I choose it, I worked damned hard to get where I am. Even where I’m from it isn’t enough for a woman to be as good as a man at her job. A woman has to prove she’s better than most.” She shook her head in disgust. “Women have been trying to reach a point where they’re treated as equals for hundreds of years now—I’m thinking it’s never going to happen.”
He frowned. “You do not value men.”
It wasn’t a question. The statement irritated her, but she stopped and considered before she answered. “It would be more accurate to say that, in a general way, I don’t trust them … especially not if they’re in a position of power over me. Mostly, I just don’t give men much thought at all, or feel one way or another about them, but there are some, at least, who have great value to me … some I admire, respect … love. So, if you’re suggesting I hate men—I don’t.”
It occurred to her that he’d been acting just a tad miffed all day and she wondered if whatever it was that was eating him was behind the remark. It might have been nothing more than an observation based on her verbal irritation about the way she’d been treated since her arrival on Ata Prime, but she had a feeling it went a little deeper.
Thinking back to the night before, there were only two possibilities that came to mind that might be responsible. The fact that she’d caught him by surprise, which she didn’t doubt had wounded his ego, and the possibility that he hadn’t particularly liked the fact that she’d initiated the sex and pretty much controlled it thereafter despite his earnest attempts to wrest control of the situation from her.
When she looked up, she saw that he was giving her a steady look.
“No one likes being used.”
She flushed guiltily but managed an off handed shrug as she got to her feet. “Sorry. You seemed willing enough. I was under the impression men liked hot, raunchy, meaningless sex.”
“As long as both parties understand that that is all that it is, and agree to it, it has value and a meaning of its own.”
The comment pissed her off, mostly because she knew he was right. If it was true that she tended to lump men together as if they weren’t individuals and despised them in general because of certain traits that were widely shared—which they were—that still didn’t make it right to assume everyone was the same and treat them accordingly. And the worst of it was that she realized she was no better than those who had, in the distant past, treated her that way.
She sighed gustily. “I apologize.”
He glanced at her in surprise.
She smiled wryly, shouldering her pack. “You’re right. I made an assumption and I shouldn’t have. From now on when I want hot, meaningless sex, I’ll make sure the guy knows that’s what I’m looking for.”
He looked first taken aback and then angry.
Lana sighed. So much for a truce. Apparently he just had one of those even dispositions—he was evenly mad most of the time.
Maybe her ‘people’ skills were getting a little rusty?
She hadn’t had a partner since Sadin had killed Patrick a year ago and she spent most of her time alone—or with people who only tolerated her presence because she was a ranger—or with criminals.
Dismissing it, she dragged her locator from her pack and scanned the area as they walked, relieved when she saw it was picking up a clear signal again. They were on the right track. Sadin would be looking for a place to lay low now, she knew. Unless an opportunity he just couldn’t resist fell into his lap, he wouldn’t be looking for another victim so soon—she didn’t think.
He didn’t ‘play’ well with others and tended to avoid heavily populated areas because he was always noticed as being ‘different’. Moreover, despite his ability to assume most any form he wished, he could only adopt those he saw. And a double always stood out within a very short length of time, particularly since it was only visual characteristics he was able to mimic, not personality traits.
He’d tried that when he’d first launched his killing spree, or at least when they’d first become aware of it.
That was how he’d gotten her partner. He’d imitated her. It hadn’t taken Patrick more than a handful of minutes to figure it out, but that was more minutes than he’d had.
That was also one of the reasons she preferred to work alone. As long as she was alone, she didn’t have to worry about losing another partner or getting killed herself because she didn’t trust anyone else enough to get that close to her.
She would’ve felt better if she could’ve shaken Corin. Since she couldn’t, there seemed nothing for it but to keep a close watch on him.
She glanced at him speculatively with that thought, realizing belatedly that she shouldn’t have given in to her physical needs. It would’ve been all right if she’d just felt indifferent about him otherwise or if she’d disliked him. The problem was, she didn’t, and, now that she’d been intimate with him, there was a better than even chance that she might hesitate when she couldn’t afford to.
It was probably just as well that she managed to piss him off every time she opened her mouth. She really couldn’t afford to get too friendly with him. The obvious danger aside, she wouldn’t be on Ata Prime long and it wasn’t likely she’d be heading this way again.
They came upon an abandoned cabin near dusk. Lana stopped, studying it in surprise for several moments before she dragged her map out. She saw she hadn’t missed it. It wasn’t on the map, probably because the forest had grown up around it until it was completely concealed from the air.
Pulling her pistol, Lana approached the dilapidated building warily. Corin merely watched, his arms folded across his chest.
Obviously, the trees had told him it wasn’t occupied, Lana thought wryly, but she’d just as soon take no chances.
She saw that the building was only one room and it wasn’t occupied, unless one counted the critters that scattered when she pushed the door open. Holstering her pistol, Lana checked the building out in the dim light of dusk and decided to use it for the night.
Corin appeared in the door after a few minutes, apparently overcome by curiosity.
“You will stay here tonight?”
His voice was carefully neutral, but she sensed disapproval in his tone. She shrugged. “It’s no dirtier than sleeping on the ground. At least it’s shelter if it rains.”
He said nothing for several moments. “I thought you were anxious to catch the killer.”
“I’m not anxious to catch my death. I don’t hunt at night. It’s too easy to walk into a trap. We may not gain ground, but we’re not going to lose any by stumbling around in the dark and getting lost. Anyway, Sadin won’t be traveling at night.”
“How do you know this?”
“I know Sadin Quyz. He never travels at night. Either his night vision is poor, or … he’s afraid of the dark.”
 




Chapter Four
Corin gave Lana a look of skepticism.
Lana ignored it. She had no intention of trying to explain further. If he wanted to keep going, he was welcome to, but she’d learned from hard experience that impatience and a disregard for safety procedures generally only led to failure and/or death for the ranger too gung ho to use common sense. She was in unfamiliar territory. Corin might know it like the back of his hand. Corin might, or might not, have some special gift that allowed him to commune with nature—but she didn’t and she wasn’t about to be led around blindly by a man she didn’t know well enough to trust when she was stalking a killer she knew far too well.
If he was wrong and they got off track, they’d lose even more time.
Dismissing it, she surveyed the one room cabin critically, realizing it was actually in fairly good shape. It couldn’t have been abandoned long. Moving to the bunk that had been built against one wall, she tested the mattress, cautiously at first. When nothing crawled out, she dragged the mattress from the frame and took it outside to beat the dust from it.
Corin was building a fire on the small hearth when she returned. The light from it chased the deepening shadows from the room, reminding Lana that there was very little natural light left to take advantage of.
Tossing the mattress back on the bunk, she set her pack on top and dug through it for her toiletries then went outside to look for a well. A cylindrical stone wall defined the top of the well. Setting her bathing supplies aside, she leaned over the well and looked down. A crude crank and pulley mechanism had been devised to lift the water. She caught hold of the handle and began turning it and was rewarded a few minutes later by the arrival of a bucket filled with water. Letting out a little slack, she pulled the bucket to the side of the well and set it on the lip of the wall.
She’d dabbed at her grime the night before in the little creek she’d camped beside, but it had been barely a trickle of water, not enough to do much more than dabble in it. Stripping, she set her clothes aside, grasped the bucket, and upended it over her head. The douche of chilly water took her breath. Gasping, she dropped the bucket down the shaft once more and filled it before she began lathering her hair. When she’d finished scrubbing her scalp, she squeezed as much soap and water out of her hair as she could. She was about to reach for the bucket to rinse her hair when a sound close by sent a rush of adrenaline through her.
She grabbed her knife even as she whirled to face the possible threat.
Corin, she saw, was standing only a few yards away, either drawn by the sound of splashing water, or merely curious to know why she’d been gone so long. Relaxing, she dropped the knife atop her belongings once more and reached for the bucket again. Corin forestalled her. Striding toward her, he took the pail of water from her hands and held it up, tipping it so that the water poured over her slowly.
“Thanks.” She turned her back to him, working the soap from her hair. When he’d emptied it, she took the container from him and brought up another bucket of water. Corin, she saw when she glanced around for her soap and washcloth, was stripping down, as well. When she’d lathered the cloth, she handed the soap to him wordlessly and returned her attention to her own bath.
It occurred to her as she finished lathering herself that she hadn’t noticed that Corin had had a washcloth. Turning to him, she held hers out, smiling faintly. “This’ll probably make bathing a little easier if you’d like to use it.”
His face was taut as he glanced down at her hand. Slowly, he lifted his gaze to hers once more and reached for the cloth without even glancing down. Instead of grasping the cloth, however, he caught her hand, giving her arm a jerk that brought her toward him even as he stepped closer, meeting her. She collided with him, her wet, soapy skin sliding along his, creating a friction of slick flesh against flesh that sent a surge of heady desire through her. Even as her head came up in surprise, he caught her hair at the base of her skull, tugging her head back with one hand, slipping his other arm around her and tightening it, bringing her lower body firmly against his.
His engorged cock dug into her belly as he settled his mouth over her slightly parted lips possessively, with full fledged, ravenous hunger. Lana sucked in a breath of surprise as his tongue plowed past the sensitive barrier of her lips, raking across hers in heated demand.
The slight tension of astonishment vanished, replaced almost instantaneously with the drugging fire of passion as he filled her senses with his essence, wrapped her in heated flesh and taut muscle.
Doubt flickered through the clouded turmoil of her mind. He’d objected before to casual sex and moreover she knew very well that intimacy was a very bad idea considering her situation.
She dismissed both warnings, already too caught up in the fervor of desire to pay anything else much heed, comforting herself with the thought that they’d established the boundaries and that she would merely guard herself against the possible threat intimacy could create.
Lifting her arms, she skated her palms over the bulging muscles of his upper arms, along his shoulders and finally looped her arms around his neck. Enthralled by the sensations created by their soap slick bodies skating against each other, clinging, slipping in stimulating contact that brought a flush of heat to her flesh at every point where they touched, Lana moved restlessly against him. Her nipples stood erect, sending shards of pleasure through her as she rubbed them against the hard mound of his male breasts. Scalding fluids bathed the throat of her sex, the muscles rippling as they tightened and released all along the length of her passage as if she could feel his turgid flesh in her grip already.
She rose up on her tiptoes, reaching down to push his cock between her thighs and clamping them around his throbbing member. He ground his hips against hers, sliding his cock along her cleft and gathering the moisture of her desire, sending hot need through her as he massaged her clit. His kiss became more fervent, more desperate with longing.
Skating his hand downward from her hips to her buttock, he clenched it a moment and then leaned down, catching her leg beneath her knee and lifting her thigh. She swayed backwards, coming up against the wall of the well. The chill and roughness of the stone brought forth a dim of awareness of her surroundings. In the next moment, however, it was submerged beneath an onslaught of hot desire as he thrust against her cleft once more.
Reaching down, she caught his cock and angled her hips to receive him, pressing against his thrust until she felt the head of his cock embedded in her flesh. Reaching up, she grasped his shoulders and lifted herself up, wrapping both legs around his waist.
Wrenching his mouth from hers, he caught her buttocks in his hands. Briefly, they struggled with slippery flesh and resistant muscles, heaving against one another until his cock was fully embedded inside of her. She groaned at the pleasure of such intimate contact, at the tremors of pleasing sensation that built tension inside of her as he began thrusting fiercely, driving deeply inside of her.
A faint tremor went through him, growing rapidly to hard shudders as his body swiftly scaled the ladder of passion toward release. His escalating passion built her own until she felt the first gentle quakes of culmination. She groaned, hovering near the edge for several moments. She cried out as she felt herself catapulted abruptly into an intense explosion of rapture that spread outward from their joined bodies through every molecule of her flesh.
A rasping groan escaped him. His arms tightened almost bruisingly around her as his own body began to convulse with release. Swaying slightly as the spasms began to subside, he caught the edge of the well with one hand to brace himself.
Lana lifted away from him, shivering as she felt his expended cock slip from her body. Weakly, she released her grip on his waist and dropped her feet to the ground. Her thighs trembled as she settled her weight on her legs. Leaning against the wall behind her, she released her grip on his neck, bracing her palms behind her on the low wall as she caught her breath.
The air cooled the moisture that remained on her skin, drying the soap bubbles and making her feel sticky. With an effort, she turned away from Corin, wondering if she had enough strength in her arms to lift the bucket and rinse herself. Deciding she didn’t, she scooped water from the bucket and splashed it over her cooling body.
Corin reached around her and lifted the bucket, tilting it and allowing the water to run over her slowly. Grateful for the assistance, she rubbed her hands along her body, sloughing both soap and water from her skin. When he’d emptied it, he dropped the pail down the well once more and Lana moved away from him. Grabbing her towel, she dried herself quickly as Corin rinsed himself off, then tossed the towel to him, gathered her belongings, and headed back to the cabin.
He caught up to her in the cabin. Pulling her pack from her hands, he dropped it to the floor and dragged her into his embrace, kissing her with a hunger that belied their recent appeasement. Lana made a sound of objection in her throat but found as he pushed her back onto the bed and followed her down that her own body was already humming once more with need.
Ignoring her protest for what it was—no more than a token resistance—he familiarized himself with the taste and texture of her skin, lavishing kisses along her neck and the tops of her breasts with his mouth and tongue before moving downward, between her breasts and down the center of her body to her lower belly. By the time he’d worked his way upward once more, grasping a breast in one hand and teasing the nipple with the flick of his thumb as he sucked the nipple of her other breast into his mouth, Lana felt as if she was on fire. She could scarcely catch her breath, could not be still.
Parting her thighs, she positioned herself beneath him, arching her hips upward so that his cock nudged against her clit. He caught her hands, lacing his fingers through hers and pinning her arms to the bed as she tried to reach between them to align their bodies. Before she could protest, he covered her mouth with his own, penetrating the sensitive cavern with his thrusting tongue in an imitation of the mating ritual that teased rather than fulfilled her needs.
Dizzying heat swept through her. She sank more deeply into the chaotic chasm of carnality, unable to focus beyond the need he continued to build inside of her with each stroke of his tongue along her own. She moved feverishly beneath him, arching against him and shuddering as his cock slid tauntingly along her cleft, stirring a craving that demanded appeasement.
When he broke the kiss, she was gasping hoarsely, her heart thundering with anticipation as he shifted above her. Instead of thrusting inside of her, however, he lowered his head and began to tease the sensitive buds of her breasts.
“Damn it, Corin!” she gasped. “Stop teasing me! Give me what I need.”
He lifted his head, his eyes glimmering with heated desire, his lips curled faintly, teasingly. He arched against her so that his cock slipped between her thighs once more, along her cleft and nudged against her opening. “This?”
She looked up at him with a mixture of desperation and dawning anger.
Frowning at the accusation in her gaze, he shook his head slightly, thrusting steadily and sinking more deeply inside of her. She gasped, arching up to meet him as he withdrew and thrust again.
A shudder went through him as he sank to the root of his cock inside of her. He went still, gathering himself, struggling for control. Impatient, Lana clenched and unclenched her vaginal muscles around him, squeezing his cock in a milking motion that drew a hoarse groan from him.
He ground his teeth as he pulled slowly out and thrust again, shaking with the effort to pace himself. When he was buried deep inside of her again, she lifted her legs, locking them around his waist and thrusting up to meet him, fisting the muscles of the walls of her sex around him tightly again.
It pushed him beyond his limits. Shaking, he released her hands at last and shoved his hands beneath her hips, thrusting and retreating in an aggressive rhythm that drew hoarse cries of satisfaction from her as his movements jolted her over the edge and into an explosive release. Her convulsing muscles dragged him over the edge with her.
With obvious effort, he held his weight off her with his arms, his head drooping forward on his shoulders next to hers. Moments passed, finally he lifted slightly away from her. Catching her jaw in his hand, he forced her to look up at him. “I only meant to savor the pleasure a little longer. It was not as you thought.”
Lana studied him through heavy lidded eyes, uncertain of whether she believed him or not. At the moment, she didn’t particularly care one way or the other, however. She felt supremely satisfied, completely devoid of energy, and so drowsy all she really wanted to do was sleep. “The bed’s not big enough for two,” she murmured irritably.
He sighed, settling beside her on his side and staring down at her. After a moment, however, he seemed to come to a decision. Scooping an arm beneath her head, he dragged her halfway across his chest and held her there until oblivion reached up and snatched consciousness away from her.
The darkness of night had only begun to lift when Lana woke. Yawning, she stretched—and rolled off the narrow bed. The jolt of slamming into the floor brought her wide awake. When she managed to turn over and look up, Corin was peering down at her over the edge of the bed, a mixture of wariness and firmly tamped amusement gleaming in his eyes.
She glared at him. “I told you the damn bed wasn’t big enough for two.”
His amusement vanished. “You are an ill tempered female most of the time. In the morning, you are worse.”
“I feel better when I’ve slept,” she pointed out irritably.
“You slept like the dead,” he retorted.
Lana studied him for several moments, thinking it over, and realized with a touch of surprise that he was right. The last thing she remembered was being irritated because he was hell bent and determined to snuggle after they’d had sex. After that—nothing. She frowned thoughtfully, trying to remember the last time she’d slept straight through the night without rousing even once. “You’re right,” she said slowly. “That’s—odd. Must have been all that unaccustomed exercise.”
Shrugging, she got to her feet, gathered her pack, and went out to perform her morning ritual, bathing off quickly again because she felt sticky from the late evening bump ugly mamba.
Her hair was a catastrophe. She hadn’t gotten around to combing it after they’d had that last bout of sex and had gone to sleep with it wet. It took her nearly thirty minutes to rake the tangles out of it. Taming it was an impossibility at this point. Finally, she wet it down and combed it again.
When she’d dried off, she dressed in the last uniform she’d packed and pulled her thigh high boots on. She was either going to have to spare the time to clean her clothes, go back for more, or start wearing the not-so-clean outfits she’d brought with her. None of the possibilities particularly appealed to her, however.
To her surprise, when she returned to the cabin, Corin was gone. She stood in the middle of the room for several moments, looking around. Finally, she shrugged, dug a food bar from her pack then shouldered it and headed out. Corin was standing in the middle of the cart track, waiting for her.
She stopped when she saw him. It occurred to her after a moment, however, that he was a quick learner. He knew she would’ve gone on without him if he hadn’t been ready to go when she was. Amusement touched her at the thought. His wary expression when she strode toward him only made it deepen.
She offered him the bar in her hand. “I brought extras, and I didn’t get around to eating last night.”
He shook his head firmly and pulled a bread-like substance from his own pack.
Shrugging, Lana turned and gestured toward the cabin. “This is the second one of these little cabins I’ve located. Any idea why there would be two one room cabins in this area—both abandoned?”
“They are fifen.”
Lana’s brows rose. “Sorry. That doesn’t really tell me anything.”
He frowned. “The royal guard. If they have not taken a woman, and have no offspring, when they reach an age where they are no longer able to fight—if they reach that age—they are given fifen—twenty parsects of the Rex Pimetrius’ lands and a cabin.”
“That is … so generous,” Lana said, trying without much success to keep her voice neutral. She supposed it was a fairly generous retirement, but it was hideously depressing to imagine being ‘sent to pasture’ with twenty parsects of wild wood lands, whatever amount of land that was, and a one room cabin to die in--alone.
Corin said nothing. His face was impassive, so it was impossible to figure out how he felt about it.
She wasn’t about to ask.
“Are there more of these—abandoned, I mean?”
He shrugged. “Perhaps twenty in this forest. Some abandoned. Some occupied.”
A sense of excitement began to flow through her. “Do you know which are empty?”
He nodded.
Lana pulled her map from her pack and moved to stand next to him. “Show them to me on the map.”
He studied the map for several moments. “Tine died last winter, so his cabin is empty now,” he said pointing to the position. “This one and this one, also.”
A sudden thought occurred to Lana. “Wait.” She punched up the old map. On it, each fifen was clearly marked—and very likely Sadin was using the old map. When Corin had pointed out the cabins he knew to be empty, Lana studied them, trying to think which one Sadin would be most likely to head for. “This one,” she said finally. “I believe he’ll head here.”
Corin frowned. “Lianal lives there.”
“Sadin won’t know which are occupied and which are empty. And this is just the sort of thing he would do—swing around and head in the other direction.
“I know he went to the one here. I didn’t go, but the locator picked up his signature. He would probably have seen this one when he passed this way—which could lead him to believe they’d all been abandoned. This one, though,” she said, pointing to the cabin she’d picked, “it’s just the sort of thing to appeal to him. If we cut through the forest here we might be able to reach it before he does.”
 




Chapter Five
It was cooler under the trees. The walk was rougher, though. As focused as Lana was on getting to the cabin as quickly as they could, it was still impossible not to notice that the forest was a beautiful place. It looked like an ancient forest and was virtually untouched—most likely because most of it belonged to Rex Pimetrius.
She wondered if the family she’d seen was the family of a former royal guard. The old guy had looked big enough and mean enough to have been a soldier. Without the paint, the armor, and the hair cut, he hadn’t looked anything like the warriors she’d seen and it hadn’t occurred to her at the time, but she supposed he must be retired military.
He’d had a pretty nice place, but then he’d had plenty of help, too, in building it into a farm.
The other one—maybe, maybe not. If he’d been a warrior, it certainly hadn’t helped him or his wife.
She had to wonder how long they were expected to serve the king. How old was considered too old to be a royal guard anymore?
She surveyed Corin speculatively. He’d washed the war paint off the night before when they’d bathed and hadn’t bothered to reapply it since, but she still couldn’t pinpoint his age with any degree of certainty. From the information she’d gathered on her way to Ata Prime, she knew the life expectancy of the average male was roughly the same as a human male. It was probably somewhat shorter for the warriors, but that was because of their trade—like being a ranger.
She finally decided Corin must be somewhere between thirty and forty. There wasn’t a trace of ‘boyish’ about him—his face looked young but definitely mature—and she figured, no matter how good he was, it would still take some time to work his way up to captain of the royal guard. It was a position of authority second only to Rex, himself, and not one that would be handed over lightly.
It also occurred to her to wonder if he had a wife, or maybe more than one, somewhere, and a pack of curtain climbers. She supposed she should have thought about that before she’d had sex with him, but she’d never considered policing other people’s relationships were part of her job. She certainly wouldn’t even consider casual sex if she knew a man had a significant other, but in her line of work most of her encounters were flybys. She didn’t have a lot of time to invest in ‘getting to know’ and she didn’t want to since she couldn’t afford to get deeply involved anyway. Besides, she figured if Corin had had a prior commitment and it meant anything at all to him, he should have at least been hesitant when she’d initiated intimacy.
Unfortunately, she didn’t know him well enough to know whether he was the sort of man who took his vows to heart or not.
After further consideration, she decided that wasn’t strictly true. She did know him well enough to be fairly certain she hadn’t stepped over the line and into the middle of a domestic war. His position in the royal guard meant that he must be a man of strong loyalties, and, if that was his nature, he would be the same in his personal life.
Not that it mattered to her, personally. If she was right about Sadin, she might be leaving this very night—certainly within the next couple of days. Within a few months, she probably wouldn’t even remember Corin’s name, much less any of the rest, except, maybe, as a fond memory, but it was a relief to think the possibility was slim that she was going to be leaving one—or two—very unhappy women behind who considered she’d been claim jumping.
Except for killers, she wasn’t in the habit of trying to put herself in someone else’s shoes, but it seemed to her that Corin was an exceptional man. If he’d been hers, she wouldn’t take it kindly if some other woman tried to snatch some of the action, even if the woman hadn’t had any designs on trying to claim him.
It was a shame, really, that her time here was so limited. Barbarian or not, he was a damned good lover—which was even more surprising considering the tool he carried around with him. It had been her experience that men with big dicks usually considered that was enough in itself and no finesse on their part was actually necessary.
As if he could sense her speculative gaze, he turned to look at her. She smiled faintly. “Sorry I was so cranky this morning. Guess that’s why everybody calls me a bitch, huh?”
Several emotions seemed to flicker through his eyes, one after another. Anger was the last and it settled. “You have had many lovers?”
Lana looked at him in surprise for a moment before irritation surfaced. “Many, no. More than one, yes,” she responded tartly. “Guess you were a virgin, huh?”
To her stunned amazement, he flushed darkly—and got angrier. “You do not understand our customs,” he said stiffly.
“You’re not seri….” Lana broke off at the look he cast her way. “Obviously no better than you understand ours. I guess I should’ve listened to the entire data log instead of skipping around to what I thought was the important stuff … never mind! Sorry I brought it up.”
They traveled in complete silence for a good while after that. It wasn’t a comfortable, or companionable, silence. Corin wasn’t making any bones about the fact that he was pissed off. Lana was intrigued by the notion that she’d been his first, but she could see it was something he didn’t want to discuss.
After a while it occurred to her that she’d heard of primitive societies that associated sex with strength, or rather the lack of it, that believed that having sex somehow weakened a man. She supposed it did, at least directly afterward—women too. She didn’t think there was any scientific data to support the theory that the effect was lasting, however.
Regardless, she could see a certain sense to it if these people believed sex weakened them. Warriors would want to remain at their peak strength.
But, when he’d told her about the fifen, he’d mentioned ‘if they had no woman’. How would that fit in? Maybe the chastity rule wasn’t that strict? Or maybe it wasn’t a rule at all, but a belief, which some held and others did not? Or maybe it only applied to officers?
She felt a little guilty now that she considered it from that perspective, wondering if she’d done something as bad, or worse, than tempting Corin to be unfaithful to a wife. What if she’d ruined his career?
She tried to shake it off. People were responsible for their own actions. Maybe she shared the guilt for tempting him to break his vows, or whatever, but he was a grown man and ultimately responsible for his actions. All he would’ve had to have done was said ‘no’ and she would’ve backed off. For that matter, if he’d seemed hesitant, she would’ve back off.
He hadn’t been and, moreover, he’d instigated sex the night before. She’d been perfectly willing to leave well enough alone after he’d pointed out that she was totally insensitive to the feelings of others.
She sighed. It didn’t make her feel any less guilty, particularly when she knew she’d be leaving him to face the music alone … and who knew what the repercussions might be?
“I did something wrong?”
The question snatched her out of her abstraction, but she couldn’t make any sense out of it since it seemed to be following her own thoughts. “Wrong how?” she asked doubtfully.
He flushed again, obviously tempted to let the subject drop—except that it was bothering him. “I did not do it right?”
Lana stared at him blankly for several moments before it finally dawned on her what he was asking. She bit her lip, trying not to smile. “You didn’t see me complaining, did you?”
He frowned thoughtfully, but he seemed to relax fractionally. “You did not seem to want to … do it again.”
“Oh, well that was something else.”
He fell silent again but not for long. “What?”
Lana sighed. “Look, I think I really screwed up here. I didn’t mean to, but that doesn’t make it any better, I know. I’m not trying to be mean … just realistic. I’m not going to be here long. I figured, we’re two adults. We could scratch each other’s itch, and no harm done. But then you were pissed off about it, and I realized that you probably weren’t looking at it the same way I was. I thought it would be best just to leave it alone.”
He studied her for several moments and finally nodded, looking away.
Lana had a very bad feeling about it, though.
Hopefully, she was wrong. She was too prone to becoming fond of people. That was not a good thing in her line of work and potentially hazardous, as well. That was the main reason she generally avoided even casual sex. Mostly, when she did indulge her needs, she tried to be sure she’d settled on someone she wasn’t likely to get too attached to, or vice versa.
She saw now that she’d made a serious error in judgment with Corin. She should’ve been paying more attention—or just kept her distance. Clearly, the people, or at least the warriors, of Ata Prime considered displays of emotion unacceptable, but that didn’t mean they didn’t feel anything.
Not that she thought there was much chance that she was going to cause Corin any significant wounds when she left, but she was beginning to think she might not come off completely unscathed herself, and she didn’t like to think she might wound him even a little.
Finally, she dismissed it. There wasn’t much point in dwelling on things you couldn’t do anything about.
Despite the fact that they only stopped a few times and even then for only a few minutes, the sun had already dipped below the trees by the time they came upon the clearing around Lianal’s cabin. By Lana’s guesstimate, and considering the season, she figured they had two to three hours of light left, but she knew that was probably stretching it. Much of that time, the light would be very limited.
They saw Lianal going about his evening chores.
Lana faced a moment of indecision. Either Sadin hadn’t arrived yet, or he’d found a position to wait and watch just as they had.
Of course, there was also the third possibility that she’d picked the wrong cabin altogether.
If that was the case, then the only problem was that they’d lost time they couldn’t afford to lose. If either of the first two were a possibility, however, Lianal could be in danger.
Finally, they decided that Corin would circle back and catch the cart trail to approach Lianal and speak to him. That way they ran the least risk of arousing Sadin’s suspicions, and they would have a chance to discover if Sadin had been seen and to warn Lianal if he hadn’t.
Lana wasn’t completely happy with the solution, but Sadin knew her. She couldn’t afford to show her face if there was even a remote possibility that Sadin was in the vicinity.
As Corin approached Lianal, she surveyed the area as far as she could see in either direction. Seeing no sign of Sadin on the trail, or in the fringes of the forest, she returned her attention to Corin.
The two men approached each other as if they were well known to one another, possibly even friends, and she wondered if Lianal had been living in the cabin long. She couldn’t see him that well from the distance that separated them, but he looked nearly as old as the man she’d met on the farm a few days earlier—old enough that it seemed more likely that it had been a while since he’d seen service. The homestead, or fifen, also looked well worked and she didn’t think the improvements were anything that might have been done in a very short period of time.
They talked longer than she’d expected. As tense as she’d been since they had arrived, her nerves tightened even more the longer Lianal and Corin stood in front of the cabin talking. She glanced toward the sun, gauging the time, and then looked along the trail once more.
She was so focused on what was transpiring in the clearing before her that she didn’t sense the presence behind her until it was far too late.
 




Chapter Six
As well honed as Lana’s instincts were, she realized belatedly that she’d allowed herself to be too distracted by Corin for her reflexes to save her. Even as she leapt to her feet and whirled to face the threat, drawing her weapon in almost the same motion, something slammed into her head so hard blackness erupted around her almost instantaneously. Distantly, she felt a second blow to her gun hand, but she was barely conscious and the sensation of falling only vaguely reached her dulled senses.
She thought she might have blacked out completely for a handful of seconds. The next thing that she was aware of was an arm wrapped so tightly around her ribs that she could barely drag a breath of air into her lungs. It took a supreme effort to lift her head and focus her eyes and even so her range of vision was so limited as to be almost useless. She caught sight of her pistol, however, as it was brought level with her face.
“Not a sound,” Sadin growled menacingly, spewing flecks of spittle on her face and a cloud of hot breath as he spoke inches from her face. Bending, he dug his shoulder into her belly and lifted her from the ground. The blood rushed to her head as he stood upright once more, accentuating the dull throbbing in her skull to a painful clamoring. She gasped, trying to drag in enough air to keep from blacking out completely.
Struggling against the blackness, Lana found her thought processes were so sluggish as to be practically non-existent, but one thought was crystal clear.
She was going to be Sadin’s next victim if she didn’t gather her wits about her. When she finally managed to lift her head and focus her eyes, she could no longer see the clearing that surrounded Lianal’s cabin. That didn’t mean much. The forest was thick with undergrowth in this area. Sadin would not have had to carry her far for her to lose sight of the cabin.
He was huffing like he was ready to pass out, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything either. She was dead weight and would’ve been a hell of a load to carry even if she hadn’t been. No doubt a part of his distress could also be attributed to the fear that one or both of the warriors he’d seen might be right behind him.
The question was, where was he carrying her and how far would he try to carry her before he decided to either throw her down and kill her outright or try to drag her off under her own steam?
She was no use to him as a bargaining chip, and they both knew it, unfortunately.
He could’ve simply killed her when he’d sneaked up on her, so he obviously wanted her alive—for now.
He’d taken her knife and her pistol, which meant she was down to hand-to-hand against a well armed man.
Would it be better to play possum and wait until he decided to drop her? Or better to try to figure out a maneuver now?
She did a mental inventory and decided her reflexes were probably as keen as they were going to get any time soon. She didn’t know what he’d hit her with, but she thought the possibility was pretty strong that he’d given her a concussion. The chances seemed pretty much in his favor that she wasn’t going to recover enough before he decided to kill her to be much of a match for him.
That being the case, she decided she’d just as soon take a quick laser blast than allow him to carry her far enough he could play with her for a few days.
Gathering herself, she jackknifed upright, catching his head in an arm lock as she threw herself backwards. Her weight and momentum flipped them both over. She landed on her back with Sadin on top of her, but the surprise and the blow loosened his grip on her legs. Bolting upright, she slammed the edge of her hands down on either side of his head against his ears, trying to draw her knees up at the same time. His weight on the lower part of her body prevented the attempt to knee him under the chin, but he howled in pain and rage as her hands made contact with his ears.
Unfortunately, the blow seemed to enrage him far more than it debilitated him. Heaving upward, he caught her around the throat with both hands. Instead of grabbing for his hands, Lana slammed her palm into his face. That maneuver, too, failed since she couldn’t get the angle just right. Instead of driving the bone and cartilage of his nose into his brain, she merely broke it.
Before she could make another attempt to break his grip, something slammed into Sadin so hard and so suddenly that she was lifted from the ground as he flew off of her. Gasping for air, massaging her bruised throat, Lana struggled to rise and found she couldn’t. She was dimly aware of a scuffle nearby, then Corin was bending over her, his face taut with rage.
“Get him,” she gasped hoarsely. “Don’t let him get away.”
“You’re hurt.”
“Go, damn it! I’ll be all right.”
Abruptly, he stood and left her. Gathering herself, Lana finally managed to roll onto her side, but she felt so nauseated when she’d done so that she gave up the effort to rise and rolled onto her back again. Minutes passed while she drifted in and out of awareness. She wasn’t certain of how long, but abruptly Corin was back. Kneeling, he scooped her into his arms and lifted her from the ground. “Catch him?” she asked hoarsely.
“He vanished.”
Lana sighed. “Shit!” she muttered, but she was too ill to feel a great deal more than the pain and nausea. “Need my pack.”
She wasn’t certain if he heard her. She managed to loop her arms around his neck, but then blackness claimed her. The next thing she was aware of was being settled against something soft. She opened her eyes with an effort and saw that she was in a room. Corin was staring down at her, his expression a mixture of anger and concern. “My pack,” she said hoarsely, wincing at the pain of trying to talk through her abused throat.
“I’ll get it later.”
“Need it now.”
“Rest. I’ll get it.”
“Die if you don’t,” Lana muttered, wondering dimly if she would. She couldn’t gather enough energy to be unduly concerned about it, but she felt that she might be in serious trouble if she didn’t have the pack.
To her relief, he returned with the pack several minutes later. She reached for it. “The map I showed you.”
Frowning, he dug it out and handed it to her. Lana searched the surface blindly until she found the button she was looking for. She pressed it. “Medical emergency these coordinates,” she whispered hoarsely.
“Identify.”
“Ranger Lana Eloy, number ER9652007830.”
“ETA five minutes, Ranger Eloy. Standby.”
She dropped the map.
Corin pulled it from her lax grip and she turned her head to look at him. “Ship’s coming. Will you take me to it when it gets here? Louise will know what to do.”
She never knew whether he answered or not. Days passed before she was conscious enough to know where she was again.
She had difficulty adjusting her sight when she opened her eyes. She blinked several times, trying to bring the world into focus. It didn’t help much. Everything was still blurry, her mind was fuzzy and she couldn’t figure out where she was for several moments.
“How do you feel, Ranger Eloy?”
“Like hell, Louise. What am I doing here?”
“You were injured in the line of duty, Ranger Eloy.”
Lana frowned, trying to jog her mind. When memory flooded back, she made an aborted attempt to sit up, discovering she was in the ‘tube’. “Damn it! How long have I been out of it?”
“Three days. You suffered a concussion and a bruised larynx.”
Lana lifted a hand to her head. “I don’t remember getting here.”
“You were brought by the barbarian male.”
Lana frowned. “I suppose by that you mean Captain Corin Thantos, of the royal guard? I didn’t realize you were a bigot, Louise.”
“I am a computer. It is impossible for me to be a bigot. I merely identified the male who brought you.”
“Right. And you don’t feel the least bit superior because you’re the only computer on Ata Prime?”
“It is a primitive world. I have never fully understood the human tendency to arbitrarily decide that certain words are insulting when they are used properly and in the context that they were intended.”
“Never mind. I want to get up.”
“You are not sufficiently recovered to return to duty, Ranger Eloy.”
“I didn’t say I was returning to duty. I only said I wanted to get up.”
“But that is what you intend to do, is it not?”
“Don’t start, Louise! Sadin’s got a three day lead on me now.”
“That is what I thought.”
Lana felt the sedative the moment Louise pumped it into her blood stream. “Damn it, Louise. I’m going to pull your plug one of these days,” she muttered.
“That’s a completely illogical response, Ranger Eloy. If you did that, I would not be able to attend your medical needs.”
As Lana felt herself drifting away, a sudden thought leapt into her mind. “Where’s Corin?”
“Captain Thantos is not currently on the ship. Shall I summon him?”
“Yes. And open the damned tube. I don’t need it now.”
It took a strenuous effort to remain awake until she felt Corin’s presence beside her. She opened her eyes, looking up at him. “Don’t go after Sadin without me.”
He leaned down. “It will be best if I go alone. I only waited because I wanted to be certain that you would be all right before I left.”
Lana struggled and finally managed to grab hold of his hand. “We can’t afford to be separated now. He’s seen your face. He knows we’re together.”
Corin frowned. “You will be safe here.”
She tightened her grip on his hand. “You don’t understand. We’re both more vulnerable to his attack now. A year ago, Sadin killed my partner, Patrick. He morphed into a perfect likeness of me, walked right up to Patrick, and blew his head off before Patrick realized it wasn’t me. We didn’t know, until then, that he was a chameleon, and Patrick and I had been working together for three years. We trusted one another.
“If you leave me here, he can get to both of us. He’ll know that even if we suspected, we would hesitate, and that would be all he would need.”
Corin frowned. “I would know you. His subterfuge cannot work when we know his capabilities.”
Lana sighed, but she was too near drug induced sleep to allow room for much irritation. “Then you will be safe,” she muttered. “I won’t be. I let you get too close. I wouldn’t take the chance that I was wrong.”
 




Chapter Seven
Lana was ready to set out after Sadin as soon as she woke—in spirit. Physically, she realized as soon as she made her first trip across sickbay that she wasn’t in any condition to leave immediately. After a brief internal debate, she headed for her cabin, made use of the facilities to freshen up, and then collapsed on her bunk.
When the faintness had passed, she rolled onto her side and called up a display of the area and the files on Sadin. She was deeply immersed in sifting through the puzzle of where Sadin might have gone when Corin came looking for her some time later. Several minutes passed before she realized he hadn’t moved from the doorway.
As it slowly filtered through her mind, she pulled her attention from the files and glanced at him curiously. His expression was taut, his gaze fixed on the curling thatch of hair between her crossed thighs. As if he sensed her watching him, he dragged his gaze up her body. Their eyes locked for several moments before it dawned on Lana that Corin wasn’t accustomed to nudity.
Without a word, she rose from the bunk and moved to her locker. Removing a long, loose robe, she slipped into it and dropped onto her bunk once more. “I was trying to figure out where to look for Sadin.”
Corin frowned and moved closer, studying the display. After a moment, he moved to the end of the bunk so that he could see it correctly. Lana moved over and patted the bed. “It’ll be easier to see if you sit here beside me.”
He glanced down at her hand. Finally, almost reluctantly, he leaned his trident against the bulk head and settled on the bed beside her. Lana glanced at the wicked looking trident that was never far from his hands and shrugged mentally. It wasn’t a bad idea to be prepared. She doubted Sadin would attempt anything on their ground, but there was no sense in taking unnecessary risks. It was only through sheer luck that she’d managed to escape him with her life. She’d have felt better if she could’ve convinced herself it was her skill that had saved her, but she knew better.
She’d allowed herself to be distracted and it had almost cost her her life.
“He will have left Ata Prime,” Corin said after a moment, his voice sounding deep and husky.
Lana shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. I imagine he headed for his ship when he managed to elude us, but the first thing I did when I arrived was find his ship and disable it. Unless another ship has arrived since I did and he was able to either stowaway or steal it, he’s still here. And, if he’s still here, I’m thinking he’s tired of having me on his tail. He’s going to be trying to figure out a way to set a trap to get me out of his way permanently.”
Corin was silent for so long that she glanced at him questioningly. “The rangers would send another.”
“Yes, but by the time they did, his trail would be cold. It could take a long time for another ranger to present any sort of problem for him.”
Corin moved to the end of her bed and began discarding his armor. She watched him curiously for several moments and finally dismissed it. He didn’t need it at the moment and she doubted it was very comfortable.
“I’ve been giving this a lot of thought. I feel that Sadin is still in the area, that he hasn’t gone far. I’m as sure as I’ve ever been about anything that he only went far enough to gain the time he needed to set a trap … which means we can only spring his trap, not set one of our own up.
“I think we’re going to have to split up.”
Corin turned to look at her in surprise. After a moment, he dropped the last of his armor on the floor and sprawled out on her bed on his side, propping his head in his hand. “You said it would be safer if we stayed together.”
“Safer, yes, but we won’t get the chance to spring his trap and come out of this alive if we do. It’s me he wants. You’re not a ranger and he knows all he has to do is leave Ata Prime and you won’t be a problem for him. With me, it’s different.”
“Will he not be suspicious?”
“Probably, but if we don’t give him a choice I think he’ll go for it anyway. Not that I intend to really split up. I only want to make it appear that we have. Your ability to communicate with the forest could be helpful. Is it strong enough that you could track me at a distance of say a quarter of a mile?”
Naturally enough, Corin wasn’t familiar with the measurement. After a short discussion, they settled on a distance they were both comfortable with. They worked out several simple signals and counter signals that they could use to identify themselves to one another, verbal and hand signals in case they were unable to use one or the other for any reason. “It’s important that we agree that we’ll use the signal and counter signal immediately. That way, if Sadin tries to mimic either one of us, he won’t be able to get close enough to attack before we realize it’s him.
“I’ll take the trail and check each cabin I come to. That way I’ll always be in plain sight. The only thing that worries me is that he managed to morph and elude you before in the forest.”
“It will not happen again.”
“We could be betting our lives on it,” Lana cautioned him.
Corin shook his head. “His scent does not change, whatever form he takes. The forest knows him now as the strange one.”
She studied him a moment and finally nodded. “Good then. We’re set. We’ll rendezvous at the nearest cabin at dusk each evening if we’ve had no luck with Sadin. I don’t mind camping on the ground if I have to, but I’d rather have shelter if it’s available. Agreed?”
“Agreed.” He tugged on her arm until she yielded and lay back against the bed, staring up at him. “And when we have captured this killer, you will return to your own people.”
It wasn’t a question. She couldn’t tell how he felt about it, however, whether he would be sorry to see her go, or relieved that he wouldn’t have to deal with a female so unlike those he was accustomed to. She didn’t want to examine her own feelings about it, but an unaccustomed sense of loss swept through her. She draped an arm across her eyes, clearing her throat of a sudden huskiness. “Yes. I’ll head back to HQ with him to turn him over for trial.”
“He has killed here on Ata Prime. Rex Pimetrius will want him tried here.”
Lana shrugged but dropped her arm to the bed, fixing him with a determined look. “I expect a lot of planets will be fighting over who gets to execute him. That’s not my problem. My job is to take him in. I hope you and I will not find ourselves on opposing sides once we’ve caught him … because I’ve been after him a lot longer, and I’m not about to let him slip through my fingers now.”
He smiled faintly. “You are so quick to challenge.”
She couldn’t tell whether it was a rebuke or not, but she suspected it was. “I’ve never seen that ignoring an issue helped me in any way.”
“I have no concern that you will not see that justice is done for all. I will find a way to satisfy Rex Pimetrius that will be satisfactory to you, as well.”
Relief surged through her. She knew Corin was a man of his word. She would do what she had to do, but she far preferred to think that she could part with him on good terms. “Good.”
She started to rise, but Corin met her half way, covering her mouth in a heated kiss that made desire curl in her belly. She felt more than well enough to indulge, but guilt pricked her, too. She had wasted enough time as it was, even though it wasn’t something she could’ve helped. She knew they should be on their way.
“We have things to do,” she murmured when he broke the kiss and began to chart a path down her throat.
“Yes, we do.”
Amusement touched her. “I meant work.”
She felt his lips curl against her skin. “This is work—very hard work. It requires concentration, stamina, self control—skills I am striving to master.”
Lana chuckled, dropping back on the bed and smiling up at him. “You’ve mastered them. Believe me.”
He shook his head. “I require much more training and practice—till morning, at least.”
Lana’s brows rose with interest. “It’s night?”
Desire and suppressed laughter gleamed in his eyes. “The sun has set.”
“That will require stamina,” she murmured. “All night?”
“Until one emerges victorious,” he promised, pushing her robe up her thighs and sampling the flesh he exposed with little nibbling bites and the stroke of his tongue.
Lana gasped as he reached her thighs and pushed them apart, nibbling along the keenly sensitive flesh of the inside of one thigh. “Sounds like a challenge,” she whispered huskily as he reached the apex of her thighs and his hot breath trickled through the thatch of curls that covered her mound. He studied her pussy for several moments, as if mesmerized by the intricate folds of pink flesh. Swallowing audibly, he glanced up at her, his eyes glazed with need. She looked down at him through half closed eyes, waiting breathlessly to see what he would do. With slow deliberation he opened his mouth and stroked his tongue along the delicate flesh, parting the petals, delving past the fragile barrier to the exquisitely sensitive flesh it protected.
Lana jerked as she felt the heat and faint roughness of his tongue. Her breath left her in a choked rush. Knee weakening pleasure jolted through her, the flesh over her entire body erupting with sudden, stinging sensation. Her mind clouded with the drugging euphoria of passion.
Emboldened by her reaction, he settled his mouth over her, feasting on her flesh with the gentle suction of his mouth, the teasing stroke of his tongue. Her fingers curled into claws, digging into the bedding. She was torn between pleasure that bordered on unbearable and the desire to spread her thighs wider and give him greater access. The latter won out and she curled her hips up to meet his deliciously agonizing caresses, pushing her thighs wider.
The stroke of his tongue, his tugging kisses on her clit wrung whimpers and tortured cries from her as her body soared rapidly beyond her control, racing toward release. Abruptly, sharp convulsions of pleasure exploded inside her, tearing shrill cries of ecstasy from her lips.
She went limp, gasping for air as he lifted his head and looked up at her, too weak even to protest as he began a tortuous climb up her body with his lips that wrung shuddering echoes of bliss from her sated body and spawned a burgeoning of renewed desire. With an effort, she lifted her arms and wrapped them around his shoulders as he reached her breasts and assaulted each in turn with the same determined patience to wring every ounce of pleasure from her body.
By the time he lifted his head and moved up her neck, she was writhing with renewed need, breathless, drunk with desire. She pushed against him and when he dropped beside her on the bed, she charted her own course of discovery. With her hands and lips and tongue, she tasted and tested every inch of his flesh, every contour, every hard ridge of muscle.
He jerked reflexively when she reached his taut belly, his breath rushing from his chest as if she’d punched him. Catching his cock in her hand, she lifted her head and caught his gaze as she opened her mouth over the head of his cock, sucking it. He let out a hoarse, choked groan, grasping her shoulders. She lifted her head, fixing him with a heated glance. “My turn,” she murmured. Opening her mouth over the head of his cock again, she sucked the rounded knob until he was gasping hoarsely in an effort to catch his breath. She took him fully inside her mouth then, gripping him tightly with her tongue and cheeks as she engulfed as much of his turgid flesh with her mouth as she could before she allowed his cock to slide from her mouth and then took him fully inside her mouth again.
Tremors went through him. He moved restlessly beneath her ministrations, catching her shoulders in a tight grip and then releasing her, as if he wasn’t certain he could bear the pleasure and was more reluctant still to give it up. She moved at a pace that seemed to tear the most pleasure from him, feeling her body climbing toward release once more as she sensed his body spiraling toward culmination.
Abruptly, he caught her, stilling her motions as he reached the edge. She hesitated, torn between a desire to bring him off and an equal desire to feel him inside of her, bringing her to culmination once more.
The former won out and, ignoring his efforts to stop her, she began moving over his cock rapidly once more, sucking him, stroking the length of his cock with her mouth and tongue. He groaned, his cock jerking in her mouth as he reached his crisis. She sucked him hard, stroking his cock with her mouth and tongue until she’d milked him dry and his cock ceased to jerk in spasms of pleasure.
Her body was still humming with need when she released him at last, but a sense of satisfaction filled her as she lifted her head and looked at him, sprawled weakly beneath her, his massive chest laboring for breath. Dipping her head once more, she kissed his sated member, then his belly and moved upward, kissing his chest.
He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her down on top of him and nuzzling her neck. She lifted her head, sucking his earlobe. “I believe I won that round,” she murmured huskily.
A sound that might have been a half-hearted chuckle rumbled from his chest. Spearing his fingers through her hair, he rolled until she was beneath him. Covering her mouth with his own, he kissed her languidly, stoking the fire that still raced through her blood until her body vibrated with her need. She kissed him back hungrily, stroking his tongue and sucking it as she had his cock. Her fervor fed his own.
She felt the rise of the titan along her leg and parted her thighs until he’d pushed his cock between them. Sandwiching his engorged flesh tightly between her legs, she moved against him until he was rock hard and throbbing once more with his own need.
Drawing away from her, he grasped her knees, pushing them up and parting her thighs wide as he probed the tender flesh of her pussy with his cock head, forcing the mouth of her sex open and penetrating her. Lana gasped as she felt his turgid flesh sinking deeper inside of her, felt her flesh fisting around his.
She didn’t protest or make any attempt to rush him as he possessed her fully and began a lazy rhythm of thrust and retreat that teased as much as it pleased. Instead, she stroked his muscular body appreciatively with her hands, savored the feel of their joined bodies, the slowly mounting pleasure, his heat and weight and scent as he engulfed her in a haze of welcome longing. In time they reached a point where neither could bear to wait longer, however, and he began to thrust faster and harder, bringing them both to a shattering climax.
He sprawled weakly atop her as the pleasurable tension was swept away by release, leeching the strength from his body. With an effort, he gathered his strength and levered himself off of her after several moments, collapsing beside her on her bunk.
Lana was more than half asleep when she felt his lips along her neck. “Insatiable brute,” she muttered with amusement.
She felt him smile against her throat. “Do you yield, woman?”
“Mmm,” she murmured, lifting a hand to stroke his hair. “Absolutely … but just once more … for now.”
 




Chapter Eight
Lana left her locator when she set out the following morning. Sadin had crossed and re-crossed the trail she followed until it was virtually useless to her. She’d packed for three days. She didn’t know if she’d begun to hope that it would take her that long to conclude her business on Ata Prime or if it was merely common sense to expect that it was bound to take her several days to find his lair.
Her reluctance deeply disturbed her, however, for many reasons.
The first, of course, was that the longer Sadin remained at large, the more danger he presented to everyone. She was anxious to catch him before he killed again. She was fairly certain that she’d correctly assessed the situation and that she was his prime target now and he would not be seeking another helpless female to target. She could not be completely certain that he wouldn’t, though, and that made it of prime importance to catch up to him as quickly as humanly possible.
She had no intention of doing less than her best regardless of her mixed feelings about leaving Ata Prime.
She didn’t know whether she was more glad, or more sorry, that she’d allowed herself to become so deeply involved with Corin.
Leaving was going to be one of the hardest things she’d ever done.
It was mid day before she managed to thrust Corin sufficiently toward the back of her mind to focus on her task. Wryly, she realized that she’d probably done more to endanger herself and help Sadin than he could’ve possibly imagined. Fortunately for her, she hadn’t run into him while she was wandering along the trail thinking about Corin instead of catching a killer.
She took herself to task as she glanced toward the forest again, wondering if Corin was close by.
Taking her map from her pack, she studied it once more, trying to decide if the cabin she’d targeted actually was the one most likely to appeal to him or if she’d lost her edge entirely. Everything about the cabin’s location spoke to her, however, and she finally decided to stop worrying over it. If she’d guessed wrong, they would try again, but the likelihood was strong that she would spring Sadin’s trap soon.
As the first cabin came into view in the afternoon, her adrenaline began pumping through her system and, to her relief, her training kicked in. She was completely focused as she drew her weapon and approached the cabin cautiously, studying the area around it with a practiced eye for anything that looked out of place.
The cabin was empty and showed no signs of recent habitation.
Relaxing, she holstered her pistol and moved on.
It was late in the afternoon and the day was already dying slowly into night before she reached the cabin that was her prime target. She stopped before the cabin came into view, studying the woods that crowded closely along either side of the trail. The air seemed to hum with energy, but she wasn’t certain whether it was her sixth sense or nothing more than the adrenaline that began to pump through her system the moment she realized she was nearing the cabin.
Taking a deep breath to slow her pounding heart, she listened.
She realized then that the forest was perfectly still.
Had it gone quiet because of Corin’s approach? Or was Sadin lying in wait for her as he had before when he’d slipped up behind her?
The hair on the back of her neck prickled at that thought. Glancing around, she checked the knife in her boot to make sure it was positioned correctly for easy reach, then pulled her pistol from its holster. Stepping onto the vegetation that grew in the center of the track, she moved forward slowly, scanning the forest ahead of her.
The gathering darkness made it difficult to penetrate the thick growth for any distance and her skin began to prickle, the fine hairs all over her body standing alert, straining to catch some sense of danger.
The cart trail curved sharply in front of her, disappearing behind a wall of foliage. Lana stopped, drying her sweating palms on her breeches. Gripping her pistol more firmly, she started forward again, leaning slightly to see around the curve. The darkened shape of the cabin came into view as she rounded the bend.
As were most of the cabins that had been empty for some time, this one was heavily shrouded in a tangle of vines. Slowing her steps, Lana studied the cabin for any sign of movement then peered around the perimeter of the cabin. Her heart jolted painfully in her chest when she noticed the brush near the front of the cabin looked as if it had been breached recently. Bringing her pistol up, she moved closer to make certain it wasn’t a trick of the failing light.
As she reached the edge of the trail where it fronted the cabin, Corin stepped through the door, pausing on the threshold.
Lana’s heart stood perfectly still in her chest, forcing the breath from her lungs. “You scared the shit out of me, damn it!” she hissed when she managed to get her heart going again.
He grinned. “It’s almost dark. We’ll stop here for the night.”
Warning bells went off in Lana’s head instantly. “I thought you were going to check the cabin to the west of this one,” she said slowly, lowering her pistol.
He shrugged, striding toward her. “I did. He wasn’t there. Hopefully we’ll have better luck tomorrow.”
Lana raised the pistol again. “That’s close enough, Sadin.”
He halted in his tracks only a couple of yards from her, his brows lifting in surprise for a moment before his face went taut with anger. “You don’t recognize me, Ranger Eloy?”
“I do. I definitely do, Sadin. Get down on the ground. Now!”
He glared at her for several moments and finally bent down, as if he meant to comply. Before Lana could blink, he morphed into an enormous cat-like beast, springing forward.
Lana fired and dove to one side. She heard Sadin land solidly on the ground not far from where she’d been standing even as she rolled from her side to her back, trying to bring her weapon up to fire again. She managed to get off another shot as he leapt at her again, but the laser blast barely grazed him. It didn’t slow him. The pain seemed to have no effect other than to enrage him.
She rolled the moment she’d fired, trying to come to her feet, but she’d managed to do no more than push herself upright when Sadin landed directly beside her. Morphing as he landed, he drew back one leg and slammed it into her ribs hard enough it lifted her from the ground and rolled her several times before she came to a stop. As she was flipped over, her elbow slammed into the ground, sending a paralyzing jolt through her arm. She lost her grip on her pistol as she continued to tumble. When she came to a halt at last, she rolled up onto her knees, holding her ribs as she glanced around for the weapon she’d dropped.
Sadin bent and scooped it up even as she spotted the pistol. Grinning broadly, he aimed the pistol at her. “Where do you want it? The chest or the head?”
Lana swallowed with an effort, glancing from the barrel of the pistol to Sadin’s face, gauging the distance between them and wondering if she could reach him before he could fire.
Sadin chuckled. “I cracked a rib when I kicked you. I felt it. You’ll never make it.”
Before Lana could think of a response, a high, keening whistle distracted her. She glanced toward the sound instinctively. Sadin, drawn by the strange noise, turned, as well.
The move probably saved his life. Corin’s trident caught him mid-arm instead of in the chest, cleaving his arm in two. Almost as if time had suddenly slowed to a virtual halt, Lana followed the path of the trident, watching as Sadin’s arm separated from his body and began to fall toward the ground. As it did, she dove to one side, knowing the reflexive twitch of his hand and fingers might fire the weapon, but she found she was moving in slow motion, as well.
As she flew through the air, she saw the stunned look on Sadin’s face slowly turning to horror as he watched his arm drop away. She saw the flash of blinding light as his dismembered arm twitched and the laser erupted from the barrel. Fire scorched her hip even as she began to settle slowly toward the ground once more.
Abruptly, time reasserted itself and sped forward so that everything seemed to happen at high velocity. Corin appeared in a blur of motion, slamming into Sadin and carrying him to the ground.
“Don’t kill him,” she screamed as she saw the glint of a blade in Corin’s hand.
His head whipped toward her for a split second. In the next, he slammed his fist against the side of Sadin’s head and Sadin went limp.
Holding her ribs, Lana pushed herself upright with an effort as Corin stood, one leg on either side of Sadin’s limp form as he stared down at him.
“Is he dead?”
Apparently satisfied that Sadin wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon, Corin stepped away from him and strode toward her. “Not yet,” he said grimly.
Squatting beside her, he examined her for injuries and finally touched the burned fabric of her breeches. Lana sucked in a sharp breath, glancing down. “He barely grazed me,” she said a little breathlessly. It burned like hell, though, and rivaled her cracked rib in pain output.
When she met his gaze, she saw that he was glaring at her. “You were supposed to call out if you needed me. I only agreed to follow at a distance because you gave me your word you would,” he ground out furiously.
Lana looked at him uncomfortably. “I didn’t get the chance.”
Some of the anger seemed to leave him. “He jumped you?”
She blushed. “He looked like you. I was … caught off guard. He’d already started toward me before it clicked in my mind that it wasn’t you. I thought I had control of the situation, but I’d let him get too close.”
His face was grim as he turned to study Sadin’s still form. After a moment, he turned to look at her again. “Stay put. I will get your pack so that you can summon your craft. You need medical.” He glanced at the still man again. “Him also if you want him to live.”
When he’d dropped her pack within reach, he pulled his own pack from his shoulder and dug through it, producing a coil of rope. Bending over Sadin, he looped the rope around his ankles, binding his feet together, then pulled the rope up and bound one wrist and the stub of his arm.
Lana watched as she hailed the computer and summoned the ship. “You really think that’s necessary?” she asked a little doubtfully when she saw him tightening the rope around the bleeding stump.
Corin sent her a wry smile. “This is to slow the bleeding.”
“Oh.” She wasn’t accustomed to that sort of wound. She had a knife, but she only used it on very rare occasions, and she’d never lobbed any part of anyone’s anatomy off with it. Queasiness washed over her as she stared at the widening puddle of blood and the occasional twitch of the disembodied arm.
She looked away, surveying the area critically. “I don’t think Louise will have enough room to land here. Is there a clearing close by?”
Corin leaned down and pulled the pistol from the hand lying on the ground. When he straightened, he strode toward her. “Four parsects.”
A parsect, as nearly as she could tell, was roughly three quarters of a mile. She wasn’t sure she was in any shape to walk so far, but there didn’t seem to be an alternative. “We’ll have to meet the ship there. Do you think you can carry Sadin that far?”
“I will carry you and return for him,” he said, leaning down to push her pistol into her holster and then helping her to her feet.
Lana felt lightheaded when she stood. She knew it was a combination of not being able to breathe deeply and the system shock of the laser burn on her hip, though, not anything more serious. “I can make it,” she said tightly. “Sadin won’t if we don’t do something for him pretty quickly.”
His lips flattened into a tight line of anger. “He is that important to you?”
Lana nodded. “Dying now would be too easy for him. I want him to stand trial and face the executioner for what he’s done.”
After a moment, Corin nodded reluctantly in agreement and reached for her pack. She took her communicator from it before she handed it to him and instructed Louise to use the ship’s flood lights to guide them to the clearing since it was already nearly dark and she knew it would be fully dark before they could reach the landing area.
Shoving the communicator into her belt, she limped toward Corin and Sadin. Corin picked up the detached limb, stuck the bloodied thing in his pack and hefted Sadin onto his shoulder. With an effort, Lana leaned over to pick up Corin’s trident. “Leave it … or use it to help you keep your balance.”
Lana studied the trident once she’d lifted it from the ground. It was surprisingly lightweight. Ignoring the blood dripping from the blade, she used it as a staff to help her walk as they set out toward the landing area.
Corin was determined to match her pace, which wasn’t much more than a slow shuffle. As anxious as she was to get medical attention for Sadin, though, she knew she was going to pass out if she tried to move any faster. Every step was agony, and the trip seemed to take forever, but she found as they neared the spot Corin had described that reluctance began to gain the upper hand.
When they reached the clearing and Louise landed, opening the hatch and extending the gangplank, she urged Corin ahead, watching as he disappeared inside with Sadin. He reappeared at the top of the gangplank as she reached it. Striding toward her, he took the trident from her hand and dropped it to the ground then scooped her into his arms and strode up the gangplank with her.
Sadin was already in the examination tube when they reached sickbay. Instead of setting her on her feet, Corin moved to the gurney beside the examination tube and lowered her carefully onto the padded top. Grateful, Lana lay back, closing her eyes for several moments while she tried to regulate her breathing to a less painful struggle. Finally, she turned her head to look over at Sadin. “Where’s his arm?”
Corin shrugged. “He has no need for it. I will take it to Rex Pimetrius as proof that the killer has been dealt with.”
Horrified, Lana glanced up at him sharply. Every instinct screamed a protest, but none found their way to her lips. Corin was taking a grave risk as it was in allowing her to remove the prisoner without protest. Unless he had something that might convince Rex Pimetrius that he had indeed dealt with the killer, there was no telling what sort of punishment he might be facing himself.
“Do you think that will convince him?”
Corin shrugged. “His head would be better.”
“He’d have a little trouble breathing without it,” Lana said dryly.
“The arm will have to do. Rex Pimetrius trusts me. If I tell him the killer has been dealt with, he will accept that it is so.”
Lana swallowed with an effort. “You’re not just telling me that to keep me from worrying about your hide, are you?”
Something flickered in his eyes. “Would you worry, Lana?” he asked quietly.
A hard knot swelled in her throat. It took an effort to swallow past it. “Yes, I would worry.”
He laid one palm along her cheek and leaned down, fitting his mouth to hers and kissing her lightly. Then, as if he couldn’t resist, he opened his mouth over hers and kissed her deeply, lingeringly. When he broke the kiss, he studied her for a long moment before he drew away. “Do not worry for me, Lana. All will be well.”
Lana nodded, struggling against the tightness in her chest that had nothing to do with her injury. “Promise?”
“I give you my word.”
Again, she nodded. Doubt still teased at her, but she saw confidence in his expression and knew he believed he told her the truth. “It has been … the greatest honor to work with you, Captain Thantos.”
He smiled faintly. “It has been an honor and a privilege to work with you, Ranger Eloy. Anhana hoy,” he murmured. Stepping away from the gurney, he turned and strode toward the door.
“What does that mean?” Lana asked as he reached it.
He stopped. Turning to look at her, he smiled faintly. “Until we meet again.”
Lana swallowed with an effort. “Anhana hoy, Corin.”
His eyes gleamed, his smile growing more pronounced. Without another word, he nodded, stepped through the doorway, and disappeared.
Lana lay back, dropping an arm across her eyes. “Set a course for Earth, Louise.”
 




Epilogue
Ten months later
It was usually bad news when Director Mallory called her to his office. Lana had been wracking her brain since she’d gotten the summons, though, and she couldn’t for the life of her think of anything she’d done lately to be called on the carpet for. She hadn’t even been in port twenty four hours. She’d just successfully concluded the case she’d been working on.
She’d been tempted to head down to the canteen for a little R&R, but she’d refrained—even if she’d gone, she was off duty at the moment and had every right to go.
She dismissed the speculation as she reached the director’s office and tapped on his door.
“Come.”
Stepping into the room, she moved toward the director’s desk and stood at attention. “You wanted to speak to me, sir?”
Mallory gestured toward the chair facing his desk. “Have a seat, Eloy.”
“I’d as soon stand,” she responded.
Mallory, always short tempered, frowned. “Sit down, Eloy. I’d just as soon not strain my neck looking up at you.”
Her lips tightened, but she took the seat.
“How long have you been working without a partner?”
Lana’s gut clenched. She knew damned well he knew exactly how long she’d been working alone. “Since Patrick Neilson was killed, sir.”
He nodded. “I’m going to assign you a new partner. He’s a rookie, so you’ll have to show him the ropes, but he’s not without experience.”
“I don’t need a partner,” Lana said sharply. “I work best alone.”
Mallory slammed his fist against his desk. “Did I ask you if you wanted a damned partner, Eloy?”
Lana ground her teeth, jumping to her feet and slamming her palms down on the front of his desk. “I don’t have time to break in a rookie!”
“Make time!” he roared at her. “He’s a good man and we’re damned proud to have him!”
He punched the com unit on his desk. “Send the rookie in, Connie.”
Lana pushed away from his desk and flung herself into the chair once more, glaring at Mallory as she heard the door open behind her and the light tread of feet crossing the room. A dark shadow fell over her.
“You’ve worked with him before, Eloy,” Mallory growled. “Meet your new partner, Ranger Corin Thantos.”
Lana’s head snapped around so fast she almost got whiplash. She gaped up at the man standing beside her chair, staring stupidly at the hand he held out to her. After a moment, feeling as if she was caught up in a bizarre dream, she rose and extended her hand. “Ranger?” she managed to say after a moment.
He shook her hand, smiling faintly. “It’s a pleasure to be working with you again, Ranger Eloy.”
Lana was still staring up at him, dumbfounded when Mallory slammed a folder down on his desk. “Something’s up in sector MHJ541. I want you two to check it out for me.”
Lana stared down at the magnetic folder blankly for several moments and finally picked it up. “When do you want us to leave?”
He stared at her in surprise for a moment and finally frowned. “The ship’s prepped to go—yesterday would be good,” he muttered, waving them off as if they were a pair of pesky insects.
Nodding, Lana scooped the electronic ‘paper’ from the desk and left the room. Corin fell into step beside her as she strode down the corridor toward the station’s landing bay. Still in shock, she glanced at him a couple of times, half fearing her mind was playing tricks on her.
It seemed strange to see him without war paint, wearing the uniform of a ranger. He almost seemed like someone else entirely.
As hard as she’d tried to oust him from her mind since she’d left Ata Prime, she only managed to keep her memories at bay for short periods of time. She’d missed him, far worse that she would ever have imagined. “You left Rex Pimetrius’ service?” she managed finally.
“He graciously granted me release to represent Ata Prime in the ranger program. We are required as members of the confederation to donate manpower to patrol.”
Lana frowned. “I know that, but … he hasn’t. I mean, he refused before.”
“When I expressed an interest, he saw the merit in complying with the request.”
Lana shook her head, falling silent. It was just too much to take in at once. Her mind felt strangely blank.
When they’d reached the ship and boarded, she ordered the hatch sealed and the gang plank retracted before she turned to Corin. He caught her even as she turned, sandwiching her between the bulkhead and his body. His mouth, as it covered hers, shattered the little wit that remained to her, flooding her with heated longing.
She felt weak all over when he pulled away from her at last. She had to lock her knees to keep from sinking to the floor in a puddle. “You … wanted to be a ranger?” she asked in confusion.
His eyes gleamed with both amusement and desire as he stared down at her. “I wanted a ranger. If I must be a ranger to be with you, then so be it.”
The End
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Chapter One
An ambiguous mixture of emotions ran along the periphery of Raina Willows’ mind as she carefully polished a three foot segment of the dark mahogany balustrade. Narrowing her eyes, she studied the section critically. The light powdering of dust she’d been stirring around, she saw, had collected in a groove on the bottom side of the railing. Settling her rump on one of the stairs, she speared the polishing cloth with the nail on her index finger and ran it back and forth along the decorative furrow until she’d removed the pale line and then focused on the intricate carving that supported the balustrade.
It was archaic, Raina decided, but she still wasn’t altogether certain of how she felt about it. Vaguely resentful, she supposed, maybe a little threatened.
Threatened might be a little strong, she amended, lifting her head briefly to flick a gaze around the vast foyer of the mansion, but something like that.
From the moment she’d first seen the place, from the outside, the fanciful notion had swept over her that she was walking onto a movie set for a filming of a vampire flick or a ghost story. The gothic mansion and its setting had the sort of theatrical feel to it that gave her a mild case of the willies even before she’d set foot inside, and the interior of the place was even more gothic--heavy crushed velvet draperies on all of the tall windows, heavily carved furniture, dark mahogany moldings everywhere.
She wasn’t sure why she’d worked so hard to get the job.
Aside from the fact that she desperately needed work, that is.
Cleaning lady wasn’t exactly the sort of thing one could put on a resume to get a leg up in today’s world. She’d gone after the job because she’d thought it would be a cinch to get it and she’d been beat out by the competition on every other job she’d tried for over the past couple of months. Immediate needs had finally overrode the desirability of career building.
She’d felt like a peon, though, from the first moment she’d been interviewed, and that, at least, was no exaggeration. The housekeeper had looked like a character out of an old horror/vampire flick, not quite medieval but damned close in her severe, mid-calf length black dress, her gray hair slicked back and knotted at the back of her head in a style that looked like something out of the eighteen hundreds.
Raina had known immediately that she’d fucked up when she’d shown up for the interview in jeans and a knit top, be they ever so neat. The housekeeper, Mrs. Higgenbottom, had looked her over as if she smelled something that stank--like shit.
It was menial work she was applying for, though. How the hell was she supposed to guess they’d expect her to dress up just to crawl around on her hands knees to clean? She’d figured she should wear work clothes. She’d worn her best jeans and a neat, almost new, conservative knit top.
It had been obvious immediately that she’d figured wrong. The housekeeper, she strongly suspected, would’ve pitched her out on her ass right then and there, without an interview, except for Mr. Smith. The woman’s face had looked as if it was about to crack wide open with outraged contempt--that Raina had dared to show herself like she was--when she’d looked up and met Mr. Smith’s gaze. Raina hadn’t noticed a single emotion ripple across the man’s face and yet after that exchange of gazes, the housekeeper had settled and started the interview.
What was up with that, anyway?
So far, she’d met--not been introduced to, but had them pointed out to her--Mr. Smith, Mr. Jones, Mr. Black, Mr. Green, and Mr. White.
No way in hell was she believing that was their real names.
They were like--a security detail of some kind, reminded her of glimpses she’d had of the secret service men that surrounded the President--they were that fucking scary! Maybe a little more scary.
Except for the detail of slight variations in hair coloring, they almost looked like a matched set of bookends--all of them were at least six foot tall and built like bouncers on steroids. All of them wore suits and dark glasses. All of them had hard angular, strangely exotic faces and looked as if their faces might crack if they ever used any of their facial muscles for anything approaching a smile. They all had unfashionably long hair, which was smoothed back on their heads and tied at the base of their skulls into a ‘ponytail’ that should’ve made them look ridiculous but somehow didn’t--probably because they practically dripped testosterone.
Like the housekeeper, they all wore black, except their suits weren’t throwbacks in style like the housekeeper’s dress--or dresses. Either the woman wore the same dress every day or she had a closet full of the identical style. It was Raina’s third day on the job and she’d yet to see the woman wearing anything that looked the least bit different from the dress she’d worn the day Raina had come to interview a week earlier.
She had yet to see the mysterious Mr. Simon Draken, her actual employer, but, as curious as she was about the man, she actually dreaded the possibility of running in to him.
The housekeeper, Mrs. Higgenbottom, had spent most of her first day on the job telling her what was expected of her and laying down the ‘rules of the house’.
She was a servant, not to be seen or heard--at all--which was where the archaic attitude came in. Mr. Draken was a busy man and rarely left the west wing, where his ‘suite’ lay so she was assured an encounter wasn’t likely, but if she happened to be in an area of the house when he did pass through, she was to try to make herself invisible and never to look directly at the man.
Archaic!
It made her uneasy, though. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to look at the guy because she was a servant and dirt beneath his feet, and maybe there was some kind of dark and creepy reason she wasn’t supposed to look at him.
It was a flaw in her personality, she supposed, that aside from engendering a good deal of resentment in her, the restrictions had also given rise to a wealth of curiosity she might not have felt at all if Mrs. Higgenbottom hadn’t been so adamant that she was forbidden even to look at the man. Her active imagination had instantly began to conjure speculative images.
The mansion almost looked like it could’ve been from the Dark Ages, in style anyway. Except for the style of the architecture, it didn’t look old, but the house didn’t look new either, mostly because she couldn’t imagine the craftsmanship evident in the place having been mass produced or even handcrafted by modern day millworkers.
So she figured he must be old, especially with his archaic expectations of his household staff.
He was obviously filthy rich, too. Even if this estate had been handed down to him, she couldn’t imagine a younger man wanting to live in a place like this--single, she thought. There’d been no mention of a Mrs. Draken.
The fact that she’d been forbidden to look at him made her think he was deformed or disfigured in some way.
Maybe not.
The security detail that guarded the place as if it was Fort Knox suggested he might be someone who’d, at least at one time, been famous, maybe a political dignitary or something.
Or maybe not. She supposed it could’ve just been his wealth.
Shaking the thoughts off, she focused both her mind and her gaze on her work for a moment, examining it carefully. She didn’t want to get fired when she hadn’t even collected her first paycheck and Mrs. Bitch, old as the crow was, had the eyes of a fucking eagle. If there was so much as a speck of dust or a smudged fingerprint, the old bat would make her start over from the beginning.
She’d been trying to convince herself this was just the ‘new girl’ shake down, typical of most jobs where the boss led you around by the short hairs and cracked the whip over your head until they were certain you’d been properly broken in and cowed. If she could just make it through the initiation phase, it would be smooth sailing after that.
The intricate carving of dragons and vines and strange, exotic flowers was beautiful, she supposed. She’d thought so before she was told to clean and polish the damned thing anyway. All the tiny crevices and grooves collected dust, though, and a cleaning rag and polish just didn’t get it insofar as removing the dust in the minute fissures.
Unconsciously rolling the kinks out of her shoulders and back, she glanced surreptitiously around the foyer again. Seeing no sign of Ms. Hatchet-face, Raina lifted her head for a more thorough search. All the doors along the foyer within her view were firmly closed and after a moment, she slipped the toothbrush out of her jeans pocket.
The woman would probably shit a squealing worm a mile long if she caught her using a toothbrush, which was why Raina didn’t intend to get caught. She also didn’t intend to spend the entire day cleaning the fucking balustrade that wound up both sides of the foyer in a grand, horse shoe shaped curve.
Draping her cleaning rag over the handle of the toothbrush, she dipped the soft bristles in the cleaning solution and made short work of the balustrade support, darting an occasional guilty glance around to make certain she wasn’t caught at it. When she’d finished, she used another rag to wipe off the excess cleaning solution and then stood up and leaned over the balustrade to clean the outside.
Somewhere in the rounds of balancing and cleaning and the need to finish the task quickly, she became so focused on what she was doing that she not only forgot to keep a look out for her nemesis, the housekeeper, but she also didn’t pay any attention to the march of many feet on the upstairs landing until they slowed and finally stopped.
It was the cessation of the sound that finally penetrated her absorption. Instinctively, she glanced up and froze as she met the gaze of the man standing at the top of the stairs.
His eyes were unlike any she’d ever seen--on any human, or animal for that matter. Even with the distance separating them the color--a strange gold flecked with orange-rust--seemed to jump out at her. The black pupils didn’t look ‘normal’ either. Instead of round, as they should’ve been, they were elongated, almost diamond shaped.
It wasn’t the eyes, though, that caused her such a jolt. It wasn’t anything her eyes were registering, because she wasn’t actually aware of noting and cataloguing his physical attributes at that suspended moment in time. She wasn’t the sort of person who went around talking or thinking in terms of ‘auras’ and yet she’d felt his even before she looked up, an almost electrified charge in the air that had already been crawling over her and prickling her skin even before she looked up. Once she did look up and met his gaze, she was enveloped in something like a force-field that was ten times stronger than that first awareness, a powerful, unidentifiable ‘something’ that seemed to suspend her breath in her chest and her heart and then jumpstart both with an electric current that made her heart take off like a runaway freight train.
He seemed almost as frozen as she was, though she was quite sure, later when she could think at all, that it wasn’t for the same reason or anything approaching it.
For her, the closest she could come to describing her feelings later was that she was awestruck, as if she’d found herself in the presence of some deity, or a being with god-like powers--or a sex god of the silver screen.
After a long, long moment, while her heart hung suspended in her chest, and the air she’d sucked into her lungs and held slowly depleted of oxygen and began to bleed a dizzying current of carbon monoxide into her feeble brain, he lifted a pair of sunglasses and settled them over his eyes. The movement, or the sudden release of her captive gaze, allowed Raina a handful of seconds to gather an overall impression of the man before she became aware of the men surrounding him, standing slightly behind him.
A security detail, her mind clicked.
The mysterious Mr. Draken, her mind added.
The toothbrush in her hand.
Guiltily, Raina made a belated attempt to hide the contraband in her hand. She averted her gaze but not before she saw her guilty movement had drawn his attention directly to the toothbrush she’d tried to palm.
She was never to be seen, or heard, and under no circumstances to look directly at the man. The color left her face in a rush as those rules, drummed into her head over the past several days, belatedly filtered into her mind. Straightening abruptly, she grabbed her tray of cleaning supplies, galloped down the stairs, and around the curve, flattening herself against the wall. Her heart, jump started by her abrupt awareness, was galloping in her chest at around ninety miles an hour. Her lungs, laboring overtime now that she’d remembered to breathe, pumped like a bellows, over oxygenating her blood so rapidly she thought for several horrifying moments she was going to pass out.
Triple shit, she thought in dismay as she caught a glimpse of the housekeeper’s shoes in the doorway off to her right!
She’d broken every single damned rule in the space of a heartbeat and topped that off by galloping down the stairs like an idiot, drawing even more attention to herself!
She flicked a look at her hand by her side and saw the bright blue handle of the toothbrush sticking up out of the cleaning cloth. As casually as she could, she rotated her arm so that the handle, she hoped, was hidden from the woman’s view, but she had a bad feeling it was way too late to be worrying about the damned toothbrush. Even if Hatchet-face hadn’t seen the toothbrush, she’d probably seen her gallop down the stairs, and seen her look directly at the man--Simon Draken--staring at him as if she’d heard a chorus of angels singing in the background.
She knew it had to be him. As stunned as she’d been, she’d been dimly aware that he wasn’t alone even before she glanced up. The fact that four of the security men had flanked him was enough to assure her it was ‘his lordship’ himself.
She frowned at that thought. She’d been too mesmerized to take in any particular details about him, but she certainly hadn’t gotten the impression that he was old. His bearing had been ramrod stiff--almost military, although ‘regal’ was what popped into her mind from out of nowhere--not bent with age. His bearing aside, the impression she’d gotten was one of exceptional height, and massive proportions, not a body shriveled with age.
Not fat.
He wore black like everyone else in this bizarre household, but it hadn’t been a suit. The slacks had been tailored to fit narrow hips and long, lean legs. The shirt, almost ‘blousy’ and old world looking, had been open at the neck, but his shoulders were broad and straight and the silk-like fabric had draped what seemed, in retrospect, hard, bulging muscles a body-builder would envy.
The men were halfway down the stairs before her hearing picked out the sound of their footsteps over her drumming heartbeat. Inwardly, she cringed, wishing she hadn’t stopped by the stairs. She’d been lucky to make it as far as she had, though, without her legs completely losing muscle tone and dumping her in the floor. She was fairly certain she wouldn’t have made it down the hall to the service area without embarrassing herself.
Sweat beaded her brow when the contingent reached the foot of the stairs and paused. The housekeeper was still watching her. She wasn’t going to look, even though it was eating her alive to glance in that direction just to see if he was looking at her.
She wasn’t going to.
She slid her eyes in his direction. She couldn’t see anything but black shoes and calves clad in dress pants--and a pair of knee high black boots. The toes were pointed toward the door. For some reason, though, she had the impression that he’d glanced in her direction.
Paranoia?
After that brief hesitation, the entire party went out the front door.
Raina expelled a breath of relief when they disappeared.
She counted to ten, expecting to hear the crisp footsteps of the housekeeper. She knew the woman wasn’t going to bellow at her from down the hall.
“Mr. Draken will be back in an hour,” Mrs. Higgenbottom said finally, her voice sounding almost mild for her. “Be certain you’ve finished with the balustrade and moved into the dining room by then.”
More than a little stunned, Raina nodded, but the soft click of the door told her the woman hadn’t waited for any kind of response.
Her entire body slumped as the tension went out of her. Feeling dazed and more than a little confused, Raina moved away from the wall when the weakness finally subsided and strength slowly began to return.
She hadn’t been dismissed.
Yet.
The old bat was probably going to wait until she’d finished cleaning and then fire her, Raina thought morosely.
And how the hell did she know he’d be back in an hour? Where would he go on the island that would take him an hour to get there and back? He wouldn’t be leaving the island. It was a fifteen minute ride around it to the dock and another ten to fifteen from there to the mainland, twenty or thirty to the city limits ….
Shaking that puzzle off, Raina hurried up the stairs and hustled to finish the seemingly endless task in the time allotted. It wasn’t just that she was concerned about the housekeeper, either. The entire episode had left her feeling strangely disoriented and jumpy. The man exuded cold and dangerous. As scary as she’d thought his watch dogs were, the main man made them seem warm and cuddly in contrast.
That was the impression that had made her heart stop and her breath freeze in her lungs, she decided.
The image of his strange eyes hung in the back of her mind as she worked furiously to finish the cleaning and polishing so that she could play least in sight when the man came back.
Emotionless, she thought, not just cold in the sense that he might have been looking at a roach that had had the audacity to creep out from under the rug. His eyes, his expression, had been as cold and distant as if there was no soul in the body.
She’d seen a flicker of … something, though, she realized after a while. Fleetingly, so briefly she would’ve missed it if she hadn’t been staring into his eyes, she’d seen something pass through them, an acknowledgement of her presence, she supposed. Surprise, maybe? As if it had been so unexpected for him to discover an actual living, breathing being cleaning his house that it had jolted him out of that faraway place where his mind ordinarily dwelt.
* * * *
Such turmoil churned through Simon as he left the house that it was only habit that guided him down the path he’d worn over the years from the house to the sea. He found he could not sort the confusion of thoughts and impressions, even though he felt a need to do so, and that disturbed him almost as much as the fact that he was in a state of disorder at all.
He had not expected to encounter the woman--his people knew he did not like to deal with outsiders--but he was not unaware of the woman’s presence in his house. As little interest as he had in such things, he was kept informed of everything that went on around him. That was a given. Whether he was interested or not, his rank placed as many obligations upon him as it did his people.
And that being the case, he should not have felt such a jolt of … shock upon encountering her. Should not have felt even a great deal of surprise, let alone stunned to such a degree that it seemed to suspend him in time so that he’d found himself unable to move, or think, or even breathe for a seemingly endless time.
It was shock that he’d felt, though, he finally acknowledged, an unpleasant jolt of stunned … what?
He still was not sure, but his mind obligingly recalled every image it had recorded in those moments, every impression, and tumbled them around again in an effort to find some explanation, some logical reason for the disturbance.
A small, pale face surrounded by untidy locks of dark, reddish brown hair emerged dominate, and most strongly of that impression was the eyes--because they seemed larger than anything else about her face. More vaguely, he had had the impression of clothing that had seemed far more suitable for a man--at least the men of his culture--fitted, though there had been nothing at all mannish about the body the clothing so faithfully conformed to--large, soft breasts, a narrow waist, nicely rounded hips and shapely thighs.
He had noticed everything about her body, he realized with a mixture of surprise and irritation. Without any actual intention of doing so, without even a conscious awareness of it, he had catalogued every pleasing curve, could remember very clearly every detail of shape and size, even a calculation of firmness and softness.
Arousal, he realized as he felt his body stir again only at the memories. Part of it, at least, had been desire.
He examined that with suspicion, searching for a reason to dismiss it, and realized that he could not. The potent attraction, unwelcome as it was, unfathomable as it was, had been the greatest part of the jolt to him.
He had not been with a woman in …. He could not exactly remember the last time. He had a vague memory of expending himself on some nameless, faceless female, but nothing beyond that--no perception of time. In truth, he had ignored his physical needs so long he rarely felt it to any great degree anymore and he could not even recall when he had managed to quash even the call of his manhood.
That explained it, though--need. It was not want. It was only nature demanding he remember that his body had needs besides the intake of nourishment and the need to rest.
That did not explain why, though, the eyes bothered him so much, why the expression on her face haunted him.
She had felt it, too, he realized after a few more minutes of thrashing the idea around in his head, feeling almost more stunned by that realization. That was why he had felt such a jolt. The look in her eyes, on her face--it had mirrored the same, inexplicably powerful force of attraction that he had felt.
Reflected back at him, he wondered? Overlain there by his mind’s eye only because it was what he felt? Or had she actually felt it, too?
Frowning, he examined that more carefully.
He did remember it correctly, he finally decided, but the attraction wasn’t all that he’d seen. It might not even have been the emotion that dominated that little face that he’d found so appealing, so strangely fascinating.
She’d been focused on his eyes, paled as she stared him, froze like prey that has sensed the interest of a predator.
He hadn’t been wearing his glasses, he realized abruptly, feeling anger and far more disappointment than he should have.
He had scared the hell out of her.
* * * *
The conflicting thoughts and impressions did nothing to settle Raina’s nerves. As tired as she was by the time she’d managed to finish, she was still jumpy. The faintest sound made her stiffen and cock her ears to listen intently until she’d identified it.
She was frantically polishing the last segment of the balustrade when she heard the sound she’d been listening for--the faint scuff of soles on the walkway outside the front door. For a split second, she froze like a deer caught in a car’s headlights. As she stared at the door, though, and saw the door knob begin to turn, she grabbed her cleaning tray and darted toward the formal dining room on tiptoe.
God only knew why she thought that would help anything. The cleaning supplies jiggled and rattled with each step, noisily marking her quick retreat. She almost spilled the thing in her haste to clear the doorway and close the door behind her.
Struggling not to pant for breath like an obscene phone breather, Raina, inspired by some insane impulse she couldn’t resist, paused before closing the door completely. Holding it with no more than a thin sliver between the door’s edge and the frame, she peered through the minute opening as the men entered the foyer.
He was in the forefront again. Despite the panic that threaded through her veins, she allowed her gaze to take a full sweep of him before she focused on the hard planes of his face, studying his profile as he came into full view.
He hesitated fractionally as he placed one boot clad foot on the first stair. For a split second, she thought he knew she was there, that he was going to turn and look straight at her.
He didn’t. He mounted the stairs and disappeared from view, leaving her to wonder if she’d just imagined that slight hesitation.
When the last of his escort had disappeared up the stairs behind him, she very carefully closed the door, wincing as she heard the click as the door caught and wondering if it only seemed loud to her or if it actually had been loud enough to carry up the stairs.
After glancing around the vast dining room vaguely for a moment, she finally moved to one of the dining chairs that lined the wall nearest her and collapsed weakly on the seat.
Staring at nothing in particular as her mind focused inwardly, she tried to sort the unfamiliar riot of emotions inside of her. With a touch of surprise, she finally realized that uppermost was almost a sense of awe, giddiness--vague hysteria--as if she’d discovered herself in the presence of some rock star or god of the silver screen she’d lusted over and fantasized about for years--except this man was a complete stranger. She was absolutely certain she’d never seen that face before. She would never have forgotten it. So how, him being a nobody as far she was concerned, could he have had that kind of effect on her?
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